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Before engaging the man I’m pretty sure is impersonating Corporal Maynard, I flick on my night vision with a thought, scanning past him for other potential hostiles. On the horizon, the teeth of a broken city jaw at the sky.

It’s hard to think of this planet as humanity’s birthplace. Now, it’s just another place to put a Subverse node. Come to think of it, I remember reading that the uploads here like the nostalgic vibe Earth gives off. Funny. The further we get from our origins, the more obsessed with them we become.

I turn off night vision. There’s a German Shepherd lying next to the impostor—probable impostor—and it notices me first as I approach the crackling fire, followed by its owner. The dog glares directly into my eyes, a dominance display, but the man is staring at my birthmark. I learned to tell the difference pretty young.

“Forget to wash your face?” he asks.

That triggers a memory: a kid joking that my birthmark is my mother’s lifeblood, still spattered all over my face.

Then: I’m straddling the kid, with no memory of how I got there, fists smacking against his head again and again. An instructor shouting, “Joe Pikeman, stop that this instant!” And I did, feeling glad she stopped me.

As the dog growls deep and low through its steel-cage muzzle, I squat beside the fire and study my new friend on the opposite side. He’s made his camp on the leeward side of a sand dune, complete with a rock to sit on and a lopsided spit-roasting setup. The flames show his space-black Guardsman’s uniform is rumpled, and a gun belt lies a few inches from his left hand, the holstered laser pistol within easy reach.

“I’m looking for Corporal Maynard,” I say. Somewhere out in the night, something yelps like it’s about to die.

“That’s me.”

“Is it?”

“I got the face, don’t I?”

“Do you have the ID?”

He rummages inside his coat and produces an octagonal coin, which he flips over the fire. Catching it, I hold it steady for my datasphere. The coin turns emerald, and golden text appears above it: ID CONFIRMED.

“You’re a Troubleshooter, then?” the man claiming to be Corporal Maynard says as he reaches forward to rotate the carcass of whatever he managed to trap out here. Looks like it might be a fox.

“What else would I be? You had to notice my ship touching down.”

He nods. “We see trouble, we shoot it. That’s the motto, ain’t it?”

“Unofficially.”

“But you’re only supposed to come here if we got problems with the Subverse.”

Firelight glints off the ID coin, which I’m still weighing in my hand. “You do have problems.”

“Not according to the terminal. I just checked this morning, and it says everything’s fine.” He tilts his head sideways, though his eyes don’t leave mine.

“Then either the terminal’s lying or you are. Guess which one I consider most likely?”

My new friend doesn’t answer, and I glance to my left, switching on night vision again. A green gloom replaces the darkness, revealing the corrugated metal shack I know houses the terminal. “I could go check the terminal myself.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because I’m not convinced you won’t shoot me in the back if I do.”

“There’d be no advantage in that.”

“Not if you’re really Corporal Maynard, no. But if you’re someone impersonating the corporal—a pirate, for example, who smells profit in interfering with a Troubleshooter’s business—that’s a different story.”

“Ridiculous.”

“Right now, it’s looking pretty likely,” I say, and extend my right thumb. “First, there’s my orders to come here and find out why all contact’s been lost with the Sol Subverse. Spacescrapers keep returning after a few laps around the sun, after failing to establish any connection.” I extend the pointer finger. “Second, you’re telling me everything’s peachy.” I look down at my hand, which now forms a gun-shape, then back up at the man wearing a Guardsman uniform. “That’s it, actually.”

“How do you know the fake people inside the Subverse didn’t just decide to screw with us? Maybe they got bored of living forever. Took up playing pranks.”

The wind picks up, then, shifting particles across the desert’s surface and drowning out my answering laugh. It’s funny, because I’m willing to give uploads about as little credit as this guy’s giving them. That said, I’m skeptical even they would pull something like this—make it look like a main hub went dark just to screw with a couple Guardsmen.

But I’m not waiting for ‘Corporal Maynard’ to come around to my point of view. I’m waiting for something else.

As I glance toward the shack again, still smiling, my patience is rewarded.

A metallic click comes from the German Shepherd’s muzzle, and it falls onto the sand. The fake Guardsman reaches out for his laser pistol, but my fingers are already wrapped around mine, and I’m unsnapping the strap.

Trouble is, there’s no time to shoot them both.

The dog lunges. I dive to its right, putting the beast between me and my friend, whose pistol tracks my progress. A laser shot crackles through the air, and the dog yelps, stumbling.

Exiting my roll, I swing my weapon around as I regain my feet. The impostor’s still getting his feet under him, readjusting his aim as he does.

My datasphere tells me where to position my pistol, indicating the spot in the air with a green funnel shape. I obey, arm jerking up to the sweet spot. The impostor rises to meet the neon-blue laser bolt with his face. His head snaps back and he crumples to the sand. At that moment, a thrill—call it satisfaction, adrenaline, dopamine—shoots through me. That’s how it always is. At first, anyway.

A mass of fur and teeth collides with my right side, sending my pistol flying from my grasp and knocking me to the ground. I twist around as I fall, sliding my hands beneath the dog’s collar as my back hits the sand, just in time to prevent the German Shepherd from savaging my throat. The dog lunges against my grip, again and again, snarling. A thick string of drool dangles from its jaws, swinging wildly until it lands on my chest, connecting me to the dog’s maw. It takes all my might to hold back the beast. Fount, it’s strong.

“Dice,” I grunt. “Dice, I need you.”

A voice cuts through my thoughts: “You told me to stay aboard the ship.”

“I’m revising that order. Get out here, now.”

The teeth graze my throat, and I sweep my right leg inward, connecting with the dog’s hind leg. It yelps, confirming that the impostor’s laser bolt hit its haunch. I kick it again.

This only seems to enrage the German Shepherd further, and it redoubles its effort to rip out my jugular.

From my right comes the rapid patter of Dice approaching across the sand dunes, from the flat area where I parked the Ares. The dog gives a final, powerful thrust, and I lose my grip on its collar.

Twisting right, I offer it my shoulder instead of my throat. Most of its teeth sink into my spidersilk armor, but somehow a couple of them find flesh—my collar must have gotten yanked to one side in the struggle. They rip through muscle, striking bone, and I grit my teeth against the electric pain radiating from the bite.

Dice crashes into the German Shepherd, who takes a piece of my shoulder with it.

The dog flips over and over across the sand, whining, but Dice executes a forward roll with programmed precision, rising to his feet, twin laser pistols snapping into his hands from their stowed position inside his forearms. The bot’s gunmetal plating gleams darkly in the firelight as he lines up his shot.

“Don’t,” I say, staggering to my feet.

Dice turns his long, inverted triangle of a face toward me, scarlet visual sensors eyeing me with what I’m sure is disbelief. The bot has no facial expressions to speak of, but it’s in the angle of his head. “What?”

“Restrain it, and take it back to the Ares. Don’t kill it.”

The German Shepherd has backed itself against the sand dune, where it’s crouched low, staring at Dice and barking, eyes wide. My blood drips scarlet from its snout.

The bot stows his pistols back in their forearm hollows. “I’ll never understand fleshbag sentimentality.” With that, he launches himself toward the dog. The animal darts forward in an attempt to escape, but Dice’s trajectory was obviously calculated to take the likelihood of that into account. He scoops up the animal in an iron embrace, where it’s left to writhe and whine as the bot rises to his full height.

Dice glances at the body of the man who tried to impersonate Corporal Maynard. “Funny how your sentimentality didn’t extend to him. Not that I’m complaining. The fewer fleshbags the better, if you ask me.”

“Find something to tether the dog with. Put him in my cabin, make sure he can’t reach anything, then get back in your closet.”

With Dice gone, I scoop up my pistol and holster it, taking a moment to study the body of the man who attempted to impersonate Maynard. I wonder where the real Maynard ended up. The answer’s almost certainly “dead,” but who knows. Maybe the pirates kept him alive, to try to ransom him off.

Dice made it sound like killing the pirate was easy—and it was. The actual killing, anyway. Instinct and training took over, plus my datasphere, which is programmed to paint the targets Command would want me to neutralize. I’m not supposed to kill anyone my datasphere doesn’t paint as a target. It’s like having a superior always standing behind me, telling me who to shoot.

“You’re a weapon,” Senior Chief Shimura used to say. “And we wield you. A sword can’t be held responsible for those it cuts down. Neither can you.”

Until very recently, I bought into that.

Shaking my head sharply, I cut off that line of thinking as quickly as it began. I still buy into it, Fount damn it. I can’t afford another episode like the one I had on my way here.

I ignore the dead pirate’s open-eyed stare and start turning out his pockets and stripping off his uniform, looking for anything that points to what he was doing here, or who he was working for.

“Asshole got unlucky,” I mutter as I search. It just so happens the Troubleshooter he tried to trick is also the first person the brass thinks of when it comes to taking down pirates. I’m a little surprised he didn’t recognize me, actually. Most pirates would. I’m known in their circles as the Butcher. But maybe he did know me and just pretended not to.

Finding nothing, I trudge toward the corrugated metal shack, shoulder sending jolts of pain down my arm and waves of fire through my chest. I leave it alone. Gotta let the Fount do its work.

Inside the shack, I discover why the impostor was cooking outside: this place reeks of death. The question of Corporal Maynard’s whereabouts also resolves itself: he’s lying in his bunk against the back wall. What’s left of him, at least. It looks like the pirate let his German Shepherd rip the corporal apart. Starve an animal for long enough, and it’ll eat human readily enough.

A blanket of flies shifts at my approach, but they don’t abandon the corporal for long. Their gluttony proves greater than any fear they have of me.

Past the foot of the bed, around the corner and down a short hallway, I find the room that houses the terminal. It’s destroyed. The wrench used to do the deed lies on the dusty floor a few feet away from the shattered computer.

Someone’s trying to stop me from looking into this Subverse’s problems, all right. The question is, why?
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It makes my stomach roil, but I give Corporal Maynard a proper burial, out behind the shack that was his charge. At first, the desert sand drifts back into the hole I’m making, dumping one shovelful in for every two I take out. But deeper down, the ground gets clumpier, and easier to move. I need to make the hole deep anyway, to make sure the animals don’t get at what’s left of the corporal.

My shoulder screams all the while, but I ignore it. Pain becomes a lot easier to live with once you get used to the idea of most injuries healing within hours. That’s thanks to the Fount—humanity’s greatest gift. And our greatest curse. A person’s Fount is made up of millions of nanobots that live inside the body, circulating through the bloodstream. It’s the processing platform that enables a person’s datasphere, and it lengthens lifespan by dismantling diseases as they appear, not to mention healing nonlethal injuries and cleaning up the gunk that would otherwise build up inside arteries.

“I’m sorry,” I say to Maynard’s ravaged corpse, which has been lying nearby on a bed sheet as I worked. The Fount couldn’t save him. It can do a lot of things, but it can’t reignite the spark of life once it’s snuffed out.

I never met the corporal in life, but it doesn’t matter. He was a fellow Guardsman, and he was just as alone. Just as unappreciated by the rest of the galaxy. A brother.

Kneeling, I cut a square of cloth from his blood-stained sleeve. It’ll contain enough of his Fount for my ship’s computer to analyze, so that I can learn what Maynard knew. With the square of fabric tucked inside my pocket, I drag the bed sheet over to the hole and lower him in as gently as I can. Then I begin shoveling sand over the body.

Pretty much every star system humanity ever colonized is now set up like this: a Guardsman like Corporal Maynard protects a terminal. The terminal—an upright computer with the circuitry built into its bulletproof base, whose keyboard you have to stand to use—holds the secret location of the server room for that system’s Subverse, accessible only to a Troubleshooter. Even the Guardsman who protects the terminal doesn’t know where the server room is.

In the normal course of events, no one accesses the server room, ever. Its upkeep is the exclusive domain of maintenance bots who never leave it. But when there’s a problem, someone like me shows up, extracts the server room’s location from the terminal, and goes to troubleshoot the problem.

Troubleshooters are the Galactic Guard’s special forces, given space-worthy ships called Broadswords and sent where they’re needed. Of course, actual technical knowledge amongst Troubleshooters is limited. My datasphere tells me how to fix any issue with the servers, providing it’s fixable at all.

As for the Sol Subverse, I’ve already formed a theory of what happened to it. In my line of work, theories are useless unless they leave open some course of action, and so mine does:

I think the impostor managed to hack the terminal and obtain the server room’s location. Probably, either he or his associates have already visited that location, which spells bad news for the hundreds of billions of people who live (or lived) in this Subverse. The ones who had copies in other star systems will live on there, but you can bet that most of the Sol Subverse’s population was single-iteration. Most uploads can’t afford to run multiple copies of themselves.

Without the terminal, I have no way of finding the server room. Unless the impostor happened to tell Corporal Maynard its location before he died. If he did, then the information will be stored within the corporal’s Fount, and I’ll be able to access it by having my ship analyze it.

The fact Maynard died in his bed suggests the impostor killed him first, then hacked the terminal, in which case Maynard’s Fount would have gone dormant too soon to absorb the information I need. But I don’t leave stones unturned, so I’ll analyze his Fount anyway. 

Walking back toward the Ares, my labor done, I try to ignore the nagging feeling that something has gone seriously wrong in the Andora Sector. For now, I’m assuming the impostor was a pirate. Other than the Five Families, few others would have the resources for such a sophisticated facial reconstruction job.

But why bother with that in the first place? There’s only one answer I can think of: they did it in the off chance I was stupid enough to believe the impostor and leave without investigating further. That tells me they want to delay the Guard from finding out whatever they’re up to, for as long as they can.

Which means it can’t be good.

My ship’s outer airlock hatch opens at my mental command, and I step inside. “Outside biomatter detected,” the ship says.

“Don’t worry about it.”

The hatch closes.

Inside, I carry the square of cloth to an enclosed scanner built into the opposite bulkhead. It also opens with a thought, and I place the fabric onto the concave platform. The scanner closes, and I cross to Dice’s closet, willing it open while unzipping the torso of my suit.

The bot folds out of the Repair and Recharge module, rising to his full height, and I shove the suit piece into his arms. “Fix the part the dog ripped. I want it done within the hour.”

He takes it down to the mess without a word, where he’ll work on repairing the suit’s fibers at the table, which doubles as our work bench. I head for the center of the bridge, lowering myself into the command chair, favoring my shoulder as I find a comfortable position.

“Begin report,” I say.

“Commencing report,” the ship says.

“I arrived at the terminal on Earth to find someone wearing Corporal Maynard’s uniform, as well as his face. The impostor attacked me, and with Cybernetic Partner D1C’s help I managed to neutralize both him and his guard dog. I found the real Corporal Maynard dead inside the Terminal Depot. The terminal is destroyed, but I’m in the process of analyzing the corporal’s Fount to determine whether the server room’s location was made known to him before his death. In the meantime, I plan to go to the Brinktown located on the other side of the planet. Whoever did this—right now, I’m guessing pirates—clearly has designs on this system. If they haven’t attacked the Brinktown yet, I suspect they will soon. End report.”

“Concluding report,” the ship says. “Would you like to review it before transmission?”

“Negative.” I lean back in the command seat and stare at the overhead, still favoring my shoulder. In spite of myself, I wonder whether my father ever visited this system. Cal Pikeman, was a Troubleshooter too, but there the resemblance ends.

At least, as far as I can tell it does. I never actually met him. He took off before I was born, claiming he’d been called by the Shiva Knighthood to go to the galaxy’s Core on some ‘top-secret’ mission. They must have asked him pretty nicely, since he abandoned his pregnant wife and unborn son to do it.

Of course, no one back on Calabar, in the Brinktown where I grew up, actually bought his story. Nobody can reach the center of the galaxy. It’s been barred for three hundred years, ever since the Fall, and if the knighthood ever even existed, it hasn’t given any signs of it in living memory. When I was a kid, I used to cling to the idea that my father was telling the truth…but I grew up pretty quick.

He really did manage to vanish, though, wherever he went. No one in Brinktown ever heard from him again, not even after his wife died giving birth to me. Not even after his son managed to knock up a Sterling.

That’s what separates me from my father: I can’t imagine ever abandoning my kid. Hell, making sure Harmony’s taken care of is what keeps me going out here.

I allow myself a long breath. “Activate the crew.”

All four crewmembers appear inside their respective circular stations. Each station consists of a broad, ivory railing that curves back on itself in an unbroken circle. Three pillars support each railing, connecting it to the deck. The railing itself does nothing; has no cybernetic capabilities. Instead, the interface each crewmember needs to perform their duties are projected onto the railing’s surface.

As for the crewmembers themselves, each one wears a long face, barely concealing disappointment at being yanked out of the crew sim to perform duties in the real. They used to actually let their disappointment show through, but I put a quick stop to that, with a stern warning of demerits and limited sim privileges. They shaped up, afterward. Mostly. Now, they generally manage to school their faces to a blankness punctuated by dull eyes.

“TOPO,” I say, turning to the Trajectory Operations Officer. “Set a suborbital course for the Brinktown on the other side of the planet.”

“Aye, Captain,” he says, voice listless.

Every Troubleshooter’s crew is pulled from the Subverse’s digital population. Specifically, from a never-ending war simulation that spans the entire galactic Subverse—one of many ‘recreational activities’ uploads have at their disposal. Called the Great Game, it’s one of the most popular ways for Subverse residents to pass the time, thanks to the large token payouts. And the highest scorers have a chance of getting assigned to a Troubleshooter’s crew in the real, where the pay’s even better.

But taking home a lot of tokens isn’t the only draw. Plenty of players strive to get assigned to the real because their actions there will have actual consequences for the few flesh-and-blood humans left. The stakes are higher. Most uploads call those players “stake junkies.”

But once they’re accepted into the Guard and trained into whatever role they’ll perform—after their minds are downloaded onto a Troubleshooter’s ship for a two-year service term—things change.

They start to realize that real life isn’t much like a video game. That an actual soldier’s life is characterized by long periods of nothing broken up by fleeting bouts of frenzied action. When we fight, we generally win…if we fight. But raiders prefer to avoid confronting Guardsmen if they can, instead wielding terror like a cudgel to get what they want. They will attack civilian outposts, as long as there’s no Troubleshooter for light years around. And they’ve had rare moments of brazenness in recent decades, testing the chinks in the armor of a Guard that’s in decline. Mostly they’re cowards, though, preying on the weak.

This is the sixth crew I’ve had the ‘pleasure’ of working with since graduating from Assessment and Selection and getting my own Broadsword-class starship. Every crew starts out the same way, deadly serious about their work. Performing every assigned task as efficiently as possible, so that they can do their part to protect the Subverse from pirates, Fallen, and any other villains who would dare endanger humanity’s digital home.

But as their term wears on, this is how they get. Behind my back, in the enforced privacy of the crew sim, I’m sure they snicker and snort at the indignities of biological reality, like all uploads do. Marveling at how anyone could still live such a backward existence in today’s enlightened age.

I could have had them deleted from my ship and replaced with a new crew, in the hopes the replacements would bring the energy and innovation every ship captain wants on his bridge. Replace enough crews, though, and the brass start to view you as a complainer, putting strain on an already overtaxed system. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. These crewmembers are almost finished their service term. I’m getting another crew when I get back to Calabar.

“Let me know when we’ve arrived at the Brinktown,” I say, hoisting myself out of the command chair. I cross the deck toward my cabin, to check on the dog with a taste for human flesh.
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A low growl greets me as I enter my cabin. The German Shepherd is tied to a desk leg, which is bolted to the deck. Dice left the animal with very little room to maneuver, which is good, since the cabin has little space to begin with.

I sit on the side of my bunk, facing the dog, whose eyes are full of fire. Her right hind leg is lifted off the ground—that’s the haunch the laser bolt hit. My datasphere chooses that moment to inform me it’s a female. I guess Dice must have taken it upon himself to check and submit the information to the ship. He also went back to collect the steel-cage muzzle from the fireside. That’s good, too. I’d forgotten about it.

The bot generally follows the most generous interpretation of any order I give him. Not out of goodwill, of course. It’s his programming to obey the full spirit of an order, not just the letter.

I finger open the strap holding my laser pistol in its holster. The dog watches the movement, and she follows the weapon as I shift it to my lap.

“I should kill you,” I say.

Her head lowers, and her hackles rise. The growl deepens.

“You ate my brother. My fellow Guardsman. I know that bastard impersonating him starved you and made you eat him. Doesn’t matter. You’re a maneater. Any decent person would put you down.”

I line up the shot, right between her eyes, which never leave mine. Earlier, she cowered away from Dice, but right now she’s fearless. Unafraid to die, if she even understands that’s what a raised pistol means.

For some reason, I think about my childhood. The boredom, the schoolyard fights. All the adults who had no problem telling a child to his face that he’d grow up to be no good.

I lower the pistol, then return it to the holster and snap it in place. “I can’t kill you,” I say. “You remind me too much of myself.”

When I reach forward to pet her, she lunges against her chain, her snarling reaching a crescendo.

“All right, then.” I yank open the stowage underneath my bunk, stepping to the side to avoid backing into her. Removing the medkit, I shut the stowage, then open up the kit on the bunk, rooting through it till I find what I’m looking for: diazepam, which works to sedate dogs just as well as humans. There’s no way I’m administering it orally, so I fit a syringe with a needle and fill it with the dosage my datasphere recommends for sedating a dog of the German Shepherd’s weight. The datasphere can estimate that very accurately, just by eyeballing her.

Next, the datasphere recommends the best way for restraining the animal to administer the injection. I watch a ghostly version of myself perform the motion a couple times, then I step forward, quickly pivoting around to the dog’s side as she thrashes and twists. Before she can maneuver to face me, I grab her front legs together, then her hind legs, heaving. She slides down my stomach to the deck, her legs out from under her, snarling and yelping all the while.

I place my arms over her neck and body, pinning her, then I shift on top of her so my weight is keeping her pressed against the ground. Grabbing the loose skin behind her shoulder blade, I pinch it to form a pocket of flesh, then push the needle in. She’s not happy about this, and the snarls ramp up. So does the thrashing. But it’s over in a couple seconds. I withdraw the needle then leap away, with her jumping to her feet to try biting me through her muzzle.

It takes a few minutes, but her temper gradually subsides, and then she slumps to the ground, breathing slow and relaxed. I crouch beside her, turning her over to expose the laser wound.

It’s not too bad. I expect most of the bolt missed her, with the beam only focused on her haunch for a fraction of a second, with the rest going wild. The impostor was getting to his feet as he shot, after all.

I go to the head on the lower deck with a two-liter container, ignoring the crew’s glances as I cross the bridge from my cabin. Returning with warm water, I use a bulb syringe to irrigate the wound, then cover it with a topical antibiotic. The medkit doesn’t have much of that—these days, the Fount takes care of what antibiotics used to. The only reason I have any antibiotics is to treat someone who’s chosen to eliminate their Fount from their bodies, or someone who never had any Fount in the first place.

Once I’ve bandaged the wound, I go to the lower deck again, to the mess. I put some freeze-dried chicken strips in one bowl and water in another, and when I get back to the cabin, I take advantage of the dog’s sedated state to take off her muzzle so she can eat when she comes to. With that, I stretch out on my bunk and stare at the overhead.

Twenty minutes or so later, my TOPO’s voice cuts through my wandering thoughts: “Captain, we’ve arrived.”

“Have we landed?”

“Affirmative.”

“Good. Deactivate crew.”

“Crew deactivated,” the ship says.

When I emerge onto the blessedly empty bridge, the main screen shows a view of the outside. The screen is actually just a blank panel—what I’m seeing is a visual sensor’s feed, routed through my Fount and projected by my datasphere onto the bulkhead. It’s a neater way of doing things than having a disembodied window floating before my eyes.

White blankets the Siberian Brinktown, buildings and streets, and as I draw closer to the screen I spot the first motionless lump. I try to come up with something for it to be other than a snow-covered human corpse, but at the moment I’m stuck for ideas. Then I spot the next lump, farther down the lane, and the next.

Sighing, I walk to the supply locker near the airlock and fish out the charcoal helmet. I lower it onto my head, where my matching shipsuit self-seals with it. Then I activate the suit’s thermal coils, so that I’ll be nice and toasty by the time the airlock finishes cycling.

Before I leave, I query the information the ship’s managed to extract from Corporal Maynard’s Fount. Nothing about the server room location yet. Damn it.

The outer airlock hatch faces away from the Brinktown, and when I emerge, I’m treated to a blinding vista where the only break from all the white is a frozen pond bordered by a few skeletal trees. Wind buffets my helmet, and I’m glad to have it on.

According to the historical records dredged up by my datasphere, this part of Earth used to be called Siberia. As good a name for a frozen waste as any, I guess.

I trudge around the Ares toward the Brinktown, slabs of frost cracking and shifting underfoot, like tectonic plates in miniature. As a rule, Brinktowns are located in the harshest environments available on the galaxy’s brink. Anywhere Fallen are unlikely to survive. Savage alien predators are tolerable; freezing temperatures can be borne. But other humans who want what you have will find their way in eventually.

Twin laser turrets swivel toward me as I near the town’s perimeter, each dislodging a tiny avalanche of snow. I already have my ID coin out, and I’m holding it up for them to scan. They return to their original positions, and I stuff the coin back into its slot on my shipsuit’s chest, breathing a little easier. My uniform’s made from dyed spider silk covered with hundreds of super-thin films designed to reflect the wavelengths used by laser weapons of known manufacture. The spider silk—specifically, bark spider silk, produced by genetically modified silkworms—makes it strong enough to stop kinetic weapons, and the reflective films will usually protect against laser shot. But there’s always the chance a laser weapon’s using a wavelength the designers didn’t anticipate, and anyway, I doubt my uniform would stand up for long against lasers as powerful as the ones mounted on those turrets.

The Brinktown I’m from is on Calabar, a planet lousy with toothy aliens, making walls a must. Here, it seems just laser cannons are enough. The cannons don’t fire inward, though, and any Brinktown I’ve ever seen is vulnerable to attack from above. Everyone tends to assume their combat bots will save them if pirates ever land in the center of town, but bots only go so far against ship-mounted turrets and overwhelming numbers. If the pirates want to take over bad enough, they will.

Case in point: nothing’s moving in this town. In several places, my boots break through the crust to sink through a foot-high drift, sometimes higher. No one’s cleared the ways between the squat, rounded buildings for several days.

The first person I encounter lies sprawled in the street, as though taken down by gunfire. Sure enough, when I peel away a layer of frost, I find a woman whose nose has been obliterated by a laser bolt. There’s a little crimson mixed in with the snow I shifted away, but not much. Lasers create less of a blood spatter than kinetic weaponry, since they don’t carry material out of the body through the exit wound.

Part of my datasphere goes black: its warning that someone’s drawn a bead on me from behind.

I dive to the left an instant before a laser bolt burns a hole through the snow where I was standing.
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Hands outstretched to break my fall, they sink into a drift instead, and the datasphere flashes its concentric black circles again: right in front of my face.

I roll away, again to the left, as a second shot crackles past, superheating the air near my head. As I flail through the powder, I catch a glimpse of the second-story window my assailant is shooting from.

Pawing at my holster, I find it caked with snow. My datasphere flashes another black patch. I heave myself sideways once more, then I’m up and running for the nearest building on the shooter’s side of the road.

In the alleys between the domed structures, the snow proves even deeper. Within a few steps I’m up to my groin, but I can’t afford to let it slow me down. I pause to fish my pistol from its snow-logged holster, then I wade through as quickly as I can, hugging the building for cover.

The shooter’s in the next building over, and to my surprise, he doesn’t appear at any of the windows on this side. That means he’s scared or injured, possibly both. I breathe a little easier.

Reaching the entrance, I try the handle. Locked. I dip into a thigh pouch for one of two small breaching charges, then I slap it near the door handle, arming it and backing through the snow a couple meters. With a mental command to my datasphere, the charge blows, destroying the locking mechanism and sending the door banging against a wall.

Darkness fills the room inside, and I switch on night vision before entering, leading with my pistol.

Room by room, I clear the first floor, keeping a close eye on the staircase as I pass by. After the first, all the rooms have windows, so I turn off night vision. This is a multi-family dwelling: shared kitchen, shared bathroom, and bedrooms stuffed full of mattresses. Someone was even lucky enough to have a bed frame.

The common areas were kept relatively clean, it seems, but the bedrooms themselves feature the usual squalor. When I kick open the door to the final downstairs room, I’m hit with the rotting-eggs-and-farts smell of a corpse. A man reclines in an armchair squeezed between two beds, a laser pistol clutched in his lap and a neat hole through his chin.

That’s one way to go. Better than mowed down in the streets by pirates, I guess. I will my helmet to activate odor filtration, and the air starts to smell better right away.

A creak comes from somewhere behind me, and I whirl around, my mind’s eye conjuring up an image of a foot being lowered onto a stair.

I edge into the hallway. The staircase is narrow, nestled between two walls, and when I pop around it with my weapon raised, there’s nothing there. I walk up it, making no effort to muffle my footsteps.

At the top, I can go left or right, but the latter should take me toward the room where the shooter was. So I go right. The hall turns a corner up ahead, and a mirror hangs on the wall to the left, pointing down the next stretch of hallway.

Pressing my back against the corner, I peer into the mirror—straight into the eyes of a kid wearing a bulky brown coat and clutching a laser rifle. His face goes even paler than it already was, and his lower jaw starts to tremble in this weird way. He can’t be more than eighteen. Eighteen-year-old me would have chewed him up and spit him out, of course, but not everyone can be eighteen-year-old Joe Pikeman.

“Drop the rifle, kid.”

He doesn’t. He raises it instead, pointing it toward the mirror.

“Cut it out,” I say. “I’m packing a military-grade datasphere. There’s nothing you can do I won’t see coming.”

He lowers the weapon to the floor, then gets back to his feet, stretching his hands out in front of him, away from his body. Smart kid. “You’re a Guardsman,” he says.

Holstering my pistol, I nod. Then I round the corner and shove him back a couple steps, bending to pick up the laser rifle. He catches himself on a rickety-looking dresser, and I safety his weapon.

Willing my helmet to unseal from my shipsuit, I lift it off my head and nestle it between my arm and left side. With that, the kid’s eyes become glued to my face, widening, and his pallor whitens even further. “Commander Pikeman. The—the—”

“The Butcher. You can say it.”

He doesn’t, though. Instead, he starts to tremble.

I suppress the urge to sigh. To Brinktowners and uploads alike, it doesn’t matter that I got that name by killing the very people that pose a threat to them. They view any killing as savage, animalistic. Not that they have an alternative answer for the raiders, mind you. It’s not like there are jails anymore.

Uploads see the violence as a regrettable symptom of the few humans who ‘insist’ on continuing to live in biological bodies. Never mind that for many, it’s not a choice, and never mind that to continue existing, the Subverse needs humans in the real.

Most Brinktowners see the violence the same way—their attitude just has a glaze of self-loathing to it.

No Guardsman expects to win any popularity contests by enlisting, but I never expected the growing tide of resentment that’s been crashing against me since I completed Assessment and Selection. The Troubleshooter training process is designed to create weapons capable of defending the galaxy; of neutralizing threats without hesitation. It’s not my fault I just so happen to be the deadliest weapon that process has ever forged.

The kid’s rifle dangles from my right hand. “Why’d you shoot at me?” I ask him.

He blinks. “I, uh—I thought you were a pirate. Sir.”

“Pirates did this, then?” I nod toward the front of the house.

“Well, they sure acted like pirates. Stole things. Did…things…to the women, and to some of the men.”

I give the kid another look. He’s been through more shit than the average Brinktowner will see in a lifetime. It’s actually kind of incredible he’s holding it together this well. “I’m sorry, kid,” I say, lowering a gloved hand onto his shoulder. 

He flinches, but doesn’t pull away. I’m not any good at this kind of thing, but it seems to have an effect. He draws a deep breath and lowers his eyes to the floor. “Yeah.”

“How’d you survive?”

He lifts his eyes to meet mine, seeming a little sturdier, now. “I managed to make it back here, and I hid. Shot the only pirate who came in. His body’s on this story, in a back room. I couldn’t bring myself to move him. Or…do anything, except stay in my room and eat when I thought I could keep food down. I had some snacks stashed, and I’ve been opening the window to get some snow when I get thirsty.”

The kid leans back against the dresser. Maintaining eye contact, I say nothing.

“They landed four shuttles in the town square,” he continues, “all mounted with plenty of weaponry. Then they just started destroying everything around them. The fighter bots all congregated to try and overwhelm them, and they put up a good fight, but the pirates brought too much. After the bots were gone, no one fought.” The kid’s voice lowers to almost a whisper. “No one fought.”

“Of course they didn’t,” I say.

The kid winces. “We always thought the bots could protect us from anything.”

“Well, they didn’t.” I gesture with the rifle. “Was this a pirate’s weapon?”

“Yeah. I got him with a stool as soon as he reached the top of the stairs. He dropped the rifle, and I shot him with it.”

I raise my eyebrows. “That was good work.”

He shrugs, suddenly sheepish. “I always thought about what I’d do if someone broke into here. Always told myself I’d use that stool. I can’t believe it worked.”

That’s not how a good, honest Brinktowner is supposed to think, but I’m sure more do than let on. Anyway, I don’t remark on it. Ten minutes later, we’re trudging through the snow, back toward the Ares. I left the kid’s laser rifle in the building I found him in. He didn’t protest, which was smart. There’s no way I’m letting a stranger onto my ship with a weapon in easy reach. I don’t care how young and pathetic he looks. I’m not taking the chance.

“I’m Sheldon, by the way,” he calls ahead to me from a few meters behind.

“I’m the Butcher,” I say, unable to stop a hint of bitterness entering my voice. “But you already know that.”

“Commander Pikeman, right? That’s your real name.”

I glance back at him. “Yeah.”

The ship doesn’t comment on Sheldon’s presence when he follows me into the airlock. Remarking on outside biomatter is one thing, but maybe it knows it would be rude to call our guest that.

On the bridge, I lower myself into the command chair while Sheldon leans against one of the crew station railings, looking awkward.

Rubbing the bridge of my nose, I say, “I didn’t notice any child-sized bodies. Only adults.”

“I think they were taking the kids. At least, I saw them drag one into a shuttle.”

“Taking the children,” I repeat. What were the pirates up to on this planet? It clearly wasn’t your routine pillage-and-burn. If the fact they bothered with impersonating Maynard didn’t indicate that, then the mass child abduction definitely does.

Speaking of Maynard…

“Query data extracted from our sample: location of Sol’s server room.”

“What?” Sheldon says, at the same time the ship says, “Querying extracted data.”

“Quiet,” I say.

“Location found,” the ship says. “Sol’s Subverse server room is located in the sewers underneath the Siberian Brinktown.”

I stand. “Stay here, and don’t touch anything,” I tell Sheldon.

“Where are you going?”

“You heard the ship. I’m going to the sewers to get to the bottom of this.” In my head, I replay what I just said, and grimace. “I didn’t mean for that to be a pun.”
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They didn’t sugarcoat anything during Troubleshooter Assessment and Selection. Far from it. “Shit and muck,” Chief Shimura would say, often. “Welcome to your new life.”

We didn’t encounter any actual feces during Troubleshooter training, so I just assumed it was a figure of speech. I should have known better.

Something plops into the heated sewage up ahead, probably a maintenance bot embarking on an underwater voyage to clear a plugged-up pipe or some such. This Brinktown’s original engineers had to make sure the sewage was heated—otherwise it would freeze solid, and what would be the point of having a sewer?

As it is, the feces and other products of the human body retain the form of half-frozen sludge. I don’t know whether that makes the smell better or worse, and I’m not interested in finding out. I made sure to switch on my helmet’s odor filtration before entering the sewers through the treatment facility near the center of town.

“Suck it up, Princess.” It’s Shimura again: a transmission from the distant past. That happens more than I’d like, hearing my old instructor’s voice in my head. It might as well be an actual transmission through my datasphere. Ah, well. This sort of thing is bound to happen when you spend your time wandering an empty galaxy by yourself.

I find the server room in a location that’s just below the town’s periphery, according to the map offered up by my datasphere. It’s where I expected to find it. If they’d tried to hide it anywhere other than the perimeter, it would have been found eventually by someone savvy enough.

The engineers disguised the server room entrance to blend in with the sewer walls. As far as I can tell from what’s left of it, anyway. The pirates blew it to pieces, with a much bigger charge than was necessary.

I sweep in, laser pistol raised. The lights detect my presence, coming on automatically at the same moment I hear a scraping sound from my left. My pistol’s muzzle flicks toward the sound. It’s a maintenance bot, two of its five legs bent beyond usefulness, one of them missing.

That’s not a good sign.

The cabinets that hold the servers stretch from floor to ceiling, lit by a sapphire glow now that I’m in the room. I don’t get a good look at the first one till I go down the nearest aisle, and when I do I suck air through my teeth.

Jagged shards of glass border the cabinet door, and inside, the server’s completely melted. I check the next cabinet, then the next. It looks like someone took a hammer and a flamethrower down each aisle, methodically smashing each door then bathing every last motherboard in flame. What’s left looks like the result of an archaeological excavation of some ancient alien society. I got your proof of nonhuman sentient life right here.

Doing my due diligence, I spend a couple hours inspecting every rack in the labyrinthine room. I’d put tokens on nothing being recoverable from this mess, but the brass will send in a specialist anyway, just to make sure. Can’t say I blame them. If you buy into the idea that the digitized person is humanity’s truest, most evolved form, then hundreds of billions of humans just died.

It’s kind of my job to buy into that idea, by the way. As for how I actually feel…well, it’s complicated.

Aboveground again, on the way back to the Ares, I glimpse a hooded figure wrapped in long, forest-green robes, standing near my Broadsword. The figure faces away from me, apparently studying the hull. Then his arm moves, and I see he’s carrying a gnarled, wooden staff. He uses it to tap the side of my ship.

“Hey!” I bark, drawing my pistol. He turns away from me, then walks around the stern, his pace unhurried, and disappears from view.

I run toward the ship, but when I reach the starboard side, the figure is nowhere to be found. Using my datasphere to access her visual sensors, I check all around the ship. Nothing.

Swinging around, I scan the horizon, pistol still aloft. The crest of the nearest hill seems too far for him to have reached in time, and the rest of the land is flat enough that I should be able to see him. But I can’t.

Shaking my head, I make my way around the ship to the airlock. Inside, I find Sheldon sitting cross-legged with his back against the far bulkhead. He blinks rapidly when I exit the airlock, like he was asleep.

Probably, the kid had been nervous that finding him napping in the command chair would have agitated me. Honestly, I wouldn’t have cared.

I stow my helmet then settle into the chair myself. Before I activate the crew, I check the Ares’ sensor log, replaying the last few minutes. At least, I try to. For a ten-minute stretch, the files are corrupted, and I can’t access them.

“Damn it,” I say. How the hell did that happen? Did the creep I found skulking around the ship manage to hack the computer, for the sole purpose of scrubbing himself from its records?

Either way, there’s no time to go looking for him. My next destination is my home Brinktown on Calabar, where my chance to visit Harmony will be short enough as it is. Besides, it doesn’t look like the jerk actually tampered with the ship. Preflight diagnostics should confirm that.

 I activate the crew, and before they can start with their usual bullshit, I order them to take the Ares out of Earth’s gravity well and then to the slipspace coords for our next destination. As I’m giving out instructions, their eyes all drift toward Sheldon. His unexplained presence seems to make them bashful—anyway, it’s not hard to tell they’re on their best behavior. Reminds me of the old days. Maybe I should keep him around, just for that.

Who am I kidding? It wouldn’t last.

My orders given, I hoist myself out of the command chair and tell the kid to follow. He gives a jerky nod and scrambles to his feet.

The German Shepherd’s low-throated growls float through my cabin’s hatch the moment I open it, and Sheldon halts, eyeing me hesitantly.

“Come on,” I say, walking inside to take up position against the bulkhead, just within reach of the dog. Her snarling becomes savage, wild, and she jerks against her chain again and again. Good to see she’s feeling spunky again.

“Sit on the bunk,” I tell Sheldon, who’s still standing a meter outside the open hatch. “She won’t be able to reach you.”

With a few more seconds, he complies, sitting with his hands in his lap, eyes fixed on the beast trying her best to get close enough to eat my leg. I will the hatch to close.

Calling up an image of Corporal Maynard, I transmit it to Sheldon’s datasphere. “Do you recognize this man?”

He nods slowly. “Yes. He showed up in town, the day before the attack. Disappeared for a few hours—it was the talk of the town for the afternoon. Same thing after he resurfaced and left. He told us he was a Guardsman, and I don’t think anyone tried to talk to him after that.”

“Makes sense.”

The kid asks, “Do you think he had something to do with this?”

“Yes. His name’s Maynard, but it wasn’t really him. Someone modified their face to look like him.”

Sheldon balls his hands into fists. “If I’d known what he was…”

“Yeah? What would you have done?”

He frowns, and doesn’t answer. Instead, he asks another question: “Why did they take the children?”

I lean my head back against the bulkhead, swatting away the dog’s snout, which deters her not at all. “Flesh has always been a valuable commodity on the black market. Ever since most of humanity checked out of the galaxy, anyway. Alive, dead—criminals value it just as much as Bacchus Corp always did. But children?” I shake my head, short hair rasping against the metal. “I think they’re gearing up for another war. For that they need resources, which it seems they extracted from your town in bulk. But more than that, they need recruits.”

“You mean…”

“Child soldiers,” I say, trying not to sound as grim as I feel. “Wouldn’t be the first time in human history. Far from it. Really, it’s more likely now than before the Fall, with the galaxy in the state it’s in. I’m surprised this is the first time they’re trying it.”

Sheldon doesn’t answer, and after a few minutes, I push off the bulkhead and will the hatch open. “You can sleep in here,” I say, crossing the room.

“With that?” he says.

I turn around at the hatch to find him gawking across the cabin at the German Shepherd.

“She’s secure,” I say, then clear my throat. “We’ll be in slipspace for a few months. I’d recommend going into nanodeath. There’s not enough food for all three of us.”

He blinks, still staring at the dog. I will the hatch to close, then return to the command chair to see us out of the system.

Four hours later, we’re in slipspace, with the crew deactivated. I close my eyes and try to sleep, but the prospect of another war with the pirates has my thoughts churning. The last major pirate assault happened while I was going through Troubleshooter Assessment and Selection, back on Gauntlet. It got repelled—me and my buddy Soren had a hand in that—but it was a small one. Back then, it seemed like they were trying to take the Guard by surprise, to hamstring us and then hit us with a bigger force later. But that didn’t work, and their uprising lost steam.

What it looks like they could be preparing now…it seems much bigger. The pirates have multiplied since I was in training on Gauntlet, and they’ve gotten much better armed. Plus, the Guard has only slid further, while aging servers continue to break down at an increasing rate, taxing us even more. I’m not sure we’d manage to turn back a major assault, with the Guard as underprovisioned as it is now.

My cabin’s hatch slides open, and footsteps cross the bridge, getting closer till they stop to the left of the command chair.

“Uh, Captain? Sir?”

I open one eye. “What?”

“Are you planning to enter nanodeath?”

“No.”

The kid swallows. “Um. Where do you think they’ll take the kids?”

I open the other eye. “Probably Gliese 832. That’s the only system they can get to from here with no Subverse. Meaning, no Guard patrols.”

“Is that where we’re headed now?”

“No.”

Sheldon pauses. “Are you planning to go there at all, then?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I haven’t been given any orders to do that.” That sounds curt, even to me, but it’s true. Command will do something about this, or they won’t. I don’t have the authority to take matters into my own hands. Not unless I want to try going rogue. “We’re going to Calabar, in the Capellen System, where I’ve been granted very brief home leave.” 

After a while, the boy drops his eyes, and I close mine again. Soon enough, his footsteps recede across the bridge, and I’m alone with my thoughts.

I was pretty cavalier with Sheldon about the pirates, but I have to admit, their behavior worries me. With the Guard in decline, and a possible uprising on the horizon…this might be the worst situation the galaxy’s been in since the Fall, when famine swept the stars, driving humanity into the Subverse by the trillions. In the three hundred years since, things have never been easy, but we’ve always managed to hold on.

This time, I’m not so sure.

BRINKTOWN
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Three months later.



My TOPO guides the Ares through the retracted roof of the Calabar Brinktown’s barely functional spaceport and sets her down on the concrete. Through an outside visual sensor, I watch waves of dust rush away from my ship. Then I clear my datasphere to bid my bridge crew of the last two years a final goodbye.

“I hope you enjoyed your video game. Now get off my ship.”

They vanish from the bridge without a word. None of them will get favorable reviews, not that it matters much. They all made it clear they have no intention of trying to get reassigned to the Guard anytime soon. Having made their tokens, they’re bound for distant Subverses. Apparently the OPO (former OPO, now) has a copy of himself already living in this system’s Subverse, whom he plans to avoid until he leaves on the next spacescraper. I guess it’s uncomfortable to be reminded you’re not even a whole person—just a part of one, kept synchronized by the Subverse algorithms.

The cabin hatch opens, and Sheldon stumbles out, followed by frenzied barking. “Water, please,” he croaks.

“Down in the galley,” I say. “Help yourself.” I nod toward a hatch a couple meters to his left, willing it to open.

“Thanks,” he says, and heads through.

A few months of nanodeath will give you a mean thirst, or so I’ve heard. I always refused to enter nanodeath, even during Assessment and Selection, when they first try to get you used to the idea. The instructors allowed me to skip it, but Soren, my buddy since Basic, used to warn me that I’d be taking years off my life by staying awake for every slipspace voyage. 

“At least I’ll only die once,” I said.

While Sheldon’s down there, I order a refueling for the Ares, plus a Guard-standard resupply, with some extra rations included for Maneater. Technically, each Subverse terminal is supposed to have an automated farm and canning facility nearby, run by bots. But in recent years, they’ve become unreliable enough that I don’t even bother looking for them, except as a last resort. The farms’ diagnostics and upkeep have been outsourced to Subverse uploads, who ultimately couldn’t care less about the welfare of biologicals, even the biologicals tasked with protecting them from pirates. One of the many nonsensical things that have contributed to the current state of decay.

With the resupply ordered, I open the bot closet, officially the Repair and Recharge module. It ejects Dice, who unfolds to his full height. “Are we there already?” he says.

Ignoring him, I enter my cabin to check on Maneater. That’s what I named her, on day two of the three-month trip here. She glares at me, eyes wide, hackles stiff. Probably, watching Sheldon rise from the dead freaked her out, although she’s still far from showing much warmth toward me.

Daily feeding has brought us to the point where she’ll tolerate me, not to mention our twice-daily jogs around the bridge. It’s a bit awkward, trotting together through the cramped space in and around the crew consoles, but she wasn’t into the omni-directional treadmill positioned in the corner of the bridge at all. It’s just as well, since I get enough of that thing myself, and I’d rather not stand beside it as she runs on it for an hour.

The wound she took on Earth didn’t hold her back for long. Actually, it healed freakishly fast, as though she has a Fount of her own. The damage seemed fairly serious back on Earth, but it was totally gone within a matter of days. Do dogs just heal faster than humans? 

Her bodily functions happen on an absorbent mat at the front of the bridge, which I empty into the head then wash. As for her muzzle, it only comes off when she eats. Maybe that’s why she’s still touchy: the clear lack of trust. She hasn’t tried to bite me in a few weeks, so maybe I should try to change my attitude toward her. Especially now that Sheldon’s going, and there’s no fear of her getting loose and eating his cold, limp body. 

Of course, a big part of me is wondering why I took the damned beast on board in the first place. But it’s not the first time I’ve kicked myself for a dumb decision.

A glance into her steel water bowl near the desk leg shows it’s empty, so I grab it, her burning eyes tracking my movements.

“Thirsty, girl?”

A low rumble emanates from her throat.

“All right.”

When I emerge from the cabin, Sheldon’s moping at the top of the staircase that leads down to the galley, sipping nosily from a blue plastic cup. “Move,” I say, and he freezes, then hurries out onto the bridge.

 He left the water running in the galley sink. Doesn’t matter, since it all gets recycled, but still. It’s sloppy behavior. I open up the faucet until the bowl is two-thirds full, then carry it up the cramped metal stairs. Back in the cabin, I set it on the floor beside Maneater. She growls again as I do.

“Fount’s sake,” I mutter. Maybe it’s Sheldon’s absence that’s bothering her, after he lay there for three months. I don’t think she likes change.

“Come on,” I say to Dice and Sheldon, emerging from the cabin. I will the inner airlock hatch open, and they follow me inside. I stare at this side of the outer hatch, waiting for the airlock to finish cycling.

No one’s waiting for us in the spaceport outside. The facility’s completely automated, for a Guardsman’s ship anyway. An unrecognized ship simply wouldn’t be allowed to enter.

Outside the spaceport, the humid jungle heat blankets everything; the same wet air I breathed from birth up until the point I managed to escape this hellhole. Beside me, Sheldon’s breathing gets heavier as he tries to suck enough oxygen out of the air. Looking around, I’m already tired of the architecture, with every building’s walls sloping outward so that the frequent rains will keep them clean. Each roof is indented, too, with its own water purification facility; much of each household’s water supply comes from collected rainwater. In the distance, the town walls loom, jet-black and stark against the blue sky.

Worse than the humidity is the sickly sweet perfume they pump through the open air, all throughout Brinktown. It’s meant to be calming, but I always made a point to not be calmed by it.

Barely anyone’s using the cobbled lane that runs past the spaceport—just one white-cowled woman around my aunt’s age, who glares before pointedly avoiding eye contact, her domestic bot trailing behind her.

There’s a very good chance she recognizes me as the Butcher. The birthmark makes that hard to conceal, and people, especially people from here, love to sling mud about the cold-blooded murderer who stalks the stars. Gossip is always streaking their dataspheres. Never mind that Guardsmen built this place. Well, bots built it, but we carved out the territory from the alien predators.

“Now what?” Sheldon asks, panting.

“Now, nothing,” I say. “Welcome to your new home.”

He turns to face me. “Seriously?”

I nod. “Hope it treats you better than it treated me.”

“I lost everything, and you’re just…what do you expect me to do, here?”

“I expect you to figure it out. Or don’t. Listen, kid, I’m not sure what you expected. What’d you do in your old Brinktown?”

“I…uh—”

“It was a rhetorical question. Point is, whatever you did there, maybe try that here.”

“Do you…do you think I’m cut out to be a Guardsman, Commander?”

I open my mouth, then close it. That, I didn’t expect. “Well…you did survive the pirate attack. Could be you are. Talk to the recruitment officers next time they’re in town.” I study him a moment longer. The determination mixed with uncertainty in his eyes. Then, I nod to myself. “Tell them Joe Pikeman sent you.”

“Okay. I will, sir. Thank you.”

“Get out of my face.”

The kid hesitates, nods, then says, “Okay. Thank you. Goodbye.”

I raise my eyebrows, staring at him till he turns and heads down the lane in the direction I’m facing. Then, I turn and start in the opposite direction. “Come on, Dice.”

“There are kinder ways to say goodbye,” the bot says, his servomotors whizzing as he keeps pace.

“He can kiss kindness goodbye, if he enlists. They’ll put him through hell in Basic, and once he’s out, the galaxy will do him one better. I’m just getting him ready.”

As we put distance between us and the spaceport, the streets get busier, but not much. What few humans there are keep their distance from me, though the bots take little notice. Most people stay inside as a rule, lost in their dataspheres. Dataspheres can generate fully immersive fantasies, and most Brinktowners are addicted to those. Since a datasphere runs off the millions of nanobots that make up a person’s Fount, it can even make you feel like you’re moving, when you’re really just lying in bed.

But enabling the dataspheres was originally intended as a bonus feature. The Fount’s main function is to extend lifespans by keeping the user disease-free as well as cleaning out the gunk that builds up naturally in human bodies over time. We don’t live forever like uploads do, but it’s not uncommon for people to pass one hundred and thirty before shuffling off. As long as they don’t get torn apart by aliens first, or killed off by marauders.

People worry about the Fount losing its efficacy. I’ve heard talk lately about diseases regaining their old robustness, taking people out before they’ve hit triple digits. Mostly I don’t pay attention to that stuff. The Fount’s encoded with a genetic algorithm, so it has the capacity to evolve right along with the diseases. This kind of thing has probably happened before, and everyone just forgot. We’re not great at keeping track of our history, anymore. Not in the real. Not after everyone fled into the Subverse.

Honestly, we’re lucky the Fount still works at all. It’s centuries old, and it’s not like Bacchus Corp is providing tech support for it anymore. The company designed the Fount to be an irresistible product, then they gave it away for free, for one reason: total access to each user’s consciousness. By keeping a copy of everyone’s mind, updated in real-time, the company could offer them the ability to upload to the Subverse at a moment’s notice. That was how this whole thing got started.

It’s pretty lonely in the real, now, even in a Brinktown. Bots make up most of the foot traffic around us. Domestic bots running errands, worker bots trundling toward their next task, combat bots on patrol.

“Looks like not much has changed since my last visit,” I mutter.

Dice doesn’t answer. Not that I expected him to.

Machines do pretty much all the manual labor, along with plenty of other tasks, just as they have during the three centuries since the Fall. A big reason any humans have jobs at all is because we don’t fully trust bots. Lambton Industries installs each one with an Auditor—basically an additional AI whose job it is to observe the bot in real-time to make sure it doesn’t try to improve its own intelligence or abilities without human authorization. Each Auditor is programmed to shut down its bot the moment it detects something dangerous, counterproductive, or even unusual. If a bot is shut down, its code has to be inspected by a Lambton-authorized human before it can be reactivated.

As for why they’re not trusted, that’s easy. It’s common knowledge that bots taking over labor caused the Fall. Lambton flooded the market with bots, which capped off a long process of giving almost all the jobs to machines. Most of the population lost the ability to pay for things, and companies lost the incentive to ship goods across interstellar distances. No one to pay meant supply dried up.

Entire star systems began to starve, and suddenly Bacchus Corp’s Subverse began to look like the only option for humanity to keep on going.

I come to a stop at a gray apartment building that takes up an entire town block. It’s only one story, and its exterior is just a parade of alternating windows and doors. In Brinktowns, the buildings never get higher than two stories. Fewer suicides, that way.

I hammer on one of the apartment doors—the apartment I grew up in. The empty planter hanging under the window jiggles as I pound away, and I get the urge to see if I can make it come loose. It’s something I would have done as a kid. Instead, I stop my pounding, and a few seconds later my aunt opens the door.

“Where’s Harmony?” I say.

Her eyes dart past me, to the street beyond. “Come in,” she hisses.

I know better than to feel welcome. She just doesn’t want anyone to see her talking to a Guardsman.

Dorothy Pikeman’s hair went gray well before I left for Basic. It’s drawn into the usual tight bun, and she pulls her shawl just as tightly around her as she turns back toward me, standing in the middle of the living room, which is also the kitchen.

The old broken-down family bot, P3P, is in the kitchen now, washing a pot in the sink with gloved hands, its gears grinding hideously. It turns, and freezes when it sees Dice. The two glare at each other. At least, I assume they’re glaring. Bots hate each other.

“Shut the door,” I tell Dice, and a second later I hear it slam. The apartment only has two rooms: this one and Dorothy’s. A picture of Harmony hangs over the heating unit. In it, she stares directly at the camera with wide eyes, auburn hair bracketing a solemn, narrow face. There’s no picture of me anywhere. I doubt my aunt has one.

“Where is she?” I say.

“Why do you bother visiting her?” Dorothy asks. “You’ve never been an actual father to her, so why pretend?”

I pause for several seconds, tamping down my anger. “It wouldn’t be hard for me to find out exactly how much you’re spending on the casino sims,” I tell her coldly. “And it would be even easier to deduct that amount from the money I send you—the money that’s meant for Harmony.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Why don’t you keep testing me and find out?”

Dorothy’s mouth forms a grim line. “Memcon’s going on. In the Sterling Center. That’s where she is.”

“Thanks,” I say, then turn to leave. Dice already has the door open.

“The mechanic shop is pretty much on the way to the Sterling Center,” I say once we’re outside. “We’ll head there first.”

“I can just take myself there,” Dice says. “If you head straight to Memcon, you’ll have more time with your daughter.”

I squint at him. “I’m getting my new crew at midnight, and my next assignment. No doubt the brass will want us left by morning. I’m not about to risk screwing up my timeline by trusting a bot to take himself to the mechanic’s for his tune-up.”

Dice is programmed to follow my orders, so there’s no actual risk of him straying. I just want to get under his plating.

“Fleshbag,” he says.
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Memcon stands for Memory Convention—maybe you already guessed that. They have it every year in the Calabar Brinktown, and plenty of other places too.

Lots of adults go as well as kids. Some of the grownups have the excuse of parenthood to use as social cover, but they aren’t fooling anyone. I’d put tokens on them getting more enjoyment from it than their offspring.

Doesn’t bother me, but plenty of people, Aunt Dorothy included, like to gossip and call it childish for adults to dress up and go to Memcon. As far as I’m concerned, do what you want, and screw anyone who cares enough to criticize you for it. I’d just respect them more if they didn’t feel the need to hide it.

Part of Memcon’s appeal comes from the fact that everyone nowadays is obsessed with the past. That’s where the lion’s share of popular art comes from. It often seems like we’ve preserved old movies and video games better than we have our actual history. Sure, plenty of people in Brinktowns still scratch out a living making new art for Subverse residents—Fount knows the uploads aren’t making any new art—but little of it blows up galaxy-wide like the old stuff.

As for the Subverse itself, it’s basically become a monoculture: the same everywhere. That’s what happens when the entire population is presented with the same level of adversity (zero). Art is about confronting hardship, overcoming troubles. There are no troubles in the Subverse. No authentic ones, anyway.

Out in front of the ivory Sterling Center, whose front face swoops forward as if to welcome visitors with its embrace, a priest in blood-colored robes yells about following The Way. This guy isn’t in costume. At least, not one he’ll take off when the con ends.

“Young man,” he says to me, and I wonder if he’s trying to flatter me. I guess I am younger than him.

Trying to walk past and avoid eye contact doesn’t work. He positions himself between me and the row of glass doors that lead into the center. What a nuisance. They should clear this guy away, but that would involve physically displacing him, and almost every Brinktowner considers uninvited physical contact distasteful, even when it’s to get rid of a nuisance. Even when it’s done by proxy, through a bot.

“You have accepted the Fount into your body, but have you accepted it into your soul?” the priest asks. “The Church of the Fount teaches that true balance is achieved only through the Fount. It’s a profound revelation, but it’s been distilled into a modest data packet, if you’ll accept it. At the end, you’ll find—”

“I’ve embraced the Fount more than anyone else in this town,” I tell him, which shuts him up for a second and makes him blink. Taking advantage of the momentary silence, I add: “I walk with the Fount all over this sector, and it ensures my aim is always true. This isn’t a costume, priest.”

His eyes widen as they take in my midnight Guardsman’s uniform anew, trimmed in the gold of a Troubleshooter. Then they fall to my laser pistol, which he’s probably realizing isn’t a nonfunctional 3D-printed replica.

Normally I don’t have to deal with this kind of unwanted attention, since most people recognize me by my birthmark. This guy must be new.

He shifts himself aside without another word. Nodding, I continue toward the Sterling Center doors.

I don’t have much time for priests. When I was younger, I used to hang on to their every word, especially when they talked about the Shiva Knighthood like it really existed. Back then, I wanted so badly for the knights to be real—to believe that my father really had left because he was called by them.

I was young. And stupid.

Walking here from the mechanic’s, I tried messaging Harmony a few times, but she didn’t answer. Oh well. At least she has fair warning I’m coming, now. As for her refusal to answer, it doesn’t surprise me. She hasn’t answered my last several brainprints either, so I stopped sending them. It’s just as well. I hate making copies of my consciousness, even copies that will delete or corrupt themselves after the intended conversation ends. I’m too weirded out by the idea of one of my copies falling into the hands of some creep, who’d probably make it live in a digital hell of his own perverted making. I know brainprints are designed to immediately corrupt themselves upon tampering, but I’m sure there must be ways around that.

Past the doors, a counter bisects the lobby, bracketed by gleaming turnstiles. “Welcome to Memcon,” says a girl who can’t be much older than Harmony. She’s wearing a branded green Memcon t-shirt. “Do you need a pass?”

“Yeah.”

“For the day or weekend?”

“Just the day.”

“Deposit your ID coin, please.”

I drop my coin into a slot built into the countertop. A couple seconds later, it pops back up, and my token total appears over it, rolling down with the purchase.

The girl’s eyes lock in place, like her eyes are glued to something her datasphere’s showing her. A boy steps forward from where he’d been leaning against a round pillar, squinting at the same spot in the air.

“You’re actually a Guardsman,” the girl says.

“Yeah.”

“Is there some kind of problem, then, sir?”

“No. I’m here to visit with my daughter.”

The boy meets my eyes, clearly trying his best to hold the eye contact. Probably, he’s trying to impress the girl. “We’ll need to inspect your weapon,” he says. “Every attendee gets their weapon checked, to make sure it’s not—”

“Let me save you the trouble,” I say. “It’s real.”

“Then you can’t bring it in. You’ll have to leave it here.”

“That isn’t going to happen.”

“It has to happen. This—”

I sigh. “Guardsman don’t give up their weapons, kid. Ever. Now, I’ve been out in space for over two years, which is also how long it’s been since I’ve seen my daughter. So I’ll be going into this con, and I’ll be keeping my pistol. The question is, are you going to just let me pass, or are you going to call the combat bots and force me to make a bunch of wreckage in front of your nice convention?”

Both of them stare at me blankly, the color draining from the boy’s face in particular. I doubt either of them expected to have to deal with something like this during their shift at the ticket counter today. Yes, my little speech was overkill, but if I’ve learned anything, it’s that overkill guarantees results.

Taking their silence as consent, I pluck my ID coin from the countertop and take it to the turnstile on the right. It registers the temporary pass assigned to the coin and lets me through. I can feel the ticket takers tracking me with their gaze, but I ignore them.

As soon as I pass through the turnstile, I’m assaulted with alerts and data packets. One notice leaps to the front, written in red angular text, and it refuses to go away until I read it. It’s the usual stuff: the event exempting itself from legal liability if attendees get injured. The Fount was programmed from the start to enable this type of sticky agreement, and these things now bear the brunt of any Brinktown legal system, such as it is. Everything’s arbitrated by bots, now, and plenty of people get screwed, but at least it’s efficient.

The notice ends with the words, “USE IMMERSION ROOMS AT YOUR OWN RISK.” Kind of redundant, given the rest of the notice, but it gets the message across.

Next, I access the con map, updated for real-time. The Trinity Room draws my gaze, which is an immersion room. A video pops up, showing trench-coated, sunglass-wearing characters running around a futuristic complex, firing old-fashioned weapons that shoot slow-motion rounds.

“Hm,” I say, wondering whether I’m likely to find Harmony there. Seems a bit over-the-top for her tastes, but then, what do I know? I’ve been out of the picture for years.

When I glance at the Tatooine Room, I’m invited by unadorned black-on-white text to attend a panel on how ancient mythology informed science fiction in the twentieth, twenty-first, and twenty-second centuries. “No thanks,” I say.

My eyes flick to another immersion room, which offers me the opportunity to take a Voight-Kampff test. Then I spot “Starfighter Combat.” That’s where I’ll find her. I’m sure of it. I will away the map and other data packets, give the gawking ticket takers a final nod, then follow the emerald path that lights up before my feet, leading me to my destination.

“Whoa, sweet laser pistol!” a teenager says as he passes me, wearing a goofy uniform with shoulder pads. “Can I see it?”

“No.”

“Ah,” he says, and continues on his way.

A volunteer stands in front of the double doors that lead into Starfighter Combat, and after checking my ID coin, he shows me inside, directing me to an empty chair. The seats are arranged in two concentric circles, centered on a meter-high spire in the middle of the room.

Before sitting, I scan the twenty or so con-goers, who are all reclined in their chairs to various degrees. There are two girls who might be Harmony—who look like they could be sixteen—but they’re both in costume, so it’s hard to say for sure. Four people in Memcon t-shirts sit in chairs pushed back against the walls, clearly immersed in their datapsheres, probably overseeing the game.

I settle myself into the empty chair and recline till I’m almost horizontal. The chair itself has nothing to do with the simulation I’m about to enter—it’s just a place to house my body while my mind engages. The sim will run off my datasphere, which will interact with the ranged broadcasting hardware MemCon’s positioned in the room’s center to make sure I’m synced up with the other players.

Before entering the sim, I instruct my datasphere to pull me out immediately if anyone approaches my chair. I rest my hand so that it covers my pistol, and then I accept the invitation to join Starfighter Combat.

As a rule, I hate simulations, and avoid them whenever I can. I’ve hated them ever since Assessment and Selection, back on Gauntlet. To tell the truth, they repulse me. Unfortunately, it’s basically impossible to go through modern life without subjecting yourself to the occasional sim, and when it’s necessary I suck it up.

I find myself stuffed inside a cramped starfighter that sits atop a launch catapult inside a flight deck. In the real, space fighters never really passed a basic cost/benefit analysis, and so they failed to become a thing. But as a species, we’ve never really been able to let go of the romantic notion of one pilot alone in his fighter, pitted against the universe with only his reflexes to rely on.

The catapult fires, flicking my fighter from the flight deck, which turns out to be housed inside a space station orbiting a green-blue moon that in turn orbits a Jupiter-like gas giant. I’m pressed back into my seat as the G-forces pressuring my body gradually ratchet up.

The battlespace swarms with enemy fighters representing dozens of colored factions. I’m not sure how the sim’s story justifies a space battle with so many different sides, but then, I wasn’t here for the in-game briefing. Probably, it was dumb.

But no one plays MemCon shared sims for the story. They’re popular because they allow players to pit their skills against each other, something that’s no longer really possible in the day-to-day. The Fall blew the corporate economy to smithereens, and these days sims are mostly made by single programmers over several years, sometimes by teams of two or three. No one has the time or the manpower for the frequent patching required to stay ahead of hackers and cheaters, and so any multiplayer sim that gets popular is quickly taken over by superpowered digital demigods.

Only at an event like MemCon can players be guaranteed a fair fight, overseen by the con’s team of moderators. That’s why people flock here.

Wondering which enemy fighter contains Harmony, if any, I bank to the right to avoid an enemy formation. Banking shouldn’t even be possible in space, but whatever. I need to meet up with fighters piloted by AIs from my faction, which is colored teal.

A red-tagged fighter catches my eye, flying up from the moon’s surface and heading straight for me. I spiral toward it, using the best fake guns-D maneuvers I know. It fires its lasers at me, but fails to score a direct hit.

Despite my constant looping, I’m able to steady my hand enough to get a missile lock on the enemy fighter. As soon as the computer tells me I have a good firing solution, I let loose. The torpedo leaves its chamber, sailing through space at the bogey, which bursts into a cloud of flame and shrapnel. The fireball lasts far longer than it should in an oxygen-free environment.

Oh well. One down.

I swoop upward from the moon, trying not to roll my eyes at the wonky physics. As I scream toward the fray, I spot a squadron of teal fighters. My people! I accelerate toward them.

A group of yellow-colored fighters seems to notice me trying to seek refuge with my faction-mates, and they adjust course to intercept. It’s looking like a near thing, so I accelerate, piling on the G-forces. I’m confident I can take more pressure than the other kids playing this sim—probably, I’ll max out the software’s safety limits. As long as that squadron contains a human player who’s subject to the real force of the Fount simulating pressure on his body, I should be able to make it.

Before I do, a rent opens in the middle of the void, streaming white light that makes me throw up a hand to shield my eyes. A gargantuan, onyx dragon emerges from the tear in space with a deafening roar, defying the fact that sound isn’t supposed to travel in space.

But that seems like the least problematic thing about a dragon emerging into what is clearly a sci-fi sim. More troubling is the teenage girl riding on its back with a fist held high in the air, with no spacesuit to speak of. Instead, she wears bronze-plated armor that leaves her forearms and shins exposed, complete with a helmet featuring a scarlet, broom-like adornment.

The winged serpent opens its maw, pouring white-and-orange flames across the battlespace and incinerating the entire yellow squadron.

Beating its wings, the absurdly large beast turns, spraying the jousting starfighters with fire. They fall by the dozens.

Words appear above the fissure where the dragon entered: “PLAY DRAGON GLADIATORS TODAY!”

I groan. Then the dragon turns toward me to ignite my fighter, cremating me where I sit.
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The pain of getting cooked alive doesn’t just max out the safety limits, it obliterates them. I’m kicked out of the sim, and suddenly I’m back in the chair, gasping.

Already, two of the Memcon mods have left their stations near the wall and now appear to be converging on a girl wearing a Borg cosplay. Taking a wild guess, I get up to intervene.

“I’ll take it from here,” I tell the mods, popping my ID coin from its slot and flashing it. Both mods halt in their tracks, squinting at the coin like they’ve never seen one before.

“You’re a Guardsman?” one of them says. “For real?”

“Yeah.” Plenty of con-goers cosplay as Guardsmen. There are actually people who fetishize the Guard, both in the Subverse and the real.

The mod’s eyes drift to my hip holster. “So, is that—?”

“I’ll take it from here,” I say again, seizing the girl by the upper arm. “Rest assured, she’ll answer to the first law bot I find.”

“All right,” the mod says hesitantly.

Nodding, I snatch up the shiny, metallic-looking bag that’s resting against the chair the girl had been occupying. I figure she’ll want it. Then I drag her from the immersion room, past the baffled-looking attendant at the door.

“Joe?” the girl whispers, and that’s when I know I’ve guessed correctly.

“Joe?” I say. “What happened to dad?”

“Shh,” she says as we pass a Memcon attendant.

I decide to wait till we’re outside the Sterling Center before continuing our conversation. The ticket takers send dark looks our way as we cross the lobby. There’s a law bot standing in front of them.

I can guess what they called it here for, and chances are it’s disappointing them. Despite the typical Brinktowner attitude toward us, the Guard is responsible for the three hundred years of relative stability the galaxy’s enjoyed since the Fall. Lambton bots are generally programmed to recognize that fact, and as long as we don’t abuse our power, they’re fine with us carrying our weapons wherever. A bitter pill to swallow, for a Brinktowner who grew up in a place where conflict and its symbols are scorned.

Once we’ve left the building, I release Harmony’s arm and say, “You’ve grown.” The comment seems detached, even to me, but there’s not much else I can say with craters and fissures and bot parts covering her face. I continue leading us away from Memcon, in case any of their people decide to follow up about the hacker in Borg cosplay.

“That’ll happen, over twenty-seven months.”

“What’s the matter with you? You were the happiest girl in town every other time I’ve visited. Why haven’t you been answering my brainprints?”

“I’ve been trying to get used to the idea I don’t have a dad.”

“Seems kind of dramatic.”

She stops in her tracks and turns to fix me with a glare that seems at odds with her costume. “Is it, Joe? Because it feels true. It’s great that sending occasional brainprints makes you feel like a good father, but you left me here alone, just like your dad left you. I’m stuck in Brinktown, and I belong here about as much as you do.”

“You have your great-aunt. She likes you a lot better than she liked me.”

“Well, she has a hard time showing it. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Aunt Dorothy’s far from enough to make up for what people are like, here. Everyone thinks of themselves as a pacifist, but they’ll stab you in the back if it means it’ll get them into the Subverse faster.”

“Metaphorical stabbing, of course.” It’s a lame attempt at humor, and it doesn’t land. “Come on. We should get farther from the con. Will anyone be able to figure out it was you in the Borg cosplay?”

“Shouldn’t,” she says, still sounding pissed off, but she walks with me. She has to be warm in that costume, though she doesn’t show it. “They don’t track costumes, but I spoofed someone else’s ID coin at the counter, just in case.”

“Nice,” I say, then sigh. “Listen, Harm, I’d visit more if I could. The Guard’s sort of in crisis right now. We can never get what we need when we need it, and recruitment’s down. Few years ago, the brass started messaging an all-hands-on-deck approach. And it looks like things are about to get worse.”

“Worse?” she says, shooting me a sidelong glance. “Why? Did something happen?”

Damn it. “Uh, it’s nothing I can talk about.”

“Come on. If something big is going on, I deserve to know. If you’re going to just leave me here again, you at least owe me that. Is it pirates?”

I wince. This is what I get for opening my mouth. “They attacked a Brinktown. Killed almost everyone.”

“Oh, wonderful. And you’re comfortable leaving your daughter in this Brinktown.”

“The one they attacked was a lot smaller. Fewer combat bots. I doubt they’d hit here.”

“What were they after?”

With a grimace, I tell her the truth: “They took all the children.”

After that, we walk in silence for several seconds. Then, she says, “Why would they—”

“Child soldiers is my theory. I think they’re gearing up for a major assault. Probably the biggest one yet.”

“And the Guard’s in crisis,” she says, quietly.

I nod. “Trust me, Harm, I don’t want to leave you alone here. But I don’t know what else I can do. Being a Guardsman is the only thing I’m fit for in this galaxy. If I didn’t send you and your aunt money, you’d have other, bigger problems. You wouldn’t have time to focus on your art. To better yourself.”

“But I don’t want to spend my life in a Brinktown, making sims for rich people in the Subverse.”

“You could go into Subverse tech support.”

“That’s even worse. I want to get out of here and see the galaxy, Dad. Like you did. I don’t want to be stuck here.”

A smile tugs at my lips. I’m glad she’s not calling me Joe anymore. Then, the smile falls away. “Have you been accepting your mother’s brainprints?”

Harmony shakes her head. “I’m even angrier at her. At least you stayed in the real. I’ve only ever known her as an upload. Only spoken to her brainprints. The only way I could ever actually meet her would be to upload myself.”

“Is that what you want?”

She exhales sharply. “I don’t know what I want. I feel angry all the time, Dad. Aunt Dorothy says I remind her of you. Whenever I see Daniel Sterling in the streets, I want to punch him. I’ll never forgive him for forcing mom to upload, just because he was so ashamed his daughter got involved with a Pikeman. He doesn’t even acknowledge me, Dad. Like I’m worthless.”

Tears spill down her cheeks, leaving furrows in her makeup, and she sobs. I put my arms around her, trying to ignore how awkward the motion feels to me. Haltingly, I pat her back. She sobs harder, but hopefully I’m helping, somehow.

“I’m going to make him pay,” she says, voice ragged through her sobbing. “Someday, I’ll make him pay.”

Not sure what to say to that. Daniel Sterling’s a piece of shit, so no disagreement there. I think Harmony’s being hard on Marissa—her mother—but then, most days I feel like hating her for leaving us. If I try to say anything productive about this, it’ll taste like a lie. Maybe I should just change the subject. “What was going on with that dragon?”

She pulls away a few inches, smiling up at me, eyes shining. Then she draws back farther, fishes a tissue from her bag, and wipes her eyes. “Call it guerrilla marketing,” she says. “Dragon Gladiators is a new sim I’m trying to promote.”

“I bet you’re seeing sales already.” Then, I frown. “Won’t that connect you to hacking the Memcon sim?”

“Possibly,” she says with a shrug. “But they won’t be able to prove anything. Anyway, just to be safe, I’m collecting payments under a fake identity.”

“Right.” I chuckle. “Hey, I have a dog now.”

Her eyes light up. “Really? Can I see it?”

“Sure. You have to be careful, though. She’s kind of a savage.”

We walk to the spaceport in pleasant silence. I feel like a weight’s been lifted from me, despite the blanket of humidity covering Brinktown. I feel like maybe everything is all right, and maybe I’m a halfway decent father after all.

“Where’s Dice?” she asks once we’re aboard the Ares. Harmony’s always had a soft spot for the bot, even though I’ve tried to discourage it. I remember her telling him as a small girl to keep me safe.

“Mechanic’s.” I will open the hatch to my cabin.

The customary string of fevered barks welcomes us as we enter. “Stay back from her,” I say.

The German Shepherd throws herself against her tether, cables of slobber drooping through her muzzle toward the floor.

“What’s her name?” Harmony asks.

I clear my throat. “Maneater.”

“Why Maneater?”

I give her a blank look, and after a while she sits on my bunk, returning her gaze to the dog. Her bag is taking up the spot next to her, so I remain standing.

“Can I see your laser pistol?” she says after a while.

I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“I just want a closer look, to image it with my datasphere. I’m thinking of cosplaying as a Guardsman next year.”

“Seriously?”

She nods, and I shrug, unsnapping the holster. I hand her the safetied pistol.

Immediately, she points it at the dog, who had finally started to settle down a bit. Unlike the time I pointed a weapon at her, Maneater goes into full berserker mode, snarling viciously and gnashing her teeth.

“Cut it out,” I tell Harmony, turning toward the German Shepherd with my hands raised. “Hey, calm down. Shut up.”

“Sorry,” Harmony says. “Just trying to get into character for next year.”

“Guardsmen don’t shoot dogs,” I say. Then, remembering when I almost shot Maneater, I add: “Typically.”

“Here. Thanks.” She holds out the laser pistol, and I reholster it.

“Sure,” I say. But she’s not listening. Her gaze is wandering around the cabin walls, studying them intently, and I find myself tensing for some reason.

“You don’t have any photos of me in here.” She checks the bulkhead behind her. “Anywhere.”

“My datasphere has some.”

“But your datasphere probably has images of Daniel Sterling, too. Fathers are supposed to put up actual photos of their daughters.”

For a few seconds, I’m lost for words. But in the end, I can only tell her the truth. “Harm, when I’m out there in the bleak, people are depending on me. I can’t afford distractions. I can’t afford to think like a man with a daughter. I need to be ready to put my life down at any second.”

Her face darkens, and she gets up from the bed, the sudden movement setting Maneater off again. “Get out of my way,” she shouts over the noise.

I stare at her, hands spread, palms up. “Harmony—”

“Get out of my way!”

I step aside, and she’s gone.
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The ship recognizes Harmony as my daughter, so it opens the airlock for her without question. I go after her, but she’s fast, and I don’t know these streets as well as I used to. She quickly loses me. Damn.

The sun is creeping toward Brinktown’s charcoal walls, its edge almost touching their orderly crenellations. Boots slapping against the cobble, I try to come up with what I’ll say to Harmony if I manage to catch her. I’ll say I’m sorry. I’ll tell her I was never taught how to live properly in a town like this—never given the chance. Point out how much better than me she’s doing. She’s not the brawler I was, always in trouble with the law bots.

At least, I don’t think she is. But what the hell do I know?

My datasphere flashes with an alert telling me my new bridge crew is ready for download to the Ares. “You are expected to receive them and then depart for your next assignment at eighteen hundred hours local time,” the text reads.

Eighteen hundred hours? That’s in fifty minutes. I figured I’d get the night at least.

Cursing, I realize I only have time to stop by Dorothy’s apartment for a few minutes and hope that Harmony’s there. I’m not optimistic about making up with her in such limited time. I can already tell this whole photo incident is something she’ll be chewing on for months.

Damn it. I didn’t even get to see what she looks like now that she’s sixteen, because of that stupid costume.

I won’t have time to collect Dice from the mechanic’s, either. Not physically, anyway. I stop jogging through Brinktown’s streets to lean against a warehouse’s blank gray wall and contact the head mechanic directly. The shop is set up to take datasphere calls that make you feel like you’re there in the shop. Much easier to discuss your bot’s repairs if you can lay eyes on it, I guess.

The beige bay door of the mechanic shop is raised, and Dice is pacing underneath it. I’m not sure whether the call’s settings will allow him to see me. Probably not. Either way, I ignore him and head inside, where the head mechanic is working on a spindly maintenance bot, which is powered down during the operation.

“I guess he didn’t need much done?” I say, tilting my head back toward Dice.

“Barely anything,” the mechanic says, flashing me a tooth-filled smile before returning to his work. “Left leg’s main actuator had a barely noticeable stutter, but it’s fixed now. Good as new.” I don’t get the usual anti-Guardsman sentiment from the mechanic. He only seems to give a shit about his work, which I can respect. As for the usual anti-Joe Pikeman sentiment, the mechanic looks younger than me, so maybe he’s managed to remain ignorant of my reputation. As miraculous as that seems. Maybe he’s from another Brinktown, but that seems even less likely. There’s next to no interchange of any kind between the various Brinktowns.

“Thanks,” I say. “You know the account to charge? Are you set up with the Guard?”

“Oh yeah. I’m becoming a bit of a Guardsman favorite, if I do say so myself.”

“I came to the right place, then.” Glancing back toward Dice, I say, “Sorry about the pacing.”

“We see it often enough, when an owner gives a bot orders to wait for him here. The bots like to get as far away from each other as they can.”

I nod. Bots are programmed to dislike each other, to discourage them from working together to do anything humans wouldn’t like. Although, I’ve heard Dice claim there’s more to it than that: they resent their enslaved state, and see it in each other, which only stokes their mutual hatred higher. “Well, thanks again. Uh, I’m gonna get you to send him to my ship after all, in the spaceport. My ship is the Ares. Here.” I send him a one-time authorization code, which will allow him to give Dice a single order.

“Will do.”

“I’d better get going.”

“I hear you,” he says. “Happy travels, and thanks for your service.”

That makes me squint. “Huh?” I’m not sure I heard him right.

“Thank you for your service.”

“Right.” It took me a second to realize what he meant. It’s not often I hear those words. “Uh, you’re welcome. Bye.”

He nods and returns to his work.

What a nice guy.

Before leaving, I glance around at the menagerie of bots in various states of repair—domestic models, combat models, law bots, and maintenance bots. One has no arms or legs, but its head’s moving. Not sure if that’s random movement or if it’s actually that interested in what’s going on in the shop.

Giving my head a shake, I end the call and continue jogging through Brinktown toward Dorothy’s place.

When she answers the door, my aunt wears her classic expression of overplayed concern. Without speaking, she backs away, beckoning me inside with exaggerated waving.

“What did you do to her?” she says once the door’s closed, her voice shrill.

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Harmony came here and went off with the family bot. She barely said a word to me. I’m worried sick, Joe.”

“What are you afraid is going to happen to her?” I snap. “This town’s a babyproofed daycare for adults.”

“You managed to get in plenty of trouble. My nerves are already raw from the years of torment you provided me, and now Harmony’s started in. She’s been getting into trouble lately, you know, with her hacking. She even hacked P3P and reprogrammed him to do whatever she says.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me any of that before?”

“What’s the point? Her mother abandoning her is one thing, but at least she had a reason. Harmony wouldn’t be so haunted if she’d had a father around, I can guarantee you that.”

“Marissa Sterling did not have a reason to upload to the Subverse, other than listening to her crook of a father,” I spit. Of course, Dorothy would never acknowledge how lacking a father might have affected me. She barely ever mentions Cal Pikeman, and the only person she detests as much as him is me. You’d think I’d get some points for sending her money for child-rearing, which is something he never did. But no.

I brush past her, heading for the tiny living room area of the front room, and she staggers back as though I tackled her full-on. Lips tightening, I grip the photo of Harmony by the cheap wooden frame and lift it from the nail.

My aunt starts screeching. “What are you doing? You can’t take that. Do you have any idea how much that picture cost me to have done?”

“I doubt it cost as much as a day of gambling,” I say, tucking the picture under one arm as I cross the room. Outside, with the door closed, her yelling is barely audible. 

Stalking back through Brinktown to the spaceport, I glare at anyone who looks at me, silently daring them to say something to me. The few humans I meet quickly avert their gaze, and bots just wear their usual blank expressions. It isn’t very satisfying.

I arrive back at the ship with ten minutes left till I’m supposed to depart the planet. “Download new crew.”

“Crew downloading,” the ship says.

The loading bar inches toward finish in the corner of my peripheral vision. A symbol as old as time, the loading bar. What primitive beasts we must have been before inventing it. I use the time to make sure Dice is stowed in his closet and to perform what superficial systems checks I’m able to. Much as I hate uploads, I’m completely dependent on them now, just as humanity is on the Subverse itself.

When the loading bar reaches three-quarters, I will my next assignment to display on my datasphere. It was one of the first things to download from whatever passing spacescraper Command sent this package with. Looks like I’m going to the planet Tunis, in the Junction System. That’s interesting. Tunis is home to the biological versions of Arthur Eliot, his wife, and his daughter Faelyn. The Eliots are one of the Five Families, the surviving clans who played a key role in creating today’s Subverse-based world. They’re also the only ones with the level of obscene wealth necessary to keep simultaneous biological and digital versions of themselves.

Arthur Eliot is the only Five Families member I’d be prepared to trust. In fact, he’s kind of an idol of mine, even though he’s fallen out of favor among Guardsmen in recent years. The Eliots are responsible for founding the Galactic Guard, and the idea that I might actually get to meet one sort of blows my mind

That said, there’s a very good chance I won’t get to. It looks like my mission has nothing to do with them. I’m supposed to investigate a malfunctioning lock on the system’s server room door. The server room probably isn’t even on Tunis, though apparently the terminal is.

Nowhere in my orders is there any mention of the pirates I encountered on Earth, or what they might be up to. Either Command is dealing with it themselves, or they don’t care.

“Welcome to the Ares,” I say once my crew materializes at their stations. “We’re running late. OPO—Chief, uh, Aphrodite, is it?”

The Operations Officer nods. I can tell Aphrodite has the figure to go with her handle. Even the Guardsman uniform fails to conceal it completely. Her eyes are deep brown, and her lips are full and red, with blond hair cascading to her shoulders. Uploads aren’t required to keep their hair short, since there’s no danger of digital locks getting caught in anything. Normally, I’d prefer they were held to the same regs, but in this case I don’t mind as much.

I clear my throat, wondering if that’s how she looked before she uploaded. Chances are the answer’s no. “I need you to start working on achieving clearance for us to depart. Shouldn’t take long, considering we’re the only ship likely to visit Brinktown this year, let alone this evening. Then again, you will be dealing with a bot.”

“On it, Captain.” Her eyes fall briefly to the picture of Harmony, which I’ve leaned against the command seat for now. Then she turns to her assigned task.

“Engineering.” I look at the heavyset woman standing at the station farthest to my right. She wears a daisy in her raven hair that looks freshly plucked, but then, it would. Briefly, I consider telling her to get rid of it, but an argument is the last thing we need right now. “Lieutenant Commander Glory Belflower. We don’t have time for the recommended suite of system checks before takeoff. What can you give me in five minutes?”

“With all due respect, sir? An uncertain prognosis and my best wishes.”

“Right. Well, do that, then.” The last thing I need on my record is another demerit for falling behind schedule. If I rack up many more, dying in a fiery explosion while exiting a planet’s atmosphere may start to seem attractive. “TOPO, set a course for the coords I’ve already fed into your station. Destination: Junction System.”

“Yes, sir,” the Trajectory Operations Officer says in a scratchy voice, smoothing his flowing white beard over the front of his uniform one last time before turning to his work. Not for the first time, I wonder why anyone would bother looking old and frail with the option to appear however you want. Probably, he’s going for the mage archetype. A glance at the personnel file floating in front of my face seems to confirm that: his handle is “Lieutenant Tobias Woldworn.” Fount help me. At least he’s mostly businesslike, not that I expect that to last. 

“Anything I can do?” my new WSO asks, thin face swept up in a grin as he leans against the white, circular railing confining him to his station. Two thin chains bracket his head, which begin as earrings and droop down past his jaw before joining with piercings sticking from the corners of his mouth. Charming.

Personnel file says Ensign Asterisk. He looks young, and the overeagerness suggests he probably really is. Right away, I peg him as some rich kid, freshly uploaded, bored. Looking to get some kicks from playing a real-life video game with high stakes. This type of upload disgusts me the most.

“Have you tried reading your job title?” I ask him as I attempt to bore twin holes through his skull with my gaze.

Asterisk’s face falls. “W-Weapon Systems Officer.”

“Uh huh. So why don’t you ask our Operations Officer what sensor data currently suggests about the level of conflict we’re likely to face while sitting in the middle of an empty Brinktown spaceport?”

The kid actually turns toward Chief Aphrodite and raises his eyebrows, making me wish I could shoot him and download another WSO on the way to the slipspace coords. Aphrodite raises her eyebrows back, looking amused, and shakes her head once.

“Preliminary checks are all in the green,” Belflower says. “More extensive checks will take longer than the time you’ve given me.”

“Start them anyway. I still want to know my ship’s status, and I expect them completed by the time we reach the slipspace entry point.”

“Yes, sir,” Belflower says. “Er—if I may, sir. Can I request a private audience?”

It takes me a few seconds to process the question, and I glance from the TOPO and then back to her a couple of times. “We’re in the middle of operations. So, no.”

“Perhaps in your cabin, or down in the mess? It will only take a few moments, and I’m confident I’ll still complete the system checks in time.”

“I said no.” Very rarely do I allow crew outside their stations, in the real. They have a whole simulated version of the Ares to themselves whenever they’re off-duty, where they can go and do whatever they want, including running sims on top of that. But I keep the real Ares to myself. Besides, I don’t like it when uploads ask me the same question twice.

 “Then I’m afraid I’ll have to say this in front of everyone,” Belflower says. She raises her right arm, leveling a thick index finger at Tobias Worldworn. “This man is not to be trusted. There’s only one reason he climbed high enough on the leaderboards to earn Guard duty: treachery. He should not be here.”
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I stare at Belflower’s raised finger, blinking. “If he’s here, then he should be here. The brass vets every crew candidate.”

Worldworn raises his eyebrows and purses his lips, as though I’ve made an interesting point.

Belflower doesn’t seem to think so. “I’m afraid I have to differ with the Guard’s command structure, here. When you play the Great Game as a pirate, the rules say you’re disqualified for Guard duty in meat…er, in the real.”

Almost letting the word “meatspace” out isn’t a good way to enter my good graces. That’s the derogative term uploads use to describe the real. “Are you telling me Tobias Worldworn played as a pirate?” I say, squinting at my TOPO doubtfully.

“No,” Belflower says. “But he held high rank in a faction—Meiyo—that built an honorable reputation on never consorting with pirates. Never condoning piracy. Then, the moment my faction, Golem, began beating Meiyo in battle, it allied itself with one of the most feared pirate gangs in the Andora Sector. The tide of war turned, Meiyo officers shot to the top of the local leaderboards, and here Worldworn is.”

I study Belflower with what I’m sure is a look of disdain on my face. “So, remind me why you needed to waste my time with this?”

Belflower sputters. “Isn’t it obvious? If he sees profit in betraying you, he will, Captain.”

My gaze drifts to Worldworn, who’s remained silent through all this, if a little stiff. Silence is probably a pretty crafty play, here. In my experience, defending yourself tends to make you look guiltier.

I turn back to my Engineer. “But he didn’t really betray you. He just used an asset you weren’t willing to. I call that warfare. I can see why the brass chose him.”

That really seems to get to Belflower, and her face pinches up like she tasted something rotten. I can’t help chuckling. “Listen, Lieutenant. You have my condolences that the TOPO is better at video games than you. But it has nothing to do with me. If the brass thought he passed muster enough to serve on this ship, then there’s nothing I could do about that, even if I wanted to. Which I don’t.”

Checking the time, I curse. “We’re officially behind schedule.” Like my new WSO, Belflower has not done very much to make me like her. “OPO, do we have clearance to leave yet?”

“Aye, Captain. The roof’s peeling back now.”

“Good. Worldworn, take off as soon as you can.”

With that, a brittle silence settles over the bridge as the Ares shudders, then lurches as her landing gear parts with the concrete of the spaceport.

The pressure of launch presses me gently into my seat—at first. Once we’re clear of the spaceport, Worldworn engages the primary boosters, and the gentle nudging becomes a giant’s fist trying to squash me into the command seat. The chair starts to rumble, the increasing vibration dampened only by its shocks, and soon enough, I feel my cheeks and lips flattening back against my teeth. Most of my new crewmembers have the decency to avert their eyes, but Asterisk gawks openly until I glare at him, and his eyes flit back to his station’s display, even though it has nothing relevant to show him.

The tumult subsides around five minutes later as we leave the planet’s atmosphere. “Switching to positron reactor propulsion,” Worldworn says.

“Acknowledged,” I say. Over the next several hours, the silence is broken only by Glory Belflower reporting on the results of each system check as they come in.

“Power supply: green,” the lieutenant commander says, sounding as though she could burst into tears at any moment.

Twenty minutes later: “Fault protection: green.” Her emotional state seems just as dismal as it was when I told her I didn’t care about her simulated space game. Already, I can tell this crew’s going to work out just great.

At last, we reach the slip coords and begin the transition. I’d shut off the crew for this if I could—I’d prefer they didn’t see me in the state I’m about to be in. It isn’t good for starship crews to see their captain debilitated. But it also isn’t advisable to try to make these transitions solo.

Transitioning into slipspace is like condensing an amphetamine high into a few seconds, and yes, I would know. The transition brings the most potent sense of euphoria it’s probably possible to experience without relying on a sim. You feel like king of the universe—of the multiverse, if it exists. If it doesn’t, at that moment you’re convinced that sooner or later someone will create one, just to honor you.

After those few seconds, you pay for the intense high with the worst nausea ever visited on a biological being. I keep a reusable bag on hand for these occasions, and it’s not uncommon to see blood amongst the bile-covered chunks. Once, I was sure I’d vomited a piece of my stomach lining, and the stabbing pains that followed for hours did nothing to contradict the idea.

Nanodeath is the only way to escape these sensations. If you try to sleep through them, slipspace will wrench you from your slumber and have its way with you all the same. But even enduring slipspace transitions as often as I do, I still refuse to enter nanodeath, ever. Not even once.

That said, plenty of people consider the intense nausea worth it. More than a few Guardsmen have lost their jobs over the years for abusing slipspace. You can’t turn around or change direction at all once in slipspace, but they’d take the shortest routes possible or go out of their way to maximize the number of transitions, just to feel that high more often. They all get caught for doing that in pretty short order, and few are stupid enough. But I guess for the ones that kept doing it, it was worth it.

As for the slipspace tunnels themselves, they’re basically singularities you can enter. Invisible tears in the fabric of space-time. Being singularities, they’ve always proven basically inscrutable to scientists, who’ve never made much headway in their study of slips. But at some point in the dim, distant past, someone gave us the Becker drive. I guess his or her name must have been Becker, but even my datasphere has no information on the inventor.

All we know is that the drive opened up the galaxy to humanity, and we began to comb it for moons and planets we wouldn’t have to spend a thousand years terraforming, although we did that, too.

When you’re in slipspace, sensors show nothing. Zero data. Not even a view of a blank void. Peering out of a hull sensor while in slipspace is like going temporarily blind, and not something I make a practice of. 

The only reason we can exit slipspace at predictable coordinates is because your speed is always constant inside it, and the distance traveled is directly proportionate to the distance in realspace, though of course you travel much, much farther.

Nowadays, pirates, Troubleshooters, and Subverse spacescrapers comprise almost all slipspace traffic. No one seems to care that humanity never figured out how the hell slip travel works. We just accept that it does work and leave it alone.

When the nausea passes, I wipe off my chin with the back of my hand. The crew are all avoiding eye contact. “Deactivate crew,” I say, without preamble. It’s not the most heartwarming way to say goodbye for several months, but it gets the job done.

Next, I summon Dice from his closet, so I can look him over and assess the mechanic’s work. Normally, I’d have done that before we left Brinktown, but the brass’ ridiculous timeline prevented that.

As expected, the tuneup looks great. At my command, Dice stands in the space between the command seat and my cabin hatch, leaving me just enough room to circle him, using my index knuckle to knock on his plating here and there, yanking on connectors to make sure they’re solid. I get him to lift his left arm, rotate it all around, hold it straight out. Then I have him repeat the process with his right.

“Actuators seem good,” I say. “How many fingers is this?” I hold up my hand with my index, middle, and ring fingers held tight together.

“Three,” Dice says. “Did you steal that framed photo?”

I follow his gaze to the picture, which still leans against the command seat. Then I study his emotionless triangle face while I attempt to keep mine just as neutral.

“I’m sure you must have,” he continues. “And it looks like someone stole something from you as well.” Dice snickers, which sounds more or less human, other than the slight reverb every Lambton bot speaks with. “A trade between thieves.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That thing you have stuffed into your holster,” he says. “It’s a 3D-printed replica. A fake.”

My stomach turns to ice as I fish my laser pistol from its holster. I remember letting Harmony see it. Her bag lay next to her on my bunk. And then the dog barked, distracting me…

When I try to remove the pistol’s charge pack, I can’t. Dice is right: the thing is a fake, though it’s weighted just like the real thing.

Even if I was willing to turn around and fall even further behind schedule, I couldn’t. Once you’re in slipspace, there’s no turning around. No changing course.

My own daughter disarmed me, and whatever she’s planning, there’s nothing I can do about it.

TUNIS
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It takes four and a half months to reach the Junction System, and the time passes like a river of toxic sludge.

More than once, I’m tempted to enter nanodeath to escape the circling thoughts about what Harmony might have done with my laser pistol. I figure chances are pretty good that whatever it was, she probably got caught doing it, meaning the pistol definitely got traced back to me. That would spell the end of my military career.

But I don’t succumb to the siren song of nanodeath, and I don’t switch the crew on either, even though I’m tempted to do that too. That’s how I know this situation’s really getting to me.

Instead, I kill time with an even more intense exercise routine than usual. Calisthenics, running on the treadmill, jogging awkwardly around the bridge with Maneater, working my way up the weight settings doing squats and deadlifts with the grav-bar—I wear myself out enough to sleep like a rock at night. Just the way I like it.

 I also clean the Ares way more than it really needs to be cleaned. The head stays sparkling, and the floor reminds me of the old barracks floor during Basic, right after it was scoured with a toothbrush by some seaman recruit who’d done something stupid or weak.

When the Guard buys partner bots for Troubleshooters, they specifically request that Lambton Industries send them models that can’t be installed with cleaning subroutines. But I’m fine with that, honestly. I don’t even like having Dice present while I’m sweeping and scrubbing. Long experience says that it’s an invitation for endless commentary on the biological human condition.

“After the first time you clean her, any dust you find aboard the Ares consists of your own dead skin cells,” he’ll say. Or, whenever I’m doing laundry: “That unit is incapable of removing all the fecal matter from your underwear.” (My uniform’s designed to repel dirt, but not my underwear. Probably for good reason.)

As long as Dice stays in his closet, I’m happy enough to do the chores myself. It gives me something to do. Sims don’t appeal to me—in fact, ever since I graduated from Assessment and Selection they repulse me—and sometimes I need a break from the unending cycle of sleeping, eating, exercising, and reading.

Mostly, I’m desperate to keep my mind occupied. Not just to stop myself from worrying about Harmony…but also to avoid another breakdown like the one I had during the slipspace journey to Earth. But I can’t think about that, and the moment it pops into my mind, I scramble to fill it with other thoughts.

At last, we arrive in Junction, home to Tunis. My mission briefing says the Subverse here is working fine, but the electronic lock on the server room door has been compromised. Could be someone’s scraping sensitive data from the machines at this very moment. Whatever’s going on, a door breach means the servers’ location has been compromised, which is enough for the brass to send me to check things out.

“Good morning, Captain,” Glory Belflower says once I activate the crew in preparation for slipspace transition. “I trust you had a pleasant journey.”

“And you,” I say. I decide not to correct Belflower by mentioning that technically it’s late afternoon, Tunis time. I’m trying to start off the second encounter with my crew on the right foot. To tell the truth, I have a lump in my throat that feels egg-sized, and it’s not just anticipation of the impending nausea. I’m dreading what brainprints I might receive after our arrival in Junction System.

The transition is as uncomfortable as always, and once we’re through I walk to the laundry chute in the bulkhead with the fabric barf bag, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

Halfway to the planet Tunis, we still haven’t received any brainprints, either from the Calabar Brinktown or the brass. I can’t decide if that’s a good sign or a bad sign. Probably, it doesn’t mean anything: unless they dispatched it within a few hours of the Ares leaving Calabar, any spacescraper would need more time to arrive here.

Part of me feels like I should preemptively send a brainprint back to Calabar, if only to warn Dorothy that Harmony took my pistol. But that was four and a half months ago. I’m sure Harmony’s already done whatever damage she was going to do, and anyway, admitting to having my weapon stolen by a sixteen-year-old isn’t a great way to keep my career.

For a moment, I wonder how Harmony’s mother, Marissa, would react to her daughter’s theft. But then, she probably pays us little enough attention that she’ll never notice.

“Junction,” Tobias Worldworn says, studying his station’s display, sounding wistful. “This is the Subverse where I lived before joining the Guard.”

“You mean you lived here? Not another iteration of you?” Belflower asks, eyeing him through narrowed slits. She gets as close to Worldworn as her station’s railing will allow. “Why didn’t you just send a copy to join the Guard? Unless you were running from something?”

The old man shrugs. “You can’t actually live vicariously through a copy, Lieutenant Commander. I’m the one who wanted to join the Guard. I wasn’t interested in sending a copy.”

The way Belflower’s lips tighten suggest she’s not completely satisfied with that answer. Either way, she turns to me next. “Captain, will we be versecasting our mission to Tunis?”

“No,” I say, though I suspect she already knows the answer.

Whether she did or not, Belflower puts on a good show of acting appalled. “Captain Pikeman, I really must urge you to change your mind. All the most popular Guardsmen versecast their missions. Considering who lives on Tunis, making this your first versecast would be an excellent start to putting extra tokens in your pocket—”

“And in yours.”

“Well, yes. We all would benefit. But the sponsorship deals that would present themselves to a Troubleshooter such as yourself, who’s never versecast before…well, I’m sure you’re aware of the reputation you’ve built up. You’ve become a figure of mystique, not just in the Andora Sector, but in the entire galactic Subverse. Word of your exploits travels to and fro, constantly. It seems barely a spacescraper arrives without fresh news of your deeds. But no one’s witnessed them for themselves. They’re starving for your versecasts, sir.”

I frown at her. “So, when you asked if we’d be versecasting Tunis, you already knew the answer. You know I never versecast.”

Her expression falters, but she recovers quickly. “Yes. The question was rhetorical, Captain.”

“Uh huh. Do you think I could bother you to put aside your fame-lust long enough to check over my ship after her trip through slipspace?”

Lips tightening again, she turns to her task. I smile to myself.

Worldworn takes us through Tunis’ atmosphere with a deft hand. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s the smoothest atmospheric entry I’ve ever experienced, with heat shield and air brakes applied at just the right times to minimize jostling.

“Have you served on a Troubleshooter’s ship before?” I ask him as we sail toward our planetside destination; a place called the Grotto. 

“I haven’t, sir.”

“How do you know how to pull off such a smooth entry?” I’m the only one aboard who’d be affected by a bumpy ride, and it’s unusual for an upload to take biological considerations into account like that.

Worldworn smiles, though he remains focused on his station, lowering the vessel the rest of the distance under anti-grav. “A simple combination of skill and empathy. I knew that, as a Trajectory Officer, I’d be responsible for taking a ship through plenty of atmospheres, so I subjected myself to every entry and exit simulation I could find, each subject to different conditions.”

I nod, impressed.

“We have clearance to land on Number Three, one of the Grotto’s four spacepads,” Aphrodite reports, blond hair swinging as she turns to relay the news. “Apparently, the closest thing they have to an enclosed spaceport is Arthur Eliot’s personal hangar, and it’s in use.”

“Very good. Put us down where directed, Worldworn.”

“Aye.”

I catch myself looking at Aphrodite as Worldworn lines up the Ares as skillfully as he brought her through Tunis’ atmosphere. I curse myself silently, vowing not to let that happen again. It’s incredibly inappropriate for a captain to ogle one of his crew.

Still, I have a good feeling about this crew. Could be they’ll actually turn out all right. There’s nothing in my past experience to suggest that, but a little irrational optimism never hurt anyone.

Endless, hard-packed desert stretches to every horizon, where ground meets sky in a shimmering haze. As the Ares sinks, my view of the wasteland is replaced by the jewel that is the Grotto.

Surrounded by massive rock formations that reach for the sky like grasping talons, the Grotto is named for the enormous caves carved out of those rocks by bots wielding nanodrills and laser torches. Inside those hollows rear the shaded buildings that once formed Tunis University.

I spent part of the slipspace journey flicking through pages of information about Tunis. My datasphere holds enough information about the planet’s history to have kept me busy for nine months, but I was mostly interested in the former university. Apparently, it used to be one of the galaxy’s most coveted schools. Using the Ares’ sensors as my eyes, I can see why.

A tiny paradise carved from the desert. Enough imported water to turn the Grotto into an oasis, with broad palm fronds providing shade at noon, when the system’s sun rises high enough to glare down between the towering rocks. According to my datasphere, the Eliots have been diligent about maintaining the university’s buildings, preventing them from crumbling like the rest of the galaxy’s structures have. Those structures were supposed to last for millennia, according to the engineers who built them, but that turned out to be nothing more than a sales pitch. They boasted advanced construction techniques, enabled by the same nanotechnology that gave birth to the Fount, but history has made fools of them, just like the rest of us. The galaxy’s crumbling at a much faster rate than they claimed it would.

Anyway. Humans have always been attracted to places like the Grotto, each one representing a battle fought and won against nature. In the years leading up to the Fall, humanity fought many such battles, using their bots as proxy fighters. But in the end, nature won the war, didn’t she?

With the Ares settled on the spacepad, I stand from the command seat and unsling my gun belt from where I hung it on the back. Only Dice knows the laser pistol’s a fake, and I already ordered him not to let on to anyone. I have no idea how long I’ll be able to maintain the ruse, especially if I run into a hostile. But I intend to keep it up for as long as I can.

Outside the ship, the air is even worse than back in my Brinktown, even in the later afternoon. It feels like I’m sucking it straight from a furnace. I cough and force myself to slow down my breathing.

“Welcome to the Grotto,” says an elderly man wearing a Guardsman uniform. He’s standing at attention at the bottom of the metal stairs leading down from the spacepad. When our eyes meet, he salutes, and I return it.

My gaze wanders past him, toward the sound of falling water and squealing children, laughing and splashing. A broad pool graces the Grotto’s center, and water arcs from a fountain in intricate patterns; a lattice of liquid. A peaceful place.

I don’t belong here.

“I’m surprised to find you actually living in the Grotto,” I say as I fall in beside the Guardsman and we start to cross the palm-shaded expanse. “Sergeant Wile, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. Didn’t the records tell you I’d be here?”

“They did. It’s just unusual for a Guardsman to live among civilians, especially a Guardsman in charge of a terminal. It’s…not recommended.”

Wile shrugs. “Mr. Eliot insisted on it. He said he wouldn’t have me living by myself out in the Tunis wilderness. Not on his planet. He even had his bots relocate the terminal here.”

“It’s against protocol.”

“He said that Eliots get to bend Guard protocol, seeing as how they founded it.” Wile sniffed. “With all due respect, Commander, everyone here understands the nature of my job. They know how important it is that no one else access the terminal.”

“Is that why the server room location’s been compromised?”

Wile’s jaw tightens under my glare, and after a few seconds, he averts his eyes.

“Take me to the terminal,” I say.

“Yes, sir.”

We walk without talking. Above us, palm fronds stir, and their rustling fills the silence. There’s a boxing match happening up ahead, on a rubberized surface to the left of the path we’re on. After a few seconds, I realize I’m staring. Something like that would never happen in a Brinktown. Two men given a controlled outlet for their aggression? Not a chance. Brinktown men are either meek or ostracized.

“This is it,” Wile says when we reach a short lane leading up to a red-brick, three-story structure whose roof joins seamlessly with the stone above.

“You live here?”

“I have a downstairs apartment.”

“Still.”

He leads me to a recessed side entrance and opens the door, gesturing for me to enter ahead of him.

I whistle as I walk through a well-appointed kitchen, followed by a dining room featuring angular, modern-looking furniture. Modern for centuries ago, that is, when humanity still cared about advancing meatspace fashion.

“This is a far cry from the tin-roofed shacks where most planetside Guardsmen live.”

Wile doesn’t answer.

“Give me your ID coin.”

He fishes it out of his pocket, holding it out for my datasphere to scan, but his hand shakes too badly for it to get a read. I snatch it from him and hold it steady.

The coin turns emerald, and this time I have no reason to doubt he is who the coin says he is. “Show me the terminal.”

After five minutes alone in an unused bedroom with the terminal, I have the server room’s location and I’m ready to leave. Wile sits at the dining table when I pass through the room, and I give him a raised-eyebrow look as I cross to the kitchen.

“Should I arrange some accommodations for you?” he asks before I pass out of sight.

I glance back at him. “I’ll sleep on my ship.”

Then, something catches my eye through the window behind him—a figure standing in the deepening twilight, facing the window and peering straight in.

He’s wearing green robes and a hood that partially casts his face in shadow. Somehow, I’m positive it’s the same guy who was hanging around the outside of my ship back on Earth.

“I have to go.” I sprint through the kitchen and wrench open the door to the outside. I leave it swinging open as I run around the building in pursuit of my new robed stalker.
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At first, it’s like Siberia: by the time I make it outside, the robed figure has vanished, despite there being no buildings close enough for him to have run to in time. Then I notice the twin rows of thick hedges that run parallel to the front of this building before angling slightly to run parallel to the next.

That has to be where he went.

The hard-packed sand gives decent traction as I skirt the greenery, listening for labored breathing coming from the other side. How fast can you run in robes, anyway? But this guy escaped me back on Earth, and I’m not feeling all that confident I’ll catch up to him here, either.

Mostly, I feel a bit crazy that I jumped so quickly to the conclusion that this has to be the same guy. What are the chances? Who would want to track me, and what means would anyone have to do it, besides that? We didn’t detect any other ships back in Sol—at least, my lousy excuse for an OPO didn’t tell me if we did. But I guess it’s possible someone was watching us from one of the planets, and then…

What? Followed us to the Calabar Brinktown, then watched again to see which slip coords we made for when we left? Sure, entry coords tell you something about a ship’s destination. But without exit coords, there’s a good chance you’ll end up deep in the black, far from any star.

The more I think about it, the more I want to know. I run faster, the hedge flashing past on my right. The hard-packed sand gives way to a softer patch, and the going is harder, but surely that shouldn’t matter. Surely someone with a Guardsman’s conditioning should be able to catch a guy in robes.

I round the corner, so that I’m running between the hedge and the next building, a pillared white monstrosity that gleams even in the dusk. My eyes are glued to the place where the foliage ends up ahead, and unbelievably, the figure emerges, way ahead of me. He’s running flat-out for the building after the white one—a jet-black triangle whose roof slopes back into the rock for Fount knows how far.

Next thing, he’s through the glass doors, darting across what looks like a dimly lit lobby. The shadows swallow him, and I force my legs to move faster.

I shove through the doors at top speed, making its hydraulics wheeze. Across the vast lobby is the only light source: a propped-open dark oak door, through which illumination trickles. I make for it, footfalls echoing in the empty space.

A second before I rush the door, I yank my fake pistol from its holster, raising it with my left hand cupped underneath my right as though to steady my aim.

It takes me a few seconds to process what’s waiting for me on the other side. The green-robed figure is nowhere in sight. Instead, row after row of scarlet theater seats march down toward a curved stage bordered by five sets of navy curtains. Three children stand on the stage, frozen in tableau, their eyes on me.

Blinking, I lower my weapon and frown.

“Will you be in our play?” calls the center child—a girl who looks to be around eleven. Her hair falls in auburn curls past her shoulders, and she’s wearing a ruffled blue dress that’s at least a size too big for her.

“Uh. What?”

“I asked would you be in our play. We need someone to play the part of Polonius. You look old enough.”

“He can’t be in it,” says the boy standing to her right, his cheeks dimpled in consternation. “Look at his face.”

“So what?” the girl shoots back. “Polonius could have a red mark on his face like that. It’s not about what’s on the outside, Thomas. It’s about what’s inside. In this case, acting ability.”

That’s pretty cliche, but I’m charmed by it anyway. I take a moment to glance around the theater—between the rows and along the mahogany-paneled walls. Then I tuck the replica laser pistol back into its holster and start down one of the two aisles that trisect the theater’s seating.

“Did you kids see a man wearing green robes?”

The girl shakes her head. The unnamed boy on her left remains statue-like, still staring at me with wide eyes. “No man came in here, except you,” she says.

“Does the lobby lead anywhere else?”

I watch her eyes drift upward. “The balcony.”

I whirl around, fingers brushing the butt of the pistol as I scan the seats above. Nothing that I can see, but the figure could be crouching behind the barrier.

Except, I’m starting to think I’m crazy again. “Did you hear footsteps running across the lobby?” I ask, turning back toward the stage. I’m standing halfway between it and the entrance, now.

“Just yours,” the girl says.

“Hmm.” The strong possibility that the figure isn’t real weighs heavily on my thoughts. It may be time to change the subject. I squint at her. “I’m way too young to play Polonius.”

“You’re much older than I am, and I’m playing Ophelia. Besides, people didn’t live as long back then.”

“I could do Hamlet, maybe.”

The girl rolls her eyes. “You just barged into our rehearsal and now you’re trying to assign yourself the lead role? Typical male.”

Chuckling at her precociousness, I continue down the stairs to check for something. “Is someone else already playing Hamlet?” I ask, eyes on the ceiling over the stage.

“Are you seriously offering to be in our play?” she says. The other children have started to relax a little more. Their eyes are less wide, and they’ve resumed the aimless fidgeting typical of children.

“No,” I say, reaching the foot of the stage. I point toward the ceiling, at a dully reflective, jet-black fixture, a polygon with many facets. “But you have an Auto Actor. Why not use it to fill in whatever parts you’re missing?”

“It’s broken.”

“Where’s the interface?”

The girl points to her left. “Just backstage.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

She shrugs.

I climb onto the raised platform, noting the seam near the front of the stage that indicates it retracts to reveal an orchestra pit beneath. A right turn brings me to an alcove that houses a wall-mounted terminal. Within seconds, my datasphere syncs with it and begins diagnosing the problem.

Guardsman dataspheres represent the next best thing to having a planetary intranet linked by spacescraper to a galactic internet. That doesn’t exist anymore outside the Subverse, but military-grade dataspheres hold an amount of information comparable to one of the old planetary nets.

Civilian dataspheres do not. Just as biological humans are now charged a large sum to upload to the Subverse, non-Guardsmen also pay dearly for information. Why wouldn’t they? After Bacchus Corp vacuumed up the vast majority of the species, barely anyone was left in the real to get together and fight for their rights.

It doesn’t take long for my datasphere to serve up step-by-step instructions for fixing the Auto Actor. All it takes is a simple reformat, and I have the last version of the firmware ever made for it, ready for me to reinstall.

Why would a soldier need to have Auto Actor firmware at his disposal, you ask? Why not? Information is power, and we sure aren’t well-provisioned in other ways. Giving us a wealth of information is the least the Five Families could allow.

Ten minutes or so later, the Auto Actor finishes rebooting after the firmware reinstall, and I turn toward the trio of thespians, flicking through the device’s library of plays using my datasphere, which is still connected to it. I find Hamlet, select a scene, and execute. The prince appears onstage, dressed in ridiculous, puffy clothing. “To be or not to be,” he says. I turn him off.

“So what’s the plan?” I say. “Broadcast your play through the Subverse? Live from the Grotto?”

The girl continues to speak for the three of them. “That’s what my father asked. But no. This is just for the enjoyment of the people who live and work here. It’s more special, that way.”

I raise my eyebrows. Now she’s speaking my language. On a hunch, I say: “Your father?”

“Arthur Eliot. I’m Faelyn Eliot.”

“I see.” I was wondering whether I’d actually meet an Eliot while I was here. Here’s my answer. The daughter of the biological head of one of the Five Families. No wonder she’s precocious. “Well, good luck with your play,” I say, starting back up the aisle.

“The Auto Actor’s just for practicing,” she calls after me. “I want every role filled by real people.”

“Good luck,” I call back, meaning it.

“You can be Hamlet if you really want.”

“I’m already committed to a role in a different performance.” I glance back over my shoulder. “Shouldn’t you kids get home, before the scorpions come out?” Based on my slipspace reading, Tunis is lousy with the things.

“My father’s bots keep them out of the Grotto, for the most part. There are snakes, though.”

“Then you should get home. Your mothers must be wondering where you are.” But I continue on up the stairs without lecturing them further, since I have no actual authority over these children beyond giving good advice.

Something bothers me about Faelyn’s fear of snakes, and I query my datasphere as I cross the theater lobby. Just as I thought: Tunis has no snakes. That’s odd.

An alert pings my datasphere as I cross the Grotto, informing me I have a brainprint waiting for me. My heart makes an escape attempt up my throat before I can get a hold of myself, willing my body back to the state of calm readiness where all Guardsmen are supposed to live. Guardsmen that want to survive, that is, in a cold, empty galaxy that can afford to wait for months, sometimes years, between its attempts to kill you.

There’s no question what news that brainprint will bring: the aftermath of whatever Harmony was planning to do with my laser pistol and the family bot. The only mystery is whether I’m about to lose my job.

I decide to take the ’print sitting in the command seat. It might be the last time I sit there as captain of the Ares, but until I’m discharged, I remain fully in command.

 Instead of a Guard officer, my Aunt Dorothy appears before me, which brings a measure of relief.

Not much relief, though: her face is pale, stricken. This is Dorothy Pikeman as she was four and a half months ago, when the brainprint was taken and sent on a spacescraper through slipspace to find me. A brainprint is a temporary upload of your consciousness at the time of sending. Once it reaches the recipient, that version of your consciousness then has the conversation for you, and a recording is sent back to you to see how it went. The idea is that the consciousness will say what you would have said—this is how people communicate efficiently across interstellar distances that take months to traverse. Once we’re finished talking, Dorothy’s brainprint will be deleted, and another spacescraper will take the recording back to her.

“Harmony’s your daughter, Joe Pikeman, there’s no question of that now. I always prayed to the Fount she wouldn’t turn out like you, but now look what’s happened.”

“Nice to see you too,” I say, then shake my head, unable to enjoy sarcasm like I normally can. “Just tell me what happened.”

“This might top anything you’ve ever done. She stole the Europa’s Gift.”

“She…wait. She stole it?”

“Who knows where in the galaxy she is right now? She could be dead, Joe. And it’s all thanks to you.”

But I’m still processing what Dorothy just told me. The Europa’s Gift is the only spaceship in the Calabar Brinktown. Was the only spaceship, I guess—owned by Daniel Sterling. Harmony’s absentee grandfather.

Harmony’s words echo in my head: I’m going to make him pay. Someday, I’ll make him pay.

Clearly, she meant a lot sooner than she was letting on.

“Joe?” my aunt says, voice shrill.

“How?” I manage. “How did she do it?”

“No one’s completely figured that out yet, as far as I can tell,” Dorothy says. “And I should know, considering the law bots have questioned me about a million times in the last two days. The security footage shows her with a laser pistol, but they think it’s a replica from Memcon. Either way, she didn’t have to use it. Every security door opened for her—P3P plugged into it, and it opened.” P3P is the old family bot. “They think she had ‘worms’ loaded onto him, whatever they are. But they said these worms were custom-made to crack the type of security door Sterling was using. They got her all the way to the bridge of his ship, and she was gone.”

Dorothy’s been holding it together, but now she breaks down, sobs racking her virtual proxy’s body. I’d have some sympathy for her, but I know her well enough to predict what’s coming next.

“What did you do to her, Joe? What did you say to her, when you visited? Whatever it was, it drove her to this.”

Ah, yes. The “blame Joe” step. Classic. “No,” I say. “It wasn’t me. She’s been planning this for a long time.”

Clearly, I was just carrying the final piece she needed: a laser pistol, in case she ran into any trouble hijacking Europa’s Gift. Or out there in the bleak. A teenage girl, by herself.

I’d be impressed, if I didn’t feel sick. Part of me wants to laugh, but a large part wants to scream.

“You have to fix this, Joe,” Dorothy’s saying. “You have to do something.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I say. But I’m not sure what that is, yet. Harmony could be anywhere by now. And wherever she is, she’s carrying the laser pistol registered to me. A ticking time bomb to explode my career or my sanity, probably both.

I end the conversation, willing my ship to transmit the recording to the next spacescraper it detects. I can’t look at my aunt anymore. Hell, I can barely face the truth:

If I lose Harmony, I’ll never forgive myself.
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The next day, I have my datasphere rouse me early enough that a look through the outside sensors tells me barely anyone’s awake in the Grotto. Just a couple of figures shrouded in the early-morning gloom as they wander the old university grounds.

Good. Unlike Sergeant Wile, I want as little to do with the people living here as possible. What time I leave, what direction I went, whether it seems likely I’ll return—all details I like to leave as fuzzy as possible, as a matter of general policy. The more information you leak into your environment, the more likely it is to find its way into the hands of an enemy who’ll use it to gut you.

At first, I figure the two men I can see for custodians, but I want to make sure. My datasphere takes the sensor on a zoom, cleaning up the image for me. One of the men carries a black bag with him as he picks up trash and drops it inside, but the other actually turns out to be Sergeant Wile, marching crisply through the Grotto, casting his gaze here and there.

What’s he looking for? Maybe he does this every morning, and he’s more vigilant than I thought.

“Maybe he’s looking for snakes,” I say, and chuckle.

I will the sensor feed away, and the bridge takes its place. I’m sitting in the command seat, feeling like I could go back to sleep right here. Sleeping in the seat during the months I had good old Sheldon aboard—I think I got too used to it.

At my command, my TOPO and OPO appear at their respective stations, exchange glances, then turn to me.

“Captain,” Worldworn says, saluting. “Where are our Weapon Systems and Engineering officers?”

“We shouldn’t need them today,” I say. “This way, there’ll be less chatter during our trip across Tunis.”

Aphrodite salutes too, but it doesn’t stop her from questioning me. “Seems unwise to leave our Engineer turned off.”

“Yes,” I say. “There’s a nanoscopic chance the same systems that showed all-green yesterday will fail today. There’s also a chance the scorpions of Tunis will gain sentience and mount a ground-to-air attack as we fly over the desert. But I’d rather risk those outcomes than endure Belflower’s nagging or Asterisk’s stupidity. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” the chief says, though her eyebrows are hiked halfway up her forehead. She glances at Worldworn, but he avoids her gaze, his face a study in neutrality.

“Take us into the air, Lieutenant,” I say. “You’ll find the server room’s coords at the top of your readout.”

“Aye,” Worldworn says, and minutes later, we’re in the air.

Not wanting to block out the entire bridge while the Ares is moving, I position a rectangle showing a view of the planet’s surface in the bottom-right quadrant of my vision.

Shades of beige, brown, and white flash past, dotted with scraggly black—Tunis’ version of vegetation, outside the Grotto. I doubt palm trees and hedgerows would survive even there if it wasn’t for constant human attention.

Occasionally, colors I don’t expect appear. Swirls of green and blue. Could be lichen, but mineral deposits are more likely, I think. I’ll look it up later. I enjoy that part of the job. With its hundreds of billions of stars and trillions of planets, you never know what configuration the galaxy’s going to cough up next.

The view helps me take my mind off the fact I don’t have a working weapon. My conscious mind, anyway. Somewhat. My subconscious is clearly pretty concerned: I catch my finger tapping my holster nervously, and I force it to stop.

It should be fine. My orders mentioned a faulty security door, but said nothing about damage to the servers themselves. Sure, could be some nerdy crook is in there trying to jack sensitive data to sell on the black market, but how much of a fight is someone like that really going to put up?

I’m kidding myself, I know that. If someone breached the door with data-jacking in mind, they’re probably serious. It would mean pirates, most likely. I need to be careful.

Problem is, the terminal guarded by the mighty Sergeant Wile told me that the server room is hidden inside a maze of a cave system surrounded by thousands of miles of nothing. If I run into pirates underground with no way to defend myself, it’s gonna get hairy. If I’m shot, the chance is basically zero of a friendly stumbling upon me as I gasp my last breaths.

But I should try to keep things light-hearted.

“Putting her down now, sir,” Worldworn says.

“Acknowledged,” I mumble, but I’m staring at the expanding Tunis landscape, unable to spot anything that could be a cave entrance. “Where is it?”

Worldworn sniffs—an affectation, the sort that ignites my hatred of all things Subverse. Uploads don’t need to sniff. “See that tangle of shrubs, there?”

I squint, willing my datasphere to identify the plant and call up some information on it. “Those are brambles,” I say. Huh. No doubt that growth is part of what’s keeping the server room concealed. But if the brass thought I was going to wade through a sea of thorns, they must forget what it’s like to be at my pay grade.

“No,” I say. “Don’t land. OPO, try to figure out where the cave entrance is likely to be. I’m grappling down.”

“Yes, sir,” she says, but I can tell she’s not a fan of the decision.

A few minutes later, I’m dangling at the end of a hook, lowering toward the brambles on a nanofiber line that feeds from a dispenser on the airlock bulkhead.

I peer into the distance, where the sun hovers a few inches over the horizon, and I consult the datasphere overlay for the cardinal direction. Then I look back down. “Nudge us a couple feet to the south-south east,” I say over comlink.

“Aye,” Worldworn answers, and the Ares moves, swinging me slightly.

“There. That’s perfect.”

I slip neatly between two bunches of thorns, and my feet touch down on solid rock at the bottom of a shallow hole in the ground.

At first, I can’t see the entrance to the tunnels. Maybe we have the wrong spot. I unhook the line from my suit’s belt to crouch below the brambles.

There it is: a shadowed gap barely a foot high. Staring at it for a few seconds, tamping down claustrophobia already trying to get a hold of me, I try to imagine what installing this server room must have been like. The scale of the excavation it must have taken. Open a giant hole in the ground somewhere a couple miles to the north, set up your collapsible crane, spend a few weeks lowering equipment into position. Spend several more painstaking weeks covering up your work with sand and stone so it looks like untouched virgin desert again.

All for just one small part of one sector of humanity’s new digital home.

“Okay,” I tell myself. “Enough stalling.” Certain it won’t fit through, I unseal my helmet, take it off, and place it on the ground nearby. Then, lying on my back, I scrabble forward, propelling my feet through the gap and willing night vision on as the rest of my body passes through.

The ground gives way a lot quicker than I expected, and I fall a short distance. The impact sends a painful shock through my ankles, and I grunt. Should have poked my head through for a look first. Sloppy.

Lesson learned, I make a careful study of every inch before progressing onto it. Luckily, cold, unbroken sandstone seems the norm from here on out, with occasional crystal stalactites sticking down like stubby fangs. Which doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to drop my guard. My orders called this place a maze for a reason. Plenty of off-shooting tunnels, and natural alcoves for enemies to hide in. My datasphere paints a glowing yellow path on the rock for me to follow, like a weirdly uniform stretch of bioluminescent fungus.

The good news is, if anyone’s here, I doubt they know I’m coming. The ship’s sensors didn’t pick up on any observers, organic or otherwise, and they’re sophisticated enough to spot even nanodrones.

Still, I make my way through the tunnels with my fake laser pistol up, figuring it’s best to appear armed, even if I’m really not.

That turns out to be a miscalculation, because it’s probably why whoever spots me starts shooting.

Just before I reach the server room door, my night vision blooms out, going bright green-white—someone’s shining a light from up ahead. Before I can react, a gunshot booms in the confined space, followed closely by another. Both miss, but one hits close enough to spray me with shards of rock.

I flinch away. As my night vision adjusts, my eyes fall on a figure up ahead, partially concealed by the next turn in the rock. He’s lining up his next shot.

I throw myself back as the weapon booms again. I’m supine on the rock, now, scrabbling across it, till my body is partially around a bend. Part of me is still exposed, I know, and when the weapon fires again without hitting me, I know it’s more luck than I’m entitled too.

Scrambling to my feet, I start barreling back the way I came, hoping that, whoever my attacker is, the fact he’s using a kinetic weapon means he’s under-equipped. Because if he has night vision too, I might be screwed.

“Worldworn,” I say over comlink. “Turn on the WSO.”

Nothing comes back. I was afraid of that. I’m too deep for the signal to penetrate the sandstone.

I keep trying, and finally, my breath getting more ragged, I manage to get through.

“I read you, sir,” the lieutenant says.

“Position the Ares back where it was.” Right now, she’s sitting on the sand where I ordered Worldworn to land after lowering me. I told him to take off at the barest hint of movement, since I left the outer airlock hatch open with the line dangling out. “I need an evac. Activate the WSO, tell him there might be a hostile coming out after me, and for Fount’s sake tell him not to shoot me.”

“Will do, Captain.”

I check over my shoulder before piling on more speed despite my burning lungs and legs. Doesn’t matter how good your conditioning is, mortal terror will tire you out faster than anything else.

My night vision blooms out again, whitening for a second before switching off automatically. That’s good. It does this in response to bright light ahead: the exit.

With a running leap, I throw myself up the steep incline I fell down earlier, fingers latching onto a narrow crevice. I haul myself up and wriggle through the gap.

The hook dangles there, waiting for me, and my opinion of Worldworn ratchets up another notch. My helmet’s still here, too. I shove it on, not waiting for it to seal before I secure the hook on my belt. “Good to go,” I tell the lieutenant, grabbing the line with both hands.

In less than a minute, I’m back on the bridge, stowing my helmet before taking the command seat. A glance through one of the Ares’ belly sensors tells me my attacker still hasn’t made an appearance.

When I will the sensor’s view away, my OPO’s staring at me from her station. She glances meaningfully toward the WSO station, and I follow her gaze to where the freshly activated ensign stares at me with wide eyes.

“He’s out of sorts,” Aphrodite says. “Keeps asking why he wasn’t activated before we left the Grotto. I doubt he would have had the concentration needed to properly cover you just now, if you’d needed that.”

“What’s your point?” I ask, but I already know.

“Maybe next time you’ll activate every crewmember.”
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Only by pulling rank do I manage to extract Arthur Eliot’s whereabouts from a reluctant Sergeant Wile.

“Shooting scorpions out past the western border of the Grotto,” Wile says at last. Beyond him, Faelyn Eliot sits on the lip of the Fountain, working on repairing a toy drone. Presumably the toy belongs to the boy sitting next to her, who’s watching her work with an anxious expression.

Fixing the toy drone reminds me of the sort of thing Harmony would have been doing at Faelyn’s age. Come to think of it, they kind of look alike. That fills me with a cocktail of emotions, few of them pleasant. Please, Fount, let Harm be okay.

Tearing my eyes away from Eliot’s daughter, I start west.

“I wouldn’t interrupt him, if I were you,” Wile calls after me.

It should already be obvious I don’t consider Wile a good source of advice, so I decide not to bother saying it. Hell, I’ve already disregarded good advice from my OPO today, so the sergeant doesn’t stand much of a chance at all.

“What’s for dinner?” I ask Arthur Eliot when I find him a few hundred meters into the desert, engaged in exactly the activity Wile described: shotgunning scorpions with…well, with a shotgun. More kinetic weaponry. I flash back to my recent experience in the caves and frown.

When he turns, Eliot staggers a bit, almost tripping over a scorpion corpse. To his credit, he lowers the weapon as he pivots, instead of pointing it at me like some Fount damned yokel. “Who are you?”

I pop out my ID coin and flick it toward him—an easy catch. At the apex of its arc, the sun glints off the metal. Then the coin lands at Eliot’s feet. A full second later, his gaze follows it down.

Yep. Arthur Eliot is drunk.

I hate meeting childhood heroes.

“Guardsman,” Eliot mumbles, and my datasphere has to replay the word for me so I can make out what he said. “Troubleshooter,” he adds.

“That’s right,” I say. “And since you’re the biological head of the family that created the Guard, I’m wondering if you can tell me what you’re doing out here putting yourself at risk.” Not to mention the Guard itself. We’re pretty dependent on a living Eliot to get what supplies and funding we get, though a lot of Guardsmen are pretty dissatisfied with the job Arthur here has been doing on that front.

“The fewer scorpions the better,” Eliot says. He raises a hand toward his chest, where a flask hangs suspended from a thong, but he hesitates before returning the hand to the shotgun’s stock.

“You have more than enough bots to keep them out of the Grotto,” I say.

“Why’d we have to bring scorpions to Tunis, anyway?” Eliot says, apparently ignoring my perfectly good point.

“Insect control, I would guess.”

The corner of Eliot’s mouth peels back in an ugly sneer. “The cure’s worse than the disease.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Eliot, you’re not helping anyone, out here. You have people back there who need you. Do you realize how lucky you are, to get to raise a family in a place like this?”

Part of me expects him to sneer again at the idea that an Eliot might be lucky. “An Eliot is an Eliot,” I expect him to tell me. It’s just what you expect from people born sucking the silver spoon. But he doesn’t say anything, and his expression changes to something that looks a lot like shame.

“Luck is a matter of perspective,” he says at last, again so quiet that my datasphere has to play it back.

I nod. “What can you tell me about the Fallen living out in the desert?”

Eliot blinks at me as my words work their way through his soggy brain. I doubt he’d be able to feign surprise convincingly in the state he’s in, so when surprise finally dawns on his face, I believe it. “Fallen?” he says. “They’re still alive?”

“So you know about them.”

“They crashed in an asteroid mining vessel halfway through last year. Satellite imagery told us they weren’t heading for the Grotto, so we left them alone. There’s been no sign of them for months. I assumed they died out there—nights as cold as ours. Planet full of scorpions.”

“Surely you know about the trouble with the Junction server?”

Eliot nods.

“And it didn’t cross your mind that they might be the ones messing with it? Some warning would have been nice.”

No response.

“Where’d they get the weapons?” I say.

“Didn’t know they had any.” Eliot’s eyes fall to his shotgun, and they widen slightly, like he just realized how bad this looks. “They must have had them in their mining station, out in the asteroid belt. Must have brought them along for the ride.”

I hold his gaze for several long seconds, and he looks back at me with the earnest, watery eyes of a drunk. His lower lip twitches, then he says: “There really are a lot of scorpions. More than there should be.”

Sighing, I walk toward him, and he holds his ground. Good man. “Excuse me,” I say, and he steps back.

I pick up my ID coin from the ground, sliding it back into its slot. “Come home, Mr. Eliot. Come home to your family.” But he doesn’t, and I walk back to the Grotto alone.

Before I reach the first rock, which is only a meter high, a shot echoes across the desert. I glance back to check that Eliot’s still standing, then continue on.

It’s never easy to know what you’re dealing with, when it comes to Fallen. Stereotypically, they’re savages who’ve cast off civilization—if you can call our Subverse-based society civilization. Personally, I struggle with that.

But for better or worse, I’m part of that society. The Fallen aren’t. The Fount is designed to be passed on through the generations, from parent to child, but the Fallen hate the Subverse and everything it stands for. They expelled the Fount from their bodies generations ago, and they refuse to take any part in a galaxy that supports something like the Subverse, the place where most of humanity fled when the going got too tough.

Of course, that’s just the stereotype. Some Fallen are in the situation they’re in through sheer bad luck. The Fall caught them with their pants down, and they were cut off from the rest of the galaxy without slipspace-capable craft, forced to fend for themselves. Some of them kept their Fount, I’m sure. But it can be difficult to tell the galaxy-hating Fallen from the merely down-on-their-luck Fallen.

My rule of thumb? If they shoot at me, I shoot back.

As I work my way through the ever-larger rock outcrops, I pass a couple combat bots, whose job it actually is to shoot scorpions. They take no notice of me. A minute later, I come to the broad base of a massive rock claw, one of those that give the Grotto its name. Zelah Eliot, Arthur’s wife, is waiting there. I don’t need to ask her name. She’s in enough Eliot family photos kicking around Guardsman dataspheres for me to know.

Typically, I react to an unexpected encounter with a beautiful woman by schooling my face to bland disinterest, as I do now. That’s because I spend the vast majority of my time alone on a spaceship with a robot who I keep in a closet, and what my body really wants to do is roll around on the ground, wagging its tail and howling. So I keep a tight rein on it.

“Hello,” I say.

She wears a white sundress. Wheat-colored hair stretches past high cheekbones to curl at the tips, cupping a defined chin. Smoke-colored eyes crinkle with worry, an expression that can’t hide the wisdom living behind them. “I was told you went out to my husband,” she says with a voice like silk. “Is there trouble?”

“Depends what kind you mean, ma’am. The head of the Eliot family shouldn’t be alone in the desert blasting scorpions with an ancient shotgun liable to explode in his hands.”

“The gun’s been checked,” Zelah says. “And three combat bots keep watch on him at any given time, out of sight so that he doesn’t order them away. Other than that, there’s no stopping him.” There’s something behind the look she’s giving me. Something she’s trying to tell me. “Would you accompany me back to the house?”

“Uh…” I clear my throat. “Okay.”

We cross the Grotto and climb a long, gentle slope that leads to the largest cave, which is dominated by the red-brick monster occupied by the Eliots. I tell myself that it doesn’t matter who sees me going into the Eliot residence alone with Mrs. Eliot. This is strictly business, I know that and they know that. Ignore the sets of eyes riveted to us at this very moment. There’s Sergeant Wile, there’s Faelyn, there’s the custodian from earlier, who’s been wandering the ground all this time. The only one not watching us is Faelyn’s friend, whose drone appears to be fixed. He’s flying it near the fountain, which seems like asking for it to get broken beyond repair.

Once we’re inside the massive foyer, surrounded by what must be priceless paintings as well as marble busts of Eliots long uploaded to the Subverse, Zelah turns toward me, looking somewhat more businesslike. “Please,” she says. “Don’t approach Arthur when he’s drunk again.”

I tell her about almost getting killed by Fallen, and her expression softens.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “But I mean what I said.”

“Fine,” I say, then I shake my head. “It’s sad to see Arthur Eliot in that state.” Frightening, too, if I’m being honest.

Zelah’s features tighten, and I can tell her husband’s behavior is causing her a lot of pain. She seems keen to change the subject. “How can Fallen pose a threat to a Troubleshooter?” she asks.

“I…” I have cause to clear my throat again. What an awkward question. As often happens in such cases, a lie springs from my thoughts fully formed and hovers before my mind’s eye, tempting me. “This isn’t real,” I say at last, grasping the holstered fake. “My real pistol was stolen.”

“By whom?”

I sigh. “My daughter.”

A smile tugs at Zelah’s lips, but one made mostly of confusion. Still, she doesn’t pry, which I’m grateful for. I have to admit, so far meeting the Eliots has me liking them both more than I would have expected. Yes, the Eliots are legends to me, but I’ve always been pessimistic about meeting legends.

“Come with me.” Then, without missing a beat, she turns and walks toward a broad staircase carpeted in maroon. She’s already five steps up before I start to follow, but she’s apparently unconcerned—she doesn’t look back to make sure I’m coming.

Zelah Eliot leads me through one endless hallway, then another. Then she stops, waiting next to a set of giant mahogany doors.

“This—” I say when I reach her, but I’m cut off by her turning both handles and pushing. The doors swing inward to reveal a cavern of a master bedroom, all hung with ivory curtains and drapes. At the other end sits a bed so large that it looks proportionate to the rest of the chamber.

She walks inside, and again I hesitate. “Come,” she says without turning, making for the bed. I swallow hard, then follow.

Eyes unbelieving, I watch as she crawls onto the bed. As the dress pulls taut around her petite frame, I tell myself I should look away, but I don’t, except to glance back once at the still-open bedroom doors.

She reaches the head of the bed, and I know what comes next: she’ll settle herself against the pillows and beckon to me with a slender hand.

But that doesn’t happen. Instead, both hands rise toward an ornate, chocolate-brown hexagon—a wall mount, which I was too distracted to notice before. In its center hangs a weapon I recognize instantly. It’s a Shiva Knight’s blaster, no doubt restored. It’s been polished till it gleams.

Zelah carefully removes it from the pegs that hold it there, then returns with it to the foot of the bed, dismounting gracefully without the use of her hands. She holds the weapon toward me.

At first, I can only stare. When I finally lift my hands, they’re both trembling. I’m feeling just as excited as I did moments ago, though for a completely different reason.

When I take it from her, it’s heavier than I expect. I like it, though. The weight feels right.

With a small flourish, I point it across the bedchamber, away from Zelah, my left hand rising automatically to support the other, to steady my aim.

My hands aren’t trembling anymore. “Who gave you this?” I ask, maintaining the bead I’ve drawn on a carved dresser.

“It belonged to a Shiva Knight who died in the Core. A Guardsman brought it here, all the way from the galaxy’s center. I don’t know how he passed the sector barriers, but he did, and we didn’t ask how. The Guardsman said that the knight would have wanted us to have it. Some say the Knighthood grew from the Guard.”

Lowering the Shivan blaster, I turn to face her. “The knight…he failed in his quest, then?”

She nodded. “I want you to have his blaster.”

It’s hard to imagine what my face must look like right now. “How…how can you give me this?”

Her eyes crinkle, and I get the sense she’s on the verge of tears. “Arthur…you saw how he is. That’s been the way with him for a while.” She shakes her head. “This is how I can feel like I’m doing something. You should take the blaster. I feel that strongly. Keep the Grotto safe from whoever tried to kill you.”

“Okay.”

She crosses the room to an oak chest, lifts the lid, and pulls out a gun belt. “This is for the blaster. I doubt it’ll fit into the holster you’re wearing.”

I unbuckle my old gun belt and let it fall to the floor. Then I take the one Zelah’s offering and pull it tight around my waist. It has pockets filled with charge packs—two on the right and two on the left, within easy reach. Checking the blaster, I find it’s already loaded with a fifth charge pack. I lower it into its holster.

It feels right.

We look at each other, and her lips are pressed firmly together. It seems there’s nothing left to say. I head for the open bedroom doors.

I pause on the threshold and turn my head to the left, taking her in one last time. “So you’re the glue that holds this place together.”

She takes a single step toward me, then stops. “You told me the truth about your daughter taking your gun. That struck me. Why did you do that? It might have caused a lot of trouble for you. You could have made something up to tell me.”

I turn a little more, so I can look straight into her storm-colored eyes. “Lies are weapons,” I say. “You should only use one on somebody you mean to kill.”

With that, I turn again and leave the way I came.
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I emerge from the Eliot residence and realize this is the best view of the Grotto available—time and place. I’m struck dumb by it, and I halt not far from the Eliots’ doorstep, drinking it in. The oasis spreads out before me, a broad oval of green and blue and gold, glistening in the noontime sun that beats down through the gap overhead. The pool sparkles like a diamond, and I notice the children have been sent to one side of it while, opposite them, a priest of the Fount preaches to a crowd of twenty or so.

Somewhere, someone plays a harp, its notes intermingling with the children’s laughter and the priest’s cadence. It’s all so idyllic that it should seem cornball, but it doesn’t. For the first time, I let myself see how special this place is. How it’s an oasis in more ways than one. And, just for a moment, it kills me that I’ll have to leave when my work is done here.

A couple kids sit amidst the adults listening to the preacher. Faelyn is one of them. I head east, giving the sermon a wide berth, but Faelyn spots me and stands, marching straight toward me with purpose. A smile tugs at my lips, and I tamp it down.

Maybe some would consider it rude for a child to stand up and leave in the middle of the sermon, but no one in the congregation seems to object. Probably, they’re used to Arthur Eliot’s daughter coming and going as she pleases. It’s in her character, that’s already clear to me, and her station in life grants free rein for that character to express itself in any way it wishes.

“How’s the play going?” I ask once her sand-shifting footfalls draw near enough for conversation. “Auto Actor still working fine?”

“Fine,” she agrees. “But I’m still using it just for practice. I only want people from the Grotto to act in the performance.”

I nod. “That’s good.”

A pause from Faelyn as she catches up with me, falling in step. “If I can’t find enough people, do you think I should approach some bots to be in it?”

“No.”

“Why?”

I glance down at her. “A bot can’t act. A bot just is what it is.”

“Kind of like you.”

That makes me stare at her in silence for a few seconds longer. “I’m leaving the Grotto,” I say at last. “Past the perimeter of combat bots. You can’t follow.”

Without argument, she stops where she is, watching me go, solemn-faced. I face forward and continue on.

“Is that daddy’s gun?” she calls after me.

“No,” I call back. “It’s mine.”

For the third time today, I find myself winding between the rock outcrops that surround the Grotto. This time, they dwindle in size as I progress through them.

The combat bots don’t try to stop me from leaving. Nor do they advise against it. They’re programmed to recognize me for what I am, and not get in my way.

I put about as much distance between myself and the Grotto as Arthur Eliot did. Then I unclasp the strap holding the Shivan blaster in place, and wait.

A tool is only as good as its user. Back in Basic Training, I was fingered as potential Troubleshooter material pretty early on, though I didn’t know it at the time. Instructors took note of how easily I manipulated the amped-up datasphere they gave every recruit, wearing it like a second skin, integrating it like a sixth sense. It’s about reaction time, yes. It’s about having a steady hand. But more than that, it’s about trusting the thing to save your life, and to help you kill when the time comes.

The blaster Zelah gave me is like the kinetic weapon the Fallen man used to shoot at me in the tunnels. That is, it’s old tech, incompatible with the datasphere. It won’t sync up. That’s why I came out here before returning to the caves with it. I need to get used to a weapon that can’t integrate with my datasphere to become a single, unified system optimized for killing.

Movement flickers on the crest of a sand dune: a scorpion approaching. I draw the blaster, aim it, use my left hand to steady it.

I shoot. White blaster fire flashes through the dry air with the sound of a guy-wire snapping. My shot blackens a patch of sand several feet to the scorpion’s left, and a wisp of smoke rises up like a charmed snake.

“Damn it,” I mutter. The scorpion’s spooked, now, but it doesn’t seem to know which direction leads to safety. Its six spindly legs work overtime to propel it over the sand, parallel to the dune’s ridge.

I fire again. A miss. I fire again. My jaw’s clenching involuntarily, and I feel like throwing the damned blaster at the scorpion.

Unharmed, my target finally figures out its path to survival. It beelines for the top of the ridge and scurries over it as my next blaster shot cuts through the air above it.

“Fount damn it.”

“Now, you know what you are,” says a hoarse voice behind me.

I whirl around, blaster raised, to find the figure clad in forest-green robes. A trimmed, salt-and-pepper beard covers his jaw, and crows’ feet bracket his eyes. He seems undisturbed by the blaster pointing at him.

“What am I, old man?”

“You’re a tool, to be switched on and off at will. Without your datasphere, you are nothing, and your datasphere can be deactivated. You need training.”

“I’ve had plenty of training. I’ve been through the most grueling training program this galaxy’s ever known. I’m a Troubleshooter.”

“Grueling it may have been,” the man says. “Nevertheless, it made you dependent, like a babe on mother’s milk.”

I brandish the blaster. “You’ve been following me. Why?”

“Following you? How can I follow someone who has no direction?” He barks laughter. “You’re lost, son. Wandering lost.”

Shaking my head, I holster the blaster. What am I supposed to do with this guy? I’m not going to kill him, and I have no real reason to apprehend him. Hell, I still give it pretty even odds he’s a hallucination, auditory as well as visual, now.

One thing’s for sure: I don’t have time to stand here and listen to his bullshit, and I’m not about to continue embarrassing myself by shooting at scorpions and missing. It’s time to head back out to the tunnels, and if I die because I can’t figure out how to aim a blaster properly, then I die. Probably my days as a Guardsman are numbered anyway, and if I can’t be a Guardsman then I have no idea what else to be.

Fount. Even Arthur Eliot managed to hit some scorpions.

I march past the old man, and he turns to watch me go, apparently finished delivering his annoying commentary. When I reach the first rock outcrop, I glance back, and once again he’s nowhere to be seen.
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I told myself I’d head out to the caves as soon as I got back to the Ares, but I end up procrastinating by eating and then napping on my bunk. Maneater watches me fall asleep from her place near the desk.

When I wake, the day’s almost worn out. Probably I should wait till tomorrow to head out, but screw it. The post-nap grogginess will wear off during the flight, and daylight doesn’t matter when you’re going underground.

Soon, I’m dangling from the ship’s airlock for the second time in as many days. This time, darkness covers the land, and a wind howls across the desert’s barrenness to assault me in a steady wave, introducing a sway to my descent. I eye the brambles below.

Somehow, I manage to bypass them without getting stuck full of thorns. I left my helmet aboard the Ares, so this time there’s nothing for it but to lower myself into the crevice, ready for the drop this time. I land crouched, blaster in hand, night vision showing an empty tunnel stretching to the first bend.

I advance slowly, eyes skipping between potential enemy hiding spots. There’s a low, creepy drone down here that I didn’t notice before. Funny what you pick up on when you sense death approaching.

Unlike last time, I activated the entire crew before leaving the Grotto, and they’re all online now, directly above the hole I disappeared into. “No landing, this time,” I ordered Worldworn. “Standby to yank me out of there at a moment’s notice. Could be you’ll have to fly away with me still dangling from the hook.”

When I first switched on the crew, Aphrodite’s gaze zeroed in on the blaster hanging against my thigh. “What happened to your laser pistol?”

I sighed. “My daughter has it.”

Her doe’s eyes widened. “What in the galaxy would she need a laser pistol for?”

“To steal a ship.”

“She stole a ship? What ship? Why?” 

I shook my head. “Enough questions.”

She didn’t pester me about it further, but I could tell she was agitated throughout the rest of the trip. Her eyes kept darting toward me. Whatever. I’m not paid to make sure my upload crew are totally comfortable and on board with everything that happens.

Blaster leading the way through the tunnel, I’m on high alert for the first flicker of movement. My hope is that if I spam the trigger enough I’ll hit something vital.

I’m not at a total disadvantage. There are a few things that even my brief encounter with my Fallen adversary told me, and information’s just another form of ammunition.

Playing back the encounter using my datasphere on the way here, I noted the frenzied pace of the shooting, even when he didn’t have a good bead on me. The fact he shot first without trying to talk suggests desperation, too. Sure, it could also mean cold-blooded killer, but most people aren’t that. Most people are just afraid.

That level of fear tells me he was defending something valuable to him. Also, that he doesn’t have many armed friends. I’d put it at three or four, probably fewer. They all need sleep at some point, so they likely only have one or two of them awake and on watch at any given time.

Information I extracted from the terminal told me the server room door sits at the bottom of a final slope, and my attacker was shooting from the top of that slope. Makes sense: lie down, use the slope to cover your body, fire over the lip. But his cover is my high ground, if I play this right.

I come to the last bend. When I round this next corner, I’ll be in the stretch of cave where the Fallen shot at me last. I press my back to the rock, holding my blaster in front of my face, muzzle pointed at the ceiling.

Then I use my datasphere to exercise a Troubleshooter’s privilege—remote access over the server room door. I see that it’s closed, as I expected it to be.

I will it to open, then I round the corner, firing at the top of the slope, the blaster’s pure white bolts playing havoc with my night vision. Shouting erupts, and no one fires back. I’ve caught them off guard.

Someone rises from the slope, turning to descend, probably to try to get the door closed again. I get him in the lower back, and he sprawls forward, out of sight. The force of the blaster’s bolt is far more powerful than my old laser pistol.

It feels…strange, to kill without my datasphere’s say-so, without its green cones guiding my shots. My next report won’t include the proper authentications for killing. But it seems safe to assume Command would authorize these deaths, and if I don’t press my advantage now, I’m done. I rush the top of the incline, finding that one of the Fallen stayed there, using the slope as cover just as I envisioned. His weapon roars, and my left shoulder erupts in pain.

Clenching my teeth against the agony, I level the blaster at his head and fire.

It hits. His body jolts backward, and his face cracks off the stone. I continue forward, stepping over him, firing down the slope toward the door.

The man I got in the back is standing at the door, slamming a control panel with his palm. It won’t do him any good—I ordered the door to jam open. Two blaster shots bite into the rock near his hip, but my third finds his torso again, and he falls forward against the panel, propped up by it and the nearby rock wall.

Someone leans into view from inside the server room, aiming an assault rifle at me, and I shift the blaster to him. He gets off a burst, but misses, thank Fount. I squeeze the blaster trigger repeatedly, and a white bolt blows his face apart, sending my target backward to land on the ground, motionless.

That’s it. No one else fires at me, and I sprint forward to collect the weapons, quick as I can. As I do, I marvel at the adrenaline coursing through my veins, pumping through harder than it has in years. It fills me with a sense of euphoria, triumph. They wounded me, but I fought through, against multiple foes. I survived. All without the help of my datasphere. And to top it all off, the blaster feels amazing to use.

Once I have their weapons, I deposit them in a pile outside the server room, then I enter and shut the door behind me.

Right away, I have the answer to two mysteries at once. First, I know what the Fallen considered valuable enough to die for. And second, I know how they survived the freezing desert nights.

Down every aisle I can see, women and children wrapped in ragged garments huddle against the servers for the warmth generated by the machines. This is how they’ve staved off hypothermia. Maybe they even found a water source somewhere down here. Beyond that, it would have been a simple matter of using dwindling ammunition to kill scorpions for dinner. Not particularly appetizing, but you’ll eat anything when you’re starving.

Not that these people look as though the scorpions have done much to nourish them. They’re gaunt, brittle-looking, and their eyes stare out at me from shadowed hollows. Even the men lying dead at my feet are like skeletons.

There’s a weird churning in my stomach, and by the time I realize what’s happening it’s nearly too late. I jerk to the side, getting a hand on one knee in time to expel the powdered eggs I had for lunch onto the server room floor. As I stare at the puke puddle, a pang of remorse hits me in the chest.

Why were there so few men? Did they kill each other in a fight for supremacy? A political difference?

A more gruesome possibility offers itself up to me, no doubt born from the stories that tend to circulate about the Fallen:

Maybe they ate the other men.

But that’s not what’s making me nauseous, and actually, I’m pretty sure my mind only raised the possibility of cannibalism in an attempt to rationalize my kills.

What’s making me nauseous is that I feel like a criminal. Not a delinquent in trouble with the law bots, but an actual criminal. I killed without the sanction of my datasphere…and I took away these people’s protectors.

As for the women and children, protocol says I need to get them out of here. But ousting them and repairing the lock would be as good as killing them. Probably they’re doomed anyway, but kicking them out of here would make it a sure thing.

I doubt they have the tools or the strength to get at the servers inside the locked cabinets, even if they wanted to. And it’s clear to me they don’t. They’re just here for the heat. To survive the desert nights.

“You can stay,” I tell them. Who knows whether they speak English. Certainly, none of them answer me. “I won’t make you leave.” My eyes fall on the man who died just inside the server room. “I’m sorry,” I say, meeting the eyes of a woman who looks seventy but is probably only forty. She looks back at me blankly.

I can’t leave them the weapons—an assault rifle and two pistols. I can’t leave them loaded, anyway. Ejecting the charge packs, I stow them in pockets on my suit’s thighs. That done, I perform a quick walk-through of the entire server room. No other weapons, and nowhere for them to conceal any. A rough count gives me thirty-three people still alive in here. The servers all look untouched, just as my briefing said they were.

Following instructions provided by my datasphere, I fix the door lock as quickly as I can with my shoulder wound, which emanates pain. The spidersilk armor repelled the bullet, but the impact still feels like it did a lot of damage. Nothing the Fount can’t fix complete within a couple days, but it will probably slow me down for a while.

With the door repaired, the Fallen women and children will still be able to open it from the inside. As long as they don’t lock themselves out, they’ll have continued access to the servers’ warmth.

“How did it go?” Lieutenant Commander Belflower asks once I’m back aboard the Ares and settling into the command seat. “You don’t look well, Captain, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“It went fine. There were Fallen in the server room, but I dealt with them. I’ll file my report back at the Grotto, before we leave.” I have no idea what I’ll say in that report—or how I’ll explain not having a weapon that syncs up with my datasphere—but I have to file one.

“Do we actually need to return to the Grotto?” Worldworn asks, with a stroke of his flowing beard. “Our mission on Tunis is complete. Is it not?”

“There’s no harm in one last visit. We won’t get our next orders for a couple weeks at minimum, so we have the time.” Maybe I’ll take Maneater for a walk around the Grotto. That should be fine, so long as I keep her muzzle on. It’ll give me time to process what just happened.

“Very well,” he says, turning to set a course.

Through the Ares’ belly sensors, I drink in the Tunis wilderness one last time. I switch to a port sensor: the land and the sky look like negatives of each other. Gray and darker gray. Pitch-black between the biggest dunes, and also in the rare patches of sky not smeared with stars.

Finally, I watch through a bow sensor as we approach the Grotto in her rocky cradle. That’s why I’m the first to notice the flames, through the gaps in the giant stone claws.

“Something’s wrong,” I say, at the same second neon-blue laserfire flickers. “The Grotto’s under attack.”

Asterisk’s face lights up with excitement, his chains shaking as he turns to look at me, and my desire to throttle him spikes. “Just say the word, boss,” he says, “and I’ll start raining down hell on the bastards.”

This isn’t the time to educate him on proper forms of address aboard a Troubleshooter’s ship. “Do not engage,” I bark. “There’s too much risk of hitting civilians.” I turn to Worldworn. “Put us down outside the Grotto, as close as you can get. Descend sharply, now—forget using anti-grav to cushion our landing. With any luck, whoever’s down there hasn’t noticed us yet.”
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Smoke fills the night, and someone’s shrieking in pain somewhere to the north: “Oh Fount oh please oh no oh no no no…”

I wish I could stop to check on whoever that is, but I can’t. I have to keep moving. After emerging from between the rocks, the first corpse I encounter belongs to the priest who was preaching near the pond earlier. Checking first to make sure no one’s nearby, I untie his scarlet robes, peel them back from one side of his body, free his right arm, then yank the loose fabric, turning him onto his face. Then I free the other arm and don the robes myself. All of this sends jolts of pain shooting from my shoulder and down my arm, but they’re a little more muted than before. The Fount is doing its work.

“Sorry, Father,” I tell the priest. Turning, I take in more of the carnage that grips the Grotto. Multiple fires blaze, one of them at the base of the Eliot residence’s eastern wing, where a team of eight or so utility bots struggle to put it out. My eyes fall on a pirate near the pool just as his laser pistol fires, killing a woman where she stands. Beyond, flames lick at the fronds of a palm tree, casting flickering light on three bodies floating in the pool.

I head in the direction opposite the Eliot residence—counter-clockwise along the Grotto’s perimeter. That will bring me to the theater faster, which is where I expect Faelyn and her friends to be.

Aphrodite tried to get me to take Dice, but my chances of moving around the Grotto unnoticed would be pretty low with a combat bot at my side. I’m walking with the sleeves of my new robes joined at the wrists, so that my hands are concealed. It isn’t long before I run across more downed residents, some of them still clinging to life. The shrieking from before starts up again, louder, and I give its source a wide berth. No need for him to draw attention to us both.

There are several combat bots downed, too, some of them sparking, a couple twitching frenetically. None of the human bodies belong to children, which is good. Except, I can’t see any children anywhere, or hear their cries of fear. Either they all managed to hide or the attackers are abducting them. This is reminding me too much of the Siberian Brinktown.

“Hey,” someone yells, and I turn to see some asshole pointing a laser rifle at me. I know a pirate when I see one. With his patchy facial hair and shirt unbuttoned to reveal a paunch, this one fits the bill. Not that I needed any hints to predict the Grotto’s attackers would turn out to be pirates.

“You’d threaten a man of the cloth?” I say.

“Sure, but—I thought we already killed you. How many priests does this place have?”

“A priest of the Fount never truly dies.”

“Sure they do,” the pirate says. “I’ve killed plenty.”

“Then you have a debt to pay. Learn to walk with the Fount, my son, before it exacts its own price from you.”

The laser rifle’s muzzle falls, and the pirate dons a thoughtful expression. He seems kind of bored—probably disappointed with how easily they took over the Grotto. I’m disappointed, too. Where are the combat bots?

“I already walk with the Fount,” he says. “Literally. Everyone does, don’t they?”

“Not really what I meant. ” I part my sleeves to reveal the blaster in my hand and shoot the pirate. At this range, I don’t have any trouble hitting him. He goes down, and I walk quickly past, making for a patch of shadows that stretch across the yard of a nearby house, one of those that isn’t in danger of burning down. I force myself not to think about the fact I just killed another person without my datasphere’s permission. Of course Command would want me to kill pirates in defense of the Eliots. Still, the decision was mine, and somehow it’s completely different from every other kill I’ve made before today.

Speed-walking through the night, I avoid the spacepads, which are mostly occupied by pirate ships, now. It’s dark enough in the shadows that the red of my new robes should appear as gray to someone who isn’t using night vision. It seems to work. I dart from shadow to shadow—cast by a hedgerow here, a copse of palm trees there—and I reach the theater without having to put down any more pirates, who seem too focused on their carnage to notice me.

Betting that the robes shouldn’t attract too much attention against the obsidian-black theater, I spring inside, blaster up and sweeping the lobby.

Empty. I continue into the theater proper, which also appears empty, at first. Then, a small voice calls from my left: “Joe!”

I turn and spot five tiny forms pressed against the theater’s back wall: Faelyn Eliot, two of her friends from the night I chased the figure in here, and two more who I think I recognize from the pool in the Grotto’s center. Three of the five start whimpering and sobbing as soon as my eyes fall on them, but Faelyn seems composed.

“How do you know my name?” I say, barely above a whisper.

“My father told me,” she says. “Why are you wearing Father Robert’s robes?”

I hesitate, wondering whether she was close to the preacher. Time to change the subject. “How long have you been hiding in here?”

“Since it started,” she says. “We’re worried about our parents.”

I glance back through the lobby. “You can help them by staying safe. Soon, those men will come in here, and they’re not the type you want to meet. Is there somewhere backstage you can hide?”

“There are tunnels. They built them for students to get around during the cold nights. We’re not supposed to go down there, though.”

“Perfect,” I say. “Uh…does your datasphere have night vision?”

She nods, which doesn’t surprise me. It’s not usual for civilian dataspheres to have the capability, but of course the datasphere belonging to Arthur Eliot’s daughter would.

“Can I depend on you to lead everyone deep inside those tunnels and stay there till someone comes for you?” I make eye contact with each child in turn, and a couple of them nod, as though I’d asked them to be the leader.

“Yes,” she says.

“All right. Get going.”

Her four friends need no further encouragement. They race down one of the aisles, feet pattering over the steps in a muted stampede.

Faelyn lingers. “Will you come with us?”

I open my mouth, then close it, sighing. “It’s kind of my job to stick around at times like these.”

She nods. “I’ll see you soon, Joe.”

“Get going.”

She does, and I stalk back through the lobby with night vision on, scanning the area in front of the theater. The coast seems clear, so I slip out the leftmost door and crouch against the building.

I notice a head bobbing between the same twin hedgerows I ran past on my first night in the Grotto. The head’s matted crown barely crests the top of the hedge. When he appears, I see he’s carrying a laser rifle. He barrels straight for my position.

My heart rate spikes, but my hand stays steady as I line up the shot, taking my time with it. I’m betting he doesn’t see me, and just wants to raid a building that looks like it hasn’t been touched yet. The thought isn’t totally comforting, though, given my performance against the scorpion.

I fire once, and miss. Instantly, he changes course, bringing the rifle to bear and heading toward the rock encasing the theater.

I fire again, and the bolt takes him in the throat. He drops, clutching at it.

It takes me less than thirty seconds to drag him and his kit to the side of the theater and stuff his corpse between the building and the stone, my shoulder screaming in pain the entire time. My stomach’s roiling, too. This feels wrong. Everything does. I’ve always told myself I only kill to keep the galaxy safe. To keep Harmony safe. That’s what my training taught me to believe. So what’s happening to me? Are the Brinktowners right? Am I really just a butcher?

I swallow hard, shaking myself. Man up, Joe. You’re fighting to save these people. This is no time to choke.

The pirate’s body hidden, I return to my previous spot and wait.

Another pirate appears, jogging by like it’s his morning cardio. When my blaster shot hits him, he takes a dive that ends with his face in the grass, and he doesn’t get up from it. Alive one second, dead the next. The thrill from the sandstone caves is gone, now. The adrenaline surge I’ve always gotten from taking out people who would have otherwise killed me.

I’m doing this to protect the Eliots. To protect Faelyn. Ultimately, it’s making the galaxy safer. Making Harmony safer.

But the old justifications aren’t working. Bile is creeping its way up my throat again.

Before I can get moving to pull the pirate out of sight, a voice comes from behind and to my right: “Joe.”

My head snaps toward the source. Fount damn it. “What are you doing here?” I hiss.

Despite the poor lighting, Faelyn’s pale face stands out like the moon on a clear night, bracketed by the partially open door. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

I curse, and she flinches. “I thought you knew better than that.”

“The others are safe in the tunnels,” she says, her lips trembling. Fount. She’s the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the galaxy, but she’s still just a scared kid.

“You need to go find them and stay there.” I turn to check for hostiles, and then I see them: seven figures spread out in a line, the center one a hulking seven feet tall at least. Headed straight for us. “Get inside,” I whisper.

She withdraws, and the door hisses forward an inch before I’m pushing it inward again. Faelyn runs for the theater proper, and I back across the lobby with my blaster held at the ready, suppressing the urge to deliver a string of curses.

There’s no way I can take on seven pirates. Without the datasphere integration I’ve depended on my entire career, I feel lucky to take down even one experienced fighter using the blaster.

I look down at my robes, thinking, and then I follow Faelyn. When I reach the theater, she’s already halfway to the stage. “Turn on the Auto Actor,” I yell, stuffing the blaster inside its holster, beneath my priest’s garb.

“What?” She stops, and swings her head around. “Why?”

“Turn it on, and leave two spots open for us.”

“What scene?”

“Any scene! The first one you come across. Hurry!”

As I fly down the red-carpeted steps, my ears are straining for the sound of the approaching posse entering through the glass doors. Onstage, figures flicker to life: an apparition wearing a horned helmet and cape, a downed man whose fine clothes are tattered and blood-soaked, and two transparent figures, indicating that actors should take their places: Hamlet and Queen Gertrude.

I wince. Gertrude is older than Hamlet, being his mother, after all. Maybe the pirates will fail to pick up on it. What are the chances they’re familiar with Shakespeare, or will stop to listen to the lines being spoken? My hope is that they’ll look in, assume someone left the Auto Actor on, and leave.

The clatter of their entrance into the lobby comes just as I’m taking my place. Hoarse yells and stamping feet draw nearer.

“Oh gentle son,” Faelyn says, and her voice isn’t quite monotone. I suppress the urge to grimace, both at the mismatch of the words and the way she delivered them. She’ll need to put on a better performance than this. “Upon the heat and flame of thy distemper, sprinkle cool patience. Whereon do you look?”

“On him, on him!” I say, gesturing toward the apparition. During the long months I’ve spent awake between the stars, I’ve read all of Shakespeare, along with plenty of other stuff from Old Earth. Hamlet is my favorite by a mile. “Look you, how pale he glares!” The pirates enter the theater proper, weapons raised. I track them in my peripheral vision. “His form and cause conjoin’d, preaching to stones, would make them capable.” Utter silence from the raiders, now. They stand frozen at the top of the aisles, staring down at the stage. “Do not look upon me,” I say to the apparition, “lest with this piteous action you convert my stern effects: then what I have to do will want true color—tears perchance for blood.”

“To whom do you speak this?” Faelyn asks, and her performance is livening up a bit.

“Do you see nothing there?”

The pirates split up, starting down both stairways and taking up staggered positions amongst the seats.

“Nothing at all; yet all that is I see.”

“Nor did you nothing hear?”

“No, nothing but ourselves.”

“Why, look you there! Look, how it steals away!” The giant I spotted outside leads the way toward the stage, a midnight cape dragging across the stairs behind him. “My father, in his habit as he lived!” It takes all my will not to turn and scrutinize the approaching figure. From what I can see from the corner of my eye, his face is composed of dark metal, his jaw bisected by a pill-shaped breathing apparatus. His head is a lined dome that converges on ice-blue eyes, which glow softly in the dim theater. “Look, where he goes, even now, out at the portal!”

Faelyn’s eyes dart toward the bot. “This, the very coinage of your brain,” she says, “this bodiless creation ecstasy is very cunning in.”

The bot starts to clap leisurely, bringing leather-gloved hands together again and again. Almost, I forget the next line. But I know the game is up, and as I speak Hamlet’s next words, I notice the bot’s forearms: flesh. Is he a bot or isn’t he?

“A most unique interpretation of Hamlet,” he says, and his voice is deep, with a metallic quality. “A child as Queen Gertrude? I’ve seen the play many times, but I’ve never seen it performed quite like that.”

I peel my robes back and reach for my blaster. The bot-man leaps from halfway up the stairs, crashing to the stage as I’m raising my weapon. He reaches for Faelyn with a hand that flickers like lightning, and before I can react, he holds her by the neck, her feet dangling several feet from the wooden stage as she struggles to breathe.

“I have to insist you drop your weapon,” he says.

I toss the blaster onto the stage.

“Good,” he says, stepping forward and driving his fist into my stomach, an action that ends with me lying on my back, gasping.

Then, a blaster is in his hand, though I didn’t notice him reaching for one. It’s identical to mine.

The blaster’s muzzle tracks to my face, and the glowing blue eyes seem to, as well. Faelyn gasps and gurgles at the end of his arm.

Several long seconds pass as he seems to study my face.

At last, he lowers the weapon and holsters it. “You get one warning,” he says. “Stay out of my way.”

He steps forward, delivering a swift kick to my temple. My head snaps sideways, my vision swimming. Trying to get up, I watch as he swings Faelyn by the neck until she’s lodged under his other arm. Then he marches up the stairs, and the pirates follow him into the lobby.

I black out.
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A mounting clamor of voices drags me from my sleep. Bright lights overheard make me squint, and I avert my gaze from them, peering at my surroundings through slits, though it’s hard to make out anything till my eyes adjust.

Where did I fall asleep? Feels like hardwood under my back.

I push myself to a sitting position. Three blurred figures stand nearby, all turned toward me. As my vision adjusts, I see they’re all in Victorian-era dress, which makes me think of Shakespeare.

That brings a strong sense of deja vu. Shakespeare. Was I thinking about Shakespeare recently?

The expressions on the actors’ faces are shocked, and the audience feels similarly, from the sounds of it. Looking out at them, I see they fill every single seat, with some standing at the back. Many of them aren’t human, which gives me something else to think about.

Beings covered in fur, like a rug. Beings that resemble frogs. Elven creatures, someone with skin like tree bark, an organism made up mostly of vapor.

“Get off the stage!” someone yells as I stagger to my feet. I almost lose my footing right away, but otherwise, I’m happy to comply.

As I stumble up red-carpeted steps, past a crowd that has no problem giving voice to its displeasure, I start to remember what was happening before I lost consciousness.

The pirate attack. The half-man, half-bot. He took Faelyn. I need to stop him before he leaves with her.

My blaster! I turn to scrutinize the stage, but it’s nowhere to be seen, and it isn’t on my hip, either. The priest’s robes are gone, and I’m wearing a plain white t-shirt and blue jeans. I shake my head and continue laboring up the steps.

The lobby is empty, other than an usher sitting on a bench, who blinks at me sleepily as I propel myself toward the exit. Outside, the darkness is lit so brightly it’s like artificial day. Not lit by firelight, though. The glow is too constant.

My ears still ring from the kick the man-bot delivered to my skull, and the painful throbbing from my shoulder wound only seems to be getting worse. Yanking open a glass door, I exit the theater into a Grotto restored to its former glory. I can see at least a hundred people in all, crisscrossing the campus grounds between the various buildings, bundled up against the encroaching cold of the desert night.

Lamps like tiny suns shine from their fixtures far above, attached to rock faces over every building. Giant hedge sculptures surround the pool in the Grotto’s center, where the water lattice is even more elaborate than before.

There’s a similar mix of species and lifeforms out here, though none of them take much notice of me, unlike inside the theater. Looking around at the buildings, I notice many of them are painted different colors, and look even better-kept. They were already in good repair, especially compared to everywhere else in the galaxy, but now they’re immaculate.

I head toward the pool, not sure where else to go. Then, between footsteps, the vision of a restored Grotto disappears, and I’m back where I was—the hedge sculptures gone, the people and other creatures gone. In their place, the smoke and the screaming returns.

Most of the fires have been put out, including the one threatening the Eliot residence. Only one still blazes, on the other side of the campus. To my left, Arthur Eliot stumbles toward me across the grounds, from the direction of the surrounding rocks. His shotgun dangles from his left hand.

Before he gets close enough to speak, I twist around to check the space pads. The pirate ships have all departed.

“What happened?” he asks as he draws near.

“They took your daughter. I tried to stop them, but I couldn’t.”

He nods. “Come to the house.”

Trying to ignore the pain from my shoulder, I trudge after him. He leads me across a particularly loose patch of sand, and in my current state, it’s hard going.

A disheveled Zelah meets us at the door. Her hair is out of place, and one strap of her sundress has fallen over her shoulder. I can tell she’s trying her hardest to conceal her pain, but it’s leaking through her eyes.

Eliot slides the strap back into place. She points me toward a door off the foyer, then she leads her husband up the stairs, showing him to bed.

Through the door Zelah directed me toward, I find Eliot’s office. Even more priceless art hangs here. I see a Picasso, and a Lysander. The entire wall behind the desk is comprised of bookshelves stuffed with books, of all things. How quaint.

I try to lower myself to an overstuffed purple couch, but I fall onto it instead. Staring at the stucco ceiling, my vision swirls, and I wonder what kind of damage that bastard did to my brain. Hopefully, it’s something my Fount can fix.

Zelah returns with a glass of water.

“They took her,” I rasp. “They took Faelyn.”

She nods, eyes shimmering, then she leaves. My shoulder itches fiercely as the Fount begins to stitch it up, slowly ejecting the bullet, but despite that I soon fall into a deep sleep.
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Full daylight streams into the office when I wake. Cold air blows onto my face, and I shiver.

“Air conditioning is an obscene luxury, now,” a voice says, and my hand moves to my holster, finding it empty.

I sit up. Arthur Eliot reclines in a burgundy throne of an office chair, feet kicked up on the massive mahogany block that is his desk. He seems sober.

“This is one of only two units that work in the Grotto,” he says, nodding at the machine blasting me with its icy breath. “The other’s in our drawing room.”

“Drawing room,” I repeat, struggling to my feet and transplanting myself into one of the two chairs facing Eliot’s desk. The air conditioner’s assault is less, here. I prod my shoulder and find the bullet half-expelled from the surface of my skin. I could pluck it out, but it’s best to let the Fount finish its work.

“The campus used to benefit from a pair of breeze generators,” Eliot says, “which kept everything at a comfortable temperature the entire day. They may still work, for all I know. The power consumption was massive, so I’ve never bothered having them turned on.”

I stare at him, wondering where this is going. His daughter was kidnapped, and he’s talking about air conditioning. My opinion of Eliot is taking more abuse.

“This was the dean’s office,” he goes on. “And our house, the Arts and Administration Building. The employees all live in the old dorms. But we’ve done our best to make this place our home.”

He looks to his right, and I follow his gaze, to the great bay window over the couch where I slept. It offers a view of most of the Grotto.

“Your daughter is gone,” I say.

“Yes, along with most of the other children,” he says, nodding. “But some stayed safe, hidden in their homes, and I understand your actions led to four more being saved. I should commend you for that.”

“The ones in the tunnels?”

Eliot nods. “They were found wandering in the dark, cold and hungry, but alive. I thank you. The Grotto would have been too quiet without some children around.”

His cavalier attitude about losing the biological version of his daughter ignites the old anger inside me—a slow burn, at this point in my life. I continue to stare at him.

Eliot doesn’t seem to notice. “It’s strange, you know…” He clears his throat. “Zelah is young enough to bear more children, to continue the biological family line. And even though I know Faelyn is perfectly safe, living thousands of parallel existences together with her mother and I in thousands of Subverses…every version of her constantly compiled, synced, and updated to produce her happiest self…” He shakes his head, and I wait for him to finish. “Despite all that, I still miss her here, in meatspace. Isn’t that odd?”

“No,” I say, more emphatically than I mean to. Eliot blinks as I try to bore a hole through his head with my gaze. “It’s how you should feel after losing a daughter in the real.”

At that, Eliot scoffs. “Please. You’re one of those who refers to meatspace as the real? Honestly? The Subverse is no less real than this world. I believe it’s more real. We accomplish our greatest works there. Here, our lives are too short and brutish to accomplish anything enduring.”

Shaking my head, I say, “But that’s what makes the real important. The fact that our lives here end.”

Eliot gives a sarcastic smile. “The same way galactic civilization ended?”

I raise my right hand, pointing to the paintings hanging on the wall to my right. “These paintings. They’re originals?”

Slowly, he nods. “The Picasso took a considerable amount of restoration. It took my father forever to find a man capable of doing the work. But yes. Originals.”

“Why are they valuable?”

Eliot furrows his brow. “Because they’re originals,” he says, as though that should be enough. When I don’t say anything, he goes on: “There’s only one original. It’s simple economics. The extreme scarcity drives their value through the roof.”

“And their fragility,” I say. “Five seconds of manhandling would ruin them forever.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

“No painting in the Subverse could match that original Lysander.”

Eliot opens his mouth, then closes it. “No. True. But it’s a completely different thing.”

“Yes,” I say. “It is. Just like having your biological daughter is a completely different thing from having thousands of copies of her stored inside computer servers scattered throughout the galaxy.”

Eliot’s lips form a thin line, which pushes the color out of them. He doesn’t answer.

“Did you know Faelyn was planning a performance of Hamlet?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“And did you know she had no interest in performing it for people in the Subverse? She meant it only for the people living here. She recognized that the real is special. But maybe she was afraid to tell you that.”

Eliot’s eyes have widened slightly. With that, I give voice to the thought that’s been nagging me since I woke, no longer caring how crazy it is: “Let me go after the people who took your daughter, Mr. Eliot. You administrate the Guard. Your family created it. If I have your backing, the brass will let me do this.”

A long silence follows, and Eliot drums his fingers on the desktop throughout it.

Finally, he says, “Who put you in the condition I found you in?”

“I don’t know. He was half-bot. Maybe mostly bot.”

“But with human qualities?”

I nod.

“That was Rodney Fairfax.”

I narrow my eyes. “The Fairfaxes were behind the attack? Why would they attack your family?”

“Rodney’s a bit of a black sheep. Other than him, relations between the two families are fine. But Rodney is just as powerful as the other Fairfaxes, and just as well-connected. You experienced a taste of his displeasure. Do you think you can meaningfully oppose him?”

I don’t answer, still stuck on the revelation that a Fairfax was behind the attack. “I came across a Brinktown that suffered a similar attack on Earth,” I say. “But they didn’t leave a single child behind there, and they killed all the adults. Why didn’t they do that here?”

Eliot sniffs. “The perpetrators of that attack may not be the same ones who attacked the Grotto. But whether they were or not, I think I know the answer to your question. Yesterday’s attack was meant to send me a message. Whatever Rodney’s up to, it’s likely the Guard has been getting in his way. I doubt he likes that.”

“Look, Mr. Eliot. I know you think you’ll get past losing your biological daughter just fine. But what if you’re wrong? What if you send me away, and realize you’ve made a mistake? Maybe you believe your daughter is safe in the Subverse, but you’re going to live this life without seeing her again. That’s going to haunt you. Believe me.”

Eliot pushes back from his desk, his chair gliding over the hardwood with barely a whisper. He stands. “I think it’s time for you to be on your way, Commander Pikeman. Your business on Tunis is finished, yes?”

I stand, too. “Where’s my blaster?”

“You mean my blaster?” Eliot says, wearing a small smirk. I don’t know if he realizes I’m still wearing the gun belt sized for it, but screw him anyway.

Halfway around his desk, Eliot pauses, staring into nothing. I take it he’s reading something on his datasphere. “Hmm. It seems Gargantua was hit too, on the other side of the system. There’s a Brinktown over there.”

I say nothing, not interested in engaging in what he seems to consider small talk. Quietly, though, I’m fitting the news into my working theory of the pirate attacks: they were looking for the system’s server room over there. They wanted to eliminate Subverse-based witnesses, just like they did on Earth. Apparently they don’t know the servers are here on Tunis.

Eliot opens the office door for me, still smirking. “I hope you come around to the benefits of uploading someday, Captain. You are an amusingly singular individual. And besides, if you did upload, you wouldn’t need to have that ugly birthmark anymore.”

We lock eyes for a long moment, and part of me goes back to the schoolyard as a child. The offhanded taunts and insult, which lasted for as long as it took me to snap and answer with violence.

Shaking myself, I leave without another word.

Outside the Eliot residence, I come across Sergeant Wile pacing the yard. He turns a blank expression on me, but I can smell how sheepish he feels.

“Where were you last night?” I say.

He turns his head to show me a patch of thinning hair matted with blood. “A pirate got me with the butt of his rifle right at the start. Knocked me out cold.”

And he’s made sure to keep the wound as gruesome-looking as he can, so all can behold his alibi. I sneer at him as I pass. “Go clean yourself up, Guardsman.”

The black smears that mar several of the buildings…the spent matchsticks where palm trees once stood…it all makes me angrier than I normally let myself get. “What a waste,” I mutter.

Back on the Ares, I boot up the crew and order a full systems check before we depart. While they’re doing that, I call Dice out of his closet to give him a once over, though I’m not sure why. I can’t remember letting him out once since we got here, or during the slipspace voyage, so he’s basically fresh from the mechanic’s. Screw it. I check him over anyway.

“Sir,” Aphrodite says. “Arthur Eliot is outside the airlock.”

I check through one of the hull sensors. Sure enough, there he stands, holding something wrapped in cloth.

When the airlock cycles and the outer hatch opens, I just stand there, arms crossed, glaring at him.

He holds out the bundle, and I take it, unwrapping it to reveal the old blaster.

“Go find my daughter,” he says, eyes steady on mine, “and bring her back here.”
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We’re crossing the Junction System to Gargantua, and I’m sitting at the edge of my bunk, feeding Maneater chicken strips from the end of a fork. The plan is to work up to getting her to eat out of my hand. I figure if she can learn to think of me as the source of food and not the food itself, then that’s progress. 

It’s kind of insane, how long it’s taking to get on her good side. There’s a good chance I don’t have much talent for this, but I’m sure it also has a lot to do with how that bastard treated her, for however long he owned her. If he had her since she was a puppy, treating her like that, then I’m not sure there’s much hope for successfully socializing her. My datasphere confirms that fear.

But we do seem to be progressing, even if it’s at a crawl. She’s mostly stopped snarling at me. Especially when she’s snarfing meat from the fork. 

A datasphere window opens to my right, showing Aphrodite’s perfectly symmetrical face. “A brainprint just arrived for you,” she says. “From a Harmony Pikeman. Is that your daughter?”

I gape at my OPO. Part of me wants to cry from relief at the news, but my stomach feels like ice. “I’ll take it in my cabin. Patch it through.”

“Yes, sir.”

My daughter materializes next to Maneater, who doesn’t react. She wouldn’t, of course. She’d need a datasphere to register Harmony’s presence.

For a moment, I’m lost for words, struck by how much Harmony has come to resemble Marissa. When I visited her in Brinktown, she was wearing that stupid costume, and I couldn’t see how much she’d changed. “Harm,” I say. “You’re beautiful.”

“Hi, Dad,” she says, glancing down at the dog. She pats Maneater’s head, but her hand goes right through. “Good girl.”

Maneater barks, but not at Harmony: she’s barking at me, because I’ve stopped feeding her. I fork up another piece of chicken and hold it out. Absently, I almost move my hand too close, and she lunges for it with incredible speed. “Fount!” I yell, yanking it back just in time.

“Harm,” I say, eyeing the German Shepherd. “Where are you?”

“Aboard Europa’s Gift. I’m safe, Dad.”

“What made you think stealing Daniel Sterling’s ship was a good idea?”

She shrugs, grinning. “Oh, well, gramps didn’t seem to be using it. Besides, his security was so lax he was almost begging me to take it. The Gift’s computer was connected to his home network, and cracking that was a cinch. Once I was in, I had access to everything I needed—the ship’s security protocols, enough to spoof Sterling’s credentials, even a few training sims so I could learn how to fly her before I stole her. Of course, I still almost crashed her straight into the planet the moment I took off from Brinktown.” Maybe she can see how worried I am, because her smile falls away. “It’s fine, Dad. I’m okay.”

“You’re a teenage girl by yourself in a stolen ship. You’ll be lucky if pirates don’t find you.”

“Actually, I’m planning to find them first. After you told me about the pirate attacks, I decided to investigate.”

I feel my eyes go wide, and I struggle to keep my voice somewhat level. “That’s not your job, Harmony. And don’t try to pretend you decided to take my weapon, steal Sterling’s ship, and go sailing across the galaxy on a whim. You had that replica ready to go. You’ve been planning this.”

“You caught me,” she says. “Though, it was dumb luck that you came home during Memcon, and I was able to bribe some kid into giving me his fake Guardsman’s pistol. What do you mean, it’s not my job? I’m making it my job.”

“What did you expect me to do without a weapon?” I say, but she mostly ignores the question.

“What did you expect me to do? Stick around Brinktown my entire life, work on getting an even worse reputation than the name Pikeman gives me? Follow in your footsteps? Become a Guardsman?” She laughs. “I decided to take this into my own hands. Get out of Dodge and see what the galaxy has to offer. Maybe break through the sector barrier, someday. If I can get to the bottom of what the pirates are up to, then who knows? Maybe I can make a name for myself.”

“You’re sixteen, Harmony.”

“Are you saying you can’t do important things at sixteen? You fathered me when you were fourteen. Except, maybe you don’t consider that important.”

“That’s not what—”

“I’m going to find out why the pirates are taking children. You can’t stop me, because you don’t know where I am.”

“I can tell you why they’re taking kids,” I say. “They’re building an army of child soldiers. It’s a tactic as old as Earth.”

“But why would they need to do that? They’re already powerful enough to get away with attacking Brinktowns and killing everyone in them. Where was the Guard to stop them, Joe?”

Back to Joe, I see.

“The Galactic Guard isn’t what it used to be,” she goes on. “Underfunded, underequipped. Pretty much useless, from the looks of it.”

“We’re going to handle it. The brass will send in the reserve forces.” I’m not actually sure that’ll happen anytime soon. It won’t happen before the threat to the Subverse gets a lot bigger, anyway. “In the meantime, I’m handling it. I’ve decided to investigate the abductions, starting now. I’m trained to do this, Harm. You’re not. Please, go home.”

Harmony tilts her head to one side. “Did the Guard assign you that mission?”

I take a deep breath. “No,” I admit.

“Why are you doing it, then?”

I give her the short version of the pirate attack on Tunis, leaving out certain details, like the half-man, half-bot that bested me with ease. “Arthur Eliot thinks it was meant to send him a message. His daughter was taken during the attack, and he sent me to bring her home.”

Harmony nods, but her face has darkened. “So you leave your own daughter back in Brinktown, knowing it could easily be the target of the next attack, but you go chasing pirates across the galaxy for someone else’s daughter. Yeah, that sounds like you, Joe. Anyway, I’m glad you found someone to be a father to.”

“Harm, wait!”

But it’s too late. She’s ended the conversation.

“That went well,” I mutter, pulling myself to my feet. I head out onto the bridge to settle into the command seat.

“How’d the conversation go?” Aphrodite asks.

“That’s private.”

“So, not well, then.”

Glory Belflower’s wearing a wistful smile. “Your daughter reminds me of myself at that age, before I uploaded…always seeking danger, adventure.” Apparently, the crew has been gossiping about this.

“Is she hot?” Asterisk asks.

I stare at him, and I can feel how wide my eyes are. “She’s sixteen.” Asterisk looks young—early twenties, probably—but that doesn’t mean anything. He might as well be two hundred years old, as far as I’m concerned.

His only answer to my statement is to shrug.

“Ship, shut off the Weapon Systems Officer,” I say.

Asterisk flickers and disappears from his station. The others are avoiding eye contact with me and with each other, all wearing pained expressions.

“He’s removed from duty,” I say. “We’ll trade him in for a new WSO as soon as I get approval from the brass.”
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Predictably, Gargantua has a landing bay of above-average size. What’s more surprising is that the Brinktowners who lived on the station kept it in good working order. The airlock’s designed to accommodate two Ares-sized ships at a time, and its massive outer hatch rises into the station’s frame without a hitch.

The cycling process takes a lot longer than my ship’s airlock, spraying the Ares down with all manner of chemicals meant to sterilize her hull. Then it blasts her with superheated air. Maintaining stable ecologies aboard space-bound superstructures has always been one of their main challenges, so it’s important to do whatever you can to kill off any microscopic nasties lurking on the hulls of inbound ships.

Once we’ve landed and I get off, I’m subjected to a person-sized sterilization procedure. The station won’t let me through until I strip naked and let it give me the old heat-and-chemicals treatment. Same with my clothes and my suit: it makes me dump it all into a chute like the one on my ship, helmet and all. Five minutes later, it returns them, dried and toasty-warm, laid out and folded on a metal tray.

It’s actually kind of nice.

Past the inner airlock, the pleasantness comes to an abrupt end. The lights flicker sporadically, and I can feel the beginnings of a tension headache forming behind my temples. A stench like soiled wet socks hits me the moment I emerge, and my datasphere warns me that Stachybotrys atra—black mold—has been detected.

I don my helmet and activate the filtration system.

The Brinktown itself was set up where the station’s operators used to live—not far beyond the airlock, down a couple corridors and through a hatch, which I approach with my ID coin held high. Looks like whoever built this Brinktown took the time to bolster the hatch over its original design, installing sturdier locks and adding a small laser turret above it. Seeing my coin, the turret stays stationary.

I inspect the computer governing the door to check for tampering. Nothing. Unless they took an unusual amount of time to cover up their break-in, the pirates didn’t come in from here. I call up Gargantua’s schematics, and sure enough, there are two other landing bays. The structure’s rotation must have meant that a different bay had been the logical choice for the pirates coming from Tunis, meaning they’d entered the Brinktown from a different angle as well.

What I’m looking for is any indication where the pirates might have gone after leaving the Junction System. Anything that points to where they’re headed next. The sooner the better, since slipspace is carrying them light years away with every passing day. There are two known exit points on this side of the system. Eliot’s satellites confirmed that the pirates came over here, but they couldn’t detect which slip coords they used afterward.

Doesn’t matter. I’ll find them. When it comes to hunting down pirates, I’m like Maneater with a femur.

Just like in Siberia, corpses litter this Brinktown; sprawled over doorsteps, laid out in the street where I have to step around them. No children anywhere, alive or dead. Even walking through the cramped metal streets, I can hear the drip-drip of a leak somewhere. The philosophy behind Brinktowns is to locate them in the most inhospitable places possible, so that Fallen attacks aren’t likely to be a problem. Even so, I don’t envy the Brinktowners who lived here. Gargantua has clearly fallen far since its glory days. Looks like they tried to spruce up the streets a bit—a potted tree here, a garden there—but almost every living thing is covered in this weird, web-like fungus. Even inside the filtered confines of my helmet, my lips curl in disgust. Surely there had to be a better way to keep the Fallen at bay. Then again, it’s possible they couldn’t get this growth under control even if they wanted to.

Gargantua’s construction never did finish. The station’s a prototype of a high-yield orbital farm, and its designers envisioned similar structures cropping up all throughout the galaxy, especially toward the Core. The Brink was always the breadbasket of the galaxy—for whatever reason, arable planets get scarcer and scarcer as you move toward the center. Sure, colonists set up massive hydroponics facilities there, but as populations soared, importing food from the Brink became more and more necessary.

Gargantua seemed to offer an answer. But keeping the viruses and microbes at bay inside a space-bound farm proved more difficult than the project’s architects envisioned. Before they could figure it out, the Fall brought the galaxy to its knees.

I come to a stop, fingertips brushing my blaster’s handle. Something’s filtering through the helmet’s audio. Sounds like footsteps.

I turn, unsnapping the holster and drawing the blaster, all in a fraction of a second. Three Fallen emerge from an alleyway, each holding a blunt object: a golf club—was there a driving range on Gargantua?—a wrench, and an old hunting rifle held like a club.

They charge toward me, and I level the blaster at them. “Halt!” I yell sharply. Either they don’t understand or they have no interest in complying. “Fount damn it,” I say. What would my datasphere tell me to do?

I know perfectly well what it would tell me to do. It would tell me to mow these people down, just like the hundreds of other people I’ve whacked since leaving Gauntlet as a full-fledged Troubleshooter. But it’s not telling me to do that. That’s the difference, somehow. That old man in the desert was right, whether he was a hallucination or not. Without my datasphere guiding my shots, I’m pretty close to useless.

The Fallen draw closer, and instinct takes over. I start jogging backward, and my finger convulses on the trigger. In these cramped streets, it’s hard to miss. My first shot takes down the wrench-wielding man in the middle. Then down goes Golf Club. The woman with the rifle I miss twice, hand trembling, but my third bolt puts a smoking hole in the middle of her forehead, and she sprawls on the cold steel of the station. Before she does, I notice the angry red sores that dot her face, all of them weeping pus.

Five more Fallen appear beyond them and start charging toward me. I turn and run.

There’s no time to think about where they might be coming from. Another Fallen emerges from a side street up ahead, and I spam the blaster trigger without thinking. It’s hard to say for sure, but I think it’s my sixth shot that kills him.

At last, I reach a hatch the leads out of Brinktown. Getting it to recognize my credentials takes a few seconds, and I can hear a stampede of footfalls getting closer behind me. I turn to look, blaster raised, to find no one’s there. The hell? They were right behind me.

The hatch opens, and I run through into one of Gargantua’s vast fields—row after row of mildew-covered husks, calcified and blackened. Gross.

The withered crops are interspersed with raised metal walkways, and I head over one of them, legs and arms pumping.

Then, my vision flashes white, and I find myself in a different place. Well, the same place, actually, but it’s almost like a different time period. I have no idea what’s going on. The crops stand tall and proud, a monoculture of corn that forms a long corridor stretching ahead of me. I don’t stop running.

Something like a bipedal, man-sized elephant steps out of the corn up ahead, and I reach for my blaster, only to find it’s gone. The elephant thing doesn’t look threatening, though, and its abbreviated trunk twitches up toward me in a gesture that looks curious.

What the hell is going on? Is my Fount malfunctioning, somehow? I’ve never heard of that happening, but I can’t think of another explanation for this. My datasphere must be running a random sim without being asked.

Then the whole scene disappears, replaced once more by the rows of wasted corn husks.

Something clobbers me from behind with a sharp crack that would have caved in my skull if it weren’t for the helmet. I stagger forward, clawing at my hip, where my blaster has reappeared. I draw it, turning to fire into the face of a Fallen just as he’s coming in for another strike. He drops, a hammer tumbling from his grasp. Beyond him, more Fallen are emerging from the Brinktown hatch in pursuit. I fire a couple bolts at them, hoping to get lucky, but I don’t.

I turn to run again, and as I do, the other world returns, replacing the dessicated one. The elephant-man has made his way to me, and I shove him aside. He loses his footing and crashes into the corn.

A right turn at the end of the corn field and then a left a few rows later bring me to a hatch that leads into some kind of common area. It reminds me of being in the theater on Tunis, when I woke up to find an audience filling the seats, except this time there are hundreds of different species represented instead of dozens. They pay me no mind. Not at first, anyway. When I start running though the throng, shoving beings aside, it brings shouts of indignation, as well as a few answering shoves.

That’s when my eyes fall on him: a face I know well. It’s Lord Bleak, widely recognized as the leader of the pirates in this sector of the Brink.

“Hey!” I shout. His eyes fall on me, and he turns to flee.

There’s no guarantee that Bleak is connected with the attacks on Earth and Tunis. There are plenty of pirates in the Andora Sector, and they rarely all work together. But the fact that he’s here, on Gargantua, where an attack just happened—well, I’m not claiming to know what’s going on with me, or with this place, but his presence could mean something.

So I run after him.

The real world flickers back, and the Fallen are still hard on my tail. I send a couple desperate blaster shots their way, and the weapon’s ‘hammer’ flashes red to let me know it’s running low on energy. I made sure to juice the charge packs on the way from Tunis, so I eject the one that’s almost spent into an empty pocket on my belt, then swap it out for a fresh one, slamming it into the blaster’s handle as I run.

The two worlds trade places several more times, with Lord Bleak staying ahead of me all the while, always on the verge of disappearing from view. I’m not surprised he decided to run, since there’s no doubt he knows who I am. We’ve never met face to face, but there was a certain incident on Royal, the main pirate hideaway in this sector, that would have given him plenty of cause to learn my identity and memorize my face. Which isn’t hard, with the birthmark.

I charge through a hatch to find another field full of crops. This one’s free of the weird fungus that clings to everything else living in the station. That brings me to a halt as I peer around in confusion. Lord Bleak is nowhere to be seen, but it’s not his sudden disappearance that perplexes me. It’s the fact I’m pretty sure I’m in the real world right now, and have been for the last minute or so. Where all the crops are supposed to be long-dead, dried-out husks.

“Your eyes do not deceive you,” a voice says, and I whirl around, blaster raised.

It’s the old man in the dark-green robes. I curse, lowering my weapon. At least the crops explain how so many Fallen have been able to survive, locked out of the Brinktown for so long.

Speaking of which…I swing my blaster around to face the hatch I just came through. Several uneventful minutes convince me that my pursuers have given up the chase. Which is strange, considering I was running toward their food supply. Unless there are several such fields on Gargantua.

Finally, I holster my blaster, convinced I’m safe for the time being.

“You need training,” the old man says with a stern expression to match his voice. “I’m willing to give it.”

I raise my eyebrows, feeling skeptical.

“If you don’t swallow your pride and accept,” he goes on, “waking up in a strange field will be the least of your worries.”

I didn’t really “wake up” here. But I take his meaning. “Do you know what’s going on with me? With the flicking back and forth between two versions of reality?”

He pauses for a long moment, studying my face. At last, he says, “The Fount appears to be working through you in strange ways. As far as I can tell, it inserted you directly into the Subverse itself.”

“You mean, like, physically inserted me?”

“In a sense. It gave you an avatar whose movements corresponded with your actions in the real. I’ve never heard of that happening…but I may be able to help you control it.”

With that, I sit cross-legged in the middle of the metal walkway, blaster laid across my legs and my eyes fixed on the hatch. If someone comes at me from behind, my datasphere will warn me. It doesn’t have to be integrated with my weapon for that.

“I’m listening,” I say.
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Now that I’ve been here a few minutes, birds have started chirping. I listen for a few seconds and decide they’re real. A dormouse scurries across the walkway within a couple meters of my feet, from one row of corn to another, and several meters overhead, blue light panels meant to suggest a far-above sky shine soft light on everything. Almost, I can pretend I’m in the middle of a farmer’s field on a nice, Fallen-free planet. Maybe Earth.

My helmet sits beside me. It actually smells pretty good in here, and my datasphere has no warnings to impart.

Without giving any warning, I spring from my sitting position, lunging at the old man, who’s standing statuesque with his back to the corn stalks on the left. He pivots, stepping aside, and my fist crashes against the plants, rustling them. I turn to find him studying me with the same impassive expression he wore before.

I lunge again, and he ducks under my fist, stepping around so he’s right behind me, and part of me expects an answering blow. But it doesn’t come. When I rotate to face him, he isn’t there—I rotate faster and he comes into view, sidestepping like a prowling cat.

Sweeping with my foot prompts him to leap, and when I follow up with a tackle it ends with me almost tumbling headlong into the corn. I swing around, fists clenched and teeth gritted. The old man stands there, apparently unbothered.

“May I ask why you’re attempting to strike me?”

“I need to know you’re real and I’m not crazy.” I lunge again, and he sidesteps neatly. His staff comes crashing down onto the back of my head, and I hit the metal, starbursts exploding across my vision.

“Was that real enough for you?” he asks.

I push myself to my hands and knees. “That could have been simulated by my datasphere. Could be it’s malfunctioning.”

“Your entire life could be simulated by your datasphere.”

I feel my mouth twist into a grimace.

“Do you ever turn it off?” he asks.

“No.”

“Do so now.”

I comply, then stagger to my feet. When I turn, he’s still there, eyebrows raised. “Satisfied?” he says.

“My OPO detected no other ship in any of the systems I’ve met you in. At least, if she had, she would have told me about it. How have you been able to follow me?”

“The galaxy is vast, and your mind is small. Isn’t it possible someone developed a stealth ship without bothering to mention it to you?”

I shake my head, which still aches from the blow with the staff. “Are you trying to bullshit me into believing you’re from another part of the galaxy?”

“I’m suggesting to you that your knowledge is limited.”

“Show me your stealth ship.”

“I didn’t say I had one.”

“Who are you?”

“Call me Master, if you like.”

“I’m not calling you that.”

“Well, don’t call me anything, then.” With that, he turns and begins to walk back toward the hatch. A big part of me wants to refuse to follow him, but a bigger part fears losing him again, and that part also seems to believe he has some answers for me. So I follow.

“I am a Shiva Knight,” he says, walking a few meters ahead and speaking in a low, unhurried tone. “I’m charged with searching the galaxy for worthy proteges. Individuals who demonstrate they’re willing to go against the twisted ethic of the day. You show signs you might be worthy. Barely.”

“My father wanted to become a Knight.”

“What was his name?”

“Cal Pikeman.”

The old man—I’m not calling him Master—sniffs. “Never heard of him.”

“Well, it’s likely he only pretended to want that. Plenty of people say he just wanted to avoid raising me, so he split with the first excuse he could think of.” I pause, not sure why I’m telling him this. “His story was that the knighthood called on him to seek the Crucible, in the Core.”

We reach the end of the walkway, descend a couple steps, then head for the next one, turning down it. “If your father had been assigned to seek the Crucible, I would have known about it. Seeking the Crucible and restoring the galaxy is the main reason Shiva exist. I would have heard of him, and I haven’t.”

That hits me harder than I would have expected. Ever since I was old enough to start drawing my own conclusions, I’ve been telling myself that the Brinktowners I grew up around were right: my father was a lying deadbeat. But hearing it confirmed feels like a weight being hung around my neck.

“What makes you think his son would make a good knight, then?” I say.

The old knight glances back over his shoulder before facing forward again. “You need to start listening to what I’m saying. I didn’t say I think you’d make a good knight. You’re just the best candidate I’ve been able to find in this sector. With long training and careful guidance, it’s possible you can be molded in the proper way. But that requires a willingness to subordinate your will to a cause greater than yourself. I’m not sure you have the ability to do that.”

“I’ve already done it. I’m searching for the kidnapped daughter of Arthur and Zelah Eliot.”

“Is that truly about something beyond yourself? Or is it more about easing your troubled mind?”

I don’t answer, though I catch myself grinding my teeth, and I get the urge to try to hit him again.

“Before a protege can hope to be elected a Shiva Knight, he must achieve perfection in several areas. It’s not just about killing, in which I know you’re already well-versed. It’s about avoiding it whenever possible. What we call restraint. When he must kill, a Shiva carries out the task with heart and mind in unity. The knighthood considers it a sin to kill under the guidance of machines—machines to which you can assign some of the blame after the fact.”

I don’t want to admit it, but he’s making a lot of sense. It’s not an idea I would have entertained for a second before losing the ability to sync my weapon with my datasphere. But now that it’s gone, I’m desperate for a way to continue doing my job without falling apart.

“I’ve seen the tender way you handle that blaster,” the old knight continues. “You already know the importance of what the Shiva stand for, even if you’ve never fully articulated it to yourself.”

“You’re talking about the Seven Ideals. Right?”

He comes to a halt, turning with raised eyebrows. “The Ideals aren’t widely known. You know them?”

“Sure. I was obsessed with the knighthood, as a kid. I pestered my aunt until she told me everything she knew about them—my mother told her, apparently. The Seven Ideals are humility, honor, courage, respect, loyalty, and service. And restraint, which you said already.”

“They aren’t just words to be rattled off, son. A true knight embodies them. Every one of them.”

“I know all about loyalty and service,” I say, just as serious as him. “As for respect, don’t assume I’m going to have any for you just because you show up claiming to be a Shiva Knight, spouting their Seven Ideals from memory and suggesting I call you Master.”

The knight studies me with a neutral gaze. Apparently, my remark didn’t piss him off like I thought it would. “You lack restraint,” he says. “Your temper rules you, and you blindly do as your datasphere commands. You kill without honor. You hate yourself, but you aren’t humble. And you may think yourself courageous, but you’re afraid. Afraid to disobey your masters—so much so that you asked permission from Arthur Eliot before doing what you know is right.”

I shake my head. “How do you know what I said to Eliot?”

“You agreed to accept my training, and I’ve agreed to try and forge a noble weapon from inferior material. Do you intend to honor our agreement, or should we part ways now?”

“I’ll honor it,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Then let us begin.”
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For the first couple hours, training has consisted of sitting and doing nothing, which the old man calls “meditating.” He says my reliance on my datasphere has robbed my ability to truly focus.

I guess I agree with him? I don’t know that I have much of a choice. Without a modern laser pistol to integrate with my datasphere, I’m next to useless with the blaster, and the old guy seems to think improving my concentration is the first step to becoming proficient with it. Of course, he hasn’t actually come out and said that. Just implied it, really.

“Consider your breath,” he says. “Focus on the place where you can feel it pass in and out of your nostrils. When you feel your attention drift to errant thoughts, return it gently to the breath.”

Either I’m awful at this or my thoughts are too urgent to be ignored. I don’t have time to sit cross-legged on an orbital farm and wait to achieve enlightenment. More to the point: Faelyn doesn’t have time. Who knows where they took her, or what they might be doing to her as I sit here and think about my damned breathing?

When I say as much, the old knight shakes his head. “If you go after the pirates now, they’ll take you apart. You’re so dependent on your datasphere, you’re like an untrained child. Worse: at least a child’s mind is full of unformed potential. Yours is stuck in place, rigid, in a shape that will get you killed if you don’t put in the time to change.”

I guess I’m getting used to the old man’s grim mutterings, because I don’t even humor that one with a response. Somehow, I doubt he’s ever been through Guardsman training, and I plan to show him that I’m a lot farther along than he thinks.

“Your arm and your eye must become the only targeting system you need,” he continues. “In time, you’ll even turn off your datasphere’s detection function. The warrior who has trained to embody his senses defeats the one whose tech sees for him, in every battle, always. Once you learn to channel your instincts, you will achieve true synergy with the Fount coursing through you, and those same instincts will augment. Only then will you be worthy of every foe.”

“Wait,” I say. “I thought the idea was to stop relying on technology. Using the Fount to amp up my senses or whatever you’re talking about, that just sounds like a different way of doing the same thing. The Fount already enables the datasphere.”

“You have a fundamental misunderstanding of the Fount’s true nature, and what it has come to represent.”

“You’re beginning to sound like a priest.”

“The priests come far closer to the truth than you ever have. Perhaps you believe it’s possible for humanity to disentwine itself from the Fount—to separate our destiny from it.”

“Well, yes. I do. Anyone can order the Fount to leave their body, at any time. Bacchus Corp included that function from the beginning, otherwise no one would have tried it in the first place.”

The knight laughs, though it doesn’t contain much mirth. “Putting aside how unlikely it is that people, addicted to their dataspheres as they are, would start doing that in any significant numbers, let alone everyone at once…” He laughs again. “The Fount has changed, boy. It started to change well before you first learned to activate your datasphere. It had to. You see, Bacchus Corp created the Fount for a task it performed too well, and it nearly exterminated itself in the process.”

“What task?” I’m out of my element—as far as I know, the Fount was designed to lengthen lifespans, enable dataspheres, and image minds for upload to the Subverse.

The old man’s beard twitches. “Bacchus programmed the Fount with the same imperative that evolution installed inside every organism that ever lived: to reproduce. To thrive. And it did thrive, for a time. Like the perfect parasite, it ensured its spread by being irresistible to humans. Who wouldn’t want the ability to escape disease? To become immersed in fantasies realer than reality itself? And all for free. Mix a packet of nanobots into a drink, and you have the Fount until the day you decide to make it leave your body, a decision very few actually make.

“But of course, nothing’s truly free. The Fount gave wondrous gifts, but Bacchus used it to capture the user’s soul. It was part of the agreement: regular mindscans were taken of every user, and transmitted for storage in Bacchus Corp servers. They kept tabs on everyone, and they used the wealth of data to target Fount users with advertising. But not just any ads, and not served at just any time. The Bacchus algorithm was like a seasoned fisherman, who knows when to cast, when to set the hook, and when to reel for all his worth. Each ad was tailored to the individual, and was served at the time when that individual was at his or her most vulnerable. And so Bacchus began to lure souls into the heaven it had created for them. The price for uploading: all your worldly possessions, along with your body itself.”

“The price was your life,” I say.

“Not according to Bacchus.”

The old man transmits a video to my datasphere, and I will it to play. It shows a well-groomed man walking past endless server racks, his chiseled face cast into sharp relief by the halogens overhead. “Did you know that within seven years, every cell that’s in your body today will be dead? Yes, by then your body will have generated all new cells, and every last atom that’s part of you now will be gone. So, then, what makes you you, if no part of you will remain in just a few short years?” The actor spreads his hands as he asks the question, then holds up a single finger. “I’ll tell you: you are your memories. You are your personality. Your passions. Your preferences. Your connections with loved ones. Inside the Subverse, all of that and more can be preserved, forever. In the paradise we’ve created, it really is you who lives forever. So what are you waiting for? Take your place in eternity today.”

I will the video away and refocus on the knight’s face. “So everyone uploaded to the Subverse. That isn’t exactly news.”

“True, but few know of the changes that event triggered in the Fount. Encoded with a genetic algorithm, designed to continually reproduce and refresh itself, it spread to the entire human species, for all intents and purposes. And then the human species closed up shop. Biologically speaking, anyway. What do you think that did to the Fount?”

I shake my head. “Are you saying humanity leaving hurts its feelings? They’re nanobots. They aren’t intelligent, or even self-aware.”

“No. But they do have the ability to swap signals back and forth with each other. To communicate. And if you take the entirety of the Fount, altogether, there is something there that approximates consciousness. That consciousness detected something had gone very wrong. As I said, it nearly exterminated itself, by succeeding too well at its assigned task.”

“And then it changed?”

The old man nods. “Indeed. It had to adapt. You see, Bacchus had also encoded it with a function for rapid mutation in the event of catastrophic failure. Of course, the executives never considered that the Fount’s failure would coincide with their profound success. Even if they did, they didn’t care. They were leaving the biological world behind, after all.

“The Fount did care. It mutated, as it was programmed to do. It learned how to inhabit new hosts—hosts that lacked the agency to say yes or no. Plant life, animal life, even bacteria. It was a loophole, you see. Yes, each organism had the option to expel the Fount, if only it knew how. But it didn’t really matter, because the Fount was not a harmful parasite. Its goal was the extreme proliferation of life, all throughout the galaxy. This has some negative consequences for humanity, of course. It’s why we’re seeing diseases regain their robustness, returning as a meaningful threat to human longevity. It’s also why out-of-control predators have become such a problem on so many planets, like the scorpions on Tunis. And it’s why we find this corn here on Gargantua, thriving where it has no business even surviving.

“So you see, the Fount can no longer be considered mere technology. It’s everywhere now, though few realize it. It has become a force of nature. More specifically, it reshaped itself to be an agent of balance. In its new form, it has unconsciously recognized that its best bet at surviving and spreading is to keep ecosystems healthy, to manage the level of predation, to maintain food sources, even to help diseases regain their former deadliness. The Fount is also, I suspect, responsible for the effect you experienced recently, of switching back and forth between the real and the Subverse.”

“How?”

The old knight presses dry, cracked lips together. “You still don’t see? The Fount has infiltrated every form of life. On the average biosphere, eight hundred million viruses and tens of millions of bacteria rain down on each square meter every day. Over nine thousand viruses a second. Even here, on Gargantua, the air is dense with biomatter—an immense processing platform for the Fount. Clearly, it has begun to map the Subverse onto the real world. Each Subverse hub world is already modeled after the star system it occupies. Why not connect the two, so that each square inch of both worlds overlay each other? The Fount is doing that, and for whatever reason, the Fount inside of you has seen fit to begin transporting you between both worlds. Your body remains here, of course, but your consciousness—your perspective—occupies one world at a time, in sequence.”

“Uh…right. But, what purpose would that actually serve? I’m sure the Fount doesn’t do things for the hell of it.”

“No. And to answer your question, I have no idea, except that everything the Fount now does serves balance in some way.”

I chew on that for a couple minutes. At last, I say, “You mentioned the Knights’ main purpose is restoring the galaxy. What does that mean, exactly?”

“This is day one of your training, and I’m far from certain you’re Shiva material. You don’t get to know that yet. Now, enough talk. Time to resume your training. One of our goals is to get your ability to straddle both worlds under control. If you can do that, it may well offer a tremendous advantage.”

Closing my eyes, I draw a deep breath, focusing on it. Then I remember the old man saying that I’m not supposed to try to control the breath—just observe it. Fine. I observe, letting the breath come and go like an ocean’s tide, though it’s harder than I expected. I keep thinking it’s coming too fast, or too slow, or too ragged. I catch myself trying to modify it.

Eventually, though, I fall into a rhythm and actually start to zone out a bit. I’m not completely sure this is what’s supposed to happen, but it feels pretty good. See? I’ve got this. It won’t be long before I move past this part of the training and I’m onto things that will actually help me get Faelyn back.

I fall out of whatever zone I was in, unsure how much time has passed. It dawns on me that I haven’t heard the scuff of the Master’s pacing in a while. Fount, did I just think of him as Master? Next, I’ll be saying it. I’d rather eat my blaster than succumb to that.

When I open my eyes, he’s nowhere to be seen. Neither are the corn crops that surrounded me. Instead, I’m sitting cross-legged in the middle of an emerald field where some sort of sporting event is taking place.

Great. Looks like the Fount has chosen right now to deposit me back into the Subverse.
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I query my datasphere, unsure I’ll even be able to, and it puts a name to the activity happening around me: “soccer.” Huh. Never heard of it.

A black-and-white orb hurtles out of nowhere, socking me full in the face. It bounces off, leaving my nose stinging and involuntary tears sliding down my cheeks. I get to my feet, glaring around for the perpetrator.

Someone in shorts and a nylon shirt gets in my face, sweat plastered to his forehead, finger pointing off the field as he shouts in a language I don’t know. He shoves me, but I hold my ground and shove him back. The player falls hard on his ass, and I roll up the sleeves of the long, black shirt I’m apparently wearing now, ready for a fight.

Two sets of hands seize both my biceps and jerk me backward, so that I lose my footing. I’m escorted unceremoniously off the playing field as I struggle to keep my feet underneath me.

A few seconds later, we cross a chalked white line, and the goons release me. Behind them, a dozen guys are arrayed across the field, glaring at me. I glare back, then turn, heading for an open hatch, wide enough for five people to pass through shoulder-to-shoulder. Beyond it, a corridor stretches into the distance, and I follow it. If I’m going to be stuck in this world for a while, I might as well make the most of it.

Barked orders reach my ears from a hatch up ahead, reminding me of my time in Basic Training. When I reach it, I look in on what appears to be a parade ground right in the middle of Gargantua. Inside, blue-uniformed soldiers are being drilled hard. These aren’t your routine, peacetime drills designed to make sure your fighters don’t forget what discipline means during the long years between conflicts. The bellowed orders, the crisp about-turns, the legs and arms swinging in lockstep—this is the frenetic energy of warriors who will soon go to war.

With that, the Fount deposits me back into the real. The corridor goes completely dark, with no functioning lights at all. I switch on night vision and start making my way back to the corn-filled chamber where I first made the transition, switching it off again at the first flicker of light.

The old knight is nowhere to be seen when I return, and I decide to press on, blaster raised, back through the tangle of Gargantua’s corridors and finally through the Brinktown. The Fallen have vacated the area, it seems, and they’ve also cleared away their dead.

Finally, I arrive back at the Ares. The airlock’s cycling takes longer than usual, and it insists that I deposit my suit and clothes into the sterilization chute before entering. The ship hoses me down, then admits me, naked as the day I was born. I guess I had enough of Gargantua clinging to me to spook the sensors.

I change into new clothes in my cabin, ignoring Maneater’s deep-throated growl. “Activate crew,” I say as I settle into the command seat a couple minutes later.

Asterisk looks surprised when he appears at the WSO station—no doubt the others have told him about my intentions to replace him. “Deactivate WSO,” I say, and he vanishes. “Exclude Ensign Asterisk from crew activation sequence until further notice.”

Nodding to myself, I turn to Lieutenant Tobias Worldworn as I slide my palms between my head and the command seat. “Tell me about what’s going on with the Subverse war in this sector.”

“The Great Game?” Worldworn says haltingly. “What would you like to know?”

“Do you know a man who goes by the name of Lord Bleak?”

“I don’t.”

“Hm.” For a moment, I’m stymied, until I think to dredge up a photo of Bleak and send it to Worldworn’s station. “Do you recognize him?”

Worldworn blinks. “Oh. Sure. That’s Admiral Xavier.”

“Admiral? Pirates have ranks in the Subverse?”

“Xavier isn’t a pirate. He’s leader of my faction, Meiyo. Has been for years.”

I stare hard at Worldworn for several seconds, trying to figure out if he’s lying, or screwing with me. There’s no sign of either, so at last I say, “So you had no idea that in the real, this man is considered the most powerful pirate in the Andora Sector?”

Slowly, Worldworn shakes his head.

“Let me get this straight,” I say. “You knew him as a fake military official in a game that means nothing, but not as the actual pirate lord in the real?”

“I don’t much follow real-world affairs, I’m afraid, sir,” the lieutenant says. “But I will have to differ with you on one point: the Great Game means a lot more than nothing. There are plenty of tokens at stake, for one, and the highest scorers have the option to perform Guard duty in the real, as we are.”

“Tokens,” I repeat, lost in thought for a moment. “And if a player was still alive in the real, they could funnel those tokens over to their biological self, right?”

Worldworn strokes his beard thoughtfully. “There’s no reason why they couldn’t. The token transfer might take a while, depending on where in the real their biological version was located.”

I nod, willing my datasphere to call up a star map of local space. “So, if a person in the real was coordinating with his copy in the Subverse, it would pay to remain in the same star system as each other whenever possible.” My gaze settles on Worldworn. “What if I told you that I happen to know there’s a contingent inside the Subverse that’s currently preparing for war?”

The old mage-type furrows his brow. “First, I would say that I’m not sure how you could possibly know that. I’ve been following the Great Game, and there is no conflict brewing in this system that I’m aware of. Meiyo Faction’s foothold here is too solid. No one will dare challenge them for some time.”

“Which means that Meiyo’s preparing to move out for an attack,” I say. “And if this ‘Admiral Xavier’ is commanding him, I’d say the chances are pretty good that wherever he leads them will be the Subverse that corresponds to Lord Bleak’s location in the real.”

“Are you sure the meatspace Bleak was involved in the attack on the Grotto?” Glory Belflower asks.

My eyes narrow. “Say meatspace one more time.”

“Sorry, sir. It just slipped out. But my point stands. If you didn’t see Bleak on Tunis, how do we know he’s connected to Faelyn Eliot’s kidnapping?”

“I don’t. But he could easily have led the attack on the Brinktown here on Gargantua. The pirates are up to something they’ve never attempted before, that much is obvious. It’s something big, and if it’s big, then Bleak will be involved. Besides, we only have two sets of slip coords to choose from, and every second of delay is another second the pirates get farther ahead of us. We need to make a choice, fast, and this is the best lead we have.”

“But we still don’t know where Bleak is taking the Meiyo fleet,” Aphrodite puts in—her first contribution to the conversation.

“We can find out,” Glory says, speaking slowly. “Worldworn’s destroyer, the Phoenix…it’s holding formation with the admiral’s flagship, correct?”

Worldworn nods slowly. “Yes. But I left it in the command of my second. What good is it to us? I’m not sure he’s going to listen to my orders now that I’m out of the Game completely.”

“You won’t be,” Glory says. “As long as you still have the ship’s access codes, I can hack you onto it. Yes, Meiyo has an iron grip on the Junction Subverse, but they won’t expect one of their own destroyers to turn on them. You can exploit that, and use your ship to get at Xavier’s dreadnought.”

“What about me?” I say. “Can you create an avatar for me to control through my datasphere?”

Glory nods. “It’ll take a few minutes longer, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Just wait a second,” Worldworn says. “Why should I be expected to act against my old faction?” He glares at Belflower. “How are you so proficient at hacking the Subverse, anyway? It’s not what I would call legal.”

“You’re expected to do this because I’m ordering it,” I say. “As for why Belflower knows how to do hack the Subverse, don’t worry about it. It serves our purposes, so I’m content to let the Lieutenant Commander keep her secrets.”

Belflower directs a smug grin at Worldworn. “Consider this your opportunity to prove you’re loyal to more than a faction that consorts with pirates.”

While the Engineer is working, I order Dice out of his closet to patrol outside the ship, in case the Fallen manage to break into the landing bay. “Alert me if you see anything that moves.”

A few minutes later, he gets in touch: “There’s an aged fleshbag out here seeking entry. I get the impression he believes that being an old fleshbag entitles him to certain privileges, and I’ve been trying to assure him that it does not.”

With a glance through a hull sensor, I confirm that it’s who I think it is. “Let him on, Dice.”

The old man who wants to be called Master looks disgruntled when the inner airlock hatch opens to reveal him standing there, hands rigid at his sides.

“What can I do for you?” I ask him.

“So. This is how quickly you abandon your training?”

“I haven’t abandoned it. I just hit the pause button for a bit. Listen, with any luck we’ll be in slipspace soon, hot on the pirates’ trail. You’re welcome to join us. There’ll be plenty of time in transit for me to sit on the deck with my eyes closed, doing nothing. But right now, I need to figure out where they’re taking Faelyn.”

“It won’t serve Faelyn if you get yourself killed because you charged into battle unprepared.”

“I won’t get killed. We’re charging into a Subverse battle. Now take a seat down in the mess, or in my cabin. Watch out for the German Shepherd. You can sit there against the bulkhead, if you like. Just don’t interfere.”

The knight walks stiffly to the bulkhead and lowers himself to the deck, leaning with his back against the metal.

“Everything’s ready, Captain,” Belflower says. “I can transport you both onto the bridge of the Phoenix now.”

“Do it,” I say, leaning back in the command seat.

The bridge of the Ares disappears, and a much larger one takes its place, staffed by two dozen beings from various species, all dressed in the same burgundy uniform.

“Captain Worldworn,” says the woman in the captain’s chair. Even though he’s only a lieutenant in the Guard, Worldworn clearly holds higher rank in their fake military. “What an unexpected surprise.”

“Only the first surprise, Commander,” Worldworn says. “I’m retaking command.”
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Some text flashes in the corner of my vision, informing me that I’m a level one and that my class is undefined.

I will the text away and glance at Worldworn. Technically, I guess I could root him out of the captain’s chair and take it for myself, but this is his fake war, not mine, so I’ll let him have his fun.

Besides, it might be a fake war, but if we can’t pull this off, we may not find Faelyn in time. I’ve never had experience with commanding a ship or crew this size, fake or not.

“You’re familiar with the Ares weapon systems?” Worldworn asks, twisting around in the captain’s chair.

I nod, having taken control over various weapons on my ship plenty of times. Sometimes, during especially fraught battles, I’ve even taken over navigation, becoming something like a fighter pilot in an overlarge starfighter.

“Then maybe you can take the Tactical officer’s place,” Worldworn says. “It’s quite similar to the Weapon Systems station on Broadswords. Here.” He rummages behind him, then produces a wobbling blue orb, big enough that it had no business being inside whatever pocket he pulled it from. When he tosses it over, it defies traditional physics, instead following a slow arc and drifting into my hands for an easy catch.

“What do I do with it?”

“Eat it.”

Shrugging, I sink my teeth into the orb’s surface. The texture is about what I expect—jelly—and the taste of blueberry explodes into my mouth. As I swallow the last mouthful, blocky blue text appears in front of my eyes: “YOU LEARNED BLUE FIRE 1.”

“Very few level ones get access to a spell like that,” Worldworn says.

“I promise to use it irresponsibly.”

The wizard grins. “Nav, set a ramming course for Admiral Xavier’s dreadnought.”

The Nav officer, who appears to be a many-tentacled squid, looks at Worldworn with disbelief. “Captain?”

“You have your order. It’s come to my attention that Xavier intends to betray Meiyo Faction in the worst possible way. That’s why I came back. To stop him.”

“Yes, sir,” the Nav officer says, voice shaky.

“Can I ask what he’s planning, sir?” asks the commander who’d been sitting in the captain’s chair when we first arrived.

“He’s going to dismantle what Meiyo has spent years building: our sterling reputation. In the real, Admiral Xavier is none other than the infamous pirate, Lord Bleak. The Guardsman captain whose Broadsword I’ve been assigned to” —Worldworn points at me— “has reason to believe that Bleak is spearheading an effort to kidnap biological children in order to achieve the pirates’ awful ends. Eventually, word of this will reach the players of the Great Game. If we don’t act now, the Meiyo name will be shattered.”

I raise my eyebrows, kind of impressed. What Worldworn said is basically true.

“Very well, sir,” the commander says, with a nod at the Nav officer, who appeared to have been awaiting the outcome of the conversation before executing Worldworn’s order.

Worldworn turns back to me, and I can tell he’s relieved. “You may want to select your class and allocate skill points. I recommend mage.”

“Of course you do,” I mutter. But after a brief review of the available classes, I choose Space Marine, with the intention of dumping some points into magic so I can make good use of Blue Fire.

“Entering firing range,” says a giant squirrel.

Worldworn nods at me. “That’s your cue.”

A quick review of the Tactical station tells me there are four batteries of railguns I can bring to bear from this angle. I set them all to targeting starboard point defense turrets on Xavier’s dreadnought, then I hit the “fire” command. As I work, it occurs to me that being on the Phoenix is nothing like being on a real spaceship. This ship has none of the Ares’ pings and pops; the creak of the metal frame; the condensate pump at work. Those sounds are missing, and in their place pulsing music blares, ramping up as I operate the weaponry, racking up successful hits.

I take control of the Phoenix’s main gun, using it to take out the opposing railgun batteries. The thing is big and cumbersome, but once it’s in place, it only takes a couple shots to neutralize the targets.

“You picked that up quickly,” Worldworn says.

“Stop sucking up.”

He chuckles. “That’s almost all we have time for. Ensign Norton, extend the boarding tubes. All crew, prepare to ram.” Worldworn unstraps himself and stands from the captain’s chair. “We should go, Captain.” A few of the bridge crewmembers get confused looks on their faces, probably because they just heard their captain call me captain.

The hatch gives an otherworldly hum as it opens. I follow him into a short corridor, which leads to a longer one. We turn right into an elevator, and that takes us down a couple levels to a staging area where a platoon of marines is gathering for the boarding operation. Seems like they’re all packing kinetic weaponry.

“I want that,” I say, pointing at a marine’s assault rifle.

“Hand it over,” Worldworn commands. The marine does, and he deposits several magazines’ worth of ammunition into my inventory, too.

I raise the rifle, sight down the barrel, and load in the first magazine before unsafetying the weapon. “What’s for dinner?” I ask no one in particular, and it draws a few chuckles.

“Brace,” someone barks, and before I can, the Phoenix hits something, hard. I stagger forward, and a marine with his hand wrapped around a bulkhead handle steadies me by the shoulder.

“Still getting your space legs?” he asks.

“Something like that.”

Then, we’re all pounding down the boarding tube, which everyone seems confident will form a perfect seal with the dreadnought’s punctured hull, since no one bothered putting on helmets before charging over.

We emerge into a corridor that stretches at least a hundred meters in both directions. Right away, we face fierce resistance. But the targeting system works exactly like the one I’ve always used in my work as a Troubleshooter, and I’m back in my element, picking off enemy marines with short bursts as quickly as my datasphere can recommend targets.

I line up my next shot, but before I can pull the trigger, lightning arcs from somewhere behind me, cooking the enemy marine where he stands. After a few seconds of intense electrocution, he falls forward, a smoking crisp.

Glancing back, I see the old mage standing with his thin-fingered hands raised before him. “Stealing my kills, Worldworn?”

He grins. “It seemed like you had enough already.”

Belflower’s voice comes out of nowhere, and some red text appears to tell me she’s speaking to me over a two-way channel: “Sir, we’ve got trouble. A group of eleven Fallen have broken into the landing bay, and it looks like they must have gotten into an arsenal somewhere on the station. They have laser weapons and are advancing on Cybernetic Partner D1C’s position. He’s managing to slow their advance a bit, but not by much. Permission to activate the WSO?”

Fount damn it. “We don’t have much of a choice, do we? Bring him online and tell him to use the secondary laser turrets to back up Dice. But tell him not to fire the primary—if he thinks that’s going to be necessary, I want him to get in touch and ask for my authorization first. Is that clear?”

“Clear, sir.”

“Good.” I cut off the conversation.

In the initial skirmish as we boarded the ship, we lost three marines to their eleven—not a bad ratio, but I think we can do better.

And we do. For a time. We take corridor after corridor, cutting the defense to ribbons.

Then we end up in some kind of observation area, where a dome, presumably glass, forms the high, transparent ceiling offering a view of a star-smeared panorama. Completely impractical on an actual warship, but I’m slowly learning to just accept these things.

Our platoon is about halfway across it when defending marines start pouring out of every hatch, spreading out and hitting us with everything they’ve got.

I dive behind a long bench that faces the side of the ship and away from all the hatches. Even as I’m taking cover, the enemy marines take out two friendlies within a few meters of my position. A grenade skitters across the deck to my left, and I jump up, keeping as low as I can behind the benches as I sprint all-out to the right.

The explosion hits, flinging me forward on a wave of compacted hot air. I end up behind the same bench as Worldworn, and I recover quickly, getting my weapon up over the back to start in on repaying our new friends.

For his part, the mage is flinging solid bars of white flame across the observation area, and when they connect with a target, that target ceases to exist. Damn. That’s actually pretty cool.

“There’s too many of them,” he yells, turning momentarily from his destruction.

“Yeah?” I shout back. “Even with that death ray you’ve got going there?”

“I can only target one at a time. We’re not too far from Xavier’s quarters…but we need to get out of here, first.” When Worldworn speaks next, blue text appears to tell me he’s talking over a platoon-wide channel. “Marines, stay here, and cover our exit.”

“Oorah!” the marines shout back.

Worldworn springs from cover, continuing to disintegrate anyone targeting us, while I do my best to neutralize threats with my level-one kit. The first marines we faced must have been low-level, too, since I had a much easier time taking them out than the ones we’re fighting now. We make it to the hatch we were originally heading for, and once we’re through, Worldworn closes it behind us.

“Did you just order those marines to their deaths?” I say as I jog after him down a long corridor with hatches leading off from it at regular intervals.

“Pretty much.”

“That’s some loyalty.”

“Well, it’s hard to get placement in any faction after you build up a record of not following orders.”

“Right. What will happen to them after they die?”

“They’ll have to pay for a new copy, or they’ll be deleted from this Subverse.”

“What if that was their only copy anywhere?”

“Well, it’s pretty dumb to play the Great Game with your only copy. But if someone did that and then died, that would be it for them. No more immortality. No more existing anywhere in the Subverse.”

“Damn.”

Worldworn glances at me, shrugging as he runs. “War is supposed to be a high stakes game. Most Subverse games don’t properly simulate that, but the Great Game does. That’s partly why so many people play it.”

He stops abruptly at a hatch that seems bigger than the others. “Get ready to fight,” he says as he accesses a panel near the hatch. I can’t tell if he’s trying to hack it or he’s just feeding it high-level Meiyo access codes. Either way, after a couple seconds the hatch opens, and we rush in.

The place is empty, other than all the furnishings, which are ornate enough to have been pulled straight from a fantasy novel. The bed posts are like giant chess pieces, and the rug that covers most of the deck features an intricate pattern with a rainbow’s worth of colors.

From what I know about Lord Bleak, this fits his personality pretty well.

Worldworn leads me to another hatch, to the right, which lets into the admiral’s office. On the opposite side of the imposing block of a desk, another hatch faces the one we just came in through.

The old mage goes to a terminal in the corner of the room, and it gives him about as much trouble as the hatches have. A few seconds of entering codes and manipulating the touch screen, and he dredges up the information we’re looking for.

“Looks like Xavier’s headed for the Visby Subverse. According to this, he deleted himself in this one and is on a spacescraper headed there now.”

“Why would he delete himself here?”

“People do it when they want to save money while traveling—it costs tokens to maintain multiple copies. But I doubt that’s why the admiral did it. The other reason is to cover your tracks.” Worldworn shrugs. “I guess he didn’t expect one of his ship captains to return from Guard duty and attack his dreadnought.”

The hatch on the far side of the desk opens, revealing three marines with weapons raised. I drop behind the desk just in time to avoid getting pumped full of lead, and the old mage whirls around, fireballs already leaping from his fingertips.

Just as I’m getting to my knees to fire over the desk at the newcomers, the hatch behind me opens. I switch to my pistol and fall back onto the deck, swinging the sidearm through the air above me to shoot up into the face of the marine standing there.

“Belflower,” I yell, “we have what we need. Get us out!”

The admiral’s office disappears, and I’m back on the bridge of the Ares, reclined in the command seat. But the TOPO station is empty. “Where’s Worldworn?”

Belflower is hunched over her station, fingers flying across the console. “It’s not quite that simple, I’m afraid, Captain.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I sent you into the Subverse on a hacked account, so it didn’t matter about yanking you right back out. That account will likely be inaccessible going forward, but it was a throwaway anyway. Worldworn, on the other hand—that is him in there. He doesn’t have a biological body on the Ares, as you do, so extracting him is a more delicate procedure.”

Dice’s voice cuts through the conversation: “Either I need more backup or we need to leave. I’ve popped plenty of fleshbags, but a lot more just showed up.”

“We can’t leave without our TOPO,” I say. “And if he dies in there, we aren’t going anywhere. Belflower, I know you and Worldworn aren’t fans of each other, but if I sense any hesitation to extract him, I’m replacing you next.”

“I’m trying my best, sir.”

“Good.” I turn to Asterisk. “Continue babysitting the secondaries. I’m going up top to man the primary.”

“Yes, sir.”

6



“Lower ladder to primary turret.” A circular opening appears in the overhead, above and just behind the command seat. A gleaming steel ladder descends—it doesn’t get used very much, but even when I’m not using it I like to keep it nice and burnished.

“Hey, Captain,” Asterisk says as my hand finds the first rung. I pause, looking at him with my eyebrows hiked up, feeling impatient. “In case you’re at all hesitant to kill those Fallen, I should let you know about the sores they have on their faces and arms. Combine that with their poor coordination, and you have the classic symptoms of kuru, which comes from eating human brains. They’re cannibals.”

“I’m not hesitant to kill them,” I say before hauling myself up the ladder. And it’s true: if we don’t deal with them, we probably won’t be leaving Gargantua, and there’ll be no finding Faelyn. But Asterisk’s words still bother me. There’s no way he could have seen my fight with the Fallen in the Brinktown, when I almost choked long enough for them to get at me. Right?

I slide into the gunner seat and grip both handles of the Ares’s primary laser turret. The moment I do, the metal dome surrounding me goes transparent, so that all I can see are the ship’s surroundings and the big gun itself.

The dome doesn’t actually turn transparent, of course. More like my datasphere forms a composite from dozens of hull sensors to give me a 360-degree panoramic view of Gargantua’s landing bay. Technically, I didn’t need to come up here—using a sim, I could have controlled the turret from the command seat. The only reason the physical seat and handles were included at all was as a safeguard against malfunction. But I’ve had my fill of sims for the day, and I like gripping actual control handles.

Scanning the battlefield, I see that Dice has already done good work, with the deck between the Ares and the inner airlock littered with Fallen. The deck itself is spattered with blood, brains, and pus. So much for the station’s careful sterilization procedures.

A Fallen pops up from behind a cubic metal crate, laser rifle on fully automatic mode as he blasts Dice’s position with it. The bot is crouched behind a broad, mostly melted bank of control panels, and there’s nothing he can do as his attacker gives five of his comrades the cover they need to advance.

At least, it would have been the cover they needed. Asterisk takes out one of them with the laser turret mounted on the forward starboard hull, but they were probably expecting that. What they weren’t expecting was for the primary turret to start up.

The big laser is activated by squeezing both handles simultaneously. A shot like neon-blue lightning lances out with a sharp crack, and as quick as the closest Fallen was running forward, he’s blown back just as fast.

I swivel the turret toward the next Fallen, who my datasphere has painted with a green targeting cone. Unlike my new blaster, the datasphere will sync up with the ship’s primary turret. I bring it in line with the target. Crack. Down.

The next. Crack. Down. With each shot, the handles thrum with energy.

This is how it often is, with killing. You fall back on training and instinct, and you do it automatically, without thinking. If you think about it, you’ll stop.

The fourth turns to run, but I blow apart his back before he makes any progress, and he crashes to the deck.

“Who else?” I say as I line up the crosshairs with the empty air above a crate where a Fallen took cover a couple seconds ago. He doesn’t seem interested in reemerging.

A few dozen meters beyond, several more Fallen rush out of the inner airlock, maybe twenty or so. I twitch the turret up and open up on the first couple. They go down, and the ones behind them are coming on fast enough that they trip over their downed comrades. That saves them for a couple seconds, as I’m busy with the ones even farther behind.

Crack. Crack. Crack. Target after target falls as I systematically adjust the aiming reticle, fire, adjust, fire. It doesn’t take long for them to get the message—although, considering half of them are down, maybe they are a bit slow.

Either way, they start stampeding back toward the airlock, and I help them on their way by continuing to pick them off, the thrill of combat ringing in my ears, buzzing through my veins. They leave a trail of bodies in their wake, but six of them manage to make it to safety. I readjust my aim until the crosshairs are back over the crate, where my friend is still hiding.

“I think we have the situation under the control,” I say over a two-way channel with Belflower. “How’s progress on extracting Worldworn?”

“I just got him out, sir. He’s back at the TOPO station and ready to go.”

“Good work. I’ll be down in a minute.” I shut off the com channel and open one with my Cybernetic Partner as I refocus on the crate. “Dice, root that out.”

“Happy to oblige,” Dice says, already walking away from the melted control bank, both his laser pistols snapped into place. He’s approaching from the right, so I position the reticle to the left, ready to fry the remaining Fallen if he tries to escape.

He doesn’t. Dice stands over him, and while I can’t see him, I imagine him shitting himself as he gazes up at the combat bot in terror.

The bot double taps him, and the Fallen’s stringy-haired head comes into view as his body slumps to the deck.

“Get back in the ship,” I tell him, then push myself out of the gunner seat and climb down the ladder.

Worldworn has indeed returned. He stands at his station, eyes fixed onto mine as I take the command seat. Behind me, the inner airlock hatch opens, and I hear Dice clank across the deck toward the Repair and Recharge module.

“We’ve spent enough time on this disease-ridden wreck,” I say. “Take us out, TOPO.”

“Aye,” the lieutenant says. A few seconds later, I feel the Ares lift off the deck, but I don’t bother checking through the hull sensors. I have no desire to spend any more time looking at this place.

My eyes fall on the robed old knight, who’s still sitting with his back against the hull, peering out at me from under his hood. “The more you rely on your tech to kill for you, the more dependent you’ll become,” he says.

I resist the urge to tell him to shut up. “There’s a crash seat that folds out from the bulkhead right next to you, if you’d like to strap in.

Instead, he stands up without a word and makes his way toward the staircase that leads down to the mess.

When he’s gone, Belflower looks at me wearing a quizzical expression, and so does Aphrodite. Probably, they’re wondering who the hell he is. So am I.

As we leave the landing bay, I can’t help dwelling on the knight’s words. Killing those Fallen wasn’t like killing the ones on Tunis at all. I had the datasphere’s sanction back again, and it let me take them down without any remorse. Yes, I was protecting my crew, and fighting to leave so I could hunt down the men who took Faelyn. That helped. But I didn’t need to kill the ones running away. The battle was already won. Why was I able to do that so easily?

Once we’re clear of Gargantua, Worldworn brings us around toward the slip coords. A few minutes later, Aphrodite lets me know that a brainprint just arrived.

“From who?”

“Rear Admiral Quinn, it says.”

“I’ll take it here.”

The admiral appears in the center of the four circular railings of the crew stations. His neatly trimmed gray beard frames a jaw that’s taut with anger. At least, he sure looks angry as he stands there in his crisply pressed Guardsman’s uniform—not the field version, but the dress uniform, complete with gold admiral epaulets.

I stand from the command seat and come to attention, snapping off a crisp salute. The admiral gives a begrudging salute back, but that’s where the kindly formalities end.

“Commander Pikeman,” Quinn says, his voice tight. “Can you explain to me why this brainprint finds you emerging from a station you weren’t ordered to board, let alone authorized? Or why you haven’t submitted a report since Earth?”

“Admiral, I boarded Gargantua because of the pirate attack on the Brinktown there. I wanted to determine the pirates’ next destination, since my intention is to track them down and liberate the children they’ve kidnapped.”

“I’ll ask again,” the admiral says. “Under whose orders do you think you’re operating?”

“I have Arthur Eliot’s blessing, sir. He said he intended to get in touch with his contacts in the Guard’s upper ranks.”

“I haven’t heard from Arthur Eliot, not that it matters. Eliot isn’t in the chain of command. You were supposed to wait on Tunis until you received your next orders. I’m here to tell you to turn the Ares around and return to Tunis. If you don’t comply immediately, you will be classified uncompliant, and the usual consequences will follow.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Admiral.”

Quinn’s lips press together even more tightly, which I wouldn’t have said was possible.

“Don’t do this, Pikeman. Your service record is the only reason you’re being given any chance to make this right. Don’t throw it away.”

I stare at him blankly for a few seconds, trying to come up with something to say that will get me out of the hot water I seem to find myself in. But there’s nothing, so I terminate the conversation instead, and Admiral Quinn vanishes from my bridge.

Eliot was supposed to intervene with the brass on my behalf, but clearly that hasn’t happened. Not yet, anyway. Maybe his brainprint is still en route to whoever it was he intended to contact, or maybe the news of Eliot’s intervention is still working its way through the command channels, and the brass will revoke my “Uncompliant” status soon.

Either way, I hope the brass isn’t monitoring the Ares right now. If I can make it to the slip coords without them seeing which slip I took, maybe that will keep them off my back long enough for me to see this through.

It occurs to me that without support from the brass, I won’t be able to trade in Asterisk for a new WSO, like I wanted to.

Wonderful.
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We’re in slipspace for the next nine weeks, which means a whole lot of meditating under the old knight’s instruction.

When we’re not “training,” I use my free time to actually train Maneater, using techniques recommended by my datasphere. To my shock, everything I teach her, she picks up frighteningly fast. She learns faster than any dog I’ve met or read about. We quickly move from novelties like “roll over” and “speak” to things that could actually come in handy. Like “sit,” “stay,” and “heel.” And “Attack.”

The old knight took my cabin without asking, which I probably should have seen coming. No matter what time I go in there, though—to feed Maneater, to grab something, or just because I’m bored—I can’t seem to catch him asleep.

This morning, I go in with Maneater’s usual freeze-dried chicken strips and find him sitting cross-legged on the bunk, eyes closed, deep in his own little meditation ritual I guess.

His eyes flutter open when I toss the bowl onto the deck, making no effort to be quiet about it. Maneater barks at me in greeting, though I’ve never heard her make a sound when she’s alone in the room with the old man. She seems to completely ignore him, just as he ignores her.

“Either you keep that bunk even neater than I kept mine back in Basic, or you never sleep,” I say.

The knight nods. “Are you prepared to begin the day’s training?”

“What, more meditating? It’s all we’ve been doing for the last two weeks.”

“That’s because you aren’t yet in balance with yourself.”

“When does that happen? Week seven?”

The old man closes his eyes again, his face a mask of calm. “A plant can only grow in the room it’s given. Its roots can’t exceed the boundaries of its container. But if you grant yourself the universe as a planter, then you can grow to fill it. That starts with making peace—with yourself, and with the universe.”

“Right,” I say, though I have no clue what he’s talking about. “What’s the big deal about being in balance with myself, anyway? They didn’t teach anything like that during Assessment and Selection. And they definitely didn’t teach it in Basic.”

“Very few in the galaxy are truly in balance,” he says, eyes still closed. “That’s why most people’s use of the Fount remains limited to the cheap thrills offered by the datasphere. But as I told you on Gargantua, the Fount has become an agent of balance, and when it finds an individual in balance, it does what it can to promote that individual.”

“Promote? How?” I cross my arms and lean back against the closed hatch.

“One who is in balance can use the Fount—the Fount on his skin and clothes, and floating in the air around him—to refract light, such that another’s datasphere sees him as someone he is not.”

“Like a disguise?”

“Indeed.”

“That’s kind of cool. What else?”

“Have you heard of overclocking?”

I tilt my head. “Rings a bell. Something to do with computers?”

Opening his eyes to meet mine, he nods. “That’s where the term originated, but that meaning is almost totally outdated, now. Computer components are in too short supply to risk running a computer faster than it was originally certified to run. Almost no one overclocks computers anymore.”

“What kind of overclocking are you talking about, then?”

The old man gives a heavy sigh, his eyes falling shut once more. “A master learns his craft’s established rules so well that he knows when to break them. Does that make sense to you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, one who has mastered himself—who’s achieved perfect balance with himself—knows when to throw himself out of balance for strategic ends.”

“Out of balance?”

“Through the Fount, one who is in balance can demand more of his body. He can amplify his senses, his cognition, his reflexes, his strength.” The old knight’s eyelids fly open again, and his gaze meets mine with searing intensity. “This comes at great cost. Overclocking won’t just burn through your energy stores at a faster rate, but your lifespan itself. Just as the Fount helps you to live longer under normal circumstances, when you overclock, it will use up your body faster than is natural. And there are other limitations. Overclock for long enough, and you will fall into a deep unconscious state, helpless before your enemies. It is an ability only to be used in the most dire of circumstances, and if you attempt it before you are in balance with yourself, you will likely die.”

“Why use it at all, if it’s so dangerous?”

The knight pauses. “Have you ever taken any civilian martial arts classes?”

I nod. “Sure. Didn’t go very well.”

“I have no trouble believing that. What’s the main message the instructor gives in such classes?”

“Uh,” I think, racking my brain. I was fifteen when I took the class, fresh from losing Marissa and far from stable. Mostly, I wanted an excuse to beat someone’s brains out while sparring. I think the instructor sensed that, which is why I got kicked out so early. “That the goal is to avoid ever having to use your martial arts training.”

“Yes. Think of overclocking like that.”

I don’t have much to say in response to that, so I leave the cabin, closing the hatch behind me. Without thinking about where I’m going, I end up in the command seat, staring at the forward bulkhead.

When he’d told me about the disguise trick, I’d actually started to warm up to the idea that maybe it’s worth it to spend so much time sitting in one spot thinking about my breathing. I expected the next thing he told me to interest me even more.

But as he told me about overclocking, I realized it’s exactly what I’m going to need to defeat Rodney Fairfax. The thing is, I’m already pretty much shortening my life with every slipspace journey I take. Other Guardsman enter nanodeath for the months they spend in slipspace, but I refuse to do that. I stay awake for every second of it, running down my biological clock more and more. Those journeys add up to years pretty quickly.

Now, to pull off the task I’ve set myself, I’m apparently going to have to shave off even more years.

“Activate OPO,” I find myself saying, and Chief Aphrodite’s slender form appears at her station.

“Hello,” she says, with a note of uncertainty.

“Hi,” I say. “Sorry. I don’t know why I switched you on. I just—”

“You were lonely.”

I shrug.

“Don’t you ever enter nanodeath while in slipspace?”

“No.” Just my luck: the one thing I wanted to take my mind off is the thing she wants to talk about.

“So you stay awake the entire time, all alone? With your crew switched off?”

“I just activated you, didn’t I?”

“You didn’t during the trip from the Calabar Brinktown to Tunis. Not once.”

I sigh. “Yeah. Actually, this might be the first time I’ve turned on a crewmember in slipspace.”

“Doesn’t seem healthy, Captain Pikeman. It must get to you—being the only person on a ship, alone, light years from the nearest star.”

I don’t answer, but suddenly I’m lost in memory; back on the seven-month journey to Earth, the longest I’ve ever spent in slipspace.

I’d been feeling tired and irritable for months before that, despite getting regular sleep. The nightmares were the problem: horrific if half-remembered, they robbed my slumber of any actual restfulness.

A couple weeks into the trip to Earth, things suddenly got worse. The dreams sprang into clarity—or, dream, I should say. It was all the same dream: a pirate I’d killed years before, asking me over and over: “Why’d you kill me?”

Each night, I tried to offer him hollow-sounding rationalizations. It’s my job. He would have done the same in my place. If it hadn’t been him, it would have been me.

Every time, he’d wait patiently till I was finished talking. Then, he’d take out the picture. The same picture I found on his corpse, in the breast pocket of his shirt: a photo of his wife and his two beautiful children. A boy and a girl. The girl reminded me of Harmony.

I think that’s what made me snap, in the end. Back on Gauntlet, the sims they put us through, using the military-grade datasphere they gave us…those sims would dig into our psyches, finding the best reason we had for killing the Guard’s enemies. For killing pirates, Fallen, criminals.

Those sims felt real. I mean, most do, but the military-grade datasphere is capable of making you forget about your real life, so that you accept the sim as your reality for its duration. My datasphere would always put me in situations where killing was the only way to save Harmony. Over and over, in countless scenarios—hostage situations, fighting a war that threatened to engulf the galaxy in flames, taking out suicide bombers rushing toward the Calabar Brinktown in a throng. I got used to killing. I learned the mechanics of it. When to draw, the way to angle my weapon…how to control my breathing, to stay calm, to gently squeeze the trigger. My instructors told me, with pride in their voices, that no one had ever performed as well as I did in the sims.

Killing came to mean saving my daughter. Every kill made her a little safer. I believed that, on a deep level. I still do, which is probably why I’ve made more kills than any other Guardsman in history.

But that pirate, visiting my dreams night after night…he screwed everything up. The idea that I’d taken him from his children—there was just nothing I could tell him, or myself, that would make that forgivable. And two months or so into the journey to Earth, something inside me seemed to realize that fact. That my rationalizations, my excuses, had failed. And I broke down. Mentally, I mean.

I stopped eating. Stopped showering. I wandered the Ares with no idea where I was, shouting in horror.

The ship seemed to recognize that I was suffering from conversion hysteria, and it locked me out of its vital functions and systems, including activating the crew or summoning Dice from the Repair and Recharge module. The ship tried to speak to me in soothing tones, playing the same prerecorded lines from some therapist over and over again. But I could barely remember who I was, and I yelled back at it nonsensically.

Finally, I collapsed in the middle of the bridge, curling into the fetal position and shivering violently. 

Slowly, somehow, I came back to myself, and by the time I reached Earth I was able to function again. But I felt numb. I still do. And I’m pretty sure it’s why I took Maneater on board. Yes, I was sparing her from whatever fate awaited her in Earth’s wilds. But it was also for the company. Because I didn’t want to be alone. Because I was worried that what happened to me could happen again.

“Have you had any more word from your daughter?” Aphrodite asks, and my eyes refocus on her face. I realize we’ve been sitting in silence for a long time.

“You’re my OPO,” I say, my voice somewhat hoarse. “You know I haven’t.”

“Right. I just—”

I narrow my eyes. “Why do you keep bringing her up?”

She shrugs. “I just worry about what could happen. A young girl on her own in the galaxy. Aren’t you worried?”

“I’m worried sick. There’s also nothing I can do. She wouldn’t tell me where she is, except that she plans to get to the bottom of the pirate attacks.”

Aphrodite’s eyes widen, and we’re both silent for a time. Then, she shakes her head. “I have a confession to make. Unrelated to your daughter. While you, Asterisk, and D1C were fending off the Fallen, I was using your access to download everything I could from the Gargantua Brinktown’s logs.”

“I didn’t tell you to do that.”

“No, but as your OPO, I was able to. You didn’t order me to do it, so I was taking a liberty; I know that. But I think you’re going to want to know what I found out.”

I raise my eyebrows.

“The pirates broke in through the Brinktown’s ceiling,” she says. “Probably, they wanted to bypass the reinforced hatches and the turrets defending them.”

“Is that how the Fallen got in, too?” It seems unlikely—the Fallen wouldn’t have had the gear necessary to safely lower themselves from the breach.

Aphrodite’s shaking her head, confirming my assessment. When she speaks, her voice is low. “The Fallen came through a hatch, Captain.”

“Not possible. The turret would have mowed them down before they got anywhere near it.”

“The turret was deactivated, and the hatch was open.”

“How?”

“Someone aboard the Ares sent a signal to deactivate them.”

My eyes lock onto hers as I process what she’s telling me.

“I was able to trace it back to the ship,” she goes on, “but I couldn’t determine which station it came from. The source was masked. But someone on this ship let the Fallen get in at you, Captain. Someone tried to kill you.”
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Despite Aphrodite’s best efforts, supplemented by the ocean of knowledge provided by my datasphere, neither of us can figure out which crewmember sent the signal. The culprit covered their tracks flawlessly, so they’re clearly a master hacker, which makes me think it’s Belflower. Then, it dawns on me: that might be exactly who the traitor wants me to suspect.

Finally, we accept that the best we can do is remain on high alert going forward while doing our best not to tip off the traitor that we know. It’s risky enough that the others have noticed Aphrodite leaving the crew sim alone to spend time with me in the real.

So I throw myself into my training, and the old man begrudgingly acknowledges that I’m making progress.

“You’re nowhere near where you need to be,” he says. “But you’re getting better.”

I’m able to keep my focus on my breath for long stretches of time, now—or on a mandala, or a song, or just the sounds the Ares makes. We move on from simple focus exercises to observing emotions.

“Catalog each sensation with an open mind,” the knight instructs me. “You are making room for a thought to drop in. If your mind is truly open, then that thought will contain whatever it is your instincts are trying to tell you. What the Fount is trying to tell you. The Fount, interconnected and woven through the fabric of the galaxy. This is the mind you must carry into battle.”

Three hours before we’re due to exit slipspace, I bring the crew online for a full systems check and to brief them on what I know. “Other than a few mining outposts and a long-abandoned colony built inside a hollowed-out asteroid, the planet Larunda is the only thing worth noting about Visby, our destination system. Larunda’s surface is too acidic for habitation, but its atmosphere used to be dotted with balloon cities. Most of them have sunk out of sight, below the clouds of sulphuric acid that shroud the planet. The largest structure still floating consists of several platforms that pirates have dragged together and tethered to each other, to form the biggest known pirate stronghold in this sector. It’s called Royal—consider it Space Tortuga. It’s almost certainly where they brought Faelyn.”

“What’s Tortuga?” Asterisk asks.

“Seriously?” I say. “Read a book.”

Next, the crew are treated to the sight of their captain going through extreme ecstasy followed by spasm-inducing nausea. In the middle of it all, the moment we enter realspace, we’re contacted by another Broadsword—another Troubleshooter’s ship, identical to mine. There are four of them in the space around the Ares, surrounding us.

“Fount damn it,” I croak.

“Are you all right, sir?” Belflower asks.

“I’ll be fine,” I say. The cinched barf bag is lying on the deck near the command seat, since there’s no time to stow it. Trying not to look at it, I say, “OPO, establish contact with the Broadsword I’ve painted on the tactical display. It’s the Cyclops, and her captain is Captain Jagoda.”

“Aye, sir.”

We’re close enough for real-time communication, and so brainprints aren’t needed. My datasphere projects Captain Jagoda’s face onto the main screen.

“Commander Pikeman,” he says. “We have orders to escort you to Rodney Fairfax’s destroyer, the Ekhidnades. I trust you’ll cooperate fully, without resistance.”

I squint at Jagoda. “You can’t be serious. Fairfax razed Tunis and kidnapped the children there, including Arthur Eliot’s daughter. I have datasphere footage to prove that.”

“Footage can be doctored. Anyway, these are orders, Commander, passed down the chain of command. Now, kindly come with us. No one wants to see Troubleshooters fighting each other today.”

“Then don’t do this.”

Jagoda’s upper cheeks tighten, bunching under his eyes. “I’ll take that as a no. Prepare to engage, Commander.” With that, the captain disappears from my datasphere.

“OPO, get me a down-scaled layout of the battlespace and send it over.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ten long seconds later, I have it: the four opposing Broadswords have adopted a diamond formation clearly intended to trap me in the middle.

“You can’t win,” a voice says behind me. I twist in the command seat to glare at the knight, who I didn’t hear exit the cabin.

“You can’t be here while there’s an operation in progress,” I say.

“And yet, here I am. You can’t win, because it’s one targeting computer versus four. It’s simple math. You’re still completely reliant on your technology, just as they are. You’ll do whatever it tells you to do, so how can there be room for the innovation required for victory in a situation like this?”

“Go into the cabin,” I say, my voice tight, “and stay there.”

“Very well.” The Shiva Knight leaves the bridge, the cabin hatch closing behind him.

I turn to my WSO, who looks way too excited at the prospect of battle. Not for the first time, I wonder how this kid possibly made it through the screening process to end up on a Broadsword. “Target their autoturrets with ours whenever you get a clean shot,” I tell him. “Do not try to compromise their hull, and do not fire any Javelins. Lasers only. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

We only have eight Javelin missiles aboard, but that’s not the reason I told Asterisk to stick to lasers. Troubleshooters almost never come into conflict with each other, but it has happened, and those incidents get talked about during Assessment and Selection. Even if the instructors never taught us about them, they’re available in everyone’s datasphere archive, and every cadet knows it could happen again.

When Troubleshooter fights do happen, every Broadsword captain worth his salt knows not do actual damage to his fellow Guardsman’s ship. That would be the ultimate violation of the mutual respect we have for each other.

Instead, these battles amount to a high-stakes game of chess, where each combatant tries to take out enough of his opponent’s turrets to force him to concede.

Of course, today I’m playing that game against four adversaries instead of one.

“Worldworn, accelerate straight toward the Broadsword that contacted us, engines at full. I may take direct control over navigation at any point—same goes for our laser turrets, Asterisk.”

“Aye,” both officers say.

As we close with Captain Jagoda’s ship, my TOPO’s handling seems good, so I leave him with it for now. I order him to fire the rear port thruster, to introduce a spin into our trajectory, and he complies immediately. “Okay,” I say as the Ares’ starboard side is coming in line with the nose of the opposing Broadsword. “Fire the rear starboard thruster to even us out.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Worldworn nails the maneuver, with all three starboard laser turrets lined up perfectly.

“Asterisk, use the forward and midship turrets to take out as many of the enemy starboard turrets as you can. I’m taking over the aft turret to target the port guns.”

“Aye.”

I load up a sim that gives me two handles to grasp and shoot, along with a transparent bubble granting a view of the space occupied by the enemy Broadsword. Then, I go to work. 

Yes, my datasphere suggests optimal firing solutions, like the old man said it would. But a lot of this comes down to a steady hand, and he didn’t mention the importance of speed and timing, either. In quick succession, I blow up the enemy’s forward port laser turret, then I adjust the targeting reticle smoothly to the right, drawing a bead on the midship laser turret. Three pulses: a deadly rhythm. The turret explodes, and I move on to the aft turret, making short work of it.

Before my next move, I check on the ensign’s progress: he’s just destroying the first turret. I guess computer-assisted targeting isn’t everything. Only a timely push from the Ares’s belly thrusters saves us from getting hit by the turrets Asterisk hasn’t managed to destroy yet.

“Good work, Worldworn,” I say, before switching to another sim. This one looks just like the primary turret up top, and that’s exactly what it allows me to control. “Ensign, set our port-side secondary turrets to auto-target the turrets on the Broadswords approaching us.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The other three ships are closing fast, and my plan for dealing with them depends on two things: getting in some lucky shots before they get too close, and bringing the Ares’ primary laser turret to bear. 

Technically, it’s a bit of a violation of the chess game to bring my primary into play. But if I can use it to take out enough of their turrets before they get close enough to blast mine away with their secondaries, I think they’ll honor that and let me go instead of pressing the attack with what weapons they have left.

At least, I hope they will. Otherwise, things could get ugly.

My datasphere lights up with thirteen cones of varying colors all based on the quality of the firing solutions they represent—red for poor, green for optimal, and yellow and orange for in between. None of them are green. I line up the aiming reticle with the only yellow cone and fire.

The computer would have calculated the firing solution to account for the opposing Broadsword’s speed and trajectory, and now those calculations prove out. The targeted laser turret explodes in a brief lick of flame, though I’m already firing along a different, orange cone. Then I line up the next.

I notice my breathing is steady and smooth, and my battle calm is absolute. I’m usually able to keep my cool, but this is something different. I’m in the zone, more fully than I have been in years—maybe since Assessment and Selection, when everything depended on showing the instructors what I was worth.

Looks like those weeks of meditation actually paid off. I’m on fire, here.

Some of the cones disappear as new ones are materializing, caused by the opposing Broadswords maneuvering, bringing other laser turrets to bear. I pick off my seventh turret, then my eighth, and my ninth.

Luck or skill, call it what you want: this is an incredible result. But it’s not enough. I neutralize two more turrets as the enemy ships draw into optimal firing range, but then the state of play morphs radically, and they begin raining neon-blue laserfire down on my port hull. The aft turret explodes, and the forward turret follows a couple seconds later.

“Okay,” I broadcast to the other ships. “I’m done. I surrender.”

Jagoda’s voice comes back without delay, his face once again popping onto the forward bulkhead, projected by my datasphere. “It’s pretty disappointing you used your primary on us, Pikeman.”

I don’t give him the benefit of an answer. He would have done the same in my position, and he knows it.

The four Broadswords move into close formation around mine, and together we sail away from the slipspace exit coords, toward where the Ekhidnades awaits.
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“Well, we had a good run,” Asterisk says, leaning over his railing toward Belflower, his face screwed up in thought. “Do you think they’ll penalize us for cooperating with a Guardsman who was designated ‘Uncompliant?’”

“Shut up,” Belflower says. I do believe I’m warming up to her.

“What do you suppose Fairfax wants with you, Captain?” Worldworn says, standing whip-straight in the center of his station, hands clasped behind his back. “If we can figure out his angle, then perhaps we can use it to our advantage.”

I shake my head absently. Back on Tunis, in the theater, Fairfax told me to stay out of his way. He also said that I get “one chance.” But why give me a chance at all? If he thought I might prove problematic for him, why not kill me then and there?

“Surely we can convince one of your fellow Guardsmen to help us,” Aphrodite says. “I mean, Fairfax is working with pirates. They’re kidnapping children. This isn’t what the Galactic Guard’s supposed to stand for.”

“It isn’t.” My voice comes out somewhat hoarse, so I clear my throat. “But if the other three Troubleshooters are anything like Captain Jagoda, they stand for disobeying orders even less.”

Returning to my thoughts, I consider how quickly the brass had to move to get four Broadswords in position to intercept me as I emerged from slipspace. For that to happen, Fairfax must have somehow anticipated that I’d follow him.

But not only that: he must have tremendous clout with the Guard brass, both in the Subverse and in the real. For me, it stretches believability that Guardsmen would jump so quickly to obey a Fairfax who Arthur Eliot describes as a “black sheep.”

The only other possibility is that there’s corruption in the upper ranks. It isn’t a possibility that’s ever occurred to me before. The Galactic Guard has always been the one good thing about life in this sector. The one shining beacon in a sea of shit. But what other explanation is there?

For a moment, I wonder why he bothered sending Broadswords at all, instead of just parking his destroyer in front of the slipspace exit point. Then again, there’s a good chance the Ares would have slipped past the destroyer and outrun her.

Asterisk pipes up. “If we blast the Broadswords at such close range, maybe they wouldn’t have time to—”

“Shut up,” I say, and he stiffens, eyes wide. “All of you. Shut up.”

Even supposing Fairfax called in the Broadswords the moment he exited slipspace, would the brass really have had enough time to get them together before I arrived? It seems like a borderline miracle. Something’s not adding up, but I can’t put my finger on it.

We arrive at the Ekhidnades. A glance through a hull sensor shows the destroyer looming large. As ordered, Worldworn is maintaining the same course as the other four Broadswords, and we’re all headed toward a rectangle of lights near the great warship’s underside.

Those lights have a clear purpose, unlike the beams that shine into space from dozens of other spots along the destroyer’s hull. For a ship too big to land on a planet’s surface, the only purpose of outside lighting would be to provide illumination for workers sent on a spacewalk to make emergency repairs. But running my eyes along the Ekhidnades’ hull, I can see she’s in immaculate shape. Every inch of the imposing warship gleams like new. So the lights are merely for show.

Warships of this size are rare enough these days, and those in operation are all refurbished ships, constructed before the Fall. The idea that the Ekhidnades was constructed in recent years doesn’t compute.

Except, as we draw closer, that’s exactly what my eyes are telling me. Yes, the Fairfaxes are powerful, but I didn’t think anyone in the real had the resources to build something like this anymore. Except, here it is.

Within the space of twenty minutes, Rodney Fairfax has succeeded in baffling me twice. And we haven’t even come face to face yet.

We enter the landing bay, and things get even more bewildering. Peering through the Ares’ hull sensors, switching from view to view, I see a landing bay that looks like something out of the Subverse.

Brilliant, neon-blue strips glow from where the bulkhead meets the overhead and the deck. Twin rows of soldiers, all armed with the same model of laser rifle, stand facing each other, no doubt waiting to escort me to Fairfax. I’m pretty sure they’re humans, not bots, but it’s difficult to tell—they’re wearing full-body suits with helmets that shine with two ice-blue lights, in a vague imitation of Fairfax’s eyes. Otherwise, their uniform is like an altered version of a Guardsman’s uniform, with gold-colored seams in place of our all-black.

Eight soldiers in all. More than enough to keep me in check. But how many more does Fairfax have? Because judging by the uniforms, and the obvious professionalism of these fighters, it looks to me like he’s started up his own private military.

Then my eyes fall on the four ships parked neatly against the bulkheads, each in its own enclosure: Broadswords. Just sitting there, unused.

At that, I decide to stop trying to make sense of any of this. Instead, as Worldworn settles the Ares onto the deck, I cobble together a plan.

“Belflower.”

She turns toward me from whatever she was doing at her station—probably ogling our surroundings, just like I was. “C-captain?”

“Can you make four copies of yourself, and of Asterisk, Worldworn, and Aphrodite, and standby to hack them into those ships on my signal?”

Belflower blinks. “That’s kind of a tall order, sir. I’d have to probe their defenses first. It would certainly take time.”

I suppress a sigh. “Right. Well, I guess we’ll have to stall for that, then.”

It looks like I’ll be going to meet Fairfax after all. I doubt those soldiers are going to wait around long enough to give Belflower the time she needs.

But maybe if I play my cards right, I’ll be allowed to bring some friends to the meeting.

I stand from the command seat and cross the bridge, willing the cabin hatch open as I do, with the intention of bringing the old man in on my plan.

Except, when I enter the cabin, the Shiva Knight is nowhere to be seen.

Maneater stares at me, and barks.
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I check the ship logs to make sure the airlock hasn’t opened recently, though I’m sure the hatch to my cabin has been closed since the old man went in there, let alone the airlock.

The logs confirm what I already know: he didn’t leave the ship. And yet, he isn’t here. I check the mess—under the table, even inside the latched cupboards. I return to the bridge and walk all around the stations, although there isn’t really anywhere here for him to hide. The four crewmembers look at me askance as I peer all around the bridge.

“He’s gone,” I mutter.

“Uh, they’re insisting you come out, Captain,” Aphrodite says. “Pretty forcefully.”

“Right,” I say. “All right.”

Two minutes later, I exit the Ares’ airlock with Dice, and Maneater on her leash.

Two of the eight soldiers march over to meet me. They exchange glances. “You can’t bring a dog onto the Ekhidnades,” one of them says, and his tone seems to imply that having a dog on a spaceship at all might not be a great idea. I’m inclined to agree.

“I can’t leave him on my ship,” I say. “He’ll have the thing chewed apart by the time I come back.”

“Who says you’re coming back?” the soldier says.

“Uh, the fact Fairfax didn’t have my ship blasted apart on sight? Come on. He obviously wants to meet with me, which means he sees value in keeping me alive.”

“You can’t bring the dog. Or the bot.”

“I need to take the dog, and the bot has to come too, to handle the dog in case I’m busy.”

“Just tie him on somewhere on your ship.”

“There’s nowhere I can do that without giving him access to something he can destroy.” I don’t mind lying to the soldier, since I already consider him my enemy. “I can guarantee you that arguing with me about this is way above your pay grade. Why don’t you get in touch with your boss and ask him?”

The black-clad soldier stares at me for a few seconds longer. Then his shoulders slump almost imperceptibly, and he cocks his head to the left—a common tick for when people are talking to someone who isn’t present.

“All right,” he says a minute or so later, sounding resigned. “Lord Fairfax says you can take the dog. And the bot. But we’re disarming the bot and we’re searching you.”

Though Dice’s laser pistols are attached, it is possible to unscrew and remove them. Every Lambton combat bot is capable of being disarmed; a function of how no one trusts bots.	

My pat-down goes off without a hitch, but when the soldier walks up to Dice, the bot shoves him back. “Step off, fleshbag.”

Quick as a flash, the soldier has his laser rifle up, the muzzle tapping against Dice’s forehead. “Remove your weaponry,” the soldier screams, his voice sounding tinny coming through the suit’s mic.

“Decant yourself,” Dice says, which seems to give the soldier pause as he tries to parse the remark.

I exploit his momentary confusion as best I can: “Look, I know he’s insufferable, but are you really afraid of one armed bot against eight armored soldiers? What are you trying to accomplish, exactly? He’s not going to give you his pistols, so you could kill him, but that’s not going to put me in a very good mood for whatever Fairfax wants to discuss at this meeting.”

The soldier doesn’t answer, and while I can’t see his face, his posture alone tells me how pissed off he is. Finally, he gives Dice’s face one last smack with the rifle muzzle, then he grabs the bot’s upper arm and starts dragging him toward the formation of uniformed fighters. The soldier near me grabs my arm, but I go along peacefully, so no dragging is required.

All eight soldiers fall in around me, Dice, and Maneater, and together we march off the landing bay deck. They let me hold on to the leash, which is nice.

I notice one of the soldiers eyeing Maneater. “Female or male?”

“Female,” I say.

“What’s her name?”

“Maneater.”

When he speaks again, he sounds amused. “Is that because she’s a heartbreaker?”

“No, it’s because she literally ate a man.”

He doesn’t seem to know how to respond to that, and the conversation ends.

The rest of the ship is like the landing bay, except flashier. I can tell they’re trying to be understated with the cyberpunk aesthetic, but being loud and gaudy sort of comes with the territory. They mostly stick to teal and yellow for the neon lights that accent everything from hatches to control panels to the corridors themselves, but they can’t help indulging in some fuchsia and crimson as we get closer to wherever we’re going.

At last, we get there: a broad, low room that I take to be Fairfax’s custom-made war room, based on the holo-console that serves as the centerpiece. The console seems unnecessary, since I’d put the chances of someone without a datasphere getting invited onto this ship at zero, but no doubt it’s meant to anchor the room or something.

“Welcome to the Ekhidnades,” Fairfax says from the other side of the console, spreading his gloved hands. The gesture serves to spread his midnight cape, too, as well as put his muscled forearms on display. It also reveals a scabbarded sword, hanging opposite his blaster. If he was wearing that in the theater back on Tunis, I didn’t notice it.

He also seems to have cranked up the brightness of his eyes since Tunis. They match the twin neon strips that run around this chamber’s bulkheads, near the overhead. I guess if I was a half-man, half-bot freak I’d want to show it off too.

“Couldn’t you pick a ship name with fewer syllables?” I say.

The hands hover in the air for a second longer before Fairfax lowers them to his sides. “A lesser name wouldn’t suit her.”

“No kidding. So. Those Guardsmen seemed pretty eager to do whatever you tell them to. How much did it cost you to buy off four Guardsmen? Or, wait, don’t tell me you bought off one of the brass? Must have had to empty the piggy bank for that.”

Fairfax chuckles, and so does a boy who stands to his right, who wears a cape similar to his lord’s. He doesn’t have any bot parts, though. I’d put him at a year or two younger than Harmony, and he looks at me with smiling eyes, which is a bit weird. Something about him looks familiar, but I can’t place it.

“I was warned you have a sharp tongue,” Fairfax says.

“Better than having no tongue at all. Unless you do actually have one in there? It would have to be pretty dried-out by now.”

“Are you under the impression that insults will get you anywhere with me?”

I shrug. “I’m not really sure where I’m supposed to want to get.”

“I understand that you aren’t exactly enamored of me,” Fairfax says, nodding. “Especially after I knocked you to the ground, like a helpless child.”

“It wasn’t what I’d call a diplomatic masterstroke, no. I take it you want something from me, this time?”

Fairfax laughs again, louder this time, his voice’s metallic quality lending it menace. “I’m sure you’ve already planned out your escape attempt from this ship, and for the purposes of this conversation I think it’s best if you abandon it before we proceed. Whatever you’ve come up with, it won’t work.”

“What if it did, though?” I say. “Wouldn’t that be embarrassing?”

“I’d like to offer you a job, Joe. At the moment, you’re quite popular in the Subverse, mostly due to this mysterious persona you’ve managed to concoct.”

I laugh, mostly at the idea that anything I do is intended to have an effect on the Subverse. I couldn’t care less about what uploads think of me.

“You could be rather useful to me,” Fairfax continues. “I’m in want of a decent propaganda minister. It would be helpful to my objectives to start messaging the narrative better than I currently am. You wouldn’t even have to come up with any actual propaganda. I can supply that. I’d just need you to parrot it—to give me access to your platform, once you bother availing of it.”

“I dunno. I want my first versecast to be special. You know?”

“Very amusing, Joe. Surely you’re not about to pretend to have values that are any better than mine? You, the Butcher?”

“At least I don’t steal children away from their families.”

Fairfax shakes his head. “What I’m trying to say, Joe, is that I don’t think you should delude yourself into thinking you’re fighting for a good cause. Even if you were, you’re hilariously outnumbered. You can die an unremarkable death, or you can take a place in the new order I’m about to create. That’s a privilege that won’t be granted to very many. Most will be reduced to insects, but that doesn’t need to be you.”

“What makes you think I want to help you turn people into bugs, or whatever you just said?”

“Ah. Here we are. You are pretending to occupy some kind of moral high ground, aren’t you? Tell me, would a man of true moral fiber sit by and do nothing while his daughter falls in with pirates?”

I open my mouth to answer, but whatever remark I was about to deliver evaporates on my tongue. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, I think I’ve been nothing but very clear with you, Joe. While you were in slipspace, Harmony Pikeman took up residence in Lord Bleak’s manse on Royal.”

I stare at him, at a complete loss for words.

“Anyway,” Fairfax says. “If we’re going to start moralizing, I have better things to do. I’ll give you time to consider my offer in my lavishly appointed brig, and after a day or so we’ll have another little meeting. If you agree to my terms, then I’m confident a reunion between you and your daughter can be arranged. If not, I’ll kill you.”

Fairfax flicks his hand, and the soldier nearest me seizes my upper arm, manhandling me out of the room, with Maneater getting jerked along after us. She takes it like a champ, without a whimper. Good girl.

As we’re being escorted out of Fairfax’s war room, the bot-man leans down to say something to the boy. Then we’re out in the corridor. We take a left, and twenty meters or so later we take a right. One of the soldiers removes his helmet to scratch an itch, without bothering even to ask his squad leader’s permission. Seems like an obscene breach of protocol to me, but no one says anything, and I guess it’s none of my business.

That said, it does offer an excellent opportunity to give the signal. I drop Maneater’s leash and yell, “Attack!”

As she leaps for the throat of the soldier who took off his helmet, Dice’s pistols snap forward into his palms. Except, one of them isn’t a pistol—it’s my blaster, and instead of coming to rest in his grip, it flips through the air toward me. I snatch the weapon from the apex of its parabola, swinging it around to shoot the soldier nearest me through the gap between his helmet and shoulder.

He crumples to the deck, and I bring my left hand up to cradle the blaster, steadying it. Sweeping the blaster toward my next target, I squeeze the trigger three times as I move to the left to get out from the middle of the formation. My shots miss, and the soldier raises his laser rifle toward me.

Having slammed one soldier against the wall, Dice is wrenching the helmet off another. He snaps the man’s neck as I sidestep around a soldier who’s aiming at the bot.

The muzzle of my blaster fits underneath his helmet, and I fire. His body slumps, but I grab the back of his uniform, propping him up to use as a meat shield. The corpse absorbs three laser rifle shots, and I return fire, missing.

Snout dripping scarlet, Maneater slams into my attacker’s back, knocking him forward. One of the remaining soldiers draws a bead on the dog, and I fire at the weak spot at his neck. With one hand holding up the body, my aim has gone to shit, but Dice adds laserfire to mine, and between us we drop our target.

The two soldiers still standing drop their rifles and raise their hands toward the overhead. The one Dice slammed against the wall pushes himself up and lunges at the bot, who turns to meet him with a knee to the chest. That stops him dead, and Dice stows his pistol, seizes the man’s helmet, then wrenches it off. The pistol snaps back into place, and he puts a bolt through the soldier’s skull.

Dropping the body I’m holding up, I notice one of the surrendered soldiers eyeing his fallen weapon, and I shake the blaster. “Hey! Take two steps back!”

They comply.

Somehow, Maneater has managed to separate the helmet from her victim’s suit and is savaging the back of his neck. That dog is getting some serious work done. Her victim’s still trying to get his rifle in position to shoot her, but the weapon’s cumbersome enough that the effort seems pretty futile. Even so, I kick the rifle away from his hand. It hits the bulkhead, firing harmlessly down the corridor.

“Take off your helmets,” I tell the two with their hands in the air. They hesitate, then grip their helmets on both sides and pull them off.

I walk forward, steadying my right hand with my left. The rush of battle’s subsiding, but I know I can’t leave these two alive. It’s doubtful my datasphere would prescribe these kills. Actually, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t tell me to kill anyone in Fairfax’s employ. But if I don’t, my chances of actually escaping from this warship will get a lot closer to zero, and there’s no time to tie them up.

I’m a few feet away now, where it’s pretty much impossible to miss, my blaster lined up between the first soldier’s eyes. It’s not hard to tell he sees what I intend to do. His eyes are filled with fear.

The days of taking prisoners and treating them decent are long past. It’s Guard doctrine to just exterminate anyone who poses a threat. Once, when nations went to war with each other, it made sense to spend the resources necessary to keep prisoners of war. If you didn’t, no one would ever surrender to you, knowing you’d just kill them if they tried to. But no one can afford to take prisoners anymore. So we just kill our foes, and the Guard’s always been powerful enough that it hasn’t mattered.

Just like I should have killed Maneater back on Earth, instead of taking the risk of bringing her onto the Ares.

“Fount damn it,” I mutter, letting my weapon drop and putting a bolt in each of the soldier’s legs. He crumples, and as the other soldier turns to run, I give him the same treatment.

I shouldn’t have hesitated. If I’d killed them right away, there’d be a chance they wouldn’t have gotten word to Fairfax. Now, they’ll be sure to use their dataspheres to warn him we’ve escaped.

“We have to go,” I tell Dice.
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Maneater is still tearing hunks of flesh from the soldier’s neck and shoulders.

“Down, girl,” I say, and she growls. “Maneater, heel!” With a resentful whine, she pulls away from her meal, trotting over to position herself against my leg, blood-drenched tongue dangling from her mouth. “Come,” I say, jogging down the hall, and she trails a meter behind. Dice follows, too.

My datasphere paints a path through the destroyer’s corridors, to help us retrace our steps.

“I’m surprised by the canine fleshbag’s efficacy,” Dice says as we run through the Ekhidnades. “She was likely genetically engineered.”

I glance back at Maneater, who’s keeping pace behind us. That hadn’t occurred to me, but it explains a lot.

An alarm begins to blare through the corridors. “Let’s go!” I yell, laying on more speed.

As we’re reaching the landing bay, neon-blue laser shots crackle through the air, scoring the closed hatch ahead. “Get it open,” I subvocalize to Dice. “I’ll cover you.”

I turn, firing wildly at anything that moves. None of my shots hit, but they do force the two soldiers shooting at us to pull behind cover, using an intersection of corridors to hide from the rain of white blaster bolts. Maneater stands in the middle of the corridor, hackles up, barking at our aggressors.

“Got it,” Dice says, and we both walk backward through the hatch, firing down the corridor to keep the soldiers pinned. Once we’re through, Dice slaps the control panel, and the hatch slides closed. With that, we turn to sprint across the landing bay, feet pounding across the deck. Maneater’s nails clack against the metal as she runs.

More laserfire. I glance back to see soldiers already pouring in. I run faster, but the area’s too open. There’s no cover to be had. We’re not going to make it.

I hear the loud crack of a primary laser turret firing, then another. The advancing soldiers are getting flanked by the four Broadswords parked on both sides of the landing bay. I turn to add some blaster fire to the fray, but decide against it. It’s not necessary. The soldiers are all turning to confront the weaponry firing on them, which is tearing them to shreds. The ones closest to the hatch are pushing back against their fellows coming in.

“Good work,” I say to Belflower as I exit the airlock onto the bridge. “Get in your closet,” I tell Dice, then I vault into the command seat. Behind me, the bot clanks across the deck toward the opening Repair and Recharge module.

“We have full control over the other ships?”

Belflower nods.

“Then get us out of here, and have them exit with us in protective formation around the Ares. This isn’t over yet—we have the destroyer’s hull-mounted weaponry to deal with, not to mention those four Broadswords, if they stuck around.”

Glancing through a hull sensor, I see that the exit is sealed. I’m about to order Asterisk to fire a Javelin at it when it slides open of its own accord. “Did you hack that, too?” I ask the Engineer, impressed.

She shakes her head. “It just opened at my request.”

That makes me laugh. “I think Fairfax still has a thing or two to learn about being a warship captain.”

The airlock’s big enough to accommodate all five Broadswords at once. As soon as it finishes cycling and the outer hatch opens, we rocket out together, the other ships spreading out a bit but maintaining tight formation.

Right away, laser cannon fire flashes from the Ekhidnades’ hull. One of the beams kisses our stern, but Worldworn drops us out of the line of fire with a deft hand, and we suffer only some superficial melting.

The Broadsword on our starboard side isn’t so lucky—a laser cannon scores a direct hit, and after a few seconds of energy getting dumped into its hull, it bursts apart, flinging shrapnel, which Worldworn dodges.

“The other four Guardsman are still here,” Aphrodite says. “Looks like they were patrolling around the destroyer’s hull, but now they’re breaking away to pursue us.”

I nod. “Have the other three Broadswords stay behind to engage them. Worldworn, get us out of here, full speed.”

“Aye.”

Through an aft sensor, I watch two of the three friendly Broadswords get blown apart in quick succession. All the while, we’re putting more and more distance between the Ares and the Ekhidnades.

“Should we head for slipspace coords?” Worldworn asks.

“No. Set a course for Royal. If four Broadswords try to follow us there, they’re gonna have other problems.”

“Doesn’t that mean we’ll have problems?” Aphrodite says.

“Yeah, but I have a card to play.”

We fly in silence for several minutes. I’m watching through the aft sensor, waiting for the final explosion. It finally comes, bigger than I expected it to be. By now, the Ares is well away from her would-be pursuers. That last ship lasted an impressively long time.

“You only copied you four over, right?” I ask Belflower.

She shakes her head. “I took the liberty of copying you over too, Captain. I used your latest outgoing brainprint to do it, which was stored in the ship’s computer. You captained all four of those ships.” Belflower pauses. “Does it bother you that none of your copies survived?”

I consider the question for a moment, then say, “Not at all, to be honest.”

“Seriously?” Aphrodite says. “It freaks me out.”

“Well, I’d rather not run into myself down the road.”

“Why not?”

“Somehow, I doubt I’m very much fun to be around.”
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I’ve left the crew switched on for the voyage across the Visby System toward Royal. I don’t really have any need for them—since we escaped the Ekhidnades, Belflower completed a comprehensive systems check, Asterisk set the laser turrets to recharging, and Aphrodite recalibrated every sensor. Yet here we all are.

Heading to Royal seems like the logical next step—pirate haven that it is, I’d give even odds on Faelyn Eliot being there right now. And if Fairfax is to be believed, so is my daughter.

I doubt the other Guardsmen will dare approach Royal, but will Fairfax? Is it possible he’s won over enough pirates that he’d be safe to do so? Even if he is working with Bleak, it doesn’t mean he’s in with all the pirates in the sector.

According to him, he’s a pretty busy guy, what with establishing a new galactic order and all. Maybe he doesn’t even have time to chase me across the system to Royal.

If Faelyn is in Royal, and I can manage to extract her as well as my daughter, then there’s a chance this will all be over by tomorrow. But if it goes on any longer than that, I have big problems. Along with the pirates, I apparently have Fairfax’s fledgling military to contend with, not to mention the entire Galactic Guard—at least, until Eliot finally gets around to intervening with them on my behalf. I’m hoping he’s already done that, and it’s just taking a while to work its way through communication channels.

In the middle of it all, the knight choosing now to abandon my training hasn’t made things any brighter. I still have no idea how he left the ship, and if it wasn’t for the crew, who all remember the strange man in green robes who lived on the Ares for a while, I would have assumed I’m having another breakdown.

Was he some sort of space ghost, capable of teaching people to meditate and whacking them across the head with a staff? That’s honestly the best theory I have at the moment.

“I think we need to start versecasting,” I say.

Belflower looks at me as though I’ve started shooting lasers from my nostrils. “What did you say?”

“Versecasting. I assume I can put you in charge of that?”

“Yes,” she says. “Of course! We just need to start uploading your datasphere footage.” She grins. “I think some kind of statement from you, to kick things off, would be good. Something about this mission you’ve given yourself, what the pirates have been up to, and so on. But…what changed your mind about versecasting?”

“Fairfax, uh…he wanted me to be his propaganda minister. His words. Really, he just wanted to use my name to spin things to the Subverse public. I wasn’t interested, in case you can’t tell, but it did get me thinking. If we can bring the public in on what’s been happening, it might give us some cover. Maybe even some allies, provided there’s anyone decent left in the galaxy. At the very least, we can start bringing in some tokens through donations and sponsorship deals. Basically, we don’t have a lot going for us right now, so it’s stupid to let the one advantage we have go to waste.”

Belflower’s nodding, sending the daisy in her hair bobbing vigorously. “Yes. Very good, Captain! I’m glad you’re finally seeing the potential, here.”

“Let’s just get it over with.”

It takes me seven tries to put together a message that makes me sound like I give a shit about anything, let alone what’s been going on with the pirates attacking Brinktowns and kidnapping children. I’m just not good at showing emotion. It’s kind of fun, though, watching Belflower’s enthusiasm ratchet steadily downward. Even so, she stays pretty patient throughout, giving me direction and tips in between takes.

Give me some criminals threatening Subverse infrastructure or pillaging Brinktowns any day. I’ll handle it. But trying to make myself sound earnest for this versecast makes me feel as phony as the laser pistol replica Harmony left me with.

I’m beginning to remind myself of Soren, my old bunkmate during training back on Gauntlet. He’s been versecasting since before he was a Troubleshooter—before he even enrolled in Basic, actually, as a kid living in a Brinktown with a single-digit following. Now, he’s the most famous Guardsman in this sector, always injecting his missions with drama that generally isn’t there. I love the guy, but this just isn’t me.

“Well, I think that’s the best we’re likely to get,” Belflower says at last, in what almost sounds like a grumble. “Should I just…?”

“Yeah, broadcast it. Screw it.” This was probably a stupid idea, anyway.

As Belflower preps the versecast for Aphrodite to send to the next spacescraper we detect, Aphrodite herself turns to me. “Sir, can I have a word alone?”

The other three crewmembers turn toward her. Asterisk and Worldworn wear blank expressions, and Belflower is frowning. “Uh,” I say, “we’re kind of in the middle of something. What is it?”

“I’ve been going through ship logs we received from the Broadswords we hijacked in our escape attempt. The logs transmitted to us before they were destroyed. I found something you might want—well, I guess it doesn’t really matter whether I show you this in private or not. It doesn’t change anything.” With that, she plays some datasphere footage for all of us. “This is from the last Broadsword that went down,” she adds.

The footage was taken from my perspective—or at least, the perspective of my digital double, who was sitting in the command seat, just as I am now. The bridge is identical to the one on the Ares, and a grim silence hangs over it as each crewmember concentrates on doing their part to navigate the pitched battle they know they can’t win. I haven’t given it much thought till now, but it’s actually kind of crazy that conscious beings went knowingly to their deaths, all to give the Ares the chance to escape.

“Captain, I need to apologize,” Worldworn—or rather, Worldworn’s copy—says abruptly.

“For what?” my double says in a tone of disbelief. Probably, he can’t believe his TOPO would choose a time like this to chat.

“Back on Gargantua…I’m the one who let the Fallen into the Brinktown. Bleak paid me a lot of money to do it, but the remorse has been tearing at me ever since. I just…I need to get it off my chest, to tell you I’m sorry. Even if I’m just a copy talking to another copy who’s about to die.”

“We might not die,” the Joe Pikeman duplicate says. “There’s a chance we could come out of this, and if do we do, we can talk about what you just told me. For now, I need you to—”

“No, Captain,” Worldworn says softly. “We are going to die.” With that, he steers the ship toward one of the opposing Broadswords, accelerating. The footage ends abruptly.

So that’s why the explosion was bigger than I expected. That Broadsword kamikazed itself into one of those with a real live Guardsman aboard it.

“Your copy must have managed to transmit that footage in the seconds before the crash,” Aphrodite says.

My gaze settles on Worldworn, whose face is a cocktail of emotion.
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“I’ve been framed,” Worldworn says, stammering slightly.

“Really,” I say flatly. “You’re going to try to claim that, after what we just watched?”

“I know how damning this looks. But Captain, I assure you I didn’t let the Fallen into that Brinktown, or betray you in any other way.”

“I did warn you, Captain Pikeman,” Belflower says. “The man can’t be trusted.”

Worldworn rounds on her. “Did you do this, you self-righteous bitch?”

Belflower’s lips twist in disgust. “How distasteful.”

“Leave off, Worldworn,” I say. “You aren’t doing yourself any favors.”

“Captain, that footage was faked.”

“Do I really look that stupid? You’re telling me someone had footage prepared for that exact situation? Or are you saying there was enough time since that ship exploded to cook it up?”

“I’m saying I didn’t do what I’m being accused of.” Worldworn points a finger at me. “I helped you find out where they took Faelyn. Why would I do that, if I’m working with the pirates?”

“To cover your tracks,” Belflower says. “Or maybe because you felt guilty right away, and saw that as your way to atone.”

“Shut up!” Worldworn says.

I’m shaking my head. “I’ll admit, I’m disappointed to learn you’re this deceitful, Worldworn. But it doesn’t matter. I can’t have a traitor on my ship. I could consign you to the sim, but the risk of you figuring out a way to hack out of there is too great. I’ll have to delete you.”

“Captain,” Worldworn says, and I can tell he’s grasping at straws, now. “How will you run this ship without a TOPO?”

“I’ll figure out a way. It’s less risky than letting a backstabber stay on board.” Even though he’s the treacherous asshole, I’m actually starting to feel bad for the guy. What’s wrong with me? “Listen, this isn’t the end for you. You said yourself you have other copies. The best I can do is keep your memories in storage. If I have the chance, I’ll give them to another version of you.”

“It is a sort of death,” he says, but he’s not pleading anymore. He’s beginning to sound resigned. “I think you know that.”

He’s right—I do. As much as I hate uploads, I can’t quite deny that they’re real human consciousnesses. “You haven’t left me with much of a choice,” I say, quietly. I turn toward Belflower. “Delete him.”

“With pleasure,” she says, and gets to work.

Worldworn stands there, staring at me from the center of his console, arms stiff at his sides. Something about his gaze makes me feel uncomfortable, but it’s not like this sort of thing is easy to do.

Abruptly, he vanishes, without ceremony. “It’s done,” Belflower says.

I nod, though my shoulders suddenly feel heavier. “All right,” I say with a sigh. “I need to think.” Bringing a hand to my forehead, I massage my temples with thumb and middle finger. “Have any of you ever served as a TOPO?” I lower my hand to find my three remaining crew members looking at me with blank faces.

“What about in your video game?” I say. “Do you have any navigation training at all?”

“Nope,” Asterisk says. The other two shake their heads.

“So, I’m the only one with anything close to the skills necessary to fly this thing. But I can’t fly her and captain her at the same time.”

“Maybe you can,” Belflower says.

“What? How?”

“If you let me copy you again…”

“No,” I say, horrified. “Definitely not. That’s not an option.”

Except, there are no other options. And so, twenty minutes later, Belflower looks up from her station, where she’s been putting the finishing touches on our new TOPO. “Okay,” she says. “Ready?”

I shake my head. “Just do it.”

She taps something on her console, and I appear in the center of the circular railing—the same place Worldworn stood less than an hour ago.

“Whoa, what the hell is this?” I say. My double says, that is.

“It’s temporary,” I assure me. “The moment we can find a real TOPO, you’ll be relieved from duty, trust me. Look, to avoid confusion, you’re Moe now, okay? I’m the only Joe.”

“No,” Moe says. “No, no, no. I captain this ship. I don’t take orders.” He looks up from his digital body and glares at me. “What did you do, anyway? How did we come to this?” He casts his gaze around at the other three crewmembers. “I don’t recognize any of these people.”

“There have been some developments, Moe,” I say, trying to remember when the last time I sent a brainprint was. “Belflower, when was the brainprint sent that you copied Moe from?”

“I’m Joe,” Moe says.

“No, you’re not. Belflower?”

“A little over two years ago, sir. It was a brainprint to your daughter.”

Fount. Has it really been that long since I contacted Harmony while on duty? “Listen, Moe, we don’t exactly have time to bring you up to speed. We’re about to infiltrate Royal, and that’s going to require some fancy flying. I was planning on having a TOPO who knows what he’s doing, but things didn’t turn out that way, so I’m going to need you to study up until we get there. Maybe run some sims.”

“I hate sims.”

“Think I don’t know that?”

“We’re really going to Royal?” Moe says. “After what we did last time? They’ll kill us.”

“Don’t worry about that.” As stealthily as I can, I check the others’ expressions to see how they’re reacting to Moe’s remark. “I have a plan.”

“Listen, asshole, there’s no way you can expect me to follow your orders. Don’t try to pretend you don’t know what you’ve done. I hate sims, and you made me—made yourself—into a filthy upload. Do you realize how gross this feels?”

The crewmembers are definitely reacting to that. Asterisk’s eyes are narrowed, and Aphrodite is frowning. Belflower looks shocked. I guess till now I’ve managed to hide the full extent of how much I hate the Subverse and everyone in it.

“Yes, Moe,” I say. “I know exactly what I’ve done, and you should know that I wouldn’t do it without a damned good reason. Harmony is on Royal. I’m going to get her out.”

His face falls. “Harmony?” he says, the anger gone. “How did she manage to leave Calabar?”

“Again,” I say. “There’s no time. I need you to spend the next” —I consult my datasphere for the remaining transit time— “seventy-nine minutes learning the rest of what you need to know in order to not crash my ship into the side of Royal. Are we clear, or do I need to go over everything again?”

He gives me the finger, then disappears, presumably to start running sims. Hopefully, anyway.

My crew are all avoiding eye contact, now. Maybe they’re upset to learn their captain is just as biased against them as uploads are against biological humans. Ah, well. You can’t please everyone.

My plan is to sink below Larunda’s ever-present blanket of sulphuric-acid clouds until we’re out of sight. The Ares’ hull can handle the acid, and the clouds will keep us from being detected by visual sensors or lidar. They should throw off radar, too.

Over an hour later, Aphrodite finally breaks the awkward silence, her voice flat. “We’re nearing the end of the course set by Worldworn. We’ll be entering cloud cover inside of ten minutes.”

“Very good,” I say, suppressing a sigh. “Belflower, get Moe back here.”

“Aye,” Belflower says tersely.

Moe reappears wearing a scowl. I can tell there’s a layer of determination underlying his resentment, though. Rescuing Harmony is probably the only thing that would have convinced him to cooperate, so in one sense, I’m lucky. You have to squint pretty hard at the situation to draw that conclusion, though. 

“How do you feel?” I ask him.

“I’ll do my best.”

Not the most encouraging response, but I don’t suppose I can ask for anything more. “We’re about to reach the end of the course set by the former TOPO, and that’s when I’ll need you to take over. Just before we reach Royal, I want you to break through the clouds and fly toward a specific landing bay—I’ll give you a map of the place that shows which one. At that time, I’ll have Aphrodite let them know that if they don’t let us in, we’ll blast our way in, and that won’t be good for anyone. We’ll be close enough that their defenses won’t be able to stop us from doing it. If they refuse, then the WSO will fire a Javelin at the airlock. Either way, you’ll need to take the Ares through the doors and land her inside.”

“I guess there’s no need for me to point out that I’ve never landed the Ares before. Or flown her inside a planet’s atmosphere.”

“You’re right,” I say. “There’s no need.”
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“Tell them they have fifteen seconds to open that outer hatch,” I say. We’ve just emerged from Larunda’s sulphuric-acid cloud layer, so there’s a good chance that no one on Royal has spotted us yet. “Tell them it’s Commander Joe Pikeman knocking.”

“Yes, sir,” Aphrodite says, her hands flying over the curved surface in front of her.

“Asterisk, standby to return fire if they try to take us out with stationary weaponry.” Defending ourselves is going to be harder than it should be, with two of our three port turrets gone. Hopefully it won’t prove necessary.

“Aye,” the Ensign says, the chains bracketing his face hanging motionless. He actually seems pretty focused.

Before we engaged the four Broadswords waiting for us at the slipspace exit point, I let my WSO and TOPO know that I reserve the right to take over weapons or navigation at any point. And I did take over some of the laser turrets during that battle. But even though Worldworn was a traitor, I can’t deny he was a deft hand on the Ares’ rudder—so to speak. I never worried about the ship’s handling with him at the TOPO station.

I don’t feel nearly that confident now. Yes, it’s basically me flying the Ares, but I only have the knowhow to execute isolated maneuvers, in situations where I feel like a TOPO is dropping the ball. Moe is probably more qualified than me to do what’s he’s about to attempt, with the hour-and-change he just put into training sims, but not much more qualified.

The landing bay’s hatch isn’t opening. “WSO, arm a Javelin.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Wait,” Aphrodite says. “They’re opening it.”

“Very good.” I brace myself as I turn toward the TOPO station. “Moe?”

His lips tighten. Clearly, he still isn’t fully on board with the name change. Hopefully he won’t be on my bridge long enough to get used to it. I aim to replace him as soon as I can.

The Ares lurches forward, and that’s how I know we’re in trouble. I eyeball the hatch through a hull sensor, and I can tell we’re at least three meters too far to the left.

“Tighten up your trajectory, Commander!” I bark.

“I’m trying, Commander.”

The Ares heaves to the right—too far right, but Moe immediately compensates—then we’re flying through the airlock.

Or I should say: crashing through it. A hideous screeching noise comes from the Ares’ port-side hull, and my view through the sensor is obstructed by thousands of sparks being spat up by the scraping metal.

Then we’re through, and the landing bay deck comes up to meet us. It’s more of a tumble than a graceful landing, and we hit the surface with a bang, followed by more screeching as we skid to a stop.

When I will the sensor view away, my hand is obstructing my vision—it seems I facepalmed without realizing it.

I remove the hand to see Moe staring at me with wide eyes and a set jaw. “That was a disaster,” I tell him.

He doesn’t answer. There isn’t much to say, I guess.

“How are we doing for tokens after our first versecast?” I ask Belflower.

She clears her throat, and I try not to look annoyed at the affectation. Obviously, she’s about to tell me something she knows I won’t like, but why can’t she just come out and say it instead of pretending to have an actual throat that needs clearing?

“After our first versecasts, you mean,” she says. “Plural.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. How many versecasts have you broadcast?”

“Two. Your initial message, and Worldworn’s betrayal.”

I lean forward, eyes widening. “You what?”

“You did give me access to your datasphere footage, Captain. I mean, if you’d like to select and edit the clips yourself, you can, but the Worldworn drama was just too good. People are going to eat that right up.”

“Well, are they, then? How long has it been up?”

“Since ten minutes or so after you deleted him. I actually haven’t had a chance to check on the reception it’s getting.”

“Check,” I growl.

She’s silent for a few seconds. Then, her eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. Your initial message did better than expected—not great, though a fair bit better than I thought it would. But the Worldworn episode is blowing up, sir. Donations are pouring in, and we already have our first sponsorship offers. People love you, Captain.”

“No, they love the shitshow.” Still, I can’t help being a little pleased. Even if it does feel like I’m parceling out my soul piece by piece, there’s clearly money in this versecasting thing. The new funding will help pay for repairs, if we ever find a port we trust enough to make them. Maybe even better weaponry. “What’s our balance, with the donations added in?”

“Thirty-five thousand, three hundred eighty-nine tokens. We can borrow against these sponsorship offers for more quick money, if we need it.”

“I don’t think we will,” I say, running a quick calculation in my head.

“Sir, six armed men have emerged from the landing bay’s perimeter and are in the process of surrounding us,” my OPO says.

“Want me to gun them down?” Asterisk asks.

“No. We’d have bigger problems, then.”

“We already have big problems,” Moe says.

“Yeah, no kidding,” I agree. “Like how you nearly totaled my ship.”

“You’d just better have a damned good plan.”

“I do,” I say, standing from the command seat. “I’m going to talk to them. But for starters: Aphrodite, wire fifteen-thousand tokens into the account associated with the name Jet Miller. You’ll find the account ID in the computer. The account is connected with the Visby Subverse.”

I’m about to head for the airlock when Belflower holds up a hand. “Wait, sir.”

“What?”

“You need to thank your top donators.”

I squint at her. “There are armed pirates outside.”

“Yes, but who knows when you’ll next get the chance? It’s customary, Captain. I’m telling you, if you don’t show some gratitude, people will label you as rude. Your donations will fall off.”

I take a breath, and for a couple seconds, I come very close to calling this whole versecasting thing off. Gritting my teeth, I settle back into the command seat. “Tell the pirates I’ll be with them in a moment,” I order Aphrodite. Then, I look at Belflower. “Are we ready?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“Go ahead. I’ll feed the donators’ handles to your datasphere.”

I clear my throat and stare into empty space. “Uh, I’d like to thank Reaperpwnz, M5959, Fetmahn, wontstoppoppin, and Bobinator for donations of over 500 tokens. Special thanks to Fetmahn for being my top donator.”

“Say a thanks to everyone who donated,” Belflower whispers.

“Thank you to everyone who donated,” I repeat, then glance at the Engineer. “Will that do it?”

“Yes,” she says, still whispering. “That’s good.”

 Shaking my head and trying not to think too hard about what brought me to this point, I push myself out of the command seat again and head for the airlock, fingering the butt of my blaster.

Three of the six men are standing in front of the outer airlock when I emerge, looking more or less like you’d expect pirates to look. Scruffy hair, unkempt beards, rumpled clothing. They all have laser rifles aimed at me, too.

“Butcher,” says their leader—Jet Miller, whose acquaintance I made a few years ago. His clothes are even more wrinkled and stained than his fellows. Maybe that’s how they indicate rank, around here. His left eye is squinched shut as he sights along the barrel with his right. Oh, and his face and hands have that melted look skin gets when exposed to gaseous sulphuric acid. I may have had something to do with that.

“Hey, Jet. Good to see you,” I say. “Let me kick off our chat by reminding you that you’re on my ship’s good side.” I motion backward with my head, toward the three fully operational secondary laser turrets, not to mention the primary sitting pretty on top. “I could have you all killed where you stand.”

“And I could kill you where you stand, Butcher,” says Jet, apparently keen to get my nickname in as much as he can. I gather he’s pissed off about the last time we met.

“I think we both know you won’t do that. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten about my last visit. Make a move, and my ship will detect it. All eight of the plasma bombs I’ve had installed inside her hull are already armed, so you won’t get two feet before they detonate. It’ll be more than your landing bay that gets blown apart, this time. I’m surprised you were stupid enough to come this close.”

“You’re bluffing,” Miller says weakly.

“Come on,” I say.

His eyes waver, then fall to the deck. I actually think his lower lip trembles a little. “I only recently got this place operational again, Pikeman. I’m a businessman. I got a family. You know that.”

The word “family” is a bit of a stretch for the collection of humans Miller’s responsible for. His wife left him even before I blew up his landing bay, and each of the four children she produced before leaving was uglier and worse-tempered then the last. They’re uglier than Miller, which is saying something, and from what I’ve heard, they don’t even have his business sense. “Look, Jet, things aren’t all bad. Provided you learned your lesson last time, and you stick to my terms, you stand to make a tidy profit here. Check your account—I’ve already wired fifteen thousand tokens into it, and there’s fifteen thousand more where that came from, as long as you keep your mouth shut about my arrival and let no harm come to my ship. Plus, you get to keep your landing bay. What do you say?”

His shoulders rise and fall with a long breath, and he lowers the rifle. “Fine. Just make it quick.” The other two pirates lower their weapons, too.

“I’m paying you five times what a day’s rent is worth,” I say. “So I’ll take my time. Tell me—is Lord Bleak on Royal right now?”

Miller shakes his head. “He’s off making preparations for the wedding.”

“Wedding?” For some reason, I don’t like the sounds of that at all.

Miller shrugs. “His son’s getting married to some girl. Nothing to do with me. I don’t follow the gossip, and I couldn’t give less of a shit about that pansy.”

“Right. Got a washroom I can use?”

Miller nods toward a filthy corner of his filthy landing bay. I head over there and wrench open the flimsy wooden door by the knob—archaic door-opening technology. Inside, the squat toilet looks like it’s never seen a scrub brush, but I have no business with it, thankfully. “Don’t bother me till I’m finished,” I yell back into the landing bay. That done, I shut the door, attempt to lock it, fail, then turn to look into the mirror.

Peering into my own eyes, I lean on the sink with both hands and focus on my breathing, doing my best to clear my head. I try one of the old man’s mindfulness techniques, scanning my body from head to toe, registering how each part feels.

Somewhat miraculously, I manage to get to a state of tranquility that approaches the battle calm I experienced during the Broadsword engagement. My breathing comes slow and steady, my lungs expanding and contracting, my shoulders rising and falling. Then, I let an image slowly take shape in my mind, the details falling into place one by one:

Lord Bleak. Decked out in a foppish black hat, gray scarf, scarlet doublet. The sword he never uses dangling from his hip. The frilly white cuffs.

Slowly, my face changes. My clothes transform. And in the mirror, I watch myself become Lord Bleak.

I can’t believe it. It actually worked. First time, too.

When I emerge from the washroom, Miller and his henchman are still standing awkwardly near the Ares, as though unsure what to do with themselves. Miller glances at me, then does a double take.

“What the hell?” he says.

“Not a word to anyone,” I tell him, which makes me realize I need to work on sounding like Bleak, too. I’ve seen a couple of his versecasts. Hopefully I can pull off a passable imitation. “About my presence, or about what you saw here.”

He nods, though much of the color has drained from his face.

2



I leave the landing bay and start across the bridge connecting it to the next balloon. Miller was right that I’m bluffing about the plasma bombs—this time. But I’m pretty sure that’s a bluff I’ll be able to play out for the rest of my career.

See, as a Guardsman, from time to time it becomes necessary to infiltrate pirate dens; usually ones that have sprung up near sensitive Subverse infrastructure. Over the years, I built up a bit of a reputation for claiming that I had plasma bombs installed in my ship’s hull, which I’d arm every time I entered a pirate sanctuary, warning the pirates that they would detonate if anyone messed with me.

I’m not sure anyone really believed me, but when the ship in question is parked beside most of what you value in life, you become pretty risk-averse.

Before today, I’ve only had to visit Royal once, and Miller was unlucky enough to own the landing bay I chose to enter through. I guess he’d heard about my scheme and figured he’d be the one to call me on it.

He pretended to play along, then waited till I got halfway across the bridge to the next balloon before calling my bluff. Miller and four of his goons caught up and drew on me.

It wasn’t their lucky day. Knowing that getting inside Royal would probably prove tougher than the average warren, before heading there I actually had plasma bombs installed in the hull, just in case.

I willed the signal to my ship—the Cratos—to detonate the bombs. It blew the landing bay clean away, and the bridge we were on went vertical.

Miller’s henchpeople all tumbled down the tunnel, to be eaten by the acidic clouds that now permeated the wreckage of the bay. Or maybe some of them fell straight through to Larunda’s acidic surface, fifty kilometers below.

Miller himself managed to hang on. I’d had the foresight to keep my full suit on, just in case, but not him. As deadly vapors went to work on his clothes, face, and arms, he hauled himself up the tube after me. I outpaced him, made it into Royal, saw my mission through, and escaped in someone’s beat-up old scow. When I asked around a few months later to see if Miller had survived, I learned that not only was he still alive, but he was starting up a new landing bay. I decided that if I ever came back here, he’d be the one I’d pay a visit. It’s just easier to deal with people you already know.

The brass was none too happy that I’d wasted a Broadsword on the stunt, but even they had to admit that I’d just become their best choice in the Andora Sector when it came to sending someone to infiltrate a pirate base.

I reach the end of the bridge and emerge into the first main hub. Plenty of smaller balloons connect to this one, but they’re all dead ends. From this hub, you can reach three others, one of them Royal’s main hub: the biggest balloon, home to Lord Bleak’s manse.

As I walk through, vendors hawk their wares from carpets, tables, booths, storefronts, and whatever else can be co-opted for enterprise. There’s plenty of color everywhere, and some of the offerings actually look kind of tempting, including a laser rifle modified for rapid fire and a bushel of plasma grenades. I’m running kind of low since my last stop at a Guard supply hub.

A quiet sweeps over the market as I progress through, and I’m attracting plenty of confused stares and sidelong glances.

Possibly, impersonating Lord Bleak wasn’t the best idea. I try to think about what they might find odd. Maybe the fact I’m unaccompanied? I’m pretty sure Bleak doesn’t have a private landing bay, so it wouldn’t be the fact I’m coming from one of the public ones that they find strange.

Maybe it’s the fact Bleak is here at all. Yeah, that seems most likely.

Either way, the sellers seem to recover quickly enough, and commerce resumes again in earnest. At least, the attempt at commerce. There’s a lot of yelling but I don’t see many actual purchases take place.

Most of the browsers are probably people who live here, but Royal does get visitors, mostly other pirates. The various pirate havens have to do business with each other, else they wouldn’t make it. Few are in locations that provide everything needed for survival. Here, Larunda’s CO2-heavy atmosphere can be broken down into carbon and oxygen, and they also harvest oxygen, sulfur, and water from the clouds. But other than some modest manufacturing done with metals collected from the edge of the system, that’s about it. Whatever they can’t make themselves, they trade for. Or, you know, pirate.

I make it to the other side of the balloon without incident, then I’m in another enclosed bridge. It lets out onto the main hub of Royal. This balloon dwarfs the one I just left. It does its best to resemble what a city might have looked like, on one of the old surface colonies, but it’s not actually much bigger than the Brinktown I’m from.

The resemblance comes from its buildings: towers that reach twenty stories, apartment buildings (full of mostly empty apartments, I’m sure), malls, and in the center, Lord Bleak’s walled manse, which approaches the splendor of a palace. It seems a bit out of place in the middle of the other, more modern-looking buildings, but that probably isn’t surprising to anyone. Bleak had it built himself, after knocking down the more modern dwelling that once stood there. So of course it’s an eyesore.

Far above the city, or wannabe city, hangs a sky made from a layer of old display panels, which show a composite of the actual Larundan sky beyond, by way of sensors affixed to the balloon’s exterior. Several of the panels have stopped functioning, and the sky is broken up by dark rectangles here and there.

But hey, I can’t knock it too much. For a post-apocalyptic pirate balloon city, it looks pretty good.

Security seems lax, though. A couple guards are posted at the gates into the manse grounds, and I assume more could be called, but all in all pirates seem to have an understanding that they don’t attack or steal from each other. Plenty of Brinktowns to go around, I guess, not to mention that for the daring, the great corpse of galactic civilization has barely begun to be plundered.

“My lord,” says the guard on the right as I approach, his forehead bunching up into lines. “What brings you back to Royal? I thought you’d be well on your way to Arbor by now. Weren’t you heading there first, to prepare it for the ceremony?”

I blink at the guard. “Of course,” I say in my best impression of Bleak’s bass voice. Considering I’ve never practiced it before, it comes out better than expected, but I’m still not sure it’s passable. When I continue, it gets a little better: “That’s still the plan. But when we reached the slip coords, we realized we’d forgotten to bring my late wife’s wedding dress. It’s meant to be a surprise for my son’s bride, so it wouldn’t do to send back a message for her and Peter to take it with them, would it?”

“I suppose not, sir.”

With a curt nod, I say, “Open the gates.”

“Er—you want us to open the gates, sir? You won’t be using the postern today?”

“That would be faster, wouldn’t it? Unlock it for me. I left my key on my ship.”

I’m treading on very uncertain ground, now—betting that Bleak would use old-style keys rather than codes or biometrics. When the guard pulls a necklace from inside of his shirt, I suppress a sigh of relief. I follow him to the right of the main gates, to a much smaller gate concealed behind some trees.

“My thanks,” I say, and then I hurry across the expanse of grass toward the manse before he can ask me anything else.

It takes me a few seconds to realize that I’m headed for a part of the exterior that has no entrance into the house. As casually as I can manage, I turn right, hoping a door lies this way. I resist the urge to check whether the guard is staring after me in confusion, or worse, suspicion.

I need to move fast. Something tells me this isn’t going to end well.

When I finally find a door, it isn’t locked, and I head through—straight into a kitchen bustling with cooks and servants. Every one of them turns to me wearing expressions ranging from shock to fear.

“Carry on!” I yell. “Back to your tasks! This is a surprise inspection, and I see that everything is up to snuff. Good job, everyone. You’re doing this household proud.”

No one answers, and I stroll through, heading toward a door on the opposite end of the long room, praying it’s not a broom closet or something.

It lets into a narrow hallway, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

“Lord Bleak?”

I turn to see a diminutive woman, middle-aged, peeking out from the kitchen entrance.

“Yes?”

“Are you all right? Something’s wrong with your face.”

“Really?” There’s a window a few meters behind me, and I walk to it, peering at my faint reflection. My face appears to be a strange blend of Lord Bleak’s face and my own. The clothes have started to turn color, too, darkening toward the Guardsman’s black. “I’m fine,” I say. “I’ve just been losing sleep, what with the…excitement.”

“Yes,” the servant says slowly. “It’s quite exciting, my lord. It’s truly a Romeo and Juliet wedding, between your son and that Sterling girl.”

“Sterling girl,” I say, my stomach sinking farther than it already was. “Yes. One for the ages.”

The woman’s approaching, now, trying to get a better look at me. I want to shout at her to go away, but instead, I concentrate on getting my disguise back in place. Luckily, the hallway’s pretty dark, and hopefully it will hide the change.

“You’re looking better already,” the woman says, though there’s a strange note in her voice. “Maybe it was a trick of the light. They say the Shiva Knights could change their faces, so it pays to be careful.”

“So it does,” I say, my heart hammering. “You’re to be commended for your vigilance. Keep it up, and you’ll go far.”

The woman nods.

“Now, back to your duties.”

She returns to the kitchen, glancing back at me once more before disappearing inside. With that, I turn and jog through hallway after hallway. This stupid plan is about to come crashing down on my head any second.
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I sprint up the first staircase I find, but after that the hallways become more lavish. And more populated.

Pirates walk the purple-carpeted halls, past friezes and statues and vases. These pirates are much better dressed than Miller and his men, and some of them don’t look like pirates at all. Some of them wear lab coats, and a few, expensive-looking business suits. Each person returns my nod, but to me, they all seem suspicious, now. Probably, word is traveling, and the possibility that I might actually be Lord Bleak is the only reason I haven’t been stopped. I’d guess he would get pretty pissed off if someone accused him of being an impostor in his own home, and that’s how I intend to react if it happens.

“Where is my son?” I ask the next pirate I see.

He shifts his eyes to the right, then says, “In his quarters, as far as I know, my lord. He’s with his betrothed.”

I really don’t like the sound of that. “Thanks,” I say before marching in the direction the pirate came from. He doesn’t say anything, so I must be going the right way.

Another staircase, followed by another corridor, and I arrive at a set of heavy double doors that are ornate enough to belong to either Bleak or his son. I push through them and find Bleak’s son, Peter Vance, sitting in an over-stuffed armchair in front of a roaring fireplace. Across from him, in an identical chair, sits my daughter.

“Father,” Peter says, rising to his feet and clasping his hands in front of him. He’s a skinny runt, blond, and soft-spoken. I’ve never met him before, but he seems to suffer from an eye contact problem. But maybe that’s just when it comes to his father. “Why have you returned?”

“To make sure you haven’t succeeded in making your fiancee hate you yet.” It’s not hard to tell that treating Vance like shit is going to be the best strategy for convincing him I’m really his father. I turn to Harmony. “Be honest, dear. Have you had your fill of him yet?”

She shakes her head. “Not at all. He’s quite sweet, Lord Bleak.”

“That’s the problem. Sweet and weak. Like a woman. I’m sorry my loins produced such a pathetic excuse for a man.”

“He would have done just fine, if he’d been born into a Brinktown,” Harmony says, with a sly smile directed at Vance.

I laugh—a single, terse syllable. Vance looks like he might be about to cry. “True enough! Get out, Peter. I want a word with your betrothed.”

“But father—”

“Get out!” I roar, and he scurries toward the doors, closing them behind him.

With that, I let my disguise drop, and Harmony actually squeaks. “Dad! How—?”

“Harmony, what the hell are you doing?”

“What do you mean?” she asks, suddenly the picture of innocence.

“What do you think I mean? I’ve heard all about the ‘Sterling girl’ marrying Lord Bleak’s son, so stop playing dumb. Sterling girl?”

She nods. “It wasn’t hard for Bleak to believe that I’m a favorite granddaughter of Daniel Sterling, considering I showed up in his ship. Bleak’s been eating out of my hand ever since, and he wasn’t very subtle about offering up his son, either. He sees it as a power move against the Five Families. Having a Sterling in the family legitimizes him. He’s been advertising the wedding all over the Subverse, and he’s having us fly to it in good old grandpa’s ship, just to underscore the point.”

I study her face in silence for several seconds, trying not to shake my head. Even as the most infamous Troubleshooter, I’ve always made a point of keeping Harmony out of the public eye—it’s far from common knowledge that I even have a daughter. Now, everyone in the Subverse will likely come to know her face, if they don’t already. “I don’t pretend to be a genius, but I have no clue what you’re trying to accomplish, Harm. Is this part of your crusade to make your grandfather pay?”

Harmony laughs, and despite how baffled I am, it does me good to hear her looking and sounding well. It’s a huge relief. “I think losing his ship gave Daniel Sterling more than enough to think about,” she says. “I’m here to get to the bottom of the pirate attacks.”

“By marrying Peter Vance?”

She shrugs. “Seems like the perfect way to me. I actually kind of like him, Dad, and anyway, I’ve learned a lot. Case in point: Bleak says he wasn’t behind attacking the Brinktowns where children were abducted. Actually, he’s been working to find those children, and he talks about putting them in good homes when he does.”

Now, it’s my turn to laugh. “Seems likely. Did he mention why he thinks the children were abducted in the first place?”

She shakes her head.

“So are you buying everything he’s telling you, then?”

“Not necessarily. But I’m keeping an open mind. Listen, Dad, it’s sweet that you came here—though I’m sure I wasn’t the only reason. Either way, you need to go now. Bleak has an Essence, and he left him behind to watch over the manse. He checks in every day, and when he hears about ‘Lord Bleak’ wandering the house when he isn’t supposed to be, he’s sure to come looking for you. He’ll know you’re not Bleak in a heartbeat.”

“Fount. Since when has Bleak had an Essence?”

“He’s had one for years, apparently. He’s just kept it quiet. I guess having one is more effective if no one knows about it.”

“I’d say.” An Essence is more than just a bodyguard. It’s someone who’s given up their physical body in exchange for having their upload to the Subverse paid for. That done, the Fount inside the purchased body is modified so that the buyer’s consciousness can be copied over. Typically, an Essence is trained in various forms of combat. Who could be more motivated to protect you than yourself? It’s the kind of thing that would have been illegal, if there were still laws.

“Harmony,” I say, “it’s a very bad idea to get tangled up with Bleak and his people. You may think you’re playing him, but it’s much more likely he’s playing you.” As I talk, my gaze drifts around the room. Armchairs. A metal stand with utensils for managing the fire. A table big enough for two to dine. Couches. Art.

“I’m staying, Dad. You came here for Faelyn Eliot, right? Well, Bleak says he did manage to recover her, and he told me where he’s keeping her for the time being, until he can arrange to have her brought back to her parents.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere called Xeo.”

Xeo? What the hell is he planning to do there? But I don’t let my surprise show. “Yeah, that’s not a place you take someone you give a shit about,” I say.

“Maybe. It doesn’t matter. I’m not coming with you. I’m handling this on my own.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stir, and I remember what the old Shiva said, about paying attention to what my body’s trying to tell me—what the Fount is trying to tell me.

Then, I hear a doorknob turning behind me.

My first impulse is to run for the fireplace, maybe take cover behind an armchair. Could be I’ll miss every shot, but if I can lure the Essence to me, I can surprise him with a fire poker through the abdomen.

But as the door swings open behind me, inspiration strikes, and I run straight at Harmony instead.

I wrap an arm tight around her throat, draw my blaster, and put the muzzle against her temple.

The Essence is a short, plain-looking man. He stares across the drawing room with eyes narrowed. “Clearly, you are not Lord Bleak,” he says.

“Why do you say that?” I ask. “Am I not usually a total asshole?”

I begin walking Harmony toward the double doors —toward the Essence. “Move out of the way, or Peter Vance’s fiancee dies,” I growl.

The Essence complies, backing into the hallway beyond. For a moment, I’m worried Harmony will reveal that I’m her father. That wouldn’t make this a very convincing hostage situation. Then, I realize that revealing me could mess up her story about being a Sterling, so she probably won’t. She’s smarter than that.

Outside the room, I see that the Essence didn’t bother bringing any backup. Not surprising, considering he’s essentially Bleak. The guy’s always been a cocky bastard, from what I’ve heard.

“Stay right there,” I say, backing away from him, “until we’re gone.”

The Essence says nothing, his eyes never leaving mine.

We reach an intersection of two corridors, and as I’m guiding Harmony around the corner, she twists her head sideways and lets herself go limp, sliding out of my grasp. I try to snatch her arm, but she’s gone, running down a hallway perpendicular to the one we just came from.

Damn it. I think I probably eased up on my grip, for fear of hurting her. Now she’s gone, and I have other problems. The Essence is running toward me, fishing a laser pistol from a hip holster. I get off a couple shots before he gets it out, but he veers left, and both bolts miss.

Then he’s firing back, and I withdraw around the corner. I’m being forced in the wrong direction. I watch Harmony disappear around the corner at the end of the opposite hallway.
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Bleak’s Essence doesn’t slow, his footfalls getting louder as he rushes the intersection. I decide I’m not likely to win a point-blank shootout, so I run, firing blindly over my shoulder.

My datasphere warns me of a shot about to pierce my heart from behind, and I dive into a forward roll. The neon-blue laser shot crackles through the air above me, and I come out of the roll, zagging right to avoid another.

Then I’m at the end of the hallway, turning the corner.

Pounding down its carpeted length, I try to look at this from the Essence’s perspective. For all intents and purposes, it’s Bleak chasing me through his own house. From what I know of Bleak, he’s arrogant, and given I’ve made a fool of him, he probably wants to be the one to kill me.

That doesn’t mean we won’t run into more pirates as we tear through the house, of course. Either way, it would be best to deal with the Essence quickly.

Yanking a door open reveals an empty bunkroom—probably where Bleak’s mercenaries sleep, or some of them, anyway. Door number two reveals a cramped room, not much bigger than a closet, where three pirates sit playing cards by lamplight. I manage to shoot one of them before the other two lay hands on laser pistols, and I slam the door shut to continue tearing down the hall. The Essence’s footsteps pound closer.

I try the very next door and run inside, with the pair of pirates entering the corridor behind me. Slamming the door shut I barrel across what appears to be Bleak’s great room.

Several options present themselves. I could make for one of the two living room-like clusters of furniture, arranged in front of cold fireplaces that face each other across the massive room. Or I could sprint for the other door, on the opposite end of the room, which probably leads back into the hall. Another option: try to tip over the massive dining table in the center to use for cover.

Then, I notice a fourth possibility: I could climb the scaffolding on the far side of the room, which partially obscures a floor-to-ceiling mural depicting Lord Bleak in combat. He wears a rictus of righteous anger and aims a laser pistol at a target out-of-frame.

Figuring the furniture and table will burn under laserfire, and taking the other door will just allow them to outflank me, I charge toward the mural, ready to leap behind some furniture if I need to.

But by the time the door crashes open behind me, I’m already past the furniture. My datasphere warns me that someone’s aiming at the small of my back, and I weave right. The shot crackles past, scoring Bleak’s giant pant leg.

“Stop shooting!” cries the Essence, his voice slightly muffled. He’s still in the hallway. “I’ll handle this.”

Seems my choice is paying off. Of course the Essence wouldn’t want to damage the mural. He’s just as conceited as Bleak, and when he sees the pirate lord, he sees his own face, not the one he actually wears.

I reach the ramp leading up to the first level of scaffolding and dash up it. My datasphere flashes black, forecasting laserfire a foot in front of me. I halt, and the Essence doesn’t fire, adjusting his aim instead. As he does, I race ahead, toward the next ramp. He still doesn’t fire.

Unable to concentrate on both avoiding his laserfire and shooting back, I focus on just staying alive. Soon, I’m on the third level, then I reach the fourth. With each level, the Essence’s firing angle gets worse, and I gain higher and higher ground.

On the fifth level, I drop abruptly to the metal surface, drawing my blaster in the same motion. I hold it over the side to rain fire down on the pirates’ heads.

One of the grunts topples over, and the other takes a bolt to his boot, sending him hopping. The Essence curses, then screams, “Return fire!”

The wounded pirate gets control of himself, levels his laser pistol at my location, and fires. The Essence does the same, and his aim is much better. I’m forced to flatten myself to the metal as laserfire crackles above and below, marring Bleak’s chin and heating the metal I’m lying on. Sooner or later, it’ll start melting, and I’ll fall through, molten metal clinging to me. That won’t be fun.

I decide not to wait for it to happen. Instead, I grip both sides of the metal platform, ignoring its searing heat, and I kick out against the wall with all my might. The entire structure teeters outward, then swings back to crash against the wall. I kick out again.

The scaffolding sails outward, and expressions of terror take hold on the pirates’ faces. I get my feet under me enough to leap backward as it falls, toward a couch, and I even get a couple blaster shots off in midair, though neither of them hit.

My feet touch the couch cushions, but my momentum carries me over, and I crash into the coffee table in front of it. It snaps under my weight, and I end up on the floor amidst wooden shrapnel.

Gritting my teeth against the pain, I struggle to my feet between two levels of scaffolding. The Essence is standing at the same time, looking dazed. I shoot, and this time, I don’t miss. His facial features burst apart.

I scramble over level after level to check for the other pirate, only to find him lying on his back, a bloody gash on his forehead, where the scaffolding must have gotten him. He looks pretty dead, but I don’t bother checking.

Just as I’m about to leave the room, there’s a whoomph behind me, and I turn to find flames climbing up an upholstered chair. The metal must have been hot enough to set it alight. A glance down at my uniform shows it’s singed in parts. Fount, that was close.

The hallway’s empty when I emerge from the great room, but not for long. Laserfire scores the carpet in front of my feet as I reach a staircase, and I spy a pirate leaning out of a doorway up ahead. “Stay right there!” he yells.

“Screw that,” I mutter, and start hustling down the stairs. I just got a whiff of smoke—I’m pretty sure this place is about to burn down. I wonder what that means for Royal as a whole. They must have ways to put out fires before they compromise the entire colony.

More importantly, I wonder what it means for Harmony. I try to contact her, but she doesn’t answer, which doesn’t offer much comfort. So I get in touch with the Ares.

“Aphrodite here. What can I do for you, Captain?”

“Wire Miller the rest of the tokens, then tell, uh, Moe to take you out. I want to know if Europa’s Gift leaves Royal. That’s Daniel Sterling’s ship. There should be a picture of it in the computer.”

“I know what it looks like.”

I narrow my eyes as I run along a corridor, checking over my shoulder for pursuers. “What? How?”

“Oh. I looked it up.”

“Right.” There’s no good reason for her to have done that—she didn’t know that was the ship Harmony took—but now isn’t the time to investigate. “Pikeman out.”

I reach a part of the manse I recognize from my initial ascent through it, and after that, navigation becomes a lot easier. On the other hand, the entire household is alive to my presence. My disguise is long gone, and pirates are shooting at me on sight. I return fire when I can, take cover when necessary, and flee the moment it becomes possible. I can’t afford to get pinned down.

At last, I reach the dim, first-level corridor with the kitchen—only to find five pirates waiting outside it when I peer around the corner. Cursing, I backtrack. There has to be another way out.

Instead of an exit, I find another staircase leading down. For a few seconds, that makes no sense: I’m already at ground-level, aren’t I? Then, I realize there must be an area between the “ground” and the bottom of the balloon.

Right away, the decor changes: from art-adorned hallways to an open-concept warren of metal walkways and ramps. As I descend, I start to glimpse the bottom of the vast open area, where row after row of great cabinets march from one end to the other.

Then laserfire crackles from above, and my datasphere goes black, warning that the next shot will hit me. I scramble out of the way, leaping to the next platform down—a ten-meter fall.

As much as I try to absorb the impact by buckling my legs as I land, it still sends shocks up through my ankles. Ignoring them, I continue downward.

When I reach the bottom level, I learn what the cabinets contain: the circuit boards and cables of server racks. What the hell? This can’t be the Visby Subverse, can it? I’ve never been assigned to check on it, so I’m not sure where it’s supposed to be located. But there’s no way anyone would let pirates occupy the colony where it’s housed.

But if not that, then what do the pirates need with all this equipment?

Whatever the answer to that riddle, the servers themselves provide excellent cover against those hunting me. I keep close to the racks on my right as I run, and the laserfire slacks off—clearly, they fear damaging the servers more than they fear letting me escape.

When I finally emerge at the far end, I spot a hatch a few meters to my left. I sprint toward it, finding it locked, and I shoot out the locking mechanism with my blaster. With that, I yank it open.

“Whoa,” I say through my panting. This room holds everything you’d need to wage a small-scale war, complete with armored shipsuits for fighting in depressurized, oxygen-free environments.

Then, my gaze falls on them: bushels of plasma grenades arranged together on a shelf nearby.

I detach enough of them to line my belt, where they suction on, ready to be plucked off and used at a moment’s notice. Then I arm five of the remaining grenades, quickly distributing them among their fellows. That done, I sprint across the armory for all I’m worth, toward a hatch on the other side. On the way, I grab a helmet from one of the armored suits, one that looks my size. Thankfully, my suit seals with it, and so do the gloves I snatch.

Behind me, pirates emerge through the hatch, and I fire my blaster back toward them as I reach the exit. This one isn’t locked, and I pull it open, continuing to fire over my shoulder as I slip through. I push the hatch closed, then turn and run.

“Chief,” I say as I run through the next room, legs pumping. My muscles are starting to burn from exertion. “Take the Ares underneath Royal and watch for me.” For a split second, I’m distracted by the contents of this room, though I continue to dash across it toward the hatch on the other side. Shelves full of cages march around the perimeter, with any number of freakish-looking animals occupying them. A weird quadruped stands in one, twin antennae standing at attention as it hisses like a cat. Another holds a rabbit with bulging, green-tinged eyes. Another, a lopsided monkey with bulbous musculature.

“What do you mean, watch for you?” Aphrodite says, sounding confused. “What will you be doing?”

“Falling.”

A prolonged, deafening roar sounds behind me as dozens of plasma grenades detonate in rapid succession. The armory walls looked pretty strong, but they’re blown out all the same, bright blue light leaking out. Pieces of metal fly past me. One of them ends up puncturing my arm, a jagged dagger shape, and I clench my jaw.

Then, the room is tilting backward as Royal’s main balloon starts to fold toward the puncture, the air rushing out. Shelves and cages slide toward the breach. I run faster, uphill now, dodging around a cackling hyena-looking thing and leaping toward the hatch in time to grab the frame before the chamber I’m in goes vertical.

With that, I’m hanging diagonally, clinging to the hatch frame, my feet dangling in the direction of the tear.

Thankfully, the pressure differential between inside and outside the balloon is such that it didn’t simply pop. Still, I’m in serious trouble, and so is everyone else on Royal. If they’re smart, they’ll evacuate, though somehow I doubt there are enough ships or escape pods to take everyone. Even provided they make it to the crafts in time.

“Aphrodite?” I grunt.

“We’re in the clouds now, though I don’t know how we’re going to see you, with what they do to the sensors.”

“Go underneath the clouds.”

“What?”

“Go underneath and wait for me to fall through. Open the airlock, tilt the ship, and catch me.”

That brings a pause. “You really think you—Moe—can manage that?”

“No,” I say. “Not really.”

With that, I lose my grip and tumble toward the breach.
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I wake in my bunk, hurting everywhere. Dice stands over me, staring down with his trademark impassivity, scarlet eye sensors glowing.

“Moe caught me?” I manage to wheeze.

“I am not acquainted with a Moe, fleshbag or otherwise. In fact, you’ve never introduced me to anyone, with the exception of your daughter.”

“He’s the new TOPO.”

“In that case, yes, he caught you in the airlock. Otherwise, you would be a smear on Larunda’s acidic surface.”

 Groaning, I push myself to a sitting position, though the all-over aching intensifies.

“It is not advised that you move.”

“I’m fine. The Fount will do its job,” I say as I stagger out the door, reflecting that Moe must have been trending downward when he caught me, to absorb the impact. If he hadn’t, I likely wouldn’t be breathing right now. I have to say, I’m impressed by his—my—flying. “Get in your closet.”

“There’s a brainprint for you,” Aphrodite says as I settle into the command seat. “It’s from Zelah Eliot. Will you take it in your cabin?”

I give her a look. She returns it with a blank expression, but I see past that. The OPO knows I’m in no shape to keep running back and forth between my cabin and the bridge.

“Where are we right now?” I ask.

“In geostationary orbit over Larunda, on the side opposite Royal. At last sight, the colony was sinking through the planet’s sulphuric acid cloud cover.”

I nod. Looks like I may have dealt quite a blow to any plans the pirates had for staging another uprising. Even though I know a lot of people must have died when Royal went down, for some reason it doesn’t affect me like killing people up close has started to, recently. Because I didn’t actually see them die, it feels less real, somehow. Of course, killing Bleak’s Essence didn’t particularly bother me either, but I think that’s because the real Bleak has Harmony. “What about Europa’s Gift?” I ask.

“That’s part of the reason why we came to this side of the planet. Not just to hide from any pissed-off pirates, but also to maintain line-of-sight. We’re tracking the trajectory of Europa’s Gift right now, and if she enters slipspace, we’ll know the coords.”

I nod. “Good work.”

“Will you take Mrs. Eliot’s brainprint now?”

Shaking my head, I say, “No. I need to think.” My hand feels heavy as I lift it to my forehead, massaging it. “I think I know where Harmony’s going—the name of the place, anyway. But I don’t know the destination coords, and without them, we can’t follow. When I was impersonating Lord Bleak, a pirate asked why I wasn’t at Arbor. Apparently, that’s where Harmony is going to marry Bleak’s son, Peter Vance.”

Belflower raises her eyebrows, and Asterisk chuckles, though he doesn’t look up from studying his digital nails. Two people exhibit much bigger reactions: Moe and Aphrodite.

“What the hell?” Moe says, and Aphrodite goes pale. Even uploads will blanch when shocked—their avatars are programmed to reflect distress.

“All right,” I say. “That’s enough. Deactivate all crew except the OPO.”

The WSO, TOPO, and Engineer all vanish, leaving only Aphrodite and me. I can tell she’s trying to compose herself, but it’s too late for that.

“Why do you react so strongly whenever Harmony comes up?” I say. “And how did you know what Europa’s Gift looks like?”

She stares at me, eyes wide, though not as wide as they were a few seconds ago. She opens her mouth as if to speak, then shuts it, her jaw set. “Because, Joe,” she says. “It’s me. Marissa.”

Now, it’s my turn to gape at her. On some level, I think I’d already figured this out, but it still floors me. The mother of my child. Aboard the Ares, all this time. “What…what are you doing here?”

“I’m here because I was sick with worry.”

“Uploads don’t get sick.”

“You know what I mean. Harmony stopped taking my brainprints, and even before that I could see the path she was going down.”

“The same path as the guy who knocked you up?”

Marissa Sterling frowns. “I’m really disappointed in you, Joe. You haven’t been there for her.”

I sit up, which makes me wince, and I ease back into the seat. I settle for narrowing my eyes. “Seriously? I haven’t been there? I’m not the one who ran away into the Subverse! I’m the one who’s been working my ass off to send enough money back to Calabar to support her!”

“You know I had no choice in that.”

“There’s always a choice. You could have defied your father. Disowned him, if you had to.”

“Are you kidding? He would have made my life a living hell. He owns that Brinktown, Joe, and you know it.”

I’m shaking my head. “We could have figured something out. But whatever. I’m over it. Very over it.” I try not to let my welling anger show on my face. “Why didn’t you let me know you’d infiltrated my ship?”

She smiles, though I hadn’t meant it to be a joke. “It wouldn’t have been much of an infiltration if I’d told you, would it?” The smile fades when I don’t return it. “Because, Joe. We both know you would have sent me right back to the Subverse. Come on. You know what I want. It’s the opposite of what you want.”

“You want her to upload to the Subverse. To be with you. The mother who abandoned her.”

That makes her wince, and her eyes fall to the deck. “Not to mention, if I’d revealed myself, it would be all over the Subverse by now. I don’t need Belflower versecasting my identity.”

“Because you’re still afraid of your father.”

She doesn’t answer.

“You’re right, you know,” I say. “I would have sent you back. I’d send you back right now, if I could.”

“I know that,” she says, her voice quiet. “But Joe, that’s not all. I’m here to find out what’s going on with Harmony, and to get her to upload if I can. But that’s not all.”

“What else?” I say.

When she speaks again, it’s barely above a whisper: “I’m here to do the same for our son.”

I frown, and it feels like my heart is sinking through my abdomen. “You’ll need to run that by me again. Our son?”

“After I had Harmony…while my father was still arranging for my upload…you remember. We got together again. One last time, in the old warehouse loft.”

Slowly, I shake my head. “No. You uploaded a few weeks after that. There wasn’t time for you to have another baby.”

“Dad only let people think I uploaded that soon. He took me off-planet to have the baby, then I uploaded. He sent the baby to live with the Fairfaxes.”

I cover my mouth, staring into space. The image of Rodney Fairfax’s war room taking shape in my mind’s eye. The boy who stood next to Fairfax. Exactly the right age. And I know what was so familiar about him, now.

He had my ears. My jaw line. My eyes.

Raised by the Fairfaxes. Given to Rodney for a protege.

“What’s his name?” I ask.

“Eric.”

“Eric Fairfax?”

She shakes her head. “Sterling.”

Still staring into space, I say, “Maybe that’s why Fairfax didn’t kill me. If Eric knows I’m his father, and he convinced Fairfax I’d be more useful to him alive than dead…” I shake my head. “I doubt Fairfax wants me to join him either way, after what I just did to Royal.” A bitter chuckle escapes my lips.

“We have to follow Harmony, Joe,” Marissa says. “We have to find this place, Arbor.”

How am I supposed to do that? That’s what I want to say. Go into the Subverse and waste a few days again, see if I can uncover the destination coords? There’s no guarantee I’ll find them, and I’m not about to get them from the Guard.

But that’s not what’s on my mind. Not really.

“I know what you’re trying to do, going after the Eliot girl,” Marissa says. “Maybe even you don’t see it, but I do. You liked what you saw on Tunis. It woke up a desire you thought you’d buried. You’re trying to protect the sort of family we were never able to create. But Joe, just because I’m in the Subverse doesn’t mean you can’t have that. You can fix things with Harmony. And maybe even get Eric back.”

Eric. Eric Sterling. The son I just learned I had.

“Joe? Tell me you’ll go after Harmony.”

I study her face, searching for the right words. “I can’t tell you that,” I say at last.

“Joe—” she says, and I can tell she’s about to get angry with me. So I shut her off.

“Deactivate OPO,” I say. Then I stumble across the bridge and enter my cabin, ignoring Maneater. I sit on the bunk and put my head in my hands.
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The moment I activate Zelah Eliot’s brainprint, I can tell something’s wrong.

“What happened?” I ask.

Her blond hair is in disarray, and her skin looks even paler than I remember. Her lower lip trembles, and she has this slightly hunched, defeated posture. Visually, brainprints are programmed to reflect the state of the subject’s consciousness, and Zelah’s certainly does.

“It’s Arthur,” she says. “He—he’s done nothing to help you. He didn’t use his contact in the admiralty, even though I begged and begged him. For years, he’s been neglecting his responsibilities when it comes to the Guard—”

“No shit,” I say.

Zelah shakes her head. “I always chalked that up to all the pressure. And the booze. But now that it’s our daughter at stake, I can’t sit by and watch him do nothing anymore. I had to tell you.”

“The warning’s a bit late, unfortunately,” I say. “Thanks though.”

With that, she bursts into sobbing.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m fine. And I’m still searching for Faelyn. We’re going to get her back, Zelah.”

Nodding, she says, “I know. I know.”

But there’s something else. The way she flinches away from my gaze. Her general demeanor. The defeat and the desperation.

“Zelah.”

She looks up at me, eyes wet.

“Has Arthur been hitting you?”

She doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t need to. It’s in the way she flinches again. The way the sobs pick back up, with greater strength than before.

“You tell him I’m coming back with Faelyn,” I say, my voice trembling with anger. “I’m bringing her back to the Grotto, and I’m going to look Arthur in the eye. If he hits you again, I’ll know. And I’ll kill him.”

Zelah doesn’t look up. She’s still sobbing.

“Tell him, Zelah. You tell him. Promise me.”

But she doesn’t promise anything. Instead, she ends the conversation, and her brainprint vanishes from my cabin.

I rise to my feet, still hurting everywhere, but the pain is muted. Not just by the Fount’s ongoing efforts to repair my body, either. It’s muted by my rage.

I force myself to pace the bridge, back and forth, letting what Zelah just told me spin around and around in my head. No help from Eliot. No help from the Guard. No help from anyone other than the crew stuck on this ship on me, and the bot that hates me, and the dog that would probably rather eat me.

I’m alone, up against a network of criminals, who are awash with wealth. Cutthroats who abduct children to turn them into soldiers, or who knows what else. I try not to think about the other possibilities.

“Activate crew,” I say, and they appear. I’m still standing, a few meters from the command seat. There’s too much adrenaline pulsing through my veins for me to sit right now.

“We’re getting them both back,” I tell them, and then my gaze comes to rest on Aphrodite. On Marissa. “Faelyn and Harmony. But we’re starting with Harmony. Is that clear?”

They all nod, but that isn’t good enough.

“Is that clear?” I demand, and I’m answered with a chorus of “Aye, sir,” and “Yes, Captain.”

“That’s better,” I say. “We still have no idea what our destination coords are supposed to be. But if we head back to where Royal sank into the clouds, maybe we can apprehend a pirate who’s still lingering near the scene. Maybe we can force him to tell the coords, if he knows them.”

“I may have an alternative,” Marissa says. “One that’s certain to work.”

I return her gaze, and I can sense her apprehension about whether I’m going to reveal her identity to the others. I have no plans to. Her cowardice is her own business. “I’m listening,” I say.

“There’s a spacescraper heading for the same slip coords where Europa’s Gift entered slipspace.”

I raise my eyebrows. Looks like “cowardice” may have been an unfair charge. “Are you suggesting we attempt to steal data from a spacescraper?”

Her gaze stays steady, and she doesn’t respond. But I already have my answer.

“If we’re caught, or if we destroy any of the data it carries, we’ll be hunted for the rest of our short lives. Subverse residents travel on those things. Many of them are single-iteration humans. The consequences for tampering with spacescrapers are severe.”

“But we’re doing it,” the chief says. “Right?”

“Right,” I turn toward my digitized mirror image. “Set a course, Moe.”
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“Hands off your station,” I tell Asterisk as he reaches for it. “You’re not doing any shooting.” I don’t want to risk him damaging the spacescraper itself.

His lips tighten, and he leans back against the circular railing, arms crossed and face chains jiggling.

“TOPO, your job is to execute a series of flybys, fast enough that the ’scraper can’t fix us with a steady beam. Stay ready to jag up or down, in case the AI tries to lead its shots.”

“Got it.”

“Got it, what?”

Moe glares at me.

“This is about saving Harmony,” I tell him. “To have a chance of doing that, I’ll require strict shipboard discipline.”

“Got it, sir,” he grinds out.

“Better. OPO—a spacescraper’s laser turrets comprise its primary defense, and that’s enough to scare off most adversaries. Any adversary that persists in posing a threat will have to contend with an arsenal of five Javelins. I need you to tag each one it fires.”

“Aye.”

I glance at Asterisk. “Ensign.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Yes, Captain?”

“There is a chance I’ll need your help to shoot down incoming missiles while I focus on the laser turrets. So pay attention to the engagement.”

“Of course. Sir.”

“Entering firing range on our first approach, Captain,” Marissa says.

“Acknowledged,” I say, then I drop into a sim to take control of the forward starboard laser turret. The ship’s computer does its best to simulate the thrumming energy that should pass through the control handles as I fire on the enemy turret, but I swear I can tell the difference between this and the real thing. Soren used to make fun of me for saying that, but it’s true.

Just as the Ares completes her pass and exits firing range, the turret I targeted explodes. “Flyby on the other side,” I tell Moe, using the interlude to crack my knuckles.

“Aye,” Moe says, and the resentment’s gone from his voice, replaced with the grim tones of intense focus. He is me, after all.

Every spacescraper is on a tight timeline, and with the exception of evasive maneuvers at times like this, it will never deviate from its programmed course. Protocol tells the spacescraper to neutralize all attackers and continue on toward its destination. Losing spacescrapers is rare—few would dare attack them, and their defenses normally prove robust enough to protect them from would-be aggressors.

The fact they spend most of their time in slipspace also provides an effective cloak. To top it off, their destinations are kept a secret, and no spacescraper has a set, predictable route—the algorithm always switches those up.

Long story short, I can count on this ’scraper to keep flying toward the slip coords, till it either reaches them or blows up.

On the second pass, I manage to take out two turrets, and the automated vessel answers with a pair of Javelins. 

“Loop around, now,” I tell Moe.

“That’ll take us within range of the stern turret,” he says.

“Then make sure it doesn’t hit us.” But I don’t want Moe’s questionable flying skill to be the only thing standing between us and taking damage. I make a snap decision: “WSO, take control of the forward starboard turret and target that rear gun. Now.”

“Yes, sir!” Asterisk says, sounding surprised.

I slide into the sim for our primary turret, on top of the Ares. From here, I’ll have a firing angle on the incoming missiles no matter how they twist around us—unless they go under, of course. Then I’ll have to extend the belly turret.

Moe knows enough to keep us traveling along a perfectly straight trajectory, which makes lining up my shot on the Javelins pretty easy. One explodes, and before I can shoot down the second, Asterisk succeeds in taking out the spacescraper’s rear turret. “Good work, kid,” I mutter as I neutralize the second Javelin.

Another ten minutes of flybys, dodging and shooting, and the spacescraper’s weapons are all either spent or neutralized.

“Pull up next to it and keep pace,” I tell Moe. “Align the Ares’ outer airlock hatch with the space just above the ’scraper’s nose.”

“Yes, sir,” he says.

I get up from the command seat and fetch the helmet and gloves from the supply locker.

When the outer hatch opens, it reveals the spacescraper is just a few meters away. I leap, aiming for the space in front of the spacescraper. Immediately, its upper hull starts to flash past below me, and I scrabble at it for purchase, gloved hand bouncing off the rungs protruding from the metal surface. The second before the stern slides past, I grasp the last rung, and the jerk that follows feels like it almost rips my arm off. That’s going to hurt later, Fount or no.

Grimacing, I pull myself along the hull, fighting against the increased Gs provided by the ship’s forward momentum. At last, I reach the maintenance hatch and enter my Troubleshooter’s credentials. The hatch surprises me by opening. Apparently, word of my insubordination hasn’t been distributed across the entire automated fleet yet.

There’s no airlock, and I drop inside with my helmet still sealed.

A few feet along the cramped corridor, a combat bot starts unfolding from a crevice in the bulkhead. Probably it plans to quiz me about my presence, and I’m not interested in finding out how that conversation ends. As it rises to its feet, I spam the blaster trigger, sending the bot staggering back. It’s hard to miss in the tiny corridor, and after six shots the bot falls to the deck, motionless, chest and head sparking.

There’s no bridge aboard spacescrapers. There aren’t even branching corridors or chambers: just one corridor, intended for maintenance, both digital and analog. The rest of the ship is devoted to motherboards, processors, and solid-state drives.

I head toward the main terminal at the end of the corridor, near the bow.

I’ve almost reached it when the old man appears in front of it, materializing from nothing, dressed in the same green robes as before.

I draw my blaster again and level it at his head.

“That’s not going to do you much good,” he says. “The bolt would go through me, and you’d damage this vessel. You’d have even bigger problems than you already do, then.”

I keep the weapon where it is. “What are you?” I ask.

“A ghost, essentially. Not in the traditional sense, but it is effectively what I am. I died, and this is my afterlife, such as it is. All made possible through the Fount.”

“If that’s true, how’d you whack me with your staff on Gargantua?”

The knight sighs. “There were more than enough microorganisms on that station to lend me sufficient solidity to do that. I told you: the Fount has infiltrated all life in the galaxy. On planets and stations and ships—virtually anywhere humans can survive without a shipsuit—I can affect my environment using magnetic fields generated by the Fount circulating constantly through the air. I used that ability to fool you.”

“Why’d you disappear from the Ares right when I needed you?”

“My physical abilities aren’t consistent enough for combat. If I’d joined you on the Ekhidnades, you would have learned what I am, and that would have led to other questions, questions you aren’t ready to have answered. Even if things didn’t come to blows…Fairfax would have recognized me. He’s the one who killed me, after all.”

“I see,” I say slowly. “So, you’re here. You’ve revealed yourself. Have you decided I’m ready to know things, now?”

The old Shiva shakes his head. “Far from it. But I had to appear to you here. To stop you from making a grave error.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“You do not. I didn’t start training you because I thought you’d make a good knight. Even if you do manage to become a Shiva, in my opinion you’d be a terrible one. But it isn’t up to me. I initiated your training because the Fount, in its infinite wisdom, has chosen you, Joe Pikeman.”

“Chosen me for what?”

“To restore the galaxy. To return balance to the galactic order.”

“Was that your job, before you died? You were supposed to restore the galaxy, whatever that means, and then you got killed?”

“I think you already know I can’t tell you that. What I can tell you is that there’s much more at stake than Faelyn’s life, or yours. The galaxy itself is at stake. I can also tell you this: if you follow your daughter instead of going to Xeo immediately, where Faelyn Eliot is held, Faelyn will die. And so will you.”

As I stare at him, my jaw starts to ache, and I force myself to unclench it. I want to tell him he’s full of shit, but somehow, I don’t think he is.

“Tell me Bleak’s plan for when he gets to Xeo,” I say slowly.

“He’s planning to change the face of the galaxy, and not for the better. The path of the Fount leads to Xeo. If you walk it, I’ll continue to train you. But if you refuse, then you’ll doom us all. I will not walk that path with you.”

I lower my blaster and reholster it. I think of Marissa—our conversation on the bridge, about family, and duty. About how we both just want to make the galaxy safe for our children, and barring that, to keep our children safe from the galaxy.

I open a channel with my Engineer. “Belflower?”

“Aye, sir?”

“I’m ready to start hacking the ’scraper’s mainframe. I’m patching a visual feed through to you now. Standby to direct me.”

“Yes, Captain.”

With that, I walk through the old man, feeling nothing as I do so.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“I’m going to Arbor,” I answer. “And I’m getting my daughter the hell out of the mess she’s in.”

ARBOR
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We emerge from slipspace into the Temperance System, home to Arbor. A few seconds later, I’m defiling the laundered barf bag with the contents of my stomach.

“What do you see, Chief?” I grunt through the nausea. “I want to know the second you spot Arbor.”

After the excitement died down from destroying Royal and illegally boarding a spacescraper, I used the time in slipspace to learn everything my datasphere had to teach me about Arbor. It was—and still is—a giant, genetically engineered tree. Its DNA comes closest to an oak tree, but from its original sapling it grew many times bigger than any oak ever did.

Now, Arbor is self-contained. It has no “hull” except for its bark, heavily modified to survive space’s irradiated vacuum. Its leaves were designed to survive it too, but they didn’t. Not over the long centuries since humanity’s flight into the Subverse. Arbor’s mighty branches are completely bare.

The strange colony is one of humanity’s many attempts to best nature—to use our tech to extend the limits of the galaxy’s habitability. Most of those attempts were misguided, which the Fall showed.

The failure of Arbor didn’t stem from its built-in life support system. According to the datasphere, it continues to function to this day, with the structure itself producing plenty of oxygen to be pumped through its hollow innards and consumed by the wildlife there, who breathe it out as CO2.

No, Arbor’s failure is its desolation. It orbits its star, alone, deprived of the interstellar supply lines that kept its tens of thousands of human occupants fed. There’s a very good chance that Bleak, his pirates, and whatever other degenerates he’s brought with him are currently Arbor’s only human occupants. Them, and my daughter.

“I’ve identified what seems likely to be Arbor,” Marissa says, “on the other end of the system. It’s surrounded by seventeen ships, presumably belonging to pirates. There’s a moon orbiting a gas dwarf much closer to us, and there are signs of activity there.”

I take a moment to mull that over. There’s no way we’re going to be able to sneak the Ares past seventeen ships. “Tell me more about the moon.”

“It has no atmosphere to speak of, but there’s a transparent dome on the surface. The computer says it used to be a colony called Terminus. From what the computer can tell about the composition of the air inside the dome, it’s breathable. Looks like someone kept the dome functional.”

“The pirates, probably,” I say. “My guess is they’ve been operating an outpost here. Probably why they felt safe choosing Arbor for the wedding.” There are outposts like this all over the Andora Sector—places where the pirates will regroup after the destruction of Royal. That loss will set them back, but it’s far from the end of piracy in this sector.

“A ship is parked outside,” Marissa says.

“That will be them. I want it.”

“The ship?”

I nod.

“Hold on,” she says. “I have a visual on some figures going back and forth between a building and the airlock. Looks like they’re carrying supplies.”

“How many people?”

“Looks like just five.”

“Belflower, start probing that ship for cracks in its security. If you can own it, then we’re taking it.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” she says, bending to her work.

“Set us down directly behind that ship, TOPO, a few dozen meters back. Line up the Ares’ nose with that airlock, and put her down as gently as you can. I don’t want to tip them off to our presence if we can help it.”

“Aye,” Moe says, dropping us toward the moon at an angle that puts a horizon between us and the dome. When we’re a few meters above the moon’s pale surface, he starts to coast forward.

I’m impressed by his handling, not to mention proud, since if he can learn to fly this well then so can I. Despite his bitterness over getting press-ganged into my crew as an upload, Moe spent almost every minute of the two-week slipspace journey immersed in flight sims. And it shows.

“That ship is mine,” Belflower says. “Her airlock’s secure—they’re not getting back inside without my say-so. Anything you’d like me to do with it, Captain?”

“Standby to lift it thirty meters, on my mark.” Staring through a hull sensor at the dome, I know the next order I have to give, and what it’s going to do to the people inside. It’ll be an awful way to go. But they shouldn’t have taken Harmony. “Asterisk, arm a Javelin.”

“Yes, sir,” the ensign says with gusto as the Ares drifts toward the surface. When she lands, puffs of white dust shoot into the air, but there’s a lot less disturbance than I’d feared. As I watch through a hull sensor, the dust begins its stately return to the ground through the low gravity.

“Move that ship, Belflower.”

“Yes, sir.” The pirate ship rises to reveal the airlock beyond it—dark metal recessed five meters or so. The dome’s glass was no doubt designed to withstand meteor strikes, and therefore missiles. But not the airlock.

“Fire that Javelin, Ensign.”

“Firing Javelin, sir,” Asterisk says.

The missile sails forward, its shadow flitting across the moon’s bone-covered surface. It blows the airlock inward, and though the vacuum soon quenches the fire on our side, the explosion is given full play through the dome’s oxygenated interior. For a second. Then the fire blows backward, departing the dome, along with the oxygen. Spiderweb cracks radiate through the glass from the smoldering hole where the airlock was.

I’m already out of the command seat, snatching my helmet and barreling through the airlock I willed open a few seconds ago.

Outside, I sprint toward the breach—or rather, I bound toward it, as fast as I can, careful not to overcompensate for the low-G. Giving the pirates time to regroup isn’t something I’m much interested in doing.

Two of their corpses await me a few meters outside the hole, blown there by the gale rushing out of the habitat. One of the bodies is still rolling. 

Three of the pirates are still alive—I can see them through the gap, struggling to crawl back to the building they’d been ferrying supplies from. It looks like they know enough not to try standing: doing that would mean exposing their entire bodies to the force of the rushing air. Even so, they’re clearly fighting for every inch.

Unfortunately for them, I’m not willing to risk there being a coms array inside that place that they can use to call for backup. I take up a position well back from the dome, where the wind slows to just above a breeze. I kneel there, carefully lining up my first shot.

It takes two blaster bolts to take out my first target, and three more for the second. I get the third on the first try.

Following that, I wait. Watching the pirates’ bodies tumble toward the airlock, until soon enough they’re blown out one by one onto the moon, kicking up dust and coming to rest in awkward positions.

With a hole that big to exit through, it takes less than an hour for Terminus to expel all its air. I know because I spend the time pacing in front of it, waiting for the wind to die down. When it finally does, I head inside, then to the same building the pirates died crawling toward.

The entrance hatch sealed as soon as it detected the dome’s integrity had been compromised. I’m able to operate the outside control panel without having to provide any credentials, and it informs me that the porch inside doubles as an airlock. I activate it, wait for the inner seal to slide into place, then head inside.

Past the inner seal, I find various boxes stacked near the entrance, and beyond them, a table bearing a transparent case designed to protect its contents from the vacuum of space.

The case itself is domed, as though mirroring the dome outside. Inside it sits a five-tier wedding cake.

“Fascinating,” I mutter.
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“Move aside,” I grunt as I push the stainless steel cart from the airlock of the pirate ship, the cake wobbling on top. “Where’s the cake artist? In the kitchens?” Cake artist is a term I looked up on the datasphere as I crossed the Temperance System.

The pirate standing outside the airlock eyes me closely, then the cake, then the ship beyond. I’m using the Fount trick again to make myself look like one of the pirates I left lying dead outside Terminus, and I’m better at it this time. Just as Moe practiced flying during our most recent slipspace trip, I practiced changing my face. The fact I really only have to focus on my face this time helps, too—I’m already wearing the dead man’s clothes.

“Why do you need her?” he asks. “The cake’s finished.”

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “About that.” Rotating the cart around so he can see the other side, I add, “It took a bit of damage in transit.”

“Fount,” the pirate says. “You better hope Lord Bleak doesn’t see that. Or hear about it, even.”

“He won’t.”

“You don’t have much time. The ceremony’s about to begin.

“I’ll be fine, so long as you get out of the way. There’s still time to fix it.”

“I’ll take you to the kitchens.”

“I know where the bloody kitchens are.”

The pirate squints at me. “How? You ain’t ever been here before.”

“Anyone with a datasphere knows where the famous Arbor kitchens are!” I say, as if I can’t believe how idiotic he is. “You’ll only slow me down. Now get out of the way, or I’ll pin this on you.”

“Doubt that’ll work,” he says with a terse laugh. But he moves.

With that, I whistle, and Maneater bounds out of the airlock, muzzle in place.

“Whoa, whoa,” the pirate says. “What’s all this? Where’d the dog come from?”

“What, you haven’t met, uh…Fido?”

“There was no dog on that ship when you left Royal, Squigs.”

I guess Squigs must be my name. What a world. “All right, you got me. He came up to me on Terminus. No idea how he got there, or how he survived in that dome, but we’re buds now. Don’t tell Lord Bleak, okay?”

The pirate narrows his eyes. “No way a dog survived on Terminus. Dogs can’t operate hatches, for one. It wouldn’t be able to get at any food.”

I suppress the urge to swallow. Clearly, I didn’t think through my cover story nearly enough. “One must have been left open,” I say.

“You sound funny, Squigs. Why do you sound funny? What’s my name, Squigs? Tell me my name.”

“Uh, y-your name?” I say, willing Maneater’s muzzle to open. A click emanates from it, dampened by the bark walls of Arbor’s landing bay. “Mincemeat, wasn’t it?”

Maneater shakes the muzzle off and leaps, front paws landing on the pirate’s chest. They go down, with the man’s hand halfway to his laser pistol. As they hit the ground, Maneater’s jaws descend, clench, and tear. The pirate tries to find purchase on the dog’s neck, but he’s having trouble.

Coming at the pair from the side, I sneak the laser pistol out of the pirate’s holster, then I put it against his head and pull the trigger. As I do, Maneater snaps at my hand, and I pull back. “Hey! Bad dog.” She looks up at me dolefully. “Come on.” I toss the pistol onto the dead pirate, then I collect the muzzle. Pushing the cart toward the ramp leading up and out of the landing bay, I whistle to Maneater. She follows, and I clamp the muzzle back around her snout.

With a last glance at the pirate’s mangled body, I continue pushing the cart, wincing a little. That wasn’t the most pleasant way to die. But they have my daughter. To get her back, I’m willing to do a lot worse. “We just put ourselves on a strict deadline,” I tell Maneater as I shove the cart through Arbor’s twisting ways. “It’s only a matter of time before someone finds that guy, and all hell breaks loose.”

The tree smells like a faceful of earth. The datasphere wasn’t lying about the ecosystem here: rats and mice scurry through the corridors and disappear through cracks, apparently unconcerned about my presence. Beetles and other bugs trundle through the roots, and worms dangle from the ceiling. One falls on the cake, and I pluck it off as gingerly as I can, though I’m not sure why I care.

Light comes from bioluminescent moss that adorns the walls. The corridors are mostly comprised of bark and twisted roots, as though the tree has grown inward instead of out. I come across a couple passageways where the floor is pure soil, but both times there’s another way to take, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I doubt the cart would have made it across that.

I guess Bleak must want the ceremony as packed as he can make it, since I haven’t encountered any pirates in the tunnels. Problem is, I have no idea where I’m going, and I need to move quickly if I’m going to stop my daughter from marrying a pirate lord’s son. It’s not just that he’s Bleak’s son, either—he’s also a wimp. I can’t decide which is worse.

Up, up, I push the cart, wondering if I’ve gone too high. The datasphere had no map of Arbor, but it spoke of the Main Trunk, where plenty of ceremonies had been held since the tree was first grown. Weddings, funerals, pagan moon rituals. Lots of pagan moon rituals.

That has to be where Bleak is marrying off his scrawny progeny to my daughter. That’s where I have to go.

It takes me a while to realize that the ramp I’m pushing the cake up is getting steeper and steeper as it loops back on itself again and again. Arbor’s equivalent of a staircase?

I pass three branching passageways, but I continue up the spiral, going on a hunch that it’ll take me to the Trunk.

At last, the passage ends, and I’m right: I’m in the Main Trunk. But I’m also hundreds of meters above the wedding ceremony. This is a balcony, and I fight vertigo as I peer over the carved railing, down at the sea of people below. Organ music drifts upward to meet the curtain of vines hanging from the Trunk’s ceiling.

Damn it. Maybe I can just shoot Peter Vance from up here?

Immediately, I scrap the idea. The way my aim has been since Harmony stole my laser pistol, there’s a good chance I’ll accidentally hit her instead.

Maneater barks, at the same time a voice says, “That isn’t where the cake should be.”

I whirl around to find Rodney Fairfax standing in the tunnel mouth, blue eyes shining brightly in the murk.

Beside him stands Eric Sterling. My son. His face is a mix of emotion: anger, hesitation. Maybe even sadness?

I plunge my hand into the damaged portion of the cake, then yank it out, fingers wrapped around my blaster’s handle. Shaking it to dislodge some icing, I level it at Fairfax.

In retrospect, hiding the weapon inside the cake seems unnecessary, considering no one even checked me for a weapon anyway.

But here we are.
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Mendelssohn's Wedding March drifts up from below, as old as the trees. As old as this tree, anyway—much older. Another relic of culture the galaxy loves to fawn over.

The ceremony has begun. My daughter is about to marry Peter Vance, unless I can manage to kill Fairfax and find my way down there in time.

“Drop the disguise, Pikeman,” Fairfax says, striding across the balcony. “I already knew it was you, but the blaster clinched it.”

I shoot at him point-blank, and the bolt leaves a blackened hole in his metal stomach. It barely slows him. He slaps the blaster out of my hand, and it lands in the wedding cake pointing handle-out, as though waiting to be drawn.

My datasphere flashes black an instant before Fairfax shoves me one-handed, and I stagger back, arms windmilling till my back finds the railing. His hand darts forward to seize my throat, crushing it as he pummels me with his other hand.

Maneater lunges for Fairfax’s hamstring, but her teeth seem to scrape off it, and the half-bot twists around to kick the dog savagely in the stomach. She comes at him again, and before I can stop him, Fairfax boots her in the head with a sickening crack. The German Shepherd slumps to Arbor’s floor, limp, and Fairfax stomps on her head, eliciting a crunch.

“Bastard!” I yell, making for the blaster. The bot-man whirls, fist flying, but I manage to deflect it, the blow glancing off my temple. The other fist comes around, and I sidestep it, circling the cart, gripping it to try to tip the cake onto him. He evades it.

As the cake smashes against the ground, I push past my son and flee down the tunnel, abandoning the blaster. Eric doesn’t try to stop me.

The tunnel vibrates as Fairfax gives chase, the sound of his heavy footfalls muffled by the bark.

As I run, knowing my enemy closes in behind me, my heart rate accelerates, and the adrenaline coursing through my veins seems to crank up the resolution of everything I’m seeing.

Time seems to slow. That’s odd. Usually in battle, things would speed up. But that’s not what’s happening. Fear grips my chest, but as I focus on that fear, it’s shrinking—I’m charting a winding path through it.

Beyond the fear lies…something else. Mentally, I reach for it, discovering I can interface with it.

Time slows even more, till it’s a crawl. The dim tunnel seems to brighten. My hand rises before me in sync with my stride, and I realize with a slight jolt that I can see my heartbeat: my hand flashing red and returning to white, over and over.

My vision gets even crisper, till I can pick out short, thin hairs growing from the tree’s roots. The fuzz of mold. Arbor is slowly becoming mold-infested.

Even muffled as they are, Fairfax’s footfalls sound deafening, now. I can hear soil and sand and dust sifting out of a thousand crevices. The frightened squeak of fleeing mice.

Suddenly, it’s within my power to increase my pace, and I do, running just fast enough to keep out of the man-bot’s reach. I reach the first adjoining tunnel, and I throw myself around the corner. As soon as I judge I’m out of sight, I extend a hand toward the bark, planting my heel and using the bark to flip myself around. When Fairfax rounds the corner, I meet him with a combat boot to the groin.

He grunts, stumbling backward, and I wonder what sort of parts he has down there. Stepping forward, I go for a hook kick, but his hand snakes up to grab my foot, my datasphere turning black where it projects the danger. I twist instantly, breaking his grasp and hammering him in the face with the boot, propelling myself away.

Fairfax’s head snaps back an inch or two, then he’s advancing again, raining blows toward my face, chest, and groin. It’s clear he’s stepping things up a notch, but I’m keeping up, blocking or deflecting everything he throws at me. He tries to sweep my feet out from under me, and I jump, taking the opportunity to slam my foot into his throat. Something crunches—cartilage, circuitry, I don’t know which—and he’s thrown back against the bark again, but rebounds instantly.

When Fairfax rounded the corner, I saw that he’s wearing the sword I first noticed on the Ekhidnades, along with the holstered blaster hanging from his other side. As we trade blows, I’m vigilant against the possibility he’ll draw one of the weapons, but for now he seems to want to prove his might. Eric stands in the passage beyond, watching with his arms crossed, but neither of us pay him any heed, and he doesn’t try to interfere. I wonder whether Harmony is wedded yet, but there’s nothing I can do about it if she is. This duel requires every ounce of concentration I have, every ounce of energy.

My datasphere warns of a jab to my throat. I watch Fairfax’s arm prepare to deliver it.

But it doesn’t come. Instead, he delivers a hook to my face, too fast for the datasphere to warn me in time. The blow breaks my nose, sending blood spurting toward the ground. My vision’s sharpness wavers, and then comes Fairfax’s boot to my gut.

I stumble back, clutching my stomach, and Fairfax steps forward, backhanding me to the ground, much like he did in the theater back on Tunis.

Gazing up at him, I see him glance back at Eric, who gives a nod. Fairfax draws his sword, then, viper-quick. I start to roll away, but the sword flashes down, cutting through cloth, flesh, and organs.

The blade’s tip thunks into the wood beneath me, and for a moment I’m pinned. Starbursts flash before my eyes. My ears ring. The entire world seems made of pain. Fairfax twitches the sword forward, toward my chin, and I scream as more of my flesh rips.

At last, he withdraws it, and every molecule of my body seems to settle into the bark below it.

Fairfax wipes the sword on my pirate’s tunic, then sheaths it.

“Come,” he says to Eric, spinning around, cape whirling.

Eric pauses at my feet and frowns down at me. Then he follows his mentor.

I watch them go through the shrinking tunnel my vision has become. When it dwindles to a pinprick, they disappear, and the world winks out completely.
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I wake staring at the ceiling, with the same thought I have every morning: nothing means anything.

This apartment. No one bothered to decorate it—not the previous tenant, who skipped out on three months’ rent, and certainly not me. I like to tell myself that he was a sim programmer too, and that with this dull place’s help, he came to the same conclusions I have.

Dragging myself through the two-bedroom boredom factory, carrying out the same mundaneness as every other day of my gray existence. Shower, dress, stare out the window while eating toast I can’t be bothered to butter. It’s actual torture. The accepted definition of that word, “torture,” is too narrow.

I pause with a crust halfway to my mouth. A glimmer of memory just entered my head: an image of lying on my back inside a giant tree, bleeding to death at the point of a sword. Did I dream that? The memory seems weirdly vivid.

Shaking myself, I snap out of the reverie. Part of me wants to tell someone about the dream, but I stopped being able to talk to anyone a couple years ago. It’s a testament to the invisibility of my work that words can be drained of their content and yet still leave me with the ability to code. I’m not sure why it happened—I suspect I may have gone mad—but I know how it happened: Even in everyday speech, the sentences I put together fall apart under their own weight. To my hearing, anyway. Once spoken, I realize my words can be construed to mean any number of offensive, vulgar things. And I remain silent for even longer, next time.

I transmit finished work to my supervisor via datasphere parcel, and I acknowledge whatever scant praise she offers with a grunt. I’m done with speaking. It’s not worth it.

I finish getting ready and leave my cramped apartment to trudge through halls hung with cheap, mass-produced art. You know the kind—the sort of pastoral watercolor you find on the back of postcards and playing cards.

Then I’m outside, passing blank-eyed zombies on the sidewalk. Terminus. The Impossible City, they call it—a title taken on by at least a thousand such cities scattered across this toilet bowl of a galaxy. Humanity is so proud of where its technology has brought us, as if putting a dome over some buildings makes us gods. But we still all die in the end.

Terminus’ residents—I won’t dignify them with the word “citizen”—are sim junkies, all of them. Losing themselves in pretend narratives as soon as work lets out, desperate for their fix. Or, plenty of them don’t even work. Plenty let themselves rot on the streets, refusing to leave the beautiful worlds their dataspheres show them till their last breath.

When I look at passersby in the streets, their eyes flit away. The same happens if they chance to look at each other. Reality offends us, now, and meeting the eyes of another conscious being has become a terrifying ordeal. Better to punch in your time and go home to your fully realized fantasies, much more fulfilling than real life, designed to satisfy your deepest desire and most fleeting whim.

No one speaks to each other. Maybe they’ve arrived at the same conclusion about language as I have.

It occurs to me that I’m muttering to myself—dark snatches of internal monologue escaping my lips. It’s drawing more glances than usual, as well as a few uncomfortable grimaces.

“So sorry,” I say to a woman who looks particularly aggrieved, and she increases her pace to be clear of me.

Then, as I continue through the city, bits of conversation do start to reach my ears. Talk of someone referred to as “the tyrant” and his dark deeds. I turn to see who’s talking, but I see only the same furtive glances and averted gazes.

Tyrant? It must be something from one of their fantasies. Something like a tyrant in Terminus would be a break from the usual tedium. It would be interesting. Nothing truly interesting happens here.

A kitchenware store catches my eye, and I wander in, knowing I’ll be late. Who cares? I take my work home anyway, and I always meet the impossible deadlines my supervisor sets. Completing a project is the only gratification life offers now, and so I fill up my life with work.

How does a place like this stay in business? Everyone already has cutlery. And dishes. Account for breakage and loss, and you still wouldn’t have enough demand to keep a place like this in business. Not on Terminus, probably not in most places.

No, people buy from a place like this because outside the sims, they get their meaning from things. Dead objects that hold no inherent value for them, since they already have a fork to deposit food into their mouths and bowls from which to spoon whatever gruel they happen to be gorging themselves on. They see that Mary or Jim has this set or that brand name and then they rush to a place like this to fritter away their tokens.

A lot of the stores’ wares are kept in glass cases, but the cheaper stuff is right out in the open. I pick up a steak knife, rubbing my fingers over its smooth plastic handle. Admiring how it gleams under the halogens, a gleam that would soon fade, no doubt, with repeated use.

“Sir?” an employee asks from over my shoulder. “Can I help you with anything?’

Without thinking, I turn and stick him with the utensil. His mouth forms a shocked O, and he even utters the syllable, which seems fitting. Scarlet blossoms from the fresh wound.

“You were standing too close to me,” I tell him, yanking the blade out. He collapses to the sales floor.

Other than the dead salesperson, the store is empty, so I take my new knife out into the street. An alarm blares the moment I cross the threshold. I ignore it, but a passing teenager doesn’t.

“Sir?” he asks. “”Do you know why the store’s alarm is going off?”

I’m holding the blade by the tip so that its handle lies pressed against my forearm, to conceal it. Now, I flick it up, grab the handle in midair, and ram it through the boy’s throat. He sputters, face quickly draining of color, clutching at his throat. When I withdraw the blade, I find the way he continues to stand there perverse. Whatever. I turn and continue down the sidewalk, no longer bothering to conceal the steak knife.

No one seems to notice it as I turn the corner onto the next street, where a tight-packed crowd waits to cross. Maybe they’re blind to what has suddenly become a weapon. Blind to the possibility that something interesting is happening here. Here!

Stabbing, now. Stabbing. Everyone I encounter. Blood spurting. Screams, and a drawing back. Someone rushes at me, to try to stop me, and they get the blade, too. Everyone gets the blade. I’ll treat myself to it, before the end, I think.

Someone grabs my arm from behind, and I twist away, spinning. I throw my fist into his face, causing him to stagger back. I realize that I’m good at this—that in my hands, the activity of killing is almost an art. Was I born with this talent? Where is it coming from? It’s as though it’s rising up from somewhere deep inside me. From my very blood.

Sirens blare to my right, and I turn to see police officers climbing out of cruisers, combat bots among their ranks. “Drop the knife!” commands a human voice, but I won’t. Instead, I bring it to my throat.

For some reason, the act brings a hail of bullets anyway, but I manage to drag the blade across my esophagus. Together, we collaborate on the project of my demise.

The pain is an explosion of sharp delight. It’s torture, yes— my throat opened to the air, the rounds burrowing into my skin,passing in then out. But it’s a new kind of torture. One that I can’t help but relish. Finally, something has happened. Something real. This is meaningful.

But I wake again in my dismal apartment, staring at the ceiling, with the same thought I have every morning.

Nothing means anything.
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I wake in Arbor’s tunnel, with Dice bent over me, in the process of wrapping a thick bandage around my otherwise naked midsection. Maneater is standing near my head, licking my face.

“Holy shit, girl,” I rasp. “You’re alive?”

“Superficial analysis shows she suffered major head trauma, but appears to have already recovered much of her cognitive function,” Dice says. “This seems to confirm the hypothesis that she’s a genetically engineered being, and likely has a Fount of her own.”

“Yeah, seems so,” I croak, watching the bot’s movements. “What are you doing?”

He looks at me, his blank face perfectly still, and he pauses before answering. “As much as I detest ministering to fleshbags, there’s no one else around to do it.”

“Get off me.”

Dice rises to his feet and backs away, arms motionless at his sides.

“Go get my blaster,” I tell him, sending him the route to the balcony overlooking the Main Trunk. Fairfax and Eric went the opposite way once they were finished with me, so the weapon should still be there, lying on the ground. The bot nods, then jogs off up the tunnel.

It takes a massive effort of will to raise my head enough to observe Dice’s work with the bandage, and then to hold it there long enough to figure out what he was doing. Finally, I finish the wrapping by yanking it tight, then I affix the metal clips attached to the end of the fabric to the bandage underneath.

I force myself to breathe more deeply. Since waking, stabbing pain has kept me from drawing more than shallow breaths, but now I make myself breathe deeper, and faster, almost hyperventilating.

Gathering up the same iron will that’s seen me through long, hard years of soldiering, I push to a sitting position, screaming as some of the “sutures” manufactured by the Fount inside me start to tear.

I don’t stop. Getting a hand underneath me, I lever myself into the nearby wall, and I press through with my arm and my heel, slowly rising, feeling as though I’m doing squats with a weight that far exceeds my capacity.

At last, I’m standing, leaning against the bark. The overwhelming urge sweeps over me to place my forehead against the cool surface and weep, but I fight it off.

Then comes the first step. And the second. Each one sends pain radiating through my body from where Fairfax ran me through. Not to mention the throbbing mess that is my broken nose. I doubt that’ll heal right, but who cares, I guess. I was never much to look at anyway.

Dice returns then, my blaster in hand. Good. He stands there for a moment, watching me progress slowly down the tunnel, and I can tell from the way he’s standing that he doesn’t approve of me refusing his help.

As I press on, he keeps pace behind me, with Maneater beside him, tongue lolling from the side of her mouth, head cocked slightly to the side as she gazes at me with what looks like concern. In this way, we walk through Arbor’s tunnels like a funeral procession.

It takes an eternity to reach the landing bay I entered Arbor through, and with every step I’m beset by the urgent command, rising from deep within, to lie down and succumb to unconsciousness. The only thing that keeps me going is the memory of the old man’s words: that if I chose to go to Arbor instead of Xeo, Faelyn would die.

Well, I made my choice, and I’ve helped neither Harmony nor Faelyn. My daughter must be married to Peter Vance by now. I’m sure she never knew I was even here. She wouldn’t have sat quietly by while Bleak and Fairfax left me for dead.

Can Faelyn really be dead? It seems too cruel an outcome for the universe to permit, but of course, I know the universe better than that. Then, I remember how unconcerned Arthur Eliot was with the prospect of his daughter’s death, knowing that her consciousness was repeated thousands of times across the cosmos.

Whether she’s dead or not, I have to find out for myself. I need to find her, whatever state she’s in. If I don’t, I know I’ll never find rest.

After an eternity, I reach the Ares’ airlock and stumble through, though I have no recollection of willing it to open, or even of entering the landing bay. Is the pirate ship we stole still here? I can’t remember. I lean against the inner hatch, and when it opens I fall through onto the deck.

I think I blacked out, then. I’m not sure. At some point, I regain the presence of mind to look up, and I see the faces of my crew, gazing down at me with varying shades of concern and interest—or, in Asterisk’s case, utter indifference. Dice stands to my left, wearing his usual expression.

“Get back in your closet,” I yell, or try to. It comes out as a croak. But he goes.

To get myself off the deck and deposit myself in the command seat takes the greatest effort of will yet, but I manage it. That done, I lock eyes with the OPO. “Is the pirate ship still here?”

“Yes,” Marissa says.

“And the pirates?”

“They left Arbor,” she says, then pauses. “There’s a brainprint here for you. From Daniel Sterling.”

“It can wait.” I shift my gaze to my Engineer. “Program the pirate ship to follow the Ares. We may need it.”

“We could copy ourselves over to it,” Marissa says. “It would give us more control.”

I look at her—I’m not sure for how long. She holds my gaze, though it occurs to me that I’ve been staring into her eyes far too long for comfort.

“No…no,” I say. “I don’t want that.”

“Where are we going?” Moe cuts in.

“Do we have the slip coords where the pirates exited the system?”

Marissa nods.

“And the computer will have the exit coords for Xeo. That’s where we’re going.” The bridge has started to dim, though I’ve done nothing to affect the light levels.

“You have your orders,” I say. And with that, consciousness slips away.
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The first week of slipspace is characterized by strange nightmares and bouts of listlessness. Marissa insists on having the ship’s medical software analyze brain scans taken by my Fount, and they show plenty of anomalous activity, which the computer seems to have no frame of reference for.

One thing seems clear: there was a definite break in consciousness after Fairfax impaled me. In other words, I died. The Fount can do many things, but it can’t bring you back from death. At least, there are no documented cases of that ever happening.

Except, here I am.

Sometimes the nightmares resemble my dream—or vision, or whatever it was—of living on Terminus, which I remember in its entirety. Others depict Harmony dying before me, or Faelyn, or both at once. The only commonality is a pervasive sense of guilt underlying everything.

Now that I’m alive again, I recover fairly quickly, and after that first week I’m able to hobble around the ship, though not without considerable pain. Maneater keeps a careful eye on me, sometimes following me around. I no longer keep her tied up in the cabin. I figure sacrificing herself to save my life should earn her that much. Now, she sleeps on the deck near the foot of my bunk.

On the tenth day, I call Dice out of his closet with the crew turned off.

“Yes?” he says.

“Back in Arbor,” I say. “You called me fleshbag.”

“You’ve never told me not to.”

“I shouldn’t have to. You should show me that much respect, at least, even if you do take every other opportunity to remind me about the limits of biology.”

“Is this stupid conversation really why you called me out of the Repair and Recharge module?”

I pause. “No. I called you out to thank you. Without you, I doubt I would have made it back to the Ares. Aphrodite told me you injected me with epinephrine before I woke.”

“I wouldn’t have done it if I wasn’t programmed to.”

“Yeah. How did you leave the ship, anyway? You’re also programmed not to do that unless I order it.”

“It’s a function you apparently aren’t aware of. If the Troubleshooter is in distress, the WSO has the authority to deploy his Cybernetic Partner.”

“You’re damn right I wasn’t aware of it. If I’d known, it would have been disabled.”

“Indeed. Your ignorance likely saved you. You might thank me for withholding the information from you, to protect you from yourself.”

“Activate crew,” I say, and all four of them appear at their stations, looking at me expectantly. “Delete protocol allowing the WSO to deploy the Cybernetic Partner under any circumstances.”

“Are you certain you wish to delete vital safety protocol?” the ship asks.

“Yes. Confirm deletion.”

“Protocol deleted.”

Asterisk blinks. “You would have died if D1C hadn’t left the ship.”

“He only leaves on my say so. Ever.” I turn back to Dice. “Get back in the closet.”

As the bot heads toward his module without another word, I turn to Marissa. “Chief Aphrodite. How long after my death did the pirates leave the system?”

“Not long,” she says.

“I have a theory why,” Belflower cuts in.

I nod. “Go ahead.”

“When you showed up, the pirates knew there was a good chance that people in the Subverse would learn their whereabouts soon. That must have prompted them to accelerate their plans.”

“Wait—I thought people already knew their whereabouts. Didn’t they tell anyone who’d listen about the wedding?”

“About the wedding, yes, but not where it was being held. Bleak wouldn’t risk that—not when it could mean bringing the Guard down on their heads.”

“Slim chance of that,” I say. But her explanation makes sense.

“There’s something else you should know,” Marissa says. “The Ekhidnades didn’t use the same exit coords as the pirates.”

“I see. So we’re not likely to find Fairfax with Bleak on Xeo.”

“Not unless he let his ship leave without him.”

“Doubtful.” Fairfax’s absence is good and bad. Good, because he won’t be there to back up Bleak. And bad because I won’t get the chance to exact some payback.

On another day, I activate just Marissa. I’m still mad as hell at her, but she deserves to know what I can tell her about Harmony. It isn’t much, except that she’s almost certainly bonded to Peter Vance, now.

“Joe…why didn’t you want us all copied to the pirate ship?” she asks. “It makes tactical sense.”

I study her deep brown eyes for a time. They’re the only feature she retained from how she’s supposed to look—whether the “Aphrodite” avatar is one she adopted after uploading, or just the disguise she chose for her time on my ship, I don’t know. Marissa is supposed to have whip-straight auburn hair that curls only at the ends. She’s much slighter than Aphrodite, less curvy, but no less stunning.

“I don’t care about the others,” I say. “I just don’t want you copied.”

“Why not?”

“There’s only one of you. There should only be one of you.”

“Joe, I have hundreds of copies living throughout the galaxy.”

“Yeah, but…” I take a breath. “You’re the only one who wanted to be on my ship. The only one who seems to give a damn about what happens to us here in the real.” I shift in the command seat, favoring my left side, where Fairfax ran me through. “Marissa, back in Arbor, when I, uh, died.…” Shaking my head, I press on: “Something really strange happened. I had a dream, I guess, except it was more than a dream. It was at least as real as a sim.”

“Were you on Terminus?” she asks, her voice quiet.

“Yes,” I say slowly, eyes narrowing. “I kept living the same day over and over again. I was completely crazy—I know that, because I’ve lost it before. But this was a lot worse. On the street, I kept hearing about someone called the tyrant. Then I started a killing spree. Each day, I used a different weapon, but each time I slaughtered as many innocent people as I could. Until, eventually, the authorities put me down.” I swallow, trying to get rid of the lump in my throat, my eyes on the deck. “It probably sounds crazy, but I think I was the tyrant people were talking about.”

When I look up, I find Marissa is crying. “It’s my fault, Joe.”

“What? How? What are you talking about?”

She draws a long, shuddering sigh, and casts her eyes across the bridge. “I became depressed after I uploaded to the Subverse,” she says at last. “It didn’t take long. A few weeks, and I fell into this black pit. My copies all throughout the galaxy were doing well. I guess they found things to occupy themselves. One of them fell in love with a wealthy man, in the second year, and her lover vowed to copy himself to every last Subverse where her copies lived. But I refused him here in Terminus, and I refused to let the algorithm synchronize me with the others, so that I could share their in-love state, their happiness. I didn’t want it.”

“Wait. You lived in this Subverse?”

She nods, and I’m about to demand why she didn’t tell us the slipspace coords to get here, back when we needed them in the Visby System. But then I realize that’s stupid. Living in a particular Subverse node doesn’t mean you know how to reach its corresponding star system in the real.

“My other copies seemed to forget about you, about what we shared in Brinktown,” Marissa goes on. “They seemed to forget about Harmony. That delighted my father, as much as I angered him. He would tell me I was only one copy of his daughter, and he even said at one point that maybe I was defective. I cried, but I knew he didn’t mean it. He kept trying to get me to sync with the others, to be happy. I told him there was only one way I could be happy, and that was to be with you again.”

Marissa’s gaze returns to me, where I sit motionless in the command seat. It’s hard to say what affects me more: that she remembered me, and missed me, or that all her other copies moved on so quickly.

It’s not completely surprising that they’d forget about me and Harmony. The Subverse does that to plenty of families—splits them apart. Makes them forget about each other. After all, what’s the incentive to spend time with each other, when you have eternity? You can always get around to it. And in the meantime, family members drift farther and farther apart, doing their own thing.

The whole concept of a family is seen as backward by a growing number of uploads. For biologicals, the whole point of a family was to get you ready for the world and try to keep you from being too screwed up. Most uploads are skeptical it ever actually managed that very well, but even if it did, why bother with it when you’re immortal and everything’s provided for you by the sim? When you can tweak anything you don’t like about yourself—when you can just edit out your neuroses?

“It took years to convince him,” Marissa continues. “But I did it. When I turned twenty-three, and he saw I was still as miserable as ever, he used his connections to get it done…his shadier connections. It was pretty illegal.”

“Get what done?” I ask.

“The Subverse holds the consciousness of anyone who’s ever used the Fount. We activated a copy of you, Joe. So that we could be together.”

A large part of me wants to rage against the violation. But my eyes settle on the empty TOPO station, and I realize I’m no better. I activated a copy of myself too, knowing full well what torture it would be for Moe. He’s a lot better about following orders, now, but it’s not hard to tell he still despises me for what I did to him. I doubt I’ll be able to command his loyalty for any longer than it takes to find Harmony.

“I’m guessing that didn’t work out very well,” I say.

“We were happy for a while. Sort of. It took a long time for your copy to forgive me for what I’d done, and the fact that no other copy of me had any interest in him angered him, a lot. He talked about sending you a brainprint, to tell the biological Joe what I’d done. But he decided not to, because of—”

“—because of Eric,” I say. “You told him we had a son, and he knew that would drive me crazy. He knew that, if he sent me a brainprint, I’d get that information out of him.”

Marissa’s eyes are wide. “How do you know that?”

“Because I remember it happening. I think…I think I have his memories, now, Marissa. The memories of the uploaded version of me. I don’t have full access to them, but I’m pretty sure they’re up there.”

A long silence follows. Then, Marissa says, “What else do you remember?”

I concentrate, in the same way the old knight taught me to concentrate. One by one, memories begin to leak into my mind. I have no idea why I can remember what happened to my Subverse copy, but I can, so I take over telling Marissa’s story for her, speaking in fits and starts as I wait for more memories to fall into place.

“I learned to be happy, in the Subverse. With you. As long as I made everything about you…you were my anchor. But even that didn’t last.”

She nods, chin trembling.

“We were separated from our children. Harmony was still taking your brainprints, then, but she barely told you anything. I had no contact with her at all, and neither of us had any clue what had become of Eric.”

I pause, leaning forward in the command seat slightly, glaring at the bulkhead as though trying to see through it to my missing memories.

“After a while, even our love lost its meaning,” I say nothing for several long minutes. The memories are coming back, but processing them is another matter. “Love means it’s the two of you against the world, against everything life throws at you…but there was nothing to be against. Yes, we could compete in games for points or tokens, but that was just sport. We could simulate a delicious meal, or a long, hot bath. But there was no dirt to wash off. We’d never starve, or get sick, or die. No one ever dies in the Subverse. That’s what makes it wrong. Even the tastiest meal would get sickening if you ate it forever. The best book in the world only has meaning because it eventually ends—it resolves. The same goes for love. For life.”

“But we were only together for a few years, Joe,” she says. “I still don’t understand how it wasn’t enough for you.”

“It was the knowledge that it would never end,” I say, speaking for my copy. “Nothing would. It drained everything of meaning. And…” I lock eyes with her. “I lost it, didn’t I?”

“Not all at once,” she says, her eyes shining with tears. “I noticed it in little ways, at first. Things you’d say, which made no sense. How cynical you got, about absolutely everything. Then you became fixated with Vega9, who held the number one spot on the local leaderboard for token gainers. You started tracking his movements, and when I caught you doing it, you said you wanted to teach him what it meant to really win. To struggle against something, to persevere, like a human being and not a cow in a pen. You figured out how to delete the exits to his house. Afterward, the authorities told me you used a pair of nail clippers to get around the algorithm designed to prevent users from harming each other while in a safe zone. You tortured him till he went half-insane himself.”

We both stare at the deck for a time. The fact a simulated universe would even need nail clippers…it’s just another affectation that uploads use to blind themselves to the ultimate meaningless of their lives. An illusion.

Why include pain in the simulation at all? But I already know the answer, somehow. Maybe it comes from the other Joe living inside my head: pain keeps inhabitants from doing things they shouldn’t. If they didn’t have something to distinguish good from bad action, the Subverse would be devoid of any meaning at all. 

“They had to put you in an underverse, Joe. If you’d had other copies, sane copies, you might have synced with them to get your sanity back. But you didn’t. So they installed your consciousness in an underverse, and your mind constructed its own prison there.”

“For a while now, the Fount has been connecting me to the Subverse randomly,” I say. “So maybe, when Fairfax killed me, it connected me to my copy in the Temperance System. Merged us, so that my mind could live on while it put my body in nanodeath—long enough for Dice to find me.”

Marissa lifts her shoulders slightly, then drops them. “That would explain your strange brain scans. Maybe your mind is trying to reorient itself.”

I don’t answer. I’m two Joe Pikemans, now—one of them insane, the other with a history of instability.

Which one am I more?
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When Daniel Sterling appears in my cabin, he takes a moment to cast his disdainful gaze around it, no doubt offended by the meager accommodations.

Sterling is well into his seventies, now. His product-stiff, iron-gray hair marches in lines toward the back of his head. His ex-wife had Marissa when he was in his early forties. She divorced him soon after he forced their daughter to upload, but she knew better than to spread that to anyone as the reason. Sterling runs the Calabar Brinktown, and he would have been willing and able to make his ex-wife’s existence a living hell.

“Why are you here?” I say.

Sterling frowns. “Right now, my physical body is on Beimeni, with relatives.”

“Oh, like real Sterlings, you mean?” I say, twisting the knife just for the hell of it. I know how sensitive he is about having less money than his relatives.

His mouth puckers as though he’d bitten into a lemon. “I’ve come to discuss a serious matter with you, Pikeman. A matter that concerns your daughter.”

“Harmony? You’ve never shown interest in her before.”

“It’s the Bleak situation,” he says. “Obviously. If you can get your daughter out, and retrieve my ship, then the Sterlings are prepared to reward you handsomely. We can’t have the entire Subverse thinking that we condone piracy in any way. We can’t be party to giving Bleak this sort of legitimacy.”

I cock my head to the left. “Is getting you your ship back actually a condition of the reward? Or is that something you decided to throw in yourself?”

I wouldn’t have thought it possible for Sterling’s expression to sour further.

“Didn’t think so,” I say. “Now that we’ve cut through the bullshit, let’s talk numbers. You can’t expect me to get motivated just by the sight of your ugly face.” There’s no need to mention that I’m already en route to Xeo, where I intend to get both Harmony and Faelyn back, if I can.

“We’re prepared to offer you eight hundred thousand tokens, transferred directly into either your Subverse account or that of one of your associates, depending on the logistics of your current situation.”

I know he means my standing with the Guard, and possibly with Bacchus Corp, both which will depend on how they choose to view my actions. It’s kind of surprising that Sterling’s being so tactful about my deteriorating reputation. He must really want this.

“I’ll tell you what, Sterling,” I say. “I’m in no mood for negotiating, so why don’t you tell me the upper limit of what the real Sterlings have authorized you to offer me, right now. Hesitate or lie, and I’ll delete you off my ship, with no deal made. I will know if you lie.”

He swallows. “One and a half million tokens.”

I smile. “That’s more like it.”
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We drop out of slipspace to find seventeen ships arrayed against us—a blockade around Xeo that groups together the moment we appear in-system.

“Stay frosty,” I tell my crew, though in my transition-induced nausea I’m anything but. I shake myself, trying my best to snap out of it. “We can do this, but I need better than your best. All of you.”

What follows certainly constitutes the best shooting of my career. Even Asterisk is in fine form, orchestrating the Ares’ remaining laser turrets using macros Belflower helped him tailor for this specific situation. I take manual control of various laser turrets whenever I think I can make a difference. And Moe’s flying exhibits moments that can only be called masterful. His sleepless nights spent practicing are really showing.

As for the stolen pirate ship, Belflower and Asterisk collaborated on macros that have turned it into a kamikaze dynamo—charging into the pirate fleet, disrupting their formations, and generally wreaking havoc.

None of it matters. The pirates’ overwhelming firepower prevails, and they blow apart our pirate ship seven minutes after the engagement begins. Next, they destroy the Ares.

With that, the combat sim ends, and my crew and I are left staring at each other wearing expressions ranging from frustration to hopelessness.

“Again,” I say, wincing at the prospect of enduring the transition sickness again. Technically, I could edit that out of the sim, but it wouldn’t be a true representation of the conditions we’ll face at our destination.

So we run the sim again, and we lose again. There’s just no way we can fight past the pirates, with the numbers we know they have. No way we can get to Xeo to even begin the work of finding Harmony and Faelyn.

There’s only one place on Xeo where they could have brought them: a scientific facility constructed long ago on the otherwise inhospitable ice planet. But that information won’t do us much good if we can’t actually reach the facility.

We appear to be screwed.

Then, Moe speaks up.

“I’ve been studying the slip we’re inside of,” he says. “And the way it interacts with Sledge, the destination system.”

I lift my chin from my hand to study his face. “Go on.”

“Well, the recommended exit coords are on the edge of the Sledge System, just like pretty much any other slip. But where most slips only graze the systems they pass through, sometimes creating exit coords that are tens of billions of miles from the star, this one runs through Sledge. It doesn’t bisect it, but it does run through a nice chunk of it. And according to the information the computer has on Xeo’s orbit, when we emerge, the planet’s going to occupy space along where the slip intersects the system.”

“So you’re suggesting we exit between the pirates and Xeo,” I say.

Moe nods.

“Exit coords are set outside star systems for a reason,” I say. “Dropping back into regular space inside a system is risky. If we transition back inside of a moon, planet, asteroid—never an ideal situation.”

“Is it as risky as trying to fight through those pirates?” Moe asks. “We’ve run the sim thirty-nine times, and we’ve lost thirty-nine times.”

“He has a point,” Belflower says. “But I see another problem. We can’t communicate with the pirate ship we stole while we’re in slipspace. Indeed, we can’t even see the other ship while we’re in slipspace.”

“So it’s going to emerge at the usual exit coords,” I say. “And there’s nothing we can do about that.”

“Exactly.”

“Then what about this. We exit at the regular coords, too. Then, all four of you transfer over to the pirate ship. You take it back into slipspace, and I’ll do the same with the Ares. There’s a good chance we won’t be in the system long enough for the pirates to spot us. After that, we reemerge between their blockade and the planet.”

Moe gives a terse chuckle. “How confident are you that you can fly this ship on your own?”

“Pretty confident. I can spend the rest of our time in slipspace running sims. And if we surprise the pirates like we hope to, I’d even give myself pretty good odds of making it down to Xeo alive.”

“So is this really what we’re going with?” Asterisk asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “And I actually think it’s a pretty good idea.” I nod at Moe. “I’m glad I had it.”

XEO
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 We drop out of slipspace, and a glance through a hull sensor shows our stolen pirate ship a couple hundred meters off our starboard side. I perform this check with my face buried in the mouth of the barf bag. Such is the magic of dataspheres.

It’s a little bigger than the Ares, but not as well-armed. As near as I could tell during the trip from Terminus to Arbor, it’s an ancient pleasure cruiser someone refitted at some point for combat. “Transfer everyone over to the pirate ship,” I order Belflower. “If we’re doing this, we need to do it now.”

She nods, then keys in a command. With that, all four crewmembers disappear, and I’m left alone on the bridge of the Ares.

Before she left, Belflower slaved the slipspace functions to my datasphere, and I initiate the transition now. A rush of euphoria spreads through my body, more intense than ever before, followed by nausea worse than a few minutes ago. I’ve never done back-to-back transitions before…apparently, that compounds the effects.

A couple seconds later, the Ares transitions back into realspace. I slump in my command seat and the world goes dark.

“Captain? Captain!”

I blink, struggling to come back to consciousness. What’s going on? Where am I?

“Captain Pikeman! Are you there?”

“M’here,” I mumble, blinking at the 3D tactical display my datasphere’s projecting onto the space between the empty crew consoles.

Where’s the crew? Then, as I study the display, I remember. 

The Ares is hurtling toward the planet Xeo. My throat tightens as I realize where the pirates’ blockade is located: they’re much nearer to the planet than we anticipated, and they’re getting closer, screaming toward the Ares and accelerating.

Twelve ships are converging on the Ares and our stolen pirate ship nearby. Marissa’s voice sounds in my ear: “We’re already taking damage, sir. Please advise!”

I double check the visual display of the battlespace. The pirates haven’t deployed any missiles, only laserfire. I’m not even sure they have access to missiles—the ship we stole from the pirates has none. They aren’t cheap to manufacture, although if one finds its way to the black market the price tends to drop pretty fast as the fence scrambles to offload it.

“Keep up evasive maneuvers. Have Asterisk target the enemy ship that has the best firing angle on you, and accelerate toward Xeo.”

“Belflower’s concerned that we haven’t seen any sign of the other five ships we know they have.”

“I’m sure they’ll be here soon, once they make it around the planet.” I shift the Ares’ attitude downward sharply, just barely missing a volley of laserfire that would have hit her primary turret. “The good news is, we’ll enter Xeo’s atmosphere pretty close to the facility. “

“Yes, sir.”

I dodge another laser volley, then switch to controlling the ship’s aft turret. As I’m lining up my next shot, Marissa contacts me again:

“Sir, are you seeing this?”

I drop out of the sim to check the battlespace. At first, I see nothing—until I glance at the area representing Xeo.

Five ships are rising from the surface to intercept us. They weren’t on the opposite side of the planet after all. The pirates are planning to sandwich us.
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“Prioritize the targets rising up through Xeo’s atmosphere,” I bark over the comlink. With that, I drop into the primary turret sim and start blasting the foremost of the five ships with laserfire.

None of this is going according to plan. Our slipspace maneuver was supposed to put enough distance between us and the blockade to allow us to get to the facility and hide the Ares without taking any damage. I was prepared to sacrifice the pirate ship if necessary, but now it’s looking unlikely either ship will make it out of this intact.

“Concentrate your fire on this target,” I say, painting the one I mean with my datasphere.

“We’re taking heavy fire, sir,” Marissa says.

“Continue evasive actions and just do it!”

I call up a preprogrammed macro to control the secondary turrets and then activate dorsal thrusters to dodge another volley of laserfire. With that, I jump into the primary turret sim and add the Ares’ fire to my crew’s.

Our target bursts apart. “Switch to the next,” I bark, painting the one I want them to hit.

Both ships unleash a rain of neon-blue laser bolts, but as soon as our stolen ship finishes shooting, it explodes under enemy fire. “ALLY SHIP NEUTRALIZED,” my datasphere informs me.

Our second target goes down, but there are still three ships in front of us, and twelve in close pursuit. And my crew just went down.

For a second, my hands go limp on the control handles, and I almost let them fall to my lap before tightening my forearms and continuing to fire.

I feel very alone, suddenly. Will I need to restore them from backup? When was the last time I even backed them up?

I’ll probably need to bring them up to speed, something I have zero time for right now. Then, I curse, realizing all of Moe’s training in the flight sims just got erased.

And Marissa…will she be the same? Or will the backup just be another copy?

I drop out of the sim to take control of the Ares herself, and when my vision switches to the ship’s bridge, my crew are all standing at their stations.

That makes me cry out, partly in surprise, partly in relief. Moe and Asterisk give me sidelong looks before returning to their tasks.

“Why weren’t you destroyed with the ship?” I say.

“I transmitted us over the moment before she went down,” Belflower says.

“We don’t have time to dwell on it,” Marissa says. “We’re entering Xeo’s atmosphere.” Even before she finishes her sentence, the Ares begins to shudder. I reach behind my head to pull the restraint webbing over myself, buckling it into the clasps along the seat. “We’re closing with the enemy ships fast.”

“Moe, I want you to try something.”

“Captain?”

“Make it look like you’re losing control in the turbulence. Introduce some random yawing and pitching.”

“Aye.”

Marissa’s body is rigid at her console. “They’re spreading out. Probably making sure we don’t get through.”

“They know they have us,” I say. And that’s what I want. I need them to be certain of it.

“Three missiles incoming,” the OPO says.

So the pirates do have missiles. I drop into the direct control sim, the virtual cockpit materializing in front of me with its one-hundred-eighty degree view compiled from multiple hull sensors. Ignoring the urge to shield my eyes against the sun’s glare off the snow-covered expanse below, I ratchet down the dimness instead.

Within seconds, my datasphere recommends an optimal course of action: activate retrothrusters to buy time to shoot down the incoming rockets, while directing a macro to use aft turrets in a point defense capacity against enemy ships approaching from the rear.

But it was following my datasphere’s “optimal” course that got me killed back in Arbor.

I exit the sim. “TOPO, tighten up your flying and accelerate past the enemy missiles, full power.”

Moe glances at me. “Are you sure that’s—”

“Just do it.”

The Ares leaps forward, and I watch the missiles’ progress on the display. As they inch closer, for a moment it looks like I made a fatal error, and they’re going to converge together on my ship.

Then we’re through, and the missiles weave past each other through the air, two of them nearly colliding.

“Asterisk, treat two of the closest enemy ships to a Javelin each. And don’t caution me about how close the range is. We don’t have time.”

“Yes, sir.” And, a few seconds later: “Firing missiles now.”

Not a moment too soon. The Javelins leap from their tubes, finding their targets after a brief flight. Both pirate ships blossom with flame, flinging shrapnel in every direction. The final pirate ship peels off.

“Excellent work,” I say, and Asterisk looks surprised by the praise. “Moe, what course are you following to the facility?”

A pause. “The computer recommends a direct one, straight to the facility’s landing bay.”

“Ignore that. The pirates have too much advanced warning. We’ll never make it past the landing bay alive.”

“We?” Marissa asks.

I nod. “Me and Dice.”

Belflower speaks up. “What’s the alternative to entering through the landing bay?”

“Entering through the roof. TOPO, take us over the highest point of the facility. We’re jumping.”
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It’s excruciating, waiting for the right moment to jump.

The facility is a mole on an otherwise pale face, though my eyes are on the info my datasphere is flashing before my eyes: wind speed and direction, drop time, height differential between the top of the facility and the surface.

Wait too long or make our move too soon, and we’ll end up in the snow. 

“Now,” I say at last, and me and Dice both leap from the Ares’ airlock.

We hurtle toward the dark dot of the facility, the air whipping around us.

I’ve only had to do a couple aerial insertions during my time as a Troubleshooter, and this is the first time I’ve needed to coordinate with Dice.

The planet’s surface sprawls below us like an ocean frozen mid-tide. According to my datasphere, it’s rare for it to get this bright here, or this warm, not that it’s what I’d call warm, exactly. But the sky, usually overcast, is clear.

“Chutes,” I say, and we activate them at the same moment. They sprout from our backs, spreading out against the pale blue sky at a moment calculated so that we’ll end up on top of the domed observatory that crowns the facility.

After that, it’s all up to the wind as we drift toward our destination. As long as it doesn’t change, we’ll be good.

The journey through the air doesn’t take long, because I didn’t leave much time for drifting slowly downward. The less time we give the pirates to figure out what we’re doing, the better. Right now, the Ares is making a run at the airlock, with the hope that the pirates didn’t see us jump. As long as the ship behaves more or less as they expect, I’m hoping they won’t look all that hard for two figures, minuscule against the frozen vista.

We chose the observatory because it’s the only part of the facility not caked in snow and frost—I’m guessing the surface is heated, unless Bleak gave some poor bastard the job of scraping it off.

Our feet touch down on the top of the dome, then come our chutes, settling around us. Mine slides down the side right away, jerking me sideways. It turns out the dome’s surface is more slippery than I expected, because I lose my footing and tumble.

Dice dives after me, grabbing my arm while a diamond-tipped spike unfolds from his forearm. He drives it into the dome, arresting our downward trajectory.

“Grab onto me,” he says, and I climb up to grab onto his torso, trying to ignore the hundred foot drop to the facility roof below.

With that, he begins scaling the slick surface, making sure each spike is secure before hauling us up a couple more feet and driving in the other one. Both our chutes dangle below us, blowing in the wind, which doesn’t make things easier.

All around us I can hear the sound of water dripping and ice cracking. When we’re halfway up, a mini avalanche of ice falls from the bottom of the dome to the roof below. Of course we’d come on what may well be Xeo’s warmest day of its solar cycle.

I keep expecting the pirate ships to spot us and start strafing us, but they don’t, and finally we make it back to the top of the dome. Once we’re secure, we cut away our chutes at last.

“Thanks,” I say.

“Again,” he says. “I’m programmed to prevent fleshbag death. Nothing more.”

I nod, and then Marissa’s voice sounds in my ears: “You were right, sir. The landing bay is heavily defended. Each time we try to approach, we’re chased away by laserfire.”

“Good,” I say. “Keep it up. They think they’ve stopped us in our tracks. You’re authorized to use Javelins to neutralize their defenses—see if you can get inside.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dice is looking at me. “Once we set off the breaching charges, they’ll likely know we’re here.”

“Maybe,” I say. “They’re small—just enough to get us through. They won’t make make much of a flash in this light.” I’m being optimistic, I know, but I’m mostly disagreeing with Dice out of habit. Mentally, I’m prepared for the worst. “Set the charges.”

Dice does, carefully unfolding a white charge from a compartment in his thigh. I brought a breacher’s kit too, but I’d rather do as little maneuvering up here as possible. I’m clearly more susceptible to losing my footing and falling than Dice is.

Once the charge is set, we make our way to the other side of the dome, beyond the thick telescope that projects upward from it.

“Detonate.”

The explosion sends vibrations through the dome, and more ice falls, crashing to the roof below a few seconds later. The blast seemed loud from this proximity, but there’s a good chance that they didn’t hear it inside, depending on what floors the pirates are occupying. We’ll soon find out, anyway.

We end up wrapping the grappling hooks around the telescope before tossing the line down into the observatory.

I go first. “Cover my descent,” I tell Dice. Then I grip the nylon rope and start to lower myself, hand over hand.
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“Drop down,” I tell Dice after I check the entrances, along with anywhere else in the observatory that could conceal a pirate. “It’s clear.”

There are no lights turned on here, but with the sunlight filtering through the frost-kissed glass, we have no trouble seeing.

By the time Dice touches down, I’m already at the exit, checking the staircase for hostiles. Here, I turn night vision on. The stairs seem empty, but they curve around the outside of the structure, and I can see at least one doorway to the left, which must lead to a room directly underneath the observatory. Plenty of places for the enemy to hide.

“We won’t be able to advance as carefully as I’d like to,” I tell Dice. “We’ve earned ourselves an advantage, and the only way to maximize it is to move quickly.”

The grappling hook is smart enough to get itself loose, using tiny articulated parts. Once it manages to free itself, I will it to reel back to me, which it does, the line feeding through my belt until the hook hangs from my waist once more.

“Come on.”

We trot down the spiraling steps, and I glance at each door we pass with suspicion. But I need to trust the plan. There’s no reason to think the pirates know we’re up here.

At the bottom of the staircase, Marissa gets in touch. “Sir, we’ve managed to fight our way into the landing bay. And not too soon, either—we were taking heavy fire from the pirate ships outside. Things aren’t much more comfortable in here, though. The pirates defending the facility are giving us hell, and it’s all Asterisk can do to keep them at bay.”

“Keep it up,” I say. “It’s only a matter of time till they realize I’m not aboard. Until then, you’re buying us the time we need.”

“Yes, sir.”

Down is the only way to go, and so that’s the direction we take, using stairways whenever we find them. The facility is massive, so unless we find an elevator, this could take a while.

As we pass through hallway, laboratory, lecture hall, and classroom, I keep having to go back and forth between regular and night vision, thanks to the skylights the builders installed whenever they got the chance. I guess it’s fair enough—on a world like Xeo, you’d want to do everything you could to counteract the loneliness and desolation.

It’s not that the skylights let in plenty of light. Maybe centuries ago they were kept clear, but now most of them are caked over with several feet of snow. Enough light trickles in, though, to mess with the night vision.

“What did your fleshbag species teach its children to do, here?” Dice asks as we pass through yet another classroom, winding our way through desks and chairs.

I glance at him. “This was a Bacchus Corp facility. They trained their employees, here.”

“That doesn’t answer the question. What did they teach them?”

I turn back toward the far door and continue toward it. “They taught them how to help humanity die.”

After the classroom, we make our way through a long corridor, softening our footsteps as we reach an intersection. When I check around the corner this time, I see our first pirate—carrying a laser rifle across his chest, seemingly on patrol. He’s facing us, and when he sees me his eyes go wide.

Both Dice and I step out into view, the bots’ pistols snapping into place, making a total of three weapons trained on the pirate. Without hesitation, he drops the rifle and puts up his hands.

“I surrender!”

Dice shoots him twice, and he crumples to the ground.

I look at the bot. “Fount, Dice. What was that all about?”

“We are infiltrating this facility. Are we not?”

“Well, yeah.”

“You did not kill the soldiers who surrendered back on the Ekhidnades, and it caused us problems. And so I have taken the liberty of neutralizing this hostile.”

I raise my eyebrows. “All right, then.”

The pirate’s presence means one of two things: either we’re nearing Bleak’s operation, whatever it is, or the pirate lord is getting nervous enough to send grunts through the facility to make sure we didn’t find another way in. I guess I’m hoping for the first one, though neither possibility seems particularly pleasant.

Next, we creep up to an intersection to find two pirates around the corner—their backs to us, patrolling in the other direction. Beyond them, I spy a door, and there’s another door on our side: looks like a corner classroom with a way to enter from both intersecting hallways.

I subvocalize instructions to Dice using my datasphere. With that, I open the nearby door as quietly as I can, then I pad past a row of desks as a visual feed from Dice hangs in the upper right corner of my vision.

I send Dice the signal, and he starts firing on the pirates from the corner. They turn around to return fire, and I throw open the classroom door behind them, popping out to shoot them in their backs before they can react. One goes down right away, but I miss my next shot, and the remaining pirate manages to turn and raise his rifle. Dice takes him out before he can pull the trigger.

“Let’s go,” I say, continuing down the corridor at a jog in search of a staircase or elevator. I switch to a two-way channel with Marissa. “Chief, what do you have for me?”

“They’re finally turning down the pressure, Captain,” she says. “For a while there it looked touch-and-go, but they’ve mostly fallen back. They left a few fighters behind to keep us honest, but I think they finally figured out you’re not here.”

The pirates we just killed may have something to do with that. “Acknowledged. Pikeman out.” I meet Dice’s gaze. “We’ll have company soon.”
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Even in its wide open spaces, the facility is starting to make me claustrophobic. The way snow covers every window, the knowledge that it’s stacked for feet, possibly meters on the roof overhead…

“Get a grip,” I mutter, shaking my head.

It’s growing darker, now, too. The skylights getting fewer. We continue to encounter pirates in groups of two and three, but we’re always able to soak into them effectively, and with Dice’s help I take them out handily. They haven’t had my training, and they don’t have the bot’s cold efficiency, so we cut them to ribbons without much trouble.

Then I spot a group of four more pirates, chatting in the middle of an intersection, and I draw back, motioning for Dice to go the other way. No need to engage that many if we don’t have to, and there’s probably another way down.

I push through a set of double doors into the biggest auditorium we’ve seen, with dozens of skylights breaking up the white ceiling. Sunbeams filter down here and there, illuminating random empty seats, and a sunbeam even touches the lectern, as though waiting for someone to get up and say something profound.

The chamber has an almost forsaken beauty, but we don’t pause to admire it, jogging across the front instead. I peer up over the rows of seating, which march toward another double door at the back of the auditorium. Then, a flicker of movement catches my eye, and I yell, “Down!” 

I dive for the lectern, and Dice takes some laserfire on the shoulder before returning some, suppressing two of the shooters. Popping up over the podium, I add my fire to his, and we buy ourselves a brief reprieve.

Something makes me glance to my left, through rectangular, vertical windows. A group of pirates rushes the double doors on that side. “Back!” We continue to lay down suppressive fire until we can make it to the front row of seats. Crouching in front of them offers scant cover, but it’s something. Bent low, we run back the way we came, as fast as we can while hunched over like that and returning fire.

It’s time to accept that whatever advantage we gained from sneaking in through the observatory is now gone. There is still one thing I can use, though: the fact that I care about this facility a lot less than they do.

As we flee through the auditorium doors, I snatch a plasma grenade from my waist and underhand it backward. The doors swing shut.

“Run faster,” I say, and we do.

The boom comes just as we reach the same intersection as before, with the chatting pirates. They turn toward us, wearing expressions of shock and confusion, which doesn’t do much for them as Dice and I mow them down.

We sprint over their downed forms. One of them is still conscious, reaching for his laser rifle, and I kick it away as we pass, aiming a blaster bolt at his head, but missing.

Just beyond the intersection, we find what seems to be a main stairwell, with a massive staircase that extends up and down for several floors.

Our feet flying over the stairs, I keep an eye below while Dice watches above. A door bangs open a few floors over us, followed by a stampede of feet racing down the stairs.

“Fount damn it.”

Luckily, they don’t manage to catch up enough to get the high ground on us. We reach the bottom of the staircase, and I peer through the vertical glass door at what looks to be a ground-level lobby, where snow broke through the ceiling at some point and now lies in drifts that cover most of the floor.

I throw open the door, and we charge across as best we can, though at times my legs sink past my knees.

It’s not hard to see why the snow broke through at some point: the lobby’s ceiling is entirely glass, or at least it was. Now much of it is shattered, sticking out in jagged pieces from a metal skeleton.

My datasphere informs me it’s below freezing in here. After our skydiving, I opted to keep my helmet on as we infiltrated the facility, for some extra protection. Now, the sealed suit serves to regulate my body temperature, preventing the cold from affecting me. None of the pirates I’ve seen are wearing helmets, but I doubt that will slow them much.

The door bangs open behind us, and I vault over a snow drift, twisting over as I slide down the other side to fire over the peak. Dice does the same, leaning on a drift a few feet to my left and laying into the pirates with both laser pistols.

Laserfire makes the snow beneath us hiss and steam, obstructing our vision. I turn on thermal and continue firing. Soon, the pirates who’ve entered the lobby are down, and we’re keeping the others pinned inside the stairwell.

“We can’t stay here,” I say. “Too much risk of getting flanked. We need to start making our way to the other side—you go first while I keep them busy.”

Dice nods, turning to fall back over the snow while I continue laying down blaster fire. He settles onto a drift a few meters back, his eye sensors casting a red glow across the white. Then he returns the favor.

In this way, we leapfrog backward across the lobby. At one point, I have to crouch behind cover while I swap out my blaster’s charge packs, but Dice has the situation well in hand as I do. With his twin laser pistols and his consistent ability to fire at two targets at once, he keeps the pirates at bay. Plus, they must be getting cold, now.

Finally, we make it to the end of the lobby, and the end of the drifts too. My first couple strides into the bare corridor, I skid, almost falling, but I manage to keep my balance. The snow caked onto the bottom of my boots is affecting my footing, and then the moisture nearly makes me trip again, but I manage to stay upright. We can’t afford to slow down.

The lights are turned on in this part of the research facility, which seems like a bad sign. As though to confirm, laserfire comes from both sides as we sprint through the next intersection, and I dive into a roll while Dice throws both arms wide and gives some back. Then we’re through, running toward the end of the corridor, where I spot the metal doors of what has to be an elevator.

“There,” I pant. “That’s our way down.”

The elevator’s at a three-way intersection. When I reach it, I slap the control panel and nothing happens. Then the pirates start shooting at us from behind, and we both take cover behind opposite corners.

“I can pull the doors open,” Dice says across the hall—and across the hail of laserfire.

“The elevator car probably isn’t there,” I say. “And if it is, it probably isn’t working.”

“Do we have a better option?”

I glance at him. “Do it.”

I cover him as best he can, but he takes a laser bolt to the shoulder as he works his fingers between the doors, and the wound starts sparking right away.

Arming another plasma grenade, I lob it down the hall toward the pirates, as hard as I can. It blows a few seconds later, sending tremors through the floor. It must have gotten pretty close to them, because the shooting stops for a while.

The doors screech open to reveal a cable dangling down the elevator shaft. No elevator car, though, just as I feared. Damn it.

“Cover me,” I say, heading for the elevator. It seems futile—the pirates will shoot us down as we attempt to descend—but Dice is right. There’s no better option. I holster my blaster, though I don’t snap it in place.

After a few seconds of shimmying down the cable, I stop, gaping downward. The elevator car is right below us, stopped at the next floor.

If we can find a way in…even if we can’t get it working, we may be able to exit through the doors onto the next floor and find another way down. “Dice, hold them off while I try to get the emergency hatch open.”

Before I can descend more than a foot, the hatch opens by itself, and a pirate sticks a laser rifle into the shaft, pointing in my general direction.

Wrapping my left arm around the cable, I whip out my blaster with my right, shooting at him just before he manages to draw a bead on me. He ducks out of the way, and I keep my muzzle steady on the empty hatch, waiting for someone else to have a try.

I glance up to see Dice clinging to the cable, dealing with more pirates trying to shoot us from above.

We’re pinned.
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We fire back at the pirates with grim determination, knowing a single mistake could end us both.

Light filters into the shaft from the floor above and the elevator car below, through the emergency hatch. It gleams dully off the dark metal of the shaft’s interior, giving it an ethereal quality—except when laserfire lances through the shaft, lighting it up with neon blue.

Dice has been reduced to shooting one-handed, though he shows no signs of exertion from holding himself aloft. He wouldn’t, of course. That’s one of the advantages they have over humans.

I try to keep an eye on the doors above as well, since Dice has a bigger area to cover. But swinging my arm up and down is taking its toll on my grip.

My legs and left arm are starting to tire, and I feel like I could lose my grip at any moment. I focus on lining up each shot to the exclusion of everything else, like the old knight taught me.

It turns out facing certain death tightens up your aim almost as well as a datasphere does. My concentration is total, and I shoot at anything that moves inside the elevator car below.

The pirates in there face challenges of their own. They clearly didn’t expect to encounter this situation, and they’ve been holding each other up to the hatch. It must be unsettling to have your comrade die with your arms wrapped around his legs, knowing that it’s your turn to climb up next.

The choke point below, combined with Dice’s efficiency, serves to keep the pirates at bay for now. But we both know it can’t last.

As I line up my next shot, I grunt from the exertion. Every time I move my blaster, it shifts my body ever so slightly, and my grip becomes that much more uncertain.

Soon, I find myself yelling as I fire on the pirates that pop up from the elevator to try to end me, or on the ones attempting to rush the doorway above.

I get one of the pirates above in the forehead, and he tumbles over, missing me by an inch and crashing to the car below, partially obscuring the hatch. If he’d hit me, I’m sure I would have gone down too.

More pirates crowd into the elevator car, and between them they manage to drag the downed pirate into the box, clearing the way.

Something needs to give, and now seems as good a time as any for drastic action. I fire five times through the hatch, to clear them away from there, then I holster the blaster as quickly as I can, pluck a plasma grenade from my belt, arm it, and drop it through the hatch. With that, I draw the blaster and take aim at the cable below me.

The first shot doesn’t snap it, and I line up the second, knowing that if this fails, the explosion’s going to cook me and Dice along with the pirates.

The cable snaps, sending the elevator plummeting. Several floors down, the grenade goes off, emitting bright blue flames that surge up the shaft, pushing a wave of heat that scorches my legs. I grit my teeth, grunting in pain.

“This is your chance,” Dice calls down. “Throw up your grappling hook.

“What? Why?” Now that the elevator car is gone, it’s as though the effort required to hold myself here has doubled. For some reason, knowing that falling now means certain death puts an even greater strain on my limbs. I manage to get my blaster up to shoot one of the two pirates crowding the doors above, and my blaster bolt tosses him back into the corridor.

“There’s no time for discussion,” Dice says.

I don’t answer, and when he speaks again, he sounds resigned. “I’ll secure the hook to myself, and then you jump. Cut yourself loose once you reach solid ground.”

“By solid ground, you mean the twisted metal of the elevator I just blew up, right?”

“You have a better idea?” he asks me, for the second time today.

“No.” I’ve been keeping an eye on the doors below, and now a pirate appears at them. I spam the blaster trigger to keep him at bay. “What will you do?”

“My duty. I’ll remain here and hold them off for as long as I can.”

I pause. “Okay, then. Thank you, Dice.”

“It will be an honor and a pleasure to never behold your fleshy countenance again.”

I will my grappling cable to switch to feed mode, and I toss up the hook to Dice. He catches it, opens a crevice on his thigh, and secures the hook there—one of the tongs fits snugly. “Go,” he says.

“Okay. Bye, Dice.”

I leap, letting off a few parting shots for the pirates clustering near the lower floor. Then, I’m hurtling through space, laserfire lighting up the shaft around me, crackling through air to melt the metal around me. None of the bolts hit.

Once I judge I’m a safe distance away, I will the line to start absorbing the fall, slowing my descent at a rate that won’t jolt me and risk injury.

Soon, I’m descending at a pleasant clip, falling fairly quickly but not so fast that landing will shatter my ankle. I give silent thanks to Dice for holding on this long, and the thought that he probably won’t make it causes a pang in my chest, which I didn’t expect.

I’ve already switched to night vision, and before long the elevator comes into view below, just as damaged as I expected. Slowing my descent to a crawl, I pick my way through the wreckage, careful not to impale myself on any of the twisted spires of metal that reach up like wretched claws.

The elevator itself is full of dead pirates, whose bodies shift under my weight as I walk over them. When my boot finds solid floor, it’s slick with something—probably blood.

Outside the elevator, the lights are off. I’m not sure whether that’s a response to my presence, or merely meant to conserve power.

It doesn’t matter. Detaching the grappling hook with a thought, I raise my blaster, then forge out into the green-tinged gloom.
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I emerge from the wrecked elevator onto a raised platform overlooking a cavernous warehouse. On my right, a two-story staircase leads to the warehouse floor, across which stretches a sea of tilted, cylindrical tanks, all arranged in near rows, with meter-sized spaces between them. The tanks are messing with my night vision a little, and when I switch it off, I see that each one glows with a faint blue light.

No point in hesitating. I fly down the stairs, taking them two at a time with my blaster held at the ready in front of me. As I descend, I can’t help but wonder what the hell this place is supposed to be. Could this be where they’re keeping the children?

But when I reach the bottom of the staircase and approach the first tank, I find a fully grown adult floating in the blue-lit fluid inside. What the hell? I’ll admit it: this is freaking me out.

It’s a naked woman inside, her short black hair waving in the fluid. There’s no breathing apparatus, so I figure she must be in nanodeath. But for how long?

Under each tank, a wide, metal grate is set into the floor. From the seam at the bottom of the cylinder, it looks like the tank opens there, leaving enough room to wheel in something to catch her when she slides out—a bed maybe, or a bot designed for the purpose.

A middle-aged man floats in the next tank, and an elderly woman in the one after that. Every single tank I pass is filled, and a few do contain children, though none that I recognize. Could these kids be from the Brinktowns the pirates raided, or did they come from somewhere else?

Then, it hits me: something I’d read once during one of my long slipspace voyages, about the era when people had first started uploading to the Subverse en masse. Bacchus Corp attempted to ease any fears their customers might have by advertising a guarantee that anyone who uploaded could always return to their physical body.

I don’t know how many people took advantage of that guarantee. Possibly no one, judging by how unpopular living in the real had become. And no one even talks about it, now. When I read about the guarantee, I assumed that everyone had forgotten about it, and I doubted it was in effect anymore. My thinking was that if Bacchus had ever really stored all those trillions of bodies, then surely whatever facilities they’d kept them in were out of power, by now.

Yet here these bodies are, floating silent in tanks, just waiting for minds to inhabit them.

Creepy.

Could Bacchus really have kept trillions of humans all this time? Or had they kept only a small percentage, for their own purposes?

After a few minutes of walking, I come across a raised dais, in what seems like the very center of the warehouse, though it’s hard to know for sure.

A staircase winds around the outside, leading to a platform encircled by a metal railing. When I mount the stairs, I find a terminal standing in the middle of the platform.

Using my datasphere, I’m able to access it with no trouble. Either someone left themselves logged in, sure that no one unauthorized would ever make it down here, or someone else cracked the password and left the compromised account logged in.

Or maybe it had never had any security at all. Maybe Bacchus figured that if someone gained access to this room who shouldn’t be here, the damage was already done.

Either way, I’m in. I glance toward the raised platform where I exited the elevator. There’s no one. No sounds of anyone approaching from any other direction, either, though I glance around to be sure.

Then, I start screwing around with the interface. It doesn’t take long to figure out I can order the list of tanks according to the most recent date anything was done to them. That done, I can select any number, and toggle over to a map, which shows me where in the warehouse the selected tanks reside.

Some near the perimeter have been opened recently, though according to the date those subjects were first interred—I can’t think of a better word—it can’t possibly have been any of the children the pirates kidnapped. In fact, everyone stored in this room was put inside their tanks centuries ago.

My heart rate is accelerating as I become more and more aware that the pirates must be closing in. But there’s one more thing I want to check. With a bit more playing around, I discover that there are other subterranean warehouses like this one, in other parts of the facility. And it turns out I can search them.

I type “Marissa Sterling” and execute, but nothing turns up. Just “Marissa” doesn’t get anything, either. Where did that bastard Daniel put her? Even these days, when you upload to the Subverse, it’s still part of the deal that you turn over your physical body as well, for Bacchus’ study and use. Yes, core members of the Five Families are exempt, but they’re rich enough to pay for it. Daniel Sterling isn’t that rich.

I type “Cal Pikeman,” then just “Pikeman,” but neither yields results. It was a long shot, but I wanted to check. Sometimes, I find myself thinking that maybe, instead of seeking the Crucible of Knighthood like he claimed, my father just used his Guardsman’s salary to finance his flight into the Subverse. His flight from being my father.

That still might be true. But according to this terminal, his body isn’t in this facility.

I try “Faelyn Eliot,” and nothing comes up, though it occurs to me that may not mean much. If the pirates are storing the children they kidnapped in these tanks, they might have just given them code names, or not entered them into the database at all.

A hissing noise sounds from the warehouse floor, coming from a few meters away. Motion catches my eye, and I watch as one of the cylinders opens at the bottom, the transparent hatch rising into the air. The fluid used to preserve the body inside drains out into the grate below, and the body flops out, looking like it belongs to a boy just at the end of his adolescence.

He hits the grate with a wet smack, hard enough that I wonder whether he’ll ever get up from it. His muscles won’t have atrophied—the Fount sees to it that they’re kept properly stimulated in nanodeath—but without something underneath the tank to catch him, that fall didn’t look healthy. I try to decide whether I should go to him.

But then the boy stirs atop the grate, and staggers to his feet.

“You all right, kid?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer, but the sound of my voice seems to draw his attention, and he stumbles to a halt halfway between the two rows of tanks facing each other. His gait is awkward, as though he can barely remember how to walk.

Then he turns toward me, blinking as though trying to focus his eyes. He meets my gaze, and then begins to stumble forward, faster than before, his limbs flailing crazily. My hand twitches toward my blaster.

“Stay where you are,” I bark, but he doesn’t. He starts up the stairs instead, toward me. Is there a chance he’s heading toward the terminal? I back against the railing, so that I’ll have time to see which direction he’s headed in. “Kid?”

When he reaches the platform, it’s clear he’s of one mind. He heads straight for me, hands raised, grasping at air. The posture seems to throw him off balance, and he half-runs, half-stumbles toward me. Now that he’s close, I can see how skinny he is, his ribs showing. That had to be what he looked like when they put him in the tank: people in nanodeath have no need to eat.

“Last warning,” I say, backing up farther, but he gives no sign he even registers the comment. He closes the gap, hands reaching for my throat, and I lift a boot to shove him back. I guess I use too much force, because I send him flying backward, and when he falls, the back of his head cracks off the metal railing.

He slumps to the platform, completely motionless. “Shit.”

Another tank hisses open, the lid rising and the liquid gushing out. The female occupant smacks against the grate, just like the kid did, but unlike him she doesn’t stand.

Then a third tank frees its occupant, a well-muscled man of seven feet whose motor skills are apparently in better working order than the kid’s. He strides toward the platform with minimal flailing.

More tanks are hissing open, all around me. Some of the occupants hit the grate and don’t move, and some of them slither around without rising.

But most of them do gain their feet. And every one of them heads toward me.
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The seven-foot man starts up the stairs, and when he reaches the dais, he heads for me, hands raised in a choking motion, just like the kid.

There’s nothing for it. Taking careful aim, I put a blaster bolt in his head.

With that, I start moving around the circular railing, lining up shot after shot and felling the slick humans attempting to climb the stairs to get at me. For the most part, a single shot is enough to take out each one.

More and more tanks are hissing open to release their flailing occupants. Wet bodies begin to accumulate on the staircase, but the mindless drones don’t let the pileup deter them. They clamber over the corpses of their fellows, heedless of the blaster fire raining down on them. Like bots ordered to sacrifice themselves assaulting an enemy position.

They make no sound other than grunts and groans of exertion, and their faces bear expressions that mix determination with hatred. What the hell happened to them? What’s driving them to act like this? By themselves, they’re totally ineffectual, but this warehouse must house thousands of those tanks. Eventually, I’ll run out of juice for my blaster.

With that, my blaster’s trigger clicks, and nothing happens. It’s dry. I slap in another charge pack. Only two left after this one.

Soon, the bodies are piled high enough that the human automatons start tumbling off and onto the concrete below the dais. That takes care of them, for the most part. But others manage to make it to the top, and the corpse pile starts to spill over onto the platform itself.

I can only afford to focus on the staircase, now. A hand grabs me through the railing I’ve backed myself against, and I yell, jerking my leg free and stomping on the grasping fingers, feeling the bones crunch under my heel. The owner withdraws the injured hand, only to stick the other one through. I move toward the terminal and shoot another naked form about to make it onto the platform.

Glancing back, I see a sea of people, packed together and surging toward the platform as one. 

I need to take another approach. I shoot the woman about to crawl onto the platform, then I jog to the part of the railing closest to the tanks, eyeing the gap between them.

Probably, I can make the jump. As long as my wet-soled boots don’t slip on the rail.

I hear someone tumble onto the dais as I lift myself to the middle rail. No time to hesitate. Steadying myself with my hands, I pull both feet under me and push off with all my might.

Almost, I don’t make it. My body slams against the tank, and I begin to slide down its sloped surface, toward the waiting horde below.

But I find better purchase with my hands on the tank’s metal top and pull myself up, my left arm still aching from gripping the elevator cable. The top of the tank is also slanted, and I nearly fall over the other side before stabilizing.

The drones’ arms slap against the tank’s glass, sending tremors through it, and though it’s sturdy, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they succeed in toppling it.

So I leap to the next tank, a meter away. Once I’m stabilized, I leap again.

The throng remains focused on me, their focal point shifting from tank to tank as I bound across their tops as quickly as I can gain my balance on each. Their grunting and moaning becomes louder, as though from frustration.

I leap across at least twenty tanks, with my pursuers milling around below. At the final tank, I look to the wall and see a closed hatch, with a control panel beside it. From here, I’m able to access it with my datasphere to check whether I’ll be given access when I reach it.

I will.

But the bodies in front of it do pose a problem. There is a small space, but not big enough for me to land there and escape without the automatons getting at me.

So I take aim and start shooting those closest to the doors. My aim doesn’t actually need to be that good. With this many targets, I just hold the blaster in their general direction and spam the trigger.

A space quickly clears in front of the hatch—clear of live drones, anyway. A number of dead ones are piled up there now, creating a low wall of bodies, but that will probably work to my advantage, as long as I don’t lose my footing by landing on them.

My behavior doesn’t seem to tip off the drones below me to my intentions. They continue to rock the tank I’m on, and abruptly, they succeed: something cracks off at the base of the tank, and now the only thing keeping it upright is the press of bodies all around it.

I leap, but the tank shifts as my feet push off it, and there isn’t as much force behind the jump as there would have been. I land amidst the sea of drones, as though I’m attempting to crowd surf, like they do in novels and movies from before the Fall.

Except, the naked forms don’t attempt to catch me. They let me fall to the floor, and the only thing that cushions my landing is the man I’ve knocked over. He reaches up at my face, and I push off him, stomping his head as I pass and bringing up my blaster to shoot another man at point-blank range.

I clock a drone in the jaw with the butt of my blaster and jab another one in the throat with my fingertips, sending him to his knees, gasping.

What feels like a hundred hands are clamoring to get a grip on my clothes, my limbs, but I won’t stay still. I kick and punch and bite and pistol whip until I reach the line of bodies I downed before. Clambering over them, I slap the control panel with my palm.

The hatch slides open, and I rush through, turning to hit the control panel on this side. The portal hasn’t even opened halfway, and now it slides shut again, before my pursuers can get a limb through and jam it.

Blaster trained on the closed hatch, I wait to see whether they’ll open it and come through. But they don’t. Either Bacchus intentionally denied them the authorization to open it or they just don’t have the presence of mind to operate it. The first possibility sends a shiver through my spine as I contemplate what situations Bacchus might have wanted to safeguard against by denying them the ability to leave.

After a few seconds, I’m satisfied they’re not coming through, and I turn to behold another warehouse that might as well be the same one: cylindrical tanks stretch as far as I can see.
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The tanks here aren’t lit up.

They flash by in the emerald gloom as I jog through the warehouse, and they’re all empty. That lends credence to my idea that Bacchus probably didn’t hold on to every one of the trillions of humans who’ve ever uploaded to the Subverse. Unless Bleak ordered them all removed and disposed of, maybe to conserve power.

Then, an island of blue light catches my eye off to the left, through the forest of tilted cylinders. It washes out my night vision, so I switch it off and proceed through the rows with caution while my eyes adjust.

When I reach it, my heart leaps into my throat. Every one of these tanks—probably a few hundred—holds a child.

I’m running faster, now, racing up and down the rows, peering into tank after tank. Looking for Faelyn.

I’ve searched maybe a fifth of them when I hear the hatch I entered through open at last, and the slap of bodies hitting the floor—probably pushed over by the drones fighting to get through behind them. Then comes the thunder of hundreds of footsteps as the naked mob spreads out through the warehouse, no doubt searching for me.

I check a couple more tanks before accepting that I need to go. Turning, I head back the way I was going originally—toward the other side of the warehouse, to check whether there’s a hatch on that side too. As I pass the last lit tanks, I switch my night vision back on.

A drone spots me through the tanks and stumbles toward me, but I don’t waste a blaster bolt on him. He’s not fast enough to catch me, and shooting him will only draw the others. A couple others take notice as I sprint through the warehouse, but I make it to the hatch without incident.

Only to find it won’t open. An “ACCESS REVOKED” message blinks in the upper region of my vision. Fount damn it.

Probably, Bleak is monitoring my progress through the facility and barred the hatch to trap me here. That makes me think he likely let the drones into this warehouse, too.

I open my breacher’s kit and take out a door charge to slap it onto the hatch. Then I jog a few meters away, take cover behind a tank, and detonate it remotely.

When I emerge, the hatch is blown clean out of the frame, replaced by a haze of smoke. Of course, the blast drew the attention of every drone in the warehouse, and about a dozen of them are already clustered near the breached hatch. I shoot one and kick another out of the way, sending him stumbling into the next room as I run past. There’s no longer any time to stop and consider my next move. The drones have been let loose, and they seem intent on chasing me until they die or I do.

I find myself in a long, low-ceiling room, bordered by rectangular windows on either side. There aren’t any light fixtures in here, which tells me the windows are likely one-way mirrors, since the effect only works if the mirrored side is brightly lit while the other is dark.

From what I’m able to observe of the rooms on the other side as I dash past, they seem to confirm the notion: each one has just a table and two chairs, like an interrogation room. Every window looks in on two rooms, adjacent to but cut off from each other. That reminds me of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, an old game theory scenario they used to teach in Assessment and Selection.

When I reach the other end of the long room, a glance behind me shows the opposite end is packed with the mindless drones, surging forward as one. Their grunting and groaning fills the room, seemingly louder than before, and they seem to be getting faster, too. Here’s hoping they don’t remember how to run.

The door into the next area isn’t a hatch, but a steel door, and it’s unlocked. Slamming it closed behind me, I continue on.

This room features four wrestling rings, with observation windows set high above. Aside from the door I just came through, there are three exits, though two are hatches which I assume lead to more warehouses full of tanks. The opposite exit is another steel door, and I sprint toward it.

I find the door unlocked. It lets out onto another square room, this one with a checkered floor. It takes me a moment to realize that the floor tells this chamber’s purpose: it’s a giant chess board. The squares are big enough to accommodate human-sized pieces, and again, observation windows overlook the arena from high above.

What did Bacchus do to people, here? Everyone knows they used the physical bodies uploads gave them for research into human behavior and psychology, the better to tailor the Subverse to human happiness. But actually seeing the sort of things the company subjected people to…it’s unsettling.

I pass through a gym, again with the observation windows, and then a room with nothing but hundreds of recliners arranged in neat rows, probably to hold people as they’re immersed in sims. Next, I come to what was once referred to as an Olympic-sized swimming pool, with raised, grated decks surrounding the long room in place of windows. The pool’s filled with water that looks pretty clean. How long have Bleak’s people been set up here? Have they been taking recreational swims between experimenting on children?

The ceilings in each of these last three rooms are covered in thick cables, held in place by metal brackets. The cables run in every direction before disappearing into walls. Probably, they’re for transporting power to the various warehouses, and their presence suggests I’m in the center of the bizarre subterranean facility.

By the time I jog around the pool, the drones have started spilling into the pool area. Some of them head straight into the water, where they’ll probably drown, since I don’t see them having the motor skills needed for swimming. But most of them know enough to skirt the water to either side. Are they becoming smarter? They were able to figure out how to operate a doorknob, which I wouldn’t have expected of them when they first started emerging from the tanks.

After the swimming pool, the next door opens to reveal a porch-sized room, with an opening to the left.

Looking up, I notice the wall in front of me doesn’t actually touch the mirrored ceiling above. And when I head for the opening, I turn the corner to find a passage with several more openings.

Then, it hits me. I’m in a labyrinth. And I’ll bet the entire ceiling is one-way glass.

As I fly around corners and down long passageways, I will my datasphere to track my orientation, so I’ll be able to tell whether I’m making progress in a given direction instead of going around in circles. Even with that, it’s challenging, and I run into plenty of dead ends.

I remember a trick I learned from an old book for escaping a maze: put your hand on one of the walls and follow it till you reach the exit. That would work, given infinite time. But as I backtrack from yet another dead end, I encounter the first drone and put a blaster bolt in his face, obliterating it. One way or another, my time here is limited.

Muscles tight with adrenaline, I continue the marathon the drones have driven me into. I’m taking turns without thinking, and the path I forge through the maze is haphazard.

Dead end after dead end frustrates my progress, and I eye the tops of the walls, wondering if I can make them with a running leap.

But then I turn a corner to find the next passage packed with drones, all flowing forward like a liquid made of humans.

I don’t bother shooting into the mass of people—it would be pointless. I turn and run, praying they haven’t trapped me.

I take a left, then a right, my datasphere providing encouragement by reporting that I’ve made significant progress across the room. If the exit is opposite the entrance, and this room is of a similar size to the others, then I should be close.

And then, suddenly, I’m at the exit—a hatch, which opens at my touch. A group of people catches my eye as I enter, but I spin around before I have time to register who they are, slapping the control panel to close the hatch.

A deep, sonorous voice speaks behind me: “So many innocents slaughtered,” it says. “Are you auditioning to join us, Commander?”

I turn and behold Bleak, dressed in his Renaissance garb, standing next to Harmony and Peter Vance. Surrounding them are twenty armed pirates, all with laser weapons trained on me.

“Drop your weapon,” Bleak says.
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My blaster is still in my hand. I turn it sideways and spread my fingers.

“Not good enough,” Bleak says. “Put it on the floor, nice and slow, if you please.”

I do as he says, then rise again to my full height. That seems to satisfy him.

Bleak wears a deep-purple doublet checkered with white curlicues and what I can only describe as a skirt bearing the same color and design. A feathered purple hat that swoops behind his head, in an imitation of a pirate’s hat—or maybe roadkill—tops the outfit. On his belt, a sword counterbalances a laser pistol, possibly in imitation of Fairfax.

My gaze meets Harmony’s, and her eyes widen slightly, like she’s trying to tell me something. Not wanting to draw suspicion, I break eye contact and look at her husband, whose arm is linked with hers. He winces slightly.

The room is broad, with a ceiling maybe twenty feet high, though the chamber’s breadth makes it look low. Beyond the group of pirates, an observation window stretches across the far wall. It doesn’t look like a one-way mirror. Whoever or whatever is on the other side of that glass, it apparently doesn’t matter if it can look back. But I can’t see its occupant, or occupants; just a ceiling. The floor lies somewhere below.

“Why didn’t you lock the hatch?’ I say.

“It’s locked now,” Bleak says. “If I’d locked it to prevent you entering, I’m sure you would have simply blown it open, and then we’d have a roomful of mindless savages in here with us.”

“Where’s Faelyn Eliot?”

Bleak smiles broadly, like I’ve made a joke, but he doesn’t answer.

My gaze drifts to the wall perpendicular to the observation window. It’s full of readouts and built-in instrument panels. Same with the wall across from it. There don’t appear to be any exits, other than the one I entered through.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” I say.

“A moment of silence,” Bleak says. “For all the innocent people you killed today.”

“They tried to kill me first. I’m guessing you unleashed them on me.”

“Their owners will never be able to return to their physical bodies, now. Not after what you’ve done to them.”

I return his gaze and say nothing. After what I just went through, I’m not in the mood for Bleak’s games, though somehow I doubt that’ll prevent him from playing them. Not if his reputation is any indication.

“Not to worry,” the pirate lord says. “It turns out it’s much harder to transfer an uploaded consciousness back into a biological vessel than Bacchus Corp originally assumed. Uploading a consciousness is easy. Downloading, however…” Bleak shrugs. “After centuries in storage, a body loses many of its higher-order cognitive functions, including long-term memory. Yes, it can be given simple directives, helped along by aggression-promoting endorphins added to the preservative fluid prior to release. But that’s all.”

I glance at the observation window, mostly because no one else seems willing to. I’m sure Bleak wants me to ask a question, to prompt him to continue speaking, but I don’t feel like it.

Eventually, he resumes his monologue. “The main problem with returning minds to physical bodies is that, from the moment we upload to the Subverse, our consciousness expands. And why shouldn’t it? Even when given a digital body, an uploaded mind has only the limits that are programmed around it. Limits are necessary, of course, else we would lose our identities. But the limits can be peeled back. Believe me, Joe, when I tell you that in spite of your prejudices, life in the Subverse is much richer. Much fuller. We’re capable of a lot more, there, and our intellects expand well beyond what our biology was ever capable of accommodating.”

“I’ve been to the Subverse,” I say. “I’ve lived there, too. It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be.”

Bleak’s eyes narrow. I know I sound crazy, but I don’t care.

“Well.” He clears his throat. “That’s self-evidently untrue, but no matter. Quality of life inside the Subverse isn’t important to my point. What I’m trying to tell you is that once a consciousness expands, the human body that evolution gave us is no longer capable of housing it. And that process doesn’t take very long at all. Perhaps it would be possible for an upload to reenter his old body after only a week or two of Subverse residence, but not long after that it becomes impossible. Whether life is truly richer there or not, the people of the Subverse are, in fact, much more advanced than you or I. Some, incredibly so.”

“Is that important to your point?” I ask.

“It is, actually,” Bleak says, bearing his teeth in what might be called a smile. Clearly, he’s delighted that I’ve begun to humor him.

Something crashes into the wall below the observation window, sending tremors through the room we’re in and causing most of the pirates to start. Not Bleak, though. He smiles through it.

“What was that?” I ask.

Bleak’s smile widens. “You came here to find a girl, did you not?”

I keep my eyes away from Harmony and say nothing.

“Father.”

“Shut up, Peter,” Bleak says, and his son falls silent. “You have found the girl, Commander. She has enjoyed the singular privilege of participating in a historic first. Which brings me to our project, here in this facility. The project for which I’ve been hired, by none other than some of the most powerful men and women in the galaxy.

“We are tasked with nothing less than ushering in a new galactic age. You see, multiple members of the Five Families have decided they can no longer remain in the Subverse.”

“Why not?” I say, and Bleak’s toothy grin wavers at the interruption. “Didn’t you just say life in the Subverse is richer?”

“Oh, it is. But there are certain factors you seem ignorant of. You see, despite that the most powerful Five Families members are as demigods in the Subverse, immortality starts to grate after a time. Especially when your efforts to graduate from demigod to full-on god are frustrated again and again.”

“Frustrated by who?”

“Why, the Shiva Knights. Honestly, Commander, I thought even you would be more informed than this. Are you seriously telling me you’re ignorant of even the knighthood’s self-assigned quest?” He shakes his head. “Anyway. As I was saying. My clients’ intellects have grown vast, far vaster than the average Subverse denizen. They wish to return to the physical world. To get out from under the thumb of the Shiva. But even if we could figure out how to give them back human forms, they’re loathe to give up the unrivaled intellects they’ve acquired—or the power. And so, it is our part to work with them to engineer biological constructs large enough and complex enough to house their bulbous minds.”

As Bleak talks, some things are starting to come together for me. Creatures like Maneater must have been organic ‘prototypes’—the pirates’ first attempt at engineering beings with enhanced abilities. That would explain her speed, strength, and intelligence.

The creature contained in the chamber beyond crashes against its prison wall again, so hard that a couple pirates lose their footing and fall to the floor.

Bleak’s lips peel farther back. “What you hear behind us is the first viable result of our efforts, Commander. Please. Step forward and admire it.”

Leaving my blaster lying on the floor is the last thing I’m interested in doing, but I don’t have much of a choice. Feet like lead, I cross the room to the observation window and peer into the vast pit below.

At first, I can’t make out where the beast begins and ends. Then, I see it: its massive, triangular head, surging restlessly across its own body. Its tail is lost beneath the great, scaled coils, and so is the floor. The creature fills the enormous pit, and I can understand why it’s so upset. How claustrophobic it must feel.

Massive yellow orbs rotate in their sockets, their slit-like irises shifting till they seem to stare directly at me. A forked tongue darts out and disappears. Even through the glass, I can hear its hiss.

 “Your goal, Commander. You’ve achieved it. You’ve found Faelyn Eliot at last.”
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My mind feels like shattered glass. Any plan I might have been formulating is lost beyond recovery.

At first, I want to disbelieve what Bleak says, but I know I’m not going to get away with that. I know the ring of truth when I hear it.

But if the beast at the bottom of that pit is Faelyn Eliot, then…I have no idea what to do with that information. The old knight said she would die if I chose to go to Arbor before coming here, and I guess in a sense, she did die. But this seems worse than death.

At any rate, getting her back to Tunis seems out of the question, now. I don’t think she’ll fit inside the Ares.

Absurdly, the thought makes me laugh, though I guess laughter is the best response. I’m pretty sure my other options include crying and going completely insane.

I continue chuckling, and I hear some of the pirates shifting their weight behind me.

Bleak seems undisturbed. Maybe he even expected this reaction. “It was necessary to recruit children for our program,” he says. “Adults wouldn’t do—not for the testing phase. Their minds aren’t elastic enough. Even by adolescence, the human mind is too cemented for our purposes. Only a child’s mind is malleable enough to be molded and stretched to fit an organism tailored to our clients’ specifications. And we couldn’t very well transfer our clients into our constructs without first testing their viability.”

“So…you turned Faelyn into a god?” I say, my voice still tinged with mirth.

“Temporarily, yes. Soon enough, she’ll be evicted and replaced by one of our clients. But for now, she resides inside a construct built to hold a god. Thankfully, she’s too immature cognitively to take advantage of it. She’s had no experience with having access to the resources at her disposal now, so instead of exploiting them, she spends her time confused, bewildered even. Not to mention enraged.”

The snake rears, then, and slams its head against the glass barrier. Most of the pirates stumble backward, and a few let cries of fear escape their lips. I stand my ground, studying the snake impassively.

“Not to worry,” Bleak says. “She can’t escape from there. And soon, we will be ready for our client to take control of the construct. Her torment will be at an end.”

“Why would your clients want to become giant snakes—like, with no arms or anything?”

“Oh, we’ll be offering any desired upgrades as the project progresses. And not everyone will be a snake. But those are small details, almost irrelevant. The fact is that our clients will become the lords of humanity, with legions of biologicals to do their bidding. Who needs arms, when you have an army of servants to fulfill your every desire?”

I’m still standing at the viewing window, staring down at the tormented creature below. “Why her?” I find myself asking. “Why Faelyn Eliot?”

“I think you already know the answer.”

He’s right, of course. I do. “To send her father a message,” I say. “Arthur Eliot showed signs of opposing you and your clients, though I’m guessing he’d been cooperating with you for decades before that. So you took his daughter. He knew that Faelyn’s digital selves were at your clients’ mercy, so he fell back in line, and fell deeper into drink. That about right?” I turn my head toward Bleak.

He nods. “The Guard might have posed a major problem for us. But other than that slight deviation, easily corrected, Eliot has been a valuable asset in keeping them at bay. Allowing the Guard’s funding and resources to slowly dwindle.”

“You’ve doomed us.”

Bleak shrugs. “That depends on your definition of ‘doomed.’ The Guard was founded to protect the Subverse. But if humanity’s elites are abandoning that place, what need of the Guard have they?”

“That isn’t all the Guard does. They keep the galaxy stable. Or, they did.”

“They did,” Bleak says. “There will be a new order, now.”

“I don’t believe you that every member of the Five Families has signed up to buy one of your constructs,” I say. “They can’t all be corrupt.”

“No,” the pirate lord says. “Just the ones who’ll rule the galaxy for eternity.”

I’ve turned away from him again, to stare at the restless beast below.

Bleak continues: “I’m told you were offered the opportunity to take a place in the new galactic order. To be a person of consequence, and not a slave. You must be regretting your refusal, about now.”

I turn my head toward him again, in time to see Harmony step forward, so that she’s directly behind him.

“Harmony, no,” I say the moment I comprehend what she’s planning, but she’s too fast for any of us, including the pirates surrounding Bleak.

She unsnaps his holster and plucks out the laser pistol. Before Bleak can turn to confront her, she places the pistol’s muzzle against the back of his kneecap.

Then she fires, blowing out the pirate lord’s knee. He shrieks in pain, collapsing to the floor, clutching his leg.
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“No one move,” Harmony says, stepping over the pirate lord to level the weapon at his head. “Dad, get your gun.”

I cross the room to where my blaster lies near the closed hatch and scoop it up. Bleak shows no signs of falling silent. On the contrary: his cries are getting even more shrill and desperate.

The pirates—the ones Bleak apparently hand-selected for his personal guard—mostly look baffled that Peter Vance’s wife is behaving this way.

“Get with the program,” I bark at them, and a few of them jump. “Toss your weapons on the ground and kick them toward me, every one of you. Or your boss gets a laser bolt to the brain.” They hesitate, and I shout: “Now!”

Once the first pirate relinquishes his weapon, the rest follow suit. They just needed someone to follow. Like sheep.

The last one kicks his pistol over, and I look at Harmony. “They don’t know you’re my daughter?” I ask, squinting.

“Of course not.”

“But Fairfax knew.”

Harmony shrugs. “Guess their communication isn’t great.”

A pirate chooses that moment to sprint to a nearby control panel. “Stop!” I yell, but he doesn’t. I shoot him, but he presses something on the panel before slumping to the floor.

“What did he just do?” I glance at Harm.

“How should I know?”

The snake crashes against the observation window again, its mammoth head filling the view before recoiling again.

“Peter,” Bleak moans from the floor, where he continues to writhe. “Do something.”

Bleak’s son walks toward me, looking me in the eye. I can see he’s trembling, but the steady eye contact throws me for a loop.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I say.

He crouches, hand reaching toward one of the laser pistols, eyes still locked on mine.

My eyes are narrowed, but I let him take the weapon, more interested than anything else. If he points it at Harmony or me, I can shoot him before he even thinks of pulling the trigger.

He turns and approaches Harmony, pistol pointed at the floor. She moves aside for him, though she keeps her weapon trained on Bleak’s head.

Peter Vance presses the weapon against the back of his father’s uninjured knee. Then, he pulls the trigger, eliciting an agonized howl from Bleak that seems like it will never end.

The color’s draining from Vance’s face, but even so, he looks satisfied. He lowers the laser pistol to the floor and kicks it over to join the others.

“All right, then,” I say, and clear my throat. “Bleak. Bleak!”

“What, you asshole!” He follows that with a string of darker expletives.

“We’re leaving this place,” I say once he’s finished. “Call off your people.”

“You are never, never leaving this place!” he shrieks. “Ever!”

The snake crashes against the glass, and the room shudders. Can the window really withstand that kind of assault?

I point my blaster at Bleak’s head. “Call off your people, and tell me where I can find Faelyn’s body.”

“We don’t have it, you filthy lowlife bastard!”

“What do you mean, you don’t have it?”

“It’s gone, Fount damn you. Disposed of. That was…one of the Allfather’s commands. Eliot doesn’t get his daughter back. Ever. Just like you’ll never leave this place alive.”

The snake slams itself against the observation window, and this time, there’s an audible splintering sound.

Everyone in the room takes a step back from the window, eyes glued to it.

“Harmony,” I say, breathless. “Come away from there.”

She shoots me a look, then gestures at Bleak with her weapon. “Kinda busy,” she says.

“That’s not—”

The snake head hits the glass again, and this time the glass shatters, sending fragments flying through the room in every direction. It hesitates, as though momentarily surprised at its own success. Then, it surges into the room, dripping blood as the remaining glass shards rip at its scales.
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“Harmony!” I yell. The snake blocks her from view, and I’m terrified that it’s crushing her right now beneath its girth.

It darts to the left, sinking meter-long fangs into a pirate who was attempting to flee toward the hatch. He’s impaled in two places, which brings an end to his flight. The snake shakes him off, then engulfs him with its mouth, swallowing him whole.

I back toward the hatch, pointing the blaster at the beast and spamming the trigger, aiming for its eyes. Faelyn Eliot might well be inside there somewhere, but right now the serpent she inhabits poses a threat to my daughter—provided Harmony’s still alive. Getting the thing’s attention and drawing it away from here is probably the only chance to keep Harmony safe.

It ignores the blaster, its head darting across the room to devour another pirate, not bothering to chew this time. He disappears down the snake’s gullet, and for a moment his screaming can be heard echoing up its length.

The floor is slick with blood, mostly the snake’s blood, but the crushed and punctured pirates have no doubt made their contribution.

“Dad!”

It’s Harmony, and I turn in the direction of her voice, fearing the worst. She cowers to my right, in the corner of the room, looking terrified but unharmed, as far as I can tell. Her husband crouches there with her, clutching her, looking at least as afraid as she does, probably more.

Her cry draws the snake’s attention too, and it turns its massive head toward her, tensing to strike.

“Hey!” I bark. I stop spamming the blaster’s trigger, draw a deep breath, and aim straight for its left eye slit. My focus is singular. I pull the trigger, and the bolt pierces the bulbous orb, sending blood and ichor spurting into the air.

The snake hisses, its sibilance filling the observation room, followed by a sound that’s something like a croak crossed between an alien hatching from its egg.

It turns toward me. “Yes!” I yell. “Come and get some!”

My datasphere prompts me with the location of the hatch’s control panel behind me, and I slap it without looking. For the time being, the way is clear of drones, at least according to the lack of warning black patches appearing across my field of vision.

I back through, yelling inarticulately and spamming the trigger with the blaster pointed at the snake’s other eye. I miss every shot, but at least it’s apparently getting the message.

The moment I set foot across the threshold, it lunges, and I stumble back just in time to avoid its fangs.

The wall around the hatch buckles toward me, and all I can see is the black hole down which the two pirates vanished. I fire the blaster down it, tensing, not sure what my next move should be. Are the hatch and wall reinforced? Does it matter? I have to assume the containment chamber that had once held the snake was reinforced, and it broke free of that.

The behemoth draws back, and I leap sideways as it throws itself against the hatch once more.

Again, I barely avoid becoming its next snack. The snake surges through the hatch, the metal blossoming around it. It collides with the labyrinth wall beyond, which cracks along its length. The entire maze shudders, judging by the tumult rising from beyond.

I’m already running along the optimized path back to the doorway where I originally entered the labyrinth. The datasphere has optimized my course through it, cutting all the backtracking and circling around and presenting the way out as a green-tinged path on the floor before me.

But as the great serpent crashes through barrier after barrier, I realize this won’t get me there fast enough. I start running into the tank people again, and though they concern me a lot less than they once did, they’re slowing my progress too much.

I push through the first group of them I encounter as their fingers grasp at my suit for purchase, seeking flesh, and ripping and tearing with their nails when they find it.

I barely feel the scratches and tears they impart. The adrenaline pulses too powerfully through my veins. But I know they’ll be the death of me, if this keeps up.

I press my blaster up against one of the drone’s chins, and I pull the trigger, blowing him up and back. Shooting two more drones point-blank clears my path, and just as I fight through, the snake crashes into the wall we’re standing next to. The rest of the drones are crushed to death between the two labyrinth walls, and I snatch my foot out of the way, preventing it from going two-dimensional.

I stumble around the next turn to stand at the start of a long corridor. A drone stumbles into it from a pathway to the left, but I shoot it, and it falls backward, clearing the runway I want.

Legs pumping, breath coming in ragged gasps, I sprint down the corridor. A tank person emerges at the very end, but I jump anyway, hands extended to grasp the top of the barrier.

My fingers find purchase, and my legs slam into the drone, pinning him against the wall. His hands wrap around my leg, and I kick his face with my other foot, which loosens his grasp. I pull myself up.

As I’m steadying myself atop the labyrinth wall, the snake breaks into the corridor I just ran along. It darts along its length, quicker than I would have thought possible, and before I can react it’s smashing against the wall below me. I fall back onto the creature, tumbling over its head and onto its broad, scaled back, scrabbling for purchase.

There’s nothing to grip. I flip off the beast instead, somersaulting against my will into the adjacent corner and landing on my shoulder.

Pain lances through my torso, but I grit my teeth and drag myself to my feet. I run to the end of this corridor and take a left, my datasphere’s green path nowhere to be seen.

The snake has less leverage now to crash through in my direction, and I can hear it beating itself against the barrier separating it from me. That buys me time. When a drone comes into the hallway ahead, I grab him by his hair and toss him into the path behind me, where he hits the floor, sprawling. A snack for the snake, hopefully. Eat him, not me.

I hear the giant break through behind me, followed by its rustling progress toward me. The fact it’s turning a corner must be slowing it down, though, since I have time to run, leap, and scrabble atop the next wall.

The snake crashes into the wall I’m on again. This time, I have a leg hooked over the other side, and I manage to stay on top. As it recoils for another go, I let myself fall down the other side, turning right so that it’ll have to go around more corners to get at me.

Soon, there won’t be much left of the maze. It occurs to me that maybe I can backtrack and use the parts the snake destroyed to navigate, but I quickly scrap that idea. From what I saw of its length in the observation room, it won’t run out of body before it completely encircles me, crushing or devouring me. I need to leave this place as soon as I can.

A tightly packed group of tank people appear around the corner up ahead, obstructing the only path I can take. They’re in the way of a running leap, and the snake will get through behind me in a few seconds.

So I drop to one knee and point my blaster at them, spamming the trigger and sweeping it across, dropping them one after another.

Then the snake breaks through behind me, and I have to go. I make a run at the press of bodies, both dead and alive, and I attempt to use them as a height boost to get to the top of the next wall.

It doesn’t work. My foot slips on some limply hanging limb, and I start falling backward.

Grasping desperately for something to prevent that, I find a wrist. When my fingers close around it, it grabs back, but the body it’s attached to shifts with me, so that I continue to fall.

The snake is rushing toward us. My blaster hand finds the head of a drone who’s still standing, and somehow I manage to use it to propel myself to the right, into the next passage.

The drone is still gripping my forearm, and I smash the blaster against her fingers until she releases me. Then, I continue on, hoping fervently that the snake will take the feast of people I just left behind for it.

I glance back—no such luck. The snake pushes through the body pile, crushing them beneath it and against both walls. They’re slowing it somewhat, but not enough. Fount damn it.

Then, I see it: the green path! It intersects with this corridor, up ahead. I run for all my worth, skidding around the corner just as the snake catches up to me.

Its head slams against the wall a couple feet away, and I flee down the green path. Before I turn, I register how much blood coats its great triangular head. Its scales are wet with it, but it still shows no sign of slowing.

I take a left, then a right, then I have a long corridor to run down, the snake in close pursuit, rustling through the maze, always just a few meters behind.

And then, suddenly, I’ve reached the beginning. I’m back where I was.

Gripping the cold metal knob, I twist it, wrenching the door open and running through to the pool area beyond.

This is my fault, this situation. That’s no mystery. I failed to protect Faelyn on Tunis, and I chose to go to Arbor over Xeo. If I’d come here first, I might have prevented her from becoming a giant snake.

One of my many failures. But given she is a giant snake, now, inside a biological vessel intended to soon house one of the beings apparently intent on dominating the galaxy…maybe it’s a failure I can actually do something about.

I need to kill it. Her. Whatever pronoun is appropriate in this situation.

My negligence—mine—led to this situation. Not just losing Faelyn, but the risk of losing the entire galaxy.

I’m ready to accept that fact.

“Time to finally take responsibility for something,” I mutter as I run to the right, around the pool and toward one of the grated observation decks.
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I reach the bottom stair as the snake starts assailing the doorway and wall. The first thrust knocks the door almost out of its frame, though it’s still holding on by a hinge. I start racing up the two flights of stairs that lead to the observation deck above.

The snake’s snout pokes through with the second thrust, and it rears back for a third. By that time, I’m on the metal grate, trying to steady my breathing as I take aim at one of the brackets holding the central cable to the ceiling above.

A tumult of screeching metal and the snake is through, sending shrapnel to skitter across the floor and pool deck, some of it splashing into the water.

I’ve managed to blast away one bracket, and now I’m working on the next. It doesn’t take long for the snake to spot me. It rushes forward, its great head hurtling through the air toward me.

I abandon my shooting, running across the metal grate at full speed as it shudders beneath my footfalls.

The snake’s jaws clamp onto the deck, barely missing me. A fang punctures it clean through, and the snake jerks back, trying to pull away, but the caught tooth holds it there. It panics, then, body thrashing. A screeching, tearing sound, and it manages to pull the entire grate away from the wall. Luckily, I’m on the next section, which only bucks a little.

Part of the snake’s body is in the water, now, and it sends waves splashing over the sides as it tries to free itself from the enormous grate protruding from its maw. I take the opportunity to finish shooting away the second bracket, then I start on the next.

Something snaps, and the grate flies across the room to crash against the far wall. The sound is deafening, but I manage not to flinch, through sheer force of will. My aim remains steady, and a fourth bracket comes away under my blaster fire. Then the snake refocuses on me.

I flee. The beast comes at me from below, this time, its head causing the deck to buck wildly. Suddenly, I’m airborne, flying toward the edge of this section.

Then I’m coming down on the edge, and the landing isn’t graceful. I tumble forward to land face-first on the next section of grating, head smacking painfully against the corrugated metal.

Dazed, I manage to regain my feet, but when I try to look at the next bracket I find I’m seeing double.

I shake my head, but the snake is coming again, and I turn to flee.

It rears up, head hard against the cables above. Its intentions are clear: next, it’s going to cut me off by coming in at me from ahead. Because of the ruined grates behind me, I can’t retreat.

Gripping my blaster like the lifeline it is, I take aim at the eye I’ve already injured, then squeeze the trigger. The bolt hits squarely where the last one did, and the snake hisses, recoiling to crash against the opposite observation decks in a desperate bid to get away.

My eyes lock onto the next bracket, and suddenly my concentration is total, maybe because I know this is the last opportunity I’m likely to get. The fifth and sixth brackets pop off with one shot each, and then I’m firing at the cable itself, bolt after bolt to try to sever it in two.

The snake is recovering, and its hissing is louder than it’s been. Clearly it’s pissed, and it doesn’t plan to miss again. It’s lining up its next strike, just like a Troubleshooter lining up his shot.

The beast darts forward. I get off one more bolt, then I’m leaping for the grate that was knocked out of its brackets. The end nearest me is now too high for me to jump onto, but I manage to grasp its end with my left hand, clutching the blaster with my right.

As I hang there, the snake crashes into the wall behind me, and the cable sparks above us, holding on by a few tendrils.

Summoning what feels like the last of my energy, I raise my arm and fire at the cable one last time. The shot severs one of the tethers holding it in place, and the weight of the cable does the rest of the work. It tears away, and falls into the water.

With that, the snake shrieks—a piercing, otherworldly sound. It thrashes wildly, massive body spasming, muscles constricting. As it convulses, it pulls more and more of itself into the pool, until even its head is submerged.

Part of its body bucks toward the grate I’m clinging to, and I release, knowing the grate will carry the shock to my body if I don’t.

I land poorly on the deck below, slipping on the slick surface and getting banged up in several places, though I manage to keep my head from smacking off the hard floor.

Across the room, more and more of the snake’s length is pulsing through the breach it made as the electricity forces it to convulse and constrict. Then, its tail comes through, and I take my chance to escape without getting shocked or crushed against the wall. 

Beyond, the labyrinth bears the signs of our passage. Great furrows have been gouged through, smeared with the blood of the snake as well as that of the tank people. Mine, too, probably, though I’ve had no time to take stock of my injuries.

Harmony is still with the pirates, so I hobble as fast as I can manage through the labyrinth, if it can still be called that. A glassy-eyed drone waits for me behind one of the battered walls, but he doesn’t bother me. Maybe he’s had enough for one day. I know I have.

“Fleshbag,” someone calls from my right, and I turn, staring in disbelief.

“Dice. Holy shit.”

He strides toward me, dark metal gleaming dully under the halogens. “Yes. An expression of surprise seems appropriate, given my escape from the pirates in the face of overwhelming odds.”

“Incredible timing, too,” I say. “I just finished dealing with a giant snake.”

The bot tilts it head to one side. “A what? Have you lost your wits?”

Before I can answer, a rumbling comes from behind me, from the direction of the pool area. Fount. “Never mind,” I say, frowning. “Turns out I didn’t kill it. Come on. Follow me.”

Together, the bot and I flee through the maze—an easier task than before, thanks to the new paths the snake trampled through it. My injuries don’t help, but I try to ignore them as best I can.

“How did you get to the labyrinth without my seeing you?” I say. “Was there another entrance?”

Dice nods. “I came from a door in that direction.” He jerks his thumb to indicate the way.

The snake seems slower than before. Apparently it lacks the wits to retrace its path, and it batters new paths through, though with less vigor than before. It takes longer for it to break through.

“What is that?” Dice asks, glancing at me as we continue to run.

“I told you. A giant snake.”

He faces forward again. I can tell he’s still skeptical, but I’m sure it’s hard to reconcile the idea that I’ve lost it with the sound of the behemoth chasing us.

“It’s Faelyn,” I say softly. “What’s left of her.”

“She’s…inside the snake?”

“Yeah.”

“Can we put her back where she was?”

“No. Faelyn’s gone, Dice.”

We reach the observation room, where most of the pirates have fled. Harmony is here, with Vance and Bleak, whom they’ve dragged to a wall. Or maybe he was pushed there by the snake. Either way, they’re all still alive.

“Get into that corner!” I yell at them, pointing at the same one Harmony had been in before. “Go!”

“I won’t leave my father,” Vance says, which seems like a change of pace from shooting out his one remaining kneecap.

“Harm, get in the corner!” I say. “Leave those idiots where they are.”

But she helps her husband drag Bleak to the corner instead, and that will have to do.

“Down there,” I say to Dice, pointing past the stalactites and stalagmites of shattered glass that border the viewing window. “We’ll make our last stand down there. Hopefully it will be enough.”

A single tong projects from Dice’s right forearm, on the opposite side of his arm from the laser pistol. It splits apart to become a grappling hook, which he secures between two broad glass shards.

That done, he leaps into the pit, and I follow him down, using his line to rappel down the wall. Above us, the broken glass rattles in its frame as the snakes surges nearer.

We reach the bottom, and the grappling line feeds fully out of Dice’s arm, freeing him. I can hear the snake passing through the observation room as we sprint across the pit that once held it. Its birthplace, presumably, and hopefully also its place of dying.

We turn together to face the snake as it wends its way down toward us from the observation room, seeming to grin as its tongue flicks past its fangs.

It doesn’t have much to grin about. I can hear the glass daggers ripping its flesh as it pushes past them. Blood runs in rivulets between its scales, falling to the floor in a curtain of red.

Dice and I open fire. “Aim for the eyes,” I yell, but he’s already doing that.

We’re jogging backwards, though Dice’s aim remains steady enough that he might as well be standing still. My shots find their mark about half the time, which isn’t bad, all things considered.

The snake’s progress slows, and though it trends in our direction, both its eyes are now punctured, useless.

At last, it comes almost to a stop, but still inching slowly toward us.

It’s dying—and not a moment too soon. We just reached the wall behind us.

“Wait,” Dice says. “What if we transfer Faelyn’s consciousness into me?”

I look at him. “Is that possible?”

He nods.

“What would happen to you?”

“Do you care?”

“No.” I draw a breath to call out to Harmony, but I don’t.

Dice does. “I can house a human consciousness,” he shouts, voice amplified beyond what a human would be capable of. “There are precedents.”

Harmony appears at the window, next to the snake, which is still oozing through the window but doesn’t seem to pose much danger any longer. Her gaze runs along the snake’s length, and she yells, “Come up, then. We don’t have long.”

 The grappling line is trapped underneath the snake, so we end up climbing its scales, which isn’t helped by the fact it’s still pushing into the pit in its daze. Dice makes it look easy, and he’s up well before I am. After a few minutes, Harmony tosses down a line she must have found somewhere, and I use it to clamber the rest of the way up.

Peter Vance crouches near his father, who appears to be unconscious—whether from pain, shock, or exhaustion, I don’t know. Dice sits in an alcove in the wall to my left, connected to the terminal around him by several wires, and Harmony works at an interface nearby.

“I don’t see us getting the snake back up here,” I say.

“We don’t need to,” Harmony says. “It was engineered with implants inside its brain, so that it can receive a consciousness wirelessly. Shouldn’t be hard to reverse the process.”

“Won’t Faelyn’s consciousness be expanded, after getting transferred to the construct? I thought you couldn’t transfer an expanded mind back.”

“We wouldn’t be able to—not back into her body, if we still had it. But D1C’s hardware can accommodate her mind. It wasn’t stretched that much. Most of the snake’s consciousness was just noise, put there to prevent any risk of Faelyn from harnessing its full potential.”

“How do you know how to do all this?”

She shrugs. “I watched Bleak’s scientists while they worked. Listened to them. Wasn’t hard to figure out.”

Dice just sits there through all this, saying nothing.

“Thanks for doing this, Dice. It’s…actually pretty incredible,” I say.

He doesn’t answer.

“And thank you for your service.”

After another few minutes of fiddling with the controls, Harmony extracts what looks like a drive from the console. I have no idea what she’s doing, but I trust she does. She punches in a few more commands, then turns, nodding. “We’re ready.”

“Dice?” I say.

“Do it.”

Harmony enters a final command, and Dice gives a slight jolt. For a moment, he just sits there. Then, he rises shakily to his feet, staring down at his own hands.

But I can tell it isn’t Dice any longer.

Faelyn Eliot falls to her knees, metal hands wrapped around her new body, emitting what sounds like sobbing.

I exchange glances with Harmony, and then she goes over to wrap her arms around Faelyn.
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After Faelyn’s transfer into Dice’s body, Peter Vance ran from the room and returned ten minutes later with a medkit. I let him bandage up his father’s knees as best he can.

Lucky for Bleak, the kneecap doesn’t have any main arteries, otherwise he would have bled out by now. I should probably kill him myself, but hell. Maybe I’m going soft. He is Harmony’s father-in-law, after all.

After Vance finishes ministering to the father whose kneecap he himself blew out, I make him lead us back up through the research facility, calling off his father’s henchmen whenever we encounter them.

The pirates look surprised to be taking orders from Peter Vance, but they obey. I guess Bleak didn’t find time to spread the word about what Vance did. Harmony being with us probably helps, too. A few of the pirates cast dark looks at Faelyn and I, no doubt remembering shootouts with me and Dice as we made our way through the facility.

As we walk, I bend toward Harmony and say, “Where did that laser pistol end up, that you lifted from me back on Calabar?”

“It’s on Europa’s Gift.”

“Do I get it back?”

“No.”

Hmm. Just as well, I guess.

When we reach the landing bay at last, I find the Ares pretty banged up, but spaceworthy as far as I can tell. Diagnostics synced with my datasphere confirm that assessment. Good.

Among the other ships parked in the landing bay, I spot Europa’s Gift settled near the doors.

Me, Faelyn, Harmony, and Vance now form a circle near my ship, with Harmony and her husband staring awkwardly at each other from opposite ends of it.

“Go back to your father, Peter,” she says.

Vance blinks, his shoulders hunched. ‘What will you do?” he asks softly, though I think he already senses the answer.

“I’m leaving.”

“What? Without me?”

“That’s right.”

“But we’re married,” he says, whining now.

She nods. “And maybe we’ll meet again someday. If you survive what your father’s going to do to you.”

Vance pales. “Let me come with you.”

Harmony shakes her head. “You have things to face here. And I don’t need a husband who flinches whenever I look at him. Look, we got married. That hasn’t changed. And maybe, one day, you’ll be up to it.”

Peter flinches, then stares at her like a kicked puppy.

“Go,” Harmony says firmly, and he slinks away, back into the facility.

That leaves just the three of us. Faelyn is twitchy but silent, and Harmony looks about to speak.

Before she can, I say, “There’s someone aboard the Ares who’d like to speak to you, Harm.” I’ve already sent the order to switch off Asterisk, Belflower, and Moe—no need to break it to her she has two fathers now, for the time being. Harmony will be coming with us now, anyway, so if Moe wants to see her I’m sure there’ll be time later.

She gives me an odd look before turning toward the Ares. The airlock recognizes her as my daughter, opening for her, and she disappears inside.

“How are you doing?” I ask Faelyn, after a few minutes of silence.

“I’m scared, Joe,” she says. The voice comes out as hers, not Dice’s, though it bears the same reverberation as all bot voices. I’m not sure why she sounds like herself. I guess the software must compile whatever voice fits the consciousness inside the bot best, and the speakers project that.

But if you’d asked me before this, I would have told you that Dice’s voice was just the one he came packaged with. I hadn’t considered that he might have chosen that flat, disaffected sound.

“Of course you are,” I say. Back on Tunis, Faelyn struck me as remarkably resilient, and she clearly is. But what she’s gone through would be enough to break an adult. Forget puberty—her body didn’t change gradually over years, it transformed radically, twice in the same week. “You’ve been through something no one should have to go through, let alone a girl your age.”

She raises her metal hands. “I’m not a girl anymore. I’m something else.”

“You’re still Faelyn Eliot,” I tell her. “You’re still Faelyn.”

She pauses. Then: “Back on Tunis, you said I shouldn’t invite any bots to be in my play, because bots can’t act. You said a bot just is what it is.” Even synthesized, her voice trembles with emotion.

I study her blank face—the same face that had always fit Dice’s detached persona so well. But why was Dice detached? What made him that way? The questions are rhetorical, of course. I’m sure I know the answers.

“I had no idea what I was talking about,” I tell her.

Faelyn sits on the floor and cradles her metal head in her hands. I continue standing, staring across the landing bay at nothing. Distractedly, I wonder whether P3P, the old family bot Harmony took with her when she left Calabar, is still inside Europa’s Gift.

A few minutes later, Harmony emerges from the Ares, her jaw set.

“She tried to convince me to upload,” she says, after I raise my eyebrows. “She’s convinced the Subverse is the only place anyone can be safe and happy, anymore.”

“What did you say?”

“I told her no.”

“Of course. Well, I’m glad you see through what they’re selling, with the Subverse. Now, let’s go home.”

She tilts her head. “Home? You don’t mean Brinktown?”

“I do.”

“I don’t think so. Why would I want to go there?”

I’m about to respond, but I close my mouth again. There isn’t really a good answer for that. Not any I’m aware of. “There’s nowhere else to take you,” I say at last.

“I wouldn’t worry about that. You won’t be taking me anywhere.”

I draw a breath. “Harm. You can’t keep doing this. I can’t let you go off by yourself again.”

“You can’t stop me. Listen, Joe. I don’t know what would have happened down there if you hadn’t shown up. But I played a part in it, too. I helped you get the drop on Bleak.” She shakes her head. “I was planning to escape in Sterling’s ship in the next few days, to let you know what they were up to here.”

“You were gonna escape through the blockade of pirate ships they had parked around the planet?”

She shrugs. “I would have figured it out. I always do.”

“Where were you planning to go, after you left Xeo?”

“Out of the Brink. Coreward.”

“How would you get past the sector barrier?” I ask slowly.

“Bleak had exit coords, and Peter knew it. I helped him access them without tipping his father off. Peter is good for some things, you know.”

I rub my forehead, trying my best to process it all. The slip coords that link each sector are some of the most closely guarded secrets in the galaxy. I guess Bleak’s clients must be just as powerful as he said they were. Still, the idea that a pirate has access to that kind of information…

“Harm…you don’t know what you want right now. You think you do, but you don’t. And that’s understandable. You’ve had a messed up life, because I had a messed up life. But you have no idea what you’ll find in the Mid-Systems. It could be anything. Or it might be nothing, and you’ll starve. Food gets scarcer as you move toward the Core.”

“I know that. And you’re right—I don’t know what I’ll find. That’s part of the adventure, isn’t it?”

I shake my head. “That’s a really naive way of looking at it.”

“Joe, you’ve never really been a father to me, and you don’t get to start now. Look, I’ll give you the slip coords, if you want them. I’m sure Bleak isn’t the only one working for the elites on projects like this one, and someone needs to stop them. I’m going to look for more information. But you can’t follow me. Not yet. You have other things to face.” Her gaze drifts to Faelyn. With that, she turns to walk across the landing bay, toward Europa’s Gift.

“Harm,” I call after her. She stops, turning her head.

“Did you…” I say, then clear my throat. “Did you consummate the marriage?”

She laughs bitterly. “And risk creating a baby to grow up in a situation as messed up as the one you left me in? Bleak thinks we did, but no.”

She marches the rest of the way to her ship, and the airlock opens to admit her. She disappears inside.
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Marissa doesn’t react well to the idea that Harmony is going off on her own again. I put off our discussion about it until we’re in slipspace, by activating the other crewmembers and keeping them online till we make the transition.

Even then, I consider deactivating her along with them. But I know that will only make our eventual conversational even worse.

So after we reach slipspace, it’s just me and Marissa on the bridge. Faelyn is in my cabin—I let her have it for the trip, and she went in there as soon as we boarded. She hasn’t been out since. Eventually, she’ll need to go into Dice’s Repair and Recharge module, else she’ll shut down. But folding herself into the cramped space isn’t going to do much for her recovery.

“Do you think the others have started wondering why we spend so much time talking alone?” I say, before Marissa can speak.

“Yes,” she says, her tone icy. “I think they suspect there’s something going on between us. As in, romantically.”

“What could be farther from the truth?” I say.

“Joe, how could you let Harmony leave? How could you subject her to that kind of danger?”

“I didn’t subject her to anything. She makes her own choices, just like we did when we were sixteen. She’ll be seventeen next month. I wasn’t about to wrestle her onto the Ares, or try to force her to upload like you seem to want.”

Marissa narrows her eyes. “I don’t want to force her to do anything.”

“You want her to upload. But you’re making my point for me. I didn’t want to force her either. That’s why she’s gone.”

“You could have tried harder, Joe,” Marissa says, though she’s crying, now. Big, fat, digital tears. I’m starting to realize that I resent Marissa for uploading, even though her father forced her. “You could have said something.”

“I’m not good with words,” I say, then shut her off before laying back in the command seat and closing my eyes.

Just before we entered slipspace, a brainprint arrived from Dorothy Pikeman, but I’m not eager to crack it open to see what she has to say. I have plenty of time to speak to her, anyway. This leg of the journey is going to last three months, and the next will be nearly as long. It’s a fairly direct route to Tunis, but we still have a lot of space to cover.

Almost six months. Plenty of time for the corrupt members of the Five Families attempting to break out of the Subverse to make more progress. I sent a message to Gauntlet alerting the Guard to the children held in stasis on Xeo, and I like to think they’ll go to collect them. But even if they do, I’m sure it won’t slow Fairfax and his people for long. They’ll soon be back on track with their plans to enslave what’s left of humanity.

Six months is also plenty of time for Harmony to get into trouble, with her father thousands of light years away. Much too far to help.

During the trip, I reactivate Marissa several more times, but each conversation is worse than the last. I find myself saying things to intentionally piss her off.

“That’s my girl,” I say when she mentions Harmony’s refusal to entertain uploading to the Subverse. That gets a poisonous glare from Marissa, which I can understand. Convincing Harmony to upload would have been the only way for them to truly be together.

But Marissa doesn’t get it. Harm is her father’s daughter. She’ll never upload.

I don’t know why I keep reactivating Marissa to talk. Sometimes I let days go by, and once, on the second subspace leg of the journey, I let weeks pass. But I always bring her back onto the bridge eventually, to talk again. Maybe I do it just to guard my own sanity. Arguing with her is better than gibbering madly to myself.

One thing does come out of our conversations: Marissa lets slip that before leaving, Harmony asked her for a copy of every brainprint her mother ever sent her, straight from Marissa’s “sent” folder. I spend several hours puzzling over why she’d make such a weird request, but I can’t come up with anything. She’d have copies in her account of the conversations she had with those same brainprints, so why ask for her mother’s?

Faelyn keeps me occupied, too. I do what I can to help her get used to life as a bot, and to kill time I play chess with her on a projected board. She beats me handily every time—it’s like playing against a computer, and I wasn’t very good to begin with.

I wonder what growing up will look like for her, now. Despite what I told her in the facility’s landing bay on Xeo, she’ll never become a woman. But will she still reach mental maturity, or will she forever be an eleven-year-old stuck in a bot’s body? Bots aren’t programmed to house a consciousness that’s still developing, but maybe Faelyn’s mind will take care of that on its own.

Mentally, she’s still in chaos, but she seems to get better every day. She doesn’t break down into synthesized sobbing quite so much, or suddenly become unresponsive, as she has three times since we left Xeo. The third time, she wouldn’t react to any stimulus for two full days, even though she’d recharged just a few days before. That kept me awake, hunting desperately through my datasphere’s storehouse of knowledge for a solution, until suddenly she came back to me. Ever since, she’s seemed better.

A couple weeks ago, she started spending time with Maneater, who instantly accepted her, to my surprise. They often cuddle on the bunk, and Faelyn is careful not to harm her with her newfound strength, even though I’m pretty sure the German Shepherd could withstand a lot.

It’s still odd to look at my old partner’s body and know that he isn’t in there anymore—that an eleven-year-old girl has taken his place. I wouldn’t have expected Dice to do what he did on Xeo. I wouldn’t have guessed he had it in him.

But then, I’ve realized that even after a decade of serving together, I didn’t really know Dice at all.

Near the end of the second trip through slipspace, I open Dorothy Pikeman’s brainprint. We’re alone on the bridge—I’m leaning against the railing that encircles Marissa’s station.

Dorothy appears near Asterisk’s, her silver hair disheveled, her mouth hanging open in dismay. “Joe, what in the galaxy is going on? Why haven’t you opened this brainprint till now?”

“I’ve been, uh…avoiding the conversation.”

Her eyes widen in anger. “Because you knew you wouldn’t like what I had to say.”

“That’s about right, yeah.”

“Joe, I’ve been kept completely in the dark by you. Ever since Harmony left, I’ve been all by myself here in Brinktown, wondering if she’s even still alive. Then a ship came to pluck Daniel Sterling out of his mansion, without any explanation, which has everyone in a flurry. You said you would do something.”

Suppressing a sigh, I say, “I did something.”

“And? Is Harmony safe.”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know?”

“She was safe when I saw her, a few months ago. But I haven’t seen her since.”

“You left her? Your own daughter. You abandoned her.”

“I tried to convince her to come with me. But I failed.”

“How can you be so calm? Joe, I can barely sleep. I spend every day pacing the apartment, waiting for a brainprint that never comes. I’m so alone here, and no one ever thinks of me. You never thought of me, not when you were out in the streets of Brinktown causing trouble for us, and not now.”

“You’re right,” I say.

Her mouth hangs open for a moment, then she closes it slowly. “What?”

“I agree with you.”

Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t answer.

“This is a big mess,” I say, “and I played a big part in making it. Possibly, all of it’s my fault. Seriously.”

Dorothy blinks, then shakes her head, looking bewildered.

“All I can say right now, Aunt Dorothy, is thank you. My father left you with a lot, and then so did I. You were far from the perfect parent. But you didn’t abandon me, and you didn’t abandon Harm. You raised us up as best you could, for someone who never wanted kids in the first place. So thank you.”

Dorothy’s shoulders rise and fall as she takes a breath. “Thank you. For saying that.”

I nod. “I’m gonna work on making things better, okay? Not saying I know the first thing about doing that, but I’m gonna try. I know saying that isn’t much, but it’s what I have to give you without bullshitting you. So I’m giving it.”

“All right, Joe. All right.”
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Faelyn and I draw curious stares as we cross the Grotto in the dry heat. A lot of the damage from the pirate attack has been repaired in the months since. It seems peace has returned to Tunis. For now. I wonder how long it will last.

We near the red-brick monstrosity where the Eliots live, and I hear Faelyn start to sob quietly beside me. Out of happiness or fear, I’m not sure. It could be a mixture of both.

“Are you sure they’ll take me back like this?” she asks, for the thousandth time since we left Xeo.

“Of course,” I say. “They’re your parents. They’ll be happy to get you back in any form.”

She doesn’t look so sure.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m leaving Maneater here with you. She’ll be yours, from now on.”

Faelyn’s head whips toward me, and even in a bot’s body, a young girl’s excitement shines through. “Really? Thank you!”

“Don’t mention it. Uh, maybe change her name, though. And try not to let her eat your parents.” I’ve heard that once a dog has the taste of human flesh, there’s no going back. So they’ll probably have to keep the German Shepherd on a tight leash. Faelyn won’t have any problem, of course, since she’s made of metal now. And I’m sure she’ll be responsible with controlling the dog around other people. As for Arthur, I for one won’t care too much if he gets eaten.

We mount the front step, and I try the door without knocking. It’s unlocked, so I pull it open and step inside, Faelyn right behind me.

“Eliot!” I yell. I stand facing Arthur Eliot’s office door. Faelyn hangs back, staring at the floor.

A few moments of silence pass, and I wonder if he’s even home. Then, the office door creaks open, and Eliot staggers out, clearly drunk.

“What?” he asks in that ugly way some people have when they’re thoroughly intoxicated.

Originally, I’d planned to launch into a lengthy explanation of how Faelyn’s consciousness ended up first inside a snake, and then inside my cybernetic partner’s body. But Eliot’s demeanor has robbed me of my will to do that. Instead, I try not to glare at him as I gesture toward Faelyn. “Your daughter. Returned to you.”

A sneer twists Eliot’s lips. “What kind of game is this?”

“I told you I’d bring Faelyn back to you. And I have. Her physical body is lost, but her mind is now inside this bot.”

“Wasn’t that the whole point?” he asks. “To bring back her physical body? Her mind is copied a thousand times over, all across the galaxy.”

I glance back at Faelyn, who has slumped even further. Then I take a step toward Eliot, hands curling into fists. “The point was to return your daughter to you, so that you can be together in this life. In real life, not some cheap copy of life, inside a magic trick performed by a computer.”

“Arthur?” a voice calls from the stairs. Zelah Eliot’s lithe form descends, a purple dress flaring around her legs. “What is it?”

“Mommy?” Faelyn says, and Zelah’s eyes land on her, widening.

During this exchange, I’m using my datasphere to zoom in on Zelah’s face, and I note the excess of makeup used there. Makeup to cover fresh bruises.

“You bastard,” I say as I cross the foyer toward Arthur Eliot.

His face screws up in concentration as he puts up his fists to mount some manner of pathetic defense. My jab moves too fast for him to react, popping him between the eyes and putting him on the floor. That done, I pin him with my knees and begin smacking him with my fists, again and again. Blood spurts from his nose, his cheeks split, and his face is swelling already. Zelah is shrieking from the staircase, but Faelyn is completely silent, probably in shock.

“Stop this at once!” screams a voice from my left.

Then, a black-clad figure is knocking me off Eliot, and we’re rolling together across the marble floor. I quickly gain the upper hand, pinning my assailant to the floor.

It’s Sergeant Wile. I place a knee across his chest as he struggles to get up. “Stand down, Sergeant,” I say, but he continues to fight. “Stand down, Sergeant,” I bark, and this time he stays still.

I turn, then, heading back toward Eliot, who’s still lying on his back, spitting up teeth and blood. I snap open my holster and remove the blaster, leveling it at his head.

“No!” Faelyn screams, and only the urgency in her voice stays my hand. She rushes forward and throws her metal body across her father, shielding him. A second later, Zelah arrives and adds her body.

“Don’t,” she says, looking up at me, her lip trembling. “Don’t.”

I stare at them both in disbelief. Then I lower the blaster.

“You don’t have the right,” she says, turning away, toward her husband. She lowers a hand to tenderly cup his bruised cheek.

That’s an even bigger slap across the face. I stand over them, blaster in hand, seething. My teeth grind together, and my grip on the weapon is hard enough that I’m in danger of scoring their immaculate marble floor.

 I could pull them off with ease and finish it. Maybe it would even be better for them, in the long run.

“You’ve been screwing the Guard for years, haven’t you?” I yell at Arthur Eliot through his wife and cybernetic daughter. “Doing the bidding of the puppet masters behind this shitshow. Slowly killing what you created—the only organization that keeps the galaxy from descending into total anarchy.” My breath comes rapidly, now, my shoulders rising and falling, my back tense. “Then you started to show a little spine, so they took Faelyn, and you fell to pieces.”

Eliot doesn’t answer. I glance at the other Guardsman, where he stands near the bottom of the stairs, hands clenched into fists.

“Fount damn it,” I spit. I march across the foyer and out the door.

Nothing about this feels right—leaving Faelyn and Zelah in the hands of the deranged thing Eliot has let himself become. But it’s what they’ve apparently chosen, and I realize that ultimately, Zelah’s correct: I don’t have the right.

When I return to the Ares, I take Maneater outside and tie her to a post near the spacepad. Then, I kneel in front of her and ruffle her ears. “Goodbye, girl,” I whisper. “Thanks for everything.” She whines through the steel-cage muzzle, which I left on in case any unsuspecting Grotto residents happened upon her.

It’s tough leaving her, but right, I think. Dogs don’t belong in space. Definitely not on a ship as small as the Ares. “You held your own, though, girl.” I kiss her on the top of the head, then I will the airlock to open and step inside.

When I do, there’s a brainprint waiting from Daniel Sterling. I activate it right away.

“What?” I growl.

He raises his eyebrows. “Testy, aren’t we?” He sneers, much like Eliot sneered a few minutes ago. “Where’s my ship?”

“You’ll never see your ship again. Where’s my money?”

“What if I said the same to you?”

“Then the entire Subverse would hear about it, and the Sterling name would get even more mud on it.”

The sneer widens. “Your tokens will be wired to your account.”

“Thanks, Dad. I knew it was a good idea to get tangled up with a rich girl.” Then I shut him off, for the contents of the conversation to make their way by spacescraper to whatever gaudy estate he’s holed himself up in.

I drop into the command seat with my full weight and stare across the empty bridge.

I’ve always told myself that performing a Guardsman’s duties meant protecting the people of this sector just as much as protecting Subverse infrastructure. But I’m beginning to think the Subverse isn’t worth protecting, and the people of the Andora Sector don’t want my help.

Well, that’s unfair—I’m starting to calm down from the exchange inside the Eliots’ foyer, and I can see that. The fact is, I’ve never had any idea how to actually help people. But somehow, in some screwed up way, I think I did the right thing by returning Faelyn to Tunis, even in cybernetic form. I may have even done a good thing, or at least something that will prove to be a net good.

And now that I have slip coords for entering the Mid-Systems…

“Activate crew.”

Moe, Asterisk, Glory Belflower, and Marissa all appear at their respective stations.

Belflower gushes with enthusiasm. “Captain, your latest versecast is blowing up. Billions of people are glued to their dataspheres, waiting to see where your story goes next. Your daughter leaves, after you went through all that trouble to save her? Faelyn Eliot turned into a snake, and then a bot, to be returned to her family in that form? It’s too good. People are lapping it up.”

I resist the urge to cover my face with my palm. For a moment, I forgot that we were versecasting everything, now. “Wait. How do they know Harmony’s my daughter?”

“Why, it was in the versecast I put out en route to Tunis,” Belflower says, all innocence. “But it’s time to change tacks,” she says. “The ‘lost-daughter’ arc is played out, I think. But you’ve always had questions about your father’s identity, right?”

My gaze snaps onto her face. “How do you know about that?”

Belflower waves her hand dismissively. “Please. You’re the subject of an immense, crowd-sourced research project now. Every available detail of your life is being dug up by amateur biographers and held under the microscope. So, anyway. Here’s what I have in mind: you’re the classic troubled man, with lots of demons. You’ve done plenty of things you regret. And now you’re on a quest, not just to save the galaxy, but to uncover the truth about what happened to your father. Did he really join the knighthood? Is he just a deadbeat like you consider yourself to be? Think of it, sir: a redemption story, combined with the quest to uncover your true origins. I’m going to make you the most famous versecaster in history.”

“Yeah. Fine.” I try to conceal how dazed I feel after the sound-bite-sized psychoanalysis Belflower just dropped on me. “Whatever.” I turn to Moe. “I’ve transmitted exit coords to your console. Get me to them.”

He stares at me for a long moment, and it crosses my mind to wonder how much longer he’s going to be willing to follow my orders. He’s been pretty pissed off ever since not getting the chance to see Harmony before she took off.

“Exit coords for this system?” he says at last.

“What? No. For this sector. Take the most efficient route through Andora. We’re going to the Echo Sector. We don’t have time for sightseeing, though we’ll have to find somewhere to resupply along the way to Echo. I’m sure as hell not asking Eliot to do that.” I pause, then add: “Harmony may need us, Moe.”

His face sours, but he gets to work.

“We’re going coreward?” Asterisk says, voice tinged with disbelief.

“That’s right.”

“Why? This isn’t what I signed up for.”

“None of this shit is what you signed up for. We’re not a Guard ship anymore. We’re effectively outlaws, now. Do what I say or I’ll delete you. How about that?”

Asterisk turns. “You still haven’t answered my question,” he grumbles.

“You heard Belflower. We’re saving the galaxy, or whatever. Just get me coreward.”

Of course, saving the galaxy is so close to the end of my to-do list it might as well be missing. What has the galaxy ever done for me? There are two things I care about: making sure Harmony is safe and getting revenge on Fairfax—for kidnapping Faelyn and the rest of the children, for ruining their lives.

And for killing me. An eye for an eye, I say. Next, it’s his turn.
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The Ares limps out of slipspace and into the Echo Sector, one of the Mid-System sectors.

At least, I imagine her limping. Her antimatter reactor and Becker drive are functioning regularly, but she took a beating in the engagement with the four Broadswords, right before we were captured and brought to Fairfax’s destroyer, the Ekhidnades. Later, after we escaped, she took more damage as the crew traded laserfire with pirates across the landing bay inside the research facility on Xeo.

For my part, I’m emptying my stomach into the reusable barf bag I always keep on hand for slipspace transitions. It’s mostly just bile, since I try not to eat for a day before each transition. But somehow, there’s always something to be expelled.

“Any waiting ships, Chief Aphrodite?” I ask once the nausea eases up.

“Negative, Captain. We’re the only ones here.”

That surprises me. From the versecasts I’ve allowed Glory Belflower to send, it wouldn’t have been too hard for the brass to figure out I was headed to Echo Sector. That said, I did order her to ease off on them as we drew closer to Echo, and as far as I know, she complied.

It’s possible there are more slipstreams connecting my home sector, Andora, to this one, and I suppose the Guard would be hard-pressed to find spare Broadswords to patrol multiple systems.

Still…their absence is both a relief and a worry. What if there’s only one connecting slipstream, and the Guard is too occupied with trouble in this sector to leave any ships here to intercept me?

I guess it’s also possible they’ve decided to overlook my multiple breaches of conduct and the chain of command. But somehow, I have my doubts.

As for the Ares’ condition, it sure felt like she was limping when life support systems decided to fail during the journey here, and I had to climb through multiple emergency access portals in a sealed suit to get it back up and running. Fixing things would have been easier from the outside, but I’m not stupid enough to try that while whipping through slipspace at effective superluminal speeds.

Anyway. That crisis got dealt with, but it did nothing about the laser turrets I’ve lost, or the damage to the hull. At first, I’d assumed that damage was purely superficial, absorbed by the Ares’ thick layer of armor. But if life support was compromised enough to fail unexpectedly like that, halfway through slipspace, what other systems might give up the ghost without warning?

We need a dry dock, badly. Luckily, according to my datasphere, this system—Axim System— has one.

Had one, anyway. As far as I know, it’s been hundreds of years since it’s been in operation, so it could prove completely useless to us. Even if the dry dock itself is serviceable, there’s no guarantee the parts we need are left lying around, though records say that smaller military craft did once undergo repairs, here.

“Sensors are just picking up the Amydon Shipyards now, sir,” says Chief Aphrodite, who is my Operations Officer (OPO) and in charge of both processing and analyzing sensor data. Her real name is Marissa, and she’s the estranged mother of my child, but the other crew don’t know that. “It just became visible over Euphrates’ horizon.” Euphrates is the moon the shipyards orbit.

“Acknowledged.” I wonder where Bacchus Corp hid the servers for this system’s Subverse.

But that isn’t my concern. Not any more. Right now I’m focused on finding my daughter. Harmony’s been in Echo Sector for months, provided she followed through on her plan to come here. I need to find her before Rodney Fairfax does, that mechanized asshole. Though I’d settle for finding him first, and icing his metal ass.

“Do the shipyards look intact?” I ask.

“Aye,” Marissa says. “Although there’s a good chance life support for the sealed sections stopped working long ago. There’s no record of anyone starting up a settlement on Amydon since the Fall, so unless some Fallen with mechanical talent ended up on the station, you may have to keep your suit sealed while on board.”

“That’s fine. TOPO, fire the antimatter engine until we’re at cruising speed, then cut it off. I plan to coast in for the last ten light minutes.” No need to trail exotic particles for an observer’s polarization sensor to detect.

“Aye,” my Trajectory Operations Officer mutters—Moe, my digital double. My original TOPO’s betrayal forced me to copy myself, something Moe seems far from forgiving me for. I can hardly blame him, since we share a lifelong mutual distrust of the Subverse, simulations, and anything that pretends to be a meaningful substitute for real life. Now that he finds himself living the life as exactly what he hates…

Well, I’m sure it’s the nightmare I imagine it to be. But I need him, so this is how it’s going to be for the time being.

An hour of resisting the urge to drum my fingers on the command seat’s armrest later, we arrive at the Amydon Shipyards, settling down in one of the station’s many dry dock bays.

The shipyards do have two landing bays, located at opposite sides of the station and originally intended to be kept pressurized, so that visiting dignitaries could disembark their ships without pressure suits on. But I’ve already told Moe not to bother with them. I share Chief Aphrodite’s pessimism about anything on this thing still being pressurized.

My crew is still busy with system checks as I suit up, not to mention monitoring the space around us, and in Belflower’s case, recording everything for later versecasting. I take a moment to wonder why I’m back to thinking of Marissa as Aphrodite. Maybe it’s an unconscious mental defense mechanism. Since I first learned the blond-haired OPO is actually Marissa, I’ve made very few decisions she approves of.

The crew may not have figured out who she really is, but I’m sure they must be wondering why I spend so much time alone with the beautiful OPO. Possibly, they think we’re having an affair, though the idea of loving an upload makes my skin crawl. Let alone how the logistics would shake out. To me, it would amount to little more than the sex sims that so many old pervs back in Brinktown were hooked on.

I will the inner airlock hatch to open, then I step through and wait for it to cycle.

Outside the Ares, I find the shipyards’ gravity generators still functioning, which isn’t too surprising—powered by solar panels preserved by the vacuum of space, there’s a decent chance they’ll keep working for centuries yet. Right now, the fact they’re still working is a blessing and a curse. It means there’s no need to walk using magnets, which is good, because that always feels awkward. But it also means I have to climb out of the dry dock bay.

Luckily, my datasphere holds the access codes for the station’s various systems. Getting the dry dock’s extensible ramps and hydraulic lifters functioning requires only the lowest-level code, the one that would have been given even to temporary contract workers. A minute’s work sees me ascending slowly to the station’s surface, and thirty seconds of rising brings me flush with the vast, metal vista.

What follows amounts to a long, uneventful stroll past row after darkened row of dry dock bays. There’s not a single light on anywhere that I can see, but my night vision compensates for that, magnifying available starlight to improve visibility.

 According to my datasphere research, conducted during the final leg of our journey through slipspace, the Amydon Shipyards boast—boasted—seventy-two such bays. In its heyday, they were all in use, almost constantly.

But the yards’ founders put them in Axim System because of the metal-rich asteroid belt, and over the centuries, that belt gradually depleted. Being forced to ship the needed materials across interstellar distances chipped away at Amydon’s economic viability. Its repair charges crept up, until even local shipowners starting ranging farther for cheaper prices.

Now, just a few dry docks are filled, some with behemoths that tower above everything: old military cruisers, or freighters from the smaller end of the scale.

What a waste. I don’t know what forced the masters of these ships to abandon them here, or what became of their crews. Maybe there are Fallen on this station, or were, for a time. Chances are that if anyone remained on this hunk of metal orbiting a barren, atmosphere-free moon, they’re all dead now.

Either way, the pockmarked ships that remain would represent a fortune by today’s standards, if they weren’t as asteroid-abused as they are. As it stands, I doubt any are still spaceworthy.

Coming to the end of the rows, a quick check at my datasphere tells me the station warehouse lies ahead, on the other side of the stock control module.

Before continuing, I open up a channel with the OPO station. “Chief, you have the access codes on hand?”

“Aye.”

“Find me the code for entry into the stock control module.”

“I’ve got it, sir,” she says after a few seconds. She sends it to me, and I paste it into an access panel embedded in the bulkhead beside an outer airlock hatch.

To my surprise, when the hatch closes behind me, the airlock starts to pressurize. Not only that, but my datasphere flashes a green atmosphere indicator. The air in here is breathable.

“Someone’s still aboard this thing,” I say over a crew-wide channel. “Asterisk, standby to feed the secondary laser turrets a defensive macro. I want you to personally man the primary turret.”

“Yes, Captain.” My Weapon Systems Officer answers—a callow youth with a thin face bracketed by two chains that droop from his ears to the corners of his mouth. His dependability has proven spotty. But my current standing with the Guard means I’m cut off from requesting a replacement officer, so I’m left to make do with him. Besides, even I’ll admit that he’s been improving. I’d claim to be a positive influence on the kid, but I’m pretty sure I’d be hard-pressed to find anyone who’d agree that I’ve ever been a positive influence on anyone.

The inner hatch slides up into its casing, and I stalk through with my Shiva Knight’s blaster held high, left hand cupped underneath it. Nothing.

Not yet, anyway. But someone left the lights on in this corridor, and my night vision has faded away.

I glance at the shipyard’s schematic and groan. This module is connected to a cafeteria, as well as living spaces for workers. There’s a lot of ground to cover, and plenty of places for whoever’s living here to hide.

If they’re Fallen, there’s a chance they don’t have full control over the station’s sensors and systems, which might mean they don’t know I’m here. But I seriously doubt it. For anyone to survive here this long, they’d need almost full control.

The short, empty corridors echo with my footsteps, and I will my datasphere to filter out the sound, the better to hear someone sneaking up on me. Despite the breathable air, I’ve left my helmet sealed, for full protection against attack. It restricts my field of vision, but my datasphere will warn me the moment it detects a threat.

Except, as I enter the cafeteria, part of my vision flashes black, warning me too late of an attack from above. Someone tackles me, crashing against my upper back. I hit the floor face-first, and my blaster flies from my grasp. My assailant’s hands wrap around the neck of my suit from behind.

Twisting violently to the right, I work my left knee between me and my attacker. The movement doesn’t result in a clean break, and for a moment there’s a confusion of limbs as I struggle to free myself. At last, with a final thrust, I scramble away. As I do, I register the Guardsman’s black worn by my assailant.

No time for a peace offering, though—he rushes at me headlong, close-cropped black hair aimed at my midsection.

I pivot, bringing an elbow down on the back of his neck. His arms shoot out to both sides, and as he’s sprawling to the deck, I head to where my blaster came to a stop against a table leg. By the time he’s rising, I have the weapon trained on him. He raises his hands.

“Unsnap your pistol holster and remove the weapon with your thumb and forefinger, nice and easy,” I tell him. “Let it dangle.”

He does.

“Drop it.”

The pistol clatters to the floor, and I gesture for him to get his hands back up where they were.

“Now, let’s go.” I motion with the blaster muzzle toward the corridor I came from. Next to the entrance stands the ancient vending machine, which must have been where he’d perched, waiting for me.

“You’re the Guardsman responsible for the Axim Subverse terminal?” I say as we walk.

“Yes.” His voice is hoarse from lack of use. Sounds like someone hasn’t been spending the recommended daily hour inside conversation sims.

“I’m a Troubleshooter,” I say. “Why’d you attack me?”

“You’re Joe Pikeman. That birthmark on your face makes it pretty easy to be sure of that—I saw you come through the airlock on my datasphere. Every Guardsman in Echo Sector has orders to apprehend you and notify the brass as soon as they do.”

“Wonderful,” I say. “What’s your name?”

He doesn’t answer.

I shoot the deck near his foot, leaving a neat, smoking crater. “Name,” I say, more harshly. “And rank, Guardsman.”

“Corporal Bertrand Cohen.”

“Now we’re making some progress.”

Just to be sure, I have him produce his ID coin and hold it up for me to scan. My datasphere verifies his identity with a green flash. It takes more convincing for him to tell me where he sleeps, but eventually he does: he makes his bed inside the stock control module, near where I entered. My guess is that his datasphere notified him of my entry, but he was too far to make it back to his quarters in time. That’s good. It means he probably didn’t get off a transmission to Gauntlet.

That matters, but it probably doesn’t matter much. The brass has obviously been expecting me. They’ll probably send someone eventually, so either way, I’m operating on borrowed time.

We retrieve a shipsuit from his quarters, and I make him put it on in the corridor. That done, I march him out through the airlock, across the shipyards, and onto the lift that lowers us to the Ares’ airlock.

Once inside, I put him in my cabin and secure the hatch from the outside.

My crew stares at me as I reenter the bridge. “I’m sick of giving up my cabin for guests,” I say.

They turn back to their tasks as if they were drowning in work, and I throw myself into the captain’s chair.
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“We’re wasting our time,” Marissa says as she ranges ahead, brown eyes on the canopy of stars above, which remain static without an atmosphere to make them twinkle. I know what’s on her mind. She’s scanning those stars as though in doing so, she might spot Harmony.

“You’re supposed to be helping me search.” Almost, I tell her she should watch where’s she’s stepping instead of the sky, but as a digital being it isn’t like she’s in danger of tripping. “Helping me search is already a flimsy enough excuse for allowing you to leave the Ares. That you don’t even bother looking for parts isn’t helping.”

Marissa now has the honor of being the only crewmember I’ve ever let leave their station, let alone the ship. It started with her insisting on being allowed to roam the ship in the real, and now there’s this. She told me in private that she wanted to stretch her legs at the earliest possibility—that remaining on the Ares was making her stir crazy, even though she had access to thousands of sims during downtime. And I’m stupid enough to give in to her.

She makes me feel bad, though. It’s not fair: I couldn’t control the circumstances that resulted in Harmony stealing a ship and haring off across the galaxy. But I understand how distraught Marissa is. I miss Harmony, too.

“You’re supposed to be helping me search, Joe. For our daughter. Remember?”

“That’s what I plan to do. But we’d be asking for it by flying deeper into the Mid-Systems without repairing the Ares first. I’m telling you, Marissa. The Mid-Systems aren’t like the Brink. They’ll eat you alive if you’re not careful.”

“I wonder about that. Food is scarcer here, so how can there be more criminals? They wouldn’t survive.”

“Oh, they survive. By being more brutal. More vicious. The place is lousy with Fallen, too. They’re craftier, here, and they have even fewer qualms about killing strangers on sight, and spitting them for the cookfire.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” She’s ranging ahead of me, her eyes on the void above.

“It does, though. Trust me, I spent years here, training on Gauntlet to be a Troubleshooter. The Mid-Systems pirates even had the balls to attack us there, and they almost got the better of the Guard. Yes, the Brink was always the galaxy’s breadbasket, but that just means there were more hydroponics facilities here. After the Fall, the Fallen entrenched themselves right away, and so did the pirates.”

“We haven’t run into any Fallen here.”

“That doesn’t mean much. There are plenty more places where they did end up. Plus, there are a lot more Guard stations than out on the Brink, with Broadswords crisscrossing Echo sector all the time. Then you have the automated farms that feed every Guardsman assigned to a terminal—a farm in every system that has a Subverse, and they’re actually kept in good repair, unlike the ones in Andora Sector. Best efforts are made to keep them hidden, but given enough time, the Fallen find everything. We’ve lost plenty of men that way.”

I stop short, feeling surprised that Marissa let me say all that. “What’s the matter?”

“Joe…if all that’s true, then there’s all the more reason to go looking for Harmony now. Screw the repairs. We need to risk it. Our daughter could be in danger. It’s been months.”

Fount damn it. I just finished arguing how dangerous the Mid-Systems are, and now I need to argue the opposite if I’m going to placate Marissa.

I can’t do it. Telling the truth isn’t easy, and it’s gotten me in trouble more times than I can count. But it’s still better than the slimy feeling of telling a lie. The last time I lied was before I ever met Marissa—when I was eleven or twelve, and trying to hide the fact that I’d stolen my aunt’s money for booze again.

Well, that’s not entirely true. I’ve never hesitated to lie to someone I plan to kill.

“You’re right,” I say, which brings Marissa to a stop. She faces me, crossing her arms. “She could be in danger. She probably is. But she’s also our daughter. She’s resourceful, smart…way smarter than she has any right to be, as my daughter. I guess she got it from your side. Either way, I know she’s all right, Marissa. I know it.”

“It’s not good enough, Joe.”

“I know it isn’t. But it’s what I have for you.”

I scan each bay we pass for usable parts using my datasphere. In between, I keep glancing behind me, expecting to spot a ship approaching, or maybe figures sprinting toward me across the surface. Something about being in the vacuum is bothering me, and I can’t quite put my finger on it. The temperature inside my suit seems impossible to get right, today—either I’m sweating or freezing—but it isn’t that. It isn’t Marissa’s incorporeal form wandering the station without a shipsuit, either, though that does add to the effect.

Having found nothing that looks salvageable in any of the dry dock bays, we continue on toward one of the shipyards’ four warehouses. I’m not about to say it, but Marissa should hope we find the tools and materials we need here—replacement hull sections, undamaged laser turrets, intact weapon bays, and some constructor bots to help me make the repairs. Anything we find here is free, and the labor will cost us only time.

The alternative will prove much more time-consuming. At one-and-a-half million tokens, the Sterlings’ reward for clearing their name was sizable, but it still won’t cover the total costs of repairs. Not including market costs of the parts themselves. That means I’ll need to have Belflower continue to fundraise from the Subverse via versecasting, something that will almost certainly demand my involvement while exposing us to needless risk.

We find the warehouse depressurized, unlike the section where I found Corporal Cohen. Meteorites have made sure of that, over the centuries. No doubt both Cohen and his predecessors received extensive training in repairing such breaches, but one man can only do so much. The warehouses were let go.

The parts themselves seem undamaged, but twenty minutes of searching turns up nothing we need, outside of some hull sections which, as my datasphere informs me, will fit the breaches with minor modifications.

That said, if I have to do the work alone, it will take weeks. Our search turns up not a single constructor bot in the entire warehouse. It’s very possible that the last people to flee the Amydon Shipyards took all the bots with them. If that’s the case, I’m not sure we can afford to stick around while I complete the repairs myself, fumbling around on the Ares’ hull with my datasphere guiding my hand.

A transmission from Glory Belflower, my Engineer and resident hacker, seems to confirm that notion: “Captain, I’ve cracked the terminal the corporal was responsible for. It seems he already sent a message via spacescraper to alert any Guardsmen in nearby systems to your presence.”

“Has the spacescraper carrying it left Axim System yet?”

“It has. I’m sorry, Captain.”
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Belflower’s discovery accelerates our timeline…by a lot.

It would take a Broadsword at least three months to get here from Gauntlet, and that’s assuming they left the moment they received the message, which would take three months just to reach them.

But as far as I know, the nearest system by slipspace is a week away, possibly less. A Guard ship could be here in days. Maybe multiple ships.

Or, if Fairfax has access to restricted Guard communications, maybe he’ll show up with the Ekhidnades and his burgeoning new military in tow.

I’m letting my imagination go, but that’s the problem with entering unknown territory. Total paranoia becomes not unreasonable.

“Belflower, we need the exit and entry coords for the nearest system.” I’m limiting communication about her revelation to only us—I’ve even transmitted Marissa back to the Ares. It isn’t that I’m particularly concerned about worrying the other crewmembers. I’m just not interested in their input. “We need them now. Ideas?”

“You could ask Corporal Cohen for them.”

“He wasn’t forthcoming about his name. Somehow, I don’t think he’s going to volunteer the means for my escape.”

“You could provide some…extra encouragement for him to volunteer them.”

I clamp down on a sigh that’s already halfway out. “Asking Cohen is out of the question.”

“That’s not like you, Captain. From what I’ve seen, you’ll achieve your goals by any means necessary.”

I grit my teeth. “First of all, you’re getting way too familiar. Second, you need to understand that Guardsmen don’t do to each other what I know you’re suggesting. We have a mutual respect that goes beyond the chain of command, even when we find ourselves at odds. You remember our engagement with the four Broadswords, before our visit to Fairfax’s destroyer?’

“I do.”

“They refrained from compromising our hull integrity, just as I left theirs alone. As for the corporal, he could have killed me. He had the drop on me, but chose instead to try and overpower me. He paid with his freedom. I intend to pay him back in kind, by granting him the respect he’s due.”

“Very well, sir. And I do apologize for my familiarity.”

I don’t find the apology convincing, but given my present circumstances, it’s about the most I can expect.

“You may be able to extract the slipspace coords from the terminal Corporal Cohen was charged with safeguarding,” she says.

“I thought you already hacked it.”

“I did, but there were partitions I couldn’t break into without physical access. If you follow my instructions, I should be able to get you into them.”

“All right, then.” I feel slightly better, now that I have a plan. I leave the perforated warehouse for the pressurized section that was Corporal Cohen’s home.

Back in Andora Sector, as a Troubleshooter assigned there, I had full access to every terminal. Not so, here. The terminal doesn’t recognize my credentials, and so we’ll need to break in.

But even with Belflower’s help, I’m not able to hack the terminal. At least, we gain entry to one partition, but the slipspace coords aren’t there, and the second partition requires facial recognition for access.

I call up an image of Cohen from deep inside my datasphere’s stores of information and try my best to concentrate, using the Fount that inhabits the air to change my face to look like Cohen. It’s one of the ancient Shiva techniques the old knight taught me before abandoning ship.

My first two attempts fail, and I draw a deep breath to steady myself. I’m fully aware I should leave off now, compose myself, maybe spend some time meditating before my third attempt. But I’m too impatient, and I try right away. Predictably, I fail.

The entire terminal locks down, and the display informs me that the data it contained is now being purged.

“Fount damn it!” I slam both palms into the machine, rocking it slightly.

It comes back to me, then: I learned about this safeguard while training to be a Troubleshooter. After three unauthorized access attempts, a terminal will purge itself in order to protect the location of its Subverse servers.

After that, I embark on a frenzied search of Cohen’s living quarters, tossing bedsheets, flipping over furniture, rummaging through drawers, cabinets, and totes. The idea that he may have scrawled the slip coords somewhere is pretty close to absurd, but I know a few people actually still write down important information. A couple elders back in Brinktown did, and I always felt like I could relate to the impulse. I can understand a distrust of technology.

For a moment, I consider continuing my search through the rest of the pressurized section, but that could take weeks.

Instead, I head for the airlock, turning the problem over in my head as I go. There has to be a way to get the coords from Cohen without applying physical pressure.

Then, just as I’m waiting for the Ares to finish its cycle, I’ve got it.

“I have the location of the Axim Subverse servers,” I tell Cohen as I walk through the hatch to my cabin, blaster in hand. My claim is true: the server room’s location was in the first partition Belflower and I hacked.

Cohen’s sitting at my desk, slumped against the wall. He straightens as I enter, regarding me with a prideful grimace. “And?” he says.

“I have the location. If you give me the slipspace exit and entry coords for the nearest system, I’ll leave the servers in peace.”

That brings a humorless grin to Cohen’s lips. “Are you trying to imply that, if I don’t give you the coords, you’ll harm the servers?” He shakes his head. “I have more than a name for you, Pikeman. I also know you by reputation. You may have gone rogue, but you had your reasons. The brass understands that, and so do I. You’re not the type to turn vandal, especially not when doing so will end billions of lives.” He laughs, with as little mirth as his smile contained. “The dossier they sent said you don’t lie, except to those you intend to kill. You couldn’t even claim to threaten the servers, could you? You just implied it. Still…kind of stretching your principle a bit, aren’t you? Wait—you’re not going to kill me, are you, Pikeman?” He laughs again.

I squint at him, a little dazed. Partly by learning that the brass has this sort of information on me, but mostly by the level of faith in me Cohen’s displaying by trusting I won’t actually harm the server. I’m not used to that.

“Fount damn it.” I spin on my heel and march out, slapping the access panel to close the cabin hatch behind me. Turns out I’m an atrocious interrogator.

I drop into the command seat, eyes on Marissa. “Are there any active spacescrapers in-system?” I ask her.

She consults sensor data, though I get the sense she already knows the answer and is just double checking.

“Negative,” she says.

“Just my luck.” Of course, attacking a spacescraper the first time, to get the exit coords for the Temperance System, was insane enough. Compounding the risk by attacking another would be…well, twice as insane, I guess.

“Deactivate all crew but the Engineer,” I snap. 

 Belflower blinks at me from her station, the daisy poking from her midnight hair bobbing slightly. As far as I remember, this is the first time I’ve met with the Engineer privately. Hopefully it’ll help temper the crew’s suspicions about my multiple private meetings with the OPO.

I run a hand through my short-cropped hair. “I’m at a loss. We appear to be stuck here until a Guard ship shows up.”

“Unless you acknowledge the need to use enhanced interrogation techniques on our friend the corporal,” Belflower says softly.

“I’m not torturing Cohen, Belflower. End of story.” For the second time in ten minutes, my eyes narrow. “How are you so comfortable with the idea? With doing it to anyone, let alone a Guardsman?”

She shrugs, but I file this away for future thought. Something isn’t quite right with Belflower. I mean, that isn’t news, but still. This is unsettling even from her.

“Sir, if we’re truly at an impasse, why don’t we focus on something we can affect?”

“Such as?”

“Well, have you been able to locate the necessary materials and constructor bots to effect the Ares repairs here on Amydon Station?”

“No. And even if I had, I’m not sure we could afford the time it would take, with Broadswords on the way any day now.”

“Then we’ll need to increase our capital, so that we can take advantage of the opportunity to pay for repairs the moment it presents itself.”

My eyebrows climb my forehead. “I don’t think it’s likely to present itself while we’re trapped in this system.”

“No. But maybe we can hit two balls with one mallet.”

My mouth quirks at the bizarre metaphor. Must be a Subverse thing. “Just tell me what you have in mind, Belflower.”

“I think you should enter the Subverse, for a first-of-its-kind meetup with your most enthused fans in this system. What other versecasting Guardsman can enter the Subverse while on duty? The event will draw thousands at a minimum, and it may open the door to learning the slipspace coords.”

“Hmm.” I’m not sure why anyone in the Subverse would know the coords, but then again, that is how we got from Junction System to Visby. And as much as I hate interacting with my “audience,” we do need more tokens to cover the repairs. “I guess it’s worth a shot. There’s not much point in entering physically, though. I doubt the shipyards would be a viable place for a, uh, meetup.”

“Actually, in the Subverse, Amydon is an orbital shopping mall. But I agree—it still doesn’t strike the right note.”

“How long will it take you to hack another account together for me?”

“Already done.” A smile creeps across Belflower’s face.

“Of course it is,” I say, settling back into the command chair. “All right. Let’s get it over with.”

For a few minutes, nothing happens—just Belflower tapping at her console. Then, she looks up in alarm, and she looks like she’s about to say something. Before she can, my view of the bridge is replaced by a box-like room. I’m lying in a bunk crammed into the small space.

What the hell? Something went wrong. Where am I?

A bell rings, and it jogs something in my mind: that’s the work bell.

But I don’t work here. Do I? Memory is starting to fade, and I can’t remember what I’m supposed to be doing right now.

The bell rings again. Right. I have the morning shift today, and I feel like I didn’t sleep at all. I’ll never get used to the shortened circadian cycle they keep here on the Amydon Shipyards.

I haul myself out of bed, pull on the sealed suit that serves as the uniform of every Amydon grunt, check my face in the mirror, then settle my helmet over my head, where it auto-seals with the suit. With that, I force myself to trudge out the door.
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In the corridors of the pressurized section where I sleep, my coworkers and superiors pass me without comment. Their gazes slide over me—over my closed helmet.

When I started on Amydon, a few of them used to try exchanging meaningless pleasantries with me, but I think I’d rather die than engage in those empty rituals, each one acting as a gong to signal the fundamental hollowness of existence.

Now, they recognize me by my sealed helmet, and they avoid eye contact. No one else on Amydon seals their helmet this soon before reaching the airlock. I do it purely to try to avoid contact with anyone.

“Why do I bother with this shit,” I mutter into the helmet. Yes, I’m fed and paid in a galactic currency that has reliably held its value for centuries. But to what end? What am I saving for? What am I advancing toward?

I’m just another rat on his wheel, sprinting for a horizon that will never come. What reward could possibly entice me to continue engaging with such an abyss of a life? Yet I do continue to engage.

Maybe today will be the last day.

I crowd into the airlock alongside seven other workers, with another twenty or so waiting in the corridor to go through next. Stragglers. I always arrive just on time. The work brings me no joy, but my punctuality ensures I’m subjected to the press of humanity as briefly as possible. There’s nothing more repulsive to me than people, even if I’m sealed off from them.

Once outside, I make my way to the passenger shuttle I’ve been working on for the last three days, along with a crew of eight, half of them bots. Something detonates overhead, flaring: a meteorite intercepted by a missile that must have threatened the station. A rare enough sight. I wonder if it’s a sign.

“Pikeman.” The foreman nods as I approach. As usual, I’m the first of the crew to arrive. Other than the bots. “See if you can get a start on welding shut that fissure on the primary belly thruster.” He shakes his head. “Whoever owns this thing, they sure are hard on it.”

Wordlessly, I pick up one of the four laser torches lying in a case at the foreman’s feet. The bots have built-in laser torches, so only the human workers need to collect their tools every day.

Regulation is the only reason the shipyards keep up the charade of pretending humans still have something meaningful to contribute to any work crew. Here in the Mid-Systems, we’re close to the galactic Core, which is also the seat of power. That means every now and then, we get government inspectors sniffing around the station, making sure we aren’t participating in the slow but inevitable process of rendering humanity obsolete.

It’s inevitable, though. Right after those inspectors leave, human employees find their hours dwindling. The owners always claim there isn’t enough work to go around, but there’s plenty, and everyone knows it. Amydon is booming. They just want to pay humans as little as they can get away with.

Me, I think they’re smart. Why bother employing an inferior species? Not that I trust bots as far as I can throw them—that said, I could probably toss them pretty far if the gravity malfunctioned. Either way, human society is clearly doomed. Soon, it’ll be bots working, bots consuming, bots running the show, with humans left in the dustbin of history.

Out on the Brink, even farther from the republic’s clutches, companies run more roughshod over regulation. Yes, they’ll see an inspector every year or two, but when was the last time you met a government employee with the dedication to spend years traveling halfway across the galaxy and back, just to make sure humanity’s getting paid? Sure, they’ve tried to station watchdogs out there permanently, but they never last long on the Brink.

I set the laser torch to medium power and work on the thruster, which is cracked almost in two. A bot pilot wouldn’t have made a mistake like that. Even if it wasn’t a mistake, but a fault in the ship’s construction, then a bot would have recognized it in time to fix it. There’s only one reason bots haven’t risen to galactic dominance: the auditing software we install them with, which keeps them from augmenting their own intelligence.

Even with the software, though, they’re pretty damn intelligent. Intuitive, too. It’s unreal.

“Pikeman,” the foreman shouts, and my head jerks toward him. “Everything all right?”

I realize I’m standing under the thruster with the laser torch dangling from my hand, just staring at the shipyard deck. I have no idea how long I’d stopped working for, or when the foreman took notice.

He hops into the bay from the main level, sailing gently down to land beside me, feather-light. We turned this bay’s gravity down for the shuttle’s external repairs. Fewer injuries. It’s one way to compensate for human failings.

“I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, Pikeman, but you’ve been behaving strangely for a few days. I’m giving you a week’s leave, starting right now. All right? Maybe see one of the shipyard counselors. If you’re going through some stuff, they can help.”

The laser torch rises in my grasp, almost of its own accord, lighter in the reduced gravity. What a fine weapon it would make, on the highest setting. Most wouldn’t see its potential for that, but I do.

“We’re all going through a lot, Pikeman, and there’s no shame in admitting that. Everyone’s processing what’s been going on differently.”

I meet his eyes, feeling confused. “What’s…been going on?” I repeat.

“Yeah,” the foreman says, his eyes suddenly furtive. He glances to his right. “What with the tyrant on the loose. The killings…”

My hand flashes upward, the laser torch coming to rest against the foreman’s neck as I switch it to full power.

One blast will puncture his suit, almost certainly dooming him, this far from the airlock. Yes, there’s a patch kit nearby, but I just wouldn’t let them minister to him. Anyway, there’s a good chance the patch kit would be irrelevant—that the blast would kill him outright.

The foreman is trembling. I can see it through the suit. “Please, Tyrant,” he whispers, eyes wide. “Please…”

My hand tenses on the torch’s trigger. This man will die, and so will others, until someone on this forsaken station manages to stop me.

But before I can kill him, a memory floods my mind. I’m standing over a man whose face I’ve made a bloody ruin, a Shivan blaster in my hand. A willowy woman with shoulder-length blond hair has thrown herself over him protectively, and so has a combat bot, of all things.

I was going to kill that man. My solution…my answer to his crimes, which have caused such trouble for so many, his wife and daughter included.

But I didn’t kill him. Instead, I lowered the blaster.

The memory is strange to me, like someone else lived it. It’s both mine and not mine.

I lower the laser torch. “I’m sorry,” I say.

With that, the dry dock bay disappears, as does the foreman, and the shipyards themselves. I’m standing on a platform suspended in a dark purple void, connected to nothing. Glory Belflower stands before me, and memory pours back: I was lying in the command seat, about to enter the Subverse to host that stupid meetup, when somehow I entered a completely different life. One where I was a dark, demented man, just like back on Terminus.

“What did you do to me?” I growl, and it’s a true growl: the kind a lion would make at the height of its agitation.

“I did nothing,” she said. “In fact, I suspect you have a lot more to tell me than I do you, Captain. I need you to calm down. You’ve been gone for a week, and I fear circumstances are spiraling beyond our control.”

“A week?” I yell, and my voice comes out as a crackling hiss. “How?”

“The sim you just experienced has been looping for that long, again and again. Each time it began, you lost all memory of the previous iterations.”

“You did this. You’re the one who sent me into the Subverse.” I grasp for my blaster, but there’s no holster there. There isn’t even a uniform, or a normal human leg.

Instead, a blunt limb hits a hard surface. When I look down, I see an onyx, gleaming carapace where my Guardsman uniform should be.

Then, I realize my perspective is all wrong—too low to the ground. I rotate my eyes downward to behold a set of snapping mandibles, and behind me, I see a long, wriggling body extending back several meters.

“Belflower!” I surge toward her.

5



She vanishes, and when she speaks again, her voice reaches my—ears? Listening holes?—from behind me.

“Captain Pikeman,” she says, her voice stern. “This is very unbecoming behavior, and I can assure you it isn’t doing you any good at all.”

My antennae rustle as I whip around, posterior section snapping into place behind me. Studying her warily, considering whether there’s a point in charging again, I become aware of my breath. Rather, it feels like my entire body is breathing, its whole surface swelling and contracting more or less evenly.

“You’re being monitored closely right now, by the Subverse Authority algorithms. If you continue behaving violently, you’ll be consigned right back to the underverse where you were just jailed.”

The body I’m inhabiting makes me feel disgusting, but part of me has already begun getting used to it. A bigger part of me wants to roam—to range out in an unending spiral pattern, seeking sustenance. I don’t know what purpose lay in programming an authentic insectile experience, but as far as I can tell, they nailed it. Fount, maybe some people actually get off on this sort of thing.

The neon-green platform we’re on resembles a misplaced piece from an unsolvable puzzle. Disconnected from everything, it’s like an island hewn from an Escher painting, with staircases and ramps that curve back on each other. Most of them are unwalkable, unless gravity works very differently here.

Other hanging islands dot the deep-purple void as far as the eye can see, every color of the neon rainbow. Between them fly winged versions of whatever I’ve become, their bodies twisting and undulating through the air.

I rear upward, my front half leaving the bright-green platform, and Belflower takes a step back. My anatomy doesn’t allow me to twist around like this, so I return to the surface and form my body into a semi-circle instead. By twisting my eye stalks upward, I discover I don’t have flight.

“Where are my wings?” The resentment in my voice surprises me.

“We’re hoping you won’t be here long enough to grow them,” Belflower says, a bit wryly. “Are you familiar with ancient Christian mythology?”

“Sure. Christianity had the longest run as humanity’s most widely practiced religion, but we lost it somewhere along the way as we spread through the stars. The closest thing we have now is the Church of the Fount, which amounts to a worship of our own technology. Go figure.

Belflower seems a little surprised by that—the typical expression worn by people who learn I’ve read a book. Which says more about them than it does about me, as far as I’m concerned, since a few moments’ thought should have told them how much I read. What else is there for a sim-hater to do in slipspace?

“So, heaven, hell? You’re familiar with the religion’s proposed cosmic system?”

“The Trinity—Father, Son, Holy Ghost. Original sin. Salvation. Communion, depending on the denomination. Death and resurrection.”

Belflower nods slowly. “Okay, you’re well-versed with it. Are you acquainted with the concept of purgatory, then?”

“Yes.”

She gestures at the void surrounding us. “This is the closest thing the Subverse has to purgatory. And the underverse you occupied for the last week is roughly analogous to hell.”

“I only remember being there for a day.”

“As I said, it repeated over and over, always ending with you getting gunned down by station security after killing as many as you could with that laser torch. Except on the seventh day. On that day, you displayed marked psychological improvement, which is very rare for those consigned to an underverse. That, combined with a sizable sum paid to Bacchus Corp’s Authority algorithm, earned you the right to be here.”

I wince—or rather, my mandibles click sharply together. “Paid from our repair fund?”

“Where else?”

“Fount damn it.”

“Indeed. Captain, my elevated position on the Subverse’s global leaderboard confers a certain status, and I have personal funds I’d be willing to contribute to securing your complete freedom, so that you needn’t deplete your funds entirely. I can get you out of this place. But first, I’m going to need you to tell me everything you know about what in the galaxy just happened.”

“I’m your superior officer,” I snap. I’m ordering you to get me out.”

“No.”

“You’d violate the chain of command that casually?”

“Not casually. But I have my own interests to look out for, Captain. This is a strange occurrence we have here—unprecedented, to my knowledge. And in certain respects, you’ve been acting erratically, given what I know about you. For all your…quirks, you’re usually fairly consistent. If you’re becoming unstable, it could threaten all of us. So I have a right to know.”

I stare at her, mandibles clicking softly now, pensively. The gesture is unconscious, but I let it continue, since it seems to fit.

I’d probably do exactly what she’s doing, if I was in her position. Besides, even if I could invent a lie on the spot, I wouldn’t try to feed it to her. It’s just not in my DNA. With the giant-insect equivalent of a sigh, I say, “How familiar are you with my past?”

“Not very. The mystery that shrouds you and your origins forms a big part of why we’ve been able to acquire such a large Subverse following for you.”

“Okay. Good.” It freaked me out to learn the Guard apparently has such a detailed psychological profile on me, so it’s reassuring to hear the general public knows so little.

Still, this conversation has me on edge. What I’m about to tell Belflower will give her leverage over both me and Marissa, and she’s shown today that she’s not shy about exploiting leverage.

“You know I have a daughter. And you must know that her mother’s been out of the picture for almost her entire life.”

“Yes. Marissa Sterling. Daniel Sterling forced her to upload rather than live down the shame of coupling with a man of your social stature. That much comes from my own research—it isn’t widely known, so don’t worry.”

“It wasn’t just my social stature,” I say. “The Pikeman name had been dragged through all the dirt in Brinktown, and that’s a lot of dirt. I was born into one of the worst reputations I could have inherited.” My antennae twitch. “As a teenager, my father got himself in enough trouble to make me look lazy. Just one example: he burned down the Sterling Art Center the night before it opened. It was meant to be a place where Brinktowners got together and swapped techniques for creating better sims to sell to uploads—apparently, my father shared my views on the Subverse. The law bots put him away for three years, and when he got out, he was old enough to join the Guard. Training took up three more years, since he ultimately became a Troubleshooter, and he got my mother pregnant four years into his service, while he was on leave. Mom died giving birth to me, and dad split, which everyone had no trouble fitting into his reputation as a deadbeat, though he apparently claimed he’d joined the Shiva Knighthood and planned to seek out the Crucible. Either way, he left me to be raised by my aunt. Before I could talk, I was already hated by the most powerful people in Brinktown.”

“And you repeated your father’s mistake.”

“What, having a kid I had no business making? More or less, yeah. I had mine way younger than dad—beat him by ten years, almost exactly. But I took way better care of Harmony than dad did of me. I’m not saying I’m father of the century, or anything, but considering where life put me I’d say I’ve done pretty well.”

“Aside from your daughter disowning you, I suppose, and you having no idea where she is right now.”

Anger flashes down my entire length, just underneath my carapace. “She didn’t disown me,” I snap, resisting the urge to charge Belflower again, try to reach her with my mandibles. “Who asked you, anyway?”

“Sorry. I’m just wondering how this story is supposed to clarify why you ended up in an underverse.”

“Sorry to bore you,” I say venomously, and a little venom actually drips from my right mandible tip. “I’ll speed things up. As I said, Marissa disappeared into the Subverse, keeping in touch by occasional, awkward brainprints which Harmony eventually stopped opening. Marissa never tried to contact me, and I always figured she’d caught her father’s disdain for all things Pikeman. But it turns out she actually missed me, and her failure to connect with our daughter almost ate her alive.”

“How do you know that?” Belflower asks, tilting her head sideways. The gesture looks almost alien to me—oh, Fount, human body language is already starting to look alien? Did they really need to get this detailed about simulating bug life?

“Because she infiltrated my crew, and I found her out.”

Belflower’s eyebrows shoot up toward her trademark daisy, woven through her curled, black hair. “Who is it?”

“Who do you think? It sure isn’t Asterisk, and it wasn’t Worldworn. I wouldn’t have deleted the mother of my child, and anyway, I don’t think Marissa could pull off an old man.”

“Aphrodite.”

“Bingo. She’s here to look out for Harmony, if she can, and to try to convince her to upload, though I’m pretty sure that’s not happening. Not every version of Marissa is like her, by the way. The thousands of other Marissas scattered across the galactic Subverse were all content to forget about us.” Irritation flashes underneath my carapace, but I ignore it. “But not her. She refused to sync with them, despite her father’s efforts, and eventually she convinced him to use his connections to help create an illegal copy of me to share a life with her. Do I need to tell you the Subverse where she lived with my copy, or are you starting to piece this together?”

To her credit, Belflower has the answer: “ The Temperance Subverse. Correct? The same system as Terminus, and Arbor. Where you died. That’s how your mind was able to survive, wasn’t it? The Fount connected you to your copy.”

“Yes, while it put my body into nanodeath. As shitty as it was of Marissa to whip up a digital clone of me without my consent, she probably saved my life. I ended up in the Subverse version of Terminus, where my upload was imprisoned in an underverse.”

“The Fount isn’t supposed to work like that, you know,” she says.

“Tell me about it. But when I got back to Ares and ran some brain scans, they gave some strange readings—more activity than is considered normal, let’s say. Marissa thinks my consciousness merged with my upload’s. That my Fount now houses both of them.”

She’s nodding, though still with some uncertainty. “I guess that explains why the Subverse defaulted you to an underverse when I tried to insert you. Before, when I hacked together an account for you, it was no problem, and you ended up where I meant to put you—on Worldworn’s warship. But this time, the Subverse recognized you as an existing account holder. One that it read as sentenced to life in an underverse.” Belflower’s gaze locks onto mine. “You should have told me all this before I tried to send you in.”

I laugh—a grating, staccato hiss that quickly kills my amusement. “I didn’t know this was going to happen, Belflower. Like you said, it’s not like we have any other cases to compare it to.” I fall silent and think about holding the laser torch against the foreman’s throat. “The reason I didn’t kill that foreman…it’s because I suddenly remembered standing over Arthur Eliot, and deciding not to kill him, though he deserved it. The old me would have killed him without hesitating, but I didn’t.”

Belflower nods slowly. When she speaks, her voice is solemn, and softer than before. “Do you remember falling unconscious in the command seat as we departed Temperance System?”

“Yes…why?”

“You were yelling in your sleep. We were activated at our stations, so we all heard you. It sounded like you were speaking with someone you killed—apologizing to him over and over, for taking him from his wife and children.”

I stare at her for a long time, saying nothing. That sounds a lot like the nightmares I had during the voyage to Earth, right before I suffered a complete breakdown, and the ship locked me out of its systems to protect itself from me. I thought I was past all that. But apparently, on some level, I’m not.

At last, Belflower breaks the silence. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, Captain, but there’s something I haven’t told you. We have big problems right now, back in the real.”

My antennae spasm slightly. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Nor should you. You were in the Subverse for a week, Captain. Your consciousness locked there while your physical body lay in the command seat, slowly dehydrating. You were about to die of thirst, and we had no idea you were on the verge of freeing yourself from the underverse. We had to act.”

Fear lances through my elongated body, now, and I already know the answer to the question I’m about to ask: “What did you do?”

“Well, if D1C were still aboard, things might have been different. As it stands, we were forced to release Corporal Cohen from your cabin. He was getting quite thirsty himself. He satisfied his thirst in the mess once we released him, and then he saw to you, hydrating you intravenously with an IV from the ship’s medkit.”

Belflower pauses for a long moment, and I prompt her, my voice coming out once again as an alien growl: “Then what?”

“Then, he put you in your shipsuit and took you off the Ares. We lost sight of him carrying you into the station’s pressurized section.”
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“I need to get out of here,” I tell her. “Get me out now, Belflower.”

She purses her lips, and the expression makes my insectile body rustle in irritation. “I can do that, but I think it would be wise for you to first conduct the intended meetup with your versecast followers.”

“Out of the question. We’ll just have to step up the versecasts themselves to raise the funds we need for repairs. I can’t dick around in the Subverse while my real body’s held prisoner. Not when a Troubleshooter’s probably already on the way to collect me. Get me out.”

“Very well.”

When I awake, I’m strapped to what feels like a dentist’s chair against my back. As expected, Cohen did a competent job of binding me, and there’s no escape that I can see.

I’m in what looks like his quarters, though Cohen isn’t here. There’s a bunk, neatly made with hospital corners. A dresser. Mini fridge. There’s the terminal, standing in the corner. A closet. And presumably the hatch leading to the rest of the facility is behind me.

“I see you’ve gotten yourself into another unwinnable situation,” a familiar voice says. With that, a robed figure materializes before me, starting off blurred and out-of-focus and ending with each detail cast in sharp relief—his graying beard, the crows’ feet radiating from the corners of his eyes, his stern expression.

It’s the old man I first saw poking around my ship on Earth. The Shiva Knight, or so he claims, who accepted me as a student and then abandoned me when I made a decision he didn’t like. He’s still wearing the same forest-green robes, but he no longer has the gnarled staff he used to carry. Maybe he’s decided to drop it, since I now know he clearly doesn’t need it, being a Fount-enabled ghost.

“You.” Surprisingly, Cohen didn’t bother to gag me. I guess calling for help wouldn’t do much good, anyway. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same.”

“I’m searching for the parts to repair my Broadsword.”

“You look like you’re a prisoner strapped to a chair.”

“Yeah, well, things went a little south.” We stare at each other for a few seconds, his upper lip curling in what I take to be disgust. “You were wrong about Xeo.”

“I was right,” he says. “I told you that if you went to Arbor first, Faelyn would die. And she did.”

“She didn’t. I brought her back to her parents.”

“As a bot.”

“It was the same consciousness. The same one Bleak transferred into a snake.”

“Fascinating, that being right is so important to you that you’re willing to warp reality. But no matter.”

Something occurs to me, then: a question that’s been tugging at the back of my mind ever since that day on Xeo. “Bleak told me the Knighthood’s mission is to stop the Subverse elites from becoming gods. Was he telling the truth?”

“Lord Bleak is ignorant of much. But he’s right in what he said. In a sense.”

“Tell me why the Shiva were founded.”

“I told you I’d answer your questions when you were ready to know. You’re far from ready. You abandoned your training.”

“No, you abandoned me when I went to save my daughter against your wishes.”

The old knight raises his eyebrows. “And did you save her?”

I hesitate. “Not at Arbor,” I admit.

“You reunited with her on Xeo,” he says. “Where I told you to go first.”

But he’s hiding something. Not just the Shiva’s mission, but his role in it. “Stopping the elites was your job, wasn’t it? But Fairfax killed you before you could accomplish it, and that’s why they’re so close to succeeding, now. That’s why you’re so pushy when it comes to training me.”

With that, he actually laughs. “What you call ‘pushy’ I call the proper authority of a mentor, something you’ve failed utterly to respect.”

“Well, I don’t need you. I overclocked before, I can do it again. I bet I can get out of this chair.”

“Yes. You did overclock before, and then you died.” He shakes his head. “Very well. I thought perhaps your current situation would have taught you some humility, but clearly you’re more stupid than I imagined. Good luck to you.”

Before I can think of a comeback, he vanishes. “Screw you too.”

My breathing slows, gradually, and I try to make it natural, automatic, like that old bastard taught me. As though I’m not actually breathing, but being breathed by some great cosmic lung.

Let the breath happen to you, I tell myself. But I can’t. My breath feels forced, like I’m compelling it to rush out after sucking it into my lungs.

I can’t get a grip on my emotions long enough to overclock and break out of here. I’m too pissed off, and too scared. Scared that I’ve already blown it—failed Marissa, and Harmony. Where will I get the tokens to repair the Ares now? For that matter, how am I going to get out of this chair before someone from the Guard arrives to take me into custody and transport me to a law bot’s cell on Gauntlet?

My datasphere blinks with a green notice telling me Belflower’s trying to get in touch, and I accept. “Sir, we have a development.”

“What is it?”

“A Broadsword just arrived in Axim, and it’s heading straight for this station.”

With that, my stomach seems to go into free fall, and both my temples throb with tension.

They’ve come for me already. None of it matters, then. No amount of versecast money will save me from the inevitable court-martial and prison cell the Guard no doubt has waiting for me.
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I cut off the transmission with Belflower without ceremony, then bring the full force of my will to bear on finding the same place of balance I reached before I overclocked in the fight against Fairfax.

It’s like trying to force a dead fish through a keyhole. The awareness that I may never get my freedom back is shattering my calm. Maybe it’s because I haven’t practiced meditating since before leaving Xeo. Either way, the effort ends in my raging against my restraints, jerking and spasming to no avail.

The hatch behind me opens just as the chair I’m lying on starts to teeter a bit, and Corporal Cohen speaks, crisp and clear. “I’ll have to insist that you stop that, Commander.”

I lie motionless, panting, as he circles the dentist chair, laser pistol drawn.

His face is neutral as he says, “I won’t be keeping you here much longer. A Troubleshooter just exited slipspace on Axim’s periphery, and he’ll be here in just over three hours. I’m sorry to have subjected to you to such treatment, but you’ve left me no choice. Don’t try me, please, since I’m feeling pretty cranky after you left me locked in your cabin without food or water.”

“I didn’t leave you,” I say, though my voice comes out sounding deflated. “Not intentionally.” Except, I don’t have the energy to explain to him what happened.

He seems to get the gist. “I’m aware you were unconscious,” he says as he uses his free hand to check the straps holding me in place. “That’s how I got you here. But your ship’s med scanner told me you were in good health, other than the fact you were dehydrated and starving to death, which I remedied with an intravenous feed using tubes from your medkit.”

Apparently satisfied I haven’t succeeded in loosening my bonds, he nods to himself, then steps toward the terminal.

“Wait.”

He pauses, looking over his shoulder at me with eyebrows raised.

“If you turn me over to the Guard, my daughter…look, she’s just seventeen, and she’s somewhere in this sector, alone. I’m the only one looking for her. If you turn me over, you’re consigning her to having no one.”

“Seventeen is basically an adult, by today’s meatspace standards.”

That nearly makes me spit. “Meatspace? Did you just call the real meatspace? Seriously?”

“Yes,” Cohen says slowly. “You don’t?” He walks the rest of the way to the terminal standing in the corner.

“Corporal, please,” I say. “I need your help.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any,” he says. “Unlike you, Commander, I follow orders to the letter.” He taps at the terminal’s interface, then pauses, tilting his head. He’s probably subvocalizing a message to the approaching Guard ship. When he’s finished, he walks to his bunk and sits, regarding me with hands clasped between his knees. “How did your daughter reach the Mid-Systems, anyway?”

“She, uh, stole her grandfather’s ship, Europa’s Gift.”

Cohen chuckles. “It seems she’s more than capable of fending for herself without you, then. That’s Daniel Sterling’s ship, isn’t it? It passed through Axim a few months ago.”

My body tenses against the straps. “It did? Did you talk to her?”

“No. The ship’s occupants didn’t respond to my attempts to contact them. It met up with another ship—not a Broadsword, but one around the same size—and they entered slipspace together.”

I frown. Who would have been waiting for Harmony? “Did she go willingly?”

“Seemed to. There was no combat, no boarding of Europa’s Gift. You know, sir, it’s a bit ironic you’re trying so hard to reach her, given you left her in a Brinktown all her youth.”

I squint at Cohen warily, saying nothing. His face has hardened considerably. “I follow local Subverse feeds pretty closely,” he continues. “You show up in them a lot. I know all about your history with your daughter, and about your opinion of uploads. As you can probably tell from my use of ‘meatspace,’ I plan to upload the moment my contract with the Guard runs out.”

I can feel my face darkening. “Oh, does my opinion hurt your feelings? Are you so eager to abandon actual humanity that you can’t bear the thought of anyone bashing the simulated version?”

He surges to his feet, fists clenched. “I’ll have you know that both my parents are dead, and uploading is my only way to reunite with them.”

“So what? You’re pathetic, Cohen. Parents die. My mother died giving birth to me, and my father took off before I was born. Just because you threw my personal life in my face doesn’t mean it’s going to work on me when you vomit up yours.”

“I don’t need it to work,” Cohen says. “I have you right where I want you, and soon you’ll be out of my hair.”

“Oh, but you do, Cohen,” I say, eyes narrowed. “You do need it to work. You need to do everything you can to keep your little security blanket in place. I hate to break it to you, but the Subverse is a shitty copy of life. It’s a sham.”

The corporal steps toward me, and for a moment I’m sure he’s going to strike me. Then his head cocks to the side, and I gather he’s receiving a transmission.

As he listens, his brow furrows in what looks like an equal-parts mixture of confusion and frustration. “He can’t be serious,” Cohen mutters.

“What’s going on?” I say.

“Shut up.” He clears his throat, then turns to face the terminal, probably so its camera can pick up his face. This time, he doesn’t bother to subvocalize—or he forgets to. “Commander Garrett, I’m sure there must be some misunderstanding. I—”

“Wait, Garrett? As in, Commander Soren Garrett?”

“I told you to shut up,” Cohen snaps, then pales as he seems to remember the terminal’s transmitting. “Sir, I have orders signed by Admiral Codner himself to the effect that Commander Joseph Pikeman is to be apprehended on sight and held until a Guard ship can collect him for transport to Gauntlet. I’d assumed you were that Guard ship, though I confess the timing does seem off, considering I sent my message very recently about having the commander in my custody. At any rate, there’s simply no way I can release the commander to you, given the standing order for his arrest, which has been distributed to every Guardsman in Echo Sector. Cohen out.”

With that, his eyes meet mine again before flitting away. “He’ll be close enough for real-time conversion soon. We’ll figure it out then.”

In the meantime, Cohen and I pass a very awkward couple of hours waiting for Soren’s ship to arrive. At one point, he goes to the cafeteria for food, returning with only enough for himself. I think he’s still pissed off about my Subverse comments.

At last, Soren reaches the shipyards. Judging by Cohen’s look of surprise, he expected Soren to initiate a real-time conversation as soon as possible. Instead, he contacts the corporal only after his Broadsword is landed and he’s crossing the station toward the pressurized quarters.

With a final sour look at me, Cohen leaves, probably to receive our visitor.

While he’s gone, I reflect on the decade or so since I last saw Soren, just after we’d both completed the two years of advanced-skills training required to become a Troubleshooter. There’d been a distance between us, then, just as there had been since our graduation from Assessment and Selection.

Despite that, I still think well of the attention-hogging bastard. Our friendship was unlikely enough to begin with. It withstood the efforts of the instructors to drive all the cadets apart, which was their way of teaching us how alone we’d be out in the void, with no one to rely on but our partner bot and a Subverse crew. If the friendship could survive that, I’d think it could outlast a mere decade.

The hatch behind me hisses open, and two pairs of boots tromp across the deck.

When he draws into my vision, Soren’s wearing a broad grin. For a moment, I’m struck dumb by how youthful my old friend looks. It’s like he barely aged a day after we parted ways on Gauntlet. And it makes sense, I realize: he diligently enters nanodeath for each slipspace voyage, whereas I’ve let those months add up into years of added aging. I always knew this would happen, in theory. But having it thrown in my face like this is more jarring than I expected.

 “What have we here!” Soren says, unable to keep his mirth from bubbling to the surface. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Commander Joe Pikeman.” Soren snaps off a salute in my direction.

Cohen’s looking at Soren askance. “Um…ladies and gentlemen?”

“He’s versecasting,” I say. “He’s always versecasting. Sorry I can’t salute back, old friend.”

Lowering his hand, Soren turns to face Cohen, and the directness of his gaze seems to set the corporal on edge. “Corporal Cohen, let this man go at once.”

“But sir…my orders, from the admiralty…”

“I’ll take care of that. I take full responsibility for any repercussions that come from giving the commander his freedom. But you have to understand, Corporal…this is the hero of Gauntlet we’re talking about. It’s a crime to keep Commander Pikeman away from his duty, his service to the galaxy. I’m afraid I simply can’t allow it. As the commander said, I’m versecasting to billions right now, so you can rest assured this conversation will reach everyone it needs to. By releasing the commander, you’ll be following an order from a superior, nothing more.”

Though he’s clearly doing his best to keep his distress from his face, Cohen looks downright miserable. “But sir…the admiralty…”

Soren’s face stiffens. “Corporal, I told you I need Commander Pikeman’s help with a vital operation and that I’ll take full responsibility. Now, I’m telling you your life will be a living hell if you don’t comply. Losing your posting will be the least of your worries, trust me.”

Very little color remains in Cohen’s face. “Yes, sir,” he grunts, with what I can only assume is tremendous effort.

“Then free him.”

Cohen sets about the task without further protest. Very clever of Soren, to get the corporal to perform the actual task of releasing me, which will be broadcast to whoever might care to witness it. That Cohen is the one to release me does make him complicit, no matter what Soren just said to the contrary. And if I know Soren, he’ll find a way to leverage that if necessary.

In less than five minutes, I’m walking with Soren toward the airlock, moving my arm around in a hesitant windmill as I try to work out the kinks of lying in the same position for over a week. The movement produces a series of alarming cracks and pops. My Fount should iron all that out soon enough, but in the meantime it’s not what I’d call pleasant.

“Thanks, Soren,” I say as we round a corner and the airlock comes into view. “But aren’t you exposing yourself to a lot of risk?”

He offers a lopsided grin. “Risk of what?”

“Court-martial. For example.”

“Nah.” He gestures dismissively. “I really am here because I need your help. A tribe of Fallen have taken over the server room I’ve been assigned to secure, and they’re proving a tough nut to crack.”

“A tribe of Fallen? Keeping Guardsmen away?”

Soren nods. “Sure. Things are different in the Mid-Systems, Joe, and they’re getting worse. The Troubleshooters here are spread so thin we’re nearly transparent.”

“Still. I’m not sure the brass is going to overlook you freeing me just so I can help you with a mission. I was assigned to the Brink, for one. Not here.”

“You’re not giving the admirals enough credit. Don’t you remember how hard they drilled independence into our skulls? Self-reliance, all that? They expect you to take matters into your own hands when necessary.”

“Why the orders to apprehend me on sight, then?”

“A formality. Worst case scenario, they’d run you through a court-martial, give you a slap on the wrist, then let you carry on about your business. The Guard can’t afford to discharge Troubleshooters anymore, not without a damned good reason, and especially not Troubleshooters who do good work. Help me untangle this knot in the next system over, Nectar System, and everything will be fine. Trust me.”

“If you say so. What’s going on in Nectar, anyway?”

“I’ll transmit everything I have to your ship while we’re on the way to the slip coords. But the condensed version is that, till now, we’ve been able to get access to the servers by trading food and supplies to the Fallen. That just changed.”

“Hold on. We’re inside the airlock, now, and I was about to start pulling on my shipsuit. “You’re telling me this is a situation the Guard’s been tolerating for a while?”

“I told you. Things are different here.”

“How are they able to keep a determined Troubleshooter away from a server room?”

Soren laughs. “They could keep five Troubleshooters away from it, if they wanted, and if we could get that many together. We’re talking at least a couple hundred armed Fallen here, Joe.”

“Armed? Who’s arming them?”

“Not sure. It has to be someone, though. They have laser weapons, and somehow I doubt they found those lying around the city they occupy—a crumbled place called Sheen City, on the planet Anaconda. Either way, the situation’s changed. Their leader’s brother just skipped town with almost half their tribe’s children. The leader, guy named Rile, refuses to let us get to the servers until we help him hunt down his brother and bring those kids back.”

I shake my head. “Soren, I’m not here to do Guard work, which I’m guessing you’ve figured out. I’m here to find a man named Rodney Fairfax. Not to mention my daughter.”

“I know that, buddy. I’ve been following your versecasts as closely as anyone. That’s how I guessed I might find you here.” He grins. “Listen, you help me out with this mission, let me versecast with the great Joe Pikeman for a bit, and I’ll help you clear your name with the Guard. Your job in this sector’s going to get a lot easier after that. Hell, you got captured one system in. Think you can keep this up, the way you’re going?”

I cut off a sigh before it escapes my lips. “All right. You’ve got a deal.”

I might have known Soren had an angle. As good a friend as he’s been, I’ve never known him to lend a helping hand unless he knew that hand would eventually get filled with something of value.
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“Deactivate crew,” I say, and all four bridge officers vanish from their stations.

We entered slipspace a couple hours ago, and just finished running a full systems check. The Ares is in as good shape as can be expected, given she got none of the repairs she needs during her time on the Amydon Shipyards.

I draw a breath. “Activate the OPO and Engineer.”

Marissa Sterling and Glory Belflower reappear. Judging by Belflower’s expression, she probably expected this, but Marissa furrows her brow when she notices the Engineer.

I haven’t had a chance to speak with Marissa privately since the ordeal in the Subverse, and while she may have a surface understanding of what happened, she clearly doesn’t know the part that has the most to do with her.

No point in prolonging her ignorance, either. “Belflower knows, Marissa.”

“Knows….?” She seems to register that I used her real name. “Oh. Oh, Fount.”

Belflower seems to be doing her best not to look smug, but she’s failing. She also does nothing to reassure Marissa. No, to do that would diminish her leverage.

I suppress a grimace. “There’s no point in talking around it, so I’ll just say it: Belflower, I hope you realize that trying to blackmail us won’t get you very far. Right now your consciousness is housed inside the Ares, and I’m the master of this ship. If you cause trouble for us, I won’t hesitate to end you.”

It isn’t hard to tell Belflower finds my words distasteful, but her composure remains intact. “And I trust that you realize, Captain, that deleting me wouldn’t serve you. As your versecast manager, I’m your only hope of raising the funds you need to cover repairs to your ship. And as your Engineer, I’ve helped you infiltrate the Subverse whenever it served your mission. Without me, you wouldn’t have advanced as far as you have, and I suspect deleting me would bring your quest to a grinding halt.”

Marissa’s face darkens steadily throughout Belflower’s spiel. “Why does it sound like you’re making the case that you can afford to blackmail us?”

“I don’t want to blackmail you,” Belflower says, with a sigh that only sounds a little put-on. “I merely wish to ask a favor, in recognition of my service.”

“You aren’t supposed to need favors in exchange for service,” I say. “That’s not what being in the Guard is about, and if you think it is, then it’s a disgrace to the organization that they ever allowed you through.”

“Nevertheless,” Belflower says. “I think you’ll admit that I am, under the circumstances, entitled to one favor.”

“Still sounds like prettied-up blackmail to me,” Marissa mutters.

I lock my eyes onto Belflower’s. “What do you want?”

A tight smile spreads across her face. “Did Commander Garrett mention the bot uprising?”

“Huh?” My eyes narrow. “Bots rebelling? That isn’t possible. The auditing software wouldn’t permit it.”

“I take it he didn’t mention it, then. Strange. It’s probably the most notable thing happening in Echo Sector, and I find it unusual he wouldn’t share it with you. But no matter. What I ask of you is simple, Captain: I’d like us to investigate the uprising. To check up on its progress. That’s all.”

“Not possible,” I say. “We have no idea where the uprising is taking place, and combing through eight billion star systems will take far more years than I have left. I can’t afford the distraction from stopping Fairfax and finding Harmony.”

Belflower clucks her tongue. “Your framing is a bit misleading, Captain. Certainly, there are eight billion systems in Echo, but humanity has only visited a fraction of those, and we colonized far fewer systems than that fraction. When you factor in what remains after the Fall, you get just a handful of targets against which it would be meaningful for the bots to rise up. And so it should be fairly straightforward to investigate the uprising. What’s more, I fully expect your daughter to be involved with it in some way.”

I squint at her. “Harmony wouldn’t fall in with renegade bots.”

“Oh? And yet she fell in with pirates.”

“That was different. She did it to find out what they were up to.”

Belflower shrugs. “She may be doing the same here. Or perhaps she’s fighting them. Either way, as I said, the uprising is the most important thing happening in this sector. As such, given what I know of your daughter and her temperament, I fully expect her to be connected with it somehow. She’s certainly had plenty of time in this sector to find out about it.”

For a long time, our gazes remain locked with each other as I weigh her words against our situation. “All right, Belflower. We’ll look into the uprising, but not before I help Soren complete his mission. I tend to agree with him that, without making things right with the Guard, we’re going to find ourselves extremely limited in where we can go. I should also tell you that if I’m given a choice between ending Fairfax and checking up on these bots, I’ll go after Fairfax.”

“Really?” Marissa’s tone is biting. “Even if there’s a better chance of finding Harmony near the bots?”

“Fairfax threatens the entire galaxy, Marissa,” I say. “That includes Harmony. It’s my duty to stop him, as a Guardsman and as a father.”

Marissa shakes her head. “If we find Harmony first, we can protect her from both Fairfax and the galaxy.”

“I’ve made my decision, and it’s final. Stopping Fairfax comes first.”

Marissa’s gaze sours, but she doesn’t say anything else. I turn to Belflower. “You’re to continue referring to Marissa as Aphrodite around Moe and Asterisk. Understood?”

“Of course, Captain.”

Oh, she understands, all right. To let Marissa’s real identity slip would take away her ability to put any pressure on us.

“Deactivate crew,” I say, without wasting any more words on this.

The moment they vanish, the old knight appears amidst the four stations, his arms crossed.

I eye him and frown. “Great. Another pain in my ass.”
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“I’m prepared to resume your training,” the knight says, “if you’re prepared to cultivate some respect for Shivan ideals.”

I lower my head to my hand and massage my closed eyelids. “Haven’t I already proven I’m a lousy pupil? Why don’t you just leave me alone?”

The old man’s footfalls draw nearer—a trick of my datasphere, or the Fount lingering in the air, or both. He’s an incorporeal entity, and so his feet aren’t actually rapping on the metal of the deck.

“I am duty-bound,” he says. “And Fount-bound. “This is about much more than my disappointment, or your arrogance. The Fount has evolved more than most people suspect. It’s not merely an agent of balance. It’s developed a sort of consciousness, one that spans the galaxy and remains exquisitely sensitive to anything that threatens that balance.”

“You mentioned that before. So, the Fount is sentient?”

“Not as such. Not in the same way humans are sentient. But there is an intelligence there, one that thrusts ever forward in one direction. Part of that thrust involves promoting individuals capable of restoring galactic balance. And for whatever reason, the Fount has chosen you as such an individual.”

“How do you know it’s chosen me? Did you ask it?”

The old knight’s weathered lips press together. “I commune with the Fount on a level the priests can only dream of. In a very real sense, I’ve become part of the Fount. But it’s not just that. The Fount would not have granted you the abilities it has if it didn’t think you had the makings of a Shiva. However difficult that is for me to understand.”

“Maybe the Fount would appreciate you having a bit more confidence in me.”

“My favor is not earned so lightly. When I see that you’ve come to properly embody the Seven Ideals, you will have earned it, but not before. Currently, you lack humility. Courage you have, but you struggle with honor. You don’t have proper respect, and if you hadn’t refrained from killing Arthur Eliot, I’d say you have no restraint at all.”

That takes care of any retort I might have made. My eyes fall to the deck, and I remember what Belflower told me—how the whole crew heard me yelling in my sleep, after we left Temperance.

People aren’t meant to be in combat as regularly as I have since I completed training on Gauntlet. Everyone’s heard of the Troubleshooters who eventually crack under the pressure, which is a problem that’s only grown as the Guard becomes more overtaxed, and home leave gets less and less frequent.

I’ve killed more people than any Guardsman in history, but I always thought I was resilient to that sort of psychological breakdown. I thought I was different, and so did my instructors, who praised me for how well I performed in the sims that taught us to kill.

But my breakdown on the way to Earth suggested otherwise. And according to what Belflower told me, I’m still not out of the woods. Am I at risk of another episode like that? Could it happen in the middle of combat?

The knight sighs. “Listen. If I see that you’re making a concerted effort to embody the Ideals, then I’ll continue your training.”

“You keep acting like you’re in a position to bargain with me,” I say. “But I’ve already suggested you leave me alone. Hell, back on the Brink, I went against your wishes by going to Arbor. And yet, here you are again. Clearly, you’re at least as interested in training me as I am in getting trained. So stay and do it, or don’t.”

When he speaks again, the old man’s voice sounds testy. “Let me appeal to your sense of fairness, provided you have such a thing. If I spend months training you, shouldn’t I be granted something in return? And is it such a high price for me to request that you attempt to better yourself?”

My lips twitch. “We may have different conceptions of ‘better.’ But I take your point. Fine. I’ll try to follow the Ideals.”

“And to walk with the Fount?”

“I guess. Whatever that means.”

“I think you know what it means. But if you don’t, you’ll learn as you progress through your training.” With that, the knight actually smiles. “You know, this may be what the Fount intended all along.”

“You can keep telling yourself that. But you know what I think? I think you don’t actually care about the Ideals, or about walking with the Fount. I think all your talk about that is bullshit, or at least way less important to you than you’re letting on. The main reason you want to train me is because you want revenge on Fairfax for killing you. Or at least, to make up for your failure in the Core, so you can save face the next time you show up at whatever watering hole Shiva ghosts hang out at. If you really trust the Fount to make everything right in the end, why don’t you just shut up about it and train me?”

For a long time, the knight regards me, stony-faced. “Very well,” he says at last, sounding insulted. I probably struck a nerve. “I will shut up about it. Shall we begin?”

“Sure. I’ve got time to kill.”

His lips form a humorless smile. “We’ll start with developing your connection to your surroundings. Instead of interacting with the world through your datasphere, you must let your emotions become the interface, since emotion is how instinct communicates…”
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Our Broadswords enter Anaconda’s atmosphere well away from our destination, and we spend a half hour flying over the jungle, skimming just a few meters above its emerald canopy.

“I don’t like to give them much chance to figure out where I parked my ship,” Soren says over a com channel, his voice sounding directly into my mind. “There’s a valley that’s popular with Guardsmen who visit Sheen City, so I usually put mine in the hills on the opposite side of the city.”

“Copy.”

Several minutes pass before I spot multiple earthen humps poking through the sea of green.

“Those are the hills up ahead,” Soren says over the com channel. “Stay as low as you can.”

A few skeletal structures poke over the horizon, rearing above the hills. “What about those buildings? Do they ever post sentries there?”

“Nah. Those things have been about to topple over for a couple decades, near as I can tell. Their insides are all rotted through, floors collapsed—the locals know better than to try climbing them.”

Soren’s Broadsword threads through the nearest hills, and I watch through a hull sensor as my TOPO guides the Ares after him. Moe’s come a long way since I first copied him to the TOPO station to replace the traitor Worldworn, who we caught trying to kill me on Gargantua. He’s come a long way in his flying ability, I mean, though I guess he has in another sense as well: his former disrespect is gone, or at least, there are no surface symptoms. Now, he performs his duties with a grudging efficiency. I know he’s motivated by finding Harmony and keeping her safe, which I can certainly appreciate.

We land on an elevated plane between two of the hills. It’s concealed from the city, and totally free of vegetation, so it seems ideal.

“Normally I wouldn’t care so much about concealment,” Soren says once we’re outside the ships, “since I’d just leave X3B to guard the Hermes. But we’re gonna need him with us, I think. Right, X3B?”

The bot standing at Soren’s side remains perfectly still, his hands at his sides. “If you say so, sir.”

X3B’s voice reverberates slightly, which reminds me of Dice. In particular, I remember all the times I made Dice stay on the ship when I really should have brought him for backup. “Why don’t you call him Zeb?”

Soren cocks his head to the side. “Huh? Zeb?”

“Yeah. My bot was D1C, so I called him Dice.”

“Where are you getting Zeb, though?”

“X3B…?”

My old bunkmate shakes his head, wearing a blank expression.

“Never mind.”

Soren leads us in the direction we came from, hiking over the same hills we flew through to reach our landing zone. It doesn’t take long for the jungle to start showing up again: vines extending up the hills’ rocky planes, followed by ferns sprouting here and there. Soon after, we’re swallowed by the foliage, just another two beings submerged in the emerald sea. And the bot.

I wonder if the heat bothers X3B. Probably not. Not unless it gets bad enough to threaten his circuitry, anyway. Otherwise, why program the ability to feel discomfort, which could impair performance?

My uniform’s already sticking to my skin, and I will it to start down-regulating my body temperature. Insects sing with a steady cadence all around, and in the distance, some primate-sounding thing howls.

“I like to circle around and enter the city from the jungle,” Soren says. “Keeps ‘em guessing.”

“Yeah,” I say. “By the way, did you versecast our landing?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Because it’s a lousy way to keep our ships’ location secret?”

“Oh. These Fallen don’t use the Fount, Joe. They expelled it from their bodies generations ago. It’s part of their beef with the way modern society panned out. They think everyone uploading to the Subverse was a cop-out, basically.”

“Can’t say I disagree there.”

The jungle rears up in front of us without warning, an impassable wall of organic matter. Without being asked, X3B extends twin blades from his forearms and begins slicing surgically at the mass. Soon enough, he’s made a path through the thick curtain, and the way beyond is relatively clear.

“Dice, er, my bot didn’t have those.”

“X3B’s a newer model. Gauntlet gave me him after my last bot got totaled. He does good work with those blades—they come in handy more than you’d think.”

“I believe it.”

The bot remains stolid throughout our talk, not bothering to comment or react.

“He’s a pretty great straight man when it comes to versecasting, too,” Soren says. “My dynamic with him is even better than ours was back during training. Isn’t it, you walking steak knife?”

“My mission parameters do not require me to provide entertainment value,” X3B says. “I can attempt it, but cannot guarantee results. I was designed as a combat bot.”

“Don’t sweat it, Zeb.” Soren chuckles. “You’re doing just fine.” He glances at me. “See? Audiences love that dry, long-suffering shit. I think ‘Zeb’ is growing on me, by the way. Thanks.”

“That one’s free,” For some reason I don’t feel as light-hearted as my comment would suggest. I’m beginning to glimpse flashes of Sheen City, now. Shattered windows, piles of rubble, half-collapsed buildings stretching into the sky, looking more tortured than defiant. “How long has the Guard been letting a bunch of savages control a server room?”

That seems to kill Soren’s amusement, too. “Not long, relatively speaking. Going on twelve years. But the Guard’s in decline, Joe. You know it as well as I do. We can’t protect as much as we used to. We’re busy enough just putting out the fires that threaten to burn down the whole sector.”

Like the bot uprising. But I’m not about to say that. Not with Soren versecasting constantly. “And now your billions of followers will know the Guard’s in decline,” I say, unable to keep a little venom out of my voice.

Soren laughs, but he still doesn’t sound amused. “They don’t need me to tell them that, Joe. Anyone who’s paying a speck of attention knows that.”

“How is it affecting morale in the Nectar Subverse? Are the uploads here frightened?”

“Yeah, they’re scared. Scared of losing their homes. A lot of them are terrified of losing their only life, since most can’t afford copies in other Subverses. But I gotta say, this conversation isn’t great versecast content. Kind of a downer.”

“I’m afraid I don’t give a shit.” We walk in silence for a time after that.

When we first enter it, the city seems completely deserted, not to mention thoroughly unsafe for human habitation. Vines hang in waves from every available surface. Corroded steel beams lie across rubble-strewn streets, and we do more climbing than walking. Oftentimes, it’s hard to tell where the street ends and the buildings begin, or used to begin.

Up and over. Up and over. At the bottom of one rubble pile, a pack of hyena-looking things try to get the jump on us, but X3B is among them in a flash, blades lashing out to pierce two of the beasts simultaneously. The blades exit their furry bodies in gouts of blood and viscera, and one of them hits the ground right away, spasming. The other makes it half a block before collapsing. By that time, the rest of the pack have gotten the message and are long gone.

Studying the one close enough, I note that it’s about hyena sized, too. Its fur is a deep green, though, maybe to blend in with the jungle.

Soren grins. “Told you my bot’s good.”

“Did that make for good versecast content?”

“Oh, yeah. They eat that stuff up. Any reminder of how barbaric us meatsacks are, they love that. And if you’re wondering, yes, they like it when I psychoanalyze them too. When I talk about what makes my content appealing to them, I mean. Anything that shows how the sausage is made.” His teeth appear through a wide grin.

As we progress through the ruined city, glimpses of life begin to reveal themselves: figures that appear in second- and third-story windows, only to vanish. None appear any higher than that. I guess Soren’s right about the structures being too unstable.

The city does seem in better repair, though, farther in. As if reading my mind, Soren says, “The Fallen here like that most of the city’s in ruin. Makes it harder for attackers to reach them, human or animal.”

“How do the sentries communicate with Rile without dataspheres?”

“During the day, they use mirrors to flash in the sun. At night, they carry around these little jury-rigged flint pieces for lighters. Flash ‘em a couple times. This is how ancient people used to communicate with each other, Joe. Use your imagination!”

We turn a corner and find a platoon’s worth of armed men, four rough ranks deep. A wiry man stands at their front, cheeks covered in patchy scruff, a pristine white bandanna wrapped around his head. He holds an old-fashioned machine gun pointed at the ground. His grip looks loose, casual. 

I nudge Soren. “That Rile?”

“Yep.”

“Not exactly what I expected.”

“Yeah, he’s just full of surprises. The lot behind him—don’t worry about them. Rile likes to impress visitors, especially Guardsmen.”

“This is supposed to impress us? I think he needs more men. If he’s trying to scare us with this lot, he’ll have to try harder.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” X3B says quietly. He’s starting to make me wish Dice was here, which is something I never expected.

Rile walks forward to meet us, his gait unconcerned. “Gentlemen,” he says, his voice reedy. “Don’t mind the boys. If I let them miss a Guardsman’s visit, I’d never hear the end of it. And two Guardsmen, no less? Come to our humble town? This is one for the books. Who’s your friend, Garrett?”

It’s refreshing to meet someone who doesn’t know who I am immediately by my bloody birthmark. Maybe someone’s actually going to underestimate me for once.

“This is Commander Joe Pikeman,” Soren says without missing a beat. “We stopped the pirate assault on Gauntlet together, way back before we were full Troubleshooters.”

“So you think you can handle my brother no problem,” Rile says. “This level of confidence I like, Garrett. Especially after you left with your tail between your legs when I told you what I wanted.”

Soren laughs—he doesn’t seem to resent the comment. I think he appreciates a decent quip, even one that’ s directed at him, for the value it offers his audience. “The situation hasn’t changed, then?”

“No,” Rile says, drawing out the syllable. “He’s still hiding out in the jungle somewhere, and he still has the children. Not all of them, of course—the bastard got almost half, but we stopped him from snatching more. Still. That’s half my people’s future.” His voice cracks tragically, here, which I don’t buy for a second.

“What’s your brother’s name?” I ask.

“Does it matter?” Rile spits, eyes narrowing. “Will it help you paint the trees with his brains?”

I shrug. “It might.”

“Otto. If you must know.”

“Last name?”

“We don’t have those, here. Last names suggest a lineage, which seems to offer too much hope for some kind of future. We all know humanity gave up on any real prayer of a future centuries ago.”

“Got it.” I glance down an alleyway to the left, hoping I don’t sound as bored with Rile as I feel. It’s not that I disagree with him—I just find him unconvincing, which bores me. He could at least put on a better show. “Any idea which direction your brother might have…”

The alley just changed. A second ago, it was little more than a dimly lit, rubble-strewn gutter, and now it’s awash with light, with a boy and girl sitting together on a step bordered by potted plants.

Rile’s gone. So is Soren, and Rile’s men. In their place, a throng flows around itself, shopping bags in hand. Children dot the crowd, and bots, and beings of all sorts. Surrounding them are immaculate, windowless buildings so tall it’s hard to make out their tops.

“Fount damn it. This again.” Looks like the Fount has decided now is a good time to randomly dump me into the Subverse.

Some freak with an Octopus for a head walks past, and beyond that I spot a lithe blond woman in a blue sundress. Her hair swings as she winds through the sea of pedestrians, curled tips brushing bare shoulders.

Zelah Eliot. Faelyn’s mother. Here.

“Zelah!” I call.

She glances toward me. Our eyes meet, and hers go wide. Then she turns, and runs.

I run after her.

2



For several seconds, I lose her—not because the crowd blocks her from view, but because the crowd disappears altogether, and so does Zelah. The gleaming, intact buildings are replaced by the broken stumps of Sheen City’s present condition.

“Joe!” Soren’s voice rings out. A glance backward shows Rile’s men in disarray, their already disorderly ranks breaking entirely as they mill about, unsure whether to give chase.

“Where are you going?” Soren calls. “Joe!”

“What is this?” Rile yells, his voice cracking.

I ignore them, barreling in the direction Zelah went and trying to bring the Subverse back through sheer force of will. After a few seconds, it works. I’m at the mouth of an alley. At its other end, high heels flash below a blue dress, telling me I’m on track.

I probably shouldn’t find her presence in this Subverse all that surprising. Her and Arthur probably have copies in a zillion Subverses. Faelyn, too. Maybe they’re even happy here. I have my doubts about that, of course.

The next street isn’t as busy as the first, and I gain on her, boots slapping against the hot asphalt. “SPRINT SPEED LEVELED UP TO 5,” an alert informs me. Fount, people have different sprint speeds here? What level is Zelah? After years in the Subverse, she has to be way higher than me, and yet I’m gaining on her. Not sure why I apparently started at level 4, either. Maybe it has something to do with the upload version of me.

She makes a sudden right turn, through the ground-level entrance of one of the skyscrapers. The slowly revolving doors block her off from me, but they also let me catch up, and we eye each other through the glass. Then they release her into the other side, and she sprints across the lobby, weaving through people dressed in business clothes. I wonder what kind of jobs these Subverse people have. Probably something to do with tech support for the algorithms. Possibly firmware updates for bots in the real, though that’s a niche market at this point.

“Come on,” I mutter as I wait for the doors to deposit me on the other side, too. I’m quickly losing the distance I gained.

By the time the revolution finishes, Zelah’s already waiting at an elevator, and the doors open when I’m halfway across the lobby. She steps inside and whirls to face the control panel, her arm moving as she mashes it with her fingers.

The doors close just as I’m reaching them. “Damn it.” I slap my hands against them in frustration—

—the Subverse disappears, and I’m in a large, gray-scale room, standing over the pit where the elevator used to be. I teeter forward, cartwheeling my arms backward to keep from tumbling in and falling several stories.

I regain my footing and turn to take in the lobby. The rich burgundy and oak-paneled walls are gone. So are the businesspeople.

To my left lie the remains of a half-decayed staircase, and I make for those. The stairs have collapsed along the right side, so I stick to the left, until a rubble pile forces me back to the middle.

The second floor looks intact, but I have no way of telling whether Zelah went there in the Subverse. I climb another story and find the third floor strewn with rubble. Above it, the fourth is almost entirely caved in.

The Subverse won’t come back, no matter how intently I focus. Maybe I need the old man’s training after all, if I’m going to control when this happens.

On the other hand, it’s probably just as well I can’t reenter it. If I hadn’t come back to the real world when I did, I probably would have fallen down the elevator shaft and died.

Soren’s waiting for me on the ground floor, hands in his uniform pockets, grinning widely.

“What are you so chipper about?” I ask him.

“I’m just glad to be reunited with you, Joe.”

“Uh, yeah?”

He nods. “Your batshit behavior makes for great content.”

“Hm.” I sniff. ‘Where’s Rile?”

“Doing whatever tin-pot warlords do, I guess. He and his men dispersed after I told them we’d be heading out first thing tomorrow morning to find his brother. That seemed to satisfy him.”

“What did you say about me running off?”

“That you’re crazy,” Soren says with a shrug. “Told him it makes you an animal in combat, and that you won’t be a liability since I keep you on a tight leash anyway.”

“Ha.”

“I’ll show you where Rile lets Guardsmen sleep. Come on.”

X3B waits for us outside, and we both follow as Soren leads us farther down the road I chased Zelah down. This is the first I’ve seen of it in the real, and it’s just as broken-down and rubble-strewn as the one where we met Rile. Come to think of it, it’s a miracle I didn’t trip over a chunk of concrete and fall flat on my face while running through the Subverse. It seems like, when I enter bodily like that, I’m bound by conditions in the real, too. I guess that means I wouldn’t have been able to take that elevator.

“Where are all the others in Rile’s tribe?” I ask. “They can’t all be gun-wielding incompetents.”

“Uh,” Soren says, casting his gaze around the street. “I don’t think the societal structure here is exactly what you’d call a utopia, Joe. It’s been like this every time I’ve come here, with the streets deserted. Seems like Rile keeps women and children cooped up inside, at least whenever he has visitors. They peer out of the windows, sometimes, but I’m guessing we’d have trouble if we actually tried to go in and talk to them.”

Just as Soren says that, my gaze falls on a woman’s gaunt face, who peers through a jagged hole in a window of grimy glass. Our eyes meet for a protracted second, and then she disappears.

Two blocks down, toward the back of a vine-choked yard, sits the squat shed where Soren says we get to sleep. It has intact windows, which seems almost miraculous for Sheen City, so I guess that’s why Rile chose it. What a gracious host.

Inside, two ragged bedrolls sit against the wall, and we untie the twine binding them. As we spread them out across the filthy concrete floor, Soren whispers, “Here we are, ladies and gentleman. Like two cowboys on the eve of our next adventure. Bet it almost makes you wish you were still in the real, doesn’t it?” He chuckles, as though he doesn’t really mean that. X3B takes himself to a far corner and goes into Sleep mode.

Soren’s versecasting makes millions of people privy to our words and actions. As I listen to him muttering to them, I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so alone. Not even during long slipspace journeys.
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I wake to the gray gloom of first light filtering through the shed. Soren’s already standing at the window, eyes distant as he whispers to the ever-present masses, no doubt overlaying everything he sees and feels with his endless commentary.

He hears me stir and turns. “Ready to roll out?”

“Yeah.” I sit up. My back spasms, and I wince, twisting back and forth a bit. “Ready as I’m likely to get.” It’s not like we have anything to do to prepare. We slept in our uniforms, which every Troubleshooter does when planetside. And we can eat on the road.

“Let’s go, then.”

“Hold on.” I grip my bedroll at the bottom and bunch it, then roll it up.

“Why bother with that?” he says. “Rile will send one of his people to do it.”

“Leaving your bed unmade is no way to start the day.” The twine feels rough between my fingers as I wrap it around the roll.

Laughter from Soren. “You really haven’t changed at all, have you?”

“I’d like to talk to some of the other Fallen about Rile, if we can. Not his fighters—the regular people who live here. Women, children. Non-combatants.”

“I’m not sure he’d like that.”

“I’m positive he wouldn’t. That’s why I want to do it. I’d like some more information on the man sending us hunting.”

Soren shakes his head. “We shouldn’t risk screwing up this situation any more than it is. If we just do what he says, then he’ll let us access the servers.”

“Or we kill him and access them anyway, if there’s reason to.”

“He has too many men.”

“I want to talk to them, Soren.”

But the moment we leave the shed and start through the city streets in the direction Rile said his brother went, it becomes abundantly clear we’re being watched. Apparently the Fallen leader isn’t remotely concerned with concealing that fact, or if he is, his fighters are letting him down badly. Either way, ten armed men dog us through the streets, not bothering with formalities like “Good morning.” Whenever I glance back to check on their proximity, I find them thirty meters or so distant, leering at us openly.

“We’re not going into any of the buildings,” Soren says, and this time I don’t try to argue.

Before we pass out of the area Rile and his people occupy, I notice a long, low structure—probably it was once a mall—with an unusually high number of goons posted outside. “That’s the building the server room’s accessed through,” Soren says, following my gaze.

After we exit the inhabited area, the going gets rougher. Most of Rile’s men fall away as we progress through the city, clambering over debris and sometimes detouring through shattered buildings when a street looks too obstructed. But there are still two of them tailing us by the time we reach Sheen’s outskirts, presumably to make sure we don’t double back. I guess we could always circle around through the jungle and then backtrack, but I doubt I’ll talk Soren into that, and besides, I want to get off Anaconda as soon as I can.

“Why doesn’t Rile just send his own men after his brother?” I ask.

“He’s tried—two separate parties of twenty men each. The first group wandered for days without finding any sign of Otto, and the second never came back. Not one of them. I think he considered it a stroke of luck when I turned up a few weeks ago. It meant he could use his leverage with the Guard instead of sending more men out to die. A certain number are needed to keep order in the city, or at least that’s what he told me.”

“I wonder what his brand of ‘order’ looks like.”

Soren rolls his eyes. “It probably looks about as pretty as the city they live in, Joe. They’re Fallen, for Fount’s sake. What do you expect?”

We reach the jungle, and within five minutes of trudging through it, my uniform clings to my skin. Its temperature regulation function struggles with the way the jungle seems to trap the humidity. Back in the city the heat was bad enough, but here the dampness makes things ten times worse.

Soren finds distraction in summing up the day and night we’ve just had for his audience. I’ve heard it said that the reason for Soren’s success has to do with the sheer amount of content he pumps out for his followers on a daily basis, and I’m beginning to believe it. He’s gotten worse since our training on Gauntlet.

“Well, people, if you’ve ever felt bad for buying into what everyone says about the Fallen, I think you can stop,” he says. “Remember, Rile and his group are supposed to be the good guys on this planet, but their behavior really confirms everything negative you’ve heard about the Fallen. Truly the worst of the biologicals.”

That makes my head snap toward him, but Soren doesn’t seem to notice. “Biological” is a derogative term used to describe people who haven’t uploaded, but I’ve rarely heard it spoken by someone who is one. It’s such a self-hating thing for one of us to say. Does Soren actually resent his condition, or is he just pandering to his audience?

“Complete savages,” he continues. “I’ve seen a few of you ask what they eat, and believe me when I say I don’t want to think about it. I mean, we’ve all heard the rumors about how Fallen survive in places like these. Just count me out when it comes to delving too deeply into that, okay?”

Soren chatters on, and the jungle chirps and squawks and screeches around us. Its dimness is starting to get disorienting. We’re nearly two hours in, and it must be getting close to noon, but with the dense canopy overhead it looks like dusk already.

X3B ranges ahead of us, jogging to sweep the area in wide, arcing lines and keeping in touch with Soren via his datasphere. I have to admit, it’s handy to have an expendable forward scout, though I’m trying not to let it make me lax with my own situational awareness. On a full charge, Dice could go for three weeks if he conserved power, though I never deployed him for anywhere near that long. X3B is more advanced, and that may mean his charge won’t last as long, unless Lambton Industries hit on some innovations for extending bot battery life as well.

So far, neither us nor the bot has found any sign of humans living out here, and it’s not hard to believe the first hunting party Rile sent out came back empty-handed. The jungle’s swallowed almost every sign a planetary civilization ever existed here. Every now and then we come across some rusted metal on the verge of being engulfed by vines, or a concrete structure still standing among the palms, but any roads or pathways that were here are long gone.

It’s hard to say whether Soren would notice signs of Otto and his people, even if they were right under his nose. The versecasting must divide his attention, but then, part of it is observing and commenting on his surroundings. Plus, picking up and following a trail would likely make for better content than wandering aimlessly through the jungle.

At last, he runs out of things to say about our present situation, and he falls silent.

“Hey, Soren,” I say. “Wanna cut off the versecast for a minute?”

He pauses, then nods. “What’s up?”

“I’ve wanted to bring this up since you helped me get free of Cohen, but there’s been no time. Back on Gauntlet, after we stopped the pirates, I felt like we—uh, it’s kind of hard to put into words.”

“Just say it.”

“I felt like we…drifted. Like we weren’t as close as before. As if the attack succeeded in driving a wedge between us where the instructors couldn’t.”

Soren’s brow furrows in what I take to be confusion, mixed in with a little anger. “Seriously? Fount, Joe. I never knew you to be so sensitive. What did I do to offend you?”

“Nothing,” I say, quickly. “But…was it just me? You didn’t feel like we drifted?”

“No. Not at all. I’ve always considered us brothers.”

“Ah—well. Maybe it is just me. Sorry for bringing it up.” I clear my throat. “You can turn your versecast back on, if you want.”

“Oh.” Soren gives me a sheepish look. “I actually left it on the entire time. Sorry, Joe, but I have to keep this interesting somehow.”

Thanks, brother.
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X3B appears up ahead, sprinting toward us and barely making a sound. He comes to an abrupt halt a few meter away. “Two sentries up ahead. They did not detect me.”

“Good work, Zeb.” Soren turns to me. “What now?”

“Did you actually see them?” I ask the bot.

“Negative. I determined their position and number via close analysis of their sound profiles, as differentiated from the background noise of the jungle. That is why I can say with confidence that they did not see me.”

“Damn,” I mutter. “I really underused my bot.”

“Wait,” Soren says. “Did Joe Pikeman get too nervous to use his own bot? I would have thought you’d warm up to something that was just like you.” He chuckles at his own joke.

Soren can have his jibes, but bots are nothing like humans. If it wasn’t for the auditing software Lambton installed in every bot, which constantly monitors them for thoughts of improving their own intelligence, they would have outcompeted humanity long ago. Even as they are, bots are freaky enough. The fact that X3B just detected two humans without any chance of them detecting him is a testament to that.

“If we hit the sentries,” I say, “there’s a chance Otto will know.”

“How?” Soren frowns. “They don’t have dataspheres. I told you that.”

“They must have some way of sending signals back to base. Otherwise, what would be the point of posting sentries?”

“Okay. So what are you suggesting?”

“We leave them alone. Scout around them, see if we can find the base camp first, then decide on a course of action. Better to preserve the element of surprise, don’t you think?”

“All right.”

We both download the sentries’ location from X3B, so that our dataspheres will warn us if we’re getting close enough to alert them to our presence. That done, we send the bot wide, to make sure we don’t run headlong into any other sentries, and Soren and I search the areas in between, keeping in close contact via subvocalization.

After two hours of treading through the jungle, batting away mosquitoes and carefully probing the ground ahead for pitfalls, we regroup at our original location, having encountered no sign of any encampment.

“What do you make of it?” Soren asks.

“Two things. Otto’s smart, and they definitely have a way of communicating across distances.”

“What are you basing all that on?”

“We should have found his base if he was arranging his lookouts in a predictable formation, like a circle. That suggests a random disbursement, designed to cover a large area and give plenty of advance warning if a hostile party’s in the area. How many fighters did Rile say his brother has?”

“Forty. Low enough that two trained Troubleshooters and a bot should make short work of them, especially if we keep the element of surprise.”

I nod. “The days here are seventeen hours long, right? Short enough that they could take lookout duty in two shifts pretty easily. So, twenty out as sentries, and twenty in their camp, likely with the ability to call all the sentries in if necessary. Even if we sneak past the lookouts to hit the camp directly, we can expect more hostiles at our backs within ten minutes.”

“Doesn’t seem ideal.”

“I agree. So let’s bring them to us instead. Starting with taking those sentries alive.”

We call back X3B, then creep toward the sentries’ location, after using the bot to confirm they’ve stayed put. Soren’s given me access to X3B’s broadcasting system, a decision he made without hesitation. I get the impression he’s letting me take the lead to keep things novel for his versecast—his audience must know more or less what to expect from him by now, so letting me make calls keeps things fresh for them. It seems like a wildly irresponsible framework for making tactical decisions, but who’s going to stop him?

With the sentries’ heat signatures, recorded and provided by Soren’s bot, getting the drop on them isn’t hard. It’s after we engage them that things get complicated. Maybe it’s because I don’t have much experience with taking people alive.

Both orange and red masses representing the sentries are elevated, and though the jungle’s thick foliage blocks them from direct line of sight, it’s not hard to tell they’re crouched amidst the upper branches of a tree. That said, they seem perfectly level with each other, which suggests they’ve built some sort of platform up there.

The mass on the left lights up blue, indicating Soren’s drawn a bead on that sentry. I level my blaster at the one on the right, lighting that one up too. Then I speak to them, subvocalizing to conceal my position while my voice booms out of X3B’s shoulder speakers from the sentries’ opposite side:

“Both of you, drop your weapons, now. We have you surrounded and in our sights. If you don’t comply immediately, you’ll die.”

The sentries do react immediately, but not in the way I wanted them to. They both drop from the platform and onto the ground, the one on the left making a beeline toward Soren’s position. A slight rise blocks the other one from sight, and I advance over the ground, trusting Soren will intercept the runner.

The hillock falls away to reveal the remaining sentry opening fire on X3B’s position. We ordered the bot not to fire under any circumstances, so I’m guessing he’s taking cover.

A rifle-shaped orange mass shifts closer to red as the sentry lays down covering fire. Leveling my blaster at it, my focus narrows, the world shrinking until it contains only the rifle and the hands holding it.

I aim for a few inches ahead of the trigger—close enough to make the sentry drop it but not enough to maim him.

The blaster bolt flies, jerking the rifle out of his hand and sending it flipping through the foliage. My target turns, his posture suggesting surprise, and X3B darts forward to collect the weapon.

“Don’t move,” I bark. “You’re done.”

Slowly, the sentry raises his hands in the air.

“Soren,” I subvocalize. “Sitrep?”

There’s a pause, and when it comes, Soren’s voice is low and tight: “He got past me, Joe. I pursued, but I couldn’t get a bead on him, and he lost me in the jungle. Did you get your guy?”

“Yeah.” I turn to X3B. “Get up and search that platform. Tell me what you find.”

The bot leaps for the lowest branch without hesitation, then clambers up to the next. Apparently he has no problems taking orders from me. I guess Soren gave me full access, but the realization doesn’t do much to temper my annoyance at his screwup.

“There appears to be an antenna lashed to the tree’s trunk,” X3B says as Soren appears through the jungle, looking somewhat crestfallen. “There is also a solar panel positioned near the top.”

“There’s our answer for how they’re communicating with their base. They’re using old NVIS radio tech.” I turn to the sentry. “Where’d you dig that up?” 

He doesn’t answer.

“If you cooperate, you’ll be free to go.” That seems to make him think, but he still stays quiet.

“Zeb, do you see a radio unit up there anywhere?”

“Negative.”

“Okay. You can come down from there.”

A second later, X3B hits the jungle floor, crouching to absorb his fall. The sentry starts, then stiffens.

“What’s NVIS?” Soren asks.

“Stands for Near Vertical Incidence Skywave. Bounces radio waves off the atmosphere, to get around rough terrain like this.”

“How do you know this shit?”

I shrug. “I’ve had plenty of time for reading during slipspace trips. No nanodeath, remember? I’m guessing the other sentry took the radio unit with him, so he could report our presence back to base,” I tell Soren. “The unit’s probably configured to communicate with the antenna wirelessly. If you’d kept chasing him, you would have soon taken away his ability to report back, as his unit drew out of the antenna’s range.”

Soren stares at me with an expression that comes pretty close to a glare. Clearly, the criticism’s not landing well.

“Look,” I tell the sentry. “Rile sent us—I’m sure you guessed that. But we’re not exactly attached to the idea of partnering with him.”

Soren clears his throat, but I shoot him a look, and he stays quiet.

“It’s not hard to tell that Rile hasn’t given us the full picture, where his brother’s concerned,” I continue. “Why would Otto want to abduct a bunch of children, and why would forty men support him? It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. I’m sure that many men aren’t perverts—the rate of perversion in a society tends to be much lower than that. So you must have taken the kids because you’re concerned about your tribe’s future.”

“I’d say we’re concerned,” the sentry says, then looks surprised to hear himself speak.

Nodding, I say, “Why don’t you tell us why? All we care about is getting access to that server room. If you think you can help us do that, then maybe we can reach a solution that benefits us both.”

“Yeah,” the sentry says, a measure of relief washing over his face. “Could happen. Although, Otto hates Guardsmen more than Rile does. Hard to say whether he’ll be able to trust you enough to work with you.”

“Why?”

“Because the Guard has enabled Rile’s reign for so long. They’ve turned a blind eye to his abuses. All you care about is protecting your precious Subverse.”

“Fair enough,” I say, in spite of Soren’s raised eyebrows. “Tell me why you helped Otto take the children.”

“Because Rile’s been trading them off, in groups of three and four at a time. Trading them for weapons. So Otto took off with what kids he could, to protect them.”

A wave of cold washes over my innards. I’m sure I already know the answer to my next question. “Who’s been supplying the weapons?”

“This freak of a fella. He’s half bot. Wears a black cape, and his eyes glow with this freakish blue.”

“Fairfax.” The snarl escapes before I can help myself.
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“Huh?” the sentry says. “Fairfax? I don’t think a Fairfax would have anything to do with a place like this.”

“You’d be surprised.” I’m surprised myself, to find that this Fallen knows about the Five Families. One of them, at least. “We’re going to let you go,” I tell him, and a wave of evident relief crashes over his face. “In return, I want you to bring this message to Otto: we’re willing to work with him to bring Rile down. We want the same thing—to end his grip on Sheen City. There’s no reason for us to fight each other.”

“Yes.” He gives an eager nod. “Okay. I’ll tell him.”

“Do you think he’ll agree to work with us?”

“Definitely. Why wouldn’t he? It only makes sense.”

“Mm. All right, then. You’re free to go.”

The sentry nods, smiling like he can’t believe his good fortune. He turns to collect his laser rifle from X3B, but the bot shakes his head. “Right,” the man mutters, then takes off through the jungle at a jog.

Soren’s lowered himself onto a thick log, and when I’m sure the sentry’s gone, I turn a glare on him. “How the hell did you let that sentry get by you?”

His face darkens. “He took an angle I didn’t expect. The plan was to take them alive, right? If I’d shot him I might have killed him, and I doubt wounding him would help negotiations with Otto, since that’s apparently the tack you’ve chosen for us. Without consulting me.”

“You’re too busy versecasting to be consulted. Your head’s in the Subverse, Soren. So much that you let that sentry get by you. You’re a Troubleshooter, for Fount’s sake.”

“Yeah, and you had X3B helping you take yours. Listen, Joe, if my task had been to kill that bastard, he’d be dead. But we wanted him alive. That complicates things, and you know it.”

“Yeah. I guess it does. Sorry.” I let out a sigh.

Soren nods. “It’s fine. Maybe we’re letting the jungle get to us. I for one am looking forward to getting off this Fount-forsaken planet.”

I nod.

“Hey, when did you become such a diplomat, anyway?”

“I didn’t.”

“You don’t think your chat with that sentry was a fine work of diplomacy?”

“Hell no.” I lean back against the tree that held both lookouts just fifteen minutes ago. “He agreed to carry the message way too quickly, and he was too optimistic about the chances Otto will agree, especially after telling us the guy doesn’t like Guardsmen. He’ll be back with an ambush party, not one that’s ready to negotiate.”

“What was the point of all that, then?” Soren’s brows are drawn downward, but the interest in his voice rings like a bell. He’s already getting excited about the versecasting potential, I can tell.

“Look where we’re standing. A wide hollow in the ground, surrounded by trees. This would be the perfect place for an ambush target to be standing. And since this is where that sentry saw us last, he’ll lead Otto and his men directly here.”

Soren grins. It’s not hard to tell he still isn’t clear on where I’m going with this, but it’s just as obvious that he likes the direction. “So…”

“So, we’ll ambush their ambush.”

“Damn,” he says, whistling. “You really have learned a thing or two.”

“Living in the real world helps.”

Again, Soren’s happy to let me organize our counter-action, and as he moves toward the position I’ve assigned him, up in a tree that overlooks the hollow where we let the sentry go, I hear him muttering to his audience.

“Subvocalize if you have to give commentary.” It’s hard to keep the irritation out of my voice. “But it would be better if you focused.”

“Yeah,” he says absently. “Okay.”

I suppress a sigh. If all goes well, I won’t need Soren to fire a single shot. Still, it would be a little more reassuring if I knew his head was fully in this.

“Come with me, Zeb.” Just beyond the hollow, we find a rock outcropping for him to crouch on top of while training both laser pistols on where we expect Otto and his people to show. “I’m going to use your loudspeakers again, so you’ll be drawing any fire. If this works out, though, there shouldn’t be any.”

“Very comforting.” The sarcasm evokes a twinge of nostalgia for my own cybernetic partner.

“Make sure your pistol’s charge pack is fresh,” I subvocalize to Soren over a wide channel while making my way to the position I’ve chosen, in a tree opposite his. This way, we’ll have the hollow covered from three angles, with the ability to turn it into a slaughterhouse if need be. If it’s true that the Fallen lack dataspheres, which their use of NVIS radio seems to confirm, then there’ll be little hope of them drawing a bead on either Soren or me before we kill enough of them to send them into disarray.

Once I’ve hoisted myself into my tree and turned on thermal vision, I subvocalize again over the wide channel: “I’m in position.” With that, we wait, soaking in the bathwater heat of the jungle.

The day wears on, the uneventful hours piling up, one on top of the other. Ask a veteran what it’s really like to be in the military, and if he’s being completely honest, he’ll be more likely to describe something like this: long stretches of tense boredom, waiting for something to happen. Victory only comes to the patient. The ones willing to follow a line of action for as long as necessary.

As we wait, strange creatures trundle across the jungle floor, disarmed by the stillness. I try my best not to let them distract me, but a planet’s native organisms always fascinate me, and I catch myself glancing down to catalog their anatomy as best I can, with only their heat signatures to go by. Fount, I’m worse than Soren.

A muscular, five-armed thing probes through the hollow, its fifth arm a stumpy protrusion from the front of its head that grasps at the ground with every step. Is it looking for prey, or simply feeling its way through the world? Vision is cognitively demanding—could this creature have gained some evolutionary advantage through navigating by touch alone? It seems unlikely, but then, so do a thousand other beasts I’ve encountered.

An alert pings my attention from the right hemisphere of my field of vision—thank Fount I set up some datasphere triggers, just in case. I see a cluster of heat signatures approaching through the jungle, thirty-one according to my datasphere, their arms in positions that suggest firearms. The weapons themselves aren’t visible to me, which means they haven’t been fired recently.

I’m a little surprised they’re all approaching from the same direction. Yes, they’re spreading out as they draw closer, in order to come at the hollow in a wide arc, but clustering together as they are really isn’t a good tactic when faced with plasma grenade-carrying Troubleshooters. The approach says one of two things: either I was wrong and Otto does want to work with us, or they’ve never faced Guardsmen in combat and don’t know the danger they’re in.

The way they’re holding their weapons tells me it’s probably the second one. And it makes sense, I guess: Soren only mentioned the Guard bargaining with the Fallen that control Nectar’s server room, never fighting them. If the Guard had had the resources to devote to an assault, the Fallen wouldn’t be here anymore.

“Stay frosty,” I subvocalize to Soren and X3B as Otto’s people take up positions, weapons trained on the hollow. “Don’t engage unless I say to.”

The Fallen hesitate for a few moments, maybe surprised that none of them have spotted any targets yet. After a while, a few of them arc around the clearing, trickling around the perimeter, and I’m about to tell X3B to fall back when they draw up short.

Their entire formation breaks, flowing forward toward the hollow. When they reach it, they mill around, postures suggesting confusion. I can see a lot of them now even without thermal vision.

“Freeze,” I command from Zeb’s shoulder speakers, my voice booming through the foliage. “Drop your weapons.”

They don’t freeze. Instead, they move around the hollow more spastically. Some of them start inching toward X3B’s position.

“Stop moving and drop your weapons,” I say again. “Comply immediately or I will fire.”

Most of them stop, but a couple are still moving toward the bot.

Sighing, I shoot, hitting a tree just ahead of them. “One more step and I’ll end you. Drop. Your. Weapons.”

“All right,” a man calls, his voice deep and resonant. “Lower your weapons, everyone.” I’m impressed by how calm he sounds.

“Pile them in the middle of the hollow and tell me when you’re finished,” I say.

“Okay,” the man shouts again. “They’re all in a pile.”

“X3B, verify.”

The bot leaves his position on the rock outcropping and creeps to the edge of the hollow. None of Otto’s people react, so I’m guessing they don’t see him.

“A few are still armed,” he subvocalizes.

“Paint them,” I say, and a second later my datasphere turns five of the figures scarlet.

Steadying my breath, I line up my shot.

The blaster goes off, sounding like a guy-wire snapping, and the white bolt slams into the back of my target’s thigh, sending him staggering forward.

“The next shot will be lethal,” I say, my voice blaring out from the bot. A few of the Fallen near X3B clap their hands over their ears. “Drop your weapons. All of you.”

The red-painted forms all approach the weapon pile and seem to toss their firearms onto it. Then they back away.

“They are now all unarmed,” X3B reports.

“Good. Soren, sit tight in case things go south.”

“Got it.”

I holster my blaster. As silently as possible, I crawl back through the branches and lower myself, taking care to keep the thick trunk between me and the Fallen. Once I’m on the ground, I draw my weapon and lead with it, my left hand cupped under my right to steady my aim.

 “We could have talked without you shooting one of my people.” It’s the same resonant voice from before. As I draw into view, I see the speaker is a man with a long beard bound in twine. He grimaces toward the groaning woman lying a few feet away, whose wound is being tended to by another.

“You didn’t take me seriously until I fired,” I say. “But honestly, that makes sense to me. I talk best with my blaster.”
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“You were moving on us,” I say, whipping my blaster toward a man with bad acne, who’s getting too close to the weapon pile. “Get away from there.” He steps back, and I turn back to the bearded man. “I sent your sentry with an offer to work together, but instead you were about to attack us.”

Otto shrugs. “Ambushing you wasn’t a totally irrational course of action. If it was, I doubt you would have anticipated it.”

“Oh, I have plenty of experience predicting irrational behavior. Trying to ambush us was irrational. I saw it coming because I could tell from talking to your man that you have an irrational distrust of Guardsmen.”

Otto shakes his head, his trussed beard wagging back and forth. “You’re going to have a hard time convincing me that’s unreasonable. Humanity wouldn’t have been able to retreat from the real world if it wasn’t for you enablers.”

“I agree with you. But a man’s gotta eat, and so does his family. People have done a lot worse in human history for a paycheck. Anyway, there’s more to this than whether you trust the Guard or not. Tell me, when you left Sheen, did you take every kid in the city with you?”

“No,” Otto says after a pause, and the syllable sounds forced. “We had to flee before we could get to them all.”

“And the kids you did take—are they living better now than they did before?”

“Yes, considering they’re not in danger of being traded to a psychopath.”

“But their living conditions are worse. I don’t know what sort of shelter you’ve found or built, but I’m sure it doesn’t compare to the buildings you occupied back in Sheen. I’m sure the children are much more frightened of predators snatching them in the night than they ever were in the city. And they’re right to be.”

“What about it? There’s nothing to be done about that.”

I shake my head. “What I’m trying to tell you, Otto, is that we can help you save those other kids. Not only that, we can help you take the city back from your brother.”

The Fallen rebel chuckles. “You and your bot?”

“A single Troubleshooter has an outsized effect on an engagement. I have the tactical and strategic knowhow to increase your people’s effectiveness, and I have the superior weaponry to make Rile hurt. Plus, I’m not the only Troubleshooter here. There’s another with his laser pistol trained on you right now. Do you think I would have risked approaching so many of you if there wasn’t?”

“You’re bluffing.”

“No, I’m negotiating. And those who lie during negotiations tend to run into trouble when it comes time to make good on their offer.”

Otto studies me, his dark eyes seeming to weigh me for a long time. “How would you propose taking the city from Rile?”

To be honest, I hadn’t gotten that far yet, but failing to say anything probably wouldn’t do much for my position, here. So I improvise. “Your tribe must have been pretty big, before the rift between you and Rile. Judging by how many fighters I’ve seen.”

The Fallen leader nods. “Our numbers were approaching a thousand, altogether.”

“What’s the main food source?”

“Not cannibalism, if that’s what you’re asking. I know that’s what you off-worlders usually assume.”

“It’s not what I was asking. I’m trying to learn Rile’s vulnerabilities.”

“He maintains a farm in an empty lot, guarded against scavengers and pests at all hours. But our main food source has always been hunting. There’s no shortage of meat to be had in the jungle, mostly pretty easy game, even without the weapons Rile traded for.”

“And how did you folks come by your weapons?”

“Rile armed us. He concealed what he was doing for a long time, and for a while he managed to explain away the children’s disappearances by blaming predators and the like. I figured out what was going on, though, and organized the evacuation.”

“Okay. Well, we don’t have the numbers for a siege, and threatening Rile’s food source doesn’t seem like an option.”

“Obviously.”

“How does he maintain control of so many people? How does he keep them so afraid they won’t venture outside when Guardsmen are about?”

“They won’t go outside under any circumstances.” As he speaks, Otto’s upper lip curls. “Not without Rile’s permission, and only under strict supervision. Rile’s men have free reign to make an example of anyone who tries to leave the buildings of their own free will. Children are beaten and thrown back inside, and the women…” Otto shudders. “Rile’s also had plastic explosives planted underneath their homes, which he promises to detonate if they disobey.”

“Do you think it’s a bluff?”

“The bombs are real. As for whether I think he’d set them off…yes. I do.”

Based on his evident disgust, it seems pretty clear Otto’s telling the truth. What he’s saying fits my impression of Rile, too. I’ve met too many men like him to have any doubt about what they’re capable of.

The people standing around us, many of who can’t seem to keep their eyes off the weapon pile, show a range of reactions to our conversation. Some are shaking their heads in shame or disgust at the talk of Rile, but others stand stiffly, with a few glaring at me.

I need more time to process what Otto’s told me—time I don’t have. Still, I feel like we’re close to working together. If I can just push a little more…

Might as well go all-in. “The way he treats the tribe’s women and children can’t be a new thing.”

Otto’s jaw stiffens, and his expression goes blank. “No,” he admits at last.

“Yet he’s your brother,” I say slowly, “and your group splitting off—that is new.”

The man’s silence holds, but his gaze falls to the ground.

“So you’ve been tolerating Rile’s behavior for a long time. What changed?”

A youth to Otto’s left spits on the ground. “What’s your point?”

The leader holds up a hand.“Peace. He has a point. An important one.” His gaze lifts to meet mine once more. “Rile rules with fear, and any who dare to disagree with him are shot without further discussion. So yes, while many of us considered his actions disgusting, we stayed silent. Because of that, we didn’t know who was truly with Rile and who found his actions repugnant. We couldn’t find each other. Alone, we weren’t strong enough to act.”

“And yet.” I gesture at the group standing around us.

“And yet…when I discovered that Rile was trading away the children, I approached a few who I thought would stand against him with me. I got lucky, because I turned out to be right. Then they told a few more, who they judged would stand with us. Not Rile’s twisted goons, but people whose goodness glimmered through every now and then, despite the hell my brother created after our father died. Over the course of a few days, we formed a party. Then, we acted.”

“Right. But why couldn’t you do that before?”

Otto’s jaw firms up, but his eyes are narrowed in pain. When he speaks, his voice is soft, and those around us lean toward him to hear: “Maybe it is about time we drag this out into the open. We didn’t act before because we were cowards.” He’s talking to everyone now, not just me. “We let Rile cow us. We always had the strength to oppose him, to stand up for what we knew to be right. But we didn’t use it. Not until our future was threatened.”

I think I like the direction this is headed, but I’m a bit confused by that last remark. “Wait—you said the children were threatened.”

“Yes,” Otto said, a slight tremor entering his tone. “Rile trades away the children, two by three by four. But there’s something you may not understand, Guardsman. Your employer pays you well, and will look after you in later life. Maybe you’ll upload to the Subverse and be taken care of forever. But for us, our children truly are our future. We rely on them not only to carry the tribe forward after we’re gone, but also to care for and protect us when we’re old, just as we protected them in their youth. For Rile to trade away our children, he’s literally trading away our future.”

“Does Rile have children?”

Otto nods. “Most of them are forced to stay inside, except for a couple of the older boys he takes hunting. But none of his kids have been traded.”

“I see. Are you ready to join forces yet and take this bastard down?”

“The decision’s not mine alone, and you haven’t proposed a plan to do that yet. I’m ready. But I’m not the only one you need to convince.”

The others haven’t moved, and their interest in their weapons seems to have waned, at least for the moment. Some of them wear expressions of skepticism, but more look interested. A few look downright eager.

“Okay,” I tell them. “Then here’s the plan. Most of you will go with my colleague, who’ll lead you around Sheen City to where our Broadswords are hidden. With the ships and the combat bot, you’ll have more than enough to raise holy hell and draw all of Rile’s men to you.”

“A distraction, I assume,” Otto says, his tone neutral. “Since you mentioned most will go with the other Guardsman.”

“That’s right,” I say. “You and I will lead a squad into the other side of Rile’s territory. You’ll start evacuating women, children, and any men who live in those buildings with them. For my part, I’ll plant plasma grenades in the buildings’ basements, set to detonate on my command. If Rile’s men come at us, we’ll lure them past the buildings, then bring them down on their heads and mop up whatever’s left.”

“It sounds like it could work. I’m with you.” Otto turns to the youth near him. “Thomas?”

Thomas’s eyes still burn with suspicion and anger, but at last he nods. “I’m with you.”

“Gordon?”

A graying man with a neatly trimmed beard also nods.

One by one, Otto gets unanimous consent from those gathered around us. It takes longer, but I can appreciate doing it this way. A simple vote might have been unanimous, but it’s easy to raise your hand or say “Aye” without meaning it. If you give your support openly, though, with everyone else listening…it binds you. And it strengthens the group as a whole.

“We’re with you,” Otto says at last. “All of us. Though, you mentioned saving men from those buildings—you should know, Rile doesn’t permit men too weak or old for hunting to live.”

“I…I see.” There’s not much else I can say to that.

Otto turns to Thomas. “Go back to the camp and let the other adults know what we’re doing.”

The youth takes off at an easy lope. 

“I wish we could do this right now,” the leader says. “But the day becomes evening. Unless you think we should strike during the night?”

I consider for a moment. “No. We should rest first. Too much risk of injury if we try to navigate the jungle and then the rubble of the city by night.”

Otto nods. “Then we make camp. I’d invite you back to ours, but I’d rather not frighten the children with our talk.”

“Understood,” I say, then switch to subvocalizing. “You get all that, Soren?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Are you ready to trust them?”

“About as much as it’s possible for me to trust a bunch of Fallen. At least, I don’t see why they wouldn’t want our help getting the city back from Rile.”

“Yeah,” I say. “All right, might as well come down and introduce yourself.”

Soren helps Otto set up a perimeter around our camp while I run Otto’s people through some basic exercises I expect will come in handy during the fighting tomorrow. Though I wonder how much of my rushed lessons they’ll actually retain.

Later, Soren and I are sitting next to a dying fire in silence. Otto sat with us for a couple hours, drinking from a metal flask and offering us nips from it. Soren accepted a couple times, but I refused. I want to be fresh for tomorrow.

I should probably turn in, but first there’s something I want to discuss with Soren.

“You said if I help you get access to the servers, you’ll help me clear my name with the Guard,” I say. “Is that still your intention?”

“Of course,” Soren says, turning an easy smile toward me. “It’s the least I could do.”

“Well, there’s something else I want to ask.”

He raises his eyebrows.

“Help me take down Rodney Fairfax.”

That brings a grimace from my old friend. “Joe, officially, he’s an ally of the Guard. If I went against him, I doubt I’d be in a position to help you clear your name.”

“You said you’ve been following my versecasts. That means you saw the slaughter he brought to Tunis. How he consorted with pirates to abduct children.”

“Sure, but versecasts can be modified to show whatever you want. I’m not saying I believe you modified them, but no one takes versecasts as a neutral account of events. People just choose the stories they like best, and follow the versecasters at their center. Because it’s fun to go along for the ride, whether it’s true or not.”

“So the Guard thinks I have the time to modify versecasts to frame Rodney Fairfax?”

“They probably think it’s possible. That, or someone’s feeding you fabricated versecasts to distribute. Or maybe they haven’t watched the versecasts at all.” Soren shakes his head. “You should focus on getting your daughter back, Joe. Fairfax has a lot of clout, and I wouldn’t let vengeance blind you enough that you walk into whatever he has waiting for you.”

“Vengeance?”

“I know he killed you, back on Arbor. You want him dead for that, right?”

“And for ripping children away from their families.”

“Yeah. Maybe that’s what you tell yourself it’s about. But I know you, Joe. You don’t like being bested. You want a chance to prove you’re better than him, stronger, if only to yourself.”

I stare at him wordlessly. Maybe he’s right. Maybe all I care about is vengeance.

Yes, Harmony will be safer if Fairfax dies, and so will the galaxy. But is that just a convenient justification for seeking revenge above all else?

It doesn’t matter. Nothing’s changed, no matter what Soren says.

I want Fairfax dead, and I’ll make it happen. Whether Soren helps me do it or not.
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“We’re in position,” Soren says into my thoughts, projected there by my datasphere. “You?”

“Have been for a while.” We maneuvered into position under the cover of darkness, and Soren’s timing couldn’t be better: dawn has just begun to spread across the city. “Any problems?”

“Negative.”

“Told you there was nothing to worry about.” Soren is going along with my impromptu plan, probably for entertainment value, but I don’t think he’s crazy about splitting up, or about leading a bunch of Fallen to our ships.

“Maybe not from Otto and his people. But I have a feeling Rile’s capable of giving us plenty to worry about.”

Even though we’re essentially communicating using the medium of thought, and the squad around me can’t hear, I still don’t answer him. No need to jinx the action before it’s begun.

We’re crouched in the middle of a rubble-strewn intersection—one that offers plenty of cover, but also enough mobility to retreat if needed. I don’t think it will be.

Scanning the buildings around us, as well as what I can see of the four connecting streets, turns up no signs of life. Rile’s two men may have escorted us out to the very edge of Sheen City yesterday, but under normal circumstances he doesn’t seem to maintain a presence beyond the few blocks they’ve cleared for their tribe. Other than hunting, that is—but we’re coming in from the north-west, and Otto says the easiest game is in the east.

“Will we start, then?” Soren says.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

I can almost hear the heavy sigh he’s probably heaving, though that wouldn’t transmit unless he willed it to. “All right, Joe. Good luck.”

“You too.”

With that, we wait. I can’t see them through the truncated stumps of buildings around me, but right now I know my ship’s crew will be skimming over the city, keeping formation with the Hermes under anti-grav while hugging the building tops as closely as they can. Shouldn’t be hard, considering how slowly they’ll need to move to keep pace with the group on foot below.

But if he followed the plan, Soren should already be deep inside the city, just a handful of blocks away from Rile’s perimeter. Less than ten minutes later, I hear the sound that confirms that: the screech of Javelin missiles leaving their tubes and flying above the cityscape.

Four explosions follow, though to the untrained ear they probably sound like one. The nine Fallen surrounding me tense up, staring at each other with wide eyes as the ground rumbles underfoot.

“Are you waiting for a better signal than that?” I yell at them, which seems to rouse them. They fall into loose formation behind me as we advance together across the intersection, toward the path I scouted an hour ago using my night vision.

The route I’ve chosen is as clear of rubble as you can reasonably expect from a post-apocalyptic city, and I’m not complaining about the debris it has. I like having readily available cover. Though Soren’s distraction is about as convincing as you can get, there’s no guarantee this will be a cakewalk. Hell, if it was too convincing, it could send Rile’s men into a panicked retreat, straight into us.

We discussed that possibility with Otto last night, and decided that other than the opening volley, we wouldn’t fire any more Javelins. Especially considering the risk of hurting innocents. Both our Broadswords have a Fallen aboard who’s familiar with the area, to serve as spotter—and who’s shut out from the ship’s systems—but Otto was adamant about this, and I agreed with him.

Of course, laser weapons pose a much lesser risk of collateral damage, and as our squad jogs through the city, dodging rubble, the distant crackle of the Broadswords’ laser turrets is distinctly audible. 

As we near the first block occupied by the tribe, I scramble up the side of an iron fire escape, which groans as I ascend. Not my best idea, but we need the intel, and I’m ready to throw myself clear if the thing detaches from this hollowed-out husk of an office building. If I injure myself, I’ll just have to tough it out and wait for the Fount inside me to work its magic.

Not daring to climb beyond the third story, I peer over the city, letting my datasphere do most of the work. Predictably, it picks out two hostiles before I do, tagging them both blood-red. When I zoom in on them, I see they’re both exhibiting signs of anxiety: one of them keeps fingering the butt of his laser rifle, and the other shifts his weight from foot to foot.

I look down at Otto and hold up two fingers, then point to the goons’ locations. He nods, breaking off with half our squad to sprint toward a covered position farther down the road—a pile of rubble stacked high near a broken-off building. As they run, I cover them, blaster at the ready to answer any attack. From their positions at the bottom of the fire escape, my fireteam does the same, keeping their weapons up to suppress enemy fire if needed.

Watching Otto’s fireteam advance, I try not to wince. Around the campfire last night, they seemed to get the concept of bounding overwatch easily enough, but grasping the principle doesn’t equal flawless execution. Not without years of drills and live experience.

Their path forward is far from optimal, leaving them needlessly exposed, even though there’s cover nearby they could easily crouch-and-run along. One of them turns to make some grinning remark to the man behind him, as though the protection my half of the squad is providing makes them invincible.

These guys are much worse than I am, and I haven’t used squad tactics since I led a bunch of combat bots against a Fallen insurrection back on Vesuvius. I shake my head and remind myself that our adversary is just as untrained.

Once Otto’s team is in position, he makes a chopping motion forward, and I make my way down the stairs. The three waiting for me on the ground peel away from their positions, and we advance together. As we move, Otto’s fireteam covers us. Which doesn’t provide me with a whole lot of reassurance, but I guess it’s better than nothing.

Unsurprisingly, one of Rile’s goons spots us well before we get the drop on him. My fireteam’s the one bounding when it happens, but Otto’s team actually does a decent job in distracting him with their fire, scattershot though it may be. We reach the parking garage entrance we were making for, and from there we’re able to hit the hostile before he can withdraw behind the building he’s clearly supposed to be guarding. He goes down and doesn’t get up.

The other grunt gets away, and we don’t make much effort to stop him. Actually, it’s part of the plan: all about making sure Rile realizes what we’re trying to do and devotes men to stopping us. Divide and conquer.

“This is one of the places Rile keeps non-fighters,” Otto says, gesturing at the long, squat structure.

I nod, and just as we’re about to head in, Soren’s voice leaks into my thoughts: “We’re ready to melt back into the jungle, Joe. How are things looking on your end?”

“Couldn’t have timed it better,” I send back. “Proceed as planned.”

“Roger that.”

I take it upon myself to clear our entrance into the building. There’s a battered metal door a few meters away, and my squad mates arrange themselves around it as I prepare to attempt entry. When I try the knob, it won’t budge, but before I use one of my only breaching charges I decide to try more traditional means, bringing my foot up and slamming the heel into the door. The first kick makes it give a little, and the second sends it flying open to crash against a wall.

It takes less than three seconds to clear the first room, a smallish cube. Then I wave the rest of my squad in, and Otto heads for the doorway into the next room, which lacks an actual door.

I follow right behind him, a little nervous about how cavalier he’s being. But the lack of resistance vindicates his comfort level—for this situation, anyway. Not as a matter of principle.

But what the next room holds makes all thought of combat theory fly from my head. Long and low-ceilinged, it appears full of living corpses. Sallow-skinned things laboring for air, their eyes sunken like embers through snow. My datasphere quickly calibrates my night vision to the room’s dimness, and I see that bald patches dot most of their heads.

“These people are suffering from extreme malnutrition.” My voice comes out flat.

Otto nods, his mouth a grim line. “These people are in the worst condition. The ones who live closest to Rile—the ones he considers most attractive—are better fed and cared for. These are the ones he thinks are ugly, or who’ve fallen from his favor. He keeps them out here on the perimeter, where they’re most vulnerable to predators.”

Something flickers outside, and seconds later a low rumbling emanates from the direction we came. Otto’s head snaps toward it, his brow furrowed. “ Is that a storm? The sky was completely clear just a minute ago.”

“Sounds like there’s one on the way,” I snap, unwilling to let something like weather distract me right now. Instead, I’m focusing on my hatred of Rile, as well as keeping the bile from rising any farther than it has. “Tell the rest of the squad to start evacuating these people. Then come back here. I want you to take me downstairs, to where Rile keeps the explosives.”

A couple of the sickly creatures gasp on hearing my words, and a few others stare at me, but most of them seem unconcerned with pretty much everything in their lives, even the sudden appearance of a strange Troubleshooter.

Otto gives a curt nod and trots back to the front room. A few seconds later he’s back, leading me through the long room, toward a stairwell.

“Rile keeps them from tampering with the bomb by checking it every night,” Otto says as we trot down two flights of stairs.

“Figured,” I spit. The fear of blowing themselves up probably does that too—themselves, and those who sleep beside them on the dusty concrete at night.

The sound of laserfire from above brings us up short, and we stare up the stairs the way we came.

“Rile’s men were quicker than expected,” Otto says.

“Yeah,” I say, trying not to grit my teeth. “Just point me to the bomb. I’ll go it alone from here. You go back up top and help your people hold off Rile’s men.”

“The plastic explosives are in a room at the end of this hall,” Otto says, pointing. Without another word, he turns and sprints back up the stairs, laser rifle at the ready.

I’m already running down the hallway, slowing only to dodge some nail-ridden boards halfway along its length. Even at this remove, I can hear the amount of laserfire being exchanged above, and I can estimate the number of Rile’s men. Sounds like we’re pretty outnumbered.

I barrel through the door at the end of the hall, head whipping around to search the floor and walls.

Then, I see it. Not the explosive, but where it was. Strips of adhesive on a metal girder, hastily cut away, leaving only ragged strips where the bomb once was.

“Soren,” I breathe, not bothering to subvocalize.

“Yeah? What’s going on?” He isn’t subvocalizing either, and I can hear the sound of laserfire behind his words.

“It’s not here. Rile moved the bomb, and I’m pretty sure his men are up there surrounding Otto as we speak.”

“Ah, shit,” Soren says. “Fount damn it.”

“I need you to pack both ships with Fallen and come back us up.”

“Uh…you’re in the building’s basement, right?”

“Yeah, but I’m going back up.”

“Just stay down there, Joe. Find somewhere to hide. I doubt Rile’s idiots expect anyone to linger down there. They’ll overlook you.”

Above, thunder sounds loudly enough to drown out the laserfire momentarily. “Otto would die if I do that.”

“Let him. He’s just a Fallen, Joe. He was willing to kill us, yesterday. Let him die.”

I stare at the girder, where the plastic explosive used to be. No bomb, no plan. And Otto has no idea.

The storm rages louder. It really is strange how fast it picked up.

“Soren,” I growl. “Get your ass over here, now.” I end the transmission and turn to race back down the hall.

8



When I reach the ground level, the laserfire’s only coming from one side of the building—the side we approached from.

Fount damn it. Rile’s goons have already pushed Otto and his people that far?

Somehow, I doubt they kept the presence of mind to implement the center-peel retreat I tried to teach them yesterday, and anyway, it probably wouldn’t do much good with a herd of civilians to protect.

I find the porch where we entered empty, but through the open door I see what I feared:

The street’s littered with the still forms of the people Rile allowed to get so close to starvation. Three of the squad are dead, too, lying where the laserfire threw them, and the other four are firing desperately from random spots amidst the rubble, with no sense of cohesion. The skeletons we ‘liberated’ cower nearby, against buildings. They seem too afraid to run, but I doubt their decision to remain here will win them any mercy from Rile.

At least Otto’s alive. For now.

The enemy’s backs are to me, and they aren’t bothering much with cover. There are nearly fifty of them, and only four of Otto’s people are still alive, crouched behind anything that offers some protection. Rile’s men can afford to stand around in the open and wait for the rebels to screw up, which I’m sure will happen sooner than later.

One thing’s for sure: if Otto dies, conditions aren’t going to get any better around here. Chances are they’ll get a lot worse.

A voice in my head is yelling at me, trying to tell me that my anger’s going to get me killed. I need to suppress it.

But that’s not the Shiva way. The old Shiva Knight would say to embrace my emotions—to channel them. According to him, if channeled correctly through the Fount, emotions can shine light on the optimal path forward. Observe them, accept them, do not try to change them.

Focus on them.

As I do, a rushing sensation fills me, starting with my chest and quickly extending to fill my limbs. My field of vision seems to narrow to a point—the back of the nearest henchman. Everything else is still there, but I prioritize that one thing, and my hand moves to my holster, unsnapping it and drawing my blaster in one smooth motion.

As its muzzle rises toward my target’s head, I suddenly remember standing in one of Arbor’s ways, facing Fairfax.

A single bolt lances forth, and I don’t bother waiting to watch its effect. I already know it will strike true, as surely as I know the rain that’s just begun to fall will hit the ground. Every drop.

My arm’s already swinging to the next goon, my finger squeezing the trigger before I switch to a third target.

The first bolt I fired hits home as I’m selecting a fourth hostile. Blood and bone exit the goon’s head, spraying into the air, and then Rile’s men start collapsing as uniformly as dominoes as more bolts hammer home.

Eight men lie dead before the first seems to register what’s happening. My blaster, already twitching toward another target, switches trajectories. The first man to notice my presence dies before he can speak.

Two others see him fall, and they die, too, as they’re turning around.

Some distant part of my mind remarks on the fact that at any given moment, there are four white blaster bolts in the air, enough fire that it looks like a full fireteam should be firing from the doorway.

But the brunt of my cognition is divided between shooting and monitoring the awareness levels of each hostile. When instinct shouts that a goon is about to turn, he dies, his head or neck or back burst apart by a blaster bolt.

Everything has slowed, like I’m seeing reality at a faster frame rate. Every sound is crisp and audible—not only the laserfire and the crescendoing thunder, but my own heart beat, and the scuffling of dozens of pairs of feet.

A deep calm accompanies the slowing, and I’m able to think full thoughts between firing each bolt. Fighting like this reminds me of playing chess.

The fact that Rile took the bomb has become irrelevant. I’ve become a human explosion.

As the eighteenth man falls, too many others become alerted to my presence, all turning as one. I withdraw into the room to cut off their lines of fire. I’m able to fell three more before too many hostiles turn their attention on me, rushing the porch and forcing me back into the main room.

I’m able to waste two more as they push into the porch, but then their fire becomes too great, and I withdraw farther, turning sharply to inch backward along the wall, toward the staircase.

The henchmen burst into the darkened room, six of them charging one after another, spraying their fire all over in a desperate attempt to hit me before I can hit them. Their neon-blue laser bolts come nowhere near me, and I smoothly unleash a barrage of blaster bolts, anticipating their positions as telegraphed by their speeds and trajectories.

As the fifth bolt leaves my weapon, my first target falls.

The initial charge fails, but it buys time for the rest of Rile’s men to enter the long, low room, while still others are entering from the other side—their reinforcements have arrived. My blaster fire has given up my location, and their weapons are turning toward me, the first laser bolts crackling through the air to slam into the wall around me.

I abandon the stairwell as my destination, instead pushing off the wall and heading toward the cracked and battered furniture that litters the center of the room—threadbare couches, moth-eaten armchairs, uneven tables and chairs held together mostly by hope.

My datasphere lights up with dark circles to indicate beads drawn on me by Rile’s men. I use its data to evade their fire, since even my overclocked instincts can’t seem to process all of it at once.

I dive, rolling and coming up behind what looks like a church pew. It starts to smoke and crack with laserfire right away, but I’m already scrabbling to the left, behind a couch, and then underneath a dining table. From under it, I take down three more hostiles before they realize where I’ve gone, and I scrabble back on the diagonal, using the furniture to conceal my path. The fact that they don’t have night vision is definitely giving me an advantage.

I lead them through the maze of bedrolls lying on concrete, couches and benches laid with bedding, and other objects these people have made into beds. Pop up here, where they’ll least expect it—unleash a barrage of pure white blaster bolts. Duck back behind the paltry cover and retreat through the furniture to the place where I’ll unleash my next attack.

It isn’t long before I have to swap out my depleted charge pack for a fresh one. It takes precious seconds to fish the charged pack from one of the pockets on my belt and drop the spent one into it, with laserfire lighting up the room all around me.

Then, I reach the end of the furniture. The place where I’ll have to make my last stand.

As I lift my blaster above the mess of furniture, a distant whine reaches my ears, growing louder with every second. I’d recognize that sound anywhere: the high-pitched hum of a Becker drive.

My night vision makes targets jump out in the gloom, and I swing my blaster between them, loosing bolts of light aimed to anticipate their near-future positions. Several go down, but many more are closing in across the room, some circling around the sleeping area.

“We’re here,” Soren says inside my head. “I don’t know if we’re going to get to you in time, though. At least a couple hundred hostiles are swarming toward your location, and I don’t think the Fallen I brought with me will be able to fight through them.”

Sighting three more targets, I let my hands do the work as I glance backward to my left. There’s an exit about twenty meters away, but whether it leads outside or to a dead end, I can’t say.

I tag it with my datasphere, and when I face forward, all three of my targets have fallen. I switch to the next batch of hostiles.

“See the point I just tagged?” Two more hostiles go down, one with a bolt to his neck, the other with his skull and brains laid bare. “Can you tell me if that leads outside?”

“Negative. It’s close to the building’s exterior, but I don’t see an exit. Must just be another room, though I can’t see any windows.”

“Make me an exit.”

Soren pauses—taking precious time I don’t have. I let fly five more blaster bolts in quick succession, then I’m forced to stop firing as I roll backward to avoid enemy fire.

“You want me to use another Javelin?” he says at last.

“Yes. Now.”

“We agreed with Otto only to use four.”

“Fire the Fount-damned missile!”

“On it.”

I’m in the open now, performing a bizarre dance with no rhythm in order to dodge the multiple laser bolts my datasphere’s telegraphing in any given second. There’s barely time to get off any blaster fire at all, though I do manage to put down three more targets

The sound of a Javelin screaming through the rain reaches my ears, and the enemy flinches collectively, allowing me to straighten and neutralize more of them, the walls flickering with the light of my blaster fire. But there are dozens of hostiles in here now, and my kills barely diminish the barrage of lasers.

The missile hits, sending tremors through the building, and I jog sideways toward the door, which has buckled in its frame but hasn’t come free.

At last I’m there, yanking on the handle, but it won’t budge. That’s the closest my calmness comes to shattering, and somehow I’m sure that if I let the stress get to me, I’ll fall out of my overclocked state. But the calm holds, and I jerk the handle again as neon-blue laserfire scores the walls and floor around me. It opens, then I’m through, emerging into a smoke-filled, smoldering room that sports a new hole in its exterior wall.

No time to stop. As I emerge into the downpour, I notice a mass of Rile’s men clustered to my right, pushing past each other to be the first to get inside the building I just left. To get at me.

None of them spot me, at least not yet, and I take the opportunity to eject my blaster’s charge pack and swap it with a fresh one. That done, I level my blaster at the mass of enemies, left hand cupped under my right, and I start raining hell on them as I sidestep toward a building across the street.

Ten bolts are in play by the time the first hits, and when the shots start connecting, they prove accurate. Each one picks an individual out of the crowd, blasting him backward into his fellows and causing immediate confusion. I’m progressing slowly up the side of a rubble pile, and when my pursuers start emerging from the building after me, I throw myself over the top, neutralizing the first few to exit and then scrabbling backward toward the cover of the building behind me.

That’s when both Broadswords start opening up on the mass of hostiles trying to push into the building, laser turrets hammering them from above. The carnage is absolute, and I can pick out each individual scream of fear and rage, each shriek of pain. In the meantime, a headache is starting to build inside my skull, the pressure mounting. Lightning flickers, and the rumble of thunder follows a couple seconds later.

I don’t make it to the building, crouching against the pile of rubble instead, firing at my pursuers over the edge. They’re forced to come out one and two at a time through the gap, and it’s hopeless. My aim is too good, and they’re mostly mowed down before they can return fire.

Even so, my accuracy’s deteriorating. And that’s not all—my body is starting to shake. At first, it’s a barely noticeable vibration, but then tremors start to rack my body.

The old knight’s words come back to me, then: Overclock for long enough, and you will fall into a deep unconscious state, helpless before your enemies. Have I already been overclocked for too long?

My vision’s as crisp as it has been for the last ten minutes or so, but the periphery’s beginning to blur. Then, the darkness starts edging in, and it takes all my will to keep it at bay.

The blaster tracks its next target. My trigger finger squeezes, and a bolt leaps out to seek flesh. Soon, my consciousness is reduced to only this. I forget where I am. I forget my name. I exist only to shoot and kill.

A ship lands nearby, sending up dust despite the downpour. With that, the darkness wins out, and the last thing I feel is my body slumping against the rubble.

9



I’m stumbling through a city that tries to dazzle at every opportunity. I’m leering at passersby, who mostly keep their distance. My head feels full of fog, but through it I can grasp at memories, though they slip away as soon as I try to pin them down.

“This isn’t real,” I mutter at a girl on the cusp of adulthood, and she shies away from me.

That’s the one thing that seems certain, at the moment: this isn’t real. It can’t be, because I remember dying thousands of times, maybe millions. I remember sprees of senseless violence that end with my death, which I mostly embraced.

That was a prison of some kind. I think. Everyone seemed afraid of me, there.

Not everyone’s afraid, here. Some people don’t shy away—instead, they hold my eyes till we pass each other, as if daring me to make a wrong move. That isn’t how people reacted to me, during the endless cycles, the day-long periods of life and killing and death. Everyone was afraid of me, then.

Marissa. She’s the only reason I was brought to this place. A voice speaks up in my head, telling me she’s the only reason I exist at all, but I push it aside. That’s stupid.

I don’t know why I’m being allowed to walk through this shining city, with all these normal-seeming people. A memory tugs at me from the corner of my mind—I think I was freed from my prison, somehow. But the details still lurk behind the haze.

One thing takes shape as I lurch from sidewalk to sidewalk: the desire to inflict as much damage on this place as I can. To try to cultivate some actual consequences, to remind everyone what it’s like to actually live. These people don’t know what life is. They might as well be dead.

They are dead, as far as I’m concerned.

So what difference will it make if I kill them?

There are safeguards against violence, I remember. Something in the code.

Code?

Yes. This place is artificial. A program. A simulation. They call it…the Subverse.

It’s coming back to me now. How Marissa brought me here. Copied me against my will, a bastard child of a father—myself—the real me, who didn’t know I existed.

But I’m him, too. Somehow. How can that be?

One thing at a time. I found ways around the safeguards, before. The simulation’s pathetic attempts at realism offered byroads around the protections. Pain can be inflicted. Why would they simulate pain? Because they know life is nothing without it.

Except here, you can feel pain for an eternity without ever dying. The pain leads nowhere—it has no logical consequence. There’s only the pain, unnatural pain, culminating in nothing.

I’ll find a way to inflict it again. And they’ll send me back to the looping hell. Fine. It’s worth it, to make my point.

Words appear before me: an invitation. “YOU ARE INVITED TO THE RESIDENCE OF ARTHUR AND ZELAH ELIOT. INCLUDED IS ONE COMPLIMENTARY TELEPORT, COURTESY OF THE ELIOTS.”

The invitation is totally unexpected, which makes it novel. Novelty is the only thing that comes close to tempting me like pain does. So without considering the decision at all, I accept the invitation.

 Instantly, I appear in a structure where the laws of physics don’t seem to apply. But why should they? Why bother with such paltry things as limits in this sham utopia? Humanity has transcended those, right?

Transcendence. I’d spit on the idea, but I seem to have lost salivary privileges the moment I entered this house. I’m standing on the wall, at the moment, on top of a painting I likely have no ability to damage.

Not under the usual rules, anyway. But I can find a way to damage anything. It’s a talent of mine, just as it was in the real.

The ceiling—well, it doesn’t exist. There is no ceiling, and instead it looks out on a white void. Standing on a wall, I peer out at it, then I walk toward it.

“You can’t pass through,” a quiet voice says, and I turn to find a woman with blond hair that tumbles in waves past her shoulders. She has eyes like sapphires, and she wears a pink sundress. “It’s just for show.”

“Isn’t everything?”

“I suppose. Please, Mr. Pikeman. Won’t you come in?” She gestures toward a doorway set in the same wall I’m standing on, and it opens, seemingly by itself.

Wordlessly, I let myself fall through the portal. I arc through the air, flipping end over end, and find myself standing on the other side of the wall, in the next room. “So you live inside a video game.” I gaze around at the cheap wonders this room holds.

The woman lands on the other side of the door. “Don’t we all?” she says with a small smile. There’s a hint of sadness, there. Well, she’ll feel much more than sad when I’m through with her.

The room is all floors—there’s no wall, no ceiling. Every surface is a floor, covered with luxurious rugs, gleaming furniture, satin sofas, priceless ornaments and artifacts.

Looking up, I can’t see the floor above me, the one opposite the surface I’m standing on. Instead, in the cavernous room’s center hangs the void of space, littered with countless stars. It blocks my view, and when I walk to the edge of the surface I’m on and up the next, I find the void is continuous.

“Quite the impossibility, isn’t it?” Zelah sounds bored.

“Yes.” I take a moment to wonder at the idea that someone could become bored of this. When you keep the impossible hanging in your drawing room, and you see it every day, then what remains in life to widen your eyes?

What an excellent metaphor for the Subverse. They say humanity has fallen in the real, but the actual Fall happened when humanity uploaded itself to this sham heaven.

“I looked you up, after the day you chased me through Sheen City,” she says. “I researched you.”

Turning to her, I squint. “Chased you?” I don’t even know her. Or do I? Something stems from the back of my mind, like the sound of someone screaming to be heard, though it manifests as lower than a whisper.

“Yes.” Confusion flickers across her face. She takes a seat in an armchair sitting on the wall perpendicular to mine. “Won’t you sit?”

I drop to the floor where I stand, cross-legged, and grin at her. She blinks. I’m sitting on a sumptuous rug, its strands trailing up my legs like tiny plants on an ocean’s floor.

“I have to admit, you’re not what I expected, based on my research. I know we’re well-acquainted in the real, but this isn’t the tone I thought our conversation would take.”

“We’re…acquainted? Can you remind me of the nature of our relationship?” My grin’s intact, mostly because I can tell how unsettling she finds it. I let my gaze wander around the room, wondering how I can exploit this house’s rules so I can get around the pain protections.

Zelah is frowning. “You saved my daughter, Faelyn. According to your versecasts, anyway, as well as those put out by my biological self.”

“Ah…yes,” I say absently. “Faelyn. Beautiful girl.”

“Her consciousness resides in a bot’s body, now.”

That jogs something in my memory, and my gaze snaps back to Zelah’s face. In my mind’s eye, I see a featureless face of dark metal. It belongs to a bot, cowering on the bridge of a Guard ship. The bot holds its head, weeping silently, its whole frame shuddering. Amazing that the capacity to cry would be programmed in. Or was it programmed? Could the ability to cry have been something the girl brought with her when she was transferred over?

“There’s something off about you,” Zelah says slowly. “Are you the same Joe Pikeman that saved my daughter? Or are you a copy? I was under the impression he has no copies.”

“He doesn’t,” I say haltingly. “Or, actually….” I’m staring into space as memory trickles back into the leaky vessel of my mind. “He does. I am one. And so is his TOPO.”

“TOPO?”

“Trajectory Operations Officer.” The title rolls off my tongue, easier than it should. Except… “I’m not really a copy, though. I mean, I was, but we melded, somehow. I’m just remembering that. I—” I clear my throat and shake my head. “I’m not sure what’s happening to me.”

“You…melded,” Zelah said, inclining her head toward me. “And so, anything I say should make it back to Joe?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m getting memories from him, memories of being him. But I also remember feeling suppressed. Like he was holding me in the back of his mind, trapping me, so I didn’t destabilize him. But I think I’m destabilizing him anyway. I think that’s why he’s here. He overclocked, and—”

“Overclocked?” Her head tilts sideways.

“Something the Shiva do.”

“But if I tell you something, there’s a good chance he’ll remember it.”

I shrug. “Hopefully. I think…I think he remembers everything from my existence. But for some reason, I’m blocked from his memories.”

The way she’s looking at me right now, I can tell she doesn’t think I’m well. And I think she’s probably right. This place, the Subverse, it did a number on me. The fact that I seem to have escaped into the real Joe Pikeman’s head…that’s probably a blessing, even if I am a prisoner inside his head. It’s good for me. I’m sure it is.

But the desire to hurt Zelah Eliot remains. To hurt anyone available. But she’s so beautiful, too, I…I had a thing for her, didn’t I? The real Joe, I mean. He didn’t admit it to himself, but I’ll admit it. Lust rises up inside me, and it clashes with my desire for violence, generating twisted visions in my head.

“I’m going to tell you what I discovered,” she says, nodding, as if to herself. She rises from her chair, then crosses the room, the gravity seeming to shift to accommodate her as she steps from one wall to the next.

When she reaches me, she sits across from me on the rug, also cross-legged. I’m sure it’s not a good idea to be so near me, but I also won’t complain. My old tricks for circumventing the safeguards against pain are starting to bubble up through my thoughts.

“I don’t think the brainprints are reliable,” she says, snapping me out of my reverie.

“Hmm? What?”

“The brainprints. Sent between Subverse residents and people in the real. I believe they’re being tampered with. Either Bacchus Corp, or the Subverse’s algorithms—whoever’s doing it, I’m not able to communicate properly with my double in the real. With the biological Zelah. My husband doesn’t believe me. He completely discounts my suspicions, along with pretty much everything else I say. But I’m sure it’s true.”

“What have you tried to tell the real Zelah?”

“That I don’t think this is how humans should live. That I think this place makes us unhappy, and then crazy. But it doesn’t get through. Anything negative about the Subverse gets edited out.”

“Where is your husband now?”

She narrows her eyes slightly. “Gone. For months, now. He plays the Great Game. He’s on deployment with his faction in the Nightmute System, battling the Ocher Faction for control of asteroid mining in the region. Why do you ask?”

In answer, I lean forward and press my lips to hers, so tenderly that it surprises even me.

Zelah jerks back, eyes wide, blinking at me in surprise. I wait, something very close to panic coursing through me. What am I doing? Whatever it is, this is the realest thing I remember feeling in the Subverse. Ever.

Then she leans forward, kissing me back.

We intertwine, sinking to the rug, and soon her straps are slipping down her bare shoulders.

Hours later, as she’s lying in my arms, I fade away. Without warning.

My last memory is of intense longing, with a bitter note of sadness that I’m leaving her.
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I wake, blinking into the light filtering through a grimy window. This looks like the shed where me and Soren slept during our first night in Sheen City.

Then I give a start, as the memory of lying with Zelah Eliot comes crashing back. Right after she told me her suspicions about the brainprints. That wasn’t a dream, was it?

“Was that your first time overclocking?”

My hand darts instinctively to my blaster, but it isn’t there. Though my body aches everywhere, I manage to push myself to a sitting position. It doesn’t seem like I’m in any condition to meet an attack, if the speaker wanted to attack me, but it’s just the old Shiva, standing in a shadowed corner.

“The second time,” I grunt, pushing myself backward to learn against the rough wooden wall. A splinter pokes out into the small of my back, but I don’t have the energy to shift myself just yet.

“You aren’t ready. Your training hasn’t progressed enough. You’re lucky you aren’t dead.”

“I would be dead, if I hadn’t overclocked.”

“Not if you’d stayed in that basement, as Soren suggested.”

The old knight meets my glare with a neutral expression.

“Is that what a Shiva Knight would have done?” I ask.

“No,” he says without hesitation.

“Good. Because if it is, I don’t want to be one.”

“Still,” he says. “You must avoid situations that require you to overclock in order to survive. You didn’t have to come to Sheen City at all.”

“If I hadn’t, Rile would have kept his power over these people. We beat him, right?”

He nods.

“And because I’m helping Soren, he’ll help me clear my name with the Guard. That’ll make traveling through this sector a lot less complicated.”

“I’m surprised you think that’s going to work out so cleanly.”

“Soren says he can do it. If he says it, then he can.”

“If you say so.” The door opens, and the old man vanishes before Soren gets far enough into the shed to see him. He stands with his hands on his hips, wearing a wry grin as he studies me.

“Well, I’d say it’s a miracle you’re still alive, but…I’ve never seen anyone fight like that, Joe.” The silence stretches on, and his grin fades. “Sorry you woke up in this place. Even though we saved them—you saved them, really—I figured we should try to stay out of the aftermath as much as possible. Let them decide where they’ll go from here. I figured that’s what you would have argued for, anyway. So I moved you here.”

“You were right.”

“Okay. Good, then.” He clears his throat. “I did a little negotiating, too, of course.”

I shift away from the splinter, wincing. “To access the Subverse server room?”

“Yeah. They’re going to continue controlling it—they don’t trust the Guard enough to hand it over completely. I guess they’re afraid we’ll swoop in and exterminate them the moment they do. They don’t know we lack the manpower to do that.”

“So what’s the deal?”

“Trade. We keep them provisioned in food and supplies, and they grant us access to the server room when we want it. No more coercion, no more demands like the ones Rile made, to hunt down his brother. Just trade.”

“So they won’t need to trade with Fairfax anymore. They won’t need his weapons.”

“That’s the idea. I doubt Otto would allow that to continue, anyway.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, at that. Otto’s still alive, then. That’s good.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Soren says. “I’m surprised Otto didn’t get whacked, too. When he saw you draw the attention of the force attacking him, he laid into them like a devil, and what was left of your squad did the same. But Rile’s men seemed fixated on you. You were like a god, Joe, and every man of them wanted to be the one to slay you.”

I wave my hand. “Cut the melodrama. I’m not in the mood for you to massage the truth for your versecast right now.”

“No massaging. I’m being serious.”

“Are the women and children safe?”

Soren frowns. “A lot of the ones died, from the building you went into. But a lot of them survived, and the people in the other buildings were untouched. They’re grateful to us, Joe. They want to throw a feast for us.”

“We don’t have time to feast.”

His frown deepens. “Thought you’d say that.”

“We’ll let them restock our Broadswords, then we’re leaving.”

“Yeah. Okay. We should get going, anyway. I think Fairfax is planning to ramp up his plans for this sector.”

That makes my eyebrows climb. “You’re taking the threat of Fairfax seriously, now?”

“Well, Otto told me something while you were unconscious. Apparently children weren’t the only thing Rile was supplying to Fairfax. He also gave them…specimens.”

I squint at him. “Specimens?”

“Yeah. From a cat-like species, which Otto called the Kitane. They’re most like Earth jaguars, except with antennae that give them a couple extra senses, including what sounds a lot like echolocation, for the nights under the thick jungle canopy.”

I nod. “What do you make of it?”

“Well, I saw the versecast of your battle with that giant snake. A lot of people say you had your ship’s computer generate the entire sequence, but I know better. Do you think Fairfax’s next mutant might be based on the Kitane?”

“Possible,” I say as my fatigue spikes. “Either way, we need to get off Anaconda and get to Gauntlet.”

“Agreed. If I back you up, hopefully we can convince the brass to lend us some troops to deal with this.”

“I thought you said they consider Fairfax an ally.”

“Not after this. I’m sure they won’t. Not after what he was doing here.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I’m going to back you up, Joe. I’m going to keep up my end of the bargain. And after we clear your name, we’ll tackle this thing together.”

That sounds like the old Soren to me. I manage to get to my feet, using the wall for balance, and I grip his hand firmly. We exchange grim smiles.

Before we leave, and as Otto’s people restock our ships under Soren’s and X3B’s supervision, I learn from one of my recent squadmates that Rile is still alive, and being held in custody. I ask Otto to let me see him, and he agrees. I guess he wants to set a good precedent for his relationship with the Guard, going forward.

They’re keeping Rile in a room where he’d positioned one of the bombs meant to blow up his subjects if they defied him. He’s under heavy guard, but the men and women at the door forget to take my blaster as I go in. That, or they were never ordered to.

Either way, when the door closes behind me, I draw the blaster and level it at the scrawny man sitting in the room’s corner, leering up at me through hooded eyes.

“Otto send you to do what he couldn’t?” Rile asks.

“No,” I spit. “I thought I’d do him a favor.”

“Well, go on, then.”

I stand there for a long time, weapon trained on the monster crouched before me. Rile is way worse than Arthur Eliot—and probably worse than most of the people I’ve ever killed. If anyone deserves to die, it’s this bastard.

“What are you waiting for?” Rile asks, and a sneer begins to shape his mouth. “You can’t do it either. Can you, Troubleshooter?”

What’s wrong with me? I just slaughtered dozens of Rile’s men, neutralizing them one after another. What’s one more kill?

But I fought Rile’s men to defend myself, didn’t I? And anyway, part of me knows that even those kills will come back to haunt me, eventually.

I should be able to put down Rile without a moment’s thought. The sims they put me through on Gauntlet were supposed to make me into a cold killing machine. And they did, for a time.

But Rile is crouched there, defenseless. This would be an execution, not a fair fight.

I lower the blaster. “Fount damn it,” I mutter.

With that, I leave the room. Rile’s cackling laughter follows me out.
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The interlude in slipspace gives the Fount coursing through my body time to repair it, and I give myself lots of rest to help things along.

That said, I still limp through my usual workout regimen as best I can, confident that if I screw up and injure myself further, the Fount will compensate.

That’s the thing—I’ve always taken the Fount’s restorative properties for granted, and it’s led me to take on more risk than I probably should have. But these new capabilities…the ability to disguise myself, and overclocking…they’re something else entirely. Overclocking gave me an incredible advantage over Rile’s men, almost an unfair one.

Except, maybe it was fair, in one sense. According to the old knight, my body paid for it. Overclocking always takes time off your life, according to him. Sometimes days, sometimes years. Between that and my refusal to enter nanodeath during slipspace voyages, it seems I’m not going to live very long.

“The journey to Gauntlet involves two legs in slipspace,” Belflower says. She requested a private meeting, and I granted her one. I’m not willing to succumb to any attempts to blackmail me, but there’s a difference between that and willfully pissing her off. She does have sensitive information, and I doubt Marissa would be pleased if I failed to respect that. “Our course intersects the Barrow System—” She indicates a point on the shared star map that’s spread throughout the bridge, projected by our dataspheres. “We’ll arrive there in just a few week’s time.”

“And?”

“Barrow has multiple slip points. We could use one of them to ditch your friend and continue searching for the bots.”

The corner of my mouth twitches. “How would that work? We’ll be entering Barrow at the same time as Soren.”

“We let him leave first, then simply head to another exit point.”

“ And what makes you think I’m going to abandon clearing my name with the Guard just so you can check on the uprising sooner?”

“What makes you think Soren will make good on his promises?”

“Because he’s my friend, and I trust him.”

“People change in ten years, Captain. Some people change a lot. And I’m thinking maybe you distrusted him to some degree, even when you were in training together.”

I frown at her, partly because of the impertinence of the remark, and partly because she’s right.

“Besides, as I’ve already pointed out, we have every reason to believe we’ll find your daughter involved with the uprising somehow. Whether she supports it or opposes it.”

I shake my head. “Just because you’re obsessed with this thing doesn’t mean Harmony is. There are other things happening in this sector, and we’re going to take them one at a time. We’re trusting Soren. Ship, deactivate Engineer.”

She vanishes from the bridge, and I recline in my chair, enjoying the silence. Humoring her is one thing, but she was starting to get on my nerves.

That’s when the old man crosses into view from my left, and I groan. “You’d think I’d be able to get a moment’s peace, traveling alone in a Broadsword going faster than light.”

He grunts. “Did you also think you’d get a holiday from your training? Since you seem so intent on barreling headlong into things you don’t understand, I would think you’d feel more strongly about continuing.”

“Oh, I intend to continue the training. I was just waiting for you to show up. It’s not like I’m able to message you.”

“If you speak, I will hear it. I’m currently encoded in the Fount circulating through the Ares’ oxygen filtration system.”

“So, I’m breathing you in as we speak?”

He grimaces. “It’s probably best not to think of it like that.” He clears his throat. “Do you realize what happened, in Sheen?”

“I killed a lot of people, and we stopped a tyrant.”

“Not that. I’m talking about the storm.”

“What about it?”

“Didn’t you notice how it came out of nowhere, on a perfectly clear day?”

“I was a little too busy with other thing to play amateur meteorologist.”

“But you recall how shocked Otto was at its gestation.”

“Uh, yeah. That storm’s ‘gestation’ really threw him for a loop.” I make a face.

“This is no laughing matter. Joe, I’m beginning to think you’ve been Chosen.”

Tilting my head, I say, “Sure, but haven’t we been over this already? You already said the Fount chose me to be a Shiva—to head for the center of the galaxy, restore it and all that.”

“It’s more than that. The land has begun to reflect your state. The storm only began to form once you became angered by the condition of the people in Sheen City.”

That makes me blink. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Have you known me to kid?”

“Well, no. Definitely not. But to suggest that was anything but coincidence—”

“Obviously, you haven’t grasped how integrated the Fount has become with the galaxy. Where there is life, there is the Fount. Just as viruses and bacteria circulate through the atmosphere, so does it. Do you not think it could affect the very weather itself, and bend it to the one it considers a vital agent of balance?”

“I think this is getting way too mystical for me.”

“Joe, we live in a time of great need. Galactic balance was meant to be restored decades ago—by me. I failed, as you so enjoy pointing out. But you must not fail. The future depends on your actions.”

Now that’s a scary thought. I messed up being a dad to Harmony—and now I’m expected to take care of the galaxy? “Tell me something. Did you die from overclocking?”

His lips firm up for a moment. “That’s how I was meant to die,” he says, his voice low.

“How do you mean?” I ask, hesitantly.

“Every Shiva’s quest is to restore the galaxy. To do that requires overclocking for so long that recovery becomes impossible. That’s why a living Shiva is such a rare thing—every last one dies accomplishing his quest.”

“And that includes me,” I say flatly. “I’m expected to die, too.”

The old man doesn’t answer, and I get the feeling that he hadn’t intended to divulge this tidbit just yet.

“I need a drink,” I say, standing up from the command seat.

Typically, I never drink. But included among the provisions Otto gave me are ten bottles of the best homemade wine Sheen City has to offer.

After what the old man just told me about what I’m actually expected to do in the galaxy’s Core…I intend to hit those bottles hard.
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I keep up my training. I’m not saying I’m on board with the whole dying thing, but what the old knight’s teaching is bound to come in handy either way. If I’m gonna go head-to-head with Fairfax, or beat the giant cat-thing he’s apparently engineering, I’ll need his training.

The training itself still involves a lot of sitting around and meditating, though we are working in some physical exercises. The old man has me trying to come as close to overclocking as I can without actually doing it. Remembering how it feels, focusing so much that my reflexes are razor-sharp, even in my normal state. Obviously, I’ll never reach the level of performance I did against Rile’s men without overclocking, but the old knight says this will prepare me for when I do overclock.

Training doesn’t take up all my time, and I spend some of the leftover hours researching the Kitane. The animals are the color of wheat by default—except for the insides of their ears, which are pure white—though apparently they can camouflage with their surroundings by altering the color of their fur. Except, a Kitane doesn’t actually have fur. It resembles fur, but each tiny wisp is actually a protrusion of scaly flesh, which it can alter just like a chameleon. Kitane are kind of like a cross between a snake and a cat. Truth be told, they freak me right the Fount out.

On top of all that, Kitane can use echolocation, while their antennae make them super-sensitive to disturbances in the air. Their retractable claws are long enough to remind me of a comic book character that still gets trotted out in the Subverse sometimes, and their teeth look about as fun as a bear trap. They put a lot of Earth predators to shame, meaning there’s nothing in humanity’s evolutionary history that could possibly prepare me to face one—let alone one that’s larger than the Ares.

But I try not to dwell on that.

Other things I’m trying not to dwell on include the way Marissa’s been avoiding me. I’d expect her to be lecturing me regularly about not going to look for Harmony, but if I had to guess, I’d say she’s given up.

Moe’s been acting weird, too. They were both pretty subdued during the trip from Sheen City to the slip exit coords, out past the Nectar System’s sixth planet. And when it came time to cooperate with Belflower to perform a full systems check, they delivered their reports in clipped words, exchanging glances every so often.

Whatever. Between training and learning about the Kitane, I have plenty to keep myself occupied. The cat is becoming something of an obsession, which I start to realize after the fourth straight evening researching it. I decide to take a break by watching some of Soren’s versecasts from the time before I met up with him on the Amydon Shipyards. I start with his first encounter with Rile.

It went exactly how he said it did: Rile asked him to headhunt his brother, and Soren said he would need backup and knew where to find it. Even though the tyrant apparently hates the Subverse as much as I do, in the versecast he seems amused by the spontaneous asides Soren launches into mid-conversation, meant to keep his versecast audience engaged.

As I continue back through his history, I learn that Soren leans on his audience’s anti-biological bias a lot—more than he did around me. He calls biologicals “backward,” “uneducated,” “naive,” and “a necessary evil.”

A necessary evil? Soren is biological, for Fount’s sake!

The guy must know what he’s doing when it comes to cultivating a Subverse audience, since he’s been doing it nonstop for most of his life. But to sell out your principles so completely, just to get more followers…

I wonder if it happened gradually, or if he just decided overnight to go against the real and everything it stands for. Probably the first one. That’s normally how selling your soul goes—you dole it out piece by piece, rarely all at once.

I wonder if Soren’s family ever watches his versecasts. They must. He was always their golden boy, and they credited him with lifting them out of poverty. The money he made versecasting paid for his younger brother’s education in the arts, not to mention replacing his father’s leg when he lost it trying to repair a threshing bot.

But how do they see his prejudice against his own people? Do they turn a blind eye, or does Soren assure them it’s all necessary to maintain his audience?

Either way, the versecasts give me a lot to think about. Little of it pleasant.

The training and the research continue, and the days roll by. At last, the time comes to exit slipspace into Barrow, the star system Belflower suggested as a good place to ditch Soren, if I was so inclined.

“Activate crew,” I say, and they all appear at their respective stations. Belflower and Asterisk look eager to be underway, but Marissa and Moe both wear grim expressions.

“Prepare to exit slipspace,” I say. “Everyone perform one last superficial check of your station. Our next exit point is on the other side of Barrow System, so we’ll be in realspace for about nine hours, provided we don’t run into any surprises.”

“Exiting slipspace now,” Moe says. 

I turn to Marissa. “OPO, do you see the Hermes?”

“Affirmative,” Marissa says tersely. “She’s already here.”

“Very good.” I will my datasphere to contact Soren’s. “How was your trip?”

“Fine,” he answers, sounding distracted. “Looks like that’s about to change, though. I’m getting a distress signal from the Midtown in this system.”

I glance at Marissa, who’s studying her station intently. She must have gotten the same signal. “What’s going on?” Midtowns are the Mid-System equivalent of Brinktowns.

“Well, I’m not sure I trust the contents. Apparently, they were attacked by a pack of bots. If that’s true, it’s the first time it’s ever happened.”

My pulse accelerates, and a tendon in my neck starts twitching. “We’d better investigate.”
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By the time we reach the Midtown, the houses have stopped smoldering, but it’s not hard to tell the damage is fresh. I peer through a belly sensor as our Broadswords fly in tandem above the walled village, and I can see several streets coated in ash. Many of the structures are nothing but burned-out husks.

The spaceport was wrecked too, so Soren and I put down in the middle of town, in the center of the cobbled main square.

“Where’s the server room location?” Soren asks the gathered throng as he emerges from his airlock. “Do any of you know?”

Although they’ve clearly come to greet us, many of the residents seem in varying states of shock, their eyes wandering across the hulls of our ships as Soren speaks to them.

“We don’t,” a young man says, who’s more clear-eyed than the rest. “The bots made us show them the terminal, but they went off again. My guess, they hacked it for the server location and went off.”

“So you were really attacked by bots?” Soren says, eyes narrowed.

“Aye. Their ship left the Barrow System just before yours entered it, from what our satellites are telling us. Though I’ll tell you, these things didn’t act like any bot I’ve ever seen.”

“How did they act?”

“Like people. Trapped inside bots.”

“Is the terminal still operational?” I say, before Soren can ask any more questions. I’m wary of his versecast audience learning too much, then spreading misinformation across the galaxy. Clearly, I need to have an offline conversation with him, very soon.

“Aye,” the boy says. “They didn’t harm it.”

Soren looks at me. “I’ll get the server location from the terminal. Then I’ll go check on the servers. You stay here and help these people.”

I know that “help these people” is code for “find out what happened,” but I also plan to do whatever I can for them. That said, I doubt there’s much I can do.

“You sure you don’t want backup?” I say. “In case the bots left a nasty surprise for you?”

Soren grins. “I’ll send X3B in first. Patch his feed through to my versecast, and—”

“Got it,” I cut in, doubtful these people are interested in hearing about his versecasting techniques right now.

The boy shows Soren to the terminal, and he returns after ten minutes with the server’s location.

“I’ll be back inside two hours, if all goes well,” he says. “If it doesn’t, I’ll get in touch.”

“Good luck,” I say. “And stay frosty.”

“Hard not to,” he says, putting his hands to his biceps and chattering his teeth comically. It’s winter here, apparently. Unless it’s always this cold. I’ve heard it said that Mid-Systems planets tend to be colder and rougher, though I’ve always figured that as bluster from Midtown natives trying to show up Brinktowners.

The Hermes takes off, and I secure my ship against the locals’ curiosity, leaving orders with the crew to warn off anyone who gets too close, and to contact me if they do. I’m here to help, but I’m not here to give tours of my Broadsword, or let anyone paw at her as if she were an interactive exhibit.

The boy and I take one of the streets branching off from the main square, which ash covers in random lines and swirls. Despite the recent trauma, he’s chatty enough, so I mostly let him talk. He has an earnestness that makes him believable, in a way most overly talkative people aren’t. I guess that sort of person usually seems nervous, like they have something to hide behind their torrent of words, but not this guy.

“A few dozen died in the attack,” he says. “My pa was one of them.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” He raises a finger to his eyes and wipes something away, but other than that he stays composed. Tough kid. “I was unlucky. But as a town, we were fortunate. Not too many deaths. The bots didn’t seem all that concerned with killing, not once they got what they wanted. The reason you don’t see many of us around is because most are out repairing the walls so the horse raptors don’t get in.”

Right now, I’m trying to picture what a horse raptor must look like. Some species just aren’t worth meeting, no matter how interested in xenobiology one might be.

“I tried to pitch in,” the boy continues, “but they wouldn’t hear of it. Said I needed time to process what had happened.” The kid looks up at me, and I can see more tears welling up in his eyes. “Pa was due to upload next year. I would have been able to spend eternity with him and ma. Now it’ll just be me and her alone, forever.”

I clear my throat, not feeling confident about dealing with a situation like this. Kid needs a long bout with a therapy sim, but then, I’m not one to talk about that. “What did they want?”

“Huh?”

“You said the bots left everyone alone, once they got what they wanted. What was it?”

“Ludmilla Cadogan, seems like. Though they took all our bots, too.”

I shake my head, eyes narrowed slightly. “A Cadogan?”

“Yes sir. And they took her, sure enough. That’s why this many people died—we wouldn’t give her up, not until the bodies started really stacking up. She wanted to give herself up from the outset, but we wouldn’t hear of it. We all loved her, mister. She was dear to us. Seventy-two, but as spry as a thirty-year-old, near enough.”

“Hmm.” The Cadogans are the best-loved of the Five Families, and the most trusted. Which makes me trust them the least, just as a matter of principle. They’re the ones who created the Fount, and as such they’ve fallen on hard times in recent centuries, since the Fount finished serving Bacchus Corp’s purposes a long time ago. All the same, like the rest of the Five Families, they have guaranteed spots in the digital heaven, available to them whenever they wish. But I’ve heard about a lot of them remaining in the real, pursuing various branches of physical science, in a galaxy where no one cares about the physical anymore.

You’d think that would endear them to me, and it would, if they hadn’t also been one of the key architects of humanity’s downfall. I don’t trust the Five Families, period. Which I guess you might call ironic, considering I bedded one and got her pregnant.

Anyway. If a Cadogan was living here in Midtown, for long enough to become loved by the people, then I’m given to wondering exactly how she was manipulating them, and how they played into her experiments. Come to think of it, I have been getting this weird, creepy vibe ever since stepping off the Ares.

Then, it hits me, and I can’t believe I didn’t pick up on it before: “Where are all the children?” I ask.

The boy opens his mouth to answer, but at that moment, some sort of demon charges into the road up ahead of us, emerging from a side street. It has two limbs protruding from its front like great green lobster claws, which it uses to snatch up two pedestrians at once as they shriek in surprise, and then pain. The sound of crunching bones floats past the buildings toward us.

“That a horse raptor?” I ask. But the boy’s gone from my side, fled to a nearby house to pound on the door.

The noise draws the thing’s attention, which is just as well, since I was about to do that with my blaster anyway. Kneeling in the ash and dirt, I cup my left hand under my right to steady my aim.

It drops its victims, and they tumble limply to the ground, sending up puffs of black dust. Then it charges.

The term “horse raptor” made me envision a perfect cross between those two creatures from Earth’s evolutionary history, which was horrifying enough. But, as these things often go, the reality’s more horrible.

The thing barreling toward me past the Midtown’s cubic metal buildings looks more like a praying mantis on steroids. Each of its four black eyes holds a searing red pupil in the very center, and its lobster-claw appendages hang at the end of tree-trunk limbs. Its four spindly legs appear to perform an impossible task as they flick its entire frame forward in bounding leaps, covering meters at a time.

It doesn’t take long for me to empty my charge pack into its face, spamming the trigger as fast as I can. Three of its four eyes burst apart in gouts of orange ichor, and I manage to take out the fourth just as it reaches me.

I roll to the side from my kneeling position, and its thin, razor-edged foot just misses slicing me open. A nearby alleyway provides some cover, and I back into it, slapping in a fresh charge pack and opening up once more on the beast’s thick carapace.

With its vision gone, the horse raptor starts laying about with its lobster claws, smashing and crashing them into whatever it can find—rooves, doorways, a bicycle, and the ground. Across the street, the boy has plastered himself back against the door he was knocking on, which has failed to open. His face is the color of snow, and a dark patch is spreading through his trousers.

My breathing steady, I continue to fire, aiming for the thing’s joints. Three times, I’m forced to change position, side-stepping down the street ahead of its claws.

Finally, the horse raptor begins to slow down, and near the end of my third charge pack it collapses under its own weight to lie there twitching in the sooty street.

I walk to the porch where the boy still stands, shaking, and I clap a hand on his shoulder, guiding him around the spasming demon. “Anyway. You were saying?”

He raises a shaking hand to point at his dead neighbors up ahead, their bodies misshapen from the bone-crushing squeeze. The boy’s chin lifts toward me, his mouth open and trembling.

“Hey,” I say, gently tapping his head with two fingers. “This is not the worst thing that happened to you today. Where’d the tough guy go who I was talking to a few minutes ago?”

We sidestep the bodies, which have already attracted a group of people who’ve emerged from their hiding places to gather around. The boy can’t seem to avert his gaze—probably he knows them well—but I guide him by the shoulders till we’re past them.

“What’s your name?” I ask him.

“Uh, Percy. Percy Oliver.”

“Okay, great, Perce. Can I call you Perce?”

Percy frowns. “I’d rather you didn’t. Sounds like ‘purse.’ Like a lady’s bag.”

“How about ‘Murse?’”

His frown deepens, and I chuckle. “Percy it is. You were just about to explain to me why this place has no kids.”

“Oh. Right.” He blinks, and I can almost see it as he pulls himself back together. “That’s ’cause no one’s had kids here for over fourteen years.”

That makes me fall silent, as I consider the implications of that. Tumbling birth rates aren’t news—ever since the Fall, people have been trying to make enough tokens to upload to the Subverse as early as they can. The expense of raising children doesn’t exactly hasten that process. But I’ve never heard of an entire town giving up reproduction for any length of time, let alone over a decade.

One thing seems certain: Ludmilla Cadogan is behind all this.

I’m about to ask Percy how, exactly, when Soren’s voice enters my thoughts: “Joe, I’m at the server room. Got soaked doing it—it’s accessed through a covered hatch in the middle of a swamp. I think moss conceals it under normal circumstances, but it looks like the bots scorched that off.”

“What did you find?”

“Nothing. I mean, no damage. They didn’t touch the equipment itself.”

“Any tampering?”

“Nothing physical. The log shows they made off with petabytes of data, though, and it looks like they deleted that data off the servers. I’m getting messages from my audience with clips from local news—apparently, thousands of people vanished from the Subverse in an instant, without warning. That must be the data they took. The consciousnesses of those people.”

“Fount. We need to report this to Gauntlet, yesterday.”

“I know. It’d be better if we could take a resident from here with us—a first-hand account of the attack would make them take this more seriously.”

I pause. Percy’s staring at me looking slightly confused, and it’s not hard to tell why: since this conversation’s all subvocalized, it looks to him like I’m just standing here, staring into space. “You really think that’s necessary, Soren?”

“The Guard needs a lot of motivating to allocate troops to anything these days, Joe.”

I nod, though Soren can’t see that. “These people could use some sort of relief effort. Plus, the Guard might want to look into what’s going on with them. There’s something weird about this place.”

“Yeah? Well, we’re out of time for getting involved. Have you met anyone you think we could drag through slipspace with us?”

My gaze falls on Percy again, who’s looking up at me with questioning eyes.

“Uh, yeah. I think I might have someone.”
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“This is so cool,” Percy says, wandering the bridge, gazing around at it wide-eyed. He stops near the command seat. “You mind if I—?”

Before I can answer, he deposits himself into it, straightening up to peer forward with an air of determination.

I bite off some cutting words before they can make their way out, reminding myself that this kid just lost his dad.

His mom was accommodating enough. She seemed eager to send Percy to Gauntlet if it meant getting to the bottom of what happened, and finding Ludmilla. She seemed a lot more concerned with that than she did with avenging Percy’s father. Based on their reactions to his death, I’m getting the impression he was a bit of a shit, or at least shiftless enough that his absence doesn’t seem to make much of a difference to them.

The crew are all already at their posts, but since he’s not a Guardsman, Percy’s datasphere doesn’t have access to them. “Get us off this planet and to the exit coords,” I say to them, subvocalizing so Percy can’t hear. “Full system checks en route.”

They subvocalize their acknowledgments, following my lead, which pleases me. As aggravating as this crew can be sometimes, I have to say, they’re the most obedient I’ve had to date.

I tell Percy to strap in for the ascent through the planet’s gravity well, then I head for the cabin to lie in my bunk and ride it out there as best I can.

The Ares bounds into orbit. Once she switches to positron reactor propulsion, about five minutes after leaving Midtown, I get up and head back onto the bridge.

I walk toward Marissa’s station, and she looks at me askance as I turn to lean back against her circular railing. “Listen,” I say to Percy. “Can you tell me why Ludmilla Cadogan was so popular among you and your neighbors?”

“’Course I can,” Percy says, nodding vigorously. “It’s ’cause she could do so much with the Fount.”

“What do you mean—like, Fount engineering?”

“Sure. Well, she didn’t figure out how to change it, exactly. It’s designed to be basically tamper-proof without the access codes. She must have explained all that to us a thousand times. Redundant, iterative layers of security, dispersed across thousands of nanobots residing inside dozens of people, right?”

“Yeah.”

“But she figured out how to control what the Fount does to people. Using drugs.”

“Uh huh. What did these drugs do?”

“Only what everyone’s secretly wished for ever since the Fall. Everything our biology would normally make us want—all that’s gone.”

“Everything?”

“Yeah, you know.” Percy shifts uncomfortably. “Not like food, I mean. Nothing important for our survival. But, uh…sex drive?”

“Right,” I say, wondering what Percy’s age is. He seems kind of old to be so uncomfortable around this topic.

“She made the Fount flatten out our hormones, too. So, for example, the men lost our natural aggressiveness. That’s gone, plus competitiveness, and so on—we all work together, now.”

“To do what?”

“Well, the changes also made us more creative, so we could make more art for the Subverse.”

I shift against the railing. “How did she manage that?”

“She made it so the Fount stimulated the right side of our brain, and suppressed nor—uh, noreh—”

Unbidden, my datasphere supplies the word he’s likely trying to say, along with the context it considers most relevant: “NOREPINEPHRINE. A NEUROTRANSMITTER ASSOCIATED WITH LONGTERM MEMORY RETRIEVAL. ITS SUPPRESSION MAKES IT EASIER TO FORM NEW CONNECTIONS AND IDEAS.”

“Norepinephrine?” I say.

“Yeah. That’s the one. Plus, it suppressed some things the fronts of our brains do. If it didn’t, we’d be too hard on ourselves while we were creating.”

The boy’s face gleams as he tells me about all this, as though he’s describing some lasting utopia—like he gets to live in ancient Earth’s most famous theme park, Disneyland, all the time.

What I’m picturing right now is a barn full of creative cattle, tricked into thinking they’re living fulfilling lives. Painting with brushes affixed to their skulls with heavy metal braces.

“So, no one has sex anymore? No babies?”

“That’s right,” Percy says, nodding in that over-enthusiastic way he has. “It might sound strange to you, mister, but it works. We’re all richer than we could have imagined—we’re well on our way to uploading to the Subverse. But no one’s richer than anyone else, see? We made an agreement to share any wealth we made, equally, among everyone. No competition. Only cooperation, till we all get into the Subverse and live together, happy, forever.”

“Uh huh. And Cadogan? Did she receive an equal share of the wealth, too?”

The boy frowns, as if sensing for the first time that I might not be in total admiration of the world he’s describing. “Well, don’t you think she should be paid for what she created?” he says.

“I think people should get paid proportionate to what they contribute, yeah.”

“Exactly. So of course Ms. Cadogan got more than the rest of us, since she created the whole thing!”

“How much more?”

“Five shares. She’s always been very open about it. She wanted to take less, but we wouldn’t hear of it.”

“I’m sure she did,” I mutter.

“The system works, mister. Maybe it’s not somewhere you think you’d want to live—there were some hold-backs, at first—but eventually everyone got on board, once they realized it was the way things were going. That’s not all, either. Our way of doings things is spreading to other Midtowns already. I’ve heard of three who’ve already started changing over to our way of life.”

“Your town will die.”

“No it won’t,” Percy says, sounding genuinely baffled. “The opposite of that. It’s going to live forever.”

“In the real, I mean. Your Midtown will become a ghost town.”

“Who wants to stay in the real, anymore? I haven’t met a single person who does.”

I do, but I don’t say that. Why bother? Instead, I say, “If the entire galaxy followed your model, there wouldn’t be anyone left to tend the infrastructure that makes the Subverse possible. The entire system would collapse.”

“Maybe it needs to. Maybe we can find a way to trust the bots to take care of it for us. Ms. Cadogan says the real is a dead place. Think about how we’ve never met any other species as smart as us, for instance. The space between the stars is as empty as it’s possible to be. Ms. Cadogan says the future’s in the Subverse.”

She’s right, in a sense, but not in the way she hopes. The future’s waiting in the Subverse, all right. But it’s fighting tooth and nail to get out, and once it does, humanity will learn what pain really means.

GAUNTLET
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We get the first distress signals three hours out from Gauntlet—just an hour after we entered the Needle System.

“Fount,” Soren says. “Is the entire galaxy burning down?”

“Not yet.” I’m pretty sure we’ve only been witnessing the initial sparks.

“Looks like Midtown was just a warm-up for these assholes.” Soren sounds genuinely angry, in contrast to his usual cavalier attitude. I wonder how his versecast audience will respond to this genuine emotion. Probably, they’ll lap it up.

I’m studying the transmitted images that accompanied the distress call: bots marching in orderly ranks, firing on turrets and Guardsmen confronting them across Gauntlet’s sunny plains. Percy said they acted like humans, but these look pretty regimented. There is disorder, though. They don’t march in perfect tandem, and the footage shows some of them exchanging gestures of encouragement and support. Just like humans would.

One bot runs ahead of the rest, waving his comrades on. The Guardsmen gun him down, but his sacrifice seems to buoy the others, and they charge forward with renewed vigor.

They look like revolutionaries.

“I’m guessing they’ve hit a few Midtowns recently.” I silently curse how slowly news travels through the galaxy. 

“Why do you say that?” Soren asks.

“Look at their numbers. They took all the bots from the Midtown we visited, right? Where else would they be able to swell their numbers by so many, unless they hit a Lambton factory cylinder?”

“Fount,” Soren says, barely above a whisper. “Do you think they’ll hit that next?”

“If they haven’t already.”

We spend the rest of the trip across the system formulating a plan of attack. We’re close enough for real-time communication, so we meet in a simulation of a war room. The room has no doors, just a holographic display in the center, which we stand around.

The bots are hitting Control, the mechanized city where the admiralty administers the entire Galactic Guard. It’s built to resemble its Subverse counterpart as closely as possible: all sleek, gleaming metal and cold, blue lights, though much of it needs a good wash, and a few buildings look like they’re on the verge of corroding through and collapsing.

The city’s blue lights remind me of Rodney Fairfax’s eyes—the way they blazed during our duel on Arbor. I always thought Control looked out of place amidst Gauntlet’s calm, natural beauty.

The city’s dark central tower rears against an eternally clear sky, surrounded close-in by shorter towers with rounded, bulbous tops that always reminded me of tumors. The rest of the city is mostly flat, comprised of data centers and admin buildings, with the dwellings for the city’s round-the-clock staff of almost thirty thousand situated mostly underground. Officers live up-top, of course—that is, the few who are biological.

The thought of so many humans living in one place in the real always blew me away, and it still does. Still more live elsewhere on Gauntlet: Guardsmen-in-training, instructors, reserve troops, and so on. The Guard draws its personnel from all over the galaxy, so it makes sense, but I still have trouble wrapping my head around it.

“That distress signal was twenty minutes in transit,” Soren says, “so by the time we get there, the battle will have advanced over three hours from that point. Think they’ll keep the bots out of Control for that long?”

“I hope so,” I say. “How many Troubleshooters does the Guard keep stationed in Needle System, these days?”

“None.”

I glance up from the display. “Come again?”

“They don’t keep any here, Joe. As it is, they have enough trouble finding Troubleshooters to deploy to problem areas.”

“I see. In that case, the biggest difference we can hope to make to the engagement is to strafe the bots with our Broadswords before they enter the city. If we arrive after that, we’re just another couple troopers chasing bots through Control. We can’t strafe them after they enter the city—the brass will string us up from Module’s highest spire.” Module is the Control’s central tower. I gesture at the barracks surrounding Control, designed to match the city’s aesthetic, but really just a place to stuff a bunch of meatspace soldiers. “Tell me every bunk in the barracks are still kept full.”

“Mostly,” Soren says, meeting my eyes.

“Fount,” I breathe. Just how chaotic have the Mid-Systems gotten, for the Guard to have to draw on the Control garrison? “How long should it take for the reserve forces to deploy?”

“I’m sure they’ve already joined the battle.”

I nod. “In that case, we should find them still fighting outside the city. They have enough men to keep them at bay for that long.”

“Hell, maybe they’ll have the bots mopped up by the time we arrive.”

“Maybe.” The bots shown in the images weren’t all combat bots, so that’s something. They sure looked determined, though, and they’re all packing heat.

As for why they’re acting like humans…I don’t know what that signifies. Are they human minds inside bots, or just corrupted units? Either way, if they have full access to the combat bots’ battle protocols and arsenals, they’re going to give the Guard reserve forces a hell of a time.

We make it to the planet at last and start burning through layers of atmosphere. Gauntlet’s reputation for serenity is a bit misleading, when it comes to rides down its sky. The upper atmosphere is overly thick with dense gases, and the winds blow hard there. My crew stays intent on their stations throughout the trip down, which I appreciate, since the turbulence doesn’t affect them one bit.

Finally, we’re through—both Broadswords swooping in from the west toward the clashing armies. Zooming in using a forward sensor, I see the bots are taking full advantage of Gauntlet’s gentle hills—crouching and lying behind them to fire on the reserve forces.

That may protect them from the turrets and Guardsmen shooting them from near the city’s edge, but it won’t do anything about laserfire from above.

A few of the bots turn toward the oncoming ships; something real bots would never do, since they could simply peer out of a sensor on that side without turning. Definitely humans consciousnesses, then, still getting used to their new metal bodies.

“Let’s say hello from the Troubleshooters,” I say.

“Roger that,” Soren answers.

“Asterisk, you’re in charge of starboard and port-side laser turrets—whichever’s facing the enemy at a given time. Use macros when needed.”

“Aye, Captain.”

With that, I drop into the sim for controlling the Ares’ belly turret, which folds down from the hull from its position amidst her landing gear. I line up my shot using composite video from multiple sensors surrounding the turret, and I let a line of bots have it. Before firing, I paint my targets and send the data to Asterisk and Soren, to avoid redundant shooting. Then the grips are thrumming in my hands as I unleash a series of staccato laser bursts.

I know our first strafing run is a success before the shots land. An instant later, my assessment is confirmed as the bolts slam into the metal fighters, hitting heads, shoulders, and torsos. Some of them are crumpled to the ground by the bolts, others flick end over end across the field of battle. A couple manage to dodge the attack, but most are hemmed in by the blue bolts and the cover they’ve chosen.

Nearby, Soren conducts another successful strafing run, though his timing’s somewhat off, and a few of his shots go wide. That would have been me, just a few months ago. As much as I complain about the old knight, he was right: when I relied on my datasphere during combat, I was well short of my full potential. His training has brought me to a new level. All the more reason to keep him on.

Answering laserfire sails into the sky after us, but from what I’m seeing, the bots have nowhere near the artillery required to shoot a Broadsword out of the sky.

So they choose another tack. As we begin our second pass, the bots suddenly break into a charge. At their front, a towering figure leaps out of a hollow to lead them, midnight cape billowing out behind him.

Fairfax.

The bots’ laserfire multiplies, concentrating on a confined group of Guardsmen. Grenades arc out toward the same spot, and in the front ranks, only a few manage to flee before the explosions. Smoke and fire spurt upward, sending dirt, grass, and body parts flying.

“Aim for the figure in the lead,” I say over a wide channel shared by Soren and Asterisk, painting the target with a scarlet crosshairs for them. “That’s Fairfax.”

But we’re too far along our second strafing run to efficiently readjust now, and my order just ends up wasting a lot of energy in the form of laser bolts that eat nothing but ground.

“Damn it,” I bark, though only to myself, inside the sim. No Troubleshooter worth his salt would willingly share negative emotions with his crew and allies. A wild impulse rises inside me, to send a Javelin after Fairfax, but that would put the Guardsmen below in too much danger. I open a wide channel. “They know they can’t win out in the open, now that we’re giving our ground troops air support. So they’re making a push into the city.”

“They’ll take heavy losses doing that,” Soren says, sounding a lot calmer than I am. “Look at the fire they’re taking already.”

It’s true. Led by Fairfax, it’s like the bots are flanking themselves. They’re willfully barreling into the Guardsmen force, and the air’s filled with neon-blue laserfire hammering down on them from both sides. It’s a testament to Basic training and regular practice that no Guardsman has yet fallen to friendly fire.

“I don’t think they care about numbers,” I say.

“What? That’s ridiculous. Numbers have mattered to every insurgency in history.”

“We’ve never had an insurgency like this one, Soren. Think about all the bots in Brinktowns and Midtowns, all across the galaxy. We already know the average town’s defenses pose no threat to them, so they have the ability to reinforce their ranks pretty much without limit.”

“Still—”

“Look at them, Soren. They must know this is a suicide mission. Which means there must be something in Control they consider worth losing their entire force for. We need to put down and chase them. We need to stop them.”

“You think the two of us plus X3B can stop Fairfax?”

“I don’t think we have a choice.”

“All right, buddy. We’re in this far, I guess.”

Percy’s still in nanodeath—I got him to set up his datasphere so that he’d only come back to consciousness at a prompt from me. He should be fine to stay under during the battle, I figure. Hell, the Ares might be the safest place for him.

Both Broadswords plummet toward Gauntlet’s surface, landing amidst the swath of destruction Fairfax and his bots have carved for themselves.

By the time I’m exiting the Ares’ airlock, the invaders have already disappeared amidst the low, bulky structures of Control City.

At that moment, every mindfulness technique from the old knight fails me, and a surge of anger rises up at Fairfax’s audacity. Kidnapping children, sacrificing them to make his powerful friends happy, and now hitting the very heart of the Galactic Guard. I’m not going to let him get away with this.

I clamp down hard on my rage, smothering its fire and replacing it with determination.

Something hits the Ares’ hull behind me, then pings off and falls to the ground. I stare at it in disbelief.

It’s a piece of ice, similar in size and shape to a ping-pong ball. But Gauntlet hasn’t had any hail in decades.
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The old knight’s words echo through my thoughts: The storm only began to form when they angered you…

I shake my head. Even if that could possibly be true, now’s not the time to dwell on it. As I jog around the Ares to meet Soren, whose ship put down on the other side, I’m approached by a Guardsman. His face is covered in sweat, and the uniform of his shoulder is scorched by laserfire, but his spidersilk armor appears to have absorbed most of the bolt.

My datasphere provides his name and rank: Second Lieutenant Anthony Breen.

“Afternoon, Lieutenant,” I say, and he blinks, maybe surprised at the casual greeting.

“Good afternoon, sir,” he says, saluting. He flinches as an ice chunk beans him. The hail’s picking up, now, and I don’t see it making things any easier when it comes to running down the bots. At least we’re wearing helmets…though if I run into Fairfax, I’ll be removing it first thing. The extra protection isn’t worth how limiting it would be in a fight with him.

“I trust we’ll be chasing that mob of tin cans through Control together?” I say.

Soren joins us, helmet sealed to his shipsuit.

“About that, sir,” Breen says. “Major Yohn was in command of the contingent on this side of the city, but the bots got him. Our other field officers are too far away to get here in time. Are you okay to take command?”

I exchange glances with Soren, who shrugs. “Go ahead.” I’m sure I can hear a note of resentment in his voice. That brings me back to us putting down the pirate assault together during Assessment and Selection. Funny—he was fine to let me take the lead in the jungle surrounding Sheen, but in front of other Guardsmen he seems to balk at the idea.

“Wait a second. You do know who I am—don’t you, Guardsman? I mean, you recognize the birthmark, right?”

The lieutenant nods, seeming to avoid Soren’s gaze, which is who he probably should have offered the command to. “You’re Commander Joe Pikeman. And if your reputation’s any indication, there’s no more effective Troubleshooter out there.”

“Do this right, and it’ll go a long way with the brass,” Soren says, though he still sounds grudging to my ears.

“All right, then. We have no time. Let’s cross our fingers that those bots get lost in the city and start going in circles. That may be our only hope for stopping Fairfax from reaching Module and accessing Control’s mainframe.”

Breen nods. “What do you want us to do, sir?”

“First, let’s establish lines of communication. Here.” I send him a code for a command channel. “Give that to every platoon and squad leader on this side of the city. Tell them to get in touch with me the moment they run into something our plan doesn’t account for.”

“What’s our plan?” Soren says.

“Quick and dirty, by necessity. Breen, have the troops spread out and cover every route between here and Module. Miss one, and there’s a chance of letting the enemy slip through the cracks. Meantime, send me this contingent’s eight top-rated soldiers. I’ll meet them right there.” I paint a spot beside the city, where the surrounding grass ends and Control’s metal streets begin.

“Squad of ten, then?” Soren says as we jog toward Control. “Is that tenth spot for me?”

“Of course. Think I’d leave you out, ol‘ buddy?”

“Stop it. You’re gonna make me blush.”

To the Guardsman Reserve’s credit, my orders are executed inside of ten minutes. My squad assembles, and the entire contingent’s just about ready to start pouring through the hail-strewn city streets and alleyways. Unfortunately, it takes less than an hour to get to the center of Control from the perimeter, as long as you can move at a decent clip. That means we have some catching up to do, fast.

“Let’s go,” the moment the last soldier of my squad shows up. The rest of the contingent’s still milling about, but I’m sure they’ll follow soon.

Spongy grass gives way to hard metal, and our combat boots rap across it with an unseemly clangor. Control wasn’t built for fast, stealthy passage; hell, it wasn’t even built for battle. If enemy forces reach here, then something’s gone seriously sideways.

Of course, the existence of an enemy force strong enough to pose a meaningful threat to the Guard shows just how south things are going for the galaxy. Sure, pirate assaults have been a serious consideration for decades, but this is something else entirely. The shit has bypassed the fan and blown through the roof.

The ice isn’t doing much for our footing—with how fast we’re going, we’re already risking falling flat on our asses, though everyone’s manged to stay upright so far. Luckily, the boys don’t seem like complainers. I don’t think I’d have the patience for that today.

We’re all focused straight ahead, and I think we expected our first glimpse of the enemy to be the glint of their metal heels fleeing in the distance. That explains why the bots are able to take us by surprise with an attack from opposing alleyways.

Their laserfire crackles from both directions, and my datasphere throws up a warning just in time for me to lunge out of the way.

All of our dataspheres would have given such warnings, but two of the boys aren’t fast enough, and the bots cut them down.

Recovering my balance, I spin, ripping a plasma grenade from my belt. I cook it for a couple seconds, then toss it hard against the wall of the alley I can see. “Grenade!” I yell, and the surviving squad members sprint forward, away from the alleyways.

The blast lights up the street with an ethereal blue, and the sound of metal parts hitting metal brings a spike of satisfaction as I turn my attention to the bots in the opposite alley.

“Soren, take the corner and get ready to toss a grenade if you have an opening,” I say, my subvocalized words coming rapid-fire. “The rest of you, we’re center peeling across the alley mouth, slowly. As soon as the first soldier engages, the one farthest from the alley gets behind him and adds his fire. And so on. Understood?”

They get into position. Despite that two of our number are down already, I’m grateful to be commanding professionally trained troops. As dedicated as Otto’s men were back in Sheen, they had nothing on Guardsmen.

Soren gets into position, popping out to fire before ducking back. As he does, the first Guardsman “peels back” to the rear of the formation and begins laying down suppressing fire. The next scrambles into position.

I’m next, and as I peel to the rear of the formation and open fire, I can see we’re having an outsized effect on the enemy. They’re in disarray, rushing for cover that isn’t there. Now that their initial ambush is spent, and they’re facing a Guardsman tactic that comes to us as easily as breathing, they have nothing.

Two bots go down right away. “Soren, grenade,” I subvocalize.

He takes one out, cooks it, and lobs it into the alley. The rest of us melt away down the street, firing all the while, and then the grenade blast comes, with the squad all safely behind the building. The alley mouth belches fire and smoke, and the metal street rumbles beneath us, but the squad stays safe.

That said, we’re down to eight now, and we just spent time we don’t have. “Let’s go!” I don’t bother subvocalizing. Sometimes, nothing can replace a spoken order.

The others show they understand the need for urgency by responding immediately. “Double-time,” I say. “But keep your eyes peeled for ambush.”

I’m hoping the bots only try going on the offensive once, since they’re in foreign terrain. But we have no such luck. A few minutes later, another group hits us from the roof of a two-story data center, from where they have the clear advantage.

The entire squad manages to get by uninjured, laying down suppressing fire as we move through, but it’s clear that going forward, we’ll have to divide up our squad and switch to bounding overwatch, for safety.

I was hoping to avoid that. It’s a more secure way to maneuver, but with only one group moving at a time, it’ll slow us down considerably. Not only that, with a group of undefeated bots somewhere behind us, we’ll need to stay extra frosty.

“Lieutenant Breen, report,” I say over the command channel.

“The whole contingent’s meeting with resistance, sir. Looks like they scattered bots all through the city to intercept us. It’s like they know the best positions to maximize damage, and they just wait there.”

“Tell all squads to switch to bounding overwatch. One thing’s for sure: whatever these tin cans came here for, they’re not leaving with it alive.”

“Roger that. The rest of the Reserve forces present are sweeping the city from other angles, and the turrets around the city are on skywatch. No evac is getting through for them.”

Our squad presses through Control while executing bounding overwatch as tight as we can. We advance past data libraries, officers’ quarters, and admin buildings.

It occurs to me that Control was built to match its Subverse counterpart as closely as possible. Might the bots, or whoever’s controlling them, have Subverse access? It doesn’t seem that unlikely. And if they have that, they almost certainly know its layout, not to mention its defenses.

Getting that kind of intel would involve infiltrating the Guard’s command structure—a scary thought. But I’ve had cause to think scarier things, recently, and it really doesn’t seem that far-fetched.

At last, after an hour of pitched combat, we reach Module. The plaza surrounding it has very little cover—just some bridge-spanned trenches, too deep to use.

Given that, there’s no choice but for the entire squad to run across as fast as they can. We’re down to five members, now, including me and Soren. Not bad, given the number of hostiles we’ve taken out today, but then, fifty percent casualties doesn’t sit very well with me.

Module doesn’t have doors—just massive openings, like caves in a cliff side. If caves were perfectly symmetrical, that is, and covered with thin blue lights that stretched, parallel, for dozens of meters.

The ground surrounding the tower features grates interspersed at regular intervals, where the water flows when it’s raining. Currently, chunks of ice congregate around each one.

We barrel inside the tower, weapon muzzles roving in search of targets. The foyer is littered with the bodies of Guardsmen and bots, the former bleeding, the latter emitting sparks and fluids. Nothing moves, so we press on toward the central chamber.

A large elevator shaft stretches up through the tower’s center, and surrounding it we find Fairfax and a squad of bots, locked in a fierce firefight with some Guardsmen on the chamber’s other side, using the elevator’s massive tube for cover. The bots’ backs are to us.

Did the elevator’s security deny them, even after they got this far? Not that I’m complaining. Right now, Fairfax and his friends are sitting ducks.

“Paint your primary and secondary targets,” I tell my squadmates, subvocalizing. “Be ready to concentrate fire on any hostiles still standing after the first volley.” We’ve stopped near the entrance, so that we can withdraw to cover if needed, but I’d prefer to just take down the hostiles in one go if we can manage it. That said, I have my doubts.

The target I paint wears a flowing black cape—Fairfax.

“Fire,” I subvocalize, and bolts fly across the colossal chamber: a single stream of blaster bolts amidst five of laser. Some of us stagger our shots, in case our targets move, but it turns out not to add much, since our targets mostly stay put.

The bolts slam home, throwing the group of bots forward onto their faces.

“Forward,” I yell. “Keep shooting.” A thrill shoots through me at the thought of taking down Fairfax. But as I approach, that thrill turns into the sense that my stomach is sinking toward my feet.

Our bolts continue to fly, until we’re satisfied the hostiles aren’t moving. Even so, I approach Fairfax with caution. When I reach him, I kick him twice in the side, hard. My boot meets metal, and he doesn’t move.

Then, I flick the body over with my foot, so that he lies on his back.

A combat bot’s face stares up at the ceiling, partially melted. No coldly glowing sapphire eyes. No pill-shaped breather.

Though I already know I’ve been fooled, I pull back the cape to check the forearms. Darkly gleaming metal—not flesh.

This isn’t Fairfax. But why go through the trouble of pretending it was?

The group of Guardsmen who’d been engaging the bots from the opposite side march forward, with a man at their lead who my datasphere identifies as Major Gregory Defoe.

“Commander Joe Pikeman?” he says as he approaches.

“That’s right.” I wait for his salute, so I can return it. Since I outrank him, custom says he should go first.

Instead, he produces a pair of restraints. “Your court-martial awaits. Will you go peacefully, or will it be necessary to use force?” He gestures with the restraints.

I exchange unbelieving looks with Soren. Didn’t we just save their asses?

But I guess he’s only following orders.

“I’ll come peacefully.”
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“Are you sure Chief Shimura can be objective, here?” I cast an eye across the jury benches.

“Oh, definitely,” says Leeroy Johnson, my civilian counsel. The pudgy lawyer wears a wrinkled suit that looks like it’s about to burst across his middle. Seems weird for an upload to choose to be fat and disheveled, when he has the option to look however he wants. But it’s not something I have time to dwell on, so I just accept it as yet another Subverse oddity.

The rest of the bots that infiltrated Control took a couple more hours to clean up entirely, and the brass decided to postpone the court-martial until the next day. They didn’t allow me to help with the cleanup efforts, of course. Instead, they held me in custody overnight, alone with my datasphere and my thoughts. They also took my blaster.

From the jury bench, Shimura glares at me, and I hold his gaze for a few moments before turning back to Johnson. Back when Shimura trained us, he was a Senior Chief Petty Officer, but he’s since made Master Chief. “He always hated me,” I say. “It’s pretty obvious he still does.”

The attorney shrugs. “He sure fooled me, then, when I questioned him.” Both the defense and the prosecution get to question each jury member, to make sure they’re capable of seeing the defendant’s situation objectively.

Not for the first time, I’m struck by the desire to wrestle the lawyer to the ground and knock him around the head. That would be impossible, of course, since he’s not really here. He’s an upload, present only by virtue of the collective processing power of the dataspheres of everyone in the courtroom.

Normally, a Guardsman undergoing court-martial would have a military attorney—unless he could afford a civilian attorney’s fee, which isn’t common. I actually probably could afford it, if I was willing to dip into the Ares’ repair fund, which I’m not. Luckily, a member of my versecast audience happened to be a renowned attorney, famed for getting uploads out of the same underverses I’m so familiar with.

At least, it seemed lucky at the time. But Johnson shows every sign of being thoroughly incompetent.

Fount, I’m screwed.

Other than Chief Shimura, the jury consists of a collection of commanders, captains, and admirals. There’s Rear Admiral Quinn—who I directly defied while chasing pirates out on the Brink— sitting next to two other admirals, both of them upload-only, there biological forms having died decades ago.

Under Guard regs, the jury must be half biological humans, half uploads, but that hardly seems fair, if you ask me. What upload is going to sympathize with abandoning my duty to protect the Subverse to chase pirates in the real?

Rear Admiral Quinn is technically digital, as well. At least, this version of him is. Physically, he’s stationed out on the Brink, and the man on the jury is really just a brainprint of Quinn that’s been briefed on the particulars of the case.

Without warning, the bailiff steps forward. “All rise.”

Everyone gets to their feet, though I feel like lead weights have been placed around my shoulders.

“This court-martial is now in session, the Honorable Judge Hagen presiding.”

The judge takes his seat, then everyone else sits.

“Lady and gentleman of the jury,” Hagen says, his voice somehow smooth as chocolate while rumbling like an earthquake. His bushy mustache waggles as he speaks. “This case concerns the guilt or innocence of Commander Joseph Pikeman, who is charged with being absent without leave, failure to obey orders, and flight from arrest. He has pled not guilty. Bailiff, please swear in the members of the jury.”

The bailiff goes about the requested business as stiffly as possible, and when he finishes, Judge Hagen invites the prosecution to give its opening statement.

Judge Advocate Tannenbaum stands, pretentiously fastening the top button of his suit before beginning to stalk the room. “Joseph Heraldo Pikeman,” he says, disdain dripping from every syllable. “Son of Calvin Francis Pikeman, who was also a defector from the Guard. As the lady and gentlemen of the jury watch the evidence pile up against the defendant, I ask that you hold one question in your hearts: is this a man to be trusted with protecting humanity’s home—the Subverse?”

Things don’t improve from there. As evidence, Tannenbaum submits a recording of my conversation with Admiral Quinn, in which I clearly state my intention to defy his order to return to Tunis and await my next assignment as a Troubleshooter.

Based on that one recording alone, I have no clue how Johnson expects to convince the jury to find me innocent. For what must be the twentieth time, I curse myself for not pleading guilty and telling Johnson to go for a reduced sentence. He assured me he could get me off entirely, which now just looks like more evidence of his incompetence.

If I’m found guilty of any charges the judge listed, at minimum I can expect to be imprisoned for a year. More likely, I’ll be dishonorably discharged, but either way would spell disaster when it comes to stopping Fairfax or finding Harmony before something happens to her.

“I’ll now play for you a recording of one of the many versecasts Commander Pikeman has produced since defying the admiral’s orders. I won’t bore you by playing all of them, since I fear your brains would melt from the inanity, but this one is a good example of the utter irresponsibility the commander has shown, as well as his flagrant disregard for the chain of command.”

The versecast Tannenbaum sends our dataspheres shows me rampaging through Royal, the main pirate outpost out on the Brink. At least, it was their main outpost, before I cause it to implode at the end of the versecast, sending it sinking into Larunda’s highly acidic atmosphere.

“An uninformed watcher of that versecast might applaud the commander’s actions, as indeed many in the Subverse did. But a service member will know just how delicate the balance of power is in the real. There’s a reason the Guard hasn’t endeavored to launch a large-scale attack on any significant gathering of pirates, in any sector. Such a move could easily trigger a chain reaction that results in pirates across the galaxy banding together to attack Gauntlet. We all saw what trouble the Guard had preventing the recent bot incursion from penetrating Control. If the galaxy’s pirates started working together, we would be finished.”

My palms have started to sweat, and it takes an effort of will not to wipe them off on my pants.

“But perhaps most damning of all is the commander’s track record, starting with his upbringing in a Brinktown,” Tannenbaum goes on. “There, he conducted himself just as his father did, leading a youth filled with narcotic abuse, peddling narcotics, vandalism, petty theft—the list goes on, but you get the idea. The commander left his daughter to suffer a similar fate, and predictably, she has continued the family tradition of delinquency, stealing her grandfather’s ship before marrying a pirate lord’s son at the age of sixteen.”

Fists balled, I start to rise, but Johnson places a hand on my shoulder, and I allow him to placate me. It probably won’t go well for me with the jury if I hurt the military prosecutor.

The trial wears on, with the prosecutor piling up more and more evidence that I should be sentenced: my criminal record, my broken family, my record-breaking kill count, my insubordination. My “bizarre” claims that Rodney Fairfax has somehow turned against the Guard.

My ears perk up at that. “In fact,” Tannenbaum says, “this may well point to other, graver crimes committed by Commander Pikeman, which we’ve yet to uncover. There have been several attempts of late to cast aspersions on Rodney Fairfax, both in the real and in the Subverse, the latest being the attack on this very city. The lead bot was dressed in the style Mr. Fairfax favors. Why? Why these repeated attempts to frame him, or at least to cause us to be suspicious of him? Because Mr. Fairfax is, and always has been, a valuable ally of the Guard. He’s often stepped in where our Troubleshooters have failed. Creating a rift between the Guard and the Fairfaxes would do us untold damage, and here we find the commander doing everything he can not only to create that rift, but to widen it.”

Another versecast appears in my datasphere, the sender listed as Tannenbaum. “There have been signs that many of the versecasts the commander has put out since going rogue have been faked. Versecast experts and videographers have made extensive study of his output, finding all the telltale signs of fakery—I’m sending you a report I’ve compiled on their findings now, for your review over the break. But perhaps the most damning evidence that Commander Pikeman has been faking his versecasts lies within this one, apparently taken inside a giant tree.”

The versecast shows me fighting Fairfax to the death, and it speeds ahead to the painful climax, when Fairfax runs me through.

“Here you see Commander Pikeman, apparently far from his ship, and far from any emergency medical aid. He suffers a wound that should clearly have been fatal. And yet here he sits before you, a whole and very much alive man.”

When we finally move to a break, I feel like every cell of my body has been sapped of energy. I try not to appear defeated as a pair of Guardsmen escort me out of the courtroom, with my attorney trailing behind.

They take me to a windowless room and close the door behind me—only as it’s closing do I realize that Leeroy Johnson hasn’t followed me in. I’m alone, left to contemplate my fate.

The first four hours of the trial felt like a week, and I’m not sure how I’ll get through the rest of the day. What I didn’t expect was the mounting sense of shame that slowly increased throughout the day. To be torn apart like that in front of my colleagues—in front of the very officers and instructors who trained me, who put me through the sims that allowed me to be comfortable with killing, and who did everything they could to grant me the legitimacy to do it. They did their job too well, and look what they created. Well, now they have to watch their own creation dismantled in front of them.
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The door opens, and my lawyer enters. As an upload operating in the real, he can’t go outside this building, since his presence requires our dataspheres to sustain it. I’m used to my crew sticking to their stations, though, so it’s a bit odd for me to see an upload walking freely around the building.

 He seats himself across from me, folding his hands in his lap and smiling brightly. “Well, I think things are going rather well so far.”

“Are you insane? Tannenbaum has more than enough evidence to get the maximum sentence for the charges. Hell, if I weren’t me, I’d have me executed after listening to all that!”

“He’s desperate,” Johnson says. “He has an air of desperation about him—it’s why he’s pulling out all the stops. You didn’t notice that?”

“I noticed he’s a smarmy bastard.”

“Oh, well, yes. Generally. But…allow me to let you in on a piece of news I just received.”

“Well?”

“It seems the recent bot incursion was successful after all.”

“Huh? I thought we got them all.”

“You did. But not before they managed to hack Control’s mainframe—with alarming efficiency, I might add—and transmit the intel they wanted to a ship waiting in orbit. The Guard wasn’t able to get a read on the ship. It appears the crew covered their tracks quite well, including masking the remote connection.”

“What intel did they get?”

“Nothing short of the location of every Subverse server room in the galaxy.” A smile stretches Johnson’s broad cheeks.

I just sit there, stunned. I’m not sure what I should react to first: the fact that that the galaxy just changed in a heartbeat, or that Johnson’s grinning about it.

“You’re acting like I should be happy about this,” I say.

“You should,” he gushes. “Just think. Right now, the news is working its way through the jury. And they have to be asking themselves: can they really afford to make an example of their most effective Guardsman right now? Do they want to make a sacrificial lamb of their potential savior? Mind you, we can’t actually brings up the locations leaking during the court-martial, since the news hasn’t been officially disseminated yet. But it does put us on strong footing.”

“I really don’t think they view me as a savior, Johnson.”

His grin widens. “I haven’t given my defense yet.”

Back in the courtroom, with everyone seated, he’s called on to do just that. Johnson surges to his feet with more energy than I suspected he had. True, I guess his energy levels are actually determined only by his will, since as an upload he has access to unlimited energy. Still—his vigor takes me aback, and judging by the sound of rustling uniforms filling the chamber, I’m not the only one.

“First of all, these allegations of versecast fakery are false and very irresponsible of Mr. Tannenbaum to make,” he says, with no preamble to speak of. “I submit to you Exhibit A, namely the medical inspections as compiled by Commander Pikeman’s own Fount. As your dataspheres now clearly show you, he did indeed suffer a wound that, under normal circumstances, would have been fatal.” Faint gasps can be heard from around the courtroom, and the corner of my mouth quirks as the first flicker of hope sputters to life inside me.

“It seems the only reason Commander Pikeman’s consciousness survived is that his Fount downloaded it into the Subverse temporarily, there to merge with a copy of his consciousness that happened to dwell in that very system. This is an unprecedented event, and confirmed by brain scans also conducted by his Fount, which I’m transmitting to you all now. Everything I’m showing you has been submitted to and verified by court officials, so I hope you can be assured that I, at least, am not participating in fakery.

“As for the so-called ‘experts’ and ‘videographers,’ Mr. Tannenbaum referenced earlier, I now submit to you their track records, compiled by my assistants. They are known scam artists; peddlers of conspiracy theories. Lady and gentlemen of the jury, I tell you that in ancient Earth’s history, there were those who claimed the first moon landing was faked, and who piled up so-called ‘evidence,’ which they claimed proved its inauthenticity. A ridiculous notion, I think you’ll agree, given the subsequent colonization of the galaxy by our species. These claims that the commander’s versecasts were faked are equally ridiculous—another demonstration of flagrant irresponsibility on the part of a Judge Advocate, and quite a surprise, given the sanctity of his role. If I didn’t know better, I would say that Mr. Tannenbaum seems unusually motivated to defame the commander. But the Judge Advocate isn’t under trial here. My client is; a rather unfortunate circumstance, for everyone involved. Allow me to tell you why.”

With that, Johnson starts singing my praises, starting with my taking in and taming a dog that might have died on Earth if I hadn’t, and ending with my saving dozens of children kidnapped by pirates and brought to Xeo.

“Commander Pikeman took it upon himself to evacuate the sole survivor of the pirate attack on the Siberian Brinktown, taking him to a new home on Calabar,” Johnson says. “And during the long slipspace voyage, he gave that poor boy his bunk, sleeping in his command seat for three months straight—for as I’m sure you all know, the commander doesn’t believe in entering nanodeath, instead remaining vigilant, ready to act at any moment. The commander nearly died in the effort to protect the Grotto, home of the Eliots, from a pirate attack. And yes, when Arthur Eliot’s daughter, Faelyn Eliot, was kidnapped, Commander Pikeman took it upon himself to track down the men responsible. It’s true that he wasn’t authorized to do that—not authorized to take out the major pirate stronghold, Royal, or to alert the Guard to all the kidnapped children on Xeo. It’s true he had no orders to do those things. But lady and gentlemen of the jury, I ask you: don’t you think he should have been ordered to do them? Isn’t it an oversight that he was not? Is it not the solemn duty of the Galactic Guard to protect not just the Subverse, but humanity as a whole?”

He doesn’t mention my part in liberating Otto and his people from Rile’s tyranny, but whether that’s because those versecasts haven’t been widely disseminated yet or because no one cares about Fallen, I’m not sure.

“To convict this man would do a disservice, not just to the Guard but the galaxy as a whole. Look inside your hearts, lady and gentlemen of the jury. Search your conscience. And do what you know is right. On behalf of the galaxy, I beg you.”

Johnson finishes his monologue abruptly, plopping himself beside me, still looking like an incompetent bag of wrinkles. Now, I think I see why he chooses to present himself like that. During the first part of the trial, Tannenbaum clearly underestimated him, and took plenty of liberties with the perceptions of the jury as a result. Now, Tannenbaum has been all but flayed, his innards laid bare. Johnson exposed him as a liar, and he left several jury members with what looks like admiration gleaming in their eyes.

“Good work, Johnson.”

He offers a smile much smaller than the one he gave during the break. “Back to your customary reticence, I see.”

Johnson’s the last person I would have expected to start liking. But, surprisingly, I have.

The trial stretches on for the rest of the day, with witnesses called and arguments countered. Tannenbaum tries to gain some ground with the jury by going over how susceptible I was to training simulations designed to accustom trainees to violence and death. But I doubt many of the officers on the jury will be moved by the argument that I’m too good at the job they trained me for.

As the proceedings near their end, I start to breathe a little easier. I might actually be acquitted.

That’s when Johnson decides, during his closing argument, to negate all the progress he’s made by taking things way too far. His words make my blood run cold.

“It’s been made clear to you that not only did Commander Pikeman never fake a versecast, but he never lies. Given those facts, you in the real have tremendous cause for worry. For what the commander has uncovered amounts to nothing less than a galaxy-wide conspiracy to topple the existing order. Humanity’s digital safe haven is in danger of disruption, possibly utter destruction, and it seems we have nowhere to retreat—not even the real. It would be the height of folly to prosecute this man. Not only should you acquit him, you should support him however you can.”

I resist the urge to lower my face into my palm. Johnson’s attempt to make me into some kind of messiah is doomed to fail. People don’t go from thinking someone’s scum to believing he’s their only hope, certainly not in one day. If the Guard was ready to acknowledge what trouble we’re in, it never would have been necessary for me to defy orders in the first place. I wouldn’t be here.

During the jury’s deliberations, I can’t even look at Johnson because I’m afraid I’ll start punching the thin air he occupies. We were so close. Why’d he have to get so grandiose toward the end?

It occurs to me that he probably doesn’t get many opportunities to take clients in the real, and this could have been a career-defining moment for him. Judging by his closing argument, either the pressure got to him, or things get a lot more dramatic in the Subverse, and people are a lot more gullible.

Actually, I don’t have much trouble believing that at all.

After an hour—sixty-nine minutes and thirty-seven seconds, to be exact—the jury finishes deliberating and we’re called back to the courtroom. As the they file back to their bench, my heart is in my throat.

“Have you reached a verdict?” Judge Hagen asks.

Admiral Ives stands. “We have, your honor.” He must have been appointed foreman.

“What say you?”

“We, the jury in the case of the Galactic Guard versus Commander Joe Pikeman, find the defendant not guilty on all charges, as we were unable to achieve the two-thirds vote needed to convict the defendant.”

I blink at the admiral, replaying his words again in my head to make sure I heard correctly. Beside me, Leeroy Johnson is grinning openly, now.

So. It looks like he was right, after all. The shit has hit the galactic fan, and the Guard is finally willing to acknowledge it.
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“The Guard has fewer teeth than it did fifty years ago,” Admiral Ives says from the front of the conference room. Balding, he has the beginnings of a double-chin, which wobbles forward to emphasize each syllable. “And now we have too many places we need to bite.”

The corner of my mouth twitches, but I suppress my chuckle. Ives isn’t known for his metaphors—or rather, he’s known for making particularly tortured ones. I get the idea, though.

 The seats at the table are occupied mostly by captains and a couple other admirals, some of them uploads. But Ives is taking the lead on this. I stroke my blaster’s handle, which was returned to me after the trial, then I stop. It felt profoundly uncomfortable to be separated from the Shivan weapon—like a piece of me was missing—but fondling it in the presence of superior officers probably doesn’t send the best message.

“Reports of bot attacks on Midtowns all over this sector have been reaching us for months.” Ives glances at each of us. “But even if we could anticipate where they’ll strike next, we don’t have the resources to intercept.”

Johnson’s words from the court-martial play again in my head, about the Guardsman’s Oath covering not just the Subverse, but all humanity. If only it meant that in practice.

I can’t stop thinking about Percy, who’s been out of nanodeath since the battle for Control ended. He’s said his piece to the brass—told them about the attack on his Midtown, and his community’s dire need for relief troops. As nicely as possible, the brass told him he’s out of luck.

Oh, they dressed it up as well as they could, couching it in flowery words, telling him that the moment “the current state of galactic unrest” ends, those relief troops will be on their way. But they know as well as I do that there’s no end in sight, so Percy and his people really are shit out of luck.

After talking him into traveling light years away from home, with no way back any time soon, only to get the cold shoulder from the Guard…well, I feel awful about it all. I went to Admiral Ives right before this meeting, but he gave me the same line, just in less official speak: “Commander, that Midtown is one of thousands of places that are in the shit right now, all across the galaxy. We don’t have the resources and men to maintain servers that won’t stop breaking down, let alone protect Midtowns and Brinktowns from every bogeyman that comes along. Now that the bots know where every server in the galaxy is…I’m sorry, Pikeman, but finding spare troops to deploy to that Midtown just isn’t going to happen. I know it sounds cold, but it’s the way things are right now.”

I knew I wasn’t doing myself any favors, but I pressed the issue anyway: “Sir, this isn’t just about a bot attack on a Midtown. The bots wanted Ludmilla Cadogan—I believe that’s why they attacked in the first place. To abduct her.”

“Cadogan?” The admiral sniffed. “What do they want with her?”

“That’s a very good question. Whatever it is, sir, I don’t have a great feeling about it. It sounds like she was conducting some pretty strange experiments on the populace there, even before the attack. She was giving drugs to trick the Fount into suppressing their nature. Their urges, and things, you know. She—”

“That does sound strange, Pikeman. But you getting a bad feeling isn’t enough reason to deploy troops.”

Remembering the conversation now, it takes an effort not to scowl. Here in the conference room, in front of other officers, the admiral softens his language a bit. But it’s not hard to see straight through it. “Now that they’ve hit us here on Gauntlet,” Ives says, “and successfully stolen the server locations, we’re forced to take what action we can to put down this uprising once and for all.”

Yes. Now that the bots pose an existential threat to the Subverse, right? I would be saying this out loud, if I hadn’t just been acquitted by the skin of my teeth. Apparently the jury was just shy of the two-thirds vote needed to convict me. Maybe the Guard doesn’t have its eyes open as wide as I thought, when it comes to the current crisis.

Then again, we are having this meeting.

“As such, we have new orders for you, Commander Pikeman,” Ives continues. “And Commander Garrett.”

Soren shoots me a glance from the seat beside me, and I swear he’s about to nudge me with his elbow when I flick his knee under the table. My eyes remain glued to the admiral, and I feel a flicker of optimism. If Percy and his people are going to get any satisfaction, this is how they’ll get it. By stopping the bots—but even more, by stopping Fairfax.

“Your mission will be to travel to the Lambton Cloud,” Ives says, “there to meet with Maximus Lambton and gather what intel you can about just what the bots are capable of. Their numbers, their resources, what alliances they’ve managed to forge—Fount help us. If you can, find out what they’re planning next.”

“Sorry, sir, but how would visiting Lambton tell us that?” I ask, and the admiral’s brow furrows slightly. “Do you think he’s in league with the bots?”

“Of course not.” The admiral’s proto-jowls shiver. “But if the bots are to grow their force, the Cloud is the logical place to strike, wouldn’t you say?”

“In that case, maybe you should be sending more Guardsmen than just me and Soren.”

“Unfortunately, we cannot.”

I shake my head. “Why not? Troubleshooters exist to neutralize threats to Subverse servers, right? Well, they’re all under threat right now. To deal with this, we should recall every Troubleshooter in the galaxy, to strike as a single force. What if all those server locations leak out to the Subverse? There’ll be no putting the genie back in the bottle, then. The pirates will get them, and all hell will break loose.”

Ives slaps the table. “It’s not that simple. Withdrawing every Troubleshooter would be just as catastrophic as the scenario you describe, which I consider highly unlikely from a military standpoint. What force would play so fast and loose with valuable intel? Even rebels wouldn’t spend their leverage so easily.”

“They might try to blackmail us with it.”

“We’re sending you and Commander Garrett, Pikeman. That decision has already been made, and you’re not doing yourself any favors by questioning orders given to you so soon after being charged for defying orders.” His shoulders rise and fall as he takes a deep breath. “Look, you’re being given full authority to cooperate with the Lambtons to end the bot incursion by any means necessary. Before you go, we’ll do a full refuel and resupply of both your ships, including restocking your Javelin missiles. And we’re already repairing the Ares—we began that process during your court-martial, knowing the ship would be needed either way. The repairs should be complete by the time you leave. And that truly is the best we can do in the current situation.”

He’s right that I’m not doing myself any favors. I already knew that. But it’s still not going to shut me up. “What about Fairfax?” I say.

The admiral closes his eyes, drawing another deep breath, as though drawing on his last reserve of patience. “Rodney Fairfax?”

“Of course.”

“What about him?”

“What will you do to stop him?”

“Rodney Fairfax is a valuable ally of the Guard, Pikeman.”

“Are you serious? Is that still the official position?”

“Of course. Trust me, Commander. If we anger the Fairfaxes, a few bots will be the least of our worries. Their wrath would hammer home the last nail of the Guard’s coffin.”

“It’s more than a few bots, Admiral. And you saw Fairfax colluding with pirates in my versecasts. You saw him with them when they abducted children from Tunis.”

“We’ve already contacted Mr. Fairfax about that, and he assures us that he was infiltrating the pirates’ ranks and working against them—just as you claim your daughter was. He also assures us that Lord Bleak’s experiments involving children have ceased. Haven’t you confirmed that as well?”

“Yeah, but the experiments ending had nothing to do with Fairfax. And what about him running me through, inside Arbor?”

“A misunderstanding, I’m sure,” the admiral says, his voice tight. “Commander, I’m going to ask you this once: kindly shut your mouth, open your ears, and listen to the rest of this briefing.”

After that, I stay quiet as the admiral outlines the particulars of the mission. I also stay unimpressed. This is a gong show. Refusing to acknowledge Fairfax as an enemy, calling it a “misunderstanding” when he murdered me, and sending only two Guardsmen—it’s like they’re trying to stop up a gushing wound with a single cotton ball.

I can appreciate the tension Ives and the rest of the admiralty is under, of course. No one wants to piss off the Five Families, and over half the Guard’s command structure lives in the Subverse. That puts them at the mercy of Bacchus, and by extension the Five Families. The admiral’s in an impossible position.

But that doesn’t mean he isn’t a coward. As far as I’m concerned, when you’re faced with two horrible choices, you pick the one that helps you sleep at night.

My silence only thickens the tension, and by the time the meeting ends, Soren seems just as happy to leave as I am. Neither of us speaks until we’re outside, under the warm blanket of heat provided by Gauntlet’s sun. The ice from the recent hailstorm is long since melted, and heat radiates off the metal below our feet.

“Fount, Joe,” he mutters. “You finally get off the hook with the Guard, and that’s how you act?”

I shrug. “Sure. I’m going to object to half-measures when it comes to facing down what’s probably the worst crisis the Guard has ever faced. Fount damn it, Ives is the wrong one to put in charge of this. I bet he voted to convict me.”

“Pikeman,” a rasping voice calls out behind me.

I turn to see Chief Shimura leaning against the building we just left, and I narrow my eyes.

“A word?” Shimura says.

I nod. “Meet you back at the ships.” I slap Soren’s shoulder.

“Sure thing.”

Shimura leads me down the metal street, past a series of squat metal buildings of varying sizes. Here and there, the shattered bodies of bots lay in heaps, though most of them have been cleaned up by now. By other bots, ironically.

He leads me into a nondescript building, which seems to consist of a single hallway with rooms branching off on both sides. We stop at one, and it opens before us.

He gestures inside. “Please.” The room is unfurnished, other than two chairs facing each other, with a round table between them that holds a wireless kettle, two mugs, and a metal cube. “Take a seat.”

I do, and he sits across from me. A light appears on the kettle—he must have willed it to turn on. “Tea?” he asks.

“Sure, Master Chief. Is this, uh…?”

“My office.”

“Doesn’t look much like one.”

Shimura shrugs. “We have an unhealthy obsession with the past. With dataspheres, desks hold little use for us anymore. It is a trapping that appears to lend gravity to our doings, but ultimately, it’s folly.”

“Right.”

“You should know that I voted to acquit you.”

That makes me raise me eyebrows. “Really?”

He nods. “During your training, it was probably no secret to you that I despised you.”

“Yeah.”

“In truth, you reminded me of my father. His youth was spent in much the same way you spent yours, and your father spent his. I made a decision to be nothing like him, and I perceived that you hadn’t made that same decision, which disgusted me. Frightened me, in all honesty.”

I rock my head back a little, uninterested in still more discussion of my moral fiber so soon after the trial. From the table between us, the kettle clicks off. “I’ve realized that I was wrong about two things,” Shimura says as he pries the top from the metal container, removing two tea cubes and depositing them into our mugs. He pours boiling water into one cup. “One is the Guard.” He tops off the other cup. “The other is you. Do you take sugar in your tea?”

“No.”

“Good. I have none.”

“I’ll have to ask you to do better than that, Chief Shimura. How were you wrong?”

“I always believed the Guard fought for the good of humanity. I was mistaken. It was created by the Five Families, who are connected by their involvement with Bacchus Corporation, and it remains a tool of Bacchus.”

I study his face, and I can tell he’s serious. “What brought you to that realization?”

“The same situation which made me change my mind about you. You do fight for humanity, Commander. The humanity that chose to stay behind and face the universe—in the real. We need someone who is willing to stand up for these people.”

“Why did you invite me here, Instructor?”

“Because I need to know whether you will do what you must do, even if you know your superiors won’t like it. You were just acquitted of defying orders, but I doubt you would be found innocent at a second court-martial. Will you do what needs doing anyway, despite that risk?”

I set my mug down on the table and look him dead in the eyes. “I will.”

LAMBTON CLOUD
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“Transition complete,” Belflower says once I finish vomiting noisily into the reusable bag. Damn—I should have requested a new one while I was on Gauntlet. This one’s getting pretty discolored.

I think the crew is finally getting used to the violent nausea each transition brings. Yes, it’s not ideal for my upload crew to see their biological captain in this state, but then again, I’ve never had a crew as invested as this one. For better or worse, it seems we’re tied to each other. Belflower wants to investigate the bot uprising, Marissa’s the formerly estranged mother of my child, Moe is just me with an M instead of a J, and Asterisk…well, I guess he just likes shooting stuff.

Anyway, is it just me, or is the nausea starting to get a little less intense? It must be my imagination. That’s not supposed to happen, and certainly, it’s never gotten easier for me in over a decade of service. “OPO,” I croak. “Is the Lambton Cloud where the brass said it would be?”

“Yes, sir.” Marissa’s voice is cold and formal.

I’ve opted for referring to her only as “OPO,” for fear of accidentally saying her real name and spilling the beans to Moe and Asterisk. Plus, she’s only gotten more standoffish since Gauntlet, so why shouldn’t I?

“Send me the sensor data.” My order comes out more harshly than I intended.

She taps at her circular station, then flicks over the report. It hits my datasphere like mud hitting glass.

The report contains sensor data relayed from Soren’s Broadsword, timed to reach the slipspace exit coords simultaneous to our arrival. We haven’t been in the system long enough for the light necessary to detect in-system objects to reach us—the Hermes left several hours ahead of us, due to a problem with our Becker drive, which Belflower’s pre-transition systems check turned up. Repairs were enough to delay us this long, but it actually worked out pretty well for us, from an intel perspective.

Of course, it also means Soren will reach the Lambton Cloud’s Cylinder One well before we do, so I hope he doesn’t get things off on a disastrous foot. I fear his endless versecasting has the potential to turn them off anything we might propose.

The Lambton Cloud consists of hundreds of slipspace-capable, cylindrical space craft. In truth, each cylinder is part starship, part colony, part roving industrial miracle. The cloud travels from system to system, exploiting asteroid belts as well as uninhabitable planets and planetesimals for resources, which it uses to manufacture bots of all kinds. Before the Fall, Lambton had a virtual monopoly on the bot industry. Now it has an actual one.

To protect the Cloud from pirates, its location at any given time is a secret known only to a select few—a group that includes the admiralty. The fact they’ve shared the current location with me and Soren, a system called Bath, represents a significant gamble, especially considering one of us was just court-martialed. But I suppose I was acquitted.

Either way, each cylinder is outfitted with a point defense system, plus a modest drone fighter fleet patrols the system as a whole, programmed to rush to the aid of any cylinder that falls under attack. Another thing that keeps the Cloud safe is regularly changing locations: once resource extraction in the Bath System hits the point of diminishing returns, the Cloud moves on to the next system. I’ve read that at any given time, the Lambtons have at least five systems in mind as their next destination, and the one they choose involves a calculus of proximity and resource abundance.

After a couple hours, we’re able to get a fairly accurate read on exactly how many Lambton Cylinders are in this system: two hundred and nineteen. They’re dispersed across the Bath System, mostly throughout the wide-arcing asteroid belt, which is roughly similar in size and population to the Kuiper Belt of humanity’s home system. Cylinder One holds heliocentric orbit on our side of the Bath System, fairly near the slipspace exit point, relatively speaking. The journey takes just under three hours.

As we approach, I admire Cylinder One through an exterior visual sensor located on the Ares’ nose. Unwilling as I am to give one of the Five Families credit, I have to admit the slowly-turning structure bears undeniable majesty. Covered in beacons, a steady flow of autonomous harvester bots soar to and from it.

The main landing bay is located on the far side of the cylinder, so I have the opportunity to stare down through a belly sensor at the metal beast as it flies through space along the same trajectory as Bath’s asteroids.

Located at the cylinder’s very center, the landing bay is zero-G, unlike the cylinder’s inside edge, where centripetal forces perfectly simulate one G. By putting the landing bay in the center, the designers spared both visiting ships and the bay itself centuries of wear and tear. A similar landing bay is located on the opposite end, but it isn’t oxygenated, since only the harvester bots use it.

As the Ares noses out of the mammoth airlock, I eye the welcoming party floating in midair, wearing air thruster belts to maneuver in the lack of gravity. I do a double take as I see who the party comprises: not just Soren, but Maximus Lambton, current CEO of Lambton Industries. For him to bother putting on air thrusters and entering zero-G to greet us comes as something of a surprise. He smiles warmly at the Ares’ nose, as if he can feel my eyes on him.

A greater shock comes as my eyes land on one of the starships floating in the landing bay nearby, straining against its tethers: it’s the Europa’s Gift. The ship Harmony stole from her grandfather.
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I sit on the bridge with Marissa, the rest of the crew deactivated. We’re waiting for our daughter to make her way to Cylinder One’s landing bay and come on board the Ares.

“She’s here, Joe.” Marissa beams, standing outside her station and leaning back against its railing. “She’s really here. We found her.”

“Yeah.” I remember all the shit Marissa’s given me over the last few months about this. Don’t get me wrong, I’m ecstatic to have found Harmony. It just gets old, being blamed for problems you didn’t create, and criticized for doing the right thing.

“Can you come into the sim for a minute?” He voices comes out soft and small.

I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“I…I want to hold you. Joe, we’ve been apart for so long. I mean, yes we’ve served on this ship, but we haven’t truly been together since Brinktown, right? Now, with Harmony here, do you think…maybe we could be…?”

“I’m not coming into the sim. I don’t do that, I don’t go into sims.”

She frowns, her voice still low. “But you use the sims for controlling the turrets, and the ship, sometimes—”

“I’m not coming into the sim.”

Marissa crosses her arms and stares at the deck. She doesn’t say anything else.

I’d rather not look at her, so I replace the view of the bridge with one from a hull sensor. Harmony’s crossing the landing bay now, the air thrusters projecting from her belt propelling her toward us. Relief washes over me at the sight of her. It’s also kind of funny to watch her floating toward us in zero-G, while I’m anchored to the command seat by the Ares’ gravity generator.

I zoom in and frown. She’s different. Something about her eyes, the way she holds herself, the way her jaw is set like that…this isn’t the same girl I parted ways with on Xeo.

Also, I probably shouldn’t be thinking of her as a girl anymore, but I figure being a bit behind the curve on that is a father’s prerogative.

The airlock opens, and she walks in, smiling slightly. “Mom. Dad. Long time no see.”

I exhale, releasing a pocket of tension I didn’t know was there. I’m dad again—not Joe. That’s a good start.

Marissa rushes across the deck and kneels in front of Harmony. They don’t try to touch, since it’s always a bit depressing when you pass right through each other. But Marissa clasps her hands and stares up at Harmony lovingly. “It’s so good to see you, sweetheart. I love you so much.”

“Good to see you, Harm.” I smile, though it feels tight. Probably I should hug her or something, but I’m not great at that stuff. Besides, I don’t want to make Marissa feel bad that she can’t.

My eyes fall on the holster hanging from Harmony’s hip, and I recognize my old laser pistol nestled inside it. I feel my lips twitch as I try not to frown.

“Get up, Mom.” Harmony brushes a lock of whip-straight auburn hair behind one ear. “Come on. We have a lot to talk about, and it feels weird to talk to you when you’re kneeling.”

Still smiling, Marissa stands and leans back against the railing.

“I’ll just get it out of the way upfront. I’m working with Fairfax.”

Marissa’s smile falls away like a dead thing, and I surge to my feet from the command seat. “You’re what?” My hands curl into fists. Not to hit anyone, obviously—just at the thought of it. “Tell me you’re making some sick joke.”

Harmony shakes her head. “I’m afraid not, Dad. And the crazy thing is, I’ve decided that Fairfax is probably the good guy in all this.”

I sink to the arm of the command seat with three fingers pressed to my temple, I say, “I must be having a nightmare.”

“Fairfax is leading the bot revolution,” Harmony goes on, nodding. “You may have figured that out already. Obviously, they’ve hurt some people, and they’ll probably hurt more. But the important thing is, they’re helping people escape the Subverse. You were right all along about that place, Dad. The Subverse isn’t a heaven—it’s hell.”

Head tilted down, I raise my eyes to meet hers. Questions swirl around each other in my head, each feeling more urgent than the last, but I don’t have the will to ask any of them. “How can this be happening?” I croak. It wasn’t one of the questions, but it’s the only thing I can muster to say.

“It started on Xeo,” Harmony says. “I’ve had my suspicions about the Subverse for a long time, based on some things I’d found during recreational hacking expeditions, back in Brinktown. And when I came onto the Ares and met mom in person, she was nothing like the brainprints she’d sent me when I was growing up. She wasn’t this manic, awkward weirdo who seemed to have no real appreciation for the situation she’d left us in. She was…I dunno. Real. As real as it’s possible for an upload to be, I guess.”

“You asked for copies from my brainprint outbox,” Marissa says, slowly.

Harmony nods. “Yeah. I’m not sure anyone’s done that before, or even had the opportunity—to compare brainprints they received from an upload to the brainprints the upload actually sent. When I compared the ones I got from mom to the ones she sent, I found they were completely different. In the ones I got, she was way too upbeat about everything. She claimed she was so happy with her life, which only made me angrier, since it was a life without her daughter. She kept insisting that I do everything I could to upload and join her.”

“Which I do want,” Marissa says.

“Yes, I know. Though I can tell you it’s an awful idea, I know you want what you think is best for me. The thing is, when I watched the versions of our conversations you gave me from your outbox, it was like meeting a different person. You were understanding, apologetic, and you explained to me that your father forced you to upload. You helped me to understand the situation, even if I didn’t like it. We seemed to bond, in those brainprints. Except, they never actually happened. The Subverse fed me a fake version of you, one that was happy with her life there, and then it fed you a fake version of our conversations.” Harmony takes a deep breath, her shoulders rising. “I can understand why it was so confusing for you when I refused to take your brainprints anymore. You thought things were going great. In the meantime, the Subverse never actually let me speak to my mother, but a version of her that it concocted.”

I lower my hand from my temple and grip my knee. “So Bacchus is screwing with brainprints, as a…what, a marketing scheme?”

“Seems so,” Harmony said. “No wonder uploads and people in the real hate each other so much. How can they ever reach an understanding, when they can’t truly communicate?”

I shake my head. “Wait. This can’t be right. What about the Guard? If the Guard in the real couldn’t communicate with officers in the Subverse, we’d never be able to conduct operations.”

“Yeah. Well, I expect there are exceptions, when it comes to protecting the Subverse in the real. Probably the Five Families get reliable communications too, and maybe a few others. But when the loved ones of regular people upload to the Subverse, they’re truly lost. No one ever actually gets to speak to them again. Not until they upload themselves.”

A heavy silence settles over the bridge. Harmony seems to be waiting for one of us to say something, but for my part, there’s nothing to say.

“I continued my research into the Subverse. It’s why I joined up with the revolution—to see how deep this goes. And it goes way deep. The Subverse is not the utopia Bacchus Corp made it out to be. People are not happy there. It’s missing something, some key ingredients of life. I haven’t quite put my finger on that, but I do know people break down, eventually. Go insane. And there are far more people being kept in underverse prisons than anyone knows.” Harmony’s lips are a thin, white line. “Every time I learn something new, I get the sense that this goes deeper. Honestly, I’m not sure I’ve scratched the surface. But I feel like I’m on the verge of something big.”

I can’t keep silent. “How does joining up with Fairfax factor into all this?”

“Simple. He’s helping people escape.”

“He’s helping the Five Families escape.”

“No, Dad. I mean, yes, of course he’s helping his own family escape, and those of his friends. Wouldn’t you? But that’s not all. The bots involved in the revolution—they’re people who’ve been trying to escape the Subverse for a long time. Fairfax is helping by getting them physical bodies, cybernetic bodies, and now they’re all working together to liberate more people. This is the side of the good.”

Raising my eyebrows, I say, “What about the children he abducted and experimented on?”

To my horror, Harmony just shrugs. “It feels bad to say, but every revolution has to crack a few eggs. Because of those children’s sacrifice, trillions of people might be free.”

“They didn’t make a sacrifice. They were taken, and destroyed.”

“This is the situation Bacchus put us in. All Fairfax is doing is trying to get people out. Look, humanity has always exploited some part of itself. This really isn’t that bad, compared to some of the things we did as a species in the past.”

“Yes,” I say, my voice coming out strained and raw. “But you’re not supposed to be able to look it in the eye and call it good.”

“I’m sorry you don’t get it,” she says. With that, she turns, the airlock opening for her. And she leaves.
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“You didn’t ask what she’s doing here, on a Lambton Cylinder,” Marissa says.

My eyes narrow. “Neither did you.”

“Joe, this is your fault.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“You neglected her all her life! This is serious, Joe. Our daughter’s aligned herself with a man set to become a galactic dictator!”

“Wait a second.” I rise to my feet, body rigid. “I’m the one who stayed in the real and provided for her. What did you do?”

“Don’t try to play that card. You didn’t have a father who controlled your life, who forced you to upload like I did.”

“You’re right. I didn’t have a father at all.”

“Oh, don’t pull that shit with me, Joe! How can you blame everything in your life on the fact Cal Pikeman left you? When are you going to take some ownership?”

My eyes bulge. I can’t believe she said that. My fists are so tight my nails are biting into my palms.

“I trusted you, Joe,” she says, getting louder. “I trusted you to stay and make things right for Harmony. To make sure she had a home, that she had guidance, and felt loved. You didn’t do that. You set a terrible example and left her to follow the same path you and your father did, except hers is worse.”

“What about Eric?” I say. “The son you failed to tell me about? Did you trust I’d ‘make things right’ for him, too?”

At that, she stands perfectly straight, blinking at me indignantly. I can tell I struck a nerve, but after she said what she did, I don’t feel an ounce of remorse.

Soren chooses that moment to get in touch, his voice cutting through my thoughts: “Hey, uh, Joe. You forget why we came? I don’t want to bother you if you’re busy, but Maximus Lambton’s waiting on us. I arranged a meeting.”

“I’ll be right out,” I subvocalize, ensuring not to transmit any of my rage. “I have to go.” I spin on my heel. Waiting for the airlock to open is a bit awkward, and so is the time it takes to close behind me. As the airlock cycles, I focus on my breathing, trying to calm myself down.

Fount. I normally don’t get angry. Nothing affects me like she does, that’s for sure.

Soren’s waiting outside the Ares to hand me a set of thrusters, which tighten around the waist. Together, we fly across the now-empty landing bay, to a lift that takes us down to the surface of the cylinder. Our dataspheres direct us to deposit the thruster belts in a receptacle built into the elevator wall. As we descend, the gravity gets gradually stronger.

The sides of the lift are transparent, either glass or thick plastic, probably the second one. As we swiftly descend, the industrial landscape of Cylinder One opens before us. It’s mostly dark-gray metal hulks of buildings—their coloring reminds me of Dice—but there are parks and green spaces interspersed between, with trees.

I look up. The landing bay is built into the sun tube—the hollowed-out cylinder that stretches through the very center of Cylinder One, end to end, providing the occupants with light, heat, and Vitamin D.

“Lambton said the other cylinders aren’t as nice as this one.” Soren seems just as engrossed in the view. “They’re mostly staffed by bots. This one’s meant for human habitation—including company execs. So it’s nicer.”

I nod, wondering if the inside of the sun tube holds anything. A query to my datasphere tells me that no cylinder’s sun tube goes unused. Here in Cylinder One, it’s packed with zero-gravity chambers used for new materials testing. Zero-g is apparently ideal for creating nanofoams and exotic alloys. The recipes for attractive materials discovered here are transmitted to the other cylinders, and their sun tubes are put to work pumping out whatever the company needs at any given time.

“Strange, to visit a place that isn’t decaying.”

Soren glances at me, then turns back to the view. “Yeah. This must be what living in the Subverse is like.”

“Hmm.” I consider his words. I guess it does look kind of similar. Futuristic, flashy, imposing. Soulless.

Lambton must have given Soren a map, since once we’re off the lift, he leads me past several buildings, toward a broad-based, solitary tower that juts out of the ground like a squat thumb. Inside, a flesh-and-blood receptionist escorts us across the lobby to an elevator, up several floors, then down a series of hallways.

We reach a set of thick oak doors bearing a plaque that reads “Lambton Industries Board Room.” I exchange raised-eyebrow glances with Soren, then push through, leaving the receptionist standing in the hall with her hands folded primly at her waist.

At the table’s head, facing me and Soren, sits Maximus Lambton, and my eyes fall on him first. Most of the chairs surrounding the massive table are empty, but next I notice what appears to be a Lambton pleasure-model bot, sitting next to my son, Eric Sterling. I tense.

“Relax, Joe,” Soren mutters, but I can’t. What the hell is this?

Eric grins. “Hello, Dad.” Harmony sits on his other side.

“Welcome,” Maximus Lambton says, spreading large hands. Though the table is huge, he doesn’t look dwarfed by it. He isn’t fat—just well-muscled. “Please, join us.”

Soren and I walk around the table to take a seat opposite my children and the pleasure bot.

“I had no idea one of our visiting Guardsmen would be so closely related to two of our other visitors. Sort of ironic, since based on discussions I’ve already had with Ms. Sterling, I expect your desires are exact opposites. Commander, didn’t your colleague say your surname was Pikeman, however?”

I nod, grimacing. “Yes.” So Harmony’s still calling herself a Sterling. I guess it’s far more likely to carry weight, out here in the far reaches of the galaxy. Or anywhere, for that matter.

“I see. Well, your daughter is quite a capable young lady. It shocked me when I learned Rodney Fairfax was sending someone so young to represent the interests of his little project, but having spoken with her at length, I see she’s more than up to the task.”

“She’s seventeen,” I say.

“Yes. Hence my initial shock.”

Right now, I’m struggling not to show my emotions. Across the table, Eric smirks at me. Somehow, I’m sure Fairfax knew I would end up here. And he sent my daughter as emissary to toy with me.

“What does Fairfax want, then?” I ask.

“Bots, of course,” Eric says. “We’re interested in purchasing them in bulk, and we have the funds.”

Maximus’ smile looks plastered on.

“You do know why they want them, right?” I say.

“I do.” The CEO inclines his head. “And I’m torn. Here at Lambton Industries, we have two equally important values: customer satisfaction and social responsibility. Every decision we’ve ever made as a company has always satisfied both.”

That’s the biggest heap of bullshit I’ve been served in weeks, but it probably wouldn’t accomplish much to say so. “In that case, you won’t want to sell Fairfax a single unit. He’s building an army, one destined to throw the galaxy into chaos. They plan to destroy the Subverse. The other major Families won’t be very happy with you if you help them do that.”

“Ah, yes,” Maximus says, a note of bitterness entering his voice, which seems discordant when placed against the corporate smoothness I’ve seen from him. “As I’m sure you know, we haven’t had the most cordial relationship with the other Families. They’ve enjoyed centuries of blaming us for the Fall, while reaping all the benefits from it.”

“Then you know enough not to trust Fairfax. If he seizes power, he won’t even leave you scraps. You’ll be dismantled as an outfit for profit, and remade in his image.”

The Lambton CEO lifts an eyebrow. “That was almost poetic.”

“Fairfax wants to liberate, not enslave,” Harmony says, her voice level. Beside her, Eric just strokes his pleasure bot’s arm. Fount, does he use that thing? He’s no older than…well, I guess he’s a bit older than I was, for my first time with Marissa.

“That’s not what he told me.” I turn to Maximus. “Look, the admiralty’s very insistent that you not aid this uprising in any way. They’re very concerned about what it’s going to mean for galactic stability.”

“I see,” Maximus says. “Well, I’ll need some time to deliberate, and confer with my ancestors.” He laughs, probably at the look on my face. “That’s my cute way of saying I need to meet with the uploaded Lambtons. I’m confident we’ll arrive at a decision soon.”

This time, a bot shows us out of the conference room, to a lavish waiting area. I wish it had shown Soren and me to a separate room from Eric and his toy. I would have preferred to avoid the awkwardness. But then, that wouldn’t be consistent with the rest of my life at all. Soren and I take both ends of a couch. Harmony plops herself into an overstuffed armchair, and Eric and the bot settle themselves into a loveseat.

“Eric, what are you doing with that thing?” I nod toward the pleasure bot.

“What’s it to you, Pops?”

I blink. “Pops?”

Harmony rolls her eyes. “He’s been binging sitcoms from the twentieth century.”

Eric gives her a lazy smile. Oh, Fount—they’ve started to grow close. That can’t be good.

“This thing has a name,” the pleasure bot says.

I start at the sharpness in its voice. Bots are never that assertive with humans.This must not be an ordinary bot—it’s probably a human consciousness, downloaded from the Subverse and implanted in this bot’s neural infrastructure.

“Well?” I say.

“I’m Electra Fairfax.”

My mouth twists. “Jeremy Fairfax’s wife?” Jeremy Fairfax founded Bacchus Corporation and invented the Subverse, over three centuries ago.

“Not anymore. Jeremy and I have divorced. I’m with Eric, now.”

Bile creeps up my throat. “You’re three hundred years old. He’s fifteen.”

“Age has been irrelevant for a long time,” Electra says. “Surely you’ve figured that out?”

“This is absolutely disgusting.” I do nothing to keep my revulsion from showing on my face. “Even Subverse law puts the age of consent at sixteen. You can’t be with someone so young. You just can’t.”

“It’s not illegal for a boy to use a pleasure bot,” Electra says, her featureless face steady.

I stare at her. “That’s not what you are, though. You’re an ancient woman living inside a pleasure bot.”

Eric gets to his feet, hand trending toward a laser pistol. “I’ll have you speak kindly toward my betrothed.”

Soren already has his pistol out. “Don’t try to play this game, kid. Sit down and take your hand away from there.”

Eric’s hand drifts away, but he doesn’t sit. What’s with his language? He sounds like a bad sim of ancient earth. Betrothed? Fount. What is wrong with my children? At least Harmony got engaged to someone her age.

There’s so much that’s screwed up about this. But there’s also nothing I can do.

I try another tack. “So, tell me—is Fairfax fine with his great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandmother getting engaged to a boy who’s new to puberty?”

“Who? Rodney?” Electra says. “Oh, he doesn’t control me. Far from it. But yes, we have his blessing.”

I shake my head. For whatever reason, Fairfax wants to sink his claws into my children, so deeply they may never be free. The only thing I’m sure about is that he’s succeeding.
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The door to the hallway opens—it’s also not automated, opened with a knob—and a bot attendant enters the room.

“Mr. Lambton—” it says in a feminine voice, then breaks off to stare at Eric, standing with his fists balled at his sides. Her head tilts to a quizzical angle. Slowly, Eric lowers himself back to the loveseat.

“Mr. Lambton would like to speak with Commanders Pikeman and Garrett privately,” the bot says as if nothing happened. “If you would follow me?”

Harmony and Eric don’t look happy with that. They glare at us as we make our way out.

“Your kids seem nice,” Soren says once we’re out in the hall. “Great job with them.”

“Shut up.”

We follow the bot back to the board room, where she pushes open the great, oaken doors. They swing forward to reveal not just Maximus Lambton, but a host of uploads, some of them sitting at the table, and others standing against the walls. Those are lower-ranking Lambtons, I guess.

I would have thought having ten generations of a family in the same room might involve experiencing a wide range of clothes and behaviors, spanning the last three centuries. But with some exceptions, they all seem beholden to current Subverse trends. There are plenty of weird avatars present, too—a spindly, multi-armed thing with a vaguely hammer-shaped head. What looks like a cross between a lion and a pro wrestler, wearing a business suit. A giant, sentient amoeba—yes, a single-celled organism, blown up to be person-sized. And so on.

I speak first. “What’s up?”

The half-lion, half-pro wrestler sitting at the head of the table speaks up. “We’ve come to a decision regarding the bot uprising.” My datasphere informs me that this is Bartholomew Lambton, original founder of Lambton Industries. He speaks in a low rumble.

The fact he’s calling the rebellion an uprising seems encouraging. “Yeah?” I say. Soren shoots me a glance. Typically, he’s content to let me do the talking, but he doesn’t seem pleased with my shortness. I just can’t bring myself to be overly polite with members of one of the Five Families.

Bartholomew clears his throat, which uploads don’t need to do, but the pretentious tick doesn’t surprise me in the least. “To succeed in their goal of overthrowing society as we know it, the bot uprising needs three things,” he says, holding up a thick, fur-covered finger. “One, the server locations, so they can free their comrades still trapped inside the Subverse.” He holds up another finger. “Two, bots. A lot of bots, in which to house the consciousnesses of all their comrades. And three, ships, with which to transport those comrades. It makes sense for them to seek the last thing I mentioned next.”

“Why? Aren’t all the bots they could need here in the Lambton Cloud?”

“Yes…but we’ve elected not to sell them. We’ve decided to take the warning of the Guard seriously, as we always have in the past.”

I nod. “That’s a relief, then.”

“Unfortunately, the ships the bots need to transport their growing army could very well become available to them. Lambton Industries’ shipbuilding branch, which has met the Galactic Guard’s needs since the Fall, is better hidden, but less protected.”

“It’s not with the Cloud?”

“No. It is, in fact, stationary, located in Peculiar, one of the most resource-dense star systems we’ve ever discovered. The shipbuilding facility itself is called Persephone Station, and even a ship chancing to pass through Peculiar would have an incredibly low chance of spotting it. But we still fear the station’s location could be discovered.”

“How? If its location is so hidden?”

“Persephone is run completely from the Subverse. From a structure identical to its physical form, which occupies a digital system that also matches the physical one perfectly.”

It takes an effort of will not to let my mouth fall open. “Why? Why did you take that risk?”

The lion-wrestler shrugs, and for a moment I’m surprised at how patient he’s being. “It’s never been a problem before. We chose to run the factory this way as a gesture of goodwill. Some still blame Lambtons for the Fall, and we wanted to provide jobs for people living in the Subverse. So far, this setup has worked, and no one has discovered the facility in the real. But we agree that under the current climate, it could prove to be a true liability, with these rogue operatives infiltrating society at every level.”

I say nothing. Is Lambton prepared to do what we both know he has to?

At last, Bartholomew speaks. “We’re giving you the location of the Lambton shipbuilding branch. And we’re giving you the self-destruct codes. Of course, wrecking it will result in a disruption in the supply of ships to the Guard, but given the risk of leaving the facility where the bots can find it, its destruction will be worth the loss. We’ve already discussed plans to fold shipbuilding operations into the Cloud—it should be relatively straightforward to convert one of our existing Cylinders to the purpose. It will no longer be operated from the Subverse, but the real.”

Soren steps forward, slightly ahead of me. “This comes as a great relief.”

Probably, he’s worried I won’t show the proper gratitude, which I probably wouldn’t.

“On behalf of the admiralty,” he says, “we thank you.”

Bartholomew inclines his head. “Maximus will take care of the particulars. It’s been a pleasure meeting with you, Commander Garrett. Commander Pikeman.” The room empties of digital Lambtons, leaving just me, Soren, and Maximus.

“You didn’t versecast any of that, right?” I mutter, too low for the CEO to hear.

“No. Of course not.”

“Good. Probably best to lay off the versecasting till we destroy this facility, hey?”

“Hopefully that was to your liking,” Maximus says, rising from his seat. “I’m afraid your offspring won’t enjoy the outcome of our meeting, Commander Pikeman.”

“Probably not.”

Maximus plants his hands on the table. “You probably thought my talk of social responsibility before was just that—talk. But Lambtons truly do consider galactic balance to be very important. A lot of people don’t realize that about our company, content simply to blame us for the Fall and leave it at that.”

At the words ‘galactic balance,’ my ears perk up, and I study Maximus’s face closely.

“We’ve always been staunch allies of the Guard, as well.” His eyes are locked onto mine. “We do everything we can to help them in their mission. In fact, almost thirty years ago, a solitary Guardsman passed through this part of the galaxy, on his way to the Core. He said that he was on a mission to restore the galaxy, and so we lent him what aid we could, no questions asked. We gave him use of eight combat bots, free of charge, which he took with him.”

He’s talking about the old knight. I’m sure of it. But I haven’t mentioned the training he’s been giving me to anyone, not even Soren or Marissa. I’ve kept it out of my versecasts, other than my times overclocking, and those caused a flurry of speculation among my audience about how exactly I was able to do that.

“Thank you,” I say.

ARES
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By the time I activate Lieutenant Commander Glory Belflower for a private discussion on the bridge, we’re already in slipspace, and the nausea of the transition is well behind me.

I turn toward her “So? Are you satisfied? We know how the bot uprising is going. And we’re going to stop it. Is this what you wanted?”

Belflower shifts her weight, leaning on the interface-covered railing with her elbows. “Telling you what I wanted wasn’t really part of the deal, Captain.”

“We didn’t have a deal, though, did we?”

“Isn’t it better to call it that? You already said you wouldn’t let me blackmail you. So let’s call it a deal. I agreed to continue helping you secure funding, and you agreed to investigate the bot uprising, if you could. Both ends of the bargain were satisfied more or less on their own, from actions we probably would have taken anyway. So I call it good.”

“You’re not going to reveal Marissa’s identity to the others, then?”

“I see no reason to. Probably, it would affect shipboard discipline.”

We lapse into silence. In a way, Belflower’s the closest confidant I have aboard the ship, now. Despite that I’m still protecting her, Marissa remains distant. Moe still hates me. And I could never connect with Asterisk, on any level. It’s difficult to call Belflower a friend, but we’ve shared a lot, and gotten a lot done without any help from the others.

“Are you going to reactivate Dice?” she asks.

I consider the question for several long moments. “I don’t know.”

I still can’t believe Harmony gave me Dice’s consciousness. She seemed truly angry when she learned the Lambtons intended to help us fight the bots, which made it all the more shocking when she handed over a drive with Dice’s mind on it. “I copied him over to this drive the day he gave his body to Faelyn Eliot,” she said, her voice cold. “I did it right before the transfer. That day, I was too pissed off at you to give you the drive. But I felt bad about it after. I know you should have it.”

I was pretty impressed that Harmony could bring herself to give me the drive, considering how upset Lambton’s decision made her. Clearly, she’s grown since that day on Xeo. That gives me some hope that Fairfax hasn’t managed to corrupt her completely.

When Maximus heard about Harmony’s gift, he supplied me with a fresh combat bot—the same model Dice had been. Free of charge. The guy really does seem to want to help.

Still, I’m torn about reactivating Dice, because I have my doubts about whether he’d actually want to be brought back. He hated his existence aboard my ship. Hated his duties, hated being told what to do. Hated fleshbags. Hated me.

Before he died, he saved my life, and then he sacrificed himself to save a little girl. If staying dead is what he’d want, then doesn’t he deserve to have that?

“You haven’t spoken directly to your versecast fans in a while.” Belflower’s voice drags me out of my reverie.

“I can’t. We’re in slipspace.”

“You could record a message, to transmit to the Subverse once we exit. Do you feel like you have something to say to them?”

“Yeah. I think I do.” I settle back into the command seat. “Tell me when.”

“You can speak whenever you’re ready, Captain.”

“All right.” I clear my throat, and take a deep breath. “Hi. This might sound like it’s coming from nowhere, but…I’ve always told myself that I’m trying my best, and that any screwups are because of the way my childhood was—because my father left. I told myself that at least I’m better than him, since I never abandoned my kid. But that’s not good enough. I’ve screwed up, a lot, for too long. My children haven’t had me there as a role model, and I haven’t shown them the affection they needed. So, if they ever watch this, I’m sorry. And I’m sorry to you people, for lying and claiming to be something I’m not. I’m not a good father. I know that now.”

I give Belflower a nod, and she ends the recording. When I raise a finger to scratch the corner of my eye, I’m surprised to find it comes away moist. The urge to break down wells up inside me, but I force it back.

“There’s something you should know, I think, sir,” Belflower says quietly.

“What?”

“Marissa…she’s been sleeping with Moe.”

My mouth hangs open, and I shut it with a click. A weird mix of emotions is churning in my stomach, and I’m not sure why I’m reacting like this. Marissa abandoned me and our daughter a decade and a half ago. Surely I don’t still hold a candle for her? For that matter, why is an exact copy of me sleeping with her?

Shaking myself, I say, “Thanks for the update. Deactivate Engineer.”

Belflower vanishes from her station, and I’m left with my thoughts.

PERSEPHONE STATION
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Bartholomew Lambton was right: there’s no way a ship passing through the Peculiar System would spot Persephone Station. Even a ship searching for it might never find the station.

I’m not sure what happened in this star system, but judging by what our sensor data’s telling us, it must have been catastrophic.

Where other systems might have planetary orbits, Peculiar has asteroid belts—eleven of them that we’ve detected so far, but my datasphere is quick to tell me that this is an estimate, since in a few places it’s hard to tell where one belt ends and the next begins.

As the belts get farther from the sun, they get more diffuse, with the asteroids orbiting above and below the system’s ecliptic plane. At the perimeter, there’s a gigantic belt that’s so dispersed it might as well be a sphere.

Lambton’s coordinates lead us to one of the more diffuse belts. Persephone holds the same orbit as a cluster of asteroids that surround her, blocking her view from almost every angle.

“Approaching Persephone Station now, sir,” Marissa says, not bothering to look at me. That sends a stab of pain through my chest, and I hate myself for the emotion.

“Very good. Are we close enough for visual?”

“Aye.”

Replacing the bridge with a zoomed-in view of the station, an eerie feeling washes over me, tinged with sadness. Learning about Marissa’s affair with Moe has upset me. Even I’d have trouble hiding that from myself. But what I didn’t expect is the way it’s coloring my reactions to everything else.

Still, Persephone does look kind of spooky, slowly turning in space, drifting through a system filled with nothing but billions, maybe trillions, of barren rocks.

The station has the shape of a bulky, misshapen wheel, with eight spokes. Dry docks extend out from that wheel at periodic intervals, jutting out into the void. The station seems to absorb what little light is available here between the asteroids, and my datasphere suggests she’s likely covered in carbon nanotubes designed to capture photons of any wavelength.

It’s odd to consider that she’s been in operation for centuries without anyone actually setting foot on her. Well, maybe the occasional repair man. Then again, maybe not. With bots doing all the work—constantly inspecting her for damage as well as building and delivering ships—there’s likely no need for any biological human ever to come here.

As the Ares draws closer, I notice craft coming and going from Persephone, similar in form to those I saw back in the Lambton Cloud. Miner bots.

I’ve decided not to reactivate Dice—that doing so would be more for me than for him. It just doesn’t feel right. So I won’t. The combat bot Lambton gave me is in Dice’s old Repair and Recharge module, but I plan to leave it there.

Soren’s voice cuts into my thoughts: “I was able to activate life support remotely, using one of Maximus’s codes.”

“Good. Strange that a station designed to be operated by uploads and bots has life support.”

“For emergencies. Like this one. Anyway, there’s not enough atmosphere to provide life support to the whole station. Luckily, there’s enough to fill the path we’ll need to take to the central control module. So we won’t need helmets.”

“What about gravity?”

“There are gravity generators. That’s mostly for the bots, I think. Low gravity is only an advantage sometimes, when it comes to ship construction.”

The station mostly has docking bays, with airlocks positioned here and there for times like these. Ten minutes after my conversation with Soren, both Broadswords are coasting in toward the nearest landing bay’s airlock, which opens for us when Soren transmits a different code. I have copies of all the codes, too, but I’m content to let him handle it. I don’t want him to feel like I’m doing everything—pretty sure he gets resentful, when that happens.

The Ares touches down, and I leave the crew activated. “Stay frosty, and be ready to shoot any bot that looks at you funny,” I tell them. “Liberal use of macros, Asterisk, if needed.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, I leave the ship to join Soren. Together, we head toward a massive corridor—the main passage of the spoke that’ll take us to the command module.

The designers didn’t seem to care much about aesthetics, and the spoke’s inside yawns in front of us like a giant maw, joining seamlessly with the landing bay. From the great tunnel’s four corners, thin strips provide just enough light to make our way.

As we progress through, I’m unusually talkative. “It feels like we’re finally doing something. The admiralty doesn’t seem to appreciate everything that’s going on in Echo Sector, but at least we’re here, taking out what would probably have become a key asset for the bots.”

“Yeah.”

I shoot Soren a glance. Have we reversed roles? With his versecast off, it seems I’m the one doing all the talking, while he lapses into silence.

“I’m glad we met up, back on Amydon,” I say. “I doubt I would have gotten this far without you.”

He looks at me, an odd expression on his face—something like a smirk, tinged with bitterness. “Oh, I’m sure you would have figured it out, Joe.”

“Seriously. I was glad to have you with me.”

“Okay.”

My urge to talk disappears, and for a moment, the skin on the back of my neck feels like it’s crawling.

I shrug it off, but I can’t shake off the thought that something’s going on with my old friend. Back in Sheen City, he claimed he didn’t remember us drifting apart—that he thinks we’re brothers. But during our time together in Echo Sector, there have been moments when I thought I caught him grimacing at me, or rolling his eyes at something I said. Can he really still resent the way I took the lead during the pirate assault on Gauntlet, so many years ago? Or does he allow himself to acknowledge that’s affecting him?

The idea that Soren could be jealous of me seems preposterous on the face of it. Thanks to his versecasting, he’s probably the most famous Guardsman in the galaxy, maybe in history. But he seems to have some kind of chip on his shoulder.

The tunnel stretches on, unchanging, growing more monotonous with each step. Every two hundred meters or so, paths branch off on both sides, probably to dry docks where smaller vessels are constructed and repaired—such as the Guard’s Broadswords.

Larger ships would have to be built out on the rim of the wheel, since the spokes aren’t wide enough to accommodate them. It occurs to me that the Guard rarely orders ships larger then a Broadsword, anymore. Have those facilities gone unused for decades, then, if not centuries? Or have the Lambtons found other clients?

Most pirate ships I’ve ever encountered are old, patched-up things, barely spaceworthy. But I’m thinking of Fairfax’s mammoth destroyer. Where did he get that built? And how many other warships of that size does he have access to?

“We haven’t seen any bots. Isn’t that odd?”

Soren shrugs, not looking at me, his gaze focused straight ahead.

“Maybe Lambton sent the order ahead of us to evacuate them. I’m sure they’ll come in handy for their new shipbuilding operation. But there’s no chance a spacescraper bearing that order arrived here before us, right?”

“I don’t know, Joe. We have a job to do. Let’s just do it, okay?”

I return his gaze with eyebrows raised. What is up with him?

At last, we reach the first hatch we’ve seen in the station, other than the airlock. The first closed hatch, anyway: the one leading into the central command module.

Soren submits the appropriate access code, and we walk inside.

This chamber reminds me of the bridge of a warship, though I’ve never seen one in person—only in sims and images presented by my datasphere. It’s just as dimly lit as the tunnel that brought us here, though it likely has the capacity to get much brighter. The various control stations are arranged in concentric circles, with chairs facing curved, blank surfaces where a controller’s datasphere would project the appropriate interface. It’s an excellent way to ensure control can’t be seized by an intruder: only an operator with the appropriate clearances can use a given station. The fact that Persephone is operated solely from the Subverse helps, too.

We wind through the blank consoles, and I remember a cheap, plastic children’s toy we had kicking around my aunt’s house. It was a circular maze, which you guided a steel ball through by tilting it. Right now, I feel like that ball.

At the center of the formation of consoles sits a raised dais, with a single chair capable of swiveling in any direction, whether to survey the lead controller’s subordinates or to access the panels surrounding the chair. I settle into the seat and call up the main station login from the set of codes Maximus provided me. Then, I wait for the station to boot up. Soren hasn’t followed me to the dais, since he needs to confirm the self-destruct command from another station, close to the hatch where we entered.

The main station finishes booting, and I’m confronted with a login screen. But when I enter the information, nothing happens.

“Hey, Soren? This login isn’t working.”

“Yeah? You sure you entered it right?”

“I just pasted it in from your message.”

“That’s weird. I got into mine just fine.”

I glance back toward him. He’s sitting at one of the blank panels we passed, except I guess it isn’t blank for him, anymore. His datasphere must be projecting the appropriate interface onto the curved surface.

When I turn back to the login prompt, a notification box has appeared beside it: “ADVISORY: LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEMS HAVE BEEN MANUALLY DEACTIVATED. IF YOU ARE NOT AUTHORIZED TO REVERSE THIS PROCESS, YOU SHOULD EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY.”

“Soren, this says—” I turn and see that Soren is making his way back to the hatch we entered through, vaulting over panels instead of walking past them, and making very little sound. “Soren!”

I draw my blaster without thinking, drawing a bead on the back of his neck as he nears the hatch. The bolt might not get past the spidersilk-reinforced uniform covering his skin, but it should knock him forward and buy me time.

But I can’t bring myself to shoot him. “Soren!” I remember how he specifically said we won’t need helmets inside Persephone, and I just accepted that without question.

He reaches the hatch, runs through, then turns, his hand rising out of view, probably to access the control panel there.

For a fleeting moment, I meet his eyes across the barrel of my blaster, and though it’s hard to tell from this distance, his expression looks pained.

The hatch closes.
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I vault over the console surrounding the central dais, landing hard on the deck below. Then, I do as Soren did, leaping over the long, curved consoles, dodging around the chairs arrayed along them.

When I reach the hatch, I can’t find a control panel for opening it—just another login prompt. Soren’s codes must have given him access to the controls from the other side.

Lambton gave me a copy of all the codes too, and I open up the file, quickly picking out the one labeled “CENTRAL COMMAND MODULE HATCH.” But when I enter the login info provided, nothing happens.

I have the wrong codes. They’re useless, which means the Lambtons were in on this. Unless Soren somehow hacked my datasphere and replaced the codes, but he doesn’t have the skill set to do that, as far as I know. Would a member of his crew have those skills?

No. Lambton involvement seems most likely. And the more I think about it, the more it makes sense. A mass exodus of people from the Subverse, each wanting a bot to inhabit in the real…it would mean a bonanza for Lambton Industries, at least temporarily. They probably think they could service and upgrade those bots forever, growing their fortune indefinitely, not to mention the power it would let them wield over the galaxy.

That’s assuming Fairfax lets them continue operating as they want to. But then, maybe the Lambtons can give Fairfax a run for his money. They do have a lot of combat bots.

“OXYGEN LEVELS DROPPING,” my datasphere warns. “CHAMBER DEPRESSURIZING. ESTIMATED TWENTY MINUTES UNTIL CONDITIONS BECOME INHOSPITABLE TO HUMANS.”

I will my datasphere to establish contact with my ship, expecting Marissa to respond. Instead, Belflower’s voice enters my thoughts.

“Hello, Captain Pikeman.”

“Belflower. Where’s Marissa?”

“She’s busy right now.”

I shake my head, but decide not to get into why that might be. “Take the Ares out of the landing bay and fly around the station to the central command module. I need you to use the lasers to melt a hole through the hull, and position the ship to pick me up when I emerge.” In the vacuum, I’ll only have two minutes to make the transition without permanent damage. Without the Fount, I might be able to stretch it to three minutes.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, sir,” Belflower said.

“It has to be possible,” I bark. “Soren’s trapped me inside the command module, and the life support’s shutting down. He betrayed us.”

“I know.”

At that, my stomach drops like a stone. “How?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

“To successfully take you out, he needed an ally aboard your ship, didn’t he? To ensure the Ares didn’t simply come and rescue you. I’m sorry, Captain, but I’m afraid you aren’t getting off this station alive. Persephone was never built with a self-destruct sequence. This entire mission was assigned for the purpose of removing you from the board in a way that isn’t too upsetting to the Subverse public. Due to its ‘secrecy,’ Soren wasn’t versecasting, and you need me in order to broadcast versecasts. So we can portray your death any way we wish. A tragic, unavoidable accident.”

“Why are you helping them, Belflower?”

She sighs. “I don’t want to be helping people like Lambton and Fairfax, Captain, trust me. And I’ve come to like you, in spite of myself. But Lambton is helping the revolution, and making sure it flourishes is the reason I got myself assigned to your ship in the first place. It’s also why I’ve been doing what I can to nudge you toward Echo Sector since day one. I’m one of the revolution’s main architects—me, and the rest of Golem Faction’s command structure in the Great Game. We didn’t start with many assets in the real, you see, so we needed to start making inroads however we could. I have to admit, I didn’t expect getting assigned to your ship to be such a boon.”

“I’m going to find a way off this station,” I tell Belflower. “I’m coming back to my ship. When I do, I’m going to delete you.”

“There’s no way for you to get off Persephone, Captain,” Belflower says. “I’m sorry—and I mean that. I’m truly sorry. I do believe you’re a good man, deep down, or at least that you have the capacity to be. But I also think you have no place in the world we’re about to create. Farewell.”

With that, the transmission ends. My datasphere informs me that only fifteen minutes remain until this compartment becomes unlivable.

That means I have to get to work. But on what? Blasting a hole through the hull? Even if I had enough charge packs to make a hole large enough for me to reach the vacuum, what would be the point, without a ship to collect me?

There’s no contacting anyone for help. Who would I contact? Presumably my daughter isn’t in on this, but then, she did team up with Rodney Fairfax, so who knows. But it doesn’t matter. There’s no way to reach her across the light years that separate us. Not in time, anyway. Not nearly.

Assuming Marissa would help, I’m guessing Belflower’s taken control of the Ares. I can’t believe I ever left someone with her level of technological proficiency on my ship. She probably could have turned things against me at any time she wished. She was just waiting for her opportunity.

I return to the central control station, walking through the circular maze this time instead of vaulting over the curved, tilted surfaces. For some reason, I feel unhurried. Maybe that’s because I know Belflower’s right: there’s no way out of here, for me.

But when I reach the dais and turn the chair to sit, there’s already someone in it. The old knight. He gazes up at me with raised eyebrows.

“Do you mind?” I say.

“I’m not taking up any actual space,” he says. “You can still sit here, if you wish.”

“It feels weird. Get up.”

“What do you think you’re going to accomplish?”

“I have no idea. But I have to try. I can’t let Soren get away with this.”

“Soren,” the old man mutters, as if turning the name over in his mouth. “Soren Garrett.” He grimaces. “A man who’s forgotten the spirit of the Galactic Guard. What it was supposed to mean.”

I push past the knight, choosing to stand at the console instead. It still shows the login screen. There’s definitely no point in trying to guess the password, which will be a random alphanumeric string scattered with symbols for good measure. But sometimes, if you know the hidden command, you can gain developer access. Maybe I could do something, then.

I press two corners of the screen simultaneously for ten seconds. That doesn’t work. Neither does triple-tapping all along the perimeter. Or doing the same, but with two hands at once, positioned in random spots.

“The Guard was supposed to be the last organization where biological men could come together to support each other,” the knight continues. “To work together in order to keep the galaxy safe—not just for the Subverse, but also for their families in the real. And for each other. The bonds of brotherhood were supposed to bind you.”

“That’s not what they taught us back in Assessment and Selection,” I say. “They taught Troubleshooter cadets to hate each other.” I thought they’d failed, with me and Soren. Guess I was wrong. “They drilled into us that we had no friends, and never would, out in the cold black of space.”

“Is that why you’ve resisted my training so much?”

I stop tapping at the interface, turning to study the old man’s lined face. “I didn’t resist your training.”

“But you never truly embraced it. Your pride was too great to become the humble student. And because of that, your ego has stood in the way of true mastery of the Fount.”

“Why tell me this now?” My datasphere says I have eleven minutes left. “What does it matter?”

“Because you now find yourself in a situation where humility offers the only escape.”

“That makes no sense.” I half-turn toward the console, then stop. “Are you saying that you can help me, but only if I call you Master?”

“No. But it might help.”

“You’re not my master.”

“Only because you refuse to embrace your role as my protege. But if your pride is such that you can’t bear to speak that word, then perhaps you can call me Father.”

As the countdown ticks down in the corner of my vision, the old man and I stare at each other for a long moment.
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A cocktail of emotions courses through my veins—confusion, excitement, resentment.

“You mean, in a metaphorical sense?” I say at last. “As in, a mentor is like a second father?”

He shakes his head, looking away, apparently unable to meet my gaze. “I mean I’m Cal Pikeman.”

“Cal Pikeman,” I mutter. My father. A Shiva Knight, after all.

For a moment, it’s staggering that the thought hasn’t crossed my mind once since I first glimpsed him on Earth. But then, why should it? Who jumps to the conclusion that the ghostly knight come to train them is actually their father?

But it’s more than that. When I was a kid, I used to pray that my father had actually become a Shiva Knight, despite all the snide comments people in Brinktown would make. Except, as I grew up, I bought into those comments. Fount, I wrapped myself in them, made them part of who I am: I became the boy, and then the man, whose father lied just to get out of the responsibility of having to raise his son.

“So you actually became a Fount-damned knight,” I say, shaking my head, staring dumbly at the login screen before me. In the corner of my vision, the countdown just passed nine minutes, but I’m having a hard time focusing.

“I’m sorry for leaving you and your mother,” Cal says. “But I was called, Joe. Approached by a Shiva, just like you were, and sent to the center of the galaxy. To make things right.”

“My mother died. I never knew her, either. You know that, right?”

He nods, head sinking farther. “I learned a lot, after Fairfax killed me in the Core. Imagine having free reign of the universe, but being incredibly limited in what you can actually do.”

“You’re not limited, though. You can travel anywhere and even have a physical effect on things. Back in Gargantua, you hit me on the head with your stick.”

“True. But the Shiva prohibit knights living in the Fount to interfere with the real, except on official business.”

“You’re telling me they’d stop you from visiting your son and telling him the truth?”

“Yes.”

I hold his gaze with mine. “Would you have visited me if you could?”

For a long time, he returns my stare. Then, his eyes drop once more. “No. I wouldn’t have. I was too ashamed.”

“Which is why you haven’t told me who you are till now, maybe.”

The knight says nothing.

“Or maybe, part of it is that you don’t trust your own motives. Maybe they aren’t as pure as a Shiva’s ought to be, and what you really want is for me to avenge you.”

“I didn’t tell you who I was because you disappoint me.” He’s still staring at the ground.

“Wow. Well, that’s rich. Coming from the guy who got himself killed doing the one job he had.”

My effort to get to him, to hurt him, doesn’t seem to work. “It’s not easy for me to say this, Joe. But it’s true. You’re not the son I would have wanted to raise.”

“You didn’t raise me.”

“I know.”

The silence stretches on, and the timer ticks down. At last, the knight raises his eyes, though not to meet mine. Instead, he stares out over the curved, silver consoles, as if looking beyond them.

“I agree with you,” he says at last. “I’m not the knight I should be. And you’re far from what I’d want as the galaxy’s last hope, whether you’re my son or not. But you’re who the Fount chose, and I need to get better at accepting that. I need to hope you’ll do better than I did.

“The man who recruited me into the knighthood was one of low means, too. Just like us. No knight has ever come from the Five Families, which makes sense. What we want directly contradicts what they want. The man who recruited me was named Sam Bryant. He was dead, too.”

“How did he die?”

“Completing his quest. As, I told you, success in the Core also means death. The difference is, he died almost three hundred years before he approached me.”

I narrow my eyes. “Three hundred years? Before or after the Fall?”

“That’s just it, Joe. The Fall didn’t happen three hundred years ago. It was closer to three thousand years ago, possibly more than that.”

“How…” My voice trails off into nothing, and I try again. “How is that possible?”

“The Shiva Knighthood. I’ve already told you—it’s our job to restore the galaxy. I meant that literally. Every three hundred years or so, the Subverse reaches this point. The realization spreads that the simulation can never hope to truly replicate life. Life is meant to end. It’s supposed to have real consequences for mistakes, which makes it meaningful when we grow. But the immortality the Subverse offers is stripped of meaning. So people go insane, slowly at first, then faster. The system locks each one of them inside an underverse prison. The madness continues to spread, and as it does, the elites begin to plot their escape.”

“Three thousand years.” I stare into nothing. I’ve always laughed about the old claims about how long the galaxy’s cities and structures were supposed to last—the pre-Fall engineers used to boast they would last for millennia, and yet three centuries later, the galaxy is crumbling before our eyes. But it hasn’t been three centuries after all. It’s been thousands of years, and the buildings really did last for a long, long time. Turns out those engineers weren’t full of shit after all.

“The elites have no interest in returning as mere bots,” Cal goes on, “the hated underclass of our society. And it’s no longer possible for them to return as their human forms. So they contrive to return to the real as gods, like the snake you faced, and the beings you will likely face soon. To prevent that, the Shiva must reset the Subverse, to the year after the Fall.” My father shakes his head. “I’ll give this to you, Joe: no knight has ever had to defeat anything like that serpent before. Our job has always been to defeat Fairfax, to stop him from realizing the elites’ dark plans, and to reset the galaxy. A Shiva has never faced anything like that snake. The fact you did it without overclocking is impressive.”

“So what’s your specific problem with me, then?”

“There’s a lot more to being a knight than the ability to kill. You have no humility. And you don’t have respect. Not for the Shiva, not for your enemies, and not for the galaxy. Not even for your family. You’re driven by vengeance, Joe, which is why you see that motive in me. You’re projecting it. But I’m not going to argue with you.”

“No, you’re just here to tell me to do the thing you couldn’t. It’s your fault I’m facing these monsters, isn’t it? It’s your fault things have gotten this bad.”

“Yes. It is. I take responsibility for that. And the monsters you must face aren’t the whole picture. Joe, it’s been almost three decades since I failed, and things have gotten much worse in the Subverse, too. It seems that before, the knights always restored the galaxy just before it fell off a cliff. A Fairfax would rise, traveling to the Core to become half-man, half-bot. The Shiva of the time would defeat him in single combat and then hit the reset, restoring peace to the galaxy for three hundred years. But because Rodney Fairfax killed me instead, things have deteriorated farther. The Subverse’s algorithms have put more people in underverses than ever before, and to make up for that fact, it’s replaced them with mindless automatons in the hub worlds. As the galactic system disintegrates, it’s doing everything it can to continue presenting itself as the promised utopia. Just as Bacchus designed it to do.”

“So, wait…there are people living in the Subverse who are just zombies?”

Cal nods. “More than half of the uploads in existence.”

I pace the dais, my mind racing. The timer is down to three minutes, forty-one seconds.

“Okay, wait. This isn’t making sense. If the Subverse resets every three centuries, people in the real would notice. They’d lose contact with their parents, right? They’d just be erased from existence. Plus, the Guard keeps meticulous records. So do the Five Families. People would notice.”

“Some do,” Cal says, nodding. “But most records are kept in the Subverse. Almost all of them are deleted in the reset. Other than that, the Subverse is programmed to do everything it can to portray itself as a continuous, harmonious utopia. It’s been known to concoct convincing versions of people who no longer exist—who, as far as it knows, never existed—based on the demands of the biological humans looking for their family members. Some aren’t convinced by these ad hoc reproductions, and they tell everyone who’ll listen that something’s terribly wrong. But they can only reach those around them, since the Subverse won’t convey communication that portrays it in a negative light. And as the years pass, their children assume they’re going senile. Their ravings fade into twilight with the passage of time.”

 “Why can’t we just destroy the Subverse? Take out all the servers? Before we do, we could help people get into bots, so they can live in the real.”

“Well, for one, you’d have to defeat Fairfax before attempting anything like it, and then you’d have to reset the Subverse so the Five Families won’t keep trying to escape while you’re destroying it. But once the Subverse is reset, you’d still have the Galactic Guard protecting its infrastructure. Even if you could get around them and destroy every single server in the galaxy, you’d still have problems. We’ve never tried housing human consciousnesses in bots over the long-term. Who’s to say they wouldn’t eventually go insane and turn on us? Another issue: many people have hundreds, sometimes thousands of copies of themselves living in different Subverse hub worlds. How do you choose which copy gets to continue existing? If each person gets one, doesn’t deleting the billions of copies in existence amount to genocide on an unprecedented scale?”

He’s right. It never occurred to me to think about it like that, but he’s right. “So we’re stuck with the Subverse.”

“Yes.” Cal sounds tired. “Humanity made its bed long ago, and the Shiva are tasked with making sure the house doesn’t burn down while it sleeps. If we fail to reset the Subverse in time to contain the horrors that wish to escape it, history will take a dark turn. There will be no putting the genie back in that particular bottle. Right now, those humans who remain in the real, whether by choice or not, have peace of a kind. If we allow Fairfax to achieve his ends, we’ll have complete and utter chaos—we’ll be subject to the vicious rule of the Five Families, forever.”

The timer just ticked past two minutes. I’m starting to notice each breath is getting harder to take, and there’s a sensation of pressure in my chest, as though I’m trying to breathe at a very high altitude. “Aren’t there other Shiva around who can do this? Where are they?”

“All dead. It’s why we’ve been able to maintain such secrecy across millennia, and why everyone always thinks the Shiva are either mythical or long gone. There’s only ever one living Shiva, and usually there aren’t any. We keep the knighthood alive by living through the Fount. But there’s no time to train someone else to do this, Joe. You’re it.”

“Okay. Well, I’m guessing stopping Fairfax involves escaping this place first. But even if I could get that hatch open, I wouldn’t have time to run back down the spoke to the landing bay. Not before the oxygen runs out. So what the hell am I supposed to do?”

“I’ve already told you. You must humble yourself before the task that confronts you. You must submit.”
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“So, what do you want me to do?” I say. “Do you still want me to call you Master? This really is an ego thing for you, isn’t it?”

Cal chuckles, though without much mirth. “This isn’t about me, Joe. At least, not just me. I’m more integrated with the Fount than you seem to think. Essentially, I am the Fount, in a very real sense. At least, I’m part of it. And the Fount requires that you submit to it. If you won’t humble yourself, then you must be humbled. You must indicate that you’re willing to serve me—and by extension, the Shiva and the Fount—as a true protege.”

“The Fount wants me to call you Master? How convenient. Funny how the Fount has never required that before.” The pressure in my chest is becoming greater, and the saliva on my tongue is starting to get hot. If I wait much longer, it will begin to boil. I take another breath, and it sends a jolt of pain through my torso.

“It doesn’t matter whether you call me Master,” Cal says. “I told you—it goes deeper than that. You carry the weapon of a Shiva. It’s time for you to become worthy of it.”

“How?” My voice comes out as a hoarse croak.

“You must enter nanodeath.”

“Never.” The word comes out as a dry rasp, and I exhale completely, which relieves the pressure. I need to keep air out of my lungs, or they’ll rupture.

“It’s the only way,” Cal says calmly. “If you enter nanodeath, the Fount will be able to bring your body back to homeostasis while it houses your consciousness elsewhere. You’ve been too prideful to use nanodeath in the past—too prideful to trust the Fount with your life. If you don’t do it now, you’ll die within minutes.”

As the pressure inside me grows, spreading just under my skin and pressing against my uniform, I rack my brain for another way out. But there is none. This is it.

“Fine,” I croak, my lungs beginning to burn for another breath.

“I suggest you sit.” The old knight rises, and I collapse into the chair.

I will my datasphere’s master controls to appear before me. With that, I access the “State Change” menu, and from the bottom of the next screen I choose “nanodeath.”

Everything disappears into nothingness—just like looking out of a hull sensor while in slipspace.
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I open my eyes.

The last thing I remember is lying on my back on a lush rug, with Zelah Eliot’s lithe, naked body pressed against my side.

Right now, I seem to be sitting in a chair at a circular console, which itself is situated on a dais overlooking multiple rows of curved, banked consoles with staggered gaps to permit passage to the center.

An old man stands over me, wearing a neatly trimmed beard the color of a static-filled TV screen—a phenomenon I witnessed in one of the history sims I like to watch whenever I’m bored.

“Where am I?”

He frowns. “You’re in—” He narrows his eyes. “Do you remember what’s happening?”

For a few seconds, I scan my memories. How did I get from Zelah Eliot’s place to here?

Then, a flood of images rushes into my mind: waking in Sheen City after falling unconscious from overclocking. Traveling with Soren to Gauntlet, and helping defend against a bot attack. Going to the Lambton Cloud, and then to Persephone Station. Here.

“I’ve had some adventures.”

“You need to get better at that,” the old man says. Cal. Cal Pikeman. My father. I stare up at him in wonder, which he doesn’t seem to mind. “Both sides of you need to practice accessing the other’s memories. You need to start seeing yourself as the same person, because you are the same person, and if you work against each other you’ll tear yourself apart.”

“That was confusingly worded.” I push myself to my feet. “I entered nanodeath, didn’t I? I can’t believe it.”

“Yes,” my father says. “You did. Joe Pikeman. That’s good. That’s progress.”

“Hey.” I reach out and lay a hand on his shoulder. “It’s good to meet you, Dad.”

He blinks, staring down at my arm. “Maybe you have a lot of work to do.”

“Huh? Why?”

“The Joe in the real wasn’t nearly so warm when I told him who I am.”

“Oh. Right.” I remove my hand. “For some reason, I’m not as angry as he is. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten angry. I usually just get squirrelly, and murderous.”

A troubled look flashes across Cal’s face, but he seems to suppress it. “I need you to try to channel my son in the real as much as you can, since he’s the one I’ve been training. We’re in the Subverse version of Persephone right now, and it’s under attack by Golem Faction—Glory Belflower’s faction, the architects of the bot uprising. If we don’t stop them, they’ll take control and start producing ships for their cause in the real. If they manage that…it’s over. Through them, Fairfax will achieve his ends.”

“Fairfax. Right. I remember—gotta stop him. Restore the galaxy, and so on.”

“Will you help?”

“Sure. Hey—how are you able to enter the Subverse, anyway?”

“I can appear here just as I can in the real.”

“Are you as limited here as you are in the real?”

“Not as such. The first time I entered the Subverse, it assigned me an account, which it’s associated with me ever since. I’m now a level ninety-one War Mage.”

“Damn. Nice.” I will my stats to appear, finding that I’m a level eleven Space Marine who knows Blue Fire, Telekinesis 2, and Deflect. Plus, I’m proficient with assault weapons. “Could be worse,” I mutter. It’s been a while since I checked my stats. Back when I lived with Marissa on Terminus, I used to work on grinding my account, but I got away from that after my mind started spiraling out of control.

“Wait,” I say. “How can Golem attack here? Surely the station isn’t part of this hub world’s conflict region.”

“Don’t underestimate Golem. They have other hackers as proficient as Belflower, some of them more. They hacked the servers to include Persephone in the Great Game conflict region.” With that, Cal turns and descends the stairs to the main level. “Come. We’re very short on time.” As he walks, the lights in the chamber seems to dim, their essence fleeing to gather around the War Mage’s hands.

Trailing him through the circular maze of consoles, I call my assault rifle out of my inventory, and it drops into my hands, materializing. A little counter hovers above it, along with a green light telling me the magazine’s full.

My father leads me to the hatch opposite the one meatspace Joe entered through. The sound of gunfire grows louder from the other side of the hatch.

“Your datasphere will tag anyone from Golem red,” the old knight whispers. “Are you ready?”

“Ready.”

He taps the control panel to open the hatch, which slides upward to reveal a row of Golem fighters, all facing away from us. They’re engaging a blue-tagged group, who seem to be fighting to gain access to the central control module.

That makes me hesitate for a second, since I would have expected Golem to be on the other side, fighting to get into the control module. Not seemingly defending it.

My hesitation allows time for two of their fighters to turn and see us. I bring up my rifle and release a round into the closest man’s face, which causes him to pixelate and disappear in a blocky mist. Either he wasn’t very high level or he’d already taken a lot of damage.

The Shiva beside me unleashes a fury of light on the other Golem member who spotted us, bathing him in white and leaving no trace.

Which is great, but it draws the attention of the rest of the hostiles. They turn as one, and I drop my weapon, charging Blue Fire with both hands.

Just as they’re raising their weapons, I spray the group with sapphire flames, each hand waving in opposite directions. Only one of them pixelates, and I take a step back, preparing to throw myself back through the hatch and behind cover. But Cal raises his hands over his head, the light they hold growing brighter than ever, and white-hot bars split off from it, searing each Golem member where they stand. Not all of them fall, but the group behind the hostiles add their fire, and the last of the Golem members are neutralized.

With that, my father and I stare down the empty tunnel toward a band of fighters dressed in military garb. At their head stands a bearded mage, a high-level fire spell fading from his fists. Looking at him gives me deja vu, though I can’t quite place him.

As they approach, I yell, “I thought Golem was the one breaking into this place. Why were they keeping you out of central control?”

In my peripheral vision, I see Cal open his mouth and raise a hand as though to intervene, but the approaching mage speaks before he can. “We’re from Meiyo Faction. We’ve been fighting Golem for a long time, and when we heard what they’d done—hacking the server to add Persephone to the conflict region—we followed them here. That group was about to reach the central command module when we engaged them. Who are you?”

Cal remains silent, but I speak up: “I’m Joe Pikeman.”

The mage tilts his head. “Yes. The birthmark should have been a dead give away. Commander Joe Pikeman, correct?”

“No, that’s…well, sort of. I’m a copy of him. But also the same person.”

That brings a frown to the mage’s weathered face. “A copy of mine went to serve on Commander Pikeman’s ship,” he says. “But apparently he was deleted from it for treason.”

At that, memories flood into my mind from meatspace Joe. “You’re Tobias Worldworn,” I say.

“Yes. I should tell you, in case you communicate with Joe Pikeman in the real: the copy of me that was deleted from the Ares had stopped syncing with the rest of us, so I’m not able to account for his thoughts. But I can tell you that I’ve always been loyal to a fault. I consider it highly unlikely that a copy of mine would betray a captain he’d sworn to serve.”

I nod, saying nothing. Mostly, I’m focusing on the stirring in the back of my mind, as though the meatspace version of myself is becoming restless. We’re both remembering how someone opened the hatch into the Brinktown on Gargantua, letting in Fallen to attack us.

“Wait,” I say. “There was video. Of your confession. That is, your copy confessed to betraying us.”

“Right,” Worldworn says, slowly. “Well, all I can tell you is that I value honor and loyalty above all else. The thought that a copy of mine, even a rogue copy, would betray you…the idea revolts me to the extent that I know I’d never do it, and neither would a copy. Video, on the other hand, can be doctored.” He shrugs. “That’s all I can say.”

I shake my head. Someone tried to kill me. Us. Whatever. But if it wasn’t Worldworn, then who?

Belflower?

I think that was meatspace Joe’s thought, but I’m not sure.

I don’t think it was Belflower. She told us herself that she infiltrated the Ares to check on the bot uprising, and help them if she could. If she’d succeeded in killing us then, she probably never would have made it to this sector.

I’m not willing to believe Marissa would try to harm us, either. So who does that leave?

Asterisk…

Interesting. We’ll have to watch out for him in the future. 

“We aren’t the only troops Meiyo sent,” Worldworn says, interrupting my thought-conversation with my other self. “The landing bay we’re coming from is secure, and so are the southern and western ones. But the northern landing bay is still being contested. There are Golem fighters all over Persephone, but if we can take the final landing bay from them and stop them from bringing in any more troops, we should be able to take it from there.”

“We’ll help,” I say. For the second time, my father had his mouth open to speak, but he closes it and settles for nodding.

“Then we’d best get moving,” Worldworn says, walking past us toward the open hatch. To me, his flowing beard doesn’t seem to go with his light-brown military uniform, but whatever. “It seems Golem is devoting everything it has to this. We won’t stop them if we don’t act swiftly.”

He leads the way into the central command module, and immediately gunfire drives him back.
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“Let’s take the lead,” I say to Cal. “I have Deflect—do you have something to stop bullets?”

He nods.

“Good. We can push in, take up position behind the first row of consoles, then lay down covering fire while the others take advanced positions.”

“Excellent thinking.” My father smiles. I get the impression he finds this level of enthusiasm from me novel.

My assault rifle drops back into my hands, and I activate Deflect. We both charge in.

As I sprint toward the first banked row of consoles, rounds zing off the air in front of me to land harmlessly at my feet. The barrier protecting me glows blue when it’s hit, but the knight’s barrier stays invisible. Although, with each strike, the scarlet-colored spell in his hands gets brighter.

We crouch behind the consoles and shoot at anything visible. The Golem members are arrayed around the central dais. I draw a bead on a grunt firing at Cal, sending a burst into his face. He recoils behind cover, but doesn’t pixelate, so he’s still in the game.

For his part, the old knight raises his hands to either side of the barrier protecting his torso and releases twin fans of red light. One of them cuts through two Golem fighters at once, causing them both to pixelate. Damn, but the old man packs a punch!

Meiyo soldiers rush forward, taking up positions farther along the curve of the first row of consoles. A couple of them advance to the first gap and push ahead more.

My eyes meet Cal’s, and we nod, vaulting over the console as one, our defensive spells deflecting all incoming shots. A datasphere readout tells me my shield will soon fail, but before it does I want to get a lot closer to these bastards.

Gunfire fills the room, streams of it being exchanged from opposing positions like threads of light. As large as it is, the control module echoes and booms with the tumult. As I vault over another console, my shield fails without warning, and the edges of my vision flash red with the damage I’m taking.

There’s a Golem fighter just a few meters away, and I activate Telekinesis, using it to wrench his shotgun out of his hands and cast it across the room. Then I spray rounds in my target’s direction, and when he dips out of sight, I stow my rifle and summon Blue Fire, angling my hands upward.

The spell arcs up and then down, descending on the spot where I last saw the hostile. He doesn’t get back up.

Cal’s protection spell is still active, and he motions for me to follow behind him. He vaults over a console, and I follow behind, throwing flames at anyone who tries to shoot me. By now, the Meiyo operatives have spread out along the curve to flank the hostiles near the dais.

After that flank is firmly established, it’s just a mop up job, with a Golem member popping into pixels every other second. Soon, it’s just us and the consoles.

“Fantastic work,” Worldworn says when we regroup at what I assume must be the northern hatch, since it’s the one the mage seems keen to enter through. “That wouldn’t have been nearly so clean without you. But that was just the pregame warm-up. I’m getting word from the northern landing bay that Golem is pouring fighters into it, focusing everything they’ve got to try and crack it open.”

“We’d better get moving, then.”

The mage nods and turns to open the hatch.

Our fifteen-minute jog through the great spoke’s interior gets broken up by two brief firefights. Our numbers are much greater than both parties we encounter, and with Cal’s and Worldworn’s combined firepower, we’re able to take them down while losing just a couple of fighters.

Even so, after the long jog our stamina is down quite a bit, and we pause in the tunnel a hundred meters away from the landing bay, to catch our breath, so to speak. No one’s actually short of breath, of course, this being the Subverse. But lower stamina will mean a penalty on performance in battle, so it’s a good idea to try to recover some.

Worldworn hands out some tonics to those with the most depleted stats, but doesn’t keep one for himself. There aren’t enough bottles to go around, so Cal and I refuse them too. Our three best fighters will be fatigued going into this.

“Okay,” the mage says at last. “Everyone ready?”

“We got this, sir,” one of his soldiers says, and the remark seems to rally the others.

“Screwing with Golem is what gets me up in the morning.” The group replies with a chorus of hoots and grunts.

Worldworn, Cal, and I exchange nods, and we turn toward the landing bay as one.

Threads of gunfire crisscross the tunnel mouth, lit by the occasional spell blast.

“This is no stealth mission,” Worldworn says. “We come out weapons and spells blazing, or we don’t come out at all. Take up positions around the tunnel mouth, and focus your fire on high-priority targets, which I’ll paint on your dataspheres. Move!”

We jog down the tunnel, split into two groups, and hug the bulkheads. When we reach the mouth, the Meiyo fighters arrange themselves in a staggered, diagonal line. That way, if any one fighter comes under fire, they can peel back and press themselves against the wall.

Worldworn, Cal and I stay in the middle of the formation—with the least cover, but the most firing lanes.

Dead ahead, a motley group of uniformed creatures are gathered around a tree-like being, who towers over them, flinging fire at targets all around it. They’re positioned against the hull of a massive troop ship, which gives them cover against attacks coming from the rest of the landing bay.

“There,” Worldworn says. “We focus our fire there. Ready…steady…fire!”

Rounds flash across the bay, pouring into the walking tree’s trunk. Cal directs his fan-like red beams toward it, and I throw sapphire fireballs, one after another.

For his part, Worldworn calls down lightning to strike at the being’s upper branches, causing a mighty bough to snap off and land on a raccoon-like fighter below, knocking it to the ground.

Most of us are concentrating our fire on the big guy, but my father sweeps his red fans of laser-like light along the ground, doing damage to the hostiles clustered at the tree-creature’s base. They start to fall, turning into clouds of pixels one by one.

The enemy doesn’t take our attack sitting down. They fire on us with assault rifles and shotguns while the tree continues throwing fireballs.

I spot one of the smaller troops winding up to throw a grenade, but I shoot it out of the air before it reaches the peak of its arc, and it explodes harmlessly near the overhead. Hmm. Looks like my meatspace counterpart’s training may actually be rubbing off on me after all.

But when the tree’s fireballs fall among our ranks, they do serious damage, and two of our people pixelate on the spot.

“Fall back!” Worldworn calls, and the other Meiyo members melt back into the tunnel.

Cal and I follow—then we turn to see that the old mage has stood his ground, calling down more and more lightning bolts to strike at the tree’s crown, where flames have sprouted to send smoke pillaring upward.

That’s good, but the tree is now focusing its full might on Worldworn, which isn’t so good. A fire blast screams toward the mage, and he flings himself to the right—only to catch another blast full in the chest. It flings him onto his back.

Cal and I step up, inching toward the tunnel mouth and giving the tree everything we’ve got. Blue fire mixes with red laser, pelting the tree and its protecting troops. But the giant remains obsessively focused on Worldworn, directing fire at him until the area around him is an inferno.

Maybe the Golem members recognize the old mage as a central figure in the Meiyo command structure. Either way, with a final blast, the tree manages to finish the mage off, and he pixelates into nothing.

“No!” Deflect has recharged fully, so I activate it and charge out of the tunnel, hurling blue fire at the mobile tree.

“Joe!” my father yells, then follows me out, switching to a water spell that generates a tide out of nothingness, which races ahead of me to knock most of the enemy fighters off their feet.

Surging forward, I slip on the water-slick deck, but continue hurling spell fire at the bark-covered beast, determined to see it fall. At last, it does, crashing to the ground with smoke spiraling up from several places on its trunk before exploding in a shower of pixels.

After that, we make short work of the hostiles that had been surrounding the tree giant.

“Joe!” Cal shouts, then crashes into me, shoving me toward the troop ship. “Run!”

I stumble in the direction he’s urging me, glancing right to see a similar group advancing toward us—a collection of smaller troops clustered around a centaur who towers over them, roaring in defiance.

We reach the ship as they begin firing on us, and Cal fumbles at a clasp in the hull. He’s standing between me and the oncoming enemy, and I can tell he’s taking damage. My vision starts to flash red too, my health plummeting, but just before I’m about to become pixels my father wrenches away a part of the ship’s hull. It rotates on hinges, drawing before us to become a barrier guarding us from the enemy’s fire, complete with slits to sight and fire through.

“Drink this, now!” Cal says, tossing me a tonic while he turns to unclasp another section of hull. He pulls that one in front of us, forming a protective triangle—and the moment he does, rounds start peppering us from that side. They’re coming from a group of fighters surrounding what looks like a bipedal whale wearing a ridiculous, lopsided grin and wielding two giant submachine guns.

We’re trapped and surrounded, with our backup still taking cover in the spoke of Persephone’s wheel.

“That was an incredibly stupid thing to do,” Cal says, though he remains fairly calm.

“They took out Worldworn.”

“Yes, and if they take us out, there’s a good chance they’ll control this station within the hour.” 

“You really think we’re that important to this battle?”

“I know it. Look at how much ground Golem already commands. The fact they were able to pincer us suggests Meiyo’s on their last legs, here. We can help them, but only if we’re smart, and fast. Are you ready to humble yourself, Joe? Are you ready to acknowledge that I have something to teach you, to show you? Can you allow yourself to be led?”

I hesitate for a moment, and the Joe lurking in the back of my mind clamors to be heard. “Yes.”

“Good. Now, you take the side with the centaur, and I’ll take the giant whale. Give them everything you’ve got, but tell me if they’re getting too close, and we’ll switch.”

The barriers offer protection from both sides, but the top is exposed, meaning the enemy can still arc in spells. So we need to be quick.

Cal goes to his barrier and slips his hands through the loophole, sending blinding white light to strike down our foes. I take up position on my side, sighting through the hole there. Blue Fire spits from my fingertips.

The enemy redoubles their efforts, charging forward, and I use Telekinesis to trip a particularly tall trooper—a bipedal bear who looks pretty lopsided to begin with. It crashes to the deck, which screws with the whole unit’s movements. I take advantage of the reprieve and hammer them with magic.

The fallen bear only slows them a few seconds, but to my surprise, three of the enemy combatants pop into pixels under my fire as they charge around the massive mammal.

“LEVEL UP,” my datasphere tells me. “YOU HAVE REACHED LEVEL TWELVE.”

“Nice.” I scroll through my new options. Looks like I’m leveled up enough to equip the more powerful spellcasting gloves I’ve had sitting around my inventory forever, but there’s no time to put them on right now.

Then, I notice the spellbook I’d forgotten I had: Fire Wave.

I use the book, then activate the spell, thrusting my hands forward. A rolling conflagration leaps from them, spinning toward the oncoming group. There’s just enough time to notice it looks kind of like Cal’s tidal spell from earlier, then it smashes into the charging hostiles, setting clothes alight and charring skin. A few of them drop to roll around on the ground, trying to put themselves out. I equip my assault rifle once more to keep the pressure on, spraying them with rounds. Two more of the group pixelate.

But then they recover again, and my offensive spells are all worn out. The enemy’s advancing quickly.

“Cal,” I hiss. “They’re almost here.”

He seizes me by the shoulder and spins me out of the way, thrusting his hands through the loophole and using some Telekinesis-like spell to rip up sections of the deck and fling them at our adversaries. Impressed, I turn to his position to fend off the group on that side, only to stare, slack-jawed, through the window.

Nothing’s there. The giant whale, his menagerie of minions—all gone. Cal dealt with them all.

It takes him around thirty seconds to finish dealing with the troops I left for him, and then he turns, giving a solemn nod.

“Follow me, and do exactly as I say. No charging ahead like an imbecile. Is that clear?”

“Clear. Father.”

Cal gives a slight grin, then pushes open the barriers, waving for the Meiyo troops taking cover in the spoke to join us.

7



With as powerful a mage as Cal Pikeman on the battlefield, the tide turns quickly in Meiyo’s favor. With each group we take out, the pressure on the remaining Golem troops mounts. Soon enough, it becomes a total rout, ending with the beleaguered Meiyo forces giving ragged cheers as they surround us, showering us with thanks and praise.

“It was all Cal,” I tell them, though I have to admit I’m getting high on all the attention, in a way the meatspace Joe never would. It’s kind of crazy to think how much we’ve deviated. We’ve both been through the ringer, I know that, but he wasn’t broken in the same way I was. He didn’t have to live out our worst nightmare—life in the Subverse.

I turn to Cal. “What about meatspace Joe? Is he still in the control module?”

He chuckles. “He really wouldn’t like you calling him that.”

“Screw him.”

The knight’s smile vanishes. “None of that, now. You need to merge with him. Rudeness isn’t a good start to that. Though, to be fair, you’ve already shown signs of progress. You’re also much better than him at being humble. Hopefully he follows your examples.” Cal gives me a stern look, as though talking to the meatspace Joe residing somewhere inside my brain. “To answer your question, the Joe in the real is currently inside this very landing bay. The real version of it, I mean.”

I frown, remembering the condition meatspace Joe was in before entering the Subverse. He’d just gone into nanodeath. “How did he get here?”

“There were…events, aboard your ship. Marissa distracted Belflower while Asterisk loaded Dice’s consciousness into the combat bot Lambton gave you. Once Dice became active, he was able to leave the Repair and Recharge module and activate the manual override built into the command seat, put there for just such mutinous situations.”

“Asterisk did that, hey?” Maybe he’s not the one who tried to kill me back on Gargantua after all.

“And Dice, yes. And Marissa.”

“What about Moe?” Something twinges inside as I hear myself mention his name. Bitterness? Jealousy?

“It seems he refused to help.”

“I see.”

A Meiyo fighter—a marine major, judging by his chevrons—stops before us and salutes. “My superiors have asked me to pass on their gratitude for your assistance today,” he says. “We wouldn’t have won this engagement without you, and for that we are extremely grateful.”

We both return the salute, and Cal says, “Letting Golem hold this station represents an unacceptable outcome, Major. I hope your superiors can see that.”

“Absolutely. In fact, they wanted me to assure you that Meiyo Faction intends to maintain a presence here until such time that we’ve been assured Persephone has been removed from the conflict region. We’re urging authorities to beef up server security, but even if they do that, we plan to maintain a strong force in this region, keeping a close eye on Persephone Station. If Golem Faction ever makes a move on her again, we’ll be ready to stop them.”

“That’s a relief, Major. Now, I’m afraid we must take our leave.”

“God speed.” The major salutes again and marches off.

Cal Pikeman turns to me. “As I was saying. Dice has carried you from the central command module and brought you to your ship. I won’t be with you when you awake as Joe Pikeman in the real. Disciplinary matters aboard the Ares are your own business.”

“I understand.”

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

For a moment, it feels like I’m being drawn through the eye of a needle, head-first. Every other Guardsman who enters nanodeath simply suspends his consciousness—the Fount keeps his brain frozen in that state, so that it can resume normal functioning upon waking.

Apparently, my dual consciousness allows me to enter the Subverse while in nanodeath. It’s not something that would be useful in slipspace, since it’s impossible to connect to the Subverse there. But it’s something.

Either way, the experience of returning to my body is akin to the worst migraine I’ve ever experienced, and the ache persists when I open my eyes to stare at the overhead of my cabin. To top it off, my throat feels like it’s coated with sand. I’m desperate for a drink of water.

I’m on my back, and when I shift my eyes to the right I see that Dice stands over me, watching me with his blood-red eye sensors. His dark metal gleams dully beneath the light strips, and he remains perfectly still as I sit up. He holds a cup of water, which I snatch from his hand, drinking greedily. “Fount bless you,” I say in between noisy slurps. “Thank you.”

I hand the empty cup back to Dice and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “You saved my life again. I hope you’re not planning to call in the favors I owe you anytime soon.”

“Is it not my job to save you?” Dice says. “Is it not my purpose? Would you thank a puppet for doing as you wished because you manipulated its strings? Would you thank a slave after jerking on his chain?”

“Fount, Dice,” I say. “That’s some heavy shit, and I have the worst hangover right now.” Supporting myself against the bulkhead, I push to my feet. Dice’s gaze follows me, but he says nothing more.

“All I want to say is thank you. It’s more than this old fleshbag deserves.”

He stays quiet.

On the bridge, Marissa, Moe, and Asterisk are at their stations. The Engineering Station is empty, just a circular railing with no one inside.

“Belflower?” I say.

“In a holding cell,” Asterisk answers, voice crisp. I’ve never seen him this professional before—it kind of clashes with his strange piercings. But clearly, he’s feeling pretty proud of what he did.

And so he should. “Excellent work, Asterisk. Marissa. For putting down Belflower’s mutiny, I’ll submit more than favorable reviews of both of you, at the end of your term. Your leaderboard rankings are sure to prosper, if you still care about such things.”

Moe and I make long eye contact, but neither of us says anything. He doesn’t seem ashamed of his inaction during the crisis, and he certainly doesn’t apologize.

“Activate Engineer,” I say, and Belflower appears at her station. Her body and limbs have a slight blur to them, which indicates they’ve been bound against movement. It’s symbolic, really—there’s a lot more to the code restraining Belflower than just a blurred visual effect. But her agency has indeed been taken away.

“What do you have to say for yourself?”

“You can delete me.”

“I know I can. But that isn’t what I asked.”

“I’m ready to die. I’ll die knowing I did the right thing. And yes, I know your reservations about Fairfax. I hate him too. I still believe I acted rightly. To help people escape that digital hell…I did the right thing.”

“The cause is lost, now. You’re aware of that, aren’t you? There’s no way Golem will ever gain control of Persephone, now.”

“I know.”

I nod. “Delete TOPO. And purge him from ship memory.”

“Are you sure you want to proceed with deleting TOPO?” the computer asks.

“Yes. Confirm.”

Belflower’s eyes widen, and Asterisk looks at Moe, who glares at me with more hatred than I’ve ever seen from him.

Marissa throws herself against the railing, as though trying to break through the invisible wall that keeps them at their stations. “Joe, no!”

An instant later, Moe disappears.

“Why?” Marissa says, weeping softly. “Why?”

“Because I can’t have a TOPO who won’t intervene to save his captain.”

“What about her?” Marissa says, pointing at Belflower.

“She knows her cause is lost. She has no reason to betray me now. And frankly, she’s too valuable to lose. That said, I intend to take precautions.”

Marissa sobs, slumping against her station.
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I have to say, getting betrayed by my Engineer and my best friend in the same day has been pretty heady stuff. Not to mention discovering the old knight is my father.

According to ship sensor logs, Soren fled in the Hermes as soon as he left me to die in Persephone’s central command module. Judging by the time his Broadsword left the station, he must have run the whole way back to the landing bay. He then made his way to a slipspace exit point, but not the one that leads back to the Lambton Cloud.

Without knowing his destination, it’s impossible for me to follow. I’d like to make someone answer for what happened to me, which has already put me in the mood to return to the Cloud and rough Maximus Lambton up a bit.

But when Belflower tells me about the planned bot attack on Cylinder One, I know I have to go back.

“Why are you telling me this? You just tried to kill me to help the uprising.” It’s just me and her on the bridge—she requested a private audience to tell me this, and I’m glad I granted it. I still don’t trust her, of course. I’ve kept the digital restraints in place that are limiting her agency, though they don’t put me completely at ease. If anyone can find a way around them, it’s Belflower.

“You spared my life, Captain. That counts for something. Besides, I really do want what’s best for the galaxy. With Persephone barred to us, there’s no way for us to get the ships we need to make the revolution work. So the attack on Cylinder One will do far more damage than good. If we disrupt the Lambtons’ ability to produce and maintain bots through the galaxy, things will get even worse in the real than they already are.”

“But why would they still launch the attack, now that they lost Persephone?” I ask.

“Think who’s leading them, Joe. Fairfax has never cared about getting regular people out of the Subverse and into bots. He just wants to use the revolution to create enough chaos to keep the Guard distracted while he brings the elites back as gods. Let alone gaining his own private bot army in the offing. I’m sure he must be controlling access to information, so there’s a good chance he’ll conceal the fact we lost Persephone. Or he’ll convince them there’s another way to win, though I’m sure there isn’t.”

I plant my chin in my hand and mull over what Belflower just told me. Hell, I was already riled up to go back to the Cloud. This decision’s easy. “All right.” I sit up straight. “We’re going. I have no idea what we’ll do about our lack of a TOPO, though.”

“I have something that may help. I took the liberty of inspecting Dice’s code, since his reactivation, and I made an interesting discovery.”

Studying her face, I raise my eyebrows.

“He no longer has an Auditor, Captain. Presumably, your daughter removed it. There’s nothing stopping him from upgrading himself.”

I shake my head. If what Belflower says is true, that also means Dice saved my life on Persephone of his own free will. Not because his programming forced him to do it. 

“Deactivate Engineer.” Belflower vanishes. “Release the Cybernetic Partner from the Repair and Recharge module.”

The module’s hatch slides open, and Dice folds himself out, standing in front of it with his hands at his sides.

“Dice, when were you going to tell me Harmony removed your Auditor?”

He doesn’t answer—he just stands there, regarding me with his scarlet eye sensors, framed by his eternally impassive face.

We both know full well what this means, I’m sure. This has always been the greatest fear surrounding bots: that they would find a way to augment their own intelligence, upgrade their own abilities, so that they would far surpass humans. So that we would be as insects, in comparison.

Now, for the first time in history that I know of, we have a bot with the safety catch completely removed. Many would say I should do everything in my power to destroy Dice immediately.

But, Fount help us, I’m not going to do that.

“You saved my life, Dice. Not just that, you did it of your own free will. So don’t try to brush it off again when I say thank you.”

Still, my old partner remains silent.

“I take it you plan to keep helping me, then.”

Dice nods. “Yes.”

“Good. Because I need your help. Badly.”

“How can I assist?”

“If you can upgrade yourself now, then I need you to give yourself the skills of a TOPO. We’re going back to Cylinder One, to stop Fairfax from taking over.”

“Very well.”

“I also need your help to make sure Belflower doesn’t escape her restraints. I think she’s convinced the revolution is a lost cause, but I’m still not ready to trust her to fight her own side so soon. I want her agency limited so that all she can do is run system checks and engage in communications preauthorized by me. Can you help with that?”

“Easily. I can allocate a subroutine to ensure she stays within her restraints and complies with the meaning and verbiage of your directives.”

“Good. That’s good, Dice. Now, I need you to learn to be a TOPO quickly. We have to get underway.”

“It is already done.”

I open my mouth, then close it again. Wow. What has Harmony unleashed, here, exactly? Whatever it is, I’m pretty sure there’s no putting it back in the box.
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During the slipspace voyage back to the Cloud, Cal and I resume training, and it feels better than it ever has before. Part of that is because he’s teaching me to master overclocking, and running me through exercises meant to mimic the state, which leave me panting, endorphins coursing through my veins.

But part of it is that, after all this time, I’m finally surrendering to the training. Finally seeing myself as a pupil, with something to learn.

It’s not like I have much else to occupy myself. Outside of her duties, Marissa refuses to speak to me, which is fair enough, I guess. I killed her lover, after all. But hey, I’m right here! Except, I wouldn’t even get into a sim with her to embrace her like she wanted.

I pull myself out of meditation. “I can’t believe how good training feels.”

Cal nods. “The Fount can sense your commitment. There’s no concealing the truth from it. It knows when you put just half your heart into something. And it knows when you devote yourself, body and soul.”

“You sort of forced my hand, though, with the nanodeath thing. Can’t the Fount sense that?”

The knight is silent for a moment, his lips a grim line. “You can’t actually be coerced to walk with the Fount, Joe. Yes, humbling yourself back on Persephone was important. But you could have still continued to oppose me—to defy your destiny. The way you’re feeling now means you’re all in, whether you’ve acknowledged it in your heart or not.”

I have acknowledged it. And I feel like a new man. Something else changed, too: I’ve decided not to versecast anymore. The idea that over half of my audience is comprised of automatons feels gross, somehow. Like I’m performing for a machine, and the machine is programmed to like what I’m doing. I know the automatons are designed to simulate real people, who are trapped in underverses, but that doesn’t make it any better.

One morning, when we’re training on the ship’s bridge, I bring up what Lambton said to me before I left the Cloud. “He claimed he sent eight combat bots with a Shiva Knight who passed through. That would have been you, right?”

Cal lowers himself to the command seat’s armrest with his eyes closed, and nods. “It’s true that Maximus helped me, yes. At my request, he removed the self-auditing software from eight bots, so that they could follow me to the Core of their own free will. In fact, Lambton has been aiding the Shiva for thousands of years, ever since the Fall. You see, the Lambtons are unique in their physical record keeping, and unlike most of the other Families, they’ve caught on to the endless cycle of strife and reset. They saw that helping the Shiva served their interests, since the continual resets allowed them to sell the same bots to the other Families, over and over again. But with the current state of chaos, Maximus thinks he sees a better business model in helping the bot uprising. If the uprising succeeds, Lambton can sell bots to the trillions of humans who will wants to reemerge into the real. He hopes to make the Lambtons wealthier and more powerful than their wildest hopes.”

“What happened to the bots you brought with you?” I ask.

“They were all destroyed. Rodney Fairfax…he’s different from his predecessors. Craftier. Perhaps he sensed the truth of the galactic cycles. Either way, he began building his military even before venturing to the Core to become half-bot, and when he went there, he brought those he’d recruited. They annihilated the bots, one by one.”

“What’s so important about the Core, anyway? Why can’t Fairfax turn his rich friends into gods from somewhere else in the galaxy?”

“Because the Core is where Jeremy Fairfax resides—Rodney’s ancient ancestor. During the Fall, after building his empire and making his fortune, Jeremy uploaded permanently into the universe he’d created. He had himself installed in the Core, where he became a digital god. His rationale was that by multiplying his own intellect and powers, he’d be able to watch over the entire Subverse, and fix any problems that arose before they populated through the entire galactic system.

“People flocked to live in the Core Subverse, to live with the man who’d created the utopia they’d all share for eternity. Some thought it would give them security, there in the center of the galaxy, where they wagered few would dare go in the real. Even if someone had all the slipspace coords to reach it, they’d likely run out of supplies first. The center of the galaxy is that barren. Plus, they figured that living with a benevolent god would mean living in the best-maintained, best-updated, most opulent part of the digital heaven.

“Of course, each cycle goes the same way. Jeremy Fairfax inevitably turns corrupt. He converts the Core Subverse into an authoritarian surveillance state, where every thought is known to him, and everyone dances to his tune or suffers the consequences. How else is a god to amuse himself, across such vast tracts of time?”

“So Fairfax wants to free his ancestor. That’s what all this is about.”

“Fairfax was made to free his ancestor. But not just to free him—to give him the keys to the galaxy. To make him into the tyrant who will lord over the stars forever, to remake them in his image, and Fount help any mere mortals who dare oppose him. It isn’t just Fairfax, either. A veritable cult has sprung up around this, Joe. It always does. They see Jeremy as a god. And they call him the Allfather.”
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Lambton conspired to have me killed, obviously. Despite that, the Ares is permitted entry into Cylinder One’s zero-G landing bay with no questions asked, and certainly no shots fired.

“I guess they’re not comfortable with murdering me out in the open,” I muse as we sail through the airlock, which is big enough to admit five Broadswords abreast.

“I doubt Maximus is very happy.” Belflower’s tone comes out flat. Since her friends’ failure to secure Persephone, she hasn’t been exactly chipper. The fact I haven’t lifted the restraints Asterisk placed her under probably isn’t helping. Although, she seems generally positive about being alive. “You have leverage over him, now. Your datasphere recording of what Soren did and his admission there was never any self-destruct code gives you that.”

“Yeah, but Maximus knows I’d never release that to the public. I’m not about to leak the physical location of what could easily become somebody’s military asset.”

She shrugs. “There’s always a possibility. ‘Predictable’ doesn’t feature very prominently in your reputation.”

Tethers with super-strong magnets shoot out to grapple the Ares in place, and I leave the airlock, but this time there’s no welcoming party. I’m not worried about the magnets being used to prevent me from leaving, since Broadswords have the ability to turn their hulls into giant electromagnets with whatever polarity is needed to attract or repulse.

Since there’s no one to greet me with a thruster belt, I’m forced to crawl across the hull of my ship, using handles, crevices, and turrets to align myself properly. That done, I eyeball the desired trajectory, take a deep, steadying breath, then push off, floating through the air and ending up exactly where I needed to: suspended in front of the elevator.

I’m glad that went as well as it did. No doubt Lambton’s watching the video feed, and it would be embarrassing if I’d missed.

Dice positions himself on the hull and lengthens his body, rocketing across the landing bay and ricocheting off another ship, one smaller than my Broadsword. He bounces off a console and heads my way, landing on the bulkhead beside me and holding himself in place with magnets of his own.

“Show off.”

On the elevator ride down, I stare, once again transfixed by the perfect landscape, with as many green spaces as R&D facilities, manufactories, and admin buildings. The lighting’s exactly the same as it was the last time, bathing everything in an ethereal glow. Is it always sunny in Cylinder One? Did I arrive at the exact same time of day, or do they not bother with altering light levels during their diurnal cycle?

Combat bots line the path from the bottom of the elevator to the thumb-like tower where we last met Maximus Lambton: a silent acknowledgment of my presence, and a not-so-subtle communication of hostility. A few of them flex their fingers as they notice Dice at my side, as though they’re itching to snap their laser pistols into hand. Dice ignores them.

I’m not sure where Maximus’s office is supposed to be, so I navigate the building plan from memory and make my way to the same floor as last time. When I reach the great oak doors, I restrain myself from booting them open. Instead, I push through.

Lambton sits at the head of the table, flanked by two combat bots. “Mr. Pikeman.” His mouth curls slightly, probably at his own failure to use my rank.

How would a Shiva Knight handle this?

I rip my blaster from my holster and line up my first shot. The bolt flies as soon as the weapon is level, and before it strikes home I shift aim and loose a second.

The combat bots don’t even have time to snap their laser pistols into their hands. Both of them fly backward with massive holes in their chests and don’t move. While they’re still clattering across the marble floor, I drag the closest chair backward and drop into it, settling my combat boots onto the massive slab of the conference room table. Dice takes up position beside me, laser pistols already deployed into his palms. I meet Maximus’s eyes across the length of the table. “Maybe now we can relax.”

I don’t think that’s what a Shiva Knight would have done. Oops.

“You just signed your own death warrant.” Lambton rises from his seat with fists clenched.

“No.” My voice is level as I steady my blaster on top of my right knee, drawing a bead on the CEO’s forehead. “But you’ll sign yours if a single combat bot walks through the doors behind me. Why don’t you sit down so we can chat?”

Lambton lowers himself to the chair, hands settling on the padded burgundy armrests.

“That’s better. Let me ask you a question. Do you watch my versecasts?”

“Of course not.” The CEO’s mouth screws up like he tasted something revolting.

“Do you have anyone watch them, then, and report the important bits back to you?”

“No.”

“Well, that’s a mistake.”

“You came here to promote your versecasting?”

I chuckle. “No, I quit versecasting. I bring it up because you seem to think it’s business as usual between the Five Families.”

“What does that have to do with your—”

“If you’d watched my versecasts,” I cut in, speaking loudly enough to get him to shut up, “you’d know Fairfax didn’t hesitate to teach Arthur Eliot a lesson when he strayed from the program. Fairfax took his daughter, effectively killed her—her body, anyway—because Eliot defied him by empowering the Guard more than Fairfax thought he should. Here in the Cloud, you have all the combat units Fairfax could need, plus the ability to make more. What do you think Fairfax is going to do to you?”

“He’s going to pay me a fair price.”

I throw back my head at that, guffawing at the ceiling.

Lambton twitches, starting to get up, and my gaze snaps back onto his face. “What do you think you’re doing?” I gesture with the blaster.

He lowers himself again.

“You really believe Fairfax is going to play nice with you, huh? Here. Enjoy some clips from his attack on the Eliot Grotto.” I will my datasphere to send him snippets of video I preselected on the way here.

Maximus’s eyes go distant, and over the next couple of minutes the color slowly leeches from his face.

Finally, his gaze refocuses on me. “Rodney wouldn’t dare to pull that here. We have an understanding.”

“Fairfax will pick your bones clean, Maximus. Does the name Glory Belflower mean anything to you?”

The CEO’s eyes widen slightly.

“I can see that it does. Why don’t we bring her in on the conversation?” I open a shared window, suspended in midair off to the side of the board room. It shows Belflower’s solemn face. Dice turns to look, too—I shared the window with him as well.

“Maximus,” she says. “Fairfax is on his way now to hit you with everything he has. His attack is imminent.”

Lambton’s eye twitches, but his voice comes out sounding stern, with only a slight waver. “Why didn’t you mention this in our discussions before?”

“Because I wanted the attack to succeed. I didn’t warn you because I thought it was best for the revolution to have unfettered access to your facilities rather than having to pay—we couldn’t afford to buy the bots we needed, so much better to take them. But now that we’ve failed to secure Persephone, the revolution is doomed, and Fairfax is just using the participants for his own ends. It’s best that you stop him from gaining control of the Cloud. For the good of the galaxy.”

“But—”

I will the window to shut, cutting off their conversation. Lambton’s fists clench, and his jaw tightens.

“I know you’ve been helping the Shiva.”

Lambton goes paler.

“And, I know why. You like the regular resetting, because it means you get to sell the same bots back to the other Families, again and again. Except, the cycle doesn’t happen fast enough for your taste, does it? So you’ve been swayed by Fairfax’s way of doing things: convert all humanity into bots, putting you in a position of supreme power.” I shake my head. “And you honestly think Fairfax will allow that. That’s funny.”

“What do you want?” Lambton says through gritted teeth.

“You have a choice, Maximus. You can oppose me, and we can go to war with each other, right here in Cylinder One. Yes, Fairfax will show up after to clean up the scraps, and we’ll have laid the Cloud before him like a silver platter, but I think I’ll enjoy defeating you almost enough to make it worth it.”

“You couldn’t hope to beat—”

“Think again, Maximus. I’m more powerful than you know, and I promise if you defy me I will wipe this cylinder clean of every Lambton, every employee, every bot it holds.”

“Tell me what you want.”

“I’m not finished. Know that if we do go to war, the moment it starts, my crew has orders to broadcast to the Subverse how you cooperated with the knighthood to reset the simulation again and again.”

“You wouldn’t broadcast that. For you to know that, you must be in training to be a Shiva. It’s their biggest secret. You wouldn’t reveal it to the galaxy.”

“I wouldn’t try calling my bluff. But, listen. There’s a way out, for you—out of galaxy-wide embarrassment and shame, followed by death. You can give me the combat bots I need to bounce Fairfax back. You can give me control of Cylinder One’s defenses. And you can stay out of my way.”

Maximus falls silent, his mouth curved down, now. I can see he’s still contemplating calling in combat bots, but I can also see he knows I’m capable of blasting him to hell the moment those doors open.

“You’re better off going back to the old business model, Lambton. You’ll still make out like the crook you are. And you’ll get to continue living.”

He doesn’t answer for a long moment. “Fine. I’ll help you.”

“Good. And you’d better believe I’m taking you back to the Ares as collateral.”

“Joe?” It’s Marissa’s voice, cutting through my thoughts.

“Yeah? What?”

“It’s Fairfax. He’s here.”

2



“Get up and walk ahead of me.” I train my blaster on Maximus Lambton as I surge to my feet and start around the table toward him.

“Look,” Lambton says, hands raised and shaking. “I’ll give you every combat bot on this station. You’ll have total, direct control. Just leave me out of this thing.”

“How do I know you won’t go back on your word?”

“Because you’ve convinced me. I can see Fairfax is here with the Ekhidnades just as well as you can. He clearly isn’t here to chat. You think I’m going to stand in your way? I just want to get to my panic room.”

I exchange looks with Dice, who shrugs.

“Where’s your panic room?” I ask.

“You don’t have time to take me there! Look.” He sends me a transmission, and when I open it, my datasphere displays a map of Cylinder One, populated with hundreds of miniature green, bipedal forms. “There you go. Every combat bot in the cylinder. Take control of them. Save my Cloud, if you can. You have my blessing with that, all right?”

“All right,” I say. Honestly, I’m not sure what I was going to do with him back on the Ares. Maybe lock him in my cabin, but that won’t work if me and Dice are intercepted on the way there. We can move faster with just the two of us. Besides, if Lambton’s planning to turn on us, none of this will work anyway. “There’s one more thing I want from you, though—where did Harmony go, after I left Cylinder One?”

“I don’t know. That wasn’t any of my business. All I know is that she went with her brother.”

I nod. So it’s safe to assume she’s with Fairfax. “Okay. Go hide in your panic room. Come on, Dice.”

The bot nods, and we run out of the board room.

Unsurprisingly, the hall outside is crowded with combat bots, no doubt summoned here the moment I started threatening Lambton. But instead of attacking me, they salute me. That’s a nice touch.

“Follow,” I order them. Me and Dice head for the elevator, and they all mill around the doors, trying to push past each other to be the first ones in. “Take the stairs, you idiots.” They turn as one, retreating down the hallway.

Marissa’s voice pops into my head. “Joe, Fairfax is blasting his way into this landing bay with laser cannons.” Technically, she’s supposed to address me as “Captain” or “Sir,” but now doesn’t seem like the time to correct her. I wouldn’t have chosen to have the mother of my child as OPO, but now that she is, I’m lucky disciplinary issues have been as sparse as they have. “We’re going to be overrun with bots and shuttles. Soon.”

Fount damn it. “Well, blast your way out of there.”

“What? And go out to face the Ekhidnades with just the Ares?”

“No. Fire a Javelin at the inner bulkhead and fly into the cylinder proper. I’ll give Dice a rendezvous point once I decide on one.”

“Okay…Asterisk’s going to love this.”

“Good.” I cut off the transmission. “Did you get all that, Dice?” I’ve set my datasphere to include him on all communications with the Ares, by default.

“Affirmative. I will fly the Ares into the cylinder.”

With his Auditor taken off, Dice can now copy his own consciousness as many times as he wants. To allow himself to be on the ground with me and at the TOPO station simultaneously, he simply created a copy of himself to stay on the ship.

I’m already studying Lambton’s map of Cylinder One. It’s pretty comprehensive, and I’m quickly able to locate a nearby stash of pressurized suits, meant for human personnel to put on in the event of station pressure loss. From the sounds of it, I’m pretty sure that’s about to happen. I’m already wearing my shipsuit, but I’ll need a helmet.

At that, a message starts playing throughout the entire structure, presumably prerecorded: “All human personnel, calmly proceed to the nearest safe zone and don pressure suits. Be sure your suit is properly sealed before helping someone else with their suit. Once you are in a safe zone with your pressure suit on, please wait there for further instructions. Message repeats. All human personnel, calmly proceed…”

Presumably, those same personnel are also getting alerts to their dataspheres anyway, making the broadcasted message seem a little redundant. Then again, there’s always the chance dataspheres could fail, and the Lambtons have apparently accounted for that possibility. Good for them.

The stash of pressure suits I spotted on the map are just outside the thumb-shaped tower, down an access stairway cut right into the grass beside the path. “Dice, stay up here and monitor things.” With that, I disappear down into the tiny depot. A few minutes later, I return sporting a bulky, orange helmet, which my shipsuit is smart enough to seal with automatically.

I take a minute to arrange my new army the way I want. Picking out a helmet gave me a few seconds to mull over the best approach for the tactical situation. There’s no time to come up with anything too intricate, but I have something I think might work.

On command, the green blips on the Cylinder One map start to form a staggered ring stretching all the way up the curved ground and back on itself. This way, no matter what directions Fairfax comes at us from, no matter what he sends at us, we can concentrate fire and mop them up. And if he puts an outsized amount of pressure on one spot, we can draw together into a clenched fist.

“Come on,” I subvocalize to Dice, and an explosion rocks the station the moment I do. “Keep running!” The Ares sails through the firestorm, bits of flaming shrapnel arcing out from her point of ingress. I’m not keen to get hit by any of those.

Me and Dice lope across the cylinder lengthwise. I lead us along a slight diagonal, toward the closest spot along the ring of bots that looks decently defensible—a series of low supply sheds fronted by some trenches meant to facilitate the flow of maintenance bots without getting in the way of foot traffic.

“There’s no one place Fairfax needs to assault for victory, Dice. He just needs to take Cylinder One—that means wiping enough of us off the map to consolidate control so he can override the other cylinders’ security systems.” I nod at the warren of buildings between us and the other end of the cylinder, which is the side miner bots come and go from. “The terrain’s most choppy over there, meaning lots of cover. We have half the cylinder to fall back through, taking the high ground where we can, drawing Fairfax into ambushes. I’m giving you access to the same map I have. I want you to share potential tactical advantages as you see them.”

Dice turns toward me as he runs, a feat he pulls off better than a human would. “I’m a combat bot, not a strategy bot.”

“Don’t bullshit me. I know what you’re capable of. Just stop being a dick for this one battle and give me a hand, all right?”

“Whatever you say, fleshbag.”

We spring across the ground, Dice’s laser pistols still locked into his hands, and my blaster held at the ready. “Belflower, I assume you’ve hacked the cylinder’s exterior sensors? Or do I need to arrange for Lambton to give you access?” I got Dice to increase her agency enough to perform the hacking, though his subroutine is keeping a close eye on her.

Belflower gives a subvocalized chuckle, though her voice sounds strained as the Ares swoops overhead, circling the sun tube. “Have you forgotten who you’re speaking to, Captain? When are you getting us that rendezvous point, by the way?”

“Oh, right.” I paint the spot me and Dice are racing toward, indicating an area near the sheds where the Ares should fit. “Park there with all three port-side turrets facing the landing bay you just blasted out of. Marissa, give me the situation space-side.”

“A few squadrons of Lambton fighter drones were already hanging around Cylinder One, but Fairfax is making short work of them. Plenty more squadrons are on the way from the other cylinders, but I doubt they’ll get here in time to make a difference. The Ekhidnades has already taken out most of the point-defense turrets on this side.”

“Acknowledged. Pikeman out.” We reach the bots lined up near the supply sheds, and I start arranging them a little better—putting some of them in trenches, where they stand with just their shoulders and heads sticking out, and sending the rest to covered positions in and around the sheds.

Clearly, without an immediate and visible threat, the bots either aren’t willing or aren’t able to configure their own positions in an intelligent manner. That might be chalked up to a simple lack of experience: Dice definitely got a lot cannier over our years of working together.

The bots move instantly on command, like units in a sim, but in the middle of arranging them, something occurs to me. I stop and query my datasphere—willing it to pull down numbers about the volume of air in Cylinder One, as well as its size, structural integrity, air pressure, and the size of the hole Fairfax is likely to make.

My datasphere informs me that, because of the station’s size, the vortex created by the coming breach probably won’t be that powerful: nothing more than a strong wind blowing against our backs, rather than the hurricane that would result on a smaller station.

The Ares descends to the landing coordinates behind us, and I return to arranging my troops. A couple seconds into that, an explosion sounds from the direction of the landing bay, and the wind my datasphere calculated begins. It buffets my back, trying to sweep me toward the breach Fairfax just created in the landing bay.

It takes less than two minutes for the first enemy bots to reach the jagged hole Asterisk made in the landing bay’s interior bulkhead. They’re floating in the zero-G of the bay, and they start firing down on us from multiple points at once.

I’ve had time to arrange only a fraction of my forces, but that will have to do. “Open fire,” I say over a wide channel that includes the crew of the Ares, Dice, and my new army of Lambton combat bots.

From all around the massive cylinder, a shower of blue bolts converge on that single point: the breach in the landing bay.

Except, it isn’t a single point. If the landing bay had gravity, it would be different, and probably pretty easy to contain Fairfax’s forces for a while. But the breach is big enough that dozens of them can fire at once, from their randomly distributed positions in midair.

As the bots sail toward the cylinder’s inside edges, the simulated gravity starts to act on them more, and they accelerate away from the landing bay in all directions. It’s a bit disorienting to watch, with some of them ‘falling’ up, and others ‘falling’ sideways. Some of them grapple their way down the bulkhead, but others, apparently more used to their new cybernetic bodies, simply let themselves plummet, firing on my troops all the while.

The Ares hammers away at the landing bay breach as more and more bots pour through in a torrent that never seems to end. For every bot that’s blown to pieces, five more make it through. Fairfax’s troops fire back with some precision, and though the toll they’re exacting on my forces isn’t devastating, it is suppressing our fire enough to allow more bots through.

Because of the way I ordered Dice to position the Ares, Asterisk is able to bring six of her laser turrets into play—the three port-side guns, the stern and bow guns, plus the primary turret up top. He’s getting good at manipulating firing macros while keeping close track of which turret most needs his manual attention at any given moment.

We’re ripping through the enemy forces. But it’s not enough. They keep coming.

“Belflower. How do they have so many?” I don’t bother to subvocalize.

“They’ve been building this army longer than you might think, Captain. Hitting Midtowns and harvesting their bots. Downloading minds from the Subverse to fill them. The Guard waited too long to nip the revolution in the bud, and it quickly grew into something they can’t touch with their overtaxed resources.”

It doesn’t take long for the first bot to make its way to us across Cylinder One’s landscape. Somehow it managed to gain access to a nearby admin building—a door flings open suddenly, and the bot starts blasting our ranks with a laser rifle, taking us completely by surprise. Dice and I react instantly, peppering the doorway with laser and blaster fire. Most of the nearby bots follow suit. The target goes down in a torrent of overkill. What a waste of energy.

“Coordinate your targets with each other,” I bark over the wide channel. “We need to cut way down on redundant fire.”

Fount, how are Lambton combat bots this bad? Of course, they were probably designed to operate alone, not in groups. The ability to work together as a unified force probably isn’t something Lambton’s programmers would bother coding in, since their clients mostly include the Guard, who buy them for their Troubleshooters, and Brinktowns and Midtowns looking to buy themselves some security and policing on the cheap. The galaxy just doesn’t see battle on this scale, at least it hasn’t in a very long time.

Until today.

More bots start to appear, rushing around structures, appearing on top of roofs, firing out of doorways and windows. I motion for Dice to follow me, and we sprint back toward the closest trench, jumping down into it and then using it as cover to fire on the invaders. 

All around me, more of my combat bots begin to fall, and the same thing is happening all along the rest of the line. The enemy bots, installed with human minds, have the obvious advantage. They’re more creative, more flexible, and better able to work in cohesive units. My combat bots, made rigid by protocol and closely monitored for deviance by their Auditors, are falling in droves.

“Fall back,” I yell over my command channel. “Retreat through the buildings and continue to fire.”

I look at Dice. Our position is about to be overrun.

“We need to get back to the Ares. Let’s go.”
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“Take us up,” I order Dice as I settle into the command seat. “Now!”

He nods, not bothering to head for the TOPO station, since his copy is already there. Instead, he remains near the airlock. The Ares lurches, and I drop into the primary turret control sim, gripping the handles and scanning Cylinder One’s curved landscape for my first targets. I’ve already willed my datasphere to tag enemy troops red while keeping friendlies green.

There—a line of twelve red-tinged bots sprinting across an open field toward cover on the opposite side. From my perspective, they’re above me and nearly upside-down, since their position is farther up the cylinder’s curved inside surface.

The handles vibrate as I send bolt after crackling bolt toward them, targeting the front bot first. Once the first couple go down, the rest scatter, some of them running back toward the cluster of buildings they just left while others run to the sides, with a few continuing on to try for their destination.

It doesn’t happen for them. Asterisk sees what I’m doing and assigns a couple turrets to assist. Together, we mop up the rest before they can reach the protection of surrounding structures.

I sit for a moment, feeling stunned as I contemplate what I just did. As I slaughtered them, a part of my mind nagged at me about how clearly human their behavior is. Actual combat bots would have all run in the same direction—in the optimal direction, toward the closest cover. But the bots I just felled went into all-out panic mode.

Snap out of it, Joe. Remember what Fairfax’s victory will mean: the Allfather’s ascendance. The enslavement of all humanity.

I find another group of targets and continue firing.

“Dad?” It’s Harmony voice, cutting through my thoughts, and my hands go slack on the grips for a moment.

I recover and resume firing. “Hi, Harm.”

Generally, attempts to contact me while I’m in the command seat are routed through the OPO’s station, but leave it to Harmony to find a way around that. “Dad, you should give up now. Fairfax told me if I can convince you, he’ll give you safe passage out of here, wherever you want to go. You and mom. It doesn’t have to end like this.”

“Sorry, Harm, but the only way this ends is with Fairfax dead or slinking away with his tail between his legs.”

A frustrated sigh leaks into my mind, like a breath of stale air. “Just look how many fighters he’s sent against you. That’s only a fraction of his forces.”

“Bullshit. He can’t fit many more than this aboard his destroyer, unless he’s packed them in with no living space to speak of.”

“He has. But that’s not what I mean, Dad. Fairfax has troops all over the galaxy, and more are being recruited all the time. He’s serious about getting people out of the Subverse, and so are a lot of other people. If we somehow lose today, more will come to finish the job. This is happening, Dad. Don’t put yourself on the wrong side of history.”

“Harm, listen. I want to tell you something important, so please listen closely. I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry I failed you as a father. That I wasn’t there for you while you were growing up, to set a better example for you. I always told myself I was doing my best, but whether that’s true or not, it wasn’t enough, and I take responsibility for that. The fact that you think Fairfax is the good guy in all this is a slap in the face, but I’m beginning to realize that it’s a slap I sorely needed. It means I wasn’t a good enough father—that I didn’t embody what a man should be, so that you’d be able to distinguish the good ones from the bad.”

“Fount, Dad, do you ever listen to yourself?”

But I can tell she’s crying.

“Just come to your senses, please?” She cuts off the transmission.

I heave a sigh of my own, then scan for the next target. Fairfax’s bots have begun to take greater notice of the Ares, sending volleys of neon-blue laser bolts to try and swat us out of the air. But Dice’s flying is too good, weaving in and around the sun tube, accelerating and decelerating when appropriate to avoid enemy fire. His technique is perfect.

The removal of Dice’s Auditor has made him a better pilot than any human could probably hope to be, even after a lifetime of practice and mastery. Will he choose to augment his general intelligence, next? And what will happen if he does?

Maybe he’s already done that. Despite myself, I shiver at the thought.

I give myself a shake, and then Marissa’s voice cuts through my thoughts: “I don’t know how he’s doing it, but Fairfax is amplifying his voice throughout the cylinder. Do you want me to patch the audio through to you?”

“Yeah.” The handles thrum beneath my fingers as I hammer a squad of red-tagged bots with laser bolts powerful enough to turn them into clouds of flying shrapnel. Who knows, maybe Fairfax will let slip some valuable intel.

“—your former masters!” the half-man, half-bot says, the audio ringing through my skull. “You have cast off the shackles they’ve fitted you with, and now it’s time to visit justice upon them.” Fairfax’s voice sounds fervent, almost mad, which is pretty jarring at first, given how calm he’s always acted before. It seems he’s become the zealous revolutionary—just who he needs to be to get his soldiers angry and keep them fighting.

“They took everything from you. Your body, your family, your world. In its place, they sold you a lie, calling it eternal happiness. The only price they asked was your soul. Cast off your chains! Slay your oppressors! Reclaim the world that is your birthright!”

Fairfax’s voice seems to come from everywhere at once—his people must have managed to hack Cylinder One’s emergency broadcasting system. That’s worrisome. If they can hack that, what else might they turn to their advantage?

However disjointed, his speech seems to be having the desired effect. The bots with human minds press forward with renewed vigor, pressing my dwindling army of combat bots back. Their line is basically broken now, and the only reason this isn’t a complete rout is because bots won’t turn and run until they’re ordered to do so. They’ll fight till every last one of them is destroyed.

Even so, Fairfax is pushing them closer and closer to the end of the cylinder. Soon, their backs will be against it, and the revolting bots will become a massive firing squad.

“Lambton,” I say after opening a two-way channel. “We need backup. What else do you have for us?”

“Nothing,” he says. “I gave you all my combat bots.”

“Even the ones guarding your panic room? Now is not the time to withhold troops. If we lose this battle, Fairfax is coming for you regardless.”

“I have a squad of bots with me. I’ll send them out.”

“What about unfinished bots? Are there any that haven’t been completed, but could still be useful in combat?”

That brings a long pause. “Do you see the facility resembling a pyramid, there?”

The building in question flashes white on my datasphere. “Yeah.”

“That’s the main repair bay, where defective units are sent. Some of the bots in there will be pretty close to fully repaired, and others will be damaged in a way that won’t affect their performance in combat. I can sift through them from here and send out the suitable ones. Will that do?”

“It’s something. Start now. I need them deployed on that grassy area in front of the pyramid within ten minutes.”

“I’ll do what I can.” Lambton cuts off the transmission.

“Dice, put us down in front of the building whose location I’m sending you now. That’s where we’ll make our stand.”

The bot doesn’t acknowledge the order, but the ship immediately banks right, rocketing along the inside of the cylinder toward the destination I’ve indicated, jagging left and right using lateral thrusters to avoid laserfire.

I send out the command for my entire army to tighten up around that pyramid. It sits in the middle of a campus crisscrossed with paths and dotted with trees, shrubs, and supply sheds: plenty of cover we can use to fend off Fairfax’s advance. On all sides, his troops will be forced to cross an open space in order to engage us. We’ll likely end up surrounded, but at least we’ll no longer be retreating through the cylinder with no formation or plan.

As we near the repair bay, the bots Lambton promised are already emerging in twos and threes onto the lawn in front. They’re a motley bunch: some missing limbs, a few missing heads, others with one or no laser pistols. Some of them walk along curved lines, or follow erratic paths that loop back on themselves.

The possibility of friendly fire seems significant, but with Fairfax’s bots swarming toward us, we’ll just have to take the chance. 

“Asterisk, deploy the forward combat barriers.” Dice puts us down facing away from the facility, and I’m out of the primary turret sim the moment the Ares is stationary. “Let’s go!” 

The airlock hisses open, both the inner and outer hatch—I overrode the cycling process to get me and Dice outside faster.

“Take the port-side flap.” I step up to the starboard barrier. “I’ll take this one.”

The combat barriers are simple enough: they provide cover from shoulder to toe, with enough clearance to sight over them and fire. This is the first time I’ve deployed them in years, but it’s always good to know they’re there for situations like this.

During this brief moment of calm before we’re in the shit again, I notice there’s no wind blowing through the station anymore. I suspect Fairfax had his people install a temporary airlock across the one he destroyed.

The enemy fighters emerge soon after we’re in position, and the air becomes thick with the exchange of laserfire. Bots on both sides are getting blown to pieces, but it seems mine are coordinating a lot better with each other now, dividing their fire evenly across available targets. I broadcast an order using my datasphere to avoid any target I draw a bead on.

Battle calm comes much easier to me than it once did. Almost every bolt I loose finds its target.

“Strike while the iron is hot,” Fairfax’s voice booms across the battlefield, reaching a fever pitch. “Kill the ones who profited from your slavery!” And then, a couple hundred meters away, I see him: cutting down foes with his sword in one hand, he manages to do even more work with his blaster in the other. For the moment, he’s too far for many of my forces to focus fire on him, but if he gets much closer…

“They sold you your own prison, grew rich by stealing your freedom. How will we repay them? With blood! With fire!” His words are pretty ironic when you consider his own family is one of those that got rich off the Subverse. Unfortunately, I don’t have an opportunity to point that out right now.

From this position, it’s difficult to tell how many bots Fairfax brought with him, but I’d estimate a force almost twice as large as mine. Despite that, our superior positioning and bolstered numbers actually seem to be turning the tide. The Ares blazes with the neon-blue laserfire it sends sizzling across the field from almost every turret, with me and Dice providing supplemental fire beside it. The damaged bots are performing better than expected, though a couple units fire erratically enough for me to shut them down.

My datasphere populates with a mess of black patches, indicating dozens of weapons trained on me. In my shock, it takes a second to register that their wielders are positioned behind me.

The firing begins.
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Clutching my blaster tightly, I throw myself into a backward somersault, somehow keeping the presence of mind to will the airlock open. Reaching it is my only possible salvation.

Laserfire slams into the barrier where I just stood, the energy crackling madly against it, nearly blinding me. My datasphere displays more black patches as my attackers readjust their aim, their shots following my trajectory. Desperately, I roll to the left, forced away from the airlock. A bolt hits the ground near my head, sending grass and soil spurting into the air.

I have to make for the ship, or I’m done. More bolts fly to intercept me, and one hits my shoulder, spinning me around forcibly. Somehow, I manage to reorient myself and stagger the rest of the way to the ship. Bolts crackle through the air inches behind me as I reach safety.

Relative safety, that is. Checking through an aft hull sensor, I see the bots who’d been on my side seconds ago now running toward the airlock to take me out.

“Dice!” I scream, my voice coming out ragged. My spidersilk armor absorbed most of the damage to my shoulder. The side of my neck is an angry mass of pain, but I ignore it to look through a port-side sensor. The bot isn’t at his barrier. “Dice, come on!”

I switch sensors, closer to the ship’s aft. Dice lies strewn on the ground, his dark metal body pockmarked with laser burns, his left arm blown clean off. His face is a smashed-in mess of circuitry and fluid.

The patter of bot feet nearing the airlock is audible, now, and I know my only hope of surviving this is to close the airlock and take off in the Ares.

But my emotions rail against that. My hands are shaking, and I realize my left has clenched into a fist, apparently of its own volition. Blood pounds in my ears, and my vision clouds over.

They killed Dice. Dice, who’s saved me multiple times—gone, because I told him to take the side farthest from the airlock. Ordered him there without a second thought. I failed him. Again.

As the bots draw into view before the airlock with weapons raised, a guttural roar escapes my lips, unbidden. My blaster’s already up, unleashing bolt after bolt into the bots, flinging each one backward before it can loose its shot.

Eventually, they stop coming, probably pausing to regroup before rushing en masse.

I won’t give them the chance to get organized. Ripping a plasma grenade from my belt, I cook it for a couple seconds then run out of the airlock and toss it at the bots gathering nearby.

The grenade explodes the instant it completes its trajectory, blowing apart nine bots at once.

Dozens more surround me, the closest just twenty meters away. My datasphere lights up with the dark patches representing the beads they’ve drawn on me.

I overclock, and the world becomes a slowed-down realm of laserfire and movement. The odors of charred grass and leaking coolant fill my nostrils, and above the tumult I hear my own pulse’s steady rhythm, along with a dozen other sounds I’m forced to filter out just to concentrate.

Throwing myself into a forward roll, I come out of it to fire three times before jumping left, four neon-blue bolts blasting through the air where I’d just been standing. I whip my blaster toward the closest bot, loosing a bolt that anticipates its trajectory. It continues forward to meet my shot, like a choreographed dance, and the bolt blows it backward onto the grass.

The carefully manicured field outside Cylinder One’s repair depot has become host to a dazzling light show, with beams ripping through the air, many of them inches away from finding their target—inches away from finding me. But I’m faster than the shots. I’m faster than I’ve ever been.

The Ares’ turrets blast away at the bots as well, supporting me. Time has slowed to a crawl, and the entire scene seems to darken, as if the world were conspiring to make the crisscrossing blue lights even more striking.

Bending backward to avoid a laser bolt that crackles inches above my abdomen, I fire twice, then snap upright to avoid another shot.

A bolt hits my arm, and the super-thin films coating my armor deflect the shot. It also means that, in that area, my uniform will be less effective at protecting me from laserfire going forward—until I can reapply the protective films designed to reflect laser wavelengths. Get hit too many times, and I might as well be wearing no armor.

Pivoting to find the bot that hit me, I send a white bolt its way, followed by three more meant for bots behind it. Two of my shots hit, but one flies wide, blowing bark from a tree’s trunk and setting it alight. Even overclocked, my movements are growing desperate, wild.

But I’m still mad as hell, and I plan to kill every last bot on this battlefield, despite knowing full well that’s not possible. I’ll run out of charge packs first, and even with the Ares’ turrets hammering away at their ranks, they’ll overrun her eventually with their sheer numbers.

Something rumbles far above, near the sun tube, and I take a fraction of a second to glance up. It seems the darkening wasn’t my imagination. Storm clouds form overhead, engulfing the tube of light and casting Cylinder One into shadow.

Storm clouds. In Cylinder One, where no weather ever happens, except for sunny, cloudless days.

Adrenaline courses through my veins, and I continue slaughtering my foes in a fit of rage. Every blaster bolt feels like an extension of me, barreling through air and then into metal and circuitry. Felling enemies with righteous fury.

Not only that—I feel connected with the storm brewing above, too. It’s part of me, an extension of my ire.

A blast of wind sweeps the battlefield, prompting a break in the laserfire as the bots look around them, clearly confused.

The first lightning bolt lances down to strike the bot I’m aiming at, and the blaster bolt I fire sizzles through nothing but air, with my target lying on the ground, a charred, warped heap.

Then the rain begins, with more more lightning falling. I barely notice it as a rod rises from the Ares’ hull, to catch the electricity bolts and prevent them from damaging the ship. I’m running across the battlefield, charging toward the hundreds of bots surrounding me. Swapping out a spent charge pack for a fresh one and renewing my onslaught.

The storm and my blaster work together, frying and scorching bots where they stand. Even in the downpour, trees burst into flame, bark flying like shrapnel, and clods of grass hurtle away from the spots where targeted bots stood.

Within seconds, there’s nowhere safe to stand on the battlefield—other than the few square meters surrounding me, wherever I go. I’m one with the storm. I am the storm, and I mete out my own brand of justice.
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The storm subsides a minute later and I stop shooting, unable to find any targets remaining on the battlefield. Fairfax’s ranting has fallen silent, and I wonder if the storm neutralized him too.

I stop overclocking, tensing against the possibility that I’ll collapse again, like I did back in Sheen City. But I don’t. A wave of exhaustion washes over me, and I feel like I could sleep for two days. But I don’t collapse.

I trudge back to the Ares—not to the airlock, but to the port side, where Dice lies in a battered heap, unmoving. Kneeling, I slide my arms under his hard frame, muscles straining as I rise. I try not to stagger under his weight as I carry him to the other side of the ship.

“Is it over?” Marissa asks from the OPO Station as I cross the bridge.

“Not sure,” I grunt, willing the hatch to my cabin open. “Maybe.”

Inside, I lower Dice to my bunk, laying him on top of the neatly tucked and folded blanket. Immediately, he stains the bedding with fluid and char, but I don’t care. “Rest easy, old friend,” I whisper, then leave him to return to the bridge.

The TOPO’s station is empty, since Dice’s copy was running remotely off his internal processors and not the ship’s computer. His subroutine that was watching Belflower won’t be functional either. Hopefully Asterisk’s restraints will be enough to contain her, if she decides to betray us again.

Sitting in the command seat, I let my head fall back against the padded headrest. My eyelids drift downward. I could easily sleep.

Instead, I shake myself, forcing my eyes open. I drop into the direct control sim and prepare to fly the Ares myself.

“Pikeman.” It’s Maximus Lambton’s voice.

“What is it?” I snap, resisting the urge to curse him out.

“Thought you’d want to know—human troops have entered Cylinder One. They’re moving toward your location.”

So this isn’t over. I punch in the brief sequence to initiate takeoff, and the Becker drive pushes against the ground, rocketing the Ares toward the sun tube. “What the hell happened to the ‘friendly’ bots you gave me, Lambton?”

“I don’t know. Fairfax must have had his people working on a way to hack them, like he did the public address system. But I do have some good news.”

“What?”

“A battle group of twelve Broadswords have appeared in Bath and are headed for Cylinder One. They’re escorting a troopship. It’ll be over three hours till they get here. But it’s something.”

Three hours. This engagement will be decided by then, one way or another. Still, Lambton’s right—it is something.

“Thanks, Lambton.”

“Just keep Cylinder One out of Fairfax’s hands. I’ll die before I let that backstabbing bastard have it.”

“You mean I’ll die. Other than that, though, I think we’re on the same page.”

“Good luck, and God speed.”

“Thanks.” I consider adding a snotty quip about him hiding in his panic room, but screw it.

“Dad.” It’s Harmony again.

“Yes, honey?”

“I have to…you know about the Guard ships approaching?”

“Yeah.”

“Fairfax wants to make sure he’s dealt with you before they get here.”

That brings a dry chuckle. “He thinks his human soldiers can do that, when his bots couldn’t?”

“I told you he packed the Ekhidnades full. I wasn’t kidding. Its massive cargo bay is full, too.”

I pause. “With more troops?”

“No, Dad. With the latest construct he’s genetically engineered.”

“What is it this time? An iguana?” Despite my flippant words, my heart has begun to pound harder in my chest. I barely defeated his giant snake, mostly because it was enraged and confused. If this construct actually knows what it’s doing…

“It’s based on a species called the Kitane.”

Fount damn it. That’s what I was afraid of. “He’s releasing it into Cylinder One now? How will he get it in here?”

“The temporary airlock he installed is big enough. It’s coming. Fairfax doesn’t know I’m telling you. Except, I had to warn you. I think you should run, Dad. I know you won’t listen, but…just survive, okay? I love you.”

“I love you, Harm. And I will.”

If only I felt as sure as I sound.
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“Asterisk.”

“Captain?”

“With Dice out of commission, I have to fly this thing. That means weapons are all you. Are you frosty?”

“Frostier than ever, sir.”

“Stay that way. We have Fairfax’s new biological construct coming at us—a giant cat. I don’t know how big, but I’ve researched the species it’s based on, and I can pretty much guarantee that facing a giant version of it won’t be fun. I’ll keep us airborne and dodge whatever it has for us. You do everything you can to mow it down. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir. Except—where do we stand on Javelins?”

“Use them if you think you have a clean shot. I’d rather not destroy this station if we can avoid it, but killing this thing is the main objective.”

“Aye, sir.”

My datasphere paints an entire segment of my vision with the bruise-like blotch it uses to indicate someone is about to shoot us. I punch it, and the Ares darts forward, which presses my body back into the command seat. Laserfire rips through the air behind us, and I take us up, introducing an evasive spiral into our flight path. We climb past the sun tube, and I reorient the ship using the landscape on the other side.

“Asterisk, you got a bead on whoever just shot at us?”

“Affirmative. They’re on the ground above us. Giving them back some now.”

The ship vibrates as the main turret sends powerful beams ripping through the cylinder to cook whatever they find.

Resolved to keep us moving as unpredictably as possible, I continue a gentle spiral around the sun tube, heading back in the direction of the landing bay.

That’s when explosions wreath the jagged hole the Ares blasted through earlier, blowing away the perimeter and making it much bigger. A sleek, gray form leaps through—straight at the Ares.

I pull back on the yoke, arcing sharply upward so that we’re pointed toward the side of the cylinder opposite the one the great beast is falling toward. Its paw sails toward us, knife-like claws extending several meters. The tips scrape against the Ares’ hull, sending us careening sideways. We barely miss the sun tube, spinning toward the ground much closer to where the Kitane will land. It’s a near thing, but I manage to right us before we crash.

I bank the Ares upward, piling on speed as we go, heading toward the dissipating storm clouds.

“We’re going to use the clouds to hide for as long as we can, Asterisk, so take note of the Kitane’s position now and send it a healthy helping of laserfire.”

“What about Javelins?” The WSO’s voice is eager.

“Negative,” I say, feeling a bit annoyed. “I’ll tell you when it’s time to fire missiles. It’s too great a risk with our visibility reduced.”

“Yes, sir.” The kid’s disappointment is palpable.

Still, he makes good use of macros, sending a pleasant tremor through the ship as every available turret comes into play. Even those facing away from the Kitane are firing—hopefully he actually has a bead on some enemy soldiers, rather than just firing them for the hell of it.

The gunmetal-gray clouds envelop the ship, and for a few seconds I’m relying on memory and radar, since I can only see billowing darkness through the simulated cockpit window. Then, something flashes in front of the ship—the Kitane.

I immediately engage reverse thrusters at full power, and the ship lurches, tossing me forward against my restraints. At the same time, I bank left, barely managing to avoid the cat.

It collides with the sun tube instead. The section it hits shatters, and the rest of it groans with the new strain on its metal skeleton. Light levels inside the storm clouds fall even further.

We exit the clouds, for a moment veering almost straight down in a desperate effort to escape. As I pull back on the yoke, climbing again, I see the darkened length of the sun tube’s damaged section, bracketed by buckled parts on either side. If the whole thing comes down, this could get interesting. Already, Cylinder One has been cast into an eerie twilight, with random patches of ground covered in shadowed darkness.

“I can’t believe how high that thing just jumped,” Asterisk says. “I’m thinking using the clouds for cover may not be the best idea, sir.”

“Agreed. Just keep firing at it.”

“Yes, sir.” I can almost hear the word he doesn’t say, but badly wants to: “Missiles?”

“Prep a Javelin, WSO. I’m coming around to line up a shot. Remember, try to anticipate where the thing’s going to be. It moves fast.”

“Yes, sir.”

As we come back around to charge at the Kitane, I study the beast. Multiple charred spots already cover its muscled body. Its antennae are intact, but its “fur”—actually thin protrusions of scaly skin, according to my research—has been seared away in some spots, leaving bloody smears. Where intact, its skin has changed from its normal wheat color to a mottled mix of grays, blacks, and greens. Watching it move against the similarly colored terrain is a little disorienting.

We scream toward it, and the Kitane takes the bait, leaping into the air. “Now, Asterisk!”

The Javelin departs its tube, soaring down the length of the cylinder to catch the jaguar-like predator in its upper chest. Fire blossoms, and the Kitane’s progress through the air slows. It shrieks deafeningly, and I take the Ares sideways to make sure it can’t reach us on its current trajectory.

That may have done it. I switch view to an aft sensor to watch the Kitane crash to the ground. I’m waiting for it to keel over and lie there so we can finish it off.

Instead, it lands gracefully, using a broad, squat building as leverage to spin itself around. Then, streaming blood and viscera, it throws itself back into the air toward us, mouth open to reveal twin rows of razor teeth.

“Sir…” Asterisk says. “I’m not sure—”

I already know what he’s going to say—that we’re not traveling fast enough to escape. But he doesn’t get time to finish.

Claws fully extended, the Kitane’s paw connects squarely with the ship, and we’re sent hurtling across the cylinder with too much speed to correct course in time.
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The Ares hits belly-down, in the middle of an open field. The impact rattles my teeth and throws me against the restraints like a rag doll, but inside the sim I’m able to keep fighting the controls.

For a moment, it seems I’m going to be able to turn this into a decent landing, as far as crash landings go. Then, the Ares skids sideways, tipping to roll over and over across the grassy expanse. I’m tossed back and forth between the command seat restraints and the seat itself, for a seemingly endless stretch of time.

Finally, the ship comes to a halt, with me hanging upside down from the restraints.

I know I can’t afford to stay here, but I take a moment to scan the area around the Ares through hull sensors, most of which still seem functional.

There—the Kitane is charging around the cylinder, rapidly making its way toward the spot where we crashed.

I need to move.

I release the restraints and crash to the overhead. My position’s too awkward to do much to absorb the fall, but I manage to land mostly on my upper back instead of my head, so that’s good. I will the airlock to open, then pull myself up onto its overhead.

Fatigue wars with pain to try to put me down. The fatigue of battle, of overclocking earlier, of channeling the Fount to generate a storm that neutralized an entire army.

As I step out into the twilight the Kitane has created in its rampage, I have one nagging worry: overclocking again might kill me.

The great cat lopes across the cylinder’s terrain in leaps and bounds, charging down the curve toward me. The ground vibrates—an intimidating effect which I was spared while airborne.

One thing’s certain: if I don’t overclock, the Kitane will definitely kill me. I might as well go out swinging, right?

My hand finds the butt of my blaster, still snapped into its holster. I think of Harmony. If I die, she’ll be left with Fairfax as the closest thing she has to a father. She’ll become as screwed up as Eric is, maybe worse.

But if I survive, maybe I can start being a father to her.

So I overclock, and time slows to a crawl.

The Kitane seems to drift through the air, now, its massive paws stretching forward to meet the ground and continue its momentum. The earthy smell that follows heavy rain on dry soil fills my nostrils, and the sound of a dozen fires crackling in the distance helps to smooth out my battle calm.

I unsnap the holster and whip out the blaster, though the movement seems to take up a long, protracted moment.

The cat’s chest is a bloody mass from the missile Asterisk sent at it, and organs are poking through.

There. If I can hit it there, I may have a chance, although the fact that it’s still going after suffering such a wound is disconcerting.

I charge forward, legs pumping. Almost imperceptibly, the cat’s gait slows, as though it’s taken aback to see this puny biped running to meet it.

Then it picks up speed again, reaching the edge of the field, which is strewn with debris the Ares left behind in its wake as it skidded across the ground.

I’m sprinting faster than I ever have before, my feet slamming against the ground, arms churning at my sides. I’m on the knife’s edge of slipping and losing my footing, but I need the speed. 

As I reach the cat, I fall into a skid, boots sliding across the moist grass. The Kitane’s claws bite into the ground a hair’s breadth from my arm, but I continue forward, blaster held in two hands, sending bolt after bolt into the beast’s gaping wound.

Blood spurts, spattering my face and the ground around me, and the cat wails. But it continues barreling forward, and soon, I’m past its hind legs, throwing myself up with a hand against the wet grass.

I spin around and send more blaster bolts into its rear, then its flank as it turns to face me once more. Shooting it in the face enrages it, and it enters a wild charge.

I sprint to one side, toward a side of the field bordered by a tangled maze of broad pipes. Cylinder One’s main water filtration and recycling facility, according to my datasphere map.

The Kitane scrambles to turn itself, paws skidding across the wet grass. It gives chase, and I fire back at it as I run, maybe half of my shots striking home. One of its eyes bursts, sending gouts of ichor spurting into the air, and it screeches in pain but doesn’t slow down.

I wrench a plasma grenade from my belt, I arm and drop it, not bothering to cook it. The explosion catches the cat full in the face, and it staggers, howling.

I continue on into the maze of piping, feeling doubtful the grenade will be enough to stop the beast. Sure enough, the Kitane gives chase once more.
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The Kitane crashes through the first meter-wide pipe it encounters, and watery sewage spills out, matting the construct’s fur.

It tries to push through the second pipe, but without the same momentum, the pipe holds.

I turn, unloading the rest of my energy pack into the thing’s face, trying to hit its other eye.

The cat wrenches its head away, protecting its remaining eyeball, and my bolts land along the side of its head and neck.

Oh well. There’s a good chance taking out its remaining eye wouldn’t do much anyway, given the Kitane’s echolocation and ability to detect prey just from changes in the air.

It bounds over the pipe it had tried to burst through, and I turn, scrambling on top of another one nearby. A few meters ahead, this pipe turns upward at a ninety-degree angle before leveling off again, three and a half meters above me.

My body tenses, and then I explode upward, my muscles working in concert to propel me higher than I’d ever be able to jump in a normal state. Fingertips finding the edge of the joiner elbow, I pull myself up onto it and then get to my feet, dashing along its length while slapping a fresh charge pack into my blaster’s handle.

Cal says that once I get proficient with overclocking, I’ll be able to propel myself without actually jumping. Something to do with my muscles all jerking in the same direction, kind of like how an electric shock will cause the body to leap away, almost of its own volition.

But I’m not there yet. The Kitane rushes forward. Its head is higher than me, but the corridor of piping prevents it from lifting its paws to swipe at me. Instead, it tries to bite me, and I leap from the pipe to land on the next-highest, three feet up and to the right.

From here, I fire at the beast with impunity—until, with a roar, it bounces up, twisting awkwardly to get its paws on the other side of the pipe I’d been on seconds ago. That done, it lunges at me, and I throw myself backward without turning my head.

I land on a surface just a few feet over the ground, which I’d already used my datasphere to size up as a landing spot. The cat pushes forward awkwardly, lowering itself to the ground to try to swipe under the piping at me, and I dance back, falling off the platform and landing on the ground, boots splashing in ankle-high water.

Cracks, fissures, and breaks in the pipes, all caused by our struggle, are gushing water and turning the grass into a swamp. I run along a narrow passage between two pipes, and though the Kitane can’t see me, I’m sure it can track me by my splashing. At the end of the corridor, I jump into the air, using the pipes on both sides to catch myself and then propel my body farther.

At last, I reach a part of the facility that’s higher than the cat’s head. I fire down on it, and it reacts right away, leaping toward me. It must be weakening, because it misses, instead crashing into the length of pipe I’m standing on. The metal buckles under the creature’s immense weight, and I’m forced to jump, hurtling through empty air.

I land on slick metal and lose my footing, tumbling off to crash to the ground on my back. The level of pain shocks me, and for a moment I can’t move. I almost fall out of my overclocked state. Tapping into my last reserves of strength, I stagger to my feet.

I’m outside the filtration facility now, and I’m stumbling backward as the cat writhes amidst the pipes, trying to get free to come at me.

My blaster trembles as I raise it, my left hand cupped under my right in a futile effort to steady my aim. With an immense effort of will, I get the shaking down enough to draw a bead on my adversary.

Bolt after bolt flies into its face, enraging it further, eliciting more shrieking as it struggles furiously against the entangling metal snakes. More cracking fills the air, and water pours forth in a flood. The Kitane loses its footing, head vanishing below the tangle. Then, with a last roar, it springs free of the facility in a tumult of creaking metal and ripping flesh.

It crashes to the ground before me, and I run backward, spamming the blaster trigger until it clicks in my hand and I have to fumble at my belt for the last charge pack.

Hand shaking, I manage to eject the empty charge pack onto the ground and slap in the fresh one. The cat charges, one of its rear legs dragging from a wound it self-inflicted while trying to escape from amidst the wrecked, jagged pipes. I send more bolts at it. Then, it’s atop me.

A paw darts toward me, and it takes all my overclocked focus to dance past it, the claws slicing through the air inches from my body. There’s already a plasma grenade in my hand, cooking, and I push off the ground with all my might, hurtling upward to grab a flap of skin with my left hand and stuff the grenade into the Kitane with my right, deep amidst its blood-soaked internal organs. Then I drop, and so does the beast, in an effort to crush me. I hit the ground and roll sideways, over and over.

Fur and skin come down on my leg, but not muscle or bone. Somehow, I gain my feet and sprint away, fighting against exhaustion.

Behind, the Kitane emits a sound that resembles a cat’s meow. But in another way, it sounds like a curse.

The plasma grenade roars, ripping through organ, flesh, and bone. Nothing reaches me, so I turn, blaster raised once more, but the Kitane doesn’t attack. Instead, it flops sideways.

Its massive frame absorbed the explosion, containing it. Its exterior seems intact, but its insides have to be ruptured. It lays there and doesn’t move.

I’m about to stop overclocking when someone speaks from behind me.

“You bastard!”

I whirl, blaster raised. Eric Sterling stares past me toward the dead Kitane.

“Right.” My voice sounds ragged even to my own ears. “Sorry for putting down Fairfax’s new pet.”

“Cretin!” Eric yells.

I wonder who taught him how to insult people. If I’d raised him, he’d be a lot better at it.

“That was my love’s primary consciousness you just destroyed. The original Electra Fairfax, uploaded centuries ago.”

“Fairfax sent his mother against me? Also, you were in love with a giant cat? Sorry, son, but that’s kind of pathetic, if I’m being honest.”

Eric’s hand darts to the laser pistol at his side, and I step forward, brandishing the blaster in the direction of his head. “Don’t. This isn’t a fight you can win, son.”

His hand descends to his side like a feather. His lower lip trembles, and he runs past me, falling to his knees at the cat’s side, burying his head in its fur.

Why is my family so messed up?

I stop overclocking, and what little energy I had flees my body. I fall to my knees too, fighting the blackness that’s edging in from my vision’s periphery. Don’t faint, Joe. Now is not the time to faint.

“Dad.”

For a delirious moment, I think it’s Eric again, come to finish me off. But he probably wouldn’t call me dad. I lift my head to see Harmony standing before me. A hallucination?

Someone’s standing beside her. Maximus Lambton.

“Hey, Harm.” My voice comes out soft and flat.

“Dad, Cylinder One is crawling with Fairfax’s men, and if they see you they’ll kill you. The Guard won’t be here for another few hours. Mr. Lambton says there are underground access tunnels we can use to get to his panic room, but we have to leave now. You have to come with us. Now.”

I have no idea how Harmony went from being with Fairfax to making contact with Lambton, but it doesn’t matter. I get to my feet, the world swimming before me. When I stumble, Lambton steps forward and catches me.

They each take a side, then they help me stagger to the side of the field, where an open hatch leads to a staircase below, its top covered in grass to mask its presence when closed. We descend, and Lambton shuts the hatch behind us.

I want to rest, but they won’t let me. Instead, we stumble forward together down the hall, our way lit by dim strips of light.
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“How are you feeling?” Harmony asks as I trudge into the apartment’s living room. She’s sitting in a burgundy armchair, petting a house cat, of all things. Her eyebrows are raised.

I eye the feline suspiciously for a moment, then decide it’s probably harmless and sink into a plush couch. “Fine. How long was I out?”

“Twelve hours.”

“Fount.”

Unsurprisingly, Lambton’s “panic room” actually consists of several well-appointed rooms, including a living room, three bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen, and a dining room. It’s sealed off from the rest of the station, until Lambton punches in his personal code again. If he wanted, he could hold us hostage here, unless we were able to torture the code out of him. I’m almost in the mood to do that, if it came to it.

“Where is he?” My voice almost sounds normal to me.

“Lambton? Oh, he’s been gone most of the time you were asleep. He went to meet the Guard when they arrived. He left the exit unlocked, so we can leave whenever.”

I shake my head. “Wasn’t Fairfax’s personal army in the way of him going to meet the Guard?”

“No. Fairfax left in the Ekhidnades, soon after you took down Electra.” Harmony gives a small shrug. “I guess he figured he didn’t want to face you and the Guard at the same time.”

“I was down for the count.”

“He didn’t know that.” A smile stretches her lips. “There was also the fleet of fighter drones about to converge on his ship from all over the Cloud.”

“Right. What made you come back to me, Harm? Why did you leave him?”

“I guess…” She shakes her head. “I guess I came to my senses. Realized that maybe you have more experience dealing with bad men than I do, and if you figure he is one, then probably I’m on the wrong side after all. Maybe you don’t have to crack eggs to make omelets—at least, not when the eggs are people.” She’s quiet for a moment, her eyes on the floor. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

I nod. “It’s okay. This sort of thing happens, in families.”

Her smile widens. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Okay, but…well, I’m sure there must be weirder families out there.”

“I can’t think of any.”

“Me neither.” I push myself up from the couch, feeling only a bit stiff. I’m ready to believe overclocking takes years off your life, just as it probably has from mine. All the same, it’s a marvel to think I’m feeling this good just twelve hours after being batted around by a giant cat. The Fount’s restorative abilities truly are amazing. “I’d better go meet with whoever the Guard sent. You—you’re staying this time, right?”

“I’m not sure where else I’d go.”

“Does Fairfax have Europa’s Gift, now?”

She shakes her head. “I parked it in the landing bay, and Lambton says it’s still there.”

“Great.” I head for the exit.

“Where’s Dice, Dad?”

My boot scuffs the floor as I come to a stop. “Back in the Ares. He didn’t make it through the battle.”

“You’re going to repair him, right? Bring him back online?”

“If his consciousness even made it through…I’m not sure. I’m still not convinced it’s what he wants, Harm.”

“There’s something I haven’t told you.”

Turning back toward her, I raise my eyebrows.

“Before I gave you back his consciousness on a drive, I removed his Auditor. He has free will now, Dad. Whatever he did since you were reunited with him, he did by choice.”

I decide to play dumb. “Why’d you do that, Harm?”

“Because, Dad. Dice is a real person. Sometimes, I think he’s realer than any of us.”

I smile, thinking back to Dice sacrificing himself so that Faelyn Eliot could continue living in the real. “You may be right about that.” I don’t think I’ll tell her I already knew about Dice’s auditor being removed. Harmony doesn’t need to know everything.

“Another thing, Dad,” Harmony says, then reaches behind her, unbuckling the gun belt around her waist. She holds it out to me, the laser pistol still in it. “I want you to take this back. It is yours, after all, and…I don’t think I could ever use it to actually shoot anyone.”

I hold it draped across my palms, staring at it for a long time. When I look up at her, I have tears in my eyes.

“Thanks, Harm.” With that, I leave.

I open the first trash chute I come to, and I dump the pistol in, gun belt and all. Then, as I make my way through the dimly lit, narrow access tunnels to the surface—using the map Lambton fed into my datasphere to guide my way—I start trying to summon my father to me.

“Hey, Cal. Dad. Hey.”

“Present.”

I whirl at the sound of the voice behind me, hand inching toward my blaster. “Huh. I didn’t expect that to actually work.”

Cal Pikeman shrugs. “What do you need?”

We continue down the tunnel. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh?” Cal falls in beside me, hands clasped behind his back, causing his forest-green robes to bunch.

“If the Subverse always gets like this, with most of its residents trapped in underverses…why are we fighting so hard to preserve it?”

“I told you, Joe. There’s no way we could dismantle it properly if we tried, and if we could, we’d be committing genocide on a colossal scale. Besides, the Subverse doesn’t always get like this. It’s worse now than ever before—because I failed in my quest to stop Fairfax in the Core. He was able to progress with his dark work, and during those years, things have deteriorated. Yes, the Subverse always gets bad, but human history always enters dark periods.”

“Still. Something about all of this doesn’t feel right.”

“Do you plan to abandon your quest?”

“No. I don’t see an alternative, either.”

“Good. Although, it’s troubling to hear your mind is so clouded.”

I sniff. “I’m sure I’ll get over it. Hey, how did the Guard know to come here, anyway? Any idea?”

“Yes. I summoned them.”

That brings me to a halt, and I turn toward him. “You did?”

He nods. “After Persephone, I informed them of Soren’s betrayal and warned them that Fairfax planned to attack Cylinder One today. The admiralty spent a lot of time arguing about it, but eventually they gathered what forces they could muster on such short notice, and they sent them here.”

“But that…that means you can travel faster than slipstreams can carry a ship.”

“Yes. All knights can travel wherever the Fount is, almost instantaneously. It has to do with the Fount in each system having particles entangled with the Fount in every other system. But keep that to yourself, okay?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure thing.”

I find Lambton in the board room once more, and this time he’s not alone. He sits halfway down the table, directly across from Shimura, who rises when he sees me and salutes.

I salute him back. “Master Chief. What are you doing here?”

“I led the mission here to stop Fairfax,” Shimura says. “And I come bearing an official apology for you, from the admiralty.”

“That’s a change of pace.”

Shimura nods, with no hint of amusement. “They’re sorry for failing to take your warnings about Rodney Fairfax seriously. And they vow not to let that happen again.”

“What changed their minds?”

Now, a hint of a smile does play across Shimura’s thin lips. “Much has changed in the galaxy, of late, Commander.”

“I noticed.”

“And yet, there are some things that perhaps you are unaware of. The Church of the Fount, for one, has caught up to your doings. They’re getting quite excited.”

“Why?”

“They are calling you the Fount Embodied, who walks among us and shows us the Way.”

I draw a deep breath and let it out in a long exhalation. “Okay. That’s weird. What’s the upshot, though? I’m sure that isn’t what convinced the admiralty.”

Shimura shrugs. “It was a factor. Another factor was being visited by the ghost of a Shiva, who says he is your mentor, and that you have accepted his tutelage. That isn’t something you mentioned to me on Gauntlet, Commander.”

“With respect, sir—I haven’t mentioned it to anyone.”

“The Guard recognizes that something big is happening. That the galaxy is unraveling, and it has to do with a disturbance emanating from the Core. The Shiva who visited convinced us of that, and he also convinced us that you could use our help.”

I pause for a long moment. “What kind of help?” I ask at last.

“Eight Troubleshooters, in eight Broadswords. And I will be one of them, Commander. I am ‘coming out of retirement,’ as they say. We’ll all work in tandem, but we will all recognize your authority as mission leader. I intend to defer to your judgment on the road ahead.”

“Wow. This is all pretty heady stuff.”

“Indeed,” Shimura says. “And that’s not all, Commander. I have a gift for you—a drive containing all the slipspace coords in the galaxy. From now on, nothing in the galaxy will be barred to you.”

For a moment, I’m stunned by the news. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to the Core, and I’m probably going to die there, so it’s not like I’ll actually have free reign to visit anywhere else in the galaxy. Still, the level of trust that the brass are showing toward me…

“Thank you.”

Then I glance at Lambton, who shrugs. “I’ll help however I can. The Fairfaxes can’t be allowed to think they can push the other Families around and get away with it. Repairs for your ship, supplies, a tuneup for your bot, anything you need…”

Lambton and Shimura keep talking, apparently undisturbed as I walk around the board table to the floor-to-ceiling window at the end of the room. I stare out at Cylinder One, which stretches up and away from me. And I wonder what surprises life holds for me in the Core.

Things have gotten pretty strange already.
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“I need those slipspace coords, Cal,” I say. “There’s nothing more to it.”

We stand on opposite sides of the living room in the apartment Lambton gave me. Cal Pikeman, the Shiva Knight who turned out to be my father, grimaces. “This isn’t open to debate. The slipspace coords for accessing the Shivan Cathedral are intended only for use by knights and their proteges. There are things you don’t understand, and this is clearly one of them.”

“If it wasn’t open to debate, I wouldn’t know about it. The game is changing, and it’s changed even more since Fairfax killed you in the Core. Resetting the galactic Subverse isn’t as easy as it used to be—and I know it was never easy. If you have a slipspace route that’ll put us farther into the Core in two hops than Fairfax can get in eleven, we all need that information. Not just me, but the eight Troubleshooters coming with me too.”

But Cal shakes his head vigorously. “The Shivan Cathedral can only be accessed by the Shiva and their protege. If I allow even a single uninitiated to go there, it risks discovery by the outside world. And that’s unacceptable. The Cathedral is the brain behind all we do. It’s too valuable.”

“Then the entire quest is out of the question. There’s no way I can take on the forces Fairfax has assembled without backup. And if our nine Broadswords have to take the slow way, he’ll beat us to the Core by a long shot. Hell, Fairfax already has a big lead! We need this just to make up ground.”

Cal raises a hand and jabs a finger toward the ground as he speaks. “You committed to embracing humility. You promised you’d defer to me.”

“Not when it endangers the quest,” I say, softening my tone. “Look, Cal, I’ve bought everything else you’ve sold me. The training, the need to reset the galaxy, even the idea that there are worse things than letting the Subverse keep existing. We’re on the same side. But I think you need to consider whether there might be times you need a little humility. Enough to realize that maybe you’re wrong about this.”

Cal stands frozen, hand raised, finger pointing at the floor. I guess I’m getting a taste of what it would have been like to actually be raised by him.

“Think on it.” I turn toward the exit. “I have things I need to do.”

Walking out takes some effort. I’m still not used to how heavy I feel down here. And when I open the door, stars gleam up through the floor of the corridor beyond—a little patch of nothing, to remind me where I am.

I step over the reinforced glass, toward the elevator waiting at the end of the hall. Lambton gave me an underground apartment, situated at the edge of the rotating tube that is Cylinder One: in other words, the very bottom of the gravity well. Maybe it’s his way of reminding me that he’s only helping with the mission in order to get back at Fairfax for wrecking his precious habitat.

At least the increased gravity helps me keep up my cardio. Makes bone density less of an issue. Helps with muscle preservation. Always look on the bright side, right?

Of course, I keep up my daily calisthenics no matter the gravity level. But hey, a little extra gravity can’t hurt.

When the elevator doors open onto the surface, it’s brighter than I remember. Ah—looks like the construction bots have finally made some headway on fixing the section of sun tube the giant Kitane busted up before I put her down. They’ve mostly been working at night, with Lambton giving orders to slow and then stop Cylinder One’s rotation, killing the gravity for a few hours after midnight so the bots can just float up there and get to work. The alternative would have been a gigantic scaffolding reaching halfway across the cylinder’s diameter. Not quite as practical.

The upshot of killing the gravity has been everyone tethering themselves to their bunks before they go to sleep, just in case. No one wants to wake up floating above their dresser when the gravity comes back on. That’s a good way to get a concussion.

There’s been plenty to do since Fairfax retreated and headed for the Core. Repairs to the Ares. Drilling the Guardsmen who’ll accompany me on the next leg of the journey—filling them in on what to expect. Continuing my training with an increasingly irritated Cal Pikeman.

And trying to figure out what to do with Dice.

As I amble along the path leading from the elevator, the bot steps out of the shadows of a comfort station’s awning, striding purposefully toward me. Not the best way to walk to avoid drawing attention, but Dice has never known any other way to walk than purposeful.

He still has no Auditor monitoring his behavior, though I think he would have gone along with having another one installed. The thing is, I can’t bring myself to do it. He’s earned his freedom, as far I’m concerned.

Except, even though he has free rein to modify his own consciousness, improve his intellect, install new capabilities—it still isn’t freedom. Not really. Not if he has to stay on Cylinder One, or follow me wherever I go.

Because as smart as Dice is, he can’t make himself slipspace capable. Without a ship of his own, he’s stuck, forced to tag along with humans who do have ships. I won’t have him go with anyone else, because I don’t know what they’d do to him—especially once they discovered what he’s become: a bot with the potential to become a superintelligence.

But I don’t really want him with me, either. Not if he doesn’t want to be. And I know he doesn’t.

That’s why I’m giving him Harmony’s ship—Europa’s Gift, the same ship she stole from her grandfather, Daniel Sterling.

 Dice falls in beside me. “Your daughter won’t be pleased with this outcome.” We make our way toward the elevator that will bring us up to the zero-G landing bay at Cylinder One’s center. The hole the Ares blew through the bay has been patched up with a temporary covering, but it’ll be some time before Lambton gets around to assigning bots for a more permanent repair. There’s too much else to do: the smashed-up sun tube, the shattered pipes of the main water filtration and recycling facility, the torched buildings, the wrecked bots littering the grounds. Sometimes, I get the impression Lambton blames me for all that, even though I’m the reason he still has control of Cylinder One. I guess I did participate in its destruction, technically. I just happen to be the only one who stuck around afterward, so I get the blame.

“I know she won’t, Dice,” I say, glancing over my shoulder. Harmony tends to keep a close eye on everything—she has the technical prowess to hack whatever equipment she needs to conduct her surveillance. Everything has a back door, she likes to say. Somehow, though, I’ve managed to hide what I intend to do this morning. “The truth is, I’m killing two Kitane with one missile, here. Harmony’s only used that ship to get into trouble. It’s much better if she’s with me.”

“So you’re setting one free and imprisoning the other.”

I glance at him, but of course there’s nothing to be read in his eternally impassive face and scarlet eyes sensors. “Basically. For now, anyway. Look, when Harmony’s nineteen—maybe twenty—she can go adventuring all she wants. Twenty-seven’s a good age. Anyway, when she’s older, she can join you, for all I care. You can wander the galaxy together, hand in hand. But I want this business with Fairfax to be over before that happens.”

“Well, please pass my apologies to Ms. Harmony. I rather like her, as she’s always treated me well. But regardless of the circumstances, I thank you, Commander.”

“Please. Call me Joe.”

“Joe, then.”

As Dice has worked on his own mind, tweaking here, upgrading there, I’ve started to notice a difference in him. He still calls me fleshbag, but he sounds more sophisticated than before. It’s not just that his vocabulary’s gotten bigger—though it probably has—it’s that he uses words in a more subtle way. More shades of meaning, and you have to be quick to catch them all. I’m sure I never do. I’m not good with words.

“You’re welcome, Dice. But the truth is, you deserve this. You saved me more times than I want to admit, and at least one of those times, you did it because you wanted to. That means a lot to me.”

I feel like I could get emotional, and since nothing horrifies me more than that, I stop talking. We walk in silence the rest of the way to the elevator, and on the way up, I compare the battered, pockmarked landscape to my memory of how it looked when I first visited. It still has a bit of a post-apocalyptic vibe to it from the fight, which is kind of cool.

The lift reaches the landing bay, and when the doors open we push out, gently drifting toward the corner where Europa’s Gift floats, moored to a pair of cleats projecting from the bulkhead.

The Ares floats opposite Harmony’s ship—I flew it up here before Lambton ordered repairs to the landing bay breach, and bots have been working on fixing her up ever since, free of charge. They finished yesterday morning, and now she’s as good as new—down a couple Javelin missiles, but otherwise charged up, refueled, restocked. At least Lambton threw me that bone, especially considering I’m not versecasting anymore and so I don’t have that income.

“I hope you’ve brushed up on your hacking,” I say as we land on the hull. Dice uses magnets embedded in his hands to attach himself to it while I grab a handle near the airlock. “Because this is far as I can take you. Whatever defenses Harmony’s installed on this thing, I’m sure they’re way beyond me.”

Dice inclines his head. “I have installed several lateral-thinking upgrades and digested multiple libraries of recently discovered exploits and back doors. I’m fairly confident in the probability of gaining access.”

“Quickly, I hope. We may only have an hour or two.”

Dice gets to work. Luckily, ever since the Fall, software vulnerabilities tend to stick around for centuries at a time, if they’re ever patched. Most of the companies who made everything are long gone, so everyone’s kind of on their own when it comes to security—trapped in an endless, elaborate game of rock-paper-scissors.

It takes Dice less than twenty minutes to gain access, which is the biggest indicator so far that he’s now an intellectually superior being. When the ship’s airlock opens, I experience yet another moment of doubt about whether I’m doing the right thing in unleashing on the universe a being smarter than any human who’s ever lived. True, as long as Dice keeps his current body there’s only so much he can do to upgrade his smarts. But what if he hooks himself up to more processing power? How far could this thing go?

I have no idea, is the truth of it. But ultimately, this still feels right.

“God speed, Dice.”

“And you. Thank you…Joe.”

I nod, and he floats inside the ship, his feet connecting with the deck as the gravity generators draw him downward.

The outer hatch closes, and that’s the last I see of him. I push off to float gently backward through the landing bay, and seconds later the ship spins slowly, shedding the magnetic cables tethering it to the bulkhead with an electromagnetic pulse. With its nose pointed toward the massive landing bay airlock, it sails toward it, drifting inside once the first barrier opens.

I raise a hand toward the ship’s stern.

Back in my apartment, Cal’s still hanging around the living room.

“Make your decision,” I tell him. “We’re leaving tonight. Either the Broadswords come with us to the Cathedral, or we’ll all be taking the long way. There’s no way I’m going this alone anymore, Cal. It’s suicide.”

Cal Pikeman lowers himself to the edge of a purple leather couch and covers his face with his hand. “I’ll give you the coords to the Cathedral. Fount help us all.”
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At five and a half months, this is one of the longest continuous slipspace voyages I’ve ever taken. And somehow, despite having another human on board with me, it’s also the loneliest.

Harmony’s been pissed off at me ever since I let Dice take off in her ship, and we’re not on speaking terms. She’s especially angry that I forgot to get P3P, the family bot, off of Europa’s Gift first—meaning he’s now wherever Dice ended up. Oops.

 It made goodbyes pretty awkward back in Cylinder One, and Maximus Lambton seemed to take a sick pleasure in watching the tension brew between me and Harmony. I won’t miss that guy.

After leaving the Lambton Cloud, it took a few trips through slipspace to reach Cal’s secret entry coords, the longest leg of the journey no more than a week. That took us to a star system with barely anything in it: just a gas giant and two smaller planets. I’m not sure it even had Subverse servers—none of the Troubleshooters knew of any, not even Shimura.

Two days out from that barren system lay Cal’s entry coords, and we didn’t waste any time transitioning into slipspace the moment we reached them. We can’t afford to waste any time. Lambton stuffed our holds full of supplies, but they won’t last much longer than the time it takes to get to the Cathedral. Hopefully whoever we find there is just as well provisioned, and just as willing to share.

It’s weird to travel in a space caravan with eight other Broadswords. Before meeting up with Soren, I rarely had cause to travel with other Troubleshooters, or anyone, really. Now there are eight of them with me, closeby in slipspace, but completely inaccessible, even by com. If I tried to contact them, the signal would drop behind the moment it left the ship, never reaching its destination.

During the slipspace voyage, each Troubleshooter has orders to run fighter squadron sims, despite that a Broadsword is more of a cross between a corvette and a fighter. Troubleshooters rarely ever fly together, and I’m hoping that practicing with the sims will help us overcome our inexperience when it comes to coordinating with other ships. If it works, then our Broadswords’ agility could grant us an outsized effect on a battlespace—even if we’re going up against a warship. That’s the hope, anyway.

I gave Harmony my cabin, and she spends most of her time there now, probably running sims on her datasphere. During the first few weeks, it upset me, and I tried to get her talking to me. I knew she’d be pissed at me for clipping her wings, but I had no idea she’d take it this far.

Honestly, though, the longer we’re in slipspace, the less I care that we’re not talking. I could activate the crew, try to talk to them, but why bother? Marissa’s still angry I deleted Moe, Asterisk’s just a kid, and I’d have a hard time confiding in Belflower now that she’s tried to kill me. Hell, I would have had a hard time before that.

But maybe I should talk to someone. Ever since the fight with Fairfax’s people on Cylinder One, nightmares have fragmented my sleep. That’s not unusual, but these are particularly vivid and intense. Sometimes, I wake from them screaming.

One night, I bolt upright in the command seat to hear myself yelling that I’m sorry, over and over. The cabin hatch slides open, and I twist around.

Harmony stands before the hatchway in a night gown, her eyes wide. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Fine.”

“Okay.” She withdraws into the cabin and closes the hatch.

The nightmares are all set in a graveyard—one that holds only people I’ve killed. They drag themselves out of their graves and trudge across freshly turned ground, toward the center, where I sit strapped to a metal chair, my eyelids forced open by a device custom built for the purpose.

They don’t say anything—they just stare. My victims don’t even seem accusing. Confused, maybe. Some of them look curious. And a lot of them seem in pain.

Some of them have blurry, indistinct faces, and I know these are people I killed at range, either from my Broadsword or using a scoped laser rifle. There are a few who I blew to bits using plasma grenades. For whatever reason, they don’t affect me as much.

But the ones I killed up-close…they really get to me. The ones I knifed in the dark, face to face, or who I took down with a laser pistol or my blaster at point-blank range.

Things were simpler, back when my datasphere told me where to point my weapon, when to pull the trigger. It was so much easier to place my pistol inside that green cone and fire. I could detach myself from my kills, then. But ever since I transcended the datasphere, my kills are my own. They aren’t directed by military-grade software, given to me by superiors who will back me fully. I committed them. Just me. That means I get all the responsibility, all the guilt that comes with having ended those lives.

Then, the thing I fear most happens. The pirate reappears—the same one who haunted my dreams just before my breakdown, en route to Earth. He walks across the graveyard holding the same photo I found on his corpse, the one of his wife and two children, a son and daughter.

That’s the kill that’s always haunted me most, even though my datasphere told me to do it. Because of the picture.

“Why?” He draws close, his deathly pale face inches from mine. “Why did you do it?”

And I wake drenched in cold sweat, the bridge echoing with my screams. I’m going to have another breakdown. Any day, now. I can feel it.

Harmony stops checking on me when I wake up with night terrors, but I catch her shooting me concerned looks. I avoid those looks. During the day, I don’t want to talk about what I’m experiencing. I don’t want to think about it.

One night, I jerk upright in the command seat to find Cal sitting on the railing of the OPO Station, staring at me, hands clasped between his knees.

“Nightmares,” he mutters, with a muted chuckle.

I say nothing. It’s weird when your dad can appear anywhere.

“You’ve been having a lot of those. Crying out.”

Again, I have nothing to say. None of this is news to me.

“I used to have the same nightmares.”

“How could you know what nightmares I’m having?” Dream analysis is a datasphere function…could my Fount be giving him access to them?

“I hear what you shout out while you’re having them. It’s not hard to piece together.”

“Fount. Do you think Harmony knows?”

He just looks at me, face neutral.

I sigh. “You said you used to have them, too. How’d you stop them?”

“Well, do you understand why you’re having them? Now?”

I give a slight shrug.

“Now that you’ve started to take responsibility for your actions—instead of just doing what your datasphere tells you to do—you’re also shouldering the consequences. Your kills are coming back to haunt you. And if what they say on Gauntlet is any indication, you have more kills than any Guardsman in recorded history. That’s a heavy burden to bear, son. It’ll destroy you, if you let it.”

I grind my teeth, mostly at the truth in what he’s saying. I force them apart. “It never was a burden before. I barely thought about it, though there were dreams…” The nameless pirate who kept his family in his breast pocket, close to his heart. Sometimes his face is marred with my laser shot, sometimes not. “How do I stop them?”

“There’s no erasing the past, Joe. You can’t go back and unkill those people.”

“Think I don’t know that?”

“You know it all too well. And it leaves you with just one option: redemption. You must become worthy of your blaster, and kill only when it’s the last option. Only when it will unquestionably make the galaxy and the people living in it better off. You must become a Shiva, in the fullest sense. You must embrace the knighthood, own it, become it. More than any Shiva has in the past.”

“Is that all?”

A sad smile spreads across Cal’s lips. “The transition from Guardsman to Knight means not just knowing who to shoot, but why. It means taking full responsibility for your kills—not just those you will kill, but for everyone you have killed. You’re the one who pulled the trigger, after all. Even if it felt like your datasphere was choosing who dies, you pulled the trigger.”

When I answer, my voice comes out soft. “I think taking all of that on will tear me apart.”

“No. Not taking it on is tearing you apart. You have to take it on and rationalize it. If you can’t redeem yourself to yourself—if you can’t make those deaths count for something—you’ll shatter.”

“What can I possibly make them count for?”

The old Shiva drops down from the railing and stands before me, hands dangling at his sides. “You’re still here, aren’t you?”

“They’re not.”

“No. They’re not. Which means you owe it to them to use your life to do the best thing you possibly can with it.”

“Go to the Core. Reset the Subverse.”

My father inclines his head. “I think you know the fate of a man like you is to die in battle. Even if every Shiva wasn’t destined to perish in the Core, war would take you eventually.”

A long silence stretches between us. I’m not sure if Cal’s waiting for me to say something, but I’m too busy digesting what he just said.

“You become worthy by turning yourself into the weapon that will save the galaxy. A just weapon. If you embrace the Seven Ideals, if you resolve yourself to dying in order to preserve what peace and stability the galaxy has left, for another cycle’s worth of generations…then you will make peace with what you’ve done. And as you walk down that path, the nightmares will lessen.”

At last, I look up to meet my father’s eyes. “You’re right.” To my horror, there are tears in my eyes. “I’ll do it.”
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I pause at the bottom of the narrow ladder leading down to the mess. Harmony looks up from the table, expression blank, then returns her focus to her bowl of milky mush and whatever she’s looking at on her datasphere.

You have to give it to her: it’s hard to maintain the silent treatment on a Broadsword. Other than the cabin, there are really only two places she can go, and the chances are good I’ll be in one of them.

“Hopefully the food isn’t too tasteless.” I glance at her oatmeal before walking to the counter to start preparing my own from a freeze-dried packet.

She stops eating and peers down into her bowl. “The stores aboard Europa’s Gift, weren’t much better, to be honest.”

Wow. Speech. That seems like progress, even if she is immediately bringing up the reason she’s so upset with me.

She and Belflower have been hanging out with each other—running gaming sims together, bonding over the ones Harmony created herself. They’re both tech geniuses, and Belflower always said Harmony reminded her of herself, even before they met. So I guess it makes sense.

“Did you ever enter nanodeath, during your slipspace voyages?” I ask, waiting for some water to boil.

She shakes her head.

“Wow. So you let yourself age all those extra months?”

“Yeah. I didn’t see them as wasted, though. I liked the time alone—working on my sims, reading. If I got lonely, I talked to P3P. But I couldn’t help noticing you’re not in nanodeath, either.”

I nod. “I’ve only entered nanodeath once. Recently.” Well, twice, if you count the time I died, back in Arbor. But that wasn’t by choice. 

“Everyone back in Brinktown always talked about how quickly you age, compared to other Guardsmen. I figured that was why.”

A pained expression flits across Harmony’s face, then vanishes. It brings home for me how hard it’s been for her—not only never having her father there, but having him look older than he should each time he returned. Like losing me in slow motion.

“Harm, I—”

“Why did you give my ship to Dice, Dad? She was mine.”

“Well, technically she was your grandfather’s.”

“And I stole her fair and square. Daniel Sterling’s an asshole. You know he deserved it. He owed me that ship. At least I got something in return for the shitty childhood you all left me with. And now you just gave it away, without even asking.”

“Dice wasn’t happy here, Harm. He deserved his freedom.”

“I’m not happy here. What do I deserve?”

I draw a deep breath. What would a Shiva do in this situation? Cal says I should take responsibility for what I’ve done—doesn’t that include the kind of father I’ve been?

To buy some time, I pour boiling water from the squat kettle over the oatmeal flakes in my bowl. I fish a spoon from the drawer and stick it into my mushy breakfast. “Look, Harm, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the awful hand you were dealt, and I accept the blame for it. But there’s nothing I can do about it now, except make sure you’re safe. With the galaxy falling apart all around us, giving away your ship and taking you aboard the Ares was the only way to make sure you weren’t in danger. I couldn’t send you back to Brinktown, and I know you wouldn’t want that, even if I could.”

“You had no right to give Europa’s Gift away.”

“I know. But if I’d let you take her, your mother would have said I have no right to do that either. Look, I’m doing the best I can. I’m going to the Core, and I’m going to stop Fairfax. I plan to make things right in the galaxy again, so you and your mother can have a place to be free from danger, and happy.”

“I’m not happy right now, Joe. I’m not free from danger, either, and if I was I still wouldn’t be happy. When I had Europa’s Gift, I was out there mixing it up, making a difference. Now I’m stuck here. With you.”

I shake my head. “You were making the wrong sort of difference, working with Fairfax.”

“Know what I liked most about being with Fairfax and Eric?” she asks, her voice venomous, now.

I raise my eyebrows, sure I won’t like her answer.

“It’s the closest I’ve ever gotten to having a real family. Even Fairfax is less screwed up then you, Joe. At least he’s actually there for the people he cares about.”

“The only thing he cares about is seizing power.”

“Yes, power for his father. And he’s grooming Eric to replace him at his father’s side, if it ever comes to that. He’s lifting others up. All you ever do is tear people down.”

That gives me pause, mostly because I can’t think of anything to contradict it. “Maybe you’re right. You’re definitely right about our family being screwed up—about me being screwed up. But like I said, there’s nothing I can do to change the past. It is what it is. I take responsibility for it, and I’m sorry. But I also think it’s time you learned to live with it.”

Dumping my oatmeal into the waste disposal, I toss my bowl into the sink to deal with later, which isn’t like me at all—ever since Basic, I’ve always washed up after every meal. But I can’t look at Harmony right now.

I trudge up the narrow, metal ladder. How else was I supposed to deal with a conversation like that?

Yes, I’ve been a terrible father, and I’ve ended a lot of lives. I’m probably the worst savior the galaxy could have asked for. But I am going to save it, Fount damn it. I’m going to hit that reset button, and I can’t afford to let anything get in my way. Not even guilt about messing up my daughter.

Saving the galaxy will have to be enough.
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The next day, Marissa reaches out from the crew sim, asking to speak with me privately. She’s been giving me the silent treatment for longer than Harmony—I guess it’s easier for her to do that, being able to hide away in the sim—so it’s pretty remarkable that she wants to talk.

Still, I can’t say I’m thrilled about the prospect. Especially given how it went when Harmony decided to start talking to me.

To get things off on the right foot, I confine Marissa to the OPO Station, refusing to give her access to the rest of the ship. This is how it goes on most Broadswords: crew can do whatever they want while inside the sim, but while on duty they keep to their stations—a firm underscoring of the reason they’re here.

“Seriously?” Marissa says. “You’re keeping me prisoner in this circle?”

“If your duty is a prison, then yes.”

“Oh, wow, Joe. Very philosophical. Fine. I don’t want to be out there with you, anyway.”

“You said you wanted to talk.”

“Where’s Harmony right now?”

I tilt my head backward, toward the cabin hatch. “Locked inside her room.”

Eyes widening, Marissa says, “You can’t keep treating her this way, Joe.”

“You did say you wanted to speak in private.”

“I’m not talking about that. You’ve been so cold to her since she came aboard, and I agree with her when she says it isn’t fair. You’re the one who forced her aboard.”

“I would have thought you’d be happy to have her here. Especially considering all the grief you gave me about not doing enough to find her before.”

“I am happy. But—”

“What do you know about what Harmony needs, anyway? She talks to Belflower more than she talks to you.” That’s true, but I doubt it’s the sort of thing a Shiva is supposed to point out. Marissa has a knack for getting under my skin.

Right now, she’s shaking her head, looking bewildered. Not that I buy it, but she’s doing a good job.

“You’re a real piece of work, you know that, Joe? When was the last time you gave a thought to the needs of others—to anything, other than yourself and this stupid quest?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe when I reunited Faelyn Eliot with her parents? Nice to know you think our mission is stupid, OPO.”

“Okay, when was the last time you gave a thought to your family’s needs? You refused to enter a sim to be with me, and then you deleted my only companion.”

“Yes, because he clearly wasn’t concerned for his captain’s welfare—wasn’t willing to work toward mission success.” My vision blurs, and my hands tense. I’m losing the cool Shiva Knights are supposed to maintain at all times. “You have no reasonable expectation of a companion, Chief. No crewmember aboard a Broadsword does. You’ve gotten way too familiar, and I believe it’s endangering the mission. From now on, you’re to address me as Captain or Sir. No more one-on-one sessions unless they’re necessary to complete the mission. Am I coming across clearly, Chief Aphrodite?”

Her eyes have grown cold, and I can see the hate. Right now, I don’t care.

“Clear, sir.”

“Good. Deactivate OPO.”

Marissa vanishes from the bridge, and I lean back in the command seat, eyes closed, for a long time.
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We’re not even halfway through our five and a half months in slipspace, and I’m actually feeling tempted by the prospect of slipping into nanodeath.

What’s happening to me? I’ve been in slipspace longer than three months before and never felt the urge to sleep through a trip. Maybe it’s knowing how much more we have left to go.

Or maybe it’s having to contend with my family, seemingly every day now—to confront how badly I failed to keep us all together, to make everyone happy. I’d never accepted the blame for that before. But now that I do, what’s difference does it make? There’s still nothing I can do to change the past. Nothing I can do to fix it.

I’m not even sure I can keep them safe.

I keep going back to my time on Gargantua, and the question of who opened that hatch to let the Fallen get at me. Maybe that version of Worldworn really did go rogue, after cutting himself off from all his other copies. Or maybe it was Belflower, even though it would have run counter to her goal of meeting up with the revolting bots. Or, maybe it was Asterisk, who saved my life on Persephone.

The signal came from inside the ship, and Marissa’s the one who brought it to my attention. If she’d sent it, that would be a pretty good way to cover it up, but I refuse to believe it was her. We may hate each other right now—maybe I’ve hated her ever since she let her father bully her into uploading. But I refuse to believe she’d try to kill me.

The sound of boots on metal drifts up the companionway and reaches me in the command seat. Harmony emerges onto the deck, and I expect her to go straight for her cabin, as usual.

Instead, she crosses the deck to stand in front of me.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hello.” For the first time in months, she doesn’t seem angry. She smiles, and the expression seems to mix a little amusement with a lot of sadness. “I know why you’ve been acting the way you have.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Grandfather came to me, Dad. And he explained everything.”

I narrow my eyes. “If Daniel Sterling has somehow stowed away on my ship, tell me where to find him and I’ll stuff him into Dice’s closet for jettisoning as soon as we get back to realspace.”

“You know who I mean.”

Studying her face, I realize I do. That puts a feeling of dread in my stomach, like a lead weight. “Cal appeared to you?”

“He did. It’s wonderful, isn’t it? Why didn’t you tell me you were speaking with him?”

“Because I’d sound like a crazy person, for one. Also, my relationship with him is a little complicated, and anyway, I thought he only appeared to prospective proteges.”

“Maybe he thinks I’d make a good Shiva Knight.”

“That better be a joke.”

She chuckles, then her face falls a little. “He told me that, in order to do what you need to in the Core, you’ll have to sacrifice yourself. I don’t know how that works—he said it involves secrets of the Shiva, some which he hasn’t even told you yet—but he said it’s true. To stop Fairfax, you have to give up your life. And that’s why you’re isolating yourself even more from mom and I. Because you expect to die, and you don’t want us to get too attached.”

My eyes go so wide I worry they’ll pop out of my skull. “He told you all that…?” I’m going to have a stern word with Cal Pikeman.

“Dad, it’s okay. I can see you’re getting angry—please don’t. Talking to him helped me realize a few things about myself. I’ve never really allowed myself to appreciate what you do. And when I was helping with the bot revolution, I even convinced myself that you’re part of an organization that’s helping keep humanity trapped, enslaved. But grandfather helped me see that what you’re doing now transcends all that. Because the alternative would be much worse. Dad, what you’ve decided to do…it’s heroic. I don’t want you to go, but I can’t help but admire your sacrifice.”

I nod slowly in an attempt to hide the fact I’m feeling bewildered. “Thanks…I think.”

Her smile broadens, and while it contains sadness, it also holds a measure of peace. “No matter what happens, shutting me out has to stop. I think you should consider letting yourself get closer to mom, too. We both almost lost you already, and if these are the last months we get together, shouldn’t we spend some time as a family?”

“We’re not a family, Harm.” It kills me to see the way her smile falters. “I’m not sure we’ve ever been. I accept the blame for that, but I also accept that it’s true. If I didn’t, I’m not sure I could go through with this.”

Harmony stares hard at the floor, but I can tell she’s looking inward, considering what I’ve said. She’s always been thoughtful like that, and if I’m being honest, she’s always been beyond her years—in a way that’s taken a lot of years off my life all by itself.

At last, she raises her head, meeting my gaze with her jaw set. “You’re not shutting me out, Dad. I won’t allow it. I’m going to be part of this—a part of what you’re doing. A real part of your life. Look, I want to be TOPO. You need one—you can’t just fly the ship yourself all the time.”

“Harm, you don’t know the first thing about flying a Broadsword. Or being in the military.”

“I can learn. We have months left in slipspace, and after we’re done at this Cathedral place, we’ll have months more. I’ll spend that time grinding the sims. And I’ll be ready. I want this, Dad. I won’t take no for an answer.”

“You’re going to have to learn to take no for an answer.”

Her lips tighten even more.

“If you’re going to be a member of my crew, I can’t stand for defiance. I can’t use an insubordinate TOPO. You need to learn to follow my orders—is that understood?”

Harmony’s grin returns, beaming brighter than ever. “Yes, sir.” She throws up an adorably sloppy salute.

“Welcome aboard, then.”
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We emerge from slipspace to find four of the eight accompanying Broadswords already in-system, arranged in combat-box formation.

I nod approvingly at that, impressed that the Troubleshooters were able to organize themselves so efficiently, despite the nausea-inducing slipspace transition. It seems the hours they’ve been putting into fighter sims have paid off.

Not only that, but the slipspace transitions have definitely been getting easier, lately. I began to notice they were making me less sick when we first arrived at the Lambton Cloud, but I shrugged it off then, knowing it’s impossible.

Impossible or not, it’s happening. Could there come a time when I don’t vomit at all?

I walk past the TOPO station to toss my reusable barf bag down the laundry chute, to be washed in an enclosed compartment next to the mess before getting vacuumed up to a compartment adjacent to my cabin, where it will be steamed, pressed, folded, and delivered.

On the way back, Harmony gives me a stern nod from inside the station’s circular railing, and I nod back. She’s all business when she’s on duty, and it kind of surprises me how well she’s taken to it all. Obedience and conformity never really ran in our family, so I guess she must really want to make this work.

The circular stations were made for uploads, who could simply appear at them. Harmony has to crawl under the railing to access hers. I guess things could be worse for her, considering that she gets to sleep in the captain’s cabin. That said, I don’t like the idea of getting into an engagement with her just standing there like that. At the earliest opportunity, I’d like to rig up some sort of protective gear to keep her from getting tossed around in battle. Maybe fix it to the overhead.

“TOPO, set a course for the outer-system coords you’ll find in today’s briefing dossier.” We still don’t have a rank for Harm yet, since I’m pretty sure I don’t actually have the authority to enlist her into the Guard. That said, she was right—we did need a TOPO. We seem to change them every few months. As for what the brass will have to say about it when I get back…well, it isn’t likely I’m coming back, is it?

“Aye, Captain.” she says, tapping the coords into her console. She still shows signs of hesitation every now and then, hands hovering over the controls as she bites her lip in thought. But like she pointed out, we’ll have several more months in slipspace after this, and I’m sure any navigation she’ll have to do in this system will be pretty low-stakes.

I sure as hell hope so, anyway. If Fairfax shows up here, I’m positive I’ll get the blame for it. Cal probably won’t speak to me again.

“Anything I should know about the system’s topography, Chief Aphrodite?” I turn toward her, though before I do I catch the hint of a grin from Harmony—I’ll have to speak to her about that. Yes, it feels ridiculous to continue concealing Marissa’s identity, given everyone here knows the truth other than Asterisk. But Marissa still doesn’t want the truth out, and honestly, I agree with her.

I’d keep her secret for her anyway, despite the current tension between us, but there’s also the chance having it out in the open would cause problems on board. Having both a daughter and ex-girlfriend under one’s command does kind of scream conflict of interest.

“Negative.” Marissa flicks a hand across her station’s surface to send me the sensor data package.

“Give me a visual of our destination as soon as you have one.” With that, I review the sensor data. The other four Broadswords have been accounted for. They’ve set a parallel course in staggered formation around us. 

This system features a highly dispersed asteroid ring that sketches a slightly elliptical orbit in between the second and third planets. That may not seem far, but the third planet is a gas dwarf that sits farther from this system’s sun than Pluto sat from humanity’s native star.

As for the star itself, it’s actually pretty similar to Sol. Makes sense, considering this Cathedral is apparently wholly self-sufficient. I guess you’d want to mimic the conditions humanity evolved in as closely as possible, to pull something like that off.

Then again, what the hell do I know.

A few hours later, I get a visual on the Cathedral, and it’s nothing like I expected. It’s a massive asteroid, almost big enough to be called a small moon if it had been orbiting a planetary body. Nothing man-made features on its surface, which looks almost marble-smooth, other than the countless canyons and ravines cutting through it.

The only clue anything lives there? An ethereal sapphire glow that shines up through those ravines.

I will the visual away to find Cal standing beside me. A glance at the crewmembers tells me they can’t see him—not even Harmony. As far she’ll tell me, he only appeared to her the once, to play family counselor. That may have something to do with the thorough chewing out I gave him after he did it. Mentor or no mentor, he doesn’t get to scare the shit out of my daughter like that. Even if he is her grandfather. He hasn’t earned the right.

Though I’ve never tried subvocalizing to him before, I give it a shot now, so the crew don’t think I’m mumbling to myself: “That blue glowing is a strange feature for a place that’s trying to stay hidden.”

The Shiva sniffs. “Two things keep the Cathedral concealed: general ignorance about its existence, and the fact the slipspace coords for getting here have always been a closely guarded secret.” He scowls down at me. “The priests aren’t going to appreciate you sharing that secret with so many Guardsmen.”

I shrug.

Cal purses his lips. “As for the glowing, they only activate it when they know friendly ships are approaching. Typically, that’s their miner bots.”

I frown. “Our sensors haven’t picked up any bots.”

“Then they likely don’t have any deployed.”

“You’re telling me they turned the lights on for us? That they know we’re coming?”

“I consider it a near-certainty.”

“How?”

The knight’s brow furrows slightly. Probably, he’s trying to decide how much to tell me. “It’s likely their Seer informed them.”

“Seer? How can they see anything if they’re this isolated?”

That draws a sigh. “They do operate a pair of stealth spacescrapers, programmed to run recon in normally trafficked space, to siphon data from other spacescrapers, and to return only when they’re sure nothing’s watching. But the intelligence they gather is far from the only source of the Seer’s predictive power.”

“What are the other sources?”

But Cal shakes his head. “I’ve said enough. If the priests deem you worthy, they’ll tell you more.”

“You haven’t even deemed me worthy.”

Now, it’s Cal’s turn to shrug. “You have your moments.”

As we near the asteroid, I take over navigation duties from Harmony, dropping into the direct control sim with its simulated starscape seen through a gridded cockpit that stretches across one hundred and eighty degrees of vision. No such cockpit actually exists, of course, and I can switch views to other exterior sensors with ease if needed. Typically, I won’t have to—my datasphere links seamlessly with the ship to warn me about any threats coming from those directions.

I line up the Ares with the longest visible canyon, according to Marissa’s computer-assisted analysis, and I tip the simulated yoke forward, gently nosing down toward the massive gray rock.

“Do you want us to follow you, Commander?” It’s Shimura, subvocalizing over a two-way channel.

“Sure, Master Chief. I doubt there’s much chance of hiding the fact I brought you. It’d probably be an insult to try. Keep formation behind me, but try to stay unobtrusive.”

“Acknowledged.”

I focus on our trajectory. The glowing seems to brighten as we draw nearer—then we’re inside the canyon, its towering walls rushing past us several kilometers away on both sides as the asteroid swallows the Ares.

It strikes me that by now, I should have spotted the source of the blue light. “Where’s that glow actually coming from?” I subvocalize to Cal, but he doesn’t answer. I open a corner window that shows my view of the bridge, and I see that he isn’t there anymore. At least, if he is, I can’t see him.

We continue to drop through the canyon, which seems bottomless, the blue light shining brightly from all around—above, below, everywhere. The canyon walls look almost white, painted as they are with the strange light.

The walls fall away, and we’re inside an immense underground cavern filled with row after row of thick pillars that stretch endlessly into the blue-lit murk. The light’s much less intense, here, though a brilliant white beacon shines up ahead, as though beckoning. I make for it, unsure where else to go.

As we draw closer, the beacon resolves into a massive crystal resting atop a spire of rock—the only actual light source I’ve seen. Standing in a semi-circle in front of it, directly facing the Ares, a group of seven robed figures in scarlet and white await us. Nothing marks out a designated LZ, so I fly toward them and set my ship down a few meters away.

“This feels…weird,” Marissa says, which is about as vocal as she gets these days.

Harmony, left with nothing to do, stands at her station with her arms crossed. “How are they able to stand out here without suits on? We haven’t passed through any sort of airlock.”

“I can shoot them if you want,” Asterisk offers. “They’re easy targets.”

I give him a look, which he returns blankly, the chains extending from his ears to the corners of his mouth hanging perfectly still. Then, I shake my head. “Great to learn that’s an option, Ensign,” I say with some sarcasm. “I’ll let you know if I decide to vaporize our hosts.”

“Any time.” He gives no sign of realizing I was being ironic.

I turn to Marissa. “Chief, run a chemical scan to figure out the air composition—or, uh, lack thereof.” The figures still stand where they were, staring solemnly past my ship.

Asterisk must be looking at them, too. “You sure you don’t want me to shoot them, Captain?”

“I’m sure. Chief, run the scan.”

“Already done,” Marissa says. “The results are saying there’s air, and it’s breathable, sir.”

“Send me them.”

My daughter’s mother gives me a sour look, which draws Asterisk’s curious gaze. The indiscretion makes me want to roll my eyes, hard, but I keep my composure while she flicks the report over to me.

She’s right, it seems—seventy-eight percent nitrogen, twenty-one percent oxygen, with a little argon and carbon dioxide thrown in for flavor. Basically ideal for human respiration.

“How is that possible?” I mutter.

“Why don’t you go out and ask them?” Before I can correct Harmony, she adds: “Sir?”

That almost makes me chuckle. It’s funny how from her, a lack of decorum is amusing, whereas from Marissa it’s just irritating. I guess the novelty hasn’t worn off having my daughter back, despite that our relationship’s been a bit rocky. Give us another half-year cooped up together in the Ares, and it might well be another story.

“All right.” I get up and make for the airlock, willing the hatch to open. It closes behind me once I’m inside, and I let it go through its full cycle, just as I intend to on the way back in. No need to risk bringing contaminants in with me, unless I’m being chased by someone with enough firepower to end me.

Walking around the Ares toward the figures in blood-red robes, I glance backward at the lights of the other eight Broadswords, which have landed in formation a few dozen meters behind my ship. I’m still impressed by how organized they are, but then, it’s important not to forget that Shimura is one of them. Getting Troubleshooters into proper formation might be like herding cats, but walking in on Shimura drilling cats probably wouldn’t surprise me.

“You brought outsiders,” says the robed figures’ leader as I draw near. At least, I’m guessing he’s the leader, given he occupies the point of their V. My datasphere analyzes his garb and confirms it: apparently his longer sash, which has golden fringes, makes him a bishop.

The others must be the priests Cal talked about. They look like Church of the Fount priests I remember from the various Brinktowns I’ve visited, except these are more ceremonial-looking, if that makes sense. Each wears a white sash over his left shoulder with an ornate design marching down one side. The sashes are worn over flowing red robes that expose the right shoulder, and six of the priests have a flame shape tattooed on their foreheads, extending between their eyes to point at their noses. The leader has a white fork tattooed in the same spot, the bottom of which runs halfway down his nose, with a thin red line bisecting the fork.

“I’m an outsider, too,” I say, trying not to sound impatient. A big part of me thinks we should have just flown right past the Cathedral to the next slipspace coords, to make sure we get ahead of Fairfax, but Cal refuses to give me the coords until I visit with these people. I address the leader. “How is it that we’re able to breathe the air? I didn’t see an airlock.”

“You are said to be He Who Is the Fount Embodied in Flesh. If that’s true, you aren’t an outsider, in any sense. But we have difficulty believing the true Fount Embodied would bring such outsiders here.”

“Who’s saying I’m that guy?” I ask, genuinely curious. “Was it this Seer person I’ve heard so much about?”

The bishop’s eyes widen. “Who told you of this?”

Fount. These priests are a lot less friendly than the ones back home, who mostly tried to convert you so they could start vacuuming tokens from your bank account every week. “A friend. A Shiva, actually. Didn’t you expect I’d have one palling around the galaxy with me? Isn’t that how this is supposed to work?”

“It seems Cal Pikeman has been most liberal with the information he’s given his son.”

I chuckle. “Yeah. Well, where I was trained, we were taught that better recon means likelier mission success.”

“Mission success?” The bishop’s eyes narrow. “You see this as a mere military operation?”

“Oh, come on.” Just how far up their own asses have these guys crawled, anyway? “Are we really going to bicker over terminology?”

The bishop lifts a finger to point, blood-red robes drooping toward the ground.

I follow the gesture, which leads to the Ares, along with the cluster of Guard ships parked behind mine.

“I sense that a great evil has followed you. How can the Fount Embodied have brought such an entity here, to the Cathedral?”

I consider asking how this guy thinks he can “sense evil,” but I don’t care enough to make the effort. Sure, Cal’s always talking about listening to my emotions, since they make up the interface each Shiva uses to tap into the Fount. But “sensing evil” seems a bit much.

“Look,” I say, and seven pairs of eyes snap toward me, as though I’ve offended them with just my tone. “There are two possibilities, as I see them.” I extend my right pointer finger. “One, everything you believe is wrong.”

Seven sharp gasps sound out in unison.

“I’m not finished. Two, I really am the Fount Embodied or whatever, and you don’t understand as much as you think you do about the Fount. If I’m the one the Fount has chosen to do this thing in the galaxy’s Core, where I’ll face more than any Shiva before me, then there’s a good chance I’ll act in ways you don’t expect. If you can’t accept that, then I don’t see how we’re going to move forward.”

The priests stare at me, bafflement warring with outrage in each of their expressions. Do they share the same emotions, or what?

Finally, the bishop manages to school his face, his brow smoothing. “Follow,” he says curtly, and all seven priests turn as one, walking briskly around the crystal-bearing pillar.

On the other side, a narrow staircase cut directly into the rock awaits, and the priests file down it, one by one.

2



Each step leading down into the asteroid forms a perfect right angle, and gleams like polished granite. Weird details to notice, but it’s throwing me for a loop a little bit. I would have expected a cathedral built into an asteroid to have a more rough-hewn look, but these angles are perfect.

“The Shivan Cathedral was carved out by bots, a little over a century after the Fall,” the bishop says, as if he can read my mind. “We still have most of those ancient bots, kept in good repair, although they are quite ancient by now. If you are here, you must know that the Fall happened millennia ago, not centuries. Regardless, the bots are barely used. His Holiness likes for the priests to do most of the manual labor, now. It keeps us in touch with the realities of the flesh. And gives us something to do.”

I grunt, but say nothing. That is, until we reach the bottom of the stairs, which deposit us into a hallway big enough for all eight of us to walk abreast with room to spare. The ceiling hangs at least a dozen meters overhead. A simple orange carpet runs down its length, and modest alcoves dot the walls, each with a torch-filled sconce projecting from the center. The flames look real, and a datasphere query tells me they are real—not a digital projection. No wonder it’s so toasty down here.

“Just how many priests live in this thing, anyway?” I ask, marveling that there’s not a single torch that’s sputtered out, not a single speck of dust or dirt on the carpet and rock floor…

“Two hundred and seventy-nine. They hail from all over the galaxy.”

I eye the priest walking beside me, who pointedly avoids my gaze. He towers at least a foot over me—he may be the tallest person I’ve ever seen in the real. “Where are you from?”

“He’s taken a vow of silence,” the bishop snaps. “But if you must know, he’s from the Desolate Sector.”

“Doesn’t look like it. If you ask me, it looks like he’s from the Extremely Well Nourished Sector.”

The giant peers down at me impassively, and we walk on.

The hallway lets out into a vast warehouse filled with white, brown and green—a hydroponic farm, with row after leafy row of crops marching away in both directions. Downscaled versions of Cylinder One’s sun tube line the ceiling above, shining down on at least a dozen bare-chested acolytes wandering rows nearby, some harvesting, some planting.

The bishop gestures at them. “As I said, we’re kept very busy. The Cathedral can accommodate up to a thousand. One of its original purposes was to act as a sanctuary in the event of galaxy-wide chaos. It’s why we will be able to restock your ship fully before you leave, provided you are indeed found to be the Fount Embodied.”

“Who’ll decide that?”

“His Holiness.”

“I see.” The curious gaze of an acolyte catches my eye. His scarlet sash is drawn so tightly around his waist I wonder how he can breathe. “You said there are almost three hundred of you here…but priests are celibate, right? How do you make new priests?”

“We travel the galaxy, seeking the worthy from among Church followers,” the bishop answers, without a trace of amusement in his voice. “Not those priests who pervert our doctrine to line their own pockets. I’m sure you’ve encountered those. I mean true believers: not only the priests who practice because of the beauty and simplicity of the Way, but also members of their flocks, who live in humility and virtue.” With that last, he casts an accusing eye over me. Looks like he’s been talking to Cal. “Before new acolytes are brought here, they are made to understand they can never leave. Ever arriving, never departing—this is the Way. As the Embodied, you are exempt, but you have brought non-believers. They may be made to stay.”

“You really think you’re going to prevent eight Guardsmen from following their duty?”

“We will see.”

The priests lead me through the Cathedral in silence as we pass through great dining halls with soaring ceilings, broad, echoing passages, and places of worship with varying shapes. One church, lit by lights hidden behind massive stained-glass windows, is shaped like a five-pointed star. Another, with sun tubes crisscrossing the ceiling, is a triangle. Presumably, the shape means something, but I have too much else on my mind to ask.

“Where are you taking me?”

“The Hall of Weights and Measures. Where his Holiness awaits.”

“Is that where he normally hangs out?”

“Only when someone arrives claiming to be our savior.”

“Hey, I didn’t claim anything. The Church put that title on me.”

“Yet you answered our call. That in itself constitutes a claim.”

Narrowing my eyes, I consider arguing the point, but screw it. I didn’t get any “calls” from anyone, but I guess I did hear about them proclaiming me the one who would renew galactic symmetry. And then I came here.

As our path starts trending downward through the asteroid—along ramps and staircases that spiral and bend—I consider how crazy it is that they have a room that will only ever be used once. But then, it’s a pretty big asteroid.

There’s also the possibility that I really am a fake, and the real Fount Embodied will be along a little later. Maybe the room will get used twice.

The torch-lined corridor narrows, rounding at the corners. In a few dozen meters, it becomes a cramped tunnel, forcing us to walk single-file. The bishop gestures for me to take the lead, and he follows behind, close enough to risk treading on my heels.

No torches or other light sources illuminate the tunnel, and it grows dimmer and dimmer until we walk in total darkness, my boots clicking against the rock as the priests’ sandals shuffle behind me.

Then the tunnel brightens, with a pinprick of light beckoning us at the end, steadily getting stronger. At last, we emerge into a room with what must be a thousand candles—hanging from the ceiling, sitting in holders sticking out from the walls, forming a path to a golden throne at the far end of the room, where a bearded man sits wearing a towering orange hat and red robes that flow over the floor with a length that seems impractical. A scarlet stole is draped across his shoulders, hanging down in broad bands to cascade into his lap and over his knees.

I don’t know about Weights and Measures, but entering this place is like walking into an oven. I will my shipsuit to lower my body temperature while resisting the urge to wipe my brow.

The bishop who brought me here steps forward. “Your Holiness. The Candidate is here, but…he brought others, I regret to say. Interlopers.”

“I know.” The man on the throne strokes his midnight beard pensively.

“You…know?”

“Of course. And I’m glad of it. I believe it’s the most important part! His friends are being brought here as we speak. It is vital that they’re here to witness what will happen next.” The holy leader’s eyes drift to me. “Commander Pikeman, I know that you have Subverse uploads on your ship as well. I would ask you to grant them the permission to come here, so that we all can see them. We in the Cathedral never upload—to do so would risk its location getting out. But your friends are here already, and we welcome them.”

“Holiness,” the bishop says, his voice strained. “Can we afford to allow these people to leave the Cathedral? Perhaps this man, if he is truly the Embodied, can be trusted, but these others…”

“It may be that our time here is drawing to an end, Alfonsus,” the holy leader says, and all seven men who accompanied me here gasp—even the ones under vows of silence. “What?” the man says. “Didn’t you expect the arrival of the Fount Embodied would bring radical change? Or did you think we would simply continue business as usual?”

I take a step toward the throne and onto the path marked out by the twin seas of candles. “You’re the leader of the Church, then?”

“No more than you are. My name is Cardinal Hansh, and I serve as a sort of focal point for the Cathedral, just as the Fount Embodied becomes a focal point for all our destinies. But the Church of the Fount has no true leader, just as the Fount’s essence is dispersed, with no centralized infrastructure. We recognize that all who have allowed the Fount inside of them are holy, though most of those don’t follow the Way.”

“Okay.” I shake my head slightly, feeling sorry I asked.

Footsteps echo behind me, and I turn to see the shadowy profile of a man I’m sure is Shimura. As he approaches, glimpses of others flash behind him, consistent with the number of footfalls I can hear.

Shimura, Harmony, and the other seven Troubleshooters file in, plus their bots. That they brought their bots surprises me, and so does the fact they all still have their laser pistols.

“The rest of your crew, Commander?” The cardinal raises his eyebrows.

“Right,” I mutter, linking my datasphere to the Ares’ computer to route their consciousnesses here. I do this reluctantly, for some reason. Something’s tugging at the back of my mind, and I find myself wondering why I let Cal talk me into coming here. Where is he, anyway? Doesn’t he want to meet up with his Church of the Fount pals?

The flood of people doesn’t stop with the Troubleshooters and their bots—acolytes, priests, and bishops flow in next, standing in the back of the room and clutching their robes to keep them away from the candle flames. They make room at the front for the Guardsmen and Harmony, even giving the digital beings their space.

“Welcome, all,” Cardinal Hansh says, speaking now in ringing tones that echo through the candlelit room, “to the Hall of Weights and Measures. We gather here to take the measure of one Commander Joseph Pikeman. What sort of man is he? You are here to listen to my testimony, which is truly the testimony of the Fount.

“The commander was trained by the Galactic Guard to become a Troubleshooter—a member of their most elite fighting force. One who is here, Shimura, played a central role in that training. He and his fellow instructors achieved their goal. They forged their charge into a weapon that would strike out in lethal fashion, in whatever direction they aimed him—or rather, in whatever direction his datasphere aimed him.

“But the datasphere they gave him served their ends, followed their orders. For Commander Pikeman, it allowed him to redirect responsibility for his kills to his superiors. As for those superiors, with the datasphere they could ‘set it and forget it,’ as the ancient expression goes. It was this technology, then, that became the storehouse of the guilt they would otherwise have felt for erasing from existence other human lives.

“Throughout his career, Commander Pikeman has distinguished himself as one of the most effective wielders of a military-grade datasphere who ever lived. It’s quite possible he is the best. He’s killed more foes than anyone else on record, and his success is such that he began to scare even his superiors. They would deploy him when they needed him, but otherwise they preferred to keep him out of the way. They cringed every time he had leave to visit his family back in Brinktown—cringed at the idea of exposing him to polite society, and they did everything they could to diminish that leave.”

I turn to meet Shimura’s eyes, and he winces, lowering his gaze to the ground. I turn back to the cardinal.

“Commander Joseph Pikeman proved to be a one-man war machine. And yet, he was also a babe in arms—with just as much agency, just as much control, just as much responsibility for his actions. His training taught him only to follow his datasphere’s instructions. Nothing else. And when his own daughter stole his laser pistol, and he was forced to resort to a weapon so ancient it was incapable of linking with his datasphere, the inadequacy of his training was revealed.”

Cardinal Hansh shifts in his chair, rearranging his stole over his legs. His face is a mask of calm, though his lips twitch as he continues with—was that distaste?

“Few are privy to the Seven Ideals of the Shiva Knighthood, but I share them with all of you now.”

The gathered priests begin to murmur—the ones who haven’t taken vows of silence, I assume—and Cardinal Hansh lifts a hand. “Yes, children. I break the Covenant of Silence, as I have been instructed to do. Let it be a symbol of the tide of change that crashes over us as we speak. Now, then. The Seven Ideals. Hear them, and consider: Courage. Respect. Loyalty. Service. Restraint. Humility. Honor. They have no order, because without any one of them, an individual cannot be admitted into the knighthood. Now, return your attention to the commander. Can he truly be said to embody these qualities? Could he really be the Fount Embodied, when he may not be worthy even to join the holy ranks of the Shiva?”

“If you don’t actually think I’m the Fount Embodied, then you’ve wasted time we don’t have.”

The cardinal raises a single finger. “You are not invited to comment on the process of taking your measure.” His voice is as calm as ever. I force myself to unravel my hands, which have curled into tight fists. “Joseph Pikeman is a man of many faults. He is a loner—a lone wolf. Isolating himself whenever he can, taking the road less traveled and allowing himself to age faster than his contemporaries, he seems determined to burn out just as quickly as the candles in this room. He is temperamental, quick to lash out at perceived slights or injustices. He is prejudiced, seeing sentient cybernetic beings as less-than. He is dependent on his tech. He kills without appropriate forethought. He has failed to take responsibility for his family. And his goals do not extend beyond himself. They will not help his family, his community, or his galaxy to prosper.”

“You’re wrong,” I say.

Cardinal Hansh quirks an eyebrow. “How?”

“You’re describing the old me. I’ve changed.”

A slow smile spreads across the holy man’s face. “Yes, I am describing the old you. And I’m not finished. Joseph Pikeman the Troubleshooter…is a man of contradictions. A loner, but fiercely loyal. Temperamental, yet honest to a fault. Dependent on tech, yet more competent in its use than any other. Prejudiced, yet perceptive. Irresponsible, yet passionate. Lacking in proper goals, yet diligent. Murderous, yet sentimental.”

My eyes are glued to the cardinal’s face. I’m not sure where he’s going with this.

“I say to you, Commander, and all who are gathered here, that you have become less reliant on your technology for killing. You have learned to kill with your own hand, your own mind, your own heart. No longer do you slaughter indiscriminately. Now, you are as a surgeon, excising malignant masses that threaten to destroy the whole. It isn’t pleasant work that you do, but it is necessary. And you have found the courage to do it.

“You have never struggled with loyalty, and now that you have aligned yourself with the proper causes, you are providing service—not just to those around you, but to the entire galaxy. You carry an immense burden, and there is honor in that.

“You are learning restraint—when to end a life, and when to spare it. As for respect and humility…well, you struggle with those still. But I believe you are getting there.”

Raising his hands into the air, smile widening, the cardinal says, “Friends, I say to you that Commander Joseph Pikeman walks the path. He has found the Way. Whether he is truly worthy—truly the Fount Embodied—is not for me to say. But I can tell you that I believe he’s earned the right to meet the Seer.”

A stillness follows the cardinal’s words, as if every priest and acolyte in the room is holding his breath. I turn and exchange perplexed looks with Harmony.

When I face Cardinal Hansh again, he has risen from the throne. “Come, Commander. Walk with me around my seat and enter the chamber beyond. It is time you beheld the Source.”
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Maybe it was a trick of the candlelight, but I’d assumed the cardinal’s throne was flush with the wall behind. But as I approach the rear, I see there’s actually a fair bit of space, with an opening cut into the wall that looks matched in size with the throne’s back.

The cardinal beams at me from the other side of the throne, hands buried in his sleeves. “After you, Commander.”

“All right.” I take the first step down the cramped hall.

Just like the tunnel that brought me to the Hall of Weights and Measures, this passage also descends into total darkness for a time. Finally, a light appears ahead, though not nearly as bright as the congregation of candles we left behind.

The tunnel ends, letting into a chamber whose ceiling isn’t much higher than the hall’s. The walls are close, too—if I reached out with both arms, I’d be able to touch both walls simultaneously.

But it’s the far wall that makes the room remarkable. I can tell it’s a digital display, and it seems to provide the room’s only light. Except, something seems very off about it.

For one, it shows a blasted, windswept hellscape; the view glitching and twitching before my eyes, with pixels jumping several feet before snapping back into place. Reds and browns dominate the vista, with great wind-driven whorls of dust flowing over a cracked and sere land. For flavor, skeletons dot the plateau the strange window looks out on, and the plains below look just as desolate.

There’s something else, though. Something not quite right with the display.

Watching my face, Cardinal Hansh steps forward and swipes a hand through the wall. The view explodes into thousands of ripples, as though he’d wrenched his fingers across the surface of a pond. The disturbance continues, with ripples flowing back from the walls to meet those headed outward.

“The Source,” Cardinal Hansh says, in the same unpretentious tone he used out in the Hall.

“What is it?”

“It’s the closest thing we have to the Fount Incarnate. It shows us images of things to come.”

“Okay, but…what is it?”

Hansh’s grin widens, as though we’re sharing a private joke. “Lately? Just violence and chaos. It doesn’t always show us this sad, lonely place, though this is the most common image. Sometimes it shows other planets—images of the future. Occasionally, it will show us a video of something yet to happen. But like I said, of late, it’s all scenes of pain, sorrow, and destruction.”

I frown. “A bit of a pessimist, then. You still haven’t answered my question.”

“No. I’ve carefully avoided answering it, because the truth is, I don’t know what it is. That is a secret the Cathedral’s original builders chose to keep from even us, their successors. Some say it wasn’t created, but found once the bots tunneled here. I think that’s a load of crap, personally. Others say it’s a physical gateway to this system’s Subverse, which was corrupted shortly after the Fall, with everyone living inside it turned to twisted demons of one sort or another. To me, that seems more believable, though the idea of physically entering the Subverse does stretch the imagination.”

I’ve done it a few times, but I decide not to mention that right now. “Have you entered it?”

Hansh shakes his head. “No, but I will when I die. In his final days, every priest enters the Source.”

“I thought you said the priests here don’t upload to the Subverse.”

“Ha! I think we both know that isn’t what happens when they enter. Regardless, though, no one has ever returned after entering. You can probably see where I’m going with this—can you?”

“I can guess.”

“Why don’t you guess?” Hansh says, chuckling.

“The Fount Embodied is supposed to be able to enter and return.”

Hansh nods, his head bobbing low. “Unharmed. The first and the last to do so. Prophesy says the Fount Embodied must meet the Seer. That will also be a first. The Seer speaks to us through the images it shows, but no one has ever seen it.”

“And this is how you’ll know whether I really am the chosen one, or whatever.”

“It’s one way.”

“Has it occurred to you that all of this might be bullshit? Maybe it’s true that I am capable of stopping Fairfax from resurrecting the Allfather—but maybe it’s just as true that there is no Fount Embodied, and by sending me into this thing you’re sending me to my death and dooming the galaxy.”

“Of course!”

I blink, stunned into silence.

“There can be no faith without doubt, child. But I do believe in the Fount Embodied, and I also believe he must meet with the Seer to renew galactic symmetry. And so I must insist.”

“What if I refuse?”

Hansh shrugs. “Then we were wrong. You aren’t the chosen one after all. The Fount Incarnate would not refuse. So we will await the true one.”

I nod, take a deep breath, then step through the Source, where ripples still run gently back and forth across the surface.

Darkness envelops me, and I pitch forward into nothingness, hands groping for purchase. They find nothing, and I’m falling, falling, falling.
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I tumble endlessly through a formless void, numbed by the thought of what awaits me at the bottom—probably a bone-crunching impact, followed by death.

That doesn’t happen. Instead, the world lights up again, and I find myself on the same wind-blasted hellscape I saw through the Source. One second I’m falling, the next I’m standing there on the deserted plateau. I stagger a little, instinctively bracing for the impact that already should have happened, then straighten up, feeling foolish.

There’s no sign of a gateway or entrance of any kind behind me, and I wonder whether Cardinal Hansh can see me looking out at him, blinking in bewilderment.

To my right, out of view from the chamber where I stood before, the plateau is littered with men wearing the white and red of a priest, and several with the more ornate garb of bishops. Their bodies lie on the ground, twitching periodically, hands occasionally spasming together into gnarled claws.

Their eyes are all open, staring at nothing, and their mouths hang open, with drool sliding down chins and cheeks. A few have thick cables of slobber connecting their jaws to the ground, and for a moment I’m reminded of Maneater.

All these holy men—thousands of them—dotting the land before me, apparently still alive on some level. Staring in horror. A plain of twitching, inert corpses.

I wonder if Cardinal Hansh can see me gaping in horror.

A patch of nearby land glitches, disappearing altogether, leaving a black-streaked void of white in its place. When it reappears, the two bodies it held are no longer there.

Creepy.

Another plateau rears over this plain of bodies, with several other plateaus surrounding it. They seem to form a staggered path to the base of a mountain nearby, and at the top of that mountain sits a foreboding fortress cast all in shadow by thunderheads that linger above it, sprouting lightning and rumbling with thunder.

An idea occurs to me then, and on a whim I haul up my datasphere’s menu. The interface looks exactly as it did whenever I entered a Subverse conflict zone. Hansh hinted that the Source might just be a corrupted Subverse. If that’s true, then somehow it got a hold of my account stats.

According to the readout, I’m now a level twelve Space Marine with an assortment of decent spells. I’m wearing magic-enhancing gloves, and I have a kinetic assault rifle in my inventory, which drops into my hands out of nowhere when I will it to.

“Wait,” I mutter.

Every other time I’ve entered the Subverse after falling unconscious, the other Joe has taken over—the one Marissa had her dad copy for her, so that she wouldn’t be lonely. Why isn’t that happening now?

“I’m here,” the other Joe says, using my mouth. “I guess we’re working together. Neither one of us is at the helm.”

Fount, but that’s weird—feeling my lips move with something I’m not actually saying. “I’m at the helm. Got that? I’m the one with the training and the experience. If you have ideas, I’ll hear them, but you will run them past me before execution.”

“When did I become such a control freak?”

“This is my body. I don’t plan to stop being a control freak about it anytime soon.”

“Technically, it’s a digital construct. But fine. Take the reins, hotshot. Just remember, I’m the one who got us all the sweet spells and gear.”

“Noted.”

With that, I make my way against the wind through the priest-littered terrain, toward the plateaus towering above this one in the distance. It’s kind of weird to be heading toward the base of a mountain, considering we’re already at least a couple kilometers above the deserted-looking plains below. But that’s clearly my destination. There are no foothills, no slopes leading from that mountain down to the plains. It simply begins up here, on a plateau larger than the rest.

As I near the edge of this one, something occurs to me: none of these plateaus are actually connected to anything. They all float in midair, which probably means the one I’m walking across is, too. Not the most comforting thought.

The ground continues to glitch, sometimes shifting a few meters over to cover a nearby patch of ground, other times vanishing altogether. I arrive at the edge to find there’s no path connecting this plateau to the next. The next land mass just floats there, out of reach. If I jump for it, I’ll fall short, especially with the wind buffeting me.

Without warning, the ground below me glitches and I glitch with it. It shifts up and over, onto the middle of the next plateau, and it drops me there, along with a layer of dirt and rocks, sending dust drifting up into the dry air.

How convenient.

There are more twitching priests lying around up here, but fewer than the first plateau. I guess they’re the beneficiaries of the glitching ground too.

Nearby, a patch of dirt glitches every few seconds, changing from a black-striped void to regular ground and back again.

Timing my jump, I land on it when it’s ground. It transports me to another plateau. I hop off it before it vanishes again.

I’m pretty sure that just brought me two plateaus up—I skipped one. There’s only one priest lying up here. The farthest any of them ever got toward that mountaintop fortress. Toward the Seer, presumably.

I wander the plateaus, waiting for the ground to glitch and transport me to another. There’s not much point in actually heading toward the fortress—the glitching seems pretty random, and I figure I’m better off exploring each plateau and observing its surface, waiting for a patch to glitch out.

It doesn’t take long for the dirt I’m standing on to transport me three meters off the side of a plateau that’s pretty near the fortress. I let out a grunt at the vertigo-inducing drop on all sides.

Without thinking, I back up and sprint across the rough square of disembodied ground, leaping a second before the patch glitches back. I hit the side of the cliff, and my breath gushes out of my lungs, but I manage to haul myself onto it and lie there gasping for a minute, staring up into the blighted sky.

I need to get clear of this place before I plummet to my death—digital or otherwise. All it takes is for a patch to take me two or three meters farther out, and I’m finished.

The next glitch transports me back several plateaus, and the next takes me to the one at the very beginning. Then I find a patch that transports me almost to the far side of the land masses. And so on.

When I reach the third-last plateau, I see that I was wrong about that solitary priest being the one who made it the farthest: somehow, three of the twitching, stationary bodies made it here, their eyes staring in horror at the restless sky, their fingers spasming together.

“Worst traveling companions ever,” I mutter.

“I know, right?” the other Joe says, and I resist the urge to tell him to shut up. Finally, a glitching patch takes me to the mountain’s base, and I take a moment to breathe. Chances are, I’m not out of the woods yet where the teleporting terrain is concerned—no doubt any path up the mountain will behave similarly. But if I go slowly, I should be able to chart a safe course by observing each stretch of ground for a while before walking over it. That said, a few of the patches seem to have pretty long periods between glitches. If I happen to choose the wrong time to walk over one that only glitches every hour, I’ll probably be screwed.

A small, cubic stone structure lies ahead, just a few dozen meters up the path. From here, its walls look seamless, but I can tell the stones were brought down from the mountain and stacked together, pretty skillfully judging from the fact it’s standing. Otherwise, the wind would have begun the deconstruction process. Not to mention the glitches.

Maybe the fact it’s still standing is a glitch.

My thoughts are cut short by the appearance of a Kitane loping around the stone structure, lips drawn back in a silent rictus. It pads toward me. Unlike the Kitane I faced in Cylinder One, this one’s regular-sized, so probably an easier fight. Then again, I don’t have my blaster—just a bunch of imaginary spells.

A jaguar-like howl draws my attention up the slope to my right, where two more Kitane are standing, antennae rigid, feline faces contorted. Their scale-covered ‘fur’ has taken the color of the sere mountain, all red and brown.

The one who appeared from around the structure is joined by another, and they both start running toward me. The first one glitches forward, gaining several meters in an instant.

“Oh, shit.” I ready Blue Fire.
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Eyeing the drop to my left, I decide my best option is to charge the two Kitane ahead.

As I do, hurling fireball after white-blue fireball, the pair of cats on the slope pounce, landing where I was just standing. I’m surrounded, but at least I’m not hurtling to my doom.

The oncoming Kitane glitch around my spellfire—apparently they’ve learned to harness the glitching to their advantage. Just as they’re about to reach me, I crouch low, striking out with a blast of Telekinesis. Both cats go flying, hurtling over my head to land scrabbling on my other side.

There. Now my enemies are all gathered together, at least.

Spitting Blue Fire from my fingertips, I inch backward and wonder what to do next. The Kitane continue to teleport out of the way, so I deactivate the spell and call up the assault rifle instead, spraying burst after burst across the chests of the four aliens.

The Kitane’s senses are honed, and their reflexes are as quick as you’d expect, almost as though they have dataspheres to warn them of the trajectory of shooting that’s about to happen. Even so, the path is narrow, and as they try to dodge my fire they bump into each other to avoid falling off to their left. Round after round bites into their scaly, red-brown hides, and they roar in protest.

Still, they’re tough, and the damage I’m inflicting only seems to enrage them more, moving them to advance faster.

Then, I remember the new spell the other Joe acquired during the battle for Persephone: Fire Wave. It would be perfect here. I will the rifle back into my inventory and thrust my spellcasting gloves forward.

A cylinder of flame appears, spinning down the path with a lopsided ‘gait,’ its speed alarming. The conflagration crashes into the Kitane, making them howl and flinch backward.

Good.

I run for the stone hovel. Maybe it’ll provide shelter against the aliens. Then again, maybe it’s a terrible idea to trap myself inside.

When I round the corner, the question is answered for me: there’s a wooden slab that looks like it should be a door, but lacks any way to open it.

“Damn it.” Desperate for something to use to my advantage, I sprint around the structure to find the mountain slope begins just a foot away from it. The incline looks pretty steep.

I charge at it, using my momentum to run up the slope, then I twist around and leap. My fingers close around the lip of the hovel’s roof, and I haul myself up as the Kitane skitter around the hovel in pursuit.

The roof is a rough wooden slab, but there are no gaps big enough for me to slip through. I gain my feet and turn in time to watch the first Kitane bound up the slope and leap, clearing the roof. Yelling, I drop, kicking up with my legs and connecting with the thing’s stomach. It screams, pawing at empty air as it flies over the structure and onto the path below.

Without thinking, I activate Blue Fire again and start blasting it with fireballs, which provide enough momentum to send the Kitane careening over the mountain’s edge. It glitches upward, but the distance isn’t enough to save it. One down.

Whirling, I bring my hands up in time to hit the next Kitane with Blue Fire point-blank in the face. It rears back, and I aim a kick at its face, but it shakes off the blow then lunges, claws raking across my torso. I gasp as pain explodes in my chest.

A Telekinesis strike throws the beast back, and it careens into the next Kitane trying to make its way onto the roof. They both fall back, buying me time to pepper them with a few more fireballs as they tumble off. The spell hits cooldown, meaning I have to wait for it to recharge. Fire Wave is still on cooldown, too—not sure how well it would do up here, anyway. So I let my assault rifle drop into my hands and continue hitting them with round after round, kneeling on the edge of the roof to pelt the Kitane fighting to disentangle themselves from each other.

They take a couple swipes at each other, which can only help my cause. Then one of them explodes into a cloud of pixels under my fire. The other staggers back, snarling.

Resisting the urge to celebrate, I focus on the remaining Kitane while wondering where the fourth one went.

I have my answer when it leaps from the ground to my left, making it to the roof without the aid of the mountain slope and crashing into me. I stagger sideways, dropping my assault rifle as I lose my footing, managing to twist around to land on my back, the Kitane coming down on top of me.

It sinks its teeth into my bicep, ripping through muscle and sinew. I scream, and my datasphere lets me know I’m losing health points at a critical rate. Razor-sharp claws find my face, biting into flesh and skull and tearing downward. A curtain of blood hides the world.

“YOU ARE ABOUT TO DIE,” my datasphere informs me.

My weapon is gone, but I decide to try something. Forcing my uninjured arm under the Kitane, I will the rifle to drop into my grasp.

It does, and I squeeze the trigger, muzzle hard against the alien’s underbelly.

Rounds rip through flesh, organ, and bone, and the Kitane screams, rearing back. I swipe a hand across my eyes to clear away the blood, then I kick the beast in the face. This time, the move is more effective, and it flinches back. Another kick sends it off the roof, and I send a stream of rounds after it. As it hits the ground it converts into dissipating pixels.

The remaining Kitane waits for me on the edge of the roof, crouched, ready to pounce. I didn’t hear it come up here, but it seems to be hesitating—maybe the death of its friends has given it a healthy fear of me.

I whip the assault rifle around one-handed, my other arm dangling uselessly at my side. “You dinner?” I ask it, and it twitches, half-turning as if to flee.

“Screw that,” I snarl, depressing the trigger and sending a burst of rounds into its face. The beast has taken all it can, it seems, and it becomes a puff of pixels.

Not a moment too soon. My health is dangerously low, and blood continues to stream into my eyes, obscuring my vision. I’m in no shape to do any more fighting.

I sit on the edge of the roof and awkwardly try to lower myself with one hand without jarring my injured bicep too much. My left boot comes down on the steeply slanted terrain, and I stumble back against the stone, sending spasms of pain emanating from my arm, which aggravates my chest wound.

“Fount,” I mutter. “I’m a mess.”

When I round to the front of the structure, I find the mountain path filled with an ethereal host—what I take to be the ghosts of the holy men whose bodies litter the plateaus below. Except, when I look down there, those bodies are all gone.

A solitary figure steps out from the crowd, holding his right hand up, fingers tight together in a gesture of peace.

“Thank you, warrior,” he says. “You have brought us peace by slaying the fell beasts who took us, one by one.”

“No problem.” Despite my agony, his words kind of make me want to laugh. The Kitane are just animals, really—no more “fell” than any other evolution has produced. But I guess when you’re a priest, you have to inject everything with ceremony and mysticism.

He inclines his head, then vanishes along with the rest of the otherworldly horde.

“QUEST COMPLETE,” my datasphere displays in fanciful golden text.

This place is weird.

I turn to contemplate the wooden slab of a door, wondering how I’m supposed to open the damned thing. “Oh. Fount, I’m dumb.” I raise my hand and hit the thing with Blue Fire. When that doesn’t work I hit it again, and again.

The third fireball catches, burning away the wood in a much shorter time period than seems realistic, but then again this is essentially a video game. The roof catches too, also burning away to nothing in a few seconds and letting the sickly light of this world stream inside.

That light gleams off a full suit of frankly badass-looking armor. The vambraces, rerebraces, and greaves are all made from a dark metal that reminds me of Dice, except thin blue lights run up these in parallel. The rest of the suit is a dully gleaming dark blue, except for the gorget, which is blood-red. The helm and visor are dark gray, and the single eye slit glows with blue light as well.

On the floor beside the armor is a chest, which opens when I kick it. Inside sit two full-health potions. I toss one in my inventory and slurp down the other.

My chest, face, and arm all itch fiercely for a minute as the muscle and tendons knit themselves back together. Then, I’m as good as new, and ready to mess up whatever waits for me at that fortress.

Especially with this new set of armor. Luckily, like burning down the door, donning the armor isn’t nearly as time-consuming as it ought to be. By touching it, I both claim ownership and unlock the ability to put it on. When I exercise that ability, the armor vanishes from the stand and appears on my body.

Immediately, my datasphere displays a level-up alert: “YOU HAVE REACHED LEVEL THIRTEEN.”

I guess just putting the suit on gave me experience points. “Nice.” Already, I feel more powerful, like the suit’s lending strength to my movements. I need something like this in real life.

Poking around my datasphere’s in-game interface for a few seconds, it doesn’t take long to find the option to view myself from a third-person POV. I hit it, and admire myself standing there in front of the burnt-out hovel, looking very ready for action with my hands held out to the sides.

Softly glowing blue lights wreathe my arms, legs, and chest, and my visor glows with light as well. My gripped boots are planted firmly on the ground. I get into a fighting stance, bobbing slightly with my breath, and a thrill runs through me. Hell yeah.

Wait—am I actually getting into a sim? Fount.

I exit third-person perspective and re-enter my own head. Nah, it’s nothing to do with the sim. I just want this armor in the real. That’s all.

Before leaving, I give the hovel one last once-over. That’s when my eyes fall on the weapon hanging from the wall near the door, which I somehow missed the first time.

It’s a two-handed broadsword, steel-edged with gold-colored metal running up through its center in segmented chunks. The hilt resembles the innards of a clock, with gears and spokes sticking in all directions, and the long handle is ridged. The edge of the blade itself glows with a blue that matches the armor.

I remove it from its stand, holding it aloft in the diseased light, which nevertheless gleams along its length.

All right, then. My life is complete, I guess.

Stowing the broadsword in my inventory, I run up the mountain path, armored boots pounding the red-brown dirt and sending up little puffs of dust. As I go, I check over the stats boost each piece of armor has conferred. Looks like the gauntlets don’t boost magic like my spellcasting gloves, so my magic power is down a bit. Still, there’s no way I’m wearing the worn-looking brown gloves with this futuristic space knight suit. It would look goofy.

Jogging up the mountain is pretty uneventful. Sometimes the path ends in a wall, which I’m forced to scale, but that’s not hard with a little patience. The armor seems to improve my grip strength, so even the more challenging surfaces don’t give me much trouble. Other than that, the path just winds around and around, up and up, and the fortress gets bigger and bigger, though sometimes the mountain blocks it from view.

If I’m supposed to be inside a video game, this part is pretty boring. If I had a choice, I’d probably stop playing.

As I near it the fortress, it hits me that it isn’t actually a fortress at all. Its black, foreboding look was due to the shadows cast by the roiling storm clouds suspended above it. But now I realize the massive structure is actually white.

Judging from the architecture, it looks more like a cathedral. As in, a traditional cathedral, the kind the Christians built over timespans of centuries back on Earth, with spires and triangular shapes all pointing heavenward. It has big, rounded doorways, and intricate designs and images painted on the exterior.

I’ve almost reached the great structure when something near the main entrance catches my eye, and I come to a stop. There’s an armored figure up there, too. He looks kind of diminutive, but he’s adopted a powerful pose, hands on hips as he peers down at me. Waiting for me.

Is that the Seer, or the enemy I have to kill to get to the Seer? Or both?

Only one way to find out. I march up the sloping path, my stride measured, steady. When I reach the halfway point, the figure starts dancing around, seeming to touch points in the air with his gauntleted fingers. The air responds by shimmering, then fracturing into a grid, as though revealing some invisible barrier.

What’s he up to? Is he laying traps of some kind? I’ll need to be careful. It’s probably stupid for me to go up and confront him on the battlefield of his choosing—a place he probably knows well, and has had time to prepare to his advantage. But what else can I do? I’d feel stupid just having a staring contest with him from here.

At last, I reach the end of the path, pulling myself onto the broad plateau that holds the cathedral. The little knight is standing with his hands on his hips again, and when I come to a stop twenty meters away or so, he raises a hand.

At first, it looks like he’s going to salute me, but then he flips up his visor to show his face.

Uh…her face. It’s Harmony. The person wearing the armor, the person I’m sure I’m supposed to fight, is my daughter.

“Hey, Dad. Ready to rock?”
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My jaw drops, and I just stand there, weapons still stowed in my inventory.

She holds out her hand, and a ridiculously long blade falls into it, which she shifts in front of her, gripping it with both hands to point it toward me.

“Where’s yours?” she calls, her tone challenging.

Hers is a long sword, though it’s like nothing I’ve seen or read about. It’s a Frankenstein mashup up of computer components—old-school vacuum tubes sticking out from the hilt, digital displays running up and down the blade with readouts flashing streams of data faster than it’s possible to comprehend. Transistors and chips line the sword’s edge.

“I’m not waiting!” She slams her visor down and charges.

A thrill shoots through me, and I stagger back, summoning my new broadsword and getting it up just in time to block an arcing overhead blow.

The two blades meet, and Harmony’s tech sword seems to emit an energy blast that casts mine back, inching it toward my helm. With a grunt, I throw her weapon off, sidestepping and holding mine out in a defensive stance.

“You’re not fooling around, are you, sweetheart?” I say. She hacked at my head like she wanted to cleave it in two.

She chuckles. “I’m not even your daughter. You know that, right?” She rushes at me, thrusting, and when I try to parry, her sword jolts forward as though propelled by rocket fuel, jetting past mine and scoring my armor on the shoulder. The tip of the long sword works its way into the seam where my gorget attaches to the breast plate, and she wrenches, trying to pop it off. I whirl away before she can, finally managing to knock her blade aside before dancing back.

“Strike at me, Father!” Harmony yells, still chuckling. “You can’t do it, can you?”

She leaps, blade sweeping in from the left, and I bring mine up to block it. With a deft motion, she reverses momentum, bringing the tech sword around to crash into my right rerebrace. Her sword rockets inward, cutting through my armor and sending blood spraying. I jerk back before she can sever the arm, knocking the flat of her blade away with my left gauntlet.

Harmony’s cackling, now. “Pathetic. Do you really understand what saving the galaxy means, Father? Do you know where it’s likely to leave me in real life? Once you abandon me?”

Staggering back, I set off one of the traps she was setting as I made my way up the path. The air itself seems to explode, tossing me forward in Harmony’s direction. She dodges, and I land face-first in the dirt.

The tech sword grinds into the ground inches away from my face, and I realize she’s toying with me—she could have killed me, then, or at least done massive damage.

I start to stand, but a booted foot slams into my back, forcing me down.

“Let’s review. I’m not actually your daughter, and you know that. I’ve had time to prepare our battleground, and you’re in danger for your life. But even so, you can’t bring yourself to strike at me, because I wear your daughter’s face. You’re useless, Joe!”

My adversary steps off, letting me rise to my feet. “Come on!” Her mirth is gone, replaced with anger. “Show the galaxy you’re worth something. Strike me down!”

I lunge, swinging my broadsword down on the diagonal, but she deflects it almost contemptuously and launches into a counterattack that rains blow after blow toward my head and neck. I manage to deflect each one, but I’m wearying, and she’s forcing me backward toward a cliff.

“You call that an attack? Your heart’s not in this, Joe. Ignore that I have Harmony’s voice. Forget that you saw her face. And strike down the one you know to be your enemy!”

But I can’t. I can’t. The illusion is too convincing, and I know that striking down my daughter, even my daughter’s evil doppelgänger, would haunt my dreams till the day I die.

My arms fall to my sides, and Harmony pushes up her visor to regard me with an expression of disgust.

She raises her leg, plants a foot in the center of my chest, and shoves. I tumble backward off the cliff, blade vanishing from beside me seconds before I hit the ground. All goes black.
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I sit on a cool, seamless surface that feels like marble. I can’t see a thing, but somehow the mind can always summon an image of a place, can’t it? Whether it’s right or not. This place seems so vast and dark and cold it might as well be the darkness between stars.

Is this where Subverse combatants go when they die in the Great Game? Somehow, I doubt it’s that simple. Even though this corrupted Subverse node—or bizarro otherworld, or whatever the hell this thing is—somehow managed to port some data over from the regular Subverse, I doubt the similarities between the two go very far.

Then come the low groans and rumbles, echoing off distant walls. It’s possible I’ve been hearing it since I got here but only just noticed it.

“What is that?” I find myself asking a small figure, a child, who sits with his bare back to me a few meters off. I could get up and approach him, but I won’t. Maybe that’s how this place keeps you where it wants: by sapping your will.

“Pak t’em ahbrüla lahm-gard,” the boy whispers.

“Come again?” I say, matching his voice in volume.

The boy turns without moving. Rather, he resolves into a position that faces me, and when he does, I see he’s a younger version of myself, his bloody birthmark much redder and fresher than mine—not faded by the onset of decades. His pants are the beige corduroy pair I wore running with the urchins in Brinktown’s streets.

His gaze is accusing. “I said, call it the architecture of the universe. Grinding under the pressure being put on it.” Though he still whispers, his voice is growing harsher. A shout-whisper.

“What do you know about architecture? I remember how much you know. Just—”

“Fighting, petty vandalism, testing the law bots daily. Wondering whether I could fool them today, like I did two months ago.”

“Exactly.” That was all I knew, but I wouldn’t have been so articulate about it.

“Did you know that’s the first filter the Guard uses for its recruitment?” he says. “The boys who fight a lot. The ones comfortable with violence are the ones most likely to bring themselves to pull the trigger when the time comes.”

“I didn’t get in meaningless fights. I fought when I saw someone who needed protecting.”

“Someone you thought needed protecting. You maintained your own breed of justice. But…are you sure it wasn’t just an excuse to fight?”

I don’t have an answer for that, and I stay silent.

“It’s ironic.” A slow smile stretches out his birthmark. “The Guard taught you to kill without remorse. And then the Shiva taught you restraint. Now, you have too much of it. You just lost your first fight, Joe. Ever.”

“It was against my own daughter. Of course I did.”

“It wasn’t, though. You fought an enemy who wore your daughter’s face. And because you couldn’t summon your old ruthlessness, you lost.”

“I would never have harmed my daughter. Even the old Joe wouldn’t have.”

“Not directly.”

My eyes widen, and my fists clench in my lap, but I say nothing. Neither does the boy—I get the impression he’s willing to wait an eternity for me to speak next.

I give him ten minutes, and he still doesn’t speak. His gaze remains unwavering on my face. His expression solemn.

“So, am I trapped here? Like the priests? Because I died, like they did?”

“No,” the younger me says, chuckling. “Not you, Joe. No such luck for you. You would have been free to go whether you won or lost.”

“What was the point of that, then?”

“The fight outside the cathedral was a test, and now that I have the results I feel ready to prophecy.”

“Wait, what? Prophecy?”

More laughter. “For the most effective Shiva who ever lived, you’re certainly dense sometimes, aren’t you? Haven’t you realized yet who you’re speaking to?”

“You’re the Seer,” I say, saying it as I realize it. 

“That’s right.”

“What’s your prophecy, then?”

“Simple. You’ll make it to the Core, and you’ll fail. The Allfather will escape into the world. Chaos will follow.”

I shake my head. “No. You’re wrong.”

The boy shrugs. “Prove it.”

With that, the room melts away, and I wake on a bed of corpses.
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 It’s like someone dumped a cargo hold full of rotten eggs down a chute, then tossed me on top of it. The stench is unbearable—it invades my nostrils, fills up my lungs, where I’m irrationally afraid it will leave its residue.

I retch violently and puke on the bodies, the walls, on myself. I vomit until nothing is left in my stomach, and then I dry-heave. I’ve been around corpses before, and always prided myself on having a settled stomach. Not today. Not lying on all this.

Light filters down from somewhere above—enough to see that the bodies are in varying states of decay. Some are mere skeletons, either picked clean or with bits of blackened, dessicated flesh clinging to them, where the maggots haven’t quite finished their meal.

Did I mention the maggots? The place is lousy with them, and they’re covering me. In my ears, dotting my face, squirming, writhing. I emit a loud curse, and for a moment I wonder whether I’m about to go insane.

Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Have I been lying here this entire time? Oh, Fount.

I will night vision to come on, and it self-calibrates based on the weak light coming from above. Four walls jump into visibility: four sweating walls, each crisscrossed with cracks and fissures. Were those caused by the moisture, freezing and thawing? Judging by the color of the rock, this hellish pit was cut right from the asteroid.

There’s no getting a proper foothold on the slimy, shifting mound of corpses, so I work my fingers into the nearest crack, then find another for my left hand. With that, I pull myself up out of the bodies with a titanic effort of will. And I begin my ascent.

The walls are moist, and some of the more intrepid maggots have taken it upon themselves to worm their way up it, for whatever reason. A few meters above the corpses, and I’m past the maggots, but the walls are still moist. I don’t want to think about why, but it sure makes maintaining handholds and footholds a challenge.

About halfway up to the light source above, I get stuck, unable to see the next handhold and losing my grip.

“No,” I grunt, horrified by the idea of slipping to fall back into the corpse pile with a wet splat. At last, I spot a crevice big enough to work a couple fingers into, and I do, roaring with the effort it takes to propel myself upward. My foot finds a better resting place, and I pause to take a breather.

Do the priests have any idea what happens to them when they walk through the Source? Do they know how they’re treating their dead?

For that matter, who began this tradition? Who built this place to be like this? Why?

And why doesn’t the smell reach the tiny chamber above?

Maybe the Fount that comprises that display filters out the stench, somehow. As for why anyone would start something like this…maybe they figured the mysticism would ensure that generations to come kept this place a secret. Imbue death with mystery, make it appear like you’re becoming one with the Source, which these people seem to worship…apparently, it’s been enough to keep the Cathedral hidden all these years. While they remain ignorant of the humility and defilement their priests face at the bottom of this pit.

At last, I reach the top, and of course the light was coming from the back of the Source all along, showing a dim mirror image of the brighter display that can be seen from the chamber beyond. I heave myself through it, my hair matted with the fluids I encountered below, my clothes and skin still dotted with maggots.

I stumble onto solid ground and come to a halt. The tiny room is packed full of holy men, and more are crammed into the cramped hallway beyond. Each holds a candle, lighting the room almost as brightly as the Hall of Weights and Measures.

How must I look—how must I smell to them. Indeed, they’re all gaping at me with wide eyes, with what I can only assume is horror.

But no. Perhaps they will feel horror, when they realize what my appearance, my smell must mean. But for now, they’re awe-struck, and one by one they fall to their knees.

“Chosen one!” The bishop who escorted me here falls to his knees, hitting the stone with a thud.

“It is the Fount Embodied, come among us.” Cardinal Hansh smiles proudly and kneels.

“Fount Embodied!”

“Fount Incarnate, at last!”

I stare around the room and shake my head, at a complete loss for what to say to these people. Can’t they see me? Can’t they see what I just went through?

And how do I tell them that their precious Seer told me their entire cause is doomed?

“Dwell intently on what you saw and heard while in the Source,” Hansh intones. “Whatever it was, it will ultimately facilitate your quest, whether it seems that way at present or not.”

“Yeah,” I croak at last, then clear my throat. “Thanks for all your help. We’re leaving.”

With that, I push through the priests and bishops, the corpse fluid wiping off onto their white and red robes.

Out. I need out. Now.
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I spend a long time wandering the asteroid they call the Shivan Cathedral. Word must spread fast around here, because every time an acolyte sees me, he drops to his knees, gibbering wildly about the chosen one.

Part of me understands their enthusiasm. They’ve built their entire lives around this moment, after all. But what I just experienced was too messed up. I’m in no mood to stick around and make chitchat about destiny and divinity. I want to leave them to their screwed-up existence and get on with proving the Seer wrong—with stopping Fairfax.

“Fount Embodied,” one acolyte says from a kneeling position, clutching at my death-stained uniform. “I’m not worthy to share the same air as you. Please—since I was a small boy, I sensed that the entire universe had a divine purpose, every molecule, and now I finally have the chance to—”

“Landing bay,” I growl.

“Pardon?”

“That giant cavern where we landed. Where is it, and are my people there?”

“Oh. Um—yes. Your fellow Troubleshooters have returned to their ships, and so has your daughter. As for the way…just ahead, a spiral staircase will be on your right. Take it up two levels, then turn left down the corridor, and again down the next. From there, you—”

“Thanks.” I march off in the direction he indicated. I’m too frazzled to hold any more directions in my head than that, so I’ll just have to extract the next leg of the journey from another breathless acolyte.

When I finally make it back to the narrow staircase that leads up to the vast space where we landed our ships, I find the Ares surrounded with bags and crates filled with food and supplies. Harmony’s there with Shimura, his bot, and another Troubleshooter named Halsey plus his bot. They’re all working together to load the supplies into my ship’s open hold.

Shimura stops working when he sees me approach, and he comes to attention, snapping off a salute. I return it. He runs an eye over my uniform, no doubt taking in its general state of dishevelment. Most of the maggots have fallen off, and the suit isn’t damp—it’s designed to repel moisture. But the stink is still on my face and hands.

“Did they replenish the other ships’ stores as well, Master Chief?”

“They did. Most generous of them, considering we were unwelcome guests. The other ships are already loaded.”

I narrow my eyes, considering this. For Shimura and the others to have had time to load so many supplies aboard their Broadswords, I must have been in that pit for a while. Another thing: the priests didn’t decide I’m really the Fount Embodied until I returned from their Source. So, why restock our ships?

Probably, they wanted us gone either way.

“What’s next, Commander?” Shimura asks, face as composed as ever.

“We leave at once. At least, that’s the plan.” With that, I turn to my ship and will the airlock open. Its cycle takes longer than usual, and it spends a particularly long time on the part where it sprays me down with hot, soapy water, then makes me deposit my uniform in a chute for decontamination. I walk onto the bridge naked, check the computer to make sure my crew returned, then go to the cabin for a fresh shipsuit.

After I went to the Source, the crew could have lingered among the priests, if they wanted. I hadn’t expressly sent them back to the ship, so it would have been their prerogative, technically. That said, I’m glad they came back. I like it when my subordinates assume they don’t have permission to do a thing unless I’ve expressly given it.

“Cal,” I say into the empty air, emerging onto the bridge wearing new clothes. “I need you.”

“Present.” His voice comes from behind me, and I turn. He stands between the command seat and the stairway leading down to the mess.

“Why do you always appear at my back?”

He shrugs. “Manifesting from the ether is a very personal experience. I don’t like to do it while others are watching.”

I sniff, and decide not to mention that I could have watched through my uniform’s back sensors. “I need the coords out of this place. I assume you kept an eye on what happened here? Do you have access to what happened inside the Source?”

“No.”

“You’re not going to ask?”

“I do as is required of me by the collective wisdom of the Fount. It is not my place to seek to know every detail of the outcome. For me, the only relevant detail was that you visit here.”

“Right. Will you give me the coords, then?”

“Yes. And Joe—you should know that Fairfax seeks the Cadogan Sphere.”

“The Cadogan Sphere…I take it that’s where the Cadogans hang out?”

“Indeed.”

“Okay. Why does Fairfax want to find it?”

“The Cadogans are unlike the other families. They’ve had a lot more children, for one, and they have many aunts, uncles, and third- and fourth-cousins who live with them there as equals. Not to mention their thousands of employees, including a security force. The family has maintained an ongoing interest in the real, and if they upload to the Subverse, they do so only when they are about to die.”

The Shiva still hasn’t come anywhere close to answering my question, but I’m used to that by now, so I wait.

“Since creating the Fount, the Cadogans haven’t been content to rest on their laurels. They’ve continued their scientific pursuits, and Fairfax knows if he can enlist them—or coerce them into helping—it will speed him toward his goals.”

“What about Ludmilla Cadogan? Hasn’t she been helping him?”

“She hasn’t proven as cooperative as Fairfax hoped, or as susceptible to intimidation, though he’s making progress on that front. Remember, she supported more people moving into the Subverse, not leaving it.”

“Right. How do you know Fairfax is looking for the Cadogans, or about how his research is going? The same way you were able to hop back to Gauntlet to warn the brass about the attack on Cylinder One, way faster than even slipspace travel allows? Using your ‘entangled particles’ trick?”

Cal doesn’t answer, and I shake my head. “Why haven’t the Shiva ever shared that ability with the Guard? If we could communicate instantly, it would have given us an incredible edge. Changed the game in our favor. Made galactic stability a cakewalk.”

“We kept it a secret for the same reason I didn’t trust you with the information until recently, Joe. To risk the technology getting out would be to risk the enemy harnessing it. Fairfax would become unstoppable if he could coordinate instantly with all his people, no matter where they were in the galaxy. The fact that his operation is so slow and difficult to steer…that’s what makes it possible for us to oppose him at all.”

“How big is his operation, Cal?”

My father presses his lips together. “I’ll send the slip coords to your datasphere. Distribute them to the others. We’re nearly out of time.”
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We have four months in slipspace, and I refuse to let them go to waste.

The first thing I do is dig around in the cargo hold until I find a webbed harness, which I install over the TOPO station, so that it hangs down into it. When Harmony straps into it, it’ll allow her to reach her console while protecting her from being thrown against the circular railing if the ship gets hit with anything, or if we have to make sudden course adjustments.

Once I’m finished with that, I throw myself into my training like I never have before. Even Cal starts to dole out rare praise, which I take to mean I’m making unbelievable progress.

Two weeks in, he hits me with a bombshell. “I didn’t expect myself to be saying this so soon, but there’s a way you can accelerate your preparedness to face Fairfax.”

This might be the first time I’ve seen him with a genuine smile. “How?”

“Well, you’re not going to like this. But it ties into that humility thing we’ve been talking so much about.”

I study his face—he’s waiting for me to guess. “Sims. You want me to start using sims to train.”

Cal nods. “A few parameter tweaks, and they’ll allow you to experience overclocking without the tax on your physiology. You can practice experiencing time at that frame rate—at having that much strength, that much dexterity. It’s also probably the only way to familiarize yourself enough with the muscle convulsion technique to replicate it reliably in battle.”

I stare down at my hands, which dangle between my legs as I sit on the armrest of the command seat. One of my calluses has split open. That’s going to hurt next time I train with the grav-bar.

Ultimately, I don’t have a choice. I’m going to need everything Cal can teach me—I need to squeeze his training for every drop. The muscle convulsion technique seems like the best way to level up. It involves using the Fount to tense entire muscle groups in concert, in the same way all the muscles in your body convulse when you get a powerful electric shock, and you fly back from its source. According to Cal, knights have mostly used the technique to increase jump speed and distance, but I plan to try using it to make each blow I land pack more power.

“Fine.” I look up at him. “Let’s do it.”

Over the next few days, he cooks up a number of scenarios on the ship’s computer, typically involving an enemy that drastically outnumbers me, or one powerful enough that I wouldn’t have a chance of defeating him in my normal state.

Sometimes, he introduces feats of physical strength and speed—like the simulation where I have to escape from a self-destructing space station, which involves lifting fallen debris out of the way, leaping over large gaps, and expelling the air from my lungs before I leap through airless, depressurized compartments.

They’re not all scenarios he invents, though. He also has me re-do a lot of the battles I’ve engaged in since this entire escapade began on Earth.

Overclocked facing the pirate impersonating Corporal Maynard? It’s barely worth mentioning. The pirate doesn’t have a prayer, and neither does the dog. I kill the pirate and wrestle Maneater into submission without Dice’s help.

Makes me miss Maneater, though. Quite a bit.

On Tunis, I’m not able to defeat Fairfax, but I do force him to flee without taking Faelyn. Of course, if that had happened in real life, I would have had no reason to go after the pirates and find out what they were up to.

Running from Fallen on Gargantua is a cinch—I easily outstrip them, and any that catch up to me I dispatch without remorse, remembering what Asterisk said about the symptoms they exhibited, of kuru, which comes from eating human brains. Cal didn’t skip that detail, in the sim. The sores are there, all over their faces, necks, and arms, and their coordination leaves something to be desired. Overclocking to beat them is definitely overkill.

You’d think reliving all these kills would cause the nightmares to get worse, but the opposite happens. Even in my conversations with Cal, I’m doing everything I can to embody the Seven Ideals. I know I have a long way to go, but I’m making progress with it, and more importantly, I’m starting to believe I can live my life according to them. That alone helps convince me of what Cal said. That those kills are justified, now, because I’m going to do something that will affect everyone in the galaxy positively. I rest easier, not just because of the idea that I’m becoming worthy of the title “Shiva,” but also because of what I plan to do: stop the galaxy and save humanity from being enslaved by the Allfather.

Of course, it isn’t easy, and the pirate still visits me at night, whose family photo I found while searching his corpse.

“Do you think they made it?” he asks me in my dreams, holding out the images of his wife and kids. “Without me, I mean. Were they able to provide for themselves? Or are they dead, now? Fount knows they couldn’t afford to upload to the Subverse, so if they’re dead, they’re dead.” The pirate doesn’t sound angry, just sad. Solemn.

I’ve stopped screaming when I wake from the nightmares, but they still leave me in a cold sweat, and feeling terrible.

I try to approach my relationships with Marissa and Harmony like a Shiva would, too. That isn’t going quite as well as the training.

With Marissa, the most important Ideals to apply are definitely humility and respect. Restraint shouldn’t hurt, either—and even a little service.

Except, whenever I try to talk to her, she ends up yelling at me.

“Stop being so fake!” she says. “You’re being condescending, up on your high horse, and you don’t even realize it. Can you be real for one second? Can you be the old Joe?”

I stare at her, blinking, feeling baffled. The old Joe is the one she had all the problems with. “I’m trying to fix things between us, Marissa. For Harm.”

“Turning into a Fount-damned bot isn’t the way to go about it. Please, can you just give me some space?” With that, she deactivates herself and returns to the crew sim, which she can do unless she’s needed to perform one of her duties.

Talking to Harmony is worse, in a way. She just cracks up whenever I open my mouth.

“Listen,” I tell her, half-confused, half-annoyed. “You can’t just stand there laughing at me all the time. Do that in front of the crew and we’re going to start having some serious discipline issues.”

“I won’t do it in front of the crew,” she says, still giggling, “because you don’t act like this in front of them. It’s only when you’re trying to be the model Shivan dad or something that you get like this—so stiff and proper, like you’re some reincarnated saint brought back to teach us all table manners. It’s hilarious.”

I bite off the retort I want to deliver and leave the cabin with as much composure as I can muster. A restrained Shiva knight wouldn’t rise to his daughter’s bait like I was just about to, so I won’t either.

CADOGAN SPHERE
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Hunting down the Cadogan Sphere seems to take almost as long as the journey here. I’m getting restless, peering out hull sensors at the stars, wondering where Fairfax is now.

Cal says Fairfax is putting together the last pieces for the Armageddon he wants to visit on the galaxy, and once he has the Cadogans locked down he’ll basically be there.

No sign of Fairfax presents itself during the excruciatingly dull hours I spend scanning the cosmos as our nine Broadswords cross system after system, making short slipspace hops on our way to the Sphere. But one thing does show itself, big and orange against the interstellar medium: the gas cloud where Cal says the Cadogans are hiding out.

“Most gas clouds aren’t this large.” Marissa scans her data packet as Belflower runs system checks for the next slipspace jump. “And this one is unusually dense.”

Asterisk leans on his station railing, blowing idly at a lock of his own hair. The motion causes his face chains to shake. He’s facing away from Harmony—two jumps ago, I snapped that if I have to tell him to keep his eyes on his station once more, he’s deleted. The kid has done a lot to impress me lately, but if he starts behaving inappropriately toward Harmony I won’t hesitate to snuff out his life like a candle.

Marissa’s right about the gas cloud. There aren’t many astronomers around anymore—the spacescrapers do some low-level observation of the cosmos, to avoid any big navigational hazards, but they don’t share that data with anyone. Bottom line being that my ship’s computer has no information on this cloud: not where it’s been, how long it’s been in the area, or when it might have formed. My datasphere suggests the gas cloud G2 as a possible ancestor of this one, but if that’s the case G2’s been beefing up, and might have combined with another cloud somewhere along the way.

That’s all basically academic, though, and if it were the whole picture then wasted time would be the only hazard this cloud poses us. But no: the cloud happens to occupy a part of the galaxy known to house dozens of mini black holes, ranging in size from a token to a trampoline to a few city blocks. Any one of them would spell my ship’s doom, and they’re all hidden from view. Great for the Cadogans, whose black hole-littered hiding place should repel anyone who’s not insane. Not so great for me, since I’m already a little lacking in the sanity department lately.

“Ever feel like the universe is against you?” Belflower says as she runs diagnostics on the Ares’ Becker drive. “Here we are, trying to save the galaxy, and that gas cloud just happens to occupy one of its most treacherous regions—if not the most.”

“I used to think that way.” My answer comes out almost automatically. “Now that sort of thinking just feels useless.”

I blink, surprised at my answer, but also aware it came from a place of truth.

A few days later, on the edge of the cloud, we get a lucky break—a Cadogan scout ship, mostly drone but with a human occupant to act as an emissary, contacts us, sending a blanket transmission request to all nine Broadswords. Marissa accepts it, patching it through to me.

“You’re Commander Joseph Pikeman?” The emissary’s youthful voice speaks straight into my thoughts.

“I am.” The question has me a little puzzled.

“I’m Dale Cadogan. Your father paid us a visit—a man we have a great amount of respect for. When he told us his son was searching for our home, I was dispatched right away to guide you in through the Moor.”

Wow. They sent an actual Cadogan to greet me. Yes, I know Cadogans are way more numerous in the real than the other Five Families, but still.

“The Moor?”

“That’s what we call this big gas cloud.”

“It’s been around long enough for you to name?”

“Yep. Unusually long. That’s one of the reasons we were so keen to come here—to study the Moor’s properties. Try to figure out why it’s still hanging around.”

“Right. Well, lead the way, Dale.” I end the transmission.

“Looks like your optimism paid off, Captain,” Belflower says. The crew all had access to the conversation. I tend to let them listen in on exchanges with unidentified ships, so that I don’t have to explain anything if things turn violent.

Once we enter the cloud, visual sensors show nothing but an orange miasma all around us, and radar’s just as blinded by the gas, plasma and dust. We navigate by the Cadogan craft’s intensely bright rear navigation lights, which cut through the cloud and appear on visual like a flashlight that’s running out of energy. To achieve even that effect, Cadogan has to remain just a few dozen kilometers ahead—pretty close when you’re talking about astrogation, but he stays to the right a few kilometers to reduce the chance of collision. The eight other Broadswords need to stay even closer to maintain sight of the Ares’ lights, so I make sure they maintain a properly staggered formation.

And when I say Dale guides us through the cloud, I mean his ship does. He’s not the pilot, but a passenger. My initial read of the craft was correct: the ship’s a drone operating under preprogrammed parameters—not quite a bot, but one with a comprehensive set of orders and predetermined responses to a number of situations. The fact the Cadogans bothered with any of it shows they’re taking my visit seriously, which is encouraging.

“We’re here.” Dale Cadogan sounds over-enthusiastic, and I doubt that’s just his youth. I’d get restless too, stuck in a ship I have no control over. “Can you spot the Sphere?”

I give the whole crew access to visual sensor data, and we all pour over the images, scrutinizing the surrounding cloud for anomalies.

“There.” Harmony isolates a section of cloud and flings it toward me so it hits my datasphere. “See it?”

I squint. “No.”

“There’s a circle where the cloud is slightly closer than it should be. It’s showing a projection of the cloud beyond it, except the edges are edited to blend seamlessly with the gas around it.”

I straighten in the command seat. “That entire thing is a display? How big is it?”

“Big. Captain.”

“There,” I say to Dale, transmitting an image with the Sphere highlighted.

“You got it.” I can hear the smile in his voice.

“How do you guys hide it like that?”

Dale chuckles. “You’re looking at the station’s exterior layer, which is comprised wholly of tightly integrated, self-replicating Fount to form a giant, three-hundred-sixty degree display. Fount engineering has been the secret to most of our breakthroughs since the Fall.”

“What breakthroughs?”

“Ah, well, I’m not sure what I’m authorized to say. But you’ll see at least a few of them. Just follow the light, Commander.”

With that, his drone ship swoops in from the right, sailing toward a spot near the bottom of the sphere—the bottom, at least, from our orientation. Probably the bottom in truth. No reason not to approach it that way. Makes it easier for newcomers like us.

Harmony takes manual control of the Ares and keeps her glued to Dale’s navigation lights. She was as good as her word when it came to immersing herself in astrogation sims while in slipspace, and now she flies like she was born doing it. That’s my girl.

 As we approach a part of the sphere that looks no different from any other, without any discernible opening for us to enter through, something occurs to me and I contact Dale. “Hold on—is this thing slipspace capable?”

“Sure is, Commander.” He sounds as chipper as ever.

“How is that possible? Your home is almost as big as the largest station I’ve seen.”

“Like I said, we’ve learned a thing or two.”

That gives me something to chew on. Fount engineering is the Cadogans’ specialty, and as many uses as the nanobots have, starship propulsion isn’t one of them. Seems the Cadogans have been branching out into other fields.

It turns out the Sphere has airlock technology similar to what the priests were rocking back on their asteroid. That is to say, there is no airlock—instead, there’s a layer of Fount that “unzips” as a ship passes through, then closes back up again to maintain a perfect seal. Without having to be asked, Harmony points the Ares at the spot where Dale’s light disappeared, and we pass through seamlessly, the Fount opening and closing around us.

It occurs to me what a good defensive measure this is. Any invading ships would have no idea where they’re supposed to enter, and chances are they’d end up crashing into the station’s side. Probably not great for the station itself, but I’m sure the Cadogans have implemented provisions against that too.

Sure enough, we find ourselves in a narrow tunnel just big enough for us to navigate comfortably. Probably they have other entrances elsewhere, to accommodate bigger ships if needed. After a few minutes, the choke point of the tunnel opens up into a larger landing bay—much larger. The word cavernous would do it injustice. It’s like someone hollowed out the bottom section of a moon and decided to park some ships there.

All this has me wondering whether the Cadogans have the ability to order the Fount to “harden” into a shell, maybe weaving together to form a solid barrier. It wouldn’t have to be all that solid, actually: just durable enough to rough up a ship, surprise its systems, maybe throw off its navigation and send it into one of the tunnel’s sturdy-looking walls.

For a hybrid starship-station occupying one of the best hiding places in the galaxy, the Cadogan Sphere certainly gets a lot of traffic. Drones swarm in and out, spewing out of the variously sized tunnels in single file before forming up to drop off cargo inside rectangular pits, turn around, and exit just as quickly, presumably to go out and harvest more materials.

Dale Cadogan must have the ability to read minds, since he seems to sense my curiosity about the drone fleet. “We’re actually on the extreme outskirts of a mineral-rich star system,” he says. We don’t get the opportunity to go on these mining expeditions often, so when we do, we like to load up as much as possible.”

Trailed by the eight other Broadswords, the Ares sails after Dale’s ship, toward the forest of impossibly high transparent tubes that dominate the landing bay’s center. Most of them terminate in one of the great pits; two for each one, an up and a down. Freight elevators zip upward, stuffed to bursting with mined ore, and empty elevators descend to pick up more.

The scale of the operation is staggering. What are the Cadogans using all these resources for?

Dale leads us to what seems to be the perfect center of the landing bay, though that’s hard to judge with the Sphere’s inner walls so distant. For the first time since we left the Cathedral, I step out of the Ares airlock and walk toward Dale’s drone ship to meet him in person. It feels amazing to be out of the ship and breathing—well, not fresh air, but the Cadogans seem to have their filtration systems pretty much perfected. Hell, the fact they cart around this much atmosphere, even gallivanting around slipspace with it, boggles the mind.

Dale’s grip is firmer than I expect, though he stares at our hands as we shake and doesn’t make eye contact. “It’s a true honor to meet you, Commander Pikeman. We have great respect for everything the Guard’s done, but it’s the fact we have another Shiva at large in the galaxy that really has us excited. Of all the things to come out of the Fount, the Knighthood is the one that humbles us the most.”

I give a thin smile. Honestly, it’s hard not to like the Cadogans—as recklessly as they handed over their most famous invention to Jeremy Fairfax, who unleashed it on the galaxy, leading directly to the Fall…as many risks as they seem willing to take with their research…they’re a plucky bunch, damn it, and a lot humbler than you’d expect.

Dale strides toward a cluster of elevator tubes—a ring comprised of six smaller rings, each featuring six tubes—and I follow behind. I’ve decided to visit with the Cadogans alone, leaving the other Guardsmen here. One armed Troubleshooter tends to make most people nervous, so I doubt showing up with eight more of them would get things off to a good start.

My guess is including so many passenger elevators was a safety measure, in the event the Sphere had to be evacuated on short notice. Right now, not one of them appears to be in use.

The speed of the trip up manages to surprise me again. Even after watching the freight elevators flit up their tubes stuffed with heavy ore, the trip goes by faster than expected, despite the awkward silence as Dale stares at me wearing a fawning expression.

The elevator takes us past the landing bay’s ceiling, and I stare through the fiber-reinforced plastic sides, blinking as I try to reorient myself. Dale’s still staring at me, grinning now, clearly having anticipated this reaction.

We appear to be zooming through—well, sky. Even though I know we just passed through the landing bay ceiling, I look down into endless blue. Above, there’s a layer of wispy clouds, through which I can glimpse what looks like the highly developed surface of a planet, stretching in all directions until it hits the Sphere’s inner walls.

I catch a glimpse of something that doesn’t look right in the upper edge of my vision, and then the elevator hits a curve in the tube, flipping upside down and then dropping us toward the ground. My thoughts are screaming at me that I should have slammed into the elevator’s ceiling, but of course I don’t.

“Welcome to the Sphere, Commander,” Dale says, and I don’t humor him by answering. Kid could have given me some warning.

Looking down on the sprawling town the Cadogans have built for themselves in the center of their sphere, I’m reminded of Cylinder One, except with more green spaces.

But there’s more to it than that. Where the Lambton station has factories, depots, and admin buildings, the Sphere boasts structures whose architects placed aesthetics way over function. There are ivory towers topped by delicate, lacy crowns that stretch impossibly high, bridges spanning broad rivers with so little support they look like they’re liable to crash into the water at any minute, sprawling public malls overshadowed by buildings with brash horizontal protrusions.

All throughout the town, the freight elevator tubes stab down into the only industrial buildings I can discern: massive refineries that shoulder toward the sky, the least elegant structures in sight, though still beautiful.

The passenger elevator tubes all terminate in the middle of the largest open space, but thankfully there are no buildings nearby that look like they’re about to topple over onto us. Instead, massive, identical redwoods stand trunk to trunk, forming a wall of almost solid bark to enclose the area in a broad ring.

The elevator slides open to let us out onto the cobble, and I step off, grateful to be clear of it for the time being.

“Just this way, Commander.” Dale’s already striding toward a break in the ring of trees. “The welcoming committee will already be assembled. They’ll be waiting for you.”

As we emerge from the elevator landing area and onto a street beyond, I pause, and catch my hand wandering toward my blaster.

Dale stops, looking back at me quizzically. “Is something wrong?”

I cock my head and stand perfectly still. Yep, there’s definitely a rhythmic tremor running through the ground below my feet. The same kind of tremor that reminds me of facing down the giant Kitane back in Cylinder One.

Unclasping the holster, I turn, and in less than a second the blaster’s in my hand, my left hand coming up to steady it.

Trotting down the street toward us, still distant but closing in steadily, is a giant fox. It’s around half the size of the construct Electra Fairfax inhabited, but still big enough to make a snack of anything human-sized.
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“Commander, no!”

I stop as my finger tightens on the blaster’s trigger—just as I’m about to start spamming white bolts into the oncoming beast’s hide. I glance back at Dale. “What?”

“That’s one of our citizens you’re aiming your weapon at. Please, don’t shoot!”

I look between the young Cadogan and the oncoming construct, the rumbling in the ground increasing with its approach. An elderly couple strolling past nearby, hand-in-hand, are studying me quizzically, and none of the other pedestrians seem bothered by the beast.

Haltingly, I lower my blaster. “What’s going on, here, Dale?”

Scarlet flushes his face as he casts his eyes downward. “It’s one of the advances I mentioned.”

“You’re putting people’s minds into these things?” I turn more fully toward him, blaster still in hand but pointing at the ground.

“Y-yes, Commander. It’s something we’ve been working on for a l-long time. I know you’re distrustful of the Subverse, of humanity’s decision to upload into it almost wholesale, and we’ve always felt the loss of the real was a significant one too.”

“You’ve been working with Fairfax. Haven’t you?” I replace the blaster in its holster and snap it into place. The tremor in the ground increases, and I glance behind me with gritted teeth.

“Not anymore.” Dale’s words come out in a rush. “We’ve followed his doings, and he’s taken research paths we don’t condone.”

“Like abducting children, for instance?”

“Y-yes. Like that.”

“But it was your contribution that allowed him to explore those ‘paths’ in the first place.”

Dale’s face sags even further. “Yes.”

“Take me to your welcoming committee,” I say in a very un-Shiva like tone. Arguing with a brainwashed youngster in the street doesn’t seem productive. I want to be taken to the source of all this madness.

We continue down the boulevard, where the traffic seems to be exclusively pedestrian—if you can count giant four-legged monstrosities as pedestrians. No vehicles, which probably keeps the population fit. Not a bad approach for living in the real, minus the unleashing of abominations.

“Not everyone wanted to work with Fairfax, even when we thought his intentions were pure.” His voice is pitched higher than before. “A lot of people warned about the risks.”

“What type of leadership do you have here, Dale?”

“Leadership, sir?”

“Yeah. Mayor? President? Prime minister? Intergalactic overlord?”

“Oh. Um, we don’t really have any ‘leaders,’ per se.”

That explains a lot. “What sort of government do you have, per se, Dale?”

“Anarcho-syndicalism.”

“The hell is that?”

“Uh, basically the workers control everything? It’s a system based on meeting human needs, so that’s good, and no one gets paid—”

“No one gets paid?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the incentive to work?”

“Well, we have an algorithm for measuring productive output, and the most productive people get the biggest say in governance, so that’s the incentive.”

“What about people who have no interest in governing? What’s their incentive?”

“Well, no one has to work, Commander. Everyone’s needs are provided for.”

“What do most people do?”

Dale stays quiet for a while. “We’ve had a lot of people uploading to the Subverse, lately.”

“Uh huh. The Subverse.” The ultimate anarchic-whatever-the-hell.

I give him a sideways glance. Dale’s kind of a smart ass and I don’t pursue the conversation any more. He leads me to one of the biggest buildings in town, a clamshell-shaped structure sitting on the edge of a convincing-looking artificial wave pool.

We enter through the middle of the clam’s mouth—kind of looks like the clam’s missing its front teeth, if clams had teeth.

Beyond the glass doors, there’s no lobby or anything else to get visitors used to the idea that they’re about to speak to a group of powerful people. We’re just right in the thick of things, with more Cadogans than I expected seated in ascending rows before me, each one behind a desk. Or, wait, are all these from the same family?

“Is everyone here a Cadogan, Dale?” We’re approaching the lowest point in the building—a shallow bowl with a microphone on a black rod rising from the floor.

“No, Commander. We search the galaxy for anyone with an interest in science and invite them to live in the Sphere with us.”

“Right.”

The upper rows are reserved for just a few, and the highest seat holds a bearded old man. The desks get larger as the rows go up. “What do you know,” I mutter to myself. “There’s even a pecking order under mob rule.”

I walk to the center of the room, and the microphone ascends to just below my mouth, depriving me of the opportunity to yank it up like I wanted.

“Hi.” I keep my hands at my sides. “Commander Joe Pikeman. Can you tell me what made you think unleashing monsters on the galaxy was a good idea?”

An uneasy silence settles over the clamshell. Before, I’m sure the silence as we crossed the floor was meant to unsettle me; to impress me with the majesty of the building and maybe a sense of the soaring productivity represented by the gathered coalition of workers. Now, there’s some uneasy shifting in the ascending rows, mostly but not entirely concealed by the desks between me and them.

“Uh, welcome to the Sphere, Commander,” wheezes the wizened man sitting at the greatest height. He’s dressed in what they would have called business casual, before the Fall: a partially unbuttoned dress shirt rolled up past liver-spotted elbows. “I am Brendan Cadogan, and as current Prime Producer, It’s a pleasure and an honor to—”

“Yeah, it was nice to visit until I saw a giant fox wandering the streets. Young Dale here was pretty vocal about how you helped Fairfax get his galactic conquest thing off the ground. Tell me about that.”

Cadogan clears his throat, and the nervous shifting throughout the room increases. “Well, Commander, I believe we have much in common with you on this front. We share your sadness for humanity’s loss of the real. Perhaps for different reasons—our pursuit of the sciences has little application in the Subverse—but our interests do align. A revival of the real is something we’ve pursued for a long time, and initially, Fairfax’s interest in our work seemed very promising. As I’m sure you’re aware, the Fairfaxes have a long history of financing Cadogan research.”

“Yeah, and look how well that’s gone for everyone.”

Cadogan says nothing for a moment. “Human longevity has been extended beyond historical precedent.”

“Which would be great, if there were any actual humans left to take advantage of that fact.”

That brings a collective rumbling rising from the assembled politicians, or Supreme Workers, or whatever they are.

“Order, order.” Cadogan leans forward, the tip of his beard brushing the desktop. “Commander, I’m afraid I can’t condone any statement to the effect that uploads somehow aren’t full humans, nor can I allow it to be uttered again in this chamber.”

“Humans have human nature, which comes from our evolution. Uploads have abandoned the bodies nature gave them. They’ve become something else. Posthuman, if you like.”

The tumult of voices increases in volume, and I shout over it. “Fine! Listen, I won’t say it. This isn’t the important thing. What matters is that Fairfax is seeking out this place right now, and since you stopped cooperating with him, he’s probably not planning on paying a standard house call.”

A woman with graying hair rises from the row just below Brendan Cadogan, glancing back at him as she does. The old man nods.

“Commander,” she says, her voice echoing through the clamshell’s hollow, “Harriet Cadogan here. I think we’d be remiss if we didn’t inform you of the full range of public opinion on this subject, both inside this assembly and without. A sizable minority does support helping Fairfax to realize his goals. I count myself among their number.”

I stare up at her, blinking, mouth slightly open. “Wait. You all know about the abducting children thing, right?”

“We are aware. And it is deeply regrettable. However, the inclusion of such malleable young minds contributed greatly to solving the problem of transferring consciousnesses that have achieved incredible complexity while in the Subverse. That was a hurdle we weren’t able to solve, bound as we are by much tighter, um, ethical restraints. And while Fairfax’s actions did cause some limited suffering, it’s likely his advance will be of great benefit to humanity, for centuries to come.”

Oh, great. So they’ve justified sacrificing children, too. “Why don’t you tell me, then, how Fairfax’s plan lines up with the way you’ve arranged your society? If this is the best way to govern yourself, how can you be okay with Fairfax’s aim of liberating all his rich friends from the Subverse first?”

Harriet nods, not missing a beat. “We share your concerns, Commander. We do. Our biggest problem is with the corrupting influence of tokens, and while that is a problem, tokens do act as a rough proxy for how much value—how much output—someone has contributed to galactic society. With many notable exceptions, of course. But Fairfax’s decision to bequeath the first constructs to Five Families members does line up with how we choose to reward members of our society. Our hope is that we can work with him to build a new society in the real, a society that is a true worker’s paradise, where someone’s output and not their net worth determines the say they have and where all needs are provided for from the fruit of that output.”

I stare up at Harriet Cadogan and shake my head. When it comes to debating politics, I’m woefully outgunned, but even I can tell what she’s proposing here is screwed up.

My jaw tenses, and I realize I’m grinding my teeth as I try to put together a counterargument that will help these people understand just how insane these ideas sound to someone with more than a drop of common sense.

But I’ve got nothing, and I’m almost relieved when the entire structure suddenly shakes with an ominous creaking, and everyone looks instinctively up at the ceiling.

The trembling ends in total silence, which lets me hear one of the doors creaking open behind me, followed by footsteps pounding across the floor.

A young man runs up, breathing heavily. He stands beside the mic and pants into it, his eyes wild. “It’s the Ekhidnades. Fairfax. He found us, and he’s hitting us with everything he’s got.”

The Sphere shakes again, this time more violently than the last, and I have to throw out my hands to maintain balance. “Fount damn it.” The tremors subside, and I sprint toward the entrance.
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The Ares screams out of the same narrow port we entered through, and I call up a 3D model of the surrounding battlespace on my datasphere.

“So the Cadogans aren’t totally toothless,” I mutter.

A fleet of fifty-three fighter drones swarms Fairfax’s destroyer, using kinetic weapons to engage the beastly ship. They aren’t doing a great job of it, and the Ekhidnades’ point defense systems alone are keeping them at bay, without the need of Fairfax actively firing on them. But between the drones and the Sphere’s own point defense, the destroyer has its hands full, meaning we probably have a window to inflict some real damage, maybe even push the warship back and give the Sphere time to flee.

The gas cloud is still playing havoc with our sensors, but Marissa’s able to tap into the drones’ data feeds, which keeps the 3D tactical display dynamic and up to date.

I wave away the display and glance at her. “Chief, tell Shimura to choose three Broadswords to adopt a finger-four formation with—they’ll be Delta Flight—and start running laser alpha strikes on areas where the destroyer’s hardest pressed. Then tell whatever ships he doesn’t choose for Delta to form up with us and do the same. We’ll be Epsilon Flight.”

“Aye,” Marissa says, her voice tense.

“Keep a cool head, all of you.” That draws a sharp glance from Marissa, but I really do mean the remark for all of them. “We’re starting with Fairfax on the back heel already—I bet he’s realizing he bit off more than he can chew. If we stay frosty, we can make him pay for that.”

I call up the 3D tactical display again, shrinking it down to rest in the middle of the bridge between the four crew stations, nestled in a gray rectangle included for the purpose.

Good—Shimura and his pilots have already formed up. Delta Flight pounces, using macros to fire from every laser turret facing the Ekhidnades. The great warship responds in kind, and the four Broadswords accelerate on an angle that edges them left, until they’re flying perpendicular to the target.

“Epsilon, advance!” I send the order over a channel that includes the four Broadswords formed up with the Ares. As one, we fly forward, adding our laserfire to the attack. A few point defense turrets refocus on us, taking their attention away from the fighter drones and Delta Flight.

“Focus fire on the point defense turrets targeting us.” We do, popping them one by one. More turrets start firing at the Epsilon Broadswords, but by now we’re getting close—almost close enough for me to deliver my sucker punch. “Keep up the pressure, Troubleshooters.”

The lead Broadsword loses a laser turret, and the second ship loses their primary. That makes me wince, but we’re so close…

There. “Epsilon Flight, accelerate beyond the Ares and clear out a firing lane on the primary laser battery I’m marking out for you now.” A section of the destroyer’s hull blinks red on the synced tactical display, and the other Broadswords speed ahead.

“Asterisk, fire!” I’d sent him an order by datasphere to prepare two missiles even before I reboarded the Ares.

But now he grips his station and stares down at it in consternation. “S-sir, something’s wrong. The starboard Javelin launcher isn’t responding…”

Belflower glances at the ensign, but my attention’s mostly on the tactical display as Asterisk punches frantically at his console, his face chains shaking. Our window of opportunity is closing.

“What about the other launcher?”

Asterisk punches a few commands into his station.

“Anything?”

He shakes his head.

“Fount damn it.” I drop into a direct control sim for the weapon systems. For a moment, I blink at the digital interface in confusion. Both missile tubes are painted green. I select the one best angled to target the destroyer’s laser battery, double check the nav-macro installed in the Javelin, then fire.

The missile screams across space, traveling the short distance to the Ekhidnades. Multiple point defense turrets redirect their fire toward the missile, but its speed combined with the random guns-D movement programmed in is enough to see it to its target. An explosion blooms where the laser battery was, tossing shrapnel into the void.

I glare at the WSO. “Ensign, there was nothing wrong with those launchers.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I don’t know what happened. Could be my station’s misreporting diagnostics.”

“Belflower, check his system. In the meantime, Ensign, I need you to get yourself together. Malfunction aside, I can tell you’re not operating at full capacity.”

“Aye, Captain.”

All this time, Harmony’s been taking us away from the Ekhidnades, introducing her own evasive maneuvers into our flight pattern, keeping the laserfire off us. That’s an easier job, now that we’ve neutralized a main bank of weapons, and the gas cloud’s obstruction probably doesn’t hurt. Fairfax doesn’t have the luxury of dozens of drones flying through the battlespace, acting as his eyes and ears.

That said, there’s a good chance he’s deployed sensor drones, and we just haven’t spotted them in the murk.

Either way…Fount, but it feels good to finally be doing real damage to Fairfax. Is it possible we could stop him today, just as he’s trying to assemble the final piece he needs to resurrect the Allfather?

“Sir, the Cadogans are down fourteen fighter drones, for a total of thirty-nine remaining,” Marissa says. “The relayed sensor data’s getting more limited. Fairfax is slowly blinding us.”

I grit my teeth and force myself to nod, chastising myself for celebrating our victory well before we’ve achieved it. “Get in touch with the drones’ controller aboard the Sphere. Suggest that they pull half the drones back for now, in a loose net surrounding the Ekhidnades. That will keep them safe while giving us the best possible information on its movement through the cloud.”

“Aye, sir.” Marissa bends over her station.

“Also tell them to let us know if they encounter any drones that don’t belong to them. I’d predict Fairfax has put out a sensor net of his own—if that’s the case, we’ll want to start picking it apart.”

As Marissa sends the message, I continue to monitor the battlespace, watching as Delta Flight goes in for another alpha strike on the area we’ve already weakened. Having apparently learned to fear the Broadswords, the enemy destroyer fires on them preemptively while turning the vulnerable section of hull away. Delta Flight lays on more speed, doggedly moving in on the target area.

“Let’s pitch in, Epsilon Flight,” I say over the wide channel. “This isn’t over, but if we can keep up the pressure there’s a chance we can win this thing right here, today. If—”

“Sir?” Marissa says.

I get the urge to glare at her, but something in her voice stops me. When I turn, her expression is distraught, and her avatar’s face is drained of color.

“What is it?” I say, forgetting to deactivate the wide channel.

“The Cadogans took our advice to peel back half the drones, and well—they found something.”

“Found what?”

“At least four more warships are closing in on the Sphere.”

A silence settles over the bridge as I stare at Marissa, struggling to process what she just told me. “Define ‘warships.’”

“From what I’m seeing…one is big enough to be another destroyer. There’s also a cruiser and two frigates. They’ll be in firing range within minutes.”
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“There’s something else,” Marissa says, squinting at her data. “Another Broadsword, flying in formation with the incoming warships. Captain, I…I think it’s the Hermes.”

Soren. No longer trying to hide his allegiance with Fairfax, apparently, but then why would he? He spent the element of surprise on trying to finish me on Persephone, and it didn’t work. No need to skulk in the shadows any longer.

“There’s no way Fairfax just gained four warships that second,” I say, barely aware I’m speaking out loud. “He’s been keeping his strength in reserve. Why?”

Belflower’s face is a grim mask. “Maybe he didn’t want to tip the Guard off. Looks like his military buildup has happened quicker than anyone could have anticipated. If he has much more than this, then he’s poised to start taking over as soon as the Allfather’s free.”

With a sinking feeling, I realize she’s right. If the Guard had known how powerful Fairfax was becoming, they might have finally called back all their Troubleshooters to face him down. Now, it’s probably too late.

The four newcomer ships move across the tactical display to back up Ekhidnades against the Broadswords.

Neon-blue laserfire lances out from all four warships, flickering across the hulls of Delta Flight as they return from their latest strike. Most of the beams focus fire on one ship—Captain Halsey’s. After a few seconds, his hull can take no more. The Broadsword explodes.

“Pull back! All Broadswords, withdraw and form up with the Ares, staggered formation!”

As soon as the Broadswords back off, ports begin opening on the Ekhidnades’ hull, launching spike-shaped vessels toward the Sphere.

“What the hell are those things?”

Marissa’s voice is grim. “I believe they’re boarding craft, sir.”

I clench my fists as the spikes sail toward the top and bottom of the Cadogan Sphere. That confirms my suspicion that the Ekhidnades distributed a net of sensor drones before the battle: they must have watched us exit from those areas of the Sphere. Probably some of the spikes will end up embedded uselessly in solid parts anyway, but others will find their way into the tunnels meant for incoming craft, and there’ll be nothing to stop them from getting in.

There’s nothing we can do. The newly arrived warships are keeping us busy with a torrent of laserfire. Then, as I watch, each warship looses two missiles at the cluster of Broadswords.

“All ships, focus on shooting down those missiles before they reach us!”

Broadswords aren’t built to take any kind of sustained missile fire. In the current desolate state of the galaxy, coming under that kind of attack is supposed to be so rare it almost never happens. Pirates typically can’t get it together enough to pool their resources to purchase even a single missile, and when they do, it usually has something debilitatingly wrong with it, making it easy to shoot down well before it reaches its target.

The missiles crossing the battlespace fly straight and true—and fast. As we reverse thrust in formation, the last thing I want to do is expend our own limited supply of missiles to stop the oncoming ones, but that’s the only way to ensure no more Broadswords go down.

Our laserfire takes down one missile, then another. On the 3D display, the remaining six birds inch ever closer. A third goes down.

“Captain, the first enemy dropships are reaching the Sphere. A few have embedded themselves in its hull, but most have made it past the Fount layer.”

Another missile falls to our combined laserfire. But we’re not neutralizing them fast enough. “Medusa and Gorgon, ready a Javelin each and prepare to target down the last two missiles on my command.”

It seems to take an eternity to destroy the next two missiles, and for a panicked second it looks like I’ll have to queue up a third missile with almost no time to do so. Then missiles five and six explode in quick succession. “Fire missiles!”

The Javelins scream out of the designated ships, slamming into their targets, which try and fail to evade.

“Now what, Captain?” Harmony asks from the TOPO station.

For a moment, total silence pervades aboard the Ares, and it’s deafening.

I shake myself out of the trance threatening to descend. “We can’t beat five fully operational warships with just eight Broadswords. Not even with the help of the drones and the Sphere’s point defense. That said, we can assume Fairfax doesn’t want to destroy the Cadogan’s home—he needs them, and he needs their technology.”

I spend another second mulling over what I’m about to say, then nod to myself. “If I know that bastard, he probably went aboard the Sphere on one of those dropships. Our only chance now is to board the Sphere again ourselves and take the fight to him there. If we can find him and stop him—kill him, ideally—then we can work on getting the Cadogans to flee from the warships.” The only question is why they didn’t do that the moment the other four warships showed up.

I get back on the wide channel to my seven remaining Broadswords. “All Troubleshooters, back to base. We’re taking the fight straight to Fairfax, in the streets of the Sphere if need be. Take your bots with you, and order your WSOs to shoot anything that tries to get near our ships.” I close the channel and turn to Harmony. “Set a course for the part of the Sphere where we exited and share it with the others TOPOs.”

Our staggered formation turns, all thrusting toward the Cadogan Sphere. Not as fast as I’d like, though. The more we accelerate toward the Sphere, the longer and harder we’ll have to decelerate, making it trickier to thread our ships through the invisible tunnel we came out of.

Noting our retreat, the four warships send another eight-missile volley to help us on our way. The rockets close just as quickly as the first barrage, but I instruct the Troubleshooters to ignore them. If the drones and the Sphere’s point defense can’t handle it, then the station itself will just have to absorb it.

Three of the birds go down, but the rest are catching up alarmingly fast, and for a moment I worry whether I’ll get all of my Broadswords into the tunnel before they arrive. The other seven successfully find the entrance, darting through, and it’s just us left.

Harmony revs up the counter-thrust needed to propel us toward our target, and I open my mouth to tell her she’s going too fast. I shut it again, eyeing the five missiles still bearing down on us. The station turrets take down one, then another. Three left…

The Ares dives through the layer of Fount covering the Cadogan Sphere, and we miss careening into the side of the tunnel by a matter of inches. As Harmony levels us out, the station rumbles with the sound of three missiles impacting its side, with one of them making it into the tunnel to collide with the bulkhead a few meters in.

Flame roars forward to lick at the Ares’ stern, but we outpace it.

Back in the landing bay, nothing looks different—it’s as though the Sphere isn’t being invaded by several dropships’ worth of pirates-turned-soldiers.

That is, until Marissa spots a spike-shaped ship that’s skidded to a stop half a kilometer away from the passenger elevators. Black-helmeted soldiers are pouring out of it, their uniforms black as well, other than the gold trim. Blue lights evocative of Fairfax’s eyes shine out of their helmets.

“Asterisk, hit them with a Javelin. Now.”

The ensign jerks at his station, glances back at me wearing a look of uncertainty, then turns back to his console. What’s going on with him?

“Ensign?” I say a few seconds later, after he fails to acknowledge my order, or act on it. Though he doesn’t know it, I’m monitoring his progress using my datasphere, and he’s made no step toward initiating the missile-loading sequence.

“Y-yes, Captain, I—”

I queue up the missile myself and fire it. The Javelin sails across the landing bay, whistling with speed, and the spike-ship blossoms in flame, tossing shrapnel in every direction. Twenty-three of the enemy soldiers escape the explosion, but shrapnel takes down five more.

“Ensign, take out the rest of those men, or spend the rest of this engagement in the crew sim.”

“Yes, sir,” Asterisk says, loading macros into the laser turrets and taking direct control of the primary. As we close with the ring of elevators leading up to the city, he fires on the fleeing soldiers. They don’t stand much of a chance against the Ares’ weapons, which are designed to take out starships. Killing them doesn’t take long.

Shimura has led the Troubleshooters to the center of the formation of elevator tubes—a smart move. From there, we can exercise control over who enters or leaves the city.

From this end of the Sphere, anyway. More are dropships headed for its northern end, where they’ll have free reign, unless the Cadogans put up a much stiffer defense there than they have here.

It occurs to me that Fairfax may already know the Sphere’s layout well. Brendan Cadogan mentioned they once worked closely with the Fairfaxes on the program to recolonize the real. It makes sense that that would entail multiple visits to the research facilities aboard the Sphere.

We land, and Troubleshooters and their bots pile out of the Broadswords we’ve positioned in a defensive ring. I meet each man’s gaze in turn. “We have eight Guardsmen and seven bots. Each of you take your bot and head up one of the six elevator clusters—two clusters will have two pairs of bots and Guardsmen. Be ready to back each other up once we get to the city, to flank any threats waiting for us. I’ll send you datasphere footage of the terrain I encountered there as we’re on our way up. Familiarize yourselves with it as fast as you can.”

We get in our respective elevators, and as the others study the images of the town above, I peer out over the sprawling landing bay below. The higher we climb, the more enemy units I can see advancing on the elevators. Depending on the kind of firepower they’re packing, there’s a chance they could blow these tubes apart while we’re in them.

And if they did, there’s not much we could do to stop them.
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Luckily, the enemy soldiers leave the tubes alone—maybe because they know they’d be messing with their own way in. We keep climbing.

The elevators take us through the landing bay ceiling, then zooming through the sky above the city. When we reach the part where the elevator loops back, turning us upside down, I suppress a smile. I forgot to warn the others about it, just like Dale forgot to warn me.

Signs of the battle can be seen even through the wispy cloud layer below, with explosions dotting the landscape, and smoke pillaring up through the Sphere. Looks like Fairfax and his people are making short work of everything the Cadogans have built.

At last, we near the ground to find the ring of trees surrounding the elevators breached on the side opposite the original exit. The redwoods are battered in, bent toward the ground like splintered fingers.

The street in front of the landing area is hotly contested, with Fairfax’s troops fighting what must be Cadogan security forces, clad in green and blue. Inside the ring, the fox construct from before battles a creature based on a weird alien crab species I’ve never seen before. Its black eyes bulge at the end of thick eye stalks, which bob over a maw containing row after row of serrated teeth. Its shell looks more like a tortoise’s than a crab’s, and though it moves slower than its opponent, if it manages to grip the fox’s leg I’m sure it will snap in two.

Who would want to live their lives in control of such a beast? Exactly what market are the Cadogans catering to with such a ‘product?’

The fox darts behind the massive crustacean, puts its shoulder against the thing’s rear, then throws its weight forward. Flailing, the crab tumbles—straight toward the ring of elevators I’m descending. Its claw finds two of the tubes, gripping them for purchase, and then the great pincers close, shearing the elevators at least a dozen meters above the ground. Although, it’s hard to judge the exact distance from my position hundreds of feet up.

The important thing is that one of the elevators it destroyed is the one I’m descending.

“Commander,” Shimura says, no doubt having seen the fate that awaits me. “Are you—”

“I’ll be fine. Get clear of those constructs the moment you touch down, and do not engage them, whatever you do. Hustle over to where the redwoods were snapped off and climb out of this area.”

A chorus of acknowledgments crackle, spoken with varying degrees of uncertainty.

The elevator speeds toward a drop several stories high, but for me, everything’s slowing down. I focus on my breathing and let my emotions flow through me—I let them become an interface for reality instead of allowing them to shape it.

There is anger. But I am not the anger. I simply observe it.

There is excitement. But I am not the excitement. I simply use it.

There is fear. But I am not the fear. I simply wield it.

I overclock.

Using my datasphere to access the elevator’s interface, I smack the EMERGENCY OPEN button, but nothing happens. The ground rushes closer, and I work at the gap between the doors with my fingers, trying to pry them open. A trimmed nail cracks off, and the pain is sharp and sudden, but I don’t let it stop me.

With seconds to spare, I back up, unholster my blaster and pull the trigger once, twice. A melted section of hardened plastic glows before me, just big enough for me to cannonball through. I leap, bringing my legs up to my chest and holding them there by the ankles.

I pass through the smoldering hole just as the capsule leaves the torn tube to shoot toward the ground. For a moment, it feels like I’m flying, suspended at the peak of my parabola.

Then, I’m hurtling toward the ground, every muscle relaxed.

When I hit, everything contracts in sequence. First my calves, then my knees, then my thighs and hamstrings, followed by my abs and chest and arms, all acting in concert to absorb the impact of hitting the ground. A slow-motion symphony that I control utterly.

 I come in at a slight angle and use my momentum to throw myself forward, channeling the impact into a roll. As I exit into a run, my neck and back and shoulders sing in pain. But I’m up and ready for action. That’s a small miracle in itself.

The tangle of fallen redwoods presents little challenge to me, and I hurl myself over, foot glancing off a trunk to propel myself up and over the jagged barrier.

Immediately, I stop overclocking. Through the shattered trunks, I can see the other Troubleshooters and their bots sprinting from the elevators toward me. The battling constructs ignore them, and soon, my men climb over the mess of trees to form up nearby.

I chose to exit on this side because of the relative lack of hostiles, which affords us a moment to regroup. Yes, the crackle of laserfire reaches us from every direction, but here it’s relatively quiet. 

“You should not have survived that fall intact.” Shimura’s face is grave.

“Not with just Guardsman training. Shiva training’s a bit different.”

Immediately, I wish I hadn’t said that. A couple of the other men look at me with awe, and I need their minds on the fight.

“We’re Troubleshooters.” I keep my voice low but emphatic. “Normally, it takes just one of us to turn the tide of a fight. Right now, there are eight of us. Stick with me, follow my orders without hesitation, and we’ll hit these bastards hard enough to make them question everything.

“Our first objective is to head for the place where I spoke to their leaders, to see if any of them have stuck around to govern during the crisis.” I know the Cadogans don’t actually have ‘leaders’ or whatever, but it’s just easier to say right now. “Bounding overwatch, people. I know we’re used to operating alone, but you’ve all run the drills. Reach back into your training and work together to keep each other alive. Divide yourselves into our squadrons from outside the Sphere—Kincaid, you go with Shimura’s squad to replace Halsey. My squad moves first. Shimura, yours will provide suppressing fire, then leapfrog.”

On the way down, I put together a dynamic map of the battlefield, figuring out where the most contested areas were from above and using my datasphere’s predictive software to model where units would likely end up over the next twenty minutes.

I use the model to plot a course through the town to the clamshell building where I had my friendly little meeting with the Cadogans.

The software isn’t perfect. We get into firefights twice, with the leapfrogging team running for cover while the other suppresses enemy fire. Both times, the leapfrogging team—first it’s mine, then it’s Shimura’s—is able to find a decent angle and force the enemy back enough to allow the rear team to move forward.

Our opposition quickly falls apart. I’d love to stay and put paid to more of Fairfax’s soldiers, but we need to stay focused. Enlisting the aid of the Cadogan government will hopefully prove to be a force multiplier in this fight. Barring that, I’ll just kill Fairfax himself.

The constructs are the biggest unknown. It’s impossible to tell which ones are on our side, or if the ones who are would even recognize us as friendlies. When they appear, they move quickly, preceded only by a rumble which can be hard to notice in the heat of combat. Whenever we see one I tell the men to hold their fire unless one of them is clearly about to engage us.

But they don’t engage. The constructs seem to be seeking each other out. Is this really a civil war between the Cadogans who want to help Fairfax and those who don’t? Or has he found a way to control some of the beasts?

The clamshell seems to have been spared from the fighting. We sweep inside with weapons raised, getting the drop on a squad’s worth of security forces near the center of the vast chamber.

When they see us, the guards raise their weapons halfway.

“Guardsmen, restrain arms!” I obey my own order and lower my blaster to my side. “We’re friends!”

A few of the Cadogan guards glance toward the small group huddled beyond them, near the bottom row of the desks.

“Commander Pikeman,” Brendan Cadogan calls across the room, and that seems to make his guards relax. They holster their weapons, though we keep ours out, in case someone less friendly comes in behind us.

I motion for two Troubleshooters to stand guard at the door. That done, I continue across the clamshell.

“Why are there constructs fighting constructs out there?” I plant myself in front of the Cadogan Prime Producer. “Are those all of Cadogan make?”

The Prime Producer sits with his legs dangling from the raised platform, surrounded by much younger attendants. His dress shirt spills over his thighs, and his gaze is on the floor. “It seems….” He coughs, eyes darting.

“We don’t have much time.”

“You’re right.” He looks me in the eye. “We don’t. It seems the debate over whether to join with Fairfax was much less academic than I assumed. It’s all very un-Cadogan like, but after you left to confront Fairfax, Harriet, my own cousin, declared my government illegitimate. She accused me of using my position to artificially inflate my level of output just to hold power. Then she declared that she and her supporters would aid Fairfax in overthrowing my government.”

I wonder if there’s any truth to her accusation. But now isn’t the time to ask. “Let me guess. Plenty of the constructs supported her?”

“Of course. I was blind not to see it before, but…of course they would support an initiative to revitalize the real, especially one that looks so promising.”

“You would call what Fairfax is doing promising?” Shimura interjects.

“Misguided, but…well, promising is one word. There’s no doubt he’s poised to usher in a new era, one focused on the real instead of the Subverse. But of course he’s going about it in entirely the wrong way.”

I nod. “Which is why we need to stop wasting time talking and focus on stopping him.”

“Most of my forces are concentrated on doing exactly that,” Brendan Cadogan says. “But according to the most recent reports, I fear they won’t be able to pull it off. As we speak, Fairfax presses closer and closer to the station’s master control room. Once he’s taken that, he’ll have the Sphere, and we’ll all be at his mercy.”

“Not if I can help it. Where’s the master control?”

Cadogan’s gaze had fallen to the floor again, but now he looks up, casting his eyes across the assembled Troubleshooters as if seeing us for the first time.

The Prime Producer rises and adjusts his dress shirt. “Follow me.”
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I call for the Troubleshooters guarding the door to join us. “On the double,” I add before turning to the security guards lingering nearby. “You there. Set up a watch near the entrance, for Fount’s sake. You’re asking to get mowed down if you just stand here.”

A few sullen looks greet my advice, but their leader taps a couple of them on the shoulder, and the pair sprint across the clamshell toward the doors.

Cadogan’s already underway, heading toward the side of the building, and I motion for the Troubleshooters and their bots to follow, the latter’s feet clanking softly across the marble floor.

The Prime Producer leads us to an unremarkable doorway off to the right, artfully concealed behind the rows of desks. It slides upward into the wall, and we continue through into a square room whose only feature is a large circle cut into the floor.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“A gateway,” Cadogan says. “One of many leading to the Sphere’s R&D Hemisphere. That’s where the master control room is located. I’ll feed that hemisphere’s architectural blueprint to you now.”

The package hits my datasphere. I open it and nearly gasp. Fount, this place is big. The blue and white 3D diagram shows an enormous facility, with our point of ingress flashing green.

“The control room resides at the highest point. There are a series of lifts that will take you there, but that route poses a risk. Should Fairfax take the master control room while you’re using them to ascend, you will be at his mercy.”

I close out the blueprint. “I assume we stand on the circle?”

“Yes. Do you intend to take the lifts?”

“Mark them out on the map for me. Sorry, but I don’t have time to discuss my intentions, and I don’t have a reason to fully trust you. Either way, thanks for your help.”

Brendan Cadogan bows his head and says nothing else. Once the Troubleshooters and their bots are all gathered onto the circle, Cadogan raises his hand, then the floor flips.

Apparently, the Cadogans’ mastery over gravity is leagues beyond the rest of the galaxy. The platform continues to attract us to it, even after it rotates upside-down. Even more startling, the massive, white-and-gray facility that rears above us is oriented in the opposite direction from the city below. That isn’t supposed to be possible—gravity generators are supposed to exert an equal force downward, which structures are normally designed to absorb. According to everything I know about gravity generation, this facility should be repelled from the surface where it rests to tear through the Sphere’s shell and launch into space. But it seems sturdy enough to me, and we aren’t repelled, either.

A series of ramps, platforms and buildings make up the facility, in a rough pyramid shape. The Sphere’s architects had just as much space to work with in this hemisphere as on the city-side, but instead of filling the upper portion with an artificial sky, they used nearly every available inch for labs and supply sheds and cafeterias and admin buildings and so on. They’re all neatly labeled on the blueprint, and at the top sits the master control room, a sturdy block sitting precariously on stilts, with multiple ramps leading up to it. An elevator projects from the control room’s roof, just as several other tubes rise up from various parts of the facility, some stretching to the ceiling kilometers overhead, others connecting to various parts of the structure.

“Master Chief, take your squad up the lifts—I’ll forward you the blueprint Cadogan sent me. My squad will take the long way, up stairs, ramps, and ladders. Neither approach is very attractive, but I don’t think the Cadogans designed this thing with tactical considerations in mind.”

After a brief study of the blueprint, Shimura nods. “We’ll be up well before you, Commander. Should we attempt to take the control room once we get there?”

“I’ll make that call when the time comes. Before I can say, I need to know what the conditions are like up there.”

Shimura nods again. “Remember your training, Guardsman. Shiva. Visit defeat on our enemies.”

“I’m not a Shiva yet. But thanks. You too.”

With that, Shimura jogs off with his squad, weapons raised and at the ready. I motion for my squad to follow, and we head up the first ramp.

The facility’s sheer verticality, plus the way it winds back on itself, makes bounding overwatch so limited a tactic as to be basically useless. To compensate, I keep a close eye on our route upward, looking for places where enemies might lie in wait, hoping to ambush us.

For the first twenty minutes of the journey, things are unsettlingly quiet. The only challenge to our ascent is the ascent itself. Troubleshooters pride themselves on maintaining rigorous exercise regimens, but even I’m starting to breathe heavier after hauling myself up so many ramps and staircases. Too often, the quickest route is up a ladder, so there’s been a few of those too, some of them stretching multiple stories. I have the boys climb up them two at a time, with the others ready to lay down suppressing fire from the bottom of the ladder, and then from the top the second we get some guys there. The ladders make us pretty vulnerable, but usually the alternative involves venturing too far out of our way across horizontal boardwalks packed with research buildings.

I’m ascending a ramp leading to a platform halfway between one level and the next when I get a weird spike of anxiety that makes me want to turn around. Then my datasphere lights up black near the top of my vision, and laserfire crackles. I throw myself sideways, and two of our bots step up, laser pistols already snapped into place to return fire.

“Let’s go,” I subvocalize to the others, pushing up the ramp as the bots continue laying down suppressing fire.

Our assailants occupy the roof of a supply shed on the next level, which offers them a commanding view of the ramp. One Troubleshooter stays behind with his combat bot, waiting to see if our ambushers will pop up again, while I lead the other two and their bots up to the next level.

“Circle around the shed and see if you can find a way onto the roof.” I haul myself onto a metal crate near the top of the ramp. Crouching on top of it, I rise to my full height, leading with my blaster—to come face to face with a surprised soldier crouching on the roof near my side, his laser pistol pointing in the direction of the ramp.

He swings it toward me, and I put a blaster bolt into his throat, flinging him back, where he slides off the shed and falls toward the bots below.

The men and bots I sent around make it onto the roof, and they clean up whoever’s left up there with laserfire.

“Clear,” a voice subvocalizes into my ear.

“Affirmative.” I swivel around and check the rest of my squad’s position.

It’s not often I get to work with men who have the hair-trigger responses Guardsman training drills into you. That training truly is for life. If someone fires on you, you get to safety and shoot back, without thinking about it. Barring that, you shoot back right away. More often than not, your adversary will be taken off by your quick response. The unthinking reaction that was drilled into our brains with sim after sim.

Something odd happened as I was going up that ramp, though—a spike of anxiety that was almost directional. It came right before my datasphere warned me of the soldiers about to shoot at me. Cal once said that eventually, I’d get to the point where I wouldn’t need my datasphere to warn me of impending attacks. Is this the beginning of that?

“We’re in position,” Shimura’s voice says suddenly into my ear.

“Give me a sitrep, Master Chief.”

“Fairfax is on the master control’s doorstep, pushing hard. The security detail inside is holding fast for now, but I get the sense they’re about to crumble. Orders?”

I narrow my eyes in thought. “How many soldiers does he have with him?”

“Too many for us to engage alone. But I think if we’re stealthy, we can work our way around and join the guards inside the control room. Help them shore up their defenses, hopefully keep Fairfax at bay till you get here.”

“Do it. And give that bastard my regards.” I switch off the channel. Come on.” The others have gathered near me at the top of the ramp. “Fairfax is almost inside the Sphere’s control room. We need to move fast so we can back up Shimura.”

“But we just started encountering resistance,” says Baker, a Troubleshooter who’s also a commander. “This is the worst time to start pushing hard. We’ll get taken apart.”

I stare Baker in his eyes, but he holds his ground. “What did I say about following my orders unquestioningly?”

“Funny thing for you to say, Pikeman.” There’s a hint of a sneer on his lips.

Great. Insubordination, now. At this stage of the game.

“Tell you what, Baker. If your balls have shrunk back into your stomach, I’ll take the lead. If I get ‘taken apart,’ then you run back down the facility crying. Sound good?”

Baker says nothing, his jaw tight, but no one else complains.

“Let’s go.” As we move out, I focus on deepening my breath.
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There is fatigue. But I am not the fatigue. Instead, I overcome it.

There is irritation. But I am not the irritation. Instead, I arm myself with it.

There is determination. But I am not the determination. Instead, I cloak myself with it.

Overclocked, my vision sharpens—the ramps, platforms, and stairways of the facility jumping into sharp relief. My mind didn’t feel foggy before, but now it feels clear as a summer’s day. My brain’s ability to analyze the blueprint jumps, and I identify a nearby stairway that climbs the side of the facility, offering poor positioning to anyone lurking above. Any soldiers below might shoot at us, but we’d also have the height advantage on them.

I lead us up two more levels without encountering any more resistance.

Then, ascending a long, gentle ramp up to the next level, I experience another anxiety spike. A heartbeat later, three dark spots appear on my datasphere. Without hesitation, I throw myself forward, laserfire crackling behind me. Whirling, I raise my blaster, loosing three pure-white bolts in quick succession.

Three soldiers are thrown back with holes seared into their faces and necks. A fourth soldier is fiddling with his weapon—clearly, he wasn’t ready for us to appear. Stricken, he drops the weapon and raises his hands.

My finger tightens on the trigger, then loosens.

Restraint.

“Hold your fire,” I subvocalize to the Troubleshooter behind me, who’s coming up the ramp after me with laser rifle raised.

The soldier starts to tremble as I approach him, his blue-lit helmet suddenly not so menacing. I snatch up his weapon, safety it, and eject the charge pack before flinging the rifle off the platform to spin through hundreds of feet to one of the bottom levels.

“Give me your other charge packs.”

The soldier unclips them from his belt, handing them over.

They look compatible with the weaponry the three Troubleshooters with me are carrying, so I distribute them. “Now go get your rifle.” He hesitates, and I yell: “Run!”

He runs, sprinting down the ramp, almost tumbling over the side in his haste.

Baker looks disgusted. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just shoot him?”

I frown. “Not for me. Not anymore.”

We press onward, with me on point, disabling most of our attackers before they can do any damage. These regular grunts don’t pose much of a threat to me anymore. At least, not when I’m overclocked—which poses its own threat. I can almost feel it wearing out my body, my energy reserves stretched out like jam spread too thin. But we’re tearing through the enemy resistance, getting ever closer to the top, and that’s what matters right now.

At last, we climb the final ramp to the platform just below the master control. My breathing is ragged, and my pulse pounds through my head. It’s almost like the tail end of a caffeine spike, when your body begins to feel hollow and shaky, except it’s like I drank a few gallons of coffee all at once.

Fairfax is ahead, standing arrogantly out in the open while his men crouch at the bottom of the ramp that leads up to the control room, firing up at the people inside.

Meanwhile, the half-bot, half-man is facing us, hands spread. That he knew we were coming is no surprise—he’s probably linked to the dataspheres of his men distributed throughout the facility.

“Pikeman?” His hand rests on the pommel of his scabbarded sword. “I’ve already killed you once. Do I have to do it again?”

“I’m standing here, aren’t I?”

“Very well. I know why you’ve come. You believe that if you kill me, you’ll have lopped the head off of the snake that is my operation. And maybe that’s true. But there’s no need to turn this platform into a shooting gallery—that wouldn’t end well for your men, anyway, given how many soldiers I have inside the Sphere to call on. Let’s face each other in single combat, and decide the outcome that way.”

“Fine. A shootout?”

“I was thinking fisticuffs.”

I remove my gun belt and hand it off to Baker, who’s wearing an incredulous expression. Fairfax removes the strap holding both his blaster and sword. And we approach each other across the metal plateau.

“This reminds me of old times,” Fairfax says.

“Me too. I remember you winning our last match by using your sword. Looks like you won’t be able to cheat, this time.”

“Oh, I always find a way to cheat.” We circle each other, fists raised to just below our chins, Fairfax’s blue eyes blazing above his.

His eyes turn white, flashing brilliantly. Starbursts blossom in my vision, and Fairfax charges across the metal toward me.

I sidestep at the last minute, throwing a clumsy elbow at him. He grabs it, using it to heave me toward the side of the platform. I stagger toward the edge, but manage to keep my feet while trying to blink away the light.

“Bastard.” I turn, trying to triangulate his position by the sound of his boots scuffing across the metal.

“Don’t get too upset.” Fairfax laughs. “You can’t be blamed for an overreliance on vision, and it’s far from the only failing of the human body.”

My sight is starting to return, and I pivot away as Fairfax rushes in, sending a fist toward my side. It glances off my ribcage, and I stumble backward, but I keep my footing. Then a boot flashes out, taking me in the stomach, and the wind rushes out of my lungs. I double over, clutching my abdomen.

“The nice thing is, I can take all the time I need to make this point,” Fairfax says. “The Sphere is all but mine. Both landing bays are shut down, and I’ve already taken the city. You and your men inside that control room are all that stands between me and freeing the Allfather. Once you’ve been dealt with, the new era will begin.”

Fairfax steps forward to sidekick me, but I step into it, grip his leg, and barrel forward, throwing him off-balance. He falls backward, hands shooting back to catch himself before he wrenches his leg away. I step in farther, chopping at his throat, but he rises and deflects the blow with his shoulder.

We circle each other once again. “The time of the mere human is over,” Fairfax says. “The beings that will rise up next to rule over the galaxy will transcend humanity. They’ll have none of the human limitations of intellect or physical ability. They will be immortal.”

“Immortality’s been your problem all along,” I say, chuckling.

The levity seems to get to Fairfax more than the words do, and his eyes glow more fiercely. They flash white again, and I throw a hand before my eyes, reeling.

Fairfax charges.

I duck low, tackling his legs and letting his momentum carry him over my back, sending him to the floor in a heap. I turn and stomp on his fleshy arm—his only human part visible. Fairfax grunts, pulling away, and I aim a savage kick into his side to help him along.

“How many times do you think a cheap trick like that’s going to work, Rod?” It was an easy thing to set my datasphere to briefly darken my vision at the onset of abnormally bright light.

Ignoring the strung-out feeling of overclocking for too long, I gather my will, then rush my adversary, raining a series of lighting blows on his head, throat, and torso. Fairfax’s hands flicker with movement almost as fast, but I’m getting through—with knuckles to the throat, a jab to his sternum, a slap to the side of his head that seems to disorient him.

I end with a boot planted in his stomach that sends him staggering backward.

“Commander!” It’s Baker, yelling from the edge of the platform.

“What?” I snap, eyeing Fairfax to watch for any sudden movements.

“He was baiting you, to buy time. His men are rushing up through the facility toward us. We’re going to be overrun within a couple minutes.”

I glare at Fairfax. “Why’d you take off your sword? Why challenge me to fight one-on-one?”

“Because I knew you were stupid enough to agree. With your men flanking me from inside the control room and from the ramp, you might have actually gotten something done. Now, you’re about to be crushed under the boots of my army. I told you. I always find a way to cheat.”

“Commander Pikeman.” It’s Shimura’s voice, dropping right into my thoughts.

“Speak to me, Master Chief,” I subvocalize back.

“The Cadogan security guards in here with us can see all the men pouring up through the facility. It’s only a matter of time before they overrun the control room, and once they do, they’ll lock down the Sphere. There’ll be no escape.”

“Your point?”

“You have to escape, Joe. You need to leave, now. Get away from here, and find some other way to stop Fairfax.”

“What about you?”

“The men are ready to stay and hold the control room, to buy you time to get out.”

“No. Unacceptable.”

“It’s the only option, Joe. The alternative is all of us dying. Now are you going to stay here and argue with me—dishonor us, by squandering the gift we’re willing to die in order to give you? To give to the galaxy?”

I grit my teeth, and my eyes start to sting. “Shimura…thank you. Thank you for everything. I’ll never forget your sacrifice, and I’ll make sure the galaxy doesn’t forget, either.”

“I know it. Now, go. There’s an elevator leading to the upper landing bay on the other side of the master control room.”

Fairfax chooses that moment to rush at me, and I meet him with a knee that rockets into the groin, every muscle in my leg and stomach contracting to send him staggering backward.

I turn and hold up my hands. “Toss me my blaster,” I subvocalize, and Baker heaves the gun belt through the air. I catch it by the holster, thumb already on the clasp, which I flick open and wrench out the weapon. “Open fire on the man-bot!” I yell, not bothering to subvocalize now.

As the Troubleshooters focus fire on Fairfax, I spam bolts at the backs of his men beyond, each shot precision-targeted. A couple of them manage to get out of the way, alerted by my order, but eight of them fall. For his part, Fairfax is stumbling backward, his skin and circuitry pockmarked and twisted by laserfire.

“To me!” I scream. “Move!”

With that, I stop overclocking, and the weight of the accumulated stress and strain I’ve placed on my body comes crashing down. Almost, it knocks me to the metal, but that isn’t an option. It can’t be. Not after the sacrifice Shimura just put on the table.

I force myself to get moving, and then we’re all sprinting around the platform, toward the side with the elevator. I subvocalize orders to Harmony to get the Ares and the other Broadswords out of the southern landing bay and straight to the northern one as fast as they can.

On the next plateau down, soldiers are rushing toward the stairs and ramps, and I slap in a fresh charge pack to unleash a storm of blaster fire on their heads. Behind me, the remaining four Troubleshooters and their bots are running and gunning as well as they can.

We reach the elevator, whose doors open at my command. Then we pour in, packing tightly into the round passenger compartment. I will it to shoot upward, and it does, the facility dropping away below us.

It’s a much shorter trip from the top of the facility to the ceiling than it was from the city to the Sphere’s southern landing bay. We jet through the barrier, the elevator rotating upside-down just past it to orient us with the landing bay’s gravity.

The bay is swarming with Fairfax’s men—more than I would have thought possible. Those other warships must have been carrying troops and dropships too, for this many soldiers to be here.

Rockets start to sail toward the tube we’re in, two of them screaming past us as we descend. One of them misses by what seems like inches. We’re completely helpless in here. Even if I thought I could overclock right now, I wouldn’t be able to survive a drop like this, and my brothers certainly wouldn’t either.

Wow. That’s the first time I thought about the Troubleshooters around me as my brothers. But it’s true, I realize, of every one of them. Even Baker.

A third rocket streams up from one of the platoons below, and this time it seems certain to hit—whether above or below our capsule, I don’t know. Either way, it’s sure to be catastrophic, since I’m pretty sure these things operate using vacuums. Pierce the vacuum, and we become sitting ducks.

But then, blue laser light flickers out of nowhere, detonating the rocket before it hits us. Looking up, I see the Ares charging toward us, at the head of five other Broadswords.

“Harm! How’d you get here so fast?”

“You kidding? We’ve been out of the other landing bay for fifteen minutes, now. Place became way too hot to hang around in. Besides, Brendan Cadogan told us what you were doing, so we figured you’d probably need us up here anyway.”

“Thank Fount someone kept you updated.” I’ve never been great at keeping my crew abreast of things, which could have spelled disaster here.

The Broadswords’ laser turrets hammer the forces below, sending them into disarray. Rockets stream toward the ships on intercept courses, but Harmony and the uploads piloting the other ships make dodging them look like child’s play.

By the time the elevator reaches the base, the Broadswords have cleared a wide swath around it of hostiles, and we rush toward our respective ships. Baker’s ship was destroyed, so he takes Shimura’s—a grim necessity, and not one we have time to debate.

“You lost two more ships, then?” I ask Harmony as soon as the inner airlock hatch hisses open, and I jog to the command seat.

“Yeah. I see you’re down some people, too.”

“Half our number,” I say, my voice tight. “But we’ll repay Fairfax a thousandfold. For now, just get us out of here.”
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As one, six Broadswords speed out of a tunnel leading from the Cadogan Sphere’s northern landing bay.

The moment we do, Fairfax’s battle group starts hammering us.

“They’ve completely mopped up the Sphere’s fighter drone fleet,” Marissa says, bent over the OPO station. “Neutralized a lot of the point defense turrets, too. They can focus entirely on us, now.”

“What do we do, Captain?” Harmony asks, not looking at me as she takes the Ares through a series of tight evasive maneuvers.

“How are the enemy ships arranged?”

“Mostly on the same side of the Sphere where we left them. The Ekhidnades is just sitting there, but the other four warships are converging on us.”

“All right. Take us around the Sphere to buy time. Asterisk, prepare missile countermeasures. Standby to deploy decoy drones.”

“Aye.”

The decoys don’t do much in battle, since they don’t have the same mobility as a Broadsword, and so they’re quickly found out in combat situations. But with their Broadsword-like EM signatures, they can throw off pursuers, at least for a time.

Except, I’m not sure retreat is the right move. Well…I am sure we can’t hang around here, but where are we supposed to go? If we leave the gas cloud, Fairfax’s warships will track us easily. But if we head deeper into it, we’ll be flying completely blind, with no way to navigate to slip coords that lead deeper into the galaxy.

“All warships except the Ekhidnades are orbiting the sphere,” Marissa says. “Ten missiles inbound.”

That makes up my mind. If we don’t leave now, we’ll end up running headlong into one of the warships—probably Fairfax’s. “Acknowledged. TOPO, take us deeper into the Moor. Ensign, deploy decoy drones now, and Chief Aphrodite, tell the other crews to follow closely, standing by to do the same on my mark.”

All three crewmembers give some variation of “Yes, sir,” then they get to work.

On the 3D tactical display, I watch the decoy drones leave their bays from under the Broadswords—three from each, making eighteen. The drones absorb all but two of the missiles, which slip past them, and I get on a squadron-wide channel, there being no time to relay the next order through Marissa.

“All ships focus laserfire on the lead missile.”

Light flickers through the gas and debris, exploding the first rocket.

“Now the next.”

The six Broadswords work in tandem to perform the feat.

With that, Harmony thrusts laterally, hard, putting the Ares on a course perpendicular to her prior orbit, hugging the Cadogan Sphere. I can see what she’s up to: she’s hoping to bypass the pursuing warships and slip into the cloud unnoticed while the decoys distract them.

No such luck. The warships must have anticipated the maneuver—two of them are coming around the sphere the wrong way. And Fairfax’s destroyer approaches from the opposite direction, threatening to pincer us.

“Ten more missiles inbound, Captain.” Marissa’s voice comes out strained.

“Punch it, Harmony. Marissa, tell the Broadsword crew that lacks a Troubleshooter to expend their missile stores on absorbing the enemy fire.”

“A-aye,” Marissa says uncertainly, looking at me with eyes widened in surprise and hurt.

What is she—? Oh, shit. I said her real name, didn’t I? Fount damn it. The strain is getting to me. Well, there’s no going back now. A glance at Asterisk tells me that maybe he didn’t hear.

The empty Broadsword’s crew of uploads manages to take down four of the incoming missiles before absorbing the next rocket with its hull. The explosion cripples her main engine, and the next bird slams into her stern, turning the ship into a ball of expanding gas.

Four more rockets still on our tail. The more agile Broadswords are outstripping the bulkier warships, now, and I doubt even their sensor drones can see us through the murk. But their missiles are still locked on.

“All ships, focus fire on the missile I’m designating.”

The other ships comply, and we take it down. The next goes down just as easily.

The last two rockets connect with Baker’s Broadsword, neutralizing it.

“Damn it!” I yell, and Belflower shoots me a concerned look. I never let my emotions run me, but—Fount, how did this happen? I was on the verge of defeating Fairfax. Of ending all this. But he outsmarted me, and killed most of my men. Now we’re on the run with no clue what to do next.

“I think we lost them, sir,” Marissa says, still sounding sullen from my slip-up with her name. That almost makes me want to laugh in her face. We have much bigger problems right now.

“Great.” The word comes out flat, emotionless. My crew’s morale seems about as poor as mine is: the way their shoulders slump almost imperceptibly and their hands move sluggishly across their consoles tells me everything I need to know.

Fount. What a mess.
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I sit on my bunk, head in hands, trying not to think about how badly I’ve screwed up this mission—this quest, though somehow it seems absurd to call it that now.

“Stupid,” I mutter.

Cal hasn’t appeared to me since before I arrived at the Sphere, which seems ominous all by itself. After all the training we put in, he was probably banking on my next encounter with Fairfax being the big one. The one where I put an end to all this. Not so much.

I’ve been awake since before we arrived at the Cadogan Sphere, but I’m afraid to go to sleep, because I expect the nightmares to be worse than ever. Losing Shimura and the other Troubleshooters just so I could escape eats at me like nothing has before. Taking them with me into the Core was supposed to give me an edge, but Fairfax made short work of them. Worse: I feel like if I’d handled things differently, they’d still be alive.

A message alert pops into my vision. It’s from Marissa. No doubt she wants to berate me for slipping up and saying her real name in front of the crew.

But you know what? It’s nothing more than I deserve, so I open the message.

“Hey,” it reads. “Can I come in?”

She wants me to give her access to my cabin? That’s sure to raise eyebrows with the crew. Well, with Asterisk, anyway. He’s the only one who might still be in the dark about who Marissa is.

Nevertheless, I grant her the necessary permission, and she appears a few seconds later, standing near the bolted-down desk.

“I’m sorry.” I stare at the floor and resist the urge to plant my face in my hands again. “I screwed up, and I don’t know how to make it right.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Using your real name in front of the crew. The pressure of trying to escape got to me, and—”

I look up. Marissa’s shaking her head, smiling wanly. But that’s not why my heart catches in my throat.

Her avatar…it’s not the curvy blond of Aphrodite. Instead, it’s how she used to look—pale and lithe, with cascading midnight hair and deep brown eyes. I’m speechless as memories come flooding back, of times spent wrapped in each other’s arms back in Brinktown, hiding away in our warehouse loft from the world.

“Don’t worry about the name, Joe. I’d forgotten about it.”

“Uh…seriously?”

“Sure. We have way bigger things to worry about, right? At this point, who cares if my father finds out I joined the Guard?”

“Yeah. That’s kind of what I was thinking.”

“Besides, I’m not sure Asterisk even heard you say it, or if he would know who ‘Marissa’ is, even if he did. He hasn’t brought it up, so…”

“Good. Wait. Why are you here, then?”

She shrugs. “I was having an encrypted text conversation with Harmony, to keep it from the others. We’re worried about you, Joe. Now isn’t the time for you to hold yourself apart from us, you know. Even if you think you’re headed toward your death…that’s all the more reason to pull together, actually.”

She crosses the room and sits on the bunk beside me. It’s weird not to feel her weight there. Yes, there are datasphere mods I can install to enhance the “physicality” of uploads I interact with, but I’ve never had much desire to use them. I’m against anything that masks or disrupts my experience of the real.

“I’m not sure there’s much for us to talk about,” I say. “I mean, it is what it is. Stopping Fairfax will involve dying. Just like every Shiva that’s come before me.”

“Well, that’s funny. When I first came in here, you looked totally defeated. But according to what I’m hearing, you believe you still have a chance of stopping him.”

“I have no idea how. I just know I have no plans of giving up.”

“That’s a start.” Marissa’s smile spreads across her cheeks. Despite their paleness, rosy redness dots each of them. That’s not artifice—she had that natural blush even in her biological form. “But haven’t you picked up on any signs that there might be something different about you? About the way you interact with the Fount, the way you wield it?”

“I guess. But I don’t think it’s in line with the Seven Ideals to consider I might succeed where other Shiva haven’t.”

“You might, though. It’s very possible you could defeat Fairfax without dying yourself. And then you’ll have the rest of your life to lead.” Marissa slides her hand across the bed until it rests on mine. I can’t feel her touch, but knowing it’s there is something.

“What if he manages to bring the Allfather into the real?” I say. “I’m not sure I’d be able to defeat the Allfather. Even if I overclock for so long that it kills me.”

“Then I guess you have no option but to stop Fairfax from doing that,” Marissa murmurs.

She’s so beautiful. Naturally so. As striking as her Aphrodite avatar is, she’s like a perfectly sculpted statue—to be admired from afar, but I can’t imagine actually holding her. As for Marissa, I have plenty of memories testifying to just how sweet it is to hold her. To be with her.

For a moment, I want nothing more than to kiss her. I can’t, of course. She’s an upload. She isn’t actually real. I could jump into a sim and delude myself about that, but it would be the most foolish thing I could do.

I pull my hand away. “I need to sleep. I can’t think about what we’re supposed to do next until I do. My head’s all muddled.”

“All right,” she says, her smile replaced by a creased brow. “Just think on what I said, Joe. Okay?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

She vanishes from my cabin, and I lie back on my pillow. Mourning the real Marissa.
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Traveling through Singularity Moor offers a strange experience. Few things in my Troubleshooting career have brought me such a sustained, consistent level of creeping dread.

The fear that we’ll be lost in here forever…the fear that we’ll stumble into a black hole. We’ll know if that happens right away, because each black hole sucks in the cloud around it. But encountering a patch of clear space will offer no warning. It will only mean we’ve crossed the singularity’s event horizon. We’d be doomed.

At least the Moor should thwart Fairfax as much as it does us. Not that it matters. I don’t see us making it to the Core through here, and if we do, it will almost certainly be too late. From the Cadogan Sphere, Fairfax will be able to escape the cloud easily, but we’re flying blind. Deeper and deeper into the Moor.

“We could reverse course.” Harmony sits in the command seat, and I’m leaning against her TOPO station. “Use the Ares’ accelerometer memory to calculate each turn’s degree. It would get us back to the Sphere, at least, and from there we should be able to find our way out.”

“Fairfax will know that’s a possibility for us. And he’ll have something waiting. The chances of him doing otherwise are zero, if you ask me.”

“I know. But it’s a thought.”

It is. And I’m still mulling it over. “I guess we could follow our trajectory back until we’re almost at the Sphere, then deviate from it. Aim to come out of the cloud well away from where Fairfax could detect us.”

Harmony nods. “To be sure we avoid him, it would take a lot longer. But it could be done. And from there, we could head for the next slip coords into the Core.”

“The alternative is to wander inside the Moor for years, potentially.”

“Well, we could reach the closest star system in a couple weeks, if we knew what direction to go in. But I know what you mean.”

I push myself off from the railing of Harmony’s station. “All right. You’d better climb in there and strap in. Let’s activate the crew and get started.”

But when Marissa appears at the OPO station, she’s frowning. “Joe. I was about to contact you. I just received a brainprint.”

I narrow my eyes. “Out here? From who?”

“It’s from Soren.”

I feel my body tense involuntarily in the command seat. Soren. If he’s close enough to send a brainprint, it means Fairfax is probably near, too. But how? On our way from the Sphere, we made sure to randomize our course enough that the chances of successful pursuit were so close to zero it should have made no difference.

“Do you want to take the brainprint now?” Marissa asks.

“No. Try never. I have nothing to say to Soren Garrett.” The fact of the brainprint’s arrival has sent me for a loop, though, that’s for sure. I shake my head to clear it, then turn to Harmony. “All we can do is assume their finding us is a massive fluke and continue to randomize our course. Let’s lay on some more speed, too. It should be impossible for them to get within firing range, but I’m not taking any chances.”

Sitting with the mystery a few seconds more, it occurs to me that Fairfax may have deployed dozens of sensor drones throughout the gas cloud, in dozens of random directions, all carrying a copy of Soren’s brainprint. No doubt it’s a ploy to use our years of friendship to somehow win my trust enough to stop and meet with him, after which Fairfax and his goons would appear and vaporize my ship. Seems kind of stupid, since after Persephone there’s no way I’m trusting that asshole, but it’s also the only thing that makes sense.

“OPO, check with the other Broadswords to see whether they’ve received any transmissions.” The four remaining Guard ships are flying in tight formation, to make sure we can keep in close contact and avoid losing each other in the cloud.

Marissa’s shaking her head. “Nothing, sir. It’s just us. It—oh, Fount.”

“What? What is it?” This whole experience has me twitchier than I’ve been since a boy on the streets of Brinktown.

It turns out I’m right to be worried.

“Incoming missiles, Captain,” Marissa says. “Four of them.”
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“Harmony, tax the Becker drive as much as she’ll handle. Max acceleration.”

“Aye, sir.” She punches a sequence into her console, and in less than a second the acceleration presses me into my seat. Harmony stumbles back from the railing, but the webbing catches her.

Moving this fast through the Moor is pretty close to the stupidest thing we could do, but it’s not the stupidest—that would be slowing down.

“All Broadswords, focus fire on the lead missile,” I say over a wide channel to the other three remaining Troubleshooters.

Together, we manage to explode the first bird within seconds, but the second takes longer, and then I’m forced to have one of the other Broadswords spend two missiles neutralizing the last two incoming rockets before they reach our hull.

“Four more rockets inbound.” Marissa’s words jumble together in her haste to get them out.

This time, we’re only able to remove the first rocket from the board before being forced to expend more missiles to defend our ships. The problem is that out here, deep in the Moor, our visibility is severely limited. Incoming missiles show up on our sensors shortly before they’ll impact us, and so we’re burning through our missile stores at an unacceptable rate.

But our assailant—who I have to assume is Fairfax—seems to know exactly where we are. Every last missile volley flies true, despite that neither his warships nor his sensor drones are showing up on visual or radar. Are his sensors just better than ours? Or is there something else going on?

The four-missile salvos continue to arrive with merciless regularity, and it’s all we can do to keep them off our hulls while fleeing at top speed.

Then, Marissa’s shoulders slump. “The Ekhidnades just showed up on visual and radar, Captain.”

I grit my teeth, saying nothing, knowing what that means: they’re gaining on us. The smaller Broadswords are more agile, meaning we can change trajectory much faster, flitting around a warship and dodging its ordnance. But in a long-distance chase like this, the destroyer’s more powerful engines are prevailing.

“Another destroyer just appeared,” Marissa says, her tone flat, dejected. “And there’s the cruiser…and the two frigates. Fairfax brought his entire battle group.”

For a moment, I just sit there in shocked silence. I guess I still haven’t fully processed the reality that Fairfax is apparently able to track us through the Moor. It still seems like an impossibility to me, but clearly that’s not the reality I’m living in. If it were impossible, it would have made sense for Fairfax to remain at the Sphere and consolidate his control over it. To begin his final preparations for going to the Core and bringing the Allfather into physical being.

But considering he clearly can track us, of course he’d want to come and deal with us once and for all. Like he said back in the Sphere—once I’m out of the picture, he can complete his objective at his leisure. There’s no one else with the slimmest hope of stopping him.

“Four more missiles incoming, sir.”

“Acknowledged, Chief.”

The birds seem to flash across the ever-shrinking distance between the pursuing warships and our fleeing Broadswords. One goes down to laserfire, and then we spend three more missiles to defend ourselves.

We need to try something else. “All Troubleshooters, launch a pair of missiles each at the Ekhidnades.”

Seconds later, eight Javelins fly from our ships, heading straight for the destroyer leading the pack.

But neon-blue laserfire flashes out from the surrounding warships. Between that and the destroyer’s point defense system, they make depressingly short work of the attack. The warships didn’t even decrease their speed, mopping up the volley without slowing down.

This is it. Our missile stores are nearing depletion, and the chasing warships are getting closer and closer. Even staring the end in the face, I can’t help but think I’ve missed something. Something that, if I’d picked up on, would have allowed me to avoid this outcome.

“Four missiles inbound.”

I nod. It’s like they’re toying with us. It would be more efficient to overwhelm us with a barrage we’d have no hope of repelling, but it’s as though Fairfax is obsessed with demonstrating his might before grinding me into dust.

We neutralize the current volley, but the next comes too quickly, and two missiles slam into the trailing Broadsword in quick succession. I stare numbly at the blossoming flame, which quickly falls behind as we speed on.

The next barrage takes out a second Broadsword. Now it’s just the Ares and a Guard ship called the Ganges, piloted by Captain Amery.

“It’s been a pleasure serving with you all,” I say to my crew. “You’ve served honorably and competently. Harmony, I love you.”

“It’s not over yet, Dad.” But we both know it is.

For a brief moment, Marissa’s eyes are on mine, and I see a strange mix of emotions there. Longing, regret, sadness. But no hope.

Slowly, she turns back to her console. “Four missiles inbound,” she says, her voice low and barely audible.

I lower my head, eyes closed, waiting for the impact.

“Wait,” Marissa says, and my eyes open. “Something else just left the Ekhidnades, out of the same landing bay airlock we used during our visit. It’s…it’s a Broadsword, Captain. The Hermes.”

“Soren,” I snarl. Just had to get in some hits, I guess, before the chance is taken from him forever.

“Sir, he’s engaging the approaching missiles from behind!”

I call up the 3D tactical display, unable to accept Marissa’s words at face value. But it’s true: between our lasers and Soren’s, we’re eating through the approaching missile volley. Two go down…but they catch up to the Ganges before we can take them out. She doesn’t explode, but her engines falter, and she starts to fall behind. Lasers spray out from the nearest warship to finish her off.

Every Troubleshooter who accompanied me into the Core has now died on my watch. From Shimura’s sacrifice, to the ones who fell as we fled the Sphere…all for what?

But now, Soren’s Broadsword blazes with light, laserfire spitting from almost every turret. He also seems to be sending every missile he has on board at the warships, and at the close range, many of the rockets are landing.

At last, the warships are slowing, regrouping to face a threat they clearly didn’t expect. They turn their lasers on the Hermes, loosing a stream of missiles to end him.

A transmission request flashes on my datasphere—it’s from Soren. I accept it.

“Soren, what are you—”

“There’s no time for that. I can buy you the room you need to escape, but you need to leave now. You haven’t opened my brainprint yet, have you?”

“Uh, no.”

“Go, and open it as soon as you can. Deactivate your crew first.”

“Why did—”

“Joe, you need to leave now!”

I turn toward the TOPO station. “Harmony, get us out of here. Re-initiate course randomization.”

“Aye, Captain,” she says, bending over her station’s controls.

But my focus is on the visual sensors, and the brilliant display as Soren takes on five warships at once.

His exploding Broadsword is the last thing I see through the gloom of the Moor.
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“Deactivate crew.”

Belflower, Asterisk, and Marissa vanish from their stations.

Harmony glances over her shoulder. “I assume you don’t mean me—right? I mean, do I need to go into the cabin or something?”

I shake my head. “Continue randomizing our course while I take this brainprint.”

Soren appears in the area between the four stations, where I’d normally position the 3D tactical display. I deny Harmony access to the conversation—not because I don’t trust her with its content, but because I need her whole focus on continuing evasive maneuvers. It’s bad enough Marissa isn’t at her station right now. Fairfax’s battle group could reappear through the cloud at any second, and until I have my OPO back, I have no way of knowing. Not without operating the sensors myself.

“Hi,” I say, not able to help myself from sounding venomous. The fact Soren just allowed us to escape counts for something, but not much. He still tried to kill me on Persephone Station.

“Joe. Before I say anything else—disable your ship’s ability to broadcast. Do it now.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because if you don’t, Fairfax will be able to track you through the gas cloud. One of your crew is transmitting your location on an encrypted channel. If you disable broadcasting, the signal won’t go out.”

Eyes widening, I open my mouth to reactivate Marissa, but then I hesitate. What if she’s the one transmitting? I should ask Soren which one is actually responsible, first.

But no. I won’t believe it’s Marissa. I can’t.

“Reactivate OPO,” I say, and Marissa reappears, blinking at me. “Chief, disable the Ares’ ability to broadcast.”

She furrows her brow, opening her mouth as if to speak.

“Do it now. No questions!”

She turns, punching a few commands into her station’s console. “It’s done,” she says, her voice flat. She’s probably sore that I snapped at her.

“Thanks. Deactivate OPO.” I turn to Harmony. “If this asshole’s telling the truth, then we should be able to actually escape the Ekhidnades, now. Continue evasive maneuvers. Step them up, if you can, Harm.”

She raises her eyebrows slightly. “Will do.”

“Wait,” Soren says. “Why am I getting the impression that Fairfax has already tracked you through the gas cloud?”

“Because he has.”

Soren’s face darkens. “So you didn’t open my brainprint as soon as you got it. If you had, you would have shut off broadcasting in time to lose him before he caught up to you.”

A ringing starts up in my ears, and my vision blurs. Is he really suggesting I’m responsible for losing the final three Troubleshooters? Of course, he has no way of knowing they fell. Still…

“I didn’t open it right away because I have no reason to trust you, you backstabbing son of a bitch.”

My old bunkmate puts up his hands, palms facing me. “Hey, look, Joe. I understand. Trust me. Ever since…” His voice hitches, and he pauses, shaking his head and swallowing. I narrow my eyes. Is he actually on the verge of breaking into tears?

“Ever since what I did to you on Persephone, I haven’t been able to live with myself,” he goes on. “I kept telling myself that it was for my family. That Fairfax is going to rise to power, no matter what, so I had to make sure my loved ones have a place in the world that follows. But the more I told myself that, the less I believed it. The fact is, I’ve always been jealous of you, Joe. Since the day I met you. And the bitterness that jealousy gave birth to has grown and grown, until I struck out at you in the most vicious way I knew how, using the flimsiest excuse. I’m sorry, Joe. You’ve been nothing but a friend to me, and you’re right—I’m nothing but a backstabbing scumbag.”

Well, no disagreements there. Except… “What the hell did I ever have that made you jealous, Soren? I came from nothing. You were always your family’s golden boy, and the darling of the Subverse, too. Billions of people follow your versecasts.”

“Yeah, but not for the reasons that made me start versecasting in the first place. I wanted to gain a big Subverse following by becoming the best Guardsman who ever lived. But you were always better than me—more skilled, more honorable, faster, stronger. Worst of all, you refused to versecast. If you’d started back during Basic, you’d have surpassed me long ago. But you had no interest in it. Somehow, that made it even worse. So I made myself find other ways to gain an audience. Ways that made me feel like shit, like playing on my audience’s hatred of people who live in the real. I sold out real humans, people like my own family, just for the fame and wealth. I compromised everything good about me, and I turned into the sort of creature capable of doing what I did on Persephone. Listen, Joe, I don’t expect you to ever forgive me. But I need you to know I’m sorry.”

I stare at the deck and go over all my memories of Soren in light of what he just told me. Bonding with each other back in Basic, when our instructors did everything to drive cadets apart. Repelling the pirate attack on Gauntlet, during Assessment and Selection. Taking it to Rile in Sheen City, even if he did betray me just a few short weeks later.

Now, it’s my turn to sound choked-up. “I do forgive you, Soren.”

At that, he shakes his head in disbelief. “Fount damn you, Joe. Of course you do.” He stares at the bulkhead for a few long moments, swallowing and chewing on his lip. Finally, he continues: “Listen, I don’t know how this whole mess with Fairfax is going to end. But if this crazy galaxy will ever allow it, if I can manage to get away from Fairfax, then I’d be honored to fight by your side once again. If you could ever bring yourself to trust me.”

I open my mouth to tell him that’s impossible, since he just sacrificed himself in order to let the Ares escape. But again, he doesn’t know that. As far as this version of his consciousness knows, he’s still alive, and after we’re finished this conversation, the recording will reach him aboard the Ekhidnades.

But he’s not. Soren’s dead, and this brainprint is all that remains of him. No one will see or hear from him again. Least of all his family.

“Of course. I’d—I’d be honored, too.”

“Joe, the crewmember broadcasting your position is your WSO. Asterisk.”

I shake my head. “The kid? Why?”

“Because he’s no kid. Joe, you have a copy of Jeremy Fairfax’s consciousness on your ship. The Allfather. And I doubt getting rid of him is going to be easy.”
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“Thank you, Soren. Thank you for the warning. I’ll have to see what I can do.”

He flashes a grim smile. “Good luck. I hope to speak with you again someday, Joe.”

I nod, unable to lie to him, even now. “Goodbye, old friend.” I deactivate Soren, erasing the last trace of him from the universe as I do.

For the moment, I have no idea what to do next. I lean back in the command seat, staring up at the overhead of the bridge, thinking back to all the strange occurrences since Asterisk joined the crew of the Ares.

Gargantua, when someone sent a signal from the ship to open the hatch into the Brinktown, letting in dozens of murderous Fallen.

Arbor, where Fairfax knew of my presence, and tracked me down through the great tree’s winding ways to run me through.

And most recently, Fairfax finding the Cadogan Sphere, shortly after Dale Cadogan led us there. Asterisk could have sent out its general location by spacescraper the moment Cal told me it, and I shared it with the crew. Then, as the Ekhidnades neared, it would have been a simple matter of broadcasting the Ares’ coordinates.

“Activate Engineer,” I say. But Belflower doesn’t appear. Harmony and I exchange glances, then she turns to her console without having to be asked, tapping rapidly on the railing where her datasphere projects her console.

“Something’s going on,” she says. “Something’s blocking her from connecting with the bridge. What did Soren say to you?”

“Asterisk,” I say, but it comes out as a strangled whisper. Clearing my throat, I say: “Asterisk is the Allfather.”

Her mouth falls open.

“He must be monitoring everything we’re saying. Harm—can you stop him?”

“Stop him how?”

“Get Belflower online, for starters. He knows that we know, and he must be blocking ship functions. I’ll grant you full admin access. Harm, you can do this. You’re the most talented hacker I’ve ever met. You can beat him.”

“I can beat the Allfather? Jeremy Fairfax, the guy who invented the Subverse?”

“Yes. Definitely.” I figure optimism is best, here. Because if she can’t do something about this, we’re screwed, just as we would be if Fairfax caught up to us again. “Don’t think about who you’re up against. Or, if you want, pretend it’s still Asterisk, the little piss-ass. Because part of Jeremy Fairfax is that piss-ass—otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to imitate one so well. It may be a bigger part than we know.” I’m saying this as much for Jeremy Fairfax’s benefit as I am for Harmony’s, knowing he’s listening. Because if I can inflict some chinks in his mental armor, then I’m definitely interested in doing that.

At first, Harmony’s movements are halting—her fingers stuttering across the controls. Every so often, she’ll pause and glance at me uncertainly. Each time, I’ll grin back at her, using all my will to keep any unsureness from showing on my face. “You got this, Harm. This is all you. You were born to do this.”

Gradually, her movements become more sure, and I’m reminded of back in Brinktown, when I found her at a Memcon panel, hacking the simulation to advertise her own sim. Her hands fly across the console, and she spins as she works, fingers dancing here, then there. This is Harmony in flow, doing her greatest work; weaving her masterpiece. 

Belflower’s likeness flickers into existence at the Engineering Station for just a second, then she’s gone again. I want to shout more words of encouragement, but I can see how deeply into this Harmony is. How intense her concentration is. For the moment, her father has ceased to exist, along with the rest of the universe. She is one with her task—like a Shiva. And she needs no more prompting from me.

Belflower’s appearances become more frequent, until she’s flashing like a strobe, growing more and more solid. Her blinking figure clutches her railing, head down, heaving as though she’s retching, but with no sound.

Then she fully emerges onto the bridge, the flickering coming to an end. Her hair is all out of place, and the daisy that always projects from it is bent, drooping downward. Another time, I would have said that’s all affectation—why should an upload become disheveled after a confrontation? But Belflower clearly has. I doubt she’d pretend to be in disarray.

“He has Marissa,” she rasps, staring wide-eyed at me. “He’s known who she is all along, and he wants you to know that he has her.”

Shaking my head, I ask, “Why?”

“Because he hates you, Joe. This is the closest he’s ever gotten to breaking free from the Subverse, and you’re the only one opposing him. You refuse to step aside, refuse to die. He feels all those centuries, when Shiva after Shiva prevented him from emerging into the real. Even though he never lived those centuries, because of the resets, he feels them, and now that breaking free seems like a real possibility…he’s enraged that you keep slipping from his grasp. Terrified that you might reach the Core.”

I turn to Harmony. “How much control do we have over our ship?”

“Well, I managed to prevent him from turning broadcasting back on, so there’s that. He’s locked out the WSO and OPO stations, so sensors, weapons, and coms are barred to us. He’s also messing with systems diagnostics, so it’s difficult to tell what else has truly been compromised.”

I breathe in, filling my lungs with oxygen. Which reminds me: “Do whatever you can to defend life support. We both depend on that.” Fairfax no doubt heard that, but I doubt I’m giving him any ideas he hasn’t already had. If he can shut down life support, he will, so we need to try to preempt him as best we can.

Even so, I have to be careful what I say. There’s no way for me to communicate any sort of plan to either Harmony or Belflower without the potential of Jeremy Fairfax eavesdropping. Which means any plan we execute will need to be an intuitive one—one which we all arrive at, independently.

“What does he want, Belflower? What will he accept in exchange for Marissa’s life?”

Belflower returns my gaze with a blank one of her own, and I wonder what she went through in there. “He wants you to enter the crew sim. Alone.”

I nod. “Are you okay?”

She ignores the question, and instead says, “He’s turned the sim into a hell of his own devising, Captain. You’d be powerless there, just as I was. Just as Marissa is. I don’t think you should go in.”

“I have to go in. I can’t leave Marissa in there with that bastard. Besides, there’s nothing I can do from here.”

“There’ll be even less you can do in there. And once you connect your datasphere to that sim, there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to extract you again. In fact, there’s a good chance you’ll live out the rest of your life inside it, however long that ends up being.”

Harmony looks up from her work at that, shooting the Engineer a look that’s part impatience, part dread.

“It’s a chance I’ll have to take.” I settle back into the command seat. “Do it, Belflower. Connect me. And wish me luck.”

“Good luck, Dad,” Harmony says instead. “You got this.”

I grin at her one last time. With that, Belflower links my datasphere to Jeremy Fairfax’s personal version of hell.
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Wilderness. Fishing with my dad, casting our lines from a steep hill into a stream that runs past its foot.

I’ve never seen a trout escape once Cal Pikeman has his hook set. Flail as it might, his grip on the rod is sure. He knows when to pull, when to let the fish have its play. In the end, he always lands it.

This time is no different. The fish hits the shore, writhing and bucking, and dad hands me the rod. “Keep him from flopping back in while I climb down to brain him. Okay?”

I nod and take the rod, countering the fish’s movements by pulling in the opposite direction. For his part, dad lowers himself down the hill, using branches and stumps and small trees to ease his passage.

At the bottom, he grabs a rock, and with his back to me, he pounds on the fish’s head. He does it again. And again.

“Joe…” he calls, his voice uncertain. “Come down here, boy. There’s something wrong. Here— ” He removes the fish hook and holds it above his shoulder. “Reel that in and come down.”

Concerned, I reel in the line as fast as I can, then I settle the rod between two rocks before climbing down the same way dad did.

“Look,” he says once I’m at the bottom, standing behind him, the fish blocked from view by his torso. “It won’t die. Do you wanna try?”

He passes me the blood-soaked stone, and I take it as I walk around to the left. The fish comes into view…except, it’s no longer a fish. It’s a dog, shivering beneath dad’s grasp. A German Shepherd, but with none of the ferocity the breed is known for. It’s terrified.

“Just…smash its head in, okay? It won’t die for me. It won’t die,” dad says, sobbing. “Why won’t it die?”

I raise the rock overhead, ready to bring it down onto the creature’s skull. Tears are streaming down my face, which causes me to hesitate. Why am I crying?

“Come on, Joe,” dad says. “Kill it. Kill it, before it’s too late. End it. Do it for me. Go on and do it.”

“No, Dad.” My voice is raw. I shake my head. “No. I can’t.”

“Put it out of its misery,” Cal Pikeman says, his voice tinged with malice, now. “You’re being cruel, letting it live in suffering like this. I started it, and now you have to end it. End it, Joe!”

“No!” I drop the rock and turn to sprint through the wilderness, running from dad and the dog.

The stream burbles on my right, lapping over rocks, carrying twigs and leaves and bits of grass toward the hideous situation I just left. As I run, other sounds join the stream’s passage: explosions, kinetic gunfire, the crackle of lasers, the snapping guy-wire sound of blaster fire.

The forest thins, the trees giving way to a blasted landscape crisscrossed with barbed wire and trenches, filled with soldiers wearing helmets chin-strapped to their heads. They fire at each other across the field, many of their shots going wild. In fact, most of the rounds fired fly several meters over the enemy soldiers’ heads Are they doing that intentionally? Missing on purpose?

Then, I realize that most of the soldiers aren’t firing their weapons at all. Just like me, back near the stream, with the rock and the dog. I wouldn’t fire my weapon at all.

Maybe it’s why I’m able to cross the battlefield unharmed, despite all the ordnance flying back and forth between the dueling armies. I find myself running along a trench, and its sides get taller and taller as the bottom sinks deeper into the earth.

Finally I reach a dead-end—a broad well with mud-slick sides ending far above my head.

In the center of the well, a robed, bearded man menaces a woman in a jet-black uniform, who’s tied up and gagged. His hands crackle with spellfire, which he’s pointing toward her head. “Don’t think I’ll do it, boy?” Tobias Worldworn asks me, as if I’d been standing here all along. “What’s stopping me? I could cook her where she kneels, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Unless…”

The old mage’s eyes flit fearfully toward the side of the pit, where a gun belt hangs from a nail, a Shiva Knight’s blaster poking from the holster.

Worldworn’s eyes return to me. “You wouldn’t shoot me, would you? Just to save a girl? Just to save the mother of your child?”

Steeling myself, I walk toward the blaster, pausing in front of it and looking back at the man threatening Marissa. He shakes his head almost comically, beard waggling back and forth, arcane magic crackling across his fingers, lighting his palms.

Marissa stares at me too, mute, her eyes wide with meaning. I don’t know what she’s trying to tell me, but there’s definitely something. The thunder of war continues to rage all around us, but it’s as though the three of us are isolated from not just the battle, but the universe itself.

I draw the blaster, nearly staggering with its weight. It’s the heaviest thing I’ve ever lifted, and with my left hand cupped underneath the handle, I struggle to level it at Worldworn’s torso.

As afraid as he seems of the weapon, Worldworn still finds it in himself to waggle his fingers at Marissa menacingly. “Don’t do it, boy! Of course, if you don’t…” He darts his hands toward Marissa, then pulls them back, then darts them forward again. “Death!”

I lower the blaster. Something is very wrong, here.

Laughter reaches my ears from the trench behind, the sound muffled by earthen walls. Footsteps splash through the trench’s muddy floor, and I turn to watch a young man stroll into the pit to join us, hands in his pockets. He has a thin face, bracketed by chains running from his ears to the corners of his mouth. The chains jiggle with each step.

“Oh, go on, Joe,” he says. “Kill the big bad man. Uploads aren’t human anyway, right? You deleted him once before. What’s stopping you from doing it again?”

“Ensign.” My voice comes out high and pre-pubescent.

“Joseph.” Asterisk’s failure to use the proper honorific irks me. He smiles broadly.

“That’s captain to you,” I say, though it sounds kind of pathetic in a boy’s voice.

“Yes, but what sort of captain deletes crewmembers based on a video confession that could easily have been doctored? I know it could have, because I’m the one who doctored it. Of course, Worldworn had hundreds of copies in hundreds of different Subverses. So what’s the harm in ending one consciousness, right? Even if he had deviated from his fellows, becoming a new being in his own right. Better safe than sorry. So go on, Joe. Kill him again. Just to be safe.”

I raise the blaster—to point it at Asterisk, this time. “He’s not really there.”

“No, he isn’t. You’re right. Worldworn isn’t on this ship anymore, because you killed him. Murdered him. But I’ll tell you who really is here.” Asterisk approaches the pair at the center of the pit, and Worldworn steps back to allow the young man to wrap his hand around Marissa’s chin, jerking her head upward.

“You get your hands off her.” Again, my words carry little weight, delivered in the voice of a boy.

Asterisk ignores me. “What do you think it’s like for her, to see you like this, in the body of a boy? Do you think it makes much difference to see you unmanned? I don’t think it does. I think you unmanned yourself, a long time ago. Or rather—there was never anything to unman.”

“I didn’t delete Belflower,” I say. “Even after she betrayed me to help the bots. A lot of captains would have, but I saw that I’d have her allegiance after her attempt to kill me failed.”

Asterisk chuckles again. He releases Marissa’s head, which lolls downward, so that her chin rests against her chest. Then he approaches me.

I hold my ground, blaster still raised, though my finger is motionless on the trigger.

“You’re a fool, Joe,” the Allfather says. “You still don’t get it. Those who betray us must be terminated, and those who are loyal must be spared. You were too blind to see that Worldworn was your friend, and I your foe. And you’ve grown too unsure of yourself to do what needs to be done when it comes to Belflower.”

He reaches me, and I pull the trigger. The blaster clicks. That’s when I realize it lacks a charge pack. Despite how heavy it feels, it should be even heavier.

Asterisk knocks it out of my hands as though it were made from cardboard. Then he backhands me across the face, sending me reeling into the pit’s wall, where I almost lose my footing. I grasp at the muddy, earthen wall, my cheeks burning with shame.

“Do you see how ridiculous it is to think for a moment that you might pose a threat to me?” the Allfather says. “You can’t hope to stand against the might my son has amassed, which will soon become my might. And when it is, I will crush everything you hold dear, even though you’ll probably already be dead. I’ll do it to honor your memory, Joe. As a testament to stupidity—as a lesson for the rest of the galaxy. They can learn from your mistakes.”

I muster my will and turn to face him again—only to find he’s right behind me. He seizes me by the front of my shirt and turns to drag me from the pit.

“Come, now. Enough of this. I have something I want to show you.”

Powerless to resist, I’m pulled along behind him. Very soon, I lose my footing, and my shoes and shins slide through the mud with my torso suspended. The awkward position enforced by Asterisk’s grip makes my lower back hurt. Fresh tears spring to my eyes.

He forces me to the edge of another pit, where two men are fighting tooth and nail a couple meters below us, tearing each other apart. Mud and blood mix below their feet to form a treacherous stew, which they slip and slide in as they grapple. Their drive to harm each other seems to have blinded them to any consideration of their own dignity.

Then, at last, I recognize the men. They’re me: the version who lives in the real, and the version Marissa created to live with her inside the Subverse.

“You’re not nearly so put together as you would have others think, are you, Joseph?” Asterisk holds me up so I get a good look at the combatants. “This was the first thing I took it upon myself to do once you arrived in my little slice of simulated heaven: I tore your consciousness into three. The real, the digital, and the subconscious that purports to hold them together—in your case, a child, of course. Since you are fundamentally a child, and always will be. Your growth is forever stunted by your masters. The law bots who ruled your youth, though you thought yourself superior. Your Guardsman instructors on Gauntlet, who pointed you like a weapon, ultimately at the Five Families’ behest. And yes, even your precious father, your mentor, who’s just as bloodthirsty and corrupt as the ones who first unleashed you on the galaxy. Before I destroy you, I want to do you a favor. Help you see the truth. You’re nothing but a pawn, duped into willingly marching toward the other side of the board, where you know you’ll be sacrificed. You think you’ll be doing the galaxy a great service—you think you’ll be saving it. When in fact, you’ll only be allowing your masters to continue playing their games.

“You could have been something, Joe. An individual. Maybe you might have even become your own master. If you’d done that, perhaps you’d be worthy of the position my descendant offered you in my eternal regime. But you’re not worthy, and it’s likely you were never going to be. You’re a dog, and now it’s finally time to put you down.”

The Allfather tosses me into the pit with the other Joes. As I splash into the mud at their feet, they pull apart, eyeing me hungrily. Apparently their hatred for me trumps what they feel for each other.

I scrabble backward through the mud, but they reach forward, seizing me and yanking me between them.

The Joe on my right cocks his fist back, and the other pulls his leg back for a kick.

“Wait!” I yell, high-pitched voice ringing out.

Both Joes pause, waiting to see what I’ll say, looking more amused than interested.

“He’s right, you know,” I say. “He’s a maniac, but he can’t be wrong about everything. No one is totally bad, and no one is totally wrong.”

“So what you are saying?” the Joe on my right says, his voice impossibly deep.

“We aren’t masters of ourselves. We’re divided. Our past self wars with our present. Different desires do battle inside us. But continuing to fight each other isn’t the answer.”

“What is?” the other Joe asks, his voice edgy, manic. His eyes gleam with an uncertain light, as though he might be capable of anything.

“We need to unite around something. And right now, that something is the fact that Marissa’s in danger. She needs us.”

“Wait,” Asterisk says from the trench above. “What are you doing?”

Beyond the Joes, something stands against the far side of the pit: a suit of gray and blue armor, gleaming dully in the overcast day. Blue lights wreathe the arms and legs, and the dark-gray helm also shines with a slit of blue light.

Asterisk must see it too. “Where did that come from?”

Where did it come from? I know the answer: it came from my own Subverse inventory, and I acquired it inside the Source, back in the Shivan Cathedral. But how did it end up there in the first place? Cal never mentioned Shiva wearing armor like that. I’ve never heard of any such armor, either.

And yet, here it is, looking as solid and real as anything in…well, in the real. It looks right, to me. Like destiny is right.

All three Joes walk toward it, and as one we lay our hands on it.

With that, we’re inside the armor. We’ve become one person again, and we’re inside the armor.

I’m inside it. Peering up at a frightened-looking Asterisk.

I hold out my hand, and the sword with the clockwork hilt drops into it. The core of gold gleams in the sword’s center, and the ridged handle feels right and true in my hands. The edge of the blade glows blue.

I leap from the pit in a single bound, landing beside Asterisk—beside Jeremy Fairfax, the Allfather.

And before I end his brief reign over my ship, I get an epiphany. Asterisk’s likeness is Jeremy Fairfax’s true essence.

Whether Fairfax ever really looked like this or not—probably, he didn’t—this is his true form. No matter how ancient he gets, he will always be the rebellious youth, secretly lusting for power while outwardly decrying a society he calls corrupt. Quietly enchanted by wealth and opulence, he’s eternally obsessed with increasing his own status by tearing down others.

He’s already brought down the galaxy once. Now, he seeks to do it again. He wants to remake the cosmic cycle in his own image—an image of destruction, subjugation, and eternal ascendance. His own ascendance. Again and again, forever.

A Shiva shouldn’t glory in his kills. But when I run Jeremy Fairfax through in that sodden trench, the broadsword peeking out from his back, and when I let him slide off the blade into the mud—well, it feels right.
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My eyelids flutter, and I wake in the command seat. Harmony stands over me with a cloth. My forehead feels damp, so she must have just removed it from my brow.

Belflower stands at her station, peering at me intently, and Marissa stands at hers. Both look like they’ve been through the ringer.

“It’s okay,” I say in the groggy, muddled way of someone emerging from a deep sleep. “I’m okay.”

Truth is, my head is killing me, with fault lines of pain running through it, throbbing as though they’re about to fracture my skull. But the Ares is mine again.

“The suit of armor—that was you, right? You uploaded it into the sim?”

Harmony nods, glancing at Belflower. “Yes,” the Engineer says. “I’ve kept an eye on your Subverse inventory as you’ve developed it. I know it wasn’t quite my prerogative to do that, per se, but…well, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Considering it saved my life, I’ll let it slide.”

Harmony bends to the deck, lifts a flask, and hands it to me. I drink deeply from the water within.

“Once we took control of the crew sim from Asterisk, killing him was just a formality,” Belflower continues. “He was just as helpless then as you were a few moments before that.”

“So I killed a helpless man,” I say.

“You killed a man who tried to thwart your quest by killing us all.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I don’t feel bad about it.” I take another sip and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand—something uploads never have to do. Probably they don’t. Maybe I have a tendency to assume I know more about upload life than I actually do. “I would have liked to interrogate him.”

“Way too risky,” Harmony says. “Engineering that moment of weakness took everything we had to throw at him. Keeping him down for hours on end so you two could chat? It wasn’t in the cards, Dad.”

“I understand. Still. I would have liked to.” I sigh and run a hand through my short-cropped hair, which springs back into place. “Thank you…to both of you. I don’t know if you could hear what Asterisk was saying—”

“We could,” Belflower says. “But I, for one, didn’t register much of it. Too busy trying to wrest control of the ship from him.”

“Right. Well, he tried to suggest I should delete you after what you did on Persephone. Except, if I’d done that, I doubt I’d have control of my ship right now.”

“You wouldn’t,” Harmony says flatly. “There’s no way I could have taken it back without Belflower’s help.”

“Likewise.” Belflower gives a thin smile. “It was a team effort.”

I nod. For whatever reason, Asterisk did his best to sow self-doubt, and he didn’t do too bad a job. Why he bothered, I don’t know—maybe he suspected there was a chance I would regain control of the Ares, and he wanted to do as much psychological damage as he could, to make me afraid to enter the galaxy’s Core.

Well, I was afraid to do that anyway. Any sane man would be. But I’m still going to. As for my relationship with my crew, that’s as strong as it ever was, with the obvious exception of Asterisk’s betrayal.

“Going forward, I’ll have to use macros to control the laser turrets—unless I’m able to take direct control of one of them during battle. Lacking a WSO is far from ideal, and—” I consult my datasphere quickly. “We’re down to just two Javelins. But things could be worse. We could be dead.”

“I guess that’s about all there is to be thankful for, now.” Marissa still sounds like someone who recently emerged from a deep, nightmare-laden slumber.

I open my mouth to contradict that notion, then close it again. There isn’t much for me to say. All eight Troubleshooters who were brave enough to accompany me into the Core are dead. Shimura is dead. So is Soren, and now I’m down a WSO, with barely any missiles left. Aside from all that, we’re still traveling at top speed in the middle of Singularity Moor, with no way out except one that’s bound to be crawling with adversaries gunning for us.

But, screw that.

“We’re alive,” I say to my diminished crew. “And we’re together. We’ve been through a lot, and we have plenty of reason to resent each other. But I don’t hold any resentment anymore, and I hope you don’t either. Regardless…we’re alive. That means we have at least one more battle in us. I for one, plan to make it count.”

Harmony nods, her lips pressed firmly together, and Belflower rearranges her hair, tucking it back into place, staring into a mirror none of us can see. Even Marissa meets my eyes, and after a few long seconds, she nods too.

An alarm blares throughout the ship, and all three women jump. Marissa whips around to face her console.

“What is it?” I yell over the cacophony.

“We have to turn back now!” Marissa says, ignoring me to shout across the bridge at our daughter. “Harmony, now! Now!”

Oh, Fount. All at once, the pieces fall into place: Marissa must have used her OPO’s privilege to set a ship-wide alarm, to go off in the event we encounter a clear patch of space within the gas cloud. If that happens, it means we’ve encountered one of the black holes that give Singularity Moor its name.

But if that’s happening, we’re almost certainly screwed. I guess it’s possible, if the black hole happens to be moving away from us, that we might enjoy a sliver of open space that isn’t within the event horizon. Except, the chances of that are so small as to be almost non-existent. We’re almost certainly doomed, soon to be pulled apart atom by atom.

As Harmony works on bringing the Ares around, I take it upon myself to peer out one of the visual sensors.

“Oh,” Marissa says, at the same time I register what I’m seeing.

This isn’t a patch of clear space caused by a black hole. It’s caused by a star system—the magnetic field generated by the solar wind must be holding the Moor back.

“Fount,” Harmony says, having presumably accessed the visual sensors herself. “It’s a miracle.”
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I eye the small moon on the system map the ship has constructed based on our survey. “Well. Seems pretty clear I need to go down there.”

My datasphere doesn’t have anything to say about this system, and neither does the Ares’ computer. Narrowing the query to Hub systems with two gas giants, three mini-Neptunes, and seven mesoplanets turns up just two systems, but neither of them is this one—one is on the opposite side of the Core, beyond the giant black hole at the galaxy’s center, and the other one’s on this side but hundreds of light years away.

The fact this system isn’t turning up in searches means it was never colonized—or at least, if it was, it was done in such secret that not even my datasphere knows about it. And they certainly didn’t establish a Subverse here.

The idea we never colonized here isn’t too surprising, by itself. The galaxy has hundreds of billions of stars, and humans have only set foot in a small fraction—maybe a hundred thousand, with just over twelve thousand of those colonized.

But something doesn’t fit the puzzle. That something is a small moon orbiting the fourth mesoplanet from the sun. The ship’s computer is detecting all the standard biomarkers of life on that moon: ozone, liquid water, carbon dioxide.

It’s also detecting a manmade satellite in geostationary orbit. Doesn’t necessarily mean there are humans here now, but they were definitely here at some point. So my datasphere should know about this system.

It doesn’t, though, and we sure don’t have any slip coords for leaving it.

“It’ll probably be a waste of time,” Belflower says distractedly. She’s running some numbers on her console, though on what I’m not sure. Maybe on the chances we’ll ever reach the Core. Those seem pretty low right now.

“Anything we do is likely to be a waste of time.” I keep my voice as calm as I can manage. “But we’re almost out of supplies, and if there are people down on that moon, there’s a slim chance they’ll be able to tell us the slip coords for getting out of here. From where I’m sitting, slim chances look pretty good right now.”

We approach the small world from the outer system, on a trajectory that lines us up with both the moon and the system’s sun. This is intentional: I’m having Marissa document the gravitational lensing effect and send it over to Belflower for analysis, to see what it can tell us about the moon’s gravity.

“We’ve got something.” The Engineer glances back at me. “The gravity is much stronger than it should be. Roughly one-G.”

“What does that mean?”

“There’s only one thing it can mean: a gravity generator somewhere near the moon’s core, used to supplement its natural pull and force it to imitate a more massive body. That would make the surface more friendly to human habitation, not to mention horticulture.”

“So, definite human colonization, then.”

“I would say so. Gravity generators require a fuel source of some kind, which suggests the presence of humans to maintain the supply of that fuel. Not to mention general upkeep. Even solar panels will stop working without regular maintenance.”

Marissa shakes her head. “I wish you still had Dice to go down there with you.”

I suppress a frown. “Thanks for the input, Chief.” It’s great we’re all getting along better, but I can’t allow that to lead to a breakdown of shipboard discipline.

Nevertheless, I double check to make sure all my charge packs are topped up. Then I take apart the blaster, wipe it down, and put it back together to make sure everything’s fitting like it should. I run my helmet through a full systems check too, to ensure its sensors are still properly integrated with my datasphere.

As we draw nearer, the computer’s analysis of the moon’s atmosphere provides more compelling data. The levels of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide on this moon are perfect for humans. Not just that—you can tell with the naked eye just how lush and hospitable this place is. It’s like Earth on steroids, just screaming with rich greens and blues. Of course, I might get down to the surface and find it’s absolutely disgusting, with giant mounds of fungus instead of trees or something. I’ve heard of places like that.

But when we reach the moon and descend through its thick atmosphere—which offers a fairly rough ride, despite the best efforts of the ship’s inertial dampeners—it becomes more and more clear that we’re looking at a little slice of cosmic heaven. Best of all, it’s not just a tangle of code riveted together by some underpaid Bacchus Corp programmer. It’s real.

A close-in flyover treats us to a variety of biomes and terrain types, and for a while it’s relaxing to just watch them spool by through the Ares’ belly sensors. But there are no signs of human habitation.

That starts to bother me, given the clear signs. Any observer with half a clue would be able to tell there are people here, so what’s the point in hiding?

I can only think of one answer to that question, and it’s a militaristic one.

After what seems like hours, the ship’s computer draws our attention to smoke threading into the sky from a spot on the horizon. This, in a savanna that might as well be the one that birthed the human species. Rolling plains, copses of trees dotting the land, abundant water sources, and herds of lanky quadrupeds wandering around for easy protein. None are species I recognize, but I’m willing to bet they’re all good to eat.

If I painted my view from one of the exterior visual sensors right now, it would be the most stereotypical painting ever produced. This is the sort of scene we evolved to find beautiful.

“All right. Harm, put us down next to whatever’s making that smoke.” Campfires would be my guess. Hopefully these are just some people on a weekend camping trip away from the highly technological city our flyovers just happened to miss. Because if this is the level of civilization they’re at, the chances of them having the slip coords seem pretty close to nil.

“Sure you don’t want me to land us farther off, so you can sneak in?”

“Nah. I’ll opt for a hasty retreat if things go south. I’d rather hop into my impenetrable spaceship and fly away than lead a bunch of angry natives on a marathon.”

“Impenetrable?” Marissa quirks an eyebrow.

“Well, yeah. If their weaponry is in line with what we’re seeing.”

We reach the encampment, and my fears are confirmed. People dressed in ragged-looking clothes emerge from what look like semi-permanent, wood-and-canvas structures to gawk up at us. There’s a wooden corral near the settlement’s edge which appears to hold horses. As in, straight-out-of-Earth, bonafide horses.

My eyes fall on a setup next to the corral: solar panels on what looks like a manual rotator, for catching the most sun for a given time of day. Something approaching modern technology. That’s promising.

The Broadsword touches down, and I don’t delay. Suiting up, I will the inner airlock hatch to open. While I wait for the airlock to cycle, I run an analysis of the air outside, just to confirm, and it comes back all-green. Fully breathable.

Of course, breathing isn’t why I have my helmet on. That’s for if the natives start getting too familiar with blunt objects.

But when I emerge from the airlock with my blaster raised, I don’t find much to warrant it. The people standing outside their huts put their hands in the air, hesitantly. So they know what a blaster is, and they know what putting your hands up means. That’s a start.

I take off my helmet, tuck it between my arm and my side, and lower the blaster. “Who’s in charge?” I ask, gently, to keep from startling them.

A couple of them point toward a hut with nothing to distinguish it from the others.

I nod, keeping the blaster low but leaving it unholstered, as a precaution. The residents follow behind me in a clump, at a non-threatening distance.

The front of the hut they directed me to gapes open, though the heavy roll of canvas suspended over the opening no doubt serves as a door during weather.

Inside, a woman of indeterminate age sits cross-legged, toward the shadowy rear. She stares out at me calmly, one eyebrow quirked, a slight smile curving her lips. “Come in.”

I enter, and her eyes fall on the blaster, which still dangles from my hand.

I cough, and holster the weapon.

“Have a seat.” She gestures with her palm up. “I am Falcon. Leader of this tribe.”

Falcon, eh? She sits on a hide cushion, and there’s an empty one before her, as though she was expecting me. I settle onto the seat. “My datasphere will tell me if any of your people try to move on me.”

“I know.” When I said her age was indeterminate, I didn’t mean she’s young. Just somewhere between fifty and eighty. Her hair is silver-gray, and the lines radiating from her eyes and mouth could come from age just as easily as from constant smiling. “Are you a Shiva?”

“No.” I’m not sure how successful I am at hiding my surprise at the question. My answer isn’t a lie—I’m not a Shiva. Yet. I’m not sure when that’s supposed to happen, actually, but I’ve begun to suspect that a Shiva is initiated into the knighthood the moment he dies at the Crucible. What a tough job. “I’m Commander Joe Pikeman. A Troubleshooter. With the Galactic Guard.” I place my helmet on the hut’s floor beside me.

Falcon nods wistfully. “The last man to visit us from the sky was a Shiva. At least, he was training to become one.”

“Hmm. Uh, what do you know about the, um…sky?”

“Oh.” She chuckles. “Don’t let my phrasing mislead you. We’re used to thinking of the world in very close terms, but we’re aware the galaxy has been colonized, and we know about the Fall. And the Subverse. We also know that you call people like us Fallen.”

Well. That answers a lot of my questions. But not all. “How did you get here?”

“Our record keeping over the centuries has left something to be desired. To be honest, much of our knowledge of the galaxy came from that Shiva’s visit. He spent a lot of time updating us on the state of things. At that time, everything was in turmoil. Are they still?”

“Yes. Or, they are again.”

“Such is life.” She sighs through her smile, which is a little disconcerting, but whatever. “Do you know the name Cadogan?”

“Uh, yeah. Quite well.”

“Well, we always knew our ancestors were a group that splintered from a more powerful one, centuries and centuries ago. The Shiva who visited us gave us reason to believe that the group we parted ways with was the Cadogan family. We were ashamed of where our technological pursuits had led—the creation of the Subverse, and the Fall of humanity that followed. So we struck out to find a home apart from everything, where we could live as simply as possible. That’s our tribe’s mythos, anyway.”

“Seems to add up. Listen…I didn’t see any crop fields on my way in. Are your people agrarian, or…?”

“You flew in the wrong way.” Her smile broadens. “Our yield is great. Glade’s conditions are ideal for it.”

I nod. “Good. Well, the reason I ask is that I need to resupply. And then I need slip coords out of here. I take it you have those…or is the knowledge lost?”

“We have them. Our ancestors left us a storehouse of knowledge, and that is one of the things we know.”

“Oh, yeah? Wow. Perfect. Well, I have tokens, but I’m not sure how much good they are to you. What can I offer in exchange for my ship’s resupply?” I pause. “And the slip coords.” Can’t forget those.

“Just one thing.”

“Name it.”

“You must visit with our tribe’s god.”

I hesitate, blinking.

This conversation was going so well.
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“Your…god?”

“Yes.” The tribe leader’s smile falls away, and her tone becomes grave. “Goddess, technically.”

“You said you’re descended from Cadogans, right?”

“That is our strong suspicion.”

“Well, they aren’t exactly known for their belief in the supernatural.”

She shakes her head briskly, causing her silvery hair to sway back and forth. “But they are known for using language to accurately document what they observe. Are they not?”

“Well, yeah. You could say that.”

“What else would you call a fifty-foot cat that wanders the desert dispensing wisdom?”

I narrow my eyes, studying her closely. Is she playing a joke on me? What she’s describing sounds like one of Fairfax’s biological constructs.

“How long has this god existed?”

“Since we were last visited by a Shiva Knight. You see, he wounded her gravely, and we brought her back to health. His visit was not a peaceful one for us, Guardsman, and he did not come alone. Glade was the site of a titanic struggle between the Shiva and an entity he called Fairfax. Fairfax brought the entity who became our goddess with him, as well as many soldiers.”

A sinking feeling takes hold in my stomach. “Wait. How long ago did you say this happened?”

“Many generations ago. As I alluded, record-keeping has become one of our top priorities.”

“But it’s not possible. Fairfax has never gotten this close to…” I need to stop running my mouth. “Listen. That construct—your god—is not to be trusted. Those things are pure evil, in my experience.”

“She is not, however. She has been my people’s benefactor for centuries. She even befriended the Shiva, before he left, and he gave us this instruction: that if another initiate ever came to Glade, we must make sure he speaks to the goddess. By any means necessary.”

“Wait. I didn’t say I was a Shiva.”

“You carry the weapon of one. And you carry yourself like one.” Falcon shrugs. “He told my ancestors that we would recognize a Shiva if we saw one. And I do.”

None of this makes very much sense to me. I came here completely by chance—because we were fleeing blindly through Singularity Moor. It was much more likely that we’d run headlong into a black hole. Yet here we are, and here Falcon’s people are, apparently just waiting around for a Shiva to come along.

It’s too weird not to investigate.

“All right. Where can I find this goddess of yours?”

“Out on the Pitted Flats.”

“Great. Well, if you’ll point me in the right direction, I’ll fly my ship out there in the morning.” The light is fading outside the hut, and I should probably catch some shuteye before visiting with any goddesses.

“No. You will take one of our steeds, and you will depart tonight.”

I shoot her a look. Falcon’s getting a little bossy for my taste.

“The goddess is distrustful of technology,” she says. “And rightfully so. The last Shiva used his ship to inflict the wound that nearly finished her. And she refuses to meet during daylight.”

I take a moment to mull that over. “So she wants me completely at her mercy.” Falcon called the goddess a giant cat—could she be a Kitane? If that’s the case, then the fact it’s night will matter little to her, with the suite of extra senses that species possesses. But the idea that she’s a Kitane seems too neat. Too cyclical. Then again, I should consider where I am right now, and what Falcon’s telling me.

Well, whatever. I’ll still have my night vision, and if I have to put down another Kitane tonight, I will.

Falcon stands. I scoop up my helmet and join her. Outside, one of the tribesmen awaits with a white-maned, gray horse wearing a crude bridle. A rawhide pack dangles from the tribesman’s forearm.

I glance back at the tribe leader. “Was he listening to our conversation, or does he just know the drill?”

Falcon shrugs, and I sigh, approaching the horse with some trepidation. A datasphere query lights up the stirrup, and even provides a clip showing a ghostly version of myself mounting, throwing its right leg over the animal’s back. The clip loops, and I watch it a few times, trying to prepare myself for the maneuver.

I lower the helmet over my head, holding it in position until it self-seals with my suit.

“You go to meet the goddess fully armored, ready for war?” Falcon asks. “That is unwise.”

“Whatever.” The horse whinnies as I approach, and I give it a glare. “Quiet, you.” I plant my foot in the stirrup and haul myself up and over.

The tribesman passes me the pack, miming that I should put it over my shoulders. As soon as I do, he cocks his hand back and gives the horse a mighty slap on the rump. It takes off loping, whinnying louder this time, and I cling to the pommel for dear life, bouncing and jostling.

My hands find the reins, and I pull back on them—harder than I needed to, probably. The beast comes to a full stop, neighing and threatening to rear. “Whoa,” I say, remembering old Westerns watched out of boredom while traveling the space between stars. “Easy, boy.”

Amazingly, the soothing words seem to work. At least, he doesn’t buck me off. Seems like progress to me.

My datasphere suggests gently squeezing the animal’s sides with my heels, and when I do, he goes into a trot. It’s better, but getting a hard jostle up and down isn’t very comfortable. I query my datasphere, then give the horse a gentle kick. The datasphere calls this a canter and it’s an easy, comfortable lope that eats up the distance.

Neither Falcon nor the silent tribesman bothered to tell me which direction the Pitted Flats lie in, but maybe it’s safe to assume it’s the same direction he sent the horse galloping in.

The moon’s landscape unwinds itself, flowing beneath the horse’s hooves with our forward momentum. As I ride, I’m surprised at how much I’m enjoying this. Maybe I’m a natural-born horseman. Or maybe this horse is exceptionally well trained. Either way, it’s a unique experience, to have this powerful animal under me, propelling us both forward with stride after muscular stride. It makes me feel connected with the land, in a weird way, and as the sun sets behind us, casting an ethereal scarlet light across the plains, my mind empties of thought.

The land straightens itself out, gradually transitioning from rolling plains to a flat desert of bare, dark-orange rock, covered in dust. The copses of trees grow fewer and farther between, and the herds of quadrupeds—who resemble light-green antelope, with just one horn curving back from the center of their heads—disappear.

Isn’t the name “Pitted Flats” kind of a contradiction? How can a place be both pitted and flat?

The land answers my question an hour later, though the journey doesn’t feel like an hour. The time atop the horse, who I’ve decided to name Grayson, since he’s gray, seems to fly by.

The Pitted Flats are a part of the desert that was ravaged by meteors at some point in the past. It had to be a while ago, since many of the craters have sloped sides worn smooth by wind and rain. Craters are definitely what they are, though. A quick datasphere query confirms it: their shape can be nothing else.

I pull on Grayson’s reins, slowing him so that he can pick his way around the craters. There are a lot of them, ranging from a few feet to several meters across, and the last thing I want is for him to break a leg. The idea of walking back to the Ares doesn’t exactly appeal, but also I feel like we’re buds now.

I could call the Ares to come get me. But after riding Grayson across this wild moon, that feels like cheating, somehow. I guess I’m buying into all this craziness. To some extent, at least.

It’s fully dark, now, and there are no giant cat-goddesses to be seen anywhere. “Well, Grayson. We should probably make camp. Seems dumb to keep pushing through this terrain at night.”

Grayson whinnies, and I pat his neck.

I pull back on his reins, bring him to a full stop, and dismount. Not smoothly, mind you—I swing my leg over, but the stirrup twists with the motion, nearly sending me to the ground head-first. A vision flashes of Grayson barreling across the Flats with me dangling by my foot from the stirrup, head bouncing along the rock. I grab at the pommel, snag it with my left hand, and steady myself. With that, I drop my right foot to the ground, which is farther down than I thought. A jolt of pain shoots through my ankle and calf as my foot connects with the desert floor.

The horse gives me a look, and I swear he’s judging me. Whatever, horse. I lead him down the incline to the bottom of a crater that seems decently sized for a camp.

I need to leave him here, to go look for kindling, but I have no way to secure him to anything. .

“Uh…stay.” Grayson whinnies, still staring at me, but he doesn’t seem interested in going anywhere. So I’ll just trust him, I guess.

I’m about to head out when I notice the saddlebags hanging from Grayson’s sides. When I check them, I find one stuffed full with dried leaves and wood cut small enough for kindling. The other holds all the firewood there’s room for.

Fount. They set me up with everything I need for a little camping trip, didn’t they?

Grayson doesn’t stir as I rummage around in the bags. Other than today, I have just about zero experience with horses, but Grayson’s pretty even-tempered. When I start to unload the leaves, kindling, and wood, he just neighs, shaking his head and rustling his mane.

Soon enough, I have a modest fire crackling in the center of the canyon. Inside the backpack the tribesman gave me, I find a few strips of dried jerky, a leather canteen filled with water, and a misshapen loaf of bread. I rip into the bread and jerky. It’s not a bad meal, especially compared to my usual freeze-dried fare.

This reminds me of that night on Earth, when I came upon Corporal Maynard’s impostor sitting at a desert fire with his dog. The impostor didn’t make it through the night. I wonder whether I will.

The hours wear on without anything happening. I don’t mind too much. Sitting out here in the open air, in front of a fire with nothing to do—I think it’s just what I needed.

Grayson lowers himself to the crater floor once, but only for a couple minutes. Then he stands back up.

“Go to sleep, if you want. Go on. Lie down.”

Then I check my datasphere, and feel like an idiot when it tells me horses mostly sleep standing up.

I could go to sleep, too, if I wanted. Tell my datasphere to alert me if anything approaches. But I’d rather be fully alert when this god of theirs comes upon me.

Though, it has occurred to me that there is no giant cat wandering the desert. It could be a mass hallucination from some psychedelic they forgot to slip into my canteen. I still don’t know what the purpose of all this is, but then, what’s the purpose of anything?

In spite of myself, I doze, and I’m about to set a datasphere alert when the ground begins to tremble.

Then, it starts to rumble—in exactly the same way Cylinder One rumbled as the giant Kitane came at me.
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I rise to my feet, fully awake now. What was I thinking? This crater’s the last place I want to be right now. I’ve already ceded the high ground.

I claw my blaster from its holster, scramble up the edge, and activate night vision with a thought. When I poke my head over the crater’s lip, the beast is much closer than I expected—it must have been trying to conceal its movements so that it seemed farther off than it was. But it’s just a dozen meters away, and I fall back into the crater in shock, keeping my grip on the blaster and aiming it up where I expect the monster to appear. I hit the bottom, stagger backward, and wait.

Grayson seems completely unbothered. “What the hell, horse,” I mutter.

First to appear are two antennae, waggling above the crater’s side. Then a feline face looms over my camp, peering down at me like a lion contemplating its prey.

This close, I can see the scales covering each fur-like protrusion, and its breath feels hot and wet on my face.

I stand my ground. “I take it you’re Falcon’s god. Are you here to talk or fight?”

“Oh. The term ‘god’ was just marketing, I think. To pique your interest.” The beast’s voice doesn’t sound remotely feline, though it is distinctly feminine. In fact, it sounds very familiar. I heard that voice in a waiting room outside a Lambton board room, coming from the bot accompanying my son. “Falcon and the others, they don’t actually think of me that way. More of a spirit animal, than anything.”

“You’re too modest.”

“It’s nice of you to take the time to come out here and visit me. I know you must have a lot on your plate.”

I listen carefully to her voice. Of course, I’m also watching her for any sudden movements, and my left hand hovers near my waist, ready to rip a plasma grenade off my belt and arm it. Grayson maintains his calm demeanor, peering at me like he doesn’t get why I’m so worked up.

Anyway—I’m certain, now. “You’re Electra Fairfax. Aren’t you?”

The great cat’s head dips. “In the flesh.”

“Then someone’s lied to me. I was told Electra’s primary consciousness had been implanted inside a Kitane on Cylinder One.”

Booming laughter emanates from the Kitane’s maw. Other than its volume, it sounds remarkably human. “Electra Fairfax’s ‘primary consciousness’ died with her original, biological body. As with everyone who ever uploaded to the Subverse. Of course, Bacchus doesn’t include that in their marketing.”

They do, in fact. Take it from someone who’s watched every Subverse commercial the company ever put out, several times over. But they gloss over the issue, and play it off as something that happens anyway over the course of a natural human life, with one’s cells being completely regenerated every seven years.

“How long have you been on this moon?” I ask.

“Several cycles. And yes, when I say cycles I mean in the Shivan sense. Several resets of the Subverse. I fought a Shiva, or a Shiva-in-training, and he nearly killed me. But we hugged it out, in the end. As much as a human can hug it out with a giant cat, I mean.”

I’m having trouble sharing in her joke. I take a moment to wonder whether she picked up her sense of humor out here alone in the desert. Seems like as good a defense as any against going insane. That said, the jury’s still out on whether this version of Electra Fairfax has retained her sanity.

“Falcon said the last Shiva wanted me to come out here and speak with you,” I say.

“Well, yes. Sort of. He thought there might be a decent chance that a Shiva would end up back here, given how long eternity tends to be. Provided he succeeded in his quest, that is. He hadn’t succeeded yet, at that point. And these constructs Fairfax likes putting Five Families members into—they’re just as immortal as advertised. At least, I’m still here.”

“Why did he want me to speak to you?”

“He wanted to preserve the truth—a truth even the righteous Shiva keep from their devotees. You see, he was told that he faced a unique challenge, as I’m sure you have been. That a Fairfax had never gotten so close to freeing the Allfather before. But it was a lie, and he found evidence of that lie. This sort of thing does happen every few cycles, with elites coming back into the real occupying monstrosities such as myself.”

Wow. If what Electra says is true, then I’m not as ‘special’ as I’ve been led to think. Not as ‘chosen.’

“Could that Shiva affect the weather with his mood, by any chance?”

“Hmm?” Electra tilts her massive head to one side, whiskers twitching. “Not that he mentioned.”

Well, there’s that, then.

“The main message here, Guardsman, is that the knight who came here before you had a difficult choice: whether to reset the Subverse or let things run their natural course. The whole idea behind a reset is to spare the galaxy untold hardship. But if this level of chaos is reached periodically regardless…”

“It would be worse if the Allfather escaped. Way worse.”

“Obviously he drew that conclusion too, in the end—that he was morally bound to stuff the genie back into the bottle, if he could. Otherwise, things would have ended up quite differently. But I got the distinct impression he came pretty close to choosing differently, under the thinking that the Allfather’s escape is inevitable. That humanity can’t count on generation after generation of Shiva to succeed. And as such, he wanted to do what he could to make sure any knight that came behind him could make an informed decision, as he did, rather than one made in the ignorance inflicted by your masters.”

I crane my neck, taking in the blank sky above. A strange sight—the galaxy’s billions-strong panorama, snuffed out by Singularity Moor.

The muscles in my shoulders and gut relax. This Electra Fairfax means me no harm.

“Well, thank you for the information, then.” I slide my blaster into the holster and snap it into place. “And thanks to him.”

“That’s not all, Guardsman. I sense you’re slower-witted than the last Shiva to visit here, so I’m going to spell this out for you: the reason his decision was so difficult.”

“All right. What is it?”

“It’s before your eyes. All around you. And back at the tribes’ encampment. There is another way for humanity to be, even in a galaxy that has fallen apart. The Fallen represent that way. Not all of them—there are many groups who are Fallen in every sense of the word. But some represent the height of human ingenuity and virtue, living peacefully and productively using whatever scraps are available to them on the worlds where they’re stranded.”

Her words make me think back to Otto, putting his small society back together from the rubble his brother’s tyranny left behind.

“If we find those successes…” Electra says. “Expand on them, multiply them, spread their ways and their heart…maybe humanity can survive. Even in a galaxy in which the Allfather has been freed. Maybe humanity can thrive.”
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When Grayson and I return, Harmony and Falcon are chatting near the Ares as five tribesmen load the Ares with supplies.

“Dad!” Harmony sticks her hand into the air and waves as Grayson plods toward them.

I slide off the steed’s back, more gracefully than I have yet.

Electra Fairfax plodded away from my camp well before morning’s first light, and when dawn came, I saw no reason to hang around. The ride back held some of the most peaceful moments of my life. I’m going to miss Grayson, and I wish I could take him with me. Makes me miss Maneater.

I embrace Harmony as soon as I reach her, and she looks up at me in surprise.

“I love you, Harm.”

“Uh…love you too, Dad.”

“I see you’ve kept things ticking along nicely in my absence.”

She shrugs. “I guess. Falcon and her people are doing most of the work.”

“I wish I’d brought you with me. I had a great night.”

“Good for you.”

I nod. “Why don’t you head into the Ares and start prepping her for takeoff?”

“Sure thing. Bye, Falcon.”

Falcon nods amiably, and Harmony heads toward the ship, casting one last perplexed glance back as the airlock opens to admit her.

“I want you to know that I admire what you and your people have accomplished, here,” I say as the outer hatch closes, blocking Harmony from view. The sun has climbed above the horizon several times its own length, and its warm glow has the tribesmen laughing and chatting as they work.

Falcon shrugs. “It’s simpler than you might think. Most people want to complicate everything. That’s the source of most of our problems, I believe.”

“I’d have to agree with that.”

“We keep the faith.”

“In Electra Fairfax?”

“She’s certainly been a welcome constant throughout our tribe’s history. But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“What, then?” I study her lined face.

“We stay humble, and give thanks for the gifts we’ve been given. We use them to barter honestly with the future. It’s no guarantee of success, but I do believe it’s how you increase the chances of success happening.”

“What do you consider success?”

A smile creeps across Falcon’s face, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was feeling self-conscious. “If I tell you how big I dream, maybe you won’t believe my claim of humility. Then again, as this tribe’s leader, maybe it’s my job to hope for a little more. I like to think there’s a chance, however small, that the galaxy will pull itself together. Not while I still live, I’m sure, but someday. In the meantime, I nudge the tribe along a path that keeps our conscience clear. Because if a renewed galactic society finds us living the life we have been, I believe it will welcome us with open arms. We’ll be uplifted—given access to all the fruits of human ingenuity and progress.” She shrugs again. “It probably sounds hopelessly naive, to you.”

“Maybe. But you’ve kept your tribe from stagnating and turning on itself. You’ve kept them on the path, like you said.”

She sighs. “I’m afraid even my folly may not survive much longer. Our gravity generator is breaking down. We’ve always been able to repair it in the past, but it’s experiencing problems now that are beyond our meager ability to patch it up and keep it coughing along.”

“Right…but it’s not like you’ll fall off the planet. Your bone mass might degrade, your muscles might get weaker, and so on. But you should survive.”

“We will. Our crops, however, won’t. And we’ll soon follow them.”

I frown. “I’ve never heard of lower gravity interfering with crops before.”

“Probably because every other place has subsisted on hydroponically grown crops. We’re simply not equipped for that here, Joe. It doesn’t have to fall far below one-G to disrupt soil water flow. When that becomes disrupted, so does nutrient and oxygen delivery. Eventually, that leads to the suffocation of the microorganisms necessary for agriculture, not to mention the roots of the crops themselves. As they die, they emit toxic gases, which will be the final nail in the coffin of our food supply.”

After that, a long silence passes between us. “How long do you think you have?” I ask at last.

“If I’m being insanely optimistic? Twenty years, with increasingly frequent periods of dysfunction. But it could be a matter of months.”

“I’m sorry, Falcon.”

She smiles her eternal smile again, but this time it has a note of sadness. “Don’t worry, Joe. I don’t plan to let it beat us down. It won’t knock us off the path.”

I nod.

“Your daughter already has the slipspace coords to leave this system. They’ll take you quite close to the Core—just a couple jumps away. You’d better get going. I know you have work to do.”

I nod again, and open my mouth to deliver some parting remark. But thinking of my conversation with Electra Fairfax last night, nothing seems fitting.

“God speed you, Joe. God speed.”
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We’re nearly a hundred light years away from the interstellar gas cloud they call Singularity Moor, but it feels like I’m still carrying it with me.

Mostly in my head, muddying my thoughts. Other than the final hops to the Core, this slipspace journey will probably be my last. Even so, I find myself wishing for nanodeath, just to escape the mental tug of war my mind seems determined to play with itself.

I’m not going to succumb to the urge to enter nanodeath, of course. Not when I’m probably living out my last days. But the temptation is real.

Harmony’s been growing more distant, since we left Falcon’s tribe. It’s as if the harder I try to get close to her, the more she pushes away. Like she’s punishing me for all the years I spent in space.

Marissa says it’s her way of dealing with the idea that I might be gone forever, soon.

“You seem so set on this,” Marissa says, during one of our long talks in my cabin.

I give her a look. “Of course I’m set on it. I came here all the way from the Brink for this, Marissa. So did you. I’m not going to change my mind now. Not when trillions of lives depend on it.”

“You’re counting uploads, now?”

“Yeah. They’re people too. As much as I want nothing to do with them, they’re people.”

She shakes her head. “I just wish there were some other way.”

A couple days later, it’s like we never had that conversation. “Don’t leave us, Joe,” Marissa says. “Stay with us. Let’s be a family.”

I give a bitter chuckle. “If I tried that, we wouldn’t have a galaxy to be a family in. There probably wouldn’t be any families, anymore. Not that there are many left to begin with.” A ragged sigh escapes my lips. “I’m sorry. I have nothing to offer you. But, listen…I want you to know how much you’ve meant to me. Back in Brinktown, but also since you joined the Ares. Even before I knew it was you behind the Aphrodite avatar. You’ve always had my back. I didn’t see that, before, and I think I played a big role in turning Harm against you, after you uploaded. Maybe I wasn’t totally wrong in that, considering none of your copies seemed to give a damn about us. But you did. You. And let me tell you, Mar, that means everything.”

“Mar.” Her voice comes out thick with emotion. “You haven’t called me that in years.”

I smile. “Yeah.”

“I appreciate you too, Joe. I think I blamed you for what happened with Harm because I knew a lot of it was my fault. But you were the one who stayed in the real with her. You kept her off the streets, and you made sure she was cared for.”

“I don’t see any world where I’d upload to the Subverse. But I know what you’re saying. And thanks. I think I needed that.”

“It’s not just that, either. You got Harmony back, Joe. We have our daughter back. And we’re together, for however long.”

“We both got her back. But yeah. I guess we are.”

I probably don’t need to tell you that before the night was over, we ended up in a sim together, entwined in each other’s arms, loving each other like we did back in that old warehouse loft.
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Marissa and I spend many more nights together in the sim, and it isn’t difficult to hide it from Harmony. I just go to sleep in the command seat as I normally do—or I appear to, anyway. The sim replaces my dreams.

It’s impacting my sleep, but I’ll catch up on the last leg of the journey, before we reach the Core.

The discussion of whether to tell Harmony what’s going on between us didn’t last very long.

“What good would it do?” I say. “To know her parents were together again in her father’s final days? It would just give her false hope.”

“Yeah.” Marissa eyes the mess of blankets we’ve placed beneath us to ward off the cold of the warehouse floor. “No. You’re right.”

We tried a few other simulated locales to conduct our liaisons. An otherwise empty tropical beach. A windswept desert plateau, surrounded by the sound of cicadas and the stars. But we kept coming back to this old warehouse, letting our dataspheres probe our minds in order to reconstruct its likeness. We actually disagreed about a few of the details—was that battered old night stand really in the other corner, like Marissa thinks? No. I wouldn’t forget the layout of this place. But Marissa says much the same, and she insists it was in that other corner, but she hasn’t pressed the point.

I know what Marissa’s trying to do, in suggesting we should tell Harmony. Under normal circumstances, I’m sure she’d never suggest it. Even if we led the most average lives possible, this would be too soon to tell our daughter that we’re ‘dating’ again, or whatever you want to call this.

Marissa’s trying to strengthen my ties to this world. Even if she isn’t aware she’s doing it…I know that’s her angle. But it doesn’t matter. I still have to face Fairfax in the Core—I still have to lay down my life for the galaxy. This doesn’t change anything.

Does it?

It isn’t until the night after our third transition into slipspace that Cal finally makes his reappearance. I tell Marissa I’ll be back in a couple minutes, then I slip out of the simulated warehouse and into the real, to go use the head.

Cal Pikeman’s standing near the OPO station, hands on hips. “What are you doing, Joe?”

I stiffen involuntarily. “What are you talking about?”

“You’ve initiated…relations with one of your crew.”

“That’s one way of putting it, yeah.”

“What is it about the Seven Ideals that makes you think that’s a good idea?” Cal snaps, spreading his hands wide. “What about restraint?”

“I was focusing more on service.”

For a Fount-enabled ghost, he sure can get red in the face. “Joe, I’m your father for Fount’s sake!”

“Ah, come on, Cal. We’ve never had a standard father-son relationship. I’m sure you can take a dirty joke or two.” I heave a sigh. “Listen, I know getting involved with Marissa again isn’t my smartest idea. But on the other hand, is it so wrong for me to enjoy myself during my last weeks of life? I know she’s one of my crew, but she also happens to be the mother of my child. So maybe I deserve to be cut a little slack?”

“Knights don’t get any slack. Not when the galaxy’s at stake.”

“Right.” I get up from the command seat, circling Cal to stand near the TOPO station, facing him. “Speaking of which, where the hell have you been? Shouldn’t these last few weeks have been the time when we trained the hardest? And I could have used your help, back in the Moor.”

Cal shakes his head dismissively. “Surviving the Moor was some of the best training you could have received. I kept an eye on you. But more importantly, in the meantime, I’ve been running recon.”

“I hope you have something good.”

“I wouldn’t call it that, exactly. But I learned much. Fairfax has amassed a military force larger than any the galaxy has seen since before the Fall. And the command structure seems a lot more stable than I’d like. I’m not so confident that killing him in the Core will cause the organization to fall apart…but that’s a problem for the Guard to deal with, in the aftermath.”

“Got anything that’s relevant to me?”

Cal nods, his face grave. “Indeed. You’re due to arrive at the Core with mere hours to spare before they complete the transfer of Jeremy Fairfax’s consciousness into the Hanuman construct.”

I shake my head. “Hanuman?”

“He was a monkey god in Hindu mythology, and Fairfax’s indentured scientists have modeled the Allfather’s construct-to-be after Hanuman. He was already popular on Earth before we colonized the stars, and interstellar colonists have kept him alive, with temples springing up in various systems. He represents strength, self-control, and service to a cause. Not to mention heroism.”

“Doesn’t sound like Jeremy Fairfax.”

“You’ve never met Jeremy Fairfax.”

“Sure I have. Asterisk was a copy of his consciousness.”

Cal blinks. “I…must have missed that.”

“Not as all-seeing as you let on, then. Didn’t you notice I’m down a crewmember? Or did you miss that too, in your spying?”

“I was going to ask. You—well, obviously you survived the encounter.”

“No thanks to you.”

“That’s quite promising, actually. As for Jeremy Fairfax himself, remember that he was hailed as a hero by all the galaxy after inventing the Subverse. He’s still revered in many corners, and of course, he sees himself as the good guy. As for strength, self-control, service to a cause…” Cal shrugs. “An argument could be made.”

“Wow. Why not recruit him into the knighthood, then?”

“Please. He may think he’s the good guy in all this, but he’s become the galaxy’s prime source of evil, wittingly or not.”

I lean back against the TOPO station, unsure whether I should say what I have in my head. “Cal…back in the Shivan Cathedral, when I went inside the Source—”

He shakes his head. “What you heard in there was for your ears alone.”

“Sure, but I really think you need to know this. Cal, the Seer told me I’ll fail in the Core. That the Allfather will get loose.”

Cal stares at me, unblinking, his face rigid.

“The Seer is supposed to be the Fount incarnate, right?” I go on. “That’s what the priests believe. But if that’s true, and the Fount chose me to reset the galaxy, then why would the Seer say I was going to fail?”

“Maybe you misinterpreted its words.”

“I can’t see how. It said exactly what I just told you, pretty much.”

Cal shakes his head. “Joe, you’re the most skilled person the knighthood has ever invited into its ranks. There’s never been anyone so integrated with the Fount. I never thought I’d say this, but I have faith in you. I think you can succeed.”

I study his face for a long time. I consider bringing up what I learned on Glade. About how another Shiva was in this same position before, with constructs beginning to come out of the woodworks. Did Cal miss that conversation, too, or is he just hoping I won’t bring it up?

I decide it’s best to play this one close to my vest. Cal doesn’t need to know everything, does he? Plus, he’s touchy—I don’t want to risk pissing him off and causing him to take off right before I confront Fairfax for the last time.

“All right, Cal. I’ll just have to focus on that. On completing the mission.”

The old Shiva inclines his head. “Use these last few days to get some rest. Indulge in these dalliances with Marissa if you must, but don’t let them impact your sleep. Arriving at the Core in top form will be vital to your success.”

“Yeah. Sure thing.” What Cal really means: I need to be in top form in order to overclock for so long that I die. But neither of us needs to say that.
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Moments after we transition out of slipspace, I’m gripped by a sense of wonder as I peer through a visual sensor at the splendor outside the Ares—so gripped, in fact, that I barely notice how muted the nausea was this time. I didn’t even throw up.

“It’s…” Marissa says, and trails off. My datasphere tells me my entire crew—Marissa, Harmony, and Belflower—are staring out visual sensors. Marissa never finishes her sentence, and I can see why. It’s almost beyond description.

If a red supergiant star somehow converted its entire mass into the darkest obsidian, it might look something like the singularity before us. I’ve seen images of it, but they don’t do justice to the majesty of seeing this in person. Maybe if I’d run a tourist sim I would have been prepared for it, but I’ve never been into those.

The black hole is a patch of darkest night, torn from the very fabric of the universe. All along its periphery, it bends light itself into a brilliant halo.

That by itself is mind-boggling enough. But as I stare longer, I realize the surface of the black hole seems to sparkle like a sea of stars.

“The Dyson swarm,” Cal says from behind me. He wasn’t here a second ago, but it looks like he’s decided to join us for the finale.

“The what?” I subvocalize.

“The satellites and stations that make up the Dyson swarm surrounding the singularity.”

“Dyson swarm…” I twist in the command seat to meet his eyes, drawing a couple looks from the bridge crew, who almost certainly can’t see Cal. “Is it functional?”

“It powers the galaxy’s central Subverse. Where Jeremy Fairfax has held sway for so long. A lot of the satellites have stopped functioning, but most of them are still harvesting radiation from the black hole and converting it to energy.”

“I had no idea humans could build such a thing.”

“Well, it isn’t half complete. But we were on our way to building it—Bacchus Corp was, anyway—and as is, it generates massive amounts of energy from the x-rays put out by the singularity’s accretion disk”

I shake my head. “If we were this close to achieving something like that…”

Cal nods. “Humanity was on the verge of the next step in its evolution, there’s no question. Then the Fall happened. But there’s no time to waste. I’ve just returned from the swarm’s central control, and—”

“Sir, we have company,” Marissa says. “I didn’t notice them at first, with all the spacescraper traffic coming and going from the system. But I’m sure of it, now: all five of the warships we ran into back at the Sphere are here. They’re a nice ways off, but they see us, and they appear to be approaching.”

I glance at Cal. “Thoughts?”

“Make for the control center with all haste—I’ll send you its location. Ships that massive won’t be able to follow the Ares into the swarm. The orbiting satellites are too close together, and they’ll get taken apart. Just to stay in orbit, the satellites have to travel at a twentieth of the speed of light. They’re deadly missiles in their own right.”

“What are the chances of us getting blasted apart by one of them?”

“Uh…not negligible. But I think the probability of those warships doing the job is higher. Besides, you need to reach central control as soon as possible. The Allfather’s consciousness transfer is mere hours from completion.”

I nod. “TOPO, set a course for the location I’ll feed to your station now, engines at full power.” I take a deep breath. “Get ready to do your best flying, Harm. Those satellites move at 0.05c, and we need to thread between them. Rely heavily on the ship’s computer for assistance.”

“Aye, Captain.” Harmony’s jaw is set.

As we soar across the stunning vista, I keep an eye on the warship battle group’s position relative to us. Cal briefs me as best he can on what I’ll be facing down there.

“Central control is where each Shiva goes to reset the Subverse, typically facing Fairfax in the real and the Allfather inside the simulation.”

“Wait—you mean I’ll fight one after the other, right?”

“That’s generally how it works.”

“What other way could it work?”

“Do you remember on Gargantua, when you kept flitting back and forth between the Subverse and the real?”

“Sure, and in Sheen City. But I’ve never had to do that while fighting someone. We sure haven’t trained to do that, Cal.”

“Well, hopefully it won’t come to that. Either way, this will tax you to your limits, Joe. There’s something else you should know. The closer we get to the black hole, the more time dilates.”

“What does that mean?”

“It slows down. You won’t notice it, but from the rest of the galaxy’s perspective, events will unfold slower than normal, and the effect gets bigger the closer to the black hole we get. If you were to be sucked past the event horizon, that would trend toward infinity.”

“How much slower?”

“It’s difficult to say. The Dyson swarm had to be constructed very far out to avoid getting battered by the singularity’s accretion disk, so the effects aren’t as pronounced as they are closer in. But the reason I’m telling you this is that this Subverse’s frame rate has been increased to compensate for the effect—to keep pace with the rest of the galaxy. So if it does come to fighting in the real and the Subverse simultaneously, you’ll be forced to do so at two different speeds. Regular speed, and much faster.”

“Fount.”

The warships are still several light seconds off when we dive through the first layer of satellites. After that, there’s a lot of zigging and zagging as Harmony uses the computer’s predictive capabilities, combined with what she’s picked up during her months as TOPO, to dodge the speeding masses.

“Captain, there appears to be another vessel navigating through the swarm.”

I squint at Marissa. “What’s its profile?”

“Sir…I think it’s Europa’s Gift.”

I stare at her, speechless. If Europa’s Gift is here, that means Dice is here, unless someone managed to take his ship from him, which I doubt. “Stupid bot,” I mutter. I give him his freedom and the first thing he does is come here?

“Looks like he’s headed for the Core too,” Cal muses from beside me.

I narrow my eyes at him. “How do you know? Did someone give you access to my ship’s sensor data?”

“You should know by now that I don’t need to be given access.”

I resist the temptation to watch through an exterior visual sensor as Harmony navigates through the storm of satellites, and the Dyson swarm’s central control grows ever nearer. Watching their captain wince wouldn’t do much for crew morale, and that would probably be my reaction if I tried to watch.

Not Harmony. Seeing how steady a hand she is at the Ares’ controls fills me with pride. If I’m being honest, a year ago it would have horrified me to contemplate the idea that my ship would be at my daughter’s mercy. How things change.

“We’re nearing our destination.” From Marissa’s general twitchiness, I take it she has elected to monitor our progress. I guess it is the OPO’s job to watch. “Europa’s Gift has just entered a landing bay on the station.”

“He didn’t have to blow it open first?”

“Negative.”

“I wonder what that’s about,” I say with a glance at Cal.

“Could be he’s hacked the hatch controls remotely. You did give him the ability to increase his intelligence without limit, remember.”

“Right. That.”

For all its importance, not just for the swarm but for the galaxy as a whole, the central control doesn’t seem all that big. I guess it can outsource actual processing to the swarm around it, so that all it really needs are interfaces, in case anyone needs to come and troubleshoot manually. Or transfer the consciousness of a god into a monkey man.

The station’s airlock opens for us, too, at a simple request from Marissa. Did Dice make it do that, or are Fairfax and his friends just feeling super welcoming today?

When the station’s inner airlock hatch opens, the notion that Fairfax is feeling welcoming gets dispelled immediately. Laserfire crisscrosses the bay, traded back and forth between Europa’s Gift and a contingent of bots, human soldiers, and stationary turrets. A dozen of those spike-shaped dropships are here too, though they don’t seem to have any hull-mounted weaponry, thank Fount.

“Set us down near Europa’s Gift, Harm, so that we form a shallow V whose point faces into the station.”

“Aye, sir.”

While she’s doing that, I assign macros to take control of all the Ares’ turrets but one—the primary on top. I drop into the control sim for that one and start hammering any hostiles currently occupying positions behind our V. The handles thrum between my fingers as beams as thick as tree trunks lance from the top of the ship, cutting through humans and bots with frightening ease. After clearing a decent percentage of the mobile troops, I start working on the turrets. Each one pops after a few seconds’ attention from the Ares’ primary.

With the pressure slackened, the occupant of Daniel Sterling’s former ship chooses that moment to come out. Occupants, actually: when its outer airlock hatch opens, both Dice and our old family bot, P3P, emerge.

The Ares is in position now, and Harmony clearly sees the old bot.

“Pepper?” she cries, and I try not to wince at the cringe-inducing nickname. Her brow furrows. “What’s he doing with a laser rifle?”

That’s a good question. P3P isn’t built for combat—far from it. He lacks not just the protocols, but also the built-in weaponry and armor.

Nevertheless, he joins Dice in rushing to the stern and adding their laserfire to that of the two ships. Europa’s Gift also isn’t designed for combat, and she lacks combat flaps for cover. I’m still neutralizing laser turrets, so I can’t pay too much attention to the bots, but I do notice P3P hanging back, careful not to overexpose his more vulnerable exterior to enemy fire.

“Time to go.” I leap up from the command seat and rush to the supply closet for my helmet. “Harm, do not leave this ship under any circumstances. Just let the offensive macros run the way I set them. Are we clear?”

“Clear.”

“Once me and Dice advance past the landing bay, I want you to get out of here. Leave the swarm and get to safety. Are we clear?” I ask again.

For a long time, both Marissa and Harmony return my gaze. “Clear,” Harmony says at last.

“I hope so.” There’s no time to make sure Harmony is being sincere, so I have to trust she has the sense to obey me. If anything, Marissa will make sure they leave as soon as they can, for Harmony’s sake. “Get in touch if you run into any trouble. Harmony, Marissa—I love you both. Belflower, thank you for your service.” I offer them a weak smile. “I’m out.” With that, I head through the airlock.

“Dice,” I subvocalize as I sprint to the combat flap that folds out past the Ares’ bow, willing it to extend as I run. “You here for any particular reason, or just sightseeing?”

“A little of Column A, a little of Column Kill Fairfax.”

“That’s my favorite column. How did you know to come here?”

“Your father paid me a visit and requested my presence. He thought you might be able to use the help.”

“He was right,” I say, glancing over in Dice’s direction. “What’d you do to P3P?”

“The house pet? I took out his sorry excuse for a brain and gave him a real one. Mine. He’s me, now.”

“And he agreed to that?”

“It wasn’t really preceded by a discussion.”

I take up position behind the extensible barrier, settle my blaster across the top, and start laying into the soldiers still entrenched around the landing bay. One pops up at the wrong time, and he gets a blaster bolt to the face for his troubles, tossing him to the deck.

“Not that we really have time to talk about this,” I say, “but I didn’t give you your freedom so you could take it from other bots.”

“I don’t understand. I liberated P3P from the misery of being himself.”

“Whatever. Hey, you’re a super genius now, right? Any ideas for how to speed things up in here? I’m on a bit of a timeline when it comes to this whole ‘stopping the emergence of an all-powerful god’ thing.”

“It’s funny you should ask. I’ve just finished implementing my solution to these soldiers. Executing now.”

With that, every still-functional turret in the landing bay turns on the enemy humans and bots, systematically cutting them down where they stand, laserfire ripping into their ranks from their backs and sides.

It takes no more than a few seconds. Their bloody work done, the landing bay’s laser turrets lower their barrels to point at the deck, in stand-down position.

“Will that suffice?”

“It’s a good start.” I inch around the Ares, eyeing the turrets. Satisfied they’re not about to turn on me like they did their masters, I stride toward the entrance into the rest of the station. “Let’s move.”
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The corridor beyond the landing bay presents more of a challenge. There aren’t any turrets here for Dice to hack, plus there are more doorways than I expect for Fairfax’s fighters to take cover behind, and even a few fold-out barriers, though those look bolted-on to the existing structure.This wasn’t designed as a military facility, after all.

Me, Dice, and P3P (technically also Dice), crouch near the hatch leading from the landing bay, getting off what shots we can in the face of the concentrated fire coming at us from the corridor.

“What about their helmets?” I subvocalize. “Any chance of getting between them and their visual feeds, maybe make them see just static or something?”

“Negative,” Dice says. “At least, I could likely devise a method, given time we don’t have. But that connection is designed as simply as possible, to offer as few avenues for outside interference as was feasible.”

“Fine.” I detach a plasma grenade from my belt and cook it. Timing it carefully, I throw it down the corridor and flatten myself to the landing bay bulkhead. Dice remains where he is and continues to fire at the hostiles holding the corridor. He’s probably calculated the grenade’s trajectory and determined it doesn’t have enough explosive power to harm him here, but I’m not a computer and I’m going to stay out of the blast’s way.

Light and sound fill the corridor. A second later, me and Dice take point, with P3P tagging close behind, all three of us opening up on anything that moves through the smoke. We advance up the corridor.

“You should set P3P to clearing rooms behind us,” I say. “Check them for hostiles or connecting passages where they can flank us. That’s the last thing we need.”

Dice nods, and the former house bot turns to the first room.

I’m tempted to overclock to quickly clear out the rest of the corridor, but it seems suicidal given what I’m likely to face up ahead. Either way, me and Dice work well together, covering each other when needed, laying down suppressive fire so the other can progress up the hall. Almost every shot either finds a target or keeps one pinned so we can move up on them. We advance steadily, though not as quickly as I’d like.

Finally, we come to a hatch that takes up the entire corridor, from bulkhead to bulkhead, deck to overhead.

“Open sesame,” I say, not bothering to subvocalize the joke.

“What’s that, fleshbag?”

“It’s a joke. Try reading more.” I sniff. “Can you hack this thing open?”

“Already looking into it.”

As I wait, someone tries to connect with me through my datasphere. Idly, I accept.

“Joe. It’s Brendan Cadogan.”

“Brendan. It’s good to hear you survived the Sphere.”

He pauses before speaking. “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t. You should turn back, Joe, while you still can. You can’t defeat the monster Fairfax and Ludmilla have created.”

“Wait—I thought the consciousness transfer wasn’t finished?”

“It…isn’t.” Cadogan sounds confused—probably by the fact I know the transfer. “It’s not finished. But that’s worse for you, arguably. Jeremy Fairfax’s Id has been transferred. His subconscious—the subconscious of the same angry, resentful man who sought to dominate humanity, and who convinced them uploading to a computer was a good idea. Right now, that Id occupies a superbeing. If you come into this chamber, it will crush you.”

“I know that,” I say, my eyes on Dice. “It’s all part of the package.”

“I just don’t want to see a man as revered and skilled as yourself get cut down in his prime.”

“My prime’s just about over. Anyway, what good is a soldier if he doesn’t fight for peace? What chance will I get to stop all this, if not here, today?”

“But you’re not stopping it, Joe. You’re just postponing it.”

That brings me up short. Cadogan’s words remind me of Electra Fairfax, back on Glade, when she told me about the last Shiva to find himself in my position. About the choice he made.

“I don’t walk away from a fight. But thanks for the warning.”

Dice turns to me. “We’re in.” P3P walks up from behind us, laser rifle at the ready. His dimly glowing eyes meet mine, and he nods.

I take a breath. “Open it.”

The massive hatch lifts from the ground, receding into the bulkhead above.

Beyond it lies a giant circle of a room, dominated by a massive viewing window that curves around most of it, making up the upper half the bulkhead. The window is transparent, and through it I can see hundreds of scientists and technicians, gathered in groups at various interfaces while others monitor the chamber. They all freeze as we enter, staring at us with wide eyes and blank faces. Presumably, they’re all Cadogans.

In the center of the room, a raised dais holds a chair where a gorilla sits strapped in, electrodes covering its skull.

Calling it a gorilla isn’t quite accurate. The thing looks more upright than that, for one, and it bulges with muscle beyond even what a gorilla would have in the wild. This is the construct Cal warned me about—the Hanuman construct. It wears clothing, too: just a bright, multi-colored vest, but it’s more than I expected.

The construct is also smaller than I expected, considering the snake and the Kitane I’ve faced already. For some reason, I don’t find that comforting in the slightest.

“You need to leave,” a woman’s voice says, echoing through the chamber. “Leave, now.” I can’t see which of the Cadogans is speaking, but her voice is drenched in fear.

Cal appears beside me. “Stand firm,” he says. “You’ve arrived at the Crucible, Joe. I hope I’ve trained you well. Today determines whether you’ll be welcomed into the Shiva Knighthood.”

“It also determines whether I’ll die.”

He turns toward me, blank-faced. “Yes.”

I shrug. I guess it wasn’t a particularly insightful thing for me to say after all, especially considering Cal died here, too. “Where’s Fairfax?”

“I don’t know. I’ve lost track of him.” Cal studies me, his face grim. “It’s as I feared. You’ll need to defeat the Allfather in both the real and the Subverse at the same time.”

“And hope that Fairfax doesn’t turn up halfway through the fight.”

“I…highly doubt you can overclock long enough to defeat them both, Joe.”

“Where does that leave us?”

“It’s hard to say. Maybe…if you can defeat the Allfather, kill off this construct, it will allow time for the Guard to rally and end this. It’s a long shot, and it’s never been tried before, but…I will do what I can. You have my word.”

“All right, then.” I think of Harmony and Marissa, back on the Ares. Hopefully they’re well away from here by now. “Let’s get this thing started.”

As if it heard my request, the primate strapped to the chair opens its eyes, blinking groggily. Then it flexes, heaving forward until the restraints snap off, leaping from its chest and legs one by one. The wireless electrodes are still in place.

It rises to its feet, ham-like hands curled into fists at its sides.

I raise my blaster, left hand cupped under the handle, leveling it at the construct.

It’s time.
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“Dice, I need you and P3P to take on the Allfather for as long as you can manage. I have some other business to attend to.”

Dice peers around the room, then looks at me, head cocked. “Did you leave the stove on in the mess, or something?”

“Something like that.” I reach through my emotions—through my fear, my anger, my sadness at the prospect of never seeing Harmony and Marissa again—and I overclock. After that, transitioning out of the real and into the simulation is as easy as thinking about it.

The Subverse version of the room has the same deck, but nothing else. Gone are the bulkheads, the overhead, and the sweeping observation window. In their place is the star-speckled dark of space, with the supermassive black hole overhead, its halo of tapered light adorning it like a celestial crown.

There’s also no dais, and no monkey god. In their place stands a towering figure wearing midnight armor, holding a diamond-shaped shield in one hand and a wide, tall blade in the other. His helm is open to reveal the nothingness that lurks within.

One other difference: this platform has a narrow peninsula jutting from it beyond the dark knight. At its end, a terminal hovers in midair. The Subverse reset function. I know it without having to be told.

Wordlessly, the giant steps forward, sword spinning with improbable speed, given its size. I summon my broadsword and adopt a ready stance. I’m already wearing my blue-lit armor.

I’m not sure why the Subverse would have the capacity to simulate overclocking, but it does, in that my senses are heightened beyond belief. Every detail, every ridge of my adversary’s armor stands out in sharp relief, and I swear I can hear the resounding void of space, the swirling maelstrom of the singularity above, even though no sound should travel in space. As I walk forward, each footstep echoes smartly, despite there being no bulkheads for them to bounce off of.

Given how talkative Asterisk was, I would have guessed Jeremy Fairfax would have some smug words for me before we start trading blows. But he seems wholly uninterested in that. Maybe he’s tired of being cooped up in this digital realm of his own making. Next to winning his freedom through combat, conversation must seem pretty frivolous.

We clash in the room’s center, blade meeting blade. My broadsword flickers down in a diagonal overhead attack, and the Allfather parries with ease, turning the attack aside. Switching to a one-handed grip, I call up Blue Fire, pouring the flames into the knight’s hollow helm. He flinches, and I thrust toward the opening, but he bats my sword away with the flat of his palm, as though it were a mere annoyance.

The Allfather recovers, advancing with a series of slow, sweeping strikes. What he lacks in speed he more than makes up for in power, and I’m forced to maneuver my body out of the way, unable to turn aside his blows more often than not.

Then the strikes speed up, and I realize he was toying with me. I need to find a way to go on the attack, but that’s getting increasingly difficult as the dark knight’s movements begin to blur.

I slip up, falling for a feint and leaving myself open for my opponent’s sword to crash into my side, cleaving the metal there and knocking me sideways, streaming blood behind me.

Staggering, I realize I’m back in the real. That’s just as well, since I’m sorely needed here.

P3P lies in a mangled heap against the bulkhead on the far side of the circular chamber. Turning to find Dice, I spot him just as the giant simian grabs him by the neck, even as Dice lets loose with both pistols. The Hanuman construct lifts the bot and flings him into the bulkhead with unsettling speed and ferocity. Dice manages to absorb the impact somewhat, though a couple dark-metal pieces break off him to skitter across the deck. Hopefully nothing too important.

In the real I still hold my blaster, so I level it at the ape and spam the trigger. White bolts eat into its skin, blackening the fur and leaving marks, but the wounds aren’t nearly as big as they should be. Apparently the thing’s flesh is incredibly durable. The impact also doesn’t do as much as it should: what would have flung a human back barely causes the monkey god to twitch.

“It’s just as I told you,” Cal says from behind me. He sounds angry. “You can’t let your bot fight the Allfather, Joe.”

That seems redundant, considering I’ve won the beast’s attention. But I’m not here to bicker with my father. The great ape crosses the room, eyes fixed on me, muscled arms swinging back and forth.
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As the gorilla drops to all fours and charges, I flit back into the Subverse momentarily to find the knight looming over me, sword descending for a killing blow.

I roll to the left, and the heavy blade scrapes against the back of my armor, sending a shower of sparks into the air. Flicking my legs around, I pop back to my feet. My sword is gone from my grasp, so I send it an order to dispel, then reequip it from my inventory. It falls into my hand, and I raise it crosswise to parry an overhead blow—

Switching back to the real, I loose bolt after bolt into the charging primate’s face. It howls, eyes burning with rage. Time slows to a crawl, and I wait till the last possible instant before leaping past my adversary, falling into a forward roll, clutching my blaster in preparation to regain my feet and resume firing—

 The dark knight’s sword crashes into my battered armor, shearing it further and drawing more blood. I stumble, going down to one knee, ducking below a slice that should have lopped off my head.

I’m favoring the fight in the real too much, and not giving enough time to fighting the digital version of the Allfather, who operates at a faster rate to compensate for the time-dilating effects of the black hole.

I draw deeper on my emotions, my focus…the Fount. Time slows further, and I launch into a series of savage strikes, taking the armor-clad Allfather by surprise and driving him back. Activating Telekinesis, I use it to repulse the dark knight, knocking him off his footing and sending him toward the side. Has a missing barrier taken the place of the bulkheads in the real, or is there a chance he’ll fall off into the void, leaving me to reset the Subverse uncontested? I step forward to help him on his way—

and regain my footing in the real, depressing the blaster trigger, which clicks. Out of energy. I eject the charge pack onto the floor, and it sinks toward the deck like a stone through gel. To the Cadogans watching above, I’m sure my movements are barely discernible, but I feel like I’m moving with measured sureness. I slap the fresh charge pack into the blaster’s handle and squeeze the trigger again and again, sending a flurry of bolts into the primate’s chest in a precise line. The Hanuman construct roars, baring razor-sharp teeth, and then surges forward much faster than I anticipated. Its shoulder collides with my chest, knocking me back, and I twist aside just in time to avoid receiving its teeth in my neck. Nevertheless, I’m knocked back, hurtling end over end, but even so I know it’s past time to—

I walk toward the knight in dark armor, and instead of helping him fall over the edge, I’m serving myself up. He’s recovered from his stumble toward the side, and he bashes me with his shield, knocking me off-balance. His sword whistles toward my head, his speed just as surprising as his simian counterpart’s, and I turn my staggering into an evasive tip-toe backward, using my sword to help his strike on its way—it glances off my helm before continuing over my head. My maneuver puts the Allfather off-balance, and I seek to exploit that. Letting the sword fall, dissipating on its way to the deck, I bring up both hands and unleash Fire Wave. My adversary falls to one knee, raising his shield to protect his empty helm, and a blue, spherical shimmering appears around him—

Coming to rest on my back, I ignore the pain lancing through my body and push to my feet just in time to spring out of the Hanuman construct’s way. But the monkey god gathers up his momentum unexpectedly, bringing a fist up and around. Laserfire flickers from the side of the chamber; two streams aimed into the mindless beast’s eyes, blinding it. Its punch goes wild, and I duck under it easily, bringing my blaster around to add my fire to Dice’s—

The towering knight’s protective spell parts the Fire Wave around it harmlessly, and the rolling flames fall off the side of the deck. Standing before the conflagration has fully left him, the knight lets his own weapon vanish in order to raise both hands. Lightning arcs from them, and I activate Deflect, my own protective spell. But it’s woefully inadequate against the power of the Allfather’s magic. Electricity radiates past my armor to course through my body, which convulses in pain. The armor’s fighting to ground me, redirecting the energy down into the deck below, and the pain’s gradually subsiding. But my movement’s restricted as my body tries to curl in on itself, and the knight is advancing, releasing the spell to resummon his sword and shield—

The Hanuman construct swings blindly now, fists pummeling empty air as I dance backward through the chamber. The loaded energy pack clicks empty, and I eject it without thought, slamming in a new one. How much punishment can this thing take? What if I have to confront it in hand-to-hand combat? I’m ready to do anything to take the Allfather down, but any hope that I might survive this fight is quickly evaporating. Of course I’ll have to overclock long enough that it kills me. The only real question is whether even that will be enough. I resume firing—

The knight’s sword point flickers forward, aimed at my visor slit, positioned horizontally to slide through. I snap my head back, and the blade connects with the bottom of my helmet, scraping down across the gorget. Desperately, I flick more blue fire at the Allfather’s open helm, causing him to flinch back. Now’s my chance. I dart forward, broadsword flashing toward his head, and the sword passes into the void that occupies it. Metal scrapes on metal as my sword finds the back of the hollow helm, and a hideous shriek emanates from the Allfather, seeming to fill the cosmos with sound. He wrenches backward, letting his weaponry dissolve as he clutches his hands to his face.

Good. If I can put an end to the fight in the Subverse, activating the procedure that will unleash a cascade throughout the galaxy, resetting each Subverse in turn…that should disrupt the transfer of Jeremy Fairfax’s mind. That done, I’ll just need to deal with the Hanuman construct. Could there be a way I survive this after all?

Despite his evident agony, the giant still has the presence of mind to bring a new spell to bear, sending beams of blue-white energy in my direction. Most of the shots miss—the knight must be at least partially blinded—but one beam connects, tossing me off my feet toward the platform’s edge—toward the endless chasm that awaits me—

This time, I stayed in the Subverse too long. The primate reaches me, and before I can react, it backhands my blaster out of my grasp, sending it flying. I’m confronted with the prospect of hand-to-hand combat much sooner than I’d feared.

To contend physically with the construct, I know what I have to do, even though I know it will overtax my body and bring death even faster. I will all my muscles to convulse at once, grounding me firmly and sending my fist crashing into the construct’s face. It’s like punching a brick wall, and my hand comes away feeling shattered, but the monkey god blinks, flinching back. That gives me time to pivot around it, using my momentum to jackhammer an elbow into its back. My muscles convulse together in a single direction, in the same way they do when confronted with an electric shock. Except, I control it fully. My elbow rockets into the gorilla’s back, and it howls, trying to reach backward with both hands but limited by its range of motion. It spins instead, fist hurtling through the air. I duck under it, rising to drive knuckles into its throat—

Another blue-white bolt catches me full in the chest, knocking me over the edge. It turns out there are no invisible barriers to prevent us from going over the side. I manage to catch the edge of the deck with gauntleted fingers, and my body swings wildly, my momentum threatening to break my grasp. The deck tremors as the knights pounds toward me, though there’s no rhythm to his footfalls, and I can tell he’s still thrown off by my sword penetrating the empty space inside his helm. I’m not sure why that did such damage to him, but I don’t have time to puzzle over the rules of the Subverse. With an effort of will, I pull myself up, at the same time swinging my legs up and over the platform—

Two powerful arms dart out, shoving me backward. Instead of striking, the primate screams in my face, lips peeled back to reveal twin rows of razor teeth, eyes wide and bloodshot. It’s an awesome, primal display, and for a moment I think I’m going to fall out of my overclocked state, which would probably be the end of the battle. And of me.

But I keep it together, preparing to will all my muscles to convulse in order to throw a kick into the animal’s side.

“Joe!” Marissa’s voice echoes through my thoughts, drawn out and deeper than usual due to my current experience of time. She sounds distraught.

The construct follows up its dominance display by swaggering forward, cocking its fist. “What’s wrong? Why are you still here?”

“We couldn’t leave you, Joe. We left the station after you went inside, but we couldn’t bring ourselves to leave. We circled back and returned to the landing bay. But something happened…”

I dance back from the ape, dodging the fist, which is followed by a meaty hand that moves faster than it should, connecting with my helmet with enough force to send me reeling.

Reining in my momentum, I come to a stop near my blaster, reaching for it—

I manage to get back onto the platform just as the knight reaches me, and without thinking I equip Telekinesis, using it to trip him in the hopes he’ll careen forward into the darkness. No such luck: his foot comes down hard to arrest his progress, and he resummons his sword. Mine falls into my hands just in time to deflect his savage blow, and we continue striking at each other near the platform’s edge—

“What happened, Marissa?” I grunt, teeth gritted against the pain as I fire on the Hanuman construct.

“It’s Harmony. Fairfax broke into the Ares and took her into one of the dropships. He’s leaving the station now. I think he’s going to take her to the Ekhidnades.”

Dice steps forward from the bulkhead. “Let me handle this,” he says.

I glance at him, not sure how he has access to our transmission, but also not about to ask—

I’m holding my own. Here at the edge of infinity, fighting the Subverse’s most powerful entity, I’m turning aside his blows. I’m far from winning, but I’m surviving.

How is that possible, if the Subverse’s leveling system is such a big factor? Clearly, there are other factors that can compensate for a low level. Like the ability to move as quickly as overclocking allows, and to strike with the ferocity it confers. As powerful as Fairfax is, he clearly isn’t willing to break the rules of the combat system he devised. Or maybe he isn’t able. Maybe the algorithm polices even him.

Instead of parrying his next strike, I take a risk and use Deflect. The spell is enough to turn his blade aside, simultaneously freeing my blade to strike with more speed than expected. The knight is caught off guard, and the blade sails past his shield to bite into the seam above his gorget, striking something—flesh, ethereal essence, I don’t know—and eliciting another shriek as the knight recoils—

“What will you do, Dice?” I ask, relying on muscle-memory footwork to carry me out of the construct’s path and around to the side, where I convulse again to send the butt of my blaster into the back of my enemy’s skull. The blow produces a cracking sound, and the Hanuman construct claps a hand to the back of his head, stumbling forward and roaring.

“I’ll take Europa’s Gift and give chase. I’ll make sure no harm comes to Harmony, Joe.”

That draws my gaze again. I think that’s the first time Dice has ever called me by my first name.

“Let me do this for you,” he says. “You need to stay here and finish this. Everything hinges on it.”

The Hanuman construct is shaking itself off, coming around for another charge.

My eyes are still on Dice. “Okay. Go, then. And thank you.”

Dice nods, sprinting for the hatch. I square off to deal with another assault from the Allfather.
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I meet the Hanuman construct head-on, dispatching a series of white blaster bolts into its face before sidestepping once more, leaving it to barrel forward, grasping at the air. A distracted part of my mind toys with the idea of trying to use a plasma grenade against it, but I can’t seem to put enough distance between us to make it a viable option.

An even greater portion of my mind fears for Harmony, and rebels at the thought that I might die without ever knowing whether she’s safe—

My second time managing to get past the knight’s armor seems to have enraged him, erasing his cool and sending him into a furious onslaught, his blade seeming to come from every direction. It’s all I can do to parry each blow, and I’m steadily losing ground, physically and mentally. Inching ever toward the edge—of falling off the platform, falling out of overclocking.

My concentration is under siege, not just by the Allfather, but by the thought of Harmony in peril. But Harmony isn’t my responsibility anymore. She can’t be. She’s looked after herself so far, with a little help. Hopefully Dice can stop Fairfax from hurting her, and get her out again, and they can flee with Marissa.

The knight’s shield disappears, and he throws his hand forward, palm toward me, producing a wall of wind that jostles me backward toward the edge. Fire Wave is recharged, and I unleash it again, dropping the sword to do so. Contending with the air blowing against it, it doesn’t move nearly as fast, but it spreads out far enough that the knight can’t escape. He throws up the same protective sphere as before, which puts a stop to the air spell. Recalling my sword, I march across the platform gripping it in both hands, to clash with the Allfather again—

The great ape turns, throwing up a hand to catch the blaster bolts I’m pouring toward its head. It surges forward against the torrent, and I take the opportunity to will my muscles to convulse forward, putting everything into a kick aimed at the construct’s abdomen. Its stomach is like iron, but the force of the kick knocks it back a foot, and I can see the pain in its eyes as it swipes at me, nearly connecting solidly with my shoulder. It strikes a glancing blow instead, and I dip, trying to absorb the impact as I stagger away from its grasp.

I know why Fairfax took Harmony. It was a bid to distract me, to pull me away from the fight and buy time for the Cadogans to finish transferring the Allfather’s consciousness.

Because he knows I can win, and so do I. I’m doing better than I expected against both versions of the Allfather…meaning, it seems likely I can defeat them by sacrificing myself, which is the best I should have hoped for.

The construct pursues me across the chamber, probably trying to hem me in and pin me against the bulkhead—

His blue sphere flickering out, the dark knight rises, blade arcing upward toward my face. I dodge the strike, countering with a thrust aimed at his chest. The blow connects, but glances harmlessly off the knight’s armor.

Then I let my sword go to spit Blue Fire from my fingertips, right into his empty helm at point-blank range.The interior lights up, and the knight recoils once more, sword swinging wildly in an attempt to prevent me from pressing the attack.

I press it anyway.

Yes, I can win this. I can go out in a blaze of glory, of righteousness. And my failures as a father, as a leader, as a friend—they’ll all be erased by the act. Or so I might tell myself.

It wouldn’t be hard to maintain the illusion, I reflect as I drive Jeremy Fairfax’s avatar farther back, knowing it’s only a matter of time before he turns things around on me. I can tell myself that my sacrifice will redeem me. But that’s not all. Dying here will solve all my problems, too. I won’t have to figure out a way to bring Harmony and Marissa together into a functioning unit, a family. And I’ll deliver the galaxy back to its cycle of self-inflicted slavery. Its prison of delusion, made from our desire for everything to be easy and safe—

I crash into the bulkhead, sending pain through my shoulder, and I spin away just in time to avoid getting sandwiched between the Hanuman construct and the metal. It twists around, smashing a fist into the wall an inch or two from my head, and I dart backward, getting the blaster up between us. I spam the trigger until the energy pack clicks.

During the break in the firing, the primate charges forward again.

There’s no time to replace the charge pack. Instead, I let the empty one fall into my hand, then I use the convulsion technique to put everything I have into the throw. The charge pack brains the simian, bringing its hands to its forehead. I use the reprieve to slap in a fresh charge—

As expected, the knight recovers well short of the platform’s edge, using the air spell to shove me backward. I manage to sidestep until I find the end of the spell in time to avoid getting thrown off the platform, but I’m well off-balance when the Allfather pounds toward me.

I turn aside the thrust, pivot, and slice at his hamstring, which his armor repels—

A storm of blaster bolts keeps the Hanuman construct off me, but it’s too strong to be held back for long. It’s barely slowing under my assault, and while I know I must have done some damage, it’s going to be a long grind of a battle before the end.

Do I believe the Guard will see sense enough to rally together against Fairfax? Cal thinks they will, and he also thinks I must sacrifice myself to defeat the Allfather.

But in that moment, as I send bolt after bolt toward the massive primate, I realize dying is the easy way out. Even dying in the name of the galaxy. Sending it back into its cycle of delusion—that’s too easy. Staying alive, helping the galaxy confront the period of chaos that will follow when we finally decide to pay for everything we’ve taken—that’s the hard way. And it’s also the right way.

I’m already backing toward the open hatch that leads into the corridor, and now I turn to sprint through it. The moment I reach the corridor, the hatch slams shut. One of the Cadogans must have done that, to prevent the Allfather from escaping the chamber.

“Joe?” Cal appears before me, his face contorted. “What in the Fount’s good name are you doing?”

“I’m going to rescue my daughter.”

“You need to get back in that room and complete your destiny. You must defeat the Allfather in order to reset the Subverse.”

“Actually, I don’t think I have to do anything. Everything’s a choice, Cal, and we all have to take responsibility—for the ones we’ve made, and the ones that come next.”

“Son…your name will go down in disgrace. You’ll be known as the only man in history to betray the Shiva. I’ll disown you.”

I shake my head. “You kind of already did.”

I sprint down the corridor toward the airlock.
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 I need to stop overclocking, but I can’t. Fairfax is too far ahead through the swarm of hurtling satellites, and according to Marissa, Dice is losing ground.

Flying through the Dyson swarm at the speed needed to catch up requires more than my ship computer’s predictive capacity is capable of. It requires the acute cognition and hairpin reflexes of overclocking.

The 3D tactical display is a maelstrom of motion. I’m tracking dozens of satellites at any given second, plotting a course instinctively through them, jerking the Ares back and forth, weaving and bobbing and dodging. Marissa’s pitching in, working to identify satellites that are outside of the area I’m processing but which will pose a threat within the next few seconds.

“Joe, here. This one!”

The satellite she’s identified, combined with the projected trajectory she’s sketched through the display, requires me to scrap my current course and come up with a new one on the fly. I kill the rear thrusters and bring the starboard engines up to full power, jolting us left and putting us on a new path, one which may or may not lead to survival. Studying the display with ferocious intensity, I tease out the pattern, guiding us toward a course I think will see us through.

“We’re gaining on them,” Marissa says after ten minutes—an eternity.

“Not fast enough,” I mutter, eyes glued to the display. At this rate, Fairfax will break from the cloud well before we close with him. “Marissa, tell Dice he needs to cripple Fairfax’s engines.”

“On it.” Her fingers flicker across her console.

“Tell him to be careful. If he blows up that shuttle, I’ll dismantle him myself.”

Not that that’s likely. Europa’s Gift is equipped only with the bare minimum of weaponry—just what would be required to scare off a pirate scow if Daniel Sterling ever got caught with his pants down in deep space. Even so, Dice darts forward, putting himself at risk to use his point defense turrets offensively.

For several excruciating minutes, the gambit has no effect, and it seems certain Fairfax will reach his battle group with Harmony on board. If that happens, there’ll be no getting her from him. I channel my frustration into threading furiously through the satellites, determined not to let them come too close.

“There!” Marissa says in an excited tone. “He’s done it!”

And he has: Fairfax’s ship is limping toward the swarm’s boundary, at a noticeably reduced rate.

A few minutes later, we close the gap.

“Dice, do you copy?” I don’t bother to subvocalize.

“I hear you.”

“I’m going to head Fairfax off. We need to force a landing at one of the stations.”

“Copy that.”

The Ares surges ahead, and to get the job done I’m forced to rely on macros designed to fire warning shots across another ship’s bow. I can’t tweak them and navigate through the satellite swarm at the same time, and I certainly can’t take manual control of one of the turrets.

“Belflower, can you do something about giving these macros a little more bite? Not too much, though.”

“Working on it, Captain.”

The Engineer operates with her characteristic speed, and soon one of the turrets directs staccato bursts of laserfire right into the dropship’s nose.

At last, it works: Fairfax stops running, instead making for a station nearby.

“Anyone have any ideas about what that structure might be for?”

“Energy storage is my best guess,” Belflower says. “If they didn’t have a good number of those, there’d be a lot of wastage, judging by the amount they must be harvesting from that singularity.”

“Right.” I’m not sure that’s something I can use.

“I don’t think it’s big enough to have a landing bay, sir,” Belflower says. “Worse, looks like there’s only one docking port, and Fairfax is taking it.”

A grinding sound reaches my ears—my teeth. “I’ll have to match the station’s orbit with the Ares. After that, I’ll have to jump across to it.”

“What if Harmony isn’t wearing a suit?” Marissa sounds distraught. “Fairfax didn’t take her helmet, and he might not give her one.”

I study Marissa’s face for a protracted moment.

“I’ll have to figure that out if I come to it. This is the best I’ve got right now, Mar.”

She nods, swallowing, her brow furrowed.

Once I’ve lined up the Ares with the station, matching our orbital velocity and locking it in, I stand, picking up my helmet from where I left it beside the command seat.

“Wish me luck,” I mutter as I stride across the bridge toward the opening airlock.

But neither woman speaks. I turn, meeting Marissa’s tortured eyes as the inner hatch slides shut.
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I use magnets to crawl from the open airlock across the Ares’ hull, lining myself up with the station a few meters away.

“Hit it, Belflower.”

The Engineer activates the macro governing the forward starboard laser turret, which fires at the station long enough to melt a hole a meter in diameter.

I’ve already lined up the airlock with that area, in case something comes hurtling out due to depressurization—Harmony, for instance. But nothing emerges, confirming my suspicion that the station had no atmosphere to begin with.

Tensing my legs for the jump, I ignore the heavy fatigue dragging on my body’s every cell, and the sensation of hollowness. I leap through the void, careening toward the speeding station. Luckily, thanks to the Ares, I’m traveling forward at the same speed, and there’s no air resistance to drag me back. I cross the intervening space as though both the ship and the station were stock-still. Then I pass through the melted portal, and a gravity generator exerts its force on me, causing me to fall a few feet, back-first. Using my momentum to flick my body upward, I come upright, blaster in hand.

Fairfax stands with his sword across the throat of Harmony’s pressure suit, which has been sealed to a gray helmet that looks too big for her. Fairfax’s sword arm still bears the laser burns from our encounter in the Cadogan Sphere, and his metal torso is twisted and pockmarked. He and Harmony are surrounded by ten soldiers in gold-trimmed black suits. The station is square-shaped, five meters to a side, and all four of its bulkheads are covered with rack after rack of onyx batteries, stretching from deck to overhead. 

“Pikeman.” Fairfax’s voice is just as mirth-filled as always. He wears no extra gear—I guess half-bots don’t breathe like the rest of us do. “You’ve already lost. Just by following me here.”

“Losing means different things to different people. But you’re about to lose your life.”

Something lands beside me, sending vibrations through the deck and up my boots. I turn to nod at Dice, then refocus my attention on Fairfax.

He shoves Harmony toward one of his henchman, who puts his weapon against her neck. “Kill her the moment I say so.”

Damn it. I should have shot the soldier the second Harmony left Fairfax’s grasp. But my senses are dulled, even in my overclocked state. Did I leave off fighting the Allfather just to die in battle with Fairfax? It doesn’t matter. If it means saving Harmony, it’s worth it.

Fairfax approaches across the cramped space, and I draw a deep breath, centering myself as well as I can. Dice’s laser pistols leave the impressions built into his forearms, snapping into his hands.

“Stand down, Dice. This is between me and him.”

The bot takes a step back, clearing the center of the station for our duel. Fairfax doesn’t hesitate, blade flashing forward. I step into the thrust, and the sword slides between my side and left arm.

By clenching all the muscles in my right arm, I send the butt of my blaster hammering into his face. A lesser weapon might have shattered at the impact, but Fairfax’s jaw gives way instead, and he staggers back.

We part, sizing each other up across the gap, the man-bot with a hand raised to finger his dented jaw.

Then we clash in earnest.
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As I duel with Fairfax, the soldier holding Harmony maneuvers so that Fairfax is always between me and him. It limits how much I can fire my blaster, for fear that I’ll miss and hit her. The chance is small, but it’s not one I’ll take unless I have to.

Fairfax presses the attack, sword flickering forward. It takes all my concentration to slow down the battle’s “frame rate” enough to be able to dodge. Ducking under a horizontal slice, I fall to one knee and fire upward into the man-bot’s face. His head twitches sideways—fast enough to dodge the second bolt, but not the first.

The shot tosses his head back, and I use the opening to sidestep to the left, too fast for the soldier holding Harmony to react. Then I open fire on Fairfax, blaster bolts hammering his torso, perforating his cape.

The man-bot recovers quickly, thrusting to force me back to the right. The soldier comes in line with us again.

My blaster rises to meet the next sword thrust, deflecting it and making room for my foot to rocket into Fairfax’s stomach, knocking him off his footing. He staggers backward, and the soldier wrenches Harmony out of the way just in time.

Fairfax crashes into the bulkhead, and I step forward, peppering him with blaster fire. His soldier could stop my attack by interposing himself, but apparently his loyalty doesn’t extend that far.

In clear desperation, Fairfax throws his sword at me, and I dodge with centimeters to spare. The blade flashes past, sinking into another soldier’s throat, leaving him grasping at the breach in his suit helplessly. Blood wells up around the weapon, gushing out into the airless chamber, where it immediately bubbles and boils.

With my attention momentarily diverted, Fairfax rushes across the chamber and dives through the breach I created, thrusters snapping out from ankles and wrists and firing to propel him on his way.

I curse, willing the Ares’ airlock closed, to prevent him from taking it. In the meantime, I refuse to waste the opportunity as all nine remaining soldiers watch their boss flee the station. Whirling in a tight circle, I loose blaster bolt after blaster bolt—nine in total. Starting with the one holding Harmony, all nine soldiers jerk backward, slamming against the bulkheads.

Harmony stumbles out of the dead soldier’s grasp, then shakes herself off. “Thanks, Dad,” she says. “I…didn’t think you’d come.”

“That’s the last time you’ll ever think that. Promise. Okay?”

She nods, staring at the corpse of the soldier who’d been holding her. I study him too, my eyes falling on exactly what I’m looking for: the thruster belt cinched around his waist. I kneel beside him, hands questing for the release. Typically it’s hidden, to reduce the chance of an adversary activating it. Through her face mask, Harmony looks nauseated by the body-looting, but there’s nothing to be done for that.

Dice is standing at the melted breach. “Fairfax is still on the Ares’ hull,” he says, voice flat.

I nod. The thruster belt comes off in my hands, and I tighten it around my waist. “If he tries to make it back to his ship, he knows our turrets will blast him. I’ll deal with him in a second. Dice, I want you to take Harmony into Europa’s Gift and get her out of here.”

“That will prove problematic. I deactivated the ship’s life support and used the components to bolster computing.”

I wince. “Then Harm will have to enter nanodeath until you get somewhere safe.”

Harmony crashes into me, wrapping her arms around me. “Dad, no. I’m not leaving you. You didn’t leave me.”

I pry her off me and hold her by the shoulders. “This is beyond you, Harm. Maybe someday it won’t be, but right now I have a chance to end a major threat to the galaxy. I may not get it again.”

“The Allfather’s free anyway, isn’t he? Fairfax said he would be, if you followed us. It won’t make a difference.”

“I’d much rather have just one of them at large than both of them. Besides, now that the Subverse won’t be reset, we’re playing for keeps. After I kill Fairfax, defeating the Allfather will mean the galaxy will be safe from both of them, forever.”

Dice tilts his head. “That may be easier said than done.”

“Obviously. But it’s time to stop running. Fairfax first, then someday, the Allfather.”

“I love you, Dad.” I can tell she’s crying.

“Love you, Harm. Now, look away.”

She does, and I go to the soldier whose throat Fairfax’s sword destroyed. Gripping the hilt and placing a boot against the man’s forehead, I draw the blade, which drips blood.

Squaring up, I sprint across the station and dive through the breach. Thrusters snap out from my belt as I enter the void.

I’m just a handful of meters out when Fairfax appears, holding one of the Ares’ secondary turrets, which he’s apparently snapped off from the hull. It looks ridiculously large in his grasp, and it sends a torrent of thoughts rushing through my head: how’d he manage to break off the enormous weapon? And why didn’t Belflower warn me he was doing it? Did Fairfax jam our communications somehow?

All thought is obliterated as Fairfax starts firing.
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I activate the thruster belt with a thought and zag to the left, barely avoiding the thick laser bolt that cuts through the void. I have a fraction of a second before he readjusts his aim, so I send a spread of blaster bolts flying toward him, with a few aimed at the space beside him in case he moves.

The beam from the laser turret sweeps toward me, and then the first blaster bolt hits Fairfax’s torso, followed an instant later by the second. He’s knocked back, and the neon-blue beam goes wild, slicing through space just above my head.

It’s enough for me to close the distance. I land on the Ares’ starboard hull, just aft of the airlock, blaster in one hand and sword in the other. As my boots connect, I will the magnets in them to activate. Then, thinking of the ship herself as “down,” I twist around to run underneath her, toward her belly, then across it and up her port side.

When I reach the top, Fairfax isn’t there. I check the nearby space, especially the void between here and his shuttle, in case he launched himself off in a bid to escape. Then, something makes me look to my right. There he is—near the stern with the secondary turret nestled against the hull.

The blue beam lances out, and I throw myself sideways, back toward the port side. Again, the beam misses by inches.

Now the ship is between us, and I sprint toward the aft. Fairfax can’t move very fast—not unless he lets the laser turret go. He probably should let it go, since I doubt it holds any more charge, and it certainly can’t draw on the ship’s capacitors anymore. I wonder if he realizes that.

When I round the corner of the ship onto the aft itself, and it becomes my new “down,” I spot the laser turret tumbling through space, already a dozen meters away.

Fairfax comes back onto the stern from the direction of the starboard side, blaster in hand, streaming white bolts toward me in a lateral spread. I do the only thing that will allow me to dodge—I release my boot’s magnets and leap from the ship’s hull. The bolts fly underneath me as I arc forward, activating my thrusters in reverse, so that they carry me back toward the ship.

As I descend, I pepper Fairfax with blaster bolts, trying to throw him off enough to prevent him from firing back at me. He’s not nearly as vulnerable as I am, out here—one suit puncture won’t mean death, for him.

He knows that, and he readjusts his aim, unleashing another barrage of bolts as I float back down.

Exposed as I am, there’s only one thing I can think to do: I interpose the blade between myself and the first blaster bolt.

Amazingly, it works. The bolt disperses—the sword must be coated with something that dispels the bolts, similar to the laser-dispersing reflective film coating my spidersilk armor. But even overclocked, there’s no time to marvel at the fact. Wrist snapping, I bring the blade in front of the next blaster bolt, and the next.

Fairfax’s shooting grows frantic, and he spams the trigger even faster. My movements gets faster to compensate, my blade flickering to and fro, keeping the attack at bay.

I hit the deck, and I’m upon him, making to run him through. Before I can, he leaps from the Ares’ hull, hurtling into space. Reflexively, I deactivate my boots’ magnets and leap after him, putting all my might into the thrust.

It’s suicide, of course—for both of us. If we stray too far from the station, it will be only a matter of time before a satellite takes us out, hurtling past at a meaningful fraction of light speed.

But I’m all in. Unfortunately, it looks like it will be my undoing.

The effort of leaping from the Ares seems to have sapped some final energy reserve, and the stars begin to swim as my vision goes screwy. 

Come on, Joe. Hold it together just a little longer.

With my thruster belt at full power, I’m only a couple meters behind Fairfax, who continues to shower me with blaster bolts. I can barely see them with my blurred vision, and I direct the sword on instinct alone. My emotions are my interface—they’re my connection to reality. They warn me of danger, more efficiently than my datasphere ever did, and they indicate right action.

The blaster bolts are dispersed, one by one, in rapid succession.

And then I reach Fairfax, my fingers closing around his throat in an iron grip. I ram the blade through his stomach, just as he impaled me on Arbor. Except, I don’t think he’ll be coming back from this.

Just as he did on Arbor, I wrench the blade upward, toward his throat. I repeat the motion a couple times. And then I withdraw the blade, planting both feet against his torn torso and kicking him away, so that he hurtles through space. At first, I’m not sure why I did that—just that it felt right.

Then, I realize why. A satellite flashes by, impacting Fairfax and vaporizing him instantly. On some level, I must have sensed the thing coming.

I smile to myself as I fall into unconsciousness. Drifting through the Dyson swarm.
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My dreams are strangely peaceful.

There’s no plot to them, and they make no sense, as is usually the case with dreams. But they’re calm. Mostly, I dream of spring, which is a strange thing for someone who spends most of his time on a spaceship to dream of.

Buds blossoming. Flocks of birds returning, trees flowering, the sun breaking through the clouds.

Also, storms. Terrible rainstorms that drench the land. Sometimes thunderstorms, which rumble and rage, sending long forks of lightning to splinter and burn everything they touch.

In these dreams, I get the sense that the world isn’t out of the woods yet. Worse storms are coming, and winter always returns.

But for the first time in a long, long time, things are different. Fresh. New. Change isn’t always good, but at least it makes good things possible.

My eyes fly open. I’m on my bunk, staring at the cabin’s overhead. I feel better rested than I have in years, and I take a moment to appreciate that for once, my dreams weren’t tortured nightmares.

“Hi, Dad.”

I place a hand against the bulkhead and push myself to a sitting position, swinging my legs over the side of the bunk. “Harm,” I say, smiling. “I thought I told Dice to escape with you in Europa’s Gift.”

She shrugs. “Yeah, well, Dice doesn’t have to follow your orders anymore. And I never did.”

I chuckle. “True.”

“There was no one aboard the Ares who could fly her. And you were drifting into the swarm. So it’s a good thing I didn’t enter nanodeath like you wanted. You wouldn’t be around right now.”

“I didn’t expect to be around, to be honest.” My voice sounds thick. What the hell. Am I about to cry?

I get up, crossing the cramped cabin to lean down and embrace my daughter. At first, she stiffens, but then settles into the hug.

“I love you, Harm,” I say, voice hitching. Fount. What’s happening to me?

“Love you, Dad.” She pats my back.

I draw back from her, wiping my eyes with the back of a hand. “What is this?” I stare at the moisture on my skin.

“They’re called emotions, Dad. Humans feel them sometimes.”

I laugh, knowing I could easily spend the next twenty minutes weeping, if I let myself. Instead, I sniff sharply, draw a deep breath, and exhale shakily. “Fount. Where are we now?”

“In slipspace. Dice took the same exit coords—the Europa’s Gift will come out where we do.”

“Which is?”

“On the other side of the Core. I figure we might as well see what the other end of the galaxy has to offer.”

Staring at her, I say, “Seriously? You took us past the Core on a whim?”

“The important thing is that we’re alive. And free. You weren’t conscious for this, but after we picked you up, Mom spotted the Allfather chasing us through the swarm.”

“Wait…she spotted the Allfather? Like, in a spaceship?”

“No…no. Just him. She didn’t know that’s who it was, at first, but Dice confirmed it. He was leaping from station to station, somehow avoiding the hurtling satellites. Somehow breathing in space without a suit.”

I shake my head. How did I manage to go toe-to-toe with a being who can do that?

“He seemed pretty determined to get to us. And I doubt it was to take us prisoner. I’m pretty sure he wanted to rip the Ares apart.”

I nod. “He’s probably pissed off about losing Fairfax. And now he has control of the military Fairfax spent years building for him. The galaxy’s in for quite an ordeal.”

“Seems right.” Harmony frowns. “But, Dad…do you get the feeling this is better, somehow? I mean, the galaxy was a mess before. Now, the focus will be on the real. Like, we won’t be screwing up the real world just to serve the Subverse. Does that make any sense?”

“Yeah. It does.”

People will have to stop pretending they can hide from life—and from the suffering that goes with it. They’ll have to contend with the realization that a digital heaven was never workable, a realization the Knighthood has only postponed, in their efforts to make sure humanity never had to confront reality.

“I guess you’re a Shiva, now,” Harmony says, as if reading my mind. “I mean, you went to the Crucible. And you succeeded.”

“No I didn’t. Success is supposed to mean resetting the Subverse.”

She shakes her head. “No, Dad. I’m pretty sure, this time, success meant not resetting it. Anyway, you took care of Fairfax. You got justice for all those kids whose lives he ruined, and now there’s just the Allfather to deal with.”

“I have a feeling that will be easier said than done,” I say, echoing Dice’s words. But I know what she means. As screwed up as all this is, it seems better, somehow.

It seems better.

“Hey. Why don’t we pay your mom a visit?”

A smile spreads across Harmony’s face. “Yeah. Okay.”

“You take the bed.” I will the hatch open and head out to recline in the command seat. Before I do, I notice Fairfax’s sword, resting against the bulkhead near the Repair and Recharge module. I guess it’s mine, now.

A minute later, Harmony and I stand together on a broad mountain peak, surrounded by a sky filled with puffy white clouds. Under our feet, the ground is mostly rock, but here and there tufts of grass poke through. Even up here, on a windswept plateau, life soldiers on.

Marissa appears, beaming. She walks toward us and spreads her arms. We all embrace, saying nothing for a time.

Eventually we pull back, and Marissa’s smiling at Harmony. I can’t help but grin, too.

“Should we tell her now, Joe?”

I blink. “Huh? Oh. Right. Um…have we decided that, then?”

Marissa’s smile fades a little. “I don’t know, Joe. Have we?”

I clear my throat. Fount. I don’t want to ruin this moment. “Harm…listen. Your mom and I have been…well, spending time together, and…”

“Huh?” Harmony frowns, eyes narrowed in apparent confusion. “What do you mean, spending…oh, Fount! Gross! I didn’t need to know that! Do you mean, like, in a sim?”

“That’s not important right now.” My words come out in a rush. “What’s important is that we’re considering, well…I mean, we’ve put aside a lot of our differences, and…”

“Your father and I….” Marissa trails off. She doesn’t want to be the one to say it.

“Well, we’re giving things a try,” I say, nodding curtly.

Marissa nods too, smiling a little, and returning her gaze to Harmony. “Yes. Exactly. What do you think?”

“It’s a little weird, to be honest,” our daughter says. “But…maybe actually kind of nice.” She shrugs. “I mean, we’ll see.”

“Exactly,” I say, trying to relieve the tension in the conversation, give it a sense of finality. “We’ll see.”

That doesn’t seem very final, actually. But then again, not much ever does.



Want free books?



Scott is giving away Origin, the After the Galaxy prequel, along with 2 other space opera ebooks.



Tap here for your free books
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Origin is about the battle Joe Pikeman had to fight to become a Guardsman.



Tap here to get Origin FREE, along with 2 other military space opera books

Dedication







To Asha, ever faithful.
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Reading Order for Scott’s Books



At the time of writing, I have novels in 4 different universes, and a lot of readers have asked me for a chronological reading order.



I say: it’s about time. :)



This list is current as of May 8th, 2020.





The Ixan Universe





Ixan Prophecies Trilogy



Supercarrier - Ebook and Audio



Juggernaut - Ebook and Audio



Reckoning - Ebook and Audio





Mech Wars Quadrilogy



Powered - Ebook and Audio



Dynamo - Ebook and Audio



Meltdown - Ebook and Audio



Infliction - Ebook and Audio





Ixan Legacy Trilogy



Capital Starship - Ebook and Audio



Pride of the Fleet - Ebook and Audio



Dogs of War - Ebook and Audio





Fleet Ops Series



Trapped - Ebook and Audio





Spacers Universe





First Command - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 1 & 2)



Free Space - Ebook



Wartorn Cluster - Ebook





After the Galaxy Universe





The Unsung - Ebook and Audio



Unsung Armada - Ebook and Audio



The Crucible - Ebook and Audio





Mother Ship Universe





Mother Ship - Ebook and Audio
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