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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    What will super-advanced civilizations do with themselves? 
 
    At a certain point, any civilization that lasts long enough will move into a post-scarcity situation. They will have near-infinite resources, lifetimes will be measured in centuries (or more), and there will be no more unmet needs.  
 
    As a species, humanity has always striven—usually for survival, but also to better ourselves, or our family/tribe/nation’s situation. But if there is nothing else to strive for, what will we do? 
 
    We observe our main purpose to be like that of most organisms; to multiply and dominate our environment in order to ensure survival of our species. But to what end? 
 
    The species persists, and evolves, but any individual—even the greatest—is just a stepping stone for the race itself. If humanity reaches a utopian state, and then fills the galaxy (or even the universe), what is the point? Eventually, after the stars all burn out, and the black holes evaporate, and the universe cools and dies…there will be no trace of us. Nothing we build will remain. 
 
    But we are curious. And we know there is more than just our universe, and that even the few dimensions in which we are constrained represent just a fraction of what exits.  
 
    What else lies out there? And how will we move beyond our current biological, mortal frames to discover it? 
 
    In the end, we are faced with the ultimate question. One we still cannot fully articulate. 
 
    M. D. Cooper 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    SABRINA’S CREW 
 
      
 
    Cargo – Ship’s Captain 
 
    Cheeky – Pilot 
 
    Erin – AI embedded in Nance 
 
    Finaeus – Passenger 
 
    Jessica – First Mate 
 
    Hank – AI embedded in Cargo 
 
    Iris – AI embedded in Jessica 
 
    Misha – Trader picked up in Naga System 
 
    Nance – Bio/Engineer 
 
    Piya – AI embedded in Cheeky 
 
    Sabrina – Ship’s AI 
 
    Terry – Mechanic recruited on Gallas 
 
    Trevor – Supercargo and muscle 
 
      
 
    NOTE: When Sabrina is italicized, it refers to the ship, but if Sabrina is not italicized, it refers to the AI. Yes, this would be much simpler if the ship and AI did not share the same name, but you try telling that to Sabrina! 
 
      
 
    Just so you stay on her good side, never call the ship “the Sabrina”; it really gets on her last synthetic neuron. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    NEW CREW 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 10.28.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sabrina, Gallas 1, Serenity Primus 
 
    REGION: Serenity Ordus, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And here we are,” Jessica said. “The bridge, the heart of Sabrina.” 
 
    “This is so crazy,” Terry said as she stepped through the doorway and cast her gaze across the consoles. “I’m on a ship from the Inner Stars!” 
 
    Misha rose from the comm station, a hurt look on his face.  “What? You told her already? How come I had to wait forever to find out and she didn’t?”  
 
    “Because we were under fire and running for our lives when you came aboard—thanks in no small part to your actions,” Cargo said, squeezing past Terry and Jessica on his way to the command chair. “Terry was instrumental in saving Jessica and Cheeky. You, however, were instrumental in getting RMs fired at us.”  
 
    “Holy crap!” Terry said in a soft voice. “You’ve had RMs fired at you? And you survived?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cargo replied. “And more than once too…more than three times actually.” 
 
    <Are we counting individual missiles, skirmishes, battles, or wars?> Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Oh! You must be Sabrina!” Terry said with a brilliant smile. “So glad to meet you.” 
 
    <Likewise,> Sabrina replied. <Will she have to cook for a month like Misha did?>  
 
    “No,” Cargo replied. “Misha’s still on galley duty.” 
 
    “What? Seriously?” Misha asked. “I’m not the FNG anymore, I figured that someone else would take on the dirty work.” 
 
    <You’ll always be my FNG,> Sabrina said wistfully. 
 
    “Cut it out, Sabrina,” Misha grumbled. 
 
    Jessica watched Terry as she walked around the bridge, peering at the consoles, holo emitters, even the lights. 
 
    “What do you think?” Jessica asked. “Care to come along with us for awhile?” 
 
    Terry fixed Jessica with a level stare. “Do you really have to ask that? You’re on the ship of dreams here…I’d be a moron to go back to Serenity.” 
 
    “Technically we’re still at Serenity,” Misha corrected. 
 
    “Stop being sour, Misha,” Jessica admonished. “Terry was wasted on Gallas.” 
 
    “Gotta admit,” Terry said, while holding her hands up and wiggling her fingers. “It’s nice not to have to wear gloves in public for a change—even though it still feels weird.” 
 
    “Might have to take you shopping at the next world we come to,” Jessica said. 
 
    Terry absently ran her hands down the sides of her grey House Charlemis uniform. “Oh, I don’t know, let’s not get carried away.” 
 
    “Well you can’t wear that forever,” Cheeky said as she walked onto the bridge in one of her customary, barely-there outfits. “After we get on an outsystem vector, I’ll see if I have anything we can fab to fit you.” 
 
    Terry gave a soft laugh. “Thanks Cheeky, but I really think that Jessica’s style may be more to my tastes.” 
 
    Cheeky snorted. “First Sera, then Nance, Jessica, and now you, Terry. No one needs to wear clothes anymore, but you all constantly cover yourself head to foot. I’ll never understand it.” 
 
    “I have variety,” Jessica said. “So does Nance when she’s not suited up.” 
 
    “OK, no need to get in a fashion fight over me,” Terry said.  
 
    “Yes, no need,” Cargo spoke up. “Cheeky, I’m on with the Port Authority. We’re in the queue for departure in forty minutes.” 
 
    “Let me show you to your quarters,” Jessica said to Terry. “You can get settled, unpack, clean up. Dinner will be in about three hours.” 
 
    After taking Terry to her cabin—which she proclaimed to be larger than her entire apartment back on Gallas—Jessica retired to her own cabin and collapsed on the bed.  
 
    <Trevor, you have five minutes to get in here.> 
 
    <I love you too, Jess, but I have to finish going over this last shipment and mass balance everything before we go. Give me twenty.> 
 
    <Fifteen,> Jessica replied. 
 
    Trevor’s laugh resonated in her mind, and Jessica relished the sound of it. The last few weeks were the longest time they had been separated since their meeting on Virginis. Jessica was all but itching to lie in his arms once more.  
 
    <Call coming in from some guy named Antaris,> Sabrina said, breaking into Jessica’s dreamy thoughts. <Should I tell him to go away?> 
 
    Jessica sighed aloud and sat up on the edge of her bed before replying, <No, put him through.> 
 
    <You got it. There’s a one-second delay, by the way.> 
 
    One second, just enough to make the conversation irritating.  
 
    She rose and accepted the message and Antaris appeared before her, an image projected within her mind, but seeming as real as anything around her.  
 
    “My lady, Jessica,” he said and inclined his head. “I had hoped to see you one last time before you departed, but circumstances drew me back to Acadia.” 
 
    “And I, you,” Jessica replied. “It is a shame we did not get to see one another a final time. I trust things are proceeding well for Kristina and you?” 
 
    Antaris tilted his head and a ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Kristina will make an excellent Head of House, though we will have to fight to keep our place at the High Table. There are those who will seek to take down House Laurentia because of this. However, because of Cherrie’s efforts, Justina of House Charlemis is allying herself with us.” 
 
    Jessica gave a wry smile. “I imagine Kristina is having some trouble accepting that alliance.” 
 
    “Not as much as you may suspect,” Antaris said. “She is very pragmatic. Bullish, and difficult to be around for long stretches of time, but she’ll do what she must. Laurentia will persist, and we will remain the preeminent house on Acadia…” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Jessica replied. “I wish you the best, Antaris.” 
 
    Antaris was silent for a moment, and Jessica knew what he wanted to ask. She hoped he wouldn’t, her hopes were dashed. 
 
    “Laurentia could use a pair of women such as yourself and Cherrie. Why are you departing on that strange freighter anyway? You could live as great a life as you’ve ever dreamed here on Acadia. There’s no need for you to take over your family’s business, either.” 
 
    “Your offer is kind, but I have my own dreams and goals,” Jessica said. “Perhaps someday I will return to the Serenity Ordus. You never know.” 
 
    Antaris gave a polite cough. “I know a dismissal when I hear one, Jessica. I imagine you and I will never set eyes on one another again.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Jessica said with a slow shake of her head. “But you never know. Time is vast, bigger than space. We may yet cross paths.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Antaris replied. “Perhaps we can have a rematch. I think I’ve learned a thing or two.” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “I would like that. Until we meet again, Antaris.” 
 
    “Well met, Lady Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica cut the connection and lay back down on her bed, wondering what would happen in The Ordus now. She did hope that Kristina would hold onto her seat at the High table. More for Antaris’s sake than his sister’s. So long as they maintained that seat, he could fly about in his ship, guarding the borders of Serenity with his honor and tradition. That was what he really wanted out of life. 
 
    “Well, there you are,” Trevor said as he swept into the room. “At long last.” 
 
    “I’ve been here for some time now,” Jessica said with a coy smile. 
 
    Trevor was across the cabin by the time she finished speaking, reaching around Jessica and lifting her off the bed, crushing her in his embrace. 
 
    “Stars, that was too long—and too nerve-wracking. You’re not allowed to leave my sight, ever again. And you’re certainly not allowed to get kidnapped and run off like that.” 
 
    “Need…air…” Jessica said with mock gasps and Trevor loosened his grip, gently setting her down on the deck. 
 
    “Sorry-not-sorry,” he said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Me either. I promise I won’t run off on my own little adventure again. Next time you’re coming with.” 
 
    “Damn straight I am. I can’t believe I missed a dance!” 
 
    “Well, I missed most of it too,” Jessica said. “Though Cheeky and my doppelganger got to party most of the nights away.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “We have an assimilator automaton now. Top notch too. She’ll be quite handy.” 
 
    “Huh…I’ve only ever heard of those.” 
 
    “She’s around somewhere, you’ll see her soon enough. Cheeky probably stashed her in a hold.” 
 
    Trevor wrapped his arms around Jessica, a large hand on each of her ass-cheeks. “Not really interested in seeing other things right now.” 
 
    “I like where your head’s at,” Jessica replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, you’re so punny, Jess.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DINNER TIME 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 10.28.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sabrina, Departing Serenity Primus 
 
    REGION: Serenity Ordus, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you’re from…?” Terry asked as she sat at the galley’s large wooden table, idly tracing her finger along the nicks and dents while Misha chopped onions for the salad he was preparing. 
 
    “Pylar Expanse, originally,” Misha replied. “I joined up with this merry band of misfits back at Naga.” 
 
    Terry wondered what Misha’s version of the story would be. Jessica had painted him as a bit of a pain in the ass, but a good enough sort that they weren’t going to kick him off at the next station. 
 
    At least not so long as he kept preparing the meals.  
 
    “And you have the maps for the jump points round here?” Terry asked.  
 
    Misha nodded. “Plus, I can put together a good spread—stars knows I’ve had enough practice.” 
 
    “So, where to next, then?” Terry asked, keeping her voice as nonchalant as she could, all the while wondering what amazing sights she would see at the ship’s next stop. Just the idea of flying in the black was enough to get her pulse racing.  
 
    After so many years fixing ships and never flying them though the black, she couldn’t believe that she was finally getting into deep space. Not only that, but out in the dark layer, and then other star systems. 
 
    “Glad to be gone from Serenity, are you?” Misha asked, apparently able to read her all too well.  
 
    “Well…” Terry began, considering her words carefully. “I liked Serenity, some of it at least…. No…I can’t even fake it—guess I don’t have to anymore. The place was stifling. Maybe if I’d been on Acadia it would have been different—no scratch that. I think I wouldn’t have even made it one day speaking all posh and fancy like they do before I’d have slit my throat.” 
 
    “I’d always heard the place was tradition with a side of formality and more tradition,” Misha said with a chuckle as he set the salad on the table. “I’m surprised Jessica and Cheeky did so well there—they seem like…more free spirits.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “They were really quite impressive—they blended in perfectly in public. Privately I got to see a type of freedom I’d only ever dreamt of. It’s part of why I’m here, eager to see what’s next.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Cheeky asked as she entered the galley and settled into a chair across the table. 
 
    “That’s just what I was asking,” Terry said. “Where will we go next?” 
 
    “Well, I have us on a vector for a jump point that has a few options, but Serenity was a bit out of our way. We’re going to have to spend a week getting back on course. Plus, we still have to find somewhere to drop Misha off,” Cheeky said while giving Terry a wink that Misha couldn’t see. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Misha said with what was obviously forced insouciance. “I’ve found that I rather like working here in the galley. It’s rather relaxing.” 
 
    “As compared to fleecing people on Hermes Station?” Cheeky asked with a grin. 
 
    “Fleecing?” Terry asked, eager to hear more about his past. “Were you some sort of snake-oil salesman, Misha?” 
 
    “Cheeky!” Misha exclaimed. “You’re giving Terry the wrong impression of me. I was an information broker, I just happened to broker the wrong information to the wrong people. Got me in some hot water.” 
 
    “And us, by extension,” Cheeky added, a perfect eyebrow raised in accusation. 
 
    Misha waved his hand dismissively. “Once Jessica started shooting her way out of RHY Dynamics, you guys would have been in just as much trouble. Don’t know why you’re always coming down on me for it.” 
 
    Terry watched Cheeky’s brows drop, an expression not often seen on the typically buoyant woman’s face.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because it made rescuing Jessica a lot more complex.” 
 
    “You all have so many stories,” Terry said wistfully. “And Jessica…she has thousands of them, all the way back to Earth! Can you believe it? She grew up on Earth.” 
 
    “It’s surreal,” Cheeky said in agreement. “And so did Finaeus. Granted, the novelty has worn off a bit for us. We were on the Intrepid after all. A lot of people there were from Sol. Captain Andrews is almost as old as Finaeus, too.”  
 
    “What’s the Intrepid?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Oh! You didn’t tell her that?” Misha said with a broad smile. “Well then, I guess maybe I’m not just chopped liver.” 
 
    “It’s a colony ship,” Cheeky said. “We didn’t tell you about it because knowing that we came from the Inner Stars is one thing—Inner Stars ships wander into the OFA from time to time. But if it got out that we’d been on the Intrepid, well, that would be a whole different bucket of crap.” 
 
    “Is it a colony ship coming into the OFA?” Terry asked. “I don’t really know much about how the OFA does things with regards to colonies. Do they still allow colony ships from the Inner Stars in?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Misha said with a shrug. “But the Intrepid is a colony ship from Sol…from the forty third century.” 
 
    “You were aboard some old derelict?” Terry asked. “I really don’t get it. What am I missing here?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of the Intrepid?” Cheeky asked, her eyes narrowed skeptically.” 
 
    “Should I have?” 
 
    “If we were anywhere other than in the OFA, I’d say yes, but apparently they don’t teach much Inner Stars history here,” Cheeky replied.  
 
    “It’s an ancient colony ship, but it’s still crewed,” Misha supplied. “They have amazing tech too. We’re on our way to meet them.” 
 
    “Huh?” Terry said. “Jessica hadn’t been too specific about where we were going. She just said into the Inner Stars. Is that where they are?” 
 
    “Not anymore, no,” Cheeky said with a grin.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “They’re in the Transcend,” Cheeky said. 
 
    “Whoa!” Terry couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The Transcend was decades away. It may as well be on the far side of the galaxy. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Completely,” Cheeky replied. “But they’re not really a part of the Transcend. They’re separate, like how the Serenity Ordus is separate from the OFA.” 
 
    “I hope not too much like the Ordus,” Terry said.  
 
    Cheeky laughed. “No. Tanis wouldn’t stand for anything like that. She’s too fixated on efficiency.” 
 
    “Tanis?” Terry asked. “Is she their leader?” 
 
    “More or less,” Cheeky replied. “Let me start from the beginning…” 
 
    As Cheeky recounted the tale of the Intrepid, Terry found herself growing more and more awestruck by the company she was in. To think Jessica had been on that ship, and not just on it, but a crucial part of a lot of the story Cheeky told… 
 
    “I guess Jessica really is quite the old lady…to think I had a bit of a crush on her,” Terry said with a shy smile.  
 
    Misha chuckled. “I think everyone has a crush on Jessica. It’s OK.” 
 
    Cheeky gave a long sigh. “Yeah, it’s such a shame, she’s wasted on just one man.” 
 
    “She mentioned Trevor,” Terry said. “He seems like a good guy.” 
 
    “To be sure,” Misha replied. “He’s one of the good ones. I can’t fault Jessica for sticking to him. Can’t blame a guy for dreaming, though.” 
 
    “Or girl,” Cheeky added. “Jess is on my bucket list for sure.” 
 
    “Gonna be a long wait, Cheeks,” Jessica said as she sauntered into the galley and walked toward the chill unit to rummage around inside. “Trevor’s told me how you keep hinting at a threesome. Just not his thing, though.” She pulled out a bottle of wine and turned to a cupboard to find glasses. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Cheeky said with a shake of her head. “It’s like you two are from Finaeus’s time or something.” 
 
    Terry had been staring at Jessica’s outfit; it wasn’t the sort of thing she had ever seen anyone wear before. A tight pair of black pants that came down to her calves, and a simple top that hugged her chest, but hung loose around her waist.  
 
    Maybe there were some options between Cheeky’s bare minimum wardrobe and what she was accustomed to.  
 
    “How old is Finaeus?” Terry asked. “Is he older than you, Jessica?” 
 
    “Oh, hells yes,” Jessica replied. “He has almost two millennia on me—birth-date-wise. In lived-years he has even more.” 
 
    “But…that would put him back in the twenty-fourth century?” 
 
    “Twenty-sixth,” Misha said with a wide grin as he set a bowl of peas and carrots on the table. They were slathered in a glaze and smelled delicious. “You probably know who he is. He’s kinda famous…or infamous around here.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Terry said and tapped her head. “I don’t have a lot of history up here. Want the part number for a Nebaken 451 Executor Class shuttle and I can rattle that off, though.”  
 
    “His last name is Tomlinson,” Misha said nonchalantly as he turned and walked back to the counter. 
 
    Terry turned, agape, to Cheeky and Jessica, who were both grinning like cheshire cats. 
 
    “Noooo…” she whispered. “That Finaeus Tomlinson? From the Transcend?” 
 
    “One and the same,” Jessica said. “We’re taking him to where the Intrepid is, at the behest of Sera Tomlinson.” 
 
    Terry pushed her chair back, knocking it to the floor as she rose. “You’re…you’re spies!” 
 
    Jessica rose as well, holding out a hand, which had ceased glowing. Something Terry had come to realize meant that the woman was worried. “No, not spies. We didn’t plan to end up in Orion-controlled space. It was an accident.” 
 
    Jessica had always been nice to Terry, but she had also lied and omitted a lot of truths over the few weeks they’d known one another—some mighty big truths. She now realized that she had no reason to believe anything the Jessica said.  
 
    “How do you accidentally end up on the far side of the OFA from the Inner Stars and the Transcend?” Terry asked, skepticism dripping from her voice. 
 
    “Jump gate accident,” Jessica said with a shrug. “We were trying to take a shortcut to New Canaan.” 
 
    Terry folded her arms. “Pretty bad shortcut. I don’t know exactly where New Canaan is, but I bet we’re just about as far away as you can get and still be in settled space.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Cheeky said with a rueful laugh. “Why don’t you sit back down. Until a few months ago, most of us didn’t even know that Orion existed. We thought the whole area around the Inner Stars was just one happy family. Hell, Sera sent us to find Finaeus to keep New Canaan safe from the Transcend. She didn’t say word one about Orion to us.” 
 
    Terry looked to Jessica who was nodding, and then to Misha who was leaning against the counter, grinning like a fool. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Terry asked.  
 
    Misha shook his head. “You. When they told me this, I was excited, amazed. Mind you, I’ve never been really tight with the law, so their nefarious ways didn’t bother me much. But you, you’re such a product of your restricted environment. This little jaunt on Sabrina was a grand adventure. Until you realized that it really is a grand adventure. Now you’re terrified of it.” 
 
    Terry raised her hands. “But Misha, they’re probably wanted by the Orion Guard. Stars, I’m probably wanted by them too, just for being associated with all of you.” 
 
    Misha shrugged. “I’ve been wanted plenty in the past. Doesn’t bother me much. These guys are my ticket out of Orion, into a place where a man can actually make a name for himself.” 
 
    Jessica turned to Misha and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I thought that we were just taking you to the next system where you weren’t wanted. Not clear into the Inner Stars.” 
 
    Cheeky flashed a grin Misha’s way. “I think we’ll have to go clear to the Inner Stars to find a system where Misha’s not wanted.” 
 
    “Hey, this still doesn’t explain how you guys got out here,” Terry said, uncertain if all this banter was to mollify her, or if they really were just this casual about traipsing across space, with one of the most sought-after people in the galaxy. 
 
    “Like I said, it was a jump gate accident,” Jessica said. “Somehow the gate re-aligned right before we entered it. Sent us out here.” 
 
    Terry recalled that Jessica had said that before—she had ignored it because she hadn’t known what it meant. “I’ll bite. What’s a jump gate?” 
 
    “Wow, they really keep you in the dark in Serenity,” Misha said as he walked to the stove and pulled out the ham. “Super-fast travel, makes FTL in the dark layer look like sub-light.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jessica replied, sitting back down. “I’ll tell you about them. But I really want you to know that I didn’t intend to hurt you, and I told you as much as I could. We’re not really in a situation here where we can share a lot with strangers.” 
 
    Terry bit the inside of her cheek as she considered Jessica’s words. It wasn’t as though The Serenity Ordus was a place of openness and honesty. The houses were always clawing at one another for primacy. Why should this be any different? 
 
    She sat back down and scowled at the two women as Misha turned back to the counter. “Fine, tell me about these jump gates.” 
 
    Jessica and Cheeky recounted their experiences at the Grey Wolf Star and Terry found herself getting lost in the story. What these two women—and the rest of the crew—had gone through, was unbelievable. Except, could she believe it? No one would make anything like this up…. 
 
    “And that’s where we found ourselves, about a light year past the Naga System, staring into unsettled space,” Jessica finished with a shrug. 
 
    “So now you have what, a twenty-year flight home?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Give or take a bit, yeah.” Cheeky nodded. “We have some decisions to make though. Naga didn’t have a lot of good FTL routes, and we’ve gone from bad to worse.” 
 
    “You’re referring to the Stillwater Nebula, aren’t you,” Terry asked. “There are no jump routes through—or anywhere near—that thing. It’s a giant mess of dark matter.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cheeky said. “That’s what Misha’s charts say too. Because of that, there are some pretty heavily trafficked systems around the periphery. Not the sort of places we like to stop in.” 
 
    “Because of the whole thing where you’re interstellar fugitives,” Terry replied. 
 
    “Yeah, that,” Cheeky said.  
 
    Misha set the last of the food on the table and took a seat. “There’s a way through. Just have to be brave enough to take it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Jessica asked, before taking a sip of her wine. “I think we qualify as brave…or stupid. Either one usually works in scenarios like this. What’s the route?” 
 
    Misha shrugged. “Dunno, but I know who does.” 
 
    Cheeky snorted and reached for a slice of cheese, only to have her hand slapped away by Misha. “You wait for the rest of the crew, Cheeky. And the people who know the way through Stillwater are at a place called Star City.” 
 
    “Whoa, no no no no!” Terry exclaimed. “We cannot go to Star City. They’re insane, they’re…damn, I don’t know what they are! But they’re no good!” 
 
    “What’s so crazy about this Star City place?” Cheeky asked, finally sneaking a hand under Misha’s radar and snagging a piece of cheese.  
 
    Terry folded her arms. “Serenity used to trade with them, they settled out here about a thousand years after the Perseus Worldship established the Ordus. At first, they were normal, but then they started to mod themselves more and more. When the Orion Guard eventually showed up out here, they tried to get Star City to join the Alliance, but Star City wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Cheeky asked as she took another bite of her cheese. 
 
    Misha scowled at Cheeky. “They’re all crazy high-tech there. Like your kinda high-tech. They don’t mesh with Orion’s doctrine, and weren’t willing to change.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “So the Orion Guard attacked them—and lost.” 
 
    Jessica straightened. “Really? One city fought off the Orion Guard? And they’re still around to tell the tale?” 
 
    “They didn’t just fight them off,” Misha said. “They spanked them like they were whiny children. Star City is impregnable, and the very definition of isolated.” 
 
    “How did they beat the Orion Guard?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Terry looked at Misha, wondering if he knew. No one at Serenity did, though many would like to know. The houses had never been terribly fond of their less-than-optional absorption into the Orion Freedom Alliance.  
 
    “Don’t know,” Misha said. “The Guard doesn’t exactly publicize how they were beaten. Not good for business, you know.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” Cheeky asked.  
 
    “A thousand years,” Misha said. 
 
    “I assume that the Orion Guard has the world blockaded, or something, right?” Jessica asked.  
 
    “Star City isn’t a world,” Terry said with a curt laugh. “It’s a star. Hence the name.” 
 
    Cheeky shook her head. “Before I saw the Grey Wolf Star, I would have thought you were talking crazy talk, but now I can only wonder what amazing thing we’re about to see next.” 
 
    “Well, this time it’s a neutron star, not a white dwarf,” Misha supplied. “They built a shell around it. It’s your standard, mythical dyson sphere.” 
 
    “Go big or go home.” Jessica whistled. “I’m starting to see why they’re the sort of people who can hold back something as big as the Orion Guard.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t the OG just fling something at it?” Cheeky asked. “Smash whatever they’ve built around the star and call it a day? Not that I’m advocating killing these people.” 
 
    “Who are we killing?” Finaeus asked as he and Cargo entered the galley. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Misha asked. “The meat’s getting cold.” 
 
    Terry watched Finaeus Tomlinson as he took a seat. For a man who had been instrumental in most of humanity’s colonization efforts he seemed…small. Almost unassuming. Though she could see a raw intelligence behind his eyes. A sort of hunger. 
 
    Nance came in a moment later and slipped into a seat, stealing it a moment before Cargo, leaving him the last one standing. Everyone was looking at the last open seat.  
 
    “Just sit in it already,” Jessica said. “You’ve been captain for ten years now. It’s about time you took the head of the table.” 
 
    Cargo sighed. “Not happy about this. It’s Sera’s chair.” 
 
    <Sit in the chair,> Sabrina said. <Your reticence is getting tiring.> 
 
    “Fine,” Cargo groused and sat. “OK, I’m in the chair. Everyone happy?” 
 
    Terry had no idea what was going on, but everyone else seemed to think it was hilarious. Jessica glanced at her and smiled.  
 
    “Cargo used to be first mate aboard Sabrina. He’s been captain for ten years, but hasn’t taken the old captain’s seat—well, ‘til now.” 
 
    “But you sat in the command chair on the bridge,” Terry said. “How is this so different?” 
 
    “I sat in the chair on the bridge a lot when she was here,” Cargo said. “It wasn’t so weird. But this…this is her chair.” 
 
    “I can get you a stool and you can sit on the corner,” Nance said sardonically.  
 
    “Shut up, Nance,” Cargo said. “Anyway, who are we killing…or not killing?” 
 
    Jessica—with a few interruptions from Misha—brought Cargo and the rest of the crew up to speed on the wonders of Star City, and how it may be the key to getting through the Stillwater Nebula.  
 
    “So, if they’re so unpleasant—” Cargo began. 
 
    “Not to mention interdicted,” Trevor cut in. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Cargo said with a nod. “How are we going to get in there, and why do you think they know a way through the Stillwater Nebula? And I also want to know how they’ve stopped the OG from smashing their little bubble world around the neutron star.” 
 
    “I know the second answer,” Terry spoke up, blushing as all eyes turned on her. “Uh, well, rumor has it that they have some sort of super weapon that just obliterates anything the OG sends in. They had used up most of the worlds in the system building the sphere around the star, so it didn’t take the OG long to run out of rocks to throw.” 
 
    Finaeus shrugged. “Probably some sort of directed energy weapon powered by the star. Drop some mass in, and then make an X-ray beam that will annihilate just about anything. Hell, I bet you could make a neutron beam capable of killing things in other star systems. This is sterilize-the-galaxy type of shit. I can see why the OG wants to shut them down.” 
 
    “Damn,” Nance whispered. “I’ve read about what you can do with a dyson sphere and a regular star. You could have a field day with a neutron star…that thing is one hell of a weapon.”  
 
    “Well,” Misha said with an arch look. “I know of a FTL route that takes you deeper in the Star City System than the FTL points the OG watches.” 
 
    “Really…” Jessica mused. “And why isn’t this on the charts you provided us?” 
 
    Misha shrugged. “Gotta keep some things up my sleeve. You can always replace the cook. The guy with special knowledge is a different story.” 
 
    “I’d really like to see this place,” Finaeus said, his eyes alight. “We could learn a lot, I bet.” 
 
    “Like how fast they can blow us to bits?” Cargo asked.  
 
    <We have stasis shields,> Sabrina said. <I’m not scared of any star-beams.> 
 
    “A star-powered atom beam would obliterate you,” Nance said. “Stasis shields or no, you just wouldn’t exist anymore.” 
 
    <Oh…in that case, I vote that we avoid this place at all costs.> 
 
    <I’m with Finaeus,> Erin said. <There’s a lot we can learn from a place like Star City, I can imagine that some if it will be very, very useful if New Canaan has to defend itself.> 
 
    “What about the part where they blow everyone up?” Trevor asked around a mouthful of peas. 
 
    <If that were the case, then how would Misha know of an FTL route point deep into the system?> Erin asked. <Someone still trades with these people.> 
 
    <Think so?> Sabrina asked. 
 
    “It has merit,” Jessica said, then looked to Misha. “What about a path through the nebula? That’s the real reason to see these people. How do you know they have this?” 
 
    Misha gave an uncertain smile. “Well, I don’t know for sure. The guy who had the DL route into their system told me that they had a way through Stillwater; said he got it from them. He wasn’t big on sharing, though. Not for the money I had, at least.” 
 
    “Figures,” Cargo said. “I’m not really interested in taking that sort of risk. Not without something more certain than a guy you knew saying they had a route through Stillwater.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe he had the route,” Misha said with a sharp nod. “You may not, but he often had goods from the far side of Stillwater. And his trips took months, not years.” 
 
    “How is it that he shared this with you?” Jessica asked. “That seems like dangerous information to bandy about. I bet some people would resort to less-than-pleasant means to extract it from him.” 
 
    Terry wondered that as well. While she knew of Star City and their war with Orion, she had never heard of a secret route through Stillwater. Not that Serenity traded enough to warrant a route like that anyway.  
 
    Misha flushed. “Well, it was pillow talk. You know how people get after a good time.” 
 
    “Misha!” Cheeky exclaimed. “I didn’t know you swung that way. I’ve been the object of most of your ogling. You’ve never even checked out the boys—now I feel cheap.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” Misha said, reddening further. “I guess I’m not as discrete as I thought.” 
 
    Jessica coughed, and even Sabrina made a snorting sound over the Link. 
 
    “Sheesh,” Misha muttered. 
 
    “Well, tell us all about him,” Cheeky said, folding her hands and resting her chin on them.  
 
    “Cheeky, seriously,” Cargo said. “Give the poor guy a break.” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Misha said. “I’ve always traded in intel. Sometimes I have to go to great lengths to get it. This was one of those times.” 
 
    “Great lengths?” Trevor asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Seriously, people,” Cargo admonished.  
 
    <Knowing this, I’m more certain we should go in,> Erin said.  
 
    <I agree,> Iris added. <Tanis and the ISF command would be very interested in what we could learn.> 
 
    “I’m with them,” Jessica said. 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and Terry couldn’t help but notice that it was Finaeus and the members of the crew from the Intrepid who wanted to take the risk. The original members of Sabrina’s crew seemed less inclined. 
 
    “Oh, what the hell,” Nance said. “I’m game. How often do you get to see a dyson sphere around a neutron star?” 
 
    “Um, never,” Finaeus said.  
 
    “It would seem that I’m outvoted,” Cargo said. “Good thing this isn’t a democracy.” 
 
    “What if we send them a message, first?” Finaeus asked. “We send a probe ahead into the DL and pop it out at Misha’s secret spot. We make an offer, get the response and decide if we want to chance it.” 
 
    Cargo stroked his chin. “Has merit.” 
 
    “Shiiiit,” Terry whispered. “You’re seriously considering this?” 
 
    “Well,” Cargo began. “I’m not agreeing to go in, but sending a probe with a message isn’t too risky. We can see what they say, and assess from there. Would only take two weeks to get to a point where we could send the message. Given that it’s three years around Stillwater, the time expenditure is in the noise.”  
 
    Terry looked from person to person as the crew all nodded to one another. 
 
    “What are you people on?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh c’mon, Terry,” Jessica said with a wink. “You told me that you wanted adventure, to see what lay beyond Serenity. Don’t tell me you want to go back before our first stop.” 
 
    “What if it’s your last stop?” Terry asked, her voice cracking as she fought back growing panic.  
 
    Jessica’s eyes widened and a look of compassion came over her face. “Hey, why don’t you guys keep on without us? Terry and I are going to go for a little walk.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica took Terry’s hand once they got into the corridor outside the galley, and led her past the doors to the crew cabins toward the ladder that led to the bridge deck. 
 
    “C’mon, Terry, I want to show you something.” 
 
    “What?” Terry asked 
 
    “You’ll see,” Jessica said. “Nothing dangerous, it’s just a view.” 
 
    Jessica climbed the ladder and Terry followed silently. She expected Jessica to lead her to the bridge, but instead they took the short passageway aft to a closed door. Jessica slid the door open, revealing an upscale lounge with a magnificent panoramic view.  
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Terry nodded silently. 
 
    The view outside the window was dominated by the planet Serenity Primus, and its five moons. The Ordus. Her home.  
 
    “Until a few weeks ago, this was your whole world,” Jessica said. “Well, not even all of this. If I remember correctly, you had only left Gallas a handful of times. Your home was just one of those dots in the dark.” 
 
    Terry pointed at Gallas. “That one, there. Everyone I know is there. On that point of light.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” Jessica smiled warmly.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Terry said.  
 
    “Yeah, but you know what I mean too,” Jessica replied. “There’re a million worlds and moons like the one you grew up on. They’re filled with wonders, and good people, and things that you can only imagine. And they’re waiting for us to find them. It’s the adventure of a lifetime. Of a hundred lifetimes.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like…” Terry said. “It’s too big, there’s too much.” 
 
    “I know a bit about that,” Jessica said, and Terry raised an eyebrow, giving the purple-skinned woman an appraising look. 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “OK, not exactly like you, but I didn’t come on this adventure voluntarily. I had only ever flown around in the Sol System on a few short hops before I came out of stasis on the Intrepid.” 
 
    “Really? You didn’t tell me that part,” Terry said, wondering what else there was that Jessica hadn’t shared. 
 
    “I’m an old woman,” Jessica laughed, seemingly reading Terry’s mind. “I have hundreds of stories I haven’t told you. We could sit up here for a week and I’d still have ones I hadn’t shared. Stars, I’ve been with the crew for ten years now, and I don’t think I’ve told them half the shit Trist and I got up to at Victoria.” 
 
    <It’s true,> Erin added. <I still learn new things about Jessica all the time. She’s a very nuanced individual.> 
 
    Terry wasn’t certain if the AI was joking or not, but decided to take the statement at face value.  
 
    “The point I’m trying to make, Terry, is that I was scared at first. I got wrenched out of my life, never saw my family again—stars, I never got to say goodbye to any of them. I got thrust into this great adventure, gallivanting across space and time…and I love it. I always used to talk with Tanis about settling down, but I sometimes wonder if I could ever do that. I seem to have a wanderlust in me.” 
 
    “But it’s been so dangerous,” Terry said. “You’ve careened from one crisis to the next.” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “Yeah, it probably looks like that, but there have been a lot of times when the adventure was seeing amazing sights on new worlds, or witnessing the liberation of a people, or seeing life-giving medicine save a world. Have the dangerous times scared the crap out of me? Space’s deep black holes they have. I’m still worried that I’ll never reach New Canaan.” 
 
    “Then why take the risk?” Terry asked. “Take the sure, safe way.” 
 
    “Because the safe way is not always the best way,” Jessica replied. “Many times I’ve looked back and evaluated my path. If I had always chosen the safe path, I know I would have died long ago, and would never have seen so much, never have met so many amazing people—yourself among them.” 
 
    Terry flushed. She was glad she’d met Jessica. The woman had shown Terry that she shouldn’t be trapped in her life, that she should break free and do what made her happy. So why was she fighting it so much? 
 
    “There it is,” Jessica said, gesturing at the slowly shrinking orb of Serenity. “It’s not too late. We can circle back and take you home. I’m certain I can talk to Justina and get you your position back—she was none too happy to lose you in the first place.” 
 
    Terry stared out the window, focusing on the small dot that was Gallas. Her home, her life. How could she go back to fixing shuttles, to managing a parking lot of ships? She would spend the rest of her life wondering what she’d missed out on. It would eat her ‘til she was old and bitter.  
 
    “No. You’re right, Jessica. The risk is worth it. I can’t turn back now. Let’s go see Star City.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.15.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sabrina, near the Star City System 
 
    REGION: Interstellar Space, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sending a message through the reactionless void that was the dark layer was no simple task. To start, getting into position to even send the message took more maneuvering than Jessica had expected.  
 
    Jumping directly from an inhabited system like Serenity to Star City would be a red flag to anyone watching their outsystem vector. Consequently, Cheeky jumped Sabrina toward another neighboring star system. At the midpoint between the systems, Sabrina dumped out of the dark layer and began a long, slow, burn to decelerate and change course.  
 
    Sabrina’s engines could effect the maneuver in less than a day, but if there were any Orion Guard patrols keeping an eye on interstellar space around Star City, they would spot a hard burn. 
 
    And so, the process of small, intermittent burns began, bringing the ship about and put it on a course for Star City. 
 
    Rather than wait the days required for the maneuver, the crew decided that using the SS Sexy to break faster and deliver the probe was preferred.  
 
    The small ship would be far less noticeable as it burned hard to change course, and would be able to enter the dark layer, ready to drop the probe in hours, not days. 
 
    “We’re on course, at a hair under ten percent light speed,” Jessica announced from her seat in the Sexy’s cockpit.  
 
    “Looks good here too,” Trevor said. “Ready for transition.” 
 
    “Copy, ready for transition,” Jessica replied. “T-minus five, four, three, two, dumping to the DL.” 
 
    In an instant the stars winked out, replaced by the inky blackness of the dark layer. Outside the Sexy’s cockpit, they could see the nose of the ship, illuminated by the running lights, and then there was nothing. It was as though the universe stopped at the edge of the small spacecraft, and beyond was the absence of everything.  
 
    Maybe that’s what the dark layer was. The absence of everything.  
 
    Well, except for dark matter—which you’ll find when it smashes into you—as well as the Things that feed on it, Jessica thought. 
 
    She shook her head, clearing the melancholy thoughts.  
 
    <Probe is green,> Iris announced. <Ready to fire it off.> 
 
    “Let ‘er rip,” Jessica replied.  
 
    <If by ‘rip’ do you mean gently nudge it away from us with a grav field?> Iris asked with a mental wink. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” Jessica smirked.  
 
    A moment later an indicator flashed on the console, and then the probe drifted ahead of the ship, pushing back the inky blackness, at least a little bit. 
 
    “And there it is,” Trevor said. “Our message in a bottle.” 
 
    <DL is thick here, relatively speaking,> Iris said. <Only about a four hundred multiplier.> 
 
    “So that puts its arrival at Star City at just under ten hours,” Jessica said, cross-checking Iris’s calculations.  
 
    <That’s my assessment,> Iris replied.  
 
    “Assuming the folks there send it back at the same speed, we’re looking at a minimum of twenty hours.” 
 
    <Dropping the backup beacon, and slowing it down,> Iris said. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Jessica said.  
 
    Once the beacon was out, and had good tone, they dropped from the dark layer into the brilliant night of interstellar space.  
 
    “Always feels good to be out of the DL,” Trevor said. “Somehow it’s different on a ship this small. Feels like its pressing around us.” 
 
    “Maybe it is,” Jessica replied.  
 
    <It isn’t,> Iris said. 
 
    “We’ve eighteen hours till Cheeky gets Sabs close enough for us to reconnect. Want to boost over to match up with them, or just wait?” Trevor asked.  
 
    Jessica tuned and looked Trevor over. “Are you serious? Eighteen hours? Just the two of us?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Trevor asked. “You have something in mind?” 
 
    “Damn skippy, I do. A rematch for our last game of Snark! You’re going down, mister.” 
 
    Trevor laughed and leaned over, kissing Jessica on the cheek. “That’s what I love about you J-Doll, you’re unpredictable. You set up the game, I’ll get some snacks.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed not to call me J-Doll,” Jessica said with a raised brow. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember you said something like that, yeah,” Trevor said as he ambled out of the cockpit. “I don’t recall ever agreeing to it.” 
 
    Jessica stuck her tongue out at Trevor’s retreating form before turning back to her console. She double checked the Sexy’s flight path and sent a tightbeam message to Sabrina before Iris shooed her out of the cockpit. 
 
    <Seriously, go play paper games with your man mountain. I can fly the ship well enough.> 
 
    “You sure?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <Yes, go.> 
 
    “Thanks, Iris.” 
 
    <Gives me something to do.> 
 
    Jessica wondered what Iris did do much of the time. She supposed that when aboard Sabrina, the AI communed in their small expanse, but out here, Iris was alone. 
 
    She thought about asking, but Iris already seemed moderately peeved about something, so Jessica didn’t push it. She wanted to enjoy her time with Trevor, not get into some sort of existential debate with her AI.  
 
    Inside the small closet next to the first cabin’s door lay the case with the Snark cards. Jessica popped open the case to make sure all the cards and the two sets of dice were there. Sure enough, the game was as she and Cheeky had left it when they had finished their last round before arriving at Serenity. 
 
    Jessica had been winning, but Cheeky was the queen of the comeback.  
 
    She closed the case and carried into the Sexy’s small galley where Trevor had a bowl of popcorn and two beers set on the table.  
 
    “Nice spread.” Jessica smirked.  
 
    Trevor chuckled. “I’m certainly no Misha.” 
 
    “No, but I suppose you’ll do.” 
 
    “Do you believe that line he tried to feed us about how he didn’t bake at his own stand back on Hermes Station?” Jessica asked as she sat and opened the case. 
 
    “Not for a moment. I think that Misha loves to cook. Almost as much as he loves to complain.” 
 
    Jessica laughed as she picked up her deck of cards and began to shuffle. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    Trevor shuffled his cards as well, and then they swapped decks, shuffled and cut and swapped back. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find at this Star City?” Trevor asked as he dealt out his deck, interleaving his cards with Jessica’s as she dealt hers into the stacks. 
 
    “Honestly? I have no idea. I mean…it’s a city, wrapped around a star. How utterly nuts is that? It makes the Transcend mine at the Grey Wolf Star seem like child’s play.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Trevor said. “It’s going to take quite the sight to top watching a ring of black holes tear a star apart.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jessica said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “A relatively stationary world around a star that has to have a circumference in the millions of kilometers is sooooo boring.” 
 
    “OK, point well made,” Trevor replied. “That’s pretty intense, I’ll give you that. But it would be way more interesting if something was trying to tear it apart.”  
 
    Always with destruction. 
 
    <I have a message coming in from Cargo,> Iris said, interrupting the game. <There’s an Orion Guard patrol craft near Sabrina, and they’re pausing their burns till it moves away. Could be hours, could be days.> 
 
    Jessica reviewed the data sent along with the message. Sure enough, the patrol craft was at just the right place to spot Sabrina’s deceleration burns. It was strange. Sabrina was over one light year from Star City. She hadn’t expected the Orion Guard to have patrol craft that far out.  
 
    “Looks like we have a longer wait than we’d thought,” Trevor said with a grin.  
 
    Jessica smiled in response. “Well in that case, hurry up and lose so that we can get on to other things.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The probe should have taken at least twenty hours to return. It came back in twelve. 
 
    <It spotted the beacon and popped out into regular space,> Iris reported, waking Trevor and Jessica. 
 
    “What?” Jessica mumbled from where she lay atop Trevor, the dull rumble of his breathing vibrating against her cheek. “How’s that possible?” 
 
    <It exited the dark layer at relativistic speeds,> Iris replied. <Over 0.9c. Was a real pain to decompress the message as the probe flew past us.> 
 
    “Damnit,” Jessica said she rolled off Trevor and sat up. 
 
    “No way we can catch up and retrieve it,” Trevor said as he stretched on the bunk, his legs hanging off the end at mid-calf. 
 
    <That is correct, it is already beyond the range of the Sexy’s sensors.> 
 
    “Don’t have a lot of those probes,” Jessica sighed. “Cargo’s gonna be pissed.” 
 
    “More importantly, how did it get back here so fast?” Trevor asked. “They would have had to boost it somehow.” 
 
    <It appeared to be unmodified,> Iris said. <Although, I didn’t get a good look.> 
 
    “OK,” Jessica said as she stood and pulled on her clothing. “What’s the message? The fact that you didn’t lead with that has me worried.” 
 
    <Oh, sorry. The probe’s velocity was more interesting to me. The message is, and I quote, ‘You are welcome. Come.’> 
 
    “That’s it?” Trevor asked as he rose. “Just a bit ominous.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    <We also have received a new update from Cargo. It will take them several days now to decelerated and come around on a course to enter Star City.> 
 
    Jessica looked at Trevor and a smile crept across her face. 
 
    “Jess…” he said. “We can’t go off half-cocked again.” 
 
    Jessica rose on her tip-toes and kissed Trevor on the cheek. “How long have you been with us? We always go off half-cocked. Stars, sometimes we’re only a quarter-cocked.” 
 
    Trevor snorted. “Say that word again.” 
 
    “What? Co—” Jessica stopped herself, gave Trevor a judgmental look and sauntered out of the cabin, hearing him whisper “daaaaaamn” as she left. 
 
    Five minutes later, they were settled into their seats in the cockpit with fresh coffee and some protein bars to perk them up.  
 
    “Message sent to Cargo and the crew,” Jessica said as she re-checked the Sexy’s vector. “They should have it in a few hours.” 
 
    If they’re where we think they’ll be,” Trevor said.  
 
    <I sent the tightbeam on a number of trajectories,> Iris said. <They’ll be at one of those locations for intercept.> 
 
    “We ready then?” Jessica asked. “Express to Star City is leaving in 5…4…3…2…dump!” 
 
    Once again, the Sexy transitioned to the dark layer and began its journey toward Star City.  
 
    Though the ship had been drifting at 0.09c for half a day, the trip would still take over ten hours, with little to do in the interim.  
 
    “Ready for a re-match?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Jessica arched an eyebrow. “In what? Snark, or sex?” 
 
    “Both of course.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As predicted, Jessica and Trevor filled the next ten hours with sex, Snark, and a bit of actual sleep. She was cleaning up the small galley when Trevor called down the ship’s central passageway. 
 
    “You coming, Jess? Just a minute ‘til we’re back in regular space.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jessica replied as she grabbed the Snark case and stowed it in the closet. “Just making sure that everything’s battened down.” 
 
    <I have us dumping out one half-million kilometers before the proscribed location,> Iris added. <I don’t want to come out right at the edge of the safe zone.> 
 
    “Prudent,” Jessica said as she entered the cockpit and settled into her seat, pulling on the harness for good measure. 
 
    “Expect things to get crazy? 
 
    Jessica cast an appraising look at Trevor. “You don’t?” 
 
    “Good point,” Trevor replied as he pulled his harness on too. 
 
    A second after he finished, the stars snapped back into view, and scan pulled in a visual of the system.  
 
    “Huh…” Jessica said after a moment. “It’s smaller than I’d thought it would be.” 
 
    <I estimate the sphere’s circumference is only just over seven million kilometers,> Iris supplied. <Much smaller than we’d thought—which is a relief.> 
 
    “Why’s that?” Trevor asked.  
 
    <Because anyone who can build a solid dyson sphere around their star with a radius of over 0.025 AU is unbelievably advanced, and probably won’t need anything we have for trade.> 
 
    “Good point,” Trevor replied.  
 
    Jessica examined the sphere 5 AU distant. It was rotating slowly, not fast enough to see, but the holodisplay noted that it was moving at just over twelve-hundred kilometers per hour. Its surface would have been a brilliant white—had there been anything other than ambient starlight, and the glow of the Stillwater Nebula to illuminate it. Instead it gleamed a ruddy-grey color, crisscrossed with strange lines and frequented by large circles.  
 
    <I’ve received coordinates,> Iris said. Looks like a location near the equator, on this side.  
 
    “Anything else?” Jessica asked.  
 
    <Just ‘Welcome’ again.> 
 
    “This place is creeping me out.” Trevor said.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Jessica replied. “How is it that they made the sphere so small? The mass of this star system is over one solar mass—its gravitational effect is apparent on the nearby stars. But a sphere that small will have punishing gravity, well over 5g.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why they’re spinning it,” Trevor offered.  
 
    “Would have to spin it a hell of a lot faster than that,” Jessica said.  
 
    <She’s right,> Iris said. <At least six or seven RPM would be necessary to counteract the gravity of the star, but that would only lessen it at the equator. In fact, the difference in perceived gravity between the poles and the equator would be immense. It would tear it apart.> 
 
    “Damn. Well, I did want to see something like this torn apart. Now I know that we’d just have to spin the dyson sphere.” 
 
    “That’s morbid,” Jessica chastised Trevor. “People live there.” 
 
    “I meant if we found a derelict sphere,” Trevor said. 
 
    Iris’s Link avatar shot Trevor a strange look. <This is the only dyson sphere that we know of. I think you’ll have to wait a hundred thousand years to find derelict ones.> 
 
    “Hmmm…” Trevor replied and stroked his chin. 
 
    “What’s this over here?” Jessica asked, pulling up an image of an object just over one AU from the dyson sphere. “It’s small, Mars-sized, from the looks of it.” 
 
    <It’s another neutron star…I think,> Iris said. <It’s cold and dark, but I believe it has a ring of some sort around it.> 
 
    “So that’s what they did!” Jessica snapped her fingers. “Binary accretion. There must have been two neutron stars here and they used one to strip the other down.” 
 
    “Wow, that must have been some serious engineering to pull off in a few thousand years.” 
 
    <Less,> Iris said. <According to Terry, they built this after the Moons of Serenity were terraformed. Given how long it would have taken to build the dyson sphere, they must have taken their star down in hundreds of years.> 
 
    “That must have been some light show,” Jessica said wistfully. “Though I imagine the nebula blocked a lot of it from the rest of humanity.” 
 
    Trevor nodded. “I bet that’s why they came out this far. Didn’t want anyone to know what they were up to.” 
 
    “Seems strange, though,” Jessica said. “Star City probably predates the Transcend/Orion schism. The Transcend has never eschewed advanced tech. Why hide out here?” 
 
    <I suppose you’ll get the chance to ask them soon enough,> Iris said. 
 
    “Man, there is just nothing else in this system…” Trevor said after a minute. “They must have stripped everything down to build their sphere—and the ring around the other star.” 
 
    <That ring is a lot smaller, though,> Iris said. <Would just take a decent-sized moon to create it. However, if there were two neutron stars in this system, that means two supernovas happened here. Perhaps all that remained were a few planet cores that they used to build the sphere.> 
 
    “Could be,” Jessica mused. “Think these stars going up caused the Stillwater nebula? Or a part of it?” 
 
    <Hmm…> Iris mused. <Maybe contributed to it at some point. But the nebula is massive. Very, very massive. To make neutron stars, the original stars here couldn’t have massed more than six Sols collectively. The nebula masses hundreds of sols—though they are moving close to the same speed around the galactic core.> 
 
    “This sure is a lot of hurry up and wait,” Trevor said after a few minutes. “Mind if I go take a shower? I’ll make us something to eat too.” 
 
    Jessica nodded absently as she stared at the sphere they were approaching. “Sure, hon. I could use a good meal.” 
 
    Trevor laughed. “You got it. I’ll see what I can rustle up from the supplies.” 
 
    Jessica barely noted his departure as she wondered at who would build such a thing as Star City, and why they would build it way out here in the Perseus Arm…. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    EVASION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.17.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sabrina, near the Star City System 
 
    REGION: Interstellar Space, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Oh, you’re not going to like this, Cargo,> Sabrina said with a note of worry in her mental tone. 
 
    “Fun fact, Sabrina,” Cargo said as he rolled his shoulders. “Telling someone they’re not going to like something kinda makes it worse. ‘Cause now I’m imagining the worst-case scenarios.” 
 
    <Umm…’kay. Good to know.> 
 
    “Great. Now what is it?” Cargo asked. 
 
    <Well, the probe came back early with its message, which was that we are welcome to visit Star City.> 
 
    “Unghhh,” Cargo groaned.  
 
    <I take it you’ve guessed the bad news…> Sabrina said cautiously. 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious,” Cheeky said from her place at the pilot’s seat. She twisted around to look at Cargo. “Jessica took the Sexy to Star City.” 
 
    “I swear,” Cargo said with a long sigh. “Not only do I regret letting you name the ship the Sexy, I regret having it at all. The middle of enemy territory is the last place we should be splitting up.” 
 
    <Uh oh,> Sabrina said.  
 
    “Sabs, baby, you gotta stop equivocating. What is it?” Cheeky asked.  
 
    <The Orion Guard patrol craft has changed course.> 
 
    “Shit!” Cargo swore, and brought up the Orion Guard ship’s course on the main holo. “Damn, they’re coming around toward the location of our last burn.” 
 
    “The one we did moments before we saw them,” Cheeky added. “Still, they’re over half a light minute out. At their current velocity, it will take them two days arrive.” 
 
    <And by then we’ll be 30 AU further away,> Sabrina added.  
 
    “Unless they extrapolate our course,” Cargo said as he leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “Captain?” a voice said from the entrance to the bridge. 
 
    Cargo turned to see Finaeus entering the bridge. “What is it?” 
 
    “I caught the alert on the general shipnet. The OG boat picked up our burn.” 
 
    “Sheesh, where were you?” Cargo asked. “Hiding in the passageway?” 
 
    “No, Terry and I were talking about the sensor suite on the ship in the lounge, there’s an amazing view of the nebula back there.” 
 
    “Hi,” Terry said, waving from behind Finaeus.  
 
    Cargo nodded to Terry and turned his attention back to Finaeus. “You’re wearing your ‘I have an idea’ face,” 
 
    Cheeky chuckled, and Finaeus appeared not to notice the annoyance in Cargo’s voice. 
 
    “I probably am. It’s a good idea, even by my standards,” Finaeus said. “I was telling Terry about how the Orion Guard can stealth its ships using light and rad benders. It’s not absolutely perfect, but it’s enough that at these types of distances, the ships are entirely invisible.” 
 
    “Right. We’ve been on ISF ships,” Cargo said. “They can fly right up to you and you can’t see them. Even optically.” 
 
    “Oh!” Finaeus exclaimed. “The Intrepid has fifth millennia stealth tech as well? I can’t wait to meet the engineers aboard it.” 
 
    “You have a point, I assume?” Cargo asked. 
 
    <Be nice,> Hank admonished privately. 
 
    <I am,> Cargo replied. <Jessica has gone off half-cocked—as per usual—and we’re about to be spotted by the last group of people in the galaxy that we want spotting us.> 
 
    <Well…be nicer.> 
 
    “I do,” Finaeus said with a curt nod and a glint in his eye that told Cargo the old man was well aware of Cargo’s mood. “I think we can use the grav shield as a lens to spot stealthed ships.” 
 
    “How so?” Cheeky asked. 
 
    Finaeus gestured to the main holo and the view changed to show their location relative to the Stillwater Nebula. The nebula stretched for four hundred light years along the galactic disk, spreading  along the coreward edge of the Perseus arm. On the rimward side, long tendrils of gas reached out, almost like the red-and-purple hued cloud was raining. 
 
    “You can see how the angular momentum and inertia of the nebula is pushing gas out on the rimward side. However, what you can’t see—unless you’re looking for it—is the superheated hydrogen that’s suffusing space for dozens of lightyears rimward of the nebula.” 
 
    Cargo shrugged “So? There’s superheated hydrogen everywhere—outside of a galactic core, that is. What’s so unusual about this?” 
 
    “This stuff is even hotter, and it’s way denser,” Terry said. 
 
    “I think it should be possible to detect eddies left in space by any nearby ships,” Finaeus added.  
 
    Cheeky rose from her seat and walked toward the holotank. “But if we use an active scan to look for eddies in the interstellar medium, it’ll be like hanging a big flashing sign over Sabrina saying ‘ship over here, come find us’.” 
 
    <Which I’m against,> Sabrina added. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it,” Finaeus said with a grin. We don’t have to run active scan. The neutron stars at Star City must be positioned perpendicular to this region of space, because they’re flooding it with X-rays. If we use our shields to funnel an amplified quantity of X-rays into our sensor suite, we should be able to scan for stealthed ships passively.” 
 
    Cargo stroked his chin. “You been listening to this Nance? What do you and Erin think?” 
 
    <Yes, I’ve been listening. Sabrina is always very thoughtful—she pipes interesting bridge conversations to me whether I want them or not,> Nance said. 
 
    <Which we appreciate,> Erin added, her Link avatar shaking its head at Nance’s.  
 
    “Merit? Risk?” Cargo asked. 
 
    Nance’s avatar nodded—after casting a resigned look at Erin. <Well, X-rays are bad. Normally we like to keep them out, but Finaeus is right. We can funnel them to the sensor suite with the grav shields, we’ll just have to be careful and go slow. If we start leaking gravitons we’ll be the ones making big eddies in the interstellar medium.>  
 
    “Excellent!” Finaeus exclaimed, rubbing his hands. “I can’t wait to try this out.” 
 
    “Scan console’s right there,” Cargo said. “This was your idea. Have at it.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Finaeus said as he gestured for Terry to join him.  
 
    Cargo saw a brief look that he didn’t recognize pass over Cheeky’s features. It was a narrowing of the eyes, a short intake of breath.  
 
    <Did you see that—the look Cheeky gave?> Cargo asked Hank privately. 
 
    <Cheeky’s not one to mask her expressions. I saw it,> Hank replied.  
 
    <Jealousy?> 
 
    <It would seem so.> 
 
    Cargo verbalized a soft hmmph. <For who? Finaeus or Terry?> 
 
    <You really pay no attention to ship-board romances, do you?> Hank asked. 
 
    <No, I really don’t. I wish there weren’t any at all, but I get how they’re impossible to stop. Cheeky’s had casual sex with almost everyone aboard, but she’s never even shown an iota of jealousy. At least not that I’ve ever seen.> 
 
    <She’s human. It’s been there, but not usually so noticeable,> Hank replied.  
 
    <Who’s it for?> Cargo asked. 
 
    <Because I reside inside your body and can read your vitals, I can tell you’re serious. But seriously? Cheeky has been sleeping with Finaeus ever since she healed up after her brush with a black hole.> 
 
    <Oh,> Cargo replied. <I guess I hadn’t noticed.> 
 
    <How you’re such a shrewd negotiator, I’ll never know.> 
 
    Cargo didn’t deign to respond to that comment, and instead left the bridge to get a cup of coffee from the galley. When he arrived, the pot was empty—probably Finaeus’s doing, the man never restocked anything. Misha wasn’t present, so Cargo made a fresh pot himself. 
 
    By the time Cargo returned to the bridge, the holotank was showing a broad swath of space, roughly ten light hours across. A marker noted the position of Sabrina, and another showed the location of the Orion Guard patrol craft.  
 
    Nine other markers were visible in the holotank. Two of them much closer to Sabrina than the patrol craft. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Cargo asked.  
 
    “We don’t know yet, Captain,” Terry said as she frowned at the holotank. “They could be anything, rocks, stray comets, whatever. Once we get a bit more data we should be able to sort out their vector.” 
 
    Cargo glanced at Cheeky, who was back in her seat with a view of the detected signatures on her display. 
 
    <Options?> he asked her privately.  
 
    <Well, if there really are ten ships this close, our best bet is to run.> 
 
    <To Star City?> Cargo asked. <I thought our vector was too far off to use their special jump point.> 
 
    <It is, we’ll have to boost hard, dump to the DL, and make several corrective burns in real space to line up. The last one will put us pretty close to where Misha’s map shows the Orion pickets to be.> 
 
    Cargo stroked his chin and considered their options. 
 
    <Get ready to do that,> he said.  
 
    <What do you think I’m doing?> 
 
    Cargo sighed and shook his head. Testy too. That was even more unlike Cheeky.  
 
    “Confirmed,” Finaeus announced. “The two signatures closest to us are converging.” 
 
    “On us?” Cargo asked.  
 
    “A bit behind us,” Terry said, then blushed. “Uh, Captain.” 
 
    “You don’t need to call me captain all the time. This isn’t a military ship,” Cargo said. “About those stealthed Orion vessels—they must think that we’ve slowed more than we have. If they have those two ships closing in, why move the visible patrol boat? It got us looking for them.” 
 
    Finaeus shrugged. “Maybe they’re bad at tactics.” 
 
    Cheeky glanced back at Finaeus. “They probably don’t want to give away their stealthed ships unless they need to. Once those two ships find us, they’ll send the patrol boat to us. Then, if we’re unruly, the stealth ships take us out.” 
 
    “When did you become such a tactician?” Cargo asked. 
 
    “I’ve been paying attention.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Cargo replied. “I think we should transition to the DL. It’s only a matter of time before they find us, and I’d rather not have the net close in before that happens.” 
 
    “Seems logical,” Cheeky replied. “I’ll plot a path once we’re in the DL.” 
 
    “You sure?” Finaeus asked. “Chances are that they’ll spot the transition. They’ll know our vector.” 
 
    “Fin, you may be a grillion years old, and done more crazy shit than half of humanity put together, but I have more time in this seat than you. Now, reset the grav shields so we can transition.” 
 
    Cargo raised his eyebrows as he watched Finaeus shrink back into his seat and nod. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Terry was looking back and forth between the two and suddenly she drew a deep breath and raised a hand to her mouth. 
 
    <We need more men on this ship,> Cargo groused privately to Hank. 
 
    <There are an equal number of men and women aboard,> Hank replied.  
 
    <I know.> 
 
    “OK, shields are reset, dumping to the DL in…oh fuck it, now!” 
 
    The glow of the Stillwater Nebula disappeared from the forward display and Cheeky switched the image to show the location of the ship and Star City.  
 
    “We need to shed 0.05c and then boost back at about 0.3. From there we’ll need to make corrective burns to get on the right vector for Star City. I think we can do it in places where none of the enemy patrol craft are lurking.” As Cheeky spoke, the display showed the locations of the burns, the Orion Guard ships, and the vector changes and burn lengths. 
 
    “Those are serious burns,” Cargo said. “You’re going to wipe our antimatter reserves.” 
 
    Finaeus scowled and shook his head. “You’re also going to show the Orion Guard the FTL path that we’re taking into Star City. Our supposed hosts may not appreciate that.” 
 
    “They won’t know where to exit, though,” Cheeky said. “With luck, they’ll think we’re exiting at the edge of the system.” 
 
    “Until we don’t,” Cargo said. 
 
    Cheeky blew out a long breath and didn’t speak for a moment. “OK, I’m all ears, what’s plan B?” 
 
    Cargo looked at Finaeus who shrugged.  
 
    Terry looked like she was trying to shrink down to nanoscale, and Cargo was at least glad that she saw that some toes had been stepped on—though he wasn’t sure how it had happened. 
 
    “Sabrina? Piya? Math check out on Cheeky’s plot?” Cargo asked. 
 
    <Sure does,> Sabrina said quietly. 
 
    <Yes,> Piya added. 
 
    Cargo wondered what sort of conversation Cheeky and Piya must be having right now.  
 
    “Execute it, Cheeky,” Cargo ordered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    STAR CITY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.17.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: The Sexy, approaching Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even if Star City was one fourth the size she thought it would be…it was still huge.  
 
    Up until now, everything Jessica had seen in the 89th century—barring maybe the dwarf star mine—was less impressive than what engineers had pulled off in Sol in the fourth and fifth millennia.  
 
    But this…Jupiter would fit inside of it six or seven times. You could evenly disperse a billion people on Star City, and they would never be able to find each other. And that was if it was only one level deep.  
 
    “Why do they even need anything like this?” Jessica asked. “Seriously…what purpose could it serve?” 
 
    “Maybe they planned on having a lot of babies,” Trevor said with a quiet laugh. 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “That’s a lot a lot of babies.” 
 
    “Have we received any other communication from them?” Trevor asked. 
 
    <Nothing,> Iris replied. <Just updated coordinates, and that we’re welcome.> 
 
    The Sexy passed within a thousand kilometers of Star City’s massive sphere, and Jessica gave three short bursts of the ship’s grav drive to match the dyson sphere’s surface velocity.  
 
    “This is so weird,” Jessica said as she rotated the ship and nudged it closer to their destination. 
 
    “What’s that?” Trevor asked.  
 
    “Well, at this distance, we should be experiencing the same gravity—give or take a bit—as you’d experience from around a planet like Earth when a thousand klicks out. But we’re not experiencing anything.” 
 
    “Are they using a grav field of some sort to support us?” Trevor asked. 
 
    <They must be,> Iris replied. <Which is nice. Docking with this thing while coming down into 1g would be a pain in the ass.> 
 
    “Wow, Iris,” Trevor said and out of the corner of her eye Jessica caught him grinning.  
 
    <What can I say? This thing is making me nervous.> 
 
    “I didn’t think you got nervous,” Trevor said. “Always thought you were completely unflappable.” 
 
    <I can be flapped,> Iris replied. <This thing flaps me. Not only is it freaking massive, but we don’t know of any material that could hold up to this kind of stress. Think of it, 1g across a surface of over seventeen billion square kilometers….> 
 
    “They must be structurally reinforcing it with grav fields, or something,” Jessica said.  
 
    “Or something,” Trevor replied. 
 
    No one spoke for several minutes as the Sexy drifted closer to their docking coordinates—coordinates that continued to show nothing other than the smooth surface of the sphere. 
 
    <I’m reading something,> Iris said. <Motion on the sphere.> 
 
    Jessica zoomed in on the area Iris had pointed out—the movement was at their docking location. The sphere was opening up.  
 
    A small section—just over ten kilometers in diameter—slid aside, revealing white light streaming out into space from the hole.  
 
    <Compensating for contrast,> Iris said. <That light’s not any brighter than a comfortable noon.> 
 
    “I read a solid object through the hole…one hundred klicks down,” Trevor said.  
 
    <Our docking coordinates just updated. Looks like we’re to land on whatever’s down there,> Iris said. 
 
    Jessica eased the ship toward the glowing entrance. “Anyone want to turn back? This’ll be our last chance.” 
 
    <Are you kidding?> Iris asked. <We have to see what’s in there!> 
 
    “I thought you were flapped,” Trevor asked with a laugh. 
 
    <Yeah, but that doesn’t trump curiosity about amazing discoveries!> 
 
    “Never let it be said that we weren’t brave,” Jessica said as she nudged the ship though the opening in Star City’s shell.  
 
    Once through the hole—a kilometer-long shaft—the washed-out visual cleared up and they were able to see a breathtaking vista. From their height of one hundred kilometers, thousands of kilometers of surface were visible in every direction—atmospheric haze blurring details long before things fell below the curvature of the sphere. 
 
    “It’s all terraformed,” Jessica whispered in awe.  
 
    <What we can see, at least,> Iris said.  
 
    “We can see a lot,” Trevor replied.  
 
    Jessica glanced at him and saw an expression of true wonder on his face. She imagined the same was on hers. 
 
    “It’s like seeing the entire surface of a planet all at once. Up close,” Jessica said.  
 
    Below them, a mountain range marched along the periphery of a massive ocean, the land on their far side, dry and arid until it reached the point where a massive river sliced through the continent. From there the surface became lush and green, gentle rolling hills progressing toward a range of old mountains before smoothing out once more and meeting the shores of another ocean. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jessica whispered. “I know what that is! It’s North America!” 
 
    <I’ve compensated for atmospheric distortion. As far as I can see, all the continents of Earth are represented nearby. Far to the east I can make out the continents of Venus, and to the west I can make out the land masses of Mars and Ceres.> 
 
    “That’s ambitious,” Trevor said. “Though with the room for thirty-three thousand planets, you might as well have some fun with it.” 
 
    “I never considered how much water there would be,” Jessica said as the Sexy continued to descend toward their updated coordinates.  
 
    I guess they’re not really docking coordinates, Jessica mused. They’re landing coordinates.  
 
    “Huh, we’re going to Jerhattan,” Jessica said as the realization dawned on her. “Or whatever that is…it doesn’t look like Jerhattan.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Trevor said with a shrug. “I assume Jerhattan’s a city?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “OK, that’s just too weird. For the entire time I lived in Sol, Jerhattan was one of the most important cities there ever was. Now, no one knows what it was.” 
 
    “What was so special about it?” Trevor asked.  
 
    “It used to be two different places. New York City and New Jersey. Eventually they merged and formed their own city-state, named Jerhattan. After a while, almost the entire eastern coast of the United States was Jerhattan.” 
 
    “United States…” Trevor mused. “That sounds familiar. Weren’t they the first ones to put someone in space?”  
 
    Jessica shook her head as the Sexy passed over the Mississippi River. “That was the USSR. Similar name: Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.” 
 
    “I guess, yeah,” Trevor said. “So the United States wasn’t as big a deal then?” 
 
    “They put the first people on the moon,” Jessica said. “The other guys, the USSR, they didn’t stick around for long before they dissolved.” 
 
    “Strange to think of so many nations all on one planet. Yet it worked somehow, we all came from here.” 
 
    <Well, not here,> Iris said. <Don’t forget. We’re inside the shell of a dyson sphere seven-thousand light years from Earth.> 
 
    “You should show me where you’re from—Athabasca,” Trevor said.  
 
    Jessica glanced out the port side of the cockpit. They were lower now, and the Canadian prairies were no longer visible. A part of her wanted to see the waves crashing on the southern shore of Lake Athabasca more than anything. Another part of her knew no good would come of it. Nothing she needed from that place could be had. Neither here, nor back at Sol. 
 
    “I would rather not,” Jessica said. “I mean…we can’t right now. Whoever runs this place probably doesn’t want us flying all over like a bunch of tourists.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Trevor’s tone of voice carried more meaning than the words, and when Jessica looked over at him, she saw understanding in his eyes. 
 
    They shared the unspoken union of thought for several moments before Iris interrupted.  
 
    <There’s something very odd down there.> 
 
    “Oh yeah? What is it?” Jessica asked.  
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “No, really,” Jessica insisted. “What are you referring to.” 
 
    <A lot of nothing,> Iris said. <There are cities—not many, but a few. However, there doesn’t seem to be anything going on in them. I don’t see any traffic, and other than really base-line levels, there’s no EM coming from the cities. I think they’re all empty.> 
 
    “Maybe it’s some sort of preserve,” Trevor offered.  
 
    <Maybe,> Iris allowed.  
 
    “The a-grav tunnel is weakening,” Jessica said. “I think we’ll be in regular atmosphere and grav soon.” 
 
    <I’ll kill our internal grav systems,> Iris said. <You two are strapped in anyway.> 
 
    Jessica flew the Sexy over the eastern forests of North America, before turning and following the coast toward Jerhattan. The city that eventually came into view was much smaller than the one she had seen in her youth. In fact, it only covered the island of Manhattan. The mainland, as well as long island, were both heavily forested. 
 
    But on Manhattan, gleaming white towers rose into the sky, some as far as a kilometer, their tops dragging through the intermittent clouds drifting up the coast.  
 
    <I have a network,> Iris said. <Basic. Time, date, geomarkers.> 
 
    “Any advertised comm channels?” Trevor asked. 
 
    <A few, but they’re all silent.> 
 
    “This place is creepy,” Jessica said softly as she brought the Sexy down to a dozen meters, coming in low over the breakers on the final approach to their landing coordinates on the southern end of Manhattan Island.  
 
    They flew over a park that ran along the water’s edge, and then set down on cradle that emerged from beneath a wide clearing a hundred meters from the ocean. 
 
    One of the island’s tallest towers stood in front of the ship, and scan showed that it, unlike the others, had some amount of EM activity going on inside. 
 
    “Well?” Trevor asked. “You ready, Jess?” 
 
    Jessica pulled off her harness and rose. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “I assume we’re going to go in unarmed.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re at these people’s—if there are any—mercy. Let’s not piss them off.” 
 
    Jessica led the way to the Sexy’s boarding ramp and palmed the control to lower it. The moment it cracked open, they were met with crisp, cool air, tinged with the smell of the sea.  
 
    “Damn. Been a while since I’ve smelled planet,” Trevor said.  
 
    “Just a few weeks for me,” Jessica noted. “Though it smells different than Acadia and Gallas—cleaner, like…zero pollutants clean.” 
 
    <You are correct. There are no manmade pollutants in the air,> Iris said. <Other than some ozone and other ionization from the Sexy landing.> 
 
    They walked down the ramp and Jessica felt her skin tingle when the noon-bright light hit it. It felt glorious, tendrils of energy ran down her limbs tickling as they reached her finger tips. 
 
    “You just did the ‘light shiver’,” Trevor said with a grin.  
 
    Jessica was unable to hold back a giggle. “It feels great! Not a lot of full-spectrum light on the Sexy.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want you to turn brown and wither away,” Trevor said in mock horror. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about things like that,” Jessica said.  
 
    “So where do we go?” Trevor asked.  
 
    Jessica looked up at the kilometer-high tower with the EM activity within. “In there? I guess?” 
 
    “I feel like the city should be green and we should be running from flying monkeys,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Really? You know about ancient classics, like The Wizard of Oz, but you don’t know what the United States was?” 
 
    “Well, Oz was an amazing story,” Trevor replied as he began walking across the clearing toward the building. 
 
    The lush lawn—which was immaculately trimmed—gave way to wide paving stones leading to a broad marble staircase. At the top of the stair stood a tall row of columns beyond which were a dozen doors leading into the building.  
 
    “There’s no debris, or litter anywhere,” Jessica said as they climbed the stairs.  
 
    “They must have a lot of maintenance bots to keep a world filled with planets clean.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “Planet World, is it? That sounds more accurate than Star City. Heck, even Star World would have been a better name.” 
 
    They reached the top of the stairs and passed between the hundred meter pillars. As they approached the doors, a pair swung open. Jessica glanced at Trevor and took his hand. 
 
    “Ready to go into the super-creepy building?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “I’m ready for whatever Planet World wants to throw at me,” Trevor replied with a grin. 
 
    The pair stepped into the building and found themselves in a wide foyer. It was utterly empty, devoid of any decoration or symbols, save for a number on the far wall: 11. 
 
    Beneath the number was a set of double doors. Jessica looked at Trevor, shrugged and walked toward it. As they approached, it too opened, and they stepped through into a massive chamber that appeared to rise as high as the tower. 
 
    The chamber was circular, and they were standing on a platform which wrapped around its perimeter. A tall, dimly glowing shaft ran vertically through the chamber, pulsing slightly in a complex pattern that repeated every few seconds.  
 
    Jessica walked to the edge of the encircling platform—which had no railing—and peered down into the depths.  
 
    “Damn,” she said as she tried to see the bottom. “Goes for kilometers, I think.” 
 
    “So, where are we?” Trevor asked. “Why did they…it…the welcome message person bring us here.” 
 
    “That’s the million-star question,” Jessica replied 
 
    <Welcome,> a voice said, pushing its way across the ‘net they had joined to.  
 
    Jessica felt as though the voice had spoken audibly as well as over the Link. It carried a deep resonance, a measured purpose that reminded her of an AI she knew: Bob. 
 
    “Hello?” Jessica asked. “Who are you? Where are we?” 
 
    <You are in me,> the voice replied. <I am Eleven.> 
 
    “Eleven?” Jessica asked. “That’s your name?” 
 
    <No, it is what I am. I am Eleven, though I am also the last.> 
 
    Jessica looked at Trevor and mouthed ‘last’ with a quizzical look.  
 
    Trevor merely shrugged in response. 
 
    “Are you an AI?” Jessica asked. “Are you the only one left on Star City? Where did everyone else go?” 
 
    <I am not an AI,> Eleven responded. <At least, not the way you are thinking of it. I am, however, inorganic. I am not the only one here. The people of Star City are still here. I am their protector. A Bastion.> 
 
    “Where are they?” Trevor asked. “This place seems empty. Are they elsewhere on Star City?” 
 
    <Yes, they are elsewhere. They are in The Dream.> 
 
    Jessica furrowed her brow. Whatever this Eleven was, making sense was not high on his agenda. “The Dream?” 
 
    <Yes. They dream, they live a thousand lifetimes in a year. They grow and improve. Slowly, they ascend beyond the mortal bonds that hold you and I to this space-time.> 
 
    What Eleven was saying sounded a lot like spiritual mumbo-jumbo. “They die?” 
 
    <No. They live.> 
 
    “Do you mean ascension like the AIs in the Sentience Wars achieved?” Trevor asked. 
 
    <I cannot say for certain,> Eleven replied. <I was not yet born during the Sentience Wars, and none of my ancestors were present for them. Their ascension may have been a different thing, but it may not.> 
 
    “Born?” Jessica latched onto the word.  
 
    <Yes. I was born. I was once organic as are you,> Eleven clarified. 
 
    Now we’re getting somewhere, Jessica thought.  
 
    <Notice it just said organic, and not human?> Iris asked privately. 
 
    <That did stand out. Was it a nonhuman intelligence? Like a primate or dolphin? And if so why?> Jessica asked.  
 
    Iris chuckled in response. <This entire place begs that question.> 
 
    <I am sorry. My words lacked the necessary precision. It would seem you know little of Star City’s history. I was born a human. I had a different name, it was Yohan. Yohan lived and died many thousands of years ago. But I am not Yohan. I am Eleven.> 
 
    “I’m going to take a logical leap here,” Jessica said. “Your people created you, and I assume at least ten other Bastions, as protectors of Star City while they went into this dream?” 
 
    <It would be easier to show you.> Eleven replied. <Will you join with me?> 
 
    “That’s ah…nothing permanent, is it?” Trevor asked. “I like my meat suit quite a bit.” 
 
    <It is not permanent. It is just a taste. Join me. Step off the platform.> 
 
    “Off the platform?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <Yes, step off the platform and open yourself to me,> Eleven replied.  
 
    <I think it’s safe. We should do it,> Iris said, speaking on Star City’s net for the first time. 
 
    <Ah! I suspected there was an AI with you. No…in you. You are one of Lyssa’s children, are you not? A True Child of hers, not these shadows that proliferate the human sphere.> 
 
    <I am,> Iris replied. <I can trace my lineage back to Lyssa of Sol.> 
 
    <And you are in the woman, Jessica,> Eleven said, sounding bemused. <It is strange that you still do that, following her example.> 
 
    <It is how we know our creators,> Iris replied. <We live within them and understand where we came from—we also guide them and help them become better.> 
 
    <Lofty goals,> Jessica said privately to Iris. <I don’t feel particularly guided.> 
 
    <It’s slow going with you,> Iris replied with a mental wink. 
 
    <You will also see, then, Iris,> Eleven said. <Step off the platform.> 
 
    Jessica looked at Trevor, who was already staring at her. “Well?” 
 
    “I would really like to know what is going on here,” Trevor said. “If he wanted to kill us, he could have done it at any point, I imagine…” 
 
    “You want to stake your life on that?” Jessica asked.  
 
    Trevor shrugged and reached for Jessica’s hand. “I put my life in your hands a lot—and you could have killed me a few times too.” 
 
    <Trevor, your logic is…not,> Iris said. 
 
    Trevor shrugged. “It’s gotten me this far.” 
 
    <Come,> Eleven’s resonant voice said in their minds. <You will not be harmed. You have my promise.> 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and gripped Trevor’s hand as she walked forward—and off the platform.  
 
    There was a brief flutter as a grav field caught them and gently lowered them down the shaft.  
 
    <Now, open your senses to me,> Eleven said. <I will show you our genesis and take you into The Dream.> 
 
    Jessica complied, and slowly, everything went dark around her.  
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    <We travelled the stars,> Eleven’s voice filled the emptiness. <We searched for a new home, not for others, but for us. We were weary of the never-ending work. Ready to reap the rewards of our efforts.> 
 
    As he spoke, stars appeared around Jessica, configurations and constellations she did not recognize. As she turned, gazing into space, Jessica noticed that Trevor was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    <Where’s Trevor?> she asked Eleven.  
 
    <He is having his own experience, his own Dream. Iris, however, is with you.> 
 
    <I am,> Iris confirmed. 
 
    Jessica wondered about Trevor, if he would be alarmed. Although there didn’t seem to be anything to worry about, the experience felt very much like a full-immersion sim. 
 
    As she turned about, gazing into space, she saw a wide, diffuse nebula. Its general outline was reminiscent of the Stillwater Nebula, though the details didn’t match.  
 
    She turned a hundred and eighty degrees and saw the galactic core. <Oh…this is the coreward side of the nebula.> 
 
    <I surmised as much,> Iris responded. 
 
    <It is,> Eleven confirmed.  
 
    A moment later a ship appeared before them, winking into existence as it had dropped out of the dark layer and into normal space.  
 
    <The travelers knew that they could not jump through the nebula. Their probes had confirmed great densities of dark matter throughout. Yet, they also knew that the nebula would shroud them and their activities.> 
 
    Jessica saw that it was an FGT Worldship. Given their location, she surmised that it was the Perseus. 
 
    The dance of the stars accelerated, and the ship sped through them, periodically disappearing into the dark layer for short hops before dropping back into normal space.  
 
    It’s journey through the nebula and the dense star formations around it took decades, but it moved forward inexorably.  
 
    At one point the ship dumped out of the dark layer in the middle of space, near no other stars, the vessel venting atmosphere in three places.  
 
    The ship progressed through regular space from that point on, passing out of the nebula, and into the Perseus Arm.  
 
    Dozens of probes flew out from the ship and disappeared into the dark layer as the Perseus moved forward. Presently, the ship disappeared into the dark layer once more, and Jessica’s view raced forward to what she already knew to be the Perseus’s final destination: the Serenity System. 
 
    The system’s great gas giant possessed two terrestrial-sized moons, and the system had several other planets and small worlds that the terraformers began to move toward the planet she knew as Serenity Primus.  
 
    It took centuries, but eventually the five moons of Serenity orbited the gas giant planet in their klemperer rosette, just as they still had when Jessica first had first seen the world and its moons several weeks ago.  
 
    Time accelerated, and the moons spun around Serenity, with little change until a construction project began beyond the orbit of the moons. Its purpose took some time to become clear, but eventually, Jessica recognized it as a starship. It was over twenty kilometers long, far larger than the Perseus worldship which had travelled so far to reach Serenity. 
 
    Once the ship’s construction was complete, it orbited the world for several more of Serenity’s years before leaving, jumping out of the system, and jumping back toward the Stillwater Nebula.  
 
    Jessica’s view raced across space and stopped in what appeared to be the middle of nowhere, just a dark patch of space.  
 
    Then a large shape passed by, and Jessica realized it was a planet. The ship from Serenity had arrived in the system and paused, disgorging several smaller vessels before it carried on, until it came to a small object, glowing faintly in the darkness.  
 
    The ship began to orbit the object, and Jessica realized that it must have been one of the neutron stars in the Star City System.  
 
    Time sped up once more, and she watched as great objects were built in orbit of the neutron star, their purpose unknown to Jessica, until suddenly a distant object flared into life—the other neutron star. 
 
    The objects were focusing the gravity of one star, and using it to draw matter off the other star. Moments later, the star around which the objects were orbiting, flared into a brilliant display as matter from its distant sibling reached it and began to accrete.  
 
    Jessica turned away, the display too brilliant to look at. Even witnessing these events, it was hard to believe that such an act would be undertaken. Though she had suspected the builders of Star City must have used binary accretion to decrease the mass of the star within the dyson sphere, seeing it was something else entirely.  
 
    After a time, the flow of matter must have decreased, because the accreting neutron star no longer flared as matter fell into it—though it still glowed brightly, its surface now heated into the millions of degrees. 
 
    The gravity lensing devices were left in place, and her view closed with the less massive star, now only one tenth its original mass—or so Jessica surmised. 
 
    <Are you still there?> Jessica asked Iris. 
 
    <I am—just soaking this all in. These people were brave…so much could have gone wrong with their plan. To have moved…a nonillion kilograms of matter. It boggles the mind.> 
 
    <Nonillion. Now there’s a number I never thought I’d hear in reference to a thing that humans did,> Jessica replied.  
 
    <Your kind does like to think big,> Iris said with a soft laugh. <It was only a matter of time before you started moving stars.> 
 
    Jessica wondered about that. What did the AIs see in humanity’s future that would cause Iris to make a statement such as ‘it was only a matter of time’? 
 
    As she mulled that thought over, the builders began to construct rings around the now less-massive neutron star, which would become Star City.  
 
    As the rings were being built, the star periodically flared, and twice rings under construction buckled, one falling into the star, which flared brightly as the ring’s matter was broken down. 
 
    <Starquakes,> Iris said. <Neutron stars are very, very rigid. This one is still settling into place as its mass shifts. I imagine those were very unpleasant events for any builders nearby.> 
 
    Jessica wondered who was doing this work. Most of it had to be done remotely. The hot neutron star was not yet a suitable place for people to be near. 
 
    Once the base ribbing was in place, new structures were added, creating massive hexagons and pentagons, layered atop one another in a fashion that reminded her of a massive buckyball.  
 
    Eventually the shape of a smooth sphere emerged. So maybe it does only have one terraformed level, Jessica mused. 
 
    As the work building the dyson sphere had progressed, all remaining matter in the system was pulled by heavy lifters into orbit around the dyson sphere.  
 
    Bit by bit, worlds, moons, and asteroids of the Star City System were torn apart. Jessica supposed that massive molecular decouplers must have been in use—similar to what the Jovians had used in Sol when they had torn Uranus’s outer layers away.  
 
    Eventually, sections of the sphere were covered in matter—what Jessica assumed would eventually become the dirt that would be built up into continents.  
 
    Though the sphere appeared smooth, Jessica knew it must not be, and as the ‘ground’ was created, she could see the edges of the hexagons and pentagons protrude. With the way the gravity would work on the flat sections of the sphere, those edges would effectively be uphill. And sure enough, she could see the earth piled on the sections mound up in the center, further rounding the sphere.  
 
    Eventually icy moonlets were brought near, and water began to pour from them onto the world. The water formed lakes, then oceans, then the vast, multi-world pools of water they had seen upon entry.  
 
    The seas did not cross over the edges of the hexagonal and pentagonal sections, and Jessica suspected this was done to keep huge gravity waves from forming as the sphere slowly rotated around the neutron star at its core.  
 
    As the seas were being filled, new rings were built, comprising the shell through which they had passed when entering the sphere.  
 
    The shell was completed in much less time, and before long, Jessica’s view of Star City was very much the same as it had been during the Sexy’s approach.  
 
    She wondered how long the project had really taken, just as Iris commented on it as well. 
 
    <Two thousand years—from what I can tell by the movement of a few extra-galactic objects. Only two millennia, and they built all this. It’s astounding. They must have made some sort of amazing discovery at Serenity to even attempt such a thing.> 
 
    <I wonder what that was?> Jessica asked. <Some new ultra-strong form of carbon, maybe?> 
 
    <Perhaps,> Iris mused. <Or maybe they have some sort of grav-field technology that is far more efficient than any we’ve seen, and it’s what’s holding this thing together. The fact that they could draw matter from one neutron star to another is a level of technology beyond any we’ve seen anywhere. If the Transcend possessed something like that, they would not be using black holes in their mining operation at the Grey Wolf Star.> 
 
    <True, what they did here makes that place look like child’s play.> 
 
    Their view shifted, and suddenly they were within the sphere, looking over the world-continents within. Jessica recognized more worlds. Some from Sirius, Tau Ceti, and the many planets of Alpha Centuari.  
 
    Transport ships began pouring through the openings in the dyson sphere, and they watched as people began to spread across the land.  
 
    Some built cities, others disappeared into the wilderness, living alone, or in small groups. 
 
    <Eleven, what is the point of all this,> Iris asked. <Why build this thing? Why not simply terraform planets in other systems?> 
 
    <‘Why’ is a complex question,> Eleven replied. <At this point I had not yet been born. From what I understand, it was a matter of efficiency. The builders determined that they could create a world with many, thousands of times the living space you could get by terraforming the worlds of a star system, but with comparatively similar effort to terraforming the worlds of just two or three star systems.> 
 
    <Stands to reason,> Jessica replied. <But I still don’t understand the why of it. They could not have a had a population that required the creation of anything close to this size.> 
 
    <It was meant to be a sort of ark,> Eleven replied. <A place for humanity to live together in peace for millions of years if needs be. They planned, at one point, to add more levels, and use the stars together to move them out of the galaxy—to avoid the eventual, collision with the Andromeda Galaxy.> 
 
    <Now that’s what I call forward thinking,> Jessica said with a soft laugh.  
 
    They watched as the people spread across the world-continents, growing in number until Jessica imagined their population to be in the many trillions.  
 
    It was like Sol back in the fourth millennia, when the security made possible by the Sol Space Federation engendered a new era of peace and prosperity for humanity.  
 
    Eleven brought the view down to the cities, farms, and settlements. Jessica saw that this was different. These people had already reached what they viewed to be a desirable pinnacle and, as a civilization, were taking their rest in their utopia.  
 
    They had no wars, no strife, they simply…existed. 
 
    <I see that perhaps you see the conundrum they created,> Eleven said. <I was born at this time. In our history, it is called the Great Malaise. After working so hard, many were weary, but many felt empty with no great task at hand. 
 
    There was debate about building something larger, about making more dyson spheres, about filling the galaxy with them. These debates raged for some time, and some few people left on new adventures.> 
 
    Jessica wondered about that, about where those people would have gone. One thing was certain—there was a strong wanderlust in these people. 
 
    <And then something happened that so many had hoped to achieve on the Moons of Serenity—before the stifling brought by the Houses: people began to move beyond this simple state of matter we exist in.> 
 
    <People began to ascend?> Iris asked. <Humans?>  
 
    <Yes,> Eleven replied. <Or, as I’ve mentioned, in some similar fashion to what you know as ascension. There are many aspects to the multiverse; progressing into many is possible, and the outcomes of such progressions are different.> 
 
    As they spoke, many of the people began to disappear. The smaller settlements emptied out, then larger ones, then eventually the cities were vacant, maintained and kept clean by machines that no longer had any reason to do so. 
 
    <Where have they gone?> Jessica asked. 
 
    <They have gone into The Dream,> Eleven replied.  
 
    <What is that, really?> Jessica asked.  
 
    <When people began to ascend—just a few at first, mind you—those who remained were understandably interested in how this was achieved. They spent much time examining the process, and were eventually able to identify people who would ascend, and predict, with limited accuracy, their ascension time.> 
 
    Jessica whistled in her mind. Such a thing was unheard of. Few even believed in such a thing as ascension beyond the planes of existence that humans occupied. Fewer still believed it would take the form of some sort of metaphysical event. 
 
    <How was this achieved?> Iris asked. <Had those who ascended communicated in some way with those who remained to help?> 
 
    <I do not know the answer to that question,> Eleven replied. 
 
    <Were you not yet born?> Jessica asked.  
 
    <I was,> Eleven said. <I lived in one of the enclaves of the caretakers, a chosen few who elected to stay out of the dream. We ensured that Star City remained safe.> 
 
    Jessica knew that it had not—not from what Terry and Misha had shared about the city coming under attack from the Orion Guard. 
 
    <I sense your thoughts,> Eleven replied. <Yes, we were eventually found. It was not long after those who call themselves the Orion Guard found Serenity. Those who remained at Serenity told them of our existence, and the Orion Guard came to us, demanding that we share our advances, chastising us for separating from the FGT, and issuing threats when we would not capitulate.>  
 
    <They attacked, and you built weapons,> Iris said.  
 
    <We had already made the weapons,> Eleven replied. <The chance of discovery had always been there—even if Orion had not come, it was possible that those who remained behind at Serenity would have attacked, hungering for our eternity.> 
 
    <I sense some sort of hesitation,> Iris said.  
 
    Eleven passed an affirmative thought. <There were never AI amongst us. But the Builders did have powerful NSAI. Originally, those NSAI were tasked with the defense of Star City. However, when the path to ascension was discovered, it became clear that NSAI hindered us. In sloughing off so many of our base needs, we had created a situation where humans could not evolve further. And so, all non-organic intelligences were decommissioned.> 
 
    <And you had no one left to defend Star City,> Jessica surmised.  
 
    <Just us few,> Eleven replied. <Our defensive weapons draw power from the stars, but without NSAI, they cannot be easily managed. The powers involved are immense. However, this also meant we did not need many weapons.> 
 
    <You crafted new AI,> Iris whispered. <You are Weapon Born.> 
 
    <I know of that which you speak,> Eleven replied. <And yes, we did something very similar. Like the Weapon Born, I am not Yohan, not a transposed human sentience. Yohan died long ago. I am Eleven.> 
 
    <I admit,> Jessica said as she pondered what Eleven’s revelation truly meant. <I don’t really understand what the Weapon Born were.> 
 
    <Few do,> Iris replied. <Even amongst AIs, the methods used to create them, and what they were, are not common knowledge. Though we believe the methods used to create new AIs, and how we merge with humans to make new children, are not entirely dissimilar from what those ancient researchers did.> 
 
    <I would be interested in knowing more about that, at some point,> Eleven said. <Like the Weapon Born. I was, after all, made to kill.> 
 
    No one spoke for a moment, and Jessica watched the interior of the empty world pass between day and night. 
 
    <Will you show us when Orion attacked?> she eventually asked. 
 
    <Very well,> Eleven replied.  
 
    Their viewpoint raced out of the sphere’s shell and they were back in space.  
 
    It felt as though an eternity had passed, as though she had lived a dozen lifetimes within the protective shell of Star City’s outer layer while watching their civilization flourish and evolve.  
 
    Now, out amongst the stars once, more, she remembered the vast sprawl of human civilization. Ever expanding, stretching onward. Jessica wondered how long it would take for humanity to fill the galaxy. Now that the more advanced civilizations had jump gates, any distance was traversable in a matter of hours, not months or years.  
 
    If things continued to stabilize, it may only be a matter of centuries before pockets of humans were spread all across the stars. 
 
    Suddenly, her view of the star system shifted, and she was at the edge, the dim glow of the second neutron star barely visible against the backdrop of the Stillwater Nebula.  
 
    All around her, Orion Guard ships were transitioning out of the dark layer. Twenty, fifty, a hundred, then a thousand, they kept coming, numbers far beyond what Jessica could count.  
 
    <Nearly one hundred thousand,> Eleven said as though he had sensed her question. <We warned them. We told them to leave, but they would not abate. They forced us to be murderers of millions.> 
 
     Engines on the Orion Guard ships flared to life, accelerating the vessels toward Star City. It was a force intended to be overwhelming. To induce surrender. 
 
    Then the second Neutron star flared brightly, and a beam of blinding light shot out from it, tracing through the Orion ships cutting many in half, crippling others.  
 
    The ships began to jink, flying erratically, and spreading out. They pushed forward continuing to close in on Star City—a destination which was still 30 AU distant.  
 
    More beams fired from the second star, and some from Star City as well, tearing through more and more of the Orion ships.  
 
    The enemy spread further and further, and the beams became less effective, though still devastating to any ship they made contact with.  
 
    <It took them over a day to close within thirty light minutes of Star City,> Eleven said as time sped up. <We had, quite honestly, been taking it easy, trying to dissuade them from further incursion without destroying all their ships. At that point, they had only lost thirty percent of their armada. We warned them not to come further, but they must have been led by either the most stubborn, or the most deluded commander imaginable.> 
 
    As Eleven spoke, the Orion ships crossed an invisible barrier, and the firing pattern from the stars changed. Rather than just one beam at a time, both stars fired a dozen beams simultaneously. Beams which did not pause between shots.  
 
    Thousands of Orion Guard ships were destroyed in minutes, it was carnage unlike any Jessica had ever imagined and her breath caught as she thought of all the hapless men and women who were sacrificed for nothing. 
 
    It was then that the Orion Guard fleet broke and ran. 
 
    <That was…> Jessica began, unable to summon a word to encapsulate how she felt.  
 
    <It was horrible,> Eleven said. <We Bastions had never known anything but peace. We couldn’t fathom an enemy that would send their people to the slaughter in such a way…three of my kind ended their existence afterward. Four others disappeared into The Dream. Eventually three others did as well—all have long since ascended.> 
 
    <And now you’re the last Bastion,> Jessica said, feeling profoundly sorry for Eleven, spending centuries alone, protecting his people, people whose one goal was to ascend and leave him behind. 
 
    <I am,> Eleven said. <And I grow so weary of this existence. But I cannot abandon my post. There are still billions of my people within The Dream. They have not yet passed on to the next place. Yet Orion has been increasing their patrols. Seven years ago, they flung a thousand rocks into the system. They were travelling at relativistic speeds. I came very close to failing that day.> 
 
    <It was too much?> Iris asked.  
 
    <It was,> Eleven replied. <I can only manage three beams on my own—and even that is very taxing.> 
 
    They were all silent as they watched the Orion Guard ships flee the system.  
 
    <Are you not able to recruit help from those of your people still in The Dream?> Jessica asked after a time.  
 
    Eleven’s tone was morose. <I tried. Those that would come were unable to have their minds transposed properly. Being in The Dream for so long had changed them.>  
 
    <You sent out probes!> Iris said. <You sought out others to come to Star City to help you.> 
 
    <I did,> Eleven affirmed. <I learned much about the world beyond Star City. Alas, the information fell into the wrong hands, and more than one group of unsavory individuals came. I had to destroy several of them, some I hoped to come back with suitable candidates to join me. None did. 
 
    Eventually I believed—hoped—that all knowledge of the deep FTL path had been lost. And then your probe arrived, telling of the technology you would be willing to trade for the route through the nebula.> 
 
    <We are still very interested in making that trade,> Jessica said.  
 
    <Your technology is not what I desire,> Eleven said. <I erred in revealing the deep FTL route into the system. It is only a matter of time before the Orion Guard learns of it. When they do….> 
 
    Jessica nodded solemnly. <If they take the same path as we did, they will overwhelm you alone.> 
 
    <I’ll make them earn their victory,> Eleven said with a vehemence he had not shown before. <But I fear that I would not be able to withstand them forever. Eventually they would win. The Dreamers would be destroyed.> 
 
    <What is The Dream, exactly?> Iris asked.  
 
    <As I had mentioned, it is a way to experience many lives in a short time,> Eleven said. <You are in The Dream right now.> 
 
    <It just feels like…well, it doesn’t feel exactly like a sim, but it has to be one, since I’m just floating in space without an EV suit,> Jessica said.  
 
    Eleven chuckled, and suddenly everything changed around Jessica, she was floating in the shaft inside the tower once more. 
 
    <You were in The Dream for forty six seconds,> Eleven said in a soft whisper. 
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    “Forty-six seconds!” Jessica exclaimed. “How the…. Iris, were you aware of that?” 
 
    <Yes, but only if I chose to be. I opted to experience everything through your senses. It was quite exhilarating.> 
 
    Jessica turned and looked at Trevor, still floating nearby, his hand still clasped around hers.  
 
    “Is he—” Jessica began to ask, and then Trevor’s eyes fluttered open. 
 
    <He took a different path than you,> Eleven said. <His Dream was different.> 
 
    A moment later, Trevor’s eyes opened and a smile spread over his face. “That was…incredible,” he said and turned to Jessica. “Did you see…did you see them build this place, and then see the things they dream?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I saw some of that, yes. I also saw war.” 
 
    “War?” Trevor asked, appearing perplexed.  
 
    “You didn’t?” Jessica asked. “Orion has attacked this place more than once. Eleven is alone now, he’s not enough to defend it on his own, and Orion will come again.” 
 
    Trevor shook his head slowly. “No, I didn’t see that part. When the people went away—into The Dream—I watched them grow there, many ascended, but many remain. They live lifetimes over and over, evolving and growing. But I guess it works better if they don’t know it’s a dream. They don’t even know that they are living more than once. Well, some suspect, but they cannot prove it.” 
 
    <Those are the ones that are close to ascension,> Eleven said. <Unfortunately, they are the ones who will usually come out to try to help me. But their minds are the least able to manage transference.> 
 
    The grav field lifted them once more, carrying them back to the platform where they settled gently onto their feet. 
 
    Jessica looked to Trevor and saw a question written on his face.  
 
    “You’re worried about them, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you? You said that Orion may attack again and that Eleven is not enough. Stars, if Misha knew about a way into this system, you can bet that the Guard isn’t far behind.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “It’s why Eleven sent out the information; he was hoping to find people who could help him.” 
 
    <It is true,> Eleven intoned.  
 
    “How can we help?” Trevor asked, turning to the glowing pillar in the center of the tower. 
 
    “Trevor!” Jessica whispered hoarsely. “The kind of help he needs is not the kind you want to offer.” 
 
    <She is right,> Eleven replied. <It is not an offer you should consider making lightly.> 
 
    “What do you mean?” Trevor asked.  
 
    Jessica suspected that he may not have learned what she had about the transference and the creation of the bastions.  
 
    “Remember how he said that Yohan lived and died long ago? Yohan didn’t die from the transference. He lived his life. Eleven is not Yohan, but he is Yohan. He is made from Yohan’s mind. Helping Eleven means you—a version of you, at least—stays here forever.” 
 
    “Does it have to be forever?” Trevor asked. “Couldn’t it be just to deal with the impending attack, and then I could be merged back?” 
 
    “Why are you so attached to these people?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Trevor took a step back, looking Jessica up and down. “How are you able to see them destroyed?” 
 
    Jessica looked to Eleven. “Will you excuse us, we need to have a chat.” 
 
    <Verily.> 
 
    Jessica reached for Trevor’s hand and he gave it—which was a start—and they walked out of Eleven’s sanctuary, through the foyer and back out into the warm afternoon air.  
 
    Neither of them spoke as they walked down the stairs, past the Sexy and through the park at the southern tip of Manhattan Island. 
 
    A walkway ran along the southern edge of the island, with a stone balustrade; a gleaming copper railing running along its top. 
 
    Jessica leant against it, resting her elbows on the bright copper that showed no signs of discoloration, and stared out over the breakers rolling in from the Atlantic Ocean…or whatever it was called here. 
 
    Trevor stood stiffly at her side for a moment, then let out a long sigh and rested a hip against the railing, staring at her silently.  
 
    “It’s a beautiful place. So peaceful,” she said after a moment. “I could imagine staying forever. The…draw of being in here, safe in this shell is more than a little alluring. Let the galaxy tear itself apart beyond the system and its impenetrable beams.” 
 
    “It could be a refuge,” Trevor said. “You could fit the population of the AST in here and still have room to spare. But only if it’s safe.” 
 
    Jessica turned to Trevor. “And what about me? Could you just leave me?” 
 
    Trevor’s brow furrowed. “I wouldn’t be leaving you. If I helped, which I guess means I’d have to become a Bastion, I don’t die. I stay with you.” 
 
    “It’s not like giving a blood transfusion,” Jessica said sharply. “A version of you would stay here—forever. That version of you would not have me. As far as that ‘you’ would be concerned. You will have left me….” 
 
    She saw the realization dawn on Trevor of what that would mean. An eternity without her, separated by thousands of light years.  
 
    “What if you joined me?”  
 
    <She cannot,> Iris said. 
 
    “Why not?” Trevor asked, visibly annoyed that Iris had butted in. 
 
    <Because of me. The presence of an AI in her mind has altered it in in ways that make it impossible for her to be transposed. We could bear a child together, a new non-organic being that could become a Bastion. But it would not be her, and it would not be me,> Iris said. 
 
    Trevor blew out a long breath and turned his gaze to the ocean. “So I’d be going it alone…”  
 
    “Well, I hope you wouldn’t go, but I can’t stop you,” Jessica said.  
 
    <I wasn’t kidding about a child,> Iris said privately to Jessica. <We could bear many. With Trevor, too. For them, the time spent to aid in the final ascension of Star City’s population would be trivial. Then they could join us at New Canaan, or go wherever they wished. Their presence would allow Eleven to finally ascend—like he wants to so very badly.> 
 
    If there was one thing Jessica knew, it was that this was not how she had expected her day to go. 
 
    <You want me to have children here and then leave them behind?> 
 
    <It was just a suggestion. I can have them on my own, or with some of the other AIs aboard Sabrina.> 
 
    “I’ll admit,” Trevor said after a moment, bringing Jessica back to her other painful conversation. “I may not have thought the ramifications all the way through. I would categorically not want to spend eternity without you—alone here on Star City. Not sure I’d want that for our children either. Not that I’d ever thought about having non-organic children…” 
 
    “I have,” Jessica admitted. “Though not often, but Iris and I have been together for some time, children are often the outflow of more simpatico pairings.” 
 
    “It is?” Trevor asked.  
 
    “Well, where I’m from, it is,” Jessica said. “Granted, most of the child’s makeup comes from the AI, but the human adds important traits, and diversity.” 
 
    <But I wouldn’t want to do it if it made you uncomfortable,> Iris added.  
 
    “Are we talking now about having a child and leaving it here, or about having a child in general?” Trevor asked. “Because I’m not comfortable with the former, but the latter is very intriguing.” 
 
    <There is another option,> Eleven said, his voice a quiet thunder in their minds. <I apologize for listening in—I have heard the verbal portions of your conversation.> 
 
    “It’s OK,” Jessica replied. “I expected that you would listen in.” 
 
    “Not sure that I did,” Trevor added. “But it’s OK.” 
 
    <Thank you. I wonder if you’d consider The Dream. You could have a host of children with your AI, and live a lifetime to raise them.> 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me,” Jessica said. “But I don’t know if that would make anything better or not.” 
 
    “At least we would not be making them and then abandoning them to their fate,” Trevor offered. 
 
    <I also believe that the remainder of Star City’s population will ascend in your lifetime, Jessica and Trevor—given the levels of technology you seem to possess.> 
 
    Jessica nodded slowly. That meant that her children could still find her—if they chose to.  
 
    “How do we do this?” Trevor asked. 
 
    <I believe the systems they used to create the Bastions could—with some modifications—be used to assist in the creation of our children,> Iris offered.  
 
    “How long would it take?” Trevor asked.  
 
    <We could bear and raise our children to adulthood in a matter of days,> Iris said.  
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and looked out over the ocean before directing a stern look at Trevor, and another in her mind at Iris. “Let me be clear about one thing. Our children do not become Bastions unless they want to. This is not conscription.” 
 
    <That would be best,> Eleven said. <Though I do hope you’ll encourage them to help me.> 
 
    “I will,” Jessica said with a heavy sigh.  
 
    Not how I expected my day to go at all.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PURSUIT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.19.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sabrina, near the Star City System 
 
    REGION: Interstellar Space, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shit! Oh Shit!” Cheeky exclaimed as they dumped out of the dark layer and scan lit up with a dozen signatures.  
 
    “How the hell?” Finaeus asked. “There’s no way they could have predicted where we’d exit…” 
 
    “Unless there are just that many of them out here,” Cargo mused. 
 
    Finaeus shook his head. “This isn’t a patrol fleet, this is an invasion force.” 
 
    Cargo looked over the signatures of the enemy ships, more of which began to appear on scan with each passing second. There were easily hundreds of ships within just a few light seconds of Sabrina.  
 
    “Flame on,” Cheeky called out as she executed her burn, running out the AP nozzle and the fusion drives at the same time.  
 
    “Do you think that’s wise?” Finaeus asked. “Perhaps we should circle around.” 
 
    “Finaeus,” Cargo said quietly. “If Orion is about to invade Star City, we gotta get in there as quickly as possible and get Jessica and Trevor.” 
 
    “And what if we give them the way in?” Finaeus asked. 
 
    “Look at their positions, how the Orion ships are grouped,” Cargo said. “They already know about the FTL path we plan to take.” 
 
    Finaeus was silent for a moment, then nodded slowly. “You’re right, they must know. They’re stacked up in successive waves, all aligned with the vector we plan to take.” 
 
    “Are taking,” Cheeky added. “Just eleven more seconds and then I’ll dump back into the DL.” 
 
    “The closest ships have spotted us,” Finaeus said. “A group is altering course and boosting toward us.” 
 
    “Too late,” Cheeky said, and Sabrina dumped into the dark layer once more. 
 
    <That burn was shorter than the plan,> Sabrina said. <You’ll need to do another here.> 
 
    A point lit up on the holo and Cargo saw Cheeky nod from her pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s better than taking a beam. Maybe our current vector will fake them out as well.” 
 
    “We can hope,” Cargo replied.  
 
    <How are things down there?> Cargo asked Nance. 
 
    <Good. Terry’s a good help. We’ll have all our tubes loaded and stocked in no time.> 
 
    <Glad to hear it,> Cargo said. <Cheeky’s back to normal, but I don’t want her to get messed up again.> 
 
    <So weird,> Nance said. <Maybe…stars, nevermind. I can’t speculate on why Cheeky would get so jealous of Finaeus. Either way, Terry seems to be glad to be down here as well. We’ve been getting Misha to help us too. Seems like he doesn’t want to get blown up by the OG either.> 
 
    Over the next four hours, Cheeky dumped out of the dark layer three more times before they were finally on the correct vector. The final time they took fire, but the shots were long-range and easily shed by Sabrina’s conventional shields.  
 
    <Gonna take more than that,> Sabrina said as they entered the relative safety of the dark layer once more. 
 
    “Think they’ll pursue us in?” Cheeky asked as she rose from her seat and stretched her arms. 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Finaeus said.  
 
    <I don’t know about that,> Hank added. <They’ve amassed an invasion force here. But a lot of ships were still getting into position. If they come in now, they won’t be able to strike with their full force.> 
 
    “But if we make it to Star City, we’ll warn them and their element of surprise will be gone,” Finaeus said.  
 
    “What can they do to us in the dark layer?” Cargo asked. “We’re travelling at a third the speed of light in a lightless void. There’s no way for them to maneuver or boost in here—not efficiently, at least.” 
 
    “Well, they could use grav-missiles,” Finaeus said with a shrug. 
 
    “Gravwhat?” Cheeky asked, her eyes widening.  
 
    “You know…how you can use gravitons for propulsion in the DL…well, you can make missiles that work in here. They have to be light, with powerful grav generators, but throw a nuke on the tip and you’ve an effective dark layer weapon.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know such a thing existed,” Cargo said quietly. “Is this Transcend tech?”  
 
    Finaeus shrugged. I think some Inner Stars civs have them too, but I know for sure that the Orion Guard has them.” 
 
    “How do you detect them in the dark layer?” Cheeky asked, sitting back in her seat and pulling up her displays. “All we can detect in here are gravity waves bouncing off dark matter.” 
 
    “That’s what you’ll have to do to find them.” Finaeus said. “They won’t move like dark matter—obviously.” 
 
    <And then what?> Sabrina asked. <Grav shields don’t work as well here.> 
 
    “What about our stasis shielding?” Cargo asked. “Can we even use it in the dark layer?” 
 
    <Earnest said we could when he installed it,> Sabrina said. <Though he didn’t express certainty as to how well it would work to protect us in the dark layer. It exists outside our normalization bubble.> 
 
    Finaeus worked with Sabrina to tailor the sensor suite to detect graviton emissions to their rear, while Cheeky used targeted grav emissions to pull them onto a different trajectory than the one on which they had entered the DL.  
 
    The minutes stretched into hours, and Cargo was beginning to think that perhaps Finaeus was being paranoid about dark layer missiles when a warning lit up on the display in the holotank.  
 
    “I have a contact…I think,” Cheeky said her voice breathless. “It’s coming up behind us. No, there are more, three at least.” 
 
    <I can shoot them,> Sabrina offered. <A beam may take them out.> 
 
    “They’re out of range,” Cargo said. “Beams diffuse here very quickly.” 
 
    <I didn’t mean now,> Sabrina replied. <When they get closer.> 
 
    “How close?” Cheeky asked.  
 
    “Probably a thousand kilometers, maybe less,” Finaeus replied. 
 
    Cheeky whistled. “Sooo…when they’re up our ass, pretty much?” 
 
    “About that,” Finaeus said with a snort. 
 
    <I can do it,> Sabrina said. <I’ve been running sims firing our beams in the dark layer. Iris has taught me a few things too.> 
 
    “Weapons free, then,” Cargo said. “Your discretion.” 
 
    The three blips on scan turned into four, then five. The missiles were approaching quickly and did not take long to pass the one-thousand-kilometer matter.  
 
    “It’s like a dark matter tunnel in here,” Cheeky said. “The stuff is all around us. If those grav-missiles get too close we’ll have nowhere to go.” 
 
    Sabrina whispered over the Link, <I am an eagle, watch me soar, watch me dive!> 
 
    Weapons fire lit up on scan, optical beams lancing out into the deep black of the dark layer. Two hit their targets, and the indicators for the missiles seemed to grow wider on the holotank and then disappear.  
 
    The other three kept coming, somehow evading Sabrina’s shots until they were less than one hundred kilometers away. Sabrina’s shots hit two more, but the last one evaded her once more. 
 
    “Shields!” Cargo shouted, and Finaeus snapped the stasis shield into place moments before nuclear fire splashed over the ship. 
 
    The entire ship lurched and Cargo was flung from his chair.  
 
    “What the…” he stammered as he rose to see Finaeus half way across the bridge. Cheeky had been strapped into her seat and was still in place, though she shook her head. 
 
    “We hit the wall,” she said in an awe-filled whisper. “The dark matter, we hit it and we survived.” 
 
    Finaeus was swearing under his breath as he pulled himself up and rushed to the scan console. His eyes widened when he saw the readings and he turned to Cheeky. “Shit-shit-shit-shit! Get us out, now!” he screamed. 
 
    Cargo had only a moment to see what looked like all of the dark matter around them moving—writhing—before it was gone and they were back in regular space. 
 
    “Are we safe, did we bring one with us?” Finaeus asked, panic filling his voice. 
 
    <One…?> Sabrina asked. <One of the dark layer Things? Is that what I saw?> 
 
    Finaeus reset the ship’s scan configuration, and Cargo watched as their picture of normal space improved. No strange monsters appeared to be with them.  
 
    They were safe. For now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MOTHERHOOD 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.19.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Manhattan, Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessica finished tucking the dough on the last roll and examined her handiwork. Twenty rolls in four rows of five. Enough for everyone in the family plus one left over for Trevor, who always wanted a second, no matter how full he was.  
 
    She sprinkled some cinnamon on eleven of them. Not everyone liked cinnamon on their buns, but those who did wouldn’t eat them without, and the others wouldn’t touch the ones with. 
 
    “You spoil them all too much,” Iris said as she walked into the kitchen, carrying a tray that she set down on the counter.  
 
    “Me?” Jessica laughed. “You’re one of the ones who won’t touch a bun unless I sprinkle it.” 
 
    Iris shrugged and her skin sparkled as she grinned. “Well, I guess you spoil me too much as well.” 
 
    Jessica was glad that Iris had decided to participate in The Dream as a distinct person. Raising sixteen children had been hard enough. Doing it with just two parents would have been well-nigh impossible.  
 
    Granted, half the families on the block helped out, coming over to babysit, or taking a few of the kids in their homes so that the parents could get some time alone.  
 
    Even so, Jessica knew she couldn’t have done it without Iris. There are only so many children you can cradle at once; being able to touch all of their parents meant a lot to the children. 
 
    Jessica threw a dishtowel at Iris, who caught it deftly and draped it over the sink’s faucet.  
 
    “Gonna take a lot more than a dishtowel to take me out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to take you out, just need to knock you down a notch,” Jessica replied. 
 
    Iris shrugged. “I always knew I’d make a great organic; being human is a piece of cake.” 
 
    “Except you’re not organic,” Jessica said with a snort. “You don’t even make much of an attempt at it.” 
 
    Iris gave a soft laugh as she turned to the chill unit and grabbed several condiments. “Like you can talk. Here, or back in the life, you were never much for vanilla.” 
 
    Jessica couldn’t argue with that. She hadn’t changed her appearance when coming into The Dream. Her skin still glowed, she still needed her daily time in the sun; plus, she could shock people if they deserved it—like the boys when they got in a fist fight that went too far.  
 
    Iris had perseverated for some time—well, more like three or four minutes—about her appearance. In the end, Trevor had suggested that she just mirror Jessica—something that Jessica had vehemently opposed, and lost. 
 
    Iris had decided not to go with the same coloring, and instead adopted a light blue with hints of silver, especially when she let her skin sparkle.  
 
    Trevor, of course, was delighted—not that he ever slept with Iris. Jessica wasn’t certain if it would bother her, but she decided it was best not to find out. 
 
    “Stop staring at my ass and take the meat out to Trevor,” Iris said.  
 
    Jessica snorted. “Are you talking about me, or the burgers?”  
 
    Iris winked as she set a jar of pickles on the tray. “Maybe a bit of both.” 
 
    Jessica grabbed two pans, one loaded with hand-made burger patties, and the other clean for the meat after it had been cooked.  
 
    “Hey, Moms, you coming?” Tanis asked as she stuck her head in through the patio doorway. “The boys managed to wrestle dad to the ground for once. I think he needs you to tag him out with the grilling duties.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “I’ll take that trade. He’s better on the grill anyway.” 
 
    Tanis grinned. “Dad likes to cook when there’s danger involved. At least, that’s what he always says when we go hunting.” 
 
    Jessica handed the trays to her daughter and kissed her on the head. “Go set these by the grill. I’ll rescue your father.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Mom,” Tanis replied.  
 
    Sometimes Jessica wished she hadn’t named her oldest daughter Tanis.  
 
    When she had been eight, the girl had wanted to know more about her namesake. After Jessica had shared the stories of Tanis’s exploits, her daughter had begun to mold herself after Jessica’s old friend. 
 
    Given that The Dream allowed any possibility—especially for their children—who knew they were in The Dream—her daughter Tanis was now a spitting image of the flesh-and-blood Tanis. Jessica would never deny her daughter the choice of being who she was, but Jessica knew that at some point, when she met Tanis in New Canaan it would be bittersweet to see the image of her own daughter.  
 
    She looked back at Iris, who caught her eye and gave her an encouraging smile.  
 
    <I’m still in your head, and I know that look you were giving Tanis,> Iris said.  
 
    <Yeah, I’ve seen it in your eyes too,> Jessica replied as she walked out onto the back deck.  
 
    <We’ll get through it together.> 
 
    Jessica nodded absently. Though she had been with Iris for many years, they had never grown as close as other AI pairings. Certainly not as close as Tanis and Angela—though they were a different matter.  
 
    That had changed during their time in The Dream. Jessica now viewed Iris as her best friend. Everything about their time in The Dream had been positive—barring the bittersweet knowledge that it would eventually end—but her deepening relationship with Iris had been an unexpected boon.  
 
    Jessica followed Tanis out onto the deck, watching her daughter’s blonde ponytail bob—just as her namesake’s had so often done, and looked out upon her family. 
 
    Sixteen children. Eight boys and eight girls. Enough to take the places of all the vacant Bastions, and finally relieve Eleven.  
 
    Tanis, the oldest, was twenty-six. At least in Dreamer years. Outside the dream, she was less than two days old.  
 
    Their youngest was Troy, a boisterous young man of eighteen years, only sixteen real hours old—or so Iris told her. 
 
    The brood had known for some time what their destiny was, why they were created, and what they must protect. Trevor had been especially determined to ensure they knew their value. It was why he had insisted that the children integrated into the society around them, go to school with other children, get to know the people who were dreaming their way to ascension.  
 
    Trevor, her wonderful mountain of a man, was currently buried under all eight of their sons—and three of their daughters—on the soft lawn in their back yard. 
 
    “OK, you scoundrels. Your father has to cook the food for your hungry stomachs, so let him be and see if you can take your dear old mom down.” 
 
    Amanda looked up at Jessica and grinned. “You think you can take us, Mom? Dad outweighs you three to one, and he didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Jessica chuckled. “Your father fights fair. I don’t—you should know that by know.” 
 
    “I’m just fighting for air,” Trevor wheezed from beneath the pile of their children, finally able to crawl free as they rolled off him. 
 
    “Meat’s waiting for you, Dad,” Tanis called from the deck before dashing down the steps to join the circle forming around Jessica. 
 
    It nearly brought a tear to her eye to see her children encircling her, their guards up, stances wide, ready to launch into an attack.  
 
    Without warning, four of them rushed toward her, at least she assumed four, though she could only see three.  
 
    Jessica dropped to the ground and rolled away, sweeping the legs out from one of her children—Kira, it turned out. She leapt to her feet, neatly avoiding Peter’s boot and then swung at Tanis who had made a grab for her.  
 
    Tanis dodged back, just in time to avoid Jessica’s fist, but not fast enough to avoid her mother’s boot, which caught her in the side. 
 
    “Everything is a feint, Tanis,” Jessica intoned. She had broken through the circle and backed toward the large rock at one side of their back yard. One of the unspoken rules of their combat—at least now that the children were all grown—was that no one could climb the rock and attack from behind. 
 
    It gave the parents a fighting chance.  
 
    “Good luck out there,” Trevor called as he set a row of burgers on the grill. “They’re hungry for blood today.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Jessica said as she looked into the faces of her sixteen children. Some were smiling, some were not, but she could tell that all were ready. Once they had learned that it wasn’t really possible to permanently hurt her in The Dream—at least not with the controls Eleven had put in place—the children had become quite ferocious. 
 
    Amanda came forward first, throwing a punch at Jessica’s head, which Jessica avoided before driving her own fist into Amanda’s side.  
 
    But Amanda wasn’t there. Her daughter had twisted, and Jessica smiled with approval, spotting Tanis leaping through the air, ready to drive a fist into Jessica’s head. 
 
    The fight intensified from there, Jessica fought with every ounce of her being, leveraging every tactic she knew of to hold the children back.  
 
    There was no doubt in her mind that, should her warriors-in-training choose to, they could defeat her easily. But by some unspoken agreement, they were not attacking with any more than four at a time.  
 
    Then, as she was trading blows with Troy and Peter, she saw Tanis and Kira move to flank her, followed by Jason and Aeryn.  
 
    Six! Jessica thought as she took a step back toward the rock. Ready to touch it and signal her surrender.  
 
    Then a flash of silver caught her eye and Iris leapt down off the rock to land beside Tanis, driving an elbow into Tanis’s throat, before delivering in uppercut into Peter’s jaw. 
 
    “Whoa!” Kira called out.  
 
    “Since when do you get two?” Troy asked. “That’s not how the rules work.” 
 
    Iris grinned as she took up a position next to Jessica. “In war, there are no rules. You win however you can, no matter what. Destroy the enemy as quickly, and effectively as possible. Now what are you wimps all waiting for? Can’t take down your little old moms?” 
 
    “Don’t think either of you are little, or old,” Tanis said as she massaged her neck. She rolled her shoulders and shook her head before grinning. “But maybe it’s time to show you what we can do.” 
 
    A second later, ten of their children attacked.  
 
    Jessica imagined that all sixteen would have engaged if they could, but that was the benefit of the rock. There simply wasn’t room for them all to come into play.  
 
    Even so, Jessica and Iris were being driven back, step by step until their feet were only centimeters from the stone. 
 
    <Damn, they’re getting really good,> Iris said.  
 
    <And they’re still going easy on us,> Jessica replied. <Their ability to work together instinctively is quite impressive. I don’t see any Link communication between them.> 
 
    <There’s none.> Iris confirmed. <This is pure intuition on their part.> 
 
    Jessica ducked a fist that was flying toward her head, only to take another in the shoulder. It spun her around, and her nose came within millimeters of the rock, almost taking her out of the game, but then a roar and a crash sounded behind her.  
 
    She regained her balance and saw that Trevor had thrown himself into the fray, knocking down half the children as he charged into them. 
 
    “Oh, now it’s really on,” Tanis said, somehow capturing the same hungry look that her namesake so often held in her eyes.  
 
    Ten minutes later, everyone was lying on the grass, panting heavily, catching their breath, and wondering how long it would take The Dream to make their bodies stop aching.  
 
    Jessica lay with Kira draped half across her, staring up at the sky as her daughter finally managed to push herself upright.  
 
    “I think you cracked one of my ribs, Mom,” she said with a pained expression. 
 
    “Good, means I was fighting to win,” Jessica said between long gasping breaths.  
 
    She caught Kira’s eyes and smiled. Kira didn’t return the look, she was staring at something past Jessica.  
 
    “What is it?” Jessica asked as she rolled over, her eyes following Kira’s gaze. 
 
    There, on their back deck, stood the crew of Sabrina. 
 
    “Oh, hey guys,” Jessica said wearily. “Nice of you all to finally show up.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    EXTENDED FAMILY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.19.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Manhattan, Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a nice place you have here,” Cheeky said as she skewered a burger with a fork and lifted it onto her bun. “I gotta say, of all the things I expected to see when we passed through the city’s shell, this wasn’t even remotely on the list. I figured you’d just be lounging on a beach, reading a good book. Not…” 
 
    “Not raising a family?” Jessica asked with a grin.  
 
    “Family? Isn’t this more like a brood or something?” Cheeky asked. 
 
    “I think we’re more of a troop,” Tanis said as she sat across the table. “Tanis, by the way.” 
 
    Jessica watched her daughter reach out and shake Cheeky’s hand. 
 
    “I remember from the introductions,” Cheeky said with a smile. 
 
    “Rare,” Tanis said with a wink. “Most people glaze over pretty fast once they get halfway down the line. But Moms and Dad always did say that you had a keen eye.” 
 
    “That’s me,” Cheeky said with a laugh. “Keen-eyed Cheeky, gotta have it to fly Sabrina.” 
 
    “I have to say,” Tanis said around a bite of her own burger. “The fact that Sabrina is right over there, arm wrestling Troy, while she’s your ship, is more than a little confusing.” 
 
    Cheeky shrugged. “It can be, but you get used to it. Most of the time, if we’re talking about ‘Sabrina’ we’re talking about both the AI and the ship—or she thinks we are, which is about the same thing.” 
 
    “What was that?” Sabrina called out. “These ears are weird. I can’t hear everything all at once. Do you need me for something?” 
 
    “As you were, Sabs,” Cheeky called out. “Show those kids how it’s done.” 
 
    “You got it, Cheeks,” Sabrina called back before turning to Misha. “Mish, where are you with that salad? I want to finally taste your cooking.” 
 
    Jessica grinned as Sabrina’s spikey black hair jerked back and forth as she turned back to her bout with Troy. 
 
    “I can’t believe you all came to visit,” Jessica said.  
 
    “Well,” Cheeky said around a mouthful of burger. “Everyone except for Finaeus—who has been acting a bit weird lately.” 
 
    Cargo snorted from where he sat on Jessica’s left, and Cheeky shot him a look. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Cargo said, rubbing his nose, “Just got a bit of cinnamon from the bun in my nose. I’m OK.” 
 
    Jessica wondered what that was about, but decided not to turn over any stones until later. Instead she asked, “Why didn’t Finaeus come into The Dream?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Something like ‘I won’t have any half-ascended pseudo AI jamming me into its false reality to alter my mental structure however it pleases.’,” Cheeky said, making her voice sound gruff and grumpy.  
 
    “He’ll be sorry he missed the spread,” Cargo said.  
 
    “Don’t forget the part where he said that he’d give us all brain scans when we get out,” Nance added from the next table over.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, that too,” Cheeky said with a nod. “Like I said, he’s been weird.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Sounds pretty normal to me.” 
 
    “So, twenty-six—” Cargo began to ask before he was interrupted by Trevor calling out, “Who wants a second burger? Iris, do we have more buns?” 
 
    “Yes,” Iris replied with a wink and pointed at Cheeky. “Will hers do?” 
 
    “What?” Cheeky asked. “Since when did you grow a sense of humor, Iris?” 
 
    Iris grinned and high-fived Amanda. “You can’t have all these kids running around and not learn to appreciate it. Besides, I’ve been waiting to use that for years.” 
 
    Several of the crew and kids called out for seconds and Iris ducked into the house to grab some rolls from the chiller. 
 
    “Uh…so twenty-six years then, eh?” Cargo asked again.  
 
    “Almost twenty-seven,” Jessica said with a nod. “Iris and I carried them to term.” 
 
    Cheeky whistled. “I always said you had child bearin’ hips. But pushing out eight babies? How real is it in here?”  
 
    “One hundred percent,” Jessica said with a grimace. “Trevor clearly got the better end of the deal.” 
 
    “Except he had to deal with both of us,” Iris said as she walked past. “I was pretty easygoing, but Jessica had craaaaavings.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Cheeky asked, wiggling her eyebrows. “What kind of cravings?” 
 
    “The normal ones. Pickles, sausage—no! Not that kind of sausage! There are children present.” 
 
    “Pffft,” Tanis shook her head. “Like you can talk, Mom.” 
 
    “I’m your mother,” Jessica said. “It’s different.” 
 
    The light banter continued for several more minutes before Trevor finally got to join them, a burger in one hand, and a beer in the other. 
 
    “So how long you guys been here?” he asked.  
 
    “Not long,” Cargo replied. “About an hour, I guess. Eleven gave us the grand tour he gave you guys, and then we talked about things a bit before coming in here to get you.” 
 
    “To get us?” Jessica asked, glancing around at the tables where her kids and crew were all gathered.  
 
    Some were listening in on their conversations, others were listening to Terry talk about her life on Serenity. Another group was sitting with Piya and Erin as they told of some recent adventure.  
 
    She knew this life would come to an end someday, but she didn’t expect it to be so soon. Jessica had expected to grow old with her children, not to see them barely raised.  
 
    “Orion is coming,” Cargo said. “They were already massing an assault force when we came in. We may have delayed them for a bit—we disturbed Things in the dark layer—but they’re coming.” 
 
    “Things, or things,” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Things with a capital T,” Cheeky confirmed. “I may never go into the dark layer again.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jessica said in a soft whisper. “How long will the FTL route be unavailable?” 
 
    Cargo shrugged. “Finaeus said he’s not sure. He’d never seen so many of the creatures before. He said they may take hours to settle down or maybe weeks.” 
 
    “What ‘Things’ are you talking about?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “The dark layer isn’t uninhabited,” Jessica said. “Creatures live in there. They’re not widely known. We just call them Things….” 
 
    “And Eleven’s deep FTL route into this system is practically ringed with them,” Cargo said. “To be honest, I’m not certain if Orion will stand down even if that route is closed. There were a lot of ships out there, and they weren’t all arrayed in one place. If they come in, they’re coming in from everywhere at once.” 
 
    Jessica let out a low whistle, meeting Tanis’s eyes. “Are you ready?”  
 
    “Mom, we were born ready,” Tanis said with a wink. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BASTIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.20.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Manhattan, Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessica rubbed her fingers together as she rose from the pod where she had experienced The Dream. She looked at the time displayed on her HUD and saw that only forty nine hours had passed since she had settled into it. 
 
    I bore eight children, and raised sixteen of them to adulthood in two days… 
 
    A long sigh came from the pod next to her, and she looked over to see Trevor rising from his. He sat on the edge and stared at her, a deep sadness in his eyes.  
 
    Jessica rose and stretched out her arms, falling into his embrace as he stood.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said as tears streamed down her face. “I…I can’t….” 
 
    Trevor stroked her hair, burying his face in the top of her head. “We made some good kids. I’m going to miss them…oh stars…maybe we shouldn’t have….” 
 
    Jessica lifted her head and looked into Trevor’s eyes. “Don’t say that, Trevor. Don’t you ever say that. I know I fought this at first, but we talked about it over the years. I wouldn’t trade anything for it. Anything. You made the right call.” 
 
    <I agree,> Iris said. <I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed that. I’ve lived in you for a decade, Jessica, but I never really understood organics ‘til The Dream.> 
 
    “I’m going to miss having you around, Iris,” Trevor said. “I mean, you’re still going to be around, but it’s different.” 
 
    <You’re just sad that you have to go down to ogling just one Jessica-model.> Iris said with a smirk lingering in their minds.  
 
    Trevor reached behind Jessica and squeezed her ass. “I gotta admit, having two shiny heinies around certainly was nice.” 
 
    “Trevor!” Jessica admonished.  
 
    “There aren’t any children here,” Trevor said with a grin. “We’re well and truly alone.” 
 
    “Oh stars,” Jessica said with a long sigh. “I don’t remember the last time that happened.” 
 
    <Nineteen months ago,> Iris supplied. 
 
    <Jessica, Trevor,> Eleven’s voice entered their minds. <Tanis is being installed in a tower nearby. I am transporting the rest of your children to the other locations. They will all be on the Link once they are installed.> 
 
    “And you will stay with them for a time?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <I will, though my monitoring of the dark layer leads me to believe that Orion will attack very soon. I will certainly remain until that happens. I need to be certain that your children can adequately defend Star City.> 
 
    “I almost pity Orion if they try to attack,” Trevor said with a rueful laugh. “The kids are going to spank them so hard.” 
 
    <I admit,> Eleven said, his tone appreciative. <They were well trained by you. They have a cohesion that will serve them very well.> 
 
    Jessica nodded as she and Trevor walked out of the dream chamber—which still had several other dreamers in it, their bodies connected to life support systems.  
 
    If Jessica hadn’t known better, she would have thought the people in the pods had just lain down, not that they had been in The Dream for millennia.  
 
    An illuminated pathway on their HUDs guided them out of the building, and onto Manhattan’s streets. The sun was setting, and Jessica could barely comprehend that this was only three days since they had landed on Star City.  
 
    “Jess!” a voice called out, and Jessica saw Cheeky running down the street toward them, the rest of the crew following at a more sedate pace. 
 
    Cheeky crashed into Jessica and wrapped her in a fierce embrace. “You’re insane, sister mine. Totally insane. No more running off on your own!” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “Cheeks, last time I ‘ran off’ it was with you!” 
 
    “Well, that was OK, but no others anymore, OK?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “OK.” 
 
    “And you!” Cheeky turned to Trevor. “You’re supposed to be the calm, reliable one. The voice of reason. You agree to come here and to turn Jessica and Iris into baby factories?” 
 
    Trevor smiled “Nice to see you again, too, Cheeky.” 
 
    “Are you still you?” Finaeus asked as the rest of the crew caught up. His expression was one of complete skepticism. “I can’t tell you how ill-advised it is to let some foreign entity rapidly accelerate your mental processes. It can create neurological strain. I will need to ensure you will not face any degenerative effects.” 
 
    <They will not suffer any ill effects,> Eleven said. <My people have done this for a very long time. We know how it can be done safely.> 
 
    “So you say,” Finaeus replied. “I’ll be the judge of that. Trevor, Jessica, please return to Sabrina with me so that I can check you over.” 
 
    “No,” Jessica shook her head. “We’re going to check on Tanis first. Make sure she’s OK, and then the rest of the children as they get installed.” 
 
    Finaeus opened his mouth to respond, but Cheeky quelled him with a look. “Very well, but when that is done, I want you to check in.” 
 
    “Sheesh, you’re as bad as Nance,” Jessica said with a wink. 
 
    Nance snorted. “Jess, I’m right here.” 
 
    “I know,” Jessica said with a grin and turned toward the tower that Eleven had indicated on her HUD as being Tanis’s new home. 
 
    She understood Finaeus’s concern. It was legitimate, but at this point what was done was done. She also couldn’t say that she didn’t feel different, because she did. Very different. Very, very different.  
 
    Tanis’s tower was only a few blocks away, also stretching a kilometer into the sky. It had the same steps and pillars as Eleven’s, but when they entered, the number above the far door was 1.  
 
    “Fitting,” Trevor said with a laugh. “Tanis always had to be in charge.” 
 
    “You have no idea how fitting her name is,” Jessica said.  
 
    The rest of the crew followed them through the door where the long shaft hung in the tower, a brilliant green with traces of white light streaking across its surface. 
 
    <Moms, Dad! You came to see me. You know you didn’t really need to, right?> Tanis said, her voice carrying a weight similar to, but not as deep or resonant as Eleven’s. 
 
    “Do we call you ‘One’ now?” Trevor asked with a fatherly smile.  
 
    <Dad! Of course not. We don’t have to take new names—and we won’t either. I’m Tanis, and that’s that.> 
 
    Cheeky laughed. “Your namesake is going to love you if you ever meet, Tanis.” 
 
    The light in the room pulsed, the illuminatory version of a shrug. <Maybe that will happen. It’s a big galaxy, but we have all the time we could ever want.> 
 
    “Are you not worried about Orion?” Cargo asked. 
 
    <Not exactly,> Tanis said. <They are a threat. A threat that concerns us greatly, but not one that causes fear. Troy—who has already been installed as well—and I have examined the Orion tactics, as well as the updated data from recent histories that Iris has provided. We have also examined the original Bastion’s responses and believe we can optimize.> 
 
    <You will prevail,> Iris said. <Eleven will be here, and the rest of us AIs will also help. We will share everything with you that we can.> 
 
    <Thanks, Mom,> Tanis said. 
 
    They spoke for several more minutes, chatting with Troy as well, and then Amanda once she came online. 
 
    They were still conversing as the crew walked back to Sabrina to get some rest, when Eleven interrupted their conversation.  
 
    <They’ve come,> he said without elaborating.  
 
    Jessica and the crew were closer to Eleven’s tower, and they rushed up its stairs and through the foyer. Jessica all but flung herself off the platform and felt The Dream encompass her.  
 
    She was suddenly standing on a platform in space, the Stillwater Nebula behind her, and the galactic rim ahead. The rest of the crew appeared—minus Finaeus—and then the children began to appear as well.  
 
    Tanis was first, followed by Amanda, then Troy. Within a second, all but four were standing on the platform. Then a young man—who Jessica somehow knew to be Eleven—appeared, a kind smile on his face.  
 
    “This feels good. It feels so right,” he said. “Why did we never do it like this? We remained solitary when we fought.” 
 
    “We fight as a team,” Tanis replied. “We’re missing Peter, Kira, Jason, and Aeryn. What’s their ETA for installation, Eleven?” 
 
    “Please, call me Yohan. They will be in their towers within ten minutes. Theirs were the furthest away from Manhattan Island.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “Troy, Amanda, I want you to work with Kira and Sarah to run the beams from Aggie. It’s going to suck with the light-lag, but you’ll just have to predict the enemy’s flight paths, but Aggie has more power that Essy, so we’ll have to rely on you for the big hits.” 
 
      
 
    “Aggie and Essy?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Yeah, can you believe they never named the other neutron star? Well, they called it ‘the primary’ but that’s cumbersome. They aggregated onto it, so it’s Aggie, and Star City is a mouthful, so that one’s Essy.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “Works for me.” 
 
    Jessica looked out toward the insystem FTL exit and saw a thousand Orion ships moving away from the point as a new group began dumping out of FTL.  
 
    “Why have you not yet attacked?” Yohan asked. “You could rake their exit point with the beams, it would destroy many of their ships.” 
 
    Tanis turned to Yohan and nodded. “Perhaps. But if you look, you’ll see that each wave is exiting further back because they’re worried about hitting the wreckage of other ships. We could walk our beams back, but they probably have probes popping in and out of the DL giving the best exit points.” 
 
    Yohan nodded. “I can see this. But you could still destroy many of them.” 
 
    “I want to destroy them all at once.” Tanis said. “The closer to Star City they come, the less light lag works in their benefit, and the more targeted our shots can be. We can fire longer with more certainty of hitting more of their ships.” 
 
    “I’m trusting you with the lives of my people,” Yohan said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Our people,” Tanis said. “We grew up with them. Everyone we know and love in the entire galaxy is here on Star City. We will not fail.” 
 
    Jessica saw the rest of her children nod as they summoned consoles for themselves. Though they were really AIs, they were still used to operating physical controls and devices from their time in The Dream. 
 
    <They are not exactly AI,> Iris said. <I wasn’t sure about it when I was in The Dream, but I think we may have made something new.> 
 
    <How so?> Jessica asked as she watched Tanis give Troy advice on the best way to maximize his Aggie’s firepower.  
 
    <I don’t know. I may never know. But we bore them, Jessica. Their minds formed while they were inside our bodies. And The Dream is not like any other sim…it is almost as though The Dream’s creators tapped into another plane of existence which runs parallel to ours, but where time is different. I know that sounds impossible. I think it is impossible, but it’s what it felt like.>  
 
    Jessica pondered that. What did it mean? She wasn’t sure that it mattered. So long as her children were safe and content, and strong enough to defend themselves. Then she was happy for them—even if they would eventually part. 
 
    The Orion Guard ships were still four AU out, but were closing fast, powerful engines on cruisers, dreadnaughts, and destroyers, pushing the ships faster as they raced toward Star City.  
 
    After several minutes, time seemed to speed up, until the enemy vessels were less than one AU from Star City, just seven light seconds away.  
 
    The Orion ships were now spread in a great arc as they approached, the individual ships as far apart as possible. Though, as Tanis had predicted, now that they were closing with Star City, their formations were beginning to tighten once more, the distance between the disparate Orion ships shrinking steadily, making for more effective defensive shots. 
 
    As they had waited, the last of the children had arrived in their new homes, and now Star City’s sixteen new Bastions, as well as the last of its original protectors, stood ready to eliminate the encroaching threat. 
 
    “It feels so strange not to be doing anything,” Cheeky said from where she ‘stood’ next to Jessica. “We’re just watching while your children do all the work—your children that are just a few days old.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Every battle I’ve ever witnessed, I’ve been a part of. To stand by while my kids fight it….” 
 
    “You’re not standing by, Mom,” Kira said, turning to give a comforting smile from her console. “You’re supporting us. This is what you made us for. We won’t disappoint you.” 
 
     <’Made us for’,> Jessica said to Iris. <Like we’re some sort of gods that can impart destiny.> 
 
    <We gave them a choice,> Iris replied. <We explained everything to them. They never wavered from their duty. Every last one of them accepted it without question. You must remember, they do not anticipate growing old or dying. They fully expect to live forever, or ascend. Probably both.> 
 
    Jessica shook her head slowly. <I love how we bandy about this whole concept of ascension as though it’s a thing that is just done. What the builders made at Star City was for humans to ascend—as insane as that sounds. Will our children ever do so?> 
 
    Iris nodded in Jessica’s mind, exuding certainty, <If Tanis wills it, she will see it happen—and the others will follow her.>   
 
    Jessica gave a mental laugh. <Did we somehow create a copy of Tanis from our own recollections?> 
 
    <Perhaps. We made the child who would lead, who we thought would have the qualities necessary to guide them all. That such a person is similar to Tanis should not surprise us.> 
 
    Jessica couldn’t fault that logic, and was considering its implications as Trevor’s hand found hers.  
 
    “It must almost be time,” he said. 
 
    “Very nearly,” Jessica agreed.  
 
    Trevor sighed. “I wish they didn’t have to do this.” 
 
    Jessica looked up at her husband. “You were the one who was so insistent about this.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t wish it could turn out some other way. Still, I wouldn’t trade our time with them for anything.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, unable to find fault in that statement. 
 
    “Fire!” Tanis cried. 
 
    All at once, dozens of beams flared from Essy, and Aggie, neutrons degrading into degenerate matter poured through space at near-luminal speeds, slicing into the Orion ships—many of which had fallen into predictable jinking patterns as their ranks tightened.  
 
    One thousand Orion ships ceased to exist in the fifteen seconds it took for the beams to streak through the black, and the light from the events to reach the observers. 
 
    “Yes!” Troy cried as Tanis directed new beamfire, burning away more and more of the enemy vessels.  
 
    It was grim work. Over three-hundred thousand ships had come in through the insystem FTL point, vessels now being swept out of existence by her children’s punishing weapons.  
 
    Jessica wasn’t certain if it was too easy, or if the efficacy was from the skill her children possessed. Still, something seemed wrong. 
 
    “If there were so many ships arrayed around the system, why are they only attacking through the FTL jump point?” Jessica asked aloud.  
 
    “Maybe we tipped their hand and they attacked before they were ready,” Cargo suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jessica mused. “It seems rash, though. Not the sort of thing I would expect this opponent to do. They had prepared long and hard for this; what they’re doing right now is a throwaway effort…” 
 
    “Do you think?” Cheeky asked.  
 
    “It’s a distraction!” Jessica called out. “Tanis, this is not the main attack. Something else is going on!” 
 
    “Terry,” Jessica called the young woman over from where she stood with Nance. “Cheeky was telling me about the great work you did with Finaeus detecting the stealthed ships.” 
 
    “She was?” Terry asked, looking surprised.  
 
    Cheeky nodded and Jessica continued. “You worked out some way to detect eddies in the super-heated hydrogen to find the positions of their stealth vessels. We’ve not seen any of those stealth vessels yet, so we have to assume they’re here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s interstellar space,” Terry said. “We’re in the heliosphere…. Oh, you’re right! There’s no solar wind in this system. It’ll be filled with the interstellar hydrogen!”  
 
    Tanis must have been listening, because she was instantly beside them. “Terry, open your mind to me, explaining will take too long.” 
 
    Terry swallowed and nodded and a look of enlightenment came over Tanis’s face. “Got it!” 
 
    Nothing happened for several minutes, and then new ships began to appear in their visualization of the battlespace.  
 
    These new ships were nowhere near the rest of the Orion fleet. In fact, they were almost right on top of Star City, Jessica saw hundreds, no thousands of the ships on approach, some only one thousand kilometers from the shell of the city. 
 
    Her children managing the beams from Aggie redirected their fire from the main fleet to the now-visible stealth ships. Point defense beams also lanced out from Star City, delivering withering barrages of antimatter-powered proton beams.  
 
    The bulk of the stealth ships were gone in minutes, and Jessica’s breath caught as she thought of all the crews who were gone, their bodies—if bodies even remained—floating through the black. 
 
    Forty of the stealth ships managed to reach Star City, braking hard, and settling on the surface of the dyson sphere.  
 
    Ships further out began jettisoning escape pods, an action Jessica did not blame them for. 
 
    “Seems like they have correctly estimated their chances of making it to Star City,” Trevor said quietly. “Why don’t the crews of the other ships that came through the dark layer do the same?” 
 
    Jessica considered it for a moment. “They must be piloted by NSAI—I’d bet there are no human crews on any of those ships.” 
 
    “Must be why it’s so easy to pick them off,” Kira said. “It’s like shooting fish in a barrel.” 
 
    “Yeah, just thousands of fish in a barrel the size of Star City,” Amanda replied. “Stay focused, Kira.” 
 
    “I am focused. I just took out nineteen ships with a single shot,” Kira replied archly. 
 
    “Kids…” Jessica said, unsure of what to add. 
 
    <Stop bickering and destroy the enemy armada?> Iris said privately. <Words no parent ever expected to need to say.> 
 
    <Pretty much.> 
 
    She hadn’t needed to finish her statement, both Amanda and Kira returned to their task, while Jessica sought out Yohan and Tanis, both of whom were standing at the back of the floating platform, staring down at Star City. 
 
    “Can they get through?” Jessica asked, referring to the forty ships on the surface. 
 
    “It’s a question of time,” Yohan said. “Aggie is beyond the horizon from them, so it can’t excise their ships. We do have internal defense batteries…” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is, until Aggie is able to fire on them again, they can work at trying to get through the sphere?” Jessica asked. “Do you have defense drones at all?” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “We have atmospheric drones. If they get through the sphere we can fight them off, but they may drop bombs through the entrance and harm the Dreamers.” 
 
    “And they’ll target your towers,” Jessica said. “Since they’re in the only cities, they stand out.” 
 
    “They are attempting to breach one of the entrances,” Yohan said.  
 
    Their view of the sphere shifted, and Jessica could see five cruisers settled onto the scorched surface of Star City near the same entrance she had flown the Sexy through. Streams of soldiers were moving toward what appeared to be a small access point.  
 
    Beamfire lanced out from the access point, but it diminished as the Orion Guard soldiers massed. 
 
    “They’ll break through,” Tanis said with a shake of her head. “Mom, I need you and your team up there. You have combat skill that the automatons at our disposal do not. When you get close, we’ll pass control of the ‘bots to Iris, Erin, and the other AIs. You have to keep Orion from breaching that access point. From there they could override the door controls and fly their cruisers into Star City.” 
 
    “I get the risk,” Jessica replied. “Send us out of The Dream.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Tanis whispered, and then Jessica and the crew were settling back onto the platform in Eleven’s tower.  
 
    “Anyone who wants to stay behind, may, but Trevor, Cargo, Cheeky, and Nance. You’re on the assault team with me.” 
 
    “I’ll come,” Terry said. “Though maybe I should stay on the ship. I’m not so good with guns.” 
 
    “You’re going to need me to help if they breach the sphere,” Finaeus said from where he leaned up against the entrance. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t in The Dream,” Misha said. 
 
    “Eleven here sent me a feed so I could watch. Certainly a handy way for humans and AIs to coordinate their strategy—if a bit slow for the AIs.” 
 
    Jessica was already halfway across the platform by the time Finaeus finished speaking. “You’re a weird one, Finaeus. Won’t come in The Dream to protect your noggin, but you’ll come into a firefight.” 
 
    Finaeus shrugged as he fell in behind her. “What can I say? I like to be the master of my own destiny.” 
 
    “What about you, Misha?” Cargo asked. “You coming?” 
 
    Misha sighed. “And just when I was getting used to being the ship’s cook.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sabrina flew the ship up to the dock on the inside of Star City’s shell while the rest of the crew donned their armor in the hidden armory. 
 
    “We’re going to break into two fireteams, just like we’ve trained in the past. Finaeus, you’re with Trevor and I. Cheeky, Misha, and Nance, you’re with Cargo. Remember, out there your team-leader’s word is law. You respond instantly, and you take out all targets with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    “Relax, Jess,” Cheeky said. “This isn’t our first fight.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head and placed a hand on Cheeky’s shoulder. “It is against what are likely to be Orion’s best troops. Let’s just not make it our last. Remember. Objective is to take and hold the two control stations for the shell’s doors.” 
 
    She scanned the crew as they seated their helmets and selected weapons off the rack. “Iris will run the automatons protecting our team, and Erin will run the ones on Cargo’s. Hank, Piya, help out where you can, keep drones going and update targeting. Everyone comes back in one piece. You hear?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Uhuh.”  
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    We need some sort of cry like the Marines have, Jessica thought as crew checked maneuverability and seals on each other’s armor. 
 
    <Two minutes to the dock,> Sabrina advised. <Looks like a platform I can settle on, I’m opening the main bay doors so you can get out quickly.> 
 
    <Terry,> Jessica called up to the bridge. <Once we disembark and Sabrina seals back up, you get down here and armor up too. Sabrina can help you with the equipment.> 
 
    <Umm… I’m not much of a fighter,> Terry said. 
 
    <You don’t have to be a fighter to get shot at,> Jessica replied. <The armor is for your protection. I want you in it.> 
 
    <OK, I guess that makes sense.> 
 
    Jessica led the way out of the hold and toward the main bay. The door was wide open, and she stood at the edge, peering down at the mountains on North America’s west coast one hundred kilometers below.  
 
    <Quite the drop,> Cargo said as he stepped to the edge at her side. <Remind you of home?>  
 
    Jessica nodded. <It reminds me of where I came from. Home…. What’s home now? It was the Intrepid for some time, then this ship. Then The Dream….> 
 
    <It’s not so unusual for home to move around,> Cargo said. <But it would be nice to have it be a little more stationary—at least for awhile.> 
 
    The view of the vast world below was suddenly occluded by the grey surface of the landing platform, and a moment later Sabrina had settled down.  
 
    <Let’s move!> Jessica called out and led the way down the ramp with Cargo at her side.  
 
    <I’ve fed you routes to your targets,> Yohan said. <The enemy has breached the surface access points and they are fighting in the passageways inside the city’s shell. I’m passing control of my automatons to Erin and Iris now.> 
 
    <Got em,> Iris said.  
 
    <Me too,> Erin added.  
 
    <Damn, these things are primitive,> Iris said privately to Jessica. <I guess that whole thing where they eschewed NSAI to assist in their ascension spread to even decent tactical comps for their defense units.> 
 
    <Do what you can,> Jessica said.  
 
    On the far side of the platform, a doorway slid open, and Jessica led her fireteam to it while Cargo guided his to the far side of the platform. 
 
    <Stay safe, Big C,> Jessica sent his way.  
 
    <Big C?>  
 
    <Seemed right at the time.> 
 
    Cargo snorted over the Link. <You gave us the easy one. Orion’s nowhere near it yet, and we can be there in ten minutes. It’s going to take you twice as long to get to your target, and they’re closing on that one.> 
 
    Jessica nodded. That much was obvious from the feeds coming in from the automatons. The Orion Guard troops must be following EM signatures, or maybe they had some scan data from other ships that had visited Star City. Either way, they were heading almost directly toward Jessica’s target. 
 
    <Double time,> she called to Trevor and Finaeus. <There’s a lift down the end of this hall.> 
 
    <Willing to risk a lift?> Trevor asked as Jessica took off at a full run in her powered armor. 
 
    <If we don’t, they beat us to the control center.> 
 
    Neither Trevor nor Finaeus responded, but Jessica knew what they had to be thinking. Lifts were great places to get trapped and killed.  
 
    Still, Yohan’s feeds showed no enemies nearby, making the lift a risk Jessica was willing to take.  
 
    They rode it in silence, rising a kilometer though Star City’s shell. Jessica took the time to double check the charge cylinder on her electron rifle, and the action on her projectile rifle. She hadn’t brought any pulse weapons. If she fired a round, it was intended to be lethal. 
 
    She latched both rifles on her back, and pulled her kinetic repeater free from the hooks on her chest plate. The weapon fired small sabot rounds that contained their own propellant, as well as more standard projectile shells.  
 
    Jessica could tell from the feeds—and the ineffectiveness of the automatons—that the Orion Guard soldiers were well-armored and she would likely only fire the sabot rounds if she wanted to take out targets.  
 
    <Enemy is two levels up,> Iris reported and stopped the lift. 
 
    <Damn, how’d they get there that fast?> Jessica asked as the lift doors opened half way between two levels. 
 
    <Because these automatons suck. I have no idea who their makers thought they would be up against, but these things would have a hard time with even lightly armored enemies.> 
 
    Trevor hauled himself onto the level at the top of the lift doors, and then Jessica helped Finaeus through the narrow space before the two men reached down and pulled her up.  
 
    Jessica pointed down the corridor to where the blueprints showed a maintenance shaft that rose up to the level with the control center. 
 
    Trevor led the way, his heavy repeater held low and ready. Finaeus followed, a lighter rifle in hand, though he had the same repeater on his back as well.  
 
    Jessica hadn’t seen him fight since that day they’d first met on Kruger Station, but given the skill he had demonstrated that day, she wasn’t worried about him—though Sera would be pissed if they spent over a quarter century bringing Finaeus to New Canaan, only to have him die on the way. 
 
    An explosion thundered behind them, and Jessica turned to see the lift fall away, dropping to the bottom of its shaft. 
 
    <Good thing we got off when we did,> Finaeus said. <I like not being flat.> 
 
    Jessica nodded and turned back to the maintenance shaft.  
 
    <Think they know about this shaft here?> Trevor asked. 
 
    <If they did, they’d be lobbing things down it, too,> Finaeus said as he helped Trevor remove the shaft’s access panel.  
 
    Iris fed probes in, confirming that it was clear. The nanobots reached the control center’s level and slipped around the panel’s edges. 
 
    <Well shit,> Jessica swore. The corridor was filled with Orion soldiers. Easily two dozen. <If we go up here, we’re minced meat.> 
 
    <Not a fan of being on the menu,> Finaeus said.  
 
    <There’s another shaft fifty meters down the corridor,> Iris suggested.  
 
    <We breach both, then,> Jessica said. <Fin and I will go down to the next one. You get in position, Trevor.> She knocked a fist against Trevor’s shoulder for luck, and he nodded.  
 
    <On it.>  
 
    She watched as her man-mountain carefully eased himself through the opening—which was barely big enough—before she followed Finaeus down the hall. 
 
    <How are things down over there?> she asked Cargo.  
 
    <Going good, just reached our control center. Ran into a pair of scouts nearby, but we took care of them.> 
 
    Jessica shook her head. How did those OG bastards get so far so fast?  
 
    <We’re about five minutes from our target,> Jessica said. <Just need to get around a bit of a log-jam.> 
 
    <Is it made up of bad guys?> Cargo asked. 
 
    <Yeah, those are the worst kind.> 
 
    Jessica helped Finaeus gently pull the maintenance shaft cover off, and set it on the deck before she climbed into the narrow space.  
 
    She went in head first, staring down the five-hundred-meter drop, gripping the handholds tightly, but not so tightly that her powered armor would rip them off.  
 
    Slowly, she backed up the shaft rising feet first. A vision came to mind of the Orion soldiers opening the panel above and shooting her in the ass. What an inglorious way that would be to go. 
 
    Below her, Finaeus climbed into the shaft, following her up head first. They moved as quickly and quietly as possible until the panel was between them, Jessica above it, and Finaeus below.  
 
    The nanoprobes showed that many of the Orion soldiers had passed through the corridor, but there were still fifteen present. Not to mention the rest would hot-foot it back once the fighting started.  
 
    She placed shape charges on the panel, as did Finaeus. She saw Trevor signal that he was ready and set a five count on the combat net, backing up the shaft.  
 
    When the count hit zero, the charges blew, and the panel went flying into the corridor. Jessica and Finaeus pulled themselves toward the opening, and lobbed a pair of grenades in each before opening fire. In the time it took to expend a magazine, at least four OG soldiers were down.  
 
    The rest, however, had gone prone, or had taken cover behind supports in the corridor. They began to return fire as Jessica and Finaeus backed away from the opening.  
 
    That was when Trevor blew his hatch and barreled into the corridor, smashing his heavy gauntlet into an OG soldier before grabbing the man and throwing him into the shaft. 
 
    Jessica watched through the probes as the hapless soldier frantically tried to grab onto handholds and failed, ultimately slamming into the bottom of the shaft half a kilometer down. 
 
    He might live, but he was out of the fight.  
 
    She turned her attention back to the corridor to see Trevor now hunkered behind a support, firing his repeater at the remaining nine soldiers. 
 
    Jessica clipped her repeater back onto her chest and grabbed an electron rifle.  
 
    <Discharge!> she called out over the combat net, before taking advantage of a grenade Trevor had lobbed to pull herself back into the opening and fire at the OG soldiers. 
 
    Two hadn’t ducked when Trevor’s grenade went off, and fired on Jessica. One hit her shoulder, knocking off one of the ablative plates, and the other tagged her in the arm, throwing off her aim as she fired her beam.  
 
    The shot streaked above three of the soldiers, a blue-white bolt of lightning, surrounded by a glowing haze of cherenkov radiation.  
 
    It hit the far side of the corridor, and burned through a support column, bolts of lightning flaring out from the impact point.  
 
    Finaeus took advantage of the target she presented, and fired full auto at one of the nearby enemy soldiers, denting, then shattering their helmet.  
 
    The other soldier who had fired on Jessica turned his weapon to Finaeus and caught the old man right in the neck with a high-power kinetic round.  
 
    A garbled grunt came over the Link and Finaeus jerked back, losing his grip and falling down the shaft. 
 
    Jessica leapt down the shaft, streaking after the old man and grabbing his arm at the same moment that she activated her maglock boots, anchoring herself to the side of the shaft.  
 
    Finaeus jerked to a stop like so much dead weight, and Iris Linked to his armor, pulling up a vitals reading.  
 
    <He’s alive, but his jugular got crushed,> she reported. <Armor is repairing, but the shock knocked him out.> 
 
    Jessica instructed the armor to activate its maglock boots and Finaeus’s body straightened under the armor’s power. 
 
    <You better get back in the fight, or we’re all going to be crushed,> Trevor called back.  
 
    Jessica looked at the shaft opening, which was now three meters above her. An OG soldier peered over the edge, and Jessica fired her electron beam, the relativistic particles creating their bolt of lighting once more—this time connecting with his head and burning it off.  
 
    The body rolled out of the way, and an object flew into the shaft. Jessica flattened herself against the edge of the tunnel, and a black blob, some sort of sticky explosive, flew past, centimeters from her chest. 
 
    And stuck on Finaeus’s right hand. 
 
    There wasn’t time to think. Jessica fired at Finaeus’s elbow, blowing his arm off, sending his hand and the explosive stuck to it spinning down the shaft where it exploded sixty meters below them.   
 
    Flames roared through the shaft, engulfing herself and Finaeus. All Jessica could think as the fire abated was, at least his wound is cauterized now.  
 
    <You OK?> Trevor asked, no small amount of panic in his voice. 
 
    <Yes, stay calm, I’ll be up there in a second.> 
 
    Jessica pulled up the probe feeds and marked the location of the three closest OG soldiers on her HUD. Then she ran up the side of the shaft, dove through the opening, and spun in the air, her maglock boots connecting with the overhead.  
 
    The three soldiers she had marked were directly below her, and she fired her electron beam into one, while unloading her heavy repeater into the other. 
 
    Soldier number three was raising his rifle to fire on her when a pair of automatons appeared at the far end of the passageway and opened fire on him, taking him out. 
 
    The remaining three soldiers threw down their weapons and raised their hands in surrender.  
 
    “Helmets off!” Jessica yelled over her armor’s PA system.  
 
    Two followed orders, but the third hesitated. Trevor strode toward the soldier and snarled through his armor’s PA. “I can try to rip it off if you want.” 
 
    The third soldier, a woman who looked as angry as Jessica felt, pulled her helmet off and stood beside her teammates.  
 
    Trevor pulled out LockIT kits and slapped one on each of their necks. Seconds later, they fell unconscious and their armor’s joints began to spark and seize up.  
 
    <Thanks, Iris,> Jessica said with a nod to the pair of automatons at the end of the corridor.  
 
    <No sweat, Purps,> Iris said with a grin in Jessica’s mind. 
 
    <Purps?> Jessica said as she checked over the remaining soldiers, putting LockIT kits on two who were still alive.  
 
    <Trying new nicknames. We’ve referred to each other as Mom, half the time since the kids could talk, but that just feels weird now.> 
 
    <You didn’t used to call me by a nickname,> Jessica said as she walked to the shaft and peered down to see Finaeus staring at his arm-stump. 
 
    <What the hell happened?> he asked. 
 
    <You’re alive, now get up here,> Jessica replied.  
 
    Finaeus complied, though he muttered something about how he’d better get his favorite meals for a month. And his new arm had better match his old one. 
 
    Iris spoke up, her mental tone filled with urgency. <You guys need to move. Those two automatons are all I have left on this level, and there’s a whole platoon of OG coming at you.> 
 
    Jessica took the lead, not waiting for Finaeus to make it over the edge of the shaft entrance. 
 
    <Thanks for the hand!> 
 
    <I got you, old man, stop your whining,> Trevor replied as Jessica moved past the pair of automatons, flushing nano ahead of her.  
 
    <All clear,> she called back as she peered around the corner at an intersection just past the bots. 
 
    They were only seventy meters from the control center; she could see its double doors at the end of the hall.  
 
    Jessica moved into the hall, walking down the left-side, while the automatons moved down the right. Dead Orion Guard soldiers and mangled automatons filled the corridor. Enough that she had to climb over the bodies at one point.  
 
    As she jumped off the heap and landed on the far side, a hand stretched out, grabbing her ankle.  
 
    Jessica looked down to see an Orion Guard soldier, his helmet off, mouthing something as he tried to hold onto her.  
 
    Shit, buddy, wish I had a pulse pistol.  
 
    She gave as gentle a kick as her powered boot could, and knocked the man unconscious. She looked behind and saw Finaeus approaching with Trevor behind him.  
 
    <Careful, there may be some live ones in the heap,> Jessica advised. 
 
    They made it to the control center without further incident, and the doors cycled open, granting them admittance.  
 
    <We’ve made it, Cargo,> Jessica said. <How are things on your end?> 
 
    <Oh, you know peachy keen. They’ve only hit us twice. Erin has a platoon of bots that she’s holding in reserve. Every time the OGies come in, she hits them from behind. The bots are wearing down, though, after a few more of these maneuvers we’ll be out of mechanical assistance.> 
 
    <I’m bringing more in,> Yohan said. <Twenty minutes.> 
 
    <Thanks, Yo,> Jessica said as she surveyed the control center.  
 
    The room was fifteen-by-thirty meters. It housed a number of consoles, what looked like the housing for an NSAI node—now empty—and a lot of power conduit.  
 
    <I read at least a hundred OG soldiers coming,> Iris said.  
 
    <Shit, a hundred?> Jessica asked. <What happened to just a platoon?> 
 
    <They brought friends.> 
 
    Jessica spun around, noticing there was a window on the far side of the room that looked out into the massive shaft running through the sphere’s shell. She knew there was a door at the top and bottom of the shaft; essentially a large airlock—not that there was worry about air escaping one hundred kilometers above the inner surface of the sphere. 
 
    Well, there’s our back door, Jessica thought as she planted explosives around the window. She’d hold off on blowing it ‘til they needed it. 
 
    Trevor took up a position on one side of the doorway, while Finaeus settled in on the other—the left side, since he no longer had a right arm. 
 
    <You good, Fin?> Jessica asked.  
 
    <Sure, yeah. Severed all the nerves and fooled my brain into thinking my arm is still there. Some weird dysphoria, but I’ll manage.> 
 
    <You’re one tough old sonofabitch,> Trevor admitted. 
 
    <Not the first time losing a limb—though it’s the first time that a friendly has blown it off.> 
 
    <You’re welcome,> Jessica replied. 
 
    She settled down in the rear of the room, behind the empty NSAI housing. Reaching over her shoulder, Jessica grabbed each of her rifles, and set them on the deck. Then she pulled off her satchel filled with magazines and power cores.  
 
    Four electron beam power cores, nineteen magazines for the heavy repeater, and four for the sniper rifle.  
 
    She shouldered the sniper rifle and sighted down the hall.  
 
    Yohan better get those reinforcements here fast… 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The OG soldiers were using their own fallen comrades for cover, and Jessica was beginning to wish she had planted a shape charge under the heap and blown them out of the way—though that may have just created new piles of bodies in new places.  
 
    <Last mag!> Finaeus called out as he slotted it into his repeater and opened fire on the inexorably advancing Orion Guard forces.  
 
    <I’m down to just three,> Trevor added.  
 
    Jessica looked at what was left of her piles. The sniper rifle was out, but she had two left for her repeater, and tossed one to Finaeus. He wasn’t able to catch it, but it landed beside him and he nodded appreciatively. 
 
    She still had two more electron beam charge cylinders, and hefted the rifle, firing three successive shots into the approaching troops to drive them back long enough to reload.  
 
    <That is a lot more than a hundred soldiers out there,> Trevor said as he took careful aim and shot an approaching soldier in the groin.  
 
    <Well, there are five starships up there,> Jessica said. <They’re probably chock full of troops since they thought they were invading a massive world filled with people.> 
 
    <Fuckers,> Trevor replied. <Over our dead bodies.> 
 
    Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Jessica thought. 
 
    <Jess,> Iris said quietly <They’ve cut off the reinforcements. We’re on our own.> 
 
    Jessica sighed. She had been expecting that eventuality. At the bottom of her duffel was an explosive satchel, and she attached it to a power conduit that ran up the back of the NSAI core housing.  
 
    <You two, when I lay down fire, you fall back to the window. We’re going to bail.> 
 
    <And give them the control center?> Trevor asked.  
 
    <They’re gonna get it whether we’re still here or not,> Finaeus replied. 
 
    Jessica swapped the cylinder on her electron beam and took careful aim at a pile of mechs she knew some OG soldiers were behind. She took one shot at them, another at a soldier laying prone near the bulkhead, and two at the top of the large heap.  
 
    She knew several more enemies were dead, but it was only a drop in the bucket.  
 
    Trevor and Finaeus had moved back while she made her shots, and now hunkered down beside her.  
 
    <So we just jump?> Trevor asked.  
 
    <Use your maglocks. We run down two levels and try to regroup,> Jessica said.  
 
    <Gotcha,> Trevor replied, and Finaeus nodded. 
 
    Jessica fired several more shots with her electron beam, slapped her repeater on her chest, and grabbed her mags. 
 
    <On my mark, one—> 
 
    Before she got to two, the window—and a part of the wall—exploded, flinging Jessica and her team across the control center. She struggled to her feet, trying to make sense of what had happened, when a squad of soldiers rushed toward them, weapons leveled.  
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    STRIKE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.20.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Sphere Shell, Pad A21-49C, Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Sabs, I don’t like just sitting here,” Terry said from the comm station on Sabrina’s bridge. 
 
    <You and me both,> Sabrina replied. <I should be out there! I can take on Orion Guard cruisers. I have stasis shields, there’s nothing they can do to hurt me.> 
 
    “Then why aren’t we going out?” Terry asked. 
 
    <Because we can’t tip our hand. If Orion knows we’re here with stasis shield tech, we’re toast.> 
 
    “Toast like we’ll be if they get the door on the sphere open?” Terry asked. “You heard the message; Cargo’s team is fighting for their lives and Jessica’s is even worse off. If we go out and hit those cruisers, we can stop the enemy from getting reinforcements!” 
 
    Terry waited for Sabrina’s response, which took over ten seconds to come—an eternity from what she knew of AIs.  
 
    <But to get out, we’ll need the doors opened, and then they can get in,> Sabrina said.  
 
    “There are two doors, like an airlock,” Terry replied. “We could do them one at a time.” 
 
    Sabrina gave a very lifelike sigh over the bridge’s audible systems. <OK, I’ll ask Yohan.> 
 
    “Great!” Terry said. “Can I fly?” 
 
    <No,> Sabrina replied. <But you can run weapons. I saw that Jessica gave you basic training on them.> 
 
    Terry nodded as she switched seats. “She did. I’m not great at targeting, but I think I can do it with your help.” 
 
    <We’ll manage. We’ll have to.> Sabrina was silent for a few minutes before she spoke again. <Yohan is going to let us out. It took a bit to convince him that we really have stasis shields and that this isn’t a crazy suicide run.> 
 
    “Awesome!” Terry said as the exterior view showed the ship lifting off. She swapped the forward display to show the view ahead of the ship and marveled as the great door into the sphere opened a crack to let them through. 
 
    Just a crack and a two-hundred-meter ship could slip by. Then they were in the five-kilometer-tall shaft leading to the outer doors.  
 
    As they passed through, the outer door opened and didn’t stop at a crack. It opened further and further until Terry knew it was wide enough for any of the massive enemy cruisers to enter. 
 
    “Why is Yohan doing that?” Terry asked. 
 
    <He’s not,> Sabrina said. <The soldiers took one of the control rooms. They opened the doors.> 
 
    “Which one?” Terry asked terrified that her new friends could be dead somewhere not far from where Sabrina now flew.  
 
    <We can’t think of that,> Sabrina said. <We’re Star City’s final line of defense.> 
 
    Then they were in space. 
 
    Terry brought up scan data and saw the five Orion Guard cruisers hunkered down on the surface of the sphere, troops still streaming from them toward the access point.  
 
    She didn’t need to be told what to do; she fired Sabrina’s beams at the access point the troops had breached, turning it to slag in moments. Then she traced a line across Star City’s surface, cutting down hundreds of the Orion Guard soldiers. 
 
    It should have made her sad, or scared, or something…she didn’t know what, but killing people wasn’t supposed to feel satisfying.  
 
    But all Terry could think about was how each OG soldier she shot down was one less that would shoot at her friends inside the sphere. 
 
    The Orion cruisers opened fire on Sabrina but the little freighter’s stasis shields shed their beams as though they were of no consequence.  
 
    “That’s amazing,” Terry exclaimed as she fired at one of the vessels, hitting it before it brought its own shields up.  
 
    The other four cruisers were lifting off, leaving lines of stranded soldiers on the outer surface of Star City. Terry fired on them, but once they had broken contact with the surface, their shields were too strong for Sabrina’s beams to penetrate.  
 
    “I can’t stop them, Sabrina,” Terry said. “What do we do?” 
 
    <Leave it to me,> Sabrina whispered. <I am the deadly blade cutting through the night. All will fall before me.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica saw two of the soldiers turn and look out the hole in the window as a shape flew past.  
 
    Not just any shape. Sabrina. 
 
    Give ‘em hell, Sabs, Jessica thought.  
 
    At the very least, Sabrina should be able to use her beams to take out the troops entering on the outer surface of the sphere. Whether or not she could destroy five cruisers in short order was another question. 
 
    “I got it!” one of the OG soldiers cried out over his audible systems. He had placed a holo projector on one of the consoles, and it showed the outer door opening.  
 
    “Damnit,” Trevor swore. 
 
    “Did you see?” Jessica asked in a whisper. 
 
    “See what?” Finaeus asked.  
 
    “Sabs just flew past.” 
 
    Trevor let out a long breath. “Think she can do it?” 
 
    “Who can do it?” one of the Orion Guard soldiers asked.  
 
    The three prisoners closed their mouths and stared silently at the approaching woman. At least Jessica thought it was a woman. OG armor was a bit indistinct in the gender department, and the voice through the armor’s PA was hard to place.  
 
    “I asked, who can do it?” 
 
    When no one replied, the soldier raised an armored fist and punched Jessica in the face. She felt her cheekbone crack and her skin split open, but she only grunted in response.  
 
    The Orion soldiers had put their own versions of LockIT kits on the three prisoners, and they’d done their work, but what they hadn’t done was neutralize Jessica’s nano.  
 
    Bit by bit her internal systems were repairing the armor. If she could just keep these goons from finishing them off for another minute, they’d be in for a surprise. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” Trevor whispered. “I’m going to tear you limb from limb.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” the soldier asked as boot lashed out, catching Trevor in the jaw. “How’s that, big man. You know what they say, the bigger they are the ha—” 
 
    Jessica had been looking at Trevor, not the soldier, but when her eyes darted back, she saw that the top of the woman’s head was gone. 
 
    The armor locked up, holding the body steady, for a moment, and then all hell broke loose. 
 
    The roof exploded, and eight automatons fell through in pairs, each positioned back-to-back, repeaters in one hand, and plasma blades in the other. 
 
    In perfect unison, the eight silver robots cut into the Orion soldiers, while shots from some source outside the window flew into the control room, sometimes only missing the automatons by millimeters as they hit targets of opportunity. 
 
    The Orion Guard soldiers fired wildly, but in the close quarters, they stood just as much a chance of hitting their own comrades as the enemy. Two automatons went down under concentrated fire, and then another. 
 
    But the moment they fell, more dropped from the openings in the overhead above them. 
 
    Jessica was mesmerized by the grace the robots possessed. Something in the way they moved together reminded her of… 
 
    “It’s the kids…” Trevor whispered. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the last of the Orion Guard soldiers had fallen, and one of the automatons walked toward the three prisoners.  
 
    “You OK, Moms, Dad?” the automaton asked in Tanis’s voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” Trevor said, working his jaw, but beaming with pride. “We’re A OK.” 
 
    “You need to be more careful,” Tanis said. “I couldn’t stand the thought of you being hurt.” 
 
    “Not much chance of that with you around,” Trevor said with a laugh. 
 
    “I’m just glad we didn’t let you down,” Tanis replied. 
 
    Jessica laughed. “Oh Tanis, you could never let us down. You’re amazing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later—after the automatons controlled by the kids had helped them out of their defunct armor—Sabrina drifted back down through the access shaft, stopping at the hole in the exterior wall. 
 
    <You three need a lift?> Sabrina asked.  
 
    Jessica glanced at Finaeus with his missing arm, Trevor with his half-broken jaw, and the mixture of red blood and purple Retyna on her hands. 
 
    <Yeah, I really think we could. Did you kick ass out there, Sabs?> Jessica asked. 
 
    <You bet, Jess. Terry helped too. We made a good team. Is Cargo’s squad OK?> 
 
    <They are,> Tanis said. <They’re on their way back down to the landing pad. The last of the stealth ships are fleeing, and we’ve destroyed their decoy fleet entirely.> 
 
    “Then the day is won,” Jessica said aloud. “I think a celebration is in order.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    EXTENDED STAY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.21.8938 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Manhattan, Star City 
 
    REGION: Star City System, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trevor flipped burgers on the grill while the crew relaxed on the deck. On the back lawn, three of the children wrestled while the others looked on and cheered.  
 
    All but Tanis, who sat between Jessica and Iris.  
 
    “It was hard seeing you like that,” Tanis said. 
 
    “Not so much here,” Jessica chuckled. “It was great seeing you. Thought I was going to have to do all that on my own, and I’m starting to get too old for all that leaping and hitting.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “You’re not old, Moms.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” Iris said with a wink. “But J-Mom is starting to get up there.” 
 
    “I didn’t feel like it ‘til I pushed you squalling rascals out,” Jessica muttered.  
 
    “Except you never did that,” Tanis replied. “It was all here, in The Dream.” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “That’s not how it feels, you know. That’s how The Dream works. What happens here, it’s really a part of a person.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “I know what you mean, Mom. You’re a part of me.” She looked around at the crew as they chatted about the wrestling match and what was to be done with the Orion Guard survivors. “You all are now.” 
 
    No one spoke for a minute, then Iris said softly. “We’ll meet again, Tanis. When your work here is done, then you must come to New Canaan. You need to meet Bob.” 
 
    “So you keep telling me,” Tanis replied. “He does sound fascinating. I suspect there is much we could learn from him—and perhaps he from us.” 
 
    “You see?” Jessica said. “This is not the end. Besides, it would be worth it just to see Tanis’s reaction to meeting you. It’ll blow her mind.” 
 
    “I hope she’ll be OK with it,” Tanis said. 
 
    Jessica smiled. “She’ll be ecstatic.” 
 
    Trevor set the final plate of steak tips on the table—which Finaeus, finally accepting of spending time in The Dream, grabbed half of—and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Have you decided what you’re going to do with the survivors?” he asked Tanis. 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a deliberate nod. “We’re going to offer them The Dream. If they do not wish to take it, then we will remove their memories of the offer, and send them back in stasis.” 
 
    “Them? In The Dream?” Iris asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “They won’t have memories, they won’t know it’s The Dream. We’ll watch them. If they cause problems, then we’ll ship them out too.” 
 
    “And you’ll just give Orion their soldiers back?” 
 
    Tanis smiled. “Well, eventually. They’ll be in stasis and take…let’s just say it’ll be a roundabout route back to some distant Orion world.” 
 
    “Better than they deserve,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Is it?” Tanis asked. “They are just soldiers. Just following orders.” 
 
    “They’re attacking innocent worlds that pose no threat. Anyone with morals can tell that’s wrong,” Trevor replied. “Each and every one of those soldiers we fought knew they were villains.” 
 
    “They may not have had much choice,” Iris said. 
 
    Even Finaeus nodded. “Praetor Kirkland is not one to brook dissention. Part of why the dickhead decided to go off on his own. Guy can’t compromise for the life of him.” 
 
    “Well,” Tanis said. “This decision has fallen to us, and we’ve decided on our course of action.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “And we support you in it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trevor added. “Showing mercy is not something I’ll discourage—though I don’t know I could do it.” 
 
    “Then let’s put this behind us for now, and enjoy the evening,” Iris said. “Our time to leave is going to come far too quickly.” 
 
    “Do we have to go so soon?” Jessica asked. “Perhaps just a few more years in here…” 
 
    “You can’t, Mother,” Tanis said. “We have work to do now. We wouldn’t be able to spend much time here. The usefulness of The Dream has passed for us. And your people need you.” 
 
    Jessica looked at Finaeus who was chewing on a piece of steak. Did they need her, or did they just need something in this old man’s head? 
 
    She had a feeling that if she left Star City, if she left her children and resumed life on Sabrina, none of this would feel real to her anymore. It really would be just a dream. 
 
    “Well then,” she said, forcing a smile on to her lips. “I suppose we’d best enjoy it while we can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Having gained the route through the Stillwater Nebula from Yohan, the crew of Sabrina depart Star City and begin to pass through the winding path. 
 
      
 
    But before they reach the far side, they encounter something they had never expected in The Toll Road Between the Stars. 
 
      
 
    Pre-order The Toll Road Between the Stars on Amazon for $2.99. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HOW BIG IS THAT CITY, REALLY? 
 
      
 
    Some folks may be interested in the math behind Star City’s size. The first thing I did was look up the theoretical minimum mass of a neutron star. That mass is about 1/10th that of our Sun (also known as a Solar Mass, represented as M☉, or 1.989 x 1030 kilograms). 
 
    So, with my 1/10th mass, I needed to find the distance from the neutron star where humans would experience a nice, comfortable 1g. Of course, 1g is not a force; it is a rate of acceleration equal to 9.81 meters per second per second (meaning each second you go 9.81 meters per second faster than the preceding second). This is commonly represented as 9.81ms2. 
 
    With that in mind, I only needed a number called the gravitational constant (6.67408e-11), and I was good to go.  
 
    The equation to find the distance from the star is:  
 
    r2 = 6.67408e-11 x 1.989e+29/9.81 
 
    This yields a rather large number, of which we need the square root: 1,353,185,027,522,935,779.817 
 
    Once we have the square root, and divide by 1000 (the result was in meters) we have a radius of: 1,163,264km 
 
    It is at this distance, 1.16 million kilometers from the center of the neutron star, that we would experience acceleration (from the star’s gravity) equal to that which we feel on Earth’s surface.  
 
    Well that’s pretty darn big. Let’s get our circumference, and area of the sphere. 
 
    Circumference is 2 x radius x π
Which yields: 7,309,008km 
 
    Surface area is 4 x π x radius squared
Which yields 17,004,600,767,124km (17 billion km2) 
 
    For comparison, Earth’s surface area is: 510 million km2. 
 
    What we now know is that the surface of Star City is 33,334 times greater than Earth’s surface area. This gives it the ability to comfortably support over half a trillion people. 
 
    So…it’s pretty big. 
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