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CHAPTER 1


Esa



“This is not my fault!”

“This. Is. Entirely! Your! Fault!” Jane wasn’t just shouting because she was angry with me—though she was, she was very angry with me—she was shouting to time her words between the cracks of her rifle shots, the echoes of the gunfire booming down through the great vaulted chamber we found ourselves suspended above.

Even shouting between the reports of her rifle, her words were almost drowned out by the crackling bolts of electricity that kept soaring over our heads, not to mention the roar of the belching flames jetting from the exhaust pipes below. Underneath all that chaos, there was also the tramp of dozens of steel boots, that particular sound coming from the automatons left behind to maintain this space station, automatons now trying to kill us instead. The service bots were clambering out of the piping that curled down the walls, boiling from vents and ductwork, emerging from every possible crevice like mechanical maggots bursting out of metallic internal organs, an image from some station mechanic’s body-horror nightmare.

How many machines did you need to keep a space station running? A few hundred, apparently, and they were all very interested in killing us, even though we were trying to stop the station from self-destructing, which would have vaporized all the automatons right along with everything else onboard. “Self-preservation” didn’t rank high on non-sentient automation’s programming.

“It’s not!” I protested to Jane, tracking the targets rushing toward us through the steam and flashes of chaotic light, though I was saving my rounds until they were closer. Meanwhile, I kept arguing, because … well, because that’s what I did. “We’re on an intelligence-gathering mission! I was gathering intelligence!” Now the machines were close enough to hurt, and I punctuated my sentence with a staccato burst of small-arms fire from Bitey, my submachine gun; timed it just as Jane stopped to reload. Even my lesser-caliber rounds punched right through the automatons, carving pathways through their steel exoskeletons; these things went down easily enough, but they just kept coming, more and more of them flooding from the crevices and cracks in the station’s framework.

“We’re on a very specific intelligence-gathering mission; that means gathering specific intelligence! It does not mean—Sahluk! Ammunition!” Jane shouted her interjection further back the reactor core, to where the big Mahren—seconded to us for our current wild goose chase—was holding the center span of the catwalk, along with Sho. The mismatched pair—the massive stone-skinned security officer and the only half-grown Wulf, his fur slick with sweat in the heat—were laying down fire as well, defending both our position forward as well as Javier and the Preacher, further back; Javier was covering the Barious as the synthetic tried to hack her way into the mainframe of the suicidal AI running the station, trying to get us access to its core.

The machine intelligence hadn’t been suicidal when we’d first come onboard—it had been perfectly welcoming, then. It was only after Schaz tried to access some of its internal databanks—to track down who had been here before us, otherwise known as “the entire reason we were out here”—that the machine had gone, well … insane. It had been a trap, the AI wired to self-destruct as soon as someone came asking—that someone being us. Fortunately, it took time to overheat a station’s fusion core, time that we could hopefully use to stop that incredibly catastrophic thing from happening—but the machine knew that was what we were trying to do. Hence the army of repurposed service bots.

Sahluk was a little busy to respond to Jane’s request, given that he was trying to pull his big rock fist out of the center of one of the automatons, but Sho acted in his stead, pulling a magazine from the big bag o’ bullets the Sahluk toted everywhere with him. Winding up like he was pitching in some sort of sport with a very odd-shaped ball, Sho hucked the magazine through the snapping connections of electricity with a surprisingly good arm. The young Wulf had spent several years paralyzed from the waist down; he was mostly better now, thanks to some exobraces wired directly into his nervous system, but he still had the upper-body strength he’d developed hauling himself around without the use of his legs.

I fired Bitey dry, trying to hold back the horde as Jane grabbed the thrown magazine and slapped it into her rifle; of course, even while she was doing that, she took time to berate me. “‘Intelligence gathering’ does not mean haring off to investigate every Golden Age relic we come across!”

“I had the watch,” I responded hotly, beginning to back up toward the others even as I swapped out magazines myself—our position was going to be overrun; it was just a matter of time. “It was my call! We knew the cultists had been through this system, and it only made sense that they would have stopped here: plus, clearly—I was right!”

“And if we all die here, I hope you take a great deal of solace in that fact! You should have woken me; you should have woken Marus, or the Preacher, or Sahluk! Hell, you should have woken Javi!”

“Wait, why am I last on the list?” Javier asked, from far enough away that his voice was coming through the comm rather than over the sound of fire and electricity and explosions that filled the cavernous reactor. Even through the patchy connection, though, I could still make out his incredulous tone.

“We are off the maps, Jane,” I said through gritted teeth—that wasn’t just my anger, it was also a side effect of me gathering up my teke; I let it loose in one big blast, the telekinetic force smashing into the wave of enemies charging up the catwalk at us. That sent them crashing backward into the ranks of the machines behind them, creating impacts that sent limbs clattering across the pipes and into the fire-filled exhaust ducts below. “We’re out of leads—this was the last system where we had any sort of vector for the cultists’ transport. I had to—”

“Ladies, perhaps save this conversation for once you’re off the death-obsessed space station,” Marus said calmly—of course, he could afford to be calm: he was still safe onboard Khaliphon, in orbit around the station, along with his own apprentice, a young Avail called Meridian. Granted, the two of them were still helping—along with the AIs of our networked ships, they’d been diverting energy to other parts of the station, the only reason the reactor core hadn’t already overheated—and granted, they’d still die if the entire thing went up in a ball of atomic fire, but at least Marus didn’t have dozens of reprogrammed maintenance machines trying to tear his head off his shoulders.

“No!” Jane replied, her voice still just as hot as Marus’s was cool. “She only ever listens to me when she’s—”

“Through!” the Preacher shouted, cutting off whatever remark Jane had been about to make and stepping back from the panel. With a sharp jerk, the Barious unplugged herself from the access port, the connections still trailing sparks. “Esa, Sho—you’re up!”

I fired Bitey dry—yet again—then turned, already running, the catwalk shivering under my boots as the entire station began to quake; we were close to a meltdown now, as evidenced not just by the shaking, but by the marked increase in fricking lightning singing over my head and flames belching out of exhaust ports around us. Time was … definitely of the essence.

As I passed Sho, he was already dropping to one knee—counting on Sahluk for cover, and the Mahren was doing just that, achieving said cover by bashing together two automatons until they came apart in his fists—and the Wulf’s eyes were sparking like thunderstorms at sea; he was channeling the electrical currents from the atmosphere into himself, filling his body up like a battery. Granted, that wouldn’t have been hard at the moment, given the sheer amount of electrical energy surrounding us, but it would still take him some time to draw it all into himself, and I still needed to be in place before he did.

I ran faster. The big blast doors at the end of the catwalk were sliding open, the Preacher’s hack giving us access; the AI core was visible now, hanging over the reactor furnace itself like a giant mechanical heart—you’d need a vertical leap of about twenty feet to get up there with the access ramp retracted, which, of course, it was. I didn’t have a vertical leap of twenty feet.

What I did have was telekinesis.

I passed Javier and the Preacher, both firing down at the automatons still trying to overwhelm our positions, and I pushed at the catwalk beneath me just as I reached the edge; pushed hard. Newton’s third law kicked in, and I went sailing upward, toward the AI core. I was going to make it. I was going to make it. If I didn’t make it, I was going to fall into atomic fire and vaporize, moments before the station itself did the same thing, taking my friends with it. I was going to make it.

I hoped I was going to make it. Propelling oneself across a deadly drop into atomic fire with a bone-rattling push of telekinetic power that came from being born soaked in radiation nobody understood wasn’t really an exact science.

I made it, barely; hit the edge of the core hard enough to bruise, then clung to the exposed piece of piping on the bottom with the tips of my fingers just before I slipped, fell, and got vaporized by the heart of the reactor. Gritting my teeth, I tightened my grip until I could free a knife with my other hand—all the time I spent arguing with Jane aside, I was always glad she’d drilled into me very early on to never go anywhere without a knife—and used the tip to jimmy open the access hatch on the side. With that done—still hanging over an atomic furnace—I plunged the blade in between two of the connections, at the precise spot Marus had told me to look for, the information gleaned from the schematics he’d been able to download before the station shut him out.

Golden Age AI tech, and we were going to do a hard reboot with a conductive knife and about a megajoule of direct current. There had to have been a better way to do this.

Too late to think about it, though: that megajoule was headed my way, courtesy of Sho—he’d gathered up all the electric energy he possibly could, then sent it leaping into the catwalk at his feet, headed my way like a lash of current. It was already racing along the metal in cresting waves. The rest of our team were grounded thanks to their combat gear and the catwalk itself, but I was hanging in the air, completely exposed to all that power—and that was very much the plan.

The energy arced up off the catwalk, snapping above the glow of the atomic furnace beneath me—a bright line of azure lightning cutting through the orange blaze of the reactor—and I reached out with my free hand to grab hold of it with my teke, letting it build and build and build and build until I couldn’t hold any more.

That was when I poured all of it into the knife.

For a moment, I didn’t think it was going to work. I was sure it wasn’t, in fact—I was going to lose my grip, or the core would just explode, and either way I’d go tumbling into the atomic fire, and that would be it; our search for the cultists who worshiped the Cyn would be done, our search for answers would be done, and all we might have learned, all we’d learned already, would be gone. We’d never return to Sanctum, we’d never be able to tell the rest of the Justified what we’d found, as it had been months since we’d last been able to send them a broadcast; we’d never know if there had really been a cure for the Barious, a cure for the pulse, a way to turn the fact that the Cyn could eat pulse radiation into something we could use to do good.

Maybe Jane was right; maybe I shouldn’t have altered our course.

Then everything around us shut down: everything but the fire of the furnace beneath me—the lightning, the belching flames, even the automatons—it all just … stopped, ground to a halt like a Golden Age piece of tech being exposed to pulse radiation. There was a moment of silence, deep and still, and then the AI core came blazing back to life.

Steel shutters slammed closed over the reactor core beneath me; I let myself drop, slowing my descent with another burst of teke. The crushing horde of automatons began to jerk back to awareness, their homicidal tendencies wiped along with the reset of the AI, and they went wandering off one by one—those that still had limbs—presumably looking for brooms or whatnot, to clean up the mess we’d made on the way here. It had been half a millennium since the end of the Golden Age; hell, maybe they’d be happy to have something to do for once, even if that was just sweeping up rubble and shell casings and their own blown-off limbs.

“Welcome to the Raizencourt Observatory, travelers,” the AI voice said brightly, restored to the friendly, welcoming tones she’d used before whatever trap Scheherazade had triggered had sent her into a suicidal algorithmic crack. “How may I help you today?”

Just don’t try to murder us all again, machine; that would be a good start.










CHAPTER 2


Esa



The observatory’s externally induced suicidal tendencies averted, our little troop—including Marus and Meridian, who had joined us from Khaliphon, now that there was markedly less murder happening on board—gathered in the station’s lobby, just off the docking bay where we’d set down our ships. The lobby’s walls were decorated with tasteful images of worlds and systems taken by the Raizencourt telescopes, a somewhat … bizarre collection of perspectives, given that those same worlds and systems might not have looked anything like those images any longer, assuming they even still existed at all: this station wasn’t just a pre-pulse relic, it was pre–sect wars, too, from a time period before the primary occupation of most beings in the galaxy had become the eradication of every other being in the galaxy who didn’t think exactly like they did. Odds were, at least a handful of the worlds in those picture frames had been destroyed completely, wiped off the galactic maps.

Marus and Meridian, the two “intelligence operatives” (read: “spies”), had joined us so they could pore through the data the Preacher had accessed from the observatory, once a thorough scan had revealed there weren’t any more traps of a suicidal nature hiding in the AI’s code. The spies made a mismatched pair, Marus with the bright green coloring and slim-shouldered frame of the Tyll, and Meridian—like all Avail—with skin like cut obsidian, so dark it seemed to swallow the light around her.

Still, they were no more mismatched than Javier and Sho, the fur-covered Wulf already broader through the shoulders than his human partner, despite the fact that Sho still had a few years before he hit full maturity. And mismatched species or not, there were reasons Sho had been assigned to Javier, and Meridian to Marus: “boundless curiosity” was the first descriptor you’d reach for when it came to the pair of explorers, whereas “emotional stability” was probably what you’d be more likely to apply to the pair of intelligence operatives.

I kind of hated to wonder what that meant for Jane and me, what commonalities someone might find in us, but we’d been partnered up for over three years, and whatever similarities we now shared that we wouldn’t have otherwise, I was comfortable with them.

While the spies worked their way through the data, the rest of us argued about the trap we’d wandered into; that was … kind of what the Justified did. Argued, I mean.

“So. They know we’re on their trail,” Sahluk said, his usual understatement still sounding like a minor rockslide.

“Or they’re just paranoid,” Jane shrugged; Jane always thought people were paranoid, mainly because that’s what she saw when she looked in the mirror. I’m not complaining—her paranoia had kept us both alive, on several different occasions—it just meant she tended to see it, even when it wasn’t there.

Sahluk shook his head, rubbing at the fringes of crystal “beard”—a sign of advancing age, one Mahren started to develop once they slid into their second century of life—that lined his jaw like stubble. “They were using this place as a staging ground, as a processing area,” he replied. “Nobody else knows it’s here, or it would have been picked clean by now, and it’s too damn useful to destroy just on the off chance somebody came along—this was aimed at us, specifically.”

“He’s right,” JackDoes agreed; the little Reint engineer had also steered clear of the fighting earlier, though he’d been onboard Bolivar, Javier’s ship, in the docking bay, because, among all of us, he had the least combat training. I understood why the Sanctum Council had sent him along: with four ships on an open-ended mission, they’d known we’d need a starship engineer to keep us all flying—already had, in point of fact, several times over the last six months—but he was still the one I worried about when violence erupted, as it always seemed to. Sho had grown up in a war zone; Meridian, at least, had several years of Justified field training under her belt, if not practical application; JackDoes was the only one of our team who wasn’t rated for combat of any kind. Violence just wasn’t in his nature.

“This was a trap, and it was set for us,” the Reint continued, his wide-set reptilian eyes blinking rapidly as he leaned forward to turn his viewscreen around so we could see. I had no idea how to actually read what he was showing us—I’d grown up on a heavily pulsed world, so computer programming was very much not my area of expertise—but his tail was swishing behind him in excited emphasis, so I just assumed the data proved his point. “It was put in place recently; very recently. As in, the recruitment vessel—the same one whose vector we followed here—left it behind after they exited the system.”

Six months of searching, and that was the best lead we had: a single cargo vessel, jury-rigged to haul people rather than heavy machinery, one we’d tracked from a heavily pulsed world, a world often visited by cultists who came offering salvation … salvation that came in form of “shining beings who could wipe the pulse away.” The cultists called themselves “the Bright Wanderers,” but the beings they had described during the recruitment session we’d infiltrated—described in tones that bordered on worship—sounded exactly like the Cyn, and it was the Cyn we were after.

Jane and I had run into one of the forgotten species almost entirely by accident, during a routine mission to pull a gifted child—Sho, as it turned out—from a pulsed world. The Cyn had been after him as well, but we were less interested in why the Cyn were collecting gifted children than we were in the biological anomaly that the Cyn themselves represented: namely, as beings of pure energy, they subsisted on radiation, which meant they could eat pulse radiation, could “cure” pulsed worlds, or at least pockets of them. Even if there were somehow billions upon billions of their kind, hiding somewhere in the galaxy, they couldn’t cure the whole universe, of course—but just a handful, on just the right worlds in just the right places, could make a massive difference.

Yet none of them had tried. In the hundred years since the pulse—and nearly five hundred since the Cyn vanished from any historical record—no Cyn had been seen, not until Jane and I had been attacked by one of the glowing bastards. He’d been a homicidal maniac with a zealot’s fervent belief in some form of apocalyptic religion—the sort of thing these “Bright Wanderers” also seemed to buy into, which wasn’t a good sign—but just because he’d been a murderous lunatic didn’t mean all of them were, and finding just one of the Cyn willing to eat the pulse around, say, a Barious factory would mean the reversal of the slow-motion extinction of the synthetic race, an extinction the Justified had unwittingly set in motion when they’d detonated the pulse bomb in the first place.

That was why the Preacher was with us, at least. “The Cyn you met on Sho’s homeworld—he worked alone,” she mused, leaning back against the wall, her metallic exoskeleton gleaming in the overhead lights. “Yet these Bright Wanderers seem to worship his kind as some sort of … saints, or demigods, as avatars of some greater force.”

“So did the Cyn we met on Odessa,” Javier reminded her. “Kept going on about a ‘goddess.’”

“Which is not a phrase we’ve heard the Wanderers use, yet,” the Preacher pointed out. “These ‘Wanderers’ worship the Cyn; the Cyn worshipped something else. I don’t know that we can safely assume they’re part of the same collective. That doesn’t mean”—she held up a palm to forestall Sahluk’s objection—“I don’t think we should be following the cult; just that we should keep in mind that the maniac who … desecrated … Odessa Station might not have been in league with these … believers.” The electronic glow behind her eyes flared a bit at the mention of Odessa, the station where I’d been born, the station where the Preacher had conducted experiments to try and cure her people of the pulse—experiments that had resulted in me, a gifted child exposed to much more powerful doses of radiation than most, and so with much stronger gifts to match.

The Cyn had arrived on Odessa shortly after the Preacher had fled with me in tow; he’d butchered his way through her former colleagues—a massacre she hadn’t known about until we’d returned from our confrontation with the Cyn, and told her what had happened just after she’d exiled herself. She couldn’t take a Cyn on directly—their ability to manipulate energy meant destroying the fusion core in her chest would be as simple as thought to them—but given the anger that constantly threaded through her voice at the mention of the Cyn, that was probably a good thing … for the Cyn, at least.

“In league with him or not, they’re still selling snake oil to poor pulsed worlds that don’t know any better,” Sahluk grunted. He’d been born into the Justified, and spent most of his life on Sanctum—he tended to view pulsed worlds as blighted, benighted war zones, because if he set foot on one, that’s likely what it was: somewhere harboring the enemies of the Justified, enemies he’d been sent to root out. As a result, the Bright Wanderers’ recruitment spiel—“Join our cult, and we’ll deliver you from the pulse forever”—sat especially poorly with him: it seemed like grifters running cons on those who already had nothing left to lose.

As someone who’d grown up on a pulsed world, though, I knew there was always more to lose. “Not if they can deliver,” I reminded him. The Cyn could eat pulse radiation—we’d seen one do so, and there was no reason to believe he was some sort of anomaly. They couldn’t do it on the scale the Wanderers were promising, but it still wasn’t as though the cultists had pulled the idea from thin air.

“You know they can’t,” JackDoes said to me, his words coming out in a hiss—he didn’t mean it as an insult; the way his mouth was shaped just made everything sound that way.

I shrugged. “I know that if somebody landed on my world, offered to get me away from the violence and the pulse both at the same time, I maybe wouldn’t look too hard at what sort of conditions were attached. Given that’s how I met Jane—and how Sho joined the Justified, as well—I would say it makes a certain amount of sense, people buying into the Wanderers’ line.”

“All the more reason to stamp it out,” Sahluk answered with gravelly surety.

“Not our mission,” the Preacher reminded him. “Our mission is the Cyn.”

He shifted uncomfortably—his age meant Sahluk had been Justified since before the pulse, back when the Justified stood for something more than “trying to stop the pulse from returning.” He still thought like what the sect had been back then—peacekeepers, soldiers, police. Jane and Marus and Javier, all of whom had operated outside the limits of Sanctum for most of the past century, had grown accustomed to the notion that the galaxy was a crueler place than that, had the notion that trying to help everyone just got you killed, but that way of thinking was still alien to the Mahren: as far as he was concerned, the Justified did right, and what the Bright Wanderers were doing … there were a lot of words for it, but “right” wasn’t among them.

“In that case, we’re in luck,” Marus said, turning away from his own screens to face us. Like every time he looked at me, I felt a twinge of sick guilt at the ruin the Cyn had made of his face: the lunatic had taken his eyes as he screamed, while I was lying on the floor just feet away, helpless to do anything but watch. Marus had been given mechanical implants at Sanctum, of course, but they weren’t him, stood out from his green face like metal lesions, and they meant he could never descend to a heavily pulsed world again—the rads would melt them right inside his head.

He’d never given me a reason to feel guilty, of course—he’d dealt with the injury with typical Marus stoicism—and now those eyes turned toward his apprentice, who was grinning up at him, revealing teeth just as black as everything else about her, from skin to hair to irises. Marus smiled back, and gave her a nod. “Meridian managed to crack the station’s own scan logs,” he said, “and reverse engineer the data locks on the radiation telescopes, searching for different patterns than it ordinarily flags. She’s reading Cyn energy signatures; the same ones our ships picked up from Odessa. The Bright Wanderers aren’t just serving the Cyn—there’s one on board their vessel. We’ve found what we’re looking for.”










CHAPTER 3


Esa



One of the niftiest inventions of the Golden Age? Entropically null storerooms, the sort of thing where you could stick, say, noncomplex foodstuffs, seal them up, and have them come out exactly the same several hundred years later. One of the less nifty failures of inventions from the Golden Age? Not building their goddamned service robots to be reprogrammable—or, at least, not by us.

We were on an open-ended mission, which meant “catch as catch can” where supplies went, and Jane was thrifty enough that she wasn’t going to overlook the protein-and-carbohydrate nutrients (the sort of stuff Sho called, disparagingly, “food-drink”) the observatory’s long-dead masters had left behind in their storerooms. We had the Bright Wanderers’ vector, and from the information Marus and Meridian had turned up, it looked like it was their final destination: apparently they’d been using the observatory as a kind of stopover point from their various “recruitment drives” before heading to … wherever the hell cultists who worshipped insane Cyn laid their heads.

There wasn’t anything to glean about the cultists themselves onboard the observatory—they’d left surprisingly little sign of their passage—but there was the station itself to ransack. We were in no real hurry—in fact, a bit of a wait was probably advisable, to let our quarry think their trap had killed us off—which meant Jane had decided it was time to raid the observatory’s storerooms.

Which meant Sho, Meridian, and I got to engage in good old-fashioned manual labor, all because we couldn’t figure out how to reprogram the goddamned machines that had been built to do exactly this sort of thing.

“Why … why isn’t Sahluk helping with this, again?” Meridian panted. Avail didn’t so much “sweat” as they did “mist”—they’d evolved in caverns, deep underground, and I think it had something to do with cooling the air around them actually being more useful than cooling their skin—and she was barely visible in a cloud of not unpleasantly citrus-scented fog as she leaned on a dolly stacked high with the heavy crates of foodstuffs. “He could lift these … could lift these … one-handed.”

“Javier says manual labor builds character,” Sho grunted, wrestling his own crates onto a similar dolly. The damned things didn’t even have wheels—they fit into special grooves in the floor instead. I was pretty sure the Golden Age had come about long after the invention of the goddamned wheel, so I didn’t know what the hell the grooves were about. “Javier lies.”

“You three are … junior, yes?” JackDoes was watching, an amused flair to his nostrils. Watching—not helping. “Apprentices. Rookies. You are … paying your dues. The engineers at Sanctum would do much the same thing; give hard-cold work to the newly assigned. I remember when I was new to the operative maintenance pool—I was made to clean the inside of Scheherazade’s engines. Blindfolded. While her sensors were active.”

“That doesn’t sound … so bad,” Meridian said, finally getting her dolly into position; I started pulling my own load along the grooves, heading toward the docking bay.

“That’s because you haven’t spent much time onboard Scheherazade,” Sho replied dryly, the servos in his exobraces whirring as he began to pull as well, the motors in his prosthetics coming alive to cope with the excess load. “Schaz can be … vocal … about her maintenance.”

“Hey,” I objected, in defense of Jane’s ship. “Schaz is just … particular. ‘Fastidious,’ like.”

“Obsessive,” JackDoes corrected, following along behind us.

“Do you want to help?” I growled at him.

“Not really, no. I came along to fix engines. This is not a ‘fix engines’ problem.”

“Esa came along to shoot at stuff, and break things with her mind,” Meridian pointed out. “This isn’t a that problem, either.”

I felt like I should object to that, too—was that really what she thought Jane and I did?—but given the amount of time I did spend shooting at things and breaking others with my mind, I didn’t have a great deal of ground to stand on.

“But I am not junior,” JackDoes cackled. “I am not a rookie. So I do not have to do heavy lifting.”

“Esa … can’t you just…” Meridian managed to free one hand from her dolly, and made a sort of swooping motion toward Scheherazade, whose cargo bay doors were already lowered as we approached the bay.

“A little mental shove would make things easier,” Sho agreed through gritted fangs.

“No shoving!” Schaz said through our comms, sounding horrified at the thought. Even under ordinary circumstances, Jane’s ship had a sort of maternal bent to her voice, but at that moment, she sounded exactly like a terrified mother, one who had just found her offspring planning something incredibly dangerous and set on making her objections … stunningly clear. “The last time Esa tried to push something heavy across my interior—”

“Yeah, my fine control with my teke isn’t … perfect,” I admitted, wanting to cut her off as much as anything else—Sho and Meridian didn’t particularly need to hear that specific story. Especially not the way Schaz told it, where I almost cracked the containment wall between the living quarters and her fusion core and risked melting Jane and myself into pools of radioactive soup. “If you wanted these crates sent all the way through one of the bulkheads, I could do that—but setting them down … gently”—I grunted again, struggling to do the same thing with the dolly using just muscles rather than teke—“is still a little bit beyond my capabilities.”

“It’s all right, Esa,” Meridian grinned at me, reaching out to touch my elbow; she started to glow, just a bit, as she did. Another one of the Avail genetic curiosities, left over from their subterranean evolution: when they felt “safe”—which often translated to “happy” or “content,” in a non-hand-to-mouth existence—they tended to give off a pale luminosity, meant to alert other Avail that a particular cavern was someplace to try and reach. Unlike Sho and me, Meridian hadn’t grown up on a heavily pulsed world—hers had been pulsed, yeah, but only to just pre-spaceflight—so she was less used to this kind of labor than we were, but she’d set her shoulder to the dolly just the same, and here she was, glowing at me, actually enjoying the work.

It took a certain kind of someone to become a Justified operative, especially when they came from the ranks of the “next generation,” like us; the gifts all three of us had been born with came from the pulse, but the decision to leave the safety of Sanctum, to put our talents to actual use, trying to better not just the Justified’s home system, but the worlds beyond as well? That was a decision all three of us had made, and I don’t think any of us regretted it.

Even when Jane made us do manual labor while she snuck off to have a cigarette or engage in carnal stress relief with Javier, or whatever it was she was doing that wasn’t lifting crates.

“That is not the only reason they make you—the three of you, the young ones—do the hard work,” JackDoes added, almost as an afterthought. “You are the ‘next generation,’ after all, in more ways than one. When I was sent into Scheherazade’s engines, blindfolded, to be berated—”

“I did no such thing,” Schaz objected, but I think even to her it sounded half-hearted, and JackDoes ignored her.

“—I was not sent alone, either. Other engineers—also … untested—were sent with me. So we would learn to endure together. One day, Marus will retire.” He looked at Meridian as he said it, then turned to Sho. “One day, Javier will dock Bolivar for the last time.” My turn, next—and he grinned, unexpectedly, his mouthful of needle-sharp fangs open wide as he said, “And one day, Jane Kamali will die in some sort of massive explosion, one woman holding off an army, because that is the only way death will find her.”

“She will most certainly not.” Schaz sounded, if possible, even more scandalized than before, but I just grinned back at the Reint; I knew what he was getting at.

“And one day, Meridian will be Marus,” I said, still grinning, but nodding my understanding. I tended to underestimate the little engineer—he was atypical of his kind, more interested in engines than in other sentient beings, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention, it seemed. “And Sho will be Javier, and I’ll be Jane. And we’ll have to work together, like they do. So they put us together now—make us do the scut work—to forge that bond, the same bond they have. So that it’ll be there, when we need it.”

“And you will need it,” JackDoes agreed. “I have patched up … much damage, to the ships of the Justified operatives. This is not an easy life you have chosen.”

“A fun one, though,” Sahluk commented, the big Mahren wandering by and—predictably enough—lifting one of the carts, crates and all, right out of Sho’s grasp, swinging the heavily loaded dolly around and setting the whole thing down in Schaz’s cargo bay just as easily as I might have moved a chair around. A light chair. “Not a bad find, this,” he said, rapping his knuckles against the foodstuffs and purposefully turning the conversation from the rather grim turn it had taken. “Thousand-year-old powder or not, protein is protein.”

“Did you have your taste buds burned out on some op or another, Sahluk?” Sho made a face at him. “This stuff is awful.”

“I came along to find exciting new things to shoot at, Sho,” the Mahren grinned back, giving Meridian’s dolly the same treatment as he did. “Maybe even be shot by exciting new things, though that part’s not—strictly speaking—necessary. Nobody said there’d be gourmet eating along the way.”

“Why did you come along, really?” Meridian asked him. Maybe it was her training—“spy” and “diplomat” were terms used pretty much interchangeably by the intelligence corp—but she always seemed very interested in the people around her. She wasn’t glowing anymore, which probably meant … something, but I was too worn by all the lifting to try and figure out what. “Marus told me that you—both of you”—she nodded at JackDoes—“volunteered for this operation. An open-ended cruise, out past the edges of the Justified maps, well past the point where we can call back to Sanctum for aid, just hoping to find an alien race that’s been wiped out of all the records, one that no one had even seen for five hundred years until Esa and Jane, you know…”

“Killed one?” Sho suggested brightly, turning toward me. “Still proud of you for that, by the way,” he added.

I nodded, though I kept my expression neutral. He might have been; I wasn’t. I’d killed the Cyn because he had been a threat, because he had been about to kill me—and, partially, because of what he had done to Marus, to the other gifted children we hadn’t been able to rescue, to Sho’s mother. But in the end, he had seemed so … alone. The Cyn hadn’t been the first being I’d killed, but he had been the first one I had wanted to, and that need—the cruelty I’d felt in that moment—still kept me up at night, sometimes. Ultimately, I hadn’t pulled the trigger; the Cyn had ended his own life. But I’d put the knife in his heart—I’d forced him into a corner where he felt he had to make that choice.

“It’s a lot to take on faith,” Meridian said again, still speaking to Sahluk. “That there are other Cyn out here, in the direction the other one came from; that we won’t run into something we can’t handle.”

“We’ve done all right so far,” the Mahren shrugged.

“We’ve survived so far,” JackDoes corrected. “I have patched … much damage to the ships. And our medical bays have patched much damage to each of you.”

“We’ve found the Bright Wanderers,” Sahluk said. “That’s a lead.”

“But it’s not what I’m asking,” Meridian shook her head. “I’m asking why you came. Why you volunteered.”

“To shoot at things, like I said,” Sahluk replied with a laugh—a laugh that sounded like a rockslide, granted, but still a laugh. Maybe not an honest one, though.

“That’s the easy answer,” she replied calmly, not buying it for a second. “It’s not the truth. Or not all of it, at least.”

He made a little sound, almost like a snort—but he kept looking at her, reappraising, through his one good eye. The other had been torn out by a devolved Reint during the battle of Sanctum—a reminder that, no matter if he’d spent most of his career with the Justified stationed close to home, he’d still paid his own set of dues for the good of the sect we all belonged to. Unlike Marus, he preferred to wear an eye patch rather than a prosthetic; his HUD could expand the field of view of his remaining optics to compensate during combat, and Sahluk had no interest in looking like anything other than what he was.

“Right,” he said finally, the one good eye still fixed on Meridian. “These last six months since we left Sanctum, I keep thinking of you three as kids—mainly because I’ve known you, the two of you, at least”—he nodded at Meridian and me—“since you both were. But you’re not anymore, are you?”

I shrugged; of the three of us, I was the oldest, at eighteen, though Sho’s maturity was rapidly approaching my own, since Wulf aged faster than humans. Meridian was only slightly younger, less than a year shy of me—the same age I’d been when I’d faced off against the Cyn in Odessa. I hadn’t felt like a “kid” since that day; I don’t know that I was fully an “adult,” either—I wasn’t Jane, not yet, just like Sho wasn’t Javier, nor Meridian Marus—but that had also been the day I’d seen the face of my mother, for the first and last time; the day I’d watched the Cyn try to burn my friends alive from the inside out; the day the Cyn had cornered me, alone, and I’d fought the fuck back: I hadn’t felt young after that. The sort of person who could see—or do—those things: they weren’t a “kid” anymore. They just weren’t.

So a kid probably would have said something snotty to Sahluk when he said what he did, would have found a way to say something sarcastic, something they thought was witty and impressive and was really just obnoxious. I didn’t say anything. I just waited, to see what he’d say next; so did the other two. None of us were as young as we’d once been. Though I guess that was true for everyone—sometimes it just seemed to happen faster than it did ordinarily.

Sahluk noted the lack of response; nodded his approval. He’d been testing us, seeing if we’d snarl and yap—apparently we’d passed. In the corner, JackDoes hissed uncomfortably—Reint were culturally sensitive to conversational silence—but Sahluk ignored him, looked at me instead. Not even at Meridian, who’d asked the question, but at me. “Mo,” he said finally. An answer, of a kind.

Mo—Mohammed. Jane’s mentor in the Justified. I’d only met him the once—he’d long since exiled himself from our sect, his version of penance for his part in the detonation of the pulse bomb—but he’d … made an impression.

And then he’d died, holding back the Cyn that had been trying to get to us.

“You knew him?” I asked, though I didn’t need to.

“I did,” he nodded. “When I was just a kid … he was the Mahren all the rest of us looked up to. An elite; the operative’s operative, the best of the best. What we were supposed to be, the same way the Wulf in the Justified look up to Criat, the way the Reint”—he looked over at JackDoes—“do with MelWill.”

“Everyone looks up to MelWill,” JackDoes said in reply; he wasn’t wrong, but I took Sahluk’s point. Mohammed had been to him what Jane was to me—something to aspire to. Though you’d never catch me telling her that.

“Mohammed was the ideal of what the Mahren amongst the Justified could be,” Sahluk continued, a slight dip to his rocky head punctuating the words. “Strong, smart—ruthless, when he had to be—but decent, too. There’s a part of me, I guess, that’s still trying to be him. Even after he left the way he did. And when I heard one of your bogeymen took him down…”

“Not revenge,” Meridian said quietly, watching his face. “That’s not what you’re looking for.”

“No,” he replied, sounding surprised she’d even suggest it. “That Cyn’s gone, and even if he wasn’t—revenge isn’t the Justified way.”

“You just want to fight the same battle he did.” It was JackDoes who said it this time, his forked tongue testing the air as he spoke. “To fight his … war. His last war.”

“To fight it? No. To win it?” Sahluk grinned. “Yeah. I’d take that.”

A hint of music drifted through the air, manifesting from nowhere—a Mahren vocal piece, a warrior’s dirge, the sort of thing composed on their homeworld back when the height of martial technology had been “a sledgehammer.” We all looked at Meridian, Sahluk raising an eyebrow, and she ducked her head, nervously brushing her jet-black hair back behind her pointed ear. “Sorry,” she apologized with a murmur. “Slipped.”

Meridian’s “gift”—her next-generation answer to my telekinesis and Sho’s ability to control the flow of energy—was a sort of highly specific telepathic empathy: she could “read” a person’s emotional state, and manifest that same state as music. Not very useful in combat, but all sorts of useful for a spy—one of the reasons, I’m sure, she’d been sent to Marus for her apprenticeship when her training at Sanctum was done. She’d been accidentally “reading” Sahluk, translating his emotional state—his admiration for Mo, for the Mahren virtues he’d exemplified, regardless of his human faith—into a complementary piece of music. It was something she had to work not to do, just … a part of her, like breathing, ever since her gifts had manifested at puberty.

“Looks like Esa’s not the only one who needs to work on her fine control,” Sho said mildly.

She stuck her tongue out at him; he crossed his golden eyes in response, and she laughed, glowing a little bit again. So much for maturity, I suppose.










CHAPTER 4


Jane



I sat in Scheherazade’s cockpit and watched the stars stream by; we’d left Raizencourt Observatory well behind us, with a firm lead on the Cyn—our first in months—ahead, in the form of the Bright Wanderers. Our supplies had been restocked, we’d stripped the observatory of as much mapping data as we could manage, and, hopefully, those very same cultists thought we were dead, taken out by the trap they’d left behind. I should have been happy, or as close as I got to it; Esa was pleased as anything, talking animatedly to Schaz back in the living quarters. I should have felt the same. I was brooding instead.

Oh, if Esa had asked, that wouldn’t have been what I would have called it. I would have told her I was thinking about tactics, planning our next move or something similar—strategizing how to take down the next Cyn we encountered. We’d learned a great deal from the fight on Odessa Station, theoretically enough to, if not level the playing field between us and the Cyn, at least make it slightly less tilted, but “theoretically” was different from practical application; until the metal met the … whatever the hell it was inside the Cyn’s armor, we wouldn’t know for sure.

Still, that wasn’t what I was doing: thinking about tactics, I mean. I was most definitely brooding. Cultists. Fucking cultists. Some of the others—Marus, especially, despite what the Cyn had done to his eyes—still hoped for a peaceful resolution to all this; hoped that we’d find some Cyn who just hadn’t known about the pulse, who would happily return to one of the Barious factory worlds with us, reverse the unintentional genocide we’d set into motion. I knew better. You didn’t send your … minions … out to seduce people with hope for a better world, with a promise held out before them that you couldn’t deliver, not unless you needed them willing to die for you.

I should know. Once upon a time, I’d been one of those minions. The “sects” in the sect wars had been a great many things—governments, ideologies, species-purity obsessives—but most of them had been focused on belief, in one form or another: the sect I’d grown up in had been no different. “Do what you’re told, and salvation awaits.” Therefore any enemy that stood between you and that salvation was subhuman, evil, unworthy of the mercy you’d been promised awaited in the next life, a mercy you’d rush toward with open arms—and a bomb strapped to your chest, if necessary. I’d never bought into it; not really. But I’d seen the toll it could take, and I’d still hated the enemy on the other side of my gun, because they’d put themselves there, and I’d needed something to hate.

That was what we were going to find, wherever these “Bright Wanderers” were headed, and I’d known it, ever since the first Cyn we’d encountered had started going on about “goddesses” and “destiny.” Regardless of the hope they might offer the Barious, these Cyn—and the cultists they controlled—represented a clear and present danger to the Justified, to the universe at large, even if they themselves didn’t know it yet. It was the same reasoning that had led Mo to pluck me out of my own sect, to turn me against my people before they even knew they were on the Justified’s radar, and it had been sound reasoning then, just like it was now.

Take out the threat before it even knows it’s a threat. Neutralize; contain; eradicate, if necessary. For the greater good.

The Bright Wanderers were expanding their reach across the galaxy—I knew that, from every rumor and story we’d heard about them on worlds off the edges of our maps. Our trek had taken us into the uncharted space where the Cyn’s ship had come from, seventeen years ago, before he’d hit Odessa Station. All we’d had to go on when we started this mission were the data recorders we’d salvaged from his ship, but those rumors, those stories, they all confirmed the same fears: the cult was growing more powerful, growing hungrier, and using the devastating combat abilities of the Cyn as the stick to match the carrot that was their “salvation from the pulse” pablum. Sooner or later, that hunger would curl around Sanctum, where they’d expect us to bow to their goddess as well, or face annihilation.

The Justified didn’t bow. Never had. Never would.

So: what would we find, when we reached the end of the line, the place where the Wanderers took their new recruits? I wasn’t sure what form it would take, but I knew what it would be: trouble, and ours to deal with. Same as it ever was.

When I finally stopped brooding and stepped back into the living quarters, I found Esa, and as it turned out, she knew all that too. She’d been talking to Schaz, yeah, as I’d sat in the cockpit, and she’d been excited while she did it, looking forward to the next step.

But she’d also been cleaning her gun.

Good girl.

“You think there’s going to be a fight,” she said, feeling me enter the room but not looking up from the pieces of her weapon, just as studious at this task as she was with every other. “You always think there’s going to be a fight, but this is … different.”

I nodded, stepping past her to the armory in the airlock, so I could retrieve one of the spare energy rifles there. “I think, best case,” I answered her, “we’re going to find ourselves storming a compound full of true believers, the sort who will throw themselves in front of a bullet just for a chance to please those that said such an act was the shortest distance between them and salvation.” I put the gun on the table beside her own and started stripping out the housing, taking a seat beside my younger partner as I did.

“And worst case?” she asked, still hard at work.

“You heard Meridian; their scans said there was a Cyn on board.”

“And that’s why you’re rewiring the energy rifle.” She’d noticed which weapon I was working on, despite the fact that she hadn’t looked up. “Even though you hate energy rifles.”

I smiled at that; she wasn’t wrong. The fancy, cutting-edge tech that made the weapons work also meant they were useless on nearly every pulsed world, and given that the vagaries of distance, friction, and atmospheric conditions meant you never knew how much each shot would drain the battery, they always seemed to crap out on me about three seconds before I thought they would, even when I did manage to take one into combat in an atmosphere that wouldn’t chew through it immediately. Still, the rifles were our best chance if we came up against another Cyn; Esa had been the one to discover that the energy matrix that made up the bodies of the forgotten species vibrated at a certain frequency, and if we rewired the rifles to match, it should burn right the hell through them.

“I know you don’t want to hear it, Jane,” she said slowly—choosing her words with care, like she’d been thinking about this for a while—“but if we do come up on another one of … them … you need to let me take the lead. I’m … built … for fighting them. You’re not.”

“If we do come up against another one of them, I’m going to fire this laser directly at their flaming head from the absolute limit of accurate distance,” I said, still not looking up from the rifle. “The Preacher and Marus still want to capture one alive, but we’re not going to be able to do so; not if they’re all like … him.” True believers; zealots. “So we put them down, and we learn what we can from what they leave behind.”

“Fair enough, but if it gets closer than that—you let me take the lead. You tried to fight him, on Odessa. You lost.” I’d lost because I couldn’t hit the bastard. With her ability to channel energy through her telekinesis, Esa could, which was the point she was trying to not-so-delicately make. What she didn’t get was that, no matter how much she’d grown, I would always be her mentor, her trainer, the closest thing she had to a parent; she would always be my student, my ward, my daughter. I was never going to do anything but put myself between her and those who would do her harm; that was just the way things were.

Still, I’d trained her well, and her victory on Odessa had given her confidence, if nothing else; between that and the improvements to her intention shielding she’d had built in during our debriefing on Sanctum—an improved battery pack, wired into her spine, one that not only strengthened her shields but also allowed her to channel more energy through the energy matrix with her teke—I had no doubt she could take on another Cyn, provided that new enemy was the equal of the last.

What we didn’t know was if that part would be true. Another Cyn—the one in charge of these Bright Wanderers, perhaps, the same one Meridian had read on the scans of the cultists’ vessel—might make the last one we’d met seem a tame puppy in comparison. And if she went into a fight forgetting that, she’d lose, and lose badly.

So I said nothing; just kept working on the rifle. After a moment, she shook her head and went back to the submachine gun; if nothing else, the nearly four years we’d spent together meant we were both good enough at reading the other’s moods to know when continuing an argument would simply be a lost cause.

That was when the destination alarms started going off: we were approaching the end of our hyperspace route.

We both snapped our weapons back together; I wiped my hands off, then tossed Esa the rag to do the same. As she finished up, I made my way back to the cockpit, sliding in behind the stick. She followed me shortly and took up her position at the gunnery chair, both of us waiting to see where the Bright Wanderers had been running to.

Before us, the stars were still flowing like liquid past the viewscreen; even after nearly two centuries of life, I still half expected them to actually splash across the reinforced glass of the cockpit canopy, like waves might breech over a submersible when it broke free of the surface of an ocean. It was still a beautiful sight, no matter what horrors awaited us once I pulled us out of the flow of the stars. I reached for the lever to pull us out of hyperspace, taking a deep breath before I did: we had no idea what we were about to emerge into.

“Do it,” Esa said, a note of quiet assurance in her voice, one that I felt a not-so-small sense of pride in having helped instill there.

“Get ready to throw on every stealth system we’ve got, Schaz,” I said; we didn’t know what, exactly, was waiting for us, but even if it was just the recruit transport, sitting on a barren moon somewhere, they’d notice another vessel emerging from hyperspace: they’d left the trap behind in the observatory for a reason, after all. We needed to disappear the instant we hit real space, and hope nobody was looking real hard in the few moments it would take for the stealth systems to come online.

“Roger,” Schaz agreed.

I cut the hyperspace engine and pulled us out of the current of the stars.

There had only been one system on the observatory’s maps that matched the precise vector of the recruiters’ exit from the otherwise empty Raizencourt system; the Wanderers’ only possible destination had been a backwater during the Golden Age, notable only for its relatively rare trio of stars, all in tight orbit around each other. As far as actual planets went, there were only a handful of gas giants—any terrestrial worlds had likely long since been eaten by one star or another, or even the giants themselves.

Most of the planets had a few rocky moons, all of which had been in the very early stages of terraforming at the time the observatory had taken its scans. That information was centuries and centuries out of date, though, which meant we had no idea what to expect as the liquid stars dropped away—

—and despite that, I was still shocked at what I saw.

We’d emerged from hyperspace close to the largest gas giant in the system, a golden-hued beauty with lavender storms swirling through the heights of its atmosphere. That much hadn’t changed from the observatory’s data, but its two moons were both unrecognizable—one of them was now surrounded by a massive web of arches and cables, the sort of metal scaffolding used for building enormous structures in zero gravity, and the other just wasn’t there anymore, not as a planetoid, at least: it had been cracked open entirely, the remains held in place by lines of magnetic force as mining ships blasted rare metals out of what remained of its core.

Zero-gravity construction and obliteration-level mining operations: together, they added up to exactly one thing, a sight I hadn’t come across since well before the pulse, when the sect I had been born into had finally taken our war off-planet to strike at the heart of our enemies’ strength. It was a shipyard, a military shipyard, and on a massive scale. These Bright Wanderers weren’t recruiting followers so they could bring them back to some sort of agricultural commune, or even to become soldiers, trained to carry their fight across the continents of whatever planet they called a home—they were recruiting slaves, laborers, a workforce for the yards whose scope had only one possible explanation.

Building starfighters didn’t take obliteration mining; zero-g scaffolding wasn’t required to make hyperspace-capable craft like Schaz, or even large-haul cargo freighters. Not even military frigates required that combination of resources and effort. The Bright Wanderers weren’t just making themselves a fleet, one to replace aging craft that had sailed the stars ever since the pulse: they were building dreadnaughts. Superbehemoths, crewed by thousands. The kind of ship that only had one conceivable purpose—war.

War, or annihilation.










CHAPTER 5


Jane



“Well,” Esa said, swallowing, as she stared out the cockpit with me. “That’s … yeah.”

It was, granted, one hell of a sight—an entire system converted into industrial purpose. I’d seen its like before, though not in a century; she hadn’t.

“Yeah,” I agreed, taking the stick and bringing us into a slow curve toward one of the more distant planets in the system—another gas giant, much smaller, this one with no moons at all, possibly because its orbit passed within a few thousand miles of one of the much larger celestial spheres once every decade or so. Schaz shuddered a little with atmospheric chop as I dove into the crimson-hued atmosphere, passing through clouds that looked like nothing so much as ruffled velvet; a warning light popped up on the console as one of our sister ships came out of hyperspace as well—Khaliphon.

“Transmit our location to Marus,” I told Esa, still holding Schaz steady against the turbulent pressure of the gas giant. Luckily, gas giants were significantly less likely than terrestrial worlds to have picked up anything but the lightest traces of pulse radiation, and Schaz could hide out among those strangely dense maroon-tinged clouds for as long as we had fuel to keep her airborne, which would be for quite a while, given the low gravity this high up.

Khaliphon didn’t have nearly as good a stealth suite as Schaz did—though still better than Bolivar or Shell—but he had enough of one that, even if the Bright Wanderers came to investigate anomalous pings on the edges of their system, they likely wouldn’t find anything. We’d have to hide out for a while in the atmosphere of the smaller giant, but that was fine by me; I needed time to digest exactly what in the hell we were looking at anyway.

It wasn’t just the shipyards, or the dreadnaughts themselves that were bothering me—though they bothered me plenty—it was the design of the things, the sweep of the half-built hulls we’d seen tethered to the scaffolding, nearly half a dozen, at my count: familiar, all of them, in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“Something … Go back,” Esa said. She wasn’t talking to me—which was good, because I had no intention of bringing us out of this atmosphere with the Bright Wanderers still investigating the possibility that we’d survived their trap—but to Schaz instead, sweeping her finger across the datascreen on her console. “There.” She looked up at me. “They’re not just building ships, Jane. There’s something inside the giant itself, down in the atmosphere, some sort of … I don’t know.” She slid her hand toward me, “throwing” the image over to the helm console; I settled us into a flight pattern and let Schaz take control, examining Esa’s findings myself.

Barely visible, climbing through the golden clouds and lavender storms of the planet, there were towers, jutting like spikes from the aureate glow; actual buildings, rising up from the dense fog of the world. The only reason I knew of to build structures in the atmosphere of a gas giant was if you wanted to harvest rare gases, and nothing in the composition of the world implied anything worth harvesting—in fact, it was mostly oxygen, more or less breathable to most of the sentient species.

“Some kind of … training facility, maybe?” I asked, though “training” wasn’t the first word that had come to mind: that would have been “indoctrination,” like the reeducation camps I’d spent most of my childhood doing everything in my power not to be sentenced to, a fate worse even than the war-choked fronts where I’d grown up.

“Don’t see why they’d need buildings in the planet’s atmosphere for that—it could be done just as easily in the living quarters on the construction sites,” she replied, sounding almost distracted, still studying the scan. “Maybe even easier; no horizon, total control of the environment; complete reliance on the station AI for anything and everything.” So Esa had realized the likelihood of what would be happening to the “recruits” the Bright Wanderers ferried off the pulsed worlds like the one where we’d picked up their trail, worlds so much like hers. She didn’t sound happy about it, either.

“I’m counting five hulls, under construction,” Marus said, his voice coming in over our encrypted frequencies, as Khaliphon fell into place behind Schaz. “Ranging from ‘almost complete’ to ‘superstructure still being lashed together.’ Based on the differential between the five craft—Jane, they could be a completing three dreadnaughts a year with this operation. Maybe even faster.”

“Which begs the question: where are the completed craft?” Javier asked; Bolivar had arrived as well, and was diving for the crimson world. “The odds that we showed up just before their very first monster took its maiden voyage … well, I wouldn’t take them against a hot meal.”

I considered the question as I kept an eye on our scanners: there was indeed a flight of patrol craft, heading out from the shipyards to investigate the interspatial disturbances left behind as our ships emerged from hyperspace. It would be a race to see who would arrive at the vector first: the Preacher, with Shell, the former Pax vessel she’d ripped the AI out of so she could run it herself, or the cultists. I started plotting a course to reach her, just in case—though starting a firefight here, where there were almost certainly larger craft in the shipyards themselves, frigates or carriers that could pound us to dust, would not be my first choice of strategy—but Shell came through with more than enough time to spare; I bounced the Preacher our location and she dove for the red-tinged atmosphere of our distant world, slipping into the velveteen clouds well before she came into range of the patrol crafts’ scanners.

“Based on the material missing from the mass of the cracked-open moon, it’s possible they’ve built dozens of dreadnaughts already,” the Preacher added her own observations to the conversation; despite the fact that she’d just arrived, she’d guessed at exactly what we’d be discussing, and she was right, though it was still a very Barious thing to do. “And also, the design of the things: they are Atellier-designed Nemesis class vessels, correct? Does that strike anyone else as one enormous coincidence?”

That’s where I’d recognized those lines from—I hadn’t recognized the superstructures themselves since they were still under construction, but once the Preacher said it, I could absolutely see it in my mind’s eye, a “completed” version of a Nemesis laid over the bones of the still-being-laid hulls. “No coincidence at all,” Marus said grimly. “One of the lingering questions of the Pax invasion has always been where they got their fleet. I think we’ve just found our answer.”

“But … that makes no sense.” Esa was shaking her head. “The Pax were—in their own way—just as zealous as these Bright Wanderers, just as rigid in their beliefs. Why would a cult claiming they can banish the pulse give dreadnaughts to a society obsessed with strength, one that saw the pulse as their deliverance?”

“Cash money’s always a good bet,” Javier replied, his voice dry.

“The Pax would have had to sell most of their worlds’ populations to the Wanderers to even afford half the dreadnaughts they flew against Sanctum,” Marus said in response. “No—Esa’s right. They were … a gift. It’s possible, perhaps even likely, that the Pax themselves had no idea of the original origin of their crafts. ‘Don’t ask the trajectory of a free supply drop’ and all that.”

“Besides, the Pax were egomaniacal enough to assume they just deserved to discover a dozen dreadnaughts, all in perfect working condition,” the Preacher agreed. “But the question remains: why would the Wanderers want to arm the Pax?”

I was only half listening to the discussion; the other half of my attention was still riveted to my screens, where the patrol craft were investigating the rough area of the void where we’d slipped out of hyperspace. They’d branched out into a search pattern, overlapping their scans. Depending on what kind of gear they were equipped with, Schaz’s own flight path would almost certainly go undetected, but some of the others might not be so lucky.

“Us,” Sahluk replied, something grim in his tone. “That’s the common denominator; the Justified. The Pax hit us, and the Cyn from Kandriad was seeking out gifted, just like we do. We’re the competition. The Wanderers gave the Pax the vessels because they knew, somehow, the Pax were about to come into conflict with us—hell, they may have been the ones to tip them in our direction in the first place. The Cyn you fought; he made clear intimations that he knew about the role the Justified played in the origins of the pulse. Arming the Pax might have been an attempt to take us off the board, to stop us from sweeping up gifted kids before they could get to them—”

“Or, at the very least, to tie up our attention with rebuilding and reconstruction.” Marus was nodding; I could tell by the tone in his voice. “Leaving us unlikely to realize what they were up to until it was too late.”

“Which it may well be already,” Javier said again. “If they could afford to just give the Pax—what, a half dozen dreadnaughts? More? At least some of the supercraft the Pax flew against Sanctum would have been owned by them originally, but still—if the Bright Wanderers have enough craft they could afford to just hand that many over: how many do they have total?”

“And why does no one else seem to know about it?” Esa asked. On the screen, the patrol craft were disengaging, though two had been left behind, on-station, to observe, and I let myself relax, just a bit—that was probably the best we could have hoped for. “We’re off the Justified maps, yeah—”

“Pretty damn far off,” Sahluk agreed.

“But it’s not like there aren’t any sects out here; there are power struggles, worlds only lightly pulsed that can still trade, still send ships out to the stars. It seems impossible that no one would have, you know, noticed a cult growing this … this…” She stopped, momentarily at a loss for words—a rarity for Esa.

“Goddamned terrifying?” Javier guessed.

“Relentlessly industrial?” JackDoes put in, from the bridge on Khaliphon.

“Aggressively evangelical?” I could hear the ghost of a smile in the Preacher’s voice, as even she chimed in on the joke.

“Point is,” Esa continued with some asperity—I don’t think she had any idea how much she sounded exactly like me in that moment, the same tone in her voice that I took when she and Schaz thought they were being clever—“the worlds we visited, where we heard about the Wanderers—even the ones where they’d been recruiting—all of them said that their interest was in people, converts. Not industrial materials, not— They thought of the recruiters as a curiosity; a nuisance, at most. Not as an army.” And that was exactly what we were looking at: an army. An army that could have just taken, at gunpoint, whatever or whomever they wanted. So why the charade of the poor religion with good intentions; why do their recruiting in knock-about cargo ships like the ancient hulk we’d been pursuing?

For the same reason they’d armed the Pax indirectly, rather than coming at the Justified themselves: because they didn’t want to tip their hand to the rest of the galaxy. Because they were playing a much, much longer game.

Which meant they were after a much greater prize.










CHAPTER 6


Jane



I leaned back in my chair, relaxing a bit now that the patrol craft hadn’t blown our location; hopefully, they thought it was just a false positive, and four “arrivals” in-system in a row with nothing to show for it was more likely to read as a software glitch than anything else. Even with the trap they’d set for us, we’d been careful to stagger our arrivals into other systems when we were on their trail—what Esa called my “relentless paranoia” paying dividends again—so they didn’t know how many of us there were.

“So,” I said, trying to put the pieces together in my mind—“working the problem,” Mo used to call it—“they build the dreadnaughts here, and probably also make this the first step in their indoctrination efforts: brainwash the new recruits on-site, where there’s only hard labor and no chance of escape for those who get cold feet. Then, they send those who—they probably have some bullshit term for it, ‘ascend’ or something like that, but what it really means is ‘won’t question orders’—they send those recruits, along with the completed dreadnaughts, to a second location, their staging ground, wherever that is. Those who don’t make the cut never see different suns than these; they get to spend the rest of their lives here, building weapons of war.”

“Meaning this isn’t actually their … home, their origin,” Sahluk followed along. “We haven’t found the heart, is what you’re saying—just the fist.”

“More like ‘the spleen,’ biologically speaking,” JackDoes hissed. “The ‘fist’ would be wherever the dreadnaughts are going.”

“The big question remains,” Marus said, “how does all this tie in to the Cyn, and their hunt for the gifted? If the Bright Wanderers can actually deliver on what they’re promising—a galaxy free of the pulse—why are they preparing for war? Most of the still-functioning governments out there would surrender unconditionally to an outside force that could lift the pulse from their atmosphere.”

“Even my world would have done so,” Meridian agreed, sounding just a little hesitant to be chiming in on the comms. “And we were less affected than most. Still, a return to the Golden Age, offered in an instant. Marus is right—they wouldn’t need warships. So why…”

“Because it’s bullshit,” the Preacher said flatly; of course that was her opinion. If what the Bright Wanderers were offering was true, that would mean they could revitalize the Barious factories on Requiem and elsewhere in a heartbeat—bring the Preacher’s race back from the brink of extinction. There were only two ways for a person to react to someone offering them a miracle: to weep and assume it was divine intervention, or to flatly deny even the possibility of the act, to look for the sharp blade hidden in the offering palm. The Preacher had very much taken the second assumption, ever since the first Cyn had shown up, because the only other possibility was that the race of glowing beings could have stepped in, at any time, to prevent the Barious’s slow-motion erasure, and had not.

“And what they’d be offering wouldn’t be a return to the Golden Age anyway,” I reminded them all. “That era fell apart centuries before the pulse, remember? And maybe that’s what they’re preparing for: not a return to the peace and prosperity they’re promising—even if they could deliver it—but what would actually happen instead.”

“The return of the sect wars.” Marus took a deep breath; I could hear it over the comm. “A return to all of that.” All the indiscriminate killing, all the hate, all the pain; entire worlds, lost in an instant. Say what you like about the pulse the Justified had—inadvertently—released onto the galaxy; it had at least slowed the pace of violent death that had been omnipresent across the galaxy before we—I—had triggered the bomb.

“And every world would be like my home,” Sho said softly. Kandriad, Sho’s home planet, had never learned of the end of the sect wars, had been locked in sectarian conflict for generations, as the rest of the galaxy moved on.

“Worse,” I told him. “At least on Kandriad, the weapons were determined by the pulse. Your people never had access to orbital laser platforms, or black-hole missiles, or core-melting fracture bombs.”

“No; just guns, and awful determination,” Sho replied. I didn’t really have an answer for that; he was right. Hate was hate, regardless of the scale.

“Best way to win a war, though,” Sahluk mused; I could hear him rubbing his chin, even through the comm, stone scratching against crystal. “Don’t let the other side know they’re even at war before it’s too late.” He was right: if the Bright Wanderers really were planning to bring the sect wars roaring back to life, they’d have … distinct advantages, just in being prepared for the return of the bloodshed, when the rest of the galaxy was not.

“We need to know more,” Javier said simply. “Out here in unfamiliar territory, we’ve had few enough chances to broadcast our findings back to Sanctum, and we don’t know when the next time we’ll happen across a broadcast tower will even be—we need to find out as much as we can before we send the next packet out.”

“And your suggestion as to how we would do that?” Marus asked.

“How do you find out anything?” Javier asked, and I could hear the grin in his voice, the grin that meant he was about to do something stupid, but before I could do anything to stop him, he’d answered his own question: “You look.” And then he was pulling Bolivar out of our flight pattern, arcing his little ship upward through the crimson atmosphere.

“Get back here,” I hissed at him, with no results. If he’d been standing right beside me, I would have grabbed for his arm, but there was nothing I could do—short of having Schaz shoot his ship out of the sky, which would draw just as much attention as anything he might be planning—so instead I simply ground my teeth as, per fucking usual, Javier acted without thinking of the greater consequences.

“Calm down, Jane,” Esa said, and I could hear a smile in her voice, “your sweetie knows what he’s doing.”

“My sweetie is going to get us all killed,” I hissed back, not bothering to cover the comms channel as I said it. The two patrol ships were still out there, scanning for any sort of movement; Bolivar had the least stealth tech of any of us outside of Shell, and I reached for the control stick, ready to blast the two smaller craft out of the sky the instant they locked onto Javier’s position—maybe, just maybe, if I could take them out quick enough, they wouldn’t have time to send a warning to the shipyards: instead, the shipyard control would just know that its two patrol craft had disappeared once they didn’t check in, which wasn’t much better—

Except Bolivar had barely broken free from the gravity well of the gas giant before Javier brought him around in a tight loop, diving right back into the smooth clouds of velvet, the patrol ships none the wiser. “Relax, sweetheart,” he said evenly. “’Var’s got the best long-range scanners of our little convoy, remember? I just wanted to take a more … focused … look at the network data surrounding the yards. We need information, and the network’s where the information lives.”

Relax? Relax? I’d give him “relax”—I’d give him—

“What’s the setup?” the Preacher asked calmly, as if he hadn’t just risked giving away our position entirely, and bringing down the wrath of god knows how many vessels on our heads.

“Not great,” he admitted, dropping back into position and sharing out the data with the rest of us. “Each of the dreadnaught superstructures is tied in to a single network hub down in the planetary atmosphere—that’s probably what those towers Esa picked up are for—but the network itself is locked down, tight. Feel free to prove me wrong,” he added hopefully, “given that I’m not the most tech-savvy member of this little crew…”

“Unbreakable,” JackDoes replied succinctly, already studying the new information himself. “Shifting encryption derived from purposefully chaotic algorithms. They must generate a passcode, then share that passcode—likely physically—with the AI on each dreadnaught core before even they can access the larger network. And even if we did—somehow—get access to one of the AI’s central controls, a thing that would require us to be physically present on one of the dreadnaughts, they’d simply shift the passcode again, at the network’s hub: here.” A region of the gas giant’s golden surface was highlighted on our maps as JackDoes transmitted the data: one of the spires Esa had seen on our first pass through the system. “The AI we’d accessed would be locked out from that point on.”
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