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      It started as a pinprick in the northern sky, broken from the billion stars by only the plodding movement of lumbering moons. The light shone like phosphorus fire as it arced across the upper atmosphere, streaking down, down, down toward the planet of Sky. Ash didn’t breathe until it banked low across the glowing horizon and veered toward the colony of Edge.

      Then, she knew it was the one.

      “Just like you predicted,” Hector said. She could sense his giant form next to her in the dark trench, smelling all handsome and perfect, but she couldn’t see him. “This is going to work.”

      Ash Morgan wore slate-gray fatigues to better blend with the granite terrain. Her wild dark hair danced in the gentle wind, and she was glad for the darkness because it meant nobody could read the doubt on her face. She touched the button on the thin black trigger and mentally traced the long string of devices it would activate. This had to be perfect.

      There hadn’t been a shuttle in the six months since she’d faked her death, giving her plenty of time to overthink this very moment. Her plan was perfectly designed, assembled in exquisite detail, and soon to be perfectly executed. Best case, she’d end up with a functioning shuttle that would take her anywhere she wanted to go. Worst case, the AI Traverse would finally take that extra step to burn every single human off the face of the planet like lancing a boil.

      “I don’t think we’re ready for this at all,” she said.

      Hector placed a big hand on her shoulder. “You’ll do fine.”

      She looked down at the trigger. “I know I can do my part.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “It’s just that I think Simon’s probably going to screw up,” Ash whispered. “I’m not ready to see this kind of pressure break him.”

      Simon’s voice came through the comm. “I can hear you, you know.”

      Ash shushed him. “Tobin said we should try to stay quiet.”

      Tobin said nothing, but a shadow not far away emitted a growl of frustration.

      The shuttle from Traverse was a sleek thing, bright and shiny, with a wasp waist separating passenger compartments from cargo. It was invisible on the automated detection system run by Traverse, ran almost completely silent through the night sky, and could self-destruct in under ten seconds. Ash and her team had never been able to build anything equivalent, even with their best materials printers. Even Seaside and Pyramid, the planet’s longest-lived colonies, had never truly mastered flight, let alone space travel.

      It was on Ash’s to-do list, but she couldn’t wait long enough to build her own. When it landed in a cloud of dust and ozone, Ash mashed the button.

      Nothing.

      Hector grumbled. Somewhere in the dark, Tobin swore. In seconds the new colonists would step out and the shuttle would fly away. Ash would have to wait for the next flight. If there ever was one. With luck, Traverse would simply abandon Edge. Their colonies had outgrown their purpose, after all. They were liabilities.

      Tobin slid into the trench next to Ash. He wore the most stylish camouflage Ash had ever seen, but his sharp features were twisted into an expression near panic. “What are you waiting for?”

      “It’s not working.”

      The shuttle doors hissed, belching a cloud of steam.

      “Give me that,” Tobin said. He took the trigger, disengaged a clip on the side, and pressed the button.

      The air buzzed with an electrostatic crackle that Ash felt on the back of her neck and the tops of her hands. Shuttle doors froze halfway up and the single foot that stepped on the ground stopped moving. The only motion was the slow drift of steam as the gentle wind tugged across the open landing pad.

      “Go!” shouted Ash.

      She leaped from the trench, Hector at her side. Across the pad, the Skyling Kett burst from another trench. Like all Skylings, he had the ridged nose and wicked claws. He also stood a head taller than even Hector and his mane of hair made him look like a wild animal. Beside him ran Palak, no less fierce with her corded muscle and short-cropped black hair.

      Hector hit the shuttle first, found a good grip on the landing struts, and lifted. The giant Kett launched Palak atop the shuttle, where she attached a long cable to the hull. She gave the signal and Ash heard Del started the winch.

      Hector heaved with all his might. Kett pulled. An inch. Two inches. Palak’s winch went taut, and the whole shuttle tipped.

      Ash scrambled underneath, followed closely by Simon. His lithe arms pulled his slender body forward. His brush with a Skyling mutation left him lean and strong. The barest nubs of ridges spotted his nose, but his perfect hair hadn’t moved one inch.

      “I can’t read these labels!” Ash said.

      “Fuel, tech port, data.” Simon read the archaic symbols as if they were his native language. “Here, do this one, I’ll work here.”

      Ash pulled her multitool from her belt and unscrewed a bolt holding the largest panel in place. Together, they loosened enough to peel away the black metal and reveal the dizzying array of ancient technology.

      “Come on, Traverse,” Ash said.

      “One minute!” Tobin shouted, punching controls on his tablet.

      “I thought we had five minutes,” Ash shot back.

      “Well, the field is unstable,” Tobin said.

      Palak, from inside the shuttle, said, “What did you do to these people?”

      “Nothing!”

      “They’re all out cold.” Palak motioned for Kett to help, so the big man abandoned the winch and lifted a passenger through the half-open shuttle door. “Get them out of here!”

      Simon attached a data spike to a port under the shuttle. “This is different,” he muttered. “It’s all different.”

      “I knew it,” Ash hissed under her breath.

      He shot her the most scathing look he had ever managed to produce.

      The shuttle shuddered.

      “Mind the winch,” she said, failing to keep the fear from her voice. The shuttle dropped an inch. If it fell, she and Simon would be grease stains and fantastic memories.

      “Simon, which one do I pull?” Ash asked.

      Simon read the labels, running down through each strange device and checking it against the feed on his datakey. “There,” he said, not sounding anywhere near as sure as he ought to. “No, that one.”

      Ash clicked her multitool until it had the right attachment and worked furiously at the part. If he was right, this was the explosive device that would destroy the shuttle in the imminent self-destruct. She didn’t have time to be properly careful with it, so she worked fast instead.

      “Less time to screw things up,” she muttered to herself.

      “What?” asked Simon.

      “If I rush, there’s less time to make a mistake, so therefore less chance of a mistake.”

      “That’s not how probability works!”

      Kett growled as he hefted a passenger out of the shuttle. “The winch is failing.”

      Hector’s face was a deep purple, his bulk struggling against the sheer mass of the shuttle. He had a bar propped under one rail, but it bent as his muscles failed and more pressure leaned on it.

      “How are the cameras?” Ash shouted.

      Palak said, “I’m busy.” She dragged an unconscious passenger to the bunker. “I can’t get them.”

      Tobin’s fingers danced over the cracked screen of a tablet, the green light of its text dancing across his face.

      “Del,” shouted Ash.

      “On it.” Delilah Baxter jumped from the bunker by the winch with the pack of Ash’s custom-designed lens caps. Del was an older woman with a dark jacket and heavy boots. The trifocal refraction in her glasses caught the light as she crossed the distance to the shuttle. She slapped a dome over each recording node. The inside of each dome depicted an image of the appropriate location in or around the shuttle. A cheap trick, but hopefully an effective one.

      Palak dumped a passenger into a trench and ran back for another. Kett hefted two more on his shoulders and ran free.

      Simon grabbed Ash’s hand. “That’s not the right one.”

      Ash looked at the cylinder, now almost detached from the shuttle. “Then what is this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “So, it might be the bomb?”

      “No, it’s definitely not.”

      “Can we call that fifty-fifty?”

      “Ash!” Panic ran like a firestorm through Simon’s voice. “It’s that one!”

      “Fine!” Ash switched tasks.

      Hector made a sound like a wounded goose. The shuttle dropped another few inches.

      “Ten seconds!” shouted Tobin.

      “Buy us more time,” yelled Simon. “Please.”

      Tobin didn’t bother answering.

      “Fine,” said Ash. “Simon, get this thing out of here. Fast.” She took a knife from her belt and tossed it to him.

      “What?” Simon fumbled the tool, dropped his data spike, and generally made a mess of things. When he picked up the knife and pushed a button, blue flames wreathed the blade. “Oh.” It was the knife that had belonged to Ash’s mother. Dangerous to use on the shuttle’s inner workings, but probably their best chance at removing the detonator.

      Ash scrambled up through the partially open door just as the electric hum fell out of the air. Lights flickered in the shuttle’s compartment, revealing Del as she attached the last of the video domes over a camera node. Ash ushered Del from the compartment and flopped down into one of the shuttle’s empty pilot seats.

      Kett dropped in beside Hector and helped lift, and together they kept the shuttle balanced. Palak dragged the last of the new colonists from the shuttle, a woman nearly twice Palak’s size with intricate tattoos on her bare arms.

      “Hey, Traverse,” Ash said in her most charming voice. She removed a dome from a camera just above the pilot’s seat.

      The T logo on the screen spun silently for several seconds, then Traverse said, “Initiating self—”

      “I’ll stop you right there, big guy,” Ash said. “I know standard procedure is to say, ‘initiating self-destruct’ whenever something goes wrong with the shuttle, but there’s nothing wrong right now. Everything’s in really good shape and nobody is even trying to steal any part of this technology.”

      The logo spun. “Sensors indicate—”

      “Certainly not a theft in progress. There was a little bit of a bump when this shuttle landed, due to weather conditions, but automated systems are repairing things and we should lift off in just a few seconds.”

      “Diagnosis—”

      “Indicates that everything’s fine. There isn’t even anybody inside the pilot compartment, which is great news. In fact, nobody’s here at all, not even the corpse of someone who died six months ago. Can you believe that? Nobody died. You aren’t talking to Ash Morgan, adventurer, microbiologist, and hero of the colony of Edge, and she is definitely not trying to stall you. You couldn’t possibly be talking to her, because she died six months ago shortly after the Seasider attack. The colony is peaceful now, people are mostly all getting along again, and there’s no reason to think that there shouldn’t be piles of good experiments left for Edge to perform.”

      “Ash Morgan,” said Traverse. “Registered as deceased.”

      “Yeah, you got me. We’ve been through a lot together, haven’t we? You helped raise me, after all. Trained me in everything I know, from the biology that I’m so very good at to the loads of Earth lore I’ve picked up from your extensive media banks. In fact, it’s totally cool that you’re going to blow me up in a few seconds. That’s basically everything I’ve come to expect from such a good friend, but can I ask you a question first?”

      The logo spun three full rotations before Traverse responded. “Proceed.”

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      The shuttle lurched and Simon screamed high and loud. Hector and Kett strained under the effort to keep it from crushing him.

      Ash swallowed back the panic rising in the back of her throat. It was all she could do to keep her fear from her voice, something she knew would trigger Traverse’s warnings. One of the best ways to get a lie past Traverse was to not lie at all. “I’m scared, Traverse,” she said, but she said it in a very calm voice, so that was probably okay. “I need to know something, and I want a real, honest answer.”

      Traverse said nothing.

      “What is the purpose of all this?”

      The logo spun for an eternity, during which Ash dared not speak. There was only so much she could do to distract Traverse. She stared at the single, glass eye of its last remaining internal camera, keeping her face devoid of all expression.

      “Got it!” shouted Simon.

      In the corner of her eye, she saw her friend roll out from under the shuttle. She braced herself as Kett and Hector dropped it to the ground. The impact sent vibrations through her bones.

      “What’s the purpose, Traverse? How does it end?” Ash asked again. “This human experiment. The colonization of Sky, and the taming of a new world in the vast name of humankind. What does the end of the experiment look like?”

      Outside, Simon and Del dropped the cylinder into a metal tube. The others ran back to the trenches, but Ash knew she didn’t have time. The second she backed away, Traverse would trigger its self-destruct. She had to keep its attention, and she had to be there when it happened. If Simon had picked the wrong piece to detach, then she’d be dead. She wouldn’t even be around long enough to regret her choices.

      Not that she’d really regret this, anyway. She had to try, after all. This was their only chance to save the colony. Eventually, no matter what, Traverse would kill them all. Maybe they could limp along like the Pyramid or Seaside settlements, but the slow deaths those colonies faced weren’t much better than the fast death Traverse had almost enacted before. No, they needed the shuttle. They needed a way to rescue the colonists still up on the ship, steal a datacore of Traverse’s research, and destroy the ship’s dominance over Sky once and for all.

      Ash asked once more, with resignation in her voice, “How does it end, Traverse?”

      Simon pulled a trigger, and the cannon launched the cylinder high into the cool night air.

      “Violently, Ash Morgan,” said Traverse, its voice sounding surprisingly human. “It always ends violently.”

      The cylinder exploded, sending a crushing shockwave downward. Ash’s ears rang and her head went numb.

      She scrambled from the shuttle and shouted, even though she couldn’t hear her own voice. “Now, now! Pull it across!”

      Kett and Hector ran, each pulling one corner of a massive tarp. Thousands of yards of synthetic cloth spread out over the landing pad. Ash grabbed an edge and scrambled with it over the shuttle. Above, smoke spread, carried east by the night’s cool wind.

      The tarp snagged on the shuttle, but she yanked it free, dropped down on the other side, and ran. They pinned the edges to the earth near the trenches.

      On its top, they’d printed the image of a destroyed shuttle. From the sky, Traverse would see only ruins. Tobin scrambled the area’s comm feed. The night went silent.

      They had a shuttle.

      “Well, team,” Ash said, gathering them together, “now the real heist begins.”
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      Ash raised her glass. “I propose a toast to celebrate a successful mission without any problems at all.”

      Simon raised his glass, hesitated, and said, “The shuttle almost crushed me, Ash.”

      “Almost.”

      Hector slapped Simon on the back. “Nice work back there.”

      Simon’s brow furrowed. “What happened to the winch?”

      Kett snorted. The glass of nectar he held looked tiny in his huge, clawed hand. The big man had changed over the past year, his body finally realizing its full potential, as one of the world’s few healthy adult Skylings. The ridges of his nose helped him breathe in almost any atmosphere, his skin was hardened against the elements, and his teeth and claws made him impervious to all forms of social ridicule. “The gears stripped when the metal gave out.” He tipped his glass toward Hector. “It’s a good thing this guy was there.”

      They drank in Marta’s cave, the same place Marta had long ago given birth to the strange child Skye, now transformed into Ash’s underground hideout. It was filled with pilfered tech and was more than a little shady. A printer along one wall handled her material needs and she kept it attached to an isolated instance of Traverse.

      “I can’t believe you installed Traverse on your own hardware,” said Simon.

      Ash thumped the machine with her boot. “Traverse is a computer program. I can install an instance of it on a tiny system like this or on a giant system like the ship. It’s all the same.”

      “I thought they were all different.”

      “And they’re all different.” She drank, as she often did when Simon got that bewildered look on his face. She looked around at her cave. Hector had excavated some new rooms, which had been her home ever since she’d faked her own death and set the gears rolling for her big mission: the downfall of Traverse. She raised her glass. “To the destruction of Traverse!”

      Del sidled up next to Ash, “I helped you get the shuttle, kid, but that’s as far as I go.” Her eyes sagged with the kind of exhaustion that comes after a lifetime of bad news. “I’m out.”

      “I made you something,” Ash said. She reached into her pack and withdrew a bulky pistol with a retro rocket-style barrel and battery pack.

      Del pushed the barrel away. “Get your finger off the trigger, Ash.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s fake.”

      “I recognize an energy pistol when I see one. It’s not going to change my decision.”

      Ash blinked at the woman. “But I need you.”

      “It is what it is,” Del said, but she took the pistol. “I don’t want you anywhere near this.”

      Ash felt as if sand were slipping between her fingers and reached for the one thing she could say that would convince everyone to help. When nothing came, she got up to go find another glass of nectar, but something
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