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Introduction

In the Arcana Imperii Universe, the Anti-spinward marches of the DHC (Directorate of Human Corporations) are the fastest growing part of the human expansion, with colonies spawning colonies as fast as new, habitable planets are discovered. And there are rumours of another alien race out there in the dark, and various alliances by human colonies that have led to proxy wars and brushfire conflicts. The DHC isn’t exactly a government and it doesn’t really have a spy service, but someone’s got to figure out what’s going on out there on the edge, and someone has to hold the line against a return to the Age of Chaos.

It’s worth noting that the DHC has a merchant service that’s very like a space military, and a board of directors (the Seventeen) led by a chairperson (often called the ‘Doje’). The DHC is often resented out on the Fringe, especially by young planetary governments determined to experiment with all of the mistakes that humanity has made in the past. The DHC is devoted to the preservation of interplanetary trade under conditions that foster fair wages and some justice in the distribution of wealth, but it is also dedicated to covering its costs and making a profit on its most important trade item, xenoglas, which comes from the Starfish, who are, so far, the only aliens that humanity has met out in the void.

Within the DHC, there is a division between the so-called ‘Core Worlds’ that were settled in humanity’s first burst of expansion during and after the ‘Collapse’ of Old Terra, and the younger frontier worlds. The core worlds, with their huge populations and regulated industry, provide every citizen with a level of wealth that makes life extremely comfortable for most. Out on the frontier, life is harder, and different. And there are levels of unfairness; the large populations in the core can always outvote the frontier worlds. But in the core, as in PTX, humanity retains a strong sense of history, and an insistence that the events of the Collapse never be repeated. On the frontier, old ways are sometimes born again.

Readers of Artifact Space are aware that there is a conspiracy within the DHC and even inside the more authoritarian PTX to change the forms of government. That plot, and the tendrils of it that affected the Athens are linked to events in these stories, and will reach their fruition in Deep Black, the sequel to Artifact Space, due out in January 2024.

Finally, a word on dates. All dates are ‘ad’ or so-called ‘Christian Era’. Now, let’s be honest, there is no simultaneity across the many light years of the human expansion. However, for the reader to best understand the progression of these stories and the development of the associated plots and discoveries, each story is dated. For comparison, the Athens and Marca Nbaro left the port of New London 2784.4.12 or (old calendar) 12 April 2784. In fact, the calendar of Old Terra remains the ‘standard’ for DHC operations, but no settled planet in the human sphere has a 24-hour day, much less a 365(ish)-day year. The dates are artificial.



Getting Even

New Shenzen is one of five planetary systems involved in a ‘forced colonisation’ effort by New Texas, a rich world seeking to force local hegemony on various rebels who call themselves the ‘Liberation Tigers’. New Texas can be found on the ‘right-hand’ side of the star map in Artifact Space. New Mexico, Deadwood and New Shenzen are all beyond it.

2783.11.4

He was out cold through the high-g burns his drop capsule made, which was for the best, but shot to drug-induced clarity as soon as the capsule was falling free, his eyes on the heads-up display inside his helmet, and the altitude readings flashed amber, and eventually green as the landscape below him changed from a solid night-time darkness to one sprinkled with lights; the line of a road off to his right, farmsteads, as he’d been told to expect. The drop was on target, and he was on time. He let the altitude light glow green for a few seconds, watched the ground rushing at him, and then shed the capsule, which blew out in four uneven pieces that began to break up and flutter away, lost in the rushing darkness. They would disintegrate over the next few minutes, so as to leave no trace …

He spread his arms, moved west a little, looking for the tell-tale junction of the two sets of road lights, then aiming a little farther west. Far off to the east, there was a line of light; he was still high enough to catch an early glance at the coming dawn.

And down, and down, and down. He had all of his usual anxieties: chute openings, missed openings, partial canopies. In a life of extremely high-risk activities, jumping from space was somehow his least favourite.

The altitude scrolled down and down on his HUD. He was in the parameters of his drop zone, and he’d slowed his rate of descent some, and if they had him on radar, none of this would matter.

Tabbing his chute, a giant hand grabbed him and seemed to pull him up, up, the deceleration massive. But his timing was good; he swung, almost weightless, for only a few seconds, and then the tree line at the well-lit road was at eye level.

He rolled, a rush of dopamine at having survived another damned drop hitting him even as he felt the uneven ploughed ground under his hip and shoulder, left arm already gathering his chutes.

He walked to the far tree line, farthest from the road, the chute already a small bundle under his arm, his helmet, the only identifiable DHC artifact on his body, already off his head and dangling from the chinstrap. In the tree line, he produced a light entrenching tool, dug a surprisingly deep hole, and buried the helmet with the chute forced inside. Mostly.

He covered the hole, replaced the alien leaf mould. Star-shaped leaves. They were echoed on the badges on the collar of his uniform as a major of the New Texas Regular Army, right above his jump wings and the name tag that read ‘Hauteville’, which was close enough to his real name that he could respond correctly.

Dawn was still an hour away. Something – an insect? An alien reptile analogue? – made a high-pitched whining sound that at first seemed like ringing in his ears. The air tasted remarkably clean, if dry; a welcome change from his ship’s recycled air.

He checked his short gauss carbine, adjusted his somewhat primitive night-vision goggles, and started off along the treeline towards the next field. New Shenzen, the planet he’d just set foot on, was an early settlement for something this far out from the human core; it had big cities, but it also had highly developed agriculture, and the ploughed fields and their aggressive electric fences told him a great deal about the local biome.

New Texas had been trying to conquer this place for six years, and had sent ‘settlers’ to enforce their rule. According to the few journalists to report from here, the ‘settlers’ had mostly committed war crimes.

He passed two fences without cutting them, and started across a third field. As he’d hoped, he saw a heat signature in the right place, and even as he crouched, it emitted a pulse in the IR spectrum that told him that he was being met by the right contact. Despite which, he spent fifteen long minutes watching. Something big moved in the wood line behind him; something triggered the electric fence and then screeched. He froze. The mammal analogues here were more insectoid than mammalian, even though those terms were meaningless except in perception.

Whatever. He didn’t have to shoot it. He waited a little longer, but it all looked right.

He moved past the third fence, closer to what he devoutly hoped was his contact. When he was about ten metres out, he saw the heat signature rise to its feet and … run.

Only then did he hear the engines: a torrent of noise that needed no amplification. There were suddenly motorcycles on the road beyond the trees – fast movers – and lights. They poured over the hill, out of the night.

‘Hands up! Hands where I can see them!’ roared a woman’s voice from the bright lights, and then there were figures silhouetted against the headlamps, a dozen of them with rifles. He already had the IR goggles off, and he lay flat.

He was still lying flat when four of them walked over to him. ‘Get up, deserter,’ spat a man with lank yellow hair.

Deserter? he wondered. But they didn’t shoot him out of hand, just stripped his carbine and sidearm away.

Busted op, he thought. Betrayed? It clearly wasn’t his contact, who wore the same uniform he was wearing and was now gagged and tied to the back of a big bike.

‘Let’s just waste ’em,’ said a woman. ‘Fucking cowards.’

‘Now, Jess,’ Yellow-hair said in a New Texas drawl. ‘We’ll have a nice trial and the firing squad will off them. That’s all legal, like.’ He turned. ‘You, Major. What unit?’

‘Major Renau’ Hauteville,’ he answered. ‘046-38-98-4534.’

The man hit him hard, and without warning, in the face. ‘I asked what unit,’ he said, voice flat. Ah axed what oonit is what the man actually said.

‘The Haqq Convention of War requires only—’ he muttered before the man hit him again. He might have gone unconscious, except that the jump drugs were still making him hyper-aware, which was too bad, because pain spiked under jump drugs, a little side effect that …

My mind is wandering. Dammit, I’ve only been down half an hour.

He was utterly alone, with no possibility of support.

‘You stupid? What fuckin’ unit?’ the man said.

They were irregulars; terrorists, insurgents, freedom fighters. They didn’t even have armbands, although they did have a very modern selection of weapons. A militia. Probably a New Texan militia. Settlers.

We’re supposed to be on the same side, moron! He wanted to spit it at the man.

He was torn. Playing a professional soldier in an ugly war, he really ought to stick to the rules and not tell them his unit, except that, of course, he wasn’t really a New Texan regular. And it made no sense whatsoever that they were willing to take him, beat him, when they had to at least wonder if he was from their ‘side’.

Intelligence briefings, he thought. Never up to date. This mission had been planned three months ago, on the bridge of a merchant ship running dark and playing at warship.

‘Jus’ waste ’em,’ the woman called Jess said. Suiting action to words, she put a needler to his contact’s head and killed him. He saw the blood. He also saw the woman’s intensity, and her enjoyment of it.

‘Jess, I fuckin’ tol’ you.’ The man with the blond hair also had an impressive moustache and beard, he noticed. He couldn’t help but notice, because he was trained to take it all in and report it later.

It is extremely unlikely that I will be reporting this later.

The blows to his head had staggered him, but he was beginning to think, the jump drugs helping.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ he spat. He didn’t really have to play-act.

‘Ah’ll axe the questions, deserter,’ the man said.

‘I am a major in the New Texas regulars.’ He put every ounce of his mother’s patrician contempt into his next words. ‘You some sort of Liberation Tigers?’

Jess put the little pistol in his face. ‘Now fuck right off, Major.’ She looked at him with eyes that were just a little too wild. There were terrible pale circles around the irises that made them too wide, too …

Feral.

‘We’re the real Texas army, Major. We do the real fightin’,’ she said. ‘An’ we know when you cowards need a lesson. A big lesson.’

‘Yeah, Jess,’ said another woman. ‘Tell it.’

But Yellow-hair wasn’t having it. ‘Jess, put the little pistol down and see reason. We get paid fer every one of these sons o’ bitches we bring in to the Dobbs place. We don’ get paid fer corpses. Do we, girls and boys?’

That got a surly snarl, and Jess’s popularity plummeted.

‘We ought to strip ’im an’ drag ’im behind the bikes,’ Jess said.

Yellow-hair smiled. ‘Let’s jus’ cuff him and throw him in the truck,’ he said.

An hour later, after another failed interrogation that might have damaged his left eye, he was unceremoniously dumped on the flagstones of the courtyard of a big New Shenzen ranch. It was almost a castle, with modern fortifications, but also with some very old-fashioned stone buildings, a big water fountain with horse troughs, and a great hall like those of the Middle Ages before the Age of Chaos. Hauteville lay in painful misery for a bit, hands cinched behind his back. At first. He lay waiting for a bullet in the head, but after a while, he realised that he was surrounded by the low murmur of voices, and he got his right eyelid unstuck and opened it.

There was a volley of gunfire. Some swearing.

‘Next! Sajan Atkinson!’

Sajan Atkinson was a short man in a regular army tunic. He’d been beaten, and he shuffled instead of walking, his dark brown face grimacing at the pain, and despite all of that, he had a remarkable dignity. His chin was up, his eyes steadfast.

He walked across Hauteville’s line of vision and past it.

‘You have no right to—’

‘Sajay Atkinson, you are a deserter from your unit, says here the Two-Forty-First Jump Infantry, New Texas Regular Army. As a deserter in the face of the enemy, you have no rights. Do you have anything to say to this court?’

‘I served for two fucking years. Your fucking war is over and we lost. Shooting us won’t make it better,’ Atkinson said.

‘Guilty,’ said the voice. ‘Do yer duty, firing squad.’

Another volley of gunfire. ‘Next! Miriam Cohen!’

By the time he managed to sit up, Miriam Cohen had been executed.

A man knelt by him, freed his hands, and offered him a military canteen cup full of questionable water.

Very unlikely I’ll die of dysentery, the man wearing Hauteville’s name tag thought. He drank gratefully.

‘What the fuck is going on,’ he managed in a New-Texan drawl.

The man giving him water shrugged. ‘The President ordered all deserters shot,’ he said. ‘The militias think we’re all deserters.’ He shrugged again. ‘War’s over. The militias and the President are the only ones who don’t think so.’

He had taken too many blows to the head. ‘War’s over?’ he asked.

‘Yeah. DHC got a convoy through to the Tigers, and now they have air, drones and tanks. Whole line’s busted. Siege of Yuen Long is totally wrecked. Where you been?’

He was tempted to say ‘I’m a deserter.’ But that would be stupid. ‘On a mission,’ he said.

The other man gave him another mouthful of water. Hauteville was suspicious of the man: a stool pigeon? Where did he get the water? But it scarcely mattered.

‘How’d the mission go?’ the man with the canteen asked.

‘One dicked-up goat rope after another,’ Hauteville said, but his words were drowned out by another volley of rifle fire. The firing squad was using slug throwers, and the sharp smell of their smokeless rounds was like a warning of imminent mortality.

‘It’s not fucking fair,’ a very young man in a corporal’s uniform was shouting. ‘I’m a conscript! Do ya hear me? They sent us here to fight your fuckin’ war and now you are shootin’ us? You’re the …’

Another volley.

Drugs in his system, and training, were allowing him to recover. He got to his feet slowly, already exaggerating his injuries.

The scene was surreal. There were several hundred men and women penned in the courtyard, which was rank with the smell of fear overlaid with the reek of the cartridges and underlaid with a stench of death and sewage. And yet, most of the soldiers, hollow-eyed, gaunt, terrified – most of them stood in groups, smoking, talking, drinking water. A name would be called, and the victim would almost invariably square their shoulders, raise their chin, and walk to the ‘judge’ and the firing squad. Once in a while someone would break down: plead, beg, curse. Gentle hands would console them; few of them died badly. Most died with a blank indifference that spoke of long trauma.

In an hour, fifty were shot. The corpses were dragged away by the prisoners and put outside. Hauteville watched long enough to see that joining the body-removal detail was not a better way to escape.

He’d shared a tobacco cigarette with a dozen hard-eyed veterans of the fighting around Yuen Long. As he listened, he began to realistically appraise his own endgame. He was considering walking over to the ‘judge’ and informing him that he was an officer of the Directory of Human Corporations from far-off New London. They’d definitely shoot him anyway, but it was just possible that they’d tell the Red Crescent that he was dead. Otherwise …

Otherwise, his mother and his wife were going to wait for him the rest of their lives.

‘We fuckin’ had ’em,’ spat a captain. ‘And then the DHC waltzes in with all this fancy gadgetry.’

A tall man with Asian features wearing parachutist wings shrugged. ‘Nope,’ he said, in the broadest New Texan drawl. His flat denial turned heads, even of people about to be shot.

‘Nope?’ the captain spat. ‘Nope? Fuck that. I say we were winning.’

The parachutist shrugged again. ‘We were never even in this war,’ he said. ‘The moment the Tigers brought in the DHC we were done.’

Privately, Hauteville agreed with the tall parachutist. The DHC hadn’t committed any men, aside from a few technical professionals like him, but they’d provided training and material.

‘We have allies that’ll make the DHC pay!’ the captain snarled.

Hauteville froze. Because there it was: the elusive thing he’d come to this godforsaken backwater war to look for. Those allies.

‘I’ve heard talk,’ the parachutist said. He shrugged, an eloquent gesture that said he didn’t believe a word of it.

‘I seen ’em,’ the New Texan shouted. It was loud enough to draw stares, even from people condemned to die.

A volley of rifle fire sounded like the trumpets of doom.

‘Sure you have,’ said the parachutist. Hauteville wanted to give the man a medal; his sarcasm was dragging out information faster than a hostile interrogation.

‘Dan, you didn’t ought to tell these fellas,’ said another captain. He was in the fractal camouflage of the New Texas Special Forces.

Dan held up a hand. ‘Like it matters now. We’re all dead folk because of these stupid militia.’ He turned back. ‘Listen to me. We have allies. I seen ’em. They’re small folk, like a hairy …’ He squinted. ‘Well, like a cross between an otter an’ a squid.’

Is that crap or real observation?

The parachutist was not a believer. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘An’ they’re gonna drop from the sky an’—’

‘Fuck yourself,’ Dan spat. ‘They have shit that the DHC won’t be able to touch. I saw a film of a’ energy shield.’

‘On film,’ the parachutist said. His tone suggested that almost anything could be faked on video.

‘Shut it, Dan,’ said the Specops guy.

‘I saw ’em,’ Dan said. ‘Live. In a sort o’ tank.’

Why? How? How many? Where? Energy shield? Hauteville was suddenly racked with a frustration far more powerful than his terror. The rumour he’d chased across the three miserable colony worlds of this stupid brushfire war was suddenly made flesh, and he had about an hour to live.

I’m going to be shot as a New Texas Deserter by illegal militias in a war that’s already over, while I hold in my head the key to something that could save the DHC. He shook his head wearily.

‘Next! Alexei Suvarov!’ called the ‘judge’.

No one came forward. Hauteville had done some thinking about this exact idea; he didn’t see the thugs who’d brought him in, and he’d wondered if there was anyone who’d recognise him.

‘Suvarov! Alexei!’ called the judge.

‘Maybe you already shot him,’ called someone.

Hauteville wanted to laugh at how easily the ‘proceedings’ fell apart, but before he could laugh, the ‘judge’ stepped forward with a gauss carbine and simply shot five people standing near him.

‘One of ’em is Suvarov,’ he told his ‘clerk’. ‘And in an hour, when I go through all the names, we’ll jus’ shoot anyone stull standin’ arou’, won’t we, honey?’

Several of the people shot, one a short woman in an uniform, were screaming. They weren’t dead until another militiaman, laughing, stabbed them with a fancy knife. ‘Sure is sharp,’ he said. ‘Jus’ the thing for the fuckin’ traitors.’

‘Traitors!’ someone called from the crowd.

‘Traitors!’ the man with the knife yelled. He brandished the knife. ‘I got this for any o’ you deserters who wants …’

The militiaman, in his eagerness, had moved his rifle behind his back to take a more aggressive stance with his knife.

Two women, both nurses, who were standing close, went for him. To Hauteville, watching, it didn’t look like any kind of a plan. It was just two women stretched beyond endurance. Probably it had been their friend lying screaming until her throat was cut by the man’s knife.

In three heartbeats, every person in the courtyard realised that they had absolutely nothing to lose by going for the guards, the judge, and the firing squad.

It almost worked. The nurses got the man’s rifle, and with it, they fired into the firing squad, but the judge’s gauss carbine ripped them to shreds and flayed the leaders of the charge forward. And there were men on the balconies above with rifles. They fired down into the yard. By then, Hauteville was in under an arcade that offered a little cover. He found himself lying eye-to-eye with the parachutist.

The parachutist raised an eyebrow. ‘If you’re One-Thirty-Four drop, why come I never seen you before?’ he asked. ‘Sir?’

Hauteville had a moment to realise that the man’s shoulder patches were the same as his own, and then, as the firing petered out, he heard the ‘judge’ say, ‘Oh, fuck it. Just kill ’em all.’

And then a number of things happened that made very little sense.

The courtyard gate, where Hauteville had been hauled in an hour before, blew open. Hauteville knew a shaped charge when he saw one. The explosion deafened him.

He saw, rather than heard, a dozen grenades rolling and bouncing, belching a lavender smoke so thick that it almost instantly eliminated sight as a reliable sense. And then the high-pitched staccato of gauss carbines firing on full auto; not as loud as slug throwers but loud enough.

Some of the militia return fire.

And then a single short, professional burst.

And the sound of armoured men moving.

‘Secure,’ said an amplified voice.

‘Roger that,’ answered someone on the other side of a command link.

A laser shone through the smoke, and then another.

‘Two over here, sir.’

‘I have three, all wounded.’

‘This woman is alive,’ said a woman’s voice.

A laser painted Hauteville’s shoulder.

‘Come out, and you won’t be harmed,’ said an augmented voice.

I’m not having a good day, Hauteville thought. He got up, walked towards the laser beam, and tripped headlong over a corpse. He went down.

‘Keep walkin’ towards me,’ the voice said. It was a metallic, almost robotic voice.

Hauteville got up and moved towards it. It was another New Texan voice. He wondered what new hell was coming.

Behind him, the parachutist tripped over the same corpse and Hauteville caught him, got him on his feet, and they walked to the voice. The smoke was already dispersing.

All around them were people in xenoglas armour. All of them had very modern gauss weapons and xenoglas swords, like DHC marines, except they weren’t.

The parachutist actually smiled. ‘Helpers,’ he said.

‘Helpers?’ Hauteville asked.

The woman who’d given the orders flipped back her mask, a complex mechanism with obvious IR and breathing mechanisms. It wasn’t DHC manufacture.

‘What the Sam Hill happened here?’ she asked. Around them, most of the ‘Helpers’ were providing emergency medical care. They were very good at it; Hauteville, who knew a thing or two about paramedical care, watched them with professional admiration.

The parachutist saluted. ‘Ma’am, the fuckin’ militia, pardon my French, jus’ grabbed us, called us traitors and started shooting us. They claimed the president ordered it.’

The woman nodded. She had a severe face, high cheekbones, midnight-black skin and hair. She was watching her people. ‘The president has … had a change of heart,’ she said. She raised her voice. ‘Anyone who is unwounded, just skedaddle. Go back to your units. If you’re from this world, just go home, if’n you got one. The war’s over. Hear me? And no BS, soldiers. No lootin’, no reprisals. This is over.’

As the smoke drifted up, Hauteville could see that a surprising number of the people in the courtyard were alive. He was a little stunned to be alive himself.

‘You’re bleeding,’ the woman said to him. The parachutist sat suddenly, as if the release from danger was more than his knees could bear.

Hauteville almost gave himself away, then. He almost said, ‘I’ll heal faster than you can fix it.’ He was in an odd place; he wasn’t sure he was out of this yet, but he was strangely elated. And still full of chemicals.

He put a hand to his face and there was a surprising amount of blood, but he’d been wounded before and he knew that the amount of blood was always surprising.

He staggered and she caught him, and then she made him sit on the edge of the fountain while she did something to his jaw and cheek that hurt a lot.

‘Stone fragment,’ she said. ‘Fixed. McMurty, my guy’s stable. What’s our score?’

‘I make seventeen under care, nine already patched,’ a voice said.

‘How many did we kill?’ she asked.

‘Eleven here,’ another armoured figure reported. His gesture was not dramatic, but it encompassed the whole courtyard, and the rising sun and clearing smoke showed that the balconies had not been proof against gauss rounds. Blood was still running off one, staining the pale stone of the yard.

‘And seven outside,’ said another.

‘And nine at their camp,’ muttered another.

‘Damn,’ the officer said. ‘We need to save another one to break even for the day.’

It was said without mirth. Hauteville just looked at her as if he’d fallen into a madhouse. But as no one else was reacting, he held himself in. He’d never heard of ‘Helpers’, and that was another giant hole in his intel briefing, he could tell. Field police? Medics? What the hell were they?

He tried to smile at the officer, if she was an officer, and it hurt his whole face.

She nodded crisply. ‘You can go,’ she said.

‘May I take a sidearm?’ he asked.

She smiled without mirth. ‘Anything you find on the floor,’ she said.

He picked up a good carbine; not as good as the one he’d dropped in with, but good enough. He took some ammo off a dead man and headed for the door.

The officer was leaning there, against the stone frame. ‘Can I ask you a question, Major?’ she asked.

Ah, well. I had her pegged as a smart one.

He nodded. ‘Ask me anything,’ he said, keeping his hands away from the weapon slung from his shoulder. He knew how to get it on target very quickly indeed from this position, but he suspected the woman would kill him first, anyway. It just wasn’t a race he would win.

Such a day.

She nodded. ‘Where you from?’ she asked.

‘New London,’ he said. ‘City Orbital.’ That broke every rule, but he couldn’t see another way through.

They were eye to eye. She was a big woman, in armour. But he didn’t flinch. She already knew, and he’d already died a dozen times that day.

She nodded. ‘Interestin’,’ she said. ‘What will you do now?’

He held her eye. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘As fast as my little legs will carry me.’

He didn’t really expect her to let him go.

She nodded. ‘Why’d you come, Major? Or are you even a Major?’

For some reason, that made him smile. ‘Ma’am, I am really a Major,’ he said. ‘DHC Marines.’

She nodded. ‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘You don’t know what Helpers are, do you, Major?’

‘It gave me away?’ he said.

‘Sure did,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘May I give you my name and serial number?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘My count’s behind already, Major. I’m not killing any more today unless I’m attacked. We’re …’ She shrugged. ‘We’re not just the law. And we’re not just doctors.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘But if you were from any part of New Texas, you’d know that Helpers are a thing.’

‘A really good thing,’ said the parachutist.

Hauteville shook his head. ‘And you are really going to let me go?’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Sure am. I mean, unless you want to commit a crime in front of me, or shoot this feller here, something like that.’

Hauteville shrugged. ‘Well, ma’am,’ he said in his passable New Texas drawl. ‘Ah’m in your debt.’

She smiled. ‘See?’ she said. ‘If’n I let you live, I break even.’ She waved him on, and for the first time, he saw the eight-pointed cross on her breastplate. It looked familiar, but he couldn’t place it. An odd device from somewhere in history.

Hauteville shook his head and began to walk away. For fifty metres, he waited for the blast of a rifle or the whine of a gauss, but neither came, and he walked on. Before he’d gone half a klick, the parachutist came up with him.

‘You really a DHC Marine?’ the man asked.

‘Yep,’ Hauteville said, shredding every instruction he’d ever been given.

The man stuck out his hand. ‘Raya,’ he said.

‘Tancred,’ Hauteville said. ‘Want to tell me what a “Helper” is?’

‘Like the lady said.’ Raya smiled. ‘Sometimes the law, sometimes the doctors. They mostly don’t take sides, and not everyone loves them. But they’re supposed to break even or better every day; more lives saved than taken.’

Hauteville made a face, which, of course, hurt. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I guess this is my lucky day.’

Raya looked out at the bright sun on the dry earth. ‘I don’t suppose your Marines are recruiting?’ he said. ‘I imagine things are about to get rough around here.’

Hauteville, who’d just been thinking about his extraction plan, gave a grunt. ‘We can always use a few good people,’ he said, and laughed.

Author’s note: This story is based on a real incident in the last days of WWII in Europe, as related to me by a veteran OSS officer forty years ago.



Partners

2784.9.11

Guzman stepped off the underground at the station indicated on his tab, but he didn’t need the reminder. Despite being the elected negotiator for the Directorate of Human Corporations, or DHC, he was a New Texas native, born and bred.

Or maybe that’s why they’d wanted him.

He still felt motion-sick from the orbital shuttle, but he was used to it; motion sickness had been part of his life since he first tried to get into space. He smiled, as some people do when facing a sour memory. He’d wanted to be crew on a DHC greatship. That dream had lasted until he first encountered freefall, about eight hours into his ‘career’.

And that’s how I got to be a planetary exobiologist, he thought. It was a story he told undergraduates to put them at ease, when he taught. It made them laugh, but he didn’t hide from himself how much it had impacted his own self-image. He had wanted to be a spacer.

Instead, I am the ultimate dirtsider. I study dirt.

He detrained at the Capital Station in midtown. It was all shiny and new, with magnificent holotank advertisements for sports teams and stimulants, as well as political slogans in support of ‘President for Life’ Tucker.

The spaceport station had been the same; brushed metal in vibrant colours seemed to be the theme, with artistic flourishes and matt-black plastic edging. New Texas was rich, when it wanted to be, and the Spaceport to Capital shuttle didn’t run through the neighbourhoods where Guzman had grown up, and ‘tube’ stations, if they existed at all, were functional, brutalist creations of grey concrete and stainless steel.

He was a little surprised not to be met; he’d expected a reception at the spaceport, if for no other reason than to impress him with the riches and power of New Texas. But a glance past the moving walkway at the handful of citizens loitering to watch commuters told him that none of them were there to escort him.

A calculated insult, if he chose to take it that way.

He caught his reflection in a mirrored glass shopfront, a half-smile creeping across his lean, weathered brown face. Forty years on different planets and a near-deadly bout with chickenpox had made his face remarkable, but not handsome. Pitted like the surface of a moon, he’d once been told.

He stepped onto the moving walkway, headed to the lifts at the end of the main concourse. He knew the way, and there were signs in both Anglatin and Spanish. He’d come this way forty-two years ago, for DHC Indoc. A different time. The station hadn’t been as pretty, and New Texas hadn’t been a single-party state, either.

The moving walkway took him right to the edge of the lifts, and he stepped off, avoiding the grav chute because he didn’t like zero-g unless he absolutely had to endure it. Instead, he took the escalator up, and stepped out into the hot wind of a New Texas day.

There had been a park here, he was sure of it; with precious water piped into fountains. Now the area south of the government buildings held a stadium that blocked his view of the Presidential Palace, and the stadium was garishly decorated in almost exactly the same holographic advertisements as the spaceport and the Capital Station.

Simultaneously with stepping out of the station’s field, his tab pinged that it was resisting an all-out assault by a plethora of local advertisers, as well as various attempts at criminal data-theft and ransomware intrusion. His tab was ready for the assault; the DHC briefing on the state of the New Texas dataweb infrastructure had been thorough and damning, and was required reading for temporary diplomats like himself. Even so, it took his tab almost forty seconds to win through the swarm of hostile attempts. By then he was across the ring road, where electric cars dodged one another like a scene from a movie about Old Terra.

Guzman was smelling the air and feeling the hot wind on his face. The wind ruffled the light poncho he wore, and buffeted his hat.

It was one thing to look at the numbers from orbit, and another to feel the environmental degradation on the ground.

‘Hello, Raoul. I’m back online,’ his tab said in his earpiece. ‘This place is a jungle.’

‘Ricky, can you contact Ted?’ Guzman asked. He was trying to figure out how to cross the space occupied by the stadium. His gut told him that there had to be a pedestrian tunnel through it to the government buildings, but his sense of the economics of the place suggested that pedestrians were not prestigious enough to warrant a tunnel.

He shook his head and began his circumnavigation of the stadium. The only other pedestrian was a big, strong man pushing a cart loaded with vegetables.

‘Ted says he can’t be disturbed right now,’ his tab said in his ear. Ted was Guzman’s husband, who had thrown a pettish tantrum at the spaceport over the loss of a small bag and vanished into the spaceport’s baggage maw.

Or so it would have appeared to an observer.

Guzman’s half-smile didn’t waver. ‘Tell him to contact me when he can,’ Guzman said tersely and continued on the long walk around the stadium. It was hot; far hotter than Guzman remembered, but the available planetary data said that the city’s atmosphere was almost four degrees Celsius hotter than it had been when he left.

Exobiologist hell. They’re killing every goddamn thing that they can’t turn into money.

Eventually, he navigated his way around the stadium to be greeted by a long avenue of Old Terran trees framing the new government buildings. They were built in a baroque historical style, with lots of stone edging, big, multi-pane windows and doors that appeared to have been designed for giants. Guzman, who had seen the ruins of Mexico City and the even more impressive Baroque survivals of Palermo, could see that the architecture was referential of an old Spanish style, but it seemed somewhat out of place here, as did the oak trees.

There were two large, well-appointed hotels on the same boulevard as the government buildings: the ‘President’ and its more traditional rival, the ‘Tlatoani’. In the foreground, between them, a magnificent obelisk topped with a black globe seemed to grow organically from the rose-coloured pavement. In the distance, well down the road, the Presidential Palace loomed behind a substantial wall.

Guzman walked to the kerb opposite his hotel, throwing his poncho back over one shoulder like a young vaquero. He had chosen the ‘Tlatoani’, mostly because he’d dreamed of staying there as a young man.

He noticed that there were plenty of pedestrians out in the bright sunlight of the plaza under the obelisk, but very few looked prosperous; indeed, most looked like temporary workers, and some wore clothes made of tattered recycle. There were no benches for sitting in the plaza between the hotels and the lanes of the boulevard. Vehicles sped past, and he waited several minutes for a space in the traffic to allow him to cross to his hotel.

The lobby was cool and pleasant, and a young man hurried to take his luggage.

Another young man came out from a serving station, a little desk with an awning. ‘Are you a guest, señor?’ he asked.

‘I am,’ Guzman asked. ‘Or I hope to be. I believe that I have a reservation. Guzman, Raoul.’

‘Ah!’ the man said. ‘Señor Guzman! How did we miss the arrival of your vehicle?’

‘I walked,’ Guzman said.

He didn’t smile at the young man’s consternation.

‘Señor Boltzman of the, hmm, government,’ breathed the young man, ‘has called for you. I am sending a note to your tab. Ah, I don’t have your tab on record?’

Guzman raised his tab so that the hotelier could transfer data.

‘Is Señor Boltzman connected with the President’s office?’ Guzman asked.

‘I couldn’t say,’ the hotelier replied, his eyes cast down as if he was discussing sacred things.

Guzman allowed himself to be escorted to his room. It was sumptuous, in dark tones of bronze with black marble; the bedding might have been described as ‘lush’.

He swept it for listening devices and found three, which he thought was as excessive as the black marble shower. After he’d bathed and changed, he swept the suite again.

‘Ricky, where’s Ted?’ he asked.

‘Still not answering,’ his AI responded.

Guzman nodded with what might have appeared to be satisfaction, and then signalled that he was ready to begin meeting with the President’s staff.

‘Mr Guzman,’ said the handsome young man. He was blond, fit, and wore clothes that had to be fashionable here, because they’d have been something like costume on New London: a tight-fitting jacket and long, tight trousers whose cuffs and inseam were lined in what looked like leather. The young man also wore a large slug thrower in a holster on his hip. ‘I’m Señor Boltzman of the President’s office.’

‘A pleasure to meet you, Señor,’ Guzman said.

‘You are a native of New Texas, I believe?’ Boltzman said.

‘I am,’ Guzman smiled broadly. ‘I was born in Garland Park.’

Bet you’ve never even been there.

They were in one of the hotel’s lavish meeting rooms, decorated by someone who didn’t know the difference between Mayan and Aztec, as far as Guzman could see. And with a great deal of enthusiasm for skulls. Guzman had time to wonder what kind of meetings this room usually hosted.

There were two other men and a middle-aged woman with brown skin and hair pulled back so far it seemed to give shape to her eyes. She was introduced almost as an afterthought as ‘Ms Puy’. The other two men weren’t introduced at all. Security?

Who do they think I am?

‘We note that you didn’t see fit to take a car from the spaceport,’ Boltzman said.

‘I note you didn’t see fit to use a government building for this negotiation,’ Guzman said. His smile was relaxed. He sat, not at the magnificent table, but on one of the couches, and his outflung arm invited them to sit with him.

This boy is as young as most undergraduates and he is deeply uncomfortable because he knows he was chosen to suit my taste in men. Not a promising start.

‘We’d prefer to use the table,’ Boltzman said, with icy formality.

Guzman pulled his glasses down so that he could look over them at the young man. ‘I’d prefer to be at work on Tamil Nadu,’ he said. ‘I didn’t ask to be here. My shop steward was told that it would be best for all concerned if a native New Texan were to represent the DHC’s concerns in this negotiation.’

Boltzman was still standing. ‘This isn’t a negotiation,’ he said. ‘We want the DHC to get out of New Shenzen space and to stop rabble-rousing in our systems. Immediately.’

‘New Shenzen has invited DHC trade representatives,’ Guzman said. He’d guessed that New Shenzen was at the heart of the negotiation, at least for the New Texas team. By chance or design, one of the earliest of humankind’s colonies had travelled far from the ‘Core Worlds’. Rumour said that the refugees from Hong Kong had wanted to be isolated from human space, and they had been for almost a hundred years, but now their system was just three insertions from the ‘Empire’ of New Texas. New Texas had tried to take their planet by force of arms, and found that the laws of military history functioned in space, too; an army of fifty thousand and another twenty thousand ‘colonists’ had virtually vanished on a planet with a billion inhabitants.

Guzman knew that the DHC had done a little to help the people of New Shenzen; but he was well enough briefed to also know that New Texas had built an entire edifice of excuses on the DHC involvement to avoid facing the reality that their ‘invasion’ had been badly planned and badly executed, mostly by the direct interference of ‘President for Life’ Tucker.

He thought all these things in between one heartbeat and the next, his face bland. But, in apparent concession, he rose from the sofa with wiry grace and moved to sit at the table next to the seat taken by Ms Puy.

‘We’d prefer that you sit on that side of the table,’ Boltzman said.

Guzman nodded. ‘You want to make this as adversarial as you possibly can,’ he said.

‘I don’t find statements like that useful or diplomatic,’ Boltzman said.

‘But you think you can tell me where to sit,’ Guzman answered. ‘Look, I’m a scientist. I don’t mince words. Also, I’ll sit where I like.’ He spread his hands and tried very hard to appear open and friendly.

Boltzman’s handsome face flashed through something like feral anger before settling to a placid smile. ‘Mr Guzman, I don’t want to make this more difficult, but as you are a New Texas citizen …’

Guzman nodded. ‘I am a DHC citizen,’ he said.

‘New Texas doesn’t have to recognise that,’ Boltzman said.

They looked at each other.

Guzman nodded. ‘So, in summary, you can tell me where to sit and you can threaten me, but I can’t use sarcasm?’ He leaned back and looked at Ms Puy and smiled. Her face never changed.

‘Hola,’ he said in Old Spanish.

‘She is a savant, here to remember every word said,’ Boltzman said. ‘She won’t respond.’

‘Perfect.’ Guzman smiled. ‘Let’s get back to it. New Shenzen—

‘New Shenzen doesn’t exist as an entity,’ Boltzman said. ‘The planet you call New Shenzen is part of the Empire of New Texas.’

Guzman made a face. ‘Nope.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Boltzman asked. He was taken aback.

‘Just plain nope. You can’t play at it, Mr Boltzman. New Shenzen is a star system with as many inhabitants as you have here, and they don’t want you.’

‘We held a valid plebiscite …’ Boltzman said.

‘No, you didn’t. You forced about a quarter of a per cent of the population of the planet to vote, and they voted the way you wanted under the muzzles of your guns.’ Guzman leaned forward. ‘How many soldiers do you have on New Shenzen now?’

‘That’s not relevant …’

Guzman shook his head. ‘You can’t make things true by saying they are true,’ he said. ‘You don’t hold New Shenzen, and you can’t make our seventy-system economic combine play pretend with you.’

Again, that flash of anger on Boltzman’s face. The other two men looked at each other.

Boltzman shrugged. ‘Then we have no basis for negotiation,’ he said. He motioned; the two silent men rose to their feet.

Guzman shrugged. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Can I go back to Tamil Nadu, then?’

Boltzman looked as if he was going to say something really cutting, but restrained himself. ‘I think the DHC would have done better to send an actual negotiator,’ he said.

Guzman nodded. ‘Well, I said much the same myself. Only, apparently, there were folks in New London who thought that a local would be able to see through all the posturing and gun-toting and get to the real issues.’

Boltzman frowned. ‘The only real issue is New Shenzen,’ he said.

Guzman leaned back so that two of the legs of his chair were off the ground. ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘That’s a side issue. You know why? Because, as you have no boots on the ground there, your demands are baseless. I can just ignore them. In fact, you don’t have anything there to negotiate with.’

‘You choose to be offensive.’

‘I can understand that in your position I might find the truth offensive.’ Guzman smiled apologetically. ‘But our issue is the enforcement of trade regulations throughout what you claim as New Texas space. If you want to receive goods from the DHC, you have to abide by DHC regulations. At the moment, you are not doing so.’

‘Propaganda,’ Boltzman said. He was still standing by the doors to the meeting room, having gone there in his attempt to exit. His two men were at his shoulders. Ms Puy continued to sit at the table.

Guzman nodded. ‘Well, we have a great deal of data that says so, but if you want to admit labour inspection teams, we’ll be happy to send them.’

‘Unacceptable,’ Boltzman said. ‘You imagine that you can push the Fringe colonies around, but you can’t. We are free men, here. We don’t bow to your tyranny.’

‘Enforcement of labour regulations has rarely been described as tyranny,’ Guzman said, noting the use of men. He steepled his hands, rocking forward to do so. ‘But either you reform your labour relations and your means of production …’

‘Or what?’ Boltzman came back to the table. ‘Or what, exactly? You give us moralising lectures based on your comfortable lives back on New London? Rules made by people who’ve never worked as asteroid miners? Overpaid bureaucrats …’

Guzman pointed his hand like a child pretending to have a gun. It worked on graduate students, and lo, it worked on Mr Boltzman. ‘I can tell you,’ he said, ‘that most DHC regulations are made by people who’ve worked their whole lives in the industry.’

‘Not out here on the Fringe,’ Boltzman said. ‘We have our own ways …’

‘They aren’t anything special,’ Guzman said. ‘Any idiot can run an inefficient capitalist system. Greed takes care of its own. Age of Chaos stuff. Anyway, I’m not here to deliver a … what did you call it? A moralising lecture?’ Guzman leaned forward. ‘Either make immediate changes, or admit our inspection teams, or we embargo your systems.’

Boltzman shook his head. ‘Is this what passes for negotiation in the Core? Threats and allegations?’

Guzman nodded. ‘It is when they send a xenobiologist,’ he said. ‘By the way, you folks know you’re killing your environment, right?’ He pointed out the window.

‘You can’t embargo us. We’re the primary source of heavy metals for Delhi and New Bengal.’ Boltzman drew himself up. ‘Come, Ms Puy. We’re leaving.’

Guzman nodded. ‘That’s it, then,’ he said.

Ted Duy, his husband, came into their room an hour later as Guzman sat reading journal articles. Guzman had finally allowed his tab, which had some serious upgrades for this mission, to interact with the New Texas infoweb, and he was extracting all the academic articles he could find in his own wheelhouse ‘or anything that rested against it’, as one of his favourite professors used to say. A lot of biologists were working very hard to frame warnings of environmental collapse in terms of damage to infrastructure and economy.

‘Yo,’ he said, as Ted came in. His husband was not easily identifiable to any of the Old Terra races that had gone to the stars; he had a blended, sculpted look that might have been from anywhere or nowhere. Homo siderum. The people of the stars.

‘Hola,’ Ted said with a lopsided grin. Ted was his real name; Duy was not his real surname. He made a hand signal to ask if the room was safe. Guzman shook his head ‘No,’ and then engaged a function on his tab, which suddenly lit a rich amber and then beeped once, indicating that it was jamming across frequencies associated with listening devices. At the same time, it emitted the soothing sound of ocean waves.

‘Well?’ Guzman asked after a brief, warm embrace. ‘You didn’t signal. And I worry.’

‘I met my contact. In fact, I did quite a bit.’ Ted smiled. ‘You may have been right to worry. I was worried about our comms from the start; I didn’t want to signal.’

Ted was an officer in the DHC’s dreaded Special Service. Guzman was a xenobiologist. They’d seldom managed to work together before.

‘And?’ Guzman asked.

‘They never intended to negotiate with you. Or the DHC.’

Guzman flopped theatrically back onto the easy chair. ‘You know, somehow I guessed that when they started by demanding New Shenzen.’

Ted took the other chair. ‘Well, they don’t lack cojones, eh?’

‘They lack sense if they think they can negotiate at par with the DHC,’ Guzman said. ‘But I had some fun annoying their pretty boy.’

‘How pretty was he?’

‘Very pretty. And thus, needed to be very prickly and tough.’ Guzman raised an eyebrow. ‘And he didn’t like me from the get-go.’

Ted shrugged. ‘What do you expect?’

‘I expect some sense! I only volunteered for this tomfool ­expedition because you said I might do some good.’

Ted nodded. He was pulling off his bolo tie. ‘You already have. You covered my arrival and activity. No one paid me any attention at all. Everyone watched you.’

Guzman’s pox-raddled face creased in consternation. ‘Christ, is that the only reason I came?’

Ted leaned forward. ‘It’s revenge for all the days I’ve spent counting blades of alien grass, or whatever the fuck that stuff was …’

Guzman started to laugh, and then they were both laughing, although Guzman couldn’t stop himself from muttering, ‘More of a lichen analogue than grass.’

‘But you’re done,’ Guzman said.

Ted crossed his arms. ‘Pretty much. I assume they’ll toss us tomorrow, and declare war.’

‘Declare war?’ Guzman asked.

Ted looked bored. ‘Don’t you know rule one of reading a tyrant’s proclamations? Everything is for internal consumption. Rule one. All of this, the demands, the posturing, is to distract the plebs from the war they lost on New Shenzen and the problems they’re having with the terraforming on New Mexico. Then they’ll declare war, and push the whole patriotism thing.’

‘I worry that you spend so much time studying the Age of Chaos that it will eventually convert you,’ Guzman said.

Ted shrugged. ‘Sometimes, I feel the same way,’ he said. ‘Sometimes, just shooting everyone you think is bad seems like a very attractive idea.’

Guzman ordered dinner for both of them; they’d been together for years and they knew each other’s tastes.

‘Why war, though?’ he asked. ‘What do they have? Six ships? An army reeling from defeat?’

Ted was already chewing his first bite of real beef. ‘If they’re dicking the environment so badly,’ he said, ‘how come they have such good cow?’

Guzman waved at the plate. ‘Over San Angelo way there’s a lot of open land that was terraformed before the whole idea was dropped,’ he said. ‘Hundreds of square kilometres of earth grass. Thousands, really. God only knows how much of the biome the first settlers destroyed to put that grass down, but that’s where the big ranches are.’ He sat back. ‘Ironic fact of local history? The ranchers here are pro-DHC, because the DHC is the biggest buyer of beef.’

‘Even though those ranches are virtually feudal?’ Ted asked. ‘God, it’s good to eat real cow. Anyway, they are building ships. I probably shouldn’t share this, but one of my … er … contacts gave me a report on shipbuilding.’

Guzman scratched behind his ear. ‘Doesn’t add up,’ he said. ‘How many starships can they build? I mean, every one of them is as expensive as a small city. It’ll cost them more to build ten than to abide by DHC regs.’

Ted pointed his fork. ‘Dahling,’ he said in an affected accent. ‘This ain’t about money. An’ anyway, one New Texas “genelman” can whip ten yankees.’

‘Honestly, Ted,’ Guzman said. He didn’t like Age of Chaos media with its constant emphasis on war and violence as the solution for everything. Ted was addicted to it.

‘Honestly, Raoul. Wake up! These folk think they’re brave rebels against an oppressive empire.’ He grinned. ‘By which they mean me. And to a lesser extent, you.’

‘But they don’t have the … the stuff. The weapons, the manpower … It’s insane!’

Ted looked at him over his glass of local wine. Ted had green-brown eyes and they sparkled when he was excited. ‘When small groups of people become rulers of large populations, insanity is almost required,’ he said. ‘But I agree. So I think they have a hole card.’

‘A whole card?’ Guzman asked.

‘Old Terra game. A card, usually held illegally, that is hidden.’

‘Cheating, in other words.’

Ted finished his wine. ‘I want to get out of here, before they arrest you.’

‘They threatened me today. Because they claim I’m a New Texas citizen.’ Guzman shrugged.

Ted nodded. ‘I don’t like that,’ he said.

For the second meeting, the handsome Mr Boltzman was gone, replaced by a genial older man who looked a little like a Tejano Santa Claus. His piercing green eyes were a little at odds with his ingenuous expression. He brought Ms Puy, and no other aides.

‘Dan Clearwater,’ he said. ‘Can we do first names?’

Guzman nodded. ‘Raoul,’ he said.

‘My predecessor started dicking the dog as soon as he told you where to sit,’ Clearwater said. ‘So today, you choose.’

‘Thanks!’ Guzman said. ‘Let’s sit here on the sofa, where we can look at all the skulls.’

‘A bit much,’ Clearwater said. ‘But then, my ancestors liked a good skull. OK, Raoul. Cards on the table. Yesterday you threatened embargo. How do we avoid it?’

Guzman felt intensely relieved. His grin was real. ‘Easily,’ he said. ‘Either follow the existing DHC labour regulations, most specifically having to do with off-planet mining, or allow our inspection teams to visit job sites and plan recommended changes.’

‘Now, Raoul,’ Clearwater said, ‘you’re from here, right?’

‘Yes, Dan,’ Guzman said.

‘So, Raoul, can you imagine Titancorps or Obsidian Mining allowing a bunch of DHC do-gooders into their factory stores?’ Clearwater shook his head. ‘I don’t even think my government has the power to enforce that.’

Guzman was on firm ground here. ‘Dan, it’s not that bad. First, I guarantee that any teams sent will be professional space-miners and managers; people who speak the same technical language. And second, I’m sure that your government can compel Obsidian and Titancorps to obey your laws.’

‘Wouldn’t bet on it,’ Clearwater said wearily. ‘But that’s the rub, is it? The mining stuff?’

Guzman was instantly wary. ‘No, sir, it’s across the board on labour issues; mining is merely the one we have extensively documented.’ He leaned back. ‘The woman who brought me breakfast has neither access to health care nor a social safety net. For example.’

Clearwater raised an eyebrow. ‘You can’t seriously expect us to change our entire culture,’ he said.

Guzman winced. ‘Dan, it’s not me. But I gather from my briefing that DHC trade folks are tired of being told that you are a new colony and you’re just having “growing pains”.’

‘But we are a new colony,’ Clearwater said. ‘And life here on the Fringe ain’t anything like life in the Core.’

Guzman nodded apparent agreement, and said, ‘Dan, you’ve been here a hundred and fifty years. And frankly, you spent more money failing to invade New Shenzen than the sum of all these reforms would have cost.’

Clearwater sat back, clearly annoyed. ‘Now you’re just telling us what to do. And punishing us when we don’t do what you want. I doubt you even understand why we need New Shenzen, or that they’re a natural part of the New Texas sphere.’

Guzman raised his hands in apparent surrender. ‘Why don’t you tell me what would be acceptable to your government?’ he asked. He’d been told that this was a good phrase for resetting negotiations when they started to break down. But he was beginning to wonder if ‘his’ side had ever really intended to negotiate any more than New Texas. His briefing, which had seemed full enough of room to concede back on New London, now looked like a simple declaration. Was that because the DHC was intransigent, or because New Texas had changed their demands?

New London was eighty days away by message. A hundred and twenty by passenger liner.

Clearwater nodded. He seemed to relax. ‘A guarantee that the DHC will leave New Shenzen to its own devices. If you’ll do that, we’ll see what we can do about helping the asteroid miners.’

Guzman didn’t like the phraseology, but he had received training on this, so he offered, ‘Can you give me some details on what you’d provide for the miners?’

Clearwater smiled. ‘Not right now,’ he said. ‘This sort of thing takes time. We don’t have a giant bureaucracy like the DHC.’

Guzman nodded. ‘Have you ever been to New London?’ he asked.

‘No, sir,’ Clearwater said.

‘There really isn’t much bureaucracy,’ he said. ‘What we do have is AIs. Quite a few of them. They do most of the implementation work.’

‘We avoid being slaves to machines, here,’ Clearwater said.

Well, that was certainly provocative enough.

‘How long would it take you to work up your implementations of DHC regulations for your miners?’ Guzman asked.

Clearwater shook his head. ‘We can probably bring all that together later. After, that is, you promise to give us a free hand on New Shenzen, and pull your troops out.’

Guzman had been briefed on this. ‘We don’t have any troops on New Shenzen,’ he said.

‘Who the fuck have we been fightin’?’ Clearwater shot back. ‘You think we’re facing local insurgents, hey? You think that some local militia defeated our whole army and all our militia forces onworld?’

Guzman didn’t change his body language. But the scientist in him didn’t want to let go. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s pretty much exactly what happened. My understanding is that your colonist-invaders and your army were outnumbered about sixty to one.’

Clearwater shook his head. ‘This is how you’re going to play it?’ he said. ‘You’ll just pretend that you don’t have a thousand DHC Marines on New Shenzen?’

‘I assure you that we don’t,’ Guzman said.

Clearwater shook his head wearily. ‘Well,’ he said, rising, ‘you can’t say I didn’t try. You’re negotiating in bad faith, Mr Guzman. And as long as your “Imperial Marines” are sitting on New Shenzen waiting to kill New Texas boys, I can’t make any kind of deal with you.’

Guzman met the other man’s eye and held it. ‘It’s very hard to prove a negative,’ he said. ‘But I wonder, if you traced back through the last three years’ shipping, where you’d find a thousand berths going inbound to New Shenzen? We’re not your enemy, Dan. We didn’t set you up to fail on New Shenzen … your own government did that.’

Clearwater’s face worked a moment. And then he gave a small head shake. ‘Bullshit, Mr Guzman.’

‘I think you’re being lied to, Dan,’ Guzman said. ‘I think you should go back to your government and ask to see hard evidence of DHC military participation.’ I mean, there was a little. Or have I been lied to, too?

‘You know what I think?’ Clearwater said. ‘I think you’re a fucking traitor to your own people, Señor Guzman. And I think your precious fucking DHC is about to get the surprise of its life. I hope we kick the shit out of your precious committees and your labour relations. Screw your embargo. We’ll just go to war. And we’ll take Delhi and New Bengal, just for starters.’

Guzman felt like a man who’d just endured a temper ­tantrum from a child. ‘That does seem a little unlikely,’ he said. ‘Considering that New Bengal System has four times your population, and Delhi …’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t think we’re accomplishing anything here.’

‘I can call you a traitor and it doesn’t even raise your snout out of the mud, does it?’ Clearwater spat. He was on his feet.

‘I’m not sure I understand what I’d be betraying?’ Guzman asked. ‘When I left New Texas, it was a very different place.’ His smile hardened. ‘People used to vote, here. And the biome wasn’t in collapse. And, Dan, I’m still quite loyal to that New Texas.’

‘They’re going to arrest you,’ Ted said. He was dressed in an elegant City-style long silk coat over baggy and foppish coveralls. Under the coveralls, Guzman knew he was wearing an oil-stained flightsuit.

‘So, they arrest me.’

‘And then a show trial and an execution,’ Ted said. He wasn’t going to cry, but he had the sound of tears in his voice. ‘Damn it, Raoul! This is insane! I can get you out!’

Guzman shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, you go. You can’t be captured; I know that. But I’m staying. Even at a show trial, some people will have to hear what I have to say.’

Ted looked as if exasperation was warring with love. ‘No, they won’t!’ he spat. ‘It’s not going to be televised. It’s all going to be secret. Damn it, Raoul! You did what you came to do! You negotiated!’

‘Were we ever negotiating?’ Guzman asked. ‘I feel as if they wanted this war all along; and I feel as if the DHC wanted to impose an embargo to show they could.’

Ted paused. ‘You may have something there,’ he said. ‘And you have probably been used by the DHC, so there’s no need to sit here on your high horse and die.’

Guzman looked at his husband. ‘And what do you know, Ted?’

Ted turned his head slightly but never took his eyes off Guzman’s. ‘I know what you know,’ he said. ‘And maybe a little more. Sure, it never looked like New Texas would cave. And you know what? There’s voices in the DHC who want New Texas to succeed. And maybe there’s other folks who want to impose an embargo, just to shut down the other factions. All that may be true. But you took this job with your eyes open. We talked about this. And now you need to leave, and I have an extraction plan. And about nine minutes.’ He paused. ‘I’ll tell you one thing that I know, Raoul. I know that New Texas has something they aren’t showing; a weapon, an invention, something. My office thinks they have allies inside the DHC and we were rather hoping they’d reveal themselves.’ He shrugged. ‘Long shot at best.’

‘And I was the stalking horse,’ Guzman said slowly.

Ted smiled. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I was. We hoped someone would approach me.’

‘Chinga tu madre,’ muttered Guzman. ‘Clearwater said we’d have a surprise.’

‘Fuck me,’ Ted said. ‘No, tell me later. We need to go.’

Together, the two of them rode the executive lift down, but Ted had a key card that locked the doors and they passed all the way to the lower floors where the kitchens and services were. After one glance at his tab, Ted took them into a service closet where they both stripped to stained flightsuits.

‘Just follow me,’ Ted said.

‘Counting lichen analogues is better,’ Guzman said.

They both smiled. And then they were moving down a long, sterile hallway with non-decorative industrial doors and no windows, past a laundry room and some sort of security station, and into an underground garage. There was a vehicle pulled up against the loading dock onto which they emerged, and Ted led them straight through the double doors and into the body of the truck, an old electric van with the logo of one of the ranches like a coat of arms on the side.

They strapped into seats and the doors closed behind them. A voice crackled over the intercom.

‘Hold on,’ the voice said, and they were moving. With the doors closed, they were in complete darkness.

‘Do you have a weapon?’ Guzman asked. For some reason, probably the absolute darkness, he hissed it as a whisper.

‘Yes,’ his partner said.

Guzman thought that was sobering, but then, he was now in the hands of the DHC Security Service, which was not what he’d expected in this job. Should he have expected it?

As soon as I knew they were sending Ted with me, I should have been suspicious. I was only ever here for cover. Or bait.

They leaned against each other in the darkness. This was not the moment to have a fight with Ted. Guzman let his mind wander, thinking of his childhood home: of the streets of the worst part of the city; the gangs, the schools.

I guess I’m lucky my mother is dead. Men like Clearwater would have used her.

God, get me back to science.

They drove for about an hour, and Guzman could smell the grass. They were heading into the pampas, the grasslands planted by the first efforts at terraforming.

And eventually, the big double doors opened, and there were two women standing there, silhouetted against the night sky. Both had rifles, but the weapons were slung across their backs.

One of the dark figures spoke up. ‘Change of plans, señores.’ Her voice was low and level.

Ted rolled to his feet. ‘What kind of change?’ he asked.

She motioned. ‘I think you two are going to be here a while,’ she said. ‘Can you ride?’

‘Horses?’ Guzman asked. ‘A little!’

Ted was less enthusiastic. ‘Can I ask what’s going on?’

‘New Texas has declared war on the DHC,’ the shorter woman said. She tugged at her hair, pulling it back. ‘Fucking idiots. But they did it, and they’ve boarded and seized your ship in orbit.’

‘Fuck,’ Ted muttered.

‘Also, they’re looking for you, Señor Guzman. You’re wanted for high treason.’ She smiled, and even in the darkness, Guzman could see that she was amused.

‘High treason?’ he asked.

‘They say you’re a spy,’ the other woman, clearly younger, said. ‘Are you, then?’

Guzman deflated. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m a xenobiologist.’

The older woman put a hand on his arm. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I’m a rancher, and I bet I could use a xenobiologist. What do you know about stuff that’s killing my grassland?’

Guzman was immediately interested. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘But I can learn.’

Ted sighed. ‘So we’re stuck here for the duration?’ he said.

‘Looks like,’ said the younger woman. ‘Don’t worry. We have a big place. I doubt they can find you.’

Ted sighed. ‘I suspect they can.’ He looked at Guzman. ‘But, I guess we can each practise our trade.’

Guzman laughed mirthlessly. ‘You mean, I can try and defeat a local flora that’s attacking the Terran grass? That’s almost against my trade.’

‘You do it, and every rancher on the continent will be your friend,’ the woman said. ‘By the way, I’m Tracy Carillo.’

‘What will you do?’ Guzman said to his husband.

In the light of the two moons, Ted’s smile was angelic. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I guess first we’ll start a cell.’ He shrugged. ‘And maybe eventually we’ll topple the government.’
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Agostawe was a big ship: almost three kilometres long, a heavy lifter capable of all but the longest jumps, the queen of the New Ontario Line out of Vera Cruz System. She was new, just sixteen years out of the yards; her wiring still mostly under decks and hatches, her passageways clear of refuse, her cargo holds clear of rats.

Mostly.

She was trying a new route, her gigantic holds stuffed with Vera Cruz’s luxury woods, agricultural products, a massive cargo of rice for New Texas, and another of genetically modified acacia trees destined for the terraforming projects on New Mexico, out in the Anti-spinward Fringe. Her crew weren’t DHC Service, but the New Canada Line was mostly service veterans, and if they were more inclined to matching coveralls than ship-service uniforms, they still maintained a number of service traditions, including having apprentice spacers aboard for training. It was a slow day, outbound for insertion: the bridge lightly ‘manned’, with Ms Sidrow in the command chair and Gus Harris on comms.

And Joe Green.

Joe Green was a big man: almost two metres of him; just a centimetre below the maximum height for a DHC spacer, or a New Canada spacer, for that matter. He was a long-service veteran, big enough to be gentle, not mean; no one had messed with him since he was old enough to go into space. His forearms and neck were covered in tattoos, beautiful whorls of careful dark ink: cuffs; multiple neat bands on his arms and lower legs that showed when he pumped iron in the gym; another around his neck; and fully coloured stems, leaves and flowers wrapped between the cuffs that peeped out from the rolled-up sleeves of his flightsuit. The style was pure First Nations Anishinaabe, but each tattoo represented something: a cruise in space; a hunt on Old Terra; a dream.

His apprentice was an almost impossibly thin waif of a boy: thin, young and eager. And possibly more than a little scared of Joe.

‘So watch the sweep,’ Joe said. He pointed at the screen in front of them. His voice was deep, and even when he was trying to be quiet, it had a bit of a rumble to it.

‘Sure, sir.’

Green smiled quickly, without mirth. ‘You don’t need to call me sir, kid,’ he said. ‘I work for a living.’ It was a service statement, so oft-repeated as to be automatic. ‘You know why that sweep goes round and round?’

‘We’re radiating,’ the boy said. He meant it as a statement, but his voice inflected at the end as he doubted himself.

Green smiled, this time with some mirth. ‘Right. And the dish is turning, right?’

‘Yes, sir – Joe.’ The boy flicked a glance at him.

Green nodded. ‘And if we were looking for us, out there, running cold like a fucking pirate, what would we see?’

The boy’s brown eyes were very large indeed. ‘God, sir. Pirates?’

‘Plenty of ’em, laddie. And more every year.’ Green waved vaguely at the immensity of space as represented by the view-screen and the star field.

‘Uhh …’ The boy looked away. ‘We’d see the beam come and go, eh?’ he asked.

‘Exactly.’ Green pointed at the screen. ‘Penetrating radar has a longer wavelength. We have a couple of low frequency radars; basically the whole length of hull becomes the antenna. That’s for looking very far indeed, down into an atmosphere or a gas cloud. Hard to read. Still …’ He smiled, realising that he’d already overcome the boy’s data limit. ‘Still, when you’re in a strange system trying to figure out what’s up, it’s good to have a long radar.’ He swivelled his acceleration couch. ‘This is our most important radar; it’s a synthetic aperture radar that operates in the middle bands and can give an image, even a three-dimensional image with a little luck. Thing is, it looks like a targeting lock to the folks on the other end, so we’re careful who we paint.’

The boy nodded, as if he understood.

Green raised his head and looked at the command seat. ‘Good to radiate, ma’am?’ he asked with easy formality.

‘Be my guest,’ the watch officer responded.

Harris, the comms officer, gave a wave. He was reading something on his tab, lost to the world.

Green turned the boy to face the SAR station and put the VR helmet over his head. ‘I’ve got us pointed at some asteroids,’ he went on. He folded the boy’s hand around a pistol grip. ‘Pull the trigger when you’re ready. See the green light above your eyeline in VR? Right, that means the radar’s hot. Point and shoot … nice. Niiice, hey, good image.’

He’d nailed the asteroid in one shot, and it hung before them.

‘This is fun, sir! I mean, Joe.’ He flipped the VR helmet up. ‘Can I call you Joe? You don’t have a handle …’

Green grunted. ‘I’m not big on nicknames.’ He waved at the next console. For someone sitting ‘sensors’, all of the consoles could be reached by turning the acceleration couch. These days, even the screens and boards were ‘old-fashioned’, and newer operators did it all in VR. Green liked the old ways.

The boy was turning the Synthetic Aperture Radar into a video game, ‘shooting’ at rocks, imaging them in VR. He had a steady hand, and Green let him play while he ran some routine checks and used his tab to file his watch report, and then tapped the boy’s shoulder.

‘Now look over here. This is a much harder board to use, to read, but it’s much safer for the ship, right?’

‘Passive detection?’ the boy asked. His name was Henri something. A Canadian name.

‘Give that boy a banana,’ Green said. ‘This whole board is passive stuff. Let’s just look at the system here.’

‘Doesn’t look like much,’ Henri said. Fouqet? Froissart? What was the kid’s name? So new he didn’t have a name tag.

‘New Mexico is a pretty dull system. We’re on the fringe, laddie. Nothing much comes out here. I’d wager a beer against a piss-pot that we’re the biggest ship they’ve ever seen out here.’ He nodded. ‘I’ve been in space forty years and this is the first place I’ve ever dropped trees.’

Ms Sidrow, the watch officer, chuckled from the command seat. ‘Got that right, Joe.’

Green scanned the passive systems from long habit. He was really a Tanaka Drive engineer, a veteran technician of the mi-­raculous ‘engines’ that sorted through real space, looking for the relic particles that could take them on the long jumps through the birth of the universe that allowed them to cheat the speed of light. But the New Canada Line required a lot of double specialties; it had to, as a combination of automation and cost-cutting limited the crew to fewer than fifty, where older ships would have carried hundreds.

‘So, let’s see what New Mexico has to offer us,’ he said. He took a light pen. ‘What’s this?’ he asked. He indicated a blob on the main tactical display.

‘Far-on circle. Computer has it marked as a Mitsubishi Electric Corporation TMR 7655.’

‘That’s what the computer says. What does it mean?’ Green asked.

Henri looked at him, paused, and then shook his head. ‘It’s a ship; I know that. And the ellipse means it’s probably somewhere inside that egg of space. But that’s all I know.’

Green leaned forward. ‘Good. Good to know what you don’t know. So …’ He waved the light pen, flicking to another screen. ‘This right here will toggle the signal library,’ Green said. Faucher. He’s Henri Faucher. ‘If you don’t remember anything else I say today, remember this: the signal library. See? Match it by click and drag. Standard navigation system radar. See that little green light?’

‘I see it.’

‘That means an exact match. Like a fingerprint. We have really good passive stuff. Really good. Better, in fact, than it ought to be. Because of our other little job.

‘SS White Hot,’ the boy said. ‘Short jumper, New Texas ­registry!’ His voice grew quite excited towards the end. ‘That’s slick, Joe.’

‘So tag the signal, click on the library match …’

‘Et voilà!’ Faucher said. ‘That’s sharp. And the ship is identified.’

‘And we didn’t rotate or radiate to make our match. Next time I’ll teach you how to put a signal in the library.’ And eventually you’ll see how I dumped the system so that you could do the IDs yourself, he thought with an inward smile. ‘Thing is, every radar in the human space is in the library. Even the known Starfish radars are in the library. In fact, every radiation from ultra-low frequency to laser light that’s commonly used is in the library. And it’s automatically updated in every port. Use the library, OK?’

Henri grinned. ‘Cool,’ he admitted. ‘I will.’

Joe let the boy play with the system for most of the next hour, until the watch was getting ready to change. The White Hot and another short jumper, the Pegasus, were the only two ships in system; the Pegasus just coming in from an insertion out beyond the asteroids, and the White Hot outbound and on a roughly parallel course to the Agostawe.

Pegasus was six light hours away, inbound from New Texas, and moving at a substantial fraction of c, the speed of light. She’d jumped in-system just after Green came on watch; probably hauling water for the New Texas System. Due to the realities of orbital mechanics, some water ice payloads were cheaper to railgun into cargo orbits in other systems and ship to New Mexico.

The hatch cycled, and Captain Robinson came on the bridge half an hour early. Ms Sidrow, who had been sprawled over the command couch watching a vid, sat up quickly.

‘You’re a good relief, Skipper,’ she said.

The skipper just nodded. ‘I’ve got her,’ he said tersely.

‘If you have something you’d rather do …’ Ms Sidrow said, and the skipper froze her with a glance.

‘There’s nothing any officer should ever “rather” do than stand their watches,’ he said. ‘You may go.’

Green’s face remained impassive. The skipper was a tartar; a bitter man, at times. But he was fair enough; Green had shipped with him twice.

‘Green?’ the skipper called.

‘Skipper?’ Green stood up. The artificial gravity was on, and standing was better for his back sometimes.

‘How’s our new spacer?’ the skipper asked.

‘Shaping well,’ Green said. It was the only possible answer, and anyway, the kid was fine; fascinated by the SAR and now interested in the passive arrays and the signal library. He’d do.

‘Are we good for insertion?’ the skipper asked.

Green knew that the skipper meant what he said. And didn’t like evasive answers. ‘I’d have to go sit at Engineering to know, sir.’

‘Do so, if you please,’ Robinson said.

Green left young Faucher on the sensor station and walked over to the engineering repeaters.

Harris raised a hand. ‘I’m getting the signal’s wave front from Pegasus,’ he said.

In one massive cargo pocket of Green’s flightsuit, his tab buzzed against his thigh. The timing alerted him; if Pegasus had just passed all her signals, and his tab buzzed, someone had messaged him from New Texas.

And he didn’t know anyone on New Texas.

And that meant …

‘God almighty, Skipper!’ Harris squeaked.

‘Steady on there, Comms,’ Robinson intoned. And then, formality gone, ‘God damn.’

Green looked up from his engines. Everyone on the bridge was reading their tabs. He took his out of his big cargo pocket and leaned back.

DHC embargoes New Texas. New Texas retaliates, closes traffic to all DHC vessels.

‘Skipper, is that DHC registered vessels or DHC owned vessels?’ Harris asked. ‘ ’Cause if it’s registered, we’re in a world of …’ Skipper Robinson didn’t hold with swearing on the bridge, and Harris caught himself. ‘Hurt. A world of hurt.’

‘Pipe down, Comms.’ The skipper sounded … angry. Or maybe scared. ‘God damn.’ he said again.

Green opened the message on his tab and decrypted it. Emergency alert. As of receipt, consider DHC to be in a state of Embargo with the government of New Texas. In case of boarding or capture, destroy all classified material. Break break. Expect the worst, friends. Be prepared.

He read it and deleted it, slicking it over for good measure. Sweat prickled under his arms and along his back.

In his spare time, Joe Green was a reporting agent for the Directorate of Human Corporations Special Security Services. That’s why his ship carried some very advanced passive detectors, as well as a few other hidden gems.

Fuck, he mouthed silently.

Faucher looked up. ‘Joe? I think I have a new radiator,’ he said. His voice was high, and again, his statement rose at the end as he questioned himself.

‘Well?’ Robinson snapped. ‘Do you, or don’t you?’

Green got back up out of the engineering station and crossed back to Sensors. He leaned in, looking at the repeater screens. Faucher pointed mutely at a new far-on circle that was just touching the habitable planet’s one stable moon, which locals called ‘Las Cruces’.

‘Skipper?’ he said.

‘Go ahead, Sensors.’

‘I think I’m seeing the patrol frigate from the New Texas Navy base on Las Cruces breaking away from their station.’ He swivelled his acceleration couch, tagged the radar signal with his light pen, and opened the signal library. ‘Confirm, NTN Santa Ana.’

The captain looked at him as if he was responsible for the news. ‘So?’ he snapped.

Green looked steadily at the captain. He thought of the message from his Control. ‘So, this is a mighty valuable ship,’ he said.

‘They wouldn’t dare,’ Robinson said. But the way he said it suggested that he thought they might just dare … that is, dare impound or seize their ship, the pride of the New Canada Line and probably the largest ship the Vera Cruz yards had produced. New Texas had nothing like the Agostawe.

‘Fuck this,’ Harris said. He shook his head as if to clear it. ‘This cannot be happening.’

Xenia Stein, another engineer, came on the bridge, reading their tab. Green looked up and made eye contact. They nodded, took his implied suggestion, and went to the engineering station instead of sensors. They’d been coming on to be his relief. He toggled station-to-station comms.

‘Got some shit going down, Big X.’ Their name was Xenia, and everyone called them Big X. ‘I’ve got that New Texas frigate coming off their station,’ he said. ‘Pegasus inbound, their data wave just passed over us …’

‘Definitely got that.’ Stein nodded. They were folding their long androgyne frame into the engineering couch.

‘White Hot outbound about seventy hours from insertion for New Texas.’ Green raised an eyebrow. ‘Skipper just asked me if we were good for insertion. Can you look at that?’

‘Roger,’ they said, their eyes already scanning the drives.

Green toggled back to bridge-wide. ‘White Hot outbound, about four million klicks. She just kicked it up; pushing two gees.’ Green glanced at Captain Robinson, who was as white as a sheet, his copper-red hair a sharp contrast to his pallor. ‘She’s running.’

Robinson glanced at him, and then jabbed his armrest. ‘Mr Green, kindly stay in Sensor a few minutes.’ He toggled the ship-wide comms. ‘Astrogator to the bridge.’

Green could hear the call go out over the ship’s sound system.

Stein pulled on a VR helmet and got to work. The astrogator, Second Officer Anne Anong, appeared in her bathrobe and slippers. She was a short, wide woman with heavy muscles and a deep, rich voice. ‘Cap’n?’ she asked.

Captain Robinson took a deep breath. ‘I have reason to believe,’ he began formally, and then he shrugged. ‘Annie, we’re fucked, and we need out of here.’

Green winced to hear the captain swear.

She looked at Green, and back at the captain. ‘Fucked, as in fucked, sir?’

‘Not pirates, Annie,’ Robinson said. The man’s hands were shaking, but he seemed to be in control of himself, otherwise. ‘New Texas has been embargoed by the DHC, and in reprisal they may be seizing ships.’ He sat up in his couch. ‘Like ours.’

Green had shut down his in-system radar. The New Texas military ship, on the other hand, was lighting them up with two different radars, and he had her position fixed within a dozen kilometres, which, at two billion kilometres range, was fairly impressive.

‘Skipper, Santa Ana’s got a radar on us, and her vector looks like she’s aiming for us. Or rather for an intercept point in …’ He looked at the maths. ‘I don’t know. How fast can that frigate be?’

Anong came and leaned over Green, holding her robe closed with one hand and running the other along the Tac screen until he handed her his light pen.

She did the maths in her head, something Green had always admired.

‘He can catch us,’ Anong said. ‘He’ll have to pull seven gees all the way and then it’ll be close. But we can insert for New Texas in around seventy hours.’

‘Ms Anong,’ the skipper said, back to formality. ‘If we jump into New Texas, we’re fu— We’re in it deep. Again.’

Green frowned to hear the skipper swear. Robinson wasn’t very good at it and it didn’t sound natural. On the other hand, he was seeing a different Tom Robinson from the petty tyrant of their day-to-day lives.

‘Can Santa Ana get within range for a railgun? Or a missile?’ Robinson asked.

On a warship or a DHCMAS ship, they’d have had a Tactical Action Officer dedicated to questions like that. On a purely merchant ship, it was Green’s call from the sensor station.

He took his light pen back, tagged the Santa Ana, and began laying vectors.

‘Yes and no,’ Anong said. She gave Green a tight smile, and went on. Once again, she’d done it in her head. ‘There’s a few reasonable combinations of acceleration and range. A 10-g missile … but what’s the point? A nuke would kill us all …’

Robinson pursed his lips. ‘Hmm,’ he said.

‘Santa Ana is increasing rate of acceleration,’ Green reported. Anne Anong left him, retied her robe, and flopped into the astrogation station’s acceleration couch with one naked leg hanging out. She pulled her VR helmet down.

Green was watching the Santa Ana the way he’d watched a grizzly on Old Terra. The warship had his full attention. And its rate of acceleration was still increasing. The news was at least four hundred seconds old.

‘Ms Anong, I need some options,’ Robinson said. ‘The way I see this, if I insert for New Texas, I’m running out of the frying pan into the fire itself. If I rotate ship and turn for …’ Green knew he was consulting a star map. ‘For Deadwood System, we’re going right down the throat of that NTN frigate.’

Suddenly options began to appear on the Tac display as pale blue lines against the black. Anong was annotating the options as she fed them in: a probability cone that intersected various bright red options available to the Santa Ana, tagged as ‘threat’.

‘Roger, Skipper. You nailed that.’ Anong’s voice wasn’t just calm. It was enthusiastic. She was treating it all as a problem in astrogation, and an exciting one at that.

‘Green, could you prep a drone to act as a decoy?’ Robinson asked.

‘Yessir. Want me to hand over to Big X?’

‘Just weighing alternatives, Mr Green.’

Time ticked by.

The skipper came on station to station. ‘Joe, let’s go with the decoy. I’m going to fire the chaff launchers, turn us hard, and then shut down the drive and leave the shuttle on our original path. Buy us a few hours.’

Harris spoke up as a light flashed in VR. ‘Message from Santa Ana,’ he said.

‘Let’s hear it,’ Robinson said. He was no longer pasty white.

‘Agostawe, this is New Texas Navy Ship Santa Ana. Please vector for rapid interception and stand by to be boarded.’ Harris poked something and it cut off. ‘It’s on repeat.’

‘Give me the same channel,’ Robinson said.

‘You’re live,’ Harris said.

‘Santa Ana, this is Captain Robinson of the New Ontario Liner Agostawe. We are in compliance of all local and DHC regulations regarding our cargo and mission, and we are hours from insertion for New Texas at high velocity. A rapid intercept vector with you will cost us in hydrogen and time. What’s the problem, over?’

Robinson waved at Green. ‘Get that decoy rigged,’ he said.

Green hauled himself out of his acceleration couch and made his way aft on the main passageway. He thought, If we’re boarded, I need to destroy my tab and all the extra sensors, but that was dozens of hours away, and the decoy gambit was worth a try, although it was the standard merchanter response to a stern chase, and thus as well known to the enemy frigate as to all merchant captains.

But then Green had an idea. A little spin on the standard ruse.

He had a comm net on, so he tabbed the skipper. ‘Sir, I have an idea.’

‘Go.’

‘Can we spare a cargo shuttle?’

‘Sure, Green, let’s burn twenty million ducats.’ The captain’s sarcasm was still there, at least. ‘I assume you think you can make a better widget, Green?’

‘Better chance the Santa Ana will bite,’ he said.

‘Do it,’ the skipper said. ‘Out.’

Green went to work immediately. He tabbed two avionics techs to meet him in the hangar bay, and the three of them began stripping the atmospheric radar out of the smaller of their cargo shuttles. Smaller, and newer. With a more powerful onboard computer.

Then, after some hesitation, he tabbed Jedda Kamilari, the ship’s computer guru. She was a strange woman who kept very much to herself and burned illegal candles in her stateroom, but she was a legend in the New Canada Line for her code writing expertise. She was also about the last person on the ship he’d want to ask for help, ordinarily. A little history there. And not so long ago, either.

‘Jedda?’ he tabbed.

‘Joe Green,’ she drawled. ‘Is the sky falling, Mr Green? You must want something.’

‘Pretty much, Jedda. Sky is falling, yeah.’ He gave her a very short version of the events to date.

‘Ahh,’ she said. ‘I don’t want a forced vacation on New Texas, mmm? So what do you need? Uh?’

‘I need you to write some code, Jedda. For a shuttle.’

‘Shuttles are fairly limited, Joe,’ she said. ‘Like some people I know, mm?’

‘I only need it to do three things, Jedda.’ Green ignored the barb.

He heard her breathing. ‘Sure, Joe,’ she said. ‘Hangar deck?’

‘As soon as you can,’ he said.

Back on the bridge an hour later, Anong had turned the Tac display into a spider’s web of possibilities, far-ons, cones and eggs and spheres and intersection shapes, as if a lesson in conic sections had run mad in a solar system.

Green didn’t sit or lie down.

‘We’ll have the decoy ready in an hour,’ he said.

Anong was still in her bathrobe. She rose from her couch and grabbed a light pen. ‘Sir, may I suggest a course of action?’

Robinson didn’t smile. And his eyes were hard. But the snap was gone from his tone. ‘Suggest away, Ms Anong,’ he said. ‘I’m ready to try almost anything that will get us out of here with our cargo intact.’

‘Roger that, sir,’ Anong said. ‘We can try inserting for HR 4458.’

‘Jesus Murphy,’ Robinson shook his head. ‘The road to nowhere.’

Anong’s voice still held her earlier excitement. ‘Yessir. But probes and the DHC Exploration Service have been out to HR 4458. The insertion route’s not that hard, and it’s only about fifteen degrees off our current course.’

‘And when we get to an empty system with an old red dwarf and three dead planets …’ The skipper wasn’t as derisory as his words implied. ‘You think we go dark there and wait for this to end?’

‘We can always eat rice,’ Harris joked from comms. The joke fell flat.

‘Hit the gas giant for fuel,’ Anong said. ‘There’s a charted but untested insertion route to HR 4432 and a tested insertion route to Chi Draconis Alpha, so we have “run” options.’

‘Damn,’ Robinson said. ‘We could be out for months. Years, even.’

‘Years,’ Green said before he thought about it. And he thought about the alert he’d received on his tab.

‘How sure are you about the insertion?’ Robinson asked Anong.

She made a face. ‘It’s a tough one,’ she admitted. ‘Not anything I’ve ever done, obviously.’ She shrugged. ‘Not that hard,’ she added.

Robinson looked at Green. ‘Tell me your views,’ he said.

Green was tempted to say, ‘I’m not an officer.’ But that was shirking. And in a way, he was flattered.

‘It’s dead reckoning, ain’t it?’ he said. ‘We’re guessing all the way.’

‘I’m not guessing,’ Anong shot back, clearly stung. ‘I’m an astrogator, not an astrologer, Joe.’

Robinson nodded at Green. ‘Well, I agree, Mr Green. Anne may not be guessing, but the rest of us are. So guess.’

Green shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘Well, then, Skipper, I guess we should do it. Free and bored beats the shit out of …’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Out of whatever the arsehats at New Texas have in mind.’

Big X, the ’gyne engineer, put in, ‘Repressive governments like a nice concentration camp. Remember what we saw on New Mexico.’

Most of the terraforming work on New Mexico was being done by forced labour and state prisoners. Green had it all recorded on his tab. Among other things.

Robinson nodded. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’re going for 4458. Log and black box my decision.’ His voice activated the ship’s two most essential recording devices. ‘To avoid detention and possible seizure of the ship, I have chosen to take us out into Fringe Space through the system of the star logged as HR 4458. Entry ends.’

He glanced at Anong. ‘What does this do to our intercept probabilities?’

Anong glanced at her web of blue and red lines, and then flushed the screen clean and started again.

‘We’re a minimum of eighty-three hours from insertion,’ she said. ‘Unless we can get him to turn away, he’s on us at weapons range in eighty-one hours.’

Green looked up from Sensors. ‘He’s burning mighty hard,’ he said. ‘Like, almost eight gees. He wants us bad.’

Robinson grunted.

Green spent ten minutes evolving his plan. Then he tabbed the solution to Anong. Check my math? he asked her.

In less than a minute she tabbed back on the money.

‘Skipper?’ he asked. ‘I think I have a deception plan.’

‘With the shuttle?’ Robinson asked. ‘Expensive. But never mind. Tell me.’

Half an hour later, the ship began a series of evasive man­oeuvres and fired up her Synthetic Aperture Radar, painting the distant warship.

‘There she is,’ Green said, pointing to a near perfect image of the pursuing frigate. ‘Nose on for us; tiny cross-section.’

All of them were in their acceleration couches now as the ship performed another manoeuvre, changing course slightly.

‘Chaff in fifteen seconds,’ Stein reported.

‘Shuttle ready to launch,’ Green reported.

‘Are you satisfied with our current course and velocity, Astrogator?’ Robinson asked, formally.

Anong had used the ‘evasive’ manoeuvres, such as they were for a three-kilometre-long ship, to bring them on to their new heading, for their new insertion. ‘Yes, sir.’

Robinson counted down the fifteen seconds, and then said, ‘Execute.’

The chaff launchers made a very distant popping sound, like the steady beat of a bass speaker at a dance party.

Green deployed the shuttle. It dropped away, fired its thrusters under the cover of the chaff, and headed off on course for the Deadwood insertion, running on Anong’s best possible course to evade the frigate, had they chosen that option. It departed the chaff cloud running almost opposite their own new course.

Now both the ship and the shuttle were running cold and silent on rapidly diverging courses. But in this case, Agostawe remained hidden by the chaff relative to the frigate, and to the moon behind it.

‘Santa Ana is radiating,’ Green said. The shuttle was towing a three-kilometre-long foil streamer. In space, the foil would roll out perfectly flat behind her, at least until she fired her thrusters. He’d also stuck a radar reflector in the nose, to widen her cross-section.

They sat in silence for a long time. Seventeen minutes passed on the bridge clock.

‘It’ll be a long time before we know if they were fooled,’ the captain said. ‘But they aren’t changing course.’

Anong nodded. ‘Perhaps I’ll get dressed,’ she said.

They all laughed. The laughter had an edge to it, but it was better than the silence.

‘Going to have a nap,’ Green said.

‘Might as well sleep,’ the skipper said. ‘You’ve been off watch three hours.’

‘Insertion in ninety-one hours at this course and speed,’ Anong said.

The next three wake cycles were interminable. The shuttle fell away, the Santa Ana accelerated, and the Agostawe continued on her steady course, her mighty vanes collecting particles, a process that Green monitored even as he watched his shuttle and the rest of the system.

Green had his arms crossed in front of him, sitting up on his acceleration couch because they weren’t under thrust and only had artificial gravity. He was trying to cultivate patience and dignity and all the other things that elders had taught him.

‘There, Santa Ana is radiating again.’ Henri was watching the Tac repeater like a fisherman watching his line. And ten minutes later, he gave a high-pitched whoop. ‘Santa Ana is manoeuvring! She’s changing course to intercept the shuttle!’

At hour eighty-seven he was back on watch, the natural result of a two-day rotation cycle on the bridge. White Hot had inserted for New Texas System several hours before. The Agostawe herself was four hours from her own insertion. By his math, checked by Anong, their shuttle was two hours from weapons range of the Santa Ana.

‘Who ever thought space war would be fast?’ Harris asked from comms. ‘It’s glacial.’

Green wanted to see the shuttle’s big moment. If Jedda’s program worked. It wasn’t such a long shot; she really was a genius, if not much of a partner.

He settled back onto the acceleration couch like a fan watching a sportscast. The New Texas warship hadn’t altered its burn again to chase them, so nothing really mattered now. They were four hours from insertion and nothing the other ship could do would …

Henri looked up, his VR helmet flashing in the red instrument light. ‘The shuttle just emitted!’ he said.

Green leaned forward, almost spilling his tea. Anne Anong came over to the Tac screen, and the captain, who’d been sitting quietly at engineering, rose and joined them.

‘One pulse,’ Green said. ‘Medium frequency. If Jedda’s program works … in about forty seconds …’

‘Santa Ana is emitting,’ Henri said. ‘Shit. That’s a target acquisition radar.’

‘Watch your language on the bridge, Mr Faucher,’ the captain snapped.

Very much like his old self, Green thought.

They were all leaning forward as if they were cheering on a flagging runner.

‘Bang,’ Green said at the next emission. Jedda had done her bit. The little shuttle had just flashed a Synthetic Aperture Radar at the warship. At a hundred thousand klicks, it would look like a targeting radar for maybe fifteen seconds.

Millions of kilometres away, it had all already happened.

‘Well, that worked,’ Green said aloud. He felt a solid satisfaction, the way he did when he caught fish, with a hook and line.

‘No one following us, anyway,’ the captain said. ‘That was some good work there, Mr Green. Pass my compliments to Ms Kamilari.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Whatever happens …’

‘Maybe you should pass them, Skipper. Jedda and I …’ Green began.

‘Oh, my God,’ Anong said.

‘What’s that?’ Henri asked, indicating a growing oval of radi­ation on screen. ‘It’s across all spectrums …’ Then he flipped up the VR visor. ‘Oh, nooo.’

Robinson took a shaky breath. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Log entry. The New Texas Navy just used a nuke on our decoy shuttle. I feel this validates my decision to leave the system by an unorthodox route. End.’

‘They used a nuke!’ Anong said. ‘They weren’t going to board.’

Green was doing the maths. ‘Check my work, Anne. They shot as soon as they saw the SAR.’

She shrugged. ‘Don’t know the boost on their torpedo,’ she said. ‘Could have been before or after. Doesn’t matter, does it? They never meant to take us.’

Two hours later, Anong prepped them for transition.

‘Long way to home,’ Green muttered.

Anong turned to him from her couch. ‘We could get home this path,’ she said cheerfully. ‘A probe went out this way in eighty-one.’

And they were gone.

And back.

People recovered from insertion in different ways. Green always felt as if he was waking from an important dream: a spirit dream, something that should have grabbed his whole attention, and was now slipping away like sand through his fingers …

The Tac display was … empty. They weren’t radiating, and there were no information buoys in this system. They were, literally, beyond the Fringe.

He ran his cursor to the ‘radiate’ indicator for the deep system radar when he was interrupted by a signal. And then another, and then a third.

They were close: within a million kilometres. And fast. Moving at insertion speed.

‘Jesus wept,’ he said quietly. There was an alarm going off on the bridge: a collision alarm, he suspected, because the contacts were close.

Henri stirred on the next couch.

A fourth signal. He passed it to the signal library.

And then a haze of Cherenkov radiation peaking in the ultra­violet spectrum. Four sources, all around them.

And then radiation silence.

‘What the fuck was that?’ Anong asked muzzily from Astrogation.

Green was having trouble swallowing. ‘Something,’ he said.

Four ships. All on courses for insertion to the New Mexico System. Only the vastness of space had prevented a collision. They had been on opposite courses, at near relativistic speeds.

Robinson cleared his throat. ‘Those were ships,’ he said.

Green was still playing with the signals library. All four ships had been radiating constantly: four sources on almost exactly the same frequency.

And not in the signals library.

‘What was that?’ Anong asked again.

‘Something …’ Green said.

Something wicked this way comes.

‘It’s not in the signal library,’ Henri said. ‘You said everything in human space was in the library.’

Green was trying to take deep breaths. ‘Yeah.’

He was looking at the last image the Tac screen had captured, of four contacts with energy signatures shaped like barbels, or two linked bubbles.

Energy bubbles.

‘I think they’re aliens,’ Green said.



Trade Craft

2784.6.4

She walked to work, because walking to work was one of the most pleasant aspects of her day. Indrapat, the neighbourhood of the great city of Delhi where she lived, rose around her with all the sights and smells of vigorous humanity, a reassurance among the stars. Here on the planet Delhi, in the city Delhi, humanity might have been here for thousands of years, not just four hundred. They were abundant, loud and colourful.

Delhi housed a million people or more, and had outgrown her domes as fast as the outside atmosphere improved, but she still had the demarcation lines of the first dome, the second dome, and the last or ‘Great’ Dome, the way cities on old Terra grew to fill their ancient military walls and then exploded beyond them.

Indrapat was the oldest section, with a beautiful central park around the Birla Mandir, a magnificent Hindu temple imported stone by stone from Old Terra after the Collapse, but the rest of the core had a mix of structures: some areas of dense utilitarian barracks from the first landing, that were now low-rent housing and a struggle to maintain alongside beautiful government buildings replete with xenoglas and steel, looking like blown bubbles scattered across the parkland and the older structures, and beneath them, a riot of colours and shapes from almost four hundred years of building and improvement.

Low rents and DHC guaranteed minimum incomes kept Indrapat from becoming a slum, but there was crime, as smuggling was one of the system’s primary pastimes. And there was also vibrant life, street music and delicious food. She stopped to buy a vada pav from a man she knew, at least by sight, and he grinned at her as she flashed her tab at his terminal to pay.

‘Cheaper if you pay cash, nice lady,’ he said.

‘Carry cash, get robbed,’ she said. She didn’t even carry a purse, just her slim tab in a slightly thicker holster under her arm. She wore a sort of imitation flightsuit, very much the fashion for most working people throughout the DHC, with a bulky short jacket over it covered in zippers. A third of the people around her were dressed in variations of the same, while saris and dhotis still predominated, at least here in centre city.

She walked on, headed for the metro, eating her vada pav in a few neat bites, attention on the crowds around her. It was early in day cycle, and most of the people were on their way to work, eyes down, moving quickly. A few shops had private security officers out front, and their eyes followed the crowd, looking for anyone out of place, if they were watching. Most of them wore mirrored sunglasses to hide their indifference.

But there at the corner where one unplanned alley met another by Pawan Electrical, a fly-by-night tab repair, there was a woman who stood out like a lighthouse on a dark night; her leather jacket and her pale complexion competed to announce her origins. Her body language was bad, and her pretence of examining a case of refurbished tabs, all probably stolen, was not believable given the tab in her hip holster and her obvious affluence.

Surveillance. Not unexpected.

She continued along her route, headed through the narrow streets of the Gandra Nala Bazaar towards Gandhi Avenue and the metro station.

Government is on the ball, she thought. The red dust that seemed to cover the planet was everywhere, but the trash had been collected. There had been an attempted coup against the ‘mostly’ democratic ‘mostly’ pro-DHC government a few months before, and everyone was still twitchy. Good trash collection was a positive sign.

New Texas paid for the coup attempt, she thought. But I’ll never prove it.

She continued through the market like a pilot on a difficult mission, her eyes scanning various surfaces: up, down; faces around her; a dumpster; a row of parked rickshaws; a truck so ancient that it hardly ever moved; a pair of modern grav sleds decorated for a wedding; graffit; a store security officer talking to a monk.

Bingo, she noted. The monk had crossed in front of her, two streets back. A whole team, some good, some not so good. Something’s up.

Her busy gaze passed over an orange brick building that had to be three hundred years old and was perhaps a warehouse of the first landing; the bricks might even have been fired on Old Terra. History interested her.

What she saw at the building’s corner where it projected into the narrow street interested her even more, but she didn’t stop or stare, merely noted what she’d seen and moved on. A man whistled sharply and waved, and she didn’t turn her head.

She had to force herself not to walk faster. She turned out of the narrow warren of the bazaar into the relatively wide Gandhi Avenue and made herself stop for coffee where she always did, every morning, just as she finished the potato in the second half of her vada pav, tossed the wrapper into a recycle bin, and pulled herself into the Coffee House by a handle that indicated that the building had once had an airlock.

‘Doppio,’ she said in Italian.

The barista nodded. He was presiding over an ancient and very beautiful machine in brass, copper and stainless steel, and his hands moved with the ritual efficiency of a high priest. He handed her a fine porcelain cup and she drank hers in three quick sips, flashed her tab at the terminal on the wall, and gave the man at the machine a wave. He inclined his head and she swung out the door by the ancient brass handle.

I’m showing too much energy, she thought, and made herself slow down, lower her shoulders, take deep breaths. She drew her tab as she entered the metro, a sudden sensory transition from a dusty street scene right out of an old vid into the xenoglas and brushed steel of the modern age, cool and well lit, elegant and simple. She took an escalator down to the level of her train, head down, shoulders down, one of thousands of morning commuters going to their government jobs. Somewhere behind her, someone was following her. She didn’t look back to check. She made no attempt to lose them. She was following her daily route to work that she varied only slightly, every day.

Look normal. Be boring.

She had an office in the gleamingly new blocks around the old spaceport, in Noida. The spaceport still functioned, although only for small craft coming in with passengers and very high-end freight, but she was in the high-end freight business. She left the underground rail, stopped at her usual candy shop to buy a sweet, caught the gleaming brass and glass elevator and walked down an aesthetically carpeted corridor to her office, which had a sign on the door in Sanskrit and Anglatin that said silk road traders, ltd. Below, in neat letters, it said ‘Ms Shraddha Sur’.

She hummed, pleased as she always was to see her name as she moved around her office, which might have existed in a different world from her apartment in the bazaar: matt black plastic desk, cast resin floors, granite touches, automated … everything.

And no dust at all. A different world from the ancient apartment where she lived. She liked the contrast.

‘Morning!’ she said to her gleaming, empty office.

‘Shubb prabhat,’ her AI responded.

She sat at the one desk, swivelled, and the chair read her biometrics and initiated a number of routines that included an alarm review, a self-aware system check, and an automated sweep of the office and surrounding spaces for various energy sources.

Her office did not have a window.

‘You are secure,’ her office reported. On her neural lace, shipping news began to scroll. Since Last Report SS Leonard Susskind homeport New Bengal docked Delhi Above 2356L. SS Deva homeport New Kiev docked Delhi Above 0034L. DHCMAS Liner Orestes departs 1530L Delhi Above. In-system: SS Mazdayasna entered system at 0043 local time outbound from Tamil Nadu via New India.

She tagged SS Mazdayasna. ‘That’s one of our cargoes,’ she said.

Her AI spoke up. ‘She entered system at 0043 local time outbound from Tamil Nadu via New India with a cargo of Synthees, PTX origin. We are bidding on her main cargo. She also has a consignment for us; sixteen kilos of natural silk from Old Terra.’

She smiled. ‘Mr Manekshaw will be delighted that it is finally here,’ she said. ‘Inform him?’

‘Done, the AI replied. ‘I note that you have heightened levels of blood pressure, traces of adrenaline …’

‘Thanks, Sherlock, you could just ask. Check my augment, please,’ she directed. She had a number of augmentations and her office could read them as long as she sat in the chair and her biometrics matched.

A picture, captured from her own right eye, appeared on the holotank over her matt black desk. It showed the ancient brick building whose corner had jutted into the street, complete with the waist level chalk mark, ठ.

‘That’s not good,’ the AI said. ‘That’s an emergency signal.’

‘Really, Ji?’ she asked. ‘I thought it was just Sanskrit grafitti.’

‘Fringe Worlds,’ the AI said. ‘Must be 2113.’ There was a pause. ‘Sarcasm detected.’

She wanted to roll her eyes, but she was already too busy. ‘Thanks, Ji, but must we be patronising first thing in the morning? You know I had to memorise every one of these signals before I came here, right?’

‘Human memory is so frangible,’ the AI said. ‘I never know what you’ll remember and what you won’t.’

She’d just brought a shipping schedule up on her tab. ‘Can I reprogram your social settings so that you have to be polite?’ she asked.

‘I am always perfectly polite,’ the AI responded. ‘While I understand that in your reference frame it may appear that I am acting in a manner that you find offensive, in my reference frame I am acting for our best joint efficiency and operational security.’

‘I’ll bet you say that to all the girls,’ she said. She was pulling up 2113’s file. She noted the mainframe checking her retinal scan and biometrics. At the same time, she raised a separate holographic screen to review the cargo manifest for the Mazdayasna.

‘In fact, I do,’ said the AI.

She nodded. ‘I’ve reviewed the available manifest. Buy all the pharma up to sixty-six K a tonne, and watch the market for the Synthees. You make the call. You would anyway.’

‘Yes,’ the AI said. ‘And you?’

‘If this is 2113, and we have to assume that it is, and if they posted this signal this morning, the meeting is set for 1415L at the spaceport. But the use of the physical signal is so …’

‘Old-fashioned, Ms Sur?’ the AI asked.

‘Who’s in port?’ She frowned. Delhi System was an important nexus in human space; with insertion points for the frontier, for the ‘Empire’ of New Texas, and for several big systems in the trade zone of the Directorate of Human Corporations, which was the closest thing to an interplanetary government that humanity had, except the 普天下 Pǔ Tiān Xià empire, way off to spinward more than a hundred light years away.

Not that PTX wouldn’t stir the pot here if they had the agents to do so. Delhi System was as full of spies as it was of mawa and ghee.

‘Search all incoming ships in the last seven days and see if you get any matches.’

‘Right. I suppose that it’s your turn to be patronising.’ The AI was apparently in sarcasm mode.

‘Ah, Ji, now I detect the sarcasm.’ Goodness, I sound like my mother. ‘No matches?’

‘Nothing. But any agent smart enough to get here alive would be in an alias. 2113 is a veteran reporter.’ The AI tabbed her a list of possible or known agents operating in their sphere.

‘Facial recognition at the spaceport?’ she asked. ‘Any spaceport? Can you use our back door into Delhi Spaceport Customs and Immigration?’

‘No matches. Across the board. 2113 has not entered the system on a ship’s crew or passenger ship in any ID where his biometrics registered.’

She sat with her chin in her hand. ‘Anyone in port look suspicious? Like someone from the Fringe with a new ident?’ Delhi stood outside the DHC on some matters and inside on others, and her customs and immigration services were … porous … when certain powerful concerns wanted, say, uncustomed lithium from New Mexico or beyond.

The AI didn’t hesitate. ‘All IFF codes match expected routes.’

She ran her pen, a physical and rather old-fashioned item, down the AI’s list of ships in system. ‘Tell me about Leonard Susskind,’ she ordered.

‘Twenty-first century physicist, responsible for important developments in so-called Superstring Theory which attempted to reconcile—’

‘The ship, Ji. The ship that arrived in system with just time for a desperate person to come downside on the 0215 shuttle and leave a signal in the bazaar before breakfast.’ She rolled her eyes.

‘By that logic, any ship arriving before 2356L …’ There was a distinct pause, all too rare when dealing with her AI. ‘Ahh. Well, Ms Sur, I believe I must concede this one to you.’

‘Because?’ she asked.

‘Because Leonard Susskind has no cargo and no passengers. And is currently unloading at the freight dock of the skyhook.’ The AI might have sighed. ‘I wasn’t looking at cargo.’

Shraddha didn’t gloat, although, in eleven months in system, it was only the third time she’d scored on the AI. ‘Get everything we can find on that ship,’ she said. ‘I’m going to prep for the meeting.’

It was exactly what they trained you for, this moment. An emergency meeting with an agent who might be compromised. Or, just possibly, with someone who’d tortured your agent to get his meeting codes. That was the first explanation that popped into her head as to why someone had posted an emergency meeting signal but 2113 was nowhere to be found.

‘I have to make the emergency meeting,’ she said. ‘The window opens in a little less than two hours.’

‘I have you booked on a business shuttle to Delhi Station in fifteen minutes,’ the AI said.

‘It is a one-hour window with a three-hour repeat,’ she said. She’d expected to go on a date that night: a lawyer from Central Government. She wasn’t even spotting and assessing him. Not really. She’d liked his online comments as a juror on local political debate channels, and then she’d watched him on a live blog, and then she’d asked him out.

Rajiv Padmini.

She sighed. Somewhere out there, one of her agents, or Joes as the Service called them, was in trouble. A Joe coming in from somewhere out on the Fringe … she was sure who it was from the Sanskrit sigil … That someone looked pretty desperate. There were better ways of coming in from the cold than popping the ‘clear the decks’ signal.

‘Twin yourself with “retrieval operation only” knowledge. I’ll take you as a security bot,’ she said. ‘Covered as my baggage conveyance.’

The AI chuckled. It hadn’t done that when she’d first taken over the office. It became more ‘human compatible’ every month, and she was afraid that its occasional sarcasm was her fault.

‘I do enjoy a jaunt,’ it said. ‘Even as your porter.’

She began to review the pertinent case file. ‘Porter is an Age of Scarcity title,’ she said.

‘If the shoe fits,’ her AI murmured. She shook her head, wondering if she should worry about its increasingly human tendencies. Then she accessed her file.

Mr Theseus Brooks, Codename ‘Minotaur’ 2113 and locally tagged as ठ, was a DHC Merchant Auxiliary Service veteran-turned-commercial spacer, an ‘occasional’ Joe who’d reported often enough to get a code name, and whose reliability was well above average. He was no one’s idea of a spy, as he carried no weapons and never made any attempt to break into secure areas or steal secret plans. He was, in fact, exactly what he appeared to be, and all of his reports were straightforward essays on local spaceport security throughout Directorate Space and beyond, spiced up with the occasional dockside rumour. In 2782 he’d reported to her office from New Texas on smuggling and labour violations he’d observed in their new spaceport; his report was passed as accurate/highly useful and a small fee paid into a New London account.

The man had extensive training in the maintenance of fusion engines and an alphabet soup of spacer qualifications. He’d never received any training in trade craft, the routines and skills of espionage.

Despite which, he looked like someone capable of taking care of himself.

‘I have 2113 aboard SS Shetland Islands outbound for New Mexico System from New Texas,’ her AI reported into her neural lace, complete with a tag to show the actual digital document reference. ‘Aboard as ship’s engineer. Relative time six months sixteen days ago.’

She rubbed her face and felt a perfectly rational desire for more coffee. ‘So he should still be on board Shetland,’ she said.

‘Since the embargo we’re not getting much out of the New Texas Fringe,’ her AI reported.

‘I am so glad that you can keep these things in my head,’ she said with icy sarcasm.

The embargo was only three local weeks old. It was deeply unpopular on Delhi, because trade with New Texas and the worlds beyond was essential to Delhi’s burgeoning industrial economy. On the other hand, the Directorate of Human Corporations, or more specifically DHC’s labour policies, were very popular in system, as the only protection against rapacious capitalists, and the government of New Texas was viewed as the probable instigator of the recent coup.

Something that she was sure was true, but didn’t have the smoking gun to prove.

The DHC had embargoed New Texas and all three of her systems for violations of those same labour practices. New Texas had responded by seizing a number of DHC merchant ships and creating a military blockade to prevent the entry of any DHC vessels into their systems. All of which was going to massively complicate any attempt to contact ठ, mostly because Delhi was flooded with agents of New Texas, whether they were rich fat-cat volunteers or professionals. Delhi was the crossroads, the post box of the Anti-spinward expansion.

After all, that’s why the DHC put a Special Services office here, she thought.

On the other hand … On the other hand, it was exciting, the most exciting thing to happen since she’d taken this job, and anything that Minotaur 2113 had to report was probably gold, since they’d had no other reports since the embargo went live. All her agents were virtually cut off in New Texas space.

‘A reporter from the Fringe,’ she mused aloud.

‘Or just possibly an enemy assassin assigned to eliminate DHC officers on Delhi,’ the AI responded. ‘I’m in threat-management mode.’

While she was still reviewing the emergency meeting procedures and location, the AI flashed a message and linked her to a set of still photos drawn from high-def cameras.

‘Subject 1,’ the AI whispered in her ear. ‘Left the Susskind illegally via the cargo umbilical forty minutes after docking. No facial recognition, but they are tall. Check the downside shuttle terminal at 0132L.’

‘They are tall,’ she agreed. ‘Damn, Ji. Good catch.’

‘Also, I have a veritable sunburst of communications from Susskind to an office in the Ghantaghar Concourse starting 1310L, and a corresponding comms burst from the New Texas embassy 1313L.’ The AI managed to sound smug.

‘And?’

She received a still image of a tall man dressed in paramilitary clothing.

‘He doesn’t look like an assassin,’ she said. ‘He looks like an academic. Except the boots. Where is he now?’

‘I’m not doing a recognition or a digital match in system,’ the AI responded. ‘I’m already concerned about a piggyback. I don’t think we’re the only ones looking.’

She began humming to herself as she made her plans.

An hour later, a well-dressed businessperson in a short skirt and a long, severe coat walked through the passenger terminal of Delhi Main, the principal groundside spaceport on the planet, with a skyhook elevator to the geosynchronous orbital directly above. Her luggage was towed by an older model robot that flashed a holo of the ‘Silk Road Trading Company’ like a banner as they walked.

‘I feel ridiculous,’ the AI complained on her neural lace.

‘It’s good for business,’ she snapped. ‘We have to trade. We are merchants.’

It was a cardinal rule of DHC intelligence that every station had to cover its own bills by trading. Shraddha had made a steady profit every month since she’d come on station.

‘Really?’ the robot asked. ‘Have you ever bought a cargo because someone stopped you in a spaceport lounge and said, “Nice robot, I’d like to sell you some xenoglas”?’

‘Your sense of sarcasm is growing by leaps and bounds,’ she subvocalised. ‘Advertising helps.’

She stood in a short line for a table at her favourite spaceport bar.

‘No bots,’ the automated hostess said.

‘You can wait here, Dali,’ she said.

‘Oh, can I please?’ muttered the bot, and then she was headed for a table.

The bar was well off the beaten passenger path, almost in the cargo area; it was dimly lit and full of maintenance techs and cargo handlers, freight forwarders and off-duty customs officers. It had a live bartender, who waved at her. She settled at a table in the open, visible from most angles. She was slightly out of place in her fashionable clothes, but not very; it was exactly the sort of place that veteran business travellers used.

Window opens in seven minutes, her AI whispered in her mind.

She used her tab to order a beer and a plate of dim sum, the bar’s specialty and a nod to the ‘Interplanetary’ cuisine of the massively multicultural DHC. Then she began to tab through gossip columns, because in a place like this, there was every chance that someone could read at least the surface of her tab.

She flicked a vid showing a local star dancing …

Possible contact. Tall Caucasian male, flightsuit, adrenaline, fear pheromones.

She allowed herself to move her right hand to the music on her vid.

Moving. He’s entering. He’s stopped.

The bartender arrived at her table. ‘I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?’ he asked. He flashed a smile and delivered her dim sum and her beer.

The timing was bad, but she played it as it came. ‘Shraddha,’ she said, offering her hand. ‘I like this place.’

‘Mike,’ he said. ‘Glad you like it. Where are you from?’

He looked up, and there was another man standing by the table. He was tall, taller than Mike, and he had long hair tied back and a red-blond beard. ‘Is the food here any good?’ he asked. The phrase, which was, in fact the correct signal phrase, was delivered in a voice that shook.

Mike didn’t notice the fear in the newcomer. ‘Best food in the spaceport, yaar,’ he said. ‘Can I get you something, buddy?’

The tall man looked straight at her. ‘They’re right behind me,’ he said. ‘I want to defect.’

She cursed the bad luck of the bartender coming to the table just as her contact …

Hostiles. Weapons.

She had a few seconds, thanks to her bot outside, waiting patiently with her luggage. She stood, flipping the table at Mike. She needed him away, and quickly.

Mike stumbled back.

The defector stood too close to her, and she had suspicions, but for the moment she had the initiative.

‘Oh my God!’ she shrieked, as if she’d just poured the dim sum in her own lap, which, in fact, she had not done. She was already slipping from her chair.

Engaging.

In the bar’s open entryway, the luggage bot unfolded in three dimensions to become a feral stick-figure just over a metre tall, with too many legs. It moved, insect-like, about one metre, and fired something that was almost silent and hissed like a boiling tea kettle.

Shraddha knew that her cover was probably already compromised, but there was no reason to toss it yet. She grabbed the tall man by the wrist. ‘You come with me,’ she spat, as if angry.

‘I’m …’ he began, and then stumbled after her.

Something blew a glowing hole through the wall next to the tall man’s shoulder.

Thirty-millimetre gauss round, depleted uranium slug. Heavy sniper. Lucky it wasn’t a grenade.

She was still moving, heading for the bar’s kitchen. She knew the whole layout of the kitchen, because she was thorough and knew her terrain. A glance to her right confirmed that the big sniper round had come in through the roof; they were being fired at from outside, right through the building. From a chopper? Antigrav sled? Air car? Sighting on infrared?

Gods above, one of the tall buildings overlooking the old spaceport?

Another round, right through the bar’s stainless-steel top.

Time to move.

Very high stakes. Unlikely that anyone wants me dead that bad. QED he’s a genuine defector. They’re trying to kill him.

Through the kitchen door. One middle-aged woman cooking, one very young boy washing dishes.

‘Washroom?’ she asked. But she didn’t go through the next door, to the washroom; instead she pulled the big man right past the dishwasher and through swinging double doors to the access tunnels.

‘I am evading on route three,’ she subvocalised.

Covering.

The maintenance tunnel led back into the main terminal areas, which would make access from above almost impossible. Someone had taken a huge risk to kill the defector. She had to assume they’d have agents in the terminal.

He might be a fake.

She had a few seconds in hand.

‘New Texas?’ she asked.

‘Yes’m,’ he answered.

‘Where’d you get the codes for this meeting?’ she asked.

‘A guy I met in a bar,’ he said. ‘It’s a long story.’

‘You’re an intelligence officer?’ she asked.

‘Ma’am, I’m a fucking xenoarchaeologist,’ he said. ‘I’m just playing the cards I’m dealt, OK?’

Seconds were ticking down. Seconds in which to make any number of fatal decisions.

‘Tizzy told me to tell you I’ve seen the aliens. The ones who ain’t Starfish,’ he said.

Perhaps the most inflammatory sentence of her life. They’d all heard rumours – that out beyond New Texas, there’d been contacts with a new alien race.

It didn’t matter if he was a fake. Or rather, he’d just made the possibility that he was real far too important for her to risk losing him.

She pushed him against the corridor wall. ‘Stand straight,’ she said, and took his picture, measuring him at the same time.

‘You still viable?’ she asked her bot.

Yes. There’s a bit of a mess. I’m moving.

She used her neural lace to pass his photo and biometric data to a waiting identikit for a cover identity she’d already prepared.

She smiled at him. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘We’re going to get you out of here. Directly.’

‘You are?’ he asked.

‘Let’s go.’ She smiled at him to reassure him, and a little to reassure herself. She was going to do this. For real. It was very different from training exercises.

She led him down the access corridor as she glanced at the spaceport’s internal layout and monitored the security channels, which were lit up like the city at Diwali.

She turned left at the first cross-corridor and led him along past the trash bins of a dozen passenger concourse shops. Sirens whooped ahead of them. She trusted to luck – there was a lot going on out on the concourse, and she had to hope the shop’s people weren’t looking at their access doors, and she led her defector through and into the brilliant light of a concourse shopping mall.

Her neural lace told her that the identikit was complete, and she began to make arrangements. They were on the lower level of the spaceport mall, and surrounded by travellers, most of whom seemed to be doing their best to ignore the security vehicles and armoured guards pouring out of the lower level security office across the concourse.

‘Your name is Will,’ she said. ‘William O’Malley.’

‘It’s not,’ he insisted.

‘It is now, Mr O’Malley,’ she said. They were a mismatch, she in her fashionable business attire, and he in dusty cargo pants and a shapeless jacket over a dust-coloured T-shirt. He wore boots. No one on Delhi wore boots.

‘Where’s your tab?’ she asked.

‘I … ditched it,’ he said.

Not too bad.

She steered him into DwightLine, a well-known clothier across twenty systems. ‘Buy new clothes,’ she ordered. She was scanning the concourse, looking for trouble, hoping for her robot. She reported her position.

A little trouble. On my way.

Her defector just stood there.

‘Hello,’ she said brightly, and forcefully, to the clerk. ‘That nice dark jacket. Yes. The tight one. And black slacks. Perfect. Oh, I love these shoes. Socks to match. And that cream-coloured shirt. So lovely.’ She turned to the clerk. ‘On my tab.’ She turned back to her defector. ‘Why don’t you try them all on?’

‘Huh?’ he asked. ‘I don’t—’

‘Right now,’ she spat.

He got it. He took the armload of clothes and vanished into the dressing room.

The security forces had all moved on, but now that the mall level was calming she could spot three people: two women, one man, all moving with a purpose she didn’t like, and the shorter woman was subvocalising, her lips just barely moving, but that’s the sort of thing that Shraddha was trained to see. And they weren’t far away.

The taller woman looked familiar, too.

‘I have trouble.’

Inbound.

Inside her own skull she peered at the layout of the main concourse of the spaceport. DwightLine was on the inner hub of the main concourse. There was an access tunnel. Shops had to have a way to bring in stock, and DwightLine was a big outfit.

‘Charge me for everything my partner just tried on,’ she said to the clerk.

‘Don’t you want to wait …?’

‘Nope,’ Shraddha said, channelling her mother’s impatience with shops: that annoying, arrogant whine. She kept her eyes on the three people whose movements had alerted her. ‘In about thirty seconds, I’m going to walk out. No lie.’

The clerk began to enter the items. She kept her eyes on the screen in front of her, trying to hide her own indignation.

Shraddha moved slightly, so that a mannequin was between her and the shop’s big windows. Seconds counted, and this was where her neural lace really shone.

She was booking a first-class cabin outbound. First class had its own customs line, and that customs line was accessible from the shopping concourse, and had its own access to the shuttles to Delhi Above. To the rich it is given. The DHC had regulations about space flight equality, but Delhi was almost the Fringe, and money here had a lustre that it lacked in the Core Worlds.

Which is to my benefit, right?

The taller woman motioned. She had a weapon in her pocket. Shit, how did they get weapons through screening?

Shraddha didn’t have a weapon.

I need to get to the lifts.

‘I need to access the security tunnels,’ she subvocalised.

She expected the AI to remonstrate with her about the possibilities of revealing to the host planet services their penetration of ‘secure’ data.

Mass unlock.

‘Nice,’ she murmured.

‘Do you need a receipt?’ the clerk asked.

‘Will O’Malley’ stepped out of the dressing room, now a tall, dark figure in two-year-old Vera Cruz fashion, all tight-fitting and metallic.

Shraddha nodded. ‘Very nice. Follow me, please.’

‘You can’t go that way!’ the clerk said, but she’d just seen the size of her tip and was suddenly less concerned than she might have been.

Shraddha led her defector out the freight door and straight through an unlocked security door. The security corridors were all white, a dirty white that showed every scuff mark and every spilled coffee. It was too late to worry about the cameras, which were probably embedded in overhead lights; either AI had them or they didn’t.

Her tab interfaced with her neural lace; she turned left at the cross-corridor, and there was a bank of lifts. An ancient sign between the lifts gave animated instructions for the use of a defibrillator that no longer hung in its cradle. A poster said, ‘If you see corruption, say so.’ Someone had written in Sanskrit, ‘So you can get bribed, too.’

She felt the breeze of the arriving lifts, and she wished that she had a weapon, but she didn’t.

The lift opened, and it was empty. She followed her new friend inside and hit the plate for the upper level, and nothing happened.

Palm print.

‘I need an override. Lift.’ She paused, looking around desperately for any identifying mark.

An alarm began to sound. And then a long bark, the sound of an automatic weapon firing a full burst.

I ordered all first-level lifts to go to second level. A little busy. Someone has lost their sense of proportion.

The lift ride seemed to take forever.

‘That was gunfire,’ her defector said.

She shrugged. ‘Yep,’ she agreed.

‘Do you have a gun?’ he asked.

‘Nope,’ she said. How long does a lift ride take?

He shook his head. ‘God damn, lady, where I come from everyone has a gun.’

She nodded. ‘I know,’ she allowed.

The doors were finally opening.

This time, there were four armoured security officers outside. They weren’t private security, either; they were Spaceport Delhi cops.

She smiled at them and started past.

‘Halt!’ said the nearest. ‘Hey! Halt!’

She halted, willing her defector to do the same. He was shaking.

‘How’d you get in here?’ asked the nearest faceless visor. ‘This is a secure area.’

‘Then it should be better marked,’ she spat back. ‘The mall is in chaos! There is shooting!’ and then, as if she was the centre of the universe, ‘I am late for my launch!’

‘How’d …?’

‘Get them out of here,’ spat another.

‘I am a first-class passenger!’ she said. ‘So is my partner!’

‘Show me,’ demanded a woman’s voice.

Shraddha opened her tab, accessed their tickets, and held it out to the security officer. ‘We need to be on this shuttle!’ she said. ‘Please don’t slow us down …’

‘Fuck, Lessing, take them over to the shuttle,’ the woman said, her voice augmented somehow. ‘Station’s in chaos. MOVE.’

‘Follow me, folks,’ said the nearest cop.

‘Oh my God, they have guns,’ she said.

‘It’ll be all right,’ the defector said. ‘It’s probably just a drill.’

Not bad. He’s not bad. He can play to the script.

Their escort put a hand against his helmet and then looked at her. ‘This level should be secure,’ he said. ‘This corridor will take you directly to the shuttle terminal.’

She took Will’s hand. ‘We better hurry,’ she said.

They began to jog up the corridor.

‘Don’t you think they’ll be waiting for us at the shuttle lounge?’ he asked.

‘No, I don’t,’ she said. ‘I think they’re behind me all the way.’

‘Oh,’ he said.

She pushed them through another security access door, also unlocked, and into a terminal bay with several hundred seats. People were sitting, but most were standing, and the signs behind the transit stations were flashing ‘BOARDING’.

‘Come on,’ she said.

She spotted the first-class line and joined it. It was satisfyingly short. They were behind a tall, elegant ’gyne whose clothing shouted their SUA origin, and then they were boarding the big orbital shuttle. It was faster than the skyhook and much more expensive, but the skyhook accident on Vera Cruz in 2769 had cause a great many people to fear the massive orbital elevators.

They took their seats in acceleration couches in the nose, with portals down the side for viewing once they were spaceborne.

‘This is nice,’ she said. She’d spent a year’s profits in minutes.

‘Why aren’t they stopping us?’ O’Malley asked. He had to raise his voice, as the shuttle’s auxiliary engines were starting.

‘They’re dirtsiders,’ she said. ‘They didn’t expect me to run up.’

‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

‘Delhi Above,’ she said. ‘It’s the main interplanetary station.’

‘I know that,’ he said with impatience. ‘I mean, then what? How will we get off the station without being intercepted?’

She was on her tab. The shuttle was almost done boarding, and various safety signs had begun to come on and play as animations, some in holo, some on flat screens.

‘You out there?’

Badly damaged. Probable last note from this platform: warning! Opposition displays reckless disregard for relative mission value and gain/loss ratios. Analysis: They will stop at nothing.

Her neural lace received an image of the lower concourse of Delhi Spaceport, with dozens dead or injured. Emergency services personnel in their orange flightsuits lay sprawled across the very victims they’d tried to save.

Her eyes flicked to the xenoarchaeologist. She nodded slightly, mostly an apology to her AI.

‘Sorry, Ji. I’m leaving you.’

Another fine mess …

‘But how are we just … leaving them behind?’ her defector asked. He turned to look into the mid-body of the shuttle. ‘I don’t get it …’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Let’s not tempt fate,’ she said.

Sitting in her acceleration couch, waiting for the engines to fire, she wondered what information this tall man could have that was worth the lives of a dozen people and a million ducats’ damage in the main terminal. And the diplomatic consequences.

But five minutes later, the main engines fired, and the shuttle rose on a column of white-hot gas into the atmosphere. The weight of several Shraddhas pressed down on her for a while, and then her tab flashed her the route from the shuttle terminal on the outer ring of Delhi Above Station to the Great Liner Orestes, just two stops on the orbital’s light rail from the shuttle dock.

She asked her tab to identify the location of the docked freighter Susskind. It was located and tagged, and she narrowed her eyes; the vessel was at the main freight elevator, on the station’s inner ring, but in the same quadrant as the Orestes.

They will stop at nothing.

Outside her small portal, the brightest star in the heavens resolved as first a perfect circle and then a brightly lit outer ring of dazzling white with four arms reaching to an inner hub, like a fat gyroscope, or Krishna’s chariot wheel. She’d seen it a dozen times and it still took her breath away, despite her current situation.

‘That’s a big orbital,’ her companion said.

‘We may have company,’ she said softly. ‘Just stay with me. Don’t react to any provocation. OK?’

He smiled. His smile was warm, and transformed his face. ‘You’re doin’ real good so far,’ he said. ‘I think I’ll stick with you, ma’am.’

They were among the first passengers to disembark from the shuttle, and there, as she’d feared, were two big men in flightsuits. They were very out of place in the first-class lounge of the shuttle service; someone had been bribed. One wore a red suit, and one an orange suit, and they were both bald.

Muscle.

‘Hey, Luke!’ the bigger man called, with an artificial smile. He reached for her companion as if to shake his hand.

The xenoarchaeologist recoiled.

There were other first-class passengers behind them, and the lounge had a human crew. She looked back, as if wondering who Luke might be, deliberately showing no sign of unease.

Orange-suit grabbed her arm, as she expected.

She screamed, and her scream was as piercing as a chemical alarm. Passengers already on edge because of the chaos in the lower spaceport immediately took notice, looking for cover or, in the case of a small Sikh man, moving to her aid.

‘You!’ the Sikh shouted at Orange-suit. ‘Get your hands off her.’

Orange-suit was frozen in indecision.

Amateur, she thought, and screamed again.

Red-suit had a weapon of some kind, and he was getting it out, fumbling it.

She kicked him. Her short, wide skirt was no impediment and she was trained for the low gravity, and her kick ignored his hand and went all the way to his jaw. She used Orange-suit as a fulcrum on which to turn, like an elder leaning heavily on a younger person’s arm.

Red-suit crumpled as her instep shattered his jaw; she twisted in the air. Orange-suit hadn’t let go, with the result that she’d now twisted him with the force of her kick and his relative inexperience in low-g combat. She got a foot on the wall, not as neatly as she would have liked, but she pushed off and broke his hold, rolling him over in the process.

She touched down on the deck and punched Orange-suit in the back of the head, and ran for the orbital subway: a sort of three-dimensional lift system on the in-station bulkhead of the transit lounge. She left Orange-suit tangled with the Sikh man, whose valour she praised under her breath as she ran.

‘That was quite a kick!’ ‘Will’ said as the doors closed. They were alone in a lift intended for a dozen or more people.

She nodded, breathing hard, trying to muster her thoughts. This is why the exercises in New London were so chaotic, she thought. To prepare you.

They will stop at nothing. ‘Red-suit had a gun,’ she said. ‘On a fucking station.’

She saw that sink home on his pale face. ‘Oh,’ he murmured.

‘Explosive decompression. Delicate life support. Who the fuck are these clowns?’ She spat, and there was blood; someone had landed a blow.

‘Now where do we go?’ he asked quietly.

‘Just stay with me,’ she smiled. Her smile was tight and false, because she was full of adrenaline and because she was being hunted. She prayed they hadn’t figured out her plan, because if they had, a sniper …

Whoever they fucking were. She’d thought New Texas, but this was too cohesive. And yet, desperate. Reckless. Completely unprofessional.

She looked at the time. 1451L. Her tab said she had six minutes left until the Orestes closed her hatches.

The lift trip to the platform was about two minutes thirty seconds. Then they’d have to cross the concourse; maybe forty seconds …

‘Now arriving Delhi Above Concourse Four; Environmental Science, Space Operations, change for local transport to the hub and freight, cargo and main engineering. Now arriving …’

She stepped to the left as the doors opened, putting her back against her defector’s front and pushing him into the wall of the lift with her hip.

Outside the lift were dozens, if not hundreds of shift workers: cargo bosses; freight forwarding clerks and cargo agents; the entire human workforce coming off the 1445 transit lift from the Hub, looking to board her lift. Fifteen men and women pushed into a space rated for twelve, crushing her against the side wall, but she’d read the space well and she kept them close to the doors.

‘Doors closing. Next stop: Delhi Above Concourse Five; Interplanetary Travel, Customs and Immigration, Hab One.’

The lift was awash in noise. On New London she’d noticed the habit they had there of falling silent in lifts; no one on Delhi had that habit, and a dozen voices echoed in the small space.

She was trying to read the four people closest to her.

One of them, in a hard hat and safety harness, roared with laughter at something unheard in the maelstrom of noise and she crossed him off her ‘suspicious’ list.

‘Get ready to push hard,’ she said as quietly as she could.

She felt the lift slowing its horizontal acceleration, and then she felt it decelerate. There were two people just an arm push away from her, separated by two more. The nearer two were clearly part of a larger party, and unwilling, as men often are, to give up an inch of personal space in the crush. The farther two she didn’t like. They didn’t appear to be with anyone, and they were tense, and trying to get closer to her.

The lift was decelerating rapidly.

‘Now arriving Delhi Above Concourse Five: Interplanetary Travel, Customs and Immigration, Hab One. Now arriving …’

She deliberately turned her head away from the woman she thought was coming for her. She put her hand on her tab holster, lowered her shoulder …

The doors began to open.

‘Luke Vandermeer! You are under arrest!’ shouted the woman.

‘She’s got a gun!’ roared a big, bearded man in an environmental suit.

‘Out!’ Shraddha spat at her defector.

The woman on the lift shot the bearded man. She did so in desperation, trying to clear a path to her quarry, or that’s how Shraddha read it.

Behind her, on the passenger concourse, a beautifully modulated voice of indeterminate gender said, ‘Will passengers Shraddha Sur and William O’Malley please report to any boarding umbilical? Will Orestes first-class passengers Shraddha Sur and William O’Malley …’

The Immigration kiosk was perhaps a hundred metres away.

So fucking close.

All in an eye-blink, as the bearded man, gut shot, began to fold over, and the man beside the woman produced a big pistol.

She thought, Whoever you are, you’re fucking insane, shooting that cannon on a station.

Twinned to that thought: Shit, they’re just going to kill us.

They will stop at nothing.

No exercise had ever gone this pear-shaped.

By then, she had her tiny gauss pistol in her hand. It was almost flat, and looked more like a calculator than a weapon. She raised it as the falling bearded man opened a lane to her target, and very carefully put three flechettes into each of the two hostiles. The man fired back, his cannon incredibly loud.

Training told; she didn’t touch a bystander.

She tossed the little gun through the doors as they closed on the blood and mayhem of the lift. Her victims were starting to spasm; the flechettes were poisoned. The bearded man was screaming.

She grabbed ‘William’s’ hand. ‘Come on!’ she called.

Three other lifts were disgorging passengers and none of them were quite sure what had happened. Shraddha crossed the concourse on willpower and training, almost blind to the world except for her grip on her defector and the customs kiosk that she was determined to reach.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ shouted a man behind her, but she got them into the kiosk first, holding her tab up like a talisman.

The immigration officer was looking past her. ‘Something happen on your lift?’ he asked.

She bit her lip. ‘The one next to us,’ she said. ‘Sounded like gunshots.’

He was starting to step out of his kiosk, but he flashed something at her tab. ‘Thanks,’ he said automatically.

She ran for the nearest umbilical marked Orestes. In her worst imagination of the last half-hour, it had already been retracted, or it was retracted before her eyes.

They made it to the umbilical. It was broad, inclined only slightly, and was under station spin, so they had apparent weight all the way out to the liner. A uniformed steward smiled at her as she neared the airlock, and said, ‘Ah, Ms Sur? And your luggage?’

‘None,’ she said. She was beginning to breathe.

When the steward checked her tab for their tickets, she flashed an identity code at his tab. And then allowed him to escort them to their cabin. By the standards of hotels, it was the smallest room she’d ever had; by the standards of space travel, it was luxurious, with room to change clothes standing up, and a wide bed.

Her defector sat on the bed like a marionette with his strings cut.

‘God almighty,’ he said. ‘You did have a gun.’

She looked at him a moment. ‘You had better be worth it,’ she said. ‘I spent three years building my cover and a year on Delhi making my company profitable. Trade. Real trade. All gone.’

He just shook his head. ‘They were tryin’ to kill me.’

‘The very best advertisement of your value,’ she said, with a touch of asperity. My goodness, I do sound like my mother. I’d best watch that.

‘Are we … safe?’ he asked.

‘I’ve called the cavalry,’ she said. ‘Before we go any further, do you have any proof of your assertion? About the aliens?’

He leaned back on the bed, reached into his pocket, and she tensed.

He threw a recording disk onto the bed’s surface. It was about a centimetre across and sparkled as if the compressed data within was boiling at some quantum interface. ‘Yep,’ he said.

She released the breath she’d been holding, even as she felt the ship vibrate.

‘Stand by for acceleration,’ a voice said pleasantly. ‘Now departing Delhi Above Station. Stand by for acceleration.’

And a moment later, ‘We will lose artificial gravity for a few minutes. We apologise for any inconvenience.’

She felt the motion as the ship dropped away from the station. He was just explaining what a xenoarchaeologist actually did.

‘Are we really safe?’ ‘Will’ asked her. He was calm enough. ‘I could use a drink.’

She nodded. ‘Like I said, I called the cavalry,’ she said.

She had ‘Will O’Malley’ on board a Directorate of Human Corporations Merchant Ship: DHCMAS, or ‘Service’. Service had teeth; and she’d already tabbed her opposite number aboard.

She still couldn’t relax until he’d been debriefed. It wasn’t in her to let it go, and the shipboard officer concurred.

Eight hours later, she encrypted her initial debrief alongside the information on the data chip and gave a copy to the ship, a copy to Lieutenant Hara of her service, and together they fired a very expensive message capsule into space.

The message capsule raced across the system until it was in range of an outbound messenger ship, and then transmitted its data on a tight beam. The high-priority messenger ships came and went out in the fringe of the system, indeed, all DHC systems. Messenger ships inserted outbound every forty-eight hours in most DHC systems, a ‘pony express’ as some historians called them, that kept the information sphere from becoming too chaotic throughout DHC space.

The encrypted debrief, and a follow-on in more depth sent eleven days later from Steppe System after their first insertion, made seventeen more insertions across forty light years to reach New London, where the encryption was downloaded automatically at DHC Special Services HQ on City Orbital. By then, the information was almost a hundred days old.

It arrived simultaneously with the news of the total destruction of DHCMAS Passenger Liner Orestes by unknown action in the fringes of the Novogorod system.



One Hour

2784.10.29

The Second Astrogation Officer of the PTX Special Cruiser 偷天換日 Tou Tian Huan Ri ‘Stealthy Change’ was a popular man. First, Kim Jong-jik was politically harmless, because as an Earth-born of Korean descent, he could never be part of any of the main power structures. Second, because he was funny, and his puns were never offensive and always called forth groans, he was welcome in the officers’ mess or in any workshop. He could hold his drink, he did his job, and he competed with absolutely no one for precedence.

He also had an almost bottomless source for Scotch, and even if it wasn’t ‘real’ Scotch, it was, two years out from the Left Naval Station of the Imperial Planet, sufficiently close to Scotch to merit the name. How he managed to dispense it from his tiny shared cabin suggested that he had friends in high places, and yet …

And finally, because as a ‘Worker-Officer’, a man promoted from the ranks, he seemed easy with everyone, whatever rank. He was welcome wherever he turned up: cheerful, energetic, funny and self-effacing, always willing to bow a little lower. Several of the ship’s senior officers managed to dislike him, as he was obviously beneath them, but they didn’t show it in front of their troops.

Besides, they almost never had to interact with him, because he was second astrogator, and the first astrogator was Second Captain Jiang Shunfu, an elite keju-board-certified genius who was politically untouchable for the simple reason that he was the best astrogator in the extensive PTX fleet. He could be curt; he could be rude, and he was almost always blunt and direct. It seemed to emanate from the same wellspring as his genius. It made him difficult to discipline.

Especially this voyage. They were eleven jumps out from their home dock in the magnificent Left Fleet Yards by the Celestial Palace Orbital, eleven jumps that had taken them over two years. They had made longer leaps into the Deep Black than any ship in fleet history, except their consorts, Special Cruisers 长征 Long March and 长城 Great Wall, respectively. The three of them had waited in the infinite cold of deep space, as their sealed orders required, and conducted military operations against a hidden enemy, as still more secret orders required, and now …

And now, 长城 Great Wall was so much radioactive dust, her crew of three hundred and fifty all dead in a twenty-second long combat with one of the DHC’s supposedly antiquated Greatships, and her sisters were running in the Deep Black, too fast, and too far from home.

‘Prepare for free fall in ninety seconds,’ said an automated voice. Kim was in his acceleration couch in Astrogation. On the impressively new-design Special Cruisers, Astrogation was its own airtight space behind the bridge, with the Combat Centre in another airtight chamber, like chapels off a great temple. The main bridge was for the command staff, and that had both military and political overtones, like everything in the Empire.

Kim might have smiled with a little cynicism, as that was one of his standard responses, except that at 7-g deceleration he wasn’t going to risk any facial expression at all. Also, he was too scared to smile.

Over his head, in Mandarin characters, a monitor informed him that they would have one hour in free fall. A single hour before returning to the monotonous torture of high-g deceleration.

The next message warned him that it was four hours and nine minutes and some seconds to their next insertion. Kim looked up and to the right, cancelling that message. Astrogation wrote the jump plan; it was typical of the bureaucrats who wrote software that they thought he needed a reminder of the course and plot his station created and maintained.

And regardless, the next jump was not the next item on Kim’s to-do list. And he would have one hour to effect his plans. Sweat ran down his face in the harsh gravity.

Sixty seconds to free fall.

Sixty seconds until I have to commit. Kim might have shrugged, but absolutely any motion in 7-g would be enough to pull a muscle, or worse. So he lay perfectly still and imagined all the other members of the Stealthy Change counting down to the end of the torment, to one blessed hour without the weight of seven of themselves pressing down …

He wondered how long he had to live.

And anyway, I’m already committed. Whatever insanity they plan, this must be why I was included in this mission. I have to act.

So I have one hour. Less, if I fail.

A warning bell sounded, and the weight came off him, and they were in free fall while the ship’s artificial gravity came on. Kim had first served on ships that had none; he was ready for real free fall, but it only lasted a few seconds.

He realised he’d been holding his breath. Now he released it, an oof of pain as the microfibre inserts into his skin retracted. The clamshell opened and he rolled out of his acceleration module, and stood. His muscles worked; in fact, he felt like a man who’d had a long bout of heavy exercise, complete with the dopamine. But fear, anxiety, the push to get moving overwhelmed any other feeling.

He had no time to waste on self-examination. He went to a compartment that opened only for his retinal scan, took out a flat black terminal, and went to his superior officer, who was not recovering as fast.

‘First astrogator,’ he said, with his usual correct and official voice. Did he hear a tremor?

‘Kim.’ Shunfu shook his head. ‘Gǔnnǐmādedàn! Fuck off, OK? I need—’

‘I need you to read this immediately and give me your opinion,’ Kim said. He opened the black terminal, hit keys to overcome a complex lock, and handed it to his superior.

Here we go …

Shunfu cursed. ‘Fèirén.’ A mild insult, but he took the terminal. ‘What is this, Kim? Must we?’

Kim stood behind the first astrogator’s module. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, correctly. His hands were shaking.

Shunfu’s head went down and he was reading. There were only eight lines of text. It seemed to take an eternity.

The eight lines of text said:

I am a Crane officer of the 4th rank, Intelligence Directorate.

The Political Officer, Ban Chao, was murdered by First Captain Liu Kang. [Video]

The secret military operations we have conducted were not, to the best of my knowledge, approved by the General Operational Staff.

Captain Kang intends to suicide this ship to cripple the DHC Greatship Athens.

He is not acting as a loyal Fleet officer.

I intend to seize the ship in the next hour.

Will you support me?

He watched over Shunfu’s shoulder as the older man read, and then activated the video.

Kim had time to think; perhaps too much time. It was not that he trusted this man, although he did; it was that Shunfu had an unshakable confidence that Kim needed. He’d watched the first astrogator calmly reading poetry as they’d entered their first, record-making long jump, unconcerned that they had new technologies and untried mathematics. Shunfu had believed absolutely in his own calculations.

Kim wished he felt the same. He was running on guesswork and intuition, and he had no idea what was really going on beyond his inner certainty – inner almost certainty – that the ship’s commander was acting far outside his orders.

It only took fifteen seconds for the first astrogator to watch the video. Once again, Kim watched the arrogant but competent Ban Chao apparently burned to death by a misfiring thruster on the outer hull during an EVA inspection walk. His mortally burned body was blown off into interstellar space and never recovered.

During the whole time Shunfu watched the video, Kim kept his gauss pistol trained on the back of his superior’s head with shaking hands. He could smell his own fear. He had no room for error, and only fifty-six minutes remaining.

‘And this is why he keeps making these insane demands on our course?’ Shunfu asked, in the same voice that he’d have used to ask for updates on astronomical phenomena.

‘Yes, sir,’ Kim answered. And then, because he couldn’t help himself, ‘I believe so.’

‘Video like this can be faked. I can do it myself.’ Shunfu tapped a thumbnail against his teeth. ‘But I do note that according to the time hack here, Ban Chao hadn’t used any oxygen in three minutes before he was blown off …’

‘He was dead when they put him in the EVA suit,’ Kim asserted. He wasn’t sure of that, but it was his best guess, and he had no one aboard to help him investigate. ‘Sir.’

Shunfu didn’t turn his head. ‘If I say no, you kill me, right?’ He shrugged. ‘Well, you aren’t much of an astrogator, Kim, so I have to hope you are an excellent mutineer.’ He turned his head very slowly, hands down on the matt black of the acceleration module. ‘I already guessed he was going to kill us all. He’s not that bright; he keeps asking me about what happens at high-c relativistic speeds.’

Kim hadn’t known that. But he had counted on Shunfu and his dislike of the first captain.

‘Right.’ Shunfu swung a leg over the module, as if mutiny was a routine procedure. ‘I’m in. What’s next?’

Kim took a breath. He had the next steps plotted, but Shunfu’s complete agreement robbed him of something … and also straightened his spine. He saw no reason to sugar-coat the reality of the next fifty minutes.

‘We kill Kang, and anyone who challenges us on the bridge. You take command of the ship.’

Shanfu nodded. ‘Ah, so I’m leading the mutiny?’ he asked. ‘And people think you are a dolt. Well, for what it’s worth, I never thought you were a dolt.’

‘Good. Sir.’ Kim put the pistol in the pocket of his shipboard jacket; he caught the muzzle on the zipper, because that’s how flustered he was. He reached into his coded compartment, fumbled around, and found the second hideaway pistol, which he handed to Shunfu. ‘It’s loaded; it’s non-metallic. Flechettes.’

‘I can see that,’ Shunfu said. Kim knew that Shunfu always had to know everything, to be ahead of everyone, to be the smartest in the room.

‘Made in the DHC,’ Shunfu said.

Kim shrugged. ‘Yes,’ he agreed.

Shunfu played with the weapon a moment, carefully going over the operation of the deadly toy. Kim’s adrenaline caused his heartbeat to ring in his ears like the sound of waves on a beach, but Shunfu didn’t shoot him, although the weapon tracked over him twice. Shunfu’s mouth creased, and his lips went to one side, a look Kim knew from when his boss was concentrating. He looked up and met Kim’s eyes. ‘Won’t we get an immediate counter-attack from the Combat Centre?’

Kim nodded. ‘Except that I can lock them in their chamber. I can even cut off their air.’ And I waited until Zhao was on duty there. And I still can’t count on her support.

‘Well, well.’ Shunfu nodded. ‘Which of us does the killing?’

Kim raised an eyebrow. ‘I do,’ he said. ‘We have to do this now.’

Shunfu nodded, and without further debate checked his weapon again, thumbed the switch to on, and nodded. ‘Fine,’ he said, as if Kim had offered Scotch, or coffee.

They went to the door, and Shunfu opened it.

Kang was in a large couch at the centre of the command holotank. The holotank showed the entire Omega system. There was a marker on the drifting remains of Cherenkov radiation that suggested the exit route of the DHC Greatship, some days before, marked in red as hostile. An enemy. They were behind their erstwhile enemy now.

Not actually our enemy, Kim noted inside his head.

Kang was issuing orders, but at the opening of the hatch to Astrogation he turned his helmeted head. He wore a VR helmet to better interface with the command systems.

‘Second Captain,’ he said with formality. ‘I will need you to replot. It is my intention to give the crew a longer rest and make insertion at our current velocity.’

Shunfu bristled, and Kim didn’t know if the man was a consummate actor, had ice water in his veins, or simply couldn’t bear to see bad orders given.

‘Bái mù,’ he spat. He pointed at the command module. ‘First Captain, that is a foolish notion. We are about to make the longest jump in the Empire’s history; to rival the DHC long jumpers. I have spent weeks on the calculations. You want to make it at a higher than warranted velocity—’

Kang spoke with steel in his voice. ‘How dare you insult me, diǎosī! I’m not requesting your opinion.’

Shunfu spoke over the captain, his voice rising. ‘… against my advice? You will kill every man and woman on board, a brutally slow death as we exit jump at an unrecoverable relativistic velocity, playing with forces you are too stupid to understand.’

‘Obey,’ Kang spat.

Heads turned. The bridge was relatively empty, which Kim had counted on. In his experience, every time the bridge crew emerged from high-g, most of them ran immediately for the heads, the showers, the galley. The whole ship was automated and carried a light crew; people could leave their stations. Even as Shunfu bridled, a young comms officer ducked her head, shrugged out of her own VR helmet, and passed Kim into the command bridge lift.

Kim stepped to the left to allow her to pass and then kept moving, his eyes on Kang. Kim’s problem was that Kang was still lying full length in his acceleration module, and that his VR helmet would probably turn the flechettes; the combination made him a difficult target. None of Kim’s schools had ever covered killing the captain on the bridge, which, in hindsight, now seemed like a huge error.

Kim took another step, watching the helmsman and the damage control officer, the only two remaining watch officers on the bridge. But they were doing the politically necessary thing, resolutely putting their heads down as if to deny the reality of conflict among their superiors.

Anger raised Kang’s head. ‘I have listened to your in-­subordination long enough,’ Kang spat, and the anger of eleven jumps and eleven lectures on the role of astrogation showed in his voice and posture. He sat erect, raised an arm. ‘I am reporting you—’

Kim shot him in the throat from about a metre away, and the stream of flechettes effectively beheaded him. He found it interesting, at a remove, that his hand didn’t shake while he killed his commanding officer.

Probably in my psych profile.

Before the blood could even begin to pump out of the dead captain’s neck, Kim was covering the helmsman. ‘Steady as she goes,’ Kim snapped. It wasn’t a voice anyone on the bridge had ever heard from the jolly Kim. It was the flat voice of command.

He had his back to Shunfu. If the man wanted to betray him, he was an easy target. On the other hand, his duty was done. The conspirator was punished; unless other officers were members of the conspiracy, which he had no way to prove. Except that some of them had to be in on it.

The helmsman hunched over his console, snuck a glance at the unwavering pistol, and shook his head.

Shunfu spoke up. ‘I am taking command of this vessel,’ he said aloud. ‘Let the record show that the traitor Kang disobeyed the orders of the General Operational Staff and made use of this ship for his own nefarious ends.’

Shunfu sounded as if he’d planned the whole mutiny himself.

Nefarious. Well said.

Fifty-one minutes to go and the ship was theirs.

Kim put the live electromagnetic pistol into his pocket and went to the command module. The scrubbers were fighting to clean the immense quantity of blood, some of which had spattered Kim’s flightsuit. Kim grabbed the corpse and hauled it out, dropping it to the deck.

He produced the flat black terminal from a zippered pocket, plugged it into the command module, and ran the codes.

It worked. He remembered being issued this device, in what seemed another life. He had been told, in no uncertain terms, what it would do.

And it did.

The ship went immediately to battle stations. Alarms sounded, and every airtight hatch closed and cycled to locked. Kim felt Kang’s blood running down the front of his uniform, but he had no time to flinch now. Everything would happen in the next few seconds.

He put his seven-point bulletin, complete with video, on the ship-wide command channel and sent it.

He spoke into the command net, the ship-wide announcement system.

‘Captain Kang has been executed for crimes against the Empire,’ he said. ‘Please remain where you are while we …’ He paused, because he was already making things up. ‘While we prepare for further operations.’

Shunfu raised a long, thin eyebrow.

Kim counted to fifty and then hit the video for the marine major who commanded the ship’s enforcers.

He glanced at Shunfu. ‘I think I need to do the talking, Captain. Then I will cede the command chair.’

Shunfu shrugged. ‘Whatever is necessary. Helm, calculate the following.’ Shunfu began to rattle off numbers: a maximum insertion velocity; a distance to insertion point; a vector.

Did he do that in his head? Since we started this eight minutes ago?

Major Ma Yuan appeared on the command video screen. ‘Who the hell am I talking to?’

Kim reached up and turned the viewer to face him. ‘Second Astrogator Kim, Major. Also Fourth Rank Imperial Officer Kim.’ He pressed a sequence on the black deck in front of him and a copy of his Imperial badge and Crane rank was sent with an authentication code in blockchain. His hands were no longer shaking.

Major Yuan looked away for about fifteen long seconds. And then looked back. ‘You look legit,’ he admitted. ‘I need to come to the bridge and discuss this.’

Kim nodded. ‘Of course, Major. I’ll unlock the lift for you.’

He found the appropriate menu and unlocked the Major’s lift after a dreadful moment of trying to find where, exactly, the marine was located. But the information was there. It was all there.

The lift doors opened and closed on his terminal. The lift went up. He hit a key, isolating it, about forty metres below the bridge.

‘I think we have trouble,’ he said to Shunfu.

Shunfu nodded. ‘Deal with it,’ he said.

There was a distant thud.

The damage control officer looked at him furtively, made a sound, and then managed to find his voice. ‘I have a fire in a first deck lift tube.’

Kim took a deep breath. And made a guess. He toggled the marine frequency.

‘Adjutant Harris,’ a woman’s voice replied. Adjutant Harris was Eurasian, her light hair cropped close to her head, her green eyes a badge that she belonged to a profile even less politically reliable than Terran-born Koreans. And she was the second-in-command of the marine detachment. Kim knew her well enough: a good drinking partner, a very correct officer.

‘Harris, this is Kim. Your Major is part of a treasonous conspiracy. I need to know where you stand.’

Possibly the worst speech he’d ever given.

She frowned.

‘The fire is spreading,’ damage control said. That was Lieutenant Li. Kim knew him, too. His hesitant voice betrayed his desire to do his job and his fear that he was already somehow implicated in Kim’s mutiny.

‘Major Ma is on his way to the bridge with a weapon, intending to kill me, Adjutant. I am acting on the direct orders of the Operations Directorate.’ He sent her the same authenticated rank code he’d sent to Major Ma. ‘Will you support me?’ There, that was better.

Harris looked somewhere else and then back at him. ‘Is this a loyalty test or something?’ she snapped.

The bridge shook.

‘Fire on second deck, forward lift shaft.’

Shunfu raised a hand. ‘Put the fires out and stop interrupting me,’ he said. To Kim, he said, ‘I need the command module to calculate. The traitor Kang has …’ Shunfu’s face expressed an extreme contempt. ‘Has messed with my jump calculations.’

Kim wasn’t very good at astrogation, but he was very well trained in reading people, and he now knew that whatever had passed before, Shunfu’s hatred of Kang was unfeigned, his contempt absolute.

He stepped back, feeding wire off a small reel so that Shunfu could have the command module.

Harris scratched over one eye.

Kim glanced at the damage control display and then back at Harris. ‘This is no drill,’ he said. ‘All these attacks on DHC installations? They were done without orders.’

Harris closed her eyes a moment, pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Fuck,’ she muttered. And then her spine straightened. She sat up. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I accept your authority.’

‘I need you to take your forces and arrest or eliminate Major Ma, who is currently trying to shoot his way out of the forward lift, somewhere around second deck.’ Kim glanced back, and then down at his own terminal. He found an airtight sphincter hatch above the Major and ordered it closed. Then he put an arrow on the location of the lift and sent it to Adjutant Harris on the command link.

That might buy us some time.

His tab said he had forty-four minutes.

Harris didn’t sound angry or enthusiastic; instead, she sounded tired. ‘We’ll get him. Sir.’

Will you, though?

Will some good times with shipmates overcome your basic loyalty to your officer?

Shunfu was lying in Kang’s blood inside the command module. If it disgusted him, he gave no sign. Instead, he waved.

‘Get me the command helmet,’ he said. He certainly sounded as if he was in command. Kim had the unenviable experience of opening the chinstrap of a VR helmet on a severed head. He pulled a towel from a medkit and wiped it as clean as he could.

‘Never mind that,’ Shunfu snapped. ‘Give me the helmet.’

Kim handed it over.

‘The Combat Centre is trying to reach us,’ Shunfu said. ‘Deal with them. I have a real problem.’

Kim wanted to roll his eyes. ‘Real problem?’ he asked.

Shunfu raised a hand. ‘Gǔndàn! Fuck off. Don’t bother me.’

He had the helmet on; the ultimate in inscrutability. There was nothing to read.

Kim moved to the comms station. Part of his training for this mission had been familiarity with every station. He was calm now, almost fatalistic; his hands were steady. He sat, tabbed the Combat Centre, only a few metres away.

‘Comms,’ he said.

‘Lieutenant Zhao Feyyan. May I ask with deep respect—’

Kim cut her off. Zhao was clever, even brilliant, and beautiful, in a cold, Han way. She was destined for great things, a daughter of a Great House. Exactly the sort of person who wouldn’t risk her career on some wild attempt to provoke the DHC into war. And that’s what it had to be; some faction of the Hawks … I bet on you, Zhao.

‘Lieutenant Zhao, this is second Astrogator Kim. Have you read my seven points?’

Zhao hesitated. ‘Who is in command?’ she asked.

‘Fire and secondary explosion on second deck. Damage to iris hatch 23A in forward lift tube.’ The damage control officer spoke quietly. ‘Second deck DC party four responded and has been fired upon. Petty officer down.’

‘Captain Shunfu is in command,’ he responded to Zhao.

He glanced at his terminal. Major Ma – he had to assume it was Major Ma – had breached the iris hatch on the lift shaft. He was not very far away.

‘I mean no disrespect, Kim, but I’d like to see more evidence,’ Zhao said.

Shunfu appeared from inside his VR bubble. ‘Can you read telemetry, Lieutenant? Look at this.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘Raw numbers …’

‘Kang intended to use the ship as a weapon to attack the Athens.’ Shunfu’s voice carried all his confidence.

Zhao’s face gave nothing away on the screen. ‘Captain Kang may have orders—’

‘Captain Kang is dead,’ Kim said, his voice rising. He understood her perfectly; officers like Zhao could not afford to be associated with a whiff of mutiny. But he had to overcome her hesitancy. ‘I am an officer of the Intelligence Directorate, Lieutenant. I was placed aboard this ship to ensure loyalty. If these orders had been given, I would know.’

Zhao’s eyes narrowed. He could read her thoughts.

Would you know? Would they really tell you, Korean peasant boy?

The same doubt had assailed him since he’d first begun to guess at the plot. The Empire ran on wheels within wheels, cogs driving infinite factions, and some were dichotomous or even paradoxical.

‘I would know,’ he said, trampling on his own doubts. ‘It is not in the Empire’s interest to be at war with the DHC.’

Come on, Zhao! You know this is true.

What if I’m wrong? Fuck, what if she’s …?

Kim leaned forward. ‘Kang intended the deaths of all of us,’ he said.

Her eyebrows went up a fraction. He saw her inhale, a deep breath, a natural reflex when making an important decision.

‘Very well, Commander Kim. I accept Captain Shunfu’s authority and yours.’

‘I need access to the weapons locker in the Combat Centre,’ Kim said.

‘Open the hatch,’ she said.

And there they were. He could hear Ma, somewhere immediately below the command deck, breaking things. His manifesto had warned anyone on the ship who cared to resist; if Zhao was lying to him about her obedience, he’d die the moment he opened the hatch.

Fatalism only went so far. So did trust.

He considered warning Shunfu, but there was no purpose. Either they were dead, or they weren’t. He used his terminal to open the hatch to the Combat Centre.

He couldn’t breathe.

Lieutenant Zhao appeared in the hatchway, tall, elegant, and in charge. ‘Kim?’ she asked.

‘Silence on the bridge,’ snapped Shunfu.

‘We have a course error emergency,’ Kim said quietly.

‘Nǐ zài jiǎng shén me pì huà? What the actual fuck?’ she muttered. She was looking at Kang’s headless corpse.

‘I told you, Kang intended to crash us into that DHC ship,’ Kim said, pushing past her into the Combat Centre. The space was dark, lit only by the weapons consoles and the operations holotank. A technical NCO lay by the holotank in an acceleration module like his own, but covered in wires; a Deep Space Analysis tech linked directly to all the antennae and probes. And no threat.

Zhao had unlocked the weapons store. A row of carbines stood like soldiers at attention. Kim took one, took two clips, worked the empty action once, and put in a clip.

Zhao looked at him. They were the same height. ‘No one can crash a starship into another,’ she said, with authority. ‘Tell me another one.’

‘Talk to Shunfu,’ Kim said. ‘Kang had no authority to attack the DHC outpost at Lighthouse. That much I know.’

Zhao looked him in the eye. ‘OK,’ she said slowly. And then, ‘I wondered. My father said …’

Kim looked at her. Most of his attention was on the bridge behind her, where the damage control officer sounded panicked.

Forty-two minutes.

‘My father told me that we’d never fight the DHC,’ she said. ‘Too much in common to be worth a fight. That the Celestial Chair used the Hawks to keep other factions in line.’

‘Smart man, your father,’ Kim said. He managed a smile. He needed her co-operation.

She gave nothing more away, and he pushed past.

The bridge access hatch rang as if it had taken a blow. It was built to resist boarders.

It rang again. This time, a dent appeared in the stainless steel door.

What in seven hells does he have? A railgun?

Another blow.

‘The hatch is compromised,’ Li said from damage control. His voice cracked.

‘Clear the bridge. Get into Astrogation,’ Kim said, waving the muzzle of the carbine. ‘Now.’

Li leapt up. The helmsman looked back. ‘I’m working with the captain,’ he said.

‘Best take cover, then,’ Kim said and, suiting action to word, picked up his terminal and moved to the right, behind the console and acceleration module of the comms officer. Lucky woman. An excellent time not to be on the bridge.

Clangbang.

The bridge hatch showed a deep dent and a red glow at the edge of the locking mechanism.

Kim sighed, because Harris hadn’t done anything about Ma, and that told him that their possession of the bridge was probably in its final moments.

He had a few tricks left. He typed ‘BRACE’ in all caps but didn’t hit send. Then he typed commands to the main engines. At the moment, the Stealthy Change was hurtling through space backwards, so that they could use the mains for deceleration. He glanced at the bridge’s main hatchway. The locking mechanism was almost white.

CLANG. Bangbangrattle …

Ma was using a tool, a cutting tool, and also firing something big. A shoulder-mount railgun, Kim assumed. The rounds then ricocheted around the elevator shaft. He’d be in combat armour.

‘I think he plans to blow the atmosphere,’ Kim said. He waved at Zhao. ‘Seal the Combat Centre.’ He took an emergency suit from the overhead and put it on. He pulled on the helmet and dogged it to the round collar.

Shunfu reached up and pulled the lid of his command module closed.

Kim wished he was an action hero like those on the vids, who would smile a cunning smile and make a smartass quip.

Even his puns had deserted him.

WirrrrhhhhhBang.

What could they possibly be after?

And Zhao was right. No one could count on crashing a relativistic starship into another starship. Even a Greatship, ten kilometres long, was less than a needle in an infinite haystack once the jump mechanics of relic particles and Artifact Space came into play. The idea was ridiculous. You’d be lucky to hit a planet; in galactic terms, even planets were moving targets …

CLANG bangbangbangbang.

There was now a hole in the hatch, and air whistled out. That meant the lift was in hard vacuum. Major Ma had obviously had lots of time to plan an assault on the bridge. It was probably part of his job.

Kim closed his faceplate with a slap and toggled the electromagnets on his back to grip the deck. Now he had a heads-up display. And he could watch the hatch on one of the bridge cameras.

Thirty-nine minutes.

And of course, if they went over the thirty-nine minutes and didn’t decelerate, they’d either miss the jump window or they’d be going too fast at insertion. And he suffered from the curse of knowledge; as an astrogator, however poor, he knew that too much velocity at insertion would magnify any error and virtually guarantee that they went ‘Dutchmen’. Entering the mythical Trade Point system at relativistic speeds; too fast to ever slow down with the fuel aboard, condemned to a long, slow, absolutely certain death.

But …

Kim had a much higher security clearance than his apparent status warranted, and he had seen a stolen chart of the famous Trade Point system. And at the centre of the system was Trade Point itself.

A big asteroid or small planetoid that had been artificially moved to a stable point between two linked solar bodies. It sounded impossible. For the moment, what fixed his attention was that it would be still. Unmoving.

A perfect target for a ship moving at relativistic speeds.

‘개새끼’ he muttered. ‘Son of a bitch.’ Kim was not given to swearing, a bad habit his mother had ruthlessly corrected. Shunfu’s mother had either thought differently or never bothered to correct her brilliant son.

There were several muffled clangs; muffled because the bridge was already running out of air to carry the sound. A railgun round apparently passed the length of the bridge, because Kim saw a hole open in the viewscreen.

But the rush of air through the hatch was no doubt keeping the good Major from getting it open against all that weight, because it opened the wrong way.

Who would want to blow Trade Point?

We would. It would weaken the DHC. Except that the DHC is our foremost trading partner.

Think.

He shook his head, aimed the carbine, and the hatch gave in at last.

The muzzle of a suit-mounted railgun poked through the hatch. It could send a round right through the side of the ship; right through the command module.

Kim tapped his terminal with a spacesuited finger. The gloves on the old suits had been terrible thick things, but the new suits …

His mind was wandering in panic. He sent the word ‘BRACE’ to the whole ship except Major Ma, and counted down.

Major Ma stepped cautiously through the hatch, railgun-muzzle moving. He wore a big helmet with a mirrored visor in dark gold. Kim thought it was just possible that his carbine could penetrate the visor.

But he really needed a conspirator alive.

Also, he wasn’t sure he’d get a shot off before a professional. He wasn’t a ninja, he was an intelligence officer; his fighting skills were only a little above average.

But he was breathing fine now, and his hands were steady. He tabbed his suit’s electromagnets to max and fired the ship’s main engines.

Ma vanished like some sort of magic act.

He killed the engines and rolled up with the carbine, covering the hatch.

I wonder how many crew people I just killed or maimed.

Kim moved slowly. When he could see into the space behind the ruined hatch, he blinked his helmet communications to the command net.

‘Captain?’ he said.

‘Right here, Kim.’

‘It wasn’t the Athens, Captain,’ he said. ‘It’s Trade Point. They were going to use the ship to take out Trade Point.’

His carbine was still aimed at the ruined hatch but there was no movement.

Thirty-seven minutes.

‘Wǒ cào,’ Shunfu said softly. ‘You see? You aren’t a dolt.’

Kim was moving cautiously to the edge of the ruined lift.

‘Commander Kim?’

He hit another channel. ‘Harris?’ he asked.

‘We have him. You dropped him on top of us.’ Harris didn’t sound amused.

‘Alive?’ Kim asked. ‘I want him alive.’

Harris didn’t say anything for a moment, and then she said, ‘Good. This is a private channel?’

‘Mostly private,’ said Shunfu.

Kim rolled his eyes. ‘Sir …’ He felt himself starting to relax.

Harris went on, ‘Sir, I’m not sure my people … would accept an order …’

Kim nodded. ‘I’m not giving that order. Please get Major Ma to sickbay and strap him down. We have thirty-six minutes to acceleration.’

‘Understood. Out.’ Harris, a baí pí from Terra’s island of Australia, needed to have all her ducks in a row. She was exactly the person an investigation might use as a scapegoat, and she knew it.

Kim stood at the damaged hatch, using his little terminal to order two damage control teams in suits to restore airtight integrity to the bridge.

Shunfu came back up. ‘What if it’s not just us?’ he asked. ‘Kim, listen up.’

‘I’m listening, sir,’ Kim said. In fact, he felt exhausted; he just wanted to go to sleep. He needed food, water … a shot of his own whisky.

Not just us.

长征 Long March.

‘젠장’ he said aloud. Shit.

Shunfu’s voice was level, scientific.

‘We need to decelerate even earlier than my last estimate,’ he said. ‘Because the captain was cheating on my numbers. Never mind that. Long March will probably not decelerate. If Trade Point is the target, she’ll keep her velocity, make the jump, and course correct for collision. If she makes a good jump, she’ll have … maybe four hours to pinpoint and steer.’

Kim was not half the math brain that Shunfu was, but he still didn’t get it. ‘Still long odds,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Shunfu agreed. ‘But I could do it. Especially if I’d been aiming from several systems away. And if I had an AI to assist me.’

Four suited figures climbed up the damaged lift shaft. Kim knew them as repair crew immediately, as they wore the damage control yellow suits. He waved. Of course, any of them could have a carbine, or even a laser cutter.

They didn’t. What they had was a sort of tent with adhesion: an emergency airlock.

‘An AI?’ Kim asked. The DHC used AIs. The Empire didn’t trust them.

Shunfu hummed a little. ‘Dong. The astrogator on Long March.’ Shunfu sounded a little smug. ‘The last three jumps, he’s finished his calculations before me.’

Kim shrugged in his spacesuit. ‘It’s not a crime, sir.’

‘It’s not fucking possible,’ Shunfu said with his usual humility. ‘Dong’s a political insect. A gēn pì chóng who seeks only the approval of important people.’

Kim snorted, as the image was apt; Dong looked a little like a mosquito, and when he settled into a conversation with someone he viewed as important, he never let go.

But …

‘So?’ he asked. But he already saw it. Duty was not done. The Empire was not protected.

If an Imperial spaceship takes out the Trade Point station and there are witnesses …

It’s war. Fuck, if they know we took out Lighthouse, it may already be war.

I didn’t know then. I didn’t know!

Kim shook his head at no one. The tent was inflating; air pressure was being added. Two women with paste guns were looking at their work; they’d patched the hole from the railgun.

‘So what do we do?’ he asked. ‘Sir?’

‘I think we have to consider shooting at the Long March.’ Shunfu, usually so positive, sounded hesitant. Kim bit his lip; realised from the taste of blood that he’d bitten his lip several times.

Thirty-three minutes. And when we decelerate, we’ll lose ground rapidly. How rapidly? 7-g was roughly 70 metres per second per second; so 70 metres in the first second, and 4200 metres per second in the first minute. Is that even right?

I’m an intelligence officer, damn it.

But the more Kim thought about it, the more obvious it was. All three ships had to have officers involved in the conspiracy. Any one of them had to be ready to go on.

That sent a whole different level of cold sweat along his back, because a conspiracy that could place three corrupt officers in charge of three newly built, secret ships …

He’d been put aboard with an incredible layer of backstory; legend, his profession called it. He’d actually served as an astrogator on a frigate for two years, two years lost to his promotion boards …

Now he understood. He’d always assumed it was a put-up job because he was Korean.

Instead, someone at Directorate Four had smelled a dog. And sent him as an insurance policy.

He cursed, regretting his mother’s disapproval.

‘We have to take them out,’ he said. ‘Otherwise, it’ll be war.’

Shunfu grunted. ‘I already knew that, Kim.’ A pause. The tent was now tight across the bridge hatch; six crew were moving big metal parts into the tent. Kim was proud of their work; the ship was a good team, an elite crew. They deserved better than to be implicated in someone’s stupid treason.

‘I need to decelerate in …’ Shunfu paused. ‘Let’s call it six minutes.’

Kim started. ‘I thought I had—’

‘If we’re shooting the Long March, we need to do it now. Once I decelerate, they know we’re not playing the same game.’ Shunfu cleared his throat. ‘Kang did fool me, Kim. He made me work a problem and I didn’t get what he was after. I had already given him the keys to a jump that would allow a station hit. That’s just not what he called it. He said a close pass. He had tactical reasons.’

Kim grunted.

‘He would have had to kill me, about now,’ Shunfu said. ‘Anyway, get the weapons techs.’

Kim sighed. ‘You realise that no one on board is going to want to fire on the Long March.’ Including me.

Five minutes. But he’s right; the moment we decelerate, it’s war.

‘Very well. Here we go,’ Kim said. The atmosphere light was green; he unlatched from the floor, undogged his helmet, and clipped it to his belt.

‘Lieutenant Zhao,’ he said on the weapons link.

‘Sir.’

‘Open the hatch to the Combat Centre, please,’ he said.

He could see her through the hatch window; saw her check the atmosphere rating, nod, and undog the hatch. He had a clear vision of what would have happened if she’d declined. A foolish thought, but everything was in seconds now.

Still, he took a few to eject the clip from the carbine, eject the round in the chamber, and clip the whole thing back in the rack.

Then he turned. ‘We need to cripple the Long March,’ he said. ‘They, too, must be commanded by conspirators.’

For the first time, Zhao showed emotion. A lover? Not a relative. He knew most of the dossiers of officers and senior technical staff. But it didn’t have to be a lover. The whole idea stuck in his throat, too.

She blew out a breath. ‘Of course. But—’

‘There is no but, Lieutenant. We need to cripple their manoeuvring thrusters. We have about three minutes.’

He made as if to sit at the main weapons console. He was trained for every station, after all.

But she put out a hand; a careful gesture, but firm.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said. She looked up. ‘Kim,’ she said. Her eyes met his. Again. ‘Kim, promise me, fucking promise me that we’re the good guys here. This isn’t some sort of stupid intelligence operation for some fucking political faction.’

He held her eyes. ‘No, Zhao. That’s them. Not us. We’re the cleanup crew, sweeping up the shit after they made a mess.’

She nodded once, and then exhaled. Looked back at him.

And then put a VR helmet on.

He went to the space defence station, which was mostly a repeater, and put on the helmet. He used his black terminal to cut through the user codes. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. It was that the stakes were too high for simple trust, like, a person he respected, a person he liked, a person whose motivations he understood. This was beyond training. He was asking a loyal officer to kill her fleet mates. And they both knew that most of the officers and ratings aboard Long March were innocent of any complicity. Two hundred and fifty innocent men and women, with perhaps three or four guilty fools.

She was running a schematic of their own ship, while using an optical telescope as an aiming device, as it was passive and would leave no trace.

About two minutes.

Long March was about thirty kilometres away, on an almost perfectly matched course and speed. She was slightly ahead, because of the insertion order already decided on.

He saw her target aft of frame 400, where there was a ring of manoeuvring thruster clusters; just about amidships, at the balance point. These were the big ones: the ones a pilot would use to make a major vector change.

At this range, even with the very best optics, even with full computer assistance …

‘Use the laser,’ he said. ‘They’ll have perhaps two seconds to react to you painting their hull.’

‘So you’re a weapons officer,’ she said with enough sarcasm that his confidence in her increased.

‘Kim! Two minutes. Two minutes to deceleration.’ It was Captain Shunfu. And the warning klaxon sounded. Chaos would be running amok throughout the ship. There’d be people in the heads …

I wish I hadn’t thought that.

‘One minute to take the shot, sixty seconds to make it to your module,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it.’

At about one minute ten, she painted the Long March. Then, she fired a three-second burst from both sunside railgun turrets.

Kim fired a salvo of chaff and sand into the void. Then he grabbed his black terminal and ran for astrogation and his own module. His screen showed 38 seconds as he swung his legs in. He fumbled twice with the terminal’s cord, plugging it into the socket in the command set, clicking the terminal home in its nest. Fifteen seconds.

He pulled the lid shut, and the whole ship rang like a gong.

Nine seconds, and the microfibres were pushing into his flesh. Drugs.

Still haven’t eaten. And now insertion. Unless we’re already dead.

The weight of seven Kims descended on his chest. On the screen above his eyes, he saw that they were taking fire from Long March. But it was mostly inaccurate because their sister ship was wobbling; there was no better way to describe it. A thruster malfunction?

She fired again, all her broadside railguns. It was difficult to watch, in 7-g.

But they were rapidly falling behind, and if she yawed to fire again … she wouldn’t make her jump.

They were still decelerating. And his special command screen now indicated that there were nine Kims on his chest. He was unsurprised. Shunfu was a rational man, not a merciful one.

He could no longer tell on ladar whether the other ship was vibrating, wobbling, whatever. She was pulling away, and relative to him, she seemed to be accelerating away.

10-g. Even with drugs, his vision tunnelled.

The aft sandcasters were laying down a curtain of ablatives. The rear of the ship was facing the Long March because they were decelerating.

None of that would stop a railgun round, and his damage control mirror screen showed three new hits, one running the whole length of the ship.

Casualties.

They must have guessed we’d mutinied, he thought. Because they were damned ready to shoot.

Or am I just telling myself that. And we’re not the mutineers. They are.

After about ten minutes, the pressure eased; the deceleration passed down to a mere 6-g.

He saw a ready light and toggled his comms.

‘Kim,’ he said. It took an effort of will to say that much.

Shunfu didn’t bother speaking. He typed.

ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE FIRING SOLUTION NOW. FOR EVERYONE.

INSERTION IN FOUR HOURS FIFTY-THREE MINUTES.

WE TOOK DAMAGE. IF WE SURVIVE THE JUMP TO TRADE POINT WE MAY BE MOVING TOO FAST TO RECOVER WITH THE FUEL ABOARD.

BUT LONG MARCH IS ALREADY DOOMED.

The unbearable weight continued, and Kim was alone with his thoughts.

BTW WE LEFT OUR MODULES EXACTLY ONE HOUR AGO.

We’re jumping for Trade Point in four hours and some change.

I wonder what the hell we’ll do then.



The Gifts of the Magi
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‘This never gets old,’ he said into his mic. He didn’t think his ma was listening, but he said it anyway, because …

… because it never did get old. Space. All of infinity. Or, in this case, a magnificent, fiery view of the New Texas proto-star through the haze of the dust cloud that accompanied the heart of the ‘Coal Sack’ asteroid belt, and beyond it, with a smaller disc but brighter light, the system’s true star, her light haloed by the dust and a spectacular eight-pointed corona probably created by the ageing UV screening on his helmet.

He was out in the Extra-Vehicular Suit, the EVS, moving cautiously through the very thickest part of the Coal Sack. The EVS was a heavy frame of gold-coloured duraluminum, a tripod, with the reaction mass tank suspended in the middle, a directional nozzle on each leg, and a small cabin perched near the apex. You had to wear an EVA suit to use it, because the ‘cabin’ was really just some simple controls exposed to hard vacuum. The gold colour was so scratched and pitted by hundreds of years of use that it looked more like a hazy sand colour on the side exposed to rock; the insides of each leg were resolutely and somewhat gaudily golden. The rig was completed by a heavy wire basket behind the pilot, set to balance the robotic arms that stuck out the front like the little forelimbs on a Tyrannosaurus Rex. It wasn’t really a ship, but Bat thought of it as a ship: his ship. And he’d become quite expert at piloting it, which was good, because it was finicky and difficult and he often used his own weight to steer, unconsciously using the gymnastic exercises his ma insisted he do when he was aboard their ship.

The Coal Sack that he could see through his scratched cabin screen was where the New Texas asteroid belt was thickest. Seen from above or below the plane of its orbit, the New Texas asteroid belt looked like a very thin crescent, rather than a flat circle. Vid Ed said that was because the event that destroyed the former planet had been recent. In astrophysical time. Too recent for the remnants of whatever disaster had overcome the former planet to distribute evenly around the circle of its former orbit.

He was into that. He wanted to be an astronaut, or an explorer, and he already was, in a way; because his ma was a prospector, looking for the metal-rich rubble of a former planet. And the sicker she got, the more often he got to go out.

Like now. She could barely move. So he crammed into the suit that didn’t really fit him and here he was.

The family ship, Luck of the Irish itself, was far behind him, and ‘below’, at least in the frame of reference of the belt. Rock eaters didn’t trust each other or the corporations that used them, so Ma had pulled up in the sun-shadow of a small rock and tethered to it with grapples.

Luck of the Irish was so far away he couldn’t see it with his bare eyes. When he had been a kid, that had freaked him out. Even with telemetry and stuff. Now, he just looked at his HUD, which was malfunctioning; it was far too dim to read. He slapped his helmet like a man slapping his head, and the HUD was readable, in fact, a little too bright, for perhaps fifteen seconds.

No problem. He was used to it, used to the mushy controls on the EVS, used to the way the port-side thruster fired early every time. He didn’t need to see the ship to know it was there: the centre of life and hope and air and food. He didn’t need the navigational computer on the EVS to find his way home. Which was good, because it basically didn’t work. He looked around constantly, lining up rocks to build a three-dimensional picture in his mind of the path back to the ship he couldn’t see.

What he could see was a very large rock, maybe ten kilometres long. That was rare, in the sack. The Coal Sack was mostly jagged little rocks. Once, he’d even seen two of them bounce off each other, which had been cool and very slow, right up until the collision fragments began to hit their ship.

Now he was emerging from the shadow of another rock, weaving a careful path to give the best sightlines and to stay clear of surprises. Surprises were small fragments, usually in batches, which could appear without much radar warning and puncture your suit, or a small rock moving in the wrong direction, or, just sometimes, another prospector who didn’t like that you were there. He’d never seen it, but everyone knew that some folks ended up dead. Once a rock was claimed, and the data was shared, it was yours until one of the Corps bought it.

He was thinking a lot about money, because Ma was sick. And the big rock looked really promising.

This rock was huge. Bigger rocks often had a better metal content, and their family really needed a score. Ma’s arthritis was so bad she couldn’t suit up, and the drugs to fix her were not cheap; Ma needed a DMARD, a monoclonal antibody produced synthetically in orbital labs. A big score might pay off some of their debt and buy Ma some drugs.

Because otherwise the Corp would take their ship. And they’d be two more dirt pounders somewhere.

Ma needs them drugs. And the ship needs …

Fucking everything.

The ship was old, even by prospector standards, and it had so many of what Ma called ‘eccentricities’ that probably no one else could pilot the old thing without growing up aboard.

All that in a few seconds of thought: surprise and mostly delight at the sheer size of the rock. He lined up with the giant rock by eye and fired his thrusters. He had to do all his piloting by guess and golly, as his pa used to say, because the port-side thruster fired too early on any programmed course. But the tripod legs all had springs in the landing struts, which gave him a little latitude on landing, and he prided himself on his landings. It was a game, and one he loved to play.

He had to cross a long open space to reach the surface of the thing, and he gave the space around him a good look on radar and ladar too. He’d fine-tuned both sets himself; prospectors lived and died on their sensors. He slapped his helmet to get the HUD back to visible and had a long look at the rock. The radar returns looked very promising; rocks with metal reflected a little differently than rocks without, and he fancied he could tell the difference.

He got a funny return off the rock, or rather, the space behind the rock, and then repeated the scan in that direction. Ladar showed no return. Radar seemed to suggest that there was something fuzzy beyond the rock. But that made no sense, and he shrugged it off as one of their eccentricities. Meaning, old equipment.

‘Bat?’ his ma said in his earpiece.

‘Ma,’ he returned. ‘Got a big ’un.’

‘Tag it an’ come back. I don’ wan’ you gettin’ hurt.’ She sounded anxious, which she usually did. ‘Somethin’ on radar past that rock. You watch yerself.’

He’d moved a few hundred metres while she talked, and he turned and began to slow himself, sparingly, watching the rock over his shoulder. He’d installed two small mirrors on the EVS frame and he was good at using them to back in.

But the radar was on the front of the unit, and he couldn’t shine it again without turning and screwing up his landing.

He smiled to himself. In the eyes of his ma, he was perpetually eight years old. ‘Everything’s fine, Ma,’ he said. ‘I’m going to touch down on the surface.’ He was deliberately using the words they used in space vids … touch down, surface. Ma generally said ‘jump to the rock.’

‘You jus …’ A long burst of static. ‘yerself an …’

He tried changing the gain on his helmet radio. It was just line of sight; he swung a little sunward, hoping to reopen comms.

Nothing. Now there wasn’t even static.

He wasn’t going to waste reaction mass to find a spot from which he could hear his ma tell him to be cautious. He shook his head, looked at the giant asteroid, enjoying the awesome majesty of the thing. In the orange light of the proto-star it looked like dark chocolate. The very thought made him hungry.

It really was beautiful.

‘Damn,’ he said, and then, ‘Daaaamnn.’

Forty seconds later, with the deft touch of a born spacer, he touched down on the surface of the asteroid, whose mass was probably sufficient to exert some microgravity, but not enough to be useful, so he followed his pa’s instructions on rock landing. His first action was to climb down the access ladder and put in a piton and anchor himself; he had a reel with a strong nylon cord: two kilometres of it. He suspected that real explorers used something much tougher and more sophisticated, but he and Ma were too poor to buy fancy stuff, even though the carbon-fibre ropes and cords at the chandlers on NTL5 always riveted his attention the same way the fancy rock hammers did.

Ma said it was all a giant rip-off for groundpounders and dust grubbers trying to be prospectors.

He spooled out a ways and gave one pop on his thrusters so that he swung on the line, very slowly approaching the rock again, perhaps fifty metres along the surface. He landed nimbly, using his gymnast muscles to move the mass of the frame and get it orientated to the rock surface. He didn’t bounce, climbed down and put in a second piton. Only then did he take the tab off his back and tag the asteroid. It was a lengthy process; to stake his claim he had to set in a marker and also report the contact to Corporation. If it had been a smaller rock he’d have run a bunch of tests first, but this thing was big enough to make someone’s fortune, and he was damned if …

His tab gave him a ‘data entry incorrect’ message and he tried again. He used the satellite positioning system to locate himself in three dimensions; it didn’t always work in the ‘Sack’ but it was working here, and he tabbed the location.

‘Entry incorrect.’

The proximity alarm on his passive radar set began to blink amber.

The worst explanation for his ‘entry incorrect’ response was that someone else had already tagged the rock. He swore, and then he looked up, because the amber proximity warning was not to be ignored. He expected a passing rock, and he allowed himself to drift free of the asteroid and then spun three hundred sixty degrees, watching the rock’s horizon. Space was very black, and the stars like grains of sand. The proto-star threw a diffuse orange light that didn’t really help him see. He strobed his radar.

Nothing. Still, there was a bit of an outcropping to spaceward, and he wasn’t giving up easy. He jumped again, this time for the base of the outcrop, a fifteen-metre-high mountain on the surface. He landed, climbed down and put in a third piton, and then passed cords through all three, which took him several minutes as he bounced around, but he used the cords to move and not precious reaction mass. It was his pa’s way of anchoring and also allowing for free movement for collection over a big surface without burning fuel. Not to mention, really safe.

Pa had believed in safe. And despite that, Pa had died taking a chance.

Putting in the third piton and getting his cords run through the rings gave him the ‘job-well-done’ feeling that he liked, and he set himself on the surface, under the curl of the rock projection, and started to run the tagging routine again. The suit didn’t fit him well because Ma had altered it to fit his long frame, but he’d learned one trick: he could lock the legs and hips and sort of sit inside and rest.

The proximity alarm triggered again.

He used the cords to turn himself. A better system ID would have allowed him to identify the source of the proximity alarm, but they didn’t have that kind of money and that was military hardware anyway. Corporate spooks had that stuff.

The kind of bastards who prospectors claimed would murder you to save the corporation money.

Something was a little odd about the out-thrust spire of rock. It had an odd shape to it, like a gantry, and it was, without doubt, the biggest outcrop he’d ever seen on an asteroid. A few hundred thousand years of collisions usually rubbed anything that stood up, right off the surface.

‘Ma? You there?’ he asked.

Silence.

If he could reach Ma, he could ask her to manoeuvre the ship closer and fire up the big radar and give him a picture of the rocks around him. Instead, he only had the little unit on the EVS and it wasn’t very good; good enough to spot a rock coming, otherwise, not worth much. And only faced one way.

He tried a ping anyway, after he climbed back into the cabin. Then he slapped his helmet to get the HUD up and bright, and looked at a picture of the rock, its horizon, and the sheer black emptiness of space away from the star that was now behind him, casting two shadows. The sunlight was weak here, the sun a bright star and no more, and the orange light of the proto-star was so gentle that it was like an orange twilight. The radar pulse didn’t need light. And it didn’t show anything.

But there was just enough light to show him a sparkle of something down at the base of the rock, and he moved the EVS on the stony surface, being careful to keep the struts just clear of the surface until he got the frame of the EVS planted and a pad down; he was following Ma’s rules for protecting the suit and the equipment.

He used an extended claw very carefully to reach down, because the old suit didn’t bend that well. It took two tries, and then he cursed.

‘Gauze,’ he said.

It wasn’t common, but he’d found it before. And Pa had been fascinated by the stuff. He tugged and it came loose, a whole tendril of it; maybe a metre. It was mostly transparent; slightly cloudy like very old glass. It had the oddest tendency to move slightly, in ripples, as if it was alive. In vacuum.

Bat knew it wasn’t alive, but it was still disturbing.

He triggered the release mechanism, but instead of releasing the gauze, the claw moved of its own accord, retracting and opening the steel wire collection box.

He’d triggered the automatic retrieval system. The cover opened and the gauze seemed to wriggle, as if resisting capture, and a shiver ran down his spine, even in the confines of the very warm suit.

He was breathing too fast and using up his air. The EVS carried a good supply, but hyperventilating in terror wasn’t a good way to conserve, and he told himself that to calm himself, and then looked back at the beauty of the proto-star.

It was magnificent, but it didn’t help him see anything useful, and he needed to find out if someone had claimed this rock. That was job one.

His proximity alarm gave a beep; the light flashed red.

He wondered if it was malfunctioning, but he put his back to the rocky outcrop, moving the frame of the EVS one more time, careful not to let his heat exhaust touch the rock. And he crouched. Just in case.

I’m just jumpy. Freaked out by some gauze.

Then fear went through him like a burst of electric current.

What if there’s another prospector?

What if I’m on her rock?

Shit shit shit shitshitshit …

People shot each other over such things. If a prospector thought he was a claim jumper …

A moving person in a suit would have set off the proximity alarm but might not show on radar. That was for sure.

Or would it?

Shit.

The alarm was still beeping and the telltale on the HUD still showed red.

He wore a small slug thrower with O2-included rounds, but he didn’t want to touch it in case he gave the wrong idea. Instead, he tongued his helmet radio to broadband. ‘Hey? Hello?’ he said to the universe.

Nothing. Not even the hiss of static.

‘Hello? This is Bat Cleary of Luck of the Irish and I’m …’ He wondered what to say. I’m scared shitless? I’m not going to steal your asteroid?

Ma needs medicine, he thought, suddenly. And then, a little guilty, he considered that maybe he should have the slug thrower in his hand.

Inside the glass dish of his helmet, he shook his head. That was foolishness, as his father used to say before he died.

The proximity alarm double-beeped and he ducked. That’s what you did, when you got that double beep. That was the sound of incoming gravel, or a small rock.

He ducked, and then, as he was still alive, he made himself a small ball on the surface, tethered by three cords.

Beep-beep. Something very close.

Beep-beep. Damn!

Beep-beep.

Something touched him in the ribs: a gentle shove that moved him against his tether, and his arms shot out like a spasm; a natural reaction.

Something had him. He thrashed, and then he saw the reflection of his own visor in another, black visor. He sagged.

The other helmet was too small, too narrow, and utterly black. It leaned forward, and he tried to lean back, but something had his arms from behind.

Horror flooded him, so that he felt dread and drowsy and fear and a sort of abandonment all at once.

The helmet touched his, and a voice came through the contact. In very good Anglatin, it said, ‘We need you to come with us.’

Cassie Gwan wanted to curse the idiot who had suggested that all of the officers could prepare a virtual holiday pageant with performances rendered in video; the amount of work involved proved to be staggering. And she was the idiot; it had been her idea. She was still trying to get even the first steps of her pas de deux right. And when she set herself to dance with a holographic partner, she forgot that the digital image couldn’t lift her.

She glanced at the holographic figure at her side and began again: up on point – kuru, kuru – to a petite battement and then on to an arabesque as the music swelled, filling her day cabin, lifting her higher. She turned to find her holographic partner exactly on the beat, which she was not. She continued through the glissade, painfully aware that she was just a fraction behind but working it, trying to get to even as her partner’s insubstantial fingers reached for her.

The holographic image was Nureyev, of course. She prepared for her grand jeté and Nureyev said ‘Captain?’ in the ship’s AI voice: perfectly modulated, classic Anglatin.

Gwan didn’t leap. ‘Yes?’ she said. She struggled with frustration. It was only a Christmas show, but she was the captain. She needed to look good. Or even acceptably bad.

‘Captain, we have a developing situation,’ Nureyev said. Actually, it was MacLean, on the bridge.

Thank God.

‘Nut Four off,’ she said. She wasn’t in a ballet costume except for point shoes; instead, she was exercising in the singlet she wore under her combat armour. She got her point shoes off with a sigh of genuine relief, rubbed her toes, and then stripped her combat singlet off for laundry, and in a few seconds was wearing a space flightsuit and slip-on ship-boots.

She stepped through her day cabin, which was already restoring itself from ballet studio to meeting suite, and stepped over a knee-knocker into a short passageway. The iris valve at the end of the passageway opened with a traditional hiss.

‘Captain on the bridge,’ MacLean said. Everyone stiffened to attention and immediately relaxed before she’d even muttered the automatic ‘at ease’. Sometimes she daydreamed about bracing them all at attention for half a watch, but that wasn’t her style.

‘What do you have for me, XO?’ she asked her executive officer. She leaned over his station.

The bridge was very small. In fact, it was so small that it was really just five heavily wired acceleration couches and a dozen screens. MacLean was in his couch, and she had to lean way over his almost prone figure to read his screen.

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he mumbled. He was in a VR helmet, and he was young, and not particularly good at personal interface. ‘On the main screen.’

As a figure in an ancient extravehicular suit came into the camera’s view, a range finder and target enhancer put crosshairs on it.

‘About three hundred seconds ago,’ MacLean said.

Gwan put one hip against her own couch and rolled backwards into it with a gymnastic flair that her crew bragged about in spacer bars. She liked that.

She hit her call button. ‘Marine shack,’ she said.

‘Gunnery Sergeant Wayne, ma’am.’

‘See the intruder, Gunny?’ Gwan said. ‘Camera N-34.’

‘We’re following the situation, ma’am.’

Gwan crossed her legs, looking at the approaching figure. ‘I think we have to bring her in, Gunny.’

‘Pretty sure it’s him, ma’am. But roger that. Is this a Fish Hook?’

‘It’s a Blue Fish Hook,’ she said, enunciating carefully. The target is not to be harmed. ‘Repeat, Blue Fish Hook.’

Gwan had time to take the central-core lift down to fifth deck and grab a cup of tea in the aft galley. It was still steaming in her hand, too hot to drink, when the airlock cycled, admitting five marines and a figure dressed like an astronaut from an Age of Chaos movie. The man’s fishbowl helmet was gold-tinted, badly scratched, but still transparent enough that she could see he was a man, or rather a boy; maybe seventeen. His eyes were huge, pupils dilated: fear, wonder. He was tall, maybe seven feet, and it was obvious that in artificial gravity he was already uncomfortable.

The main airlock hatch cycled shut behind them. She sipped tea while the air hissed into the airlock from the rapid-fill tanks. All five marines stood in ‘ready’ poses and two had weapons pointed at the terrified boy.

Wayne popped his helmet before the green light appeared, a piece of unnecessary bravado that was typical of the man, and, in her view, all marines everywhere. As soon as he popped his helmet, the other marines at the ‘ready’ popped theirs. One woman stood unmoving, her gauss carbine aimed at the spacer’s head.

Gunny Wayne tapped the boy’s ancient helmet. ‘Air’s good, laddie. Take your hat off and stay awhile.’

‘Huh?’ he asked. Gwan saw his mouth framing the expression. And then realisation got through his obvious fear, and he undogged a complicated catch at his throat and carefully removed the golden bubble of his helmet.

‘Where am I?’ he asked. ‘Jeez, this is a big ship, alright.’

The gauss carbine kissed the back of his head. Gwan made a brushing motion with her fingers and Marine Malek backed off and moved her carbine’s muzzle several centimetres.

‘Welcome aboard DHCS Huron,’ she said. Her own gesture invited the scared boy to step out of the airlock.

His mouth moved, but no sound came out. She wondered if he was going to faint, and she realised that she should have had a medic on standby. She raised her tab. ‘Medical to the main airlock, please.’

Mel Gautier’s face appeared on her tab. ‘On my way, Cap’n,’ he said.

‘Captain?’ Nureyev asked in her ear. Probably on her neural lace; she couldn’t always tell whether things came through the ear mic or the lace. ‘Almost a one hundred per cent chance that EVS came from a ship that’s nearby. The EVS is old and very inefficient; the mother ship must be within a few dozen kilometres.’

‘Shitsky,’ Gwan muttered, and then, ‘젠장 jen-jang!’ with more feeling. She looked at the boy. Wayne had just told him to strip, and he was doing so without protest. Under the ancient spacesuit he wore a singlet of the very cheapest design, with metallic carrier threads woven into the surface of some artificial fibre pressed into a cheap felt shape and not sewn.

Also, he stank.

Also, he’d crammed about two hundred twenty centimetres into a suit made for someone much shorter. She could see now where the legs had been extended, and the arms at the elbows.

Also, he really stank. She couldn’t get over the smell. Her ship was very clean. This boy was very dirty. Marine Malek still had her matt black helmet on and her faceplate closed, and she was the only one who didn’t flinch at the smell.

‘What’s your name, young man?’ Gwan asked, trying to hold her nose closed.

The boy looked at her. The fear was lessening, she could see that. A tough kid.

‘Ma mostly calls me Bat,’ he said. And then a rush of words, as if he could dump his adrenaline verbally. ‘Bat Cleary. Of Luck of the Irish. That’s our ship. Me and Ma.’ Then he looked at Gunny Wayne. ‘Have you claimed the rock? Sir? Ma’am?’

‘Claimed the rock?’ Gwan asked.

‘Have you filed a claim on the rock?’ the boy asked again.

Gwan smiled. ‘Not that I’m aware of,’ she said.

Nureyev spoke in her head. ‘Actually, Captain, we have filed a claim. That is, when we moved the flotilla to this point, we used a previously created artificial identity to file a claim on this rock so that no one would—’

‘Got it,’ she subvocalised. Aloud, she said, ‘We may have filed a claim.’

The boy’s face fell. ‘Crikey,’ he muttered. ‘Another wasted day.’

Gunny gave her a look that suggested that he was going to let her do the talking.

The boy interrupted any thought she might have had. ‘Where am I, anyway? You said this was DHCS Huron?’ He looked around. ‘Is this a corporate ship?’

Behind him, Marine Malek, who was just opening her visor, sneered.

Wayne’s lip curled.

Gwan had been to New Texas before. ‘Young man,’ she said, ‘do you know what DHC stands for?’

He smiled. ‘Oh, right. Of course.’ And then it hit him. ‘Directorate of Human Corporations.’ He tried to back up a step. ‘Crikey, ma’am, is this a warship?’

‘Young man, it is my duty to inform you that you are an involuntary detainee under the provisions of DHC regulation 4744 dot 6. Unless I have reason to believe you are not a citizen of a member state, you have status aboard and will be treated with every due consideration, but you will not be released until we deem it safe and proper to do so.’ She smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile; she was fully aware that her features were ‘severe’ and she attracted nicknames like ‘ice queen’ and worse.

‘Do you understand?’ she asked.

He was very tall. Also well muscled for a spacer. Also a child.

‘No, ma’am,’ he said with a New Texas drawl. ‘No, I can’t say that I do.’

She nodded. ‘Alright Bat. May I call you Bat?’

‘Yes, ma’am. What shall I call you?’

‘Ma’am will do nicely,’ she said. ‘Or Captain.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Right.’ Pause. ‘Ma’am.’

‘Basically, Bat, I’m holding you until you can’t do any harm by telling people we’re here.’

‘You an’ the other two ships anchored to this big rock.’ Bat nodded.

‘You’re very observant,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘I’m a rock hound, ma’am. They’s some big ships. Ma’am. Never seen anything like ’em.’

She nodded. ‘Huron is a Lake-class battlecruiser,’ she said. ‘A very recent design.’

Just for a moment, she relived opening her sealed orders after leaving the Athens and the six jumps it had taken to cross the volume of human space to New Texas, near the edge of human Anti-spinward expansion. Orders so secret that …

That she’d do what had to be done to keep her ships safe. This ship which she’d helped to build. She’d even named the AI.

‘So, Bat,’ she said. ‘We’re going to need to bring your mother in as well.’

Bat looked around. His eyes were a little wild, but he did a pretty good job for an adolescent of keeping himself under control. ‘Ma’am, my ma, she ain’t never hurt nobody.’

‘And we aren’t going to hurt her,’ Gwan said. ‘But we can go take her with a marine combat team, or we can send you to keep her calm. Either way, we’re taking her.’ Gwan’s voice was steady. In fact, she pretty much hated what she was doing; grabbing free spacers because they’d tripped over her flotilla wasn’t making her happy.

But she knew the stakes, and she had her orders.

The boy looked at her. ‘You won’t hurt my ma,’ he said. He didn’t ask it; he said it. Like he believed it.

‘Not at all,’ she said.

By then, Doctor Gautier came up from Medical and stepped out of the lift.

‘Madame,’ he said. He pronounced it the French way.

‘Doc,’ she said, and pointed at the boy.

The doctor had a medkit under his arm, and he walked over to the boy, glanced at Marine Malek’s carbine muzzle, and then reached out a hand and ran it down the boy’s back.

He looked at Gwan over the boy’s shoulder. ‘I’d have to run tests to be sure,’ he said, ‘but this boy’s undernourished and in addition has not taken sufficient growth hormones for bone strength. The muscle tissue is good; surprisingly good.’

‘Ma makes me use the bands all the time,’ Bat said. His slight whine suggested this wasn’t Bat’s favourite pastime. ‘And gymnastics in the cargo bay, when it’s empty.’

‘You can take him to sickbay after I have his mother,’ Gwan said. Just saying the words made her feel like the bad guy in a holodrama. ‘Bat, will you help us bring your mother in?’

Bat Cleary looked at her, a level stare, and then turned to look down at Gautier. ‘You a real doctor?’ he asked.

Gautier chuckled. ‘Eh bien.’ He shook his head. ‘Yes, young man, I am a real doctor.’

‘Crikey,’ the boy said. ‘How much do you charge? My ma needs medicine.’

Gwan, sensing a less than horrible solution, stepped forward. ‘What kind of medicine?’ she asked.

Bat was still looking at the doctor. ‘We don’t have a lot of money …’

Doctor Gautier looked back at Gwan.

‘New Texas charges their citizens for everything,’ she said. ‘It’s an Age of Chaos-style economy.’

Gautier’s face did a little dance, as if he registered her words with a heady brew of surprise and contempt. ‘I do not charge money to heal people,’ he said. He spoke as if the idea was deeply distasteful.

‘She has real bad arthritis,’ Bat said. ‘Like, real bad. She uses something really rare, called a DMARD.’ He hung his head. ‘I thought that this here rock might be … That we might make enough …’ He shrugged.

Gautier raised an eyebrow and glanced at his captain. His dark eyes held disapproval, as if he blamed her for the boy’s predicament. And maybe he did.

‘Hardly so rare,’ he said. ‘I think we can help her.’

The boy looked at Gwan. Gwan smiled as warmly as she could at Gautier. And then turned her smile on Gunny Wayne.

‘Gunny? Let’s find this young man a spare EVA suit and send him to get his mother. No comms whatsoever, understand?’

Wayne sighed. ‘Blue Fish Hook, ma’am.’

‘Exactly, Gunny.’ Gwan favoured them all with a smile and walked to the lift. ‘Carry on,’ she said over her shoulder, perfectly aware that she’d just flung a shovelful of shit at Gunny Wayne and left him to clean it up.

That’s how it was, when you were captain.

Colum MacLean was trying to decide if his very slight resemblance to an Old Terra actor named Jimmy Stewart – a damned good name – justified his making a video based on the traditional and venerable It’s a Wonderful Life. He was supposed to be doing evaluations on the bridge crew for Gwan’s signature and he had about a third of them done.

MacLean thought of himself as a hard-working and conscientious officer, but months of complete inaction in space were robbing him of his drive. It got harder and harder to get anything done, the longer they sat here anchored to this rock. And he knew full well that the captain’s plan to celebrate the Holidays, which wags in the DHC called ‘Allidays’ because they were all the old religious holidays rolled into a single celebration, was just to alleviate the boredom.

Compared to the rushes of excitement as they jumped with the stealthy PTX cruisers into Draconis in a state of near combat, the last months had crawled by: first, six long difficult jumps alongside Lepanto right across the volume of human space from Spinward to Anti-spinward, then a silent, cold transition to New India, one of the busiest Anti-spinward systems, and Steppe, and then a very cautious insertion into the New Texas System, arriving right on the ecliptic and outside the asteroid belt and creeping into their anchorage after a silent rendezvous with DHCS Noryang.

What the hell is it for? A year of my life, of my career, spent tied to a rock?

He opened a subroutine on his main screen. He kept it ready: it plotted various consumables in the kilometre-long hull of the Huron. Technically, they could operate for two years without a replenishment.

Technically.

In fact, they were long out of quite a number of things, including any form of vegetable, and both tea and coffee were running low. And sugar.

Why are we just sitting here? And New Texas is, at least technically, a DHC world.

He closed his supply tracker and went back to working on evaluations. The bridge crew was excellent, but it was very difficult to give them a six-month eval based on their ability to stare at a rock.

A warning sound pinged in his ears and he looked around. ‘Captain on the bridge,’ he said as he heard the iris valve cycle.

‘At ease,’ Gwan said. MacLean appreciated that she always said it, even though the whole bridge crew were lying in their acceleration couches. The skipper was sharp, and that kept other people sharp.

‘Anything?’ she asked.

He glanced at his screens. ‘Marines are moving towards the little ship,’ he said. He had the Luck of the Irish tagged on the main screen. They’d found it passively, by using the antenna array they maintained on the rock. ‘I ran back the record, ma’am. We missed their arrival because of the sunspot activity.’

Gwan vaulted into her acceleration couch. ‘Damn,’ she said. ‘That means anyone could sneak up on us.’

‘Skipper Miller on the Lepanto wants more passive receivers on the rock,’ he said. ‘I tabbed you his message.’

She grunted. ‘He’s right,’ she said. ‘As soon as we have the Irish, we can send work parties. All three ships; let’s make it an EVA party.’

‘Roger that, ma’am. May I volunteer?’

‘Absolutely, XO. You can command it.’

MacLean’s mood brightened.

‘Just as long as you have all the bridge crew evals in my inbox,’ she said.

MacLean wriggled in professional pain. But he said, ‘Yes, ma’am,’ with alacrity. After a pause to make sure there was nothing more, he said, ‘Have you ever seen an Age of Chaos movie called It’s a Wonderful Life?’

‘Nope,’ she said. ‘Is that a New London thing?’

MacLean sighed. ‘No, ma’am. Old Terran American.’

Gwan grunted. ‘Is this for the entertainment?’ she asked.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he answered.

‘Better pick something recent and popular,’ she said. It sounded as if she was being … sarcastic. ‘Heads up, people.’

On the main screen, the marine team closed on the little freighter. She had two camera views up, splitting the screen with a depiction of the whole system in 2D with traffic.

MacLean watched the marines. They had uncanny EVA skills, and one by one they ‘landed’ on the hull. Gunny Wayne waved a hand and a tall figure waved back.

‘Ma?’ he said. The comms came clear. It was the tall boy.

‘Well, thank God, Bat. I was that worried …’

‘I’m coming in, Ma.’

Sixty long seconds while a hatch was opened and an airlock cycled. And then …

Time passed. The marines hung on to the little ship like limpets on an ancient hull. MacLean watched the system traffic for any sign that anyone out there was reacting.

He found that his heartbeat was up, and he smiled in self-mockery. And you were bored.

The waiting went on long enough that he brought up Spacer Yi’s eval; Yi was a ‘blue’ watch helmsperson, and he went down his bullet list for the young spacer. Yi was competent and that was that; it was hard to make him sound exceptional or wonderful.

I could write, ‘We trust Petty Officer Yi with the controls of a battlecruiser, what more do you want?’ and see where that gets me. MacLean smiled to himself, and then, by chance, looked up in time to see the little ship on the main screen flash its docking lights. He noted that two of the lights appeared to be out.

Civilians.

‘There we go, then,’ Gwan said, with evident satisfaction. The light flash indicated that the boy had convinced his mother to come in.

MacLean typed, ‘Trustworthy, competent, steady, Petty Officer Yi demonstrates …’

He demonstrates that he has a brain and has been well trained.

I hate evals.

Gwan messaged him privately. ‘MacLean, honestly. Do whatever you like. The audience has nowhere else to be, and …’ He heard her laugh a little. ‘And it really doesn’t have to be all that good.’

MacLean smiled, mostly because she’d just revealed her own unease, which made him feel better. ‘May I ask what you’re doing?’ he asked.

Silence. ‘A scene from a ballet,’ she said after a long pause.

‘Ballet?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t that a dance thing?’

Her sigh was profound. ‘Yes, XO. It is.’ And then, as if revealing a terrible secret, she said ‘It’s The Nutcracker.’

He thought about that, and then looked it up on his tab. He’d wondered if she was making a mildly obscene joke; not her style.

‘The nineteenth-century ballet by Tchaikovsky?’ he asked.

‘That’s the one,’ she said. And then, ‘I see our supply of cooking sugar is low.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘I want cake for Alliday anyway. Do we have enough?’

He brought up his own subroutine. ‘Give me a minute,’ he said, and sent a message to the galley. When he got the response, he did the math and nodded. ‘Yes ma’am. Galley says it can be done. We still have single serving stuff from Sahel unopened.’

She grunted. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘We deserve cake. I’m going down to Medical.’

‘Roger that, ma’am.’

‘You have the bridge.’

‘Aye aye, ma’am. I have the bridge.’

His eyes scanned the distant ellipses of the ships moving through and around the New Texas System. Their sensors had a blind spot when the proto-star was on their side of its orbit, but Space Traffic Control beacons broadcast every ninety seconds, ad he could update regularly. Of course, any New Texas military flights could bypass the STC.

Petty Officer Badkhen pinged him, and he focused on his screens.

‘Cherenkov radiation spike,’ Badkhen said.

That was almost routine. New Texas had a fair amount of traffic; in fact, one thing they had accomplished in months tied to the damn rock was to monitor and record just how much traffic there was out here in the Anti-spinward marches. Cherenkov radiation usually heralded or marked the arrival of a ship from Artifact Space.

‘Where away?’ MacLean asked.

‘Delhi insertion point, ninety per cent. Almost bang on, XO.’

‘Get me the IFF code when you have it,’ MacLean said. The ship had entered above the ecliptic and halfway across the system. It had probably been in system for about an hour; that was a rough guess based on the location of the asteroid belt and one of the facts MacLean had had to memorise back at the Academy: light travels a billion kilometres an hour. Easy to remember and very useful for calculating communications lag.

‘Log it,’ he said.

He wrote a long, careful message for the flotilla on setting new passive receivers on the system side of the rock. Then he completed Yi’s eval, shamelessly praising the man. Why not?

Then he started to review a vid of the ancient movie. He needed the right scene. Something … Christmassy.

Gautier tapped his main screen. ‘They’re both undernourished. That’s the easy part. I’m going to put them under and fill them full of nutrients. And she’s a mess; not sure where to start. She needs a root canal, a new crown; mon dieu, but she must be in pain. And she needs meds for her arthritis. And hip replacement surgery.’ He waved his hands in the air. ‘And some other things.’

‘Do them all,’ she said.

‘Bien sur! Of course I’ll do them all! What do you take me for, some sort of hack?’

She smiled, as she was used to Mel’s sense of drama. ‘And the boy?’

‘He’s mostly disgustingly healthy, despite everything this system can throw at him. I’m putting him on an anti-rad course and I’ll fix his teeth.’

‘And a bath,’ she said.

‘Definitely a bath,’ he said. ‘I will send him to the scrubbers.’

‘Perhaps to the hangar bay,’ she said. That’s where they washed their shuttles and spacesuits.

He smiled. ‘But both of them have avoided routine medical care.’

She nodded. ‘They couldn’t afford it. Lucky for us; she came in when he promised her free medical care.’ She met his eye. ‘Imagine if they’d been hostile. Imagine if they’d wanted to get a message out that there were spacecraft here.’

He frowned. ‘Why are we here, Cas?’

She thought of a snappy answer and passed. She and Mel Gautier went back a long way. ‘Because we have orders to be here,’ she said.

‘How long?’ Gautier said. ‘I will eventually run out of some vital things …’

‘Mel, we’re about a month from running out of sugar and tea,’ she said.

‘Merde.’ Gautier looked shocked.

‘Despite which, we will remain here for as long as it takes.’

‘As long as what takes?’ he asked.

She just looked at him. Finally, she said, ‘We jumped out of New London with Athens.’

He nodded. ‘And now we’re waiting for her to come back?’ he said.

‘Your words, not mine,’ she said.

He blew out, very slowly, through his pursed lips. ‘Then shouldn’t we be at Ultra?’

She smiled. It never reached her eyes, but her smiles rarely did. ‘Drat. And I parked us in the wrong system.’

‘Sarcasm is the last refuge of the superior mind,’ he said. ‘You think she’s still coming?’

‘Do you believe in God, Mel?’ she asked.

‘You know I find the idea repugnant,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Well, I sure in hell wish I did, so I could pray.’

Their moment of privacy – doubly rare on shipboard and with her – came to an abrupt end as two medical crew came back to the space, carrying a surgical clamshell. He got to his feet. ‘I’ll get her prepped,’

Gwan was considering a little more ballet practice and headed for the ventral lift when her comms beeped.

‘Ma’am?’

She didn’t know the voice; her tab said it was the hangar bay.

‘Who is this?’

‘Petty Officer Cox, ma’am. We’re cleaning up the, uh, civilian … vehicles.’

She could picture the hangar bay packed with bored techies, all eager to do something, picking apart the little spaceship.

‘And?’ she asked.

‘Something here you might want to see?’ he asked, his voice trailing upwards at the end. ‘And Master Chief al-Shawaf has a whole bunch of questions.’

It sounded better than more ballet. Why had she thought that she could dance, anyway?

‘I’m on my way,’ she said.

The hangar deck of DHCS Huron lacked the vastness of a greatship. Gwan had served on greatships, two different tours, and compared to them, the Huron seemed very small, despite her kilometre of length.

But it was big enough to sport a basketball court; four of them, in fact, although all of their spacecraft would have had to be jettisoned into the void to allow all four to be used simultaneously. Nor did the Lake-class battlecruisers have the sort of robust airwings that the greatships carried.

Airwing. Gwan loved some of the old words. No one called the assembled spacecraft a ‘spacewing’. Traditions endured; like celebrating holidays. They’d made nine jumps, including some very long, since leaving New London. Ship time was probably no longer synced to anyone else’s time. But subjectively, this was the second Alliday of their cruise; subjectively, they had been in space almost fifteen months.

It was quite a long walk from the lift doors to the huddle of women and men gathered around the Luck of the Irish, and the even smaller frame of the EVS that the boy had been flying. The EVS stood like a small tower; really, it was just a pyramid-shaped frame of duraluminum with fuel cells and thrusters. It was like something from the Middle Ages of Old Terra’s past, when there were knights and turtle ships and monks and things.

‘Master Chief,’ she said as she came up. Master Chief al-Shawaf was a giant of a woman with tattoos on her face and arms and probably all the rest of her. She and al-Shawaf had been shipmates on the Hong Kong back in the day.

‘Ma’am,’ the master chief said. ‘Show the Skipper.’ Al-Shawaf waved at the huddle of spacers around the EVS frame.

Evans – there were two thousand women and men aboard and she knew their names, had spent a month memorising every god-damn one of them – Spacer Evans, EVA qualled, expert small ship repair, monogamous marriage, three children, up for chief petty officer, an exceptional spacer – Evans was up on the EVS frame, leaning over what appeared to be a big wire basket. On closer examination it really was just that: a big wire basket.

‘Ma’am,’ he called down. He was wearing something that looked like an oven mitt. ‘Can you see this from here?’

Gwan had an instant of annoyance – were they mocking her? And then she saw the sparkle of something almost insubstantial.

She wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, especially if it postponed her ballet performance. She climbed a gantry ladder until she was pressed against Evans, leaning over the basket.

‘Not too close,’ Evans said. ‘We don’t know what it is.’

‘Never saw it in the basket,’ al-Shawaf said from below her. ‘And Petty Officer Gregg says she’s seen it before.’

Gregg, tall, slim, confident, who wanted to be an officer and had just passed a very difficult astrogation course, raised her hand. ‘I’m Gregg, ma’am.’

‘I know, Petty Officer Gregg. Where have you seen it?’

Gregg waved. ‘On the rock,’ she said. ‘I was with the antenna planters when we anchored.’ She narrowed her eyes, remembering. ‘I saw it twice, I think. I told my LPO. She said …’

‘Ma’am, we’d just vented a lot of old crap and I thought it was our garbage,’ Petty Officer Zellinger reported. Not as tall as Gregg, often the boss on Extra-Vehicular Activities because she was a natural athlete in zero-g, tended to get into fights ashore, couldn’t hold her liquor.

She looked down at the sparkling stuff. ‘How do I know this isn’t our garbage?’ she asked.

Al-Shawaf said, ‘Because I say it ain’t, ma’am. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

‘Get a pair of waldos up here,’ Gwan said. It took a while, and in the meantime she came down the gantry ladder and called MacLean and explained. It was coming up on her bridge watch.

‘Skipper?’ he asked.

She explained.

MacLean was curious, and she gave him video feed straight through her eyes and her neural lace. He whistled.

‘I’m wi’ al-Shawaf,’ he said. ‘Ne’er seen anything like it.’

‘It’s like cling wrap,’ Gregg said. ‘When we wrap fresh-made mechanical parts against dust, eh?’ She looked up. ‘Ma’am?’

Petty Officer Cox came up with a dozen junior spacers pushing a controlled environment suit. It amused Gwan that they were aboard human civilisation’s most advanced spacecraft and some things were still moved by a dozen humans pushing with muscles. Like wet navies back in the age of chaos.

The controlled environment suit stood the size of al-Shawaf, more than two and a half metres, and was more like a booth with arms than a suit.

Gwan raised an eyebrow at her master chief. ‘A bit late for maximum precautions,’ she said. ‘I mean, if it’s a deadly alien organism.’

Al-Shawaf shrugged. ‘You wanted waldos, Skipper, you get the whole suit.’

Gregg, somewhat tentatively, said, ‘Do you think the captain ought to be the one …?’

Gwan stepped into the suit and three spacers closed the hatch. She cycled the air scrubber and the vents, and tested the servos on the arms. The xenoglas-reinforced molecular gloves felt like … well, like nothing at all on her hands.

They’d mounted the suit on a hydraulic platform, and raised her to the height of the basket. She reached out and touched the stuff.

‘It’s like …’ She was trying to think of what it was like. ‘Mica. It’s like mica, but it moves like a mylar.’

It had the slightly opaque quality of mica. And the appearance of depth. It looked like …

Something. It was also very thin indeed.

MacLean spoke in her ear. ‘Makes you wish we had a science officer, doesn’t it?’ he said cheerfully. It was an ongoing battle in the DHS merchant service as to whether they should fund science officers or not. The current administration kept making noises about science officers, but so far, no one had found civilian scientists who wanted to go into space for years at a time.

Gwan grunted. ‘Get me Intel,’ she said.

‘Oh, I’m right here, ma’am,’ came the voice of her intel officer, Jack Sohn: short, quiet, cautious and liked Korean food. Sohn was too junior to be her confidant like Doc Gautier, but she liked him, and he wasn’t in the same chain of command as all her line officers, so she tended to be more open with him. Also, Sohn knew why they were here. Sohn knew all the secrets of the cruise, and the wider DHC. That was his job: to know things.

‘Well, Jack?’ she asked.

‘Skipper, I’m standing about six metres away, and it looks like you have a sheet of dirty cling wrap.’ He sounded exasperated, and she was sure he was. He really liked to know things.

‘It doesn’t cling to anything, for one thing,’ she said. She was moving it around, and it seemed almost frictionless.

A piece fell off. Like mica, it seemed to fracture rather than tear. ‘And it’s pretty delicate.’

Sohn came up on her earbud. ‘If it’s in the basket, the boy must have collected it,’ he said.

‘Do we have any way of testing it?’ she asked. The ‘science officer’ debate suddenly took on a whole new aspect.

Sohn literally hummed a moment. ‘Get me a sample. I’ll see what I can do.’

She stood her bridge watch. It was a strange arrangement; commanding officers usually didn’t have a watch because, in effect, they were always ‘on’. But on the new ships, which were highly automated and carried much lighter crews, she’d volunteered because otherwise three command officers were on an eternal three-watch rotation and no one was ever getting enough sleep.

Just as an example, her XO was out on the rock leading a work party during what might have been his sleep cycle. She could watch through the various helmet cameras, and she sent a text to every member of the work party from all three ships asking to be informed if they found more of the strange filmy stuff.

She got a lot of routine work done, as Alliday crept closer. She ordered cakes made, and a (very small) rum ration, and reviewed traditional Solstice, Diwali, Hanukkah and Christmas menus with the galley before settling on a melange of dishes that would no doubt satisfy no one. She carefully avoided inserting any Korean food whatsoever, because it was her favourite, and last Alliday had apparently seen a surplus of kimchee.

She noted that Lieutenant Sohn had already sent in his Alliday entertainment for the vid show, and she successfully avoided the urge to review it.

A thirty-centimetre Christmas tree, complete with lights, appeared on the bridge.

Petty Officer Gregg reported, somewhat triumphantly, that she’d found a sheet of the alien material. If it was, in fact, alien.

Mel Gautier appeared on her main vid. ‘The boy is awake,’ he said. ‘And asking for you.’

‘For me?’ She grunted. ‘Tell him I’m busy.’

Gautier nodded. ‘I did. He’s just eating.’ Gautier smiled. ‘I think he could be a danger to the ship’s supplies of … everything.’

‘I’ll come down after my watch,’ she said, and toggled him off.

It was late in the watch and just two rotations until Alliday, and she was contemplating rationing tea, when Petty Officer Yi lit up the main screen.

‘Cherenkov radiation spike,’ he said.

She glanced at it, and knew it was not a normal insertion. She felt a touch of ice on her spine. ‘That’s not a trade route jump point,’ she said.

Yi put it on the holotank in 3D. ‘No, ma’am,’ he said.

‘Do we have our new antenna array out on the rock?’ she asked Nureyev.

The ship’s AI said, ‘Commander MacLean and his work party are still installing new antennas now.’ Eight hours in an EVA suit. She winced. And hoped they’d gone in two watches. She checked and found that they had.

MacLean was really good. Reserved. But he had got her all the evals, as requested, on time. Just … a little too stoic.

I’m one to talk. But it would help if one of us had a sense of humour.

‘This would be a real good time for them to come online,’ she muttered. She used her neural lace to overlay a star chart in 3D on the New Texas System. While insertion grids were not linear, directions definitely mattered.

And this is where the neural lace really shone. She didn’t need a holotank or a vid; she could lie in her acceleration couch and think with perfect clarity and accuracy. It had taken a year of specialised training to focus and discipline the mind, and some people couldn’t manage it, but she held the chart of the leading edge of human expansion in her head. Then she rotated it until she was looking along a straight line to the insertion point, and past it.

And the answer was, nothing. Nothing charted. They knew that New Texas wasn’t the edge; New Texas admitted to having three new satellite colonies to Anti-spinward, and DHC Intel said one of the colonies had its own colony, and maybe contact with aliens.

And maybe that’s why we’re here.

She took a snapshot of her neural lace’s multidimensional best guess and sent it to Jack Sohn, with a mental note attached. ‘System incomer from ???’

A quarter of an hour later, Commander Simms, her Ops Officer, came on deck early to relieve her.

Simms was a ’gyne from Astorias Orbital, long, lanky and snarky.

‘You’re a good relief, Commander,’ Gwan said, oozing out of her acceleration couch.

‘I jus’ can’t get enough of this place,’ Simms said. ‘Scoot, Skipper. I see the new system insertion; watched it happen from my rack.’ She flopped into her acceleration couch as if she had no bones at all. She was so tall that she required a specially built couch.

‘You seen the family we picked up?’ Gwan asked.

‘You mean, that boy who is tall enough to be a ’gyne? I saw him.’ Simms snorted. ‘I have the bridge. Get some sleep, Skipper.’

‘Tell me if that ship does … anything worth telling me,’ she said.

Gwan waved at the new arrival and went through the iris valve, intending to go visit the boy. No one was more surprised than she when she found herself in her rack.

She went to sleep instantly.

She woke to an alarm, and for a moment she couldn’t imagine … Her body got out of her rack and into a flightsuit before her mind had registered that it was only a comms call.

Still, no one called the skipper with good news. A glance at her wall clock; she’d been asleep seven hours, which was like a vacation.

‘Nureyev?’ she asked. She could talk to Nureyev inside her head, but that just felt antisocial.

‘Captain,’ the AI said formally. ‘Good morning.’

‘A nebulous concept, morning, at least out here,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Lieutenant Sohn would like to speak to you immediately. Commander Simms chose to let you sleep seven hours. Commander MacLean concurred.’

She smiled. It was a rare flash of her real smile, because they were looking out for her, and by God she would look out for them. She was perfectly aware of the impact of ten months parked by a rock with secret orders, and some chaos back home.

‘I want a live captain’s meeting, my spaces, in four hours,’ she said. ‘Tell Mr Sohn that I’ll join him in the galley for breakfast.’

‘Live?’ Nureyev said.

‘Too hot to handle via laser comms,’ she said. ‘I’m going to explain the sealed orders.’

Nureyev was silent.

‘You think I’m doing the wrong thing?’ she asked.

‘Insufficient data,’ Nureyev said. ‘I’m willing to go with your gut, Cassie.’

‘Breakfast and then some ballet, then.’ She always liked it when Nureyev called her Cassie, which suggested to her that she was being manipulated.

Nureyev smiled wickedly. ‘I have a thought about the ballet,’ he said.

Gwan winced, because the AI was at its most creatively dangerous when it used the phrase ‘have a thought’. AIs were famous across human space for their ability to assemble data in absolutely unconventional ways, some of which were just … wrong.

The main midships galley was quite small, and was mostly for the use of the bridge crew and various pilots and hangar bay techs. The ship had three galleys and no officers’ wardrooms, as the designers had gone egalitarian to save space.

One of the advantages of being captain was that she could eat in off hours, and have the space to herself. Of course, she could order food to her cabin. She just didn’t.

Sohn sat opposite her with a full tray.

‘Too busy to eat?’ she asked.

‘Second breakfast. Or dinner,’ he added. He was about fifteen years younger than she, and from one of the Patrician houses, but they shared a certain amount of culture and they both spoke Korean well enough to use it as a secret language.

‘What’s so hot?’ she asked, in that language.

He smiled, and said, ‘Not here.’

That tweaked her adrenaline. But not enough to keep her from eating. The ballet was good; she’d been letting her exercise routines slip and it felt good to have muscles. She’d served on ships where the skipper was the only person out of shape; now she understood why.

After they finished their trays and put them in the recycle bin, she followed him to Intel on seventh deck. He had two intel assistants: a ’gyne from New London space with an affected Old English accent named Brown, and a very small dark man named Pradesh. She nodded to both.

‘Excellent score on the chief exam, Pradesh,’ she said.

He grinned. ‘Thanks, ma’am!’ he said.

Sohn waved the skipper into an old-fashioned chair. ‘Brown and Pradesh have both worked on this project,’ he said. ‘So they know the score.’

‘I have ten minutes,’ she said. ‘Tell me what you’ve learned. What’s this about?’

‘Learned? As in, knowledge?’ He shook his head. ‘How do you feel about the term, “superior wild-arsed guess”?’

‘I feel like saying, get on with it.’

Sohn put a small box on the counter before them, and then lit it from below. It held some chips of the mica-like substance from the rock. ‘I think it was xenoglas,’ he said.

‘I’m assuming,’ she said, as she tried to process the information, ‘I’m assuming you wouldn’t tell me this if you didn’t have some data.’

Brown leaned forward. ‘Ma’am, this is a site report from Haqq, dated six years ago, relative.’ They put the report in front of her, digitally, and when she touched it, it went straight into her neural lace and her systems.

‘They found something very similar,’ Brown went on. They waved a hand and there was a hologrammic vid display in the air. The projector was above them, and the resolution was remarkable. Brown rotated what appeared to be tiny flecks of mica-sand. Then they magnified and magnified.

‘I don’t have the tools or the training to run an analysis,’ Sohn said. ‘But this stuff looks like the exact same stuff. Of course, they didn’t find sheets of it. They found grains of sand.’

Brown put in, ‘It’s fucking everywhere, ma’am. I saw it myself, when I was there.’

Nureyev spoke through the projector. ‘It’s a reasonable guess. A hundred thousand years of planetary weather would reduce this substance to something like sand. In my humble opinion.’

Pradesh made a face when the AI used the term ‘humble opinion’.

Gwan leaned back, studying Sohn’s face. ‘OK. Let’s say it’s xenoglas. Except xenoglas is the most durable material we’ve ever encountered, and this is some brittle shit.’

‘I didn’t say it is xenoglas,’ Sohn said, with an apologetic smile. ‘I said it was.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s a theory. Anyway, what might matter is that our guest, young Bat, says the stuff occurs all through the Coal Sack.

She let that sink in. ‘So? I mean, are we looking at the remnants of another Circles extinction site?’

Pradesh nodded. ‘I downloaded a bunch of these, Skipper,’ he said. ‘Basically, they’re preliminary site reports on the extinction event across our space.’

She shrugged. ‘OK, someone nuked the Circles a hundred thousand years ago.’ She nodded because although she didn’t, personally, care, she had tossed Sohn a job and his people had risen to it, so there was no place here for impatience. ‘Excellent job. Let’s take some samples, catalogue them with site-specific data, and prepare a report with your findings.’ She smiled at Pradesh. ‘Maybe it will make you famous. Imagine? Archaeology in space.’

Sohn leaned forward. ‘Skipper,’ he all but hissed. ‘The point is that xenoglas can be destabilised.’

That got to her. ‘Sure,’ she said slowly. ‘But you don’t know that. Maybe it’s an effect of aeons.’

Nureyev spoke in her ear. ‘And maybe it’s not,’ it said.

After a pause, Sohn said, ‘Second thing.’

‘You folks had a busy night,’ she said brightly. Brown winced.

Pradesh took his turn to wave at the projector, and a picture of … well, of a sector of deep space appeared.

‘Cherenkov radiation,’ Pradesh said, and a coloured cloud appeared.

‘And again, ten minutes later,’ he said, and added another small cloud.

‘And then three more in the last five hours,’ he added. Pradesh was a good showman, his voice modulated. ‘For a total of five ships coming in-system from … somewhere to Anti-spinward.’

‘Five ships …’ she said.

‘And they’re emitting,’ Brown said, taking over, their rich English accent setting her nerves a little on edge. ‘In almost every energy spectrum.’

They waved again, and an image appeared. It was hazy as only a passive collector at a billion-kilometre range could make something hazy, but it did appear under the best magnification to look like an hourglass turned on its side, or two bubbles joined in the middle.

‘You saved this for second?’ she breathed.

Sohn shrugged. ‘I needed you to hear the bit about the xeno­glas. Come on, Skipper, be fair; if I told you this first, you’d just bolt for the bridge.’

‘They aren’t doing much, ma’am,’ Brown said. ‘That is, they’re decelerating. They were moving pretty fast. And they’ve shot off active pulses in several spectrums; they’re not afraid of being seen.’

‘And New Texas STC?’ she asked.

‘Has been querying them like a Border collie on sheep,’ Brown said. ‘No response.’

Border collie? Sheep?

Nureyev thoughtfully fed her a video of a dog keeping a great many sheep together with lots of running and barking. It made her smile. And she loved dogs.

Border collie. One to remember.

She looked at Sohn. ‘OK, I needed to know this hours ago …’

Sohn raised an eyebrow. ‘Ma’am, Commander MacLean and Commander Simms both know, and as the Unid ships are decelerating, we let you sleep. It’s not …’

She nodded. ‘What’s their deceleration?’ she asked.

‘A rock-steady 1.34 gee,’ Brown said.

She stood up. Sohn stood up.

‘We think they’re aliens,’ he said. ‘Not Starfish. Something new. With an energy shield or something like it, and a whole different sensor array.’

‘Aliens,’ she said. ‘You found fucking aliens, and you didn’t wake me up.’

But she smiled. She couldn’t help it. This was why she was here, and it was happening.

The prospector boy was waiting in her day cabin. He was clean, shaved, and looked both younger, if that was possible, and much healthier.

In a day full of surprises, this was a surprise she didn’t need, but she forced a smile. ‘Bat,’ she said. ‘You look better.’

‘I feel amazing!’ the boy said. He towered over her; he was as tall as Simms, and maybe taller. ‘I’ve eaten like five meals. The food here is great.’

She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard the Huron’s food described as ‘great’ before, and she smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘But your doc and your AI say I need lots of exercise, and well, I’ve done gymnastics. Well, that’s not really true, actually, I’ve done some stuff in our cargo bay when it’s empty … I mean, spins and stuff. And it’s handy in a suit, and for a good landing on a rock, and stuff. Anyway …’

‘Nureyev?’ she snapped.

‘I have found you a partner for your ballet exercise,’ it said. ‘You lower the gravity, he gets exercise, and you have someone real to do the lifting.’

Inside her head, she said, ‘Damn it, I may not be God’s gift to dance but I’ve done ballet for thirty years, and you think I can teach him to do a lift in two days?’

‘Yes,’ Nureyev said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

Miller came over from Lepanto early, and he was all smiles; they were old friends and shipmates, even occasional lovers, back in the day, with no hard feelings and even a little nostalgia. Georgatos of Noryang came a little later, having taken a side trip to the rock on EVA.

Both were welcomed with ceremony, because they didn’t get a lot of visitors out in the Coal Sack, to say the least. She’d meant to invite her captains before this, but time had passed in both action and inertia … anyway. Now that the strange new ships had jumped in, the timing of the meeting was even better.

Georgatos and Miller both had Battle-class battlecruisers. They were a new class, the first hull only five years old, but her Lake class was even newer, only two years old. In fact, this was her maiden voyage, and she had a dozen secrets of her own. All the battlecruisers were designed as escorts to the greatships, and yet three of the six in existence were right here.

She did all the usual things, greeting them, saluting, exchanging courtesies. But when the doors closed on her day cabin, and she mentally told Nureyev to give her absolute privacy, she leaned back.

‘Eggnog? Rum, Scotch, tsipouro.’ She waved at her little bar. She knew Georgatos liked tsipouro.

Miller smiled. ‘From the teaser I received this morning,’ he said, ‘I need a clear head.’

She poured herself some eggnog. ‘Or an alcohol-fuelled imagination,’ she said.

‘Eggnog, then,’ Miller said.

‘Tsipouro,’ Georgatos said. She didn’t know him well; he was a cautious, conscientious officer who’d won some deserved fame with a deep-space rescue. But his face had the sort of narrow-eyed concentration that she disliked, and she’d heard … things that suggested they might not be from the same faction.

If the Service had factions.

She waved and her projector put up the Anti-spinward ‘side’ of the system, complete with marked entry points. ‘My intel thinks these five ships are aliens,’ she said without further preamble.

‘Ouch,’ Miller said. He took a drink of his eggnog.

Georgatos leaned forward. ‘Starfish? They’re a long way from home if so.’

Was he being deliberately obtuse?

‘Nope. Someone with a bubble-shaped energy shield and some very interesting emissions.’ She tagged both of them in the datasphere and passed Sohn’s hasty but meticulous reports.

‘Hardly proof that they’re aliens.’ Georgatos waved a hand. ‘Oh, I know that the anti-expansionists imagine aliens in all directions,’ he went on with a hard smile.

Anti-expansionists. Is that what they call us?

‘The energy emissions, and the rate of deceleration, which is constant across all five ships, suggest someone who doesn’t count gravity the way we do. They all arrived together, and at almost precise intervals, indicating that they’re almost certainly warships.’ She put a list of arrival times on screen. ‘They appear to have an energy shell that is coherent. Like a shield.’

Miller shrugged. ‘You don’t need me to tell you that an alien race could be so alien we wouldn’t know a warship if we encountered it,’ he said. ‘But that energy shell is something else. Shelley Cohen got a picture as it transited a star.’ He made a little motion with his fingers and an image appeared.

Georgatos finished his tsipouro in a gulp and looked surprised that he’d done so. ‘Look at us,’ he said. ‘I swear I signed on for a merchant service.’ He smiled, and Gwan thought his smile was false. ‘I think it’s too early to call them aliens.’

‘I agree,’ she said.

That took him aback.

Miller shrugged. ‘There were rumours of aliens out here, eh, Cassie?’

She looked around. ‘Exactly.’ She could give a false smile as well as receive one. ‘I want to know more before I commit to any action. We don’t need to fuel rumours.’

Georgatos looked at her with something that might have been approval on his bland politician’s face.

She smiled around the table. ‘I wanted to see you both in person to share thoughts on this,’ she said, ‘and while you’re here, I wanted to share some speculation on this stuff.’ She put a vacuum container on the table with some of the ‘gauze’. It was Bat’s name for the alien stuff, and the name had caught on immediately. ‘This has the same chemical make-up as similar stuff found on Haqq at the Circle site there, and two other Circle locations. But this sample came off the rock we’re tethered to.’

Miller picked up the little case. ‘Whoa,’ he said. ‘You mean you think the Circles used to live on this …’ He looked at her. ‘This ex-planet?’

‘So it seems,’ she said.

‘Creepy,’ Miller said.

Georgatos looked at Miller with amusement. ‘Pure speculation. Like all astroarchaeology, a waste of personnel and budget.’

‘Mmmm,’ Gwan grunted. ‘I’ll add to the speculation. My intel team thinks this was once xenoglas.’

That got Georgatos’ attention. ‘What?’ he spat. ‘Xenoglas is indestructible.’

I swear I said the very same words, Gwan thought.

Nureyev spoke in her ear. ‘You have decided not to reveal your secret orders?’

Not the right time, she thought at the AI.

‘You distrust Captain Georgatos?’ Nureyev said.

Distrust is far too strong. I don’t doubt his loyalty but I’m not sure I want to argue with him about the intent of the orders.

Nureyev said, ‘I concur.’

Miller was playing with the ‘gauze’ fragment. ‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘I read a thing …’ He looked at her and she knew he was interacting with his neural lace. ‘A scientific paper out of PTX. New Beijing Orbital University, Wu Cheng’en. They suggest that xenoglas is a stack of silicon molecular sheets analogous to graphene, held in place by …’ He smiled. ‘By something we can’t explain.’

‘Ah, scientists,’ muttered Georgatos, theatrically. ‘Where would we be without them?’

‘But if the magic power went away, the thing holding the graphene analogue in place, you’d have a silicate. And mica is a silicate. And so is this, or so it appears.’ He was obviously fascinated, but then, he’d been far more interested in the sciences at the academy than she had. ‘I would like a sample.’

Georgatos shook his head. ‘Fascinating as I may find this adventure in archaeology, it’s nothing to do with our mission.’ He looked at Gwan. ‘I’d hoped that you would outline the purpose of keeping half of our escort fleet tied to a rock for a year?’

She nodded. ‘All in good time,’ she said. ‘Let’s enjoy Alliday first.’

‘These ships were very expensive to build,’ he said in a patronising tone. ‘I’m sure there are people on the ruling council who’d like to know why we aren’t out protecting the greatships. The markets were in chaos when I left New London.’

‘We know,’ she said. ‘We were there when Athens was attacked.’

‘By the PTX,’ Georgatos said. ‘We should be there, ready to push them back.’

‘But instead,’ she said, rising, and forcing the two men, by her rank, to rise with her, ‘instead, we’re here, because this is where the Service ordered us to be. And it’s been an interesting few months, gentlemen. I didn’t present you our figures on system traffic, but someone has been vastly under-reporting the shipping here on the frontier. And the level of trade.’

Miller smiled. ‘Wonder who that might be?’

Georgatos shrugged. ‘Increased trade is a good thing. It’s controlling it that is a mistake.’

Gwan wasn’t ready to savage the man; the two of them could disagree on politics and still make a good team. But she had a hard time letting it go. ‘We picked up a couple of local spacers,’ she said. ‘Rock hoppers. Crap equipment, no medical care, no money to buy replacement parts, and they work for a monopolistic company that takes all the profits.’

Geogatos shrugged. ‘Sure. Out in the colonies—’

‘The point is that the DHC isn’t against trade,’ she said. ‘It’s against exploitation. The rules on labour and production are in place to protect the workers.’

‘Workers don’t build civilisations,’ Georgatos said. He was angry, and he almost immediately realised that he had crossed the line as far as she was concerned. ‘I’m sorry. I understand your concern, but one bad mining corporation doesn’t mean that the whole sector is rife with corruption.’

She nodded. ‘Let’s hope you’re right.’ Actually, I’m pretty sure it does. ‘Regardless, I have orders.’

Both men stood straighter.

‘Effective immediately, no radiation of any kind. Any messages between ships will be hand carried. And the antenna farm on the rock? I want us to use the local ship we picked up to put antennas on every other rock we can reach. Link the network with J band microwave or something. Ask Tech and Intel what will be the best solutions.’ She waved a hand.

‘Hardwire,’ Miller said.

‘I can’t see us stretching cable between moving asteroids.’ She raised an eyebrow.

He grinned. ‘I was kidding.’

She felt foolish. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Maybe I need more eggnog.’

They all managed to be pleasant down to the airlock. ­Georgatos departed immediately, and Miller stayed for an airlock cycle.

‘What are we getting into, Cassie?’ he asked.

‘Aliens,’ she said. ‘And maybe a big fight.’

‘Thought so,’ he said. And then, after a minute, ‘Well, Merry Christmas, Cassie.’

‘You too, Ben.’

Down in the hangar deck, the old Luck of the Irish received a complete refit: seals, O-rings, locking mechanisms. A dozen techs rebuilt the main control panel with lots of new technology, mostly because their pilots couldn’t fly the old ship the way it had been.

Bat stood and watched. His ma was still under sedation after two operations, and he wanted her to stay down, get rest. And he was, in a way, having the time of his life. Food, exercise, dozens of interesting people, deep space explorers for real.

And the things they were doing to his ship! It was amazing.

‘Merry Christmas.’ Master Chief al-Shawaf was a very imposing presence, but he’d learned that she wasn’t interested in intimidating him, and she could be funny, too.

‘This is the best thing ever!’ Bat said, although he wasn’t sure whether the best thing ever was the repair of their old ship, the medical treatment for his ma, or just … being aboard a battle­cruiser.

Al-Shawaf motioned him forward. ‘I want you to watch all this,’ she said, ‘because you need to know what’s been done. And I may need you to ride her the first few trips, just in case there’s something we don’t understand.’

‘I listed everything I could remember,’ he said. ‘But I’m that happy to ride along.’

And even happier to look over towards the hangar bay doors and see the EVS, which he thought of as ‘his’, also getting a whole suite of upgrades. And the suit! They’d taken a military suit, stripped out some stuff, and then rebuilt it for him. Just for him. He wanted to try it on, but Miss Gregg said he could have it for Christmas. Which they called ‘Alliday’. Which was cool, too.

A junior spacer gave him a tour of the whole repair pro­gramme, and they crawled through some spaces looking at cable runs. The mil-spec stuff was all colour-coded, which would have pleased his pa a great deal.

‘You guys are the best,’ he told al-Shawaf. ‘But are you going to put everything back?’

Al-Shawaf nodded agreeably. ‘Everything will be replaced, unless it’s too worn to be used,’ she said. ‘Are you missing something?’

Bat nodded. ‘Ma’s still. When the rock-breaking doesn’t go so well, Ma makes straight booze for sale.’

Al-Shawaf raised an eyebrow. ‘There was a still aboard?’ she asked slowly.

‘Yes’m. Just aft of the second hab. It’s stowed away in the overhead.’ He pointed out where the new cables ran.

Al-Shawaf’s face had become forbidding. ‘I will find it for you, and the deceivers who have taken it will rue the day.’

Bat was left with the feeling that the still would be found. And that most of the spacers in the hangar deck were afraid of Master Chief al-Shawaf.

He then had two of the best days ever; he alternated exercises with Skipper Gwan and the AI, Nureyev, who he thought of as a person, and missions in the Luck of the Irish in which he managed comms, played tour guide, and felt like part of a well-drilled military crew. Several times, the pilot pointed the little ship out into space, and Bat would fire the radar, sometimes several pings. Nureyev explained to him that prospector radars were ‘normal’ and the captain was using their radar to watch ‘things’ in the volume of space around New Texas. It all sounded exciting and secret.

It was Alliday Eve when STC called while they were out, and he was suddenly the star player. They were almost forty clicks out from the rock, deep in the Coal Sack; a dozen spacers, the biggest crew the little ship had ever had, were out on a rock planting antennas. Bat had gone out, looked the rock over, and then filed a claim, this time without trouble. As soon as he filed, STC came back to him.

‘Luck of the Irish, this is New Texas Space Traffic Control, over?’

The navy tech handed him the headset and waved.

Bat put it on. ‘Roger, New Texas STC, this is Luck of the Irish. I read you loud and clear.’

‘Same back at you, Irish. You haven’t checked in for a bit. We got worried.’

‘Roger, New Texas STC. We had comms trouble.’

‘Roger, Irish. Good hunting!’

‘Thanks STC. Irish over and out.’

Bat, who had done routine comms with STC since he was eight years old, felt like an important and valued member of the team. The DHC comms guy slapped his back, and the spacers all gave him a thumbs up.

And planted more antennas.

The skipper had announced that in keeping with an ancient Old Christian tradition, the ship would celebrate twelve days of Alliday. There were work parties galore as they completed her giant passive radar antenna farm over a hundred kilometre square area of moving rocks, but the galleys served extra portions of really edible food, and every day, one of the officers posted a performance on vid, and there were gales of laughter, cheers and occasional boos.

Colum MacLean had spent a couple of ship days feeling that it was unfair. He knew she’d spun it out to give herself more time to practise, and she’d very conveniently set him up early, but his grainy black and white rendering of It’s a Wonderful Life with his own face superimposed over the Age of Chaos actor’s face was very well received, and he forgave his commanding officer even as he drank down his rum ration. XOs are seldom popular; the crew’s reaction in the galley and in the passageways was worth gold to MacLean. He hadn’t stopped smiling.

Simms surprised them all the next day with a staggering display of magic tricks which she did live in the hangar bay, culminating in making the civilian EVS frame appear out of thin air. She refused to explain how she’d done it, but it clearly sent the adolescent, Bat, into a realm of pure joy.

On his watch that ship day, four ships launched from the New Texas Orbital station. Within minutes the Combat Information Centre on third deck had tagged them as New Texas military vessels, based on drive parameters and message traffic analysis.

‘Captain to the bridge,’ he called.

Gwan appeared in a combat singlet and some very odd footwear. She’d been in her day cabin, metres away.

‘Show me,’ she said.

He indicated the four tracks coming out of the New Texas planetary gravity well, on curving tracks that tended towards a possible intercept with the five newcomers who were transiting the system.

MacLean pointed at the screen. ‘Drive parameters shout military,’ he said. ‘Possible combat intercept?’

She rolled into her acceleration couch. ‘Possible,’ she said. ‘I’m going to wager that they’re just going to follow along.’

MacLean whistled. ‘Just follow along,’ he said. ‘You mean, as if they were allies. Friends.’

‘Just like that,’ she said. She took a deep breath. ‘My legs hurt. My feet hurt.’ After this uncharacteristic comment, she levered herself back out of the couch. ‘Call me if there’s a change.’

She walked across the bridge, her odd shoes making a sort of wooden clacking noise as she walked across the carbon-fibre deck. ‘Give me one-half gravity for the next forty minutes, will you?’ she asked.

‘You don’t feel we need to go to battle stations?’ he asked.

She smiled at him from across the bridge. ‘They’re half a billion kilometres away,’ she said. ‘If they turn this way, we’ll have lots of time.’

He sighed, but she was right.

Over the next six watches, the New Texas ships did just as the skipper had predicted, matching course and velocity with the strangers and following them at a distance of a million kilometres or so. There was no attempt at intercept. Their new observational arrays, which included cameras and all sorts of antennas cobbled together by the fabrication shops on three ships, gave them an ever-increasing resolution on the ships. MacLean knew there was a growing excitement on board; he heard the buzz in the galley and in the rec room. But the skipper seemed immune; she stood her watches and said very little.

On the twelfth day of Alliday, it was her turn on the vid. To everyone’s surprise, and delight, she performed a piece from the ancient ballet The Nutcracker, with Bat Cleary and Nureyev, the AI.

It was only then, watching her leap impossibly across a digitally created stage, that MacLean realised why she’d asked for the half-gravity. He laughed aloud.

‘She’s a sly one,’ he said to Yi, who was watching a screen.

Yi raised a hand. ‘The aliens are going for insertion,’ he said.

‘Captain to the bridge,’ MacLean sent.

She watched them jump out: the five ships with their massive energy emitters, clear as day on her new, enormous phased array receptors, and then the four local ships, all of them much smaller.

‘You got all this?’ she said aloud, but she was talking to the astrogator, Lieutenant Ramirez, on second deck.

‘Within fifty klicks, ma’am,’ he said.

‘Sohn?’

‘Got it all, ma’am. Recorded and logged.’

‘Mr Ramirez, please calculate an insertion trajectory based on what you’ve observed,’ she said. ‘Can you do that?’

Ramirez sounded cautious. ‘You mean, based purely on the observed course and speed, not knowing the target star system?’

‘That’s just what I mean, Mr Ramirez.’ She wanted to laugh. Eleven months of waiting … Then she flipped a toggle that gave her voice access to the whole ship.

‘Huron, this is the captain speaking. Our Alliday is over, and we’re going to get going. Three hours to manoeuvring. Prepare to get under way. I repeat, under way in three hours.’ She primed Nureyev to laser the message on tight beam to their two consorts. The time for secrecy was almost over.

All through the ship there were mingled cheers and groans. They’d been stationary a long time. There’d be a great many things to stow and batten down for acceleration.

‘I’ll be on the hangar deck,’ she said.

She called Doc Gautier and Melissa Cleary on the way down, and met the woman and her son with the doctor in the hangar bay. Both of them wore new flightsuits, nicely embroidered with the Luck of the Irish ship’s logo at the shoulder, tailored to fit.

She shook hands with Bat, who’d done so well in his one lift for the ballet. ‘You can come dance with me any time,’ she said. ‘And as you know, we’ve fixed up your ship a little.’

‘A little?’ Ma Cleary grinned. ‘It’s like a new ship. What can we ever do to thank you, Cap’n?’

‘And you fixed Ma!’ Bat said. His flightsuit had his full name embroidered over his heart: Balthazar Cleary.

‘Why, it’s your Alliday present, Captain Cleary,’ she said. ‘You and Bat brought us plenty, I think. You found the gauze; and you gave us a system ship we could borrow.’

‘Speaking of fixing you, Melissa,’ Gautier said, ‘here’s about four years’ supply of your medicine. I’m sorry to tell you that eventually it will fail you. Eventually your body will reject it.’

Ma Cleary shrugged. ‘Eventually, I’ll jus’ die, I guess,’ she said. ‘Until then, I’ll keep on living. Thanks to you.’ She gave the doctor a hug. ‘Melchior.’

‘On the other hand,’ Gwan said, ‘I’m giving you the digital code to take possession of the rock out there.’

Bat grinned. ‘Well,’ he said, and looked as if he might cry.

Ma Cleary shook her head. ‘Thanks!’ she said. But she got a lot of content into that one word.

Gwan looked at Gautier. ‘Melchior?’ she asked quietly.

He shrugged. ‘It’s my name,’ he admitted. ‘Melissa and I had a lot of time to talk, down in sickbay.’

‘Never spent so much time asleep or chatting, not in my whole life,’ Ma Cleary proclaimed. ‘Alright, Bat! Up and at ’em.’

‘Roger that, Ma!’ Bat replied.

Gwan found herself hugging the prospectors before they boarded their little ship. Then flight control cleared the hangar bay and opened it to space, and she watched on camera as Ma Cleary took it out of the hangar bay and out over the big rock.

Gwan found that she was having trouble seeing the screen, and she rubbed her eyes and cursed herself for a sentimental old woman.

‘Nice people,’ she said to MacLean, back on the bridge.

‘Most people are,’ MacLean said. ‘Where exactly are we going, in one hour and fifty-two minutes?’

She grinned at him. ‘We’re following the aliens,’ she said.

‘Where are they going?’ MacLean asked.

She had settled on the edge of his acceleration couch, and she was fully aware that every spacer on the bridge was listening. But the time for secrecy was past.

‘They’re going to ambush the Athens,’ she said.

‘And we’re going to follow them,’ MacLean said.

She nodded. ‘Someone’s going to be surprised,’ she said. ‘Just wait and see.’

Happy Holidays! I hope you’ve enjoyed my Christmas (Yule, Hanukkah, Diwali) story. If you want to find out what happens next, you’ll need to wait for Deep Black from Gollancz in 2024. And two more ‘Arcana Imperii’ novels coming after that!

At the risk of over-explaining, Skipper Gwan’s flightsuit says ‘Caspar Gwan’, and Caspar, Melchior and Balthazar are the traditional names of the three wise men: the Magi. And they brought gifts …
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