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Prologue


The station lounge was nearly empty, and the only sounds to be heard were the quiet hum of generators somewhere in the distance, along with an intermittent growling vibration as a starship set off from a nearby port. Through the giant viewports there could be seen the occasional caravan slowly drifting into warp position, the sun glinting off its metal carapace.


The only inhabitant in the lounge sat dead still and gazed out at the ships and the stars in the dark space beyond. He was an old man with wispy grey hair, and was of average build and height, and altogether not someone one would remember encountering. He had a common name, too, and there were very few traces of him in the station logs that could not be eliminated should a situation arise where he needed never to have been on this station at all.


There was a faint, slow tapping sound, of someone arriving on the other side of the lounge and casually walking over to him.


A voice behind him, of a much younger man, said, ‘Thanks for seeing me.’


He turned. The visitor was dressed in simple but stylish clothing of an expensive cut, as befitted someone who worked in administration on a massive space station.


The older man nodded to him. ‘I was due to pass through this area. If you have any concerns, I’ll do what I can. Though I suspect I already know what this is about.’


The young man said, ‘It happened again. Thousands this time.’


The older man sighed.


‘It has to be stopped,’ the young one added.


‘We need to be careful. Wait for an opportunity.’


‘We can’t wait forever.’


‘We have feelers out for people,’ the old man told him.


‘There are plenty of plans ready—’


‘Plans are easy and mutable. We need the right people to accomplish anything of consequence.’


The young man took a long, deep breath. Words held too much power not to be carefully chosen. ‘We’re working for the same cause. You know I would never doubt that. But it’s frustrating. It’s so frustrating. Thousands, just today.’


The old man nodded in sympathy. He looked out the viewport again, at the myriad of stars that shone in the distance. ‘Something will turn up. And when it does,’ he said, ‘everything will change.’


‘It has to,’ the young man said, and he started to walk away. ‘Because until we take care of the problem, every one of those lives was lost for nothing.’







PART I


Life
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‘We will eat the body and sanctify its blood, to let it be born again.’


The apartment felt sucked dry of air, replaced with a gaseous formaldehyde that put everything and everyone in stasis. The attendants had formed small clusters, the men standing and facing the floor in grim silence, the women sitting, crying and comforting each other. It was a young man’s apartment, little more than a studio with a small bedroom off to the side. The door to that room was ajar.


Drem Valate, so numb of emotion he felt like a sleepwalker, went and hugged his grandmothers. Both of them had a necklace with a tiny golden vial, and both fingered it incessantly. ‘We will consume him, dear,’ they were saying in a shivering stammer. ‘We shall take him into our fold and make his blood our own.’


It was an old prayer of the Sani Sabik, spoken in hard times, and they murmured it like an endless litany. ‘We will eat the body and sanctify its blood, and we will consume him until he is gone, to let his soul rise again.’ They did not cry, for they were too old and weary, but the words fell from their mouths in droplets.


Drem let them go and looked around the room, still avoiding the sight of that half-open door. It was dawn on the colony. People stayed away from the windows, as if the Red God might come and take them away, and through the glass Drem saw the first rays of the nearest sun glide their cold way over the colony dome.


He wondered momentarily if he should walk about and talk to everyone, but he knew it would merely delay the inevitable. He went  over to the bedroom door, opened it, took a deep breath and stepped through.


It was dark inside and the air was even heavier. The curtains were closed. There was little decoration: some plants in sealed minidomes, and a couple of holoposters on the walls that cycled through images of space. In the corner stood an inconspicuous machine, dark and quiet, laced with all sorts of wires and tubes that had now been wound up in a loop and left to hang off one side. The sight of that machine felt even more than a death sentence, Drem thought, than the body lying on the bed. You died not when you expired, but when your life was neatly packed away.


His brother had needed that machine. He hadn’t been tied to it; he merely plugged in twice a day for a few minutes and otherwise lived a relatively normal life. Drem had been helping him save up for a more mobile unit. It was just the two of them now; their parents had died years ago on a blood-harvesting excursion.


Drem, on reflection, supposed it was only him now.


He sat down on the edge of the bed and remained quite still for a long time, looking intently at the machine. His fingers, meanwhile, blindly found their way to the body of his brother. They held his heavy hands, stroked his cold, inert cheeks, and ran slowly through his lifeless hair.


Drem wanted to cry, but couldn’t. He wanted to scream, but couldn’t. He wanted to think of Leip alive, to imagine some course of events by which none of this was even a reality, but those thoughts were opaque and he was too numb to grasp them. Some part of him, he knew, had realized that everything had changed and had put up a rock-solid dam to stem the flood. There would be no proper grief until everything was over, until Leip had been bled and the rituals completed.


Drem sat there until he began to hear whispering at the door. He got up, kissed his brother’s forehead and left the room, letting one of his grandmothers take his place. The light outside the windows felt preferable to the bleakness in the house - the presence of a dead body, in and of itself, did not bother Drem, but the immense and silent anguish he saw on everyone’s faces, and probably reflected in  his own, was becoming unbearable. He headed out into the yard, and took a long, cold breath of morning.


It was early enough that he could still see trails in the sky from the night’s shipping traffic. The entire colony was attached to a moon in wide orbit around the sparsely colonized planet below, and functioned both as a delivery port for arriving interstellar shipments and, to a lesser degree, an assembling plant for various pieces of technology sent up from the planet and bound for somewhere else in dark space. Drem had been raised in another section of the colony located nearer to the outlying landing base, and had grown used to the silent tremors of starships taking off in the dark. In wintertime, he and Leip had sometimes sat by the window, long after they should’ve been in bed, watching the bulging columns of smoke as the daily shipments of raw materials were readied to be flown back planetside. Drem and Leip would look at each other, grinning, then in unison place their hands on the windowsill, palms flattened. A few seconds later the soundless vibration from the launch would hit, travelling from the airless landing strip through the metal of the colony and the stone of its mother asteroid, through the atmospheric shield and the ground beyond, up the walls of the nearest houses and into the bones of their hands, the boys giggling like mad.


Drem rubbed his eyes and realized he was crying.


Someone approached him and softly cleared their throat. Drem looked up and saw a middle-aged man, grey of beard and hair, dressed in the familiar red and black garb of the Bleeders. They were the combination law enforcement and religious sectarians of the Sani Sabik. If you ever needed either a priest or a policeman, you’d find a Bleeder. They presided over every religious gathering, acting as everything from midwives to funeral directors, and it was an old joke that you literally had a Bleeder watching over you from the moment you were born until the last breath of your life.


‘Hi, Father,’ Drem said, not bothering to wipe the tears from his face.


The Bleeder sat beside him on the grass. ‘Hello, son. I’m Brother Theus. I understand there’s been a loss in this house.’ His lips were fixed in a tempered smile held in place by the many wrinkles on his  face; a deep concern woven with experience. Drem didn’t dare assume how much of it was genuine and not merely the result of years of practice with the grieving, but he found it calming nonetheless, and felt thankful towards the man.


‘My brother,’ Drem said. ‘Died in his sleep last night, apparently. He was . . . well, I don’t know.’ He sighed and looked at the sky. ‘He’d been having some trouble, what with the sickness and all. But nothing that should’ve caused something like this.’


‘Sickness?’ Theus asked.


‘Sabik’s Sepsis. It wasn’t severe, but it caused a whole damn headache of problems. Leip had a haemopurifier that he used twice a day, and it helped, but you can’t be sick the way he was and get out of it unscathed.’ Drem’s ears caught up with his mouth. ‘Or get out at all, apparently,’ he added with a sigh.


‘It is always hard when a child leaves the family,’ Theus said.


‘Oh no, he was an adult. Not old, but in his twenties,’ Drem told him.


‘Your brother had permanent blood poisoning?’ the priest said to him. It was barely a question and verged on judgement. The worry wrinkles on the old man’s face increased, but Drem now found them less comforting.


‘Is there a problem?’ he asked the priest.


‘I must go inside, my son, and see the family. Are you the closest living relative to the deceased?’


‘Yes, Father. I am.’


‘Then we will need to talk.’


 



The next day Drem, with head full of thunder, went to his grandmother’s house to meet the family for the wake. People would be coming and going all day. They had a young man to bury, and, Drem had discovered, a terrible problem to solve.


The house smelled sweetly of spices, and of flowers left to dry in the air. Derutala, known to the family as Granny Deru, had been baking and cooking all day; mostly, Drem suspected, out of a need for something to do. When he came in she was in the kitchen, busying herself with an oven that only she could use without burning  its contents. Everything was made of steel and patience here, including Granny Deru.


Drem made his way into the living room. His cousin Vonus was there, standing by a shelf and inspecting the metal picture frames. Vonus’s wife sat in a chair beside him, cradling their infant child. They were only a few years older than Drem, and still building a life. At the other end of the room stood another man whom Drem had seldom seen and had not been expecting: Dakren, his father’s brother, a much older man with grey hair and grey eyes.


The infant gurgled happily, and Drem smiled at it. Its mother smiled back at him but with deep furrows of worry in her brows.


Vonus said, ‘How are you doing, Drem?’ in that low voice people reserve for the traumatized, as if soundwaves might break them apart.


‘I’ve had better days, thanks,’ Drem said. ‘How are you?’


Vonus took his time to phrase the reply. ‘I’m doing all right, though I have no idea what’s been happening over the past few hours.’


‘The priest spoke to you, too, did he?’ Drem asked.


Vonus hesitated and looked to his wife. She nodded. ‘Yes. I think he spoke to most of us there.’


Drem looked at the picture frames Vonus had been inspecting. It was a large family, which was common on a workers’ colony. Their little community was sitting on a rock floating in the deeps of outer space. There had been nothing natural here: no atmosphere, no running water, no geothermal heat, and no life. It had taken a long time to give this place anything resembling habitability, and it took no more than a look through its dome to remind the viewer just how tenuous that existence was. In a place like this, people clung on to whatever provided the safety and comfort they needed to prove their mastery over their own lives. It made for strong faith, sometimes heavy drinking, and plenty of children.


‘I had a talk with him, too,’ Drem said. ‘Twice, even. First one was yesterday morning, when he came to comfort us on the loss of my brother. Then again early this morning, when he told me what this meant for me and this family.’


He glanced at Dakren, who offered no comment. Drem went on, ‘Leip had a special kind of blood disease. It’s rare but not unheard of. What is rare is for the Sepsis to last into adulthood, because for almost everyone who gets it, it starts to fade rapidly by age four, and by the time puberty starts it is usually gone for good. But not for my brother.’


The little family sat in dead silence as Drem continued, ‘As we found out when he was first diagnosed, this condition, among the many other things it made Leip suffer, left him unable to donate blood when required for rescue work or ceremonial purposes. If we were still in the Amarr Empire, this wouldn’t matter.’


Vonus and his wife winced. The mention of the old world, which their nation had left a long time before any person in the room had been born, was still not done idly. The exodus had taken place for complicated reasons and left wounds in both factions, which, despite the Blood Raiders’ extremism, still shared a substantial amount of core beliefs.


‘He’d have been treated like any other person with a permanent illness, no more nor less. But this is the Sani Sabik, where we worship the blood. We have ships out there somewhere, raiding the skies in our name, and in the empires they use us as monsters to frighten their children.’


Drem reached out and plucked from the shelf a small picture frame, set slightly aside from the others. It cycled slowly through pictures of his brother, one smiling face morphing into another. ‘Apparently, an adult having poisoned blood, to a member of the Sani Sabik, is a sacrilege. The very idea defies the Red God’s laws. I thought I knew a lot about the rules of my faction, but I did not know about this.’


He gently stroked his thumb over the image, then put the frame back on the shelf and turned back to his family. ‘Leip cannot be buried. He can be kept in stasis for as long as it takes, because we Sani Sabik are good at keeping people fresh,’ he spat the word. ‘But he can never be buried, not unless by some miracle we convince the clergy to write his name in the Books of the Dead.


‘The alternative is that he be stricken from existence, as if he had  never lived at all. All records of his life would be expunged, insofar as such a thing is possible. When the priest told me this, I was too numb even to answer, so he added one last streak of piss to this whole disgusting mess.’


Drem looked at Vonus’s child. ‘Until this matter gets sorted out, no more children in the family can be brought into the fold. Not even this beautiful little thing here.’


He kneeled and stroked the child’s head, smiling at it. ‘Until my brother’s life has been erased from existence,’ he said to it, gently, as if he were soothing it to sleep, ‘you simply won’t exist. You won’t go to school, you can’t go to hospital, you’ll be banned from our churches. In their eyes, you won’t even have a name.’


‘Drem . . .’ Vonus said.


Drem got up and faced his uncle, ‘Adult relatives are safe. Their rights aren’t infringed at all, because if they were, the clergy knows that they would revolt. So instead they go after the children, because Blood Raiders understand people’s weak points and they know it’ll turn you against me.’ He smiled faintly. ‘Understand, if I could kill this priest, I would. If I could walk up to him, with his understanding smile and his wrinkles of worry, and shove a nail so far into his eye that it would penetrate not only his brain but those of every single clergy member in the Sani Sabik, I would do it without a second thought.’


Behind him, he heard a gasp from Vonus’s wife. He turned back to her. ‘But I can’t, obviously. I can’t do much about this at all. There are special dispensations for those with money and connections, but we have neither. My only option is to have Leib stricken off the list. That, or see every new child in this family be turned into an outcast.’


He sat down on the floor. ‘Is this what the priest told you?’ he asked the couple.


Vonus cleared his throat. ‘He said that there would be a problem of a clerical nature, and that we would need to convince you to make the right choice. He also mentioned the striking commission.’


‘Which I would be paid as compensation for losing my brother, or whatever the half a life the Sani Sabik think he had is worth. It  would even be enough to buy me passage off the colony, away from the memories I’d leave rotting in the ground.’


‘Will you consider it?’ Vonus’s wife said, too loudly. ‘Will you please consider it?’


‘No,’ Drem said. He saw tears form in her eyes, and looked away, shutting his own eyes and rubbing his fingers over them.


‘What do you need?’ said a dim voice from the other side of the room.


Dakren was a rare presence at family gatherings. He worked closely with the Blood Raiders, the sect of Sani Sabik who spent most of their lives in space, hunting down, attacking and harvesting the blood of non-believers for various purposes, scientific and liturgical. There was money in that life, and honour, and not a little craziness. From what Drem had been told, Dakren had gotten both of Drem’s parents involved with these harvest missions. Then on some trip into deep space their victims had fought back, and all Blood Raiders ships on the venture had perished. Dakren had rarely spoken to Drem since.


Drem looked at him now. ‘I need my brother to be given a funeral and a line in the Books of the Dead. I need the clergy to approve his ascension. And I need to punch a priest in the face, but that can wait.’


Dakren gave a thin smile. ‘I’m familiar with what it takes to finagle one’s way into the clergy’s good graces. The traditional way is to perform a special service to the Blood Raiders, but it can also be accomplished by donating substantial amounts of money.’


‘Seeing as how I can do neither, it’s not really an issue,’ Drem said. ‘I hear the service has to be something that’s demonstrably in the favour of the Sani Sabik as a people. It can be a new type of highly valuable technology, or a service in the diplomatic favour of our faction, or just something that saves the lives of a lot of our people. I imagine whoever designed Leip’s haemopurifier got an easy pass,’ he added in a bitter tone.


Dakren was silent. Drem watched him closely, then said, ‘I have tried and tried and tried to figure out a way for this. I have thought  harder about this than anything in my life. Do you have any idea,’ he asked the old man, ‘how it can be done?’


‘It’s a difficult matter,’ Dakren said and looked out the window.


Drem sighed, got up and left the room.


 



He wanted to leave the house, but he was afraid that it would look as if he had abandoned his family, and he did not want to add even more drama to their worries. Also, if he left now, feeling like he did, he feared he might wander off until he had left the colony and this life altogether, his brother nothing more than a name crossed out on a list. So he went to his grandmother instead.


Granny Deru’s kitchen was small but felt big. It was always the brightest place in the house and felt the warmest. Nothing here was pure decoration; this was a place where things were put to use, and it seemed to have taken on the aura of the people who’d been there. The room felt alive and quietly breathing, and was eternally scented from good food and baking.


Granny herself now stood by the kitchen counter, lacing a cake with dark berries. On the wall in front of her hung a varnished wooden plaque with a large gold and silver vial affixed: the vial itself golden, and silver drops pouring down its sides. On the wall to the side was a needlepoint, red on white, with the words ‘Babies Need Blood’. Granny Deru was humming to herself, some old song Drem remembered from his childhood. He cleared his throat.


‘Oh, hello dear,’ she said, as if he’d popped over for a visit rather than just across rooms. ‘How are you holding up?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Drem said. ‘Still on autopilot. Don’t really dare stop and think.’


She gave him a sideways glance. ‘I’ve already lost one grandchild, dear, and I’m not going to have another burn himself out. Talk to your gran, now.’


Drem leaned against a wall, hung his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I know, Gran. I know. But everyone is still in shock, and the clergy’s made a mess, and if I start trying to unravel this massive knot of feelings that’s inside me, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop.’


Deru placed the last berry, wiped her hands and put the cake into the cooler, then got out a large bowl and several big boxes. She opened each box and began picking out cookies of various sizes and shapes, arranging them in patterns in the bowl. ‘It’s a nasty business we’re in, dear. Did you talk to Dakren about it?’ she said without looking at him.


‘I did.’


‘And what did he say?’


‘When I asked him if he could help, he said he couldn’t.’


‘Did he now, dear? That’s certainly a shame,’ she said, quite blithely.


Drem looked sharply at his grandmother as she busied herself in the kitchen. ‘Yes, Gran. It is.’


She had put away all but one canister of cookies when his resolve broke. ‘All right, Gran. Please. Explain to me.’


Granny Deru looked at him and smiled her old smile. ‘I know the men in this family, Drem. Most of them I’ve known since they were standing in this very room, with scabbed knees and teary eyes, pleading for a cookie. I remember you, even, and look what a determined young man you’ve become.’


Before Drem could respond, Gran continued, ‘Dakren was a boy once, just like you were, but that was a long time ago, and he has seen darkness I hope you never encounter. He has that rarest of talents, which is how to understand a problem and find a solution to it, whatever the cost. If something is broken he will look at it from all angles, until he understands both its original function and the nature of the break, and he will find a way to fix it. If it cannot be fixed at all, he will not even try, but if it can, he will always look at the worst-case scenario and work his way up from there. He’s a lot like you, really, except he’s had more practice in dealing with evil.’


Drem had a million questions, but anger overrode them. ‘And who decides who’s evil - the clergy?’ he said.


‘There are all sorts of evils,’ Gran said, and left it at that.


‘So you think he can help me?’


‘He has worked with some very powerful people in his time. And he’s always looked after you and the rest of this family. I will be very  surprised if he cannot find a way to sort all of this out for us. But it will come at a cost.’


Before he even spoke he had halfway decided to seek Dakren’s help, whatever it demanded of him. ‘Gran, if this can be solved . . . I can’t imagine what he would ask that I could refuse.’


‘That’s good, dear. Because Dakren will want his part acknowledged, likely by asking your forgiveness.’


Drem stared at her, and incomprehension gave way to dread. He said, ‘I don’t know if I—’


‘Here’s what you’re going to do, ‘ she said, checking briefly on something that was cooking in the oven. ‘You are going to get your head right. You are going to realize that keeping this family intact, and you with it, matters more than anything. It trumps your anger over Leip’s death and your business with the clergy, and whatever feelings you have towards Dakren. You should have settled that long ago, instead of letting it poison you. Now’s your chance to get it done.’


The silence settled in the warm air.


‘How do you feel, dear?’ Granny Deru asked him.


Drem inhaled deeply. ‘I’m not sure. I’m trying to do what’s right. I’m not sure what good it’ll accomplish.’


He picked up a cookie, looked at it, and put it back on the tray. ‘But I suppose that’s the wrong way of looking at it. Right now I just want to help those I can.’


‘Doesn’t feel so bad, does it?’ Gran said with a smile.


It struck him that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d asked her how she felt, about anything. ‘Who helps you out, Gran?’ he asked. ‘Who listens?’


‘God listens to me, Drem. Now get to the door, I heard someone come in.’


And he thought it might all work out, right until he went to the door, opened it and found nobody there at all. He walked out in the yard and noticed faces looking out from other windows nearby, then people coming out of their own houses.


A tremor made him look at the ground. The grass was swaying. When he looked back up, to the dome and the space beyond, he saw  what he first thought was a new sun, its orbit somehow heading his way.


The missile exploded on the colony’s shields, splashing oily fire over its dome. Further in the distance, Drem could see another volley of deathbringers headed his way.


With every hit, the colony trembled. Drem could hear things falling off the shelves in Gran’s kitchen. Through the dome he saw a starship approaching the colony, massive even at this great distance. Its missile bays were dark eyes, open and gazing directly at Drem. Another missile launched, starting off as a trail of dust, then picking up speed so rapidly that before Drem could think, it had reached the dome. He dropped instinctively to his knees just as it exploded, setting the entire sky awash with flame


Several Blood Raider vessels entered the area in defence. The sun glinted off the starship’s metal hull as it turned to face them. Its guns swivelled, too, focusing on the leader of the Blood Raider armada, and they were so large that Drem actually saw them kick back as they pumped volley after volley of projectiles into the Raiders’ craft. Missiles swiftly followed, and the corona of explosion as they tore through shields and armour was agonizingly beautiful. Drem stood there transfixed, knowing that he would likely never see something of this magnificence for the rest of his life, brief as it was going to be. It was like the Red God had come for him at last, and brought Armageddon along for the ride.


One Blood Raider ship exploded in a minor nova. The attacker’s guns turned and started firing on the next one. Missiles swept across the sky.


The entire fight was over in minutes, and yet seemed to Drem to take a lifetime. By the time the last Blood Raider vessel fell apart, he briefly had time to wonder how his own death would look to those crewmen who’d made it to their escape pods.


The ship turned back to the colony, its black eyes like those of a god turning its face on a doomed people, and Drem had the crazy thought that somehow he had brought this upon them: all of it, his brother’s illness, Vonus’s christening troubles, Dakren’s need for forgiveness, and now the death of them all. He did not move. There  was nowhere for him to run. The Red God was in power now, and nobody else. He felt awash with relief, followed by guilt.


The walls of the dome, transparent until now, went opaque, like the blindfold of the execution victim, laid over the eyes of an entire community.


The world tore itself apart around him, and somewhere along the way it took him, too.
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‘It’s important that you get this right. No screw-ups this time,’ Ralea said. ‘That means not leaving him or anyone else on that ship alive. If there are any installations nearby, ignore them unless you’ve taken out the target vessel. Blowing up that Blood Raider colony wasn’t part of the last mission.’


The pilot’s image, a halo hovering over the dataprojector on her desk, looked so real that he might genuinely have been sitting in his own quarters, staring impassively at the screen. In fact, Ralea knew she was looking at an artificial projection of him while his real body floated suspended in a vat of viscous goo, strung up with handfuls of thumb-thick cords that served as both communications pathways and security wiring. She, meanwhile, was located on a massive Gallentean space station that housed numerous layers of inhabitants, operated a self-contained ecosystem, and orbited a planet in the system.


The pilots she serviced were known as capsuleers, and they were practically the gods of New Eden. When wired into their escape pods they could be inserted into the hearts of massive starships, interfacing directly with vessel control systems and effectively flying the ships through the power of their minds alone. The ships still had crews, but their duties were relegated to cleanup, maintenance and lower-order operation, and they relied on the capsuleers to keep them safe from harm.


On the screen, the capsuleer’s image said, ‘The man dies. You get  his datasheets. I take the cargo and leave the colonies alone. Done.’


Learning to pilot a ship in this manner was difficult and dangerous, and it had taken the empires of New Eden a long time to establish training programs that would create pilots in sufficient numbers while adhering to acceptable loss limits. The impetus of signing up for such a program - where one might find a profitable and exciting profession, certainly, but one could also be shot out of the burning sky, if not end up a dribbling wreck after a botched neural wiring - had been greatly increased when the field of capsuleering started to overlap with cloning technology.


Ralea waved a finger through the confirmation field that floated in the halo beside the man’s face. The halo lit up for a moment and then disappeared. She leaned back in her chair and exhaled deeply.


These days, when the sensors that lined a capsuleer’s escape pod detected a breach they would immediately deep-scan the occupant’s brain - destroying it in the process - and send the contents to a cloning facility, where they would be imprinted on the clean, empty mind of a grown body that had been held in suspended animation for precisely such an occasion. A little later that body would regain consciousness, shaking and trembling and vomiting up ectoplasm on the floor in front of the cloning bay. It was an unpleasant process that did unpleasant things to the minds of those who continuously suffered it, but it was better than the alternative. And it had made the capsuleers into an immensely powerful faction.


Ralea was a mission agent, representing the interests of her corporation and responsible for negotiating contracts with capsuleers that would further those interests. Sometimes she asked them to bring something from one place to another. Sometimes she asked them to procure certain necessities, anything from ore to weaponry. And sometimes she asked them to kill.


The four empires - the Gallente Federation, Amarr Empire, Caldari State and Minmatar Republic - were the most powerful and influential entities in the cluster, and at the top of every empire lay the interstellar corporate world: a group of organizations heavily involved with both politics and commerce, whose spectrum of influence ranged from operation of planetside business all the way to  interaction with capsuleers, often as proxies acting on behalf of the empires themselves. In theory the capsuleers were tied to factions, but in practice they were a faction of their own, one whose powers held heavy sway over the status of cluster politics. The management of their powers was vital to any corporation, and the mission agents who undertook it on behalf of their corporations were chosen very carefully. Mission agenting was one of the highest-ranking and most stressful jobs in existence. As a result, the agents themselves were nearly untouchable.


Ralea switched off the dataprojector in her desk. She looked around the vast room, taking in the massive screen inset in one wall that cycled through images of farmlands; the wooden shelves that lined another wall with leather-bound books, which cost a fortune here on space stations; and the wooden desk itself, heavy varnished oak into which had been carefully planted a few pieces of hi-tech equipment that included the unobtrusive dataprojector. It was a calm office.


She leaned over, grabbed a trashcan and puked into it so hard she thought her stomach would tear itself apart.


She caught her breath again, in short wet rasps, then spat out as much as she could, closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. Without opening her eyes she reached into a desk drawer, picked up a small cleaner bomb and tossed it into the trashcan. There was a muffled thump followed by a hiss of disintegrating matter and a lonely metallic rattle. The sour smell of vomit and bile was replaced by the faint aroma of spring.


Ralea breathed in slowly and let her stomach settle down again. The post-vomit endorphins would carry her through for a while before the next bout of cramps and dry heaving.


She eyed another drawer in the table. It was a simple pull drawer with no security mechanism and no identity lock. Nothing to indicate it held anything of value.


A tiny cramp roiled in her stomach. She swallowed air with a gulp, and pulled the drawer open. She had put her hand on a rag and a small capsule when a sonorous note rang out and her dataprojector turned itself back on.


It showed a tall man with wispy grey hair and calm eyes. She let go of the drawer contents and touched the ’cast’s acknowledgement field.


The man gave a wrinkled smile. ‘Hello there, dear. Can we talk?’


She smiled back and keyed him in. Steps sounded across the hall and a few moments later the door opened to let in Alder Gernon, her supervisor. He wore clothing that belonged to yesterday’s times, but rather than dragging him back into decrepitude, it heightened his impression of venerability and sound morals.


Ralea rose, walked over to Alder and shook his hand. He had a face that smiled naturally and a personality that lent those smiles great credence, and she adored him for it. He walked on until he got to Ralea’s desk, and absent-mindedly stroked his fingers over the worn wood before perching himself lightly on one of its corners. ‘Have a seat, Ralea,’ he said.


She did, reflexively sitting in one of the client chairs that faced her desk. It had a suede cover, high arms and a soft but thin cushion, and was, of course, made of wood. Meetings with agents were rare but did happen every once in a while. This chair was not meant to make its occupant comfortable, nor encourage him to hang around.


Ralea said, ‘If this is about my performance review, last I knew I was rising again. Might even make it to top ten.’


Alder looked over her desk, neat and organized, then back at Ralea. He smiled again. ‘How’s sleep, these days?’ he asked.


Her stomach lurched, and she squirmed a little in her seat. ‘It’s . . . short,’ she replied.


‘Getting worse?’


‘Yes.’ She would lie about this to many people, but it never worked with Alder, who had a way of intuiting the truth.


He reached for a pen on her desk and twirled it between his fingers. His twirling felt as if it matched her heartbeat. She hoped she wasn’t blushing too hard.


‘You know you have the right to take a break,’ he said. ‘You’ve earned it. And I don’t much like those dark patches under your eyes.’


Ralea hoped he wouldn’t catch the whiff of too-fresh air that still  lingered near the trashcan. ‘Still, sir, I—’ she began, but he held up a hand.


‘You’re still hanging on. Top ten, well, not for a while now. Certainly not after last month.’


Last month had seen Ralea give out missions that led their takers to engage hordes of pirates that turned out to be undercover navy vessels, mine twelve hours’ worth of ore that nobody needed, transport combined shipments of livestock and radioactive materials that were of interest only to theoretical biologists by the time they reached their destination, and all in all put people in far too much danger for far too little reward.


When a rep from accounting later asked her about this, she had screamed so loud at him that security had broken down the door to her office.


‘You have a good record with us, Ralea,’ he said. ‘You’ve done amazing work in the past. But I’ve sat by too long watching that work take an equally amazing and disconcerting turn.’


‘I’m trying, sir. I really am.’


‘I know you work yourself hard.’ He looked up, into the distance, ‘Now, if someone wants to push themselves to accomplish something in this job, I have no problem with that. I’m a hard worker, as my father and his father were, and anyone who makes their way up the ranks by blood and sweat deserves their place. But that work has to be sensible. I don’t like seeing good people going down bad roads.’


She looked down. ‘Well, I’m trying my best, sir.’


‘I know. And I want to make sure you do.’ He looked at her for a second, then said, ‘You know we’re being audited.’


She did. It happened to every company, seemingly for a different reason each time. ‘It’s the one with the new committee, right? The thing with the DED and the Sisters,’ she said. ‘I’d heard about it. Less focus on the money, more on infrastructure and the workers. Interviews, things like that.’


‘They’re focusing those interviews on departments under high stress,’ Alder said. ‘Command is having a hell of a time with them, but they also want to talk to the enforcers. Security, Internal and the like.’


Ralea’s stomach cramped again. She kept her gaze firmly on Alder’s face, because she had the oddest premonition that if she didn’t, she would see something quite unpleasant. Her heart kept beating fast.


Alder continued, ‘Liquidation missions have always bothered the DED, who feel it impinges on their territory, and the Sisters of EVE, who are simply against it. So they want to see some people and have a word with them.’


She felt a tiny trickle of sweat run down her back. Little spots of light were dancing in her vision. ‘Sir, please . . . all due respect, but I don’t know if I can participate in something like that. I really, honestly have a lot of work and little time to get it done.’ She hoped he would take this as a hint that he should leave her to it, but he didn’t budge from the desk.


‘I know,’ Alder said. ‘But it has to be done, and it won’t be as bad as you think. They just want to talk, Ralea. It might do you good to have a word with them.’


The spots of light were shifting to the edge of her vision, replaced by a blackness that seemed to be taking on solid form even as it grew. ‘Sir—’


‘It’s for the good of the company. And I will make sure it gets noted on your next performance review.’


‘But I don’t—’


‘Ralea,’ he said, ‘let me . . . let me make this clear to you. You are going to see these people. All right?’


‘All right, sir.’


‘Good.’ He smiled and got up. ‘Working late tonight?’


‘Always, sir.’


He stood still in brief thought, and in that second his profile skewed. His head elongated, its skin stretching out to show a vast network of blood-red veins that covered his head like rivers of magma on a barren planet. The flesh on his face was drawn taut, exposing the greyness of his eyes as they clung to their sockets, a rictus-like smile baring yellowed teeth, and a nose that now looked like a hardened beak. Behind him, the light spots had turned ashen and caught on the wall of the bookshelves, where they pulsated gently  and drifted towards one another like tarry insects creeping their blind way forth. This wasn’t some brief start of a migraine or bout of exhaustion, Ralea realized in creeping terror; it was a full-blown hallucination, and she needed to do something damn fast.


‘Ralea,’ Alder said with that gaping maw, ‘Where do you see yourself going in life?’ His tongue was a lizard’s tongue, whipping around in his grimy mouth.


‘To the top, sir’, she said instinctively but heard the lack of conviction in her own voice. The black mass on the wall was extending its feelers, gripping on to surfaces and slowly making its way towards the floor and the ceiling. It was bulging so profusely that the room itself looked to be breathing, covered in tar like the lungs of a mining colony worker. Ralea could no longer tell if the blackness was one big entity or several small ones, crawling over one another. As it crossed behind Alder his eyes took on its colour, the irises and the whites turning ashen, then black.


From what seemed like a million miles away, her boss did not sound pleased. ‘Anything else?’


‘Sir?’ She blinked and re-focused on Alder, who was leaning his head to the side. He was half-smiling and his teeth were too sharp. His eyes were so dark, she didn’t know if the black mass was poking out through the inside of his head, or if he merely had empty sockets that she was looking right through. The mass was still pulsating, in tune now with the cacophony of Ralea’s beating heart.


‘Are you sure you’re getting enough sleep?’ his voice asked. Behind him, the black mass had spread down to the floor, reaching for the feet of the desk itself. Ralea’s sole intent in life at this very moment was to get the man out of her office before the started to scream.


Alder seemed to sense this, for he got up wordlessly and slowly walked over to her. She stifled a whimper as he put a veiny hand on her shoulder.


His maw opened, and she heard the voice say, ‘I hope the meeting will be productive for both of you, dear.’ There was an undertone of sadness that echoed through Ralea’s visions. She wondered how this creature could sound so mournful.


He walked to the door. She watched him leave, then looked back  to the wall and found it perfectly blank and normal; the floor and ceiling equally so.


Trembling and cramping started up again. Ralea got up and walked back to the desk, one slow, careful step at a time. She did not want to panic or fall, or think about heartbeats and and lizardlike men. She reached into the top drawer and pulled out the cloth and the small vial of Mindflood, sat in her chair, turned all communications firmly off, poured a good dose of liquid from the vial into the cloth, put it over her face, leaned back and inhaled as deeply as she could.


The cramps passed away, as did everything else.


 



She came out of the fugue a couple hours later - relaxed, serene, all delusions absent from her mind - and turned on communications. It was bad form to be unavailable for too long. She felt fine; the thought rolled through her head like a mantra. I’m fine and I’m good and I’m fine. No more visions. Moving on.


The evening pilots rolled in slowly, reporting their conquests. Ralea didn’t have the energy to make herself presentable, so in lieu of live comms she had her communicator cast up its own projection of her. Agents weren’t always ready to roll on camera - she’d handed out mission assignments while picking her nose, brushing her teeth, and, on a few awkward occasions, sitting on the toilet - and the capsuleers were for the most part more interested in the rewards for their tasks than in making small talk.


One report in particular caught her eye. The capsuleer in question had failed to complete a mission that involved an attack on a pirate outpost. She had to verify and flag all failures for evaluation, so she requested more information from the datastream and was rewarded with some grimly funny notes about how the man had apparently managed to secure the stable of prisoners he’d been sent to rescue, only to end up - accidentally, she hoped - jettisoning them into the sun. The list of damages was no better, either, and she saw with a roiling dread that some of his targets had had nothing to do with the mission. But the day had not left her enough energy for commiseration, so she put it out of her mind and quickly finished the  mission datawork; though she couldn’t help thinking that if she could, she would let the projection do all the work for her. Capsuleers still managed to touch a dark nerve in her, no matter how long she had worked with them.


She reached again for the Mindflood. The first dose had mostly evaporated from the cloth, but when she put it back over her face she found it had enough left to keep her in a meditative state. She felt like she could go on like this forever.


A glimpse at the clock that hovered in her vidcast showed that evening had fallen. Lights would have been dimmed outside her office, and the only people still working in this area would be agents like her.


The air rang out with a short note, and her dataprojector blinked into life. Ralea called up the image but kept her own projection rolling while her other hand instinctively reached for an adrenaline shot in her drawer. Alder could not be allowed to see her again in this state.


The face on the vidcast turned out to be of a woman her own age, rolling her eyes and swaying back and forth on her heels. Ralea put away the rag and adrenaline boost, and buzzed her in.


Heci - her best friend and a fellow agent - walked in and immediately loosened the band of her blonde hair, letting it cascade to her shoulders. She leaned over the desk and kissed Ralea on the cheek, and if she noticed a haziness in Ralea’s eyes, she didn’t say a word about it. She handed over a box of Caldari takeout, complete with silver tongs. Neither woman was Caldari - they were proud citizens of the Gallente Federation, which didn’t get along with the Caldari State at the best of times - but good, greasy food was universal.


‘Thanks,’ Ralea said gratefully. The smell of the food made her realize she had in fact been starving all day.


‘You look like shit,’ Heci said.


Ralea laughed. ‘Thanks. Yeah. Pretty tired, but holding on. You going out tonight?’


‘I’ve been promising Jan a night off for ages. We keep meaning to watch a holovid and eat all kinds of crap, but I always call it off. Figured I’d surprise him this time.’ She raised one hand, holding up  a large bag of snacks and a disc with the Quafe logo. ‘We missed this one when it was on, and I picked it up on a whim. Turns out it’s a teen comidrama completely sponsored by Quafe, and I can’t wait to watch it. We haven’t had a good laugh in ages.’


‘Throw some crap at the screen for me, OK?’ Ralea said. ‘But it’s a three-hour flight from our station to his, isn’t it? Will you be coming to work tomorrow?’


‘I’ll try,’ Heci said with a sly wink. ‘Tired, sore, and with a glowing, sleepy grin, but I’ll be here.’


‘You’re a slut,’ Ralea said.


‘You should just see the things Jan can do with chocolate.’


‘Oh, get out.’


‘And you know that Quafe soda? It tastes so much better when it’s being licked off.’


‘Git!’ Ralea shouted, laughing, and threw a piece of pasta at her. Heci ducked as she rushed out of the room with her bag, making loud slurping noises before closing the door behind her.


The screen on the wall faded from an afternoon on some planetside grassland to its darkening dusk, with stars starting to glint faintly in the sky. Ralea stared at it while eating, and imagined she was sitting out in those fields with nothing to do but watch the world go by and stuff her mouth with deep-fried food. In theory she could have walked out the door and done exactly that, leasing space on some poor planet in the low-security regions and buying herself a small cabin and an unlimited account with every restaurant on the continent, but she couldn’t imagine leaving this place. It was not merely the people she cared about who tied her to it, but the work itself. It was challenging and fascinating, certainly, if one managed to not think too much about its nature.


She hoped Heci’s evening would go well. Jan was her latest boy-friend in a long line of men likely too numerous for even Heci herself to keep count of. He sounded like a stable guy from what Ralea had heard of him, which might mean Heci would hold on to him for a little longer; or might not. She loved her friend dearly but doubted that she could change her ways for long, no more than Ralea could, no matter how destructive, dangerous or empty they might be. There  was something that drove them on, a need or a hunger neither woman had ever been able to put into words, though they understood it and recognized it in one another. It had brought them to the top of their profession and kept them there, friendship intact - a rarity in a corporate world rife with burnout, backstabbing and difficult personalities - and it had certainly made them rich enough to afford any life they chose. But they stayed on as agents, stuck fast in the dizzying heights of that apex by the same force that had propelled them there, and they gave to it everything of themselves that they could.


Ralea finished off the rest of the Caldari junk food and threw the box into the empty trashcan, then licked the tips of her fingers, called up the vidcast again and started going through the mission reports.


The bell rang once more. Ralea groaned deeply, taking out the adrenaline syringe again, and called up the visitor’s image. It was not Alder, but a beautiful and completely unknown black woman who looked a little younger than Ralea. Her hair was long and braided, her face had only the slightest trace of makeup, and Ralea felt a quick surge of hatred for anyone who could presumably work a full day and still look like that. She put away the syringe - she could fake out a stranger - and with the tips of her other hand stroked the grease off her mouth before hovering them over the entrance field of the cast.


The woman walked in and Ralea saw the Sisters of EVE logo on her dress.


‘My name is Shandra Neore,’ she said. ‘I’m with the Sisters and DED joint effort, the ones auditing your company, and by the look on your face I can see you know why we’re here.’


Ralea hadn’t realized her disgust showed so clearly. Her stomach lurched, and she tried to pull herself together. ‘I’m surprised the Sisters are even operating at this level. I thought all you people did was rescue victims out of burning deepspace colonies.’


‘Everyone needs someone to watch over them. Even agents. Some of our work is in direct response to the disasters your own profession has brought about.’


‘What can I do for you at this hour, Miss Neore?’


‘I have some data for you to review for the meeting. It’ll be scheduled in a week’s time or so, at your convenience.’ She put a small, circular datadisc on Ralea’s desk


‘You couldn’t send it to me?’ Ralea said. Her stomach lurched again. It felt like her fingers were trembling a little, but when she gave them a quick glance, they appeared perfectly still.


‘I work with people,’ Shandra replied. ‘I wanted to meet you beforehand, give you a chance to match a face and a voice to whatever you see in my notes.’


Ralea nodded. ‘Miss Neore, I’m sure we’d get along fine if we met socially, but just so you know, once we go into that meeting, we’re going to be at opposite ends. I don’t know if a late-night visit to my office is going to ameliorate that. But thanks for the effort nonetheless.’


Shandra shrugged. ‘Never hurts to talk,’ she said.


Ralea knew she should take this chance to end the conversation, she really should, but she’d had a rough day, and the carbs from the Caldari food combined with her increasing physical discomfort were giving her just enough anger for a dumb fight, and she could not stop herself from leaning in and quietly asking with just the slightest tone of irony, ‘Why do you do it?’


The Sister regarded her for the longest time. ‘What else can we possibly do?’ she said at last, in a voice that held echoes of both rancour and amity.


With a half-quelled snort, Ralea leaned back in a chair and looked down her nose at the woman. Audits pitted people against one another, risking jobs and departments, even the entire company. Ralea would have to work overtime to keep even her own job out of the line of fire.


Shandra returned the look and said softly, ‘Thirty thousand.’


Ralea closed her eyes. A headache was now poking at the inside of her brain, begging to be let out. ‘What?’ she said.


‘That’s the death toll on your watch this week. I know it feels less, but you sign them off by the hundreds in your reports.’


‘Get out, please,’ Ralea said.


‘Best of luck,’ Shandra said. ‘We are always here.’


Ralea heard her steps recede. The door opened and closed. She kept her eyes closed and her mind as blank as she could. Nausea rolled over her.


When at last she risked a look, she noticed the lights had been completely turned off in the hallway. She sighed and moved back to the reports, then stopped and held her breath. In the frozen, crystallized moment of realization, she remembered that they never turned off the lights in the agents’ sector. And she realized the darkness on the door was moving.


Her shaking hands had pulled out the drawer and spilled half the Mindflood all over her hands before the blackness reached her, alive and hissing.
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Everything was unfocused, fuzzy and bright. Through the haze in his cobwebbed head Drem tried to propel his first conscious thoughts into action.


The world around him was white, which was a good thing. If it had been black he’d still be inside the wreckage. Had he been in any wreckage? He filed the thought away for later evaluation. White was the colour of recovery. He recalled it was also the colour of death, at least in some religions, but it held a lesser significance for the Sani Sabik. Maroon or rusty brown, now, that would have meant trouble.


He suspected he had been doped up, just a little. That was a good thing, too.


Once he could focus his eyes, the first thing he saw was a golden vial on the wall, and relished for a moment the thought that he was back in the familiar kitchen. Except for the smell. There was no smell here.


He turned his head slightly, which brought faint echoes of pain. His left arm was full of tubes. Beyond, in the long eons of distance, he saw a bright window. It was daytime outside, wherever he was.


He closed his eyes but did not sleep. His mind had started moving now. Little memories were trickling in, and he was not at all sure whether he should examine them, or keep them at bay for a while.


A voice to his right said, ‘I see you’re awake.’


He opened his eyes again and slowly turned his head. The pain was more noticeable now.


To his right side, brought up by a vidcast, was a volumetric head. The head had a face. The face had a gentle smile and a pleasing bedside manner.


‘Ah shit,’ Drem croaked. His mouth felt dry as sawdust.


AI entities existed in all facets of life in New Eden, usually unseen and out of mind. The one place where common people were regularly exposed to them as humanoid replicants was in hospitals, where they worked in lieu of overworked, fallible human doctors.


Drem regarded the face. It was unmistakably human but had no distinguishing features, and was probably designed to make its patients remember only its vague, benevolent outlines. The face looked back at him, though he got the feeling it was looking through him, or at something he could not see.


He had to ask, if only to keep his mind off other things. ‘I’ve always wondered, how can you analyse me if you’re a just hologram? Is there a hidden camera somewhere?’ The questions came out in a husky, phlegm-filled tone that alarmed Drem, but the AI didn’t raise an eyebrow.


‘You are connected to various pieces of machinery that measure all manner of vital functions,’ it answered. ‘And yes, the room does contain visualization equipment. It is only turned on when you and I are in session, if your vitals spike for an unknown reason, or if you request help.’


The phrasing of ‘in session’ did not sit well with Drem. The cobwebs in his head were being replaced by the dull cement blocks of pain.


‘Right now,’ the AI continued, ‘it is imperative that you rest and recuperate.’


‘Where am I?’


‘You’re at the Blood Raider military installation in KFIE-Z, constellation XPJ1-6. Delve region.’


The cement block was hacked at, and a piece splintered off. ‘That’s a whole system away from my colony.’


The AI said, ‘Yes. It was.’


He stared at it, not looking at anything.


The AI asked, ‘What do you remember?’


He said, ‘Not very much.’


‘No?’


‘Some pain.’ He shifted in his bed and winced. ‘Well, a lot of pain, actually.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Nope.’


The AI actually blinked.


Drem stared at it, defiant.


‘Your vitals are remarkably stable, but nonetheless you appear to still be in shock,’ it said to him.


‘What happened to my brother?’ Drem asked. ‘My brother’s body,’ he corrected.


‘He had already been transported to body storage at another facility. He’ll be preserved there unharmed.’


Drem found it very soothing to hear this. It was a little velvet cloth laid over the cement block.


‘Do you know what happened?’ he asked it.


‘I do,’ it said.


He lay there in silence.


‘Do you want me to tell you?’ it asked.


‘No,’ he said.


Any noises outside were so muffled that he might as well have been imagining them, here in this safe little cloud of white nothingness. But his headache throbbed.


‘But I think you better had, nonetheless,’ he said.


It told him about the attack during which tens of thousands had been killed, most of them when the colony infrastructure collapsed. The cause was a capsuleer who had turned up in the area and headed straight for a military storage bunker that had recently been erected near the colony. Blood Raider intelligence, or at least what they were willing to declassify for civilians, did not indicate there had been any reason for him to attack the colony itself, only that he had done so after destroying the military bunker along with all other ships in the vicinity. The Raiders had called in backup troops, but those had only served to delay the capsuleer before they, too, were annihilated.


The attacking capsuleer’s goals were unconfirmed. He was likely  hoping to retrieve salvage, which, the AI reassured Drem for some stupid reason, would have been a futile endeavour. As if reframing the event as even more pointless and random would change its outcome at all.


The pilot had not blown up the colony itself, but taken down its shields and outer armour, and wrecked its infrastructure to the point that it collapsed in on itself. Thousands had expired immediately from the oxygen blowout in the hardest-hit areas, and more had lost their lives in the fiery aftermath. Drem, one of the few survivors, had been saved by rescue forces and brought to this Raider hospital facility on the military base.


Drem thought of himself being transported unconscious between the stars on some makeshift litter, but the image of his brother cropped up unbidden: eyes closed, body in a sealed capsule hauled the other way to some vast storage facility.


He came to a horrible realization.


‘My family? My grandmother, my uncles, all the people who were with me in her house?’


The AI hesitated, and Drem realized it was checking its databanks. His family was now a matter of record.


‘Only a handful of people survived the attack,’ it said. ‘There were no other survivors in that particular area of the colony.’


Drem saw the face of Granny Deru saying everything was all right. And he realized that everything had truly and utterly gone to pieces.


‘Do you have any questions?’ the AI gently asked him.


He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, intently not crying. ‘Why didn’t he just kill us all?’ he croaked. ‘Why’d he even bother to leave me alive? Why not blow up the entire fucking place and end it for good?’


The AI said, ‘Our estimates indicate he ran out of missiles.’


Drem laughed and laughed and cried until the tubes in his arms put him back to sleep.


 



The rehabilitation started not long after. It was agonizing, which helped Drem get through his days. He took all the intangible pain and grief that hid inside him and realized them through physical  suffering. When he pushed himself almost beyond his limits, he felt he had achieved something as if in a battle he did not even understand; and he also had to admit that he liked punishing himself simply for being alive enough to feel the pain at all.


He could not move about properly, and the possibility that his condition might relapse was real enough that he had not yet been granted his own quarters. Most evenings he spent in or near his hospital room. Sometimes he’d watch holovids or, when in need of a more immersive distraction, engage in any of the emulation programs the military colony had on offer.


‘Most of these programs would normally be classified,’ the AI told him one evening, with a barely audible touch of synthetic pride. ‘But you’re a Sani Sabik, a survivor and and an honorary guest, and your well-being trumps bureaucracy.’


‘That’s good to hear, though I’m not sure how honorary I am,’ Drem said. He tried not to think about the lack of faith this implied in his hosts’ belief that he could ever put the data to valuable use.


‘Oh, you’ve been noticed. Several high-ranking military operatives even wish to meet with you and give you a tour of their respective stations,’ the AI told him. This was not the first time he had heard of this, though the AI usually approached the subject more tangentially. He expected it felt it could be a little more honest to him now.


‘I thought under normal circumstances the Blood Raider elite did not mix much with the rest of the Sani Sabik,’ he said. It wasn’t phrased as a question, but he expected an answer.


‘There has been considerable interest in your case, particularly from representatives within our faction,’ the AI said. Drem interpreted this as a diplomatic way of saying the brass wanted to patch things over and keep him from asking anything confrontative in public, such as why their forces let the entire colony fall to a capsuleer.
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