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Prologue

The rock drifted silently through space.

It had travelled an unknowable distance through the emptiness of the universe. For billions of years it had journeyed, crossing the grand sweep of galaxies and the immense nothingness between them. Centuries had passed since the rock last felt the pull of gravity.

But now it was drawn to a small yellow star, surrounded by three planets.

The first of the three worlds shone like a blue pearl in the darkness of space. No land showed anywhere on the perfect globe, just an endless expanse of water. A pair of titanic sea creatures, large enough to be seen from thousands of paces, gently broke the surface of the ocean-world before returning to the depths. As the rock passed, a billion living minds, all joined as one, reached out from the ocean in joyous greeting.

The rock moved on, silent.

Next it passed a large, craggy planet, pitted and scarred by a thousand ancient volcanoes. But, though the landscape seemed lifeless, there were still signs of civilization. High-powered targeting lasers from a dozen weapon systems locked on the rock, alert for any danger. But there was no evidence of a threat, so the planet’s guns remained still.

The rock continued on, as gravity tugged on its massive bulk.

It curved round the third planet. Life swarmed in a patchwork of forests and fields. On the night-side, the lights of great cities shone like a galaxy of stars. Around the planet spun hundreds of artificial moons – satellites that swept the rock with scanners, calculating its worth.

The rock moved past the verdant planet, then began its orbit around the star once more.

And deep beneath the surface, something stirred.
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‘It’s not a bad deal you’ve put together there, lad,’ said Tyrus, leaning back in his seat and scratching his thick, grey beard. ‘I never thought I’d say this, but all right – I’ll lease you the ships.’

Keller eyed him steadily. ‘You won’t regret it, Tyrus. Your share of the profits should be a tidy sum, once it’s all up and running. I just need your print on the contract …’

He pushed the data-slate across the dark oak table to the older man, and held his breath. Every eye in the vaulted chamber was on him, from the life-size portraits of long-dead traders staring down from the walls, to the scrum of assistants, advisors and hangers-on standing either side of the long table, tracking the deal. Even though he couldn’t see him, Keller knew his father was there too, watching. He recognized the particular hush that fell over a room whenever Cantor’s trade king was present.

Tyrus picked up the slate and scanned through it one last time.

Come on, you avaricious old crow, thought Keller, his heart pounding. Make the deal …

The old man looked up into the teenager’s eyes, as if to weigh his value. Then, without breaking eye contact, he pressed his thumb firmly on the contract. A cheer went up around the room as Tyrus passed the data-slate back to Keller.

‘But I’m afraid your terms were far too generous, My Prince,’ he said, a patronizing smile on his wrinkled face. ‘You should have looked more closely at the space-harbour charges. They’re all coming out of your share.’

Keller chuckled. ‘Is that so, Tyrus? Then you’re right, I should have looked more closely.’ His shoulders shook, as the chuckle turned into a belly laugh.

The older man’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m glad you think losing four thousand credits per turn is so amusing.’

‘Oh, I’m not laughing about that,’ replied Keller, wiping his streaming eyes.

‘Then what are you laughing about?’ Tyrus folded his arms, as he waited to hear the joke.

‘You were so busy trying to fleece me on the space-harbour charges that you weren’t paying attention to the maintenance estimates,’ said Keller, grinning. ‘They leave you paying all the costs while I take all the profits!’

‘You cheated me?’ roared Tyrus, standing so quickly his antique chair flew backwards. ‘I’ll have you in the Commerce Courts faster than you can say “breach of contract”!’

‘Sit down, sit down,’ said Keller, waving his hand. ‘I haven’t sealed the contract. It was never meant to be a real deal anyway. Why would I want ten of your rickety old space-hulks? Everyone knows they can hardly make it out of the system without breaking down. No, I just bet my friends that I could hire half of your fleet – and that you’d pay me for it too!’

As he spoke, Keller’s friends crowded round, all trying to slap him on the back.

‘Why you cocky little—’ Tyrus stopped in mid-flow as a tall figure stepped out of the throng. Biting his lip, the old trader bowed. ‘Your Majesty.’

‘Don’t worry, my friend,’ said Trade King Lial, his deep voice carrying across the room. ‘I will speak to my son about the importance of respect in negotiations. Keller, walk with me a moment.’

‘Of course, Sire,’ said Keller, following his father out of the palace’s trade chamber and through an archway.

They walked slowly along a balcony overlooking the palace gardens. Keller let his gaze wander across the landscape. Plants from all reaches of the galaxy flourished in the rich soil, and the sweet, spicy scent of flowering Circian orchids filled the air. To their left, alcoves in the wall held sculptures and statues from dozens of different worlds.

The gardens are a paradise, thought Keller. And well they should be – they’d cost enough.

‘I don’t understand why you waste your talents with such games.’ King Lial sighed. ‘If you made deals like that for real, you’d be a wealthy man in your own right by now.’

‘What do I need money for?’ Keller laughed. ‘I’m a prince, and one day I’ll be King of Cantor!’

‘Trade King,’ Lial snapped, a note of irritation entering his voice. ‘A working king, a respected merchant who protects Cantorian interests in the intergalactic community! Believe me, you’ll need men like Tyrus by your side then.’

Lial turned to his son and Keller looked back into his face. There could never be any doubt that they were father and son. The young prince had the same strong jaw and sharp nose as his father, but where Keller’s hair was jet black, Lial’s was now pure white. The older man’s skin seemed dry and thin, and creases and wrinkles spread out from his eyes and the sides of his mouth when he talked.

How old is he now? Keller wondered. Eighty turns? Ninety?

‘It was a good trick, father,’ said Keller, risking a smile.

‘That it was,’ said Lial, an identical grin spreading across his face. ‘The look on that old skinflint’s face …’ He slapped his son on the shoulder and the pair started walking again. ‘But we have something serious to talk about. This morning I received a com from General Iccus.’

Keller curled his lip. ‘The Bellori leader?’

Lial nodded. ‘It’s about the asteroid.’

‘Surely they must have seen sense by now?’

‘Quite the contrary. The Bellori are refusing to consider any mining activity.’

‘The mullocks,’ growled Keller. ‘Don’t they realize the value of the detrillium in that rock?’

‘Their priorities are different to ours. They want to use it as a military base.’

Keller ground his teeth in frustration. ‘Can’t they see that if we mine it, we’ll all get rich and then they can buy as many warships as they like?’

‘It seems not.’ King Lial shrugged. ‘Anyway, the Bellori aren’t our only problem. The Aquanths are claiming that the asteroid is sacred.’

Keller’s eyes bulged. ‘You are joking?’

‘I wish I was.’

‘But that’s … that’s … that’s just the craziest thing I’ve ever heard,’ spluttered Keller. ‘How can a floating lump of space-rock be holy?’

‘Lady Moa says that it is the “Heavenly Messenger” mentioned in their prophecies. Apparently, its arrival marks a new era of cooperation and harmony between our three planets.’

Keller shook his head. ‘That high priestess has been living under the sea for too long. A new era of cooperation and harmony …’

‘Well there’s no sign of it so far,’ said King Lial. ‘None of us seem willing to budge.’

‘So what happens now?’

‘I’ve suggested a meeting – a conference of the three leaders to discuss how to proceed.’

‘When are they coming?’ Keller asked, making a mental note to be away at the time. It would be just his luck to get caught up in all the tedious politics.

‘That’s the problem,’ replied the trade king with a grimace. ‘They aren’t.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Iccus won’t agree to meet anywhere other than on the asteroid itself. It’s the only place the Bellori consider neutral ground.’

‘Mullocks,’ muttered Keller again.

‘Perhaps,’ said his father. ‘But we can’t risk offending them, or trade in the Trinity System will be affected, and then we all pay.’

Keller frowned. ‘Why are you telling me all this anyway?’

‘Because you’ll be joining me as part of the Cantorian delegation.’

‘What?’ Keller’s face fell. ‘But the Kaloon Derby is in three cycles,’ he protested. He could already picture the after-party …

‘This is state business,’ Lial said firmly, clapping a strong hand down on his son’s shoulder. ‘And that comes before pleasure. It’s time for you to learn about real negotiations …’
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Dray hefted her cthunga sword in both hands and glared at the enemy before her.

It was like staring into a mirror. Two and a half paces tall, every inch of her opponent’s body was covered with overlapping grey plates, ridged like the hide of a lava crocodile, capable of deflecting all but the sharpest blades and even some projected-energy weapons; eye-slits and mouth-opening too small to get an arrow into. Bellori armoured skin – Brilliant when you are under attack, Dray thought, glancing down at her own keratin plates, but not so good when you’re the one doing the attacking …

Keeping her sword raised, Dray warily circled the other fighter, looking for an advantage, assessing the ways she could bring him down. Garal was strong and he was fast, but he had to have a weakness …

Dray’s com-link flashed. As her eyes flicked sideways to look at it, her opponent struck, his heavy blade slamming into her shoulder plate. The blow wasn’t strong enough to break through, but the surprise knocked her off balance. Cursing herself for being so easily distracted, Dray swerved just as Garal swung a club-like fist at her face. She leaned backwards, bringing her left arm up to block the blow and swinging her sword low with her right. Her blade blurred through the air, only to be parried neatly by her rival’s axe-shaft in a shower of sparks.

With a yell, Dray brought her weapon back up in an overhead chop. Garal went to block, but at the last moment she reversed her grip and brought the sword’s pommel slamming down on to the axe-blade, shattering it. A powerful kick to the chest sent the larger warrior tumbling backwards. He hit the deck hard. In a click, Dray was on top of him, pressing her blade to the hairline join between the plates at the base of his neck. Dray smiled with satisfaction. One push and his head would be severed.

‘Very impressive,’ said a harsh voice. ‘You fight almost like a warrior. A shame you’ll never know the thrill of real combat.’

Dray looked up to see the bulk of another male filling the doorway, his red eyes shining with amusement. It was Sudor, captain of the special forces unit.

‘These are my private training quarters, Sudor,’ she said, feeling her grip on the sword tighten instinctively. ‘You better have a good reason for this interruption, or you’ll learn just how well I fight – first hand.’

Sudor flexed his thick neck, the keratin armour grinding together. ‘While I’m sure you would be a formidable challenge, my dear,’ he said in a voice slick with sarcasm, ‘your father would never forgive me if you came to any harm.’

Dray bridled. Sudor always knew how to get right under her plates. She was a Bellori warrior. She didn’t need anyone to protect her, or give her an easy ride.

‘What do you want, Sudor?’

‘The commander-in-chief sent me to find you – since you weren’t answering his coms.’

Dray groaned inwardly. It had to have been her father calling. Reaching down, she helped Garal to his feet. The two Bellori bowed to each other before she turned to face Sudor.

‘Have we arrived?’

Sudor nodded his massive head. ‘We are starting our final approach now. The asteroid has settled into a stable orbit at the edge of the Trinity star’s gravitational field. The position is perfect – even a civilian like you should be able to appreciate it. With a military outpost here we will make the Trinity System impenetrable.’

Dray forced herself to ignore Sudor’s jibe. ‘Even if we can persuade the Cantorians, the Aquanths will never agree.’

Sudor ground his fist against the doorway, leaving a dent in the metal. ‘They will have no choice. The fish-folk are weak, and as for those Cantorian shopkeepers, pah! They would sell their own firstborn son for a handful of beans.’

Dray snorted. ‘You’re a fool, Sudor – simplistic to the point of stupidity. The Cantorians may have no honour, but they are devious negotiators. If they think the asteroid is worth something to them, it won’t be easy to persuade them to give up their claim.’

Sudor stiffened. ‘You insult me. If you were any more than a child, I’d—’

‘What? Challenge me to a duel?’ Dray’s eyes flashed. ‘Go ahead.’

For a moment, Dray thought the big male might actually do it. But then she saw his body relax.

‘Your father is waiting. You may find he is a devious negotiator too.’

Intrigued, Dray stomped out through the door and followed Sudor along the narrow corridor to the cramped control deck. As she reached the mountainous figure sitting in the control chair, she came smartly to attention and raised her fist proudly overhead in the traditional Bellori salute.

Almost half as big again as the largest of his subordinates, General Iccus carried the scars of hundreds of combats. As a young warrior, the Bellori commander-in-chief had been a hero of the Vuzok Wars, defending the Trinity System from invasion. Since the Vuzoks’ defeat, no battles had been fought within the Trinity System, but General Iccus and his troops had been deployed on many peacekeeping missions in distant galaxies.

Bulky crewmen sat at terminals around General Iccus, maintaining the Astyanax, the Bellori flagship, in perfect battle readiness. The view-screen showed the asteroid straight ahead, the makeshift convention centre a tiny gleam on the surface of the dark rock.

‘Dray.’ The general’s low voice seemed to roll out across the room. ‘Why didn’t you answer my com?’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ replied Dray. ‘I was sparring with Garal.’

‘Did you win?’

Dray pulled herself up proudly. ‘Yes, sir.’

Iccus grunted. ‘He’s probably still suffering from that leg injury.’

‘Very likely, sir,’ agreed Sudor.

Dray felt her blood burn. ‘He was perfectly fit,’ she snapped.

Iccus turned his giant head to look at his daughter for the first time.

‘He was perfectly fit, sir,’ she corrected herself.

‘Well … A victory is a victory, I suppose,’ he rumbled. ‘Although there is little honour in defeating a wounded opponent. Anyway, I have decided that you will join my personal bodyguard for these “negotiations”.’

Dray felt her heart leap. At last – a proper assignment! Even if it wasn’t a combat mission, it was a chance to prove herself. She shot a triumphant glance at Sudor.

‘Thank you, sir. I am honoured.’

‘There should be little danger,’ said Iccus. ‘But there may be other … opportunities. The Cantorian and the Aquanth heirs will also be present at the conference. Both males; both about your age.’

Dray’s excitement vaporized. How could she have been foolish enough to think that her father might have chosen her for her fighting prowess? She was a bargaining chip, nothing more.

Every Bellori cadet was taught tactics and strategy, and Dray understood that a strategic marriage between ruling families was a potentially invaluable tool. It was all very well in theory, but it felt different when it was her life that was being decided. Not that it mattered. She was Bellori; she would do her duty.

‘Of course, sir,’ she replied, bunching her fists until her armour almost cracked. She could feel Sudor’s glee as her father gestured him forward to talk about final preparations, and had to fight a rising wave of anger and frustration. Her father hadn’t even bothered to dismiss her. He would never treat her like this if she was a male. Dray stared at the two hulking warriors hunched over the command panel, side by side. Like father and son. Her father and the son he wished he’d had.

Turning on her heel, Dray made for the door.

‘Sir,’ one of the officers interrupted, ‘I’ve detected a Cantorian vessel on an approach vector to the asteroid. They’re attempting to move ahead of us.’

‘Those kracking farmers,’ cursed Iccus. ‘Increase thrust!’

The deck beneath Dray’s feet started to vibrate and she grabbed hold of a terminal to keep her balance.

‘They’re matching our acceleration, sir,’ called the officer.

‘Engage weapons,’ Sudor growled.

‘No,’ General Iccus commanded. ‘This is not a battle. But we are the Bellori – we will not be beaten by merchants!’ He spat the last word in disgust. ‘More thrust!’
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As the spaceship prepared to land, the water in the passenger tank sloshed and Ayl’s stomach churned. It was an honour to be travelling to the Heavenly Messenger with his mother, the high priestess, but Ayl couldn’t help wishing he were halfway across the Trinity System. If he couldn’t be back home in Aquanthis in body, at least he could be there in his mind.

Ayl let his thoughts carry him to his home planet where soft light diffracted through the water, throwing faint patterns over his blue skin. His gills opened and shut gently as he gazed at the sight before him. The ocean was crowded with a mass of bodies. Thousands of Aquanths had gathered on the colourful reef before the Great Temple, countless silver fish darting around their long, graceful limbs. Above them the brilliant blue waters echoed with the music of a pair of gigantic chi-whales, their song filling the ocean with melody like a hymn to life itself.

Ever since the Heavenly Messenger had been seen in the skies above Aquanthis, its people had been filled with joy. In his mind, Ayl could feel the excitement and anticipation of the crowd mounting with every passing click. But he didn’t share it. All he could feel was worry.

As if sensing his fear, his mother, Lady Moa, appeared beside him and took his hand. Ayl felt his mind slipping free of Aquanthis and its people. Slowly, he drifted away from them, until their thoughts and emotions were nothing more than a tiny tingle at the back of his brain.

Calm yourself, my child. They are all wishing us luck.

Ayl’s gills trembled nervously. But there are so many, and they expect so much.

You do not bear that burden alone, Ayl. We all share it.

But the Bellori and the Cantorians – Ayl’s history lessons weighed heavily on him: the violence and aggression of General Iccus; the base greed of Trade King Lial – how can we make them see the Heavenly Messenger for what it truly is?

The high priestess smiled. Their link to The Divine is weak. It is our task to guide them to the truth, though they might not know it.

Can we not just show them?

That is not possible. You know that, Ayl.

Yes, mother.

Ayl closed his eyes, remembering the amazement he had felt when his tutor had told him that the Bellori and Cantorians could not share their minds as every Aquanth could. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like to live entirely in one head, cut off from the emotions of everyone around you.

Still, he thought, perhaps it might sometimes be pleasant to be able to keep my thoughts to myself.

Ayl, admonished his mother gently. You cannot change who you are. And one day you will realize that you would not want to, even if you could. There is such strength in unity. I hope you never discover the loneliness of being an individual. Come, we have arrived.

Ayl stepped off the ship that had brought the Aquanths across the great ocean of space, on to the rocky surface of the Heavenly Messenger. His feet, designed to propel him swiftly through the water, felt tender on the rough terrain.

His people had been waiting for the prophecy to be fulfilled for more than a thousand turns. They were certain that the asteroid was the Heavenly Messenger foretold by the scriptures – a wonderful sacred coming that would bring new knowledge of The Divine. As the Aquanth delegates walked awkwardly to the conference centre, Ayl waited for a rush of spiritual awareness. But there was nothing. If this was such a holy place then why couldn’t he feel anything?

He found it hard to believe that the others weren’t disappointed as well, but then perhaps their faith was stronger. Ayl could feel only calm determination in the group’s mind, and the belief that they would make the other planets recognize the Heavenly Messenger for what it really was. If only he shared their certainty.

Beside him, Ayl’s mother smiled. All will be revealed, she thought.

As the Aquanths entered the main hall of the conference centre, Ayl looked around the large dome, which had been hastily constructed on the asteroid’s surface for the negotiations. Holo-screens had been set up, cycling through images of the three planets of the Trinity System, and the walls had been hung with dozens of banners, but the whole effect was one of temporary luxury. Ayl shifted uncomfortably. The strain of using his lungs instead of his gills was tiring, and the hot lights were drying out his skin. He longed for the cool embrace of water. But it wasn’t the heat or the air that were bothering him most – it was an overwhelming sense of disappointment.

A young priest looked up from his hand console. My lady, the other leaders have landed. They are on their way.

‘Excellent,’ said the high priestess. ‘Let us remember to speak openly before our brothers. I am sure we will soon resolve our differences in peace and friendship.’

As she spoke, the door at the far end of the main hall irised open and two men walked in. To Ayl’s eyes, they couldn’t have been more different. One, a white-haired man carrying a silver cane, was wearing an immaculate tailored suit of rich gold fabric. The other, who loomed over the first by at least a head, didn’t appear to be wearing any clothes at all – his body was covered by scarred keratin plates. Both were shouting.

‘You could have killed us all,’ the Cantorian yelled. ‘That lumbering hulk of yours should never have been going so fast!’

‘Well, you traders need to show some respect for the warriors that keep you safe,’ roared the Bellori commander-in-chief, looming over the old trade king. His hands were balled into tight fists, making them look like great metal maces.

Ayl turned to his mother, eyes wide. The high priestess gave her son a tight smile. There was certainly nothing sacred about the men’s behaviour.


4

It had taken Keller less than ten minutes to realize that the negotiations were going to be a complete disaster.

Even the decision as to who was going to sit where during the grand banquet that opened the conference had required half an hour of intense debate. Keller still couldn’t understand why General Iccus objected so strongly to being placed on the left-hand table, unless he was worried about being outflanked by the platoon of black-uniformed waiters. In the end, the Bellori declared that using chairs was a sign of weakness and that they wouldn’t sit down at all. Instead they lined up against one wall, chewing on the military rations they had brought from their warship. Keller almost felt sorry for them. He was sure that nutritionally the colourless bars ticked all the right boxes, but they looked anything but exciting.

The same could not be said for the dishes from Aquanthis. If anything, they were too interesting. Keller couldn’t help wrinkling his nose as he caught another whiff of the potent stink rising from the platters of raw seaweed and steamed sea-tubers that had been placed in front of the blue-skinned delegation. However, it didn’t seem to bother the Aquanths, who were rocking back and forth in their seats, swaying their heads over the food as if they were in some sort of rapture. Keller sniffed dubiously. Maybe living underwater had dulled their sense of smell.
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