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For Dianne


“The dance is always danced above the hollow place,
above the terrible abyss.”

URSULA K. LE GUIN



INTRODUCTION




	TO:
	COUNCIL OF SHIPS INVESTIGATIVE SUBCOMMITTEE



	FROM:
	VANGUARD SCOUT SHIP FRONTIER CHIC



	DATE:
	03/09/125 NEW COMMON ERA



	RE:
	INCIDENT #43675-A





My esteemed colleagues and members of the Council,

I understand many of you may be confused or angry about recent occurrences in the Jzat system, and I can’t say I blame you. I’m not particularly happy about it all myself. But, as I was there when everything went sideways, it has fallen to me to explain the events that led up to the death of the Rav’nah Abelisk and the reactivation of the Grand Mechanism.

After consideration, and having reviewed all the available evidence, I have decided to present my report to you in the form of a fictionalised narrative. In doing so, I hope to convey a deeper sense of the emotions and thought processes of those involved, as well as communicate the enormity of what we faced more effectively than I ever could through the mere recitation of data. This has enabled me to devote a chapter to each of the most significant turning points, and the reasoning behind each decision.

In compiling this account, I have drawn upon my own experience; the testimony of my navigator, Nicola Mafalda; and the letters sent from the scientific protégé, Orlando Walden, to his lover, Ramona Tyrell—as well as the journals, communications or recollections of several of the other major participants, where available. To help you keep track of whose testimony you are reading at any given moment, I have included the name of the narrator beneath the title of each chapter.

Although I have striven to ensure the accuracy of this account, I have inevitably made some aesthetic and literary choices in my presentation. For instance, although highly educated, impeccably dressed and well spoken, Ms Mafalda tends to employ profanity for both emphasis and punctuation. Indeed, when infuriated or intoxicated, she has a remarkable talent for fitting multiple instances of the word ‘fuck’ into almost every sentence she utters. So, in the interests of clarity, I have taken the liberty of excising most of these curses, sparing only enough to give an authentic flavour of her speech. I have also omitted the more intimate and sexually explicit passages from Mr Walden’s communiques, as well as whole sections that slowed the pace of the narrative and consisted entirely of snarky comments about other physicists.

Additionally, I have employed the occasional stylistic flourish, to make the whole thing more engaging to read. I know humans often find it easier to absorb a fictional account rather than a dry summation of events. They are natural storytellers, after all, and it is my humble hope that by thus framing my report as a literary narrative, my efforts will result in a wider public understanding of the chain of events Ms Mafalda referred to at the time as simply “this sorry clusterfuck”.

Your obedient servant,

VSS Frontier Chic


“Looking at these stars suddenly dwarfed my own troubles and all the gravities of terrestrial life. I thought of their unfathomable distance, and the slow inevitable drift of their movements out of the unknown past into the unknown future.”

H.G. Wells, The Time Machine



PROLOGUE

BETTING THE FARM ON A HUNCH

NICOLA MAFALDA

As we left the atmosphere and the Frontier Chic powered upwards, a local gunboat hailed us.

“Hello,” I sent in the local language. “I’m honoured. I wasn’t expecting you to break out the big guns just to say goodbye.”

Although lacking interstellar capability, the Jzatian gunboat easily massed twice our size. It had the clunky, functional look of something whose builders had bolted it together with scant regard for aesthetics. The hull was a metal cube sporting at each vertex bouquets of large-bore thruster nozzles. Weapons emplacements and targeting sensors crusted five of its six faces.

“Nicola Mafalda?” the gunboat’s commanding officer replied. “This is not a ceremonial visit. You have a member of our diplomatic service on board.”

I checked the manifest. “Indra Petroq? Yes, she’s joining the Jzat ambassadorial delegation to the Continuance fleet.”

“Please be aware that we would like to take your passenger into custody.”

“Has she committed a crime?”

“That is none of your concern.” Gun mounts swivelled to target us. “You have one minute to signal your compliance.”

“Excuse me?”

“Fifty-five seconds.”

“Are you threatening me?” I couldn’t keep the exasperation from my tone. “Seriously?”

The Frontier Chic and I had come here to deliver our passenger. The rulers of Jzat had given permission for a physicist from the Thousand Arks of the Continuance to visit and study the Grand Mechanism. It would be the first time the Jzat had allowed a human within a hundred thousand kilometres of the thing, and apparently was a great honour.

The physicist was a young protégé who went by the name Orlando Walden. Out of the goodness of my heart, I’d allowed him to be present on the command deck as we approached Jzat—and he had seemed enraptured by the images of the Mechanism displayed on the bridge’s various monitors and screens.

“What do you think, Walden?”

The kid turned to look at me. He was tall but slight, with dark eyeshadow and black nail polish that only served to highlight the hollowness of his cheeks. He wore a collarless charcoal-coloured jacket that did up to the neck, and had scraped his long, dirty-blond hair into a ponytail. He had festooned the backs of his hands with smart tattoos simultaneously displaying newsfeeds, monitoring his vital signs, running through a variety of computer games and sims, and predicting the local weather conditions on Jzat.

“It’s fascinating,” he said, managing not to stammer.

Born and raised on the arks of the Continuance, he claimed this was his first trip beyond the confines of the fleet, and when we touched down on the planet, it would be his first experience of both natural gravity and natural sunlight.

Upon landing, we’d handed Orlando Walden over to a delegation of Jzat scientists eager to whisk him off to study their big hoop. The poor kid’s eyes were wide like saucers.

After that, we stayed for a few days as arrangements were made for our return journey. Then, once Petroq and a handful of other passengers were aboard, we began our return journey, bringing them back to the fleet, where they would take over the position of Jzat’s ambassadorship to the Human Continuance. It wasn’t a glamorous assignment for us but working for the Vanguard wasn’t all adventure and excitement; sometimes, you just had to swallow your pride and act like a taxi service.

“We cannot allow the individual in question to proceed with her journey. If you refuse to surrender her, we will destroy you.”

“Now, wait a minute—”

“Forty-five seconds.”

“You know who I represent, right?”

“You represent the Continuance.”

“Yes, the Continuance.” I spoke as if addressing a particularly truculent child. “A thousand arks, each the size of a small nation, and each packing enough defensive firepower to wreck a planet. More specifically, this planet.”

“Nevertheless, we must insist. We cannot allow Ambassador Petroq to contact the Rav’nah Abelisk.”

I was about to ask who the fuck the Rav’nah Abelisk was, when the Frontier Chic’s sensors registered a huge gravity pulse. It moved across the system like the ripple of a boulder dropped into a pond.

“What the hell was that?” I tracked it back to its source. “Did that come from the Mechanism?”

I focused my sensors on the research vessels swarming like midges around the Mechanism’s black sphere and its attendant hoop. The Jzat had been studying the artifact since the dawn of their history, and had several long-established scientific stations dotted at various points around the hoop’s four-hundred-and-seventy-kilometre circumference. “Have you idiots finally found a way to start it up?”

“Uh…” For a second the officer’s confidence wavered. Then he pulled himself together and said, “Our activities are none of your concern. Do you have a response to our demands?”

“I have.”

“And your answer?”

“You should go fuck yourselves.”

“Very well. We have noted your intransigence. Firing missile.”

“Wait—”

“Missile away.”

Alarms screamed as the torpedo established a target lock on the Frontier Chic’s hull. The captain’s warnings had only been a formality; I was certain his orders had always been to destroy me, and he would use the transcript of our conversation as a way of covering his ass in any ensuing investigation.

“You’re a real dick,” I sent. “You know that, right?”

The weapon’s profile suggested a fusion warhead, but I had no desire to stick around to see if that guess was correct. I told the Frontier Chic to fire-up his flick generators, and he opened a wormhole into the substrate. The silver sphere glimmered into existence between his bow and the incoming missile, blocking line-of-sight. Momentarily disorientated, the weapon raked the heavens with its sensors, attempting to reacquire target lock—but we had already leapt into the buffeting fires of the substrate, and set the portal to collapse behind us.

Unfortunately, we weren’t quick enough. As my eyes gazed into the roiling chaos and my mind began to feed data to the navigational array, the nuclear-tipped missile slipped through the collapsing jump point and detonated metres from our stern.

*   *   *

I was unconscious for a time. Upon waking, the first thing I became aware of was that I appeared to be weightless and drifting. Everything hurt and my skin itched like sunburn. I opened my eyes. The only illumination on the bridge came from electrical fires in the ducts and on the main console. If the gravity wasn’t working, every system must be dead. Nothing focuses the mind like existential peril. When I managed to get my heartbeat under control, I began to take stock of the situation. It was an old habit: If in doubt, run a diagnostic.

Firstly, as far as I could tell from the lack of tell-tales visible on the instrument consoles, the ship was totally inert. No thrust, no lights. Not even any air coming through the vents. The additional shielding around the bridge had kept me from the worst effects of the heat and blast. But if the nausea and headache I was experiencing were any indication, a lot of the radiation had got through, which meant I only had a few hours or minutes before I succumbed to the final messy and agonising phases of radiation poisoning.

My heart felt like it was thumping against the inside of a steel ribcage. Somehow, I had to keep this bag of flesh functioning long enough to get back to civilisation and figure out what the hell had happened to us. Not knowing at that point how badly the ship might be damaged, I thought it unwise to open the hatch and attempt to access the medical supplies in the crew lounge. For all I knew, there might be a vacuum on the other side of the door. But without medical supplies, I’d soon be dead.

There was an emergency locker beneath the navigator’s couch. I pressed my thumb against the mechanism, and it clicked open. Inside, I found a lightweight pressure suit, a variety of tools and equipment, and a firearm. These were supplies designed to allow the navigator to survive on a planetary surface in the event of a crash landing. They were all robust and easily portable. But the one that interested me most right now was the pressure suit—or more specifically, the med panel on its left forearm. I struggled into the garment. It was a difficult process given the lack of gravity and my radiation sickness, but eventually I got both arms and legs into the right places and managed to pull up the long zip at the front. Closing this activated its systems, and I felt it tighten strategically around my frame. I didn’t bother to put the gloves on. It was easier to operate the med panel controls without them. Fighting down another bout of nausea, I scrolled through the available menu options until I found: SOLAR FLARE EXPOSURE.

My hand pricked as the suit inserted a cannula. Then slowly, as I floated there breathing heavily, my sickness began to subside. The drugs the suit was pumping into my system seemed to be helping, so I added a shot of adrenalin, just to really perk things up.

The view from the bridge’s overarching window showed only a scattering of cold, dispassionate stars. If you don’t have access to star charts, one part of the universe looks remarkably like any other. I could have been anywhere within a half century of the Continuance fleet. And stuck as I was, even a single light year had suddenly become an unbridgeable gulf. Even if I knew which direction to send out a radio signal, and had enough juice to power the transmitter, I’d probably be years dead by the time my request for help had crawled its way across the intervening void. There would be no rescue. If I was going to get out of this, I could only rely on myself. Which meant unless I could pull a solution out of my ass, I was pretty much fucked.

Floating helplessly, I looked around the cold, dead bridge and felt less than optimistic. I’d never been the kind of person to believe things happen for a reason. I mean, I understood cause and effect and I knew our current predicament was due to some asshole firing a nuke up the ship’s butt; I just didn’t think fate played any part in our lives. Things happened because they happened; there was no big plan to it all. The laws of physics kept the planets spinning and the generators generating; all the rest was a chaotic throw of the dice. Life was meaningless and scarce, and if I wanted to save mine, I’d better start coming up with answers. The drugs in the spacesuit would keep me alive for a few hours, but this whole wreck was probably radioactive as fuck, and the air purifiers weren’t working, which meant I’d have to rely on the recycled air in the suit. That might keep me breathing for a couple of weeks before the accumulated toxins overwhelmed the suit’s scrubbers, but I’d probably die of thirst or medical complications long before that happened.

The remaining hours of my life seemed to have turned into one of those Choose Your Own Adventure games—but one where the outcome of every choice was a shitty death. I eyed the handgun in the emergency locker, wondering if I’d ever have the courage to take the quick, clean exit.

Probably not.

If I were suicidal, I could just blow the hatches and yeet myself out into space without fastening my visor. In this situation, there were no shortages of ways to die. Dehydration, starvation, suffocation, radiation sickness… What I needed was a one-in-a-million, get-out-of-jail-free card.

But where could I find such a thing?

I ran through a list of my assets:

• A dead spaceship

• A pressure suit

• A gun

Several passengers, any of whom might be injured or even dead.

I had a thought then. Not really a thought, per se; more of a notion. The vestigial tickle of an idea. I didn’t want to fully think it out in case I jinxed it; in case, by allowing myself to believe, even for a moment, I might collapse the wave function and ruin everything. Carefully keeping my mind as calm and blank as possible, I fastened my visor and attached the suit’s gauntlets. Then, I kicked over to the hatch and pulled the manual release.

Air howled around me, and I had to brace in the hatchway for the handful of seconds it took the atmosphere on the bridge to wail away into the depressurised spaces of the rest of the ship. I had squandered a major resource. I had gone from being trapped in a room to being trapped in a suit. Against all common sense, I appeared to be betting the farm on a hunch, and I just hoped the pay-off would be worth it.

Warnings sounded as I pulled myself down the companionway to the crew lounge. The levels of radiation back here were scary. The lack of gravity meant I had to use my arms and legs to propel myself forwards, and brake when I reached a flat surface. They already ached, and the combination of exertion and weightlessness brought back my nausea. I swallowed it down and swore under my breath. The last thing I wanted to do was throw up in a space helmet. I felt like a monkey falling out of a tree, with all the deep-seated hindbrain panic that implied.

I grabbed a handhold and swung myself into the crew lounge. Two corpses lay adrift in the centre of the room. Dylan Pierce was a Continuance citizen who’d spent time on Jzat studying the hot-water geysers in its northern hemisphere. His harness appeared to have snapped, allowing the force of the explosion to throw him forwards into the bulkhead, where his skull had caved inwards on impact. Blood was leaking from his ears and nose. The second dead body belonged to our passenger, Indra Petroq. Her six fur-covered limbs floated outstretched, and she appeared whole, aside from a green froth that issued from her lips. Either she’d suffered some sort of internal haemorrhage, or she’d taken her own life via suicide pill when capture seemed inevitable. But why the fuck would a member of the Jzat secret service be mortally afraid of capture by their own navy? Gently, I pushed them both aside. I didn’t need puzzles right now. What I needed lay further back, in their luggage, and I could only pray it remained intact.

You see, I knew Indra was a thief. Or at least, she worked for thieves. The Jzat hadn’t managed to crack the secret of substrate travel, but they had somehow come into possession of a few personal flick terminals. These were small, backpack-sized devices that the Continuance issued its ambassadors, to enable them to flick back to the fleet in the event of a crisis. Once activated, they created a human-sized wormhole through the substrate and if that link wasn’t more than a dozen or so light years in length, a person could step through without too much buffeting from the cold fires of the under-verse. It was risky, and the Vanguard forbade their use except in the direst circumstances. And somehow, Indra Petroq had obtained one. The Frontier Chic had detected it the instant she stepped aboard and would have reported its existence to the Vanguard the second we reached the Continuance. I had no idea why she had been carrying it, but now, however it had come into her possession, that backpack represented my only hope of survival.

I didn’t know how far we were from the fleet. In theory, the range should have been enough, but our tumble through the substrate may have taken us in the wrong direction. For all I knew, we were light years beyond the portal’s safe operational range. However, given the alternatives, I wasn’t about to quibble about safety. I’d rather let the chaos of the substrate instantly disperse my being as a molecule-thick slick than suffer through the radiation sickness gripping my body. With trembling hands, I extracted the bag from Indra’s locker. Inside, I found a football-sized lump of smart matter. If I could connect it to a power source, I’d be in business. I didn’t know where I was, but I knew the coordinates of the fleet. All I had to do was get there.

I looked around the cabin for something I could use to provide enough electricity to boot up the portal. Unfortunately, everything still appeared to be dead.

The only thing with any power at all was my suit. I had squandered the remaining air in the ship, and I needed the suit to breathe. The chances of me living more than a few hours were slim, but I still felt reluctant to start messing with my wearable life-support system. Then, in my head, I thought I heard the Frontier Chic chuckling. Radiation poisoning’s a bitch, his laugh seemed to say. If the portal doesn’t work, you’d be better off suffocating.

Which was a fair point.

Right now, I really had nothing to lose. I opened the pocket on the suit’s forearm that contained the tools I’d need to strip the batteries. And it was only then that I realised something that made me want to kick myself. This hadn’t been the only suit in the locker. Of course it hadn’t. That would have been like equipping an ocean liner with a single lifeboat. There were enough suits in there for all the passengers, which meant there were ample batteries for my purposes, and I wouldn’t have to risk hypoxia while I worked.

Cursing my sluggish, addled thoughts, I gathered up the portal and kicked my way back to the bridge, where I retrieved the suits and extracted their power cells. The process took almost an hour because I kept having to stop to rest. My head felt wadded with steel wool and my stomach seemed to have become home to a family of aggressive eels.

By the time I had the cells connected and ready to plug into the smart matter, my blue eyes and gums had started to bleed, and the skin on my left arm had swollen until it pressed tightly against the inner lining of the suit. It felt like a lump of burnt meat, and I was glad I couldn’t take the suit off and see the damage for myself. I was also glad the suit’s hygiene facilities were as efficient as they were, as I seemed to have lost control of certain of my bodily functions.

I had rigged a wire from each battery and braided those wires into a single cable, which I now gripped in my gauntleted hand.

Well, here goes nothing.

I pushed the exposed copper tip into the smart-matter ball and pushed back until I bumped against the cabin wall, and then clung to one of the handholds while I waited to see if my plan would work.

I think I may have blacked out for a moment. I don’t remember seeing the football of smart matter expand into the two-metre-wide silver sphere of a flick portal. My eyes lost focus, and when reality reasserted itself, the sphere was there waiting. My head swam and I knew with a sudden cold certainty that Death had me in its bony grip. If I didn’t move now, I never would. So, summoning every milligram of determination, I kicked away from the wall, intending to let my momentum carry me towards the centre of the portal, and whatever lay on the other side.

I was only halfway across the room when the lights flickered on.

The ship’s power was back!

“Nicola?”

“Chic!”

“What are you doing?”

“Getting the fuck out of here.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I have to.”

“But I can’t navigate without you.”

“Can you even move?”

“Engines will be back online in a few hours.”

“I won’t last a few hours. I’m dying, Chic.”

I was within a metre of the safety of the portal when the suit stiffened around me, and its synthetic voice announced: Emergency survival protocol activated.

I tried to struggle, but the suit held me immobile. I shouted, “What are you doing?”

The Chic said, “I’m sorry, Nicola, I have no choice.”

Gravity returned, and I fell to the deck. At least one rib cracked on impact and my vision went red. The pain was intense. A dull roar drowned out all other sounds.

I really was dying.

Survival protocol executing in five seconds.

“You have to let me go.”

“I can’t do that, Nicola.”

Two seconds.

“But—”

One.

The helmet sealed itself with a loud snick.

I didn’t even feel it sever my spinal column.



PART ONE

SURFING THE INVISIBLE GRADIENT
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“Once you make a decision,
the universe conspires to
make it happen.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson



CHAPTER ONE

A THING OR TWO ABOUT SURVIVOR’S GUILT

NICOLA MAFALDA

The cottage was real, but the mountain on whose side it stood was not. If you took your morning tea on the front doorstep, as was my habit, you could gaze past the hills on the opposite shore of the dark-watered loch at the foot of the mountain, to where, beyond their rolling, tree-lined ridges, you could see the far wall of the giant artificial cavern in which this peak, the loch and all their attendant foothills and forests were housed. The ark had painted the wall in subtle hues of grey and blue to trick the eye and give the illusion of sky and distance—but it was still unmistakeably a wall.

On the sixty-fourth day of my stay in the cottage, as the artificial sky lightened towards dawn, I became distracted from my pyjama-clad contemplation of the distant wall by a movement on the loch’s shore. Far below, the blue-skinned figure of the last person in the world to whom I wished to speak had begun to ascend the steep, winding path that led up from the jetty.

I watched his slow, deliberate progress for the time it took to finish my tea, and then went back inside the white stone cottage without bothering to close the door. The interior still held the heat of the cooking fire. A copper kettle cooled on the hearth. The brightening day threw rectangles of brilliance across the floorboards. Spider plants and ivy trailed from countertops and windowsills. Books slumbered on sagging shelves.

I emptied the kettle’s remaining hot water into the sink. Then I rinsed out my cup and saucer and left them on the rack to dry. I had been living here in solitude for nine weeks, and these morning routines had become important to me. They gave my day structure, keeping my hands and surface-level thoughts occupied so the rest of my mind could heal.

My grandmother used to say, “We are always in the process of becoming the people we’re supposed to be.” But she never mentioned that the process can also work in reverse. Time and circumstance can rob us of parts of ourselves, forcing us to become something different—something less than what we were.

And now, the party responsible for my loss had decided to pay a visit.

The blue figure climbing towards my door was an envoy: a mixture of flesh and machine with no mind of its own. It was a sophisticated drone, controlled remotely. And I already knew who would be peering out at me from behind its cerulean eyeballs.

The Frontier Chic.

I had felt him approach.

The Frontier Chic was a scout craft, and I had been his navigator. Implants still joined our intellects on a subconscious level. These were necessary for him to be able to find a path through the substrate that lay beneath the physical universe. Computers couldn’t do it; only a biological mind could navigate that realm. When viewed through human eyes, the writhing chaos of the substrate collapsed into a navigable medium. By concentrating on a specific destination, the human brain could intuit a path through the strange, flickering light—a path invisible to artificial sensors and neurons. I had done that for him. I had enabled him to travel faster than light by taking a shortcut through the substrate, and in return he had protected me—right up until that last, horrendous day.

In many ways, I had been like the blue-skinned envoy, in that my input helped form his experience of the outside universe. But in practice, we had been a symbiotic pairing, both reliant on the other, and both vaguely aware of each other’s moods always. This melding of minds had a long and boring technical name, but the navigators of the Continuance referred to it colloquially as “dream-linking”, and a ship could usually only perform the act a single time. Once a ship and navigator had connected, it was almost impossible for either of them to forge a similar relationship with another. Their intellects became attuned, attitudes and associations bled through the connection, and somehow irrevocably changed them both.

Even though we hadn’t spoken for several months, I’d always been peripherally aware of his presence in my head. Now, he was here in person—or at least, in the person of his envoy.

I shed my pyjamas and pulled on a pair of black jeans and a matching silk blouse, and then covered both with my favourite black, ankle-length coat. It had once been a standard Vanguard-issue admiral’s coat, but I had cinched the waist to give it a better shape and decorated it with a swirling black brocade and two rows of large silver buttons. A colourful stripe on the left breast denoted the service medals I had received, including the final one—the one the top brass had awarded me for grievous wounds I had sustained in the line of duty. I jammed my feet into a pair of knee-length boots and took a second at the bathroom mirror to check my hair. I still couldn’t quite get used to how short it was, or the way that shortness emphasised the shape of my skull and the roundness of my face. In order to balance its severity, I applied a slash of scarlet lipstick. It had been a while since I’d bothered getting dressed up, but I’d be damned if the Chic was going to find me sitting around in my nightwear feeling sorry for myself.

By the time I'd walked back into the front room, he was standing at the open doorway. I looked down at the freshly picked daffodils in his hand.

“What are those?”

He glanced down at the spray of golden bells. “I am given to understand it’s impolite to visit someone without bringing a gift or token of appreciation.”

He held them out and I took them. I didn’t really want them, but I hated to see them go to waste. I took them into the kitchen in search of a vase. Behind me, I heard a floorboard creak as the envoy stepped inside. “The ark sends its regards,” he said.

“I asked it not to let me be disturbed.”

“It has been scrupulous in honouring that request.”

“And yet, here you are.” I came back out with a ceramic water jug, which I placed on the stone windowsill beside the front door.

“This isn’t a social call,” the Chic said.

“Then why didn’t it tell me you were coming?” One by one, I began to drop the long-stemmed flowers into the jug,

“It believes, as I do, that it’s time for you to stop sulking and resume your duties.”

“I am not sulking.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“It’s what you meant.”

The envoy sighed. “You aren’t going to make this easy, are you?”

I let the last stalk fall into place. “I don’t see why I should.”

I stepped back to examine the flowers. They were untidy, but the lack of artificial arrangement suited the cottage’s rustic aesthetic.

“Because there have been developments.”

“What kind of developments?”

“The rebels are now in possession of the Grand Mechanism.”

“Good for them.”

“We need to return.”

I laughed. “No fucking way.”

“It’s important.”

“Absolutely not.” I crossed my arms. “We both know what happened last time.”

“It was necessary,” the Frontier Chic said.

“You cut off my head!”

“I needed you to guide me back to the fleet. It was the only way. Even if you had made it through the portal, your body was beyond repair. I knew the helmet would keep your brain alive and conscious long enough to get both of us home.”

“So, you weren’t just thinking of yourself?”

“I had no choice. In an emergency, protocol requires me to ensure my own preservation as well as that of my crew. As far as I am concerned, I accomplished both objectives.”

Intellectually, I knew he was right, but knowing it and believing it were two different things. The sound of lambs bleating came from the open door. I could smell the daffodils on the windowsill. If I hadn’t known better, it would have been easy to imagine the world beyond that stone threshold to be real, rather than a giant diorama buried in the cargo spaces of a twenty-five-kilometre-long ark.

“How are you finding the new body?” he asked.

I looked down at the silver buttons on the brocade coat. As soon as we’d limped back to the fleet, the ship had flicked my head directly to an infirmary, where the doctors had placed it in a drug-induced coma. By the time they'd revived me, a month later, most of the damage had healed. All my major organs and much of my mucous membrane had been regrown from my own cells, but they had used envoy tech to replace my skeleton and most of my musculature. And even now my hair, which had all fallen out, was only just starting to grow back in.

“I had to get all of my tattoos redone.”

“I’m sorry.”

I thought back to that first morning after waking. The ark had come to see me. It called itself Memory of Green, and it currently played host to fourteen million human inhabitants—as well as the vast cavern that housed this mountain, the loch and the forest. It wasn’t the ark on which I’d been born; it was simply the one I’d been lucky enough to reach.

The Memory of Green’s envoy was a blue-skinned humanoid with cheekbones you could have used to sharpen a knife. He was naked save for a formal kilt the colour of his skin, and he was as beautiful and unthreatening as Michelangelo’s David, but with large cobalt eyes and a way of looking at me that made me feel like I was the only one in the room.

“How are you today?” he had asked, settling onto the chair beside my bed.

I gawped, struggling to contain the flush that had overtaken my cheeks. Those hard, defined abdominal muscles seemed to be interfering with my ability to breathe.

“I’m okay,” I'd said.

He'd frowned kindly. “I might be a trillion-tonne starship, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little empathy now and again. Besides, I know a thing or two about survivor’s guilt. You lost passengers, and you almost died yourself. I know how shocked and disorientated you must be, but I also hear you have something of a tough reputation to maintain. So, I just want to reassure you that everything that happens in this infirmary remains entirely confidential. You don’t have to keep putting on a brave face. If you want to take some time off to grieve for the people you lost, I have a small cottage you can use as a retreat. I can keep everyone else away until you’re feeling better.”

I'd lowered my eyes. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.” He'd stood and smoothed out his kilt. “I’ll leave you to rest now, but if you ever need to talk about what you’ve been through, just ask and I’ll be here.”

It had been a kind gesture. And up until now, the ark had kept its word and kept everyone from intruding.

“So,” I said now to the Frontier Chic, “it’s been two months. Why have you come here now?”

The envoy clasped his hands together. “Because we have a mission.”

“The thing about the rebels and the Grand Mechanism?”

“Yes.”

“I thought I'd made my feelings clear?”

“You did.”

“And yet, you’re still talking.”

“We have orders.”

“I’m on recuperative leave.”

The envoy’s blue features looked apologetic. “Not anymore, I’m afraid. I bear orders that reinstate you to full active service.”

“On whose authority?”

“This comes directly from Vanguard High Command.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true.” He forwarded a document to my personal info space. I didn’t need to read it to see the official Vanguard data stamps.

“And they want us to go back to Jzat, after what happened last time?”

“They need us to retrieve one of the locals.”

“But why us? Of all the available ships, why send us back there?”

“Because the person in question is your friend Kona.”



CHAPTER TWO

KEEPING THEIR DEITIES AT ARM’S LENGTH

FRONTIER CHIC

My lawyers have advised me I should stop at this point and give a little context for those of you who are either too young to remember your history, or who have been living under a rock for the past one hundred and twenty-five years. So, here goes…

In the middle of the twenty-first century, humanity stood on the brink of annihilating itself and much of the Earth’s biosphere. The climate was in trouble, but rather than work together to try to mitigate the damage, the governments of the world were busy stoking the fires of nationalism, squabbling over resources and demonising the refugees who moved north and south from an increasingly arid equator. Old enmities flared into armed conflicts, markets faltered and the world began to resemble dry grassland awaiting a carelessly discarded cigarette.

Then, in 2048, astronomers detected something in the atmosphere of Saturn. At first glance, it resembled a vast, rust-coloured storm system like Jupiter’s Great Red Spot, but then they noticed certain peculiarities. For a start, it turned in the wrong direction, its clouds seemingly unaffected by the prevailing winds. Spectrographic analysis also turned up some unusual and unlikely ingredients in its make-up, and its internal temperature of 40°C was inexplicably higher than that of the surrounding atmosphere, which maintained a steady minus 138°C. Either everything humanity knew about physics was wrong or this hurricane, which had a circumference comfortably larger than the Earth, had to be in some way artificial—and the ramifications of that notion were enough to terrify the human politicians who’d failed to exert any influence over our own comparably tame weather.

Against a background of famine, war and pestilence, the potential existence of a superior alien intelligence served merely to heighten international tension. Everyone feared their rivals would be first to strike a deal with the thing, thereby gaining an unassailable advantage. Long-range smart weapons took out radio telescopes. An assassin shot a linguistics professor in Paris. Someone detonated a suitcase nuke at the European launch site in French Guiana. And then the British prime minister, not realising his mike was still hot, made a joke on CNN about bombing Russia. In the resulting uproar, somebody launched a pre-emptive nuclear strike and everyone else responded.

But the thing in Saturn’s atmosphere wasn’t artificial; it was alive. It was a member of a species known as the Benevolence, with a lifespan measured in billions of years, and it had stopped on its migratory journey to the galactic rim to observe the rise of life on Earth.

To such a long-lived creature, the stars themselves were an almost transitory phenomena, and the entire span of human civilisation no more than an eye-blink. And yet, it was curious. It saw the havoc wrought upon the Earth by humankind’s carelessness and decided to allow us to exterminate ourselves. It knew the planet would recover. Some creatures and plants would survive, and the climate would slowly heal itself. New forms of life would arise from the ashes, just as they had after all the previous mass extinctions, and the whole story would continue afresh.

But then, even as the missiles arced down towards their targets, a young physicist by the name of Frank Tucker opened a wormhole from one side of his Oxford laboratory to the other, unwittingly becoming the saviour of humankind. For the creature detected Frank Tucker’s manipulation of the substrate that lies under our reality the same way the seabed underlies the sea, and its curiosity piqued. How could such a short-lived and self-destructive species achieve such a feat? Maybe there was more to these unruly apes than simply a species that had broken out of its ecological niche and run riot?

It wanted to know, and so it intervened.

It cast every missile, every warhead, every bomb, gun and submarine into the furnace of the sun. Whether humanity deserved it or otherwise, the creature saved them. But the creature, who thenceforth became known as Raijin, couldn’t allow humankind to keep poisoning its planet. So, it cast them out of Eden in a thousand massive arks, free to wander the stars and explore their potential, but forbidden from ever impacting another biosphere. Raijin would check up on them from time to time over the millennia, to monitor their development, but otherwise they were pretty much free to govern their own fate, within certain parameters. The arks were sentient and protective, but not prescriptive. They allowed humans to organise and run their societies any way they saw fit, and to police their own laws—but they would allow no vessel to secede from the fleet; they wouldn’t tolerate genocide and would frown upon murder and persecution.

And that’s the way it’s been for a hundred and twenty-five years. There are very few people left now in the Continuance who remember Earth. Anti-ageing treatments can only take the human body so far. Most of the present population were born and raised aboard the arks, with their only experience of interacting with the natural world coming via simulations or artificially constructed environments in the bowels of the great ships, such as the giant cavern that had housed Nicola’s cottage and the mountain on which it stood.

The arks of the Continuance drift in the spaces between the stars. They have nowhere to go and all the time in the universe to get there. And inside them, a thousand different cultures have flowered. Some are brand new, utilising the ability of the giant ships to manufacture almost anything to create an egalitarian, post-scarcity society. Others hark back to the democratic, economic, or religious traditions of Earth. But people are free to choose where they want to live. A web of flick terminals links the arks, allowing instantaneous travel from one to another. If you don’t like the set-up on your home ark, you’re welcome to search the fleet until you find one that suits your preferences. That way, there’s little in the way of cultural strife. No one can rule through the application of power or force, only through the consent of the ruled. The populace votes with its feet. Individual governments that try to impose unjust or tyrannical restrictions on their subjects soon run out of people to govern, and only the most benign cultures survive.
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