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  PROLOGUE




  To: All heads of state in Sol system


  All parties in Sol system with spacefaring capacity


  All press agencies in Sol system




  From: Senior of the First Breed Earth Mission


  First Breed residence, Manhattan




  FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE




  Manhattan, 23 August 2148: Following communication with the home world of the First Breed, I am authorised to announce the following.




  We have been made welcome as guests among you for over a year and have closely observed your ways and your history. We have concluded that our histories are very similar; your world’s development has paralleled our own, and of all the species that we have discovered, you are the closest to us in technological development. On our world, too, natural resources have been plundered; our world’s environment has been dealt a grievous blow; we have known the pain of the extinction of species. We too, within the last ten decades, have finally begun to make good the harm done by those who came before us. With sympathy and amusement, we have observed your efforts to hide from us your warlike past and the damage that you have done to your own world. Had you made contact with us first, we would doubtless have made the same efforts.




  There is no need for two such similar races to continue their development separately; indeed, we are convinced that if we try it will only result in future conflict as our interests will inevitably clash.




  Therefore, we extend to the human race this invitation.




  We have a world which we would like to share with you: the second planet of a star that is not visible from Earth but which lies in the direction of the southern constellation of Pavo. The world (Appendix 1) is very similar to Earth. It is over 1000 lightyears away but we can help you cover that distance quickly. There is room for both our races there. We call it the Roving.




  The First Breed have only one nation: you have many. We therefore invite all interested parties with spacefaring capacity to tender for the joint development of this world. Together, as a partnership, our two races will go out into space, side by side as friends.




  All interested parties will provide one (1) delegate authorised to represent their interests fully, and a spaceship capable of supporting its crew for at least one month to transport that delegate to the Roving. Consumable supplies will be renewable upon arrival. Each ship must have the minimum technical specifications noted in Appendix 2. The First Breed reserve the right to refuse entry into the delegation. Our decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into. Once accepted into the delegation, all delegates will be treated as equals.




  The delegation ships will rendezvous at a place and date to be announced. A First Breed prideship will be responsible for escorting the delegation fleet to and from the Roving. We guarantee the safety of all humans in the fleet until they have returned to this system, and we take responsibility for their well-being for all the time that they are our guests. Each delegation ship will have a member of the First Breed appointed to it, to help liaise with the delegate and to accustom the ship’s crew to dealing with our species.




  Upon arrival, delegates will have a chance to study the Roving at first hand, and will then attend a Convocation where they will state the case for their party to take charge of the human side of our alliance. Precise rules and a timetable for the Convocation are laid out in Appendix 3. Each case will be considered carefully and an alliance made with whoever most closely matches our own interests.




  This is a chance for both our species to make a fresh start. We of the First Breed hope that you will take it.




  For further information, instruct your aide to consult the Invitation Helpdesk at the First Breed Mission.




  Verbatim Bald




  First Breed residence, Manhattan




  23 August 2148 CE
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  20 March 2149




  The alarm sounded when the cluster of M-type asteroids was two hundred miles ahead, visible as small pebbles through the viewports and as massive, slowly rotating mountains on the displays.




  Michael Gilmore airswam into HMS Australasia’s cramped flight deck, a boxy little space at the front of the boxy little ship, with his mind still full of the baffling dispatch he had left in his cabin. He pulled himself into his couch at the command desk with a practiced twist of his body, and the autostraps slid out and held him in place. “Status,” he said.




  “Just a brief echo, Captain,” said Hannah Dereshev. His first officer was calm and matter-of-fact. “The gas detector picked it up, a couple of molecules-”




  “And again, sir,” said Adrian Nichol. The young pilot twisted round to look at them and his eyes shone. He wasn’t much older than Gilmore’s own son, who was still in his teens, and his shock of hair and freckles made him look even younger. “Definite contact. Must be a scuttler.”




  Of course, there was nothing but asteroids in the viewports. It always amazed Gilmore that non-spacers couldn’t grasp the concept of hiding in space: if something was in direct line of sight with nothing in between, they would reason, it must be visible. They had no sense of the scale of things. A small thing like a ship, using stealth so radar couldn’t lock onto it, in the vastness of space ... what did they expect? Anyway, the Rusties had been lurking in space undetected for years, or so it was widely believed, and their vessels were a lot bigger than the average scuttler.




  But all ships had to manoeuvre at some point, as this one had done. It would have baffles over its thrusters to hide the glare from prying eyes like those on Australasia, but even they couldn’t stop the fact that gas was being ejected into the void. Gas that Australasia’s scanners had picked up, and the chase was on.




  “I confirm that, sir,” said Hannah, consulting her own instruments.




  “Flares,” Gilmore said. There was a muffled thud from outside the flight deck.




  “Flares away,” Hannah said.




  “Fire us up, point three gee.”




  “Aye aye, sir,” Nichol said. His fingers flickered over his desk.




  A muffled roar came from astern as Australasia’s main engine fired and a faint semblance of weight returned to the flight deck. The small ship began to move towards the asteroids-




  -and the flares that had been fired off from the ship seconds earlier exploded, bathing the cluster in their white glare. The viewports and visual displays dimmed automatically but the ship’s sensors were taking everything in. No shadows were cast against the mottled surface of the rocks.




  “Nothing, sir.” Hannah’s voice was flat.




  “Damn!” The last scuttler of the patrol was going to be a hard one. It was somewhere inside the cluster. Gilmore looked at the cluster’s radar image and fought off the temptation to go home. He had every excuse, with the recently-received dispatch still fresh in his astonished mind:




  ‘HMS Australasia will return to UK-1 with utmost haste-”




  So, he could just walk away from this; but he couldn’t live with an unfinished job on his conscience. As always happened at times like this, the black spectre of failure swam in front of his eyes; and as always, he banished it by conjuring up a mental picture of exactly what he needed to do. All the necessary actions, laid out before him with the precision and detail of a technical diagram.




  “Bring us up to point five gee, cut burn and bring us over Number One Rock’s north pole. Tell the hands to brace for indefinite manoeuvring.”




  “Aye aye, sir,” Nichol and Hannah said.




  Outside, seven asteroids had been nudged together into a cluster by surveyors from UK-1, Australasia’s parent vessel. The surveyors had staked provisional mining claims and left them in the route of UK-1, which would roll up in its own good time and begin exploitation.




  But the clustering had signalled to every freelance miner in the system that those rocks were worth working. So, as UK-1 drew near, so did the scuttlers, earning their name by scuttling in to stake their own claims. All they had to do was actually process some ore and the claim was automatically theirs. UK-1 had the legal right to prevent trespassers approaching its provisional claims, but once a claim had actually been worked by someone else then it belonged to that person and there was nothing anyone else could do about it.




  In his capacity as a private citizen, Michael Gilmore had to admire the cheek and the enthusiasm of the scuttlers; as a holder of the king’s commission and commander of one of UK-1’s sweep ships, he was a legalised bully boy whose duty was to deter them so that UK-1 wouldn’t have to share its provisional claims with anyone. There was no reason why there couldn’t be several mines with different owners all on one rock but that offended UK-1’s sense of tidiness and – Gilmore had to be blunt – greed.




  And now there was a scuttler out there. Gilmore could already picture it in his mind. It would be painted matte black, and fitted with the latest stealth tech and a host of gadgets for absorbing or deflecting as many forms of electromagnetic radiation as possible. Scuttlers might start their journey months, years earlier, maybe even with the crew going into cryo, coasting silently through the solar system up to the chosen cluster to stake their claim.




  On patrol, in the waiting stage of the game, Australasia had been on silent running, using exactly the same tricks as the scuttler to stay hidden in the void. All that was over now as the sweep hurtled over the north pole of the nearest rock. At the same time, under Adrian Nichol’s careful piloting, some thrusters flared, others did not and the ship oriented itself so it was pointing into the heart of the cluster: a few hundred tons of ship, a small ferro-polymer bubble of warmth and air and light in the deep dark, surrounded by a ring of harsh mountains.




  There had been no sign of fusion burn from the scuttler: no glare and no radiation. So, it wasn’t using its fusion engine, if it even had one: it couldn’t be moving very fast. With a bit of luck it too was still in this bottomless valley in space, still heading for the hills.




  “Flares,” Gilmore said again. “Three hundred and sixty degree spread.”




  “Aye aye, sir,” said Hannah. “Flares away.”




  The flares streaked from Australasia in all directions and now white light was reflected off seven pitted surfaces; a vista of small craters and shadows to the left and right, above and below, giving a brief and terrible sense of vertigo. Gilmore narrowed his eyes, trying to beat the sensors: were any of those shadows moving? Were-




  “Got ’im!” Nichol said. His voice cracked and he coughed. “Um, scuttler sighted, sir, bearing 320 degrees by minus 13-”




  Australasia’s sensors were zooming in on the coordinates. Still nothing showed on the radar – the scuttler’s stealth tech was good – but searchlights mounted on the ship’s hull reached out and speared the intruder. It was 70 miles above the surface of Number Three Rock and dropping. An ugly, functional collection of boxes and pipes, painted night black. With visible contact made it would find it hard to shake Australasia’s sensors off.




  “Concentrate flares in that area,” Gilmore said. “Bring us to that bearing and burn-”




  Hannah and Nichol were already doing their jobs. Australasia turned towards the scuttler, now clearly picked out, and her main engine fired.




  Gilmore told the comms AI to open a channel. “This is HMS Australasia to unidentified craft,” he said. “Provisional claims have been staked on these asteroids by UK-1 and you are in violation-”




  “Come and get us.” It was a male voice, taunting. Accent impossible to trace. “We’re on our way down and we’re gonna make a claim, like it or not.”




  “We are empowered to prevent-” Gilmore began.




  “Yeah? How?”




  How indeed? Gilmore thought glumly. And why?




  The why was easier to answer: it was his job.




  He glanced quickly at the scanners and absorbed their data. At its present rate of fall the scuttler would touch down on the rock in just over five minutes, though before then it would have slowed down. However suicidal the scuttler captain was feeling, the ship would have automatic safeties to stop itself being dashed to pieces-




  Safeties. He checked Australasia’s heading: the sweep was pointing straight at the rock. Excellent.




  “Full burn,” he said. “Take us to one gee-”




  Nichol’s eyes were round. “Sir?” he said.




  “Full burn, Mr Nichol,” said Hannah, still calm but somehow suggesting torments beyond imagination if the pilot didn’t do as he was told. It was a knack Gilmore had always wished he had.




  “Aye aye, sir!” The main engine fired and again weight returned to the flight deck: this time a full one Earth gravity. After so long in micro-gee, it felt heavier.




  There hadn’t been time to set this up with the computer – it would have to be manual, relying on Nichol’s reactions. Gilmore outlined his plan to the other two and after that there was nothing more to do but watch Number Three Rock come ever closer. Millions of tons of rock, falling on top of them.




  Gilmore’s mind went back to the dispatch in his cabin. “Number One,” he said, as if to make conversation.




  “Captain?”




  “It appears I’ve been given command of the Ark Royal.”




  Hannah stared at him but the scuttler’s voice interrupted anything she might have been about to say.




  “It won’t work.” Was there a hint of uncertainty? If there was it didn’t come close to matching the uncertainty Gilmore felt: Australasia was charging on full flame straight at the little ship. “You won’t ram us and we’re on manual.”




  Gilmore gave a grim smile: they had guessed his game. If the scuttler had been on auto, its collision safeties would have moved it out of Australasia’s way and hence away from the rock.




  “Now,” Gilmore said. Nichol fired the thrusters-




  -and Australasia flipped head over tail, engine still burning. A minor correction and again the sweep was heading straight at the scuttler, preceded by an invisible beam of nuclei blasted by the fusion engine directly at the intruder. Thrusters flared on the scuttler and the black little ship fled to one side.




  Gilmore grinned. Collision safeties were one thing: there were some safeties that couldn’t be overridden in a hurry, and the safeties that prevented a ship from straying into another’s fusion flame were one of them.




  “You-” the scuttler’s voice crackled with anger, before someone that end had the sense to break contact.




  “Yes!” Nichol shouted. Gilmore and Hannah both scowled at him. “Sorry, sirs,” he said, only slightly abashed.




  The scuttler’s neatly planned approach arc had been spoiled and thrusters blazed against the dark as the scuttler crew fought to re-establish an arc to another point on the rock.




  “Bring us round as soon as you can,” Gilmore said.




  “Aye aye, sir.”




  “Ark Royal, Captain?” said Hannah.




  “So it seems. It means promotion to Commander.”




  “Um ... congratulations ...”




  “I’ll need a first officer, of course,” Gilmore added.




  This time Hannah was spared from answering by the weight as Australasia slowed and the flight deck crew were crushed into their couches. The ship’s fusion engine gave her more power than the scuttler but with it came 200 more tons worth of momentum and inertia. She couldn’t be hurled around the heavens the same way as the other ship, which had already re-established its approach. It was coming down to Number Three Rock with a lot more urgency than before and in a few minutes it would be over the rock’s horizon.




  Australasia came round and gave chase. What next? Gilmore thought. The trick wouldn’t work twice. He ran figures through his control desk. If he trusted to the flight computer and Nichol’s piloting they could bring the ship in between the scuttler and the rock ...




  He gave the orders and the ship came round slightly, poised to boost again.




  “Scuttler is 92 miles ahead,” Hannah said. “Probable touchdown in two minutes.” She frowned. “What’s that? They can’t be abandoning ship.”




  Gilmore glanced at the display. A small blip was slowly making its way from the larger blip that represented the scuttler. Australasia’s new course meant the blip would miss it by over a hundred miles.




  The blip changed direction, to head straight for them, and a silent alarm began to ring in Gilmore’s mind. He had read something about-




  “My god, get the laser on it!” Gilmore shouted. “Do it n-”




  A blinding flash through the viewports, and all the displays went fuzzy.




  “They fired at us!” Hannah said, shocked. “They fired a torpedo at us!”




  Glib answers ran through Gilmore’s mind: A first time for everything ... So it seems. So the rumours were true. Ships were arming themselves.




  “Yes,” he said, “they fired at us. A nuclear warhead, it seems.”




  More to the point, he felt, someone had fired a nuclear warhead at him. He was in a small ship whose only defences were the standard anti-meteor laser and passive radiation shielding, and he suddenly felt very vulnerable. Even more so, since that ship was now blinded by the electromagnetic pulse of the explosion and heading for a giant mountain in space.




  “How long before we can get the systems online again?” he said.




  “A couple of minutes, sir,” Nichol said, not looking up as his hands moved rapidly over the controls.




  “How long before we hit the rock?”




  Nichol glanced up at the viewport. “A couple of minutes, sir?” he said.




  After that there wasn’t much to say and no point in saying it, as they worked as quickly as they could to get the ship up and running again. The rock was getting visibly closer.




  “We have control,” Nichol said at last.




  “Then get us away from that thing!” Gilmore said.




  “Aye aye, sir.” The weight came back again as Nichol brought the ship round again and fired the main engine. As Australasia slowed, Gilmore called up the display for a last view of the scuttler. It was approaching the rock’s terminator, out of the light of the sun and Australasia’s dying flares, and would be invisible again in a few more moments. He glared at the smaller ship in a white fury: okay, they weren’t taking any chances with this maniac who played chicken with asteroids and spaceships, but a torpedo-




  Then Gilmore saw it and his eyes widened in horror.




  “Scuttler, pull up!” he yelled. “Fire everything and pull up!”




  The scuttler saw it too and started to manoeuvre, but too late. The mountain that had been waiting on the rock’s dark side loomed ahead, carried round by the rock’s natural rotation. The yells over the radio belied the apparent calm dignity with which the scuttler ship met its fate. The mountain reached out for the black ship and stroked it with a rough tentacle of rock. Over the radio came screams and the sudden, terrible roar of explosive decompression which stopped just as abruptly as it began.




  “Oh, Christ,” Nichol murmured. On the displays, small fragments of the scuttler floated gently out of the cloud of vapour, some moving off into space, some bouncing featherlike off the rock’s surface.




  “Match orbits,” Gilmore muttered. “Get a team down there.” Returning to port could wait a bit longer: it was possible, just possible someone on board had been suited up, and their suit hadn’t been punctured by debris, and ...




  It wouldn’t have happened, but it was possible.
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  26 March 2149




  The foreshortened perspective of space made UK-1 look only a few feet away from Australasia. It always seemed like just some other ship or station and Gilmore still had to make the necessary adjustment with his eyes and senses to appreciate just how big it was. It was the largest spaceship ever built – seventeen massive wheels in space spinning around a common axis. The last redoubt of the exiled House of Windsor.




  “Engineer to flight deck. The engines are powered down,” said a voice from the engine room.




  Gilmore thumbed the contact to make the return message. “That’s exactly what it says on my display here, Mr Loonat, but thank you for the courtesy.”




  “You’re welcome, Captain.”




  Australasia was coasting on its own momentum, a minnow to UK-1’s whale, as grapples reached out to snare it and drag it into its cradle on the stationary docking strake that ran the length of the great ship. Then HMS Australasia was safely docked at its home port and another patrol was over.




  The satisfied smile vanished from Gilmore’s face as he caught his reflection in the panel in front of him – just a dim image but he knew too well the resigned look of gloom that tended to be his expression of default. A long-ago love had told him that his face was ‘fragile’ and that his eyes seemed larger than usual, which gave them more emotion and hence made his thoughts easier to read. The sad thing was, she had meant it as a compliment. He had been wary of showing his thoughts through his too-large eyes ever since. Thoughts were a dangerous thing to show.




  “Ship secured, sir,” said the pilot of the watch.




  “Fine.” Gilmore sat back in his couch. “Let’s take a look at our neighbours.”




  It was something he usually did, just to see which old friends might be in the vicinity. Several other ships of the Royal Space Fleet was docked as well: two liners, some freighters and a couple of sweeps.




  And a Rustie ship – not one of the seven starships of the First Breed that had burst into the solar system nearly two years ago but a smaller, interplanetary job. At first sight it was unremarkable and not obviously alien, but gradually you realised that the proportions were all wrong. It was built for a race that thought humans were too tall.




  Gilmore had never caught Rustiemania and privately wished they had never come. They were going to share the secrets of their ships and (everyone else hoped) the rest of their tech. Soon there would be no room for an average ship’s captain like him, raised on the old ways. Sail was giving way to steam all over again.




  “The overhaul team asks permission to come on board, sir.”




  “Fine.” Australasia – Gilmore was still finding it hard to accept – had been fired at with a nuclear weapon: it needed the once-over by a better team of engineers than he had on board to check for damage from heat or radiation.




  Even more annoying was that he suspected the Admiralty were delighted one of their ships had actually been fired upon. ‘Torpedo’ was probably too grand a word for it – a nuclear bomb tied to a small booster engine, obviously with thrusters so that it could alter course to a certain extent but still far from being a proper guided weapon. Crude, no doubt, compared with what was to come. If he had been quick enough, he could have hit it with the ship’s laser and that would have been the end of the threat.




  But that wasn’t the point. Gilmore had heard rumours of space weaponry being developed in secret, as space gradually lost the neutrality it had enjoyed for two hundred years and human interests took over. And now it had happened. Someone had fired a torpedo in anger. He had been ordered to send on every scrap of data from Australasia’s sensors relating to the incident, as well as make a separate report giving his own impressions, and he had no doubt where all that data was going: straight into the Admiralty’s own weapons development programme.




  “Dispatches are ready for downloading, sir,” said the comms officer.




  “I’ll take them in my cabin.”




  “Very good, sir.”




  As Gilmore airswam down Australasia’s central passage towards his cabin a snippet of conversation drifted out of the wardroom:




  “Hey, you know there’s Rusties in town?”




  “Come to see His Highness, I suppose-” That was Adrian Nichol. He stopped when he saw Gilmore looking in. “Afternoon, sir.”




  “Carry on,” Gilmore murmured. He turned to go. “Oh, and the king is His Majesty, Mr Nichol. Worth remembering.”




  *




  Gilmore sat in his cabin, but he was looking into infinity and seeing the Ark Royal at the end of it.




  The ship wasn’t even in service yet and was already a legend in the Royal Space Fleet. State of the art, fast and manoeuvrable, with systems a generation ahead of any other human-built ship in space. Word was that she wasn’t even an official Admiralty project but was funded by the king, which immediately made her ten times more interesting. The king kept a number of privately funded projects going all the time, with varying degrees of secrecy: sometimes they would produce something beneficial and the product would be released into the public domain; sometimes word of the project only got out in the form of rumours.




  But what did the king want the Ark Royal for? There was one obvious answer, even though it hadn’t been confirmed officially, and if it was true it meant-




  “You wanted to see me, sir?”




  Hannah Dereshev stood in the entrance to his cabin. Gilmore smiled and beckoned her in. He was holding an aide in his hands, carefully not letting the display point in her direction.




  “Yes,” he said. “I mentioned the Ark Royal a while back-”




  “Yes, sir, I-”




  “Please,” Gilmore said, holding up a hand. “I don’t want your decision yet. For a start, I’m convinced they’ve got the wrong Captain Gilmore.”




  “There aren’t any other Captain Gilmores in the Fleet,” Hannah said. “I checked.”




  “Whatever. Anyway, I want you to see this first.” He passed the aide over and watched her eyes widen. “Congratulations, Number One.”




  She couldn’t take her eyes off the aide and the words it was displaying. A corner of Gilmore’s mouth turned in a smile when he remembered the first time he had received a similar message: bald and uninterested, but oh so important. It had been one of the dispatches waiting for them when Australasia returned to UK-1.




  ‘You are instructed to take command ...’




  “It’s the Antarctica,” she said. Her first command, and promotion to lieutenant commander with it.




  “The Earth run.”




  “That’s right.”




  “You’ll want Samad as Chief Engineer?” Gilmore said.




  She smiled broadly. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”




  Hannah was married to Samad Loonat, Australasia’s chief engineer. The two of them hired out their joint services to the space lines: it was a common means for married couples to get around the long separations of space travel. Where Hannah went, Samad went.




  And where Hannah was going was one of the Royal Space Fleet’s freighters, shipping goods between Earth and UK-1. Definitely one up from a sweep ship like Australasia. Gilmore had been there once.




  “I’m glad for you,” he said.




  “Mike-”




  “No, I am.” And he was. Hannah deserved better than him.




  She looked at the display again, then slowly raised her eyes to his. “Getting back to the Ark Royal ...” she said.




  “What about it?”




  “Do you know anything more than that?”




  “Not yet. I’m ordered to report to the palace once I’m done here.”




  “The palace? Not the Admiralty?” she said.




  “Correct. I’m going to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”




  “Can I give you my decision when you know more about it?” Hannah said.




  Gilmore smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said. However much he wanted her as his first officer, he wanted her to make the decision fully informed.




  “And I might not get the choice anyway,” she pointed out. “I’m ‘instructed’ to take command.”




  “If I’m to be captain of Ark Royal,” Gilmore said, “I’ll be doing the instructing.”




  *




  Being inside UK-1 was meant to be like being back on Earth. The laser images projected on the ceiling gave the feeling of the infinite vault of a real Earth sky. Live flora and even fauna were loose in the open areas, all native to the British Isles. The air had a clean, piney smell which Gilmore always felt to be tacky, being so blatantly artificial.




  His legs were wobbly: he had been on a two month patrol in a ship without a centrifuge, and working out in the ship’s gym only just kept muscular atrophy at bay. Now those wobbly legs were trying to carry him through a crowd, which he hated at the best of times, and his eyes were fixed firmly ahead, trying to navigate a passage through the jostling people. In this way he almost stumbled over a cluster of three Rusties.




  They were gazing into a shop window, for all the world like tourists out on a buying spree. Gilmore fought to regain his balance and suddenly he discovered he wasn’t quite so uninterested in the stumpy, four-legged creatures after all. Still only a tiny percentage of people had seen one in the flesh and until now he hadn’t been one of them. He tried to look at them without staring.




  “Mike!” A powerful hand slapped him on the back and drove the breath out of his lungs. “How are you?”




  “Hello, John,” Gilmore muttered after a couple of breaths. “Have you seen the Rus-”




  “Yeah, yeah, aren’t you bored of them?” John Chase was a large man in all directions. He and Gilmore had started in space together but Chase had shot ahead and now, while Gilmore was called a captain by virtue of commanding a ship, Chase was a captain by rank. And that meant he was able to draw Gilmore away from the three aliens and carry on chatting, and Gilmore couldn’t do a thing about it except to cast a final look back as the Rusties were swallowed by the crowd. “Heard the darndest thing about them,” Chase continued. “Did you know they make their ships out of pottery?”




  “Yes,” Gilmore said. A plastic-ceramic compound, to be accurate, but not ferro-polymer, like the ships made by humans.




  “Say, Mike ...” Chase looked about them and drew him to one side. “Rumour says you’ve been given command of Ark Royal. That true?”




  “I’m on my way to the palace now,” Gilmore said hopefully. Chase drew back quickly.




  “Then why are you talking to me? Get on, Mike! I’ll catch you at the Captain’s Club.”




  He backed away into the crowd and Gilmore gratefully headed for the transport tube.




  Strap hanging on the way down to the palace – the colloquial name for ‘F’ wheel, the sixth wheel of UK-1, which was occupied exclusively by the king, his family and staff – Gilmore pieced together his brief impression of the Rusties. Quadrupeds, the largest of them coming up to his chest. Flesh covered by a ruddy, fuzzy substance that could be hair, could be feathers, could be something with no analogue on Earth. It was the colour of oxidised iron and even close up it really did look like patches of rust flaking off the creatures. Now Gilmore thought about it, he could remember a smell which he realised had been coming from the aliens. It was as if they had splashed on too much aftershave: not displeasing but not pleasing either.




  The jokes about telling them apart weren’t fair: he had seen they were all of slightly different sizes and shapes. The only identical thing about them was the translator units hanging around their necks. They also had harnesses around their necks and over their bodies, on which hung things that might have been tools or decoration or both, which were as varied as human clothes.




  And that was the sum of Gilmore’s impression of the aliens. He thought dark thoughts about John Chase, a man so accustomed to them that he thought they were old hat, but he shook the thoughts away as the tube reached ‘F’ wheel. He still had his appointment with the king and, if His Majesty had in mind what Gilmore suspected, he was going to see a lot more of the Rusties than John Chase ever would.
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  27 September 2148




  ‘This is a chance for both our species to make a fresh start. We of the First Breed hope that you will take it.’




  The entire text of the Rusties’ invitation was burned into his mind: he had memorised it and looked at it backwards, forwards, left to right, right to left and upside down.




  They wanted something. Nothing was so simple, so straightforward as the invitation made out: life wasn’t like that. In the opinion of R.V. Krishnamurthy, life was far too short for riddles and far too short for being expected to answer them. He believed in taking the simplest solution, and with solving riddles the simplest solution was to ask someone already in the know. This was precisely what he expected to do here, in this remote lodge in the Himalayas, with no one as yet but his loyal assistant and 20 elite NVN soldiers for company.




  “We have them on radar, Excellency.” The speaker was a slim, nervous man in his mid thirties – twenty years younger than his master.




  “Thank you, Subhas,” Krishnamurthy said.




  Subhas Ranjitsinhji was one of those people who was permanently making Krishnamurthy ask himself why he tolerated them. And yet tolerate him he did: the man had been by his side for years. Ranjitsinhji could handle Krishnamurthy’s network of spies and informers, and all the other fiddling but necessary details that frankly bored his master. A useful subordinate and occasionally a handy scapegoat or just plain kicking stool.




  Krishnamurthy deliberately did not get out of his chair but turned another page in his book. A shame about the appearance he had to keep up, he thought, because outside the great studio windows of the lodge the view of the Himalayas gleaming in the sun was stupendous. He had spent many happy holidays here and he was well aware of its isolation, so when he had heard that a party of Rusties visiting Katmandu wanted to look at Everest ...




  Now he could hear the engines of their flyer, echoing along the valley. He slowly put down his book and got up, stretched and wandered over to the balcony. Someone handed him a pair of binoculars and he put them to his eyes. His paid-for, tame pilot was flying down this particular valley with no questions asked, which was as well because the man would have taken much more persuading if he had known about the bomb.




  A puff of smoke and flame burst out from one of the flyer’s engines and the whole craft yawed. Krishnamurthy set the binoculars to autofocus and followed the trail of smoke down, holding the plunging flyer in the middle of his circle of vision. At the same time the noise of the explosion reached them in the lodge, and the sound of the tortured engines that were trying to hold the flyer up.




  “Recovery team, stand by,” said the NVN major.




  The flyer came down onto the valley floor in an exploding cloud of smoke and sparks and dust. It skidded along the ground, still wavering from side to side, ploughing out a scorched furrow behind it, until it slammed sideways into a boulder. It tilted up and for a moment looked as if it might somersault over, but then it fell back down and settled right way up with a mighty crash. It was directly below the lodge on the floor of the valley, two hundred yards away. It couldn’t have been better.




  The recovery team was already scrambling down towards it. Much as he regretted it, Krishnamurthy turned away from the scene – image was everything – and returned to his chair. “Time to finish my chapter, I think,” he said. “Get the ski masks ready.”




  Armed men in masks stood around the mangled four-legged form on the floor. Krishnamurthy had ordered that only one survivor be left but it looked as if he had been lucky to get even that one. The flyer had come down more heavily than intended.




  He squatted down by its head and poked it. The Rustie shuddered in pain.




  “Can you hear me?” he said.




  No answer, except a rattling noise which could have been their usual speech or could have been a gasp of pain that its translator unit couldn’t handle. He hoped it hadn’t lost the power of speech; he wasn’t going to be able to repeat this trick and secure himself another captive. They would believe one flyer full of visiting Rusties struck down by some natural cause, but two?




  He prodded it harder. “I can’t understand you. Speak clearly.”




  Or maybe the translator was smashed-




  The creature spoke. “... hear,” it said.




  “You are a prisoner of the Movement for Free Nepal,” Krishnamurthy said. The Movement was his current bugbear and deserved a few more enemies. “Your friends are dead and you are badly injured. If you want to live you will answer my questions.”




  “... help,” the alien said.




  “Are you asking for it or saying that you will?” Krishnamurthy chuckled. “Never mind, I will soon find out. Now, what is the purpose of the invitation?”




  The creature was hurt but it wasn’t stupid, and it took a lot of encouraging to answer. Water deprivation, pain, keeping it out of the healing coma that was its natural response to its injuries. Much of what it said didn’t make sense but he took it all down for later playback.




  Five hours later the creature was dead, naturally, of its own injuries. So, no need for the freedom fighters story. Krishnamurthy pulled his mask off and stood over the body, hefting in his hand his aide with the recording of the session. He would find out. He would piece it all together. Oh, yes-




  *




  “The Rusties have asked us,” said Manohar Chandwani, secretary to the Prime Minister of the Confederation of South-East Asia, “to pass on to you their appreciation of your efforts in trying to save their colleagues. They regret the effort was wasted.”




  Krishnamurthy shrugged expansively. “One does what one can,” he said.




  Chandwani had Pathan blood in him somewhere: the shrewd look he gave Krishnamurthy could have frozen a lesser man in his tracks. Krishnamurthy had long become inured to what others thought of him, particularly lukewarm wishy-washy liberal Progressives like Chandwani. For a while, he thought, for a brief while, for a glorious couple of decades, we had begun to reclaim our country’s heritage once more. And now people like you would throw it all away again.




  “It was convenient the flyer came down so close to your lodge, Krishnamurthy, and convenient you and your NVN friends were holding your security conference there,” Chandwani said.




  Another shrug. “Fate.”




  “Yes. Of course.” Chandwani touched a button on his aide and the display changed: Krishnamurthy couldn’t see what it was. “To business, Krishnamurthy. The Prime Minister has studied your proposal most carefully.”




  “That is very good of him.”




  “And he has decided-” Chandwani gave a heavy sigh and glared up at him. “He has agreed.”




  “Agreed?” Krishnamurthy’s blood pounded in his ears.




  “Every detail. The budget, the procurements, the overall strategy, everything.” Chandwani sat back and put his hands behind his head. “You can even keep that idiot Ranjitsinhji as your assistant, though goodness knows why you want him. Every detail.”




  Every detail, Krishnamurthy wanted to sing. It was all coming true.




  For years, he had been laying out the case for why the Confederation had to have a presence in space. The one gap in the country’s defences was so sadly obvious. For the last century, Delhi had been too obsessed with expanding its empire sideways to bother with upwards, and as a result the Confederation was a world power with no space presence. The logic was that there was plenty of room down below on Earth; but Krishnamurthy, who had spent most of his career helping his country acquire and retain its empire, knew otherwise. Afghanistan, Tibet, Bangladesh, Burma ... there wasn’t much further they could expand before they clashed with the interests of other nations that it would be best not to antagonise.




  But now the Confederation was going on the delegation, and he would be in charge ...




  “They’re giving me rope,” he murmured.




  Chandwani gave a thin smile. “How can we lose? At best, your plan succeeds, we win the bid for this world of theirs, you will no doubt remain as administrator or whatever. You’re out of our hair. At worst, we lose the bid and you return in disgrace, defeated, finished. You’re out of our hair.”




  “The administration’s gratitude for my past efforts is almost overwhelming.”




  Chandwani’s smile vanished. He stood up, pushing the chair back, and crossed to the window to look out at the bicentenary monument in the square outside – a 50-foot statue of the Mahatma. “The Indian republic is 200 years old,” he said, “and in that time I think we’ve occasionally drifted somewhat from the principles on which it was founded.” He nodded at the statue. “Every now and then a country goes mad. It happened to the fascist and communist states of the twentieth century, the combines of the twenty first ... and it happened to us in the twenty second. We were rich and powerful but we were peaceful. We founded the Confederation because economically and technologically we dominated Asia and we wanted to use that power for the good of all. And we did, for a while, until you and your kind came along with your talk of Greater India and your dreams of the bad old days. Conquest, war, glory.”




  “You have to admit it is more interesting than parliamentary democracy,” Krishnamurthy said.




  Chandwani glared at him.




  “I know how you despise the Progressives,” he said, “but we are healing India, and hence the Confederation. We came close to the Mahatma’s ideals once and people like you drew us away. Now we’re having a second chance.”




  “What goes around comes around,” Krishnamurthy said. “Very karmic. And in the process you weaken our borders, dilute our power-”




  “Our border acquisitions were justified at the time as necessary for our security. Now that we are confident in our security, we no longer need the acquisitions. Thus, the administration shows its consistency and sense of purpose.” Chandwani strolled back to his desk and sat down again. “We are getting off the point. The Rusties are grateful, your plan is approved, now go.”




  Krishnamurthy turned to leave, slowly, showing that he was leaving because he chose to and not because he had been dismissed.




  “The crew will all be citizens, of course?” Chandwani said behind him. Krishnamurthy smiled to himself: so, even Chandwani had an ounce of patriotism inside him.




  “Of course,” said Krishnamurthy. The Rusties had specified that all delegates provide their own ship – a stipulation doubtless intended to separate the men from the boys, and it had almost excluded the Confederation, except that one of the procurements the Prime Minister had just approved was of a spaceship adequate to the task in hand. The crew would have to be picked from the trained spacers of other spacelines, but-




  “May I suggest the Gandhi as a suitable name?” Chandwani said.




  “It had occurred to me.” If it kept the man quiet ...




  But not Gandhi, no, for all Krishnamurthy’s admiration of the way the man had stood up to the British. The ship’s name would be from an earlier and darker part of India’s history: a man for whom Krishnamurthy’s admiration was unbridled and unconditional. Founder of the Maratha state, protector of his people and owner of a name that had struck fear into the hearts of his enemies.




  “Shivaji!” he murmured, but only to himself.




  - 4 -




  26 March 2149




  An amboid was waiting for Gilmore when he reached the palace. The icon that glowed on its faceplate told the world that the artificial intelligence occupying it was called Plantagenet. The intelligence itself was contained in a ROM crystal somewhere else on UK-1, but its attention was concentrated here. It was rare for such a high-level AI to be running mundane errands, and Gilmore wondered if he should feel flattered that one had come to meet him.




  “Did the king have any reason for calling you Plantagenet?” he said, on a whim, as the amboid guided him through the palace.




  “His Majesty calls us all after Britain’s royal dynasties, Commander Gilmore.”




  “I can’t wait to meet Saxe-Coburg-Gotha,” Gilmore muttered. One more example of the Pretender to the throne of Great Britain’s eccentricities.




  “That AI is simply called Saxe-Coburg,” Plantagenet said helpfully. Gilmore stopped making conversation.




  It was the first time Gilmore had stopped in ‘F’ wheel, and with his first chance to look around he began to revise his opinion of the king. It was as one felt a palace should be: quiet, calm, ornate. Somehow he didn’t doubt that the carpets and paintings and tapestries were genuine ... and that was just it. Mad kings hid in pianos and let their realms go to pot. King Richard had put a lot of love and care into this. He was obsessive about his kingdom but maybe – just maybe – not necessarily mad.




  “This way, Commander,” said a voice at his elbow and he suddenly remembered where he was. He followed Plantagenet.




  “Please wait in here, Commander,” Plantagenet said. Gilmore was led into a room lined with books. “His Majesty will be with you shortly,” Plantagenet said, and left.




  As was no doubt expected of him, Gilmore began to inspect the books. Few surprises there. Churchill’s History of the English-Speaking Peoples. The complete works of Shakespeare, every play individually bound. How much had shipping all this out from Earth cost?




  “Impressed?”




  Gilmore didn’t jump: naturally the king would have a sense of theatre and he would have to show up just now. So he turned round slowly.




  Richard Windsor was a thickset man in his early sixties. He wore a suit which looked quite casual but which Gilmore suspected was well out of his price range. He seemed quite friendly and his eyes were very shrewd.




  This man, Gilmore finally decided, is not in the least bit mad.




  “I would come a long way to see a library like this, sir,” he said. His reply was meant to be to the point, abrupt, showing the king he wasn’t here to take nonsense. Then he ruined it by adding a ‘sir’ at the end.




  The king nodded, absorbing the information without acknowledging it. “Can I offer you tea?” he said.




  A slim man with a moustache was waiting for them in the v-room where tea was served.




  “Have you met my son?” the king asked. “James, Commander Michael Gilmore.”




  “How do you do,” said James, Prince of Wales. He and Gilmore shook hands. Gilmore knew the man by sight, of course, as he knew his two younger sisters and their mother. One princess was an actor, the other worked for a space company – not the RSF – and the Queen spent most of her time on Earth. None of them played a part in UK-1 affairs.




  “Please, sit down,” the king said. “What do you think, Commander?”




  Gilmore sat and looked with interest at the virtual display all around them. It was as though they sat at a point in the central axis of UK-1, and the great ship’s walls and ceilings were transparent. They could look down at anything in the ship, anywhere. It was the closest thing the king could find to standing on a mountain and looking out over his kingdom. There were even people moving about in the corridors and plazas.




  “If you were to zoom in on this room,” the king said, “you would find three simulacra there, watching a similar scene. Of course, at that level the resolution begins to get fuzzy. Other than that it’s just made up. The people cycle through the same set of activities every three minutes.”




  “Nice toy,” Gilmore said. It was impressive, even if it was just a show. There was no flicker, no disjuncture between cycles. Beginning and end merged seamlessly into each other. It did annoy him slightly that the king felt he had to call attention to everything. If you’re king, he thought, you shouldn’t have anything to prove.




  A woman came in carrying a tea tray and Gilmore was trying to place her – not any of the senior politicians, not a member of the Fleet – when it finally dawned on him that she was here purely to serve the tea. After that he couldn’t take his eyes off her: he couldn’t believe that in somewhere like UK-1, where everyone paid their way, there were people whose sole function was to pour tea.




  “So, do you like my kingdom?” the king asked. He did lower himself to passing the cups himself once the servant had gone. They sat in chairs side by side and looked out at his realm. Prince James sat opposite them and drank silently, rarely taking his eyes off Gilmore.




  Gilmore wondered why the king seemed so anxious to get his approval. He was like a small child, constantly drawing attention to his new toy. “It’s a grand achievement,” he said. “It’s been something to look forward to at the end of each voyage.”




  “I’m glad. I enjoy it too, you know. More than I would if I still had my ancestral throne, I suspect. I have a kingdom of seven thousand four hundred and thirty seven subjects, which is quite a comfortable size to rule. Of course, everyone thinks I’m mad. You think I’m mad.”




  “Not anymore.”




  “Really? How kind.” The king sipped his tea. “And if you don’t think I’m mad anymore, what do you think?”




  “I think you know exactly what you’re doing.”




  The king beamed. “Then we’ll get to business. I heard about your last mission, by the way – that run-in with the scuttler. Shame it ended that way.”




  “Yes,” Gilmore said. An enquiry had been held while Australasia was on its homeward voyage and he had been cleared of all blame, which still didn’t make it easy. Lives had been lost, and wouldn’t have been if he had just left things alone.




  And neglected your job. He was used to having the two halves of his intellect slug out the different sides of an argument, and he was able to relegate it to the back of his mind while he listened to the king.




  “But that stunt you pulled to make it back off – that was inspired, Commander. And not the first time you’ve pulled something that isn’t in any of the books.”




  “Maybe I should write a book,” Gilmore said.




  The king chuckled as he pulled out an aide and flipped it on. “Maybe. And I heard about the torpedo, of course. Is your ship okay?”




  “Our radiation shielding held up, so no crew exposure. The ship was blinded for a couple of minutes but that was all. No blast damage.”




  “Excellent,” the king said. Even nuclear weapons weren’t that effective in space, with no air to carry the shockwave of the explosion: heat and radiation were the killers, and they were dissipated over space distances. But they were good enough to hold an enemy at bay, which was what the scuttler had been doing. “You know, there’s a lot of theoretical work going on about space warfare. Fascinating stuff. Nuclear weapons for long range combat, lasers and solid objects for close quarters. Early days yet, of course.”




  “So far,” Gilmore said. He couldn’t help thinking that if even scuttlers now had access to weaponry, it was more than early days.




  The king changed the subject.




  “Now, let’s see.” His eyes scanned the display as he spoke. “You’ve commanded the Australasia for three years, doing sweep duty. Prior to that you were chief executive officer on the Oceania, which was your first job in the Royal Space Fleet. My spies report that you run a happy ship and none of your crew members ever have any complaints about you. You’ve worked for the Fleet for seven years in all.”




  Gilmore sipped his tea, saying nothing.




  “Oceania was your first job for us,” the king said. “Before that, you were with the Starward Space Company, on the Solar Sailor.” The king still smiled, but the cheer had left his eyes. This wasn’t quite an interrogation, Gilmore thought, but it was damn similar.




  “Correct,” he said mildly.




  “You worked for them ever since graduating with a blue grade. Your cadet files rated you as excellent command material.”




  “I wouldn’t know.” Gilmore knew now where this conversation was going and mentally braced himself.




  “Of course not. Confidential, aren’t they? Well, take it from me, they did.” The king, a major shareholder in Starward, raised his cup and drained the last drops, then set it down and reached for the teapot. “Why,” he said as he refilled their cups, “did said excellent command material only make it to junior exec in all those years at Starward? And how did you manage to start your career with the Fleet on a cargo ship and end on sweep patrol, rather than the other way round?”




  I ought, Gilmore thought, to throw this tea at you and storm out. And you know it.




  “I started as a junior officer on the lunar run from Earth,” he said slowly. The king nodded encouragement. “The usual thing was to start there, then graduate upwards to the more prestigious jobs, like the Mars run.”




  “And why didn’t you? Why-” Here it comes, Gilmore thought “-were you instead referred for psychological evaluation? You nearly had a breakdown, Commander.”




  Gilmore set his cup down. It rattled in its saucer. “Mind your own damn business, king.” Breathing slowly and carefully, he stood up.




  “Oh, spare me the affronted walk-out,” the king said irritably. He held a plate of biscuits out and effectively blocked Gilmore’s way. Gilmore’s sense of the ridiculous was far too strong to let him push the plate aside and keep walking, so he took a biscuit and sat down again.




  “I was pushing myself,” he said. “I was making myself be something I wasn’t. I felt I should be one of the big guns, one of the hot shots. Instead I was staring at the rapidly receding backs of my contemporaries, and then my juniors, as they all overtook me. I couldn’t accept that.” He took a bite from the biscuit.




  They had shown him how to live with the fact and they’d shown him how to fight the spectre of failure that loved to hang around him but that didn’t make it less painful to talk about. Gilmore was pleasantly surprised with himself that he was able to do so now.




  “And you joined the Fleet,” said the king.




  “This is the version that Starward’s psychologists threw at me,” Gilmore said. “The ships I started on weren’t big. They are-” He remembered the king’s phrase “-a comfortable size to rule. Sure, I got routine promotion, but ... I always ended up back where I was. So they recommended a transfer to the RSF. I could handle the Fleet; I just can’t handle anything bigger-”




  “-on Starward’s scale of things,” the king interrupted. He was beaming, perhaps at having his words repeated back to him. “Working for a small operation like my Fleet, Commander, you excel. You have clever ideas, like charging scuttlers on full flame. Don’t say you don’t know it.”




  “Perhaps,” Gilmore said. He knew it but had never really believed it. If he tried, he could remember the way things always seemed to fall into place, as they had when that last scuttler was detected; but he rarely did remember, and it didn’t change how he felt. He was a good ship’s captain by his current standards but only fair by the standards of the big wide world; and by the standards with which he had set out into his adult life, he was a failure. “If sweep duty is worth excelling at,” he added.




  Prince James finally spoke. “It’s an essential contribution to our interests, Commander.” He looked slightly shocked that anyone could think otherwise of sweep duty.




  “Throwing people off rocks so we can mine one hundred percent of them instead of ninety. Oh yes, vital,” Gilmore said. The prince began to bristle before his father interrupted him.




  “So with all that in mind, Commander,” the king said, “do you think you could handle the Ark Royal?”




  At last! Gilmore had been wondering when that would come up. And since the king had researched him so thoroughly he could no longer even joke that they had got the wrong Gilmore. They meant him.




  “I’ve only heard rumours of her, so far,” he said. “I have no way of knowing.”




  “Sensible answer,” the king said. “Diplomatic. That’ll be useful on a diplomatic delegation.”




  Gilmore breathed out. Another rumour confirmed, and he was first to know. “So, you are going on the Rusties’ delegation,” he said.




  “Of course I am,” the king said. “Wouldn’t have built the Ark Royal for any other reason. James will be my delegate and you will be my captain.”




  “Can I ask why you’re going, sir?”




  “Why? Same as everyone else. Can’t afford not to.” The king put his cup down, sat back and fixed Gilmore with his gaze. “You’re a lucky man, Commander,” he said. “You couldn’t cut it in one system so you managed to find another one, still doing what you want. Most people don’t have that choice. They don’t succeed, they’re out.”




  “Unless you’re king,” Gilmore said. The king laughed.




  “So you would have thought,” he said. “But I want to move on too. You see, here is my kingdom, and I’m proud of it. It’s not just an asteroid miner, it’s the biggest ship yet built and seven and a half thousand human beings are glad to call it home. Rusties have come to see it and they were impressed. The people who live here are happy and the place is flourishing. That makes me happy in my turn.




  “And we’re still a joke! Who out there really takes us seriously? No one. My business rivals and partners respect me but I’m still Mad King Richard to them. I want to make us something to be reckoned with and that is why I want to send someone on the delegation.”




  “Do you subscribe to the trap theory?” Gilmore asked. Few took the invitation completely at face value and the most popular interpretation was that the whole thing was some elaborate trap set up by the aliens. Why was a completely different matter.




  “I don’t subscribe to theories.” The king looked over at the prince. “James?”




  The Prince of Wales leaned forward, putting his cup down so he could concentrate more on Gilmore. He gave the impression of seeking to convert Gilmore to a cause. “We had Ark Royal built because we needed a ship,” he said. “You know it’s a condition that delegates provide their own to travel on?” Gilmore nodded. “Now, we have a ship, we have several ships, but we want to do this properly. Diplomatic delegations don’t travel in sweeps, do they? They have proper military escorts. Hence, His Majesty’s Starship Ark Royal. Good name, don’t you think? Traditional. Apt for the UK’s first starship. Here, take a look. I’ll copy it to your own aide if you like.”




  He passed his aide over to Gilmore, already activated. Ark Royal’s specs were on the display and Gilmore flipped through them.




  “She’s a freighter,” he said at once. “A Morrison.”




  “Her essential frame is that of a Morrison Class 7,” the king said. “It was easier to adapt than build from scratch and it seemed best to adapt a small ship.”
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