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Dedication

Dedicated to my daughter Beverley, and to the memory of Elvis, our wonderful friend and companion, half-Dogue de Bordeaux, half-Chocolate Lab, all love and intelligent understanding and a beautiful big heart.


About this Book

This second volume completes the Space Train story.

A planetary invasion, a brutal occupation enforced by cyber soldiers, and a small non-conformist community at the heart of a secret resistance.

More Firefly meets Wagon Train. More interstellar scrambling to escape the shadows of evil. More life and love in every flavor of the rainbow while holding hard to the promise of a new life, far away on a fertile blue planet.


Author Note

My dad, Ronnie Bridger, was a yachtsman, a radio engineer, and an amateur astronomer. He died in 1962, four days before his thirtieth birthday and five weeks after my fifth.

At the end of that decade, when I was twelve, I sat with my mum and watched the first moon landings on television. She said we were seeing Dad’s dream come true.

This is why I started reading, and eventually writing, science fiction.

As for families, the “found” version of which has developed unintentionally into a regular thing in my novels, they live on in us and we will live on in them.


1. Leaving Moon Allegro

Rain sat comfortably on the raised command platform, her big dog Elvis at her feet, watching with Sarah Elizabeth’s first officer Dan Sunfollow as their control room crew took the ship into space. Elvis was alert and observant, but calm, equally at home in any compartment of the huge space freighter as he was out walking fields and forests with Rain during leave periods down on their home planet Willerby.

The control room was calm too, its crewmembers working together like a precision machine. No one would guess they’d been scattered far and wide across Willerby on long leave since returning from their last transit.

To be fair, Dan had been drilling all departments in their departure routines for the past ten days while they’d been accepting the ship back from refit, and doing so with his customary thoroughness. And they had performed this exact same departure from the Gibson Shipyard every year since Sarah’s first annual refit nine years ago.

Except that this year, things were a little different.

In fact, this year things were a lot different, but until now only Rain knew how much. She would break the news to the crew soon, once the beacon team had completed their search.

Right now, the only change in their departure routine, as far as the control room personnel were aware, was comms officer Brian Holt and his technicians sweeping the entire frequency spectrum for evidence of tracker beacons.

They’d all heard that Main Security had placed a covert agent as a passenger on Sarah Elizabeth’s sister ship Mary Mackin during her last transit across the galaxy to planet Red while Sarah was in refit, and that the agent had placed tracker beacons all over the ship so that a fast cruiser from Main Space Fleet could follow Mary no matter how many different countermeasures she deployed.

They’d heard rumors that the Main fast cruiser had been destroyed in mysterious circumstances, and all over Willerby people knew that Mary had failed to return home from the transit. She was missing with all her crew. The situation was as serious as serious could get.

No one was surprised, therefore, that Sarah was conducting an exhaustive tracker beacon sweep during her departure from Main territory.

Rain and Dan sat side by side at eye level with the big screen that curved around the forward quarter of the big circular control room.

The three-meter-high screen was divided into three sections. Two showed external camera views, one pointing ahead toward the sun and some of its planets, the other pointing astern at eight powerful space tugs returning to their industrial shipyard on Allegro. The third section displayed a dynamic schematic diagram of Sarah’s systems and navigational information in sharp white lettering on a cool blue background.

A broad walkway ran below the bright display and all around the room. Beneath the inner edge of the walkway, in the wide well between it and Rain’s command platform, sat workstations with individual screens, at which were positioned two officers and ten crewmembers.

Their customary banter was conspicuous by its absence. Not that Sarah’s control room crew was ever less than professional, but hauling her free of the refit yard usually filled them with a unique energy, a gladness to be back together and speeding across space after half a year bound to the ground.

This time, the atmosphere was quiet and thoughtful. The news about Mary was weighing everyone down.

No one more than Dan, it seemed. Rain rolled her head on the chair’s neck rest and watched him studying proceedings. He showed the same intense attention to detail as always, but his serious expression seemed set, as if carved from strong red cedar wood. And there was something in his eyes, something different, like he was watching two different scenes simultaneously, one in the control room and the other inside his head.

He’d been this way since he returned from leave, and Rain wondered when he was planning to tell her what was on his mind, or even if he would tell her.

His mood wasn’t affecting the performance of his duties. Not in the slightest. So maybe she had no right to know what was making him so solemn.

Except that maybe he was thinking of leaving Sarah.

A lump of dread sank in her stomach, as it had whenever she’d wondered over the past twelve days if this was the issue. Was he going to resign his commission with Space Train? Would this be his last transit?

If so, she would miss him horribly. They were a good command team, but more than that they were the best of friends, she and Elvis and Dan.

She blew out her cheeks and released a long breath, aware of Elvis looking up at her and of Dan’s sideways glance.

Brian Holt was receiving his team’s reports. He spun his chair. “Captain, all clear across the full spectrum. No tracker beacons detected.”

“Thank you.” Rain raised her voice. “Assume transit watches.”

As a crewman was repeating her order on the general broadcast, she leaned toward Dan. “Will you come to my cabin once the watch is settled?”

“Yes.” His response was almost a question as she and Elvis rose to go.

Ten minutes later, he knocked on her door.

“Come in. Grab a chair.”

She was sitting at her dining table with sheets of handwritten notes before her, a glass of chilled water and the ship’s general broadcast microphone to hand.

Elvis was on his day bed below Rain’s wall of jam-packed bookshelves, crunching one of his favorite chicken and rawhide twists. His dark chocolate-brown coat gleamed with good health over his rippling muscles. Rain had refreshed his water bowl in anticipation of the salty treat making him extra thirsty.

Dan took a seat at her table.

“I have big news,” Rain said. “Going to tell the crew in a minute, but I wanted you to know it first.” She slid the notes across the table and watched his careworn face as he read them.

He didn’t try to hide his surprise.

For the first time in years, she noticed the healed piercing scar in his left earlobe. His brothers still wore their turquoise drop-stone tribal earrings, but he’d stopped wearing his before she ever knew him. In the war, his brothers said, when his bride Sally had decided she didn’t like it.

A light buzzed on the wall console.

Rain flicked the link to speaker. “Yes?”

“Captain.” It was Alice Road in the control room. “Gibson’s on the radio wanting to talk with you.”

“Thanks, Alice. Put him through. Listen in and cut the link as soon as I finish.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“That you, Rain?” Gibson’s voice sounded clear. “Just wanted to say bye and I hope we’ll hear some good news about Tom very soon.”

“Thank you.” She couldn’t inject her voice with false warmth the way he did, and she didn’t try. “I hope so.”

“Well then, I’ll see you in about two hundred days. Safe transit.”

“Thank you. Sarah Elizabeth out.”

The link went dead.

Dan was watching her. “This really will be the last time, then?”

“Hell, yes.”

It lifted her spirit to see his laugh lines crinkle when he returned her grin, almost like in the old days.

She checked her notes were in order and flicked on the broadcast microphone.

“Captain speaking. I have news for you all. This is important information and there’s a lot of it. So find yourself somewhere quiet and comfortable, and listen in. I’ll give you a minute to get ready.”

She and Dan watched a minute pass on the digital wall display while Elvis lap-lap-lapped his own body weight in water.

“Take a breath, baby boy,” Rain encouraged him before flicking on the general broadcast again.

“Here we go. I have six items of news for you. One: Mary Mackin is not missing. She’s hiding. We know where she is and that her crew is unharmed. They’ll all be back on Willerby when we get there.”

She paused to allow time for the cheers she knew would be sounding in various places around the big ship.

Elvis lay back down on his bed, his long front legs stretched before him, watching her as he always did when she spoke. His muzzle and heavy paws were starting to gray. The look suited him. Dignified.

“Two: Mary’s transit was traumatic. Even worse than what you’ve already heard about tracker beacons and the Main military cruiser they couldn’t shake off. This is what happened. When Mary’s crew was replenishing frozen stores from Clear, a full war fleet from Main invaded the planet. There were many deaths among the population, but Mary escaped with all her crew alive. She also rescued a number of Clears, who requested they be taken to safety on their allied planet, Kwursei, in Dowl space.”

She paused again to let her crew take in what they were hearing.

“Three: in gratitude for the rescue, Clear star navigators gave Captain Tom a library of charts for Space Train to use. They’re the charts of a wormhole network that the Clears have been mapping and navigating for many generations. A different kind of wormhole to those we know. Invisible. Many of them are far longer than ours, and they’re all very much faster. There’s an entire network of them out there that no one in the Main system even knows exists. It fills the galaxy, and now we have access to it. This will give us a significant commercial advantage in the future, and, more importantly, a possibly lifesaving security advantage right now.”

She imagined her people raising eyebrows at one another.

“Four: there was another development while Mary was in Kwursei orbit. We’ve agreed that in future, all Space Train refits will take place in Dowl space, on the planet Anza. This is absolutely necessary, because we’ve learned that Gibson is working for Main Security. Which makes the Gibson Shipyard a dangerous place for our crews and our ships, especially in view of Main’s renewed aggression as evidenced by the invasion of Clear. So we’ve just left Moon Allegro for the last time. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve just left Main territory for the last time.”

She held eye contact with Dan while she told the entire crew, “I don’t mind admitting that this is a huge relief for me. I’m glad we’ve been able to confirm, without the loss of any of our people, what I’ve suspected about Gibson for some time, and to find a safe alternative.”

She took a sip of water.

“Five: the refit on planet Anza that Mary is undergoing right now while her crew are starting their leave at home on Willerby, and the refit that Sarah will undergo on Anza at the end of this next transit will include the retrofitting of a spaceship cloaking technology developed and used by the Dowl’s United Strength military fleet.”

She chuckled. “I can imagine what you’re all thinking. I thought it was a joke at first, but it’s real. Mary’s crew flew home from Anza in a cloaked small ship that Captain Tom leased from United Strength. Spinaway is orbiting Willerby right now, and only we know about it. Main doesn’t have a clue. We flew right past it when we left home to come and collect Sarah. I knew where it was and you better believe I looked hard on every frequency, but I didn’t see a thing.”

She left a longer pause this time, sharing a chuckle with Dan when they heard a passing crewwoman’s coarse exclamation of astonishment outside the cabin door.

“Six: obviously, this combination of cloaking technology and the invisible wormhole network will make our lives much safer from now on. So we have to keep them secret. Main will be lucky if they ever get a glimpse of us again. Another effect of the new wormholes will be to change our schedules. A lot. Our transit to Red that used to take ninety days? Now it’ll take fifteen. You heard that right, people. Fifteen days each way. We’ll maintain our regular twenty-day turnover at Red, so every return transit will now last only fifty days instead of two hundred.”

She allowed a moment for that to sink in.

“There are several ways this change will affect our lives. We’ll see our families more often through the year. And for the first time in ten years, we’re going to see summer at home!”

She and Dan shared another smile. They both missed the gentle summers of their northern continent on Willerby.

“Of course, it’ll also mean that our leave periods won’t be as long as we’ve gotten used to. There’ll be no more half-a-year holidays. Probably a quarter-year period once every two years when the ship goes into refit. The number of paid leave days we’ll get per year will stay the same, but we’ll take them in shorter stretches between shorter transits.”

Another pause. It was a lot for them to absorb all at once. “Now, I realize some of you mightn’t be deliriously happy about this change in our routine schedule. I realize some of your families might not be. It’s a big change. If anyone wants to discuss it, your officers will be available, although please bear in mind they’re only now hearing this for the first time too. And you can always knock on my door if you want to talk about it with me.”

She gave a little shrug, which Dan mirrored. They might lose one or two crewmembers over this. Maybe more. She hoped not, but it was possible.

“There’s something else. You’re no doubt wondering what Main is likely to get up to next, and if Willerby might be in any danger. It’s certainly on my mind. And in view of recent events, I, for one, am glad we’ll be home more frequently. Again, if you want to talk this through, don’t hesitate to approach any officer, including me. And of course this is something you’ll want to discuss with your families when we get home.”

She sipped water.

“Finally, you know those superfast invisible wormholes I mentioned? We’re going home through one of them today. So instead of taking two days to get back into Willerby orbit, we’ll be there in two hours.”

She didn’t bother to turn off the microphone when she chuckled. “That’s right. We’ll be home tonight. I’ll return to the control room after this broadcast and will open access to the new chart library. Control room crews are to muster there now so we can all get on the same page, and anyone else who’s interested is welcome to come along for a look. That is all.”

“So,” Dan said, as Rain clipped the microphone into its wall socket, “we’ll be home tonight. Short leave in two watches to tell our families all this news?”

“Yes.”

“Will you take the first or second?”

“I’ll take second leave if you like. Been home all winter.”

So had he. A shadow passed behind his deep brown eyes. “I’ll take first then. All right if the boys and I fly the scouts home to Morning Town? It’ll save calling Pa out to come and collect us late at night, and we can give the scouts a good post-refit workout.”

His reasons were…reasonable, but she suspected he had another unspoken motive. His tension showed while he waited for her response.

Elvis went to him, leaned against his thigh, and offered his head for an ear rub.

Rain shrugged as if she wasn’t wondering what Dan was up to. “Sure.”


2. Saxe in Season City

Half a year had passed since Saxe’s last visit to Security HQ, when he’d received his orders to join the cruiser Relentless and track Tom Russell’s freighter Mary Mackin across the galaxy to locate the mineral-rich planet Red that the Russell crime family had stolen from Main.

His last twenty-five days since returning home had been physically painful, fifteen of them being repaired in hospital and then ten more at home on sick leave, mostly spent watching armored Security units wiping out rioters in city streets on his screen.

He was still walking with the aid of a carbon cane for balance, but the reset bones in his left forearm were knitting well, while his shattered left collarbone and right kneecap had been replaced with high-functioning metalwork.

Relentless was gone, destroyed by Russell out in deep space. Saxe had narrowly escaped to watch the great silent explosion from his little egg ship Bird, which had also brought him back to planet Main on automatic pilot after he’d been beaten to a pulp by his father’s bodyguards.

Mary Mackin hadn’t returned home from its transit. Some people thought the freighter must be lost, but Saxe had witnessed Tom Russell’s luck before and didn’t imagine for a moment that he wasn’t sitting in a bar somewhere toasting his good fortune. Also, he preferred to think that when the time came, life would grant him the satisfaction of killing Russell himself.

He hoped this summons to HQ was for someone to say the smuggler had resurfaced and send him back out after the bastard.

There were more people waiting for him in the comfortably furnished committee room than he’d expected. The Ten were all there, naturally, plus three strangers. Of them, the older man and the woman were poised and groomed. The younger man stood against the wall behind the woman’s chair and managed to be inconspicuous to the point of near invisibility, which was no small accomplishment considering his height and bulk. Saxe recognized the style. On occasion, he found it useful to project a similarly silent menace.

He took one of the vacant seats at the long conference table, and Hunt identified him for the strangers. “Madam, General, this is Senior Security Executive Saxe.”

The general studied him in the cool manner used by military officers whose sense of superiority required regular reassurance.

The woman inclined her head in an elegant nod of greeting. Her fine golden hair glowed in a complicated arrangement of thick coils, and her mask of expensive cosmetics looked perfect in its design and application.

Hunt finished the introductions. “Saxe, this is Madam Kencheta Quo, representing all the Family heads in this meeting, and this is General Onry Bothe of Space Fleet.”

Saxe knew Kencheta to be the daughter and heir apparent of old Wymark, the ruthless head of the Quo Family. Her striking presence matched her formidable reputation.

She gestured toward the man standing behind her chair. “This is Brutay Condello, my bodyguard.” Her tone carried a distinctive blend of culture and power.

Saxe and Condello exchanged a steady look.

Bothe wore a good quality suit of civilian clothing, but Saxe wouldn’t have mistaken his bearing and waxed moustache as belonging to anyone other than a senior military officer. His comfortable presence in the committee room suggested that he might be a long-term sleeper agent for Security inside Space Fleet. If so, his attainment of high rank was a feather in someone’s cap, quite possibly one of the older men sitting around the table, but none of The Ten were likely to relax their serious expressions and hint at ownership of the asset.

Hunt used a control panel to dim the room lights and illuminate a big wall screen. It was three years since his promotion, but he was still the most recently elevated member of The Ten, so Saxe supposed it would routinely fall to him to move things along during committee meetings.

Twelve years ago, Hunt had formally investigated Saxe for a failure of operational judgment. His report to The Ten had resulted in Saxe spending those twelve years out in the cold, securely salaried but assigned to dead-end jobs, stalled in his career while the similarly senior Hunt had progressed in his.

Hunt, with his pointed features, immaculately shaven jaw, neat black hair brushed back from his high forehead, and blue irises so pale they had sometimes threatened to make Saxe’s own eyes water when the two dangerous men stared seriously at each other across an interview table for those long hours back then during the investigation.

It had been Hunt who’d briefed Saxe about Tom Russell’s Space Train operation when The Ten finally brought him back in from obscurity and offered him a chance to redeem himself.

Saxe didn’t feel exposed the way he had in the previous encounter. While that interview had been pregnant with unspoken questions regarding his personal and professional qualities, this one was clearly a business meeting. He couldn’t be blamed for any of the recent events involving Space Train, so he expected they would debrief on those events and proceed with business.

His view of Hunt had changed too. No longer a personal danger to him, Hunt was simply the junior member of The Ten. A functionary. If this meeting lasted long enough to warrant a coffee break, maybe Hunt would be sent out to fetch the refreshments.

Saxe expected the first images on the screen to be Bird’s recorded footage of the dramatic destruction of Relentless, but instead saw himself crouching naked on the cold steel floor of a barred cell in the Dreadnaught flagship Resolute.

So, the subject of this meeting wasn’t Tom Russell after all. It was to be Main’s invasion of the planet Clear and the subsequent mutiny of that entire occupation fleet, led by Saxe’s father, General Saxifrage, who had taken for himself the title of Military Governor of Clear.

No one around the table said anything while they watched the silent footage of Saxe’s savage beating by his father’s personal bodyguards. At the end of it, Hunt turned up the volume so everyone could hear one of the two big marines deliver General Saxifrage’s message.

“Tell your bosses that Security isn’t wanted here. Tell them Clear is a Security-free zone.”

Hunt pressed pause and left Saxe on the screen, lying curled up and broken in a puddle of his blood and shit.

“A state of affairs that we will not permit to continue,” Kencheta said. “The Families are in full agreement. General Bothe, you are to take a military force to Clear and assume lawful command of the occupation fleet. We have faith in you gentlemen sitting around this table to arrange and enable that event.”

She scanned the stern faces of The Ten. “Allen Bell?”

Bell’s hands were clasped in a relaxed ball before him on the table. Without unclasping them, he straightened a forefinger to identify himself.

“We invite you to replace General Saxifrage as Governor of Clear,” Kencheta told him. “You may dispose of him however you wish, except that you are not to bring him home to Main where he might become either a martyr or a figurehead for disruptive forces. Do you accept our invitation?”

“I do.” Bell’s flinty stare fixed on Saxe. “When you returned from Clear, while they were preparing you for emergency surgery, you expressed an intention to kill General Saxifrage at your first opportunity. Do you still intend to do that?”

“Yes.”

“You volunteer to assassinate your own father?”

“Yes.”

“Very well. That will be your assigned mission. I will accompany you to Clear in your ship.”

Kencheta stood. She wasn’t as tall as Saxe expected her to be, but her posture was that of someone accustomed to commanding respect. “Gentlemen, I will leave you to make your arrangements.”

Everyone watched her leave the room, with Condello close behind.

Hunt pressed a button on his control panel.

After a moment, a junior executive knocked on the door and held it open.

“General Bothe,” Hunt said, “this man will take you to our war room and supply you with refreshments. Those of us who will be working with you to prepare your mission will join you shortly.”

It was a polite dismissal, which Bothe accepted politely. He left with the junior.

“Saxe.” Hunt’s tone turned direct and authoritative, as if he’d been nominated to be Saxe’s case officer, which, in view of his junior status inside The Ten, he probably had. “Your ship Bird is waiting for you at Herd Landing. It’s been serviced and upgraded.” He allowed himself a small smile. “As have you.”

Saxe didn’t like the smile, or the remark. He said nothing.

“While you were undergoing your surgeries,” Hunt continued, “I took the opportunity to have you fitted with a neural node.”

Saxe entertained a brief fantasy in which he dragged Hunt across the table and snapped his spine.

Neural nodes enabled people to interact directly with computer systems. It was secret technology that was being tested on a control group of five hundred Security executives. Nodes were reputed to be popular among the trial group, especially its younger members, but Saxe had refused to have one put into his brain.

He considered his thoughts and emotions to be his and his alone.

And how far a technological step would be needed to go from monitoring someone’s thoughts passively, to actively introducing thoughts into their brain?

Furthermore, he supposed that a node would enable its host’s location to be pinpointed and activities tracked, undoubtedly by some department in Security. Or by some enemy that gained unlawful access to the system.

The presence of one in his head threatened his freedom of movement. It would probably require him to change his entire mode of operation.

Theoretically, a node might even allow the remotely controlled elimination of its host. The brain of a troublesome individual being liquidized without warning wasn’t too outlandish a concept. It was certainly a capability he would look to develop if he were to find himself in charge of the department.

Hunt had planted one of those fucking things in his head.

He had to get rid of it.

“Work with it on your way to planet Clear,” Hunt said. “Explore its abilities. The ship will be your guide.”

Saxe kept his eyes hooded and said nothing.

“At the very least, it will communicate your identity when required.” Hunt didn’t try to disguise his contempt. “I expect you still use a card, don’t you?”

Saxe produced his gold card from an inside pocket to confirm that he did indeed still use it.

Hunt shook his head in mock despair at Saxe’s old-fashioned habits, but then one of The Ten farther up the table cleared his throat and produced his gold card, and one by one they all did so, until the only person not holding one was Hunt.

Saxe’s thoughts were too dark to enjoy Hunt’s discomfort. Despite his on-the-record refusal to have any form of brain implant, there was a neural node inside his skull. One day, Hunt would die for that.

“I’ll join you at Herd Landing tomorrow morning,” Bell said. “Be ready to leave then.”

Saxe was relieved to get out of the room. He was buzzing with suppressed rage. In the secure elevator on its way down to the underground train station below the HQ building, he took advantage of a few minutes alone to fingertip-probe his scalp for signs of the node’s placement, but to no avail.

By the time the elevator door opened into its private exit space, his rage had subsided to a cold fury. Not that anyone watching him would detect any difference.

But Hunt would know. One day, he would know.

The underground station was enjoying a lull between shift changeovers in the government administration district hundreds of meters above. Its stone platform and dirty tiled walls echoed with its relative emptiness.

A small crowd of passengers waited quietly under stark electric lighting for the next westbound train. The demeanor of most of them suggested that they were probably not government workers but civilians summoned to the city for official appointments.

Saxe made his way past straggled clumps of people to a spot fifty meters short of the platform end, where he estimated he would enter the train at the best place for getting off it when he reached Herd Landing, out on the broad high plain four hundred kays beyond the quiet suburban housing estates where most of his fellow passengers would be getting off.

They were a nervous-looking bunch. Understandably so. Security was doing a steady job of containing the city’s near-nightly riots inside immigrant estates on the east side, but in the twenty-five days Saxe had been back on the planet, the administration district had been hit by four randomly timed terrorist attacks, firebombs in three office buildings, and then a devastating nail bomb on an underground commuter train just like the one they were about to step into. No wonder these people were subdued and wary.

Saxe’s apartment was in a peaceful residential district on the north side, but there was no reason for him to go home. He’d taken his haversack along to the meeting so was carrying everything he needed over his less badly damaged right shoulder while limping as unobtrusively as possible with the aid of his slender carbon cane.

Truthfully, he felt like shit and probably didn’t look any better than that. The Ten hadn’t asked if he considered himself fit and ready to return to active duty. He’d have been surprised if they had. And he would have lied anyway.

He just wanted to get settled in Bird again. The little egg ship provided an undemandingly small cabin space with everything on hand, and its computer was always eager to please him. Right now, he expected that Bird would feel more like home than his apartment ever could.

A public broadcast clicked into life. “The next two westbound trains will not stop for passengers at this station. Passengers should step away from the edge of the platform. Repeat: step away from the edge.”

The first approaching train’s growing roar was accompanied by a wind of warm air and diesel fumes forced ahead of it before the engine burst out of the dark tunnel and thundered through the station. Its ten long carriage interiors were lit with yellow light and packed solid with space marines wearing nanosuit armor.

Nanosuits were ridiculously muscular in appearance, but Saxe had personal experience of their effectiveness. He could still feel every powerfully augmented kick and stamp his father’s bodyguards had delivered.

These marines would be heading to the sprawling space launch base at Herd Landing, Saxe assumed, although not to the quietly private part of it where Bird was waiting for him. He expected they would board a troop carrier, probably bound for Clear.

The speeding train was there and gone in seconds. It left an ear-popping silence behind it in the station. Passengers stood watching discarded leaflets and sheets of wastepaper floating and flapping in its wake along the sunken track.

The next train’s carriage windows were all blinded. It slowed steadily as it progressed through the station, but its engine and first carriage overran the platform and sat inside the dark tunnel when it came to a halt.

Saxe’s senses were on high alert. Not from any expectation of personal danger, but with the anticipation that something was about to happen.

A stun grenade boomed down in the tunnel, and then another, followed by the staccato cackle of small arms fire, and although he’d been expecting something of the sort, he still reached instinctively inside his jacket before remembering that he couldn’t yet wear a holster on his damaged shoulder. His handgun was in his backpack.

Frightened passengers pressed away from the tunnel end of the platform.

A tall black man bumped into Saxe and clutched his jacket to help him stay upright. “I’m sorry.”

Saxe recovered his balance and glared fit to burn, but the man smiled as if they’d exchanged pleasant words and then moved on. He wore the anonymously inexpensive clothing of a clerk and would have disappeared into the crowd quicker if it weren’t for his height and color. Clearly, he was skilled in deflecting aggression, which Saxe assumed would be an essential tool for any aspirational black man spending his working days in the overwhelming whiteness of Season City’s government district.

The train engine reversed into full view again.

Heavily armed agents in black urban body armor followed it, walking up the platform slope and scanning scared passengers as they went. There were ten of them, a standard active service unit of Security’s domestic military wing. No prisoners. The ASU had probably just exterminated a nest of terrorists hiding in a maintenance space in the tunnel.

Sure enough, after the black-clad agents had gotten back into the front blinded carriage, a second group of agents wearing white coveralls and facemasks appeared from the tunnel, carrying bodies in bags on sixteen stretchers. They disappeared into the second carriage, and without any further fuss, the train moved on out of the station.

Minutes later, the routinely scheduled westbound train arrived and all the passengers boarded it. Saxe struggled to navigate the step up into the carriage with people jostling him, but a few selective glares cleared a space around him while he climbed it. Then another glare got him a seat just inside the door. He’d planned to use his gold card to secure one, but in the event, his chosen target vacated the seat without any need for it.

His card.

The moment he sat down and thought of it, he felt its absence through his thin cotton shirt. He checked the inside pocket of his jacket anyway but knew it would be empty.

The tall black man had pickpocketed him.

There was no one left on the platform. The automatic doors slid shut, and the train jolted into motion.

The thief wouldn’t be on the train. As soon as he realized what he’d stolen, he would have left the station and got the hell away.

Saxe gave a mental shrug. Once reinstalled in Bird, he would report the theft of his card. If the thief knew what was good for him, he would destroy it. Not that he would escape his inevitable punishment. It would take only minutes for Security to identify him. A black clerk in Season City would stand out like a single ink stroke on a blank white page.

In the meantime, Saxe would use that fucking node for identity purposes. If he had to lose his gold card, today might be the least inconvenient day for it to happen. But when he returned from Clear he would get a replacement card and have the node removed.

And one day, Hunt would die for violating his brain.


3. Ghost

Jonner leaned on his garden spade, its wooden handle worn smooth by long seasons of work, and squinted into the late-afternoon sun.

A new noise.

No. An old noise, unheard for many a year.

His homestead sat on the fertile plain of a broad river, where the clean air, pale skies, and snow-capped distant mountains cradled his quiet life. At one with the soil, rooted in it, familiar with the weather, the seasons, the creatures, he was comfortably conscious of his small existence on the surface of a small planet dancing in formation with its star-family as they journeyed together through eternal space.

It hadn’t always been thus. The first half of his life had been busy. Active. Thrusting. Mobile. Always mobile, always seeking he knew not what, knowing only that whatever it was, it wasn’t to be found wherever he’d found himself at any given moment.

Now he knew that he’d been seeking love and companionship.

He’d found those precious things here on Planet Ghost. They’d then been ripped from his grip, but in a single intense season, he’d known them sufficiently to live inside the memories of them for the rest of his life. Afterward, he’d chosen to live on Ghost. Had stayed to sink his roots in the soil and lift his face to the sky.

Eventually, he’d found peace. For many years.

Until this moment, when his skin prickled and his heart thumped in response to the distinctive whine of a United Strength vessel descending from space.

Time long gone when such a sound from inside such a ship had filled him with the savage thrill of imminent combat on some planet or other.

He hadn’t been that person for half a lifetime. There was no thrill now. Only dread.

Ack Tribion. Who else would be flying a vessel of the Dowl military low and fast over the plain, directly toward Jonner’s riverside homestead on this forgotten backwater world? It had to be Ack.

His old comrade-in-arms had loomed in his thoughts from time to time through the years, especially during the silent seasons when the river froze, and deep snow trapped him inside the cabin, and his determined efforts to drown his sadness in strong drink always failed. Ack’s wife Pen also loomed in his thoughts, and sometimes her widowed mother Blyss.

Thirty years had passed since Ack took Pen and Blyss away from Ghost to start new lives as the alien military dependents of a United Strength officer on some unspecified planet.

Those same thirty years since Jonner resigned from United Strength.

Twenty-eight years since he returned to Ghost with strong alcoholic spirits fueling him.

Twenty-seven years since he stumbled into the reclusive life of a smallholder here.

Twenty-six years since the silently watchful ghost of Ronom, father of Pen and husband of Blyss, came to live with him.

Twenty-five years since Ronom had somehow alerted upriver neighbors to come and save Jonner from starvation in the snow-filled stillness of a silent season, from which he had emerged with determination to work at living until the natural end of his days, rather than dying a little more every sunrise, although strong drink continued to fuel him through his long working hours and longer haunted nights.

The sleek military vehicle’s abrupt landing raised a cloud of dust out beyond of Jonner’s root vegetable beds. Its door opened smoothly before its engine whined down to silence, and sure enough, as the dust cloud cleared, it was Ack who appeared in its doorway.

He ignored Jonner while he looked over the smallholding.

His expressionless features had grown older. Not as old as Jonner’s, probably, but the difference had always been likely to develop thus. Instead of strong drink like Jonner, in their youth, Ack had been fueled by an invisible rage. It made him the fiercest fighter in their unit. It made him a natural leader from the front.

Blue marks of rank on his black uniform suggested he had won many battles in the years since they parted. He was a colonel. Still a field officer, which was unsurprising given the ruthless practical talents and inclinations Jonner remembered in him, but he had attained United Strength’s highest field officer rank.

His stare settled upon Jonner. “Hello, old friend.”

They went inside, where Ack took residence on Jonner’s carved chair at the plank table. Jonner fetched a stool for himself and then a bottle and two cups. They were chipped, but rinsed clean. The dry-tasting spirit was crystal clear.

Ronom watched Ack from his preferred old armchair in the deepest shadow of the room. Ack appeared to be unaware of him, which was no surprise. Jonner had started seeing the ghosts of past citizens only some good while after he had given himself to the land and Ronom had come to live with him.

This was Jonner’s first alcohol of the day, breaking his discipline of no daytime drinking. His nights were soaked in the spirits from sunset until dawn, when he would slump with his head in his arms on the table and remain unconscious until the mid-morning sun on his face raised him for another day of toil in his garden. It was many years since he’d slept in his bed.

His evening meal was the solid daily foundation that allowed him to absorb alcohol all night. This evening, he didn’t think they would eat.

Before taking his seat, he flicked two electric switches simultaneously beside the small water heater over his draining board. One activated the little boiler with a woomph of blue flame inside its metal casing. The other was to alert those who had sent him back to Ghost all those years ago for this very purpose, and to start recording the conversation in his cabin.

They emptied the first bottle of spirit with wordless determination before the sinking sun touched the distant mountains. Jonner dragged out a full case from under his sink and gestured for Ack to help himself to a second bottle while he filled his cup from his own new one.

Ack poured a cup but didn’t this time swallow it in a long draught and slap the vessel down. He took a sip, and another, then put the cup down soundlessly and fixed his cold attention on Jonner.

Jonner returned his stare. It would be pointless to skirt the issue. “Have you come to kill me?”

Ack didn’t even blink. “Yes.”

“He knows.” Pen’s voice sounded clear in Jonner’s memory, as clear as if she were sitting at the table. “I don’t know how he knows, but he does.”

It was the day after Ack’s return from the unit’s successful half-year campaign in some hapless system across the galaxy. Half a year during which Jonner had remained behind as a member of the small retainer force on the planet Ghost and kept his promise to look after Ack’s native bride.

He’d kept the promise more fully than he had expected, more than Pen had expected, and certainly more than Ack had expected.

They’d fallen in love, he and Pen. Completely, helplessly, secretly in love. Only Blyss had been complicit in their unfaithfulness. She didn’t like Ack. Didn’t trust him with her daughter’s future. Wished Pen had listened to her warnings before marrying the charismatic soldier in a whirlwind of excitement and elegant military uniforms.

Pen’s new husband hadn’t treated her badly in the brief season between their wedding and his leaving for the new mission. She’d had no complaints, exactly. But nor had her excitement lasted beyond the first days and nights of their union. When she and Jonner spent time together after Ack’s departure, and she realized that he all along had been the one for her, the inevitable had happened.

“He will kill me,” she’d said, when Ack had returned home and realized what had occurred in his absence.

Jonner agreed, for he knew Ack even better than she did. He tried his best behind the scenes to arrange a posting to some distant planet for him and Pen, pulling every available string and calling in every favor ever owed to him.

But Ack was faster and more ruthlessly efficient. The very next day, he took Pen and Blyss away.

When Jonner attempted to follow them, he discovered that Ack’s strings were stronger than his, that those who owed Ack favors were more powerful than those who owed Jonner. With breathtaking speed, he found himself demoted from active duties and posted as a warden to a prison outstation on the lonely planet Rion, where he didn’t expect to survive his first tour.

But survive it he did, while working out his quarter-year period of notice to quit United Strength, and as soon as he was released from the military, he returned to Kwursei, his birth planet, the beating heart and administrative center of the Dowl Empire.

Only to find there that Ack had been assigned to a secret combat unit, its location and operations highly classified.

Jonner had become an outsider to military circles. A veteran with a blemished record. Untrustworthy. Despite his determined efforts during the next two years, official doors remained firmly closed to him and his contacts had all dried up, while the whereabouts of Pen and Blyss remained unknown and unknowable.

He’d been convinced that Ack had killed them, Pen in revenge for loving Jonner, and Blyss to remove the only credible person likely to question Pen’s disappearance. He’d remained convinced of it ever since.

Ack drew a robust service sidearm and placed it on the tabletop.

Jonner watched him caressing the weapon’s handle and trigger guard. “You killed Pen and Blyss.”

“Yes.”

“You murdered them.”

A small shrug. “Yes.”

Jonner was going to die, but he derived satisfaction from hearing Ack incriminating himself to the people listening in.

“Where did you murder them?”

“It’s classified.”

They laughed. Jonner’s had a rueful edge to it, while Ack’s carried a note of relief at the release of icy rage bottled in silence for all those years.

“You joined some secret unit. I never heard anything of you after that.”

“I know. I heard you went snooping. People you thought were loyal to you, they weren’t. And you were never going to learn anything about our unit. If you’d carried on asking questions about us for much longer, you would have disappeared forever.”

Jonna was relaxed about his imminent death. Maybe, he thought, he could entice Ack to compound his confession of a double murder with some loose talk of a state secret. “You’re going to kill me. Least you can do is tell me where you were and what you were doing.”

“My unit is governed by General Sakim. We’re a good command team, me and him. Back then, when you were looking for me, when I was a captain and he was a colonel, our first mission was more successful than anyone could have predicted. Since then, we’ve been involved in all sorts of secret operations and I’ve had a great career. You have no idea.”

“So what was that great first mission?”

“We seeded the northern continent of Manti on the planet Main with undercover fighters to encourage and lead a revolt against its government. A secret army to fight Main on its own soil.”

Ack’s joy in sharing the success was plainly visible. “They were created by a scientist called Laminum Lem. Sounded like a mad old bastard, but he was a genius. Grew the seeds of humanoid life-forms inside tree seeds. Blended their biology so they could change from one to the other at will, either to fight or to hide in plain sight. I saw his pattern model when we visited his laboratory, where he’d grown her from a seed and kept her as his slave. She was a powerful warrior, strong and fast. Fierce. Nearly killed Lem when she overheard him telling us about the thousands of new soldier seeds he had ready for us to drop on Manti.”

“What happened?”

“He didn’t know she had a natural ear for different languages. They’d always talked in his own tongue, whatever that was. We switched to Kwursei for Sakim and me, with no thought that she was understanding us. When she flew across the laboratory at him, it was like a storm hitting. I blew her brains out just in time to stop her snapping Lem’s neck.”

He paused for a moment, perhaps still admiring his memory of the warrior tree woman. “Sakim’s monitored their progress since we dropped them there. He says all these years later, they’re still doing what we sent them to do.”

“Is that where you killed Pen and Blyss?”

“No. I did them right after we left this dump. Threw them alive out of an airlock. They hugged each other while they died. I watched.” His cruelty was raw and gleaming. He’d waited years to inflict this pain on Jonner.

Through his cabin window, Jonner watched two ghostly figures descending the ramp from Ack’s ship. Pen and Blyss.

In his shadowed corner of the room, Ronom stood and held out his arms to welcome his wife and daughter home. The three embraced for a long time. When they stepped apart, Pen and Blyss regarded Jonner. Pen smiled.

Jonner smiled tenderly in return. “They’ve haunted you.”

Ack’s chuckle was ugly. He tapped a fingernail against his bottle. “You’ve been drinking this stuff for too long.”

Jonner shrugged. “They’ve been with you all these years. Didn’t you ever feel their presence?”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“Doesn’t make any difference. You’ve brought them home now.”

Ack glanced over his shoulder to follow Jonner’s angle of attention. “Went native all the way, didn’t you?”

“No shame in that. This is a good place. Good people. They’ve looked after me.”

“They’re all crazy. Ghosts!”

“They’re not ghosts the way you understand it. After their physical death, they live on in an altered state. It’s like they’re butterflies, with a brief physical phase as caterpillars before they change.”

Ack shook his head slowly. “Crazy. So will you be a butterfly when I shoot you?”

Pen nodded, her expression hopeful. Blyss mirrored her. Then they both looked to Ronom, who gave a very definite single nod. No doubt about it, his warm smile said.

Jonner returned his attention to Ack. “I believe I will, yes.”

“Then go be a butterfly, you fool.” Ack fired his weapon.

The deafening sound of it disappeared in the same instant Jonner was slammed back off the stool. He found himself standing over his sprawled dead body, watching Ack drain his cup of spirit and walk back out to his ship then roar away into the distance.

He found himself being embraced by Pen, and by Blyss, and by Ronom, and then again by Pen. “I love you,” she said. “I never stopped loving you. Always knew we would find you if we stayed with Ack for long enough.”

He hugged her. “I can hear you.” Warmth flooded his existence. “I’ve missed you so much. All these years.”

“I know. My father’s told me. He’s been looking after you.”

Ronom squeezed Jonner’s shoulder. “I’ve heard your thoughts through these many seasons. You’re a good person. I know why Pen chose you. And now you’re one of us.” He gestured out of the cabin window to the flowing river and distant mountains. “Life awaits.”


4. Tote Town, Planet Main

Silver Bark Avenue curved quietly around into the early evening sun, the gentle warmth of which lit the smile on the face of the tall black man walking the avenue’s old-fashioned stone pavement.

Villas stood back from both sides of the road. A hundred years ago, they had been the detached homes of well-to-do merchant families, but now each one was split vertically and horizontally into four units, with external stairways climbing to its upper apartments. Some of the dwellings looked smart behind their front hedges. Others didn’t.

The stately trees that gave the avenue its name, and its lace-like early summer canopy that imbued everything below with a refreshing lime-green glow, had been planted as saplings along the roadside when the houses were built. Many were sending whippy new branches to drape leaves across the cast iron gutters and blue roof slates of their adjacent villas. Some of their strong roots had lifted the paving stones around their feet. It wasn’t recent damage. The man supposed the town council had more urgent calls on its ever-shrinking budget.
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