
        
            
                
            
        

    






[image: Excision Verdict (ShadowTech Book 5) by TW Iain]








Copyright © 2023 T.W.Iain. All rights reserved

 

Cover designed by Deranged Doctor Designs  www.derangeddoctordesign.com

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

Reproduction in whole or part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited.

 

twiain.com

Sign up to the mailing list to receive free books.











Before we start…

Before we start…


As with previous ShadowTech books, I’ll give a brief recap of the story so far.

A lot has happened since our crew of five fugitives turned up in Athelios. They succeeded in stealing the Cyastone, a relic from a long-gone race called the Ancients, but at a cost. Kaiahive, the company that runs practically everything, is even more determined to bring them on, or kill them. Our heroes have been forced apart, and have formed new alliances. And in the previous ShadowTech book they’ve all been pulled towards the company’s base of Haven’s Deep.

That book ends with Brice using the Cyastone to open a gate beneath the base, releasing an Ancient‌—‌the rumours of their return can no longer be ignored. And as the gate opens, a huge pyramid erupts from the ground.

The Ancient effortlessly defends itself against twenty company guards, taking over their lattices. It then returns through the gate, with Brice following.

But why are the Ancients back?

Kaiahive, led by Macklyn Grivas, see them as a threat to be neutralised .His people have uncovered another relic, the Caduceus, which he believes to be a weapon. When he captures Piran, Macklyn forces the tech genius to work on this project.

Piran uncovers far more than he expects (possibly to do with his lattice being unlimited, after it was restarted by a back-street tech in Athelios). Using what he pulls from the Caduceus he creates his hybrid, a block of code that can, potentially, manipulate others.

He tests this on Brice, but Brice’s screwy lattice kicks back. Then Piran uses the hybrid on Ryann, helping her escape from the company. It works!

So when Brice wants Piran’s help, near the end of Haven’s Deep, Piran again uses the hybrid. This time, he manipulates his supervisor, Casey, into flirting with a guard to cause a distraction. But it goes too far‌—‌the guard pulls a gun, Casey pulls a knife and stabs him, then collapses with an overloaded lattice.

And what of Ryann? She’s with the Collective, a shadowy organisation that wants to learn more about the Ancients, run by a woman called Annys Reid. They’re currently based in the city of Leoniki, close to Haven’s Deep, monitoring the company’s activities.

Keelin’s with the Collective too. She’s a NeoGen, the result of a company experiment to produce living weapons. She’s tall, covered in grey hide, with a snout for a face, and with retractable talons in her fingers. She’s a ferocious warrior, but underneath she’s still a young woman, and she battles with who and what she is.

At least working with the Collective gives her a chance to get back at the company. The problem is, she often has to work with Tallia.

Tallia is (or used to be) Annys’ assistant. She’s strong and tough, and can change the colour of her skin. She’s not the easiest person to get on with, but when Keelin and Tallia head towards Haven’s Deep she’s more caustic than usual. And when the Ancients’ pyramid rises from the ground (an event that almost kills both of them), Tallia’s moods grow worse.

Then there’s the Eves, the result of Kaiahive’s continuation of the NeoGen research. Keelin’s come face-to-face with one of these warriors, and the only reason she survived was because the building they were in collapsed while they fought, and when Keelin dug her way to freedom the Eve was nowhere to be seen.

There’s one more strand of the story to deal with‌—‌Deva and the Heralds. Deva is the fifth member of the original crew (along with Ryann, Keelin, Brice and Piran). She’s plucky, small, and always questions stuff. She’s fallen in with the Heralds, a quasi-religious organisation that sees the Ancients as the saviours of humanity. They’re led by Chiron Blake, and while Deva’s developed a lot of respect for the man, she’s frustrated that he won’t listen to her concerns‌—‌that the company always seem to know of their missions beforehand, implying that they have a spy within the Heralds.

There’s nothing she can do about it, because she’s put on a train with her friend Wrench, one of the Herald techs. The plan is to rendezvous with the other Heralds later, on a ship bound for Haven’s Deep (the company can monitor air-space, so flying in will be too risky).

But there are three company agents on the train (Deva calls them Creepy, Lanky and Shorty). Attempting to figure out what they know, Deva ends up in their suite, where she is attacked by Shorty. They both fall from the moving train, into the snow of the mountains. Shorty hits his head on a rock and dies. Deva is rescued then returned to the train (and it’s unclear if these rescuers were summoned to help or were in the area by chance).

Back on the train, the remaining agents (especially Creepy) close in on Deva and Wrench, forcing them to make a daring escape. But Deva’s uncovered important information‌—‌the company know about the rendezvous. With Wrench’s help she alerts Chiron. As their new boat pulls out to sea, Chiron and Deva watch the company agents swarming over their original boat.

And it’s here that Deva tells Chiron that she’s uncovered the spy, the Herald she saw talking furtively with Lanky‌—‌none other than Chiron’s second-in-command, Lise.

So the stage is set. Deva’s with the Heralds, in the sea not far from Haven’s Deep. Ryann and Keelin are with the Collective, based in the nearby city of Leoniki. Piran is a prisoner within Haven’s Deep, in a deep depression because of what he’s done to Casey. And Brice has followed the Ancient through the gate.

Read on to uncover what happens next…









1: Brice

Brice


There was a moment, as Brice stepped through the gate, when everything changed. Darkness smothered him, yet at the same time, light blinded him. When he lowered his boot it came down on a smooth floor, not the rock of the cavern, and it felt like that single step had taken him far away from Haven’s Deep. His stomach tightened. His skin stretched. It felt like he was being squeezed.

With one boot through the gate, Brice lifted his rear leg. It felt both heavy and light‌—‌flew forwards, but his thigh ached from the effort, and it took an age for the boot to appear, to reach past its counterpart on the end of his other leg.

He took another two steps, and the squeezing sensation disappeared.

Brice stood in a corridor. It was wide enough for five to walk in comfort, the ceiling way above his head. The walls curved where they met the floor and ceiling, giving the illusion that the corridor had been hollowed out. Light filled the space, but Brice couldn’t see the source.

Behind him, the darkness he’d stepped through rippled. It pulled grey in from the edges, sealing the gate in a matter of seconds. The grey darkened to black, and the surface shimmered with colours Brice could only catch in the corners of his vision.

And those shimmers buzzed, a static that hovered on the edge of his hearing, constant yet indistinct, impossible to focus on.

Brice shrugged‌—‌something else he didn’t understand.

The Ancient was two steps ahead, and Brice jogged to catch up. They walked for what felt like five minutes but could’ve been longer. The air was stale‌—‌no, sterile. There were no sounds and no aromas.

The Ancient stopped. A section of the wall to the left opened‌—‌a doorway, but Brice swore there had been nothing there a heartbeat before. The Ancient waved an arm for Brice to enter, and so he did.

He entered a small room. The walls were off-white, a clinical shade of grey. There was an off-white sofa to the right. Brice couldn’t grasp the size‌—‌could’ve been a snug two-seater, could’ve been large enough for four or five.

There were no windows. Light fell from the whole ceiling. The flooring was grey tiling.

“Wait,” the Ancient said, with that strange not-quite-in-sync mouth thing, and Brice realised he hadn’t noticed the figure follow him into the room.

The being still wore its robe, but had the hood pulled back now, revealing that strangely unattractive face. Like the features didn’t quite work out. The eyes were deep blue, and wide, but too wide, and they didn’t blink enough. The nose seemed small and squashed in from the front, but when the Ancient turned the nose was a sharp beak.

Brice’s eyes watered, a throbbing pulsing behind them.

“We will return,” the Ancient told him before leaving the room.

When the door clicked closed Brice could no longer see it.

He frowned. He stepped forward and ran his hand across the wall. The surface was smooth. If the door was a part of this wall, the join was so tight that it let through nothing, was imperceptible.

“Tech,” Brice told himself.

He walked the three paces to the sofa. Up close it seemed to be a large two-seater, could fit three close friends. The cushions were plump and looked firm.

He sat. The cushions folded around him, gave off a vaguely floral scent‌—‌not enough to be a stink, but a hint of outside.

A hint of what he didn’t have.

And where the hell was he anyway?

“Underground. Didn’t go up or down.”

So this had to be under Haven’s Deep, or out under the forest, in that huge network of tunnels that riddled the area.

But the company had scanned, back when they said the place was a mining operation. So why hadn’t they uncovered this place?

That wasn’t the only question. Not by a long stretch. How big was this place? Was the Ancient the only one down here, or were there others? And what did they plan to do with Brice?

“No way to know,” he muttered, letting his head fall back, letting his eyes close. If it hadn’t been for all those bloody questions, he reckoned he could sleep for a week.

But he concentrated. He pushed with his lattice, focusing on the room.

It was like trying to see underwater. It was like trying to hear through white noise with bunged-up ears.

He caught a trace. It wasn’t like any he’d sensed before, and when he tried to detect a lattice the trace grew slippery, faded away.

Brice was no expert, but he reckoned even Ryann would have trouble reading this trace. When he focused too hard it split, and instead of being one thing it became many, swirling around him.

Was that from the Ancient? Brice assumed so. He guessed they didn’t have lattices, and they weren’t human either. So it made sense that their trace would be so unfamiliar.

“Not like there’s anything here you do understand, is there?”

He sighed. That floral scent drifted over him, but there was a sweeter edge to it now. Brice breathed in. It reminded him of chocolate, only a refined version, the fancy stuff you got in those cafes that would never let someone like him in.

He turned his head, burying his nose in the cushion. That only had the floral smell. So the sweetness came from elsewhere.

Brice wanted to open his eyes and look around, but his head lolled against the cushion, pulling his body. He shuffled until he lay on the sofa, boots dangling over one arm-rest, head against the other. Yeah, definitely comfortable. And why not have a rest? The Ancient would be back, and then Brice could learn more.

Until then, he’d rest.

He breathed deep, pulling in that sweetness, and kept his eyes closed.












2: Piran

Piran


Piran sat in Macklyn’s office again. It no longer bothered him like it used to, even though the desk was too large and the temperature always a few degrees too warm.

What did bother him was the man sitting across the desk. The main man, the one who controlled Haven’s Deep, was at the top of deep Kaiahive. The man who could have Piran killed in a heartbeat.

Macklyn was in his shirt-sleeves, his jacket hanging over the back of his fancy chair. He leaned forward, one finger stabbing at Piran. “You’re a mess,” he said.

Piran swallowed and nodded. “Things on my mind.”

Macklyn did that questioning stare, the one that always made Piran shuffle. “Things on your mind,” the man repeated, stressing each word. “It hasn’t stopped you scurrying around Haven’s Deep, though. It hasn’t prevented you from rummaging through the system.”

Piran’s mouth twitched. But the man didn’t know everything, right? Piran’s defences were strong. Macklyn had nothing but suspicions.

“And the situation hasn’t encouraged you to work harder?” Macklyn asked.

“Situation?”

“Do I have to spell it out to you? Your foolhardy companion opened the gate, and released the Ancients. And then, the idiot goes through the gate himself. And you know what that means, don’t you?”

Piran shrugged. What did any of this mean?

Macklyn’s nostrils flared as he glared at Piran. “It means that the gate is once more sealed. It means we can’t follow.”

The man sat back. “I need information, Mister Remis. Despite your slovenly appearance and generally uncouth demeanour, you’re the best tech I have.”

That almost pulled Piran’s mouth into a smile. Of course he was the best. None of the other techs had even got to grips with the old doofus code yet.

“But being the best doesn’t mean you can sit back and wait for others to catch up,” Macklyn said. “You’re nothing but a tool to me. A tool sitting at the back of a storage bin is worthless. A tool is only of value if it is put to work.” The man narrowed his eyes. “You understand me?”

Piran winced. His face itched, and he tried to recall when he’d last had a shave. He brushed his cheek, and noticed how discoloured his sleeve was. Should’ve been white, but it was grey and smeared.

“Sorry,” he managed to say. “Know I should try harder. Worried, is all. About Casey.”

He coughed and turned away, his stomach clenching.

“She’s receiving all the care she requires. So snap out of this!”

“Yeah. Sorry. I‌…‌I’ll try.” Piran looked up at the man, at that smooth chin and hard stare. “Haven’t heard anything, have you?

Macklyn scowled. “As the medi-logs show,” and he said that with a glare, daring Piran to deny he’d been monitoring, “she’s stable but unresponsive. Her condition remains a mystery to both medics and lattice techs.”

The glare continued to push into Piran. He rubbed his neck, shuffled in his seat. “Might have something to do with the Ancients,” he said. “When‌…‌when the gate opened, it might’ve caused a surge, hit Casey’s lattice hard or something.”

Macklyn narrowed his eyes. “And you believe that’s a likely explanation?”

“Dunno. Still too much we don’t know about them, right? And‌…‌and Brice’s lattice went all screwy, and that was from a lightning strike, wasn’t it? Connected to a Proteus’ sensor when it hit the craft, and it fried his lattice. Never the same after that, but none of the techs could figure out exactly what was up with it.”

Piran swallowed again, knew he was letting his mouth run on. But Macklyn’s gaze softened. Only looked like he wanted to punch Piran, not kill him.

“And even in your current state, there’s hope,” the man said. “A connection between Miss Romberg’s situation and the Ancients, through the connection between our tech and theirs. I’m sure the correlation isn’t as straightforward as you’re making out, though.” And he gave that look, turned the sentence into a question.

“Yeah,” Piran said, and stifled a cough. Couldn’t the man have offered him a glass of water or something? “Could be. Still‌…‌still lots we don’t know.”

“Something of an understatement. Our knowledge of the Ancients, and especially their technology, is sorely lacking. Which puts us at a distinct disadvantage.”

He paused.

Piran nodded.

Macklyn raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah,” Piran said. “At a disadvantage. Need to know more. Knowledge as a weapon, kind of thing.”

“That almost sounds like something I’d say, Mister Remis.”

“Shows I listen, right?”

“Don’t get cocky. I need results, not back-chat. So tell me, what do I want from you?”

Piran shuffled in the seat. He glanced to the corner of the office, where he knew the hidden sensor sat, and wondered if anyone was monitoring this meeting. Probably not. But Macklyn would be recording, wouldn’t he? Most likely play it back later, watch for clues to where Piran had been lying.

But he hadn’t been lying. Not properly. Might not give everything in his answers, but that was different, right? That was‌…‌semantics? Was that the word? It was the kind of stuff Macklyn did all the time. Politics, and all that.

“Well?”

Piran coughed. He tried to meet Macklyn’s gaze, felt his eyes water. “You want me to work harder. You need to know everything you can about the Ancients. And none of the other techs have a clue, do they? I mean, they couldn’t figure even a fraction of the code from the doofus. Don’t even reckon they can get a sense of the gate, can they?”

That slipped out without thinking‌—‌it was only when Macklyn’s head tilted that Piran realised what he’d said.

He needed Casey here. She knew how to talk to Macklyn. And if‌—‌when‌—‌Piran said too much, she always knew how to cover it up, turn it into something innocent.

“I mean,” he continued, pilling his collar away from his neck, “all the tech’s connected, right? Get a lattice enhanced for tracking, you can sense other lattices close by. Lattices pick up on building systems all the time. Same the other way round, too‌—‌buildings pick up on lattices. All this Ancient tech works in similar ways, I reckon. I mean, there’s the way that stone thing called to Brice, right? And the gate, it’s got this kind of essence.” Piran swallowed. “Hard to put into words though.”

Macklyn stroked his chin. “Fascinating. It’s that kind of thinking that gives me hope we can beat the Ancients.” He leaned in again. “And it should give you hope too.”

Piran frowned. “Me?”

“You, Mister Remis. As I said earlier, you’re one of my finest tools. But lose your edge‌—‌lose your usefulness‌—‌and I have no more need for you.” He paused, held Piran with his gaze. “You understand, I’m sure.”

Piran nodded. Of course he did.













3: Ryann

Ryann


The Collective’s base in Leoniki didn’t feel like home‌—‌Ryann doubted anything could come close to the farm she’d grown up on‌—‌but Annys had made it homely. In the rooms below ground wall terminals acted as windows, some showing sensor feeds of the streets above, others set to landscapes. The lighting wasn’t the harsh white one might expect, but instead the soft yellow of sol.

It was a haven‌—‌and the irony of using that word wasn’t lost on Ryann. This was a small example of how a base could function if it wasn’t run by Kaiahive, if everyone genuinely pulled together. It had none of the confinement of company bases, either. People were here through mutual aims, of their own free wills, not through pay-checks and orders.

Ryann had been outside almost every day, and that had most likely helped keep her positive. She was careful, of course. They all were. Annys ensured everyone adhered to the security procedures at both entrances.

The building itself was in a row of similar four-storey office complexes, each subdivided to serve firms of different sizes, from single-room sole operator affairs to businesses that took over multiple floors. The Collective’s claim covered the ground floor, plus the three subterranean levels, including the building’s vehicle pool.

Ryann hurried along a corridor, heading to Annys’ meeting room. It was the one room in the base, as far as Ryann knew, that had no sensors. It meant that whatever was said in the room stayed there.

At least, that was the idea. But the rumours circulating suggested that might not be the case.

The door opened for Ryann and she stepped inside.

Annys sat at the round table, a glass of something clear in front of her. Bastien sat next to her. He wore his usual suit, and looked as smart as ever‌—‌and as relaxed. He sipped a cloudy liquid, and while Ryann couldn’t smell the alcohol in the air, the way the liquid clung to the side of the glass suggested there was something in the drink to give it a kick.

There were two empty seats at the table, and Annys jerked her head towards one. A glass of water sat on the table in front of it. It didn’t escape Ryann’s notice that the seat backed onto the door.

“Sorry I’m late.” She pulled the chair out and sat.

“You’ve been busy,” Annys said, her voice brusque but not unkind. “How was your time with the techs?”

“Very constructive.” She recalled all Sinon had told her‌—‌he did a marvellous job of translating the tech-group’s more obscure language into something she could understand. “There’s a great deal about the readings from the pyramid that they can’t as yet understand, but the shimmer on the outside is definitely connected to energy. The fact that it pulses so regularly indicates some kind of control, they say. They’re hopeful they’ll uncover more very soon.”

Annys nodded along, her expression never changing. “So they know nothing yet.”

“They have leads, and avenues to explore.”

“But no definite answers. Disappointing, but not unexpected. I’m sure the company don’t have all the answers either.”

Ryann frowned. “Have none of your sources told you anything?”

Bastien leaned in. “That’s the reason for this meeting, Ryann. After what happened to Nolan Moraitis, we lost a valuable line into Haven’s Deep itself‌—‌as well as a fine operative and a good, peace-loving man.”

“Although we should have a replacement of sorts before too long.” Annys shot a look at Bastien as she said that.

He continued, addressing Ryann more than Annys. “I’m sure you’re aware of the current rumours. And, as is so often the case with rumours, they have their genesis in truth. We’ve compiled a detailed report, and the situation is most disturbing. We haven’t yet given the report a general release‌—‌we’re treating the whole matter in strict confidentiality at the moment, and for reasons that will become clear we don’t want to share over the network. But I’ll link you in right now, Ryann. We’ll give you a moment to peruse the documents.”

Ryann nodded, accepting the man’s convoluted words. A message icon flashed in Ryann’s lenses. She triggered retrieval, and the data packet entered her node. She pulled up the packet menu and opened the file tree.

“That’s a lot of information,” she said.

“I suggest you scan the top-level fields to get a sense of the data.”

There were files on over a hundred individuals. Some worked directly for Kaiahive, others in concerns that had ties with the company‌—‌which wasn’t surprising, when the company’s tendrils were so numerous. Some were high-level employees, some freelancers taken on as advisers and such like, but many were lower down. There were cleaners and general admin, as well as tech assists and mechs. They worked all over‌—‌this planet, Gaia, the outer rocks and inter-planetaries like Metis.

And all had died in the last few weeks.

Summaries had these fatalities down as unfortunate accidents or complications from long-term medical issues. There was no apparent indication of foul play.

But there had to be a connection.

Ryann looked up at Annys. “They were Collective agents?” she asked.

“Fast work,” Annys said as she shot a glance at Bastien, who nodded. “Some were our agents, others sources.”

“And the Collective isn’t a huge operation,” Ryann continued, working through the chain of logic as she spoke. “Not in terms of people, at least. So this number dying in such a short period of time is‌…‌is an indication of something more sinister.”

Annys narrowed her eyes. “Sinister? Care to elaborate?”

Ryann didn’t. The conclusion she’d already reached was too troubling. But she had to get it out. And if she was wrong‌—‌if Annys laughed in her face at such a foolish assumption‌—‌then that was for the best.

“It’s co-ordinated,” she said. “A handful of deaths could be accidental, but this number points to an organised campaign against the Collective.”

“And who would have the means to mount such a campaign?” Annys’ question was more of a prompt, and Ryann took it.

“Kaiahive,” she said. “And the implications go deeper, surely. If they’ve killed so many Collective agents and sources in such a short time, they have deep information, which implies that they’ve infiltrated the organisation.”

Ryann took a deep breath as she looked at both Annys and Bastien. They watched her, and their foreheads were lined, their eyes both hard and troubled. Their traces throbbed with anticipation. No‌—‌with dread.

“Which is why you didn’t want to risk sharing these files more openly,” Ryann continued. “They could have our system hacked, or they could have spies within the Collective, even in this base.” She turned to Annys. “So what are our options?”

Annys reached for her drink and took a sip. There was a moment when her hand shook, but her lips steadied the glass.

“Our options are limited,” Bastien said. “We’ve been focused on the Ancients issue, and that is still a priority. We can’t stretch our resources too thinly.”

“But the matter needs investigating.” Annys placed her glass down without a sound. “Obviously, we can’t work on this openly. Not when we’re unsure who can be trusted. Our own security must be a priority.”

Ryann nodded. Annys continued.

“I’ve instructed Sinon to run a complete system security check. I’m also putting in place a restricted access protocol over the building itself. Only those with direct authorisation from me will be allowed out into the city.”

Ryann frowned. “We’re under lock-down?”

“For our own safety. The official reason will be the increased company presence on the streets in response to the return of the Ancients, but such a move will allow us to better monitor communications.”

“But there are risks in a lock-down,” Ryann said. “If the company make a direct move against us, won’t we be trapped?”

“We have no indication they know of our presence here.” Annys sat back. “And, of course, we have emergency procedures in place.”

“I haven’t seen or heard anything about escape routes.”

“Which shows that some of our internal security is intact. If the company were to use force against us, and if those routes were common knowledge amongst our people, then we would indeed be trapped. And so, those escape routes will only be revealed in the unlikely event of them being necessary.”

Ryann wanted to ask more. Annys’ words made sense, but how many people knew of the routes out? If only Annys had that information, wasn’t that a risk too? If events turned sour and Annys was indisposed, the escape routes would be useless.

But Ryann nodded anyway‌—‌Annys wouldn’t budge on this, would she?

“Of course,” Annys continued, “a lock-down will upset people. That could cause complications.”

Ryann caught the meaning in Annys’ expression. “And you want me to keep the peace.”

“It’s a role you’ll perform admirably, I’m sure,” Bastien said. “In the short time I’ve known you, Ryann, it’s become clear that people both respect and like you. We need things to remain as calm as possible, while we investigate and consider our next moves.”

“And I’m sure you already have ideas.”

“Indeed we do.” Annys leaned in. “If we investigate some of these fatalities, we might learn more. I’ve sent out teams already‌—‌including your NeoGen friend and my assistant.”

That surprised Ryann. “Together?”

“You don’t believe they’ll cope?”

Ryann took a breath. “I’m sure they can remain professional. And, clearly, we need as much information as we can uncover.”

“Indeed. Concerning those unfortunate deaths as well as our own security.”

There was more in that statement than the words alone, and the meaning was clear to Ryann. “You want me to investigate in the base, then.”

Annys shrugged. “We trust you in this, Miss Harris. As Bastien said, people respect and like you. They feel comfortable talking to you. You also have a sharp mind when you decide to use it. And, if you uncover anyone passing on information, I want them removed.”

“Removed?”

Annys’ smile sent a bolt of ice along Ryann’s spine. “If the company can arrange accidents, then so can we.”












4: Deva

Deva


The boat rose and fell as it chugged towards land, the movement rhythmic and calming. Deva grabbed the hand-rail, closed her eyes and savoured the salty spray in the air. She let the sounds of the sea envelop her.

But when she opened her eyes, the view was still there.

Haven’s Deep, from this angle, was a collection of grey blocks with windows and platforms. Where the base met the water the ground was flat, covered by planks that stretched out as walk-ways. There was some proper, nautical term for them, but it slipped Deva’s mind.

Dock-hands scurried about, some using lifters to move crates, others seemingly doing nothing important. But they were Kaiahive‌—‌they’d be armed and trained. They’d be waiting for the Herald’s craft to reach one of those walk-ways.

And in the distance, dominating the skyline, the pyramid. It loomed over the base, the apex higher than the surrounding cliffs. The black surface shimmered, and Deva knew that wasn’t down to the sun or anything like that. No, it was the alien nature of it, of this thing the Ancients had somehow hidden in the basin, beneath the company’s feet.

Wrench shuffled closer. “Don’t like this.” He shuddered.

“We’ll be fine. It’s all arranged. Chiron knows what he’s doing.”

“Still don’t see why he needs us. Could go on his own.”

Deva sighed. “We’ve been through this. Everyone else in the meeting will have their retinues, so…”

“Yeah, yeah.” He swallowed. “Never think I listen, do you?”

She bit her lip, told herself this was his way of coping. Didn’t stop it being annoying, though.

She turned, looked back the way they’d come. Already, the Haven’s flotilla was out of sight. But it had to be far from land, because that meant they were in free waters. If the company came for them out there, they’d be breaking all kinds of conventions.

So if‌—‌when‌—‌they tried anything, they’d be sneaky about it.

She turned back to Wrench. “Okay. Let’s go through it again. Tell me why we’re here.”

“Ancients called a meeting. Requested all humanity’s leaders. That means Kaiahive, obviously‌—‌especially as it’s in their base. The Governor’s already on site too.” He frowned. “Still reckon that’s suspicious. Five day trip, Gaia to Epsilon.”

“Already on the planet. Prior business.” That was the rumour, anyway. “So who else?”

“Local authorities from all over the planet. Representatives from Gaia and the outer rocks. Major businesses. Although they’re all affiliated with Kaiahive anyway, only have people turn up to make themselves look independent, right?”

“But not the Heralds,” Deva said.

“Until Chiron argued against that.”

“And how did he do that?”

“Knew this Macklyn Grivas character from his time in the company. Got in contact, arranged a truce. Pushed for the Heralds to be represented, and the company gave in.”

Which bugged Deva. If Kaiahive let the Heralds in, it meant they had some play in mind. Always had an ulterior motive, didn’t they?

But she couldn’t mention that. Talking through things was calming Wrench down. She didn’t want to set him back.

Because she’d be the one to pick up the pieces. Chiron wanted Wrench along for his tech skills, and Deva’s job was to baby-sit him, keep him calm.

“So now we’ve got a chance to see inside Haven’s Deep, as guests,” she said. “Chiron goes to the meeting with a couple of his colleagues, and the rest of us watch. See what we can learn.”

“About the Ancients.”

“And what the company’s up to.”

The boat rose and fell as a wave rebounded from the closest walk-way. The engine whined as the pilot swung them aside the planked structure. The doors behind Deva and Wrench opened.

The others had stayed inside for the whole journey, Chiron and four of his higher-up Heralds. But now Chiron stepped out, stood next to Deva. He wore a sharp suit, and his chin was smooth. He’d done himself up for this meeting.

A woman appeared at the far end of the walk-way, flanked by two agents‌—‌dark suits, bulges on their hips, hard expressions. The woman wore some grey all-in-one that was cut to look like a suit, tight across her chest. She ran a hand through her short hair and stepped forward as the boat clunked against the walk-way.

Deck-hands rushed forward, and Deva reckoned they’d been waiting behind a large stack of crates near the end of the walk-way. They held long poles, did something to make them grow. They used the poles to grab the boat and hold it tight, fixed it in place.

A ramp unfolded from the side of the boat, clanked onto the walk-way. The crunch set Deva’s teeth on edge. And the woman walked forward, flanked by the two agents.

Chiron walked down the ramp, followed by the other Heralds from inside the boat. Deva and Wrench followed.

Wrench leaned in, close enough that his shoulder brushed Deva’s, hard enough that she felt his trembling. “We’re guests, right?” he asked.

“Guests. For the meeting.”

She glanced over her shoulder. The pilot stood at her control station, hand on a terminal, her mouth downturned in her hardened, lined skin. There was sadness and concern in her eyes.

At least she got to stay with her boat, Deva thought as she approached the company’s lair.












5: Ryann

Ryann


Ryann’s first port of call was Sinon. The tech had his own office, although he often slept there too, rather than returning to the room he shared with Kalen, Annys’ driver. It was much as she’d expected‌—‌half-empty drinks and food containers, a fug of less-than-clean clothing, and an array of terminals and wires spread across every available surface.

Sinon lounged at the desk, but he put his bare feet down when Ryann entered. He ran a hand through his hair. His stubble was patchy, and his eyes were sunken and bloodshot.

“You’re pushing yourself too hard,” she said. “You should let your team take up some of the slack. Tryn’s been improving, hasn’t she?”

“Not consistent. Reckon the situation’s getting to her.”

Ryann frowned. “She’s quiet, but she always comes across as relaxed when I talk to her.”

He shrugged. “Keeps on asking for time to herself, though.”

“I’d imagine that’s her way of coping.”

“Suppose. Shuts herself off in the exercise room and firing range a lot now. Used to go wandering a lot, outside. Tried tracking her a few times‌—‌you know, with those sensors I’ve got set up?”

“And the local authority ones you’ve hacked.”

He shuffled. “You know about them?”

“I suspected.” She gave him a friendly smile. “It’s good to know you’re keeping an eye out for us. But if you don’t want Tryn taking up the slack, what about Astra, or some of the others?”

“Prefer to be hands-on. Besides, what else am I going to do? Down-time, I’m still messing with code. Going into the city’s not my thing.” He shrugged again. “Not anyone’s thing now, with the lock-down.”

“It’s for our own security.”

He raised a hand. “Know that. Don’t begrudge Annys for that decision. Should’ve done it sooner, if you ask me.” Sinon tilted his head. “And that’s why you’re here, right? The situation.”

Ryann smiled. “I’ll admit, this isn’t a social call.”

Sinon straightened, made a show of brushing down his grubby top and straightening his trousers. “Business, then. You want a seat? Drink?” He jerked his head to the dispenser.

There was a beaker propping open the hatch. A panel at the side hung loose.

“You’ve been making improvements, I see.”

“Like to have things how I like them. Standard settings don’t get things quite right.” Then his smile fell. “Not going to report it, are you?”

“Peripherals aren’t my area. I’m here in an advisory role to Annys, nothing more.”

She pulled the second chair from the desk. One of the wheels rattled as she ran it across the floor. She sat, resting one elbow on the desk, between a bowl and a beaker.

“And to advise her,” she continued, “I need information.”

“Come to the right place, then. Got a file on the system, though. Put everything there.”

Ryann nodded. “I’ve read it.”

His eyes widened.

Ryann corrected herself. “I’ve read the summaries, and scanned a few of the full reports. You’ve been extremely thorough. But the reports don’t give everything. They don’t give your interpretation.”

“Instructions,” he said, and there was a defensive edge to his words. “Annys wanted pure facts. Said it was better that way, let everyone come to the data without it having in-built biases or something.”

“And it’s useful to have the pure facts. But you’re intimate with the data. You’ve been compiling it, and you’re more familiar with the sources than the rest of us. I’d be intrigued to hear what you make of it all, Sinon.”

He pulled a face. “Not my expertise, all that analysis and coming up with strategies.”

Ryann shook her head. “Don’t sell yourself short. Most tech work involves analysis, doesn’t it? And I’m not after any corporate-speak or report-writing finesse. I want to hear what a smart tech reckons, in simple words even I can understand.”

His mouth twitched as he fought to keep his smile at bay. “Sure. Okay. My analysis. Comes down to this‌—‌we’re in trouble.”

“Would you care to clarify?”

Sinon let out a long, loud sigh. “Number of our guys gone, has to be an orchestrated campaign. And for them to get to so many in such a short period, it’s extremely well-planned. They’ve got access to a hell of a lot of information they shouldn’t have.”

Ryann nodded. He could’ve got that from eavesdropping on private conversations, but it was just as likely the tech had pieced it together himself. “That much is obvious. But there’s something else bothering you, isn’t there?”

He pulled a face. “Yeah.” His fingers tapped unconsciously on one of his terminals. “Thing is, there’s no hard evidence. Data’s not black and white, is it? Loads of ambiguity, stuff that could be read in different ways, depending on context. So this is speculation. End of the day, any analysis is a game of probabilities.”

“And someone familiar with the style of analysis will play with those probabilities to give more likely outcomes.”

Sinon did smile this time, and his shoulders shook with a silent laugh.

“You’re good,” he said. “Not quite up there with Annys yet, but you’re getting that whole scalpel statement thing, say something all innocent but it hits right at the heart of the matter. Reckon if the two of you work out your plays, you’d give any of those company snakes a run for their money.”

Was she that manipulative? Yes, she was trying to get the best from people like Sinon, but the way he spoke, it all sounded so underhand.

Maybe spending so much time with Annys was changing her.

But Ryann couldn’t allow Sinon to side-track her. She crossed her arms and held Sinon’s gaze.

He rolled his eyes. “Hell, you’ve got the silent treatment thing down too, haven’t you? Okay, okay. So, this is speculation. Might be reading things the wrong way. Thing is, all our people, we keep hard data to a minimum. Security, right? But when someone dies, stuff rises to the surface. These dead agents and sources, I can pull all kinds of stuff on them now.”

Ryann nodded. “That makes sense. Carry on.”

“Right. So I pulled everything I could find. Recorded it in the files, but I started seeing connections.” He shrugged. “Possible connections, anyway. Here, let me show you.”

His wall terminal sprung to life, and over the next half hour Sinon explained what he’d uncovered, and how the data supported his ideas. She asked questions for clarification, and repeated for her own understanding, looking to Sinon to correct her where necessary.

Because she wanted to be wrong in this. She wanted Sinon to be wrong. And while there was a chance his interpretation was off, the probability was extremely low.

And if there was even a possibility that Sinon was right, it changed everything.

“I understand,” she said, once more voicing her thoughts to make them real. “They haven’t finished, have they?”

Sinon swallowed as he shook his head.

Kaiahive’s removal of the Collective had only just begun.












6: Piran

Piran


“I’m sorry,” Piran whispered as he watched the sensor feed.

The medi-bay was a green-grey that turned Piran’s stomach. The room was small, with bare walls and bright overhead lights. Casey lay in the bed, white sheet up to her neck. There was a metal rung to each side, as if she was in danger of falling out. Wires and tubes ran from under the sheet, from her nose, from the pads on her head, to various machines. A tech in a lab-coat hovered nearby, terminal in one hand, didn’t look at Casey.

There had been no signs of improvement since they’d stabilised her. No, since they’d brought her in. After one of those thugs had called for assistance while the other held Kelwin back.

Kelwin. The guard with the bladder problem. The guard who’d been in trouble before, for assaulting women.

And Piran had talked Casey into confronting him. Worse, he’d used the hybrid to encourage her to flirt with the pig.

It was all his fault.

Data swam across his lenses. He’d hacked the machines, and although the data meant nothing to him he’d managed to focus on patterns. He’d set up alerts, triggered if the patterns changed.

They hadn’t pinged. Which meant she was the same as she had been before.

“Stable.”

The word should’ve been a comfort. From what he understood‌—‌from what he’d overheard, listening in to the medics and techs discussing Casey’s condition‌—‌her lattice had been overloaded, and it had shut down her body while it attempted to sort itself out. The tech mentioned constant pulses that matched a hard-reset, but the output wasn’t happening.

Because her lattice was fried. Because Piran had overloaded it.

His stomach twisted. Pain throbbed behind his eyes, so he shut them.

But that only let the memories surface, and he relived that time again‌—‌Casey facing Kelwin, and Piran subtly making suggestions through her lattice, through his hybrid.

Subtle? Sure, he’d thought so at the time. Reckoned he was only going with Casey’s natural inclinations. Liked to flirt, didn’t she? Did with him, anyway.

And maybe that was where he’d gone wrong. Reckoned she was naturally one of those touchy-feely types, but what if she was more reserved than she made out? What if the way she acted in his room was only a part of her job, the one Macklyn had forced her into?

What if Piran had pushed her too far?

He snorted. “Definitely pushed her too far, you bloody idiot.”

Piran rummaged in his node’s memory folds, called up the hybrid’s log. Because everything was logged, right? Scientific method‌—‌try stuff, but record it, then use those records to analyse. Yeah, might look like he improvised on the fly, but he wasn’t stupid, was he? Had to know what was going on. If the gamble worked, the logs would show him how it worked. And if it went south, he could run back over the data, spot where he’d screwed up.

And he hadn’t done that with‌…‌with what he’d done to Casey. Hadn’t wanted to see his mistake.

But he had to face up to this, right?

Taking a deep breath, Piran scanned the log. He slowed the data-scroll. He looked for patterns, ran a side-view of variables. Let a few debugger routines loose, monitored their output.

And spotted nothing. The hybrid worked perfectly.

But it had screwed Casey’s lattice.

“Need to look wider, don’t you? Problem’s not in the hybrid, so it’s in the output. Need to check her lattice.”

Which meant diving into her node.

Sure, he’d done that before. But this time it felt like‌…‌like an invasion of privacy. She had her eyes shut, looked like she was asleep. She only wore one of those thin gowns that tied up at the back.

Piran shook his head. “Not going in physically, are you?”

He stood, grabbed a drink from the dispenser. He sat on the sofa. He got up and went to the toilet.

After fifteen minutes he dove in. After another ten he accessed her lattice log.

He analysed for three straight hours. Had to use all kinds of routines to thin the data, used different analysers to dive deeper.

Another hour, and he understood. He saw where the hybrid output had forced a wild call, had pushed Casey’s lattice to take a gamble. Kind of. Led to an adrenaline spike, and if Piran read the data correctly it set off loads of other hormones, did something to Casey’s heart and the neurons in the base of her brain.

“Pushed too far!”

His stomach clenched again. Piran forced himself to take a breath.

“Can’t let it get the better of you! It’s only data, yeah? You can deal with data. Do it all the time. Bloody tech genius, right? Can do anything, once you understand the problem.”

Only it wasn’t that simple. Knowing what went wrong wasn’t the same as fixing his screw-up. Hell, wasn’t like he could simply reverse the data, was it? Might work like that for simple stuff, but the body was too complex. You didn’t make a gunshot victim better by yanking the bullet out. You didn’t lift a collapsed building up by pushing the explosives back into the container in the basement.

Reversal wasn’t correction.

But it was a start. And this was the hybrid. This was Ancient tech, more powerful than anything the company had come up with.

“Need to take it slow, though.” Because he needed to be subtle. Couldn’t force the Ancients’ code to fix Casey’s lattice. But he could suggest. He could nudge things in the right direction.

This wasn’t reversing. This was correcting.

Piran might’ve slept at some point, but he wasn’t sure. He worked for hours. He ran his ideas through a sim, and even when they worked he re-checked.

And all the time, in a window in his lenses, Piran watched Casey. He couldn’t be there with her, so this was the next best thing. He monitored her machines and he listened in when any of the medics or techs talked.

She remained stable. Unresponsive. Like her life was on hold.

And, finally, Piran had something that might work. He’d run it through sims too many times to count. He’d gone over the code until it was burned onto his lenses, until he knew it back to front, inside out.

“Hope this bloody works.”

He fed the parameters into the hybrid that was still buried in Casey’s lattice. He readied a back-up, checked his monitoring routines were in place.

“See you soon, Case,” he muttered as he let the hybrid loose once more.













7: Brice

Brice


When Brice opened his eyes it took him a moment to remember where he was. He looked over those plain walls, the curves where they met the ceiling. He looked down at the sofa he was stretched out on.

And when he turned his head he saw the Ancient standing by the far wall.

At least, he assumed it was the same one. The face was indistinct again, and it wore the same cloak.

He swung his legs, sat up. “Wondered when you’d be back.”

The Ancient’s lips moved. “We honour our word.”

It took Brice a moment. “Right, right. Said you’d return. Remember now.” He stretched, then looked around the room again. “So what happens now? We staying here, or do I get to see more of this place?”

“Procedure will be followed. You are with potential.”

Brice worked his mind around the Ancients’ words, then flashed another smile. “And half my instructors reckoned I’d never amount to much. Always knew I could make something of myself.”

“You wield the key.”

“So I’m special because I bonded with that Cyastone? Wasn’t sure if that was something in me, or more to do with the key itself. Reckoned it was connected with my lattice, though. Something happened to it, months ago. Went all screwy when lightning struck our Proteus.”

And Brice wondered why he was telling the Ancient about that.

“You have questions,” the Ancient said.

“Sure. Lots.” Brice thought for a moment. “First off, what do I call you?”

“We are the Inceptive.”

“Inceptive? That what you call yourselves?”

“We are the Inceptive.”

“Yeah. You said.” He shook his head. “Not what I meant, though. What do I call you, personally? What’s your name?”

“We are the Inceptive.”

The Ancient repeated those four words with the exact same tone as before. Almost like it was a recording.

“But you’ve got a name, right? I mean, there’s more than one of you.” He frowned. “There’s not only you, is there?”

“We are many.”

“Reckoned so.” Brice looked around the room again, then back to the Ancient‌—‌calling the thing an Inceptive felt wrong. The Ancient stood without moving, watching Brice. It made no move to respond, so Brice stuck out his hand.

“I’m Brice,” he said.

The Ancient looked at Brice’s hand. “Your designation is Brice Carras,” it said.

“Designation? Oh, right. My name. Brice Carras. That’s me. So what’s your designation?”

The Ancients seemed to ponder that for a moment, then said, “My designation is…” and ran through a string of digits and numbers that Brice couldn’t follow.

“That’s one hell of a name…”

“My designation is…”

“Yeah, yeah,” Brice said, waving a hand to cut the Ancient off. “But it’s not really a name, is it? It’s more of a reference code. I mean, you get together with your buddies, they don’t call you‌…‌they don’t keep using that designation thing, do they?”

The Ancient tilted its head, like it didn’t understand.

“When you get with your friends,” Brice tried, “what do they call you?”

“When we commune, we know.”

“You know?”

“We know.”

“We?”

“We are the Inceptive.”

Brice closed his eyes, let his head drop forward. This wasn’t getting anywhere.

He looked up. “So you don’t use names.”

“My designation…”

Brice waved his hands. “Yeah. Don’t need to repeat that. And when you get with your pals, you all know who each other is, so you don’t need names. I’ve got it. Okay. Let’s change the topic. What is this place?”

“You are in the waiting area.”

“Waiting area?”

“Area designate…” and, again, the Ancient spewed out some code, too fast for Brice to understand. “The waiting area.”

“Waiting area,” Brice repeated. He patted the cushion to his side. “Comfortable. So, what are we waiting for?”

“Time.”

Brice snorted. “Always waiting for time. Wouldn’t be waiting, if there wasn’t time. But it would be good to have some idea what’s going to happen. Help settle me, you know?”

“You are safe.”

“Saying that doesn’t make it so. I mean, you’ve got me in this cell, and you don’t answer my questions. Reckon I can put up with a lot, but everyone’s got their breaking point.”

“You are with potential. Protocol will be followed. You are safe.”

Brice thought, memories rising. “You mentioned something about judgement, back in the cavern. So you’re going to judge us all. But that takes time. I’m safe‌—‌whatever that means‌—‌because of using the key thing, but I have to wait for you to judge everyone else.” He tilted his head. “Is that close enough?”

The Ancient stared blankly. “That approximates.”

Which, Brice reckoned, was as good as he was going to get. “And others? Take it I’m not going to be the only one who’s safe, am I?”

“Procedure will be adhered to.”

Brice waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. You don’t know what’s going to happen to everyone. Still got to judge them or whatever. Get that. But, statistically, there’s going to be more than just me, right? I mean, I’m not that special.”

“You wield the key.”

“So you said before.” He paused for a moment. “Are you saying the Cyastone‌—‌the key‌—‌only bonds with one person?”

“Key and wielder are strong-bonded.”

Brice took that as a yes. “So, what, there’s other keys around? You’re waiting for people to find them and bond?”

“Protocol will be adhered to. Time will decide.”

Which was an intriguing way of putting it‌—‌time will decide, rather than the Ancients would decide. Like it was all pre-ordained or something.

And if Brice asked for details, this thing would spout that ‘protocol will be adhered to’ line. So Brice had to take a different approach. Again.

“But there might be someone else who’s‌…‌how did you put it? Safe? Yeah. There might be more of us who are safe. Do they come in here with me? I mean, this sofa’s comfortable and all, but it won’t take many people, will it? So, do others come in here, or do they get a different waiting area?”

The Ancient’s face didn’t change. It stood motionless. But Brice got the impression it was considering his words.

“Understanding,” the Ancient said eventually. “You desire company. We have observed. In time.”

Brice frowned, added what he reckoned joined those statements together. “So the others come here? In this room?”

“This is your waiting area.”

“So we each have our own cell.”

And, as he said that word, Brice winced. This thing had different ways. This could be luxury compared to what the Ancients had to put up with themselves.

But it still felt like a cell. No windows, not even a door. He was trapped.

Brice nodded, and gave the Ancient another smile. “So I wait.” He put an arm across the back of the sofa, crossed his legs. “Might as well get comfortable, then. Any chance of a drink?”
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