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Introduction


In the Arcana Imperii Universe, the Anti-spinward marches of the DHC (Directorate of Human Corporations) are the fastest growing part of the human expansion, with colonies spawning colonies as fast as new, habitable planets are discovered. And there are rumours of another alien race out there in the dark, and various alliances by human colonies that have led to proxy wars and brushfire conflicts. The DHC isn’t exactly a government and it doesn’t really have a spy service, but someone’s got to figure out what’s going on out there on the edge, and someone has to hold the line against a return to the Age of Chaos.


It’s worth noting that the DHC has a merchant service that’s very like a space military, and a board of directors (the Seventeen) led by a chairperson (often called the ‘Doje’). The DHC is often resented out on the Fringe, especially by young planetary governments determined to experiment with all of the mistakes that humanity has made in the past. The DHC is devoted to the preservation of interplanetary trade under conditions that foster fair wages and some justice in the distribution of wealth, but it is also dedicated to covering its costs and making a profit on its most important trade item, xenoglas, which comes from the Starfish, who are, so far, the only aliens that humanity has met out in the void.


Within the DHC, there is a division between the so-called ‘Core Worlds’ that were settled in humanity’s first burst of expansion during and after the ‘Collapse’ of Old Terra, and the younger frontier worlds. The core worlds, with their huge populations and regulated industry, provide every citizen with a level of wealth that makes life extremely comfortable for most. Out on the frontier, life is harder, and different. And there are levels of unfairness; the large populations in the core can always outvote the frontier worlds. But in the core, as in PTX, humanity retains a strong sense of history, and an insistence that the events of the Collapse never be repeated. On the frontier, old ways are sometimes born again.


Readers of Artifact Space are aware that there is a conspiracy within the DHC and even inside the more authoritarian PTX to change the forms of government. That plot, and the tendrils of it that affected the Athens are linked to events in these stories, and will reach their fruition in Deep Black, the sequel to Artifact Space, due out in January 2024.


Finally, a word on dates. All dates are ‘ad’ or so-called ‘Christian Era’. Now, let’s be honest, there is no simultaneity across the many light years of the human expansion. However, for the reader to best understand the progression of these stories and the development of the associated plots and discoveries, each story is dated. For comparison, the Athens and Marca Nbaro left the port of New London 2784.4.12 or (old calendar) 12 April 2784. In fact, the calendar of Old Terra remains the ‘standard’ for DHC operations, but no settled planet in the human sphere has a 24-hour day, much less a 365(ish)-day year. The dates are artificial.







Getting Even



New Shenzen is one of five planetary systems involved in a ‘forced colonisation’ effort by New Texas, a rich world seeking to force local hegemony on various rebels who call themselves the ‘Liberation Tigers’. New Texas can be found on the ‘right-hand’ side of the star map in Artifact Space. New Mexico, Deadwood and New Shenzen are all beyond it.


2783.11.4


He was out cold through the high-g burns his drop capsule made, which was for the best, but shot to drug-induced clarity as soon as the capsule was falling free, his eyes on the heads-up display inside his helmet, and the altitude readings flashed amber, and eventually green as the landscape below him changed from a solid night-time darkness to one sprinkled with lights; the line of a road off to his right, farmsteads, as he’d been told to expect. The drop was on target, and he was on time. He let the altitude light glow green for a few seconds, watched the ground rushing at him, and then shed the capsule, which blew out in four uneven pieces that began to break up and flutter away, lost in the rushing darkness. They would disintegrate over the next few minutes, so as to leave no trace …


He spread his arms, moved west a little, looking for the tell-tale junction of the two sets of road lights, then aiming a little farther west. Far off to the east, there was a line of light; he was still high enough to catch an early glance at the coming dawn.


And down, and down, and down. He had all of his usual anxieties: chute openings, missed openings, partial canopies. In a life of extremely high-risk activities, jumping from space was somehow his least favourite.


The altitude scrolled down and down on his HUD. He was in the parameters of his drop zone, and he’d slowed his rate of descent some, and if they had him on radar, none of this would matter.


Tabbing his chute, a giant hand grabbed him and seemed to pull him up, up, the deceleration massive. But his timing was good; he swung, almost weightless, for only a few seconds, and then the tree line at the well-lit road was at eye level.


He rolled, a rush of dopamine at having survived another damned drop hitting him even as he felt the uneven ploughed ground under his hip and shoulder, left arm already gathering his chutes.


He walked to the far tree line, farthest from the road, the chute already a small bundle under his arm, his helmet, the only identifiable DHC artifact on his body, already off his head and dangling from the chinstrap. In the tree line, he produced a light entrenching tool, dug a surprisingly deep hole, and buried the helmet with the chute forced inside. Mostly.


He covered the hole, replaced the alien leaf mould. Star-shaped leaves. They were echoed on the badges on the collar of his uniform as a major of the New Texas Regular Army, right above his jump wings and the name tag that read ‘Hauteville’, which was close enough to his real name that he could respond correctly.


Dawn was still an hour away. Something – an insect? An alien reptile analogue? – made a high-pitched whining sound that at first seemed like ringing in his ears. The air tasted remarkably clean, if dry; a welcome change from his ship’s recycled air.


He checked his short gauss carbine, adjusted his somewhat primitive night-vision goggles, and started off along the treeline towards the next field. New Shenzen, the planet he’d just set foot on, was an early settlement for something this far out from the human core; it had big cities, but it also had highly developed agriculture, and the ploughed fields and their aggressive electric fences told him a great deal about the local biome.


New Texas had been trying to conquer this place for six years, and had sent ‘settlers’ to enforce their rule. According to the few journalists to report from here, the ‘settlers’ had mostly committed war crimes.


He passed two fences without cutting them, and started across a third field. As he’d hoped, he saw a heat signature in the right place, and even as he crouched, it emitted a pulse in the IR spectrum that told him that he was being met by the right contact. Despite which, he spent fifteen long minutes watching. Something big moved in the wood line behind him; something triggered the electric fence and then screeched. He froze. The mammal analogues here were more insectoid than mammalian, even though those terms were meaningless except in perception.


Whatever. He didn’t have to shoot it. He waited a little longer, but it all looked right.


He moved past the third fence, closer to what he devoutly hoped was his contact. When he was about ten metres out, he saw the heat signature rise to its feet and … run.


Only then did he hear the engines: a torrent of noise that needed no amplification. There were suddenly motorcycles on the road beyond the trees – fast movers – and lights. They poured over the hill, out of the night.


‘Hands up! Hands where I can see them!’ roared a woman’s voice from the bright lights, and then there were figures silhouetted against the headlamps, a dozen of them with rifles. He already had the IR goggles off, and he lay flat.


He was still lying flat when four of them walked over to him. ‘Get up, deserter,’ spat a man with lank yellow hair.


Deserter? he wondered. But they didn’t shoot him out of hand, just stripped his carbine and sidearm away.


Busted op, he thought. Betrayed? It clearly wasn’t his contact, who wore the same uniform he was wearing and was now gagged and tied to the back of a big bike.


‘Let’s just waste ’em,’ said a woman. ‘Fucking cowards.’


‘Now, Jess,’ Yellow-hair said in a New Texas drawl. ‘We’ll have a nice trial and the firing squad will off them. That’s all legal, like.’ He turned. ‘You, Major. What unit?’


‘Major Renau’ Hauteville,’ he answered. ‘046-38-98-4534.’


The man hit him hard, and without warning, in the face. ‘I asked what unit,’ he said, voice flat. Ah axed what oonit is what the man actually said.


‘The Haqq Convention of War requires only—’ he muttered before the man hit him again. He might have gone unconscious, except that the jump drugs were still making him hyper-aware, which was too bad, because pain spiked under jump drugs, a little side effect that …


My mind is wandering. Dammit, I’ve only been down half an hour.


He was utterly alone, with no possibility of support.


‘You stupid? What fuckin’ unit?’ the man said.


They were irregulars; terrorists, insurgents, freedom fighters. They didn’t even have armbands, although they did have a very modern selection of weapons. A militia. Probably a New Texan militia. Settlers.


We’re supposed to be on the same side, moron! He wanted to spit it at the man.


He was torn. Playing a professional soldier in an ugly war, he really ought to stick to the rules and not tell them his unit, except that, of course, he wasn’t really a New Texan regular. And it made no sense whatsoever that they were willing to take him, beat him, when they had to at least wonder if he was from their ‘side’.


Intelligence briefings, he thought. Never up to date. This mission had been planned three months ago, on the bridge of a merchant ship running dark and playing at warship.


‘Jus’ waste ’em,’ the woman called Jess said. Suiting action to words, she put a needler to his contact’s head and killed him. He saw the blood. He also saw the woman’s intensity, and her enjoyment of it.


‘Jess, I fuckin’ tol’ you.’ The man with the blond hair also had an impressive moustache and beard, he noticed. He couldn’t help but notice, because he was trained to take it all in and report it later.


It is extremely unlikely that I will be reporting this later.


The blows to his head had staggered him, but he was beginning to think, the jump drugs helping.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ he spat. He didn’t really have to play-act.


‘Ah’ll axe the questions, deserter,’ the man said.


‘I am a major in the New Texas regulars.’ He put every ounce of his mother’s patrician contempt into his next words. ‘You some sort of Liberation Tigers?’


Jess put the little pistol in his face. ‘Now fuck right off, Major.’ She looked at him with eyes that were just a little too wild. There were terrible pale circles around the irises that made them too wide, too …


Feral.


‘We’re the real Texas army, Major. We do the real fightin’,’ she said. ‘An’ we know when you cowards need a lesson. A big lesson.’


‘Yeah, Jess,’ said another woman. ‘Tell it.’


But Yellow-hair wasn’t having it. ‘Jess, put the little pistol down and see reason. We get paid fer every one of these sons o’ bitches we bring in to the Dobbs place. We don’ get paid fer corpses. Do we, girls and boys?’


That got a surly snarl, and Jess’s popularity plummeted.


‘We ought to strip ’im an’ drag ’im behind the bikes,’ Jess said.


Yellow-hair smiled. ‘Let’s jus’ cuff him and throw him in the truck,’ he said.


An hour later, after another failed interrogation that might have damaged his left eye, he was unceremoniously dumped on the flagstones of the courtyard of a big New Shenzen ranch. It was almost a castle, with modern fortifications, but also with some very old-fashioned stone buildings, a big water fountain with horse troughs, and a great hall like those of the Middle Ages before the Age of Chaos. Hauteville lay in painful misery for a bit, hands cinched behind his back. At first. He lay waiting for a bullet in the head, but after a while, he realised that he was surrounded by the low murmur of voices, and he got his right eyelid unstuck and opened it.


There was a volley of gunfire. Some swearing.


‘Next! Sajan Atkinson!’


Sajan Atkinson was a short man in a regular army tunic. He’d been beaten, and he shuffled instead of walking, his dark brown face grimacing at the pain, and despite all of that, he had a remarkable dignity. His chin was up, his eyes steadfast.


He walked across Hauteville’s line of vision and past it.


‘You have no right to—’


‘Sajay Atkinson, you are a deserter from your unit, says here the Two-Forty-First Jump Infantry, New Texas Regular Army. As a deserter in the face of the enemy, you have no rights. Do you have anything to say to this court?’


‘I served for two fucking years. Your fucking war is over and we lost. Shooting us won’t make it better,’ Atkinson said.


‘Guilty,’ said the voice. ‘Do yer duty, firing squad.’


Another volley of gunfire. ‘Next! Miriam Cohen!’


By the time he managed to sit up, Miriam Cohen had been executed.


A man knelt by him, freed his hands, and offered him a military canteen cup full of questionable water.


Very unlikely I’ll die of dysentery, the man wearing Hauteville’s name tag thought. He drank gratefully.


‘What the fuck is going on,’ he managed in a New-Texan drawl.


The man giving him water shrugged. ‘The President ordered all deserters shot,’ he said. ‘The militias think we’re all deserters.’ He shrugged again. ‘War’s over. The militias and the President are the only ones who don’t think so.’


He had taken too many blows to the head. ‘War’s over?’ he asked.


‘Yeah. DHC got a convoy through to the Tigers, and now they have air, drones and tanks. Whole line’s busted. Siege of Yuen Long is totally wrecked. Where you been?’


He was tempted to say ‘I’m a deserter.’ But that would be stupid. ‘On a mission,’ he said.


The other man gave him another mouthful of water. Hauteville was suspicious of the man: a stool pigeon? Where did he get the water? But it scarcely mattered.


‘How’d the mission go?’ the man with the canteen asked.


‘One dicked-up goat rope after another,’ Hauteville said, but his words were drowned out by another volley of rifle fire. The firing squad was using slug throwers, and the sharp smell of their smokeless rounds was like a warning of imminent mortality.


‘It’s not fucking fair,’ a very young man in a corporal’s uniform was shouting. ‘I’m a conscript! Do ya hear me? They sent us here to fight your fuckin’ war and now you are shootin’ us? You’re the …’


Another volley.


Drugs in his system, and training, were allowing him to recover. He got to his feet slowly, already exaggerating his injuries.


The scene was surreal. There were several hundred men and women penned in the courtyard, which was rank with the smell of fear overlaid with the reek of the cartridges and underlaid with a stench of death and sewage. And yet, most of the soldiers, hollow-eyed, gaunt, terrified – most of them stood in groups, smoking, talking, drinking water. A name would be called, and the victim would almost invariably square their shoulders, raise their chin, and walk to the ‘judge’ and the firing squad. Once in a while someone would break down: plead, beg, curse. Gentle hands would console them; few of them died badly. Most died with a blank indifference that spoke of long trauma.


In an hour, fifty were shot. The corpses were dragged away by the prisoners and put outside. Hauteville watched long enough to see that joining the body-removal detail was not a better way to escape.


He’d shared a tobacco cigarette with a dozen hard-eyed veterans of the fighting around Yuen Long. As he listened, he began to realistically appraise his own endgame. He was considering walking over to the ‘judge’ and informing him that he was an officer of the Directory of Human Corporations from far-off New London. They’d definitely shoot him anyway, but it was just possible that they’d tell the Red Crescent that he was dead. Otherwise …


Otherwise, his mother and his wife were going to wait for him the rest of their lives.


‘We fuckin’ had ’em,’ spat a captain. ‘And then the DHC waltzes in with all this fancy gadgetry.’


A tall man with Asian features wearing parachutist wings shrugged. ‘Nope,’ he said, in the broadest New Texan drawl. His flat denial turned heads, even of people about to be shot.


‘Nope?’ the captain spat. ‘Nope? Fuck that. I say we were winning.’


The parachutist shrugged again. ‘We were never even in this war,’ he said. ‘The moment the Tigers brought in the DHC we were done.’


Privately, Hauteville agreed with the tall parachutist. The DHC hadn’t committed any men, aside from a few technical professionals like him, but they’d provided training and material.


‘We have allies that’ll make the DHC pay!’ the captain snarled.


Hauteville froze. Because there it was: the elusive thing he’d come to this godforsaken backwater war to look for. Those allies.


‘I’ve heard talk,’ the parachutist said. He shrugged, an eloquent gesture that said he didn’t believe a word of it.


‘I seen ’em,’ the New Texan shouted. It was loud enough to draw stares, even from people condemned to die.


A volley of rifle fire sounded like the trumpets of doom.


‘Sure you have,’ said the parachutist. Hauteville wanted to give the man a medal; his sarcasm was dragging out information faster than a hostile interrogation.


‘Dan, you didn’t ought to tell these fellas,’ said another captain. He was in the fractal camouflage of the New Texas Special Forces.


Dan held up a hand. ‘Like it matters now. We’re all dead folk because of these stupid militia.’ He turned back. ‘Listen to me. We have allies. I seen ’em. They’re small folk, like a hairy …’ He squinted. ‘Well, like a cross between an otter an’ a squid.’


Is that crap or real observation?


The parachutist was not a believer. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘An’ they’re gonna drop from the sky an’—’


‘Fuck yourself,’ Dan spat. ‘They have shit that the DHC won’t be able to touch. I saw a film of a’ energy shield.’


‘On film,’ the parachutist said. His tone suggested that almost anything could be faked on video.


‘Shut it, Dan,’ said the Specops guy.


‘I saw ’em,’ Dan said. ‘Live. In a sort o’ tank.’


Why? How? How many? Where? Energy shield? Hauteville was suddenly racked with a frustration far more powerful than his terror. The rumour he’d chased across the three miserable colony worlds of this stupid brushfire war was suddenly made flesh, and he had about an hour to live.


I’m going to be shot as a New Texas Deserter by illegal militias in a war that’s already over, while I hold in my head the key to something that could save the DHC. He shook his head wearily.


‘Next! Alexei Suvarov!’ called the ‘judge’.


No one came forward. Hauteville had done some thinking about this exact idea; he didn’t see the thugs who’d brought him in, and he’d wondered if there was anyone who’d recognise him.


‘Suvarov! Alexei!’ called the judge.


‘Maybe you already shot him,’ called someone.


Hauteville wanted to laugh at how easily the ‘proceedings’ fell apart, but before he could laugh, the ‘judge’ stepped forward with a gauss carbine and simply shot five people standing near him.


‘One of ’em is Suvarov,’ he told his ‘clerk’. ‘And in an hour, when I go through all the names, we’ll jus’ shoot anyone stull standin’ arou’, won’t we, honey?’


Several of the people shot, one a short woman in an uniform, were screaming. They weren’t dead until another militiaman, laughing, stabbed them with a fancy knife. ‘Sure is sharp,’ he said. ‘Jus’ the thing for the fuckin’ traitors.’


‘Traitors!’ someone called from the crowd.


‘Traitors!’ the man with the knife yelled. He brandished the knife. ‘I got this for any o’ you deserters who wants …’


The militiaman, in his eagerness, had moved his rifle behind his back to take a more aggressive stance with his knife.


Two women, both nurses, who were standing close, went for him. To Hauteville, watching, it didn’t look like any kind of a plan. It was just two women stretched beyond endurance. Probably it had been their friend lying screaming until her throat was cut by the man’s knife.


In three heartbeats, every person in the courtyard realised that they had absolutely nothing to lose by going for the guards, the judge, and the firing squad.


It almost worked. The nurses got the man’s rifle, and with it, they fired into the firing squad, but the judge’s gauss carbine ripped them to shreds and flayed the leaders of the charge forward. And there were men on the balconies above with rifles. They fired down into the yard. By then, Hauteville was in under an arcade that offered a little cover. He found himself lying eye-to-eye with the parachutist.


The parachutist raised an eyebrow. ‘If you’re One-Thirty-Four drop, why come I never seen you before?’ he asked. ‘Sir?’


Hauteville had a moment to realise that the man’s shoulder patches were the same as his own, and then, as the firing petered out, he heard the ‘judge’ say, ‘Oh, fuck it. Just kill ’em all.’


And then a number of things happened that made very little sense.


The courtyard gate, where Hauteville had been hauled in an hour before, blew open. Hauteville knew a shaped charge when he saw one. The explosion deafened him.


He saw, rather than heard, a dozen grenades rolling and bouncing, belching a lavender smoke so thick that it almost instantly eliminated sight as a reliable sense. And then the high-pitched staccato of gauss carbines firing on full auto; not as loud as slug throwers but loud enough.


Some of the militia return fire.


And then a single short, professional burst.


And the sound of armoured men moving.


‘Secure,’ said an amplified voice.


‘Roger that,’ answered someone on the other side of a command link.


A laser shone through the smoke, and then another.


‘Two over here, sir.’


‘I have three, all wounded.’


‘This woman is alive,’ said a woman’s voice.


A laser painted Hauteville’s shoulder.


‘Come out, and you won’t be harmed,’ said an augmented voice.


I’m not having a good day, Hauteville thought. He got up, walked towards the laser beam, and tripped headlong over a corpse. He went down.


‘Keep walkin’ towards me,’ the voice said. It was a metallic, almost robotic voice.


Hauteville got up and moved towards it. It was another New Texan voice. He wondered what new hell was coming.


Behind him, the parachutist tripped over the same corpse and Hauteville caught him, got him on his feet, and they walked to the voice. The smoke was already dispersing.


All around them were people in xenoglas armour. All of them had very modern gauss weapons and xenoglas swords, like DHC marines, except they weren’t.


The parachutist actually smiled. ‘Helpers,’ he said.


‘Helpers?’ Hauteville asked.


The woman who’d given the orders flipped back her mask, a complex mechanism with obvious IR and breathing mechanisms. It wasn’t DHC manufacture.


‘What the Sam Hill happened here?’ she asked. Around them, most of the ‘Helpers’ were providing emergency medical care. They were very good at it; Hauteville, who knew a thing or two about paramedical care, watched them with professional admiration.


The parachutist saluted. ‘Ma’am, the fuckin’ militia, pardon my French, jus’ grabbed us, called us traitors and started shooting us. They claimed the president ordered it.’


The woman nodded. She had a severe face, high cheekbones, midnight-black skin and hair. She was watching her people. ‘The president has … had a change of heart,’ she said. She raised her voice. ‘Anyone who is unwounded, just skedaddle. Go back to your units. If you’re from this world, just go home, if’n you got one. The war’s over. Hear me? And no BS, soldiers. No lootin’, no reprisals. This is over.’


As the smoke drifted up, Hauteville could see that a surprising number of the people in the courtyard were alive. He was a little stunned to be alive himself.


‘You’re bleeding,’ the woman said to him. The parachutist sat suddenly, as if the release from danger was more than his knees could bear.


Hauteville almost gave himself away, then. He almost said, ‘I’ll heal faster than you can fix it.’ He was in an odd place; he wasn’t sure he was out of this yet, but he was strangely elated. And still full of chemicals.


He put a hand to his face and there was a surprising amount of blood, but he’d been wounded before and he knew that the amount of blood was always surprising.


He staggered and she caught him, and then she made him sit on the edge of the fountain while she did something to his jaw and cheek that hurt a lot.


‘Stone fragment,’ she said. ‘Fixed. McMurty, my guy’s stable. What’s our score?’


‘I make seventeen under care, nine already patched,’ a voice said.


‘How many did we kill?’ she asked.


‘Eleven here,’ another armoured figure reported. His gesture was not dramatic, but it encompassed the whole courtyard, and the rising sun and clearing smoke showed that the balconies had not been proof against gauss rounds. Blood was still running off one, staining the pale stone of the yard.


‘And seven outside,’ said another.


‘And nine at their camp,’ muttered another.


‘Damn,’ the officer said. ‘We need to save another one to break even for the day.’


It was said without mirth. Hauteville just looked at her as if he’d fallen into a madhouse. But as no one else was reacting, he held himself in. He’d never heard of ‘Helpers’, and that was another giant hole in his intel briefing, he could tell. Field police? Medics? What the hell were they?


He tried to smile at the officer, if she was an officer, and it hurt his whole face.


She nodded crisply. ‘You can go,’ she said.


‘May I take a sidearm?’ he asked.


She smiled without mirth. ‘Anything you find on the floor,’ she said.


He picked up a good carbine; not as good as the one he’d dropped in with, but good enough. He took some ammo off a dead man and headed for the door.


The officer was leaning there, against the stone frame. ‘Can I ask you a question, Major?’ she asked.


Ah, well. I had her pegged as a smart one.


He nodded. ‘Ask me anything,’ he said, keeping his hands away from the weapon slung from his shoulder. He knew how to get it on target very quickly indeed from this position, but he suspected the woman would kill him first, anyway. It just wasn’t a race he would win.


Such a day.


She nodded. ‘Where you from?’ she asked.


‘New London,’ he said. ‘City Orbital.’ That broke every rule, but he couldn’t see another way through.


They were eye to eye. She was a big woman, in armour. But he didn’t flinch. She already knew, and he’d already died a dozen times that day.


She nodded. ‘Interestin’,’ she said. ‘What will you do now?’


He held her eye. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘As fast as my little legs will carry me.’


He didn’t really expect her to let him go.


She nodded. ‘Why’d you come, Major? Or are you even a Major?’


For some reason, that made him smile. ‘Ma’am, I am really a Major,’ he said. ‘DHC Marines.’


She nodded. ‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘You don’t know what Helpers are, do you, Major?’


‘It gave me away?’ he said.


‘Sure did,’ she said.


He shrugged. ‘May I give you my name and serial number?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘My count’s behind already, Major. I’m not killing any more today unless I’m attacked. We’re …’ She shrugged. ‘We’re not just the law. And we’re not just doctors.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘But if you were from any part of New Texas, you’d know that Helpers are a thing.’


‘A really good thing,’ said the parachutist.
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