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To Gregory Benford





One


In the past we humans, struggling to comprehend our place in the universe, imagined gods, and venerated them.


But now we have looked across the width of the universe, and from its beginning to its end. And we know there are no gods.


We are the creators of the future. And the only entities worthy of our veneration are our own descendants, who, thanks to our selfless striving, will occupy the gods’ empty thrones.


But we have a Galaxy to win first.


The Doctrines of Hama Druz
(CE 5408; Year Zero of the Third Expansion of Mankind)





Chapter 1


Far ahead, bathed in the light of the Galaxy’s centre, the nightfighters were rising.


From his station, Pirius could see their black forms peeling off the walls of their Sugar Lump carriers. They spread graceful wings, so black they looked as if they had been cut out of the glowing background of the Core. Some of them were kilometres across. They were Xeelee nightfighters, but nobody in Strike Arm called them anything but flies.


They converged on the lead human ships, and Pirius saw cherry-red light flaring.


His fragile greenship hovered over the textured ground of a Rock. The Rock was an asteroid, a dozen kilometres across, charcoal grey. Trenches had been dug all over its surface, interconnecting and intersecting, so that the Rock looked like an exposed brain. Sparks of light crawled through those complex lines: soldiers, infantry, endlessly digging, digging, digging, preparing for their own collisions with destiny. It was a good hour yet before this Rock and Pirius’s own greenship would reach the battlefield, but already men and women were fighting and dying.


There was nothing to do but watch, and brood. There wasn’t even a sense of motion. Under the Assimilator’s Claw’s pulsing sublight drive it was as if he was floating, here in the crowded heart of the Galaxy. Pirius worried about the effect of the wait on his crew.


Pirius was nineteen years old.


He was deep in the Mass, as pilots called it – the Central Star Mass officially, a jungle of millions of stars crammed into a ball just thirty light years across, a core within the Core. Before him a veil of stars hung before a background of turbulent, glowing gas; he could see filaments and wisps light years long, drawn out by the Galaxy’s magnetic field. This stellar turmoil bubbled and boiled on scales of space and time beyond the human, as if he had been caught at the centre of a frozen explosion. The sky was bright, crowded with stars and clouds, not a trace of darkness anywhere.


And through the stars he made out the Cavity, a central bubble blown clear of gas by astrophysical violence, and within that the Baby Spiral, a swirl of stars and molecular clouds, like a toy version of the Galaxy itself embedded fractally in the greater disc. That was the centre of the Galaxy, a place of layered astrophysical machinery. And it was all driven by Chandra, the brooding black hole at the Galaxy’s very heart.


This crowded immensity would have stunned a native of Earth – but Earth with its patient, long-lived sun, out in the orderly stellar factory of the spiral arms, was twenty-eight thousand light years from here. But Pirius had grown up with such visions. He was the product of a hundred generations grown in the birthing tanks of Arches Base, formally known as Base 2594, a few light years outside the Mass. He was human, though, with human instincts. And as he peered out at the stretching three-dimensional complexity around him he gripped the scuffed material of his seat, as if he might fall.


Everywhere Pirius looked, across this astrophysical diorama, he saw signs of war.


Pirius’s ship was one of a hundred green sparks, ten whole squadrons, assigned to escort this single Rock alone. When Pirius looked up he could see more Rocks, a whole stream of them hurled in from the giant human bases that had been established around the Mass. Each of them was accompanied by its own swarm of greenships. Upstream and down, the chain of Rocks receded until kilometres-wide worldlets were reduced to pebbles lost in the glare. Hundreds of Rocks, thousands perhaps, had been committed to this one assault. It was a titanic sight, a mighty projection of human power.


But all this was dwarfed by the enemy. The Rock stream was directed at a fleet of Sugar Lumps, as those Xeelee craft were called, immense cubical ships that were themselves hundred of kilometres across – some even bigger, some like boxes that could wrap up a whole world.


The tactic was crude. The Rocks were simply hosed in towards the Sugar Lumps, their defenders striving to protect them long enough for them to get close to the Lumps, whereupon their mighty monopole cannons would be deployed. If all went well, damage would be inflicted on the Xeelee, and the Rocks would slingshot around a suitable stellar mass and be hurled back out to the periphery, to be re-equipped, re-manned, and prepared for another onslaught. If all did not go well – in that case, duty would have been done.


As the Claw relentlessly approached the zone of flaring action, one ship dipped out of formation, swooping down over the Rock in a series of barrel rolls. That must be Dans, one of Pirius’s cadre siblings. Pirius had flown with her twice before, and each time she had shown off, demonstrating to the toiling ground troops the effortless superiority of Strike Arm, and of the Arches squadrons in particular – and in the process lifting everybody’s spirits.


But it was a tiny human gesture lost in a monumental panorama.


Pirius could see his crew, in their own blisters: his navigator Cohl, a slim woman of eighteen, and his engineer, Enduring Hope, a calm, bulky young man who looked older than his years, just seventeen. While Cohl and Hope were both rookies, nineteen-year-old Pirius was a comparative veteran. Among greenship crews, the mean survival rate was one point seven missions. This was Pirius’s fifth mission. He was growing a reputation as a lucky pilot, a man whose crew you wanted to be on.


‘Hey,’ he called now. ‘I know how you’re feeling. They always say this is the worst part of combat, the ninety-nine per cent of it that’s just waiting around, the sheer bloody boredom. I should know.’


Enduring Hope looked across and waved. ‘And if I want to throw up, lift the visor first. That’s the drill, isn’t it?’


Pirius forced a laugh. Not a good joke, but a joke.


Enduring Hope: defying all sorts of rules, the engineer called himself not by his properly assigned name, a random sequence of letters and syllables, but an ideological slogan. He was a Friend, as he styled it, a member of a thoroughly illegal sect that flourished in the darker corners of Arches Base, and, it was said, right across the Front, the great sphere of conflict that surrounded the Galaxy’s heart. Illegal or not, right now, as the flies rose up and people started visibly to die, Hope’s faith seemed to be comforting him.


But navigator Cohl, staring ahead at the combat zone, was closed in on herself.


The Claw was a greenship, a simple design that was the workhorse of Strike Arm; millions like it were in action all around the war zone. Its main body was a bulbous pod containing most of the ship’s systems: the weapons banks, the FTL drive and two sublight drive systems. From the front of the hull projected three spars, giving the ship the look of a three-pronged claw, and at the tip of each prong was a blister, a clear bubble, containing one of the Claw’s three crew. For greenship crews, nobody else mattered but each other; it was just three of them lost in a dangerous sky – Three Against the Foe, as Strike Arm’s motto went.


Pirius knew there were good reasons for the trifurcated design of the greenship. It was to do with redundancy: the ship could lose two of its three blisters and still, in theory anyhow, fulfil its goals. But right now Pirius longed to be able to reach through these transparent walls, to touch his crewmates.


He said, ‘Navigator? You still with us?’


He saw Cohl glance across at him. ‘Trajectory’s nominal, pilot.’


‘I wasn’t asking her about the trajectory.’


Cohl shrugged, as if resentfully. ‘What do you want me to say?’


‘You saw all this in the briefing. You knew it was coming.’


It was true. The whole operation had been previewed for them by the Commissaries, in full Virtual detail, down to the timetabled second. It wasn’t a prediction, not just a guess, but foreknowledge: a forecast based on data that had actually leaked from the future. The officers hoped to deaden fear by making the events of the engagement familiar before it happened. But not everybody took comfort from the notion of a predetermined destiny.


Cohl was staring out through her blister wall, her lips drawn back in a cold, humourless smile. ‘I feel like I’m in a dream,’ she murmured. ‘A waking dream.’


‘It isn’t set in stone,’ Pirius said. ‘The future.’


‘But the Commissaries—’


‘No Commissary ever set foot in a greenship – none of them is skinny enough. It isn’t real until it happens. And now is when it happens. It’s in our hands, Cohl. It’s in yours. I know you’ll do your duty.’


‘And kick ass,’ Enduring Hope shouted.


He saw Cohl grin at last. ‘Yes, sir!’


A green flash distracted Pirius. A ship was hurtling out of formation. One of its three struts was a stump, the blister missing. As it sailed by, Pirius recognised the gaudy, spruced-up tetrahedral sigil on its side. It was Dans’s ship.


He called, ‘Dans? What—’


‘Predestination my ass,’ Dans yelled on the ship-to-ship line. ‘Nobody saw that coming.’


‘Saw what?’


‘See for yourself.’


Pirius swept the crowded sky, letting Virtual feeds pour three-dimensional battlefield data into his head.


In the seconds he’d spent on his crew, everything had changed. The Xeelee hadn’t stayed restricted to their source Sugar Lumps. A swarm of them speared down from above his head, from out of nowhere, heading straight for Pirius’s Rock.


Pirius hadn’t seen it. Sloppy, Pirius. One mistake is enough to kill you.


‘This wasn’t supposed to happen,’ Cohl said.


‘Forget the projections,’ Pirius snapped.


There were seconds left before the flies hit the Rock. He saw swarming activity in its runs and trenches. The poor souls down there knew what was coming too. Pirius gripped his controls, and tried to ignore the beating of his heart.


Four, three, two.


The Xeelee – pronounced ‘Zee-lee’ – were mankind’s most ancient and most powerful foe.


According to the scuttlebutt on Arches Base, in the training compounds and the vast open barracks, there were only three things you needed to know about the Xeelee.


First, their ships were better than ours. You only had to see a fly in action to realise that. Some said the Xeelee were their ships, which probably made them even tougher.


Second, they were smarter than us, and had a lot more resources. Xeelee operations were believed to be resourced and controlled from Chandra itself, the fat black hole at the Galaxy’s very centre. In fact, military planners called Chandra, a supermassive black hole, the Prime Radiant of the Xeelee. How could anything we had compete with that?


And third, the Xeelee knew what we would do even before we decided ourselves.


This interstellar war was fought with faster-than-light technology, on both sides. But if you flew FTL you broke the bounds of causality: an FTL ship was a time machine. And so this was a time-travel war, in which information about the future constantly leaked into the past.


But the information was never perfect. And every now and again, one side or the other was able to spring a surprise. This new manoeuvre of the Xeelee had not been in the Commissaries’ careful projections.


Pirius felt his lips draw back in a fierce grin. The script had been abandoned. Today everything really was up for grabs.


But now cherry-red light flared all around the Rock’s ragged horizon.


On the loops, orders chattered from the squadron leaders. ‘Hold your positions. This is a new tactic and we’re still trying to analyse it.’ ‘Number eight, hold your place. Hold your place.’


Pirius gripped his controls so tight his fingers ached.


That red glare was spreading all around the Rock’s lumpy profile, a malevolent dawn. Most of the action was taking place on the far side of the Rock from his position – which was itself most unlike the Xeelee, who were usually apt to come swarming all over any Rock they attacked.


The Claw would be sheltered from the assault, for the first moments anyhow. That meant Pirius was in the wrong place. He wasn’t here to hide, but to fight. But he had to hold his station until ordered otherwise.


Pirius glimpsed a fly standing off from the target. It spread night-dark wings – said to be not material but flaws in the structure of space itself – and extended a cherry-red starbreaker beam. The clean geometry of these lethal lines had a certain cold beauty, Pirius thought, even though he knew what hell was being unleashed for those unlucky enough to be caught on the exposed surface of the Rock.


Now, though, the rectilinear perfection of the starbreaker beam was blurred, as a turbulent fog rose over the Rock’s horizon.


Cohl said, ‘What’s that mist? Air? Maybe the starbreakers are cutting through to the sealed caverns.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Enduring Hope levelly. ‘That’s rock. A mist of molten rock. They are smashing the asteroid to gas.’


Molten rock, Pirius thought grimly, no doubt laced with traces of what had recently been complex organic compounds, thoroughly burned.


But, for all the devastation they were wreaking, the Xeelee weren’t coming around the horizon. They were focusing all their firepower on one side of the Rock.


Still Pirius waited for orders, but the tactical analysis took too long. Suddenly human ships came fleeing around the curve of the Rock, sparks of Earth-green bright against the dull grey of the asteroid ground. The formation had collapsed, then, despite the squadron leaders’ continuing bellowed commands. And down on the Rock those little flecks of light, each a human being trapped in lethal fire, swarmed and scattered, fanning out of the trench system and over the open ground. Even from here it looked like panic, a rout.


It got worse. All across the Rock’s visible hemisphere implosions began, as if its surface was being bombarded by unseen meteorites. But the floors of these evanescent craters broke up and collapsed, and through a mist of grey dust a deeper glow was revealed, coming up from inside the Rock. It was as if the surface was dissolving, and pink-white light was burning its way out of this shell of stone. The Xeelee, Pirius thought: the Xeelee were burning their way right through the Rock itself.


Enduring Hope understood what was happening half a second before Pirius did. ‘Lethe,’ he said. ‘Get us out of here, pilot. Lift, lift!’


Cohl said weakly, ‘But our orders—’


But Pirius was already hauling on his controls. All around him ships were breaking from the line and pulling back.


Even as the Rock fell away, Pirius could see the endgame approaching. For a last, remarkable instant, the Rock held together, and that inner light picked out the complex tracery of the trench network, as if the face of the Rock was covered by a map of shining threads. The asteroid’s uneven horizon lifted, bulging.


And then the Rock flew apart.


Suddenly the Claw was surrounded by a hail of white-hot fragments that rushed upwards all around it. The greenship threw itself around every axis to survive this deadly inverted storm. The motions were rapid, juddery, disconcerting; even cloaked by inertial shields, Pirius could feel a ghost of his craft’s jerky motion deep in his bones.


Everybody on the Rock must already be dead, he thought as the ship tried to save him. It was a terrible, monstrous thought, impossible to absorb. And the dying wasn’t over yet.


Pirius’s squadron leader called for discipline, for her crews to try to regroup, to take the fight to the enemy. But then she was cut off.


Cohl shrieked, ‘Flies! Here they come—’


Pirius saw them: a swarm of flies, rising out of the core of the shattered rock like insects from a corpse, their black-as-night wings unfolding. They had burned their way right through the heart of an asteroid. Some greenships were already throwing themselves back into the Xeelee fire. But the Xeelee deployed their starbreaker beams; those lethal tongues almost lovingly touched the fleeing greenships.


Pirius had no meaningful orders. So he ran. The Claw raced from the ruin of the Rock. The cloud of debris thinned, and the jittery motion of the Claw subsided. But when Pirius looked back he saw a solid black bank, a phalanx of Xeelee nightfighters.


He had no idea where he was running to, how he might evade the Xeelee. He ran anyhow.


And the Xeelee came after him.





Chapter 2


The battle at the centre of the Galaxy was watched from far away by cold eyes and orderly, patient minds.


Port Sol was a Kuiper object, a moon of ice. It was one of a hundred thousand such objects orbiting in the dark at the rim of Sol system. It was not the largest; there were monstrous worldlets out here larger than Pluto. But it was no closer to other planetesimals than Earth was to Mars.


This immense belt was a relic of the birth of Sol system itself. Around the fast-growing sun, grains of dust and ice had accreted into swarming planetesimals. Close to the fitfully burning young star, the planetesimals had been crowded enough to combine further into planets. Further out, though, out here, there had been too much room. The formation of larger bodies had stalled, and the ancient planetesimals survived, to swim on in the silent dark.


Port Sol’s human history had begun when its scattered kin had first been populated by a rum assortment of engineers, prospectors, refugees and dissidents from the inner system. More than twenty thousand years had worn away since then. Now Port Sol’s great days were long past. Its icescapes, crowded with immense ruins, were silent once more.


But still, lights sparked on its surface.


This lonely worldlet had been home to Luru Parz for far longer than she cared to remember. Sometimes she felt she was as old as it was, her heart as cold as its primordial ice. But from here she watched the activities of humanity, from the bustling worlds of Sol system all the way to the heart of the Galaxy itself.


And now she watched Pirius, Dans and their crews as they strove to evade their Xeelee pursuers. The incident, brought to her attention by patient semi-sentient monitors, unfolded in a Virtual image, a searing-bright slice of Galaxy centre light, here on the rim of Sol system.


Faya, her cousin, was with her. ‘They’re lost,’ Faya sighed.


‘Perhaps,’ Luru said. ‘But if they find a way to live through this, or even if not, they might discover something useful for the future.’


‘There is always that.’


‘Watch . . .’


The tiny, remote drama unfolded.





Chapter 3


Aboard the Claw, a strange calm settled. The loops were all but silent now, save for the ragged breathing of Pirius’s crew. But behind them that black cloud of Xeelee ships closed relentlessly.


Another ship came alongside the Claw. It had taken a lot of damage. One strut had been crudely amputated, and a second blister looked cloudy; but the pilot’s blister was a bright spark of light. Pirius looked back, but nobody else followed: just the two of them.


Pirius recognised the other’s sigil. ‘Dans?’


‘Large as life, Pirius.’


‘I recognised your lousy piloting.’


‘Yeah, yeah. So why aren’t you dead yet?’


‘Shut up.’ It was Cohl. ‘Shut up.’


‘Navigator, take it easy.’


‘Do we have to endure this garbage, today of all days?’


‘Today of all days we need it,’ Enduring Hope said.


Pirius said, ‘Dans, your crew—’


‘I’m on my own,’ Dans said grimly. ‘But I’m still flying. So. Every day you learn something new, right? Those Xeelee always have something up their sleeves. If they have sleeves.’


‘Yes. In retrospect it’s an obvious tactic.’


So it was. The Xeelee’s usual approach was to swathe a Rock with fire, trying to scour out the trenches and get to the monopole cannons, all the time harassed by greenships and other defensive forces. This time they had focused their assault on one side of the Rock, easily perforating the defensive forces there. And they had used their starbreakers to burrow straight through the asteroid and out the other side, thus destroying the Rock itself and hurling themselves without warning on the remaining defenders.


‘It’s going to take some counter-thinking,’ Pirius said. ‘We’ll need scouts further out, perhaps.’


‘Yeah,’ Dans said. ‘And flexible formations to swarm wherever the first assault goes in.’


‘It won’t be us doing it,’ said Cohl grimly.


‘You aren’t dead yet, kid,’ Dans called. She was twenty, a year older than Pirius and a veteran of no less than six missions before today.


Cohl said, ‘Look at that crowd behind us.’ The flies were still closing. ‘We can’t outrun them,’ the navigator said. ‘In fact we shouldn’t be trying; we have orders to stand and fight. We are already dead. It’s our duty to be dead. “A brief life burns brightly.”’


It was the most ancient slogan of the Expansion, said to have been coined by Hama Druz himself thousands of years before, standing in the rubble of an occupied Earth. In a regime of endless war it was prideful to die young and in battle, a crime to grow old unnecessarily.


Under such a regime the highest form of humanity was the child soldier.


But Dans said rudely, “I knew you were going to say that.’


Pirius heard Cohl gasp.


Dans said, ‘So report me. Look, navigator, a brief life is one thing, but neither Hama Druz nor any of his legions of apologists down the ages told us to throw away our lives. If we took on that crowd of flies they wouldn’t even notice us. Now what use is that?’


‘Pilot—’


‘She’s right, Cohl,’ Pirius said.


‘But whatever the orthodoxy,’ Enduring Hope said, ‘can I just point out that they are catching up? Three minutes to intercept . . .’


Pirius said tensely, ‘Dans, I don’t want to boost your ego. But I suppose you have a plan?’


Dans took a breath. ‘Sure. We go FTL.’


Cohl snapped, ‘Impossible.’


This time it was the technician in her talking, and Pirius knew she was probably right. The FTL drive involved tinkering with the deepest structure of spacetime, and it was always advisable to do that in a smooth, flat place, empty of dense matter concentrations. The Galactic centre offered few such opportunities, and safe FTL use here needed planning.


Dans said rapidly, ‘Sure it’s risky. But it beats the certainty of death. And besides, the chances are the Xeelee won’t follow. They aren’t as stupid as we are.’


Enduring Hope said, ‘Which way?’


Virtuals flickered in their blisters, downloaded by Dans. ‘I say we cut across the Mass to Sag A East . . .’


The bulk of the Galaxy’s luminous matter was confined to a flat sheet, the delicate spiral arms contained in a plane as thin in proportion to its width as a piece of paper. But at its heart was a Core, a bulge of stars some five hundred light years across. This region swarmed with human factory worlds and military posts. Within the Core was the Central Star Mass, millions of stars crammed into a space some thirty light years wide. The two brightest sources of radio noise within the Mass were called Chandra – or, officially, Sag A*, the black hole at the very centre – and Sag A East, a remnant of an ancient explosion.


Such names, so Pirius had once been told by an over-informative Commissary, were themselves relics of deeper human history. The soldiers to whom the Galaxy centre was a war zone knew this geography. But few knew that ‘Sag’ stood for Sagittarius, and fewer still that Sagittarius had once referred to a pattern in the few scattered stars visible from Earth.


‘Two minutes to closing,’ Cohl reported edgily.


‘Short hops,’ Dans insisted. ‘Forty minutes to cross a few dozen light years to East. Maybe we’ll find cover there. We regroup, patch up, go home – and die another day. Come on, what is there to lose? For you it will be easy! At least you still have a navigator.’


Starbreaker beams flickered around Pirius. The nightfighters were getting their range; at any moment one of these beams could touch his own blister. He would die without even knowing it.


‘We do it,’ he said.


Dans quickly downloaded a synchronisation command. ‘The two of us, then. On my mark. Two – one—’


Space flexed.


The nearby stars winked out of existence. The general background endured, but now a new pattern of hot young stars greeted Pirius, a new three-dimensional constellation.


Space flexed.


Again he jumped, to be faced by another constellation.


And again, and yet another blue-white supergiant loomed right in front of him, immense flares working across its broad face, but it disappeared to be replaced by another set of disorderly stars, which disappeared in their turn . . .


Jump, jump, jumpjumpjumpjump . . .


As the jumps came more frequently than Pirius’s eyes could follow, the ride settled down to an illusion of continuity. There was even a sense of motion now, as distant stars slid slowly past. It did him no good at all to remind himself that with each jump spacetime was pivoting through its higher dimensions, or that even millennia after the technology’s first use the philosophers still couldn’t agree whether the entity that emerged from each jump was still, in any meaningful way, ‘him’.


First things first, Pirius.


He glanced over his systems and his crew. ‘Everything nominal,’ he said. He raised a thumb to the pilot of the second ship, and through a blister’s starred carapace he saw a gesture in response.


‘We’re still breathing,’ Enduring Hope said. ‘But take a look out back.’


The cloud of Xeelee ships had vanished. But a single dogged craft remained, its wings spread black and wide, a graceful sycamore-seed shape.


Dans said, ‘Stubborn bastards, aren’t they?’


Hope said, ‘At least we bought some time.’


‘Yes. We’ve still got thirty minutes before East,’ Pirius said. He waved his hands through Virtual consoles, initiating self-diagnostic and repair routines to run throughout the ship. ‘This is a chance to take care of yourselves,’ he told his crew. ‘Eat. Drink. Take a leak. Sleep if you have to. Use your med-cloaks if you need them.’


Cohl said blankly, ‘Eat? Sleep? We’re going to die. We’d do better to review why we have to die.’


Dans said, ‘Lethe, child, there are no Commissary arses to lick out here. Don’t you find the Doctrines cold comfort?’


‘On the contrary,’ Cohl said.


Pirius glanced down at Cohl’s blister. He imagined her in there, wrapped up in her skinsuit, swaddled by machines, clinging to the pitiless logic of the Doctrines.


Thousands of years had worn away since the first human interstellar flight, and since humanity had begun the mighty march across the Galaxy called the Third Expansion. The Expansion was an ideological programme, a titanic project undertaken by a mankind united by the Doctrines forged by Hama Druz after mankind’s near-extinction. In the fierce light of human determination lesser species had burned away. At last only one opponent was left: the Xeelee, the most powerful foe of them all, with their concentration at the very centre of the Galaxy.


It was already millennia since the Third Expansion had closed around the centre. But the Xeelee responded in kind, just as resolutely. The Front had become a great stalled wave of destruction, a spherical zone of friction where two empires rubbed against each other. And seen from factory worlds scattered a hundred light years deep, the sky glowed pink with the light of endless war.


The Xeelee would not engage with mankind in any way but war. There was no negotiation, no rapprochement, no contact that was not lethal. To the Xeelee humans were vermin – and they had a right to think so, for they were superior to humans in every way that could be measured. And so, only if each human was prepared to spend her life without question for the common good would humanity as a whole prevail. This was the Doctrinal thinking taught in seminaries and cadre groups and academies across the Galaxy: if humans must be vermin, humans would fight like vermin, and die like vermin.


For millennia humans, fast-breeding, had toiled to fill the Galaxy. Now, whichever star you picked out of the crowded sky, you could be confident that there was a human presence there. And for millennia humans had hurled themselves into the Xeelee fire, vermin fighting back the only way they had, with their bodies and souls, hoping to overcome the Xeelee by sheer numbers.


Pirius knew a lot of fighting people thought the way Cohl did. By keeping mankind united and unchanged across millennia, it had self-evidently worked. Many soldiers feared that if the Doctrines were ever even questioned, everything would fall apart and that defeat, or worse, would inevitably follow. Compared to that risk, the remote notion of victory seemed irrelevant.


Dans said breezily, ‘So what about you, Tuta?’


‘My name is Enduring Hope,’ the engineer said, apparently not offended.


‘Oh, I forgot. You’re one of those infinity-botherers, aren’t you? So what do you believe? Is some great hero from the far future going to swoop down and rescue you?’


Pirius had tried to stay away from Enduring Hope’s peculiar sect, who called themselves ‘Friends of Wigner’. Pirius thought of himself as pragmatic; he was prepared to put up with nonsense names if it kept his engineer happy. But the Friends’ cult violated Doctrinal law just by its very existence.


‘You can mock,’ Hope said. ‘But you don’t understand.’


‘Then tell me,’ Dans said.


‘All of this’ – Hope made an expansive gesture – ‘is a first cut. Everybody knows this. In this war of FTL ships and time travel, we stack up contingencies in the Library of Futures on Earth. History is a draft, a draft we change all the time.’


‘And if history is mutable—’


‘Then nothing is inevitable. Not even the past.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Pirius admitted.


Dans said, ‘If you can redraft history, everything can be fixed. He thinks that even if he dies today, then history will somehow, some day, be put right, and all such unfortunate errors removed.’


‘Hope, is that right?’


‘Something like it.’


Dans snapped, ‘Pirius, the creed is anti-Doctrine, but it’s just as much a trap as the Doctrines. A Druz junkie thinks death and defeat reinforce the strength of the Doctrines. A Friend believes defeat is irrelevant because it will all be erased some day. Either way, you don’t fight to win. You see? Why else has this damn war stalled so long?’


Pirius felt uncomfortable with such heresy – even now, even here.


With a trace of malice Hope said, ‘But you’re as doomed as we are, pilot Dans.’


Cohl said, ‘What about you, Pirius? What do you want to achieve?’


Pirius thought it over. ‘I want to be remembered.’


He heard slow, ironic applause from Dans.


Cohl muttered, ‘That is just so anti-Doctrinal!’


Hope murmured, ‘Well, you might be about to get your chance, pilot. Sag A East is dead ahead. Dropping out of FTL.’


Jumpjumpjumpjump jump – jump – jump . . .


As the FTL hops slowed, they passed through a flickering barrage of stars, and electric-blue light flared around them: the pilots called it FTL light, a by-product of the energy the ship was shedding, coalescing into exotic evanescent particles. Pirius, relieved to get back to practical matters, tested the controls of the greenship and burped its two sublight drives – including the GUTdrive. This was a backup, a venerable human design, and one you would light up only in the direst of circumstances for fear of attracting quagmites . . .


While Pirius worked, the others had been looking at the view. ‘Lethe,’ Dans said softly.


Pirius glanced up.


Sagittarius A East was a bubble of shocked gas, light years wide, said to be the remnant of an immense explosion in the heart of the Galaxy. Suddenly Pirius was at the centre of a storm of light.


Dans called, ‘And look at that.’ She downloaded coordinates.


A pinpoint of crimson light glowed directly ahead, embedded in the glowing murk. It was a neutron star, according to their first scans, a star with the mass of the sun but only twenty kilometres across.


Dans said, ‘That’s a magnetar. And I think it’s going to blow.’


Pirius understood none of that. ‘What difference does that make—?’


‘Here come the Xeelee,’ Cohl snapped.


‘Split up,’ Dans called.


The greenships peeled away from each other. The single nightfighter, emerging from its own sequence of FTL jumps, seemed to hesitate for a heartbeat, as if wondering which of its soft targets to pursue first.


It turned towards the Claw.


‘Lucked out,’ Enduring Hope said softly.


‘Hold on to your seats,’ Pirius said. Lacking any better way to go, he hurled the ship towards the neutron star.


Still the Xeelee followed.


As the Claw squirted across space Pirius called up a magnified visual. The neutron star was a flattened sphere, brick red, its surface smooth to the limits of the magnification. Blue-white electric storms crackled over its surface.


Cohl said, ‘That thing is rotating every eight seconds.’


Dans was standing off, Pirius saw from his tactical displays, watching the fleeing Claw and the dark shadow of her pursuer. ‘Help me out here, Dans,’ Pirius muttered.


‘I’m with you all the way. When you flyby, take her in as close as you can to the surface of the star.’


‘Why?’


‘Maybe you can shake off the Xeelee.’


‘And maybe we’ll get creamed in the process.’


‘There’s always that possibility . . . The crust is actually solid, you know,’ Dans said. ‘There’s an atmosphere of normal matter, no thicker than your finger. You can get as close as you like. Your shields will protect you from the tides, the radiation flux, the magnetic field. It’s worth a try.’


‘OK, guys,’ Pirius said to Cohl and Enduring Hope. ‘You heard Dans. Let’s set a record.’


That won him ribald comments. But he could see that both Cohl and Hope were calling up fresh displays and hunching over their work. For a manoeuvre like this all three of them would have to work closely together, with Pirius controlling the line, Cohl monitoring Claw’s altitude over the star’s surface, and Hope attitude and the ship’s systems. As they settled to their tasks – and so put aside their Doctrine manuals or illicit prayer beads or whatever else they turned to for comfort – Pirius felt reassured. This was a good crew, at their best when they were committed to what they had been trained to do.


Light flared over his Virtual displays. ‘Whoa . . .’


The star’s surface had changed. Cracks gaped, and a brighter light shone from within. For a few seconds there was turmoil, as the whole surface shattered and melted, and remnant fragments swam. But as suddenly as it had begun the motion stopped and the crust coalesced once more, settling down to a new smoothness.


‘Dans – what was that?’


‘Starquake,’ said Dans briskly.


‘Maybe it’s time you told me what a magnetar is . . .’


When this remnant was hatched out of its parent supernova explosion it happened to be spinning very rapidly – turning a thousand times a second, perhaps even faster. For the first few milliseconds of the neutron star’s life the convection in the interior was ferocious, and where the hot material flowed it generated huge electrical currents. The whole thing was like a natural dynamo, and those tremendous currents generated an intense magnetic field. As the star lost energy through gravity and electromagnetic radiation, the spin slowed down. But a good fraction of the tremendous energy of that spin poured into the magnetic field.


Dans said, ‘The field is still there, lacing the star’s interior. The field will decay away quickly – “quickly” meaning in ten thousand years or so. But while the star is young—’


‘And the crust quake?’


‘The magnetism laces the solid surface, locking it to the interior layers. But the star is slowing down all the time, and the whirling interior drags at the solid crust. Every so often something gives. Happens all the time – like, hourly. But every so often the magnetic field collapses altogether, and the star flares, and . . . Lethe.’


‘What?’


‘Pirius, I’ve got another plan.’


‘Make your flyby over these coordinates.’ Data chattered into the Claw’s systems.


‘Why?’


‘Because a flare is about to blow there.’ She downloaded a rapid Virtual briefing: a major collapse of the planet’s magnetic field, more faulting in the crust – and a huge fireball punching out of the star’s interior, a fist of compressed matter exploding out of its degenerate state. The magnetic field would hug the fireball to the star’s surface, whirling it around in a manic waltz.


The energy released by this event, it seemed, would be enough to cause ionospheric effects in the atmospheres of planets across the Galaxy. ‘Think of it,’ Dans breathed. ‘This flare will batter the upper air of Earth itself – though not for twenty-eight thousand years or so. And you are going to be sitting right on top of it.’


‘Tell me why this is good news,’ Pirius said grimly.


Dans paged through Virtual data, copying everything to Pirius. ‘Pirius, in the middle of that flare the structure of spacetime itself is distorted. Now, we know Xeelee ships fly by swimming through spacetime, that their essence is controlled spacetime defects. Surely not even a Xeelee can survive that.’


‘And so—’


‘So you fly through the middle of the flare. See how it will arch through the magnetic field? If you pick your course right you can avoid the worst regions, while leading the Xeelee right into it.’


‘But if a Xeelee can’t survive,’ Enduring Hope pointed out reasonably, ‘how can we?’


Pirius said, ‘We don’t have a choice right now.’


‘Four minutes to closest approach,’ Dans said.


Pirius swept his fingers through Virtual displays. ‘Cohl, I’m sending you Dans’s coordinates. Let’s aim for that flare. We can’t end up any more dead, and at least it’s a chance. Dans – we’ll need time to plot the manoeuvre. How long will the flare last?’


Dans hesitated. ‘Only a second or so at its fullest extent. Pirius, a neutron star is a small, very energetic object. Things happen fast . . . Oh.’


For a moment Pirius had actually allowed himself hope; now that warm spark died. It was just too fast. ‘Right. So that millisecond is all we will have to compute our course, to lay it in, and to execute the manoeuvre.’


Cohl said. ‘It would take our onboard sentient tens of seconds to compute a course like that. Even if we had prior data on the shape of the flare. Which we don’t. Of course a Xeelee could do it.’


‘Three minutes,’ Hope said evenly.


Pirius sighed. ‘You know, just for a moment you had me going there, Dans.’


Dans snapped impatiently, ‘Lethe, you guys are so down. Maybe there’s a way even so. Pirius, have you ever heard of a Brun manoeuvre?’


‘No.’


‘Pilot school scuttlebutt. Somebody tried it, oh, a year or more back.’


Pirius hadn’t heard of such a thing. But the turnover in pilots at the Arches Base was ferocious; there was little opportunity for field wisdom to be passed on.


‘It didn’t work.’


‘That’s reassuring.’


‘But it could have,’ Dans said. ‘I looked into it – ran some simulations – thought it might be useful some day.’


‘Two minutes thirty.’


‘Pirius, listen to me. Stick to your course; make for the flare. But keep listening. I’ll compute your manoeuvre for you. A way through the flare.’


‘That’s impossible.’


‘Sure it is. And when I download the new trajectory you’d better be prepared to splice it into your systems.’ Dans peeled away.


‘Where are you going?’


‘If this doesn’t work out, don’t touch my stuff.’


‘Dans!’


‘That’s the last we’ll see of her,’ Enduring Hope said laconically.


‘Two minutes,’ Cohl said. ‘One fifty-nine . . .’


Pirius shut her up.


As the Claw fell through space there was no noise, no sense of motion. The Xeelee’s slow convergence was silent, unspectacular. Even the neutron star would be invisible for all but a few seconds of closest approach. It was as if they were gliding along some smooth, invisible road.


The crew continued to work calmly, the three of them calling out numbers and curt instructions to each other. The Assimilator’s Claw was drenched with artificial intelligence, sentient and otherwise, and its systems were capable of processing data far faster than human thought. But the systems were there to support human decision-making, not to replace it. That was the nature of the greenship’s design, which in turn reflected Coalition policy under the Doctrines. This was a human war and would always remain so.


There was no sense of peril. And yet these seconds, which counted down remorselessly inside Pirius’s head, would likely be the last of his life.


There was a flare of blue light, dead ahead, FTL blue – and then a streak of green. It was a greenship, cutting across his path. Suddenly data was chattering into the Claw’s systems. It was a new closest-approach trajectory.


Pirius saw Cohl sit up, astonished. ‘Where did that come from? Pilot—’


‘Load the course, navigator.’


A Virtual coalesced before Pirius: Dans’s head, disembodied. Her face was small, round, neat, with a wide, sensual mouth, a mouth made for laughing. Now that mouth grinned at Pirius. ‘Boo!’


‘Dans, what—’


‘It’s not me, it’s a downloaded Virtual. The real Dans will be hitting the surface of the star in—’ She closed her eyes, and the image wavered, blocky pixels fluttering, as if she was concentrating. ‘Three, two, one. Plop. Bye-bye.’


Pirius felt a stab of regret through his fear, bafflement, adrenalin rush. ‘Dans, I’m sorry.’


‘There was no other way – no other trajectory.’


‘Trajectory from where?’


‘From the future, of course. Pirius, you’re twenty seconds from closest approach.’


He glimpsed a splash of red, wheeling past the blister. It was the neutron star.


Dans said, ‘You need to cut in your GUTdrive. On my mark—’


‘Dans, that’s insane.’ So it was; the antiquated GUTdrive was a last-resort backup system.


‘I knew you’d argue. Your sublight won’t work. Do it, asshole. Two, one—’


In the heart of the GUTdrive, specks of matter were compressed to conditions not seen since the aftermath of the Big Bang; released from their containment, these specks swelled immensely. This was the energy that had once driven the expansion of the universe itself; now it heated asteroid ice to a frenzied steam and forced it through rocket nozzles. A GUTdrive was just a water rocket, a piece of engineering that would have been recognisable to technicians on prespaceflight Earth twenty-five thousand years before.


But it worked, even here. A new light flared behind the ship, a ghostly grey-white, the light of the GUTdrive.


Dans winked at Pirius. ‘See you on the other side.’ The Virtual collapsed into a cloud of dispersing pixels.


The neutron star cannonballed at Pirius, suddenly huge. It was a flattened orange, visibly three-dimensional, its surface mottled by electric storms. It slid beneath Claw’s prow, and for a moment continents of orange-brown light fled beneath Pirius’s blister. All these impressions in a second, less. But now a stronger light was looming over the horizon, yellow-white: it was the site of the flare, a grim dawn approaching.


And in the same instant the Claw juddered, shook, its drive stuttering. What now? Diagnostics popped up before Pirius. Around a Virtual of the GUTdrive core, shadowy shapes swarmed. Quagmites, he saw: the strange entities that were attracted by every use of a GUTdrive in this region – living things maybe, pests for sure, feeding off the primordial energy of the GUTdrive itself, and causing the mighty engine to stutter.


‘The fly’s on us!’ Cohl cried.


When Pirius glanced at the reverse view he saw the Xeelee fighter. Its night-dark wings flexed and sparked as it swam through space after him. He had never seen a Xeelee so close, save in sims: he didn’t know anybody who had, and lived. It was more than inhuman, he thought, more than just alien; it was a dark, primeval thing, not of this time. But it was perfectly adapted to this environment, as humans with their clumsy gadgetry were not.


And it was still on his tail. All he could do was fly the ship; there was absolutely nothing he could do about the Xeelee.


Ahead, light flared. Over the horizon came rushing a massive flaw in the star’s crust, a pool of blue-white light kilometres wide from which starstuff poured in a vertical torrent, radiating as much energy in a fraction of a second as Earth’s sun would lose in ten thousand years. An arch, yellow-white, was forming above the star’s tight horizon, kilometres high. In places the arch feathered and streamed, tracing out the lines of the magnetic field that restrained it.


On a neutron star, events happened fast. The rent in the surface was already healing, the arch collapsing almost as soon as it had formed, its material dragged down by the star’s magisterial gravity field.


And the Claw flew right underneath it.


Pirius’s blister shuddered as if it would tear itself apart. Those mottled surface features whipped beneath, and the arch loomed above him. He had never known such a sensation of sheer speed. He might not live through this, but Lethe, it was quite a ride.


There was a punch in the small of his back, the ghost of hundreds of gravities as the Claw kicked its way out of the star’s gravity well.


The neutron star whipped away into darkness. The arch had already collapsed.


And in the last instant he glimpsed the Xeelee, behind him. No longer an implacable, converging foe, it was folding over, as if its graceful wings were crumpled in an invisible fist.


The Assimilator’s Claw hung in empty space, far from the neutron star. The crew tended their slight wounds, and tried to get used to still being alive. They saw to their ship’s systems; the encounter with the quagmites had done a good deal of damage to the GUTdrive.


And they reconstructed what had happened during those crucial moments at the magnetar.


At its heart the magnetic field embracing the flare had been as strong as any field since the first moments of the universe itself. At such field strengths atoms themselves were distorted, forced into skinny cylindrical shapes; no ordinary molecular structure could survive. Photons were split and combined. Even the structure of spacetime was distorted: it became birefringent, Pirius learned, crystalline.


It was this last which had probably done for the Xeelee. Nobody knew for sure how a nightfighter’s sublight drive worked. But the drive seemed to work by manipulating spacetime itself. In a place where spacetime crystallised, that manipulation could no longer work – but the Claw’s much cruder GUTdrive had kept functioning, despite the quagmites.


All that was straightforward enough. Just physics.


‘But what I can’t get my head around,’ Pirius told Dans’s Virtual, ‘is how you appeared out of nowhere and squirted down the right evasive manoeuvre for us, based on a knowledge of the flare’s evolution before it happened.’


Dans said tinnily, ‘It was just an application of FTL technology. Remember, every FTL ship—’


‘Is a time machine.’ Every child learned that before she got out of her first cadre.


‘I pulled away. Out of trouble, I watched the flare unfold, recorded it. I took my time to work out your optimal path – how you would have avoided destruction if you’d had the time to figure it out.’


Pirius said, ‘But it was academic. You got the answer after we were already dead.’


‘And I had to watch you die,’ said Dans wistfully. ‘When the action was over, the Xeelee out of the way, I used my sublight to ramp up to about a third lightspeed. Then I cut in the FTL.’


Cohl understood. ‘You jumped back into the past – to the moment just before we hit the flare. And you fed us the manoeuvre you had worked out at leisure. You used time travel to gain the time you needed to plot the trajectory.’


‘And that’s the Brun manoeuvre,’ Dans said with satisfaction.


‘It’s some computing technique,’ Cohl mused. ‘With the right vectors you could solve an arbitrarily difficult problem in a finite time – break it into components, feed it back to the source—’


Pirius was still trying to think it through. ‘Time paradoxes make my head ache,’ he said. ‘In the original draft of the timeline, Claw was destroyed by the flare and you flew away. In the second draft, you flew back in time to deliver your guidance, and then you – that copy of you – flew into the neutron star.’


‘Couldn’t be helped,’ Dans said.


He could see she was waiting for him to figure it out. ‘But that means, in this new draft of the timeline, we survived. And so you don’t need to come back in time to save us. We’re already saved.’ He was confused. ‘Did I get that right?’


Hope said, ‘But there would be a paradox. If she doesn’t go back in time the information that future-Dans brought back would have come out of nowhere.’


Cohl said, ‘Yes, it’s a paradox. But that happens all the time. A ship comes limping back from a lost battle. We change our strategy, the battle never happens – but the ship and its crew and their memories linger on, stranded without a past. History is resilient. It can stand a little tinkering, a few paradoxical relics from vanished futures, bits of information popping out of nowhere.’ Cohl evidently had a robust view of time-travel paradoxes. As an FTL navigator she needed one.


But Pirius’s only concern was Dans. ‘So can you save yourself?’


‘Ah,’ Dans said gently. ‘Sadly not. More than one Xeelee chased us after all. If I hadn’t hung around to work out your course I might have got away. I’m all that’s left, I’m afraid. Little pixellated me . . .’


‘Dans—’ Pirius shook his head. ‘You gave your life for me. Twice.’


‘Yeah, I did. So remember.’


‘What?’


She glared at him. ‘When you get back to Arches, leave my stuff alone.’ And she popped out of existence.


For long minutes they sat in silence, the three of them in their blisters.


‘Here’s something else,’ Cohl said at last. ‘To get back to Arches from here we’ll have to complete another closed-timelike-curve trajectory.’


‘A what . . . ? Oh.’ Another jump into the past.


‘We’ll arrive two years before we set off on the mission.’ She sounded awed.


Hope said, ‘I’ll meet my past self. Lethe, I hope I’m not as bad as I remember.’


‘And, Pirius,’ Cohl said, ‘there will be a younger version of Dans. A third version. Dans won’t have to die. None of this will be real.’


Pirius really did hate time paradoxes. ‘Time-loops or not, we lived through this. We will remember. It’s real enough. Navigator, do you want to lay in that course?’


‘Sure . . .’


Hope said dryly, ‘You might want to delay a little before kicking off for home, pilot. Take a look.’ He projected a Virtual into their blisters.


It was a shape, drifting in space. Pirius made out a slender body, crumpled wings folded. ‘It’s the fly,’ he breathed.


Hope said, ‘We have to take it back to base.’


Cohl said, ‘We captured a Xeelee? Nobody ever did that before. Pirius, you said you wanted to make your name stand out. Well, perhaps you have. We’ll be heroes!’


Hope laughed. ‘I thought heroism is anti-Doctrinal?’


Pirius brought the greenship about and sent it skimming to the site of the derelict. ‘First we need to figure how to grapple that thing.’


As it turned out – when they had got hold of the Xeelee, and with difficulty secured it for FTL flight and had hauled it all the way back to the base in Arches Cluster – they found themselves to be anything but heroes.





Chapter 4


This was the energetic heart of a large galaxy, a radiation bath where humans had to rely on their best technological capabilities to keep their fragile carbon-chemistry bodies from being fried. But to the quagmites it was a cold, dead place, in a dismal and unwelcoming era. The quagmites were survivors of a hotter, faster age than this.


They were drawn to the neutron star, for in its degenerate-matter interior there was a hint of the conditions of the warm and bright universe they had once known. But even here everything was frozen solid, comparatively. They were like humans stranded on an ice moon, a place where water, the very stuff of life, is frozen as hard as bedrock.


Still, every now and again there was a spark of something brighter – like the firefly speck which had come hurtling out of nowhere and skimmed the surface of the neutron star. The quagmites lived fast, even in this energy-starved age. To them the fractions of a second of the closest approach to the neutron star were long and drawn-out. They had plenty of time to come close, to bask in the warmth of the ship’s GUTdrive, and to feed.


And, as was their way, they left their marks in the hull of the ship, the ghostly, frozen shell that surrounded that speck of brilliance.


When the ship had gone the quagmites dispersed, ever hungry, ever resentful, searching for more primordial heat.


On Port Sol, Luru Parz turned to her cousin with a quiet satisfaction.


‘I knew they would survive,’ she said. ‘And in the technique they have stumbled upon I see a glimmer of opportunity. I must go.’


‘Where?’


‘Earth.’ Luru Parz padded away, her footsteps almost silent.





Chapter 5


If you grew up in Arches, meeting your own future self was no big deal.


The whole point of the place was that from the moment you were born you were trained to fly FTL starships. And everybody knew that an FTL starship was a time machine. Most people figured out for themselves that that meant there might come a day when you would meet a copy of yourself from the future – or the past, depending which end of the transaction you looked at it from.


Pirius, a seventeen-year-old ensign, had always thought of meeting himself as an interesting trial to be faced one day, along with other notable events like his first solo flight, his first combat sortie, his first sight of a Xeelee, his first screw. But in practice, when his future self turned up out of the blue, it turned out to be a lot more complicated than that.


The day began badly. The bunk bed shuddered, and Pirius woke with a start.


Above him, Torec was growling, ‘Lethe, are we under attack? – Oh. Good morning, Captain.’


‘Ensign.’ Captain Seath’s heavy boot had jolted Pirius awake.


Pirius scrambled out of his lower bunk. He got tangled up with Torec, who was climbing down from the upper tier. Just for a second Pirius was distracted by Torec’s warm, sleepy smell, reminding him of their fumble under the sheets before they had fallen asleep last night. But soon they were standing to attention before Seath, in their none-too-clean underwear.


Seath was a stocky, dark woman, no more than thirty, and might once have been beautiful. But scar tissue was crusted over her brow, the left side of her face was wizened and melted, expressionless, and her mouth drooped. She could have had all this fixed, of course, but Seath was a training officer, and if you were an officer you wore your scars proudly.


Astonishingly, Torec was snickering.


Seath said, ‘I’m pleased to see part of you is awake, ensign.’


Pirius glanced down. To his horror a morning erection bulged out of his shorts. Seath reached out a fingernail – bizarrely it was manicured – and flicked the tip of Pirius’s penis. The hard-on shrivelled immediately. Pirius forced himself not to flinch.


To his chagrin, everybody saw this.


To left and right the great corridor of the barracks stretched away, a channel of two-tier bunks, equipment lockers and bio facilities. Below and above too, before and behind, through translucent walls and ceilings, you could see similar corridors arrayed in a neat rectangular lattice, fading to milky indistinctness. Everywhere, the ranks of bunks were emptying as the recruits filed out for the callisthenics routines that began each day. This entire moonlet, the Barracks Ball, was hollowed out and filled up with a million ensigns and other trainees, a million would-be pilots and navigators and engineers and ground crew, all close to Pirius’s age, all eager to be thrown into the endless fray.


Arches Base was primarily a training academy for flight crews. The cadets here were highly intelligent, physically fit, very lively – and intensely competitive, at work and off duty. And so the place was riven with factions which constantly split, merged and reformed, and with feuds and love affairs that could flare with equal vigour. Today it was Pirius’s bunk that Captain Seath was standing before, and from the corner of his eye Pirius could see that everybody was looking at him with unbridled glee. His life wasn’t going to be worth living after this.


Seath was walking away. ‘Pirius, put your pants on. A ship’s come in. You’ve got a visitor.’


‘A visitor? . . . Sorry, sir. Can I ask what ship?’


Seath called over her shoulder, ‘The Assimilator’s Claw. And she’s been in a scrap.’


That was enough to tell Pirius who his visitor must be. Torec and Pirius stared at each other, bewildered.


Seath was already receding down the long corridor, here and there snapping out a command to an unfortunate ensign.


Pirius scrambled into his pants, jacket and boots. He held a clean-cloth over his face, endured a second of stinging pain as the semi-sentient material cleaned out his pores and dissolved his stubble, and hurried after Seath. He was relieved to hear Torec hurrying along in his wake; he had a feeling he was going to need some familiar company today.


Pirius and Torec bundled after Captain Seath into a flitter. The little ship, not much more than a transparent cylinder, closed itself up and squirted away, out of the Barracks Ball and into space.


All around Pirius, worlds hailed like cannonballs.


The Barracks Ball was one of more than a hundred swarming worldlets that comprised the Arches Cluster Base. Beyond the rocks, of course, hung the hundreds of giant young stars that comprised the cluster itself, tightly packed – in fact, the largest concentration of such stars in the Galaxy. Above the stars themselves was a still more remarkable sight. Glowing filaments, ionised gas dragged along the loops of the Galaxy’s magnetic field, combined into a wispy interstellar architecture constructed on a scale of light years. The characteristic shape of these filaments had, it was said, given ‘Arches’ its name.


The Galaxy centre itself was just fifty light years away.


It was a stunning, bewildering sky – but Pirius, Torec and Seath had all grown up with it. They made no comment as the flitter laced its perilous route through the shifting three-dimensional geometry of the base.


Besides, Pirius had more on his mind than rocks and stars.


Torec looked composed. She was a little shorter than he was, a little broader at the shoulders. She had a thin face, but a full mouth, startling grey eyes, and brown hair she wore in rows of short spikes. Her nose was upturned, a feature she hated, but Pirius thought it made her beautiful. They had been each other’s squeezes, in barracks argot, for a couple of months now – staggering longevity in the fevered atmosphere of the barracks. But, despite the taunting from their colleagues, they showed no signs of falling out. Pirius was glad that Torec’s calm presence was with him as he faced the strangeness to come.


It was standard policy for any data FTL-leaked from possible futures to be presented immediately to any individual named in that data. Some of Pirius’s friends even knew when and how they were going to die. And so Pirius already knew, everybody knew, that in the future he was destined to pilot a ship called the Assimilator’s Claw. But the Claw hadn’t yet been commissioned. If a version of the Claw had come into dock – and a captain had taken the time to come get him from his bunk to meet a visitor – that visitor could only be one person, and his heart hammered.


The fiitter’s destination was a dry dock. Perhaps a hundred kilometres across, this Rock was pocked by pits where ships nestled. They were all shapes and sizes, from one-person fighters smaller than greenships through to ponderous, kilometre-wide Spline ships, the living vessels that had been the backbone of the human fleet for fifteen thousand years.


And in one such yard sat a single, battered greenship. It must be the Assimilator’s Claw, and as Pirius first glimpsed the scarred hull of his future command, his breath caught in his throat.


Torec nudged his elbow and pointed. A cluster of ships hovered maybe half a kilometre above the Ball’s surface in a cubical array, and Pirius saw the flicker of starbreaker beams and other weapons. Within the array he glimpsed a sleek shape, caged within that three-dimensional fence of fire, a shape with folded wings, black as night even in the glare of the cluster’s huge suns.


‘Lethe,’ he said. ‘That’s a Xeelee ship.’


‘And that,’ said Seath coldly, ‘is the least of your troubles.’


There was no time to see more.


The flitter dropped into a port. Even before the docking was complete Seath was walking towards the hatch.


Pirius and Torec followed her into a bustling corridor. It was only a short walk through a hurrying crowd of engineers and facility managers to the Claw’s pit. And at the airlock Seath slowed, glanced at Pirius, and stood back to allow him to go ahead first.


This was Pirius’s moment, then. His pulse pounding, he stepped forward.


Three crew waited by the lock: one woman, two men. Dressed in scorched and battered skinsuits, their chests adorned with a stylised claw logo, they were clutching bulbs of drinking water. Pirius glanced at the woman – short, wiry, a rather sour face, though with a fine, strong nose. Pale red hair was tucked into her skinsuit cap. One of the men was heavy-set. His face was broad and round, his ears protruding; he looked competent, but somehow vulnerable. They were both grimy and hollow-eyed with fatigue. ‘Cohl’, he read from their nametags, and ‘Tuta’ – or ‘Enduring Hope’ according to a hand-lettered addendum. He had never met them, in his timeline, but he already knew these names from the foreknowledge briefings: they were his future comrades, who he would choose for his crew, and with whom he would risk his life. He wondered who they were.


He was avoiding the main issue, of course.


The other man, the pilot, wasn’t tall, but he topped Pirius by a good half-head, and, under the skinsuit, was bulkier. Seath had told him that this version was aged nineteen, two years older – two more years of growing, of filling out, of training. At last Pirius looked the pilot in the face.


Time was slippery. The way Pirius understood it, it was only the speed of light that imposed causal sequences on events.


According to the venerable arguments of relativity there wasn’t even a common ‘now’ you could establish across significant distances. All that existed were events, points in space and time. If you had to travel slower than lightspeed from one event to the next, then everything was OK, for the events would be causally connected: you would see everything growing older in an orderly manner.


But with FTL travel, beyond the bounds of lightspeed, the orderly structure of space and time became irrelevant, leaving nothing but the events, disconnected incidents floating in the dark. And with an FTL ship you could hop from one event to another arbitrarily, without regard to any putative cause-and-effect sequence.


In this war it wasn’t remarkable to have dinged-up ships limping home from an engagement that hadn’t happened yet; at Arches Base that occurred every day. And it wasn’t unusual to have news from the future. In fact, sending messages to command posts back in the past was a deliberate combat tactic. The flow of information from future to past wasn’t perfect; it all depended on complicated geometries of trajectories and FTL leaps. But it was enough to allow the Commissaries, in their Academies on distant Earth, to compile libraries of possible futures, invaluable precognitive data that shaped strategies – even if decisions made in the present could wipe out many of those futures before they came to pass.


A war fought with FTL technology had to be like this.


Of course foreknowledge would have been a great advantage – if not for the fact that the other side had precisely the same capability. In an endless sequence of guesses and counter-guesses, as history was tweaked by one side or the other, and then tweaked again in response, the timeline was endlessly redrafted. With both sides foreseeing engagements to come for decades, even centuries ahead, and each side able to counter the other’s move even before it had been formulated, it was no wonder that the war had long settled down to a lethal stalemate, stalled in a static front that enveloped the Galaxy’s heart.


For Pirius, it was like looking in the mirror – but not quite.


The architecture was the same: a broad face, symmetrical but too flat to be good-looking, with sharp blue eyes and a mat of thick black hair. But the details were different. Under a sheen of sweat and grime the pilot’s face was hard, the eyes sunken. It was as if the bones of his skull had pushed out of his flesh. He looked much older than nineteen, much more than two years older than Pirius.


In that first glance Pirius quailed from this man. And yet he was so familiar, so like himself, and he felt drawn.


He held out his hand. The pilot took it and clasped firmly. It was an oddly neutral feeling, like holding his own hand; the pilot’s skin seemed to be at precisely the same temperature as Pirius’s own.


‘I saw the Xeelee ship you brought back,’ Pirius ventured. ‘Quite a trophy.’


‘Long story,’ said the pilot. He didn’t sound interested, in the Xeelee or in Pirius. His voice sounded nothing like Pirius’s own, in his head.


‘So I get to be a hero?’


The pilot looked mournful. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, apparently sincerely.


That bewildered Pirius. ‘For what?’


There was a heavy hand on his shoulder. He turned and found himself facing a bulky man with the long black robes and shaven head of a Commissary.


‘Pirius – both of you! – I’ve been assigned as your counsel in the trial,’ the Commissary said. ‘My name is Nilis.’


Even at this moment of confusion Pirius stared. Arches was for young people; with white stubble, his face jowly, his skin pocked with deep pores, this Commissary was the oldest person Pirius had ever seen. And he was none too smart. His robe seemed to have been patched, and its hem was worn and dirty. Behind him were two more Commissaries, who looked a lot less sympathetic.


Nilis’s eyes were strange, blue and watery, and he looked on Pirius and the pilot with a certain soft fascination, ‘You’re so alike! Well, of course you would be. And both so young . . . Temporal twins, what a remarkable thing, my eyes! But how will I tell you apart? Look – suppose I call you, the older pilot, Pirius Blue. Because you’re from the future – blueshifted, you see? And you will be Pirius Red. How would that suit you?’


Pirius shook his head. Pirius Red? That wasn’t his name. Suddenly he wasn’t even himself any more. ‘Sir – Commissary – I don’t understand. Why do I need a counsel?’


‘Oh, my eyes, has nobody explained that to you yet?’


The pilot – Pirius Blue – stepped forward, irritated. ‘Come on, kid, you know the drill. They’re throwing the book at me for what happened aboard the Claw. And if they are charging me—’


Pirius had heard rumours of this procedure but had never understood. ‘I will be put on trial too.’


‘You got it,’ said his older self neutrally.


Pirius was to be tried for a crime that he hadn’t even committed yet. Confused, scared, he turned around looking for Torec.


Torec shrugged. ‘Tough break.’ She seemed withdrawn, as if she was trying to disengage from him and the whole mess.


Pirius Blue was looking at him with revulsion. ‘Do you have to let your jaw dangle like that? You’re showing us both up.’ He brushed past Pirius and spoke to Captain Seath. ‘Sir, where do I report?’


‘Debriefing first, pilot. Then you’re in the hands of Commissary Nilis.’ She turned and marched him away; the battle-weary crew of the Claw followed.


Nilis touched Pirius Red’s shoulder, ‘You come with me. I think we need to talk.’


Nilis had been assigned quarters in a Rock the ensigns knew as Officer Country. To get there from the dry dock, with Pirius, Nilis endured a short flitter hop through the swarm of captive asteroids that made up the base.


In the sky outside the hull, worldlets plummeted like fists.


Planets were rare, here in the Core of the Galaxy; the stars were too close-packed for stable systems to form. But there was plenty of dust and ice, and it gathered into great swarms of asteroids. Some of the base asteroids were un-worked – just raw rock, still the lumpy aggregates they had been when tethered and gathered here. The rest had been melted, carved, blown into translucent bubbles like the Barracks Ball. Worked or not, they were all wrapped in stabilising superconductor hoops, like presents wrapped in gleaming electric blue ribbon, and they all had Higgs-field inertia-control facilities mounted on their surfaces. The Higgs facilities gave a gravity of a standard unit or so on the worldlets’ surfaces, and provided stable fields in their interior: tiered for a Barracks Ball, more complex in other Rocks depending on their uses.


And the generators drew the Rocks to each other. Mutually attracting, they swooped and swirled about each other in an endless three-dimensional dance, mad miniature planets free of the stabilising influence of a sun. Some of the Rocks swam so close to the flitter that you could see maintenance crew working on the surfaces, crawling over the tightly curved horizons like bugs on bits of food.


Pirius saw, bemused, that Nilis kept his eyes closed all the way through the hop.


Pirius had his mind on bigger issues. So his whole life was suddenly defined by whatever that arrogant clone of himself had done downstream! He wished he could meet Pirius Blue alone to have it out.


Nilis’s room, deep in the belly of Officer Country, was small. It was unfurnished save for a low bunk, a desk with a chair, and a nano-food niche. Pirius sat awkwardly on the bunk, and declined an offer of food or drink. Nilis himself sipped water. The walls of the room were translucent, as were all the walls throughout the Base, but they were buried so deep in this warren of offices and conference rooms that the sky beyond could barely be glimpsed.


‘Which is the way I prefer it, I’m afraid,’ Nilis said with a rueful smile. He sat on the room’s single chair, his robes awkwardly rucked up to expose scrawny shins. ‘You have to understand that I’m from Earth, where I live as humans did in primitive times – I mean, on an apparently flat world, under a dome of sky scattered with a few distant stars. Here the worlds fly around like demented birds, and even the stars are glaring globes. Of course only the most massive stars can form here; conditions are too turbulent for anything as puny as Sol . . . It’s rather disorienting!’


Pirius had never thought about it. ‘I grew up here. Sir.’


‘Call me Nilis.’


But Pirius was not about to call a Commissary, even a soft eccentric Commissary like this one, anything but ‘sir’. He said, ‘Arches doesn’t seem strange to me.’


‘Well, I suppose it wouldn’t.’ Nilis got to his feet, cup of water in his liver-spotted hand, and he peered out through layers of offices at the wheeling sky. ‘A self-gravitating system – a classic demonstration of the n-body problem of celestial mechanics. And chaotic, unstable to small perturbations, never predictable even in principle. No doubt this endless barrage has been designed as conditioning, to get you proto-pilots used to thinking in shifting three-dimensional geometries, and to program out ancient fears of falling – an instinct useful when we descended from the trees, not so valuable for a starship pilot, eh? But for me it’s like being trapped in some vast celestial clockwork.’


Irritated, distressed, Pirius blurted, ‘Forgive me, sir, but I don’t understand why I’m here. Or why you’re here.’


Nilis nodded. ‘Of course. Cosmic special effects pale into insignificance beside our human dilemmas, don’t they?’


‘Why must I be punished? I haven’t done anything. It was him – he did it all.’


Nilis studied him. ‘Has your training not covered that yet? I keep forgetting how young you all are. Pirius, what Blue has done is done; it is locked in his timeline – his personal past. He must be punished, yes, in the hope of eradicating his character flaws. Whereas you are to be punished in the hope of changing your still unformed timeline. We can’t change his past, but we can change your future, perhaps. Do you see? And so you must suffer for a crime you haven’t yet committed.


‘At least, that’s the logic of the system. Is it right or wrong? Who’s to say? We humans haven’t evolved to handle time-travel paradoxes; all this stretches our ethical frameworks a little far. And, you know, I really can’t imagine how it must be for you, Pirius Red. How does it feel to confront a version of yourself plucked out of the future and deposited in your life?’


‘Sir, we train for it. It’s not a problem.’


Nilis sighed. He said, with a trace of steel in his voice, ‘Now, Pirius, I am here to help you, but I’m not going to be able to do that if you’re not honest with me. Try again.’


Pirius said reluctantly, ‘I feel – irritated. Resentful.’


Nilis nodded. ‘That’s better. Good. I can understand that. After all, your own future has suddenly been hijacked by this stranger, hasn’t it? Your choices taken away from you. And how do you feel about him – Pirius Blue, your double – regardless of what he has done?’


‘It’s difficult,’ Pirius said. ‘I don’t like him. I don’t think he likes me. And yet I feel drawn to him.’


‘Yes, yes. You are like siblings, brothers; that’s the nearest analogy, I think. You are rivals – the two of you are competing for a single place in the world – you might even grow to hate him. And yet he will always be a part of you.’


Pirius was uncomfortable; this talk of ‘brothers’ was seriously non-Doctrinal. ‘Sir, I wouldn’t know about brothers. I grew up in cadres.’


‘Of course you did. Popped from the birthing tanks, placed in a training cadre, plucked out and moved on, over and over! You don’t know what it’s like to have a brother – how could you? But I know,’ he said, and sighed. ‘There are corners, even on Earth itself, where people find room to do things the old way. Of course I had to give all that up when I joined the Commission. How unfortunate for you; if only your cultural background were richer it might help you cope better now. Don’t you think?’


None of this meant much to Pirius. ‘Sir, please—’


‘You want to know what an old buffoon like me is doing all the way out here.’ He smiled. ‘I volunteered. As soon as I heard the particulars of the case, I knew I had to get involved. I volunteered to act as counsel to you and your twin.’


‘But why?’


‘You know that I’m a Commissary.’ That meant he worked for the Commission for Historical Truth, the grand, ancient agency dedicated to upholding the purity of the Druz Doctrines – a task it performed with persuasion and force, with zeal and dedication. ‘What you probably don’t know is that the Commission itself has many divisions. The Commission is thousands of years old, Pirius. Astonishing when you think of it! The Commission has lasted longer than many of Earth’s civilisations. And it has grown into a very old, very tangled bureaucratic tree.


‘I work for a department called the Office of Technological Archival and Control. We’re a sort of technological think tank. If somebody gets a bright idea on Alpha Centauri III, we make sure it’s passed on to Tau Ceti IV.’ These were places Pirius had never heard of. ‘But the name says everything: “Archival and Control”. Not a word about innovation, eh? Or development? The Commission’s cold hand is at our throats, and our opportunity to think is restricted. Because that’s the last thing the high-ups want us to do. Oh, yes, the very last. And that’s why I’m here. Do you see?’


Pirius tried to pick his way through all this. ‘No, sir, I don’t.’


‘I heard about your heroics – or rather, Pirius Blue’s. I knew that to have captured a Xeelee, even to have survived such an encounter, he must have innovated. He must have found some new way of striking back at our perennial foe. And I’ve come to find out what that is. Of course I’m unqualified for the job, and from the wrong corner of the Commission. I had to fight my way through a few administrative thickets to get this far, I can tell you.’


Out of all that, one word stuck dismayingly in Pirius’s mind: unqualified.


‘But why is all this so important to you – to Earth?’


Nilis sighed. ‘Pirius, have you no sense of history? Perhaps not – you young soldiers are so brave, but so limited in your horizons! Have you any idea at all how long this war has been going on for – how long this Front has been stalled here? And then there are the deaths, Pirius, the endless deaths. And for what?’


‘The Xeelee are powerful. FTL foreknowledge leads to stalemate—’


Nilis waved a hand dismissively. ‘Yes, yes. That’s the standard justification. But we have got used to this stasis. Most people can’t imagine any other way of conducting the war. But I can. And that’s why I am here. Listen to me. Don’t you worry about this absurd trial. I’ll get you both cleared, you and your older twin. And then we’ll see what we will see – eh?’


Pirius stared, bemused. He was no fool, and in fact had been selected for pilot training because of his capacity for independent thought. But he had never in his life come across anybody as strange as this Commissary and could make nothing of what he said. Bewildered, disoriented, he longed only to be out of here, out of Officer Country, and back in the great orderly warmth of the Barracks Ball, safe under his sheets’ coarse fabric with Torec.


*


Pirius had to wait an agonising week for the trial to be called. He tried to immerse himself in the mundane routines of his training.


Arches was under the control of the Training and Discipline Command, jointly run by the Navy and the Green Army, and every child hatched here was born into the Navy’s service. Most were destined to live out their lives performing simple services, administrative or technical support. But at the age of eight a few, a precious few, were filtered out by a ruthless programme of tests and screening, and submitted for officer training.


Pirius had made it through that filtering. Now his life was crammed with instruction in mathematics, science, technology, tactics, games theory, engineering, Galactic geography, multi-species ethics, even Doctrinal philosophy – as well as a stiff programme of physical development. But at the end of it was the prospect of serving the Navy in a senior and responsible role, perhaps as technical or administrative ground crew of some sort, or better yet in one of the prized flight roles – and best of all, as Pirius already knew was his own destiny, as a pilot. After that, if you prospered, there was the possibility of moving on to command, or, if you were invalided out, you could expect a role on the ground, or even in Training Command itself, like Captain Seath.


For young people primed from birth with the importance of duty, no better life could be imagined.


But none of this would come to pass if Pirius flunked his training, no matter what destiny FTL foreknowledge described for him. So Pirius tried to keep working. But his mind wasn’t on it, and as rumours spread about his predicament, his friends and rivals – even Torec – kept their distance.


He was relieved when the trial finally started. But, despite Nilis’s confidence, it didn’t go well.


The hearing was convened in a dedicated courtroom, a spherical chamber close to the geometric centre of Officer Country. The judges, officers of the court, advocates and counsels, witnesses and defendants took their places in tiered seats around the equator of the sphere. The central section was left open for Virtual displays of evidence. As mandated by custom and enshrined in Coalition law, the judging panel contained representatives from many of the great agencies of mankind: the Commission, of course, the Green Army, who governed the destinies of the millions of Rock-bound infantrymen, and the Navy, of which Pirius Blue’s Strike Arm was a section.


Before the trial opened, the president of the court, a grizzled Army general, gave a short instruction about the formal use of language: specifically, the use of historic tenses to describe events occurring in the ‘past’ of Pirius Blue’s personal timeline, though they were in the future of the court itself.


Nilis leaned to Pirius Red. ‘Even our language strains to fit the reality of time paradoxes,’ he said. ‘But we try, we try!’


At first it wasn’t so bad: it was even interesting. Prompted by an advocate, Pirius Blue, the Pirius from the future, talked the court through a Virtual light-show dramatisation of the incident in question, drawn from the ship’s log and the crew’s eye-witness accounts. The court watched Pirius’s withdrawal under fire from the line around the Rock barrage, his flight to Sag A East, the spectacular showdown with the Xeelee. From time to time he referred to his crew, Cohl the navigator and Tuta the engineer, to clarify details or correct mistakes. The show was stop-start, and if a clarification was conceded it would be incorporated into the draft of the Virtual sequence and that section run again.


Pirius himself – Pirius Red – watched intently. He felt intimidated that a version of himself, only a few years older, had been capable of this.


He tried to assess the reaction of the court members. Despite the legalistic setting, the members of the court watched, rapt, as miniature Virtual spacecraft chased each other across the spherical chamber. It was undoubtedly a dashing, daring episode, and it seemed to touch something primitive in people’s hearts, whatever their roles here today.


But Pirius Red’s heart sank at the grim expressions on the panel’s faces as they heard one example after another of how Pirius Blue had disobeyed orders: when he failed to hold the line as the Xeelee broke through the Rock, when he failed to turn back to face the fire of the pursuing nightfighters. Even Dans, obviously a maverick, had shown a closer adherence to duty by ensuring that she sent back an FTL beacon containing data on the engagement to the past, giving the military planners a couple of years’ notice of the Xeelee’s new Rock-busting tactic.


Nilis seemed unperturbed. He nodded, murmured notes into Virtual receptors, absorbed, analytical, his blue, rheumy eyes bright in Virtual light. He seemed most animated, in fact, at the dramatisation of Dans’s ingenious counter-temporal manoeuvre. He whispered to Pirius Red, ‘That’s it. That’s the key to the whole incident – that’s the way to out-think a Xeelee!’


When the reconstruction was over, the panel conferred briefly. Then with a curt, dismissive gesture, the president of the court summoned Nilis to make his response.


As he gathered his robes to stand up, Nilis whispered to Pirius Red, ‘See that look? He thinks the case is already over, that my defence is just a formality. Hah! We’ll show them – just as Blue showed that Xeelee.’


Pirius turned away, his heart thumping.


Nilis immediately conceded the accuracy of the reconstruction. ‘I’m not here to pick holes in a story told fully and honestly by three very honourable young people. And I’m not here to question, either, the central charge against Pirius: that he disobeyed orders both standing and direct in the course of the action. Of course he did; he doesn’t deny it himself. I’m not here to ask you to set aside self-evident fact.’


The old general asked dryly, ‘Then why are you here, Commissary?’ Muffled laughter.


Nilis rose up to his full height. ‘To ask you to think,’ he said grandly. ‘To think for yourselves – just as Pirius did, in extremis. We must think beyond mere orders. Why obey a pointless order if it will cost you your life, and the lives of your crew, and your ship, and gain absolutely nothing? Isn’t it better to put aside that order, to flee, to return – as Pirius self-evidently has done – and to fight again another day? Isn’t it obvious that Pirius disobeyed his orders the better to fulfil his duty?’


Pirius was shocked. If one thing had been drummed into him more than anything else since his birth it was: orders are everything. He could tell from the thunderous expressions on the bench how well that sort of sophistry was going down with the service personnel.


Nilis went on in detail to analyse Dans’s use of the ‘Brun manoeuvre’ – he described it as ‘the ingenious use of a closed timelike curve in a computing algorithm’ – which he considered the crux of Pirius’s innovatory tactic. ‘Thanks to these two brave pilots, Pirius and Dans, at last we have a way, at least in principle, of overcoming the Xeelee’s single biggest advantage over us: their computing resource. This will need further investigation, of course, but surely you see that that alone is an achievement far beyond the dreams of most warriors in this endless war. And then, on top of that, Pirius brought home a Xeelee, a captive nightfighter! The information we will acquire may – no, will – transform our prospects in this conflict.’ He paused, breathing hard.


Pirius had never heard a speech like this. Nobody talked about victory – not victory any time soon, anyhow. The war wasn’t to be won, it was to be endured. Victory would come, but it was for future generations. The brass on the bench weren’t impressed by Nilis’s grandiose declarations either.


And Nilis proceeded to make things a thousand times worse.


‘Sirs, once again I urge you to think. Rise above yourselves! Rise above your petty rivalries! Isn’t it true that soldiers of the Green Army habitually resent Strike Arm for the perceived luxury of their bases? Isn’t it true that Navy officers traditionally imagine that the Commission knows nothing of the pressures on warriors, even though the Commission plays such a significant role in running the war? And as for we of the Commission, are the Doctrines really so fragile that we fear their breaking even in such an extraordinary case – even in a case where a brave officer is simply overriding a pointless order for the sake of prosecuting his duty more effectively? . . .’


And so on. By the time Nilis was done insulting everybody, Pirius knew that the case, if it had ever had any chance of going his way, was lost.


*


The panel’s deliberation was brief. The president of the court took only a few seconds to announce its verdict.


For his gross violation of orders Pirius Blue was to be demoted, and transferred to a penal unit at the Front. Pirius Red knew, everybody knew, that such a posting was tantamount to a death penalty. It was scarcely more of a shock when the court announced that Pirius’s crew, Cohl and Tuta, would be transferred along with him for their ‘complicity’ in his ‘crimes’.


And, in an almost causal afterthought, the president announced that Pirius Red, the pilot’s younger version, would likewise be transferred to a penal Rock. There were reassignments, lesser punishments, for the younger versions of Cohl, Tuta and Dans.


By now Pirius understood the theory of temporal-paradox law. But he found this impossible to take in.


Once the president had finished speaking Nilis was immediately on his feet again. He announced his intention to appeal the verdict. And he requested that in the interim he have both Pirius Red and Pirius Blue assigned to his personal retinue. He would act as guarantor of their behaviour, and he would seek to make best use of their services in the betterment of mankind’s greater goals.


The panel conferred again. It seemed some bargain was done. The judges did not dispute Nilis’s right to appeal. They would not allow Pirius Blue, as prime perpetrator of this anti-Doctrinal lapse, to escape the sentence passed down, but as a gesture of leniency they placed Pirius Red, the younger copy, in Nilis’s care.


Nilis got up one more time, to make a final, angry denunciation of the court. ‘For the record let me say that this shameful charade is in microcosm a demonstration of why we will never win this war. I refer not only to your sclerotic decision-making processes, and the lethality of your interagency rivalry, but also to the simple truth of this case: that a man who defeated a Xeelee is not lauded as a hero but prosecuted and brought down . . .’


It was stirring stuff. But the automated monitor was the only witness; the court was already emptying.


Pirius stood, bewildered. He saw faces turned to him, Torec, Captain Seath, even Pirius Blue, his older self, but they seemed remote, unreadable, as if they were blurred. So that was that, it seemed: Pirius’s life trashed and taken away from him in a summary judgement, for a ‘crime’ he hadn’t even had the chance to commit.


He shouted down at Pirius Blue, ‘This is all your fault.’


Pirius Blue looked up from his lower tier and laughed bleakly. ‘Well, maybe so. But how do you think I feel? Do you know what’s the worst thing of all? That mission, my mission, is never even going to happen.’


Then he was led away. Pirius Red didn’t expect to see him again.


Here was the broad, crumpled face of Nilis, like a moon hovering before him. ‘Ensign? Are you all right?’


‘I don’t know. It doesn’t seem real. Sir, I don’t want to be placed under your supervision. I only want to do my duty.’


Nilis’s expression softened. ‘And you think that if I pull you back from the Front, that pit of endless death, I’ll be stopping you from doing that? You think your duty is only to die, as so many others have before you?’ The old man’s eyes were watery, as if he was about to cry. ‘Believe me,’ Nilis said, ‘with me you will fulfil your duty – not by dying, but by living. And by helping me fulfil my vision. For I, alone of all the fools and stuffed shirts in this room, I have a dream.’


‘A dream?’


Nilis bent close and whispered, ‘A dream of how this war may be won.’ He smiled. ‘We leave tomorrow, ensign; be ready at reveille.’


‘Leave? Sir – where are we going?’


Nilis seemed surprised at the question. ‘Earth, of course!’ And he walked away, his soiled black robe flapping at his heels.





Chapter 6


Nilis’s corvette was a sleek arrow shape nuzzled against a port, one of a dozen strung along this busy Officer Country gangway.


Captain Seath herself escorted Pirius Red to the corvette. They were the first to get there; they had to wait for Nilis.


Pirius wasn’t sure why Seath had brought him here herself. It wasn’t as if he had any personal effects to be carried; he had been issued a fancy new uniform for the trip, and anything else he needed would be provided by the corvette’s systems, and it would never have occurred to him to take such a thing as a souvenir. Officially, she said, Seath was here to make sure Pirius ‘didn’t screw up again’. Pirius thought he detected something else, though, something softer under Seath’s scarred gruffness. Pity, perhaps? Or maybe regret; maybe Seath, as his commander, thought she could have done more to protect him from this fate.


Whatever. Seath wasn’t a woman you discussed emotions with.


He studied the corvette. It was a Navy ship, and it bore the tetrahedral sigil of free mankind, the most ancient symbol of the Expansion. He said, ‘Sir – a Navy ship? But I’m in the charge of Commissary Nilis now.’


She laughed humourlessly. ‘The Commission doesn’t run starships, ensign. You think the Navy is about to give its most ancient foe access to FTL technology?’


‘The Xeelee are the foe.’


‘Oh, the Navy and Commission were at war long before anybody heard of the Xeelee.’ It was disturbing to hear a straight-up-and-down officer like Seath talk like this.


There was a reluctant footstep behind them. To Pirius’s surprise, here came Torec. She was as empty-handed as Pirius was, but like him she wore a smart new uniform. A complex expression closed up her face, and her full lips were pushed forward into a pout that looked childish, Pirius thought.


‘You’re late,’ Seath snapped.


‘Sorry, sir.’


Pirius said, ‘Come to say goodbye?’ He felt touched but he wasn’t about to show it.


‘No.’


‘Pirius, she’s going with you,’ Seath said.


‘What?’


Torec spat, ‘Not my idea, dork-face.’


Commissary Nilis came bustling along the corridor. Unlike the two ensigns he did bring some luggage, a couple of trunks and two antique-looking bots which floated after him. ‘Late, late; here I am about to cross the Galaxy and I’m late for the very first step . . .’ He slowed, panting, ‘Captain Seath. Thank you for hosting me, thank you for everything.’ He beamed at Pirius. ‘Ready for your new adventure, ensign?’ Then Nilis noticed Torec, ‘Who’s this? A friend to wave you off?’


‘Not exactly,’ Seath said. ‘This is Ensign Torec. Same cadre as Pirius, same generation. Not as bright, though.’


Torec raised her eyebrows, and Pirius looked away.


‘And why is she here?’


‘Commissary, I’ve assigned her to you.’


Nilis blustered, ‘Why, I’ve no desire to take another of your child soldiers. The corvette isn’t provisioned for an extra mouth—’


‘I’ve seen to that.’


‘Captain, I’ve no use for this girl.’


‘She’s not for you. She’s for Pirius.’


‘Pirius?’


Seath’s face was hard, disrespectful. ‘Commissary, take my advice. You’re taking this ensign out of here, away from everything he knows, dragging him across the Galaxy to a place he can’t possibly even imagine.’ She spoke as if Pirius wasn’t there.


Nilis’s mouth assumed a round O of shock, an expression that was becoming familiar to Pirius. ‘I see what you mean. But this base is so —’ He gestured. ‘Inhuman. Cold. Lifeless. The only green to be seen anywhere is the paintwork of warships!’


‘And so you imagined our soldiers to be inhuman too.’


‘Perhaps I did.’


Seath said, ‘We’re fighting a war; we can’t afford comfort. But these children need warmth, humanity. And they turn to each other to find it.’


Pirius’s cheeks were burning. ‘So you knew about me and Torec the whole time. Sir.’


Seath didn’t respond; she kept her eyes on the Commissary.


Nilis seemed embarrassed too. ‘I bow to your wisdom, Captain.’ He turned his avuncular gaze on Torec. ‘A friend of Pirius is a friend of mine. And I’m sure we’ll find you something gainful to do.’


Torec stared back at him. For the ensigns, this was an utterly alien way to be spoken to. Torec turned to Seath. ‘Captain—’


‘I know,’ Seath said. ‘You spent your whole life trying to get to officer training. You made it, and now this. Well, the Commissary here assures me that by going with him Pirius will fulfil his duty in a manner that might even change the course of the war. Though I can’t imagine how,’ she added coldly. ‘But if that’s true, your duty is clear, Ensign Torec.’


‘Sir?’


‘To keep Pirius sane. No discussion,’ Seath added with soft menace.


‘Yes, sir.’


Nilis bustled forward, hands fluttering. ‘Well, if that’s settled – come, come, we must get on.’ He led the way through the open port into the ship.


Captain Seath stared at the ensigns for one last second, then turned away.


Pirius and Torec followed Nilis aboard the corvette. Sullenly, they avoided each other’s eyes.


They had both been aboard Navy vessels before, of course – transports, ships of the line – for training purposes. But they had never been aboard a ship as plush as this before. And it was clean. It even smelled clean.


In the corridor that ran along the ship’s elegant spine, there was carpet on the floor. A two-person crew worked in the tip of the needle hull, beyond a closed bulkhead. In the central habitable section the outer hull was transparent, and if you looked into the sections beyond the rear bulkhead you could see the misty shapes of engines. But two compartments were enclosed by opaque walls.


Nilis ushered his hovering cases into one of these cabins. He looked uncertainly at the ensigns, then opened the door of the other opaqued compartment. ‘This cabin was for you, Pirius. I suppose it will have to do for the two of you.’ There was only one bed. ‘Well,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’ll leave you to sort it out.’ And, absurdly embarrassed, he bustled into his own cabin and shut the door.
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