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1. Ghost In The Head


There were some days now when she didn’t think about the ghost in her head. Or there might be a moment when she’d wonder if it was asleep or awake, if it was looking out through her eyes, and then the moment would pass and she’d get on with whatever it was she happened to be doing. It hadn’t shown itself for eight years. It had receded into the background hum of her life. But then there was the day when it returned in all its terror and glory. Black lightning snapping in the cave of her skull. A thunderous swell obliterating all thought.


Lisa’s dog was nuzzling her neck when she came back to herself. She flapped a hand, trying to push him away or gather him close, she wasn’t sure. Pete sat back on his haunches and wordlessly barked, once, twice. She was sprawled in the yard, halfway between the house and the barn, looking up at the cloudless dark blue sky. Someone had hammered a nail into her skull, right between her eyes.


She pushed onto her elbows, managed to sit all the way up. A greasy swell of nausea washed through her and she rested her head between her knees for a minute or so. Her mouth tingled with a metallic taste like a battery’s kiss. The sharp pain in her head began to diffuse into a general skull-cramp; she noticed that her pipe wrench lay next to her. She’d been fixing something, a leak in the water supply to the hurklin pens. She’d gone to fetch the wrench from the toolbox in her pickup truck . . .


Pete told her that she had fallen over.


‘I’m okay now,’ Lisa said, although she was very fucking far from okay. She was frightened and confused and angry. After all this time it had happened again. After all this time her ghost had woken in thunder and lightning and had knocked her on her ass.


Later, she told her friend Bria that she didn’t know what had triggered it.


‘I haven’t been handling any especially weird shit. Just the usual tesserae, sympathy stones, so forth. And anyway, I haven’t had a client for two weeks now. More like three. I haven’t eaten anything I haven’t eaten a hundred times before, I’m clean and sober . . . I can’t figure out what I did to set it off.’


‘You sound like you’re trying to find some way of blaming yourself,’ Bria said.


They were sitting in Lisa’s kitchen, drinking coffee. Lisa dressed in her usual blue jeans and denim shirt, Bria in a pale green pants suit, caramel-coloured hair done up in a high curly ponytail. She’d been in a business meeting when Lisa had called, had insisted on driving over.


The two of them went way back. They had both come up and out to First Foot on the same shuttle trip, had both started out working as coders in the Crazy 88 Collective. Lisa’s freelance career had run onto the rocks, leaving her with a reputation as a brilliant eccentric whose best years were long behind her; Bria, ten years younger, with a relentless work ethic and good people skills, had founded one of the first code farms in Port of Plenty, was happily married with two kids. A rambling red-tiled house in the burbs, school runs, dinner parties, a subscription to the city’s theatre, weekends at the country club where she was attempting to reduce her golfing handicap with the focused zeal that characterised her work. The whole aspirational middle-class-professional bit. Lisa had once asked her friend if this was how she had imagined things turning out when she had won her emigration ticket; Bria had said that back in the day the so-called Wild West had opera houses and gas lighting, and wasn’t she dealing with weird alien shit every day, down on the code farm?


‘It’s been eight years since the last time. Eight years, three months, nine days. What I’m wondering,’ Lisa said, ‘is did Willie’s ghost give him a kick in the head too? I gave him a call, but it went straight to voicemail. So then I phoned around the hospitals and clinics. You know, just in case. No sign of him anywhere, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t zapped. Maybe he shrugged it off. Or he’s lying hurt somewhere . . .’


‘Have the two of you ever been affected at the same time?’


‘Sure. During the Bad Trip.’


‘Apart from that.’


‘Not that I know of. But Willie and I aren’t exactly close any more.’


Bria raised an eyebrow.


‘So he stops by now and then,’ Lisa said. ‘But he doesn’t tell me everything. I can’t help thinking he had some kind of accident. That maybe something happened to him and woke up his ghost, and that’s what woke up mine.’


‘He’s probably scratching around in the City of the Dead, out of phone range,’ Bria said. ‘Or he’s in the drunk tank after one of his parties.’


She didn’t have much sympathy for Lisa’s ex.


‘If Willie had been arrested I would probably know,’ Lisa said. ‘Because he would have asked me to bail him out.’


Willie had once bought a serious muscle car after making a good find, and a week later had totalled it during a street race in Felony Flats. He’d walked away with a broken collarbone, but the cops had busted him for dangerous driving and he’d served two months, six suspended. Willie was smart and funny and sweet, but he had poor impulse control and was about as dependable as the long-range weather forecast.


‘He’s like one of those cartoon characters,’ Bria said. ‘You smack him down with a hammer, he springs right back up. Forget about him, honey, and for once think about yourself. You had a shock. You need to rest. And you need to get yourself checked out. Seriously.’


‘I’m fine.’


‘If you’re worried about paying for it, don’t be. I’ll cover it.’


‘No need. I already had Doc Hendricks look me over.’


‘The old guy with the chicken farm?’


‘It’s also a clinic. And Doc Hendricks knows his stuff. He told me that it wasn’t a stroke or an epileptic fit. Nothing organic. As if I didn’t already know that. My ghost gave me a little kick, that’s all. The way it used to, the first few months after the Bad Trip. I don’t need to go to hospital. I don’t need any tests. I’m fine.’


Bria gave her a steady, serious look. ‘You’re very far from fine, honey. Otherwise you wouldn’t have called me.’


They pushed it back and forth. After Lisa refused to make an appointment with the consultant who’d tested her after the Bad Trip, no way was she going back to being a lab rat or to being zombified with anti-epileptic drugs, Bria changed tack, said that she was worried about Lisa being out here on her own.


‘I have Pete.’


‘I mean if it should happen again.’


‘This is the first time in more than eight years,’ Lisa said. ‘I really don’t think it’s going to happen again any time soon.’


But the flat fact was that she had no idea why the ghost in her head had woken up after so long. She didn’t know what it wanted; she didn’t even know exactly what it was. Despite the batteries of tests that she and Willie had put themselves through after the Bad Trip, hoping for a fix that had never materialised, no one could tell them whether they had been infected with an eidolon that had full agency, or some fragmented algorithm which threw random glitches. All she knew was that it was old and alien, like all the revenants and ruins on this old, haunted world, that it manifested as unusual activity in the temporal lobe of her brain, and that after eight years of inactivity, after she had begun to allow herself to hope that it might have faded away, it was back. It was awake again, fully present. It was as if something she couldn’t see was standing at her back. A visual stutter. A blind spot that jumped past something unimaginable.


Lisa didn’t tell Bria about that. She hadn’t talked about that aspect of her haunting with anyone except Willie. Maybe that was why she had felt the urge to get in touch with him: he was the only person who understood how it was to have something old and alien living inside your head, amongst your thoughts.


But Willie still wasn’t answering her texts and messages.


She told herself that her feeling that something awful had happened was just a hangover from the seizure, and tried to get back into her routine. Watering and feeding the hurklins. Mulching her vegetable beds and planting out eggplant and winter squash. Picking and canning tomatoes. For the first time in a couple of months she went to an AA meeting and testified and drank bad coffee and put some money in the hat. Keeping busy helped to cover up the hole in the world the seizure had made.


But then the geek police came, and everything changed again.




2. Wizards Of The Slime Planet


When the perimeter alert slammed down the pipe Tony Okoye was lying on his command couch and one of the hands was braiding his hair. He raised a finger to still the clever fingers of the man-shaped machine and said, ‘I hope this isn’t another cosmic-ray impact.’


‘Not this time,’ the ship’s bridle said.


‘Because if it is, I swear I will modify your detection filters with an axe.’


‘Then I’m almost glad I’m looking at an actual intruder,’ the bridle said, and opened an arc of windows in the dim warm air.


Tony sat up, bare-chested in lime-green ‘second skin’ shorts, pushing a fall of loose hair from his face as he studied multi-spectrum images, vectors, estimates of the intruder’s capability. She was real. She was big. A G-class frigate ten times the size of his C-class clipper, bristling with weapon pods and patches. She had come through the mirror less than two minutes ago, she was already driving straight for the slime planet, and she was displaying a police flag. CPF Dauntless.


‘What are the police doing here? Have they said what they want?’


‘They haven’t said anything. And they aren’t the police,’ the bridle said. ‘The Dauntless is a G-class frigate, but that G-class frigate is not the Dauntless. The configuration of her assets is wrong, and her flag’s certificate is a clever fake. Clever enough to fool the average freebooter, but not quite clever enough to fool me.’


‘Are you certain?’


‘I can show you my workings.’


Tony flicked through images of the intruder. It looked a little like a weaponised jellyfish got up from shards of charred plastic: a convex shield or hood three hundred metres across, trailing three stout tentacles ornamented with random clusters of spines. No one knew what the original function of G-class Ghajar ships had been, but plating their shields with foamed fullerene and attaching weapon pods and patches around their rims turned them into formidable combat vessels.


‘If they aren’t police,’ he said, ‘they must be pirates. Claim jumpers.’


‘The possibility is not insignificant,’ the bridle said.


‘A ship that size, running under a fake flag? It is the only possibility. The Red Brigade has frigates, doesn’t it?’


‘So do a number of other fringe-world outfits. We should challenge it,’ the bridle said. ‘You can use your notorious charm to get its crew to reveal who they really are and what they want.’


Her personality package, presenting as a bright eager capable young woman, was the front end of the AI that interfaced with the mind and nervous system of the actual ship, which like the frigate, like all ships everywhere, had been built by the Ghajar thousands of years ago. Tony’s C-class clipper was called Abalunam’s Pride, but no one knew its real name. The name its maker had given it long before it had been extracted from a sargasso orbit, refurbished and modified, and purchased by his grandmother. The secret name it might still call itself.


Tony said, ‘I already have a pretty good idea about what they want. And it is possible that they do not know we are here. So we will maintain radio silence and continue to monitor them. And if they contact us, we will tell them that we are just a freebooter with an exploration licence and nothing to hide.’


‘Which we are.’


‘Which we are. But my family has a history with the Red Brigade. And if that really is one of their frigates . . .’


Tony grazed the cicatrices on his cheek with his thumb as he thought things through. He was scared, yes, shocked and sort of numb, but he also felt alert and focused. Babysitting Fred Firat and his crew of wizards while they probed the ancient secrets of the slime planet had proven to be astoundingly tedious. There were no beasties to hunt, and the scattered Elder Culture ruins weren’t anything special. Junot Johnson was supervising the wizards’ work; Lancelot Askia was keeping them in line; after completing the survey of stromatolite sites and setting his little surprises, Tony had mostly stayed aboard the ship. Now, for the first time in four weeks, he was fully awake. At last he had something to do. And if that frigate really was one of the Red Brigade’s ships he would have a chance to test his skill and cunning against his family’s old nemesis.


He said, ‘How long before it gets here?’


‘Nineteen point three eight hours, if it maintains its current delta vee,’ the bridle said.


‘We will have a lot less than that if it fires off scouting drones. What about our assets at the mirror? Has our unwelcome guest pinged them, tried to spoof them, knocked any of them out?’


‘Not yet.’


‘It could have left behind assets of its own when it came through. Have one of the drones scan the mirror and the volume around it out to five thousand kilometres, but keep the rest dark. And shoot a message to Junot, brief him on the situation and tell him that the wizards should start packing up their stuff straight away.’


‘Then we’re going to make a run for it,’ the bridle said.


‘I am not going to sit on the ground and wait to see what that frigate does next,’ Tony said. ‘Check the mirror, message Junot, and raise the ship and aim it at the wizards’ camp.’


‘Shall I have the hand finish braiding your hair, too?’


The bridle had a nice line in sarcasm, but Tony took the offer at face value.


‘Why not?’ he said, settling back on the couch. ‘If those claim jumpers do want to talk to me face to face, I should look my best.’


Five minutes later, Abalunam’s Pride was sliding sideways and low above eroded sheets of ancient basaltic lava. The lifeless black plain stretched away in every direction, studded with puddles and ponds gleaming orange in the level light of the soft sun, which at this high latitude was fixed just above the southern horizon. The slime planet, in close orbit around a cool, quiescent red dwarf star, was tidally locked, one face permanently turned to its star, the other to the outer dark. It had no name, only a number assigned by a rip-and-run survey team before the rise and fall of the two empires, and it was old, about twice the age of Earth. The tectonic plates of its lithosphere had set in place after its outer core had cooled and solidified; any mountains it might once have possessed had long ago weathered to dust; after its magnetosphere had decayed most of its original atmosphere had been blown away by the solar wind of its star. It had been cold and virtually airless when the so-called Old Old Ones, said by some to have been the first of the Jackaroo’s clients, said by others to have been the Jackaroo’s precursors, had arrived, thickening its atmosphere and rebooting its hydrological cycle by bombarding the vast ice cap on the dark side with comets diverted from the red dwarf’s threadbare Oort cloud. Now the slime planet was cloaked in a reducing atmosphere of nitrogen, methane and ammonia, and a shallow sea turbid with ferrous iron spread across its sub-stellar hemisphere, broken by a single sodden land mass near the terminator between light and darkness. Enormous rafts of sticky foam generated by blooms of photosynthetic bacteria floated everywhere on the sea, and colonies of stromatolites grew in a few muddy bays on the sunward edge of the lone continent.


Those colonies were what had brought Tony Okoye and the crew of wizards here, in a three-way partnership with the broker on Dry Salvages who had purchased the old survey team’s report. Unprepossessing mounds like melted candle stumps, built from layers of sediments and bacterial filaments and slime, the stromatolites contained nodes of archival genetic material and communicated with each other via a wide-bandwidth transmission system constructed from arrays of microscopic magnetic crystals. The chief wizard, Fred Firat, believed that they were the remnants of a planetary intelligence, a noosphere woven from algorithms that were the common ancestors of the various species found in active artefacts left by the Elder Cultures. A root kit or Rosetta stone that would unlock all kinds of secrets, including the causes of sleepy sickness, Smythe’s Syndrome, counting disorder, and other meme plagues.


Fred Firat had the grandstanding rhetoric and unblinking gaze of someone who carried the fire of true crazed genius, and like all the best salesmen, prophets and charlatans he was his first and best convert to his cause. He was convinced that the scant data buried in the records of that old expedition pointed towards something of fundamental importance, had sold the idea to Ayo and Aunty Jael during a virtuoso performance via q-phone. Which was how Tony had found himself embarked on what might be the biggest score of his freebooter career.


But extracting data from the stromatolites’ archival genetic material had been more difficult than anticipated. Tony had to park his ship fifty kilometres inland because Abalunam’s Pride leaked a variety of electromagnetic emissions that interfered with the stromatolites’ transmission system, the wizards had to isolate experiments on individual specimens inside Faraday cages to prevent feedback, and they and Aunty Jael had spent more than two weeks developing new tools and probes before getting down to the real work. But although they had sequenced the archival genetics, they had yet to discover how to read the data those sequences contained, or how to hack into the transmission system. And now a fully loaded G-class frigate had driven through the mirror, come to hijack their work or worse. There was no doubt about it. It was time to pack up. Time to boot.


The first glint of the sea had just appeared at the horizon when the ship’s q-phone lit up. It was Tony’s uncle, Opeyemi, saying with his usual brusqueness, ‘I hear you’re in trouble.’


‘I can handle it,’ Tony said, doing his best to hide his dismay. ‘And while I would love to talk, uncle, I am rather busy. What with having to get the wizards stowed away and so forth.’


He had always known that Lancelot Askai was his uncle’s man, seconded to the mission to the slime planet from his usual work of suppressing anti-family sentiment, but had not realised until now that the rat was equipped with a q-phone. Opeyemi had been monitoring everything, Tony thought with a throb of anger. Waiting to pounce on any mistake.


‘Am I right in thinking,’ his uncle said, ‘that you believe this so-called intruder is a Red Brigade ship?’


‘It is heavily armed, it is displaying a false flag, and it has been aimed at this remote and insignificant planet when we are in the middle of our work. Its crew must have found out about the stromatolites, and want to steal what is rightfully ours. And of all the pirate gangs, the Red Brigade is the only one that has tangled with our family before, and everyone knows that it covets ancient knowledge above all else.’


‘But you have no actual proof that these are no more than ordinary criminals,’ Opeyemi said. ‘Your desire for revenge is understandable, nephew. But do not let it cloud your judgement.’


‘Tell me, uncle,’ Tony said, trying to keep his tone light, ‘does Ayo know about this call?’


‘It is four in the morning here. The alert came straight to me, and I see no need to disturb your sister.’


Tony pictured Opeyemi in his bare room up in the west tower of the Great House, some four thousand light years away. A slender unsmiling man with a shaven skull and deep-set eyes and a steady gaze. He would be sitting at the edge of his military cot, or perhaps he was standing at a narrow window, looking out at the tumbled roofs of the town stretching away in darkness to the cold dark iceberg-flecked sea. After the great betrayal and the deaths of Tony’s parents, Opeyemi, a lieutenant colonel in the Commons police, had resigned his commission and taken charge of his brother’s orphaned children, serving as acting head of the family until Ayo had reached the age of majority. Tony had often rebelled against his uncle’s exacting discipline, still resented the influence he wielded, and flinched now from the admonitory sting in his voice. It was exactly like all those times when he had been called to account for some minor transgression. The hot flush of shame and impotence. Trembling anticipation of his uncle’s minatory gaze.


He tried to assert himself, saying, ‘Perhaps you should disturb her anyway, uncle. After all, she signed off this deal. She deserves to know that it has gone bad.’


‘You did not think to trouble her yourself.’


‘I was planning to tell her as soon as I had the situation in hand.’


‘You like to think you are an independent operator,’ Opeyemi said. ‘You are not.’


‘You have made that abundantly clear.’


‘And you will not risk the ship, a valuable family asset, by making a stand against these claim jumpers. If that is what they are.’


‘The idea never crossed my mind,’ Tony said.


He had played endless games of Police v. Red Brigade when he was a kid, setting up ambushes in the courtyards and corridors of the Great House, staging skirmishes in the fields and plantations, but the frigate effortlessly outgunned Abalunam’s Pride, and he wasn’t as crazy foolish as some of his family believed. Reckless freebooters did not last long.


‘We will get our revenge when we’re good and ready,’ his uncle said. ‘You are neither the arm nor the instrument. Round up the wizards and make a straight run for the mirror. If these claim jumpers see that you are abandoning the prize, they will not waste their time trying to stop you.’


‘Absolutely.’


Tony had his own idea about how to evade the claim jumpers but he was not about to run that past his uncle. The crusty old fucker would probably forbid it.


‘Bring the ship home,’ Opeyemi said. ‘The wizards too.’


‘I thought I should head back to Dry Salvages first.’ Hopefully without the G-class frigate on his tail, but he would deal with that if and when. ‘I want to have a hard conversation with Raqle Thornhilde about how this claim jumper found me.’


‘You will do no such thing,’ Opeyemi said. ‘You have no proof that the broker is to blame. And if she is, she will be expecting you to come after her, and you would be meeting her on her territory, on her terms. No, it is too dangerous, and I will not allow you to endanger the family’s reputation out of some reckless notion about revenge. What you will do instead is bring the wizards to Skadi, where they will complete their work with the help of Aunty Jael, as already agreed.’


‘An agreement that Raqle Thornhilde will have invalidated if she told someone else about the stromatolites.’


‘We will make enquiries about that. Meanwhile, we will keep to our side of the bargain.’


‘This is something I must discuss with Ayo,’ Tony said.


‘She will tell you the same thing. Good luck and Godspeed. We will talk again very soon,’ Opeyemi said, and cut the connection before Tony could think of a riposte.


That was only the beginning of his humiliation.


The broken latticework spire of the Ghajar landing tower appeared off to the west; Tony saw a huddle of blue tents and the glinting pyramid of the Faraday cage at the edge of the shallow bay as the ship swung around and dropped lower, hovering on a warp in the planet’s gravity above a calm sweep of ochre water and the pavements and clumps of the stromatolites. Fred Firat and his six acolytes, dressed in uniform blue pressure suits, gathered in a mutinous clot as Tony rode a gyro platform from the ship’s cargo hatch to a slant of black rock at the water’s edge. As soon as he landed, the wizards’ leader stepped smartly forward, Junot Johnson and Lancelot Askai falling in on either side. Their pressure suits were white, like Tony’s, with the red and black triangle of the family’s flag on their shoulders.


‘You have compromised the local transmission system with this stupid manoeuvre,’ Fred Firat said. ‘You may have damaged the entire noosphere.’


Tony ignored him, looked at Junot. ‘Why aren’t these people packing up, as I ordered?’


He was fizzing with anger. Anger at his uncle’s intervention; anger at his failure to assert himself; anger at the wizards’ insubordination.


‘We need more time,’ Fred Firat said, before Junot could answer. ‘We’ve made a good start, but a start is all it is. And now you’ve set us back by bringing the ship here. I realise you are upset by these so-called claim jumpers, Mister Okoye, but you should have known better. You should have thought things through.’


Tony met Fred Firat’s bright bold gaze. ‘You have isolated some specimens in the Faraday cages, haven’t you?’


‘Of course, but that isn’t the point.’


‘Didn’t you tell me once that their memory is holographic? Which means, I think, that a small portion will contain everything in the whole.’


‘We hadn’t done enough work to prove that it was. And anyway, that’s not really how holograms work,’ Fred Firat said. He was an old man, eighty or ninety, with the squat build of someone born and raised on a heavy planet. He stood foursquare in front of Tony, arms crossed over the chestplate of his pressure suit, the faceted oval of his ancillary eye, socketed in the middle of his forehead, glinting behind his visor like a gunsight.


‘Nevertheless, you are done here,’ Tony said. ‘Load those specimens and whatever else you have as quickly as possible. The window for escape is closing fast.’


‘You aren’t listening,’ Fred Firat said. ‘I have a plan.’


‘It’s you who are not listening,’ Tony said, thrusting his face so close to the wizard’s that their helmets almost kissed. ‘Another ship is coming here. A big ship, well armed, ready to take us prisoner and steal what is rightly ours. We have to boot as quickly as possible. You and your people should be packing up your equipment and your specimens, not quibbling about my orders.’


‘I have a better idea,’ Fred Firat said. ‘You can take the specimens and most of my crew. I’ll stay behind with a couple of volunteers. We can hide in the Ghajar ruins – we have mapped a network of voids beneath them. We’ll wait out the claim jumpers, and after they leave we’ll start work again, and you can bring back the rest of my crew.’


Tony couldn’t believe it. No, he could. Wizards were clever but naive, put their faith in friction-free models of messy reality, and lacked any kind of common sense.


He said, ‘That isn’t going to happen.’


‘If you force me aboard at gunpoint, I’ll sue you and your family for breach of contract,’ Fred Firat said. ‘But if you leave me here to finish my work, I promise that I’ll make all of us rich.’


‘It isn’t going to happen because there won’t be any stromatolites left for you or the claim jumpers to exploit,’ Tony said, and ordered the ship’s bridle to implement Plan B.


A hatch opened amongst the jags and points of the ship’s base and a black cylinder tumbled out, splashing into the shallow water.


‘That is a pop-up high-impulse thermobaric bomb packed with powdered aluminium and nanoparticles of isopropyl nitrate and RDX,’ Tony said. ‘Powerful enough to sterilise this bay and the surrounding area.’


Fred Firat and the other wizards cried out in shock and fury; a tall skinny young man broke away from the group and ran head down and howling at Tony, who stood his ground and took a half-step sideways at the last moment, blocking his attacker with his hip and using the man’s momentum to pivot him off his feet and smash him onto his back. The man stared up through the curve of his faceplate, wide-eyed with shock, as Lancelot Askia stepped forward and aimed his pistol at him.


‘Don’t,’ Tony said, and felt a wash of relief when the enforcer shrugged and lowered his weapon and turned back to the other wizards.


‘There are other colonies,’ Fred Firat said. ‘We will work on them.’


‘No, you won’t,’ Tony said. ‘Because I have planted bombs in every colony along this shore. They will be triggered when we boot. The only stromatolites left will be those we take with us.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Too bad. Get your crew moving. We boot in two hours. Anything that isn’t on the ship by then will be left behind.’


‘And if I refuse? What will you do? Kill me?’


‘Why not?’ Lancelot Askia said and raised his pistol and shot Fred Firat through his helmet visor.


The wizard collapsed. Blood splashed the inner surface of the crazed visor: the round had nailed him through his ancillary eye.


In the moment of shocked silence, Tony told Lancelot Askia, ‘I needed that man. You had no right.’


‘Orders,’ the enforcer said calmly. ‘I was told that anyone who suggested staying behind could be the one who betrayed us.’


‘And now we will never know if he did.’


‘Of course he did. That’s why I shot him,’ Lancelot Askia said, and turned away and ordered the wizards to shape up and get moving. ‘You can pack your shit and get on board the ship or you can join your dead boss. Your choice.’




3. The Geek Police


After the Bad Trip, after she’d been discharged from hospital, after she’d broken up with Willie because he wanted to go right back out there and find the thing that had fucked up their heads, Lisa tried to forget everything by self-medicating with booze and shine. She lost her apartment and let her business slide away, was living in a rented room in Felony Flats, doing zero-hours piecework for corporate code farms, when an intervention by Bria and several other friends made her realise that she needed to make some changes in her life. So she sobered up and scraped together enough money to buy a trailer home and a pioneer licence for a patch of scrub in the tableland north of Port of Plenty, where she hired a local guy with a bulldozer to cut a track to the nearest paved road, sank a well and capped it with a wind pump and a filter to remove the gypsum from the groundwater, and fenced off a hectare of caliche and grew catch crops of tweaked clover and soybean and ploughed them in with kelp hauled from the coast until the soil was rich enough to support a vegetable garden.


Looking back, Lisa couldn’t believe her energy, her single-minded focus. A cold determination to prove that, by taming this little patch of First Foot’s strangeness, she could reclaim her life from the accident that had derailed it.


She built a little house with the help of friends and her new neighbours. Rammed-earth and tyre walls faced with lime render, solar paint on the corrugated-iron roof. Bria gave her a tweaked Labrador puppy as a housewarming present, and Lisa soon learned to understand Pete’s rough speech. Amazing what you could convey with just a couple of hundred words. Supposedly a guard dog, he was better company than protection, although he was pretty good at running down the rabbits that were multiplying everywhere in the tableland after some misguided settler had released half a dozen into the wild.


Lisa tried to raise goats at first, but when her little herd was cut down by a wildfire pulmonary infection she turned to hurklin ranching instead. She and Pete survived sandstorms, lightning storms, biblical hailstorms, a plague of hoppers that stripped crops, scrub and the insulation from power cables, two years of drought, and a hundred smaller difficulties and hardships. And after five years, by the terms of her pioneer licence, she owned the place free and clear.


By then, she had made a slight return to the Elder Culture biz. Rebuilding her client list, testing and evaluating their finds, advising an academic who was trying to map the taxonomic relationships between different kinds of Elder Culture code. She and Willie were still married, technically. He stopped by now and then, and sometimes they’d sort of accidentally fall into bed. There’d been a few casual relationships too, and one semi-serious – a biologist surveying the flora and fauna of the high desert who turned out to have a wife and three kids in the city – but she mostly lived on her own now, a cantankerous forty-something desert broad scraping by like her neighbours, watching the city creep over the hills and edge into the tableland. Strip malls and motels and big box stores along Highway One; tracts on the western edge of the tableland pegged out for future suburban subdivisions; settlements and developers entangled in lawsuits over water rights. Every thirty-three days the shuttle returned from Earth and disgorged five thousand new settlers; many more were arriving on Ghajar ships reclaimed from orbital sargassos. Human civilisation spreading out in a grand and futile project to ‘normalise’ First Foot and the other worlds gifted by the Jackaroo more than thirty years ago.


Willie liked to quote a kōan he claimed to have learned from a Buddhist monk he’d met just before he’d come up and out: a man climbing a remote mountain finds a pocket of smooth unmarked summer snow in a shaded hollow, and jumps into it with his big boots. Later, Lisa discovered that the bit about the Buddhist monk was more of Willie’s bullshit, and his so-called kōan had actually been written by this canny old Scottish guy years before the Jackaroo came with their gifts and their offer to help. And although it was a neat image of humanity’s irrepressible urge to despoil pristine nature, it didn’t quite fit the brave new age of expansion. The fifteen gift worlds and the worlds of the new frontier weren’t like unmarked snow, or blank pages waiting to be inscribed with human history. Everywhere people went, they found the footprints of previous clients of the Jackaroo. Elder Culture ruins, scraps of Elder Culture technology, Elder Culture eidolons, fetches and ghosts. Remnants of unknown, unknowable alien histories bleeding into human culture and human history.


Lisa knew all about that. She and Willie had been indelibly marked by the Bad Trip. It had changed them, changed their lives, and they still didn’t know exactly what it was, what had happened to them.


About a year afterwards, Willie found a recent excavation site out in the Badlands, claimed it was the spot where they’d been zapped, and elaborated a bunch of paranoid riffs about what had been dug up, who had taken it, and where it was now. Even though she’d been on the long slide to her nadir, Lisa knew that it was just another of Willie’s fantasies. No one could keep that kind of thing secret. The hole in the ground was just a hole in the ground, and the thing that had zapped them had probably been some kind of one-shot affair – an ancient machine, maybe, that had hoarded its energies for tens of thousands of years and discharged everything it had in one last spasm when they’d come into range. Eventually, they stopped arguing about it, and Lisa did her best to put the whole wretched affair behind her. But then the ghost in her head woke up, reminding her that she’d never be free of it. And then the geek police came knocking.


Lisa was changing the oil in the wind-pump gearbox when Pete barked a warning. She looked up, saw a little cloud of dust out in the tawny scrubland. Two, three vehicles negotiating the swales and dips of the track, headlights on, dust boiling up behind them.


By the time Lisa had clipped the chain to Pete’s collar and walked with him to the gate, the vehicles were cutting around the shelter belt of cottonwoods. The county sheriff’s patrol car leading two powder-blue Range Rovers, new models with slit-like windscreens that gave them a mean squint, badges on their doors and hoods. The UN Technology Control Unit. The geek police. Lisa had been visited by them half a dozen times since she’d moved out here: routine, random inspections of her workshop and equipment as per the terms of her licence. But they’d never before turned up mob-handed with the sheriff.


‘Don’t do anything dumb,’ she told Pete as the vehicles slowed and stopped.


Sure thing, he said, but his ears were pricked and his body was tense, the way he got when he saw a rabbit, and he barked twice when the door of the patrol car popped open. Lisa told him to hush, watched the sheriff ease out of his car, set his white straw Stetson on his head and walk up to the gate.


‘It would make things easier if you chained up your dog somewhere, ma’am,’ he said.


‘It would make things a whole lot easier if your friends turned around and headed back to the city,’ Lisa said.


‘I don’t disagree, but they have a job to do and so do I. It would be best for everyone if you allowed us to get on without any fuss.’


The sheriff, Scott Bird, was a rangy man about Lisa’s age, the brim of his Stetson angled low over his creased face. He’d been a deputy in Denton County, Texas before he’d come up and out; now he was sheriff of the Carolina Land District. A little old-fashioned, but a decent fair-minded man. Lisa liked him, had twice voted for him to stay in office.


She said, ‘I’m sorry to see they asked you to do their dirty work.’


Sheriff Bird held out a folded sheet of paper. ‘Sometimes I have to do things I don’t agree with. Comes with the badge and the territory. Which includes, I regret to say, serving this warrant on you.’


‘Are you arresting me?’


‘No, ma’am. This is a notice to search your property.’


Lisa felt Pete stir beside her as she reached out and took the warrant. She could feel the ghost at her back too, briefly wondered what it made of this little human charade.


She said, ‘You happen to know what they are looking for? Because I don’t have the faintest idea.’


Sheriff Bird hesitated, then said, ‘I also have some bad news. Maybe we could step over to your house.’


‘And let your friends trawl through my stuff while you distract me? Anything you want to tell me, you tell me here,’ Lisa said, and saw the serious look on the sheriff’s face and felt as if she’d hit an air pocket.


‘It’s your husband,’ Sheriff Bird said. ‘I’m sorry to tell you there’s been an accident.’


Lisa thought at once of the seizure.


She said, ‘Is he hurt? How bad?’


Sheriff Bird took off his hat. ‘He was working with a crew on a big dig out in the Badlands. There was some kind of accident, and everyone involved looks to have been killed.’


‘You’re kidding,’ she said, but she knew that he was not.


‘Why don’t we go sit down somewhere, ma’am, so I can tell you what I know?’


Lisa saw two figures step out of one of the Range Rovers. One a tall grey-haired man in a cream suit, the other dressed in a black tracksuit, moving with the sinuous gait of a dancer, golden highlights gleaming on a smooth skull. A Jackaroo avatar.


She knew then that she was in serious trouble. She lifted her chin and said to Sheriff Bird, ‘Tell me everything. Right here, right now. You can start by explaining what that thing wants.’




4. Rogue Moon


Junot Johnson swore that he had no idea that Lancelot Askia had been liaising so closely with Tony’s uncle. ‘That Askia man and me, we hardly talked. He spent most of his time in his tent, or running out across the rock. He has those plastic muscle extenders – he can sprint like a ziphound. And even when he was out and about with the wizards he didn’t say much more than yes or no, and shut you down with a sharp look if you tried to be friendly. What with that and trying to keep track of the work, I didn’t have the chance to get alongside him.’


‘He had a q-phone,’ Tony said. He knew that he was angry with the old sidesman because he was angry with himself, and because he had been so thoroughly and publicly humiliated, but he couldn’t help himself. ‘How could you have not known about that? It was your job.’


‘I know I failed, young master. And I’m more sorry for it than I can say,’ Junot said.


A sturdy broad-shouldered man with a mass of curly grey hair squashed inside his pressure suit’s helmet, dutifully loyal and patient, he was from one of the families which had been with the Okoyes long before they had been given Skadi as a reward for their part in the overthrow of the Second Empire, and had served aboard Abalunam’s Pride for two years and counting.


‘What about Fred Firat?’ Tony said. ‘Was there any sign that he was communicating with someone off planet?’


‘That I think I would have seen,’ Junot said. ‘I was as close to him as his shadow for the most part. And if he had a q-phone, he hid it cleverly. It wasn’t in his personal stuff.’


Tony had sent Junot to check the dead wizard’s possessions before they were packed up with the rest of the camp. They were standing in the shadow of the ship now, watching the wizards stack equipment and folded tents onto a pair of sleds. Two of the ship’s hands moved smartly to and fro amongst them, carrying unfeasibly large loads, their white carapaces luminous in the level light of the eternal sunset. Lancelot Askia stalked up and down, now and then stopping to check a crate or package. They were taking everything, even the garbage. Everything except the body of Fred Firat. That lay on a flat rock nearby, wrapped in a winding sheet of pyrotechnic explosive printed by the ship.


‘He was a very clever man,’ Tony said, softening a little.


‘Do you really think he was a traitor, young master?’


‘It would be awfully convenient if he was, wouldn’t it? It would justify his execution, and show me up for a fool. In any case, his death will put a serious crimp in the work, which will please my uncle no end. He has been against it from the start.’


‘One thing I know to be true,’ Junot said. ‘There really is a labyrinth under those Ghajar ruins. Some of the wizards essayed a little expedition into them. They were looking for eidolons that might have absorbed something of the stromatolites’ code. But they didn’t find anything, and neither did I when I checked the place a few days after they finished. Just endless tunnels lined with dirty white plastic.’


‘Could Firat have kept himself hidden from the claim jumpers down there?’


Junot shrugged. ‘It would depend on how hard they searched for him, and how hard he worked at staying hidden. But those tunnels do go a long way back, and a long way down, too.’


They watched the wizards work for a while.


Junot said, ‘Can we get home safe, you reckon?’


‘Oh, I have a good escape plan,’ Tony said. ‘Which also involves a tunnel, oddly enough.’


At last, after everything had been loaded onto the ship, Lancelot Askia marshalled the wizards in front of their leader’s body. They stood quiet and still in orange sunlight and long shadows while Tony said that if anyone had any last thoughts for their former chief they should think them now. He gave them a minute’s grace before he triggered the pyrotechnic shroud. It burned with a brief fierce intensity, sending up a plume of greasy smoke that the wind bent out to sea. Ash fell all around, on the black rocks, on the water of the bay, on the wizards and Lancelot Askia and Junot Johnson and Tony. Ten minutes after the fire had guttered out, leaving only a smear of sludgy soot on the rock, everyone was aboard the ship. The wizards and the tanks containing half a dozen live stromatolites were locked down in the cargo bay. Junot Johnson and Lancelot Askia were locked down in their cabins. And Tony was back in command.


The ship’s bridle reported that the claim jumpers’ frigate hadn’t changed its heading, said that as far as she could tell it hadn’t deployed any assets around the mirror or sent drones to scout the slime planet ahead of its arrival. ‘But I’m afraid that my surveillance ability is very limited, and the frigate may possess superior security and stealth tech.’


‘There is only one way to find out,’ Tony said, and dropped the go command.


The bridle counted down from ten in the traditional way, booted at zero. As the ship jolted away in a long rising arc above the dark sea and its archipelagos of bruise-yellow foam, Tony detonated the thermobaric bombs he had planted in every stromatolite colony, glimpsing the chain of flashes just before the coastline dropped below the horizon. When the claim jumpers arrived, they would find only a couple of dozen flooded craters floored with baked mud and rubble.


The ship punched out of the atmosphere, fired off a package of tiny cube satellites, and continued to rise. The horizon rounded and the dull spark of the slime world’s solitary moon rose above it, a skull-shaped chunk of rock fifty kilometres across, with an erratic retrograde orbit. Fred Firat had believed that it was an asteroid that had been moved into orbit by some Elder Culture for some unclear purpose; deep radar scans had revealed that it was riddled with tunnels, including a shaft that pierced it through its rotation axis.


After Abalunam’s Pride matched the little moon’s orbital velocity, Tony took control for the final manoeuvre. Blipping the ship’s drive, setting her on a trajectory that would intersect with the moon’s surface. This was the fun part. The target area was relatively small, and there was only a narrow window before the frigate appeared over the horizon of the slime planet.


The moon swiftly grew, its lumpy cratered landscape raked with fault-line scarps. Abalunam’s Pride swung around it, dawdling towards the flat top of a debris cone: the north polar entrance to the shaft that pierced the moon, created by unimaginable energies that had vaporised fifty kilometres of rock. Much of that vapour had boiled away, escaping the grip of the moon’s feeble gravity; a small fraction, cooling, had fallen back to the surface and formed symmetrical cones at the poles.


Tony mirrored the visual feed to his passengers so that they could watch some real piloting skill, killed the last of the ship’s forward momentum as the cone’s flat top slid past, and dropped into the black circle of the shaft’s entrance. He fired off a package that would anchor itself to the shaft’s lip and allow him to keep in touch with the cube sats, and then Abalunam’s Pride was falling between smooth melt-rock walls, slowing, slowing, until it was floating freely at the midpoint of the shaft, balanced at the null point of the asteroid’s feeble gravity.


‘We will wait here until the frigate puts down,’ he explained over the common channel. ‘And when it does, we’ll make a run for the mirror.’


He had to wait almost twelve hours, half a day in old money, while the G-class frigate swung around the slime planet in a near-polar orbit that would enable it to scan almost every part of the surface. No doubt they had checked out the little moon, too, but Tony was pretty sure that his hiding place was safe. Radar scans could render the moon transparent, but their resolution was limited. The claim jumpers would not see his ship until he wanted to be seen.


At last, the frigate fell out of orbit in a smooth trajectory aimed at the lone continent. Tony told his passengers to brace themselves, and exactly a hundred seconds later booted the ship. Maximum acceleration. The walls flashed past; a star of sunlight flared ahead and widened into a perfect circle; Abalunam’s Pride shot out of the shaft like a cannonball, still accelerating. The moon dwindled astern, and the slime planet dwindled too, rounding into a half-globe that shrank into the big dark like a pebble dropped down a well.


The frigate sent an interrogatory message. Tony ignored it. He was back in control, back on track. All he had to do now was reach the mirror.


It orbited the L5 point where the slime planet’s gravity balanced that of its star. Tony flew a flat geodesic trajectory, accelerating all the way. This was the part he loved. He was cradled in his command couch, ramped up on combat drugs and plugged into the ship’s bridle and her radar, EM and optical feeds. Flying free into the unknown. Master of his own fate.


He was more than halfway there when the feeds from the cube sats he’d left in orbit around the planet went dark. No problem. He had been half-expecting it after the claim jumpers’ frigate had pinged him. But as he closed in on the mirror the assets that had been keeping watch on it went dark too.


It was the usual rock sculpted into a long cone, with the wormhole throat embedded in its flat base: a round dark mirror two kilometres across, framed by the chunky braid of strange matter that kept it open. The only mirror in orbit around this star. The only way in, the only way out. When he had come through, Tony had dropped off a package of drones that had established wide triangular orbits around it. They had not detected anything sown by the frigate, but it had set traps all the same.


Abalunam’s Pride was briefly painted by radar and launchers planted around the mirror’s rim flung a cloud of disrupter needles: electronic countermeasures packaged in little blades of cubic carbon allotropes denser than diamond, designed to lodge in the hulls of Ghajar ships and paralyse their nervous systems. There was no time for any kind of evasive manoeuvre. Tony shot a drone carrying a totally illegal pinch-fusion bomb with a yield of point six kilotonnes from Abalunam’s Pride’s launch cannon. Ayo had given it to him just before he’d set out two years ago, telling him that it had been held back when the family’s armoury had been stripped by the Commons police, and was to be used only as a final measure in extreme circumstances. Well, if this didn’t count as an extreme circumstance he didn’t know what did. The bomb detonated scant seconds after launch, obliterating the needles in a furious fireball, and Tony screamed in triumph and blind terror as the ship slammed through the expanding shell of superhot plasma, plunged into the mirror of the wormhole throat, and emerged eight thousand light years away.




5. Breakout


The next day, Lisa met up with Bria in Port of Plenty and downloaded everything she knew. Everything that Sheriff Bird and the boss of the geek police team, Adam Nevers, had told her. It wasn’t much. It was heartbreaking.


It seemed that Willie had found something out in the Badlands, something too big to dig out on his own. He’d partnered up with a crew and they’d uncovered a powerfully malignant artefact that had got inside their heads and turned them against each other. Five people were dead; three, including Willie, were missing, believed to be buried under tons of rubble at the bottom of the excavation shaft after someone had blown it in, possibly in a futile attempt to contain the breakout.


‘Do you remember the thing in Bitter Springs, two years ago?’ Lisa said to Bria. ‘The police said it was like that.’


A prospector had brought an artefact into the little desert settlement of Bitter Springs, the local assayer had woken the eidolon inside it, and there’d been a breakout and a massacre. People attacking each other with teeth and nails and fists and feet. Neighbours and strangers. Husbands and wives. Mothers and children. Lisa had seen the artefact in the Port of Plenty museum after it had been purged of every trace of its algorithms. A smooth slim black needle about the size of a spearhead, gleaming and sterile in its glass case. A reminder of the awful unknowns yet to be unearthed.


‘Now I know what caused that seizure,’ Lisa said. ‘It was the same day the breakout happened. No way is that a coincidence. No. Fucking. Way.’


Bria reached across the little table and gripped her hands. ‘Oh, Lisa.’


They were sitting outside the big Starbucks that anchored the western end of Pioneer Square. Lisa was drinking iced tea sweetened with half a dozen packets of sugar, Bria a flat white. Pete sprawled under the table with a dish of water. All around, people sat at café tables in the late-afternoon sunlight, perched on broad steps that dropped to the well where a gout of water pulsed and plashed. Smart little yellow trams ran along one side of the square, which was bordered by office buildings and the plate-glass windows of high-end shops. A sliver of Earth jammed into this alien world, where a dozen or more Elder Cultures had lived and died out or ascended to some unfathomable stage of consciousness, leaving behind ruins and artefacts, scraps of technology, algorithms and eidolons. A perfectly ordinary scene that, distorted by Lisa’s blind spot and the intimate presence of her ghost, seemed weirdly unfamiliar, like a hyper-real simulation where everything was a banal, idealised version of itself and nothing fit together properly.


‘Willie finally went and did it,’ Lisa said, squeezing Bria’s hands. ‘After all this time, he finally found the thing that zapped us. It zapped him again, zapped the people he was working with. And it reached out to me. It woke the ghost in my head.’


‘What did he find?’ Bria said.


‘The geek police wouldn’t tell me. They think I already know. They think I’m involved.’


‘But you aren’t.’


‘Of course not!’


Pete lifted his head, looking up at Lisa. She let go of Bria’s hands and pushed her hair out of her face, the frizz of grey corkscrew curls she’d stopped dyeing a couple of years ago. She was bone-tired, had spent most of the night looking at the ceiling of her bedroom, her head like a beehive.


‘I haven’t seen him for three months,’ she said. ‘I had no idea what he was into.’


‘And you told the police that.’


‘It didn’t make any difference.’


Lisa told Bria about the man who’d led the raid on her property. Investigator Adam Nevers of the UN Technology Control Unit: a tall Englishman with a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard, dressed in a cream linen suit, light blue shirt and dark blue tie, polished brown brogues powdered with the red dust of her yard. He’d been very polite, very proper, but there had been a coldness in his manner, an Olympian condescension, as he explained that the search-and-seizure warrant had been issued because it was possible that Willie might have sent Lisa something potentially dangerous, or left behind something she believed to be harmless but actually wasn’t.


‘I think I’d know if he had,’ Lisa said. ‘It’s kind of how I earn my living.’


‘When you last saw him, did he tell you that he had found something in the Badlands?’ Nevers said.


‘Not a word.’


‘Did he tell you he was going out there with a crew to dig something up?’


‘I’d definitely remember that because Willie always worked alone.’


‘Did you notice anything strange in his manner or behaviour?’


‘No. He was just himself.’


‘“He was just himself.”’ Nevers frosted the words with disdain. ‘Exactly what do you mean by that?’


‘Exactly what I said. He turned up one day, we caught up on what each other had been doing, and after a couple of hours he left.’


‘So it was purely a social visit.’


‘As far as I was concerned.’


It was hard to think of Willie, hard not to. Lisa saw his smile, his gold tooth flashing. The deep lines around his eyes. His black hair brushed back and held by a bandana folded just so. The warmth of him, his sour-sweet smell. They hadn’t slept together the last time he’d stopped by because Lisa had been irritated by his presumption and they’d fallen into the groove of one of their old arguments. His selfishness; her stubbornness. She hoped that she wasn’t going to have cause to regret the way they’d parted, that last time. She hoped that Willie had managed to escape unharmed, that maybe he hadn’t been there when the trouble had kicked off. And then she thought of her seizure, and knew, with numb certainty, that he must have been caught up in it.


Nevers led her through the banal details of their last conversation, then threw her a curve ball, saying, ‘Could your husband have visited your property without your knowledge?’


‘I guess. I mean, I’m not here all the time.’


‘So he could have left something here. Hidden it.’


‘What kind of something?’ Lisa was beginning to feel uneasy, because it was exactly the kind of stupid stunt that Willie liked to pull. Had liked. Jesus.


‘That’s what we want to find out,’ Nevers said.


The other agents, two men and a woman, were walking in and out of the lean-to workshop tacked onto the end of Lisa’s house, carrying away equipment and stacking it inside the two Range Rovers. Her ultrasound probe, her binocular microscope, the compact oven of her printer, her Reynolds trap . . .


The gold-skinned Jackaroo avatar stood between the vehicles, still as a statue. It had helped Adam Nevers perform a preliminary survey of the house and barn while Lisa sat with Sheriff Bird in his patrol car, trying to stay calm because she knew that if she lost her cool they’d definitely arrest her. She was still trying to stay calm, but it was getting harder while she watched her livelihood being ransacked and Nevers treated her like someone who was either incredibly naive or incredibly dumb. When she saw one of the men wheel out the tall black box of her massively parallel computer on a hand truck, she started towards him, saying indignantly, ‘You can’t take that!’


Nevers caught her arm, gripping so hard she could feel his fingers pressing on the bone. He said, ‘You’ll be given an inventory of everything we take. And if there isn’t a problem it will be returned to you as soon as possible.’


Lisa watched, heartsick, as the man wrestled the computer into one of the Range Rovers. Everything its hard drive contained was deeply encrypted, she wasn’t about to hand over the keys unless compelled by a court order, and she had a backup that the police hadn’t yet found, but she’d built the machine herself and she couldn’t afford to replace it.


Nevers said, ‘I understand that you were a hotshot coder back in the day. You worked out how to crack Ghostkeeper algorithms, and gave away the method.’


‘It was a kernel defining an environment where people can run the algorithms. And I put it out under a Creative Commons licence. Not quite the same thing as giving it away.’


‘But you didn’t make any money off it, while other people did,’ Nevers said.


No point trying to explain to the man that she’d been part of a collective, that she’d just happened to have had the crucial insight that helped move forward a communal effort, that everything back then had been different, more hopeful, not yet thoroughly tainted by commercial interest and the social Darwinism of neoliberal capitalism. Nevers clearly had marked her down as some kind of eccentric hippie who’d not only been fucked up by an alien ghost, but had also squandered her intellectual property out of misplaced idealism.


She said, ‘You can let go of my arm. I’m not going to try to stop your people doing their work. Even if it is legalised theft.’


‘We’re dealing with a serious breakout, Ms Dawes,’ Nevers said blandly, releasing her. ‘We’ll return your equipment after we’ve examined it. As long as it isn’t contaminated, that is.’


Lisa resisted the urge to rub her arm. It felt like the man had left a bruise the size of Nebraska. ‘My containment protocols are as good as anyone else’s.’


‘Then there shouldn’t be a problem,’ Nevers said, and handed her a business card. ‘If you remember anything that might help us find out what happened to your husband and his friends, don’t hesitate to get in touch.’


‘So are business cards still a thing, back on Earth?’


‘I’m no newbie, Ms Dawes. If that’s what you’re trying to imply. I’ve been working on cases like this for a very long time. Longer than you’ve been working on Elder Culture code, I dare say.’


‘Well you don’t appear to have learned very much,’ Lisa said.


That bounced right off Nevers. He said, ‘I saw the funny tortoise-things you have in the barn. Is that how you make your living now?’


‘The hurklins? Yeah, I ranch them.’


‘For meat?’


‘You can’t eat them. They have funny amino acids, use vanadium in their blood . . . What it is, they shed the outer layer of their shells as they grow. It’s like very fine-grained leather, naturally tinted.’


She thought of Willie again, his ancient leather jacket, his cowboy boots with their silver tips and conchos. Oh, Willie.


Nevers was saying something about having had a tortoise as a pet when he was a kid. ‘An age ago, in London. I painted the shell once, my idea of dazzle camouflage. But I wouldn’t have thought to try to wear it.’


It was hard to imagine him as anything other than what he was, tall and straight-backed in his cream suit, radiating the stern rectitude of an old-time preacher. His flinty probing gaze, his shuttered expression. One of the agents came over with a tablet that displayed an inventory of the things they’d taken. Lisa studied it carefully before she signed it.


‘We’ll email you a copy,’ Nevers said. ‘Oh, one more thing. Your phone.’


‘My phone?’


‘Please,’ Nevers said, holding out his hand.


Lisa thought of arguing, but knew that if she refused the agent would grab hold of her and Nevers would pat her down. She took out it out and said, ‘Make sure you add it to your inventory.’


‘Thank you for your cooperation, Ms Dawes,’ Nevers said. ‘If we have any more questions, we’ll be in touch.’


She barely heard him. She was watching the Jackaroo avatar approach. Its elegant dancer’s walk, as if gravity were optional. Its immaculate black tracksuit. Its gold-tinted face, eyes masked by sunglasses – exact copies of Ray-Ban Wayfarers. Jackaroo avatars presented as male, composites of fashion models and movie stars, but their gender was as superficial as a mannequin’s, and more than thirty years after First Contact they were still unfathomable enigmas.


Humanity had been hard-pressed back then. Countries fighting over dwindling natural resources; riots, revolutions and counter-revolutions, and the constant low-level attrition of netwars; a billion refugees made homeless by famine, flood or extreme weather events. All of this craziness culminating in the Spasm, when more than a dozen capital cities from London to Karachi had been damaged or destroyed by low-yield tactical atomic bombs and a limited nuclear missile exchange.


The Jackaroo had arrived a year later. They brought with them fifteen wormhole mouths and fifteen colossal shuttles, infiltrated the world’s communication networks, and declared that they were here to help. The wormhole mouths led to habitable worlds orbiting red dwarf stars – smaller and cooler than Earth’s sun, the most common type of star in the galaxy – scattered across the Milky Way; winners of the UN emigration lottery travelled up and out on the shuttles, hoping to begin new lives in these new worlds, which turned out not to be so new after all. Previous clients of the Jackaroo, the so-called Elder Cultures, had colonised the worlds and altered them in various ways before either dying out or moving elsewhere, leaving behind ancient ruins and artefacts.


No one knew what the Jackaroo actually looked like, where they had come from, or why. They presented only as avatars, no one had ever visited their ships, and they wouldn’t ever discuss their motives, what had happened to the Elder Cultures, what might happen to the human race. We’re here to help was all they said. Every client’s path is different. Lisa, who’d been in high school back then, remembered the wave of optimism that had swept across the world after First Contact. Humanity was no longer alone in the universe. The Jackaroo were benevolent ambassadors of an advanced culture whose gifts promised the kind of utopian future, packed with miracles and marvels, that had long seemed for ever out of reach. Mining Elder Culture ruins had yielded room-temperature superconductors, construction coral, self-healing plastics and new meta-materials, entangled pairs of electrons that allowed instantaneous transmission of information across interstellar gulfs, and much else. And then there was the discovery of ships abandoned in orbital sargassos by the Ghajar, and the wormhole network of the New Frontier . . .


Lisa had bought into that dream when she’d won a lottery ticket and come up and out, but she knew all about its dark side now. The Bad Trip, possession by an ancient alien ghost, addiction to a drug distilled from an alien plant . . . And she’d had a close encounter with a Jackaroo avatar once before, in hospital soon after the Bad Trip, when she’d told her story and had been left feeling that she’d been judged by some higher being and found wanting.


So she clenched up as the avatar, maybe the one that had interviewed her back then, maybe a colleague, impossible to tell, walked towards her. It held out a hand, palm up. A small sharp-edged stone lay there, black against translucent golden skin. After a blank moment, Lisa realised that it was her only tangible souvenir of the Bad Trip.


‘Remember the stone you helped me test for activity all those years back?’ she told Bria. ‘That one. I must have picked it up before Willie and I were zapped, and found it in the pocket of my jeans a month later.’


Lisa had hoped that it might contain some clue about what had happened to her and Willie out in the Badlands, but it had turned out to be just a rock. A little chunk of chromite, commonly found where erosion exposed the igneous rocks that underlaid the sandstone of the Badlands; an unknown Elder Culture had mined seams of chromite ore in the far south, leaving huge terraced sinkholes.


She said, ‘I kept it in a bowl in the living room, with a bunch of pebbles and spent tesserae. Souvenirs of the places Willie and I excavated. I guess the tesserae pinged the avatar’s radar – you know how they can track down stuff like that. And when it found them it also found the little black stone, and wanted to know what I knew about it.’


‘What did you say?’


‘That it came from someplace I couldn’t recall out in the Badlands,’ Lisa said, remembering the avatar’s blank scrutiny and pleasant smile as it asked her if the stone had ever manifested any kind of activity. Although it was a shell of gold-tinted translucent polymer, remotely controlled by God-knew-what, God-knew-where, its face was mobile, disturbingly alive, disturbingly almost-but-not-quite human.


‘Of course not. It’s just a stone,’ Lisa told it.


‘Nevertheless, I must keep this for now,’ the avatar said, and closed its fingers around the stone and walked away, while Nevers reminded her to call him if she had any questions or remembered anything germane.


‘First time I’ve ever heard someone use the word in cold blood,’ Lisa told Bria. ‘“Germane.”’


Bria said, ‘He didn’t charge you, threaten to charge you?’


‘He didn’t need to. He confiscated my shit, and sooner or later he’ll offer to give it back if I tell him what I know about Willie’s jackpot. And the thing is, while I don’t know anything but what Sheriff Bell told me, I’m definitely tangled up in it.’


‘Because of your seizure.’


‘Exactly. Listen, I was sort of wondering if you could maybe do me a favour or three.’


‘You only have to ask, honey.’


‘First, I have a feeling I might need a lawyer.’


‘Of course. I have a good man on retainer.’


‘The second thing, I thought I’d ask around in the Alien Market, tap into any gossip about Willie’s jackpot. And while I’m doing that, maybe you could find out if he did the right thing for once in his life, and registered a claim.’


‘Is that all? It doesn’t seem like much.’


‘Also, I need you to help me redeem my truck from the parking garage. I bought this piece-of-shit phone to replace the one Nevers took, and I can’t figure out how to get it to interface with the payment system.’




6. Serious Throw-Weight


A hundred and fifty years ago, not very long after the Jackaroo made themselves known, human explorers found the entry point to a vast, multi-stranded wormhole network that spanned the outer arms of the Milky Way. Despite the discovery of a dozen or more Ghajar navigational datasets, despite the efforts of scholars, wizards and amateur obsessives who had broken their minds trying to find patterns in the clustering of mirrors and links between mirror pairs that might span a dozen or ten or fifty thousand light years, the network was still mostly unmapped. It had been called the New Frontier at first, but then an empire jacked itself up from its first settlements, ruled by a warlord, Truman Johnson I, whose fleets controlled choke points in the network of mirrors, taxed every ship that passed through them, and attacked worlds which refused to acknowledge his primacy. Only Earth and the fifteen gift worlds were spared, protected by the UN’s navy and separated from the nearest wormhole mouth in the New Frontier by a gulf that made it impossible to mount a sneak attack.


Eventually Truman Johnson was assassinated by his eldest son, Able Truman Johnson, whose brief reign, the so-called Second Empire, was even more brutal than his father’s. When he executed a general who refused to carry out his order to use nuclear weapons against the only city on the desert world Karnak V, officers loyal to the dead woman became the focal point of a rebellion that spread through the empire’s navy, spanning four years and much of the wormhole network, and ending with the disappearance of Able Truman Johnson. A rumour that he had been murdered by two of his younger brothers was never substantiated; neither was the story that he had discovered a ship with a version of the fabled faster-than-light Alcubierre drive, and had set out to discover the location of the Jackaroo’s homeworld.


After his disappearance, Able Truman Johnson’s empire fragmented into squabbling apanages that were swiftly subjugated by elements of the rebel navy. The victors formed a loose commonwealth that acknowledged the power of a security council and its police to referee disputes and patrol the volume of the wormhole network, but after eighty years its stability was as fragile as ever, threatened by territorial disputes, civilian rebellions and breakaway groups that attempted to set up independent principalities on fringe worlds or turned pirate, preying on merchant traffic and staging quick raids on the worlds and resources of the Commons.


Tony Okoye believed that he had been claim-jumped by one such rogue group, maybe his family’s old nemesis the Red Brigade, maybe someone else. And although he had escaped their trap, his ship was half-blinded by its own countermeasures and he was still a long way from home.


As soon as Abalunam’s Pride passed through the mirror, the bridle threw up images and scans, saying, ‘The claim jumpers must have spoofed our assets and fed us fake telemetry – there was some serious throw-weight emplaced around the mirror. One-shot X-ray lasers, shrapnel missiles, ship-killing warheads . . . But they didn’t use them. They tried to cripple us, but they did not try to destroy us.’


‘Because they discovered that all the other stromatolites are gone, and they want what we are carrying,’ Tony said. ‘That’s good. It means that they will not do anything that could endanger our cargo. And that means that they will not do anything that could endanger us.’


But if Raqle Thornhilde had told the claim jumpers about the expedition to the slime planet, they would know who owned Abalunam’s Pride. They would know where his family lived. He would have to deal with that as and when. Right now, he still needed to make good his escape.


As the mirror of the wormhole throat dwindled into the starry scape he dropped a couple of drones that would keep watch for the claim jumpers’ frigate, and reprogrammed and deployed a drone that clamped itself to the ship’s prow. It was a poor replacement for the arrays which had been burned away when he had taken out the disrupter needles, but at least he could see where he was headed.


The mirror orbited a brown dwarf, a small sub-stellar object whose dim disc rapidly expanded ahead as Abalunam’s Pride swung past on a gravity-assist manoeuvre. Ragged shadows of silicate vapour clouds stretched across the faint violet glow of the brown dwarf’s inner layers like dirt streaked across a failing neon globe, suddenly filling the sky and then whipping past and falling away as the ship flew on. Its velocity had increased by the small amount of orbital energy it had stolen; it was now aimed at the brown dwarf’s sun, a K0 main-sequence star over six billion kilometres away, with a swarm of more than five hundred mirrors orbiting at the inner edge of its habitable zone.


Powered by zero-point energy, warping the gravitational constant to create a local propulsive gradient, Abalunam’s Pride drove towards the mirror-swarm and safety at an acceleration equivalent to 2.3 g, the maximum acceleration permitted by her bias drive, the maximum acceleration of the bias drive of every Ghajar ship, from A-class jaunt ships to U-class haulers. After more than a hundred years no one knew if this was an inherent property dictated by fundamental physics, or a limit built into the drive for some inscrutable reason – some argued that it was the maximum acceleration force the Ghajar, which appeared to have been fragile gasbag colonies of specialised individuals, had been able to survive. But it meant that, after using the wormhole to traverse thousands of light years in a blink of an eye, Abalunam’s Pride would take eleven days to cross the void between the brown dwarf and the mirrors orbiting the K0 star.


Tony moved around as little as possible in the heavy pull of constant acceleration, spent most of his time on his bed’s silicon-gel mattress. One of the ship’s hands gave him full-body massages and spread soothing salves on his aching back and limbs. He sent a text message via the q-phone. All well. Homeward bound as instructed. He wanted to talk to Ayo about the close encounter with the claim jumpers, Opeyemi’s interference and the execution of Fred Firat, but because his uncle had taken control of the q-phone link it would have to wait. He made regular checks on the drones stationed at the mirror orbiting the brown dwarf, and Junot Johnson kept him informed about the wizards. After arguing about whether they should continue to work after the execution of their boss, they’d turned to intense discussions about the data they’d obtained during their stay on the slime planet. It seemed like a hopeful sign to Tony. He was also monitoring Lancelot Askia. The man spent most of his time sleeping or grimly exercising, and as far as Tony could tell had not used his clandestine q-phone to talk to Opeyemi.


The claim jumpers’ frigate came through the mirror two days after Abalunam’s Pride. An hour later, the bridle told Tony that someone had hacked the carrier signal from the watch drones and was attempting to infiltrate the ship’s comms.


‘Shut them down,’ Tony said.


‘The drones or the comms?’


‘Both.’


Four days later, he turned Abalunam’s Pride through one hundred and eighty degrees and began to decelerate, the first stage in preparing to rendezvous with the mirror-swarm. If the claim jumpers intended to destroy his ship, they would continue to accelerate, overtaking Abalunam’s Pride and knocking her out with shrapnel or smart gravel. But the frigate made its own turnover manoeuvre two days later, and was still lagging behind when Tony aimed his ship at one of the mirrors and passed through into orbit around a young yellow star surrounded by a belt of churning rocks and ice and gas a billion kilometres across. A giant structure orbited the far edge of this protoplanetary disc, a flat, fractal snowflake several thousand kilometres in diameter and of unknown provenance and purpose, as yet undisturbed by the monkey curiosity of humans.


The mirror from which Abalunam’s Pride exited was one of eight in close orbit about each other. Tony aimed his ship at the nearest, emerging in orbit around a ringed gas giant that orbited a blue-white B0 star. And felt a little better: the claim jumpers would have seen which mirror he had used in the wilderness, but they couldn’t know which of the seven possible exits he’d just now used.


Tony lingered only for the handful of hours it took to traverse to the next mirror, and then he was somewhere else, out in another wilderness of mirrors fifteen thousand light years away, this one at the L5 point in the orbit of an Earth-sized planet tidally locked to its red dwarf star, with a narrow habitable ring between the ice cap of the dark side and the howling desert of dust seas and volcanoes of the sub-stellar hemisphere. There were hundreds of worlds like it, most of them littered with the usual Elder Culture ruins, the usual secrets waiting to be unlocked. This one had been colonised by an atechnic cult sixty years ago. Maybe they were living the life of pastoral utopianism they’d planned; maybe they had descended into savagery and were roasting and eating prisoners of war captured in tribal wars fought with stone-tipped spears. No one knew nor cared.
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