

[image: cover]




For Bill Schafer






[image: title]





CHAPTER ONE



Something terrible had happened in Mercy Sphere.


Thalia Ng was the first on-scene. She touched a hand to her throat, stifling nausea. With her other hand she slipped on a pair of goggles, feeding her observations back to the Supreme Prefect.


‘I’m inside, ma’am,’ she said. ‘You should have a clear view of the scene.’


‘Pan around for me,’ the voice in her ear instructed.‘Slower. Slower still. Why isn’t it in focus?’


‘It is, ma’am.’ Thalia coughed. ‘There’s a lot of smoke in the air. The circulators are struggling to clear it.’


‘Do you need a breather?’


‘No, ma’am. It’s pretty bad, but if these people are managing without breathers, I think I can as well.’


Mendicants – the order who operated Mercy Sphere – were busy fixing damage, clearing bodies and tending to the few souls who had survived the conflagration. Humans and hyperpigs alike made up their number, dressed in green and white clerical outfits.


As Thalia tracked around, her goggles placed reference tags on the fallen and sick.


‘It’s vile, ma’am. That someone should do this deliberately …’ She trailed off, the horror too unwieldy to be carved into words.


‘Detachment, Ng,’ Jane Aumonier said. ‘Record and assist where you can. Medical and forensic squads are inbound.’


Thalia coughed again. Some part of that smoke haze came from the burned fabric of Mercy Sphere, but the rest was a sooty suspension of barbecued flesh. The flavour of it was new and ancient at the same time, as if her brain had always been primed to recognise it.


‘Ma’am,’ she said, swallowing hard.


‘Why haven’t they sent a hyperpig?’


The question came not from Jane Aumonier, but from the Mendicant who had arrived alongside Thalia. A middle-aged human woman with ash-smeared skin and eyes slitted and inflamed by the smoke.


Her goggles brought up her name from Panoply’s register of citizens.


‘I was the nearest when the alarm came in, Sister Drusilla. It could have been any one of us, a human or hyperpig prefect. We make no distinction.’


‘Words for my benefit, or is your superior listening in? Let me address Jane Aumonier personally.’ Staring directly at Thalia, Sister Drusilla pushed steel into her voice. ‘This attack against us was a foregone event. We’ve been warning of such a thing for six months, begging for greater protection. Why did you not listen?’


‘Tell her that we did listen, but that our resources are not infinite,’ Aumonier interjected.


‘There are just a thousand of us,’ Thalia offered. ‘That’s a thousand of us to cover every possible threat in the Glitter Band, anything that can’t be managed by the constables. With the best will in the world, we can’t be everywhere at once. And since the Cranach crisis blew up …’ She winced at her own ill-judged choice of words. ‘We’re tallying multiple threats and multiple possible targets, and with each escalation the problem gets worse.’


Sister Drusilla surveyed the carnage surrounding them: the burned, twisted, charred and smoking bodies, the melted architecture, the damage caused by secondary fires and explosions as the chain of destruction played out.


She touched a hand to the snowflake stitched across her chest.


‘So, your policy is to stand back and observe … until such threats are acted on?’


‘I wish I could offer more, Sister.’


‘That’s the best you have, a wish?’


‘Do not apologise for a system forced on us by the democratic will of the citizenry,’ Aumonier interjected.


Thalia salted some authority into her reply. ‘Be grateful that we’re here at all, Sister. My colleagues will shortly be arriving in force. Rest assured our investigation will be extremely thorough. I must ask: did you have much warning before the capsule docked?’


‘What difference does it make, now that the harm’s done?’


‘With respect, Sister, that’s for me to decide. Was there anything unusual?’


A sigh. ‘We had a few minutes’ warning – the usual pattern. When escapees flee to us, they rarely have time to put elaborate plans in place. Of course, our suspicions have been heightened with the threats made against us – that’s why we’ve been pleading for more protection – but everything about this capsule seemed genuine.’ Despair broke through her mask. ‘If there’s something we missed, something we should have seen …’


‘There won’t have been,’ Thalia said firmly. ‘The ones who did this to you would have made sure of that.’


‘How long will it take you to identify them?’


‘We’re already working on that problem. We think they used a nonvelope to conceal the capsule’s movements until it was very close to you.’


‘I have no idea what that is.’


‘A sort of invisibility screen, made from a quickmatter shell. It’s contraband technology, but easily within the grasp of hundreds of families and concerns in the Glitter Band.’


‘But you will find them.’


Thalia groped for an answer that was neither a lie nor promised too much. ‘This attack was part of a pattern of escalating grudges, drawing in many actors. We’ll seek to identify all culpable elements. Our greatest concern, though, is to stop the violence on all fronts.’


‘You’ve dodged my question.’


‘We will bring our resources to bear,’ Thalia affirmed. ‘And none of us will rest until you have an answer.’


‘Well handled, Ng,’ came the voice in her ear.


Thalia unholstered her whiphound, displaying it to Sister Drusilla. ‘I’m going to send this device off to gather evidential traces. You needn’t be alarmed by it.’


Sister Drusilla scoffed. ‘I’ve just seen my best friends burn alive, Prefect Ng. They’re in my nostrils. Do you imagine much is capable of alarming me now?’


Thalia didn’t answer. She flicked out the whiphound’s traction filament and sent it scurrying away, a busy blur of flickering silver.


Jane Aumonier floated weightless, taking in the audiovisual stream from Thalia Ng.


The large, spherical room in which she hovered had a single continuous inner surface, wrapping it from pole to pole. A mosaic of feeds quilted the surface: images and status summaries of the ten thousand orbital habitats under her responsibility. She even allowed room for the dozen or so that had seceded during the breakaway crisis. Panoply had no formal jurisdiction over those wayward states, but she still considered them her children.


Behind the quilt, algorithms churned ceaselessly. They evaluated metrics from each feed and assigned an attentional weighting to each habitat. As events played out, certain feeds swelled and magnified, while others shrank into the background, diminishing to tiny chips of colour. If a development demanded that a feed be brought to her immediate notice, then the entire quilt would move, creating a dizzy sense of the entire universe spinning around the floating woman at its focus.


That was exactly what had happened with Mercy Sphere.


The structure was an outstation of Hospice Idlewild, operated by the same order of Ice Mendicants. It was a beacon of kindness, a shrine to a way of living in which hyperpigs and baseline humans were considered equals, and given every opportunity to coexist, thrive and prosper. Tolerance, openness and forgiveness were the norms. It was a model of a better Glitter Band, one Aumonier hoped to live long enough to see.


Naturally, it had become a target.


Six months earlier, one of their own – a hyperpig prefect named Mizler Cranach – had launched a murderous and unprovoked suicide attack on a habitat. As the spill-out from the incident intensified, Aumonier had naturally moved to upgrade her surveillance on potential targets like Mercy Sphere. The problem was that there were just too many plausible candidates for any one of them to merit special attention. Too many candidates, too few prefects, even fewer ships to move them around in.


Hindsight was a wonderful thing.


‘Completing sweep of segment one, ma’am,’ came Ng on her earpiece. ‘The worst of the fatalities were here, but segment two also took a lot of damage. There are reports of fatalities right through to segment three. I’m moving through now.’


‘Thank you, Ng. You won’t be on your own in there much longer. Heavy Technical and Medical squads should be clamps-on inside …’ Aumonier stopped. ‘I’ll call you back, Ng.’


‘Ma’am?’


‘A situation, Ng. Continue as you were.’


Between one second and the next, an entirely different feed had swelled up to dominate the room.


It was impossible. The algorithms had made one of their rare glitches … surely?


Because what could possibly overshadow the events at Mercy Sphere, not even an hour into the atrocity?


Something had, though.


‘Stadler-Kremeniev,’ Aumonier said, reading aloud as the feed helpfully annotated itself. ‘I know you,’ she mouthed, some faint connection pricking her memory. ‘Now what is it …’


But she did not need to speculate. Next to a real-time image of the grey, wheel-shaped habitat, the annotation was already answering her next question.


A prefect – Ingvar Tench – was on her way to Stadler-Kremeniev.


And Jane Aumonier’s blood ran cold.


She tapped her earpiece.


‘Aumonier to Ingvar Tench. Respond immediately, please.’


Silence.


‘Ingvar. Answer me. If you can’t answer me, change course.’


She eyed the status summary, willing some alteration.


Nothing changed.


‘Dock Attendant.’


A thin male voice answered her immediately. ‘Thyssen, ma’am. How may I help you?’


‘Very quickly, I hope. Ingvar Tench appears to be on her way to a watchlisted habitat, Stadler-Kremeniev. Were you on duty when she signed out?’


‘Yes, ma’am, eight hours ago. I was keeping an eye on the schedules, making sure we had a docking slot available for her.’


‘Did she go out alone?’


‘Yes. Tench was her usual talkative self. And she didn’t make any mention of visiting anyone or anything on a watchlist.’


‘Thyssen, I need you to take control of Tench’s vehicle. Do it immediately. Get that ship steered onto any heading except Stadler-Kremeniev.’


‘One moment, ma’am.’


She heard Thyssen delegating to subordinates in the docking bay. Voices batted back and forth. They were normal at first, but after a few exchanges she detected a gradually rising concern.


Something wasn’t right.


‘Thyssen?’ she pressed.


‘We can’t stop that cutter,’ he said. ‘She’s going to dock.’


Dreyfus was knee-deep in a mob of angry babies.


Technically they were not babies at all, but rather adult-age humans who had undergone forced developmental regression to an infant body-template, surrendering most of their higher mental faculties along the way. They lived in a world of basic needs and responses: hunger, joy, rage, with just a thin smear of language and comprehension on top, just enough to satisfy the basic requirements of democratic participation, and to earn reciprocal status as full and valued citizens of the Glitter Band, with all the rights that came with that association.


Dreyfus knew all that. As far as he was concerned, though, and especially now that he was in the thick of them, they were still angry babies.


He had planned a straightforward in-and-out, no complications. The thoroughfares of the Grevenboich Spindle had been almost empty when he came through on his way to the polling core. He had gone about his business without molestation. The checks had come back clear, and he had begun the journey back to the docking hub.


Which is when it had all gone wrong.


Without warning, thousands of infant-sized citizens had spilled into the civic core of the habitat. At first, Dreyfus had assumed that he was the object of their concern. But as more and more of them arrived – coming in on moving walkways, escalators and miniature public transit systems – he realised that their interest in him was transitory, a mere detail to be absorbed on the way to something else.


Each toddling, infant-sized citizen carried a toy of some sort, either clutched possessively or itself clinging onto its charge with soft furry limbs and tails. The toys murmured to their human companions, worry forming in the exaggerated wideness of their eyes and the quivering curves of their mouths. Dreyfus had his whiphound sniff the local cybernetic environment, detecting many epsilon-grade artificial intelligences. He felt their synthetic anxiety crackling in the air, boiling off them like a faint electrical haze. They craved some reassurance that their human keepers were incapable of offering.


Or unwilling.


The babies pressed in, squeezing in from all directions. It had been getting harder and harder to walk, and now it was a struggle not to trample tiny toes or trip himself up. Dreyfus was not a tall man, but compared to the babies his heavy-set frame might as well have been that of an ogre.


He stopped, cupped a hand to his mouth and exclaimed over the rising rage of the crowd:


‘Citizens!’


No reaction, so he sucked in all the breath he could muster and bellowed:


‘CITIZENS!’


His voice turned hoarse. The best he could manage after that was a broken declamation.


‘Allow me through. You are under Panoply observance and I—’ He had to stop to catch his wind. ‘I will not be obstructed in the execution of my duty!’


‘Too big, too clumsy!’ yelled one of the citizens. ‘And you smell wrong!’


Dreyfus felt his hand drifting in the direction of the whiphound. He hoped that the gesture would be seen and understood by the bawling mob.


His bracelet chimed, loudly enough to snag his attention. He touched a hand to his throat microphone.


He wheezed out: ‘Dreyfus.’


‘Are you all right, Tom?’


He cleared his throat.


‘I’m fine, just caught in the midst of two thousand bad-tempered toddlers.’


‘Toddlers?’ asked Jane Aumonier.


‘Big-headed, thick-necked, belligerent toddlers.’


‘You must be at the Grevenboich Spindle. The Obligate Infantile State?’


‘One and the same.’


Down the length of the thoroughfare – behind him, thankfully – the babies and a number of animatronic robot helpers, essentially larger, adult-sized toy animals, were wheeling a movable stage into position. It supported a squat, boiler-like machine with a hopper near the top.


‘Is there a difficulty?’


‘Nothing that a whiphound won’t solve.’


‘Good. I’d like you to get out of there as quickly as you can. We have a developing situation.’


Babies fussed around the machine with the hopper, using ladders to climb up its sides. The hopper was already jammed with a squirming, pleading mass of sentient furry toys. Babies leaned in over the top, using rams to press down on its thrashing, desperate contents.


‘What is it?’


‘Ingvar Tench is about to get hurt. She’s taken it upon herself to make a solo visit to a watchlisted habitat. Stadler-Kremeniev.’


A baby pulled a lever on the flank of the machine, making it throb and grind. The hopper was discharging into its guts, a flurry of colourful body parts beginning to spew out from a spout.


‘Remind her it’s out of bounds.’


‘Tench isn’t answering, and Thyssen can’t override her ship. It looks bad.’


‘Has she arrived?’


‘According to our tracking she’s close to docking. She’ll likely be inside within ten minutes, unless someone stops her.’


The hopper was emptying, the first batch of toys were nearly destroyed, but now the mob was moving into its second phase. By a formalised, ritualistic process Dreyfus could not quite follow, babies within the crowd were being singled out and having their toys ripped from them, then passed hand-over-head to the shredding machine.


‘I’ll get there as quickly as I can. Is anyone else closer?’


‘No. Our positioning puts you twenty minutes away, with an expedited crossing.’


Dreyfus nodded, bleakly resigned to the worst. He unholstered his whiphound, holding up the truncheon-like handle with its filament still spooled in. The babies pressed around him like a living, squirming sea.


‘I’ll call when I’m near Stadler-K.’





CHAPTER TWO



Ingvar Tench sighed, closed her compad and slipped it into the stowage pouch next to her seat. She had been engaged in research on the way over, trying to find a glimmer of interest – the tiniest hint of a challenge – in the latest addition to her task list.


‘Confirming acceptance of updated schedule,’ she reported for the second time. ‘Am on normal finals for docking. Will advise of any anomalies once I’ve completed core inspection.’


The habitat was lined up ahead, its rotation neutralised now that the cutter had accepted the local approach-and-docking handshakes, allowing it to be reeled in like a fly on a tongue.


Tench thought this visit was a first time for her. Not that the view through the window told her much: grey, wheel-shaped habitats were hardly a rarity in the Glitter Band. This was a small one, but there would still be hundreds just like it, scattered through different orbits, some closer to Yellowstone, others further out. Some rich, some poor, some home to relatively normal communities, others functioning as theatres of the absurd or grotesque. The habitat’s name, Transtromer, rang no bells whatsoever. At some point it must have crossed her attention – lost in a rapidly scrolling list, perhaps – but she was confident that it had never done anything, or had anything done to it, to cause it to rise to any higher prominence.


Given that it was a routine inspection, it was a little odd to have had it added to her task schedule at such short notice, when she was already meant to be on her way back to Panoply. Tench was troubled by this for only about as long as it took to flick a loose hair out of her eyes. There was a good reason for it, no doubt. Perhaps it was as simple as saving time and fuel, given that she was already in the right sector when the reassignment came in.


She docked at the wheel’s hub, noticing – with no more than mild puzzlement – that there were no other ships latched on. Curious, because the briefing indicated Transtromer had decent ties to the rest of the Glitter Band, with the expectation of trade, inter-habitat travel and even some low-level tourism. Perhaps she had just arrived at a quiet hour.


Tench unbuckled into the near-weightlessness of the docking hub. She looked around the stowage racks at the limited assortment of equipment carried by the cutter. Breathers, tactical armour, hardsuit vacuum gear, emergency medical supplies, evidential preservation packages. Nothing that was likely to be the least use to her in a routine call.


Tench pushed through the yielding membrane of the m-lock, finding herself in a cold, damp space that in no way fitted her expectations for the habitat.


Oddly, no one was there to meet her.


‘Hello?’ she called, feeling faintly ridiculous and wondering if there had been some simple mix-up – the welcoming delegation on the wrong side of the hub or similar. Her schedule had been amended at short notice, it was true, but the citizens of Transtromer had still had fair warning that a prefect was about to dock. Time to scrabble together at least a few civic functionaries to meet her at the hub, help her to the core and offer a few crumbs of hospitality.


‘All right,’ she said to herself. ‘So, they’re too busy to send anyone, or they’re still on their way, or somehow the message didn’t get through.’


It was a tissue-thin rationalisation, but it served her needs for the moment.


Tench moved through the hub in long, arcing drifts. Less accustomed to weightlessness than her longer-serving colleagues, she was nonetheless getting better at it all the time.


The hub, she quickly established, was deserted. Not only was hers the only ship docked, but the place had a neglected, decaying feel about it, as if it was only very rarely used.


Clearly no reception party was imminent.


Tench scouted around for a means of getting to the rim, where her briefing told her the polling core was kept. Two connecting spokes thrust out from the hub in opposite directions. The first was just an empty tube stretching away with a set of parallel rails diminishing into the distance. In the absence of handholds, Tench knew better than to just drift into it. She would not have needed to go far before the spoke’s inner wall kissed against her and centripetal force took hold. If that happened, she would be on an unchecked one-way slide all the way to the bottom. Bones broken at the very least.


She went to the other spoke and had better luck: there was a simple but functional vehicle fixed onto a similar set of rails to the ones she had just seen. Tench climbed into the open cockpit of the beetle-shaped body, secured herself to one of two spartan bucket seats and pressed the sole control, a bulky start button. With a buzz, the vehicle lumbered into unhurried motion.


Tench was increasingly aware that things were not quite right with this assignment. Panoply briefings could be slightly out of date, especially in the cases of the more insular habitats, but a prefect would normally have made a routine visit within the last couple of years. Unless Transtromer had gone to seed very quickly, it was hard to see how reality and the briefing could be so divergent.


Presumably, she told herself, it would all make sense when she got to the hub.


Thalia had completed her inspection of the third segment of Mercy Sphere, recording fatalities, injuries and structural damage. Beyond the third segment, the harm done to the station was relatively minor. She had no doubt that it could be repaired speedily, especially as there had been no loss of pressure integrity in any part of the facility. The psychological toll would be much harder to heal.


A picture of the atrocity was coming into focus. When the Mendicants had opened the capsule, they had found the four hyperpigs onboard alive but unresponsive. They had barely begun disconnecting the pigs from the capsule’s life-support systems when the implanted bombs had been triggered. They had been incendiary devices, designed to cause death, mutilation and terror, rather than the total destruction of the station. Anyone with the wherewithal to arrange for the pigs, the transit capsule and the nonvelope device could easily have planted more potent weapons. That they had not done so demonstrated a repulsive, reptilian restraint.


‘Ng to Panoply,’ she said, aware that she no longer had a direct line to Jane Aumonier. ‘I’ve reached the limit of my usefulness here, without additional support. I was promised Heavy Technical and Medical squads were on their way. That was ten minutes ago. Where are they?’


‘This is Clearmountain,’ came the reply. Gaston Clearmountain, Senior Prefect and one of the highest-ranking operatives beneath Aumonier herself. ‘The support you have requested will arrive in good time, Ng. But we are now facing a two-pronged situation. Enforcement, technical and medical resources are also required elsewhere. Our assets have been re-tasked accordingly.’


Thalia spluttered: ‘What’s more important than getting prefects into the immediate scene of a terrorist incident?’


Clearmountain’s answer was disarmingly unruffled. ‘You worked closely with Ingvar Tench, didn’t you.’


‘Ingvar? What the hell has Ingvar got to do with this?’


‘Tench has chosen to walk into a watchlisted habitat, without additional equipment or backup.’


Fingernails glissaded her spine.


‘Which habitat?’


‘Stadler-Kremeniev.’


The fingers squeezed, wringing marrow out of her.


‘Oh, no. Oh, hell, no.’


‘You mentored Tench after her transfer from internal work to field duty. Is there anything that might shed light on her actions?’


‘No, sir.’ Thalia had to compose herself. ‘That was nearly four years ago, sir. I shadowed her for six months, until it was clear she didn’t need any more guidance. It was a routine transition, and she already had years of competent service behind her, as you well know from your time with her in the tactical room. She already had a seat at the big table; all she needed was some reorientation into the practicalities of field service.’


‘Then you had no misgivings?’


Thalia felt the faint, prickling onset of something. Still surrounded by the workers and injured in the third segment, she dropped her voice to a hush. ‘Sir, with respect, I was only required to submit observations on a colleague who was already my effective superior. I didn’t make the final decision on Ingvar Tench’s future.’ She clawed her hand, nails biting into flesh. ‘What’s happening now?’


‘We won’t know until Dreyfus is there. He’s on his way to the scene, trying to catch Tench before she gets into serious trouble.’


Now Thalia was pincered between two anxieties. Concern for the woman she had mentored, and also for the man who had mentored her.


‘I should be with him, sir. If those reinforcements can be sped up—’


‘You sit tight in Mercy Sphere, Ng. I just wanted your viewpoint on Tench.’


‘I’ve got nothing, sir. She was as good as any of us, and the least likely to do something reckless or suicidal.’


‘Be that as it may, much the same was said about Mizler Cranach. Others might say that there’s a conclusion to be drawn.’


Thalia bit back any answer that might land her in trouble further down the line. If Ingvar Tench had indeed gone rogue, then Thalia could be hung out to dry for signing her off as fit to serve as a lone field operative. The last thing she needed was to make things worse for herself by getting brusque with Clearmountain.


What was the bastard trying to suggest, anyway? That Tom Dreyfus’s mentees were having a bad run of luck with the candidates they had themselves mentored?


Clearmountain closed the call. Ng stared around, eyes still watering from the chemical haze of scorched materials and burned bodies.


Dreyfus jerked forward in his restraints as the cutter slowed down, eighteen minutes after his departure from Grevenboich.


The Stadler-K wheel loomed ahead, face-on and rotating steadily. A chime from his console indicated the habitat’s automated systems negotiating with his avionics.


‘Jane.’


‘Listening, Tom.’


‘I have approach handshakes from Stadler-K. Nothing out of the ordinary. Have we heard from Ingvar?’


‘Nothing, and Thyssen still can’t override control of her ship. Do you have eyes on it?’


Dreyfus magnified the view with a pinch of his fingers, zooming in on the hub at the middle of the wheel. A cluster of docking positions lay close to the rotational axis, with just the one vehicle throwing an angular shadow off to one side. He watched the shadow’s projection alter with the angle of the wheel.


‘I see her cutter. She’s already docked. Lights are out, so she’s likely already inside.’


A soft nasal sigh: disappointment, but not surprise. ‘Proceed, if you’re satisfied with the risks.’


‘Proceeding.’


Dreyfus allowed the cutter to accept docking guidance.


Besides the navigation system, the only signal emerging from Stadler-K was the standard housekeeping pulse of abstraction, the universal information protocol which permeated the entire Glitter Band. The threadbare pulse indicated the lowest possible level of engagement short of an enforced lockdown. Still, there was enough information in that flow to indicate that the citizens still had theoretical access to the democratic process, even if that right was going almost entirely unexercised.


That was not a Panoply problem. The point of prefects was not to force citizens to exercise their rights, but to ensure that nobody was denied them.


Dreyfus unbuckled and prepared his equipment. He patted the whiphound at his side and removed another from stowage. Thus armed, he surveyed the options for defence. Full, hard-shell vacuum gear would defend him against a variety of anti-personnel weapons, but it would be intimidating and cumbersome. Light tactical armour was his best option. He buckled the quickmatter tabard and spinal shield over his uniform, grunting as he strained the fastenings together. He waggled his neck, freeing a roll of flesh pinched under the rim of the spinal shield.


‘Too big, too clumsy,’ he murmured to himself.


The cutter clamped on. Capture latches secured, and suddenly all was still and silent. He moved to the nose-facing m-lock, gathering reserves of focus and preparedness. He had the ship conjure up an apple, took a bite from it, contemplated whether it might be his last, and tossed the mostly intact fruit back into the recycler.


‘Jane?’


‘Yes, Tom.’


‘I’m about to go inside. Besides my usual good humour, I’m carrying tactical armour and dual whiphounds.’


‘Take two minutes to go back and put on hard-shell gear, please. I’d like you back in as few pieces as possible.’


‘I think it might help if my face is easily read. Everyone looks shifty through a visor, and if we end up negotiating …’


‘And if we’re past the point of negotiation?’


Dreyfus smiled grimly. He had no answer but to sign off and continue through the m-lock, into Stadler-Kremeniev.


Tench got out into something close to standard gravity.


It had taken about four minutes to descend the spoke, the open-bodied car juddering to an unceremonious halt. She straightened her uniform, patted the whiphound against her thigh and moved to an upright slit of narrow light, where two sliding doors had not quite met in the middle.


The doors did not open as she approached. She squeezed through the gap, puzzlement modulating to disquiet.


She had emerged into the city, in a low atrium at the root of the spoke. Pale-clad buildings rose around her on ascending steps and levels. High above, far beyond the tallest rooftop, hung the artificial sky. The spoke – the only really tall structure – emerged from that ceiling, before merging into the ground at her location. There were no windows to the outside world, and the only light came from blue-glowing panels stitched around the ceiling. The majority of them had gone dark. A dusky light drizzled down, inking deep shadows.


The city was a ruin. The pavements were cracked and sprouting weeds. Gardens, set between the walkways, had gone dusty, wild and colourless with neglect. Ornamental fountains stood gape-mouthed, long dry. The buildings were scabby with broken masonry, scorch marks, ominous clusters of close-set holes and toothless expanses of shattered windows. Symbols had been daubed across walls – hasty indicators of some drastic breakdown in social control. Here and there she spotted a broken robot or inert vehicle. Weeds curled possessively around these immobile fixtures.


Nobody moved, nobody made a sound. Tench’s footsteps crunched and echoed along the atrium. Her eyes and ears told her the city was deserted.


Yet she felt observed.


‘This is Prefect Tench,’ she called out, fighting to keep a quaver out of her voice. ‘You are under Panoply observance. Show yourselves. There is no cause for concern.’


Her call echoed back, unanswered.


Tench walked on. She unholstered her whiphound, the grip slippery in her palm, spooled out the filament and set the whiphound patrolling a few steps ahead of her. The whiphound slinked from side to side, making a dry whisking sound as it proceeded.


Tench lifted her bracelet. ‘Tench to Panoply. Our data on Transtromer is … not consistent with what I’m finding inside.’ She paused, waiting for some acknowledgement of her transmission – the reassuring voice of some other field or senior prefect on monitoring duty, safe inside Panoply yet still able to offer some understanding of her concerns, if not an explanation. ‘Tench,’ she went on. ‘Field Prefect Tench to Panoply? Please respond.’


She glanced at the diagnostic readouts on the bracelet. It was showing normal comms, normal abstraction activity.


‘Answer me, damn it!’


Tench rounded a corner. Ahead, a crumbling staircase led to a higher level of the city. From a different vantage point, she might understand why everything here was a ruin. Perhaps they were just redeveloping this part of Transtromer.


Then Tench saw a body.


It was withered, skeletal, slumped in the shadows of an archway. A hole punctured the body’s chest. A man, not too old, shot through the heart. A cruciform mark had been gouged into his forehead. Bloodless, so a post-mortem wound.


‘Mark for evidential sequestration,’ she told the whiphound.


The whiphound fixed its eye on the corpse, nodded.


‘Tench to Panoply.’ She spoke so fiercely that her own spit rained against the bracelet. ‘Something’s wrong with my comms, but maybe you can still hear me. We have an emergency in Transtromer. Request immediate escalation to a Heavy enforcement action. Send Heavy Medicals, ships and prefects, as many as you can find. Petition for instruments of mass control. I’m seeing—’


Tench fell. She looked down, shocked and surprised to be granted an unfamiliar sensation this far into her life. She understood soon enough. It was a thing called agony, and it hit her brain with all the multicoloured novelty of a psychedelic drug.


She had been shot.





CHAPTER THREE



Dreyfus moved in near-weightlessness, drifting more than walking. The excess body fat he carried ballooned around his midriff as he glided from one footfall to the next. He kept the first whiphound holstered to his waist, the other in his hand.


He had come through the lock into a cold, windowless reception area. Nobody was there.


‘Dreyfus to Tench,’ he said, speaking into his bracelet. ‘Are you there, Ingvar? It’s important that you respond.’


There was nothing.


Dreyfus used his authority to open her ship and peer inside. Beyond a few storage lockers, the single control compartment offered few opportunities for concealment. It only took him thirty seconds to confirm that Tench was absent, and that she had left with nothing in the way of special equipment or armour.


He let the second whiphound loose inside the ship, instructing it to gather a forensic profile. It sniffed around inside for a few moments then came back, puppy-eager.


He sealed up the ship, and then told the whiphound to locate a trail matching the forensic profile. It skittered ahead of him, agile in the near-weightlessness, using its extended filament as a snapping propulsive tail. He watched it patiently as it scurried back and forth, knowing it might take a few moments to isolate Tench’s signature from those who had come through before.


Quicker than he had expected, the whiphound froze, staring back at Dreyfus with its single red eye. Confirmation that it had locked onto an evidential trace.


No need to crosscheck the DNA itself with Panoply’s records: it could only belong to Tench.


‘Lead me.’


The whiphound skittered on, out of the reception area and into a much larger hexagonal space. Two of the inner surfaces were blank, sheathed in rough, crumbling masonry. The wall facing Dreyfus was a mirror of the one at his back, feeding into a second reception area with its own set of locks, corresponding to the far side of the hub.


The whiphound showed no interest in that section.


Dreyfus followed the whiphound until it stopped on the threshold of one of the spokes. He looked through the opening, into a long, dim tube stretching away into darkness.


‘The trail goes cold here?’ Dreyfus asked.


The whiphound nodded.


A hunch took him to the opposite spoke. There was no forensic lead here but there was a travel-pod, perched just beyond the red-lit maw. Dreyfus retrieved the second whiphound, clambered into the open-bodied pod, buckled in and started the pod in motion.


He balled one fist and tightened the other around the second whiphound. In less than twenty minutes he had gone from the businesslike calm of a job well done to irritation at the babies in Grevenboich, to a hardening anxiety about Ingvar Tench.


‘It’s getting to you, I can tell.’


The voice was quiet, adolescent, female. He recognised it instantly. For the sake of doubt, he slipped on his goggles. He could see her now, sitting next to him, primly dressed, an auburn-haired girl in green brocade.


‘Another time,’ he mouthed tersely.


‘But when is it ever a good time? It’s almost as if you don’t like seeing me. Don’t like being reminded that I exist.’ She made a careless gesture. ‘Oh, speak as easily as you like. I’ve made sure this remains a strictly private conversation.’


‘There’s nothing to say.’


‘What about our little arrangement? I help you, and you help me?’


‘I gave you what you needed.’


‘Oh dear, Dreyfus. You are in a surly mood. Well, let me brighten your day minutely, before I let you get back to your present business. I’m in trouble.’


‘Pity. Poor you.’


‘It’s started again.’


‘What has?’


‘The thing that came along to upset the easy, carefree years we were both enjoying after that unpleasant business with Devon Garlin and the Wildfire crisis. You remember, surely? Or is your recall failing you in your advancing years?’


He frowned despite himself, despising the way he was being lured into a conversation he wanted no part of.


‘You’re surely not talking about Catopsis?’


‘I surely am. At least, something like it. But cleverer, more subtle than their first crude iteration. I can feel the twinges of it. They’re using network latency metrics to localise me based on my distributed processing needs. That’s phase one. Phase two will be using routers and nodes to contain me in an ever-diminishing volume of space. Phase three will be shutting me down, or destroying me outright.’


‘Can you see my tears?’


‘Even a man of your limited imagination knows this isn’t a good thing, Dreyfus. Have I meddled in human affairs since our last interaction?’


‘Would we even know?’


‘I haven’t,’ she asserted. ‘I’m busy enough being me. And, of course, fending off his advances, crude and predictable as they may be. Six long years since Wildfire and the last time he dared provoke me. That’s been more than enough to be getting on with. But now this! It’s a destabilising development. If they trap me, there’s nothing to stop him becoming as powerful and dangerous as he likes.’


‘And I suppose you’d be the very model of restraint, if they trapped him instead?’


‘Let’s just say it suits neither of us to put that experiment to the test. Believe it or not, this stalemate suits me quite well. It gives me time to contemplate, to reflect on things, to plan. To play a longer game than he could ever undertake.’


‘There’s no second Catopsis. Grigor Bacchus was lucky to keep his neck, let alone a place within Panoply. His team was dismantled and dispersed. The checks and balances we put in place ensure that no such operation could be executed within Panoply ever again.’


‘Then whoever is running it now is doing so from somewhere beyond your oversight.’ She nodded down the length of the spoke. ‘This Tench, the one you’re going after. She’s the one you used the first time around, isn’t she?’


‘As if you need to ask.’


‘Something of a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?’


His self-control snapped. ‘What do you want, Aurora?’


‘Your attention, Dreyfus. You’ll seethe and sulk, but deep down you know that a reactivated Catopsis is a very bad thing for us all. You need to find out who’s behind this madness and shut them down. By any means necessary.’


‘Find another stooge.’


‘What would be the sense in that, when we already have an excellent working relationship? Look, I can see you’re busy at the moment. I do hope things work out for dear Ingvar Tench.’


‘Do you really?’


‘I haven’t travelled as far from my human origins as you imagine. I still remember what it’s like to be one of you. Small, powerless, vulnerable. In my weaker moments I can even muster a tiny flicker of empathy for what you are, and what I once was.’


‘In your weaker moments,’ he echoed.


‘At least I still have them. Do you think my adversary feels any remotely similar sentiment?’


‘I’ll worry about that the day I have to choose between you.’


‘Oh, Dreyfus,’ she said, shaking her head fondly. ‘You put up a good front, but deep down we both know where your sympathies would fall.’


The figure vanished. He stared into the vacant space for a few moments, half expecting her to return, then slipped the goggles back into his belt pouch.


‘Tom?’


It was a different voice this time, and one he was much happier to hear. ‘Yes, Jane.’


‘We lost you for a minute or two.’


‘Comms are a little ragged,’ he said, trusting that it really was the Supreme Prefect he was addressing. ‘I’m ascending one of the spokes, out to the rim.’


‘Do you think Tench went that way?’


‘I’m almost certain she went by the other spoke. Once I’m at the rim, I’ll circle around to the other side.’


‘Understood. The first wave of our response will arrive in seven minutes. After that, there’ll be a continuous build-up of resources. The moment you deem an enforcement action necessary, I’ll send them in.’


‘Good. Wait for my instructions, though.’


‘Of course,’ she said dutifully, taking his remark as if he were the superior.


Dreyfus shifted uneasily as his weight began to push down on the seat. ‘Is there anything I need to know about Stadler-K, beyond the little I remember from Dusollier’s class?’


‘Did you have a chance to brief yourself on the way over?’


‘I tried, but I find it a little hard to read with my eyeballs half out of their sockets.’


‘There isn’t a lot to go on. They’ve kept themselves to themselves for fifty-two years, with little trade or traffic with the rest of the Glitter Band. I’m afraid the stigma of lockdown is a lasting one, even when our own side of the affair could have been handled differently.’


‘What’s the current picture?’


‘Sixteen thousand four hundred and thirteen living souls, based on abstraction diagnostics. Baseline human, little to no augmentation beyond the basic neural enhancements needed to participate in polling. There may be children or unaugmented adults we can’t track, but Stadler-K couldn’t support a significantly larger population, not unless they all became heads in bottles. Population on a declining trend over the last couple of decades, and we think there may be an ongoing breakdown of internal civil order, up to and including an attempted insurrection.’


‘How did you arrive at that?’


‘The abstraction diagnostics show sudden coordinated drop-offs in the number of voters. If it was ones or twos, we’d put it down to accidents or illness. We see those as well, but these mass die-offs seem more systematic. They look like staged executions, anything up to a dozen people at a time. Probably public affairs, to deter anyone else.’


‘Not good for Tench.’ He glanced down at his paunch, squeezed beneath the tactical armour. ‘Or for anyone wearing a Panoply uniform.’


The electric car rumbled on. Even if he had wanted to stop it and turn back, it was far too late for that.


The agony faded quickly, not because Tench’s wound had become any less serious, but because her suit had detected the injury and begun secreting topical painkillers, antiseptic agents and coagulants. The lower part of her right leg felt numbed and bloated, but the pain was no longer blocking out every thought in her head.


The shot – whether it was a projectile, beam or energy pulse – had gone in just beneath the knee. It had blown away a chunk of flesh and muscle, exposing bone but not – so far as she could tell – actually breaking anything. Still, the leg was now all but useless. Tench tried struggling to her feet, but the instant she put any load on the leg she collapsed again.


Now all she could do was crawl.


‘Tench,’ she tried again. ‘Tench to Panoply. Answer me, anyone. I’m hurt. My injury is stable, but I need extraction. Please, send everything to Transtromer.’ She grunted, heaving herself along by her elbows and the one good leg. ‘I’m at the rim, near one of the spokes. I’m going to attempt to return to my ship and hope my whiphound can form a cordon.’


She gave it the order through gritted teeth. The whiphound began to orbit her, cycling around almost faster than the eye could see. It would take a brave soul to cross that flickering, razor-sharp boundary, but it would not stop a weapon. If she could reach the relative cover of the spoke, though, at least she would be protected from most angles.


‘Whoever you are,’ she cried out, her voice breaking with the strain, ‘you are in violation of the Common Articles! Don’t make it worse by killing me!’


Movement flashed along the top of one of the ruined buildings. She saw it only for an instant, just the faintest impression of a head and shoulders bobbing in and out of view.


A shot sounded. She had not heard the first one at all; the sound had been eclipsed by the pain. Not this time. It was a bang, hard and chemical.


Something metallic dinged off a nearby wall.


‘Where are the others?’


She searched for the voice, squinting through the silvery fence of the circling whiphound.


‘What do you mean, others?’


‘You didn’t come alone, Prefect. No one would be that stupid.’


‘You are under Panoply observance,’ she answered, before pausing to recover her strength. ‘This was a routine inspection. Why have you attacked me? I was only here to examine Transtromer’s core.’


Two figures came into clearer view, picking their way down the staircase. A man and a woman, both armed with long, stick-like weapons. Their dishwater-grey garments were heavy, augmented by patches of makeshift armour, sewn or buckled on. Scarves wrapped their faces, save for a narrow band across their eyes. Each wore a grubby orange sash and armband.


They edged toward Tench, keeping close to the bases of the buildings, where the shadows were deepest.


‘Don’t cross the cordon,’ Tench advised.


They stopped ten paces from the whiphound, glancing nervously over their shoulders all the while.


‘You said Transtromer,’ the woman spoke. She turned her eye-slot toward her comrade. ‘She did, didn’t she?’


The man edged a step closer. ‘Where exactly do you think you are, Prefect?’


Tench was still crawling. It was all she could do. But the distance back to the spoke seemed much further than when she had walked it.


‘This is Transtromer,’ Tench said.


The woman gave a mad cackle, as if half her brain was already maggot-ridden. ‘She really believes it!’


‘I’ve never even heard of Transtromer,’ the man answered, his tone cooler, less impressed.


‘Nor me! But I bet she’s heard of Stadler-K!’


Tench slowed. She could not stop herself.


‘This is not Stadler-Kremeniev. I was tasked to Transtromer. My cutter accepted the task update. I reported that I was about to dock with Transtromer. No one contradicted me.’


Tench had already known she was in trouble. Now the scope of that trouble expanded panoramically, becoming a sunless landscape of limitless horror.


‘Someone got their schedules wrong,’ the man said dryly.


The woman cackled. ‘Better’n wrong!’


‘Listen to me,’ Tench said, pushing up on an elbow. ‘Render me assistance, help me back to my ship. There’ll be an enforcement action, I can’t stop that, but if you help me, I’ll make it clear that there were cooperative elements within the citizenry—’


The man stopped her. ‘And if we don’t?’


‘You will face shared responsibility for the consequences of violence against Panoply. The Common Articles allow for severe collective punishment.’


‘Worse’n lockdown?’ the woman asked, a mirthful twinkle in her eyes.


‘They’d have to put some effort in to make it worse,’ the man said. He raised his weapon, sighting along the long shaft of its barrel. It had a roughly manufactured look to it, crudely machined and scabby with bright silver weld-work. ‘What do you think we should do with her?’ He fired an experimental shot through the whiphound’s cordon, aiming over her head. ‘It’d be fun, killing a prefect. But not half as much fun as taking our time over it.’


‘Maybe she’s worth something,’ the woman mused. ‘If they know we’ve got one in this sector, that’d play well with the Blues, wouldn’t it? They’d give us something for her.’


‘We’d have to prove it to them that we’ve got one. Cut a bit off, send it over the barricades.’


‘Try it,’ Tench hissed. ‘I’m one second away from instructing my whiphound to mark and kill you both.’


The man fired a few more shots into the cordon. His bullets sailed through. He was learning, though. Now he timed his shots more methodically, allowing for the delay between his brain and finger, between the bullet and the whiphound.


A shot sparked against the whiphound, throwing it off its rhythm. The cordon became lopsided, and the man’s eyes flashed in triumph.


He raised the weapon again.


Something sounded. A low, ponderous rumbling, coming nearer. The citizens looked toward the ceiling where an ugly, wart-like machine was emerging into view around the curve of the habitat. It was the size of a house, fixed to the underside of the ceiling, sliding between the lit and unlit sky panels. A former maintenance platform, Tench decided, now serving some darker purpose. Guns bristled out of ports in the belly of the machine, sweeping to and fro, occasionally emitting a crackle of bullets. A loudspeaker was broadcasting a garbled recorded voice, its echoing threats barely comprehensible.


‘We’ll be back for you,’ the man snapped.


They scampered off, glancing back at her but more concerned about the slow-moving gun platform. Now that she was no longer the immediate focus of anyone’s attention, Tench saw figures slip along the rooflines and deliver retaliatory fire against the platform.


It was her chance to crawl again. The whiphound held its defensive cordon, but it was slower than before, sparking and humming as it moved.





CHAPTER FOUR



Dreyfus emerged from the spoke onto a dusty apron surrounded by a series of windowless buildings: minimalist silos with large sliding doors set at regular intervals. Resting close by was a fierce-looking multi-bladed agricultural machine, partly dismantled. Dreyfus walked to a row of sacks, piled high against the side of one of the silos. He kicked at one, which had already burst open, dislodging a grey slurry of spoiled grain, husked out by some unseen pest.


Beyond the roofline of the silos was the first indication of ongoing human presence. Agricultural cultivation areas, organised in rows, with service roads creeping around them. They rose up in steps, climbing a long way up the curving sides of the rim. There were agricultural work parties in some of the fields, toiling in long, organised lines. The workers were on their knees, inching forward in near unison. Dreyfus watched impassively. Along the line of workers stood figures in blue, carrying sticks. If one of the workers began to lag, deflecting the progressing line, the stick-wielders stepped in smartly. Cries and crackles tumbled down from the terraces.


He released the second whiphound. ‘Forward scout mode. Ten-metre secure zone. Non-lethal force authorised. Proceed.’


The whiphound slinked ahead, dust arcing up from the continuous lashing contact of its filament against the ground. It made a sweeping arc, tick-tocking from side to side, defining an area of ground free of immediate danger, and led him out of the silo complex, onto one of the lanes threading between the plantations.


Dreyfus lifted his bracelet to his mouth.


‘Jane. How are my comms?’


‘A little faint, but we still have you.’


‘Not quite the answer I was hoping for. If you can still hear me, then there’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to communicate with Tench as well.’


‘What have you found?’


He kept his voice low. ‘That rosy picture you painted of the place? I’ve a feeling it’s a bit out of date.’


‘Actions have consequences,’ Aumonier reminded him darkly. ‘Have you made contact?’


He eyed the nearest work party, grubbing through an acre of drab soil, where just one overseer was in charge of the kneeling labourers. ‘I’m about to make some introductions. How are my reinforcements shaping up?’


‘Satisfactorily. Three ships are now standing off from the wheel at two kilometres, sufficient to muster Medium−Heavy enforcement.’


‘Instruct them to dock at the hub and hold position. Have twenty prefects prepared with hard-shell vacuum gear, but on no account are they to leave the ships until they have my authorisation.’


‘Our lack of contact with Tench may mean it’s already time to move in.’


‘Let’s make one last attempt at diplomacy.’


He signed off and moved purposefully toward the wire boundary demarking the area being worked by the nearest party. No one was speaking, not even the overseer. The kneeling labourers had their heads down, creeping slowly forward with hoods over their faces. The soil ahead of and behind the line looked exactly the same.


His whiphound scissored through the wire boundary, triggering a distant bleating alarm. The overseer peered around with a dull, indolent look.


He spied the whiphound approaching diagonally across the field. A little beyond it stood Dreyfus, a second whiphound in his fist. The overseer raised his stun-rod, levelling it.


The tip of the rod flashed orange and something punched Dreyfus in the shoulder, knocking him over onto his back.


Dreyfus felt the hard thud against the ground first, then a bolt of pain shoot through him.


Too slow, too clumsy, the baby mocked.


Tench crawled through the still-open doorway into the gloom of the spoke’s lower end. She was exhausted and pain-racked, humiliated and perplexed by the encounter she had just survived, and yet she knew one thing with supreme, crystalline clarity.


She had not made an error.


The task update had been clear: her destination was Transtromer. She had inputted it, and the cutter had not complained. But instead, the ship had taken her to Stadler-Kremeniev.


That was no accident, she now believed. It had been arranged for her, as had the comms blackout that prevented her signalling Panoply.


In a moment of lucid calm before she gathered the last reserves of energy needed to climb back into the spoke transit, Tench reflected on what it would have taken to hoodwink her so effectively. A thorough knowledge of Panoply’s systems, to be sure. And suitably covert access to those systems, so that none of the usual security measures were triggered. That was next to impossible for anyone outside Panoply, and difficult even for someone embedded within the organisation.


It would have taken someone extremely well-versed in the organisation’s operational protocols.


Someone much like Tench herself.


And with that came a crueller understanding: she was meant to die here. And for it to look like that death had been self-inflicted.


Tench crawled on. The grey gloom was unforgiving. Surely she should have come within sight of the transit by now, waiting just where she had left it?


Tench stilled. An awful realisation took form.


The transit had gone. It had returned up the spoke, to the hub. It would be waiting there now, a kilometre above her.


There had to be way to summon it.


She looked around, quickly picking out an upright metallic column with a single glowing button on its angled top.


Tench crawled over to it. She reached for the top, fingers stretching to make contact with the angled surface. She could not reach it. The button was a good fifty centimetres beyond her fingertips. It might as well have been fifty light years, for all that she could lift herself from the ground.


‘Here,’ she grunted. ‘Break cordon. Come here.’


The whiphound slinked over to her. The single red eye of its handle seemed to regard her with concern and something close to animal loyalty. It was confused and distressed, pushed far outside the boundaries of its usual programming.


Tench felt curiously reciprocal feelings. The whiphound had been damaged. There was a gouge in its casing, a burning smell and a lack of coordination in its movements.


‘Mark this,’ she said, glaring in the direction of the button.


The whiphound curled its head, following the angle of her gaze. It nodded jerkily, accepting – to the best of its understanding – the instruction.


‘Press the target. Press it. Do not destroy it.’


The whiphound positioned itself before the column. It angled back its head on a swanlike curve of its filament, and dabbed at the top of the column.


‘The button,’ Tench grimaced. ‘Press the button.’


The whiphound missed again, missed a third time. On the fourth attempt, it struck the button.


Nothing happened. The button kept glowing the same colour. Tench had hoped it might change, letting her know the transit was beetling its way back down the spoke.


Tench listened. She strained into the silence, hoping to hear the distant movement of the transit.


And heard voices.


It had been a while since she’d noticed the gunfire or the low rumbling of the overhead platform. She presumed that it had moved on, traversing through this part of the rim.


From the angle where she lay, she could still see the slitted doorway and a narrow slot of city beyond it. Figures crept back into view, crouching low, advancing cautiously. They carried weapons. Their clothes were drab, except for flashes of orange. They were coming back, now that the immediate threat had passed.


Tench opened her hand, took the whiphound. The filament twitched, ripples of uncoordinated movement sliding down it.


‘You can’t defend me from this,’ she said. ‘So don’t try. I need you in one piece. You have to carry a message for me, back to Panoply.’


The whiphound waited for her instruction.


Dreyfus lay still, recovered his breath, dabbed cautiously at the spot where he had been hit. The shot had missed his tactical armour, striking him on the less protected area around his shoulder.


The good news was that his arm was still attached to that shoulder. He explored further, fingering a gash in his uniform. The shot, whatever it was, had clipped him through the fabric, tearing in and out of his flesh on its way. He moved his arm and fingers, testing their grip on the whiphound.


He grunted back to his feet, favouring the other arm. The wound was numbing over, his uniform re-knitting to preserve a sterile site around the injury. Dust curtained off him.


The blue-clad overseer was still levelling the rod. Dreyfus observed a dim, mechanical process play out on the shooter’s face.


Dreyfus said: ‘I wouldn’t.’


‘You’re a … you’re a prefect.’ The overseer’s hand quivered on the rod.


‘I know, and now that you’ve shot me once you’re wondering if the smart thing is to finish me off.’ He resumed his walk, the ache in his shoulder already becoming soft-edged. ‘Don’t try it, is what I’d advise. My whiphound has a threat-marker on you. You might get a shot off, but there wouldn’t be much left of you to enjoy it.’


The overseer dipped the rod a fraction. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’


‘And you shouldn’t have shot me.’ Dreyfus flicked at the injury site, the fabric now fully consolidated. ‘We’ll put it down to nerves. You just saw a stranger and made a professional miscalculation.’ He nodded encouragingly. ‘Now drop that toy.’


The overseer lowered the rod to the soil. The labourers continued their work, not a single hooded head rising in curiosity or defiance. The alarm continued its distant bleating.


‘They said you wouldn’t come here alone.’


‘Ordinarily they’d be right.’ Dreyfus was only paces from the man now. ‘There was another, not long ago.’


‘Not long?’


‘I mean a few minutes ago.’


‘There hasn’t been another. I’d know.’


Two overseers had broken away from their work gangs to approach the first. Burly, booted men carrying rods and dressed in a similar blue outfit to the first. They stepped over the electrical fence and trudged toward Dreyfus, carelessly kicking over the soil that had already been worked. One was shorter and meaner-looking than the other.


Dreyfus raised a sharp commanding hand, wincing as the wound reasserted itself.


‘Stop right where you are. You’re under Panoply observance.’


‘I shot him,’ the first one said, as if he needed to get some grievous burden off his chest. ‘I didn’t mean to. I just saw him and did it.’


‘Only you could shoot a prefect and not kill him, Jarrell,’ said the shortest of the pair. He had a scowling set to his features, with liverish skin and deep V-shaped grooves in his forehead.


‘What’s your business here, Prefect?’ asked the other. He had a strained look to him, weary eyes and a shock of white hair sagging down from a high forehead.


‘I’ve come to find a friend.’


‘Not much chance of that here,’ smirked the mean one.


‘I know your history,’ Dreyfus said. ‘I just want my colleague alive. Her name’s Tench. She’d have docked a short while before I arrived. I think she used the other spoke to reach the rim.’


Dreyfus flicked out the filament from the whiphound still in his hand. The men flinched. Dreyfus tipped the filament down and scratched a circle in the dirt. Two quick, rapier-like strokes added the spokes. He stabbed the filament at the middle, making a bullseye.


‘I have three vehicles docked at your hub, with more on the way. There are twenty prefects inside those ships, with tactical armour and whiphounds, waiting on my word. They can be down those spokes in about sixty seconds, using monofilament drop lines.’ He nodded back in the direction of the real spoke. ‘They’ll be through those doors with dual whiphounds set to autonomous lethal force.’ He twirled the whiphound handle in his hand, the stiffened filament snapping the air. ‘So, I’ll clarify my position. Get me to my colleague, or I’ll give the word.’


The taller, shock-haired man said: ‘I don’t want an enforcement action.’


‘Sensible. What’s your name, citizen?’


A heartbeat’s hesitation. ‘Cassian.’


‘And your role here?’


‘Taskmaster First Class, Talus Sector, Agrarian Priority Initiative, Department of Work and Punishments, Central Authority.’


Dreyfus moved to one of the hooded workers. They were still toiling, shuffling in a long, ragged line even without direct supervision. He reached with his empty hand to tug back the hood, wondering what level of social control might enforce such grim obedience.


He was not prepared for it. The shuffling figure – he thought she was a woman – had a hairless skull criss-crossed with crude sutures and a pale tracery of older scars. She had ears, for it would have been difficult to take orders without them. She had eyes, to do the work asked of her. She had a nose, to breathe with. Her mouth had been stitched shut.


Her sleeve lifted from her wrist. It had been bandaged over, the plastic nub of a catheter protruding through sweat-soiled fabric.


Revulsion shot through him, His hand closed on the whiphound as fury gripped Dreyfus. His every human instinct told him to do something. But there was nothing he could do.


‘You’re worse than dirt.’


‘We’re trying to hold together a world that was already broken by Panoply,’ Cassian answered. ‘We’re a pariah state because of your organisation’s mistakes. No one will trade with us, no one will communicate with us. We’re on our own, just as if that lockdown was still in force.’


Dreyfus seethed. ‘You didn’t have to become monsters.’


‘No one chooses to become a monster,’ Cassian answered placidly. ‘We become what we’re made to become.’ He paused, nodded at the shuffling line. The hoodless woman moved on, seemingly oblivious. ‘Before you judge us, understand that our crops have been failing for years. The rules of rationing and distribution must be obeyed by all. When insurrectionist elements within our society threaten to disrupt the already fragile processes that keep us alive, extreme measures must be taken.’


‘Who are these insurrectionist elements?’


‘Orange Faction. They’re small in number, but organised, armed and vicious. There’s a good chance your friend walked right into their territory. They’re holding a sizeable part of Alvi, our largest town.’ Cassian dipped his eyes to Dreyfus’s wrist. ‘Aren’t you in contact with her?’


Dreyfus eyed the man. ‘How high up the chain are you, Cassian?’


‘High enough.’


‘Get me as close to Alvi as you can. I suppose we can walk there quickly enough, but a vehicle would be better.’


‘I can’t guarantee your safety.’


Dreyfus smiled. ‘I can’t guarantee yours, either.’


They quickly passed out of the plantation sector, slipping through sickly, parched scrubland and into an area where there were more buildings. One of the other overseers was driving, Cassian and Dreyfus in the rear seats of the government-issue buggy. Cassian told the man to take them via back roads as far as possible, so there was less chance of the citizens noticing the prefect. From a distance, squatting next to the blue-clad Cassian in his own dark uniform, Dreyfus might just pass as another Central Authority functionary.


‘You have guts, coming here alone,’ Cassian remarked.


‘Let’s just say it wasn’t the plan.’ Dreyfus winced as the buggy hit a particularly deep pothole.


‘Do you know this woman well?’


‘Not closely,’ Dreyfus said, considering his answer. ‘Well enough to have complete confidence in her abilities.’


‘Whose idea was it to send her in here alone?’


‘Nobody’s. Our rules wouldn’t allow it, given the trouble she was likely to run into.’


‘Then what made her do it, besides a death wish?’


‘If I find her alive, I’m sure she’ll have an explanation. That’ll depend on your continued cooperation.’


‘I hope there’s something in this for us, Prefect.’


‘Don’t push your luck, Cassian; the best outcome you can expect today is avoiding an enforcement action.’ A chime sounded from his bracelet. He lifted it warily, ruling out any possibility of a private conversation. ‘I’m here, Supreme Prefect. With company.’


‘What sort of company?’


He glanced at Cassian. ‘Cooperative, for now. We’ll see if that lasts.’


‘Good. Assuming you’re not speaking under duress … are you all right?’


‘Yes, I’m fine.’


‘I have a feed from your bracelet which says you’ve been injured.’


‘A flesh wound, from a minor misunderstanding. We’ve put it behind us. Please don’t be concerned. I’m still focussed on finding Ingvar.’


‘You’ve not made contact?’


‘I’m on my way to an area of the habitat where anti-government forces may be holding Tench, assuming she’s alive.’


‘Give me one good reason not to send in our people immediately.’


‘Let’s see how this plays out. I’m with a man called Cassian who’s doing his best in a difficult situation.’


Her silence stretched his nerves.


‘Supreme Prefect?’


‘I’m only one more provocation away from sending them in. Let this Cassian understand that.’


‘Oh, he’s more than grasped the picture.’ The other spoke was coming into view around the rim, a pale tube thrusting down from the ceiling, its flared roots lost in a dense, smoke-hazed clot of streets and buildings. ‘I’ll report back in when I have something concrete,’ Dreyfus added. ‘I think we must be approaching the outskirts of Alvi, where the anti-government crowd are dug in.’


‘Be safe, Tom.’


‘Worry about Ingvar, not me.’


Cassian indicated for Dreyfus to keep his head beneath the armoured visor on the front of the buggy. The rim’s curvature meant that that walls and ditches offered only limited cover from snipers.


‘Tom?’


‘My name,’ he answered tersely.


They approached a tall, fortified wall enclosing a large area of the town on this side of the spoke. The buggy stopped at a checkpoint.


‘Say nothing,’ Cassian instructed.


Guards converged on the vehicle. They wanted to examine the dark, slumped passenger in the seat next to Cassian and once they realised the nature of the man, their curiosity curdled to scorn and hostility. Cassian was already deep into a dispute with the main guard, some technicality about the limits of Talus Sector jurisdiction. The impasse was only resolved when the guard came back out with a clipboard and pen, shoving both into Cassian’s lap.


‘This blows up, it’s all on you.’


Cassian flourished his name, signature, rank and the date at the bottom of a long list of similar inscriptions. He handed back the clipboard with more grace than it had been presented to him. A guard spat on Dreyfus. He looked down at his sleeve, observing the saliva as it vanished into his uniform.


Formalities observed, the barrier went up.


They drove down a narrow, winding alley between damaged buildings. After a few turns the buggy arrived at a dead end formed by a street-wide barricade composed of rubble, broken vehicles and countless dirt-filled bags, piled five or six metres high. Ladders and cross-walks pressed against the barricade’s slope, with blue-uniformed guards squatting low behind patchy defences, taking the occasional shot into the contested territory beyond.


Dreyfus looked up as they climbed off the buggy. Fixed onto the ceiling above Alvi, about one hundred metres overhead and positioned a block or two further down the street, was a barnacle-like gun platform. Gunfire crackled out of the platform, aimed into the areas of the city beyond the barricade and to the left and right of the secure zone. Now and then a shot went in the other direction. The platform presented an easy target, but it was too well armoured to be threatened by the reprisals coming from below.


Cassian spoke to a woman, slump-shouldered and with dirt ingrained around her weary, fatigue-reddened eyes. ‘Signal the mayor that I need the secure line.’


The woman glanced at the flashes of rank on Cassian’s clothing.


‘On whose authority, Taskmaster?’


‘On mine,’ Dreyfus cut in.


‘That’s a—’ the woman began, shooting Dreyfus a hateful glance as she noticed him for the first time.


‘I know what I am,’ he answered, purposefully stone-faced. ‘The sooner you do as Cassian requests, the sooner you can go back to shooting your own citizenry.’


The woman went into a small, dust-sheeted communications shack. Some exchange took place and she returned, gazing up at the platform. Emitting a low, throbbing, grindingly unpleasant noise, with black smoke pulsing from its flanks, the machine laboured in their direction until it was exactly overhead. A cable reeled out from the bottom, weighted at the end. Cassian snagged the weight as soon as it was within reach and dragged it to his lips.


Sporadic gunfire continued all the while. Now and then a looped message boomed out from speakers under the platform.


Cassian went through several cycles of speaking and listening. The noise was so bad that he kept having to ask for things to be repeated, or kept needing to repeat himself. Dreyfus heeled the ground, restless and worried. His shoulder was hurting again now.


‘I saw eight of you once,’ the woman commented, as if they were just picking up the thread of a normal conversation. ‘Ten the time before. You never come alone.’ Her eyes searched him, his mere presence a grotesque affront. ‘Never alone,’ she repeated.


‘I decided to come on my own,’ Dreyfus answered. ‘I thought it was a shame that your hospitality had to be spread so thinly among all those prefects.’


Cassian walked back over, the communications cable still dangling down from the platform. They had not started reeling it back in.


On the barricade, the guards, repositioned and re-stocked with ammunition, lifted up the ladders in buckets.


‘I spoke to Mayor Dokkum. They’re monitoring Orange chatter all over Alvi. So far there’s nothing about another prefect.’


‘There will be.’


‘The mayor is trying to open a line to Tillman Drouin, the Orange spokesman. It’s not guaranteed. They only speak when they have something to lose.’


‘Perhaps Dokkum could impress on them that they have a lot to lose today.’


His bracelet chimed. Dreyfus walked a few paces away from Cassian, answering grumpily.


‘I don’t have anything to report.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Behind government lines in Alvi. Cassian is in contact with his superior, someone called Mayor Dokkum. Dokkum is attempting to open a channel of negotiation with the rebels. There’s no guarantee that they’ll answer.’


‘Then I’m not prepared to wait a moment longer.’


‘Please allow me a few more minutes. Things are already bad enough here. Sending in prefects will only raise the temperature even further.’


‘How much longer?’


Dreyfus looked back to Cassian. The other man was back on the communications cable, glancing anxiously at Dreyfus as he listened. Dreyfus went cold. He could already read the bad news in Cassian’s manner.


Dreyfus signed off from Aumonier, saying he would be back in touch shortly. He sauntered over, every stride hammering a nail into his shoulder.


‘What is it, Cassian?’


‘Drouin’s side are issuing demands.’


Dreyfus permitted himself a last flicker of hope, however illusory he knew it to be.


‘To release my colleague?’


‘No, to hand over her body.’ Cassian swallowed hard. ‘I’m afraid she was dead when they found her. Drouin’s side will deny responsibility, but she died in an area under their control.’


Dreyfus processed this. It was exactly as he had feared, but he still needed time to absorb it into his mental picture, so that he could begin building out from this new truth.


‘What demands?’


‘A ceasefire. Free movement. Prisoner releases. The usual. Obviously we don’t negotiate with murderers.’


‘I must have her body. Instruct Dokkum to give them whatever they want.’


‘She’s already dead, Prefect.’


Dreyfus hardened his tone. ‘Meet their demands. Exceed them if necessary. But get me that body.’


They brought Tench through twenty-five minutes later. There was an exchange, complicated and fraught. Prisoners had to go up and over the barricade, and then the stretchered body had to come back over the same way.


When it had been brought down, Dreyfus walked slowly to the stretcher, each step harder than the last, as if a weight were settling steadily onto him. He gestured for the guards to step aside. He lifted the sheet away from the body’s head, savouring the last possible instants of hope.


He surveyed Tench’s face. Even in death, even allowing for the way her attackers had treated her, before or after her murder, there was not the slightest room for doubt.


‘I’m sorry, Ingvar,’ he mouthed.


He drew the sheet off her completely.


The cause of death would have to wait for the medical experts in Panoply. But there was no shortage of possibilities. From the evidence of the injuries before him, Tench had been attacked in many different ways. She had been shot, bludgeoned, strangled, stabbed and lacerated. Those were just the most obvious assaults.


‘I failed you,’ he said quietly. ‘You never knew it, but I failed you all the same.’


Cassian neared his side. He had given Dreyfus a few moments alone with the body.


‘Is it your colleague?’


‘Yes. This is Ingvar Tench.’


After a silence Cassian said: ‘What will happen with her?’


‘She’ll be returned to Panoply. They’ll determine the exact mechanisms of death. I wouldn’t worry yourself too much about that.’


‘And after that – will there be another version of her that carries on?’


‘A beta or alpha-level, you mean?’ Dreyfus nearly laughed at Cassian’s no doubt well-intentioned ignorance. ‘That’s not how it works for us.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘That she died, or sorry that this might be a bad day for the rest of you?’


Something flashed in Cassian’s eyes, some defiance that was nearly admirable. ‘She wouldn’t have got a warm welcome if she’d come through the other spoke, I can promise you that. But she’d still be alive.’


‘Just shot in the shoulder, you mean.’


Cassian looked at the body. ‘There’s really nothing you can save of her?’


‘If we’d got to her quickly, there are things we could have done. It’s too late for any of those measures now.’


‘Again, I’m sorry.’


‘This won’t be the end of it.’ Dreyfus eyed the man, wondering if he had the measure of him yet. ‘I’ll make a deal with you, Cassian. You don’t want an enforcement action, and frankly I don’t want the paperwork.’


‘What are you proposing?’


‘I have the body, but I don’t have the crime scene. Secure that for me, and I can downgrade this to a Heavy Technical action.’ He met Cassian’s eyes, willing him to accept his offer. ‘Believe me, it’s in your best interests.’





CHAPTER FIVE



Dreyfus hesitated at the entrance to the tactical room. The hammered bronze doors flashed his reflection back at him, pensive and deep-shadowed, a man already condemned.


He pressed his hands to the gauntlet motifs on the doors and pushed through into the dark, solemn space beyond. Varnished walls, a black conference table and the ever-changing Solid Orrery off to the left, the evolving, three-dimensional quickmatter model of the Glitter Band at that exact moment of time, rendered in fastidious detail.


Jane Aumonier was just taking her place at the middle of the wide, oval table, flanked by Senior Prefects Lillian Baudry and Gaston Clearmountain. Sparver Bancal had already taken his seat next to Baudry, to Aumonier’s right, and Dreyfus walked to his customary position next to Clearmountain, two seats from Aumonier’s left. Next to him was a supernumerary analyst whose name he had forgotten, and next to them was the chair that ordinarily belonged to Ingvar Tench, a legacy of her earlier stint as an Internal Prefect, working closely with Aumonier and the others on matters of high sensitivity. Owing to that technical seniority, she had continued to report to the tactical room even after her reassignment to field duties. Her expertise and insights had still been valued.


Now the chair was empty.


‘Tom,’ Aumonier said, before he sat down. ‘I’m glad of your presence, but you should still be resting. Twenty-six hours is nowhere enough time to recuperate.’


Dreyfus grunted into his chair, his shoulder aching but no longer painful. ‘I’ll mend. More than can be said for Ingvar.’


‘Thank you for supervising the return of her body. It’s with Mercier as we speak.’ Aumonier’s gaze drifted around the table, fixing on the nineteen prefects and analysts gathered before her. ‘We lost one of our very best in Stadler-Kremeniev. Regardless of the reasons for that loss, I want to stress that one mistake doesn’t negate a lifetime of dedicated service to our organisation. Her expertise – her in-depth knowledge of our history and systems – was unequalled. And I include myself in that calculus.’


No one raised an eyebrow at that. Aumonier was known for many things, but false modesty was not one of them.


‘One might say,’ Lillian Baudry remarked, ‘that it was slightly more than a mistake. This was … a wild provocation.’


‘Lillian, please,’ murmured Gaston Clearmountain.


‘If I don’t say it, no one else will,’ Baudry countered sharply. ‘With one reckless act Tench has undone years of work in fostering good relations with our more difficult clients. It’s a miracle that we didn’t have to send in a massed response. The death toll could have been—’


Dreyfus cut her off. ‘You’re insinuating that it was a suicide bid, Lillian. How do you know it wasn’t an honest error?’


‘There’s no way that she walked in there without knowing the consequences,’ Baudry said. She turned in her seat, stiff as a finger-puppet. ‘They still teach the history of Stadler-K in induction. Besides, this was Ingvar Tench. What she didn’t know isn’t worth knowing.’


Dreyfus bit into an apple, the crunch audible across the table. ‘Perhaps she didn’t realise where she was until it was too late.’


‘With respect, no one just stumbles into a watchlisted habitat,’ said Baudry. ‘Our systems ensure that.’


Dreyfus shrugged, slumping deep into his seat. ‘Systems go wrong occasionally. Isn’t that half the reason we exist?’


‘We have her vehicle,’ Aumonier said, directing a sideways nod at Dreyfus. ‘Which is already more than we had when Mizler Cranach died. The Heavy Technicals are bringing it back to Panoply under tow; they won’t risk activating any of its systems until they have it fully secured.’


‘There has to be a reason why we couldn’t override her control,’ Baudry said.


‘And we’ll find it.’ Aumonier’s gaze swept the room, lingering on the half-dozen or so attendees who were relatively new to the hallowed cloisters of the tactical room. ‘Now, I must mention something else in connection with Ingvar’s service. What I’m about to discuss goes no further than this room.’


Dreyfus put his teeth to the apple, but refrained from biting.


‘A little more than four years ago,’ Aumonier said, ‘Ingvar was pursuing an investigation into an unsanctioned operation within Panoply codenamed Catopsis. Following Tench’s investigations, I had it shut down completely and instigated disciplinary procedures against the ringleaders, including Grigor Bacchus. No one was forced out of Panoply, but shutting down the operation left a legacy of ill will, most of it directed at Tench. It was her suggestion that she be transferred to field duties, and I consented. I did not relish losing a gifted IP, but I had no doubt that she would make an equally effective, dedicated field agent.’


‘Forgive me, but may I ask the nature of this operation?’ asked one of the newcomers, an analyst called Jaffee.


‘Tom?’ asked Aumonier.


Dreyfus straightened in his seat. ‘Catopsis was a project to trap and contain one or both of the hostile artificial intelligences known to be loose in the Glitter Band.’


‘Why would that be a bad thing?’ queried Jaffee.


‘There was merit in it,’ Aumonier said. ‘But the practicalities were hazardous. If it failed at any point, Catopsis would have risked destabilising the situation, potentially allowing one intelligence to grow more powerful than its adversary.’


Jaffee was enjoying his moment in the limelight. ‘The people behind Catopsis didn’t see that?’


‘Grigor Bacchus and his associates were confident that their trap could neutralise both adversaries in one stroke. I was less so. There’s something to be said for a predictable status quo; while those two damaged gods are fixated on each other, we can go about our lives.’


No one argued with Jane Aumonier on that point. It would have been extremely unwise to do so, given she had been the prisoner of one of those malign intelligences.
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