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			1: BATTLE AT MEMBURI


			1.1: WILL


			Will Kuno-Monet was teaching lifter trucks to hunt when the scramble klaxon sounded. He stopped the ten-ton machines mid-stalk and listened, his body taut. The moment everyone had been expecting for days had finally come. The Earthers were attacking.


			He ordered the trucks to their action stations, opened his eyes and yanked back his bunk curtain. His shipmates were already propelling themselves out of their beds and shouting as they hurtled towards the door of the cramped dorm chamber.


			‘Move! Move! Move!’


			‘Don’t block the hatch!’


			Will hurriedly unclipped and followed suit.


			Outside, the snakeway was a torrent of figures in silver-green one-piece uniforms. Crew darted like fleeing fish, passing each other on the cramped zero-g bends with millimetres to spare. Will hurled himself into the throng, narrowly missing a couple of engineers.


			Ten seconds and two levels later, Will reached the immersion room – a cramped cubic space made of cream-coloured plastic filled with elastic webbing and combat-bags. He clawed his way through the maze of cables to his place at the far end, past the seven other roboteers who were busily sealing themselves in.


			Will thrust himself into the bag with trembling hands and let the gel-sac shape itself around his body. He rammed the fat-contact against his neck and tucked his arms inside before the fluid could lock solid. At Will’s mental command, the ultra-high-bandwidth cable started sending. The battle status presented itself to him as fully formed thoughts, each tinted by the crisp, owlish flavour of the Phoenix’s central command SAP.


			There were six Earther ships in tight hexagonal formation. Will saw them as bright-red arrows in a schematic representation of local space, zeroing in on the green circle that was their target – the antimatter factory near the star itself. The Earthers appeared to be making a direct bid for it. The Phoenix was instructed to maintain its position.


			Strategic analysis showed that the force was far too light to be the predicted primary assault. The Earther ships had small gravity-distortion footprints, suggesting light gunships, probably Jesus Class. No match for the three huge Galatean cruisers guarding the facility. Their approach was almost certainly a feint of some kind. The real attack would come later, when attention was diverted.


			Will saw the cruisers as green chevrons whipping across the system to intercept. Galatean ships had a strong speed advantage in-system as their more sophisticated engines performed far better in dirty space. Given the dreadful lag on optical comms, they’d probably engaged the enemy already.


			The battle status clear in his mind, Will checked in with his expert – Franz Assimer-Leung, the ship’s tactical assault coordinator. His vision connected to the camera above Franz’s combat-bag, which became Will’s eyes. Franz’s blocky, furrowed face appeared before him.


			‘Reporting for duty, sir,’ said Will. The fat-contact relayed the words he thought directly to the speaker bud implanted in Franz’s ear.


			Franz busily scanned the contents of his visor, readying his Self-Aware Programs, fingers flying across the console on his lap. ‘Check,’ said Franz. ‘Stay ready, Will. I want you sharp on this one. No wandering off.’


			Will couldn’t help bristling slightly. He’d never wandered off during a battle, whatever that was supposed to mean. ‘Yes, sir.’


			Franz was clearly busy so Will turned his attention outwards, looking for the battle through the ship’s long-range sensors. At this distance there was nothing to see but X-ray flickering, barely visible so close to the star’s glare. With the filters turned up this high, the rest of the sky was bottomless black.


			Will’s mind churned. He could barely stand the anxiety of waiting to see what the Earthers would try. This battle was likely to determine the course of the war.


			Memburi had been Earth’s primary fuelling station on the straight-line path between the home system and Galatea – before the Galateans had captured it. If the Earthers didn’t retake it, it would be almost impossible for them to wage war against their former colony, and easy for Galatea to strike back if they tried. On the other hand, if the Earthers did claim it, they’d be well placed to attempt another invasion, and Earth had no shortage of lives to waste in trying.


			Will’s train of thought was broken by a sudden nervous laugh. He glanced across at Gordon Inchaya-Brun, the roboteer for ship defence who hung in the bag next to his. Gordon was a large, well-intentioned youth who’d only been with the Fleet for a year. This was his first big battle.


			‘They dragged us in here just so we could wait?’ muttered Gordon. His eyes were screwed tight shut.


			Will knew Gordon wasn’t talking to anyone in particular but the distraction was welcome. It beat staring into space and doing nothing.


			‘I guess so,’ he said.


			Gordon’s soft blue eyes opened in surprise at the reply. Like the rest of the Phoenix’s roboteers, he treated Will with a mixture of wariness and awe. There were eight of them in all, one handler for each of the mighty ship’s eight different software subsystems, and Will was definitely the odd one out. He didn’t think like the others.


			‘But don’t worry,’ Will added. ‘Space battles don’t last long.’


			Gordon gave him an anxious smile. ‘That’s what I’m worried about.’


			Gordon’s fears were well grounded. Today they would live or die with the Phoenix. There was no way off a starship when you were surrounded in every direction by kilometres of the most hideously irradiated machinery humanity had ever devised. You either left the battle with working engines or you fried.


			A sudden flare drew Will’s attention back to the view from the sensors. The distant battle was looking unusually bright. It winked at him. Will eyed it uneasily. If the Earther ships were on a suicide run, they might be self-detonating about now. And meanwhile, the next wave of the attack might come from any direction. His heart was in his mouth as they waited.


			1.2: IRA


			Captain Ira Baron-Lecke of the Galatean starship Ariel watched the battle from a few thousand kilometres beyond the combat zone. It was probably too close, but still a lot further away than he wanted to be. The disrupter cloud made it impossible for them to get any nearer.


			He lay back in his crash couch, hands wrapped tight around the control-handles. Through his visor’s standard display, the warring ships resembled flashing points of hard white light on a black background. At full magnification, however, he could make out their true shape. Each ship looked like a dull metallic egg covered with tiny umbrellas. Blue-white light crackled from the spokes, coating the vessels with sheens of spastic luminescence.


			Ira did not like what he saw. The Earthers had come in too light – just a ring of six small ships, hemmed in by three immense Galatean cruisers. And they’d stopped short of their objective, as if taunting the Galateans to come out and meet them. They were up to something.


			‘Amy, give me an update.’


			Though he and Amy, his first officer, occupied opposite bunks in the Ariel’s tiny main cabin, Ira used his subvocal throat-mike instead of speaking out loud. The Ariel was a soft-combat ship. Given the physical conditions it had to operate under, battle orders were never trusted to ordinary speech.


			‘No change,’ Amy replied. ‘The Earthers are using juice like it’s going out of style. They haven’t launched any gravity shields, just disrupter buoys. Central Command is convinced it’s a suicide.’


			Ira frowned. A disrupter buoy’s single job was to fill the surrounding space with ionic crap that made it impossible for your enemy to use warp. It was an important tool in warfare, but one used sparingly. Disrupters trapped you just as certainly as they trapped your enemy. Yet each one of those little Earther ships had come in carrying enough of them to freeze an armada. He watched the buoys buzzing around their parent ships like swarms of angry bees around a hive. It seemed like a profligate amount of hardware to waste. Furthermore, the battle was getting awfully bright.


			‘What are they doing down there? Attacking with g-rays?’


			‘Looks like it,’ said Amy.


			Ira shook his head. Scout-ship g-rays against battle cruisers. That was like coming at macrodozers with sharpened sticks.


			A g-ray was nothing more than a gamma-ray laser, and it was only as good as the amount of power you put behind it. If your adversary could push the same amount of juice through his Casimir-buffers, there was no point firing. You just ended up charging his fusion cells for him. But the Earthers knew that. They couldn’t possibly hope to summon more power than the cruisers, not even if they concentrated all their fire on a single target.


			‘They’re insane,’ he muttered.


			‘I’m not so sure,’ said Amy. ‘Those g-rays are very hard. The Earthers must have routed main-engine power to their arrays.’


			Clearly the Earthers’ tactic was to try to freeze out their opponents’ gravity weapons and force them into an energy battle. It was just one more reason to believe that the Earthers didn’t intend to go home. They hadn’t exactly left themselves an escape route.


			Ira still didn’t like it. Even suicide squads launched gravity shields. Instinct told him to pull back, just in case. He keyed open the channel to his assault expert on the bunk below him.


			‘John, find any plans yet? I want to know what these bastards think they’re doing.’


			There was a pause.


			‘Uh, hang on.’


			John was deep in his work with Doug, the ship’s roboteer. Together they were gutting the enemy vessels’ computer systems of their secrets with the help of the Ariel’s little fleet of specialised drones.


			‘Wait!’ said John. ‘Doug, go back. I think that’s it.’ He muttered to himself, then laughed out loud. ‘Ha! Yes! We’ve got data, Captain, and plenty of it.’


			Amy’s voice chimed in. ‘Uh-oh, John – I think you triggered an alarm.’ She flagged a visual pointer in Ira’s display.


			The Earthers had fired a volley of pursuit drones directly at the Ariel. Fortunately, they were climbing out through the massive disrupter cloud, which meant they couldn’t use warp. Forced to limp along on fusion torches, they presented no immediate threat. It would take them whole minutes to arrive.


			‘I see them,’ said John. ‘Prepping countermeasures.’


			While John wrestled with the flow of information coursing between the ships, Ira turned his attention back to the battle with the cruisers. He had to be ready to make his move.


			The Earthers had all but completely snared the Galateans’ torpedoes, he noticed, drawing the battle out to a grindingly slow sub-light exchange. Nevertheless, they were still outgunned. It was only a matter of time before they died. As soon as the Earthers ran out of antimatter, their supercharged buffers would drop, and no number of disrupters could save them. However, the seconds kept ticking by and Ira found himself still anxiously waiting. His unease steadily deepened. For a suicide squad, those ships were taking a hell of a long time to die.


			The Galateans kept battering away at them, but the Earthers didn’t seem to be flagging. It was the Galatean attacks that appeared to be slowing. They simply weren’t equipped for long battles. Nobody was.


			‘Something’s wrong,’ said Amy. ‘I’m not seeing any degradation in the Earthers’ disrupter cloud. It’s just getting bigger.’


			She sent him an ion filter of the battle scene. It showed the ragged hole the Earthers had carved in the local flow, like a filthy black smear on the rainbow of space.


			‘At this rate, it’ll reach us in two hundred seconds,’ she added.


			If that happened, the Ariel would be stuck – and effectively dead. The one thing a soft-combat ship could never afford to do was hit a disrupter cloud. Only heavy, powerful ships could endure a disrupter fight and the Ariel was neither. It survived on speed and stealth.


			Ira opened his hotline to Admiral Bryant-Leys aboard the Aslan, the cruiser leading the Galatean assault. ‘Sir, we’ve got problems. That cloud is going to hit any minute now. Requesting permission to get clear.’ He watched the cloud grow during the agonising seconds it took for the admiral’s reply to reach him.


			‘Accepted,’ said the admiral. ‘Do what you have to, Ira.’


			Ira keyed the channel to his crew. ‘Okay, everybody, we’re pulling back. Rachel, I want full warp.’


			‘Rails greased and ready.’


			‘Doug,’ he told his roboteer. ‘Brace yourself.’


			Ira pressed the ignition stud on his joystick. An invisible hand slammed him into his couch as the gravity engines kicked on. They started moving away, but far too slowly. From cold, the trigger field needed time to build strength. The hammer beats of the engine were slow and intermittent.


			‘Ira!’ said Amy. ‘Look out!’


			Ira saw what was happening but there was nothing he could do. The Earthers had turned the full might of their disrupters against the Ariel.


			As quickly as they came, the brutal tugs of the gravity engines faded and vanished. They were stuck like a bug in amber. Whatever secrets John had unearthed, the Earthers were clearly very keen that the Ariel didn’t leave with them.


			‘Rachel!’ Ira snapped. ‘Full power to the fusion torches!’


			‘Done.’


			Ira turned on the power. Once again he was slammed into his couch, but this time it was merely conventional acceleration. Ira made his way up and out of the cloud at a creeping two-point-five gees. He cursed himself as he watched their progress. The minutes to drone-intercept didn’t look so long and comfortable any more. Drones could accelerate as fast as they liked. They didn’t have human cargo to worry about.


			He never should have let himself be caught. He should have moved position without asking the admiral first. Adherence to protocol might have just killed them.


			‘Those drones are closing, Ira,’ said Amy.


			‘I can see that.’


			The drones slid effortlessly into targeting range and opened fire with their g-rays. Fierce crackling filled the tiny cabin as the buffers struggled to compensate.


			Ira flinched in surprise. ‘Shit!’


			‘I told you those rays were hard,’ said Amy.


			Ira yanked the joystick. The ship went into a gut-wrenching turn.


			‘Rachel, damage report.’


			‘Thirty per cent of our secondary buffers just blew,’ his engineer replied.


			Ira winced. Drones with that kind of power were unheard of. Another hit like that could finish them. Only one primary buffer had to fail for their fragile habitat core to be scoured with radiation.


			‘I want all the power we can spare going through those buffers,’ he ordered.


			‘It already is,’ said Rachel.


			How could a single drone put more power into a laser than his ship’s engines?


			He keyed his roboteer. ‘Doug?’


			‘Repairs in progress, Captain. We’ll be good as new in no time.’


			Even though synthesised direct at Ira’s implant, Doug’s voice still sounded strangled. Doug didn’t do well in heavy gees. He was the only one on board not bred for the rigours of spaceflight.


			‘John, I want countermeasures,’ said Ira.


			‘Launching now.’


			‘John, I need to know what I’m looking at. I want tactical profiles on these things. I want weapons specs.’


			‘Ira!’ Amy squawked.


			Ira banked hard and hurled on the power as another drone lined up to fire. It felt like a freight train had landed on his chest. Stars skittered across his vision. Someone whimpered on a lower bunk.


			‘Amy, how long till we’re out of this cloud?’ Ira gasped, relying on the throat-mike to turn his wheezing into words.


			‘Eighteen more seconds. I see another drone charging—’


			Ira flipped the ship again and almost blacked out as the anvil of gravity crashed into him.


			‘Ten, nine, eight—’ breathed Amy.


			‘Rachel?’ said Ira.


			‘Ready.’


			Ira kept the ship turning as he brought the gravity engines back online. This time, he meant to hit the edge of the cloud running.


			‘Three, two, one,’ said Amy. ‘We’re clear!’


			Ira engaged warp. For an awful second, the thrust from the fusion torches combined with the pull of the gravity engines. It felt like his organs were fighting to escape through his back. Then the torch died and they were away.


			The drones shrank to dots behind them.


			1.3: WILL


			Captain Beaumont-Klein’s voice rang in Will’s ears.


			‘Brace for warp.’ For the last ten minutes, Will had ached for the waiting to end. Now he wished it could have lasted a little longer. His combat-bag jolted as the Phoenix’s engines kicked in. As the growl of the drive filled the ship, a burst of fresh orders from Central Command unfolded in his head like a spiritual revelation.


			Something had gone wrong. The ships guarding the antimatter factory were in deep trouble. Pictures of the battle scene flashed up to fill his field of vision. The disrupter cloud was the biggest he’d ever seen, its ragged ends stretching for tens of thousands of kilometres, like a dark scarf blown in a slow-motion wind. Will experienced a cold rush of fear.


			All three cruisers were in danger. The Baloo wasn’t responding, the Walrus was losing power and the Aslan was under heavy fire. And they were all deep inside that cloud. It was a catastrophe, and it had somehow been wrought by those six little ships.


			The Phoenix closed rapidly on the battle, cutting in-system to get as near as it could without hitting the cloud. Then it turned and ploughed straight in, fusion torches at full burn. Will’s combat-bag threw him sideways. Captain Klein was taking them in to rescue the trapped cruisers.


			As soon as it was within targeting range, the Phoenix came under assault. G-rays raked the mighty ship’s buffers. The vessel automatically fired off its gravity shields. Will called up a distortion map and watched the tiny drones race away. Each shield was visible as a hard little pucker in the loose weave of space. It was a shield’s job to draw fire towards itself and away from the ship it guarded, but their fields softened and shrank almost as soon as they were launched. The enemy buoys had manoeuvred to turn their fire-cones upon them.


			‘Will?’ said Franz.


			‘Here, sir.’


			‘We’re taking out those disrupters. Here’s your template.’


			A SAP model immediately downloaded. It looked like a cartoon schematic of some fabulously complex clockwork machine. Shining recall trees hung off the core-cycle, laden with the SAP’s memories, each one a brightly coloured block bristling with spiky semantic tags.


			‘It should compensate for the enemy evasives,’ Franz told him. ‘Now go!’


			Will pressed the model to his mind like a mask. He could feel the SAP’s cunning, its eagerness to hunt. With a sweep of one virtual arm, he created sixty-four copies of the program, injected their client modules into the Phoenix’s waiting torpedoes and fired. Then he tethered his perceptions to the lead torpedo and flew out with it into the dark.


			This was the job he’d been bred to do: to manage, train and guide SAPs from the inside. In physical terms, his mind was just talking to the ship’s server substrate. The servers talked to the comms array, and the array ferried orders to the torpedoes via bursts of laser light. But to Will, the effect was seamless.


			He stared through unblinking electronic eyes and raced across the aching void of space. As the torpedo, he hungered to join with the disrupters hanging ahead of him in an embrace of spectacular death.


			The disrupters hovered like a shoal of fat fish and then scattered as Will plunged into their midst. Will twisted and snagged the closest. They exploded together in a blast of fusion flame.


			Will swapped his viewpoint to another torpedo. The disrupters boosted desperately away from him, trying to manoeuvre out of range without losing their hold on the pinned cruisers. Will ripped after them, his kamikaze brethren beside him. He picked his target and dived on it. The disrupter couldn’t move fast enough. G-ray blasts from the ships below tried to spear him as he closed for the kill, but it was no use. Will was the shark and the disrupter the sluggish whale. Impact was ecstasy.


			His perspective jumped again, to a new pursuit. Forests of g-ray blasts erupted on all sides. He slalomed between them, his digital senses far faster than the old-fashioned targeting programs on the enemy ships.


			Suddenly, a ball of white-hot flame ignited next to him. One of his kind was hit. Will cursed. It was bad news to lose a torpedo so soon.


			On impulse, he pulled back to re-examine the attack pattern. As expected, he still had enough torpedoes to kill every disrupter, and each of his torpedoes was more than a match for the Earther defences. So why did he suddenly feel worried?


			Then he saw it. It was subtle – something only Will’s specialist eye for a pattern would recognise. The fight no longer had an ordinary shoal-and-shark dynamic. Franz hadn’t compensated for the increased power of the g-ray defences. Even glancing hits were reducing Will’s numbers. The enemy beams would thin out his torpedoes too soon. That meant there would still be enough disrupters left to shower their poison onto the trapped starships. They wouldn’t be able to free the Aslan – or themselves.


			Will needed a way to make fewer torpedoes go further. He stared desperately out at the staccato blasts of radiation that were ruining his assault and cursed. Then an idea struck him. If those g-rays were a risk to him, surely they were to the disrupters as well. Was there some way he could turn that fact to his advantage? The answer was yes, but the SAPs would need to be sheepdogs, not sharks.


			He spurred his lead torpedo on alone and ducked back to his home node where the SAP model hung before him. A blizzard of flashing colour-coded markers picked out the active thought-chunks of each weapon he had left.


			Will chased along the stony tunnels of his mind to his private chambers. He grabbed a handful of memory-chunks for playground games and flicked back to the running model. Without pausing for a seizure check, he slammed his chunks onto a fresh branch of the model’s primary tree and started hooking up instinct keys as fast as he could. With luck, this old game of his would bind to Franz’s carefully structured pursuit tactics and give them exactly what they needed.


			An angry shout filled his sensorium, almost breaking his concentration. ‘Will! What in Gal’s name are you doing?’ It was Franz.


			Under battle conditions, SAP design was Franz’s job. Will wasn’t supposed to touch them.


			‘Leave my SAP alone and get back out there!’ Franz roared.


			Will didn’t listen. He couldn’t stop now or the torpedoes would hit the new memories and stall. He frantically hooked up the last few links.


			‘Stop!’ yelled the expert. ‘Do you want to get us all killed?’


			Will heard Franz open a channel to the captain.


			‘Sir, we have an emergency. My roboteer’s gone rogue!’


			Will connected the last strand and leapt back into the head of the lead torpedo. It was coursing through a barrage of enemy fire, hungrily chasing a fleeing disrupter. Will triggered the new memories.


			It wasn’t a clean patch, but it worked. He felt an abrupt surge of incongruous joy as the missile changed its mind about its intentions in mid-swerve. Rather than heading straight for the buoy, it veered at the last moment, forcing the disrupter to bank hard towards another of its kind. The buoys crashed, erupting in a blast of white-hot ions.


			Will’s heart soared, despite the furious bellowing from the captain he could hear in the back of his head.


			‘Monet! What the hell is going on?’


			Will watched with glee as his torpedoes shepherded the disrupters into each other, and into their own ships’ g-ray fire. Like most Earther machines, the buoys were gratifyingly stupid, designed to follow basic instructions from an unmodified human operator. They had no idea how to respond to being played with. Captain Klein fell silent as he witnessed the sudden rash of disrupter deaths.


			However, while Will had started thinning the disrupter cloud nicely, his sensors showed him that the Phoenix was taking a beating. Secondary buffers were at sixty per cent and falling, and Gordon was having trouble fending off the enemy’s barrage of fire. Will took a copy of the new template branch and passed it to him. With luck, the same thought patterns used in reverse would help to lead enemy drones away from the Phoenix.


			By the time Will was back behind the eyes of his lead missile, the Aslan’s engines were powering up again. The Baloo and Walrus looked dead, but under the circumstances saving one ship out of three wasn’t bad.


			The Earthers made a last desperate attempt to ensnare the flagship again, but their buoys were spread in a hopeless sprawl. Five seconds later, the Aslan had warped out. Will heard cheers somewhere in the background. The Phoenix’s engines started to charge.


			Will sent his remaining torpedoes on death dives towards the enemy ships just before the expected order came.


			‘Ready for warp!’


			In the next second, the battle was a flaring dot in the distance behind them.


			Will allowed himself a moment to exhale. He could hear the other roboteers laughing and whooping all around him. With pride and relief still coursing through him, he linked to Franz. Franz’s face was beet-red and wide-eyed.


			‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Will, ‘but I saw a problem with your pattern and had to improvise.’


			For a moment, Franz just stared. ‘You disobeyed a direct order.’ His voice was cold.


			Will’s spirits fell. ‘Yes, sir.’


			Then the captain’s voice came online. ‘Mr Kuno-Monet.’


			Will winced at the tone.


			‘You’re damned lucky we got out of that alive,’ said Klein. ‘You jeopardised the entire ship, and the Aslan, too.’


			‘Captain, I—’ Will started.


			‘What were you thinking – hot-patching in the middle of a firefight? And with private files, too. The whole volley could have seized.’


			‘I’m sorry, Captain,’ said Will. ‘There was a flaw in the attack pattern—’


			‘The pattern was fine,’ snapped Franz.


			Of course, Franz hadn’t even checked. He was too confident of his own genius, and of Will’s inferiority, to bother.


			‘The only thing flawed in that attack—’


			Will cut the expert off before he could embarrass himself further. ‘Sir, you failed to compensate for the g-ray barrage intensity. Had I left your pattern active, torpedo attrition would have run seventeen per cent higher than your prediction. We’d all be dead.’


			Franz stared speechless into his cabin camera.


			‘I will of course prepare a combat simulation for you to explain my actions,’ Will added.


			The captain sighed. ‘Franz, prepare a report,’ he said tiredly. ‘And Will, I want to see a full memory log.’


			‘Captain—’ said Franz.


			‘Enough!’ barked Klein. ‘I don’t want to hear another word about it till we’re back in port.’ The communication channel closed.


			Will was dumped back into his home node, where the combat SAP was still winking. He ripped the fat-contact off his neck and sagged back in exhaustion.


			1.4: IRA


			Ira skipped clear of the Memburi system into the blissfully clean space between the stars. He locked in the autopilot, flicked up his visor and breathed a sigh of relief.


			He looked down into the Ariel’s cramped main cabin. ‘Everyone okay?’


			Amy was already at the bottom bunk with Rachel beside her. That wasn’t good. Crew only left their bunks under heavy warp in an emergency. Something bad must have happened. For a moment, Ira’s heart went into free fall despite the shuddering tug of warp gravity.


			‘Amy?’ he said.


			She looked up at him, her face unreadable. ‘Doug’s dead.’


			Ira blinked in disbelief. Something crumpled deep inside him. ‘How dead? Can we use coma?’


			His question sounded weak even as it left his mouth. Amy would have tried that already.


			She shook her head. ‘Sorry. It’s too late for that.’


			Ira struggled for words. ‘That last turn,’ he said stupidly. It had felt bad, but not that bad. ‘How tight was it?’


			‘Fifteen gees,’ she replied quietly.


			Ira covered his mouth with his hand. Most roboteers were effectively unmodified when it came to dogfights. They just didn’t have the stamina for it, not even with a muscle-tank to help them. Ira stared down at the corpse floating in the gel-filled box at the bottom of the cabin. Doug might have been a roboteer, but Ira had counted him as a friend. And now Ira had killed him.


			‘Hey,’ said John, breaking the airless silence. ‘I hate to be the one to point this out, but this isn’t exactly a good time for grieving. I’ve just been looking at that enemy data and it’s serious stuff. They’re going to come after it for sure, and we haven’t taken any evasives yet. We should get going – otherwise Doug won’t be the only dead person in this cabin.’


			Ira exhaled and shut his eyes. Part of him was grateful for the distraction, delivered as it was in John’s usual tactless terms.


			‘All right, everybody,’ he said. ‘Get back to your seats. We’ll have to deal with this later. We’re going home.’


		


	

		

			2: NEW ROLES


			2.1: GUSTAV


			While the dignitaries standing around him talked politics, Gustav stared out of the window. It was easy to be distracted by the view. All he had to do was let his concentration wander from the overfed face in front of him to the three-storey pane of bulletproof glass several metres beyond it. And from where he stood, in the primary antechamber of the Prophet’s palace at Bogotá, the vista was compelling, if not exactly pleasant.


			The antechamber looked out past the palace’s bone-coloured tiers over the manicured miles of gardens to the slums beyond. In the distance, where once proud forest had stood, prote-farms now sprawled, a chequerboard of dirty brown and sickly yellow squares. The sky was an angry sulphurous grey. It wasn’t that the scenery differed particularly from the rest of what Earth had to offer, but from the palace you could see that much more of it. It appalled Gustav that, even on the Prophet’s very doorstep, the world still showed so few signs of recovering from the Terror Century.


			While the dignitaries droned on, Gustav quietly adjusted his position to look into the antechamber itself, a view far preferable to the desolation outside. The antechamber, one of many, was a snow-white New Gothic fantasy. Vast columns like frozen waterfalls of milk met at a vaulted ceiling far overhead, and the floor was bright and smooth like a sheet of ice. It reflected the courtiers standing around in small groups, making impressionistic butterflies with their brightly coloured robes. Their muted conversations echoed off the glacial walls.


			More importantly, Gustav now had a view of the enormous doors he’d shortly have to walk through. They led to the throne room of His Honesty the Prophet – the spiritual ruler of all Earth.


			‘So what do you think, General?’ one of the dignitaries asked him.


			Gustav had enjoyed no peace since he arrived. Everyone wanted to be seen to talk with him before he received his holy commendation.


			The man who’d spoken had small, fat hands sticking out from the voluminous folds of his bright-orange robe. He waved them when he talked, like little pink balloons.


			Gustav tried for a polite smile. ‘I’m sorry, what was that again?’


			‘I said, what do you think? Is the education of females permissible under dogma?’


			A skeletal man draped in moss-green fabric pointed a bony digit at the speaker. ‘But that’s not the question,’ he said. ‘We’re only talking about the Following here, not the Leading classes. I have no issue with the girls of Leading families receiving an education. That harms no one.’


			Gustav remembered. The Prophet had recently passed a dictate expressly forbidding the female children of Following families from receiving education. A few of the Kingdom’s many subsect leaders had launched a doomed attempt to appeal the decision.


			‘I’m a scientist, I’m afraid, gentlemen,’ Gustav said mildly. ‘I try not to get involved in political matters.’ Or not the immediate ones, at least, he thought. Gustav had dedicated his life to building a better future. He had long since given up on the present.


			‘But General …’ said a voice from the back of the group. This new voice belonged to a man dressed in the white gown of a High Church disciple. He was handsome in a slightly soft, florid kind of way. Only his eyes and the point of his nose were hard. He wore his dark hair oiled back. ‘Even the most reserved among us have a moral instinct, wouldn’t you say? And as a scientist, education must be a topic dear to your heart.’ His smile was filled with small, even teeth. ‘You have women on your team, don’t you? I’d be interested to hear your gut reaction on the subject.’


			Gustav regarded the disciple warily. The man had hovered at the back of almost every group Gustav had met that morning, yet this was the first time he’d actually opened his mouth. In doing so, he’d managed to justify practically every suspicion Gustav had entertained about him.


			The fact that Gustav employed female scientists was supposed to be a secret, simply because everything about Gustav’s work was secret. This conversation would have to be brought to an end, and quickly.


			‘I’m sorry, but my training encourages me to avoid gut reactions,’ Gustav said with a hard smile. ‘In my experience, they’re a poor substitute for data.’


			The disciple refused to be dissuaded. ‘Really,’ he said airily. ‘We in the High Church see things differently. We consider the moral instinct to be a vital guide in decision-making. A kind of spiritual compass, if you like.’ He looked around at the others, as if confident of their agreement.


			‘Then let me ask you a question,’ said Gustav. ‘Which do you think poses a greater security risk to the Kingdom – cycle-game or FROF-b command encryption? I assure you that is a topic of urgent interest in Military Intelligence circles at the moment.’ Gustav waved his hand generously. ‘I don’t need an informed response, just a gut reaction.’ He crooked an eyebrow and waited.


			The disciple frowned. His cheeks turned a ruddy colour. Some of the dignitaries chuckled. Before the disciple could muster a suitable reply, a voice boomed down from the antechamber’s lofty heights.


			‘General Gustav Ulanu. You may approach the Prophet.’


			All across the great chamber, conversation died to silence.


			Gustav inhaled. It was time. He bowed to the dignitaries. ‘If you’ll excuse me.’


			He turned and walked with measured steps across the immense floor to the white portal that was swinging open to admit him.


			How ironic it was. Most people would have given their lives to win a commendation from the Prophet, yet Gustav felt nothing but foreboding. Admiral Konrad Tang was the man who should have been there instead of him. Tang was the man who’d commanded the Memburi attack force. He was the one who’d successfully secured the system in the name of Earth two weeks previously. He was the public face of their project in all matters. So why would the Prophet choose to bestow such a visible honour on Gustav? Particularly given that Gustav had been purposefully dragging his heels for the last six months. A caution would be more in order than a commendation.


			He stepped into the throne room and stopped. A raised dais like a stepped pyramid stood before him, lit by a single shaft of artificial sunlight that shone down from yet another vaulted ceiling. It illuminated the enormous seat in which sat the greatest socio-political genius of recent history: His Honesty the Prophet Pyotr Sanchez.


			Sanchez was the man who’d answered the crucial question of their age: How do you unite the warring factions of a world that has been locked in violence for generations? His answer: by directing their attention towards a common enemy. The enemy he’d chosen was a good one, too: the capitalists who’d fled the world with as much money as they could carry when the ecology turned bad.


			The organisation Sanchez had founded, the Church of Truism, was a masterpiece of administrative science. It was part pyramid scheme, part army and part cult. There was room in it for every human ideology that existed, so long as it was prepared to support his cause and recognise his ultimate authority. Sanchez had truly changed the world.


			The Prophet’s features were barely visible at this distance, just an oval of tea-coloured skin for a face above a snowdrift of robes, but he sat at the apex of an impressive tableaux. On the step just below him stood Ramon the First, the King of the Nation of Man and formal leader of Earth’s military government. Ramon wore a gown covered from neck to toe with intricate heraldic symbols in the midnight-blue and gold of the Medellins – the favoured subsect he led. Beneath the king stood the Prophet’s favoured courtiers, arrayed in all their ludicrous finery, looking towards the door – watching Gustav’s approach.


			Gustav knelt. For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then hidden speakers amplified the Prophet’s hoarse rattle to a Titan’s boom.


			‘You may approach, my child.’


			Keeping his eyes carefully downcast, Gustav rose. He gathered the folds of his cumbersome robe of dark Reconsiderist brown and started the climb to the top of the pyramid. A sensation of profound unease grew in the pit of Gustav’s stomach as he ascended. He ignored it. The feeling was not his own, but rather the result of a bombardment of tailored infrasonics. It was well known that Sanchez had the best psycho-architectural consultants the planet could provide. The watching courtiers, the incredible opulence and the grand flight of stairs ahead of him were all intended to create a feeling of awe and reverence. The two emotions they created in Gustav, however, were annoyance and suspicion.


			Gustav reached the step below the king and knelt again. The step was fractionally too narrow to manage this comfortably. It drew one’s attention to how easy it would be to fall backwards, away from the throne, and shame oneself irretrievably in the process.


			The king spoke. ‘Your Honesty, may I present to you General Gustav Ulanu. It was his work that made the liberation of Memburi possible.’


			His voice was rich and round, just as a king’s should be, and Gustav could read nothing from it. He knew the king would prefer to see a Medellin do his job, but Gustav doubted that any of the Medellins’ pitiful scientific ranks could do what he did, even if they were given the chance.


			The role of king was another of Sanchez’s inspired inventions. By allowing the rulers of each faction that joined his church to retain power over their own people, Sanchez had created a highly volatile government. Many of the movements that had become Truist subsects were still fiercely acquisitive and held long-running grudges against each other. Sanchez had stopped them from knifing him in the back and taking power for themselves by giving the tangible reins of power to someone else. At the same time, he’d managed to make himself an indispensable symbol of authority for all.


			Which meant Ramon was expendable, and he knew it. His voice carried far less weight than he would have liked.


			‘You may look upon me, General,’ said the Prophet. His amplified words boomed around the throne room.


			Gustav stared up into the walnut-wrinkled face. Sanchez was so old now. He’d finally lost the shock of white hair that had once been his trademark feature, but his eyes were still keenly attentive, and dark like bottomless pools.


			‘I commend you on your work, General,’ Sanchez croaked. ‘You have put a flaming sword in the hands of our crusaders. The forces of evil are driven back and the age of unity draws closer. God sees your efforts and is pleased.’ He paused to wheeze. ‘That is why he has instructed me to grant you personal subsect rights over twelve and one half per cent of the Sin-World Galatea upon successful conclusion of this crusade.’


			There were gasps throughout the room. For a moment, Gustav couldn’t believe what he’d heard. A grant like that represented a massive fortune – it would secure his family for generations, if he ever chose to have one. He struggled to keep the surprise out of his eyes. It was a long time since he’d been caught off guard this way.


			A brief sideways glance at the round, jowled face of the king told Gustav that Ramon wasn’t thrilled by the Prophet’s generosity, but he wasn’t surprised either. Gustav quickly returned his gaze to the Prophet.


			Sanchez’s face crumpled like a brown paper bag as he bestowed on Gustav a benevolent smile. His eyes, though, remained as hard as lumps of jet.


			‘I have heard the stories of your endeavours, General,’ he said.


			Gustav’s ears pricked up. He didn’t like the sound of that.


			‘The difficulties your research has presented you with. The long months of study it has taken for you to devise this great weapon for us. Now, at last, we have proven its value in battle. Soon, your great work will be done.’


			Gustav held his breath. Sanchez had chosen his words carefully. Without sharing the news with the rest of the court, he had made it very clear that he knew Gustav had been delaying the attack on Galatea.


			Why the gift, then?


			‘I have pondered your great sacrifice to the holy cause,’ said Sanchez, ‘and decided that there is something I can do to aid you in your final efforts. I have assigned Disciple Rodriguez from my own staff to act as your assistant.’


			In other words, he was being handed a spy. Gustav’s face stiffened.


			‘Disciple Rodriguez, you may approach.’


			As soon as the Prophet said his name, Gustav could guess who it was going to be. He glanced to his side as someone in a white gown stepped up and knelt beside him. It was the man from the antechamber. For the briefest instant, they locked gazes. Rodriguez’s eyes shone with something like victory.


			It occurred to Gustav then why he’d received this sudden fortune. He was being bought off. The Prophet had finally decided to bring the whole unpredictable business of the suntap within the reach of the High Church. The realisation appalled him.


			If the High Church imagined that any amount of money would be enough to make him simply hand over the project, they’d have to think again. He wasn’t going to make it easy for them.


			‘You may speak,’ said the Prophet.


			Gustav kept his voice carefully neutral. ‘Your Honesty, I have no words adequate to express the gratitude I feel. I desire only to do God’s work. I pray that I can make worthy use of these unexpected gifts.’


			The Prophet regarded him inscrutably for a moment, reading the implications behind his words. He might have been old, but his wits were still razor sharp. ‘As do I, my child,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘You may leave, and take my blessings with you.’


			Gustav stood and backed carefully down the stairs, struggling with the clumsy robe and seething all the while. The disciple matched his descent with practised ease, step for awkward step.


			As soon as they reached the antechamber, Rodriguez turned on him with a triumphant grin. He bowed his respects to Gustav a little too quickly to be convincing.


			‘General,’ he crooned. ‘I’m honoured to be working with you. I’m looking forward to a close and highly beneficial relationship.’


			Gustav kept his face still. He said nothing until his silence made Rodriguez’s smile falter. ‘Indeed,’ he replied at last. He curved his mouth into a humourless grin and looked Rodriguez up and down. ‘Welcome to the team. Now let’s go and mingle, shall we? I’m sure half the court is dying to speak with us.’


			Gustav had no appetite for the socialising that followed. Rodriguez hovered relentlessly by his side like some kind of pet or parasite. It was all Gustav could do not to let his fury show.


			The real question was how the Prophet had learned of his delay. Gustav felt sure he knew the answer. It had to be Tang. In his eagerness to begin the full military phase of the operation, he’d sold Gustav out.


			Tang was a fool.


			Gustav was relieved when a white-liveried data valet approached him, his visor winking.


			‘General, sir. Your presence is requested by Lord Oswald Khan for a private audience.’


			Gustav exhaled. Oswald was his ally at court. Maybe he could do something about this intolerable situation.


			‘I will attend him immediately,’ Gustav replied. ‘Gentlemen, I apologise.’ He nodded his respects to the new batch of courtiers surrounding him and set off.


			Rodriguez started to follow, but the valet stopped him in his tracks.


			‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he told the disciple nervously. ‘Only the general was invited.’


			Rodriguez glowered angrily for a moment before he could paste an expression of nonchalance over his features. ‘Of course,’ he said lightly. ‘I shall be here, General, if you need me.’


			Gustav arched one eyebrow, then turned and walked quickly towards the exit.


			The valet hurried to match his leggy pace. ‘He’s waiting for you in the Reconsiderist apartment, sir,’ he explained. ‘Room four-four-eight-three. The Fern Garden.’


			Gustav nodded. He’d already guessed his destination.


			The valet signalled the door open and Gustav stepped into the executive lift. He tried to compose his thoughts as he ascended. Oswald was the only person Gustav knew with the political power and skill to get Rodriguez dropped from the project. There was reason enough to think he could – Oswald was the man who’d created Reconsiderism. Gustav respected his political ability almost as much as he respected the Prophet’s. For the longest time, Earth’s Muslim population had been losing out to Truism. Islam specifically dictated that Mohammed was God’s last prophet. Thus Muslims could not join the Truist cause, and so were excluded from the military and economic reforms sweeping the world. Reconsiderism had offered a way out of that economic trap. It claimed that God had seen the Terror Century and, in disgust, had changed his mind. He had given mankind one more prophet because they had strayed so far from the path of righteousness.


			Oswald had converted Gustav to his new subsect in the slums of Sophia while the Pomak Riots raged all around them. He’d won Gustav over with a solemn promise that his movement would retain the proudest traditions of Islamic culture. To Gustav that meant vigorous rational debate, a strict adherence to law and no compromise over interference from outsiders.


			So far Oswald had been as good as his word, even to the extent that Reconsiderism had become the Truist church’s unofficial scientific division. Gustav hoped Oswald could stick to it now.


			The lift reached its destination. Gustav strode out into the brown-and-white-tiled Reconsiderist apartment and down the hallway to the Fern Garden. He pushed through the old-fashioned revolving door into the sweltering air on the other side.


			The Fern Garden was a greenhouse of sorts set at the corner of the great tiered palace. It was full of large fronded plants, most of which had been extinct on Earth for over a generation. New specimens had been brought back from Mars after the crusade. Not entirely accidentally, the Fern Garden’s sprinklers and steam machines played havoc with surveillance equipment. Quirks in the room’s construction also made wireless comms almost impossible. It was private, and the Reconsiderists kept it that way.


			Gustav followed the narrow stone path, took the stepping stones over the artificial brook and found Oswald by the far window, looking out. Oswald was a tall man with nut-brown skin and a ring of white curly hair around his balding head. He turned as Gustav approached and smiled a little wistfully. His face would not have looked out of place on some ancient Ethiopian king.


			Gustav bowed. ‘My Lord.’


			‘It’s okay,’ said Oswald. ‘We’re alone.’


			Gustav relaxed a little. He and Oswald had remained close ever since that day in Sophia, despite the different directions in which their work had taken them. As close, at least, as Gustav ever let his allies get.


			He got straight to the point. ‘I want that snowboy off my team.’


			Oswald winced at Gustav’s language and slowly shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, old friend. I did my best, but Sanchez was adamant. He’s determined to shut you down. Rodriguez is going with you to make a feasibility assessment.’


			Gustav experienced a moment of horrible bewilderment. ‘What do you mean, shut me down?’


			‘I mean it’s over, Gus. Sanchez wants to close the Relic Project.’


			The words took a few moments to sink in. ‘He can’t,’ Gustav blurted.


			‘Unfortunately, he can.’


			Gustav fixed Oswald with a stare. ‘Doesn’t he get it? You can’t keep something like the Relic secret for ever. Sooner or later, someone’s going to find out.’


			Oswald nodded. ‘I know, but the High Church doesn’t see it that way. It frightens them, Sanchez most of all.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of appeasement. ‘Had it not been for Galatea, I doubt they’d have let us get this far. It was only because they needed the suntap.’


			Gustav grimaced. Trying to bury the Relic was a crime against science. But more importantly, it was politically stupid. Sanchez had made the problem for himself years ago when he dismissed the possibility of extraterrestrial life on theological grounds. He’d decided at the very dawn of Truism that with so many conflicting religions to unite, no mere text would be strong enough to sit at the centre of his new faith. There could be no Bible or Koran because people would always prefer the books they already had to what he could give them. So he’d declared the human genome itself to be the living embodiment of God’s word.


			Unfortunately, that meant many of the Prophet’s arguments hinged upon the idea of mankind’s superiority among God’s creations. Revealing the discovery of an ancient and highly advanced alien civilisation would cause an outcry in the Following, even if that civilisation was long since dead. In Gustav’s opinion, a justification for the Relic’s existence needed to be seeded slowly, carefully and soon.


			‘Maybe I’ll have to give them an incentive to see sense,’ said Gustav.


			Oswald regarded him sadly and sighed. He clearly knew exactly what Gustav meant. Several times in the past they’d talked about leaking the news to the public in a controlled way, spun so as to minimise the unrest while also spurring the church into action.


			‘They’d kill you.’


			Gustav shrugged. ‘Perhaps. If they were rash. I could make it very expensive for them.’


			Oswald laid a hand on Gustav’s shoulder. ‘Gus, listen. If the truth comes out now, the crusade will grind to a halt.’


			Gustav smiled dryly. ‘I doubt that.’


			‘And there is your problem, my friend,’ said Oswald sadly. ‘You’ve been away from Earth too long, hiding in your secret laboratory.’


			‘Meaning what, exactly?’


			Oswald pressed his palms together and looked down. ‘While you have been gone, the Prophet has become … unwell.’


			Gustav peered at him. There had been no news of this. But then, of course, there wouldn’t be.


			‘His doctors tell us he doesn’t have long to live,’ Oswald continued. ‘I believe this is why he’s decided to end the suntap project now. He doesn’t have the strength to lead the people through such a big change to dogma, and he doesn’t trust those who follow him to do any better. So he’d rather not have it happen at all.’


			Gustav could guess the consequences of leaking the Relic’s existence at such a bad time. With the High Church weakened, some subsect or other would break the truce and the entire crusade would go on hold while Earth’s factions vied for power. In the worst case, they could collapse back into civil war. In the meantime, the Galateans would regroup. They might even try to liberate the other colonies. The chances of Earth mounting a viable second crusade would be poor.


			Oswald nodded as he saw realisation dawn in Gustav’s eyes. ‘That’s right. If you decide to speak out, you must be ready to live in a future in which the Kingdom exists beside Galatea. Perhaps even trades with them.’


			That option was intolerable. It spoke of a future in which there were a dozen planets of poor, unmodified humans and a single barely populated world of the genius rich. The cycle of inequality that had oppressed Gustav’s people for generations would repeat itself. Earth would be back where it started: poor and exploited. In other words, in exactly the situation that had caused the Terror Century in the first place.


			‘So you see, my friend,’ said Oswald, ‘you find yourself in a powerful position. The Prophet knows that, which is precisely why he’s been so generous. Your next move could shape the course of the war.’


			Gustav shook his head. ‘You exaggerate.’


			‘I’m afraid I’m deadly serious. I beg you, bide your time, because hope is not lost. There is a way out of this.’


			Gustav folded his arms. ‘I’m listening.’


			Oswald leaned close. ‘Two nights ago, the Prophet promised me in private that he would act on Rodriguez’s counsel, regardless of what he found. This could be made to work in our favour. Disciple Rodriguez is not a clever man. The Prophet trusts him for his faith and doggedness, but he’s also greedy for influence and fearful of his credibility. If you can convince him that it’s in his best interest to see our point of view, the Prophet will have no choice but to accept his word. The project will be saved.’


			‘He’s High Church,’ Gustav pointed out. ‘We can’t bribe him.’


			‘True, but there are other ways to make an ally. He must be made to see that it is in his political interests to keep the project open. Make him realise where he would stand if the project was closed down and word still leaked out.


			‘If you succeed,’ Oswald added, ‘I will do the rest. For the last six months, my people have been working on a report outlining how to spin the Relic to the Following as a miracle. So far, Sanchez has refused to read it. With Rodriguez’s recommendation, he will have to. The speeches are already written. The press reports are ready to go.’


			Gustav pulled a bitter face. He could feel the shackles of compromise clanking shut around his wrists. He sighed and rubbed his eyes.


			‘You know me, Oz,’ he muttered. ‘I’m no diplomat.’


			Oswald shrugged. ‘What can I say? If I could send myself out there, I would. But it has to be you. It’s your project.’


			‘All right.’ Gustav looked away.


			Oswald touched his shoulder. ‘Thank you.’


			Gustav looked out at the filthy sky. ‘I’ll tell you now, though, my people won’t like this. The moment they see that white robe, they’ll smell trouble. They won’t want to cooperate.’


			‘Then make them understand how lucky they are,’ said Oswald. ‘Sanchez’s other option was group termination. I told him it would be cheaper to buy you and your people off than kill you. I reminded him of just how badly he needs the support of the scientific community right now. If your people are careful, they could come out of this with an estate each and still get to finish their work.’


			Oswald gave Gustav’s shoulder a friendly squeeze. ‘And now you should head downstairs or people will start to wonder where you are. Let them see you,’ he said as he stepped back. ‘And try to look happy. We can’t have you appear ungrateful for the Prophet’s gifts.’


			Gustav laughed darkly. It was a dangerous game they were playing, but he could see no other choice. Earth simply couldn’t afford to let a planet of genetic racists thrive and prosper. And to defeat them they needed a united church, at least for the time being.


			He bowed his respects and turned to go.


			‘Good luck,’ said Oswald. ‘You’ll be in my prayers.’


			Gustav nodded and headed back the way he’d come – towards the lift, Rodriguez’s eager company and another round of unwelcome congratulations.


			2.2: WILL


			Will took the overground transit to the headquarters of the Fleet’s Roboteering Division. The car was empty except for him, though it had enough bright-yellow ergonomically designed seats for fifty. That was normal on Galatea. Will had never seen one full.


			It was the first time he’d been home for weeks and his eyes hungrily sucked in the sights. Beyond the train window, a plain of butter-coloured scree stretched away under a deep-blue sky. Laid out in perfectly straight rows as far as the horizon were circular pools of steaming turquoise water tended by black-furred robots. They hadn’t existed last time he came this way. The pools no doubt constituted another desperate attempt by the Terraforming Corps to prevent the nascent Galatean ecology from collapsing back on itself.


			The rows made hazy diffraction patterns as the train carried Will soundlessly past them. They were also a welcome distraction from his anxiety about his upcoming review session.


			He’d only been home for a day. He hadn’t expected the Fleet to call on him so soon. Evidently they were taking the matter very seriously.


			The return flight hadn’t gone well. Franz filed a public report declaring that with adequate roboteer supervision, his SAP would have cleared the disrupters – a statement that was false but hard to completely disprove. After that he hadn’t spoken to Will again.


			Captain Klein had refused to comment on the matter and Will hadn’t heard a thing from him since he filed his memory log. It had made for an uncomfortable week. Today he’d learn what the captain had to say, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.


			The problem was that Will had knowingly disobeyed a direct order. While the Galatean Fleet was the most relaxed and pro-initiative fighting force in human history, it still considered an order something sacred. Even if the Fleet condoned Will’s actions, as he felt sure they would, some kind of formal reprimand was still on the cards.


			Will bristled at the injustice of it. If he lost this position it would be his third transfer. No captain was likely to take him on after that. He’d be reduced to loading work on the evacuation arks – forced to flee with children and grandparents while the Earthers massed to destroy everything he cared about. He didn’t think he could stand that.


			The abuses other colonies had suffered were common knowledge on Galatea. Wholesale slaughter had followed Earther invasion. The genetically modified were ‘purged’ as abominations. Most were burned alive by marauding gangs of barely disciplined Earther troops. Will wasn’t about to run away while that happened to his home.


			He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and started counting in binary on his fingers, from zero to one thousand and twenty-three and back down again. It was something he often did when he was nervous.


			Finally the transit began to slow as it slid through a region of gleaming pipes and pylons and onwards into the town of Resilience. Like most Galatean towns, Resilience was essentially a trench roofed over by a long, low bubble of impact-resistant plastic. Will passed rows of tiered apartments, their broad public balconies floored with modified grass. Furniture and possessions littered the open spaces so haphazardly that it was impossible to tell where one person’s home ended and the next began.


			There was a sense of the disposable about the place, common to all Galatea’s habitats, as if the inhabitants expected to leave tomorrow and never look back. It was written in the collapsible screens and the unpainted walls. Will saw nothing of value that couldn’t be folded or boxed and taken away at a moment’s notice.


			What else would you expect from a population who could never tell when the next emergency would arrive? There was always some kind of crisis going on, and the war was just the most recent in a long, long line of them. People joked that at least the war wasn’t a home-grown catastrophe. Galatea’s abortive terraforming attempt had afforded plenty of those.


			The transit cruised gently into the station. This was it – time to face the music. Will rose and stood at the door as the car slid to a halt.


			‘Is this your stop?’ asked the transit eagerly, sending the message direct to Will’s sensorium. ‘Is this where you asked me to let you off?’


			The transit knew the answer already, of course. It just wanted to talk. Like a lot of public SAPs, it relished the rare opportunity for direct electronic contact with a roboteer. Usually, Will obliged. Today, however, he wasn’t really in the mood.


			‘Yes, thank you,’ Will messaged back and stepped quickly out into the warm, artificial breeze.


			From the station platform it was a short walk to headquarters through the carefully tended gardens that covered the trench floor. Will followed the twisting path between the exotic cacti and succulents that were intended to one day brave the surface, then ascended the broad stone steps of the headquarters building and entered the open-fronted lobby. As he crossed the huge swathe of polished yellow sandstone, the two janitor robots cleaning it called their greetings to him. They looked like big, furry beetles.


			‘Hello, Handler Will! Hello, Handler Will! Will you make us play again? We like to play!’


			Will sent them the electronic equivalent of a smile. ‘Later.’


			He checked in with the building’s reception SAP in the lift on the way up.


			‘Welcome back, Will,’ it said. Its messages were polite and sounded in his mind like crisply spoken English in a soft, female voice. ‘Commander Rees-Noyes is busy with a call at the moment. He will be with you shortly. Will you wait in the rec?’


			Will sighed. ‘I suppose so.’


			The lift slid to a halt and dropped him off. The rec, more formally known as the Roboteers’ Recreational Environment, was a large sandstone room open to a balcony along one side. Gold light filtered in from the reflector mirrors high on the opposite trench wall. It cast mottled patterns across the thick purple spray-on carpet.


			A dozen or so roboteers were present, all dressed in crumpled Fleet-issue ship-suits. A few sat on their own, but most were gathered in a ring with fat-contacts running from neck to neck like thick, white noodles.


			To an outsider, the scene would have looked like something from a mental ward. The roboteers either sat motionless as stones or rocked slowly back and forth. None of them spoke, though a couple hummed tunelessly to music only they could hear. They made no attempt at eye contact. To Will, however, the room was alive with talk from the moment he entered. His sensorium was bombarded with messages demanding memories.


			‘What happened?’


			‘Franz is a bastard!’


			‘Where are your logs?’


			‘Tell us everything!’


			It was the typical roboteer welcome. They’d probably followed his progress from the moment he entered the building, and in that time downloaded all the official reports about his recent activities. Roboteer culture was like that: earnest, honest, inquisitive and completely lacking in the social niceties they spent so long training into SAPs. Politeness would have served little purpose. They’d all been inside each other’s heads dozens of times.


			Will had known the request would come. Roboteers always wanted to hear exciting news of their own kind, so he’d prepared an edited subset of his experiences on the flight down and stored it in the Fleet database. In the personal node of his mind, he summoned the picture-book icon representing the address and dropped it in his public directory. He imagined the directory as a room open on one side to a trench lawn, like the one he grew up playing on.


			‘Here’s everything I have,’ he broadcast to the room, and watched the picture-book pages flutter as greedy minds hit it for downloads.


			Will walked across the rec and sat near the window, where he could look down onto Resilience’s quiet streets. A couple sauntered past below, trailed by a bumbling carrybot covered in yellow tact-fur.


			‘Join our game,’ someone sent.


			The message came with a memory chunk attached. It unfolded in his head to reveal some kind of chess variant in which each piece devised its own strategy and all pieces moved simultaneously. In an instant, Will knew all the rules.


			The players were operating as joined minds, hence the cables. All roboteers had wireless contact with Galatea’s pervasivenet, but for sharing entire mental states only cables would do.


			‘The sides are uneven,’ the roboteers told him. ‘We want your help.’


			‘No thanks,’ Will replied. He had no desire to subsume himself into some chess-playing gestalt right now.


			The others sent him the mental equivalent of a sorry smile and returned their attention to the game. They hadn’t really expected him to join. Most roboteers thought Will was strange. For the most part, he found them obsessive. Will had simply never been that much into roboteer culture. There was something cloying and poignant about it – it managed to be oppressively intimate and emotionally distant at the same time. But then, telepathy wasn’t really a natural state for human beings.


			It didn’t help that roboteers’ minds were genetically tweaked to fit the consciousness profiles of the SAPs they handled. The first Roboteers had been born fully autistic. Even now, many retained traces of that condition. Consequently, the normal roboteer conception of friendship was close cooperation over some kind of project. Only a rare few like Will completely escaped the siren song of autistic thought patterns. He preferred the company of his friends in the mainstream community and tried to ignore the experiential gap that would always lie between them.


			He gazed out across the trench and worried about what the commander would say. He thought about the speech he’d make to defend his actions. He’d done what he felt was right. Wasn’t that what the Fleet all about: intelligently interpreting the requests of your superiors?


			The room’s silence was broken occasionally by sudden outbursts of synchronised laughter from the game players. They subsided as quickly as they began and served only to scatter Will’s thoughts. Close proximity to other handlers often did that. Their presence made him wonder at the hubris of his own culture. Galatea had created a whole community who could never be a part of normal human society. How had they managed to justify that act to themselves? He knew the answer even as he framed the question: they’d been desperate.


			Twenty-five years ago, Galatean scientists had discovered the Ng-Black heating limit. Put simply, it showed that any molecular building technology above a certain power would melt itself down into proteins and slag before it could do anything useful. At a stroke, it put an end to humanity’s dream of a nanotech future, and to Galatea’s greatest hope: that nano would solve their terraforming problem.


			And they did have a problem. Upon arrival, the early Galateans had kicked off a process of environmental change they could not now afford to stop. Hard experience had shown that doing so would bring about a time of world-scouring storms as the atmosphere lurched back to its former inert state. The Galateans would have to evacuate their entire planet.


			Thus they’d been forced to turn to that familiar, robust technology which had enabled the human diaspora in the first place: robotics. The problem was that robots were large and clumsy, and now they were required in vast numbers. Galatea had needed to find a way to coordinate the work of thousands of machines engaged in the most complex and precarious engineering project in human history. It was work normal humans simply couldn’t do, so they bred new people to do it for them – people like Will.


			In their schooling, roboteers were encouraged to think of themselves as the saviours of the planet. In Will’s experience, that wasn’t how they were treated. The one prejudice it had proved hardest to root out of a society was the one towards people whose social skills were limited. For his entire life, he’d felt boxed in by that prejudice. People always treated him differently from the moment they learned he was a roboteer. It didn’t matter that he was quite capable of operating in mainstream society. Their speech slowed down anyway. The volume increased. They assumed they knew better than him because his modifications were state-funded, while theirs were private. Franz was a perfect example.


			Finally, the building pinged him. ‘Commander Rees-Noyes is ready to see you.’


			Will’s stomach tightened as he stood and marched over to the lift. Thirty anxious seconds later, it deposited him at the commander’s office.


			The office was a huge, barren space that filled the top floor of the building. In one corner stood a lonely-looking desk with a work console and old-fashioned bookcase. At the other end brooded a conference table beneath which chairs were neatly tucked away. Between them lay a vast expanse of gold-patterned carpet.


			The only other items were the pair of soft brown armchairs out on the balcony. In one of them sat Robert Rees-Noyes – or Bob, as he liked the roboteers to call him. Bob was a huge bear of a man who always wore the same clothes: shorts and a pale-green T-shirt bearing a Fleet emblem. He smiled often and insisted on informality. Today, however, his smile was absent.


			‘Come on in, Will. Take a seat,’ he said, standing as he gestured towards the remaining empty armchair.


			Will steeled himself and set off across the carpet ocean.


			Despite his casual demeanour, Bob was not a man to take lightly. Part military officer and part psychiatrist, Bob ran everything in the Fleet that concerned roboteers. His parents had modded him for empathy and recall, and Bob had built on those talents by acquiring an encyclopaedic knowledge of both neuroscience and the history of roboteering. Like most of Galatea’s middle class, he was brilliant.


			Will reached the balcony and shook Bob’s outstretched hand. He couldn’t help glancing sideways, though, over the edge. Bob had a fantastic view. The tiered gardens below looked like paddy fields out of some Old World period-drama.


			‘Sit, Will, sit,’ said Bob.


			Will let himself settle into the chair. It was absurdly comfortable. Someone, somewhere on Galatea, was a genius at chair design.


			Bob sat down opposite him and steepled his hands. ‘All right, let’s get down to business. From what I hear, you disobeyed your expert and tampered with a combat SAP during a live firefight. Is that true?’


			Will stiffened. ‘Yes, sir.’


			Bob waved one hand. ‘I don’t want to hear any sirs in here. This is between you and me, okay?’


			Will nodded reluctantly.


			‘Suffice it to say,’ rumbled Bob, ‘Combat Expert Leung is pretty pissed off at you. He’s filed a complaint and has been grousing about it since he landed. He says he can’t work with you. Won’t work with you again, in fact. He says that if you had fears about the SAP, you should have raised them with him rather than attempting to fix the problem yourself.’


			Will frowned. When was he supposed to have done that? By the time he’d spotted the problem, they were in the middle of a battle.


			‘Your captain isn’t much happier,’ Bob added. ‘Regulations force him to note that you disobeyed orders, but mostly he doesn’t want to have anything to do with you or the whole issue any more.’


			‘I know it sounds bad,’ said Will. ‘But—’


			Bob held up a warning hand. ‘Let me finish. Then we’ll talk.’ He glanced down at his lap. ‘You see, the flip side of all this is that the model you filed with your memory log bears out your decision. You probably saved the lives of everyone aboard both the Phoenix and the Aslan, including Admiral Bryant. He’s seen your model, and he’s personally asked that the Fleet go easy on you.’


			Bob let the words hang there for a minute while Will took them in. The admiral had got involved! Will had no idea that word of his actions had spread so far. His spirits began to lift. Then Bob sighed.


			‘Why did you sign up for the Fleet, Will?’ he asked gently.


			Will’s unease returned instantly. ‘Because I want to help fight the Earthers, of course,’ he replied, blushing as he said it.


			It wasn’t quite the whole truth. Will had also joined up because he hated his life. He’d been bred for the terraforming effort. That meant working on an endless supply of ecological alerts. It meant leisure hours spent in roboteer-only dormitories and whole days playing over memory logs from people whose minds he didn’t fit. It had been safe, controlled and oppressive beyond words.


			His childhood dream was to be a starship captain. But as he’d repeatedly been told, that wasn’t a job for a roboteer. Even if he had the necessary empathy and leadership skills, his special talents were too urgently required at home.


			But Will had never given up the dream. In his spare time, he focused his talents on creating smarter, more creative SAPs. If he couldn’t become a captain the ordinary way, he reasoned, maybe he could create a good enough artificial crew for a ship that would only need a roboteer to pilot it.


			Before his ambitious dream had borne fruit, the war began and the employment laws changed. Aged just twenty at the time, Will had signed up straight away, much to his parents’ distress. Five years later, roboteers were still no closer to becoming captains, but at least he was out of terraforming.


			Bob shook his head. ‘You’re the most high-functioning roboteer I’ve ever met, Will. But you’re also the most stubborn. From all three ships you’ve worked on, the reports on your performance have been exactly the same: excellent work, doesn’t obey orders.’


			‘I obey orders,’ Will retorted. ‘Just not bad ones.’


			‘See?’ said Bob. ‘There you go again! Don’t you see how unreliable this attitude makes you look? You got through this one by the skin of your teeth. You should have told Franz what you were doing, at the very least. Ideally, you should have flashed a message to the captain, too. It would have saved a lot of panic. If your action hadn’t proven necessary, your career would be over.’


			‘But it was necessary,’ said Will.


			Bob nodded. ‘I know. And the truth is, you did great. You were put in a very difficult position and you made the right call.’ He shrugged. ‘As it is, Expert Leung is going to face a personal inquiry and in all likelihood be reposted to Oort defence.’


			Will was surprised by the news. He’d never intended to hurt Franz, no matter how much he disliked the man.


			‘You, however,’ said Bob, ‘aren’t going to face any kind of disciplinary action. The Fleet isn’t in the habit of punishing good decisions. However, we do still have a problem.’ He steepled his hands again and looked at Will over the top of them. ‘We can’t leave you on the Phoenix. So we’ll have to repost you, too.’


			Will’s insides tightened.


			‘Don’t worry,’ Bob added quickly. ‘It’s a promotion … of sorts. I’m transferring you to the Ariel.’


			Will blinked. ‘The Ariel?’


			Bob nodded solemnly.


			Will couldn’t believe his luck. The Ariel was famous. It was a Mosquito-Class starship – one of the Fleet’s best soft-combat vessels, and certainly its fastest. The crew were all high-flyers and the captain had a reputation for brilliance. Everyone had heard of Captain Baron. The Fleet common rooms abounded with legends of his exploits. It was a dream job.


			‘They need a new roboteer,’ Bob explained, ‘and quite frankly, you’re the only qualified man we have available. But from your psych profile, you could be an excellent fit. With such a small crew, they need someone who can take spontaneous action. Someone who isn’t afraid to think up solutions to unfamiliar problems.’


			Will had never dared hope that he might achieve such a posting. It was about as high up in the Fleet as a roboteer could expect to get.


			‘But I warn you,’ said Bob, ‘this is not like the jobs you’ve had before. You’ll be the only roboteer on board. That means you’ll be responsible for handling every SAP they have. And there’s no room for insubordination on that ship. If you break the rules again, it’ll be in a very high-stakes game. You’ll be out of the Fleet for good, if there’s still such a thing around when you get back. Furthermore, your micromachines will have to be updated.’


			Will barely cared. There was always a risk when they tampered with the machines that laid down the nerve tracks to a roboteer’s neural interface. But what difference did one more operation make compared to the risk of being fried alive by a g-ray?


			Bob peered at him. ‘So, what do you think? Has the Fleet handled your case fairly?’


			Will nodded quickly. ‘Yes, sir! I mean Bob. Thank you. I don’t know what to say.’


			‘Then don’t say anything.’ Bob pressed his hands against his knees. ‘Well, you’ve got plenty to do,’ he said sombrely, ‘so I won’t keep you.’


			He ushered a stunned Will back toward the lift. ‘The building will give you access to the confidential information you’ll need, including memory logs. It’ll also tell you when and where to report. You’ve only got twenty-four hours of leave now, I’m afraid, then you’ll have to go directly to the surgery for overnight servicing. The Ariel is heading straight out on a new mission.’


			Will’s head reeled.


			Bob gently guided him into through the doorway and waved farewell. ‘Good luck. You’ll need it.’


			The last thing Will saw before the lift door shut was the commander’s earnest, oddly worried face silhouetted by the gold light reflected from the wall of the trench.


		


	

		

			3: DEPARTURE


			3.1: IRA


			Half an hour before his scheduled departure, Ira took the lift up to the exit lounge. The lounge lay near the Fleet station’s hub, so with every level he climbed, Ira lost gravity. The short journey always unsettled him for some reason and today the feeling was the worst it had ever been. But then, the lounge was where he was due to meet his crew, and his new roboteer.


			Ira stood with his arms folded, staring straight ahead into the beige impact padding of the lift chamber. Rachel stood beside him. Though he didn’t meet her eye, he knew the look she’d be giving him. It was the look that told him he needed to get his act together.


			‘It really wasn’t your fault,’ she said for the fiftieth time.


			‘I know,’ he replied quickly. ‘Really, I’m fine.’


			They both knew that wasn’t true. The three days since they’d hit port had been hard. Ira had barely stopped working the entire time. First had come the debriefing. That had turned into a strategy meeting. By the time they were done with strategy, he’d barely had time to grab a little sleep before attending Doug’s memorial ceremony to give the eulogy.


			Telling the life story of a man he’d killed himself was one of the hardest things Ira had ever done, and he’d felt like someone was moving a knife around in his gut the whole time. He kept looking up into the hollow eyes of Doug’s parents and flinching.


			‘My crew is my family,’ he’d told the assembled mourners. How true it was. Yet he found himself unable to meet their eyes.


			In the past when Ira had been in pain like this, he’d always turned to the same easy solution: get back out there. Usually he couldn’t wait for the next mission to start. The Ariel was his own little world – somewhere to be busy, where he had no choice but to focus on the moment.


			This time it was different. To his surprise and dismay, Ira had discovered that he was reluctant to go back into space. The reason was simple: two more fragile lives had just been pushed into his care.


			One of them would be the Fleet weapons specialist, Hugo Bessler-Vartian. Ira had met Hugo a couple of times before. He was brilliant, if more than a little conceited. Ira wouldn’t have picked him for the job, but he was the best in his field and, more importantly, he’d volunteered.


			There was a warning marker in Hugo’s file – apparently Hugo’s emotional-stability index wasn’t all that high. But Ira wasn’t particularly worried about him. Dealing with fragile personalities was part of his job. Every crewmember on a Mosquito-Class starship had to be at the cutting edge of their chosen field. There was no room for extra staff, or for underperformance. Those kinds of intellects invariably came with quirks – often severe ones, which meant that traditional military discipline simply didn’t work aboard soft-combat ships. Ira had spent years functioning as both military leader and group therapist. Personality problems he could deal with.


			Ira’s biggest concern was always stamina, and on that count Hugo wasn’t a problem. He’d received surgical gravity tolerance enhancements before the war. They weren’t as effective as genetic mods, but Ira knew first hand that the man had spent plenty of time in space. He was solid enough, even though he wasn’t from a Fleet family.


			It was the other new person who worried him more – the one who’d just been added to his permanent crew. Ira only had a single requirement in mind for Doug’s replacement when he called Bob at the Handler Farm: high gravity tolerance.


			‘There aren’t any left,’ Bob told him. ‘You have to understand, most of these people were bred for civil engineering, not spaceflight. Only six roboteers ever received high-gee mods, and they all have places aboard other soft-combat ships.’


			‘Then get me one of them,’ Ira demanded. ‘This mission has an aleph one rating, goddamn it!’


			‘I can’t. They’re all out of port.’


			‘Then get me one with surgical augs.’


			‘There aren’t any,’ said Bob gently.


			‘Listen. I’m headed deep into the shit this time. It doesn’t get any deeper. And if I don’t find someone who can take high-gee, they’ll be dead before I come home.’


			‘Ira, please, try to understand. The division is badly short-staffed. The losses of Baloo and Walrus hit us hard. There’s only one qualified candidate we can offer you, but I promise, he’s excellent. He practically pulled Phoenix and Aslan out of the fire single-handed. He’s gifted.’


			‘Can he take a ten-gee turn?’


			Bob stammered his answer. ‘I … I don’t know.’


			‘Then why the hell should I care how gifted he is?’


			‘I’m sorry, but he’s all there is. Take it up with Bryant if you have to, but I promise you, he’ll say the same.’


			And Bryant had. So it didn’t matter what Ira thought of this Will Kuno-Monet. He was stuck with him, at least for the time being. Since then, Ira hadn’t even looked over the new man’s profile. He was afraid to.


			Rachel touched him lightly on the arm. It was an unusually gentle gesture from her – a measure of her concern. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ she said.


			She could guess what he was thinking, but then he hadn’t exactly hidden it well. He gave her a brief smile intended to look reassuring. She didn’t buy it. Her pale-blue eyes winced in concern.


			Thankfully, the lift doors opened at that moment. Ira bounced out and headed down the bland space-station corridor. ‘Might as well get it over with,’ he muttered to himself.


			Rachel followed.


			The lounge door snapped open at his brisk advance. He marched into the grey-panelled room and clapped eyes on the young man sitting there alone, perched on the edge of one of the chairs. He was tall and thin, at least six foot, with a fresh face and a mop of mouse-brown hair that looked as if it had never seen a comb.


			He was clearly lost in a recall trance. His eyes were screwed tight shut and he was swaying from side to side, making a soft keening sound. Ira was lost for words. So this was the material he was supposed to work with? The boy looked barely out of Fleet School. His bones were thin enough to be snapped on the first tight turn. Ira could feel the grim responsibility for the boy’s life settling onto him already, and they hadn’t even left port yet. He stared imploringly at Rachel.


			‘Give him a chance,’ she told him. ‘He might be tougher than he looks.’ She stepped forward to rouse the roboteer.


			Ira didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t as if he had a choice.


			3.2: WILL


			As he swapped madly between tasks, Will took a second to glance out through the Ariel’s sensors. Set against the dark, roiling mass of disrupter cloud, the hard white lights of drone torches crawled menacingly towards him. The Ariel had just minutes to get out before the Earther munitions caught up with them.


			‘We have another C-buffer breakdown in panel one-one-eight!’ Rachel shouted.


			Will leapt into the head of the closest repair truck. Gears screamed as it accelerated away down the curving track towards the damage site, its hard little mind alight with worry. He’d only just sent it on its way when John started madly flashing messages at him.


			‘Is that countermeasure template loaded? I need that SAP online now!’


			Will hurriedly loaded the pattern, running a desperate virtual eye over the massive memory trees as he did so. The SAP was a twisted thing, a typical John creation, full of sly trickery and outright brilliance. He copied it and hurled it out into the void. There was no time to give it a proper check.


			Without warning, there came a lurch and rib-crushing pressure. The soft enclosure of Will’s muscle-tank became a fist, squeezing him to death. He whimpered as every inch of him cried out in pain. Finally, the pressure released, but even as he gasped for breath, Amy blurted orders in his ear.


			‘Habitat core gravity compensation is slipping. We need three shifters up there now.’


			Will leapt into the mind of the lead shifter idling in its bay. It unlocked with an eager snap, but Will got no further with its orders as the terrible pressure came again.


			Pain drove out thought. The sympathetically linked shifter crashed against the back of its bay as it shared his suffering, hydraulic arms flailing. Will could feel his bones grinding against each other and snapping as his skull distorted like an eggshell in a vice.


			‘We need gravity compensation now!’ urged Amy.


			‘Prepare engine double-checks for immediate warp engagement,’ said Rachel.


			Will could do nothing about their requests – it was enough of a challenge to keep from blacking out. Just when he believed the pressure couldn’t get any worse, it did.


			This time it was beyond his ability to endure. He was an ant trapped between the thumb and forefinger of a callous god. He felt himself dying. He tried to cry out, but he couldn’t breathe, let alone scream.


			Someone tapped him on the shoulder.


			His eyes flicked open. He found himself sitting in the lounge again, sweating. His body was wound as tight as the field on a fusion bottle. He looked up to see who’d touched him and met a woman’s eyes. She was dark and pretty, with a heart-shaped face and eyebrows that met in the middle. Will knew her immediately even though it was the first time they’d ever met. It was Rachel. She looked just as Doug had remembered her. Lovely Rachel, who sang in her bunk and had the loudest laugh on the ship. She was smiling at him, though her eyes held something of a nervous appeal.


			Will already knew about Rachel’s work on starships and admired it. He’d been looking forward to talking to her. Now he couldn’t think of a single thing to say.


			‘Uh, hello,’ he managed. ‘Ma’am,’ he added quickly, as Rachel outranked him by several grades. He stood and found himself towering over her. She couldn’t have been taller than five foot. She was ‘born to fly’, as they said in the Fleet, though she managed to make the Fleet-family body style look curvaceous rather than stocky. Will flattened down his hair and gave her an awkward Fleet salute. He did his best to stand straight and be smaller at the same time.


			Then he caught sight of the man standing behind her. It was Captain Baron. The captain was about the same height as Rachel but looked as broad as he did tall, with a skull shaped like a bullet and a hugely muscled torso too big for his green one-piece uniform.


			For a moment, Will was thrilled. Then he noticed how the captain was eyeing him with a dark, unhappy expression. Will shifted uneasily. In most of the inherited memories Will had of the captain, he’d been smiling. Will’s spirits faltered. He’d managed to make himself look like a handler freak already, in his very first meeting with his new commanding officer. He cursed himself. He shouldn’t have arrived so early, and he ought to have resisted the urge to play Doug’s last sequence one more time.


			He’d spent all his spare time since the reassignment going through Doug’s memories. It was never easy to feel strong emotions through memory logs, but Will had played the battle sequence nine times. More than any other clip, he thought it gave him an insight into what his new shipmates must be feeling. Anything that might help him know them had to be worth trying, he reasoned, even if it meant experiencing the death of his predecessor. But it was starting to look like he’d taken that theory too far.


			‘Are you okay?’ Rachel asked.


			‘Uh, yes,’ said Will. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’


			He winced. Rachel was looking at him like a stranger, which of course he was to her. Yet Will could remember working with her for years, or parts of those years, at any rate. He’d listened to her rant about her father, the admiral. He’d watched her cry. He’d lost to her at poker dozens of times, and won occasionally by sneaking a look at her cards through the cabin cameras behind her.
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