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To John Richard Parker: the best of agents, true gentleman and friend.
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A note on Norse names:


In English, the letter combination th has two pronunciations – compare ‘this’ll’ (as in this’ll be good) with ‘thistle’.


The following words have a hard th as in ‘this’ or ‘other’: Óthinn, Heithrún, Davith, Ingrith, Autha, Jorth, seithr (dark magic), Asgarth (home of the gods). These names have a soft th as in ‘thistle’ or ‘thing’: Thórr, Thórrvaldr, Arrnthórr. Mixing both, the first th of Thórthr is soft, while the second is hard, correctly written as Þórðr.


Also, the ý in Týr is pronounced like the u in French tu, or ü in German Glück.




ONE


LABYRINTH, 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Poor Roger. That was the sentiment in their obsidian eyes, those few Pilots who knew him: poor bereaved Roger, his parents famously dead, he a nobody (in a city-world that remained bounded yet infinite) who lacked the training that Labyrinth-dwelling Pilots were immersed in for years; while as a mudworld-raised youth-turned-man, what could he actually do?


And those eyes! As he walked the endless Borges Boulevard and saw only strangers, each was without disguise: so many pairs of all-black eyes, glittering jet and hard to read, even for him, whose own eyes matched; for in this place, only a Pilot could remain sane.


In the midst of Labyrinth, the air was never free of the faintest of amber glows, or the prickling feel of layers-within-layers of reality, the tactile sense of other geometries accessible with a gesture or a thought; for this was mu-space, the ur-continuum, a universe no ordinary human could comprehend or live in.


In front of him, the air curved, pulled into a rotation; and he knew it was Jed Goran even before Jed stepped through. He was lean and hard-looking, grinning now.


‘Roger.’


‘Hey, Jed.’


They shook hands – Jed’s grip stronger than Roger’s – in another ritual, newly familiar. Back on Fulgor, at least in Lucis City and the surrounding province, politeness had dictated the bumping of fists with acquaintances old or new. Just one more human behaviour extinguished when the Anomaly subsumed that world.


For the place of his childhood was gone: Fulgor, now a hellworld ruled by a global collective mind, the Anomaly, each former human a component in a vast gestalt whose properties and processes were emergent, therefore different in the way that human cognition bears no relation to a single neuron’s chemical cycles.


‘Are you busy?’ asked Jed.


‘Well … I’ve been trying to study in the Logos Library, but’ – with an asymmetric shrug – ‘I can’t get into it.’


‘No rush, pal. You’ve got to rest up, get used to things, you know?’


They were at the head of Feigenbaum Alley, home to shops run as part-time hobbies, often by families. Here Roger might buy some story-or study-crystals from his Admiralty-granted allowance. A part of his awareness noted the successive diminishing of shop dimensions along the alley’s length, like some odd, straightened-out Nautilus.


Everything was different, even perspective.


‘Are your parents still alive, Jed?’


‘Sure. Not around much, but they’re fine.’ Jed glanced at the shopfronts, then: ‘Med Centre are shipping out the first batch. Did you want to watch?’


‘I don’t really—’


‘You won’t be able to see her, though. I asked.’


‘All right.’ A memory whipped into Roger’s awareness but he pushed it back, flattening the mental image and twisting it into a vortex, trying to blur the fat naked man over Alisha’s body, to forget how the brothel stank. ‘Shit.’


With an effort, he flung it all away.


‘Maybe I should’ve told you afterwards.’


‘I can watch,’ said Roger. ‘And I need to see more ships in operation, don’t I?’


‘With me, then.’


Jed summoned another fastpath rotation, a skill that remained beyond Roger’s power; then the two of them stepped inside – everything whirling, the axes of reality transforming – and came out onto Archimedes Avenue, facing an abyssal drop beyond which rose a cliff-like city wall, Med Centre blossoming upon it. Closer by, a shoal of white drones floated in the air, ready for wholesale movement towards the internal docks where ships were waiting with empty holds. The visual pattern would have been beautiful were it not for the similarity to coffins, and the knowledge that each med-drone contained a traumatized survivor, their present coma a prelude to waking in realspace, to remembering how their world had died.


‘Is Alisha in this batch?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Jed. ‘I haven’t seen my manifest yet, never mind anyone else’s.’


‘Manifest?’


‘I’m flying one of the loads to Molsin.’


Of all the human worlds, Molsin had turned out to be the one most receptive to refugees. The others were scared, and it was hard to blame them. Who knew whether the Anomaly might replicate elsewhere? What if an infectious seed resided in one of the refugees’ minds?


‘It’s going to be a one-leg flight for me,’ Jed went on. ‘But most ships are stopping off at a dwarf-star orbital for interview. They’re going to wake the poor bastards up to question them.’


In case of Anomalous infection. An extra layer of precaution, and sensible enough.


‘So why aren’t you stopping off?’ said Roger.


‘I’m taking the ones that they daren’t wake up, not without medics present.’


‘I— So Alisha’s one of them, is that what you’re saying?’


‘As I said, my manifest hasn’t arrived.’ Jed held up his tu-ring. ‘But there’s a good chance she’s on my list, don’t you reckon?’


En masse, the floating drones began to move.


‘Do you think—?’ Roger tried to work out what he wanted to ask, then let the words fall out anyhow. ‘Could I come with you to Molsin?’


‘That’s why I showed you this.’


‘You think I should go?’


What he meant was, should he be there when Alisha woke up? But Jed had never known Alisha properly, for she had been unconscious during the Fulgor rescue and ever since.


‘Actually, my friend … I don’t.’


‘You think I should stay in Labyrinth?’


‘I think you should have the choice. But if I were you, I’d stay on here. Keep communing with your other girl.’


Jed’s words produced an echo in Roger’s memory: something he said once to Dad, about the other love in his life.


‘Excuse me?’ called Jed. ‘Did you want something?’


A wide-shouldered Pilot was watching them. At Jed’s challenge, he gave the tiniest of starts.


‘Sorry. My name’s Dak Stilwell.’ He stepped closer. ‘I didn’t want to interrupt, Pilot Blackstone. But I did want to pass on my sympathies.’


‘That’s all right,’ said Roger, not sure of the man. ‘Did you know my parents?’


‘I met your father briefly, in fact. But I’m with the Med Centre, and we offer many services, including simply talking.’


‘You’re a counsellor?’ asked Jed. ‘You don’t look like one.’


Stilwell raised his hand. The knuckles were shiny and enlarged.


‘What do counsellors look like? I teach close-quarter combat in my spare time.’ He turned to Roger. ‘When you’re alone and feel like talking, call Med Centre and mention my name. At absolutely any time.’


‘Thank you,’ said Roger.


‘Then I’m off.’ Stilwell gestured for a fastpath rotation. ‘Take it easy.’


He stepped inside and was gone.


‘Counsellor, my arse,’ said Jed.


Beyond the boulevard, the shoal of autodocs continued to move, heading for the ships that would take the refugees away from Labyrinth, where no realspace menace could reach, but where ordinary people could never wake up to continue their lives, to experience joy or hardship or anything else.


The man who called himself Dak Stilwell exited the rotation at the centre of a long, clear chamber whose defences were invisible. In front of him, a holo figure stood.


‘Identify, please,’ it said.


‘I’m Zeke Clayton, beta team leader, section 7.’


‘Confirmed.’


As if loosening a heavy backpack, Clayton shrugged his ursine shoulders, then walked straight through the holo to the next chamber, where shielded doors curled out of existence, allowing him to pass inside. Pavel Karelin was waiting: narrow-bodied, narrow-eyed, quietly spoken.


‘I’m going in with you,’ he said.


‘It’s only Colonel Garber.’ With another shrug of Clayton’s big shoulders: ‘I’m not exactly scared of him.’


‘Of course not. You’re a loyal officer.’


Was that a faint stress on you’re? A hint about Garber’s loyalty? Clayton was trying to figure a way to frame an innocent-sounding question when a doorway folded in on itself, revealing Garber.


‘Come inside,’ he called.


Pavel entered alongside Clayton.


‘I’m sitting in,’ he said. ‘Given our overlapping areas of operational responsibility, Colonel, it seems best.’


‘Very well.’ Garber gestured for flowmetal chairs to rise from the floor. ‘Sit down, both of you.’


‘Roger Blackstone knows nothing.’ Clayton knew better than to begin with chitchat. ‘That’s the short version. Maybe Analysis can find something in my logs, but for my money, every indicator says Carl Blackstone kept his family separate from his work. Trained his son in a few good habits, kept him clear of operations.’


‘Uh-huh. Blackstone senior has already had the posthumous medal.’ Garber’s tone was tight and cold. ‘Now we can pick apart the reality.’


‘Understood, sir. But the son has made no attempt to contact anyone, and he’s said nothing to indicate special knowledge. Poor lad hasn’t got to grips with the basics of spatiotemporal manipulation, so even a simple dead-letter drop is out of the question.’


Pavel said, ‘That’s natural, for someone raised in realspace.’


‘Yes, but he’s not motivated to do anything about it,’ said Clayton. ‘That’s my point. It’s natural for someone who’s, er, grieving, but not for a clandestine operator. If the father cached anything in Labyrinth, it won’t be out in the open.’


Garber changed position, his chair adapting.


‘So you’re persisting in the notion that Carl Blackstone was clean?’


‘Sir, I’m not presenting an opinion either way. What I do think is Roger Blackstone lacks all operational knowledge of his father’s work.’


‘Very well. Present the full report now.’


‘OK.’ Clayton manipulated his tu-ring. ‘Done.’


Garber checked his own tu-ring, nodded, then looked at Pavel.


‘Molly-coddling your team is hardly to anyone’s credit, Colonel Karelin.’


‘I couldn’t agree more, Colonel. I’ve softened them so much, they can’t take the cut and thrust of memos and meetings in the dangerous corridors of power.’


No tightening of facial muscles betrayed Garber’s feelings, but his voice flattened.


‘I’m glad we share the same analysis. Thank you both for coming.’


Clayton stood up a tenth of a second before the flowmetal subsided to the floor. Pavel was already on his feet.


‘Always a pleasure,’ he said.


He led the way out, and Clayton followed.


Sitting in the study carrel, Roger found it impossible to concentrate. Around him the Logos Library contained effectively infinite knowledge; but the amount he felt capable of absorbing hovered between infinitesimal and zero.


‘This is impossible.’


He shut down the display, then gestured for the crystal array to fold back into its designated pocket of fractal reality. It took three attempts before the crystals were tucked away. At this rate, he would soon have the capabilities of an eight-year-old.


I’ll never have a place here.


As he left the carrel, it rotated itself into a fist-sized holding-shape; but he could take no credit: the process was automatic.


‘Been studying?’ asked an olive-skinned woman.


‘Uh, trying.’


‘It never gets any easier, does it?’


She smiled, her face triangular and feline, then twisted away and was gone.


Bloody hell.


Behind him, a young female Pilot said: ‘She spoke to you.’


‘Er— What?’


‘You’ve just been visited by a living legend. Don’t you get it?’


‘I don’t … No, not really.’


‘Oh, for—’


Her fastpath rotation tore the words away, leaving silence in the infinite corridor.


I’m getting out of here.


But he would have to do it the hard way, by walking.


Roger considered Jed a friend; yet it would have been nice to utilize a route of his own devising instead of this one, constructed by Jed. It took him to a chamber off Poincaré Promenade. Once there he had only to stand still: the chamber itself moved fast, a bubble through flowmetal. By logical deduction and feel, he decided it was following a horizontal path across the cliff-like series of edifices that became Ascension Annexe. This was one of the most notable sections of Labyrinth, one that an observer might expect Roger Blackstone to view from a distance and admire, but not to enter.


Great panes of energy swivelling in mid-air, along with the golden lightning flickering across walls, indicated this was a secure area. Internal itching grew in every organ of Roger’s body as deepscan fields passed through him. Then they were gone, and he felt himself grinning as he walked fast through building-high doors that folded back, allowing entrance to a huge hangar space.


Far too vast for her.


I’m here.


A small shape moved, some ten metres above the ground. Black, mostly: a convex triangle webbed with scarlet and gold that only emphasized how dark her body mostly was. She turned in the air.


Roger!


Warmth more than verbalization flared in his brain. He opened his arms as she flew towards him; then she stopped, quivering, to hang level with his face. She was growing bigger: no longer could he reach all the way across her triangular width. Twin differentiating folds were visible, where her lateral extremities would grow into delta wings.


When she became a big girl.


Play now?


For the first time since the catastrophe, he laughed without sadness.


Race you!


He broke into a sprint, moving in a fast straight line then dodging, breaking right then left, throwing himself through a shoulder roll and coming back to his feet, while she swooped around him, tumbling through aerobatics: never touching him at speed except to brush his clothing; and all they felt was warmth and love as they played until they were tired and then they stopped. Afterwards, Roger sat on the soft floor, and she settled beside him so her nose was on his lap, and his hand was upon her dorsal hull that felt so warm and strong. Though ships and Pilots alike possess a fine-grained sense of time, neither could have said how long they held each other like this, so fully absorbed, so filled with love and rightness.


Knowing they belonged together.




TWO


EARTH, 1941 AD


To be a Nazi in Tokyo was … interesting. The Reich and Imperial Nihon might be allies but their cultures were different; while to be a pretend Nazi, like Dmitri Shtemenko, meant every day was filled with pervasive threat, the good and the bad of it: nervous fear yet a sense of life on the edge. There were recurring icons: blades, blood and a fascination with suicide by sword, the hallmarks of the homosexual ultra-right-wing subculture that Dmitri continued to infiltrate.


The man he shared his twenty-tatami apartment with, Sergei Alegeev, had no sexual interest in men, but was not bothered by anything Dmitri got up to. Perhaps it was Sergei’s navy background that kept him broad-minded.


I haven’t given in to all my needs.


Before starting this mission, Dmitri had thrown his collection of human fingers into the Moscow River; since then, he had made no attempt to replace them. Personal safety, more than mission security, motivated him. Torture was fine, but not with him as the subject.


‘Another evening’ – Dmitri raised his third cup of saké – ‘spent rolling around on the floor with brawny men. You must have enjoyed yourself.’


He was sitting on the straw mat opposite Sergei.


‘I did, Chief.’ Sergei spoke German, as they both did in the apartment, though they had checked yet again today for microphones or human eavesdroppers. His fluency came from his mother, for he was far from the image of a studious linguist: never pretty, he had developed true cauliflower ears during their sojourn here, and broken his nose twice. Tonight, his left cheek was raw, reddened with the ongoing condition he called mat-burn. ‘I strangled one of the bastards unconscious,’ he added, reaching for his own saké. ‘So yes, a good evening.’


‘Next you’re going to tell me how you once got choked out by what’s-his-face himself.’


‘Oshchenkov.’ Sergei lowered his voice. This was not a name he would want overheard, by their current hosts or by their masters. ‘Well, I did. A cross-collar choke, and I’m proud I fought him. So long as you don’t tell those bastards back home.’


He refilled his cup from the porcelain flask.


‘I won’t.’


Dmitri meant it. For all that he knew was wrong with him, betraying the closest he had to a friend was unthinkable. Sergei was able to train with the local judo men because of his background in grappling, in civilian clubs in Moscow and in the navy. The man Sergei admired, Oshchenkov, had been a judo great: practising at Tokyo’s Kodokan where Sergei trained now, then transforming the discipline back in Mother Russia. Under official orders, Oshchenkov had taken the various indigenous wrestling styles of the Soviet republics, and aggregated them around a skeleton of judo.


But Stalin was paranoid and foreign contact was suspect, so five years ago, the NKVD had snatched and killed Oshchenkov. The term judo was now illegal; the transformed discipline was called sambo, and Sergei – as much as Dmitri could judge – was pretty good at it.


‘Anyway’ – Sergei tossed back the saké and went for the flask again – ‘I lined up a treat for you tomorrow. A young Lieutenant Kanazawa wants to show us, that’s you with me tagging along, something special.’


Sergei’s features became sharp and full of depth in Dmitri’s vision, as saké-induced vagueness vanished. ‘What kind of special thing?’


‘Todé.’ Sergei beamed. ‘You’ll love it. Also called China Hand, or Empty Hand since the buggers here got as paranoid as Uncle Joe himself.’


Dmitri, translating in his head, realized that China Hand and Empty Hand would sound the same in Japanese.


‘This kara-té,’ he said. ‘It’s not another kind of wrestling, is it?’


‘Not wrestling, but it is fighting.’


‘Oh.’ Dmitri took the saké flask from Sergei. ‘And I’m going to be interested why, exactly?’


‘Because Lieutenant Kanazawa is on Admiral Yamashita’s staff, and he’s unhappy about something.’


‘Ah.’


‘Perhaps you can console the poor man. And perhaps’ – Sergei leaned over to peer into the flask – ‘you could get more saké, Chief, since I’ve been doing my patriotic duty while you’ve been polishing off the booze.’


‘I’ll get right on it.’ Dmitri rolled onto his knees, then made himself stand. ‘Since we’re all equals in the great workers’ paradise.’


‘Chance would be a fine thing.’


‘Yes, wouldn’t it just?’


But he fetched the saké anyway, because it was precious, this concept of having a friend; and besides, they both knew who was in charge.


And we both despise our masters.


Except that in Dmitri’s case, it was not just Stalin and the political apparatus he served: there was a darker force that he believed existed in the world – not just inside his head – with goals he could never know; and his feelings for that force were ambiguous and always had been.


I hate you.


But he also loved it, the darkness; and that was the problem.


In the training hall, Dmitri sat with Kanazawa and Sergei on actual chairs – pretty much hidden by tall paper screens – while the pyjama-clad fighters were in seiza: kneeling, sitting back on their heels. Beforehand, Kanazawa had said something about the instructors’ being special, and you could sort of see it: healthiness, alertness and posture combining to give the two senior men an apparent aura.


There was a concept that Dmitri wanted to admire but could not: shugyō, meaning ascetic discipline. It applied to more than combat; but it was obvious here in the dojo as the fighting drills commenced. Moving in straight lines, throwing first hundreds then thousands of techniques against imaginary opponents, was militaristic if not realistic, until the mad fire in their eyes made it obvious that the goal was to induce combat insanity. Here, they succeeded.


When they sparred, they did not hold their hands up high like boxers, but they hit hard. Soon blood was brightening on the yellowish-white jackets. One man in particular was taking a battering. Dmitri heard Kanazawa suck in a breath; but they were supposed to watch silently, so this was not the time for a question.


Soon it became apparent that everyone was fighting this poor bastard in turn – except that they would not all get their chance, for a large flat-faced man leaped forward, arm thrusting like a battering-ram into a cheekbone, and his victim was down, showing zero sign of getting back up. The others responded by carrying the limp body off to one corner and dumping it there, then resuming their training.


Once the session was over and formal bows were in progress, Kanazawa stood up fast. It took a second for Dmitri to do likewise; Kanazawa was already striding for the side exit. Dmitri and Sergei caught up with him outside, where he was putting on his boots. They retrieved their own shoes, and tugged them on, then followed Kanazawa to his borrowed staff car.


He’s upset about the one they beat up.


The man lying in the corner had been very still.


‘Is he dead?’ Dmitri asked in Japanese. ‘Is that it?’


‘Yes.’ Kanazawa trembled. ‘Come.’


Once they were in the car, Kanazawa started it up, making metal grind as he put it into gear. The car rolled off, Kanazawa’s steering unsteady.


‘But why did they kill him?’ asked Dmitri. ‘Was it something political?’


‘Because he wanted to leave the dojo,’ said Kanazawa. ‘He wanted to concentrate on his studies at the academy, because he was falling behind.’


That would be the Naval Academy.


‘It happens,’ said Sergei. ‘If someone wants to leave a dojo, they get ordered to come back for one last lesson. A memorable lesson, except sometimes—’


He did not need to finish.


Sometimes it really is their final lesson.


Dmitri had done worse, so he was surprised to recognize his own disgust, though not as strong as Sergei’s or Kanazawa’s. Or perhaps Dmitri’s subconscious was causing him to mimic the lieutenant’s reaction, broadcasting sympathy, sensing an opportunity to get the man to open up.


‘Saké,’ Dmitri said. ‘We need a drink after that. Our apartment is fully stocked.’


Kanazawa must have duties to attend to, but this was a moment of weakness.


‘Please come,’ added Dmitri, wording it as a polite request, inflecting it as a command.


‘All right,’ said Kanazawa, pushing down on the accelerator.


They were in fits of laughter. Each cup of saké had intensified the redness of Kanazawa’s face while eroding his balance: the prim, controlled, ivory-featured man from the morning replaced by this jerky comic marionette. And now it was Dmitri’s turn again for singing.


He lurched to his feet.


I am a loyal Nazi.


Dmitri followed nothing without question, neither the darkness in his head nor the tenets of dialectical materialism, and even in this most intimate of moments when he hoped Kanazawa would let his guard down, Dmitri’s own cover must remain intact. Blurting secrets to allies was one thing – and Kanazawa was not quite there, not yet – but for him to betray his god-Emperor to an enemy would be different.


And so Dmitri danced; and even worse, sang:


‘Raise high the flags!


‘Stand rank on rank together.


‘Storm troopers march


‘With steady, quiet tread …’


His left arm was raised in exaggerated salute, his right forefinger held horizontal above his upper lip to suggest a dictatorial moustache; and his hand did not move from his face even when he tumbled sideways to the mat and continued the Horst Wessel song to the end.


Kanazawa was crying, the laughter allowing him to weep.


‘Are you all right, sir?’ Sergei thumped Dmitri. ‘Did you hurt yourself?’


In German, Kanazawa roared: ‘He no sir! Not now!’


All three of them laughed: deep, belly-straining laughter because everyone lived under tension and any form of release could hurt.


‘We should do this every week,’ said Dmitri.


‘Aloha,’ said Kanazawa. ‘If only we could. Goodbye and hello again.’


Squinting, Dmitri searched in his mind for the word.


‘A-lo-ha,’ Kanazawa repeated. ‘Useful … word. But. One strike, one kill.’


Sergei was frowning, perhaps because the old samurai principle of ikken hisatsu had applied this morning in the dojo where long, all-out single strikes were the order of the day.


‘Like a woman’s treasure.’ Kanazawa giggled as he raised a porcelain cup. ‘The pearl in her harbour.’


As Kanazawa drank, he missed Sergei’s reaction; but Dmitri caught it: facial tension then relaxation, falling back into role.


What did he notice?


But in the end Dmitri did not need to ask, because sometime before they drank themselves into oblivion, he remembered naval charts and Hawaii marked with the red circle that designated a major US base; and when he awoke the memory was bound to remain because it was so preposterous, so admirably insane, just the kind of thing these marvellous, misguided warriors would do.


Sen sen no sen, the most audacious of the three timings: to strike while the enemy was unprepared.




THREE


LABYRINTH 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Grey and black, the pulsing complexity of walls and space; purple, the lightning that flickered without sound throughout the cell. Max had not even tried for a fastpath rotation, knowing the geometric turbulence would tear him into twisting, bloodied strips. From the outside, though, an insertion was possible – hence the growing silver light, and the thin man who stepped from it and smiled at Max, like a vulture sighting dead flesh.


Tendrils from the floor formed helical bonds, holding Max in place.


‘You’re here to debrief me?’ he said.


‘No, I’m here to torture you.’


And so it commenced.


In Roger’s apartment – granted by the authorities, whoever they might be, for a duration that he had not been able to determine – all of Labyrinth’s public service offerings were his, provided he had the talent to make use of them. For a second he tried to initiate a fastpath, succeeding to the point where the air began to waver with a hint of geodesic turbulence, very dangerous; then he backed off and blanked his thoughts, letting go of the summoning induction.


I’m still like a child here.


Only her presence in Ascension Annexe gave meaning to his life in Labyrinth. Perhaps he should call Med Centre and talk to that counsellor he had brushed off before. In the meantime, he had to get to Poincaré Promenade, where he was supposed to meet Jed for breakfast. At his command, a section of wall became a blizzard of Koch snowflakes which dissolved, leaving an opening. He had at least mastered the art of opening doors.


‘Stop whinging,’ he said aloud.


From his silver balcony he descended into a maze of Labyrinthine architecture, passed through halls and galleries – here, a helical colonnade where ‘up’ pointed to the horizontal axis, and walking figures formed changing radii – out onto Fourier Flyway where the path flowed, carrying him high over a wealth of buildings and structures, to deposit him on a golden concourse. From there, he jogged to an exit he recognized, came out on Poincaré Promenade, then walked fast to the Café d’Alembert, where Jed was already sitting at a table, juice and daistral in front of him.


‘Do you feel as bad as you look?’ said Jed.


‘Probably.’


‘Breakfast is what you need.’


Not so long ago, living at home with his parents, breakfast for Roger had been an occasion for smart remarks and shared jokes, a time of bonding before each of them began their separate work-day. It had been sacred and fragile and ritualistic, in ways he had never appreciated before his world shrivelled into death.


‘Here,’ said Jed. ‘Let me show you something gruesome.’


Roger sat down. ‘I’m afraid to ask.’


‘No, see’ – Jed pointed – ‘follow my finger with your gaze, then relax all your muscles and just let— There, you’ve got it.’


Something twisting, shards of transparency and blood; and a sound: a modulated screech that matched the awful rotation.


‘Ugh.’ Roger pulled back in his seat, snapping his senses back into mean-geodesic reality. ‘What the hell is that?’


‘Sort of a public monument, in a nasty way. Every now and then,’ said Jed, ‘someone raises a petition to get it removed, but nothing happens. Exactly as Dirk intended, I guess.’


‘You mean Dirk McNamara?’ Roger tapped the tabletop, placing his order, while trying to remember something of Pilot history. Dirk and Kian had been the twin sons of the first true Pilot, Ro McNamara; that was all he knew. ‘That’s Dirk in there?’


‘No, that’s Admiral Schenck at the moment of his death which will last literally for ever, provided no one intervenes. The moral of the story is, don’t pick a duel with Dirk, unless you’ve got a really unpleasant death wish.’


‘Dirk killed him? Really?’ Roger’s food rose through the tabletop, but he ignored it. ‘I’m still trying to get to grips with this place, but wasn’t Admiral Schenck opening some official building yesterday?’


‘That’s the grandfather in there.’ Jed nodded toward the distortion. ‘The current Admiral Schenck is also supposed to be a nasty piece of work, but what would I know?’


Roger chewed a hotbean sandwich.


‘I don’t really understand what the Admiralty Council does,’ he said. ‘I mean, sometimes I think it’s the high command of a military-style fleet, but at other times it seems to be the government, and sometimes … I don’t know. A different thing entirely.’


‘That’s because,’ said Jed, ‘our culture and protocols are Byzantine.’


‘You mean Labyrinthine.’


‘There, you’re getting the hang of it.’


For a while they both ate – Jed had ordered some kind of omelette – then Jed answered more seriously. ‘People rotate in and out of different styles of service. Most of the time, the majority of us are free traders. Then there are the Shipless of course – not everyone in the Admiralty has their own vessel. The Council is all of those things you said, and none of them. They say that the regulations had to be written in Aeternum, because no other language supports the temporal and philosophical concepts that underlie the entire system.’


‘Bloody hell,’ said Roger.


‘Yeah, pretentious, isn’t it? But it’s still true. It also allows for things like Pilots raised in realspace who don’t yet know their way around Labyrinth.’


Roger stopped eating. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Like, if someone has to attend a hearing, an enquiry, then they have the right to take a friend with them. Someone with a bit more experience.’


‘I thought we were here for breakfast.’


‘We are,’ said Jed. ‘And over breakfast, right now, I’m telling you about the hearing.’


‘What hearing?’


‘The one I’m accompanying you to, old mate.’


‘Is this one of those regulations you were talking about? Like, I have to attend a hearing and you’re the one who finds out about it?’


‘Pretty much. I asked proactively at the Admiralty, they confirmed the meeting, and I took responsibility for telling you.’


‘Shit.’


Roger turned away, his eyes acidic with confusion, feeling light-headed with shame. He was a child here, unable to travel by fastpath rotation, unaware of the institutions and laws surrounding him, needing a grown-up like Jed to look after him.


‘We have to get you in training,’ said Jed. ‘So you can get a handle on how things work.’


‘I’ll manage.’


‘There are programmes, and the reason no one’s suggested it yet is that you’re in mourning. Think of the word bureaucrat, and you’ll understand what I mean.’ In Aeternum, it held none of the emotionless or parasitical overtones the words conveyed in three out of the four other languages that Roger knew. The Aeternal term resonated with warmth and selflessness. ‘So come on. If you’re done, we’ll walk to the Admiralty.’


‘All right.’ Roger stared at the dishes sinking back inside the table. ‘We don’t pay for this, right?’


‘Of course n— No.’


Some meals were free; others were not.


‘On Fulgor,’ said Roger, ‘every financial transaction involved a vector in a two-hundred-dimensional phase-space. After twenty years of living there, my parents still had to concentrate when buying anything. For me it was natural.’


The concept of currency was simpler here; but it applied in fewer contexts than he was used to. The complexity lay in figuring out when payment was relevant.


‘I’ve operated on Durston IV,’ said Jed. ‘Four continents, two where bribery is everywhere, and you can’t do business without knowing how to offer payment to an official but not spelling it out, because that would be illegal.’


They stood and walked onto the Promenade.


‘I should grow up,’ said Roger, ‘because everyone learns to adapt. Is that what you’re saying?’


‘Seems to me,’ said Jed, ‘you’d grown up already when I met you.’


That was after Roger had rescued Alisha from the brothel, having first committed violence on a large, thuggish bartender, forcing the man to tell what he knew. Perhaps that was the moment when the hesitant schoolboy Roger dissolved, replaced by whoever he was now. Or perhaps it happened when he turned away from his parents, letting them flee Fulgor while he stayed behind, imagining that he was the one at risk, not them.


‘So which way do we go?’


Jed indicated a spiralling route.


‘We follow Heisenberg Helix, take the Bessel Boulevard exit, follow it as far as Archimedes Avenue—’


‘Or we could just fastpath.’


‘Right.’ Jed grinned. ‘If you don’t mind me doing the business.’


‘Summon it slowly, if you can.’


Jed let out a breath, then raised his hands. Tiny sparks glittered inside his eyes of jet: fluorescent overspill from the satanase/satanin reaction inside the inductive neurons. Roger felt the air grow chill and prickling. Then reality flowed, pulled into a vortex, and a pane of nothingness rotated, just beyond the edge of what Roger could grasp.


‘Come on.’ Jed’s voice was tight, for this was hard work, slowing the rotation. ‘Step in.’


So Roger did, with Jed beside him, and the universe whirled.


I still can’t—


They stepped out into a reception chamber, vast as a cathedral, cemetery-cold.


When Max had finished screaming, the interrogator introduced himself as Fleming, his voice as pleasant as if they were meeting at a picnic. Then he added:


‘We are on the same side, you know.’


Sagging against the tendrils that held him, Max coughed, the nearest to laughter he could manage. Tears were chilling his face, while pain was washing everywhere, an ebb after furious surges.


‘Bastard. I did not kill her.’


Something in Max’s words, some rhythm, matched Fleming’s style of speech. So here was the danger: to be seduced by the torturer, to believe they cared because the entire world was here, defined by their words, their facial expression, and the pain they induced: magnificently skilled, the architecture of agony, the pulling-apart of personality.


Schenck, you bastard.


It had to be him, but there was no point in laying accusations. Stick to what he had seen and heard.


‘Admiral … Kaltberg.’ Max licked salt and blood from his mashed lip. ‘She was under … compulsion. I told you … She had a graser, set to auto-destruct.’


‘Hardly the suicidal type. A prominent admiral on the verge of well-deserved retirement?’


‘Not suicide. Murder. It was compulsion.’


‘But you escaped through your bolt-hole. Very slick.’


As a senior officer in the intelligence service, Max had years ago established a fast covert exit route. What else did Fleming expect?


‘She short-circuited … Neural induction. Burned out her corpus callosum.’


‘Lobotomized herself?’


‘Not that. Femtoviral patterning in her … her right cerebral hemisphere. The compulsion … She divided her brain. In two. Fought against … herself.’


‘That’s one hell of a story.’


‘Truth. She warned me. Get clear.’


Fleming popped some kind of sweet into his mouth and began to suck.


‘I’d like to believe you, Max.’


Max’s rank was commodore, but there was no point in insisting on etiquette, because in this place Commodore Gould did not exist: there was only a prisoner responding to whatever name Fleming chose to use.


‘Just as soon,’ Fleming added, ‘as you tell me the truth.’


A tsunami of pain burst open.


NO!


Max yelled for oblivion to take him.


They sat behind a table like a panel of examiners, while Roger faced them like a doctoral candidate preparing to defend his dissertation – except that he had Jed beside him. Among the panel of questioners was a familiar face, the man who had introduced himself as Dak Stilwell, a counsellor.


‘We can use real names,’ said the thin man in the centre. ‘I’m Pavel Karelin, this’ –indicating ‘Stilwell’ – ‘is Zeke Clayton, and that’s Clara James.’


The woman looked like a competitive runner, poised for the start.


‘Are they really real names?’ asked Jed.


‘For all official purposes, yes,’ said the woman. ‘Call me Clara. First names are appropriate, don’t you think?’


‘On the basis that Roger has done nothing wrong?’ said Jed. ‘I’ll agree with that.’


Roger swallowed.


‘Ask me anything,’ he said. ‘Er, except …’


Pavel said, ‘What is it?’


‘I don’t understand security clearance or any of those things. Including your clearance.’


‘We can assume, I think, that they’ve authorization.’ Jed touched a fist against Roger’s shoulder. ‘We’re in the centre of the Admiralty.’


Clara’s mouth twitched. ‘If there’s anything you’re not authorized to hear, Pilot Goran, we’ll let you know.’


Jed looked about to blush; then he grinned.


‘Good point,’ he said.


‘My father was an agent-in-place on Fulgor,’ said Roger, ‘for over twenty years.’


The trio nodded.


‘Look, I came into this,’ said Jed, ‘because I was at Sanctuary in Lucis City. Carl Blackstone’s ship appeared overhead, and he identified himself as an intelligence officer breaking cover, then warned us about the Anomaly. Not the word he used, of course.’


‘What did he say?’ asked Pavel.


‘We were already tracking the gestalt-mind’s growth in Skein,’ said Jed. ‘Al Morgan and Angus Cho were with me. What Carl Blackstone told us was the gestalt would be able to absorb everyone, not just Luculenti linked to the virtual environment they called deep Skein.’


‘And what else?’


‘Then he said he was going to fly here. It was pretty clear what he meant by that.’


‘Hellflight?’


‘Exactly.’ Jed looked at Roger. ‘I never saw him face to face, but he was a good man.’


Dad had killed himself to raise the warning, to get an evacuation fleet under way. But that was after Mum had died. Roger had no way of knowing how Dad had felt in the hours before death.


There was something missing from Jed’s story: the secret legacy from Dad, safe in her Ascension Annexe hangar, growing by the day.


=It’s all right.=


Roger tightened his abdomen, then relaxed. In hiding his own reaction, he almost missed it: near-subliminal twitches from both Clara James and Zeke Clayton. Sensing that Labyrinth had spoken?


Pavel said: ‘Clayton, you have a question?’


So much for first-name informality.


‘For Roger, yes.’ In that roundish, bearish face, the eyes were hard. ‘How did your father know what the Anomaly was capable of? That it would be able to absorb minds without the medium of Skein?’


‘I … There was the Zajinet Research Institute. That was my fault.’


‘Did your father often share operational details with you or your mother?’


‘Never. I mean—’ Roger had to think about this. ‘They tried to raise me as a Pilot without taking me here, away from Fulgor. Occasionally they talked about Zajinets. Not much, only that they’re the other realspace species to function in mu-space.’


‘And the Institute?’


‘Mentioned by chance,’ said Roger, ‘and I didn’t know it was part of Dad’s work. I knew it existed. It just didn’t advertise itself. You wouldn’t find it unless you knew of it.’


Unsure whether the answer made sense, he was relieved in any case to tell the truth.


‘You’re implying’ – this was Clara – ‘that the Anomaly reached through realspace hyperdimensions to link with human nervous systems. How do you know that?’


‘I don’t,’ said Roger. ‘I know Zajinets teleport along the hyperdimensions. As for the Anomaly, I thought that’s what people have agreed it must use. The only sensible explanation.’


Jed said: ‘Reports of blue glows, especially the eyes, suggest Witten radiation from transitions of—’


‘We know the rumours.’ Pavel nodded to Roger. ‘I’m still curious as to why you raised the subject of Zajinets.’


‘That’s …’ Roger took time to exhale, then breathe in. ‘I’ll have to backtrack for context, but the immediate reason is that I told my … friend … Alisha about the Institute, and we went there. I think we were under surveillance by Rafaella Stargonier, the Luculenta who started the whole thing. The seed that became the Anomaly.’


Neither Pavel, Clara nor Clayton altered posture; no micro-expressions delineated their thoughts; yet the atmosphere had shifted. Call it pheromones.


Call it fear.


‘What was the relationship between you and the Stargonier woman?’ said Clayton.


‘I only ever saw her from a distance.’ Roger felt as if he had drunk too much daistral. ‘I saw some odd things, but it was Alisha who met her directly. And that was because of our tutor, Petra Helsen. She was the one behind everything.’


All eyes, including Jed’s, focused on him.


Pavel said, ‘Behind everything? Behind the Anomaly?’


‘She manoeuvred people. She …’


Roger was out of his depth, here in a city-world where he could barely open a door; but when it came to Fulgor, he was talking about his home. He knew it in a way no other Pilot could.


Right now, I’m the expert.


Once more exhaling to regain control, he felt his throat relax.


‘She, Helsen … manifested darkness. I can’t tell you what the phenomenon was, but it was real, even if I was the only one who could—’


Pavel raised both hands, palms forward. ‘Let’s stop there for now.’ And to Jed: ‘Pilot Goran, we appreciate your help, but this would be a good time to talk to Roger alone.’


‘Excuse me?’ Jed did not look about to budge. ‘According to regulations, Roger has a right to—’


‘This is no longer a public hearing. I’m invoking security protocols.’


‘You can’t—’


But a fastpath rotation came out of nowhere, descended upon Jed, and whirled him away to leave an empty flowmetal chair. Roger stared at the chair until it liquefied, flowing back into the floor.


‘We’re assuming you want to help us,’ said Clara.


‘I do.’


Put it this way: without the Anomaly, his parents would be alive.


‘The more we understand, the more effective we’ll be.’


‘I’ll tell you everything.’


So with the exception of his secret in Ascension Annexe, that was what he did.




FOUR


EARTH, 777 AD


Ulfr woke with Heithrún’s naked body against him, their legs entwined, her breathing soft and satisfied, his bladder fist-tight with the need to piss. He tried to shift and slip free, but her eyes came open and her hand went down, and then he was spear-hard and thrusting inside her – ‘Pierce me, warrior,’ her whisper – and they rode to white explosion and the shuddering, conjoined aftermath.


Then he really had to piss.


‘Sorry.’


‘Ow.’


‘Sorry.’


He clambered out butt-first from beneath the heavy cloak.


‘I’ll see you shortly.’


‘Mm.’ Heithrún turned onto her side, eyes closing. ‘Mm.’


Norns help me.


But those three sisters – Fate, Being and Necessity – were implacable now and in the past, and always would be. He had killed Eira’s brother out of mercy, not considering how his spear – his real spear – might sever the love that Eira had held for him, or seemed to. And now this, with Heithrún: unplanned but natural after the violence: lust as the giver of life.


And another volva. Did he have a thing for seeresses?


At the camp’s edge, he was not the only one to piss against the scrubby heather, hot steam rising to join the receding cloak of mist around them. Dawn light, pale-rose and smooth, draped magic across heathland and the hills beyond. Brandr, faithful war-hound, pissed like his master.


Afterwards, Ulfr grinned, and patted his head.


‘Come, brave friend. Let’s get clean like true warriors.’


The lake was like steel, reflecting clear sky, and part of the discipline was not to cry out as you waded naked into coldness, pressed your nostrils in, and ducked under. Then Ulfr launched himself up, shaking arms and head, every sinew alive, the water foaming. Now it was time to yell, in lustful triumph and challenge to Norns and gods alike: may they damn themselves as they played games with human lives.


Brandr churned water, swimming with mad joy.


Ulfr dried himself and Brandr with the cloak-fragment he carried for that purpose. Then he dressed, and stood watching the lake as he cleaned his teeth with a fresh willow twig, spat out, then dragged his bronze comb through his hair. Last-minute work with his tiny nose-and ear-spoon, and he was clean, warrior-presentable.


Heithrún was gone from their sleeping-place. As one of Chief Gulbrandr’s volvas, she would have work to do: healing or scrying, or leading a traumatized warrior into dreamworld to mend his spirit.


‘She’s a mistake,’ he said to Brandr, who was at his side.


The war-hound gave a gruff, abbreviated bark.


He knows it, too.


From the ground, he picked up the weapon that Heithrún had given him: her own staff, refashioned as a spear.


Me, the troll-slayer.


He went to find the rest of his own party.


When he reached them, Chief Folkvar was staring after a white-haired woman who was walking away: Eydís, senior volva and Heithrún’s teacher. Then Folkvar noticed Ulfr, stared, looked away, shook his head, and turned back, finally with a beard-spreading grin.


‘Piss on all mystics.’ He clutched the Thórr’s hammer amulet at his throat. ‘I need some Kvasir’s Blood.’


Was she saying something about me?


Big Vermundr filled a horn from the deerskin bladder slung over his shoulder, and held it out.


‘Here we are. Get that down you, Chief.’


‘Ah.’ Folkvar swigged half of the mead. ‘Sweet. What I needed.’


‘Ulfr?’ asked Vermundr. ‘You want some?’


‘Not if there’s anything else going.’


‘Goat’s milk.’ Hallsteinn offered a cup. ‘Nice and warm.’


‘Brilliant.’ Ulfr drank it down, feeling better. ‘So what’s up with old Eydís? Is she casting spells on you?’


‘More like, she’s spitting mad because some young warrior’s been entrancing her student.’ Folkvar held up two fingers in a V. ‘Doing some log-splitting with his axe-head.’


‘A very small axe-head, from what I hear,’ said Hallsteinn. ‘Nothing to be ashamed of though, eh, Ulfr?’


‘It’s not the weapon,’ said Ulfr, ‘it’s how you wield it.’


‘Must be all that solo practice,’ said Vermundr.


‘Oh, for Thórr’s sake.’


‘Actually, he has a massive hammer. No comparison.’


Ulfr shook his head, but he was not blushing; nor was he blind to Chief Folkvar’s frown, or deaf to his silence.


What did Eydís say to him?


At least Ulfr’s judgement was confirmed: bedding Heithrún had been a mistake. Yet he would do it again, given the chance, which seemed unlikely. For the Thing was breaking apart, each tribe and clan returning home, with nothing resolved.


Twin ravens arced and spiralled overhead, warning Stígr of something but not danger. A strange mist boiled: silver pinpoints whirling in sunlight, invisible when he turned his back to the sun, beautiful when he faced the light. But the more his eye beheld wonder, the more his scar-filled eyeless socket itched and crawled. He was close to the village of that bastard Ulfr: a dangerous retracing of paths.


Stígr’s hat was shapeless, keeping cold sunlight from his face, allowing him to make out the dun-brown form at the base of a pine-tree. Someone wounded, dead, sleeping or pretending weakness for the purposes of ambush.


The ravens would have warned me.


He twisted his shoulders to loosen them, hefted his staff, and walked towards the human form.


‘Help me, sir.’


It was a young voice, that of a youth fewer in years even than Ulfr, the fresh-faced bastard who had bested Stígr. Damn them all, these young ones: bodies in one piece, minds fresh, untainted by self-hate. This one lay splayed beneath a high, slab-like outcrop.


‘Sir—?’


‘I’m here.’


Stígr pushed his cloak back over one shoulder and knelt, still holding his staff.


‘Did someone attack you, boy?’


‘No, I … fell.’


‘All right. Shh.’


Both legs were twisted, one with an extra angle where the shin had sheared through. The best thing Stígr could do now was summon help, if people were near.


‘Are you with Chief Folkvar’s clan, boy?’


‘No, Chief … Snorri.’


So. Not with Stígr’s enemies. One of their neighbours.


‘You need help,’ said Stígr. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Sigurthr, sir.’


‘A hero’s name.’


With the staff, Stígr pushed himself to his feet.


‘Close your eyes, brave Sigurthr. Close your eyes and rest now.’


He raised the staff as the boy’s eyes closed.


‘Rest, because everything will be all—’


It came down fast, the iron-shod end. The wet crunch seemed distant.


‘—right.’


Like stepping on a snail.


Eira stood at the edge of a mist-cloaked lake, at the border between two worlds. She had slipped in and out of trance dozens of times since pre-dawn glimmered; now, as a vast prow rose shadow-like in mist, she moved entirely into dreamworld. It was hard to look at, this immense, other-worldly ship, for it belonged to the realm of ghosts, and its hull was formed of dead men’s fingernails: so many dead to create a vessel one hundred times the size of anything the living might build.


And he was on board: her brother Jarl, slain by Ulfr out of mercy but still dead.


—Oh, my brother.


His shade moved from ship-deck to lakewater in some fashion she could not see. Then he waded closer and stopped, ankle-deep but not wet. He was grey, and if Eira squinted she could see through him.


—Sweet sister, it is not your time to sail on dread Naglfar, not yet.


She nodded.


—Are you … well, good Jarl?


It was a strange thing for a trained volva to ask. The dead could not be well; nor could they answer such questions. But Jarl was her brother, and she loved him.


—You will be with me soon enough, dear Eira. But that is not what you wish to ask.


The time of her death was in the Norns’ hands: her death and everyone else’s.


—I don’t know what to ask.


—Yes, you do.


Old Nessa had trained Eira well, with love and harshness; but the discipline was slipping from her now.


—I miss you, by the gods.


A shake of a spectral head.


—My own feelings are a memory.


Eira shivered. She placed her palms on the bronze ovals that cupped her breasts, worn outside her robes. The narrow supporting chain made a chinking sound, muted by corpse-mist.


—I don’t know what I seek.


—Things will happen, my sister. No need to search for them.


To be a seeress was to live with ambiguity; but this was Jarl, for whom her feelings were certain.


—Tell me, please, what I …


A distant sound filtered through fog: a muted whimper, or something more.


—The answer is yes.


Jarl was aboard the vast, dread vessel again.


—What do you mean? Why are you—?


—Forgive him, sweet Eira.


Something was happening beyond the mist. Something behind her.


—I don’t know what you—


—He did right by me. He honoured me.


Then it sounded clear: a woman’s scream.


—Jarl?


But the vessel known as Naglfar was slipping back as the mist roiled and thickened. The dead were gone. The world was cold. Now, from beyond the mists, there was more to hear: the roar of men; a crescendo of hooves; the clash and thud of weapons; the crackle of buildings set alight. And the screams of children dying.




FIVE


LABYRINTH 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Roger would have liked to return to Ascension Annexe on leaving the Admiralty complex; but he had company – Clayton and Clara – and her existence was the one thing he had kept secret. Dad’s legacy: the one wonderful thing that survived, beyond memories of a loving upbringing.


It was Clayton who summoned the fastpath rotation that took the three of them into a palatial apartment suite. The first surprising thing was the ease of the rotation; the second was Clayton’s saying: ‘This is your new home, and we hope you like it.’


Clara looked at Roger – her expression saying, you’re not as surprised as I am – then her face blanked.


‘It’s what we call a safehouse,’ added Clayton. ‘But then you’d know the term.’


‘I’m a big fan of Fighting Shadows.’ But this was Labyrinth, not Fulgor. ‘Er, it’s a holodrama series. Was.’


One more fragment of a global culture lost. For Roger, the present had been severed from the past. His future was a landscape seen through the thickest of lenses: distorted, unknowable.


‘Why would you need a safehouse,’ he added, ‘right here in Labyrinth?’


‘Good question,’ said Clara.


Was that an edge to her voice?


Clayton, looking at Roger, said: ‘I’m asking for trust here. This needs to be secret, so you’ll have to stay inside.’


But it was not Roger’s trust he was asking for – it was Clara’s. At least that was how Roger read the subtleties of communication: the tonal emphasis, the implied semantics of words unsaid.


‘You think I’m in danger,’ he said. ‘From someone with access to classified information?’


Clayton blinked – perhaps because he had not expected Roger to work that out – and the corners of Clara’s mouth twitched.


‘That’s a good assessment,’ she said.


After nodding, Clayton gestured to the sofa and chairs, which moved closer.


‘Did you ever think of following your father’s career choice?’ Clayton sat down and leaned back, the upholstery morphing around him. ‘I’m sure you’ve got the aptitude.’


‘Commodore Gould wanted to recruit me,’ said Roger. ‘My one time here, besides when I was a baby, he showed me around—’


Micro-expressions from both their faces told him that he had forgotten to mention this earlier.


‘I’m sorry,’ he added. ‘I thought I’d told you everything. There was a Pilot, a prisoner, in a cell somewhere in Labyrinth, and the darkness manifested around him. It was weird and huge, the way it appeared, though I don’t think the prisoner was as dangerous as Helsen. If that makes sense.’


He definitely had told them everything he knew and suspected about Dr Petra Helsen, intellectual bully and probable causative agent behind the whole Fulgor Catastrophe; and he had drawn a holosketch of the bearded man who might be her accomplice. He had even mentioned the nine discordant notes that accompanied the sightings – da, da-dum, da-da-da-dum, dada – sounding only in his head, not the external world.


‘That knowledge should not leave this room,’ said Clayton. ‘No word to anyone about this prisoner.’


Once more, it seemed that he spoke to Clara while addressing Roger.


=I agree.=


All three of them looked up.


After a moment, Clara said: ‘So we’ve something in common, then.’


Roger had learned that few people heard Labyrinth directly.


‘Looks like it,’ said Clayton. ‘So let me be more open. When you report to Colonel Garber, not everything needs to be mentioned.’


Clara looked like an endurance athlete, her body-fat minimal. For a second, her face showed every muscle tensing below the skin. Then: ‘I’ll not endanger Roger.’


‘Thank you,’ said Clayton.


‘And thanks from me.’ Roger heard the relaxed tone of his own voice, and noted it as interesting, nothing more. ‘Since I’m the one you’re keeping safe.’


The idea that he might be in danger was simply a fact: one more datum to process.


Everything changed when Fulgor died.


His world or his parents: pick either disaster, or both.


‘Before the murder,’ said Clayton, ‘I believe Commodore Gould told the Admiralty Council that you failed the test, Roger. It’s in the report files, with the actual test details unspecified. Your father took several minutes to be able to see the darkness. Gould said that you stayed there for longer, and noticed nothing.’


‘Er …’


That description made no sense.


‘What is it?’ asked Clara.


She had glanced at Clayton first. It seemed Clayton was more informed than she was, when it came to the darkness.


‘It doesn’t take minutes,’ said Roger. ‘It doesn’t take any time at all. It’s right there in your face, whenever the darkness is present.’


Clara sucked in air, then blew it out at length.


‘I begin to see why you’re so valuable, Roger.’


‘Oh.’


‘And maybe,’ she continued, ‘this safehouse is not as off the books as you think.’


That last was to Clayton.


‘You’re kidding,’ he said.


‘Sure I am. See me laughing.’


‘Fuck.’


Internal politics – or worse – inside the intelligence service. This was so far beyond Roger’s experience that he might as well have been a months-old baby: dependent on the adults around him for everything, even basic safety.


‘Maybe there’s a better place to hide me,’ he said. ‘Like, not in this universe.’


They looked at him.


‘Realspace?’ said Clayton. ‘Where would you go?’


Given that his homeworld was gone.


‘They’re starting to ship the refugees out,’ said Roger. ‘Jed volunteered to be one of the Pilots involved.’


‘We can work with that,’ said Clara. ‘Without alerting anyone.’


‘Even our own people.’ This was Clayton. ‘Right?’


‘Shit. Right.’ Clara turned back to Roger. ‘Listen, why don’t we chill out over daistral and run through everything once more. I mean, relaxed this time.’


‘Er, sure.’


‘What for?’ asked Clayton.


‘In case there’s anything else I’ve missed out,’ said Roger. ‘Like the darkness. Because I forgot, or didn’t realize the significance.’


‘No wonder Gould wanted to recruit you.’ Clayton’s smile tightened then attenuated. ‘Damn it.’


‘What is it about Gould?’ asked Roger. ‘His name provokes strange reactions, but no one’s actually—’


‘He’s under suspicion of murder,’ said Clara. ‘The victim being Admiral Kaltberg, which is hard to believe, because he admired her. I’m sure of it.’


This was too strange to grasp.


‘Let me add something here,’ said Clayton. ‘Just among ourselves, to get some perspective. Roger, your father’s ship, when it arrived here the first time – I mean, with your mother on board.’


With Mum aboard and near death, before Dad flew back to Fulgor alone and grieving.


‘I understand.’


‘Well, then. Your father’s ship had been attacked. Her hull showed all the signs of battle.’


‘I didn’t know that,’ said Clara.


‘No, we buried the information.’ Clayton gestured a holo into existence. ‘See the scoring, here and here?’


It was a still image of a black, dart-shaped ship, edged with scarlet. Dad’s ship: fast, ultra-powerful, manoeuvrable. Made for evasion and fighting, with no space for cargo.


‘That’s not good.’ Clara leaned forward. ‘Crap.’


‘Who fired on him?’ said Roger. ‘I don’t get it. The Anomaly?’


‘It happened in mu-space.’ Clayton pointed at the holo. ‘And it wasn’t from Zajinet weaponry.’


‘But that—’


‘Pilots,’ said Clara. ‘Firing on their own kind.’


‘Exactly,’ said Clayton.


‘And that’s why you want me to keep this from Colonel Garber.’


‘Yes.’


‘Holy fuck.’


Earlier, Roger had thought she looked capable; now, he could not tell whether she was worried or scared witless. Either way, things were bad.


I don’t want to leave.


Not least because she was in Ascension Annexe. But if something happened to him, what would be the effect on her? He had to keep himself safe.


‘Get me on a ship to Molsin,’ he said.


Golden space, and flying fast.


Someday, it will be me and her, alone.


But for now, Roger rode as Jed’s passenger, sitting diagonally behind him in the near-featureless control cabin. The glow and gentle distortions of fractal space told him which universe this was. A widespread holorama replicated an outside view suitable for Pilot eyes; while in front of Roger, a smaller display listed the cargo hold’s contents along with status updates for their comatose inhabitants: three hundred stacked med-drones, Alisha’s among them.


I was falling in love with her.


There was no getting around that. And she, the Luculenta-to-be, had feelings for him, or so it seemed. But with her mind shattered from Rafaella Stargonier’s attack and the depredations of the brothel—


Maybe it’s not just her who’s traumatized.


Fat wobbling belly, dripping penis, and the panicked voice of the middle-aged punter backing away from Alisha’s naked body …


Stop it.


‘Transition soon,’ said Jed.


‘Got it.’


Their voices rippled in pale-amber air.


Concentrate.


Roger waved the status holo out of existence. The forward holorama was more interesting, as a flaring virtual ribbon denoted the geodesic they were following. Some day, he would be doing this himself: plotting the insertion angle just right to avoid disaster during—


Transition.


Black space shivering into existence in every direction: stars and pinpoint galaxies appearing silver-white at first, before the eyes could adjust to the true richness of colour.


Realspace.


‘There’s the place.’ Jed nodded towards the gas giant filling the holorama. ‘Big old bastard, isn’t it?’


‘Molsin.’


‘One of the top worlds,’ said Jed. ‘Influential.’


Just as Fulgor had been.


Stop it.


Her skies were yellowish from here, but once inside the atmosphere, all would be orange, swirling in endless turbulent patterns. There, among the layers and currents, drifted the quickglass sky-cities that Molsin was famed for: peculiar and spectacular, different from Roger’s home, wherever that was. While deep below, under killing pressure, oceans of hydrofluoric acid waited to eat flesh and bones alike, to devour any morsels that might fall to the lower realm.




SIX


EARTH, 1941 AD


Booming explosions and the deck tipping beneath his feet: Dmitri might have been back on board the ship that took him from Vladivostok across the Sea of Japan; but there had been no gunfire then, and the transfer to the Panamanian-registered freighter had been without incident, he and Sergei smuggled aboard to a private cabin where they assumed German identities. Sergei was convincing because his mother had been from Sudetenland; Dmitri because he had a gift for languages, and a compulsion to prove himself.


But this was his kitchen, in his Tokyo flat; and any thunder came from inside his head, born of last night’s vodka marathon – no, saké, much the same thing – which meant he knew how to cope: drink water and get on with it.


Pearl Harbor, then.


If Lieutenant Kanazawa had not been delusional, then it would be something to find out about. Outside, it was a muggy June day, two months since Japan had signed a pact with the Soviet Union (going undercover and resurfacing as the Russians they really were formed one of his and Sergei’s backup plans) while Roosevelt had, two days later, announced that the US would supply materials, under the Lease-Lend Act, to Japan’s major enemy, main target of their plans for aggressive expansion: China.


Think it out.


It was hard, with Kremlin bells ringing in his head, but this was what he thought: that China’s ‘magnetic warfare’ strategy seemed like frustrating magic to the Japanese. The Chinese simply withdrew from the area surrounding every city that fell to the invaders. They had never even declared war: not ten years ago during the Mukden Incident in Manchuria, nine years ago when the Nihon Imperial Army moved on Shanghai, or eight years ago when they took Chengteh’s capital Jehol, so close to the Great Wall.


The Chinese did not fight the invasion: they absorbed it.


So what will America do if Admiral Yamashita attacks?


The United States were something of a mystery to Dmitri. Their Great Depression had failed to convince the proletariat of the madness of free-market thinking; that, or they were too cowed by their imperialist masters to rise up in revolt. But those were explanations that anyone might trot out in a Moscow bar after some vodkas, whereas when it came to Western Europe – especially Germany – Dmitri could always see through simple explanations and ideology.
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