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Masculine expendability [in war] proves a part of the cosmic scheme for research and development. And so does the itch of one superorganism to fling itself into battle against another.


Howard Bloom, The Lucifer Principle


It may now be possible for us to answer the question: How and why do we accept one theory in preference to others? [...] We choose the theory which best holds its own in competition with other theories; the one which, by natural selection, proves itself the fittest to survive.


Karl Popper, The Logic Of Scientific Discovery


You’ll see what your eyes will allow you to see.


Muhammad Ali, addressing Joe Frazier













ONE


MU-SPACE, 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Call it triumph, following disaster. Say further, that love powered their flight through golden void, as they hurtled past blood-coloured nebulae amid night-black fractal stars. Conjoined, a single being, a black powerful raptor whose wings were webbed with red and gold, they flew: ship-and-Roger, soaring past Mandelbrot Nebula, arcing through breakers of roiling vacuum, coursing along Calzonni Gap, heading finally for home.


For Labyrinth, so beautiful, the city-world whose infinite richness no ship or Pilot could experience in full, knowing only this: they would die for her.


Old-school powerlifters, like Clayton (now in his prime and becoming one of Max’s best officers) used mag-suits to strain against induced forces; but Max Gould was older still, and his methods were primeval, even atavistic. A metal bar, loaded with three times his bodyweight, was his enemy as he hauled upwards against a one-g Higgs field, his breathing stentorian, face reddened and arteries ridged: blood pressure through the roof and Fleming in his mind, the torturer who had gone to work on Max with such professional thoroughness; and no one would ever try such a thing again, or Max would tear them apart.


‘Argh!’


He dropped the weights and they banged against the floor.


Fucking Schenck.


Now Max was in charge and the darkness-controlled admiral, Boris Schenck – make that former Admiral Schenck – had fled like the bastard coward that he was, along with hundreds of renegade Pilots; and the best analysis suggested they were headed for the realspace galactic core, where corrupted humans, helped in the past by Schenck’s people, had established a huge deep-space base. So Max was vindicated, his power greater than ever; and to prove it, and demonstrate cold self-control, Commodore Max Gould, director of the intelligence service, held back from visiting personal revenge upon Fleming, who had only (in the ancient excuse) been following orders.


Besides, the service could not afford to lose efficient interrogators – torturers, let’s not mince words – and he could be magnanimous now, with the endorphins of triumph pumping through his blood, while he reconfigured his flowmetal room into the configuration known as office, even though the term was deprecated, due for removal from Aeternum in the language’s forthcoming upgrade, soon to be published.


The word renegade, in contrast, possessed a new prominence in the dictionary.


He used smartgel that smelt like wood-chips – talk about an old memory – and, clean once more, he retuned his jumpsuit to sharply tailored lines, then summoned Zeke Clayton. Less than ten seconds later, Clayton stepped out of a swirling fastpath rotation.


‘Sir.’ Having adapted to Max’s preferred lack of small-talk and deference, he started by saying: ‘If we’re still due to see Roger Blackstone, then I’ve got to say, I’m not entirely sure of him.’


Max gestured a flowmetal chair into being.


‘Tell me about your doubts.’ This was Max playing devil’s advocate against himself, for he had doubts of his own, but was always keen to check another’s thinking. ‘You can’t ask for a better pedigree. Carl Blackstone sacrificed himself in a hellflight to save a world.’ Ultra-relativistic trajectories along massively non-linear geodesics were a desperate measure and often fatal, as in Blackstone’s case. ‘Thousands of Fulgidi survivors are his testament.’


In perverse irony, a large percentage had perished more recently when Molsin’s sky-cities, the best part of a thousand in number, in close proximity because of a Conjunction celebration, had annihilated each other or committed suicide using seppuku bombs. The violence was born of confusion and deception, initiated and orchestrated by one person: Petra Helsen, creature of the darkness, creator of the Anomaly and now this. A society destroying itself out of fear – itself and the refugees it had taken in, when other worlds rejected them.


‘Son of a hero?’ Clayton meant Roger. ‘Hardly an asset in Tangleknot.’


‘An additional challenge to overcome, then.’


‘Well, OK, and getting through the training is only the beginning. I understand that, Max. An officer’s operational record is everything. But given that he’s our most reliable observer for detecting this darkness phenomenon, how exactly would you deploy him?’


‘Carefully.’ Max’s voice was mild. ‘Wouldn’t you say?’


Clayton’s mouth puckered in a downward smile. ‘Guess I’d better try to stay high in your ratings, boss. I like careful ness. Wouldn’t want Control putting me into the field on a whim.’


‘Sometimes it’s necessary to sacrifice a high value piece,’ said Max. ‘Careful calculation is not necessarily to the field officer’s advantage.’


‘I can’t tell you how reassuring that is.’


Max allowed his lips to twitch, acknowledging the ambiguity, as a holo brightened.


‘Stay for the chat,’ he said.


‘Roger’s arrived?’


‘He’s right there.’ Max pointed his big hands forward like a springboard diver, and pulled them apart, causing a flowpath rotation to drop a fit looking young Pilot into place. ‘Pilot Blackstone.’


‘Sir.’


Max caused a flowmetal chair to rise. Roger sat on it.


Hard edged. Tough looking, not like before.


Roger Blackstone was not quite nineteen standard years old, but he was no longer the soft student Max had met during Roger’s first visit here from Fulgor, before everything went to hell. Then, Max had determined the lad’s extraordinary sensitivity to the darkness; now he had a potential field agent before him.


‘Tell us about Molsin,’ said Max.


‘I was there with Jed Goran, part of our plan’ – Roger nodded in Clayton’s direction – ‘to keep me away from Schenck’s surveillance. But Helsen was there, no coincidence, I’m assuming, since that was where most of the refugees ended up. She stole an autodoc, which was a tactical mistake, because other wise I would never have known she—’


As the debriefing continued, Max analysed Roger and watched Clayton doing likewise, enumerating the changes in the young Pilot. When Roger came to the part of the story where Rhianna Chiang revealed herself as a Pilot agent-in-place – dear Rhianna, always the best – and took Roger through an intense mind-body training regime that ended with a total cognitive restructuring, everything made sense: the thousand-metre stare that spoke not of trauma but a heightened reliance on peripheral vision, hearing and smell.


A present from my beloved Rhianna.


Which was to say, a weapon Max had yet to learn how to wield. A weapon called Blackstone. That thought remained as Max picked up the conversation, led the debriefing to its conclusion, and told young Roger to take time out for relaxation and wait for a call. One fastpath summons later and the flowmetal chair was empty, already beginning to melt back into the floor.




Clayton was staring at the ceiling, or rather something in his mind’s eye. Without looking at Max, he said: ‘You realise he never attended Graduation.’


A ceremony was irrelevant. Max parsed the sentence for unspoken semantics.


‘Yet he has a ship. Good point.’ Earlier, separately, they had each watched holo footage of a triumphant return to Labyrinth, Roger and his black ship webbed with scarlet and gold: a ship no one had known existed. ‘And so very like his father’s.’


‘Exactly. I don’t have a fixation with mindwipe’ – Clay ton was clearly lying, because the continuing inability of his former partner, Darius Boyle, to regain a normal life following selective amnesia induction that went too deep still burned like acid – ‘but we caused Carl Blackstone’s wiped memories to resurface, me and Darius, when we questioned him.’


‘What are you saying?’ asked Max. ‘That his ship might have possessed the same memories all along?’


‘And couldn’t share them because of the mindwipe.’


The amnesia treatment would have affected Carl Black stone’s ability to retrieve the memories in his ship’s mind as well as his own: that was a known phenomenon.


‘Whether his ship knew already,’ said Max, ‘is irrelevant when you consider that Carl regained his memories before his last two flights, to Fulgor and back. During one or both of those trips, his ship must have grown a daughter, wouldn’t you say?’


Without the guidance and shelter of Labyrinth, parthenogenetic ship reproduction was so very rare.


‘If you’re worried about the content of those wiped memories,’ added Max, ‘I can tell you what they—’


‘Don’t, please,’ said Clayton. ‘Darius and I learnt them once, and look what happened.’


It was ironic, that their probing had reawakened memories which they themselves, Clayton and Boyle, did not have clearance for: hence the mindwipe, and the neurological side-effects that ended Darius Boyle’s career.


‘Except that inside the Admiralty, everyone now should know this.’ Max knew better than anyone how fast the strategic landscape, and specific needs for secrecy, could change. ‘Carl Blackstone saw the realspace base at the galactic core, over two decades ago. The trail led to a young Pilot Schenck, though it took years. That’s how my whole counter operation began, Deke, and I had to keep it buried.’


‘Shit,’ said Clayton.


It was the first time he had sworn inside Max’s office, since Max had officially become director of the intelligence service. But then, Max had never used Clayton’s first name before – people rarely did – which signalled that this was an apology, or close facsimile.


Max looked up at the ceiling.


‘You could have told us,’ he said. ‘About the Blackstone ship.’


Both he and Clayton belonged to the minority of Pilots able to perceive Labyrinth’s direct communications. But the chances of receiving a reply were millions to—


=Yes.=


Clayton smiled.


‘Getting an answer is one thing. A satisfying answer, that’s something else again.’ Like Max’s apology, he implied.


But it was as far as Max would go.


I can’t help other people’s neediness.


The Anomaly had enveloped Fulgor, Molsin society was gone, and the renegades’ massive base at the galactic core seemed merely a bridgehead for an invading darkness whose origins lay so very far away, somewhere on the far side of a cosmic void, itself one hundred and fifty million lightyears in diameter. An invasion was in progress, albeit one initiated aeons ago, and whether its arrival was imminent or a million years away, no one yet knew.




In the face of all this, weak-hearted feelings signified nothing.


Max accepted responsibility because he had to – because no one else had his background or talents, of which the primary one was this: since schooldays he had hated bullies. In the end, his own rotten childhood might help to save humanity; and how ironic was that?


When Clayton left, Max was enveloped in sour meditation, scarcely noticing the man’s departure. But Clayton was going to approve Roger’s recruitment, officially and on Max’s behalf, so that was something: another small piece moving forward a square in the tactical game that was Max’s life work.


Another day at the office, except that soon he would have to find another way to phrase that thought – office being deprecated – because nothing remains unchanging, not even the language in which you communicate and think. The ground might shift beneath your feet, but so long as you remembered what you were fighting for, that was enough.


It would have to be.


A fastpath rotation opened before Roger, and Jed’s voice sounded: ‘Step right in, buddy.’


Roger had called Jed from Erdös Endway, an offshoot of Borges Boulevard, saying only that he had good news. Not that anything was guaranteed: this was the first step into the training programme – one with a failure rate of ninety-something per cent, apparently – and never mind an actual operational career like Dad.


Reality swirled.


‘Daistral’s warmed up.’ Jed held out a goblet. ‘For you, mate.’


Roger was in an apartment lounge decorated with holo streamers blaring Congratulations! while a lean-faced woman – Clara James, now part of Jed’s life – raised her own goblet and said: ‘You flew her, Roger. Well done.’ She came forward to give him a one armed hug, drink in her other hand.


‘Yeah, well done.’ Jed clapped Roger’s shoulder.


A three-person party. But who else did he know?


‘Thank you both. But that’s not all that happened today.’


Jed grinned. ‘Guess your balls dropped, old mate. Seems like—’


‘Ahem. Jed.’ Clara poked him in the shoulder with a fore knuckle fist. ‘Behave.’


‘Ow. But his voice is deeper already.’


Clara winked. ‘I noticed.’


Roger looked at them, his friends, knowing that Jed must have been security-vetted – he and Clara had moved in together, after all – but with restricted clearance, presumably. Only Clara was an intelligence officer.


He looked at her. ‘I’m going to be one of you.’


With a muscular grin, Jed said: ‘What, a woman?’


Something there?


Roger detected a private joke between Jed and Clara, but no more than that, no hint of what it entailed. As for Clara, her obsidian eyes were focused on him, Roger, her colleague-to-be if he ever graduated.


‘Are you willing to pay the price?’


‘Maybe I already did.’


Jed let out a melodramatic breath.


‘It’s like spook central,’ he said. ‘What have I got myself into?’


‘Tangleknot, then.’ Clara still looked serious.


Roger nodded. ‘Starting tomorrow.’


‘Didn’t we try that earlier, darling?’ asked Jed.


‘Oh, for—’


Then they looked at each other and laughed, clinked goblets, and drank a toast. Things were beginning to happen: a career under Roger’s control, instead of a maelstrom of events sweeping him up without reason or predictability.


Maybe I can live a normal life.


Except, of course, that was not what he had signed up for; nothing like it.











TWO


EARTH, 1954 AD


It was a year since her last visit to Rupert’s office, and this time Gavriela was in a rage, in tears as she stood there, fighting not to slam the Times onto the polished desk.


‘He deserved so much.’


Rupert’s pale face tightened. ‘I know.’


‘Were you ashamed to be seen protecting a pervert, was that it, Rupert? Couldn’t you have moved to protect him?’


‘I’ll forgive you that because you were his friend. Because we are friends.’


Rupert was the consummate chessmaster, moving spies across the board with whatever degree of ruthlessness was required to win. But he loved men in the same illegal way that Turing had – and in particular loved Brian, father of Gavriela’s child – which meant the corridors of Whitehall would grow chilly indeed if they were ever indiscreet. Homosexuality meant openness to blackmail, a lever to crack open a man and produce a traitor; and these days the stakes could rise as far as global war and humanity’s extinction: you could never tell where a chain of events – or a chain reaction – might end.


‘I’m not just talking about stopping the Director of Public Prosecution in the first place,’ she said. ‘After the trial, your bloody watchers should have been looking after him. Or are you telling me it was suicide, as the papers say?’


Perhaps someone here in MI6 had ordered the killing. Cyanide in an apple, so typically Russian, so perfectly characteristic of the KGB’s modus operandi, was precisely the kind of thing some Whitehall mandarin might have indirectly suggested, a hint of: ‘Who will rid me of this troublesome priest?’


She stopped her thoughts and sat down on the visitor’s chair.


‘AMT was in a strained state of mind.’ Rupert tapped the rosewood desktop, noticed a fingerprint, breathed on the mark, and used a monogrammed handkerchief to wipe the surface clean. ‘We did have watchers on him, and they followed him to Blackpool Pier, where he had his fortune told by one Gipsy Rose Lee. When he came out he was white-faced and shaking.’


This was ridiculous.


‘He wasn’t superstitious.’


‘I’m quoting the report,’ said Rupert. ‘Plus, he had raised the subject of killing himself.’


‘With whom?’ Normally she would have said who with? to annoy him; under stress, she reverted to Teutonic exactness.


‘Someone close to Turing. But the point is, when my officers questioned the fortune-teller, she remembered nothing of him. Nothing at all.’


Purely in memory, she heard an echo of nine notes: da, da-dum, da-da-da-dum, da-da.


‘Tell me there have been no sightings of Dmitri Shtemenko.’


He was her first suspect, when it came to altering minds.


Rupert said: ‘Someone who might have been Shtemenko was seen at the Institute of Physics. Looking for a Dr Gavriela Wolf.’


‘No.’


She was registered as a member of the institute, but as Gabrielle Woods, the name that everyone knew her by: the identity created by Rupert during wartime, with a fully backstopped biography. Only someone who had known her earlier than 1941 would refer to the Wolf identity – someone like Dmitri Shtemenko, who saved her and himself from Nazi thugs, back in 1927 when the world was young.




‘So, Shtemenko... It’s interesting you ask about him, Gavi. Some kind of premonition?’


‘I’m Gabrielle, thanks all the same, and no premonition. Do you have any actual intelligence on the man?’


Six years ago, during de-Nazification procedures in Berlin, Dmitri had surfaced using the pre-war German cover identity provided by his Bolshevik masters, and he had slipped away from American and British military police who tried to arrest him. At the time, Rupert had concluded that Dmitri Shtemenko slid across to the East via Checkpoint Bravo, presumably reverting to his real name, to be shot in a courtyard or kissed on both cheeks as the GRU’s prodigal son returning. GRU or KGB, they had never determined which.


‘We backtracked,’ said Rupert, ‘to find out he was probably a V man for the last years of the war’ – he meant a Soviet mole inside Wehrmacht intelligence – ‘but what he did before that, no one knows.’


‘There’s no way to justify a manhunt,’ said Gavriela.


It was the fear that spoke: a creature of the darkness was on her trail, and if anything happened to her, then what about Carl? Twelve years old, a grammar school boy who had excelled in his Eleven Plus, and whose questions about his father received no satisfactory answers.


‘I think there is justification.’ Rupert gave her the chess grandmaster stare. ‘Clearly the real reason has to stay out of the reports – unspoken among friends, as it were – but if our man is back in the field, he’ll be a senior intelligence officer by now.’


‘Therefore a good catch for Five or Special Branch.’


That was a provocation, because there was no way that Rupert would delegate this outside the family, and never mind that domestic counter-intelligence was explicitly beyond the remit of SIS, alias MI6.


‘Europe is just entering a phase of peace,’ said Rupert. ‘That frees up personnel, cold war or no.’




Fully eight years after V-E Day, that might seem an odd statement to the fabled everyman on the Clapham omnibus; but from her desk in GCHQ, Gavriela kept track of the same events that Rupert did. The past four years had seen – finally! – a decline of the violent anarchy that had ruled most of Europe following the official end of the war.


Whatever the propagandists at home and in America wrote in the newspapers, much of the continent had remained lawless for years, morality dissolved in the need simply to eat. Women and children sold themselves; the concept of personal property did not apply; gang-rape was a pervasive horror; and entire populations died in genocide years after Hitler, in the Führerbunker beneath the bombed-out Chancellery, took the coward’s way out.


‘It will go better if you help,’ Rupert went on. ‘But I’m willing to use a decoy, if you’re not up to it.’


She felt a downward sweep of blood from her face. She had begun by railing about Alan’s death; now it was turned around, with Rupert Forrester once again about to shift her where he wanted. Pawn to whatever, check and mate; and never mind the sacrifices on the way.


‘Decoy,’ she said, knowing she would, after arguing, give in.


Everything else was detail.


Old Joe (or Big Joe, depending on who you asked) projected high above the court and its lawns – the ensemble shaped like a rectangle fastened to a semicircle, resembling an elongated, round bottomed mediaeval shield – to form the centre of the Birmingham campus. All around was ornate redbrick architecture, including the Poynting Institute, home to the physics department. As for Old Joe, the technical term was campanile, in the Italian renaissance tradition: the world’s tallest free-standing clock tower.


A more obvious place to resurrect Dr Gavriela Wolf would have been Manchester, home to the civilian world’s first electronic computer, thanks to Alan – damn you, Dmitri, if it was you who killed him – but the problem was that AMT’s col leagues knew her already, as Gabrielle Woods. Still, among physics departments, Birmingham was near the top of anybody’s list.


Carl’s headmaster had been reluctant to release him before the end of term, but changed his mind overnight after a phone call instigated by Rupert (its details unknown to Gavriela, but clearly effective), allowing Carl to trip off to Oxford on the train (though it seemed only yesterday he called them choo-choos) where he would stay with Auntie Rosie and Uncle Jack. Or perhaps it was Anna, his own age and pretty, he looked forward to seeing.


From the long enclosed lounge of the Bridge – it spanned the road-like pathway separating Maths from Physics – she scanned the campus while listening to the students behind her: off-colour jokes regarding Poynting’s Balls, referring to the apparatus Poynting had used to determine G (known as Big G), the universal gravitational constant.


A voice muttered: ‘Blighters.’


She turned to see a red-bearded man watching the undergraduates depart. Blue-grey smoke rose from his pipe.


‘Dr Anders,’ said Gavriela. ‘It’s just end-of-term spirits, and I don’t think they realised I was here.’


‘Lewis, please. And you’re right, they didn’t see you, but I’m not sure that’s the point.’ Then he cracked a smile. ‘Mind you, I finished delivering my end-of-year elec-and-mag lecture with the aphorism that every couple has a moment in a field.’ And, with a tweed-shouldered shrug: ‘I take it you understood the Poynting reference?’


‘I knew about E-cross-H already’ – Gavriela meant the Poynting vector that declared the energy propagation of an electromagnetic field – ‘but the gravity apparatus, I only learned about yesterday, reading up on the place.’


‘It’s not the most significant work we’ve done here.’ Anders looked from right to left, checking they were alone, then held his pipe to his chest and stoppered it with his palm, as if closing someone’s ear to prevent them hearing. ‘Radio cavity work and the magnetron, and I was here throughout the war.’


‘Oh,’ said Gavriela.


‘I’ve said nothing to my colleagues, but you’ve appeared overnight, while the department listings and so on make it look as if you’ve been here for ever.’ He put the pipe in his mouth and sucked hard three times, causing it to release a smoke-cloud. ‘Brings back memories.’


Of war work and the need for secrecy. Understood.


The Soviets had detonated an H-bomb last year, but it was the American test four months ago that had fired up reporters everywhere. With its 14-megaton blast catching the crew of a vessel called the Lucky Dragon, nasty indeed, and how about that ship’s name for irony? The Cold War, and the likelihood of its growing hot, was on everybody’s mind.


Perhaps that was why Anders jumped now, seeing the stranger standing fifteen feet away, near the end of the Bridge.


‘It’s OK,’ said Gavriela. ‘He’s friendly.’


‘We keep an Alsatian, my wife and I,’ said Anders. ‘He slobbers over us, but if you’re a stranger, he’ll bite your hand off.’


Gavriela laughed.


‘You’re right. He’s exactly that kind of friendly.’


Him and the other watchdogs.


‘I hope he keeps you safe,’ said Anders.


‘Yes. So do I.’


‘I’ll leave you to it.’


Anders strode away, leaving her in the middle of the Bridge on her own, visible to anyone outside who cared to look up, which was of course the point.


A Judas goat.


Just like you on Molsin, Roger.


One of those strange thoughts that sometimes flitted into her mind then evaporated, sublimating like dry ice to invisible gas. Yet somehow she felt better, despite her conviction that the darkness was somewhere beyond the edge of her ability to see it, like the tiger lurking before he bursts from cover to a sudden end.


His own, the goat’s, or both.











THREE


LABYRINTH, 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Bullies arise everywhere, even in a city-world of infinite wonders: witness this small boy shivering with his back against a wall, confronted by bigger lads. Roger, coming on the group from behind, allowed his inductive energies to grow inside him, eyeballs growing sore with the need to release until the resonance caused the boys to flinch, sensing him at last, picking up the potential for destruction. Then he damped the energies back down as the boys – call them a gang – walked away, all apart from two, including the biggest, less attentive than the others, about to push his fist into the victim’s face.


But his pal grabbed his sleeve, receiving a startled look; then they were summoning a shaky fastpath rotation. ‘He’s a peacekeeper, must be, you moronic—’ The words disappeared as the rotation shut down.


Only the trembling boy, their victim, was left. Roger knelt down beside him.


‘You’ll be OK.’


But the expression in those wide obsidian eyes said that the problem went far beyond the incident Roger had interrupted. This was the boy’s everyday world, not an isolated event.


‘I remember when I was your age,’ Roger continued, still kneeling. ‘Adults seemed to have forgotten what the world was like when they were young. I could never understand that.’


The boy’s eyes widened further.


Dad, I didn’t think I’d use your gifts for this.


Espionageware in Roger’s tu-ring slipped through the defences of the simpler tu-ring that the boy was wearing. The ware accessed everything, including where the boy lived, and his educational record. That history, lased directly onto Roger’s retinas (and after he had waded through the bullshit wording), told of a youngster with quirky imagination, his intellectual potential unfulfilled due to lack of courage and self-discipline.


‘I’m going to tell you something difficult,’ Roger went on. ‘You can deal with these bastards’ – he used the term deliberately, calibrating his perceptions of the boy’s reactive body language – ‘but not straight away, by applying yourself in secret. I mean you practise every day, every single day, and meantime you observe what’s around you, to avoid them, the bigger guys, all right?’


A nod.


The boy’s tu-ring flared, acknowledging receipt of un-asked-for ware.


‘Exercise is part of it, stuff you can do in your room.’ Thanks to his Fulgidus education, Roger was able to tailor the data via subliminal commands while continuing to speak. ‘You will need to practise fighting techniques as well.’


Some of his words were pitched as covert commands. The ware, now loaded in the boy’s tu-ring, would alter his bedroom at home, extruding partial fighting mannequins from the flowmetal walls, altering the timeflow and acoustic properties so that no one would know what he was up to. There was also the matter of inspiration – and Roger grinned as he discovered copies of Fighting Shadows episodes stored in his tu-ring’s deep memory. He had thought his youthful self’s favourite holodrama lost for ever, along with his world.


There was a storyline called Ambush that would save Roger having to tell the boy how this should play out. After months of training – preferably a standard year, mean-geodesic – it would be time to forestall a group ambush by taking them out, one by one, until the threat was done.


It was the kind of harsh truth people with no experience preferred to ignore.




‘Which means you’ll also have time to study and have fun,’ Roger concluded, ‘because there’s more to life than combat, OK?’


A part of him thought what if there isn’t? but that was for an adult in wartime. And even so, there had to be something worth fighting for.


The boy blinked at him.


‘I’ll do it.’


‘You have my respect.’ With solemnity, Roger extended his fist, and they bumped knuckles. ‘Success.’


It was a benediction. He watched as the boy summoned a rotation – with more aplomb and accuracy than his attackers – and disappeared into it. Then a female voice came from behind Roger.


‘Good for you.’


He whirled, taking in the lithe form.


‘Rhianna? What are you doing here?’


‘I thought I’d take my boy to school, what with it being his first day and all.’


‘Your b—? Shit.’


She meant him, and Tangleknot.


‘Now, now. No cursing, son.’


Rhianna Chiang was barely old enough to be his biological mother, but after their training on Molsin, you could say she had enabled the creation of Roger as he was now. He remembered their first sparring, when he had tapped out as she locked on an armbar – and Rhianna had ignored his signal of submission, continuing her leverage until the arm snapped through, because she was not teaching him a sport, or how to give up.


Because limits were there to be pushed through and destroyed.


‘You don’t want to be late,’ she added. ‘Not on your first day.’


‘No, ma’am.’ He smiled. ‘I certainly don’t.’


‘So we’ll go together.’




Rhianna raised her hands, summoning a fastpath to take them both.


To his new beginning. To Tangleknot.


Tangleknot disappointed, but only in a single regard: on his first day, Roger had hoped for advanced sabotage-and-silent-killing training. But after navigating through the twisted topological transformations that physical entry entailed, where the academy’s defences could have destroyed them at any stage, he and Rhianna separated outside an interview room. His first mission was to get through a start-of-course interview, and he knew without being told that he could be kicked out at any time.


The welcoming committee comprised two men and a woman; they gave their worknames as Havelock, Deutsch and Palmer.


‘Growing up on Fulgor,’ said Deutsch, leading the questioning, ‘how did that make you feel about the ordinary humans around you?’


‘I needed to hold on to my, um, self-image in secret.’ Roger wanted to explain his world to people who could have no conception of it. ‘They’re all impressive, especially the Luculenti and their . . .’ He noticed a twitching smile from Palmer. ‘All right, I had an unconscious bias, a part of me that thought I was superior, but my point is that I learnt metacognition via the Fulgidus education system.’


‘The people your father died attempting to save. By fetching a rescue fleet.’


‘Yes.’ Roger did not try to prevent his voice from thickening. ‘And if I achieve a fraction of what Dad did, I’ll be happy.’


‘Fame and glory, then?’ Palmer looked intense.


Mum and Dad’s funeral had been a state occasion.


I’d rather you were still alive.


But they weren’t, so he would have to carry on.


‘It’s the work that matters.’ He stated it as an assumption: that he would be an intelligence officer. ‘Seems to me, most of the time, my success will depend on people not knowing what I’ve done.’


‘And what if we had moved against Fulgor, because we had to?’


‘Like bombing the planet to pre-empt the Anomaly?’ Roger remembered the first thought that had come into his mind on seeing Labyrinth: I would die to keep you safe. But his answer was more complicated than that. ‘The person I am now is a hundred per cent loyal to Labyrinth. The events that ended Fulgor are part of the process that made me. For me, now, a conflict of interest is impossible. And’ – he turned to stare at the wall on his left, at a surface that looked like pale apricot marble – ‘you obviously know I’m telling the truth.’


The other man, Havelock, gave a narrow faced smile.


‘Very astute,’ he said. ‘And besides the deepscan array, what else do you notice?’


In this place, it was impossible to lie. At least without a level of training Roger had yet to undergo.


‘May I?’ he raised a finger to create a holo sketch.


‘Carry on,’ said Havelock.


‘You have weapons arrays here, here, here’ – he drew the room as a blue frame outline, the weaponry in red – ‘and here, not to mention whatever it is you’re carrying, ma’am.’


The woman, Palmer, gave the tiniest of smiles.


‘Do you see yourself as more of an intelligence analyst, Pilot Blackstone, or an agent in the field?’


‘I hadn’t thought it would be my decision,’ said Roger. ‘But fieldwork, definitely. I believe I can work effectively on real-space worlds for extended periods of time.’


Stating the obvious.


‘Cut and thrust among the boardrooms of commerce,’ said Deutsch. ‘Is that the milieu you’re aiming for?’


It was where Dad had spent much of his time on Fulgor, after all.


‘I’ll go where I’m needed.’ Roger would rather fight the darkness, but how could a single person without resources do that? What would it even entail? Bombing the hellworld of Fulgor, if any dared approach that close? Wasting his entire life searching the other worlds for that bitch Helsen? ‘I’m not old enough to be taken seriously in those circles. But later, when I have the experience, I can do it.’


He concluded by using the parasubjunctive definite future tense, simultaneously subtle and emphatic in a way no real space language could emulate. And there was something else, an element of faith involved in submitting oneself to Tangleknot: they would not, could not, tell him about the work they intended he should do on graduating. His words implied awareness of the paradox.


‘So you’re ready for hard work and pain?’ said Palmer.


‘I am.’


‘Then welcome to Tangleknot.’


Reality swirled, taking him to the heart of the academy, to the harsh magnificence that was Tangleknot Core: barracks and many-dimensioned landscapes and simulation halls where the threats were real enough that it was possible to die, and sometimes people did. It was a place of dog-eat-dog rivalry and also blood-brothers-until-death camaraderie; a torturous hell which could be the culmination of a driven per son’s dreams; where a strong student might, with sufficient drive, become more powerful than even the most imaginative neophyte thought possible.


A place where the price of success was everything.











FOUR


EARTH, 778 AD


The people in the village were targets, nothing else. The raid itself, however, was more than a day in the life of a reaver band: it was Fenrisulfr’s first test as battle chief. The prior training, led by him, had been subtle: drilling the fighters in slipping techniques as well as sprinting onslaughts, using individual combat as a metaphor for manoeuvring the entire band. They had taken to it only because of Fenrisulfr’s own ferocity, and the berserkergangr lying just beneath the surface of his every movement, every twitch.


They were no strangers to warrior madness, his reavers; but they had known no one who could enter and leave that raging state as a matter of conscious will. It was why they approached him always with respect and care, knowing that only his war-hound, the ever-faithful Brandr, was allowed close without qualification.


And so, the village.


Understand them as humans, so you know their weaknesses; and as they are distracted by the everyday concerns of work, acknowledge they are simply things with vulnerabilities and openings you have identified, because now is the time to act, so form the wolf’s-head hand shape and make the cutting gesture – now! – as you pull your weapons free of the ragged cloak that hid them because this is it, the battle and frightening confusion, the stink and the rage, the slippery greyish guts sliding out of meat – there – the slickness and stickiness of blood, warm as it coats your skin, alters the way you grip your sword-hilt, as if that mattered when all around is chaos and red rage as your vision narrows, and the screams are distant whispers because that is what happens in battle – the howling world grows quiet – and the scheming part of you approves of the vanguard – run, my fighters – of the berserker fighters sprinting uphill, uncaring of the difficulty, using the effort to push their bodies further into warrior insanity; while the others take down the fighting villagers like two wedges inserted from the sides before all tactics are forgotten because you are in the midst of it yourself and there is only room for this:


The rage.


For Eira.


They took her, it took her, the deadly Norns or the Middle World itself, and this is your response: to kill them all.


And you’re deep among them now, whirling and lunging, your victims’ limbs and torsos slippery with the fluids of war, with blood and sweat and worse, but your hands are raging claws so you grab and twist, smash a hilt into that face, slam an elbow down – got it – to the back of a neck, tear them off balance by the nose and eyes, knee into liver, and a warhammer is yours for the grabbing and three skulls – four – are crushed beneath your blows before the weight of numbers tangles you up so you drive the handle into a larynx, use hooked thumbs to rip outwards from an enemy’s nose – lovely – taking both eyes, then elbows and teeth are your weapons in a maelstrom of moving weight – hit me harder – of impact – harder, you weaklings – where vision counts for little and feeling is everything while the spirit drives the fight because you will never, ever give up until they’re—


Breaking free, breathing hard.


—dead, because you’ve done it: see that, the slumped pile behind you, tangled corpses and the flailing of the dying; and their squeals grow louder as hearing returns because you are sloughing off berserkergangr as if it were a handy cloak to be donned and shed at will. Your own warriors are staring because they have seen the wolf and it is you.


Yes!


These are your reavers, these haters and lovers of the blade, and you snarl with salt blood in your mouth, because this is victory that burns, howling, inside you.


YES!


Now they will follow you for sure.


Across the sea, on an island linked by a causeway to the greater land, a different form of agony falls upon the pain-filled, one-eyed man called Stígr where he thrashes on a wooden cot, contained in a coating of sweat, scarcely aware of the tightness of bandages or the poultice-stink. Neither his wounds nor his memories of evil – of all the filth the darkness has caused him to perform since his limb-tearing crucifixion and the rape of his soul – torture him the most. Something far worse is hurting him now.


It is the gentleness of the monks’ hands as they tend to him, and the peacefulness of their spirits, that make him weep and groan.











FIVE


MU-SPACE, 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


It calmed every Pilot, this golden void of mu-space, or so the theory went. But Piet Gunnarsson, his mood matched by that of his ship, was restless in what should have been a sleep period, drifting near a crimson nebula whose thousand subtle hues were worthy of meditation and artistic awe in their own right. He had screwed up twice in a matter of subjective weeks, and it haunted him.


Most recently, as part of the squadron keeping distant watch on Fulgor, he had allowed a ship to slip past because it was heading towards the hellworld, not launching from it, and because its Pilot was Admiral Schenck. Call it respect for authority, from someone trying to make amends. Except, except. . .


It turned out that, if Piet had obeyed protocol and signalled his fellow Pilots to check the situation, instead of just accepting the admiral’s genuine credentials, he would have found that Schenck was a creature of corruption – whose exact relationship to the Anomaly enveloping Fulgor was not clear to Piet – and capturing him would have been a triumph.


Several tendays before that, through simple self-absorption in his own troubles, Piet had ignored a distant fleet of Pilot vessels heading for Fulgor, thereby missing the opportunity to help rescue some of those poor people now merged into the Anomaly.


Two personal failures later, and here he was, still tasked with keeping a distant eye on Fulgor, remaining in position when the rest of the watch-squadron besides Alice, currently in command in realspace, had flown home to Labyrinth, and a fresh squadron – two wings, each fourteen strong – took their place. At any time, half were in realspace on watch, and half were in mu-space, as Piet was now, theoretically resting.


The other ships and Pilots appeared to have no difficulty with the concept, as they drifted here, quiescent. But Piet’s thoughts roiled, imagining Alice – why exactly had she stayed? – and the others on watch in realspace, some hundred kilometres from the surface of the hellworld: far enough away to prevent the Anomaly from reaching through the realspace hyperdimensions to absorb them, or so the Admiralty analysts believed.


The watchers’ brief was to destroy any small craft that lifted from the surface, or flee before a larger fleet, because no one knew how long the global mind would remain satisfied with living on a single planetary surface. Perhaps it would take a thousand or a million years for the urge to spread to manifest; or perhaps it was already preparing to launch.


**Anyone else picking up movement?**


The signal was from Jakob, on the other side of the nebula.


**Not me.**


Movement in mu-space? There was no reason for anyone else to be here.


**Me neither.**


Negative replies came from everyone but Piet, who was immersing himself in long-range sensitivity, listening, at one with his beautiful ship as he-and-she cranked up maximum gain, alert for the tiniest pulse of mu-space energies that had no realspace names; and after a moment they found something.


This is it.


With luck this could be salvation, a resurrection of pride, and – dare he think it? – perhaps a reason for Alice to take an interest in him the way he hoped.


Even as Piet-and-ship flew towards the disturbance, the nature of the approaching craft remained questionable, right up to the moment it came within viewing distance (via the tunnelling of impacted fractal-vector quasi-bosons through the ship’s protective membrane, no photons involved). Then it was too late to call the others, because ship-and-Piet had insufficiently accurate bearings, in this choppy region, to send tightbeam signals.


We have to do something.


Ship-and-Piet could blast out a wider broadcast, but the approaching ship would sense the transmission, just as clearly as Piet’s fellow Pilots would. If they remained quiescent, however, the newcomer might draw close without realising anyone was here.


Because this was a Zajinet vessel, no Pilot ship, and the aliens’ major weapon systems appeared to be powered down – but that was no guarantee because some energies could be loosed with almost no warning. The one certain way to destroy the bastards was before they saw you.


Then a signal from Jakob sounded loud.


**What is your purpose, Zajinets? Know that the realspace-tan-gential planet is maximally dangerous.**


So Jakob was trying to warn them about Fulgor. All very well, if you assumed the Zajinets were not on the Anomaly’s side; but after four centuries of contact, was there a single Pilot or ordinary human who could claim to truly understand even the simplest Zajinet communication? Never mind their hidden motives and political manoeuvring.


<<Cold black is yes.>>


<<Safe is not here or there.>>


<<Black cold a bad awakening.>>


<<Brace for reception.>>


With no change in trajectory, the Zajinet vessel continued to draw near. Piet-and-ship remained the closest among the Pilot squadron, which meant they would be first to die; and how else could you analyse the situation?


**Stay back.**


That was Jakob’s command, having no effect on the approaching ship. The follow-up was to his fellow Pilots:


**Make ready but do not power up your resonator cavities.**


Piet and ship had already followed the first part of that command, hearing but not processing the second, because – look! – something was happening, and this was it – now – the moment for proving courage.


<<Cannot.>>


<<Receive/refuse not.>>


<<Your kind is reason.>>


<<Refuse not.>>


The smooth Zajinet hull was cracking open, and no one but Piet-and-ship had noticed.


It’s firing!


I see it, my love.


Piet-and-ship kicked hard into a swooping geodesic that led closer to the Zajinet ship and the risk was huge—


**Hold back. Gunnarsson, hold back!**


—with some kind of defensive sparkling around the target’s hull as something launched but whatever was about to happen the rest of the squadron had to live – Alice, if only – and ship-and-Piet filled with massive build-up, acceleration bringing the enemy closer, close enough to be sure – aim now – and then there was a mental shout of triumph and release – yes! – as resonator cavities let loose and energy burst out in one massive pulse with Piet-and-ship arcing side-ways and hoping for escape while not betting on it since the point was the Zajinets must die and here came the explosion now.


Like a many-dimensioned snowflake formed of fire.


Beautiful flames, denoting death.


We did it, my love.


Yes, we did.


More vessels came out of nowhere, shimmering into existence, and for a moment Piet-and-ship panicked; but it was Alice and the Pilots she commanded, come in response presumably to a cross-continuum signal blasted through by Jakob or one of the others.


**What the bloody hell?**


A long dark tube, glistening like a beetle’s carapace, was skimming through golden space towards Alice’s ship. Piet felt terrified, enough to twitch right out of conjunction trance, just for a moment. He sent a desperate signal:


**It’s a Zajinet torpedo!**


Alice, in danger. He had killed the vessel but failed to stop the—


**Piet, stay back.**


Ship-and-Piet, reintegrating, slowed to take a long, curving glide around the cloud of glowing debris, all that remained of the Zajinet vessel – we got them! – while desperately trying to scan the tube like object that Alice was snagging, controlling, bringing alongside her ship.


**Oh, Piet, you fool. You bloody stupid fool.**


**Alice! What are you doing?**


It was slipping through her hull’s event membrane – allowed inside! – through a dilated opening into a cargo bay, then hidden as everything closed up once more. Had Alice really just taken an alien bomb on board her ship?


Shining light accompanied her disappearance, as she transited back to realspace.


What’s going on?


I don’t know.


After a moment to prepare, ship-and-Piet did likewise, following Alice’s insertion angle.


Black space and silver stars surrounded them.


Alice broadcast a realtime image of her cargo bay’s interior, as ship’s bulkheads extruded tendrils with fractal branching fingers to explore the torpedo-like object’s hull. It did not take the tendrils long to crack the thing open, because that was what the tube was intended to do: split itself apart in order to deliver the contents.


Oh, no.


Which were not a detonating weapon, not at all.


Another screw-up.


Revealed was a dark-clothed man in a foetal position: a man who began to tremble and shiver, eyelids flickering. Within a minute, he was mostly awake.


‘H hello?’ he said in Spanalian.


‘You’re safe.’ Alice appeared on the edge of the holo image, having left her control cabin to enter the cargo bay. ‘You’re safe, my friend.’


‘Yes. Saved. Me.’


‘Who saved you? And who are you?’


‘T-Tannier. Peacekeeper. Molsin.’


A survivor of the catastrophic fighting among Molsin’s sky-cities! That was incredible. But how could the man be inside a—?


‘Zajinets. S-saved me.’


Piet Gunnarsson felt his personal universe collapse.











SIX


THE WORLD, 5570 AD


The desert excavation was huge, lit primarily by the silvery light of Magnus which, like the other two visible moons, was almost full. Only Magnus showed, as it always did, black filigree across its shining disc. Here, it was cool enough to work comfortably from a while before midnight until pre-dawn; but the teams were dedicated and the shifts were long, often starting when the night air retained its warm edge.


From time to time, Seeker had wondered about Starij and Kolarin, whether their leadership style was too harsh; but when he checked, no trace of disgruntled flux leaked from the working men and women. All two hundred were volunteers, everyone’s skin showing as polished silver, a sign of health and tranquillity, not to mention excitement about their goal.


What lay beneath the heavy, compacted sands was a trove of Ideas whose trapped flux tantalised him even during the day while he slept, enthralling him in dreams as well as wake-fulness. But this was not just whorls of flux, fragments of knowledge floating on the winds – these Ideas were trapped within a buried, ancient vessel capable of flying across the voids of space, out among the moons and stars; and that vessel’s existence was a startling concept in its own right.


This night, Seeker had arisen early, and remembered staring at his hand for a disconcerting moment in the moonlight as he woke, seeing only living crystal before the tag-end of his daymare faded. By the time he sat down to breakfast, algal flakes and sweet pear milk as usual here in camp, all dreams were forgotten.




Now, as he watched the excavating teams at work – at the moment, they required no Seeker’s guidance – he sensed an approaching female presence before she rounded a sandstone pillar and walked into view, pulling down the hood that had covered her head. Not one of the volunteers, then, for Seeker knew them all.


**The work proceeds well, Seeker?**


He did not know her, but a Seeker always dealt politely with strangers.


**It seems that way. Does the project interest you?**


It was a long trek from the nearest cavern town. Although supply caravans were a regular feature these nights, pure visitors to the project were rare. Not everyone shared a Seeker’s need to pull Ideas into mind, to knit Ideas into Themes, to revel in knowledge.


**You don’t recognise me, do you, Harij?**


Seeker had no good way to respond to that.


**What do you mean?**


**We were in Mistress Ahn’s class together. Or is that gone too?**


For a frowning moment, it seemed Seeker might pull back something from the past, some trace remanence encoding a memory; then it slipped from him, was lost.


**I’m sorry.**


**Ah, Harij . . . I’m Zirkana.**


Reflected moonlight flowed upon her flawless polished skin. She smiled, and Seeker could not help smiling back.


**You never really noticed me back then, Harij. Do you mind if . . . If I call you that? At least when others are not around.**


The question shimmered with implications that Seeker did not want to examine too closely.


**You can call me that, yes. Would you like to look around the project?**


**And to find a place on it. A way to help.**


Perhaps her inner excitement, resonating to make him feel the same, was half-driven by the hunger for new Ideas; but there was more to it than that, undeniably, as mutual induction caused Seeker’s and Zirkana’s flux to mirror each other, no longer strangers, despite having just met.


**This way.**


As they walked, he held out his hand, and she took it, silver in silver; and they continued on, rendered by moonlight into a single shining form.


On the ninth night after Zirkana’s arrival, Kolarin’s team dug through to the long-buried hull: a huge success following sustained effort. In the meantime, Zirkana had found a job with the project manager, Starij, helping him with his massive workload. During the days she slept in the single women’s cavern: like the other shelters, something of a trudge from the excavation site, but protected.


At night, before and after work, Seeker kept her company.


**You always dreamed of Seeking, Harij. And now you do.**


Her private cast possessed a melancholy tinge, but how could he regret forgotten desires? Especially when they were nevertheless fulfilled in present reality.


And then, the breakthrough.


**Everyone back!**


The warning cast, ferociously strong, came from Kolarin at the central dig: flux whirling through the air in response to collapsing ferrimagnetic sand, but instead of disaster, it brought the final uncovering of the hull, previously revealed trowel-stroke by careful trowel-stroke.


That ancient hull was a dull grey-green, marked with paler excrement-like streaks. Once, many generations ago, it had shone a lustrous dark green with glistening white bands, sailing the heaven void; now it was a relic, its crew long dead, but perhaps their Ideas might still be unearthed.


Stolid Starij and lean Kolarin grinned and clapped each other’s shoulders. The volunteer diggers were smiling and laughing, while trying not to cause too much disturbance, because this remained a fragile dig.


Triumph, right enough.




**It’s there. It’s really there.**


Zirkana and Seeker embraced each other, glad of the public excuse.


Overhead, the black-webbed disc of Magnus shone down upon metal that had known only darkness and extinction for so very long: longer than anyone here could calculate.


And yet, and yet . . .


Every lifeless desert, given unexpected moisture, is capable of blossoming almost in an instant, as if ancient life can always find a way to remain dormant in shelter, waiting indefinitely for the environment to alter, at which point everything will change.


The next night, another Seeker joined them. This was the man whom Seeker-once-Harij had saved from alien corruption. Seeker-once-captive had been trapped by invaders, the crew from another spacegoing ship, destroyed in a vortex storm. They had been of two varieties, those demons: some looking very human, yet lacking silver skins – their softness repulsive – while others were metallic and winged, but refusing to venture far out of their ship, as if the world’s air were toxic to them.


Most abominably, the creatures were conjoined as single mentality. A blue glow had accompanied their absorption of Seeker-once-captive; but when the flux-storm fell, Seeker-once-Harij harnessed its energy, desperately retaining inductive control, severing the captors’ link. At the time, as the two Seekers crawled away beneath the storm, they scarcely perceived the captor-demons’ fear and shock; but later, it seemed obvious that no one had ever before freed a trapped individual from their collective, composite self.


Their ship, already damaged, had crashed and exploded when trying to take off inside the storm. Such wreckage as remained was unapproachable, permeated with wild flux likely to wipe minds, much as had been done in the past to Seeker-once-Harij, erasing his former identity: this he under stood without remembering.


Now, the two Seekers clasped forearms in greeting. Then Seeker-once-Harij introduced Zirkana to Seeker-once-captive, who responded:


**You resonate well together, you and this hero who rescued me.**


Zirkana smiled, while Seeker-once-Harij grew mottled with embarrassment.


Kolarin came up, greeting Seeker-once-captive, who had visited before. Together, the four of them went to examine the unearthed section of ancient hull. Everyone kept their flux resonance tightly controlled, because the Ideas trapped deep inside the vessel might be fragile, prone to easy collapse.


Truly, it seemed impossible that so much remained intact. The ancients had possessed incredible engineering capability.


Now, someone spun the tocsin-coil to announce the end of shift. Time to get under shelter before the dawn. Back inside the main communal cavern, they sat together at one of the long tables, drinking mycomilk and discussing the unknown mysteries trapped within the ancients’ ship.


Two nights earlier, at just such a time, Kolarin had reminisced about his dead wife Ilara; later, Zirkana had disturbed Seeker-once-Harij by asking whether he remembered his own Ilara, his sister. Of course he could not; he did not understand how Zirkana would ask such a question. But then they had embraced, and the past ceased to matter.


Now Seeker-once-captive shared a free-floating partial Idea he had captured nearby:


** . . . flowmetal arrays governed by quantum resonance effects induced by successive ‘sequential observation’ manipulation by programmed smartatoms. Addressed femtatomic eigenvalue storage with cross-qutrit resonant entanglement is fashioned into memory and logic gates. Furthermore, any correctly aligned induction, any signal at all, can be used during emergency bootstrap procedures, since it is modality more than content that verifies the signal’s provenance.**


Zirkana thought it was too complicated to understand without some kind of context. But Seeker-once-Harij touched her shoulder – love-hysteresis swept through them both – and gave his suggestion.


**It’s an echo of something inside the old ship. Don’t you sense the flavour?**


All four looked at each other, then Kolarin cast:


**Perhaps it defines an emergency procedure. Something that works without exact wording, for use by panicking passengers.**


The Idea talked about modality being more important than content. But if it referred to a ship’s operation—


Seeker-once-Harij swallowed, scarcely believing his own hopeful thought.


**Something like opening a door?**


Could the ancient vessel really be intact with regard to more than superstructure? Might it even respond to flux commands?


Zirkana took hold of his hand.


**The sun is nearly up.**


**But if we hurry . . .**


It was dangerous, but none of them could hide their emotional intent. Just a quick look, to see if they might generate a response. Very quick, and then they could hurry back to shelter without getting burnt.


**Come on, then.**


Wrapped up and hooded, the four scurried back to the dig site, Seeker-once-Harij holding hands with Zirkana, while Kolarin and Seeker-once-captive forged ahead. Then, at the exposed hull, the two Seekers went forward together, knelt down, and placed their palms and foreheads against the metal.


**There is something. Not a door mechanism, but . . .**


**Yes, deep inside. I’ve got it.**


Together, they caught a tumbling fragment of an Idea and hauled it out through the hull, allowing it to float between them:


** . . . labelled Minissimus, Minor, Magnus – our destination which we will not reach – along with Major and Maximus. That last is the only logical site for crash-landing given the state of our . . .**


It was a shard, a tiny piece, but of such clarity!


**The World. By Maximus it means the World.**


That was Zirkana.


**Yes, you’re right.**


But her silver skin was darkening, because the sun was almost up.


**We need to get into shelter.**


**And quickly.**


They rushed back towards the caverns, Seeker-once-Harij and Zirkana supporting each other, because the person you loved was and always would be precious, more precious by far than any ancient find, however culturally significant it might turn out to be.


Even a Seeker knew that life is defined by more than Ideas.











SEVEN


LABYRINTH, 2603 AD (REALSPACE-EQUIVALENT)


Rhianna would not hug Roger in case he misunderstood, but she was proud that he was now enrolled officially (though secretly) in Tangleknot. Her own days at the academy were strong in her memory, and always would be: the pain as much as elation; the endless training and striving; stoicism always, the Aeternal term derived from shūgyo, implying austere discipline, unflinching and with total focused effort.


They said farewell in a turquoise and silver hall used to impress security cleared visitors without exposing them to the harsh realities of Tangleknot Core.


‘I don’t know how often we’ll get breaks,’ said Roger, ‘or be allowed to exit the place.’


‘Less than you’d like.’


‘Probably, but it’s where I want to be. And will you even be in Labyrinth?’


He was a trainee asking an established intelligence officer about the next step in her career; but they had survived Molsin together, and that made a difference.


‘I’m full time inside Admiralty premises for now. Short-term tasks to occupy me while I work out what to do next.’ And because this was Roger, her only protégé: ‘I’m meeting Max today.’


‘The Commodore? That’s impressive.’


Not many officers dealt directly with the director of the service. Even a neophyte knew that.


‘Not really,’ she said. ‘Look, I’m not going to wish you luck, because you’ll be great.’




‘If I am, it’s thanks to you.’


Roger had toughened up – more than that, had been transformed – but right now his emotions were open, on display. Reversing her previous decision, Rhianna hugged him hard.


‘I’m proud of you,’ she whispered.


Then she stepped back, summoning a rotation.


Roger nodded.


Everything revolved around a host of axes, and as Tangleknot and Roger disappeared from sight, Rhianna wondered for a moment whether she would ever see him again, because meetings with Uncle Max had a way of changing one’s life, not always in expected ways.


You’ll do fine, Pilot Blackstone.


They were senpai and kohai, he and her, as much as sensei and deshi, a bond inexplicable to one who had not experienced mentoring through harshness for mortal stakes. In teaching him, she had learnt much about herself; more importantly, she had bequeathed all she knew to someone worthy, someone who would fight for Labyrinth just as she would, willing to sacrifice the same.


Meaning everything.


She had not met Clayton before, but Roger had mentioned him during the long hypnosis session back on Molsin when she had uncovered all his memories, including the ones that he accessed only in dreams of the far future, the most disturbing of all. Other enquiries since returning to Labyrinth had unearthed only good reports about Clayton.


He was waiting, a large bearish man, in the director’s ante chamber. They shook hands as he introduced himself.


‘The Commodore wondered if you knew this guy.’ Clayton gestured a holo into existence. ‘This was taken yesterday, mean geodesic.’


It was a head-and-shoulders shot of a scar-faced, hard-looking man.




‘So he survived.’ Rhianna nodded, still looking at the image. ‘His name’s Tannier, and he’s a peacekeeper – was – on Barbour. That’s a Molsin sky-city. If you’ve access to Roger Blackstone’s debriefing—’


‘I was there when he delivered it.’


‘Then you’ll know Tannier’s the man who helped him. And that’s definitely Tannier in the holo. But how did he get away?’


When the sky-cities perished, she meant. Then she remembered their confrontation with Helsen and her assistant Ranulph, dead at Roger’s hands.


‘I’m guessing it was the Zajinets,’ she added. ‘Returning the favour, after Helsen tried to get at them, and Tannier, Roger and I stopped her.’


Clayton looked as if he were trying not to bite his lip.


‘Thanks for the confirmation,’ he said.


‘You don’t sound happy about—’


A ginger cat with white patches walked out of the wall from the direction of Max’s office, stopped, and turned to look at them with unblinking obsidian eyes. Then he continued on, walked inside the opposite wall, and was gone.


Clayton sighed.


‘Don’t ask,’ he said.


When they entered Max’s office, there was a cream-coloured cat, too elegant to be male, sitting on Max’s lap. She flowed onto the floor, turned in circles like a kitten chasing her tail, and fastpath-rotated out of sight. Had any Pilot besides Max attempted the same, here in the heart of his defences, they would have been obliterated.


He stood up with massive arms open wide.


‘Rhianna. My favourite niece.’


‘Uncle Max.’


They hugged strongly and kissed each other on the cheek, while Clayton stood with his mouth open, like a man whose heart has stopped.


‘Er,’ he said.




Clearly being assigned to assist the director of the intelligence service meant one surprise after another. Knowing Uncle Max, poor Clayton probably had not learnt the half of it, not yet.


The floor budded flowmetal chairs, and everyone sat.


‘Pilot, um, Chiang,’ said Clayton, ‘confirms Tannier’s identity in the file.’


‘That’s not good.’ Max looked at Rhianna. ‘His survival is good news, but not the circumstances by which he arrived in our hands.’


Together, the three of them went through the logs and reports from the watch-squadron placed on Fulgor surveillance, along with background on one Piet Gunnarsson, who seemed to have a knack for causing disaster, although Rhianna knew that careful, rigorous statistical analysis was always required to distinguish guilt from unlucky coincidence.


And then Max played a segment from Tannier’s debriefing interview, held on board a Pilot’s vessel in realspace, in which Tannier described his confrontation with Helsen, how she dropped through a cracked-open sky-city hull, in what looked like suicide at first, except that a silver-and-scarlet Pilot’s ship had been hovering underneath, waiting to catch her.


‘Schenck,’ said Clayton, at the first mention of the ship’s colours. ‘Bound to be Schenck.’


‘Shit,’ muttered Rhianna. ‘Too bad the bitch got to live.’


They replayed the footage of the Zajinet ship launching a torpedo like tube, which of course contained a comatose Tannier, while Piet Gunnarsson interpreted the action as an attack and launched a strike that destroyed the Zajinets.


‘That’s a more immediate concern.’ Max closed down the holo. ‘If you were a Zajinet in authority, to whatever extent they have such a thing, how would you interpret Gunnarsson’s actions?’


Only one answer came to Rhianna’s mind.




‘I’d call it an act of war.’


As if the Anomaly and Schenck’s renegades were not trouble enough.











EIGHT


EARTH, 2033 AD


Lucas was not sure about the cyberphysics gathering in Denver. Was it the smallest important scientific conference he had ever attended? Or the minor conference with the highest opinion of itself? But Gus had wanted him to be here, and she was his new boss as well as friend.


Back at Imperial, his former colleague Fatima once said that Lucas clearly possessed an innate sense of entitlement. What she meant was, he would walk up to anyone he admired to tell them so – people that others would be scared to approach. Over the years, that had included two Nobel laureates and the Irish prime minister. Lucas disagreed: it was not entitlement, it was other people who were desperate for a celebrity’s approval, even though fame was nonsense.


Whatever the reason, he found it easy to be friends with Augusta ‘Gus’ Calzonni, the rich and often feared scientist-turned-entrepreneuse (as the smarter zines had it) who had discovered mu-space. For some it remained a metaphor – a visualisation to aid understanding of the equations – while others believed she had uncovered something real: the actual ur-continuum, the ultimate context.


‘Consider the universe as a net curtain, if you’ve ever seen such a thing,’ Lucas said in the hotel’s lounge to a handful of attendees, ‘which is what you get if spacetime is quantised at the Planck length and time. Now drape it across a pointy landscape, so miniature mountain peaks insert through some of the holes, giving the curtain the possibility of shape. That’s what context means, in this, er . . . context.’


One of the group – her fluorescing name-badge read Jacqui Khan – stared at him with the deepest, most intelligent gaze he had ever experienced. She was a little overweight and not pretty, but as they abandoned the mu-space discussion, standing up in response to the next talk being announced, as everyone’s qPads chimed in time, Lucas could not take his eyes off her.


Not pretty, but beautiful.


The next speaker was a computer scientist, a grey-haired fellow Brit with a background in cyber-forensics who might have been in his fifties, though he looked so fit it was hard to tell. His name was Gavin Case, and he surprised Lucas by referencing C.P. Snow, whose once-famous 1954 lecture Lucas knew of by chance and expected no one else to have heard of, not these days.


Snow had talked about two cultures, how people educated in the humanities were proud of their ignorance of, say, the second law of thermodynamics, which was the same as a scientist not knowing about Shakespeare. ‘Although he later amended that,’ said Case, ‘to the equivalent of not being able to read.’


There were chuckles from his no-doubt biased audience, as he continued to criticise Britain’s Ministry of Computation for its short-sighted views on commercial quantum crypto – and criminal cryptanalysis – before stepping everybody through mathematical formulations of the latest advances, together with a demo of working software.


Someone asked, when the time for questions came, why Case and his team had not used open source technology; his reply mentioned client requirements, which seemed to satisfy. Lucas wondered if he was the only one to realise what that really meant: this was defence-funded work, with mathematical models – but not the working code – publicised here as part of a deliberate effort to spread anti-criminal techniques to the wider technical world.
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