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			0: PROLOGUE


			0.1: TOM


			The end of civilisation looked like two angry red points. Captain Tom Okano-Lark scowled at them as they sat there in the centre of his ret­inal display, unwelcome and persistent. From the warning tags clustered around them, he knew what they represented – a pair of small gunships racing towards him at about a tenth of the speed of light. Both vessels bristled with cheap tactical weapons showing fire-ready signatures.


			It wasn’t the response to his friendly hail he’d hoped for, but after forty-six hours surveying the Tiwanaku System, Tom had all but given up on civilized dialog. Since their arrival and the initial unpleasant surprise, his expectations for the outcome of the mission had darkened steadily, along with his mood.


			The settlement on the planet in front of him shouldn’t have existed. The fact that it did was going to make a lot of people very upset for one simple reason: it represented the end of thirty years of interstellar peace.


			Wendy Kim, the IPS Reynard’s first officer, broke the silence.


			‘Four minutes to engagement radius, sir. Do you want to deploy gravity shields?’


			Wendy ran the Reynard’s blunt-sensor ops. Nobody had a more detailed or more disconcerting view of the approaching ships than she did. She lay prone on the crash couch opposite Tom’s on the other side of the Reynard’s tiny central cabin while the other four crew members lay in the bunks stacked below them. None of them dared speak a word.


			‘Not yet,’ said Tom. ‘We have to play this exactly by the book other­wise they’ll string us up the moment we get home.’


			He hated risking his crew but the face-off had to be done right, which meant waiting and pretending the approach wasn’t threatening until after a legally unambiguous dialogue had taken place. The moment news of what they’d found got back to Mars, the finger-pointing would start. Shooting would follow.


			Until Tiwanaku, unregistered squatter settlements – otherwise known as Flag Drops – had always sprung up near well-established colonies, so they could leech off the existing infrastructure and avoid the legal hassles that came with registering a new planet. IPSO law was remarkably forgiving when it came to protecting the inhabitants of an established world, no matter how they had got there. Frontier-jumping, on the other hand, was verboten. The fact that one of Earth’s sects had now established a colony on an independent world without telling anyone implied they were finally ready to forgo the law altogether.


			Tom hated how unfair that felt. He’d spent his career in the service of the Fleet, struggling to uphold the delicate balance of power between Earth and the Old Colonies. He’d spent far more of that time protecting Earthers than he had Colonials. Now Earth had gone and ruined it all. And for what? Money, as usual.


			Had it been a simple scouting run, Tom would have turned back immediately and headed straight for New Panama, home to the Fleet’s Far Frontier HQ. But the Reynard was escorting families. A modified nestship ark, the IPS Horton, trailed behind them crammed with a thousand coma-stored colonists. And it had just dropped warp about 20 AU out, which meant his time for lying low had ended. Fecund nestships, even human-modified ones, did not arrive quietly. They left a gravity signature like a brick thrown at a pond.


			‘Sorry to put you all through this,’ Tom told the others. ‘Stay glued to your displays and wait for my word.’ He knew his crew considered him a stubborn perfectionist. This time, though, they’d just have to humour him. The stakes were simply too high.


			As the gunships raced towards them, he tried to get himself into a calm and diplomatic frame of mind. After all, who could blame the Flags for wanting to move here? Tiwanaku Four was a superb planet sitting square in the habitable zone, swathed in salmon-coloured dunes, with a decent level of atmospheric nitrogen and fat, healthy ice caps: a classic Mars Plus. It loomed in his display like a ripe peach. Not to mention the masses of Fecund artefacts drifting in the outer system, the signs of surface ruins on the planet itself, or the traces of non-terrestrial organic activity in the atmosphere.


			Fecund ruins meant money. For decades now, mining the remains of that long-dead race for technological marvels had driven humanity’s economy. Treated properly, Tiwanaku could become a thriving research centre and home for millions of Earth’s struggling poor. But onto this gem of a world the Flags had dumped a clump of rickety habitat modules and a couple of thousand people, along with a cheap off-the-shelf industrial base that looked barely usable. Three orbital habitats hovered in geostationary orbit housing at least as many more settlers.


			Given how much Earthers hated orbitals, that really said something. Whatever sect ran this place had clearly been shuttling people out here faster than they could put homes on the surface. And all this in the nine months since the last survey pass, when the planet had been registered as ‘colony pending’. The Horton’s passengers were going to be seriously peeved. Presuming they didn’t all die first, of course.


			‘Their orbital suntap stations are targeting,’ said Wendy. He could hear the strain in her voice. ‘Even at this distance they might be able to nail us.’


			Just the fact that they had suntap weapons here was insane. As far as Tom knew, nobody had been stupid enough to actually fire up a suntap weapon since the Interstellar War. Maintaining half a dozen suntap platforms and two orbital drone-stations for such a tiny colony was like protecting a family-size hab-tent with a squad of titan mechs. The settlers had obviously expected trouble. They’d practically courted it.


			Thank Gal they hadn’t noticed the Reynard’s arrival until now, otherwise Tom knew he’d already have a disaster on his hands. Most of the time, he cursed the fact that scouts were little bigger than soft-combat ships. This time, it had probably saved his life.


			‘Sir,’ said Faisal Koi from the bunk beneath him. Faisal ran the fine sensors – the Reynard’s most delicate and specialised scanning equipment. ‘We’ve got audio from the incoming.’


			‘Let’s hear it,’ said Tom. Close enough to talk meant close enough to kill. He couldn’t stall any longer.


			‘IPSO vessel, this is the captain of the war-shuttle Sacred Truth,’ said the voice over the comm. ‘You are in violation of our territory.’


			The speaker sounded about fifteen. He had a heavy Earth accent, though Tom couldn’t have guessed from which part. It didn’t make much difference these days.


			‘You are instructed to leave this system immediately,’ said the Flag. ‘Failure to comply will be interpreted as threatening action.’ It sounded like he was reading from a prompt screen.


			Tom replied on the same channel. ‘Whose territory is that, may I ask?’


			‘That not your business,’ snapped the Flag.


			‘This is the IPS Reynard,’ said Tom carefully. ‘We are representatives of the Interstellar Pact Security Organisation here in a peaceful escort capacity for the colony ark IPS Horton. We intend no violence. We are, however, legally obliged to give you notice that your settlement is unregistered and therefore illegal. We also note that: A, you are occupying an unexplored alien ruin site in contravention of Social Safety Ordinances; B, you are inhabiting a foreign biome without a licence; and C, you are using suntap technology at an unlisted star. All this will have to be reported. We strongly recommend that you power down your weapons and declare your funding body immediately. If you comply, you will not be held responsible for this settlement’s existence.’


			He didn’t expect a reasonable answer but had to try. Flags seldom understood the game they were caught up in. They were suckers a long way from home who believed they’d won a future among the stars. Meanwhile, the real bad guys made a fortune off them. A peaceful outcome would help everybody. Even so, Tom’s finger hovered over the button for the gravity shields.


			The reply came fast. The optical lag on comms had dropped to a matter of seconds.


			‘This an independent human settlement!’ the Flag shouted. ‘We don’t recognise your IPSO and don’t want your colony ark. If you don’t charge engines in two minute, we open fire.’


			Tom glanced at Wendy. Two days of stress had drawn lines on her usually serene oval face. Her dark eyebrows sat knitted together into a single, intense line.


			He muted the channel. ‘Can you believe this?’ he said.


			‘I think they’ll do it, sir. These Flags are set up for a fight – they’ve been waiting for this.’


			‘Send a warning to the Horton,’ said Tom. ‘Tell Sundeep to keep his engines warm and plot a course back to sanity.’


			He flicked the channel back open. ‘Sacred Truth, please be reasonable. Consider the consequences of this course of action. We’re not here to make trouble. If you force us to leave at gunpoint, we’ll have to return with a frigate and evacuate all of you.’


			Not to mention that the breakdown of IPSO authority would likely kick off a bloody scramble for control of the remaining Fecund stars and the alien riches they sheltered. They weren’t supposed to acknowledge that fact in negotiations, even if everyone knew it.


			‘Your words mean nothing, Fleetie!’ yelled the voice over the comm. It trembled with rage. The video remained blank. ‘We know you here to kill us but we defend our home to the last man. Go now and spare yourself a fight. No more talk. I mean it!’


			Tom couldn’t remember hearing a man sound so scared. Yet they were the ones pointing all the guns. He’d been told that Flags received a lot of political conditioning but someone had wound this guy up to breaking point.


			‘Sacred Truth, we acknowledge your request. As a sign of peaceful intentions, we will remove to a safe distance.’


			‘You will leave!’ the Flag screamed.


			‘Okay, Sacred Truth, we’re heading out. Please do not open fire. I am legally required to give you the opportunity to make a statement of claim before disciplinary action becomes unavoidable. If you want to keep any rights over the world you’ve settled …’


			He let the sentence hang as he fired up the engines.


			‘Jawid, buffers to full strength. And quickly, please – we’re leaving.’


			‘On it,’ said his roboteer. ‘Casimir-buffers sizzling in five.’


			‘Brace for thrust, everyone.’


			Throughout the four-kilometre-wide sphere of the Reynard’s mesohull, robots raced to their action stations. Around the tiny central refuge of the ship’s habitat core, a dozen huge rad-shielding machines hummed into life, swaddling the cabin with a protective foam of pseudo-vacuum bubbles.


			Their timing made all the difference. Two seconds after the Reynard’s shields saturated, a radiation wave slammed into the buffers just beyond the cabin walls. Red warning icons splattered across Tom’s display like blood spots as warning clangs filled the air.


			Tom blinked in confusion. ‘Jawid, what was that?’


			‘Buffers at forty per cent, sir! Compensating.’


			‘We’ve lost fine sensor function,’ said Faisal. ‘Looks like g-rays. They fried the primary bank. Compensating with secondaries.’


			Tom flicked the comms-link back on and set it to broadcast. ‘Unregistered colony, I said do not open fire! We are prepping to depart.’


			Silence filled the channel.


			‘I don’t think it was them, sir,’ said Wendy nervously. ‘I’m picking up damage signs from their ships, too – that blast fried them worse than it did us.’


			Tom selected one of the cameras that still worked and zoomed in for a closer look. Sure enough, both gunships had started drifting. One showed a rebooting engine. The other showed no activity at all.


			His brow furrowed. ‘Then who nuked us?’


			‘Scanning now,’ said Wendy. ‘Pinpointing the origin of the blast.’ She paused, holding her breath.


			Tom glanced across and saw her frowning into her data.


			‘Sir, I think you should take a look at this.’ She posted a view to his display.


			On the other side of the system, about ten AU from Tiwanaku’s star, a cloud of something twinkled. Whatever it was, at that range it must have fired its blast more than an hour earlier, and with prescient accuracy. Either that or the wave had been broadcast to scour the entire system.


			‘Those bursts look a lot like tiny warp flashes,’ said Wendy. ‘And I’m seeing visible growth in the cloud radius.’


			In other words, it was headed their way. They could have company any minute.


			Tom checked the Horton’s position. Compensating for light-lag, it was still more than half an hour from the blast-wave.


			‘Jawid, prep a message drone,’ he said quickly. ‘Overcook its engines and send it to the Horton. If we can give Sundeep even a minute’s warning on that radiation, it’ll be worth it.’


			‘On it.’


			‘Wendy, Faisal – I want to know what that cloud is.’


			‘Whoever they are, they’re sending video on tight-beam,’ said Faisal. ‘We’re getting it and so is the colony.’


			‘Patch it through.’


			In the video window that opened before him, Tom saw a grainy picture of a young man lying on a concrete floor. As he squirmed backwards away from the camera with panic in his eyes, he raised a desperate hand as if to ward off a blow, then nothing. The video reset and started again. Played over the top of it was a track of warbling, poor-quality audio – the sort you might hear from a broken vending machine.


			‘Trespass detected,’ the audio cheerfully informed them. ‘Punishment cycle initiated. Damage imminent.’


			The message looped over and over in the same flat, chirpy tones.


			Tom’s skin prickled. Their situation suddenly felt sinister. First a colony that wasn’t supposed to exist, and now this? It almost smacked of some kind of prank. But pranks didn’t usually start with a near-fatal radiation blast.


			‘Hold on, everybody. I’m putting some distance between us and whatever that is.’


			Tom pointed his ship back towards the Horton and fired the engines. The thud of warp kicked them into their crash couches. The slow, steady rhythm of gravity bursts picked up tempo, but not nearly fast enough. While the illegal colony shrank, the twinkling cloud kept growing. Whatever it was, it had to be closing on the star incredibly fast.


			Tom stared at the cloud anxiously. ‘Any guesses, people? What are we looking at?’


			‘It looks like a munitions burst,’ said Wendy. ‘SAP analysis suggests a classic drone swarm, but it’s way too big for that. I’m seeing warp flashes from more than ten thousand sources and no ship signature behind them. Just empty space.’


			‘So this is a local phenomenon?’ said Tom.


			‘Unclear,’ said Wendy. ‘We saw no signs of anything like this from our early system scan. There’d have to be some kind of base for these things to hide in, and we didn’t find one. No moon, no engine signature, no comms, nothing. They just sort of … appeared.’


			‘Could they have launched from the Fecund ruins?’


			Wendy shook her head. ‘Very unlikely. That cloud came in way above the ecliptic. There’s nothing up there – we looked.’


			‘I’m matching the flashes to known drone profiles,’ said Faisal. ‘They’re weird. They don’t look like anything in the book – the radiation spikes are too short and bright. Whatever they are, we didn’t build them. Sir, do you think this is what made the Flags so paranoid?’


			‘No idea,’ said Tom. ‘Wendy, are those things following us? Are we clear?’


			‘Hard to say. They appear to be focused on the planet. I’m taking a closer look … They’re closing on T-Four now, sir. Orbital insertion in five, four, three …’ Wendy gripped the edge of her bunk. ‘Whoa!’ she shouted.


			‘Share it with us, Ms Kim,’ said Tom sharply. ‘Don’t make us guess.’


			She posted a view to Tom’s display. It was a drone cloud all right. A huge one. The space around the planet had been filled with some kind of warp-enabled munitions and both colony gunships were already balls of slowly blossoming flame. Beams lanced out from the suntap stations, frantically trying to lock on to the blur of targets. Drones exploded everywhere but there were far too many to fight. Tom watched one station after another detonate, bathing the planet below in scorching light.


			‘There are over two thousand people down there,’ he said. ‘Jawid, I want a full record of this event on a secure message drone. Immediate release. Destination: New Panama System, Frontier Fleet HQ.’


			‘On it.’


			‘Keep a channel open to the drone – I want them to see and hear everything. Faisal, do these profiles match any speculated Fecund drive signatures?’


			‘Sir?’ said Faisal. He sounded confused.


			‘I want to know who the Flags pissed off. Is it possible that someone was living here already? Someone the original survey flights missed?’


			‘Sir, the Fecund went extinct ten million years ago.’


			‘I know that,’ Tom snapped. ‘Check anyway. And look back over those scans you did on our approach – is it possible that the out-system ruins actually belonged to someone else?’


			‘N-no, sir. The match was very tight. And no, Fecund warp wasn’t that different from ours, sir. If anything, it was messier. Though if they’d somehow survived for ten million years, who knows what they’d have by now?’


			Tom knew he was clutching at straws. ‘Maybe another human colony that was here before us, then? One with its own weapons tech?’


			Even as he said it, he knew that answer wasn’t right, either. For a start, colonies with weapons this advanced wouldn’t have any trouble with Flags. But still, the threat had to be human, didn’t it? Otherwise how had they sent a message in English, no matter how cryptic?


			‘Give me a matching tight-beam,’ said Tom. ‘I’m going to talk to them.’


			‘Sir!’ said Wendy. ‘I have to point out that we don’t even know if there’s a pilot guiding that swarm. It could be autonomous. If it is, you may trigger target awareness.’


			‘They might not spot us without help, Lieutenant, but they’re sure as shit going to notice the Horton. That ark lights up like a Christmas tree every time it warps. Which means we either assess the threat now or get ready to defend the Horton against whatever those things are.’


			He thumbed the comm. ‘Unidentified drone swarm, this is Captain Tom Okano-Lark of the Interstellar Pact Ship Reynard. We are unaware of the political situation in this system but know that there are civilians on that planet. Please end your assault. If there has been an injustice here, rest assured that the full weight of IPSO law will be applied. We will assist in making whatever amends are necessary. I repeat: please end your assault.’


			He waited for the message to creep at light-speed towards the swarm, his heart in his mouth. Next to him, Wendy shifted uneasily on her bunk. Meanwhile, the message kept repeating.


			‘Trespass detected. Punishment cycle initiated. Damage imminent.’


			‘Sir!’ said Wendy. ‘Some of the drones have changed course. They’re headed this way. I recommend immediate retreat.’ Her tone said what she didn’t need to: told you so.


			Tom spat curses. ‘Hold on, everybody – we’re repositioning to defend the Horton. Wendy, let Sundeep know we’re coming. Engaging combat mode.’


			The Reynard was a small ship, but a tough one. It had been designed for two things: environmental scanning and punching well above its weight when necessary. Changes rippled through the vessel from the tiny cabin kernel right out to the exohull surface kilometres above them.


			Tom’s arms went numb as his simulated replacements came online and his skeletal reinforcements kicked in with a jolt. He felt a sudden flush on his cheeks as the micromesh around his augmented heart started pumping. Elsewhere in the cabin, his crew sank back into their couches as similar machinery buried in their bodies woke up and flexed.


			Tom boosted the engines, throwing as much power at the drive as he could without giving someone a concussion. It was like piloting a road-driller.


			‘Deploy countermeasures,’ he ordered. ‘Disrupters at maximum spread.’


			‘Already on it,’ said Jawid.


			‘We have company,’ Wendy said grimly. ‘Sending you the bearing.’


			The Casimir-buffers snapped like the jaws of dragons.


			‘Shields at twenty per cent, sir,’ said Jawid.


			‘Engaging evasives.’ Tom picked a program at random and fired it. Better to live with broken limbs than not at all.


			The cabin filled with the clamour of alarms.


			‘Faisal, I want g-ray scatter. Lots of it. Don’t spare the juice.’


			‘On it.’


			Tom grimaced as he watched the horrid blur of action outside his ship. The drones jumped around like crickets and were nearly impossible to hit.


			‘Drones headed for the Horton, sir,’ said Wendy. ‘No sign they’ve been able to manoeuvre and they’re not responding to hails. The radiation wave might have hit them.’


			‘Shit,’ said Tom. ‘Diving to intercept.’


			His virtual hands flashed over the keyboard, modifying their tumbling flight onto a course that would head off the threat. He struggled to breathe as gravity pulses hurled him from side to side. Outside, the drones from nowhere flashed ever closer. The growl of the drive became a deafening roar as the ship’s autopilot SAP struggled to compensate.


			‘Deploy everything,’ said Tom, his artificial breath labouring. ‘Jawid, recondition gravity-shield buoys for self-destruct. Release them all. We’re going to buy the Horton as much time as we can.’


			Tom watched the buoys tear away from his hull in dizzying arcs.


			‘Fuck you,’ he told the drone swarm. ‘Leave my colonists alone.’


			Space lit up with a cascade of eye-searing nuclear blasts.


			The closest drones popped and died like soap bubbles but hundreds more raced up to replace them, apparently undeterred. They winked and flashed like a cloud of fairy dust closing around the Reynard.


			It was the last thing Captain Tom Okono-Lark ever saw.


		


	

		

			1: BEGINNINGS


			1.1: MARK


			In a grubby rec room smelling of cabbage and bad coffee, at the top of a New York supertower, Mark Ruiz sprawled in a beanbag chair. A beaker of lukewarm stimmo hung in his limp right hand. His glazed eyes stared emptily into the middle distance. An idle passer-by might have mistaken him for a drug addict or a student taking an unscheduled nap; it had happened before. Mark, however, was a roboteer. He was working late and hating it.


			He barely perceived the rec room. The body his mind currently inhabited hung in the air eighty kilometres away in the form of a struggling Wheeler Systems aerolifter about thirty seconds from being dashed to pieces against the ground. He wrestled with the New Jersey weather, edging the lifter back towards the tower while the air around him screamed and threw itself at the vehicle like an army of crazed angels. The jagged peak of the Princeton Environmental Sampling Station jutted dangerously below, visible as a streak of smeared yellow light in the storm studded with flashing warning beacons. The ground beneath lay black as pitch. A greasy charcoal-grey sky glowered overhead.


			The lifter was, at the end of the day, a blimp. And the weather outside was, whatever they liked to call them these days, still a hurricane. No matter that the blimp in question had nuclear engines with more thrust capacity than the average orbital shuttle, or that its dynamically flexing frame was studded from end to end with near-indestructible air-sculpting microfins. Dealing with two-hundred-kilometre-per-hour winds in a glorified balloon required attention.


			Unfortunately, the people trapped in the sampling station weren’t going to rescue themselves – either from the storm or the approaching rebels. It would all have been a lot easier, and a lot less frustrating, if Mark hadn’t been doing it to a deadline.


			The NoreCorr regional government, under the auspices of the FiveClan Cooperative, had finally given in and sold the rights to the now-defunct Philadelphia District. With the city’s remaining housing modules air-shuttled to New York at last, control had been scheduled to turn over at midnight. The buyer: the Barrio Eighteen Corporation – the only eco-speculator crazy enough to bother.


			FiveClan, predictably, wanted to get as much high-end equipment out of the area as possible before the site changed hands. In true NoreCorr style, they’d ignored the meteorological reports and sent a team of engineers into the tower to remove the quantum processing cores: by far the most valuable items inside.


			Equally predictably, Barrio Eighteen wanted them to fail but couldn’t be publicly seen to object. So when rebels from the Shamokin Justice Movement had arrived unannounced to try to prevent the removal of staff and equipment on cultural grounds, nobody had been particularly surprised. The Shamokin had a very elastic sense of cultural priorities and a history of taking on dodgy contracts. Less than an hour after the engineers entered the tower, the Shamokin shut down all ground transportation, forcing evacuation by air.


			FiveClan had sent Mark in to resolve the problem and now the Shamokin were taking potshots at him from the ground to try to prevent him from docking. He could see them in the infrared, stomping over the remains of the abandoned kudzu plantations in exosuits, angling against the weather, bolt rifles cradled in their ceramic arms.


			Mark hated exosuits. Nothing smacked of the abuse of human labour like an exosuit. Why put a person in a dangerous situation when they could just teleoperate a robot? Only people who cared more about money than human lives.


			In his mind, Barrio Eighteen and Shamokin Justice were as ridiculous as each other. What was the point of a land-grab on Earth in this day and age? Particularly in NoreCorr. This was the third supercyclone this month and by far the worst. Most of Earth’s sects had enough sense to focus their energy on planets that weren’t dying.


			A sudden shift in the storm threw the lifter sideways just as Mark closed on the tower for the fourth time. He twitched in his beanbag chair and diverted a little more of his focus to the SAP running the struggling engines. The SAP doing aerosurface sculpting complained wildly at the sudden neglect. Fortunately, Mark was an Omega, genetic­ally engineered to handle as many Self-Aware Programs as it took to run a full starship. Splitting his mental focus to guide multiple pieces of equipment came naturally to him, so long as he didn’t push it too far.


			Ricky B called him from the tower. ‘It’s no use, Mark. I think those Shamokin bastards have cracked door security. Don’t worry about us. Just get out of here.’


			‘I’m not leaving you.’


			‘Don’t be a fool, Mark. It’s not worth it.’


			‘I’m going to get you out,’ Mark insisted.


			‘Why?’ Ricky snapped. ‘What’s the fucking point? It’s just a couple of weeks in a Shamokin shelter and a ransom demand. We both know FiveClan’s good for it.’


			Mark snarled to himself. For a team of trapped engineers about to be kidnapped at gunpoint by armed rebels, Ricky and his people sounded surprisingly blasé. But then, that was Earth for you these days. Life was cheap, loyalty expensive.


			‘Can you get the dockbot back online?’ said Mark. ‘If I had some help from your end on the tethering arm, we could nail this.’


			‘I’ve told you,’ said Ricky tersely. ‘The dockbot refuses to work under these conditions and there’s nobody down here who can persuade it to accept an override. If you can’t make the join to a static arm, you might as well call it a night.’


			‘Fine,’ said Mark. ‘Just send me an address, then. I’ll talk to it myself.’


			‘Why? You can’t run the fucking arm and the lifter at the same time, so what’s the point?’


			Mark gritted his teeth. It had been enough of a pain in the ass to come out here tonight. No way was he going home empty-handed.


			‘If you don’t think I can do it then you won’t mind sending me the address.’


			Ricky muttered curses at him. ‘Don’t be stupid. Nobody can do shit like that.’


			Ricky was right, of course. Nobody with normal modifications could. But Mark seldom had to worry about the limits of his handling skills. Thanks to Will Kuno-Monet, his genetic editor and erstwhile mentor, all he had to worry about was being discovered.


			‘The address, please,’ said Mark, ‘or I’m putting this in the report.’


			‘Whatever!’ said Ricky. ‘It’s your funeral, buddy.’


			The tribunal-mandated nanny-SAP running in the back of Mark’s head sent him a warning jab. [Exposing the extent of your abilities jeopardises Fleet security,] it reminded him. [Remember that your interface is the exclusive, classified property of the IPSO organisation.]


			How could he ever forget?


			‘Fuck you, and fuck Will Monet,’ he told it. The SAP had heard it before.


			The secure link appeared in Mark’s sensorium. With significant effort, he calved off a share of his attention and pointed it at the dockbot. Immediately, his mind flooded with a wave of terror. For a moment, it looked like he’d get leak-back to the other SAPs under his command, but Mark brought the dockbot’s mood under control just in time. Giving the lifter a panic attack would undoubtedly send it crashing into the tower or the ground or both: not an ideal outcome.


			He reached out mentally to understand the dockbot’s problem. Three of its sensor plates had been left exposed after the last storm and it could no longer feel its second elbow. Consequently, the weather was freaking it out. It was convinced it was going to break. The tiny software minds installed in equipment like the dockbot seldom had enough sentience to think rationally in situations like these. They responded reflexively, like all simple machines. It took a human handler to instil enough logic to overcome their basic programming.


			Mark pressed cool reason into the dockbot’s tiny mind, reassuring it that everything would be okay. He ignored the plaintive warnings from the aerosurface SAP and coaxed the tethering arm out of the lock position. At the same time, he nudged the lifter closer to the ground, while stray bolts fired from below bounced off its armoured hull. He brought the tethering arm up to kiss and bind.


			‘We have a link,’ he told Ricky with satisfaction. ‘Get everyone into that transit pod. We probably have a minute, tops.’


			‘You’re fucking crazy, you know that?’ said Ricky. ‘Fucking moddie roboteer. You’re not normal. Fine. We’ll all get in the transit pod in a hurricane and crawl up a docking arm into your blimp while they shoot at us from the ground. Sounds great. No problem at all.’


			Mark smiled to himself and let his mind surf, spreadeagled between the various SAPs he was managing. It was a little like juggling on a unicycle, he decided. Hard, but not impossible.


			A minute slid by while Mark watched the rebels mass near the base of the tower fifty storeys below. The last group brought an antique siege-walker with a mounted rail gun. Not good.


			‘Are you coming or what?’ said Mark.


			‘Yes, we’re fucking coming. We’re getting the cores in.’


			‘What? Why are you still bothering with the cores?’


			‘Because management will skin us if we show up without them, retard. Or didn’t you figure that out? They’re worth more than we are.’


			Mark rolled his eyes. Classic NoreCorr reasoning.


			‘Okay,’ said Ricky. ‘Loading the pod now. You’d better be ready.’ His voice oozed reluctance.


			The transit pod full of engineers began its climb up the tethering arm, motors squealing. The rebels chose that moment, of course, to fire their rail gun. A depleted-uranium shell tore up through Mark’s lifter envelope at three kilometres per second. The aerolifter lurched as ten per cent of its lifting capacity vanished. Every SAP in the vehicle screamed at him simultaneously.


			Mark had less than a second to react. Fortunately, his machine-assisted reflexes could handle that. He shot out a command to the tethering arm to blow its rear emergency bolts and the arm snapped with the transit pod still climbing up it.


			A cry of terror issued from the engineers inside the pod as they swung free. The arm dangled from the lifter, spurting sparks and hydraulic fluid into the rushing air. For four uncomfortable seconds, the pod ground its way up the arm before the airlock mandibles could seize it. Mark released the top bolts and dropped the arm. Several hundred tons of steel plunged towards the rebels below and he felt a moment’s satisfaction watching them scramble. The arm landed squarely on the siege-walker.


			‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’ Ricky yelled. ‘Some of us are physically fucking here, you sonofabitch. Did you forget that?’


			Mark pulled the lifter up, gaining altitude and turning back towards New York.


			‘The airlock to the cabin is now open,’ Mark told his passengers. ‘Please find a seat and make yourselves comfortable. ETA at New York Terminus is approximately twenty minutes, weather permitting. Thank you for flying FiveClan.’


			He switched off the comms, silencing Ricky’s shouting, and stretched out on the chair. He’d spilled his stimmo, he noticed with a wince. Still, rescued engineers: check. Rescued data cores: check. Seriously annoyed Shamokin rebels: check. All told, it wasn’t a bad end to a night’s work. He might even make it downstairs before the bars closed.


			1.2: ANN


			At the Plaza Café in Stichin City on the planet Yonaguni, Ann Ludik sat with a cappuccino and a touchboard, hard at work like the dozen or so white-collar types around her. Her two heavies, Carl and Mimi, lounged under the fruit trees a few seats away, dressed as students and chatting over some interactive magazine. In their flickering vid-smocks and gel-boots, they looked for all the world like a pair of nice, ordinary kids. Overhead, somewhere in the deep mauve sky beyond the habitat bubble, the IPS Griffin lurked, ready for action. From where she sat, Ann had an excellent view across the pink marble plaza to the entrance of the presidential offices – a nine-storey block of open-fronted levels carved into the canyon wall.


			Unlike the government workers around her, the data light flickering in Ann’s contact lenses did not show spreadsheets or code-maps. Instead, it displayed a video feed of the aerial drones her crew were tracking from orbit – drones she suspected were laden with chemical explosives. The UAVs in question had already flown just over two hundred kilometres from Stichin City and were racing towards the Flag settlement of Pyotor’s Dream. There could no longer be any doubt about their intended destination.


			The touchboard in front of Ann contained the passive end of a state-of-the-art quantcomm device that gave her an untraceable, instantan­eous data link to her crew. Ann spoke in a subvocal mutter which the implant in her throat dutifully turned into complete speech that only her crew could hear.


			‘Ara, drop the stealth-shield, please,’ she said. ‘Carol, bring the spectroscopy SAP to full awareness, and River, a low-intensity X-ray on target three, if you wouldn’t mind.’


			A lance of invisible energy spat out from the Griffin’s hull, skewering one of the drones. It ballooned into a sphere of yellow flame, littering the surrounding desert with debris.


			Ann surveyed the blast site with grim satisfaction. ‘Do we have a signature?’


			‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Carol. ‘Trace presence of naznite confirmed.’


			‘Disappointing but expected,’ said Ann. ‘Carol, can you land those other drones at this point?’


			‘On it. I’ve still got their drone security cracked – they haven’t even tried to cycle it yet. I’ll take control and land those puppies now.’


			‘Excellent. And please download a copy of their flight plan. Make sure it tallies with the information our crawlers provided.’


			‘Of course, ma’am. Correlating … We have a match. Confidence is one hundred per cent.’


			Ann sighed to herself. After more than a week of waiting, the entire grubby episode was finally at an end. She hadn’t enjoyed the mission. Her cover as an SAP sanity inspector had bored her. She disliked the bland Frontier-fare that Yonaguni offered for food and entertainment and found the smug attitudes of the colonists downright objectionable. The fact that the kind of plot she’d witnessed here could unfold at a colony a mere three light-years from New Panama struck her as a worrying sign of the times. Three light-years was practically next door. How long before the unrest reached the regional capital itself?


			During the course of her career, Ann had watched tensions at the Frontier steadily worsen and IPSO’s job grow ever more difficult. After the end of Earth’s crusade and the fall of the Kingdom of Man, IPSO had been little more than a symbolic presence – an armed statement of unity to encourage cooperation during the difficult adjustment that followed Interstellar War. Over the years that followed, it had become the most thinly stretched and poorly funded policing body in human history.


			In part, that was down to the sheer amount of space they were supposed to look after these days. On top of the fifteen original human colonies, they now had thirteen new ones to protect in that region of the galaxy formerly dominated by the extinct Fecund – the so-called Far Frontier. But the real problem wasn’t the distances, it was the people. These days, every time an IPSO monitoring mission turned its back, another fight broke out.


			Krotokin and his people simply hadn’t expected the beleaguered Fleet to notice and so had barely bothered to hide what they were doing. They didn’t expect the Fleet to care, either. Sadly, they weren’t far wrong. Krotokin had been spotted simply because of his startling incompetence. Ann dearly wished they could have delegated the entire sting to a package of legal SAPs, but you didn’t arrest a planetary president without showing up in person.


			‘River,’ said Ann, ‘please forward a copy of our findings to the local Fleet office and send another to Messaging Central for release on the next scheduled mail-flight.’


			‘Done, ma’am.’


			‘Lovely. Now put in a call to President Krotokin, please, override code Balmer. We’re on our way.’


			Ann got up from her seat and strode around the sauntering pedestrians, heading straight for the presidential office. Abruptly, her two heavies dropped their student act, jumped up and followed her. They moved with animal menace, their clean white smiles now tucked out of sight. Warning lights in Ann’s view-field told her that their killtech had come online.


			Through the buds in her ears, she heard the incongruous music of the wait signal on the presidential line – some kind of Bhangra-Mahler hybrid.


			‘He’s not answering,’ said River.


			‘Of course not,’ said Ann. ‘Are you tracking him?’


			‘He’s still in the boardroom. Wait. Scratch that. They’re moving. In the corridor, going east.’ He threw a window into the corner of her view-field.


			At the entrance to the offices, a couple of guardbots advanced towards her. They stopped the moment her override hit them and moved quietly aside.


			‘Is transit locked down?’ said Ann.


			‘Yes, ma’am,’ said River.


			‘Good, because we’re at the stairs.’


			Ann marched straight up from the lobby level to Admin One, a huge expanse of near-empty workspace dotted with loungers and sports equipment for the bureaucrats to use. A few of them looked up in confusion as her team passed.


			‘He’s down a level. Make that two,’ said River. ‘He’s headed for the events area.’ Ann’s map updated.


			‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘I’ll meet him there.’


			She bounded up another two floors in the mild gravity to the expansive ballroom where Krotokin held his parties. She scanned it rapidly.


			‘Not seeing him.’


			‘In the back,’ said River. ‘Building specs say it’s a kitchen.’


			Ann jogged across the carpeted acres with Carl and Mimi right behind her. How typical of Krotokin’s administration to install a physical kitchen. Here they were at the Far Frontier and he still wanted to show off by having his event food prepared by people? Still, she supposed, it created jobs for new arrivals. No doubt that was how Krotokin justified the budget for it.


			Ann rounded the partition at the edge of the ballroom to find Kroto­kin striding towards her with four of his cronies behind him. He stopped abruptly. Carl and Mimi took up position, hands flexing in readiness.


			‘Ah, Mr President,’ said Ann. ‘So glad I found you. Taking a tour of the facilities, I see.’


			Krotokin regarded her coolly with his jowly, bulldog frown. He adjusted his formal hoodie, tugging at the platinum-tipped cords.


			‘Who am I speaking to, please? And do you have an appointment?’


			‘I am Captain Andromeda Ng-Ludik of the IPS Griffin, and I’m here to notify you that the drones fired by your administration at the unregistered settlement of Pyotor’s Dream have been seized. You and your cabinet are hereby formally charged with intent to commit an act of war.’


			Krotokin regarded her with displeasure and managed to look bored.


			‘Those drones weren’t fired, Captain Ludik, they were sent. We received a request for battery materials. We were delivering them. You have made a mistake, I fear, and an embarrassing one.’


			Ann smiled. ‘Spectroscopic analysis of a detonated sample drone indicates otherwise. The material you were delivering contained trace quantities of the hyperoxidizing agent naznite, rendering it extremely combustible. That’s an unlikely ingredient for a battery mix, wouldn’t you say?’


			‘Ridiculous. And if it’s true, I have no idea—’


			‘Spare me the bluster, Mr President,’ said Ann. ‘Your planet has been under continuous observation for the last nine days. We followed the delivery of naznite into your system and know both where it was sourced and who it was delivered to. We know the name of the shell company your administration used to hide the purchase and have a complete record of their transactions over the last business quarter. If you didn’t want to be noticed, you shouldn’t have tried to save money by sourcing the chemical from a lab on New Panama rather than manufacturing it yourself. You are at liberty to debate these details, of course, but please keep your protestations for the tribunal. My crew and I are bored of watching your world. We would like to move on to filing your arrest and concluding this unfortunate chapter.’


			Krotokin’s face wrinkled up. ‘Arrest? What do you mean, arrest?’


			‘What does it sound like?’ said Ann. ‘If you connect me to your legal SAP, I will present the charge via download for you to consider at your leisure. Once the local constables have taken you into custody, of course.’


			‘Since when did this become a matter for arrest?’ Krotokin sounded genuinely surprised.


			‘Since you started breaking IPSO law,’ said Ann patiently.


			Just listening to the man made her angry. The fact that he’d shown little more creativity in his actions than the average janitorial SAP did little to blunt her frustrations.


			Krotokin glared at her with a wounded expression. ‘Are you aware that in the last year, three more Flag Drops have settled on this world?’ he said, his voice rising. ‘Or that eight of my people have died in terrorist raids? Or that we have lost millions in research revenues due to the mindless looting of scientific sites? The people you’re protecting here have even tried to hold our water supply for ransom, for crissake. Yet because of IPSO law, we’re still expected to provide them with protein, heavy metals and whatever else they decline to bring for themselves. Every damned year our planet has thousands more immigrants to feed. Immigrants who arrive with complete disregard for legal process and who expect us to support them while they operate without any respect for our laws.’


			Ann couldn’t have felt less moved. ‘You may want to be careful about incriminating yourself further, Mr President. These remarks could be taken as a confession.’


			‘My point is this,’ said Krotokin. ‘If one of my people, for their own misguided reasons, chose to tamper with a delivery to these parasites, I could hardly blame them. One might ask why nothing happens when the habitats of legitimate colonists are under attack. But the moment their frustration drives them to make a single mistake, the Fleet shows up to punish them!’


			Ann summoned a sense of calm and tried not to shout her reply. ‘Perhaps it’s because the crimes you’re describing are minor and should be handled by your local IPSO representative. Whereas the deliberate bombing of a population site occupied by more than four thousand people is an act of outright war.’


			‘If it is such a thing,’ Krotokin growled, ‘then clearly you’re on the wrong side of it, Captain Ludik. I will have my people investigate this matter and identify the actual culprit. In the meantime, I recommend you take this up with Commissioner Bak, who I believe needs to be consulted before charges can be filed.’


			In other words, the local IPSO representative in question – the person who should have been on top of the conspiracy from the start.


			Krotokin waved urgently to his aides. Abruptly, a call icon appeared in Ann’s view-field.


			‘Incoming call,’ said River Chu. ‘It’s Commissioner Bak.’


			‘Now there’s a coincidence,’ Ann drawled. She turned to her heavies. ‘Make sure they don’t leave.’ She swivelled and stepped back towards the ballroom for a little privacy.


			‘Put him through,’ she said.


			Commissioner Bak’s chiselled features appeared on the video feed wearing an expression of thinly concealed anxiety. Ann could see a swimming pool behind him, backed by one of Yonaguni’s more ostentatious faux-Parisian villas.


			‘Captain Ludik!’


			‘Commissioner Bak, I assume you received my report.’


			‘I did!’ said Bak. ‘Welcome to Yonaguni! I do wish you’d called when you first arrived.’ He pushed a strand of damp blond hair aside and tried for a winning smile.


			‘As do I, Commissioner,’ she lied. ‘However, the mission profile required stealth – given the rank of the suspects involved, I could not contact you without risk of interception. I do hope you understand.’


			‘Of course!’ said Bak. ‘And please, call me Darrel.’ Ann could see him struggling to figure out exactly how badly compromised his position had just become. ‘Though I strongly advise you to be circumspect in your choice of next steps,’ he added earnestly. ‘The political situation here on Yonaguni is very delicate. We’ve had a great deal of difficulty keeping the Flags and Colonials from each other’s throats, as you can see. But what may be less clear is that a conviction for the president would likely only cause a more radicalised faction to take power, which would lead to further violence and yet more convictions. Do you get my drift?’


			Unfortunately, Ann did. While she questioned his motivation, he was probably right.


			‘And I think we both understand that there are also certain moral issues at play in this case,’ Bak continued. ‘It would send the wrong signal for the Fleet to be seen siding with Flags, surely? It would certainly make things harder for our organisation to function.’


			Ann tried not to grimace at his clumsy subtext. He was clearly referring not to the Fleet, but to the Frontier Protection Party. When legal colonists became infuriated with the Flags’ constant nibbling on their turf, they joined the FPP. The movement had started out reasonably enough but subsequently degenerated into rabble-rouser politics and anti-Flag bullying.


			‘I can see the difficulty of your position given your assigned mission goals,’ said Bak. ‘But maybe we can find a way to help you meet your targets while … softening the impact on local politics?’


			Ann tried to contain her disapproval. She knew Bak was an FPP supporter from the pro-Colonial events she’d attended that had been arranged by the Rumfoord League. Having seen her at those same meetings, Bak no doubt assumed he could take her politics for granted. But then, like most people, Bak had no idea that the Rumfoord League existed, or that there was anything going on at those events other than the usual Flag-bashing rhetoric. All Bak knew was that she appeared to be deeper into Colonial politics than he was.


			Nothing made Ann more uncomfortable than reactionaries assuming she shared their views. Being mixed up with idiots like the FPP made her feel dirty. She’d suspected Bak of being in on the entire Krotokin affair from the start, which was why she’d kept him out of the loop. His attitude now did little to alleviate her suspicions.


			‘Commissioner Bak, my position here is clear,’ she said. ‘I have no choice but to uphold the rule of law.’


			A second icon appeared in her view. This one had River Chu’s marker on it and a private security code. Her words dried up. An icon like that could only mean one thing – fresh data from the League. Besides her, River was the only other person aboard with access. He must have received a reply ping from Messaging Central when he submitted their report. Something had been waiting for them on the stack while they were in stealth mode. It could have been there for days, she realised with alarm. They’d never expected Krotokin to take more than a week to make his move.


			‘One moment, please,’ she told the commissioner. She paused the comms feed and opened the attached message. It contained a single phrase: Constant Flies.


			Her insides crunched tight. It had finally happened, then – the moment the League had been planning for. The dreadful years of creeping around behind the backs of the Fleet were finally over and all the awful secrets they’d kept from the rest of IPSO would finally come out. But who knew how long the message had languished? She didn’t have a second to waste. They’d have to return to New Panama immediately.


			Frustrating though it was, her current mission would have to be resolved without her. Her crew would be confused, of course, and probably upset, so she’d need to concoct some explanation for why they weren’t sticking around to nail the crooks to the wall. It could have been worse, though. At least they got to catch the president.


			She turned the feed back on.


			‘Commissioner … Darrel. I have considered my options and one alternative has just come to light.’


			‘Please,’ said Bak. ‘Go on?’


			‘Effective immediately, I am handing over resolution of the case to you.’


			Bak blinked at her, suddenly wary at being handed his ideal solution with so little effort.


			‘I’m not sure I follow.’


			‘I have an executive order permitting me to delegate responsibility for concluding this affair. If it would smooth local politics, I could delegate to you.’


			‘It undoubtedly would,’ said Bak, ‘but are you sure you’re comfortable with handing it off?’


			‘No, Darrel,’ she said. ‘Not comfortable at all. But then I don’t imagine you will be, either. A final report must be filed at local Fleet HQ within twenty days showing a satisfactory resolution. If I leave you in charge, an interim report will have to go with me, containing my recommendations for legal next steps. You will need to reconcile any decisions you make with those findings and register them with the War Crimes Court. Do you accept responsibility for the case?’


			Bak peered at her, trying to comprehend her sudden U-turn. The risk of professional entrapment clearly scared him. Ann could tell she was going to have to make it easy for him.


			‘It would benefit our organisation if you were to resolve this locally and let me get on my way,’ she said.


			Bak’s eyes lit up. ‘Of course! I see what you mean – clearly this matter must be taken seriously.’


			‘I need to be able to trust you on this,’ she said, knowing full well she could not. ‘Our organisation cannot afford for the rule of law to be seen to weaken. Do you understand?’


			‘You can rely on me,’ said Bak earnestly. ‘I won’t let you down.’ With the twin prospects of career disaster and jail apparently indefinitely postponed, his smile broadened. ‘Those responsible will be dealt with most severely.’


			‘River,’ said Ann, ‘please send the report codes for the case to Commissioner Bak.’


			‘Done.’


			‘Darrel, how fast can you get here?’


			Darrel blinked. ‘Er, how fast do you need?’


			‘Can you be here in five minutes?’


			Darrel glanced back at something or someone in the pool, looking uncomfortable.


			‘I can,’ he croaked.


			‘Good. Please do.’ She swapped channels again. ‘Carol, please assemble some of the building’s guardbots. Swap out their SAPs for Fleet enforcement standard and bring them up here.’


			‘On it,’ said her roboteer uncertainly. She clearly did not understand what had just happened, but Ann’s crew was nothing if not loyal.


			She walked back to where her heavies stood grinning at the president.


			‘Something came up,’ she said. ‘We’re leaving.’


			Mimi looked disappointed. ‘What about them?’


			Three standard-issue guardbots clad in wasp-striped tact-fur clumped around the corner, their camera-lights winking.


			Mimi’s face fell. ‘You’re kidding.’


			Krotokin’s shoulders sagged in relief.


			Ann regarded the president coldly. ‘Don’t think you’re off the hook,’ she said.


			She gestured for her heavies to follow, then turned and walked away. It chafed to be leaving the scene of an arrest like this, but what else could she do? Events had overtaken them, which meant that petty Frontier conflicts like this one would soon be fodder for the history books. There was some relief to be had in that, along with a healthy serving of fear.


			‘Ara,’ she told her pilot, ‘please prepare for immediate departure. Destination is New Panama HQ. We’ll be coming up via shuttle within the hour.’


			1.3: WILL


			Will Kuno-Monet stood alone at the window filling one wall of the IPSO senatorial lounge and struggled for calm. Beyond the glass, the city of Bradbury stretched under a dusty lavender sky. Ranks of fin-shaped supertowers marched to the low horizon, each proudly displaying some architectural quirk intended to make it look somehow more important than the others. At least half of them were still unfinished – webbed over with support fibre and crawling with construction spiders.


			Dense traffic flowed between the buildings through a sprawl of glassy tunnels that made the vehicles look like blood cells racing through a network of capillaries. To Will’s mind, the whole city resembled a farm of giant, interconnected lungs – which wasn’t far from the truth. Bradbury produced so much atmospheric leakage these days that you could see real clouds over the city.


			A lot had changed since his first visit after the war. Back then, Bradbury was a scatter of neo-deco palaces left over from the Martian Renaissance, pockmarked with bullet holes and mingled with ugly Truist block-architecture. All the original buildings were gone now – vanished under the tide of change along with his optimism.


			Will breathed deep and tried to sweep the worry and the anger to the corners of his mind. Ira was counting on him. This next senate session needed to go right or their funding woes would only increase. He just wished the nightmares hadn’t picked this particular week to return.


			Will had suffered from war-dreams for most of his life and had developed strategies to handle them. This time, though, they were worse than ever. Instead of seeing Amy screaming in the Truists’ torture chair, which had actually happened, he saw Rachel. Her last word before they fried her brain was always Mark. He felt sick just thinking about it.


			When he’d told Nelson about it, his friend had calmly suggested that Will had unresolved guilt issues relating to the loss of his wife’s ship and his almost-son’s subsequent attempt to rescue her. No shit. He didn’t need a trained psychologist to tell him that. He’d not been able to sleep properly ever since the tribunal that had crippled Mark’s career. What Will craved was some way to get the screaming in the back of his head to stop. He rubbed his tired eyes.


			Behind him, the door to the session chamber slid open. Will turned to see Parisa Voss, the senator for Antarctica and his staunchest political ally, step out and stride across the slowly evolving gold-patterned carpet to meet him. Like most home-system politicians, Pari always looked both immaculate and overdressed. She’d changed outfit since their last session together and now wore a magenta foil skirt-suit and a gold Martian Renaissance tiara. Her contact lenses had been tinted a shocking turquoise to match her shoes. Will could make out the subtle play of data light across her pupils. She’d looked about thirty years old for the entire thirty years Will had known her.


			‘Are you ready?’ she said.


			He nodded.


			She peered at him. ‘You okay, Will?’


			‘Just more dreams, that’s all.’


			She winced and laid a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry. Did you talk to Nelson about it?’


			‘Yes, but I think he’s a bit preoccupied with the refurb of the Ariel Two at the moment. He’s got his starship-captain hat on this week and doesn’t have much time to play therapist. Don’t worry, I can manage.’


			‘Let me know on the private channel if you need a time out,’ she said gently. ‘I’ll cover for you. The committee’s in fine form today. They’re even more annoying than usual.’


			Will tried for a smile. ‘Great.’


			‘Speaking of which, we have to change your ten o’clock. Representative Bose has ducked out on us. I think Ochoa is pressuring him.’


			Will groaned. In the virtual space of his home node, he brought up the bewildering multicoloured mess of his calendar. A wide lane of appointment slots peppered with thousands of memory keys led off into the distance.


			‘I’m thinking we slide that session with the Transcendist bishops in there,’ said Pari. ‘They’ll take what they can get.’


			‘Done.’


			As Will’s time-management SAP dutifully moved the slots about, he couldn’t help glancing off into the far, unbooked future. Somehow, that wonderful empty land always receded as he moved towards it. Apparently, you couldn’t be the first person in human history to make contact with an alien civilisation, end an interstellar war and claim control over a planet-busting starship the size of a small country without people noticing. And since they’d noticed, his involvement in government had proved unavoidable.


			The promises Will had made to Gustav Ulanu after the fall of Truism didn’t help, either. When Gustav ascended to the ecclesiastical throne as Prophet, he’d begged Will to ensure that Earth remained a fair partner in IPSO affairs. Since Gustav’s assassination at the hands of his own people, Will had felt more duty-bound than ever to maintain that balance. Consequently, he had little time these days to function as a starship captain or even a roboteer. He was, as Gustav had once put it, ‘an icon of incontestable power’. His duty was to the entire human race. And apparently that meant meetings – lots and lots of meetings.


			‘Okay,’ he told Pari. ‘Let’s do this.’


			She led him back towards the chamber where IPSO’s Defence Funding Committee was in session. As he walked, Will prepared.


			Over the years, he’d developed a Self-Aware Program for political discourse – a persona to hide behind. It worked well but came with costs. The SAP guided his body but didn’t filter emotions, and Will had found that his anger in meetings tended to accumulate. Nevertheless, he reached for the icon labelled Statesman and pressed it against his mind like a mask, turning himself into a Teflon-coated lobbyist yet again.


			At the same time he stretched his mind wide, syncing it with the building’s pervasivenet. Fingers of his awareness slid out to cover the senate’s secure communications traffic. The political backchannels, supposedly invisible to all but the chosen few, fell open to him. Will knew he wasn’t supposed to use his powers to spy on his adversaries, but he’d realised years ago that they were already spying on him. All he was doing was balancing the game. When he’d told Pari, she’d expressed astonishment that it had taken him so long to pick up the habit.


			Will plastered a diplomatic smile on his face, took a deep breath and stepped into the high-ceilinged session chamber. A mahogany podium faced a ring of tall chairs clad in real vat-leather where the funding committee’s members sat waiting – a rainbow-dressed bunch with expensive physiques and flawless hair. The Earther habit of dressing in patriotic sect colours, or House colors, as they now liked to call them, had been making a comeback. Behind them, anti-snooping baffles in Fleet-blue twisted on the walls.


			‘Everyone, I think most of you have met Captain Ambassador Kuno-Monet,’ said Pari Voss. ‘And those who haven’t will of course recognise him and understand what a privilege this is for all of us.’


			Will waved the flattery away with a self-deprecating hand.


			‘Captain Monet has come to speak to us on behalf of Fleet Admiral Baron. I’d like to thank him on behalf of the senate for finding room in his schedule to make that possible.’


			Lukewarm applause rippled around the room. In reality most of the senate thought of him as a political halfwit and an annoying obstruction to their plans, just as he regarded them as oily, money-grabbing crooks. But they were all too seasoned to let their opinions show, so the game ticked along as ever. Will surveyed the unwelcoming faces around him and smiled.


			‘Ladies and gentlemen of the committee, thank you for your time. I’d like to say a few words today about the organisation we represent. IPSO was established with a single goal – to protect a balance of power that would permit Earth and the colonies to prosper together in peace. For thirty years, we have succeeded in that ambition.’


			[Hah!]


			That response came on the private channel for Earth’s Free Movement faction – the political face of the Flag-Drop industry. Will ignored it. He’d learned long ago that hearing your opponent’s sarcasm was far more useful than pretending it wasn’t there – presuming you could hold your anger in check, of course. He spoke on.


			‘Since our founding, humanity has pushed out beyond the gateway-lobe at New Panama and now inhabits over a dozen star systems that formerly belonged to the Fecund species, as well as our own.’


			[As opposed to fifty systems.]


			‘On each of our new worlds, settlers from Earth and the Old Colonies live side by side, creating new economies together. That is an extraordinary achievement.’ He paused for effect.


			{Extraordinarily short-sighted.}


			This latest witticism came from the other side of the house – Isambard Visser, senator for Drexler and champion of furious Colonials everywhere. The anti-Flag bullies in the FPP loved him. Will hesitated for a moment, regaining his poise.


			‘We have expanded cautiously,’ he went on, ‘because early experiences proved that unchecked growth results in destabilising conflicts. We have seen time and time again that people will squabble over the scientific advances waiting to be discovered in the new territory, often at the cost of their own lives. And our caution has borne fruit. IPSO has developed a formula for growth, and while it does not please everyone all the time, it has worked.’


			{Monet apparently can’t please any of the people, any of the time.}


			Will heard stifled chuckles erupting around him. Anger pulsed in his veins. He suppressed it.


			‘At the end of the war, people told us that a shared police force couldn’t function without a shared government to back it up. The continued existence of IPSO has proved them wrong. People told us that Earth and the Colonies couldn’t trade. They were wrong, too. The success of the IPSO peace-coin has disproved that. And we were told that genetics and robotics would destabilise the economy, producing a crisis that would plunge us back into war. Had they been right, I would not be standing here before you today.’


			[We wish you weren’t.]


			‘However, we now stand at a crossroads. Under consideration for a vote at the next senate plenum is Bill Eight-Eight-Two. If this bill passes, the funding support for starship construction will be reduced by a third. This proposal comes at a time when conflicts on the Far Frontier are occurring at an ever-increasing rate. This bill is only before us because certain members of IPSO’s governing body have begun to lose faith in the balance we espouse. There are some who believe that the Colonial governments should be allowed to police their worlds without IPSO oversight. This would please representatives of the Old Colonies but probably mean the deaths of tens of thousands of Earth’s unregistered settlers across the Far Frontier.’


			{Monet makes it clear he stands against the rule of law.}


			‘There are others who believe that the planetary registration process should be disbanded, permitting human expansion to accelerate. This would allow individual Houses of Earth’s estate to effectively claim worlds for themselves in isolation, creating a scientific gold rush likely to end in a bloodbath.’


			[Or human diversity, perhaps – a nightmare prospect.]


			‘Both of these visions require IPSO to adopt a passive role in human affairs. I can see why slashing the Fleet budget might look appealing at first glance – extracting fees from governments who do not welcome our support is never easy. However, giving in to either of these agendas bolsters one party at the expense of the other. In reality, the alternative to balance is chaos. Thus, in my capacity as special adviser to the senate and representative of Fleet Admiral Baron, I move for Bill Eight-Eight-Two to be struck from the agenda. Ladies and gentlemen, if we don’t act as guardians of the human peace, no one will. We all stand to lose if the bill is passed. For the sake of humanity, please stand with me. Thank you for listening. May I count on your support?’


			Silence followed. The senators shifted in their seats. Finally, a large, cadaverous man in a floor-length tangerine coat raised a hand – Gaius Ochoa, the senator for Titan and the leader of Earth’s Free Movement faction.


			‘Captain Monet, thank you for speaking,’ he said. ‘You have lost none of your oratorical flair.’


			Chuckles filled the backchannel. Will smiled sweetly.


			‘Please be assured that we understand your concerns. We share them, in fact. However, we just can’t be seen to prioritise ship-building at this time. It’s as simple as that. Money is tight all around, Captain. IPSO has half a dozen major projects badly in need of support.’ He held up a bony hand and marked them off. ‘You’ve got the Earth Exodus shuttle project; the housing programmes throughout the home system; the lottery programme for colony relocations … The lottery programme alone has been begging for extra money for nestship berths for the last five years.’


			Will nodded with sage understanding. ‘Absolutely. I’m aware of the difficulties.’


			‘Are you?’ said a pale-skinned woman in a green – Constance Fon, the senator for Africa. ‘Did you read the most recent Emergency Earth status report?’


			Will shook his head politely and pretended he couldn’t guess what he was about to hear.


			‘It will, they say, take about forty more years to get Earth’s fifteen billion offworld,’ she said. ‘That’s assuming no population increase, which looks unlikely given the current boom in life-extension technologies. At the same time, weather stability has deteriorated by another fourteen per cent. Earth’s climate is projected to slide into the Galatea Zone within the decade.’


			Will understood that term from personal experience. The Galatea Zone was the period between habitability and sterility in which a planetary ecosystem exhibited violent, chaotic behaviour. The Galatean colonists had encountered it during their misguided attempts at terraforming. Earth, they’d since discovered, was now approaching the same state from the other direction as its ailing biosphere finally gave out.


			‘Under conditions like these,’ said Fon, ‘the approaching disaster on Earth must inevitably be a priority.’


			Pari raised a manicured finger. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘But Earth’s weather has been a known issue for years. It’s not necessarily an IPSO problem, though. It’s a local one.’


			‘I beg to differ,’ said Fon. ‘IPSO must weigh the social benefits and step in where it can effect the greatest good. Disaster relief is written clearly into our charter. And how many people are involved in your Frontier conflicts, Captain Monet? Thousands? Perhaps tens of thousands? The Far Frontier colonies are all but empty. By comparison, the problems on Earth involve the lives of billions. Earth may be a local crisis, but it dwarfs the skirmishes you’re worried about, and for that we need ferries, not battleships.’


			‘A fair point, madam,’ said Will. ‘However, if the brakes come off at the Frontier, there’s no telling where it will end. Do I need to remind you that it only takes a single starship to threaten a world, regardless of how many people are on it?’


			‘Captain Monet,’ said Gaius Ochoa with a sly smile, ‘the only person in history who’s jeopardised a planet with a starship is you. You’re not threatening us, I hope?’


			The backchannel erupted with laughter again. This time Will struggled not to respond. Putting the Ariel Two in orbit around Earth to end the war had been one of the hardest and most frightening things he’d ever done. He’d hated every fraught, desperate minute of the ordeal. It was amazing how nobody ever thanked him for it.


			‘No,’ Will snapped. ‘But I would point out that there is nothing to stop us from simply moving Earth’s population down into subcities or up into orbitals. Not every single citizen needs to be laboriously relocated to another gravity well at IPSO’s expense.’


			The Statesman SAP sent him a worried squeak. He got a warning look from Pari, too. He’d been too blunt. He saw some of the senators’ expressions tighten. Two of them folded their arms.


			‘Unfortunately, subcities don’t work,’ said Fon. ‘The tectonic consequences of the Galatea Effect make that painfully obvious. And orbitals are no better. We learned from the debacle at Drexler nine years ago that we can’t force people to live a certain way. They won’t accept it. Accidents happen. People die.’


			Will gave up pandering and swiped the SAP aside. ‘The Drexler disaster was sabotage,’ he said. ‘It happened because we weren’t there to stop it. Just like we won’t be if you let this damned bill pass.’


			Will knew he’d lost his cool. He should have let the SAP do the work, but spending his days as a puppet to his own software did not sit well with him. They’d always known it was a long shot asking the committee to drop the bill. Both sides wanted the Fleet starved so they could access the money hiding in the Far Frontier.


			‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Why should the Fleet’s policing efforts be spread so thin in the face of the bigger problem? I mean, if the Fleet really wanted to make a difference, then by your logic most of them ought to be right here, focusing their efforts on the contractors who run all those Exodus projects and rooting out all the white-collar crime. After all, there have been some mighty unusual prices charged for some of those relocation programmes.’


			The senators bristled. Statesman let out a silent wail.


			‘Might I suggest that we all step back for a moment and take stock?’ said Pari brightly. This was her safety phrase for Will, to let him know when he’d gone too far.


			Gaius Ochoa pointed a bony finger at Will’s chest. ‘You’re on thin ice with that remark, Monet,’ he said. ‘Pricing pressure on contractors would only cause them to look for savings elsewhere, and that would mean a reduction of safety protocols. We don’t have control over how those businesses are run.’


			‘The prices wouldn’t have to change,’ said Will, ‘just the oversight. Do you have a problem with that?’


			By now, Gaius Ochoa’s face had taken on an unhealthy hue. ‘Captain Monet,’ he growled, ‘oversight of Exodus projects is not the job of this committee. Did you accidentally come to the wrong meeting?’


			Will knew he’d scorched the negotiation but it wasn’t as if he’d ever had much of a chance. Talking with these people always felt pointless. He could have killed all of them with his bare hands, of course, but what good would that do? So he gripped the podium in front of him instead, the strength of his augmented fingers drilling holes in the organically sourced hardwood.


			‘You’re right again,’ he said. ‘We shouldn’t be funding the Fleet to investigate corruption. And you certainly shouldn’t have to put any pressure on the people robbing us blind. I tell you what – why don’t I do it instead? That’d be more fun than meetings, anyway. I’ll get Admiral Baron to okay it for me to start doing random spot checks on private cargoes,’ he said, idly making a pattern of dents in the podium’s surface. The wood cracked under his hands. ‘Let’s see who I can catch. No need to use Fleet ships, just Ariel Two. We already know that dozens of sect outfits are breaking the law, and some Colonial companies, too. Now, who should I go after first?’


			He glanced around the room at the senators, sizing each of them up. They regarded him with expressions of stunned alarm. All except Pari Voss, whose face bore a look of weary despair.


			‘Any recommendations?’ Will prompted. ‘I’d love to get my hands on some of the people who’re screwing us over, wouldn’t you?’


			For once, the senators had no reply. They’d never seen such an overt threat in a political meeting. Who else but Will Kuno-Monet would be allowed to get away with it?


			The human race only had one super-person. When the galaxy-spanning Transcended race offered Will support and decided to spare humankind rather than torching them – as they had the unfortunate Fecund – their help came in the form of gifts. Along with granting Will control over the most powerful ship in human space, they’d also changed his body. He could move faster than the eye could see and crush steel with his hands. Pepper him full of bullets, as people had tried to do on numerous occasions, and his body healed in minutes. At the end of the day, political manoeuvring with Will only worked because he always played nice. Always. These days, though, his patience was wearing awfully thin.


			Pari Voss opened her mouth to say something placating, only to be interrupted by a ping from the room’s SAP.


			‘Excuse me, Captain Monet, but we have a message marked Urgent Alpha, executive eyes only.’


			Will blinked away his anger. That rating encompassed both him and the senate but almost nobody else. It couldn’t be good.


			‘Put it on the screen, please,’ he said.


			The committee room’s monitor wall swapped to video display.


			‘This is a recording taken at Survey Star Nine-One-Nine, provisionally named Tiwanaku,’ said the SAP. ‘It was recorded by the escort scout IPS Reynard and forwarded via emergency messenger drone. The events captured occurred approximately four weeks ago, local frame time.’


			The video started and Will saw what Captain Tom Okano-Lark had seen. After the Reynard initiated battle mode, the perspective jumped to grainy footage from the drone’s onboard telescope, pointed back towards the ship. The picture flickered with every pulse of warp. They caught a brief final glimpse of the Reynard accelerating to avoid the unidentified swarm closing on it, and then nothing.


			A cold silence fell across the hall. One senator nervously cleared his throat. The hair on Will’s neck stood up straight.


			‘Have we heard from the Reynard since the drone’s release?’ he said.


			‘No,’ the room replied.


			If the Reynard had survived, it would undoubtedly have followed up with an All Clear.


			‘How was this message forwarded?’ Pari asked in a hushed voice.


			‘Via Far Frontier Headquarters in the New Panama System and priority fuelling stars. Security Level Freddie has been applied since initial receipt.’


			‘Then we’re the first in the home system to know.’


			‘Along with Admiral Baron, yes,’ said the room.


			Will looked back at the senators’ faces, their expressions now blank with surprise. This had been an unusual morning for them. In Pari’s eyes, he saw something like compassion.


			‘This rather changes things, doesn’t it?’ she said.


			Will nodded. Suddenly, the tables had turned. If they moved to a war footing, he wouldn’t have to worry much about senate approval any more since the democratic functions of IPSO were suspended during a Fleet emergency. Funding battles would be the least of their problems.


			Will didn’t find himself enjoying that knowledge. Instead it made him feel obscurely guilty, as if he was no longer playing by the rules he’d set himself.


			‘I’ll get this sorted out,’ he told the staring faces around him. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure it’s resolved.’


			‘We’ll help however we can,’ said Pari.


			‘Thank you,’ said Will. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I should probably go and speak to the admiral.’ He nodded his respects and headed for the door.


			If the attack had actually been perpetrated by aliens, who knew what else they’d be capable of? The Transcended who helped Will end the war had been able to remotely blow up stars on a whim. Nevertheless, Will felt excitement bubbling up. Here, at last, was a problem worthy of his abilities. Maybe he’d get a chance to actually do some good for once.


		


	

		

			2: GATHERING


			2.1: WILL


			Will paced the transit pod as it whisked him across Bradbury to the Admiralty building at three times the legal speed limit. The SAP begged him to take a seat with every wild turn it took through the transport web. Will ignored it.


			The pod segued onto a vertical track and raced up the side of the building, shunting others aside with override warnings, and deposited him at the entrance to Ira’s suite. The doors leapt open just in time to miss Will’s striding feet.


			Ira’s office filled a four-hundred-square-metre slice of sparsely decor­ated tower-habitat with cyber-thyme flooring and off-white organic walls. At the far end, a huge window-wall looked onto the glassy, peach-tinted ruins of the Mars Pioneers Historical Park. Ira stood near it, instructing most of his entourage and furniture to leave.


			‘… Monet is here, I said. Everybody out except you two chairs. That’s right, you two.’


			He ushered them through the archway into the planning chamber beyond. As soon as the doors had shut, he turned to greet Will with an urgent grimace.


			‘You heard, then?’


			They’d both changed since they first flew together during the war, but Will always felt that Ira had managed the last thirty years better than him. Sure, Will hadn’t aged a day and had beaten everything from cancer to chemical attacks, but Ira had found ways to be happy. When his role in history forced him into politics, Ira adapted. Now, instead of managing a ship, he managed a civilisation – or at least that part of it which pertained to interplanetary security. Ira hadn’t balked when IPSO’s Social Engineering Division insisted on increasing his height, or straightening his nose, or electing him Fleet Admiral six times in a row. Will wasn’t sure how he’d stuck with it. When Will asked, the only answer Ira ever gave was: If I don’t do it, it’ll be some other poor shmuck whose decisions I like less.


			They’d let him keep his trademark bald head, at least – for brand-persistence reasons, apparently.


			‘The room is secure,’ said Ira. ‘We can talk.’


			Will had already checked for himself. He habitually managed his own security and had never been happy handing off control to the Fleet, not even with a friend like Ira in charge.


			‘I have a question,’ said Will. ‘Am I still ambassador to aliens?’


			That title hadn’t meant anything useful for twenty years, just hung around his neck like an albatross – a convenient label for his enemies to mock him with.


			Ira nodded. ‘Of course. And handling this is definitely your job. With the scale of threat this event implies, we need the big guns out there, and that means you and the Ariel Two. But realistically speaking, we both know this isn’t likely to be an extraterrestrial problem.’


			After humanity’s interaction with the preeminent Transcended race, a flurry of research had been conducted regarding the probabilities of various kinds of contact scenarios. Hugo Bessler-Vartian, the irascible physicist who’d accompanied them on that fateful mission which led to first contact, had taken the fortune he made from his work on Fecund technologies and poured it into research on aliens. Specifically, on what he perceived as the alien threat to humanity.


			The conclusions had been stark: the probability of encountering a species as old and powerful as the Transcended far outweighed that of finding one of a similar age to humankind. The apparent rarity of intelligent species in the universe made sure of that. With so few civilisations to be discovered, the likelihood of finding one the same age as your own was almost zero. Consequently, the probability of finding aliens who would attack the human race in any recognisable way was also vanishingly small. Humanity was far more likely to be wiped out as a pest before they’d even noticed.


			‘You think it was some kind of power grab by a sect, then,’ said Will, ‘dressed up to look weird.’


			Ira glanced at him sidelong. ‘Don’t you?’


			‘Sure – it’s the logical conclusion,’ Will admitted. ‘But why bother?’ Part of him wanted the attack to be exactly what it appeared to be simply because it would give him something practical to do. ‘Think of the expense,’ he said. ‘The drones, the radiation blast, the modified engines. Not to mention hiding all the construction beforehand. It’d cost billions to pull off. And for what?’


			‘That’s what we’d like to know,’ said Ira. ‘Since that message showed up ten minutes ago, our research cluster has been hard at work trying to find out.’


			He waved a hand at the nearest wall, which screened-on to display a freeze-frame of the terrified youth from the video the Reynard had intercepted.


			‘We just received this,’ said Ira. ‘We don’t know who he is yet, but that jacket he’s wearing is a giveaway. Our SAPs traced the buttons on his lapel – those insignia belong to the Knights of Kolob, which is the underground Truist Revival branch of the Smithite sect, a group known to have invested heavily in Flag-Dropping.’


			These days, every sect on Earth had a Revivalist branch of some kind. Even with his augmented memory, Will struggled to keep track of them all. Before the war, there had only been Truism – the belief in the supremacy of man over all of nature – with Earth’s church at the top. While foreign to Will’s sensibilities, he could at least wrap his head around it.


			Then, at the end of the war, Gustav Ulanu had realigned the faith under Transcendism: the idea that there were benign mentor species in the universe hoping to guide humanity towards God’s truth. For a while, it had looked like the new doctrine was going to convince everyone to cooperate. But after years of silence from the Transcended, religious politics had slid inexorably away from them. After Ulanu’s assassination, that process had accelerated dangerously.


			‘But the Knights are small fry,’ said Ira. ‘They only have a tiny share of the Flag movement, which makes me wonder: if this attack was some kind of inter-sect warning, why bother? The Smithites can hardly be the target – they’re not worth the investment.’


			Ira brought up a freeze-frame of the two ramshackle gunships. ‘Then there’s the shuttles the Reynard encountered. We can’t say for certain but we think they belong to Truth Reborn, the Revivalist arm of Theravad Plus – a bigger player, for sure, but still hardly worth this kind of attention.’


			‘You think all this is a message for the Fleet, then?’ said Will.


			‘Maybe,’ said Ira. ‘The fact that both Flags and legit colonists were attacked suggests that whoever did this wants everyone to be afraid. Our strategy software thinks the subtext here is a group making a play to set themselves up as a separate government. They’re using the alien motif to make everyone back off till they can get it together.’


			‘But who?’ said Will. ‘The Old Colonies wouldn’t bother, and there can’t be more than a handful of sects on Earth with the money to pull that off.’


			‘That’s what I want you to find out,’ said Ira. ‘To minimise the panic, the public will be told it’s a hoax and that we’re sending an investigation team. At the same time, we’re telling the senate that an exodiplomatic mission is unavoidable, just in case this is exactly what it looks like – a first-contact situation.’


			Will frowned. ‘Why the double message?’


			‘Because it gives the Fleet the most leeway to operate. And it rules out any political argument for keeping you off the mission – after all, you’re still humanity’s expert when it comes to dealing with aliens. The negotiation around this is going to be fast and nasty, I’m afraid. We need ships out there as soon as possible, but Earth’s senators will be pushing for control. They’ll try to delay things to force us to accept more of their people on the team. They’re already furious that this event makes their sects look like a bunch of planet-grabbing, warmongering assholes.’


			Will snorted. ‘Imagine that.’


			‘The good news is that Parisa Voss is on the Committee for E. T. Affairs, as is Bob Galt-Singh from Galatea. You’ll have to babysit some VIP diplomats and all that shit, but with luck they’ll cover the chit-chat, leaving you free to work.’


			‘I can handle that,’ said Will. ‘When do we start?’


			Ira reached out and took Will’s arm. His expression softened. ‘Soon, Will,’ he said. ‘Very soon. But first, my old friend, can we sit down for a moment?’


			Ira’s sudden change of pace took Will by surprise but he knew better than to second-guess it. While he and Ira had remained close since the war, they’d spent little time relaxing together. If Ira had something to say, there had to be a reason, so he let Ira guide him to one of the chairs near the window.


			The view from Ira’s room was far humbler than that from the senate’s executive suite. Probably no more than thirty storeys off the ground, the window looked out on a park that had been crowded around by modern architecture, leaving it in shadow for half the day.


			‘Will, I have something to ask of you,’ said Ira, sitting across from him. ‘Something about this mission.’ He leaned forward.


			‘Go on?’


			‘I need you to bring me back a miracle.’


			Will frowned. ‘Not sure I follow you,’ he said.


			‘We’re in trouble,’ said Ira. ‘The Tiwanaku Event makes it obvious that the sects aren’t bothering with legal channels to build settlements any more. Once that gets out, IPSO loses the last of its credibility. War is just around the corner and this might be the start of it.’


			‘I know things are bad right now—’ Will started.


			Ira cut him off. ‘Unfortunately, you don’t know the half of it. The sects are gearing up – we’ve tracked the arms shipments. They’ve been waiting for this for years. And if we have another war, it won’t be like the last one. Suntaps and nestships ended that war. Next time around, that’ll be what we start with. Presuming, that is, the Transcended let us get that far. It’ll be the end of everything, Will, believe me. We tried to build the future, you, me and Gustav,’ he said. ‘We let them put us in starring roles and we still fucked it up.’


			Will folded his arms. ‘What else could we have done?’


			Ira shrugged. ‘I don’t know. When I look back, so much makes me cringe. Like the whole senate business, for a start. Do you know why we settled on the Old American model for the IPSO council? So we could bake inequality into the system.’


			Will wrinkled his nose. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Nobody wanted to make things unfair.’


			‘No, but we did want to give a bunch of tiny colonies the same voice as a planet of billions. We created the Flag problem, Will, by giving ground on both sides, even when it didn’t make any sense. We forced the registration of new worlds with one hand while demanding fair treatment for all inhabitants with the other. We effectively manufactured an incentive for people to show up unannounced. The sects are going around us now precisely because that’s the only option we gave them.’


			Will disliked the idea, particularly given how his last meeting had gone. ‘Sure, but still, I don’t think we could have predicted all this.’


			‘Maybe not. Hindsight’s twenty-twenty and all that. But here’s my point: you need to bring something back, even if it’s only new technology. Whatever those faux-aliens used to nuke the comms, for instance. Had the Reynard encountered nothing more than an unlicensed colony, that would have been it – war. As it is, this weird attack will keep that door shut until everyone figures out what’s going on, but it won’t hold them for long. We need something to buy us some breathing room to figure out how to fix this mess. A diversion. An opportunity. Anything to pull us back from the brink. Otherwise the sects are going to trash the peace and that will be the end of us all. If I could go and do this myself, you know I would.’


			A cloud of deep sadness passed over Ira’s brow. For a moment, Will had a glimpse of the inner man, and what he’d given up to turn himself into a politician.


			Ira drew a heavy breath and looked out at the historical park below, where the broken towers of Mars’s early habitats stood.


			‘Do you know why I picked this office?’ he said.


			Will shook his head.


			‘Because of that,’ said Ira, pointing at the ruins. ‘Those buildings changed history. They built them for volunteers in a reality-based entertainment. Did you know that? They printed them out of the local dust. They glassified it. Terrible radiation shielding, of course, but the company that funded them didn’t care; the volunteers from Earth were on one-way tickets. But when Earth saw those people living in pink fairy castles with all that room and all that light, it changed how everyone thought about Mars. They looked around at the shit they were living in and said: I want that. It saved the economy, Will, when it looked like everything was going south.’


			Of course, everything had still gone south, Will thought. About a century later, after the Martian banks had sucked all the other planets dry. He chose not to point that out and stared dutifully down at the remains. Then he dropped his bombshell.


			‘I want Mark on my team,’ he said.


			Ira looked at him hard. ‘Have you talked that over with Nelson?’


			‘Nelson’s my subcaptain, Ira. Are you really suggesting I need to talk something like this over with him first?’


			‘Mark’s a dangerous liability.’


			‘Ira, you chose to trust me. You asked for a miracle. I can do that, but those are my terms.’


			Ira’s face took on a weary cast. ‘Will, he hates you, remember?’


			‘How could I forget?’


			‘And he’s not your son.’


			‘I know that,’ Will snapped.


			‘And the senate are going to hate it,’ said Ira.


			‘I don’t give a shit,’ said Will. ‘He’s the best and I trust him. If you want a fucking miracle, he’s where you start.’


			Ira sighed. ‘Is this really the time to call in favours? There’ll be other moments for Mark. Better ones.’


			‘Is that true?’ said Will. ‘Because if so, where are they? It’s over a year since the court case that screwed him over and I’m not seeing things get any better. And given your cheery prognosis, I’m not holding my breath. If there’s one thing I’ve learned since I watched the Truists pump bullets into Gustav’s face, it’s that around here, you have to push. Nobody is going to hand me what I want on a platter. And given what we’re talking about right now, I don’t see a reason to fuck about with a substandard crew. He’s the best and you know it.’


			Ira rubbed his eyes. ‘Will, we all know he can fly, but he doesn’t follow orders. He stole a starship, remember?’


			‘A fact that nobody outside IPSO’s inner circle is even aware of,’ said Will. ‘And you know why he did it. She might have been my wife, but she was also your engineer, remember? You worked with Rachel for how many years? And none of us lifted a finger to try to help her.’


			‘For the very obvious reason that there was nothing we could do.’


			‘And yet she’s still out there, Ira. Frozen in space and probably waiting in cryo. How are you sleeping these days, may I ask? Everything hunky-dory?’


			Ira stared tiredly into the middle distance. ‘Not that great, if you must know,’ he said softly. ‘Will, I’m not sure you understand what you’re asking for.’


			‘Don’t play with me, Ira,’ said Will. ‘How could I not?’


			Ira shot him a bleak look. ‘If there’s one thing you have in common with that kid, it’s your mutual inability to notice the shit happening around you when you’re upset. We’ve been covering for you, Will. Me, Pari, everyone. Since we lost Rachel you’ve been a liability. And that’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to admit.’


			Will felt his cheeks flushing. He considered shutting his blush response down but there was little point in trying to hide from Ira. They had too much shared history.


			‘First there was that tribunal,’ Ira went on. ‘Then there was the self-cloning fiasco. Then all those “off-the-books” trips out to the edge of the Depleted Zone in humanity’s most obvious starship. How do you think it makes the Fleet look when we indulge you at every turn? We’ve tried everything to pull you out of your tailspin, Will, up to and including hiring the Fleet’s most highly qualified life-coach as your sub. If this mission doesn’t get your mojo back, I won’t be able to protect you any more. Politically speaking, you’ll be on your own.’


			‘If this mission doesn’t succeed, it sounds like there may not be a civilisation left to come back to,’ Will retorted.


			‘Which is why I’m saying yes.’ When Ira glanced up to meet Will’s eyes, he saw a kind of finality in them – a hardness he hadn’t glimpsed for years. ‘You get your wish. I’ll add him to the plan. Maybe some good will even come of it. Plus the senate hates it when I surprise them. It throws all their predictive modelling off.’


			Ira managed a wry smile, then looked wistful. He rose and stuck out his hand. Will recognised the signal to leave and blinked in surprise. He’d been dismissed. He stood, shook his friend’s hand and hugged him.


			‘Good luck,’ said Ira. ‘You’re going to need it.’


			‘Thanks,’ said Will and headed reluctantly for the door.


			‘By the way,’ said Ira suddenly. ‘How did the meeting go?’


			Will paused and exhaled. ‘Terrible. I couldn’t keep to the script. That podium’s going to need mending. I think I scared everyone.’


			Ira smiled. ‘Good. I was rather hoping you would. There wasn’t much else that could shift them. Your unreliability is at least … reliable.’


			Will blinked at the realisation that Ira had played him.


			‘It may not sound like it, but I have confidence in you,’ said Ira. ‘I know you can bring me that miracle. It’s what you’re best at. But one last thing, Will – try to enjoy it, huh? You get to go and chase aliens.’


			Will saw that sadness again. Suddenly Ira looked small in his enormous office.


			‘I’m jealous of you,’ said the Fleet admiral. ‘Make the most of it.’


			Will nodded. ‘I’ll try,’ he said.


			2.2: MARK


			Mark sat at the back of the event room at the Atlantic Environmental Research office, waiting for the meeting to end. Jim Dutta, his boss, had run long with his weekly round-up.


			The AER office occupied a slice of New York Supertower Three, high up the east face of the building. The office was, in Mark’s opinion, a dump. The first-generation biofabric walls and floor had come down with tower flu eight years before, leaving them yellowed and blotchy. Nobody had bothered to vax them because the building was overdue for decommissioning anyway, and they lent the air a slightly sour, vegetal smell.


			At least the view was decent. That last big storm had cleared the air and there was no sign of smog or haze, not that NoreCorr got much of either any more. From the meeting room you could see out across the choppy grey waters of the Brooklyn Crumbles all the way to Sunnyside Island and the Long-Eye Towers beyond. Streaks of high, white cloud hung in a blue-green sky. Unfortunately, the room’s inhabitants were rather more depressing.


			Jim stood at the front, going through recent stats, looking uptight in his over-formal FiveClan corporate hoodie, smiling as always. Along the top of the presentation wall ran his jokey slogan for the day: Hey, look on the bright side, at least nobody has to go to New Jersey any more! :) Underneath lay his three main bullets: weather is worse, politics is worse, budget is worse. In the bottom-right corner a timer ticked down, showing how many hours remained before the next supercyclone hit, along with the afternoon’s oxygen levels and expected temperature spread. Long after Earth’s industries had all been shuttered, the biome was still collapsing. And with each slow, inexorable phase of the ecotastrophe, the weather grew wilder.


			‘So yes,’ said Jim, ‘we are going to shut down the sampling tower at Newark. With the others gone there’s no point keeping it. Our major operations are all being moved to Pittsburgh.’


			There were grumbles around the room.


			‘I know, I know,’ said Jim. ‘But realistically, this is not a big issue for us. The silver lining with this new storm pattern is that model confidence is way up, so local sampling is less of a priority, which means an easier time for you guys. And more opportunities for great travel!’


			A hand went up.


			‘Yes, Tina,’ said Jim.


			‘Does this mean more lay-offs?’


			Jim spread his palms. ‘No decisions have been made about staff redeployments. It’s likely that some of you will be invited to relocate to other NoreCorr sites.’


			‘Any offworld?’ said Tina.


			Jim winced. ‘Probably not.’


			Muttering from the engineers kicked off again.


			‘What is this shit, Jim?’ said Tina. ‘They’re closing all the sampling towers. If my wife and I don’t keep up our booking payments, we’ll lose our flight out. Then it might be what, two more years till the next open berth we can afford comes on the market. What am I supposed to do – sign up as a Revivalist and beg for a posting as a Flag? I’m not spending another two years on this shit-hole planet watching cities get smashed flat, Jim.’


			‘Nobody here is going to miss their booking payments,’ Jim insisted. ‘Everyone will get their ticket offworld. FiveClan has you covered, remember? Everyone here is Made Gold or higher, am I right?’


			Mark didn’t speak up. He hadn’t invested in any of the Made Premium programmes. But they hardly mattered to him.


			‘In any case,’ said Jim, ‘could we get back to the agenda, please? And let’s save the questions for the end, okay? On a final positive note, the Princeton operation was a complete success. Management are delighted that we extracted the cores with everyone intact – everyone’s going to receive a quarterly bonus, so kudos to Ricky and his team for all their hard work!’


			Everyone clapped. Those nearest to Ricky slapped him on the back.


			‘And very special thanks to Mark,’ Jim added, ‘for pulling them out in the nick of time with some incredible flying!’


			The applause slacked off. Some of the clapping grew slow enough to be heavy-handed even for irony. Mark got a couple of sidelong glances.


			He folded his arms. Everyone in the room knew that without him there’d be no bonus, no cores, and everyone on Ricky’s team would be screwed on their booking payments. Fuck them all. This was not what he thought it would be like when he came back to Earth. He wondered for the thousandth time if he’d just picked the wrong city.


			Before he moved he’d heard that, what with all the major urban reloca­tions, sect affiliation didn’t mean much any more. Everywhere was a melting pot these days. Supposedly. He’d realised that was bullshit in week one. Outwardly, Earth’s sects might operate as a bloc, but within Earth society affiliation counted for everything. Everything that wasn’t already determined by class, at least.


			‘Okay!’ said Jim, trying to hold on to the enthusiasm that had already fled the room. ‘That’s it for now, I guess. Next meeting one week from now. Everyone enjoy your weekend!’


			The engineers started filing out, muttering in small groups.


			‘Mark, could you stay back a minute?’ Jim added. ‘I’d like to chat about something.’


			Mark watched the others leave with a mixture of resentment and dread. His little chats with Jim had been getting steadily more awkward over the passing months. Jim had sunken, sad-looking eyes in a pale brown face that was always smiling, and you could read his emotion by how much stress that smile was hiding. Today, it hid the most Mark had ever seen.


			Jim waited until the last engineer was gone before speaking.


			‘Hey, Mark. Look, sorry for the vibe there.’


			Mark shrugged. ‘I did my job. I got them out. If they don’t appreciate it, that’s their problem.’


			‘Yeah. That’s the thing. Look, Mark, I’ve no idea what to do about this. I know that whole transit pod thing was an accident—’


			‘What else was I supposed to fucking do?’ said Mark. ‘Leave them to the Shamokin? Just fly away?’


			‘Management’s very happy with your choice,’ said Jim, ‘but the guys think … Well, the guys blame management for sending them there in the first place when they should have just let the whole issue slide. And if management ended up having to pay extra to get them out, well, then maybe it would have served them right.’


			‘Except that’s not how it works, is it?’ said Mark. ‘Management would have found a way to pass the fucking buck, because that’s what they did last time.’


			‘You know that and I know that,’ said Jim earnestly, ‘but the guys think they’re likely out of a job anyway. They don’t feel there’s much left to lose.’


			‘Can I help what they think?’ Mark snapped.


			Jim laughed nervously. ‘Well … maybe yes. You see, the guys feel … well, they feel like you’re showing them up, Mark. Like they can’t compete and you make them look slack.’


			Mark seethed. ‘What?’


			‘It’s hard for them,’ said Jim. ‘You’re so … different – you do the work of, like, ten guys at once, and you don’t even try to fit in.’


			‘Don’t I?’ said Mark. ‘I’ve attended every single fucking work social since I showed up here.’ But he knew that wasn’t what Jim meant.


			‘Yeah, but they don’t care about socials,’ said Jim. ‘I mean, you still haven’t declared an affiliation. And it’s been what, over a year?’


			Here it comes, Mark thought.


			‘Did you consider that last offer I sent you …?’ said Jim, his voice trailing off as he hit the end of the sentence.


			Jim kept sending Mark invitations to join his faith group. His congregation was Standard FiveClan Transcendist church-lite – about as watery as religion got. As a Fleet roboteer, Mark would be highly regarded. There’d be special roles for him in their prayer meetings, no doubt.


			Mark quietly suspected that was one reason he’d got the job, but it was the last thing he wanted. And he had no desire to join some gang of Truist Revival bullies, either. He didn’t see why he had to join somebody’s church to be considered an Earther. He was aware of the historical context, but surely the planet was better than that? However, he knew not to say such things to Jim’s face and hurt the man’s feelings even more.


			‘Look, Mark, I know you’re not super-fond of religion,’ said Jim anxiously, ‘but church doesn’t have to be about belief. It can just be about community. Making friends. Letting the guys feel like you’re on their side so everyone can relax a little. There are hundreds of congregations in the tower, Mark. Not joining any of them just makes you look weird. Like a Colonial. Like you don’t care. And besides, you’ve been here for over a year and you don’t have a girlfriend. I know you’re straight from your stats, so don’t you want to get laid? What girl will go for you if you’re not signed up?’


			‘One who’s not religious?’ Mark offered bluntly.


			In truth, Mark had actually gone on a few dates since he’d arrived, but only with other roboteers. He wasn’t great with norms. He’d never quite worked out how you were supposed to trust them when you couldn’t share thoughts. Plus they always talked too much.


			Finding women with handler interfaces in the depleted remains of New York was rough. Earthers hadn’t exactly lined up for genetic modification after the war. Losing to a tiny colony of gene-tweaked atheist intellectuals didn’t leave them particularly receptive to the idea in the immediate aftermath and the prejudice still hadn’t eroded. However, locating potential dates turned out to be the least of his problems. All three of the women Mark had met felt he was hiding something from them. Which, of course, he was.


			The words I’m a secret government experiment had hovered on his lips a hundred times, but he’d never said them because his job would have vanished along with what was left of his freedom. In the end, loneliness had proved easier. He was used to loneliness. His childhood had featured plenty.


			Jim sighed. ‘Look, Mark, your skills are unbelievable. I never thought I’d get a roboteer on this team, let alone one from the Fleet. When I heard you were available and wanted to come here, it was like my dream come true. Really. But frankly, it’s screwing everything up. You told me when you first arrived that you were supposed to be lying low, yet you show off every chance you get. Half of the guys have already figured out you’re something special and the others are only in the dark because they don’t know enough about roboteers to tell the difference. You scare the shit out of all of them and it’s damaging morale.’


			Jim stared at his shoes – stuffy regulation trainers with FiveClan logos on them.


			‘I want your skills, Mark, but not at the cost of my team.’


			Mark breathed deep. He couldn’t believe he was at risk of losing another job after all the compromises he’d made.


			‘I came here because I believed in this project,’ he said. ‘I wanted to understand Earth, and to help save it. That’s what I’ve tried to do all along.’


			‘Earth’s not just a ball of rock,’ said Jim sadly. ‘Maybe the colonies are like that, but Earth is about people. Lots and lots of tired, anxious people who dream of getting off this planet before it kills them. You – you could go anywhere. You just came here to make a point. They feel that, and it makes them afraid. They wonder if there will be anything out there for them if they ever get off. Or if everyone out there is as different from them as you are.’


			Jim squinted out at the view. ‘So, after we drop Newark, maybe this would be the right time for you to move on. Either that or you find some way to fit in. Join a church. Come to a meeting – you never know, you might like it. Everyone wants to meet you. My wife still hasn’t met you.’


			Jim looked up at him with puppy-dog eyes, begging Mark not to hate him. Mark tried to figure out what to say as he oscillated between anger and despair.


			‘You don’t have to decide anything now,’ said Jim. ‘Just think about it, okay?’


			Mark wanted to utter some witty comeback. Instead, he just glared out at the dying sky. In the quiet that followed, the room pinged them.


			‘Incoming message, Alpha Zero priority,’ said the room’s hoarse, hissing voice. Its speakers were as sick as its walls. ‘Recipient-only content for Mark Ruiz. Immediate receipt required.’


			‘Take the call,’ said Jim, sounding relieved by the excuse to leave. ‘You can’t say no to an Alpha Zero. Use my office.’ He briefly met Mark’s gaze. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and patted Mark timidly on the shoulder before letting himself out of the room.


			A kind of hot, helpless fury boiled up inside Mark. There was only one person in his life who called him up using IPSO top-security overrides: Will Monet.


			His mind jumbled over a dozen different cruel things he could say as he stormed into Jim’s tiny office and manually slammed the door behind him, scaring the room’s SAP into a string of bleating apologies. A badly balanced stack of crystal cores slid off the closest shelf and clattered onto the floor as the wall wobbled.


			Mark reached mentally into the room’s controls and punched the privacy icon. Then he dropped out of his body and into his home node. He grabbed the link and dived up into the virtual meeting space that had been prepped for the call.


			‘What?’ he demanded, before noticing that the person across the virtual table wasn’t Will after all. It was Nelson Aquino.


			Nelson was seated in a velvet armchair in a well-appointed study somewhere – an orbital, probably, given the curving view of immaculate forest beyond the window. Dressed in a pinstripe Nehru suit and old-fashioned data shades, the look was classic Nelson: understated and under control. The expression on his regal, hawk-like face was grave.


			‘Good morning, Mark,’ he said. ‘Did I call at a bad time?’


			Mark folded his arms. He looked down at his virtual self to see that he was still wearing his crumpled FiveClan one-piece. It wasn’t a great look, but who cared? He wasn’t here to impress anyone.


			‘Let me guess,’ he growled. ‘Message from Will fucking Monet.’


			Nelson nodded. ‘Got it in one.’


			Nelson had been popping up ever more frequently in Mark’s dealings with Will over the last few years. He’d been promoted to Will’s subcaptain – his closest aide and the man responsible for looking after the Ariel Two while Will was doing everything but flying. He was the kindly therapist type everyone was supposed to like. Mark disliked him anyway.


			‘For a man I’m not supposed to know, he calls a lot. You know that? Does he want to try saying sorry again? Because quite frankly he can stick it.’


			Mark had suffered badly the first time he became estranged from Will. For the first eight years of his life, Will had been closer than Mark’s parents, as only a teacher with an interface could be. Then, without warning, the classified roboteer programme Will had created for the Fleet was disbanded. For Mark and the other kids, Will prac­tically disappeared. Mark and his family had been sent offworld with barely a word of explanation.


			Years later, their relationship had changed again when Will became a secret mentor – a magnetic figure tantalisingly unavailable most of the time. For a while, Mark had felt that his interface was something special again rather than a burden. Then, after the tribunal and the unpleasant truths it revealed, Mark had given up trying with Will. The Fleet had made it clear they considered Mark’s mind their property, and him an embarrassment to boot.


			Will’s excuse for trashing Mark’s life had always been the same: security. He’d done it all to keep Mark and the others safe, apparently. It was funny how those security problems appeared to make everyone suffer except Will.


			‘This time it’s something rather more pertinent than an apology, I’m afraid,’ said Nelson. ‘We both thought it would be better if I spoke to you.’


			‘So what are you now,’ said Mark, ‘his handler or his errand boy?’


			Nelson ignored the jibe. ‘I see that you’re angry,’ he said. ‘Clearly the timing of this call is imperfect for you. Unfortunately, what I have to say will not wait.’ Nelson interlaced his long pianist’s fingers. ‘Four weeks ago, local-frame-time, two IPSO ships and a variety of Earther sect vessels were destroyed in what appeared to be an extraterrestrial conflict. We lack enough data to know whether non-humans were genuinely responsible, but in the unlikely case that they were, this is the single most important event since humanity encountered the Transcended. It might mean anything from interspecies war to outright annihilation for the human race.’


			He said it all with a breezy coolness that suggested he wasn’t fussed either way.


			Mark peered at him. ‘You’re shitting me.’


			‘Sadly not. I have a memory file for you, if you’d like to see for yourself.’


			Nelson waved a hand and an icon appeared in front of Mark, floating in the air. Mark snapped it up and swallowed it. Full situational awareness of the Tiwanaku Event blossomed in his mind. He blinked in awe, his anger dissolved.


			‘Okay, heavy times,’ he said. ‘Why call me? I’m not Fleet any more, remember?’


			‘Your status is actually listed as voluntary indefinite sabbatical. But in any case, your erstwhile guardian Will Monet is assembling the mission being sent to investigate. He has asked me to let you know that there is a position available to you as captain of the attached diplomatic vessel if you want it. A service to IPSO such as this would give Will ample political material to force the Admiralty Court to grant you sole ownership of your interface. It is, in short, a ticket to your independence. You would become the only non-Fleet-aligned Omega roboteer in human space, free to pick whatever job you choose, in whatever star system you like – presuming you could find a ship able to match your talents, of course. You wouldn’t have to interact with Will Monet ever again, if that’s what you desire.’


			A part of Mark quivered at the promise that offer held. But he had too much emotional scar-tissue around failed Fleet promises to accept it at face value. He looked at Nelson askance.


			‘So come back and do one last job, is that it?’


			‘Will has asked me to point out that you and he would be on different ships throughout the mission,’ said Nelson. ‘Because this … alien event is most likely some kind of scam, once you arrive at Tiwanaku there will probably be little for you to do but look after your high-profile passengers. You would be at liberty to fly home while we resolved the situation militarily. Needless to say, if whoever is responsible tries to stop the diplomatic team from leaving, your specialist skills would prove extremely useful.’


			Mark laughed. ‘So one minute I’m the Fleet’s dirty little secret and the next I’m playing cruise-captain to a bunch of celebrity stiffnecks? Doesn’t that strike you as ridiculous?’


			For the first time, a glimmer of frustration showed through Nelson’s calm veneer.


			‘Unsurprisingly, it’s not proving an easy sell with the senate, but that’s the only role available. Will has made it clear he wants to give you a full captaincy, and as the other two ships are military, they must be captained by currently active Fleet personnel.’


			Mark realised Nelson was hating this. He guffawed and shook his head.


			‘This is bullshit. It’s just another attempt to suck me back in, and even more cack-handed than the rest.’


			‘Hard though it may be for you to imagine,’ said Nelson with a little acid in his tone, ‘Will has only ever wanted the best for you. He feels responsible for the trajectory of your life and career and is now burning significant political capital in an attempt to give you what you want. Namely, your freedom. Will has most definitely made mistakes, particularly regarding his relationship with you, but can you not find some room in your heart to see what he’s trying to do here?’


			Mark didn’t reply. He stared out at the sloping bank of pine trees beyond Nelson’s shoulder. It was ages since he’d been on an orbital. There were no forests left to visit on Earth. He’d spent the last year and a half telling himself he didn’t care, and that his cause made his presence on the Old World worth it. He’d insisted that doing his part for Earth was a far better thing than breezing about with a bunch of Colonials who didn’t understand their own heritage.


			In truth, though, his options really had been heavily constrained by the Fleet’s claim on his interface. They were terrified of letting someone with his skills out of their grasp. But without it, he was nothing. Beyond roboteering, what did he have? Were they to take away the artificial section of his mind that had shaped him since birth, he knew he’d go crazy in under a week. He’d feel less confined if they snapped his spine.


			The fact that the Fleet owned the circuitry in his skull had given his anger something to feed off for a long time. Normal roboteers couldn’t be bound by that kind of contract. It wasn’t legal. But Mark had never been normal. They’d tried to take his interface from him once already by claiming he was unfit for duty. Mark had to admit that Will had blocked that attempt, but nothing could stop the Fleet from trying again at any time.


			Nelson tapped an impatient finger on the arm of his chair. ‘I knew it was a mistake to call,’ he said. ‘I anticipated your response, and frankly, I don’t blame you for it. The position would involve ingratiating yourself with a group of stiffnecks, as you put it, after all. As captain, you’d be the lowest-ranked person on the ship, barring your subcaptain, of course – little more than a pilot, really. Hardly the sort of position you’d relish. Still, it was my responsibility to let you know the offer had been made. I shall tell Will that you declined and no more will be said about the matter.’


			‘I’ll take it,’ said Mark.


			Nelson raised an eyebrow. ‘Pardon?’


			‘I said I’ll take the job.’


			‘You’re sure?’


			‘I said yes, I’ll take the fucking job.’


			Nelson looked peeved. ‘Splendid,’ he said, unconvincingly. ‘Will is sure to be pleased.’


			‘No doubt,’ said Mark. ‘Are we done?’


			Nelson nodded. ‘I will follow up with travel arrangements via a secure channel.’


			‘Fine,’ said Mark, then dropped out of the meeting and back into the blotchy yellow cupboard that was Jim’s office.


			Accepting this olive branch scared him. He knew full well that Will would use it to try to drag him back into the Fleet and his old life. The prospect of returning to that existence of tedious charter flights, combat drills and existential despair made him shiver. But pissing Nelson off helped Mark feel more comfortable with the deal. And there was a secondary bonus: he could tell Jim to stick his church meeting where the sun didn’t shine.


			2.3: YUNUS


			Yunus Chesterford reclined on the enormous gel-filled couch beside the other panellists and waited for the recording icon to appear in his contacts. Bradley Yao, the host of the interactive, lolled beside him in azure pantaloons and a bronze shirt open to the waist.


			As the icon appeared, Bradley leaned in towards the closest camera-drone, his Angeleno-perfect features locked in a suave smile.


			‘Hi. I’m Bradley Yao, and this is Greater Matters, the feed that brings you the deepest discussions on today’s thorniest topics.’


			They sat together in an opulent passive-broadcast lounge near the top of Bandung Tower Five, complete with hookah, diamond jars of spiced tea and this year’s most fashionable type of intelligent rug. The windows commanded striking views over the ruins of the old city, where another supercyclone was approaching. That one lamentable feature of their setting, though, would of course be edited out of the final broadcast to give the impression that it had been shot somewhere fashionably offworld.


			‘This show is the latest in our series on the role of alien influences in human development,’ Bradley told the drone. ‘And, as usual, once we’ve met our guests and got the ball rolling, everyone will be welcome to ping in and participate in the discussion. We have Avatoids by Physi­presence waiting live for you here in the studio. With me today I have Yunus Chesterford, founder of the Chesterford Exocultural Initiative and author of Human Destiny: Our Role in the Universe.’


			Yunus nodded towards the drone hovering closest.


			‘For those of you who don’t already know,’ Bradley continued, ‘Professor Chesterford is the man who cracked the Fecund navigational code and single-handedly founded the field of Exocultural Studies. He’s a proud Reconsiderist and has accolades from Saleh, Baxter and Lowell Universities. Professor Chesterford, welcome.’


			‘Hi, Bradley,’ said Yunus with a warm smile. ‘It’s great to be here.’


			‘On his left is Venetia Sharp, one of humanity’s leading specialists on Fecund psychology and social behaviour. A native of Esalen Colony, she is senior exo-psych consultant to IPSO’s Exploratory Division. She also holds an endowed chair at Bryant University on New Panama.’


			As usual, Venetia had come to the interview dressed in a T-shirt and slacks that looked about three days out of the printer. The bob of black hair that framed her face hung loose and uncovered. He could only imagine what Citra would say. Still, the editing SAP would be live-tweaking the image to give Venetia the modest skirts and head-sleeve their Earth audience preferred. Her sharp features were not unattractive, to Yunus’s mind. However, she had a kind of cynicism and intensity he found unbecoming in a middle-aged woman. That kind of fiery attitude was for little girls who hadn’t found husbands and settled down yet.


			‘Venetia, thank you for coming,’ said Bradley.


			Venetia nodded. ‘Hi.’


			‘And beside her is Professor Harare Tam, a senior partner at the Vartian Institute, the most highly regarded exodefence think tank in human space.’


			Yunus smiled to himself. The Vartian Institute was the only such think tank. Nobody else bothered. Tam looked as stuffy and professorial as ever in his purple Institute hoodie, which he always wore fully zipped. The patches on his sleeves were peeling. They always wheeled Tam out when they needed a good crackpot, and Tam never disappointed. His wild eyebrows alone were enough to boost the feed’s hit-rate.


			‘Thank you very much for inviting me, Bradley,’ said Tam. ‘I am glad to be here. Really very grateful.’


			Yunus thought of Tam rather fondly, ridiculous figure though he was. He and the other top names in social exoscience didn’t really get along that well, but they’d all known each other for years and developed an inevitable camaraderie. Often, he and his fellow pundits found themselves competing for the same patches of limelight and the same scant government grants. Except Tam, of course, whose insular organisation never appeared to want for cash.


			Yunus knew that most outsiders regarded his field as something of a joke. The healthy doses of speculation required, along with the backing from politically biased sources, tended to make it look less than rigorous. He didn’t care. It had worked very nicely for him.


			This show was a perfect example. Yunus’s allies in government arranged things like this to keep him in the public eye. It was high-class propaganda, really, but for the best possible reasons. Two pro-balance pundits with differing philosophies had been brought in to fight it out, leaving him to be the voice of moderation. The Colonials didn’t get a voice, let alone bigots like the FPP. Yunus knew he’d come off in a good light; the event had been set up that way.


			‘Today’s topic,’ said Bradley, waving expansively, ‘is this: in our modern age, do we still believe in benign alien mentorship? Doctor Sharp, how about we start with you?’


			‘Sure, Brad. First, I feel I should clarify that when we’re talking about alien mentors, I presume we mean the Transcended. As far as I’m aware, humanity hasn’t encountered any other galaxy-dominating civilisations. So the question you’re asking really is: do we still trust them given that we haven’t heard anything from them since Monet’s first encounter?


			‘The answer is yes, absolutely. And now more than ever. The reason is simply that, despite all the speculation to the contrary, nothing bad has happened to the human race since we started using the suntap technology the Transcended gave us. We’re still here running our own affairs. I’d say that leaves little room for paranoid speculation. On top of that, we have to add all the advances that access to Fecund space has given us – advances that would never have been possible without their intervention. There are the nestship technologies, all the new methods for building orbital habitats, and the unexpected bioscience benefits of having Fecund bacteria to play with, life-extension being the most obvious among them.


			‘Then you have to factor in the suntap’s effect on energy prices. The ability to quantum-channel energy straight out of a star’s corona is an incredible boon for humanity. Everyone focuses on the threat of using suntaps to power weapons but that’s not their only application. Suntap power stations have made antimatter cheaper and more plentiful than at any other time in human history. If that’s not benign mentorship, I don’t know what is.’


			By this time, Tam was practically vibrating in his chair.


			‘Professor Tam,’ said Bradley. ‘It looks like you’ve got something to add. You disagree?’


			Tam sat up straight and fiddled with the zipper on his hoodie. ‘Well, yes, with all greatest possible respect to Ms Sharp, she is wrong. I know that the line she’s taking has been the popular norm for some years now, but it remains a dangerous and reckless one.’


			Bradley struck a thoughtful pose. ‘How do you square that, Professor? It’s hard to argue with the Transcended silence, or the benefits we’ve gained from the Far Frontier.’


			‘Neither point is strictly relevant,’ said Tam. ‘For a society such as the Transcended, thirty years is the blink of an eye. In that time, we’ve done exactly what they wanted, which is spill out into a region of the galaxy over which we already know they exercise tight control. In the meantime, we’ve learned nothing about their intentions. They’re as opaque to us as they were when they first announced their presence via the lure star. The simple fact that they haven’t once told us how we’re supposed to improve as a species or “constructively self-edit”, as they so colourfully put it, should serve as a warning.’


			‘But if we don’t know what they want,’ said Bradley, ‘should we automatically assume that their goals are malign?’


			Tam nodded like a badly calibrated housebot. ‘We still only know two things about the Transcended. First, that they hand out weapons to younger species. Weapons of unspeakable power. And second, that they use the stellar signature imprinted by those weapons to eradicate any species they don’t like. The only race at peer-level development to humanity that we know of is the Fecund, and our best estimates suggest that the Transcended wiped them out in a coordinated remote assault that took a little under a week. A week! This despite the fact that the Fecund had come to occupy at least twenty different star systems spread over dozens of light-years. The moment a star-faring species begins using the suntap, they essentially hand a kill-switch for their own civilisation to a race of entities about which they know nothing except for the nebulous agenda they choose to promote. Does that sound benign to you? A Faustian bargain is what it sounds like to me – and one we have already foolishly entered into.’


			Yunus saw his opportunity to wade in. He waved a hand.


			Bradley took note and shifted his attention. ‘Professor Chesterford – you see it differently?’


			‘If I may, Brad. I have the utmost respect for both of my colleagues’ positions, but I think there’s room for a middle ground here. Doctor Sharp’s position is the one we’ve grown used to hearing. But as Professor Tam points out, it may be a little naive. I think we’d be crazy to dismiss Professor Tam’s concerns out of hand simply because they sound paranoid to our culturally conditioned ears. The real problem is that we don’t have a frame of reference for this topic. As Doctor Sharp mentioned, we only know of one “galaxy-dominating civilisation”, and quite frankly, we know so little about the Transcended that the actual extent of their abilities remains a mystery. It’s my opinion that we should withhold judgement until we know more. Simple as that.’


			‘You appear to be suggesting that there’s more to know,’ said Bradley, one eyebrow arched. ‘Isn’t that the problem, though? That they’re not talking to us?’


			‘Who’s to say they’re the only voice out there?’ said Yunus. ‘Perspective might come from anywhere. We only have the Transcended’s word that they’re the ultimate authority in this galaxy, yet we’ve never even laid eyes on them. We only need one data point to disprove their claim. And if that happens, we’ll have to start rethinking human significance in the galaxy. If it turns out that the Transcended are lying to us, as Professor Tam implies, we might have to consider whether some of our own home-grown notions of moral authority might hold a little more weight than those we’ve imported from a supposedly superior race.’


			His line wasn’t the Transcendist Church orthodoxy, but that was deliberate. The people Yunus worked with were trying to reseed some of Truism’s better ideas in the public domain, particularly among the upper end of the Following class – the show’s core audience.


			‘I’m sorry,’ said Venetia with a sneer, ‘but is this a discussion about aliens or church policy? Because, last I checked, we don’t have that other data point you’re referring to. We have ruins left by one peer-level species – the Fecund – which are ten million years old, and that’s it. Are you honestly proposing another such species exists out there for us to find? A living one?’


			Yunus shrugged. ‘I’m proposing that we can’t know the answer to that question yet.’


			She smiled darkly. ‘And if there is one, it automatically validates the idea of human supremacy, I take it.’


			Yunus frowned. Venetia was leading them off-topic. Her remarks would lower her popularity ratings, which he didn’t mind, but ideally she shouldn’t be poking around so close to the show’s political agenda. Yunus framed a pithy reply but the recording light in his view-field snapped off. A call icon replaced it.


			Bradley’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry, everyone,’ he said, glancing about. ‘Looks like we had to suspend recording. Not sure why.’


			‘That’s my fault, I’m afraid,’ said Yunus. ‘It came in high priority. I’m sorry. I told them not to ping me here. I’ll be back in a moment.’


			He hurried out of the recording lounge, his cheeks burning. The camera-drones darted aside to let him pass. He stopped in the waiting room to take the call.


			‘Who is this?’ he said. ‘It really isn’t a good time.’


			A call window opened in his contact-display. In it hovered the blandly handsome face of Ezekiel Wei, his top contact in the IPSO House Proportional.


			‘Zeke!’ he said, astonished. ‘I’m sorry, I was recording a show. What can I do for you?’


			‘Something’s come up,’ said Zeke tersely. ‘Do you have a secure line? You need to see this.’


			Yunus glanced around and strode for the nearest privacy chamber. He waited for the anti-surveillance light to come on.


			‘I’m clear,’ he said, looking into the nearest camera. ‘Show me.’


			‘Word of it only just hit the House,’ said Zeke.


			A separate video-window opened in Yunus’s display. In it, Tom Lark’s recording began to play.


			Yunus’s skin tingled as he watched – partly in anger and partly in awe. The recording made it obvious that one of Earth’s Houses had engaged in some very public frontier jumping. Under normal circumstances that would have been cause for celebration. Earth would finally have enough political momentum to force IPSO to change the laws around planetary registration or risk war. However, the violent ending ruined everything.


			Instead of a clean political lever, they had chaos. IPSO would undoubtedly assume Earth’s sects were responsible for the attack, despite the fact that it muddied Earth’s own cause. They’d point the finger because they could.


			Yunus felt sure he had enough traction with Earth’s leadership to know the attack wasn’t Earth’s doing, and he doubted the Colonies would pull a stunt like this. It wasn’t their style. Which meant this was it – the big moment his career had been leading up to. He could forget grubbing around in Fecund garbage heaps. This event would change the human race for ever.


			‘There’ll have to be a diplomatic mission,’ said Yunus breathlessly.


			‘Without a doubt,’ said Zeke.


			‘I want to be on it,’ said Yunus. ‘Whatever it takes, I want a place on that ship. I’m calling in my favours, Zeke. All of them. Earth’s going to need a representative.’


			Zeke smiled. ‘We were hoping you’d say that. Your name was top of our list, along with Citra’s, of course. I’ll talk details with you later but for the time being, keep this quiet, okay? We can’t afford for it to go public on our watch.’


			‘Of course,’ said Yunus. ‘I understand.’


			As soon as the call dropped, Yunus reached for his wife’s icon and pinged her with the priority ramped to the max. Her face appeared, backed by shelves full of lab equipment.


			‘Yuni?’ she said, looking confused.


			‘Citra, dear,’ he said. ‘Get to a privacy box, quickly. You’re never going to believe this.’


			2.4: ANN


			Ann watched impatiently through her display as the Griffin slid towards port. She’d made the run from Yonaguni in record time but still feared it wasn’t fast enough. Ahead of them loomed the ungainly octopus that was the local Fleet HQ, straddled between the vast, dark masses of starships and buzzing with shuttles. Hundreds of kilometres below, orbital habitats formed a glittering band of pearls around their parent world: New Panama, jewel of the Far Frontier.


			Despite being so close to her adopted home, Ann’s stomach refused to settle. It churned in anticipation of her meeting. The cloak-and-dagger nonsense her Rumfoord League work required sat poorly with her. Policing the Frontier had been difficult enough before she’d been required to start lying to her own people.


			She’d have given anything for a day off on the surface. New Panama was, to her mind, the most optimistic of worlds – close to what she’d hoped the future would be like as a child. Bryant City was all broad, domed spaces and habitat canyons. None of the horrid supertowers that blighted other worlds. On rest days, she liked to visit the McKlusky Museum and attend the public talks. Everyone there appeared to be making deals or showing up with some new discovery. The mood of excitement the place contained just from being the gateway between the old and new frontiers hung in the air like fragrant smoke.


			Before Baron and Monet’s fateful voyage, humanity had been restricted to an onion-skin layer of stars all the same distance from the galactic core – a region defined by the limitations of warp drive. But with the discovery of the nearby Penfield Lobe, everything had changed. Now they had access to a second layer of stars crammed with the ruins of the Fecund civilisation. New Panama lay at that solitary junction, a hub for trade, science and exploration.


			Bryant City had half a dozen different research institutions just for studying the lobe and a dozen more dedicated to the alien remains that littered the outer system. The place had come a long way since Monet’s discovery of it. And business decrypting the Fecund technology found in the new territories never stopped booming. Ann loved the world for the hope it offered when the rest of the Far Frontier seemed so squalid.


			Slowly, Fleet HQ slid up to obscure the view. Ann found herself looking out at a silver-grey horizon of metal and ceramic struts that stretched for dozens of kilometres. Here and there, sensor towers rose like gothic spires into the star-spattered sky.


			The Griffin slid to a gentle halt and a soft bonging sound filled the cabin as the locks engaged. Ann fought down another wave of excited unease as she unclipped from her bunk and drifted into the cabin’s central well.


			‘I’m proud of all of you,’ she told her crew. ‘We did a great job.’


			They’d already guessed she had some kind of important meeting to attend. She could see the curiosity written in their eyes.


			‘I’ll be gone for a while,’ she said. ‘Hours, maybe, so please shut down without me. And in case you finish before I get back, enjoy your break. You all deserve it.’


			She tried for a winning smile and fought down a stab of jealousy towards her own team.


			River shot her a concerned look as she made for the airlock. ‘Hope it goes well,’ he said.


			‘Me, too,’ said Ann as she sealed herself in.


			The Griffin’s docking pod slid up through the ship’s mesohull and mated with the standard-issue transit pod waiting at the end of the tethering arm. As the doors swung open, Ann glided across from one bland, biocarpeted interior to the other.


			‘Welcome back, Captain Ludik,’ said the transit in a friendly, feminine voice as it accelerated away from the ship. The main screen showed her a map of her location on the station and various useful facilities she might want to visit.


			‘Where would you like to go?’ it asked eagerly. ‘I can deliver you to your office in four-point-eight minutes or the officers’ lounge in five.’


			‘There’s a project I need to check on first,’ said Ann. ‘The details are here.’


			She pressed the chip in the back of her hand against the reader in the transit’s wall.


			An ungainly pause ensued. The pod momentarily slowed and then accelerated again as its usual identity went to sleep and another one woke up.


			‘Secure reboot complete,’ said the SAP in a new voice – one with a deeper, more directive tone. ‘Lie back, please, Captain. Transit will be swift.’


			Ann clipped herself into the furry lining of the pod using pull-out straps from the wall and held on tight as the transit routed her out of the human pod channels and into the ones designed for freight. Freight-pods didn’t operate under the same acceleration limits, which meant the ride could be rough.


			‘Do I have a meeting point?’ she asked as she was jounced and jerked through a complex web of girders between boxes of machine parts and canisters of coolant. The shadows of tubes and walkways flashed past on the monitors.


			‘Yes. Your end point is confirmed. Your contact is waiting for you. Surveillance cover for this meeting has also been arranged. Details will be deposited in your chip on your return trip.’


			When Ann or one of the other members of the Rumfoord League needed to take time out, they were simply listed as not available, which usually meant working on one of IPSO’s secure projects. And there were enough such projects in the Fleet that the conspiracy was easy to hide, particularly with the high-level support the League commanded. But that didn’t stop Ann hating every minute of the subterfuge.


			The pod lurched to a halt, tilted ninety degrees and slid her under the carapace of a large crab-shaped maintenance robot. The screens’ view swapped to the crab’s primary cameras. Ann felt a surge of acceleration as the robot sped away from the Fleet station and out into empty space.


			Though she felt badly in need of conversation, she knew better than to try to talk with the pod. The stealth SAP now in charge of it had deliberately filtered access to information and was designed to flag a warning if she asked too many unexpected questions.


			‘Can I get a status update?’ she said instead.


			‘One has been prepared for you,’ said the SAP. ‘Passive-vid will play it on screen two.’
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