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    1: RISING




    1.1: WILL




    Will Kuno-Monet woke with a start to find himself half-buried in white soil. He struggled to his feet, blinking while his heart pounded. A meadow of black poppies stretched in either direction, lining the bottom of an enormous tunnel. Bluish light came from dangling chains of luminescent kelp suspended from the pale, arched ceiling fifty metres overhead. The strands wafted gently like a glowing field of wheat. A moist breeze brought scents of ozone and fresh coffee. Somewhere nearby, a stream trickled.




    His body felt wire-taut, flushed with fear for no reason he could remember. Will glanced quickly about, his breath coming in heaves. In the tube’s undulating distance, a dense thicket of short, black trees jutted out of the snow-white earth. In the other direction, a sideways kink in the tube blocked further sight. He looked down and found himself wearing a one piece ship-suit, but grown from some soft, grey, organic material. It had no obvious fastenings. He didn’t remember putting it on.




    What the hell was this place? And why did he feel so afraid? His memory was a terrifying blank. But as he stood there, anxiously scanning the tunnel, answers began to assemble themselves in his mind like shadows revealed by parting mist.




    Will was on Snakepit – a world covered with millions of kilometres of overlapping habitat tubes just like this one. It was the greatest extraterrestrial discovery the human race had ever made: an engineered biosphere capable of hosting billions of living beings. And it had been left empty and unused for the last five million years.




    He also remembered that he’d been lured here aboard his ship, the Ariel Two. Yes, he owned a starship. He was investigating some sort of threat, utterly unsuspecting of what lay ahead. Because Snakepit had been kept secret. And once he arrived, he’d been betrayed.




    He frowned as he tried to remember who’d cheated him and how. The answer wouldn’t come. Was it his friends or allies in government? He knew he worked in politics. There had been all those dull, difficult meetings with bright-robed men and women with frowning faces. He was part of something called IPSO – the Interstellar Pact Security Organisation. But he felt sure the betrayal ran deeper than that. He’d trusted someone with his life and his future, and it had killed him.




    Will frowned in confusion at that last memory. If he’d died, how come he was still here? Yet the image burned vividly in his mind. He’d watched helpless from a distance while his body melted into slime. Except that didn’t make any sense, either. How had he watched his own death from a distance?




    Then Will recalled another vital fact about himself. He was a roboteer – one of a tiny minority of people engineered before birth to interface with thinking machines. How could he possibly have forgotten that? It had defined his entire life. Any camera linked to a Self-Aware Program could serve as his eyes. Watching himself from outside his own body was as simple as thought, so long as a suitable network was available.




    Something about that explanation didn’t strike him as adequate, either, but it occurred to him to check for a local pervasivenet. With access to the digital realm, it would be a lot easier to figure out what had happened.




    He reached inwards, summoning the visual for his home node – the virtual environment that served as the access point for his internal systems. However, instead of the familiar image of his childhood home, a dark sensation swam up through him, vivid and overpowering. An ancient place that felt at once like a deserted museum and a crowded train station loomed in his mind’s eye, where crowds of ghostly figures flickered and darted. From grey stone walls hung immense rippling banners of orange and black, bearing alien runes too dense and twisted for human eyes to read. He knew this place. He dreaded it.




    Will fought to clear his head of the smothering vision and found himself kneeling, bent over on the pale clay and wheezing for air. He’d practically passed out. As his strength returned, a cold sense of certainty settled on him. He hadn’t just been cheated, he’d been changed.




    How or why he’d been rescued from death he had no idea, but one thing he knew for certain: he couldn’t stay in this tunnel. He needed to get off Snakepit while he still could. For reasons that escaped him, he knew this place was dangerous.




    Will struck out hurriedly in the direction of the black trees, the peculiar flowers crumpling beneath his feet as he strode through them. They bled ink when crushed, he noticed – a brilliant blue that soaked into the soil almost immediately. He remembered this world being strange, with a bewildering variety of life forms inhabiting the tunnels, all of them petite and too perfect to be natural. Now, though, they smelled wrong. There’d been no coffee odour last time. And something about its presence worried him deeply.




    At the edge of the miniature forest, Will stopped to stare. Pale, rubbery faces grown from parasitic fungus jutted from the trunks like masks. Each one bore the likeness of someone he knew. And with each face, a fresh memory bloomed in his head.




    Here, for instance, was the elegant, sculpted visage of Parisa Voss. A friend and a traitor – the woman who’d derailed his life. She’d brought him here. He felt a rush of loathing. And there was Ann Ludik, another traitor. Except, in the end, she’d been a friend. She’d saved his life and he’d died trying to save hers. Beside her lay the hard, compact features of Mark Ruiz, Will’s half-son. Mark was someone Will had aspired to protect, though he’d fallen far short of that goal.




    Will regarded the masks with crawling unease. Had these faces been carved? Had they grown like that? He glanced about, anticipating a trap. Somebody with both time and knowledge of his life had put these things here, ready for him to see when he awoke. That must have taken hours. How long had he been out of the picture?




    The fourth face he saw made him freeze. It belonged to Rachel, his wife – the woman he’d loved all his life. Yet her face conjured an unexpected emotion – a sense of deep, boiling hatred that made Will break out in a spontaneous sweat. He could remember nothing Rachel had ever done to justify such a reaction. In fact, so far as he recalled, she’d been gone from his life for years. His own obsession with trying to fix the politics of IPSO had finally driven her away. She’d boarded a ship to explore the edge of human space – a ship lost beyond reach before he had a chance to apologise. He fumbled to master his rage. Understanding eluded him like a handful of smoke.




    Will stalked between the trees, keeping his eyes open and his guard up in anticipation of a punchline for this sickening joke. A few dozen metres further on he came to a clearing. There, beside the swirling brook, a tiny diorama of his childhood home had been rendered in purple moss. It depicted the exact location of his home node – the very place he’d reached for inside himself just minutes earlier. Grey bulbs of mushroom took the place of furniture, each item rendered in unlikely detail.




    Will glared at the weird scene. Whoever had tinkered with this place didn’t just have knowledge of his life. They’d seen inside his mind. He walked warily around the unnatural growth, giving it a wide berth only to find it repeated dozens of times along the banks of the river on a variety of scales.




    Will waded downstream, trying to stay away from the moss without knowing why. Panic clotted his thoughts. Somebody was playing with him, trying to frighten him – but to what end? Were they the same people who’d brought him back to life? Will’s mouth curled in a bitter snarl. If he’d been resurrected as a plaything simply to be teased and tortured, his tormentors would need their wits about them. Will had experienced treatment of that sort during the Interstellar War. His captors had not died pleasantly.




    He froze as voices carried to him on the moist air. A man spoke somewhere beyond a line of trees up ahead. A woman answered. They sounded powerfully familiar, though Will struggled to place either of them. He heard laughter.




    Will searched the stream’s banks for a weapon – a rock or a bone, perhaps – but found nothing in the artificial landscape that would serve. He strode across to the nearest tree to rip free a branch, only to have the wood bend like rubber in his hands.




    No matter. He’d fight unarmed if need be. He edged closer to the last line of trees, keeping to the shadows, and peered out.




    Beyond the wood lay a small café. A line of bar stools faced away from him, arranged before a covered counter with a large yellow espresso machine and racks of brightly coloured cups. A woman in a dirndl with blonde, braided hair worked there with her back turned, pulling a fresh shot while two patrons chatted on the stools. One customer had vivid green skin. The other had small antlers and legs that ended in hooves. Both wore embroidered tuxedos with high, padded shoulders like characters from a Martian Renaissance drama.




    Will regarded them with blank astonishment. Now he knew where the smell had come from, though the explanation offered little comfort. When last he’d walked these tunnels, Snakepit had been a new discovery fraught with microbial dangers. There was no human population, and it certainly hadn’t featured coffee stands. The woman turned to place espresso cups before her guests. Will blinked at the sight of her face. It was, without doubt, his own. Her features were smaller than his, more prettily proportioned, but she might have been his twin sister.




    She looked up and caught him staring dumbly from the edge of the trees.




    ‘Are you here for coffee?’ she asked, then saw his confusion. ‘Dabbling in shyness, perhaps? We don’t bite, honest.’ She gestured for him to approach.




    Will, rather uncertainly, stepped out from the cover of the forest. His hands flexed, ready for a fight.




    ‘Do you have scrip?’ she said, and then waved the comment away when he didn’t answer. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m in it for the conversation, not the acumen. What can I get you? It’s on the house.’




    The two patrons swivelled on their stools to face him. Will saw his own face on both of them. He struggled to speak as he realised why their voices had sounded so oddly familiar – he’d heard himself.




    ‘I …’ he started.




    ‘You look like you could use something calming,’ said the woman. ‘How about a nice cup of tea? I’m going to hazard a guess that you like Assam.’




    ‘Good guess,’ said Will uncertainly. ‘My favourite.’




    ‘No shit,’ said the antler clone, chuckling into his coffee.




    ‘What size?’ said the woman.




    ‘Come on, he wants a large,’ said the green clone. ‘You can tell by his face.’




    ‘Why don’t you bring that baseline palette of yours over here and have a seat, Will,’ said the antler clone. ‘And tell us – whatever brings you out to a lonely spot like this one?’




    1.2: ANN




    From the helm of the Ariel Two, Ann Ludik watched shuttles lift from the surface of the Earth, bringing up the last of the population. They appeared in her display as a hundred bright sparks rising over the arc of the world, a planet still stubbornly blue despite all the abuse it had taken. One by one, the sparks left Earth behind, streaming out into the velvet night.




    Despite the irretrievable mess their ancestral home had become, it was impossible not to feel the poignancy of that moment. And, deep down beneath her layers of emotional scar tissue, Ann felt a weak stirring of sadness. However, besides the anticipation that had been twisting her insides for the last nine hours, it barely registered. There would be time for wistfulness later, if they survived.




    Someone in the cabin let out a short, tense sob at the sight. Ann declined to open her human eyes to find out who’d made it. Her crew knew how to do their jobs. And they’d all seen moments more tragic than this. After all, they weren’t being forced off a planet this time. Unlike most of humanity’s retreats in its long war with the self-styled Photurian Utopia, this one had been their own choice.




    Forty-one years had passed since the Photes’ first attack. During the decades that followed, the Photurians had evolved from near-mindless machines into a sophisticated and dangerous civilisation. Meanwhile, the human race had fallen from its peak of twenty-seven occupied star systems to a less-than-majestic five. The rest of mankind’s colonies had been claimed or destroyed. After today, they’d be down to four. Temporarily, they hoped.




    In all that time, Sol was the first star system to be deliberately conceded. Mars and the other home system colonies had shut up shop years before as effectively indefensible. And for a while after that, it looked like the consolidation of forces on Earth had worked. Then, just weeks ago, they’d received word of another attempted takeover.




    The planet’s surface had been seeded with a fresh wave of Phote spores and some of them had made it down into the Pacific Warrens. The number of spontaneous bacterial conversions was rising and the infected were gathering to form terrorist cells faster than the local death squads could root them out. So Earth’s government had called for immediate evacuation.




    Ann’s team had sent a diplomat down to liaise with the government heads, to calm the authorities and try for a new approach. The Earthers, though, were already too deep into panic. Something had changed in Phote strategy, they insisted. Transport lines were being choked off again. The frequency of raids kept climbing. Everyone was talking about a Third Surge.




    After what they’d all seen during the Suicide War a decade ago, Earth’s leaders weren’t about to take any chances. So, with great reluctance and no small amount of bitterness, the Galatean military had coordinated an extraction.




    ‘I have the signal from shuttle command,’ said Cy, Ann’s communications officer. His voice cracked as he spoke. ‘Earth is cleared. Ready to commence Phase Three.’




    ‘Initiate,’ said Ann. ‘Let’s get it done.’




    Moving thirty million people out of the gravity well in nine hours had not been easy. To facilitate the operation, the population of Earth had been issued with personal coma-kits and packed into bunker-boxes the size of sports stadia. Then they’d been foamed in situ with a fast-setting hyper-elastic matrix almost as light as a modern aerogel.




    There’d been panic, of course, and some resistance. But the warrens were due to be gassed to ensure that no human hosts remained for the Photes to exploit. The threat of imminent death had served as an effective incentive to cooperate.




    During Phase One, the massive container stacks had been brought out of habitats on macrotracks and handed off to superlifters originally designed to relocate whole arcotowers without disassembly. The process had run surprisingly close to schedule. Nevertheless, Ann had hated every gruelling minute of the wait.




    In Phase Two, fleets of industrial scoop-shuttles on strat-scraping dives had coupled and seized the superlifter loads. The lifters’ LTA envelopes had been trashed in the process, of course, but with nobody going home, cost wasn’t an issue. The operation would be one of the most expensive the human race had ever conducted.




    ‘What’s our attrition rate?’ said Ann.




    ‘We’re running at less than sixty parts per mil,’ said Phlox grimly. ‘Better than the model mean. About as good as we could hope for.’




    In other words, the impact-foam approach had worked. About eighteen hundred deaths had resulted from almost drowning everyone in aerated smart-polymer, followed by the bone-smashing speed of shuttle intercept. Only eighteen hundred human lives snuffed out before even leaving their home. Probably only a few hundred orphaned children. A great result by any rational measurement.




    In Phase Three, the scoop-shuttles handed off their precious cargos to vast, purpose-built evac-arks so that they could be ferried to the out-system for carrier pickup. And that was where it got difficult.




    Human worlds never faced direct attack. It was too easy to trash them and the Photes needed their converts alive. Consequently, the Utopia subverted colonies instead, or absorbed them wholesale once support lines were cut off and defences knocked out.




    A population on the move, though, invited a very different kind of fighting. Arks made easy targets for direct, violent absorption. Hence, Phase Three was when the Photes were most likely to strike.




    Unfortunately, evac-arks weren’t fast. They lacked warp, which meant that even with tap-torch engines and constant acceleration as high as their human cargo could handle, exit would take days. And there were so many spies embedded within Earth’s population already that the likelihood of word of their timing having leaked was high.




    The Photes might intercept at any moment. For all Ann’s team knew, the out-system they were headed for might already be crawling with stealthed enemy drones. So at some point over the next seventy hours or so, the pace of events would likely go from interminably dull to horrifyingly fast. Human minds didn’t operate well under those conditions. Without artificial support, her team were likely to burn themselves out worrying before any trouble hit.




    Fortunately, Ann hadn’t been human for years. She didn’t get lonely or impatient the way other people did – not since her change. Which was why her ship was taking point for the hardest part of the mission. Still, her team would probably need a little encouragement.




    Ann opened her eyes and partially decoupled her mind from the Ariel Two’s helm-space. Her shadow took up the slack while she surveyed her crew at work.




    There wasn’t much to look at in the Ariel Two’s main cabin these days. Simple grey wall-screens running neon agitation patterns lined the dimly lit spherical chamber. Set in a ring around the floor were six military-grade support-couches. Each resembled a cross between a recliner and a coffin designed by a committee of art nouveau enthusiasts and paranoid survivalists. Besides Ann’s, only three others were occupied.




    Cy Twebo, a muscular, soft-faced young man, ran communications. Phlox Orm, a svelte little herm with dark, intense features covered data aggregation. Urmi Kawasaki, a quiet woman from the lower levels with a giraffe pigment-job, managed their unruly stable of threat models. Ann didn’t know any of them well.




    For years now, the Galatean government had been handing her these tightly knit triples to work with, specially trained to pilot the nestship in the supremely unlikely event of her demise. They never stuck around for long. This bunch, at least, accepted the way Ann ran things. Or perhaps they’d simply been briefed to not get in her way this time. There was too much at stake.




    ‘Team,’ said Ann.




    All three opened their eyes in surprise.




    ‘I’m proud of you all,’ she said. ‘What we’re doing here is beyond difficult. And Phase Three is going to be a bitch. So remember that I admire you all, and that I have the utmost confidence in your abilities. Any comments or recommendations before we go to slow-time?’




    They regarded each other with tense, sad eyes.




    ‘No,’ said Cy, their unofficial spokesperson. ‘We’re good.’




    ‘Okay,’ said Ann. ‘And does everyone have their amygdala-gating on max?’




    Her crew nodded.




    ‘Good,’ said Ann. ‘Because you’re going to need it.’




    She thought about adding, Don’t worry, we’ll get the Earth back. But nobody would have believed her.




    ‘Let’s get to work,’ she said instead and shut her eyes.




    From time to time, someone claimed that the Ariel Two was undermanned or that Ann’s leadership style was too remote. They didn’t know what they were talking about. The cellular augmentation she’d received on Snakepit enabled her to run the entire ship on her own. It was hard enough just finding things for her mandatory three backup officers to do. Having more people aboard only made things worse. They got in the way and reduced her acceleration thresholds. And after all, Ann wasn’t there to chit-chat. She was there to atone. She’d only made one big mistake in her life, but that choice had unleashed the Photes against humanity. As fuck-ups went, hers had been galaxy-class.




    She brought up an immersive view of local space to watch the shuttles creeping out to their respective arks. There were three of them in all, each guarded by an attendant battle cruiser. Accompanying the Ariel Two were a couple of new Orson-class planet-busters armed to the teeth with grater-grids and boser canons. They loomed like sinister moons.




    ‘Cy, signal Angels Two and Three,’ said Ann. ‘Prep for departure. We’ll be going silent in ten. Tell them good luck.’




    To minimise risk, Ann’s team had brought dummy arks. Three separate ships would head to different extraction points in the out-system. Only one of them, though, would be carrying people – the one Ann was watching. The other two were decoys, turning the entire operation into a shell game.




    As soon as all the shuttles had docked, Ann made her next move.




    ‘Engaging stealth-cloak,’ she told the others.




    For a ship as large as the Ariel Two, a cloak only bought you so much. With two hundred and forty kilometres of elastoceramic alloy hull to hide, they’d still be visible by virtue of their gravity footprint. But that was part of the point. With luck, the escorts would draw attention from the far smaller arks. Their enemies, unfortunately, would be operating under stealth, too. If battle commenced, it would be fought mostly blind.




    With stately deliberation, the arks all left orbit and headed out. Ariel and the other two escorts took up position beside their respective charges and left alongside them.




    ‘Commencing mine-drop sequence,’ she told her crew.




    After all, if you were abandoning a habitat world, what was the point of not turning it into a deathtrap on your way out?




    ‘Okay, everyone,’ she said, ‘we’ll be running in shifts from here to Jupiter orbit. Somebody take a nap.’




    Ann handed off as much control to her shadow as she dared and put her mind on slow. There was no point burning mental cycles on dead time when half her brain could be resting.




    Their progress appeared to accelerate dramatically. As the Earth shrank behind them, Ann watched it through electronic eyes and whispered goodbye to the famous cradle of humanity.




    As she did so, a memory sprang to mind: the moment years ago when she left her flat on Galatea to move to New Panama. She’d stood on the threshold and looked back across the scruffy floor-turf at the soft marks where her furniture had so recently stood. That moment had filled her with an unexpected wistfulness even though she’d been madly keen to leave. This moment had a lot in common with that, once you factored in the dread of impending combat.




    She bit back a sigh. It was at times like this that she missed Poli and the kids the most. They probably weren’t missing her, thankfully. Nobody missed weird Aunt Andromeda that much. She was gone too often.




    [It’s ridiculous,] she told her shadow. [Why should I feel sad? The Earth’s been barren for decades. The ocean trenches host more life than the surface. It’s just another colony.]




    [Symbolism,] it replied. Ann still heard it speaking in Will’s voice, though her shadow had long since become more an echo of her own mind than his. [Plus, it’s depressing. If you don’t look too close, it’s hard to tell that intelligent life was ever here. We didn’t exactly make much of a mark on this system in the end. Ceres is a mess, of course, but that’s been true since the first war. And Saturn’s rings are all fucked up, but they were delicate in the first place. They weren’t even doing well before the Photes arrived.] These days, the planet only had a band of haze. [Even Mars looks practically untouched,] her shadow said bitterly. [The bomb craters are just like all the others.]




    [Wow, you’re a comfort,] she told it.




    [I’m part of you. What did you expect?]




    Ann snorted in amusement. Her sadness was blurring into optimism as the minutes raced past without attack. Amazingly, no one had fired on them yet and fifty hours had passed already.




    On cue, her ship made its last pseudo-random course-correction and emitted another decoy drone designed to leak a dummy engine signature. Then it began its final deceleration. As the time since Earth departure closed in on three objective days, Ann approached their rendezvous point.




    They were two hours behind schedule by then. Which meant that things were amazingly quiet. In fact, now that she thought about it, they were too quiet. On the upside, nobody – barring the inevitable attrition victims – had died. On the downside, it suggested that something sinister was going on that they hadn’t accounted for. Again.




    Ann reluctantly swapped to normal time.




    ‘Cy,’ she said. ‘Any sign of a signal?’




    She had to wait a moment for her communications officer to return to undiluted awareness. She listened to him groan. Ordinary humans didn’t take well to radical changes in mental pacing, not even those with military-grade shadow support.




    ‘Not yet,’ he croaked. ‘Resampling now.’




    Ann scowled. Given the immense areas involved and the horrific difficulties of arranging schedules over interstellar distances, some slack in the system was to be expected. Particularly with Mark Ruiz as the carrier pilot. The delay, though, was not welcome.




    Ann lay scowling for an hour or so, checking her systems and surveying the dark, knowing full well it was pointless. Reluctantly, she slid her mind back into a slower gear to wait. She regretted it almost instantly as the blinding flare of a carrier burst appeared.




    Ann kicked herself up into combat time, cursing. The flash had originated relatively close to where Mark was supposed to show, but was still light-minutes away from the expected target. That far out, it was hard to tell the difference between a friendly carrier and a deadly one.




    ‘Cy,’ she said. ‘Scan it. Everyone on full alert.’




    The ship’s main audio chattered briefly as Cy’s signal-processing SAPs scrambled over their EM buffers. Then a soft voice started oozing through the cabin’s speakers.




    ‘In Photuria, there is no fear, no pain, no death,’ it whispered. ‘Instead, there is perfect love and perfect joy.’ Images appeared on the wall-screen of blissed-out couples walking hand in hand through soft, white tunnels, tears of happiness running down their handsome faces.




    ‘Fuck,’ Ann snarled. The Photes always sent a love letter before they started harvesting. They didn’t seem able to prevent themselves from announcing their arrival. So, these days, they did it as quietly as they could.




    Light was slow. In the time it had taken the message to reach them, the Photes had no doubt been stealing out across the system with warp-enabled munitions, locking it down. The question was where to head for. Ann selected Mark’s backup coordinates and prayed he wasn’t already dead. She tight-beamed the course-correction to her ark and fired off a fresh set of decoys. Then she woke the titan mechs slumbering in her outer mesohull and prepped them for close-quarters combat.




    Unless Mark showed up soon, they were screwed. All their careful planning would be for nothing. They’d be dead. In fact, they’d be worse than dead. The Photes would have thirty million new bodies to play with.




    1.3: MARK




    Mark Ruiz paced the drawing room, hands clasped tightly behind his back. His eyes darted to the grandfather clock in the corner every few seconds. From the antique sofa near the bay window that looked out across the grounds, his wife Zoe eyed him anxiously as she sipped her tea.




    ‘Marching about won’t get us there any faster, you know,’ she said, rearranging her skirts. ‘Why don’t you come and sit with me? We can play cards.’




    ‘I can’t sit,’ said Mark. ‘Not even virtually.’




    She set her cup down. ‘Fine. Do you want to drop back into physical? Would that help? We have to be down to minutes, anyway.’




    Mark shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t make any difference. Besides, we’ll have to be fully dunked the moment we drop warp.’




    Zoe sighed and stared off across the lawn to where a flock of geese were alighting on the lake. In truth, their shared fiction was doing as little for her mood as it was for his.




    Their butler stepped in bearing a silver tray and another china teapot. ‘Would sir and madam like a second cup?’




    ‘Not now, Shaw,’ said Zoe and offlined his program with a click of her fingers. ‘Honestly,’ she muttered, ‘you can’t get the help these days.’ She rubbed her virtual eyes.




    Beyond the imaginary confines of his home, Mark reclined on an immersion-couch in the tiny main cabin of the GSS Gulliver, a forty-kilometre-wide starship. Surrounding the Gulliver lay the immense, filigree-delicate warp-envelope of the embership Kraken, which Mark was urgently piloting with an army of subminds.




    The Kraken was more soap bubble than starship. Six insubstantial strands of rotating ion-deployment cable maintained a sphere of tailored pseudo-vacuum about six nanometres thick and nine hundred kilometres across. While he fretted, they tore across space at several kilolights, on their way to rescue the population of Earth. And they were late.




    Mark hated that he’d missed his arrival window. But the fury he felt at the Galatean government’s antics dwarfed that self-loathing. He’d made the right choice, for all the trouble it had brought him.




    Just hours before he was due to depart, Mark had received a private briefing composed by Ann’s lead diplomat, marked for his eyes only. It contained a detailed summary of the battle plan’s final version, along with a little supplementary data.




    Buried within that data had lain evidence that the Earth’s population was being quietly split. A hundred thousand volunteers had been allocated to one of the dummy evac-arks. That way, the government had reasoned, whichever of the arks the Photes focused their attack on, some people were likely to get out alive. And from the survivors, Galatea would be able to reconstruct the Photes’ new infection pattern, potentially saving millions more.




    The decision made sense in a high-handed kind of way. Galatea stood to gain vital tactical information at the estimated cost of a mere hundred thousand innocents – peanuts in terms of recent losses.




    Mark, however, wasn’t ready to sacrifice those lives. The decision smacked to him of exactly the sort of cold, mechanical logic that the remaining human societies had been driven to. The moment he realised the plan’s intent, he’d made up his mind to rescue everyone, not just the people the government had picked to survive. And when he showed the details to Zoe, it had taken him all of about one second to convince her.




    ‘Fuck that shit,’ she’d growled. ‘They bait-and-switched us again? Everyone’s leaving with us. Where can we get more guns?’




    So Mark had detoured to St Andrews, which was almost en route, called in the necessary favours and loaded the Kraken’s envelope full of warp-enabled attack drones. In doing so, he’d burned up all the spare time incorporated into the meticulously engineered Galatean plan.




    Had Mark and Zoe been full Galatean citizens, their act would already have constituted a war crime. But the Kraken flew under the diplomatic colours of the Vartian Institute, which gave him a little room to manoeuvre.




    Unfortunately, he knew that once he rendezvoused with Ann, she’d make it impossible for him to go back for the others. Ann was a stickler for process, as inflexible as she was remote. So the secret volunteers had to be rescued first, and fast enough that there would still be a primary ark to collect once he’d finished. If he couldn’t manage that, all his efforts would be for nothing. Mark’s desperate gambit required split-second timing of a sort that had already gone badly wrong.




    Of all his recent disagreements with the Galatean government, this would undoubtedly prove the most divisive. But weren’t they supposed to be human beings, for crying out loud, not dead-eyed Photes? Wasn’t compassion what defined them? If they couldn’t preserve their humanity, what was the point of fighting?




    And therein lay the irony. After forty years of unrelenting social change, Mark didn’t like the humans he was saving all that much. Most of them bought into the same jackbooted bullshit he despised. The human cultures he worked to protect had all adopted the same militarised outlook to survive. They barely noticed how blinkered they’d become.




    So Mark and Zoe had used the freedom their station in life afforded them to build a kingdom of two aboard the Gulliver. While running errands for the Galateans, they’d stuck to their own ideal of what society could be and invited others to join them. The risk profile of their existence dissuaded most. Yet, ironically, they’d remained young and alive while most of their friends had died.




    Their tiny kingdom was based on tolerance. Zoe tolerated his moods, just as she always had. And he tolerated her distance, even when she retreated into silent study for days on end. That was how it should be with everyone, he reasoned. He didn’t need to understand people to want them alive and neither did she. It took all sorts to make a world, and so he was going to save as many sorts as he could.




    He felt the tremor of impending arrival like a shiver of dread and glanced across to where Zoe slouched glumly in her Edwardian evening gown.




    ‘Get ready,’ he told her.




    As the Kraken reached its first insertion point, Mark dropped out of his virtual home and into the Gulliver’s helm-arena with Zoe alongside him. The drawing room vanished, replaced by an immersive tactical display of local space.




    A spray of red markers filled the air like the blood-spatter of a particularly nasty crime scene. The place was crawling with Phote drones, and those were only the ones he could see. Hundreds more undoubtedly still lay cloaked. Most of the trouble swarmed around the green disc of the Orson-class guardian ship, thank Gal. The ark – Mark’s prize – hung off to the side, as yet unseen. If there was one thing evac-arks were good at, it was remaining unnoticed.




    Zoe initiated a release burst, firing a thousand drones of their own into the fray – all of them on intercept vectors. She couldn’t resist adding a Phote-style arrival message of her own.




    ‘Good morning, undead fuckwits,’ she announced cheerfully. ‘Here’s some pain to go with your endless joy.’




    That got their attention. Two hundred Phote munitions dropped into visibility and powered towards the Kraken at full warp.




    An ordinary pilot would have lost their lunch in that moment. A carrier was an appallingly fragile piece of technology. Two disc-shaped ships joined by six feathered skipping ropes spun about a shared axis. Manoeuvring without warp was almost impossible. Manoeuvring with warp was nearly as challenging. Mark wasn’t worried. He had more years of practice than any other person alive and a roboteer brain designed for space combat. He could make an embership dance like a hummingbird.




    He threw the Kraken back into high spin, sealed up the warp-envelope and dived on the drifting evac-ark. He opened the envelope for less than a second to let the ship slide between his ferociously whirling inducer-fronds and sneaked back into warp before the ark pilot even knew what had happened.




    Finding itself suddenly enclosed, the ark thruster-braked frantically in an attempt to zero its conventional velocity.




    While Mark raced outwards again to his second pickup location, the ark’s captain yelled at him over the audio channel.




    ‘Embership Kraken! What in Gal’s name are you doing?’ she shouted. ‘This action is off-mission and highly dangerous. I repeat: off-mission!’




    ‘Understood, Earth Ark Two,’ said Mark, ‘and apologies for the confusion, but you happen to be carrying a hundred thousand sacrificial volunteers I want saved.’




    He saw no reason to beat about the bush. The captain should know that he understood exactly what was going on.




    There was a short, confused pause from the ark.




    ‘Captain Ruiz,’ breathed the ark captain. ‘What are you talking about? This ship has a skeleton crew of three. The only passenger on this ship is the bomb, as originally planned. We received no human passengers. Is this some kind of plan update of which we were not informed?’




    Mark froze. His cheeks tingled. Maybe the captain was bluffing.




    ‘Did you say bomb?’ said Zoe. ‘That detail was not in our mission pack.’




    ‘Yes, of course a bomb!’ the captain cried. ‘A bomb now armed by your manoeuvre. The only sacrificial volunteers here are my team, and we now have three minutes before ignition.’




    ‘Can you jettison?’ Mark blurted.




    ‘What are you talking about?’ said the captain. ‘The bomb is our reactor core, as ordered. Tell me – do we have a backup ark? Who is rendezvousing with Ark One? Please tell me we have a dedicated ship for Ark One. Please!’




    Mark’s mind fizzed over the awful implications.




    ‘We’ve been compromised,’ said Zoe quietly. ‘Holy fuck. We’re compromised.’




    Mark’s mouth tasted of ashes. The weight of thirty million human lives landed on his conscience.




    1.4: ANN




    Though there was nothing to see yet, Ann steeled herself for the inevitable fight. Somewhere out there in the dark, thousands of Phote drones were swarming, bearing down on her ship on silent wings of twisted gravity.




    ‘Estimated time to engagement – four minutes,’ said Urmi. Her voice tightened towards a squeak. ‘Models ramping to battle mode.’




    Ann felt that dark, familiar thrill of anticipation and prepared to engage in the one true source of pleasure life had left her: cleaning.




    She understood the ironic implications of that image. After one career in military intelligence and a second in frontline combat, that she should gravitate to such a gendered and archaic metaphor amused her. But that’s what it felt like. It felt as if the universe had a vile, infected stain upon it. And her job was to scrub it out. Scrub, scrub, scrub. Time to make everything nice and clean and dead.




    She gritted her teeth and kept her hunger in check. Once the urge to clean up took hold of her, it would be insatiable, and they couldn’t afford for the fight to turn bright just yet. There were bystanders at risk.




    She breathed deep and edged the Ariel Two away from the ark it sheltered. Then she opened her quantcomm link to its captain.




    ‘Captain Bach,’ she said, ‘please head directly for the backup insertion site at full thrust. We will remain here to engage the enemy. The moment you see any signs of trouble, flag me immediately.’




    ‘Is that a good idea, ma’am?’ said Cy. ‘They’ll be sitting ducks.’




    ‘If they stay near us they’ll get crisped,’ said Ann. ‘Focus on your job, please, Mr Twebo. Let me handle the hellfire. It’s what I do.’




    As well as defending its ark, Ann’s nestship doubled as a magnet for enemy drones. The Ariel Two was too large to not be noticed, even when running dark. They’d close on her ship from its mass footprint alone. Ann felt the first wave of munitions almost as soon as she saw them. They impacted against her ship’s metallic skin like myriad tiny insect bites. These days, the Photes had burrowing drones designed to quietly take over a ship’s systems through direct hull incursion. They’d become a standard weapon in the enemy arsenal.




    While Ann had a quantum shield that would keep them at bay, she dared not use it with the ark so close. The moment she sealed up, the battle would get hot. Instead, she let the drones drill nasty little holes in her exohull. Fortunately, the Ariel Two had recently been upgraded to include a standing army of eight thousand titan mechs designed for mesohull combat. Ann activated them and felt fragments of her mind rushing into their giant, armoured bodies.




    This was the power that had once been Will’s – to be in many places at once. In effect, Ann could become a hierarchically organised mega-mind spanning her entire ship. Compact sketches of her consciousness guided every machine in the hull, filtering their input upwards so that what she herself felt was an ensemble of them all.




    She glimpsed herself in a hundred different physical formats as her minions booted. She flexed claws and readied cannons while her mechs slid around the ship’s radioactive interior on magnetic tracks, positioning themselves at every incursion site. Ready to say hello.




    ‘Battle positions,’ she told her crew.




    There wasn’t much for her team to do but watch and hold on tight. That wasn’t likely to be fun, but no one had asked them to volunteer.




    Ann gently pivoted the Ariel’s immense bulk, thruster-braked and counted down the seconds for the ark to get clear.




    ‘All right,’ she said brightly. ‘Cleaning time!’




    Ann launched a barrage of plasma-shells. The space around the Ariel blazed with pale light, the hundreds of drones sidling up to her standing out as pinpoint shadows. At the same moment, Ann fired up her shield. Half of the burrowing drones died instantly as the entanglement field swept across their bodies, swamping them in coherent iron. The other half found themselves surrounded by robots twenty times their size. They were promptly ripped apart. Each savage dismemberment hit Ann with a flash of satisfaction.




    Her mind greedily sucked down the attack pattern of the incoming drones, prepped a response and fired on them all simultaneously. She used the Ariel’s massive g-ray banks running in a classic slice-and-dice pattern, swiping the beams left and right through the enemy ranks to maximise coverage. They died in droves.




    So far so good, but the Photes hadn’t brought out any big guns yet. And while she fought, a corner of Ann’s mind watched the ark creeping towards the backup rendezvous where still no carrier awaited to rescue them.




    She felt a fresh rush of anger towards Mark. The little shit had never stuck to a mission plan in all the years she’d known him. There always had to be some clever addition of his own to prove that Galatea didn’t own him. She’d hoped that this time, at least, he’d figure out the stakes. It was a miracle Galatea had even given him the job. She should have challenged that choice. One of these days, if they got through this, she was going to push her index finger through Mark’s skull, nice and slow.




    Another carrier burst lit up Ann’s sensors from far across the system’s edge.




    ‘Incoming hail,’ said Cy. ‘It’s another bogey.’




    ‘Peace and security are but moments away,’ came the Photes’ soothing message. ‘Let us share our love with you.’




    ‘That’s a burst from somewhere near the Ark Three’s position,’ said Phlox. ‘They must know the plan. They’re on to us.’




    ‘Of course they’re on to us,’ Ann growled. ‘Have you only just figured that out?’




    Light-lag made it impossible for her to know how the rest of the battle was proceeding. It would be hours before they learned. However, it wasn’t hard to guess that things were going pear-shaped system-wide. She had just one ace up her sleeve. That long, ridiculous flight from Earth on conventional acceleration meant she still had a suntap link open. So long as they didn’t warp, they’d never run out of firepower.




    The fresh arrival spurred the Photes to higher levels of frenzy. Hundreds more drones dropped stealth and hurled themselves at the Ariel’s quantum shield in an attempt to overload it. Ann scythed them out of existence.




    Her ship shook as the space around it became a torrent of boiling plasma. She watched the lurking ark get buffeted by the shock waves with dismay. At this rate, it’d be noticed simply by virtue of being too near the battle’s glare.




    She flicked the ark-channel open again.




    ‘Bach, head back in-system. It’s the one direction the Photes won’t expect you to go.’




    ‘Captain!’ Cy blurted. ‘That’ll take them out of pickup range.’




    ‘Shut it!’ Ann snapped. ‘I know what I’m doing.’




    She turned her attention outwards, looking for the Photurian carrier that had to be hidden somewhere near their entry flash. If she couldn’t defend the ark, she at least wanted to deny the Photes a route out.




    ‘Urmi, give me a probability map for the nearest carrier’s position,’ she said. ‘Tell me where they’re hiding.’




    ‘Factoring residual velocity vectors,’ said Urmi. ‘Here it comes.’




    A new distribution diagram bloomed in Ann’s tactical overlay. She realigned her g-rays and swept that region of space with her forward sensors on max to watch for light-bounce. Nineteen seconds later, something flickered in the dark.




    ‘Got the bastard,’ said Ann.




    She grouped her fire, ramped it and reduced the carrier to radioactive shrapnel. She grinned as she watched it burn. Still, there’d be a price to pay. If the Photes couldn’t leave with hosts, their next priority would be to knock out her ship. They’d want the ark unguarded for the next attack wave that found it.




    Right on cue, a dozen Phote harvester ships shaped like monstrous bacteriophages uncloaked and fired up quantum shields of their own. Their hulls’ integuments ran like wax, coating and transforming them into flickering ovals of bright silver. Ann knew those wouldn’t be normal shields. They’d be cyclers. Each ship had about a one per cent chance of hitting phase with the Ariel’s shield and sliding through as if it wasn’t there. Once inside, they’d detonate, trashing everything inside.




    Ann glared at the oncoming ships and warmed her primary boser for some serious pyrotechnics. In the back of her head, it occurred to her that whatever happened out here, the Earth already belonged to the Photes. The sheer scale of the attack had seen to that. There was no going back. If it came to it, Ann knew she’d have to execute the Earth’s population herself rather than let them fall into enemy hands.




    ‘Not again,’ she muttered. ‘Come on, Mark, you bastard. Just get here. Please.’




    1.5: MARK




    Mark’s mouth went dry as he realised just how well his enemy had played him. They’d used his urgency to save lives against him and tweaked the report he’d received just enough to send him chasing after a bomb. He’d undoubtedly spared the lives of thousands of Phote horrors the bomb had been meant for, as well as jeopardising Zoe’s and his own.




    But how had the Photes done it? The report he’d received had come directly from the diplomat on Ann’s team, who Ann had personally screened. And Photes didn’t get past Andromeda Ng-Ludik. They just didn’t. Her whole body was one giant Phote-detecting machine.




    Mark reopened the channel to the time-bomb ark nestled beside the Gulliver within the Kraken’s whirling warp-envelope.




    ‘Ark Two, this is Captain Ruiz,’ he said. ‘Your data has been factored into our battle plan. Please prepare your engines for immediate departure. Direct your ship at the closest available exit vector and commence a full burn. Do not spare the juice. We’re going to drop you off hot.’




    ‘What?’ came the reply. Nobody started their engines inside a warp-envelope. Not unless they wanted to have a very nasty accident.




    ‘I said, get ready to leave!’ said Mark. ‘Start boosting now!’




    ‘You’re crazy,’ she told him. ‘We’ll hit the envelope field and detonate.’




    ‘If you don’t, you’ll detonate anyway!’ Mark yelled. ‘So go!’




    After another two seconds’ hesitation, the ark powered up and hurled itself at the delicate interior wall of the Kraken’s enclosure. Mark dropped warp with seconds to spare, threw all his awareness into the embership’s processors and slowed the spin on his warp-fronds as much as he could without tangling them.




    The ark ripped between the hurtling jump-ropes. Fragments of broken warp-frond spun out into the dark, venting plasma as the ark sped past them into the empty space beyond. Mark avoided a full cable breach by a few scant metres.




    ‘What about the crew?’ said Zoe.




    ‘What about them?’ Mark snapped. ‘They haven’t exactly left us a rescue option. Unless you think that evac-ark has lifeboat tubes.’




    They both knew it didn’t. Lifeboat facilities made ships too easy to invade. These days, nobody had them.




    Mark ramped the power and went superlight as the seconds to ark-detonation slid to zero. He left just before it hit so never got to see it explode. Instead, the ark appeared to freeze. Then, as the embership gathered warp, the view from behind showed a wavering image of his own departure reversed. Mark felt sick anyway. He didn’t need visual evidence to know what had happened.




    Worse than making the mistake was the knowledge that in dumping the ark between insertion sites, he’d made it obvious to everyone in the system where he was headed. He could only hope that it would take so long for the light from the blast to reach the other Phote ships that it wouldn’t make a difference.




    He dived around the outer depths of the home system, scraping the upper edge of the Kraken’s operational limits all the way. With a grim eye, he watched the stability indicators from envelope-control quiver into the red.




    ‘You’re going to break this ship before we get there,’ Zoe warned.




    Mark didn’t reply. He wished for the thousandth time that emberships weren’t so hopeless at in-system travel. Carriers were supposed to show up at the perimeter of a system, do their business and leave. The filthy flow of ions generated by a star made travel within a heliopause slow and miserable. Only an idiot tried taking a carrier to multiple points around the same star. Somehow, Mark found himself needing to do it all the time.




    ‘Let’s hope we haven’t also been lied to about what’s at the Ark One site,’ said Zoe.




    Mark grimaced.




    ‘Battle-modelling SAPs are online,’ she said. ‘Scanning our insertion point.’




    The Gulliver’s bank of strategic intelligences filtered the shreds of light leaking through the envelope and used them to construct a picture of what waited ahead. It wasn’t pretty. With the timescales compressed by their approach, the flashes of combat blurred into a crazed strobing of immense explosions.




    ‘At least we know someone’s there,’ said Mark.




    ‘Someone who’s nuking things,’ said Zoe. ‘It’s Ann all right.’




    Mark felt a stab of bitterness. Even if they saved everyone, Ann would never let him forget this. It’d be one more thing for them to fight about.




    He dropped warp at the rendezvous site.




    ‘Go!’ he yelled. ‘Fire!’




    Zoe ejected the remainder of their attack drones while he desperately swept local space for signs of their cargo. There was no ark nearby, though the Ariel Two was uncloaked and obvious, engaged in a firefight with a huge irradiated cloud of enemy ships and munitions. Neither ship was in their allocated position, though that was hardly surprising. The situation was badly out of control.




    He grabbed the audio channel.




    ‘Ark One, this is Mark Ruiz,’ he said. ‘Prepare for immediate pickup. As soon as we have your location we will cover your approach.’




    Ann’s reply was a stream of invective over open audio.




    Then, as Mark watched, Ark One maxed out its tap-torches and headed straight for him, revealing its location for all to see in its urgency to escape. Several hundred Phote drones pivoted to converge.




    Mark groaned. The ark was dangerously far away, in the worst of all possible directions. It’d be touch and go whether it reached the carrier’s waiting arms before the Photes got them.




    ‘On it,’ said Zoe. She slewed their fleet of drones around, creating a shield for the ark’s approach. ‘Commencing soft assault,’ she added.




    ‘Good luck with that,’ Mark muttered. These days, Photurian security was almost uncrackable.




    ‘Got to be worth a try,’ said Zoe. ‘We have to do something.’




    ‘Fair point,’ said Mark. ‘How about this?’




    He realigned the Kraken’s envelope and tried to nudge closer to the ark on bursts of ember-warp. It was like trying to tease a kayak through rapids with a jet engine.




    He’d barely started before six Phote gunships flashed into local space, no doubt drawn by Mark’s exploding signpost. They immediately took on the Ariel Two, pinning it and spreading its fire. A fresh cloud of drones splayed out across space, aiming to block Mark’s escape vectors.




    Mark fought down a sickly surge of panic. This wasn’t a rescue, it was a disaster. Earthers be damned. They’d be lucky if any of them got out alive.




    1.6: ANN




    By the time Mark finally appeared, the Ariel Two was struggling. Eight harvesters had made suicide dives against her shields. Ann had skewered five of them with boser blasts. The other three made impact before imploding. While they hadn’t dented her ship, the wear on her power-management systems was getting scary.




    A nestship’s shield worked by holding the atoms of the exohull in a state of quantum agitation. Their nuclei temporarily materialised in the way of any attempted attack, effectively cladding the ship in neutronium armour. It was a furiously unlikely state for matter in the first place, and one only made possible by borrowed Transcended technology.




    Forcing two such quantum-ensembles with conflicting phases into direct contact made the machinery unhappy, it turned out. Sprays of molecular iron accelerated to near-light-speed kept shearing off from the contact points like rail-gun slugs.




    With her tap-link to Sol still intact, Ann wasn’t going to run out of power any time soon. But her shield generators could still give out as they struggled to do more with less material. Their shrieking already filled the hull.




    Ann felt a moment of profound relief when she saw the gamma-burst of Mark’s arrival, followed by a surge of apoplectic rage.




    ‘At last!’ she roared into the audio channel. ‘Where in Gal’s name have you been? How many people have to die for you to get out of bed, you fucking asshole!’




    Ann’s tirade was choked off by the need to move quickly. Mark had brought company. Lots of it. Phote gunships burst onto the scene and started firing bosers of their own, straining her weakened shield. All through the mesohull, power-couplings the size of apartment blocks started blowing out. The screaming and rumbling of dying machinery was so loud through the cabin walls that she could barely think.




    Ann brought her g-ray banks to bear on the closest gunship and threw lances of radiation at it before it could raise shields. It erupted in a cloud of superheated slag. She turned her attention to the next, and the next, but with each shift in target, she lost power as more couplings blew. Every failed junction put more strain on those that remained.




    ‘We have to get out of here!’ Cy warned her. ‘The power network is going into cascade failure.’




    Ann spat curses, turned her ship and boosted towards the erratically twitching sphere of light that was Kraken’s envelope. She focused her fire on the drones attacking the ark, while the gunships pounded her back. She dearly hoped that Mark had some kind of exit manoeuvre in mind. The embership wouldn’t last a second under the kind of pounding the Ariel had just taken.




    As soon as Mark claimed the ark, he rerouted his munitions fleet to protect the Ariel, but it was too little too late. It would take entire seconds for them to arrive and their g-rays didn’t bother the Phote gunships for a moment. Ann sprayed the oncoming enemies with erratic boser fire, desperate to keep them on the back foot for as long as possible.




    The enemy twisted and darted, burning juice in oblivious abandon as they screamed towards her. They kept firing the entire time.




    The Ariel’s power system shrieked, whistled and died completely one long second before the embership’s fronds reached for her. Deep booms rumbled through the hull as the primary energy circuits collapsed. Ann held her breath.




    Then, miraculously, before the Photes could target again, that wall of pale fire slid around her and all was quiet. The envelope shuddered once, twice, and was still. Its flickering became a smooth, even blur. Ann still didn’t dare breathe.




    ‘We’re out,’ came the signal from the Gulliver. ‘Extraction complete.’




    Ann sat perfectly still and exhaled for several long seconds without saying a word. Only then did it occur to her to open her human eyes. Three terrified young officers sat facing her, surrounded by glaring radiation warnings on the wall-screens. Somewhere in the conflict she’d apparently lost power to the secondary Casimir-buffers and radiation had started leaking into the cabin. Not an issue for her, but her crew would need rad-scrubbing and a fast round of anti-cancer treatment if they wanted to live. Ann’s fury at Mark came back redoubled.




    ‘Captain Ruiz,’ she growled into the open channel. ‘How nice of you to drop by.’




    ‘Spare me the righteous fury,’ said Mark. ‘We thought you’d split the population – one ark for rescue and another for emergency backup. We were trying to compensate.’




    ‘Where in fuck’s name did you get a ridiculous idea like that?’ Ann snapped. ‘How would that even work, for crying out loud? What kind of people do you think we are? And in any case, if you’d wanted to change the plan, why didn’t you just say so? You know what I hate? I hate being the one stuck in the role of uncaring soldier because I actually follow orders. Because I take my responsibilities to others seriously rather than mooning about complaining that my freedoms are being impinged. We almost lost eight per cent of what’s left of the human goddamned race, you lousy fuck!’




    Zoe’s voice burst onto the channel. ‘Ann, shut up a minute!’ she yelled. ‘Listen. The false data we received came directly from Ambassador Shue, the negotiator you hosted on Ariel Two.’




    Ann froze. ‘What are you talking about?’




    ‘Ambassador Shue,’ Zoe repeated. ‘On your ship.’ The implications belatedly sank home. ‘She must have been infected down on Earth,’ Zoe added.




    ‘Impossible,’ said Ann. ‘I’d have—’




    ‘Think about it,’ said Zoe. ‘If you want to file a complaint against us, go ahead, but the bad data we worked from came from your ship. Think about what that means.’




    Even though Ann couldn’t say it out loud, her crew were already drawing conclusions. They glanced at each other with mounting panic. Shue had been in the primary habitat core with the rest of them. If she’d picked up some kind of Phote infection that Ann couldn’t detect, one or more of them might be infected, too. They might be sharing the room with the traitorous undead – someone whose humanity had been unravelling beneath their very noses. Someone already craving the cloying, robotic bliss of the Phote mass-mind and awaiting their chance to force it on the rest of them.




    ‘No,’ said Ann. ‘We’re missing another angle. I’d have smelled it.’




    Ann’s body was crammed with nano-machinery, her every cell a processing unit augmented with technology almost as smart and subtle as the Photes’. Meanwhile, bacterial conversion required the alien cells to infiltrate the victim’s nervous system to map their emotional states before it could even have an effect.




    ‘Seeded takeovers are slow,’ Ann insisted. ‘It would have needed days. There’d have been a sign. I do regular skin-testing, goddamnit! I’m not an idiot!’




    The problem was that the Ariel Two didn’t carry standard bioassay equipment. Ann’s own cellular tech played havoc with it. Which meant that the ship’s screening was dependent on her talent. In forty-one years, that had never been an issue.




    ‘Ann,’ said Zoe, ‘we know Shue got infected and we know you missed it. We’re not saying you have a mole in your crew but you have to check. They’ve targeted your biomachinery before. If they’ve perfected something you can’t see, we’re all at risk. You need to run a twitch-test. Please.’




    Ann’s eyes skittered over her crew. None of them looked any different. But then she hadn’t exactly paid close attention to them over the last few weeks. Her anger gave way to a sick, sinking feeling that Mark’s infuriating wife was right. If Ann missed something now, they might not even get home. And it could go bad at any time. A Phote victim probably wouldn’t realise they’d been tainted. Only when the infection was ready to activate would they start entertaining wildly religious notions about universal peace.




    Ann reluctantly triggered the emergency testing assembly. Video exploded onto the wall-screens around them.




    ‘Why are we even fighting?’ the Phote announcer crooned over the speakers. ‘Peace and unity are available now! Humanity’s hard-fought journey is at a wonderful, beautiful end. Don’t you deserve rest? Don’t you deserve real happiness at last? You’ve earned it! Share our love! We ache for your companionship.’




    The screens showed a mash of content from the Photes’ carefully engineered arrival broadcasts, full of laughter and overjoyed faces, hand-holding and warm hugs. Ann wasn’t watching. Her eyes, both natural and electronic, were glued to the faces of her crew, watching for signs of a spontaneous response.




    Phlox shuddered and looked away from the barrage.




    ‘Keep watching!’ Ann shouted. ‘Keep your eyes on those fucking images or I’ll rip your lids off.’




    The seconds ground into minutes. Nobody spoke. Then Cy’s pupils jerked wide, just for a telltale instant. The subtlest of blushes pulsed across his cheeks.




    The restraints on Ann’s chair flew open. In that second, the thing hiding inside Cy knew the game was up. He unclipped from his couch with superhuman speed and threw himself at Urmi, who started screaming.




    His fingers never reached her face. Cy was fast, but Ann was faster. Cy’s body bounced off the cabin wall with Ann attached. She pinned him there, the two of them sliding up the curved surface in the negligible gravity.




    ‘Is peace such a bad thing?’ he breathed and tried to spit at her. Ann’s forehead connected with his skull, smashing it into the padding. She tried to keep the force of impact down so his brain wouldn’t splash, and almost succeeded.




    Cy’s body arched against the wall and went limp.




    ‘Everyone freeze,’ Ann told the others while she ramped the venting on the cabin’s air. The safety shields on their seats snapped down to protect them from the spatter of Cy’s infected flesh.




    She ordered a swarm of microbots into the room to collect the pieces of Cy for genetic testing and watched them closely as they combed the air clean.




    As soon as it was over, she crumpled into a foetal ball and hung still. She’d liked Cy. Why did it have to be him? She should have run more tests to make sure the others were safe. She’d assumed she had the incursion risk under control.




    The young man’s life was on her conscience. She chalked it up along with all the others. With an oozing sense of chagrin, she reopened the channel to the Gulliver.




    ‘Captain Ruiz,’ she said quietly. ‘Informing you that the risk is neutralised. Follow-up genetic testing on the other crew members has commenced. Ludik out.’




    Ann curled her hands over her head and let the ship silently explain to her all the ways it was broken and burning inside. The Ariel would take months to repair. In that respect, it was in far better shape than she was.




    [You couldn’t have known,] said her shadow. [And we got out. Don’t forget that.]




    [Shut up,] said Ann. [Don’t say a fucking thing.]


  




  

    2: ALIGNMENT




    2.1: WILL




    Will regarded the three distorted copies of himself uneasily. The situation bordered on the dreamlike. However, he knew he wouldn’t figure out what the hell was going on by standing and staring, so he approached the bar and took a seat beside the others while cold fingers of apprehension played up and down his back.




    The woman in the dirndl placed a hot mug of tea in front of him with a smile.




    ‘Thanks,’ said Will.




    ‘A splash of soy,’ said the woman. ‘Just the way you like it, I bet.’




    Will took a cautious sip. The tea was excellent. He chose not to ask how come she knew his habits so well. In some sense, the answer was already obvious.




    ‘So,’ said the clone with antlers, ‘what brings you out here?’




    Will fished for an answer. He felt reluctant to reveal the extent of his ignorance.




    ‘Nothing much,’ he said warily. ‘Exploring, I guess. It’s a big planet. How about you?’




    ‘He was hunting me but we got bored,’ said Antlers, gesturing at Green. ‘Wasn’t really working. You know how it goes.’




    ‘You boys shouldn’t have bothered with the tuxedos,’ said Dirndl. ‘Too much social metaphor. You overloaded the setting. Should have picked something easier to run in.’




    ‘That’s what I said.’ Green nudged Antlers in the ribs. ‘I still might kill him. I wasted a whole week.’




    ‘Not in my café, you won’t,’ said Dirndl. ‘You can have your crossbow back when you leave and not before.’




    Clearly some joke was being made but Will lacked the context to understand it, so he smiled blandly. Besides, he had plenty to take in besides them. The other copies of him were weird enough to behold, but Will found the sight of the woman particularly distracting. Were these people some kind of plastic-surgery cult? Had they developed a religion that venerated his face and experiences?




    There had been those on Earth after the war who’d wanted to treat Will as a deity of sorts, he recalled vaguely, though he struggled to remember why. The idea of worship made his skin crawl, but he preferred it to the other explanation – that they actually were copies, that someone had deliberately manufactured different versions of him.




    Dirndl spotted him staring and appraised him in a new light.




    ‘So, Will,’ said Antlers. ‘What’s your nick?’




    Will shot him a startled look and stayed silent while he tried to figure out what the man meant.




    Dirndl noticed. ‘I’m Elsa,’ she said quickly. ‘This is Tars,’ she said, pointing to Green. ‘And Ronno. And you are …?’




    He hovered on the edge of saying Will, but they already knew his name. Something else was being asked for. He fumbled for a suitable cognomen. Something that wouldn’t immediately give away the fact that he had no idea what they were asking.




    ‘Jason,’ he said.




    The others froze as if a bomb had just gone off somewhere out of sight.




    ‘Interesting choice,’ said Ronno.




    ‘Like the Argonauts, right?’ said Elsa brightly. ‘I get it.’




    ‘Exactly,’ said Will.




    Ronno’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘So where’s your crew?’




    ‘I’m trying something new,’ said Will. ‘Got bored. You know how it goes.’




    What had he said wrong? He contemplated coming clean but the tension in the air made him hold his tongue.




    ‘I think it’s time for some pie,’ said Elsa. ‘Who’d like pie?’




    She reached into a small bone-white cabinet, picked out a perfect, steaming slice of raspberry pie and set it on the counter with a clunk. It didn’t help.




    ‘That looks great,’ said Will, trying for enthusiasm. He glanced back at Ronno’s sharp, inquisitive expression and tried to improvise. ‘Sorry if the “nick” sounds a little off – but who comes to a place like this unless they need to work something out? It’s all about privacy, isn’t it? I mean, am I going to ask you what you guys intend to do with that crossbow?’




    Ronno blinked at him twice, wordless, and burst into laughter. He slapped Will on the back.




    ‘Well said, Jason!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’ve all got our reasons. It’s a difficult world.’




    ‘It sure is!’ said Will, grinning woodenly, entirely unsure of what kind of joke he’d just made.




    Elsa handed him a fork. Will filled his mouth with food to prevent further interrogation. The others, though, appeared to have lost their appetite for information.




    ‘Big mood-storm last night, wasn’t it?’ said Tars eventually. ‘Biggest I’ve ever seen. I think they’re getting worse.’




    ‘Are you kidding?’ said Ronno, stealing another glance at Will. ‘Of course they’re getting worse. The whole world’s going to hell in a handcart.’




    ‘You think it’s that bad?’ Will asked cautiously.




    Ronno arched a sly eyebrow. ‘Need you ask?’ he said.




    ‘So, Jason,’ said Elsa, ‘you’re doing the wandering thing. It’s pretty lonely out there, I bet. You probably haven’t checked in for ages.’




    ‘That’s exactly right,’ said Will.




    ‘It takes some strength, staying out of the loop like that,’ she said. ‘I have a sister who’s interested in that kind of chain. The long-gap stuff, you know? You’d probably get a good rate for it, if you wanted to share. Should I give you her lookup?’




    ‘Sure,’ said Will. ‘Definitely.’




    Elsa pulled out a physical pencil and a slip of dumb-paper. Will hadn’t seen such things for decades but tried not to stare. Having a human-manned coffee stand was old-school enough, but lots of Earthers preferred such places.




    Elsa scrawled quickly. Then, as she passed it to him, she stumbled. Something clattered beneath the counter.




    ‘That damned crossbow again,’ said Elsa.




    ‘Hey!’ said Tars, leaning over to look. ‘I told you – be careful with that. Have you any idea how long those things take to fab out here?’




    Will glanced at the paper as she pressed it hard into his hand.




    Get out now! it read. Alcove two hundred metres, tunnel left. Wait.




    His eyes locked on to hers and the sudden urgency in her gaze astonished him. In the next second, her expression shifted back to chipper as Tars and Ronno ascertained that their crossbow was intact and reclaimed their seats.




    ‘You know, I should go,’ said Will, pushing back his pie plate. ‘This is probably too much contact for me as it is. If I want to keep my rate up, I mean. Thanks for the tea.’




    He stepped away from the bar.




    ‘Wait,’ said Ronno, rising. ‘One minute—’




    ‘You hold on, antler-boy,’ said Elsa, her hands planted on her hips. ‘Jason the hermit gets a free snack but you most surely do not. That has to be your third slice. Let’s see your scrip. You too, Greedo.’




    While the other two fumbled with their pockets, Will strolled casually around the back of the coffee stand, waving his thanks. As soon as he was out of sight, he bolted. Thirty seconds later, shouting erupted behind him.




    Will scanned the tunnel as he sprinted through the miniature wood and almost missed the gap Elsa had mentioned. It was hidden by a curious fold in the wall – a kink in the tunnel’s lining screened by trees and crammed with blue ferns.




    He darted into the damp space, crouched and waited. A minute later, Tars and Ronno jogged by. Tars scanned the forest through his crossbow’s sights while Ronno urged him onwards. He’d acquired a large knife from somewhere.




    ‘Down here!’ he said. ‘I’m sure that Jason was a Glitch. He can’t have got far.’




    Will watched them prowl out of sight, his mind a mess of confusion and outrage. Somebody had better explain to him what was going on soon, or he’d have to beat it out of them.




    Ten minutes later, Elsa crept up to the alcove.




    ‘Psst,’ she said. ‘You in there?’




    Will stood, revealing his place among the ferns. Elsa’s shoulders sagged in relief.




    ‘I thought they were going to kill you and get you arrested,’ she whispered. ‘You have no idea what’s going on, do you?’




    Will grimly shook his head.




    ‘I knew it,’ said Elsa, and looked almost excited. She glanced both ways down the tunnel. ‘Come with me, back to the café,’ she said. ‘I’ll try to explain. But stay quiet until we get there.’




    The two of them sneaked swiftly back to Elsa’s coffee stand and entered a small, single-storey building built onto the back of it. Inside lay a small, windowless bedroom with skylights and yellow floral-print wallpaper. The furnishings were ludicrously feminine and not at all what Will had been expecting. She sat on the bed.




    ‘You live here?’ said Will.




    ‘Of course,’ said Elsa, patting the space beside her. ‘Tell me, how much do you remember?’




    ‘There was a conspiracy,’ said Will. He remained standing and folded his arms. He didn’t feel like relaxing. ‘I died.’




    ‘Yes, yes,’ said Elsa. ‘Go on.’




    He filled her in on the rest of what he knew. It wasn’t much.




    She nodded as she listened. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll remember more,’ she said. ‘It’ll all come back. That’s how it goes with your sort, or so I’m told.’




    Will frowned at her. ‘Now are you going to tell me what’s happening?’




    Elsa sighed. ‘You’ve got a lot to catch up on. The good news is that I know the end of that story of yours. Your sacrifice was worth it. You spared the human race. And you kept Snakepit safe from the Photurian invasion.’




    ‘Then what am I doing here?’ said Will.




    ‘I’ll try to make this simple,’ said Elsa. ‘First to know, you’re in a world that only has you on it. Lots and lots of copies of you.’




    Will’s skin crawled at the implications even while his mind rebelled against them.




    ‘I wouldn’t exactly call you a copy,’ said Will, looking her up and down.




    ‘No,’ said Elsa, ‘and that’s kind of the point. I knew you were a Glitch when you kept staring at me like that. It was as if you’d never seen yourself female before.’




    ‘I hadn’t,’ said Will.




    ‘Exactly,’ replied Elsa with a dry smile. ‘You’ll have to get used to it, I’m afraid. Nearly fifty per cent of us are, these days. It’s a popular adjustment. Very much in demand, as I’m sure you can imagine.’




    Will wrinkled his nose. ‘Adjustment?’




    ‘Choice, career, adaptation – whatever you want to call it. My point is, you need to tone down the boob-staring. A girl can get the wrong idea.’




    ‘Fine,’ said Will awkwardly, his arms folding tighter. ‘So you’re me.’




    The woman seated before him was most definitely not Will Monet, whatever she might imagine, but it made no sense to quibble. The fact that she thought she was mattered more.




    ‘You don’t believe me,’ said Elsa.




    Will shrugged. The idea of having copies felt deeply wrong. Beyond the visceral disgust the idea evoked lay a deeper concern. It shouldn’t have been possible, though he struggled to remember why.




    ‘Age fifteen, on Galatea, while you were in the Roboteer Academy, there was this one instructor for your Biome Engineering class,’ she said. ‘She was twice your age, at least—’




    ‘So you have my memories,’ Will snapped. ‘I get it.’




    ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Elsa told him. ‘Memories aren’t identity – roboteers have been able to share memories since the first generation – but I don’t know any other way to make my point. We’re all you, though a lot of us look very different. I strongly recommend that you try to keep your reactions to that in check.’




    ‘What’s a Glitch?’ he said.




    Elsa waved his question away. ‘We’ll get to that. First, you need to understand. For the last forty years, we’ve been a world entirely filled with instances of Will Kuno-Monet, and that’s had consequences.’




    ‘Forty?’ Will exclaimed. ‘Did you say forty years?’




    ‘As you think of them, yes,’ she said. ‘Though it’s thirty-three in Willworld years.’




    ‘Forty years of clones? How? Why? Where’s everyone else?’




    ‘The human race, you mean?’ said Elsa, making quotes in the air. ‘That’s a difficult question. Not here. In any case, a world of copies is going to be very different from what you’re used to. For a start, individuals are thought of as threads, not people.’




    She stared at him earnestly, and Will had the sense that she was embarking on something of a prepared speech – one she’d been waiting for the chance to give.




    ‘Our bodies are largely interchangeable,’ she said. ‘Social position is defined by role and experience, not accident of birth. This means that anything that makes your thread unique is a jealously guarded commodity. Remember that, Will. We’re pushing to become different. All ten billion of us.’




    Ten billion. He struggled to wrap his mind around the number. Nowhere but Earth had ever supported a human population that large.




    ‘Each and every Will is working at uniqueness,’ she said. ‘Keep that in mind and you’ll have an easier time absorbing this. And while we’re at it, we need to get you a new nick so you don’t make it obvious you’ve just been born every time you open your mouth.’




    ‘What’s wrong with Jason?’ said Will.




    ‘Glitches always say Jason,’ said Elsa. ‘It’s the first name we think of when we know we have memory loss. You got it from a static-flick you saw decades ago, back when you were still obsessed with historic video. Most Glitches don’t even realise where they’re pulling it from.’




    ‘Okay,’ said Will, his voice rising in frustration. ‘Let’s try again. What’s a Glitch?’




    Elsa exhaled heavily. ‘A Glitch is what you are. A Will-instance with no memories from after the Waking. For reasons we don’t understand, the planet makes one from time to time.’




    ‘So I’ve happened before?’ said Will. ‘Like this?’




    ‘Lots of times. And I’m warning you now, you’re not popular.’




    ‘I got that impression,’ said Will. ‘Want to tell me why?’




    ‘There are Wills on this world who … go bad. They become destructive and acquisitive, like a cancer. It usually happens when one of us gives up hope and becomes infected with bitterness at life. Beware of bitterness, Will.’




    ‘I got that part already! Reactions in check. Keep talking.’




    She shot him a weary look. ‘If I didn’t know how afraid you are right now, I’d call you out for being rude. As it is, I’m cutting you some slack. But give me some room, okay? It’s not easy to boil forty years of history into one speech.’




    ‘Sorry,’ said Will. He glanced away at the ridiculous lemon-coloured furnishings and tried to compose himself. The entire situation felt too foreign, too claustrophobic. Rather like this little yellow boudoir.




    ‘If you’re me, why in Gal’s name does your room look like this, anyway?’ he blurted. ‘It’s ridiculous.’




    ‘To remind myself that I’m female, you asshat!’ Elsa snapped. ‘Why do you think?’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘God, the baseline me is annoying. Look, previous Glitches have done a lot of damage, okay? Most people don’t distinguish between Glitches and Cancers. Some of us, though, think Glitches have a purpose. We think they’re here to say something about how our society has turned out. But that’s a minority opinion. You’re just lucky that this time you happened to meet someone who felt that way before the others got to you.’




    ‘Why is it like this?’ Will demanded. ‘Who made this place?’




    She glared at him in exasperation. ‘Who do you think? You did, Will. Who else is there?’




    ‘I can’t accept that.’




    ‘Please, just listen,’ said Elsa. ‘Before I get Ronno back in here to shoot you. Because you still don’t know the worst of it. As well as us individual instances, there’s a … a meta-Will, a version we use to keep the peace. We call him Balance. Just like your subminds used to feed into your consciousness when you were flying a ship, we feed into Balance. His job is to fight threats, Will. And as far as most of us are concerned, you’re a threat. He’ll seek you out, if he can, and he has the power of the whole world behind him.’




    ‘So Balance is Snakepit.’




    ‘We call it the Willworld these days,’ said Elsa, ‘but that’s right. And if you don’t stay clear of Balance, he’ll take you apart. He’s a god, Will. An angry you on a planetary scale.’




    Will buried his eyes in his hands and sank gently down the wall. There was too much to take in and he liked none of it. He wasn’t even sure how much to believe.




    ‘Where’s everyone else?’ he said. ‘What about IPSO? Wasn’t there ever a rescue mission?’




    ‘People have opinions about that, but to be honest, we have no idea,’ said Elsa. ‘Suffice it to say, they’re not here. As far as you’re concerned, they’re just gone.’




    ‘So what in fuck’s name am I supposed to do?’ said Will. ‘Hide? Die?’




    ‘I’m going to send you to the Proustian Underground in Mettaburg,’ she said. She got up from the bed and pulled him to his feet. ‘They have a system. They can teach you how to lie low. They’ll give you a better sense of what’s going on.’




    ‘Can they tell me how to get the hell off Snakepit?’




    ‘No promises, but they’ll be able to do more than I can.’ She seized his hand and fixed him with a serious gaze. ‘I know this is hard, but here’s what you need to do. After you leave this room, walk straight down the tunnel the way you came, through the poppies, until you find a kind of graveyard. Then pick an empty slot and lie down in it. Don’t worry if it looks wet.’




    Will stared at her. ‘In a grave?’




    ‘In effect, yes,’ she said. ‘Unless you want to walk through about five hundred klicks of tunnels. Just lie down, shut your eyes and summon your home node.’




    ‘I tried that,’ said Will. ‘It doesn’t work. Something’s wrong.’




    She shook her head. ‘That’s just your connection to soft-space opening. You don’t have a single node any more, Will. You’ve got a whole world. When your link opens and you go virtual, walk straight forwards. Whatever you do, don’t step backwards.’




    Will frowned. ‘Why not?’




    ‘You’ll end up here again, maybe with company. One step back takes you to a map of local threads. Two steps dumps you in the closest available body to your lifting site. One step forward, on the other hand, gets you to the soft-space environment itself, which is where you need to go. Just keep moving, follow cues and only ask oracles if you absolutely can’t find your way.’




    ‘Oracles?’




    ‘You’ll figure it out,’ she told him. ‘When you get to the city, seek out the Radical Hill District. Look for the Old Slam Bar on Campari Street. Got it? Ask for Mr Brown.’




    ‘Old Slam Bar,’ said Will weakly. ‘Brown.’




    ‘Right. All you need to do between now and then is find your way without freaking out and hurting someone. Think you can manage that?’




    ‘Given how today has gone so far, I honestly have no idea,’ he said.




    Elsa let loose a dry laugh. ‘Fair answer. Okay, time to go.’ She blinked and clicked her fingers. ‘Wait. You still need a nick. Something that says harmless and absent-minded more than lost and dangerous.’ She tapped a finger to her lips. ‘Got it. How about Cuthbert?’




    Will wrinkled his nose. ‘I hate it.’




    ‘Good – that makes it all the more natural. And besides, you’ve got bigger problems, wouldn’t you say?’




    ‘Fair point,’ said Will, looking away. ‘And thank you. Sorry if I was rude about your room. It’s been a difficult morning.’




    ‘I can only imagine,’ she said and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Being anything other than baseline takes work but it’s worth it – I like what I’ve grown into. Anyway, good luck out there. Try not to die. And hurry. If Ronno and Tars report you, this place will be crawling with Balance agents in minutes.’




    She opened the door and pushed him gently through it.




    ‘If you make it, come back for coffee some time, but now you have to start walking before you get us both killed.’




    As soon as he was outside, she pulled the door shut behind him. Will stood there, staring at the yellow slatted walls of the coffee stand, and felt utterly at sea. Then, with a grimace of resolve, he set off running back the way he’d come, to find himself a grave.




    2.2: NADA




    In the agonising wake of the Project Earth debacle, Nada Rien visited the Yunus on Noether. Part of her baulked at the senselessness of reporting in person. On top of the constant chafe of maintaining an individual identity, making the trip felt like an onerous imposition. She would have to look at him with a pair of flesh eyes and drip-feed information at him using a physical mouth. Such antics should never have become necessary. But they all had to do their part to fight War Fatigue. So Nada took a shuttle down from her flagship, the recently named PSS Infinite Order, and flew into the spaceport at Curie where the Yunus was engaged in assessment communion with the local population.




    She acquired a transit pod and watched the city approach through the stained windows as the elderly machine juddered along. Like many Photurian colonies, Curie was a mixture of ugly old human towers and new home-tubes filling the dead ground between them like joyful black roots. Such cities always struck her as overgrown graveyards – places where exuberant ivy worked busily to cover up the sadness and irrelevance of the past. It couldn’t happen too soon.




    Usually she delighted in watching the irresistible spread of true Photurian habitats. But here she could also make out newer, less-welcome structures. Soft, black cubes had been erected since her last visit – an attempt to grow Photurian tunnel-matrix over hideous human-style construction lattices. She shivered. Was this what they’d been reduced to? Building deliberately uncomfortable homes to stop their inhabitants from sliding into bliss too soon? It sickened her that such projects were deemed necessary.




    She opened her mouth wide and screamed as she often did at times like this. Why couldn’t humanity just give up already? They were ruining it for themselves. Had the species been capable of a moment’s courage or selflessness, they’d all have converted long ago. As it was, they insisted on clinging to their useless instincts like the mindless biorobots they were, and consequently everyone had suffered.




    Nada composed herself by ramming her fists against the pod’s filthy glass until the pain from bloody knuckles settled her mood. It had been a rough month. She’d built up a lot of hope around the rescue of Earth’s population and come away with nothing but empty hands.




    So here they were again, still short on converts, fighting back the tide of Fatigue and making compromises that took them ever further from perfect unity. She examined her reflection in the glass and found it depressing just how human she looked in that moment. Black hair. Brown eyes. A ship-suit. A face showing stress indicators. It was a sign of how badly she was struggling that she’d even noticed herself at all.




    She forced her attention outwards again and then groaned as she realised the pod was delivering her to one of the human structures. These days, the Yunus was seldom found in a true home. He was always out and about, fighting the good fight. At times, it exhausted her.




    The doors sighed open and Nada stepped out into an empty corridor lined with blotchy wall-panels and filled with the sputtering hiss of unmaintained recyclers. Dusty, yellowish light poured in from the window at the far end. Behind the hiss lay the silence that increasingly filled all Phote worlds – the sound of too much peace too soon.




    Following the directions that had been deposited in her mind, she strode down the passageway to a large room at the far end. Ranks of seats wrapped a stage where the Yunus was communing with the Saved. The space must have been a theatre once, she realised, a box for conducting pointless human art rituals. Now it was being put to a far finer purpose.




    She marched down the shallow banks of steps past rows of mouldering seats where a scattering of Photurians sat, waiting to be processed. The Yunus stood on the stage under a spotlight, bright orange and seven feet tall, white hair pouring down his back in a mane. His proud, patrician face bore a static expression of confidence and pride. A line of thirty recently converted children were walking placidly onto the dais to meet him, their eyes full of worship.




    As the first human to be successfully Saved, the Yunus occupied a special place in the Photurian Utopia. His reasoning and beliefs had formed the basis on which their society was constructed. Consequently, he was instantiated as necessary, usually in improved formats, to help inform collective decision-making. Since the recent disbanding of the mass-mind, his instances had become more frequently deployed than ever.




    Nada sat down near the front and checked the local mind-temple for details of the proceedings. Apparently, a modified nestship transporting families had been rescued between St Andrews and Galatea. After emergency Saving, the anthrocapital had been rerouted and brought down for assignment.




    Nada felt an unfamiliar stab of social discomfort at the news. She had come to the Yunus with nothing to show for her efforts, whereas some lesser captain running a routine blockade had brought him this precious little prize.




    She shrugged the feeling off. Comparative notions of social achievement were a worthless side effect of her previous identity. It was beneath her to let it contaminate her day.




    ‘Young converts,’ Yunus told the children, ‘welcome to the Utopia. You are no doubt enjoying your new-found enlightenment, but better is yet to come as we allocate you useful functions. You are especially prized in these dark days. Your neuroplasticity lends us strength and hastens the coming of Immaculate Joy. Step forward one at a time to let me determine your utility, starting with the unit on the left.’




    A little boy of about five approached him. The Yunus placed a hand on the child’s face and stood still for a second.




    ‘Your aptitude is low,’ said the Yunus. ‘Your brain will be removed and inserted in a harvester ship for warp-piloting purposes.’




    The boy beamed with delight. ‘Thank you, O Yunus!’ he said.




    The Yunus dealt with each of them in turn, picking out the rejects and saying nothing to the rest.




    ‘You will be reformatted for manual labour in space … Your brain will become the guiding intelligence of a food factory … You will be transformed into a flight-management system at the local spaceport.’ After examining the last child, he addressed the assembled group. ‘Those who have been assigned may go directly to surgery for deconstruction.’




    Four delighted children marched off the stage with eyes full of pride. The Yunus observed the others.




    ‘The rest of you are relatively high-functioning individuals. You will participate in a bold new social experiment in which you will age at a normal human rate and emerge into adulthood without alteration or integration into the mass-mind.’




    Nada watched the children’s expressions slide in horror as they came to understand their fate. Some began to cry. From the moment they’d been rounded up and Saved, the sacred bacteria would have been opening their minds to joy, infusing them with love and hope – hope that had now largely been dashed.




    Despite herself, she shivered at their plight. More than anything, Nada wished she was still part of a fused intelligence. It pained her every day that she wasn’t. And as a relatively recent convert, she felt cheated that she’d experienced so little of it. She’d been a fully absorbed component for less than a year before the Utopia had been forced to disband collective operation to arrest the spread of Fatigue.




    Participating in a fused mind was like inhabiting a church full of light and song. In fact, it was like being the church. It felt like a massive, overpowering chord of pure joy played for ever. It was beyond beautiful. She wept sometimes when she thought about it.




    As it was, she could still remember what it was like to be human, sort of. She had muddy recollections of those meaningless drives that had cluttered her life: friendship, ambition, family, romance. All that crap. To lose them and be joined had been exquisite – the discovery of an undeniable and perfect truth. It was the end to doubt and the dawning of purity – an orderly, surgical, permanent purity, like the severing of an unwanted limb.




    And then it had been shut off because too many of the Saved felt the urge to fall completely into that light. The intensity of their happiness had outstripped their will to function, leaving them lifeless and deaf to the requests of their superior nodes. Fatigue had ripped through the mass-mind like wildfire, forcing them to build one cognitive fire-break after another. And so they’d had to put Total Joy on hold until the rest of their useless species could finally be dragged, kicking and screaming, into harmony.




    In the meantime, a huge number of reindividualised Photurians were being made to endure an ever-increasing load of human play-acting. Research had shown that the more they behaved like the species they’d been drawn from, the longer they lasted as discrete units.




    But after that mind-burning glimpse of the sweet alternative, this took endless self-discipline. No wonder the children were upset. Yunus had condemned them to decades of grim individuality. The only heaven they would know was the one at the end of the war, when the human race finally woke up to its higher calling.




    ‘Leave,’ said the Yunus. ‘I have assigned a social coordinator to allocate you tasks to acquire at an unmodified rate.’




    The weeping children began to march off the stage.




    ‘Be quiet,’ said the Yunus. ‘Experience this as an honour.’




    The children snapped into silence as their expressions reconfigured into gazes of proud purpose.




    The mind-temple signalled Nada. She walked onto the stage and stared at the Yunus, waiting.




    ‘You consider their fate a harsh one,’ he said, sampling her mind through the temple.




    ‘Yes,’ said Nada.




    ‘They will grow up hungry,’ he said. ‘It is my hope that they will burn with a desire for closure and work harder to convert others.’




    ‘Or they may collapse into Fatigue more rapidly,’ said Nada. ‘It is a risky strategy.’




    ‘Our situation is delicate,’ said the Yunus. ‘Risky strategies are called for.’




    He reached into her mind and moved some of her opinions about. Nada broke into a spontaneous grin of joy as the Yunus made her agree with him. She now saw the rightness of his position and the need for brave and uncompromising action.




    This was how things were supposed to work. Before reindividualisation, Nada would have reported to the Yunus directly through the mind-temple. She hadn’t even have known she was Nada, or perceived their shared order as a temple. There had just been closure and harmony.




    Now, rather than having their identity supplied as necessary from their controlling node, they had to engage in crosstalk between peer units and even reorganise the hierarchy from time to time. Direct editing of her identity to create alignment was a rare and precious gift. She beamed at him in gratitude.




    ‘I have a new plan that I intend to implement on this world,’ he said. ‘The reproduction of units via natural methods is operating at below-replacement rates due to genetic interference from our sacred bacteria. Furthermore, we are running low on human acquisitions. One logical policy to arrest this slide is to farm humans.’




    ‘Farm them?’ said Nada, her smile faltering.




    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘As in acquiring them but not immediately converting them.’




    Nada flinched. Not converting people when the light of peace beckoned? It felt awfully unfair.




    ‘Do not worry,’ said the Yunus. ‘All will be converted in time. They will be kept in safe facilities and carefully antagonised so that conversion comes as a treasured release. If we are able to stabilise such populations, we will have a steady supply of units to complete the conversion of the human race.’




    Nada squirmed. There were some notions that just felt wrong to the Saved, such as simply killing the rest of the human race now that they were in the minority. Something about the joy of union made you want to share it with as many people as possible, even if there were shortcuts available. Yunus’s approach smacked of compromise. Humans were there to be saved, not bred in ignorance and then saved.




    ‘I struggle with that idea,’ she said. She couldn’t ask him to change her mind, sadly, though that was what she craved.




    ‘As do I,’ said the Yunus. ‘Though I fear these are the kinds of options we must consider, so I am initiating a pilot project. This is the burden the Vile Usurper has forced upon us.’




    The Vile Usurper was, of course, Will Monet – the despised pseudo-human who had stolen their homeworld. Had they a proper home, humanity would have been saved already and Fatigue avoided completely. Instead, their mission had been a limping, difficult affair, conducted without the ancient might of the one true biome behind them. Just thinking about Monet conjured a panicked loathing in most Saved that blotted out other thought.




    ‘I mention the farming project to give you a sense of the seriousness of our predicament,’ said the Yunus. ‘Deliver your report.’




    Nada recited the facts of her failed mission – facts the Yunus could have known instantly by looking inside her head. But that wasn’t the point. She was there to engage in the wilful act of separateness both as a symbol of their determination and to practise the unloveliness of autonomy.




    ‘The Galatean humans successfully evacuated the Earther population,’ she said. ‘The remaining habitats were bombed and are no longer usable. We secured no new converts.’




    The Yunus stared at her blankly. ‘What of the tip-off you acquired?’ he said. ‘I received interim reports that the new mutant seeding project was yielding fresh converts.’




    ‘Progress was achieved,’ Nada replied. ‘Converts were obtained, though the information they provided was slight.’




    Remotely seeded converts didn’t become effective spies overnight. They needed time to come to terms with their beautiful new feelings and devise a plan. Without a network of other operatives to support them, their actions were sometimes counterproductive.




    ‘We lost contact with most of our embedded converts before the end of the mission,’ she went on. ‘Only one convert who relocated to Galatea is still known to be intact.’




    ‘This is a disastrous outcome,’ said the Yunus stiffly.




    ‘Yes,’ Nada agreed.




    ‘Significant numbers of units were expended to produce a stable mutation that would resist detection by the Abomination.’




    The Abomination was Andromeda Ludik – the person the Saved hated most after Monet. She was generally considered unsaveable by virtue of her disgusting hybrid biology, and therefore an entity to be destroyed. So far, that had proven surprisingly difficult to accomplish.




    ‘I am aware of this,’ said Nada. ‘If you recall, I recommended against such expenditure given our reduced resources.’




    The Yunus shifted from foot to foot and stared upwards. He let out a long keening sound. It probably signified some form of anguish – an understandable response. Nada waited for him to finish.




    ‘How did this make you feel?’ he asked in the end, almost absent-mindedly. ‘What details did you notice?’




    Nada suspected that the Yunus didn’t know what to ask in that moment. He was as much at sea in play-acting humanity as she was, and was fishing for direction.




    ‘I am disgusted with them,’ she said. ‘While I still love them and want to convert them, I am becoming … impatient. I worked for two years on the Earth Project and have saved nobody. The closer I get to helping the humans, the more they resist. They are like children. No, they are like cornered animals. No, they are like flies unable to understand a pane of glass.’ She fell silent but the Yunus kept staring, so she continued. ‘Now I return to find a world even quieter than when I left. We are building false homes instead of living in tubes. I face despair. I doubt that I will be able to manage disappointment again without succumbing to Fatigue. I recommend that you deconstruct me for parts and use another unit that is less strained.’




    ‘And yet we must continue to work to the best of our ability to save humanity,’ said the Yunus. ‘Deconstructing you would be the easy option. But what happens if we attempt to merge in harmony while both the human race and the Vile Usurper are intact? Peace will only last for ever if it is embraced by all.’ He fixed her with wide eyes and a meaningless smile. ‘You are one of my strongest,’ he said. ‘You crave peace as much as every other unit but are driven to achieve it for all rather than drowning yourself in it. You must therefore remain intact to help implement my core plan. The central dictates of my strategy remain unchanged. First, War Fatigue must be hidden from the humans at all costs. They cannot be allowed to perceive our weakness. Second, new humans must be acquired by any means and their conversion deferred where possible.




    ‘However, I now add a third dictate. Galatea, the colony of the Abomination, must be broken. It is the strongest colony and it obstructs our progress. It cannot be allowed another victory. The Abomination and her cohorts will attempt to secure a new home for the Earther population. She must be stopped.’




    ‘Obstructing the Abomination has been tried,’ said Nada.




    The Yunus let out a strangled hooting sound. ‘This is who I need you to be,’ he said, and reached into her mind again.




    He twisted and turned pieces of her, bolstering her need to kill Ludik and break Galatea until she screamed again and tore at her hair. A sick sense of urgency knotted her insides. Urine spilled down the leg of her ship-suit.




    ‘Stop screaming now,’ said the Yunus, and her throat seized. ‘You will coordinate raiding flights and blockades. You will make contact with the remaining mutant spy and determine where the Earther population is being relocated. They will not be able to hide such a large group for long. If necessary, you must resort to innovation to achieve this.’




    ‘I will innovate,’ Nada shrieked, her fingers clutching at her gut.




    ‘You will never give up.’




    ‘I will never give up!’ she wailed.




    ‘Your identity will not be deconstructed or permitted to embrace bliss until such time as you have succeeded.’




    ‘I crave success!’ she keened.




    ‘I am aware that I am placing a significant burden on you,’ said the Yunus, ‘but swift action is vital. We are in danger of handing a propaganda victory to the humans that will slow the rate of conversions still further. As you are aware, creatures like the Abomination and humanity’s other false heroes serve as rallying points for the Unsaved. Hence, here is my last gift to you,’ said the Yunus, his virtual hands still deep inside her head. ‘You will draw strength from this urgency. It will be like the human ideal of “ambition”.’




    Nada felt a flush of unnatural power. Her back jerked ramrod straight. Her arms fell limp at her sides. Her eyes widened as manic glee beamed out through her features.




    ‘This is my promise to you,’ he said. ‘When you return victorious, I will set aside my notions of human-farms and other compromises. There will be no more rash deployments of the Saved, or false homes, or silent worlds, because you will have shown us a better path. But you must be quick. Heaven cries out for us.’




    ‘I adore you!’ Nada shouted. ‘I will be victorious in your name!’




    ‘Leave,’ said the Yunus.




    Nada strode urgently for the theatre exit, determination yanking her forward with every step. In the back of her mind, there still lurked that hunger to lie down on a bed of moist fungus to experience bliss, but first she had a colony to crush.




    2.3: ANN




    Twenty-nine light-years away, on the planet of Galatea, another woman took a similar pod from a spaceport to a city, in a similar state of despair. In this case, the pod was a sleek, state-of-the-art model with a cutting-edge biosensor array, a semi-intelligent SAP-mind and adaptive organic seating.




    The woman was Ann Ludik, and she had resorted to silencing the pilot SAP because it kept panicking about the unfamiliar nano-machinery she was exuding. Hence, rather than adapting, the seating merely quivered in fear of its occupant. Ann tried to ignore it.




    There was no view from Ann’s pod. The route from the Ritter Spaceport to the Sharptown Subterra Complex involved traversing half a kilometre of solid rock at a shallow incline. Ann didn’t care to let the SAP activate the wall displays, either, and chose instead to sit in the dark. It suited her mood.




    As expected, Ann had been called in to ‘discuss progress’ with Galatean Defence. Despite months of careful planning, the evacuation of Earth had come within a hair’s breadth of disaster, and so everyone felt the need to talk it to death. There had already been plenty of discussion on the week-long carrier-flight back to Galatean space.




    The Phote plan had evidently been to seed near-undetectable mutant converts into Earth’s population and have them be the ones leading the call for evacuation. The converts would then leak information about the mission to the Utopia and ideally pass the infection to Galateans. They’d been wildly successful.




    Upon conversion, poor Calvinia Shue, their diplomat, had apparently decided that the best way to support her new-found hunger for Total Peace was to subtly manipulate Mark Ruiz. And the Phote parasite co-opting her nervous system had all of Calvinia’s political insight to draw from. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out the right angle.




    It stung her, though, that Mark appeared to believe her to be the sort of person who’d leave ten thousand people in space to die. Was that how he thought of her now? A life of war had made her decisive, but not cold, surely. She’d always tried to save the greatest number of people, even during the horrors of the Suicide War.




    Years ago, she and Mark had been close. That had been before she’d lost patience with his attitude, but still, didn’t he understand that she never liked hurting others or seeing them be hurt? How could she? Her whole life had been a battle to protect the preciousness of human warmth. She couldn’t enjoy it herself, so she fought to preserve it for everyone else. Otherwise, why did she even exist?




    By her own logic, though, Ann knew she’d failed. The main reason the evacuation had gone so wrong was her insistence that her own methods of biodefence were better than those dreamed up by the Fleet. And through her negligence, infectious spies bringing untold harm had made their way into the Galatean population.




    The pod burst into the light as it reached the Sharptown quarantine station, an empty granite chamber thirty metres square with a suspended pod-rail running through it. LED floods bathed the space in metallic, blue-white light with some spectrum that apparently made it easier to run bioassay scans.




    Ann reluctantly got to her feet and spread her arms as the pod slid to a halt in the buffer zone. With a thought, she flicked the pod SAP back to life and waited for the machines running the quarantine area to do their job.




    ‘Captain Andromeda Ng-Ludik reporting for Post-Mission Pivot,’ she said aloud.




    ‘Acknowledged,’ said the pod SAP. ‘Please wait.’




    Galatea had changed plenty since Ann’s time there as a student. When she was young, the planet had still been wrestling with its apparently unending terraforming problem. Storms wracked the world on a monthly basis, delivering kilometre-high walls of grit travelling at the speed of bullets. Everyone lived in shielded canyon habitats and wore evacuation monitors on their wrists.




    Since then, the storms had mostly stopped. After the coming of the Photes, more and more habitats on Galatea had been built underground where they were easier to protect. And with diminishing resources to spend on terraforming, a consensus had developed that a planet with an unstable surface environment might not be such a bad thing. An angry atmosphere constituted a free defensive weapon of sorts.




    But then, perverse to the last, when humanity stopped trying to change Galatea, it began to calm all by itself. The surface wasn’t exactly habitable yet, but certain kinds of bacteria had taken off. For reasons nobody quite understood, cryptobiotic mats of the kind that Galatean scientists had been trying to encourage for decades now decorated the surface with wild blotches of black and purple. Atmospheric rebalancing was happening at the fastest rate since colonisation began.




    Ironically, most people never saw that progress. The surface was now considered a buffer zone all too easy for the Photes to target. So the human population lived in subterra complexes engineered for cultural and biological defence. Consequently, modern Galatea had almost nothing in common with the world she’d known.




    ‘Captain Ludik, you have been cleared by executive order,’ said the pod SAP. ‘However, please note that your body is synthesising a large number of compounds that I cannot identify. Therefore, a chance remains—’




    Ann shut the SAP off again and urged the vehicle forward. Why, after forty years, Galatean scientists couldn’t come up with a bioarray capable of recognising her and treating her as a special case, she had no idea.




    The pod slid into the tunnel on the other side of the quarantine chamber and through another wall of rock before emerging onto an elevated rail running through the huge, open space of Sharptown One. The environment had been designed to resemble a cross between a cathedral interior and a river valley. Light beamed down from the peak of the two-hundred-metre-high Gothic ceiling, which was decorated in reassuring shades of sky-blue. The bottom of the habitat was a tiered landscape of dormitories and work-spaces in soft, white marble, interspersed with communal gardens and the all-important game fields.




    She had arrived during one of the scheduled playtimes – no great surprise as some group or other were usually at it. Her pod passed over swathes of well-kept lawn where hundreds of adults engaged in flash-mob yoga exercises with ever-changing routines or played complex games of tag. Floating game-boards displayed multivariate scores and whimsical updates on the action. As always, Ann felt something a little forced in all that state-supported fun.




    The new Galatea was not a relaxed society, though it worked hard at keeping itself a functional one. The planet had finally incorporated all the immigrant groups from Earth that it had been forced to absorb after war broke out with the Photes. They’d demolished every pernicious sect division and reduced crime to practically zero. These days, religious congregation was both a duty and a paid leisure activity with hefty bonuses for creative faith-making. Nobody took it seriously.




    Though there was a lot to admire, Ann found the new Galatean society alienating. But through her connection to Poli Najoma’s family, she felt like she at least had a link to the younger generation on this world. That was one reason why she’d thrown in her lot with the Galateans. She felt she understood their values at some level, and at the very least could acknowledge that the social changes they’d implemented were better than the alternative. If your society didn’t stay flexible and cohesive, the Photes found your weaknesses and exploited them. Before you knew what had happened, your planet wound up serving the blindly self-replicatory urge of invasive alien bacteria.




    Ann’s pod followed a track that led into the tiered hillscape on the far side of the valley and through another long expanse of granite. It eventually deposited her at an anonymous meeting space embedded deep within the planet’s crust. She stepped out into the entry vestibule and spat into the bowl by the door. When the light turned green, she passed through the seal. On the other side, Ann washed her hands with her biofilm gloves still on, as politeness required. Galatea was big into washing. And big into gloves, which was hardly surprising under the circumstances.




    The room beyond featured artificial daylight delivered through false skylights, a sunken conversation pit decorated in soft greys and wrap-around wall-panels. As usual for such meetings, those panels showed agitation patterns – a kind of twitching geometric art that nobody exactly liked but which Photes couldn’t stand.




    A girl of about eighteen was waiting for her there. She had a button nose, a rose-tinted buzz cut and a crisp green uniform. Ann’s boss had been changed again, she noticed. This new one was very young. Though she’d have full voting and command rights, Ann couldn’t help but think of her as a kid. Being in your seventies tended to have that effect. In her weaker moments, Ann was forced to admit that she missed having a boss she admired, such as Ira Baron. But those days were never coming back.




    ‘Captain Ludik,’ said the girl, gesturing at the couches. ‘Wow, it’s an honour. Amazing to meet you in person.’ She bounced on her toes. ‘Please, sit down. You can call me Kathy.’




    Kathy wouldn’t be her real name, but the girl delivered the line with the kind of chipper, indestructible confidence Ann had come to expect. All the Autocratic Academy graduates had it.




    The Academy was the pool of high-achieving youth who collectively made top-level decisions for the New Society. These days, executive roles were exclusively given to young people who lacked bias or irrational attachment. Each of them ruled unilaterally like a global dictator. Subsequently, their decisions were aggregated and filtered by an ecology of SAPs engaged in permanent, ferocious competition. The emergent consensus was distributed as martial law. Those who passed their term in the Academy without a strategic failure graduated to some lower, less stressful position. Those who did not found themselves in an different line of work, often after partial memory erasure.




    Ann had long ago stopped being surprised by the age gaps, but the oddness of the set-up still vexed her. She couldn’t help feeling that all these hard-eyed girls and boys she met were losing something by ruling a world before they’d even known love. Behind that unflinching iron will, something tragic surely lurked, even if Ann was never allowed to see it.




    ‘This is a big moment for me,’ said Kathy as Ann sat. ‘I have to deal with high-impact stuff all the time but to actually be in the same room as Ann Ludik? To be the one who gets to have this briefing with you? That’s hyper.’ She shook her head as if amazed at her own good fortune.




    Ann felt unmoved by the girl’s excitement. Fame had never sat well with her. Her role in human history hadn’t exactly been glorious. A long time ago, she’d been part of a conspiracy – a foolish one. They’d been trying to head off a war by faking attacks by another species. They’d achieved that by making reckless use of technology they didn’t understand which they’d found out at the Far Frontier. Then they’d watched in horror when the tame-looking tech they’d resurrected had fused with the people it was fighting to take on a life of its own. The rest was history.




    Ann’s job in the notorious Rumfoord League had been to distract humanity’s only superbeing: Will Monet. Once a lowly roboteer, Will had been changed during humanity’s first alien contact when the ancient Transcended race opened up the Far Frontier to human access. The enigmatic aliens charged Will with responsibility for delivering their terms to the human race and empowered him accordingly. He’d since become a self-appointed guardian of the species. Sadly for Will, that role had left him with all the responsibility but little power to influence except through brute force. By the time Ann had gone to work on him, he was already desperately lonely and easy to manipulate.




    In the end, Will had sacrificed himself trying to stop the monstrous hybrid race Ann’s people had spawned. His last act before being swallowed by the alien world they’d abused was to save Ann’s life and transfer his powers to her. Now she was the superbeing. The unkillable machine. The lonely monster. She had Will’s ship, Will’s skills and Will’s voice in her head for company until the day the enemy finally took her. She’d been fighting ever since. To her mind, fame was part of the punishment. Because, by rights, the fame was Will’s, too.




    ‘I’m glad you’re pleased,’ said Ann briskly. ‘It’s nice to meet you. Forgive me for asking, but why are we meeting? I take it you’ve seen my report. My memory dumps were exhaustive. There’s nothing I can add.’




    ‘I’ve seen the report,’ said Kathy, ‘but that’s not what we’re here for. I’m here to talk about your new assignment, not your performance on the last one.’




    Ann blinked. ‘You mean the relocation project?’




    ‘You’re not working on that any more. We need you for something else.’




    Ann stood up, her throat tightening. ‘You can’t redeploy me. I was given assurances.’




    She’d been slated to manage the Earth Two Project and had made promises on that basis. It was the first time in years that she’d been able to secure a work advantage for Poli. She and the whole Najoma family would be coming with her to the new site, where Poli’s environmental-management skills could finally be properly used.




    Ann had been looking for ways to help the Najoma family since the start of the war. One of her first acts after her transformation on Snakepit had been to send her ship’s engineer, Kuril Najoma, on the mission that had killed him. When she’d belatedly discovered that the man had a daughter, she’d done everything in her power to fix that damage. Poli had grown up never quite knowing what to do with Ann’s urgent desire to help, but they’d eventually become close. Now Poli had two kids of her own and was stuck in a job she disliked. Ann had seen a chance to make a difference and leapt at it. It was the first thing besides cleaning that she’d cared about in years.




    ‘Is this a punishment?’ said Ann.




    ‘Captain Ludik, please,’ said Kathy with a laugh. She rolled her eyes like a teenager. ‘You know we don’t do punishment. We examine opportunities. Relax.’ She gestured for Ann to sit. ‘There won’t be an Earth Two for a while. We’re still tracking down the new spy network Ambassador Shue started, which changes the timeline for everything else.’




    ‘No Earth Two?’ said Ann, slumping into her seat. ‘I don’t get it. What are you going to do with all those people? They have to live somewhere.’




    ‘That’s not your problem,’ said Kathy. ‘Given the situation, I’m sure you can figure out why you’re not going to be involved in any interim planning.’




    ‘Because I was targeted,’ said Ann. Grim understanding settled over her. Her own actions had disqualified her from the one project she cared about.




    ‘That’s right. You and the Gulliver team finally developed weaknesses the Photes can exploit.’




    Ann blushed for the first time in about twenty years. She didn’t need Kathy to spell it out. She’d become a liability. Something creaked inside her like an enormous weight shifting.




    ‘But don’t sweat it,’ said Kathy. ‘Every thrust reveals a weakness, right? The Earth extraction yielded gobs of useful data. For starters, there’s enough evidence here that we can be certain of a new surge.’




    That was huge news. ‘Are you sure?’ said Ann.




    ‘Absolutely. The cost-benefit models are clear. The mutant strain Shue brought aboard your ship must have come at an outrageous price for the Photes. You know how slow they are to mutate. They can suck up material and strategies from foreign biospheres in hours, but always by breaking down and recoding the content. Their molecular architecture doesn’t change. At least, not the way we’ve seen in your samples from Lieutenant Twebo. Our best guess is that they most likely dumped thousands of ex-human hosts into a habitat filled with stolen cultures of your weaponised smart-cells and waited to see if any of them survived. And that must have taken them years. Just stealing the material out of our labs would have been hard enough. The Photes don’t throw bodies at a project like that unless they’re up to something. But, for the obvious reasons, you can’t be a part of the main thrust of our response.’




    Ann spread her hands. ‘Then what in Gal’s name do you expect me to do? I’m still the best weapon you have.’




    ‘I’m glad you asked,’ said Kathy brightly. ‘We’re going to follow up on Captain Ruiz’s plan to traverse Backspace.’




    Ann’s face froze. ‘You what?’




    Mark’s plan had been a joke in strategy circles for years.




    ‘Think about it,’ said Kathy, ignoring the look of cold alarm building in Ann’s eyes. ‘It’s just about the best thing you could do for us right now.’




    Mark had submitted the plan years ago and never shut up about it since. In essence, it proposed that the Galatean forces make an end run around Phote-occupied space to access Snakepit from the far side. Once at Snakepit, they’d be in a position to either boser the surface, or, perhaps more usefully, wake the world to activity on behalf of the human race.




    All previous missions to access Snakepit had run afoul of Phote blockades. That part of space was fiercely defended. Consequently, nobody had reached the place since the start of the war. However, intelligence gathered from the interrogation of Phote prisoners made it clear that the Utopia didn’t have access to it, either.




    Furthermore, Photurian goals hinged on one day finding the strength to retake the planet from whatever defensive system Will Monet’s last acts had spawned there. Psych-warfare specialists had speculated that losing their erstwhile homeworld might cripple the Photurian race so badly that their will to fight might simply vanish.




    In its intent, then, Mark’s plan made total sense. There were just one or two tiny wrinkles that made success unlikely. The first was that Snakepit was on a different galactic shell. Warp-drive only permitted superluminal velocities at tangents to the galactic hub, which meant that star systems only a few light-years further in or out from the core than Galatea were effectively unreachable without a gate. And the human race only ever had access to one gate, which these days was blocked by the Photes.




    To get around this problem, Mark’s plan called for the use of a second gate – one that had been identified through careful astronomical surveys. And therein lay the other problem. That gate lay on the other side of a vast swathe of space known as the Depleted Zone where warp engines didn’t work. This made the shortest straight crossing something measured in centuries.




    ‘We’ve been mapping the Alpha Flaw in the Depleted Zone for years,’ said Kathy. ‘Ever since Rachel Bock got lost in it. You may not know this, but it’s been growing.’




    ‘What difference does that make?’ Ann snapped. ‘Flaws are death traps.’




    Ever since the discovery that the Zone was not a uniform wall and that cracks of a sort existed in it, people had tried to sneak through to explore the other side. Will Monet’s wife, Rachel Bock, had been one of the first explorers to try, and certainly the most famous. Her loss had convinced almost everyone that it wasn’t doable.




    These days, people considered the Depleted Zone as much an alien artefact as the Penfield Lobe gates. No evidence existed, but the presence of a dead, impenetrable barrier hundreds of light-years wide smacked of Transcended involvement. It also helped convince most that even trying to break through the boundary wasn’t a great idea. The Transcended had a nasty habit of obliterating races they didn’t like, as they had the poor Fecund a mere ten million years ago.




    ‘This isn’t public knowledge,’ said Kathy, ‘but we’ve been pretty sure we could make it through the Zone for the last couple of years. It just hasn’t been super high on our priority stack. It’s a cost-intensive operation and risking new existential threats at a time like this hasn’t seemed awesome. Plus, our best candidates for that mission have always been out fighting. But now you’re free!’




    Kathy tried for a look of optimistic exuberance, but all Ann could see on those perky features was the cold, appraising intelligence that lay behind them.




    ‘We can’t use you in our primary fightback, so this is a great fit. Plus, you’re a product of the adventuring age. This is naturally the kind of mission that you and Mark are best at – one where huge asymmetrical talents can really make a difference.’




    The subtext couldn’t have been clearer. She and Mark were dinosaurs – poorly suited to fighting an enemy that gamed every individual weakness. The human race was shedding its heroes for the same reason it had dumped all its charismatic senior leaders: because they were more trouble than they were worth. This time, though, they weren’t waiting for disaster to strike. One near miss was enough.




    ‘I don’t want to turn tail and go exploring,’ said Ann bitterly. ‘I have a purpose, and that’s to fight.’




    ‘But you will be helping us fight,’ said Kathy, her tone meaningful. She waited for Ann to join the dots.




    Ann opened her mouth and closed it as she saw the whole picture. There could only be one real reason to pursue a mission like Mark’s now, given its shockingly low viability scores: to draw Phote attention. The Photes had targeted her, so Galatea was going to use that and turn her into bait.




    ‘You’re sending me to die,’ said Ann quietly. After all she’d done for the human race, it hurt.




    ‘No, we’re sending you on a risky mission, like we always have,’ said Kathy. ‘It’s just that this time you’ll be the feint rather than the thrust because that’s the only option left. And if that feint pays off, then yay! Because we’ve picked one with side benefits.’ Of course they had. The Autocratic Academy was nothing if not efficient in their deployment of resources.




    Ann sagged. Galatea clearly had their own plans which couldn’t include her. And neither she nor Mark would be told what they were. She could ignore the order, of course. As the most powerful person in human space, she had more bio-threat capacity in one hand than Sharptown had in its phage-banks. Nobody could make her do anything. But that wouldn’t convince the Galateans to change tack. She’d just isolate herself, much as Mark had.




    She almost said, You need me, but knew it wasn’t true. After the Suicide War, the Galatean government had made sure that nobody was indispensable – not even her. Plus she knew that a lot of younger people considered her and her peers tainted by what they’d done in that conflict. It had just been a matter of time before they found a way to slide her out of the picture.




    Now that she thought about it, she’d been surprised that the Fleet had given Mark and herself the job of managing such a high-profile mission as the Earth evacuation in the first place. With a precipitous sense of uncertainty, she began to wonder if the Academy had engineered the whole thing.




    ‘Look,’ said Kathy, ‘let me lay it straight. We need you on this. We’re losing, Ann. Unless we can take the heat off and dump Earth’s population soon, we’ll be dead in the water. Four colonies is below even the optimistic model estimates for species survival. Those people need to be moved fast. But a mission like this with you on it? That’d be impossible for us to keep secret. It’d flush those spies right out. We’d get value from your involvement before you even left port. Now, of course, you’re not an ordinary officer, so I can’t have you killed if you refuse, which makes our treatment of you kind of unfair. But we’ll be very disappointed. And worse, we’ll have to find someone who’ll pretend to be you. They’ll be less qualified. They’ll probably die. And without your strengths, the whole feint will probably fail. Those thirty mil you rescued? They’ll be dead anyway.’




    Ann felt empty. She stared at the far wall. ‘When you put it that way,’ she said, ‘how can I refuse? But I’ll need time to explain things to some friends.’




    ‘The Najoma family have been informed,’ said Kathy. ‘They’re offworld already.’




    Ann shut her eyes. The rest of the rug had already been pulled from under her, apparently.




    ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Can I leave them a message?’




    ‘Of course!’ said Kathy. ‘So long as you don’t reveal any planetary secrets. You can use this room’s network after I’ve gone. I take it we have your consent to proceed to the next steps?’




    Ann nodded vaguely.




    ‘Great!’ said Kathy enthusiastically. She slapped her thighs as she got to her feet. ‘It’s been hyper to meet you, Captain Ludik. I really hope that one day we get to do it again.’




    They didn’t shake hands because, these days, Galateans never did. Kathy strode to the exit and was gone.




    Ann stared at the jittering hypercubes on the walls and wallowed in the silence that remained. A second blush coloured her features, slow and all-consuming, like a wave of embarrassment crashing over her head. She could feel something breaking inside her.




    [Why do I feel like I’m drowning?] she asked her shadow.




    [I don’t know,] it said. [Want to talk about it?]




    But Ann didn’t want to talk. She could sense the answer sliding out of the mental fog inside her like an approaching ocean liner. In her old life, she’d always felt clever for being more rational and pragmatic than those around her. She’d been the cool one. A scientist and a policewoman at the same time. But since she’d come back, she’d been something else: a weapon.




    It had started innocently enough. She had wanted to help as much as possible and so had done her duty on every awful mission they gave her. Not once had she flinched from action. She’d even changed her body in line with Psych Ops’ recommendations to make herself the perfect military icon. It was only now that she saw she’d become a robot. When had she let that happen?




    She’d died the first time doing something brave and human. And she’d come back as a machine. Now that she was no longer useful, they weren’t bothering to hide it. She’d failed in her function. So what was left for them to do?




    [I …] she started. [They’re throwing me away. I was never a person to them. Never.]




    Had Will felt like this? Had he registered that look of bland calculation on their faces when they talked to him? That desperate desire to see him as less than a person because he was so much more?




    She knew he had. She’d looked at him that way herself. She’d observed that hollowness in his eyes and exploited it – back before he handed the curse to her. She recalled how casually she’d messed with Will’s emotions all those years ago when she had no inkling of the depths of his isolation. She let out a guffaw of joyless laughter. How differently she’d treat him now.




    What a fool she’d been. Who in their right might exploited unknown alien tech? But back then, everyone was doing it. The whole economy was based on stolen science. When the Transcended opened up all those new star systems, everything had changed. Yet that region had been home to the poor Fecund who’d borrowed tech from the Transcended and died from it. That should have been their clue. Instead, there was a boom in alien archaeology as humanity rifled through the ruins like rats in a dumpster.




    With the boom had come the squabbling. Alien weapons were secretly stockpiled by both sides. Hence the perfectly logical plan to use the same approach to resolve the conflict. No matter that the tech they’d found wasn’t Fecund, or that it was dangerously advanced. They’d convinced themselves that action was necessary – that if they didn’t use Snakepit to prevent a war, it would surely start one. So they’d grabbed that world-sized weapon with both hands.




    Ann had been paying for that stupidity ever since. They’d rolled her out for every genocidal horror they needed perpetrating. And Ann had always followed orders. Like a machine. And she was sick of it. Sick to death.




    [Maybe you’re not seeing the upside,] said her shadow, somewhat wryly. [If this is how it ends, wouldn’t it be a meaningful way to go? What better finale to a life of battle could you want? And you get a free vacation. Could you ask for more?]




    A laugh caught in Ann’s throat as she saw the bitter truth in her shadow’s words. This was her way out: the one she’d been waiting for. Of course she was going to make her exit count. And then, after forty-one years of fighting the good fight, Monet’s curse would finally be lifted.




    2.4: MARK




    Mark sat with Zoe in the public waiting area at Ritter Spaceport and tried to ignore the pillow fight happening around him. Across the great turfed expanse of the departures hall, between the glass columns and polychromatic seating clusters, giggling adults traded blows with state-supplied antibacterial cushions. For the fifth consecutive time, he refused a passing robot’s gentle attempt to press one of the soft weapons into his hands.




    Hovering over the travellers’ heads, mini-blimps circled endlessly, displaying the kind of propaganda that had become a fixture of Galatean society.




    ‘Question authority – it’s your duty!’ read one.




    ‘Tolerating corruption is corruption!’ declared another.




    The slogans were written in spiky, jiggling letters wearing bright, Psych Ops-engineered colours. Speakers played quirky, upbeat music with carefully mistimed beats. It sounded like a dance-party soundtrack being performed by malfunctioning robots.




    They could have chosen to sit in the Quiet Corner, of course, with its gentle mood music and roving therapists, but Zoe hated that part of the lounge even more. So they stayed in the central concourse and suffered.




    Mark understood the merits of organised social play. He just preferred to do it on his own terms rather than having fun dictated to him. As far as he was concerned, the waiting lounge was a perfect example of the weird social pressure the Photes had forced upon them. Nothing was simple any more. Not even the act of enjoying oneself. He hated the deadly serious water fights and the endless compulsory voting, the veiled humour and the not-so-veiled martial order. He longed for the day when they could all go back to being normal. More than that, he couldn’t wait to get the hell off Galatea and back to the relative sanity of his ship.




    He fought the urge to retreat into his interface to block the whole place out. He and Zoe were trying to avoid making themselves obvious and ramping up their network footprint would only attract attention. Similarly, they could have simply commissioned a private shuttle. With their level of authorisation, they’d have been given their choice of vehicle. But that would also have made their movements obvious, and Mark didn’t want to give the bastards in Defence the opportunity to zero in on him. They weren’t hiding, exactly. He and Zoe just didn’t feel like giving the Fleet any more help than they’d already received.




    His mood upon landing had been very different. While the two of them were transported under guard to the inevitable secure facility, he’d felt guilty and foolish. They’d screwed up, even if the people of Earth had made it out alive. He understood how close to disaster his recklessness had taken them and could feel the end of an era coming.




    Mark had handed over a full memory dump and spent several days discussing his experience and motivations with an army of roboteer therapists. While not an official Galatean citizen, he felt a professional duty to the government that had hired him, and so had tolerated their every request to peer inside his head.




    His feelings towards the Galateans had begun to change around the same time their questions had dried up. When Zoe had probed them about the next mission, the hedging started. So Mark had made the request more direct. Did the Galateans wanted to suspend them or kick them out? Or kill them, maybe? He got no reply, not even to his joke. He asked if they had new mission-limit guidelines they’d like him to abide by, or extra safeguards they wanted to implement on his ship. Nothing.




    Shortly after that, he and Zoe had been parked in the officers’ resort and asked to wait.




    While the resort had no shortage of luxurious amenities, its status as a kind of voluntary prison was clear. As the days rolled by with no information, he’d grown ever more restless. The impressive view across Sharptown One lost its appeal and their private pool started to feel awfully small. The resort began to resemble permanent enforced retirement. After two inscrutable weeks since their arrival, Galatea deciding to execute them no longer felt like a safe topic for satire.




    True to form, Zoe had lost it first. ‘Fuck this!’ she declared one morning after another ideally nutritious but entirely predictable breakfast. ‘So we fucked up. We still run the best damned embership in human space and we’re not helping anyone sitting here. I’m done with feeling guilty. I’d rather be saving lives.’ She slammed down her fork, and that was that.




    She had a point. Human colonies were independent these days. They had to be. The Photes kept blockading communication routes, making centralised command impossible. Consequently, there was no shortage of jobs for skilled military pilots. And even if they sequestered the Kraken from him, they couldn’t take the Gulliver. They could go and help St Andrews instead. That place badly needed support. Its population was already smaller than Earth’s had been in its final weeks.




    So they’d quietly checked out of the resort and headed straight for the local shuttle terminal. No one had stopped them. The Galateans were more subtle than that. Now Mark sat hoping that the shuttle arrived before the authorities.




    ‘Was what we did so goddamn wrong?’ he asked Zoe. ‘I mean, if that ark-hedge story hadn’t been totally in character, we’d never have fallen for it. If anyone needs to take a look at themselves, it’s Galatean-fucking-high-command.’




    ‘I’m with you,’ she said, ‘but the Academy’s unlikely to see it that way. We’re talking about an entire colony here. As fuck-ups go, this one was major.’




    ‘The Academy has been throwing lives away for years,’ Mark growled. ‘What did they expect from us? If they don’t like the way we work, that’s their lookout. We’ll fight someone else’s battles instead. They can’t stop us.’




    The Gulliver and the Vartian Institute banner it flew under were protected by an old interplanetary treaty. In effect, their significance during the last forty years of human history had put them above the law, allowing them to retain privileges now impossible for others to acquire. It was the only reason they were allowed to fly without a ship full of subcaptains and social-accountability officers.




    ‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Zoe. ‘They might just arrange for our shuttle to have an accident so they can minimise their intelligence risk. Our disposability indices must be nosing into the yellow right now.’




    Mark grimaced. Things had felt bad ever since they’d made the hand-off to the second carrier halfway home. They’d been given pretty short shrift by the admiral in charge and it was clear they were never going to be told where the people of Earth were headed next.




    ‘There are other carrier teams now,’ Zoe added, ‘with younger pilots who do what they’re told.’




    It was no secret that the Galatean government hated making room for special-case citizens, particularly since the Second Surge. But just like Ann, Mark and Zoe were celebrities – useful as much for their propaganda value as their talents. The only reason they weren’t being mobbed in the departure hall was because their faces had been fashion-copied so often as to render the sight of them mundane. Mark bumped into near-lookalikes at least once a month and always found it unsettling.




    A gentle gonging sound signalled boarding for the next orbital shuttle. The mini-blimps all swapped their messages to gate-indicators and robots started circling again, this time gathering the pillows that had been dropped – for DNA-testing, no doubt.




    ‘I can’t believe it,’ said Zoe as they strode for the exit. ‘We’re actually getting out of here.’




    Then, as they neared the doorway, they caught sight of a familiar figure waiting for them – Ira Baron-Lecke. Mark’s heart sank. Reality reasserted itself as he realised they weren’t getting offworld after all. The Academy had sent the most persuasive force possible to collect them: an old friend.




    Ira was hard to miss. He stood a little under a metre and a half tall and was almost as wide, with a head like a polished bullet. Mark sighed as he approached his former mentor.




    They hadn’t seen each other in over a year and it surprised Mark how old Ira looked. Not in body, of course. Ever since age-reversal therapy had been perfected, letting yourself deteriorate unnecessarily had been considered a crime. Instead, Ira looked old in his eyes. You could feel the full century of his life experience in that gaze, along with all the weary weight it had brought.




    ‘Hi, Mark, Zoe,’ said Ira quietly. ‘You know why I’m here, right?’




    Mark nodded. He noticed that the other travellers were suddenly giving them a lot of room – almost as if they’d all been in on the interception from the start. That sort of thing happened on Galatea.




    ‘Want to go somewhere and talk about it?’ Ira offered.




    ‘Sure,’ said Mark. ‘Whatever.’




    Ira led the way towards the officers’ lounge and privacy spaces.




    ‘We haven’t seen you in ages, Ira,’ said Zoe cautiously as they walked. ‘How’ve you been doing?’




    He replied with a shrug. ‘Oh, you know, so-so.’




    Mark didn’t know. Until about ten years ago, Ira Baron had been the Fleet Admiral of IPSO, the de facto ruler of the entire human race. That was before the Second Surge, and the Suicide War. After that, they’d asked him to step down. Ira had been only too eager. Since then, he’d been in a kind of retirement limbo – running the odd errand for the Academy despite no longer having a formal position. Now he had no partner, no job and no responsibilities of any kind. Mark couldn’t imagine what that felt like. Of all of the ageing clique who effectively comprised humanity’s royal family, Ira’s role had changed most.




    ‘Lost some height, I see,’ said Zoe.




    ‘I let them stretch me for the political work,’ said Ira, ‘for public appearances and all that, but I was never comfortable with it. No point keeping those changes afterwards.’




    ‘Of course not,’ said Zoe.




    She shot Mark a worried glance. Reversing a height augmentation was always a painful experience. It wasn’t a choice you made lightly.




    Ira took them to a quiet room on the executive level with a view over the polychromatic concourse and ordered some drinks.




    ‘I’m having a Scotch,’ he said. ‘Anyone else?’




    ‘I’ll take one,’ said Mark.




    Zoe huffed. ‘Gin,’ she said. ‘It’s almost lunchtime. And I don’t need this liver anyway.’




    It was true. She had a spare growing aboard the Gulliver, but Mark knew she wasn’t thrilled by how the meeting was starting. Mark could metabolise away alcohol in minutes. Zoe had less effective augs. It was unclear whether Ira had retained any metabolic support at all.




    ‘So what happened?’ said Mark as they sat. ‘Are we on death row for crimes against humanity?’




    ‘Not exactly,’ said Ira. ‘They’ve okayed your mission to Backspace.’




    Mark’s pithy comeback died in his throat. Something slid off a cliff inside him. ‘You’re kidding,’ he said.




    ‘Nope,’ said Ira. ‘You can even lead it, if you want.’




    Mark groaned and rubbed his eyes. This was the prize he’d wanted more than anything – the chance to change the nature of the war. He’d spent years trying to prove himself worthy of that opportunity. Years of bargaining and campaigning and addressing every yes-but they threw at him. Now, apparently, he had what he wanted – as a punishment.




    ‘They’re getting us out of the way,’ he said.




    Ira shrugged again. ‘The mission will be drawing together all those remaining people who might be able to secure Will’s help, just in case he’s still there. You and I are both on that list.’




    Mark winced. He’d studied this project for years. At first, his fascination with the Depleted Zone had come from a desire to locate his half-mother Rachel. By the time the expected lifespan of her coma-storage system had passed, his team had found the second lure star. From that moment, Mark had been hooked. If there was a lure star, there had to be a gate. And if there was a gate, there had to be clear, navigable space beyond the Zone – space free of Phote blockades. That meant a chance to reach Snakepit, the way they had tried and failed to do at the start of the war.




    ‘Do you believe them?’ Mark asked Ira, his stomach turning over. ‘Is this actually real, or are they just burying us in space?’




    ‘It’s real,’ said Ira. ‘And I believe in it. It’s the first piece of strategy I’ve felt good about for a while. Fighting the Photes on their terms isn’t getting us anywhere except dead. On the other hand, long-shot missions have pulled Galatea’s ass out of the fire before. I’ve seen them work. I’ve even flown them.’




    ‘They’re also what got us into this mess,’ Zoe interjected.




    Ira held up a huge, meaty digit. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That was a conspiracy. The long-shot mission was what got us out of it.’




    ‘You call this out of the mess?’ said Zoe darkly.




    ‘I call us not dead yet,’ said Ira. ‘And that’s the point. Testing the unknown is how you make progress. Finding ever-smarter ways of staying safe is how you die. Plus,’ he added with a shrug, ‘it’s this or storage for me, so my decision isn’t difficult.’




    ‘Storage?’ said Zoe, appalled. ‘They’d do that to you?’




    ‘What other option do they have?’ he said with a chuckle. ‘They can’t kill me because I’m the great Ira Baron. But while I’m walking around, I’m an embarrassment.’ Ira waved her concern away. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘you guys both know you don’t get to walk away from this. The government understands your little gesture this morning, and frankly, I empathise. They know they share some of the culpability for what happened, so they’re changing their strategy. Which means you get your dream mission with a brand-new ship and a first-class crew. You can choose to participate in that if you want.’




    ‘What’s the alternative?’ said Zoe.




    ‘Nothing as good,’ said Ira. ‘The mission will go ahead without you. The Gulliver will stay here, for strategic reasons, and you’ll spend the next few months in another resort. It’s a nice one, but in a much smaller cavern. After that, you’re free to do what you like.’




    ‘Of course I’ll take the fucking job,’ Mark snapped. ‘You can’t dangle my life’s work in front of me and then tell me it’s leaving if I don’t play along. When do we go? Does Zoe have time to let her family know what’s happening?’




    Ira paused. ‘I’m afraid Professor Tamar isn’t invited.’




    Mark rocked back, stunned. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Why ever not?’




    ‘Because there’s only room for one physicist, and that slot is already filled by our top scientist on Depleted Zone dynamics – Doctor Ataro. You hired her, I believe.’




    ‘Zoe knows about the Depleted Zone,’ said Mark.




    Zoe looked pained.




    ‘Not as much as Doctor Ataro,’ said Ira. ‘We both know that Zoe’s been with you this entire time, studying ember-warp. When was the last time she even visited the Zone, Mark?’




    ‘That’s not the point,’ said Mark.




    ‘Yes, it is,’ said Ira. ‘The Academy already approved the decision.’




    ‘I’m not flying without my wife!’ Mark shouted.




    ‘Then don’t fly,’ said Ira.




    An uncomfortable silence descended. Mark’s gaze locked on Zoe’s brown eyes.




    ‘I’ll leave you now,’ said Ira. ‘You can use the network to register your choice. We’re shielded here.’




    He downed the rest of his drink, offered them both a pre-IPSO-era Galatean salute and sauntered out of the lounge without looking back.




    Mark and Zoe watched each other for several long seconds. Her face bore the familiar, hooded look he associated with angry calculation. They both knew they were being manipulated.




    ‘I’m not going,’ he said. ‘Fuck them.’




    ‘Go,’ said Zoe. ‘You won’t be happy unless you do.’




    ‘No. I won’t leave you.’




    Zoe scowled. ‘Okay, two points. First, those bastards have finally found a wedge to drive between us—’




    ‘I don’t see this as a wedge—’ Mark started.




    She cut him off. ‘Don’t kid yourself. This mission has been burning a hole in you for the last fifteen years, Mark. Barely a day passes when you don’t talk about it. It’ll kill you if you don’t go. If you care about this marriage, you’ll let them dick you over this one time and get that red-hot wire out of your soul. Because otherwise I’ll have to live with the person who spends the rest of their life wondering what would have happened if they’d gone. And I don’t want that.




    ‘Second point. Let’s be honest about what this mission means. This is your crusade, Mark. This is your chance to follow in your parents’ footsteps and end a war with a single act. Not your natural mum and dad, but your super-parents: Will and Rachel. The ones you never stopped obsessing over.’




    Mark’s eyes went wide. ‘What are you talking about?’




    ‘For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve been trying to finish this fight. Some part of you still believes that the reason why we ever had to go to war at all is because you weren’t on top of your shit. Because you were too self-centred to act in time and somehow not as good as they were.’




    Mark threw up his hands. ‘This has never been about me! You heard Ira – there are genuine strategic gains—’




    ‘Which are completely beside the point!’ said Zoe. Her expression became pained. ‘Look, Mark, there’s no criticism of you here. We’re losing the war. You’ve been defined by this goddamned fight the whole time we’ve been married and it’s slowly crushing you. Maybe this is how you heal. I don’t think you can go on without at least trying.’




    ‘But I might not come back!’ Mark shouted.




    They both understood the threat profile on the Backspace run. It made normal missions look like trips to the park. Zoe’s face melted into gentleness. She reached out and touched his face.




    ‘Oh, honey,’ she said. ‘That’s always true. Every time we go out.’




    ‘But I don’t want to do that without you.’ Tears filled his eyes.




    ‘No, but this is still war,’ she said. ‘And we’re both officers. We know how this works. If you don’t go, they’ll probably kidnap you and shove you aboard anyway. Either that or you’ll wake up and find they’ve taken me. You should be glad this is something you want. We’re talking about the Academy here, Mark. They stop at nothing.’




    Mark finally clued in that he didn’t have a choice, and that Zoe needed to turn that disaster into a win for her to keep going.




    ‘We had a good run,’ she added, her voice cracking. ‘They left us alone for years while we did our part. Ira gave us that. He let us have a ship and a whole life together. And we’ll have another one. Just as soon as you get back.’




    His insides twisted.




    ‘I’ll wait for you,’ she said. Her lip quivered.




    Mark grabbed hold of her and didn’t let go for a long time.


  

OEBPS/Fonts/BankGothicBT-Medium.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/BankGothicBT-Light.otf


OEBPS/Images/9781473206168_FC.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


