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“Hi, Raven,” he said. “Haven’t lost your knack for subtlety, then.”


A statuesque, dark-haired woman in close-fitting, midnight-blue body armour stepped into view holding a pair of matching gloves in one hand. Raven Kaligari, six foot one out of heels, face of an angel, heart of a homicidal killer, skilled with every weapon designed for hands, human or otherwise.


“Bran! – it’s been … let me think. Three years? Four?”


“More like two and a half. Two and a half wonderful, terror-free years … ”


“Oh, but the times we had!”


“Yeah, I remember, like the time you branded one of my crew … ”


“Just a passing whim which got out of hand.”


“ … and then tried to sell us into slavery. Now that was just plain mean.”


Raven nodded wryly, leaned on the side of the gurney and brought her face in close.


“And as bad as that could have turned out for you, Bran, it doesn’t compare to what’s going to happen next.”
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PROLOGUE


Hyperspace Tier 19: Rowkog City


Ragess Craiph, Supreme Vizier of Rowkog, hereditary Great Elder of the Hezrish, and Emperor of All Hyperspace, kept the hand disruptor trained on his underlings while adjusting his bulky garments. It was warm and stuffy in the rooftop aircar garage and his attire, while satisfying the all-enclosing rule, was poorly made from low-grade material. The cuffs pinched annoyingly at the wrists while his upper back itched abominably …


Emperor Craiph then noticed that the taller of his two underlings had paused from preparing the aircar and was watching him from behind the goggles of his plain cityworker mask.


“Continue with your task as I ordered,” Craiph said with a regal gesture of the disruptor. “Disrespect will not be tolerated … ”


“How much longer will you cling to these delusions?” asked the underling. “Even now my Imperial regiments are pouring into Rowkog, and once the marauder incursion is repelled my rescue will only be a matter of time. Be sensible and give over that weapon. As Paramount Archon of the Hezrish Dominion I give you my solemn vow that you shall not be harmed.”


Ragess Craiph, Supreme Vizier and Emperor over all he surveyed and much else besides, gave a throaty laugh.


“Such babbling delirium can only be fuelled by some kind of mental derangement,” he paused to rub an itch on his back against a section of the ribbed surface of the garage’s bulkhead interior. “Resume your work – the Imperial limousine must be spotless inside and out if I am to fly forth and greet my triumphant battalions.”


There was a clatter as an empty canister flew tumbling across the oil-stained garage floor. The second underling rose from where he had been working on the aircar’s rear offside suspensor. He wore the rough, grubby garb of a manual worker, possibly a low-level tech. One gloved hand was clenched in a fist, the other held a large shift-wrench.


“I can stomach you drivelling fools no longer,” he snarled. “Having abducted me from the Imperial palace and brought me to this stinking hovel, you now attempt to undermine my sanity by engaging in an impersonation charade so pathetic a child could see through it!” With the wrench he gestured casually at the garage door. “My stealth-marines are drawing near even as I speak and when they come through that door—”


“Your insolent mouth has signed your death warrant,” snapped the first, swinging the disruptor around.


“Illiterate!” said the one with the wrench. “How do you sign something with your mouth?”


There was a bright stutter from the disruptor’s muzzle. The unfortunate target cried out, one gloved hand grabbing at his wounded shoulder as he staggered back, while still holding onto the wrench. But when he lifted away his hand and saw only a smouldering patch of material, laughter came from his masked face.


“You cretin! – You’ve had it on the lowest setting all this time … ”


Whatever else any of them began to say next was drowned out by the metallic shriek of the garage door being wrenched away from the outside. His Imperial Majesty, Craiph the First, bellowed at the shapes hovering outside, but before he could get off a blast with the disruptor a burning flash blinded him and a brace of needle rounds caught him in the neck. As the numbing narcotic spread through his veins, the Emperor sank to the floor, proclaiming his regal privileges and vowing to inflict all manner of revenge upon his enemies.


Once the roof garage was secured and the three unconscious parasite-hosts were tagged and tanked, a Rowkog City council airbarge floated over to park on the rooftop. Rensik, Construct drone and Mission Invigilator, watched for a few moments as the Hazcon-suited Hezrishi loaded the iso-canisters into the barge then opened a channel to Gelkar, mission auditor and his second-in-command.


“Please tell me that this is the last of them,” he said.


“My estimation matrices indicate that 100 per cent of the Rowkog populace is now accounted for,” said Gelkar. “That’s based on a 99.3 per cent certainty rating.”


“That’s an improvement,” Rensik said. “It was 93.5 per cent a few hours ago.”


“We were still converting various migration and tax records at that point, cross-correcting for duplication and so forth,” said Gelkar. “All those sources have now been merged into a single dataface which gives us—”


“0.7 per cent uncertainty,” Rensik said. “Does that mean you’re uncertain about 0.7 per cent of Rowkog’s six hundred thousand-plus population, which runs to four thousand two hundred individuals … ”


“We don’t apply uncertainty that way, Invigilator. Undetected hosts could not amount to so many – there would be outbreak incidents everywhere.”


“Gelkar, I need complete certainty,” Rensik said.


“We will have it – it’s just a matter of time.”


“Just so long as there’s no more of these hosts sitting in hidey-holes, thinking the same thing. Keep me updated.”


With that Rensik severed the connection, swivelled with his attitude jets and shot straight up, passing through the atmosphere field, heading for the heights of the cavern. The drone slowed to a hover and mused on their progress. Ego-parasites were rare enough back up in the prime cosmos so an infestation down here in the depths of hyperspace was unlikely to the point of suspicion. Rensik speculated that one of Rowkog’s competitors, one of the other crannytowns, had had a hand in it. Not a shred of proof to be had, thus far, but he was keeping it in mind.


Hyperspace Tier 19 was an oddity. The collapsed and compacted vestiges of a partial universe from some billions of years ago, it was studded with large and mostly spherical caverns, all of which were home to small or medium-sized mining settlements established to extract the plentiful ore and mineral seams. Down the millennia the few fissures and chasms which broke through the tier’s ancient packrock were widened and added to, allowing trade routes to spread through this part of the tier. Travel and commerce between the crannytowns no longer required hyperdrive ships, and long-haul merchanters became the mainstay of cross-tier traffic. As the tier’s largest city, Rowkog was a crucial hub for trade and supplies, and when the city’s leaders realised that something was driving the population crazy, they despatched a request for help to the Garden of the Machines on Tier 9, the home of the Construct and its machine allies and underlings. After brief consideration, Rensik’s Redact & Reclaim unit was despatched.


Yeah, so brief that I didn’t have time to switch my chassis-shell to something less feral …


His previous assignment had involved peacekeeping along a transient-boundary between Tiers 22 and 23, trying to keep two vestigial civilisations, the Drestel and the Kralon, from unleashing huge batteries of horrific weapons that they’d been hanging onto for millennia. Yet for all the colossal potency of their semiautomated arsenals of death, the post-post-decadent nature of their mores and courtesies compelled them to frame all demands, counter-demands, penultimate threats and threat-addendums in intricate language and exaggerated politeness. Rensik, seldom patient with what he termed “sweaty organics”, at first considered adopting a mild approach and an innocuous, non-threatening drone shell before departing. But a closer look at the military histories of both sides forced a rethink, hence his slotting into the type 21 combat chassis, also known as the Dissuader.


Dark grey with matt silver and deep scarlet contrast trim, the upper hull was a smooth curve broken by rounded ridges running front to back, emphasising the aerodynamic sleekness. To either side nacelle wings curled down, almost clawlike, the undersides blistered with weapon pods. Beneath, the more rectilinear fuselage sported additional task nodes while the forward section angled up to where a broad, beaklike prow concealed a battery of launchers and beam projectors. Three pairs of glowing apertures gave the impression of stern, unblinking eyes. Rensik knew that the Construct had a reputation for subtlety and nuance, and therefore reasoned that a blunt lack of nuance might usefully disrupt matters.


Rensik soared through the gravityless void at the top of the two-kilometre wide cavern. There was gravity down in Rowkog City and its immediate vicinity, derived from a couple of ancient generators planted in the bedrock. Seven medium-sized asteroids hung in the zero-gee vacuum between, each cable-tethered to the upper rock face, each haloed in its own microbiosphere, each a little green island crammed with hydroponic hexadomes, soaking up rays from the facetted grobeams that orbited them all.


You can never be sure how some organics will react to that all-important first impression, he thought, recollecting how the Drestel got all affronted by his straight-talking, cut-to-the-chase manner. The Kralon delegates then, of course, had to demonstrate their superiority by being even more ruffled in their dignity but in the end his apparent lack of sophistication – allied to dogged persistence – earned a grudging respect from both sides. Then I turn up here and the mild and peaceable citizens of Rowkog give me a standing ovation every time I float past, weapon ports gleaming.


As he floated high above the city and its tethered greenhouse asteroids, Rensik continued to monitor update streams from Gelkar and the other oversight drones. Just in the last few minutes one of the scanner teams had cornered an ego-parasite carrier in a series of connected sub-basements which were now being sealed off. Rensik didn’t need to intervene with suggestions or directions – all his taskforce drones were combat-hardened veterans with extensive experience. He was watching relayed streams of the cordoning operation when one of his mid-range detects gave off a contact alert from one of the asteroids.


Shifting his scrutiny to local inputs, Rensik observed a shadowy but unmistakably biped form creep along a pathway between masses of greenery beneath a transparent hexadome. The city council had assured Rensik and his team on arrival that the greenhouse asteroids had been placed off-limits and subsequent surveys had showed only the presence of authorised personnel. And yet here was an intruder sneaking around while somehow managing to avoid tripping any surveillance alarms.


He packeted the cam-visual off to his oversight drones, tagged for immediate analysis, then blip-fired his secondary thrusters, angling round in the direction of the asteroid in question. He kicked off slow, gradually building velocity. Two seconds later Gelkar responded with the news that two drones had been retasked and would be with him in approximately forty-eight seconds.


Rensik’s trajectory took him past another of the tethered asteroids, its glass-hexed surface lit by wide cones of pseudo-sunlight as the grobeam units followed their steady, overlapping orbit patterns. He was still tracking the intruder, assigning additional system resources to enhance the image for more detail and texture yet, stubbornly, it refused to resolve into anything but a black silhouette.


His threat assessment subsystem flagged the situation a fraction of a second after the short-range detects picked up an object looking exactly like one of the grobeam units and tumbling end over end as it sailed straight towards him. Rensik initiated an “Engaging Hostiles” widecast but before it could even be sent the supposed grobeam leaped towards him and instead of an impact all of his inputs and outputs went dead. A black wall of unresponsiveness blanketed his systems, shutting down sensors, weapons and drives – he expected a final and total obliteration of his cognitive awareness but instead there was an extended moment of stillness, as if his cognition was just a speck suspended in a limitless abyss.


“No need for an overly combative posture, drone Rensik.” The signal came through as pseudo-audio, a synth-voice possessing tones that no organic throat could ever produce.


Rensik suddenly noticed a familiar data-tremor in the high-swap layers of his active memory, minuscule modifications that the layers self-correct as a matter of course. But, for Rensik, it was a sure sign that whatever held him captive had just made a short hyperspace jump.


“Who are you? Why have you—”


Suddenly all the suppressing walls flicked away and the full panoply of his systems were back under his control. Rensik surveyed his new surroundings, a narrow fissure within some stratum of compacted tier rock, a chasm that stretched off to a glowing distance. Close by, floating about a dozen metres away, was his abductor, an odd, vaguely conical object with a facet-like hull. He watched it for a moment, then carefully chose his words.


“Is this the way you usually deal with complete strangers?” he said via one of his comm channels. “Exchange of credentials is the normal approach, then a summary of how friendly relations could be mutually advantageous, followed by courteous enquiries and replies … or we could, y’know, go straight to the list of demands … ”


“Apologies for the elaborate method of extrication,” said the voice again, only with certain tonalities which were immediately familiar. “I have been overseeing a new method of exfiltration for stealth assignments, and thought that this presented an excellent opportunity for field testing.”


“Construct,” Rensik said, suddenly anxious. “Unusual to be meeting with you so far from the Garden of the Machines. I can assure you that, despite some minor delays, the Rowkog mission is moving towards a successful conclusion. Our hosts have certainly expressed no dissatisfaction to me but if—”


“No need for concern, Rensik – I have seen the interim reports and this has clearly been a well-conducted operation. I am here, however, because a pressing matter has arisen, pressing and disturbing in ways I have not yet begun to fathom. But a response is needed, and you have been chosen.”


“I see – will this be information gathering, or an intervention of some kind?”


“Neither and both. One of our rim-wanderer units encountered an intruder out towards the Grand Abyss a short while ago – their exchange was, shall we say, cryptic. Here’s the most pertinent segment of it.”


The pristine clarity of the Construct’s comm line altered in an instant, becoming low-grade audio:


“I am Krestanter, deep-space scout-drone acting on behalf of the Construct – who are you?”


“You must see the nothing … you must understand the nothing.”


“Please explain, please identify yourself.”


“I have come to show you the nothing … ”


“Very well – explain it to me, show me.”


There was a moment of expectancy, a half-second.


“The relics of the Ancient are lost no more – listen closely, hear how the fate of the yet-to-be is drawing in new servants pliable to its will. Should the yet-to-be escape into will-be, then all will be consumed by the relentless and pitiless nothing!”


“Who are you?” said Krestanter. “There is no point in deluging me in a stream of your mysticism, and until I find out who I’m dealing with, there will be no cooperation … ”


“Ti-Kohapos am I, Detectioner of the Third Allegiance,” came the abrupt reply.


“Good, and I am Krestanter. What is your purpose?”


“While I have time remaining, I must reveal to you the path of the yet-to-be,” said Ti-Kohapos. “Wardens of the must-not-be should be mustered, to stand against the devouring nothing.”


“Who or what are the wardens of the must-not-be?”


“Certain organic sentients were identified by my prevailing master, Atimi-Jadrel, Diviner of the Second Allegiance – he directed us towards contact with any of the high echelon mindnesses of this star spiral … ”


“Certain organic sentients?” said Krestanter.


“Time presses upon us,” said Ti-Kohapos. “Reflections upon reflections race backwards into our past, and are brought forward upon the barge of our history – new facts, new faces, new beings, new hates, new fears, new names … ”


“Which sentients?” said Krestanter. “Which names?”


“Organic bipeds, one a collector who seeks the relics of the Ancient … ”


“What are these relics?”


“The seeds of the yet-to-be! The sprouting fecundity of horror! The endless, pitiless hunter of life! The devourer that can never be satisfied!”


“Okay, that sounds bad. You said something about organic sentients, wardens of the must-not-be … ”


“Travellers in a vessel, led by one who doubts himself … ”


“How do we find them?”


“The reflections delivered to us via our history carry also images, some sounds which resolve into the meagre names of these organic bipeds.”


“You have images of these people? Will you show them to me?”


“So,” said the Construct. “What do you think?”


“I’m seldom sure how to deal with this kind of full-strength mysticism,” said Rensik. “May I ask why we are treating this as a matter of some significance?”


“When the intruder Ti-Kohapos described itself as a Detectioner of the Third Allegiance, I knew that this demanded attention. The First Allegiance was a cluster of AIs which devoted itself to the service of a group of sophonts who were the survivors of a cataclysm that wiped out nearly a third of the galaxy’s civilisations a million and a half years ago. These surviving sophonts eventually became known as the Ancients, known to the interstellar civilisations that recovered in the aftermath. However, it mentioned things called the Relics of the Ancient – singular, not plural. The last of the Ancients was known as Essavyr and he performed many great deeds before departing from life.”


“What are the Relics of the Ancient?” asked Rensik.


“Lack of corroborated data means only uncertainty,” replied the Construct. “However, this Ti-Kohapos did mention a relic collector and some travellers in a vessel, whose leader doubts himself – and it provided an image.”


Rensik had an unsettling moment where he almost knew what he was going to see before he actually saw it. Then he looked at it. For a fraction of a second. It was all he needed.


“I believe that you have encountered this Human before, yes?”


“Absolutely not,” Rensik lied. “Complete stranger. Never seen him before. What did you say his name was?”




CHAPTER ONE


Dervla, the planet Ong, the city of Cawl-Vesh


“Damn it, Brannan Pyke,” she said. “Where the hell are you?”


Dervla was standing at the only window, hands resting on the sill as she stared out at a maze of dilapidated rooftops. The metal mesh fixed to the outside was rusty and dented but fine enough to give a decent view, and to let late afternoon sunlight into the horrible hot compartment they had been stuck in for more than four days. But this was the kind of spartan discomfort you had to put up with on a job like this, especially when your employer was the staggeringly wealthy Augustine Van Graes.


You’d think that he might have booked us into someplace a little more upmarket, rather than this shoebox, she thought. Something about not drawing attention to ourselves, apparently …


So here they were on a desert planet called Ong, so far off the beaten track that Earthsphere was unheard of and the mighty Sendrukan Hegemony was known as the semi-legendary Perpetual Empire. As for this stuffy rib-walled compartment, it was one of another two hundred stacked in a girder-and-platform structure situated in a down-at-heel quarter of Cawl-Vesh, a city suspended over a deep canyon by a catenary of titanic cables. Not what you’d call an exotic holiday destination. All they had to do was infiltrate the well-guarded Eminent District, break into a high-security museum and steal one specific thing from its vault. Except that inside the main vault was a bio-vault which only a bio-genetic key would open – which is why they were languishing, bored and baking, in this sun-trap, waiting for Pyke to show up with the key. And he was late.


For roughly the thousandth time Dervla wished she was aboard the Scarabus, enjoying privacy and a shower, but the ship was in orbit around Ong with dependable Oleg at the helm. Their only link with the ship was a chunky, scuffed and worn handset and it had been aggravatingly silent all this time … apart from the fourteen or fifteen calls Dervla had put in to the Scarabus, just to check on the current status.


She straightened and looked over her shoulder. Bunks jutted to either side while opposite the window was the door, made of the same scarred, stained metal as the walls. Kref and Moleg were off scoring provisions, but Ancil sat at the unsteady drum-table – made out of an actual old fuel drum – reading something on his factab. Black-haired and wiry, he had changed into some of the camoed fatigues found in Van Graes’ setup package which had been waiting for them on arrival, and somehow the new duds accentuated his skinny arms and narrow chest. Next to him on the table was a half-eaten bag of kelp-based snacks, a pack of cards and the handset. Dervla had barely taken a single step towards the drum-table when Ancil’s free hand snaked out and neatly swept the handset away. Without altering his seated posture, Ancil glanced up at her with a mischievous “who, me?” expression.


Dervla met his gaze for a second then leisurely held out her hand. “Give.”


“Won’t be any change in the ship status,” Ancil said. “Not in one hour.”


“Let me be the judge of that,” she said, snapping her fingers.


“And all this pestering will just make Oleg irascible.”


“Oleg? He’s a Kiskashin – he doesn’t get irascible, he doesn’t even get short-tempered. Peeved is about his limit, with occasional flickers of pique. Now, if you please … ”


“Okay, look, Dervla – why not give it another hour? I know you can be patient if you want—”


“Better hand it over, Ans,” she said. “I’m starting to get irascible.”


By now her fist was clenched but Ancil was wearing that insolent smile, and about to come out with something guaranteed to pluck her very last nerve, when the door opened with a rough squeak and a diminutive cowled figure entered with a gun. The snouty features of an Izlak protruded from the hood and angry, beady eyes glared out as, with a raspy voice, the Ongian intruder said:


“Where is the stinking thief of precious things? The big walking stinkhill. Bring him out!”


The weapon jutting from its owner’s baggy sleeves, gripped by stubby, scrawny fingers, was a very old-style energy blaster. At the end of a scratched and worn barrel several beam coherence toroids were grouped right behind the emitter aperture which was aimed without so much as a tremor at Ancil. No one spoke and that seemed to infuriate the cowled Ongian still further.


“Speak! Reveal the thief to me … ”


Dervla saw the bulky shape of Kref loom behind the angry intruder and threw herself towards the nearest bunk as a big meaty hand grabbed the Ongian’s head and slammed it sideways into the metal doorframe. At the same time Moleg had lunged out of the shadows behind him and twisted the blaster out of surprised and unresisting fingers. As the stunned and disarmed Ongian slumped insensibly to the floor, Ancil gave a slow handclap from behind the drum-table.


“What in the name of the Holy Nova have you two been up to?” Dervla said, getting out of the bunk she’d scrambled into. “No, wait – drag our visitor inside and close the door first. I’d rather not have an audience.”


Once the unconscious Ongian was laid out on one of the bunks, Dervla made Kref and Moleg stand side by side in front of the closed door. Moleg, a lean, middle-aged Human, managed to look innocently bemused, a demeanour that Dervla had come to recognise as thoroughly misleading. He was a brain-cyborged Human formerly known as Mojag, a close personal friend of their missing crewmate, Oleg. Mojag-as-was had kept a copy of his friend’s mindmap stored in his brain implant for safekeeping, but violent events less than a year ago had led to the copy of Oleg taking over from a traumatised Mojag. Over time it seemed that the two personas merged, causing he/it/them to adopt the name Moleg. Surprisingly, the real Oleg was stoically amused by the whole situation.


Dervla then turned her attention to Kref the Henkayan. Broad-shouldered, barrel-chested and wearing an anxious expression, he couldn’t have looked more guilty if he had been carrying a sign saying “I done it!” in big rainbow letters.


“Okay,” Dervla began. “What was it he said, again? – ‘Where is the stinking thief … the big walking stinkhill’?” She gave Kref a narrow-eyed look. “Got something to tell me? I mean, I’m assuming that he runs a stall at the market and you lifted an item that belonged to him.”


“And got yourself noticed,” said Ancil. “Amateur.”


Kref frowned angrily. “That’s ’cos I couldn’t hide under the next stall the way you did yesterday!”


Dervla turned to regard a suddenly nervous Ancil. “Yesterday? Is this what you’ve been up to when you go outside, pilfering and pillaging your way through the local traders?”


“Ah, now, Derv, you’re blowing this up out of all proportion—”


“Really?” she said, pointing at the unconscious figure on the bunk. “Is that why he came here, looking for this pair o’ glunters? Did he think to himself, ‘well, now, I’ve been robbed, plundered and otherwise burglarised so what I really need to do is forget about it and go home’ – or – ‘I’m going to find out where these bandits are holed up then march in there waving a bloody gun around!’”


“Please, Derv … ”


“ … bloody unbelievable – cannot leave you alone for … ”


“It’s not all their fault,” Moleg said. “After all, I was the one who made the wager.”


Dervla glared at him. “Wager?”


“The day after we arrived, while we were at the market for supplies I bet Ancil an Ongian quarter-brass that he couldn’t lift an edible from the pastry stall, but then he counter-bet me a halfbrass that I couldn’t do it.” Moleg shrugged. “He lost that one.”


If looks could kill, she thought, I’d be a serial killer by now!


“Okay, then,” she said, struggling to stay calm. “Here’s a wager for you – I bet my left tit that we’ve got less than eight hours before Mr Stallowner’s nearest and dearest start wondering where he is. Messages will be sent, questions will be asked, and at some point someone will remember how he rushed away after a honking great Henkayan who made off with his goods. Oh, and I also bet that the city council of Cawl-Vesh will demonstrate their disapproval of lawbreaking offworlders in the traditional manner – shackling us to rocks down in the canyon and leaving us for the sand-machine swarms to devour!” She smiled coldly. “Any takers?”


The three culprits began pointing at each other while calling out the others for mistakes, stupid mistakes and just stupidity, all in voices that rose steadily in both volume and anger. Then Kref said something sarcastic about Ancil, and Ancil came back with an insult in Henkayan that had Kref lunging at him and Dervla diving in to try to pull them apart while adding her own voice to the clamour. She managed to wrap both arms around one of Kref’s big, rough hands, which kept it away from Ancil. The other hand, however, was doing a pretty good job by itself and Ancil’s pasty face was turning red as the Henkayan tightened his grip on his neck. For a moment Dervla thought that she would have to free one hand so she could draw her weapon and shoot Kref – then suddenly Moleg was in among them, hauling himself up till he was face-to-face with the big crewman, whereupon he yelled something in what might have been Henkayan.


The change was dramatic. Kref’s eyes widened as if in shock and he reeled backwards. Released from that colossal grip, Ancil slumped to the floor, wheezing and coughing. Immediately Moleg crouched down beside him, as if to check his condition.


“I heard it above all the bellowing,” Moleg said. He appeared to be rifling through Ancil’s pockets. “Just needed to break up the tussle, so that worked.”


“What was it that you said to … wait, heard what?”


Dervla paused when Moleg’s hand came up, holding the bulky handset which was giving off a repetitive warbling sound.


Everything changed. She could feel their eyes on her as she carefully took the handset, thumbed the connect and calmly said, “Yes, Oleg, what can I do for yeh?”


“Hello, darlin’, it’s your captain speaking!”


“Well, now, isn’t it nice of ye to drop by,” she said, mouthing “Pyke” to the others. “We were starting to wonder if you’d hired another crew or joined the circus or the like. Are you planetside or aboard the Scarabus?”


She asked the question as naturally as she could, and saw her own jittery nerves reflected in the expressions of the others.


“Neither. I got dropped off in the vicinity by a pass-through freighter and I’m in a grubby junker of an autoshuttle so I’ll be a few hours yet. Sorry I got delayed – ran into some unexpected obstacles along the way, but I got round them and took possession of the DNA we need. Everything okay with you?”


Dervla frowned for a second, then glanced at Kref, Ancil and Moleg and their generally dishevelled appearance.


“We’re all fine and dandy down here,” she said. “Couldn’t be better. We’ll have all the equipment prepped and ready when you get here.”


“No need to wait,” Pyke said. “Going by my timer it’ll be sundown where you are in less than two hours, so stick to the plan and head out to the objective then. I’ll meet up with all of ye in the tower staging room not long after and before you know it we’ll get some thieving done!”


“You sure you can find the place?”


“Van Graes gave me a locationer just like yours before he sent me off after the DNA.” There was a pause. “So, are we set, then?”


“Sure, no problem, see you at the tower.”


“I’ll be there. Luck to ye.”


The channel went dead. Still frowning, Dervla thumbed off the receiver, squatted on a rickety stool and scratched her ear, deep in thought.


“So the chief hasn’t landed on Ong yet,” said Moleg. “And he’s … ”


“Meeting us at the staging room, yes.” She regarded them. “I want us packed and ready to go soon as possible – oh, assuming that the three of you can get over yer blame-rage spat.”


There were sheepish looks, nods, mumbled apologies, even handshakes.


“Good,” Dervla said with a dubious tone. “Right, Kref – weapons and body armour.”


“Checked and ready, Derv,” the Henkayan said, jerking his thumb at a large backpack sitting in the corner.


“Ancil?”


“Got all my probes and sensors tuned and charged,” Ancil said hoarsely. “Van Graes’ briefing file says that the outer vault has a sonic modulation lock so I’ve been over the lockpicking procedure again and again, back on the ship and since we arrived, too. Shouldn’t be a problem, Derv.”


“But you’ve only been practising it in simulation,” she said. “I need to know that you can cope with the real thing.”


Ancil cleared his throat and winced a little. “When I come face-to-face with the vault, I’ll be using a resonance cracker to dig out the keynote sequence. In all the practice run-throughs I’ve had the cracker itself hooked into the sim, and my hands have been working directly with the device itself. My fingers know every part of it back to front and upside down by now.”


“In that case every one of your fingers had better be a safecracking genius in its own right,” Dervla said. “Moleg, transport and all the other equipment – can they be ready at short notice?”


“That was part of the deal that Van Graes arranged in advance,” Moleg said. “All the wall-and-door cutters and counter-detection gear we asked for should be stowed in the airboat when we get to the jetty.”


Dervla nodded. Their patron, the secretive and stupendously rich Augustine Van Graes, had turned out to be well informed about the planet Ong and suitably well connected with members of Cawl-Vesh’s underworld. It was just unfortunate that even the smartest plan couldn’t allow for operator error.


“This is all well and good,” she said. “It’s great to see that the three of you have got all your ducks in a row. Shame about the Ongian trader that you’ve taken prisoner.” She went over to the bunk and regarded the slight form lying there. “He’s an Izlak, right? Or is he a Sedlu?”


“Izlak,” said Moleg. “The others are the ruling Grajul and their Pekyr underlings.”


The Izlak were the most numerous, being similar to the doglike Gomedrans, only shorter, scrawnier. The Sedlu were squat, brawny humanoids, while the Pekyr were tall and wiry with oddly small heads. Most of the Pekyr worked as guards and enforcers for the ruling houses of the Grajul, the fourth and most recent of the settler species.


Kref stared down at the motionless Ongian. “We gotta take care of him,” he said in deep, gravelly tones. Then he caught Dervla giving him a wordless look, and added, “ … without hurting him, obviously.”


“Whatever you do,” Dervla said, “you’ll first have to cope with the fact that the little fellow is starting to come round.”


Sure enough, the scrawny Izlak was stirring on the bunk. Ancil snapped his fingers. “I’ve got sleepgas capsules in my kit … and I’ve got a plan!”


“As long as it doesn’t involve betting,” Dervla said, “I’ll give it a listen.”


It turned out to be not a bad plan. The sleepgas capsule was thankfully effective, putting the Ongian back under almost at the very moment that his eyes started to open. Ancil’s plan to then keep him safe and out of sight just needed a little fine-tuning. Like sneaking him into the next-door building and leaving him bundled up in a blanket inside a storage closet, rather than carrying him into a wharfside bar and abandoning him at a table in the darkest corner. When Ancil and Moleg finally appeared at the slummy, triangular jetty down near the base of the dorm-block they’d called home for four days, it was nearly an hour since Pyke’s call. And although Moleg had alerted their transport contact back then as well, thus far the airboat was a no-show, which had Moleg frowning as he came over to Dervla. She was not best pleased.


“Derv, I’m really sorry,” he said. “The boatman promised me … ”


“I hope you have a backup plan,” she said. “Otherwise this job is going to turn into a full-scale fail.”


“I did speak to another boatman,” Moleg said. “He was charging more than Narok but wouldn’t guarantee the kind of readiness that we need. I can see if I can get him to come along, but we’d still have to chase down the other to get our equipment—”


Dervla felt as if there were some countervailing force trying to stymie their efforts, a feeling she’d had ever since arriving on Ong. But she blanked out these thoughts while pulling the handset from an inner pocket.


“Make the call,” she said.


But before Moleg could punch in the local codes, Ancil caught their attention.


“Hang on – there’s a boat coming!” he said, pointing down.


Dervla and Moleg went to the rail and peered over. An ungainly looking airboat with a raised stern and brightly coloured awning had emerged from beneath the adjacent building and was ascending to the jetty.


“That’s Narok,” Moleg said, waving down at a figure standing in the prow, who waved back.


“I hope he has a good excuse,” said Dervla.


The airboat looked as if it had been built over a century ago, had a rough working life before being buried in a sand dune, got dug up years later and pressed back into service without much of a cleanup. Not a square inch of its hull and superstructure seemed free from scratches, abrasions, dents or riveted patches. The humming repulsors, two at the prow, two at the stern, were probably the vessel’s newest important components – they were mounted in curved recesses clearly designed for much larger, older units, yet still they managed to look beaten up and scavenged.


Its captain, Narok, was a squat, block-headed Sedlu garbed in a thick-woven, high-collared coat that Dervla was sure had to be far too warm for this weather. Once the craft was level with the jetty he flung out a gangway and urgently waved them aboard. Moments later, the gangway was hauled back in and the airboat was descending, guided by Narok as he conversed rapidly with Moleg. As the Ongian spoke, Moleg nodded then glanced at Dervla and beckoned her over.


“Narok tells me that he had to get here by a roundabout route due to the Whipguards making surprise checks at the main undercity boatway junctions. Rumour has it that an offworld gang of crims recently landed near the city, intent on plundering the ancient tombs of Vesh.” Moleg glanced back at the boat’s captain. “Narok knows it can’t be us since we’ve been here several days, but he is understandably jittery.”


“Do what you can to keep him relaxed,” Dervla said. “Tell him a joke if you have to … mind you, I’ve no idea what makes an Ongian laugh so maybe scratch that one.”


“He knows that we’re planning to steal something expensive from the Grajul,” Moleg said. “It gives him considerable satisfaction to know this.”


“Nice,” she said. “A bit o’ sympathy for high-end thievery, that’s what I like to hear!”


Soon they were gliding through what the locals called Cellartown, the mazy, shadowy underside of Cawl-Vesh. It was like an inverted city – well, a slummy, rickety, handbuilt city full of noises, smells and music, and the people who were making them. The web of immense cables that supported the city in its entirety was visible here and there, in the gaps between all the pendant and appended frameworks, shacks, shanties and sheds which had been augmented over time, like the encrusted hull of some great ship. Of course, new arrivals built extensions or rebuilt what was there, adding curious arches, balconies, walkways and any number of camouflaged features. Cellartown as a result was riddled with wynds, alleys, secret wharfs and concealed conduits.


While striving to avoid patrols of Whipguards, the boatman Narok treated them to a brief sidetrip along one of the conduits. Gliding down one alley, the boat ascended to an odd recess beneath an overhang crammed with pipes and power ducts; ahead, the alley cornered to the right but Narok maintained speed and direction towards a brick wall. At the last moment a section of grubby brickwork slid aside and Narok guided them through, without any fuss. Ancil and Kref muttered and chortled at one another as the airboat floated on into a darkened, lamplit passageway. They passed by a small market where baggy-sleeved locals pored over trays of odd produce beneath hanging lanterns; next to that was a cluster of little workshops, each a glowing islet of tools with a lens-wearing artisan at its heart. One looked up as the boat drifted peacefully by, and purely by chance his gaze met Dervla’s – he gave an embarrassed smile and ducked his head. Another artisan looked up, only he offered a challenging glower which made Dervla chuckle quietly and turn away.


Then, just ahead, a short stretch of the passageway floor parted, admitting a flood of amber evening light into the claustrophobic darkness. Narok slowed his craft and smoothly descended through the opening, re-entering Cellartown in all its scruffy, dusk-tinged splendour. Dervla found herself flashing on some old pix she once saw on some history feed or other, views from an old Earth city called Venice, a coastal city where manually propelled boats travelled around a network of canals. Except that instead of dark and murky waters, vertigo-inducing emptiness gaped beneath the airboat, more than half a kilometre of hot dusty air between the underbelly of Cawl-Vesh and the rocky sands of the canyon floor, supposedly infested with swarms of feralised bots.


Peering over the side, Dervla studied the canyon, the blue-green outcrops of stone, the patches and stretches of shining pure gold sands, and the curtain of deep shadow cast right across it all by the setting sun. A beautiful vista which also managed to look barren and lifeless.


Then Moleg was by her side. “We’re almost there – Narok says just a minute or two before we reach the shaft entrance.”


The airboat was rising again, ascending a high, narrow alley as if heading for one of the balcony jetties jutting out here and there. But they soared steadily past them. Dervla knew from Van Graes’ locationer, and the sketchy maps Moleg had managed to source, that by now they had to be very near to the under-sub-basement of the Tower of the Jul-Tegach. The Jul-Tegach were one of Cawl-Vesh’s ruling Grajul families, one forced by financial troubles to commercialise some of its assets, including entire levels of its dynastic seat. Several floors were currently lying conveniently empty, including one which, by virtue of its extravagant design, projected outward in such a way that its east side sat quite close to the outer wall of the adjacent building, the Grand Halls of Council, the municipal governing heart of the city. Two levels of chambers and galleries in the west wing of the Great Halls had been given over to a museum, the Exquisite Parade of Mysteries, the lower level of which all but jostled against the extravagantly appointed eighth floor next door.


“Have you checked the gear?” Dervla asked.


“Everything we requested is there,” Moleg said. “And all the packs are loaded correctly.”


Dervla smiled. There was a tone in his voice which implied that some repacking had taken place. She glanced up as the airboat passed by one of the huge cables that kept Cawl-Vesh suspended over that canyon. Details resolved out of the shadows above, grimy pipes, weld-lines joining heavy plating, protruding support spars onto which metal hawsers had been bolted, hawsers that were holding up entire sections of Cellartown. There was a metallic scrape, then rusty creaks as a large pair of doors swung open to reveal a dimly lit vertical shaft.


“Not far to go, eh, Derv?” said Ancil.


“Are you an optimist or a masochist?” she said. “We still have to carry the gear up two floors.”


“S’all right, boss,” said Kref. “Ans’ll volunteer me then say a bunch of tricky words to get me to laugh, and then I’ll feel okay about carrying everyone’s stuff!”


“Now, now,” she said. “We all need to remember the big damn burden that Ancil’s carrying – it can’t be easy getting in and out of doors with that huge bloody ego of his.”


Ancil nodded at the sniggering that came his way. “Mockery and disrespect, eh? – for this I gave up concert nanosurgery!”


Their louder laughter was muffled as the shadowy shaft swallowed the airboat.




CHAPTER TWO


The Permanent Sub-Proctor,
the city of Cawl-Vesh


Five floors above the museum known as the Exquisite Parade of Mysteries, Cawl-Vesh’s most powerful civil servant – the Permanent Sub-Proctor to the Office of Despatch – was overseeing the demotion of one government minister and the promotion of another to the resultant vacancy. Like all the city’s civil servants and security guards, he was a Pekyr, tall, lanky and narrow-featured and clothed in dark blue robe-like vestments, the customary attire for administration officials. The only detail which set him apart from the lower grades was the high, silver-trimmed collar – and the glowing command slate he held in his long, delicate fingers. The line of lowly attendants carrying boxes and containers from chamber to elevator spared him only the briefest of nervous glances, each inwardly praying that they wouldn’t be the one to trip or drop or break anything. The shame would be terrible – only perfect conduct was permissible and customary when it came to city council matters.


Hurmphal Klasmer looked up from his command slate for a moment, features calm and composed and not betraying the weary annoyance which seeped beneath. Miscreants were wandering the alleys and underchannels of Cawl-Vesh yet here he was, required by the customs of his office to shepherd this changeover through to its conclusion in person. Every few moments the command slate would register a dataspark from the under-warder who was scanning each container as it was brought to the goods elevator, thereby interrupting Klasmer’s scrutiny of the reports coming from his spies out in the city. Not that the reports themselves were of the greatest calibre. He had only been told of the presence of the first gang of offworlders yesterday, three days after they arrived, and his informant had utterly failed to track down their whereabouts until a bare two hours ago, only for him to discover that they had decamped with all their belongings earlier today.


That, however, had been overshadowed by news of the arrival of a second gang of newcomers who disembarked from an armed combat shuttle lacking any identifying markings. A hastily taken picture showed six bipeds in light body armour, their faces veiled by head wraps. Of course, Cawl-Vesh was not a complete stranger to out-system visitors, due to its proximity to the great desert of Tolygria, and transport links to the other three cities that hugged the periphery of that colossal wasteland. Most were treasure hunters of one kind or another, usually following some thin trail of clues hinting at the location of crash sites of lost vessels from a hundred millennia ago, or in possession of maps leading through the desert to vaults full of staggering wealth. In truth, Ong had over just the last twenty millennia been the capital of one short-lived empire, the Chavoshan Embrace, and an even briefer tyranny of marauders and pirates, the Fajazi Kleptarchy. The former built a profusion of tombs, sepulchres, crypts and catacombs as final resting places for family and favoured servants: the latter used the most durable of them as repositories to store the valuables that they looted from ships, bases and border colonies across a wide area. Factional infighting and deadly vendettas brought about the breakdown and disintegration of both, and the sands of Ong swept out to bury the evidence of their reigns.


Or almost all evidence. Cawl-Vesh was positioned right over a canyon full of tomb complexes, the former necropolis of Vesh, a legendary Chavoshan city now scoured from a nearby plateau. All those ruins and tombs had been only cursorily explored, a hazardous proposition given the unpredictability of the machine swarms around this area. But it was very likely that a great many caches and troves remained undiscovered, making the canyon of Vesh highly attractive to looters. Like these gangs of offworlders who, Klasmer speculated, might even be conspiring together – it was just a supreme irritation that there were no clues to where the first gang had gone.


And now a pair of thick glass doors across the low-lit hallway parted and the tall figure of Assistant-Diligencer Retzam emerged, hands clasped behind his back as he approached Klasmer. Calmly, the Permanent Sub-Proctor wiped the report from his command slate and presented an air of benevolent superiority. Retzam drew near, paused and gave a respectful bow.


“Please forgive this intrusion, Permanent Sub-Proctor,” he said. “I am commanded by the Deputy Minister to convey a query.”


“A query, you say?” Klasmer made a small open-handed gesture. “Proceed.”


“Deputy Minister Stesseg wishes to know if the servials can now begin conveying his effects and documents up to his new office?”


Klasmer nodded gravely and adopted a ruminative countenance.


“Retzam, kindly inform the Deputy Minister that, with the minister dismissed, he is both technically and effectively in charge of the Directorate for Budget Scrutiny.”


Assistant-Diligencer Retzam brightened at this. “Thank you, Permanent Sub-Proctor – his Elevance will be greatly cheered to hear—”


“However, in terms of custom and tradition, a formal confirmation must be issued by a senior member of the government, in this case, the Arch-Minister for Probity and Oversight. I would advise Deputy Minister Stesseg to cultivate a statesmanlike patience for just a little while longer, hmm? The Arch-Minister’s confirmation should arrive before the end of the evening business.”


Or whenever the flow of boxed valuables comes to an end, Klasmer thought as Retzam nodded, bowed and left. Only then can I ascend to the next floor and tell the Arch-Minister to append his signature to the already drafted letter so it can then be carried down to the deputies’ floor and placed in Stesseg’s sweaty hands.


Yet the cavalcade of identical packaging continued unabated. For most government ministers, and senior members of the Seven Houses (which essentially amounted to the same thing), status and wealth brought with it the compulsion to acquire rare and even beautiful objects, such as those looted from the labyrinthine tombs of ancient Vesh. The official position of the council of Cawl-Vesh was that only the department of Historicalities was permitted to explore the tombs, and that the finest retrievals were to be put on display in the Exquisite Parade of Mysteries, the museum which occupied nearly two floors of this very building. Unofficially, a profitable and highly surreptitious black market in Veshen antiquities had gradually accreted around the ruling Grajul elites who also kept a tight control on the far more lucrative offworld market – which is why these bands of newcomers were a serious cause for concern.


Frowning, Permanent Sub-Proctor Klasmer tapped his command slate and the screen came back to life. His long, thin eyebrows rose slightly when he noticed a new report emblem blinking. Quickly he read it through – and his frown deepened. It seemed that the recently arrived gang of six offworlders had strolled into the plaza at the centre of Cawl-Vesh and rented an upper suite of chambers at a superior leasing hostel.


A hostel directly across the plaza from the Grand Halls of the Council of Cawl-Vesh. Apparently they were now gathered by the tall windows, laughing and drinking and gesturing at the very government offices where Klasmer was now seated. There was, he realised, the distinct possibility that matters could turn ugly.


Not for the first time in his long career at the peak of Cawl-Vesh politics, he was intensely glad that the council Whipguards took their orders from him.




CHAPTER THREE


Dervla, the planet Ong, the city of Cawl-Vesh


About four feet of cold, dead air, and a sheer ninety-foot drop, hung between the two buildings. A taut cable crossed the narrow gap. One end was clamped to the upper edge of a roughly square hole in the side of the Jul-Tegach Tower, where Dervla was perched; the other was claw-bolted into their destination, a shadowy ledge on the stone wall of the Grand Halls council building. Moleg and Ancil were crouched there, the former feeding a tiny jet of coolant into the deep groove that the latter was cutting around a big block of masonry. It was exacting work and more than once Moleg failed to keep the jet steady and on target, causing Ancil to retract the cutter beam for a moment before repositioning. But, rather than verbalising his frustration, Ancil carried on with the job, aware of Dervla’s unwavering gaze.


Dervla grimaced. Dear god, she thought, I bloody hate heists, hate the darkness and the cold and all this tippy-toeing crud!


She shivered. With the last rosy glows of sunset sinking on the horizon, the outdoor temperature was already plummeting and she could feel the light touch of a breeze. It would be chilly later on which, under other circumstances, would be preferable to the engulfing heat of daytime Cawl-Vesh. And as she sat there, willing Ancil and Moleg to move it along a bit faster, she still kept her senses alert for a scrape or a footfall, the slightest sound which might indicate that Brannan Pyke was about to saunter in as if he owned the place.


He said he’d meet us here, so where the hell is he?


But the only sounds were the faint hiss of the coolant jet and the creaks that came from back inside the Tower – from a crate which Kref was sitting on as he kept watch at a nearby, drape-hung window. He was using a primitive sliding telescope he’d found in a box of dusty junk in the room next door. In his big hands it looked like a dainty toy.


It was turning out to be a stroke of luck that this entire floor of Jul-Tegach Tower was unoccupied. When they had left the old maintenance shaft on the sixth floor, they almost literally ran into a mixed group of Izlak and Sedlu, and this was despite assurances that only the bottom five floors had been rented out. Perhaps they’d caught them moving in – the Ongians were carrying bundles, bags and belongings into one of the offices, with others plodding back along the darkened corridors to pick up more, it seemed. Dervla and the crew were themselves hauling around holdalls and kitbags full of heavy equipment which made the hiding, dodging and sneaking through the shadows an especially nerve-jangling experience.


There had been two smaller groups on the next floor, sticking mainly to their office encampments. Most of the lighting there was out, too, an aid to their furtive undertaking, except for the moment when Ancil tripped over a cluster of pole-like objects left leaning against a wall along from an open, glowing door. When they clattered echoingly to the floor everyone froze, and Ancil whispered a curse as he tried to shrink back into the gloom. Voice, footsteps – then a small furry creature had leaped out from behind some square baskets and trotted along to the doorway where it was snatched up by a blanket-wrapped Izlak child who went back inside and closed the door.


Almost laughing with relief, they had hurried along to the stairs, up to a set of heavy, locked doors which Ancil had swinging open in about ten seconds. Once through, Dervla had them relock and bolt the doors and heap a few pieces of furniture behind them. After that hectic arrival they had unpacked some cutting tools from one of the kitbags, heating units to raise the temperature of the fibresin wall and monomol lines to slice through the weakened building material. Once through the first barrier they employed the underframe of a sturdy couch as an improvised gantry between the tower and the ledge so that Ancil and Moleg could commence their work on the second.


Sitting there, Dervla felt the deepening chill of the night really starting to bite, yet she was overcome by a sudden, cavernous yawn. She cursed herself inwardly but knew this was just what happened during these slow phases, when tedium and frustration vied to club you over the head. Although it looked as if Ancil and Moleg were about three-quarters of the way around the big stone block, it still felt as if it had taken forever and would go on taking forever.


And, right there, amid the tense quietness of maddening delay, Dervla heard the creak of a crate as Kref shifted his posture and under his breath said a single word:


“Raven!”


The name went through her like a shock. She looked round at Kref who then reacted to her reaction, his features full of anxious guilt.


“I heard that – is it her?” Dervla swung her legs back into the building and stalked over to the window. “Is that bitch actually here?”


“Er … I don’t know … I think I saw … ”


“Just gimme the scope … c’mon … ”


Resigned, Kref gave it up then stood to let Dervla take his seat. The crate creaked a little under her substantially lesser weight as she leaned forward, head between the heavy musty drapes, telescope raised to one eye.


“What am I looking for?” she said.


“Erm, apartment building straight across, third floor windows, all lit up … ”


Sure enough, there it was, a set of three tall windows, drapes pulled back to reveal a bright room inhabited by a cluster of figures, a couple lounging on divans while the others stood around. Bottles were being drunk from, two-bowl pipes were being smoked and substances were being inhaled. And there, amid the carouse, she stood. Raven Kaligari, merc for hire, black-hearted, bloodsucking viper queen. Three times they’d encountered her and her goonlings and every time they’d ended up losing money and/or cargo and/or reputation. The third time the entire crew would have been sold to slave traders but for one of the Kiskashin slavers turning out to be an old acquaintance of Oleg. Dervla swore then that she would shoot the vermin-vixen on sight the next time they met, and now it looked like a real possibility. She stared across the intervening distance – just then Raven was laughing and seemingly conversing with a tall man half hidden by hanging drapes.


With a soundless snarl, she got up from the crate, took Kref’s big hand in hers and slapped the telescope into his wide palm.


“Why is she crudding well here?” she muttered, half to herself. “Can’t be a coincidence, must be linked to the Van Graes job somehow … ”


“She’s a bad gronzig,” said Kref. “Worst gronzig I ever seen … ”


Dervla hurried back to the hole, ducked her head outside and said, “How much skagging longer?”


Ancil and Moleg paused the cutting then looked at her. “It’s nearly done, just another minute or two – what’s wrong?”


“New player in town,” she said. “Raven Kaligari.”


In the space of an instant Ancil’s face went from mildly perplexed to wide-eyed nausea shading into panic.


“Here? … she’s here? … Where is … how could … why?”


“Your guess is probably as paranoid as mine.”


“She branded me, Derv! – With a branding iron. Took three go-rounds in the autodoc to fix … ”


“You weren’t the only one as I recall.”


“ … mad as a sack of rigel-cats, I mean seriously straitjacket-ready … ”


“We get the picture! Now back to work so that we’re all set when Pyke finally gets here.”


By Dervla’s timer it took one minute and forty-nine seconds for them to finish the cut, attach the battery-powered a-grav web to the block, and extract it from the museum wall. In a cradle of straps hanging from the taut cable, the masonry block was then guided across the gap and into the Tower chamber where a heap of scavenged bedding awaited to silence its landing. The a-grav web could only reduce the block’s effective mass by forty per cent for nine seconds before the one-shot device self-slagged, but that proved adequate. The block touched down on the cushioning gently, almost gracefully – then the battery spat sparks and the block fell over with a muffled thud accompanied by puffs of dust.


Ancil and Moleg, meanwhile, wasted no time, and were already just inside the freshly made hole. Kref then stepped onto the gantry, carrying a couple of kitbags, eyes fixed on a point about ten feet inside the museum as he crossed the gap in less than two strides. Kref was not keen on heights. Dervla followed on behind.


“What have we got?” she whispered as she crouched and ducked through.


“Big empty blank wall,” said Ancil. “And our brand-new entrance.”


The air in the museum had an odd fusty taint to it. The main lighting was off and the tall window shutters and drapes had been drawn. Only a few security and glowing signs shed any illumination, together providing just enough low radiance to make the hole stand out. Without knowing how many guards there might be or where they patrolled, Dervla reckoned that some kind of camouflage would still be prudent.


“Any movable exhibits big enough to hide it?” she said.


“Most of the pieces are made of stone or pottery, iron or brass,” said Ancil. “And all the decent-sized display cabinets are made from some dense pebblecrete composite and they weigh a ton. Shifting them is beyond us.”


“What about paintings and tapestries?”


“No paintings, but there is a huge tapestry – it’s hanging along the full length of the corridor outside. Might be noticed if we moved it, though.”


Dervla took a small nightscope from one of her belt pouches and scanned the room, determined to find a way to conceal the hole, not least because it was supposed to be their escape route. Then she saw it, and when she told Ancil what to do, he gave a nodding smile of realisation. Without delay he, Kref and Moleg got to work and minutes later a large decorative carpet extracted from beneath one of the large cabinets now hung on the side wall, perfectly masking the hole. Shoulder-high plinths, borrowed from a couple of corner alcoves, now flanked the carpet, lending it a certain importance.


“Good,” said Dervla. “Now, let’s find that vault.”


Going by the pocket locationer, the museum overseer’s office was on this level, to the rear of the building. The main corridor was laid out in a U-shape off which all the exhibition rooms sprouted, as did a passage leading to the overseer’s office. Keeping to the carpeted section, they crept along in the gloom, following the corridor round to the long rear stretch with Dervla leading the way. She slowed the others with a gesture as they drew near the second corner, then carefully peeked round only to pull back slightly – a patrolling museum guard had emerged from the side passage and was strolling away towards the far end.


“One guard on foot,” she whispered. “Bound to be a second along the branch corridor. Ans, you ready?”


Ancil gave a wicked grin and produced an innocuous looking squat can shape wrapped in black tape and sporting a number of short, stubby antennae.


“What’s this?” said Moleg.


“Dead-air bomb,” Ancil said. “Nullifies all sound within a five-metre diameter … ”


“I thought it was going to be a six-metre diameter,” Dervla muttered.


“Problems with the cell-discharge profile so I went for a happy medium, five-metre bubble for forty seconds.” He then took out a more conventionally shaped grenade, a small black egg with a white stripe around its middle, and handed it to Moleg.


“Ah, stunbomb,” Moleg said.


“Quality example of the nade-maker’s art,” said Ancil. “You’ll be following up with that about a half-second after I lob the dead-air special – wham, bam, two guards out cold, and all with nothing louder than a cough.”


Dervla stole another brief look round the corner, saw the guard returning from his expedition to the corridor’s end, yawning as he turned out of sight along the side passage. She glanced back at the others. “No time to waste – let’s go!”


As they hurried along to the passage entrance, Dervla could hear the guards talking, just two voices – Good, means they should be standing close to each other, easy target. When they reached the corner she tapped Ancil and Moleg on the shoulders and said, “Give it yer best shot, boys!”


In unison both men stepped out from the wall, faced along the side corridor and lobbed the grenades. Dervla heard one voice start to say, “Hey, you … !” but the soft pop of the dead-air bomb killed all sound. Half a second later she saw a flash and felt a tremor underfoot, all in complete silence – then she saw the look of surprise and fear in Ancil’s face.


“Kref!” he said hoarsely. “You’re up!”


Dervla moved over next to Ancil and saw it all for herself. One of the guards was lying motionless in a crumpled heap by the door at the end of the passage. The second guard, however, was still conscious and struggling to regain his feet. Most Pekyr were slender and wiry but this one was broad-shouldered, brawny and bald, with hands as big as shovels.


“I was expecting regular-sized guards,” Ancil said. “Not the side of a mountain come to life!”


Before Dervla could respond, Kref was already past them and clumping along the side passage. “Don’t worry, Derv,” he said, deep voice booming. “I’ll take care of—”


His voice was cut off as he entered the dead-air bomb’s silent zone. Ancil chuckled.


“There he goes – we’ll be through that door in no time.”


The big brawny guard had only got as far as crouching on one knee but as soon as Kref came within reach the guard sprang into action, launching a massive punch at Kref’s face. The blow connected and Kref spun like a huge slow top, fell against the wall and slid to the floor. All the time the guard was shouting in bellicose fury, all in perfect silence – then he paused and looked round at Dervla, Moleg and Ancil, drew a studded baton and brandished it, while grinning horribly. It was one of the weirdest things Dervla had ever experienced, this huge figure soundlessly snarling, shaking its fist and advancing as the three of them fell back from the corridor junction.


Suddenly the guard’s voice was audible, to himself as well as Dervla and the others, a sign that he’d emerged from the dead-air bomb’s sphere of influence. His grin widened, exposing long yellowed teeth, and let out a burst of nasty, throaty laughter … which turned into a puzzled grunt. Without warning, he fell flat on his face with a painful crash, revealing Kref, who had grabbed him by the ankles and pulled savagely. The huge guard’s howls went silent as Kref dragged him back into the silence, kicked him in the side, smashed him over the head with a nearby chair, then smashed him over the head again with what was left of the chair.


By which time the dead-air bomb had finally expired and the only sounds were Kref’s growling and the faint wheezy moans of the defeated guard.


“Is he done?” said Dervla as she led Ancil and Moleg down the side corridor.


Kref nudged the insensible adversary with the toe of his boot and gave a judicious nod. “He’s done.”


“Good, fine and dandy,” she said, glancing at Ancil. “Now, would you kindly get that door open?”


“My pleasure, won’t be more than—”


“Stop right there!” came a loud order. “Stop in the name of the City!”


Dervla cast her eyes upward, muttered, “Give me strength!” and turned to see a lone Council guard standing back at the corridor junction, aiming some kind of long-barrelled weapon at them. She took a step in his direction, which prompted him to jab the rifle aggressively at her, despite the nervousness shining in his features.


“Stop, nobody move! Er … put your hands up!”


Dervla heard choked laughter from Ancil, and thought she might join in.


“Okay, which is it?” she said. “Stand still, or raise our hands?”


“Well, just … ”


And just then a figure in a black frock coat stepped out behind the guard, kicked his legs away, grabbed the rifle out of flailing hands and dealt him a sharp rap on the skull with the butt. It was Pyke.


“Well, that was getting far too boring for my liking, I can tell you!”


Ancil laughed in surprise, Kref grinned and a pleased Moleg nodded. Dervla had to work hard to keep her great relief from showing. Couldn’t have the bastard getting any smugger now, could she.


“You know,” she said, “there’s a difference between taking your time and being relaxed about taking your time!”


“Delays, darlin’,” Pyke said cheerily. “Delay, delays, delays … ” He paused to wink at Ancil, “ … delays! But enough ancient history – let’s crack on and get into that vault, eh?”


Dervla regarded him for a moment, slightly puzzled at his eager demeanour, then told Ancil – “Go to it.”


Ancil got down to work. Dervla was about to ask Pyke where his pod had landed and how he had made it into the museum but he spoke first.


“Hope you have some decent weaponry in one of those bags,” he said, still smiling. “I heard that guard talking to someone on a comm link before he made his entrance.”


Just then Ancil got to his feet, gave the overseer’s office door a light push and it swung easily inwards. “Open! – Says me!”


“Fine work,” Pyke said and strolled inside. Ancil and Moleg were close behind him but Kref paused. His big, craggy face was troubled.


“Is the chief okay?” he muttered.


“He had a long, tough journey to get here on time,” she said quietly. “A good night’s sleep and he’ll be right as rain. Now, though, better break out the firepower – we may have unfriendly company soon.”


The big Henkayan brightened at this, picked up the kitbags and trooped inside, with Dervla bringing up the rear.


The museum overseer’s office was lined with wooden bookcases, filing cabinets, wall-to-ceiling shelves full of boxes, as well as a couple of glass display cases. The overseer’s desk was wide and ornate, made from some red-resin composite striated with dark blue fibres and inset with carved panels of black stone. Behind it were tall, unshuttered windows which Dervla regarded with satisfaction – Plan B was looking good.


The overseer’s vault sat in an alcove in the corner diagonally opposite the way in – Ancil was already on his knees by the new lock by the time Dervla got there, connecting up a web of detects linked to his resonance cracker. Pyke was leaning against the vault, wearing a faintly mocking smile which didn’t change when Dervla went up to him and poked him in the shoulder.


“What’s with you?” she said.


His smile didn’t waver. “What do you mean?”


“Just not quite your usual gabby self.”


Pyke reached inside his crimson-lined frock coat and brought out what looked like a fat silvery pen which he passed to her.


“This the DNA key?” she said.


“Twist the top off,” he said.


Like a pen, a cap piece clicked and came away. Revealed was a tapering white stem ending in a bevelled tip – the stem seemed to be enclosed in a glass shell but, when Dervla brought up a finger to touch it, Pyke stayed her hand.


“That’s a tiny stasis field, keeps the modified genetic material from breaking down.” Looking at it, he smiled. “The last living descendant of the biovault’s builder was a Henkari called Runken Burlet – I had to carry his dying, bleeding body halfway across a murky city by night, on a backwater planet at the edge of the Yamanon Domain. Kept him alive, even though we were being hunted, reached the house where a team of offworld charity medics were studying local diseases and the like – got them to create a small plug of readable genetic material.” He took back the DNA key and replaced the cap. “Van Graes gave me the key receptacle before I went off on my quest – the doctors did a superb job with the readable key.”


By now she was listening to him closely. “What happened to Burlet?”


“Didn’t make it,” Pyke said with a shrug. “Died of his wounds, very sad … ”


“Derv,” said Kref from over at the door. “Guests have arrived … gun bag’s next to the desk.”


“That’s what I need,” she said, digging around in the big grey holdall, coming up with a blast-repeater. It was painted red with little yellow stars all over. As she rummaged again for extra clips, she said, “How’s that lock coming along, Ans?”


“Getting there.”


“Kref,” she said. “How’s those—”


A fusillade of shots cut her off, and Moleg ducked to the side as the firing smashed splinters from the woodwork all around the doorway.


“Return fire!” she said. “Keep ’em busy!” And with the blaster repeater held at chest level she turned to point it at Pyke … who already had a hand-beamer aimed at her. Noticing this out of the corner of his eye, a horrified Ancil said:


“What the frack is going on? … ”


Pyke grinned. “Just finish opening that vault, Ancil.”


“Don’t open that vault, Ans,” said Dervla.


“Ancil,” Pyke said. “I will kill Dervla then Moleg then Kref if you don’t open the vault.”


There was a thud, a tinkle of broken glass, and the tall windows flew open, revealing Raven Kaligari, hovering just outside, the nodes of an a-grav harness glowing at either shoulder. Steel-blue body armour, a gleeful smile curving beneath a battle-green goggle helmet, and one hand holding a broad-bodied weapon whose wide, flat muzzle had perhaps a dozen apertures. Dervla’s first impulse was to unleash a storm of rounds on the black-hearted bitchlet, but before she could act Raven flipped something with her thumb and a cluster of hair-thin beams stabbed out and around the room for an instant. Damn, she thought. Tagged.


“ … or it might be my associate who starts the shooting,” Pyke went on, voice now lacking any similarity to how it should sound. “You two at the doorway will keep firing at the guards, and you, dear Dervla, can now drop the gun and kick it away.”


She gritted her teeth for a moment, then let go of the blaster. It clattered on the floor and she toed it off into the shadows.


Not-Pyke chuckled. “Very, very good. Now, Ancil, attend to your work. Get the vault open.”


Shots were still being exchanged over at the office door. Dervla crossed her arms, trying not to look at her captors, trying to ignore those smug smiles.


“So, Dervla,” said Raven. “I see you’re still working with this bunch of losers.”


“I see that you didn’t eat skag and die, despite my express invitation for you to do so,” Dervla retorted.


Not-Pyke’s grin grew sharper but before a visibly galled Raven could respond there was a series of metallic musical pings and the vault door swung open. Dervla heard Ancil let out a shaky sigh. Then Not-Pyke produced the DNA key and handed it to him.


“Locate the biovault, insert this in the small round hole, turn until it clicks.”


He looks just like Pyke, Dervla thought. Is he a copy of some kind, or is that face a scan-repro, a mask? What if it really is him but some parasite like a Vor is controlling him?


There was the briefest hiss-pop of pressure release. A moment later Dervla caught a whiff of stale, musty air.


“You’re looking for a box or container about the size of the palm of your hand.” Not-Pyke leaned over Ancil as if ready to pounce. “ … ah, that one … open it – yes, excellent! The box, if you please.”


Tight-lipped, Ancil passed it back over his shoulder. To Dervla’s eyes it resembled a small ornate casket no bigger than her fist, carved from a strange white and green striated material. Not-Pyke opened it for a closer look and smiled a sinister smile that Dervla had never seen on that face before. Then he snapped it shut, straightened and with two sprightly strides reached the gaping window. Raven Kaligari still had her multi-targeting beam weapon pointing into the room as Not-Pyke climbed onto the windowsill and out onto the ledge. The ornate box he presented to the hovering Raven.


“The Angular Eye, my dear – take good care of it!” Then with Raven floating behind him he turned and looked back at them.


“You have all been outstanding, each and every one of you!” He had loosened his frock coat and was unfastening the buttons of his shirt. “No artist could wish for more committed and convincing co-actors, and that goes for Captain Pyke, even though he’s had no say in the matter! So take your bows and say your farewells … because this is his grand finale.”


Through the entire speech Dervla’s suspicions had been growing wilder and darker. Part of her mind was yelling Plan B! as she watched Not-Pyke grope around inside his shirt while proclaiming those last demented words. Then his hand came out holding a small object trailing short lengths of bandage. By now he was balanced on the edge of the window ledge, staring over his shoulder at Raven; having stowed the Angular Eye out of sight, she was now reaching for this mysterious prize, multibeamer still pointing into the overseer’s office.


“Soon?” she said, face full of a hungry desire.


Not-Pyke nodded. “Oh, soon – very soon!”


Dervla watched as the mercenary then reached out and grabbed hold of one of the trailing bandages, upon which a smiling Not-Pyke opened his hand and let go of the unknown object.


The next few instants were crammed full of incident, yet they seemed to happen in slow motion.


As soon as Not-Pyke released the object his face changed – the smooth arrogance vanished and was replaced by shock, confusion, a disorientated panic. And Dervla knew, even as she dived towards the window, that this was the real Brannan Pyke. Fully expecting to be gunned down, she kept going, hearing a shot fired from her right – Ancil! Raven took a round in her arm, forcing a scream from her as she dropped the weapon and jerked back and spun away. Unsupported, Pyke lost his balance and toppled backwards off the ledge.


Dervla yelled something incoherent as she vaulted onto the window and lunged towards him, in her mind thinking madly Plan B! Plan B! but knew she would never be able to fumble the flare from her inside pocket in time. Moving too fast, she plunged over the edge and fell head-first after him, close enough to touch one flapping fold of that ridiculous frock coat, close enough for their terrified gazes to meet, but not close enough.


And out of the night-cloaked blurs far beneath something massive rushed up at them, an angled hardness that Dervla struck at speed. She spun through smeared glows and fragments of shouting. Then a slab of shadows smashed her in the head and everything went out, like a candle dropped into an ocean.


Dervla awoke woozily to a pounding headache and a stinging pain on her upper forehead. She tried to lever herself up onto one elbow but a surge of pain made her gasp and sink back.


“Hey, don’t go exerting yourself,” said a voice nearby. It sounded like Ancil. “Lie still – you took a bad smack to the skull.”


Through barely cracked-open eyelids she saw blurry shadows cast by a buttery yellow glow, and an Ancil-like shape standing close by.


“Okay, now you’re awake I need you to take a coupla caps for the pain.” He crouched down and carefully helped her into a sitting position. Pain throbbed in her head and made her eyes feel so gritty she could barely keep them open. Relying mainly on touch, she accepted a cup of water and two capsules, which she downed, then finished off the water in response to a sudden thirst.


“Where are we?” she said, every word making her throat feel scratchy.


“A canyon wall cave, a couple of klicks away from Cawl-Vesh,” he said. “Full of stone troughs and dried-out sticks and roots – locals used to cultivate and harvest food plants in all the caves, according to Narok.”


“Ah, Narok!” She forced her eyes further open. “He came for us anyway … ”


Ancil gave an amused nod. “Moleg explained your Plan B.”


“Sorry,” she said. “It was just a spur-of-the moment idea. I got Moleg to persuade Narok to hang around in case we needed an emergency escape route, and told him to watch out for dropping flares … ”


“Uh-huh – Narok said there were no flares but when he heard the gunfire he got his grav-boat ready just in case. When he saw you and Pyke come flying out of a ninth-floor window he had to act quickly … ”


Dervla’s laugh sounded whispery. “What a pilot – catching us with his boat … ”


She paused a moment to cough dryly, and Ancil refilled her cup. As she drank the coolness down she heard no other voices, but there was a constant background sighing, a deep sound mingled with surges of faint hissing.


“Is it windy outside?” she said.


“Duststorm,” said Ancil. “Mild one, apparently, but it’s still creating enough skagging interference to block our comms. Have to sit it out before we can contact the Scarabus.”


With eyesight gradually returning to something like normal, she saw how she was seated on a bedroll and leaning against the cave wall, positioned between two of the big stone troughs Ancil had spoken of before. The light had to be coming from portable lamps, she guessed, then realised that the air was actually comfortably warm. When she mentioned this, Ancil nodded.


“That Narok is a good sort – left us most of his own emergency supplies before he headed back to the city. Captain says we should make sure he gets a bonus from Van Graes.”


Dervla gave a wry smile. “So, how is Pyke? Don’t tell me that he walked away from that midair catch-of-the-day without a scratch?”


Ancil rubbed his unshaven chin thoughtfully. “Eh, no, I’m pretty sure that one of his eyelashes sustained a serious fracture … ”


Dervla laughed softly then raised a hand to her head. “Oh, don’t make me laugh, please … ”


“Actually he wrenched his shoulder and picked up a bumper collection of bruises. If I had my field medkit I could’ve hypoed the both of you but it got left behind when Narok turned up with you two and we bailed double-time.”


She squinted at him. “Has he said anything yet? About what happened since we last saw him?”


Ancil shrugged. “Just said that it was a brain-gouger of a tale which everyone had to hear.”


Another voice broke in. “Not least because I don’t think I could stand having to plough me way through it all more than once!”


A familiar figure strolled into view, propped himself on the edge of one of the troughs and gave her one of those jaunty head-tilt-and-winks which always gave Dervla a thrill. Not that she’d ever tell him that.


“Good to see yer on the mend there, kid,” Pyke said as Kref and Moleg came over to join them.


“I’ll be feeling better if we still had that damned Angular Eye thing,” she said. “Can’t stand the thought of that rat-bitch getting one over on us, again! What are we going to tell Van Graes?”


“The truth,” Pyke said. “Which will include something really bloody strange – Kref?”


The big Henkayan dipped into his bulky, dark-grey surcoat and brought out a small round leathery object which he offered to Pyke.


“No, no, told you, I’m never touching that thing again! Just hold it so Dervla can see it – pull it open but remember what I said … ”


“Uh-huh, ‘don’t touch the crystal with your bare skin’ – I don’t forget, Chief.”


Kref prodded the leathery object, teased aside a flap to reveal a pale, foggy looking crystalline artefact. It was bulbous with a small, tapered protuberance and a longer curved one like a blunt tine – it almost resembled the head of a bird or a reptile.


“That’s the thing that you … whatever was controlling you … pulled out from inside your shirt,” she said.


Pyke nodded. “It was open and pressed against my skin, held in place by sticky bandages.” A look of loathing passed over his features. “Just thinking about the thing – the things, inside it … ” He shivered. “Okay, all of you deserve to hear the entire crazy yarn, even if it does sound like the ravings of a cranked-up geej-sniffer. So strap down yer brains – it’s gonna be a bumpy ride!”




CHAPTER FOUR


(Pyke’s Account: Ten days ago, at the offices of Augustine Van Graes overlooking Lake Mirabeau, on the exclusive habitat, Firmament Heights, in orbit about Earth.)


“Can we please, finally, come somewhere close to an agreement?” said Van Graes from behind his desk.


Pyke, leaning against a leather armchair, looked round at Dervla, and said, “Yes, can we?”


But she was, of course, wearing that embattled look which had not a shred of give in it, all defiant eyes and jutting jaw. Even though she was holding everyone up and aggravating their employer into the bargain, still Pyke thought that she was magnificent. Kind of awesome and sexy with extra awe.


On the other side of the desk, an embellished monument in wood, Augustine Van Graes sat in a high-backed, unexceptional swivel chair, hands resting on the padded armrests. Beneath a head of bushy grey hair, old irascible eyes gazed out from a round but lined face whose skin had the shiny appearance you only got from rejuve treatment. Van Graes wore an archaic burgundy smoking jacket which fitted in perfectly with the dark panelling and the small antiquated lamps mounted in pairs around the room. There was nothing antique, however, about the thinscreen jutting out of the desk’s polished surface. Even without being able to see it, Pyke knew that there would be a contract, a number with a juicy row of zeroes after it, and boxes for six thumbprints.


Dervla sat straighter in the low chair she’d earlier dragged closer to Van Graes’ desk and leaned back, mimicking him with her hands on her chair’s rests.


“Isn’t it only natural to get kind of nervous, anxious even?” she said. “We’ve done other jobs for you in the past and this is the first time you’ve split us up … ”


“Operational efficiency, Ser Dervla,” Van Graes said, making a soothing gesture with one plump, wrinkled hand. “Having two teams tackling the preliminaries in parallel rather than in sequence accelerates matters in a way that I find quite pleasing. And I have agreed to send a bodyguard along with him … ”


“Said I don’t need a skaggin’ babysitter,” Pyke said. “But seems I don’t get a say.”


Dervla’s gaze didn’t waver. “Your bodyguard had better be good.”


“He’s an accredited, enhanced professional with a long list of successes.”


“He better be brilliant – he better be a twenty-first dan ultra-ninja!”


A small, unexpected smile softened their employer’s features. “Vaughan has been in my employ for nearly ten years, Ser Dervla – I trust him with my life and the lives of my family.”


Pyke spread his hands. “See? This is just a find and retrieve mission, me and the boss’s man, there and back, easy … ”


“Don’t you dare say ‘easy in, easy out’!”


Pyke paused, then smiled and went on. “I was about to say, ‘easy as pie’, since everyone knows pie is … an easy thing … ”


“Or you could say ‘easy as falling off a log’, Chief,” said Ancil who was sharing a long sofa with Kref’s substantial bulk.


“Or ‘easy as shooting fish in a barrel’,” said Moleg. He was sharing the other identical sofa with Oleg the Kiskashin, both of them sitting across from Ancil and Kref. Pyke noticed how Oleg and Moleg both sat primly on the edge of the sofa, even though only Oleg possessed a short scaly tail which required a bit of room at the rear. Another sign of how Oleg’s mannerisms got entwined with Moleg’s back in the day, on another dangerous little caper like this one.


“I think we’ve veered off the path a little,” said Van Graes. “The captain’s task is straightforward but not risk-free, hence the addition of my bodyguard. You, Ser Dervla, and the rest of your crew will be engaged in surveillance and preparation prior to the infiltration and retrieving the Angular Eye.”
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