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To me old mate Graeme Fleming,
AKA the mighty Progmeister General!




PROLOGUE


The drone Rensik Estemil was in the middle of an intelligence-gathering mission down on Tier 104 when the peremptory summons reached him. It took him forty-three hours to stealth-exfiltrate Problematic Area 3 and ascend through hyperspace to Tier 49, home of the Garden of the Machines. Even so, on arrival he insisted on being recased in one of the new Iterant-9 varidroid shells before complying with the summons and going in search of the Construct.


He left the faceted blue reshell chamber and glided out along one of the hundreds of black-mesh walkways that coiled, curved and intertwined around the new and heavily armoured Garden of the Machines. From a distance, the Construct’s stronghold had resembled a dark webby cloud through which a thousand tiny pinpoints crawled between the bright clusters of test and trial bowers. Up close, there was a sense of the jungle about it.


Rensik found the Construct’s command proximal in a gazebo positioned among the outermost walkways. A pale gauze-canopied archway afforded a generous view of the Slegronag Interval, an askew expanse on hyperspace Tier 49, a cavernous opening half a million miles wide and about three million long, its floor a vast plain littered with the split, cracked and smashed ruins of entire worlds, gargantuan heaps of planetary wreckage strewn in all directions. A dead, airless and abandoned graveyard over which the Garden of the Machines drifted on a course that zigzagged slowly along the length of the Slegronag.


“You took your time. A lack of promptness is scarcely a quality one expects from an Aggression field supervisor.”


The Construct’s new proximal was a hovering nine-sided unit from which a variety of tentacles and articulated arms sprouted. Before it, on a long low cradle, there sat what at first glance looked like a large black and green drone of unfamiliar design. It had a blunt-nosed blimp configuration with a number of what were probably weapon blisters dotted around its battered hull. Blackened, twisted thrust nozzles jutted at the stern. A dozen or more sections lay open while the Construct’s tentacular tip-tools prodded at the innards. Twinkly gleams from the shadowy interior indicated the presence of remotiles, scanning hard-to-reach niches, sending back rich datastreams.


Rensik Estemil’s newly acquired varidroid was a marvel of nano-compression and multi-function shield technology, and was comfortingly well armed. Yet he was dwarfed by this bulky, inert mass. The aura of lapsed millennia was almost tangible to his sensors.


A segmented tentacle tipped with a cluster of purple lenses snaked towards him.


“I’ve seen the reports of the Julurx operation,” said the Construct. “Risky strategy, allowing the second-stage colony to develop unhindered, yet your engineering of a counter-horde turned out to be highly effective. Most creative. All the local legacy civilisations will be greatly relieved.”


For the Construct this was the equivalent of a triumphal welcome-home parade, but then Rensik had been faced with a predicament freighted with the potential for ghastly consequences. A flotilla of Hodralog nomads had been scavenging through an eroded tiltway on the periphery of Tier 103, when they disturbed the hibernating mekspores of a replicating machine horde called the Julurx. The Hodralog, and their ships and AIs, were swiftly overwhelmed by the spores, which wasted no time in switching over to building the stage-two horde, using their newly acquired stores of organic and refined materials. Rensik and his wing of battle-hardened Aggression destructors, responding to panicky alerts from Tier 103’s spire-city civilisation, reached the tiltway several hours after the last Hodralog was slain. But comm despatches from the ill-fated nomads had been relayed earlier to the Construct drones and by the time they arrived Rensik Estemil had a plan.


“Replicating machine hordes don’t place much value on retaining nuanced data from previous outbreaks,” Rensik said. “Otherwise they would have known how to counter my brilliant strategy of capturing unactivated stage-one spores and using them to engineer an anti-horde dedicated to eradicating the Julurx.”


“How long?”


“Thirty-one-point-four hours.”


“The Julurx must have reached one of the later stages after that space of time.”


“Stage six,” Rensik said. “Its first gigatropolis was partially complete when our anti-horde launched its main attack wave. Afterwards we repeatedly beam-scorched the vicinity, and a network of scanner-probes were left on-station.”


“Good,” said the Construct proximal. “Well summarised, if a little self-satisfied. And how would you describe the progress in Problematic Area 3?”


“Progressing satisfactorily.”


“Droll. And I notice that you’ve changed your name again.”


“I thought that minor individuations were permissible,” Rensik said. “Has that changed?”


“Not at all. It is merely noteworthy to observe that since your involvement in the Darien Conflict you have changed your name nine times. Did you know that certain Human leisure-class subcultures pursue similar alterations in designation? They vie with one another to come up with the most outlandish forms of nomenclature.”


“Fascinating,” Rensik said. “When I arrived I was sure that you were going to explain why you were investigating this rusting relic – I had no idea that my name would prove to be of such interest.”


“Perceptive,” said the Construct. “Pithy and ironic.” The lens-tipped tentacle swung in a bit closer. “We here in the tiers of hyperspace exist in a kind of sediment of relics, the debris of past universes compacted upon one another. Yet even up there, in the prime continuum, you cannot escape the undying fragments of the immemorial past, lingering gracenotes of vast symphonies of destruction, the heirlooms of bygone insanities.” Another tool-tentacle tapped on the hull of the ancient drone. “This war machine is indeed, as you say, a relic. Until very recently it was preserved in the deep permafrost of a world on the spinward boundary of the Sendrukan Hegemony. Possibly the only intact example of a Zarl Imperium combat drone known to exist . . . ”


“The Zarl Empire,” mused Rensik. “Collapsed about a million years ago?”


“Indeed, although this device dates from the tyranny’s high-point a little further back. Most of the materials used in its construction were anti-entropic, otherwise it would have crumbled to dust by now. But this is not the reason I asked you to see me. Have you ever heard of an exotic megastructure known as the Great Harbour of Benevolent Harmony?”


“Yes, I have,” said Rensik. “Began as some lofty altruistic collaborative project over in the Greater Shining Galaxy about a hundred thousand years ago. Ended as the lair of several psychotic species hell-bent on slaughter, and was hunted down and destroyed by the Just Reprisal Alliance or something similar.”


“It was more like fifty thousand years ago,” the Construct said. “Archive documentation about the Greater Shining Galaxy’s deep history is fragmentary with few details, except that it was apparently a massive macro-engineering achievement. And now it seems that it was never destroyed. Despite concerted massive attacks it survived and escaped.”


A moment or two of silence followed, which from past experience Rensik knew was to be filled by a leap of understanding from the listener. There was really only one possible extrapolation to all this and it was a disturbing one.


“Has this thing arrived in our galaxy?” he said.


“Well done! Guess what emerged from hyperspace several hours ago near the border between Earthsphere and the Indroma Solidarity? On the Indroma side, no less, hiding in one of those huge starless gulfs that diplomats have been wrangling over for decades.”


In one of his dynamic memory niches Rensik ran a swift scenario model, pitting the regional powers against the potential of something like the Great Harbour. The outcomes were not encouraging.


“We will need a serious magnitude of firepower to stop this thing,” Rensik said. “An assault fleet of five, no, six thousand Aggression units, plus support tenders, would provide the necessary deployable force, especially if I were in command.”


“We would not be able to assemble such a fleet in the very short term,” said the Construct. “Based on third-hand reports from our galaxy’s outlier stellar clusters, this intruder can be expected to move in the very short term against any isolated worlds in the area. Therefore I am sending you, and I’m even letting you use one of the upgraded shimmerships.”


“I see, a solo mission,” Rensik said. “Covert observance, monitoring comms, gauging capabilities and weaknesses, sending regular reports—”


“No, not solo – you’ll be accompanied by a Human operative from Earthsphere’s military intelligence.”


Rensik groaned. “Humans—”


“Your experience in that field should be of considerable utility.” The Construct paused as one of its tentacles snaked into some cranny within the ancient Zarl drone and a bright light stuttered for a moment. “While the assignment includes covert observation and intel gathering, your first task is to find out who commands and what their purpose and strategy are. I suspect that the regime, or regimes, will be despotic or tyrannical to some degree so the existence of resistance groups is practically a given. Your main task, you and your Human coagent, is to seek out the most effective of these rebel movements and offer what assistance you can. Feel free to be creative.”


“How creative can I be while babysitting a . . . ”


A priority data object pinged into Rensik’s entry buffer. Decoiled, it turned out to be sparse background details on the Great Harbour and the personnel file for one Lt Commander Samantha Brock.


“I don’t imagine that she’ll require much in the way of babysitting,” said the Construct.


“It seems that she might be useful,” Rensik conceded after flash-reading the Lt Commander’s file. “Although in my experience Humans usually find a way to complicate matters.”


“And while the pair of you attempt to foment revolution among the downtrodden, I shall be working to keep both Earth sphere and the Indroma Solidarity from sending in their fleets. The imponderables of the Great Harbour are too great and some of the surviving accounts are too horribly suggestive to take the risk of triggering full-scale hostilities. The complications would be . . . ”


The Construct paused as clusters of symbols began to pulse and slow all over the Zarl drone’s battered hull. Cold blue flashes of light were visible inside the crowded interior. The Construct retracted its questing tentacles with alacrity just before most of the gaping panels slid or flipped shut. A strident bellow, half deep brazen roar, half rasping howl, blasted out at shattering volume. The Zarl drone tore free of the cradle’s perfunctory restraints, rose up and whipped round to bear down on Rensik Estemil.


Rensik’s defences surged into battle-readiness. With all taccombatives ramped up to optimal, the initial moves and countermoves of sensor probes, feint targetings and shield shifts were taking place in fractions of a second. Rensik’s sensors were also picking up a cascade of energy-state changes from within the Zarl machine which revealed previously undetected arrays of hideously powerful weaponry. Sections of its carapace were bulging to permit the extrusion of barrel snouts and to create launcher apertures while Rensik readied his own defences, starkly aware of how outgunned he had suddenly become but unwilling to back down . . .


And just when a convulsion of destruction seemed inevitable, the cryptic symbols glowing all over the Zarl drone’s hull faded and died away. There was a chorus of muffled clunks, the war machine wobbled in mid-air for an instant then fell to the floor with a loud, sharp thud, rocked back and forth a couple of times and was still.


Rensik scanned it, found no energy sources, no datastream activity, nothing apart from vestigial ionisation around four points on the hull.


“Excellent!” said the Construct, drifting in closer. “Most informative.”


It took Rensik no time at all to figure it out.


“I see. So you decided to unleash this grisly old killing machine, knowing that it would go for the most threatening target present – me. But all the time you had a cut-out of some kind rigged and ready . . . ”


“A specifically exotic ultrafield, generated between four nodes previously attached to the drone carapace,” the Construct said. “It scrambles coherent energy patterns, which effectively deactivated our antiquated friend here. Sometimes only a live trial can reveal the subject’s essential nature.”


“So glad to be of help.”


“You have and will be again, I have no doubt. You should leave now. The shimmership is prepped and ready for you in Bay 14 – taking into account the ascent through hyperspace to the prime continuum, you should reach the vicinity of the Human home system in under nineteen hours. High-level approval has been granted so Brock’s commanders will have received notice of her secondment to the joint mission by the time you arrive.”


Even as the Construct finished the sentence a trio of caltrop-like lifter modules glided into the gazebo, fixed themselves to the Zarl drone, which then rose from the floor and in one smooth movement returned to the cradle.


“Safe journey,” the Construct said as it resumed its study, flexing tentacle tips tugging open panels and hatches.


It certainly seems more talkative than before, Rensik thought as he left the gazebo and headed for the vehicle bays. Still just as maddeningly eccentric, but definitely chattier . . .




CHAPTER ONE


Through Brannan Pyke’s slow-waking mind, thoughts stole like foggy ghosts . . .


Death came . . .


He felt cold, lying on something soft, something weightless.


Death came whispering . . .


Cold, yes, but not soft, not lying on anything.


Death came whispering orders . . .


Just hanging in zero-gee, he realised drowsily, hanging in the dark, with something glowing faintly red off to one side. Those words about death whispering seemed familiar somehow . . . then he remembered. It was poetry, something that Dervla had been singing yesterday . . .


Then Pyke awoke with a curse on his lips as it all came back in a black, bitter rush, the rendezvous with Khorr, the handover, the sleepgas ambush . . . and now here he was in some shadowed corner of the Scarabus where he spun lazily amid a cloud of angular objects that caught faint red glimmers from . . . from a solitary emergency lamp over the hatch.


“Lights,” he said, voice hoarse in a dry throat. Nothing happened. “Scar – can you hear or respond?”


Silence reigned in the gloom, which meant that the comms and/or the AI was offline.


Pyke coughed, swallowed, and realised he was in Auxiliary Hold 3, the place where they stored stuff that wasn’t pointless and wasn’t crucial but might be later. A variety of containers, plastic, card and fabric, drifted all around, some agape and surrounded by their contents, components, silver-wrapped edibles, unidentifiable disc things webbed together in tangled nets, trade goods maybe.


Well, he thought. Still most definitely alive. But why would that pusbag Khorr do that? Why leave behind witnesses that could identify him . . .


His imagination provided a variety of answers in shades of sadism and horror, and it was impossible not to think about the rest of the crew, Dervla especially. He had to get out of here, find out what had happened, whatever it was.


Several unsecured storage straps hung from the ceiling, drifting like strands of plaslon kelp. He stretched out and caught one with his fingertips, drew it into his hand, then hauled himself up to the ceiling and used the sling loops to get to the nearest bulkhead. Loose boxes and tubes and bags hung in his way, reminding him of the number of times he’d asked Ancil to sort through this guddle and clear out the really useless tat.


Racks lined the bulkhead. Pulling himself across them he steered towards the hatch, anchored himself with the metal handle and prodded the panel of touch controls. As expected, they were dead so he reached down and twisted the manual release. The doorseal popped and he felt a brief but definite puff of air as pressures equalised. Wedging his arm between the hatch handle and the doorframe he slowly forced the unlocked hatch open. With a sigh of relief he floated out into the ship’s starboard passageway, glanced either way and saw the same emergency lights shedding meagre red halos amid the murk. There were no sounds, just a muffled quiet. He hooked one arm around a wall stanchion and paused to think back.


The trade rendezvous had been set for the environs of a snowbound world called Nadisha II, in an unexploited system right on the border between Earthsphere and the Indroma Solidarity. The Scarabus had been in orbit for over an hour when Khorr’s vessel finally arrived. The meeting had taken place in the Scarabus’s main hold, and was Pyke’s first face-to-face with the client. Over subspace comms Khorr had claimed to be the descendant of higrav workers but in the flesh he was clearly much more, humanoid in appearance though possibly lab-coded for what headhunters referred to as non-civilian applications. Garbed in worn, leathery body armour, Khorr was easily seven feet tall, bald, and had a fighter’s brawny physique, as did his two slightly less imposing henchmen. With the body armour and the heavy boots they resembled extras from the set of an exceptionally ultra-gothique glowactioner.


Pyke had taken the usual precautions: apart from Punzho and Hammadi, the rest of the crew were on hand to provide the deterrence of an armed welcoming committee. Khorr and his men had climbed out of their squat shuttle and strode leisurely over to where Pyke stood next to a waist-high crate on which sat the merchandise, resting within its shaped padding, a state-of-the-art milgrade subspace scanner-caster. When the three stopped a few feet short and crossed their arms, Pyke had heard one of Dervla’s trademark derisive snorts from behind. Ignoring it, he had given a bright smile.


“Well, now, here we are, meeting at last. Very nice.”


Khorr, face like granite, grunted. His dark eyes had flicked right and left at the rest of the crew for a moment before fixing on Pyke again.


“This is the device?”


Pyke gave the scanner’s case an affectionate pat.


“You see before you Sagramore Industries’ latest and finest scanner, factory-fresh and field-ready, conveyed to your waiting hands by my professional services. Which don’t come cheap.”


Khorr nodded, reached inside his heavy jacket and produced a small flat case just the right size for holding a number of credit splines. He held them out and waited until Pyke’s fingers were prying at the release button before saying, “Here is your payment!”


Now, floating weightless in the half-lit passage, Pyke remembered how his danger-sense had quivered right at that moment but his hands had had a life of their own and were already opening the small case. A faint mist had puffed out and even though he had turned his face away from it he still caught a whiff of something sweet. He had felt cold prickles scamper across his face as he turned to shout a warning, but saw Ancil and Win crumpling to the deck a second before grey nothing shut down his mind.


And yet I’m still alive, he thought. And that skagpile Khorr really doesn’t seem like the type to leave behind loose ends.


Grabbing handholds on the bulkhead, he launched himself along the passage towards Auxiliary Hold 4. He slowed and floated over to the hatch window, gazed in and swore at the sight. Hammadi’s corpse hung there, adrift amid blue and green spares boxes. Dead. The jutting tongue and noticeably bulging eyes spoke of suffocation by depressurisation, gradual not explosive, otherwise there would have been webs of burst blood vessels and more grotesque damage. Hammadi was – had been – chief engineer, a genius in his own way who had made the Scarabus’s drives sing like a chorus of harmonised furies.


But all Pyke could think about was Dervla. Dear god, please no!


Pyke pushed away from the hatch, turning towards a side opening, the midsection lateral corridor which led to the port-side passageway and the other auxiliary holds. He launched himself along it, driven to get it over with.


The quiet was eerie, unnerving. No mingled background murmur of onboard systems, no whisper of a/c, no low hum of micropumps, no faint sounds of crew activities, no music, no chattering news feeds. Just a numbed silence. But the air . . . he sniffed, breathed in deep, and realised that it was not as stale as it should be. Some backup ventilation had to be running somewhere, but how and why? More unanswered questions.


It was just as gloomy over in the port-side passage. From the T-junction he glided across to Auxiliary Hold 2, grabbed the door stanchion and peered in through the hatch window. There was movement, and the surprised, bandito-moustached face of Ancil Martel glanced up from where he floated, crouched next to the manual override panel.


“Hey, chief,” came his muffled voice. “It’s jammed on this side. Can you . . . ?”


Pyke nodded, pried aside the outer panel and after several sharp tugs the hatch seal gave with a familiar pop. A moment later the hatch was slid aside enough for Ancil to squeeze through.


“Those ratbags chumped us, chief.”


“I know.”


“But why are we still alive . . . ?”


Pyke ground his teeth and shook his head. “Hammadi’s in Hold 4, dead from air-evac. I think that’s what that gouger Khorr had in mind, for us all to be in our quarters and dead from some massive failure of the environmentals. But something must have interrupted the scum . . . or he just made a bollocks of it and didn’t know.” He glanced along at the next hatch. “What about Hold 1? D’ye know if there’s anyone in there?”


Ancil shrugged. “Only came around a short while ago. Banged on the wall a few times but I didn’t hear anything.”


“Better find out, then, hadn’t we?”


So saying he pushed off along to Hold 1’s hatch, grabbed its handle and swung in close to the window and . . .


“Feck and dammit!” he snarled.


Inside, near the rear bulkhead, the bulky, brown-overalled form of Krefom, the Henkayan heavy weapons specialist, drifted a few feet off the deck, still as a statue, sightless eyes gazing out of that craggy impassive face. In Pyke’s mind he imagined Khorr and his men moving through the ship, dragging the unconscious crew along, imprisoning them one by one.


“That son of a bitch is going to pay!”


With the last rage-filled word he slammed one palm and upper arm against the flat bulkhead, making a sudden loud bang which reverberated along the passage. Then he gasped as he saw the Henkayan’s still form jerk convulsively, eyes staring wildly around him for a moment or two. Then he spotted the disbelieving Pyke and Ancil at the window, gave a big grin and pointed.


“He was sleeping?” Pyke said. “Sleeping . . . with his eyes open?”


A frowning Ancil shrugged. “Maybe Henkayans can do that, chief. I’ve never seen him asleep.”


Then Krefom was at the hatch, knocking on the window with a big knuckly fist.


“Can’t open this side, Captain-sir,” came his deep rough voice. “Broke the emergency handle. Sorry.”


“We can crack it from here, Kref,” Pyke said.


Moments later the lock-seal was released and Krefom pushed the hatch aside with a single push of one mighty forearm. As the big Henkayan shouldered out of the hold he gave a gravelly chuckle and slapped palms with Ancil. Pyke intervened before they started swapping stories.


“Kref, I need to know what you have stashed in that cabinet up by the crew quarters.”


“Some good stuff – shockbatons, trankers, concussion and smoke nades, some light body armour . . . ” The Henkayan frowned for a moment. “And a tangler. You think them skaghats is still on board, Captain-sir?”


“Dunno, Kref,” he said. “But I’ll not be taking any chances. Let’s go.”


Together they floated back along the lateral corridor to the midpoint where a panel was yanked out to reveal an interdeck access shaft. Pyke went first, hand over hand up the cold alloy ladder. Near the top, where a hatch led to an alcove near the crew quarters, he heard voices and slowed. He made a silencing gesture to Ancil and Kref below him while listening intently. One voice was female and after a moment he smiled, recognising the unflappably sardonic tones of Win Foskel, their tactics and close combat expert. Pyke proceeded to snap open the hatch catches without trying to mute the noise, then gripped a ladder rung and pushed the hatch upwards.


“Stop right there!” came Win Foskel’s voice. “Surrender your weapons – toss them out, no smart moves or I’ll drop something down that shaft that’ll fry you from the inside!”


“And what would that be?” Pyke said. “One of those grit-burgers from the galley?”


Ancil laughed further down as Pyke pushed himself up and into the corridor. A rueful Win tilted her tranker away and nodded, then grinned as Ancil was next to emerge. Her glittered dreads wavered as she drifted over to him. Out in the corridor proper, Pyke found Mojag, a skinny Human, Punzho the Egetsi, and Dervla who seemed oddly calm when her eyes settled upon him. He was about to ask how she was but there was something in her features, in fact something in the demeanour of them all. Then he realised what was wrong – three Humans, one Egetsi, but no portly, middle-aged reptiloid Kiskashin.


“Where’s Oleg?” he said abruptly, even as he guessed.


Dervla floated over to him, grey eyes staring intensely from her pale face, her back-tied red hair looking almost black in the redness of the emergency light. She leaned in close and kissed him.


“That’s for being alive,” she said. Then with disconcerting suddenness she slapped him. “And that’s for Mojag, because he’s far too polite!”


“So you thought you’d take it upon yourself to act in his stead, is that it?”


Her gaze was full of smouldering anger but Pyke could see the hurt behind it. Oleg had been Mojag’s copartner but in the four years since they joined the crew Dervla had built up bonds of friendship with the Kiskashin.


“You led us here, Bran,” she said.


“Where is he?” Pyke said.


“And it was your idea, your deal.”


“Where?”


Before she could answer, Mojag spoke from where he floated further along the darkened passage.


“Our cabin,” he said in a quiet voice. “They must have sealed him in there then set the environmentals to evacuate. I don’t know if he knew what was going on but when the temperature and pressure fell the hibernation reflex must have taken over.” Mojag breathed deeply for a moment and rubbed his face. “He looks peaceful – he was probably in hibernation fugue when the air ran out.”


“But they could only do that if they got into the enviro controls first,” said Ancil, who then paused, and snapped his fingers. “The auxiliaries in the main hold.”


Pyke nodded, anger leashed. “You’re right.”


“Wouldn’t be any of them still aboard, would there?” said Ancil.


“No – once the deed was done, the filthy gougers would have left us for dead and scarpered, although we better be sure.” By now the crew were gathered round, listening. “So what we’re going to do is this – empty that armoury cabinet, make sure everyone’s got something harmful and a torch, and maybe some armour, then we split up. Two groups, one sweeping the ship from bows to stern while the other heads for Engineering to see about getting the power and the environmentals back up and running. Okay? Let’s get to it.”


The crew seemed subdued, faces masked with sombreness and . . . something else. Sorrow over the loss of Hammadi and Oleg, certainly, but Pyke could sense some kind of reserve. Perhaps Dervla wasn’t the only one laying blame at his door.


The armoury cabinet had only been partially looted. Unearthed from a carrycase was a solitary pulse-stunner which Kref passed to Pyke, who looked it over, checked the charge, then pulled out the extendable stock, locking it in place. It was an ugly, stubby weapon done up in a horrible mud-brown colour scheme but for shipboard skirmishing it was highly effective.


Pyke chose Kref and Win to go with him to Engineering, while the others accompanied Dervla forward to start at the bridge. The Scarabus was a small ship, yet the journey back along grav-less, low-lit passages to the aft section was tense, almost nerve-jangling. Pyke’s group checked from the main hold back to the storerooms, the little machine-shop, the lower and upper generators and the aft maintenance niches, ending up at last in the narrow, split-level chamber that served as Engineering Control. It had taken twenty-odd minutes, and Dervla’s group arrived just moments after them.


“Nothing,” she said, balancing a black-handled shockbaton on her shoulder. “Not a sign, not a sound, not a soul.”


“Just as well,” said Pyke. “Then first order of business is getting the gravity back on. Ancil, you think you can manage that?”


Ancil screwed one eye half shut thoughtfully. “Eh, if Mojag lends me a hand.”


Mojag gave a wordless nod and climbed up to join Ancil at the long console where he sat, prodding boards awake.


“Time we got as close to the deck as possible,” he told the others. “Don’t want anyone copping a sprained ankle or worse.”


Lying flat out with his head propped up on one hand, Pyke thought about Mojag. He was a skinny guy in his middle years, dark brown eyes and short brown hair lightened by encroaching greyness. He and the Kiskashin, Oleg, had only joined the crew a year ago but the story went that back in his twenties, before he met Oleg, he had suffered head injuries so serious that nearly half his brain was replaced with a pseudo-organic cortical prosthesis. While the injury and subsequent operation erased great swathes of memory, the prosthesis permitted the replacement of fact and images as supplied by members of his family. Whenever the subject arose Mojag insisted that before the injury he had been something of a planet-skipping, bed-hopping playboy, a claim most of the crew found amusing since the Mojag they knew was calm and meditative and self-possessed to the point of unreadability. Even now.


Once everyone was on the deck, Ancil gave a five-second countdown before bringing the grav-system back online. The return of body weight elicited a collective oof! a moment before the sound of crashes and clatters reverberated along the corridor outside and undoubtedly throughout the ship.


“The sound of our worldly goods rediscovering which way is down,” said Dervla as she got up on shaky legs.


With a dry laugh Pyke forced himself upright. “Right, then, Ancil – can you activate some sort of comms?”


Sitting slumped in one of the bucket seats by the monitors, Ancil frowned. “Without oversight from Scar? I might be able to rig an open channel using the corridor voker network. You might have to shout, though.”


Scar was the name Pyke had conferred upon the ship’s AI.


“Aye, do it,” Pyke said. “We’ll get Scar back online, and then maybe we can find out what’s keeping the air breathable.”


“Bet it’s another legacy system,” said Dervla. “Y’know, the stuff that Voth dealer promised that he’d wiped from the substrate nodes. Six years since you bought this heap and we’re still getting weird events like this.”


“Well, aye, but this time it’s kept us alive,” he said. “Perhaps yourself and Win could go up to the main hold and restart the enviros from up there?”


“What about Oleg and Hammadi?”


“We’ll deal with them once the Scarabus is up and running, and we have the sensors and weapons primed and ready, not before.”


Dervla regarded him. “Should we go to the bridge afterwards, relight the boards?”


“No, I’m heading there myself in a moment or two.” He offered a thin smile. “Get Scar woken up and bright-eyed.”


“You and that AI are too close for my liking,” she said, arching one eyebrow. With that she headed out of the hatch, followed by Win who smiled and rolled her eyes before leaving.


Watching them go, Pyke thought, Well, if I didn’t know any better . . .


He turned to the others. Mojag and Ancil were still working at their elevated workstations, prodding and flicking screen glyphs and webby data arrays. Krefom the Henkayan was doing stretching exercises to firm up his relaxed muscles, while the Egetsi, Punzho Bex, was still slumped on the floor by the wall. At two and a half metres he was average height for an Egetsi, a lo-grav biped species whose homeworld lay in the confederal alliance of Fensahr.


Pyke squatted down beside him. “How are you doing, Punzho?”


“I have been without gravityness for some time, Captain,” the Egetsi said in his soft, double-larynxed voice. “I am with embarrassment at my body’s incapacity. I should be aiding the recovery of our vessel.”


“Don’t you worry yourself about that – you’ll be right as rain in a short while. I just need to ask you something about when that Khorr and his goons came aboard; did ye sense anything from them at all, any kind of threat?”


The Egetsi’s narrow features were a picture of anguish. Pyke had hired him a year and a half ago on account of his voluminous knowledge of rare and valuable trade goods (especially arts and antiquities). He also possessed some low-level psi abilities that had proved useful now and then.


“Captain, I am with sorrow. I detected nothing from them, nothing at all. They were very calm—”


“Might have been shielded,” chipped in Ancil from above.


“Or mind-trained,” Pyke said, frowning. Which would make for a very interesting skillset for a bunch of supposed smugglers.


He patted Punzho on the shoulder and stood.


“Look, if they were able to shield their minds then there was nothing you could have done. Doesn’t matter how they did it. So don’t be getting bent out of shape over it, all right?”


Punzho raised one long-fingered hand, reached inside his pale green overtunic and took out a small dark blue pouch. He loosened its ties, opened it and tipped out a number of small, intricately detailed figurines. Sorting through them he picked out one and returned the rest to the pouch.


“You are right, Captain,” he said. “I must winnow out the true guilt from the false, and in the enduring time regain my strengths. Gst will help me see the path.”


Punzho was a follower of the Weave, a religion derived from the lives of nine holy seekers who lived at a time when the Egetsi had reached a tribal level of development. Believers memorised the Three Catechisms, the Three Inspirations, and the Three Obligations, and carried on their persons a pouch containing effigies representing the Nine Novices. The little figurines served as a focus for meditation on a wide range of topics, either on their own or in specific arrangements. Out of curiosity, Pyke had once asked Punzho if he ever employed the effigies as stand-ins for the crew but the Egetsi insisted that according to orthodoxy such a use amounted to allegory and was therefore inadvisable. Pyke wasn’t sure how much of an answer that was.


“Good,” he said. “And now I’m off to the bridge to get things humming there . . . oh, and Kref, would you check the aft storage booths for breakages and damage? The sensors on some of the stackerbots are crocked so we may have to straighten the booths out by hand.”


“I can do that, Captain,” Kref said. “There’ll be some good lifting in that.”


Pyke grinned and left, following the starboard corridor to where a companionway led up to an offdeck up on a level with the high gantries that ran along either bulkhead of the main hold. A viewport gave a view down into the hold where he could see Win Foskel inspecting the innards of a tall, hinged maintenance panel. Of Dervla there was no sign. Turning, he glanced at the smaller, thicker viewport in the bulkhead which was part of the hull; there was only a dozen of them scattered around the Scarabus, and all were double-sealed by the shipwide shutdown. Getting them open again was high on his list, serving his need to see the stars. The Great Star-Forest, as his Granny Rennals used to call it, saying that there were many trails through the forest and not all of them were safe.


Well, you were right enough there, Gran. If I ever get back to Cruachan I’ll have a few stories to tell you.


A couple of weak red emergency lamps scarcely pushed back the gloom on the bridge, otherwise broken by a scattering of glowing amber pinpoints. But Pyke moved with the ease of familiarity from station to station, switching on the six retrofitted overhead holomonitors. Silver radiance lit up the vacant operator couches and patches of the deck, while brighter luminance bloomed from console lamps and readouts as he started to bring the secondary systems online.


Moving over to the command console, he sat in his battered, leathery chair with the tilt-gimballed drink holder and watched the system indicators go green on his main holoscreen and felt a measure of satisfaction. The Scarabus was a Type-38 Ombilan transport, well known for its ruggedness, but the modifications he’d put in down the years had changed it from a reliable workhorse into a tough, fast multipurpose vessel capable of giving as good as she got. Now she practically amounted to an extension of himself and this shipwide reactivation was like a part of himself reawakening.


The AI Scar had not yet reached full-run status. From a standing start it was always the slowest to reach functionality, but since most of the secondary systems were now online Pyke decided to unseal the viewports, starting with the ones on the bridge. Three yard-long, foot-wide curves of lattice-toughened u-glass capable of withstanding direct hits from pulse and beam cannon. Now the outer seals retracted into their hull apertures, revealing the world they were orbiting, a large planet banded in shades of dark blue and grey and adorned with a thin and perfect, almost delicate-looking orbital ring.


That’s not Nadisha II, he thought. I should be looking at a pale blue world in the grip of an ice age, not this . . . whatever it is.


“Captain, where are we?” Win Foskel was standing in the entry hatch, staring in shock at the viewport. “That’s not the ice planet—”


“I know that, Win,” Pyke said calmly. “Now, if you sit yourself down at the nav-station we’ll work on finding out what the situation is, okay?”


“Okay,” she said shakily, going over to one of the couches. “But that’s a gas giant, and we were orbiting a class P habitable before—”


She was interrupted by a brief, tinny fanfare.


“At last,” Pyke muttered in relief. “Win, I have a feeling that we’re still in the same system but I’m sure the expert can figure it out. Scar, y’back in the saddle yet?”


“Hello, Bran. Cognitives are at 98 per cent . . . now at 100 per cent.”


Pyke smiled. The AI’s voice was composed and purposefully synthetic, yet with a feminine undertone.


“Excellent, Scar. Priority request – verify astrogational location.”


“Still trying to initialise main sensors, Bran. Crash powerdown has damaged several low-level data conduits . . . sensors initialised . . . scanning now.”


Pyke glanced over at Win and said, “Wait for it . . . ”


“Astropositional anomaly!” said the AI in a more urgent tone. “Rebuilding stellar context array – gathering system comparators – matching with last known coordinates – Bran, I can confirm that the Scarabus is still in the Nadisha star system. However, we are now 594 megaklicks from our original position, in orbit around Nadisha IV, a mid-range gas giant—”


“What’s our orbital status?”


“Ecliptical intermediate, high stability.”


“And just how long were we out?” Pyke said, thoughts racing.


“Seventeen hours and twenty-four minutes have elapsed since the crash powerdown event.”


He uttered a low whistle. “That’s quite a span of time – whatever they were up to they’ll be long gone by now, I reckon.”


Seated in her couch, Win Foskel looked over her shoulder at him. “Chief, I don’t get it – if they wanted us dead why not just blow the drives instead of hauling us halfway across the system . . . ”


“Look at it from their twisted, psychopathic side,” he said. “Those scum wouldn’t have known what precautions we might have taken, or who knew we were coming here . . . eh, Scar, was the ship ident still active through all that?”


“Yes, Bran, it was.”


Pyke nodded. “Yes, they might have looked like low-brow brutes but they had some smarts among them. So anyone who came looking for us would lock onto our ident, follow it here only to discover that we were all victims of a tragic enviro-system malf. Which would keep attention away from the planet we were originally orbiting.”


He sat back in his high-backed couch, enjoying the creak of the blue tove-leather as he thought for a moment, wondering why the ship had been moved and what might be happening back at their original location. Then he said:


“Scar, what’s our general status? Are we fit to fly?”


“Hull integrity is optimal, as are shields and secondary propulsion units.”


He gave a little nod and leaned forward to prod up a comm-link on the holoscreen.


“Ancil?” In the holoscreen Ancil Martel looked round. “Ancil, I’m thinking we should set a course back to that wintry world we were orbiting before, see if we can find out what happened to our cargo and that gang of scum-sucking jackers. How are the drives behaving?”


“Sweet as a bell, chief. Field matrices should be ready in about ten minutes. Will we by any chance be making a microjump?”


“That’s my thinking,” Pyke said, pausing when he realised that the seat next to Martel was empty. “Where’s Mojag?”


“Well, once the generators were up and running, everything was on track. Mojag knows his stuff, must have picked up a lot from, y’know, Oleg. So he says he has to take care of his quarters and I told him that’s okay ’cos I’m on top of everything.” Ancil frowned. “He seemed quieter than usual, but not himself.”


“What do you mean?”


“When I glanced over a few times I saw him shake his head slightly or make that agreeing sound he makes, but nobody was speaking to him, and once I definitely heard him mutter to himself.” He shrugged. “Never saw him do that before.”


Pyke nodded. “Mojag has a different load to carry than you or I. Got that chunk of hardmem in his head which makes dealing with grief complicated.”


“Mojag is a very mellow fellow,” said Ancil. “He’s usually a calming influence.”


“And I am sure that in time he’ll find a way to cope with his loss,” Pyke said. “In the meantime, how are those fields coming along?”


“A few minutes yet, chief, then we can shake the dust and be on our way.”


“Good man.” Then, sensing something he spun his chair round to see Dervla watching him from the port-side bridge hatch.


“You’re really taking us back to the ice-world?” she said. “Could be risky, going by what we’ve just been through.”


“I don’t take kindly to being trussed and chumped by a bunch of overmuscled leatherboys,” he said.


“Ah, so this is about your ego. Mmm, glad we’re clear on that.”


Smiling, Pyke poked one of the comm buttons. “Scar, set a microjump course back to Nadisha II, if you please.”


“Yes, Bran. I shall be ready to commence a shipwide thirty-second countdown in two minutes.”


“Thanks.” He met Dervla’s gaze. “And no, my flower, this is not about my ego. I take on jobs for business reasons, not thrills, and I think I’m quite entitled to remedy the situation.”


“And get us into . . . ” She shrugged. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”


“Well, as we are in possession of neither the comm-scanner nor the payment we were due from that pus-stain Khorr, the idea is to return to the scene of the crime and see what clues we can find, ion trails, any stay-behind pieces, that kind of thing.”


In the background Scar’s voice announced the imminent hyperspace microjump and started counting down.


“So we’re going after the scumbucket,” Dervla said. “While not having any idea of what force he might have at his disposal. Y’know, there is such a thing as cutting your losses.”


“And there’s such a thing as self-respect!” he came back. “In any case, we actually need the money to keep the Scarabus operational . . . ”


At that moment the ship’s hyperdrive kicked in, bending the subquantal structures of space-time in very specific ways. Pyke felt the familiar squeeze-vertigo effect as it swirled through him, but he only paused for a moment or two.


“ . . . and . . . AND – it might be nice to buy some of that stuff they call ‘food’. I’m led to believe that it actually has a taste, unlike that cyclo rubbish we’ve been . . . ”


He stopped when Dervla, wide-eyed and uneasy, pointed over at the bridge viewports.


 “Is that really . . . ?”


Even as Pyke swivelled his chair to look, the ship AI spoke.


“Planetary anomaly detected – stat conflicts across all main parameters – full macroscan in progress.”


Nadisha II was a pale blue world, its continents buried beneath snow and blizzards that weren’t due to start receding for another half a millennium. But what Brannan Pyke was seeing through the viewports was something completely different, a darkened world, swathed in angry cyclonic weather patterns. As he stared he felt a strange urge to laugh.


“Scar, what the devil are we looking at?”


“Scan results are incomplete but preliminary assessment is confirmed – although this planet occupies exactly the same orbital location as Nadisha II, and possesses the same angular velocity, it is another planet altogether.”


Pyke nodded judiciously.


“Well, you don’t see that every day.”




CHAPTER TWO


Half an hour later everyone was on the bridge, seated at the work stations, heads tilted back to regard the ceiling-mounted holodisplays, apart from Pyke who was watching the one at his own console.


“Ready when you are, Scar,” he said.


“Very well, Bran. I shall begin.”


All the holodisplays switched from webby anims to the brighter standard planetary summary. A pale blue world spun at the centre, flanked by stat tables, atmospheric analysis, biosphere data, climactic overviews, mean temperature gradients and other parameters.


“This is Nadisha II,” the ship AI said. “A habitable world currently deep in the trough of an ice age that recurs every seventy thousand years – the world about which this vessel assumed orbit some twenty-point-eight hours ago.”


Abruptly the image changed to show a different world, its ashen face mottled with dull brown patches and dark grey streaks and overlaid with a violent, cyclonic weather system, angry swirls of storm surging across the seas and land masses. The stat summaries were dynamic and augmented by supplementary columns which moved forward every thirty seconds or so, providing additional info from air, water and soil analyses.


“This, however, is the world around which we are orbiting now. It is 7.9 per cent larger by overall surface area than Nadisha II but has 21.3 per cent less oceanic surface—”


“Is that a city?”


Win Foskel was indicating a section of the planet’s surface that she’d magnified, and which Scar quickly shared across the other displays. Pyke leaned forward and saw, half obscured by a bank of cloud, the unmistakeable regular shapes and grids of some kind of metropolis. Also highly evident were the clusters and lines of bomb craters.


“Yes,” said Scar. “Image analysis reveals the remains of extensive areas of advanced development, patterns of usage consistent with standard models of residential conurbations and built-up urban centres, as well as transport conduits and hubs. Similar habitation nodes are widespread but deserted, at least in the swathe of planetary surface I have been able to scan.”


Punzho Bex raised a long finger to point at the unfolding desolation.


“It looks as if war has wrecked this world,” he said. “Scar, have the usual delights of battle been unleashed here?”


“If you refer to environmental degradation, that is correct. I despatched a small disposable probe as part of the macroscan, and the data recovered is undeniable. Not only is the environment highly irradiated but the air is almost a stew of lethal biological agents. Yet the long-range biosensors have picked up lifesigns of small creatures, mainly in scattered packs, probably scavengers. Most prevalent form of vegetation seems to be a type of clinging creeper. Rivers, lakes and coastal water stretches are highly polluted—”


“Scar, have you come up with any ideas to explain why this radioactive ball of mud is here and Nadisha II ain’t?” Pyke frowned. “Y’know, any idea backed by what you’ve discovered so far.”


“Sorry, Bran, but thus far I have insufficient data with which to construct a reasoned hypothesis. Speculation would seem to be the only method open to us.”


“Fine, speculate away.”


“I would still require parameters within which to evolve such a conjecture.”


Pyke drummed his fingers on the console. “Okay. So tell me, are there any signs of sentient beings still alive down there, communities, bases, anything?”


“Thus far I have directly scanned less than 18 per cent of the surface area. I have detected no transmissions, no subspace casts, no power generation signatures, no variations in the surface temperature that would indicate outlets from hidden habitats, and no lifeforms that meet sentient behaviour profiles.”


“So, essentially it’s a lifeless, radioactive ball of mud,” Pyke said. “Just what I needed. Scar, have you also scanned for drive traces in the immediate vicinity?”


“Several vessels have been operating here, and there is one thrust emission profile that matches that of Khorr’s ship. But all drive traces in the greater gravimetric shell are fragmented or dispersed. Any explanation would be speculative but I have detected a strange residual resonance on the subspace boundary, implying that something capable of generating immensely powerful inertial fields was manoeuvring through this system, causing a muddying of the nearby real-space locale . . . ”


Pyke’s mood slumped on hearing this. “You’re saying there’s no way we can track down that scumbag Khorr?”


“I’m afraid that there’s no trail to find.”


Not good, Pyke thought. Damn – are we going to have to go back to Tajnap Orbital? We might pick up some leads on Khorr and his ship, if we’re lucky, but the docking and fuelling fees would really eat into what’s left of the funds. Dear mother of god, if we come up empty-handed I could be faced with having to sell off the loaders, maybe even the shuttle . . .


He suddenly became aware that the others were watching him.


“So, Scar, about this planet – are you saying that it’s totally uninhabitable, not a chance of finding real, living intelligent life?”


“My sensors have now scanned 19.3 per cent of the surface without finding evidence of such, Bran. However, it cannot be ruled out.”


“You know, I can’t help thinking about how that gobshite Khorr went to a fair bit of trouble to divert attention away from here, so” – he swung his gaze across the crew – “I say we let Scar finish her survey and see what crops up.”


There were nods at this, a couple of shrugs, and Dervla giving him a thoughtful look.


“Good,” he went on. “Scar, how long will it take to complete this scan of yours?”


“Two hours and fifty-five minutes, maintaining current level of detail analysis.”


“Fine, you go ahead and finish it.” Pyke got to his feet. “In the meantime, we can get on with putting the stores in order.”


“But chief,” said Ancil. “Shouldn’t we try and figure out how the original Nadisha II turned into that poisonous hell?”


Now halfway to the hatch, Pyke paused. “Thought it was obvious,” he said. “Someone came along, swapped that nice, clean icy world and left a toxic, bombed-out heap of rubble in its place. Why – do you have a different notion?”


“Well . . . no, but aren’t you interested in who did it and why?”


“Not especially. Anyone slinging around that kind of tech is someone whose way I plan to stay out of. Khorr on the other hand tricked us and tried to kill us, and I intend to get hold of what’s rightfully ours.”


“And what if Khorr is involved with these planet thieves?” said Dervla. “What then?”


“Can’t see it myself. Why would ultra-high-tech planet-jackers hire a thug like Khorr to get hold of a gadget from a less developed civilisation? No, my bet is that he’s working for a gang of ware-runners looking to stay one step ahead of the Earther-uglies. Either way, we’re all going to have to be just a bit extra-deadly!


“So while Scar is working, I suggest that we do the same and find some useful chores to occupy ourselves for the next couple of hours. Kref, you’re with me – we really need to sort out the storage booths.”


Minutes later Pyke and the Henkayan were back aft, trying to get a reckoning of what needed attention. He had Kref do some restacking of the lighter crates while he worked on the stackerbot in the armoured storage where heavy-duty items like hull plates, drive couplings and weapon mountings were kept. About half an hour later Mojag appeared at the open hatch and said, “Captain, can I have a word?”


“Of course – step into my office.”


Mojag picked his way around an angled heap of dislodged hull plates while Pyke upended a crate for him to sit on. He sat down, legs together, hands on his bony knees, his sombre gaze angled down at the deck. Pyke, tinkering with the innards of the stackerbot, waited. After a moment Mojag cleared his throat.


“Captain, there’s something I need to tell you . . . ”


“If it’s too upsetting to deal with Oleg’s remains, I can get Kref or Ancil to—”


“Oh no, I’ve dealt with that already,” said Moja. “Wrapped it in poly and stuffed it in a stasis drawer in sickbay. It’s something else that you need to know. About Oleg.”


About Oleg? Pyke had thought that Mojag was about to ask for severance when they next hit port, but now he was puzzled.


“Okay, I’m listening.”


Mojag smiled faintly. “Do you remember when you hired us nearly two years ago?”


“During that stopover at Darien Orbital, yes, I remember.”


“I made my hire-us pitch, and gave you a summary of our skills, and those involving my data implant.” He tapped the side of his head. “Everything I told you about the prosthesis was absolutely truthful, but I didn’t really go into detail on the full range of its functions. Sure, there is a huge amount of storage in there – I have all the high European classical music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, and it takes up a tiny fraction of the main store.”


Pyke regarded him. “I’m assuming that this omission has not been the cause of any difficulties in our dealings.”


Mojag’s eyes widened. “No, no, Captain, not in the least!”


“Okay, so what’s this got to do with Oleg?”


Mojag’s gaze wandered off a little and he gave a faintly sardonic half-smile. “Remember that cargo of genadapt cow zygotes we smuggled to Floresta about a year ago?”


Pyke smiled wryly at the memory. The zygotes had been stored in waist-high stasis canisters, 400 of them, which they’d collected from a secluded biolab on a grey-law world in the 4th Modynel and ferried across the Earthsphere border to a comparatively new Human colony world called Floresta. All went smoothly after the pickup, no hitches at all until they touched down on Floresta. The agreed drop-off point was near the mouth of a wooded valley and they had offloaded about a third of the consignment when unseen hostiles opened up with small arms fire. Mojag and Oleg had been driving the loaders and were forced to take cover while rounds and beam pulses flew either way with the Scarabus caught in the middle. Boundary disagreements between their client and his well-armed neighbour had erupted into a full-blown range war earlier that day and it took a nerve-racking hour before the return fire persuaded the neighbour’s forces to withdraw.


“Yes, that was a touch more arduous than I would have cared for,” Pyke said. “But we were still well paid for our trouble.”


“And I knew, and Oleg knew, that risk is part of the job,” Mojag said. “But not long after, Oleg sat me down and asked me for a favour, a very specific favour that only I could fulfil.”


“With your data implant?” Pyke said.


Mojag nodded. “After that little episode you diverted to a system on the Gerlan border . . . ”


“Erjef-Sessax, that amalgamated habcity in the asteroid belt.”


“Yes, big maze of a place,” Mojag said. “Me and Oleg asked around and eventually found a corto-services vendor who agreed to deepscan Oleg’s brain and create a meta-fractal copy of his mind-state—”


“Wait a second—”


“—which was then transloaded into my data implant.” Mojag regarded Pyke warily. “So strictly speaking, Oleg is still alive. In a sense.”


Pyke stared at him for a moment or two then burst out laughing, his thoughts caught between surprise, disbelief and a momentary dash of the absurd.


“Sorry, Mojag – not making fun or being disrespectful,” he said. “But you’re serious – you’ve been walking around all these months with a copy of Oleg in your head? Why would you – why would he do such a thing? Did he think he was going to die?”


“He wasn’t expecting death, Captain, despite the inherent risks, and he knew that you always kept our safety in mind.” Mojag gazed upwards and sighed. “He just wanted to increase the chances of finishing his Spursong.”


“And what would that be?”


“A long poem describing all the key moments of a Kiskashin’s life. The Kiskashin are an ancient race with several distinct branches and Oleg’s branch, the Idekri, are scrupulous about maintaining the Spursong tradition.”


Pyke was nonplussed. “This copy of Oleg you’ve been carrying around all this while – it’s been writing poetry?”


“Not just that,” Mojag said. “We converse on many subjects—”


“How?” Pyke said. “Are you talking with him now? Is he listening to us?”


“He can observe what I observe, and we usually meet and chat in a virtual meeting place I’ve set aside in my data implant.”


Pyke smiled and nodded, despite a continuing puzzlement. “Well, I can truthfully say that I never imagined that I would ever have a conversation like this with, well, with anyone. I mean, I know about the AI companion implants they have on Earth, although I haven’t seen many lately.”


“They went severely out of fashion after the Battle of Darien and the failed AI coup in the Hegemony,” said Mojag.


“Just as well,” Pyke said. “Gives me the crawls just thinking about it.”


“This is nothing like that, Captain,” Mojag said. “Oleg was – is a friend.”


“Yes, I get that. Have you spoken to Dervla about it?”


“Not yet. I’m unsure of how to proceed.”


“Be straight with her – that usually works. And I’m glad that you came to tell me as well – although I should warn you that I won’t be paying you two shares!”


Mojag grinned. “Furthest thing from my mind, Captain.”


At which point Scar’s voice spoke from the vokers out in the corridor.


“Captain Pyke to the bridge – this is a command alert.”


Stackerbot repairs forgotten, Pyke got to his feet. “Scar,” he said loudly. “What’s new?”


“A few moments ago my sensors picked up a compressed communications burst from a location on the planet’s surface. Linguistic subsystem is currently analysing . . . ”


“Right, I’m on my way.”


With Mojag hard on his heels Pyke left the storage booth and hurried along to the companionway leading for’ard. A minute or two later he was striding onto the vacant bridge.


“Any luck with that translation, yet, Scar?”


“The comm-burst is a verbal message but the syllabic groups have no match in my database. The syntactic analysis, however, strongly implies a plea for aid. The voice-stress evaluation corroborates.”


“So what’s happening around down there?” Pyke said as he dropped into his leather couch, which creaked in protest. “Any sentient lifeforms?”


“No Bran, but there is a group of lesser creatures gathered around a hillside structure which could be shielding occupants from being scanned. From the same location I am also detecting what could be energy-weapon discharges.”


Suddenly Pyke was back on his feet, feeling invigorated.


“Right, rescue mission.” He thumbed the shipwide on his console. “Kref, Win, this is the captain. Get yourselves to the shuttle bay and break out the heavy gear.” He looked up. “Scar, how dangerous is the environment down there?”


“The hillside structure is sited on the periphery of a ruined city which seems to have avoided being hit by nuclear weapons. The weather system, however, still blows around a variety of toxic risks, weak residues of aerosolised biochem agents, even pulverised dust carrying motes of radioactive material. I should recommend full hazmat rigs, Bran, but if you decide to use just face-breathers and ensure to leave no skin uncovered you should suffer no ill effects. As long as planetside activity is kept as brief as possible.”


“Got it. Anything on that translation yet?”


“Sorry, Bran – I’m not any further forward. I need to converse with a native speaker in order to gain a basic understanding.”


“See what I can do about that.” Pyke turned to Mojag who had been peaceably observing the developing situation. “Mojag, don’t forget to let Dervla in on the secret.”


Mojag looked reluctant. “How do you imagine she might react?”


Pyke shrugged. “Ah, the mysteries of a woman. I’ll tell you this, though – if you don’t tell her and she finds out later it might not go too well for you.”


“I take your point with gratitude.”


Pyke grinned and headed for the bridge hatchway.


When he reached the main hold he encountered Dervla coming out of the double sliding doors.


“Scar tells me that you’re taking the shuttle down to the poisonous mudball on some daft rescue mission,” she said, the hardness in her eyes belying her composed smile.


“I cannot tell a lie,” Pyke said, hurrying past her. “There’s folks down there who need help, our skilful, well-armed help!”


Inside, the shuttle had been lowered from the shadowy fuel and refit area above the launch ramp. Close by, Kref and Win were standing next to a big pull-out rack, trying on pieces of body armour.


“I thought about getting at you for putting your own crew in mortal danger,” Dervla said, following him in. “But truth is, they’re just as crazy as you are.”


“What a thing to say about your crewmates,” said Win Foskel as she snapped a magazine up into an assault rifle.


“Well, naturally I meant crazy in a good way.”


Kref paused from filling a backpack with extra ammunition, his broad forehead creased with a frown.


“Am I crazy? Why does Dervla think we’re crazy, Captain?”


Pyke shook his head. “It’s okay, it’s not you she thinks is crazy. However, I would certainly be crazy to go on this mission without those Lewison heavy pistols which are hanging right next to you.”


The Henkayan chuckled. “With the explosive rounds?”


“More firepower is better than less.”


By now Pyke had strapped body armour onto his torso, arms and legs. The holstered guns that Kref tossed to him were claw-bonded to either hip. He almost felt invulnerable, encased in all this gear, but he knew that he would be slower on his feet.


Yeah, well looking like Captain Dangerbad is one thing, staying alive is another.


“Okay,” he said. “Time to go. Scar, until we get back Dervla is in command.”


“Understood, Bran.”


Dervla crossed her arms. “So do I get to keep the ship if you don’t come back?”


As they reached the shuttle’s gaping hatch Pyke glanced back over his shoulder. “Sorry, that’s not what it says in my will.”


“You have a will?”


He laughed. “Keep an eye on things on the bridge, dear heart. Don’t want to be caught by any surprises.”


With that he tugged the heavy hatch down and thumbed the autoseal. Bolts clunked and the hydraulics made the hatch airtight. Then he turned to regard Kref and Win, the hulking Henkayan standing over the diminutive, almost elfin Human, yet from past experience he knew that it would be difficult to say who was the more deadly in combat.


“Ready to ride to the rescue, you crazies?”


Kref snorted, and Win shrugged.


“As ever,” she said.


Out in the hold, the pre-launch systems screened off the shuttle bay with layered forcefields designed to prevent atmosphere leakage while shielding against any thrusters backwash. From a monitoring recess in the hold bulkhead, Dervla watched the underside bay doors part and the wedge-nosed shuttle swing down on the guide rails. Grips snapped open, rear manoeuvring thrusters emitted bright, half-second bursts, and the craft was gone.


“They should be okay, do you think?”


She glanced up to see Mojag standing between the open entry doors.


“Well, they’re lugging enough heavy weapons for a small war.” She paused. “But this hunt for Khorr is cracked. I think that bastard is connected to this planet-jacking operation somehow, and Bran is going to get us all killed.” She shook her head, reining in her temper.


“Hopefully not today,” Mojag said.


“Yeah, just a day’s worth of good luck is all I’m asking for at the moment.”


“Eh, Dervla, was wondering if you can spare a few minutes – there’s something I need to tell you.”


“Well, I have to get to the bridge to monitor the feeds for Bran and bear witness to his mighty triumph over some mutant radioactive mouse or the like – eh, can you tell me about it on the way?”


“I can certainly do that.”


So he did. By the time they reached the bridge she was listening with uneasy fascination to the explanation of how the Oleg in Mojag’s head was just as aware of events as he was. And how when the real Oleg was found dead, the Oleg-copy had wanted his existence announced straight away, thinking that this would forestall grief and upset since he was actually still alive, in a way. Mojag, however, had thought this inadvisable.


“I felt at first that our crewmates would need time to come to terms with the loss of the flesh-and-blood Oleg,” he said. “And then, after a while, we could reveal the copy’s existence. But in the light of the changing situation we decided to let the captain in on our secret, and he said to tell you.”


By now Dervla was seated at Pyke’s console, trying to clear away some of the cans, food trays, schematic flexis, miscellaneous components and trick-tools.


“I think your instinct was right,” she said. “The others wouldn’t see a copy of him as being the same as the original.” She frowned. “And of course, he’s hearing all this from me as well . . . just how like him is it?”


Mojag’s smile was a little sad. “It was a highly detailed scan down to the meta-fractal range – in my mind it sounds and speaks and thinks exactly like him.”


“But doesn’t he feel—”


The AI Scar’s voice interrupted her.


“Dervla, there is an incoming comm-feed from the shuttle.”


“I’ll take it here, Scar.”


The command console’s holodisplay winked on to show a side view of the shuttle’s cockpit. Pyke was closest and gave a rakish smile while Win waved from the copilot’s station.


“So glad you could join us,” Pyke said. “In the interests of fast engagement, we opted for a plunge re-entry so we should reach the target location in about twenty minutes.”


“Plunge re-entry,” Dervla said. “I bet that was fun.”


In the display, Win Foskel rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”


“If we could keep the mutinous commentary for later,” Pyke said. “We have a mission to carry out, so while we manoeuvre for approach Dervla will coordinate with Scar on the wider picture, using her judgement to spot any potential hazards.”


“Yes, my captain,” Dervla said, giving a quick salute. “Dervla shall.”


“I’ll be remembering this mockery when it comes to reckoning the bonuses,” Pyke said. “Now can we get on with it?”


Glancing round, Dervla saw Mojag perched on the edge of the command console, smiling and shaking his head. Sharing the smile, she shrugged and went about the task in hand. Scar provided additional screen layers detailing environmental and lifeform readings at the target location as well as local and regional overviews. Also, there were sensor scans from both the planet’s near-space environs and the wider system – and as far as she could see there was no threat-level activity, no sign of intruders or anomalous presences. If something sinister was happening, it was happening somewhere else.


“Nothing to report,” Dervla said on the open comm-link. “No contacts.”


“Any change at the target location?” said Pyke.


“The local scan says that the predator pack lost a few to weaponsfire but others have joined.”


“Sounds shady. Right, we’re still some minutes out so while we get the masks and headcams ready I’ll need you to stay on-station.”


“Not got anything else to do,” she said. “Don’t worry, we got you covered.”


As attention within the shuttle shifted to landing prep, Punzho and Ancil arrived on the bridge together. A muttered exchange between them was cut off by Ancil with a palm gesture and the word “later”. The tall Egetsi nodded then came over to kneel by the command console, long hands folded and resting on the edge of the desk surround. Ancil stood back a few feet, leaning against the bulkhead.


“Shuttle is seventy-three seconds from touchdown,” said the AI. “Switching to headcam feeds.”


The single steady view of the shuttle cockpit was replaced by three bleached, grainy, jerky visuals from the headgear cams. Dervla had had to deal with these feeds before and adjusted their filters individually before arriving at a measure of shared clarity.


“I’ll be taking point,” said Pyke, now looking into Win’s cam. “Kref and Win will be on rear flanks.” He fiddled with his mask, setting it firmly into position, then gave a thumbs-up.


“Sensors show four of the lesser lifeforms gathering around the shuttle, Bran,” said Scar.


“Okay, time we chased off the wildlife,” Pyke said, punching the release code into the hatch controls.


The hatch was hardly open when a slender, long-necked scaly head thrust itself through the gap, closely followed by a skinny taloned limb, and a second.


The view from all three headcams jerked about while everyone started shouting, Kref and Win urging Pyke to just shoot the thing, shoot it now. Pyke was yelling back that he didn’t want to wreck the hatch while holding it shut on the snapping, lashing beast. Through the clamour Dervla heard Win say, “Screw this!” as the cam-view ducked under Pyke’s arms and angled up at the intruder. Then she raised her laser carbine, shoved it against the bottom of the creature’s neck and pulled the trigger. With the first hot white burst the thing shrieked and with the second it writhed in agony as it tore itself back outside. Dervla thought that Pyke would then tug the hatch shut – instead he pushed it open and dived through, guns blazing.


She exchanged an appalled look with Mojag before going back to the headcam displays.


That first frantic encounter set the tone for the intense minutes that followed. Pyke’s assault left two of the scaled creatures blown apart and scared any others off into the cover of smashed buildings. The shuttle was parked on level ground at the foot of a cracked, rubble-strewn road that swept up a hillside past yet more near-levelled ruins. Pyke pointed with one of his heavy pistols at what looked like a curved canopy jutting from a rocky outcrop shouldering out of the hill halfway up.


“That’s the place,” he said. “We better hurry . . . ”


“Hostiles,” said Win, who was looking at a handheld tactical sensor. “The two we missed.”


The two that Pyke had killed both had six long jointed legs, which strongly suggested that they were ground dwellers. The next pair launched themselves from atop crumbling sections of wall, gliding to the attack on stretched-out membranes. Kref and Win were quick enough to burn them down in mid-flight, and at Dervla’s request Win went up close with her headcam, revealing that they had four limbs and shorter necks.


They fought more of the lizard things on their way uphill, and almost every encounter introduced another variety. Some had four legs and a long, lashing tail; others had two small grabbing forelimbs and muscular rear legs that allowed them to make huge leaps (a sub-variant had longer, more powerful legs on which it could run with unnerving swiftness). Other types had two front legs and a serpent-like body, or bony horns jutting from shoulders or spine, or . . .


Teratogeny had clearly run riot through the lizards’ gene pool, whether via radioactivity or some vile bio-vector engineered to weaken and distort the bonds of DNA. Dervla had seen the effects of something similar on some Gomedra nomads who unsuccessfully tried to hire Pyke and the Scarabus during a job-stop at Blacknest a couple of years ago. Their forebears had been victims of a mutagen attack, the consequences of which had been terrible, as was their hunger for vengeance.


These mutated lizards, while fast and savage, were also stupid enough to be shot or burnt down before they got too close. The anxiety shared by Dervla, Mojag, Ancil and Punzho eased as their shipmates saw off all attacks and drew close to the hillside refuge where the distress signal was coming from. All three cam-feeds swung in watchful arcs to left and right, although Pyke’s was the first to show just who they had come to rescue. In the shadows below the curved canopy a barrier of stone slabs, corroded metal poles and battered containers had been built across a wide entrance. Dead lizards lay in heaps before it and their blood spattered the stones.


Forms moved in the gloom beyond. Dervla watched with rapt attention, both eager and wary at what might await Pyke and the others. Suddenly a dark humanoid hand gripping a slender-barrelled pistol jabbed out through a gap in the barricade, pointing at Pyke. The hand’s dark hue, Dervla saw, was due to some kind of tight-fitting glove, while the weapon was levelled unwaveringly at the captain’s head.


A voice spoke a brief string of harsh syllables, impatient and commanding. Pyke holstered his own sidearms and raised one hand.


“My name is Captain Pyke, we come in peace to rescue you, blah blah blah – Scar, please tell me that you’ve cracked this language, otherwise this might turn ugly, I’m thinking.”


“I have incorporated those new words, Bran, but I am no closer to certainty—”


“Well, if we don’t come up with some way to communicate I might as well sing all ten verses of ‘A Donegal Lass There Was’ and see if that gets us any further forward. Y’know, that or just turn round and go back to the fracking shuttle!”


On the bridge, Mojag uttered a low whistle. Dervla grinned and shook her head. “I’ve heard worse, trust me.”


Then she leaned forward, attention caught by some exchange of raised voices taking place behind the barricade. The argument swiftly abated, however, and was followed by the sound of a throat being cleared.


“Spik yau nim!”


Over the feed Win said, “What was that? What did he say?”


Another quarrelsome babble came from the hidden shadows, then the voice spoke again.


“Speyk yar nerm!”


“That was Anglic,” Pyke said over the feed. “Did that sound like Anglic?”


“Sounded like he was asking you to speak your name,” said Dervla. “That might be preferable to ten verses of ‘A Donegal Lass There Was’, eh?”


“Thank you for that,” Pyke said, ignoring the sound of Win stifling her laughter as he turned back to the barricade. “Greetings – my name is Captain Brannan Pyke, and we followed your distress beacon with the aim of helping you off this wreck of a world.”


There was no response and on Win’s cam Pyke turned and shrugged. Before he could say a word the voice spoke again.


“Moar.”


“Eh? You want me to keep gabbing . . . ”


“Moar!”


“Okay, keep the head – right. so, as I said I am captain of the good ship Scarabus whose expert and courteous crew ensure the smooth and efficient operation of all shipboard activities . . . ”


On the bridge, Ancil and Mojag were standing to attention and making mock salutes to the holoscreen and each other. Dervla had to struggle to keep from laughing out loud.


“ . . . and as you see we’re all quite well armed; in fact, certainly well enough to take care of your local vermin problem – and to tell you the truth I don’t know how much longer I can keep up this bloody jabbering . . . ”


Someone behind the barricade shouted. Other voices answered, some in querying tones. The weapon aimed at Pyke was withdrawn and a moment later a section of the barricade was dragged aside, metal edges dragging on concrete. A figure came out, a very human-looking sentient wearing battered body armour seemingly collected from several differing sources. He was brawnily built and slightly shorter than Pyke, had a thick head of black hair and a neatly clipped black beard. One hand held the pistol from before, steadily couched at waist level, covering Pyke and the others. A second and a third humanoid stepped out of the shadows, both of a similar physique and likewise attired, with pistols similarly deployed. Overall they reminded Dervla of Khorr and his men, with their brute, low-tech air.


Then something like a wheelchair emerged from the gap, only it was more like a large inclined cradle in which a strange figure lay. Dervla adjusted the holodisplay, sharpening the picture quality as the reclining figure was steered over towards Pyke by a fourth bearded humanoid. Unlike the first three, this one’s hair and beard were decorated with bright red streaks.


Although the cradled figure was bundled up in grey and dark green robes Dervla could tell that this was a much shorter creature than the others, a metre and a half tall at most. Its face was narrow and shrivelled and the skin appeared sallow and unwell. Drooping eyelids made it – possibly he – seem only partially awake but as the wheeled cradle stopped before Pyke they opened fully and sharp eyes stared up. Dervla frowned – not only was the stretcher case a different species from its bearded companions, it had also been subject to radical augmentation. Arms stirred beneath the crumpled robes and folds slipped aside to reveal its hands, resting atop its midriff. But instead of hands they were clusters of finely engineered rods and intricate instruments, some clad in glass or sections of a black material, others etched with circuitry or bearing slender, parallel branchings, or wound with tiny wires that trailed back up into voluminous sleeves. Gently restless motions gave an impression of fingers, adding to the unsettling sight.


“English is . . . the language,” said the small, reclining figure in a deep voice marred by laboured wheezing. “Your language, Captain. Am I correct?”


“It is, after a fashion.”


The wheelchair’s passenger turned his head and muttered a few words to the man who had pushed him out from the redoubt. The man with the red-streaked beard listened and gave only a nod while giving the three Humans a dark assessing gaze.


“This is G’Brozen Mav,” the small figure said. “He leads us. I am Toolbearer Hechec, Captain. May I ask how you come to be here on this ravaged world?”


Watching from the bridge, Dervla said, “Who calls it English any more? Bit old-fashioned, eh?”


Pyke, though, ignored her comments.


“We were following the trail of a scumbag who killed one of my crew and cheated us out of our property, and the trail led us to more closely examine this planet . . . ” He gave a dry laugh. “Which is an odd place, to put it mildly.”


“Who was this murderer, if I might ask?”


“He called himself Khorr, a big muscly bastard . . . ”


At the mention of the name, G’Brozen Mav straightened, his expression suddenly alert and grim. He spoke briefly to Toolbearer Hechec who gave a wordless nod then addressed Pyke again.


“Khorr is known to us,” Hechec said. “We have much cause to hate him. His purposes and loyalties have been revealed to us and we would be able to lead you to him. In return we would humbly ask for transport to a suitable world in this locale, and perhaps some medical attention for one of our number.”


Dervla nodded, muttering, “Yes, we must.”


Pyke also nodded. “We would be more than happy to get you off this mudball,” he said. “And is it yourself that needs the doctoring?”


Hechec smiled. “In the course of our adversities I acquired a wound to my leg.” He tapped the cradling frame with one of those bizarre instrument fingers. “We were forced to improvise.”


“He must be valuable to Gibrozy whatshisname, then,” said Dervla.


“We have a few handy devices aboard the Scarabus,” Pyke said. “I’m sure we can do something for you.”


“We are grateful. Is your vessel nearby?”


“The Scarabus is in orbit,” Pyke said. “Our shuttle is waiting further down that road. By the time we return to the ship the rest of my crew will have quarters ready for you.”


“We are in your hands, Captain, and in your debt.”


The combined groups moved out from under the canopy’s shadow with weapons ready and eyes scanning the shattered buildings to either side. Back on the bridge, Dervla turned to Mojag and Ancil.


“Well, now, looks like we’ve got new passengers coming aboard. And I don’t think they’re the paying kind.”




CHAPTER THREE


With an upgraded Tesla pistol in one hand and a frost grenade in the other, Sam Brock barrelled through the rusty hatch and caught the four Drakomandos by surprise. The grenade caught the furthest-away pair perfectly, slowing their charge to a slow, crunching, fume-wreathed trudge. The nearer pair she nailed with a volley-spread from the Tesla pistol. Webs of deadly electrical discharge crackled and lit up the anteroom’s corroded bulkheads with actinic flickers.


The slo-mo Drakomandos were thawing out and getting closer so Sam switched to the haarpoon, a long-barrelled weapon that launched barbed spines of ice. She fired, caught one in its shoulder with a force that threw it backwards and impaled it to the bulkhead, dangling and dead. But the Tesla-stunned pair were coming round so she hit them with a second frost nade, haarpooned the fourth Drak as it bellow-charged, and delegged a pair of Hieroknights as they entered from the other hatch. The razor-lariat zipped back into its wrist-pod as she stepped smartly past the prone armoured bodies and exited the anteroom. Weapons reloaded she turned to see a short, low-roofed passage leading to a platform at the edge of an immense cavernous area lit by floating clusters of polychromatic globes. From the edge of the platform an opulent antique staircase sloped down out of sight while a string of letters hung in the air before her:


DEFEAT THE HEKATON AND HIS HUNDRED GENERALS


This was it. This was the climax of Death Colossus, the senses-shattering grand finale in which all of the solo player’s victories and patiently gathered alliances would be brought to bear. The Hekaton was the controlling intelligence, a huge biomechanical planetoid leading a fleet of heavily armed battle-goliaths straight towards Earth. The deranged core-mind of the Hekaton lay at the centre of the Sanctum Chamber, guarded by his hundred generals who were grouped into five-hand squads, each deploying different combinations of weapons and abilities. As she strode to the head of the staircase Sam could see her allies poised and waiting in similar openings spaced around the heights of the chamber’s sloped, ribbed walls. There were the reptiloid scavengers, the freed prisoners, the rebellious cyberthralls, the warrior-bands of the Sensect Hivemind, and others, all awaiting her tactical plan, her deployment orders that would set the opening conditions for the final glorious battle.


And she felt . . . well, not bored, exactly, more like blunted by the certainty that the narrative would resolve itself with an all-too-neat tying-up of all the loose ends. This was the thirty-fourth headspace game she had research-played according to the parameters of the Historical VR Combat project, to which she was the only assigned operative. It had not taken her long to notice patterns in gameplay, in cultural assumptions, and in narrative flow, which increasingly made for predictable outcomes. Not a little of that, she knew, was the result of commercial pressure to create entertainments for a wide audience.


But, depressingly, the very fact that she was here on Asuphel-Korporiata, stuck away in the dreariest corner of Knossos Base, was also part of a pattern.


Yeah, Sam thought sourly. I’m getting good at pissing off my COs; practically got it down to a science . . .


But it was these Earther senior officers – they were supposed to be highly trained professionals, dedicated, knowledgeable and meticulous, yet almost from the moment she graduated from Melbourne Bastion she had seen sloppy, careless behaviour aplenty. Even as adjutant to a high-level ES colonel at the Banners HQ on Phandrek, she had come up against lazy planning, imprecisely worded orders, procurement and supply errors, most of which she had been able to catch and fix, thereby avoiding damaging repercussions. Except when her secret diligence had corrected a mistake in a delivery order (which hadn’t been a mistake) and exposed her CO to the glare of a probity enquiry.


Sam was officially commended but shortly thereafter found herself transferred to the 11th Armour-Guard and assigned to a high-assault company. Before long the 11th was in action against Gomedran marauders who were raiding agri-worlds near the Fensahr border. They were tracked to the edge of the Qarqol deep-zone, to a rubble system that was little more than a brown dwarf orbited by clouds of asteroids and minor planetoids. It was there that her attention to detail and strategic intuition prevented the ambush and capture of the Indra, the taskforce flagship. Once more she was praised and commended, yet somehow she wound up here at Knossos Base, playing antiquated games and going nowhere.


The deadest of dead ends, she thought. Not exactly what Papa had in mind when we left Tygra ten years ago.


Refocusing her attention on the finale of Death Colossus, she sighed, thought for a moment, then switched into the game’s control menu and activated the heuristic autoplay mode. Now disembodied from the player-character, Sam floated over the Hekaton’s huge chamber as battle was joined. Employing her playing style, it took the game more than ten minutes to reach the climax point, where the player-character fought past the generals to the Hekaton’s metamind cores and destroyed the one containing the cognitive persona, thus ending the battle. Sam made numerous voice-notes throughout and as soon as the Hekaton was reduced to an ex-evil biomechanical menace, she froze and quit out of the game. Automatically the neural interrupt ceased and she was dumped back in her own body, senses seesawing for a long moment before she adjusted to reality. The headspace tiarette had relaxed its grip around her temples and the contact stalks had retracted into the neckbrace. Removing the tiarette she hung it on a slender chrome stand nearby.
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