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  SUMMARY




  The first Nova War of record is known to have taken place a hundred and sixty thousand years ago in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a dwarf galaxy orbiting the Milky Way. This

  conflict, which is believed to have lasted millennia, was made possible by the same ‘nova drive’ technology that enables our own starships to travel at faster-than-light speeds. The

  Magi, a multi-species collective that then dominated the LMC, had discovered that the nova drive was also a weapon of enormous destructive power – one capable of obliterating entire star

  systems, and billions of lives, at a single stroke.




  Fragmentary Shoal records show that the nova-drive technology originated not with the Magi, but with a far older alien civilization known as the Makers, who appear to have been responsible for

  seeding caches of this and other advanced technologies throughout both the LMC and our own Milky Way. No other species is known to have independently discovered a means to travel faster than light,

  and attempts by Accord researchers to reverse-engineer existing drives have so far met only with failure.




  Our extensive analysis of recovered historical records, several hundreds of thousands of years old, lends credence to the idea that these caches were intended as a kind of trap, albeit of a

  highly sophisticated nature. Any species sufficiently advanced to develop interstellar civilizations without the benefit of faster-than-light travel, so the thinking goes, would naturally exploit

  the contents of any Maker cache they might stumble across in their process of expansion. Given sufficient time to discover the drive’s inherently destructive properties, they would ultimately

  destroy themselves either through internal unrest or during conflict with other species.




  Following the cessation of this earliest known Nova War, the surviving Magi built fleets of autonomous starships and directed them to seek out Maker caches and destroy them. The majority of

  these ‘Magi ships’ were later destroyed by the Shoal Hegemony who, forewarned by events in the LMC, created a stable empire controlling interstellar traffic throughout much of our own

  Milky Way – until they, too, were destroyed by internal factionalism and an aggressive territorial war conducted with a neighbouring species two centuries ago.




  The Shoal Hegemony’s departure from the greater galactic stage has since allowed for humanity’s rapid expansion, by making use of nova drives recovered either from derelict Shoal

  craft or from the Maker cache in the Tierra system. Such rapid growth, however, makes it difficult to keep track of the devices – and, given their hugely destructive potential, we recommend

  prioritizing the acquisition by any means necessary of all extant nova drives, including those recently recovered by independent human colonies such as the Three Star Alliance.




  Taking control of this technology is therefore an essential step towards preventing the occurrence of another Nova War.




  We do, however, anticipate strong resistance from the Three Star Alliance in particular, and a draft proposal has been prepared regarding the possibility of military action should current

  negotiations fail to reach a satisfying conclusion.
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  ONE




  Megan




  June 2763, 82 Eridani System (the present)




  Megan Jacinth watched as the ship that had carried her down to Avilon’s surface lifted up once more, its drive-fields flickering as it passed through the former

  asteroid’s atmospheric containment field. She had been the only passenger.




  The stars overhead were still in visible motion, unsurprising given that Avilon had only jumped into this system within the last few hours. Avilon was a boosted world, after all – a

  landscaped rock barely a few hundred kilometres in diameter, with a gravity engine at its heart and a containment field to keep its atmosphere from dissipating. Light and heat came from fusion

  globes, orbiting outside the containment field like tiny suns.




  She looked around at the wide, dusty plain on which she now stood. The horizon appeared so close that it made her feel as if a single step might send her toppling over its edge.




  She reached into the satchel slung across her shoulders and pulled out a band, using it to tie back her shoulder-length dark hair, flecked here and there with silver. Then she started to

  walk.




  Megan hadn’t been walking for much more than an hour before some instinct caused her to glance up. She glimpsed a black outline occluding the stars and growing larger by

  the second as it descended towards her. It appeared that her arrival had not, after all, gone unnoticed.




  She stumbled backwards as a machine came thudding down onto the cracked dirt before her. Starlight glittered from its glassy black skin and armour-plated struts. Judging by the markings on its

  carapace, it was one of Avilon’s security mechs, set to guard against unauthorized intrusions.




  Megan stared at it in shock. Even though she’d been prepared for something like this, actually coming face to face with such a deadly machine was another matter. Her body instinctively

  wanted to turn and run, but she was all too aware of just how much firepower the mech was carrying. She’d be dead before she could take a single step.




  Moving with exaggerated care, she reached inside her satchel and removed a stubby tube made of copper-coloured metal and dark plastic. She held it out towards the mech, at the same time pressing

  a small switch on the side of the device.




  She waited for something to happen – but nothing did. She stared at the mech, dry-mouthed and unsure of what to do next.




  The mech began to probe the machine part of her consciousness with informational feelers, looking for possible points of entry. It had already detected the cerebral implants she used to

  interface with starships. A brilliant white light flared out from the mech’s torso, dazzling her. Then a sudden gust of air from its turbo jets sent her coat flailing around her legs.




  She kept the override unit held out before her in one trembling hand. But suddenly the idea that this little box – this cheap, prefabbed gizmo of hacked-together circuitry and stolen

  override codes – could possibly protect her seemed utterly futile. She was outclassed, and she knew it.




  Kazim had assured her endlessly of the device’s efficacy, but at that moment she found herself wondering whether she might have made a terrible mistake by relying on him. It had since

  occurred to her that if anything were to happen to her, all those contacts she had so carefully built up over the years would have no choice but to deal with him directly – and then

  Kazim’s profits from the illegal exportation of sans de sezi, out of Corkscrew, would surely increase by a not inconsequential margin.




  The machine’s servos whined faintly, its carapace splitting apart to reveal intricate glittering machinery underneath. It was, she realized to her further dismay, focusing its attack

  systems directly on her.




  At the same time, a low rumble built up somewhere deep within the machine’s core, building towards a crescendo.




  The paralysis that had gripped Megan until that moment suddenly slackened. She stumbled backwards, preparing to take her chances and run . . .




  The noise cut off abruptly, the machine’s attack systems folding themselves away and the carapace closing back over them once more.




  She felt suddenly numb with relief. Maybe Kazim hadn’t been lying after all—




  A flickering beam of energy shot out at her from another section of the mech, propelling a flood of fire through her nerve endings. She fell backwards, slamming the rear of her skull on the

  ground, her jaw clamped in a rictus grin as her body twitched and shuddered.




  She caught sight of the mech leaping back into the sky, like some oversized mechanical locust, before rapidly vanishing out of sight amidst the stars.




  With an extreme effort, she was just about able to turn her head to where she could see Kazim’s override unit lying near one outstretched hand.




  I’ll kill you, thought Megan, in those last moments before consciousness slipped away. I should never have listened to you, Kazim, you lying piece of shit.




  Megan finally came to again some hours later, the grass feeling cool and damp beneath her cheek. Beside her knelt a heavily muscled man with intricate tattoos on his neck and

  a look of deep concentration as he searched through the contents of her satchel. She instantly noticed he had a rifle slung over one shoulder.




  She tried to say something, but her tongue felt sluggish and unresponsive. Even trying to form a few words made the muscles in her throat ache, and she could barely feel her arms and legs as she

  tried to move them. Nevertheless, a faint tingling in her extremities suggested the return of sensation, though she could no more command them to obey her than she could sprout wings and fly

  away.




  She glanced beyond the man and saw a spider-truck parked nearby, with two headless and bare-chested figures standing next to it. These were bead-zombies, she realized, their bodies controlled by

  microscopic devices implanted in the nub of spinal column that protruded from the healed-over stumps of their necks. Each carried a long, curved sword in one hand and a pistol in the other.




  Bead-zombies were, she knew from experience, incapable of feeling pain. Taking them on in a fight was a good way of getting yourself sliced into chunks, regardless of how much damage you might

  inflict on them in the meantime.




  But the zombies didn’t worry her nearly so much as the neck-tattoos on the man still searching through her satchel. They signified that he was a Freeholder and a native of Redstone, and

  the tattoos represented the number of people he had killed in one-to-one combat. He wore a traditional Freehold blade on his hip, its haft wrought in a fine filigree the colour of jade and ivory,

  depicting stylized human figures in close combat.




  He stood up suddenly, slinging her satchel over the shoulder not burdened by his rifle, and looked down at her. ‘Can you get up?’




  ‘What the hell do you think?’ she tried to say, but the words emerged half-slurred. Her tongue felt like something that had crawled into her mouth for shelter and died there.




  ‘Fair enough.’




  He leaned down, took hold of her under her armpits, then began dragging her towards the spider-truck and the waiting bead-zombies. Her boots left dark grooves in the dusty yellow soil.




  He slammed her upright against the side of the truck, between two of its legs, propping her there with one hand against her shoulder. The bead-zombies had turned towards him, from which she

  deduced they must both be slaved to his control.




  ‘It’s wearing off now, right?’ asked the Freeholder. ‘The stuff the mech shot you with?’




  ‘Fuck you,’ she mumbled, then coughed, though it was getting easier to talk. ‘What the hell do you want with me?’ she managed to ask. ‘And who the fuck are you,

  anyway?’




  ‘Sifra warned me you’d be a pain in the ass,’ he replied, taking his hand away from her shoulder. ‘He wasn’t kidding.’




  Megan just about managed to stand upright without his support. ‘Sifra?’ She swallowed hard. ‘Anil Sifra?’




  One corner of his mouth curled upwards. ‘So you do know him.’




  ‘No.’ Megan shook her head. ‘No, I’m not going anywhere if he’s—’




  The Freeholder sighed loudly, then hauled her over to an open hatch at the rear of the truck. She yelled in protest as he pushed her inside a cramped and windowless compartment with a metal

  floor and walls before slamming the door shut.




  I’m sorry, Bash, she thought, feeling all her carefully wrought plans slipping through her fingers like so much water. Looks like I’ve failed you again.




  A few minutes later, she felt the vehicle stagger into motion. The ceiling was low enough to force her to sit bent over. Her head banged against the hard surface above her

  when the truck lurched suddenly as it picked up speed, but before long it had achieved a smooth, steady rhythm, bouncing only slightly as it leaped around the tiny planetoid’s

  circumference.




  Before long the numbness in her limbs had nearly worn off, but it was soon replaced by intense cramps. She flexed and stretched her arms and legs to try and ease the pain, but that was far from

  easy in such a confined space. When she felt sufficiently recovered, she banged and kicked at the door of the cramped compartment, throwing all her rage and frustration at it, until she finally ran

  out of physical energy.




  She then made up for it by screaming abuse at her Freeholder captor at the top of her lungs, even though she knew he almost certainly couldn’t hear her from where he sat in the

  truck’s cabin. Which was a shame, because she thought some of the insults she’d just come up with were particularly inventive.




  She finally slumped down again, her rage and fury replaced by a kind of numb emptiness.




  Sifra.




  How could he possibly have known she was coming here? Her plan had seemed so simple when she had first worked it out, back on Corkscrew, which lay a hundred and fifty light years distant:




  

    

      

        

          

            1: Make her way to 82 Eridani, where the world of Redstone was located.




            2: Avoid, by any means necessary, actually setting foot on Redstone itself.




            3: Wait in one of the outer-system refinery settlements for Avilon to make its scheduled stop in-system.




            4: Land on Avilon, bypassing its security protocols with the aid of the override device provided for her by Kazim.




            5: Find Bash and rescue him from whatever hole Sifra had squirrelled him away in all these years.




            6: Fly to the Wanderer and save the human race from all-too-certain extinction.


          


        


      


    


  




  An agenda clean and uncomplicated – in principle at least. But, as ever, real life in all its complexity had got in the way. Just finding a way to land undetected on

  Avilon had required the negotiation of numerous deals and also the payment of bribes that had drained her remaining finances. Numerous favours had been called in. And, if not for Kazim, part-owner

  and investor in several ships used for smuggling sans de sezi as well as being the nearest thing she’d had to a friend these past several years, she would never have got even this

  far.




  But, for all her preparations, there had remained the unanswered question of just how the hell she was going to get Bash out of the high-security medical facility he was supposedly being held

  in. And that, added to her discovery that Sifra’s reach extended deep inside Avilon’s global security network, made her job close to impossible.




  It then occurred to her that her only remaining option was to admit defeat and turn herself in to Avilon’s civilian authorities. She might not be able to save Bash, but it was still a hell

  of a lot better than letting Sifra get his hands on her.




  She managed to access the local data-net via her implants and quickly found a responsive AI representing Avilon’s civilian council. She explained to it that she had been kidnapped and gave

  a brief description of her abductor and the spider-truck.




  A few seconds later, the truck came to a sudden, lurching halt. She heard the hollow thump of a door opening somewhere overhead, then the sound of boots hitting the ground.




  The door cracked open once more, and the Freeholder peered in at her, haloed by bright artificial daylight that hurt her eyes.




  ‘Don’t do that again,’ he said, holding up one fist and then flinging its fingers open. An Avilon Security ID materialized in the air, before fading after a few moments.

  ‘Otherwise I’ll have to knock you out for the rest of the journey.’




  ‘You’re . . . ?’




  ‘The police,’ said the Freeholder. ‘Welcome to Avilon. Now shut the hell up.’




  He closed the door hard, and she heard him climb back up into the truck’s cabin. They were soon under way once more.




  Well, that’s that, then. She’d clearly walked into a trap, and a carefully prepared one at that.




  She let her head fall forward on to her knees, giving herself up to hopeless exhaustion. As a result, she barely noticed when the truck finally came to a halt, a few hours later.




  She squinted painfully as the compartment door opened again, letting daylight flood back in. The Freeholder reached in and grabbed the collar of her jacket, dragging her out

  and depositing her in a heap on the yellow soil.




  She looked around, seeing they had come to a halt in front of a vast sprawling building that looked as if it had been modelled on a fairytale castle. It sat at the centre of a few dozen acres of

  carefully tended lawns and coppiced trees. It was, even by the excessive standards of Avilon’s population of the ultra-wealthy, stunningly tasteless.




  ‘Get up,’ said the Freeholder, as the two bead-zombies came over to stand behind him.




  ‘How long have you been working for Sifra?’ she asked as calmly as she could, staring up at him. She was damned if she was going to let him see how frightened she really was.




  ‘He told me to bring you here,’ the Freeholder grunted. ‘He didn’t say whether you had to still be in one piece.’ He gestured towards a nearby gate. ‘So how

  about you shut the fuck up, and start—’




  She jumped up and ran. One thing she knew about bead-zombies was that they weren’t very good at moving fast.




  For the first few moments, she thought her legs might actually give way beneath her. She was still afflicted by numerous aches and cramps, and one ankle felt strangely numb. But she ignored all

  that, letting her frank terror of ever again setting eyes on Anil Sifra empower her muscles to carry her away as far and fast as humanly possible.




  She sped back along the same narrow road on which the spider-truck crouched. Just a few kilometres away she could see the glistening towers of Cockaigne – Avilon’s primary settlement

  – rising up to pierce through the containment field more than a kilometre overhead.




  The aching in her legs grew, her lungs burning in her chest like twin embers. She listened for the steady thump-thump of the spider-truck pursuing her, but heard nothing yet. Just when she began

  to think she might actually make it to freedom, she heard a yipping sound from somewhere to her right, and the noise of something running up behind her.




  She risked a quick glance over her shoulder, and nearly stumbled in fright. Two mogs were closing in on her from either side: half-human, half-canine hybrids, bipedal like a human being but

  dumb, vicious and short-lived.




  Not to mention wildly, incredibly illegal. Megan had once seen a mog rip a man’s throat out within seconds.




  They were closing in on her fast, and she knew she could never outrun them. But the thought of those long snouts equipped with their rows of gleaming teeth spurred her to even greater

  effort.




  Damn Sifra. Damn him to hell. And damn Bash for losing his mind.




  She suddenly stumbled, falling to the ground with a yell, and stuck out both her arms in a desperate bid to protect herself. The sleek grey bodies of her pursuers darted all around her, jaws

  snapping at the bare flesh of her throat but never quite coming close enough. She saw, at close quarters, humanoid hands tapering into long, black claws. She screamed in panic again, convinced she

  was about to die in a particularly horrible and unpleasant fashion.




  Just then, a sharp, high-pitched sound cut through the air. Suddenly, the creatures pulled away, crouching on the soil nearby and continuing to watch her with hungry intent. The worst thing

  about them, she decided, were the eyes – because they were the most human-looking part of all.




  ‘Do you know how easy it would be for me,’ said the Freeholder, as he stood over her once more, ‘to just let them rip you apart?’




  ‘Call them off,’ Megan managed to croak. ‘Please.’




  He whistled twice, pointing at each mog in turn. The creatures stood up in response, their long, pointed ears twitching as they rose from their skulls. They both turned and ran back towards the

  luxurious estate.




  ‘Maybe this time,’ said the Freeholder, unslinging his rifle and aiming it at her, ‘you’ll be prepared to go where I tell you.’




  He led her back, past the parked spider-truck, and through the nearby gate, before guiding her inside an arched doorway. Megan found herself in a cool, dark interior with

  whitewashed walls and low-standing couches. Soft rugs and cushions lay scattered all around and, even though the building seemed otherwise deserted, a hidden projector filled the space with

  low-resolution holograms of intertwining naked forms. The air smelled of sweat, mingled with the burned-honey aroma of sans de sezi. They continued on down some steps into a starkly lit

  basement.




  ‘After you,’ he said, opening a heavy steel door and motioning her inside.




  At first, Megan thought the room was empty.




  The Freeholder had locked her in a basement room measuring maybe five metres by three, which was lit only by a single, faintly glowing panel in the ceiling. The walls were bare and undecorated,

  the illumination insufficient to reach even the corners fully. She saw a single narrow cot pushed into a narrow recess, the dark sheets balled up and rumpled, while a spigot, with a bucket placed

  beneath it, protruded from the wall facing the door.




  Megan slumped against the nearby wall, letting her back slide down against bare concrete, till her head was resting on her knees. She risked accessing the local data-services again, but this

  time got nowhere. This room, she realized with a sinking feeling, was almost certainly shielded against her implants.




  She closed her eyes, and saw again those two mogs yearning to rip her throat out. She reopened them quickly, clenching her fists tight until the fingernails dug into the soft flesh of her

  palms.




  I have fucked this up so very, very badly.




  Something moved on the other side of the room.




  She froze, realizing with a start that what she had taken for a bundle of discarded sheets on the single cot was, in fact, a living body. Whoever it was, they seemed still asleep.




  She got up and edged over to the cot, discerning the outline of knees pulled up close to the chest beneath the blankets. Reaching down with trepidation, she pulled the blankets gently to one

  side, before gazing down at the smooth, untroubled face of the man lying there.




  She gaped in astonishment, hardly believing her own eyes. It was Bash – Imtiaz Bashir – the very man with whom she had once shared her deepest secrets and whom she had once abandoned

  to certain death.




  He looked emaciated, half starved, and she lifted up one corner of his blanket to see that he was still fully dressed beneath it, although his clothes were filthy. He was in a terrible state,

  but she had never been so glad to see another living being in her whole life.




  He showed absolutely no awareness of her, as his eyes stared past her into some unknowable place. His expression was calm and his lips slightly parted, as if just on the verge of saying

  something.




  A terrible sadness came over her. Had he been suffering like this all these years, since Megan had last seen him? Was there still some part of him locked inside his head that knew where he was

  or what had happened to him?




  From the look of him, that possibility seemed remote.




  ‘I told you I’d come back for you,’ she said softly, kneeling by the cot and stroking one hand across his forehead. He smelled terrible, and she guessed he hadn’t been

  bathed in quite some time. I’ll bet they keep those mogs in better condition.




  Bash’s eyes were large and brown and quite as beautiful as she remembered them. When she had first met him, she had been struck by his size – two metres of muscular mass accompanied

  by the sweetest personality imaginable. Now, much of that muscle was gone, leaving him so emaciated that Megan found herself wondering when he had last been fed.




  His breathing faltered, and caught. His eyes seemed to focus on her for one brief moment.




  Megan felt her own breath catch in her throat. He knows I’m here. He must do. He . . .




  But then his eyes lost focus again, and once more he stared off into some unknowable vista.




  She shakily exhaled, realizing it was foolish of her to have expected anything else. The Bash she knew was gone, and now all that was left was this sad, sorry shell of a man.




  She stroked his scalp again, feeling for the ridges and crenellations beneath the skin that identified him as a fellow machine-head. Without him she could not reawaken the link that Tarrant had

  once forged between Bash and the alien entity known to some species as the Wanderer – but to others as the Marauder.




  Megan rocked back on her heels, pressing her hands against her eyes. A long time ago, when she was much younger, she had convinced herself she was in love with Bash. When she told him so, he had

  laughed and informed her, not unkindly, that she wasn’t his type. When she asked what his type was, he had glanced across the bar they were sitting in, towards a cluster of male Alliance

  officers gathered around a nearby table.




  At first she had been crushed, but she soon understood that what she had mistaken for romantic love was instead something deeper and more lasting. It was a bond like that between brother and

  sister, or father and daughter: a bond that had first formed on the day of her sudden and unexpected rescue.




  In a very real sense, she owed him her life.




  It was easy for her to imagine what he might say now, were he capable of saying anything at all. She could picture his easy sardonic smile, hear the warm full tones of his voice.




  ‘Remember the first time we met?’ she whispered.




  His unspoken reply echoed in her ears. Sure I do, Megan. It was on Redstone. I remember it as if it were yesterday.




  ‘I was so scared that night.’ She remembered how she had fled through crowded city streets, desperate to escape a terrible fate.




  The first time I saw you, she remembered him once saying, you looked so cold I wanted to wrap you up like a baby.




  ‘You were the only one I could trust. The only one I could tell the truth to.’




  Your secret was always safe with me, honey. You know that.




  His eyes still stared past her, betraying no hint of awareness. Megan smiled to herself, then felt her own eyes grow moist.




  ‘You took me under your wing and I hid there for years,’ she murmured.




  And then she had stayed with him, following him all the way back to Kjæregrønnested and the Three Star Alliance; and then she had met Gregor Tarrant, and been forced to watch as he

  sentenced Bash to a fate worse than death – before tearing Megan’s life apart forever.




  





  TWO




  Gabrielle




  On the first morning of the Grand Pilgrimage, Speaker-Elect Gabrielle woke up with stomach cramps that made her wince. She waited for the worst of the pain to pass, then opened

  her eyes to see a look of concern on the face of the old woman standing by the foot of her bed.




  ‘Madame Gabrielle?’ enquired Mater Cassanas. ‘Are you all right?’




  Gabrielle stared across an ocean of linen at Cassanas’s inquisitive expression, then looked away, bunching her fists tightly beneath the heavy restricting sheets as the pain returned, then

  faded just as quickly once more. She stared past the gold and silver statuary adorning the bedchamber, past its high ceiling decorated with scenes from the Book of Uchida, and out through the tall

  windows reaching from floor to ceiling. There, she could see the canals winding through the heart of Port Gabriel, whose pale blue waters were dotted here and there with the white sails of yachts

  and with automated sea transports.




  Most of her attention, however, was taken by the barges crowding the riverside docks. They were huge flat-bodied vessels sprouting innumerable pennants and flags, all decorated with the red and

  gold seal of the Sacerdotal Demarchy of Uchida.




  She had tried, as she had done every morning now for more than two years, to access the public parts of the Tabernacle information service. And, as ever, she failed.




  ‘I’m quite all right, Mater Cassanas,’ said Gabrielle finally, before sitting up carefully. Her machine-head implants were feeding her a constant drip of background data about

  her surroundings: the composition of the sheets between which she lay, or the trace elements in the air she breathed, even the current locations of orbital factories and Accord peacekeeper

  platforms above the surface of Redstone. She could track them, if and when she chose to, even follow them as they passed from one horizon to the next, and beyond.




  But there was so much more information closer to hand to which her access was heavily restricted. It was for her own safety, they claimed, because too many public-data links could be subverted

  by the Demarchy’s enemies and used to launch covert viral attacks against her. Even so, it was enormously frustrating to be gifted with so very powerful a tool and yet be prevented from

  making use of more than a tiny fraction of its capabilities.




  What made it worse was the knowledge that machine-heads had, for a very long time, been regularly employed as the pilots of interstellar craft throughout the Accord and beyond. Their implants

  allowed them to interface directly with such craft, and the idea of being a starship pilot had never failed to fill Gabrielle with wonder. Yet it had always been an impossible yearning.




  Cassanas looked doubtful despite Gabrielle’s reassurances, pursing the lips of her long horse-like face. But Gabrielle glared at the old woman until she finally bowed in acquiescence, a

  flush of red colouring her withered cheeks.




  ‘Of course, Madame Gabrielle,’ Cassanas muttered, peering back at her with unmistakable hostility from below the yellow-and-black cap that identified her as an attendant.




  The old woman’s eyes dipped briefly towards Gabrielle’s belly, swaddled beneath constricting sheets. In that moment Gabrielle felt suddenly, overwhelmingly certain that the old woman

  knew precisely what she was trying to hide.




  But she also knew that Cassanas would say and do nothing, out of fear for her own son’s life.




  Even so, Gabrielle felt her heartbeat grow faster, her hands again forming into fists beneath the heavy linen, where Mater Cassanas could not see them.




  She then thought of Karl – proud, strong Karl Petrova. Despite all their talk, she had never really believed a day might finally come when all their dreams of escaping could be

  realized.




  ‘You’re scheduled to have breakfast with your advisers, before departing for Dios,’ declared Cassanas, clearly struggling to maintain her professional composure. She motioned

  with her eyes towards the door leading into an antechamber. ‘Therefore I think perhaps we should get started immediately.’




  ‘Of course,’ said Gabrielle, aware of the slight quaver in her voice as she replied.




  She waited, as taught from childhood, until Cassanas had peeled off the sheets, before swinging her bare feet out and onto the cold marble floor. She then followed the old woman into the

  antechamber, where her robes of office had been laid out on a chaise-longue, ready for the morning ahead.




  Cassanas picked up several items, draping them over one arm in preparation for dressing her charge. As Gabrielle watched her, she thought back on the endless mundanity of all the days of her

  life up until now, each day barely distinguishable from the last. She could almost taste the sights and sounds and smells that lay in all their rich and infinite variety beyond the choking confines

  of the palace.




  ‘I want to dress myself this morning,’ Gabrielle said on a sudden impulse.




  The old woman looked at her, perplexed. ‘It’s against protocol to—’




  ‘Nonetheless,’ said Gabrielle, her jaw tight, ‘I insist.’




  The old woman’s face flushed with anger. ‘You won’t be able to hide it forever, you know,’ she spat, her eyes dropping again towards Gabrielle’s belly. ‘Thijs

  and the rest will find out about your little secret soon enough. You’ll ruin the whole Pilgrimage, and the Ascension too—’




  ‘I think,’ said Gabrielle, ‘you should be careful what you say. Or should I inform Karl of how you’ve just spoken to me?’




  Cassanas’s nostrils flared, and she looked ready to make a retort, but instead swallowed deeply before replacing the robes on the chaise-longue with exaggerated carefulness. Gabrielle had

  the sense the old woman was barely resisting the urge to throw the clothes in her face.




  ‘All I want,’ continued Gabrielle, ‘is to have a few minutes alone.’ She forced a smile. ‘It’s a big day, after all, and you know it’s hard enough, as

  things are, for me to get a little time to myself.’




  Cassanas’s mouth fluttered like an angry moth. ‘Thijs and the rest will be arriving soon. If they discover I’ve left you on your own for as much as a moment . . .’




  ‘Edith –’ Gabrielle used the old woman’s first name as she stepped closer to her – ‘just a few minutes, no more. You know you’ll hear them coming long

  before they reach my chambers.’




  Cassanas nodded and left the room without another word, her face still taut with anger.




  Gabrielle felt her shoulders sag with relief as, closing her eyes, she subsided onto the chaise-longue. She could hear Cassanas busying herself on the other side of the door, straightening the

  bedclothes or perhaps putting things away.




  Gabrielle then stood up and stripped off her nightdress, taking the opportunity to study herself naked in one of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that surrounded her. Placing her hands on her belly,

  she began gently probing her soft flesh.




  Was it obvious yet? she wondered. Perhaps just the tiniest curve to her belly was evident – a sign of the scandalous new life growing within her.




  Oh, Karl. She wondered how he’d react once he knew . . . but when would be the right time to tell him? Would it change their plans, or even give him a reason to abandon her?




  No, she told herself adamantly. Stop being ridiculous. It was foolish to think any such thing.




  She then dressed herself in the robes that identified her as the Speaker-Elect for the Sacerdotal Demarchy. She checked herself again in the mirror, turning this way and that, knowing she had to

  play the part for as long as necessary. And yet nothing could have made her happier than the idea of tearing these ridiculous robes off and burning them.




  I’m only a girl, she reflected, for her twenty-first birthday was less than three days away. And too young to be a murderer, however much those she would soon help to kill deserved

  their fate.




  She reached up to touch her scalp, feeling the faint crenellations and bumps of the machine-head hardware beneath her skin. Her long and lustrous hair hid most of the visible traces of the

  technology, except where faint lines could still be seen on her exposed temples. Unless people looked very closely, they might never guess, Karl had reassured her.




  Gabrielle heard distant voices echoing beyond her chambers, coming closer.




  Stepping back out of the antechamber, she let Mater Cassanas adjust the fastenings on her robes. Gabrielle did not resist when the old woman then took her by the elbow and guided her out of the

  bedchamber and into the reception room beyond the double doors, where Thijs and his entourage were already waiting.




  Smalling turned as she entered, as did Lampard, Abramovic and Thijs himself, each of them dressed in his own distinctive robe of office. They stood in an untidy group by a long table that had

  already been prepared for the morning meal.




  These men present were the true rulers of the Demarchy of Uchida, as Karl had once explained to her; she, by contrast, was little more than a means to an end, regardless of endless public

  pronouncements to the contrary. Accompanying these high officials of the Demarchy were a number of yellow-and-black-capped attendants, most of them acting as security personnel under Karl’s

  direct command.




  Gabrielle forced herself to unclench her shoulders, taking a deep breath and then exhaling slowly until the rapid thundering of her heart had slowed to a gentler rhythm. She avoided gazing

  directly at Thijs, whose eyes roved with obvious interest over the few curves of her body actually visible beneath her voluminous robes.




  From the direction of the riverside docks came the sound of music – a recording of a choir singing a hymnal. The melody came and went with the wind blowing in from the river and the sea

  beyond.




  ‘Mer Gabrielle,’ said Thijs, his eyes finally finding their way back to her face. ‘I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to see you looking so well, and on the eve of

  such a special occasion.’




  The Demarchy’s chief of security, Thijs kept his hands locked in front of him like two sea anemones grappling over a fragment of food. Lampard regarded her with a cold and distant gaze, as

  if already engaged in the act of dissecting her alive. Abramovic remained as aloof and unreadable as ever; Gabrielle could recall no more than a very few occasions throughout her life when the

  master of sciences had actually spoken to her directly.




  ‘Is everything all right?’ asked Thijs, a flicker of concern crossing his face. ‘You look a little pale, Mer Gabrielle.’ He glanced to one side of her. ‘Mater

  Cassanas . . . ?’




  Gabrielle saw the old woman turn towards her, her gaze dipping briefly once more towards her mistress’s belly before rising to meet her eyes.




  I dare you, thought Gabrielle, staring back. Not for the first time in recent months, she had the sensation of her whole life hanging in the balance by the most delicate of threads.

  Tell them how Karl’s been blackmailing you. Bring the whole damn Pilgrimage crashing down around their ears, and see just how grateful to you they are.




  But when Cassanas turned to address Thijs a moment later, she was transformed into the very picture of smiling obsequiousness. ‘Mer Gabrielle is just very tired,’ replied the old

  woman. ‘I think that’s understandable, given the circumstances, as there’s so much to do before we sail for Dios.’




  Gabrielle forced another smile. ‘Mater Cassanas – Edith here – she’s been fussing over me all morning, haven’t you?’ She glanced at her, then turned back to

  Thijs. ‘She’s so worried about me.’




  Cassanas nodded robotically, then flashed a sideways glance at Gabrielle that was just a few degrees north of absolute zero.




  ‘Enough of this,’ said Lampard, his eyes studying them both from out of that broad face. His voice had a permanently weary edge, yet carried a lifetime’s experience of exerting

  authority. It was to Lampard here that Karl was expected – he had once told her – to report on a daily basis concerning her every movement and word. ‘Mer Gabrielle,’ he

  continued, ‘if you have any concerns or queries about the Grand Pilgrimage before it begins, it would be best if you voiced them now rather than later. Let us know if there’s anything

  you need, or anything you think might ensure things run as smoothly as they should. This is your moment, after all.’




  You miserable, lying piece of scum, thought Gabrielle.




  ‘Of course,’ she replied instead, once again summoning up her every element of deceit within her as she met his eyes. ‘I have no special requirements or requests. Perhaps we

  should waste no more time and just get started.’




  Lampard smiled tightly and nodded, with a look in his eye that might have meant nothing to Gabrielle if Karl hadn’t already described in detail the fate intended for her.




  If Thijs should to be the first to die, she decided, then it was only right that Lampard should be second.




  





  THREE




  Gabrielle




  The day was bright and chill, small airships and null-g platforms floating above Port Gabriel’s skyline, as Gabrielle and her entourage exited the People’s Palace.

  They were protected from the freezing weather and the unbreathable native atmosphere by a containment field that moved along with them, making breather masks or any other kind of respiratory aid

  unnecessary.




  The voices of the choir were amplified across the plaza surrounding the palace as Gabrielle, Thijs, Lampard, Abramovic and an accompanying entourage of nearly a hundred made their way towards a

  bulk transport waiting just outside the palace gates. Parts of the transport’s transparent hull had been painted over with broad gold and black stripes. Further away, close to the shores of

  the Ka River, Gabrielle could see the monument to the Port Gabriel massacre of two centuries before, towering over the surrounding buildings.




  The details of the journey lying ahead of her had been drilled into Gabrielle from such a young age that she could visualize almost every step of the way. A barge would carry her a few hundred

  kilometres downriver, to the mouth of the Ka River and the city of Dios, not far from the Demarchy of Uchida’s disputed border with the River Concord States. And, once there, she would be

  transported to her ultimate destination: the ancient Magi starship known to the Demarchy’s citizens as the Ship of the Covenant. The alien vessel still lay half buried where it had fallen

  from orbit, centuries before, on the slopes of Ascension Peak, a stub of volcanic granite standing guard over the city below.




  But there were other things she knew about the Ship of the Covenant that were not public knowledge, and were in fact known only to very few of the high officials accompanying her. The

  Demarchy’s own long-term and highly secretive research project had demonstrated almost conclusively that, by the time the next Speaker-Elect was due to depart for Dios in another twenty-one

  years’ time, the Ship of the Covenant would have nearly finished the centuries-long process of repairing itself – and, when that day came, there was nothing Thijs’s or

  Lampard’s successors could do that might prevent the alien craft’s inevitable departure.




  On that same day, the Demarchy of Uchida would, in one swift stroke, lose the technological and military advantage it had held over the River Concord States for so very long. There would no

  longer be any reason for the Accord to maintain its military orbital presence, and war between the Demarchy and its neighbours was only one possible outcome.




  Given all that, there was a very real chance Gabrielle might be the last of the Speakers-Elect. It was therefore imperative for the Demarchy that they grab whatever data they could from the

  alien craft, which could then be traded to the Accord in return for continued protection, not only from rival states but from the renegade Freehold camps hidden deep in the Montos de Frenezo.




  Even though she, like all the other Speakers-Elect who had come before her, was outwardly exalted by the Demarchy, Karl had taught her that it was solely because of the advanced scientific data

  they could each bring back from the Ship of the Covenant that they were in any way valued. And if that ship had only flown off long before now, Gabrielle might never have been forced to undergo

  this whole insane charade.




  But then again, she reminded herself, if it hadn’t been for the Ship of the Covenant, there would never have been a reason for her to be born in the first place.




  They walked at a steady, unhurried pace for the benefit of the state propaganda and news agencies recording today’s events. Joining the recorded choir now could be heard the massed voices

  of the pilgrims gathered beyond the palace walls, filling the air with their chattering and shouting and occasional singing.




  They’re here because of me, she realized in a daze. She wondered what it would be like to walk, unknown and unrecognized, through those same streets beyond the palace, to be able to

  engage fully with the Tabernacle, or experience life far from Redstone. She wondered how the pilgrims would react if they knew the truth of Gabrielle’s purpose in life – a truth she had

  learned from Karl in her bedchamber after he had chased Mater Cassanas away with threats to her son’s life.




  She thought of those long evenings of lovemaking, when she had given herself all too willingly to him. She would lie in his arms as he described how her physical appearance, and that of every

  Speaker-Elect who had ever lived, had been carefully tweaked at a young age to hide the fact they were all clones of the same woman – the first human being ever to communicate with and then

  pilot a Magi ship.




  At that moment she saw a figure wearing the armour of the Demarchy’s security services step out from under the broad wing of the transport. His feet were clad in heavy black boots, a

  decoratively filigreed breather mask strapped over his nose and mouth. This was Karl Petrova: bodyguard to the Speaker-Elect, confidant, lover and, before very long, partner in crime.




  Gabrielle struggled to hide her joy at the sight of him. His eyes, however, met hers only briefly before moving on to regard Thijs and the other members of the Demarchy’s ruling junta with

  apparent equanimity. And yet she knew that Karl’s rapid rise through the security services, despite his not being a citizen of the Demarchy – despite not even having a faith chip

  – had earned him the security chief’s unending enmity.




  Along with the rest of her entourage, she was swept through the palace gates and on board the transport. Steps had emerged from within its hull as they approached, the doors sliding apart like

  steel jaws. Almost as soon as she had taken a seat within the transport’s opulent interior, it lifted off the ground on a cushion of shaped fields.




  The journey to the docks and the Grand Barge took barely more than a minute or two, the transport seeming to drop towards its destination almost as soon as it had risen. She had a brief glimpse

  of the massed pilgrims filling the streets beyond the palace, before they dropped to make a landing on the dockside. The Grand Barge was riding low in the Ka’s lapping waters, while an Accord

  dropship stood a short distance away, with defensive fields flickering around its outer skin.




  They disembarked to find a thin sleet outlining the shape of the containment field around them. The Grand Barge, dwarfing everything in its vicinity, had recently been repainted and refitted,

  and its upper hull was now festooned with pennants.




  Gabrielle tried to look appreciative. Indeed, under any other circumstances, the sights and sounds of this day would have struck her as extraordinary. Her younger self would have revelled in the

  commotion, in the smell of the water able to find its way through the containment field. Yes, that previous Gabrielle would have been thrilled, but she now had to force herself to pay attention

  – to conceal the tension and fear that gripped her.




  Other barges, equally opulent if not quite so enormous, waited at alternative moorings. These would be transporting Abramovic’s research staff, whose purpose was to analyse and measure all

  the data recovered from the Ship of the Covenant.




  And then, unless she acted, she herself would be killed and her body secretly disposed of, as had happened to every Speaker-Elect before her.




  Members of the security services expeditionary forces, under Karl’s command, stood at attention on either side of the ramp leading up into the barge, their body armour glittering in the

  morning light. They had, she knew, arrived fresh from wiping out a Freehold stronghold in the Montos de Frenezo. Most Freeholders had long since fled Redstone, but a few fanatics stayed behind to

  strike against the Demarchy.




  The hull sealed itself behind them as soon as they entered the Grand Barge, a deep bass rumble then running up through her feet and into her bones as the fusion-driven turbines began to power

  up.




  They were under way.




  





  FOUR




  Gabrielle




  There were endless civic duties to be performed en route, as the barges slowly made their way one by one downriver and away from Port Gabriel. She duly performed her part,

  having been trained for this day throughout her life. The final ceremony did not come to a close until the sun was long sunk beneath the horizon, and then it was time for Mater Cassanas to

  accompany her to her temporary quarters aboard.




  Barely a minute had passed before a knock came at the door. Karl entered as soon as Mater Cassanas opened it.




  ‘I’ll speak with the Elect alone,’ he told the older woman. ‘I’ll let you know when you can return.’




  ‘I don’t know what you’re planning to do when we reach Dios, Pater Petrova, but—’




  ‘Take care, Mater Cassanas,’ said Karl, ‘not to say anything you might regret. Your boy lives or dies by my word.’




  ‘For all I know he’s dead already,’ she spat, rounding on him and visibly shaking with anger. ‘How would I know?’




  Karl studied her with clear contempt, and Gabrielle waited, heart in mouth, to see what he might do next.




  He first made sure that the door was properly closed behind him, then made a gesture in the air to activate his Tabernacle link. In response, a bubble of light appeared before him, and within it

  Gabrielle saw a ragged-looking man aged probably in his late twenties, who was crouching on a dusty floor somewhere with his back pressed against a wooden post. His dark eyes were full of defeat,

  while a patch of hair on one side of his head was still growing out again where the faith chip had been extracted from his skull. His face was barely illuminated by a single lamp hanging from a

  piece of twisted wire, but the torn remnants of his Demarchy insignia were visible on one dust-specked shoulder.




  Cassanas’s son was, as Gabrielle knew, a member of the same elite guard that Karl commanded. He had been officially missing in action for some months now.




  ‘Believe me,’ Karl said to the old woman, ‘he’s in just about the safest place he could be right now.’




  Gabrielle wondered what in the world he meant by that, but it didn’t seem like the right moment to ask questions.




  ‘I don’t believe you,’ said Cassanas, but her voice sounded full of defeat. ‘How do I know this isn’t just a fake recording?’




  ‘If you prefer –’ Karl took a step closer to her – ‘you can watch his execution in real time, right now – if you don’t get the hell out of here and

  leave us alone.’




  The last shreds of defiance fled Cassanas’s expression, her fingers busily working at the buttons of her robe as if she wanted to tear it off.




  ‘Please,’ she said, her eyes full of despair, ‘at least let me speak to him just the once.’




  Despite herself – and despite the long hatred she had built up towards Cassanas over the years – Gabrielle nonetheless felt an unexpected stab of pity for the old woman in her

  anguish. There were times when Karl could appear immensely cruel and heartless, as if in reality he was someone quite different from the gentle and passionate lover she had come to know.




  ‘Here,’ said Karl, extending the bunched knuckles of one hand towards Cassanas before flinging the fingers wide, thus sending a small, glowing icon from his hand to hers. The icon

  hovered in front of Cassanas, then vanished when she reached out to it.




  ‘That’s everything you need in order to talk to your son via a secure link,’ said Karl. ‘You’ll have two minutes to speak with him. But tell no one about this, and

  make certain your conversation is private – or I will make absolutely sure that he takes a very long time to die.’




  Gabrielle watched the old woman bow her head obediently, with what seemed like supreme effort, before stepping out of the bedchamber and closing the door behind her with a loud thud.




  Gabrielle flung herself towards Karl, and he took her in his arms. As he returned her kiss, his hands began roaming across her back, tugging at the fastenings of her robes until they slipped

  from her shoulders.




  She let her garments tumble to the floor before locating the seams of Karl’s own uniform with practised efficiency. Before long, they both stood naked, Karl sliding his hands through her

  hair as he bent to kiss her breasts, then lifting her up and carrying her over to the bed.




  He laid her down on the soft sheets, taking hold of her wrists and pinning them against the pillows above her head. She responded by wrapping her ankles around his thighs as he slid on top of

  her. Within moments he was deep inside her, and thrusting hard.




  She delicately nipped the soft tissue of Karl’s neck with her teeth, hearing him groan in response. She was conscious that his hair had streaks of grey in it. Uchidans in general, and

  Demarchists in particular, did not approve of overt body modifications, seeing them as a slight offered to God, including even such changes as made one look younger.




  Something about the confrontation with Cassanas had charged the atmosphere, so that Gabrielle felt her orgasm building more quickly than usual. She could see it was the same for Karl: barely a

  minute or two had passed before she felt the muscles of his body go tense. He let out a restrained grunt before collapsing on top of her, finally releasing her wrists and leaning his head down to

  kiss her.




  Her orgasm, when it came, washed through her like a warm tide. She tipped her head back, her breath emerging in sharp gasps. She had carefully taught herself not to cry out; though Cassanas

  might be easily blackmailed, the same could not be said for others who might overhear them, should they be passing anywhere near the door to her chambers.




  Karl finally slid over to one side. ‘I can’t stay long,’ he declared.




  ‘You never can,’ she replied with a groan. ‘I just want all this to be over.’




  ‘Hey.’ He squeezed her shoulder with one hand. ‘It’s going to be all right.’ He was still breathing heavily from his exertions.




  She laughed shakily. ‘You say that, but . . .’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘We never talk about what comes after. After we’ve gone – after we’ve escaped. Where do we go? Where can we possibly live?’




  ‘A long way from here,’ he replied. ‘I’ve made arrangements to get us off Redstone and out of this system as soon as possible.’




  ‘But where, exactly, are we going to go?’ she insisted. ‘Aren’t they bound to come looking for me?’




  ‘And risk exposing the Demarchy of Uchida to the kind of scrutiny people like Thijs would rather die than allow?’ He chuckled. ‘I’ve been preparing for this day for a

  long time, Gaby. We’ll soon have new identities and new lives.’ He squeezed her shoulder again, then raised his fingers to tousle her hair gently. ‘Picture us some place warm

  where it never gets as cold as it does everywhere on this damn world, and living under some other sun. There are a thousand places I could get work as a security consultant, and you’ll be

  able to decide for yourself what you want to do with the rest of your life. Just another day or two, and all this will be behind you, I promise.’ He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her

  ear and flashed her a reassuring smile. ‘Why do you ask? Having second thoughts?’




  She frowned. ‘No, of course not.’




  ‘There’s no turning back after this, Gaby.’




  ‘Haven’t I told you often enough how much I hate every last one of them?’ she hissed through clenched teeth. She remembered times before she had met Karl, when it had taken all

  her willpower not to scream and to suppress the raw red anger she kept so tightly bundled deep inside herself. ‘I despise them all, more than you can—’




  He reached down and pressed a finger against her lips. ‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I still needed to ask.’




  She pushed his hand away and laughed. ‘I’m not sure you could ever really understand, Karl. Not without being a woman.’




  Karl had not been her first. That had been Thijs, who had come into her quarters one night years before, when she had been little more than a child, chasing Mater Cassanas out of

  Gabrielle’s bedchamber before raping her. It had given her an insight into her true value in the eyes not only of Thijs but also of Lampard, Abramovic and even Mater Cassanas herself.




  ‘Gabrielle—’




  She silenced him with a kiss. ‘But it’s true what you say. It’ll all be over soon, and then the both of us will be gone from here forever.’




  ‘Then there’s something you need to do,’ he said, sliding his legs over the side of the bed and standing up. She pushed herself up on one elbow as he started to dress.




  ‘What is it?’




  He pulled on his trousers, then removed something from his jacket pocket, holding it up where she could see it. ‘Do you know what this is?’




  Gabrielle saw a thumb-sized vial filled with a dark red liquid the colour of blood. ‘What is it?’




  ‘This,’ said Karl, ‘is our ticket to freedom. Nanocytes, carrying a neurotoxin cargo. They’re entirely harmless unless activated by a remote signal. When that happens,

  they release the neurotoxin into the bloodstream. Death then follows quite quickly.’




  ‘It looks so small,’ she whispered, through suddenly dry lips. She felt a creeping dread at the sight of the vial. It was small, yes, but full of deadly promise.




  Karl nodded, replacing the vial in his jacket. ‘There’s been a slight change of plans, since Thijs has decided he doesn’t want me present at the banquet. I’m to wait

  outside with the rest of the guards.’




  ‘Why? I thought—’




  ‘He doesn’t need to hide his dislike for me any longer,’ he replied. ‘In fact, he’s probably planning to have me thrown out of the Demarchy as soon as you’re

  dead.’




  He buttoned up his shirt and pulled on the jacket, then tossed a slim device onto the sheets, landing close to her hand. Gabrielle stared at the object as if it were a poisonous snake.




  ‘My original plan,’ he continued, ‘was to introduce the contents of the vial to the ceremonial wine, prior to the banquet. That much, at least, hasn’t changed. Then I

  would use that device beside you to trigger the poison, once Thijs and the rest had taken a first sip. All those present but ourselves, of course.’ He shrugged. ‘But it appears that

  last opportunity is now to be denied me.’




  ‘So what do we do?’




  ‘I can’t activate the poison if I’m not actually in the banquet hall along with the rest of them.’ He picked the device up again, this time folding the fingers of her

  hand around it. ‘Its range is much too short, and anyway the whole of the banquet hall is shielded. Which means, Gabrielle, that you’ll have to be the one to do it.’




  She felt a surge of dizziness wash through her. ‘Me?’




  ‘If not you,’ asked Karl, ‘who else?’




  ‘But I thought—’




  ‘That I would take care of everything?’ Karl chuckled. ‘This actually works out to our advantage. Once they’re all dead, I can come rushing in and perform a daring rescue

  of the Speaker-Elect. The crew’ll be cheering me on, even as I sweep you off the Grand Barge – never to be seen again.’




  ‘What if I make a mistake?’ she asked, her insides suddenly feeling hollow. ‘What if it doesn’t work? What if . . . ?’




  He snorted with exasperation, sitting down once more on the edge of the bed and reaching over to grab hold of her hand. ‘Belle’s tits, Gabrielle,’ he said, his expression

  fierce, ‘don’t you want to get out of here before they flush your mind away? This is your chance to be free, damn it!’




  She stared into his eyes, her lungs frozen in panic. Everything he said was true, and yet . . .




  ‘How can you be sure I have it in me to go through with all this?’ she asked.




  He smiled at her. ‘Because I can see you have it in you. I know you can do this – and you will. It’s for both of us, remember. My life was ashes before I met you,

  Gaby, and I can’t imagine a future without you being part of it.’




  ‘Both of us,’ she echoed, her voice suddenly sounding hoarse. He was right, so very right: without him she would be dead within a few days. ‘You can rely on me.’




  She remembered the first time she ever set eyes on Karl Petrova, almost six years before. For a long time he had been nothing more than another adult amongst the many who

  surrounded her. Even in the years that followed, she had been only peripherally aware of his reputation, of those stories regarding his spectacular victories against isolated pockets of militant

  Freeholders.




  Even then, however, she had known Karl was different from everyone else: an outsider born on some other world within the Accord. She had also seen the way Thijs and Abramovic’s faces

  hardened whenever his name was mentioned, as if each fresh victory he brought to the Demarchy somehow carried him further and further away from their favour.




  Ordinarily, his refusal to have a faith chip implanted would have excluded him from any position of power within the Demarchy. But his tactical skill – and his astonishing ability to

  predict what the Freehold’s next move would be – allowed him to rise through the Demarchy’s ranks with astonishing speed regardless.




  Finally, after many years of service to the Demarchy, he had been appointed her bodyguard.




  For an outsider to be given such an exalted position was extraordinary, but Karl had explained to her the reasoning. There had been, he told her, an attempt by unknown forces to kidnap the

  previous Speaker-Elect immediately prior to her Ascension, twenty-one years before. Drastic measures had been introduced to prevent any such attempt ever happening again, and Karl’s military

  and strategic skill counted for far more than whether or not he happened to have a chip lodged under his scalp. As her bodyguard, he had gradually won her trust, albeit slowly. She had come to look

  forward to seeing that dry smile, those world-weary eyes.




  After they had finally become lovers, just a year ago, he had told her that he originated from a place called the Three Star Alliance, which had acquiesced to the Accord’s political

  demands rather than face a brutal war it could not possibly win. Deeply embittered, he had fled across the stars to Redstone, having learned there was a need for experienced mercenaries within the

  Sacerdotal Demarchy of Uchida.




  When his rapid promotion attracted Thijs’s enmity, he had sought to learn as much about the chief of security as possible. And, in the course of his investigations, he discovered what the

  Demarchy had in store for their Speaker-Elect. Moreover, he discovered that the Magi ship at Dios – known as the Ship of the Covenant – had crash-landed only after being very nearly

  destroyed by the woman of whom Gabrielle was a clone.




  The mind of that woman, whose name had been Dakota Merrick, had somehow come to be encoded within the memory banks of the Magi ship. Following its crash-landing, the ship itself had by some

  means recreated Merrick in body as well as mind, apparently in the hope that she would be willing to negotiate with the Demarchy in order to ensure the ship’s survival until that time,

  centuries hence, when it could complete its repairs and depart from Redstone.




  Gabrielle had listened to all this while his hand caressed her hair as they lay together in her bedchamber, and her skin grew increasingly chill as awful detail followed upon awful detail.




  At first, the Demarchy had been intent on dismantling the alien craft with the aim of penetrating its secrets. Extraordinarily powerful though it was, it had suffered incredible damage, for its

  drive-spines and much of its outer shell had been burned away during re-entry. But then this woman – this Dakota Merrick – had suddenly emerged, disoriented but physically intact, from

  the Magi ship. The Demarchy’s investigators had interrogated her for days, running tests that confirmed her physiology to be entirely human.




  And yet there was evidence that she was not the original Dakota Merrick. She was clearly a clone of some kind, one whose last memory, prior to emerging from the ship, was of dying halfway

  across the galaxy, some centuries before.
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