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  PROLOGUE




  

    

      Orion-Perseus Arm/Milky Way




      32,000 light-years from Galactic Core/2,375 light-years from nearest edge of Consortium space




      0.15 GC Revs since Start of Hostilities (approx. 15,235 years [Terran])




      Consortium Standard Year: 2542


    


  




  Inside a Shoal reconnaissance corvette, lost and hunted through a dense tangle of stars and hydrogen clouds a thousand light-years wide, a Bandati spy was being tortured by

  having his wings pulled off one by one.




  In order to accommodate the prisoner, who was an air-breather, the bare steel vault of the corvette’s interrogation chamber had been drained of its liquid atmosphere. Misted brine formed

  heavy, wobbling droplets in the oxygen/nitrogen mix that had replaced it, floating in the zero gee like tiny watery lenses.




  The Bandati had been pinned to an upright panel placed in the centre of the chamber, where the floor dipped to form a shallow, stepped well. The Shoal-member known as Trader in Faecal Matter of

  Animals noted the enormous iron spike that had been driven through the creature’s lower chest in such a way that he was held immobile without, to his surprise, immediately threatening his

  continued survival. Nonetheless, it was not difficult to discern from the Bandati’s ceaseless struggling that he was in some considerable distress.




  A sound like a hammer hitting metal set the bulkheads shaking briefly, announcing the successful circumvention of the corvette’s shield defences by an enemy attack drone. Trader listened

  to the damage reports as they flooded in through a private data-feed, but nothing essential had been hit. Yet.




  Cables had been fastened to the chamber wall directly above the scout’s head, and hooks attached to the opposite ends of these cables had been inserted into the outermost edges of his five

  remaining wings. The tension in these cables pulled the wings wide, as if the Bandati were frozen in the act of gliding through the dense atmosphere of the world on which his kind had originated.

  Trader was reminded of a display he had once seen of small winged invertebrates, row after row of dried husks pinned to a wall, carefully mounted, labelled and categorized.




  Clearly, the interrogators had been in a creative mood when they were ordered to extract as much information as possible from this spy.




  Colour-coded projections floated in the air around the creature, simultaneously revealing his inner structure. The Bandati species were bipedal, about the same size and approximate shape as a

  young human adult – and there the similarity ended. The scout’s four primary limbs, apart from the wings, were long and narrow, the arms tapering to long, fine fingers, while his

  narrow, deceptively frail-looking frame was coated in fine dark hairs. The skull was like an oval laid on its side, the mouth small and puckered, while the skin, on closer inspection, had the

  appearance and texture of tightly coiled black rope. But the first things one noticed above all else were the iridescent, semi-translucent wings that entirely dwarfed the rest of the

  creature’s frame.




  If Trader had ever seen a terrestrial bat, he might have recognized a certain passing resemblance. Even now, the scout’s tiny mouth twisted in a shrill of agony as a shimmering blade of

  energy sliced into the ligatures and bony struts connecting one of his five remaining wings to his upper body.




  The eyes, rather than being compound in the manner of the insects the Bandati had been partly modelled after, were round black orbs mounted in a fur-covered face that featured a variety of

  exotic sense organs designed – tens of millennia before – by the Bandati’s legendary predecessors. Their lungs were equipped to draw in extraordinary quantities of oxygen to power

  them while in flight.




  Trader watched the proceedings from a vantage point just outside the interrogation chamber’s entrance, where the ship’s liquid atmosphere was maintained at pressures substantial

  enough to crush an unprotected human – should any have ventured within a few thousand light-years – and was prevented from re-flooding the chamber by a shaped energy field spanning the

  entrance. Trader himself matched about half the body mass of a typical human, and took the shape of a chondrichthyan fish. His dark, compact body was tipped by multihued fins and a tail, which

  wafted slowly in the water all about him.




  The Shoal interrogators within the chamber itself occupied bubbles of water prevented from dissipating by tiny disc-shaped field-generators that formed a protective sphere around each of them.

  Trader flicked one of his manipulator-tentacles, and in response dozens of identical discs freed themselves from nooks set into the walls around the entrance, whirling chaotically before –

  each equidistant from the next – finally forming the outline of another sphere with Trader at its centre.




  He swam forward and through the barrier, the discs keeping pace and retaining the water he needed to breathe. Water splashed and pattered down onto slime-slicked metal as he entered.




  The Bandati spy was trembling, his remaining wings twitching feebly but still held in check by the hooks tearing through their gossamer-fine flesh. Blood from the prisoner’s wounds stained

  the panel on which he had been so brutally mounted. One recently severed wing lay on the deck to one side, and Trader could see that the knot of muscle and tissue where it had been severed was

  blackened and burnt. A streak of green-blue liquid directly below the panel suggested that the spy had defecated involuntarily.




  The Bandati chittered, and the Shoal-member responsible for running the interrogation studied the creature’s response as it was automatically translated into some approximation of

  Shoal-speak. Trader watched as another interrogator operated a set of mechanical, vaguely arachnoid arms attached to a device mounted on the ceiling directly above the prisoner. The device’s

  arms were variously tipped with blades, probes and the hissing jet of a blowtorch, this latter now directed towards another of the unfortunate Bandati’s wings.




  Seeing what was about to befall it once more, the Bandati struggled ever more feebly to escape. Trader ignored the increasingly desperate cries as he approached his old patron, Desire for

  Violent Rendering, who was supervising the entire interrogation.




  ‘Ah, there you are.’ Desire turned from where he had been quietly watching the proceedings. ‘We’ve been enjoying ourselves here. What kept you?’




  A second booming sound rolled through the air, and the bulkheads rattled yet again, while the harsh white lights dotted around the chamber flickered briefly. Trader noted a series of projections

  that hung in the air by Desire’s side, complex real-time simulations and battle projections that illustrated the swarm of Emissary hunter-killers slowly gaining on the corvette. Helpful

  colour-coded lines of trajectory and time-to-impact estimates provided a running commentary on their rapidly dwindling chances of survival, the longer they remained this deep inside enemy

  territory.




  Trader’s superluminal yacht had rendezvoused with the corvette barely an hour before, at a set of coordinates barely light-minutes distant from a small, rocky world constituting part of a

  system sufficiently non-descript to warrant only a catalogue number for a name. Nonetheless, it appeared that Emissary drones had been seeded there millennia before, and had been busily attempting

  to penetrate the corvette’s defensive systems ever since its arrival.




  Trader’s yacht had been targeted immediately, and he had experienced some tense moments while his onboard battle-systems meshed with those of the corvette, allowing his ship to be drawn

  into the relative safety of the larger ship’s main bay.




  The Emissary drones employed offensive technologies ranging from the most primitive directed-energy weapons all the way up to subquantal disruptors, intended to tear holes in the

  corvette’s shaped fields and allow tiny, nuclear-tipped missiles to reach the relatively fragile hull within. At the same time, a constant barrage of supercharged plasma rained down on the

  corvette, a strategy that was rapidly depleting the batteries powering its shields.




  There were hundreds of drones, too many for the corvette, which had been designed to operate as a lightly armed escort to larger, better-equipped ships. And yet, Trader could see, the engineers

  aboard the corvette were trying to divert spare power from the shield batteries in order to reach jump speed more quickly. They clearly knew what they were doing, but it was a dangerous game to

  play.




  ‘What kept me,’ Trader replied to his superior’s query with more than a touch of acid, ‘was your failure to inform me that I’d be shot at the instant I got

  here.’




  ‘Ah, yes,’ Desire acknowledged. ‘That is unfortunate. We caught up with this little fellow here’ – as if in response, the Bandati screamed shrilly as

  another of his wings was fully severed from his body – ‘and the next thing we know is we’re stuck in the middle of a bloody ambush. But the commander assures me we’ll be out

  of here in no time.’




  ‘Presumably you brought me here to tell me how this Bandati managed to wander so far from his species’ permitted territory.’ Trader wriggled his fins in a manner intended to

  imply a state of wide-eyed innocence bordering on imbecility. ‘But do you think it’s possible this ambush might be connected in some way?’




  Under the wide curve of his belly, the General’s manipulators twisted in an expression of nonchalance. ‘We were merely unlucky. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you

  we’re still a long way from the zone of primary conflict.’




  ‘You sent a secure transmission telling me you’d found something important,’ Trader replied. ‘Something that might change the outcome of the Long War?’




  The General twisted his manipulators again, in the Shoal equivalent of a nod, before guiding Trader towards a more secluded corner of the chamber.




  ‘Surely we don’t need to hide from your own interrogators?’ Trader protested.




  ‘Forgive an old fish’s habits, but I’d feel better if we spoke with at least the illusion of privacy.’ The General switched their comms mode over to a private one-to-one

  network, the timbre of his voice changing slightly as a result. ‘We have a discovery of major importance here, my old friend. And it’s not necessarily good news.’




  A leaden weight sank to the very core of Trader’s being, like a falling star plummeting to the depths of the Mother of Oceans. He knew immediately he wasn’t going to like whatever

  the General had to tell him, because the old fool would never have dragged him all this way if Trader himself weren’t already somehow deeply involved.




  ‘Continue,’ Trader replied at length.




  ‘We have been tracking the movements of several Bandati scouts for some time now,’ the General explained. ‘They each separately boarded a coreship visiting a Bandati system

  known as Night’s End, then exploited a flaw in our security protocols to smuggle themselves into areas of the galaxy not normally permitted to their species. Once we discovered the breach in

  security, we managed to keep track of our friend here through four different star systems and three different coreships before he briefly fell off our radar.’




  Coreships were the means by which the Shoal ruled a substantial part of the galaxy, having jealously guarded the secret of faster-than-light travel for more than a hundred and fifty thousand

  years. They were planet-sized multi-environment starships, capable of carrying entire populations rapidly between different systems. The majority of species were rarely allowed to travel more than

  a few hundred light-years beyond their home systems, but with sufficient subterfuge, some might find the means to travel further.




  ‘So a Bandati was sent to do a little illicit exploring, and slipped our attention,’ Trader replied wearily. ‘Is this all you have to show me?’




  Desire ignored the implied reproach and gestured with one fin. In response, a solid-looking projection displaying a series of animated Shoal glyphs appeared in the air between their respective

  field-suspended spheres.




  ‘It appears the Bandati Hive responsible for sending this spy somehow acquired the shell of a deceased Atn. Towards the end of his journey, he concealed himself within that shell, along

  with the cryogenic facilities to keep himself alive. Our best conjecture suggests the shell was subsequently ejected into interstellar space during one of the coreship’s scheduled stops for

  navigation checking. Since this particular scheduled stop was within a hundred or so light-years of here, it was apparently no great matter for an Emissary scouting party to pick him up by prior

  arrangement, once the coreship had departed.’ The chamber shook once more, indicating that something had managed to slip past the corvette’s defences. Trader checked with his

  yacht’s battle systems and saw that something metallic and wormlike was digging its way through the corvette’s hull. The machine began to melt and shatter as secondary defensive beam

  weapons targeted it with precision fire.




  At least the corvette was almost ready to make the jump back into superluminal space, and safety.




  Trader brought his attention back to the interrogation chamber. He glanced over to see the Bandati spy still struggling wildly as yet another of his wings was messily severed from his body.

  Small globules of blood spun in the zero gravity, wreathed with dark, oily smoke from the effects of the blowtorch.




  The Bandati abruptly ceased his agonized struggles and slumped forward, having almost certainly died of his injuries. All this effort for one insignificant creature, Trader thought. He

  felt a curious and unpleasant tightening of the skin across the back of his tail, an instinctive reflex born of fear.




  ‘An Emissary scouting party,’ Trader repeated. That the Bandati should even have become aware of the Emissaries’ existence was in itself a revelation to Trader. ‘This

  makes no sense, General. Why would the Emissaries agree to such a thing? There’s nothing the Bandati could possibly have to offer them.’




  ‘Or perhaps, my dear Trader, they do have something to offer. A Bandati Hive known as “Immortal Light” controls Night’s End, and we know for an absolute fact

  that this Hive has been communicating with the Emissaries via encrypted tach-net transmissions. By the time we managed to break their encryption, their spies were already long gone on their way.

  This one’ – Desire swivelled within his briny sphere, and glanced at the still pinned but slumped body of the spy – ‘was returning from his liaison with the Emissaries when

  we apprehended him.’




  Desire next indicated a secondary projection, which contained a schematic of a superluminal drone adapted to carry a single passenger. Apparently it was designed to self-destruct once it had

  returned the Bandati spy to the nearest coreship-linked system, but the corvette had intercepted the drone when it had dropped back into subluminal space for a navigation check.




  Since the Shoal jealously guarded the only means of travelling faster than light, any other civilization they encountered desiring to travel between the stars could do so only aboard the

  Shoal’s own coreships. As far as the vast majority of such client races were concerned, the Shoal were the only species to have yet developed superluminal technology, anywhere within the

  galaxy.




  That was, of course, a lie.




  The Emissaries were the Shoal’s one real rival for dominance of the Milky Way. Unlike the Shoal, they had acquired their FTL technology directly from a Maker cache, and had used it to gain

  control of a substantial section of one spiral arm.




  For the better part of the last fifteen millennia, the Shoal and the Emissaries had battled each other across a beachhead of star systems and nebulae positioned on the dust-wreathed edge of the

  spiral arm within which humanity’s own home lay. The Emissaries had long ago crossed the relatively starless gulf from a neighbouring spiral arm, and the point at which their expansion met

  the borders of the Shoal Hegemony marked the primary zone of conflict that had become known as the Long War.




  Occasional attempts at a negotiated peace between the two empires had only ever ended in treachery by one or the other side – and even more frequently in increased military action. The

  Emissaries had proven themselves to be as warlike as the Shoal could be treacherous.




  Another impact rattled the bulkheads around them, harder this time. The sound of screeching metal cut through the damp air, and hull-breach alerts flickered at the edges of Trader’s

  vision.




  ‘Perhaps you had better cut to the chase, Desire.’




  ‘Indeed.’ Desire gestured, and the three-dimensional images floating in the air between them re-formed into a speeded-up simulation of a planetary system all too familiar to Trader

  in Faecal Matter of Animals. At the centre was Nova Arctis, a star that until recently had held many secrets, while coloured sigils indicated the positions of its many satellites, whipping around

  the star as if days and months were passing within moments.




  As Trader watched, the star expanded suddenly, simultaneously spinning off great loops of plasma that lashed through the simulated vacuum like million-centigrade whips, in a process that in real

  time would have taken hours rather than seconds.




  Dakota Merrick.




  The name came unbidden to Trader’s thoughts. He had developed a certain affection for the human pilot, even as he had laid plans for her death – and for the death of every other

  human unlucky enough to be in the Nova Arctis system at the time.




  The star exploded suddenly, devastatingly. A great halo of light expanded outwards as Nova Arctis blew the majority of its plasma into interstellar space, leaving behind a tiny, rapidly spinning

  core as sole testament to what had been. The coloured points representing the system’s planets momentarily increased in brightness as the expanding ring of fire touched each one in turn.

  Entire worlds were then reduced to glowing cinders, swept away into history – and in the process giving some of the highest-ranking members of the Shoal Hegemony their worst nightmare in a

  very long time.




  Trader felt a curious chill at seeing so much primal power unleashed at once. That his virtual doppelgänger – secreted within Merrick’s machine-head implants – had helped

  bring this about filled him with awe.




  Destroying Nova Arctis had been unpleasant but necessary, for the fledgling human colony there had stumbled across a Magi ship – a faster-than-light vessel constructed by the same species

  from whom the Shoal had taken the secret of superluminal travel a hundred and sixty thousand years before. Those same humans had died to prevent the spread of a greater secret: that the star drive

  was also a weapon of appalling ferocity, one that his doppelgänger had implemented to devastating effect.




  ‘An entire star system destroyed: a middle-aged, main-sequence star that had absolutely no right to go about exploding all on its own. That’s the kind of incident any one of our

  client species might well express considerable curiosity about, wouldn’t you say?’




  ‘I have no reason to think it was anything other than necessary,’ Trader grated.




  ‘Then you might be interested to know that the Immortal Light Hive recently came into possession of a Magi starship. A craft, my friend, with two humans on board.’




  Trader remained silent at this revelation, and the General elaborated. ‘Our Bandati spy turned out to have a variety of data encoded into strands of his genetic material. These have now

  been extracted – observe.’




  The image of Nova Arctis was replaced with that of another star system, this one almost obscured by a riot of sigils representing hundreds of communities and industrial complexes scattered

  throughout it. It was Night’s End, home to Immortal Light.




  The viewpoint zoomed in abruptly, first bringing into focus a small, heavily cratered moon orbiting a cloud-streaked gas-giant, and then a large industrial complex orbiting some hundreds of

  kilometres above the moon’s equator. Hundreds of pressurized capsules were strung together, joined by gossamer transport tubes, the whole flimsy-looking structure encapsulating a number of

  fat-bodied helium dredgers. The viewpoint zoomed in a third time, to show another craft docked nearby that was quite unlike any of the other vessels.




  Trader felt a sudden and unpleasant thrill as he recognized it: a ship of the ancient Magi fleet – and looking the worse for wear.




  Long, curving arms reached out from the craft’s rear, as if grasping at something invisible. These were the drive spines, conduits that could rip time and space open and throw the ship

  across light-years in an instant. Much of the craft’s milky-white outer hull had been burned away – particularly where it covered over the drive spines – exposing the skeletal

  framework beneath.




  ‘And the two humans?’




  ‘Here.’ The General gestured again. The Magi ship faded, replaced by two figures – one instantly recognizable, the other only slightly less so.




  The first was Dakota Merrick, of course, small, with a narrow frame, short dark hair curling around her ears. The other human was Lucas Corso, citizen of a violent and marginalized human society

  known as the Freehold. It seemed that his government had charged him, against his will, to unlock the derelict Magi ship’s secrets.




  Both were immobilized, strapped onto gurneys in a chamber. Several Bandati clung to the sides of pillars standing here and there throughout the chamber, while others were leaning over the two

  humans.




  ‘And are they still alive?’ Trader asked his superior, in as nonchalant a manner as possible.




  ‘Yes,’ Desire replied. ‘Immortal Light have been trying to extract information from them ever since they appeared rather unexpectedly on the edge of their Hive’s system,

  in the Magi ship.’




  ‘Then the Bandati may already know too much,’ Trader observed mournfully. ‘They may already know that the superluminal drive is a weapon, and I’m guessing the miserable

  winged bastards mean to trade that knowledge to the Emissaries.’




  For all their aggressive forays into Hegemony territory, the Emissaries – during all their millennia of interstellar travel – had apparently failed to discover the star drive’s

  destructive potential.




  ‘That,’ Desire agreed, ‘would appear to be the most reasonable conjecture. In which case, we could soon be facing a nova war of unprecedented proportions – one that could

  destroy our entire civilization. Based on the evidence we’ve extracted from our Bandati spy here, the Emissaries want direct proof of what Immortal Light claim to possess. They intend to send

  a covert expedition deep into our territory with the simple purpose of verification. Given the circumstances, one might easily find justification for a pre-emptive strike against the Emissary

  forces massed on our borders.’




  Trader’s head swam for a moment. ‘We should not be discussing this in such close quarters to your crew,’ he snapped.




  The rulers of the Shoal Hegemony had long held back from using nova weapons against the Emissaries, for fear it would give them the clues they needed to start developing their own, thereby

  escalating the conflict to mutually destructive levels. Yet at the same time there remained the very real concern that the Emissaries might discover the truth any day now; and if such a day ever

  came, the Shoal would be facing its greatest challenge.




  Pre-emptive escalation was a phrase only rarely heard, usually whispered in darkened corners or in secluded high-level meetings. It was the notion of carrying out a pre-emptive nova

  strike against the Emissaries, in order to destroy their beachhead in the Orion Arm in one single devastating blow. And when those responsible were called to account . . . they would need to prove

  the absolute necessity of their actions, and let history judge them if necessary.




  The General twisted his manipulators in assent. ‘You needn’t worry, Trader. Our secrets remain quite secret here. I’m sure you will agree, given the circumstances, that we

  appear to be in precisely the kind of crisis that calls for clear minds to take unpleasant but necessary action, regardless of how drastic it might appear to the outside observer.’




  ‘And of course, it would be necessary for the ultimate weight of responsibility to be carried on the fins of one single Shoal-member,’ Trader added, the sarcasm clear and sharp in

  his words.




  ‘We both serve many masters, Trader. They must remain nameless by necessity. Otherwise, there might be speculation about a vast and ancient conspiracy to suppress certain truths from the

  greater population of the Shoal, which might ultimately destabilize the Hegemony. And that would never do, would it?’




  No, damn you, it wouldn’t. ‘No doubt you’ve volunteered me for the job.’




  ‘I’d say you’ve been preparing for this job all your life,’ Desire replied. ‘You’ve advocated a pre-emptive strike yourself often enough. Can you think of

  anyone else who could be trusted with such a task?’




  Trader briefly enjoyed a fantasy of the General being tortured by his own interrogators. ‘Our goal is to preserve our race, preserve the Hegemony, and preserve the peace.’ Trader

  paused before continuing. ‘Regardless of the costs.’




  Desire twisted his manipulators in a gesture of grim agreement. ‘Regardless of the costs,’ he echoed. ‘Our secret is finally out, Trader. Therefore our strategy must be swift,

  retaliatory and brutal. We propose destroying the Emissaries’ primary systems along their beachhead in this spiral arm. We would thus set the skies ablaze, but only for a short

  while.’




  ‘And yet, Desire, think of the scale of such destruction. It would be enormous.’




  ‘Indubitably. But not sufficient to bring the Shoal to an end – or so the Dreamers say.’




  ‘A high price for many of our client species to pay, is it not?’




  ‘Of course,’ Desire replied. ‘But, as I know you’ll agree, better them than the Shoal.’




  







  NIGHT’S END




  







  ONE




  Dakota Merrick awoke, alone and naked, in a cloud-high tower on an alien world, and wondered for a moment if she was dead.




  She gained consciousness slowly, at first only dimly aware of her surroundings, eyes and lips sticky with mucus, breasts and hips pressed against an unyielding and deeply uncomfortable floor.

  Sunlight stabbed into her eyes as she tried to open them and she winced, turning away from the brightness.




  The air smelled wrong, tasted wrong on her tongue. A breeze touched the fuzz on her scalp, and on it was carried a riot of unfamiliar scents. She sneezed and coughed, trying to clear

  her throat. She reached up with one unsteady hand and touched her head, realizing in that moment that her hair had been recently depilated.




  She sat up, blinking and looking around at unfamiliar surroundings. Walls, floor and ceiling were surfaced in a grey metal etched with alien calligraphy, fine tight curls of vermilion or jade

  running in parallel or entwining tightly in intricate, indecipherable patterns.




  The only light came via a door, through which she could see clouds drifting across a blue-green sky that was slowly fading into dusk. Sunlight that wasn’t quite the right colour touched

  the bare skin of one of her legs, sending a sudden warmth into her brain.




  The air smelled so strange, a new-world smell, the scent of some exotic faraway place she had never been to before.




  The last thing she remembered . . .




  All that came to mind were moments of intense, overwhelming pain interspersed with far longer periods of deep, dreamless sleep that might have lasted a single night or a thousand years.




  Before all that, she’d been on her ship the Piri Reis. And they’d . . .




  She shook her head. It felt like her skull was filled with thick, viscous mud that obscured every thought, inducing a turgid heaviness that made her want to just close her eyes and stop . . .

  stop trying to remember.




  She inspected her body, finding that her hips and upper torso were bruised, the skin yellow and discoloured as she glanced down along her breasts, stomach and legs. She peered between her thighs

  and saw that the triangle of pubic hair she remembered there had also been reduced to a fine fuzz.




  She touched her eyebrows. They felt . . . thinner. As if they’d only just started growing. She shivered, despite the warmth of the air coming through the door, a few wayward fragments of

  memory creeping slowly back.




  Her name was Dakota Merrick. She was a machinehead – possessor of a rare and illegal technology inside her skull that allowed her to communicate both with machines and with similarly

  equipped human beings on a level approaching the instinctive. She had been born on a world called Bellhaven. She had . . .




  She had obviously been given something – something that blurred her thoughts, made it hard to think.




  She rose up on unsteady legs, and nearly collapsed again.




  She touched her head with unsteady fingers and moaned, recalling a flash of her and Corso’s frantic escape from, from . . .




  Lucas Corso.




  Who was Lucas Corso?




  The name was maddeningly familiar.




  She carefully walked over to the door, seeing it was nothing more than a vertical opening cut into one wall. She squinted against the fading light, seeing the tops of buildings backlit by the

  setting sun, though hazy with distance.




  There was only air beyond this opening. A lip of metal floor at her feet extended perhaps half a metre beyond the room she’d woken in. It looked like a gangplank made for suicidal

  midgets.




  Dakota wasn’t particularly scared of heights, but some instinct made her balk at the idea of getting too close to the vertiginous drop that lay beyond the gap in the wall. She lowered

  herself onto all fours, the metal floor hard against her knees, and crawled part of the way out of the opening, determined to see just how far away the ground was. At best, maybe there was some way

  she could climb down, or even . . .




  The ground was at least half a kilometre below her. A long, long way down. Despite her ingrained pilot’s training, the combination of her current physical nakedness and the

  unexpectedness of discovering such a sheer drop brought a rush of vertigo. She retreated back into her chamber – cell? – but not before she had got a good look at an entire series of

  enormous towers crisscrossing a wide river plain framed by mountains blue with distance.




  The towers – each of them rising up considerably higher than her own vantage point – all followed the same basic design. Each had a wide, fluted base that narrowed slightly as it

  rose, before culminating in a similarly fluted peak. Each edifice was decorated with wide horizontal stripes, pale pink alternating with cream. Many of them also featured intricate glyphs which

  might be decorations or something far more mundane, but bore a clear resemblance to the etched patterns within her own present quarters.




  The river that wound between the towers nearest to her was fed by at least a dozen tributaries, whose courses were etched across a dense urban landscape in sparkling silver lines.




  Winged specks kept darting between the towers: she realized they were Bandati, a species whose permitted sphere of influence under the Shoal trade charters directly neighboured humanity’s

  own.




  She remembered learning about them . . . where?




  Bellhaven. The world she’d grown up on.




  So why were all her memories so hazy?




  She spied an extended glitter on the horizon, almost certainly indicating the shores of some distant ocean, the destination for the network of waterways that snaked past far below. Suddenly she

  remembered brief glimpses of alien faces – wide black eyes gazing at her, impassive and distant – and nightmares, such terrible nightmares.




  The wide black eyes, she realized, of Bandati.




  But am I their prisoner? she wondered. There lay the question.




  It didn’t take much thought to realize that any Bandati so inclined could easily fly into her cell (the notion that she was being held captive was quickly growing in her mind). She, on the

  other hand, being human and wingless, lacked any obvious means of escape. There was no evidence of any other doors or exits of any kind in this cell.




  She was therefore trapped as surely as if the opening in the wall before her was blocked with electrified steel bars.




  She crawled back out onto the protruding ledge and lay flat on her back in order to look upwards. It was instantly obvious she was confined in a tower like the others that dotted the landscape.

  The wall rose sheer above her, into dizzying heights.




  She experienced a moment of overwhelming déjà vu, as if every action she performed, every thought she now had, was one she had already experienced a thousand times before.




  She was, she guessed, maybe halfway up the building, and she observed a multitude of irregular projections and rickety-looking platforms emerging from the tower’s surface that gradually

  tapered outwards both above and below her vantage point. The platforms looked ramshackle enough to have been built from random pieces of junk, extending everywhere out from the side of the tower

  like some kind of vertical shantytown.




  She twisted herself carefully around and stared back towards the ground, noticing that another platform projected out from the wall almost directly below her. A variety of irregularly shaped

  structures, as shambolic in construction as the platform itself, had been erected on its upper surface. It was perhaps thirty metres further down and several metres to one side of where she now lay

  on her belly. The platform, however, looked big enough to support several freestanding buildings on its upper surface.




  Some of the platforms jutting from other, distant towers looked like they might be even bigger, although most were less ambitious in scale.




  I could still jump, she realized with a start, that one simple fact emerging through the general sluggishness of her thoughts. There was no reason why she couldn’t survive the

  drop, since she still had the Bandati filmsuit wired into her skeleton. Its ability to absorb ridiculous quantities of kinetic energy had kept her alive in the chaos following the destruction of,

  of . . .




  But that memory slipped her mental grasp like a wet eel.




  The harder she tried to remember, the more her frustration grew. Dakota pulled herself up onto her knees and hugged herself, fighting the lethargy that threatened to overwhelm her.




  She closed her eyes, willing the black, protective liquid of the filmsuit to spill from her pores and swallow her completely . . .




  She opened her eyes again and saw only her bruised and battered flesh.




  It’s not working.




  Panic bloomed amid the fug surrounding her mental processes.




  While she’d lain staring outwards, lost in this internal struggle, a Bandati had come to a spiralling landing on the large platform situated immediately below her cell.




  The alien appeared entirely oblivious to her watchful presence, skidding to a halt near a two-storey building mounted towards the rear of the ledge. That building looked like it had been built

  from random pieces of driftwood and scrap metal, and as she watched, the Bandati lumbered through an entrance hidden from Dakota’s view.




  She tried to give a yell, hoping to draw it back outside, but all that emerged from her throat was a hoarse rattling sound.




  She tried again, and this time the words came. She felt like she hadn’t spoken aloud in a month. ‘Hey! Hey, up here!’ she hollered. ‘Hey! Help,

  heeelp!’




  There was no response, and the Bandati did not re-emerge.




  She kept yelling for a couple of minutes, finally giving up when her throat started to hurt.




  She waited there as dusk slid into night, waiting to see if the Bandati would come back out. It never did.




  Dakota finally gave up peering below and sat up, wrapping her arms around her shoulders as the gradual drop in temperature made her naked skin prickle. As unfamiliar constellations spread across

  the bowl of the sky, there appeared to be no moon.




  Despite her earlier fatigue, sleep proved elusive, so she slumped against the side of the wall-opening and turned her attention to the striated exterior surface of the tower right beside her.

  Reaching out and stroking it, she found the surface of the tower appeared to be encircled with thick grooves in something that might form a spiral pattern, the texture not unlike that of unfired

  clay. These grooves were aligned several centimetres apart – and sometimes cut as much as five centimetres deep, thus providing a decent handhold.




  She leaned out, staring back down at the platform below, which seemed so close and yet so far away. Even if she had the strength to climb down without getting herself killed, she really

  wasn’t sure she had the courage. She reached out one hand again to the tower’s external surface. It felt solid enough beneath her grip.




  Dakota woke long before dawn.




  She had curled up near the door-opening, staring out at the lit-up towers and the blimps that sometimes moved purposefully between them. Her emotions wavered between nervous tension and

  loneliness, while her thoughts ranged from vague fantasies of escape to outright despair.




  She rubbed at the stubbly dark fuzz on her scalp, while sorting through the random memories that had somehow found their way back to her.




  She’d encountered Bandati before, but usually only from a distance. Her gut feeling told her it had been at least a couple of weeks since she’d come to this place, maybe as much as a

  month, judging by how much her hair had managed to grow back in. How or even why remained frustratingly just out of reach. She couldn’t even be sure she had been conscious for much of that

  time.




  A deepening, overwhelming hunger had been slowly gnawing at her gut ever since she’d recovered consciousness, and she had to fight the notion that she’d been deliberately left here

  to starve.




  Whenever a Bandati, gliding from tower platform to tower platform, looked like it might pass within hearing range she had shouted to it until her throat was raw, yet all such efforts came to

  nothing. And as the night drew closer to dawn, true despair broached the last of her fragile mental defences, dragging her into a depression far deeper than the shadows filling her cell.




  She awoke once again, sore, thirsty and assailed by a growing hunger. Her attempts at sleep had been bedevilled by migraine headaches that felt like an army of tiny devils shod

  in white-hot boots were dancing around the inside of her skull. She squinted into the bright sunlight that slammed through the door-opening. Hunger was one thing, but she knew she’d die if

  she didn’t drink some water before long. She turned to examine the rear end of her cell, where the light now fell on it, and noticed something that had escaped her in the darkness of the

  night: a short pipe that extended from the far wall.




  She hesitated momentarily, experiencing another flash of déjà vu, then scrambled over to find a short, flexible, segmented nozzle located about half a metre above the floor. And

  because it was the same colour as the rest of the cell, it had been that much harder to see. She squeezed the tip of the nozzle and a clear, jelly-like substance began to leak out.




  She rubbed this oily substance between her fingers, and raised it to her nostrils to find it had no discernible odour.




  The sense of déjà vu refused to go away, except now it was accompanied by a sense of imminent danger. She touched the clear substance to her tongue regardless.




  It tasted like the most wonderful thing in the world.




  Her hunger reasserted itself with overwhelming force. She pressed the palms of both hands against the wall on either side of the nozzle, used her tongue to manoeuvre it into her mouth and began

  to suck hard.




  It tasted of golden fields of hay. It tasted of fine beer and roasted meat and thick, creamy desserts prepared by master chefs working from secret books of recipes passed down from generation to

  generation in a family of culinary geniuses. It tasted of the first time she’d eaten cold soya cream as a child after waking up from a bad dream.




  It tasted of sunlight, and warm summer nights, and everything that had been good in her life – at least while life had been good.




  She let the nozzle slip from her mouth some indeterminate time later, now numbed by the overwhelming sensual pleasure of the liquid ambrosia. She wondered what would happen once it had worked

  its way through her digestive system. Presumably she’d just pee it.




  Thinking about this, she looked around her cell. Things, she realized, could get unpleasant very quickly indeed. Or maybe they just expected her to take a leak out the door?




  There was something important about that pipe she had to remember – except she’d never seen it before.




  Or had she?




  Suddenly she wasn’t so sure one way or another.




  Whatever magical potion of nutrients and narcotics she’d just ingested, Dakota began to feel sleepy – a comforting, gold-tinged fatigue that made her want to curl up on the floor and

  sleep for a thousand thousand nights . . .




  







  TWO




  At the culmination of his long investigation, the Bandati agent known as ‘Remembrance of Things Past’ found himself on Ironbloom, the primary planetary settlement

  in the Night’s End system, waiting outside an establishment that – to any ignorant eye – appeared to be little more than a cave mouth from which issued a particularly odoriferous

  stench.




  The establishment, a human-owned restaurant of considerable notoriety, was located high on the slopes of Mount Umami, and overlooked the city of Darkwater. The remote location was necessary, of

  course, for the sake of public propriety and decency.




  Close by were tethered a few passenger blimps – cylindrical bundles of balloons laced together, with wide vane-sails projecting from around their circumferences and multi-tiered gondolas

  suspended beneath. The air at this altitude was simply too thin for most Bandati to be able to fly very far. A younger, fitter Bandati might manage to hop and glide here and there for a short

  while, but in most cases the only way to and from the restaurant was on board one of the blimps.




  Remembrance, on the other hand, had arrived aboard an Immortal Light war-dirigible, along with a squadron made up from the Queen of Immortal Light’s personal security contingent.




  Having finally picked up the trail of the fugitive called Alexander Bourdain, members of that same security contingent were busy interrogating a couple of horrified Bandati who had emerged from

  the cave only to find themselves in the middle of a raid.




  Immediately beyond and on either side of the cave entrance stretched a wide, flat ledge of smooth and carefully polished rock. Two heavy-duty artillery platforms bristling with beam weapons were

  mounted at either end of it, both of them pointing outwards, providing the kind of security the restaurant’s clientele apparently expected; yet the Bandati mercenaries who had been manning

  those same platforms had been suspiciously quick to surrender without a fight, once they realized the raid was being carried out on the orders of their Queen.




  A low steel railing marked the rim of the ledge, and beyond it lay a vertiginous drop – and a spectacular view of Darkwater. Immortal Light had been granted the contract to settle

  Ironbloom, over and above the wishes of his own Hive many millennia earlier. If history had turned out just a little bit different, this might have been his home.




  Remembrance lifted his body up on narrow, dark limbs and peered over the railing, finding pleasure in the chill breeze that lifted his wings. He looked down into an intricate weave of glistening

  Hive Towers whose peaks stabbed upwards through a thick, soupy atmosphere so remarkably like that of the Bandati home world that it made him long to visit there once more. Even on those worlds

  possessing air breathable by his species, the atmosphere was either too thin to support flight for his kind, or the gravity level was too high. Night’s End, however, was very much the

  exception to the rule.




  He turned to see that a spindle-leg had perched on the railing nearby. It resembled nothing so much as a miniature Terran elephant on stilts – Remembrance had once seen an actual elephant

  on one of his several diplomatic missions to Earth, although that particular one had certainly lacked stilts. The spindle-leg’s eyes were mounted, also in a distinctly un-elephantine fashion,

  on the end of its trunk, although proboscis might have been a more accurate term for that startling appendage.




  Two large clown eyes gazed stupidly at Remembrance until he buzzed his wings in annoyance, and the ungainly looking creature leapt onto an outcrop just below the railing, in the way a real

  elephant – with or without stilts – never would.




  Remembrance glanced up as another Bandati dropped down from the war-dirigible’s gondola, then skittered to a hard landing nearby.




  Remembrance immediately recognized ‘Scent of Honeydew, Distant Rumble of Summer Storms’, and greeted him with a formal snap of his own wings.




  ‘I see you’re familiarizing yourself with the mountain wildlife,’ Honeydew clicked, picking himself up and approaching. ‘Strange-looking critters, even to me. And I was

  born here.’




  ‘I’ve seen stranger,’ Remembrance replied. ‘You got the message, then?’




  Like Remembrance of Things Past, Honeydew wore a weapons harness fastened around his upper body, crossing over twice diagonally from each shoulder to opposite waist. The harness featured several

  sealed pockets and loops holding a shotgun and a smaller pistol, the former secured sideways across the back below the wing-muscles and the latter to one side at the front.




  Honeydew was Chief of Security for Darkwater, and had been partnered with Remembrance for the duration of a long cross-Hive investigation into Alexander Bourdain’s smuggling

  activities.




  Honeydew nodded towards the cave entrance. ‘Who gave you authorization for this raid?’




  ‘I didn’t request any,’ Remembrance replied immediately. ‘It takes too long.’




  Honeydew’s wings twitched in annoyance. ‘And just how sure are you that Bourdain is in there?’




  ‘Very sure indeed.’




  ‘You should know there’s a storm of shit going on down there because of your actions.’ Honeydew waved towards the city far below. ‘First you track Bourdain on your own

  time without telling me, then call in a raid you don’t have the authorization for. All this without providing any evidence that Bourdain is even still on Ironbloom at all. Do you have any

  idea how much trouble you’re going to be in if you’ve got this wrong? We’re talking a major diplomatic incident – with yourself firmly in the spotlight.’




  ‘I appreciate the warning,’ Remembrance replied drily, watching as Honeydew’s wings twitched yet more angrily.




  ‘All right, it’s your call, then,’ Honeydew finally relented. ‘The security services for two Hives trying to track down one single human together couldn’t find him,

  but you track him down all on your own. So tell me, how did you do it?’




  I infiltrated your own Hive’s internal security databases, Remembrance almost confessed, and found everything I needed in the last place I expected. There were levels of

  corruption within Immortal Light’s administration that even he couldn’t have anticipated.




  ‘Look, we can talk about this later,’ Remembrance parried. ‘I have the direct authority of my own Queen, and that’s enough. You know from my reputation that I’d

  never call in a raid without extraordinarily good reasons.’




  Honeydew looked less than convinced. ‘You still don’t have the jurisdiction to go pulling stunts like this. I’d rather—’




  ‘Listen, someone somewhere inside your Hive has been keeping Bourdain under cover and well out of sight. That’s exactly how he’s been staying ahead of us. And that

  means somebody on the inside of your own security service is working against you,’ Remembrance continued patiently. ‘If I’d done things the usual way – the approved

  way – we’d have lost him again, so I called in a raid using my own authority—’




  ‘And didn’t bother to tell me until it was already under way?’




  ‘—since your chain of command is compromised, as I just explained. So here’s what we do: we go in now, grab Bourdain – and then maybe we’ll have the last link in

  the smuggling chain.’




  Honeydew buzzed his wings in indecision. ‘If he isn’t there, you’ll be at the mercy of our Hive, and even your precious Queen of Darkening Skies won’t be able to do a

  damn thing to help you.’




  ‘Let’s just get this over with,’ Remembrance snapped, ‘and save the threats until later, okay?’ He reached up and pulled his shotgun loose, then held it close

  against his chest. Honeydew fixed his gaze on the shotgun barrel for a moment, then drew his own. ‘You are aware, I hope, of the precise nature of the establishment we’re about to

  enter?’




  Remembrance of Things Past glanced towards the cave entrance. Apart from the polished stone floor of the ledge beyond, little had been done to alter its natural appearance: just a rough-edged,

  eight-metre-tall crack in the side of the mountain, wide enough at its base for several Bandati to enter side by side.




  Uncultivated wild scrub grew on the rising slopes above the cave entrance, immediately over which an enormous sign of glowing multicoloured tubes had been constructed: a crude animation of

  monstrous jaws alternately opening and closing on a crowd of helpless – but clearly human – diners.




  ‘It’s a public eating establishment,’ Remembrance replied, with a world-weariness that spoke of a lifetime of having seen all too much. ‘A restaurant, as the

  human vernacular has it.’




  Such public consumption of food was taboo within the Bandati culture, and only the most offensively perverted of their species gathered together in order to practise it. Remembrance had become

  aware that the restaurant’s human owners were discreetly servicing an exclusive Bandati clientele that greatly valued their privacy.




  ‘I’ve raided places like this before, Honeydew.’ He glanced up at the sign above the cave entrance. ‘Mind you, actually advertising it this way . . . that’s got to

  be a slap in the face for common decency, hasn’t it?’




  ‘It’s called The Maw,’ Honeydew explained.




  Remembrance stared back at him in incomprehension.




  ‘It’s become quite famous,’ Honeydew continued. ‘The owners are proponents of what they call “extreme dining”.’ Raising his shotgun for a moment, he

  added, ‘Believe me, it’s not the place to start a fire-fight.’




  ‘All I know about it is that it’s a place of public eating, designed for other species.’




  ‘By my Queen’s sphincter, all this time on Ironbloom and you don’t . . .’ Honeydew’s wings flickered in exasperation. ‘Listen, the restaurant is a living

  organism, a maul-worm. Its body extends deep inside the caves that riddle the mountainside. It adheres very closely to the curves and contours of those caves. The inside of a maul-worm is basically

  a miniature ecosystem in its own right, and dozens of other species have taken up residence there. For the most part, the worms live a long time. They hardly ever move unless provoked, and they

  reproduce maybe once a century. The restaurant is located inside the worm and, if Bourdain is really here, that’s where you and I need to go too.’




  ‘Bourdain,’ Remembrance echoed, ‘inside a monster’s gullet?’




  ‘A monster which, if provoked, will rapidly close up and consume every living thing currently inside it,’ Honeydew concluded. ‘Which means anyone and everything entering it has

  to do so extremely slowly, quietly and carefully.’




  Remembrance glanced towards the mounted gun turrets, once he realized Honeydew was not, in fact, joking. He suddenly understood the real reason for the defences.




  ‘The turrets . . . ?’




  ‘One grenade tossed just outside the entrance would be enough to trigger a deadly gustatory reaction,’ Honeydew affirmed. ‘You can sometimes see the creature’s internal

  gullet-tentacles snatching at the smaller organisms it plays host to. Not,’ Honeydew added hastily, ‘that this has ever presented a problem to larger-bodied organisms such as ourselves.

  The artillery is there to safeguard it from attack.’




  Suspicion, mixed with horror, bloomed in Remembrance’s mind. ‘So you’ve gone in there before?’




  ‘Don’t start making any accusations. Yes, my work means I’ve had to deal with the human owners here. They have to provide us with reassurance that they won’t admit any

  Bandati clientele.’




  ‘They’re lying, then.’




  ‘Of course they are. They’re aliens, and their ways are not ours. But I know this mountain well – younger Bandati still like to blimp up here just to jump from the

  highest points, and then try and free-fall all the way down to the city.’ Honeydew spoke with undisguised nostalgia. ‘All extremely dangerous, of course.’




  They started moving in the direction of the cave entrance. Honeydew’s own security squad had already secured the gun platforms, and twitched their wings in greeting as they drew

  nearer.




  ‘Any other fascinating little tidbits I should know?’ asked Remembrance.




  ‘Just be aware that it’s very, very easy to upset a maul-worm.’




  Moist, warm air filtered out through the mouth of the cave before getting drawn back in. ‘And what if Bourdain resists arrest?’ Remembrance asked in an appalled tone. ‘Just

  give up because this . . . worm might eat us? What kind of lunatic would ever enter such a place?’




  ‘Someone with a distinctly jaded palate, I should say. You really might have avoided all this if you’d just let us know what you were up to.’




  The cave’s interior was unpleasantly warm and dank. ‘There’s no other way out of here, am I right?’




  Honeydew merely nodded in affirmation.




  ‘Then he’ll risk death by resisting arrest. Frankly, I can think of a lot of ways I’d rather go.’




  ‘Maybe he would rather die than be taken back to the Consortium.’




  ‘Bourdain?’ Remembrance clicked in amusement. ‘That’s unlikely. I’ve dealt with him in the past, and I know he’s not nearly that brave.’




  Remembrance had indeed spent some time undercover on Bourdain’s Rock, posing as a black marketeer. He’d managed to gather damning evidence – but then the Rock itself had been

  destroyed, along with much of his evidence, and Bourdain himself had fled to Bandati-controlled space.




  ‘Yet brave enough to set foot in here.’




  ‘Bravery doesn’t come into it. I’ve been in human establishments called mog parlours that aren’t so different. They’re the kind of places where the clientele never

  talk about what or who they’ve seen and heard. If we were ever going to track down Bourdain, it was always going to be in someplace like this.’




  They had paused for a few moments before properly entering, but now, as if by some unspoken mutual decision, they walked determinedly further inside the cave. Remembrance let Honeydew take the

  lead, having been here before. The very thought gave him a pang of disgust, even though he knew the security agent must have had perfectly legitimate reasons for doing so.




  As Remembrance brushed against something soft, there was a squeak and several small, pale, winged bodies batted past him in squawking confusion. He looked up and around in the deepening gloom

  and spied dozens of pairs of tiny, glowing eyes winking all around them. He then turned and looked behind him to see the cave entrance was now visible only as a pale oval of light, and seemed

  impossibly far away.




  He fluttered his wings experimentally and the sound of them returned to him eerily from distant unseen walls. His eyes, however, were beginning to adjust, so he could now see pale, leafy growths

  twined around extendable metal poles ahead, reaching upwards into murky gloom. There were more poles looming further into the darkness ahead.




  They soon approached a thick, rubbery ridge that ran across the cave floor directly in front of them, immediately before the first of the line of poles. The ridge continued up the cave walls on

  either side of them before presumably meeting far overhead, at some point Remembrance couldn’t discern in the gloom.




  Beyond this low ridge, the walls and floor of the cave took on a smooth, organic texture, and were coloured a pale milky-grey. At this point, closer inspection revealed a series of stubby cones

  running in two parallel lines and continuing all the way up either side of the cave.




  It took a moment for Remembrance to register that these were teeth.




  ‘In case you were wondering,’ Honeydew commented, ‘those poles are to help prop its mouth open.’




  ‘And if the worm decided to close it?’




  ‘Then they wouldn’t make much difference, I’m afraid, as they’re there for show more than anything – a way of reassuring the clientele.’




  I am entering the gullet of a monster, Remembrance thought, then firmly suppressed the terror that had begun to grow in him the farther they got away from the light of day.




  I am Remembrance of Things Past, Queen’s Consort, and Most Favoured of the Court of Darkening Skies. Therefore I will not succumb to base panic.




  The delicious scent of rotting meat, carried on a slow exhalation of warm air, made him suddenly feel hungry despite his disquiet.




  They passed over and beyond the stubby rows of teeth and, further inside, Remembrance could see how closely the flesh of the maul-worm adhered to the interior surface wall of the cave. Light was

  provided by a series of glow-globes atop yet more metal poles reaching up to just under the ceiling of the maul-worm’s gullet, while others still had been placed in special recesses along the

  many turns and twists of the cave passage, in order to better illuminate their path. Shadows grew to massive proportions, before shrinking just as quickly, as small, unidentifiable creatures

  constantly darted through this artificial light.




  Remembrance glanced down at the soft, moist surface upon which he and Honeydew trod. I am walking on something’s tongue, he reflected. I am walking deeper into

  something’s throat, I am—




  He slammed down on this train of thought and concentrated instead on what lay ahead. Honeydew moved on blithely, apparently unaware of Remembrance’s growing agitation, though Remembrance

  knew that in reality the Immortal Light agent was keeping a close eye on him.




  They came eventually to a vast interior space so different from the innocuous mountainside behind them that they might as well have arrived on another world entirely. More glow-globes,

  positioned far overhead, cast light across the pale ridged flesh of the worm’s innards. Directly in front of the two Bandati was a low platform, on which stood a couple of dining tables with

  chairs, the nearest of which was unoccupied. The air was filled with music: soft, rhythmic, ambient Bandati throat-clicks that echoed throughout the caver-nous space.




  ‘You know, Bourdain might have friends here, friends we don’t expect,’ Honeydew mentioned casually, glancing around. ‘Perhaps we should pull back, and wait him out. I

  could set some of my personal security team to—’




  Remembrance tugged his companion to a halt. ‘Is there some reason you don’t want to be here, or are you just determined to get in my way?’




  ‘I’m just telling you that you have nobody but yourself to blame if things turn out badly. You broke the rules, Remembrance, and there’s a good reason those rules are in

  place.’




  ‘I take full responsibility for whatever happens.’ Remembrance then spotted the food-preparation area, a brightly lit cluster of cooking facilities at the far end of the platform,

  partly hidden behind several folding screens, which were also used to divide the platform into more intimate sections.




  ‘Does anyone in here have any idea what’s going on outside?’ Remembrance asked, peering into the unsettling darkness that extended beyond the platform, even deeper within the

  worm’s gullet.




  ‘I don’t think so, as we’re blocking any and all transmissions in or out of this place, and we’ve only just arrived. Besides, it doesn’t sound like anyone’s

  panicking yet, does it?’




  Remembrance heard some distinctive Bandati clicking noises from somewhere nearby, and the sound of sizzling accompanied by the aroma of human cuisine. The smell of it made him queasy. ‘Not

  yet, no.’




  He moved tangentially until he was able to see past a folding screen to where some cloud-cow carcasses had been artfully laid out on a ring-shaped table, from the centre of which rose a column

  perhaps five metres in height. Unaware that royal agents were presently observing them, several Bandati clung to the column. Remembrance stared in horror as one of them extended a long,

  proboscis-like tongue into the sweet-smelling offal. He looked away, unable to bear the sight, and filled with disgust at witnessing such a private and degrading activity.




  Unsurprisingly, the area reserved for the restaurant’s human clientele was positioned as far away from the Bandati customers as possible, and several more folding screens shielded them

  from view. From where he now stood, Remembrance couldn’t see whether Bourdain – or indeed anyone else – was seated on the far side of those screens.




  A small, pale-winged creature came gliding past one of the glow-globes just as Remembrance saw something long and tendril-like reach down from the dimly seen ceiling like a fleshy whip. It

  snatched the winged creature, which suddenly disappeared upwards with a frenzied squeak.




  A moment later he heard the snapping of bones, and the squeaking terminated.




  A human with a mask pulled down over his mouth and nose emerged from behind the screens concealing the kitchen area, and began pushing a barrow towards the Bandati hanging from their perches

  around the central pillar. The wheel of the barrow was heavily padded, and the man pushing it was proceeding remarkably slowly, and with entirely understandable care. Even so, the barrow bumped up

  and down noticeably as it rolled across the widely-spaced slats of the platform, exposed sections of the monster’s gullet visible in-between.




  Another human, wearing a multicoloured floor-length gown, his long hair fashionably braided and coiled in the style of the Martyrs of the Io Rebellion, came tiptoeing out from behind the same

  kitchen screens, wringing his hands in a gesture of extreme concern. Slowly and carefully, he began to make his way towards Remembrance and Honeydew.




  ‘Victor Charette,’ Honeydew quietly clicked in Remembrance’s ear. ‘He’s the manager here.’




  ‘Who would want to manage a place like this?’




  ‘Someone who will retire rich from his efforts on behalf of the restaurant’s owners,’ Honeydew clicked in response. ‘Of whom Alexander Bourdain is one,’ he added.

  ‘I’ve dealt with Charette before, so I’m going to have to ask you to keep your interpreter switched off while I talk to him. He’s not going to tell us anything if he thinks

  you’re listening in.’




  In fact, Charette ignored Remembrance altogether, focusing his attention on Honeydew. Remembrance watched as the Immortal Light agent activated his interpreter, the tiny, bead-like device

  hovering close to his mouth-parts changing from green to a softly glowing blue to indicate when it was active.




  Human speech was still a mystery to Remembrance, largely because – in common with all other members of his species – he was physically incapable of speaking it. Human body language,

  however, was another matter altogether. That Charette was currently under stress was clear enough, and it was also obvious that he and Honeydew were acquainted.




  Remembrance had already spent long, frustrating months on Ironbloom, finding his every attempt at locating Alexander Bourdain thwarted by bureaucracy and misinformation. It hadn’t taken

  long to develop an overwhelming suspicion that someone was helping Bourdain stay always one step ahead of him. And if Bourdain knew he was being chased, it was only a matter of time before he would

  board a convenient coreship out of the Night’s End system.




  And to allow such a thing to happen would be to fail in his duty to his Queen.




  And so, as Charette gestured animatedly and waggled his thick, meaty tongue and rubbery wet lips at Honeydew, Remembrance reached up and quietly switched on his own interpreter while their

  attention was still turned away from him.




  As Honeydew spoke, his clicks were translated into an approximation of human speech. The bead was a field-suspended device that tracked the user’s movements, always maintaining a set

  distance. Sound didn’t carry very far in the soft and moist environment of the maul-worm’s gullet, but it wasn’t hard to guess why Honeydew didn’t want Remembrance listening

  in.




  ‘. . . your voice down,’ Honeydew was saying, ‘unless you’re really in a mood to become a worm snack.’




  ‘You told me we were safe from raids!’ Charette snapped in a half-choked whisper. ‘And now you come in here armed. Tell me, what do you think will happen if those

  soldiers of yours come blundering in here? We’ll all die. You, me, them – everyone. Or do you just want to kill us all?’




  ‘We want you to evacuate slowly, and carefully, and do it now,’ said Remembrance. The Immortal Light agent glanced at him sharply, but Remembrance ignored him. ‘We’re

  only interested in Alexander Bourdain. So is he here?’




  ‘I don’t think either of you know what you’re getting into,’ Charette replied by way of an answer. ‘I—’




  Sometimes, Remembrance had found, the best approach with members of the species Homo sapiens was the direct one. He reached down and took a firm, hard grip on Charette’s

  reproductive organs through the thin cloth of his gown. It was an approach, experience had taught him, that could generate remarkable levels of compliance.




  ‘We’re only here for Bourdain,’ Remembrance repeated, as Charette gasped and began to crumple. ‘Clear everyone out. I don’t care what kind of arrangement you have

  with Honeydew or Immortal Light, just get them out – except for Bourdain. Now.’




  A choked sound emerged from Charette’s soft, pale throat. Remembrance twisted harder, and a moment later the restaurant manager was down on all fours on the sticky mat of the

  maul-worm’s tongue.




  Remembrance stepped back, noticing the rest of the kitchen staff – all human – staring towards them in shock.




  ‘I meant now,’ Remembrance repeated. ‘Or I start asking very public questions about why some of your clientele appear to be Bandati. I’m assuming you’re

  aware of the punishment you would be facing if that became public?’




  The barely-lit gloom of the worm’s interior served to the two agents’ advantage. Beyond the kitchens nearby, it didn’t appear this little contretemps with Charette had been

  noticed. Except in one place? Remembrance glimpsed a shadow move close behind one of the screens separating a part of the dining area he couldn’t see into. The shadow moved closer, revealing

  the outline of a cadaverous human skull, pressed up against the thin, semi-translucent material . . .




  Remembrance froze, and the shadow moved quietly away, as if its owner realized he’d been spotted. However, the outline he’d glimpsed triggered memories of a fleeting encounter

  light-years away, and months in the past.




  But that same person had been reported dead in a fire-fight aboard a coreship, not long after the destruction of Bourdain’s orbital pleasure palace.




  Supposedly.




  Charette’s breath had become coarse and ragged, and Remembrance wondered if he’d applied too much pressure, for judging the right amount was never easy. Yet after a few moments, the

  restaurant manager struggled upright, walking carefully back towards the kitchens without sparing either Remembrance or Honeydew a second glance, thereby retaining at least part of his dignity.




  Some of the Bandati clientele had finally realized something was wrong. One or two had dropped down from their perches, and stood on spindly, furred legs, chittering nervously and staring over

  towards the two Hive agents now standing between them and freedom.




  Remembrance ignored them for the moment and hugged his shotgun close to his chest, slipping the wire loop attached to its stock over his arm. Honeydew appeared uncertain for a moment, then did

  the same.




  ‘When was the last time a maul-worm actually killed anyone?’ he asked Honeydew, after they had started to make their way towards the cordoned-off area where he had glimpsed a

  face.




  ‘Two years ago,’ Honeydew replied, ‘halfway around the world from here. Thirteen died in all, not including any kitchen staff. Apparently they’d been tipped off

  beforehand.’




  ‘So it wasn’t just an accident?’




  ‘Officially, it’s because of a lack of appropriate security in an unsanctioned restaurant. Unofficially, someone fired a smart missile from right across the continent. It missed by

  half a kilometre, but it still triggered an avalanche bad enough to scare the maul-worm into contracting. This sort of business is a risky one to get into.’




  They stepped around a sequence of screens and found Alexander Bourdain himself sitting with two human companions at one of several tables that were each large enough to accommodate a dozen

  seats. Only this one table was occupied, however. Bourdain’s companions – a man and woman – were seated directly across the table from him. Remembrance had encountered them

  before, but even if he hadn’t had that pleasure he would still have recognized immediately that they had the careful, watchful look of hired guns.




  The woman had deep ebony skin, her face surgically altered to look deliberately artificial and cartoon-like, in a style Remembrance recalled had been in vogue for a while within the Consortium.

  She was dressed in artificial skin, a thin, permeable body-suit more akin to a symbiote than any article of clothing. Her name, he recalled, was Rachel Kapur.




  The other bodyguard, Tobias Mazower, was pale-skinned and much more conservative in appearance.




  Something in the posture of all three caused Remembrance to suspect that his presence was not unanticipated. They appeared relaxed, and Bourdain even wore a small smile.




  Remembrance glanced sideways at Honeydew and found himself staring down the barrel of the Immortal Light agent’s shotgun. In that moment, he realized his initial suspicions concerning the

  source of the security leak had been correct.




  How long, Remembrance wondered, had Bourdain known he was the subject of a deep-cover investigation stretching over years and several star systems? I’ve spent too long around these

  creatures, he thought, with a tinge of self-loathing that disturbed him, for sometimes it felt as if he could read humans better than they could read each other. His time amongst them had at

  least granted him an appreciation of certain of the species’ arts, if not of anything else related to them.




  Honeydew gestured towards the table with his shotgun. ‘Drop your weapon where I can see it,’ he demanded, and Remembrance was conscious of a simultaneous translation into human

  speech.




  He ignored the request, keeping his shotgun trained on Bourdain.




  ‘Remembrance of Things Past,’ said Bourdain, extending his arms across the back of his chair. ‘It’s been a while, but maybe not long enough.’ He waved one desultory

  hand towards the weapon aimed at his chest. ‘I really don’t think that’s such a good idea in a place like this, do you?’




  The metallic tones of Remembrance’s interpreter clashed with the moist clicking of his mouth-parts. ‘But, Alex, I’d hate for you to leave when we’ve still got so much to

  talk about.’




  ‘Like?’




  ‘Friends. Family. The smuggling of banned alien technology through Bandati-controlled space. The usual.’




  ‘You know, I figured all along you were the one who betrayed me. Someone used a Giantkiller to destroy the world I made, Remembrance, and you were one of those responsible for ensuring

  that device reached me in the first place.’




  ‘The technical term is “deep cover”, Alex. I was only performing my duty.’




  ‘Your “duty” murdered a lot of innocent people when the Rock was destroyed. How does that make you any better than me?’




  ‘I have no idea who activated the weapon. We wouldn’t even have known you were smuggling that kind of technology if we hadn’t been alerted by your attempt to illicitly acquire

  one of our liquid shields. When you look at the sheer length of the chain eventually leading to you, it’s hardly a surprise if a link happens to break. Tell me, how long have you

  known?’




  ‘About you? Long enough,’ Bourdain replied. ‘You were the weak link – the one whose story was a little too perfect, a little too contrived.’




  ‘But good enough while it lasted,’ Remembrance replied, keeping his shotgun trained on Bourdain. ‘I’m afraid it’s over, Alex.’
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