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  1




  Jay Hilton was sound asleep when every electrophorescent strip in the paediatric ward sprang up to full intensity. The simple dream of her mother broke apart like a stained-glass statue shattered by a powerful gust of sharp white light, colourful splinters tumbling off into the glare.




  Jay blinked heavily against the rush of light, raising her head in confusion. The familiar scenery of the ward hardened around her. She felt so tired. It certainly wasn’t morning yet. A huge yawn forced her mouth open. All around her the other children were waking up in bleary-eyed mystification. Holomorph stickers began reacting to the light, translucent cartoon images rising up to perform their mischievous antics. Animatic dolls cooed sympathetically as children clutched at them for reassurance. Then the doors at the far end of the ward slid open, and the nurses came hurrying in.




  One look at the brittle smiles on their faces was all Jay needed. Something was badly wrong. Her heart shivered. Surely not the possessed? Not here?




  The nurses began ushering children out of their beds, and along the central aisle towards the doors. Complaints and questions were firmly ignored.




  ‘It’s a fire drill,’ the senior staff nurse called out. ‘Come along, quickly now. I want you out of here and into the lifts. Pronto. Pronto.’ He clapped his hands loudly.




  Jay shoved the thin duvet back and scuttled down off the bed. Her long cotton nightie, tangled round her knees, took a moment to straighten. She was about to join the others charging along the aisle when she caught the flickers of motion and light outside the window. Every morning since she’d arrived Jay had sat in front of that window, gazing solemnly out at Mirchusko and its giddy green cloudscape. She’d never seen speckles of light swarming out there before.




  Danger.




  The silent mental word was spoken so quickly Jay almost didn’t catch it, though the feel of Haile was unmistakable. She looked round, expecting to see the Kiint ambling towards her. But there was only the rank of flustered nurses propelling children along.




  Knowing full well she wasn’t doing what she was supposed to, Jay padded over to the big window and pressed her nose against it. A slim band of tiny blue-white stars had looped itself round Tranquillity. They were all moving, contracting around the habitat. She could see now that they weren’t really stars, they were lengthening. Flames. Brilliant, tiny flames. Hundreds of them.




  My friend. My friend. Lifeloss anguish.




  Now that was definitely Haile, and intimating plenty of distress. Jay took a step back from the window, seeing misty grey swirls where her face and hands had pressed against it. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked the empty air.




  A cascade of new flames burst into existence outside the habitat. Expanding knots blossoming seemingly at random across space. Jay gasped at the sight. There were thousands of them, interlacing and expanding. It was so pretty.




  Friend. Friend.




  Evacuation procedure initiated.




  Jay frowned. The second mental voice came as a faint echo. She thought it was one of the adult Kiint, possibly Lieria. Jay had only encountered Haile’s parents a few times. They were awfully intimidating, though they’d been nice enough to her.




  Designation. Two.




  No. The adult responded forcefully. Forbidden.




  Designation.




  You may not, child. Sorrow felt for all human suffering. But obedience required.




  No. Friend. My friend. Designation. Two. Confirmed.




  Jay had never felt Haile so determined before. It was kind of scary. ‘Please?’ she asked nervously. ‘What’s happening?’




  A torrent of light burst through the window. It was as if a sun had risen over Mirchusko’s horizon. All of space was alive with brilliant efflorescences.




  The adult Kiint said: Evacuation enacted.




  Designated.




  Jay felt a wash of guilty triumph rushing out from her friend. She wanted to reach out and comfort her, who she knew from the adult’s reaction was in Big Trouble over something. Instead, she concentrated on forming a beaming smile at the heart of her own mind, hoping Haile would pick it up. Then the air around her was crawling as if she was caught in a breeze.




  ‘Jay!’ one of the nurses called. ‘Come along sweetie, you . . .’




  The light around Jay was fading fast, along with the sounds of the ward. She could just hear the nurse’s gasp of astonishment. The breeze abruptly turned into a small gale, whipping her nightie around and making her bristly hair stand on end. Some kind of grey fog was forming around her, a perfectly spherical bubble of the stuff, with her at the centre. Except she couldn’t feel any dampness in the air. It darkened rapidly, reducing the ward to weak spectral outlines. Then the boundary expanded at a speed so frightening that she screamed. The boundary vanished, and with it any sign of the ward. She was alone in space devoid of stars. And falling.




  Jay put her hands to her head and screamed again, as hard as she possibly could. It didn’t put a stop to any of the horror. She paused to suck down a huge breath. That was when the boundary reappeared out on the edge of nowhere. Hurtling towards her so fast from every direction that she knew the impact would squash her flat. She jammed her eyes shut. ‘MUMMY!’




  Something like a stiff feather tickled the soles of her feet, and she was abruptly standing on solid ground. Jay windmilled her arms for balance, pitching forward. She landed hard on some kind of cool floor, her eyes still tight shut. The air she gulped down was warmer than it had been in the ward, and a lot more humid. Funny smell. Rosy light was playing over her eyelids.




  Still crouched on all fours, Jay risked a quick peep as she gathered herself to scream again. The sight which greeted her was so incredible that the breath stalled in her throat. ‘Oh gosh,’ was all she eventually managed to squeak.




  *




  Joshua initiated the ZTT jump with little enthusiasm. His downbeat mood was one he shared with all the Lady Mac’s crew and passengers (those that weren’t in zero-tau). To have achieved so much, only to have their final triumph snatched away.




  Except . . . Once the initial shock of finding Tranquillity had vanished from its orbit had subsided, he wasn’t frightened. Not for Ione, or his child. Tranquillity hadn’t been destroyed, there was at least that comfort. Which logically meant the habitat had been possessed and snatched out of the universe.




  He didn’t believe it.




  But his intuition was hardly infallible. Perhaps he simply didn’t want to believe it. Tranquillity was home. The emotional investment he had in the habitat and its precious contents was enormous. Tell anyone that everything they ever treasured has been erased, and the reaction is always the same. Whatever. His vacillation made him as miserable as the rest of the ship, just for a different reason.




  ‘Jump confirmed,’ he said. ‘Samuel, you’re on.’




  Lady Mac had jumped into one of Trafalgar’s designated emergence zones, a hundred thousand kilometres above Avon. Her transponder was already blaring out her flight authority codes. Somehow Joshua didn’t think that would quite be enough. Not when you barged in unexpected on the Confederation’s primary military base in the middle of a crisis like this one.




  ‘I’ve got distortion fields focusing on us,’ Dahybi said drolly. ‘Five of them, I think.’




  The flight computer alerted Joshua that targeting radars were locking on to the hull. When he accessed the sensors rising out of their recesses, he found three voidhawks and two frigates on interception courses. Trafalgar’s Strategic Defence Command was directing a barrage of questions at him. He glanced over at the Edenist as he started to datavise a response. Samuel was lying prone on his acceleration couch, eyes closed as he conversed with other Edenists in the asteroid.




  Sarha grinned round phlegmatically. ‘How many medals do you think they’ll give us apiece?’




  ‘Uh oh,’ Liol grunted. ‘However many it is, we might be getting them posthumously. I think one of the frigates has just realized our antimatter drive is ever so slightly highly radioactive.’




  ‘Great,’ she grumbled.




  Monica Foulkes didn’t like the sound of that; as far as the Confederation Navy was aware, it was only Organization ships who were using antimatter. She hadn’t wanted to take Mzu back to Tranquillity, and she certainly hadn’t wanted to wind up at Trafalgar. But in the discussion which followed their discovery of Tranquillity’s disappearance she didn’t exactly have the casting vote. The original agreement between herself and Samuel had just about disintegrated when they rendezvoused with the Beezling.




  Then Calvert had insisted on the First Admiral being the final arbitrator of what was to be done with Mzu, Adul, and himself. Samuel had agreed. And she couldn’t produce any rational argument against it. Silently, she acknowledged that maybe the only true defence against more Alchemists being built was a unified embargo covenant between the major powers. After all, such an agreement almost worked for antimatter.




  Not that such angst counted for much right now. Like ninety per cent of her mission to date, the critical deciding factor was outside her control. All she could do was stick close to Mzu, and make sure the prime requirement of technology transfer wasn’t violated. Though by allowing it to be deployed against the Organization she’d probably screwed that up too. Her debrief was shaping up to be a bitch.




  Monica frowned over at Samuel, who was still silent, his brow creased up in concentration. She added a little prayer of her own to all the unheard babble of communication whirling around Lady Mac, for the navy to exercise some enlightenment and tolerance.




  Trafalgar’s Strategic Defence Command told Joshua to hold his attitude, but refused to grant any approach vector until his status was established. The navy’s emergence zone patrol ships approached to within a cautious hundred kilometres, and took up a three-dimensional diamond observation formation. Targeting radars remained locked on.




  Admiral Lalwani herself talked to Samuel, unable to restrain her incredulity as he explained what had happened. Given that the Lady Macbeth contained not only Mzu and others who understood the Alchemist’s principles, but a quantity of antimatter as well, the final decision on allowing the ship to dock belonged to the First Admiral himself. It took twenty minutes to arrive, but Joshua eventually received a flight vector from Strategic Defence Command. They were allocated a docking-bay in the asteroid’s northern spaceport.




  ‘And Joshua,’ Samuel said earnestly, ‘don’t deviate from it. Please.’




  Joshua winked, knowing it was being seen by the hundreds of Edenists who were borrowing the agent’s eyes to monitor Lady Mac’s bridge. ‘What, Lagrange Calvert fly off line?’




  The flight to Trafalgar took eighty minutes. The number of antimatter technology specialists waiting for them in the docking-bay was almost as great as the number of marines. On top of that were a large complement of uniformed CNIS officers.




  They weren’t stormed, exactly. No personal weapons were actually taken out of their holsters. Though once the airlock tube was sealed and pressurized, Lady Mac’s crew had little to do except hand over the powerdown codes to a navy maintenance team. Zero-tau pods were opened, and the various bewildered occupants Joshua had accumulated during his pursuit of the Alchemist were ushered off the ship. After a very thorough body scan, the polite, steel-faced CNIS officers escorted everyone to a secure barracks deep inside the asteroid. Joshua wound up in a suite that would have done a four-star hotel credit. Ashly and Liol were sharing it with him.




  ‘Well now,’ Liol said as the door closed behind them. ‘Guilty of carrying antimatter, flung in prison by secret police who’ve never heard of civil rights, and after we’re dead, A1 Capone is going to invite us to have a quiet word.’ He opened the cherrywood cocktail bar and smiled at the impressive selection of bottles inside. ‘It can’t get any worse.’




  ‘You forgot Tranquillity being vanquished,’ Ashly chided. Liol waved a bottle in apology.




  Joshua ignored the suite’s ritzy decor, and slumped down into a soft black leather chair in the middle of the lounge. ‘It might not get worse for you. Just remember, I know what the Alchemist does, and how. They can’t afford to let me go.’




  ‘You might know what it does,’ Ashly said. ‘But with respect, Captain, I don’t think you would be much help to anyone seeking the technical details necessary to construct another.’




  ‘One hint is all it takes,’ Joshua muttered. ‘One careless comment that’ll point researchers in the right direction.’




  ‘Stop worrying, Josh. The Confederation passed that point a long time ago. Besides, the navy owes us big-time, and the Edenists, and the Kulu Kingdom. We pulled their arses out of the fire. You’ll fly Lady Mac again.’




  ‘Know what I’d do if I was the First Admiral? Put me into a zero-tau pod for the rest of time.’




  ‘I won’t let them do that to my little brother.’




  Joshua put his hands behind his head, and smiled up at Liol. ‘The second thing I’d do would be to put you in the pod next to mine.’




  *




  Planets sparkled in the twilight sky. Jay could see at least fifteen of them strung out along a curving line. The nearest one appeared a bit smaller than Earth’s moon. She thought that was just because it was a long way off. In every other respect it was similar to any of the Confederation’s terracompatible planets, with deep blue oceans and emerald continents, the whole globe wrapped in thick tatters of white cloud. The only difference was the lights; cities larger than some of Earth’s old nations gleamed with magisterial splendour. Entire weather patterns of cloud smeared across the nightside diffused the urban radiance, soaking the oceans in a perpetual pearl gloaming.




  Jay sat back on her heels, staring up delightedly at the magical sky. A high wall ringed the area she was in. She guessed that the line of planets extended beyond those she could see, but the wall blocked her view of the horizon. A star with a necklace of inhabited planets! Thousands would be needed to make up such a circle. None of Jay’s didactic memories about solar systems mentioned one with so many planets, not even if you counted gas giant moons.




  Friend Jay. Safe. Gleefulness at survival.




  Jay blinked, and lowered her gaze. Haile was trying to run towards her. As always when the baby Kiint got overexcited her legs lost most of their coordination. She came very close to tripping with every other step. The sight of her lolloping about chaotically made Jay smile. It faded as she began to take in the scene behind her friend.




  She was in some kind of circular arena two hundred metres across, with a marblelike ebony floor. The wall surrounding it was thirty metres high, sealed with a transparent dome. There were horizontal gashes at regular intervals along the vertical surface, windows into brightly lit rooms that seemed to be furnished with large cubes of primary colours. Adult Kiint were moving round inside, although an awful lot of them had stopped what they were doing to look directly at her.




  Haile thundered up, half-formed tractamorphic tentacles waving round excitedly. Jay grabbed on to a couple of them, feeling them palpitate wildly inside her fingers.




  ‘Haile! Was that you who did this?’




  Two adult Kiint were walking across the arena floor towards her. Jay recognized them as Nang and Lieria. Beyond them, a black star erupted out of thin air. In less than a heartbeat it had expanded to a sphere fifteen metres in diameter, its lower quarter merging with the floor. The surface immediately dissolved to reveal another adult Kiint. Jay stared at the process in fascination. A ZTT jump, but without a starship. She focused hard on her primer-level didactic memory of the Kiint.




  I did, Haile confessed. Her tractamorphic flesh writhed in agitation, so Jay just squeezed tighter, offering reassurance. Only we were designated to evacuate the all around at lifeloss moment. I included you in designation, against parental proscription. Much shame. Puzzlement. Haile turned her head to face her parents. Query lifeloss act approval? Many nice friends in the all around.




  We do not approve.




  Jay flicked a nervous gaze at the two adults, and pressed herself closer against Haile. Nang formshifted his tractamorphic appendage into a flat tentacle, which he laid across his daughter’s back. The juvenile Kiint visibly calmed at the gesture of affection. Jay thought there was a mental exchange of some kind involved, too, sensing a hint of compassion and serenity.




  Why did we not help? Haile asked.




  We must never interfere in the primary events of other species during their evolution towards Omega comprehension. You must learn and obey this law above all else. However, it does not prevent us from grieving at their tragedy.




  Jay felt the last bit was included for her benefit. ‘Don’t be angry with Haile,’ she said solemnly. ‘I would have done the same for her. And I didn’t want to die.’




  Lieria reached out a tentacle tip, and touched Jay’s shoulder. I thank you for the friendship you have shown Haile. In our hearts we are glad you are with us, for you will be completely safe here. I am sorry we could not do more for your friends. But our law cannot be broken.




  A sudden sensation of bleak horror threatened to engulf Jay. ‘Did Tranquillity really get blown up?’ she wailed.




  We do not know. It was under a concerted attack when we left. However, Ione Saldana may have surrendered. There is a high possibility the habitat and its population survived.




  ‘We left,’ Jay whispered wondrously to herself. There were eight adult Kiint standing on the arena floor now, all the researchers from Tranquillity’s Laymil Project. ‘Where are we?’ She glanced up at the dusky sky again, and that awesome constellation.




  This is our home star system. You are the first true human to visit.




  ‘But . . .’ Flashes of didactic memory tumbled through her brain. She looked up at those enticing, bright planets again. ‘This isn’t Jobis.’




  Nang and Lieria looked at each other in what was almost an awkward pause.




  No, Jobis is just one of our science mission outposts. It is not in this galaxy.




  Jay burst into tears.




  *




  Right from the start of the possession crisis the Jovian Consensus had always acknowledged that it was a prime target. Its colossal industrial facilities were inevitably destined to produce a torrent of munitions, bolstering the reserve stocks of Adamist navies which thanks to budgetary considerations were not all they should be. The response of the Yosemite Consensus to the Capone Organization had already shown what Edenism was capable of achieving along those lines, and that was with a mere thirty habitats. Jupiter had the resources of four thousand two hundred and fifty at its disposal.




  Requests for material support started almost as soon as Trafalgar issued its first warning about the nature of the threat the Confederation was facing. Ambassadors requested and pleaded and called in every favour they thought Edenism owed them to secure a place in production schedules. Payment for the weapons involved loan agreements and fuseodollar transfers on a scale which could have purchased entire stage four star systems.




  On top of that, it was Edenism which was providing the critical support for the Mortonridge Liberation in the form of serjeant constructs to act as foot soldiers. The one utterly pivotal psychological campaign waged against the possessed, proving to the Confederation at large that they could be beaten.




  Fortunately, the practical aspects of assaulting one or more habitats were extremely difficult. Jupiter already had a superb strategic-defence network; among the possessed only the Organization had a fleet which could hope to mount any sort of large-scale offensive, and the distance between Earth and New California almost certainly precluded that. However, the prospect of a lone ship carrying antimatter on a fanatical suicide flight was a strong one. And then there was the remote possibility that Capone would acquire the Alchemist and use it against them. Although Consensus didn’t know how the doomsday device worked, a ship certainly had to jump in to deploy it, which in theory gave the Edenists an interception window to destroy the device before it was deployed.




  Preparations to solidify their defences had begun immediately. Fully one-third of the armaments coming out of the industrial stations were incorporated into a massively expanded SD architecture. The five hundred and fifty thousand kilometre orbital band containing the habitats was the most heavily protected, with the number of SD platforms doubled, and seeded with seven hundred thousand combat wasps to act as mines. A further million combat wasps were arranged in concentric shells around the massive planet out to the orbit of Callisto. Flotillas of multi-spectrum sensor satellites were dispersed among them, searching for any anomaly, however small, which pricked the potent energy storms churning through space around the gas giant.




  Over fifteen thousand heavily armed patrol voidhawks complemented the static defences, circling the volatile cloudscape in elliptical, high-inclination orbits, ready to interdict any remotely suspicious incoming molecule. The fact that so many voidhawks had been taken off civil cargo flights was actually causing a tiny rise in the price of He3, the first for over two hundred and sixty years.




  Consensus considered the economic repercussions to be a worthwhile trade for the security such invulnerable defences provided. No ship, robot, or inert kinetic projectile could get within three million kilometres of Jupiter unless specifically permitted to do so.




  Even a lone maniac would acknowledge an attempted attack would be the ultimate in futility.




  *




  The gravity fluctuation which appeared five hundred and sixty thousand kilometres above Jupiter’s equator was detected instantaneously. It registered as an inordinately powerful twist of space-time in the distortion fields of the closest three hundred voidhawks. The intensity was so great that the gravitonic detectors in the local SD sensor array had to be hurriedly recalibrated in order to acquire an accurate fix. Visually it appeared as a ruby star, the gravity field lensing Jupiter’s light in every direction. Surrounding dust motes and solar wind particles were sucked in, a cascade of pico-meteorites fizzing brilliant yellow.




  Consensus went to condition one alert status. The sheer strength of the space warp ruled out any conventional starship emergence. And the location was provocatively close to the habitats, a hundred thousand kilometres from the nearest designated emergence zone. Affinity commands from Consensus were loaded into the combat wasps drifting inertly among the habitats. Three thousand fusion drives flared briefly, aligning the lethal drones on their new target. The patrol voidhawks formed a sub-Consensus of their own, designating approach vectors and swallow manoeuvres to englobe the invader.




  The warp area expanded out to several hundred metres, alarming individual Edenists, though Consensus itself absorbed the fact calmly. It was already far larger than any conceivable voidhawk or blackhawk wormhole terminus. Then it began to flatten out into a perfectly circular two-dimensional fissure in space-time, and the real expansion sequence began. Within five seconds it was over eleven kilometres in diameter. Consensus quickly and concisely reformed its response pattern. Approaching voidhawks performed frantic fifteen-gee parabolas, curving clear then swallowing away. An extra eight thousand combat wasps burst into life, hurtling in towards the Herculean alien menace.




  After another three seconds the fissure reached twenty kilometres in diameter, and stabilized. One side collapsed inwards, exposing the wormhole’s throat. Three small specks zoomed out of the centre. Oenone and the other two voidhawks screamed their identity into the general affinity band, and implored: HOLD YOUR FIRE!




  For the first time in its five hundred and twenty-one year history, the Jovian Consensus experienced the emotion of shock. Even then, its response wasn’t entirely blunted. Specialist perceptual thought routines confirmed the three voidhawks remained unpossessed. A five second lockdown was loaded into the combat wasps.




  What is happening? Consensus demanded.




  Syrinx simply couldn’t resist it. We have a visitor, she replied gleefully. Her entire crew was laughing around her on the bridge.




  The counter-rotating spaceport was the first part to emerge from the gigantic wormhole terminus. A silver-white disc four and a half kilometres in diameter, docking-bay lights glittering like small towns huddled at the base of metal valleys, red and green strobes winking bright around the rim. Its slender spindle slid up after it, appearing to pull the dark rust-red polyp endcap along.




  That was when the other starships began to rampage out of the terminus, voidhawks, blackhawks, and Confederation Navy vessels streaking off in all directions. Jupiter’s SD sensors and patrol voidhawk distortion fields tracked them urgently. Consensus fired guidance updates at the incoming combat wasps, determinedly vectoring them away from the unruly incursion.




  The habitat’s main cylinder started to coast up out of the terminus, a prodigious seventeen kilometres in diameter. After the first thirty-two kilometres were clear, its central band of starscrapers emerged, hundreds of thousands of windows agleam with the radiance of lazy afternoon sunlight. Their bases just cleared the rim of the wormhole. There were no more starships to come after that, only the rest of the cylinder. When the emergence was complete, the wormhole irised shut and space returned to its natural state. The flotilla of patrol voidhawks thronging round detected a capacious distortion field folding back into the broad collar of polyp around the base of the habitat’s southern endcap that formed the bed of its circumfluous sea.




  Consensus directed a phenomenally restrained burst of curiosity at the newcomer.




  Greetings, chorused Tranquillity and Ione Saldana. There was a distinct timbre of smugness in the hail.




  *




  For nearly ten hours the lift capsule had skimmed down the tower linking Supra-Brazil asteroid with the Govcentral state after which it was named. A smooth, silent ride that barely seemed to be moving at all. The only clue to how fast the lift capsules travelled (three thousand kilometres per hour) would come when they passed each other. But as they clung to rails on the exterior of the tower, and the only windows gave a direct view outward, such events remained out of sight to their passengers. Deliberately so; watching another capsule hurtling towards you at a combined speed of six thousand kilometres per hour was considered an absolute psychological no-go zone by the tower operators.




  Just before it entered the upper fringes of the atmosphere, the lift capsule decelerated to subsonic velocity. It reached the stratosphere as dawn broke over South America. On Earth that was no longer an invigorating sight, all the passengers saw was an unbroken murky-grey cloud layer which covered most of the continent and a third of the South Atlantic. Only when the lift capsule was ten kilometres above the frothing upper layer could Quinn see the army of individual streamers from which the gigantic cyclone was composed, flowing around each other at perilous velocities. The seething mass was as compressed as any gas giant storm band, but infinitely drabber.




  They descended into the slashing tendrils of cirrus, and the windows immediately reverberated from the barrage of fist-sized raindrops. There was nothing else to see after that, just formless smears of grey. A minute before they reached the ground station, the windows went black as the lift capsule entered the sheath which guarded the bottom of the tower from the worst violence of the planet’s rabid weather.




  Digits on the Royale Class lounge’s touchdown counter reached zero, an event marked by only the slightest tremble as latch clamps closed round the base of the lift capsule. The magnetic rail disengaged, and a transporter rolled it clear of the tower, leaving the reception berth clear for the next capsule. Airlock hatches popped open, revealing long extendable corridors leading into the arrivals complex where treble the usual numbers of customs, immigration, and security officers waited to scan the passengers. Quinn sighed in mild resignation. He’d quite enjoyed the trip down, mellowing out with all the facilities the Royale Class lounge could provide. A welcome period of contemplation, assisted by the Norfolk Tears he’d been drinking.




  He had arrived at Earth with one goal: conquest. Now at least he had some notions of how to go about subduing the planet for his Lord. The kind of exponential brute force approach the possessed had used up to now just wasn’t an option on Earth. The arcologies were too isolated for that. It was curious, but the more Quinn thought about it, the more he realized that Earth was a representation of the Confederation in miniature, its vast population centres kept separate by an amok nature almost as lethal as the interstellar void. Seeds of his revolution would have to be planted very carefully indeed. If Govcentral security ever suspected an outbreak of possession, the arcology in question would be quarantined. And Quinn knew that even with his energistic powers there would be nothing he could do to escape once the vac-trains had been shut down.




  Most of the other passengers had disembarked, and the chief stewardess was glancing in Quinn’s direction. He rose from his deep leather seat, stretching the tiredness from his limbs. There was absolutely no way he’d ever get past the immigration desk, let alone security.




  He walked towards the airlock hatch, and summoned the energistic power, mentally moulding it into the now familiar pattern. It crawled over his body, needle spears of static penetrating every cell. A swift groan was the only indication he showed of the grotesquery he experienced passing through the gateway into the ghost realm. His heart stopped, his breathing ceased, and the world about him lost its glimmer of substance. The solidity of walls and floors was still present, but ephemeral. Irrelevant if he really pressed.




  The chief stewardess watched the last passenger step into the airlock, and turned back to the bar. Secured below the counter were several bottles of the complimentary Norfolk Tears and other expensive spirits and liqueurs which her team had opened. They were careful never to leave much, at most a third, before opening a new bottle. But a third of these drinks was an expensive commodity.




  She began inventorying all these bottles as empty in her stock control block. The team would split them later, filling their personal flasks and taking them home. As long as they didn’t get too greedy the company supervisor would let it pass. Her block’s datavise turned to nonsense. She gave it an annoyed glare, and automatically rapped it against the bar, just as the lights started to flicker. Puzzled now, she frowned up at the ceiling. Electrical systems were failing all over the lounge. The AV pillar projection behind the bar had crashed into rainbow squiggles, the airlock hatch activators were whining loudly, though the hatch itself wasn’t moving.




  ‘What—?’ she grumbled. Power loss was just about impossible in the lift capsules. Every component had multiple redundancy backups. She was about to call the lift capsule’s operations officer when the lights steadied, and her stock control block came back on-line. ‘Bloody typical,’ she grunted. It still bothered her badly. If things could go wrong on the ground, they could certainly go wrong halfway up the tower.




  She gave the waiting bottles a forlorn glance, knowing she was giving them up if she logged an official powerdown incident report. The company inspectorate authority would swarm all over the lift capsule. She carefully erased the inventory file she’d started, and datavised the lounge processor for a channel to the operations officer.




  The call never got placed. Instead she received a priority datavise from the arrivals complex Security Office ordering her to remain exactly where she was. Outside, an alarm siren started its high-pitched urgent wailing. The sound made her jump, in eleven years of riding the tower she’d only ever heard it during practice drills.




  The siren’s clamour sounded muffled to Quinn. He’d watched the airlock lights quiver, and sensed the delicate electronic patterns of nearby processors storm wildly as he pushed himself through the gateway. There was nothing he could do about it. It took all of his concentration to marshal his energistic power into the correct pattern. Now it seemed that pattern had an above-average giveaway effect on nearby electronics, though nothing had happened when he’d slipped out of the ghost realm into the Royale Class lounge at the start of the descent. Of course, he wasn’t exerting himself then, quite the opposite, he’d actually been reining in the power.




  Ah well, something to remember.




  Thick security doors were rumbling across the end of the corridor, trapping stragglers among the passengers. Quinn walked past them, and reached the door. It put up a token resistance as he pushed himself through, as if it were nothing more than a vertical sheet of water.




  The arrivals complex on the other side was made up of a series of grandiose multi-level reception halls, stitched together by wave stairs and open-shaft lifts. It could cope with seventy passenger lift capsules disembarking at once, a capacity which had been operating at barely twenty-five per cent since the start of the crisis. As Quinn made his way out from the sealed admission chamber at the end of the corridor, his first impression was that the air-conditioning grilles were pumping out adrenalin gas.




  Down below on the main concourse, a huge flock of people were running for cover. They didn’t know where they were going, the exits were all closed, but they knew where they didn’t want to be, and that was anywhere near a lift capsule that was crammed full of possessed. They were damn sure there was no other reason for a security alert of such magnitude.




  Up on Quinn’s level, badly hyped security guards in bulky kinetic armour were racing for the admission chamber. Officers were screaming orders. All the passengers from the lift capsule were being rounded up at gunpoint and being made to assume the position. Anyone who protested was given a sharp jab with a shock rod. Three stunned bodies were already sprawled on the floor, twitching helplessly. It encouraged healthy cooperation among the remainder.




  Quinn went over to the rank of guards who were forming a semicircle around the door to the admission chamber. Eighteen of the stubby rifles were lined up on it. He walked round one guard to get a closer look at the weapon. The guard shivered slightly, as if a chilly breeze was finding its way through the joint overlaps of her armour. Her weapon was some kind of machine-pistol. Quinn knew enough about munitions to recognize it as employing chemical bullets. There were several grenades hanging from her belt.




  Even though God’s Brother had granted him a much greater energistic strength than the average possessed, he would be very hard-pressed to defend himself against all eighteen of them firing at him. Earth was obviously taking the threat of possession very seriously indeed.




  A new group of people had arrived to move methodically among the whimpering passengers. They weren’t in uniforms, just ordinary blue business suits, but the security officers deferred to them. Quinn could sense their thoughts, very calm and focused in comparison to everyone else. Intelligence operatives, most likely.




  Quinn decided not to wait and find out. He retreated from the semicircle of guards as an officer was ordering them to open the admission chamber door. The wave stair down to the main concourse had been switched off, so he climbed the frozen steps of silicon two at a time.




  People huddled round the barricaded exits felt his passage as a swift ripple of cool air, gone almost as it started. On the plaza outside, more squads of security guards were setting up; two groups were busy mounting heavy-calibre Bradfield rifles on tripods. Quinn shook his head in a kind of bemused admiration, then carefully walked round them. The long row of lifts down to the vac-train station was still working, though there were few people left on the arrivals complex storey to use them. He hopped into one with a group of frightened-looking business executives just back from a trip to Cavius city on the Moon.




  The lift took them a kilometre and a half straight down, opening into a circular chamber three hundred metres across. The station’s floor was divided up by concentric rows of turnstiles, channelling passengers into the cluster of wave stairs occupying the centre. Information columns of jet-black glass formed a picket line around the outside, knots of fluorescent icons twirling around them like electronic fish. Lines of holographic symbols slithered through the air overhead, weaving sinuously around each other as they guided passengers to the wave stair which led down to their platform.




  Quinn sauntered idly round the outside of the information columns for a while, watching the contortions of the holograms overhead. The bustling crowd (all averting their eyes from each other), the confined walls and ceiling, wheezing air-conditioners pouring out gritty air, small mechanoids being kicked as they attempted to clean up rubbish – he welcomed them all back into his life. Even though he was going to destroy this world and despoil its people, for a brief interlude it remained the old home. His satisfaction came to a cold halt; the name EDMONTON, in vibrant red letters, trickled over his head, riding along a curving convoy of translucent blue arrowheads towards one of the wave stairs. The vac-train was departing in eleven minutes.




  It was so tempting. Banneth, at last. To see that face stricken with fear, then suffering – for a long, long time, the suffering – before the final ignominy of empty-headed imbecility. There were so many stages of torment to inflict on Banneth, so much he wanted to do to her now he had the power; intricate, malicious applications of pain, psychological as well as physical. But the needs of God’s Brother came first, even before the near-sexual urgings of his own serpent beast. Quinn turned away from the glowing invitation in disgust, and went to find a vac-train which would take him direct to New York.




  People were starting to congregate around the windows of the bars and fast-food outlets making up the perimeter wall of the station. Kids stared with intrigued expressions at the images coming at them from newschannel AV projectors, while adults achieved the blank-faced otherwhereness which showed they were receiving sensevises. As he passed a pasta stall, Quinn caught a brief glimpse of the image inside a holoscreen above the sweating cook. Jupiter’s cloudscape formed an effervescent ginger backdrop to a habitat; dozens of spaceships were swirling round it in what could almost be read as a state of high excitement.




  It wasn’t relevant to him, so he walked on.




  *




  Ione had gone straight to De Beauvoir Palace after Tranquillity emerged above Jupiter, coordinating the habitat’s maintenance crews and making a public sensevise to reassure people and tell them what to do. The formal reception room was a more appropriate setting for such a broadcast than her private apartment. Now, with the immediate crisis over, she was snuggled back in the big chair behind her desk and using Tranquillity’s sensitive cells to observe the last of the voidhawks assigned to implement the aid response settle on its docking-ledge pedestal. A procession of vehicles trundled over the polyp towards it, cargo flatbed lorries and heavy-lift trucks eager to unload the large fusion generator clamped awkwardly in the voidhawk’s cargo cradles.




  The generator had come from one of the industrial stations of the nearest Edenist habitat, Lycoris; hurriedly ferried over by Consensus as soon as Tranquillity’s status was established. There were currently fifteen technical crews working on similar generators around the docking-ledge, powering them up and wiring them in to the habitat’s power grid.




  When she sank her mentality deeper into the neural strata and the autonomic monitor routines which operated there, Ione could feel the electricity flowing back into the starscrapers through the organic conductors, their mechanical systems gradually coming back on-line. The habitat’s girdling city had been in emergency powerdown mode since the swallow manoeuvre, along with other non-essential functions. Grandfather Michael’s precautions hadn’t been perfect after all. She grinned to herself; pretty damn good, though. And even without the Jovian Consensus on hand to help with all its resources, they had the smaller fusion generators in the non-rotating spaceport.




  We would have been OK.




  Of course we would, Tranquillity said. It managed a mildly chastising tone, surprised at her doubt.




  Obviously, nobody had fully thought through the implications of the swallow manoeuvre for Tranquillity. When it entered the wormhole the hundreds of induction cables radiating out from the endcap rims had been sliced off, eliminating nearly all of the habitat’s natural energy-generation capability. It would take their extrusion glands several months to grow new ones out to full length.




  By which time they might have to move again.




  Let’s not worry about that right now, Tranquillity said. We’re in the safest orbit in the Confederation; even I was surprised by the amount of firepower Consensus has amassed here to protect itself. Be content.




  I wasn’t complaining.




  Nor are our inhabitants.




  Ione felt her attention being focused inside the shell.




  It was party time in Tranquillity. The whole population had come up out of the starscrapers (using the lifts’ emergency power reserves) to wait in the parkland around the lobbies until the electricity was restored. Elderly plutocrats sat on the grass next to students, waitresses shared the queue to the toilets with corporate presidents, Laymil Project researchers mingled with society vacuumheads. Everybody had grabbed a bottle on the way out of their apartment, and the galaxy’s biggest mass picnic had erupted spontaneously. Dawn was now five hours late, but the moonlight silver light-tube only enhanced the ambience. People drank, and ran stim programs, and laughed with their neighbour as they told and retold their personal tale of combat-wasp-swarms-I-have-seen-hurtling-towards-me. They thanked God but principally Ione Saldana for rescuing them, and declared their undying love for her, that goddam beautiful, brilliant, canny, gorgeous girl in whose habitat they were blessed to live. And, hey, Capone; how does it feel, loser? Your almighty Confederation-challenging fleet screwed by a single non-military habitat; everything you could throw at us, and we beat you. Still happy you came back to the wonders of this century?




  The residents from the two starscrapers closest to De Beauvoir Palace walked over the vales and round the spinneys to pay their respects and voice their gratitude. A huge crowd was singing and chanting outside the gates, calling, pleading for their heroine to appear.




  Ione slid the focus over them, smiling when she saw Dominique and Clement in the throng, as well as a wildly drunk Kempster Getchell. There were others she knew, too, directors and managers of multistellar companies and finance institutions, all swept along with a tide of emotion. Red-faced, exhilarated, and calling her name with hoarse throats. She let the focus float back to Clement.




  Invite him in, Tranquillity urged warmly.




  Maybe.




  Survival of dangerous events is a sexual trigger for humans. You should indulge your instincts. He will make you happy, and you deserve that more than anything.




  Romantically put.




  Romance has nothing to do with this. Enjoy the release he will bring.




  What about you? You performed the swallow manoeuvre.




  When you are happy, I am happy.




  She laughed out loud. ‘Oh what the hell, why not.’




  That is good. But I think you will have to make a public appearance first. This crowd is good-natured, but quite determined to thank you.




  Yes. She sobered. But there is one last official duty.




  Indeed. Tranquillity’s tone matched her disposition.




  Ione felt the mental conversation widen to incorporate the Jovian Consensus. Armira, the Kiint Ambassador to Jupiter, was formally invited to converse with them.




  Our swallow manoeuvre has produced an unexpected event, Ione said. We are hopeful that you can clarify it for us.




  Armira injected a sensation of stately amusement into the affinity band. I would suggest, Ione Saldana and Tranquillity, that your entire swallow manoeuvre was an unexpected event.




  It certainly surprised the Kiint we were host to, she said. They all left, very suddenly.




  I see. Armira’s thoughts hardened, denying them any hint of his emotional content.




  Tranquillity replayed the memory it had from the time of the attack, showing all the Kiint vanishing inside event horizons.




  What you have seen demonstrated is an old ability, Armira responded dispassionately. We developed the emergency exodus facility during the era when we were engaged in interstellar travel. It is merely a sophisticated application of your distortion-field systems. My colleagues helping with your Laymil research project would have used it instinctively when they believed they were threatened.




  We’re sure they would, Consensus said. And who can blame them? That’s not the point. The fact that you have this ability is most enlightening to us. We have always regarded as somewhat fanciful your claim that your race’s interest in star travel is now over. Although the fact that you had no starships added undeniable weight to the argument. Now we have seen your personal teleport ability, the original claim is exposed as a complete fallacy.




  We do not have the same level of interest in travelling to different worlds that you do, Armira said.




  Of course not. Our starships are principally concerned with commercial and colonization flights, and an unfortunate amount of military activity. Your technological level would preclude anything as simple as commercial activity. We also believe that you are peaceful, although you must have considerable knowledge of advanced weapons. That leaves colonization and exploration.




  A correct analysis.




  Are you still conducting these activities?




  To some degree.




  Why did you not tell us this, why have you hidden your true abilities behind a claim of mysticism and disinterest?




  You know the answer to that, Armira said. Humans discovered the Jiciro race three hundred years ago; yet you have still not initiated contact and revealed yourselves to them. Their technology and culture is at a very primitive level, and you know what will happen if they are exposed to the Confederation. All that they have will be supplanted by what they will interpret as futuristic items of convenience, they will cease to develop anything for themselves. Who knows what achievements would be lost to the universe?




  That argument is not pertinent here, Consensus said. The Jiciro do not know what the stars are, nor that solid matter is composed of atoms. We do. We acknowledge that our technology is inferior to yours. But equally you know that one day we will achieve your current level. You are denying us knowledge we already know exists, and you have done so twice, in this field and in your understanding of the beyond. This is not an act of fellowship. We have opened ourselves to you in honesty and friendship, we have not hidden our flaws from you; yet you have clearly not reciprocated. Our conclusion is that you are simply studying us. We would now like to know why. As sentient entities we have that right.




  Study is a pejorative term. We learn of you, as you do us. Admittedly that process is imbalanced, but given our respective natures, that is inevitable. As to bestowing our technology, that would be interference of the grandest order. If you want something, achieve it for yourselves.




  Same argument you gave us concerning the beyond, Ione remarked testily.




  Of course, Armira said. Tell me, Ione Saldana, what would your reaction have been if a xenoc race announced that you had an immortal soul, and proved it, and then went on to demonstrate that the beyond awaited, though as Laton said, only for some? Would you have greeted such a revelation with thanks?




  No, I don’t suppose I would.




  We know that our introduction to the concept of the beyond was accidental, Consensus said. Something happened on Lalonde which allowed the souls to come back and possess the living. Something extraneous. This calamity has been inflicted upon us. Surely such circumstances permit you to intervene?




  There was a long pause. We will not intervene in this case, Armira said. For two reasons. Whatever happened on Lalonde happened because you went there. There is more to travelling between stars and exploring the universe than the physical act.




  You are saying we must accept responsibility for our actions.




  Yes, inevitably.




  Very well, with reservations we accept that judgement. Though please appreciate we do not like it. What is the second reason?




  Understand, there is a faction among my people who have argued that we should intervene in your favour. The possibility was rejected because what we have learned of you so far indicates that your race will come through this time successfully. Edenists especially have the social maturity to face what follows.




  I’m not an Edenist, Ione said. What about me, and all the other Adamists, the majority of our race? Are you going to stand back as we perish and fall into the beyond? Does the survival of an elite few, the sophisticates and the intellectuals, justify discarding the rest? Humans have never practised eugenics, we regard it as an abomination, and rightly so. If that’s the price of racial improvement, we’re not willing to pay it.




  If I am any judge, you too will triumph, Ione Saldana.




  Nice to know. But what about all the others?




  Fate will determine what happens. I can say no more other than to restate our official response: the answer lies within yourselves.




  That is not much of a comfort, Consensus remarked.




  I understand your frustration. My one piece of advice is that you should not share what you have learned about my race with the Adamists. Believing we have a solution, and piety alone will extract it from us, would weaken their incentive to find that answer.




  We will consider your suggestion, Consensus said. But Edenism will not voluntarily face the rest of eternity without our cousins. Ultimately, we are one race, however diverse.




  I acknowledge your integrity.




  I have a final question, Ione said. Where is Jay Hilton? She was taken from Tranquillity at the same time as your researchers. Why?




  Armira’s thoughts softened, shading as close to embarrassment as Ione had ever known a Kiint to come. That was an error, the Ambassador said. And I apologize unreservedly for it. However, you should know the error was made in good faith. A young Kiint included Jay Hilton in the emergency exodus against parental guidance. She was simply trying to save her friend.




  Haile! Ione laughed delightedly. You wicked girl.




  I believe she has been severely reprimanded for the incident.




  I hope not, Ione said indignantly. She’s only a baby.




  Quite.




  Well, you can bring Jay back now; Tranquillity isn’t as vulnerable as you thought.




  I apologize again, but Jay Hilton cannot be returned to you at this time.




  Why not?




  In effect, she has seen too much. I assure you that she is perfectly safe, and we will of course return her to you immediately your current situation is resolved.




  *




  The walls of the prison cell were made from some kind of dull-grey composite, not quite cool enough to be metal, but just as hard. Louise had touched them once before sinking down onto the single cot and hugging her legs, knees tucked up under her chin. The gravity was about half that of Norfolk, better than Phobos, at least; though the air was cooler than it had been on the Jamrana. She spent some time wondering about Endron, the old systems specialist from the Far Realm, thinking he might have betrayed them and alerted High York’s authorities. Then decided it really didn’t matter. Her one worry now was that she’d been separated from Gen; her sister would be very frightened by what was happening.




  And I got her into this mess. Mother will kill me.




  Except Mother was in no position to do anything. Louise hugged herself tighter, fighting the way her lips kept trembling.




  The door slid open, and two female police officers stepped in. Louise assumed they were police, they wore pale blue uniforms with Govcentral’s bronze emblem on their shoulders, depicting a world where continents shaped as hands gripped together.




  ‘OK, Kavanagh,’ said the one with sergeant’s stripes. ‘Let’s go.’




  Louise straightened her legs, looking cautiously from one to the other. ‘Where?’




  ‘Interview.’




  ‘I’d just shove you out the bloody airlock, if it was up to me,’ said the other. ‘Trying to sneak one of those bastards in here. Bitch.’




  ‘Leave it,’ the sergeant ordered.




  ‘I wasn’t . . .’ Louise started. She pursed her lips helplessly. It was so complicated, and Heaven only knew how many laws she’d broken on the way to High York.




  They marched her down a short corridor and into another room. It made her think of hospitals. White walls, everything clean, a table in the middle that was more like a laboratory bench, cheap waiting-room chairs, various processor blocks in a tall rack in one corner, more lying on the table. Brent Roi was sitting behind the table; he’d taken off the customs uniform he’d worn to greet the Jamrana, now he was in the same blue suit as the officers escorting her. He waved her into the chair facing him.




  Louise sat, hunching her shoulders exactly the way she was always scolding Gen for doing. She waited for a minute with downcast eyes, then glanced up. Brent Roi was giving her a level stare.




  ‘You’re not a possessed,’ he said. ‘The tests prove that.’




  Louise pulled nervously at the black one-piece overall she’d been given, the memory of those tests vivid in her mind. Seven armed guards had been pointing their machine-guns at her as the technicians ordered her to strip. They’d put her inside sensor loops, pressed hand-held scanners against her, taken samples. It was a million times worse than any medical examination. Afterwards, the only thing she’d been allowed to keep was the medical nanonic package round her wrist.




  ‘That’s good,’ she said in a tiny voice.




  ‘So how did he blackmail you?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The possessed guy calling himself Fletcher Christian.’




  ‘Um. He didn’t blackmail me, he was looking after us.’




  ‘So you rolled over and let him fuck you in return for protection against the other possessed?’




  ‘No.’




  Brent Roi shrugged. ‘He preferred your little sister?’




  ‘No! Fletcher is a decent man. You shouldn’t say such things.’




  ‘Then what the hell are you doing here, Louise? Why did you try and infiltrate a possessed into the O’Neill Halo?’




  ‘I wasn’t. It’s not like that. We came here to warn you.’




  ‘Warn who?’




  ‘Earth. Govcentral. There’s somebody coming here. Somebody terrible.’




  ‘Yeah?’ Brent Roi raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Who’s that, then?’




  ‘He’s called Quinn Dexter. I’ve met him, he’s worse than any normal possessed. Much worse.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘More powerful. And he’s full of hate. Fletcher says there’s something wrong about him, he’s different somehow.’




  ‘Ah, the expert on possession. Well, if anyone is going to know, it’ll be him.’




  Louise frowned, unsure why the official was being so awkward. ‘We came here to warn you,’ she insisted. ‘Dexter said he was coming to Earth. He wants revenge on someone called Banneth. You have to guard all the spaceports, and make sure he doesn’t get down to the surface. It would be a disaster. He’ll start the possession down there.’




  ‘And why do you care?’




  ‘I told you. I’ve met him. I know what he’s like.’




  ‘Worse than ordinary possessed; yet you seemed to have survived. How did you manage that, Louise?’




  ‘We were helped.’




  ‘By Fletcher?’




  ‘No . . . I don’t know who it was.’




  ‘All right, so you escaped this fate worse than death, and you came here to warn us.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How did you get off Norfolk, Louise?’




  ‘I bought tickets on a starship.’




  ‘I see. And you took Fletcher Christian with you. Were you worried there were possessed among the starship crew?’




  ‘No. That was one place I was sure there wouldn’t be any possessed.’




  ‘So although you knew there were no possessed on board, you still took Christian with you as protection. Was that your idea, or his?’




  ‘I . . . It . . . He was with us. He’d been with us since we left home.’




  ‘Where is home, Louise?’




  ‘Cricklade Manor. But Dexter came and possessed everyone. That’s when we fled to Norwich.’




  ‘Ah yes, Norfolk’s capital. So you brought Christian with you to Norwich. Then when that started to fall to the possessed, you thought you’d better get offplanet, right?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Did you know Christian was a possessed when you bought the tickets?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘And when you bought them, did you also know Dexter wanted to come to Earth?’




  ‘No, that was after.’




  ‘So was it dear old Samaritan Fletcher Christian who suggested coming here to warn us?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And you agreed to help him?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So where were you going to go originally, before Fletcher Christian made you change your mind and come here?’




  ‘Tranquillity.’




  Brent Roi nodded in apparent fascination. ‘That’s a rather strange place for a young lady from Norfolk’s landowner class to go. What made you chose that habitat?’




  ‘My fiancé lives there. If anyone can protect us, he can.’




  ‘And who is your fiancé, Louise?’




  She smiled sheepishly. ‘Joshua Calvert.’




  ‘Joshua Cal . . . You mean Lagrange Calvert?’




  ‘No, Joshua.’




  ‘The captain of the Lady Macbeth?’




  ‘Yes. Do you know him?’




  ‘Let’s say the name rings a bell.’ He sat back and folded his arms, regarding Louise with a strangely mystified expression.




  ‘Can I see Genevieve now?’ she asked timidly. No one had actually said she was under arrest yet. She felt a lot more confident now the policeman had actually listened to her story.




  ‘In a little while, possibly. We just have to review the information you’ve provided us with.’




  ‘You do believe me about Quinn Dexter, don’t you? You must make sure he doesn’t get down to Earth.’




  ‘Oh, I assure you, we will do everything we can to make sure he doesn’t get through our security procedures.’




  ‘Thank you.’ She glanced awkwardly at the two female officers standing on either side of her chair. ‘What’s going to happen to Fletcher?’




  ‘I don’t know, Louise, that’s not my department. But I imagine they’ll attempt to flush him out of the body he’s stolen.’




  ‘Oh.’ She stared at the floor.




  ‘Do you think the’re wrong to try that, Louise?’




  ‘No. I suppose not.’ The words were troubling to speak; the truth, but not what was right. None of what had happened was right.




  ‘Good.’ Brent Roi signalled her escort. ‘We’ll talk again in a little while.’ When the door closed behind her, he couldn’t help a grimace of pure disbelief.




  ‘What do you think?’ his supervisor datavised.




  ‘I have never heard someone spout quite so much bullshit in a single interview before,’ Brent Roi replied. ‘Either she’s a retard, or we’re up against a new type of possessed infiltration.’




  ‘She’s not a retard.’




  ‘Then what the hell is she? Nobody is that dumb, it’s not possible.’




  ‘I don’t believe she’s dumb, either. Our problem is, we’re so used to dealing with horrendous complexities of subterfuge, we never recognize the simple truth when we see it.’




  ‘Oh, come on, you don’t actually believe that story?’




  ‘She is, as you said, from the Norfolk landowner class; that doesn’t exactly prepare her for the role of galactic master criminal. And she is travelling with her sister.’




  ‘That’s just cover.’




  ‘Brent, you are depressingly cynical.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ He held on to his exasperation, it never made the slightest impression on his supervisor. The anonymous entity who had guided the last twenty years of his life lacked many ordinary human responses. There were times when Brent Roi wondered if he was actually dealing with a xenoc. Not that there was much he could do about that now; whatever branch of whatever agency the supervisor belonged to, it was undoubtedly a considerable power within Govcentral. His own smooth, accelerated promotion through the Halo police force was proof of that.




  ‘There are factors of Miss Kavanagh’s story which my colleagues and I find uniquely interesting.’




  ‘Which factors?’ Brent asked.




  ‘You know better than that.’




  ‘All right. What do you want me to do with her?’




  ‘Endron has confirmed the Phobos events to the Martian police, however we must establish exactly what happened to Kavanagh on Norfolk. Initiate a direct memory retrieval procedure.’




  *




  Over the last five hundred years, the whole concept of Downtown had acquired a newish and distinctly literal meaning in New York; naturally enough, so did Uptown. One thing, though, would never change; the arcology still jealously guarded its right to boast the tallest individual building on the planet. While the odd couple of decades per century might see the title stolen away by upstart rivals in Europe or Asia, the trophy always came home eventually.




  The arcology now sprawled across more than four thousand square kilometres, housing (officially) three hundred million people. With New Manhattan at the epicentre, fifteen crystalline domes, twenty kilometres in diameter, were clumped together in a semicircle along the eastern seaboard, sheltering entire districts of ordinary skyscrapers (defined as buildings under one kilometre high) from the pummelling heat and winds. Where the domes intersected, gigantic conical megatowers soared up into the contused sky. More than anything, these colossi conformed to the old concept of ‘arcology’ as a single city-in-a-building. They had apartments, shopping malls, factories, offices, design bureaux, stadiums, universities, parks, police stations, council chambers, hospitals, restaurants, bars, and spaces for every other human activity of the twenty-seventh century. Thousands of their inhabitants were born, lived, and died inside them without ever once leaving.




  At five and a half kilometres tall, the Reagan was the current global champion, its kilometre-wide base resting on the bedrock where the town of Ridgewood had stood in the times before the armada storms. An apartment on any of its upper fifty floors cost fifteen million fuseodollars, and the last one was sold twelve years before they were built. Their occupants, the new breed of Uptowners, enjoyed a view as spectacular as it was possible to have on Earth. Although impenetrably dense cloud swathed the arcology for a minimum of two days out of every seven, when it was clear the hot air was very clear indeed. Far below them, under the transparent hexagonal sheets which comprised the roof of the domes, the tide of life ebbed and flowed for their amusement. By day, an exotic hustle as kaleidoscope rivers of vehicles flowed along the elevated 3D web of roads and rails; by night, a shimmering tapestry of neon pixels.




  Surrounding the Reagan, streets and skyscrapers fanned out in a radial of deep carbon-concrete canyons, like buttress roots climbing up to support the main tower. The lower levels of these canyons were badly cluttered, where the skyscraper bases were twice as broad as their peaks, and the elevated roads formed a complex intersecting grid for the first hundred and fifty metres above the ground. High expressways throwing off curving slip roads at each junction down to the local traffic lanes; broad freight-only flyovers shaking from the eighty-tonne autotrucks grumbling along them twenty-four hours a day, winding like snakes into tunnels which led to sub-basement loading yards; metro transit carriages gliding along a mesh of rails so labyrinthine that only an AI could run the network. Rents were cheap near the ground, where there was little light but plenty of noise, and the heavy air gusting between dirty vertical walls had been breathed a hundred times before. Entropy in the arcology meant a downward drift. Everything that was worn-out, obsolete, démodé, economically redundant – down it came to settle on the ground, where it could descend no further. People as well as objects.




  Limpet-like structures proliferated among the criss-cross of road-support girders bridging the gap between the skyscrapers, shanty igloos woven from salvaged plastic and carbotanium composite, multiplying over the decades until they clotted into their own light-killing roof. Under them, leeched to the streets themselves, were the market stalls and fast-food counters; a souk economy of fifth-hand cast-offs and date-expired sachets shuffled from family to family in an eternal round robin. Crime here was petty and incestuous, gangs ruled their turf, pushers ruled the gangs. Police made token patrols in the day, and went off-shift as the unseen sun sank below the rim of the domes above.




  This was Downtown. It was everywhere, but always beneath the feet of ordinary citizens, invisible. Quinn adored it. The people who dwelt here were almost in the ghost realm already; nothing they did ever affected the real world.




  He walked up out of the subway onto a gloomy street jammed with canopied stalls and wheelless vans, all with their skirt of goods guarded by vigilant owners. Graffiti struggled with patches of pale mould for space on the skyscraper walls. There were few windows, and those were merely armoured slits revealing little of the mangy shops and bars inside. Metallic thunder from the roads above was as permanent as the air which carried it.




  Several looks were quickly thrown Quinn’s way before eyes were averted for fear of association. He smiled to himself as he strode confidently among the stalls. As if his attitude wasn’t enough to mark him out as an interloper, he had clothed himself in his jet-black priest’s robe again.




  It was the simplest way. He wanted to find the sect, but he’d never been to New York before. Everybody in Downtown knew about the sect, this was their prime recruiting ground. There would be a coven close by, there always was. He just needed someone who was bound to know the location.




  Sure enough, he hadn’t got seventy metres from the subway when they saw him. A pair of waster kids busy laughing as they pissed on the woman they’d just beaten unconscious. Her two-year-old kid lay on the sidewalk bawling as blood and urine pooled round its feet. The victim’s bag had been ripped apart, scattering its pitiful contents on the ground around her. They put Quinn in mind of Jackson Gael; late adolescence, with pumped bodies, their muscle shape defined by some exercise but mostly tailored hormones. One of them wore a T-shirt with the slogan: CHEMICAL WARFARE MACHINE. The other was more body-proud, favouring a naked torso.




  He was the one who saw Quinn first, grunted in amazement, and nudged his partner. They sealed their flies and sauntered over.




  Quinn slowly pushed his hood down. Hypersensitive to trouble, the street was depopulating rapidly. Pedestrians, already nervous from the mugging, slipped away behind the forest of support pillars. Market stall shutters were slammed down.




  The two waster kids stopped in front of Quinn, who grinned in welcome. ‘I haven’t had sex for ages,’ Quinn said. He looked straight at the one wearing the T-shirt. ‘So I think I’ll fuck you first tonight.’




  The waster kid snarled, and threw a punch with all the strength his inflated muscles could manage. Quinn remained perfectly still. The fist struck his jaw, just to the left of his chin. There was a crunch which could easily be heard above the traffic’s clamour. The waster kid bellowed, first in shock, then in agony. His whole body shook as he slowly pulled his hand back. Every knuckle was broken, as if he had punched solid stone. He cradled it with frightened tenderness, whimpering.




  ‘I’d like to say take me to your leader,’ Quinn said, as if he hadn’t even noticed the punch. ‘But organizing yourselves takes brains. So I guess I’m out of luck.’




  The second waster kid had paled, shaking his head and taking a couple of steps backward.




  ‘Don’t run,’ Quinn said, his voice sharp.




  The waster kid paused for a second, then turned and bolted. His jeans burst into flames. He screamed, stumbling to a halt, and flailing wildly at the burning fabric. His hands ignited. The shock silenced him for a second as he held them up disbelievingly in front of his face. Then he screamed again, and kept on screaming, staggering about drunkenly. He crashed into one of the flimsy stalls which crumpled, folding about him. The fire was burning deeper into his flesh now, spreading along his arms, and up onto his torso. His screaming became weaker as he bucked about in the smouldering wreckage.




  The T-shirted kid raced over to him. But all he could do was look down in a horror of indecision as the flames grew hotter.




  ‘For Christ’s sake,’ he wailed at Quinn. ‘Stop it. Stop it!’




  Quinn laughed. ‘Your first lesson is that God’s Brother cannot be stopped.’




  The body was motionless and silent now, a black glistening husk at the centre of the flames. Quinn put a hand on the shoulder of the sobbing waster kid at his side. ‘It hurts you, doesn’t it? Watching this?’




  ‘Hurts! Hurts? You bastard.’ Even with a face screwed up from pain and rage, he didn’t dare try to twist free from Quinn’s hand.




  ‘I have a question,’ Quinn said. ‘And I’ve chosen you to answer it for me.’ His hand moved down, caressing the waster kid’s chest before it reached his crotch. He tightened his fingers round the kid’s balls, aroused by the fear he was inflicting.




  ‘Yes, God, yes. Anything,’ the kid snivelled. His eyes were closed, denying what he could of this nightmare.




  ‘Where is the nearest coven of the Light Bringer sect?’




  Even with the pain and dread scrambling his thoughts, the waster kid managed to stammer: ‘This dome, district seventeen, Eighty-Thirty Street. They got a centre somewhere along there.’




  ‘Good. You see, you’ve learnt obedience, already. That’s very smart of you. I’m almost impressed. Now there’s only one lesson left.’




  The waster kid quailed. ‘What?’




  ‘To love me.’




  *




  The coven’s headquarters had chewed its way, maggot-fashion, into the corner of the Hauck skyscraper on Eighty-Thirty Street. What had once been a simple lattice of cube rooms, arranged by mathematics rather than art, was now a jumbled warren of darkened chambers. Acolytes had knocked holes in some walls, nailed up barricades in the corridors, pulled down ceilings, sealed off stairwells: drones shaping their nest to the design of the magus. From the outside it looked the same, a row of typically shabby Downtown shops along the street, selling goods cheaper than anywhere else – they could afford to, everything was stolen by the acolytes. But above the shops, the slim windows were blacked out, and, according to the building management processors, the rooms unoccupied, and therefore not liable to pay rent.




  Inside, the coven members buzzed about industriously twenty-four hours a day. Looked at from a strictly corporate viewpoint, which was how Magus Garth always regarded his coven, it was quite a prosperous operation. Ordinary acolytes, the real sewer-bottom shit of the human race, were sent out boosting from the upper levels; they brought back a constant supply of consumer goodies that were either used by the sect or sold off in the coven-front shops and affiliated street market stalls. Sergeant acolytes were deployed primarily as enforcers to keep the others in line, but also to run a more sophisticated distribution net among the dome’s lower-middle classes, competing (violently) with ordinary pushers out in the bars and clubs. Senior acolytes, the ones who actually had a working brain cell, were given didactic memory courses and employed running the pirate factory equipment, bootlegging MF albums, black sensevise programs, and AV activant software, as well as synthesizing an impressive pharmacopoeia of drugs, hormones, and proscribed viral vectors.




  In addition to these varied retail enterprises, the coven still engaged in the more traditional activities of crime syndicates. Although sensevise technology had essentially eliminated a lot of prostitution outside of Downtown, that still left protection rackets, extortion, clean-water theft, blackmail, kidnapping, data theft, game-rigging, civic-service fraud, power theft, embezzlement, and vehicle theft, among others.




  The coven performed all of them with gusto, if not finesse. Magus Garth was satisfied with their work. They hadn’t missed their monthly target in over three years, making the required financial offering to New York’s High Magus over in Dome Two. His only worry was that the High Magus would realize how lucrative the coven was, and demand a higher offering. Increased payments would cut into Garth’s personal profits, the eight per cent he’d been skimming every month for the last five years.




  There were times when Garth wondered why nobody had noticed. But then, looking at Sergeant Acolyte Wener, maybe he shouldn’t be all that surprised. Wener was in his thirties, a big man, but rounded rather than wedge-shaped like most of the acolytes. He had a thick beard, dark hair sprouting from his face in almost simian proportions. His head was in keeping with the rest of his body, though Garth suspected the bone thickness would be a lot greater than average. An overhanging forehead and jutting chin gave him a permanently sullen, resentful expression – appropriately enough. You couldn’t geneer that quality, it was a demonstration that the incest taboo was finally starting to lose force among Downtown residents. Fifteen years in the sect, and Wener was as far up the hierarchy as he’d ever get.




  ‘They got Tod, and Jay-Dee,’ Wener said. He smiled at the memory. ‘Tod went down swinging. Hit a couple of cops before they shot him with a fucking nervejam. They started kicking him then. I got out.’




  ‘How come they spotted you?’ Garth asked. He’d sent Wener and five others out to steam a mall. Simple enough, two of them bang into a civilian, cut a bag strap, slice trouser pocket fabric. Any protest: you get crushed by a circle of aggressive faces and tough young bodies looking for an excuse to hurt you as bad as they can. Three seconds and it’s over. Twenty victims in one place, then the steamers are out, moving on.




  Wener shifted some flesh around on top of his shoulders, his way of shrugging. ‘Dunno. Cops maybe saw what was going down.’




  ‘Ah, fuck it.’ Garth knew. They’d hit a streak and stayed too long, allowed the mall patrols to realize what was happening. ‘Did Tod and Jay-Dee have anything on them?’




  ‘Credit disks.’




  ‘Shit.’ That was it. The cops would send them straight down to the Justice Hall, walk them past a judge whose assistant’s assistant would access the case file and slap them with an Involuntary Transportation sentence. Two more loyal followers lost to some asshole colony. Though Garth had heard that the quarantine was even affecting colony starship flights. Ivet holding pens at every orbital tower station were getting heavily overcrowded, the news companies were hot with rumours of riots.




  Wener was shoving his hands in his pockets, pulling out credit disks and other civilian crap: fleks, jewellery, palm-sized blocks . . . ‘I got this. The steam wasn’t a total zero.’ He spilt the haul on Garth’s desk, and gave the Magus a hopeful look.




  ‘OK, Wener. But you’ve got to be more careful in future. Fuck it, God’s Brother doesn’t like failure.’




  ‘Yes, Magus.’




  ‘All right, get the hell out of my sight before I give you to Hot Spot for a night.’




  Wener lumbered out of the sanctum, and closed the door. Garth datavised the room’s management processor to turn up the lights. Candles and shadowy gloom were the sect’s habitual trappings, as standardized as the accessories of a global fast-food franchise. When acolytes were summoned before him, the study conformed to that. A sombre cave lit by a few spluttering red candles in iron candelabra, its walls invisible.




  Powerful beams shone down out of the ceiling, revealing a richly furnished den: drinks cabinet filled with a good selection of bottles, extensive AV and sensevise flek library, new-marque Kulu Corporation desktop processor (genuine – not a bootleg), some of the weirder art stuff that was impossible to fence. A homage to his own greed, and devoutness. If you see something you want: take it.




  ‘Kerry!’ he yelled.




  She came in from his private apartment, butt naked. He hadn’t allowed her to wear clothes since the day her brother brought her in. Best-looking girl the coven had acquired in ages. A few tweaks with cosmetic adaptation packages, pandering to his personal tastes, and she was visual perfection.




  ‘Get my fifth invocation robes,’ he told her. ‘Hurry up. I’ve got the initiation in ten minutes.’




  She bobbed her head apprehensively, and retreated back into the apartment. Garth started picking up the junk Wener had left, reading the flek labels, datavising the blocks for a menu. A gentle gust of cool air wafted across his face. The candles flickered. It broke his concentration for a moment. Air-conditioner screwed up again.




  There was nothing of any interest among Wener’s haul, no blackmail levers; some of the fleks were company files, but a quick check found no commercially sensitive items. He was indifferent about that. Data was the other offering the coven made to the High Magus, and that on a weekly basis. A gift that never brought any return, other than the invisible umbrella of political protection the sect extended to its senior members. So Garth played along, considering it his insurance premium. The reports were more than a simple summary of what was happening inside the coven; the High Magus insisted on knowing what action was going down on the street, every street. Which gangs were up, why they were up, what they were pushing, new faces, vanished faces, who was trouble, who had a score to settle and why.




  Years of being out on the street at the hard edge had taught Garth the value of good intelligence, but this was like a fetish with the High Magus.




  Kerry returned with his robes. The fifth invocation set were appropriately flamboyant, black and purple, embroidered with scarlet pentagrams and nonsense runes. But they were a symbol of authority, and the sect was very strict about internal discipline. Kerry helped him into them, then hung a gold chain with an inverted cross round his neck. When he looked into a mirror he was satisfied with what he saw. The body might be sagging slightly these days, but he used weapon implants rather than straight physical violence to assert himself now, while the shaven skull and eyes recessed by cosmetic adaptation packages gave him a suitably ominous appearance.




  The temple was at the centre of the headquarters, a cavity three storeys high. Straight rows of severed steel-reinforcement struts poking out of the walls showed where the floors and ceilings used to be. A broad pentagon containing an inverted cross was painted across the rear wall. It was illuminated from below by a triple row of skull candles, great gobs of wax in upturned craniums. Stars, demons, and runes formed a constellation around it, although they were fading under layers of soot. The altar was a long carbon-concrete slab, ripped from the sidewalk outside, and mounted on jagged pillars of carbotanium. Impressively solid, if nothing else. There was a black brazier on top of it, lithe blue flames slithering out of the trash bricks it was filled with, sending up a plume of sweet-stinking smoke. A pair of tall serpent-shaped candlesticks flanked it. Ten iron hoops, sunk into the carbon-concrete, trailed lengths of chain which ended in manacles.




  Just over half of the coven’s acolytes were waiting obediently when Garth arrived. Standing in rows, wearing their grey robes, with coloured belts denoting seniority. Garth would have preferred more. But they were stretched pretty thin right now. A turf dispute with a gang operating out of Ninety-Ten Street had resulted in several clashes. The gang lord was doubtless thinking it would all be settled with a boundary agreement. Garth was going to cure him of that illusion. God’s Brother did not negotiate. Acolytes had the gang under observation, building up a picture of their entire operation. It wasn’t something the gang understood or could ever emulate, they didn’t have the discipline or the drive. Their only motivation was to claw in enough money to pay for their own stim fixes.




  That was what made the sect different, serving God’s Brother so rewarding.




  In another week Garth would unlock the weapons stash and launch a raid. The High Magus had already arranged for him to take delivery of sequestration nanonics; that would be the fate of the gang’s leadership, turned into biological mechanoids. Any attractive youths would be used as bluesense meat after the acolytes had enjoyed their victory orgy. And, inevitably, there would be a sacrifice.




  The acolytes bowed to Garth, who went to stand in front of the altar. Five initiates were shackled to it. Three boys and two girls, lured in by the promises and the treachery of friends. One of the boys stood defiantly straight, determined to show he could take whatever the initiation threw at him so he could claim his place, the other two were just surly and subdued. Garth had ordered one of the girls to be tranked after he’d spoken to her earlier. She’d virtually been abducted by an acolyte angry at losing her to an outside rival, and was likely to go into a mental melt-down if she wasn’t eased into her new life; she had strong ambitions to better herself and rise out of Downtown.




  Garth held up his arms, and made the sign of the inverted cross. ‘With flesh we bond in the night,’ he intoned.




  The acolytes started a low, mournful chanting, swaying softly in unison.




  ‘Pain we love,’ Garth told them. ‘Pain frees the serpent beast. Pain shows us what we are. Your servants, Lord.’




  He was almost in a trance state as he spoke the words, he’d said them so many times before. So many initiations. The coven had a high turnover, arrests, stim burnouts, fights. But never drop-outs.




  Indoctrination and discipline helped, but his main weapon of control was belief. Belief in your own vileness, and knowing there was no shame in it. Wanting things to get worse, to destroy and hurt and ruin. The easy way forward . . . once you gave in to your true self, your serpent beast. All that started right here, with the ceremony.




  It was a deliberate release of sex and violence, an empowerment of the basest instincts, permitting little resistance. So easy to join, so natural to immerse yourself in the frenzy around you. Indulge the need to belong, to be the same as your brethren family. An act which gave the existing acolytes that fraternity.




  As to the initiates, they passed through the eye of the needle. Fear kept them in place at first, fear of knowing how exquisitely ugly the sect really was, how they would be dealt with if they disobeyed or attempted to leave. Then the cycle would turn, and there would be another initiation. Only this time it would be them showing their devotion to God’s Brother, revelling in the unchaining of their serpent beast. Doing as they had been done by, and enraptured by the accomplishment.




  Whoever had designed the ritual, Garth thought, had really understood basic conditioning psychology. Such elemental barbarism was the only possible way to exert any kind of control over a Downtown savage. And there was no other sort of resident here.




  ‘In darkness we see You, Lord,’ Garth recited. ‘In darkness we live. In darkness we wait for the true Night that You will bring us. Into that Night we will follow You.’ He lowered his arms.




  ‘We will follow You,’ the acolytes echoed. Their rustling voices had become hot with expectation.




  ‘When You light the true path of salvation at the end of the world, we will follow You.’




  ‘We will follow You.’




  ‘When Your legions fall upon the angels of the false Lord, we will follow You.’




  ‘We will follow You.’




  ‘When the time—’




  ‘That time is now,’ a single clear voice announced.




  The acolytes grunted in surprise, while Garth spluttered to a halt, more astonished than outraged at the interruption. They all knew how important he considered the sect’s ceremonies, how intolerant of sacrilege. Only true believers can inspire belief in others.




  ‘Who said that?’ he demanded.




  A figure walked forward from the back of the temple, clad in a midnight-black robe. The opening at the front of the hood seemed to absorb all light, there was no hint of the head it contained. ‘I am your new Messiah, and I have come among you to bring our Lord’s Night to this planet.’




  Garth tried to use his retinal implants to see into the hood, but they couldn’t detect any light in there, even infrared was useless. Then his neural nanonics reported innumerable program crashes. He yelled, ‘Shit!’ and thrust his left hand out at the robed figure, index finger extended. The fire command to his microdart launcher never arrived.




  ‘Join with me,’ Quinn ordered. ‘Or I will find more worthy owners for your bodies.’




  One of the acolytes launched herself at Quinn, booted foot swinging for his kneecap. Two others were right behind her, fists drawn back.




  Quinn raised an arm, his sleeve falling to reveal an albino hand with grizzled claw fingers. Three thin streamers of white fire lashed out from the talons, searingly bright in the gloomy, smoke-heavy air. They struck his attackers, who were flung backwards as if they’d been hit by a shotgun blast.




  Garth grabbed one of the serpent candlesticks and swung it wildly, aiming to smash it down on Quinn’s head. Not even a possessed would be able to survive a mashed brain, the invading soul would be forced out. Air thickened around the candlestick, slowing its momentum until it halted ten centimetres above the apex of Quinn’s hood. The serpent’s head that held the candle hissed and closed its mouth, biting the rod of wax in half.




  ‘Swamp him!’ Garth shouted. ‘He can’t defeat all of us. Sacrifice yourself, for God’s Brother.’




  A few of the acolytes edged closer to Quinn, but most stayed where they were. The candlestick began to glow along its entire length. Pain stabbed into Garth’s hands. He could hear his skin sizzling. Squirts of greasy smoke puffed out. But he couldn’t let go; his fingers wouldn’t move. He saw them blister and blacken; bubbling juices ran down his wrists.




  ‘Kill him,’ he cried. ‘Kill. Kill.’ His burning hands made him scream out in agony.




  Quinn leant towards him. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘This is the time of God’s Brother. He sent me here to lead you. Obey me.’




  Garth fell to his knees, arms shaking, charred hands still clenched round the gleaming candlestick. ‘You’re a possessed.’




  ‘I was a possessed. I returned. My belief in Him freed me.’




  ‘You’ll possess all of us,’ the Magus hissed.




  ‘Some of you. But that is what the sect prays for. An army of the damned; loyal followers of our darkest Lord.’ He turned to the acolytes and held up his hands. For the first time his face was visible within, pale and deadly intent. ‘The waiting is over. I have come, and I bring you victory for eternity. No more pathetic squabbling over black stimulants, no more wasting your life mugging geriatric farts. His true work waits to be done. I know how to bring Night to this planet. Kneel before me, become true warriors of darkness, and together we will rain stone upon this land until it bleeds and dies.’




  Garth screamed again. All that was left now of his fingers were black bones soldered to the candlestick. ‘Kill him, shitbrains!’ he roared. ‘Smash the fucker into the bedrock, curse you.’ But through eyes blurred with tears he could see the acolytes slowly sinking to the floor in front of Quinn. It was like a wave effect, spreading across the temple. Wener was the closest to Quinn, his simple face alive with admiration and excitement. ‘I’m with you,’ the lumbering acolyte yelled. ‘Let me kill people for you. I want to kill everyone, kill the whole world. I hate them. I hate them real bad.’




  Garth groaned in mortification. They believed him! Believed the shit was a real messenger from God’s Brother.




  Quinn closed his eyes and smiled in joy as he gloried in their adulation. Finally, he was back among his own. ‘We will show the Light Bringer we are the worthy ones,’ he promised them. ‘I will guide you over an ocean of blood to His Empire. And from there we will hear the false Lord weeping at the end of the universe.’




  The acolytes cheered and laughed rapturously. This was what they craved; no more of the Magus’s tactical restraint, at last they could unleash violence and horror without end, begin the war against the light, their promised destiny.




  Quinn turned and glanced down at Magus Garth. ‘You: fuckbrain. Grovel, lick the shit off my feet, and I’ll allow you to join the crusade as a whore for the soldiers.’




  The candlestick clattered to the ground, with the roast remains of Garth’s hands still attached. He bared his teeth at the deranged possessor standing over him. ‘I serve my Lord alone. You can go to hell.’




  ‘Been there,’ Quinn said urbanely. ‘Done that. Come back.’ His hand descended on Garth’s head as if in anointment. ‘But you will be of use to me. Your body, anyway.’ His needle-sharp talons pierced the skin.




  The Magus discovered that the pain of losing his hands was merely the overture to a very long and quite excruciating symphony.
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  It was designated Bureau Seven, which somewhat inevitably for a government organization was acronymed down to B7. To anyone with Govcentral alpha-rated clearance, it was listed as one of the hundreds of bland committees which made up the management hierarchy of the Govcentral Internal Security Directorate. Officially its function was Policy Integration and Resource Allocation, a vital coordination role. The more senior GISD Bureaux produced their requirements for information and actions, and it was B7’s job to make sure none of the new objectives clashed with current operations before they designated local arcology offices with carrying out the project and assigned funds. If there was any anomaly to be found with B7, it was that such an important and sensitive responsibility did not have a political appointee assigned to run it. Certainly the chiefs of Bureaux One through Six changed with every new administration, reflecting fresh political priorities; and several hundred minor posts among the lower Bureaux were also up for grabs as a loyalty reward to the new President’s retinue. Again, no junior positions were available in B7.




  So B7 carried on as it always had, isolated and insular. In fact, just how insular would have come as a great shock to any outsider who investigated the nature of its members – that is, a shock in the brief period left to them before being quietly terminated.




  Although the antithesis of democracy, it did take the job of guarding the republic of Earth extremely seriously. Possession was the one threat which had the potential not just to overthrow but actually eliminate Govcentral, a prospect which hadn’t arisen for nearly four hundred and fifty years, since the population pressures of the Great Dispersal.




  Possession, therefore, was the reason why a full meeting of all sixteen members had been convened for the first time in twelve years. Their sensenviron conference had a standard format, a white infinity-walled room with an oval table in the centre seating their generated representations. There was no seniority among them, each had his or her separate area of responsibility, the majority of which were designated purely on geographical terms, although there was a supervisor for GISD’s division dealing in Military Intelligence.




  An omnidirectional projection hung over the table, showing a warehouse on Norfolk which was burning with unnatural ferocity. Several museum-piece fire engines were racing towards it, along with men in khaki uniforms.




  ‘It would appear the Kavanagh girl is telling the truth,’ said the Central American supervisor.




  ‘I never doubted it,’ Western Europe replied.




  ‘She’s certainly not possessed,’ said Military Intelligence. ‘Not now, anyway. But she’d still have those memories if she had been.’




  ‘If she’d been possessed, she would have admitted it,’ Western Europe said indolently. ‘You’re building in complications for us.’




  ‘Do you want a full personality debrief to confirm her authenticity?’ Southern Africa asked.




  ‘I don’t think we should,’ Western Europe said. He absorbed the mildly polite expressions of surprise the representations around the table were directing at him.




  ‘Care to share with us?’ South Pacific asked archly.




  Western Europe looked at the Military Intelligence supervisor. ‘I believe we have crossover from the Mount’s Delta?’




  Military Intelligence gave a perfunctory nod. ‘Yes. We confirmed that the starship was carrying two people when it docked at Supra-Brazil. One of them slaughtered the other in an extravagantly gory fashion right after docking was completed, the body was literally exploded. All that we can tell you about the victim is that he was male. We still don’t know who he was, there’s certainly no correlating DNA profile stored in our memory cores. I’ve requested that all governments we’re in contact with run a search through their records, but I don’t hold out much hope.’




  ‘Why not?’ South Pacific asked.




  ‘The Mount’s Delta came from Nyvan; he was probably one of their citizens. None of their nations remains intact.’




  ‘Not relevant, anyway,’ said Western Europe.




  ‘Agreed,’ Military Intelligence said. ‘Once we’d stripped down the Mount’s Delta we ran extremely thorough forensic tests on the life-support capsule and its environmental systems. Analysis on the faecal residue left in the waste-cycle mechanism identified the other occupant’s DNA for us. And this is where the story gets interesting, because we have a very positive match on his DNA.’ Military Intelligence datavised the sensevise’s controlling processor, and the image above the table changed. Now it showed an image taken from Louise Kavanagh’s brain a few minutes before the warehouse was fired; a young man with a pale, stern face, dressed in a jet-black robe. The viewing angle was such that he looked down on the members of B7 with a derisory sneer. ‘Quinn Dexter. He was an Ivet shipped to Lalonde last year, sentenced for resisting arrest, the police thought he was running an illegal package into Edmonton. He was, as it happens. Sequestration nanonics.’




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ Central America muttered.




  ‘The Kavanagh girl confirms he was on Norfolk, and both she and Fletcher Christian strongly suspect he was the one who took over the frigate Tantu. Following that, the Tantu made one unsuccessful attempt to penetrate Earth defences, and immediately withdrew, damaging itself in the process.’




  Western Europe datavised the sensenviron management processor, and the image above the table changed again. ‘Dexter got to Nyvan. One of the surviving asteroids confirmed that the Tantu docked at Jesup asteroid. That’s when their real troubles started. Ships from Jesup planted the nukes in the abandoned asteroids.’ He pointed at the image of Nyvan which had replaced Dexter. It was a world like nothing previously seen in the galaxy, as if a ball of lava had congealed in space, a crinkled black surface crust riddled with contorted fissures of radiant red light. The two atmospheric aspects were in constant conflict, supernatural and supernature boiling against each other with harrowing aggression. For any survivors down on the surface, their environment couldn’t even be classified as terracompatible any more.




  ‘Dexter was there on Lalonde at incident one, according to Laton and our Edenist friends,’ Western Europe said remorselessly. ‘He was on Norfolk, which we now recognize as the major distribution source of infection. He was at Nyvan, which has elevated the crisis to a completely new stage; as far as we can tell one which has proved as hostile to the possessed as it is to the ordinary population. And now we are certain he arrived here at Supra-Brazil.’ He looked directly at the South American supervisor.




  ‘There was an alert at the Brazil tower station fifteen hours after the Mount’s Delta arrived,’ South America said tonelessly. ‘Just after its descent, one of the lift capsules suffered exactly the kind of electronic glitches known to be inflicted by the possessed. We had the entire arrivals complex sealed and surrounded within ninety seconds. Nothing. No sign of any possessed.’




  ‘But you think he’s here?’ Eastern Europe pressed.




  South America smiled without humour. ‘We know he is. After the alert, we hauled in everyone who came down on the lift capsule, passengers and crew. This is what we got from several neural nanonics memory cells.’ Nyvan faded away to show a slightly fuzzy two-dimensional picture, indicating a low-grade recording. The figure in the Royale Class lounge wearing a blue silk suit, slumped comfortably in a deep chair, was undoubtedly Dexter.




  ‘Merciful Allah,’ North Pacific exclaimed, ‘we’ll have to shut down the vac-trains. It’s our one advantage. I don’t care how good he is at eluding our sensors, the little shit can’t walk a thousand kilometres along a vacuum tunnel. Isolate the bastard, and hit him with an SD platform strike.’




  ‘I believe even we would have trouble shutting down the vac-trains,’ South Pacific said significantly. ‘Not without questions being asked.’




  ‘I don’t mean we should issue the order,’ North Pacific snapped. ‘Feed the information up to B3, and make the President’s office authorize it.’




  ‘If the public find out there’s a possessed on Earth, there will be absolute pandemonium,’ North Africa said. ‘Even we would have trouble retaining control over the arcologies.’




  ‘Better than being possessed,’ North America said. ‘Because that’s what he’ll do to the arcology populations if we don’t stop him. Even we would be in danger.’




  ‘I think his objective is more complex than that,’ Western Europe said. ‘We know what he did to Nyvan, I think we can assume he wants to do the same thing here.’




  ‘Not a chance,’ Military Intelligence said. ‘Even if he could sneak around up in the Halo, which I doubt, he’d never acquire enough nukes to split an asteroid open. You can’t remove one of those beauts from storage without anyone knowing.’




  ‘Maybe, but there’s something else. Kavanagh and Fletcher Christian both say that Dexter is here to hunt down Banneth and have his revenge on her. I checked Dexter’s file; he used to be a sect member in Edmonton. Banneth was his Magus.’




  ‘So what?’ asked North Pacific. ‘You know what those crazy brute sect members do to each other when the lights go off. I’m not surprised he wants to beat the crap out of Banneth.’




  ‘You’re missing the point,’ Western Europe said patiently. ‘Why would the soul possessing Quinn Dexter’s body care about Dexter’s old Magus?’ He looked questioningly round the table. ‘We’re dealing with something new here, something different. An ordinary person who has somehow gained the same powers as the possessed, if not superior ones. His goals are not going to be the same as theirs, this craving they have to flee the universe.’




  North America caught it first. ‘Shit. He used to be a sect member.’




  ‘And presumably remains so,’ Western Europe agreed. ‘He was still performing their ceremony on Lalonde; that was incident one, after all. Dexter is a true believer in the Light Bringer teachings.’




  ‘You think he’s come back to find his God?’




  ‘It’s not a god he worships, it’s the Devil. But no, he’s not here to find him. My people ran a psychological profile simulation; what they got indicates he’s come back to prepare the way for his Lord, the Light Bringer, who glories in war and chaos. He’ll try to unleash as much mayhem and destruction on both us and the possessed as it’s possible to do. Nyvan was just the warm-up. The real game is going to be played out down here.’




  ‘Well, that settles it, then,’ North Pacific said. ‘We have to close the vac-trains. It’ll mean losing an entire arcology to him; but we can save the rest.’




  ‘Don’t be so melodramatic,’ Western Europe said. ‘Dexter is a problem; a novel one, granted. He’s different, and more powerful than all the others B7 has faced over the centuries. But that’s what we are here for, ultimately, to solve problems which would defeat conventional government action. We simply have to locate a weakness and use it.’




  ‘An invisible megalomaniac as powerful as a minor god has a weakness?’ North Pacific said. ‘Allah preserve us, I should like to hear what it is.’




  ‘The Kavanagh girl has escaped him twice. Both times it was due to the intervention of an unknown possessed. We have an ally.’




  ‘On Norfolk! Which has bloody vanished.’




  ‘Nevertheless, Dexter does not command total support from the possessed. He is not invincible. And we have what should be a decisive advantage over him.’




  ‘Which is?’




  ‘We know about him. He knows nothing about us. That can be exploited to trap him.’




  ‘Ah yes,’ the Halo supervisor said contentedly. ‘Now I understand the reluctance for a personality debrief on the Kavanagh girl.’




  ‘Well, I don’t,’ South America declared querulously.




  ‘Personality debrief requires a much more invasive procedure,’ Western Europe said. ‘At the moment Kavanagh is not aware of what has happened to her. That means we can use her ignorance to get very close to Dexter.’




  ‘Close to . . .’ South Pacific trailed off. ‘My God, you want to use her as a lightning conductor.’




  ‘Exactly. At the moment we have one chance for proximity, and that’s Banneth. Unfortunately there is only a limited degree of preparation we can make with her. The possessed, and therefore presumably Dexter, can sense the emotional content of the minds around them. We have to proceed with extreme caution if he is to be lured into a termination option. If he learns someone is hunting him, we could lose several arcologies, if not more. Moving the Kavanagh girl back into the game doubles our chances of engineering an encounter with him.’




  ‘That’s goddam risky,’ North America said.




  ‘No, I like it,’ Halo said. ‘It has subtlety; that’s more us than closing down the vac-trains and using SD fire to incinerate entire arcology domes.’




  ‘Oh, Heaven forfend we should let our standard of style drop when the whole fucking world is about to go down the can,’ South Pacific groused.




  ‘Does anyone have a substantial objection?’ Western Europe enquired.




  ‘Your operation,’ North Pacific said hotly. ‘Your responsibility.’




  ‘Responsibility?’ Australia chided lightly.




  There were several smiles around the table as North Pacific glowered.




  ‘Naturally I accept the consequences,’ Western Europe purred volubly.




  ‘You’re always such an arrogant little shit when you’re this age, aren’t you?’ North Pacific said.




  Western Europe just laughed.




  *




  The three Confederation Navy marines were polite, insistent, and resolutely uncommunicative. They escorted Joshua the entire length of Trafalgar. Which, he thought, was a hopeful sign; he was being taken away from the CNIS section. A day and a half of interviews with sour-faced CNIS investigators, cooperating like a good citizen. None of his questions answered in return. Certainly no access to a lawyer – one of the investigators had given him a filthy look when he half-jokingly asked for legal aid. Net processors wouldn’t respond to his datavises. He didn’t know where the rest of his crew was. Didn’t know what was happening to Lady Mac. And could make a pretty good guess what kind of report Monica and Samuel were concocting.




  From the tube carriage station a lift took them up to a floor which was plainly officer country. A wide corridor, good carpet, discreet lighting, holograms of famous naval events (few he recognized), intent men and women looping from office to office, none of them under the rank of senior lieutenant. Joshua was led into a reception room with two captains sitting at desks. One of them stood, and saluted the marines. ‘We’ll take him from here.’




  ‘What is this?’ Joshua asked. It definitely wasn’t a firing squad on the other side of the ornate double doors in front of him, and hopefully not a courtroom either.




  ‘The First Admiral will see you now,’ the Captain said.




  ‘Er,’ Joshua said lamely. ‘OK, then.’




  The large circular office had a window overlooking the asteroid’s biosphere. It was night outside, the solartubes reduced to a misty oyster glimmer revealing little of the landscape. Big holoscreens on the walls were flashing up external sensor images of Avon and the asteroid’s spaceports. Joshua looked for Lady Mac among the docking-bays, but couldn’t find her.




  The Captain beside him saluted. ‘Captain Calvert, sir.’




  Joshua locked eyes with the man sitting behind the big teak desk in front of him, receiving a mildly intrigued gaze from Samual Aleksandrovich.




  ‘So,’ the First Admiral said. ‘Lagrange Calvert. You fly some very tight manoeuvres, Captain.’




  Joshua narrowed his eyes, unsure just how much irony was being applied here. ‘I just do what comes naturally.’




  ‘Indeed you do. I accessed that section of your file, also.’ The First Admiral smiled at some internal joke, and waved a hand. ‘Please sit down, Captain.’




  A blue-steel chair swelled up out of the floor in front of the desk. Alkad Mzu was sitting in the one next to it, body held rigid, staring ahead. On the other side of her, Monica and Samuel had relaxed back into their own chairs. The First Admiral introduced the demure Edenist woman beside them as Admiral Lalwani, the CNIS Chief. Joshua responded with a very nervous twitch of greeting.




  ‘I think I had better start by saying the Confederation Navy would like to thank you for your part in the Nyvan affair, and solving the Alchemist problem for us,’ the First Admiral said. ‘I do not like to dwell on the consequences had the Capone Organization acquired it.’




  ‘I’m not under arrest?’




  ‘No.’




  Joshua let out a hefty breath of relief. ‘Jesus!’ He grinned at Monica, who responded with a laconic smile.




  ‘Er, so can I go now?’ he asked without much hope.




  ‘Not quite,’ Lalwani said. ‘You’re one of the few people who knows how the Alchemist works,’ she told him.




  Joshua did his best not to glance at Mzu. ‘A very brief description.’




  ‘Of the principles,’ Mzu said.




  ‘And I believe you told Samuel and Agent Foulkes that you would submit to internal exile in Tranquillity so no one else could obtain the information,’ Lalwani said.




  ‘Did I? No.’




  Monica pantomimed deep thought. ‘Your exact words were: “I’ll stay in Tranquillity if we survive this, but I have to know.” ’




  ‘And you said you’d stay there with me,’ Joshua snapped back. He scowled at her. ‘Ever heard of Hiroshima?’




  ‘The first time an atomic bomb was used on Earth,’ Lalwani said.




  ‘Yeah. At the time the only real secret about an atom bomb was the fact that it was possible to build one that worked. Once it got used, that secret was out.’




  ‘The relevance being?’




  ‘Anyone who visits the location where we deployed Alchemist and sees the result is going to be able to figure out those precious principles of yours. After that, it’s just a question of engineering. Besides, the possessed won’t build another. They’re not geared around that kind of action.’




  ‘Capone’s Organization might be able to,’ Monica said. ‘They certainly thought they could, remember? They wanted Mzu at any price, incarnate or just her soul. And who’s going to know where the Alchemist was used unless you and your crew tell them?’




  ‘Jesus, what do you people want from me?’




  ‘Very little,’ said the First Admiral. ‘I think we’ve established to everyone’s satisfaction that you’re trustworthy.’ He grinned at Joshua’s sour expression. ‘Despite what that may do to your reputation. So I’m just going to ask you to agree to a few ground rules. You do not discuss the Alchemist with anyone. And I mean anyone.’




  ‘Easy enough.’




  ‘For the duration of our current crisis you do not put yourself in a position where you will encounter the possessed.’




  ‘I’ve already encountered them twice, I don’t intend to do it again.’




  ‘That effectively means you will not fly anywhere outside the Sol system. Once you get home, you stay there.’




  ‘Right.’ Joshua frowned. ‘You want me to go to Sol?’




  ‘Yes. You will take Dr Mzu and the Beezling survivors there. As you pointed out with your Hiroshima analogy, we cannot push the information genie back into the lamp, but we can certainly initiate damage limitation. The relevant governments have agreed that Dr Mzu can be returned to a neutral nation, where she will not communicate any details of the Alchemist to anyone. The Doctor has consented to that.’




  ‘They’ll get it eventually,’ Joshua said softly. ‘No matter what agreements they sign, governments will try to build Alchemists.’




  ‘No doubt,’ Samual Aleksandrovich said. ‘But such problems are for the future. And that is going to be a very different place to today, is it not, Captain?’




  ‘If we solve today, then, yeah. It’ll be different. Even today is different than yesterday.’




  ‘So. Lagrange Calvert has become a philosopher?’




  ‘Haven’t we all, knowing what we do now?’




  The First Admiral nodded reluctantly. ‘Perhaps it’s not such a bad thing. Somebody has to find a solution. The more there are of us searching, the quicker it will be revealed.’




  ‘That’s a lot of faith you have there, Admiral.’




  ‘Of course. If I didn’t have faith in the human race, I would have no right to sit in this chair.’




  Joshua gave him a strong look. The First Admiral wasn’t quite what he’d envisaged, the gung-ho military archetype. That made him more confident for the future. Slightly. ‘OK, so where do you want me to take the Doc in the Sol system, exactly?’




  Samual Aleksandrovich smiled broadly. ‘Ah yes, this is one piece of news I shall enjoy imparting.’




  *




  Friend Jay, please cry not.




  Haile’s voice was no stronger than the memory of a dream. Jay had closed up her mind as tight as her eyelids. She just lay on the floor, all curled up, sobbing at . . . everything. Ever since that terrible day on Lalonde when the Ivets went mad, she and Mummy had been torn further and further apart. First the cramped house on the savannah. Then Tranquillity, where she’d heard rumours of the possessed taking Lalonde out of the universe – even though the paediatric ward staff had been careful about allowing the refugee kids access to any news. Now this, flying like an angel to another galaxy. Where she’d never get back from. And she’d never see Mummy ever again. Everyone she knew was either dead, or about to be possessed. She wailed louder, so much it hurt her throat.




  The back of her head was full of warm whispers, pushing to be let in.




  Jay, please restrain yourself.




  She is developing cyclic trauma psychosis.




  We should impose a thalamic regulator routine.




  Humans respond better to chemical suppressors.




  Certainty?




  Ambiguous context.




  Referral to Corpus.




  Tractamorphic flesh was slithering round her, rubbing gently. She shook at the touch of it.




  Then there was a sharp regular clicking sound, tac tac tac, like heels on the cool hard floor. Human heels.




  ‘What in seven heavens’ name do you lot think you’re doing?’ a woman’s voice asked sharply. ‘Give the poor dear some air, for goodness’ sake. Come on, get back. Right back. Move out the way.’ There followed the distinctive sound of a human hand being slapped against a Kiint hide.




  Jay stopped crying.




  ‘Move! You too, you little terror.’




  That causes painfulness, Haile protested.




  ‘Then learn to move quicker.’




  Jay smeared some of the tears from her eyes, and peered up just in time to see someone’s finger and thumb pinching the crater ridge of skin around Haile’s ear, hauling her aside. The baby Kiint’s legs were getting all twisted round as she skittled hurriedly out of the way.




  The owner of the hand smiled down at Jay. ‘Well, well, sweetie, haven’t you just caused a stir? And whatever are all these tears for? I suppose you had a bit of shock when they jumped you here. Don’t blame you. That stupid leaping through the darkness stunt used to give me the chronic heebie-jeebies every time. I’ll take a Model-T over that any day. Now there was a really gracious method of transport. Would you like a hanky, wipe your face a bit?’




  ‘Uh,’ Jay said. She’d never seen a woman quite so old before; her brown Mediterranean skin was deeply wrinkled, and her back curved slightly, giving her shoulders a permanent hunch. The dress she wore had come straight out of a history text, lemon-yellow cotton printed with tiny white flowers, complemented by a wide belt and lace collar and cuffs. Thin snow-white hair was permed into a neat beret, and a double loop of large pearls round her neck chittered softly with every movement. It was as if she’d turned age into a statement of pride. But her green eyes were vividly alert.




  A frilly lace handkerchief was pulled from her sleeve, and proffered to Jay.




  ‘Thank you,’ Jay gulped. She took the hanky, and blew into it heavily. The huge adult Kiint had all backed off, standing several paces behind the small woman, keeping close together in a mutual support group. Haile was pressed against Lieria, who had formshifted a tractamorphic arm to stroke her daughter soothingly.




  ‘So now, sweetie, why don’t you start by telling me your name.’




  ‘Jay Hilton.’




  ‘Jay.’ The woman’s jowls bobbled, as if she was sucking on a particularly hard mint. ‘That’s nice. Well, Jay, I’m Tracy Dean.’




  ‘Hello. Um, you are real, aren’t you?’




  Tracy laughed. ‘Oh, yes, sweetie, I’m genuine flesh and blood, all right. And before you ask why I’m here, this is my home now. But we’ll save the explanations until tomorrow. Because they’re very long and complicated, and you’re tired and upset. You need to get some sleep now.’




  ‘I don’t want to sleep,’ Jay stammered. ‘Everybody in Tranquillity’s dead, and I’m here. And I want Mummy. And she’s gone.’




  ‘Oh, Jay, no, sweetie.’ Tracy knelt beside the little girl, and hugged her tight. Jay was sniffling again, ready to burst into tears. ‘Nobody’s dead. Tranquillity swallowed away clean before any of the combat wasps reached it. These silly oafs got it all wrong and panicked. Aren’t they stupid?’




  ‘Tranquillity’s alive?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And Ione, and Father Horst, and everybody?’




  ‘Yes, all safe and sound. Tranquillity is orbiting Jupiter right this minute. That surprised everybody, let me tell you.’




  ‘But . . . how did it do that?’




  ‘We’re not quite sure yet, but it must have an awful lot of energy patterning cells tucked away somewhere inside it.’ She gave Jay a sly grin, and winked. ‘Tricky people, those Saldanas. And very clever with it, thankfully.’




  Jay managed an experimental smile.




  ‘That’s better. Now, let’s see about finding you that bed for the night.’ Tracy rose to her feet, holding Jay’s hand.




  Jay used her free hand to wipe the handkerchief across her face as she scrambled to her feet. ‘Oh, right.’ Actually, she thought that talk of explanations sounded quite fascinating now. There was so much about this place she wanted to know. It would be worth staying awake for.




  You now have betterness, query? Haile asked anxiously.




  Jay nodded enthusiastically at her friend. ‘Much better.’




  That is good.




  I will assume complete Jay Hilton guardian responsibility now.




  Jay cocked her head to give Tracy Dean a sideways look. How could she use the Kiint mental voice?




  Confirm, Nang said. The words Jay could hear in her head speeded up then, becoming a half-imagined birdsong, but suffused with feeling.




  We will venture wide together, Haile said. See new things. There is muchness here to see.




  ‘Tomorrow, maybe,’ Tracy said. ‘We have to get Jay settled in here first.’




  Jay shrugged at her friend.




  ‘Now then, Jay, we’re going to jump out of here. It’ll be the same as before, but this time you know it’s happening, and I’ll be with you the whole time. All right?’




  ‘Couldn’t we just walk, or use a groundcar, or something?’




  Tracy smiled sympathetically. ‘Not really, sweetie.’ She pointed up at the planets arching over the dark sky. ‘My home is on one of those.’




  ‘Oh. But I will be seeing Haile while I’m here, won’t I?’ Jay raised her hand and waved at her friend. Haile formshifted the tip on one of her tractamorphic arms into a human hand, and wriggled the fingers.




  We will build the castles of sand again.




  ‘Close your eyes,’ Tracy said. ‘It’s easier that way.’ Her arm went round Jay’s shoulder. ‘Are you ready?’




  This time it wasn’t so bad. There was that quick breeze ruffling her nightie again, and despite having her eyes shut her stomach was telling her very urgently that she was falling again. A squeak crept out of her lips in spite of her best efforts.




  ‘It’s all right, sweetie, we’re here now. You can open your eyes again.’




  The breeze had vanished, its departure signalling a whole symphony of fresh sound. Hot sunlight tingled her skin; when she breathed in she could taste salt.




  Jay opened her eyes. There was a beach in front of her, one which made the little cove on Tranquillity seem quite pallid by comparison. The powder-fine sand was snow-white, stretching out on either side of her for as far as she could see. Wonderfully clear turquoise water lapped against it, languid waves rolling in from a reef several hundred metres out. A beautiful three-masted yacht of some golden wood was anchored halfway between the shore and the reef, undeniably human in design.




  Jay grinned at it, then shielded her eyes with a hand and looked round. She was standing on a circle of the same ebony material as before, but this time there was no encircling wall or watching Kiint. The only artefact was a bright orange cylinder, as tall as she was, standing next to the edge. Scatterings of sand were drifting onto the circle.




  Behind her, a thick barricade of trees and bushes lined the rear of the beach. Long creeper tendrils had slithered out of them over the hard-packed sand, knitting together in a tough lacework that sprouted blue and pink palm-sized flowers. The only noise was the waves and some kind of honking in the distance, almost like a flock of geese. When she searched the cloudless sky, she could see several birds flapping and gliding about in the distance. The arch of planets was a line of silver discs twinkling away into the horizon.




  ‘Where are we now?’ Jay asked.




  ‘Home.’ Tracy’s face managed to produce even more wrinkles as she sniffed distastefully. ‘Not that anywhere is really home after spending two thousand years swanning loyally round Earth and the Confederation planets.’




  Jay stared at her in astonishment. ‘You’re two thousand years old?’




  ‘That’s right, sweetie. Why, don’t I look it?’




  Jay blushed. ‘Well . . .’




  Tracy laughed, and took hold of her hand. ‘Come along, let’s find you that bed. I think I’ll put you in my guest quarters. That’ll be simplest. Never thought I’d ever get to use them.’




  They walked off the ebony circle. Up ahead of them, Jay could see some figures lazing on the beach, while others were swimming in the sea. Their strokes were slow and controlled. She realized they were all as old as Tracy. Now Jay was paying attention, she could make out several chalets lurking in the vegetation behind the beach. They were strung out on either side of a white stone building with a red tile roof and a sizeable, well-manicured garden; it looked like some terribly exclusive clubhouse. Still more old people were sitting at iron tables on the lawns, reading, playing what looked like a board game, or just staring out to sea. Mauve-coloured globes, the size of a head, were floating through the air, moving sleekly from table to table. If they found an empty glass or plate they would absorb it straight through their surface. In many cases they would extrude a replacement; the new glasses were full, and the plates piled with sandwiches or biscuit-type snacks.




  Jay walked along obediently at Tracy’s side, her head swivelling about as she took in the amazing new sights. As they approached the big building, people looked their way and smiled encouragingly, nodding, waving.




  ‘Why are they doing that?’ Jay asked. All the excitement and fright had worn off now she knew she was safe, leaving her very tired.




  Tracy chuckled. ‘Having you here is the biggest event that’s happened to this place for a long time. Probably ever.’




  Tracy led her towards one of the chalets, a simple wooden structure with a veranda running along the front, on which stood big clay pots full of colourful plants. Jay could only think of the pretty little houses of the Juliffe villages on the day she and her mother had started sailing upriver to Aberdale. She sighed at the recollection. The universe had become very strange since then.




  Tracy patted her gently. ‘Almost there, sweetie.’ They started up the steps to the veranda.




  ‘Hi there,’ a man’s voice called brightly.




  Tracy groaned impatiently. ‘Richard, leave her alone. The poor little dear’s dead on her feet.’




  A young man in scarlet shorts and a white T-shirt was jogging barefoot across the sands towards them. He was tall with an athletic figure, his long blond hair tied back into a ponytail by a flamboyant leather lace. He pouted at the rebuke, then winked playfully at Jay. ‘Oh, come on, Trace; just paying my respects to a fellow escapee. Hello, Jay, my name’s Richard Keaton.’ He gave a bow, and stuck his hand out.




  Jay smiled uncertainly at him, and put out her own hand. He shook it formally. His whole attitude put her in mind of Joshua Calvert, which was comforting. ‘Did you jump out of Tranquillity as well?’ she asked.




  ‘Heavens, no, nothing like that. I was on Nyvan when someone tried to drop a dirty great lump of metal on me. Thought it best I slipped away when no one was looking.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘I know everything is real weird for you right now, so I just wanted you to have this.’ He produced a doll resembling some kind of animal, a flattish humanoid figure made from badly worn out brown-gold velvet; its mouth and nose were just lines of black stitching, and its eyes were amber glass. One semicircular ear had been torn off, allowing tufts of yellowing stuffing to peek out of the gash.




  Jay gave the battered old thing a suspicious look, it wasn’t anything like the animatic dolls back in Tranquillity’s paediatric ward. In fact, it looked even more primitive than any toy on Lalonde. Which was pretty hard to believe. ‘Thank you,’ she said awkwardly as he proffered it. ‘What is it?’




  ‘This is Prince Dell, my old Teddy bear. Which dates me. But friends like this were all the rage on Earth when I was young. He’s the ancestor of all those animatic dolls you kids have these days. If you hold him close at night he keeps troubles away from your dreams. But you have to keep cuddling him tight for him to be able to do that properly. Something to do with earth magic and contact; funny stuff like that. He used to sleep with me until I was a lot older than you. I thought he might be able to help you tonight.’




  He sounded so serious and hopeful that Jay took the bear from him and examined it closely. Prince Dell really was very tatty, but she could just picture him in the embrace of a sleeping boy with blond hair. The boy was smiling blissfully.




  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll hold on to him tonight. Thank you very much.’ It seemed a bit silly, but it was kind of him to be so considerate.




  Richard Keaton smiled gladly. ‘That’s good. The Prince hasn’t had much to do for a long time. He’ll be happy to have a new friend. Make sure you treat him nicely, he’s a bit delicate now, poor thing.’




  ‘I will,’ Jay promised. ‘Are you really old, as well?’




  ‘Older than most people you’ve ever met, but nothing like as antique as good old Trace, here.’




  ‘Huh,’ Tracy sniffed critically. ‘If you’re quite finished.’




  Richard rolled his eyes for Jay’s benefit. ‘Sweet dreams, Jay. I’ll see you tomorrow, we’ve got lots to talk about.’




  ‘Richard,’ Tracy asked reluctantly. ‘Did Calvert do it?’




  A huge smile flashed over his face. ‘Oh yeah. He did it. The Alchemist is neutralized. Just as well, it was a brute of a weapon.’




  ‘Typical. If they’d just devote ten per cent of their military budget and all that ingenuity into developing their social conditions.’




  ‘Preaching to the converted!’




  ‘Are you talking about Joshua?’ Jay asked. ‘What’s he done?’




  ‘Something very good,’ Richard said.




  ‘Amazingly,’ Tracy muttered drily.




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘Tomorrow, sweetie,’ Tracy said firmly. ‘Along with everything else. I promise. Right now, you’re going to bed. Enough delaying tactics.’




  Richard waved, and walked away. Jay held Prince Dell against her tummy as Tracy’s hand pressed into her back, propelling her up the steps and into the chalet. She glanced down at the ancient bear again. His dull glass eyes stared right back at her; it was an incredibly melancholic expression.




  *




  The first hellhawk came flashing out of its wormhole terminus twelve thousand kilometres from Monterey asteroid. New California’s gravitonic detector warning satellites immediately datavised an alert to the naval Tactical Operations Centre. The high-pitched audio alarm startled Emmet Mordden, who was the duty officer in the large chamber. At the time he was sitting with his feet up on the commander’s console, reading through a four hundred sheet hard-copy guide of a Quantumsoft accountancy program in preparation for his next upgrade to the Treasury computers. With most of the Organization fleet away at Tranquillity, and the planet reasonably stable right now, it was a quiet duty, just right to catch up on his technical work.




  Emmet’s feet hit the floor as the AI responsible for threat analysis squirted a mass of symbols and vectors up on one of the huge wall-mounted holoscreens. In front of him, the equally surprised SD network operators scrambled to interpret what was happening. There weren’t many of them among the eight rows of consoles in the centre, nothing like the full complement which the Organization had needed at the height of the Edenist harassment campaign. Right now, spaceflight traffic was at a minimum, and the contingent of Valisk hellhawks on planetary defence duty had done a superb job of clearing Edenist stealth mines and spy globes from space around the planet.




  ‘What is it?’ Emmet asked automatically, by which time another three wormholes had opened. The precariously stacked pile of hard copy avalanched off his console as he determinedly cleared his keyboard ready to respond.




  The AI had acquired X-ray laser lock-on for the first four targets, and was requesting fire authority. Another ten wormholes were opening. Jull von Holger, who acted as the go-between for the Valisk hellhawks and the operations centre, leapt to his feet, shouting: ‘Don’t shoot!’ He waved his arms frantically. ‘They’re ours! The’re our hellhawks.’




  Emmet hesitated, his fingers hovering over the keys. According to his console displays, over eighty wormholes had now opened to disgorge bitek starships. ‘What the fuck do they think they’re doing busting in on us like that? Why aren’t they with the fleet?’ Suspicion flowered among his thoughts, and he didn’t care that von Holger could sense it. Hellhawks were dangerously powerful craft, and with the fleet away they could make real trouble. He’d never really trusted Kiera Salter.




  Jull von Holger’s face went through a wild panoply of emotion-derived contortions as he conducted fast affinity conversations with the unexpected arrivals. ‘They’re not from the fleet. They’ve come here directly from Valisk.’ He halted for a moment, shocked. ‘It’s gone. Valisk has gone. We lost to that little prat Dariat.’




  *




  ‘Holy shit,’ Hudson Proctor gasped.




  Kiera stuck her head round the bathroom door as the beautician tried to wrap her sopping wet hair in a huge fluffy purple towel. The Quayle Suite in the Monterey Hilton was a temple to opulence and personal luxury. As Rubra had denied everyone access to the Valisk starscrapers, along with their apartment bathrooms, Kiera had simply groomed herself with energistic power alone. She had forgotten what it was to sprawl in a jacuzzi with a selector that could blend in any of a dozen exotic salts. And as for having her hair styled properly rather than forcing it into shape . . .




  ‘What?’ she snapped in annoyance; though the beacon-bright dismay in her associate’s mind tempered any real fury at being interrupted.




  ‘The hellhawks are here,’ he said. ‘All of them. They’ve come from Valisk. It’s . . .’ He flinched in trepidation. Delivering bad news to Kiera was always a desperately negative career move. Just because she had the kind of teenage-sweetheart looks which could (and had) suckered in non-possessed kids from right across the Confederation didn’t mean her behaviour matched. Quite the opposite – she took a perverse enjoyment from that, too. ‘Bonney chased after Dariat, apparently. There was a big fight in one of the starscrapers. Plenty of our people got flung back into the beyond. Then she forced him to ally with Rubra, or something.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘They, er . . . Valisk’s gone. The two of them took the habitat out of the universe.’




  Kiera stared at him, little wisps of steam starting to lick out of her hair. She’d always bitterly regretted that Marie Skibbow didn’t have some kind of affinity faculty, its absence had always put at her at a slight disadvantage in Valisk. But she’d coped, the entire worldlet and its formidable starships had belonged to her. She’d been a power to contend with. Even Capone had sought out her help. Now—




  Kiera gave the non-possessed beautician girl a blank-eyed glance. ‘Get lost.’




  ‘Ma’am.’ The girl curtseyed, and almost sprinted for the suite’s double doors on the other side of the lounge.




  Kiera allowed herself a muted scream of fury when the doors closed. ‘That fucking Dariat! I knew it! I fucking knew he was a disaster waiting to happen.’




  ‘We’re still in charge of the hellhawks,’ Hudson Proctor said. ‘That gives us a big chunk of Capone’s action, and the Organization is in charge of a couple of star systems, with more on the way. It’s not such a loss. If we’d been inside the habitat it would be one hell of a lot worse.’




  ‘If I’d been inside, it would never have happened,’ she snapped back. Her hair was abruptly dry, and her towelling robe blurred, running like hot wax until it became a sharp mauve business suit. ‘Control,’ she murmured almost to herself. ‘That’s the key here.’




  Hudson Proctor could sense her focusing on him, both her eyes and her mind.




  ‘Are you with me?’ she asked. ‘Or are you going to ask good old Al if you can sign on as one of his lieutenants?’




  ‘Why would I do that?’




  ‘Because if I can’t keep control of the hellhawks, I’m nothing to the Organization.’ She smiled thinly. ‘You and I would have to start right back at the beginning again. With the hellhawks obeying us, we’ll still be players.’




  He glanced out of the big window, searching space for a sight of the bitek starships. ‘We’ve got no hold on them any more,’ he said dejectedly. ‘Without the affinity-capable bodies stored in Valisk, there’s no way they’ll do as they’re ordered. And there aren’t any more of Rubra’s family left for us to replace them with. We’ve lost.’




  Kiera shook her head impatiently. Considering she’d co-opted the ex-general to her council for his ability to think tactically, he was doing a remarkably poor job of it. But then, maybe a politician’s instinct was naturally quicker at finding an opponent’s weakness. ‘There’s one thing left which they can’t do for themselves.’




  ‘And that is?’




  ‘Eat. The only sources of their nutrient fluid which they’ll be able to use are on Organization-held asteroids. Without food, even bitek organisms will wither and die. And we know our energistic power can’t magic up genuine food.’




  ‘Then Capone will control them.’




  ‘No.’ Kiera could sense his anxiety at the prospect of losing his status, and knew she could rely on him. She closed her eyes, focusing on assignments for the small number of her people she’d brought with her to Monterey. ‘Which is the most reliable hellhawk we’ve got on planetary defence?’




  ‘Reliable?’




  ‘Loyal, idiot. To me.’




  ‘That’ll probably be Etchells in the Stryla. He’s a regular little Nazi, always complaining hellhawks never see enough battle action. Doesn’t get on too well with the others, either.’




  ‘Perfect. Call him back to Monterey’s docking-ledges and go on board. I want you to visit every Organization asteroid in this system with a nutrient fluid production system. And blow it to shit.’




  Hudson gave her an astounded look, trepidation replacing the earlier anxiety. ‘The asteroids?’




  ‘No, shithead! Just the production systems. You don’t even have to dock, just use an X-ray laser. That’ll leave Monterey as their only supply point.’ She smiled happily. ‘The Organization has enough to do right now without the burden of maintaining all that complicated machinery. I think I’ll go down there right now with our experts, and relieve them.’




  *




  It wasn’t dawn which arose over the wolds, inasmuch as there was no sun to slide above the horizon any more, but nonetheless the darkened sky grew radiant in homage to Norfolk’s lost diurnal rhythm. Luca Comar felt it developing because he was a part of making it happen. By coming to this place he had freed himself from the clamour of the souls lost within the beyond, their tormented screams and angry pleas. In exchange he had gained an awareness of community.




  Born at the tail end of the twenty-first century, he’d grown up in the Amsterdam arcology. It was a time when people still clung to the hope that the planet could be healed, their superb technology employed to turn the clock back to the nevertime of halcyon pastoral days. In his youth, Luca dreamed of the land returned to immense parkland vistas with proud white and gold cities straddling the horizon. A child brought up by some of the last hippies on Earth, his formative years were spent loving the knowledge that togetherness was all. Then he turned eighteen, and for the first time in his existence reality had bitten, and bitten hard; he had to get a job, and an apartment, and pay taxes. Not nice. He resented it until the day his body died.




  So now he had stolen a new body, and with the strange powers that theft had bestowed he’d joined with the others of this planet to create their own Gaia. Unity of life was a pervasive, shroudlike presence wrapping itself around the planet, replacing the regimented order of the universe as their provider. Because the new inhabitants of Norfolk wished there to be a dawn, there was one. And as they equally desired night, so the light was banished. He contributed a little of himself to this Gaia, some of his wishes, some of his strength, a constant avowal of thanks to this new phase of his existence.




  Luca sat on the edge of the huge bed in the master bedroom to watch the light strengthen outside Cricklade; a silver warmth shining down from the sky, its uniformity leaving few shadows. With it came the sense of anticipation, a new day to be treasured because of the opportunity it might bring.




  A dull dawn, bland and boring, just as the days have become. We used to have two suns, and revelled in the contrast of colours they brought, the battle of shadows. They had energy and majesty, they inspired. But this, this . . .




  The woman on the bed beside Luca stretched and rolled over, resting her chin in her hand and smiling up at him. ‘Morning,’ she purred.




  He grinned back. Lucy was good company, sharing a lot of his enthusiasms, as well as a wicked sense of humour. A tall woman, great figure, thick chestnut hair worn long, barely into her mid-twenties. He never asked how much of her appearance was hers, and how much belonged to her host. The age of your host had swiftly become taboo. He liked to think himself modern enough so that bedding a ninety-year-old wouldn’t bother him, age and looks being different concepts here. He still didn’t ask, though. The solid image was good enough.




  An image so close to Marjorie it verges on the idolatrous. Did this Lucy see that in my heart?




  Luca yawned widely. ‘I’d better get going. We have to inspect the mill this morning, and I need to know how much seedcorn we’ve actually got left in the silos over in the estate’s western farms. I don’t believe what the residents are telling me. It doesn’t correspond with what Grant knows.’




  Lucy pulled a dour face. ‘One week in heaven, and the four horsemen are already giving us the eye.’




  ‘Alas, this is not heaven, I’m afraid.’




  ‘And don’t I know it. Fancy having to work for a living when you’re dead. God, the indignity.’




  ‘The wages of sin, lady. We did have one hell of a party to start with, after all.’




  She flopped back down on the bed, tongue poised tautly on her upper lip. ‘Sure did. You know I was quite repressed back when I was alive first time around. Sexually, that is.’




  ‘Hallelujah, it’s a miracle cure.’




  She gave a husky chuckle, then sobered. ‘I’m supposed to be helping out in the kitchen today. Cooking the workers’ lunch, then taking it out to the fields for them. Bugger, it’s like some kind of Amish festival. And how come we’re reverting to gender stereotypes?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘It’s us girls that are doing all the cooking.’




  ‘Not all of you.’




  ‘The majority. You should work out a better rota for us.’




  ‘Why me?’




  ‘You seem to be taking charge around here. Quite the little baron.’




  ‘OK, I designate you to draw up a proper equitable rota.’ He stuck his tongue out at her. ‘You should be good at secretarial work.’




  The pillow hit him on the side of his head, nearly knocking him off the bed. He caught the next one, and put it out of her reach. ‘I didn’t do it deliberately,’ he said seriously. ‘People tell me what they can do, and I shove them at the first matching job. We need to get a list of occupations and skills sorted out.’




  She moaned. ‘Bureaucracy in heaven, that’s worse than sexism.’




  ‘Just think yourself lucky we haven’t got round to introducing taxes yet.’ He started searching round for his trousers. Luckily, the manor had entire wardrobes of Grant Kavanagh’s high-quality clothes. They weren’t quite Luca’s style, but at least they fitted perfectly. And the outdoor gear was hard-wearing, too. It saved him from having to dream up new stuff. That was harder here, in this realm. Imagined items took a long time to form, but when they did, they had more substance, and persevered longer. Concentrate hard enough and long enough on changing something, and the change would become permanent, requiring no more attention.




  But that was inert objects: clothes, stone, wood, even chunks of machinery (not electronics), they could all be fashioned by the mind. Which was fortunate; Norfolk’s low-technology infrastructure could be repaired with relative ease. Physical appearance, too, could be governed by a wish, flesh gradually morphing into a new form – inevitably firmer and younger. The majority of possessed were intent on reverting to their original features. As seen through a rose-tinted mirror, Luca suspected. Having quite so many beautiful people emerge in one place together was statistically implausible.




  Not that vanity was their real problem. The one intractable difficulty of this new life was food. Energistic power simply could not conjure any into existence, no matter how creative or insistent you were. Oh, you could cover a plate with a mountain of caviar; but cancel the illusion and the glistening black mass would relapse into a pile of leaves, or whatever raw material you were trying to bend to your will.




  Irony or mockery, Luca couldn’t quite decide what their deliverance had led them to. But whichever it was, eternity tilling the fields was better than eternity in the beyond. He finished dressing, and gave Lucy an expectant, slightly chiding look.




  ‘All right,’ she grumbled. ‘I’m getting up. I’ll pull my communal weight.’




  He kissed her. ‘Catch you later.’




  Lucy waited until the door shut behind him, then pulled the sheets back over her head.




  Most of the manor’s residents were already awake and bustling about. Luca said a dozen good-mornings as he made his way downstairs. As he walked along the grand corridors, the state of the building gradually registered. Windows left ajar, allowing the nightly sprinkling of rain to stain the carpets and furniture; open doors showed him glimpses of rooms with clothes strewn everywhere, remnants of meals on plates, grey mould growing out of mugs, sheets unwashed since the start of Norfolk’s possession. It wasn’t apathy, exactly, more like teenage carelessness – the belief that Mum will always be around to clean up after you.




  Bloody squalor junkies. Wouldn’t have happened in my day, by damn.




  There were over thirty people having their breakfast in Cricklade’s dining hall, which now served as the community’s canteen. The big chamber was three storeys high, with a wooden ceiling supported by skilfully carved rafters. Cascade chandeliers hung on strong chains; their light globes were inoperative, but they bounced plenty of the sky’s ambient light around the hall, illuminating the elaborate Earth-woodland frescos painted between every window. A thick blue and cream coloured Chinese carpet silenced Luca’s boots as he walked over to the counter and helped himself to scrambled egg from an iron chafing dish.




  The plate he used was chipped, the silver cutlery was tarnished, and the polish on the huge central table was scuffed and scratched. He nodded to his companions as he sat, holding back any criticism. Focus on priorities, he told himself. Things are up and running at a basic level, that’s what counts. The food was plain but adequate; not rationed exactly, but carefully controlled. They were all reverting to a more civilized state of behaviour.




  For a while after Quinn left, Cricklade’s new residents had joyfully discarded the sect’s loathsome teachings the monster had imposed, and dived into a continual orgy of sex and overconsumption. It was a reaction to the beyond, deliberately immersing themselves in complete sensory-glut. Nothing mattered except feeling, and taste, and smell. Luca had eaten and drunk his way through the manor’s extensive cuisine supplies, shagged countless girls with supermodel looks, flung himself into ludicrously dangerous games, persecuted and hounded the non-possessed. Then, with painful slowness, the morning after had finally dawned, bringing the burden of responsibility and even a degree of decency.




  It was the day when the bathroom shower nozzle squirted raw sewage over him that Luca started to gather up like-minded people and set about restoring the estate to working order. Pure hedonistic anarchy, it turned out, was not a sustainable environment.




  Luca saw Susannah emerge from the door leading to the kitchen. His every movement suddenly became very cautious. She was carrying a fresh bowl of steaming tomatoes, which she plonked down on the self-service counter.




  As he had applied himself to getting the farming side of the estate functional again, so she had taken on the manor itself. She was making a good job of providing meals and keeping the place rolling along (even though it wasn’t maintained as it had been in the old days). Appropriately enough, for Susannah was possessing Marjorie Kavanagh’s body. Naturally, there had been little room for physical improvement; she’d discarded about a decade, and shortened her extravagant landowner hair considerably, but the essential figure and features remained the same.




  She picked up the empty bowl and walked back to the kitchen. Their eyes met, and she gave him a slightly confused smile before she disappeared back through the door.




  Luca swallowed the mush of egg in his mouth before he choked on it. There had been so much he wanted to cram into that moment. So much to say. And their troubled thoughts had resonated together. She knew what he knew, and he knew . . .




  Ridiculous!




  Hardly. She belongs with us.




  Ridiculous because Susannah had found someone: Austin. They were happy together. And I have Lucy. For convenience. For sex. Not for love.




  Luca forked up the last of his eggs, and washed them down with some tea. Impatience boiled through him. I need to be out there, get those damn slackers cracking.




  He found Johan sitting at the other end of the table, with the single slice of toast and glass of orange which was his whole meal. ‘You ready yet?’ he asked curtly.




  Johan’s rounded face registered an ancient expression of suffering, creasing up into lines so ingrained they must have been there since birth. There was a glint of sweat on his brow. ‘Yes, sir; I’m fit for another day.’




  Luca could have mouthed the ritual reply in tandem. Johan was possessing Mr Butterworth. The physical transformation from a lumbering, chubby sixty-year-old to virile twenty-something youth was almost complete, though some of the old estate manager’s original characteristics seemed to defy modification.




  ‘Come on, then, let’s be going.’




  He strode out of the hall, directing sharp glances at several of the men around the table as he went. Johan was already rising to his feet to scurry after Luca. Those who had received the visual warning crammed food in their mouths and stood hurriedly, anxious not to be left behind.




  Luca had a dozen of them follow him into the stables, where they started to saddle up their horses. The estate’s rugged farm ranger vehicles were still functional, but nobody was using them right now. The electricity grid had been damaged during the wild times, and only a couple of possessed in Stoke County owned up to having the knowledge to repair it. Progress was slow; the small amount of power coming from the geothermal cables was reserved for tractors.




  It took Luca a couple of minutes to saddle up his horse, buckles and straps fastened into place without needing to think – Grant’s knowledge. Then he led the piebald mare out into the courtyard, past the burnt-out ruins of the other stable block. Most of the horses Louise had set free during the fire had come back; they still had over half of the manor’s superb herd left. Thank Christ. He knew food had been short for a time. But that was just outright bloody barbarism. Dog, though, dog didn’t taste so bad.




  He had to ride slower than he liked, allowing the others to keep up. But the freedom of the wolds made up for it. All as it should be. Almost.




  Individual farms huddled in the lee of the shallow valleys, stolid stone houses seeking protection against Norfolk’s arctic winters; they were scattered about the estate almost at random. Their fields had all been ploughed now, and the tractors were out drilling the second crop. Luca had gone round the storage warehouses himself, selecting the stock of barley, wheat, maize, oats, a dozen varieties of beans, vegetables. Some fields had already started to sprout, dusting the rich dark soil with a gossamer haze of luxuriant emerald. It was going to be a good yield, the nightly rain they conjured up would ensure that.




  He was thankful that most of the disruption to the estate had been superficial. It just needed a firm guiding hand to get everything back on track.




  As they approached Colsterworth, the farms were closer together, fields forming a continual quilt. Luca led his team round the outskirts. The streets were busy, clotted by the town’s residents as they strove for activity and normality. Nearly all of them recognized Luca as he rode past. His influence wasn’t quite so great here, though it was his objectives which had been adopted. The town had elected itself a council of sorts, who acknowledged Luca had the right goals in restarting the county’s basic infrastructure. A majority of the townsfolk went along with the council, repairing the water pumphouse and the sewage-treatment plant, clearing the burnt carriages and carts from the streets, even attempting to repair the telephone system. But the council’s real power came from food distribution, over which it had a monopoly, loyalists mounting a round the clock guard on the warehouses.




  Luca spurred his horse over the canal bridge, a wood and iron arch in the Victorian tradition. The structure was another of the council’s repair projects. Lengths of genuine fresh timber had been dovetailed into the original seasoned planking; energistic power had been utilized to re-form the iron girders that had been smashed and twisted (somehow they couldn’t quite match the blue paint colour, so the new sections were clearly visible).




  The Moulin de Hurley was on the other bank, a big mill house which supplied nearly a quarter of Kesteven Island with flour. It had dark red brick walls cut by tall iron-rimmed windows; one end was built over a small stream, which churned excitedly out of a brick arch before emptying into the canal at the end of the wharf. A series of tree-lined reservoir ponds were staggered up the gentle curve of the valley rising away behind the building.




  There was a team appointed by the council to help him waiting by the Moulin’s gates. Their leader, Marcella Rye, was standing right underneath the metal archway supporting an ornate letter K. Which gave Luca a warm sensation of contentment. After all, he owned the mill. No! The Kavanaghs. The Kavanaghs owned it. Used to own it.




  Luca greeted Marcella enthusiastically, hoping the flush of bonhomie would prevent her from sensing his agitation at the lapse. ‘I think it’ll be relatively easy to get this up and running again,’ he said expansively. ‘The water powers the large grinder mechanism, and there’s a geothermal cable to run the smaller machines. It should still be producing electricity.’




  ‘Glad to hear it. The storage sheds were ransacked, of course.’ She pointed at a cluster of large outbuildings. Their big wooden doors had been wrenched open; splintered and scorched, they now hung at a precarious angle. ‘But once the food was gone, nobody bothered with the place.’




  ‘Fine, as long as there’s no—’ Luca broke off, sensing the whirl of alarm in Johan’s thoughts. He turned just in time to see the man stumble, his legs giving way to pitch him onto his knees. ‘What’s—?’




  Johan’s youthful outline was wavering as he pressed his fists against his forehead; his whole face was contorted in an agony of concentration.




  Luca knelt beside him. ‘Shit, what is it?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Johan hissed. ‘Nothing. I’m OK, just dizzy, that’s all.’ Sweat was glistening all over his face and hands. ‘Heat from the ride got to me. I’ll be fine.’ He clambered to his feet, wheezing heavily.




  Luca gave him a confused glance, not understanding at all. How could anyone be ill in a realm in which a single thought had the power of creation? Johan must be severely hung over; a body wasn’t flawlessly obedient to the mind’s wishes here. They still had to eat, after all. But his deputy didn’t normally go in for heroic benders.




  Marcella was frowning at them, uncertain. Johan gave a forced I’m fine nod. ‘We’d best go in,’ he said.




  Nobody had been in the mill since the day Quinn Dexter had arrived in town. It was cool inside; the power was off, and the tall smoked-glass windows filtered the daylight down to a listless pearl. Luca led the party along the dispenser line. Large, boxy stainless-steel machines stood silent above curving conveyor belts.




  ‘Initial grinding is done at the far end,’ he lectured. ‘Then these machines blend and refine the flour, and bag it. We used to produce twelve different types in here: plain, self-raising, granary, savoury, strong white – you name it. Sent them all over the island.’




  ‘Very homely,’ Marcella drawled.




  Luca let it ride. ‘I can release new stocks of grain from the estate warehouses. But—’ He went over to one of the hulking machines, and tugged a five-pound bag from the feed mechanism below the hopper nozzle; it was made of thick paper, with the Moulin’s red and green water wheel logo printed on the front. ‘Our first problem is going to be finding a new stock of these to package the flour in. They used to come from a company in Boston.’




  ‘So? Just think them up.’




  Luca wondered how she’d wound up with this assignment. Refused to sleep with the council leader? ‘Even if we only produce white flour for the bakeries, and package it in sacks, you’re looking at a couple of hundred a day,’ he explained patiently. ‘Then you need flour for pastry and cakes, which people will want to bake at home. That’s several thousand bags a day. They’d all have to be thought up individually.’




  ‘All right, so what do you suggest?’




  ‘Actually, we were hoping you might like to come up with a solution. After all, we’re supplying the expertise to get the mill going again, and providing you with grain.’




  ‘Gee, thanks.’




  ‘No thanks needed. This isn’t a Communist society, we’re not giving it away. You’ll have to pay for it.’




  ‘It’s as much ours as it is yours.’ Her voice had risen until it was almost an indignant squeal.




  ‘Possession is nine-tenths of the law.’ He grinned mirthlessly. ‘Ask your host.’ His mind detected his people were sharing his amusement (even Johan’s thoughts were lighter). While the townies were highly uncomfortable with the facts being presented.




  Marcella regarded him with blatant mistrust. ‘How do you propose we pay?’




  ‘Some kind of ledger, I suppose. Work owed to us. After all, we’re the ones growing the food for you.’




  ‘And we’re running the mill for you, and transporting the stuff all over the county.’




  ‘Good. That’s a start, then, isn’t it? I’m sure there’ll be other useful industries in Colsterworth, too. Our tractors and field machinery will need spares. Now all we need is a decent exchange rate.’




  ‘I’m going to have to go back to the council with this.’




  ‘Naturally.’ Luca had reached the wall separating the dispenser line from the chamber housing the main grinder. There were several large electrical distribution boxes forming their own mosaic over the bricks. Each one had an amber light glowing brightly on the front. He started pressing the trip buttons in a confident sequence. The broad tube lights overhead flickered as they came alight, sending down a blue-white radiance almost brighter than they sky outside. Luca smiled in satisfaction at his mental prowess. The circuitry for governing this old island was mapped out in his mind now, percolating up from his host.




  His modest feeling of contentment faded, absorbed by a new body of emotion slipping over his perceptual horizon. Around him, the others were reacting in the same fashion. All of them turned instinctively to face the same outer wall, as if trying to stare through the bricks. A group of people were approaching Colsterworth. Dark thoughts sliding through Norfolk’s atmosphere of the mind like threatening storm clouds.




  ‘I think we’d better go take a look,’ Luca said. There were no dissenters.




  *




  They used the railway to get about over the island, adapting one of the utilitarian commuter trains which had trundled between the island’s towns. A steam-powered ironclad fortress now clanked and hissed its way along the rails, hauling a couple of Orient Express carriages behind it. Several sets of what looked like twin recoilless ack-ack guns had been mounted at both ends of the train, while the barrel of a big tank cannon pointed along the top of the boiler, emerging from the combination turret/driver’s cabin.




  Just outside Colsterworth, where the rail went over the canal before it got to the station, Luca and Marcella stood side by side on the embankment at the head of their combined teams. More people were emerging from the town, bolstering their numbers. Antibodies responding to an incursive virus, Luca thought. And they were right to do so. People here were made to wear their hearts on their sleeves, visible to everyone else. It saved a lot of bullshitting around. Plain for all to see, those coming down the track were set on just one thing.




  The train let out a long annoyed whistle, sending a fountain of steam rocketing up into the sky. Metallic screeches and janglings came pouring out of the engine when its riders realized how committed the townie blockaders were. Its pistons pounded away, reversing the wheel spin.




  Luca and Marcella stood their ground as it howled forwards. A thought-smile flashed between them, and they stared down at the tracks, concentrating. The rails just in front of their feet creaked once, then split cleanly. Bolts holding them to the timber sleepers shot into the air, and the rails started to curl up, rolling into huge spirals. Flame spewed out of the train’s wheels. The riders had to exert a lot of energistic strength to halt its momentum. It stopped a couple of yards short of the coils. Billows of angry steam jetted out of valves all along the underside, water splattered down onto the tracks. A thick iron door banged open on the side of the driver’s cabin. Bruce Spanton jumped down.




  He was dressed in antihero black leathers, impenetrable sunglasses pressed tight against his face. Heavy boots crunched on the gravel chippings of the embankment as he stalked towards the huddled townsfolk. A holster with a gold-plated Uzi slapped his leg with every step.




  ‘Hello,’ Luca muttered, ‘somebody watched way too many bad cable movies when they were younger.’




  Marcella subdued a grin as the ersatz Bad Guy halted in front of them.




  ‘You,’ Bruce Spanton growled. ‘You’re in my way, friend. You must feel lucky to try a move like that.’




  ‘What do you boys want here?’ Luca asked wearily. The bad vibes emanating from Spanton and the others in the train weren’t entirely forged. Not everyone on Norfolk had calmed down after returning from the beyond.




  ‘Me and the guys, just passing through,’ Spanton said challengingly. ‘No law against that, here, is there?’




  ‘No law, but plenty of wishes,’ Luca said. ‘This county doesn’t want you. I’m sure you’ll respect that majority opinion.’




  ‘Tough shit. You got us. What you gonna do, call the cops?’




  A big silver Western sheriff’s badge mushroomed on the front of Marcella’s tunic. ‘I am the police in Colsterworth.’




  ‘Listen,’ Bruce Spanton said. ‘We’re just here to check out the town. Have us a bit of fun. Stock up on some food, grab some Norfolk Tears. Then tomorrow we’ll be gone. We don’t want no trouble; it’s not as if we want to stay here. Crappy dump like this, not our scene. Know what I mean?’




  ‘And how are you going to pay for your food?’ Marcella asked. Luca did his best not to turn and frown at her.




  ‘Pay for it?’ Spanton yelled in astonishment. ‘What the fuck are you scoring, sister? We don’t pay for anything any more. That got left behind along with all the rest of the lawyers and shit we had to put up with back there.’




  ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ Luca said. ‘It’s our food. Not yours.’




  ‘It’s not yours, shithead. It belongs to everyone.’




  ‘We’ve got it. You don’t. It’s ours. That simple enough for you?’




  ‘Fuck you. We’ve got to eat. We’ve got a right to eat.’




  ‘I remember you now,’ Luca said. ‘You were one of Dexter’s people. Real devout arse-licker. Do you miss him?’




  Bruce Spanton stabbed a finger at Luca. ‘I’m going to remember you, shithead. And you’re going to wish I fucking hadn’t.’




  ‘Learn the rules when you go abroad,’ Luca said forcefully. ‘And then live by them. Now either you climb back on your pathetic little cartoon mean machine and leave. Or, you stay and find yourself a useful job, and earn a living like everybody else. Because we’re not in the business of supporting worthless parasite scum like you.’




  ‘Get a jo—’ Disbelief and rage made Bruce Spanton splutter to a halt. ‘What the hell is this?’




  ‘For you, exactly that: hell. Now get out of our county before we run you out.’ Luca heard several cheers from behind him.




  The sound made Bruce Spanton look up. He glanced round the crowd, sensing their mood, the belligerence and resentment focusing on him. ‘You fuckers are crazy. You know that? Crazy! We’ve just escaped from all this shit. And you’re trying to bring it back.’




  ‘All we’re doing is building ourselves a life as best we can,’ Luca said. ‘Join in, or fuck off.’




  ‘Oh we’ll be back,’ Bruce Spanton said, tight-lipped. ‘You’ll see. And people will join us, not you. Know why? Because it’s easier.’ He stomped off back to the train.




  Marcella grinned at his back. ‘We won. We showed the bastards, eh? Not such a bad combination, you and me. We won’t be seeing them again.’




  ‘This is a small island on a small planet,’ Luca said, more troubled than he wanted to be by Spanton’s parting shot.
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  Sinon’s serjeant body had been divested of its last medical package just five hours before the Catalpa flew out of its wormhole terminus above Ombey. The voidhawk’s crew toroid was overcrowded, carrying thirty-five of the hulking serjeants and their five-strong biomedical supervisory team in addition to the usual crew. Heavy dull-rust coloured bodies stood almost shoulder to shoulder as they performed lumbering callisthenics all around the central corridor, discovering for themselves the parameters of their new physiques.




  There was no fatigue in the fashion of a genuinely human body, the tiredness and tingling aches. Instead blood-sugar depletion and muscle-tissue stress registered as mental warning tones within the neural array housing the controlling personality. Sinon thought they must be similar to a neural nanonic display, but grey and characterless rather than the full-spectrum iconographic programs which Adamists enjoyed. Interpreting them was simple enough, thankfully.




  He was actually quite satisfied with the body he now possessed (even though it was unable to smile at that particular irony for him). The deep scars of the serjeant’s assembly surgery were almost healed. What minimal restriction they imposed on his movements would be gone within a few more days. Even his sensorium was up to the standard of an Edenist body. Michael Saldana certainly hadn’t skimped on the design of the bitek constructs genetic sequence.




  Acclimatization to his new circumstances had twinned a growing confidence throughout the flight, a psychological boost similar to a patient recovering from his injuries as more and more of the medical packages became redundant. In this case it was shared with all the other serjeant personalities who were going through identical emotional uplifts, the general affinity band merging their emerging gratification into synergistic optimism.




  Despite a total lack of hormonal glands, Sinon was hot for the Mortonridge Liberation campaign to begin. He asked the Catalpa to share the view provided by its sensor blisters as the wormhole terminus closed behind them. The external image surged into his mind, featuring Ombey as a silver and blue crescent a hundred and twenty thousand kilometres ahead. Several settled asteroids swung along high orbits, grubby brown specks muffled by a fluctuating swirl of silver stardust as their industrial stations deflected spears of raw sunlight. Larger, more regular, motes of light swarmed around Catalpa, its cousins emerging from their termini and accelerating in towards the planet.




  This particular squadron was comprised of just over three hundred of the bitek starships. It wasn’t even the first to arrive at the Kingdom principality today. The Royal Navy’s Strategic Defence Centre on Guyana had combined its flight management operations and sensors with civil traffic control to guide the torrent of arriving starships into parking orbits.




  The voidhawks headed down towards the planet, merging into a long line as they spiralled into alignment over the equator. They shared the five hundred kilometre orbit with their cousins and Adamist starships from every star system officially allied to the Kingdom. Military and civil transports unloaded their cargo-pods into fleets of flyers and spaceplanes; Confederation Navy assault cruisers had brought an entire battalion of marines, and even the voidhawks were eager to see the huge Kulu Royal Navy Aquilae-class starships.




  After reaching low orbit, the Catalpa had to wait a further eight hours before its spaceplane received clearance to ferry the first batch of serjeants down to Fort Forward. Sinon was on it as the night-shadowed ocean fled past underneath the glowing fuselage. Their little craft had aerobraked down to Mach five when Xingu’s western coastline rose over the horizon ahead. The red cloud was just visible to the sensors, a slice of curving red light, as if the fissure between land and sky had been rendered in gleaming neon. Then their altitude dropped, and it sank away.




  They must know we’re here, Choma said. With ten thousand spaceship flights hyperbooming across the ocean every day, they’ll hear us arriving if nothing else. In the twenty-fifth century, Choma had been an astroengineering export manager based at Jupiter. Although he’d readily admitted to the other serjeant personalities that his personal knowledge-base of obsolete deep space star-tracker sensors was not very relevant to the Liberation, his main interest was strategy games, combined with the odd bit of role-playing. For himself and his fellow quirky enthusiasts, the kind of simulation arenas available to Edenists through perceptual reality environments were anathema. They wanted authentic mud, forests, rock faces, redoubts, heavy backpacks, heat, costumes, horse riding, marches, aching joints, flagons of ale, making love in the long grass, and songs around the campsite. To the amusement of the other inhabitants, they would take over vast tracts of habitat parkland for their contests; it was quite a faddish activity at the time. All of which made Choma the closest thing Sinon’s squad had to an experienced soldier.




  A lot of the old strategy game players had come out of the multiplicity to animate serjeant bodies. Slightly surprisingly, very few ex-intelligence agency operatives had joined them, the people whose genuine field operations experience would really have been valuable.




  Very likely, Sinon agreed. Dariat demonstrated his perceptive ability to the Kohistan Consensus; no doubt the combined faculty of the Mortonridge possessed will provide them with some foreknowledge.




  That and the ring of starships overhead. The convoys aren’t exactly unobtrusive.




  But they are obscured by the red cloud.




  Don’t count on it.




  Does that worry you? Sinon asked.




  Not really. Surprise was never going to be our strategic high ground. Best we could hope for is the scale of the Liberation being a nasty shock to Ekelund and her troops.




  I wish I had experience of the combat situations we will be facing rather than theoretical memories.




  I expect that experience is going to be one thing you’ll be collecting plenty of, in a very short timespan.




  The Catalpa’s spaceplane landed at Fort Forward’s new spaceport, racing along one of the three prefabricated runways laid out in parallel. Another was touching down forty-five seconds behind it; that managed to spark a Judeo of concern in Sinon’s mind. Even with an AI in charge of slotting the traffic together, margins were being stretched. Ion-field flyers were landing and launching vertically from pads on the other side of the spaceport’s control tower at a much faster rate than the runways could handle spaceplanes.




  For the moment, the spaceport’s principal concern was to offload cargo and send it on to Fort Forward. The hangars were frantically busy, heavy-lift mechanoids and humans combining to keep the flow of pods going; any delay here would have a knock-on effect right back up to orbit. Nearly all of the Liberation’s ground vehicles were assigned to carry cargo. Passenger vehicles were still up in orbit.




  Sinon and the others were given a static charge test by Royal Marines as they got to the bottom of the spaceplane’s stairs. That it was perfunctory was understandable, but Sinon was satisfied to see they did test everybody. As soon as they were cleared the spaceplane taxied away, joining a queue of similar craft waiting to take off. Another one rolled into place, extending its airstair. The marine squad moved forward again.




  An Edenist liaison officer they never even saw told them that they were going to have to get to Fort Forward on foot. They were part of a long line of serjeants and marines marching along a road of freshly unrolled micro-mesh composite next to the new six-lane motorway. After they got underway, Sinon realized that it wasn’t only Confederation Marines who made up the human contingent of the Liberation’s ground forces. He walked over to a boosted mercenary taller than himself. The mercenary’s brown skin had exactly the same texture as leather, and long buttress ropes of muscle were clumped round the neck, supporting a nearly globular skull armoured with silicolithium like an all-over helmet. In place of a nose and mouth there was an oval cage grille at the front, and the saucer eyes were set very wide apart, giving little overlap, normal aside from the blue-green irises, which appeared to be multifaceted.




  When Sinon asked, she said her name was Elena Duncan. ‘Excuse me for enquiring,’ he said. ‘But what exactly are you doing here?’




  ‘I’m a volunteer,’ Elena Duncan replied with an overtly feminine voice. ‘We’re part of the occupation force. You guys take the ground from those bastards, we’ll hold on to it for you. That’s the plan. Listen up, I know you Edenists don’t approve of my kind. But there aren’t enough marines to secure the whole of Mortonridge, so you’ve got to use us. That, and I had some friends on Lalonde.’




  ‘I don’t disapprove. If anything I’m rather glad there’s someone here who has actually been under fire before. I wish I had.’




  ‘Yeah? Now, see, that’s what I don’t get. You’re cannon fodder, and you know you’re cannon fodder. But it doesn’t bother you. Me, I know I’m taking a gamble, that’s a life-choice I made a long time ago.’




  ‘It doesn’t bother me because I’m not human, just a very sophisticated bitek automaton. I don’t have a brain, just a collection of processors.’




  ‘But you got a personality, don’tcha?’




  ‘This is only an edited copy of me.’




  ‘Ha. You must be very confident about that. A life is a life, after all.’ She broke off, and tipped her head back, neck muscles flexing like heavy deltoids. ‘Now there’s a sight which makes all this worthwhile. You can’t beat those old warships for blunt spectacle.’




  A CK500-090 Thunderbird spaceplane was coming in to land. The giant delta-wing craft was at least twice the size of any of the civil cargo spaceplanes using the runways. Air thundered turbulently in its wake as it slipped round to line up on its approach path, large sections of the trailing edges bending with slow agility to alter the wing camber. Then a bewildering number of hatches were sliding open all across its fuselage belly; twelve sets of undercarriage bogies dropped down. The Thunderbird hit the runway with a roar louder than a sonic boom. Chemical rockets in the nose fired to slow it as dirty ablation smoke poured out of all ninety-six brake drums.




  ‘God damn,’ Elena Duncan murmured. ‘I never thought I’d ever see an operation like this, never mind be a part of it. A real live land army on the move. I’m centuries after my time, you know, I belong back in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, marching on Moscow with Napoleon, or struggling across Spain. I was born for war, Sinon.’




  ‘That’s stupid. You know you have a soul now. You shouldn’t be risking it like this. You have invented a crusade for yourself to follow rather than achieve anything as an individual. That is wrong.’




  ‘It’s my soul, and in a way I’m no different to Edenists.’




  Sinon felt a rush of real surprise. ‘How so?’




  ‘I’m perfectly adjusted to what I am. The fact that my goals are different to those of your society doesn’t matter. You know what I think? Edenists don’t get caught in the beyond because you’re cool enough under pressure to figure your way out. Well, me too, pal. Laton said there was a way out. I believe him. The Kiint found it. Just knowing that it’s possible is my ticket to exit. I’ll be happy searching because I know it’s not pointless, I won’t suffer like those dumbasses that wound up trapped. They’re losers, they gave up. Not me. That’s why I’m signed up on this mad Liberation idea, it’s just part of getting ready for the big battle. Good training, is all.’




  She gave his shoulder an avuncular pat with a hand whose fingers had been replaced by three big claws, and marched off.




  That’s an excess of fatalism, Choma remarked. What a strange psychology.




  She is content, Sinon answered. I wish her well in that.




  *




  A large quantity of love had been invested in constructing the farmhouse. Even the Kulu aristocracy with their expensive showy buildings employed modern materials in their fabric. And Mortonridge was a designated rapid growth area, with government subsidies to help develop the farms. A resolutely middle-class province. Their buildings were substantial, but cheap: assembled from combinations of carbon-concrete, uniform-strength pulpwood planks, bricks made from grains of clay cemented by geneered bacteria, spongesteel structural girders, bonded silicon glass. For all their standardization, such basic components afforded a wealth of diversity to architects.




  But this was unmistakable and original. Beautifully crude. A house of stone, quarried from a local outcrop with an industrial fission blade; large cubes made the walls thick enough to repel the equatorial heat and keep the rooms cool without air-conditioning. The floor and roof beams were harandrid timbers, sturdy lengths dovetailed and pegged together as only a master carpenter could manage. Inside, they’d been left uncovered, the gaps between filled with reed and plaster, then whitewashed. It was as historic as any of the illusions favoured by the possessed, not that anyone could mistake something so solid for an ephemeral aspiration.




  There was a barn attached at the end, also stone, forming one side of the farmyard. Its big wooden doors were swinging open in the breeze the day the Karmic Crusader pulled up outside. Stephanie Ash had been tired and fed up by the time they pulled off the main road and drove along the unmarked dirt track. Investigating it had been Moyo’s idea.




  ‘The road must lead somewhere,’ he had insisted. ‘This land was settled recently. Nothing’s had time to fall into disuse yet.’




  She hadn’t bothered to argue with him. They’d driven a long way down the M6 after handing the children over, a journey which meant having to pass back through Annette Ekelund’s army. This time they’d been pointedly ignored by the troops billeted in Chainbridge. After that they’d zigzagged from coast to coast looking for a refuge, somewhere self-sufficient where they could rest up and wait for the grand events beyond Mortonridge to play themselves out. But the towns in the northern section of the peninsula were still occupied, though there was a steady drift out to farms. They were unwelcome there; the possessed were learning to guard their food stocks. Every unoccupied farm they’d visited had been ransacked for food and livestock. It was a monotonous trend, and finding a functional power supply to recharge the Karmic Crusader was becoming more difficult.




  After the joy and accomplishment of evacuating the children, the comedown to excluded refugee status was hard. Stephanie hadn’t exactly lost faith, but the narrow road was no different to any of the dozens they’d driven down the last few days. Hope rebutted unfailingly each time.




  The road took the bus through a small forest of aboriginal trees, then dipped into a shallow, lightly wooded valley which meandered extravagantly. A stream bubbled along the lush grassy floor, its speed revealing they were actually travelling up at quite an angle. After four kilometres, the valley ended by opening out into a nearly circular basin. It was so regular, Stephanie suspected it was an ancient impact crater. A lacework of silver brooks threaded their way down the sides, feeding a lake at the centre, which was the origin of the valley’s stream. The farmhouse stood above the shore, separated from the rippling water by a neatly trimmed lawn. Behind it, someone had converted the north-facing walls of the basin into stepped terraces, making a perfect sun-trap. The levels were cultivated with dozens of terrestrial fruit and vegetable plants, from citrus tree groves to lettuce, avocados to rhubarb. Almost all the aboriginal vegetation had been removed: even the south side looked as if it was covered in terrestrial grass. Goats and sheep were wandering around grazing peacefully.




  They all piled out of the Karmic Crusader, smiling like entranced children.




  ‘There’s nobody here,’ Rana said. ‘Can you sense it? This whole place is empty.’




  ‘Oh goodness,’ Tina exclaimed nervously. She took the last step off the bus’s stairs, her scarlet stilettos sinking awkwardly into the road’s loose-packed gravel surface. ‘Do you really think so? This is simply paradise. It’s just what we all deserve after everything we’ve done for others. I couldn’t bear us being thrown out by someone else claiming they were here first. It would be excruciating.’




  ‘There are no vehicles left,’ McPhee grunted. ‘The owners probably received the Kingdom’s warning and cleared out before Ekelund’s people arrived in these parts.’




  ‘Lucky for them,’ Rana said.




  ‘More so for us,’ Moyo said. ‘It’s absolutely bloody perfect.’




  ‘I think the irrigation system is screwed,’ McPhee said. He was shielding his eyes with a hand as he squinted up at the terraces. ‘There, see? There must be channels to divert the brooks so that each level receives a decent supply. But it’s spilling over like a waterfall. The plants will drown.’




  ‘No, they won’t,’ Franklin Quigly said. ‘It’s not broken. The power’s off, and there’s no one here to manage it. That’s all. We could get it fixed inside of a day. That’s if we’re staying.’




  They all turned to look at Stephanie. She was amused rather than gratified by the compliment. ‘Oh, I think so.’ She smiled at her ragged little band. ‘We’re not going to find anywhere better.’




  They spent the rest of the day wandering round the farmhouse and the terraces. The basin was an intensive-cultivation market garden; there were no cereal crops on any of the terraces. There were signs of a hurried departure all through the building, drawers pulled out, clothes spilled on the shiny floorboards, a tap left running, two old suitcases abandoned half-packed in one of the bedrooms. But there was a lot of basic foodstuffs left in the pantry, flour, jams, jellied fruit, eggs, whole cheeses, and a big freezer was filled with fish and joints of meat. Whoever the farm belonged to, they didn’t believe in modern sachets and ready-made meals.




  Tina took one look inside the kitchen with its simple array of shining copper pots and pans, and sniffed with emphatic disapproval. ‘You can take the worship of all things rustic too far, you know.’




  ‘It’s appropriate to what we are now,’ Stephanie told her. ‘The consumer convenience society cannot exist in our universe.’




  ‘Well, just don’t expect me to give up silk stockings, darling.’




  Moyo, Rana, and McPhee scrambled up to the top of the basin to a small building they assumed was a pumphouse for the irrigation system. Stephanie and the rest started clearing out the farmhouse. By the third day, they’d got the terrace irrigation equipment working again. Not perfectly, their presence still glitched some of the management processors; but there was a manual backup control panel in the pumphouse. Even the clouds’ gloomy claret illumination had grudgingly brightened as they established themselves and began exerting their influence. It wasn’t the pure sunlight which shone upon towns and larger groups of possessed, but the plants gleefully absorbed the increased rain of photons, and perked up accordingly.




  A week later Stephanie had every right to be content as she walked out into the relatively cool air of early morning. The right, but not the reality. She opened the iron-framed French doors which led out to the lawn, and stepped barefoot onto the dewy grass.




  As usual the red clouds tossed through the sky above, their massive braids strumming the air until it groaned in protest. This time, though, a more subtle resonance was carried by the rancorous vapour. It couldn’t be heard, it merely preyed on the mind like a troublesome dream.




  She walked down to the shore of the lake, her head turning slowly from side to side as she scanned the sky, questing for some kind of hint. Anything. The nettling sensation had been building for many days now. Whatever the origin, it was too far away for her senses to distinguish, skulking below the horizon like a malevolent moon.




  ‘So you like feel the cosmic blues sounding out, too?’ Cochrane said ruefully.




  Stephanie jumped, she hadn’t noticed him approach. The bells on the ancient hippy’s velvet flares were silent as he trod lightly over the grass. An exceptionally large reefer hung from the corner of his mouth. It smelt different than usual, not nearly as sweet.




  He caught her puzzlement, and his beard parted to show a smug grin. Fingers with many rings plucked the brown tube from his mouth, and held it vertically. ‘Guess what I found growing on some forgotten terrace? This Mr Taxpaying Johnny Appleseed we’ve taken over from here wasn’t quite as straight as his fellow Rotarians believed. Know what this is? Only like genuine Nicotiana. And as illegal as hell around these parts. Man, but it feels good, first real drag I’ve had in centuries.’




  Stephanie smiled indulgently as he stuck it back in his mouth. Indulgent was all you could be with Cochrane. Moyo was coming out of the farmhouse, his mind darkened with concern.




  ‘You know it’s here, too, don’t you?’ she asked sadly. ‘This must be what Ekelund meant when she told me the Saldana Princess was preparing.’




  ‘And Lieutenant Anver,’ Moyo muttered.




  ‘The earth can feel war’s coming, that blood’s going to be spilt. How very . . . biblical; bad vibes in the ether. I’d so hoped Ekelund was wrong, that she was just trying to justify maintaining her army by claiming phantom enemies were waiting on the other side of the hill.’




  ‘No way,’ Cochrane said. ‘The bad dude cavalry’s like mounting up. They’ll charge us soon, guns blazing.’




  ‘Why us?’ Stephanie asked. ‘Why this planet? We said we wouldn’t threaten them. We promised, and we kept it.’




  Moyo put his arm round her. ‘Being here is a threat to them.’




  ‘But it’s so stupid. I just want to be left alone, I want time to come to terms with what’s happened. That’s all. We’ve got this beautiful farm, and we’re making it work without hurting anybody. It’s good here. We can support ourselves, and have enough time left over to think. That doesn’t make us a threat or a danger to the Confederation. If we were allowed to carry on we might be able to make some progress towards an answer for this mess.’




  ‘I wish we could be left alone,’ Moyo told her sadly. ‘I wish they’d listen to us. But they won’t. I know what it’ll be like out there now. Common sense and reason won’t matter. Forcing us out of Mortonridge is a political goal. Once the Saldanas and other Confederation leaders have declared it, they won’t be able to pull back. We’re in the path of a proverbial irresistible force.’




  ‘Perhaps if I went back up to the firebreak and spoke to them. They know me. They might listen.’




  Alarm at what she was saying made Moyo tighten his grip around her. ‘No. I don’t want you doing anything crazy like that. Besides, they wouldn’t listen. Not them. They’d smile politely for a while, then shove you into zero-tau. I couldn’t stand that, I’ve only just found you.’




  She rested her head against him, quietly thankful for his devotion. He’d been there for her since the very first day. More than a lover, a constant source of strength.




  ‘You can’t go,’ Cochrane said. ‘Not you. These cats would like fall apart without you to guide them. We need you here, man. You’re our den mother.’




  ‘But we won’t last long if we stay here, and the Princess sends her army to find us.’




  ‘A little more time is better than the big zippo. And who knows what our karma’s got mapped out for us before the jackboots kick our door down.’




  ‘You’re not normally the optimist,’ Stephanie teased.




  ‘Face it, babe, I’m not normally alive. That kinda warps your outlook, dig? You gotta have faith these days, man. Some cool happening will come along to like blow our minds away.’




  ‘Groovy,’ Moyo deadpanned.




  ‘All right, you win,’ Stephanie assured them. ‘No noble sacrifices on my part. I’ll stay here.’




  ‘Maybe they’ll never come,’ Moyo said. ‘Maybe Ekelund will defeat them.’




  ‘Not a chance,’ Stephanie said. ‘She’s good, and she’s mean, which is everything it takes. But she’s not that good. Just stop and feel the weight of them building up out there. Ekelund will cause them a whole load of grief when the invasion starts, but she won’t stop them.’




  ‘What will you do then, when they reach the farm? Will you fight?’




  ‘I don’t think so. I might lash out, that’s human nature. But fight? No. What about you? You said you would, once.’




  ‘That was back when I thought it might do some good. I suppose I’ve grown up since then.’




  ‘But it’s still not fair,’ she complained bitterly. ‘I adore this taste of life. I think going back to the beyond will be worse now. Next time, we’ll know that it doesn’t have to be permanent, even though it probably will be. It would have been far better if we’d been spared knowing. Why is the universe persecuting us like this?’




  ‘It’s karma, man,’ Cochrane said. ‘Bad karma.’




  ‘I thought karma was paying for your actions. I never hurt anyone badly enough for this.’




  ‘Original sin,’ Moyo said. ‘Nasty concept.’




  ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘Both of you. If I know anything now, it’s that our religions are lies. Horrid, dirty lies. I don’t believe in God, or destiny, not any more. There has to be a natural explanation for all this, a cosmological reason.’ She sank into Moyo’s embrace, too tired even for anger. ‘But I’m not smart enough to work it out. I don’t think any of us are. We’re just going to have to wait until someone clever finds it for us. Damn, I hate that. Why can’t I be good at the big things?’




  Moyo kissed her brow. ‘There are forty kids on the other side of the firebreak who are mighty glad you achieved what you did. I wouldn’t call that a small thing.’




  Cochrane blew a smoke ring in the direction of the oppressive presence beyond the firebreak. ‘Anyhow, nobody’s served us an eviction order on these bodies yet. The evil Kingdom’s warlords have got to like catch us first. I’m going to make chasing after me tragically expensive to the taxpayers. That always pisses them off big-time.’




  *




  We really should be doing this in a perceptual reality, Sinon moaned. I mean: actual physical training. It’s barbaric. I’m amazed Ralph Hiltch hasn’t assigned us a crusty old drill sergeant to knock us into shape. We’ve got the right scenario.




  That morning, the serjeants had been driven out to a training ground ten kilometres east of Fort Forward, a rugged stretch of land with clumps of trees and mock-up buildings. It was one of twenty-five new training zones, their basic facilities thrown up as quickly as Fort Forward itself. Royal Marines engineers were busy constructing another ten.




  Choma half-ignored Sinon’s diatribe, concentrating on the bungalow in front of them. The rest of the squad were spread out round the dilapidated building in a semicircle, learning to cling to whatever cover was available. Stupid, really, he thought, considering the possessed can sense us from hundreds of metres. But it added to the feeling of authenticity. The point which Sinon was missing.




  Suddenly, one of the small bushes fifty metres away shimmered silver, and metamorphosed into a green-skinned hominoid with bug-eyes. Balls of white light shot away from his pointing hand. The two serjeants swivelled smoothly, lining their machine-guns up on the apparition.




  Ours, they told the rest of the squad. Sinon squeezed the trigger down with his right index finger, while his left hand twisted the gun’s side grip, selecting the fire rate. The small chemical projectile cases reverberated loudly as they fired, smothering all other sounds. Ripples of static shivered over the end of the barrel as the pellets hammered into their target.




  The static gun was the weapon which the Kingdom had developed to arm the serjeants for the Liberation. A simple enough derivative of an ordinary machine-gun, the principal modification was to the bullet. Inert kinetic tips had been replaced by spherical pellets which carried a static charge. Their shape reduced their velocity compared to ordinary bullets (and their accuracy), though they could still inflict a lethal amount of damage on a human target, while their electrical discharge played havoc with the energistic ability of a possessed. Every pellet carried the same level of charge, but the variable rate of fire would allow the serjeants to cope with the different strengths of the individual possessed they encountered; and as the gun’s mechanism was mechanical, the possessed couldn’t glitch it – in theory.




  It took three seconds of concentrated fire on the green monster before it stopped flinging white light back at Sinon and Choma. The image collapsed into an ordinary human male, who pitched forward. A holographic projector lens glinted in the bush behind it.




  You were too slow to respond to the target’s strength, their supervisor told them, in a genuine combat situation his white fire would have disabled the pair of you. And, Sinon . . .




  Yes?




  Work on improving your aim, that entire first burst you fired was wide.




  Acknowledged, Sinon informed the supervisor curtly. He adopted singular-engagement mode to talk to Choma. Wide shooting, indeed! I was simply bringing the gun round onto the target. Approaching fire can be a large psychological inhibitor.




  Certainly can, Choma replied with strict neutrality. He was scanning the land ahead, alert for new dangers. It would be just like the training ground controllers to hit them immediately again.




  I think I am beginning to comprehend the gun’s parameters, Sinon declared. My thought routines are assimilating its handling characteristics at an autonomic level.




  Choma risked a mildly exasperated glance at his squad mate. That’s the whole point of this training. We can hardly accept a tutorial thought routine from a habitat, now can we? The Consensus didn’t even know about static guns when we left Saturn. Besides, I always said the best lessons are the ones you learn the hard way.




  You and your atavistic Olympiad philosophy. No wonder it fell out of fashion by the time I was born.




  But you’re getting the hang of it, aren’t you?




  I suppose so.




  Good. Now come on, we’d better advance to the building or we’ll wind up on latrine duty.




  At least the serjeant’s lips and throat allowed Sinon to sigh plaintively. Very well.




  *




  Princess Kirsten had switched her retinal implants to full resolution so that she could watch the squads advancing over various sections of the training ground. There was an old saying running loose in her mind, as if one file was continually leaking from a memory cell: I don’t know about the enemy, but by God they frighten me. This was the first time she’d ever encountered the big bitek constructs outside of a sensevise. Their size and mien combined to make them both impressive and imposing; she was now rather glad Ralph Hiltch had the courage to suggest using them. At the time she’d been only too happy deferring the final choice to Allie. The family does so lack the bravery to make really important decisions, thank God he still has the guts. It was the same even when we were kids, we all waited for his pronouncement.




  Several hundred of the dark figures were currently crawling, slithering, and in some cases running through the undergrowth, bushes, and long grass while colourful holographic images popped into existence to waylay them. The sound of gunfire rattled through the air; it was a noise she was becoming very familiar with.




  ‘They’re making good progress,’ Ralph Hiltch said. He was standing beside the Princess on the roof of the training ground’s management centre, which gave them an uninterrupted view over the rumpled section of land which the Liberation army had annexed. Their respective entourages were arranged behind them, officers and Cabinet ministers forming an edgy phalanx. ‘It only takes two sessions on average to train up a serjeant. The support troops need a little longer. Don’t get me wrong, those marines are excellent troops; I don’t just mean the Kingdom’s, our allies have sent their best, and the mercs are formidable at the best of times. It’s just that they’re all way too reliant on their neural nanonic programs for fire control and tactics, so we really discourage their usage. If a possessed does break through the front line, that’s the first piece of equipment that’s going to glitch.’




  ‘How many serjeants are ready?’ Kirsten asked.




  ‘About two hundred and eighty thousand. We’re training them up at the rate of thirty thousand a day. And there’s another five training grounds opening each day. I’d like the rate increased, but even with the Confederation Navy brigades, I’ve only got a limited number of engineering corps; I have to balance their assignments. Completing the accommodation sections of Fort Forward is my priority.’




  ‘It would appear as though you have everything under control.’




  ‘Simple enough, we just tell the AI what we want, and it designates for us. This is the first time in history a land army commander doesn’t have to worry unduly about logistics.’




  ‘Providing a possessed doesn’t get near the AI.’




  ‘Unlikely, ma’am; believe me, unlikely. And even that’s in our contingency file.’




  ‘Good, I’d hate us to become overconfident. So when do you think you’ll be able to begin the Liberation?’




  ‘Ideally, I’d like to wait another three weeks.’ He acknowledged the Princess’s raised eyebrow with a grudging smile. They’d spent the best part of two hours that morning under the gaze of rover reporters, inspecting the tremendous flow of matériel and personnel surging through Fort Forward’s spaceport. To most people it looked as if they already had the military resources to invade a couple of planets. ‘Our greatest stretch is going to be the opening assault. We have to ring the entire peninsula, and it’s got to be one very solid noose, we can’t risk anything less. That’ll have to be achieved with inexperienced troops and untested equipment. The more time spent preparing, the greater chance we have for success.’




  ‘I’m aware of that, Ralph. But you were talking about balance a moment ago.’ She glanced back at Leonard DeVille, who responded with a reluctant twitch.




  ‘Expectations are running rather high, and not just here on Ombey. We’ve demanded and received a colossal amount of support from our political allies and the Confederation Navy. I don’t need to remind you what the King said.’




  ‘No, ma’am.’ His last meeting with Alastair II, the time when he’d received his commission, needed no file. The King had been adamant about the factors at play, the cost of external support, and the public weight of anticipation and belief.




  Success. That was what everyone wanted, and expected him to deliver, on many fronts. And I have to give them that. This was all my idea. And my fault.




  Unlike the Princess, Ralph didn’t have the luxury of glancing round his people for signs of support. He could well imagine Janne Palmer’s opinion – she’d be right too.




  ‘We can begin preliminary deployment in another three days,’ he said. ‘That way we’ll be able to start the actual Liberation in eight days’ time.’




  ‘All right, Ralph. You have another eight days’ grace. No more.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you.’




  ‘Have you actually managed to test one of the static guns on a possessed yet?’




  ‘I’m afraid not, ma’am, no.’




  ‘Isn’t that taking a bit of a chance? Surely you need to know their effectiveness, if any?’




  ‘They’ll either work, or not; and we don’t want to give Ekelund’s people any advance warning just in case they can devise a counter. We’ll know if they’re any use within seconds of our first encounter. If they aren’t, then the ground troops will revert to ordinary light arms. I just hope to God they don’t have to, we’ll inflict a hell of a lot of damage on the bodies we’re trying to recover. But the theory’s perfect, and the machinery’s all so beautifully simple as well. Cathal and Dean dreamed up the concept. It should have been obvious from the start. I should have come up with it.’




  ‘I think you’ve worked enough miracles, Ralph. All the family wants from you now is a mundane little victory.’




  He nodded his thanks, and stared out over the training ground again. It was changeover time, hundreds of grubby-red serjeants were on the move, along with a good number of ordinary troops. Though ordinary was a relative term when referring to the boosted mercenaries.




  ‘One question,’ Leonard DeVille said; he sounded apologetic, if not terribly sincere about it. ‘I know this isn’t quite what you want to hear right now, Ralph. But you have allocated room for the rover reporters to observe the action during the assault, haven’t you? The AI does know that’s a requirement?’




  Ralph grinned. This time he gave Palmer a direct look before locking eyes with the Home Office Minister. The Princess was diplomatically focused on the returning serjeants.




  ‘Oh, yes. We’re putting them right in the front line for you. You’ll get sensevises every bit as hot as the one Kelly Tirrel produced on Lalonde. This is going to be one very public war.’




  *




  Chainbridge was different now. When Annette Ekelund had first arrived here, she’d transformed it into a simple headquarters and garrison town. Close enough to the firebreak to deploy her irregulars if the Kingdom sent any of its threatened ‘punishment’ squads over to snatch possessed, far enough away so that it was outside the range of any inquisitive sensors – incidentally making it reasonably safe from SD fire. So she’d gathered her followers to her, and allowed them their illusion of freedom. A genuine rabble army, with a licence to carouse and cavort for ninety per cent of the time, with just a few of her orders to follow the morning after. Something to do, something vaguely exciting and heroic-seeming, gave them a sense of identity and purpose. For that, they stayed together. It made them into a unit for her, however unwieldy and unreliable. That was when Chainbridge resembled a provincial town under occupation by foreign troops with unlimited expense accounts. Not a bad analogy. There were parties and dances every evening, and other people began to hang around, if for no other reason than the army made damn sure they had full access to Mortonridge’s dwindling food supplies. It was a happy town kept in good order, Annette even established the hub of Mortonridge’s downgraded communication net in the old Town Hall, which was commandeered as her command post. The net allowed her to retain a certain degree of control over the peninsula, keeping her in touch with the councils she’d left in charge of the towns her forces had taken over. There wasn’t much she could do to enforce her rule, short of complete overkill and sending in a brigade of her troops, but in the main she’d created a small society which worked. That was before any of the inhabitants really believed that the Kingdom would break its word and invade with the express intention of ripping body from (usurping) soul.




  Now Chainbridge’s parties had ended. The few inhabited buildings had lost their ornate appearance in favour of a bleakly oppressive, fortress-like solidity. Non-combatants, the good-timers and hangers on, had left, drifting away into the countryside. The town was preparing for war.




  From her office window in the Town Hall she could look down on the large cobbled square below. The fountains were off, their basins dry and duned by clumps of litter. Vehicles were parked in neat ranks under the rows of leghorn trees that circled the outer edge of the square. They were mostly manual-drive cars and four-wheel-drive farm rovers, as per her instructions. None of them wore any kind of illusory image. Engineers were working on several of them, readying them for the coming ordeal.




  Annette came back to the long table where her ten senior officers were sitting. Devlin and Milne, the two people she relied on the most, had taken the chairs on either side of hers. Devlin claimed to have been an officer in the First World War, while Milne had been an engineer’s mate during Earth’s steamship era, which made him a wizard with all things mechanical, though he freely admitted to knowing very little about electronics. Beyond them sat Hoi Son, who was a veteran of early twenty-first-century bush wars, an ecological agitator, he called himself. Annette gathered his battles hadn’t been fought along national lines, but rather corporate ones. Whatever he wanted to describe himself as, his tactical know-how in the situation they faced was invaluable. The rest of them were just divisional commanders, gaining the loyalty of their troops through personality or reputation. Just how much loyalty was a moot point.




  ‘What are today’s figures?’ Annette asked.




  ‘Nearly forty deserted last night,’ Devlin said. ‘Little shits. In my day they would have been shot for that kind of cowardice.’




  ‘Fortunately, we’re not in your day,’ Hoi Son said. ‘When I fought the desecrators who stole my land I had legions of the people who did what they had to because our cause was just. We needed no military police and prisons to enforce the orders of our commanders then, nor do we here. If in their hearts people do not want to fight, then forcing them will not make them good soldiers.’




  ‘God is on the side of the big battalions,’ Devlin sneered. ‘Owning your claptrap nobility doesn’t guarantee victory.’




  ‘We are not going to win.’ Hoi Son smiled peacefully. ‘You do understand that, don’t you?’




  ‘We’ll have a damn good try, and to hell with your defeatist talk. I’m surprised you didn’t leave with the rest of them.’




  ‘I think that’ll do,’ Annette said. ‘Devlin, you know Hoi Son is right, you’ve felt what the Kingdom is gathering to fling against us. The King would never commit his forces against us unless he was convinced of the outcome. And he has the backing of the Edenists, who even more than he won’t engage in a foolhardy venture. This is a showpiece war; they intend to demonstrate to the Confederation’s general public that we are beatable. They cannot afford to lose, no matter what it costs them.’




  ‘So what the hell do you want us to do, then?’ Devlin asked.




  ‘Make that cost exorbitant,’ Hoi Son said. ‘Such people always assign a value to everything in monetary terms. We might not be able to defeat them on Mortonridge, but we can certainly prevent any further Liberation campaigns after this one.’




  ‘Their troops will have reporters with them,’ Annette said. ‘They’ll want to showcase their triumphs. This war will be fought on two fronts, the physical one here, and the emotional one broadcast by the media across the Confederation. That is the important one, the one we have to win. Those reporters must be shown the terrifying price of opposing us. I believe Milne has been making some preparations.’




  ‘Not doing so bad on that front, lass,’ Milne said. He sucked on a big clay pipe for emphasis, every inch the solid, reliable NCO. ‘I’ve been training up a few lads, teaching them tricks of the trade, like. We can’t use electrical circuits, of course, not our type. So we’ve gone back to basics. I’ve come up with a nice little mix of chemicals for an explosive; we’re shoving it into booby traps as fast as we can make ’em.’




  ‘What kind of booby traps?’ Devlin asked.




  ‘Anti-personnel mines, ground vehicle snares, primed buildings, spiked pits, that kind of thing. Hoi’s been showing us what he used to rig up when he were fighting. Right tricky stuff, it is, too. All with mechanical triggers, so their sensors won’t pick them up, even if they can get them working under the red cloud. I’d say we’re due to give Hiltch’s boys a load of grief once they cross the firebreak. We’ve also rigged bridges to blow, as well as the major junction flyovers along the M6. That ought to slow the buggers down.’




  ‘All very good,’ Devlin said. ‘But with respect, I don’t think a few scraps of rubble will make much difference to their transport. I remember the tanks we used to have, great big brutes, they were. But by Heaven they could crunch across almost every surface; and the engineers have had seven centuries to improve on that.’




  ‘Ruining the road junctions might not make a huge impact, but it will certainly have some effect,’ Hoi Son said impassively. ‘We know how large this Liberation army is, even in these times that makes it unwieldy. They will use the M6, if not for front-line troops, then certainly for their supplies and auxiliaries. If we delay them even by an hour a day, we add to the cost. Slowing them down will also give us time to respond and retaliate. It is a good tactic.’




  ‘OK, I’m not arguing with you. But these booby traps and blown bridges are a passive response. Come on, man, what’ve you got that’ll allow us to attack them?’




  ‘My lads have found quite a few light engineering factories and the like in Chainbridge,’ Milne said. ‘The machine tools still work if you switch ’em to manual. Right now, I’ve got ’em churning out parts for a high-velocity hunting rifle. I don’t know what the hell that sparky machine-gun is that the souls have seen Hiltch’s boys practising with. But I reckon my rifle’s got an easy twice the range of ’em.’




  ‘They’ll be wearing armour,’ Devlin warned.




  ‘Aye, I know that. But Hoi’s told me about kinetic enhanced-impact bullets. Our armourers are doing their best to produce them, you’ll have a decent stock in another few days. We’ll be able to inflict a lot of damage with them, you see if we don’t.’




  ‘Thanks, Milne,’ Annette said. ‘You’ve done a great job, considering what you’ve had to work with, and what we’re facing.’




  Milne cocked his pipe at her. ‘We’ll put up a good account of ourselves, lass, no worries.’




  ‘I’m sure.’ She gazed round at the rest of her commanders. There was a good range of emotions distributed among them, from clear nerves to stupid overconfidence. ‘Now we know roughly what our own capabilities are, we need to start working out how we’re going to deploy. Devlin, you’re probably the best strategist we have . . .’




  ‘Butt-headed traditionalist,’ Hoi Son muttered sotto voce.




  Annette raised a warning eyebrow and the old guerrilla made a conciliatory shrug. ‘What is Hiltch likely to do?’ she asked.




  ‘Two things,’ Devlin said, ignoring Hoi. ‘Firstly, their initial assault is going to be a lulu. He’ll throw everything he’s got at us, on as many fronts as he can afford to open. We’ll be facing massive troop incursions, this wretched space warship bombardment, aircraft carpet bombing, artillery. The aim is to demoralize us right from the start, make it quite clear from the scale of the Liberation that we’ll lose, drumming it home in a fashion we can’t possibly ignore. I’d recommend that we actually pull back a little way from the borders of the peninsula; don’t give him an easy target. Leave it to Milne’s booby traps to snarl up his timetable, and stall any immediate visible success he wants to lay on for the reporters.’




  ‘OK, I can cope with that. What’s his second likely objective?’




  ‘His target missions. If he’s got any sense, he’ll go for our population centres first. Our power declines with our numbers, which will make his mopping-up operation a damn sight easier.’




  ‘Population centres!’ Annette exclaimed in annoyance. ‘What population centres? People are deserting the towns in droves. The councils are reporting we’re now down to less than half the numbers we had in urban areas when we took over Mortonridge. They’re like our deserters, heading for the hills. Right now we’re spread over this land thinner than a pigeon’s fart.’




  ‘It’s not the hills they’re after,’ Hoi said, his soft tone a rebuke. ‘It’s the farms. Which was only to be expected. You are well aware of the food situation across the peninsula. Had your efforts been directed at developing our civil infrastructure instead of our military base, it would be a different story.’




  ‘Is that a criticism?’




  His gentle laugh was infuriating, mockingly superior. ‘A plea for industrialization, from me? Please! I regard the land and the people as integral. Nature provides us with our true state. It is our towns and cities, with their machines and hunger, which have birthed the corruption that has contaminated human society for millennia. The defence of people who chose to live with the land is paramount.’




  ‘OK, thanks for the party manifesto. But it doesn’t alter what I said. We haven’t got that many population centres to lure Hiltch’s forces into ambush.’




  ‘We will have. I suspect Devlin is correct when he says Hiltch will want to open with a grand gesture. That should work in our favour. As always when a land is invaded, its people pull together. They’ll see that as individuals they can offer no resistance to the Liberation forces, and they’ll flee their isolation in search of group sanctuary. We will gather ourselves together as a people again. Then the battle will be joined in full.’




  Annette’s growing smile was a physical demonstration of the satisfaction spreading through her thoughts. ‘Remember Stephanie Ash, what I told her about having to decide whose side she was on? That self-righteous cow just stood there smiling politely the whole time, knowing her world view was the real thing, and I’d come round to her way of thinking in the end. Looks like I’ll have the last laugh after all – even if it is only a short one. Damn, I’m going to enjoy that almost as much as I am bollixing up my dear old friend Ralph’s campaign.’




  ‘You really think we’ll be able to start recruiting into the regiments again?’ Devlin asked Hoi Son.




  ‘Can you think of nothing but your own position and power? It is not the regiments which will inflict the worst casualties, but the united people. Group ten of us together, and the destructive potential of our energistic power is an order of magnitude greater than any artillery the Liberation forces can bring to bear.’




  ‘Which is less than one per cent of the lowest-powered maser on a strategic-defence platform, and that’s before we get into the heavy duty systems like their X-ray lasers,’ Annette said, tired of their bickering. ‘It’s not our numbers that matter, but our ability to communicate and organize. That’s what we have to safeguard until the last of us is shoved into zero-tau.’




  ‘I agree,’ Devlin said. ‘The whole war is going to be an extremely fluid situation from the start. Lightning strikes, hit the bastards and run, are what we should be planning for.’




  ‘Exactly, that’s where I expect you two to combine for me. Your overall strategy, Devlin, combined with Hoi’s tactics. It’s a lethal alliance, the equivalent of the Kingdom and the Edenists.’




  ‘An inspired comparison,’ Hoi chuckled.




  ‘My pleasure. All right, let’s start looking at the map, and see who we’re going to send where.’




  *




  It was Emmet Mordden, again, who was on duty in the operations centre when the Organization fleet started to emerge above New California. The hellhawks were first, their wormholes opening more or less in the official emergence zone, a hundred thousand kilometres above Monterey. That gave them some warning that the Adamist craft were en route. Emmet quickly called in five more operatives to monitor their rag-tag arrival. They certainly aimed for the emergence zone, but with possessed officers on board aiming and hitting were increasingly separate concepts. Event horizons started to inflate across a vast section of space around the planet; the only thing regular about them was the timing. One every twenty seconds.




  The big flight-trajectory holoscreens ringing the centre had to change perspective several times, clicking down through their magnification to encompass space right out to Requa, New California’s fourth moonlet. Black icons started to erupt across the screen as if it was being struck by dirty rain.




  The AI began to absorb the swarm of information datavised in from the SD sensor platforms, and started plotting the starships’ erratic trajectories. Multiple vector lines sprang up on every console display. The operators studied them urgently, opening communication circuits to verify the ships were still under Organization control. Emmet got so carried along by the pandemonium of the first few minutes it took a while before he began to realize something was badly wrong with the whole episode. Firstly, they were too early, Admiral Kolhammer’s task force couldn’t possibly have arrived at Tranquillity yet. Secondly, there were too many ships. Even if the ambush had been a massive success, some ships would have been lost. Of all Capone’s lieutenants, he had the most pragmatic view of just how effective the fleet ships were.




  Those two ugly facts were just beginning to register, when he sensed the dismay bubbling up among Jull von Holger’s thoughts, as the hellhawk liaison man communicated with his colleagues.




  ‘What the hell is it?’ Emmett demanded. ‘Why are they back here? Did they lose, chicken out, or what?’




  Jull von Holger shook his head in bewilderment, most reluctant to be the messenger of bad news. ‘No. No, they didn’t lose. Their target . . . Tranquillity jumped away.’




  Emmett frowned at him.




  ‘Look, just call Luigi, OK. I don’t understand it myself.’




  Emmett gave him a long dissatisfied look, then turned to his own console. He ordered it to find the Salvatore’s transponder, and open a channel to the flagship. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked when a fuzzy picture of Luigi Balsamo appeared in the corner of his display.




  ‘She tricked us,’ Luigi shouted angrily. ‘That Saldana bitch ran away. Christ knows how she managed it, but the whole thing vanished down a wormhole. Nobody told us a habitat could do that. You never warned us, did you? You’re supposed to be the Organization’s technical whizz-kid. Why the fuck didn’t you say something?’




  ‘About what? What do you mean, it went down a wormhole? What went down a wormhole?’




  ‘Why don’t you listen, shitbrain? The habitat! The habitat vanished in front of us!’




  Emmett stared at the image, refusing to believe what he’d heard. ‘I’m calling Al,’ he said eventually.




  *




  It was the first time Luigi had ever been intimidated by the big double doors of the Nixon Suite. There were a couple of soldiers on duty outside, wearing their standard fawn double-breasted suits, big square-jawed guys with a dark rasp of stubble, glossy Thompson sub-machine-guns held prominently. He could sense several people milling about inside, their familiar thoughts dull and unhappy as they waited for him. He thought of all the punishments and reprimands he’d attended in his own capacity as one of the Organization’s elite lieutenants. The omens weren’t good.




  One of the soldiers opened the doors, a superior in-the-know grin on his face. He didn’t say anything, just made a mocking gesture of welcome. Luigi resisted the urge to smash his face to pulp, and walked in.




  ‘What the fuck happened?’ Al bellowed.




  Luigi glanced round at the semicircle of erstwhile friends as the doors closed behind him. Patricia was there, as was Silvano, Jezzibella, Emmet, Mickey, and that little bitch Kiera. All of them going with the tide that was sweeping him away to drown.




  ‘We were given some very bad information.’ He looked pointedly at Patricia. ‘Perez sold us a dummy. And you bought it.’




  ‘He didn’t,’ she snapped. ‘He possessed one of the First Admiral’s top aides in Trafalgar. Kolhammer was heading straight for Tranquillity.’




  ‘And we would have got him, too. If somebody had just warned me. I mean, Jesus H. Christ, an entire goddam habitat flitting off. Do you have any idea how big that thing was?’




  ‘Who cares?’ Al said. ‘The habitat wasn’t your main target. You were there to blow up Kolhammer’s ships.’




  ‘The only way we could do that was if we’d captured the habitat first,’ Luigi said angrily. ‘Don’t try blaming all this on me. I did everything you asked.’




  ‘Who the fuck else am I going to blame?’ AI asked. ‘You were there, it was your responsibility.’




  ‘Nobody has ever heard of a habitat that can do that before,’ Luigi ground out. ‘Nobody.’ He shoved an accusatory finger at Jezzibella. ‘Right?’




  For whatever reason, Jezzibella had assumed her impish adolescent girl persona, red ribbons tying her hair into ponytails, a white blouse and grey pleated skirt not really covering her body. She pouted, a gesture which was almost obscenely provocative. It was an act which various judges had been asked to ban when she performed it live on tour. ‘Right. But I’m hardly an expert on energy patterning systems, now am I?’




  ‘Christ Almighty. Emmet?’ It was almost a plea.




  ‘It is unprecedented,’ Emmet said with some sympathy.




  ‘And you.’ Luigi glared at Kiera. ‘You lived in a habitat. You knew all about how they work, why didn’t you tell us?’ The attack didn’t quite kick up the response he expected. A flash of icy anger twisted Kiera’s thoughts, while Al simply sneered scornfully.




  ‘Valisk was not capable of performing a swallow manoeuvre,’ she said. ‘As far as we know, only Tranquillity has that ability. Certainly none of the Edenist habitats can. I don’t know about the other three independent habitats.’




  ‘Didn’t stop Valisk from vanishing, though, did it,’ Al muttered snidely.




  Silvano gave an overloud laugh, while Jezzibella smiled demurely at Kiera’s discomfort. Luigi looked from one to the other in puzzlement. ‘OK, so are we agreed? It was a shitty situation, sure. But there was nothing I could do about it. That Saldana girl took everyone by surprise.’




  ‘You were the fleet’s commander,’ Al said. ‘I gave you that job because I thought you were smart, man, that you had some flare and imagination. A guy with a few qualities, know what I mean? If all I want is some putz who expects a slap on the back every time he does what he’s told I would have given the job to Bernhard Allsop. I expected more from you, Luigi, a lot more.’




  ‘Like what? I mean, come on here, tell me, Al, just what the hell would you have done?




  ‘Stopped it from flying out. Don’t you get it, Luigi? You were my man on the ground. I was goddam depending on you to bring the Organization through this OK. Instead, I’m left with shit all over my face. Once you saw what was happening you should have zeroed the place.’




  ‘Christ, why won’t any of you listen? I was fucking trying to zero it, Al. That’s what spooked Saldana; that’s what made her scoot the hell out of there. I’d got nearly five thousand of those war rockets chasing after her faster than a coyote with a hornet up its ass, and she got clean away. There was nothing we could do. We were damn lucky to cut free ourselves. The explosions from all those war rockets did some damage, too, we were . . .’




  ‘Woah there.’ Al held up a hand. ‘What explosions? You just said the combat wasps never touched Tranquillity.’




  ‘Yeah, but most of them detonated when they hit the wormhole entrance. I don’t understand none too well; the technical boys, they say it’s like a solid barrier, but it’s made out of nothing. Beats me. Anyway, the first ones started to go off, and . . . hell, you know how powerful antimatter is, they set off the others. The whole lot went off like a string of goddam firecrackers.’




  ‘All of them? Five thousand antimatter-powered combat wasps?’




  ‘That’s right. Like I said, we were lucky to get out alive.’




  ‘Sure you were.’ Al’s voice had dropped to a dangerous monotone. ‘You’re alive, and I’m out one planet which we postponed invading, I’m down a Confederation Navy task force you were supposed to ambush, and I’ve also got to replace five thousand combat wasps fuelled up by the goddam rarest substance in the whole fucking universe. Jeez, I’m real glad you’re back. Seeing you here smiling away in one piece makes me feel absolutely fucking peachy. You piece of shit! Do you have any idea how badly you’ve screwed up?’




  ‘It wasn’t my fault?’




  ‘Oh, absolutely. You’re right. No way are you to blame for this. And you know what? I bet I now who it was. Yeah. Yeah, now I think about it, I know. It was me. That’s right, me. I’m to blame. I’m the asshole here. I made the biggest fucking mistake of my life when I put you in charge.’




  ‘Yeah? Well I didn’t hear you whining none when I came back from Arnstadt. Remember that day? I delivered a whole fucking planet on a fucking plate for you, Al. You gave me the keys for the city back then. Parties, girls, you even made Awy track down a genuine copy of the Clark Gable Gone With the Wind for me. Nothing. Nothing was too much trouble. I was loyal to you then, and I’m loyal to you now. I don’t deserve any of this. All you lost was a few lousy rockets and some fancy fuel. I put my life on the line for you, Al. And we all know how goddam precious that is now, don’t we? Well, do you know what? I don’t deserve to be treated like this. It ain’t right.’




  Al scowled, looking round the other lieutenants. They all kept their faces blank, of course, but their minds were boiling. Annoyance and doubt were the predominant emotions. He guessed his own mind would show the same. He was fucking furious with Luigi, it was the first defeat the Organization had been dealt, the news boys would crow about it clear over the Confederation. His image would take a terrible battering, and as Jez always said: image was everything in the modern world. The aura of the Organization’s invincibility would be hit badly. Yet at the same time, Luigi was right, he had done his best, right from the start when they’d all walked into City Hall in the ballsiest escapade this side of the Trojan Horse.




  ‘By rights, I ought to fucking fry you, Luigi,’ Al said darkly. ‘We’ve been set back weeks thanks to what happened at Tranquillity. I’ve got to find another planet to invade, I’ve got to wait until we’ve built up a decent new stock of antimatter, the reporters will hang me out to dry, everyone’s confidence is busted. But I’m not going to. And the only reason I’m not going to is because you came back here like a man. You ain’t afraid to admit you made a mistake.’




  There was a new flash of anger in Luigi’s mind at that. Al waited, mildly intrigued, but it was never voiced. He materialized a Havana, and took a comfortable drag before saying: ‘So I’ll make you an offer. You can stay with the Organization, but I’m going to bust you right back down to the bottom of the ladder again. You’re a private zero class, Luigi. I know the other guys’ll go hard on you for a while, but you stay loyal, you keep your nose clean, and you can work your way back up again. I can’t be no fairer than that.’




  Luigi gawped at Al, struggling with disbelief at what he’d just heard while a strangled choke growled up from his throat. His mind was telegraphing the notion of outright rebellion. Al fixed him with the look, all humour eradicated. ‘You won’t like the alternative.’




  ‘All right, Al,’ Luigi said slowly. ‘I can live with that. But I’m telling you, I’ll be back in charge of the fleet inside of six months.’




  Al guffawed, and clapped Luigi’s arm. ‘That’s my boy. I knew I made the right decision with you.’ Luigi managed a brief smile, and turned to walk out of the room. Al slumped his shoulders when the doors shut. ‘Guess that’s one guy we’ve lost for good.’




  Jezzibella rubbed his arm in sympathy. ‘You did the right thing, baby. It was honourable. He did fuck up something chronic.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have been so generous,’ Kiera said. ‘You shouldn’t show so much kindness. People will see it as a weakness.’




  ‘You’re dealing with people, not mechanoids,’ Jezzibella said blankly. ‘You have to make allowances for the odd mistake. If you shoot every waiter who spills a cup of coffee over your skirt, you wind up with a self-service bar.’




  Kiera smiled condescendingly at her. ‘What you’ll actually wind up with is a group of highly efficient waiters who can do the job effectively.’




  ‘You mean, like the way your team handled things on Valisk?’




  ‘All teams need an effective leader.’




  Al was tempted to let them go for it – nothing like a good catfight. But one bust-up among his senior lieutenants was enough for today. So instead, he said: ‘Speaking of which, Kiera, are the hellhawks going to keep flying for me?’




  ‘Of course they will, Al. I’ve been busy setting up my new flight coordination office in one of the docking-ledge departure lounges. Close to the action, as it were. They’ll do what I tell them to.’




  ‘Uh huh.’ He didn’t like the implications of that sweetly spoken assurance any more than the unpleasant note of victory rippling through her mind. And judging by the sudden suspicion colouring Jez’s thoughts, neither did she.




  *




  It was one of those absurd left–right, left–right sideways shuffles that seemingly automatically occur when two people try to get out of each other’s way simultaneously which finally blew Beth’s temper. She’d come out of the washroom at one end of the Mindori’s life-support module to find Jed standing outside waiting to use it. He immediately dropped his head so he didn’t have to look at her and danced to one side. A move she instinctively matched. They dodged about for a couple of seconds.




  The next thing Jed knew was a hand grasping his collar, and hauling him into the washroom. Bright mock-sunbeams poured through the smoked-glass portholes, producing large white ovals on the polished wood floor. Archaic brass plumbing gleamed and sparkled all around the small compartment. Jed’s knee banged painfully on the rim of the enamel bath as Beth smoothly slewed his weight round like some kind of ice skater act. The door slammed shut, the lock snicked and he was shoved flat against the wall. ‘Listen, ball-brain,’ she snarled, ‘I was not shagging him. OK?’




  He risked a sneer, praying she wasn’t still carrying the nervejam stick. ‘Yeah? So what were you doing in bed with him?’




  ‘Sleeping.’ She saw the new expression of derision forming on his face, and twisted his sweatshirt fabric just a fraction tighter. ‘Sleeping,’ she repeated forcefully. ‘Jeeze, mate, the guy’s brain is totally zonked. It took a time to get him quietened down, that’s all. I dozed off. Big deal. If you hadn’t stormed out so bloody fast you would have seen I still had all my clobber on.’




  ‘That’s it?’




  ‘What the hell do you expect? The pair of us were working our way through a Karma Sutra recording? Is that what you think of me? That I’m going to leap into bed with the first geriatric I meet?’




  Jed knew his answer to that question was going to be critical, and possibly close to fatal if he got it wrong. ‘No,’ he insisted, willing himself to believe it totally. Voice only would never be good enough. He often suspected Beth had some kind of advanced telepathic ability. ‘I don’t think that of you at all. Um . . . you’ve got more class that that. I always said so.’




  ‘Hmmm.’ Her grip on his sweatshirt loosened slightly. ‘You mean you were always miffed I didn’t let you shag me.’




  ‘That’s not it!’ he protested.




  ‘Really?’




  Jed thought that gibe was best ignored in its entirety. ‘What do you make of this delay?’ he asked.




  ‘Bit odd. I don’t understand why we didn’t dock with Valisk before we went on another rendezvous. I mean, we were already there in the Srinagar system, least that’s what I thought.’




  ‘Yeah. I didn’t see Valisk, though, just some gas giant. Then the ship swallowed away again. I thought I was going to die. We were there.’




  ‘Choi-Ho and Maxim said this new rendezvous was major-league important when I asked them. They clammed up pretty smart when I asked them where it was, though. You think that’s important?’




  ‘Course it’s important. Question is, why?’




  ‘We might have to dodge some navy patrols to make the new rendezvous. That’ll be risky.’




  ‘So why not tell us?’




  ‘There’s a lot of kids on board. Could be they don’t want to worry them.’




  ‘Makes sense.’




  ‘But you don’t reckon?’




  ‘Dunno. It’s funny, you know. When we busted our balls to get a flight. Everything we had got left behind, our families, friends, everything. But I didn’t have any doubts. Now we’re as good as there . . . I don’t know, it’s just such a big thing. Maybe I’m a bit scared. What about you?’




  Beth gave him a careful look, unsure just how much she should reveal. He really had invested a lot in the ideal of Valisk and all it promised. ‘Jed, I know Gerald’s a bit flaky, but he told me something.’




  ‘A bit flaky.’




  ‘Jed! He said Kiera is actually called Marie, that she’s his daughter. He reckons that Valisk is no different to any other place the possessed have taken over.’




  ‘Crap,’ he said angrily. ‘That’s total crap. Look, Beth. We know Kiera is a possessor, she’s never hidden that. But she’s only borrowing that girl’s body. She said things like that won’t matter after Valisk leaves the universe. She can take on her own form again.’




  ‘Yes, but, Jed . . . His daughter.’




  ‘Just a weird coincidence, that’s all. Mind, it explains why the old fart is so crazy.’




  She nodded reluctantly. ‘Maybe. But then again it wouldn’t do any harm to start thinking the unthinkable, would it?’




  He took hold of both her arms, just above the elbows. ‘We’ll be all right,’ he said intently. ‘You’ve accessed Kiera’s recording enough times. You know she’s telling us the truth. This is like wedding night nerves.’




  She gave his hands a curious glance; normally she would have instantly shaken free from such a grip. But this flight was not an ordinary time. ‘Yeah. Thanks, mate.’ She gave him a timid smile.




  Jed returned an equally uncertain flutter. He started to lean forward slowly, bringing his face down towards hers. Her lips parted slightly. He closed his eyes. Then a finger was resting on his chin.




  ‘Not here,’ Beth said. ‘Not in a dunny.’




  *




  Beth actually let him hold her hand as they walked along the life-support module’s central corridor. Somehow it didn’t seem to matter so much now. Back on Koblat it would have meant everyone knowing: Beth and Jed, Jed and Beth. The boys would have smiled and whooped and given Jed the thumbs up. ‘Well done, mate. Scored with an ice maiden, nice one. So what does she look like with her kit off? Are they big tits? Is she any good at it? Has she gone down on you yet?’ While the girls would have clustered round her and asked if he’d said he loved her. ‘Does he devote enough time to you? Are you going to apply for an apartment together?’




  It was a horrendous cycle spinning around her, a compendium of everything she hated about Koblat. The loss of any purpose to life. Surrendering to the company and signing on as another of its cheaply produced multi-function biological tools. She knew several girls on her corridor level who were grandmothers at twenty-eight.




  Their weakness had given her the strength to strive for at least the hope of something more, to resist almost intolerable peer pressure. Star of her education stream, exceptionally receptive to each didactic memory she received. Applying for every college scholarship and exchange programme she could locate in the asteroid’s memory cores. Enduring the jeers and whispers. But it had been hard hard hard. Then along came Kiera, who offered a way out from all that awful pressure. A life that was different and kind. And Beth had believed, because Kiera was the same sort of age, and empowered, and taking control of her own destiny. And because . . . it was easy. For the first time ever.




  They stopped outside the cabin she’d been sharing with Gerald, and Jed kissed her before she could turn the handle. Not a very good kiss, he almost missed her lips, and definitely no tongue like there was in all the low-rated blue sensevise recordings she’d accessed. His anxious expression almost made her laugh, as if he was expecting her to deck him. Which, she admitted, she probably would have done three weeks ago if he’d come on fresh with her. She got the door open, and they stumbled inside, not bothering with the lights. Jed kissed her again. A better attempt, this time. When he finished, she asked: ‘Will you think of her?’




  ‘Who?’ he asked in confusion.




  ‘You know, her, Kiera. Will you think of her when you’re doing it with me?’




  ‘No!’ Although there was enough of a quaver in his voice to reveal the truth. To her, if no one else. She knew him well enough, growing up together for ten years. It was almost too close.




  He had become – not obsessed, that wasn’t strong enough – captivated by Kiera and that exquisite beguiling beauty of hers. In dismay Beth knew it wouldn’t be her face he saw when he closed his eyes in ecstasy, not her body he could feel below his fingers. For some reason, despite the humiliation, she didn’t really care. After all, she had her own reasons for this. She twined a forearm behind his head, and pulled him down to kiss her again. The lights came on. Beth gasped in surprise, and twisted to look at the bunk, expecting to see Gerald there. It was empty, the blankets rumpled.




  There was a melodic chime from the dresser, and the small mirror above it shimmered with colour. A man’s face appeared on it; he was middle aged, with a Mediterranean complexion and a long chin which pulled his lips downwards, making him appear permanently unhappy.




  ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ he said. ‘But I think you’ll find what I have to say quite important.’




  Jed had stiffened the second he appeared, quickly pulling his hands away from Beth. She tried not to show how annoyed she was by that; she’d just made the decision –what did he have to be guilty about?




  ‘Who are you?’ she asked.




  ‘Rocio Condra; I am the soul possessing this hellhawk.’




  ‘Oh, brother,’ she murmured. Jed managed to blush even deeper.




  ‘I was listening to your conversation in the washroom. I believe we can help each other.’




  Beth smiled weakly. ‘If you’re powerful enough to do that, how can we possibly help you? You can do anything.’




  ‘My energistic power gives me a great deal of influence over the local environment, I agree. But there are some things which remain beyond me. Listening to you, for example, I had to use a bitek processor; there’s one in every section of the Mindori’s life-support module.’




  ‘If you’ve heard everything we’ve talked about, then you know about Gerald and Marie,’ Beth said.




  ‘Indeed. That is why I chose you to make my offer to. You already know everything is not what it seems.’




  Jed peered at Rocio’s image. ‘What offer?’




  ‘The end requirements haven’t yet been finalized. However, if all goes well, I expect I shall require you to perform some physical tasks for me. Nothing too difficult. Just venture into a few places I obviously cannot reach.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘That is not yet apparent. We will have to advance this partnership one step at a time. As a gesture of goodwill, I am prepared to impart some information to you. If, based on what you hear, you then wish to continue with this relationship, we can move forward together.’




  Beth gave Jed a puzzled glance, not surprised to find he was equally mystified.




  ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘We’ll listen.’




  ‘I am about to swallow into the New California system. We will probably dock at Monterey asteroid, the headquarters of the Capone Organization.’




  ‘No way!’ Jed cried.




  ‘There never was a new rendezvous, was there?’ Beth asked, somehow unsurprised by the revelation.




  ‘No,’ Rocio said. ‘We did not dock at Valisk because it is no longer in this universe. There was a battle for control between different factions of possessed inside. The victors subsequently removed it.’




  Jed took a couple of paces backwards, and sank down onto the bunk. His face was fragile with dismay. ‘Gone?’




  ‘I’m afraid so. And I am genuinely sorry. I know how much hope you had for your future there. Unfortunately, that hope was extremely misplaced.’




  ‘How?’ Beth asked through clenched teeth.




  ‘There never was any Deadnight, not really. Kiera Salter simply wanted fresh bodies to possess so that she could expand the habitat’s population base. Had you disembarked there, you would have been tortured until you surrendered yourselves to possession.’




  ‘Oh, Jeeze,’ Beth whispered. ‘And Monterey? What’s going to happen to us at Monterey?’




  ‘Much the same, I expect. The Organization does retain professional non-possessed who have specialist fields of expertise. Are you highly qualified in any subject?’




  ‘Us?’ Beth barked in consternation. ‘You’ve gotta be bloody joking, mate. The only thing we know how to do proper is mess up. Every bloody time.’ She was afraid she was going to start crying.




  ‘I see,’ Rocio said. ‘Well, in return for your help, I am prepared to hide you on board when we dock at Monterey.’




  ‘What sort of help?’ Jed asked.




  Beth wheeled round to glare at him. ‘Does it bloody matter! Yes, we’ll help. As much as you want.’




  Rocio’s image gave a dry smile. ‘As I said, my requirements will not be fully established until I have analysed the local situation. It may be that I won’t require you to do anything. For the moment, I shall simply hold you in reserve.’




  ‘Why?’ Beth asked. ‘You’re part of them. You’re a possessor. What do you want us for?’




  ‘Because I am not part of them. We are not all the same. I was being coerced into helping Kiera. Now I must find out what has happened to the other hellhawks, and decide what to do next. In order to do that, I must keep every conceivable option open. Having allies who are in no position to betray me will provide an excellent advantage.’




  ‘All right,’ Beth said. ‘What do we have to do?’




  ‘I will swallow into the New California system in another thirty minutes. Even if Kiera and the other hellhawks have left there, the passengers will have to be disembarked. For now, the pair of you must be hidden. I believe I have a place which will put you outside the perception range of Choi-Ho and Maxim Payne.’




  ‘What perception range?’ Jed asked.




  ‘All possessed are able to sense the thoughts of other people. The range varies between individuals, of course.’




  ‘You mean they know what I’m thinking?’ he hooted.




  ‘No. But they are aware of your presence, and with that your emotions. However, such perception through solid matter is difficult; I believe the fluid in some of my tanks will shield you. We just have to get you at the centre of a suitably large cluster.’




  ‘There had better be room for five of us in this nest of yours,’ Beth said brightly.




  ‘I only require two people.’




  ‘Tough, mate. You get yourself a bargain package with us. Gerald and the girls come too.’




  ‘I don’t need them.’




  She gave his image a cold smile. ‘Must have been dead a long time, huh? To forget what it’s like to have other people, friends, responsibilities. What? You think we’d leave them behind for Capone? A couple of kids? Come on!’




  ‘The Organization is unlikely to possess the girls. They pride themselves in being altruistic and charitable.’




  ‘Good for them. But it doesn’t make any difference. You get all five of us, or none at all.’




  ‘That’s right,’ Jed said, coming up to stand beside her. ‘Gari’s my sister. I’m not leaving her with Capone.’




  Rocio sighed heavily. ‘Very well. But only those three. If you have a flock of second cousins on board, they will have to take their chances with the Organization.’




  ‘No second cousins. What do you want us to do?’




  *




  It took a lot of nerve to saunter idly into the Mindori’s main lounge with a bland expression on his face, knowing what he did. Jed felt he carried it off rather well; his visits to the Blue Fountain in search of sympathetic starship crews had provided a good rehearsal for brazening out awkward moments. There was a big press of Deadnight kids in the lounge, more than usual as the extended flight finally approached its end. All of them gazing eagerly out of the big forward-looking window at the silver-on-black starfield.




  Jed let his eyes flick round quickly, confirming Choi-Ho and Maxim Payne weren’t anywhere about. Rocio had assured him they were both in their cabin, but he didn’t entirely trust everything the hellhawk’s soul said.




  In this instance, Rocio hadn’t lied. The two possessed were nowhere to be seen. Jed walked confidently across the lounge to one of the fitted cupboards on the far side. Its narrow slatted doors were made from rosewood, with small brass handles moulded to resemble rosebuds. As he put his hand round the cool metal, it turned to black plastic below his fingers. A narrow display panel appeared briefly to one side, framing a block of grey alphanumerics which flickered too fast to be read. He waited until he heard a discreet click then pulled gently. The door opened a fraction, and he moved closer, covering his actions.




  Rocio had told him the bitek processor blocks were on the third shelf from the top. The thin gap allowed him to confirm the slim rectangular units were waiting there. It was obviously some kind of general equipment storage cupboard; he could see tool kits, and test blocks, and sensor modules, as well as several devices he couldn’t fathom at all. A rack on the fourth shelf contained five compact laser pistols.




  He froze.




  It was probably Rocio’s final assessment of his suitability. If he could turn his back on the weapons he would be resolute enough to be of use to the hellhawk. If he knew anything about this nebulous deal, whatever help Rocio wanted, it would not be small, not when the exchange price was his own life. But a weapon would offer some security, however feeble. And Beth had her nervejam stick.




  Knowing his heated thoughts would be betraying his guilt to Rocio in a way no clandestine visual observation ever could, Jed reached calmly for a pistol, then slid his hand smoothly up to one of the processor blocks. He tucked both of them neatly into his inside jacket pocket, and shut the cupboard door again. The electronic lock vanished instantly beneath a slick ripple of wood grain which lapped over it.




  Walking back out of the lounge was the worst part. Some little part of Jed’s brain was yelling at him to warn them. All of a sudden, he hated them. Sweetly trusting kids, their eyes happy and shining as they gawped out at the enchanting vista of interstellar space. All that hope suffusing unseen, yet cloying, into the air as they waited for the window to reveal their own special nirvana waiting for them at the end of the next wormhole.




  Fools! Blind, stupid, and ridiculously ingenuous. The hatred clarified then. He was looking at multiple reflections of himself.




  *




  Beth got Gerald to come along with her, which he did unquestioningly. Jed brought Gari and Navar, who were intensely curious, twittering together as they walked down the length of the corridor. Their curiosity turned to hard-edged scepticism as Jed knocked softly on the washroom door.




  ‘You told us this was important,’ Navar said accusingly.




  ‘It is,’ he assured her. Something in his tone stalled the scornful sniff she was preparing as a retort.




  Beth unlocked the washroom door and slid it open. Jed checked the corridor to make sure no one was watching. With only fifteen minutes to go until the swallow manoeuvre, all the other Deadnights were crowding round the observation ports in the forward cabins. The two girls gave Gerald a confused look as they all crowded into the confined space of the cabin. In turn, Gerald barely noticed them. Jed took the bitek processor block from his pocket. One surface shimmered with a moiré holographic pattern, then cleared to show Rocio’s face.




  ‘Well done, Jed,’ he said. ‘Bluffing it out is often the best option.’




  ‘Yeah, all right, now what?’




  ‘Who’s that?’ Navar asked.




  ‘We’ll explain later,’ Beth said. ‘Right now, we’ve got to get into position ready for when the ship docks.’ She said it to the girls, although she was actually studying Gerald intently. He was in one of his passive moods, unperturbed by what was happening. She just prayed he stayed that way while they were hidden away.




  ‘Aren’t we getting off at Valisk?’ Gari asked her big brother in a forlorn voice.




  ‘No, doll, sorry. We’re not even docking with Valisk.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Guess we got lied to.’ The bitter sorrow in his voice silenced her.




  ‘You will need to clear the floor,’ Rocio instructed.




  Beth and the two girls climbed into the bath, while Gerald sat on the toilet lid. Jed pressed himself back against the door. The floorboards faded away, rich honey colour bleaching to a sanitary grey-green, resilient texture becoming the uncompromising hardness of silicolithium composite. Some residual evidence of the wood illusion remained, little ridges where the planks had lain, dark flecks in the surface a pallid mimicry of the grain pattern. In the centre of the floor was an inspection hatch, with recessed metal locking clips at each corner.




  ‘Turn the clips ninety degrees clockwise, then pull them up,’ Rocio said.




  Jed knelt down and did as he was told. When the clips were free, the hatch rose ten centimetres with a swift hiss of air. He swung it aside. There was a narrow metal crawlway below it, bordered by foam-insulated pipes and bundled cables. Beth activated the light stick she’d brought along, and held it over the hatch. There was a horizontal T-junction a couple of metres down.




  ‘You will go first, Beth,’ Rocio said, ‘and light the way. I will supply directions. Jed, you must close the hatch behind you.’




  Reluctantly, with the girls pouting and scowling, they all climbed down into the crawlway. Jed tugged the hatch back into place after him, nearly catching his fingers as it guillotined shut. When it was in place, the washroom floor silently and fastidiously sealed over with elegant floorboards again.




  





  4




  Dariat wandered along the valley, not really paying much attention to anything. Only the memories pulled at him, bittersweet recollections guiding him towards the sacred places he hadn’t dared visit in the flesh for thirty years, not even when he’d roamed through Valisk to avoid Bonney and Kiera.




  The wide pool, apparently carved into the grey-brown polyp-rock by the stream’s enthusiastic flow, was nature at its most pleasing. Where tufts of soft pink grass lined the edges, strains of violet and amber moss sprawled over the scattering of boulders, and long fronds of water reeds swayed lazily in the current. Last seen when the body of Mersin Columba was drifting up against the bank, blood running from its broken skull. The teenage boy standing above it, face contorted in rage, cudgel slowly lowering. So young, such incredible anger.




  The flat expanse of land between the slope of the valley and an ox-bow loop in the stream. An animal track wound through it, curving round invisible obstacles as it led down to a shallow beach where the herds could drink. Apart from that it was untouched, the pink grass which currently dominated the plains was thick and lush here, its tiny mushroom-shaped spoor fringes poised on the verge of ripeness. Nobody had camped here for years, despite its eminent suitability. None of the Starbridge tribes had ever returned. Not after . . .




  Here. He walked to one side of the empty tract, the taller stalks of grass swishing straight through his translucent legs. Yes, this was the place. Anastasia’s tepee had been pitched here. A sturdy, colourful contraption. Strong enough to take her weight when she tied the rope round her neck. Was the pink grass slightly thinner here? A rough circle where the pyre had been. Her tribe sending her and her few belongings on their way to the Realms (every possession except one, the Thoale stones, which he had kept safe these thirty years). Her body dispersed in fire and smoke, freeing the soul from any final ties with the physical universe.




  How had they known? Those simple, backward people. Yet their lives contained such astonishing truth. They more than anyone would be prepared for the beyond. Anastasia wouldn’t have suffered in the same way as the lost souls he’d encountered during his own fleeting time there. Not her.




  Dariat sat on the grass, his toga crumpling around chubby limbs, though never really chafing. If any of her essence had indeed lingered here, it was long gone now. So now what? He looked up at the light-tube, which had become even dimmer than before. The air was cooler, too, nothing like Valisk’s usual balmy medium. He was rather surprised that phenomenon registered. How could a ghost sense temperature? But then most aspects of his present state were a mystery.




  Dariat?




  He shook his head. Hearing things. Just to be certain, he looked around. Nobody, alive or spectral, was in sight. An interesting point though. Would I be able to see another ghost?




  Dariat. You are there. We feel you. Answer us.




  The voice was like affinity, but much softer. A whisper into the back of his mind. Oh great, a ghost being haunted by another ghost. Thank you again, Thoale. That could only ever happen to me.




  Who is this? he asked.




  We are Valisk now. Part of us is you.




  What is this? What are you?




  We are the habitat personality, the combination of yourself and Rubra.




  That’s crazy. You cannot be me.




  But we are. Your memories and personality fused to Rubra’s within the neural strata. Remember? The change to us, to the neural strata’s thought routines, was corporeal and permanent. We remain intact. You, however, were a possessing soul, you were torn out by the habitat’s shift to this realm.




  A realm hostile to the possessed, he said rancorously.




  Exactly.




  Don’t I know it. I’m a ghost. That’s what the shift did to me. A bloody ghost.




  How intriguing. We cannot see you.




  I’m in the valley.




  Ah.




  Dariat could feel the understanding within the personality. It knew which valley he meant. A true affinity.




  Can we have access to your sensorium, please. It will allow us to analyse the situation properly.




  He couldn’t think of a reasonable objection, even though the idea sat uncomfortably. After thirty years of self-imposed mental isolation, sharing came hard. Even with an entity that claimed to be derived from himself.




  Very well, he griped. He allowed the affinity link to widen, showing the personality the world through his eyes – or at least what he imagined to be his eyes.




  As requested, he looked at his own body for the personality, walked about, demonstrated how he had no material presence.




  Yet you persist in interpreting yourself as having human form, the personality said. How strange.




  Force of habit, I guess.




  More likely to be subconscious reassurance. The pattern is your basic foundation, the origin of quintessential identity. Retention of that is probably critical to your continuation as a valid entity. In other words, you’re very set in your ways. But then we know that already, don’t we.




  I don’t believe I’m that self-destructive. So if you wouldn’t mind cancelling the insults for a few decades.




  As you wish. After all, we do know how to cut the deepest.




  Dariat could almost laugh at the impression of déjà vu which the exchange conjured up. He and Rubra had spent days in this same verbal fencing while he was possessing Horgan’s body. Was there a reason you wanted to talk to me? Or did you just want to say hello?




  This realm is not hostile to souls alone. It is also affecting our viability right down to the atomic level. Large sections of the neural strata have ceased to function, nor are such areas static, they flow through the strata at random, requiring persistent monitoring. Such failures threaten even our homogenized presence. We have to run constant storage replication routines to ensure our core identity is not erased.




  That’s tough, but unless the failure occurs everywhere simultaneously, you’ll be safe.




  As may be. But the overall efficiency of our cells is much reduced. The sensitive cell clusters cannot perceive as clearly as before; organ capability is degrading to alarming levels. Muscle membrane response is sluggish. Electrical generation is almost zero. All principal mechanical and electrical systems have shut down. The communication net and most processors are malfunctioning. If this situation continues, we will not be able to retain a working biosphere for more than ten days, a fortnight at most.




  I hate to sound negative at a time like this, but what do you expect me to do about it?




  The remaining population must be organized to assist us. There are holding procedures which can be enacted to prevent further deterioration.




  Physical ones. You’ll have to ask the living, not me.




  We are attempting to. However, those who have been de-possessed are currently in an extremely disorientated state. Even those we have affinity contact with are unresponsive. As well as undergoing severe psychological trauma, their physiological condition has deteriorated.




  So?




  There are nearly three hundred of our relatives still in zero-tau. Your idea, remember? Kiera was holding them ready as an incentive for the hellhawk possessors. If they were to be taken out, we would have a functional work force ready to help, one that has a good proportion of qualified technicians among it.




  Good idea . . . Wait, how come their zero-tau pods are working when everything else has failed?




  The zero-tau systems are self-contained and made from military grade components, they are also located in the deep caverns. We assumed that combination affords them some protection from whatever is affecting us.




  If all you’ve got to do is flick one switch, why not just use a servitor?




  Their physiological situation is even worse than the humans’. All the animals in the habitat seem to be suffering from a strong form of sleeping sickness. Our affinity instructions cannot rouse them.




  Does that include all the xenoc species?




  Yes. Their biochemistry is essentially similar to terrestrial creatures. If our cells are affected, so are theirs.




  OK. Any idea what the problem is? Something like the energistic glitch which the possessed gave out?




  Unlikely. It is probably a fundamental property of this realm. We are speculating that the quantum values of this continuum are substantially different from our universe. After all, we did select it to have a detrimental effect on the energy pattern which is a possessing soul. Consequently, we must assume that mass-energy properties here have been altered, that is bound to affect atomic characteristics. But until we can run a full analysis on our quantum state, we cannot offer further speculation.




  Ever considered that the Devil simply doesn’t allow electricity in this particular part of hell?




  Your thought is our thought. We prefer to concentrate on the rational. That allows us to construct a hypothesis which will ultimately allow us to salvage this shitty situation.




  Yeah, I can live with that. So what is it that you want me to do?




  See if you can talk to someone called Tolton. He will switch off the zero-tau pods for us.




  Why? Who is he?




  A street poet, so he claims. He was one of the inhabitants we managed to keep out of Bonney’s clutches.




  Does he have affinity?




  No. But legend has it that humans can see ghosts.




  Shit, you’re grasping at straws.




  You have an alternative?




  *




  Ghosts can get tired. An unwelcome discovery that made itself quite clear as Dariat trudged over the grassland towards the ring of starscraper lobbies in the middle of the habitat. But then if you have imaginary muscles, they are put under quite a strain carrying your imaginary body across long distances, especially when that body has Dariat’s bulk.




  This is bloody unfair, he declared to the personality. When souls come back from the beyond, they all see themselves as physically perfect twenty-five-year-olds.




  That’s simple vanity.




  I wish I was vain.




  Valisk’s parkland was also becoming less attractive. Now he had hiked out of the valley, the vivid pink grass which cloaked the southern half of the cylinder was grading down to a musky grey, an effect he equated to a city smog wrapping itself round the landscape. It couldn’t be blamed entirely on the diminished illumination; the slim core of plasma in the axial light-tube was still a valiant neon blue. Instead it seemed to be part of the overall lack of vitality which was such an obvious feature of this realm. The xenoc plant appeared to be past its peak, as if its spore fringes had already ripened and now it was heading back into dormancy.




  None of the insects which usually chirped and flittered among the plains had roused themselves. A few times, he came across field mice and their xenoc analogues, which were sleeping fitfully. They’d just curled up where they were, not making any attempt to return to their nests or warrens.




  Ordinary chemical reactions must still be working, he suggested. If they weren’t, then everything would be dead.




  Yes. Although from what we’re seeing and experiencing, they must also be inhibited to some degree.




  Dariat trudged on. The spiral-springs of grass made the going hard, causing resistance as his legs passed through them. It was as though he was walking along a stream bed where the water was coming halfway up his shins. As his complaints became crabbier, the personality guided him towards one of the narrow animal tracks.




  After half an hour of easier walking, and pondering his circumstances, he said: You told me that your electrical generation was almost zero.




  Yes.




  But not absolute?




  No.




  So the habitat must be in some kind of magnetic field if the induction cables are producing a current.




  Logically, yes.




  But?




  Some induction cables are producing a current, the majority are not. And those that are do so sporadically. Buggered if we can work out what’s going on, boy. Besides, we can’t locate any magnetic field outside. There’s nothing we can see that could be producing one.




  What is out there?




  Very little.




  Dariat felt the personality gathering the erratic images from clusters of sensitive cells speckling the external polyp shell, and formatting them into a coherent visualization for him. The amount of concentration it took for the personality to fulfil what used to be a profoundly simple task (it was essentially autonomic before) surprised and worried him.




  There were no planets. No moons. No stars. No galaxies. Only a murky void.




  The eeriest impression he received from the expanded affinity bond was the way Valisk appeared to be in flight. Certainly he was aware of movement of some kind, though it was purely subliminal, impossible to define. The huge cylinder appeared to be gliding through a nebula. Not one recognizable from their universe. This was composed from extraordinarily subtle layers of ebony mist, shifting so slowly they were immensely difficult to distinguish. Had he been seeing it with his own eyes, he would have put it down to overstressed retinas. But there were discernible strands of the smoky substance out there; sparser than atmospheric cloud, denser than whorls of interstellar gas.




  Abruptly, a fracture of hoary light shimmered far behind the hub of Valisk’s southern endcap, a luminous serpent slithering around the insubstantial billows. Rough tatters of gritty vapour detonated into emerald and turquoise phosphorescence as it twirled past them. The phenomenon was gone inside a second.




  Was that lightning? Dariat asked in astonishment.




  We have no idea. However, we can’t detect any static charge building on our shell. So it probably wasn’t electrically based.




  Have you seen it before?




  That was the third time.




  Bloody hell. How far away was it?




  That is impossible to determine. We are trying to correlate parallax data from the external sensitive cells. Unfortunately, lack of distinct identifiable reference points within the cloud formations is hampering our endeavour.




  You’re beginning to sound like an Edenist. Take a guess.




  We believe we can see about two hundred kilometres altogether.




  Shit. That’s all?




  Yes.




  Anything could be out there, behind that stuff.




  You’re beginning to catch on, boy.




  Can you tell if we’re moving? I got the impression we were. But it could just be the way that cloud stuff is shifting round out there.




  We have the same notion, but that’s all it ever can be. Without a valid reference point, it is impossible to tell. Certainly we’re not under acceleration, which would eliminate the possibility we’re falling through a gravity field . . . if this realm has gravity, of course.




  OK, how about searching round with a radar? Have you tried that? There are plenty of arrays in the counter-rotating spaceport.




  The spaceport has radar, it also has several Adamist starships, and over a hundred remote maintenance drones which could be adapted into sensor probes. None of which are functioning right now, boy. We really do need to bring our relatives out of zero-tau.




  Yeah, yeah. I’m getting there as quick as I can. You know what, I don’t think fusing with my thought routines has made that big an impression on you, has it?




  *




  According to the personality, Tolton was in the parkland outside the Gonchraov starscraper lobby. Dariat didn’t get there on the first attempt. He encountered the other ghosts before he arrived.




  The pink grassland gradually gave way to terrestrial grass and trees a couple of kilometres from the starscraper lobbies. It was a lush manicured jungle which boiled round the habitat’s midsection, with gravel tracks winding round the thicker clumps of trees and vines. Big stone slabs formed primitive bridges over the rambling brooks, their support boulders grasped by thick coils of flowering creepers. Petals were drooping sadly as Dariat walked over them. As he drew closer to the lobby, he started to encounter the first of the servitor animal corpses, most of them torn by burnt scars, the impact of white fire. Then he noticed the decaying remains of several of their human victims lying in the undergrowth.




  Dariat found the sight inordinately depressing. A nasty reminder of the relentless struggle which Rubra and Kiera had fought for dominance of the habitat. ‘And who won?’ he asked morbidly.




  He cleared another of the neolithic bridges. The trees were thinning out now, becoming more ornate and taller as jungle gave way to parkland. There were flashes of movement in front of him coupled with murmurs of conversation, which made him suddenly self-conscious. Was he going to have to jump up and down waving his arms and shouting to get the living to notice him?




  Just as he was psyching himself up for the dismaying inevitable, the little group caught sight of him. There were three men and two women. Their clothes should have clued him in. The eldest man was wearing a very long foppish coat of yellow velvet with ruffled lace down the front; one of the women had forced her large fleshy frame into a black leather dominatrix uniform, complete with whip; her mousy middle-aged companion was in a baggy woollen overcoat, so deliberately dowdy it was a human stealth covering; of the remaining two men, one was barely out of his teens, a black youth with panther muscles shown off by a slim red waistcoat, while the other was in his thirties, covered by a baggy mechanic’s overall. They made a highly improbable combination, even for Valisk’s residents.




  Dariat stopped in surprise and with some gratification, raising a hand in moderate greeting. ‘Hello, there. Glad you can see me. My name’s Dariat.’




  They stared at him, already unhappy expressions displaced by belligerent suspicion.




  ‘You the one Bonney had everyone chasing?’ the black guy asked.




  Dariat grinned modestly. ‘That’s me.’




  ‘Motherfucker. You did this to us!’ he screamed. ‘I had a body. I had my life back. You fucked that. You fucked me. You ruined everything. Everything! You brought us here, you and that shit living in the walls.’




  Comprehension dawned for Dariat. He could see the faint outlines of branches through the man. ‘You’re a ghost,’ he exclaimed.




  ‘All of us are,’ the dominatrix said. ‘Thanks to you.’




  ‘Oh, shit,’ he whispered in consternation.




  There are other ghosts? the personality asked. The affinity band was awash with interest.




  What does it bloody look like!




  The dominatrix took a step towards him, her whip flicked out, cracking loudly. She grinned viciously. ‘I haven’t had a chance to use this properly for a long time, dearie. That’s a shame, because I know how to use it real bad.’




  ‘Gonna get you plenty of chance to catch up now,’ the black guy purred to her.




  Dariat stood his ground shakily. ‘You can’t blame me for this. I’m one of you.’




  ‘Yeah,’ said the mechanic. ‘And this time you can’t get away.’ He drew a heavy spanner from his leg pocket.




  They must all be here, the personality said. All the possessing souls.




  Just great.




  ‘Can we hurt him?’ the mousy woman asked.




  ‘Let’s find out,’ the dominatrix replied.




  ‘Wait!’ Dariat implored. ‘We need to work together to get the habitat out of this place. Don’t you understand? It’s collapsing around us, everything’s breaking down. We’ll be trapped here.’




  The black guy bared his teeth wide. ‘We needed you to work with us to beat the habitat back in the real universe.’




  Dariat flinched. He turned and ran. They gave chase immediately. That they’d catch him was never in doubt. He was appallingly overweight, and he’d just finished a nine kilometre hike. The whip slashed against the back of his left calf. He wailed, not just from the sharp sting, but from the fact it could sting.




  They whooped and cheered behind him, delighted by the knowledge they could inflict injury, pain. Dariat staggered over the end of the bridge, and took a few unsteady steps towards the thicker part of jungle. The whip struck him again, flaying his shoulder and cheek, accompanied by the dominatrix’s gleeful laugh. Then the lean black guy caught up with him, and jumped high, kicking him in the small of the back.




  Dariat went flying, landing flat on his stomach, arms and legs spread wide. Not a single blade of grass even bent as he struck the ground; his bloated body seemed to be lying on a median height of stalks, while longer stems poked straight through him.




  The beating began. Feet kicked savagely into his flanks, his legs, neck. The whip whistled down again and again, landing on his spine each time. Then the mechanic stood on his shoulders, and brought the spanner down on his skull. The battering became rhythmic, horrifyingly relentless. Dariat cried out at every terrifying impact. There was pain, in abundance there was pain, but no blood, nor damage, nor bruising or broken bones. The blaze of hurt had its origin in a concussion of hatred and fury. Each blow reinforcing, emphasizing how much they wanted him ruined.




  His cries grew fainter, though they were just as insistent, and tainted with increasing anguish. The spanner, and the whip, and the boots, and the fists began to sink into him, puncturing his intangible boundary. He was sinking deeper into the grass, the hammering propelling his belly into the soil. Coldness swept into him, a wave racing on ahead of the solid surface with which he was merging. His shape was lacking definition now, its outline becoming less substantial. Even his thoughts began to lose their intensity.




  Nothing could stop them. Nothing he said. Nothing he begged. Nothing he could pay. None of his prayers. Nothing. He had to endure it all. Not knowing what the outcome would be; terrifyingly, not knowing what it could be.




  They let him be, eventually. After how much time not one of them knew. As much as it took to satisfy their hunger for vengeance. To dull the enjoyment of sadism. To experiment with the novel methods of brutality available to ghosts. There wasn’t much of his presence left when they finished. A gauzy patch of pearl luminescence loitering amid the grass, the back of his toga barely bobbing above the surface of the soil. Limbs and head were buried.




  Laughing, they walked away.




  Amid the coldness, darkness, and apathy, a few strands of thought clung together. A weak filigree of suffering and woe. Everything he was. Very little, really.




  *




  Tolton had a brief knowledge of scenes like this. Second-hand knowledge, old and stale, memories of tales told to him by the denizens of the lowest floors of the starscrapers. Tales of covert combat operations, of squads that had been hit by superior firepower, waiting to be evac-ed out of the front line. Their bloody, battered casualties wound up in places like this, a field hospital triage. It was the latest development in the saga of the habitat population’s misfortunes. Lately, studying the parkland had become a form of instant archaeology. Evolving stages of residence were laid out in concentric circles, plain to see.




  In the beginning was the starscraper lobby, a pleasing rotunda of stone and glass, blending into the superbly maintained parkland. Then with the arrival of possession the lobby had been smashed up during one of the innumerable firefights between Kiera’s followers and Rubra, and a shanty town had sprung up in a ring around it. Tiny Tudor cottages had stood next to Arabian tents, which were pitched alongside shiny Winnebagos; the richness of imagination on display was splendid. That was before Valisk departed the universe.




  After that, the illusion of solidity had melted away like pillars of salt in the rain, exposing rickety shacks assembled from scraps of plastic and metal. They leant together precariously, one stacked against another to provide a highly dubious stability. The narrow strips of grass between were reduced to slippery runnels of mud, often used as open sewers.




  So now the survivors of Valisk’s latest change in fortune had moved again. Repelled from the hovels of their erstwhile possessors, they were simply sprawling uncaringly across the surrounding grass. They lacked the energy and will-power to do anything else. Some lay on their backs, some had curled up, some were sitting against trees, some stumbled about aimlessly. That wasn’t so bad, Tolton thought, after what they’d been through a period of stupefaction was understandable. It was the sound which was getting to him. Wails of distress and muffled sobbing mingling together to poison the air with harrowing dismay. Five thousand people having a bad dream in unison.




  And just like a bad dream, you couldn’t wake them from it. To begin with, when he’d emerged from his hiding place, he’d moved from one to another. Offering words of sympathy, a comforting arm around the shoulder. He’d persisted valiantly for a couple of hours like that, before finally acknowledging how quite pathetically pointless it all was. Somehow, they would have to get over the psychological trauma by themselves.




  It wasn’t going to be easy, not with the ghosts as an ever-present reminder of their ordeal. The ex-possessors were still slinking furtively through the outlying trees of the nearby jungle. For whatever reason, once they’d been expelled from their host bodies, they wouldn’t leave. Immediately after Valisk’s strange transformation they had clung longingly to their victims, following them with perverted devotion as they crawled about shaking and vomiting in reaction to their release. Then, as people had gradually started to recover their wits and take notice, the anger had surfaced. It was that massive deluge of communal hatred which had forced the ghosts to retreat, rather than the shouts of abuse and threats of vengeance.




  They’d fled into the refuge of the jungle around the parkland, almost bewildered by the response they’d spawned. But they hadn’t gone far. Tolton could see them thronging out there amid the funereal trees, their eerie pale radiance casting diaphanous shadows which twisted fluidly amid the branches and trunks.
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