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In this time of Covid-19, bitter elections and general political throat-tearing, it’s difficult to step outside my cynicism to find anyone to dedicate this book to, so instead I’ll dedicate it to the island of Crete – for my garden in the calm of Papagiannades where I grow chillies, for the mountains that provide me with energy even after trudging through them for miles, for the Libyan Sea where, while out in my kayak, I can find a quiet mind.


Thank you, Crete.
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Glossary


Atheter (The): A highly advanced space-faring race who during their time encountered the civilization-destroying Jain technology. Eventually, to escape this technology, they committed a form of racial suicide by sacrificing their civilization and intelligence. Their animal descendants still exist on the planet Masada. They are gabbleducks – creatures that speak nonsense and whose behaviour is always strange.


Augmented: To be ‘augmented’ is to have taken advantage of one or more of the many available cybernetic devices, mechanical additions and, distinctly, cerebral augmentations. In the last case we have, of course, the ubiquitous ‘aug’ and such backformations as ‘auged’, ‘auging-in’ and the execrable ‘all auged up’. But it does not stop there: the word ‘aug’ has now become confused with auger and augur – which is understandable considering the way an aug connects and the information that then becomes available. So now you can ‘auger’ information from the AI net, and a prediction made by an aug prognostic subprogram can be called an augury.


– From ‘Quince Guide’ compiled by humans


First- and second-children: Male prador, chemically maintained in adolescence, enslaved by pheromones emitted by their fathers and acting as crew on their ships or as soldiers. Prador adults also use their surgically removed ganglions (brains) as navigational computers in their ships and to control war machines.


Hardfield: A flat force field capable of stopping missiles and energy beams. The impact or heat energy is transformed and dissipated by its projector. Overload of that projector usually results in its catastrophic breakdown, at which point it is ejected from the vessel containing it. Hardfields of any other format were supposed to be impossible; however, it has now been revealed that they can be made spherical and almost impenetrable . . .


Hooders: The devolved descendants of Atheter biomech war machines. Creatures that look like giant centipedes, they retain some of their war machine past in that they are rugged, tough, vicious and very difficult to kill with conventional weapons.


Hooper: A human from the oceanic world of Spatterjay who has been infected with the Spatterjay virus. Commonly passed on through a leech bite, this virus makes its host inhumanly strong, dangerous and long-lived.


Jain technology: A technology spanning all scientific disciplines, created by one of the dead races – the Jain. Its apparent sum purpose is to spread through civilizations and annihilate them.


King of the prador: The king who ruled the prador when they attacked the Polity was usurped by another prador who had been infected with the Spatterjay virus. The new king, and his family, have been highly mutated by this, resulting in extreme body changes and increased intelligence.


Nanosuite: A suite of nanomachines most human beings have inside them. These self-propagating machines act as a secondary immune system, repairing and adjusting the body. Each suite can be altered to suit the individual and his or her circumstances.


Polity: A human/AI dominion extending across many star systems, occupying a spherical space spanning the thickness of the galaxy and centred on Earth. It is ruled over by the AIs who took control of human affairs in what has been called, because of its very low casualty rate, the Quiet War. The top AI is called Earth Central (EC) and resides in a building on the shore of Lake Geneva, while planetary AIs, lower down in the hierarchy, rule over other worlds. The Polity is a highly technical civilization but its weakness was its reliance on travel by ‘runcible’ – instantaneous matter transmission gates.


Prador: A highly xenophobic race of giant crablike aliens ruled by a king and his family. Hostility is implicit in their biology and, upon encountering the Polity, they immediately attacked it. They originally had an advantage in the prador/human war in that they did not use runcibles (such devices needed the intelligence of AIs to control them and the prador are also hostile to any form of artificial intelligence) and as a result had developed their spaceship technology, and the metallurgy involved, beyond that of the Polity. They attacked with near-indestructible ships, but in the end the humans and AIs adapted, their war factories out-manufactured the prador and they began to win. They did not complete the victory, however, because the old king was usurped and the new king made an uneasy peace with the Polity.


Quantum crystals: Can be used to store masses of data in a distributed fashion throughout any system, including the human body. This form of storage is being experimented with by the Polity and can take the place of a memplant – a device used to record a human mind.


Reaver: A huge golden ship shaped like an extended teardrop and one of the feared vessels of the prador King’s Guard.


Runcible: Instantaneous matter transmission gates, allowing transportation through underspace.


U-space: Underspace is the continuum spaceships enter (or U-jump into), rather like submarines submerging, to travel faster than light. It is also the continuum that can be crossed by using runcible gates, making travel between worlds linked by such gates all but instantaneous.









1


When the cold coffin opened, only the body of a human male existed. It had a bald skull, dark complexion and hazel eyes. The brain which sat inside its skull was a blank slate, though one formatted along standard lines. It would not, for example, need to be instructed how to keep its heart beating; autonomics ran as they should. The shape of a human mentality was sketched through the grey and white matter, but there was no sentient person there.


The body lacked all the bolt-on advantages of current humanity, such as nanosuites, boosting, cerebral augs, gridlinks or motorized paraphernalia. It was in fact one of a vanishingly small number of humans not to be a cyborg. It did, however, have its genetic modifications, since the superfluous had been removed, ensuring it would suffer no inherited diseases. Without intervention, it had a good chance of living for a hundred and fifty years solstan. Right now, it seemed highly unlikely it would make it into its teens.


Microwave heating raised the body’s temperature and particular chemical processes kicked into motion, but in all these activities there was no tendency, yet, towards decay. Mitochondria stayed on hold, awaiting their trigger. Pads folded around the skull. These injected a host of nanofibres and tubules into the head, which began making connections throughout, injecting neurochem and jump-starting nerve impulses. Other pads touched here and there over the body, injecting more neurochem, a required microbiome, complex proteins and sugars, as well as carbon fibres into the heart muscle and spine. Everything was starting to reach readiness as the body rose to optimum temperature. Enzyme keys to turn on the mitochondria flooded the heart and it soon began beating, spreading that key throughout the body in the blood. Following this, the organs started up in a steady cascade. The complex chemical factory of the liver began its work, while in the skull the fibres and tubules laid down data in moving patterns that would allow the brain to function, to understand some of its environment and to respond to simple orders.


I opened my eyes.


The cold coffin had popped open and I lay gazing up at a shiny aseptic surface, flinching as connections pulled out of my sore limbs, my mind all but vacant. I then felt something buzz against the side of my neck and an impulse driving me. I sat up and looked around, seeing further coffins protruding from other walls and their occupants also sitting up. I even felt a little sick, but didn’t realize then that my body didn’t possess the alterations to the inner ear most modern humans possessed.


‘Proceed to the exit,’ said a voice.


I understood the words perfectly, even though I had never heard nor spoken words before. It gave me context, a sense of place and what ‘exit’ would mean, and with that a growing sense of self. I felt an urgency to obey them, but also some confusion about where an exit might be. Others started hauling themselves out of their coffins and moving in a direction I labelled ‘down’ in relation to my position in the coffin, while the idea of ‘cold coffin’ lodged in my mind, but with language associations I did not understand. I watched the first of my fellows pull herself through a circular hatch. Understanding of shapes intruded on my thoughts, along with ‘hatch’, its only association, for a second, to the ‘lid’ of my coffin, but then came ideas of doors and other movable items that might block my progress. I noted then that all the females looked the same as each other, as did the males. The concept of human sex differences had surfaced in my thoughts as a kind of ‘by the way’. Light flashed in my skull, then jagged lines crawled across my vision. I couldn’t identify this for a moment, until I came to understand these were the visual effect of a migraine headache – an ancient human condition. I next questioned my impulse to follow the others. Little did I realize this was the first moment I strayed from design, and that things were already happening in my mind which weren’t in the others’. Again I felt a buzzing against the side of my neck and my urgency to obey increased. I reached up and felt some solid lump attached there just below my ear. A further intense buzz drove shooting pains throughout my body and propelled me out of the coffin after the others.


I was the last through and floated into an area where some unknown force then grabbed me and pulled me down. Gravity, I realized, grasping the concept even as I fell beside one of the women, thumping into her. She looked at me blank-eyed, a stream of drool issuing from the side of her mouth. I noted the clamshell of technology attached to the side of her neck. The migraine lights flashed in my mind again and I recognized this thing as a slaver unit, based on prador thrall technology, which used the same nanowires and neural meshes as a cerebral augmentation to key into the brain and nervous system. I was wearing one too. The slavers could quickly impart complex instructions through it, which I’d be unable to disobey, as well as knowledge they felt it necessary for me to know, such as the effect of gravity. I also began to understand that my knowledge of this device hadn’t actually come from the thing itself, but was is some way related to the migraine lights.


‘Move into ranks,’ said the voice.


Images rose in my mind of soldiers standing in a row, and marching. Associations blossomed through my consciousness, including positions in organizations and societies, the relative importance of individuals and the smell of something foul. This surge of connecting thoughts, along with the sudden change in perspective and pull of gravity, made me retch for a moment and I spat green bile. I felt my flesh sagging on my bones as I stood up. Self-awareness of my human body and its constituents came upon me then – bones and organs and muscles. A positioning instruction fell into my mind and I walked unsteadily to my assigned place amidst the rest. I had a number and it was four; I knew the numbers of the others too and where I should be. I stood in the front row with five other men. Five more were behind us while two rows of five women stood behind them. I turned my head as a door opened to one side and two big ugly men walked in. I watched them but then noticed my fellows weren’t doing the same and so faced forwards again.


Knowledge, accompanied by a brief flash of jagged lines, arose from somewhere deep within me. I understood there’d be danger in revealing it and that I had to be like the others, to blend in. The two men were clad in heavy combat armour. Both their suits possessed a segmented insect look and were coloured black and white, as well as strewn with decals and insignia. I didn’t know what any of this meant and could only read ‘Strato-GZ’ on a decal. One guy’s armour was plain but bulky, while the other man seemed to have a taste for the baroque – his possessed ornate spikes and decorated plates to give it a barbarian look. Both had big pulse guns at their hips, while the one in the barbarian outfit also carried an ionic stun baton tucked into a belt, and a wide machete sheathed down his hip. Schematics of how these suits and the pulse guns worked bled into my perception, along with formulae of chemistry and physics, knowledge of materials technology and power supplies. My skull ached as all these details established themselves. It seemed as though thousands of windows had opened in my mind to endless progressions of data. The less ornate one then dropped a large plasmesh sack on the floor and kicked it over to my fellow at the end of our row.


‘Hand these out, Jack,’ said the man. I now understood that my fellow was Jack One while I was Jack Four, knowledge that came from a combination of initial loading and the other rising in my skull. Jack One stooped and took packages out of the bag, then handed them to the others. I accepted mine, as did the rest, and like them just stood there holding it, even though I recognized it as wire-toughened plasmesh overalls and slippers, which I would doubtless be told to put on. The instruction arrived shortly from the slaver unit on the side of my neck, with all the detail concerned with dressing – which I already knew. This made it clear to me that I wasn’t supposed to possess the growing body of information somehow being impressed in my consciousness.


‘I don’t see why she thinks clothing is necessary,’ said the man in barbarian gear, waving his stun baton at us. ‘It’s not like they even know they’re naked.’ My internal perception analysed the baton: its power supply and simple electromechanical action, and its effects.


‘All part of the deal, Brack,’ replied the other.


‘Maybe it’s to stop ’em fucking each other,’ said Brack. ‘But I doubt they’ve even got the minds for that.’


‘No,’ said the other. ‘The overalls are protective, to prevent damage. It’s dangerous for soft clones in there. Anyway, we’re SGZ and do what we’re told. If you wanna argue it with her, Brack, then be my guest.’


Soft clones . . .


I was a clone. Greater detail of human biology suddenly rose up for my inspection. I pulled on the overalls and slippers, careful to ape Jack Three next to me. Meanwhile I began to understand that I wouldn’t forget this Brack, for I was becoming aware, somehow, of everything I experienced being indelibly imprinted in my memory, and I understood too that this wasn’t normal. I wondered about the style of armour they wore, which seemed more than just military. What exactly did SGZ mean and who was the woman, obviously their boss? I wanted to see her and find out her name too.


‘Jill Eleven, stop dressing and come here,’ said Brack.


‘Come on, Brack, not now,’ said the other.


‘Hell, Frey, if you don’t try, you don’t fly.’


Frey: that name imprinted on my memory too.


The woman moved out of our ranks. She had pulled her overalls on up to her waist but now just held them bunched there as she came to stand before Brack.


‘Take them off,’ he said.


She obeyed, soon standing naked.


‘You fucking damage the product and Suzeal will have your balls for earrings,’ said Frey.


‘This ain’t damage,’ said Brack, as I ran through his previous words again. Suzeal, I thought. I will find out who you are.


Brack pulled the Jill off to one side and through a doorway I hadn’t seen before. As I put on my slippers and stood upright I watched carefully out of the corner of my eye, seeing the door close, and noting that my companions weren’t even glancing that way.


After a short time I heard muffled sounds from behind the door, but didn’t know if they were of pain or pleasure or from whom. This didn’t last long and ended with a guttural shouting from Brack. The flickering lights in my mind imparted the knowledge that he had been swearing in a form of Anglic slang that had taken hold in parts of the Graveyard, a borderland of space between the Kingdom of the alien prador and the human Polity. Implicit with this came more information about the two realms, of a war between them that had ended in an uneasy truce. Images of horrifying warfare flicked through my mind. They were second-hand, I understood, but how could they be there if I was a newly created clone?


‘Put your clothes on and get back into the ranks,’ said Brack, leading the Jill back out again.


She obeyed and as she walked over I could see blood coming down her legs. I felt a brief sick lurch of something inside I only recognized later as anger.


‘When you’ve quite finished down there,’ came a woman’s voice over an intercom. ‘We’re going in now, so get them fed – I don’t want any of them collapsing before we make the exchange.’ Then after a pause, ‘And Brack, you forget your position in the SGZ. If there are any problems with that Jill Eleven you lose half of your cut.’


Brack and Frey stood perfectly still, then Frey headed over to one of the walls and opened a hatch there. ‘Jack Four, come here and distribute these.’


‘The bitch was watching,’ said Brack.


‘And probably still is, and listening,’ said Frey, adding bitterly, ‘no talk of demotion for you, though. But one day you’ll push too far, Brack.’


I felt a surge of panic. I wasn’t at the end of the row nearest Frey, so why had he called me? The instructions for the physical actions arrived in my mind. The slaver units possessed sufficient computing to translate verbal orders into actions, yet again I hadn’t needed them. I stepped out of my line and walked over to the cupboard. From there I took out blocks of a dark brown substance and drinks bottles and handed them to each of my fellows individually. This wasn’t the most efficient way, because I could have handed them to those nearest me, for them to pass along. But I followed the instructions to the letter. Jill Eleven, I noticed, was standing awkwardly and blood now pooled around her ankle.


‘Let’s take a look,’ said Frey.


‘Sure,’ Brack replied, seeming a bit subdued now. He turned to the wall directly opposite us, then reached up to the grey metal slug of an aug behind his right ear. Touching the thing was unnecessary since the cerebral augmentation didn’t need physical operation. Knowledge about the schematic for it unfolded in my mind: it had nanofibres which penetrated his brain, neural meshes, neurochem and optics and light-operated switches in their millions, as well as its laminar crystal computing, bionic power supply and bone anchors. Next came further detail on layered coding languages: whole edifices of data. I wanted to throw up again and bit down on it. The wall ahead of us flickered, almost in tune with the jags across my vision, and I realized it had been painted with nanobond screen paint. I tried to encompass the detail on it and only belatedly heard the ‘Eat your food and drink your drinks’ from Frey.


I took a bite from the block, tasting all the vitamins and proteins and thought it rather like pork and apple, while the cold drink tasted of blackberries. I still didn’t know how I could possibly make such comparisons. Memory analogues, much like those from an aug, were loading to my mind, but their source remained a mystery.


The wall now lit up as a screen, giving me a full view of vacuum scattered with stars. An immense vessel sat out there which I recognized at once – knowledge already acquired. The column-like thing measured fifty miles from top to bottom with a large off-centre disc at the top. At the bottom, which was then out of our sight range, I knew there were two massive ion drives like giant, cored olives. This was the King’s Ship – home to the ruler of the Prador Kingdom. And this must be where the vessel we were aboard was heading.


The great ship loomed and, from what was visible, it seemed we were approaching the base of a giant tower. As we drew closer and closer I discerned the spines of great docks and our vessel soon turned towards one of them. The thing looked small at first, but as perspective altered I saw it was miles long and hundreds of yards wide. We came up beside its golden curved wall and it extruded a smaller moving dock which, with its array of clamps at the end, bore a horrible resemblance to a giant rag worm – a comparative my mind dredged up from what had already loaded. The thing snaked out and landed with a thump, just below our point of view. Our vessel halted and vapour puffed out in vacuum as the dock made its connection.


‘Big ugly fucker, isn’t it?’ said Brack.


I just managed to stop myself replying to him. With my mind moving faster, it was hard to keep my self-control rigid, but I had to banish my confusion. I needed to accept the knowledge pouring into and establishing itself in my mind and not keep puzzling about the source. For now, it was about survival. I was alive, feeling more so every minute, and wanted to stay that way. I was clearly a clone being delivered by some very nasty types to some even nastier ones: the prador. I had to escape somehow and . . . well, I was angry. I realized it had been rising up inside me slowly, gathering pace then taking a leap forwards when Brack raped Jill Eleven. However, the slaver unit on the side of my neck meant I could do nothing but obey those keyed into it as my overseers. The best thing would be to escape before I was transferred aboard that monstrous ship, but that seemed impossible. I’d therefore have to bide my time and seize any opportunities once I was on there.


‘Okay, take them through,’ Suzeal commanded.


Brack walked up to the screen wall and palmed it, hitting a door control. A wide door opened, giving the illusion of us walking straight into the body of the King’s Ship.


‘In threes, follow me,’ he said and stepped through.


The instruction for physical movement arrived in my skull via the slaver unit. Falling in behind the first three, I stuffed the rest of the food in my mouth and drained the bottle, while around me the others simply dropped theirs. I thought it a risk worth taking. Brack led us through a short corridor which, judging by the structure of the walls, sloped down in relation to the rest of the ship. But it wasn’t noticeable since the corridor had grav-plates in the floor. This then opened into a disc-shaped room where others of Brack and Frey’s kind waited, all heavily armed. I noted Polity-issue pulse rifles, one large hermaphrodite lugging a particle cannon, while on either side were shielded Gatling cannons with figures in control seats behind the shields. These pointed towards the wide door at the end. The detailed knowledge I had of these weapons concerned me, as did my tendency to assess what might happen here should they be used. I noted too that those who wore armour or envirosuits with the same decals and decoration as Brack and Frey seemed to take precedence over others in more standard attire.


A woman stepped forwards. She wore a heavy, armoured exoskeleton in gold and black with those decals and other ornamentation. So this was the voice in command over them? She stood over seven feet tall and had a strong jaw, with long ginger hair in a plait swept down over one shoulder. She moved out to inspect us as we came to a halt.


‘They’re all good?’ she asked.


‘Stats seem optimal,’ said Frey. ‘Just some . . . things.’


‘What?’ she shot at him.


‘Well . . . Jill Eleven had a bleed but it’s stopped now. It hasn’t weakened her too much. Jill Seventeen seems to be loaded with recessives, but no problem for our purposes.’


‘The Jacks?’


‘Just something odd about Jack Four. Getting some weird feedback through the slave unit. Probably just an IQ anomaly.’


She walked down the line of us on one side, then back up the other, turning to face me. I continued looking straight ahead, but every feature of her face impressed itself in my mind. She gave an odd smile and moved on.


‘Right, here’s how it goes. We take them through to where a guide sphere is due to collect them. Our diamond slate should be waiting in exchange.’


Diamond slate was currency, though ‘guide sphere’ I only understood from context.


‘And if it’s not and they shaft us?’ asked Brack.


She gazed at him steadily.


‘Then we’re dead,’ she said simply. ‘But you should have some faith in the trajectory of what we are doing.’


‘Yeah, right,’ said Brack, obviously not a believer.


She frowned, glanced at the others in the room, then said, ‘Let’s do this.’


The circular lock ahead lay twenty feet across. It now irised open to reveal a diagonally divided oval behind – a prador door. With a crack, that division parted and I felt the rush of air against my face as the pressures equalized. Suzeal’s people crouched behind the deck-mounted Gatling cannons and heavy armoured shields floating on grav-motors, with all their weapons pointed towards that opening door. As its two sections rumbled and revolved back, it soon revealed the tube leading back into the main dock was empty. After a moment Suzeal stepped out of cover.


‘Fuck,’ she said succinctly.


‘No guide sphere and no diamond slate,’ said Frey noncommittally.


Suzeal sighed and then said, ‘Okay, four of you with me. It could all simply be a matter of translation. I was told that they would be waiting for us in the dock. That might not necessarily mean here in this docking tube.’ She turned to us. ‘You, follow.’


Suzeal, Brack, Frey and two others launched into the docking tube, which had zero gravity, and we followed. I copied Suzeal and the others by slamming my hands against the dock walls and propelling myself along, but then damned myself for doing so. My fellows struggled with it until instructions arrived via their slaver units, and Suzeal looked back at me speculatively. Soon we moved into the huge main docking tunnel where artificial gravity brought us crashing down to the floor. Landing perfectly upright, Suzeal again swore.


‘They’re fucking pulling us in,’ said Brack.


‘Stow it, Brack,’ she snarled. ‘Understand that they don’t need to pull us in – if they want to fuck us then we are royally fucked already.’


He grinned and turned away. I sensed there might be more to the relationship between the two of them than was first apparent. This keyed in with Frey’s resentment at the man not being ‘demoted’.


A sweaty jog brought us up to the doors into the main ship and here sat two crates on top of a grav-sled. A stony sphere about the size of my head lay beside the sled.


‘There, you see,’ said Suzeal. She stepped over to the sphere. ‘You have the coding for the slave units?’ Meanwhile Brack and Frey had popped open one of the crates. Inside, I could see the gleaming slabs of diamond slate – a natural gemstone valued all across occupied space.


‘I have the coding,’ the sphere confirmed, voice flat and, well, stony.


Brack and Frey checked the other crate, then Frey took up a control from the sled and lifted it from the floor. The thing was ready to follow him.


‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ he said.


‘One moment.’ Suzeal held up a hand and then walked over to us. ‘I can’t tell you what will happen to you all here and, really, most of you wouldn’t understand if I could.’ She then walked over to me, pushing the one ahead of me out of the way. She faced me directly. ‘Except you, of course. You might understand.’ I said nothing, just kept my face blank. She continued, ‘Are you in there, Jack? Is the real Jack in there?’ She then hit me, throwing me against the Jack behind and we both went down. I had the overpowering urge to retaliate but knew that might be the death of me. Instead I focused on the positional data from my slave unit, stood up and moved back into my place, even though she stood in the way. I kept pushing against her as if mindlessly trying to return in line. She blocked me for a while longer, then snorted in disgust and stepped out of the way. I reassumed my position.


‘Come on, Suzeal – let’s blow this place,’ said Brack.


‘Okay.’ She walked past me, and all the others went too, the sled obediently following Frey. I listened to them drawing away and wondered if I could now make some sort of escape – maybe run off and hide somewhere aboard this giant ship, then find my way onto another craft docked to it and leave.


‘Follow,’ said the voice of the sphere, and I could do nothing but obey.


The prador-scale tunnel was oval in section and consisted of yard-wide hexagonal panels set in an alloy grid. The panels looked like granite but I knew they were actually polystyrene-light airform stone. On the floor nearby, I noted a creature and felt some confusion at the sight of the thing. Jags appeared in my vision again and I then recognized it as a ship louse – quite a standard life form in a prador vessel. But this one was a cyborg, its head a complex sensor array, while the alternate segments of its body were chromed metal. It scuttled away noisily and disappeared through the gaps in a barred hole near the floor. I felt a gust of air as we passed this and understood it to be an air vent. I looked back, now feeling that I didn’t need to be so careful about my movements, and noted the large bolts holding the grating in place. They were made for prador claws and I wondered if I’d have the strength to undo them.


At length an order arrived in my mind to halt and I did so along with the others. A weird tingling started on my scalp and, as I reached up to scrub at it, it began to transit down my body. I stood still, realizing we were being scanned. The sensation reached my feet and then cut out. I was about to move on again when a pillar rose out of the floor ahead of us and it became clear we had only experienced a basic scan and now the real thing was coming. The hooded head on top of the pillar dipped and the air hazed between us and it. My feet grew hot and then the heat travelled all the way up my body. By the time it had departed the top of my head, sweat was trickling into my eyes. I wiped it away, noting that the others did not have the sense to do the same. The sphere then started rolling again, circumventing the pillar sinking back into the floor.


We trudged on through the bowels of the King’s Ship, stopping for a further scan. I felt grubby and sticky, and my skin had reddened as if with sun burn. I really hoped that two scans were enough to satisfy prador paranoia. I had become aware, with the jagged lights now muted and sliding to my peripheral vision, that I probably didn’t have the usual immunity-boosting nanosuite which humans had within their bodies, and my risk of genetic damage and cancers had now climbed through the roof. A corridor, like the partially flattened gut of a tapeworm, curved round and, with a degree of irritation, I started pushing my mind, seeking further data about my surroundings. This distracted me from a growing feeling I finally understood as I came face to face with my first prador: we had been sold to monsters.


The thing rounded the bend up ahead of us and hurtled down the corridor at great speed. It was small for its kind but almost certainly one of the king’s family, one of the Guard. I wanted to dodge to one side to let it past, but the slave unit instruction merely halted us all in place. It turned and skidded to a stop too. Comparatives arose in my mind. The thing seemed like the by-blow of a giant fiddler crab and a wolf spider. Its body had the shape of a vertically flattened pear – the narrower top section being its visual turret, pushed to the fore of its main body, with two stalked eyes sticking up above an array of red eyes behind a visor. It had six legs, two claws and underslung manipulators I could just about see. All of these were clad in blue metallic armour that perfectly matched its form, even its grinding mandibles. But something about this assessment nagged at me and the lights flashed again. Further updates revealed that the inner form of members of the Guard did not necessarily match the outer appearance of their armour. These creatures were mutated.


Behind its head turret it carried a heavy pack which gurgled as it moved – seemingly some tank of liquid attached to a large power supply. From this, tubes and power cables fed down to objects attached to the underside of its claws. These looked like guns (though that might have been more my expectation of prador), but protruded glassy tubes. I reassessed: perhaps some kind of spray-cleaning device? I also recognized my feeling of vulnerability.


‘You are to follow me now,’ said the prador in perfect Anglic. It directed its stalked eyes towards the guide sphere and, as if being admonished, the thing abruptly shot away.


The prador turned to head in the same direction as the ball, its words propelling us after it too. For a moment there I’d thought I might be free of my unit’s influence, but it seemed this prador could also control us. As we moved into a jog to keep up with the creature, I wondered what had happened. Its arrival had been hurried and something had changed. Again reviewing what I knew about the King’s Ship and pushing my mind for more, I felt knowledge surfacing.


Weapons development occupied the lower areas, but nothing that might damage the ship itself. It was mostly small arms made there – carried by individual prador. Higher up, biotech weapons laboratories were rumoured to be operating. However, none of these, no matter what might go wrong, required an apparently armed prador to take over accompanying us. Above this my knowledge grew vague until nearing the top. Up there the king experimented with his own children and himself in an effort to learn more about something called the Spatterjay virus and its effects upon him and his family. It also seemed likely that the king’s breeding programme exclusively occupied the whole floor below his sanctum – being almost completely infertile himself, he was physically incapable of mating with prador females without killing them.


The mass of data opening in my mind brought on a headache. Yet again, I wondered where all this was coming from because, this time, I realized that the average Polity citizen would not have had access to this stuff. I next considered scenarios that required us having a personal guard, the most likely being that something, high up, had escaped. The prador led us all the way along the corridor to a chamber surrounded with access points to a series of dropshafts. Here other heavily armed prador were arrayed, facing the shafts.


‘Wait here,’ said the guard, pointing down at the floor with one claw.


It headed over to the others, whom I studied. They were mostly wearing white armour which matched their aseptic surroundings. But many of them had decorated this with even, multicoloured patterns, and some had almost outrageously colourful armour. This indicated the psychological changes on the part of the Guard, since normal prador tended to wear bland utility armour whose only concession to colour was when they activated outer meta-material camouflage. The Guard showed an artistic bent which was highly unusual for the species. Even as I thought this, I understood the information had its uses to Earth Central – the AI ruler of the Polity. Such knowledge was used by it and its subordinate AIs to penetrate the Kingdom and drive change with subtle forms of psychological warfare.


I began sweating again and this had nothing to do with the scans I’d received. My expanding knowledge now scared me and my nascent sense of self was becoming confused within it. I was a clone, but who was I? The information settling in my mind possessed a quality I could only describe as personal experience.


The prador clattered and bubbled for a while and I tried to listen. In a panicky surge, I realized I understood prador speech, but they were using a version of it I didn’t know. I extrapolated, presuming some kind of slang used by the Guard. My panic increased as I began to comprehend some morphemes and knew that, given long enough, I would get what they were saying. But the speaking stopped and the blue-armoured prador returned, gesturing to the dropshafts. Compelled by our slave units, we followed it over to them. It waved us ahead at the mouth of one shaft and without hesitation we stepped in. The irised gravity field took hold and accelerated us upwards. I peered down, seeing my fellows tumbling behind, with our guard close after them, then found I couldn’t move my head. The field tightened around us and I realized, from how fast the walls of the shaft shot by, that our acceleration had increased. After a moment, I couldn’t breathe. It was the nature of the fields in such shafts that, below a certain level, acceleration couldn’t be felt, but we had gone beyond that. The field protected us from acceleration damage, but in so doing might yet kill us.


The shaft diverted twice and I felt the changes of trajectory as a wrench throughout my entire body. Then we slowed and the pressure finally eased. I took a breath, just before the shaft ejected us into a short corridor. We went in too fast and as my feet hit the floor, I flung myself into a roll. The others were not so lucky and crashed in messily. Coming upright, I dodged aside as the guard came in hard behind, feet skidding across the floor and peeling up metal, slamming into the crowded mass of the others. I saw a Jill ripped open and smeared across the floor under one of its feet, leaving a line of guts, with the sound of bones snapping too. Numb horror arose in me, but alongside this was a cold analysis: there was definitely a problem here, otherwise the prador would not have risked destroying the product they had paid for.


The guard skittered aside and turned to look at the mess. Instructions arrived to bring us to our feet and move back into ranks. The Jack next to me was bleeding from a head wound, while one behind kept trying to stand on broken legs. The guard moved over to the injured Jill as she shivered against the floor. It reached down and casually snipped off her head, the thing thudding across the floor in a spray of blood. It then moved to us and I felt a surge of fear as it loomed directly over me. But it plucked out the Jack behind with the broken legs and discarded him to one side in two pieces. I tried to quell my horror but couldn’t stop myself shaking. The creature then backed up and peered closely at me. I felt surges of data in my slaver unit, that buzzing sensation, and a sense of alien inquiry. Then it stopped.


‘Move fast,’ the prador instructed, suddenly racing off.


The corridor terminated at a round chamber where a ridged ramp rose up and curved round. It took me a moment to recognize the prador version of stairs. Why no grav here? Why the necessity to climb?


‘Move!’ said the prador.


I realized I’d been hesitating while the others swept past me.


We followed it up the ramp, the wide uneven steps difficult for the others but not me. After perhaps half a mile, we arrived in another corridor, where the prador gestured us ahead until our group came to some large doors. These ground open, revealing a wide room filled with upright glass cylinders. Many of them were empty, but I was shaken to see that others contained naked humans floating in amniote, with life-support devices attached. A second prador stepped into view and my fellow clones moved forwards, each positioning themselves beside an empty cylinder. I watched as a complex grab, like a Polity spiderbot, reached down and hoisted one of them up, attached a face mask and inserted various tubes, then dropped her into the tube. It began to fill with amniote as other grabs came down too. Panic seized me, and I still hadn’t moved to take a position beside one of the tubes. I had to run now or I would never get out of this place. Even as I turned, a huge armoured claw closed about my neck.


‘You will come,’ said the guard.


It now clattered prador speech at the other prador, who was clad in dirty white armour and was as small as what my errant mind classified as a second-child. This one headed over and peered at me closely. A further exchange followed, during which I picked up the morphemes for ‘anomalous’, ‘unprogrammed’ and something that I thought, by context, must be ‘behaviour’.


I couldn’t move and didn’t dare struggle. The claw had closed just enough to hold me but not choke me, and I’d already seen how easily this creature discarded clones.


Further morphemes became clear: ‘experiment’, ‘danger below’ and ‘escaped’. I was pretty sure these didn’t relate to any threat from me but could be connected to there being a problem, as I’d suspected earlier. The two then turned to me and, after another brief exchange I didn’t understand, I heard, ‘our father’ and ‘the king’.


Abruptly the guard tossed me out into the corridor. I kicked out against the wall then came down on my feet. I was about to run when the slave unit took firm hold and waves of data washed through my mind, as the doors closed on my fellows.


‘Why do you have a mind?’ the guard asked.


I considered playing dumb but realized this wouldn’t be my best option. If this creature believed I was dumb then I would probably end up in one of those cylinders.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied, my voice catching because this was the first time, in my life, I had used my vocal cords.


The guard waved a claw towards the stairs. ‘Go.’


I began climbing again, having no ability to do otherwise with the slave unit vibrating against my neck.


‘Do you have a name?’ the guard asked.


‘Jack Four.’


‘You have memories,’ it stated.


‘I don’t know where they come from,’ I replied.


The prador fell silent behind me until we reached a level floor. Here corridors led off while the stairs continued over to one side. My unit slammed me to a halt and the guard moved past me, clattering in prador speech. This time I understood perfectly.


‘The escaped experiment has moved higher up?’ it asked, then after a pause, ‘I will guard the junction. Our father will not be pleased.’


It moved ahead, then faced me. ‘Keep going. The king waits.’ It waved a claw towards the stairs and turned back to look down the corridor and held its station, claws pointing forwards and the power supply on its back whining. I wanted to pose a few questions but knew I would get no answers. The unit compelled me on, and I began to climb again.


I was alone now but the grip of the slave unit felt tighter than ever. I could do nothing, when all I wanted was to run, to find some way out of this nightmare, as well as answers to the puzzle that was me. What felt like a burn in my guts started building, a need to pay back those who had delivered me and my fellows into this.


The stairs, after numerous switchbacks, finally terminated at a diagonally divided prador door. The thing was closed and I noted scratches and damage on it. Up closer, I saw the kind of marks that might have been made by human fingernails but for the fact that they were gouged into hard metal. From down below came the sudden roar of what sounded like a gas torch igniting, then a loud crash and a chittering. It didn’t take much for me to realize the prador there had just used its weapon, and I was grateful when the door in front of me abruptly ground open. I moved into a painfully white corridor, unusually rectangular rather than oval. But as the door began to close again behind me, it started making a grinding sound and with a huge effort I looked back to see the door control showering sparks. My slave unit then delivered a simple concise instruction: Run.
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I ran, dodging through corridors and frequently changing direction. In darkened rooms I glimpsed more chain-glass tubes containing organic monstrosities, a normal prador partially dismembered on a huge polished table, and a great mass of old-style spherical Polity incubators linked in series. In one place there were amniotic tanks containing vaguely human forms, horribly distorted. Then I heard another crash, and the sounds of skittering movement. I changed direction and ran into a circular chamber, nearly colliding with a prador female. I knew at once that, all instinct and aggression, she would try to kill me. The slave unit slid to a different setting with a more generalized instruction to give leeway for action: Survive.


She crouched before me but immediately rose up and hissed, extra-long mandibles extending. I dived to one side, rolled and came upright again, then moved to go past her, just as something slammed into her and sent her skidding backwards.


The figure was that of a vaguely human man, but huge. His head jutted forwards on a long neck and resembled a baboon’s, with the lower part extended into predatory jaws and hardware buried in his skull. The female grabbed him with her mandibles and slammed him down on the floor, but then didn’t seem to know what to do. As she shifted her grip, he grabbed a mandible with his ridiculously long, clawed fingers. They struggled against each other, the female abruptly rolling, until he suddenly broke free and tore off the mandible. He then drove his other hand right down into her mouth, grabbing and pulling till he ripped out something fat and glistening. The female emitted a high keening and skittered away. She hesitated for just a second before turning and disappearing into a nearby corridor. He stood there, gasping and shuddering, and finally abandoned the mandible. Big tears in his torso weren’t bleeding, but just leaked a clear jelly-like fluid.


Then I understood.


Putting together all I knew about this place with all I’d seen, I came to the conclusion that here must be the escaped experiment the prador had seemed so concerned about. And it was pissed off. I just stared, human biology holding me frozen to the spot while my rational mind told me to run. The man shuddered and swung his predator’s head around until he located me, making noises that sounded suspiciously like an attempt at speech, but which transformed into a snarl. Pulling back his lips from sharp canines, and exposing a long black tongue, he stalked towards me.


I realized that I was probably about to die and stared at the weirdly mutated man as he came closer. Running was no longer an option – I had seen how fast this individual could move.


‘Who are you?’ I asked suddenly.


This gave him pause, and he tilted his head. Only then did something else about this erstwhile human impinge: he was blue. From head to foot he was a deep royal blue with just a few patches of diseased-looking skin, white and pink with a speckling of black. Most of that skin had a fibrous appearance. My mind, or whatever supplied it, provided the answer. Here was a human deeply infected with the Spatterjay virus – the same virus that had mutated the king and his Guard, his children. For him to have changed so drastically, the man must have been deprived of the nutrition needed to hinder the virus, or been subjected to constant stress. Very few hoopers – the name given to those living on the world of Spatterjay where the virus came from – got this bad. Though I knew some had undergone monstrous mutations like this.


‘Are you conscious?’ I asked.


The man responded again, shaking his head, then snarled again. It didn’t matter what he had been: right now he was a dangerous creature prone to attacking anyone or anything. So it was with hoopers who’d been heavily mutated by the Spatterjay virus.


He abruptly crouched and seemed about to leap, but the gas-torch roar exploded into life and two streams of flame struck him. With a horrible squealing, he tumbled through the air, fibrous skin peeling up from his body and burning. Yet he still hit the ground on his feet and accelerated straight into the flame. Looking to the source, I saw the blue-armoured prador, the flame issuing from the nozzles on its claws. Run now? I thought, but instead I backed up towards the wall and watched.


The man dodged to one side and leapt, coming down onto the prador’s back and there tore away tubes and cables, shutting down the twinned flamethrower. This action, along with what he’d done to the door mechanism and his attempt at speech, bespoke intelligence. Whoever the prador had been experimenting on was not a clone like my fellows, nor was he a human blank – one of the hooper humans enslaved by coring and thralling. Again I felt a rush of panic about the activity in my mind, as the explanatory ideas and harrowing images surrounding this arose clearly. The virus infected humans and made them unreasonably tough and rugged. In the past, during the war long ago, some piratical humans had ‘cored’ these infected humans, removing the brain and spinal cord from each and replacing them with a thrall – a device on which my slave unit was based. The thrall effectively turned them into humanoid robots. Those villains had then sold this product on to the prador.


The man next dropped down in front of the prador and grabbed one claw, but though he’d prevailed against the unarmoured female, this one wore a motorized suit. It picked him up with its other claw and flung him away. He hit a nearby wall upside down, then peeled off and fell, yet again coming down on his feet and leaping back towards the prador. Landing on top of the thing, he wrapped his legs around its visual turret and gripped its armoured eye stalks as if intent on steering the thing. Unbelievably he tore one away, then used it as a club to smash the creature’s visor. As the visor cracked, the prador shrieked and shot across the room, tipping itself at the last moment to slam him against the wall. It backed up as he fell, then snatched him up and sent him skidding across the floor. Starting to advance on him again, it abruptly halted and backed up. I wasn’t sure why.


The man stood, moving more slowly now. Burned lengths of stringy flesh and skin hung in tatters, but even as I watched they were writhing back into place on him, turning pale and pink as they healed.


‘What the fucking hell are you?’ I wondered aloud.


He snarled at me again, almost casually, and continued to move towards the prador, but halted too, head swinging to peer to one side. Something was there. I looked over as a nightmare head appeared ten feet up from a nearby corridor. Great mandibles clattered then shimmered along their inner edges as shearfields activated. A large complex foot came down heavily on the floor and the giant, louse-like form stepped out.


I recognized the king of the prador at once.


His body was scattered with scars and technological additions. His foreclaws were long, like a langoustine’s, and oddly he possessed none of the weapons prador usually sported. The man-thing surged towards him and leapt, but the king moved horribly fast, snatching him from the air with one claw and slamming him to the floor. There was a whine of overloaded shearfields, followed by a crack. The man rolled clear of a claw which had been broken open, a great chunk of fibrous flesh hanging from his hip, black ribs exposed and a length of blue intestine trailing. The other claw struck him in the chest, sending him arcing across the chamber, with the king surging after him. As the man-thing rose yet again, the king grabbed him up in his mandibles and shook him like a dog killing a rabbit before crunching him down onto the floor. He stamped heavily on the man’s back and ripped up one arm, nearly detaching it, but it clung on with a strew of fibres. He then stabbed down with the undamaged claw and closed it round his saurian neck just below the head. Again I heard the whine of shearfields struggling to cut through. The head mostly came away but still remained attached by fibres. And the man kept fighting, even as the king bowed down with his mandibles and tore at him.


Finally it was over: the Spatterjay-virus-mutated man lay spread across a ten-foot area in a disjointed mess, yet was still connected and moving weakly. Just then, further armoured prador from below streamed into the room, towing a grav-sled. They crowded to one side and, at some unheard order, surged forwards to begin snatching up the still-moving and fibrously connected pieces, loading them onto the sled. I noted they arranged the body parts in their position before dismemberment and couldn’t think why. The king, meanwhile, turned my way and walked over, looming above me.


‘You come with me,’ he said, his Anglic slurred as if by the pleasure of the kill.


I followed even though I hadn’t been compelled by the slave unit. With prador everywhere, running now seemed likely to result only in my dismemberment too. The king led me through the way he had entered, bringing us out to a curved gallery beside a panoramic window that looked out into vacuum. Out there other prador ships called reavers milled around, like hunting barracuda.


‘Who was he?’ I asked, suddenly brave.


The king closed up his damaged claw with a crackling sound. I could see the broken carapace there but none of the usual green prador blood. The fact that I knew their blood was usually green was just another piece of the information constantly surfacing in my mind. Fibrous flesh had bulged through the cracks and now appeared to be hardening. Suddenly he spun about and closed a long claw around me, then hoisted me up from the floor, bringing me in towards his nightmare head and studying me with blood-red eyes.


‘Suzeal was to provide all but mindless clones,’ he said. ‘What are you?’


‘I don’t know,’ I managed. ‘Data is entering my mind all the time.’


‘I should dispose of you.’


‘I am no danger.’


‘You do not know that.’


He was right. I had no idea what I was or what purpose I might serve. I stayed silent in agreement. The king emitted a disconcertingly human sigh and released me. I landed in a crouch as he turned away and settled down on the floor. He almost seemed jaded and bored – I had interested him for only a moment.


‘Suzeal,’ I said abruptly. ‘Who is she?’


He swung back to look at me, then obviously decided to engage. ‘Her organization is semi-religious, military, its people inducted from mercenary humans in the Graveyard. They have been difficult to locate.’


I didn’t know what to make of that and could think of no reply. But I frantically searched for something to say – some way to keep him engaged, for his boredom might mean the end of me.


A hint of movement over to one side drew my eye as robots scuttled out. These things, each a foot long, resembled rhinoceros beetles forged out of magnesium alloy and white porcelain. I recognized the Polity tech.


‘Multi-purpose,’ I stated, nodding to them, ‘combining the function of autodocs and maintenance bots.’


He shifted round to study me again as the bots streamed up over his long louse-like body and set to work, cutting into carapace and tough flesh to remove nodules and areas that simply did not look right, spraying in collagen foam and layering on pieces of artificial carapace, rerouting optics and fluid tubes, as well as tending to various other devices connected to his body.


‘Who was the man who attacked you?’ I asked again quickly.


The king paused once more, considering, then with what looked like a bored shrug, began, ‘As I understand it, he was a human involved with Suzeal’s trade in human beings. A trade which is now illegal under our agreements with the Polity, but it continues. He had fallen out of favour with her and been sold to an Old Family father-captain to be prepared for coring and thralling.’


Sweating again, I felt a now-familiar panic at what was arising in my mind. I realized I needed it because while I kept the king interested, I stayed alive. A limited objective, but there it was.


I knew that ‘Old Family’ meant a normal prador descended from the line of the previous king. There was something wrong about that and I strained for information until something clicked and I ‘remembered’ – if that’s the correct term. It had been believed that all those descendants were exterminated by the new regime.


‘Interesting to know they’re still around,’ I said. When the king made no reply I groped around for something to keep the exchange going. ‘And what happened to the father-captain?’


‘He, and his children, are in cells two floors below.’ The king swung his head away from me to inspect the work of the bots on his body. ‘They will be useful in further investigations of prador biology.’


‘So,’ I said, ‘you captured a human and ran experiments on him? I don’t know the source of the knowledge in my mind, but I’m pretty sure there was something about that in Polity agreements.’


The king swung his nightmare head back and gazed at me with that array of glaring red eyes. ‘Because of course the Polity never experiments with any prador that fall into its hands . . .’


My conscious mind lacked information on this, even though I tried to force it to the surface. I saw a brief image of a prador in heavy restraints in some laboratory, its carapace hinged over like a lid while human technicians delved inside. It was whistling and clattering its mandibles. Confused, I realized that the image arose not from reality but a wargame virtuality.


The king turned away again as robots scuttled down to his mandibles and began making repairs there. ‘It has come to my attention that the mutation the Spatterjay virus causes is highly influenced by the nature and mind of the one who’s infected. In some cases the mutation can cause extreme changes and ultimately produce a very dangerous creature. The pirate, Jay Hoop, was one such individual. Our experiments have produced another.’


‘Jay Hoop,’ I repeated, struggling to find something, my head aching.


‘Probably in the DNA,’ said the king.


‘The virus DNA? What?’ I was confused.


‘No, the DNA Suzeal used to create you.’ The king pondered on this, not looking at me. ‘DNA itself can be a good storage medium for data besides that used to grow your body, but I suspect otherwise. The Polity AIs have been experimenting with distributed quantum crystal memplants.’ Now he did swing back towards me. ‘Curiously, one of your fellow clones which my children have already examined had neither, nor did she possess the kind of knowledge you evidently do.’


One of the armoured prador from earlier moved into view and crouched, waiting. Suddenly my sense of danger increased.


‘You are saying I have the memories of someone?’ I was desperate to keep this going.


‘I would say that you are the original sample while they were multiplied from what created you, so without the quantum crystals. It will be necessary to examine you.’


There it was. I was damned sure I would not survive any examination here.


‘You will go with my child here.’ The king gestured towards the prador.


The slave unit turned me and set me marching. The prador stood and moved ahead, and I could do nothing but follow.


‘It is impossible for you to disobey instructions from the slave unit while it remains on your neck,’ said the king as I departed. ‘But, of course, you do not have to obey instructions it does not give.’


I didn’t know then and I do not know now why the king said that. Perhaps he was just bored and wanted to see what I would do. Perhaps he liked throwing a spanner in the works of his ship and testing his own children. Or perhaps he saw in me a reflection of his own need to survive.


Whatever his reasons, he had shown me the way.


The prador led me out of the king’s quarters. I noted its stalked eyes facing back towards me while it navigated with its forward eyes. I trudged along obediently, down the stairs and to the junction I had seen earlier. The wall was still smoking. Here numerous corridors speared off into the ship and the next stop further down would be where my fellows had gone. I had no doubt the small prador in dirty white armour would conduct its examination of me there too. But the king had hinted to me how I might escape. His unexpected last words had made abundantly clear that I only had to obey direct instructions from the slave unit while it was on my neck. But this didn’t mean I could do nothing else. As soon as the prador’s stalked eyes started checking the surrounding corridors and no longer focused on me, I reached up, dug my fingers in around the unit and tore it away. Then I ran.


I had reached fifty yards down one corridor when a bubbling shriek issued from behind me. I saw a corner and turned, just as a weapon filled the corridor with flying metal. My neck hurt badly. I assumed some of the fibres the slaver unit injected were larger than nanoscopic and I had ripped them out. But I just kept going, feeling blood running down and glimpsing it spattering on my shoulder. I took another turn and another, then beside me saw a row of smaller tunnels and ran into the third one along. Luckily it was too small for my erstwhile escort. I took two more turnings, until slowing to a walk just as something loomed into view ahead.


A small second-child prador appeared sans artificial armour. Its narrow carapace terminated in a tail, its legs were unusually long and it only had one claw, a triclaw. For a second I was tempted to turn round and run again, but then reasoned that the King’s Ship would have its complement of human blanks and the thing might well disregard me. As it drew closer, I moved to the side of the tunnel and stood perfectly still. It watched me with one stalked eye. Here was one of the king’s children, a second-child, mutated by the Spatterjay virus, in the process of growing up and yet to attain either the size or status required for it to have its own suit of artificial armour. As it moved on past, ignoring me, I started to breathe more easily.


I carried on, scanning along the wall of the tunnel. I’d been lucky so far, but this couldn’t last in the main prador corridors. Finally reaching a barred vent, the same as the ones I’d noticed earlier, I tried to turn one of the bolts securing it. The thing wouldn’t budge. An epiphany came when I pushed and it sank a little way before springing out again. Prador engineering and their physiology. I had been assuming it was a threaded bolt but such fixings weren’t so easy for a race whose main manipulators were claws; they did the more delicate stuff by touch with their underslung manipulators. I pushed the bolt down, turned to release it, and it sprang out a few inches. I went round them all and soon each one was hanging out. Then I spotted the second-child running back towards me, eerily silent but intent.


I heaved the grating out, expecting it to be heavy but discovering otherwise, turned with it as the second-child arrived, and hit the creature’s reaching claw as hard as I could. The prador squealed and rattled deformed mandibles, its body slamming me to one side and turning. I pushed forwards and hit it again, this time catching it across its visual turret, its claw snipping just inches from my face. I didn’t let up. I just kept on hitting the thing until it retreated. I drove it back a few yards, tossed the grating at it and then dived through the hole in the wall. The air vent was a yard across and I scrambled along it fast, just avoiding the claw that came questing after me. The pull of grav slid to one side, screwing my perception of ‘down’ and making me nauseous. Further along, the second-child had begun unbolting another grating and it hissed and clattered at me as I went past. A turning offered itself, taking me away from the corridor I’d been in. It felt almost as if I was climbing a steep slope, as the grav from the corridor fell behind me. It also grew steadily darker, since the only light issued from the vents.


I continued to crawl along these vent tubes for ages, and I lost myself in there. Establishing some sense of direction was nearly impossible. Besides the dark, the tubes were not grav-plated but influenced by whatever areas they served, so I crawled up apparent slopes then down into areas where grav waned to nothing. One downslope seemed to grow steeper and I turned off before I ended up falling through what turned into a ‘down’ shaft.


Finally I found a spacious area at a junction with grav below me, light coming from a vent in the floor, and settled down with my back against the wall. I couldn’t spend all my time just running: I needed a plan. I visualized the ship, with my position in the top tilted disc, while all the vessels clung below it on the column extending ‘down’ towards the engines, or on jutting spine docks. They were quite far beneath – I reckoned about ten miles. I remembered the tube that had turned into a down shaft, the image just repeating in my mind with nothing coherent attached, when sleep fell on me like a black wall.


Pain in my leg.


I woke with a start and kicked away a ship louse trying to chew through the tough fabric of my overalls. This one was no cyborg and after a moment it came back. Thumping my fist on its head end made it squeal but only seemed to make it more determined to chew on me. I hit it again, then again. Rage rose up inside and I found myself hammering at the thing.


‘Die, you fucking bastard!’ I bellowed. ‘Fucking die!’


It did eventually, and I started to calm down. I stared at the thing, the migraine lights flashing as I thought about biology. The creatures, just like the prador, were alien and possessed a genome with some very different bases to Earth, but they did produce protein and other digestible parts. The trick was to avoid the internal organs and stick to the muscles. I picked it up, pulled off a leg and cracked it open with my teeth, then sucked and chewed out the glutinous amber flesh. It tasted foul but I felt better afterwards. Okay, food supply secured. I also needed water, which I could search for as I headed downwards. I didn’t allow myself to think too hard about what lay ahead; or how little chance I had of stealing a spaceship, let alone getting it away from the King’s Ship and out of the Prador Kingdom.


‘How do you eat an elephant?’ asked Drasden Pike.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied tiredly.


‘Why, one bite at a time!’ he declared delightedly.


A thrumming echoed in my head as the jagged lights came back. I stared at the remains of the ship louse, trying to reclaim more, but only knowledge and experience surfaced without any other flashes of memory. The king had claimed I could have quantum crystals inside me – that they formed a memplant. Such devices stored the mind of a human being, yet, thus far, all I’d experienced was the knowledge one might acquire from an educational upload. That brief fragment of memory had felt utterly alien and it had simply not been me. I pushed myself up and crawled into a tunnel. The first thing I needed to do was determine my position within the ship. One bite at a time.


Through the grating I saw a small room packed with containers. A series of rails ran along the ceiling, and a claw hung from a motorized unit that could traverse them. While I watched, the unit whined into motion and shifted along, casting shadows from dim round light panels. It took a turn and lowered the claw to one of the cylindrical containers, picking this up and shifting it to the side of the room, then inserted it into a hatch. I reached through the grating and undid the bolts. My arms ached by the time I had got the last of the stubborn things out and I just caught the grating before it fell into the room, turning it to pull it in through the hole, and rested it beside me in the tube. The stubborn fixings were a good sign – with luck it meant no prador had been in here recently with an oil can. Sticking my head through to get a better look around, I didn’t see a door to this automated supply chamber. I assessed further and, being reassured that I’d be able to stack up some of the containers to gain access back into the vent again, I dropped inside.


Immediately stepping over to a container, I tried to figure out how to open it. It seemed to be made of compressed fibre and I struggled with it. In the end I dug at the thing with my fingernails to make a hole, easily tearing it open after that. A heavy object rested inside, surrounded by aerogel packing. I pulled the thing out and just for a second wildly hoped for a weapon. Stripping off a thin layer of plastic revealed a thick rod about a yard long with a ring of blocky mechanisms about its centre. I hefted it. Well, it would serve as a club. Moving back out of the way as the grab claw above shifted again, I sat between containers and examined my find more closely.


I waited for something to surface in my mind as I examined the object, but nothing occurred. Discarding the thing in disgust, I opened more containers but found the contents the same. So, a club it must be.


I stacked up some cylinders to get back into the vent tube and crawled on, dragging my makeshift weapon with me. Eventually I entered a tube that apparently sloped down, becoming steeper as I traversed it. Luck stayed with me, though, with the rod turning out to be just the right length to wedge wall to wall, aiding my descent as the tube steadily transformed into a down shaft. I edged down for some time into pitch dark, passing two side tubes I found by feel, until tiredness and the presence of light attracted me into the third. I slept in there and, as had become usual, my breakfast woke me by trying to gnaw on some part of my body. I learned to sleep lightly, sitting upright in any area with conventional grav, because lying down had lost me a chunk out of my ear. I also learned to sleep with my arms folded, keeping my bare hands away from the floor. After hollowing out another ship louse, I descended again to reach a vent junction at the bottom of the shaft. Then I halted to think hard about what I was doing.


When Suzeal and her crew had approached the King’s Ship, it’d stood like a tower to my perspective. In essence it was very much like a tower in its construction, with the king’s living area right at the top. Grav-plates did not have the reach of planetary gravity because, to my limited knowledge on that subject, they simply did not operate in the same way – theirs was some principle involving the amplification of molecular binding forces. However, it made sense to place them facing in the same direction because their influence did reach far enough for them to interfere with each other. So ‘down’ would be down to my original perspective . . . probably. Different construction might have been used beneath where the king lived. I really needed to locate myself. I decided to head in one direction, as best I could, in the hope of reaching the ship’s hull and finding one of the numerous magnifier ports there – those ports were another stray piece of information which had surfaced in my mind. I set off, aware I still needed to find water too – the moisture from my disgusting diet wasn’t going to be enough.


The prador ran in my direction and bounced off the wall right beside the air vent grating I was peering through, and for a second I thought my presence was the cause. Surely it could not see me in the shadows, so had it smelled me? No, a prador’s sense of smell wasn’t much better than that of a human. They had evolved in water and their equivalent of smell worked best in that medium. And, like humans, their evolution towards intelligence had sacrificed much of that. The thing moved back over to the other side of the room, rattled its feet against the floor and bashed its claw against the wall. Some kind of fit, or had something irritated it? Being careful to stay back in the shadows, I inspected its accommodation.


Deep shelves ran along every wall, loaded with equipment. A trumpet-shaped device protruding from one wall was its toilet, while over to another side stood an array of hexagonal screens. A saddle sat in front of them and there were pit controls in the floor for the creature’s main claws, as well as others on its surface for its underhands. I found all of this interesting but focused mainly on the pool and the array of spigots protruding around its rim. It had never occurred to me that these creatures might like to bathe but, considering their nature, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I licked my lips and settled down to wait.


With a crump and a hiss the prador’s armour separated around its equator. The top half, along with the visual turret, rose up on chromed rods, then it detached from the forward ones and hinged over on the back ones. Further cracks separated the armour on its legs and claws. I spied the diseased-looking organics within, pink and speckled black. Something from below then shoved the creature up and out of its armour, and, as it caught one edge with a triclaw to vault over, I saw that in no way did this thing resemble its artificial outer covering. It was one of the Guard – an older, heavily mutated king’s child and maybe one of those that had been aboard his original ship when he came from Spatterjay. Even as I thought this, I realized only a select few Polity citizens knew about that. It led me to speculate on something else. Had Suzeal taken my source DNA from someone called Jack, whom she’d killed? And this Jack, who I’ll call Jack Zero, had he worked for Earth Central Security? Quite possibly he’d been one of the legendary Polity agents. It was a nice fantasy.


The prador looked like a giant copepod with its segmented back, but one with overly long limbs and a distinct, fleshy look. Once out of its armour, it collapsed for a moment as if its limbs struggled to support it. I noted its resemblance to the king but only until, with a sucking sound, its head detached from its body and extended on a neck of pink corded muscle. After a time, it finally heaved itself up and perambulated shakily over to the equipment racks and began selecting various tools with which it then returned to its armour. It set to work, rapidly disassembling and reassembling things, making adjustments. I moved closer to the grating to get a better look, then dodged back when its head snapped round. I lay there, keeping as still as possible. It probably couldn’t see me because I was black with filth. It returned to its work, doubtless dismissing anything it had heard or otherwise sensed as a ship louse which, I certainly knew now, occupied these vent pipes in their thousands.


After a while I began to understand the creature’s objective. It had grown and needed to make its armour fit better by expanding parts and sections, adjusting internal supports and pads inside and ratchetting out sliding plates to make the legs longer. Perhaps its discomfort had been the reason for its irritation when I first saw it. I moved back out of sight. At some point, this thing would leave its accommodation and I’d be able to access that pool. I folded my arms, rested back and a second later fell asleep.


Pain again.


Without even opening my eyes I raised my metal rod and brought it down hard beside my leg. Crunch clang. I opened my eyes wide and felt a surge of panic. The action had been automatic, performed throughout numerous sleeps, but I’d forgotten I was resting right next to a prador’s living quarters. I flipped the expiring louse away and kept still, listening. From the living quarters I could hear the clattering of prador speech, the bubbling and hissing. I then heard human speech too and had no idea why. I crawled back to the grating and peered through cautiously.


The prador sat on its saddle control facing away from me, manipulating pit controls with its foreclaws. It’d put on its armour. The speech came from the array of screens in front of it. Each showed different things: other prador, scenes out in space, prador glyphs scrolling diagonally, while one or two displayed either Polity broadcasts or recordings. Did it understand and interact with everything there? No, my knowledge told me, not all, but it could look at different things with its variety of eyes. I started to move back out of sight, but noticed further movement in the vent tube. I turned, ready to scoot off another ship louse, then froze.


Wider than my leg, the thing’s centipede body occupied at least ten feet of the tube, and its goat-like eyes surrounded a hollow mouth. I could see movement deep inside that cavity and abruptly shuffled back past the vent grating as it extruded a long yellow tongue ending in hinged pincers. It grabbed the louse I’d killed and sucked it up, regarded me for a second and then surged forwards fast. I raised my club ready to hit the thing but it just crawled over my leg and kept going. I sat there, shaking.


After a time, I moved back to the grating. The prador spent ages with its screens and pit controls and it brought to mind social media addicts of a different age. I killed another louse, as quietly as possible, and this time ate what I could of it, throwing its remains far down the tube in the direction the centipede thing had gone. Eventually the prador heaved itself off its saddle control, went over to its racks and began attaching equipment to its armour. Once fully loaded, it opened the door with a stab of a claw into the pit control beside it and departed. Off to work or to a prador party? I had no idea. I waited a little while longer, just in case it had forgotten something, then decided the doors opened slowly enough to give me time to get back into the ventilation system before it could do anything about me.


The bolts came out easily and I shifted the grating to one side, ready to be grabbed and pulled back when I needed to exit. I went over to the pool and stuck my face in it for a drink, only to spit it straight out. The stuff was brine. Working the various spigots required a bar jammed into small pit controls behind them and each emitted strangely coloured and smelly fluids. The prador equivalent of bubble bath? But none of them produced fresh water. I debated drinking from them, until I spotted another tap with a dependent hose above the trumpet-shaped wall toilet. This at last rewarded me with a stream of cold fresh water – the best thing I had tasted . . . in my whole life.


I filled myself to bursting then checked the equipment racks for a container. A row of plastic tubes, each about six inches across and two feet long, contained eel-like creatures in fluid, with large caps on the end suitable for prador claws. Some delicacy, perhaps? At the end of the row I found a couple of empties and saw that a button at the end of each cap collapsed a seal around the insert – they were watertight. I filled the tubes with water and capped them, then put them in the air vent, adding one with its eel-like contents too. It would maybe taste better than ship lice, though it could poison me – I decided to take the risk. Now for the pool.


I jumped in and, fearing the prador’s return, quickly sluiced off the black filth. Immediately feeling better, I decided to take a risk. Testing spigots provided soapy fluid full of grit – but of course, why wouldn’t a technological species use a substance to break down the surface tension of water for washing, and why wouldn’t they use grit for scouring? I stripped off the overalls and washed them and myself properly, pausing in my ablutions to feel the stubble growing on my previously bald head and wondering what colour it would be. I eventually got out and dressed, and began to inspect the equipment shelves further.


Many of the items were just too unwieldy. A Gatling cannon rested on one of them, with reels of ammunition beside it, but I could hardly lift up the cluster of barrels. A mass of hand tools lay there, every one made of heavy metal, then opening a toolbox revealed a smaller and more delicate variety that prador must employ with their underhands. Screwdrivers and wrenches were handy, but I hit the jackpot with a small atomic shear. A slide button pushed out an end cap and, between it and the body of the device, extended a shimmering wire. I tried it against the edge of the shelf and with a whine it sliced off a lump of composite. Everything useful I piled into the vent tube, keeping the shear in my pocket. Next I needed something in which to transport my haul. I returned to the Gatling cannon and from behind it pulled out a sheet of material much like canvas. It even had a string running through eyelets, and pulling this tight turned it into a sack. Enough. I pissed in the prador’s pool, drank my fill again from the freshwater spigot, then returned to the ventilation system. I had what I needed to survive – now to find my way out to a ship.
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