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Five years ago, I watched the two Falcon Heavy side boosters come into land at Cape Canaveral Space Force Base. Honestly, it was like something in a game animation and seemingly too perfect to be believable. Others, I’ve seen landing on drone ships with names taken from Iain M. Banks’ Culture books. Just recently, I saw a huge booster for the Starship come down to be caught between two metal arms – y’know, they caught something the size of a skyscraper like a dropping stick – and that was an astounding feat of engineering. But these are not in isolation, since SpaceX, as of last month, has launched over a hundred rockets in 2024.


Meanwhile, the guy who brought this about, the guy who is aiming to make humanity multi-planetary by putting us on Mars, has a few other projects on the go, like building electric cars, burrowing tunnels under cities, putting up a satellite internet system and, perhaps the most important of them all, preventing the totalitarians of our world from killing free speech.


So thank you, Elon Musk, for bringing to reality, right before my eyes, those things I read and dreamed about as a teenager.
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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 back-formations 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 and 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.


Golem: Androids produced by a company Cybercorp, a ceramal chassis usually enclosed in a syntheflesh and syntheskin outer layer. These humanoid robots are very tough, fast and, since they possess AI, very smart.


Haiman: An amalgam of human and AI.


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 been revealed that they can be made spherical and almost impenetrable . . .


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.


Ophidapts: People taking on some of the appearance of snakes, including the fangs, scales and eyes, either through cosmetic or genetic alteration.


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.


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


Sparkind: Units of four Earth Central Security special forces soldiers, usually consisting of two humans and two Golem.


USER: Underspace Interference Emitter. This device disrupts U-space by oscillating a singularity through a runcible gate. It is used to push ships out of U-space into the real, or realspace.


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.









Cast of Characters


Arach, the Spider Drone


Manufactured in Factory Station Room 101, Arach is a highly weaponized spider format war drone. He became a long-time companion of Agent Ian Cormac and the brass Golem Mr Crane.


Captain Blite


A trader whose business edges into illegality. During a deal that turned sour he encountered Penny Royal, who killed his crew. His second encounter with the AI was when it used him and his ship as an escape from the world of Masada. With his ship under the control of the black AI, Blite witnessed its obscure business in the Graveyard and elsewhere, and came to realize that it may be correcting past wrongs. After recognizing this, he and his crew were abandoned again on Masada, but the advanced technology left aboard their ship (not to mention their first-hand knowledge of Penny Royal) meant they became of great interest to the Polity AIs. Blite escaped the Polity and continued to pursue Penny Royal, once again finding himself dragged into its obscure manipulations, until Penny Royal dropped itself into a black hole and ‘went beyond time’. The AI left him a piece of itself: a dark diamond. Since then, many years have passed and he is now the owner of a trading and haulage company called Penny Transport.


Ian Cormac, the Agent


An agent of Earth Central Security integral in the defeat of the scientist Skellor who acquired lethal alien Jain technology, and a rebellion by disenfranchised war drones and AIs infected with the same technology. During these actions he acquired the ability to jump himself through U-space. He also learned that the chief AI of the Polity, Earth Central, had been facilitating these enemies in an effort to drive the evolution of humanity. He destroyed that iteration of Earth Central, which was soon replaced, and with his new abilities made it his remit to keep the Polity AIs in line.


Mr Crane, the Brass Man


A high-series Golem android who was broken by murder tapes and reprogrammed to become a killer for the gangster Arian Pelter. He was torn apart during the same action in which Cormac killed Pelter, but was later resurrected by Skellor using Jain technology. Finally defeating his reprogramming, Crane changed sides and became Cormac’s ally.


Penny Royal, the Black AI


An artificial intelligence constructed in Factory Station Room 101 during the Polity war against the prador. Its crystal mind was faulty, burdened with emotions it could not encompass when it was hurled into the heat of battle. Running the destroyer that it named Puling Child, it fought and survived, then annihilated eight thousand troops on its own side before going AWOL. It changed into something dark then – a swarm robot whose integrated form was like a giant sea urchin. Blacklisted by the Polity for ensuing atrocities, it based itself in the Graveyard – a borderland created between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom after the war. There it continued its evil games, offering transformations for the right price, but ones that were never good for the recipients. It was nearly destroyed in a deal that went wrong. Later restored to function by the scorpion war drone Amistad, it apparently became a good AI. It righted many of the wrongs it had done, before dropping itself into a black hole and moving ‘beyond time’. It is regarded by the Polity as a paradigm-changing threat.












Prologue



Captain Blite


Fate had conspired to leave him with one working and clear eye, and just enough muscle in his neck with which to raise his head and look at what remained of his body. There wasn’t a lot of it. Not that he believed in fate, of course – well, not in any vague religious, supernatural sense. He rather felt that Fate in his particular case had a name still spoken of with awe – and of course the retrospective, spectator-titillation of those who weren’t there when a particular black AI started fucking with causality, or didn’t have any skin in the game.


Smoking rubble lay all around him: chunks of composite, shards of ceramal, foamstone that had apparently heated up enough to melt, and drifts of ash still glowing red inside. Thick, heavy smoke boiled through the air and each heaving breath he took failed to draw enough oxygen into his lungs. Even so, he could see that his legs and arms were gone, while his torso looked like a pork roast, nicely prepared and shaped into a neat cylinder, but having been shoved into an oven that was far too hot. It surprised him that he could feel no pain, until he did. Then he transitioned into the nightmare of not having enough air to breathe and not enough with which to scream.


Again.
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Blite – Present


Captain Blite had met some interesting people over the years, and some had, surprisingly, been younger than him. But there was something about this guy. He didn’t look particularly enhanced – he wasn’t obviously boosted and hadn’t grown his body taller, as seemed the fashion nowadays. He looked much like your standard Polity human of Blite’s early years: a melting pot human. He did have that sinewy tough appearance of people Blite had known in the past, which in those days had hinted at someone who could move fast and violently. He had silvery hair cropped short, a face conventionally handsome but with lines that told of strain and thought. All of it could be a look straight out of a catalogue, though, and mean nothing at all.


But still . . .


The guy wore a long, light coat of some fine, slightly metallic fabric over a black T-shirt, black leg-hugging combats and enviroboots. This old-fashioned style was one that came around again and again, as Blite well knew. Watching the man come down the wide aisle on the viewing deck, he became immediately wary. He knew there must be a contract out on him because a year ago, when he’d gone off from his company Penny Transport to tick off a few more things on his bucket list, there had been two attempts on his life. And, frankly, this guy looked like a killer.


The man gazed at Blite directly. In his left hand he held a drink, and his jacket hung loosely enough to conceal a weapon. Surely he wouldn’t try anything here? The AI of this passenger ship was eternally vigilant, while the crew consisted of an interesting bunch of very capable humans, high-series Golem and a couple of war drones. Blite knew there was suppression tech around him, undoubtedly including lethal weapons concealed in the walls, while the disc-shaped bumps in the ceiling were almost certainly pendant security drones. He’d chosen to go on this cruise precisely because of all this – so he could relax for a while and not have to keep looking out for the next threat. Damn it, he was a legitimate businessman now and owner of Penny Transport. He thought he’d left that sort of nonsense behind him.


The guy sat down in the seat just one along from him and put his drink down on a side table. They both sat there gazing through the chain-glass wall opposite, beyond which sat a gas giant, striated with cloud like Jupiter, but in shades of green and gold, a large asteroid the shape of a caraway seed in silhouette, and the Fortense space station just sliding into view. This was a thick slab twenty kilometres long, with spaceships docked along one edge like contacts on an old computer chip.


‘It’s quite a view,’ said the man. Calm voice, but there was something in it.


‘Yup, it is that,’ Blite replied.


‘You’ll be going through the runcible there to travel to Callanasta, then by ship to your company base on the Lustra moon Perihelion,’ he said.


The man turned towards him and studied him evenly. Blite had never believed all that rubbish about seeing something in a person’s eyes. They were just balls of jelly, after all. You didn’t see stuff there, just the focus of their expression. But in this case he was, briefly, prepared to believe there was more there. He saw intensity in this man’s gaze, as well as strength, and something else that seemed utterly beyond the norm. He swallowed dryly, realizing that, for the first time in perhaps a century, he was looking at someone who scared him. This made him angry, of course.


‘Who the fuck are you to know my travel plans?’ he said.


The man smiled; the expression didn’t have any warmth in it. He held out his hand.


‘My name is Ian, formerly ECS.’


Fuck, fuck and fuck! Blite didn’t want to shake that hand. This Ian might be lying and nanotoxins could be concealed in a handshake, but he found himself reaching out anyway. A brief clasp, nothing special – just a hand. He now understood his initial reaction to this interloper. He didn’t believe the ‘formerly’, since Polity agents never retired.


‘And why is ECS interested in me?’


The man turned back to the view and Blite felt relieved to have those eyes off him. ‘I told you, I’m retired from ECS. Though I have to admit that certain connections remain and that’s how I learned of their interest.’


‘In what way?’ Blite just hoped the answer would be simple, prosaic and nothing to do with rather complex events he’d been involved in long ago. He’d already been interrogated about those and there was nothing more to say.


‘You were really lucky with that assassin on Earth, weren’t you? Almost as if you were prepared for him. Managed to disable his weapon and then pump shots in through a vulnerable part of his armour.’ Ian turned back again and studied him coldly. ‘How many attempts did it take for you to get it right?’


Blite now felt really worried. Nobody should know how he’d done that and, as far as he understood the process, nobody could know.


‘That’s a strange thing to say,’ he commented.


No doubt about it now. He needed to get back to his company at Perihelion and keep his head down there. He needed, rather than leaving it in the hands of others, to get a grip on the ongoing investigation into who the hell was trying to kill him. He really, really did not want to be a person of interest to ECS, not again. Not after everything that had happened before. He’d thought the AIs would never leave him alone, never stop investigating every aspect of his life. He’d thought the questions would never end.


‘It happened in New York, didn’t it?’ Ian continued, gaze sliding back to the view. ‘And strange power outages occurred at the same time, running equatorially around Earth. Along the Atlantic coast a cold ocean current swept round, and the sea farms had some problems with die-offs. They put them down to the sudden drop in temperature, but that didn’t really account for it. Nor was the cold current accounted for.’


Blite forced a smile. ‘I expect it can be made to fit some conspiracy theory, but I’m failing to see what it has to do with me.’


The man turned back to study him again. ‘There was a rash of sunspots that year too, and they were outside of projections.’


‘I still don’t see—’


Ian snapped up one hand. ‘Just listen. Investigations were made into the individual attempts on your life. They led nowhere because cash payments and instructions had been delivered to the assassins beforehand. With the killers all dead and you still alive, the investigations were shelved. But now AIs have made a connection between the attempts on your life and other curious phenomena and, considering your history, that becomes very interesting.’


‘Yes, I see how that might be the case.’ Blite wanted to get the hell away from here. He didn’t like where this seemed to be going at all.


Ian continued, ‘Earth Central Security is aware now, as is Earth Central, our beloved AI ruler of the Polity. You need either to disappear for a good long time or to find a way to stop these attempts on your life. If you don’t, and they continue, and those other phenomena continue . . .’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t need to go on, do I?’


‘No, you don’t.’


Ian, the erstwhile Polity agent, abruptly stood up. He took up his drink. ‘Let us hope that we don’t meet again.’ He walked away.


Crackling groans were issuing from his mouth by the time the mask went on. As soon as it started feeding him oxygen he had the air to scream, but this faded out as something went into the side of his neck and awareness of his body slid away. He could still see, however, as a scorpion-like autodoc climbed onto his chest, dug in sharp limbs to hold itself in place and extruded a mass of self-guiding pipes and wires from its mouth.


‘How the fuck is he still alive?’ someone wondered.


He couldn’t move his neck now, but the vision in his one eye continued to work. He saw two people in hazmat suits move into view. One of them stooped down beside him, putting a couple of cylinders on his stomach behind the doc, then connecting fluid tubes to the machine.


‘Tough bastard, whoever he is,’ said this one – a woman, by the voice.


‘I think he’s still with us,’ said the other. ‘Put him out.’


He didn’t feel the injection or the alteration to the nerve shunt on his neck. The world just went away and then, seemingly without transition, it had changed when he next came to. He was hanging semi-weightless in clear fluid, in a tangle of pipes and wires. It seemed they must have found one of his arms and reattached it. He moved the skinless limb and noted it only possessed a forefinger and thumb. His mind seemed to be ticking along just fine, but the fact he wasn’t suffering the horrors had to be due to drugs, targeted neural suppression, and some tinkering with his nanosuite.


‘Stop waving that about,’ said a voice apparently in his ear. ‘You’ll pull out some of those feed tubes.’


He was in a regrowth tank and through the fluid, and the glass containing it, he could see someone standing there. Obviously they’d attached hardware to his skull so he could hear. Could he talk? He tried – just subvocalizing and forming the words without actually moving anything, because there was no air in his lungs and he wasn’t breathing.


‘Where am I?’ he asked.


‘Tideville on Callanasta,’ the woman outside replied.


He recognized her voice as that of one of his rescuers, but that wasn’t the main thing which now occupied his mind. He remembered arriving on the Fortense space station and, after his talk with that ex-agent, he’d had no wish to hang around, so he’d bought a runcible slot to head here as soon as possible. What he couldn’t remember was actually going through the runcible to Callanasta.


‘What happened?’


‘Runcible failure,’ she said incredulously. ‘Can you fucking believe it?’


He could, and now the horrors began. Runcibles didn’t fail any more, and he couldn’t help feeling that this failure had been deliberate, connected to the attempts on his life – this had been an attempt on his life. If that was the case, then this whole thing had just gone nuclear, literally, and investigative AIs would be buzzing around this place quite soon, if they weren’t already. He needed to get out fast, before connections were made.


He raised his mutilated arm in front of him. ‘Yes, I can believe it.’


‘It’s crazy. Hasn’t happened in a hundred years – not as bad as this,’ she said. Then, ‘Anyway, I need information from you. The AI is down and we’re having problems identifying survivors. Costs for your medical treatment are obviously covered, but we need some details on who you are, and if there’s anything we should be aware of regarding regeneration of limbs and other repairs.’


He considered this briefly. The AI might be down, as she said, but others would soon take up the load. Almost certainly his DNA was in the system and they would quickly enough discover his identity. He then reconsidered. No, that was rubbish. Even if an AI was down, others would be functional and connected and he would have been identified by now. She wanted to ask him something else.


‘My name is Blite, but you already know that,’ he replied. ‘What do you really want to know?’


‘Okay,’ she admitted, coming closer to the glass. ‘We’ve scanned you and everything is much as other scans, and we can of course fix you. However, there’s something impenetrable to scanning – a crystal set in the bone of your skull – and we have no idea what the hell it is.’ After a pause she added, as an excuse, ‘We don’t know if it’ll interfere with any of our procedures.’


‘It won’t interfere with anything you do,’ he replied, not entirely sure it was true. ‘It’s just something valuable to me that some people tried to take away from me once. I had it put there so they couldn’t.’


‘Oh, I see . . . but it’s impenetrable . . .’


‘It is indeed.’ He didn’t elaborate and instead said, ‘Now, I need to make a U-com call to someone. I want you to give me a vocal netlink, and I need it quickly, as well as some privacy. If you give me that, perhaps I’ll elaborate on what exactly I have in my skull.’


After a long pause she turned and walked away, saying, ‘You’re in – just speak.’


‘Carlstone 87876523BIT,’ he said. He didn’t mind that he was probably being overheard because the code was a one-time thing. The ‘BIT’ amused him – it stood for ‘Blite in trouble’. After a delay of a minute or so, a sound like that of an antique phone connection being made burred in his ears, then a moment later someone spoke.


‘What’s happened now?’ said his second-in-command of Penny Transport.


‘I’m in a regrowth tank on Callanasta, in the town of Tideville,’ Blite said. ‘Burned, and have lost all but one of my limbs. I need you to put a medical transport team together and get me the hell out of here fast.’


‘We heard about the runcible,’ said Carlstone. ‘Hell, you were in that?’


‘I was indeed. Get me back there, quick as you can. Also, I want our security up to max, and I mean max.’


‘Potential for attack?’


‘Just do what I say. I don’t have much privacy here.’


‘We’re on our way.’


The connection broke with a click.


Blite hung in the fluid, waiting until, inevitably, the woman came back.


‘You still want to know what’s in my head?’ he asked.


‘Sorry, but I’ve never seen anything our scanners can’t get through.’


‘It’s a piece of Penny Royal,’ he told her.


As she walked away laughing, he tried to smile, but nothing in his face worked. Then he remembered the one who’d once tried to take this piece from him, forcing him to have it implanted. The thief – the terrified thief.


Blite – Past


The art gallery had been laid out on three levels, and Mr Pace’s sculptures sat on pedestals in cylindrical chain-glass cases. Mr Pace, whom Penny Royal gave immortality, and who was thankful to lose it again. Using the touch consoles at the base of each display, one could black out the background behind the sculpture and revolve the pedestal, also turning on lights of various hues. Another touch could bring up a menu in the chain-glass itself, which allowed magnification down to the microscopic on any portion of each sculpture.


Blite stood gazing in at the sculpture of a prador – one of the implacable alien enemy of the Polity, still out there, beyond a border space called the Graveyard. All the tools provided here for potential buyers’ close inspection of these artworks were irrelevant in the case of this collection. Before his death, Mr Pace had lined up the sale to a planetary AI; on subsequent investigation Blite had discovered that the buyer concerned, here on Abalon, had just been obeying orders. The ultimate owner of it would be Earth Central itself, and the collection would go on display in the Terpsichorean Museum of Art in London.


This sculpture was beautiful, yet ugly too, and menacing. It had been formed of translucent yellow and green glass, even with glass internal organs. Its limbs were distorted and there were whorls in its deformed shell. He was sure now that, impossibly, it depicted one of Sverl’s children, even though Mr Pace could simply not have encountered those rebel prador when he made it. The AI Penny Royal again – fucking about with time and causality.


The prador here was special to Blite. Like all of Pace’s sculptures, it activated under the warmth of a hand, but unlike others, this one had once activated, then stayed active, even after he took his hand away. It had been just a few months ago, when he’d gone to find it after receiving a message, especially for him, from Penny Royal. The sculpture had something for him, he’d been told, which turned out to be three ruby memcrystals containing the minds of his dead crewmen. And, of course, all of that had been impossible, if one thought in Blite’s terms and not like something with godlike powers. These crystals, along with this collection, he and his old crewmate Greer had been asked to take to Earth, where they would be ‘interviewed’ by AIs about events leading up to Penny Royal inserting itself into a black hole and, apparently, moving beyond time. One other item had been with the crystals too. Unconsciously, Blite now raised his hand and closed it around the black gem he’d had fitted into a pendant hung around his neck.


A piece of Penny Royal. Why the AI had given it to him he had no idea. He’d just known the moment he first touched it that it was his. He didn’t know if it was in any way active – it was a touchstone and a connection to those events that somehow acknowledged his part in them. And, if he was honest, he felt special owning it.


He would have to hide it when they went to Earth. He’d leave it aboard Pace’s ship during those interviews and, if at all possible, he wouldn’t mention it. If they found out, the AIs would take it away from him for examination. No. He realized the ship wouldn’t be safe enough. The AIs, or AI, that would interview him would almost certainly take Pace’s ship apart. It would have to go in a shielded container and then into a secure box with Galaxy Bank here. Since he was a very rich man now, and his account was with them, they’d run around to provide him with whatever he needed. This would have to be his next task.


‘Okay,’ he said, and turned away from the case.


He’d seen everything now. Pace had been a supreme artist. He’d also been one of Penny Royal’s projects when that AI hadn’t been quite so nice. It had effectively given Pace corporeal immortality by dint of a nigh-indestructible body. And if he did destroy it anywhere, he was perpetually backed up, so mechanisms in his home world could rebuild him. By the time Blite had encountered him, the man had wanted to die, and finally he had.


On the lower floor, Greer was looking through the collection. Blite raised a hand to the heavyworlder woman and by gesture indicated that he’d meet her later for a drink, then headed out of the gallery. Things were up in the air for her and for him. They were both very independently wealthy, but those interviews with the AIs were still to come, and what then? He’d always been attracted to the idea of retiring on a resort world, drinking cips in some sunny beach bar and generally being indolent. But, even now, with nothing to strive for any more, no scrabbling after money to pay for some upgrade or new component for his ship, or acquiring a cargo for transport and involving himself in some barely legal deals, he could feel boredom growing.


He moved outside. Here the buildings were oddly curved structures that loomed over the crowded street. Apparently they were the product of some architectural artist the ruling AI here had transported in. People paid a premium to live in the upper apartments, and business concerns similarly paid out to rent shop space on the lower floors. Blite didn’t like them much – they reminded him too much of the rib bones of some giant beast, and as if the street were its spine. There were aspects of this world he did like, though. The Abalon AI wasn’t one of those heavy-handed planetary AIs that controlled everything. It allowed business that slid into that grey area Blite preferred. It could be dangerous here, it could be chaotic, but on the whole it wasn’t too boring. His attitude soon changed when a girl ran into him in the crowds and knocked the wind out of him.


Blite staggered back and glared at her. She looked at him in shock. She appeared young, clad in a scrappy environment suit and heavy jacket, thin elfin face with artfully messed yellow and blue hair. As ever, that could have been a look from a catalogue.


‘I’m so really sorry,’ she said.


Blite waved a dismissive hand at her. She nodded in gratitude, smiled and ran on, dodging through the crowds. He watched her go, while making a grumbling sound in the back of his throat. Such a prosaic encounter, after all he’d been through. If only she knew. He continued on towards his rented apartment. It was only when he was climbing the stairs to it that his hand strayed to his breast again, underneath his suit, and he realized the pendant was gone.


Blite – Present


His regrowth in the tank continued apace. The hardware they’d attached to his skull was in fact an induction aug, and he found it had many more functions than enabling him to speak to, and hear, those who came to visit him. He could link into the AI net and search out information he wanted. He could enter virtualities and play games, or live a life of his choosing while his body healed. Instead he chose to contact Carlstone again, to keep harrying him, then drifted into ten-hour periods of unconsciousness while he waited.


After the first ten hours, he could see skin forming on his arm. It was doubtless developing on what remained of his body too, but he couldn’t see that. The woman was there again when he woke.


‘We’ve been overloaded,’ she told him. ‘Our procedure with you was to be stabilization first, then we’d bring you out under the printerbot and autosurgeon, but apparently you’re being transported out of here?’


‘Yes, that is the case.’


‘I never realized you were that Blite.’


‘That Blite?’


‘The extremely wealthy owner of the Perihelion moon and Penny Transport.’ She paused. ‘And you weren’t lying about what you have in your skull.’


‘I always tell the truth, me,’ Blite lied.


‘Anyway,’ she continued. ‘We would have been taking you out of the tank by now for surgery and printing but it seems your people will be arriving soon. If we start work on the next procedures, we won’t be able to interrupt them.’


‘Just leave me here,’ Blite informed her.


‘And what about—?’


Blite didn’t hear the rest because he’d already instructed the induction aug to put him under for another ten hours.


When he next woke a ceiling was passing overhead, punctuated with alternating light squares and the bumps of security drones. Curved glass now lay close to his face. He couldn’t make out much about the figures moving with him, beyond the fact that they wore combat armour and carried weapons. One of them was almost certainly Carlstone, come to get him out of here as instructed.


‘Everything good?’ he asked via his aug.


‘No problems,’ Carlstone replied. ‘Taking into consideration what we discussed after initial contact, we’re taking you out by ship. Two of our trade ships are here and we’re going in one of them.’


‘How long till we’re aboard?’ Blite asked.


‘An hour until we’re aboard the shuttle and launched, then three hours till we’re on the ship.’


‘Flight time?’


‘Eight days.’


‘Why so long?’


‘More secure route.’


‘The ship has been swept?’


‘It has, and its unit is . . . prador.’


That meant the controlling mind of the ship was the flash-frozen ganglion of a prador and not an AI. Good choice, Blite felt, because right now he didn’t trust any AI. He queued up the aug to knock him out for another four hours but then hesitated. He felt a bit mean about his responses to the woman who’d been one of his rescuers and had obviously been curious about him. He should have overcome his inclination to reticence and engaged her in conversation. But about what? She would probably have wanted to know more about those past events surrounding Penny Royal, and he’d grown tired of telling that story – mostly because of telling it to the interviewing forensic AI Carnusine years before, while it hinted that it would really like to examine him more closely, and did he mind? He hadn’t allowed it – or rather, they’d allowed him not to allow it. Perhaps she wanted to know more about the crystal in his skull, and how and why it had got there. There was no danger in that. He’d never been secretive about it. In fact the crystal – the dark diamond – was the one which kept secrets. Maybe another time he’d hunt her down and be kinder, but right now he had problems to deal with, and someone else to hunt down who might help him get to the bottom of all this.


Blite – Past


Blite was devastated. When he reported the theft of the pendant he described it as holding a black jewel but dared not elaborate on that. He also described the girl who’d stolen it, using an induction aug to access his memories for a more precise depiction of her. Turned out her name was Meander Draft 64XB and she was on record, location presently unknown. He threw some money around and employed the types he was used to employing to hunt her down. But eventually his schedule began to catch up with him.


AIs were getting tetchy about him not turning up on Earth for those interviews; Earth Central itself had sent him a message. He became aware that his delay on this world, just to look for a missing pendant, would bring that pendant to the notice of those AIs. They’d start to wonder why he considered it so important; they’d speculate on it having some connection to the events they wanted to interview him about. In the end, he paid out more money, left instructions for the search to continue, and funds for a large – but not too large – reward.


Done, thought Blite bitterly.


His belongings were packed in two grav-cases and now his time in this Abalon apartment was up. A small shuttle awaited at the space port and Mr Pace’s, or rather the ship Pace had given him, awaited in orbit. The collection of glass sculptures had been packed away safely, transported back up there, and was now in the hold.


Time to go.


He strolled along the street, his two cases drifting after him. He regretted leaving this place and was anxious about what was to come when he arrived on Earth, as well as still pissed off about the theft of his pendant. At the end of the street, he took an aircab to the space port and was soon strolling through the wide entrance to the shopping complex that backed onto the designated landing pad. There wasn’t much security here. Cargos coming in were scanned in a limited manner for dangerous weapons, but since your average fusion node could be converted into a heavy weapon, and a lethal biological could be concealed in a pinhead, it was just a hat-tip towards security. The gates to the landing pad had scanning too, but you were only stopped if you couldn’t be identified. He walked straight through.


Wide steps led up to the pad. Once he reached the top, he looked around. The shuttles were set out in rows and of various designs. Stacks of cargo crates were everywhere, autohandlers and older driven versions loading the crates onto trains of wheeled pallets, people standing talking or wandering about too. Small cargo ships and shuttles were here. The larger stuff lay beyond, where bigger ships loomed and cranes shifted over stacks of huge cargo containers. He walked along a row of shuttles, finally spying his own far ahead, half concealed behind stacks of plasmel crates. As he drew closer, he turned to his luggage and waved a hand ahead.


‘Go aboard,’ he said tightly, and the two cases overtook him.


He slowed his pace, knowing he was dawdling because he didn’t want this next stage of his life to begin. He felt irritated and low, as if he had a hangover he’d failed to medicate. He needed to move on – get his mind on other things. Looking at all these cargos and all this business, he pondered on how, with the wealth now at his disposal, he could do things so much better than he had before. Did he really want to sit on a beach with that cips? How long would it be before he started thinking about importing his favoured version of that drink? How long before he looked at price lists, import tariffs, tax structures and how to get around them? He grunted to himself and stepped past a large stack of plasmel crates, finally ready to board the shuttle.


‘Please,’ said a shaky voice.


He halted, hand sliding down to where he usually wore a gas-system pulse gun at his hip, then straying away again.


‘I’m sorry,’ said the voice.


He couldn’t see anyone at first, but stepping forward further, he noticed her sitting in the gap between two stacks of crates, with her back against one of them. She looked up at him. Her face still appeared young but had rings under bloodshot eyes. It was thinner, with the bone structure sharply highlighted by shades of grey. There were deep scratches on her neck, as if she’d raked herself with her fingernails. Her hair was messy, not stylishly so, just messy, and had streaks of something drying in it – probably vomit. Certainly, her torn and battered envirosuit had vomit down the front, and he could smell a horrible mix of body odours. She reminded him of the kind of people found in back alleys on less salubrious worlds, lost in addiction and lying in their own shit and urine.


‘You,’ he said.


‘I thought it would be enough . . . enough for you to follow the trail,’ she said, and then her gaze wandered away from him as she groped into a pocket of her suit. She took out the pendant and, with a shaking dirty hand, nails broken and bloody, held it up for him. ‘Please take it.’


Without a second thought, Blite snatched the pendant from her. He inspected it, immediately suspicious it was a copy, but the moment his finger touched the black crystal he knew it was his own. He slipped the chain over his head, then tucked the thing inside his shirt so it rested against the bare skin of his chest. Something unwound inside him and the world seemed suddenly brighter. He peered back down at the girl, wondering what to do about her.


She was already rising now, and the transformation was startling. Her face suddenly seemed prettier, like life had returned to it. She stood straight and strong and peered down at her soiled clothing in disgust, before sighing out a breath and her gaze straying to where the pendant lay against his chest. He realized she now looked less of a girl and more of a woman.


‘I don’t know what to do now,’ she said. ‘It just wouldn’t let me keep it . . . it showed me things.’


Blite now had questions. He reached out to grab the shoulder of her suit, prepared to drag her inside the shuttle. Her hand came up with a blade in it – glinting chain-glass – and he knocked it aside, grabbing for her with his other hand. He caught part of her sleeve but the knife sliced down, thankfully cutting the fabric rather than his fingers, and she slid lithely past him to run away. He watched her go, knowing he carried far too much bulk to go in pursuit, and anyway, what was the need? He turned and headed for the shuttle, wondering whether to cancel the search for her, but then decided against it. He could tell this hadn’t been just an opportunistic theft; he wanted to know why she’d stolen a pendant that, on the face of it, looked like tourist tat, and what it had done to her.


Blite – Present


‘Those are mine?’ Blite enquired aboard the ship.


Carlstone had always been the height of efficiency and Blite admired the way he tended to every detail, but he’d outdone himself this time. Blite had awoken on a surgical table in a sealed surgery, a gleaming autosurgeon backing away from him, an organic printer folded down at the foot of the slab, and other equipment all around. He was presently pointing with his partially restored arm at a row of cylinders along one wall.


‘We brought your stock of cellular printing substrate.’ Carlstone, who looked more like the ECS soldier he’d once been than the administrator of Perihelion he now was, stood behind the glass of the clean surgery. ‘It’s all there: bone, muscle and skin – the lot. But I thought it might be an idea to wake you first, bearing in mind what we discussed.’


‘That someone has been trying to kill me,’ Blite said. ‘And that the runcible failure on Callanasta might have been no accident.’


Carlstone nodded. ‘You said you wanted to augment.’


Blite nodded – he could do that now. Yeah, he wanted to boost himself up, make sure he was a lot less vulnerable to injury, which seemed a rational choice. He shuddered, a hint of the horrors rising, but still thankfully suppressed. Of course, Carlstone couldn’t know – in fact no one could or should know – that it was the injuries which most concerned him, not the possibility of dying. Yet it seemed that somehow a particularly spooky ‘retired’ Polity agent called Ian might know. He put that aside for the moment. One thing at a time.


‘Yes, I want everything we have,’ he said. ‘What do we have?’


Carlstone shrugged. ‘Depends how concerned you are about your appearance.’


‘I want it to be more or less the same.’


Blite had never really gone in for much in the way of body modification. He still looked mostly the same as he had as a youth, when in fantasy virtualities he’d always been given the role of the blacksmith, or in others the heavy, the enforcer – the guy who broke people’s bones for fun. Heavily muscled, just through genetics – though maybe now looking on the point of turning to fat – he liked his body as it was, because it was Blite.


‘Very well,’ said Carlstone. ‘And how quickly?’


‘Yesterday.’


‘Then we can toughen up your bones and weave cable muscle into your present musculature, including some in your heart, and we can put in subdermal armour. However, all those will need support by altering your lung capacity, the carrying capacity of your blood, organ processing etc., and that’ll be via reprogramming your nanosuite, so it will take a little while to catch up.’


‘Anything else?’


‘We could give you fire-resistant skin, but it never looks quite right.’


Blite peered at him. It seemed Carlstone was having one of his all too rare moments of humour.


Carlstone continued, ‘I would also suggest nerve enhancement and the incorporation of an aug to run all the integration processes.’


Blite grumbled.


Carlstone added, ‘It can be an induction aug you can remove at any time.’


‘You neglected to mention something else,’ said Blite.


‘I was waiting for you to mention it.’


‘You brought it?’


‘Yes, I did, but I strongly suggest it’s something you avoid.’ Carlstone grimaced. ‘Too many imponderables there. First off, we don’t know how it will interact with your other enhancements. Secondly, it was developed, or it evolved, in the Kingdom, aboard the King’s Ship. Let’s face it: even the AIs don’t know enough about the Spatterjay virus, and what they do know is fucking scary. This one . . .’ He shrugged. ‘It’s fast-acting, I’ll give it that.’


‘We’ll leave it for now,’ said Blite. ‘But I want a batch of it prepared to go in my thigh bone, with an externally activated pump.’


‘You’re the boss,’ said Carlstone tightly.


‘Now get all that other stuff done.’


Blite reclined, thinking about this virus. On the world of Spatterjay, it turned its hosts into a reusable food resource for the leeches which spread it. Those hosts then became something really really tough, and the virus worked with all species, including the humans of Spatterjay, called hoopers. It had made some of them very strong indeed, the toughest being the Old Captains, whose strength and durability hadn’t really been properly measured, but lay beyond most Polity enhancements. It sounded ideal if you didn’t want to end up dead, but it had its drawbacks.


If you were sufficiently injured, the virus used an eclectic collection of genomes from its previous hosts to increase your survivability. And this could turn you into a monster, so it had to be controlled. The things it did were also based on a malfunction of something else it contained, which few knew about: the genomes of a squad of Jain soldiers. The Jain had been an alien race whose vicious technology had been hanging around and destroying civilizations since the Jain themselves had disappeared long ago. Add to this the version of the virus they’d obtained from the Prador Kingdom, which was a mutated or modified strain that worked much faster than the centuries it usually took to create an Old Captain, and Carlstone’s reservations were warranted. However, as Blite drifted into unconsciousness, he had the strong feeling it might be something he would need, and soon.
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Matheson


Matheson stepped out of his tent, dumped his pack by his feet and peered down at the marks in the dirt. Some were still visible, though the hailstorm in the night had obliterated the rest. Sleer tracks. They’d come visiting to grind whatever version of eating apparatus they had – that being dependent on what stage of sleer they were – against the open-cell monofabric of his tent. They weren’t much of a threat to him, having little chance of penetrating the material, but they’d interrupted his sleep, and he liked his sleep. He decided he’d have some target practice on the pests today as he continued with his associates towards the ‘farm’. He looked around.


Jurgen, their guide, was out of his tent and shrugging on his pack. The other three tents of the Brice brothers and sister were still closed. Ricardo, the Golem, had yet to return from his nightly perambulations. And Nightshade, the spider drone, was squatting on the roof of their ATV, gazing off towards the horizon. Matheson turned back to his own tent, opened the flap to check he had left nothing inside, then stepped back, tapping the control on the flimsy console by the flap. With a hissing sound, the dome-shaped tent released air from its open-cell foam and steadily collapsed. As it did so, microfibre memory mesh began to fold it, and fold again, until finally it became a small block that could fit into the palm of his hand, flimsy screen on top. He slid it into a pocket in his pack, picked up the pack and walked over to Jurgen, who was already collapsing his own tent.


‘So today we should reach the boundary of the farm,’ said Matheson.


‘Weather permitting,’ Jurgen replied, looking up at the sky.


‘No such thing as bad weather, just bad clothing.’


‘That’s all right for you to say,’ said Jurgen, eying the high-tech power armour Matheson wore. ‘If the hail comes again, I can always just give you directions to the pass.’ Jurgen shrugged.


‘And I pay you the rest of your fee?’


‘Of course.’


‘No, you get us to the pass and I pay you there, as agreed.’


Matheson turned away. The Brices were up now, all efficiency and readiness as they collapsed their tents and ran weapons checks. Sheen Brice, the sister, didn’t look very different from her brothers. All three were heavily boosted, extremely tough, and the best bounty hunters in the sector. Matheson auged in, running his own weapons check as he slung on his pack. His multigun was strapped onto the back of it at the moment, and he saw no need to unlimber it until they were closer – his gas-system pulse gun and flak pistol would be enough to deal with any sleers or droons that might come after them. Gazing into the distance, he wished he could have used a grav-car to take them beyond the pass, but their target at the farm apparently had detection gear, a couple of particle cannons and a missile launcher. Airspace over the farm was a no-fly zone, as agreed by the authorities of this world they were on, Cull.


‘I still don’t get why they’re so complacent about us being here,’ said Ulnar Brice, stepping up beside him. ‘The machine has citizenship – you’d think the authorities would protect it.’


‘That’s because it can protect itself better than the police of Cull,’ said Ricardo, casting his voice from a distance as he walked towards the encampment. ‘You’ve seen how they are here: low-tech projectile weapons.’


‘But as a matter of policy?’ said Ulnar.


‘It told them it needs no protection.’ Ricardo had broken into a run, his cast voice dopplering oddly. Finally he arrived by them. ‘As I understand it, the thing rather likes all the attempts to collect on the Polity bounty that’s been placed on its head. It is, after all, a killer.’


Matheson grimaced. There’d been numerous attempts to bring the machine in, either whole or in bits – the bounty specified that either way would garner payment, though the more intact the thing was, the more money would be forthcoming. And the bounty had recently gone up . . . Whatever. The machine, the fucking machine, would be returned to the Polity in bits because this was personal. Because this was the machine. Matheson remembered the day when his mother had told him his father was dead, having tried to collect on a bounty for a separatist terrorist called Arian Pelter. Growing up, he’d trained himself for the same profession, but by the time he was ready, Arian Pelter was long dead. He’d found out about the machine, though – how it had killed fifteen bounty hunters, including his father. It had torn off his head.


Matheson learned his profession properly and gained deep experience over more than a century. He forgot about the machine until, in his hundred and seventieth year, ennui hit. He survived it, barely, but only because he remembered his past and decided to make the machine an end goal to give him purpose. Coming out of ennui, he discovered that bounty hunters with higher resources than him had tried and failed to get to it, and he realized he wasn’t ready. But now a series of profitable successes had provided the equipment they wore and carried, and wealth enough to employ a war drone and the Brices. What had once been a distant purpose enabling him to survive had become present reality.


Matheson now eyed Ricardo, clamping down on his growing dislike. They’d worked together for many years and he had trusted the Golem more than he did most other such machines, which wasn’t a high bar. This was because Ricardo was a human mind loaded to a Golem chassis. But over the last year, during two previous hunts, the man-Golem, who’d always been precise about necessary precautions, had begun to make them burdensome. Almost certainly this was because the high-value target prior to those two hunts had nearly done for Ricardo, with a particle cannon demounted from a warship. Matheson speculated on Ricardo in comparison to the machine they were going after now. He knew that with their new equipment he and the Brices could bring Ricardo down, and his chassis was a modern series. However, the machine at the farm had been altered and adapted. It’d been loaded with a murder tape to break its Polity programming, armoured in some fashion, and it was rumoured to have integrated some form of alien technology, though the last seemed highly unlikely.


‘We all ready, then?’ he asked, looking around.


Jurgen gestured across the gritty ground and they set out. They’d used the ATV previously where it had been a flat plain, but ahead stretched a rockscape with buttes of multicoloured outcrops jutting up here and there. This area lay athwart the jagged peaks where the supposed pass ran through, though they’d never been able to obtain satellite imagery or even a map. At the end of this, just behind those peaks, was a small plateau upon which lay the farm. It was inaccessible by any way other than on foot – apparently the machine had blocked off other routes. Matheson had considered climbing gear but didn’t fancy getting caught on a steep face by his supposed prey. Grav-harnesses weren’t an option, since the machine had ways of detecting grav disturbances. The thing had laid out its game and he would play by its rules only so far.


‘Hey, Nightshade! You going to sit there all day?’


The spider drone turned and observed him with glittery red eyes. Matheson felt a brief primal shudder at the sight of this three-metre spider, seemingly fashioned of grey iron, scrambling down off the ATV and coming after them. But Nightshade seemed okay. His contract had been open, and many other bounty hunters had used him and recommended him. That spider body was loaded with good weaponry. Matheson nodded to himself. They had the edge, with a man-Golem, a spider war drone, state-of-the-art power armour and weapons, and the EM disruptor shells for their multiguns, which should bring down any damned rogue machine. And they had an ace in the hole too, which Matheson had strictly ordered the others never to discuss within Jurgen’s hearing.


They trudged throughout the morning between rocks, along rough stream beds and past hills and buttes. A sleer came out of a hole at the base of one of the buttes and started to head towards them. The nightmare thing vaguely resembled a scorpion, was as big as the spider drone and had an excess of manipulators to the fore. Before Matheson could even reach down to his flak pistol, Sheen had nailed it with her laser carbine. In a cloud of smoke and fire the sleer retreated, body segments revolving independently. It never reached its burrow, just falling apart with those segments rolling away like burning tyres.


‘Save your ammo,’ said Will Brice.


He had a point. All of them apart from Jurgen, Ricardo and Nightshade wore power armour; one good solid kick would be enough to deter the creatures.


Jurgen next led them to a stream that wound down from the mountains. They ascended alongside this, below layered sandstone cliffs that grew steadily taller. The path here seemed quite worn and, where it went up over fallen slabs, steps had been carved in the stone. Matheson caught hold of Jurgen’s shoulder and gestured to steps lying ahead.


‘This looks well used,’ he said, suspicions arising about where they might be being led. ‘I thought the machine kept itself isolated.’


‘He does, generally, but he’s running a farm. He grows biotech stuff up there and sells it. Traders from the city or the plains come up here.’


‘And they have no problems?’ Matheson didn’t like how Jurgen referred to the thing as ‘he’.


‘They’re not coming to collect on the bounty.’


‘Ah, so it’s a peaceable machine usually, just defending its agrarian idyll?’


‘He likes his sport,’ Jurgen replied, heading for the steps.


The path wound steadily higher and the declivity the stream had cut steadily narrowed. Ahead, stretching across between the two cliff faces, he saw a tree trunk lodged in place. There were ropes hanging from this, most of them flapping loose but one still holding a body up there by the neck.


‘This is as far as I go,’ said Jurgen. ‘The edge of the plateau is a further four hundred metres up.’


On the sandstone slabs below the tree trunk lay remains that had obviously, at one time, been suspended above. There were headless skeletons clad in body armour, and skulls scattered around, lodged in crevices. Sheen climbed up onto a rock to inspect some of them.


‘Polity commando kit,’ she called down. ‘Maybe twenty or more years old.’ She held up a skull with a helmet still in place.


‘Army surplus,’ said Will. ‘You can buy it anywhere.’


‘So, will you transfer my payment?’ said Jurgen.


Now, Matheson felt, it was time to start playing the game his way. He had no doubt that Jurgen had some kind of deal with the machine up above. He led the hunters here, doubtless assessing their capabilities, then sent some kind of report. It was time to remove him from the equation. He reached down and drew his weapon, but Nightshade had moved close and now reared up. A hissing crackle raised dust from Jurgen’s clothing and he shuddered, going down on his knees with a baffled expression. The spider drone caught him and laid him down on his side. It had effectively saved his life by hitting him with a load of stun beads.


‘You’re too kind,’ said Matheson.


‘The police here may turn a blind eye to bounty hunters going after the machine, but maybe not to the murder of one of their citizens. Let’s keep this clean.’


Matheson holstered his pulse gun. Nightshade was right, but Matheson still didn’t like the spider drone’s inclination towards morality. That had been in the reports from others who hired him. Apparently, he only killed those who directly attacked him or were, not to put too fine a point on it, bad people. It bothered Matheson that he might well fall into the latter category.


‘This does not look good,’ said Ricardo from up on the rock where he’d joined Sheen. ‘If these guys were wearing army surplus, it seems they obtained a standardized batch for them all to wear. They were all boosted, auged and had other cybernetic enhancements too.’ He held up the bones of an arm held together with gristle and ligaments, and a joint motor at the elbow. ‘And look at this.’


He dropped the arm and picked up something else, then tossed it down to them. Will stepped in to catch the item and swung round, brandishing it. It was a heavy carbine of some kind.


‘ECS high-power laser carbine with side slug launchers and EMP viral warfare facility,’ he said. ‘We ain’t in Kansas any more, Toto.’


It was an expression Will had used a couple of times before: when he’d learned what their mission would be here, and when he’d seen the ship Matheson had bought following their last big bounty. Matheson reminded himself now, as he had on those previous occasions, to look up the phrase, since he had no idea what the man was talking about. Another object spiralled down from the rock and thumped in sandy dust. Matheson stepped forwards, stooped, and picked it up. A small flat gun – a pulse gun of a familiar design. This was the kind of weapon legendarily carried by Polity agents. He discarded it. You could buy them anywhere.


‘I suggest a reassessment,’ said Ricardo, jumping down from the rock and landing lightly. ‘We need more information.’


Matheson stared at him, his growing dislike abruptly grounding in reality and finding justification. In a Golem chassis, Ricardo had super strength, speed and durability, but inside that chassis he was still a man. In retrospect Matheson realized that the precautionary approach which had made Ricardo so useful arose out of cowardice. He saw in an instant how Ricardo had always tried to put his fears across logically, in terms of the mission, but really he was craven. Oh, he would happily rip off the head of a victim, but any hint of danger to himself and that ‘reassessment’ would come out. Matheson grimaced at his twenty-twenty hindsight, as he saw the logic of this fear which had led the man to install himself in a Golem chassis in the first place.


‘We need no more information,’ said Matheson. ‘There’s a killing machine up there with a huge bounty on its head and we’re going to collect.’ He looked around at the others. ‘Close up visors and initiate the ’ware.’


He watched as the Brices closed their visors and worked their wrist controls. Shimmering lines appeared at the tops of their heads and traversed down their bodies, seemingly erasing them from existence. He turned to Ricardo, who shrugged, then disappeared in the same manner. Ricardo didn’t wear armour but had the same chameleonware installed in his body. This was their big edge – on top of their superb armour and weapons. He looked around for Nightshade – but the spider drone had already disappeared – then closed down his own visor. As soon as it snicked home all the others reappeared to him. Their ’ware was linked so they could see each other, since being invisible to each other would almost certainly result in some friendly-fire incidents.


‘Where’s Nightshade?’ asked Will over com.


‘Scouting ahead,’ the spider drone replied. ‘More casualties up here – you need to come and have a look. Ricardo might not be far off the mark.’


Matheson felt a stab of anger, but suppressed it. None of them knew about his father and how he’d died, and he didn’t want to start showing any behaviour they might consider irrational. No matter what did lie ahead, they were going to the farm. He waved an arm at the others and led the way up.


Here and there along the path lay wreckage. Two grav-platforms rested against the cliff face like huge discarded coins, weaponry still mounted on them. On one a corpse was draped over what looked like a particle cannon. Another pile of wreckage at the foot of a cliff, after a long scar through the sandstone, looked to be the remains of an armoured grav-car. Then ahead he saw Nightshade, standing in front of something crumpled below steps which led upwards beside a waterfall.


‘I think I knew him,’ said the spider drone. ‘His name was Plunder – veteran of the war like me.’


This wreck of a war drone was the usual nightmare rendition of something nasty and insect-like. It had a short flat body at the back, from which protruded a barbed sting. From its thorax six legs had protruded, some of which it had lost, the rest bent and broken. Its head had been birdlike, from what he could see remaining of it. As he drew closer, he noticed a large hole – big enough to drop a man through – had been burned right through its body.


Nightshade turned and looked at them. ‘So, we’ve had what looked like a unit of Polity commandos here, a Polity agent, grav-mounted weapons and now a war drone. Perhaps this machine we are hunting is even more dangerous than we supposed.’


The Brices were looking at Matheson and waiting for his response. Ricardo was gazing at the ruined drone with an odd lost expression.


‘This is staged,’ Matheson said finally. ‘No way did the machine take all of these out at once. As I understand it from Jurgen, the machine allows people up here to the farm to collect its crops. It probably doesn’t react unless attacked.’ He gestured at the drone and back down the pass. ‘I’d bet these didn’t come here all together but separately, over many years. Then, after they were killed, the machine put them here.’ He pointed to the war drone. ‘That probably made the mistake of flying in. Jurgen tried to imply the machine likes killing bounty hunters, but putting these here indicates otherwise – it’s trying to turn us back.’


‘This is not a good idea,’ said Ricardo.


‘Shut the fuck up, you coward,’ said Matheson.


‘Oh, a coward, am I?’ Ricardo enquired.


‘Yes, and it’s become more obvious ever since you were beamed.’


‘A coward,’ Ricardo repeated. He gazed at Matheson for a long moment, then abruptly swung around and began walking back the way they’d come. Matheson stared at him, not quite believing what he was seeing.


‘Where the hell are you going?’


Ricardo just kept walking.


Matheson felt the rage surge up; he drew his flak pistol and began firing. Ricardo stumbled as shells slammed into his back, but they couldn’t do much damage to his Golem chassis. Abruptly he jerked into fast motion and went dodging and weaving down the pass. Matheson lowered his weapon. Pointless exercise.


He turned to the others. ‘Anyone else want to run?’


‘We’re good,’ said Will. ‘If it all turns to shit, doesn’t necessarily mean we’ll end up dead – we’ll just have to get out, fast.’


‘Nightshade?’ Matheson asked.


No expression to read there – just those glittery red eyes. ‘War drones don’t make the mistake of flying straight into heavy weapons.’


‘How many disenfranchised war drones have you known that chose a way out?’ asked Matheson.


‘He has a point,’ said Sheen. ‘Probably decided to go down in flames.’


‘Okay,’ said Nightshade. ‘But I am not suicidal. If this does turn to shit, I’m gone.’


‘So, we continue,’ said Matheson, heading for the steps up the side of the waterfall.


The last stretch before the upper plateau consisted mostly of these steps. Matheson felt himself boiling inside, but his certainty had drained away. Yes, it seemed likely the dead had been positioned there as a deterrent, but, fuck – a war drone brought down? Anyway, Will was right. They had their chameleonware and they had their weapons. If things got too hot up above, they could lay down a lot of fire and flee. At least then he’d have more of an idea what he faced and be able to return better prepared.


After two longish climbs they came to a short length of steps up to clear sky. Matheson unhooked his multigun from his pack, extended the support arm from his suit and fitted it into place, plugging in the power lead and ammo feeds from the pack. Targeting and weapons selection came up in his head-up display. The Brices did the same and they auged together, running a final weapons check. Nightshade opened two hatches in his back end and protruded a pair of miniguns, while other hatches slid open on the war drone’s body too. They were ready for the final climb. Matheson waved a hand and led the way up.


From the last few steps the vista opened out ahead of them. The plateau wasn’t huge – just five kilometres across. The scene was bucolic, with neat fields laid out between fences, around a farmhouse that seemed transplanted from some ancient age on Earth. He took in the scene, looking for the machine, then his gaze fell upon a nearby flat rock, raised like a dais directly in the path. Lying on this, like some exhibit in a sculpture museum, was an object. It consisted of a thick mass of glassy and metallic fibres, some seemingly frayed, ribbons of a variety of materials, grey and black nodes like seeds, and thin ribbed wires of some black substance. It had been tied into a knot nearly a metre across, with the two ends of the mass protruding for over a metre on either side.


‘Oh, I see,’ said Nightshade.


Matheson heard a sound and turned to see that Nightshade had retracted his cannons and was now closing up his other lethal hatches.


‘What do you see?’ said Matheson.


‘That Ricardo made the right call, and this is where we turn around and go home.’


‘Talk some fucking sense, drone.’


With one forelimb Nightshade indicated the knotted mass. ‘That is a Mobius AI, and it’s not looking too good, is it?’


‘You’re fucking with us,’ said Will.


‘Bye bye,’ said Nightshade and turned around to head back down the steps.


Matheson wanted to fire on the thing, just like he had on Ricardo, but you didn’t open fire on a war drone – their reactions could be instantly lethal. He watched him disappear out of sight.


‘What now?’ asked Sheen. ‘We had some serious edge when we came up here and it’s now looking increasingly blunt.’


‘Look,’ said Will, pointing.


A figure had stood up, out in the fields. It was humanoid and obviously quite tall, wearing a long khaki coat and a wide-brimmed hat. Even at this distance, Matheson could see the brassy metal of its face and hands.


‘The machine – Mr Crane,’ he said, aiming his multigun and lining the figure up in the crosshairs.


Five of his EM disruptor shells hit this big Golem one after another. One caught him straight in his face, with a resounding clang and flash that turned his head and sent his hat arcing away. Three hit him in the chest and one in the stomach, their explosive output of EMR blasting his long coat away in tatters to expose the brassy metal of his torso. Matheson broke into a run towards him. It hadn’t been in their plan to attack like this, but Matheson knew that if he didn’t do something immediately, he might lose the Brices too.


After a few seconds of shock, the three Brices opened fire as well. Since he’d hit the Golem with EM disruptors, they used rail beads, cracking through the air as they broke the sound barrier and went far beyond it. Mr Crane jerked in a familiar dance of someone being shot multiple times. A beam lanced through smoke – Sheen firing a high-intensity laser. Crane stumbled out of the crops, which seemed to be the upper red and green leaves of biotech podules, with the remaining tatters of his coat flaring away. He was now clad only in ragged smoking trousers and big toe-capped lace-up boots. Ridiculously, he was still clutching the hoe he’d been using. But then he raised it like a spear and threw.


The Golem blurred, his arm disappearing momentarily. Matheson heard a ripping crack over to his left and received injury alerts through the aug connection. Sheen. He saw her tumble backwards several metres, as if at the front of a blast wave. She landed on her side then came upright to her knees, groping at a shaft sticking out her chest. The other length of the shaft protruded from out of her back, the metal business end of the hoe glowing white hot. Matheson just gaped. Their armour was the highest rated and little but rail-beaded, densely compressed ammo could penetrate it, yet . . . this? Sheen keeled over, flatlining over the aug – at least she was backed up in a memplant in her skull. There might even be a chance to get her body functional again, since death nowadays had little to do with the heart stopping. The suit and her internal nanosuite would be busy trying to save what it could by vitrifying her.


Matheson opened fire again, using a rotating selection of the firing options on his multigun, his suit kicking into assist to take the recoil of the rail beader. Crane staggered back through a growing ball of fire as, after a shocked pause, the Brice brothers opened fire too. Then the fire went out and the Golem was gone.


‘Where the fuck is it?’ said Will.


They began to pull closer together.


‘Behind you!’ shouted Ulnar.


Mr Crane appeared behind Will Brice, reached out with those big brassy hands and closed them on either side of his helmet, then turned it. Will flatlined immediately and dropped, his head on backwards. Matheson fired again, another mass of EM disruptors, but Crane had disappeared once more.


‘Chameleonware, it’s got chameleonware!’ shouted Ulnar.


No shit, thought Matheson. It also seemed their ’ware didn’t hide them from him, while in that glimpse he’d caught of the Golem, there’d been something else too. Their firing had caused damage, with one plate of the armour over his torso hanging off to one side. And, exposed within, organic yet metallic ropes twisted and writhed.


Ulnar began firing around himself randomly and Matheson ducked down, having to roll towards a nearby boulder as some of those shots came dangerously close. He watched the man, sick inevitability in his guts. Saw his multigun ripped away and arcing over into the fields, then Mr Crane appeared before him, chopped with one hand, and stepped away. Ulnar’s headless corpse dropped, his head bouncing through the smoking foliage to one side. In an instant, Crane was standing before Matheson.


Matheson opened fire with everything he had. Crane disappeared behind this fire and the shattered debris of shells, then his arm reached out of it, his hand closed around the barrel of Matheson’s multigun and crushed it. The gun exploded, slamming Matheson back into the boulder. His visor was charred and, after a moment, the chain-glass decohered, falling to powder in front of his face. He had no idea what could have caused that. He was bruised, battered and scorched where fire had got through the armoured joints, but otherwise intact. He looked up as the Golem stepped forwards to loom over him.


Crane still wore his ragged monofilament trousers and large boots, while his damaged chest plate was open, and other rings and plates of armour rucked up. Those metallic snakes continued to writhe underneath, but now an inky-black meniscus, like a flood of oil, began to cover them; this seemed somehow worse. Crane reached in and pushed the chest plate back into place, with the stuff bubbling around the edges. It seeped and shifted elsewhere too, in closing fractures, and perhaps it was pushing from the inside as dents popped out and his armour smoothed. Was it his version of blood? He peered down at Matheson with eyes of the same blackness, as deep as Hell.


‘You killed my father,’ Matheson said, feeling ridiculously like some character in a badly written virtuality.


Crane shrugged and began to reach for him. Then, right at that moment, something huge appeared and slammed into Crane from the side, ploughing his feet through the earth and carrying him on as if on the nose of a monorail train. In a glimpse, it looked like someone had flown a grav-car into the Golem.


Matheson flinched back, splintered debris stinging his face. What the hell was this? He heaved himself upright for a better look. Crane lay sprawled in earth mounded up by the impact and seemed a little dazed. Beyond him, having cut long grooves through the soil and skidding to a halt, stood a prador. Where the hell had that come from? Matheson gaped at the thing as it turned, and he saw odd irregularities – he now wasn’t so sure this was a prador. The shape was all wrong, with the body being flatter and wider, and a carapace rim protruding out above its legs. It didn’t have a head turret either, just hooked-out mandibles either side of a mouth, with eyes above in a straight, almost machinelike line. Its legs were long and bladelike, and its claws long. It resembled something else, he realized, and the aberrant memory arose of prill – crustaceans on the world of Spatterjay.


Crane heaved upright as the creature stalked towards him. Side-on to him, Matheson saw that the impact had damaged the interloper too, bulging up the front of its armour, with splits open there. He also noticed it wasn’t alone. Two more of them were skimming across the podules field, and he couldn’t tell whether they were running or grav-planing. The nearer one halted, as if assessing its options, then opened fire – a high-speed Gatling cannon flashing from a hollow at the centre of one claw. The shots sent Crane tumbling again, while the creature skidded back on the recoil. Finally coming to a stop, Crane shot up straight to his feet as if angry. He eyed the nearer creature, glanced at the other two approaching as he brushed clods of earth from his body, then stepped to one side and disappeared.


The creature didn’t move, just stood facing where Crane had been. Matheson now thought these things had to be war drones – they came in all shapes and sizes and very often aped crustaceans. Whatever. He’d come here to take down the Brass Man and failed, and now shit was happening well above his pay grade. Time to go. Slowly, he pulled himself round to one side of the boulder. Looking back, he could see a straight run over to where that Mobius AI lay. Past that and he’d be out of here. However, his leaden legs and the ache of his body indicated he wouldn’t be getting there fast. He found himself turning back to watch the creatures, his urge to run undermined by a combination of physical incapacity and curiosity.


‘I wouldn’t hang around here,’ said Nightshade. ‘Unhealthy for you now, and it will be later. Mr Crane is not as forgiving as me.’


The drone wasn’t visible, but the voice had issued from above. He gazed up at the top of the boulder and could see nothing, but he’d lost his visor, so wouldn’t see Nightshade with his chameleonware running.


‘You know him,’ said Matheson, realization dawning.


‘Of course I know him.’


‘Fuck you, Nightshade.’


‘So, you haven’t figured it out yet. My name isn’t Nightshade.’


It was just like his epiphany about Ricardo’s cowardice. Of course, he had researched the history of Mr Crane, and of course he knew the content of the fictional virtualities about him. The problem had been separating out fact from fiction, but now it seemed he had found one of them. The Brass Man’s war drone companion was, indeed, a fact.


‘You’re Arach,’ he said.


‘Yeah, that’s me.’


Splinters flew down from the top of the boulder and Matheson realized the spider drone had jumped. The other two prador creatures had arrived now, and it seemed all three were grid searching the field. Arach’s landing point became evident when, with a shuddering impact, one of the creatures over there dipped. The spider drone shimmered into visibility, miniguns pointed downwards, and opened fire. He held in place for a second, with fire and shattered slugs spraying out all around, then the recoil lifted him, as if launching on rocket engines. The prador creature staggered to one side, its back smoking and holes punched right through to where messy-looking organics hung out of its underside. It looked about done, but the others reacted. Their cannons flared, smashing the drone through the air, with hot broken slugs showering from his body. Arach was taking a pounding, but Matheson noted the drone must have superior armour and ammo. He landed in a crouch, somewhat dented, and then disappeared. Meanwhile the first creature he’d attacked slumped. Yes, the stuff hanging out of its underside indicated something living within that armour. But now it seemed Arach’s chameleonware wasn’t effective, as one of the remaining two opened up with what appeared to be a near white-shifted particle cannon from its other claw, hitting the drone twenty metres from its previous position. Arach replied with a series of missiles, blasts taking off two of that creature’s legs and flipping it over onto its back.


Then, over to one side, Crane reappeared. Ridiculously, he’d retrieved his hat, which sat on his head, smouldering, but he’d also brought heavy armament, though Matheson had no idea what the black tube might be. Crane snapped into motion, hurtling towards the remaining creature as it tracked Arach through the fields with its cannon, smoke and fire trailing the drone. Crane skidded to a halt just ten metres away as the thing swung towards him. Holding the tube in two hands, stretching it back under his arm, he opened fire.


‘Fuck,’ said Matheson, flinching from the glare.


A bright white beam stabbed out from the tube and struck the creature straight in the face. As his vision began to clear, Matheson managed another glance back and saw that the tube was being eaten away by this fire. Must be something like an iron-burner, he supposed – a device converting all its substance into a dense particle beam. It was an old-fashioned weapon, but no less effective for all that.


The creature staggered back and went down on its rump, a glowing hole where its eyes and mouth had been, its mandibles fractured into splinters by the heat. Crane shut his weapon off and strolled over to the one Arach had flipped over, even as it flipped back onto its feet. The iron-burner flared again, now burned down to less than half its length. The creature dodged and weaved as it closed in, its armour flaring. Crane finally discarded the nub of the device, which was still sputtering fire, and launched himself forwards, crashing into the thing. He grabbed a claw and, bracing a leg against the creature, tore the claw away. He then moved in close, punching and tearing. The noise was appalling – like a grav-car going into a scrap shredder. Matheson saw Crane levering up a lump of armour and stabbing a hand inside. He began ripping stuff out that could have been either mechanical or organic. And the creature finally collapsed.


Definitely time to go.


Matheson heaved himself to his feet and set out at a staggering run, until he reached the defunct Mobius AI. Glancing back from there, with smoke mostly blocking his view, he did get a glimpse of a wide-brimmed hat on a brassy head. He stumbled down the steps, trying to reason out ‘what next?’ but could only think of survival. Later he would ponder all he’d seen, but his aim here no longer seemed achievable. Seriously, how the hell could he take down a Golem like that? He’d been self-indulgent. After clambering down the stairs, he started to feel dizzy and had to stop, leaning against a rock with his thoughts whirling. When a backpack thumped down in the earth beside him, he jerked and came close to shitting himself.


‘Maybe, after this, you can spread the word about Mr Crane,’ said Arach.


The spider drone appeared on the top of the slab, then moved forwards to lean over and peer down at him. Gazing back up at the drone, Matheson felt some of his hate return.


‘You and Crane . . .’ he began, but trailed off because he didn’t know what to say.


‘A drone has to keep himself occupied,’ said Arach. ‘Crane became tired of the bounty hunters wrecking his property and damaging his crops long ago. I became bored with farming, so I went off to try out bounty hunting, and here we are.’


‘So you protect a killer,’ Matheson sneered.


‘When Crane killed your father he was a different creature. In fact, he was more like the creature you are now.’ Arach raised one leg and indicated the backpack. ‘Take them and consider yourself lucky those things attacked.’


‘Were they drones?’ Matheson asked.


‘No, not drones.’ Arach scuttled to one side, tilted back, and looked up towards the sky. ‘Something has changed. Someone is coming.’ Abruptly the spider drone leaped off the rock and onto the path, then scuttled back towards the steps.


Matheson watched him go, then stooped down to the backpack. He pulled it open and saw Sheen gazing up at him. The heads of the other two were in there too. All had memplants, so they could be resurrected. He hoisted up the pack and set out. They would owe him for this, which was always useful. He thought too about the corpses, the wrecked war drone and the wrecked Mobius AI. Maybe, sometime, if ever he became confident of success, he’d be back. But he couldn’t really envisage that happening.


Matheson didn’t know why he was carrying the heads. A little bit of work with his cat’s claw commando knife and he could have extracted the Brices’ memplants in a moment, and they’d then have sat neatly in his pocket. He just couldn’t do it, though. He guessed there was some squeamishness, but not about blood and bone, more about the fact it exposed the reality that a human life could be recorded on a lump of ruby the length of the last joint of his little finger.


He moved on down the valley, only pausing to think of his inventory of defences, when he saw a second-stage sleer clinging like a scorpion shadow to a sandstone cliff. His multigun was broken trash somewhere above, and at some point he’d lost his flak gun too. He still had a gas-system pulse gun at his hip and the knife in his boot. Meanwhile, self-repair was eliminating the suit’s error reports, and suit assist was becoming available. Chameleonware could only hide everything below his neck, since his visor was gone, and the helmet sections were jammed down into his neck ring. With both functions being power hungry, he couldn’t use them for long, but long enough should any of the pests attack him. He carried on, legs rubbery, torso aching and now burns through his joints making themselves known. It seemed a penance to trudge down the valley on minimal assist, with the weight of the Brices’ heads in the bag on his back.


At least he was alive.


He steadily worked his way down and looked towards where they’d left Jurgen lying. The man wasn’t there, but that was unsurprising. Arach had probably either given him a briefly paralysing shot, or come back and revived him. He went on past all the grisly warnings Crane had left here, and finally reached where they’d camped for the night. As expected, the ATV that’d been parked over by the rock was gone. He swore under his breath at Ricardo and continued. The man-Golem might have taken the ATV, but he wouldn’t be getting back aboard Matheson’s ship. Or even if he did, he wouldn’t be able to fly it.


‘So, you’re alive,’ said a voice.


He spun around, hand dropping to his gun, then just watched as Ricardo came out from behind a rock. The Golem halted, reached up to scrub at his hair and looked shamefaced.


‘No thanks to you,’ Matheson replied.


‘But I was right, wasn’t I?’ said Ricardo.


Matheson pointed at where the ATV had been parked.


‘Where?’


‘Jurgen.’ Ricardo pointed up. ‘I saw him take it while I was on my way down.’


Matheson said nothing more and just turned away, heading towards the space port. After a few paces, Ricardo caught up with him and walked at his side. This annoyed him intensely. Had Ricardo been a man he would have been dead by now, but there was nothing Matheson could do with the armament he possessed, beyond burning up the man-Golem’s syntheflesh outer covering. He glanced over to him, chewing on ideas. If he drove Ricardo away, he’d have no chance for payback. If he kept him close, he’d be able to put the man in the way of some sort of Golem killer. The only drawback, of course, was that he wouldn’t be able to make Ricardo suffer.


‘The Brices?’ Ricardo asked.


Matheson halted and turned to him. ‘I think you sometimes forget you’ve got Golem senses.’ He hauled the pack off his shoulder and tossed it to Ricardo. The man caught it easily in one hand and held it up.


‘Oh,’ he said.


‘Come on,’ said Matheson. ‘With luck we’ll make it back to the ship by dark.’


‘Okay.’ Ricardo slung the pack over his shoulder, giving a tentative and painful smile. The man probably thought he was working his way back to being accepted into the fold – that his cowardice would be brushed aside because of how useful he could be. Not this time.


Matheson just kept walking, giving monosyllabic replies whenever Ricardo tried to start up a conversation. But then occasionally, he’d lean into some exchange to keep the man reassured; to keep him thinking he’d be forgiven.


Matheson peered through a dim evening fog at the diffuse lights of the city, and then over to the side at the red and green lights around the space port. He thought about heading into the city to see if he could track down Jurgen, but then, what did it matter? The ATV had been a rental, and it was possible Jurgen would bring him trouble with the local authorities. He had, after all, been about to kill the man, and still owed him half of his guide fee.


‘Down there,’ said Ricardo.


Matheson nodded and turned onto the path winding down to a road lit up by orange street lights. That was a recent addition here, as were groundcars. Cull had reached a general technological level of twenty-first-century Earth, barring aberrations like the space port and items brought in for trade.


‘I’ve called a cab,’ Ricardo added.


When he’d seen the road in the distance, Matheson had considered doing the same, but that meant turning his aug back on, and he’d had it off while on the way down from the plateau. He hadn’t wanted the distraction, needing time to think on what to do next. Yes, he still wanted to take down Crane, but what had happened up there, and what he’d seen . . . well, a new approach would be required.


They reached the edge of the road and gazed out at scattered chunks of carapace and other remains of first-stage sleers ground into the surface, as a triple formation of lights picked them out. The car, a low lump the shape of a beetle with windows all round it, slowed past them, then turned and came back.


‘Ricardo?’ a voice called from the window.


‘Yup, that’s me.’


The driver was something of an anachronism, Matheson felt. He wore handwoven cloth, and leather liberally studded with metal. His long hair was tied back, while a helmet, sword and some big heavy slug thrower lay on the front seat beside him. He eyed them as they climbed in, particularly focused on Matheson’s heavy suit, before switching to the bloody bag at Ricardo’s feet.


‘Careful with the upholstery,’ he said.


‘It’s good,’ Matheson replied, suppressing the urge to pull his pulse gun and grind it into the back of the man’s neck.


‘More like you have been arriving,’ the driver commented as they sped back towards the city.


‘Really?’


‘Since the bounty on Mr Crane went up. We’ve got two more ships down and notification of more on the way. Where do you want to go?’


‘The space port.’


The drive was swiftly over, as they pulled into a parking area by the port. Ricardo produced a handful of octagonal coins and handed them over.


‘Have a good one,’ the driver told them.


Cranes and gantries were strewn across a port slab like many on other worlds, and apparently delivered here as a gift from the Polity. The whole area was fenced but not exactly overrun with guards. The government didn’t seem too concerned about who arrived, but what arrived, imposing import taxes on Polity goods. Apparently some parts of the fence were left untended, though, with the collusion of a few guards, and deliveries came in by way of being thrown over to a growing number of gangs. It was always the same.


At the gate Matheson held out the ID ticket he’d been given upon leaving this place, and a guard clad in a beige uniform with occasional archaic accoutrements studied it, then checked a list.


‘There were three others with you.’


‘They’re with us now,’ said Matheson, gesturing to Ricardo, who swung round to show the bloody pack.


‘Crane?’ said the guard.


Matheson just nodded.


‘There’ll be more like that soon enough,’ said the guard and just waved them through.


Matheson eyed some small, converted, in-system barges, and one or two attack ships, of the kind still knocking around after the war. He noted a large rectangular vessel that had probably been a passenger transport, and guessed it belonged to one of the new arrivals. His ship lay beyond it: a spherical thing five hundred metres across, with its surface seemingly assembled out of blocks. Passing the other vessel, he peered at people he recognized running a grav-sled loaded with equipment down the ramp. Finally arriving at his ship, he reached up with reluctance to turn his aug back on. Immediately numerous messages from other bounty hunters arriving here came up for his inspection. He sidelined those and linked to ship controls. Even as he drew close, the ship recognized him and began lowering a ladder to an airlock seven metres up. He belayed that and sent another order. With a thump, a ramp door opened instead, and lowered. He really didn’t feel like climbing the ladder on minimal assist and, as he’d been pondering on, he would need the armour’s remaining power elsewhere.


He and Ricardo walked up into the lower hemisphere hold space – this was divided off into sections, with hardly anything in them at all. He took it easy, because he needed to deliver instructions to the ship’s computer, carefully working through his plan while checking what power remained in his suit. He paused and looked to Ricardo. Then, as if accepting that perhaps he’d come to some major decisions about his life, he gestured at their surroundings and said, ‘You know, this ship has a lot of space down here. It doesn’t always have to be bounties. We could move some cargos.’


Ricardo nodded, maturely accepting this concession to reality and deliberately not gloating. Matheson felt further contempt for this man in a machine, as he led the way into another of the holds.


‘Put them there for now. They can go in the freezer later.’ He gestured to racks holding spare equipment.


Ricardo walked over to the racks, taking the pack off and slinging it onto one of the shelves – the Brices sat amid the spare guns and boxes of ammo. As an afterthought, he pulled across a strap and secured them. ‘We should take out the memplants and dispose of the rest.’


Matheson had turned to look at another piece of equipment in here – a clamp. To go after Crane, he’d made many preparations, including this one, but had decided it was redundant the moment they arrived and he’d confirmed what the situation was. Though the major part of the bounty was payable for Crane in pieces, a series of bonuses could be claimed, the largest of which was for him to be intact. There had always been the chance that, with the EMR shells, they could have immobilized him without destroying him. However, with him intact, there would also have been the chance he could reactivate, so Matheson had needed some way to immobilize him aboard. It had been a good idea, albeit negated by the dangers of transporting him from the plateau, since this clamp had been too bulky to transport up there.


Matheson now studied the device. It consisted of two thick slabs of ceramal running on columns at the corners and driven together by hydraulic rams. The aim had been to put Crane between the two slabs and simply compress him there. Thinking on what he’d witnessed up on the plateau, he doubted the thing would have worked had Crane become active in it. However, it was rated highly enough to work on any other Golem.


‘We should dump this thing,’ he said.


Ricardo shrugged. ‘It still has value, and we could sell it to someone.’


Matheson stepped over to the rack and rested a hand on the bag containing the Brices’ heads, as if communing with them. He then abruptly turned, apparently angry, and gestured at the clamp.


‘Fuck it. Get the thing disconnected. We’ll leave it on the pad when we get the hell out of here.’


‘If you say so,’ said Ricardo, turning towards the clamp.


Matheson turned back to the rack, auging to his suit and ramping up assist. Once in contact with the ship, he checked that it had followed his instructions. Yes, nearby computing was shielded, and the power supply to the clamp was a direct line and couldn’t be interrupted without unplugging it. He stepped along the rack a little from the Brices, while also ensuring that his suit shielding was up to maximum. No other preparations to make. The ammunition cases sat next to a couple of spare multiguns. He reached over to a long box, flipped the catch and opened the lid. The EMR disruptor shells were in magazines of ten, held together in a flimsy fibre frame. He drew one towards him, his body interposed so Ricardo couldn’t see what he was doing, pulled out all the shells from one magazine and auged into them, giving them a one-second delay. Nine went into his left hand, while in his right he popped off the safety cap of the other, pressed the activator down with his thumb, and held it there as he turned.


‘It seems a waste,’ said Ricardo.


Damn, the man-Golem had already unplugged the power cable and was standing there holding it in one hand.


‘You’re right,’ said Matheson. ‘I’ve just thought of a use for it.’


He threw the first shell hard, his thumb coming off to initiate it. The thing hit Ricardo in the chest and exploded, blowing open his shirt and blackening syntheskin. Electrical discharges spread out from that point, running down his arm into the cable, and down his legs into the floor. Matheson advanced, throwing another shell. This one ripped deeper, peeling up syntheflesh and exposing grey metallic ribs. Ricardo made an odd huffing sound and staggered back. Another shell at his feet brought him down on one knee, and a fourth set his artificial blond hair smoking. Dropping the cable, he started to come up again, but then just swung down, forehead thumping against the floor.


Matheson watched for a second, then to be sure tossed another shell under the arch of Ricardo’s body, and leaned close to jam yet another into the back of his trousers. As the last one blew, he kicked the man-Golem over towards the clamp, before grabbing up the cable. He quickly inserted the plug. His movements were jerky, his suit delivering error reports because, despite its shielding, the thing was suffering from the EMR pulses too. Ignoring the detachable remote, he used the simple button to test the clamp, watching its display come on and the hydraulics whine and shift. Ricardo moved again, one arm snapping out and a hand groping for Matheson’s foot. He stepped back and, one after the other, used the remainder of the shells. Then, with his suit thumping and crunching, he grabbed Ricardo and heaved. The man-Golem was as heavy as expected but crashed down on the lower platen of the clamp. Matheson hit the button, but at the last Ricardo tried to throw himself out of the thing.


The upper platen came down hard on full power, like a drop forge. It caught Ricardo half out of the thing, its edge diagonal across his back from one shoulder to hip bone. Ricardo’s right hand was just a finger’s length away from the controls. Hydraulics whined, crushing down his torso until, with a crackling sound, it collapsed to half its thickness, while his legs kicked out on the other side. Hand still reaching, Ricardo looked up, then his arm and his head dropped down. Matheson let out a shaky breath, next, considering the proximity of that hand, went over to get some tools. As he returned, his suit finally gave up and he had to spend some minutes removing it before setting to work. He unbolted the clamp’s controls and moved them well out of reach. He’d considered cutting off Ricardo’s arm, but knew that, even with an atomic shear, it would take some time, and he didn’t want to get close to it. That done, he headed for the door.


‘Why are you doing this?’


Matheson turned. Ricardo had raised his head again. His mouth wasn’t working but his voice wasn’t generated that way. Matheson noted that however generated, the voice had an irritating whine in it.


‘You know why.’


‘This is stupid. I was right about Crane.’


‘You’re a coward and you betrayed me.’


‘What are you going to do?’


Matheson eyed him. He hadn’t really thought much beyond this point, but now he did. ‘I can’t cause you pain, so maybe I’ll drop you into a slow descent into a sun so you can have a few months to contemplate that.’ He closed the door on his way out.


Blite – Present


Perihelion looked like Earth’s moon, but with a large chunk taken out of it. There’d been much speculation about how that had occurred. A meteorite impact couldn’t have done it, because an impact hard or large enough to excavate so deep would have smashed the moon apart, or resulted in it becoming molten and eventually reforming into a sphere. Methods of dating the formerly molten material inside the crater had put its occurrence at just over two million years ago. AIs had come here and, it was rumoured, the giant research vessel Jerusalem. The nearest they’d got to an explanation was that the crater had been carved out by a weapon similar to a contra-terrene imploder. Blite never thought it a sufficient one. Imploders crushed down matter, fusing some of it, and a resultant secondary explosion would have broken up or melted the moon anyway. The crater was simply too neat – a perfect hemisphere cut out.


Blite was currently on a bed with an orthopaedic frame on. The thing consisted of splints and motors, and special materials that could grow stiff or soft where required. Apparently it was necessary, to stop him snapping his own bones and doing other damage. The surgeon had woven in cable muscle, as well as put in some bone strengthening, but now his adjusted nanosuite needed to catch up with the rest of his body – high carrier haemoglobin, an expansion in lung capacity and efficiency, boosted compact glycogen storage and dense fast-conversion fats. If he used the muscle too much, he was told, areas of it could run out of oxygen and die. There were also other things that needed to be controlled and monitored, such as the acceleration of his nerve impulses, which could inadvertently have him breaking not just his own bones but those of others, and the expansion in efficiency and capacity of, well, all his other organs. All of this was being monitored, controlled and integrated by the induction aug on the side of his head, in conjunction with the suite. He could use the aug for all the other general functions too, like connecting to the ship and looking through its cams at Perihelion. Though he preferred to use his screen-painted wall and gesture control.


His company base sat in the base of that crater, a large mass of buildings now with over a thousand employees – a growing complex he visualized as one day filling the crater to its rim. At present it sat like a squashed metallic spider right at the bottom. Landing pads were positioned outside it, between its ‘legs’, but they were only for shuttles. The main ships of Penny Transport here – slab-like cargo haulers or heavy tugs that could shift large masses such as tanks of material, or even the odd useful asteroid – were docked around a ring station just out from the moon. That structure was mostly robotic and run by one of the few artificial intelligences he trusted: an old war drone called Absinthe. It bore the shape of a huge lizard, rendered in chrome and gold, and possessed more than enough mental watts to run cargo transfers and refuelling there. Absinthe was one of the disenfranchised drones, who’d spent most of its time since the prador/human war knocking about in the Graveyard. At present, Blite’s ship was heading towards the ring to dock. Now it was time for him to move.


With movement limited by the frame, Blite heaved his legs over and sat on the side of the bed. He stood and walked to the door, feeling mildly irritated by the constraint, since the aches and pains of major surgery and rebuilding were fading now. In the corridor he smiled and, acknowledging crew and the team Carlstone had brought, he headed for the bridge. As he entered, he inspected the set-up. The captain sat in the usual throne in the middle, a panoramic screen wrapped round the fore, and two or three crew were at stations around the wall. Integrated drive control, he noticed. The ship, the Bracken, was a huge and powerful thing; its cargo was larger still. It controlled subsidiary drives scattered about the surface of that cargo, which consisted of half a million tons of tree trunks. Carlstone had suggested they park the cargo somewhere and just use the ship alone, to get here quicker. Blite had scotched that idea because, well, it’d mean loss of profit, but he also didn’t want others to get the impression he was running.


‘Captain,’ said Captain May. She sat there just looking kind of bored, then, as if something had kicked into motion inside her, she abruptly stood up and gestured to her chair.


‘No need for that,’ said Blite. He’d retained his title ‘Captain’ because that’s who he was, though he should really have been addressed as ‘Owner’ or ‘Director’ or some such – titles he wasn’t fond of. May slumped back into her chair, her expression bland. He had a sense of something odd about her since the last time he’d seen her, something off, but he had no time to investigate that now.


He walked out past her to gaze at the ring station ahead. The cargo vessels currently making transfers, being refuelled or awaiting assignment, were all docked around the rim. One other vessel was docked inside it. It looked like a spearhead attached to a short length of shaft. To the rear of that shaft were clustered the usual collection of fusion drive throats. Halfway along it, U-space nacelles jutted out. Other objects of a less salubrious nature protruded all down its length. The thing was a kilometre long and had space for small cargos, because Blite never wanted to miss out on opportunities, but the main purpose of its design was to be fast and very capable of protecting itself. He gazed approvingly at his ship, the Coin.


‘Get me Absinthe, if you would,’ he said, turning to May.


‘He’s waiting – he wanted to talk to you earlier.’


‘And why wasn’t I told?’


‘Carlstone suggested the longer you stayed still in your cabin, the better.’


‘I see.’ He gestured towards the chain-glass screen.


A frame activated in the meta-material sandwich of the screen and opened to show the gold and chrome head of a monitor lizard. It blinked at him and flicked out a forked tongue.


‘Good to see you, Blite,’ it said.


‘And you, Absinthe. How are the preparations for the ship?’


‘Fuelled and ready to go,’ Absinthe replied. ‘All the other items are perfectly functional too.’


‘The mind?’


‘Not a very talkative item, but efficient.’


‘My preference. You checked the provenance?’


‘Yes. It’s the flash-frozen ganglion of a prador female originally from a wartime destroyer crashed on Samver in the Graveyard. Used by a coring operation, which was taken down by, well, the usual, and all their remaining assets were sold off. It was given the choice of extinction by the forensic AI that examined it, but refused that.’


‘Okay,’ said Blite, tightly. The coring trade still existed in Graveyard borderland between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom. There, some villains infected people with the Spatterjay virus to make them durable, then supplanted their brain and a portion of their spinal column with prador thrall technology. The resultant organic robots were sold to the prador, mostly. The ‘usual’ taking them down meant Polity agents, and Blite was in agreement with the agents’ often brutal methods.


He glanced back up at the main view screen then to May. ‘Take us in.’


She nodded an acknowledgement, and he felt the steady clumping like heavy footsteps proceeding from far back in the Bracken and drawing closer. The thing was detaching from its cargo, since both together were just too large for manoeuvring near the space station.


Carlstone led the way through the space station and four soldiers, from his personal force, joined them. Clad in vacuum combat suits and heavily armed, they had the same look as him: ex-ECS. Blite wondered about the necessity for this here, in his own territory, but guessed you couldn’t be too careful.


‘You have the specialists you asked for aboard,’ Carlstone said, ‘mostly recruited from Penny Transport.’


‘Good,’ said Blite, while raising his hand to look at the brace wrapped around it to stop him snapping his own fingers.


‘Your security professional will be me,’ said Carlstone bluntly.


‘I would rather you stayed and were here running things.’


‘Penny Transport just about runs itself now – you recruited operators with a degree of independence. And I’m not going to let the reason it exists out of my sight when someone has gone as far as sabotaging a runcible to try to kill him.’


‘It doesn’t really run itself,’ said Blite.


Carlstone nodded. ‘I’ve trained a good team here and Reltor was to be my replacement when I retired.’


‘Retired?’


‘Yes, in two solstan years.’


‘Still not sure it’s a good idea, you coming.’ Blite was thinking the man might be . . . restrictive.


‘I’m coming,’ said Carlstone stubbornly.


Blite scowled at that, but knew by Carlstone’s expression that there’d be no further arguing with him.


‘Who else?’ he asked.


‘You’ll see shortly.’


The ring corridor was wide – walkways either side of a maglev track that ran cargo containers. This was for small cargo exchange, since the station wasn’t really a delivery point. Blite noticed the lack of personnel here and reckoned it had to be Carlstone’s doing. He wanted clear shooting, should there be any assassination attempt. The outer ring wall was punctuated by large cargo ports, interspersed with personnel airlocks. Blite paused at one to glimpse the Bracken heading back out to attach up to its cargo. He frowned at the thought about May’s odd behaviour, then moved on. Ahead, coming into sight around the curve, Blite now saw some personnel and handler drays taking items through a large port on the inner ring to his vessel, the Coin. It was a silly name, but after naming other ships bought in for Penny Transport he’d just about run out of connections to Penny Royal. Drawing closer, he saw one handler dray carrying a rack of missiles inside; it was always good to be prepared.


Carlstone’s four men edged in close as they approached – there were people here, so the danger greater. Before reaching the main port they turned to a smaller port, went in through an armoured door, then in zero gravity passed through a transparent tube to the airlock for the Coin. It had room for two men at a time, so two of the guards went first, followed by Blite and Carlstone, then the other two.


Once inside, they were on ship’s grav and, well familiar with this ship and getting a little peeved at Carlstone’s protectiveness, Blite led the way up a curving corridor to the bridge. The moment he stepped inside he felt at home. Four people were at consoles. The screen-painted upper wall gave the appearance that everything above the consoles was open to vacuum. And his captain’s chair sat there, right in the middle, ready for him. He then noted that something else seemed oddly familiar – a bulky female figure bent over a console, peering at something on a screen.


‘Greer,’ he said, surprising himself with the name.


She stood upright and turned towards him. The heavyworlder woman who had crewed with him in the past had changed very little. Her long blonde hair was in a plait coiled at the back of her head. She was showing more than a little of her large boobs, pressed up now by her tightly folded arms. And she still looked as if she could tear someone’s head off.


‘What the hell have you got yourself into now, Blite?’ she said, tapping one foot.


He shrugged. ‘Seems someone keeps trying to kill me.’


‘But a runcible, damn it?’


‘Looks that way.’


He felt suddenly uncomfortable. She grimaced at him and he felt further discomfort. She knew he wasn’t telling her everything – even after such a long absence she could see through him. He turned and headed towards the captain’s chair and sat down in it. Greer followed him.


‘What has Carlstone put you on?’ he asked, glancing across to where the man had gone to seat himself at one of the consoles.


‘Weapons,’ she replied with a tight smile. ‘This ship certainly has its fair share of those.’


‘That’s everything aboard,’ Carlstone announced. ‘Hatches closing and umbilicals detaching.’ He paused to spin his chair around and face towards Blite. ‘But I suspect we didn’t get moving fast enough.’ He waved a hand, but really used an aug instruction to bring up the view.


A frame appeared in the screen paint to the fore, where they had a view of the inside of the station ring. This frame showed starlit space with a glare off to one side, which soon revealed itself to be the gas giant as the view swung over. There, coming round the great orb, were objects like glittering shards of shattered metal. The frame focused in, revealing four Polity attack ships, with polished metal squid bodies and various combinations of U-space nacelles to their rears. Behind them came a dreadnought. The thing was a standard lozenge with protruding nacelles, and weapons much like those of the Coin, but orders of magnitude more powerful.


‘I think some explanations are going to be in order sometime soon,’ said Greer, rapidly heading to her console and sitting down.


The frame remained on the approaching ships, but beyond it the station had begun to drop away. Another frame flicked up, showing Absinthe looking dyspeptic.


‘I’ve just been told that no ship is to leave,’ said the drone. ‘Apparently Polity marines are coming to search the station.’


‘We’ve just been told to hold position too,’ Carlstone added. ‘Else we’ll be fired upon.’


‘Weapons all online,’ said Greer doubtfully.


Blite stared at the approaching ships, running through options and discarding them. The Polity didn’t yet know which ship he was aboard, so any firing they did would only be to disable. Still, he could see no way out. The Polity would confine every ship here and search this place until they found him. Then the questions would begin, and the examinations – probably once again on some highly secure moon allotted for the purpose.


‘Somebody wants to talk to you,’ said Carlstone. ‘I told them you’re not here at Penny Transport, but I just got a package detailing all the arrangements I made to move you here.’


‘Put whoever it is through to me, but route it through the station and scrub my background,’ Blite replied. ‘An AI would be able to work out which ship I’m on from that.’


‘Okay, doing it.’


Another frame opened up in the screen paint, black at first. As the image there surged forwards to occupy the frame, he noticed numerous other icons opening for further com. Carlstone seemed to be handling that for the moment and, at a glance, he could see the coms were from the numerous cargo ships docked or in transit about the station.


‘One further thing,’ said Blite, ‘record and relay this conversation. Let everyone listen in. And transmit it, with imagery of those ships, to the Polity net too – general distribution.’ He now looked directly at the image in the frame and felt a moment of dread. The spherical crinoid form, with its numerous feathery limbs spread out from a central point, was all too familiar. He’d never actually had any dealings with a Mobius AI but knew them by reputation. The difference between the AI Carnusine, who’d interrogated him previously, and an AI like this echoed that between a bureaucrat and a Polity agent.


‘Who am I addressing?’ he asked.


‘Mobius Straeger,’ the thing replied.


‘So, Mobius Straeger, I am fascinated to know why you’ve turned up here at Penny Transport and effectively shut down a legitimate business with threats of violence.’


‘Very clever, Blite,’ Straeger replied. ‘But I am here on a legitimate ECS mandate to arrest and interview the chief suspect in the terrorist destruction of the Callanasta runcible, whose death toll has now passed ten thousand.’


‘And that suspect is?’


‘Why, you, of course.’


‘I barely survived it – my entire body had to be rebuilt.’


Carlstone turned, frowning. He nodded to a screen, where text appeared: We just lost access to the Polity net – viral blockade on anything from here.


Blite kept his expression bland.


‘You impossibly survived that incident,’ said Straeger. ‘You were the individual who passed through when the buffers failed. At the time of that failure, and ever since, entropic effects have been observed all around Callanasta. The sun has developed an extreme rash of sunspots and temporal anomalies have been detected. Considering your past involvement with the AI Penny Royal . . . you have some questions to answer.’


Blite noted Greer, Carlstone and others looking at him speculatively. Yes, she’d been right: some explanations would be in order should they get out of this and on their way. He paused contemplatively, then replied, ‘I too have some questions I need answers to, and I won’t find them locked in some Polity black site being taken apart by a forensic AI. I’m also fairly certain that if you start examining me in the way you probably now have a mandate for, you’re just going to create bigger problems.’


‘So you think you know better?’ Straeger enquired. It gave a kind of shrug, with a wave of movement passing out from its inner core. ‘Irrelevant, since I now have a near-hundred per cent certainty on your position.’ The frame closed.


Blite turned to Carlstone. ‘What are the others saying?’


‘That they can cover us while we escape.’ He nodded, and one of the icons expanded into a frame showing Captain May.


‘We have four high-volume cargos,’ she said. ‘They won’t use heavy weapons since, we presume, they want to capture you alive. We’ll burn out between you and those ships – should give you the run you need.’


‘This is an idea, but it’s not something I’m betting your lives on,’ Blite replied.


‘We choose where, and on what, we bet our lives.’ She seemed to be excited by the prospect.


‘Okay, let me think on that.’


The frame collapsed back to an icon.


‘Feasible?’ he asked Carlstone, his glance sliding around the bridge to include the others.


‘Station grav interferes with U-space jumps, which is why we need to be clear of it before jumping,’ said Paidon – a black-haired beauty who knew more about drive technology than anyone he’d ever met. ‘They may give us the time we need.’


‘Good idea,’ said Greer, ‘but that dreadnought could yet use heavy weapons. I guess it’ll take them a few minutes to cut through the millions of tons of timber May is hauling, but . . . they’ll probably deploy a USER.’


Underspace interference emitter. As soon as one of those devices was deployed, no one would be going anywhere. He suspected the Polity force hadn’t deployed one yet because their effect lasted some time, and they wanted to grab him and get out of here fast.


‘What the fuck?’ said Carlstone.


In the frame showing the approaching ships, one of the attack ships was now tumbling, fire sketching a line across space from its shattered drive nacelle. Even as Blite took that in, another one exploded completely. Blite gaped, then watched as the two remaining ships flashed out of existence, obviously jumping away somewhere and not intentionally.


‘Explosions detected inside the dreadnought,’ said Carlstone flatly. ‘I have no fucking idea what’s going on . . . . Com coming through.’


A frame opened again and he saw it was the one from Mobius Straeger, but the AI appeared there only briefly before fragmenting and another image coming through. It was a side view of a man clad in black fatigues, black T-shirt and a long jacket of metallic fabric, walking along a corridor. He held a short laser carbine in his right hand, pointing it upwards at the ceiling for a moment, then aimed it forwards at something and fired. Explosions flashed ahead of him, smoke billowing and debris bouncing past. In his left hand, down at his side, he held a thin gun. He had silvery hair cropped close to his head.


The agent.


‘Mobius Straeger is having difficulties, so you have your window, Blite,’ he said. ‘I told them not to interfere with you leaving.’ He turned towards the frame and his background cleared to show a munitions store. ‘I suggest you run now.’


‘You,’ said Blite.


‘Run,’ said the agent. ‘Now.’ The frame blinked out.


Blite didn’t overthink it. ‘Tell May and the others to do as she suggested. And we go now!’


Icons blinked out along the bottom of the screen-painted wall. Other views came up while the bridge crew pulled across and clicked home safety harnesses. As the Coin surged under fusion, he saw other ships breaking away from the station and accelerating. A great shadow pulled across as May’s ship, under powerful acceleration from its onboard engines, and its subsidiaries spread all over the great mass of timber, drew between the Coin and the dreadnought. Other views showed the dreadnought opening fire – royal blue particle beams striking that great mass and tracking through to take out the subsidiaries. A giant tanker flanked it, taking fire on a collection of giant cylindrical tanks. Explosive emissions of its cargo of hexafluoride erupted in glittering fountains. Then suddenly a blast peeled up part of the dreadnought’s hull and all the particle beams went out.


‘I don’t know who that fucker you just spoke to is, but he’s effective,’ said Greer.


The four cargo ships hauling their high-volume loads had shifted into an overlapping line by the time the particle beams came back on. Blite felt sick enough about them standing in the path of those weapons, and even more so when he saw that just about every single cargo ship and transport was now out from the station, and moving into the path of beams too.


‘How long?’ he demanded.


‘Getting clear of the disruption now,’ said Paidon.


Blite flipped up a screen from his chair arm and checked her calculations. Too cautious.


‘Hit it now,’ he said. ‘They’re risking their lives and so should we.’


Paidon hesitated for just a second, then punched it. Reality lurched to one side and Blite experienced all the effects of an unshielded jump, because they weren’t far enough from station grav. Objects around him multiplied in curving lines to infinity, and everything twisted in a direction he couldn’t point to. He felt abruptly nauseated and bit down on the urge to throw up, until gradually, by and by, the effects faded.


‘We’re clear,’ said Paidon woodenly.


Yes, they’d risked their lives just like those in the cargo ships . . . only a niggling internal voice was telling Blite that he hadn’t really risked his. He knew that if the jump had been unsuccessful, he would have gone through it again, and again, until they were clear. The screen view now filled with a grey representative roil of U-space, and he noticed that everyone was looking at him expectantly. He sighed.


‘Well, I guess you deserve to know as much as I do,’ he said. ‘I didn’t really figure it out until New York . . .’


Blite – Past


New York’s second sun was setting on the false horizon. Blite gazed across at it, taking in a city in silhouette that hadn’t changed in three centuries, excepting of course the transit tubes to the upper level, and the giant pillars that supported it, disappearing into the false sky. The pillars, Blite recollected, were of carbon-fibre composite, once developed for the ‘Skylift Project’ – an orbital elevator made defunct by the development of antigravity. Many other cities had grown and changed over the years, preserving what they could of old structures under diamond films, in atmosphere-controlled bubbles and under hugely complicated preservation orders. In New York, they’d gone another route by building a giant platform thirty kilometres across above it. There the second city had risen, with its skyscrapers, sky bridges, platform parks and other paraphernalia of the modern metropolis.


Well, he’d seen the preserved lower city now. He’d drunk Manhattans, eaten doughnuts and a variety of traditional foods, been inside the Empire State Building and seen many other relics. Another tick on his bucket list. Now it was time to see the upper city, then get the hell off Earth. After his lengthy interrogations with AI Carnusine at a black site, about the events surrounding Penny Royal, he hadn’t really wanted to come here, even after so long, to the capital world of AI dominance – just in case Carnusine had further points to raise. But, damn it, he’d decided not to let that get in the way of him seeing the things he had, supposedly, wanted to see.


He headed across the roof port to a row of dropshaft openings, selected ‘ground’, and stepped inside. The irised gravity field took hold of him with a lurch, then wafted him downwards. After passing numerous openings, he finally slowed to a stop before one and stepped out, walking along a corridor to what looked like a lobby. Only when the glass doors slid aside to reveal an indoor arboretum did he realize the dropshaft hadn’t taken him to the ground floor. He was sure he’d pressed the right icon on the touch screen, yet he was also sure that the hotel arboretum was on the fourth floor. Some fault with the shaft? That lurch when he’d first stepped in hadn’t been usual. Instinct kicked in.


Someone had already tried to kill him once. On Mars, in Marina City, a sniper had aimed for him on one of the streets. Luckily he’d still been wearing his envirosuit with its safety helmet, after venturing to one of the Martian parks where the old environment had been preserved. The whole incident had been rather confused, because the shot had given him a concussion. He had memories of blood and brains, of falling many times, of somebody screaming and of dying. But next he was being dragged into an ambulance, dazedly watching ECS grav-cars settling in the area. No results, as yet, had been forthcoming from the investigation into that.


Blite dropped a hand to the gas-system pulse gun at his belt. Another reason he’d persuaded himself to come here had been the lack of restrictions on personal protection. He scanned around, inside the arboretum, tempted to turn and head back to the dropshafts. However, he didn’t like that it had delivered him to the wrong floor – it might do something else, like deliver him to the basement at terminal velocity. He’d use the stairs which, if he remembered correctly, were on the other side of this arboretum.


He took a step forwards and then halted. Of course, if someone was after him here they might well have predicted he’d head for the stairs, which seemed a perfect spot for an ambush. He backed out of the doors and took a left, pausing to touch a map screen on the wall to get his location. Circumventing the arboretum, he walked a complicated route round to a different set of short stairs down to the next floor, then took another complicated route to the main stairs and down. Finally reaching the lobby, he skirted around the edge, keeping close to the wall and eyeing all the people either relaxing on sofas or heading off somewhere. At the doors he was even more cautious, going out fast when a luggage robot came through, and putting it between himself and most of the lobby. He stepped outside, breathing a sigh of relief and thinking maybe he was being a bit too paranoid.


The killer was waiting half a block down the street.


An old trash truck with rubber tyres and a diesel engine was tipping the contents of a large metal wheelie bin into its back. He gazed at it with a raised eyebrow, realizing it was some history-in-action. The machine probably parked in a museum after its day’s work. He sauntered along the pavement towards it, and a figure stepped into view from near its front end. The man, big and obviously boosted, wore combat armour and had his helmet up with the chain-glass visor closed. This wasn’t standard dress in any city on Earth. The man stepped forwards, raising a stubby laser carbine, and simply fired, even as Blite’s hand dropped to his pulse gun.


Blite felt the explosive evaporation of skin, muscle, lung tissue and heart send him staggering backwards. He saw the gout of steam and smoke, and smelled cooking flesh as he went down on his rump. Death wasn’t immediate. He had time to look down at the fist-sized smoking hole through his chest, time to put down a hand as he slumped and to feel grit against his palm, then to see the smoking slurry from the exit hole across the pavement behind him. His vision finally darkened, pain messages began to arrive, but too quickly grew dull as the world receded down a long tunnel.


There was no confusion in the next instant – not like on Mars, which now came clearer to his mind. He remembered how there, some particular awareness had made him step aside, so he took the first shot in his shoulder, then a second killing shot through the head . . . when he died the second time. He remembered the terrible panic when the scenario began to play out again, and he threw himself down – the third act being the shot which smacked off his helmet, and his memory fractured by concussion.


As before, he went into a replay. He found himself once again approaching the dumpster, but this time with the knowledge seeping into his mind of danger and the imminence of death. He stepped aside, grabbing for his pulse gun. The first carbine shot seared along his forearm and punched into his lower torso. He staggered back and went down on one knee, managing a snap shot that flared off the armoured thigh of his attacker. He fired again, hitting the killer in the chest, but pulse gun shots were just not good enough to penetrate that kind of shielding. Another carbine shot to his head flipped him over into blackness a moment later.


Again the dumpster, and the urgency he felt was greater now; the memories clearer. He immediately dropped to one knee and opened fire, even as the figure stepped into view. Five pulse gun shots sent the killer staggering backwards, but he regained his balance and fired back, sending Blite into dark yet again. Patterns turned in the dark, crystalline kaleidoscope wheels. Blite felt something jerk him about as if in irritation, and the hint of some immense dark intelligence.


He was further from the dumpster the next time. Perhaps he should just turn and run? He did run, but towards the vehicle, dodging behind it as it was lifting the bin. He crouched, steadied his aim, and fired directly at the carbine. His shooting wasn’t as good as it should have been, and he died behind the dumpster with a shot through the neck. Only on the following occasion did the carbine explode, after which he flung himself into a dropkick at the armoured figure. The man fell, and Blite came down on top of him. The weak point, he knew, was under the arm. He jammed his weapon into the man’s armpit as a blow like a beam end hit his chest. He pulled the trigger and kept it down, emptying the weapon into the suit, and finally, when the composite armour gave way, into the chest underneath.


When he finally stood up he knew, on a level beyond feeling the dark diamond hot against his chest. Through that thing Penny Royal was looping time to keep him alive. Why? He shuddered at the thought that Penny Royal saw him as a friend to meet up with at the end of time, then put that aside. More likely the AI had some presently obscure purpose for him, and the diamond. He needed to keep it somewhere safer on his body, because his life depended on it, and sure as shit someone wanted him dead.
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