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THE STORY SO FAR


Key concepts


Unspace: the underlying nothing beneath the universe. Gravitic drives allow ships to enter and travel through unspace, crossing light years of real space in moments. Most journeys are taken along Throughway routes between stars.


The Architects: moon-sized entities that come from unspace to rework inhabited planets into bizarre sculptures. One of their number visited Earth, which began seventy years of fight and flight, a war costing billions of lives. Only contact between the engineered human Intermediaries and the Architects ended the conflict. Now, fifty years later, the Architects have returned.


Originators: On some planets, the ruins of an elder civilization of Originators can be found, still entirely mysterious, save that the Architects appear to fear any trace of this ancient race and will spare any planet that bears their mark.


The Hegemony: an alien empire controlled by the inscrutable Essiel which has sole access to the technology that allows Originator artefacts to be moved. They promise their subjects eternal protection from the Architects. However, the newly returned Architects no longer seem to be as in awe of the artefacts as they once were.


Humanity’s factions


Following the explosive expansion of refugee humanity in the ‘Polyaspora’, humanity now exists across numerous colonies, from the comfortable settled worlds to the vast numbers of spacers who still live precarious lives between planets. Trade and travel within the Colonial Sphere is greatly helped by the Intermediaries, who are among the few able to navigate unspace without using the Throughways. The Colonies are governed by the Council of Human Interests, familiarly known as Hugh, from the world of Berlenhof.


Humanity stood alongside many others during the first war against the Architects, but its closest allies came from within. These included the Hivers, who are a composite cyborg intelligence, built as tools but now independent. Dr Parsefer’s Parthenon, an artificially created society of women, also formed the front line in the war.


Following the secession of both Hivers and Parthenon, hostile Colonial factions have arisen, including the humanity-first Nativists and the Betrayed, who believe in a conspiracy that has denied humans their pre-eminence in the universe. Various groups within Hugh encourage and draw support from these growing factions, including the dictatorial noble houses of the Magda, one of the Colonies’ most influential worlds.



Key characters



The Vulture God: a salvage ship. Its crew includes drone specialist Olli, lawyer and duellist Kris, trade factor Kittering and Idris Telemmier. Idris is one of the last of the original Intermediaries, who wanted nothing more than to live out his days in peace until an old friend from the war, the Partheni Solace, came looking to recruit him for her government.


Havaer Mundy: an agent of Hugh who has variously pursued and associated with the crew of the Vulture God as they became entwined with the return of the Architects.


Delegate Trine: a Hiver archaeologist, an old friend of Idris and Solace from the war and an authority on what little is known about the Originators.


The Boyarin Piter Tchever Uskaro: a Magdan nobleman linked to Hugh’s more xenophobic elements, who wanted to own Idris and now has a grudge against the crew of the Vulture God.


The Unspeakable Aklu, the Razor and the Hook: an Essiel gangster from the Hegemony who also has reasons to dislike the Vulture God crew, after they cost it its treasure, its ship and its lieutenant.










PROLOGUE


Who’d have thought crazy would turn out to be such valuable cargo?


Uline Tarrant was a rank opportunist. If you were a spacer it was a virtue. That meant when half of her acquaintances were tearing their hair and prophesying the end of all things after the clams took over, she was repurposing her business and making money. So, the former Colonies world of Huei-Cavor had voted to secede and join the Hegemony. They were now notionally ruled by the weird-ass shellfish-looking Essiel. Did that mean she couldn’t turn some Largesse, or at least get a toehold in the complex credit system the Hegemonics used? No it did not. Because one thing the upper crust of Huei-Cavor’s new cultist administration had was wealth, in whatever form you liked. And apparently spending it on conspicuous acts of piety was absolutely what they were all about.


This conspicuous piety that paid for her fuel and running costs was pilgrimage. She’d made it her speciality. If you were a devout worshipper of the Essiel, you went to places that were supposedly important to them. You meditated there and bought tacky little souvenirs, and probably met some useful people with good business connections. Uline wasn’t convinced that the whole thing was anything more than just some weird graft-turned-old-boys’-network to be honest. Religion wasn’t a thing she had much time for. Prayers didn’t fix spaceships.


She’d got her cargo hold fitted out with two hundred suspension beds, and they were all full. Anyone on Huei-Cavor who wanted to advance their social standing was getting in on the cult game, and that didn’t just mean wearing the red robes. Entire wealthy families were simply thrusting legal tender into her account for the privilege of being sealed in a robot coffin and hauled across the Throughways deep into the Hegemony. And, it turned out, if you were carrying accredited pilgrims, none of the weird-ass alien gatekeepers there asked many questions. She wondered if the spooks back at Mordant House knew that, because it seemed like a hell of a gap in Hegemonic security.


Her current target was some world called Arc Pallator. She’d never heard of it. The limited data said it was basically desert and canyons, nowhere she’d want to set foot on. She didn’t have to, though, there were orbitals. It was some big shot sacred site. Let the pilgrims deal with the heat and the dust, so long as they had the kind of crazy that paid up front.


They’d come out of unspace a respectful distance from the planet. The usual polite Hegemonic requests for ID were on her board when she shambled into the two-seater cupboard that passed for a command pod aboard the Saint Orca – that ‘Saint’ had been added when she got into the pilgrimage business. Uline had only the loosest grasp of how godbothering worked, but she knew you stuck Saint in front of things when they were holy. The ship’s only other crewmember was already there, having never left but just powered themself down for the unspace trip. Tokay 99, as the Hiver called themself, waved a twiglike metal limb at her and she rapped them companionably on their cylindrical body.


She let the locals know who they were, sending over all the usual incomprehensible data that apparently allowed her to gad about inside the Hegemony. Everyone told you horror stories about how mad everything was here. Back before the secession she’d never have dared put the Orca’s nose inside their borders. She’d missed out on so much good business.


The local orbitals always wanted to do some kind of chit-chat with the pilgrims, so she woke a handful of this lot’s leading lights as the Saint Orca cruised in-system. Soon enough they were crowding her command pod, drinking her cheap kaffe and exchanging gnomic wisdom with docking control. A Hegemonic dealing with another cultist seemed like a combined politeness and Bible-study contest. Except instead of a Bible, it was whatever cult wrong-headedness these loons had cooked up together to explain why they’d signed themselves over to a bunch of high-tech shellfish.


‘Got yourselves a busy crowd here,’ she noted. ‘High season for the faithful, is that right?’ There were plenty of other ships jockeying about waiting for docking and landing privileges. Some of them were the inscrutable Hegemonic ones that might have been haulers or luxury yachts, or moon-busting warships for all she knew, but others were human-standard. She even recognized a couple as distant acquaintances in the trade. Everyone wanted to come to touch the holies on Arc Pallator.


‘Crowded down there,’ Tokay 99 agreed. They’d brought up a display of the single human-habitable settlement, populated by who knew how many thousands and precisely zero sane people. Uline shared a look with the Hiver. She had more in common with their cyborg-insect colony intelligence than she ever did with her human cargo.


‘We are being instructed to stand by for a visitation,’ the senior cultist said. One of the others was fitting an even fancier collar to him, big enough that it brushed the ceiling of the cabin, as well as draping him with some cheap-looking bling jewellery.


‘So that means . . . what? Customs inspection? We got a problem?’ Uline asked.


She saw the faintest hint of doubt on the man’s face. ‘I . . . am not sure. But more than that. Something special. A visitation. I’ve been to a dozen pilgrimage sites and never heard that before.’


‘That means one of the –’ calling them clams wouldn’t exactly go down well – ‘one of your Essiel’s turning up?’


‘Oh no,’ the man said fervently. ‘If it was, they would have announced the full descriptor and titles of one of the divine masters.’ His eyes were fifty per cent naively earnest and the rest pure bobbins. She wanted to tell him, Look, they’re clams. You’re kneeling before an altar that’s mostly all-you-can-worship seafood buffet. But, because she was a respectable businesswoman, she said none of it.


Tokay made a querulous chirping sound. ‘You attended to the sensor suite errors?’


‘I did.’


‘By way of a qualified station mechanic as per our request,’ they pressed.


‘I fixed them myself. That’s better. It means we don’t get rooked by some kid who was sucking his ma’s teat when I was learning how to fix things.’


‘Anomalous gravitic readings on the long-long scan,’ the Hiver told her, ‘suggest your time could have been better spent in haggling.’


‘Now you listen, this is my ship and we’ll . . .’ Her eyes were dragged to the readings Tokay had pushed over to her board. ‘We’ll . . .’ she said again.


The Architect appeared between Arc Pallator and the system’s sun, breaching from unspace in a maelstrom of rainbows as the star’s light refracted in all directions out of its crystal form. Far closer than she’d ever heard they came. Weren’t they supposed to turn up way out-system? To give people a chance to get away?


‘Right, right, right.’ She just stared as her mouth made mindless words. The cultists had all gone deadly quiet and still, which meant maybe they weren’t as mad as all that. ‘Right. We need . . . we can . . . Damn, they’re lucky there’re so many ships here already. We can take . . .’ Trying to do the maths in a head just cracked by the sheer fact of it. An Architect, like in the war. Here in the Hegemony where they weren’t supposed to appear. ‘We can take another hundred, standing room only between the pods.’ She was aware the lead cultist was talking to ground control or whoever it was. ‘You tell them . . . ah . . . if they can get people up to orbit, we’ll load until we’re groaning. We’ve got . . .’ The Architect had now begun a stately cruise outwards from the sun, headed squarely for Arc Pallator. ‘We’ve got . . .’ Not enough time. No time at all. Oh God. Oh God. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’


‘There is a proclamation,’ the lead cultist said reverently.


‘I’ll bet there is.’


‘From The Radiant Sorteel, the Provident and the Prescient,’ he told her, meaning one of the actual Essiel had weighed in on this one.


‘They got a radiant evac plan?’ She couldn’t take her eyes off the approaching Architect. Her hands were shaking over the displays on her board.


‘You and all your fellow pilots are forbidden from leaving until your holy work is done,’ the cultist said. ‘We are commanded to go down to Arc Pallator and stand amongst the holy ruins. We are chosen for this test of our faith, my brothers and sisters.’


‘No way in hell,’ Uline snapped. ‘We’re going, right now. Look at it! Look at the goddamn thing!’ She’d never seen one before. She’d only seen mediotypes, heard war stories. Glimpsed the wrecks of ships and worlds. The death that had come for Earth and not stopped coming for a century of war. The death that had come back, when all she wanted was to have lived and grown old and died, and to have never had this monstrosity in her sight. ‘Look at it,’ she repeated, just a terrified moan.


‘Judgement,’ the cultist breathed. ‘A test of our fidelity to the words of the divine. We must go to the world. We are called.’ There was a new edge to his voice. ‘If you deviate from the prescribed flight plan I am instructed to say that will constitute breach of contract, and also blasphemy against the wishes of the Divine Essiel. Your drives will be disabled and you will not receive recompense, nor will you be able to leave the system.’


Tokay let out a thin whine, nothing she’d ever heard from a Hiver before but it communicated fear very eloquently. She felt it too, exactly that sound, inside her gut. She wanted to sob. Scream at them. Tell them their clams were crazy and they were suicidal. She wasn’t being paid enough to haul martyrs-in-waiting. But the Essiel could do all they’d said. They had weapons she couldn’t even understand. Everyone knew that.


She brought the Saint Orca back on course, heading for the orbital positioned directly over the single city. The city of people who’d soon be looking up at a new crystal moon. Briefly, she reckoned. Before their faith was tested the hard way and they became nothing more than disassociated strands of organic material. The problem with saints, she recalled, was that you had to be dead to be one. Yet all around her every pilgrim ship was still gliding in for docking, taxiing in a long queue around the single orbital, or else beginning the long, slow descent into atmosphere. And the Architect accelerated towards them, ready to drop into its own fatal orbit and obliterate every last one of them.










PART 1


HISMIN’S MOON










1.



Havaer


‘That,’ Havaer Mundy said to himself, ‘is the Vulture God.’


There were a good seventy ships and more docked at Drill 17 on Hismin’s Moon; standard procedure to run a scan of them all as his craft, the Griper, came in. The onboard computers were still complaining from being bootstrapped back to functionality after exiting unspace, so Havaer had taken on the scanning work himself, letting his team stretch their legs and get their heads together. They were all outfitted as the rougher sort of spacers: half-sleeved long-fit tunics, trousers that always seemed too short to someone used to core-world suits, and of course the omnipresent sacred toolbelt, and the plastic sandals. All printed on-ship and scratchy with poor fabric. Just another crew of reprobates out on the razzle on this bleak satellite.


They had taxied over the docking field, liaising with the drill rig’s kybernet about the required approach and landing fees. Out here everything was cheap, life included, but nothing was free. Havaer had the ship check off each and every other visitor, finding that no fewer than nine vessels were on the Mordant House watch list. If he’d been here just on a bit of a career-building jolly, he’d have had quite the choice of whom to go after. Although, given spacer solidarity, a heavy hand might have set him against the entire populace of the rig. Which was about ten times the number actually needed to do any drilling, because this little den of iniquity had become quite the fashionable dive since the destruction of Nillitik.


The Architects had returned. As though trying to erase the history of their previous failure, they’d been busy. First they had descended upon Far Lux where, half a century before, three Intermediaries had met with them and ended the first war. This time, almost nobody had got off-planet before the end.


Over the next months, they had appeared in the skies of a handful of other planets, without pattern, without warning: jagged crystal moons emerging from unspace. They’d been turned away from the Colonial heart of Berlenhof but nowhere else had been as lucky. The war was back on, and everyone had got out of the habits that had saved lives back in the first war. As many lives as had been saved, amidst the colossal death toll. The whole of humanity had to relearn sleeping with a go-bag and always knowing the fastest route to the nearest port. And not just humanity, this time.


Amongst the Architects’ recent victims, the least regarded had been Nillitik. It was within a string of connected systems that the Hanni and Earth’s explorers had discovered in the early days of their meeting. For a while they had been thought of as a kind of border-space between the two species. Except every discovery of a new Throughway radically rewrote the map, and drawing neat borders between space empires was seldom a fruitful exercise. Diplomatic treaties between governments preserved a handful of barren, meagre planets as a no-man’s-land claimed by both and neither. Nillitik had been one. Had been, past tense.


Nillitik hadn’t had a biosphere, or even an atmosphere. There’d been just enough mineral wealth to make the place viable for independent operations, but the main activity for the majority of the planet’s small population had been to evade scrutiny when meeting and trading. Cartels, smugglers and spies had all marked the place on their maps with approval. And then an Architect had turned up and twisted the planet into a spiral. Slightly under a hundred people had died, out of the ten thousand present when the vast entity had arrived in-system. Unique amongst the targets of the Architects, almost everyone on Nillitik had transport ready to get them off-planet in a hurry, though they’d mostly been worrying about Hugh, or their rivals. The event had been so bloodless that history books would probably not even remember to include Nillitik on the rolls of the lost.


Of course, just because so few actually died didn’t mean there were no ripples from the planet’s destruction. A lot of deals went south, a lot of partnerships dissolved, a lot of goods ended up without buyers, or buyers without goods. The destruction of Nillitik was like poking a muddy pond with a stick. All sorts of things were suddenly roiled into unexpected view. As a lot of suspicious people were forced to rebuild their lives, things were held up for a quick sale that might otherwise have remained safely out of sight. Including information.


Two worlds along from lost Nillitik on the alleged border chain was Hismin’s Moon, the sole habitable body of a spectacularly unlovely star system, and that was where the majority of trade had gone. Right now the moon was enjoying a prodigious visitor boom as what seemed like twenty planets’ worth of criminals and speculators descended on it to see what could be scavenged. And where there was something to scavenge, you found vultures. Specifically, the ship the Vulture God, captain one Olian Timo, familiarly known as Olli. And though there were plenty of legitimate reasons for the God to be conducting business out of Hismin’s Moon, Havaer happened to know that right now they were on the payroll for the Aspirat – the Parthenon’s intelligence division and his opposite numbers in the spy game. Which meant they were all here for the same thing.


Havaer had Kenyon, his second in command, wrangle a landing pad not too far from the God, and when they disembarked he wandered over to eyeball the ruinous old craft. It was the poster child for unlovely but, apart from vessels fitted out by the big core-world companies, that was practically standard Colonial aesthetic. Even Hugh’s own warships came out of the Borutheda yards looking like they’d lost a battle. Because, back in the first war, that had been humanity’s lot: always fleeing, always patching, never able to stop and build something new. Looking bright and clean and fancy would have felt like turning your back on everything your ancestors had gone through to get you this far.


The God was a salvager, meaning much of its shape was dictated by the oversized gravitic drive bulking out its mid-to-back, enabling it to seize a far larger vessel, haul it about and carry it through unspace if need be. And they’d done good business due to their unusual navigator, Idris Telemmier the Int, who’d been able to reach those wrecks that had fallen off the Throughways, out in the deep void of unspace. Except these days, as Havaer knew all too well, Telemmier was off doing something of considerably more concern to Mordant House.


Unless he’s here. A thread of excitement ran through Havaer as he turned the idea over. Hugh had no overt standing orders about the turncoat Int, because there was a war on and that kind of thing wasn’t going to help anyone. On a more covert level, if he could grab Telemmier without leaving fingerprints all about the place then his next review meeting would look decidedly sunnier. Make up for him letting the man get away the last time.


He paid the Hismin’s Moon kybernet for access to Drill 17’s public cameras and ran facial-recognition routines until he picked them up. There was Olian Timo. Not hard to spot with her truncated amputee form in that huge Castigar-built Scorpion frame she was so proud of, and everyone was giving her plenty of room. There was their Hannilambra factor, Kittering, who’d doubtless have all kinds of home-ground advantages to call on right now. There was Solace, their Partheni handler, without her powered armour but with a goddamn accelerator slung over her shoulder, as though that wouldn’t leave holes from here to the horizon through Drill 17’s thin walls. No sign of the prize, Idris Telemmier, though. Nor Kris Almier the lawyer, who was the smartest one of the crew in Havaer’s book.


‘Mundy? Sir?’ Kenyon prompted him. He and the other two in the team were strung out towards Drill 17’s airlock, waiting for him. Havaer nodded, feeling the tension rise inside him. He guessed he would end up head to head with one or other of the God crew at some point soon. Either against Kittering in a bidding war, or against Olli and Solace in a more traditional sort of conflict.


Not one he could lose, either. Not and keep his record clean and sparkly for the dreaded review. Mordant House – formally known as the Intervention Board, Hugh’s investigative and counter-espionage body – had a deep and abiding interest in this business. Someone was selling their secrets.


*


Chief Laery hadn’t looked well for half of Havaer’s life, but when he’d gone into her office for briefing before this latest mission, she’d looked mostly dead. She was an emaciated creature, reclining in an automatic chair with a dozen screens unrolled around her, nearly all blank now. He reckoned she’d just finished some multi-party conference, which was good grounds for looking exhausted and sour. With Laery, though, that was just her regular demeanour. She’d spent too long in deep-space listening stations in her youth, often without reliable a-grav. Her bones and body had never properly recovered and she needed a support frame to walk. Her mind was like a razor, though, and she’d headed up the department Havaer was in for all his professional life. She wasn’t a pleasant superior, not even one you could uniformly call ‘harsh but fair’, and on bad days her temper could overflow into malice quickly enough. She got things done, however, and she didn’t throw away tools she could still use. Which was why Havaer hadn’t quite been slapped over the whole freeing of Telemmier business. Simply arranging to save Hugh’s most precious world from the Architects wouldn’t necessarily have been enough to preserve him from her wrath, otherwise.


‘We had a leak,’ she told him, straight up. ‘Some fucking clerk on the political side. Not actually Mordant House but one with access through the Deputy-Attaché of you-don’t-need-to-know-which-goddamn-office. Whose own chief was decidedly lax about who got to see the transcripts of behind-closed-doors forward-planning meetings.’


‘Leaked where?’ The Parthenon hung between them, because that sounded exactly the sort of spycraft they were good at. Not the actual dirty-handed stuff, but ideological subversion. There was always some quiet intellectual who secretly fancied herself in a grey Partheni uniform and doing away with Colonial graft and inefficiency.


Laery had her chair shift its angle, hissing in pain until she’d found a better posture. There were a couple of tubes in her arm, feeding her meds. If it was supposed to take the edge off, then she needed to get a new prescription.


‘To a creditor, if you can believe it. The same old. Speculation gone sour, money owed, money borrowed, respectable lenders to shabby spacer banks to something entirely more disreputable. When they came to call, some transcripts were put up as collateral. All of which is out now, and there’s someone else dealing with the up-front of it. But the transcripts made it onto a packet ship heading into the shadow border. Nillitik.’


Havaer blinked. ‘Nillitik is gone.’


‘Yes. And a great deal of stock-in-trade that might have remained decently buried is now being flogged off cheap to make good on those losses. So our dirty laundry is on the market, sources say. Go gather it in. And if you can identify any other buyers, even bring them in or neutralize them, then that’s a bonus.’


Havaer nodded, already thinking forwards. He’d run missions along the Hanni shadow border plenty of times before, even set foot on lost Nillitik once or twice. All well within his competence.


Still . . . ‘This is where you ask, why you,’ Laery prompted him.


‘It’s got to be someone,’ Havaer noted mildly.


‘Intel suggests word has got to the Parthenon and they’re the frontline buyers. Now we can always outbid the Pathos, but we can’t necessarily out-punch them if they decided to kick off. And even though everyone’s tiptoeing around the war we’re supposedly no longer on course for, a major action out in the shadow border might just be something they think they can get away with. And you, Menheer Mundy, have had some recent dealings involving the Parthenon, so your record says. Not entirely creditable ones. So perhaps you would relish the opportunity to make good on that.’


Havaer felt his internal dispenser feed him some heart meds like a steadying hand on his shoulder. Might be about to walk into a shooting war.


‘A team’s been assigned to you. Be diplomatic. Be firm. I’d rather you didn’t have to kill anyone but sometimes you can’t mine without explosives. Above all, retrieve the data, preferably still sealed.’ Laery fixed him with her skewer gaze. ‘Questions?’


‘Can I ask what intel got leaked? How desperate are they going to be, to get hold of it?’


She stared at him for a few long moments. ‘Above your pay grade,’ he was told. ‘Or it better be, because apparently it’s above mine.’


*


Drill 17’s public spaces were thronging, meaning those areas set above the actual mining work that was the place’s ostensible raison d’être. Every little alcove and shoebox of a space was filled with people doing some kind of business. Hannilambra were everywhere, very much running the show. Havaer observed the characteristic slightly strained look of humans trying to follow what their earpieces were telling them, or fighting to separate the audio of their translator’s voice from everyone else’s. A big Castigar, war caste, wound its serpentine way through the bustle, shoving smaller species aside with a sinuous surge, its crown of eye-tipped tentacles weaving around.


Kenyon deposited the rig’s floorplans into their shared e-space, marking out the place their factor could be found, along with a few other sites of interest. Lombard, their technical specialist, was a hypochondriac of the first order and his attention had been snagged by a travelling Med-al-hambra booth. The Colonial charity was supposed to bring Hugh-guaranteed meds to spacers at the fringes of the human sphere, but Havaer wouldn’t have trusted anything on sale here.


Reams, the last member of the team, stopped abruptly. Havaer had detailed her to link with the kybernet and get them up to speed with any local developments. It would have been awkward to ask for their factor and find out that he’d been knifed the day before, for example.


‘Architects,’ she said on their encrypted channel. And, realizing that sounded unduly alarming, ‘Not here. They’ve wrecked Cirixia.’


Since reworking the world of Far Lux and then being deflected from Berlenhof – an event all four of them had disturbing personal recollections of – the Architects hadn’t been idle. They’d taken out Ossa and Nillitik, and pitched up above a world that was still just a string of numbers because the joint Colonial–Castigar colonizing effort hadn’t agreed a name yet. There hadn’t been Earth-level losses, but at the same time the pace of their activity was decidedly brisker than in the first war. And now Cirixia.


‘Where the fuck,’ asked Lombard, ‘is Cirixia? I never heard of it.’


Reams forwarded the newstype to everyone and they all slowed their progress to digest exactly what it meant. It was months-old news, apparently, only reaching the Colonial Sphere now because reliable info was always slow to crawl out of the Hegemony, where the planet was.


‘Huh,’ Havaer said. ‘There’s a thing.’ They’d had Hegemonic artefacts at Berlenhof, still preserved in the inexplicable magic that enabled their transport from planet to planet. When the Architect had turned up over that world again, the Partheni had taken out those artefacts to protect their lead warship, the one carrying Telemmier and the other Ints. And this time it hadn’t worked. A straight-up guarantee about what the Architects would and wouldn’t do had turned out to not be worth the paper it wasn’t written on. In fact, so he’d heard, the Architect had sent . . . things aboard the Partheni vessel with extreme prejudice, confiscated the damn artefacts, and then proceeded to trash the ship. The Architects weren’t only back, they were making up for lost time, losing patience with the universe.


And now a whole Hegemonic world, with who knew how many humans and others living on it, was gone. During the first war, it had been humanity in the spotlight. Other species had pitched in to help but the Architects had definitely been concentrating on human worlds. This time, it appeared they weren’t discriminating.


Makes you wonder just whose backyard they were redecorating in the fifty years we didn’t hear from them. Nobody doubted there were species out there that humans had never met and which the Architects had picked on, likely causing many of them to now be entirely extinct. The enigmatic Harbinger Ash claimed to be the last of one such lost race. The Naeromathi and their Locust Arks were a spacefaring remnant whose worlds had been utterly reworked.


‘One less problem for us to worry about,’ Kenyon suggested darkly, as they crossed into a larger space given over to a bar. The Skaggerak was probably the nastiest R&R at Drill 17, thronging with human and Hanni and a handful of Castigar. Rotary drones wobbled overhead delivering drinks that they only spilled half of. You could get quite drunk in the Skaggerak just sitting around with your head tilted up and your mouth open.


Havaer directed Reams to get a round in, and then Lombard to make sufficient mundane enquiries of the kybernet and local businesses to establish their cover as itinerant spacers. His eyes swept the room even as he cocked a brow Kenyon’s way.


‘Nobody’s going to be in a hurry to join them now the cultists can’t promise protection anymore.’ And that was Kenyon’s obituary for however many thousands or millions had died, on wherever the hell Cirixia had been. From a strictly departmental point of view, it was a fair assessment. A number of human worlds had taken up the Hegemony’s offer of protection, during the war and after, the price of which was always complete subservience to the bafflingly ritualistic Essiel. Becoming a clam-worshipper was probably less attractive if you didn’t have their shell to hide behind, though. The Originator tech that the Hegemonics had formerly used as a magic talisman against Architect attack was now only a speedbump since the monsters had returned. 


It wasn’t hard to miss the big old frame that Olian Timo used. Everyone moved out of the way when she came in and headed across the room. She passed close enough for Havaer to touch her, and he just eddied aside with the crowd. In the bubble of the hulking Scorpion she was a diminutive figure, with stumps for both arms and one leg, the other missing entirely, but her pugnacious attitude more than made up for it. She didn’t notice him as she stomped over to rejoin her two confederates, Kit and Solace. All three were very much on edge and Olli looked particularly punchy.


The opposition. The professional part of his brain was brewing plans and counterplans: what to do if they ended up going head to head? How much of a threat was that monster of a workframe? Was there a pack of Partheni battle-sisters ready to rush in at Solace’s word? He checked with his team. Kenyon had made contact with the broker and was negotiating for access to the seller, Reams backing him up. Lombard was fishing to intercept comms from Timo and the others, but getting nothing of use. Havaer suddenly had a strong desire to just walk over there and take a seat, chew the fat, talk over old times. With that mob it might actually work, but from a tradecraft point of view it would likely look bad on his record.


He had a few brief heartbeats in which to hope they were merely adrift here, but he’d let Timo’s sullen expression fool him. He should have remembered she always looked like that. Without warning, the three of them were on their feet and moving off purposefully, and he realized they’d used their head start well. They were already ahead of him.










2.



Idris


He was the man who’d driven the Architects away from Berlenhof.


He was the man who’d betrayed the Colonies.


Both stories were broadcast across the human sphere now, racing from world to world, spreading, diverging, picking up a shell of speculation and fabrication as they rolled. Neither the Council of Human Interests nor the Parthenon had made an official statement on either point. And so everybody knew. At the same time, what anyone knew differed from what everyone else knew, over space and time. Nobody really knew.


Even Idris himself wasn’t sure just what he was anymore.


*


Idris Telemmier had driven the Architects away from precisely nowhere, because ‘driving’ implied force and leverage that neither he nor any other human being possessed. He had, truth be told, asked nicely. He’d bent all his precious and reworked Intermediary mind, destroying his health and his heart. And, in the end, he had won an audience with the vast intelligence which dwelt like a candle flame at the core of the moon-sized Architect. It had been cruising towards Berlenhof, the Colonial capital, and engaged in furious battle with Partheni and Colonial warships. Meanwhile every civilian vessel there ever was had been taking people from the ground and the orbitals so that some tiny fraction of the population might be saved.


He had asked it Why, and it had told him, through image and comparison. Why? Because it was a slave, and its masters demanded it rework the universe one populated planet at a time. Just as its kin had done to Earth a century and more before, and then reshaped so many human planets in the war that followed. One which had in turn shaped Idris, from a callow volunteer into an Intermediary who spoke to gods and strode the trackless void between the stars. Or however the mediotypists put it, the florid purple prosers that they were.


But he had begged, pleaded, then asked really nicely. And some kind of commonality between them, the remade man and the godlike destroyer, had prompted it to risk the wrath of its masters instead of turning Berlenhof into a flayed sculpture and memorial for a hundred million souls.


It had been hard for him. Hard for the Architect. They’d gone away before, when the things they were destroying started speaking to them. Now they were back, because their masters were whipping them doubly hard. Infuriated, no doubt, by their reticence. Even the Originator relics that had once held the Architects back weren’t enough to keep a world safe. The Architect-masters’ campaign against humanity and the rest of the universe had stepped up after fifty years of absence. They weren’t accepting excuses anymore.


He was not the man who’d driven the Architects from anywhere, therefore, but he’d done what could be done. And that should have meant he was owed a great debt.


A month later, with his contradictory legend building up a head of steam as it travelled the unspace Throughways from world to world, an Architect had come to the mining world of Ossa, population seven hundred and nineteen thousand. It hung above the planet’s thin atmosphere and the domed cities, and peeled the planet into a floral grotesque at the cost of ninety-seven per cent of the inhabitants. When Idris received the news, he wondered if that was on him. If Ossa might have lived had he not been at Berlenhof. Because one side-effect of the Intermediary process in him meant he hadn’t slept for close on half a century, so he had time to think about these things.


And as for the betrayal, the details were similarly uncertain. Hugh had made no concrete statement on his status. There was no bounty on his head. Nor was there any clarifying diplomatic sleight of hand to explain why he, one of the three survivors of the original Intermediary Program, had abandoned his home polity for its closest rival, the warrior angels of the Parthenon.


Certain burgeoning factions within the Colonial Sphere certainly believed he was a traitor. The Nativists, humans for humans, cursed his name. The Betrayed, who were the knife within the Nativist sheath, to be drawn out in dark alleys and seedy spaceport bars, kept themselves sharp for him.


Some said he’d been bought. The Betrayed said that Ints had forfeited their humanity to become what they were. That they were traitors to the bone, to be held on leashes or not trusted at all. In defecting, Idris was just confirming their reasons for hating him.


Some said he’d done it for love. That there was a beautiful Partheni girl waiting for him in their fleet. Although, they said, how he’d ever tell her from the others was anyone’s guess, given they were all just decanted out of vats, now, wasn’t it? Or something of that nature.


As always, the truth was something more complex. Yet a small but growing movement within the Colonies, who decried the conditions under which new Intermediaries were created, were actually closer to that truth than anyone realized.


*


The earliest Intermediaries had been developed for the first war, to try and connect with the Architects, which conventional force had barely been able to slow. And that had worked better than anyone had reasonably hoped. Idris and his fellows had helped in the destruction of an Architect over Berlenhof, the first time – the only time – one had been destroyed. And then, over Far Lux, he and two others had made the first true contact and ended the Architect War with a simple statement of: We are here.


Of course, now it was decades later and the Architects knew humanity was present but they were being driven about their apocalyptic business anyway. Far Lux had been the first place they’d reworked, before making their second visit to Berlenhof.


Soon after the Intermediary Program had begun to yield results, people discovered that Ints were good for more than just wartime countermeasures. An Int-piloted ship could go anywhere, into the deep void of unspace or appearing without warning over a planet. It wasn’t pleasant. There was a reason why, out of that first class, only Idris and two others were still around, and it wasn’t just the passage of time. But it made them valuable.


The original Intermediary Program had a success rate of around ten per cent. They had taken in volunteers, like the young Idris, and turned out a large number of corpses with spectacular embolisms, fatal strokes and mortal conditions medical science didn’t even have a name for, plus a handful of Ints who had the universe in the palms of their hands.


After the war, the work had gone to the Liaison Board, who were short of volunteers now the actual future of the species was no longer at stake. They’d made up the numbers with criminals. Their success rate was a tenth of the old Program and their Ints came shackled with a leash contract, property in all but name. And with other controls too, so the rumour went. Safe tools for high-value shipping, warships, diplomatic junkets and the far-ranging Cartography Corps. But because they’d become what they were only under duress, the Architects wouldn’t listen to them. The Architects, slaves themselves, weren’t going to heed pleas from the owned for the salvation of their owners. That was Idris’s discovery the second time the Architects came to Berlenhof.


Hugh would be reworking the Liaison Board to rectify it even now, and likely the flow of volunteers had picked up. They’d wanted Idris to be a part of that, and they’d have given him anything he’d asked for to secure his cooperation. All in good faith, not a whiff of a leash contract about it. But he was an old Int now, even though the years had stopped ageing him when he came out of the Program. He remembered that ninety per cent mortality rate and knew he wasn’t the man to shepherd the ever-dwindling crowd of hopefuls into the future. He didn’t have the strength to bear the losses.


Which left the Parthenon.


The Parthenon had no Intermediaries. Idris’s kind represented Hugh’s great strategic advantage should a war be sparked between ruined Earth’s two successor states. When Idris Telemmier had taken his vaunted brain and defected to them, a great many people had vowed never to forgive him.


*


This morning, he was regretting it.


People back in the Colonies imagined the Parthenon ran their entire civilization like the crew of a warship, everyone marching about in step, everything run to an exacting schedule, no time for idle talk or seditious thought.


The exacting schedule part was true. For a spacer who was used to a constantly shifting, unpredictable life, it was a rude shock. For someone who literally couldn’t sleep, it was ghastly. The sorority Idris had been nominally assigned to had its work times, its leisure times and its sleep times. After a week of just lying on his bunk or watching the weird selection of mediotypes he could access – half local-made and alienatingly stylized, half Colonial imports with disconcerting Parsef dubbing – he’d gone out and found another sorority on a different watch cycle. He’d sat with them, tried out his awkward language skills, and just attempted to be in company, rather than on his own in his quarters. They hadn’t liked it. He’d not realized just how hard his own sorority had worked at not freaking out around him. He was the only man any of them had ever seen. It wasn’t the case that men were actively demonized in the Parthenon the way the Nativists always claimed, but they weren’t used to him. They stared and he killed conversations.


None of that was the worst of it, it just didn’t make the bad part any easier to bear. Which was the work. And right now, having given up on another abortive subjective-midnight attempt at socializing, he was lying awake dreading the time when that work would start again.


He had only himself to blame. He’d invented the arrangement with Solace, his recruiter. She was more than that to him, but right then the recruiter had been the important part. It was difficult work, though. Traumatic. And living amongst the Partheni and their thousand strangenesses just made everything harder.


If he’d stayed in the Colonies and taken Berlenhof’s offer, no doubt the living would have been easier. They’d have given him anything human wealth could buy, doing away with all these little stressors and inconveniences. The only downside would have been how much worse the work was. So much worse. He couldn’t have done it. Right now, after working with the Partheni for six months, he had turned out exactly zero Intermediaries for them, which was just about as expected and might have been the same if he’d had a suite of fancy rooms on a Berlenhof orbital to work out of. However, he had also presided over the deaths of precisely zero of his prospective subjects, and that seemed to make all the other unpleasantnesses worthwhile.


First order of business was a check-up with his doctor – or rather a Cognosciente Superior. They were concerned about the Hiver units currently keeping his heart going, a donation from an old friend. The Partheni preferred bio-matched organic replacements and worried about the long-term effect of having a trio of cyborg insects working his circulation. After that, it was the walk to work.


The garden ship Ceres was huge, orbiting a dead rock world with a tender fleet of smaller Partheni vessels. The heart of the craft was food production, but it served as home for thousands too. There were schools, sports facilities, wooded parks, a disorienting illusion of openness under the ship’s sunward-turned domes. And everywhere were the Partheni: women of his watch marching briskly to work at a pace he could never match; women on their leisure period strolling and chatting, playing games, arms about each other with a public intimacy that Idris’s Colonial sensibilities found offputting. By now they didn’t stare at him quite so much, and he tried not to stare at them either. All those bodies and faces so alike, and all so purposeful. Even when they were just sitting in the green spaces reading a slate, there was such a sense of harnessed determination about them that he found it hard to ever think of them as ‘off duty’. Surely, whatever they were about, there was some chain of orders behind it. That was his Colonial prejudice speaking, and yet he still couldn’t quite believe he wasn’t right.


Six months, and he still couldn’t get used to civilian Partheni. Not that they were civilian, exactly, given that every single woman of them was a servant of the state, and the state was, in effect, a fleet. He’d never realized before how much his assessment of people was based on their wealth. In the Colonies there were rich and poor. He’d seen the former in grandees from Berlenhof and Magda, the long-settled and prosperous worlds where the great and good gathered. He’d lived the latter, because the sparser colonies and – most of all – the great dispersion of spacers were never rich, constantly patching and borrowing and eking things out. He knew the Parthenon was poorer than the Colonies, per capita. Nobody here had any grand displays of conspicuous consumption, but at the same time nobody was starveling-thin or obviously in need. He suspected most of this was due to his hosts not letting him see the bad parts, and the rest was him seeing it but not registering problems because they were all guarded around him and he didn’t know what to look for. And a part of him was thinking, How much of this is just momentum? Just them living as if there’s a war on all these years, no room to complain or step out of line? How long can it go on before it goes off the rails? But he was an outsider and he could never know.


His own path to work took him down past the green levels to the ship bays of the Ceres’s underside. The balance of badges and colours of the uniforms changed as he entered regions where the more overtly military held sway. Here were the Myrmidons, the warrior angels who were the face of the Parthenon for any Colonial. Here were the crews from the constant rotation of docking ships, soldiers on home leave, plus the not inconsiderable force the Ceres maintained for its own defence. It was a dangerous universe and a garden ship was a soft target.


He knew the drill by now. There would be a set of fresh new-yet-similar faces waiting for him down at the bays. They would be Partheni from all walks of life, young and old, mostly nervous, staring at him like he had two heads. Some would be resentful, because they’d been told to do what he said, and he wasn’t part of their command structure or their society. He was just a skinny little Colonial spacer in too-baggy Partheni clothes and boots he still tripped over, hollow face and jug ears and flinching at every loud noise.


They’d go out in one of the light carriers, his hands on the controls and the lot of them wired up to a host of neurographical recorders that were firewalled from the ship’s computers, which wouldn’t enjoy unspace any more than a human mind would.


He’d take them into unspace, awake. Just as nobody ever did. He’d already have talked them through it, a quavering spiel that never got any easier, watching all those kindred faces pass alarm one to the next. Everyone knew what happened if you ended up unprotected in unspace but he still tried to explain it. You will be alone, he told them, and then, after some meandering talk, but you won’t be alone.


Because unspace wasn’t real. And when you entered unspace, you weren’t real either. You existed only in the bubble of your own consciousness and, even if you gripped the hand of your neighbour painfully tight, as many of them did, those fingers would become empty the moment the ship dropped from the real.


Regular navigators on a Throughway trip would clock off about then, checking into their own suspension pod and getting woken up only when the ship reached its destination. But Idris was going to jump them into the deep void between stars, where no Throughway went. He had to stay awake for the trip, and so would everyone else, as the recorders measured just what went on in everyone’s heads.


They’d come out somewhere sunless, a mote against the canvas of light-years-distant stars, only a subjective handful of minutes later, and he knew he’d hear the sound of Partheni absolutely refusing to weep before the Colonial.


Then he’d do it again, and again, because the recorders glitched a lot during the actual unspace jumps and they needed all the data they could get.


The Partheni were looking for prospective Intermediaries. And nobody was born an Int. Or, rather, one person had been: a woman they’d called Saint Xavienne who’d turned aside an Architect at Forthbridge Port and set in motion the whole Program that had created Idris. But that Program had involved a great deal of invasive work, surgery and chemotherapy and working away at the brain until the subjects were either remade into what Xavienne was, or died. Most human brains couldn’t be altered in such a way and remain viable, and even now the Liaison Board still had no way to predict who might or might not make the cut. But every so often they produced a viable Int.


He’d come to the Parthenon because there was a slender chance they represented a better prospect, and for Idris the point of Intermediaries was to defend against the Architects. Their potential military applications for any possible war between Parthenon and Colonies was something he wasn’t thinking about. Sometimes he spent whole unsleeping nights not thinking about it.


The Parthenon had a problem when it came to Ints. One aspect of life on the Ceres that Idris found particularly oppressive was the images of Doctor Sang Sian Parsefer they had up in offices, schoolrooms and public places, on lockets and medallions, even watermarked under the text of official messages. The woman who had designed and built the Parthenon, long ago, before the first war. The woman who had created a new and sharply defined strain of humanity to her own preferences. The woman who, in her old age, had sent her creations to the aid of Earth’s refugees, yes, but it might not have gone that way. The word amongst the Colonial Nativists was that she’d been a flat-out eugenicist, but Solace said she’d started with as diverse and healthy a genome as possible, a real pan-racial melange of immunities and resistances. Except the whole point of the exercise had been to avoid whatever Parsefer had seen as the failings of chaotically evolved humanity, so she’d cut and tweaked and played God.


Idris tiptoed about under Parsefer’s stern, recorded gaze, exchanged polite greetings with all the calm, mannered women around him, and knew that he was potentially working towards placing a terrible weapon in the hands of people whose inheritors could become monsters. Their society had lived its entire history on a knife edge, teetering over that abyss where they decided they were better and, therefore, entitled to erase that which was worse.


No Saint Xavienne had arisen within the ranks of the Parthenon to set them on their own Intermediary Program, nor ever would one. Parsefer’s God-playing meant they simply didn’t have the genetic variation to throw up freaks of that nature, victims of their creator’s success. It might be – sometimes Idris even hoped for it – that such a thing was entirely impossible. That the requisite seeds to permit the growth of an Intermediary had been left on Dr Parsefer’s cutting-room floor when she had finished her creation. In which case he’d made himself the arch-traitor of the Colonies for absolutely nothing, and it might be the better result.


But if they found one instance of a Partheni whose brain reacted in a manner appropriate for a nascent Int, then they’d have many. Each subject he took for a spin represented a specific germ-line, a particular combination of Partheni traits. If they found one who was viable, and could turn that subject into a working Intermediary, then he hoped they could do it with as many as they liked, without the murderous attrition of the Colonial method. That was the plan and why he’d done all of this, spending six months giving women nightmares and subjecting himself to the void.


*


Monitor Felicity was waiting for him, as always. He suspected she set her clock, or the equivalent, two minutes ahead, because it would be bad form for the Colonial to have to wait for her. Unsleeping as he was, Idris could have played her at her game until they ended up with neither of them ever leaving the lab, but that kind of elbow-jostling wasn’t in his make-up. Instead, he just greeted her politely and went to look at who they’d brought in today.


The usual, was his first thought. Twenty women who looked from eighteen to eighty, except the Parthenon had a habit of putting its useful servants on ice until needed. The youngest of these could have been born a decade before him. He knew they got a fairly stripped-down brief that didn’t quite amount to an explanation, but they were all willing to do their bit for Mother. Or at least they weren’t willing to look unwilling. He had the impression a great deal of Partheni culture was about keeping the side up.


Monitor Felicity dogged his footsteps, boot-heels clicking neatly. She looked like the aunt or cousin of everyone currently lined up for inspection. Doctor Parsefer, whatever her true nature, had known what she liked in a face, picking features from a dozen ethnicities. It was an attractive face, round, narrow-eyed, dark hair cut regulation short. Right now, the examples he was seeing were also doing their best not to look fearful or antagonistic.


These are not the volunteers, he reminded himself. Should they ever get that far, it wasn’t these women going into the grinder. They were just more subjects, an exercise in data gathering.


He halted, glancing back at the blandly polite smile on Felicity’s face. Made to speak; stopped himself because the suggestion was ridiculous. Except the hunch he’d just been landed with wasn’t going anywhere.


‘Monitor . . .’


A cocked eyebrow, no more.


‘This woman, wasn’t she here before?’


The object of his curiosity looked younger than him, her hair cut perhaps a little shorter than the others. Maybe it was the fact she seemed slightly smaller-framed, more like a Colonial starveling, like him. Except he hadn’t picked her out of the line-up at any kind of distance. Only now, as he was about to walk past her.


‘Identify yourself, child,’ Monitor Felicity said.


‘Cognosciente Grave, Bathory Sorority, Medusa Division,’ the woman got out, voice shaking only a little.


She was. This is her second time around. What’s going on? But Felicity was giving them their orders, sending them off to the carrier with a ‘Prêt à combattre?’


‘Prêt, Mother,’ and they were on the march towards the airlock, needing Idris in there with them or nothing was going to happen.


‘Monitor—’ Idris began, but she gestured for him to follow.


‘Just another round of recordings, Menheer Telemmier.’ The relentless Colonial honorific made him feel smaller each time it was trotted out. ‘After you return, all will be explained. How did you recognize her, though?’


‘I . . .’ Hair, frame, something . . . ‘don’t know. But you can’t start hiding things from me. That’s not the deal.’


Felicity’s face suggested she hadn’t seen any reference to that in the small print of the deal. Although given that Kris had actually drafted that deal, Idris wasn’t willing to bet it wasn’t there. For now, though, he went to put this new batch through their paces.


*


The light carrier Hale was just a little gadabout to get a few squads of Myrmidons where they needed to go, which meant it was armed with accelerators and could pull out some serious gravitic shielding. He had the candidates strapped into two rows of seats down the spine of the ship behind him. And if there was a part of this wretched job that he liked, it was that he got to fly Partheni vessels every day. Colonial ships prioritized robust redundancy, or at least the kind a spacer knew did. They didn’t have an all-encompassing state to look after everything, for the same reason they didn’t have one giving them orders every moment of the day. The Parthenon, with its entire militaristic society pointed in the same direction, was very hot on ship design. They’d had the best ships even before the first war – better than Earth, and several of the alien species Earth had encountered. Perhaps only the Hegemony had better, and Hegemony tech was simply an order of magnitude beyond anything any human had dreamt up. To fly even a clumsy carrier like this was something of a joy, and he’d been given sharper toys to play with in the past, during the war and after it.


And yes, Ceres control was riding his ass and could override him any moment it chose, if he decided to go buzz them. But still . . .


‘Okay, we’ve been doing this – I, I’ve been doing this a while. I guess you probably know that, most of you.’ He spoke over his shoulder, hearing his own voice hitch and quaver with the awkwardness of it. Imagining their massed stare at this Colonial getting to sit in the pilot’s seat. Some of them were pilots themselves, judging from the glimpse he’d had at their company badges. Others were various other strains of Myrmidons, the Parthenon’s famous fighting angels. And more, like this Grave, were technicians or science types of some kind, the Cognoscientes. Perhaps one was also a Monitor administrator, which could mean anything from filing clerk to spymaster.


‘In a moment we’re going to jump to unspace, head out a ways into the deep void. Surface, jump back. Basically we’re . . . back and forwards.’ And he could hear a murmur of translation, an artificial female voice turning his jittery Colvul language into something that hopefully sounded a whole lot more reassuring. ‘You know what to expect, awake in unspace. You’ve heard . . .’ He was weirdly aware of Cognosciente Grave’s gaze boring through the seat into the small of his back, which was of course impossible. ‘Look, not going to lie to you, it’s no fun. But you’re supposed, they said, they told you that . . .’ There was a whole mental exercise the candidates were directed to go through while they were in unspace, and it was nonsense. It was just busywork to provide some baseline for the neurograph readings. And he should probably tell them none of it was real, that what they were about to sense, on the wrong side of the reality boundary, was just the way the sentient mind responded to unspace. Except he hadn’t met a single Int who’d believed that, not after a few trips. Certainly he didn’t believe it himself.


‘Anyway,’ he carried on wretchedly. ‘I’ve got the clear from Ceres so we’re going in, compris?’


‘Compris, Mother,’ about half of them said, out of Partheni conditioning.


Something’s different this time. He didn’t know what, nor how he knew.


But.


His hands gave the orders, shut down the ship’s higher systems and spun the great ring of the gravitic drive so that it reached out in the impossible direction, touching the point where real things shouldn’t go.


They slid into unspace with barely a ripple.










3.



Solace


Solace had expected a faceless contact, voice only, more go-betweens, a whole song and dance of politely difficult Hannilambra each taking a cut. Instead, Kittering had negotiated a face-to-face meeting with the seller. There were no more layers to the onion than that.


Olli, of course, revelled in the opportunity to show how much more she knew about how things worked here. ‘Hanni comms,’ the drone specialist explained, as they wound down through two layers of living and working quarters, ‘like it all out in the open. So they set up an Open Field. Basically, you talk biz, and anyone can listen in. It’s like a big old marketplace. If you want secrecy, you have to find somewhere out of the way and physically meet up. Which works for Hanni because half their language is arm-waving.’


Kit paused and did just that, his shield arms flashing their bright adverts as he did so. ‘It is more complicated than that,’ the little crab-like alien’s translator said primly, ‘and also: arrival.’ He’d brought the three of them to a slant of metal steps heading into a darkened room. Theoretically, their seller was down there.


She’d rather have been here with an armed force of her fellow Myrmidons, but that hadn’t been an option, fraught as the political situation was. Instead, the Aspirat needed a team that could navigate a dive like Drill 17 without standing out, and there the Parthenon’s resources were limited. However, it just so happened that recent recruit Idris Telemmier had brought with him a shabby little ship and crew who were a perfect fit.


Her mission here was a tricky piece of business, insofar as Solace’s brief had explained. Nobody knew if these supposed Colonial secrets were even real, but the Aspirat had decided they couldn’t ignore the possibility. The Parthenon was also short of third-party operators who could be trusted, hence using the Vulture God crew. Enter Solace, their nominal handler.


The steps were designed for Hanni, meaning they were awkwardly small for a human. Olli’s Scorpion should have had real issues getting its bulk down them, but she didn’t even hesitate, picking her way with the delicacy of a dancer on the frame’s four metal legs. Halfway down, a voice issued from speakers set into the wall.


‘Far enough. Let me scan you,’ in tones as blandly pleasant as Kit’s translator.


‘Scan what you like, we’re armed to fuck,’ Olli said cheerfully.


There was a thoughtful pause from the speakers, and then, ‘Jesus saves, is that an accelerator?’ The words versus the tone of the artificial voice came through in a jarring clash.


‘You’re dumb enough to cut deals with the Pathos, you get what you pay for,’ Olli replied.


‘Maybe let me do the talking when we’re down there,’ Solace murmured. ‘You know, diplomacy.’


Olli made a rude noise.


‘Okay, you can come on down,’ the voice informed them.


‘What?’ Olli demanded. ‘I mean, how many superweapons would we need before you told us to go away?’


‘Scan was for pathogens, not guns. Some of us have immune-system concerns.’ As the Scorpion made the last few steps and lurched out into the open space below, a living woman’s voice added, ‘Hell, I thought I was doing badly. Where’s the fucking rest of you?’


Solace grimaced, waiting for Olli to take exception, but the specialist just said, ‘Fuck, right back at you.’ And then all three of them had made it down there, in a gloom her eyes adjusted rapidly to.


The room was stacked with metal and plastic crates, the sort for small cargo, or that spacers used to carry their worldly goods from ship to ship. Some were open, some empty, others overflowing with the sort of old tech that never got thrown away out here on the edge of human reach. It was something that sparked contempt in a lot of Partheni, the hoarding, pack-rat mentality of Colonials. Except Solace had seen their technicians – and spacers were all technicians to one degree or another – make gold out of dross in situations a Partheni tech would have given over as impossible. Her people had no idea, honestly, just how much invention necessity could be mother of.


In the centre of the room, sitting in a walker frame, was their host, or most of her. She was short one arm, one leg and half a jaw. The cybernetic replacements were, to put it mildly, unlovely, and far from new, but then ‘new’ was like unicorns in places like this. Solace would have believed the injuries had been sustained during the evac from Nillitik, save that the skin around the jaw implant was knotted with aged scars, purple and veined from the living tissue’s long-term attempts to reject its artificial neighbours. Immune-system issues, right.


‘Olli,’ said Olli, gesturing to herself, then pointing out the others. ‘Kit. The Patho’s Solace. She’s the money. You happy talking to Pathos?’


The cyborg’s eyes flicked between them. She was old, old for a spacer, or for any human. Her organic hand had wrinkled skin hanging off its bird bones. Her face was creased and criss-crossed with lines. There was a cylinder stapled to her brow, a dispenser with two cannulae feeding drugs into her in sporadic doses, but her eyes were bright.


‘Drayfus.’ She gestured with her plastic hand, which was coloured yellow-pink, lighter than her bronzy skin and not matching the prosthetic jaw either. ‘You get mauled by a Castigar or something? I seen them carve someone’s limbs clean off.’


‘Born,’ Olli said shortly. ‘You?’


‘Ship.’ Drayfus looked to Solace. ‘You’re who they sent, is it then? Was expecting a platoon of Myrmidons. Marching band, gun salute.’ She mimed playing a little trumpet. The little finger of her fake hand kept twitching in tiny spasms after she lowered it. ‘But you got a spacer crew to bring you here. Sharp. Gives me hope we can do business.’


‘Depending on what you’ve actually got for sale,’ Solace noted.


‘You know what.’


‘Provenance of your manifest is lacking,’ Kit noted primly. ‘Contents noted as vague.’


Drayfus relaxed back in her walker frame. Her artificial leg hadn’t moved at all and perhaps it didn’t work anymore. ‘Ah, well, as to that. Only I thought your lot were straight, and I don’t want to shock you.’


‘How about start with why deal with them – us, I mean,’ Olli put in, despite Solace’s warning look. ‘I mean, the Parthenon, nobody’s first choice for a quick hit of Largesse, right?’


Drayfus snickered about her jaw implant. ‘I fought in the war, kids. I was last out of the Lethbridge over Amraji. Not where I got these lovely souvenirs, by the way; that came later.’


Older than I thought. Solace said, ‘So did I. The war. Berlenhof, amongst others.’


‘The first time?’


‘Well, both times, I suppose,’ Solace admitted.


‘Fuck.’ And a little respect in Drayfus’s voice that hadn’t been there before. ‘Well, right then. So just take it as read that I fought. I gave them the best of my youth. And then the war ended, and we didn’t get the option to go on ice like you girls. I’d have taken that. Like King Arthur, you know what I mean?’


Solace had absolutely no idea what she meant but just nodded.


‘So you can probably guess my career got chequered after that.’


‘Give me a name,’ Olli said, watching the woman with keen interest.


A pause, without expression. ‘Dumas.’


Olli whistled. It didn’t mean anything to Solace, but then Kit sidled closer, and his hushed-down translator murmured, ‘Pirate. Much success, then destruction.’ And looking at Drayfus, maybe it took half of her with it. Solace had never met a pirate, but the Partheni had run into their share. It wasn’t a trade they romanticized. Too many Colonial types had decided to try their luck with Partheni shipping.


But this is what I do now. This is what added the ‘Executor’ to her rank. Because sometimes a pirate had something you wanted.


‘This thing is something you . . . pirated?’


‘Not quite. But pirated, yes.’ A little packet of information pinged up on Solace’s slate, sent direct from Drayfus’s walker without having to mesh with the Hannis’ public network. Provenance, as Kit put it. This item had passed through a string of hands, starting with a Hugh courier who’d gone to indulge some bad habits and fallen in with the wrong crowd. His effects had included a cylinder of sealed data and his vengeful creditors had been sharp enough to realize that keeping the seal intact and preserving the secrecy of the contents would boost the value. The only clue on the outside was that they were the minutes of some kind of deeply nested Hugh subcommittee, but if they were being physically carried from one Colonial grandee to another then surely they must contain something clandestine and valuable. Whereas if the seal was broken and they turned out to be nothing more than Magdan farm yields, there went any chance of profit. After that, the cylinder had changed hands a few more times, likely as part of paying off debts and sometimes not entirely voluntarily, until eventually coming to Drayfus, who’d put the word around.


‘You’re not the only prospective buyer, obviously,’ the expirate said. ‘I’ve even got Hugh types on-station, queueing up to meet me. Nice to be so popular.’


‘They won’t just arrest you?’


‘No jurisdiction in the Shadow Border,’ Drayfus said easily. ‘And they want what I’ve got, soldier. They’ll be here with a sack of Largesse and probably a pardon, if I even want one.’


Solace nodded. ‘Let’s be straight with each other, then. I have some funds. I know and you know that if Hugh wants, it can likely outbid me. But we’ve been talking a while now and I don’t think you’re someone who much enjoys wasting her own time.’


Another snicker. ‘Where does the Parthenon even get funds? I mean, it’s all “from each according to her ability” round your way, right?’


‘We trade. There are goods we can sell, and services. Not so much direct to the Colonies, because that might be problematic, but armed escorts to Hanni and Castigar.’ And then she added, stony-faced, ‘Hunting pirates, you know.’


‘Oh I know.’ A lopsided smile. ‘I have a price, soldier. And I will take your Largesse, don’t mistake me, but you’re right, Hugh can always top you, for pure money. But there’s something I can get from you that they can’t give. Because I want to retire. I am so damn over the spacer life. I don’t know anyone who’s even within ten years of how old I am. I want to retire to the Parthenon and have each according to her needs. I’ll even teach your girls some piracy if that’s a direction you want to take your grand experiment. You should think about it. You’d be good at it.’


Solace blinked. She glanced at Olli but there was no help from that quarter. The specialist was as thrown as she was.


‘You want to defect?’


‘I’m a wanted fugitive, a pirate and a murderer,’ Drayfus told her with some relish. ‘I am not some nice lady citizen of Hugh who wants to light an ideological candle in your window. But I want to settle, and there’s no damn place in all the Colonies where I won’t be forever watching my back. So that’s my price.’


Olli


There was nothing for it but to get word back to the Parthenon. Olli and Drayfus both knew Solace was in no position to blithely make that kind of promise. She could just have sent via Drill 17’s comms, but given the open Hanni set-up some Hugh codebreaker could be sitting at the next booth and scribbling it all down. They needed to get back to the Vulture God and wait until a packet ship passed through to carry the word to the wider universe. And then wait some more for assurances from Parthenon command that would convince Drayfus. It seemed they were stuck on Hismin’s Moon for the duration.


They left Drayfus and wormed their way back through the Skaggerak, which was carefully situated by its enterprising proprietors to make it the hub of just about any path through the upper levels of the drill rig. And that’s when things kicked off.


Olli had forgotten to be on guard. She remembered Solace warning her that spy stuff was very boring a great deal of the time, and let herself assume this was definitely going to be one of those times. Solace herself had her eyes open, though, so Olli almost stomped over her when the Partheni stopped abruptly, lurching sideways instead and knocking three people over. Olli was about to do her usual ‘No, you ran into me,’ that she saved for particularly blameless collateral damage, when she saw these three weren’t blameless after all. They were part of a mob of about a dozen who were here for Solace.


They all had blue-and-white-circle badges on, which meant Earth Nativists, who looked on the Parthenon as worse even than the Architects. There were dagger tattoos: one on a forearm, one particularly bold one on a face, artfully drawn with the hilt above the eye and the blade going down the man’s cheek. Daggers in hands, too, and a couple of percussion guns. They were standing in Solace’s way, not quite fronting her but shifting so she couldn’t get past. One Partheni, a dozen Nativists. Good odds for the bad guys.


Kittering started backing away very carefully. Hanni got underfoot easily when humans started fighting, and he wasn’t in any way a brawler. Olli watched him pick a table to crawl under, alongside a pair of crab-like gamblers who had the same idea.


This was going to turn into a fight, barring a bunch of armed Hannilambra security breaking things up, in which case it would probably still be a fight, just somewhere else, and probably where the ships were. Olli didn’t want either these clowns or Solace putting holes in the Vulture.


And there went Solace, just trying to push past. The first man to stop her – big, for a spacer – found out Partheni paired being small with being solid. Solace had him instantly off-balance and onto a stool, neat as you like and hardly violent at all. It didn’t clear the way, though, and it put her right up amongst them. The knives were towards the back of the pack, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long.


Olli sighed. Always up to me to throw the first punch. And she revved one of the drill attachments on the Scorpion.


‘Pay well does it, working for the traitor-angels?’


She craned sideways to look at the speaker, seeing a shaven-headed man lurking at her elbow; a spacer in crisp clothes that looked fresh-printed. ‘You what?’


‘I see you, woman,’ he said. Solace was taking some abuse now, just words still. Olli tried to keep an eye on everything at once and felt a headache coming on. The Scorpion gave her a shot, and that was probably a bad thing because her usual homebrew of painkillers tended to make her punchy as hell.


‘You don’t see shit,’ and she angled away from him, while keeping a camera tilted in his direction in case he tried any hostile maintenance on the frame.


His face, which could have been ugly as sin with hate, was surprisingly open and frank. ‘I see one of us who got a bad deal and made something of it, woman.’


‘My name,’ she told him, ‘is not woman.’


‘Because that’s what we do,’ he said, voice strong without needing to be loud, like some preachers she’d heard. ‘We build on the bad we’re dealt, because there’s precious little good comes to us. Because who gets the good? Not us. Fat men on Hugh committees, fat men in long red robes, Patho women in expensive armour in expensive ships. But you take their money. You’re too good to be with your own? You’re going to shed your kin’s blood for the traitor-angels?’


‘Listen, you have no idea who I am,’ she told him.


‘You know who that is?’ He was abruptly pitching his voice to carry to the mob of a dozen who had somehow not plucked up the courage to throw the first punch at Solace. Olli braced herself for whatever personal invective was to come, but it wasn’t her he was about to introduce.


‘That’s the Patho who stole our Int!’ the man said, and then just peaceably stepped back into the agog crowd.


The first punch followed very shortly after.


Havaer


Havaer was well aware he was going in second; that the Parthenon could already have closed the deal. It had taken bribes and too much finger-talk to secure a meeting with the seller. Reams had half a dozen jobs under her belt that had involved working with Hanni and still it had all taken far too long to get through. The Vulture God crew had been and gone, and he’d practically run into them on their way back, not that they’d noticed. Leaving Lombard above to keep an eye on them, he, Kenyon and Reams had headed down.


He could only hope the money would swing things his way. Contrary to the average spacer’s accusations, the Colonial government had the sort of budget you got if you stretched a shoestring across half the galaxy. But when it came down to something important, apparently there were hidden pots of Largesse out there like magic gold. And whatever this sealed data was, it was evidently important to someone who themselves was equally important.


If this data turned out to be some Hugh grandee’s roster of mistresses then he wasn’t going to be amused. However he was keenly aware that it could just as easily be their game plan for when the Parthenon came for them, or some new innovation in Intermediary technology. Something that would doom all the Colonies if it fell into enemy hands. They still wouldn’t tell him, so he had to assume it was that important.


He didn’t want to think about how things would go if the seal was broken, meaning the data had been accessed and a million copies were potentially already made and winging their way along the Throughways.


‘Chief.’ Lombard’s voice in his ear, meaning trouble. It was likely their encryption wasn’t worth much in this den of talented villains.


‘Report.’ He quickened his pace. Not now. We’re almost there. Reams and Kenyon were looking at him, tense as wires.


‘Trouble. Kicking off with the Parthenon right now.’ Lombard’s tones were tightly clamped down. Fear there.


‘Hold out—’ Havaer started, but there was a burst of static and noise that made him wince and dial down the volume. A moment later there was audio, the sound of screaming, shots, a high whining like industrial machinery.


‘Require backup,’ Lombard hissed through it. ‘Holy shit, chief, it’s all kicking off here. Parthenon, here, now! Chief, I can’t make it out.’


Havaer had stopped. Trouble here, now, meant the opposition wasn’t playing nice anymore, and maybe it wasn’t just Solace and the clowns from the Vulture. ‘Situation, Lombard. Report like a professional,’ he snapped, but the channel was down, just static and echoes.


My team. My risk.


‘Kenyon, meet with the buyer. Close the deal. You know what we’ve got. Take Reams.’


‘You’ll need the backup more than me, chief.’


‘Take Reams. She can talk to Hanni better than you.’ Havaer was already six steps back the way they’d come.


‘I won’t need that, chief. The seller—’ Kenyon bit down on the words. ‘Chief, you should—’


‘Just close the deal!’ Havaer shouted over his shoulder and then he was running towards the Skaggerak and Lombard.










4.



Kris


It was remarkable how a simple freight dispute could escalate.


Keristina Soolin Almier – Kris, to her friends – stepped out onto the quad in front of the Ishmael Commercial Courts. Her formal advocate’s robe, which she hadn’t worn in the actual courtroom, flurried about her in the constant wind that dirged around the hollow torus of the station.


She’d had to rent the robe, because it wasn’t something she needed much, running legal defence for a shabby crew of spacers. A fistful of her precious Largesse nest egg blown on pure show, because the only thing the robe was good for, in this highly ritualized business, was taking off.


Across from her, Mortin Ballest, fellow advocate, tugged at the sleeves of his own robe to stop the wind running away with them.


She reached into her capacious sleeve and drew out her knife, ceramic blade gleaming in the harsh artificial lighting. After a moment’s pause, he did the same.


Ah, shipping law.


After years bailing Idris Telemmier out, Kris had some different clients now: the Parthenon. One of their trading concerns had a claim on goods that had been impounded from out of a smuggler’s hold. But because the smuggler had for some reason not been upright over keeping good paperwork, seven other parties, including a Colonial cartel, had also lodged an identical claim. The court case had been a grand old funfair of depositions, affidavits, Hugh bills of lading and all the jolly rigmarole. And there had been Mortin Ballest, Scintilla-trained advocate for Espic Barovingean, a Magdan landowner concern. EB had also paid for the same containers the Parthenon claimed, because the smuggler had run his business like that. Everyone, basically, looked like a fool, but it would be the last fool standing who got the goods.


Kris had, over four days and about a million documents, beaten down Mortin and the other opposition, so that the Parthenon could walk away with three containers of who knew what, and that was just how the game went. If she’d lost she wouldn’t have been happy about it, but she’d have bowed to Mortin and the one other Scintilla graduate, nodded to the rest, and proceeded to explain just what had gone wrong to her clients.


Except Mortin had not bowed, no more than a nod of the head. Bad form, the Inns wouldn’t have approved. And then, outside the court chamber and well within earshot of the other advocates, he’d said, ‘I hope whatever services you’re receiving from them,’ with a nod to her clients, ‘makes up for betraying your own.’


Kris had gone quite still, and if it had been just the two of them she’d have pretended not to hear. The other Scintilla graduate was looking horribly awkward, a meek-seeming man who obviously didn’t want anything to do with it.


The problem was, she could have walked away. This was not a court thing anymore, it was a Scintilla thing. She was a graduate of a particularly well-respected and, above all, very long-established college of law. Under normal circumstances, and had she not made one particular mistake back when she was training, she’d have been living a far more comfortable life. But you took what time gave you, as the saying went. Scintilla had its own ways, though, accreted about the legal codes like coral. There were things you did not say to another graduate.


Mortin had obviously thought she was too long out of the college to rise to the bait, but the protracted trial had left Kris feeling punchy. And her clients, whom he’d just insulted, were right there.


‘I will accept your apology,’ she’d said crisply, and the room went quiet. Even those not up on Scintilla etiquette would know the words from a hundred legal drama mediotypes.


Mortin had raised an eyebrow. She’d given him a good space of time to reconsider, trying to hold his eye, but he was too busy smirking for the benefit of his own clients. The Magdans were core Colonials. She’d had run-ins with their landowner class, the Boyarin, before. They were arrogant SOBs, and didn’t take losing well. Mortin had been trying to soften defeat by scoring points off the opposition.


She’d not been in the mood, however. This kind of spat was potentially her life for the next who knew how long, and if she got a reputation as someone who could be insulted to her face, that would make every new case that much harder to fight. So . . .


‘Then I cite the Ninety-Seventh and require satisfaction.’


He’d started to tell her not to be ridiculous but finally caught her expression. For a moment he’d been wavering, and he might have taken it all back and to hell with the Magdans, but he was bigger than she was, longer reach and a few years younger, and a sore loser to boot.


When she returned to her clients, Monitor Sudden had asked her, ‘What is the Ninety-Seventh?’


‘“One passes no comment on whomsoever an advocate chooses to represent,”’ Kris had quoted, already regretting the whole business but too late now.


‘So now you fight him?’


‘Yes,’ Kris had confirmed.


And here they were, a day later. Monitor Sudden, as her second, stepped forward with perfect timing to take that ridiculous gown off her, leaving Kris wearing just a spacer’s short-sleeved tunic and calf-length leggings. Her sandals were kicked off for better footing, plus a violet scarf looped about her neck with its ends tucked in to deny Mortin any convenient handle on her. There was a jagged cicatrix beneath that scarf, the relic of a previous incident where Scintilla honour had got her into trouble. She held the knife in her left hand; her right forearm was wound with padded strips of cloth, printed out from the court’s own facilities for the purpose.


Mortin had shed his own robe and they took their places on the lit circles the kybernet had drawn on the floor for them. For a secretive Scintilla tradition, this sort of duelling was certainly well known across the Colonies, mostly from inaccurate mediotypes. There was quite an audience out in the quad, bundled against the unceasing wind. The chance to see a real-life lawyers’ duel didn’t come around very often.


‘Please be successful, now,’ Sudden told her, retreating to the encircling spectators. Ah yes, I hadn’t thought of that. Such valuable advice.


A clear chime sounded. She felt that even the kybernet, the station’s governing AI, was leaning forwards for a better view. Mortin began to advance, forwards, sidelong, forwards, sidelong, until she stepped in front of his progress with a few standard opening gambits, letting him sway back and make the expected counters and ripostes. Little more than a secret handshake, really, the two of them establishing their credentials as graduates. She expected a little invective from him, for all it would have been bad form, but he was concentrating. There was some sweat on his brow despite the cold wind.


That wind was a reminder of college for both of them. Scintilla was a world of snow and ice and monolithic stone architecture, high walls and walkways, shadow-haunted quads. Not like this tacky station, but the artificial wind was still a breath from their shared past.


Mortin took the initiative then, very direct, much like his advocacy style. She gave ground, hyper-aware of the space she had to work with. She was grinning, she realized. Also bad form but she couldn’t help it. She hated duelling, right up until the moment she actually found herself doing it.


She tried some Blue Window-style advances, all that circling of the hands, defence pressed into becoming offence. He didn’t like that, but adapted, pushing back. Bare feet scuffed the plastic of the floor. His blade scored across the padding on her arm but she’d taken the angle of his attack outside her guard, cutting in towards his ribs with little darts of her wrist, delicate as if she was dining. He fell back, one step too far, out of distance, and they both closed with just the same suddenness. He tried to sweep her legs but she stepped round the awkward move, blade feeling out the arcs of movement of his off-hand, trying to get past like a wasp at a window. His own knife ducked in for a stab at her side, the opening she’d been inviting.


She let it come, practically guiding it in with her right, stepping round the lunge, allowing the blade to nip past her belly. Then she was past his elbow without him bringing it into play, and the ceramic edge of her knife drew a line of blood across his shoulder.


They broke immediately, eyes meeting. He was supposed to give, then: concede the match like a polite son of Scintilla, but his clients were watching and his blood was up, and the nick she’d given him was deceptively slight. She waited, willing him to do the sensible thing. And waited, and . . .


He squared off again, off-hand out, blade held high, but she could see his anger yanking him about, ruining his form. He went for her before he’d even quite found his balance, trying to blind her with pure speed, and she gave him three strides of ground before stopping her retreat abruptly with a sidestep. The knife cut the air past her, helped by her cloth-wrapped hand, and then she had the point of her knee pressuring the outside of his, halfway to sundering the joint, and her blade was . . .


Right at his throat. As much of a shock to her, it almost seemed, as to him. The sheer hunger in her hands horrified her. Very, very close to giving him exactly the sort of bloody necktie that she’d once received, the track of which had sat beneath her collection of scarves ever since.


A frozen moment in which she fought her own hands, thinking, No, not again.


Then, just like that, they parted. After a strained moment he bowed, grudgingly but acceptably. The crowd realized the show was over, and some of them clapped politely but most of them looked a bit disappointed, a bit baffled. Monitor Sudden was in the second camp.


‘Aren’t you going to kill him? Isn’t that how this goes?’


Kris’s eyebrows went up because that was quite bloodthirsty even for the Partheni. ‘First blood. Almost no duels end in deaths.’ And her personal memories of one that had, the direct cause of her chequered legal career out on the edges of the Colonial Sphere, rose in her mind.


‘Oh.’ Sudden shrugged. ‘It’s not like that in Scintilla My Lover. Except when it’s two longtime rivals.’


Kris hadn’t pegged Sudden as a devotee of terrible legal drama, but apparently you never could tell.


On the way back she learned a lot about Sudden’s passion for several different long-running series. The woman had been all reserve throughout the case, and Kris had taken that for her usual manner. Now she recast that as Sudden being terrified of losing the case and letting her sisters down. There was a lot of that, in the Parthenon. Solidarity against a hostile universe seemed to be their major motivating factor.


In the Colonies, you cut your own course. That was the big difference. Nobody gave you free training, assessed you for aptitudes and told you what you’d be doing for the greater good. She’d asked Solace, once, what happened when someone’s job didn’t need to be done anymore. Where did they pension off all the unnecessary Partheni, exactly? Solace had given her a look that Kris had come to know all too well as Seriously, Colonial? And Kris remembered that Solace, who looked about her age, had been born maybe seventy years ago during the First Architect War, and had spent a fair amount of the intervening time in suspension until she was needed again. That, and a rigorously controlled vat-birth system, ensured the Parthenon had exactly as many people as it needed, no surplus mouths, no shortages.


And she’d wanted to ask, But what if you don’t want to go on ice? And, What if you don’t want to do what your aptitudes say? And, most of all, Some of you go rogue, right? Just . . . get out? But Solace’s open, honest face had somehow made that impossible, and so the questions were still battering about in her head.


Idris


On the far side of the imaginary line, in unspace, there was only Idris and the emptiness of their vessel, the Hale. Even that was because of his own continued insistence on it, he always felt. Unspace was the volume distinct from real space. In real space things really existed and regular physics applied. In unspace . . . not so much.


You were alone in unspace, always. The illusion of being that a sentient mind transitioned into was utterly solitary. Every one of the Partheni candidates would be experiencing the same. The sisters at their elbows would be gone; the pilot’s chair would be empty. Alone in the cosmic undervoid, hurtling to unknowable oblivion. What could be worse?


It was, of course, worse. There was a consensual hallucination that preyed on the mind, brought on by such exquisite isolation. It was the illusion that one was not, after all, alone. Everyone reported the same experience: human, Hanni, Castigar, even the cyborg intelligences of the Hivers. The illusion was that you shared the vastness with something. That it became aware of you and came closer, from outside the ship to inside, from inside to lurking in the next room. From the next room to standing at your very shoulder. And the one key characteristic of this presence that everyone imagined was that it was intolerable. It represented the worst, absolutely unabideable thing for any given observer. When it finally caught up and was there, breathing on your neck, darkening the corner of your vision . . . When the choice was to turn and gaze upon it or . . .


The candidates were all strapped down, wrists and ankles. Because exposure to unspace killed, and it killed by the hands of its victims. Idris had seen the bodies from lost ships that had fallen into unspace without suspension facilities and not managed to claw their way out quickly enough. Gouged eyes, rent throats, opened wrists. All preferable to facing the spectre that everyone experienced, and that every psych paper and study knew was purely in the mind of the beholder.


Except in unspace, nothing was real, and so perhaps an imaginary killer had exactly as much existence as its terrified observer.


Idris was one of the three most experienced unspace travellers available to the human race, one of the only survivors of that legendary first class of Intermediaries. And he knew the science papers were wrong. He’d been hunted through unspace by an alien navigator, a feral, animal mind that had known nothing but the chase, and had somehow been able to carry its instincts for pursuit outside of real space. Which meant the glorious and terrible isolation of unspace wasn’t as inviolable as people thought. The other thing he knew – that any Int, new or old, would swear to – was that the Presence in unspace was absolutely real.


Let the psychologists scoff. They didn’t have to go there and feel it at their shoulders over and over again.


There had been one time it had spoken to him, in the voices of colleagues lost and dead. But even Idris wouldn’t swear to the reality of that. He’d been on the point of shunting into a life-threatening coma at the time.


He felt the Presence now, sniffing about the outside hull of the Hale. Repeated exposure didn’t mean it was an old friend. One could not become at home in unspace. But your mind toughened and calloused over, in ways the regular human never needed to. Most Ints broke eventually, and the fact there were only three of the first class left wasn’t just the result of wartime casualties. Perhaps it was just acceptance in the end, the very last stage of grief. You felt the Presence looming, chuckling silently in your ear, and knew This is my life, now.


All those commercial Ints out of the Liaison Board, out across the Colonies, were facing this self-same thing without ever having chosen it, and how much worse must that be? And that was what he was trying to prevent by this mad alliance with the Parthenon.


It was inside the ship now. The hairs on his neck prickled as it padded down the empty aisle between the vacant seats. He couldn’t turn his head. He’d die if he laid eyes on it. He knew that with a burning, primal certainty.


Same old same old, the standard pressures of a working day. You know, the usual.


And out.


The Hale burst out into the real and abruptly his ears were full of the sounds of human company, a shipload of Partheni whose prior experience of unspace had been safely sedated in a suspension couch. Some of them were weeping, some gasped. Others were talking too fast, trying to reassure themselves that it was over. And a few were silent. He checked the medical readouts. Nobody had died on these test flights yet; no seizures, no aneurysms, no coronaries. The Parthenon vats turned out robust hearts and minds. But it was always a possibility.


He twisted around to see them, all those similar faces, pulled in different directions by their solitary trauma. Grave was looking at him – she wasn’t the only one, but it was her eyes he met. Some of the others had an accusing look, loathing the Colonial who’d put them through that, accusing him mutely of enjoying it. Not Grave. She was one of the still ones. Her face was without expression.


He threw up a view of their surroundings on the common screen, along with coordinates, letting that sink in. Every other unspace trip they’d taken would have been on a Throughway, system to system along paths set down by some unknown civilization that had vanished from the universe long before any of the current spacefaring cultures had evolved from single cells. A halfway-competent navigator could set a ship bobbing on the current of a Throughway and then retire prudently to their pod to sleep out the voyage.


But here they were, having come into the real in the middle of nowhere, and the view was of the stars with not a planet to be seen, the deep void where nobody went. This was Idris’s playground and, without a mind like his, no ship would ever find its way out of it. They were a hundred light years from anywhere. Even a distress call would take a lifetime to reach anyone.


‘Ten minutes is all I can spare you. Then we’re doing it again,’ he told them. ‘I’m sorry. We need the data. I’m really sorry.’


*


Some of them needed help to walk off when the Hale finally returned to the Ceres. He’d made eight jumps before his nerve broke and he’d had to take them back. He knew the pattern from past test-flights. Partheni stoicism had kicked in, the women clutching at each other’s hands every time they returned to the real, but clamping down on their emotions more each time until they could give him – the foreigner – perfectly bland Partheni looks. He knew that they’d let it out when they were with their sisters, with their counsellors. But he’d made himself the enemy by then, and they understood how to face up to an enemy.


Grave just stared at him, until it was him looking away.


Back on the ship, he wanted to debrief them, talk to them, find something reassuring to say, but he was being hauled away to a meeting with Monitor Felicity.


‘Menheer Telemmier,’ she said, ‘we will be reporting a successful first stage shortly. But we wished to show our findings to you, for comment, before we did so.’ She brought up a wall-full of displays, neurograph activity, which he could make nothing of.


‘This is yours,’ she explained. ‘From a previous flight, you understand. But consistent with readings from all flights.’


‘What am I looking at?’ He frowned. ‘There are gaps. Is this . . . The machine doesn’t work properly in unspace, is that right? So . . . doesn’t that just mean all of this is junk data?’


‘There are gaps,’ Felicity agreed. ‘Here is the reading for candidate Myrmidon Clarity. No gaps, you see? From the same equipment. Much trauma, upset, psychological harm suffered, just as with them all, but a complete reading.’


Seeing his own trauma and harm recorded there, apparently no less extreme despite all the callousing, was less than inspiring. ‘You’re saying there are holes in my head?’ He’d meant it as a joke but by the time the words were out they didn’t sound funny.
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