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Epilogue









Researchers, innovators and inventors of the world, despite leaden precautionary-principle bureaucracy and pressure from antediluvian NGOs, you keep working and keep taking us into a bright future. Because of you, poverty and child mortality are way down, pollution and famine are disappearing, information is available to many, and ignorance becoming a choice, and many of us living longer lives the emperors of the past would envy.


I thank you.
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Cast of Characters


Captain Cogulus Hoop: A centuries-old captain from the world of Spatterjay, known by most as Cog. Just like other humans of that world, he is a hooper, the term used to describe those infected by the Spatterjay virus. Cog is also related to the founder of that world, the infamous pirate Jay Hoop. What many people don’t know is that Cog is also an agent for the Polity. Cog initially set out to help another hooper, Trike, rescue his wife, who had been kidnapped by the legate Angel. This drew him to the Cyberat system, from where they barely escaped alive. They were then attacked by the swarm AI the Clade and Cog’s ship was badly damaged. Dragon took them in, and they sheltered within his vast structure until he then transported them to the planet Jaskor. On this world, Cog and his crew joined Orlandine’s fight against the terror of the Clade, which was seeking to break down her defences there in preparation for the coming of the Jain.


The Client: An expert weapons developer and the last remaining creature of a civilization called the Species. Her kind were supposedly annihilated centuries ago by the alien prador. The Client, bent on revenge, took over a weapons platform from the defence sphere and travelled to her old home planet, now in the Prador Kingdom. On a moon there she discovered a hidden library holding a treasure trove of data stores, guarded by the Librarian. The Client’s battle with this ancient Jain unlocked the forbidden data she was seeking and finally revealed to her what happened to her kind. This led her to the accretion disc, where Orlandine’s deployment of the Harding black hole had released two ships that had been trapped for millions of years in a U-space blister. The first which appeared held the ancestors of the Client, and she managed to persuade Orlandine to cease attacking them. The second ship let out the fearful shriek of the Jain and is the real enemy.


Diana Windermere: The captain of the massive Polity dreadnought the Cable Hogue. Sent by Earth Central, at the head of a Polity fleet, to the accretion disc and Jaskor to counter threats against the Polity, including the prador fleet that was sent too, she soon found herself up against an alien ship out of a U-space blister in the accretion disc sun. That was bad enough, but she dealt with it, allying with the prador and Orlandine’s weapons platforms to that end. But now another immense alien ship is coming out . . .


Dragon: A moon-sized alien biomech who is Orlandine’s partner in her project to build the accretion disc defence sphere. His motives and aims are often opaque, but it is certain that he has a hatred for the Jain technology within that disc.


Earth Central is the ruling AI of the Polity. However, it can make subminds of itself and, facing the Jain menace, makes one to deal with this. The new EC is locked out from Jaskor and the accretion disc by U-space disruption, and must find a way in.


Gemmell is the leader of the Polity ground forces down on Jaskor. After facing the hostile swarm AI, the Clade, it now seems, with Orlandine back in control, that his task is coming to an end. It is not.


Orlandine: The haiman overseer of the defence sphere project. Orlandine controls all the AIs and state-of-the-art weapons platforms that surround and guard the accretion disc, looking to contain the lethal concentration of Jain technology gathered there. She is made up of a complex mix of human, AI and Jain tech herself. When the disc was attacked by an impossibly powerful Jain soldier, seemingly to release the Jain tech, she was forced to launch her ‘special project’. This involved transporting a black hole, via U-space, to the accretion disc, where it could halt the spread of Jain tech once and for all. However, deploying the black hole in fact released two ships from a U-space blister, one of these being the Jain. When its agent, the Clade, attacked Orlandine’s base on Jaskor, Orlandine nearly died in an assassination attempt and was greatly weakened on losing the Jain tech which linked her human and AI self. But she managed to recover it, and the Clade was defeated.


Orlik is the captain of a large dreadnought called the Kinghammer and has been sent at the head of a prador fleet from the Kingdom for the same purpose as Windermere. Now fully allied with her, they face the new threat together.


Trike: Like Cog, Trike is a hooper, with the characteristic size and strength of such men from the Spatterjay world. Trike also displays signs of insanity, which the Spatterjay virus feeds and enhances if not kept under control. Trike’s wife, Ruth, used to help calm Trike and keep the madness at bay. When Ruth was kidnapped and enslaved by the legate Angel, Trike was drawn into the wider battle against this android and a Jain AI called the Wheel. He and Ruth were finally reunited and escaped the Cyberat world together but a fatal attack by the Clade on their ship resulted in Ruth’s death. Angel turned against the Wheel and joined Cog’s ship, but Trike could never let go of his hatred for him. Their fight against the Clade continued on Jaskor, where Trike diverged from Cog and inadvertently took on the Jain tech lost from Orlandine’s body. This transformed him completely, making him an even more powerful fighting machine. Using his new-found strength, and unable to forget his anger towards Angel, he destroyed the android. Ruth was eventually revived once again, but for Trike it was too late. There is no going back from what he has now become.









Glossary


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


– From ‘Quince Guide’ compiled by humans


Bounce gate: A small defensive runcible (U-space gate) installed aboard ships as a countermeasure to U-space missiles. Such missiles can be fired through U-space at a ship and materialize inside it; however, if they appear near a gate, it is the nature of the physics of this technology that the gate will route them through to U-space.


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


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


Haiman: The closest amalgam of human and AI possible without the destruction of the human organic brain. The haiman Orlandine is a special case, since she has also amalgamated with Jain tech she made ‘safe’.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


USER: Underspace interference emitters are devices that disrupt U-space, thereby stopping or hindering both travel and communication through that continuum. They can also force ships out of it into the real, or realspace. They can consist of ship-mounted weapons, mines and missiles whose duration of disruption is variable.


U-signature: A detectable signature left when a ship jumps into or out of U-space from which the destination or departure point of the ship can be divined. Complex matter when artificially organized down to the pico-scopic level also creates a U-signature, by which it can be identified.


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


U-space twist: This underspace formation can, often via the collaboration of a U-space engine and hardfields, turn like a clock spring winding up to store energy, then unwind to release it (though of course conventional geometries do not apply to this continuum). It can be deployed as a weapon – generated at a distance inside an enemy ship, where it releases its energy all at once, with the combined electromagnetic and gravity effects ripping everything apart around it.
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Jain technology allegedly destroys civilizations. It killed their own, as well as the ancient alien societies of the Atheter, the Csorians and the Makers. This is all accepted writ, but I have to ask, how did it do this? It is a technological ecology capable of forming matter on the nano and macro scales. But how is this tech different from our own, which can do the same things? It is fast and can spread like a parasitic plant or fungus, feeding on present technology and converting it. It sequesters devices, computers and AIs, and can even seize control of living creatures . . . yet we are capable of making mechanisms to do the same thing. It is reportedly most dangerous when guided by intelligence, and thought somehow to control that user. Does it make those who deploy it evil? An old aphorism has it that guns do not kill people, people kill people while a gun is just a lump of inert metal (or composites). But no, it’s not that simple. A gun provides its owner with power but also an easy way to deploy it, and it is the latter that makes him more likely to use it. Can we then see Jain technology in this light? Can we in the end tie it back to an aphorism older still: power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely?


From ‘How It Is’ by Gordon





Orlandine


Pillars of smoke rose from the city. Disaster-response robots still dug through wreckage and ambulances fled across the sky. On the roof of a superficially damaged apartment block sat what looked like a thirty-foot-tall, partially coiled woodlouse, but with a shifting tentacular mass in its underside – a metallic-sheened nightmare of snakes and worms. From within this mass, tendrils extruded a sarcophagus forwards and down, depositing it on the roof. The shifting tendrils over its surface began peeling back sections to spill out steaming jelly and strange organic structures, some of which were still moving. Steadily they revealed a human woman under a translucent veined caul. She pushed a hand through the caul to split it, leaking clear fluid, and stepped out of it onto the roof. And finally, Orlandine opened her eyes.


She turned to look over her shoulder at the umbilici connecting her back into the sarcophagus, which had already started collapsing as if under accelerated decay, and thence to her Jain device. After a moment, they detached from her and snaked back to their source. Down her back, and in the back of her skull, holes drew closed. She took another step and reached up to touch her collarbone. Under her fingertips, a circle of pores spewed monofabric across her skin to cover her from neck to feet. Transparent at first, it then turned royal blue. At her waist and feet it thickened to form a wide belt and boots, which took on the texture and colour of tan leather.


Am I human now? She continued forward. In fact this body was more human than the one she’d occupied before, since over eighty per cent of it consisted of muscle, bones and organs grown from her original DNA. She had also overwritten the brain so it matched the one she had possessed before her fall from the tower in her Ghost Drive Facility. The fall which had seemed to bring about the end to her human life. This brain contained a copy of her original AI crystal too. And the all-but-meaningless question about her humanity seemed to arise from it – from an earlier primitive self. But this body was an avatar of the device behind her. Yes, part of her consciousness resided in it, but a small percentage of herself. She halted at the edge of the building and, while her apparently human eyes studied the city, she saw so much more.


Via thousands upon thousands of cams and other sensors, Orlandine gazed upon the Jaskoran system. Inward, the giant hot planet Adranas sat in close orbit about the sun, while a chunk of technology the shape of a thick coin, fifty miles across, sat out from it in a Lagrange point. This core of a ship belonged to an alien race dubbed the Species, but she did not know if it contained any of that kind. It had been unresponsive since being transported from the accretion disc. But certainly one of the Species, the Client, did occupy the nearby Weapons Platform Mu. The Client had tried to save her kin by bringing the ship’s core here, but she had also put this entire system in danger by doing so.


‘Was that a good idea?’


The question surfed in on Orlandine’s perception – someone noting the direction of her regard. She located its source and gazed through cams at Knobbler. The assassin drone had just left Weapons Platform Magus – one that had been under construction in orbit above her, and whose AI the rogue Clade had destroyed. Swirling up behind the big assassin drone, his fellow drones followed him back towards Jaskor. Reviewing their recent activities, Orlandine confirmed they had helped to bring orbital production and construction up to speed but then extracted themselves from the processes and ensconced themselves aboard the platform to return it to operational status. A new AI in place had now taken over. And, once again, these drones were looking for action.


‘You mean offering the Client protection?’ she asked. 


‘I mean just that.’


Orlandine could no longer view the accretion disc since U-space disruption had cut communication, and her reach was only within this planetary system. But she now knew two ships had been trapped within a U-space blister in the disc’s sun, and the second of those had come out. The first – the Species ship – had been mauled by the combined Polity and prador fleet and her platforms out there, so only its core remained. The second ship was an enemy of the Species: the Jain. These creatures had created a technology that had wiped out their civilization and others, and had come close to bringing down the Polity in the past. With xenophobia and hostility implicit in their biology, the Jain were a danger to all intelligent life. She did not doubt their ship would head here, either to destroy the Species ship core, or to begin the extermination of those the Jain saw only as a resource to be pillaged and discarded in pieces. She analysed her feelings about that and found nothing strong; instead she fell into analysis of the Jain way of life as a survival strategy.


‘You think it would have been better to tell the Client to get the hell out of here ASAP?’ she asked distractedly.


‘That ship core is obviously a lure for the Jain ship.’


‘Do you think that if she had taken it elsewhere the Jain would have gone after it rather than come here?’


‘Seems likely.’


‘Yes, but then it would come for us all: for the Polity and the Kingdom,’ Orlandine replied. ‘I see keeping the Client here as keeping a grip on useful knowledge – knowledge likely critical to our survival.’


Though this reasoning had some truth, she understood it had not wholly compelled her to offer the Client sanctuary. The need to acquire knowledge and resources seemed paramount.


‘Still . . .’ Knobbler hedged.


Arrogance and greed? she wondered, then dismissed the thought.


‘With the agreement of the Polity and the Prador Kingdom, Dragon and I built weapons platforms to stop Jain technology in the accretion disc spreading into those realms. It was then my aim to drop a black hole into that disc to annihilate the tech and, even though the Jain soldier disrupted this plan, it is still on course.’ She paused, feeling a little pompous, then continued, ‘I have dedicated my life to ridding space of Jain technology.’ She asserted her claim on it. ‘Am I to stand aside now? Am I to think only of survival and let this be someone else’s problem?’ 


‘Your choice,’ said Knobbler. ‘You know we’re with you all the way.’


Orlandine gave that a digital nod but felt uncomfortable, her reasoning swirling in her mind. In allowing the Client to stay, she would draw that Jain ship here, but with no certainty she could deal with it. Two of the most powerful dreadnoughts from the Kingdom and Polity commanded the combined fleet out there. Yet was she assuming they could not stop that thing while she could?


Surveying space around the planet of Jaskor, Orlandine checked her resources. Sixty redubbed evacuation platforms sat in orbit, steadily taking on refugees from below and packing them inside. In fact, two of them were departing even now – necessarily under fusion drive because of the U-space disruption. Her remaining weapons platforms – six hundred of them – formed a scattered tail in the orbital path of the planet. Amidst them cargo ships brought materials for the platforms to utilize in repairs and upgrades after their encounter with the Species ship out at the accretion disc. They now sported hardfield and imploder defences to put out the disruptor beam which had shattered many of their kind. Their collective AI minds also worked furiously to come up with further ideas: induction and virtual warfare beams to disrupt the disruptor, and other methods to save them when attacked by a U-space twist. This combined gravity and U-space weapon could generate a twist within ships, which then released the energy into the real, tearing out the innards of its target. The small prador and Polity fleet stationed here was making similar changes – past enemies now joined in an uneasy alliance against an even more dangerous threat. But all of their preparations might not be enough.


‘Of course, it would be nice if that knowledge of the Client’s you mention was actually available,’ said Knobbler dryly.


‘Then I must ensure that it is,’ she replied tersely, feeling again the need for acquisition as a sharp stab in the pit of her stomach. 


Orlandine returned her attention to the inner system. Her exchanges with the alien there had elicited some useful data, but certainly not everything the Client, or that ship’s core, had to offer. She wished she could go out and deal directly with that singular member of the Species, but leaving Jaskor was not a good idea. Maybe the combined fleet of Polity and prador ships those realms had sent to the disc could destroy the Jain ship, or cripple it, or maybe the thing would just sweep them aside. If they did not destroy the Jain ship, the present U-space disruption might not prevent it from coming here. She had to be ready.


But the Client . . .


She needed someone in the inner system pushing for data, seeking out the weapons and knowledge they needed, she needed. She considered sending Knobbler but, though a wily and dangerous assassin drone, he did not possess the tools for this job. So who, then? She turned her attention to the ocean of Jaskor, between the coast and the volcanic island of Sambre. She clawed for contact, but someone there, under the sea, shrugged her off. His ability to do this brought home that he was just the man for the job. Captain Trike, she decided, was not going to walk away from this.


Diana


Diana Windermere, commander of the interdiction Polity fleet sent to an accretion disc, in what had at first appeared to be a bit of sabre-rattling against the prador, rested her hands on a rail and gazed across a gap of twenty miles to what looked like a vast depiction of an ancient integrated circuit. Though not the largest space inside her ship, for others were scattered throughout the massive structure, this was the only one charged with an atmosphere. She came here sometimes when she needed the . . . space.


At two hundred miles across, the Cable Hogue was a giant warship. Its Laumer engine alone was bigger than most other ships, while its six conjoined U-space drives were each more than capable of hauling a large asteroid through that continuum. Its mile-thick, incredibly complex armour could deflect or absorb the impacts of most weapons known to the Polity, while it possessed hardfield projectors like pores in its outer tegument. Rumour had it that this behemoth could alter the tides of oceanic worlds it orbited. This was kind of true, but had been in the deliberate assistance of a terraforming project, using the constant output of its gravity weapon – a device that could wreck spaceships like a fast-travelling tsunami would wreck wooden ocean vessels of old.


It had many other armaments too. Some of its numerous particle beam weapons could project devastating beams a hundred feet wide. Huge armouries inside contained fusion, fission and antimatter missiles ready for it to fling from its coilguns. Its railguns could spit hard slugs at near-c. The number and variety of its lasers she had lost count of long ago. Stranger weapons lurked here too, along with iterations of the conventional she had not tried. Factories within could produce just about anything Diana required. Things already existed in there she had never used nor felt the need to use. No single ship could stand against the Hogue . . . until now. She knew she would require everything her ship had to give and that it might well not be enough.


‘Projection,’ she murmured.


A screen a mile square etched itself into existence in the air before her – the AI Hogue, who controlled this ship in partnership with her, knew precisely what she wanted.


A thing like a giant grey claw appeared on the screen, its fingers curved to points reaching towards her. The cloud of hostile Jain tech, detached from the rest in the accretion disc where a black hole steadily drew it in, stretched half a million miles across and was still spreading out. Though the semi-organic machines that comprised it were each easy enough to destroy with the weapons at her disposal, their sheer number appalled her.


The view divided, focusing in on some of those approaching machines. The bacilliforms ranged in size from ten to a hundred feet long. A hole ran down the axis of each and, thus far, she had only seen them emit ion beams, though as linear accelerators they should be able to fling out more. One screen division showed an object like a man-of-war jellyfish fashioned out of burned bone. Its tentacles were mobile, thick and presently drawing metallic tubes out of its underside and weaving them into objects that looked like knotted lumps of metallized gut, whose purpose was unclear. Objects like sickle cells writ large – their hue green and ever changing – seemed likely to be delivery mechanisms for materials, though no AI had been able to confirm that. Sheets of thick skin gusted through vacuum. Translucent eggs a yard across floated between creations like isopods, either coiled up or open. Bars with open flower-bud ends tumbled, while other objects, with sizes and shapes as various as a collection of seeds from a jungle, drifted aimlessly. Analysing them all, her AIs had come to a worrying lack of conclusions.


Diana waved her hand and again, knowing her mind, Hogue banished the screen divisions and focused in on the cloud’s centre and the thing there – the object somehow guiding this cloud.


At over a thousand miles long, the truly immense Jain ship would affect the tides of any oceanic world it orbited. Scans revealed its dark crystalline hull to be advanced armour. It bore the shape of a leaf-like and grotesque mantid and even seemed to have limbs folded against its body. They were melded into place and larger than the prador reavers running with Diana to face this thing. Its head end sprouted great black pincers from a thin neck. Perhaps a weak point? She felt the urge to giggle because that weak point lay a hundred miles across. The pincers themselves were big enough to girdle the Cable Hogue. The ship also seemed to have possessed an outer skin which had decayed and shrunk to woody ridges and branches over its surface – Jain tech that had oozed out from inside and seemingly died there. Organic clumps clinging to its underside, like isopod parasites, had now been identified as warcraft in their own right – each bigger than most of the ships in the combined prador and Polity fleet.


‘An ugly-looking thing,’ said Hogue, its voice issuing from the air nearby since she had disconnected and shut down her implants.


‘Do we have more on its weapons?’ she asked.


‘It certainly possesses everything we saw from the Species ship,’ Hogue replied. ‘That disruptor beam, for example.’


And that was the thing. It wouldn’t have made any difference if the Cable Hogue was ten times its present size. In analogy, it would still be a huge wooden armada sailing ship going up against a twenty-first-century destroyer wielding armour-piercing missiles and torpedoes. Deep analysis revealed that the disruptor beam – its appearance something like a vortex laser – interfered with binding molecular forces and once it had hit a ship for long enough, and cut in deep enough, the effect would cascade throughout the target. She had seen it already: a Polity dreadnought capable of wrecking worlds turned, in just a matter of minutes, into a spreading cloud of scrap, breaking up like safety glass.


They had discovered a defence against this. A layering of hardfields and the timely placement of a contra-terrene device or CTD imploder could stop the beam. Ship AIs were also working on iterations of induction and laser informational warfare beams that might disrupt the disruptor beam. But then, the Species ship had used other weapons: gamma-ray lasers with a plain ridiculous energy density, a missile that delivered an effect similar to the disruptor but more intense – a disintegrator. Also, if this thing possessed the same sort of weapons, it could eviscerate enemy ships with a remotely projected U-space twist. It was madness to go up against it, yet who else was there?


‘Full initiation of all systems,’ she instructed. 


‘You are sure about this?’ asked Hogue.


‘If there was ever a time for it then it is now.’ 


‘Perhaps combat is contraindicated,’ said Hogue. 


Even the AI had its doubts.


‘We may not survive,’ said Diana, ‘but we can certainly weaken the thing and thin out that cloud. By now Earth Central has figured out that something is seriously wrong here and is preparing. Our job is to slow the enemy down, no matter the cost.’


‘Initiating,’ said Hogue.


All around her, she felt the immense ship shudder. Along the distant wall, lights began igniting in the output tunnels of autofactories. Lines of fire scribed out runes of destruction. Huge objects began to move through the intervening space. She knew that over two hundred fusion reactors had just come online, that hardfield generators were queuing up to the skin of the ship, particulates loading to the supply tanks of particle weapons and more being made, while the Laumer engine and conjoined U-space engines were running diagnostics. Under her feet, the platform began vibrating. Probably being shaken by railgun carousels the size of cathedrals moving into position, she thought. Lightning flashes out in the shadows were spill from the charging of laminar power storage and ultra-capacitors.


‘I also think we should run diagnostics and maintenance on the major space doors,’ she added.


‘You are thinking we might act as a life-raft?’ enquired Hogue. 


The possibility should be prepared for. It would be difficult, but the Hogue did have enough heft in its U-space engines to jump some distance through the disrupted continuum while, inside, lay other spaces like this that smaller ships of the fleet could cram into. This was supposing anything remained of her ship when it came time to make that call.


Trike


Trike had felt some disappointment when he took his first breath underwater. His lungs rebelled for a moment, but only as he got the last of the air out – a bit of underwater hacking and bubbles rising up around his face. A moment later, he was breathing water and not feeling much different from how he had done on the beach with Ruth, Cog, that Earth Central Security soldier and the forensic AI that had tried to subdue him.


He had continued walking, noticing without surprise that he did not float to the surface. A while back his body density had been close to that of iron, and he had changed substantially since then. He held out his hand, ripples of light passing across it refracted through the waves on the surface. It was a claw – the claw of a monster. He had wondered what he looked like then and, driven by the thought, the alien Jain technology threaded through him, loaded with programs and knowledge from Orlandine, provided the answer. Via its sensing apparatus, he scanned himself and built up an image in his mind.


He stood on the seabed eight and a half feet tall. His body still bore a human shape, but longer limbed, covered with thickly corded blue musculature that seemed almost skinless. Brown and white veins netted this, while curving spikes had issued from his sides, pointing forwards. He had no idea what biological imperative from the Spatterjay virus in him had driven that. His head projected forwards on a long neck, eyes close together, mouth filled with lethal fangs jutting forwards too. He looked like something that would kill without compunction. Retaining the image and setting a program to scan himself periodically and update it, he had moved on. And then he felt the demand come to him.


He had recognized Orlandine at once. Halting, he took in the intensity of it, and the sure knowledge of her powerful intelligence behind it. The aggressive push at his mind which expected an immediate response. For a moment, he felt subdued and ready to accede to it. Then anger rose and he mentally smacked the demand away, seeing it break, fragment and withdraw.


The seabed sloped down and he walked from shingle to red sand cut through with whorls of grey mud. Here tubeworms protruded with spread fronds like those of the AI Mobius Clean whose form was that of a crinoid – a spherical creature, like a mass of feathers attached together at their bases, and six feet in diameter. A thing like an eel or a water snake swam past, only it was headless and sporting rainbow fringes down its length. As he slowed to watch this, he thought about his recent conversation with Ruth.


Throughout their many decades together they had loved each other. It had driven him crazy – well, just a bit more crazy than usual back then – when Angel, under the control of the Jain AI the Wheel, kidnapped, tortured and killed her. Then his aims had been set: vengeance. But Angel, linked to a wormship and controlling technology much the same as that now laced through Trike’s body, had resurrected her. He understood finally that this had been Angel’s old self reasserting, that Angel had once been a Golem and a moral creature, before the AI Erebus had seized control of him.


But Trike’s inability to accept that had turned rancid inside him. What then followed for Trike? His pursuit of vengeance was no longer viable, and his anger and madness raved inside him, seeking outlet. Angel remained the object of his ire but he could not act on that. His motivation had been Ruth’s death and yet she lived again, with Angel eventually joining their side. Then units from the swarm AI the Clade had attacked Captain Cog’s ship and Ruth became its casualty. Again. The ludicrous situation had continued, with vengeance against the Clade driving him next, despite the possibility of Ruth’s second resurrection once they put her in cold storage. But he had been lying to himself. All of it had been displacement activity, his quests for vengeance always an excuse for violence and anger. Meanwhile his feelings about Angel had grown stronger and soured.


Now, on the seabed he saw clumps of rock, or maybe coral, from which stalks extended to the surface to spread seaweed, like shredded yellow paper supported by sausage-like bladders. It reminded him of home, this marine life, and it reminded him of what that home had done to him, including its most recent effects. The Spatterjay virus he had carried for so many years had made changes in him it did not make in others who were mentally stable. Then, following the assassination attempt on Orlandine in which her Jain component became separated from her, this Jain tech had attached itself to him. It needed a ride to return her mental backup. But on delivering that backup and the larger portion of itself to her, it had failed to abandon him. And it had altered him too.


While examining Spatterjay virus-infected prador that were turning into something nasty, or rather nastier, Orlandine had discovered the genome of Jain soldiers hidden in the virus. Via the Jain tech in his body, it seemed Trike had awoken their genome too and incorporated their aggression. He had used their weapons and their facility for warfare to destroy the Clade but, in so doing, linked their instincts to kill to that sour dark spot within him. In the end, when the android had followed him, he had attacked Angel. This height of his madness had been a final step over the line . . .


No, he was rationalizing. There was something more to this, something deeper concerning Jain technology and its source, the Jain themselves. If it had just been the soldiers’ aggression driving him, he would have completely destroyed Angel, but he had not. He had ripped the android apart, but also subsumed him, all his knowledge, all that he was. And now he could feel the fragments of Angel in his mind, leaden, like some form of mental indigestion. Certainly, the aggression had waned, but he still felt as bewildered as when Ruth and the others found him on the beach, and was still trying to return to some form of stability.


When he and Ruth spoke, he had told her he could never return to being human, and no chance remained for them to be as they were. He talked to her about this with utter certitude. But she argued with him that the crinoid forensic AI, Mobius Clean, might have the ability to return him to humanity. They’d gone round and round on that and he started to understand that something had changed long before. He grew angry and told her to go – there was no hope. Only when Clean attacked him, tried to subdue him, and in the process connected to him and showed what might be possible, did he finally realize the truth. He hated what he had become, sure, but there were other changes. He had no feelings for her any more. He also understood, by her attitude, by how the conversation had run, that she had been through too much as well and no longer had the feelings she once had for him. Between them only duty and responsibility remained – a married couple who had fallen out of love and just continued tightening the nuts and bolts of a relationship because of, well, habit.


The Jain tech inside him, the technology Orlandine had gleaned from a Jain node and made, to a degree, safe, had responded to his instinct and defended him from Clean – an induction warfare flash knocking the forensic AI to the nearest state of unconsciousness possible for such an entity. Then Trike had walked into the sea.


Now what?


The idea had germinated on the beach before the others came, as the sick guilt of what he had done to Angel rose up inside him. First he had thought about how the life forms in Spatterjay’s ocean utterly stripped down any hoopers who fell in. They survived as animals until rescued, then returned to the human world renewed. But some further thought on that, and a look at the data he had from Orlandine, had revealed this to be a very different sea. There would be no transforming change in these waters, no martyrdom. Sure, some dangerous things lurked under those waves but he had been pretty sure, once he entered the water, he would become the most dangerous thing there. He had then transferred his gaze to the plume of smoke and steam from the Sambre volcano and somehow, it seemed the obvious solution.


Muddy plumes ahead alerted him to a change in the seabed. Soon he came to a cliff extending down fifty feet; the plumes were rising from where the seabed spilled over this edge. He peered down, past layers of sand and mud, to a cliff face of flaky rock where white nematodes squirmed in crevices, and mantis shrimps waited for prey. It all appeared new because, though life clung here, no molluscs or corals gripped onto the rock, and no weeds had taken hold. He thought the Sambre volcano the likely cause and, a moment later, his extra knowledge confirmed it. The fall in the seabed happened regularly and caused tsunamis, which was why no one had built along the coast behind him. He moved out to the edge, stepped off and dropped.


Trike landed with a thump on stone, a current trying to tug him to one side. He gazed along its course and could see it sweeping debris that way, explaining why he had not landed on sand or mud. In the dark here he simply enhanced and could see clearly. Ahead the seabed sloped up, scattered with large boulders clad in weedy growths and dangling clumps of molluscs like white mussels. He began to negotiate a course between these, noting occasional warm currents and, focusing ahead, saw an underwater glow probably from lava oozing out of a vent. Then, as if he had walked into a room with motion sensors, lights came on all around him. He peered at these, seeing curved tendrils rising from the surrounding boulders and depending glowing veiny bulbs. Puzzled, he studied a pair of these, then transferred his attention to where they issued from the nearest boulder. At this point, the boulder opened a large, golden eye.


Earth Central


Earth Central, the ruling AI of the Polity, had distributed its mind mainly to secure locations. But it also ran it in small parts of many other AIs across its realm and viewed numerous situations that might turn serious. One of these was in the Graveyard, that area of space lying between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom. An erstwhile black ops attack ship called Obsidian Blade, which had transformed itself into a swarm AI, pursued the remainder of a swarm AI called the Clade. That pursuit would be lengthy, but ultimately resolved. Still, it required watching. On the further border to the Reaches, probes sent out by an outlink station had detected ancient ruins on a wandering black planetoid. Initial analysis indicated structures that might well be Jain. EC pondered this for a microsecond. Perhaps an archaeological team? No. EC ordered the departure of a sixty-mile-long funnel-shaped dreadnought from its secret base in deep space – its instructions were quite simple: complete and utter obliteration of the planetoid. There was quite enough Jain technology to be going round. Which brought EC back to its recent prime concern.


The Jaskoran system and nearby – in interstellar terms – accretion disc had been out of contact for three days now. In fact the last to leave that region had been Obsidian Blade, for the Clade had been the tool – now abandoned – of some Jain agency causing extreme problems there. Increasingly intense probes through U-space had been unable to penetrate the disruption enclosing that place. After the near destruction of the Species ship which emerged from a U-space blister in the accretion disc sun, and its obliteration of a large portion of the Polity and prador fleet there, the situation obviously remained critical. The Jain cloud had been reforming and mechanisms were coming out of it. The last telemetry indicated that something else had come out of the blister, but the data on that, before the blister closed and caused this U-space disruption, were unclear. The vaguely defined mass detected could have been a stray moon or a gravity anomaly. Time to seek more data.


EC put a query through a com channel that had remained open for centuries. Who might respond had always been dependent on the degree of paranoia at the other end. As the query went through, the AI moulded a virtuality, on a whim deciding to make it the surface of the dark wandering planetoid it had recently viewed. It appeared there as an old hooper who had disappeared on Spatterjay some centuries ago.


He stood upon a plain of translucent carbon dioxide ice, shot through with veins of frozen water. His human senses found it dark so he reached out to the horizon, flipped his hand and brought a grav-fusion artificial sun up into the sky. Distant mountains, like the humped backs of crowded hippos, cast dark shadows as it rose. Following the rules of this environment, the fluorescence flickered and jumped like firing neurons in complex ices below his enviro-boots. He shifted then, the planetoid turning underneath him until he stood by the basalt slabs on the shore of a frozen sea. Here low walls of blue glass etched out complex foundations of interlocking triangles – those probable Jain structures.


Beside him, the frigid nitrogen atmosphere shimmered, then, with a thwack to his human ears, a prador clad in metallic blue armour appeared. EC of course understood the drivers of popular hearsay that labelled these creatures as crabs. The things did vaguely resemble fiddler crabs writ large. But he felt that their raised visual turrets and body shape, like a vertically flattened pear, gave them a closer resemblance to wolf spiders. This one was a decapod – the number of legs varied depending on family – and possessed both its claws. It rattled around to face him, the main glinting red eyes behind its visor focusing on him while its upper stalked eyes swivelled to take in its surroundings. EC felt disappointed. The prador king sent this ambassador to intercept communications when he was otherwise occupied.


‘I need to speak to Oberon,’ said Earth Central. An amusing conceit, that name – the king of a race of homicidal aliens named after the king of the fairies. It had been given to the king by the transcendent AI Penny Royal, and the king showed a degree of superstition unusual in the prador in keeping it.


‘The king—’ the ambassador began, then imploded as if a singularity had appeared at his core. EC thought that just an effect of the virtuality . . . maybe.


A shadow grew in the ambassador’s place, turned glassy, then filled with colour. In a moment, the king of the prador had appeared. The great louse-like creature only resembled his kind by being an arthropod, assuming this was a real representation of how Oberon looked now. EC noted differences to his perfect recall of how the king had appeared last time, which wasn’t so long ago. Oberon’s carapace had some darker areas and he had attached new mechanisms to it. On his underside to the rear, a complicated fluid shunt had been plumbed in to the king’s ichor system, while just back from his head sat an aug, like a crystal slug, on a pad etched with gold wires connected to data buffers. As ever, the king’s experiments were as much on himself as on his children, the Guard.


‘I’m here,’ he said.


‘Evidently,’ EC replied, then continued, ‘I am seeking to pool our data on the situation out at the accretion disc.’


The king just watched him for a moment, then transferred his attention to the nearby ruins. He said, ‘You appear as Jay Hoop the human pirate who sold cored humans to us. And it seems this virtuality is the planetoid discovered by probes from Outlink Station Megratal.’


EC allowed no expression of surprise on its avatar, but at once instituted a security check on data from that station. The king should not have known about that. This was a game they played, in an effort to wrong-foot each other into revealing new data.


‘I see that the dreadnought Bad Bogle has been sent to destroy this place,’ the king added.


EC pondered this, then said, ‘The fact you are letting me know that you know leads me to believe your sources aren’t actually within my coms systems – a deliberate attempt to drive futile activity.’


‘Then let us talk about the accretion disc.’ 


‘You know something?’ EC asked.


‘Less than you, as you’re well aware,’ said the king. ‘We both require information from another source.’


‘I would be glad to know of one,’ said EC. 


‘Dragon,’ replied the king.


All data on that entity dropped into Earth Central’s consciousness at once. Of the four Dragon spheres first found on Aster Colora, two remained. A far-reach sensor near the centre of the galaxy had detected an object that might have been one of them, before an energy surge vaporized the sensor. The remaining sphere had been co-guardian with Orlandine to prevent Jain tech escaping the accretion disc – their guardianship and control of that area of space being the only acceptable option to EC and the king, since neither trusted the other with control there. After returning to Jaskor from the Cyberat system, where it had been gathering data on the recent threat, Dragon departed again and thereafter disappeared. All attempts to hail it had come to nothing. No data on its location. Nothing.


‘You know where it is,’ said EC. 


‘I do.’


Further searches on that basis now gave a hint of something. In various sectors of space outside the Polity and the Kingdom, the prador had more of a remote presence. This raised the probability of Dragon being in one of those areas. Still, that meant a volume of space, when totalled up, many thousands of light years across.


‘How did you find it?’ EC asked.


‘I tracked the course of the Client,’ said Oberon. 


‘How?’


‘The library moon of the Species,’ Oberon replied. ‘One of my ships dropped U-com transmitters on its surface.’


EC knew that the library moon had lured the prador to attack the Client while she was in the Prador Kingdom. However, after a battle in the Graveyard, the Client left the library moon behind. In fact, agents from Earth Central Security, ECS, were closing in on it to find out what had happened and grab as much data and alien technology as they could.


‘But the Client jumped away from the library . . .’


‘Quite.’ Oberon dipped his nightmare head. ‘And Dragon intercepted her where she arrived.’


EC put it together in a second. Parts of the Graveyard were blank spots to the Polity but not to the Kingdom.


‘I want to talk to Dragon,’ said EC. ‘But if Dragon is in the Graveyard we will need to come to some sort of agreement . . .’ 


‘I will trust you to keep me apprised,’ said the king, and over com sent precise coordinates.


‘You do not wish your . . .?’ EC trailed off as the king just faded out of existence.


The Client


The chain of the Client’s body now extended forty links long. Each link took the form of a parasitic wasp the size of a wolf, all wound around her crystal feeding tree like some grotesque decoration. At birth, each body link exited backwards, the head pulling free at the last and turning in towards feeding nipples on the tree, which oozed nectar that turned rubbery on contact with atmosphere. But as they came out, connections remained: a nerve cord running through a chitin-armoured slab of muscle joined the back of the newborn’s skull to the underside of its ‘mother’s’ abdomen. The Client’s body as a whole was thus a chain of minds resembling a Polity swarm AI, each capable of mentation but subordinate to the primary mind at the top. But this time, the Client gestated a new and different creature.


The remote dropped from its birth canal to hang inside a thick caul on a ropey umbilicus. Throbbing to the ichor pulse of its mother form, who fed voraciously, this caul bag steadily expanded. Later, the mother twitched her back end to swing it in against the tree, where it stuck. The remote then exuded worm feeders through the caul and latched onto the nearest tree nipples to draw in nectar before it had hardened, and it expanded rapidly. 


The Client carefully monitored its growth via a connecting nerve which ran down the umbilicus. Much like the remote she had sent out against the Librarian, this creature possessed four legs and two forelimbs, double wings screwed up in buds on its back, and Jain tentacles coiled against the upper part of its thorax, while super-dense fats were packed into it. But it also grew items of a less organic nature. Underneath its tough skin, it layered in conductive and impact-resistant armour. Down the sides of its body, where an insect had breathing holes, it sprouted organic lasers. From inside itself, it could transmit an induction warfare beam, exiting at the same point in the lower part of its head as the coilgun growing throughout the length of its body. It also grew laminar super-capacitor storage and a superconducting network. As she studied it, the Client understood how much of the Librarian’s knowledge had gone into its creation – the thing very closely resembled the soldiers the Jain had made.


The remote grew and grew until it was three times the length of the form which had birthed it, and twice as thick. Attached to the tree like an insect in a cocoon, it ceased to feed as the connections within it fined down, and as it made final changes. The caul or cocoon split and the remote folded up out of it to drop onto the floor. As it fell, it uncoiled and landed heavily but perfectly on its feet. The Client lost connection as it shifted and shrugged, shedding a fleshy placenta. The buds on its back split, and slowly its wings folded out and expanded, hardening into a meta-material similar to chain-glass. These were also its transceiver and as their connections firmed, the link established and it became part of the Client again.


Inside the body of her remote, the Client considered something else about what she had wrought here. When the Species had made remotes like this previously, they had always limited their lifespan by the food stored inside them. This creature was different. It possessed mandibles that could grab and slice, and a digestive system with a way to excrete. It could feed on any material its body might require, including metals and minerals, for it could eat rock and chew up items of technology. Its mandibles were diamond-edged and possessed shearfield generators to complement those edges. It had no time limit, it could live for as long as sustenance was available. She flicked her wings and thrummed them into motion, spiralling up around the tree and her primary form. She then stopped flapping her wings and stabilized with the grav-engine inside her, tilted and spat a chemical thruster at her rear to climb higher.


From her primary form, the Client also looked elsewhere. The vehicle she had used to transfer a former remote into the library, when she first found it, would not do. The thing was just too small to take this creature. Instead, she called in one of her platform’s attack pods to hover above her life-support cylinder. This looked like a giant white melon seed, divided along its length to expose the silvery workings of its weapons systems, with further weapons protruding at one end like a technological prolapse. Her remote reached the top cap where a hatch opened, but where she retained a shimmershield to keep the atmosphere in her cylinder. She, as the remote, pushed through this and out into vacuum, landing hard on the attack pod and gripping the vine-like growths of Jain tech which linked its systems into a complete whole. Uncoiling two triangular-section tentacles, she probed inside it to find the correct sockets and plugged in. Now directly controlling the pod, she fired up its engines.


The Client hurtled through vacuum on the pod, passing other attack pods hanging inactive, with Weapons Platform Mu receding behind her. But at the same time, she was also in the platform watching the pod go, because she did not have to choose just one perspective – this was the nature of her mind. Ahead lay the remaining core of the Species ship – a plug of exotic, tangled metal and intricate alien technology the shape of a thick coin fifty miles wide. The dull yellow dot of it, like a moon orbiting the giant hot planet Adranas, expanded rapidly to her perception, to this perception.


The attack pod hurtled closer and closer. What scanning the Client had managed revealed much of the internal map of the ship’s core. Though ports in its upper surface stood close to the ten-mile-wide central chamber, or living quarters, the armoured tri-doors across them were five times as thick as the doors on the sides. Other smaller ports on the upper and lower surfaces seemed likely to contain antipersonnel weapons. This was logical. The main growth of the ship had connected around the rim of this core, so there was less need for defensive measures. But she did not believe there would be none.


She flew the pod to the rim, perpetually scanning for a response. Nothing happened and in time she reached a point just a few miles out, the edge of the core rearing up above her and extending down below, close-up looking like the bare surface of some metallic elm trunk chewed by bark beetles. To either side it curved away into misty distance – an electrostatic effect retaining a thin atmosphere of gases and vapour near its surface – and there had the appearance of mountains, but with a ridged, almost reptilian look. Paralleling it, she headed towards a port twenty miles away, meanwhile spying other structures on its surface. Stud-like tanks spread arrays of black pipework, coppery square-section ducts looked like titanic wave-guides. Glassy blisters closed over tangles of blue metal, like a cubist version of coral, while v-shaped trenches contained rivers of liquid metal and deep indentations, like missing sections of square pixels, exposed netted grey ceramal. The Client realized this must be the connection paraphernalia that had linked the core to the rest of the ship – all unplugged now.


The lip of the port appeared ahead, just a thick everted and ridged wall of the same brassy metal as most of the rest. She flew the attack pod over it and above the entry tunnel – an ovoid half a mile across. The walls leading in seemed to consist of packed wreckage. Recognizable cables and optics branched out, torn and severed. Ducts had been ripped, great plates of metal torn up, oddly designed engines hung on twisted beams. Perhaps secretive access here? No – upon scanning, she saw the core had torn this stuff away from the rest of the ship when it departed, and that behind it lay the same connections she had seen on the exterior, set in an armoured hull. She began to move the attack pod inside, but a surge of power within the tunnel spooked her and she rapidly withdrew. Spitting fusion, she shot back over the rim wall and then behind it, coming down onto the hull and sticking the attack pod there. Through it, she could feel a rumbling, as if large objects were shifting and thumping home. Defences coming online?


She watched a slab of beam-work tangled with superconductors tumble out into vacuum. Other objects swiftly followed – a storm of wreckage spewing out. Scanning from the weapons platform, she watched the connections inside releasing the wreckage, and an atmosphere blast from valves all around the tri-doors blowing it out. The blast continued until it had driven everything clear. Why had this happened? Any number of reasons could explain it. Her kind within the ship might be unblocking the route for a visitor. Alternatively, this could be a weak attempt to stop her coming in this entrance, or a warning that they were aware of her. Or to prepare the way for underlying weapons. It could also just have been some automatic system which had finally kicked in because of her presence. There was only one way to find out.


The Client moved the attack pod from the hull, blasted up on steering thrusters and went up over the rim into the tunnel again. As the pod entered, the Client detached from it and on her own drives threw herself in towards the wall. Still mentally connected to the pod, she drove it in towards the tri-doors while she watched across the emitted spectrum and passively scanned her surroundings for any further response. The pod drifted in until finally it nosed up to the doors. She ramped up scanning from the pod to highly active, to elicit a response perhaps, and to try to understand the mechanism of those doors.


There was still no reaction and, after a while, she noticed the doors were relatively simple in function. They had an atmosphere seal and each of the three sections could be withdrawn into the surrounding ship’s core with curved members whose meta-material surfaces ran chains of hard cilia over solid posts. Tracking the power to these, she discerned shielded s-con cables disappearing into the ship. The control system seemed to be a series of tubules, organic in nature like the potassium signalling channels of a human brain, but interwoven with photonic nanotubes. They connected to patches in the faces of each door – rough commashaped areas loaded with molecular receptors. Species technology, certainly. She moved forwards to investigate those door locks.
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In all human societies, people choose to opt out. Throughout human history they have done this to varying degrees. In the far past they became hermits or secreted themselves in communes – their excuses for running away usually religious – and similar examples have arisen since. During the time of the cryo-ships, many set out to find some form of isolation. However, after the Quiet War, when Earth’s population exceeded thirty billion and the main spread of humanity remained confined to the Solar system, people had few opportunities to opt out physically. So those who felt the need were usually the virtuality addicts of the time. In all these cases, we can see this as not a flight towards a better or simpler state but a retreat from complexity – usually a flight from technologies no longer understood. Only after the massive dispersal of humanity, brought on by fast U-space travel and runcible networks, could society afford to indulge this choice in the old way once again. Interestingly, the hermits and the communes of today employ technologies of a similar bent to those others fled some centuries before. Perhaps we can optimistically cite this as a measure of human advancement . . .


From ‘Quince Guide’ compiled by humans





Gemmell


Gemmell strolled along a corridor in the medship but his mind, via his gridlink, ranged elsewhere. Numerous reports vied for his attention, but he had an overview of the situation now. The disaster-response teams dispatched from the southern coastal cities of Jaskor to deal with the wreckage here in the city were more than capable, but they continued to utilize the Polity assistance from the fleet above. There was no disorder. The Clade, or that portion of the swarm AI here that had attempted to assassinate Orlandine and caused such huge destruction, had been killed by Trike, while the erstwhile attack ship and now swarm AI Obsidian Blade had gone off in pursuit of the rest of it elsewhere. Civilian rule under the oversight of Orlandine was re-establishing very fast and efficiently – he expected nothing less from her – and already some citizens had made cutting comments about heavily armed marines occupying the city.


However, Orlandine herself had made no criticism and, as he understood it, this might be only the end of one battle, not the end of a war. Something bad happening out at the accretion disc kept the fleets above here on station. Now he needed to decide where best to deploy his troops.


Reaching the end of the corridor, he stepped into a dropshaft. Its irised gravity field slowed his descent, taking him to the lowest level of the medship. From there he headed out through a small exit to the troop carrier parked like an iron slug on the grass, its feet crushing a garden of blue roses. Two ECS marines sitting on its ramp stood up as he approached. He recognized Trantor and Baylock. The first had been with him for many years and he knew the tough, thickset man’s capabilities. Baylock he did not know so well and quickly reviewed her file. She was boned, her skeleton a Golem chassis and the rest of her a mix of synthetics and original organics. In a police action two hundred years ago, she had borne the brunt of a sonic shock grenade which shattered her skeleton and ruptured many of her organs. She had chosen replacement of the damaged parts with the best synthetics available, then, when injured in other actions, had continued replacing and upgrading herself. She possessed a half-gridlink aug connection to enable some crystal storage. He noted she needed storage because she had never used mental editing. She was tough, dangerous and very, very capable, but then Gemmell could think of none of his troops who were not. 


‘Getting a little quiet around here,’ commented Trantor. He pointed towards a nearby tower block. ‘And I wonder if we’re needed now.’


Gemmell glanced over. A drone, like a giant land crab but with bunched masses of weapons where its claws should have been, sat atop the building. Orlandine had brought her guardians over from the Ghost Drive Facility before she destroyed that place – finally acknowledging that using the facility to control her weapons platforms had been a fatal weakness through which an enemy might seize control of them.


‘I’ll have to talk to Morgaine,’ said Gemmell. 


‘You haven’t?’ Trantor enquired.


‘Not for a little while.’


Trantor raised an eyebrow, turning his attention to the controls and displays inset in his vambrace, and swung away. Gemmell looked at Baylock. ‘You’re bored too?’ It was a serious question. She was old, had never edited her mind and, according to her record, had never gone through the ennui barrier.


‘Not in the least,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been introducing our new recruit to combat uploads and simulations.’


Many people on this world – mostly ECS infiltrated here by Earth Central to spy on Orlandine – had made applications to join the marines. However, Baylock had said ‘recruit’ singular, so meant Ruth. Trike’s wife had filed her annulment of vows to a positively archaic marriage and put in her application. It had been Gemmell’s decision to accept her and he now questioned it.


‘How is she doing?’ he asked casually.


‘Very well,’ replied Baylock. ‘The neural lace the android Angel installed in her hasn’t degraded at all so the integrity of her uploads has been fast. She has combat training, having been an ECS monitor for a while, and she has actually seen combat.’ Baylock shrugged. ‘She was involved in some pretty grey stuff after being a monitor.’


‘Illegal artefacts.’ Gemmell stepped onto the ramp into the troop carrier, the other two following him. It was that trade which had led to Ruth’s involvement in events here. Angel, under the control of the Wheel, had used her to trace the artefact containing the blueprint of a Jain super-soldier.


‘The legality of the trade in such things is still shady,’ Baylock commented. ‘But you don’t get involved in that stuff without running into Separatists searching for another terror weapon . . . or other unsavoury types.’


‘And Ruth’s neural lace is okay, considering its source?’ Gemmell asked, then grimaced, recognizing he wanted to keep on talking about her.


‘The forensic AI checked it out while removing that other item from her skull. It’s highly advanced but it’s not Jain tech. Should be no problems.’


Gemmell grunted an acknowledgement. The removal of the other item from Ruth’s skull better signified her break from Trike than anything else. They’d both implanted quantum-entangled U-mitters which told each other where they were. Ruth had persuaded the forensic AI, Mobius Clean, to take hers out.


They entered the carrier and moved down the aisle between the seating towards the fore. Trantor took the pilot’s chair and, as the ramp closed, he put the craft into the air with a surge of grav-engines.


‘The billet,’ he stated.


Gemmell dropped into one of the passenger seats and Baylock sat in a seat just one over from him.


‘Of course, I wonder how Morgaine will feel about our new recruit,’ she said with a gauche pretence of innocence.


Ah, thought Gemmell. He’d been kidding himself no one had noticed his response to Ruth and her response to him. It had come as a shock to him, although doubtless a perfectly rational scientific explanation covered it, concerning the need people felt after losing a partner, hormones and pheromones, and how the brain modelled for attraction. In ancient times, they called it chemistry. Gemmell preferred that: reactive substances fizzing together.


‘I’m sure she’ll be as professional about it as ever,’ he commented.


Trantor gave a disbelieving grunt as he took the carrier towards the city hotel the marines were using as their billet. Gemmell leaned back and closed his eyes. Baylock and Trantor being thoroughly aware of the situation meant it had become part of the chatter between all the marines. This also meant Morgaine – commander of the Polity fleet here around Jaskor – would know of or understand the situation as well. As his commander too, she always kept close tabs on him and, with her close linkage to the ship AI of Morgaine’s Gate, could analyse data with AI efficiency, but human intent. He opened his secure link to that distant dreadnought.


‘We seem to be at a loose end down here,’ he said via his gridlink.


Morgaine firmed the connection and expanded bandwidth to open a virtuality, which he had not wanted. He found himself standing under a dome of stars on the black glass floor of the bridge of Morgaine’s Gate. Directly ahead of him, Morgaine sat cupped in an interface hemisphere. Tubes, data leads and interface technology still almost buried her. But she had changed. Though still naked and still with a medusoid mass of optics plugging into her skull, her eyes were now blue, when before they had been blind white with gridlines across them, and a feeding mask no longer concealed her face. She had also fined down the data connections running along her sides to a discreet skein of optic fibres, while all the body support tubes were gone. The last time he saw her, she had been wrinkled, sagging and all but incapable of movement. Now, having obviously run anti-ageatics and other treatments, she was considerably altered. She looked young again – much more like she had been when they were lovers, though not quite. Sitting forward, a tray in front of her, she was eating perhaps her first solid meal in a century.


Gemmell gazed at her for a long moment. The previous time here, he had felt his guts twisting up with old passion and sadness and regret. Now he found himself looking at her analytically. It could be that, being trapped in this system, she had taken the time to catch up with long overdue upgrades and treatments. He didn’t think so. A lot of what she had done was aesthetic. But it wasn’t enough, because Morgaine would never detach from the ship AI and never again be as she was. Looking at her, he only felt anxiety about his need to be finished with her.


‘So you have no one to fight down there,’ she said, putting down her fork. ‘Do you suggest the return of you and your men here and into cold storage?’


‘I’m not yet suggesting anything,’ he replied. ‘I’m merely raising the matter for inspection.’


‘You must have some opinion on it,’ she stated.


‘I am aware that under agreement between the Polity and the Kingdom this is Orlandine’s, and Dragon’s, realm and that our presence is resented by some. I am also aware that the Polity ECS inclination would be for us to maintain a presence on this world until such a time as it is certain we are no longer needed.’


It was all very cold and mannered.


‘Orlandine has as yet made no objections to our presence.’ She lowered her gaze, picked up her fork and stabbed something that looked like a carrot. She didn’t eat it, but continued, ‘For the interim, you’ll remain on the planet. You’ll offer what assistance you can and, I suppose, you can take the time to induct those new recruits.’ She looked up, hitting him with those blue eyes.


He gave a sad smile. ‘Then that is what I will do.’ And he broke the connection.


Gemmell opened his eyes aboard the troop transport. Trantor and Baylock were gone, and the vehicle was down on a grav-car port which extended like the leaf of a succulent from the trunk of the city hotel. He stood and headed for the door.


Cog


Captain Cogulus Hoop walked down the ramp from the medship, wondering what the hell to do with himself now. He had tried to help Trike and Trike had refused it. He had ensured Ruth’s resurrection and brought her and Trike together, only to find that it was a time for partings. Relationships between people could stand only so much trauma. And now he could see the future. That ECS commander Gemmell showed more than usual interest in Ruth and she reciprocated. Two people, experiencing loss from a previous love interest, falling together. None of his business.


He stomped out across the parkland towards his own ship. More of the local disaster-response teams had arrived with some heavy machinery to clear wreckage and deal with casualties. So what use was there for Old Captain Cog now?


He entered his ship and clumped up the metal stair to his bridge, dumped himself in his throne-like captain’s chair and groped for his pipe. He paused for a moment to look around. It suddenly felt very empty without Trike and Angel. He winced, thinking about the remains on the beach where Trike had dismembered the android, then felt sad. Angel was gone. Mobius Clean, the forensic AI in possession of those remains, had stated emphatically that Angel could not be rebuilt or resurrected. Trike had not only torn the android apart physically but mentally too. Only strangely melded technologies remained for the AI to sift.


Cog sat thinking further about that beach, about Trike, then reached into the top pocket of his shirt. Rather than remove his pipe, he took out a squat black cylinder the size of the end of his little finger. He stared at this for a while, wondering why, exactly, Ruth had given it to him rather than Mobius Clean, who had clearly wanted it. He opened up the hinged lid over one arm of his throne and rummaged through the comp units and optic cables, finally coming up with a palm-sized tablet. The cylinder dropped into the universal port, which closed around it to make connections, and the screen came on. Coordinates appeared, but they kept changing. The tablet then attempted to display a map, but after a moment, that clicked off and it displayed a message: CONNECTION FAILED. He grunted and shoved the thing in his pocket. The U-mitter, twinned with the one in Trike’s skull, could not find him because of the U-space disruption here. He now took out his pipe.


When Cog finally breathed out a cloud of fragrant smoke, he keyed into the ECS data sphere. He felt it was time for him to leave, since so many things had ended, yet he realized he could not. The same U-space disruption that prevented the U-mitter from connecting was due, as far as he could gather, to some event at the accretion disc. No ships were going anywhere except on conventional drive. And he certainly didn’t intend to do that. Even if the disruption stopped, he couldn’t leave, since his ship’s own U-space drive was virtually scrap. He investigated the sphere further, noting frenetic activity still out in orbit and beyond. Orlandine had been up there but had returned to the city. He also got his first look at the Species ship’s core and Weapons Platform Mu. Further investigation revealed that Orlandine had put the Client under her protection.


‘Fuck a duck,’ he said, and chuffed on his pipe some more.


Almost as if in response to this, a frame opened in the onscreen data to show Orlandine’s face.


‘You were unable to bring Trike back for treatment,’ she said. 


‘He didn’t want to come. Stubborn boy.’ He pondered for a moment and only added, ‘Seems what he and Ruth had is over.’


‘That is interesting, but hardly relevant,’ she said.


‘It’s entirely relevant. Without that human connection, he seems to have no inclination to let Mobius Clean work on him. Maybe that’s something you understand . . .’


‘I understand that Trike has been thoroughly dehumanized and is very powerful,’ said the haiman woman.


Cog noted that she had not responded to his last implied question. He wanted to say something acerbic about powerful dehumanized people not being such a rarity on Jaskor, but she continued before he could.


‘Right now he is on the crux of either enjoying what he is or hating it. Perhaps it is the latter since he is going to a place where he thinks it possible for him to destroy himself. Maybe he feels some guilt about what he did to Angel.’


‘What?’


‘Do you think it coincidental that he’s heading towards the Sambre volcano?’


Cog mulled that over for a moment then replied, ‘I obviously don’t like what you’re implying but what can be done? I don’t think he’s crazy any more and I reckon he’s perfectly capable of making rational decisions.’


‘He is also a loose cannon and a . . . powerful actor in a situation where too much is unknown,’ said Orlandine. ‘Rather like you. What are your orders from EC now?’


‘I have none.’


‘You are aware of the present U-space disruption?’ 


‘I am.’


‘I have been speaking to the Client. She informs me that two ships went into the U-space blister. The first was the Species ship, whose core you must be aware is now in the Jaskoran system.’


‘Yup.’


‘The second is a Jain warship which, judging by that disruption, has arrived.’


‘Oh bugger.’


‘Quite.’ She grimaced. ‘Since its prior enemy is here and since the Jain are, by their nature, utterly hostile and xenophobic, I surmise that the Jain ship will be heading here too.’


‘Supposing Windermere and a shitload of Polity and prador ships can’t stop it.’ Cog paused for a second, adding, ‘Supposing they try . . .’


Orlandine did not reply for a moment, then said, ‘Whether they try or not is immaterial. They will be forced to engage.’


‘You’re that sure the ship will be hostile?’ 


‘I am that sure,’ she affirmed.


‘Okay, but why are you talking to me about this?’ asked Cog. 


‘I need an effective agent at a particular location.’


‘This is big shit. I hardly think I am what you need.’ 


‘You are correct. I need Trike.’


‘Ah . . .’


‘We need to understand the capabilities of this Jain ship and quite likely we need data on weapons we can use against it. The source of that data is here in the Jaskoran system.’


‘But the Client is being . . . parsimonious?’ Cog wondered. 


‘The Client is apparently being cooperative in supplying me with data on the things I know about, but it is limited to that. It is possible I will be able to upgrade our hardfield defences, as well as defences against the disruptor beam. There are, however, holes in that data. I do not, for example, know how to build a disruptor weapon.’


‘The Client wants to keep her edge,’ Cog rumbled. 


‘This seems likely.’


‘So how does Trike fit in?’


‘He is as capable as me of obtaining data from Jain and related technology. He is perhaps more capable in some respects – via his prior infection with the Spatterjay virus, he seems more integrated with his enhancements and different in other ways.’


‘The plan, then?’


‘You tell him all this and recruit him. You go to the Client and he obtains what he can from her or from the Species ship core.’


‘Why not ask him?’


‘He is not responding to me but will perhaps to you.’ Orlandine paused, then continued before he could deny that, ‘Logistics . . . You will take a grav-car out to the volcano and wait for him there. I will meanwhile ensure your ship is ready to fly.’


Cog acknowledged that with a shrug. It could fly but needed refuelling for the conventional trip in towards the sun.


‘This is presuming,’ Orlandine added, ‘that you have nothing better to do and this does not go against your orders from EC . . .’


‘I don’t see any conflict. EC won’t want a Jain warship let loose in the Polity.’


‘Yes, we can suppose that,’ said Orlandine dryly, and her image blinked out.


Cog stared at the screen for a while longer, replaying the conversation in his mind. He felt something was off about Orlandine – something unhuman and alien. That she no longer had a human body and was now a thing of AI crystal and Jain tech could account for that. Cog snorted. Or his knowledge of that fact could be affecting his perception of her.


Trike


Trike recognized the type. These were like the anglerfish of Earth. Spatterjay did not have many fish like this because, in the depths of the ocean, giant predatory whelks filled that particular ecological niche. He just had time to consider it, before the nearest heretofore boulder launched itself from the bottom straight at him. As it did so, its skin changed, losing its squid-like camouflage. Nodules and weedy growths on it were sucked inside and flattened out. Masses of white mussels turned into pendulous barbles around the gape of a huge, carp-like mouth. Trike had seen mouths like that on Spatterjay and they were to be avoided – especially those with the same jagged array of fangs like shards of dirty glass.


He reacted instinctively and his Jain tech responded with him. From his feet, it drove tendrils into the stone below and rooted him to the spot. The fish – now a fat grey thing sprouting spiny fins all around – shot up and then down onto him, intent on swallowing him in one headfirst bite. He snapped his hands up and grabbed the bone-and-rubber rim of its mouth, just stopping it dead, while feeling stone cracking beneath his feet. Meanwhile the others here wanted in on the action and a second great mouth closed around his legs. The one above him began flipping its tail hard from side to side, baffled it wasn’t getting what it wanted. The one below, chewing at his legs, became an annoyance since he could actually feel some minor damage being done. He bowed over, dragging the one above down and then shoving it away. He had thought about bashing it against the stone, to stun it or otherwise deter it, but knew if he tried that he would rip its lips off. It drifted back and then settled to the bottom, twitching its light-emitting tendrils and looking miffed. The one below finally released him too and backed off, spitting out broken teeth.


It occurred to Trike then how gentle he was being. He could simply have ripped these creatures apart and, in recent times, he would have taken joy in the excuse for violence. He no longer felt that urge, just an impulse he hammered down. Something utterly fundamental about him had changed, because he had an aversion to anger, to madness. It seemed almost as if, in becoming a monster on the outside, he had ceased to be one within.


Another fish attacked and he stopped it dead with the flat of his hand, then pushed it back. It surged forwards again and he slapped it right between protruding tube-like nostrils above its mouth. It swung away, shaking its head. Meanwhile others had risen from the bottom all around, shedding their camouflage, hanging in the water with their spiny fins feathering to keep them in place. Two more came at him from either side and he detached his Jain roots and stepped back, reaching out and sinking his hands into gill slits and slamming them into each other. They tumbled away, biting at each other until they realized they had the wrong prey, then parted and drifted to the bottom. He watched, waiting for the next one, and when nothing happened, he began to move on. Only when he reached the edge of the shoal, where it seemed the bad news had not reached, did another try for him. Its mouth gaped before him and he reached in to grab a hard gristly tongue and squeezed. After a moment, it ceased pushing forwards and tried to get away. He released it and it too settled to the bottom.


At the edge of the shoal, Trike looked back. All were down now and turned towards him. He pondered on the similarity of some alien life to that of Earth, until a memory, not his own, offered a correction. The first settlers here from Earth had seeded the oceans with these adapted anglerfish, along with other Earth forms. Apparently the oceans had previously contained little more than primitive seaweeds and bottom-burrowing worms. He next watched the fish putting out their lights then turned away, as from a city undergoing a blackout, and adjusted his vision.


Ahead the seabed continued its steady rise and soon he waded through drifts of mud and sand. The water temperature began to climb rapidly as he came upon the lava flow he had glimpsed earlier. Here the water boiled around glowing cracks and, in one area, lava issued from holes to harden into rocky turds. He circumvented this, finally coming to a much steeper lava slope. Trudging up it, he reached the surface, coughed water from his lungs and began to breathe air again. Clumps of pumice floated in the waves. A river of hardened lava wound into a wasteland of ash, and more pumice was scattered with flashes of intense blue. In the distance, the Sambre volcano boiled smoke into the sky. He saw no reason to depart from this road. Glancing aside as he walked ashore, he noted the flashes of blue were sprouts from huge seeds like coconuts. Another Earth import? It didn’t matter. He was walking towards the furnace and all his knowledge might soon be irrelevant.


‘Let me fade . . .’ a voice muttered in his consciousness.


Angel was still in him and he felt a surge of savage need to incorporate him. He fought this again, gladly. He could not decide whether incorporating Angel would be final death for the android, or its continuation in him.


The Client


The Client, with the bulk of her mind’s focus inside her remote, began carefully making her way along the tunnel wall, towards the tri-door entrance into the Species ship core. Ahead of her, the attack pod on which she had ridden here hovered just outside that door. She paused, and then sent it another instruction. The thing slowly slid back until it was opposite her – scanners focusing on everything around her and ready to respond to any attack. Finally, she reached the door’s rim and instructed the pod again. It moved away from her and settled like a fly on the further rim, sticking itself there.


She walked out across the door, her feet switching over from micro-hooks to gecko function to attach her to the smoother surface. It took twenty minutes to reach one of the locking mechanisms, and all the while she felt horribly exposed. It then occurred to her she had become so thoroughly engaged through her remote as to feel endangered. She withdrew a little, reminding herself that the bulk of her being resided in Weapons Platform Mu and far from this scene.


The shape of a fat comma, the locking mechanism was a raised rough surface like gnarled old wood. She moved her head over it and began scanning with her powerful sensorium. Close study revealed the compacted nano-mechanisms, the closed mouths of potassium channel tubules, and small optic interfaces like scattered mica crystals, as well as micro-pillars of superconductor. Such incredible complexity in a locking mechanism meant it must serve further security functions. She would have to be very careful.


At length, understanding to a degree the shape of it, she uncoiled two of her triangular-profile tentacles and attached them to the rough face. Within those tentacles, she extruded s-con threads, nano- and micro-tubules, and optical fibres to make connections. As those plugged in she started to receive code in light, electricity, heat pulses and nerve impulses – a huge amount of data. She began to build a model of the data, but then realized her remote did not possess the required processing capacity and so routed it back to her primary form.


Within the weapons platform, the Client saw something like the Jain shriek emerging. It consisted of open-ended formulae, incomplete molecular models, but also the elements of a language, familiar because it resembled that of the Species. She began to design responses – to solve the formulae and complete the molecules, and to answer the questions in that ancient tongue. These she transmitted to her remote. With each response the particular ‘question’ folded away to leave a hole in the growing model. It seemed she needed to dispel the model completely with her responses. She continued to work and eventually, after a long and tedious two hours, one of her tentacles ceased to receive further questions. She detached it and moved it to another area and the whole process resumed. Impatient now, she unfolded all her tentacles and attached them to the locking mechanism, opened up more bandwidth and really got to work.


It went on and on, the model expanding in her primary minds, and then necessarily routed into the processing spaces within the weapons platform. It hung in the virtual world like a great tangle of threads, ever expanding even as some of those threads, their answer received, withered and shrivelled. After another six hours, the whole mass began to shrink and she realized she had ceased to receive feeds to the remaining questions. At this point, she had also gained a full understanding of the ancient language of her kind. The mass became loose, dispersing, and her excitement grew. Soon, like a burglar from old human times, she would have the full combination and the safe would open. Finally, the whole mass collapsed, and she received a message in that language. It came in a combination of light and electrical pulses only. The complex response had many nuances but, in human language, it fined down to one simple word: sucker.


Gemmell


Gemmell marched resolutely across the roofport, past further troop transports and a collection of two-man surveillance and attack vehicles, to the entrance doors into the hotel on this level. A squat cylindrical drone, with ECS decals brightly painted on its body, guarded the door. Glossy sensor band across its fore, multiphase pulse cannons on either side, it rose up on spider legs and inspected him briefly.


‘Welcome, Commander Gemmell,’ it said and seemed to lose interest, turning its attention elsewhere.


In his gridlink, Gemmell reviewed the layout of the place. Citizens whose homes elsewhere had been destroyed occupied the bottom ten floors. Marines occupied the top two, with immediate access to the roofports. More had arrived now than just the first complement, from the Morgaine’s Gate and other ships of the Polity fleet in orbit. They shared rooms in shifts, dependent on their duties in the city, and had turned recreation areas here into armouries and tactical rooms. No need for much administration space, since this ran mostly in the troops’ augs, gridlinks and other mental enhancements – the building blocks of the ECS data sphere on Jaskor.


He strode down a corridor, receiving the fist-to-the-chest formal salute used in quarters. Marines never saluted while out on combat duty, since the distraction might get them killed or, a salute acting as an identifier, might get their commanders killed. Finally, he entered an area that had contained a swimming pool, now boarded over with plasmel sheets. Armament storage racks ranged along one wall. The watch officers sat in front of consoles and screens, while a larger display on another wall of stretched screen fabric ran a montage of images. Most of the duty officers had kicked back in their chairs, eyes closed, performing their chores by aug. Gemmell was sure he heard one of them snoring.


‘A hive of activity, I see,’ he said loudly.


Booted feet dropped from consoles and desks, and the snorer snorted then sat upright looking blearily around him. Keying into the immediate system, Gemmell threw images up on the screen and reviewed present activity. There wasn’t much of it and that was no good. He also felt slightly tetchy after his terse conversation with Morgaine.


‘Okay, here’s what needs to be done,’ he said, looking around to be sure he had everyone’s attention. ‘I want tactical plans, deployments, fields of fire and integrated defence for airborne invasion. I want training exercises running for multiple scenarios.’


‘None specific?’ asked the snorer.


Gemmell glared at him. He just wanted the men busy so was making it up as he went along. He wanted them to keep their edge. But his impulse had raised a real concern. He thought briefly about the last imagery and other data they had received from the accretion disc, dipped his head and cast further images up on the screen. Jain constructs which Windermere’s fleet had encountered tumbled there.


‘Assume an invasion by Jain tech,’ he stated. ‘We’ll need to deploy high-energy weaponry, thermal explosives, heavy electromagnetic pulse weapons . . . you know the drill.’


‘The city only?’ a woman asked.


She had a point. To be realistic, they had to assume Jain tech would come down planet-wide. Suddenly what had been just a make-work exercise became a real possibility, and a frightening one. What could they really do if such a thing actually did occur? How could they possibly combat something like the super-soldier attacker of the accretion disc if it turned up? It seemed likely that all they could do in that case was die.


‘There’s only us here,’ he said, ‘so prepare, train and extrapolate for the defence of this city only. However, relay tactics and scenarios to the south coast cities – offer advisory assistance. Also relay all data to Orlandine. Get to work.’


He swung around and headed out, now wondering if he should order supplies from the ships above. Perhaps Orlandine—


‘Gemmell.’


Spooky how she got in contact so fast, almost as if reading his mind, but the staff in the room behind must have already made contact.


‘Orlandine,’ he stated.


‘You are correct,’ she told him. ‘Invasive Jain tech and planetary defence are a concern. I have been considering this. However, if something coming here destroys my platforms, then anything you do down on the surface will be ineffectual.’


‘Does that mean we should just sit on our hands?’ He marshalled his thoughts. ‘Even while you are mounting a defence out there something might get through . . .’


After a long pause she replied, ‘I will begin routing resources for your disposal in so much as they do not weaken the primary defence of the Jaskoran system. Detail your requirements.’


‘I can tell you now: gun emplacements, war robots, bodies on the ground armed with effective weaponry.’ He paused for a second then added hopefully, ‘Grav-tanks? My people will liaise with you . . .’ Via his gridlink, he shot instructions to the room he had just departed and moved on.


‘These are all doable, you now have these too,’ Orlandine replied. 


Imagery arrived in his gridlink with source coordinates. A view from low-orbit satellites showed a shoal of drones descending into atmosphere. He saw a thing like a big clam, others from the terran insect world, some based on alien life forms and one or two that resembled no particular life form at all. All were big and generally the size of a grav-car upwards, armoured and, he well knew, loaded with enough weaponry and battle experience to have them individually listed as potential threats to the Polity. As he then felt the link to Orlandine break and another establish, he realized that somehow she had manipulated him, but he could not put his finger on how.


‘Ready for deployment,’ said the assassin drone Knobbler. 


‘Plans are inchoate yet – I’ll relay you to my operations room.’ 


‘Okay, I’ll feed our capabilities and specialisms.’


Gemmell relayed contact to the operations room but paused in the corridor to study what the drone transmitted. His stomach tightened as he realized the drones sat somewhere in capability between a grav-tank and a fully armed attack ship. He shivered and moved on, finally entering another room. This had been a racquetball court. Five recruits occupied couches, and they wore training augs with attached visor input. All were in virtualities trying out the combat programs loaded to their minds. They also wore med-suits running complex military nanosuites in their bodies, boosting musculature, strengthening bones, speeding up nerve impulses, freeing up joints and generally doing all the necessary to enable them to use those programs without tearing themselves apart.


‘All good?’ he asked Baylock, who sat on a reversed chair with her eyes closed.


She opened her eyes. ‘As expected,’ she said. ‘Just a few more hours and they’ll be at entry level.’


‘Ruth?’ he asked. She wasn’t one of the five.


‘Her neural lace made it faster – she’s ready. And though she hasn’t gone for the bulk, she is already boosted and has internal mechanical assist. She told me that was a necessity when living on Spatterjay.’


‘Okay, you’re receiving updates?’


‘I am – nightmare scenario. You really think we’ll be fighting Jain tech?’


‘It’s a possibility we cannot ignore, therefore I want you to take on those recruits we rejected and put out a call for more. Put it out in the data sphere and local net.’ He stopped to check something through his gridlink. ‘There are a hundred and twenty marines still in stasis above.’ With a thought, he sent the revival order for them.


‘I’ll need more equipment,’ said Baylock. ‘And a much larger area.’


‘Transfer to the medship,’ he ordered, then turned and departed.


Gemmell now headed for his own quarters in the hotel. While all this was in motion, he needed to get just a little rest. It wasn’t physically necessary for him but did help to balance him mentally. He tried not to feel disappointment about Ruth not being there with the other recruits. However, as he reached his door he saw a familiar figure walking away towards the end of the corridor.


‘Ruth!’ he called.


She turned, smiled and walked towards him. He eyed her as she approached, first noting how nicely her ECS shipsuit clung to her body then, because of what Baylock had told him, seeing how she moved. Her physical enhancement seemed obvious now, whereas he hadn’t noticed it before. He could also see the wary grace of someone who had loaded combat programs. He hit the palm lock of his door and it opened before him.


‘So you’re ready,’ he commented.


She stood close, just a little bit more into his personal space than normal, gazing intently at his face. ‘Yes, I’m more than ready.’ An amused and self-deprecating pout.


He smiled back and then stepped into his room, turning towards her again as she entered behind him, closing the door. After a brief hesitation they simultaneously moved towards each other. A second later, she had her arms round his neck and her tongue in his mouth. He kissed her back, pulling her close and sliding his hands down her. She gave a little moan and pushed against him harder. He reached down lower to her thighs to pull her up and she wrapped her legs about him.


Chemistry, he thought, as he dropped her on the bed underneath him.


Trike


After a few miles, the flow of hardened lava began to deviate from the course Trike wanted to take. It swept over to the right around a raised rock field. It also became increasingly hot underfoot – not hot enough to either damage his bare feet or get uncomfortable, but he didn’t want to wade through lava. He diverted, jumping up onto a slab and making his way through the rock field towards the volcano. Here plumes of steam intermittently issued from the ground, and extremophile bacteria painted boiling pools brightly. Passing one of these, he saw ahead an object which was out of place here, lying on top of a rock: a rucksack.


Not sure why, Trike decided to move more quietly, stepping from rock to rock with a delicacy he had never managed when a tenth his present weight. Eventually he came to the rock and looked down at another pool. A woman squatted beside it, scraping bacteria from the rocks with a spatula and depositing it in sample bottles. He studied her, and Orlandine’s memories supplied the data he needed. This volcanologist, Trissa Oclaire, had named the Sambre volcano. She was a bit of an oddity living here in such constant danger, studying a process already studied in much depth for centuries. Some had tried to dissuade her from remaining here but to no avail. As a free woman she could do what she wanted. Apparently, she wanted to study this place – this formation of an island – using technology considered antique centuries before Trike was born.


‘Hello,’ he said.


She looked up, froze for a second, then shrieked and jumped to her feet. She took off along the side of the pool and jumped onto a rock. By then Trike was in motion too and swiftly coming up behind her. She stepped across a gap, scrambled over a boulder and leapt another gap. Trike saw in perfect detail as her foot came down on brittle stone, and her ankle twisted. He heard with perfect clarity the twang of over-stretched tendons and the crunch of her ankle joint. She yelled and began to topple back, but he caught her by the back of her denim jacket and lifted her to safety, holding her up in front of him.


‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ he said.


She gaped at him, then said, ‘What the fuck are you?’


‘What I am is not important,’ he replied. ‘And now you’ve hurt yourself.’


He tried to settle her down on her feet. Her ankle gave and she yelled again, reaching out a hand to catch hold of his arm for support. She looked angry – he suspected for having been spooked by him.


‘What are you?’ she asked again, squeezing his solid arm. ‘A robot?’


‘No.’ Trike turned and looked towards the volcano. ‘You’ll be all right now?’


‘No, of course I won’t be all right.’ He turned to peer at her and she continued, ‘It feels like I’ve broken my fucking ankle and I need to get back to my base.’


An annoying distraction, but Trike felt he couldn’t just walk away. ‘Very well, I will carry you.’


‘My bag, and my sample bottles,’ she stated perfunctorily. 


He just stared at her.


‘I’ll wait here,’ she added and, leaning heavily against him, lowered herself to the rock. He continued to stare then abruptly strode away, stepping from rock to rock. He swept up her rucksack and then grabbed the sample bottles by the pool, clumsily capping them before thrusting them inside. A moment later, he was back beside her.


‘Which direction?’


She pointed. He handed her the bag, scooped her up and set out at a fast pace, springing from rock to rock.


After a moment she managed, ‘So what are you, really?’ 


‘I am a hooper.’


‘Last hooper I saw didn’t look quite so . . . blue. He also didn’t look like he’d just surfaced from some antediluvian religious hell.’


‘I have undergone mutations.’ 


‘No shit?’


He eyed her. ‘Some hoopers undergo extreme changes. I am also . . . infected with Jain technology.’


‘That must be annoying. You anything to do with the furore back at the city?’


‘I dealt with the aggressors.’


‘Aggressors, were they? I thought things looked a bit messy – some sort of explosion.’ 


‘You don’t know?’


‘I saw the blasts. Looked nasty.’


He felt slightly baffled to be talking to someone so disconnected from recent events. She obviously liked her isolation and did not check into the data sphere.


‘Do you wish to know what happened?’


‘It’ll pass the time while you get me home,’ she said, but she didn’t sound particularly interested.


Trike moved at speed across the rock field and soon saw her home. The dome of composite had obviously been printed by the ancient colony bot whose remains lay decayed over to one side of it. He reached the door, composite too, and, lowering the woman to her feet, he opened it, then swept her up again and carried her inside.


Within there was a single bed backed against one wall. The seating area had a sofa facing a wide window looking out towards the sea, and in a kitchen area something bubbled in a slow cooker. The exceedingly primitive conditions reminded him of a captain’s cabin aboard a Spatterjay sailing ship. He deposited her on the sofa and stepped back, having to duck his head to avoid hitting it on bracing beams across the ceiling.


‘In the cabinet over there.’ She pointed.


He turned and stepped over to a metal cabinet held shut with some rough string wrapped around the handles. Snapping the string, he opened it, peered inside, then reached in and took out an antique medical kit with a red cross on top. He carried it over to her and put it down on the floor. She had managed to unlace her boot and began easing it off.


‘Why aren’t you connected into the data sphere?’ he asked. 


‘I like to stay low key.’


She finally got her boot off and then a couple of layers of grubby-looking socks. This exposed her red and swollen ankle.


‘Ah fuck,’ she said, then flipped up the lid of the first-aid kit.


‘But surely you want to know what’s happening on your world?’


‘Why?’


Trike puzzled over that for a moment. 


‘For you own safety?’ he suggested.


She shrugged. ‘There is that.’


She took out a rolled-up gel-tech cast. He had half expected the kit to contain just cloth bandages and other ancient medical tech. After carefully unrolling it, she wrapped it around her ankle. Gazed at it for a moment, then touched the activating pad. The thing shrank around her ankle, forming to it, then changed from white to flesh-coloured. It then must have injected its fibres to input a cocktail of medications including painkillers, because she sighed and leaned back in the sofa.


‘But surely you want to know—’ he began.


She interrupted, ‘Not really. I’m outside. I don’t participate and prefer my utterly irresponsible lifestyle.’


‘Perhaps you have skills, abilities, some way you can help . . .’ He wasn’t sure what motivated him to phrase it that way.


She shook her head briefly, as if trying to dismiss some annoying insect. ‘I am neither powerful nor effective enough to make a difference.’ She looked up at him and added, ‘You can go now.’ 


Trike stared at her. She really stood on the outside and did not want even the responsibility that came with knowing the workings of her world. He turned towards the door, opened it and ducked through.


‘Good luck out there,’ she called.


‘And you,’ he replied. He looked up at the volcano, feeling uneasy, out of sorts. It seemed that, just like with the anglerfish, meeting this woman had taught him something else about himself. As he walked, he turned his attention inward. Angel hung there, in pieces, partially melded with his mind.


Take responsibility . . . the android’s thought ghosted through him.


He acknowledged that with a nod of his nightmare head and allowed the acquisitive urge within in him free rein. The pieces of Angel began to dissolve, their knowledge and experience slotting away in the relevant portions of his consciousness. He could not now pretend that the android lived on in him – he had killed it finally and was certainly responsible for that. By the time he reached the foot of the volcano, Angel had become a dying whisper in his mind, and then nothing.
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