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To Sandra, Helen and Ian






PART ONE

His pregnancy convulsions dragged him out of unconsciousness. They were stronger and more urgent. Through his delirium he perceived a drip-drip-drip of blood from something which was not even a corpse any more in the impact harness above him. He held his right hand in front of his face, unsheathed and retracted his claws, and made himself count from one thumb across four fingers to the other thumb. The convulsions went away and he slumped back.

When he woke again his head felt clearer but he couldn’t detect anything except his head; he was eyes and ears and nose and mouth, deep in an impact harness, watching and hearing and smelling and tasting the wreckage of the lifeboat around him. Hours must have passed since the crash and still the crash had not finished. The forces, counterforces, creakings and reverberations of the impact were still going on as the hull settled.

His convulsions came again, and he used the pain to make himself reinhabit his body. Consciousness returned, warily, to his arms and chest and stomach and legs, and he probed for damage. There was a dull throbbing pain in his side, quite distinct from the sharper pain of the convulsions: in view of what he had to do, both the dull pain and the fact of his pregnancy could be hindrances. The thought that his death in the lifeboat would have been a bigger hindrance gave him some ironic amusement, but not for long. Not even the foetus inside him was as important as the need to get out of the wreckage and tell someone. Thinking this, he sank back and fell asleep.

When he woke it was midday. The hulk of the lifeboat still creaked and groaned, recounting the minutiae of its crash like an old person repeating the details of a surgical operation. He got up, stretched, and wasted valuable time on a task he could not leave without performing, though he knew its result. Not only were the others dead, all seven of the people he managed to get into the lifeboat before the ship was destroyed, but they were overdead. Between them, they had enough death for seventy.

He continued checking the hulk. There was no communications equipment functioning or repairable. He considered searching the wreckage for weapons, but decided that would be a waste of time; he knew about the desert predators on Bast 3 but he was, after all, a Sakhran and should need no weapons. A voice inside him, perhaps the foetus, said You’re a pregnant Sakhran, and you aren’t made for deserts. He ignored it. Time was beginning to worry him.

He didn’t have much of a plan, but then he wasn’t in much of a situation. The lifeboat had crashed in a desert which extended for at least ninety miles in each direction; he had limited food and water, and pregnancy would impair his hunting skills; and there were no Commonwealth settlements or bases in the desert.

He would simply walk.

If he kept in a straight line, avoided the rock outcrops and stayed in the open, he might be seen by one of the patrols overflying the desert. It wasn’t much of a plan, but to survive the crash and then not give himself any chance was unthinkable. He gouged a large arrow in the sand in his chosen direction, and did a final check for supplies. Then he moved off. A few minutes later, four shadows detached themselves from the darkness of some neighbouring rocks to follow.

After he left the wreck, the sand underneath it started teeming. As in most ecologies on most planets, nothing on Bast 3 would be left to waste.


•


His name was Sarabt. He was a Sakhran, lately a resident of Hrissihr in the Irsirrha Hills of Sakhra, and more recently (until a few hours ago) Weapons Officer on the Pallas, a Class 091 cruiser and the guardship of Bast System. He was one of only two Sakhrans who had attained officer status on Commonwealth ships, the other being Thahl, also of Hrissihr although Sarabt only knew him slightly.

Bast was the seventh Commonwealth solar system to receive a visit from the unidentified ship which some Sakhrans called Faith. More significantly, though, it was the first of the four previously Sakhran solar systems which the Commonwealth had absorbed; the others were Horus (the system with Sakhra), Anubis and Isis. Horus was the Commonwealth’s richest and biggest solar system. It was heavily guarded already, but rumours were rife—they had even reached Bast—about steps being taken to defend it if Faith went there. It was said that an Outsider Class cruiser, the Commonwealth’s ultimate warship, was already on its way to Blentport on Sakhra.

There were nine Outsiders. One of them was the Charles Manson, commanded by Aaron Foord, with Thahl as First Officer.

Sarabt looked back. He had covered a good distance, and the wrecked lifeboat was already being heavily scavenged. The arrow he had drawn on the ground was gone, obscured by the shifting of the sand and the movement of what lived in it. Soon nothing would be visible from the air, even if a patrol did fly overhead. He had to stay in the open, but that meant he would be visible not only to patrols but predators. He had been briefed about the predators of Bast 3. Normally they would not have concerned him.

Bast was by far the smallest and poorest of the ex-Sakhran systems. The planet Bast 3 was almost uninhabited, except for a few flyblown Commonwealth military bases and some almost unviable mineral extraction plants. Bast 4 was a larger and more temperate planet, and contained most of the system’s population, but the Bast system as a whole would hardly be ranked as a major asset. The Pallas was the only warship of any size stationed in system. Everybody assumed that Faith would go first to Horus, or maybe one of the other two. Instead it had been Bast, and the Pallas didn’t have a chance.

The engagement was very short. He had heard someone in the lifeboat say that most orgasms were longer, though their outcomes were less certain. They had only got one brief sighting of the unidentified ship, but for Sarabt that was enough.

Three hundred years ago the same unidentified ship had visited Sakhra, and left it devastated. One Sakhran recognised what the ship was, and wrote the Book of Srahr, and when they read it they turned away from each other. The Sakhran Empire went into a slow but irreversible decline, and was later absorbed by the Commonwealth. Sakhrans were mostly agnostic, and they called the ship Faith out of self-mockery. Faith was something they didn’t understand and didn’t want; it had come to them suddenly and without invitation; it would not be denied; and when it left them, which it did as suddenly as it came, they were ruined. They would never recover.

On balance, Faith seemed a good name.

The Commonwealth first used the term Unidentified Ship; it now used Faith as well, but for quite different reasons. The ship was often shrouded, but when it became visible, those who survived said there was something about its appearance to which recordings didn’t do justice. Only a female name seemed right, with its accompanying female derivatives. So the terms Unidentified Ship and It became Faith, and She, and Her.




Sakhrans knew what She was; the Commonwealth didn’t. The Commonwealth knew She visited civilisations and left them ruined and declining, but not why; and Why was the product of what She was. Sarabt knew this even better than most Sakhrans, for two reasons: he had read the Book himself, and now he had actually seen Her. He needed to survive, to help stop Her doing to the Commonwealth what She did to Sakhra three hundred years ago.

It was a limited ambition. He didn’t expect he alone could stop Her or save the Commonwealth. He didn’t even (he told himself) have any particular feelings for the Commonwealth. It had features he didn’t like, but it wasn’t a ravening Evil Empire; it worked tolerably well, gave him a good career, and only occasionally showed him unpleasantness or bigotry. So we should stop Her this time, he thought; stop Her doing to the Commonwealth what She did to us. It was an unusual thought for a Sakhran, at least for one born after Srahr. There was no telling where it might lead.

And that gave him another reason to survive. He wanted to contact Thahl. He wanted to know if Thahl had ever had thoughts like this.




There were four of them, each one about his own size and weight. They were reptilian: low-slung, six-legged and very muscular. Their mottled skin, like the desert, was the colour of unwashed underwear. They trotted alongside him desultorily. Their faces were expressionless. So was his.

Every time he felt a pregnancy convulsion, and they were now coming more frequently, he masked it with a sudden unsheathing of his claws which caused the four predators to break formation, but every time he did this they took fractions of a second longer to break and regrouped fractions of an inch closer. As the sun rose higher in the pewter sky, and the day grew as hot as the night had been cold, he became more and more conscious that they belonged in this place, and were adapted to it; and that he didn’t, and wasn’t.

He had been travelling for part of yesterday, all of last night, and part of today. The pain in his left side, the dull pain which was quite separate from the convulsions, would not go away; it dogged him like the predators. He diagnosed it, as far as diagnosis was possible while half-running and half-walking, as a puncture in his minor heart. That meant that without surgery he would be dead in another twenty-four hours, but he was able to assign it a lower priority because he knew he would die of premature childbirth within twelve, or perhaps be killed by the predators within six. If he hadn’t been pregnant he could probably have outrun them, but if he hadn’t been pregnant he would not have needed to.

He might not even have been here: in accordance with regulations, he had reported his pregnancy to Captain Matoub of the Pallas. Matoub should have required him to stand down, but, aware of his abilities, had asked him to embark on what became the ship’s last journey.

He shrugged. Sakhrans did not waste time wishing for the non-existence of facts. Actually, as he continued with the predators loping alongside him, he became aware of one fact which might operate in his favour. Back on Sakhra he had always lived in the Irsirrha Hills; he had never lived in Blentport or any of the other Commonwealth lowland cities, so the poison glands in his hands and feet had not been removed. This would be significant. The ability to augment his claws with poison might give him another full hour.

His claws. Again he unsheathed them, and again the predators hissed and moved away. He hissed back. The inside of their mouths was bright pink; the inside of his was dark red. They returned to their normal formation, alongside him. They seemed to have less trouble in keeping the pace than he did in setting it. Two hours passed.

The sun rose higher, sweating reflections out of quartz veins in the boulders and rock outcrops which were occurring more frequently, and still they stayed loping unhurriedly alongside him. In this fashion another two hours passed. The scene was totally devoid of any element of drama, and it was this, rather than his own deteriorating condition, which made him sense that his calculations were slightly off and their attack was imminent.

He slowed down, sauntered carefully over to the largest boulder within reach, turned with his back against it and waited for them. Amazingly they squatted before him in a semicircle, watching him earnestly. For at least half a minute the tableau remained stable, and he found himself fighting an impulse to start addressing them as though they were a gathering; then the one on his left attacked. He almost felt sympathy for it as his foot whipped out and raked parallel poison trails across its muzzle, for he realised as he watched it shrink back vomiting that these predators had the same inner contradiction as Sakhrans: their social organisation was weak. There wasn’t enough keeping them together.

Just like us, he thought idly, as he jabbed a hand into the eyes of the one which he’d pretended not to notice climbing the boulder behind him and crouching to spring, when they come together they’re always less than the sum total of the individual parts. He reached back, grabbed the poisoned and blinded predator, and tossed it screaming on top of what was now the corpse of the first. It was a foolish act, a gesture which took no account of his physical condition, and it brought on a new and deeper series of pregnancy convulsions which bent him almost double. The two remaining predators, who had started to back away, now looked at him with renewed interest as he staggered and fell forward on his knees, hands clutching his abdomen; and now, of all times, he started to feel the first mixed sense of wonder and outrage at something separate from himself causing movement inside his own body.

All his calculations were wrong, he thought irritably, all of them; the attack was earlier than he expected and the advanced convulsions were worse than he had imagined and if you don’t get up and get back to the boulder and find time to rest you’ll lose this child, it’ll die, you’ll carry a dead thing in your belly.

His vision blurred, but he saw the remaining two moving towards him. Their mouths were very pink, opening and closing in unison: absolutely perfect unison. He shook his head and the double vision cleared, leaving one in front and one, he realised just before he felt the first tearing and clawing at his back, behind. He fell face down, almost welcoming the shift in the focus of pain away from his abdomen. The second one joined the first. His face was pressed into the dust with their weight and he felt their tearing at him shift, subtly, from random to rhythmic; he was no longer being attacked but being eaten.

He had often watched something similar, back on Sakhra: one of the huge herbivores, run to exhaustion by a hunting party, giving up and allowing itself to be eaten, still standing. He made a decision. There were two alternatives, both involving his death, but only one involving his death now. He would not die in that way; it was obscene.

He bunched his arms and legs underneath him, then screamed and rolled onto his back. The two predators either jumped away from him or were sent flying, he was not sure which. He stood up, feeling dust and gravel where he bled, and with his forearms covered in vomit which he knew somehow was his own; its colour was like the dust, and as he spread his clawed fingers it formed a shaking web between them. When had he vomited? How did he recognise it as his? He put the questions aside for now, though the second one particularly interested him.

The two predators crouched where they landed, staring up at him wide-eyed. He sheathed and unsheathed his claws. His tongue licked across his teeth. He shut down the poison glands in his hands and feet. He would not need them now.

Only when he finished did he stop to analyse his motives. It was not that without poison the act of killing them was slower, or more vengeful; it was simply fitting, because it introduced a proper element of balance. Without poison it was more risky for him, though only marginally so. But anything less would have been a discourtesy to the child he had let die inside him.

He lay down on his back, spread his legs, looked up at the pewter sky and pushed. It was not an act of birth but an act of defecation. He buried it in a shallow grave and turned quickly away before the soil started crawling.




Ten hours later he stood unsteadily on a low ridge overlooking a shallow dust bowl—stood, because he could walk no further, but knew that if he were to lay down, or fall down, he would never get up again—and considered what he saw with a mixture of astonishment and amusement.

He had been taught that life, while it happened, had no real meaning. Meaning could be assigned later by others, but life, while it happened, was only the total of a series of random accidents, each one operating on-off like a binary gateway, either this or that, to give it its particular direction; but not its meaning. And now this.

He revised his ambitions. They were limited already, and he made them more so. Never mind living long enough to see Her again and help others stop Her. He wanted only to know if Thahl had similar ambitions. If he could live long enough to get spotted by an aerial patrol drone, perhaps he’d have time to communicate with Thahl.

The wounds on his back and the septic trickle from the birth rupture in his lower abdomen attracted clouds of flies which he was no longer strong enough to keep brushing away; he endured them with a herbivore’s patience, his secondary eyelids flicking horizontally every now and then. Something small and multi-legged erupted from underneath a rock by his feet and made for the cover of another rock, froze as his claws whipped out in reflex, and sank into the sand like a brick into mud. The rocks around him seemed to sing with the refraction of sunlight. The air quivered. A few minutes passed. He counted them, and with them the ironies of pure, binary accident which were the only life-shaping force he understood or recognised. Sakhrans called them Binary Gates, and liked reciting them. It appealed to their sense of irony.

One, that She had moved on Bast rather than Horus or the other former Sakhran systems. Two, that the only ship in Bast able to engage Her was the Pallas, on which he was an officer—one of only two Sakhran officers in the Commonwealth. Three, that when his ship died around him—that was not an accident, but a certainty—his particular abilities meant he was the only one among several qualified pilots to get a lifeboat away with some survivors. Four, that the lifeboat crashlanded and the others aboard all died. But five, that it landed and he survived. Yet, six, that he had no communications equipment and could only try to walk out of the desert and find a command post or be spotted by a patrol before the predators, premature childbirth, or a ruptured minor heart killed him. But, seven, he had lived through the first two of those. But, eight, the third one—his heart—was still counting away, unevenly but inexorably, the time he had left.

He lost count. No, he concluded, there could be no overall meaning. There usually wasn’t, when you reduced events to their building-blocks. Accidents occurred, chances fell; gates opened here and closed there; but there was no hidden force insisting on an overall direction. Nothing made him survive the crashlanding or predators. No sinuous enigmatic force had willed it, any more than if he dropped dead now it would have been willed. If he dropped dead now, it would mean only that his abilities weren’t enough.

And yet, he stood swaying on the ridge, a slight dark figure, and wondered if all his teaching was wrong. For below him in the dust bowl lay the ninth and final irony. He had no idea it would be there when he laboured up the shallow incline; he had thought to skirt the slope but his innate tidymindedness, or maybe it was obsessiveness, made him keep to his straight path, even if straight meant up.

And now, below him in the shallow dust bowl and almost but not quite within hailing distance, sat a small Commonwealth command post. He continued to stand on the ridge, unable to walk forwards. A few more minutes passed.


•


“Fucker,” said Sergeant Madsen, mechanically and without malice. The way he said it, without emphasis on either syllable, gave it an everyday cadence. If he had spoken it as part of a longer sentence, it would have been hidden in the other words.

He was talking to a dismantled drone lying on the bench in front of him. He’d been working on it for four hours, and couldn’t get its optical circuits to function. Unknown to Sarabt, this was the tenth and possibly final irony. If it had been working properly four hours ago, it would have been quartering the area of desert where the lifeboat crashlanded, and would almost certainly have seen him.

Madsen was just about to give up on it. The optical circuitry wasn’t responding to any of his efforts. He leaned back and listened to the door of one of the outbuildings banging in the wind.

Only a Sakhran would be polite enough to describe it as a Command Post. It was a collection of three sheds (two plus an outside toilet) to which Madsen and two others had travelled by tracked groundcar. It was the only collection of buildings anywhere near the area where they had calculated, from the lifeboat’s last known trajectory, that the crashlanding might have occurred. Their orders were to set up at the command post and quarter the desert with the remotely-piloted drone to spot any survivors. It hadn’t worked. The drone was a low-budget, short-range model, and its optical circuits were trashed. Ironically (would Sarabt have seen this as the eleventh irony?) it had been assembled by Sakhrans, as part of a failing Commonwealth re-employment project.

In fact, the whole thing was rather half-assed. Yes, they’d told him, it would be easier just to quarter the desert with a flier, but all piloted fliers (Bast 3 didn’t have that many) were commandeered. In case, they told him, She came back.

Hynd looked round the door.

“Luck, Sergeant?”

Madsen shook his head. “S’not gonna work. Give up, is best. Where’s Stockton?”

“Toilet,” Hynd said, and added, “Wanking himself silly.”

Madsen snorted, not in disgust but because he always snorted rather than blow his nose, and returned to the drone. It was spread out on the workbench like a dissected bat. He folded up the pinions and fabric of its wings, folded back its jointed body, went to return it to its carrycase, and found it wouldn’t fit.

“Get him to come fit this back in its box. We’ll have to go back for another one.”

“Should’ve brought two,” Hynd muttered as the door closed behind him, but Madsen heard.

“Three,” he shouted at the door. “ ’Member who made them.”

He snorted again, for the same reason as before. His personal hygiene was not of the first quality. While he waited for Stockton, Madsen remembered that his scalp itched. He scratched it—an event he had been saving, as a treat, for just such a moment. White flakes flew around his head and settled on the workbench, where they were camouflaged by dust.

Stockton came in, still buttoning his fly, and, at a nod from Madsen in the direction of the workbench, commenced unpacking and re-packing the drone. Like Hynd, he was of average build with regular and not unpleasant features, but there was something not right about him. He had tastes he couldn’t share with real people, so he kept them to himself; and made frequent visits to the toilet. His colleagues often said he might have been Outsider material. He had all the required deviances and loner tendencies, and lacked only the talent.

Second time round, the drone still didn’t fit. Part of its nose with the malfunctioning optic—if it had really been a bat, it would be part of its head with the left eye hanging out—refused to go in the carrycase. Stockton was about to start again, but Madsen couldn’t face the tedium.

“Oh, leave it. Tell Hynd, take the groundcar and bring another one…No, tell him bring another three.”

“Another three, Sergeant?”

“He’ll understand.”

Stockton went out. A moment later he was back.

“Sergeant, you’d better come and see this.”

He got up, at first wearily; then, seeing Stockton’s face, he straightened, hurried to the open doorway, and stood, with Hynd and Stockton, gaping at the figure which stumbled down the incline towards them. A slight, dark figure.

“He needs help,” Stockton pronounced.

“Oh, you think?” Madsen roared, and ran towards the figure, the others following. The figure bumped into the groundcar which stood directly in its way—still trying to keep a straight line—and continued, and when they reached it, it did not fall into their arms, or fall down, but stood before them swaying.

Sarabt was still wearing his Commonwealth officer’s uniform, but only the top half. Below his waist he was naked. Madsen smelt, then saw, the bloody ruins hanging from his lower abdomen and between his legs.

“Oh, you poor bastard,” he said, “you were pregnant, weren’t you?” He took Sarabt by the shoulders and gently lowered him to the ground. The secondary eyelids were flicking horizontally, and the mouth worked soundlessly, but his thin face held no expression.

“Mmmmmmmmm,” Sarabt said, and “Ssssssssssssss.”

“Later,” Madsen said. “Rest. Rest is best.” He turned to Stockton, who was already rushing back to the shed, and shouted “Tell Command to get a medical team here, now! Sakhran survivor of Pallas, premature childbirth, can’t be moved.”

The smell from between Sarabt’s legs was shocking, even to Madsen, but Madsen stayed with him. He lost it, he said to himself, it died. Probably buried it out there, they do when they lose them, they bury them immediately. Along with their name and their past and their future.

Now that Sarabt had stopped moving, flies were circling thickly around the area between his legs. Madsen went to cover him with his jacket, then thought better of it; better not touch or cover any injuries before help arrived. Instead he began waving his hands a few inches above the injured area, just to disperse the flies. He thought how strange it would look to Stockton if he returned; to Stockton, of all people.

Stockton returned just then, but was too preoccupied to notice.

“Mmmmmmmmmm,” Sarabt said again, and “Ssssssssssss.” It was no use. The words stayed inside him. His lips wouldn’t shape them.

“They’re on the way,” Stockton said. Madsen nodded.

Stockton brought a cup of water. Madsen propped Sarabt in his arms so he could take it. He accepted it gratefully, though he spilt most of it; the cup was too big for his narrow carnivore’s mouth.

He seemed to be more comfortable propped up in Madsen’s arms, so Madsen stayed holding him, with the other two sitting close by in the dust. Arranged thus, they waited for help to arrive. His smell had got worse—Sakhran blood had a smell which humans found unendurable—but they stayed with him.

The medical team arrived in two fliers which landed vertically nearby, but there were also at least eight others which continued overhead and into the desert, in the direction from which Sarabt came. Madsen remembered the drone and exchanged a weary glance with Hynd.

An hour later he started talking, though he was incomprehensible to any but the Sakhran doctors with the medical team. One of them turned to Madsen.

“Sergeant, he keeps saying he wants you to put in a call to Thahl.”

“Get the location. Stockton’ll do it, won’t you?”

“He means,” the Sakhran said, “the First Officer on the Charles Manson.”

“Oh, shit.”

Not even ordinary warships would take non-military calls when they were on a mission: custom, as well as regulations, forbade it absolutely. Outsider Class ships, like the Charles Manson, were the most unreachable of all. Officially, they were almost nonexistent.

“I’ll fix it, Sergeant” Stockton said quietly. “I’ll get the Charles Manson for him.”

And somehow he did.


•


“Commander,” Thahl said, “I’ve been told I have an urgent personal call. May I take it?”

Foord raised an eyebrow—a gesture missed by most of those on the Bridge because of the soft lighting, though Thahl noted it—and said “Yes, of course. Do you wish to take it privately?”

“No thank you, Commander, I’ll take it here.”

He spoke softly into his comm, nodded, and waited. No call came through. A couple of minutes passed. The soft lighting seemed to darken, as if the Bridge had its own artificial summer evening. It turned almost to twilight. Movements flickered discreetly round its edges, and low nuanced voices murmured.

No call came. Sarabt had died before they could connect him.













PART TWO

“It won’t happen again” the convoy leader repeated. “Probably.”

“What caused it?” asked Copeland.

“A malfunction in the remote guidance system.”

“I didn’t ask what it was. I asked what caused it.”

“These malfunctions are quite common in freighters, Captain.”

“I’ll try again. What. Caused. It.”

Pause. “We don’t know.”

“You can’t be certain it wasn’t Her.”

The convoy leader stayed silent.

Come on, Copeland thought, it’s only a double negative. But he didn’t bother to press for an answer.

It was Her.

In a convoy of thirty-one unmanned freighters, number Twenty-Nine had suddenly broken formation and embarked on a peregrination of its own for nearly three minutes, after which it had re-inserted itself in the line-ahead formation of the convoy. It was not uncommon for remotely-piloted freighters to do such things, and since returning it had responded perfectly to signals. There was absolutely no evidence that anything external was involved. And, at Copeland’s repeated insistence, they had checked and rechecked that, most thoroughly.

He knew it was Her.

“You can’t be certain it wasn’t Her! Probably Won’t Happen Again is no good to me!”

The convoy leader’s image, on Copeland’s small chair-side comm screen, showed none of the anxiety this outburst had caused among Copeland’s crew on the Bridge, only a dogged will not to be bullied; he was a civilian.

Copeland knew about civilian pilots, and knew about people who wouldn’t be bullied. He remained silent, and let his silence grow loud and long, never for a moment taking his eyes off the comm screen. Finally, the convoy leader started to fidget under his rancid gaze.

“Captain, I….”

“Until,” Copeland resumed, his voice now soft, “you can tell me exactly what caused the malfunction, I’m assuming it was Her. That means my ship remains on alert, and if any ship in your convoy breaks formation again I may order it destroyed. That includes the manned lead freighter. Your manned lead freighter.”

“Captain, I….”

“Stay on, I haven’t finished with you yet.”

Copeland was large and overweight, an unreasonable and fractious burden for his Captain’s chair, even though it was reinforced. He had the complexion of a piece of uncooked pork, and eyes like the heads of embedded maggots. His gaze switched abruptly from the chair-side comm screen to the main screen at the front of the Bridge, where the convoy of freighters, thirty-one idiot unmanned ships led by one idiot manned ship, stretched for miles, identical nose to identical tail. It continued to lumber on undisturbed, and Copeland continued to lumber in his chair, disturbed. He was not reassured. His instincts were usually pessimistic, and usually accurate.

He refocused his glare on the Bridge officers in front of him, silhouetted against the forward main screen, and barked “Status reports.”

“Scanners: there are no sightings. Maintaining alert.”

Copeland referred to his Bridge officers, and had them refer to themselves, by their function and not their name—an archaic military custom of which he was one of the few remaining practitioners.

“Weapons: everything powered up and on immediate readiness.”

“Engineering: immediate readiness on all drives.”

“Signals: maintaining open channels with Anubis 3 and 4. They detect no other ships.” Pause. “Convoy leader is waiting to report, Captain.”

Copeland swivelled to face the comm screen. His chair creaked as he did so.

“Convoy leader,” he intoned, “I’m pleased to tell you that I’m now able to accept your status report.”

The face on the screen started to frown, then thought better of it. Most ship’s captains took status reports at much longer intervals than this. Copeland took them every thirty or forty minutes; he treated them as recitations, to help him focus.

The convoy leader checked his own instruments. “We’re two hours twelve minutes from arrival at Anubis 4. Guidance systems are functioning. No further incidents. But…”

“Acknowledged.”

“But I respectfully request, once again, that you move your ship closer. We want a proper escort.”

“Respectfully denied.”

“Commander, Anubis 4 needs this convoy urgently.”

“Be precise. The convoy is going to the moon of Anubis 4. And it needs this convoy no more or less urgently than it needed any of the previous convoys.”

“Previous convoys were delivered before She started appearing. Do I have to remind you that you volunteered to handle the escort of this convoy yourself?”

“I volunteered because it was politically impossible to order any smaller ship to handle it.” And, he added to himself, no other ship in Anubis would have a chance, not if She appeared here. I won’t send others to certain death when I can send myself to, well, to perhaps not-quite-certain death.

“Captain, unless you give us closer escort I can only assume that you’re using us as bait! You’re inviting an attack.”

“I can hardly defend you without one.”

He slammed the channel shut before the convoy leader could see past the apparently clever rejoinder and realise that he meant Yes, I am. As the small comm screen went dark he scanned the unmoving silhouettes of his Bridge officers for any reaction. He found none. They knew exactly what he meant, but they felt his gaze on their backs and took care to remain like cardboard cutouts.

“Pilot, he said two hours twelve minutes until Anubis 4. Is that accurate?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“It’s too long.”

“It’s as fast as the convoy will go, Captain.”

Copeland’s disgusted snort was violent enough to jerk his body, which in turn brought a creak from the contour chair on which he was beached untidily and asymmetrically. Over the last hours the creak of the chair had assumed the character of a second voice, prefacing and echoing his shifts of mood (and of posture, which was the same thing) like an extra person, a familiar. The Bridge officers tensed when they heard it, then cancelled their tensing, then grew tenser in case he had spotted their tension before they cancelled it. It was a process which came close to perpetual motion.

Some members of his crew asserted that Copeland’s mind was as small as his body was large, others that it was as agile as his body was ponderous. He knew of the existence of both opinions and took care to ignore them equally.
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Anubis and Isis were both ex-Sakhran systems: much larger than the almost negligible Bast, but much smaller than Horus, the Sakhrans’ home system.

Bast, where the Pallas had been destroyed, was light-years away. The Commonwealth spanned twenty-nine solar systems; but the MT Drive, discovered almost by accident three centuries ago, compressed the spaces between solar systems to nothing, and removed distances from awareness. So, when the other twenty-eight systems got news of what had happened in Bast, it was like hearing muffled sounds in another room of the same darkened house.

The news had reached the Wulf, Copeland’s ship, just after it passed the mid-point of its journey from Anubis 3, the system’s major planet, to the moon of Anubis 4. Copeland had promptly gone to full alert, dropped back from the convoy, and waited for the equivalent of footsteps in the hall and the turning of a door-handle.

He knew it was Her.

He knew She was in the system. Even before he heard about the events in Bast, he knew She would be coming, not just to this system but for this convoy. That was why he overrode the normal protocols and transferred escort duty from the small Class 072, which would normally have done it, to his own ship. The Wulf was a Class 095 cruiser, by far the highest designation in the small Anubis Fleet which, until now, had been more than sufficient for the security of the system. It was a silver needle nearly fifteen hundred feet long, as small and predatory in the wake of the freighters as a Sakhran stalking a herd of herbivores. It had three-percent sentience.

The Wulf maintained speed and distance from the freighters, enough of each to be ambiguous: it might be guarding them, stalking them, or playing them out as bait. Copeland wanted Her. It might be a match. Fifteen hundred feet was about the same size as She was; without Her extraordinary abilities, of course, but with his unusual instincts.

Copeland had commanded the Wulf for years. Now, for what it was worth, he could claim to be the greatest living authority on its construction and performance. It was his ship; he and it, like a long-married couple, had moulded their lives to each other. If it was physically possible, they would have started to look alike.

His brother, fifteen years his junior, had recently accepted command of a Class 097 in the huge Horus Fleet; he was the first of his family to leave Anubis for a century, but Copeland was not envious. Horus Fleet had problems of its own. An alien ship. Two alien ships, the first an Outsider sent by Earth to engage the second, sent by nobody knew who. But She hadn’t gone to Horus, not yet; She would come here first, or so his instincts told him.

How would She make Herself known? Her firepower and performance were at least equal to an Outsider. And, since nobody knew where She came from or what She was, there were other abilities which were almost unguessable: shrouding, communications, unprecedented tactical shifts. How would She make Herself known, in this system, when She moved against this convoy?

Anubis 4, the system’s outer planet, was a gas giant. Unusually, it had only one moon: airless and featureless, but with huge deposits of bauxite and associated minerals. This convoy, like the three previous ones, was intended to land on the moon where its cargo, and the freighters themselves, would be used to construct a large extraction plant and mining complex. Construction was already well under way; when it was finished it would probably get a proper city name, but until then it was simply called Khan’s, after the geophysicist who had founded it.

The freighters, like those before them, would be cannibalised for the mining complex; they would never leave the moon.

From time to time, communications had been disrupted by bursts of static. Copeland, suspicious enough already, had become even more so when freighter Twenty-Nine experienced its guidance malfunction. That too, they had told him, like the static bursts, was probably caused by electrical discharges from Anubis 4—normal on gas giants, and likely to increase the closer they got. He had not been reassured; nothing ever fully reassured him. After a particularly strong burst of static, they had even proved to him that there was a correlation with some sudden turbulence in Anubis 4’s atmosphere at exactly the same time. He accepted what they said, but then started watching Anubis 4’s cloud cover in case She was manipulating it.

He knew She was there. He knew She would come for them. He didn’t know what She would do, but he suspected it would be almost anything. She was like the bastard child of Moby Dick and Kafka: invincible and strange.

“Further orders, Captain?”

“She’s there somewhere. Worry about Her.”

For the next hour his orders were scrupulously observed. His eyes, from their two open graves in his face, watched the forward screen almost without pause. Occasionally other crew members would enter the Bridge on routine business, but they gave or took their messages in whispers and with glances back at him—an indication of his contagious mood. Even during a formal alert, the Bridge of any warship, except an Outsider, remained accessible for legitimate errands, and was usually bustling. The Bridge of the Wulf, without any explicit orders from Copeland, had become like the Bridge of an Outsider: quiet, withdrawn, a place where communication was sparse and nuanced.

The hour started to stretch out. His instincts had produced the mood which infected the rest of them, and made time pass so uncomfortably, but nevertheless most of them trusted his instincts—a trust justified when, just as the hour passed, he activated the alarms and yelled for battle stations, moments before the screen showed the convoy breaking up.
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“Freighters Twenty, Twenty-Four and Twenty-Nine no longer respond to signals,” the convoy leader yelled. “This isn’t like the last time. They aren’t coming back. Their remote guidance systems have been completely burned out.”

“It is like the last time,” Copeland said, “because you don’t know what caused it or where it came from. Do you?”

“No, Captain, but I’ve ordered members of my crew to board them and take them in manually.”

“Cancel those orders.”

“But…..”

“I’m taking personal command of those three. Re-form your convoy without them and get under way.”

Copeland cut the connection and watched on the forward screen as the line of freighters moved slowly ahead; automatic filters on the screen compensated for the brief sequential blaze, one by one, of their crude chemical motors. The three which had broken formation stayed where they were, a tight huddled knot of spheres and girders behind the main line of the convoy, like the dot at the bottom of an exclamation mark.

It was as though someone had made a deliberate gesture, and Copeland knew who: not where, why, or how, but definitely who.

“Signals, I want that answer.”

“I’ve just got it, Captain. Anubis 4 have rechecked their satellites around the moon and the planet. They say there’s nothing out there, anywhere in the outer system. Except us and the convoy.”

“Scanners.”

“Nothing in the inner system either, Captain. Not even anything of ours. All traffic ceased when we lifted off, as you ordered.”

“And the convoy?”

“Nothing new to report, Captain. Our monitoring shows nothing to suggest that the breakup was caused by any external signal.”

“Alright. Maintain battle stations. Pilot, reset previous course and speed, and go back to our previous distance behind the convoy.”

He settled back lopsidedly into his chair. As it creaked, he added “And Weapons, destroy those three freighters.”
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Coming to the end, Copeland thought. Or nearly the end. Always most vulnerable when it seems we might have made it.

“Well?”

“It seems we might have made it, Captain. Scanners still show no other vessels.”

“Alright. Get me Khan’s.”

“Convoy leader to Wulf,” piped the chair-side screen.

“Yes?”

“The convoy is ready to go into landing formation, Captain.”

The forward screen showed the manned leader and twenty-eight surviving freighters strung out in a loose, miles-long line ahead. Beyond them, a similar shade of grey, was the naked single moon of Anubis 4 on which Khan’s gleamed like a dropped coin. Beyond that, and dwarfing everything else, was the planet itself, with a roiling opalescent cloud-cover of plum and ochre. Like most gas giants, its atmosphere made it look out of focus.

“Captain, the convoy is ready to go into landing formation.”

Copeland’s chair creaked; it, too, had felt the strain of the last few hours.

“Thanks. I’ll say when.”

“I have Khan’s, Captain. It’s Ms. Khan herself.”

“Doctor Khan.”

“Apologies, Captain. Putting her through now.”

“Doctor Khan, this is Copeland.”

“Captain Copeland, you’re very welcome….”

There was a burst of static. Copeland was immediately wary, but said nothing.

“I said you’re very welcome. I hear your journey was not completely uneventful.”

“Yes, we lost three and it may not be over yet….Doctor, excuse any discourtesy, but I’d like to get the rest of the convoy landed and then we can talk. Agreed?”

“Of course. I’ll instruct my staff to make arrangements direct with the convoy leader. We’ll meet later, I hope.”

“Yes, I’ll look forward to it.”

Copeland shut the channel, and looked round at the unmoving silhouettes of his Bridge officers.

“I don’t have to remind you,” he reminded them, “that we’re not finished yet. Something caused those malfunctions. I believe it was Her. We’re still at battle stations. If She moves, it’ll be now.”

There was another wave of static.

“Signals, what is that?”

“Just more electrical discharges from the planet, Captain.”

“As strong as that?”

“….Yes, Captain.”

“Convoy leader to Wulf. Convoy leader to Wulf.”

Copeland realised the chair arm screen had come to life without his having noticed; he had been preoccupied.

“Yes, what is it?”

“I now have landing clearance from Doctor Khan’s staff. I need your permission to group the convoy and start landing procedures.”

“Go ahead. We’ll remain on standby until the last one is down.”

“I have your permission to go ahead?”

“I just told you.”

Another wave of static.

“So I have your permission to go ahead.”

Muttering, Copeland closed the comm link. Reminding himself not to relax for an instant, he relaxed for an instant and watched the forward screen. Slowly and solemnly, as solemnly as only mindless things could manage, the twenty-eight assemblies of spheres and girders were jerking and shuffling into a tight line ahead, the manned lead freighter marshalling and fussing them. A few minutes passed, punctuated by occasional bursts of static and an icily polite argument between the convoy leader and the Landing staff at Khan’s over the length of intervals between the freighters’ individual landings. This was something Copeland expected; it had happened with each of the previous convoys. The freighters were so large that ground around each one needed to be cleared before the next could be allowed down, since once they landed they would never fly again. Copeland, lulled by the detail of the argument, almost hotsoaking in it, started thinking things like Khan sounds OK, I’ve never met her, I’ll enjoy meeting her, so that the slowly gathering emergency did not immediately register.

It did not register when the convoy leader took seven minutes to get the freighters into landing formation, an operation which should have taken less than five. It did not register when the communications interference mounted gradually from being an exception to becoming the rule. It registered only when, for the third time, the freighters’ remote guidance systems malfunctioned.

And this time, it was all of them. The entire formation broke, and freighters cartwheeled solemnly across the screen as if from the centre of an unseen explosion.




“Captain,” Signals said, “we have a ….”

“Convoy leader to Wulf! Convoy leader to Wulf!”

“…a strong override signal. Those freighters are being jammed. It’s coming from…”

“Khan to Copeland. Captain, we have an emergency.”

“Coming from where? The planet?”

“No, Captain, from the moon. Planetside.”

Copeland swore and hit the alarms.

“Convoy leader to Wulf. Convoy leader to Wulf.”

“Somebody, shut him up… Weapons, stand by. Scanners, pinpoint that signal. Pilot and Engineering, ready for immediate move.”

“Khan to Copeland. Captain, we have an emergency.”

“Doctor, it’s Her. You bet it’s an emergency. This is the biggest emergency you’ve ever had.”

“But how? Where?”

“Just over your horizon. How, I don’t know. That comes later. Your people missed Her, and so did we until now.”

“Captain, handle this any way you like, but I need those freighters.”

“Been there all this time… Her shroud is perfect when She’s not moving...No drive emissions,” Copeland muttered, half to himself. “Scanners, I want that signal pinpointed! Weapons, Pilot, Engineering, I want immediate…”

“Captain,” someone on the Bridge shouted, “look at the screen.”

“Convoy leader to Wulf. Convoy leader to Wulf.”

The end of the emergency had registered as slowly as its beginning, but now it was over. The twenty-eight freighters were regrouping into classic landing formation; if anything, more smoothly and tidily than before.

Copeland subsided. His chair creaked.

“Convoy leader to Wulf.”

“Copeland speaking. Why didn’t you call?”

“Captain…”

“Never mind. Just tell me, what was that? And if you say a malfunction in the….”

“Captain,” the convoy leader snapped, “whoever is preparing this convoy to land, it isn’t me.”

On the screen they were continuing to regroup, briskly and very precisely.

Copeland’s control came close to leaving him. You asked how She was going to do it, he told himself, and now She’s shown you. He was already seeing three moves ahead. Expressions of horror at what was about to happen were passing across his face like cloud-shadows across Anubis 4.

“Scanners, Captain. The override signal is unstoppable. Source is 02-05-03.”

“So. She’s closer than I thought.”

“Just below the horizon. Do we engage Her now?”

“Of course not! Don’t you understand yet? Copeland to Khan. Copeland to Khan.”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Doctor Khan, did you hear that last call from the convoy leader?”

“I did. It seems we’re getting our freighters after all.”

I’d really enjoy meeting her, Copeland thought. I wish there was more time.

The screen showed a very precise line ahead landing formation emerging; Copeland caught himself admiring its tidiness.

“Doctor, I need to know, very quickly, what defences you can deploy down there.”

“Captain, what you need to know is that we have nothing Down Here capable of stopping twenty-eight freighters from crashlanding on us.”

“Then you must….”

“No, Captain, there’s no time to evacuate, and nowhere to go.”

Freighter One was peeling off to commence descent. Freighter Two was moving forward to follow it. The rest held their formation tidily. One at a time, thought Copeland incredulously, She’s even going to observe that last detail and crashland them one at a time.

“It seems we’ve run out of choices, Doctor.”

“It seems we never had any, Captain. Go ahead. Do what She wants.”

“Copeland to convoy leader. Abandon the convoy. Take your ship out of the area. You have ten seconds.” Ten seconds during which Copeland reflected on his own slowness, the inadequacy of his scanners, and how he’d had the instinct to know She would come here, but not the imagination, or the strangeness, to guess how She would make Herself known.

“Convoy leader, confirm you’re now clear.”

“Confirmed, but….”

Copeland cut the channel. He took a deep breath.

“Weapons, destroy the freighters. One at a time, as each one peels off for landing.”

Freighter One had already commenced landing descent when the Wulf’s particle beam found it and reduced it to less than dust. The screen filtered out the momentary flare. Focus shifted. Freighter Two was peeling off downwards and again the particle beam stabbed out, again the screen filtered and refocused, and showed nothing; no wreckage, not even the afterimage of wreckage. Three moved forward and peeled off, and the beam stabbed out; flare, filter, refocus, nothing. Four moved forward and peeled off, and the beam stabbed out; flare, filter, refocus, nothing. It became a rhythm, the dispassionate rhythm of a culling.

Copeland had no language for what was happening. From the empty space on the screen where Three and Four had gone, and where Five and Six were going... his gaze wandered to a spot he couldn’t see, just below the horizon of Anubis 4’s single moon. He tried to imagine Her there, and tried in particular to imagine Her commander—for surely, whatever She was and wherever She came from, there would be something inside Her like a commander—who had done this.

She could easily have attacked the convoy direct. She could easily have destroyed the Wulf—though he would never, never have said this in anyone’s hearing—and then destroyed the convoy. But this had such flavour, such symmetry: to get them to do it for Her, while She scrupulously observed the one-at-a-time landing protocols which they themselves had negotiated. He had no language for it. Foord, he thought, if it’s true that they’re sending you to face Her at Horus, I hope you’re strange enough. I’m not.

Again the particle beam stabbed out. Again. Again. Seven, Eight, Nine. The freighters were unmanned, non-military and therefore defenseless, which somehow made it worse. The filtered wreckage-less frame on the screen, the dark area where the beam waited for them and where they entered passively, was like the curtain across an abattoir door.

Ten. Eleven. And then a roaring swamped the Bridge and something rose over the horizon of the moon.

It was a patch of empty space. Just like the empty space around it, but something was wrong. This was like a patch of empty space from another day, or seen from another angle. It was different; and it moved.

Copeland screamed as the forward screen erupted with light and a deep violet afterimage settled across his eyes like a piece of hot iron. When his sight returned, the screen was still shuffling filters and the Wulf was left bobbing in the wake of whatever had passed. The screen cleared, voices returned to the comm channels, and normality crept back, injured, to the Bridge. The disruption had been total but lasted no longer than a heartbeat. The Weapons Officer was first to recover and, without speaking, resumed firing on the freighters. Twelve. Thirteen. The screen filtered the glare of the explosions almost gratefully. After what had just passed, that was easy.

“Khan to Copeland.”

“Engineering! I want damage reports. Scanners! I want…”

“Khan to Copeland.”

“A moment, please, Doctor. Scanners! I want…”

“Yes, Captain, I have it. Unidentified ship, dimensions equivalent to a large cruiser; shrouded, but we can track Her drive emissions. Emerging from planetside of the moon and travelling on ion drive, about seventy percent.”

Fourteen. Fifteen.

“Travelling into the system.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Towards Anubis 3.”

“Yes, Captain. And She’s still putting out that override signal.”

Copeland’s head cleared like the screen, totally but perhaps too late. Suddenly the decision was easy.

“Captain, we have damage reports.”

“No time. Pilot, Engineering, I want immediate pursuit on ion drive at eighty percent.” He hit the alarms. “Signals, tell Anubis 3 what’s happened, and tell them what’s coming. Weapons, stop destruction of the freighters now. Copeland to Khan.”

“Captain, those freighters will crashland!”

“I said now. Copeland to Khan. Doctor, did you hear that?”

“Captain, Anubis 3 has defences. I don’t. There are two thousand people down here.”

“Doctor, I wish we were down there with you, it’s the safest place to be. If –” Copeland gasped as his impact harness whipped round him. All the seats sprouted impact harnesses; it looked like the ship was attacking its own crew. The alarms increased a semitone, and red Final Warnings flashed from screens and displays. On the forward screen, Sixteen was halfway through landing descent, Seventeen was following and Eighteen had shuffled into position behind it. “If you don’t see what She’s done, I can’t explain. No time.”

“Two thousand people, Captain.”

“I’m sorry. No time.”

The manoeuvre drives flared. The Wulf was wrenched round a hundred and eighty degrees in little more than its own length, but even before the ion drive cut in it was already moving too quickly for its own gravity compensators. Under the force of the turn Copeland was flattened in his chair, blood from his nostrils and the corners of his mouth running up his face, the turning screws of pressure in his eardrums drowning the roar of the drives which in turn drowned the blaring of the alarms, his eyes swivelling left-right-left as a swarm of assorted movable objects, under the force of the turn, slammed against opposite walls with the unison of a shoal of fish changing direction.

The turn was completed, the ion drive cut in, and the Wulf left for Anubis 3. The alarms ceased. The floor of the Bridge was strewn with rubble. Someone had activated the rear screen, but Copeland didn’t look back when, exactly as he’d expected, Sixteen veered away from Khan’s seconds before impact and careered off into deep space. Seventeen did the same. And Eighteen.

“And that,” Copeland told them, “is what will happen to the rest of the convoy. She never attacks undefended civilian targets, remember?”

The Wulf’s ion drive reached and held eighty percent. It was fast enough for the star field on the forward screen to start becoming a tunnel shot with rainbow colours; then the filters cut in and readjusted the spectral bands. She only gave us a fraction of Herself, he thought sourly, like a chess grandmaster playing hundreds of games. We only got a fraction of Her.

“Someone get this mess cleared up. Then I’ll take damage reports. Do we have a visual on Her yet?”

“No, Captain. She’s still shrouded. But Her speed’s dropping slightly.”

“Hold our speed at eighty percent. We stay at battle stations.”

“Signals, Captain. Anubis 3 has acknowledged. And we have a message from Doctor Khan. It says, ‘Thank you, I understand now’.”

Copeland laughed softly. A pity there was no time.

“Pilot, hold our speed at eighty percent. We’ll keep chasing Her.”

“For how long, Captain?”

“Until She catches us.”




A minute passed. There was no time.

“Well?” Copeland said.

“Like you thought, Captain. She’s stopping.”

“Is She still shrouded?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Right, listen. She’s going to turn and face us. When She does, She’ll drop the shroud. If you get a visual of Her, send it to Anubis 3 and keep sending it for as long as you can; it might help them later. Tell Anubis 3 to keep defensive positions only. After engaging us there’s a chance She’ll simply pass out of the system; that’s what She’s done before, and in any case, after us they don’t really have anything.”

No time. I should say more. I wish I’d met Khan.

“Captain, She’s stopped.”

“Cut speed to thirty percent. Hold battle stations. We have the rest of this time to ourselves.”

He settled back in his chair, which creaked loudly, and waited for Her image to form on the forward screen. As it started to form, he thought Face of God







PART THREE

Thahl spoke softly into his comm, and nodded. Foord raised an eyebrow and asked “News?”

“I’m afraid so, Commander.”

“Afraid?”

“Ansah, Commander. Her trial is over. ”

Foord said nothing, and was careful to give no outward indication of what he felt.

“I’m sorry, Commander,” Thahl added. He didn’t entirely understand the dynamics of human relationships, but in his time aboard the Charles Manson he had acquired a feeling for things unsaid. He knew Ansah once meant something to Foord, but wasn’t sure what.

The soft lighting seemed to darken, as if the Bridge had its own artificial summer evening. It turned almost to twilight. Movements flickered discreetly round its edges, and low nuanced voices murmured.

“There’s something else, Commander,” Thahl added. “We’ve been ordered to Horus. To engage Faith when She comes there. Your sealed orders and mission briefing have been transmitted.”

Foord rose, and turned to Thahl. “You have the ship. I’ll view the orders and briefing in my study.”

He never called it a cabin; he used it as a study. It was large and sparse, like the apartment he kept on Earth, and, along with the Bridge, the only uncramped space on the ship. Everywhere else was crowded with functionality.

Without being asked, the screen in his study showed him a digest of his orders and briefing, and he scanned both without surprise. He found, as expected, that they hadn’t repeated the mistake they made at Isis. At Horus—the solar system of Sakhra, Thahl’s home planet—it would be different. He would meet Her alone, as he had always insisted.

He knew what had happened to the Pallas at Bast, to Copeland’s Wulf at Anubis, and—most recently, and most dramatically—at Isis, where they had sent Ansah. She would be their scapegoat; he knew the outcome of her trial, from Thahl’s voice and from his own instincts. When I form any kind of attachment with people they usually leave, in one way or another. In the privacy of his study his heart nearly broke, a process to which he allotted five minutes; then he spoke into his comm.

“Thahl, do you have the transcript of Ansah’s trial yet?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Put it on my screen in here, please…Thank you.”

As the words began to form on his screen, he tried to put pictures in the spaces around and behind them; to imagine what it must have been like for her. Isis trials were inquisitorial, not adversarial, so she would have been facing them alone, without counsel. She would be looking at them with her head slightly cocked to one side, the way she used to look whenever she felt threatened.
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She looked at them for a moment, with her head slightly cocked to one side. Then she poured herself a cup of scented tea from the immaculate service of white fluted porcelain set before her—not easy considering the manacles, though even these, in deference to the occasion, were slender bracelets of chased silver. She made the operation last long enough for the Chairman to decide to repeat his question.

“Commander Ansah, I’m giving you, on record, a second chance to exercise your rights. Think carefully. You’re charged with desertion and cowardice. As a result of these offences….”

“Alleged,” intoned a lawyer member of the Board.

“….alleged offences, this city has been subjected to an unprecedented and humiliating attack. Ships have been lost. Crews have been lost. You’ve been told the penalty you face if found guilty. You have the right to refuse to stand trial here on grounds of possible bias and to elect for trial on Earth. You don’t seem to regard that as very important, but I do; more important, for instance, than the dignity of this Board, so I’ll ask you again. Will you elect for trial on Earth?”

“I’m not interested in where I stand trial.”

“Unless you formally elect for Earth, it will be here.”

Ansah shrugged. The Chairman nodded and leaned back.
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The next day, Ansah was back in the same room. It was large and formal, almost ballroom size, with a geometric parquet floor, furnishings of red mahogany and buttoned velvet, and watered-silk wallcoverings. As before, she sat in a comfortable keyhole-back armchair, with a circular drum table to one side, set out with a tea service of white fluted porcelain and silver. She faced the same large curving bay window, through which sunlight streamed, silhouetting the figures who sat before her at the long table whose curve matched that of the window. When she had last faced them there were six and they called themselves a Pre-Trial Directions Board. The same six were there, but now there were six more, and they called themselves a Supreme Court. The Supreme Court.

The trial would be in camera, in view of possible public reaction; it was not even widely known that Ansah was on the planet. Her ship had returned to Earth, with—the story went—her aboard in custody. There was no public gallery, no media presence, and just a handful of security guards. Ansah had only one guard assigned to her, and he was unarmed; but he was a Sakhran.

These procedural matters, which were considered unusual but necessary, had been settled at the Pre-Trial Directions Hearing. Other matters, however, would proceed exactly in accordance with the Isis Legal Code: the conduct of the trial would be inquisitorial and not adversarial, the verdict would be decided by a minimum three-quarters majority of the twelve, and once the verdict was given, the complete record of the proceedings would be put in the public domain. There would be no right of appeal.

The Chairman recited some of these matters, in order to put them, and Ansah’s acknowledgement of them, on the record. He went on to tell her his name and those of the eleven others. As on the previous day, she chose not to remember them, and decided instead to identify them to herself as First Voice, Second Voice, and so on.

She went to pour herself some tea. The Sakhran guard behind her, without apparently asking anyone’s permission, reached in front of her and gently unlocked the manacles. (Those wonderful hands! she thought.) She smiled her appreciation and he smiled back. His teeth were very pointed. The inside of his mouth was dark red.

Someone started reciting charges. The sun Isis rose higher on the left-hand side of the huge bay window, making the figures at the table grow more indistinct, blurring the edges of their silhouettes. She was not unduly concerned at being unable to see their faces clearly. Voices, with their nuances and inflexions, could tell her as much as faces; on her ship, she had acquired some skill in analysing voices.

Third Voice was speaking.

“Commander Ansah, will you please tell us your occupation?”

“Commander of the Commonwealth ship Sirhan.”

“And what kind of ship is the Sirhan?”

“An Outsider Class cruiser.”

“That’s not just any kind of ship, is it?”

“No. It’s considered the Commonwealth’s ultimate warship.”

“How many Outsider Class ships are there?”

“Nine.”

“These nine ships, they’re outside the normal military command structure, aren’t they?”

“Yes. They report to the Department of Administrative Affairs on Earth, not to the military authorities. But that’s not why they’re called Outsiders.”

“I’m aware of that, Commander, we’ll come back to that….Tell me about your title. You’re Commander, not Captain. Can you explain that?”

She smiled faintly. “It’s a kind of symbolism.”

“Symbolism?”

“The Department likes to reinforce the idea that it is the Captain of each of the nine. Those who command from day to day are Deputy Captains; Commanders.”

“So this, symbolism, actually provides a double emphasis. The Commanders are doubly reminded that these extraordinary vessels are… Instruments of the Department?”

“Yes. The Department even uses that word. Instruments.”

“An unusual word. Does it mean that each of the nine is absolutely bound to honour the letter and spirit of the Department’s orders, in every detail?”

Again she smiled faintly. “I see where you’re leading.”

“Just answer the question, please.”

“I’m sorry. The answer is Yes.”

“Commander.” This was another voice. She had heard three so far today, including the Chairman. Yesterday she had heard six, including today’s three, so she called this one Seventh Voice, and committed it to memory.

“Commander Ansah, what brought a ship like the Sirhan to Isis?”

“Faith.”

“Please answer in more detail, Commander. For the record.”

“A single unidentified ship with extraordinary capabilities, making apparently random, motiveless and highly successful raids on several Commonwealth systems…Is that enough?”

“Yes, thank you, Commander, that’s excellent….So again, what brought your ship to Isis?”

“Faith had made eight attacks on the Commonwealth. The last two were on ex-Sakhran systems, Bast and Anubis, so it was thought that Isis and Horus might be next. The Department deployed an Outsider to each of them. I got Isis.”

“Or we got you….Thank you, Commander.”

There were glances and shufflings of paper among the figures at the table. The sun Isis streamed through the curved bay window. It was now almost directly overhead, and its white-gold light drew dust motes circling up to the ceiling. The window showed the city outside; it was breathtakingly beautiful. Only very occasional hints of its smell penetrated the large room’s climate control.

“Commander Ansah.” This was Second Voice, from yesterday. “Department Of Administrative Affairs…Is that a euphemism?”

“It’s a less than completely accurate description of the Department.” She spoke the words with exaggerated carefulness, in a gentle mimicry of the way a politician or lawyer would speak them. It drew some smiles, as faint as her own, from a couple of those at the table; though not from Second Voice.

“Your orders from the Department. Did they give you absolute freedom of judgement and action in the event of an engagement?”

“You know they didn’t, or none of this would have happened. In particular, the city outside wouldn’t be smelling like it does.” She took care to keep any inflexion out of her voice.

“Just answer the question, please.”

“No, my orders didn’t give me absolute freedom of judgement and action in the event of an engagement. Or any freedom of judgement and action.”

“And we’ve heard that you’re absolutely...”

“…absolutely bound to honour the letter and spirit of the Department’s orders, in every detail. Yes; you’ve heard that.”

“Was your ship assigned to a task force of five Isis ships?”

“Yes.”

“What were the ships?”

“There were four heavy cruisers, and…”

“Yes, go on, Commander. Say it. And?”

“And the battleship Thomas Cromwell.”

“Yes, that’s the pile of radioactive rubble that’s still in orbit above us and fouling up our communications, isn’t it?”

“Over two hundred people died on that ship. I think,” Ansah said carefully, “that you didn’t mean to sound so dismissive.”

“I had friends and colleagues among those two hundred, Commander.”

“I think,” the Chairman said, “this would be a good time to adjourn for lunch. It’s been a long morning. I suggest we reconvene in ninety minutes.”

Chairs scraped, heels clacked on the parquet, and voices resumed then receded.




The Chairman continued sitting for a moment after everyone left. He was thinking about the wording of Ansah’s orders, and her apparent indifference about where she stood trial. The wording of her orders was unusually explicit and constraining; someone would have to be primed to ask her why. As to her indifference about where she stood trial, he’d initially thought she was being theatrical; now, he wasn’t sure.

Desertion and Cowardice. It seemed a simple case when he first read the pleadings, and that should have warned him. Most things, he had learned, were not simple when you saw them up close.




They took her in an unmarked flier to the De Vere Highlands, a few miles north of the city. Highlands was something of an exaggeration: they were more like gently rolling hills, but they did give a good view of De Vere and its surrounding countryside. They landed in Marling Park, a small formal garden, far enough into the Highlands to make it unlikely that there would be many lunchtime visitors from the city. Ansah walked at leisure, taking in the view, and the Sakhran maintained a discreet distance.

De Vere was an elegant, formal city of white marble and stucco, with palladian architecture, piazzas, colonnades and garden squares. It was the legislative and financial centre of Isis 2, and of the whole Isis system. It was not the biggest city, but was arguably the most beautiful and well-kept; though almost everywhere on Isis 2, city or parkland or country, was beautiful and well-kept. The De Vere Highlands were just far enough, and high enough, to afford a pleasing view of the city’s more expensive districts, without seeing the stains on its buildings or smelling its air.

The Sakhran took out his lunch: dried shredded meat in a leather pouch. He caught up with her and offered her a piece. It tasted vile, as she expected, but she smiled her thanks. Again she thought, Those Wonderful Hands.

Thirty seconds later, she was still chewing. She considered discreetly spitting it out when the Sakhran wasn’t watching her, but realised there was never a moment when he wasn’t watching her; so she steeled herself, swallowed it, and signalled her relish to him. Deadpan, he acknowledged with a brief nod. She walked on.

A little further, she encountered two families—four adults and five children—picnicking under some wireweave trees. The Sakhran momentarily grew wary, but nobody even looked at Ansah, much less recognised her. This was not surprising. Outsider officers kept low public profiles, and in any case Ansah was supposed to be already heading back to Earth for her trial.

She genuinely didn’t care where her trial was held. Its outcome was inevitable, as inevitable as that stupid engagement where five stupid ships had stupidly believed that they could go up against Her. Those five ships had been more than just a task force, they were actually the bulk of Isis Fleet: quite a large Fleet, considering the size of Isis, but that reflected the wealth and political connections of the system’s leading citizens. Isis attracted such people.

The Commonweath’s most characteristic state was one of orderly turbulence, in which Fleets played a central part. Its twenty-nine solar systems had all kinds of conflicts: political, religious, cultural, historical, economic. The last one tended to be the root of the other four, so that trade wars between the systems often blew up into real wars. Hence the Fleets, which were funded partly by the systems themselves and partly by Earth. Earth used its funding to dispense favours, create obligations, and play the systems against each other.

Most of Isis 2’s wealth came from its finance houses and banks. Of the four ex-Sakhran systems in the Commonwealth, Isis had by far the highest per capita income and standard of living, if you excluded Sakhrans from the calculation. And it showed, not least in the view of De Vere which Ansah was admiring.

The exclusion of Sakhrans from the calculation also showed in the view; unlike the other ex-Sakhran systems, Isis almost ghettoised Sakhrans in residential areas outside the cities. The irony was that Sakhrans themselves preferred living separately. The authorities had preferences of their own: they preferred that Sakhrans’ relative poverty, and their blocky functional buildings, be kept at a distance. Accusations of racism, which came regularly from other Commonwealth systems, were mainly but not entirely justified.

Mainly But Not Entirely. Most things, Ansah reflected, were not as simple close up. Her time on the Sirhan had taught her that. When you look close up, simple issues pass out of focus, dissolving into Ifs and Buts. She even sensed that the Chairman might be realising this; there were things she had noted, detailed nuances of his voice and body language…

No, enough of that. The outcome of this trial is inevitable.

She suspected that the Department had already forgotten Isis and was concentrating on how to defend Horus, where She’d probably appear next. There were rumours that they were sending Foord there. It made sense; Foord was the second best of the nine. The best was Anwar Caal, who commanded the Albert Camus, leadship of the Outsider class, but they’d keep him in reserve; if Foord failed at Horus, Earth would be next.

Ansah once had a relationship with Foord. Given their two natures it worked well, with only occasional violence on either side. Foord, despite all his obsessions and compulsions, had given her something she still valued: a quiet friendship of equals. Ansah had heard that he didn’t do relationships anymore; apparently his affections were now directed elsewhere. A shame: she could have done with some of his quiet friendship now.

The pilot leaned out of the flier and gestured to her to return. She nodded. None of them—pilot, Sakhran, or Ansah—had said a word to each other.




Second Voice resumed.

“Commander, you were telling us your ship was assigned to a task force of four heavy cruisers and the battleship Thomas Cromwell. The Thomas Cromwell was destroyed, as we’ve heard. What happened to the others?”

“They made it back, but they were all damaged and suffered casualties.”

“Would you say heavy casualties, Commander?”

“Compared to what?” The moment she said it, she realised where she’d been led.

“Why, compared to your ship, Commander! But then, your ship was hardly an active participant in the events, was it?”

Ansah did not reply, and Second Voice went on.

“Let’s go back to those orders from the Department, Commander. They placed your ship specifically under the command of Isis Fleet, didn’t they?”

“Yes. They were quite specific.”

“And they said that if the unidentified ship was detected entering Isis system, the task force was to move out and engage it, directed and led by the Thomas Cromwell. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“So what happened when the unidentified ship was detected entering Isis system?”

“The task force moved out and engaged it, directed and led by the Thomas Cromwell. Four hours later Faith had completed Her attack, and five Isis ships were destroyed or damaged.”

“And what of your ship? The Sirhan?”

“It returned undamaged, and with no casualties, after taking survivors off the Thomas Cromwell.”

“It returned after it took survivors off, because after it took survivors off you ordered it to leave the scene of battle. You deserted, Commander! You ran away! That’s correct, isn’t it?”

“Everything except Deserted and Ran Away.”

“And how would you characterise what you did?”

“I can only answer that by going back to my orders. I’d like to say something about my orders.”

“In good time, Commander. Let’s not leave what you actually did, not just yet. I want to be clear about this. If you never Deserted, and you never Ran Away, how would you characterise what you did?”

“A moment, please” said the Chairman, to Second Voice. “We can come back to that. Let’s hear her first. Commander, you wanted to say something about your orders?”

She paused before answering.

“The Department made a stupid decision. Those orders cost you most of your Fleet. All Outsiders fight best alone.” She noted the stirrings and mutterings among the silhouetted figures, and added for good measure, “We’re like Sakhrans. We don’t work in teams.”

“Commander, if it was so stupid…”

“Which it was. I bet it won’t be repeated at Horus.”

“…If it was so stupid, why was the Department so insistent that you should be under Isis Fleet’s command?”

“I don’t know. Maybe your leading citizens used their political connections.”

Second Voice resumed.

“You’re the one who’s on trial here, Commander. For your life. Let’s return to the issue. If you never Deserted, and you never Ran Away, how would you characterise what you did?”

“I was protecting my ship. And giving the next Outsider, when it faces Her, a better chance than I had.”

“Commander—”

“No, let her go on,” the Chairman said. “I want this, for the record.”

“During the engagement I realised that She can never be stopped by conventional people in conventional ships. She can only be stopped when an Outsider engages Her alone, without any constraints like those on me. I don’t know who She is, where She comes from, or why She’s doing this, but I know that nothing except an Outsider, alone, will be good enough to stop Her.”
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