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			This one is for my wife, Kate,

			who tolerates my mind roaming so very far away.

		

	
		
			Timeline of
the Centauri Cluster

			 

			2170 AD

			Entropy drive tested. Experimental spacecraft Maxula travels out to the Oort cloud, 2,000 AUs from the sun. (1 AU = about 150 million km)

			2200 AD

			Sixty-seven asteroid settlements established. Interplanetary economy’s golden age.

			2200 AD

			EXODUS ERA

			Earth’s habitability in severe decline. Over the next two hundred years humans from the asteroid settlements construct arkships powered by entropy drives. These fleets depart the Sol system to search for a new home among the stars.

			2251 AD

			Josias Matthew Aponi born, Eunomia asteroid settlement.

			2280 AD

			Arkship Diligent leaves Sol system, its flight vector taking it directly away from the Centauri Cluster.

			18,000 AD

			DAWN ERA

			Several fleets of arkships reach the Centauri Cluster, 16,000 light-years from Earth. They discover hundreds of densely packed star systems with thousands of potentially habitable planets and send out the “Green Worlds” signal to summon the rest of the arkships.

			24,000 AD

			REMNANT ERA

			The Centauri Cluster’s early history is marked by the violent rise and fall of interstellar empires. With the aid of genetic engineering, the citizens of these constantly warring cultures rapidly change and evolve into dozens of divergent transhuman species collectively known as Celestials.

			30,000 AD

			CRUCIBLE ERA

			A powerful Celestial species called the Elohim rise to prominence. The Elohim construct the Gates of Heaven, an interstellar starship transit network linking all the systems of Centauri, heralding a new age of exploration and trade.

			31,080 AD

			Pioneer starships dispatched by six family houses of the newly formed Imperial Celestials travel out from the densely populated core of the Centauri Cluster along the Elohim pathways, searching for new stars where they can expand their species and its mindline culture. They settle adjacent star systems on the edge of the Poseidon Nebula: Kelowan, Verak, Wynid, Bassa, Nizinsk, and Cheluli. Each of the major houses claims their own planetary system, and together they sign an economic and political treaty that establishes the Crown Dominion. The rulers of the six houses rise to become queens.

			31,430 AD

			A helium macroplanet in a distant orbit around Tinaja goes nova, creating the Helium Sea.

			35,118 AD

			War breaks out in the Crown Dominion as Zuberi, the Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan, launches a subversive campaign to evolve Imperial Celestials further. The other five queens form an alliance and invade the Kelowan system. Zuberi is killed, and her entire family slaughtered. There are rumors that one of Zuberi’s princesses survived and fled into exile.

			35,127 AD

			The five victorious queens sign the Imperial Accord, tightening their governance over the Crown Dominion by formally establishing the position of empress. Henceforth, each of the queens will take her turn serving as empress for sixty years, managing the overall economic and political policy of the dominion, as well as being responsible for its defense. The throne itself is situated on Kelowan; and the system’s habitable planets, their wealth and resources, are distributed among the five queens and their Grand Houses. The Kelowan Grand Families most loyal to Zuberi flee.

			The Accord begins a long period of stability within the Crown Dominion, which establishes itself as the dominant power in this sector of the Centauri Cluster.

			35,280 AD

			The Crown Dominion annexes Tinaja, a star system 1.2 light-years from Kelowan. This immediately becomes a valuable economic asset to the Crown Dominion. Scoopships flying through it can collect large quantities of helium-3 for fusion fuel, and are considerably cheaper to build and operate than the sky mining stations pulling helium-3 out of a gas giant’s atmosphere.

			41,500 AD

			PRESENT ERA

			Celestial dominions have expanded to encompass the entire Centauri Cluster, creating countless new cultures. However, their civilizations have started to stagnate alongside their technological advancement. Coincidental with this slow decline, other fleets of human arkships from the Exodus Era that picked up the Dawn Era’s “Green Worlds” signal begin to arrive. These ships expect to find uninhabited planets to settle. Instead, they encounter Celestial dominions of immense power and wealth occupying the entire Centauri Cluster. It leaves the newcomers struggling to find their place in the universe where their species is little more than a fading memory to the biologically and technologically advanced Celestials. Refused settlement on any dominion worlds, they seek refuge on the war-damaged Remnant planets.

			41,550 AD

			A human arkship arrives in the Kelowan system. Uniquely in the Centauri Cluster, the empress grants them right of settlement on the planets Gondiar and Anoosha. Although they have the protection of the empress, they are second-class citizens granted only a limited local democracy. The Imperial Celestials see them as nothing more than an economic asset.

			Over the next five hundred years, more than fifty more arkships arrive in the Crown Dominion. They are all directed to the Kelowan system, where they settle among the existing two human populations on Gondiar and Anoosha.

			42,250 AD

			Lidon in the Malakbel system establishes itself as the most powerful human-controlled world in the Cluster.

			42,326 AD

			Twins Finbar and Otylia Jalgori-Tobu are born on Gondiar.

			42,350 AD

			Arkship Diligent arrives at the Kelowan system, more than forty thousand years after leaving the Sol system.

		

	
		
			Dramatis Personae

			 

			JALGORI-TOBU FAMILY – Uranic Humans, Kelowan system

			
				Finbar (Finn) Charles Louis Griffin Jalgori-Tobu, 25, third son, Minsterialis of Hafnir.

				Mary Kathleen Jalgori-Tobu, 43rd Marchioness of Santa Rosa. Finbar’s mother.

				Lamik Louis Kandaol Jalgori-Tobu, Marquis of Russodan. Finbar’s father.

				Zelinda Maryann Richelle Jalgori-Tobu, first daughter, heir to the Marchioness. Finbar’s sister.

				Everett Callan Mathias Jalgori-Tobu, Marchioness’s son. Finbar’s brother.

				Otylia Roasmund Silkie Jalgori-Tobu, 25, second daughter, Minsterialis of Serki. Finbar’s twin.

			

			Arkship Diligent Crew

			
				Josias Matthew Aponi, 51, owner, arkship Diligent.

				Eleanor (Ellie) Faith Aponi, 23, Granddaughter of Josias Aponi (3 generations removed). Lieutenant, arkship Diligent.

				Dejean, 59, Captain, Diligent.

			

			Imperial Celestials

			
				Helena-Chione, the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid. (Current Empress of Crown Dominion)

				Lord Gahiji, Chief Archon of Helena-Chione.

				Makaio, Archon of Helena-Chione.

				Thyra, Congregant daughter of Queen Helena-Chione.

				Bekket, Thyra’s father (mockery nickname: Oneshot).

				Clavissa, Congregant daughter of Helena-Chione.

				Lord Jolav, Consort to Helena-Chione. Clavissa’s father.

				Lord Ualana, Consort to Helena-Chione.

				Carolien-Amaia, Now and Forever Queen of Verak.

				Acelynn, Chief Archon of Empress Carolien-Amaia.

				Inessa-Pierina, Now and Forever Queen of Cheluli.

				Luus-Marcela, Now and Forever Queen of Bassa.

				Ramona-Ursule, Now and Forever Queen of Nizinsk.

				Zuberi-Dulcina, Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan. [DECEASED]

				Olomo, Archon of the Heresy Dominion.

				Sahdiah, Archon of the Talloch-Te Dominion.

				Siskala, Major of the Royal Tiger Guard–Wynid Royal company.

			

			Humans of the Crown Dominion

			
				Terence Wilson-Fletcher, 24, Detective in Santa Rosa. Makaio’s agent.

				Jimena, 23, Forensic technician/realtor. Terence’s wife.

				Liliana, Mercenary.

				Toše, Freelance security specialist.

				Marcellu, Freelance security specialist. Sahdiah’s agent.

				Medusa, Assassin. Sahdiah’s agent.

				Elsbeth McQuillan, Owner/commander, tank: Hell Welcomes Careful Drivers.

			

			Travelers

			
				Andino, Captain, Arcadia’s Moon.

				Uzoma Enfoe, Captain, Lestari.

			

		

	
		
			
				We sail on the edge of lightspeed, where time moves differently.

				As each day goes by, years pass for those we leave behind.

				Our service—our sacrifice—discovers worlds, seeds hope,

				breaks empires.

				WE ARE THE TRAVELERS.

				—The Traveler’s Creed

			

		

	
		
			Forty thousand years ago, humanity constructed a fleet of arkships and fled a dying Earth in a mass exodus. Traveling near lightspeed, these ships were capable of crossing vast distances within the span of just a few generations. Humanity sought only one thing: to find a new home among the stars.

			Many of these ships were lost in the void of space, but the fortunate few discovered habitable worlds in the Centauri Cluster. Over the course of the next 25,000 years, these human settlers flourished and evolved into thousands of cultures and advanced civilizations. They are known as the Celestials.

			But previously lost arkships carrying humans from the twenty-third century continue to arrive in the Cluster even now. Upon arrival, the passengers of these ships are assigned protected worlds, where they take shelter from a universe that has long since left them behind. To Celestials, these humans are seen as primitive, relics of a bygone age, living in the shadow of their own legacy. They have no future.
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			Chapter One

			 

			The one thing Finbar Charles Louis Griffin Jalgori-Tobu (Finn to his friends) promised himself was that under no circumstances would he ever scream. He wasn’t going to give his captors the satisfaction. So he remained silent as their sharp knife sliced through his soiled one-piece thermal regulator undersuit, gritting his teeth every time the blade nicked his skin. Nor did he flinch as his now-naked body was shoved to the ground and his wrists and ankles were bound. He refused to grunt in pain as they dragged him up to the rooftop landing pad, deliberately knocking his shins on the metal stairs as they went. His jaw remained resolutely shut as they dumped him on the utilitarian floor of the sleek squad-deployment plane waiting on the pad.

			Finn didn’t know if it was the fury he felt at his betrayal or the stubbornness that his family always chided him for, but he managed to keep his mouth closed throughout the whole flight as he endured the humiliation of being used as a footstool for their boots—a footstool they had fun kicking.

			A couple of hours after takeoff, when they were in Anoosha’s southern hemisphere and cruising eight kilometers above the Camurdy Mountains, the plane’s rear ramp hinged down, letting in a blast of freezing wind. His captors pulled on their oxygen masks and laughed as he sucked down the perilously thin air. He even managed not to scream as they hauled him onto the ramp. One last kick sent him tumbling off the end into the clear night sky.

			He saw the delta shape of the plane silhouetted against the vibrant clouds of the Poseidon Nebula, which filled the skies above Anoosha. A bright orange strobe flared underneath the fuselage as it dwindled away. Then he was hurtling down at terminal velocity toward the jagged snow-capped mountains below.

			Finn started screaming.

			

			—

			The starship Alumata was an elegant sculpture of polished silver-white metal, consisting of a cylindrical engineering section two hundred meters long that sprouted sinuous copper-shaded spokes to connect it to a broad life support ring. Its fuselage was inset by the shallow contours of photothermal radiators, glowing an outlandish grenadine as they disposed of excess heat from the internal machinery.

			Sitting on a couch in the lounge at the forward end of the ring, where the bulkhead was a curving window of ultrabonded diamond, Makaio-Yalbo, Archon of the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid, stared out at the dramatic vista provided by the Pillar of Zeus nebula in which the starship was immersed. The nearby star, Tinaja, was the only visible light source, and behind it the extravagant blues and greens and purples of the cloud strands swirled in complex ragged patterns that took millennia to dance around each other as they slowly expanded outward from their ancient explosion core.

			Visits to the Tinaja system were rare for Makaio-Yalbo. His assignment as one of the queen’s spymasters was to cover the Kelowan system. Yet this meeting had been agreed upon five years ago, after he’d received an unexpected message from Olomo, Archon of the Heresy Dominion, whose brief was similar to his own. It was a heavy investment in time. The trip through the Gates of Heaven that connected Kelowan and Tinaja had taken only a couple of weeks relativistic dilation time on board the Alumata, while nearly two years had elapsed outside. Then after they arrived at Tinaja, they’d taken ten days to fly just over an astronomical unit, 150 million kilometers, from the Gate of Heaven to this gas giant Lagrangian point—a location so remote that no one would ever observe them by accident. Such an in-person meeting between dominion archons was extremely rare; normally their business was conducted by secure encrypted messages at pre-agreed drops. The rarity was the reason Makaio-Yalbo had accepted the invitation without question. The Heresy archon clearly believed it was exceptionally important—in itself a worrying notion.

			The Alumata’s life support ring rotation slowly brought the HeSea into view—a sinuous onyx blemish with dainty intergrowths of scarlet filigrees, so dense it could easily be mistaken for a solid object against the nebula’s gentle iridescence. It was an astronomical anomaly Makaio-Yalbo never grew tired of seeing: a unique high-density zone of helium-3, a sea of the gas half a light-year in diameter, the residue of a mini-nova. None of the astronomers of the Celestial dominions in the Centauri Cluster understood the mechanism of such a nova. Yet somehow a helium gas macroplanet, four thousand times the mass of old Jupiter yet too small for fusion ignition, had exploded, flinging out the cloud, which was such a significant resource to the Crown Dominion.

			Fleets of large scoopships owned by the five Royal Families gathered up the helium on decade-long flights, bringing it back to Tinaja’s Gate of Heaven, and from there distributed it across the stars of the Crown Dominion. Every civilian and commercial starship in the Centauri Cluster used helium-3 for fusion fuel, as did all the industrial fusion generators powering the habitable worlds of the dominions. Having the HeSea inside their boundary gave the Crown Dominion an economic resource which many dominions envied.

			“That’s amazing,” Faraji said. “I see what you mean now.”

			Makaio-Yalbo turned stiffly to look at his son on the couch next to him. The boy was seven years old and, like all Imperial Celestials, had almost reached his full height. Already he was over two meters tall, although his torso was still childishly narrow; he wouldn’t begin to broaden out until he was over ten and puberty triggered the final growth phase of his marsupial womb.

			“It is something quite admirable, is it not?” Makaio-Yalbo conceded. “For darkness to draw the eye, it must possess its own brand of majesty.”

			“Yeah. Has the HeSea always been so dark?”

			Makaio-Yalbo did his best not to frown in disapproval at such a graceless question. “Just about. I believe it might have been even darker four thousand years ago when I first saw it. However, nostalgia always aggrandizes reality.”

			Faraji grinned happily. “How many bodies have you—I mean, we—had?”

			“It is not the quality of the glass that matters, only the wine that it holds.”

			“Okay. Got to be about seventy or eighty, though. Am I right?”

			“I expect you are.”

			The smile grew wider. “And I’m next.”

			“Indeed.”

			“When? When will I be you? I mean, when do I inherit the mindline?”

			Makaio-Yalbo’s hands rose of their own volition to caress the elaborate configurations of bloodstone that were growing from his head in a final flourish that anticipated the body’s approaching death. Under his direction, the calcium-like biotech had spent the last eighteen months expanding to cover most of his skull and cheeks, leaving only his mouth, nose, and eyes unencumbered. From that base a crown of scalloped horns had wound their way out, curling around each other and embellishing the pattern of surface scissures with faint hues of turquoise and gold.

			The rest of his body, beneath the formal toga he wore, was equally brocaded by growths of bloodstone. It made moving his arms and legs increasingly difficult as it continued to spread along them in a lacework pattern. Within a few years the progression would finish engulfing his flesh entirely, at which point he would gift his mindline into the Faraji body, becoming Makaio-Faraji. All that he was would continue inside the new host, ensuring athanasia. And the boy’s immature first-level personality element had been right: there were seventy-seven previous host bodies. They lay in the Family Gaziz crypt, where his current host body would join them after the succession was fulfilled, newly interred in its own mausoleum of bloodstone. It would be the eighth such bloodstone entombment, which was surprising. Makaio-Yalbo had always considered the symbiote a fashion fad, but it had lasted far longer than he expected. Still, the queens of the Crown Dominion enjoyed it, so everyone else obediently followed suit.

			“Soon,” Makaio-Yalbo said.

			“Yes, but…”

			“Enough. Enjoy the knowledge that, of all your brothers, it is you that I have selected to host me.”

			“I am so grateful, father,” Faraji said admiringly.

			“Good.” Makaio-Yalbo placed his hand on one of the small connection bulbs at the side of the couch. Information flowed into him through the neural induction pad in the center of his palm. Was it imagination or was the knowledge not as clear as it used to be? Definitely a sign that he’d lived in this body too long. But finding the time to move on was difficult at best in his profession. And this unexpected voyage hadn’t helped.

			“I believe his ship is approaching,” Makaio-Yalbo said.

			Faraji frowned. “Believe?”

			The basic scan of space around the Alumata unfolded within his brain, similar to a sphere of dusky water. A fuzzy point slipped across it, so insignificant many would take it for a glitch.

			“How ironic,” Makaio-Yalbo murmured. “A peacock pulling in his feathers.” He looked up at the lounge’s window and pointed at a tattered scarlet curlicue within the glowing nebula.

			A small, pale oval appeared against it, exposed now as darkness drained away from its surface. As they watched it decelerate to rendezvous with their own ship, it began to change shape with the ease of a liquid. By the time it finished decelerating and came to rest a kilometer away, it was a long cone with a crown of ten spikes emerging from its base and curving around to run parallel to the main bulk. Makaio-Yalbo found something about its shape intrinsically disturbing—undoubtedly because the tip of each spike was aligned unwaveringly on the Alumata.

			“That is really cool,” Faraji announced happily.

			“Each dominion has its own areas of excellence.” Even so, he couldn’t help admire the Heresy Dominion starship. Perhaps there was some envy as well; it was nearly twice the length of the Alumata, which spoke to how they valued their archon. But the Heresy lacked traditional warships, which meant individual ships were fitted with powerful defensive systems.

			“Our starships are good, though, aren’t they?” Faraji asked.

			“Yes. Especially our navy ships.”

			“Are we going on board?”

			Makaio-Yalbo hesitated. Those spikes…“Yes.” He put his hand back on the connection bulb and told the Alumata network to negotiate a docking protocol with the visitor.

			“So what do we—” Faraji began.

			Makaio-Yalbo held up a hand. “A moment, please. I must prepare myself. The Heresy archon can be challenging.”

			“Are you going to use a rider?”

			“Yes. It will assist my focus.”

			“Honestly, father, I can’t see how it’ll make a difference. You’re like the calmest person in the whole Centauri Cluster.”

			“You don’t have to adulate me. You are already part me. You will be me.”

			Faraji shrugged.

			

			—

			Finn’s scream failed after a couple of seconds. It was so cold he could feel his extremities shutting down as the air howled ferociously around him. Not that it mattered. The lack of oxygen was already diluting his thoughts, drawing him mercifully away from the real world. The wind was delivering a street-gang beating to his flesh, sending him tumbling. With his wrists and ankles bound, he couldn’t even attempt to halt the crazy spin. Confusingly, he thought he glimpsed the plane’s orange strobe whipping past again. The plane itself had vanished. Opalescent light played across his freezing skin.

			After ten seconds hurtling down through the hostile air, Finn finally stopped his chaotic spinning. The weird orange light shone across him again. He almost didn’t notice it, his body was so numb now. Below him, the rugged sprawl of mountains had grown significantly larger.

			A dark shape slid into view beside him, a cylinder barely a meter long, with a small pair of fins at the back, framing a nozzle whose ion jet glowed an intense turquoise as it emitted a high-pitched rumble. An orange strobe flashed on the tip of its pointed nose cone. It matched his speed and held itself half a meter away.

			His vocal cords were so cold, all he could manage was to grunt: “Huh?”

			“Greetings, passenger,” the cylinder said. “I am a type seven emergency air rescue module. I detected your unscheduled separation from the transport aircraft and launched. Do you require assistance?”

			A massive surge of adrenaline banished Finn’s lethargy. “FUCKING YES!”

			“Please extend your arms so I can engage my support harness.”

			“Can’t,” Finn groaned through gritted teeth. “Arms. Legs. Immobile.” He had no idea how the module’s very basic-sounding Construct Intelligence manager would respond if he said he’d been deliberately restrained.

			“I understand,” the CI manager replied. “May I engage the harness around your torso? Warning, there may be discomfort when the parachute deploys if the harness is not in the stable one position.”

			“Yes! Engage harness.”

			“In addition, ground impact may result in physical damage if you are not upright upon contact.”

			The mountains were huge now, their ice-sword pinnacles lethally sharp. Closing at terrifying speed. “Do it!”

			The rescue module glided in smoothly and bumped against Finn’s back. It kept pressing against him, pushing them sideways through the air as it sought to maintain contact. Finn saw rather than felt the four black straps of the harness curve around him. They locked together just as he fell level with the top of a mountain.

			“Harness engagement confirmed.”

			“Chute,” Finn yelled desperately. “Deploy chute!”

			The mountain’s bulk was rearing up to swat him, the snow of the crest giving way to a pine forest that covered the lower slope, spreading out to fill the steep valley. “NOW!” The dark mass of the forest resolved into individual trees, their peaks lengthening into lances, eager to impale him.

			Finn screamed again. The chute streamed out of the module with a loud, leathery rustling sound, as if a flock of bats were racing for freedom. For an instant he was poised between the nebula and the trees, then the chute billowed outward and his body was wrenched up. He felt and heard ribs crack below the awkwardly placed harness straps.

			He yelped in pain as he hit a small upper branch, which knocked the wind out of him. “No!” He ricocheted into another branch, which kicked him off. A tiny fall onto a bigger branch below. Ice-hardened pine needles jabbed savagely into what must have been every square centimeter of skin he possessed. The chute lines tugged hard, and he was abruptly inverted. A wide branch was directly underneath, about to strike his head. Then the chute lines jerked again, sending him bobbing about as they slam-braked his chaotic descent. Snow burst out of the branches it had settled on, cascading around him. Then nothing was moving apart from the gentle swaying motion of his own body.

			

			—

			The Alumata fired its maneuvering thrusters in small bursts, nudging them closer to the other starship. In his mind, Makaio-Yalbo reviewed the library of riders he’d assembled over his long life—those passive constellations of thoughts and behavioral traits that would adapt him to meet whatever challenge he was facing, becoming exactly who he needed to be.

			The one he sought wasn’t used often. Thankfully. Even sensing it stir at his examination caused him to shiver; there were unwelcome associations inherent with its application. Like a slumbering creature greeting the dawn, it rose up to dominate his primary consciousness, bringing a host of concomitant memories—the previous times he’d talked to archons of other dominions, the deals and maneuvers he’d made on behalf of the Crown Dominion, and more importantly his own queen, to advance the Great Game in their favor. This rider—this foreign aspect of him—had conducted several of those negotiations with the icy assurance of a person who could—and would—unleash destruction at a planetary level if a single concept were to be misspoken. A personality from which emotion was banished, replaced with logic and determination alone. It was the only way he could carry the fearsome responsibility.

			Just a few years ago his very flesh would have responded appropriately to the emergence of the disdainful persona, subcutaneous protocells shifting his features to project the superiority of his elevated mentality. But now, almost his entire face was hidden beneath bloodstone. And as for posture, the encrustations caging his limbs made every move stiff and measured. Not for the first time, his plaintive wish was that the wretched fad would finally be discarded.

			The Alumata’s network showed him the two starships were now close enough to extend their docking tunnels toward each other. He rose from the couch, a single finger beckoning Faraji. The boy got to his feet, his humor darkening as they made their way to the lift that took them up to the starship’s central section.

			When the doors slid open, they were in free fall. A few instinctive flicks of his fingers sent Makaio-Yalbo out into the broad, featureless corridor that ran along the axis of the engineering section. He pivoted around a handhold and headed for the airlock. Faraji kept level with him, zipping along as if his body had acquired some kind of avian heritage. The boy’s plain white toga fluttered lazily around him, and Makaio-Yalbo could tell he was making an effort not to smile.

			“Remember,” Makaio-Yalbo said, “although the Heresy Dominion is technically our ally, anything you say in the archon’s ship will be heard.”

			“So don’t say anything. Got it.”

			“No, you will speak politely when and if you are addressed by the Heresy archon, but at all other times you will remain silent. I especially do not wish to be informed of your opinion, and neither does he. You are simply to listen to our conversation; nothing more.”

			“Yes, father. Uh, is their archon going to be aggressive?”

			“No.” They passed into the airlock chamber. The docking tunnel stretched out ahead, a basic tube three meters in diameter, ribbed with bright lighting strips. Makaio-Yalbo paused at the rim. “We will be perfectly safe—a courtesy we also extend to the Heresy archon. Without the basic tenets of diplomacy, the whole Centauri Cluster would collapse into anarchy. The archon will respect this. After all, the citizens of the Heresy consider themselves superior to us.”

			“Why?”

			“They believe they have evolved further from the original human baseline than we have.”

			“They haven’t!”

			“Your loyalty does you credit. Celestial evolution took many forms as we progressed out of the Dawn Times. None of the other dominions have matched our mindline immortality. Therefore, none of them can acquire our wisdom in their woefully short lives. The majority of Heresy don’t even live beyond four or five hundred years. They are true children. Large, powerful, and well armed, but children nonetheless.”

			“I understand.”

			“Good. Come now.” Makaio-Yalbo launched himself into the docking tunnel. When they passed the halfway point, the lighting was subtly different. Softer, Makaio-Yalbo decided; the white light of the Alumata, which matched Wynid’s primary, had drifted into the yellow spectrum. He didn’t know which of the Heresy star systems it was supposed to portray; the habitat clusters of their dominion were established across many, and the tentacles of its influence grasped still further. The alliance they had with the Wynid Royal House was established and occasionally fruitful, but Makaio-Yalbo was under no illusion it would switch in an instant if there was an advantage to be gained in becoming closer to one of the other four remaining Royal Houses of the Crown Dominion. Just as I would switch ours.

			The airlock at the end of the docking tunnel was a broad spherical chamber, with a single multi-segment door opening into a smaller compartment.

			“Secure your feet,” Makaio-Yalbo instructed Faraji, gesturing at the gripband.

			They both settled, and the door segments closed up. A slight acceleration force pulled at them as the chamber started moving. In less than a minute it had built to a full gravity. The door opened. Olomo, the Heresy archon, was waiting for them. Like the majority of Heresy citizens, he was close to three meters tall thanks to a spindly body and six long, slim limbs—two legs and four arms—that had a strength equal to the biotech muscles dominions favored for their armor suits. The folds of his multilayered robe swirled as he extended an arm from his top set. The hand was close to standard in that it had four fingers and a thumb, though the elongated fingers had three joints apiece. His lower set of arms dangled out of the robe like inflexible ropes with bulbous elbows, and their hands were a simple triple claw arrangement. The anatomy was designed to provide excellent mobility in zero-gee environments, which Makaio-Yalbo never did understand, given that their habitats all had rotational gravity. Also inexplicable in terms of environment was the archon’s head; both sides of the skull were extended cones that came out level with his shoulders. Skin, such as it was, was almost reptilian, and wrapped his body so tightly it could easily be mistaken for an exoskeleton shaded with subtle hues of blue and green.

			Makaio-Yalbo extended his own hand, holding it vertical so their neural induction pads could touch to exchange the traditional self-perceptual greeting directly between their minds. He received a brief flash of sensation, as if his body had suddenly dried in a tingling wind, while he effused a soothing warmth. Outside the induction pad, his hand experienced the coolness of Olomo’s fingers. Heresy citizens had a low body temperature, necessary to stop the large brains inside their inflated skulls from overheating.

			Olomo’s four eyes blinked simultaneously. “Fire and ice,” he said equably. “A fitting conjunction.”

			Makaio-Yalbo inclined his head as much as his bloodstone-shrouded neck would allow. “We represent balance in a discordant universe.”

			“Of course. Please.” Olomo gestured with an upper and lower arm, welcoming them into the big hemispherical cabin. It was a garden modeled in ancient Hellenic style, ringed by tall palms, while stone troughs held a multitude of lavish ferns. Big colorful fish slipped through the water in a number of pools. Makaio-Yalbo could hear the distinct sounds of bees somewhere. It made sense; there were enough bright flowers dripping from extensive vine webs to give the air a sweet tang.

			Makaio-Yalbo’s rider personality analyzed it all dispassionately, aware how much his usual self would be admiring such an extravagance.

			“You are very gracious, agreeing to accept my invitation,” Olomo said as they sat on a bench that was covered in a thick layer of emerald-and-white moss.

			“I am privileged to receive such a request. And I confess to curiosity.”

			“I apologize for naming such an obscure location, but there are certain individuals I do not wish to notice our partnership.”

			“I believe most of my contemporaries amid the Crown Dominion are aware that the Heresy and Wynid regard each other favorably.”

			“Yes. However, there are specifics involved here that are best avoided. I wish to emphasize the importance of this particular topic.”

			Despite the rider balancing his thoughts, Makaio-Yalbo was suddenly very interested what the meeting was about. For an archon of Olomo’s stature, this was the equivalent of screaming: Help. “If there’s any assistance we can quietly offer the Heresy, I will be more than willing to consider it.”

			“There is an issue that would be detrimental to both our dominions which has come to our attention.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“The Heresy has always been intrigued by the formation of the HeSea. A helium macroplanet is a rare entity, especially in the Centauri Cluster—and thus presumably the rest of the galaxy. That one exists and then somehow goes nova is extraordinary. In fact, unbelievable. Which is why we are pleased you granted our research teams access. For which I once again thank you for your assistance.”

			“Not at all. The Crown Dominion shares the Heresy’s interest. It is our long-held belief that the nova was not a natural astronomical event.”

			“Quite. Those who fought in the Malakbel Formation War against the Pouli are believed to have developed strangelets. Such a thing could conceivably trigger a gas macroplanet nova. The Heresy would be interested to know if the theory is true, and if there are any strangelets still in existence.”

			“As would the Crown Dominion. Did your researchers find evidence of this?”

			“No.”

			“Ah.”

			“However, one of our ships on a long-range flight around the periphery of the Pillar of Zeus did discover evidence of even earlier Elohim activities.”

			“Such as?”

			“Planetary engineering.”

			“The Elohim created every Eden world in the Centauri Cluster,” Makaio-Yalbo said. “There are millions of them. They are the bounty of our civilization, and we are eternally grateful to the Elohim for their gift. Planetary engineering is hardly uncommon.”

			“I will be more specific. In order for the Elohim to create multiple habitable planets in the Cluster’s star systems, the planets have to orbit in the life band: a specific zone where the star’s output sustains terrestrial life, neither too hot nor too cold. This was not the case when the Elohim arose and began their great work of the Dawn Era; planets do not naturally align themselves so conveniently for terrestrial biology. So the Elohim used their Archimedes Engines to move our worlds into place so they could terraform them.”

			“Are you saying the Elohim are creating a new habitable system in the Poseidon Nebula? I thought that era was well and truly over.”

			“Not a new one, no; we believe this particular activity dates back to the Remnant Era. Our research ship observed and analyzed an anomalous pattern within the gas and dust of the Poseidon Nebula. I say pattern, but what it actually found was a line of distortion. A track through the clouds, if you like, caused by a planet-sized object flying through it. This track was faint and broken in many places, but its existence is incontrovertible. The ship followed the course, and that’s where things got interesting.”

			“How so?”

			“The planet is a gas giant. As is the ancient right of discovery, we named it Dolod. Its track was aligned on JK67b.”

			Makaio-Yalbo’s rider permitted him to raise an eyebrow at the rim of his bloodstone. “That’s where the Gomatu Celestials are building their megastructure, a Dyson sphere, is it not?”

			“Indeed it is. Which would make sense as a destination for Dolod. They need all the mass they can acquire to construct such an artifact. Perhaps the Elohim agreed to help. Who knows? However, seven thousand years ago, Dolod passed close to one of the brown dwarf stars skirting the Pillar of Zeus, and its Archimedes Engine performed a significant course alteration.”

			“What kind of course alteration?” Makaio-Yalbo asked wearily.

			“It is now on its way into the Kelowan system. And given Kelowan is the capital of the Crown Dominion, I thought you might like to know.”

			

			—

			Finn made an involuntary gurgling sound as his pendulum motion gradually decreased. Despite the freezing air, every working muscle was tensed up, braced for another agonizing blow. Nothing happened for several seconds, and he let out a semi-hysterical guffaw. “Status?” he gasped.

			“Situation uncertain,” the rescue module manager replied.

			Finn looked up past his feet. The chute lines threaded their tangled way into the canopy of branches above. Relentless flashes of the orange strobe revealed folds of the chute snagged across several branches. He tipped his head back. The ground was about three meters below him: a thin layer of snow lay over flinty soil and scabby tufts of grass. If he fell now, his skull would probably crack open when he hit.

			The sight made him hurriedly check the chute again. It seemed to be stuck fast in the tree.

			“Are the chute lines extendable? Can you lower me down?”

			“Negative. But I can activate my crash beacon.” The CI sounded hopeful.

			“No. Do not activate crash beacon.” The last thing he needed was Liliana’s goons flying back to search for him. Maybe they’re already coming? The pilot must have seen that the rescue module had launched.

			“Confirmed.”

			“Okay. Er…” He took another look round. Panic, like the cold, was starting to grip him. “Do you have any manipulator arms?”

			“Negative.”

			“Can you detach from the chute?”

			“Yes. Currently not recommended.”

			“What about flying me? Can your ion engine support my weight if you disengage the chute?”

			“Negative. My ion drive has a maximum thrust of seven kilograms.”

			“Crap.” He looked along his body again. Maybe if the rescue module unlocked three of the harness straps, his center of gravity would shift, swinging him around so his legs would be dangling over the ground. Then when the final strap unlocked, he’d fall feet first. Maybe.

			“Do you have a procedure to lower me to the ground from this position?”

			“Negative. I have no methodology on file to assist in this situation.”

			“Damnit.” Finn paused, desperately trying to think of a solution. Probably because he was hanging upside down, his head seemed to be unnaturally heavy. He could definitely hear his heart thumping. And the insidious cold was penetrating further and further into his body, but at least that was acting as an anesthetic for all the pain.

			He had no idea how he was going to get out of this. It was ridiculous. He’d survived being entombed, then getting thrown out of an aircraft. Now the last three meters to the ground would likely kill him—if not from hanging here in the cold for any length of time, then the fall. “Okay, do you carry any sort of cutting implement?”

			“Confirmed. I have a ten-centimeter powerblade in my survival pack. And there are two scalpels in the medikit.”

			“Good.” If he was on the ground, and the rescue module was released from the chute line, he was sure he could wriggle over to it. Then somehow his fingers could scramble for the blades. Not that he could feel them moving much. And the cold was progressing…“Let’s do this.”

			“Awaiting instruction.”

			“I want you to unlock the harness strap closest to my hips.”

			“Please confirm instruction.”

			“The top harness strap. Unlock it.”

			“Understood. I recommend I activate my crash beacon…”

			“No. This is a clear order. You’re not—”

			“Hello?”

			Finn gasped, and every muscle went rigid. “Who’s there?” he croaked.

			“Hello? Where are you? Oh.”

			He strained, looking about to see a woman in a thick hooded coat peering cautiously around the trunk of a tree fifteen meters away. The orange strobe kept illuminating a heart-shaped face with a fringe of dark hair spilling out from the hood. It also showed her open-mouthed expression of incredulity.

			“Please,” he said. “Help.”

			“What the hell?”

			“Please.”

			“How did you…No, never mind.” She came around the tree, and Finn caught sight of the carbine she was carrying. It looked primitive, but he didn’t doubt it was effective. She walked over and stared up at him.

			“Can you get me down?”

			“Yes. I can. But I have a question. Don’t laugh.”

			“I promise. Just…Please.”

			“Okay.” She shouldered the carbine. “Are you human?”

			“What?”

			“Simple enough: Are you human?”

			“Uh, yeah, I’m human. Well, a uranic.”

			“Uranic?”

			“I have neural interfaces, so I can connect with other uranics or with Celestial tech. They’re not as good as an Imperial Celestial’s, but apart from that I’m one hundred percent human.”

			“Okay, that makes as much sense as anything around here.” She craned her neck, looking up at his predicament. “Your hands are tied.”

			“And my feet. If you could cut the lokstrips off, I should be able to lower myself.”

			“Should I ask why you’re tied up?”

			“I…I was stupid. Crossed the wrong people. I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

			She patted the carbine. “Just so we understand each other, I will use this if I have to.”

			“You won’t have to. Please.”

			“Right.” She took her gloves off and stuffed them in her pockets, then started climbing the tree.

			It took her a minute, but she crawled along the branch until she was above him, then hung on to the chute lines to clamber down to him. She produced a sharp blade from a sheath on her belt. “Here goes.”

			The knife cut clean through the lokstrip around his feet. Then she hung down and cut his wrists free.

			“Rescue module: unlock top harness strap.”

			“Confirmed.”

			The strap parted. After the second strap was unlocked, Finn started to shift around as he’d predicted. He grabbed at the two dangling straps as the third was unlocked. His body shifted in an ungainly lurch. He wasn’t sure if his hands could hold on, but at least he was the right way up. “Unlock strap four.”

			He was right, his hands had no strength. He fell to the ground, yelping like an animal at the pain of landing. The next thing he knew, the woman was kneeling beside him. Her expression turned to real concern as she took in the bloody lacerations and heavy bruising.

			“Who did this to you?” she asked.

			“My ex.”

			“Really? Breakups are pretty rough around here, huh?”

			“You have no idea. Rescue module: detach medikit and survival pack.”

			The two items thudded to the ground.

			“Can you—?” he began.

			“Sure. But you need to tell me what to do.”

			“I can do that. Uh, I’m Finn.”

			“Eleanor. Ellie.”

			“Ellie, thank you. You saved my life.”

			“I did, didn’t I?”

			He told her what to do, how to use the sprays, how to apply the groflesh patches. It was strange that she didn’t seem to be familiar with any of the kit’s contents. The survival pack had a thermosheet. Ellie wrapped him in the tissue-thin silver cloth, and he immediately felt warmer—or at least convinced himself he did. The biomonitor strip she stuck on his left forearm displayed his vitals, and just about every symbol was amber.

			“We need to get you back to my camp,” she said. “It’s not far. We’ve got a fire going, and there’s food and water as well.”

			Finn was instantly wary. “We? How many of you are camping out here?”

			“Just me and my grandfather. Is that a problem?”

			It might have been his imagination, but she suddenly seemed equally as mistrustful as he was. “No. Of course not. But…it’s going to be hard for me to walk.”

			“Yeah.” She gave him a thoughtful look. “Back in a minute.”

			He huddled up tight inside the thermosheet and watched her climb the tree again. She went up to the chute and started cutting off long strips.

			Ten minutes later his feet were completely wrapped in the chute fabric; there was so much of it they were practically footballs. When he wobbled unsteadily upright, she used the remaining strips like belts to hold the thermosheet tightly around him.

			“Let’s go,” she said briskly.

			

			—

			“For real?” Faraji exclaimed in delight. “A gas giant is flying into Kelowan?”

			Makaio-Yalbo gave the boy a warning glance but didn’t admonish him for the breach of etiquette. Given the circumstances, it was understandable. Besides, he could tell Olomo had more to say; reading the body language of a Heresy Celestial wasn’t easy, but the smugness was a complete giveaway.

			Olomo’s four eyes remained focused on Makaio-Yalbo. “Indeed, young man. Exciting, isn’t it?”

			“Yes! But…” Faraji faltered. “Why didn’t we know? Why hasn’t the Crown Dominion Navy seen a gas giant flying into the system?”

			Olomo turned to the boy and smiled benignly. “Because no one was looking for such a thing. The Poseidon Nebula that surrounds all the stars of your dominion generates a magnificent spectacle across the sky, but it also blocks all long-range visual observation of the universe. And Dolod is both cold and dark. The navy sensors in the Kelowan system that watch for malevolent ships approaching out of interstellar space are designed to look for the million-degree fusion plasma exhausts of any intruder decelerating in from relativistic speed. Not this.”

			Makaio-Yalbo cleared his throat. “The Crown Dominion is most grateful to the Heresy for this information.”

			“You are welcome. But that’s not the issue here.”

			Makaio-Yalbo took a moment—one he knew Olomo would be enjoying. “Then please enlighten me—Oh. You said it was already heading into the Kelowan system. What is Dolod’s current position?”

			“It has passed the outer cometary belt. It will achieve closest approach to the star in just over forty years’ time.”

			It took Makaio-Yalbo’s rider’s full effort to stop him from swearing in Olomo’s face. “Is it going to hit any of the planets?”

			“No.”

			“I am relieved. However, none of this makes sense. The Kelowan system was arranged into its present configuration at least twenty thousand years ago. We have two orbital bands of habitable planets, asteroids with a wealth of minerals, gas giants…It is complete. There is no need for another gas giant to be added. In truth, I’ve never heard of the Elohim moving gas giants across interstellar space.”

			“That’s because there aren’t many gas giants like Dolod. It’s even more rare than a helium macroplanet,” Olomo said.

			“What is it?”

			“Our ship’s long-range spectroscopy revealed an interesting composition: Dolod is an iron exotic,” Olomo said in triumph.

			“Great Asteria!”

			“Father?” Faraji said. “What’s an iron exotic?”

			“It’s a variety of gas giant,” Makaio-Yalbo told him. “If you put it in an orbit close enough to a star, the dayside gets hot enough to vaporize iron. The nightside, then, is cool enough to make the iron condense and rain.”

			“Which would give any dominion a considerable economic asset,” Olomo said. “It is easier and cheaper to collect iron rain in atmospheric harvester vessels than it is to dig out and refine the ore on a solid world.”

			“So that’s good for us, right?” Faraji said. “Cheaper iron will help the Crown Dominion economy.”

			Makaio-Yalbo and Olomo exchanged a glance.

			“The royal house of Wynid does not have any large metal fabrication enterprises in the Kelowan system,” Makaio-Yalbo said. “Our focus since the Accord has been on Gondiar with its agriculture. The estates are cheap to run, thanks to the humans.”

			Olomo shook his head slowly. “I never understand why you let them settle in your dominion.”

			“They are well suited to basic manual labor, which makes them economically useful. Plus, there are no manufacturing costs like there are for androids.”

			“Indeed. But as I understand it, the arrival of an iron exotic will shift the economic nature of the Kelowan system,” Olomo said. “Given the way the queens carved up the Kelowan system after the Imperial Accord was signed, it was Verak’s Grand Families who wound up with enterprises on Anoosha, where the humans mine ores and minerals out of the ground. If anyone is going to undergo a downturn when this new resource eventually comes online, it will be them. And in forty years’ time, Verak’s Queen Carolien will still be sitting upon the throne of the empress. She will be the one who grants the first licenses to harvest the iron rain. No doubt she will be fair, and grant them to any and all of the dominion’s Great Families.”

			“Of course she will,” Makaio-Yalbo said, hoping Faraji wouldn’t pick up on Olomo’s less than subtle irony.

			“Fortunately, cheaper, more plentiful resources will, as young Faraji says, do nothing but improve the Kelowan system’s economy. Of course, Verak would probably need to increase a different economic asset to compensate for the loss of its Anoosha monopoly. For instance, if there were an opportunity to increase one of its exports.”

			The bloodstone prevented any significant facial expression, but Makaio-Yalbo narrowed his eyes. “Much as the Wynid Royal House is aligned with the Heresy, the Verak Royal House is aligned with the Talloch-Te Dominion.”

			“Indeed, and the ships of the Talloch-Te consume a considerable amount of helium-3 fuel. One supposes that, as empress, Carolien might be inclined to allow them greater access to the HeSea. The additional revenue would help compensate Verak for the reduced income from Anoosha.”

			“Only Crown Dominion ships can scoop the HeSea. The other queens would not sanction any policy change of that magnitude. It would shatter the entire Imperial Accord.”

			“Yes, but who would be best placed to provide additional scoopships to Verak’s Great Families? Perhaps a dominion with the largest ship fabrication astroengineering industry within twenty light-years, which of course is the Talloch-Te…”

			“Very probably. What do you propose, then?”

			“Propose? Why nothing, of course. The Heresy are simply providing our friends in the Wynid Royal House with some interesting astronomical data. How you apply it is entirely up to you.”

			Makaio-Yalbo took a deep breath. Of course the Heresy aren’t going to get involved in any conflict with the Talloch-Te; they’re just dumping all this on us. “The critical part of Dolod’s flight is at its closest approach to the Kelowan star,” he said thoughtfully. “Which is where the Archimedes Engine will initiate any momentum transfer. That’s when we get to find out if the Elohim plan to bring it into orbit around the star.”

			“Yes,” Olomo said. “Yet if there is no momentum transfer, for whatever reason, Dolod would simply fly past the star and leave the Kelowan system behind. Nothing would change.”

			“Such a failure to reach orbit would be unfortunate. And none of our queens would condone such an act.”

			“No. Of course they wouldn’t.”

			

			—

			Finn had to lean against Ellie the whole way to her camp. The anesthetic spray was blocking most of the pain coming from his limbs and ribs, but even so, it was hard work hobbling along beside her.

			They must have shambled along for a couple of minutes when he saw a fire flickering up ahead. Then they came out into a broad stretch of rock where no trees grew. It sank away toward the valley below like a natural road before the forest closed in on it again. Two hundred meters away, close to the fire, a narrow delta-winged craft had rammed its nose into a clump of small trees. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see the furrows it had carved out of the snow and gravel as it skidded along.

			“Bad landing?”

			“Anything you can walk away from…” Ellie sounded defensive.

			As Finn limped toward the fire, fatigue fuddling his mind, he grew more confused by what was obviously a spaceplane. For a start, the wings were swept upward, and the rear of the fuselage had two tiny rocket nozzles sticking out. A pair of dark, curving windscreens like dead eyes peered out over the crumpled nose section. The whole thing was inexplicably crude. It wasn’t any kind of design he’d ever seen before.

			“Grandpa,” Ellie called.

			What Finn had taken to be a boulder next to the fire moved, revealing itself to be a man with several blankets pulled tight around his shoulders. He had the thickest beard Finn had ever seen.

			“Look what I found,” Ellie said. She sounded bemused.

			“Well, well!” the man’s voice boomed. “Who was right?”

			“Yes, you’re always right.” She sighed. “This is Finn. His parachute got caught in the trees. His backpack had an orange strobe on it.”

			“I saw that! I saw that light come down. She didn’t believe me, Finn.”

			Finn made it to the circle of slush surrounding the fire and dropped to his knees with a broken whimper.

			“Whoa there,” the man exclaimed. “What is that you’re wearing?”

			“He’s not wearing anything, Grandpa,” Ellie chortled.

			“Ah, my dear, only for you does a naked man fall out of the sky. Talk about manna from heaven.”

			Finn fought to stay conscious as the man came closer. The gray-blue eyes that stared down at him were the most judgmental he’d ever known. The man’s lips curled up in amusement. “Tough day at the office, my boy?”

			Finn could only nod. He thought he was about to pitch facedown in the runnels of half-melted snow. Somehow the warmth of the fire was hardly registering. His body felt practically nothing now, and he knew damn well that wasn’t the effect of the anesthetic spray.

			“The name’s Josias. Josias Aponi.” Spoken with the expectation that Finn should know it, and indeed be grateful to meet the owner of that name. “Ah, well. I suppose we are a long time from home.” Josias stuck his hand out. Finn didn’t move; couldn’t.

			“He needs to rest, Grandpa. We’ve got to get his temperature up.”

			“Well, let’s get our poor lost flying lamb closer to the fire. We have some spare clothes in the lander. I’ll go and get them.”

			“I have to get w-warm,” Finn stuttered. The cold was so all-consuming his muscles had even stopped trembling. “Can you get me into the lander?”

			“Sorry, it’s colder than Pluto in there,” Josias said. “No power. The crash saw to that.”

			“Shit.” Finn peered around, alarmed at how his vision seemed to be tunneling. He could barely make out the spaceplane’s fuselage now. In desperation he scanned the ground along the tree line. There was real soil there. “That outcrop,” he said, and raised a hand to point. It took an age; his body wasn’t responding well.

			“I’ll put you in a sleeping bag,” Ellie said. “That should help.”

			“No, not enough. Get me over there. I can sculpt it.”

			She and Josias exchanged a glance. “Sculpt what?”

			“The livestone. I told you, I’m uranic.”

			“Grandpa, help me get him into a sleeping bag.”

			“No,” Finn pleaded. “The livestone. Please. It can warm me. I don’t think I can last much longer.” He glanced at the biomonitor. “I’m going into hypothermic shock.”

			“Finn—”

			“No, no,” Josias said smoothly. “I want to see this.”

			“He’s delusional. The cold’s killing him.”

			“We’re strangers here. We don’t know what he can do.”

			Finn wanted to thank him, to promise to put on a show—anything. But now the effort just to speak was excessive. The world was shrinking, its dark boundary tightening around him.

			“Okay, my boy, here we go.”

			Between them they lifted Finn and dragged him over to the smooth outcrop.

			“I’m going to get a sleeping bag,” Ellie announced crossly. She hurried off to the little spaceplane.

			Finn could see the contact bulb atop the clump of livestone. He reached out, his arm trembling, and brought his hand down on top of it.

			The livestone was as strange as always. There was no animal-like awareness, but rather a sense of immutable timeless existence. He and his twin, Otylia, had spent hours in the palace park when they were kids, feeding shape impulses to the livestone paths and walls, to the dismay of the gardeners, who found looping curves and rude-shaped protrusions emerging amid the ornate formal layout. Afterward, their father would shout at them and send them back to reverse it all. If anything, that refined their understanding of the medium, enhancing their ability.

			Those frisky twists and bulges sculpted during a misspent youth were irrelevant now. This was going to be his crudest sculpt ever. The livestone wasn’t sentient—nothing close—yet somehow its basic nerve strands resisted the coarse impulses Finn was sending through the connection, as if it knew they would cause its demise.

			The Celestials who had created livestone used it for fashioning buildings, supplying them with an almost infinite source of willing silicate structure that required no industry, only patience: the foremost Celestial trait. Tens of thousands of Eden worlds in the Crown Dominion were scattered with raw outcrops, ready for any new town or city to be founded. A blank livestone outcrop was never intended to produce anything quickly. The kernels would take decades to grow into an outcrop that was ready to sculpt. After that, a sculpting architect would impart a design, and the livestone would gradually metamorphose into that shape. If the building had to be larger than the outcrop’s original volume, the livestone would continue to grow, and the architect would provide additional guidance as the years progressed.

			Finn’s impulses bullied the livestone’s reticent nerve strands, forcing change regardless of the damage it inflicted on the outcrop. He could grasp the livestone’s shape—a gray shadow filling his mind, his perception tracing out the solid lumps that extended down into the soil, and on from there the roots thrusting out under the trees. But the mountain’s rock made sure the soil wasn’t deep. This outcrop was stunted; it was never destined to be a mansion, or even a simple house.

			The livestone emitted sharp snapping sounds as its surface fluctuated in a hurry the original creators had never anticipated.

			“Oh my,” Josias purred in delight as he watched the erratic movements.

			Finn concentrated on the three-dimensional image he’d drawn in his mind, merging it with the livestone’s existing shape. Just above the ground, a horizontal fissure split open with a loud crack, the two rims pushing away from each other. The split continued deep into the outcrop, and air rushed in.

			Ellie returned with the sleeping bag. “What’s happening? How’s he doing this to rock?”

			“I’ve no idea. But isn’t it fantastic? The potential here is beyond anything I was expecting.”

			The gap Finn created in the outcrop began to inflate. Soil around the livestone was shoved out of the way as its bulk expanded outward.

			Finn took his hand off the contact bulb and slithered down the side as it grew steeper. “Inside,” he whispered. “Get me inside.”

			Josias hesitated, looking into the horizontal gash in the livestone that had opened. He shone a torch in, revealing perfectly smooth gray-white walls, which opened back into a hemispherical room. “That’s warm,” he said in surprise. “Can you feel that, Ellie? There’s warm air in there.”

			“Yeah. I can feel it.”

			“Okay, then, let’s get our guest inside.”

			Finn was barely aware of them hauling him into the shelter. They opened out the sleeping bag and laid him on it. He inhaled warm air, then consciousness left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			Kelowan’s capital city was named after the world itself, which in turn carried the star system’s name; and like all capitals of the Crown Dominion, it sat on the planet’s equator. The fabulous mansions and towers of the city occupied a hilly geology whose long valleys hosted winding rivers and deep lakes. Right in the center was Mount Vaxjo, which used to measure four and a half kilometers high. The six founding fleets of the Crown Dominion, who arrived at the start of the Crucible Era more than eleven thousand years earlier, had removed the top five hundred meters to form a sheer plateau, to which they proceeded to anchor the planet’s first orbital tower. Kelowan now had fifteen of the massive structures reaching out to geostationary orbit. Their pinnacles were linked by the georing: a wide gridwork of ultrabonded carbonsteel that wrapped around the planet, providing more stability to the towers and balanced tether points for a multitude of habitats, commercial ports, and microgee industrial stations. The georing also had a classified number of defense bases (rumored to possess antimatter weapons) and fifty dedicated navy docks. As the home of the empress, Kelowan was the most heavily protected planet in the Crown Dominion. Its citizens could see the georing from anywhere on the surface and have complete confidence they were safe.

			Helena-Chione, the Now and Forever Queen of the Royal House of the Wynid system, enjoyed the transition from space to atmosphere as her capsule slid down the Vaxjo tower. She stood before the observation deck’s high arched window as they sank through the thermosphere. Faint glints of St. Elmo’s fire flickered over the outer layer of the window’s ultrabonded diamond as the capsule ripped through the tenuous atoms outside.

			Above them, the georing was a crisp golden ribbon bisecting the eternal glimmer of the Poseidon Nebula. It was surrounded by a swarm of dazzling pinpoints of light emitted by the ion drives of spaceships. Hundreds of big commercial freighters were heading out to the planets that were strung along the star’s first and second habitation bands: the specific orbits inside the life zone where the twelve Eden worlds orbited. Kelowan and four others occupied first band, 1.2 AUs out from the G3 primary, while the seven planets of the second band were 1.9 AUs out, giving those worlds a more temperate climate. All of them gleamed brightly against the nebula. She could even make out the small crescent of Gondiar, the solid-giant that trailed Kelowan along its orbit.

			Looking down, vast stretches of the city were visible to her through jagged gaps between the long clouds that streamed in from a storm away to the east. She could see flashes of light reflected off the still lakes, while pristine white towers rose out of the luxuriant vegetation that thrived in the balmy climate.

			As the air thickened and the capsule’s speed slowed, Helena-Chione could see the individual details of the city resolve. She smiled grimly at the Imperial Palace. The massive building was separated from Mount Vaxjo by rolling parkland and Lake Kyzak. At one time it too had been a naked mountain, then Queen Zuberi had chosen Kelowan as her capital, and outcrops of livestone had been sculpted into the pinnacles, producing curving ziggurats that slowly climbed their way up the mountain. Today the vast merged buildings formed terraces that encircled the slopes, with broader shelves cut deeper into the mountain’s bulk to support crystalline domes and elevated towers with buttress wings. There was no sign of the mountain anymore; the palace had engulfed it completely.

			Helena-Chione’s head tilted slightly as she frowned at an oval stretch of livestone only ten or so stories high that was extending out from the base of the Imperial Palace, as if the livestone were putting out a tentative pseudopod toward the lake. Her hand rose, and a forefinger extended.

			“I don’t remember that section,” she said.

			The court datamaster, Lord Stethos-Thierry, stepped forward. At two and a half meters tall he was shorter than his queen, but then at three meters she was the tallest of her court. His scarlet-and-gray robes flared out into a collar that almost touched the bloodstone petals that embellished his skull. The calcium swirls weren’t merely ornamental; they also covered the permanent connection bulb melded with the neural interface patch at the top of his spine. It was the court datamaster’s function to provide the queen with whatever information she required. After all, Helena-Chione hadn’t deigned to connect with a network for more than a thousand years. What would be the point when you had a court to do your every bidding? That she made them attend each minuscule task for her was a simple emphasis of her power.

			“It is recent, Majesty,” Lord Stethos-Thierry said. “Empress Luus-Kinza commissioned it twenty years ago. It is used to domicile her beast handlers.”

			“What was wrong with their original quarters?”

			“They are now being used by a division of Bassa security officials.”

			“More security? Luus always was insecure.”

			“Indeed, Majesty.”

			“You know, I remember the palace mountain when it was Zuberi’s Royal Palace; only the bottom third was livestone in those days. It had some very pretty mekas trees on the summit as I recall; they had such a sweet scent. And the fruit, it was sort of like a fig.”

			“I’m very sorry, Majesty, I don’t have access to that information. I can launch a deep archive search.”

			Helena-Chione sighed. “It wasn’t a question, datamaster. Do lighten up.”

			“Apologies, Majesty.”

			The big capsule began to decelerate harder as they reached the end of the mesosphere. A faint whistling sound became audible, and the flickering ion flames died away.

			“Perhaps I should replant some mekas in the palace gardens when I’m empress next, to remind people of their heritage.”

			“An excellent idea, Majesty.”

			Helena-Chione gave up. Even her fellow queens probably didn’t recall the mountain from the time of the Imperial Accord seven thousand years ago, when they formally agreed to a shared rule of the dominion. Of course, more than half the city had been in ruin that day, and Kelowan’s Grand Families had all fled—at least, those that survived the Alliance invasion that had killed Queen Zuberi-Dulcina and every member of her tainted family.

			“Funny what memories remain,” she mused. In the epoch since, she’d maintained her mindline through countless congregant daughters, yet her personality remained steadfast. But memories…Even an Imperial Celestial brain could only retain about two or three hundred years’ worth. Choosing what to pass on to the next host was always a difficult decision. Long ago she’d decided it was imperative not to lose the founding of the Accord—if nothing else, to simply prevent anything like Zuberi-Dulcina’s horrific neural weapons and deranged evolution dogma from ever rising again. Also always retained was Helena’s knowledge of the other queens, and how little she trusted them. Presumably they held her in equal disregard. Not that the five of them needed trust, just balance.

			“Girls,” she beckoned.

			The five Princess Congregants accompanying her to the Coronation hurried forward from the rank of courtiers filling the back of the observation deck. They were aged between eleven and fifteen, all of them clearly her daughters from their height and long limbs. Other than sharing the same intense green eyes, however, they had a variety of hair and skin colors. Each sporting quiescent bloodstone buds on their temple, they weren’t old enough to instigate their growth yet. That wouldn’t happen until she replaced them with younger princesses, or (unlikely, given her current body’s age) took one as her mind’s new host.

			“Behold the center of our rule.” One by one, she touched her palm induction pad to theirs and conferred a simple linear memory gift of the Kelowan palace—from her earliest diplomatic state visits with Queen Zuberi to the missile-shattered wreckage with smoke pouring out, then its regrowth over the seven millennia since. All of the girls cooed excitedly at the gift and pressed themselves against the carriage window, trying to match current reality with the personal glimpses into a past dating back eleven thousand years. “And what is it, do you think?” Helena-Chione queried.

			“Big!” Heba said excitedly, looking around urgently for approval.

			At just eleven, she was the youngest of the Princess Congregants, and lacking all the mental self-control the others had been gifted.

			Although all of Helena’s daughters had her basic neural personality, bestowed upon spawning, the time between that private ceremony and the final succession allowed them to develop a distinct personality that would be an influence over the decades when Helena remained in that body. Chione, whose body was the current host of Helena’s mindline, had been imposingly stoic. A trait Helena-Chione favored—possibly too often.

			“An office for the dullest bureaucrats in the whole Centauri Cluster,” Princess Bennu answered derisively.

			“No,” Jomana said evenly. “It’s a symbol, Mother Queen, that’s all. A focus for the empress. If you wiped it off the face of Kelowan, nothing would change. The center would simply shift to wherever the empress sits.”

			“Very good, dear,” Helena-Chione said.

			Jomana kept her face impassive, but she couldn’t hide her satisfaction from Helena-Chione; after all, she was her.

			“If that were to happen, where would the empress sit next?” Heba asked.

			“In her dreadnaught flagship at the middle of a very big Imperial navy fleet,” Helena-Chione replied wryly. “With the fleets of the other queens on her flanks. If there is one thing that keeps our Accord, it is that it cannot be challenged. A threat would unite us as nothing else. And the possibility of threat to our rule is what keeps us in agreement, no matter our petty quarrels.”

			“I hate them,” Bennu declared.

			“Imagine how they feel about us,” Helena-Chione told her princesses sardonically.

			The capsule’s deceleration reached maximum as they entered the stratosphere. Although the vista of the land and the sky was comprehensive, the position of the observation deck didn’t allow Helena-Chione to see the orbital tower itself. “Are the others on time?” she asked.

			“Yes, Majesty,” Lord Stethos-Therry replied. “Their capsules are keeping to schedule.”

			She avoided trying to peer down. It would be pointless, and lack dignity. Carolien-Amaia’s carriage would be on another facet of the tower, which was pentagonal, in honor of the number of queens. Carolien-Amaia would be the first to reach the ground to be greeted by Luus-Kinza, the current empress. Helena-Chione herself would be next, followed by Ramona-Ursule, then finally Inessa-Pierinaierina. It was the same order in which they shared the role of empress.

			“To tradition,” she said quietly. “Not to schedule.”

			“Yes, Majesty.”

			For tradition was the absolute ruler of the Crown Dominion. Tradition was stability. And stability was the basic requirement of every Imperial Celestial. Stability meant their mindlines could endure, allowing an uninterrupted personality continuation: effective immortality.

			Helena-Chione turned away from the window. “Come along now, girls,” she said. “We must get ready and look our formal best for the procession.”

			The courtiers parted silently, bowing as the queen led her Princess Congregants across the observation deck to her suite of private staterooms. Major Siskala-Ingrid of the Royal Tiger Guard led the way, resplendent in her silver-and-crystal armor, the breastplate embossed with the teal griffin of her Grand House. The curving black glass rectangle of her helmet visor concealed her eyes, but Helena-Chione knew she would be studying every member of the court as she approached them, eternally alert for treachery. Siskala-Ingrid was one of her own daughters, spawned sixty years ago, back when she was Helena-Idunn. Siskala had been a Princess Congregant, then when Helena had chosen another daughter to host herself in, she’d sought a military career.

			The officers of the Tiger Guard were always from Helena’s bloodline. Family as well as tradition helps provide the dominion’s grail of stability.

			Inside the suite, the Princess Congregants were quickly shooed away into the care of her waiting equerry. Helena-Chione carried on to her resting room. Lord Valdier-Mímir, her father and therefore Master of the Court, was waiting for her beside the double doors. “Lord Gahiji-Calder has requested an audience, ma’am,” he said as she approached. “He’s inside.”

			“Of course he is,” Helena-Chione replied stoically. “Thank you, Daddy. Please make sure we’re not disturbed.” She straightened her back, making sure her modest gold-and-turquoise bloodstone ornamentations were level as she entered the room.

			Lord Gahiji-Calder waited beside the desk, his gray-and-silver robes of state hanging like badly fitting curtains. Helena-Chione suppressed a smile at that. His bloodstone headdress spur was little more than a cap of black and green curlicues that concealed his spine connection patch. Her chief archon had always paid minimal observance to court decorum; he was one of the very few members of her Privy Council who could get away with such behavior.

			“My Lord, welcome,” she said as she sat behind the desk. “Is this to be a formal audience?”

			“I’m afraid so, Majesty.”

			“We disembark in twenty minutes. I need to berobe accordingly for my Procession to the Imperial Palace.”

			“Yes, Majesty. I do consider the information I bring to be of value. I believe you should hear it before you sit in the Council of the Empress.”

			“All right. Let’s make it snappy, please.”

			“Your archon, Lord Makaio-Yalbo, has recently returned to the Kelowan system. He sent a diplomatic communiqué as soon as he passed through the Gate of Heaven, which the fleet picked up as we docked at High Vaxjo. We’ve only just decrypted it.”

			“Returned? I thought the Kelowan system is his brief.”

			“It is his main brief. He does undertake additional minor roles for us on occasion.”

			“I see. And on this particular occasion?”

			“An unobserved meeting with the Archon Olomo.”

			Helena-Chione raised an eyebrow. “The Heresy archon? What did that little rat want?”

			Lord Gahiji-Calder cleared his throat. “It would seem, Majesty, there is a rogue gas giant heading for the Kelowan system.”

			Helena-Chione listened with growing surprise as Lord Gahiji-Calder explained the situation. “So it was heading for the Gomatu Dominion then changed course? That seems unusual.”

			“Very, Majesty. There hasn’t really been planetary engineering on this level since the Remnant Era. But momentum transfers are basic physics, no matter what scale it occurs at. Given that, I’d expect the Archimedes Engine to initiate a small course refinement when Dolod passed the brown dwarf, not a massive change of vector like this. I mean, it makes no sense.”

			“Dolod will have a significant impact on Kelowan’s economic structure if our enterprises harvest the iron rain,” Helena-Chione said. “Why would they do that? There simply is no precedent for the Elohim to meddle in dominion economics.”

			Lord Gahiji shifted uncomfortably. “Dolod has been on its way to JK67b since the start of the Remnant Era, and the Gomatu megastructure is a phenomenal undertaking. I can almost understand if the Elohim wished to assist that. If they do succeed in building a Dyson sphere, it will be a godlike accomplishment. That is something the Elohim might indulge.”

			“Speculation, my Lord.”

			“Perhaps. But now there is the course change to consider. It was huge. If the Elohim wanted Kelowan to be Dolod’s ultimate destination, why not fly along a vector to us from the start?”

			“You believe Olomo’s theory that the Talloch-Te are behind this, then?”

			“I believe somebody other than the Elohim changed its course. Anything more than that is truly speculation.”

			“Which makes me ask, can someone other than the Elohim change its course?”

			“It would be a difficult undertaking, but Celestials should be capable of such a feat, yes. There are many factors, but for a start you’d need to understand how an Archimedes Engine operates. A dominion with sufficient resources and determination should be able to achieve that.”

			“But to what end?”

			“Change, Majesty. The one thing the Crown Dominion fights against the most.”

			“The Talloch-Te!” she said in tight-lipped disapproval.

			“That’s conjecture, Majesty. But I would give that prospect a high probability.”

			“The Heresy will know more than they are telling us. But…it is the Talloch-Te that the Heresy worry about? They certainly don’t care about our internal politics. Wynid’s alignment with them is practically in name only.”

			“Of course.”

			“But Olomo is right about the economic consequences. The Verak Grand Families will suffer if Anoosha’s economy declines, forcing Carolien-Amaia into the Goddess knows what action. She’s always too impetuous. I don’t need that kind of uncertainty, because it’ll be my time as empress when it all comes to a head, damnit!”

			“The human economy on Anoosha will likely take a downturn, too. It is based around mining, after all. That might become an issue.”

			She waved an irritated hand. “No one cares about humans. And anyway, the Anoosha ones are Carolien’s problem.” She gave the chief archon a questioning glance. “Do you think she already knows about this?”

			“The Verak Royal Family has an alliance with the Talloch-Te, ma’am. Even I don’t know the full details.”

			“This is starting to look like a play in the Talloch-Te’s Great Game to me,” Helena-Chione said. “They’re trying to manipulate their way to access the Helium Sea. That cannot come to pass.”

			“You can point that out at the Council of the Empress after Carolien ascends to the throne. The other queens will back you.”

			Helena-Chione drummed her fingers on the desk, considering the implications. “No.”

			“Majesty?”

			“My advantage here is that the other queens do not yet know about Dolod. You and I will have to see if this can be turned to Wynid’s economic gain, although it won’t be long before the navy monitoring satellites spot an incoming gas giant. Once it does become common knowledge, then all of my dear sister queens will maneuver for their own benefit. Besides, we need a united front after her Coronation today. You saw the fleet intelligence report on the Mara Yama?”

			“Yes, Majesty. Admiral Naeem-Folmir was quite clear about their movements. The fleet we’re tracking seems to be heading for Capo Frois, although it will pass uncomfortably close to Hoa Quinzu in a few years.”

			“And he’ll have quietly briefed the other admirals in our glorious Accord. We’ll all be under pressure from our navies at the Council.”

			“The military always has a reason why their budget should be increased.”

			“Yes, but this time it might be genuine. The Mara Yama have never ventured close to the Crown Dominion before.”

			“Their presence could be a unifying factor for the Accord. It has grown lax of late.”

			“Urgh—and while Carolien’s on the throne, too. She’ll never let us forget it.”

			“You know how to deal with her, Majesty. You’ve had thousands of years’ experience.”

			“Indeed I have.”

			

			—

			Finn was vaguely aware of someone pressing a nozzle into his mouth. His groan of complaint became reflexive sucking, and a fluid that tasted utterly vile slithered into his throat. He half gagged, and his eyelids blinked open. The whole world was blurred.

			“Drink it, please, Finn,” a woman’s voice said. “It’ll help.”

			He couldn’t avoid swallowing the wretched stuff, and the nozzle remained in his mouth despite his feeble squirming. More blinking, and he could just make out the opening he’d force-sculpted into the livestone outcrop. A human shape slid across it. He tried to remember who it was. She belonged to his recent past, didn’t she?

			The stream of fluid finally stopped, and he groaned at the memory that was erupting. The face above him was completely out of focus, but the nebula was as vibrant as it had been the day he met her in Zaita City.

			It had been the most pathetic folly, he realized now, to leave his home on Gondiar and travel across the Kelowan system to Anoosha. At the time it had been sticking up an impudent finger of defiance to the suffocating traditionalism of his indecently languid family. The various Jalgori-Tobu marchionesses—of which his mother was the thirteenth to proudly carry that title—had run Santa Rosa, Gondiar’s capital prefecture, for the eight hundred years since its founding: a governance that had become as immutable as the bedrock on which the city sat. Every son and daughter born into the dynasty was destined to enjoy a life of wealth and privilege until the day they died; tradition and duty had formalized their entire existence.

			It was a life that Finn had come to hate with a vehemence that tipped him into outright rebellion before he’d even finished adolescence. By the time the investitures to his hereditary duties came along, he knew he could never survive the unceasing monotony of responsibility that came with his meaningless titles: the endless formal parties, the empty ceremonies, and eventually an arranged marriage to a girl from a good uranic family. He despised the very thought of the golden days stretching out ahead of him, where every whim and aristocratic vice was anticipated and obliged, because every single one of those days would be utterly identical.

			His first almost-escape had been with Graça, a musician and poet he’d met at university. She was a uranic, too, but her family had ordinary humans in their lineage; her ability wasn’t as strong as his. Besides, their other crime was far worse: they weren’t rich. Finn’s mother would never permit him to marry anyone with such a low pedigree. A girl who laughed at the strictures that shaped his life, who knew how to have fun, who was dedicated to her music, who hated the injustices in the city—injustices that he’d never known about. It was a glorious, passionate affair. She’d taught him how to dance properly and appreciate the wilder music that came out of the poorer districts. They reveled in the zest of the city’s nightlife culture. He got to meet people his own age who were free in a way he’d never grasped. She’d been his rock as they experimented with sprays, which took on a whole new expanse as they shared each other’s psychoactive voyages through neural contact.

			But Graça always wanted to go further, immersing herself in achingly soulful music, stronger sprays, more ardent protests against City Hall for dubious causes. He began to worry about her determination, her desire for the thrill of a life on the edge. Vivacity made her feel properly alive, she explained earnestly, but his own ultraconservative outlook still managed to hold him back from the extremes that captivated her. Then one day he arrived at her accommodation block to find the paramedics treating her for a severe reaction to a spray.

			After that, his family had come down hard on his meager freedoms. He spent two months incarcerated in an exclusive recovery clinic with other broken adolescents from wealthy, important families. Simply being there was the greatest motivator to get clean and get out.

			Back home, the family responded by filling his every waking hour with events and duties. The marchioness even produced a list of nice young girls from good uranic families that would be an acceptable match. The one time he tried to call Graça, just to see if she was okay, her lnc code had been canceled. His overwhelming schedule gave him no time to rebel—a slow torture that ultimately broke him.

			He actually left a turd on the middle of the three-hundred-year-old stalloak desk that was the traditional workstation of the Minsterialis of Hafnir—and pushed over the priceless six-hundred-year-old statue of Cardisious, his ancestor and the very first Minsterialis of Hafnir. Priceless presumably because nobody would ever want to buy the stupid thing.

			He had smiled triumphantly down at the fragments of the handsome young face he’d shattered before realizing the poor youth looked as utterly bored and resentful as he did. “We’re both free now,” he had told the pieces. Hafnir was a vast sprawl of land on the eastern seaboard, nine hundred kilometers from Santa Rosa, uninhabited and valueless. It was the task and honor of its Minsterialis to maintain the whole estate in good order for future generations, just like the other half dozen pointless obligations Finn had inherited.

			With his futile statement made, he transferred a considerable number of watthours from his official account to a Treasury coin and walked out of Zetian Palace.

			Two weeks of living among the ordinary citizens of Santa Rosa followed. Two weeks of staring up with renewed longing at the incredible orbital tower that rose from the south side of the city. He watched the bright points of light swarming around the geostationary dock at the far end, envying the big interplanetary cargo vessels taking the produce from Gondiar’s massive estates to the Imperial Celestials on their habitats and exquisite Eden worlds. There were starships, too, accelerating harder than the commercial vessels as they flew off into the glow of the Poseidon Nebula to excitement and opportunity.

			“I’m coming with you,” he told them solemnly.

			His first step was cultivating the Travelers, the humans who actually owned and flew their own starships, a class of people his family would never even allow to walk through the gates of Zetian Palace, let alone befriend. Finn was almost resentful of them; they lived the life he’d dreamed of while he was incarcerated in the palace for the whole twenty-three years of his life. They flew through the Gates of Heaven to other star systems—not just those in the Crown Dominion, but to dominions across the Centauri Cluster. Living lives as unlimited as the wonders they experienced. They were the ones who traded, who explored Remnant worlds for forbidden relics, who helped humans on dangerous worlds, who late at night after too many drinks and sprays told stories of piracy and political fights, of the human struggle against Celestials in oppressive dominions.

			Finn could have bought himself a trip on a starship; he had enough money for that logged in his coin. But it wasn’t a single trip he wanted—not when he could spend a lifetime out there among the stars as a Traveler. He started meeting younger Dynasty members at clubs and parties, and swiftly learned that to be accepted among the Traveler chapters he needed to have experience and respect, had to be acknowledged as someone reliable and ruthless—the man you always asked for when you needed to cover your back. It was the only way to be taken on as crew. There were few enough opportunities for that, and inevitably they were all missions to Remnant worlds, where you had to fight.

			His first step along the path was to leave Gondiar, buying a cheap ticket to Anoosha, a planet in Kelowan’s outer habitable band. It was a small world, but dense, its heavy ores giving it a gravity field of 1.15 standard, which was why the empress had allowed human settlement there; the Imperial Celestials with their height didn’t enjoy that extra fifteen percent. As on Gondiar, they ruled by proxy through the human uranic families. Unlike Gondiar, Anoosha’s uranic families ran dynamic commercial enterprises, not bucolic farm estates. Under license from the Celestial Great Families of Verak, they mined and refined their world’s plentiful ores and minerals, then shipped it all offworld to the industries on planets and astroengineering habitats throughout the Kelowan system, who were hungry for cheap raw material. Their exports were the engines of a vibrant economy that animated everyone’s outlook; nobody here dismissed ambition as nouveau and gauche. It was so different from his sleepy homeworld, and Finn relished it.

			A month after arriving, he wound up in Zaita, the second most important city on Anoosha after the capital Swiftville, where the orbital tower reached the ground. Zaita’s three-hundred-kilometer-long canal was the major route from the sprawling mines of the northern continent to the orbital tower on the equator, with twenty percent of the planet’s exports passing through. That made Zaita City a huge industrial and financial hub, a town dominated by the enterprises of the largest uranic families.

			He rented a cheap apartment in one of the city’s run-down districts and got himself a low-wage job at a local club, as a janitor during the day and a doorman at night. The people he met there had associates who knew people whose friends needed simple foot soldiers for sharp-edged jobs. Finn listened to some offers, which to him sounded like nothing more than delivering basic punishment beatings to associates who’d stepped out of line. He rejected those, unsure he could even do something that cold. Then, after three weeks, the Ozan job came up.

			It would require a team of four—people who had some technical knowledge. Finn claimed he had network skills, which he sort of did, thanks to his uranic ability to connect directly to electronics systems via his neural induction pads. After all, the alarm systems he had to access and disable weren’t that complicated. Probably.

			The Ozan company had a big compound a hundred klicks outside Zaita. It served as a parking lot and maintenance facility for its fleet of heavy-duty quarry-mining trucks. These behemoths weighed in at more than three hundred tons each, with a load capacity of four hundred fifty tons. Ozan was contracted to move ore around for three of the five local deep pit copper mines. A rival company was keen to get its hands on one or more of those contracts.

			Finn met the other members of the team as they were given a briefing by the leader, Iyane Enfoe, who was only a few years older than Finn. The Enfoes were an established Traveler Dynasty on Gondiar, and like Finn, Iyane was a younger son keen to make his name. He’d only flown a couple of interplanetary trips to date, so his goal was to gain some security experience, which he hoped would draw the attention of one of his myriad cousins who actually flew the Dynasty’s starships. To Finn he was a perfect example of how to climb the ladder.

			The team didn’t wear armor, at least not the full-body augmented muscle suits that mercenaries and dark ops squads favored. Just some light body shielding and a helmet with enhanced vision. Weapons were a nervejam and a small rapid-fire pistol. “There are no human guards,” Iyane said, “so we don’t need firepower here. Our employers require a quiet mission.”

			There were several gates to the compound. They chose the smallest and went through at one o’clock in the morning. There was a security pillar outside with a contact bulb at the base. All networks in the Crown Dominion were required by law to have such a connection point, even on the human-settled worlds. Finn was relieved that the routines he connected with were actually very simple. He took the observation systems offline and ordered the gate to unlock.

			Five huge maintenance sheds dominated the compound. As they jogged toward the first one, the team’s night sight visors showed them four trucks inside. Another five were parked on the far side of the compound. According to the inventory Finn accessed, there were a further seven undergoing repairs, just like Iyane had said.

			They reached the shed and went inside. If Finn was honest with himself, machines so large that appeared so primitive were something he found mildly intimidating.

			“One each,” Iyane said. “Go.”

			They split up. Finn went for the second truck, hurrying around a front wheel that was at least four meters high and almost as wide. He stood behind it and unclipped the DK wand from his belt.

			They were Remnant Era tech, Iyane had told them, not quite classed as a weapon. The effect field they emitted did something to molecular structures, weakening the bonds as if they were aging them; any physical force they were subjected to afterward would result in stress fractures and collapse.

			The wheel’s axle bearing was half a meter in diameter. Finn had to apply the DK to it for eighteen seconds; Iyane had been very specific about that. They wanted the bearing to withstand being driven away from the compound. Then when the truck was laden with hundreds of tons of ore and rock, the stress would be enough to shatter it. There’d be no suspicion that Ozan’s trucks had been sabotaged, and the engineering company that supplied the bearings would argue long and hard that the components were the correct spec, an argument that would be so costly to the losing side it would have to go to court—which could take up to eighteen months.

			That part was almost irrelevant, though it would help. The main hit on Ozan would be that its trucks would be out of commission within a couple of days. They wouldn’t be able to fulfill their haulage contract with the mines. Financially, they’d be doomed. Rival companies would be quick to offer replacement contracts to the mines. Ozan’s trucks would probably be put up for sale by the bankruptcy lawyers; those rivals would buy them. It was a corporate battle; no one would get hurt.

			The growling made Finn stiffen. He’d taken care of all the network security systems. Iyane hadn’t mentioned anything about Awakened hounds patrolling the compound. It was an Alsatian coming around the tire, its nose snuffling along the ground as it followed Finn’s scent. “Asteria’s arse,” Finn whispered. The beast must have been half his height, and probably twice his weight. And now it was raising its head, jaws opening to turn the bass growl into a snarl.

			Finn snatched frantically at the nervejam on his belt, confusing it for the pistol. The Alsatian barked, its legs bending, ready to pounce. The nervejam was unwieldy, or maybe it was his sheer panic that made him fumble. He knew he should have drawn the pistol—a mistake that was about to cost him his life. The animal’s teeth revealed themselves to be diamond-tipped thanks to an oddly enchanting sparkle in his night vision, and he knew they’d bite clean through his body shielding. It was utterly terrifying.

			The dog began its pounce as Finn fired the nervejam. It wasn’t aimed properly, of course; he hadn’t bothered to practice. In fact, he’d done no real preparation at all, he realized miserably. He’d approached this mission with the same blasé arrogance as he did everything in life.

			The nervejam numbed the dog’s left hind leg, so it jolted off to one side. It didn’t land on Finn. Instead its nose slammed into his arm, and he yelped in shock as the nervejam went skittering away. Stupidity or instinct, Finn never knew, but as they both fell to the ground, he slapped his hand down on top of the Awakened dog’s head, and their neural induction pads made contact.

			FREEZE, he ordered, his single command projected with an almost physical strength. The animal’s thoughts were a thunderstorm of fury and hatred. But Finn persevered, those lazy indulgent hours riding the Awakened horses of the family stables giving him the ability to wrestle the Alsatian’s instinct down under control. That’s it, calm; I’m your friend, okay: friend.

			There were the remnants of commands woven through its mind. Its master-friend’s wishes that it spend the nights roaming the compound, alert for intruders. And when it did find any, to respond immediately—attack, disable, kill. There would be big rewards, tasty treats, a run through the woodlands, free and happy.

			No, no; not tonight. No attacks. Tonight this friend will bring the treats.

			The fury ebbed. Finn kept his hand in place as the Awakened animal’s harsh breathing slowed. Slowly they both stood up. The dog’s hind leg was trembling, alight with a tingling like thorns jabbing into flesh.

			Soothe, Finn commanded the puzzled brain. Soothe it away. There we go.

			The Alsatian emitted a happy, excited whine.

			“Good boy,” Finn exclaimed in shaky relief.

			“What’s going on?” Iyane demanded over the comms band.

			“We have company,” Finn said, keeping his hand firmly on the dog’s head. Banishing well-ingrained routines was difficult. If he broke the contact, the dog’s previous conditioning would resurrect. “Three Awakened Alsatians. I’ve tackled one.”

			Slowly, still pouring calm into the beast, he picked up the nervejam. He placed the nozzle gently on the dog’s head in front of his hand, and with a reassuring sentiment flowing through the neural connection, he pulled the trigger, sending the beast into a deep sleep.

			Somewhere in the maintenance shed, the rapid thrum of a pistol sounded. The buzz uplifting Finn’s whole body was incredible. He realized he wasn’t scared at all, simply exhilarated. It was like nothing he’d known before.

			“I did it,” he murmured. Me, by myself. I didn’t call for help, didn’t cower away. I stood my ground and won. A deep chuckle came from the back of his throat. “I was right,” he declared to the world. “I was born for this.”

			Ten days later, Ozan went bankrupt.

			After that, offers for more jobs started to arrive through Finn’s lnc. Mostly corporate—some outright criminal heists, some subtler, breaking machines or infrastructure utilities at a critical moment, failures that would act like dominos somewhere out there in Anoosha’s cutthroat corporate ecology, accelerating takeovers and mergers and crashes he knew he’d never get to hear about. It didn’t matter. His all-important reputation as a reliable freelancer was building.

			Then, two years after Ozan, he received an urgent call.

			“I apologize for the short notice,” Iyane said, “but someone dropped out last minute. I have no idea why, other than he’s clearly an idiot. This job is top-grade and pays accordingly.”

			“So I’m the fallback option?”

			“Hey, come on. You know I trust you.”

			Finn raised his glass to that. They were drinking in a bar on the seventeenth story of a skyscraper in downtown Zaita. To the south the ocean glittered enticingly under Kelowan’s star, an expanse of azure water crowded with big cargo ships—all of them using the docks that lined either side of the Zaita canal for tens of kilometers.

			“Who dropped out?” Finn asked. By now he knew a lot of people based in Zaita who did the same kind of work.

			“Emre.”

			“Never heard of him.”

			“I’m surprised.” Iyane grinned. “He’s a uranic like you.”

			“I heard that.”

			“What?”

			“The silent ‘useless’ before uranic.”

			“Maybe you did, but Emre is from an Anoosha family. They aren’t as careful with their precious bloodlines as you lot. You’re high quality; we need that. Your neural interface gives you a faster response time when you connect to weapons. That gives you an advantage in difficult situations.”

			“Asteria’s arse, I’m not sure I can take this much flattery.”

			“So you’re in?”

			“What is it?”

			“Okay, this is how it rolls. One of our biggest and wealthiest uranic families, the Quinitai, is currently using its dominance in the senate to rewrite aspects of corporate law, along with overhauling the statutes on voting procedure for other uranic representatives. There are some other families who don’t like the way this is headed. The Quinitai need reminding that they share this world with others and should play nice. So you’ll be the good guys, the ones defending the correct balance of uranic governance the way the Imperial Celestials laid it down in the settlement constitution. You’re on the side of righteous justice here.”

			Finn frowned. “Don’t you mean us? Us guys? You said you were operational commander for this.”

			“Ah no, sorry. I’m also dropping out. Yatras is going to take over as operational commander.”

			“Why?”

			“I got word through planetcom that my cousin Domelvo has just arrived back on Gondiar. He offered me a security squad leader position on the Keket. I can’t turn it down, Finn, you know that. I’ve got to get my arse over to Swiftville by tomorrow morning, get up the tower, and take a flight out. I can’t turn down an opportunity like this, I just can’t.”

			“Yeah. I get it. Congratulations,” Finn answered bitterly. “Hey—”

			“Sure. When we get back, I’ll take you on as a squad member. But I can’t do that now. You know how it goes.”

			“I know how it goes. Where is the Keket flying to?”

			“Utral, then possibly on to Oxanotol after that; depends what trades we make.”

			“So you’ll be gone…?”

			“Fourteen years. Maybe nineteen or twenty if we do visit Oxanotol.”

			“Crap! I’ll be forty-three by the time you get back.”

			“No way, man. You’ll get yourself an interstellar flight before then. You know you will. I offered you this gig, didn’t I? You’re bloody good, for a—”

			“Useless uranic?”

			Iyane grinned and raised his beer. “Your words, not mine. Look, even a couple of short interstellar flights, and the time difference will vanish. That’s what it is to be a Traveler; relativistic flight means you get to visit the future.”

			“Other people’s future.”

			“Only the ones you leave behind planetside. The ones who count, they’re on the starship with you.”

			They touched bottles.

			“I’ll miss you,” Finn said. In more ways than one. He’d been sort of counting on Iyane to get him on a Traveler ship.

			So instead of a flight among the stars it had been the raid, one of the good guys safeguarding a just society. He was on the team designated to break into the Quinitai family’s corporate headquarters—a fifty-story skyscraper near the center of downtown. When he’d been briefed by Yatras, he’d been surprised by the scale of events planned. As well as the headquarters team, the syndicate of families opposing the Quinitai had hired two submersible assault cruisers that were lurking offshore, equipped with hyperkinetic missiles, and twenty-seven combat squads. It wasn’t just the senior Quinitai family members who were scheduled for elimination, either; the syndicate was taking advantage of the moment to destroy the Quinitai refineries and warehouses, as well as any of their ships lining up to pass through the canal.

			“That’s not restoring order, that’s a slaughter,” Finn exclaimed to Liliana, who headed up his team, the evening before the operation. He’d not met her before, but Iyane had assured him she was one of the best. She was only a couple of years older than him, he guessed, and had a lot more operational experience, which was why she was leading the elimination team.

			“What were you expecting?” she asked. “If you’re going to aim for the empress, it has to be a guaranteed kill shot.”

			“I know, but…There’s a lot of people going to get themselves dead. Innocent people.”

			“Look, we’re going in at night. The refineries are on a skeleton shift, and the warehouses are basically managed by a Construct Intelligence running a whole bunch of andys anyway. Minimum casualties.”

			“I suppose.” Finn gave her a lame grin. He liked Liliana.

			Still, he’d been mildly surprised when she suggested they go out for a drink. But they’d spent ten hours that day reviewing the plan and familiarizing themselves with their new equipment, some of which was genuine Remnant Era tech, so he was more than ready for a drink. She’d chosen a bar beside one of the city’s marinas, where an impressive array of yachts was berthed along the wharfs. Overhead, the nebula clouds seemed even more vivid than usual, their opalescent light shimmering off dozens of glossed-to-perfection wooden decks.

			“If you’re going to get squeamish on me, I need to know,” she said intently.

			“Why, so you can drop me from the op?”

			“Yep.”

			“You would, too, wouldn’t you?”

			“Damn right. To be honest, I don’t think you really understand what tomorrow night is. There’s more to this than the violence. This is politics at its most brutal. It’s got nothing to do with restoring balance for the benefit of society. This is the syndicate’s play for total power. What happens tomorrow decides the future of Zaita City for the next fifty years.”

			“Trust me, I know a lot about politics. Though Anoosha is more like naked anarchy.”

			“You’re not far wrong there. Look, I’m going to be honest with you. I have you down as a nice guy, so I don’t get why you’re in this business anyway.”

			“This is my ticket out.”

			“You can buy a ticket offworld.”

			“That’s not the ticket I’m interested in. I want out—right out—of my life. I want out of this star system. I want out of the whole fucking Crown Dominion.”

			She shook her head in disbelief. “Where do you think you’ll go?”

			“I don’t know. I guess Lidon will be a good start.”

			“It’s a shithole.”

			“Maybe. But it’s not here, and that’s what matters to me.”

			“So you want me to believe you’ll do anything—kill those ‘innocent’ guards protecting the senior family members—just so you can cozy up to a Traveler chapter?”

			“According to you, they’re not innocent.”

			“None of us are; not in this game. You put on an armor suit anywhere in the Centauri Cluster, it’s like losing your virginity. There ain’t no way to get it back.”

			He raised his margarita glass and took a sip. “I know. I accepted that two years ago on my first op. Don’t drop me. I can do this. I’m the one you can rely on.”

			“Really? I’m trying to understand you, Finn. I know you’re not from Zaita City. I’m pretty sure you’re not even an Anoosha native.”

			“I’m from Gondiar.”

			“Farm boy, huh?”

			“Something like that. What about you?”

			Liliana smirked. “Lidon.”

			“No shit! Have you ever seen a—”

			“Earthdragon? You really are a farm boy, aren’t you?”

			“Well, have you?”

			“Not up close. I’m not suicidal. But my suit uses earthdragon bioware muscle.”

			“Really?”

			“Sure. Half the tech coming out of Lidon is chunks of bioware stripped out of an earthdragon carcass. They are incredible pieces of Celestial biomechanics. And they don’t die easy.”

			“Now I really want to see one!”

			“You’re an idiot.”

			“Maybe, but at least I have a plan. I want to join a Traveler crew, and I’m prepared to do whatever it takes.”

			“An idiot with a dream. That’s even worse.”

			“It makes me dependable, though. Which is what you need.”

			“All right. I hope I don’t regret this.” She drained the remainder of her glass in one gulp. “So? A just in case?”

			He gave her a puzzled glance; the way she’d said it was like it meant something.

			“Bloody farm boy.” She sighed. “Tonight. We find a hotel and shag each other’s brains out. Just in case—because there’s a good chance it’ll be the last time for both of us. This op is not a fuck with the empress. None of them ever are.”

			“Oh. Right. Yes!”

			

			—

			Lady Susan-Adele, the keeper of the royal wardrobe, dressed Helena-Chione in her formal Coronation regalia: two layers of protective armor, woven from nanoactive molecular chains, making it thinner than her own skin; then an emerald polonaise robe embroidered with gold and platinum thread that glowed from within, courtesy of embedded nanoparticles, and a train so long it took all five of the princesses to carry it. Her springtime crown, a simple band of antique white-gold leaves, adorned her head. It was the most unassuming article from the Wynid Royal Jewels, but the value came in the gold, which was from Old Earth itself.

			She was ready by the time the capsule sank through the shaft running down the center of Mount Vaxjo, taking her to the huge ground-level cavern that was the Queen’s Station. Lord Dinasel, Luus-Kinza’s Master of the Imperial Court, greeted her as she alighted from the capsule. Then the two of them walked between the lines of the honor guard, made up of knights from Luus-Kinza’s Household Company and her own Tiger Guards.

			Helena-Chione settled into her Procession landau—a coach so weighed down by gems and precious metals the axles had to be made of ultrabonded steel. It took four big Awakened elephants to pull it. She sat on the top, under an invisible dome of nanofiber, on a couch that was also an egression chair. At the first sign of trouble, it would slam her straight down into the lower deck of the coach, where the armor of her safe chamber was warship-grade.

			The elephants lumbered out of the Queen’s Station entrance tunnel, accompanied by columns of Tiger Guards who marched along on both sides. All the Princess Congregants were seated on the couch facing Helena-Chione. Not that they looked at her; they were too busy twisting about, pointing, giggling, and waving. Three kilometers ahead, Carolien-Amaia’s state coach was rolling along, drawn by eight Awakened bears. Helena-Chione stared at it with distaste. She could understand that expanding Verak’s scoopship fleet would benefit their Grand Families, but indebting herself to the Talloch-Te was inexcusable. Does she no longer know how to play the Great Game?

			It was fifteen kilometers to the base of the Imperial Palace along the city’s Grand Boulevard, lined with giant white oaks. Beyond the trees, filling the parks, were the capital’s citizens—millions of them. Helena-Chione regarded them impassively, occasionally raising a hand in an imperious wave, acknowledging their existence.

			The Coronation was the usual dreary ritual. It was a mystery to Helena-Chione how that was so. The palace enthronement hall was a staggeringly elegant livestone amphitheater, allowing an audience of six thousand Grand Family members to witness the transfer of power—a thousand from each queen’s home system, plus a thousand from the shared fief of Kelowan itself. The political significance was massive. The ceremony was deeply moving and dignified, and the choir perfection. Yet still, here she was again, for the one-hundred-twenty-first time since the Imperial Accord began, utterly bored.

			As the service droned on, she started looking around at the vast audience, all of them so deadly intent. Of course they were; not one of these effective immortals wanted anything to go wrong. This was the ultimate foundation stone of their dominion.

			But if she didn’t play her part, if she kicked the foundation…Why, who knows what might happen?

			As she grinned at the sheer foolishness of the notion, she met the gaze of a tall Celestial man up near the back of the amphitheater’s tiered seating. Something about him, not just how attractive and youthful he looked, resonated. He seemed to share her contemptuous amusement at this whole ridiculous ceremony. She knew he was young, that his mindline was a short one, that he was possibly even a first life. Genuine youth in an Imperial Celestial was like an aurora, always visible to those with the experience, instinct honed over millennia. He smiled back at her—more a smirk, really.

			Helena-Chione turned her attention back to the throne, where Carolien-Amaia was seating herself.

			Carolien doesn’t have to look so smug; it’s so ungracious, and yet every time…

			She exchanged a knowing glance with Ramona-Ursule, the same glance they always shared when Carolien ascended the throne. Then it was the turn of the queens to kiss the imperial ring, their acknowledgment that Carolien-Amaia was the new empress. As she was due to ascend to the throne next, Helena-Chione was first, and it was just a kiss; they’d thrashed that out seven thousand years ago. Their positions were equal. Nobody was going to take the knee here.

			After the acknowledgment from the four queens came Carolien-Amaia’s acceptance proclamation, followed by the last canticle—a stirring ode of glory—and that was it. Helena-Chione tried not to hurry out of the amphitheater into the palace’s Ozreak ballroom, where the ascension’s reception party was held.

			“A drink,” Helena-Chione said, clicking her fingers in impatience as her entourage closed around her. This, too, was in danger of becoming tradition. Her exasperation, the impatience, the need to put the enthronement behind her. Not her own, of course.

			What is wrong with me?

			Lord Valdier-Mímir handed her a glass of chilled sparkling rosé, his expression sympathetic. “Well done, ma’am.”

			She looked across the ballroom, where each of the other queens was surrounded by their entourage. Carolien-Amaia was smiling and happy, greeting the Grand Family members who were lining up to offer their congratulations. Helena-Chione saw several Wynid notables in the queue and fought back a frown.

			Then she was receiving her own line, exchanging the same small talk with overeager Grand Family members, keen to show off their beautiful new youthful host bodies, proposing enterprise schemes, bidding for royal support of esoteric scientific projects, or requesting commissions in the navy for new life cousins. She couldn’t foist it off on the senior courtiers; patronage was the most valuable commodity in the Crown Dominion. Besides, she’d known most of the Grand Family members for millennia. Then there were the nouveaux, Great Families who had only come to prominence over the last few thousand years. And also…

			“Count Bekket, Majesty,” Lord Valdier-Mímir announced.

			It was the youth from the back of the amphitheater. He was tall, if not quite her height. His auburn hair was long and mildly unkempt, which gave him a slightly wild appearance so different from the other over-manicured Imperial Celestials thronging the ballroom. His small bloodstone adornments provided him an air of rebellion, which she found fascinating. And no second host name.

			“Hello,” she said dryly and held out her hand. The touch of his neural induction pad against hers was the briefest of contacts, but the self-perceptual greeting was vivacious. He was spirited and energetic, respectful of the Coronation, and delighted to be introduced.

			It was all her prodigious personality could do not to award him a smile. “You’re a new life,” she said.

			“I’m afraid so, Majesty.”

			“Afraid?”

			“My family is relatively minor. It is the first time we have been represented at Coronation.”

			“And you’re the family member who received the invitation?”

			“Yes.”

			“You must have worked hard for it.”

			“One does what one can, Majesty.”

			“And where are you from?”

			“Uixic. We have estates there. Some enterprises, too.”

			“Ah, yes. I don’t ever recall visiting.” Which was a polite way of saying the Wynid forces had never attacked that world during the war that ended in the Accord. It wasn’t important enough.

			“It would be a great honor were you to ever grace us with your presence, Majesty.”

			“And you like it there?”

			“Indeed I do. It is full of potential—like all of the worlds the Cluster has been blessed with.”

			“You’ve traveled out of our dominion to see these worlds?”

			“Alas not yet, Majesty. But one day I will. We live for so long, and it is a vast universe full of wonder. What use is that life if you can’t spend it to experience the infinite?”

			“Indeed.” She tipped her head forward slightly, looking down serenely at him. “I have never left the Crown Dominion myself.”

			“I meant no offense, Majesty,” he said quickly.

			“None taken. I am pleased the dominion provides you with opportunity.”

			“I am determined to make the most of it.”

			“Good. Now please enjoy the reception.”

			As Bekket backed away, Lord Valdier-Mímir started to introduce the next guest.

			

			—

			Finn found suiting up into his armor stressful; it was the point of no return. The team he was with in the safe house were all professionals, already owning the reputation he was striving to achieve. He didn’t want to be the one they thought of as the weak link. For a moment he considered taking a mild spray to calm his nerves—one quick sniff wouldn’t hurt; it’s not like I’d relapse—but in the end decided not to. I’m here because I’m right for the op. I don’t need a spray to prove that.

			Yatras had chosen eight people for the elimination team. Each of them had their own customized armor suit, starting with Jaks in his bulky tac-assault model: a collection of brutish black metal segments marred by dozens of surface scars and blast patterns. But it had the strength to carry two shoulder-mounted high-caliber magrail barrels, in case they encountered any unexpectedly tough resistance. On the opposite end of the combat spectrum was Liliana’s lightweight bioware muscle outfit, which made her look like a beefed-up wrestler whose skin had been stripped away. Finn’s own suit was a foammetal actuator skeleton supporting a metalloceramic composite shell. It was a tight fit over his thermal-regulator undersuit, but there were so many power-hungry components, and it was hermetically sealed, that he needed a way of dissipating the heat his body gave off. The armorer he’d bought it from five months earlier had sworn the actuator skeleton was from a Remnant Ghost—a cyborg soldier built eighteen thousand years ago and recovered by Travelers. The outer-shell sections were from another Ghost model, anti-kinetic and energy-strike resistant.

			“You’ll be as safe as if you were inside the palace of an Imperial Celestial Queen,” she’d boasted when Finn inspected the suit in her workshop. “They knew how to build proper weapon tech in those days.”

			Finn reluctantly agreed. It had cost him nearly all the watthours he’d made on illicit ops at the time, and he’d never regretted spending the money.

			With the team suited, they started adding the specialist equipment Yatras was providing. Finn was childishly excited about the ups kit: the four overgrips fitted around his boots and gauntlets. The Remnant tech contained molecular binders, allowing him to stick to just about any solid material. He watched with only mild envy as Yatras gave Jaks a series of specialist grenades for his shoulder-mount guns. But at least they were all issued with night ghost overalls to wear over their armor. The fabric had come from a Remnant Era spaceship’s stealth envelope, so they’d be almost invisible to most visual-spectrum sensors and to radar. All they had to do was avoid standing in front of a light, which would leave them perfectly silhouetted.

			“I can do that,” Finn told Liliana.

			She didn’t reply. Now that they were on duty, she acted as if last night had never happened—an attitude that he admired, even though it was hard not to take it personally.

			The senior Quinitai family members were convening at eight o’clock—a strategy session that was scheduled to last until eleven. Zaita City sunset was just after nine. Insect-sized drones with encrypted comms watched their limousines arrive and drive down into the skyscraper’s underground car park. With their presence confirmed, the entire operation was moved to active status. The team trooped out of the safe house and into a pair of small trucks. They had human drivers; Yatras wasn’t leaving deployment positioning dependent on CI traffic control.

			As they were driving through Zaita City, Finn’s suit received a feed from the truck cameras, allowing him to watch the nighttime streets slide past. The canalside district, with its streets of clubs and bars and restaurants, was livening up; every building seemed to be wearing a glowing hologram coat of gaudy images, beckoning the crowds in, promising them the night of their lives.

			“The assault cruisers are ready to surface,” Yatras announced over their encrypted comms circuit. “We’ll launch the missiles once you have ingress.”

			“Roger that,” Liliana said. “Four minutes from target building.”

			Truck cameras showed Finn they were heading into the downtown district. The roads were wider, with tall palm trees planted along the central reservation; buildings were sophisticated shapes, their structural pillars curving gracefully, illuminated in sparkling colors. Scrupulously maintained plazas were devoid of people walking amid their fountains and artistic photon sculptures.

			“Final equipment check,” Liliana announced curtly.

			“Diagnostic,” Finn told his suit manager.

			“Running,” it replied. “Internal system functions nominal. Power cells ninety-seven percent charge.” His helmet display ran detailed graphic streamers down the visual feeds. He didn’t study them in any detail, just made sure there were no amber icons. “All green,” he reported back.

			His right hand went instinctively to the YouBuster on his utility belt. Sensors in the gauntlet acknowledged the physical contact, and the suit manager ran the weapon’s data across his display in a ribbon of purple and green symbols. The YouBuster was the reason he’d agreed to take the job when Iyane offered it to him. A fight was a fight. If the opposition came for you in the middle of a raid, weapons active, then so be it, but Finn didn’t think he could perform a straight-up murder. It wasn’t exactly the proudest moral choice in his life, but at least he could justify it to himself.

			The YouBuster had to be applied to the back of the head, but not by smashing it down on the target; it wasn’t supposed to inflict physical damage. You either had to sneak up on the target and take them by surprise—not easy given the YouBuster was a disk fifteen centimeters across that looked like a geode surrounded by buzz-saw teeth, with a trigger handle on the back—or the target had to be held down and the YouBuster applied firmly. Also, it had to make direct contact with the target’s head; it didn’t work through an armor suit helmet. Finn knew the elimination op would wind up going with option two; the targets weren’t going to submit to a YouBuster without a severe struggle. He’d already decided he was going to use a nervejam to stun them. The YouBuster would still work when they were unconscious. Its pulse was designed to wipe the target’s brain of every memory and personality trait. The person in the body would be dead, while the body’s biological functions continued unimpeded and the brain cells remained intact. They were still alive, making them a newborn, no matter their age. They could be raised and educated afresh, but they’d never be the original them again.

			Finn had even heard creepy stories of a victor bringing up their former enemy’s body as their own child, who loved the new parent as only a child can. That wouldn’t happen tonight, though. As soon as the senior Quinitai members were hit by a YouBuster pulse, the elimination team was evacuating fast. Their family would care for them, bringing them up in the same traditions as always. He could live with that. Maybe. Hopefully Asteria would understand.

			“Thirty seconds,” Liliana said. “Releasing deep burn drones.”

			The trucks had turned onto Rosemount Avenue, where the Quinitai headquarters stood. A fifty-strong swarm of drones fluttered up off the roof of the trucks: bioware constructs mimicking the regal butterflies that swarmed around the city’s ubiquitous crimson jasmine plants all year round. Transmitters in their antenna began to burn malcode into the skyscraper’s external sensors.

			The door on the side of the truck opened. Finn jumped out, a couple of seconds behind Liliana. They crossed the paved plaza quickly, reaching the broad marble-clad pillars at the base of the skyscraper.

			“This is where we find out if they stuck to building codes,” Liliana muttered. “Let’s hope the inspectors didn’t log too many bribes.”

			Finn looked up. The dark tower stretched away for a giddying distance into the night sky, a dark blank rectangle like a door cutting into the warm radiance of the nebula. “Activate ups,” he told the suit manager. Four bright blue icons blinked up in the display. He reached up with his hands open and slapped his right palm against the marble. It stuck fast, the ups’ small molecular binder locking its structure to the glossy stone surface. The icon flashed green. “Begin auto climb sequence.”

			The suit took over, limb actuators moving his legs and arms. He was pleased he didn’t try to fight the actions as his body was moved into a crouch position, legs bending up to stick the ups on the soles of his boots to the wall. Then his arms moved. The ups were switched on and off in sequence as he started his predetermined scamper up the front of the skyscraper. There were always two ups stuck to the façade at any given moment, allowing his other two limbs to move into place, carrying him quickly upward.

			His initial worry was that Liliana might have been right, and the skyscraper surface didn’t have the correct tensile strength to support the armor suit. But even when he moved up off the marble base and onto the glass windows, nothing cracked or sagged. Finn just let the suit keep on going. “Block downward view,” he told the suit manager. The helmet’s visual display narrowed. He had confidence in the ancient Remnant artifacts, trusting the suit to get him up to the fiftieth floor. It was only himself he doubted; the vertigo from looking down now would surely turn him to gibbering jelly.

			Looking up. Always. The tower shrank away with unnerving speed, giving the impression he was rushing up into the tattered, glowing clouds of the nebula. He had a hundred sixty-five meters to cover. The armor suit powered over the distance in thirty-nine seconds. As it carried Finn up, all his doubts and nerves drained away, replaced again by the incredible buzz. He couldn’t wait for the action to begin. And this mission was a huge deal. It might even be the one that earns me some attention from the Travelers.

			All eight suits arrived at the window line of the forty-ninth floor. Finn’s upper arm dispenser released the thermpunch ribbon, which uncoiled over the window next to him, forming a broad circle.

			“Everyone ready?” Liliana asked.

			The team all acknowledged. Their countdowns synchronized.

			Two seconds later, eight sets of thermpunch ribbons detonated, cutting straight through the window. Finn launched himself into the skyscraper before the glass shards had fallen five meters. He powered forward, leg and arm silos pumping out chaff. Electronic warfare pulses hammered against the building’s network, while dazzling pinpoints of light burned at a thousand degrees as they whirled about, filling the air with glare and smoke.

			Three paces. He was in a long reception room. Typical corporate excess: but the expensive couches were starting to smolder from the chaff assault, the thick living carpet moss shriveling to crisp black strands. Two more paces, suit muscles on maximum, almost turning his steps into leaps. He was ten meters in now. Twin curving staircases loomed dead ahead, rising up to the next floor, where the senior Quinitai had gathered. Nav graphics designated the left curve, guiding him on. The walls on either side were half bronzed cedar panels, half glass—the fronts of massive aquariums where purple-white light illuminated fabulous coral reefs. Shoals of remarkably colorful fish darted around in shock as they fled from the bullying flare of the chaff.

			One of the aquariums shattered, and Finn’s suit manager software flashed up a proximity aggression alert. A wall of water slammed out, streaking across the reception room directly ahead. The aggression alert tracked a grenade shot from behind him. He was moving too fast to stop and ran into the knee-high water. That was okay; it wasn’t a threat. It surged around his legs. Two more aquariums burst apart the instant they were hit by grenades. Instinct told him his team wasn’t launching them. The massive rivers of water surging across the reception room weren’t giving them any advantage—the opposite, actually.

			Liliana confirmed it, shouting: “Defenses!”

			Aggression graphics flared red across Finn’s helmet display. More grenades were slamming through the air—again coming from behind. The suit manager overrode his sprint, forcing him into a shallow dive. Chaff bursts screamed out of his arm silos to confuse whatever targeting mechanism was releasing the grenades.

			Finn hit the surf as it gushed across the floor. Suit sensors tracked the grenades as they vanished into the great waves pouring out of the aquariums. There was a weird detonation.

			“Xeefoam alert,” the suit manager declared.

			Finn had heard of that. A Remnant Era weapon. When it struck water it expanded, the volume ramping up by some incredible factor. Was it hundreds of times the original volume? And fast.

			He could see that for himself. The huge cascades of water had turned snow white as they hurtled upward like tsunamis.

			“Xeefoam!” Finn bellowed. “Get out of it.” Together he and the suit scrambled at the slick floor, trying to get traction as it inflated upward and outward with terrifying speed. The suit manager switched the ups back on. Useless. A relentless tide of xeefoam sloshed around his flailing limbs, denying him any kind of grip. Then the main bulk of the xeefoam’s fizzing expansion washed over him. His visual display turned black. Only navigation graphics remained, orientating him, showing him a theoretical route to the nearest doorway…

			Finn thrashed about, his feet skittering out from under him. Xeefoam made every movement sluggish. The suit’s artificial muscles continued to push, though. He was wading through sludge, but still moving; the inertial guidance sensors showed that. A meter. Half a meter. Then movement became really tough—something he’d always thought impossible in an armor suit. Amber graphics flared up, warning the suit muscles were approaching their stress limits. The xeefoam was starting to solidify.

			“No!” Finn cried in panic. “Can I use a grenade?”

			“Negative,” suit management replied. “In this environment it will not separate from the suit. Detonation shock will kill you.”

			Finn’s legs stopped moving as the xeefoam gripped him like concrete.

			“Thermpunch ribbon?” His fingers were still wriggling, instinctively scraping their way to freedom.

			“Dispenser hatch unable to open.”

			“My powerblade! Activate. Activate now!”

			The blade slid out of the forearm sheath, smoothly slicing its way forward through the xeefoam to its full sixty-centimeter length. He couldn’t move his fingers anymore, let alone his arm. Couldn’t use the blade to carve a hole through the solid xeefoam.

			“Fuuuuck!”

			Graphics loyally reported his breathing was too fast, heart racing. Adrenaline-fueled panic was churning his thoughts to incoherence. He made an effort to calm down. Slow the breathing, come on, the suit supplies your air. You’re okay.

			He studied the graphics, building a picture of his situation. That might have been a mistake. The cameras were completely blank. Even the sonic sensors couldn’t pick up any vibration. The foam was damping out everything.

			His body was trapped in a half-crouch, arms and legs bent, like a sprint start that had frozen mid upward lunge.

			I’m buried alive.

			“Crap. How long will the suit keep me alive?”

			“This environment is extremely hostile. Heat build-up will advance to critical levels within ninety minutes.”

			“Ninety minutes?” he yelped.

			“Correct. Xeefoam is an efficient insulation material. Your undersuit channels your body heat into the suit radiators, but they are no longer able to dissipate any heat. I have shut down all systems except the air regenerator and my processor.”

			“Shit. Is there any way of getting through the xeefoam?”

			“I have no methodology on file.”

			“There’s got to be something?”

			“I have no methodology on file.”

			“What do I do?”

			“Unknown.”

			“But…but…”

			Finn watched his heart rate digits flick back upward again. He knew he couldn’t move, but he strained himself against the horribly constricting shell of the suit. All that did was hurt.

			“LET ME OUT OF HERE!”

			“That option is not currently available. Biometrics indicate you may be experiencing psychological stress. I would suggest you take a sedative.”

			He desperately wanted to scream, but he knew the only sound that would come out was a pitiful whimper. He wanted to bang his forehead on something solid and hard, to pound his fists in frustration. The undersuit fabric gave him less than a millimeter of movement.

			When he checked the time display, only forty-five seconds had elapsed since the xeefoam had engulfed him. “Cancel time display.”

			The glowing green figures vanished, leaving precious few symbols left. The darkness seemed to constrict around him like a physical force. Without the display he really would be alone, a corpse that could think. All that was left was a super awareness of his situation, and what it led to.

			“No, actually, show time display.” He frowned at the figures when they re-emerged. One minute fifty-three seconds since the xeefoam had detonated.

			Finn started to sob. “Who did this to me?” he wailed. “Who? Why?”

			“I recommend a sedative,” the suit manager said.

			“No,” he gasped. It was the coward’s way out. While there’s life there’s hope. Said no one ever trapped like this. “Wait.” Time elapsed was now two minutes thirty-two seconds. I can’t take another hour and a half of this. I’ll go insane, and then there’ll be no option but to suffer. “Mild,” he said. “A mild sedative, enough to make me drowsy but not fully unconscious.” Maybe, if I daydream, Graça will be there for me.

			“Confirmed. Administering sedative.”

			“And you’re to tell me when it’s wearing off.”

			“Confirmed.”

			“And fill the helmet display with every external sensor feed, even if they’re not registering anything.”

			“Confirmed. Maximum sensor display.”

			The light blobs were skittering and chittering around him in such fabulous patterns, Finn thought he was standing in the middle of neon rain. He smiled at them. They were pleasant. “Music,” he murmured. “The Derochford symphony number eight, Santa Rosa Philharmonic recording.” Even in this ultimate degradation, his roots were unbreakable; he really was a Jalgori-Tobu to the bitter end. Congratulations, mother, you get the last laugh.

			“Confirmed.”

			The orchestra started playing. Finn exhaled with intoxicated bliss.

			

			—

			Six hours after the Coronation, when the tiresome reception party had finally wound down, Helena-Chione was ushered into the circular Vigilant Office at the pinnacle of the palace. It was smaller than people realized, but the view of the city from its five curving windows was impressive. There were only two items of furniture: the desk that the empress sat behind to officially run the Crown Dominion, and the oval stone victory table around which the queens gathered for the Council of the Empress.

			Helena-Chione took her seat at one side and looked down with a contented smile. The stone had been hollowed out, then filled with transparent polyglass to embed a skeleton. That was one of the memories she always brought forward into each host body. Zuberi-Dulcina, the Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan—as she had been known at the time—hadn’t accepted defeat gracefully. Most of the skeleton’s left leg was missing. Queen Inessa had blown that off with a specter gas shot: a bullet of tightly wrapped monomolecular ribbon that uncoiled on impact, shredding Zuberi-Dulcina’s flesh and bone into a spume of scarlet mush. After that, the five of them had held down the screaming queen so Helena herself could smack a YouBuster onto her forehead, eliminating once and for all the unnerving threat that it contained. They’d watched—some stoic, some laughing like witches—as Zuberi-Dulcina’s brain was purged of every thought and memory, wiping her already ancient mindline from existence. Then Queen Ramona, as unsubtle as always, went for the overkill and tipped a cryobottle of down dust onto Zuberi-Dulcina’s head. The weapon annihilated every molecular bond it encountered, eating away a large section of the skull and the now-placid brain it contained.

			Having such a large chunk of the skull missing always rather spoiled the victory table’s effect, Helena thought—although the jawbone was artfully splayed open, as if still emitting that last pitiful shriek.

			Carolien-Amaia greeted each queen personally as they came in. Her new host body was young: seventeen years. Glossy raven hair hung almost to her waist, framing a long face with skin so white she could have been albino.

			All of them were guilty of that vanity. A new host body was de rigueur when beginning your turn as empress. The period of rule was sixty years, or host death, whichever came first. And nobody wanted to start with an old body. For all her cynicism about everything being fixed, Helena-Chione acknowledged being empress was hugely stressful, even for a Celestial body.

			Luus-Marcela sat beside Helena-Chione and awarded Zuberi-Dulcina’s skeleton an undisguised smile of triumph that looked so wrong on such a beguilingly young face. While the rest of them had been attending the reception party, Luus had undergone succession. Her new host body was even younger than Carolien-Amaia’s. Helena-Chione suspected Luus had deliberately selected this particular princess to taunt the new empress. She had dark olive skin and classic titian hair, cropped short to give her an elfin appearance. Unlike the other queens who were still in their expansive Coronation regalia, she’d chosen to wear a simple white gown that showed off just how muscular her new host was.

			“I’d forgotten how free I always feel after giving up the throne,” she said happily. “I want to go out and have a naked midnight swim in Lake Kyzak—maybe with a couple of new life Lords.”

			“Oh, please,” Inessa-Pierina growled. Her head was framed by a starburst of orange bloodstone horns, resembling a crude sculpture of a sunrise. It helped emphasize her anger when she faced Luus-Marcela. “This is the Council of the Empress. Control your hormones and behave accordingly.”

			Luus-Marcela showed her a finger.

			“Ladies!” Carolien-Amaia exclaimed from behind her desk. “I thank you for confirming my appointment and attending this session. Unfortunately, I have to open the Council with the unpleasant item.”

			“The Mara Yama,” Ramona-Ursule grumbled.

			“Indeed. I assume everyone’s navy has provided a full, and frankly semi-hysterical, briefing?”

			“So one of their fleets is flying past Hoa Quinzu on its way to Capo Frois, where they will presumably refuel and be on their way again in another few centuries,” Luus-Marcela said. “That still puts them five light-years from us.”

			“I appreciate you are feeling liberated right now,” the empress said coldly, “but the presence of the Mara Yama, even five light-years away, is not something we can take lightly. And I don’t appreciate them visiting Capo Frois to refuel, even if it is only for a couple of centuries before they leave again. We might call them a dominion, but they don’t play the Great Game as the rest of us do.”

			“Au contraire,” Luus-Marcela said cheerfully. “They are master-class players. That’s why the dominions fear them so.”

			“Worst-case scenario,” Inessa-Pierina said, “our navies can defeat them.”

			“Our navies can destroy most of their citadel ships if we attack their fleet,” Helena-Chione countered. “But we don’t even know how many Mara Yama fleets there are in the Centauri Cluster. I, for one, don’t want to spend the next twenty thousand years fighting them all off. Our dominion, which was forged at great cost”—her finger tapped on the table’s surface and their vanquished foe beneath—“exists to provide stability for its citizens because of our unique mindlines. War is not a stable condition.”

			“The Caralax Dominion,” Carolien-Amaia said firmly. “The Uthra Dominion. The Jodian Dominion. They all have one thing in common.”

			“Which is?”

			“They are all closer to the Mara Yama fleet than us. They are more concerned than us.”

			“Situations could be created,” Inessa-Pierina said approvingly. “Unfamiliar ships have been known to appear in inconvenient places. There would be incidents. If there was evidence of Mara Yama involvement, the atrocities they are known to commit…”

			“We are allied with the Uthra,” Ramona-Ursule said sharply. “We don’t want to let the Gollaren Dominion expand their influence there.”

			The empress shrugged. “Inessa makes a valid point. Out of the two, who would you prefer as hostile neighbors?”

			Helena-Chione’s attention began to drift. She already knew what the outcome would be. They all did. It was just the details that had to be agreed on. And those would change soon enough, when the Crown Dominion archons began their quiet manipulations. The situation was fluid; new tactics would have to be refined and played. This problem would probably take two or three thousand years to nullify in its entirety—one of dozens of strategies the Crown Dominion was enabling outside its immediate borders. Borders that would inevitably change, expanding.

			I might yet get to travel to new star systems as we engulf them. She frowned, perplexed by the atypical thought. Where is this dissatisfaction coming from? Somewhere in her mind an errant feeling slithered around, the remnants of Count Bekket’s self-perceptual greeting. That sensation of youthful freedom was such a bright counterpoint to her own personality: the serious, stern ruler, laboring under thousands of years of responsibility for the Crown Dominion. And yet—she was the one that made all his possibilities exist. Possibilities she could never know.

			What must it be like to be him? To be any new life?

			“So we’re agreed then?” Carolien-Amaia said. “Helena?”

			“Yes?”

			“The increase in military budget.”

			“Oh. Yes. I approve.”

			Carolien-Amaia gave her a baffled glance. “Very well, then. The next item is an expansion of the HeSea mining quotas.”

			For five hours Helena-Chione sat through the tedious council as they worked through the items that Carolien-Amaia would have to enact, the policies she’d pursue, the strategic maneuvering she’d orchestrate on behalf of the dominion for the next sixty years.

			When it was over, Helena-Chione walked out to her waiting entourage.

			“How was it, ma’am?” Lord Valdier-Mímir asked.

			“Traditional,” she said, spoken as if it were the most obscene curse she knew.

			“I’m glad.”

			“Irrelevant. I want you to extend Count Bekket an invitation to our court; he seems like an adventurous sort who’s keen to travel. He can start with Wynid.”

			Lord Valdier-Mímir’s face remained perfectly impassive. “Yes, ma’am.”

			She admired her father’s poise. The young count was hardly her usual type. Wynid’s court and Grand Families might be scandalized, but bringing some fresh blood into her biological heritage was healthy and sensible.

			A wild card. What a rebel I am.

			She smiled in satisfaction.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The dramatic Derochford symphony ended when a hurricane blasted its way through the Santa Rosa Municipal Opera House, every instrument screeching in deranged discord as they twirled away. The fuzzy blanket of soothing lights snapped into sharp-focused graphics.

			“What?” Finn moaned in dismay.

			“Stimulant administered. External auditory sensors are detecting noise.”

			“What? What fucking noise?” He stared at the time display. He’d been entombed for eighty-three minutes. Just seeing the figure made him very aware of how hot he was. A heat that made it hard to breathe—and when he did draw down a breath it was painful, scorching his flesh from within, conspiring with the all-around burning sensation that was slowly crushing him.

			“Direct feed,” the suit manager said.

			Finn heard it then: a high-pitched sound, growing louder. The kind of whining that might be—“A drill,” he shouted frantically. “It’s a drill.” Even his excitement seemed to hurt. “Hey, hey. I’m here! Help. Help me, please. Please!”

			The drilling sound grew louder, then ended in a firm clunk that Finn heard without the sensors. The drill had struck the suit.

			“Yes!” It was near his shoulder. “Can you expel the suit heat through that hole?”

			“Negative.”

			“Okay, they’ll do it. They know I’m here. Come on!”

			The drill whirred softly as it withdrew, then the sound grew again. This time it knocked against the back of his neck. The shell sensors were picking up more sounds—buzzing. Vibrations began to wash against the armor from all over. The drill moved again, hitting the base of his neck.

			“That’s gotta be good,” he said. “They’re trying to find the heat radiators, right?”

			“Unknown.”

			This time the drill didn’t stop, and the noise it made as it kept spinning seemed to shake Finn’s teeth. He yelled wildly, as if to battle the onslaught.

			“Assault alert. Attempted armor penetration above main processor unit.”

			“What? It’s where?”

			He could feel a fast shuddering sensation between his shoulder blades, and the volume was like a blade piercing his eardrums. “Stop, no stop!”

			“Outer armor layer compromised.”

			“Don’t—” The display vanished, plunging Finn into utter darkness. The terrible drilling sound whirred down to nothing. “No. No, don’t.”

			All he could hear now was his own ragged breathing. The heat was becoming unbearable. Then he actually felt something knocking against his left calf. He tried to move his leg, but the armor didn’t respond.

			“Stop. You’ve killed the processor. My suit systems will go offline. I need air. The suit was giving me air.”

			A mechanical snapping sound reverberated along his suit. He felt his whole body being shaken. The weapons modules. They’re stripping them off. He was terrified they were going to crush the armor with whatever they were using to liberate him; that or some of his munitions would detonate when they were mishandled away.

			“What are you doing?”

			That was when the hammering started. It was actually louder than the drill. He yelled in wordless fury and couldn’t even hear it.

			There was a long, horrifying crunch, and cool air washed against the base of his spine. He knew there was a big oval segment of armor shell there, just below the heat radiators. Whatever mechanics they were using had torn it off the actuator skeleton.

			“Hey! Hey, can you hear me?”

			He could feel—an actual physical sensation coursing along his own nerves—the undersuit being pulled off his skin just above his buttocks. Then they hit him in the spine with a fifty-thousand-volt charge.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Pain jolted Finn back to full consciousness as they pulled the helmet off, tugging and twisting like it really didn’t matter if his head came off with it. A final wrench, mashing his nose back hard, and blood came dripping out of his nostrils as white light blazed around him. He couldn’t make out a thing. The hands gripping his shoulders let go, and he collapsed onto the floor, gasping and sobbing wretchedly. The undersuit that had been practically scalding his skin while he was trapped now felt icy and damp. Muscles were spasming feebly.

			“Hello, farm boy.”

			Finn squinted up, blinking into the glare, trying to make sense of what he could see. He was sprawled on the floor of the wrecked reception room, at the foot of the elaborate curving stairs. Behind him, a rugged cliff of xeefoam filled the space between floor and ceiling. A big cavity had been carved out—an activity that had scattered chunks of foam everywhere, along with the wreckage of his armor suit. Two people in industrial engineering exoskeletons were standing on either side of him, dangerous-looking maintenance tools folding back into their forearm slots. Four security guards in light armor stood between them, staring down contemptuously. And right in front of him—

			“They got you, too,” he exclaimed desolately.

			“Oh, they caught up with me a long time ago,” Liliana said cheerfully. “I warned you: if you aim for the empress, you have to make fucking sure you don’t miss. But see, the empress knows people are always going to try and claim the throne for themselves. Which is why she employs people like me: to sniff out all the pathetic little conspiracies by arseholes like the syndicate. Whose leaders, incidentally, we are currently paying a visit to.”

			“We? You’re…?”

			“Quinitai security. And bloody good at my job, if I say so myself.”

			“But…last night—” Even as he said it, he could hear how pitiful it sounded.

			She pursed her lips. “Oh, Asteria’s tits, you’re so utterly fucking useless it’s embarrassing, just like your entire thicker-than-shit, parasitic, over-entitled family. I enjoyed last night. It was funny. You tried so hard.”

			Finn was mortified he might start crying again, the humiliation burned so hot. She’d known he was a Jalgori-Tobu the whole time. He turned to look at the morass of xeefoam. “What about the others?”

			“You mean the building waste we generated when we remodeled the reception room? It’ll be dumped at sea, same as all the city’s trash.”

			“They might still be alive!”

			“I doubt it. Not now. Your suit was surprisingly good. I wasn’t really expecting you to survive.”

			“So, what—what now?” He took a breath, telling himself not to plead, to do nothing this devil bitch could sneer at.

			Liliana squatted down and put her hand under his chin, tipping his head back so he had to stare at her. The utter lack of emotion on her face scared him. He finally realized he’d only ever been playing at being a tough guy for hire. He would never have risen to her heights no matter how many jobs he took, how much experience he gained. His failure was absolute.

			“You’re a problem for me, farm boy, and that’s annoying. Your mummy still has some clout with the Imperial Celestials; Santa Rosa is important to them. Almost as much as Zaita City. And at some point she’s going to want to know what happened to her fuckwit little boy-child. So…what’s going to happen is this: We’re going to choose some quiet spot where no one will ever find you.” She smiled. “And drop you off.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			Finn woke up to a multitude of aches. When he tried to move, each of them turned to a sharp pain—especially from his ribs. He let out a small yelp.

			Josias chuckled. “Ah, the sleeper finally awakens.”

			Finn winced and managed to sit up. All his injuries were throbbing away intently, but he actually didn’t feel cold. He held up his fingers, inspecting them for signs of frostbite. They seemed okay beneath the layers of dirt and blood.

			“How are you doing?” Ellie asked.

			“Uh, okay, I think. Thank you for finding me last night. I don’t…I wasn’t going to make it.” Finn glanced around the inside of the refuge he’d sculpted. A blanket had been fixed over the opening, with daylight shining in around the edges. He had no idea how long he’d been asleep.

			Ellie knelt beside him and held out a flask. “Here, it’s coffee. I can cook some procarb rashers on the fire if you’d like.”

			“Sure.” He took a sip. It was warm, and tasted absolutely nothing like coffee—more like a thin mushroom soup. “Nice.” He realized how hungry he was and started gulping it down.

			She gave him a half smile. “I got you some clothes. They’re sort of close to your size. We didn’t have a lot to choose from; just what’s in the spaceplane’s survival locker.”

			“These are fine, thanks,” he told her as she proffered some gray overalls of synthetic fabric. “That spaceplane outside, where did it come from? You’re Travelers, aren’t you?” Even as he said it, he knew he was wrong. They were so different from any Traveler he’d ever met.

			“We certainly traveled a long way to get here,” Josias said heartily. “We set off from Eunomia.”

			Finn gave him a polite smile. The man looked maybe ten years older than Ellie, but she’d called him Grandpa. Still, it was common enough to have distorted age differences among Traveler families. Relativistic time dilation played havoc with chronology; he’d even heard of cases when children became biologically older than their parents. “I don’t know Eunomia. Which dominion is that in?”

			Josias and Ellie shared a glance.

			“The asteroid,” Josias said expectantly.

			“Sorry?”

			“Seriously, my boy? You’ve never heard of Eunomia?”

			Finn shrugged apologetically as he pushed his legs into the gray overalls. “The Centauri Cluster has over a million settled worlds, so no, I haven’t.”

			“A million?” Ellie said in astonishment.

			“Well, we don’t know, do we? Nobody does, except for maybe the Elohim. They made them, after all.”

			“Who are the Elohim?”

			“Huh?”

			“My boy,” Josias said calmly, “Eunomia is an asteroid in the Sol system. One of the most successful offworld societies we ever built. We arrived here on an arkship, the Diligent, which my company built in Eunomia’s shipyards.”

			Finn looked from Josias to Ellie. Neither of them looked like they were laughing at him. “Asteria’s arse! You’re serious, aren’t you?”

			“Well, yes.” Josias sounded hurt.

			“Hell, the last time an arkship arrived in the Crown Dominion was about three or four hundred years ago. When did you get here?”

			“Six months ago,” Ellie said. “The Diligent is in a high orbit around a gas giant a couple of AUs out. We’ve been trying to make sense of the signals we’ve picked up from all the habitable worlds, but they use a really weird encryption.”

			“So Ellie and I risked everything to come here on a scouting mission in one of our interplanetary shuttles,” Josias said. “We wanted to see for ourselves one of the Green Worlds the signal promised, and make sure we’d be welcome before committing Diligent to fly here. But when we decelerated into orbit, our ship started glitching. Severely glitching. I’ve never known so many systems to fail; it’s theoretically impossible. We had to bail in the spaceplane.”

			“The Crown Dominion has planetary defenses, even for their human worlds,” Finn said. “If you were coming into orbit without notifying Anoosha’s flight control, the defense network would have tagged you. It sounds like you got hit by a deep burn virus. You were lucky. If that hadn’t glitched you, they’d probably have moved up to something physical.”

			“Even the spaceplane started to fail,” Ellie said bitterly. “It was a miracle I got us down intact.”

			“Don’t listen to her, Finn, she’s being modest. Ellie is the best pilot we have. No one else could have got us down.”

			“Thanks, Grandpa.” She smiled shyly. “Actually, I did okay for someone who has never even seen a planet before, let alone landed on one.”

			“This is your first time on a planet?” Finn asked incredulously.

			“Yeah.”

			“Not mine,” Josias said. “I was born on Eunomia, but I visited Earth before we left.”

			“No! You’ve walked on Old Earth? The Earth? The actual Old Earth?”

			“Sure. No big deal, my boy. But I will admit it was pretty awful by then.”

			“Wait. How long have you been traveling?”

			“We left Sol in 2280 AD. I think we were about the last arkship to leave. Vesta didn’t have many people left to build more. Most of the other settled asteroids had been abandoned.”

			“In 2280? No fucking way! This is 42,350. How can you still be alive?”

			“Ah, that’s down to a seriously bad choice of direction. We flew in the opposite direction from the Centauri Cluster when we left Sol. So it took a long time for the Green Worlds signal to catch up with us. Then we had to turn around and fly all the way here. Even with relativistic time dilation, it took a while.”

			“That, plus Grandpa was in suspension for the flight.”

			“Certainly was. I paid for the Diligent. I’m entitled to see some results on the investment. Gotta admit, I wasn’t expecting anything like this.” He gestured around the refuge. “For a start, how the hell did you bend rock with your mind?”

			“This is a livestone outcrop,” Finn said. “It’s a kind of bioware, but silicate based. And I’m a uranic human, capable of neural induction. So I thought up the shape I wanted and ordered it to grow into that.”

			“And how do you neurally induct?”

			Finn showed them the pad on his palm. “Place any two pads together physically—biological or electronic pads—and the neural signals pass between them, mind to mind or mind to network.”

			“Signals?”

			“Memories. Instructions to livestone, orders to animals, commands to network routines, even conversation between people—with added emotional emphasis.”

			“Fascinating,” Josias said. “Can I get one?”

			“Er, no. It’s a genetic sequence. But there are some places selling bioware implants they claim can do the job.”

			“I detect a great deal of skepticism in that statement.”

			“Honestly, I’ve never met anyone who has actually had one. But that’s how they’re perceived.”

			“Let’s just put that aside for the moment,” Ellie said. “We came scouting because we want to know what’ll happen to everyone on the Diligent if we fly to one of the habitable planets. Will we be allowed to settle?”

			“Yes. The Celestials allowed my human ancestors to settle after their arkship heard the Green Worlds signal. The human community act is still on the statutes.”

			“Celestials?” Josias raised his eyebrows. “You’ve got actual angels living here?”

			“No, not angels. Just the first humans to arrive in the Centauri Cluster, back in the Dawn Era. They started using some pretty extensive genetic modifications and ultimately elevated themselves into the Elohim.”

			“The Elohim?”

			“The first Celestials. They’re so advanced we don’t even know what they look like anymore. They’re the ones that terraformed all the Cluster’s uninhabitable planets into Eden worlds for people to live on. They also built the Gates of Heaven—” He caught sight of the expression on Ellie’s face. “Right. The Gates link quintessence pathways between star systems. It makes it very easy for Celestial starships to travel between stars.”

			“Amazing,” Josias exclaimed. “So these Elohim things cracked faster-than-light travel?”

			“No. That’s impossible; the speed of light is an absolute. But the Gates allow starships to travel at point-nine-nine-nine lightspeed between them. And they don’t need massive fusion drives and fuel to accelerate. The Gates do it for them, and decelerate them at the other end.”

			“I’m still mightily impressed.”

			“So the Elohim Celestials are the ones we have to ask if we can live here?” Ellie said.

			“No, this is the Crown Dominion. You’ll need to ask the empress—well, her representative. The empress doesn’t much care about what humans do, as long as we obey the law.”

			“Empress?” Josias sniggered. “What is this, are you all role-playing eighteenth-century Europe?”

			“No,” Finn said flatly. “The Imperial Celestials own and control the six main star systems, and influence plenty just outside our borders. There was a brute of a war thousands of years ago to bring the Crown Dominion planets under a unified authority. It’s an empire all right, like every dominion. Some of them are absolute dictatorships, some are democracies, a few are even single-individual dominions, then there are the nomadic fleets of habitats like the Mara Yama Dominion, and you can thank fate your arkship never encountered them.”

			“Right. So…We can just land and start to live here?”

			Finn took a moment to drink the last of the weird coffee, thinking through the implications. “Technically—legally—yes. But there are issues.”

			“Such as?”

			“Well, for a start, you have no money.”

			“Okay. So what passes for currency around here?”

			“Kilowatt hours.”

			“The Diligent has fusion generators. How many kilowatts do you want?”

			“Yes, but it’ll be in orbit.” Finn did a double take. “It’s big, right? You can’t land it?”

			“No, but we brought fifty settlement drop craft with us, and they mass a thousand tons each. They’re loaded up with every piece of machinery you need to start a society. Including fusion plants.”

			“I suppose that’s an option. Mind, I know for a fact that the local authority won’t be too keen on primitive craft that size plunging down through the atmosphere.”

			“Hey!” Ellie protested.

			“When you approached Anoosha, you saw the space elevator?”

			She nodded reluctantly. “Yeah.”

			“But once we’re down,” Josias said, “however we get our people and equipment to the surface, we can start trading and buy ourselves some land?”

			“Humans don’t own land in the Crown Dominion. They’re its custodians; it’s all leased from the Celestials.”

			“That’s outrageous. Are you telling me that humans are second-class citizens?”

			“No. It’s…not quite like that. We’re just separate from the Celestials, that’s all. It’s for the best. We can’t join their society. They’re a different species, basically. All of them, not just the Imperial Celestials.”

			“Sounds like fucking apartheid to me,” Josias said angrily.

			“No, no. They terraformed the Eden worlds; they built the dominions. Still, most of them regard us as—”

			“Yes?”

			“Well.” Finn shrugged awkwardly. “A bit…inferior.”

			“Bastards.”

			“But the empress allowed our ancestors to settle. We contribute to the Crown Dominion economy, and we have our own internal economy, too. That combination gives us access to all sorts of advanced technology—medicine, for one. Life expectancy for a human in the Crown Dominion is a hundred and seventy years. It’s peaceful, thanks to the rule of the empress. It’s stable—that’s a huge thing in the Crown Dominion; their minds can live forever, so their whole ethos revolves around keeping things steady. And trust me, some dominions don’t allow humans any residency rights at all. There were a lot of arkships that had to try and live on Remnant worlds.”

			“What the hell are those?”

			“They used to be Eden worlds. But there was a war—actually wars, plural—between developing groups who’d reached the Centauri Cluster. It all kicked off about eighteen thousand years ago. And it was a seriously bad time to live in; the conflicts lasted for nearly six thousand years. A lot of it was about territory, so that’s when humans started to modify themselves heavily. Those old original humans split into dozens—hundreds—of Celestial species, who all wanted primacy. So many planets suffered bombardments from space, or large-scale military invasions with some pretty horrific weapons. When it was over, the Elohim started building the Gates of Heaven to encourage trade, and laid down some basic laws for using them. That’s when the dominions emerged. They’re still struggling for dominance today, but they’ve turned it into a kind of giant cerebral game; it’s all about strategy and economics and ideology these days. They still physically fight occasionally, but it’s a last resort.”

			“So Remnant worlds are old war zones?”

			“And worse. Their biospheres are failing. Whole continents are toxic and scattered with ancient weapons. Trust me, the Crown Dominion is paradise compared to them.”

			“But nothing can ever be ours,” Josias said. “Not without true ownership. How can we go back to the Diligent and tell people the whole journey, every sacrifice their ancestors have made, has been wasted? All we can ever be is renters in someone else’s civilization, with no vote, no independence for our culture, no freedom. That’s half a life.”

			“You’re arguing legal definitions. I mean, technically, I…” Finn stopped. He looked from Josias to Ellie. Both of them regarded him curiously. The idea that had just burst into his head kindled an adrenaline burst. It was audacious, but if it worked…

			“Yes?” Ellie asked.

			“I own land.”

			“I thought you said humans couldn’t own land.”

			“I’m a uranic human,” he said slowly. His thoughts were racing, trying to piece things together into a logical sequence. All that time spent studying the thousands of laws, regulations, and directives that governed Gondiar’s society—years he thought he’d wasted—might finally be useful. It was wonderfully ironic. The strictures he’d risked everything to escape from, the gamble that had nearly got him killed, might actually help him achieve his goal.

			“Yes,” Josias said. “So? You can speak to rocks.”

			“No. It’s more than that. A lot more. Look, uranics are—” He couldn’t meet their gaze; it was embarrassing having to actually speak it out loud. “We’re cousins to the Imperial Celestials. Biologically cousins. One of the first things the Imperial Celestials gave themselves was neural induction, so they could continue the mindline.”

			“The min—”

			“Not relevant. The point is, uranics came about when Imperial Celestials, er, took a human lover.”

			“So you’re half-breeds,” Josias said.

			“Grandpa!”

			“What? I’m just speaking the truth. Finn here understands how the universe works. Right, my boy?”

			“Uh, yeah. So uranics are kind of like the top layer of bureaucracy on the human worlds.”

			Josias clicked his fingers and grinned wolfishly. “But being uranic is hereditary, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. It has to be, because we’re the ones who can communicate with the Celestial network, which is used for legal registration. The CIs manage the financial system, too.”

			“CI?” Ellie asked.

			“Construct Intelligence. Very clever artificial minds. But not sentient; nobody ever achieved giving a network self-awareness.”

			“So the money is all theirs?” Josias said.

			“No, it’s our money.”

			“But it’s their currency, their finance network, they set the interest rate, and they’re the regulators.”

			“Well, yes. Their economy was established long before we got here. They let us use it.”

			“How very kind of them. But it puts them in charge of your economy. And whoever runs the economy has ultimate political and social control.”

			“No, we’re a democracy; we have councils.”

			“Can you vote to change the monetary system? To establish your own treasury?”

			“Our society isn’t like that. It’s built for stability. If there are problems, the uranics work with the Celestials to resolve them.”

			“Yeah. I called it: eighteenth-century Europe. You’re not the bureaucracy, you’re the aristocracy.”

			“It’s not like that,” Finn protested. His cheeks were growing hot, and he couldn’t bring himself to confess his titles to them. Or his mother’s position…

			“But the uranics are special,” Josias continued relentlessly. “You have privileges ordinary humans don’t have. And you have rewards that are reserved for you, as well. All for doing the dirty work keeping the humans in line for these Imperial Celestials.”

			“Being a uranic isn’t easy. I hated what I was supposed to do. That’s why—well, it’s why I wound up here, like this.”

			“Whatever you say.”

			“But I admit there is the privilege of owning land. And I do. I own a lot of land back on Gondiar.”

			“Nice for you,” Ellie said sullenly.

			“If you’re really certain that you want your own mini-nation, with your own bylaws and culture inside the border, I’ll consider selling it to you.”

			Josias rocked back and started chuckling. “Oh, will you now?”

			“Yes.”

			“So how come you’ve never sold it to anyone else, some other poor group of humans who want a taste of freedom?”

			“Because it’s all down to economics.”

			“Okay. Tell me more. I do know a little on that subject.”

			“A society needs a basic minimum population in order to be self-sustaining. The land I own—it’s called Hafnir, by the way—is on the coast. It’s a good climate, there are livestone outcrops everywhere that uranics can sculpt into houses for you, and it’s twenty thousand square kilometers—easily big enough to support a small population, say two or three million.”

			“Small population?” Josias said.

			“Twenty thousand square kilometers?” Ellie asked. “That’s the size of some countries back on Earth.”

			“Yes, but there’s no one living there. And I have no use for it.”

			“So it has no value,” Josias said thoughtfully. “But potentially…”

			“Exactly. If it had a human population, it would be valuable. To them.”

			“So why has no one else offered to buy it from you?”

			“Everyone on Gondiar has a job. The empress guarantees welfare and basic sustenance to every citizen through the settlement constitution. I told you, our society is peaceful and stable. And there’s more than enough room already to simply expand the existing cities and towns and farm estates.”

			“Nobody is restless? Nobody wants to get out from under the boot of their oppressor?” Josias said. “I find that hard to believe.”

			“We do have people who live and breathe freedom for humans. They’re the Travelers. But they have that freedom in the starships they own. They visit other star systems, other dominions. They trade, and some of them visit Remnant worlds to scavenge old tech. It makes them wealthy—or it breaks them. That’s what I envy. It’s what I want for myself.”

			“Ah,” Josias murmured happily. “Freedom for people who live here isn’t a piece of land without government telling you what to do. It’s starflight. The adventure of the infinite.”

			“Yes!”

			“But my people, on the Diligent, have had enough of starflight. To them living on a planet under a big-ass sky with a distant horizon is what they crave. It’s the reason we left Sol. The dream of a new start on a fresh world.”

			“Exactly. And if their children want something different, it’s all available to them on Gondiar.”

			“All right, I’ll bite. What’s the price? What do you want for this land?”

			Finn gave him a savage grin. “The Diligent.”

			

			—

			Ellie Aponi just didn’t know what to make of Finn, the man who’d fallen out of the sky. His arrival was insane enough, but the things he spoke of: Celestials and giant worlds and aristocratic cultures and his mind ordering stone to shape itself…She was as fascinated as she was scared of him and the massive civilization of dominions they’d found. Sure, the dream of a fresh world was the one dream everyone on board the Diligent shared and believed in. Yet somehow, she wasn’t convinced that Finn’s offer of Hafnir was the sweet planetfall they sought.

			But we can’t carry on flying, not anymore. No one will stand for it. It had been hard enough to go into orbit around the gas giant and “observe” the two orbital bands of habitable planets. She’d never heard so much dissent being voiced on board before; it was scarily close to outright mutiny. Only fear of the unknown, and the unnerving technology they could detect, had allowed the captain to maintain authority.

			Her grandfather knew that; she could see it in the way he was talking to Finn. It was more of an interrogation, chasing down into details. In his own way, Josias Aponi was as intimidating as the Crown Dominion. Ellie had only known him for a year; she was actually seven times removed from her ancestor. It had made being an officer an order of magnitude harder than it was for all her colleagues, as her whole life had been spent in the shadow of the legendary figure who built the Diligent: the sleeping icon at the heart of the arkship. By the time the ninth generation of voyagers had taken over running the Diligent, Josias had reached almost mythical status.

			He’d been brought out of suspension as the arkship finished decelerating into the Kelowan system. Nobody was even sure he could be revived after such a long hibernation. It had been three hundred ninety years, ship’s time, since he’d last been awake. That was when they’d received the Green Worlds signal. The captain back then had wanted his approval before they turned the ship around and flew to the Centauri Cluster.

			Thanks to that decision, they were in a star system with multiple habitable planets. But the Green Worlds signal had never mentioned that they would all be occupied. It was unfair to complain about that, she knew; the worlds hadn’t been settled back when the signal was sent, over twenty thousand years ago. So did he make the right decision for us?

			“You said your ancestors settled on Gondiar eight hundred years ago? So how come there’s so much empty land left?” she said as they ate lunch. She’d fried Finn another batch of procarb rashers, and added vegpaste to the naan bread. He was eating it, but she could tell he really didn’t like the taste.

			“Gondiar is a solid giant,” Finn told her. “It’s a low-density world, so the gravity is the same as Earth’s, but the surface area is four times as great. And the ocean covers forty-five percent.”

			“What’s your population?”

			“Two billion. We tend to have quite large families.”

			“What about Celestials? How many of them?”

			“They don’t live on Gondiar. Some visit, mainly to check up on their enterprise or estate every few decades. Oh, and there’s the Office of the Governor. That’s a Celestial; they change every time there’s a new empress. But they just sign off on all the official budgets the uranic marchionesses submit each year.”

			“Sounds like a shitlist posting to me,” Josias said. “So why don’t Celestials live there?”

			“The low mass density means very low metal content in the rock. That makes industry difficult. All the metal has to be shipped in from other worlds—mainly this world, Anoosha—and brought down the orbital towers. That’s expensive. So Gondiar developed as an agrarian world. We supply food to other worlds.”

			“That can’t be economically viable.”

			Finn just shrugged. “Worlds like Kelowan itself are proud to be unspoiled by farming. The Grand Families have massive natural estates, and they don’t want them blighted by agriculture. Then there’s all the space habitats. Building farms in space really is uneconomic, especially when you already have us to supply them.”

			“So you’re constantly stripping organic matter off Gondiar? It must be in the millions of tons per year. That can’t be helping the biosphere.”

			Ellie watched Finn’s lips twitch in a schoolboyish smirk. “It’s a cyclic process. Gondiar exports four billion tons of fresh food each year; that’s two-point-three million tons going up each orbital tower per day. Then the, eh, waste matter comes back to us, and gets processed into fertilizer for the farms.”

			Josias produced an almost identical smirk. “You import four billion tons of shit a year?”

			“Yessir.”

			“Okay,” Josias said. “What about this world?”

			“Anoosha has a big mining industry, which feeds plenty of other human industries. It’s dirty, tough work. Again, things the Celestials like to avoid.”

			“So the uranics run things here as well?”

			“Yes. And I’ve discovered they seem to take a more active role in their Anoosha enterprises than we do on Gondiar.”

			They had to wait a day for Finn’s injuries to heal. Ellie wanted to wait longer, especially for his broken ribs, but he claimed the medical sprays from his rescue module speeded up cellular regeneration. And when they woke up the following morning, the inside of the refuge was noticeably colder. Finn said that was because part of his sculpting had told the cells to surrender their energy to heat the floor and ceiling. The outcrop was dying in order to keep them warm. She wasn’t sure she approved of that; she’d seen hundreds of hours of documentary video of Old Earth back on the Diligent; watched the ever-increasing abuse of the environment, how entire forests were felled and the ultimate consequences. A livestone outcrop wasn’t quite the same as a tree, admittedly—nothing like as beautiful for a start—but she still felt for its demise.

			Ellie assembled backpacks for herself and Josias. Finn kept the gray overall, and wore a couple of T-shirts underneath, with a sweater on top; he carried the thermosheet in a pocket, which he could use like a poncho if it snowed. There were two carbines. She kept one for herself and gave the other to Josias. Finn didn’t object.

			They started off down the mountain, picking their way through the forest and its jumble of snow-coated undergrowth. She led the way, setting a slow pace. The last thing she wanted now was to twist an ankle.

			“What kind of animals live around here?” she asked.

			“No idea,” Finn replied. “But this isn’t a heavily populated region, so probably some standard terrestrial: goats, bears, boars, lynx; then some himods.”

			“Which are?”

			“Heavily modified animals. Most of them were changed to fill niche ecological functions, helping to sustain and spread the terraforming, but some are just ornamental or prestige—the de-extincts, some experimentals, maybe a few Awakened.”

			“Awakened?”

			“Animals that’ve had their neurology genetically enhanced, which makes it easier for them to understand spoken commands. Their size was increased, too.”

			“Ho yes!” Josias chortled happily. “So they made it as far as the Centauri Cluster, then?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“The geneticists were starting to experiment along those lines just before we left Sol. Several arkships took some of the new ’Woken breeds on board. The Diligent did, too, but they all died out before the first time I was brought out of suspension.”

			“Really?” Ellie asked; no one had ever mentioned that.

			“Oh, yeah,” Josias said. “Looking back, I don’t suppose it was the best idea to give cats more understanding. I remember the captain back then telling me it just made them even more stubborn.”

			The route down through the forest was tough. Ellie hadn’t really appreciated how big the mountain was. Worse, every time there was a break in the canopy, all she could see was more mountains, most of them with their peaks lost somewhere up in the ceaseless dark cloud cover.

			It wasn’t until late afternoon they finally cleared the tree line, emerging onto a bleak snow field. The slope dropped for several kilometers before reaching the floor of a steep valley.

			“Let’s find an outcrop,” Finn said.

			“Sure,” Ellie agreed. He looked exhausted.

			They cleared the tops of several mounds before they found one. Finn did his magic sculpting trick, and the outcrop began to emit loud snapping sounds. Ellie knew she was anthropomorphizing, but to her ears the sounds were like mortal cries of pain.

			It’s just a weird alien plant, she told herself. Don’t get sentimental. Not here. You can’t afford it.

			The next day, Finn did look better. The medical gadget on his forearm had more green symbols, anyway. They set off toward the bottom of the valley, which turned out to be a deceptive distance away. After five hours they reached a river that was solid ice covered in a half-meter blanket of snow. Bushes lining the bank resembled solid snow sculptures. At least the ice surface was flat enough to make the going slightly easier.

			By afternoon they’d arrived at the end of the valley to find the river was just a tributary, merging with the one from the next valley. Ahead of them was a long basin where the snow had been wind-carved into rolls and upward-pointing sastrugi: a desolate terrain guarded by depressingly high mountains.

			They found an outcrop of livestone a couple of hundred meters from the frozen river, and Finn sculpted it into another refuge.

			It took two more days, after the river had merged with another three tributaries winding out of narrow valleys, until they finally saw the end. The last valley was ten kilometers long, formed between mountains that were smaller than the ones behind. However, they were a lot steeper, creating serrated walls of naked rock. A meager line of trees clung to the base, almost buried in the snow that had tumbled down from the crags and fissures above.

			There were more trees: a lone greenway of ancient imposing oaks that ran from the top of the valley down to—

			“Why would somebody build that?” Ellie asked in astonishment.

			The far end of the valley was walled off by the most fantastical-looking castle, with walls that had sprouted from both sides to block the entire valley like perfectly flat cliffs. The walls had conical watchtowers every kilometer, stretching three hundred meters into the air. Ellie thought they must be modeled on unicorn horns, for each of them was fashioned with spiral channels that blended together into needle-sharp spires. The castle itself was a brutish fortress suspended above two giant arches that allowed the river to flow beneath. Forbidding boxy ramparts dominated the skyline, intimidating even at the distance she was standing from it.

			“It’s livestone,” Finn said. “All it takes to grow into the shape you want is time.”

			“Different economic principle,” Josias said thoughtfully. “I think I’m starting to understand now.”

			“But why?” Ellie persisted.

			Finn stared at the imposing structure, then turned around to ponder the mountains and valleys behind. He let out an aggrieved sigh of recognition. “That’s why she dropped me here.”

			“Are you talking about your ex?” Ellie asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“So what is this place?”

			“I’m guessing it’s an old Celestial hunting ground.”

			“You said Celestials didn’t like Anoosha,” Josias said. “The gravity is too strong.”

			“It makes them uncomfortable,” Finn said thoughtfully. “Which would add to this experience.”

			“What experience?”

			“Nothing can get out of this valley,” Finn said. “Or at least no animals. Anything living in the valleys upstream of here is trapped; there aren’t many creatures who will climb those mountains. Then growing the castle walls turned this into a giant game reserve.”

			“The Celestials hunt? Animals? For sport?” Ellie asked in dismay. “But…this is an interstellar civilization. How could that happen? How could they do that? It’s barbarism!”

			“The thrill of the chase,” Finn said. “It’s in our nature.”

			“It’s not in my nature!”

			“So there are going to be Celestials in there?” Josias asked keenly.

			“No. They abandoned this world when we arrived and started mining it for them. This is an old lodge belonging to a Celestial Grand Family, a part of their estate from thousands of years ago.”

			Ellie gave the huge structure an angry look. The idea that a people as sophisticated as the Celestials obviously were would revert to prehistoric human savagery was as shocking as it was frightening. But then, Finn had said they ruined whole planets in their Remnant Era wars.

			With a disgruntled snort she made her way toward the start of the greenway.

			“So the Celestials are quite decadent, then?” Josias asked as he and Finn followed her. “I suppose when you’ve reached a pinnacle, the only way is down.”

			“Maybe,” Finn said. “I never really thought about it. The Imperial Celestials fill their lives any way they want, indulge themselves however they please, because they can.”

			“No matter what the cost to the environment and other lives,” Ellie snapped.

			“You have a very past-centric view of how a society should be,” Finn replied.

			“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just ashamed that this is what we’ve turned into.”

			“There are other dominions that are very different from the Crown Dominion.”

			“I’m not sure we should settle here, Grandpa.”

			Josias chuckled. “Ah, my dear, please may I watch when you tell that to everyone back on the Diligent?”

			For once she felt strongly enough to challenge him. “Are you saying I’m wrong?”

			“I’m saying I don’t think the world, the future, you want exists. Life is a compromise. You need to learn that.”

			“Finn, you said there are millions of worlds in the Cluster?”

			“Yes.”

			“We’ve spent so long flying. We’d be betraying every generation on the Diligent if we didn’t try to achieve the dream that kept them going all those centuries. There must be one uninhabited Eden world.”

			“Stop,” Finn said.

			“I will not stop! Screw you. This is important to me. How we live our lives is—”

			“No, stop,” he repeated. “These are tracks.”

			“Huh?” She looked down at the long lines indented in the snow she was standing in. There were maybe a dozen of them, four or five centimeters deep, all running parallel. They curved away to the open end of the greenway. “What sort of animal makes those?”

			Finn gave her a startled glance, then fought against a smile. “They’re not animal tracks. These were made by snowmobiles.”

			“You said there were no Celestials living in the lodge.”

			“Yeah.” Finn seemed worried. He looked from the tracks back to the mountains they’d walked out of, then down the greenway. “Um, we might have a problem.”

			“Are we trespassing?” Josias asked.

			“That’s one interpretation. But not a legal one.” He let out a long breath. “Let’s get back to the river.”

			“Why?”

			“We’re not so visible down there.”

			“What’s wrong?” Ellie asked.

			“I might be getting paranoid, but after what’s happened to me…”

			“Is your ex hunting you?”

			Finn started to hurry back to the riverbank. “No. Look, the humans in the Crown Dominion aren’t perfect. The majority are, but there’s still crime.”

			“Of course there is, my boy. Human nature.”

			“And vices.”

			“Ah. This sounds promising.”

			“We have some problems with drugs on Gondiar. And there’s one—rekaul—that is really popular. It’s only produced here on Anoosha.”

			“So the plant it comes from grows here?”

			Finn glanced anxiously back at the mountains. “Rekaul doesn’t come from a plant. It’s extracted from the Moaksha.”

			“And what are the Moaksha?” Ellie asked.

			“They’re one of the Changeling species.”

			“Fairies swap out children in the dominions?” Josias said in disbelief.

			“No, that’s Changelings in mythology. These are, well…Genetic engineering wasn’t just used to push humans ahead evolutionarily. Some Celestials, especially in the Remnant Era, used the process to, er, go sideways; to fill a niche. Mostly to provide warrior humanoids, but there were other specialized tasks that Changelings were designed for.”

			Ellie almost didn’t want to ask. “What niche were the Moaksha designed for?”

			“Memory. They were designed to remember things. They were created with the neural induction ability, so they could be given information and transfer it back. Information you didn’t want to entrust to an electronic network. They were backups, living storage units. They were never used much, or not in any histories we know about.”

			“So what are they doing here? You said the Remnant Era was thousands of years ago.”

			“Changelings were the same as anything else in that era—discarded if they were of no use. Some Changelings went on to form their own societies, and some died out. Some just kept going as best they could. We’ve even got some—the Gath—who are part of our society on Gondiar.”

			“And the Moaksha?”

			“A group of Moaksha wound up on Anoosha. People found out about the rekaul, and they’ve been exploiting them ever since.”

			“What does rekaul do?” Ellie asked reluctantly. She could see how troubled Finn was getting, which wasn’t good.

			“It allows you to remember,” he said. “You take some rekaul, a tiny amount, and think of a good moment in your life: your first kiss, a party, a day that was damn near perfect, being hugged by your parents. The rekaul will pull the entire memory out of your brain and flood your consciousness with it. You relive that whole experience again, moment by moment, in a full sensorium playback. They say it’s like traveling back in time.”

			Ellie had to spend a while processing that. There were so many things she would have liked to revisit, but then again life on board the Diligent hadn’t exactly been one long wonderland rush. “Okay,” she said eventually. “I can see how that would grab people.”

			“Too many,” Finn said ruefully.

			“So you think there are Moaksha in the castle?”

			“Could be, yeah. The gangs trap them and extract the rekaul.”

			“My boy, when you say extract…?”

			“Rekaul is a neurochemical, produced by a gland in the brain. It’s a hugely complex organic molecule, which no one has managed to synthesize. And it can only be extracted from a living Moaksha. Meaning that they probably have a bunch of Moaksha in there, penned up like cattle. And there’s only so much rekaul you can extract before their brains start to deteriorate from the lack of it.”

			“For fuck’s sake!” Ellie shouted.

			“All right,” Josias said. “But why do you think they’re here? Have you heard of this place before?”

			“No. It’s just— Everything makes sense, that’s all.”

			“How?”

			“The gangs trap Moaksha. They’re quite rare, and they’re smart enough to know to stay deep in the wild and avoid contact. But this—” His arm swept around the mountains. “This scale is something else. I wondered why we haven’t seen any animals—not even a fox, never mind a bear or wolf. I’m guessing this gang had a massive hunt, or an annual one, and killed off all the predators. So the Moaksha have the run of the valleys; it’s become their breeding ground. One they can’t escape from.”

			“No!” Ellie’s hand went to cover her mouth.

			“Yeah,” Finn said miserably. “So the gang comes out here on snowmobiles and they use infrared sensors to track them.”

			“That’s inhuman!”

			“I know.”

			“And these people,” Josias said. “This gang, they’re the ones living in that fortress that’s got us sealed up in here?”

			“If I’m right about everything else, yes.”

			“I see. And I take it they won’t just let us pass through that wall and wish us on our merry way?”

			“Not a chance.”

			Ellie studied the barrier again. The surface was smooth, and the valley’s rock walls on either side would be impossible to climb without equipment. “Those river arches underneath the middle of the castle,” she said. “We can get through that way. The water’s frozen; it’ll be like a road.”

			Finn shook his head. “I dunno. The Celestials who sculpted it originally would have thought of that.”

			“So we get up close and take a look,” Josias said. “And if the arches are blocked up, then we see if there are any other routes we can sneak through.”

			“You can make one,” Ellie said eagerly. “You changed the outcrops into refuges. You can force the livestone to open a tunnel through the wall for us.”

			Finn’s expression wasn’t reassuring. “It doesn’t work like that. That wall is thousands of years old. There will be a lot of dead livestone inside—the bulk of the building, actually, like wood behind bark in a tree. Besides, who knows where the contact bulb is? This is a jail, built by some of the smartest, most ruthless people in the galaxy.”

			“We’ve got about two days’ food left,” she said querulously. “You want to sit here until that runs out?”

			“No.” Finn took a breath. “I guess not.”

			

			—

			Even from three hundred meters away, Ellie could see they weren’t going to walk through the river archways. For a start, each was filled with thick grates of livestone to stop anything bigger than a squirrel from passing through. Branches and leaves had clogged up against them back when the water was still flowing, creating a floating woody dam. Then the river had started to ice over. Large sheets of ice had hit the grid, building a mound of shattered ice fragments. More ice had crashed into that, sliding on top—a process that had obviously lasted for weeks until the river finally froze over completely. It had left a precipice of razor-sharp ice layered like sedimentary rock, which almost reached the top of each archway.

			“Bugger!” Josias exclaimed as they crouched down behind tall clumps of frosted reeds. The sun was behind them, its last rays shining on the wall, glinting off the jagged ice. “Okay, my boy, what do we do now?”

			Ellie watched Finn give her grandfather a disconcerted glance. Even after several days in his company he remained an enigma to her; often he seemed as confused about this world as she was. Yet some of the things he’d so casually explained were so utterly beyond her normal that she’d nearly convinced herself he was one of the Celestials. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him, but some proof would be a relief. And his attitude was odd. He was so polite and courteous she could easily believe he had an aristocratic upbringing, yet he didn’t seem at all bothered by the idea of hunting for sport.

			She realized she was giving him an expectant look. He saw it and dropped his gaze. I’m being unfair, relying on him for everything. But we just don’t understand enough about this civilization yet. The ignorance was as annoying as it was shameful. We’ve traveled light-years in a starship to get here. How can we know so little?

			“Can you see a way through?” she asked as the sun sank behind the mountains.

			“The only way through is the main doorway,” Finn said. “See, to the left of the river.”

			She looked where he was indicating at the base of the wall. There was enough twilight to reveal a tall archway surrounding a massive metal door. A ramp led up to it, streaked with a multitude of tracks that had compacted the snow into muddy rills. Higher up, along the bottom of the castle’s towers, lights shone in a few places. In her mind she could picture the whole edifice during its heyday, with its hundreds of windows ablaze, making it a warm, welcoming place, where there would be après-hunt parties at night like medieval banquets, probably complete with music and dances.

			The image broke apart as Ellie shook her head, annoyed with herself. Come on, focus. “I got it,” she said. “But how are we going to open that brute? And if we do, they’ll know, won’t they?”

			Finn pulled a face. “Well…maybe. It depends.”

			Josias chortled in delight. “Oh, my boy, you know how to get through, don’t you? You’ve worked it out. I knew you would.”

			“I said maybe,” Finn replied defensively. “We need to get close to the gate.”

			“Why? What’s at the gate?”

			“I’m hoping there’ll be a control box. The people who go out on snowmobiles can’t always depend on someone inside opening it for them.”

			“Won’t it need a code, or some kind of key? A retinal scan?” Ellie asked skeptically.

			“Yes, of course. But all electrical systems in the Crown Dominion are legally required to have a connection bulb—especially on human worlds like Anoosha. It allows Imperial Celestials to have access to every sub-network.”

			“And you can access it as well,” Josias said. “You can hack the whole castle.”

			“Er, no. You’d still need a code to interface with any data systems. But there is one thing I’m pretty sure I can do.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Switch everything off.”

			

			—

			Up close, the castle wall was even more imposing. They’d waited another hour for the twilight to fade. Then there was only a pale glimmer from the nebula somewhere above the thick clouds that veiled the valley. The three of them crept forward to the ramp.

			Finn was shivering, even with the thermosheet pulled tight around his shoulders. The valley was filling with a thin mist of tiny ice particles. Every breath chilled him further. He supposed the only good thing about this was that it’d reduce the efficiency of any sensors. If there were any of them around the door.

			He simply couldn’t decide if the gang would have installed any. Surely if they had sensors they’d be on the other side of the wall in case the authorities came knocking? But then the authorities could just as easily land planes in the valley and approach from this side. But if the castle was targeted for a raid, why would the authorities bother to sneak up on them?

			After a ridiculous internal debate that sent his thoughts churning, he stopped worrying about the whole question. It wasn’t like they had a choice; the door was their only chance.

			Even so, he crouched down as he approached the top of the ramp, every sense alert for an alarm going off. The compacted snow crunched softly under his shoes. Above him, the castle wall was a lightless presence that just kept getting taller with every step forward.

			“How long would it have taken to reach this size?” Ellie whispered.

			“The wall? A century, probably. Longer for the main barbican section to grow; it’s a lot more complex.”

			They reached the archway, and Finn started to examine the structure. The door itself was set back half a meter: a crude slab of metal, supported on five big hinges. There would be actuators to open the thing; no human could push it open. However—

			“Ah,” he said softly. “There we go.” It was hard to see in the meager nebula light, but a small door was inset in the main one. Three and a half meters high and two wide: the right size for a Celestial. At the side of it was a control panel. It was a lot newer than the door, installed by the humans who’d repurposed the castle.

			His last fear, that the gang would have stripped out the connection bulb, was unfounded. As he suspected, removing it was too difficult and expensive.

			Finn took his glove off and breathed on the bulb for a minute, trying to warm it.

			“What are you waiting for?” Josias whispered urgently.

			Finn put his hand on the bulb. It was painfully cold, which he did his best to ignore. The bulb’s sensors detected his contact, and information began to flow into him. He braced himself for an alarm. Nothing.

			He closed his eyes and focused on the rudimentary system menu that emerged into his brain. A layout of the network congealed—not the clearest image ever to form, but good enough. There was a data network inside the castle, completely closed to him. But underneath that lay the management architecture of the power circuits, the kind of topology he was familiar with. It wasn’t just sculpting livestone into flower-bud penii, which he and his twin had fooled around with during their childhood; they’d also spent hours connected to the palace network, applying the basics of neurodata manipulation in ways their tutor thoroughly disapproved of. And the last two years of clandestine missions had given him a much deeper understanding of Anoosha’s network management routines.

			There wasn’t much to work with inside the castle. There was no link to the planetary net, so he couldn’t call anyone for help. Not that I’d know who to call now that Iyane is on his way back to Gondiar. So that just brought him back to his original plan, of powering things down. He went through the circuits carefully, mapping out all the systems drawing power, and everything on standby. “Oh, crap,” he muttered.

			“What?” Ellie whispered, looking around in panic.

			“They’ve got Ghosts.”

			“Ghosts?”

			“Er, they’re what we call the warrior andys—androids. They were common in the Remnant Era. The Celestials built millions—billions, possibly; no one knows for sure. There are still legions of them on Remnant worlds, left behind when the war was over or the planet wrecked. They’re pretty valuable if you can salvage one, and their integral weaponry is lethal. I’ve no idea how these got smuggled down to Anoosha. Travelers normally sell them to humans on planets like Lidon.”

			“Do they know we’re here?”

			Finn reviewed all the data he could. The five Ghosts were plugged into a high-voltage circuit, recharging. They had several internal power cells each. Very carefully he brought up their management routines. As he’d hoped, they were ancient Celestial neurodata packages, created to merge with a Celestial’s thoughts. That made it so much easier for him to deal with than the crude sharpness of human software, which always needed an interpreter level. This had a softer texture, like the comfortable warmth of greeting an old friend. For a brief moment the power cell management processors were part of his own mind. He put them into deep suspension.

			“No. And I’ve deactivated them.”

			Then he just had to catalogue all the other machines and lights and heaters drawing power. There were hundreds, most with subsystems. Upstairs, in the tower above the door, was where the gang was living. He left those circuits on, so they didn’t realize anything was wrong.

			“There are some big rooms behind this door,” he said quietly. “A couple of them have a lot of active hardware. I’m going to guess that’s the rekaul operation. There are also the snowmobiles, which are charging. Wait—on the other side of the wall, there’s a really big power drain. Damn, yes! It’s a skimmerfoil.”

			“Which is a…?”

			“It’s sort of like a plane, but with really short wings and powerful jets. It relies on wing-in-ground-effect for lift. Perfect for traveling over water, or flat ice, like the river. I bet that’s what they use to travel down to the coast.”

			“Okay, well, that’s probably our best escape route,” Ellie said. “Can you fly it?”

			“I can interface with its systems, sure. Hang on.” He started to examine the craft’s network. “I can get in through the power management. I’m locking the control nexus, coded to my neural pattern. Done. Now only I can use it.”

			“Great, but we still have to open the door.” Ellie gestured at the huge blank slab in front of them.

			“Oh. Yeah.” He moved his focus to the lock mechanism of the inset door, rerouting the power along individual circuits. The lock clicked. Finn gave it a tentative push, and it slid open.

			He held his breath waiting for the shout that would indicate discovery. Silence.

			Before he could say anything, Ellie unslung her carbine and stepped through. “Clear,” she said softly.

			Finn followed her inside. The door opened into a broad arched tunnel that ran all the way underneath the castle. There were lights strung out along the apex; he’d reduced the voltage so they were dim. It might give them a slight advantage if one of the gang saw them, a couple of seconds to take cover. They illuminated the snowmobiles and stacks of crates. Two hundred meters away, at the far end, was an archway identical to the one he stood under; it framed the insipid shimmer of nebula light. “No gate,” he said.

			Ellie grinned. “Let’s go.”

			They started down the tunnel. There were passages leading off on both sides, most of them unlit. A couple of them led back to broad stairways. Halfway along the tunnel, a bright light shone out of a wide entrance.

			Ellie paused beside it, bringing her carbine up ready. Finn pressed himself to the wall and took a swift, cautious look in.

			It opened into a large hall. The sight of what was inside locked his muscles. “Oh shit.”

			“What?” Ellie hissed.

			“The Moaksha.”

			She pushed around him to look for herself.

			The hallway was a hundred fifty meters long, and twenty high. Judging by all the stalls along both sides, it had originally been intended as some kind of stable—though for what animals, Finn wasn’t sure. The stalls were big, so probably Awakened ones. Given the castle used to belong to Imperial Celestials, his guess was rhinos or elephants, the favored mounts for the Crown Dominion’s Imperial Knights.

			Now, there were over forty Moaksha interned in the stalls. Finn had never seen one in the flesh before, and he found them disturbing. Most Changelings were hominoid, but the Moaksha were quadrupeds. He guessed the Celestial geneticists had been aiming for a centaur; certainly the Moaksha were the size of a small horse. But the lower body wasn’t just out of proportion; to his sensibilities, it was off balance as well. The four legs were all grouped at the forward end, and they looked more like arms. Odder still, the front pair were the most human, although they only had four toes. The rear limbs were longer, heavily muscled, and sinuous, with hooves. Behind them, the remaining two-thirds of the lower body drooped down, but not like a tail; it remained the same width before flaring out at the end to form a wide hoof. That was the way a Moaksha balanced, on five points.

			Rising out of the lower body, above the limbs, was a slim, human-style torso, but with very broad shoulders. The head, from a flattish face to the rear of the skull, was twice as long as a normal human’s, with a thick ridge at the back like the brim of a hat. Two small tusks sprouted from the rear of the jaw, curving around under the mouth—which Finn couldn’t quite figure out. They couldn’t be used for eating, and the position prevented them from any threatening aggressive function.

			Not that he could see much of the head. Each captive Moaksha was suffering under a skull-molded helmet that was clamped on with medical braces. A braid of cables snaked from the helmet to blocks of machinery at the side of the stall.

			Every Moaksha’s legs were fastened with lokstrips, as were their upper torso arms. Finn could see that was pure overkill. Their bodies were all listless, slumped back, resting on the thick rear body hoof. Even without restraints, they weren’t going anywhere. The floor of each stall was awash with excrement and vomit that spoke of long-term occupation.

			“What the fuck are they doing to them?” Ellie wailed. She looked as if she was about to cry.

			“Extracting rekaul,” Finn said. He felt ashamed that this was the first thing she and Josias saw of the Crown Dominion. There’s so much more to us than this—he didn’t think he said that out loud.

			“We have to free them.”

			Part of him wanted to say no. That they needed to get out, fast. That liberating the poor Changelings was too much risk. Instead, Finn hurried across to the first stall and put his hand over the connection bulb on the side of the equipment block. The process to insert the collection needle into the Moaksha’s neural gland and force-extract the rekaul was complex, but the disconnect was a single command. He launched it. “It takes about five minutes for the needle to withdraw,” he said. “Cover the entrance while I get the rest.”

			Finn moved down the line of stalls, releasing the Moaksha. As he finished with the last one, he saw a rack of magrail rifles. The temptation to snatch one up was strong. Then he saw a plastic crate on the floor beside the weapons. It held a dozen silver-gray cylinders the size of his forearm, each of which had a tiny green light on top. Finn recognized them immediately: low-temperature flasks, normally used for shipping sensitive biologicals. The rekaul!

			He cast a guilty glance over his shoulder. Ellie and Josias were still watching the stable’s entrance.

			It’s worth a fortune. And it’s not like you can put it back into the Moaksha.

			Indecision was a brute. Every second he wasted was dangerous for all of them.

			No. Besides, I’m not a drug dealer.

			His own wretched experience at the rehab clinic still burned strong and clear. I can’t ruin lives, not after Graça. The bittersweet memory of her was haunting. He looked down at the flasks again.

			By the time he finished launching the final disconnect instruction on the second row of stalls, the first Moaksha was starting to stir. Finn went over and took out the ten-centimeter powerblade that had been in the survival pack. It cut the lokstrips easily, and the Moaksha swayed about. Finn reached up and touched his palm to the Changeling’s, marshalling his self-perceptual.

			It was the memory that stunned him. So much memory condensed into a single mind. Of lives lived in the rugged hills stretching back for over a thousand years, passed on through the generations. The experience of countless summers past where the forests glowed under sunlight, their verdant green leaves so bright as wildflowers blessed the valley meadows. Of lakes and waterfalls and rivers, the water clean and cool as he dived in. Of generation after generation of family, the caves and wood shelters they moved between. Winters, where the snow kissed the land, turning the world to icy wilderness, as spectacular in its own right as the summers. A time nature gave them to pause and renew.

			This has to be what the Celestials experience with their mindline.

			Then came the recent century, a time of fright and horror as the humans hunted them. The beautiful mountains that had been sanctuary for so long were now the ramparts of a prison. Lives and memories were culled with every passing year. Young and old Moaksha alike; the humans didn’t care.

			And now the pain. Pain that split the skull open and filled it with fire unending.

			Finn pulled his hand away, shuddering in revulsion and wonder, his skin crawling at the phantom agony. He’d never known a cerebral multiverse of other lives like the one contained inside Kavee’s head. Nor pain so fierce.

			Kavee: the Moaksha who was now staring down at him blearily. “Thank you, Minsterialis Finbar,” she croaked out in a voice hoarse from lack of water. Her hands went up to the gruesome helmet as the medical braces unlocked. She pulled it off, her teeth chittering in rage and relief as a small ribbon of scarlet blood trickled down her forehead.

			“I’m so sorry,” he gasped. “I’m going to do what I can to get you and your people out.”

			Kavee tried to get up, but her four lower limbs were still too enervated. Finn reached for a flask that was just inside the stall and held it up to her. She clasped it in her hands and gulped down the water. When she’d had several gulps, she gripped his hand.

			“There is no out,” her mind told him directly through the neural connection. “Not for us. Not while these humans hunt us.”

			“I will speak to the authorities. They will listen to me. They will stop this.” But traitorous doubts slithered through his thoughts, impossible to hide from her. The government might listen, they may send someone—eventually. Oh hell, and what if Liliana comes after me again? I’ve got to get off this planet, and fast.

			“We cannot wait.”

			Guilt made him glance at the rack of magrail rifles. More guilt elevated the method of using them to the front of his mind, the knowledge pouring through the neural interface. He revealed what he knew of the castle layout.

			“I thank you, friend Minsterialis Finbar Charles Louis Griffin Jalgori-Tobu. You are what all humans should be.”

			Finn released his grip before any more guilt could tumble out of his chaotic thoughts. He moved steadily down the stalls, cutting the lokstrips of the Moaksha who were rousing themselves from the effects of the helmet.

			“What’s happening?” Ellie asked. She and Josias had taken positions on either side of the stable’s entrance, alert for any activity in the long tunnel outside.

			“We need to leave,” he told them. “There’s going to be a reckoning here.”

			Kavee finally lumbered up and went straight over to the weapons rack.

			“Should we help?” Ellie asked.

			“No.” He wasn’t sure the Moaksha would prevail, and the ongoing burn of guilt wouldn’t let him say that out loud.

			“It’s not our fight, my dear,” Josias said. “And our responsibility is to everyone on the Diligent. Don’t forget that. They’re relying on us.”

			Ellie glanced at Finn, her face heavy with uncertainty.

			“You should go,” Kavee said. She was carrying one of the magrail rifles. Behind her, half of the Moaksha were now mobile. They were clamping hands, exchanging thoughts. Several were picking up rifles.

			“You have my word I will tell the authorities,” Finn said. “This will end.”

			Kavee dipped her head.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Finn said.

			They hurried along the tunnel, making little effort to be quiet. Just before they reached the far end, they saw the Moaksha spilling out of the stable and vanishing up the stairs to the upper levels.

			The skimmerfoil was waiting on the frozen river at the end of a long-dead livestone jetty, whose edges were slowly crumbling away. The craft had a bank of four compressor jet nacelles at the top of the fuselage just behind the cockpit windows, then a pair of forward-sweep stub wings halfway along, and a big swept-back tailplane. Finn thought it was built to carry maybe twenty people.

			“When you said short wings…” Ellie said doubtfully.

			He grinned reassuringly as he disconnected the thick power cable that was plugged in just behind the nacelles. “Isn’t this why you flew across the galaxy, to see incredible new things and be overawed by fabulous new technology?”

			“This pile of crap belongs in a museum. Back on Earth!”

			“Not arguing,” Josias said. “But, my dear, it’s going to save our asses.”

			Finn opened the door. A strip of dim secondary lighting along the top of the narrow cabin came on. He made his way forward to the single pilot seat at the front. The console was irrelevant. He slapped his hand down on the connection bulb and activated the skimmerfoil’s network. The compressors started to spin up. And best of all, warm air gushed out of the vents along the ceiling.

			“Take a seat,” he called out happily. “We are out of here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			Helena-Chione knew something wasn’t quite right as she began her second week of gestation. Not that there was anything wrong, per se, but she had been pregnant so many times—even in her current host body—that she knew what the experience should be.

			Lady Tarrat-Benji, the Royal Obstetrician, had reviewed the scan. “There’s nothing wrong, ma’am,” she’d said with a frown. “But a single fertilized egg is certainly odd. Especially for you.”

			The queen stared at the image and pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure if she should be annoyed or amused, so she settled for phlegmatic. Though maybe she was secretly a little pleased. The wild card thing again. Never quite what you think it’s going to be.

			

			—

			The spawning suite was in a wing of the queen’s private mansion, itself a town-sized section of the vast Gamaldum Palace, the official royal residence at the heart of Wynid’s capital city. A circular room of simple style, with arched alcoves around the walls and unpretentious murals of woodland glades in springtime, whose dappled shading shifted in slow rhythm with the day outside. Mild scents flavored the air, and a gentle melody played in the background, interspaced by the occasional birdsong. It had taken several centuries for Helena to settle on her optimum preference, and apart from the occasional upgrade, the spawning suite had remained the same for most of her long reign.

			“Nice, sort of like a spa’s meditation room,” Lord Bekket said when he was led in by Princess Jomana. “Very tranquil.”

			Jomana maintained an impassive expression.

			Helena-Chione smiled at him from the deepest part of the couch at the center of the room. She patted the cushions next to her. “Come, sit down.”

			Jomana left him and went to sit with the other princesses. All five of them were present, a tradition that went back to the start of Imperial Celestials—in itself a hangover from their human ancestry. The princesses were there in case the unthinkable happened and Helena’s host body died during spawning, in which case she would transfer her mindline into one of the princesses. Personally, Helena-Chione thought that was one tradition too far. But like almost every aspect of her incredibly long life, it had become immutable. Now she simply found the presence of the five princesses pleasantly reassuring—which was the whole point of the spawning suite.

			Lord Bekket sat beside her, as nervous and eager as every first-time father. Two of the white-robed midwives moved in; they were her daughters, too, congregants from previous hosts. Girls who were never chosen to bear the mindline. Congregants had a very specific limit of fifteen years, after which the child’s personality started to gain enough strength to resist hosting the mind of another. Nearly half of the senior court were Helena-Chione’s direct family; their loyalty was absolute.

			One of the midwives put a centimeter-wide biomonitor disk on Bekket’s temple, while the other undid the laces on the top of his formal transfer robe, baring his chest. Helena-Chione thought the midwife had a saucy smile as she did it, but the veil made it hard to tell.

			“Relax,” Helena told him. “I’ve done this before—more than once.” She offered Bekket her hand, which he took.

			As soon as their neural induction pads touched, his thoughts snaked their way into her consciousness just as hers wove their way into his mind. She felt the swirl of recollection running through him, the eagerness and joy of their afternoons of passion, the thrill and pride of being chosen as the queen’s paramour, the affection and respect he’d developed for her in their brief time together, the mild shame of hoping one of their spawn daughters might possibly become a Princess Congregant, the almost illicit optimism that she would then be a royal host.

			“There’s nothing wrong with that.” Her thoughts soothed him. “It’s an admirable trait in a father. If I hadn’t sensed that in you, I wouldn’t have asked you to come into my house.”

			“I still can’t quite believe you did.”

			“We had fun, didn’t we?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			That was when their age difference truly became apparent to her, the way his youthful naiveté concealed nothing from her, yet she, with her thousands of years of life and guile, kept her concern carefully guarded. She hadn’t told him about the oddity of only having one egg fertilized; she didn’t want to spoil his genuine elation at being a royal father.

			The first sign that her body was ready to spawn was a slow shiver that rippled up her torso. Not unpleasant; more as if a cool breeze had slipped across the room. In response, Bekket produced a curious look, as if he wasn’t quite sure what was happening. She did so enjoy how straightforward he was.

			“It’s okay,” she said, and stroked his brow. “This is the easy bit.”

			He nodded with an impatient edginess. Her contractions slowly increased in frequency. The impulses her body was generating crossed through the connection of their tight-held hands and began to affect him. She watched the sweat appear on his forehead, daintily wiped away by the genial midwives.

			Finally, as her time approached, his abdomen rippled in sympathy with her own contractions. The lip of his marsupial pouch that stretched across his chest just below the sternum began to part, leaking an amniotic fluid as his body’s glands were woken by her labor.

			Helena-Chione delivered the egg as smoothly as she always did. It was a slippery ovoid six centimeters in length. The chief midwife, wearing white cotton gloves impervious to neural impulses, handed the egg to her. As always, the embryo’s thoughts were infinitesimal as she cupped it between her palms, but she could sense the beginnings of awareness. Her own neural routines were conducted by the egg’s rubbery shell, infusing the embryo’s immature mind with her unique mental signature. When the girl was finally born, Helena would infuse her with a more complex thought routine, and repeatedly as she grew up, her giftings providing the neural scaffolding that would support a full transfer of Helena’s personality into the girl’s brain.

			“I name our daughter Thyra,” she told Bekket formally.

			“It’s a lovely name.” He took the egg in trembling hands and slowly eased it down into his marsupial pouch, his eyes watering with emotion as it sank deep into him. Within minutes the pouch’s umbilical lining would anneal to the surface of the egg and begin sustaining the embryo. He let out a low, relieved breath, as if he’d just lifted a heavy weight.

			“That’s pretty overwhelming,” he gasped.

			She touched his cheek. “You’ll be a great father.”

			“Thank you,” he replied, slightly breathless. “Okay, I’m ready for the next.”

			Helena-Chione’s smile hardened. Well, there was the anomaly, out in the open at last. Usually, an Imperial Celestial female would spawn four or five eggs. Any more than that would place an excessive strain on the father’s organs during his phase of the pregnancy. She did remember spawning seven a few centuries back, which had almost finished the man.

			The midwives and princesses were all diplomatically looking away from the couch, though Helena-Chione could see some of the girls smirking. “My darling, there’s only the one egg.”

			“What?” Bekket’s expression was one of incomprehension. “I thought…There’s always…more.”

			He looked so lost, suffering an almost physical pain, that she just wanted to put her arms around him. And when have I ever given anybody that much affection? “Not always,” she said gently. “These things are in the hands of fate and the Goddess. If this is what’s meant to be, then so it is.”

			He hung his head. “I was hoping one of our spawn would be a son. He would be my host, no matter that this body’s still young. I wanted that more than anything. I want to honor you.”

			“I’m sorry. But think how strong Thyra will be without having to share you with any siblings. I’m sure I’ll be keen to make her a Princess Congregant.”

			“Yes. Yes, of course.”

			“And I have no doubt you will spawn other children with the ladies of the court. Your next host son will be of excellent Grand Family stock.”

			“Thank you.”

			After the midwife dressed Bekket in a thick outer robe, he was led away by a court official. He would be taking up residence in one of the apartments inside the Palace’s Fellsian wing, where all royal offspring were housed until they were fifteen. His arms were crossed protectively over his abdomen as he left. In that, at least, he was perfectly normal.

			Helena-Chione shook her head ruefully and took a moment before visiting the suite’s bathing room to have a shower and a massage. An hour later she was back in her normal robes, and ready to run the day’s review of official government data with Lord Valdier-Mímir.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			“It’ll help your career. You know, the quiet way.”

			Terence Wilson-Fletcher still thought that was one of the greatest lies he’d ever been told, and as someone who’d been in the Santa Rosa police force for the last four of his twenty-five years, he’d heard a lot of crap.

			It wasn’t like he was particularly ambitious when he graduated from Santa Rosa’s Hutton District College with certificates in law and accounting. Joining the police had just seemed a little more worthwhile than an internship at a law firm or finance house. And anyway, Nisel, a second cousin who was a detective inspector over in the Farelok district, endorsed his application, making acceptance a formality. Family was family, after all, and his was an old one, able to trace their line back to the earliest arkships to arrive in the Crown Dominion. Hell, they’d even given their name a hyphen to honor the Imperial Celestials. Not that it had done them much good; they weren’t uranics. But still, the Wilson-Fletchers were known to be good solid citizens.

			He passed through the police academy in three months, elevated by the sense of civic duty they kept pushing. Being a constable put him on the sharp edge of fighting crime, making a difference, improving people’s lives by keeping them safe. And like all government jobs it came with a guaranteed income and good opportunities for promotion. He didn’t have to worry about the future.

			The only trouble was, as he soon found out, ninety-nine percent of police work was unutterably boring. In the main there were two types of crime in Santa Rosa. First and newsworthy, there were the gangs, who ran sophisticated rackets and scams, and sold drugs and illegal tech. Being a Wilson-Fletcher, Terence had a keen sense of moral duty; there was nothing he would have liked more than to be assigned to the front line, breaking up their illegal activities. However, Lenertz Mo, the Vassodan district station commander, had very different ideas of what rookies should be doing. So his patrol saw him dealing with everything else, which amounted to clearing drunks off the street, handling petty thefts, and arbitrating domestic disputes. He was basically a social worker with a badge. Right up until the shift, eight months into his probation, when he was called to break up a fight that had spilled out of a club on the east side of the district.

			As a rookie, he drew the night shift three weeks out of five. He didn’t complain—no point—and besides, it was another acknowledgment of the mantra good experience. Crimes committed at night tended to be harsher, more physical, as the citizenry drank and sniffed down illicit sprays, and gambled, and faced off in petty disputes. As a consequence he dressed in light armor—basically a dark overall that had a decent range of deflective properties, and a helmet with a sensor visor that made Santa Rosa’s nighttime streets shine as bright as they did under the noonday sun.

			His patrol vehicle was a gyro-stabilized bike, which he was allowed to drive down pedestrian-only alleys. It also had a pair of pannier saddles for Rox and Lexi, the two Awakened Alsatians that accompanied him on patrol. The creatures were pleasant enough to him, but he’d certainly never want to see them charging at him in anger. They were almost half his size, and ninety percent of that seemed to be muscle—with the remaining ten percent being teeth.

			He was riding along Ortago Boulevard when the call came in on his lnc patch. Disturbance on Reyniere Avenue; two males in violent conflict.

			Terence was less than three hundred meters away. He turned sharply and gunned the throttle; some things were just best done manually. The bike’s siren and strobes came on, and the city’s CI traffic manager ordered all vehicles along the route to pull over so he had a clear path.

			His visor sensors zoomed in on the fight when he was a hundred meters away: Two men beating at each other on the ground, blood on their faces and fists, while a few onlookers stood around not knowing what to do. The brawl was far enough away from the entrance to the Lazare nightclub for the door staff not to interfere.

			He saw a blade rise.

			“Alert: knife,” he warned the Alsatians.

			Lexi snarled in acknowledgment, flicking her muzzle about. The month Terence had spent training with the two Awakened gave both dog and human time to read each other. The Awakened might not be able to actually speak, but their body language was utterly clear to Terence.

			He halted the bike fifteen meters away from the affray, its gyros holding it upright. The onlookers were shouting now, and several were screaming. Some were backing away fast.

			“Go wide, pincer,” Terence told the Alsatians. They leaped from the panniers as if they were rail launched.

			He swung his leg off the bike. “Energy weapon detected,” the armor manager warned him. A purple icon flashed up over the two struggling figures. Terence recognized it. “Oh, crap.” Training sent him diving for the ground. “Down, down,” he yelled at the dogs.

			The fighter with the musher pistol fired it at his opponent, who was about to plunge a powerblade into his skull. Whoever named the Remnant Era weapon clearly had absolutely no imagination at all. The beam it emitted ruptured biological cells, so Terence got to witness the victim’s leg turn to a thick soup and splash across the road.

			Somehow amid the burst of nausea and panic, he’d managed to aim his nervejam with a speed and smoothness that would have made his academy instructors proud. Both the fighters went limp.

			Lexi shook her head and shoulders, congratulating Terence on good shooting.

			And that’s when Terence Wilson-Fletcher’s life became a little complicated. Paramedics performed some heroic triage and took the musher pistol victim off to the nearest trauma department. Terence, as the first officer on the scene, got to make the arrest. He performed a retinal scan, verifying the perp’s identity as Younes, who the station’s network tagged as a possible gang affiliate.

			Feeling proud, slightly shocked, and very satisfied, Terence rode with his now-semiconscious arrest in the prisoner coach back to the station. The night-shift officers started to run Younes through the prisoner intake procedure. Terence watched them cut the man’s shirt off revealing a chest with several gang tattoos, while his back was a single griffin whose orange-and-black wings flapped slowly. They began to run a sensor wand over him, scanning for weapon implants.

			Lenertz Mo came in and watched for a few seconds. “Terence,” he said neutrally, “a word, please.”

			Terence always felt vaguely guilty whenever the chief noticed him. Mo had spent sixty-six years in the force, a slow, steady ascent to station commander, an example of perseverance to the new recruits. Except Terence couldn’t see anyone taking a lead from him. The man was too gruff, always too exasperated with his constables and rookies. There was no encouragement, just a constant stream of fault finding. Terence guessed it was supposed to be a firm but fair approach, the classic crusty veteran, inspiring confidence and trust in the new generation of officers. But all the Vassodan station’s junior ranks did was try to avoid him.

			Physically, Mo was a big man, topping out at two meters. In recent years his width had been expanding as well, which Terence and several constables speculated was the reason for his bad-tempered outbursts. He always wore a full uniform, which in Santa Rosa’s equatorial heat made his ebony skin shine with perspiration, even in the building’s air conditioning.

			Then there was his hair. Officers with long service said that even ten years ago it was still jet black. Now the roots were often gray as they retreated further back. Most mornings, station staff who met the chief would take a quick, unobtrusive glance at his scalp. Several times a month it would have a pale green hue, a side effect from follicle restoration therapy: one of the few medical procedures their health coverage didn’t pay for.

			Presumably because it doesn’t work, Terence decided.

			The chief led him into the canteen. Three officers were huddled together at a table, dunking mennolie biscuits into their tea. A sharp incline of Mo’s head and they got up and left. Then Mo switched off the eyecam on Terence’s armor.

			“Have I done something wrong?” Terence asked nervously.

			“No. But you now have a decision to make.”

			“Sir?”

			“This is where you get to choose what your life is going to be, Terence. Younes is an opportunity for you.”

			“Yes, he’s a gang member. We got him; there’s no way he can avoid a conviction.”

			“True. But that’s taking the short-range view. So tell me, how do you think your probation period is going?”

			Terence started to blush. “Okay…I guess.”

			“Do you? From the reports I’ve accessed, it seems pretty unremarkable.”

			“I just arrested a gang member, sir.”

			“A suspected gang member. We have no proof he’s affiliated with anyone, let alone Stanvar8.”

			Terence stared straight at the commander. Yep, definitely green; it’s actually spreading to his ears. “That wasn’t in the tag.”

			“No, it wasn’t. The police network doesn’t contain hearsay or gossip. But I know.”

			“So…No, sorry, I don’t understand. What’s the opportunity?”

			“If you choose, you can switch him, turn him into your informant.”

			“I can do that? I’m still a probationary constable. I thought it’s just senior officers who run informants, someone from the intelligence division?”

			“I’m a senior officer. And what I’m going to say to you will only be said once, nor will you ever repeat it. Do you understand that?”

			“Yes, sir.” Terence was suddenly very curious.

			“There are certain people, outside and above the police, who want to keep track of our society—specifically the malcontents of Human Liberation and those who traffic in Remnant Era items. I am connected to these people.”

			Outside and above? Does he mean the Imperial Celestials? “But Human Liberation isn’t a problem. Uh…is it? I mean, liberate us from what?”

			“The oppressive rule of the Celestials, if you read their manifesto.”

			“That’s just stupid.”

			“The Q-I-X movement has been pretty active this month, too. But then they always kick off every year we get a new empress. It’s a persistent little legend.”

			“They’re a part of the Human Liberation movement?” Terence asked in surprise. Three times in the last week he’d been in a squad that had to remove Q-I-X (Queen In Exile) campaigners from the rail lines that led to Santa Rosa’s orbital tower station. They’d been protesting about food grown on the planet being taken offworld. Our food for our mouths was the chant.

			It was, he’d thought at the time, dumb on so many levels. Gondiar’s economy revolved around its agriculture; it had nothing else to offer. Every continent on the massive world was covered in huge tracts of farmland and estates; the sector produced enough food to feed more than double the population. Every year it exported four billion tons of produce up to the habitat cities on the planet’s georing, and onwards from there to dozens of Celestial asteroid habitats. A good percentage even found its way to the Celestial worlds of Kelowan’s system. Santa Rosa’s orbital tower alone carried nearly two and a half million tons a day up to the georing. Then there was the equal weight of “cargo” going the other way, too.

			If the Q-I-X protestors had their way, Gondiar’s economy would collapse, reducing the planet to catastrophic poverty. And it was all down to blind faith in ideology. The core belief of Q-I-X was that Queen Zuberi-Dulcina would never have degraded and exploited the humans of the Kelowan system the way the queens and empress did. She would have allowed them to own the land and trade with whomever they wanted, and choose their own government: a long list of all the things they used to have back on Old Earth—apparently. The followers of Q-I-X were convinced that Khepri, the eldest of Zuberi’s princesses, had escaped the slaughter of the Kelowan Royal Family and was living in exile while building a massive navy to reclaim her throne and vanquish the other queens. When Khepri did return, they claimed, she would treat the humans as equal citizens, granting them sovereignty, and the Kelowan system would become a beacon of hope and democracy to all the humans of the Centauri Cluster.

			Terence considered the whole notion utterly ridiculous. For a start, there hadn’t even been any humans in the Crown Dominion at the time of the Imperial Accord, so even if Khepri had survived, it was unlikely humans formed any part of her plans. And anyway, the Accord was signed thousands of years ago. If there truly was a queen in exile, she would have made her move by now. As far as Terence was concerned, the whole Q-I-X rumor had to be some kind of scam run by a gang.

			“The people who make up the Human Liberation movement aren’t all acting out of a single belief; it’s more like a union of malcontents,” Mo said. “You’ve got ideologues like Q-I-X to simple economic profiteers like the Travelers to revolutionaries who want to end the rule of the empress on Gondiar; they all amplify and exploit generalized dissatisfaction for their own gain, which makes them semi-political. The point is, together they’re trouble, Terence. And nobody on Gondiar wants trouble.”

			“But the police don’t intervene in politics.”

			“Right, because here on Gondiar—thanks to the empress and her marchionesses—we don’t really have any politics outside of local issues like allocating money for schools and hospitals and civic institutes. And that simplicity means this is a stable society which benefits all. The Crown Dominion is a wonderful example of permanency. So trust me when I say: everyone wants to keep it that way.”

			“The archons are the ones who deal in dominion politics,” Terence said in surprise. “But they’re not really concerned about humans, are they? I thought they played their Great Game against other dominions.”

			“Let’s just say a few judicious actions made early enough means they don’t have to be concerned with internal human protests. Which is how it needs to be kept. You don’t want the Imperial Knights, for example, to decide we’re a problem, do you?”

			“Asteria no!”

			“Exactly. So this piece of lowlife trash, Younes, is plugged into the kind of people certain individuals need to keep an eye on. What he can pass on to us, you, concerning their activities is of relevance. People—important people—can evaluate the information he can provide and institute small actions to correct anything that’s going to spoil the status quo. But only if you recruit him.”

			“Okay, I get that. But why don’t you do this?”

			Mo smiled gently and gestured at himself. “I’m eighty-seven years old. I’m on a commander’s salary, and in a few years’ time I’m going to retire. I expect to spend another fifty years on a good government pension, plus a quiet little bonus scheme awarded because I’ve done a good job. So people have to carry on that job. You’re from a good family, and I think you’re smart enough.”

			Terence almost barked a laugh as he realized what was happening. I’m being recruited by an archon’s agent so I can recruit informants. “And it would be beneficial to me,” he said slowly, almost making it a question.

			“You won’t be issued with an unlimited Treasury coin; that’s not how this works. There is no quick path to riches. However, there are benefits, career-wise, if you play the game. And it’s always good to have influential friends.”

			There were so many things he wanted to ask, but…Long game, that’s the Centauri Cluster way. “Okay,” he said decisively. “But I don’t think I can use Younes. He’s about to serve about thirty years in jail.”

			“If he avoided all charges, you would own him.”

			“He disintegrated someone’s leg with an illegal musher, sir!”

			“Terence, you need to know this: If you want to be the good guy, you can’t be the nice guy. To beat the gangs, you have to beat the gangs. The gangs do not care about the laws we abide by, so you must fight them on their level; it’s the only way you can win. The decisions you make, the actions you take, they can be distasteful, I know. But they are what’s needed. So, are you prepared to make that decision?”

			“What do I have to do?”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Two hours later, Younes was sitting in a holding cell, his wrists lokstrapped to a table, wearing a bright blue police department overall and slippers that didn’t quite fit. The nervejam effect had worn off, leaving him looking like he was coming off a nasty hangover. It wasn’t a bad analogy, Terence thought. Part of the academy training had cadets receive a low-power nervejam shot so they knew what they were dealing with. That was not a fun day.

			Terence sat down opposite Younes.

			“Fuck off,” Younes grunted.

			“There is no lawyer coming to help you,” Terence said. “I am not recording this.” He trotted out his best impassive tough-guy expression.

			Younes narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “You going to beat a confession out of me? You? Ha!”

			“Nice bravado,” Terence mocked. Younes was only a couple of years older than he was. It was almost ironic, both of them at the start of their respective careers, both of them at an unexpected turning point. “The first good news is that Aldor, your victim, isn’t going to press charges.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t. Just don’t. You know Aldor is connected to the Rodon crew, okay? I expect that’s why you were fighting, some half-ass grudge between gangs so old that no one can remember how it started. Would you give evidence against him? No, and I wouldn’t ask you to. It would be pointless; gang code wouldn’t allow you. So…That just leaves you with my report. My eyecam caught everything.”

			Younes shrugged, trying to work out what was happening.

			“Owning a musher is an automatic five-year age-acceleration penalty; that’ll take you up to biological age thirty, right? But using a musher? We’ll just walk you past a judge who’ll give you twenty years’ age penalty and another twenty at the penal farm. Your body will be sixty-five by the time you get out. Who’s going to know you? Actually, who’s even going to know you now? And that’s if the age accelerant works properly. It’s a tricky dosage to work out. One slip preparing it and…Well, you might age thirty years, forty. Especially if someone nudges the pharmacist at the wrong time. It’s been known.”

			“What the hell is this?”

			“I haven’t filed my report yet. If it somehow got misfiled, well…you’d go free.”

			“Well, shit. Is this a shakedown, Constable Wilson-Fletcher? Are you looking for a bribe here?”

			“No bribe. I just want information.”

			Younes gave him a contemptuous laugh. “I have a code, remember?”

			“Sure. But it’s a flexible code, and I like to know what’s going on in my district—who’s on the up, who’s got a deal going. As long as you’re not stupid about this, you’ll have immunity from any activity you tell me about. I’m authorized to offer that, and you’ve no idea how much I hate it.”

			“Don’t care. Fuck off!”

			“All right, but sixty-five years old when you’re done. Think about that. A single call on my lnc patch makes all this official and real.” He raised a wrist to show off the two-centimeter patch on the back of his hand, its rim glowing a faint purple. “Or…you feed me a bit of gossip every now and then. That way, you get to live your life. A good life. This isn’t betraying your code; it’s helping both of us work our way up. You’re a finance guy, I know that, not a street soldier like poor old Aldor. You can make it to the top with a little application of smarts. And taking this offer is very smart indeed.”

			“And you’ll be police chief of the city,” Younes sneered back.

			“Something like that.”

			“Okay. Go on, then. I’ll take it.” He shook his wrists. “Let me go.”

			Terence smiled bleakly. “No. You don’t get to do that.”

			“Do what? I’m agreeing.”

			“Sure you are. You’re agreeing because you think you can walk out and feed me line after line of bullshit. But that’s not how this is going to work. The only way you get to walk out of here is believable.”

			“Huh?”

			“The station staff are going to go through the whole investigation, then in a few days, when we come up with nothing, your lawyer forces us to release you.”

			“Okay, yeah, I get that.”

			“No, you still don’t. So this is what’s going to happen: every piece of information you give me, I check it. If it isn’t a gold-plated, empress-certified genuine chunk of news about arseholes misbehaving, I file tonight’s report. If you stop being my regular supplier, I file the report. There’s no time limitation on what you’ve just done; you and I are going to be playing this game for a century, and I can pull the plug on you any time I want. So don’t let me down.”

			“When I get out, I’m going to fuck your whore mother! I hear she goes down smooth now. Plenty of practice.”

			“Now we’re getting somewhere. You get to duck this charge by providing me with your first piece of useful information, and when I’ve confirmed it, we let your lawyer beat us. I’m going to leave you now, because I need you to think this through properly. When I come back tomorrow morning for the custody application hearing, you can tell me what the answer is.”

			“They’ll kill me. If they ever find out, I’m dead!”

			“I know. I’ve seen the bodies of people who cross the gangs. None of them died clean and quick. That’s why I’m giving you time to think this through.”

			“What guarantees are you going to give me?”

			“There are no records of this agreement, nothing a judge or politician can access. The information I’ll gather doesn’t go into any network. The more valuable you are to me, the more secure you become. And, strange as it might sound, you have my word.”

			“The word of a fucking cop?”

			“It looks that way, but have a serious think about how I, a probationary constable, get to make an offer like this.” He gave Younes a significant look. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			

			—

			Younes folded, of course. Reluctantly, angrily, with a heated resentment against Terence that never faded in the years that followed, but he started giving up details of Stanvar8 activities, along with a comprehensive list of the gang’s various crews. The kompromat was good enough for Terence to turn another three gang members.

			Most of the information they passed back was trivial; the internecine rivalries, jealousies, and lifelong grudges within Stanvar8 played out like a particularly dysfunctional family. If nothing else, that helped to demystify the gangs for Terence. They weren’t criminal masterminds, just vicious greedy mobsters, with the most deceitful and ruthless rising to the top.

			However, among all the trivia was a steady trickle of their contacts, deals with Santa Rosa’s Traveler Dynasties, local officials, and even some district councillors. Exactly the kind of information Lenertz Mo was eager for. Whoever it eventually wound up with, their approval began to manifest itself. Terence passed his probationary period without any problem, then, with Mo assigning him good cases, he went on to reach lieutenant after three years. With that came a very decent city apartment in an ornate livestone block on Sevres Avenue. Then his fourth year in the police saw him accepted as a trainee detective—one of the youngest officers to be accepted to the course.

			It might have sounded impressive, but as he soon found out, being a junior detective—even with Mo’s unobtrusive coverage—was hardly glamorous. And because he had been successful in building his list of informers outside standard police work and hours, he had even less time of his own. Which was why on this particular Saturday evening, when he should have been taking Annabeth out for their three-month anniversary, he was trailing after Younes through the east side of Vassodan, where the apartment blocks were smaller and the enterprises not as successful. The streets were still broad, with a central row of tall trees providing a dappled shade during the heat of the day. At night, the hologram ads twirled through the branches like murmurations of glowing birds. The dappled colors they threw out mingled with the radiance of the streetlight arches to provide an opalescence that rivaled the nebula light of the sky above. It made following Younes on foot easy enough. More importantly, the ad streamers were good cover for the cymech insect drones Terence deployed to track his target.

			He got a buzz out of the equipment he’d been given to support his various operations. To him, it confirmed he really was working for an archon. When an operation came up, all he had to do was tell Mo what he wanted, and a carryandy would drop off a package. All the systems they contained were Celestial technology, making them immune to detection from the hardware that Travelers supplied to gangs—mainly Lidon military-grade units, along with some Remnant Era gadgets. They also allowed him to observe from a decent physical distance, reducing risk.

			Like tonight: Younes had been told by Colvin, a senior Stanvar8 lieutenant, to meet an offworld acquaintance of his called Dagon and introduce them to Gyvoy Enfoe. Younes had been grumpy about the task, but it had interested Terence because the Enfoes were the largest Traveler Dynasty in Santa Rosa. The name Dagon, however, wasn’t registered as an arrival at any of Gondiar’s orbital tower stations. In itself, that would have made Terence take note, but there was more to it. Why would someone from offworld ask Stanvar8 for an introduction to an Enfoe? If Dagon was a Traveler, it wouldn’t be difficult for him to visit the Enfoes; Travelers did business with one another all the time. That kind of strange was worth investigating.

			Ever since he began running Younes, Terence had been increasingly surprised at the scale of the Human Liberation movement. He wasn’t even quite sure what to call it; organization was too formal, implying something orderly, whereas this was more elusive. A loose association of people, not quite friends, stretching across Santa Rosa. They came from the civil service, the underworld, the merchant classes. The only people who didn’t seem to be involved were the uranics; but then as a government employee, Terence was a firm believer in the aphorism: useless uranics. They’d probably be as incompetent at revolution as they were at management.

			No one involved in Human Liberation had done anything wrong, he acknowledged at some point in his second year of observation. Outside of the Q-I-X fanatics, there was no civil disobedience or criminality. They were just people who knew other people with the same opinion, like a members-only club, quietly helping one another along as they kept the belief going. The parallel between that and his own situation made him smile. But it was a club that was never advertised or even open about its existence. Mo and the archon behind him were right; it was an ideology. Human Liberation was a political movement.

			What he hadn’t yet uncovered was anyone who could be classed as a leader, or even a committee member. It was too nebulous for that. All they ever did was provide support for one another.

			Terence was hoping tonight’s meeting would provide some hint of offworld involvement in Human Liberation. Maybe some funding, or Remnant Era weapons. Now, that would be a real breakthrough.

			Who knows, he told himself as Younes turned into Baume Avenue, this might finally help my career. Which made him snort in self-mockery. His upward progress in the police had gone well thanks to his unseen sponsor, but it came with a social price. Annabeth was great, a second-year medic in a biomech organ transplant team, hoping to progress up to teams that handled the bigger prize: top-of-the-range vat-grown clone organs. But she was becoming discouraged with his workload, just like Josefina had before her. The quiet help he was getting was starting to look like isolation. Same as Mo. Which is a crappy way of life.

			The image from the flock of insect drones played across his vision lens. Younes turned across Baume Avenue and went into the outdoor seating area of the Fleesh Diamond—a roped-off section on the pavement with tables and big potted ferns. There were dozens of similar areas along Baume Avenue, starting to fill up with punters out to enjoy the evening. Exactly the kind of place Annabeth would have enjoyed, he thought resentfully.

			“Loiter,” he told the drone flock manager. It was part of the new, sophisticated patch Mo had provided. Somehow it didn’t need to use Santa Rosa’s network to stay in touch with the drones.

			The cymech insects obediently rose up to drift in a relaxed circle ten meters above the Fleesh Diamond’s seating area. Their sensors captured the faces and lnc codes of everyone using the bar, as well as people walking past.

			Terence took a seat outside another bar a little farther down the avenue. Younes didn’t know he was being followed; they’d agreed he would simply report back. But Terence, ever suspicious about Younes, wasn’t about to rely on the man’s account.

			Younes went over to Gyvoy Enfoe, who was sitting at a table with two attractive young women, both of whom were dressed for clubbing in small, tight outfits. Gyvoy grinned up at him, presenting the drones with a perfect view. The Traveler was in his late twenties, owning the kind of darkly handsome face that Terence immediately disliked. The looks, the casual confidence, the perfectly fitting hand-tailored jacket and silk shirt, discreet jewelry including a Lorentz timepiece that probably cost more than Terence’s annual salary—it all announced money and accomplishment. Gyvoy had been born privileged, and capitalized on it, evolving into the kind of urbane guy everyone would like to be friends with—apart from Terence.

			“Younes, good to see you again,” Gyvoy said amicably. “Take a seat. What are you drinking?”

			By contrast, Younes, who had access to plenty of money, looked down-market. His clothes—leather trousers and a colorful alligator-suede waistcoat—were expensive, but he somehow lacked the personality to carry them off with any style. It didn’t matter that they’d both done well for themselves; the disparity in social levels between the kid from the street and the kid from the mansion was vertiginous.

			Younes hovered at the table, glancing indecisively at the two women. “We don’t really have time. I’m supposed to take you…”

			“Sure we do. I’m paying.”

			Uncertainty played across Younes’s face. Terence had seen that a lot over the years. Younes liked an ordered world. Presumably that was why Stanvar8 used him to tidy their money.

			“Well, sure. A quick one, then.” Younes pulled a chair out.

			The image flickered. Terence watched the icon stream running down one side of his vision lens jitter and break up into nonsense pixels before re-forming. “Status update,” he asked the flock manager.

			The image of the Fleesh Diamond’s seating area began to degrade, turning dark then fracturing. “What the hell?”

			“Contact lost,” the flock manager reported.

			“Huh?” Terence twisted around in his chair to look across the avenue to where Younes was sitting. The view was blocked by trees and pedestrians; made worse by globecabs, bikes, and scooters slipping soundlessly along the center route. “How can you lose contact?” That was the whole point of using Celestial tech for tradecraft; it worked perfectly and was immune to anything available on Gondiar. Oh! Gyvoy might have brought something back from his last starflight. Or Dagon, whoever he is.

			“Signal failure of airborne units,” the flock manager reported. Terence thought it sounded sheepish. Reluctantly, he got up and paid the waitress who was just delivering his beer. He walked along the pavement until he was directly opposite the Fleesh Diamond. The two young women were still sitting at the table, but there was no sign of Gyvoy or Younes.

			“Aw, crap!” He hurried across the road, dodging the traffic. There was no sign of them on the pavement. Did they go into the bar? But if he went in and checked, Younes might see him. He couldn’t risk that.

			If they’d left, he didn’t know where to—unless it was the Dark Paradise club ten blocks down the avenue. It was owned by Stanvar8, serving as their main place of business. But he couldn’t go chasing off to it on a hunch. Besides, there was no way he could just walk in there pretending to be a civilian. Stanvar8 kept a file on all the city’s police officers.

			There was only one option left, and he knew damn well it was a waste of time. He moved a couple of bars down and sat at a table that gave him a good view of the Fleesh Diamond. If Gyvoy and Younes had gone inside the bar, there was a tiny possibility they’d come out of the front when the meeting was over. He wasn’t convinced. Someone had known they were under observation and had the ability to disable the flock; they wouldn’t make the mistake of emerging in full view.

			But procedure is king. So he ordered a drink and settled back to watch.

			An hour later, the two women left. Ninety minutes after that, Terence gave up and went home, angry that he had no image of Dagon. He’d have to call Younes first thing in the morning and ask him what had happened.

			

			—

			Terence’s lnc patch woke him at five-thirty. He opened his eyes at the shrill signal and realized he was alone in bed, which just made him even more miserable. When he looked at the patch, its petals unfolded into a fifteen-centimeter gossamer circle. Lenertz Mo’s face appeared on it.

			“I didn’t get anything last night, chief,” Terence said blearily. “The flock was disabled, so I know we’re onto something big.”

			“They disabled the drones?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Hell, I didn’t think anyone could do that. Okay, you can update me later, and we’ll work out what our next step is. Meantime, I hope your dress uniform is clean.”

			“Uh, I think so. Why?”

			“Time for you to log some hours on high-level official duties. I have a special escort job for you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			Planets fascinated Ellie. So big, so beautiful. The first she’d ever seen, Kinnox, was a gas giant five AUs out from Kelowan’s star. When the Diligent went into orbit a million kilometers out from its pale green and blue clouds, she joined everyone else in her section, staring out through the big observation windows when the radiation shields finally rolled back. Her whole life had been spent in interstellar space, which made it hard for her to believe that so much solid matter actually existed. Yet there it was.

			After that had been the approach to Anoosha, and the wonder of an entire bright globe with its oceans and continents that could support life—nothing less than a revelation to someone who’d lived in the arkship’s life support ring. She’d spent hours on the interplanetary shuttle’s command couch, mesmerized by the habitable world as it grew ahead of them. They were half a million kilometers out when they saw the incredible orbital tower stretching out from the equator to an asteroid in geostationary orbit. Dozens of spacecraft maneuvered around it, their dazzling ion drives casting a spectral haze around the rock. That was when the first wave of glitches hit.

			So she got to experience Anoosha in a way she’d never expected, followed by Finn’s bizarre arrival into her life. It had been an exhilarating and bewildering time since they left the drug gang’s citadel behind. The skimmerfoil flew a precarious meter above the frozen river for a couple of hours to reach an estuary where the ice gave way to sluggish tidal water. At the mouth of the river, they flashed past the lights of a small fishing town, with three big semicircular livestone harbors. The few fishing crews and merchants left on the harbor paid no attention when they moored at an empty berth. In fact, they made a point of ignoring them.

			“All I have to do is find a bank console,” Finn told them as they walked into the town. There were three of the simple-looking consoles inside a small one-room livestone building. Nobody else was inside. She watched Finn put his hand on the connection bulb and close his eyes to commune with the finance network. A couple of minutes later, the console ejected a small ebony disk. Finn held it up triumphantly. “Treasury coin. I’ve loaded enough on this from my main account to get the three of us back to Gondiar.”

			“Huh,” Josias had said, unimpressed. “Just another finance app.”

			Finn ignored him and put his hand back on the bulb to order local services from the commercial sector of the planet’s network. After another couple of minutes while he silently ordered a whole list of items, he said: “I’ve filed a report on the rekaul gang with the regional police headquarters.”

			The way he said it, looking directly at her, was as if he was seeking approval.

			“Great,” she told him.

			They headed back to the skimmerfoil. Over the next half hour, several carryandys had rolled out of the dark. The little cubes contained clothes, more medical products, three lnc patches, and boxes of hot food.

			Ellie had nibbled tentatively on the pizza a grinning Finn had offered her. They made pizzas on the Diligent, but like everything they were produced from the vats. They certainly never tasted this good. Her second bite was half the slice. “What else have you ordered?” she demanded.

			They were finishing off profiteroles, dripping them in a chocolate sauce that was absolutely nothing like what she knew as chocolate, when an oval vehicle drew up beside them.

			“Globecab,” Finn said. “All the human worlds in the Crown Dominion use them.”

			The globecab had driven them through the night to a small city. From there Finn had hired an aircraft to take them to the capital, Swiftville. The ride up the orbital tower had a dreamy quality, allowing her to watch more and more of the planet unrolling below them.

			They had berths reserved on the Dilopo, a human-crewed interplanetary cargo ship that was taking fifty thousand tons of refined aluminum and steel to Gondiar, where extruders would turn it into agricultural machinery. Interestingly, the ship didn’t feel all that much more advanced than the Diligent—though perhaps that was her overfamiliarity with ship systems in general. The technology was more sophisticated and compact, but the functionality was the same. Except for the food. The food was uniformly excellent compared with the arkship.

			During the eleven-day flight she’d come to quite like Finn Jalgori-Tobu, and that slightly annoying way he unknowingly talked down to her also gave him a gentle nature quite at odds with his claim to be some kind of soldier of fortune. He was full of strange paradoxes like that. But he clearly had ambition, which she couldn’t fault. And he had exactly the same kind of despair about the endless monotony that came with the life he’d been born into that she did.

			He was interesting, too—or at least what he knew was. All she’d ever known was shipboard life, the trivial yet somehow dominant gossip, and the tedious routine that made up every day without end. Now she had the history of the entire Centauri Cluster to listen to—a chronicle that was ten times longer than human history on Earth before the Diligent left. Small wonder she spent as much time in his company as she could.

			When they reached Gondiar, her amazement at Anoosha’s orbital tower was completely eclipsed by Gondiar’s seven towers, then jumped again thanks to the georing—a loop that encircled the entire planet around the geostationary orbit, attached to the towers’ anchor asteroids, supporting the hundreds of industrial stations and massive habitats that were spaced out along it. Finn pointed out that it wasn’t a perfect circle. Gondiar was a binary planet; another habitable world, Atapedia, orbited it two million kilometers away. It was slightly smaller than Earth, but exerted a strong tidal force. Consequentially, the georing was engineered to allow a gentle gravitational distortion bulge that followed Atapedia’s orbit the way high tide followed Earth’s moon.

			“The Celestials are rather good at megastructures,” Finn said grudgingly as she stared open-mouthed at the panorama.

			“Do humans live in the habitats as well?” she asked. Most of the slowly rotating cylinders she could see must have measured a hundred and fifty kilometers long. She couldn’t begin to understand the stress forces on the bearings that connected them to the ring. Celestial materials science was certainly as implausibly futuristic as she’d expected.

			“No, we’re only—” He stopped himself. “We have the whole planet to ourselves.”

			“You’re only allowed on the planet?”

			He gave a tight nod of acknowledgment. “And High Rosa, where we’re docking.”

			Ellie had been disappointed that they hadn’t seen any Celestials when they docked at High Rosa. Finn’s descriptions of the dominions in the Centauri Cluster had her more than a little curious. He said there were some Imperial Celestials in High Rosa, the city that encircled the tower’s anchor asteroid: members of the Grand Families that owned various estates and enterprises on Gondiar, and agents for the interplanetary cargo ship fleets. But they kept to their own sections.

			The three of them took one of the capsules down the tower to Santa Rosa, sitting in the lower deck’s big observation lounge, which had a floor-to-ceiling wall of perfectly clear ultrabonded carbon.

			The capsule dropped out of the planetside surface of the asteroid and began to accelerate. Ellie watched eagerly as Gondiar appeared below them. Even from this height, she could tell it was a lot bigger than Anoosha. The continents were vast, and she was mesmerized by the slow-moving swaths of dazzling white cloud.

			“We won’t really see Santa Rosa until we reach the atmosphere,” Finn said. “The angle’s all wrong until then. But you’ll start to get an idea of how big Gondiar is.”

			She smiled at how relaxed he sounded. There was a warmth in his voice she hadn’t heard often. “Glad you’re coming home?”

			“Happy about why I’m coming back,” he replied defensively. “No one in our family has ever come close to a deal like this.”

			“Can we see Hafnir from here?”

			“Just, I think.” He pointed at a coastline and started describing the countryside fondly. More eagerly, she thought, than someone who claimed to be indifferent to it should be. Then he went off into details about how his family was established as the administrators of the Santa Rosa prefecture and its surrounding territories for an alliance of various Celestial Grand Families who owned the land rights. How the Crown Dominion’s inheritance laws and culture were modified for uranics, and the differences—

			“You’re not serious,” Ellie blurted incredulously. “Celestial men are the ones who get pregnant?”

			“That’s not…No, they carry the baby to term after the female becomes pregnant,” Finn said awkwardly.

			She couldn’t decide if he was making fun of her. For all his refined manners, Finn’s sense of humor seemed to have stalled at age thirteen. “No way. How can the embryo, you know, move over?”

			“There is a spawning ceremony. They are transferred then.”

			Ellie started giggling. She was really enjoying the way Finn’s whole face was glowing bright red.

			“It’s very dignified,” he said with wounded pride. “And very significant. That’s when the first neural signature is infused. By preparing the embryo early after conception, the child will be ready to receive the parent’s mindline when the time comes.”

			She gave Josias a pointed glance. “I wouldn’t let any ancestor hijack my body. Is that what you lot do, too?”

			“Of course not. Uranic humans are not Imperial Celestials. We’re not…designed socially or biologically for mindline continuation.”

			“Seems hellish weird to me,” Josias said. “Why don’t Imperial Celestials just clone a replacement body and download into it? Humans were talking about that even back in the late twentieth century.”

			“Because that’s an artificial action; you’d have to have a functioning high-end industrial civilization to make it work. Imperial Celestials could be blown back into the Stone Age—okay, I admit that’s unlikely now—but if it happened, those with extensive mindlines could still carry on. Their ability is an integral species trait, something that doesn’t depend on artificial intervention and a technological society.”

			“So the kids grow up expecting to be their parent? That’s brainwashing—literally.”

			“No. This is their culture, which is biologically derived. It’s perfectly natural.”

			“Still straight-out weird.”

			“What happens to the children who don’t get chosen to carry the mindline?” Ellie asked.

			“They grow up and become a new life individual, divergent from their parent’s mindline.”

			“And then they have kids who carry on their new mindline?”

			“Yes. One child will.”

			“And you said you inherited the neural induction ability from the Imperial Celestials?” Josias persisted.

			“Our family did, yes, many generations ago, when the first arkship arrived here.”

			“No, you didn’t. My boy, I’m sorry, but that is a tragically false bill of sale.”

			“A what?”

			“Total crap. That’s not how genetics work.” Josias leaned forward and spoke softly so no one else in the big observation lounge could hear. “You’re not descended from Imperial Celestials.”

			Finn clenched his jaw muscles. “My heritage, sir, is not in question.”

			“You’re right, it’s not. Look, kiddo, the Imperial Celestials are a whole different species from us. I don’t know what crazy genetics lab evolved them and their men-doing-the-baby-gestation-thing back in your Dawn Era, nor how they did it. But trust me, I know enough about the basics. There is no way a viable human offspring could have resulted from a Celestial and a human getting down to some hot hanky-panky one night. The physiology is completely different; it simply won’t allow for crossbreeding the old-fashioned way.”

			“Really? Then how do you account for my existence?”

			For the first time ever, Ellie saw something approaching embarrassment and maybe even sadness on her grandfather’s face. “The same kind of lab that made the Imperial Celestials factored a single trait into a human embryo. And that was neural induction; somehow they fixed it to be a dominant trait. You were made to do a specific job for them. Same as the Moaksha.”

			“That’s bollocks. I am not a Changeling!”

			“Okay. If this illicit love affair was such a big deal, what was your ancestor’s name? You’re this world’s aristocracy, right? You’re proud of your bloodline, so who was the first Jalgori-Tobu uranic? And who was the Celestial daddy?”

			Ellie watched uneasily as Finn glared at Josias. Several times his jaw opened, but no words came out. “Fuck you,” he said finally and stomped off to the other side of the lounge.

			“Oh, Grandpa!” she chided.

			“What? I’m just pointing out the goddamn obvious. He needs a dose of honesty in his life, because that boy has been seriously led astray.”

			“That boy is our only hope of a home that will give our people dignity.”

			“Ahhh.” Josias waved a hand dismissively in Finn’s direction. “He’ll come round. When he does, he’ll thank me.”

			Ellie sank her head into her hands. “Oh, great stars. Hibernation really gave your brain a kicking, didn’t it?”

			Now Josias looked hurt. “Hey, there’s no need for that. Besides, my brain is perfect. So’s yours, actually.”

			“I…What?”

			“I told you I know all about adding artificial sequences to the human genome.”

			“Grandpa, what are you talking about?”

			He grinned roguishly at her. “My father had some germline modifications, thanks to his grandfather.”

			“Oh, hell. This isn’t happening!”

			“We’re osees, you and me.”

			“What the hell is that?”

			“Organic computers. O. C. Osees. Not that anyone used that term after a while.” His fingers did air quotes. “ ‘Problematic nomenclature.’ Bloody ice comets; evaporate if a lone sunbeam reaches them. People like that are the reason Earth ended up like it did if you ask me. None of them had any balls. There were so many things that could have been done.”

			“Stop it. What do you mean, organic computer?”

			“The savant ability. It got enhanced without giving the recipient social difficulties.”

			Ellie just stared at him, not knowing if she was furious or afraid. “Are you saying I’m genetically altered?”

			“Enhanced, sweetheart, enhanced. Why do you think you’re so good at math, and science, and have a near-flawless memory? But us Aponis don’t make a fuss of it; we’re too classy. It just means we’re better—well, smarter—than most people.” He smiled in satisfaction.

			“Oh, for the love of the stars. And you thought this was the time and place to tell me?” She stood up and went over to where Finn was sitting. His expression was melancholic. She almost turned away.

			

			—

			Finn stared morosely down at the expanding landscape below. The terminator was a couple of hours past Santa Rosa, creeping slowly westward, exposing the broad blue circles of the Fridale Lakes. The family kept a yacht at one of the more exclusive marinas there, and he’d spent several long summers sailing around the small islands, exploring them with Otylia and their friends. He wondered idly what all of them were doing now. He ought to get back in touch given that it was only a couple of hours before they reached the bottom of the tower. Otylia, at least…

			When he glanced up, Ellie was standing beside the couch, giving him an uncertain look. He smiled at her.

			“Sorry about Grandpa,” she said as she sat down beside him. “He’s such a dinosaur.”

			Finn gave her a puzzled look. “I’ve heard of them. They’re like earthdragons, aren’t they?”

			“What’s an earthdragon?”

			“Never mind.”

			She gestured at the green land below. “So what am I looking at now?”

			Finn spent the rest of the descent playing tour guide, pointing out the geography until they reached the atmosphere. Then it was time to explain the city, which rambled over the land below them.

			Santa Rosa occupied a stretch of hilly terrain, but the summits were relatively low, allowing parks and livestone blocks to envelop the slopes. The orbital tower came down on a tall hill that was perched directly on Gondiar’s equator. Centuries of expansion and excavation had turned the hill into a hive of caverns, surrounded by four hundred square kilometers of rail depots, warehouses, grain silos, food processing plants, and import tankage enterprises. The tracks were a hugely complex tangle of dark lines, curling around various compounds. A pronounced contrast to the rest of the city, where livestone blocks encircled by parks and run-off rivers from the hills formed an irregular curving grid of white and green, threaded with tantalizing silver flashes when the sun caught the water.

			Finally, the capsule sank into the station. They disembarked into the registration room, which allowed the civic console to match a facial image to their lnc code.

			“That’s it?” Josias asked, giving his lnc patch a bemused glance as it flashed up a confirmation icon. The petals folded back into a tight circle.

			“You wanted something more bureaucratic?” Finn queried.

			“No. But I was expecting…I don’t know. Some questions?”

			“Why? I registered both of you for a lnc code back on Anoosha. This is a Celestial Dominion; anyone from across the Centauri Cluster can turn up here. And now the Gondiar registry has your code to get in touch if there’s a problem.”

			“What if I threw my patch away?” Ellie asked.

			“Why would you do that?”

			“So I can avoid detection by the authorities.”

			“Well, I suppose if you were going to do something criminal you could.” He didn’t mention that ceremonially pulling off his lnc patch with his old code was the first thing he’d done when he walked out on his previous life.

			“My boy,” Josias said, “I was just expecting these worlds to be a little more…security conscious?”

			“Oh, I see. Well, if you do anything that’s considered a threat to the Crown Dominion, the police can track you down pretty quick. There are a lot of civic monitoring systems available to them. They’re unobtrusive, but they’re there.”

			Josias shrugged. “Okay. Good. Last time I was on Earth, I needed a whole phalanx of bodyguards.”

			“What did you do wrong?”

			“Nothing. I was a billionastra. A lot of people hated that.”

			“What’s a billionastra?”

			“An entrepreneur who makes a lot of money out of the space industry. That really triggered the politics of envy.”

			“Sure.” Finn realized he’d been telling them everything about the dominions and his world, but hadn’t asked much about Sol when they left it.

			They went out into the arrivals hall, a long, marbled cavern that had tunnels leading off to various metro skyway lines. A carryandy with their luggage followed a meter behind them.

			“We’ll take a skyway to the…” Finn trailed off. His shoulders dropped in resignation as he muttered: “Oh, crap.”

			There were plenty of their fellow arrivals walking through the arrivals hall, greeting waiting family and friends in excited groups, hurrying to the cable platforms or out to the globecab line. There was also a row of twenty police officers standing to attention in their dress green and white uniforms, with mauve berets sporting a blue feather. Each wore a broad belt, almost invisible underneath the black cylinders of equipment clipped to it. Holsters on each hip carried a nervejam and a magpistol. Behind each officer, an Awakened Alsatian waited almost motionless, half-sitting as if ready to pounce. Their size alone made them intensely menacing.

			The officer in charge stepped forward and saluted, his golden shoulder braid shining in the hall’s intense lighting. “Minsterialis.”

			Finn looked along the line of constables, uncomfortable at the way they were all staring dead ahead, not meeting his gaze. They hate me, he knew. Several of their Awakened Alsatians were making a low sound, which was either heavy breathing or a growl. The other new arrivals coming out of the registration room had begun watching the scene keenly. Hands were raised for patch cameras to catch the image.

			“Er, yes, you got me. Ha. Is there something I can do for you?”

			“Welcome home, sir. I’m Detective Terence Wilson-Fletcher. I’ve been assigned to lead your escort detail. The marchioness is waiting for you.”

			“She is?”

			“Yes, sir. Your official limousine is parked outside. We’ll take you to it.”

			Josias leaned over. “So is this part of the unobtrusive police monitoring?”

			Ellie nudged her grandfather hard.

			“Er, okay. Sure. These are my, er, colleagues, Josias and Ellie. They’ll be accompanying me.”

			“Sir, I’m to escort you,” the detective said firmly.

			“I’m glad to hear that, detective,” Finn retorted, slipping so easily back into the role of supercilious minsterialis, son of the marchioness—a full-on useless uranic pain in the arse, the one who gave orders to minor functionaries, not obeyed them.

			Detective Terence Wilson-Fletcher hesitated, which was a mistake.

			“I assure you my mother will be delighted to receive them. After all, they are the reason I’ve returned.” He clicked his fingers at Ellie and Josias, then started off toward the archway that was the family’s private exit. A silent plea formed in his head that they’d both follow him. Image, after all, was the key here.

			They did, and a second later the detective hurried to catch up now that he’d lost the initiative. He was signaling urgently to the escort to fall in. The constables formed lines on either side of Finn and his guests, and marched along at a brisk pace, their Alsatians padding along beside them. But the carryandy squeaked as it followed, which kind of spoiled the effect of imperious command Finn was aiming for.

			The limousine was a long oval vehicle, with a solid lower body and a transparent top. Its rear gull-wing doors were open. Finn grabbed his backpack from the andy and led everyone inside. It had ten seats, five down each side, bulky from their fat cushions. He took one at the front; Ellie settled in opposite him, with Josias and Terence Wilson-Fletcher behind them. Only two constables accompanied them, taking the rear seats; the rest got into a police vehicle along with the big Awakened dogs.

			Finn put his hand over the contact bulb. The doors hinged down, and the privacy coating on the top came on. They still had a perfect view out, but to anyone outside, the limousine was now a silver bubble.

			Terence Wilson-Fletcher looked annoyed that Finn had taken charge but said nothing. The limousine slipped easily out of the station and onto the raised highway that stretched over the surrounding railyards and industrial compounds. Skyway cables were slung overhead as if giant spiders had been busy spinning themselves a titanic web across Santa Rosa. Gondolas raced along them, going in and out of the huge station mountain behind.

			“Cable cars?” Josias said in surprise. “You have cable cars?”

			Finn shrugged without looking around. “The skyways? Sure. Santa Rosa is mostly hills. Cables are a better way to get over and around them than tunneling through the granite.”

			Ellie grinned. “Lovely.”

			The highway dipped down to join the city’s boulevards and avenues. Ancient, cream-colored livestone blocks rose up on either side, like cliffs with balconies. At ground level they housed commercial enterprises conducted behind silvered glass windows, with apartments filling the upper levels. The wide central reservation down each avenue was occupied by centuries-old westingoaks whose tops were nearly level with the roofs of the livestone buildings. They were interspaced with expansive jacarandas, dripping trusses of violet and white flowers to the road.

			“Finn, it’s beautiful,” Ellie said, smiling out at the spectacle. “This is what I’d always hoped a planet would be like.”

			He thought he even saw a glint of moisture in her eyes, but the statement earned her a strange frown from Terence Wilson-Fletcher.

			The limousine curved around the city’s broad parks and crossed multiple bridges, climbing slopes then descending fast.

			“Wait! Them!” Josias said excitably as they drove along Nonpur Avenue. “Are they Celestials?”

			Finn looked around quickly as the limousine passed a block that was mostly offices. Someone had graffitied “Q-I-X” two floors high in scarlet shinepaint.

			Must have used drones, he thought, or Awakened monkeys.

			The radiant letters were being removed by a crew of Gath supervising civic andys. Their operation had allowed a lot of cleaning foam to run down the wall and spill across the pavement.

			Terence Wilson-Fletcher stared at the big humanoid Changelings then back at Josias. “No, they are not,” he said indignantly.

			“They’re Gath,” Finn explained, amused by the detective’s attitude. “Changelings designed for heavy manual labor.” He winked at Terence Wilson-Fletcher. “Relax, detective. This is their first time in the Kelowan system.”

			The disgruntled detective gave Josias a disapproving look. “But…how do you not know what Celestials look like?”

			“I’m straight off the arkship from Sol, me,” Josias said happily. “I know nothing.”

			“You’re…what?”

			Finn held up a finger. “Let’s just keep that to ourselves until you’ve been introduced to my mother, shall we?”

			The limousine turned onto the Josette Greenway that cut across Makeda Park. Zetian Palace was three kilometers directly ahead: a livestone structure that had completely engulfed a rounded knoll sitting in the center of the park.

			Ellie pointed at the amalgamation of towers and crystal domes in silence and gave Finn a quizzical glance.

			“Zetian Palace,” he said self-consciously. “My home.”

			“You grew up in that?”

			“Yeah. Well, not all of it. The marchioness has a private wing for her family, which is where I actually grew up. Then there’s a section for the official state residence. A lot of it is the executive and judicial offices.”

			She almost said something but settled for shaking her head in bemusement.

			“Nice,” Josias observed. “I think it’s actually bigger than the Diligent.”

			They drove in past the main gates, and under the tall Lucia Arch at the center of the façade into the first courtyard, then on through another tunnel-like archway to draw up in front of the Sibylla wing, which housed the main state rooms. Finn had been hoping they’d go straight to the private family wing, but no, his mother had clearly chosen to show her displeasure through formality.

			And yes, there was the rank of palace guards in full silver armor, waiting for him on the Grand Staircase leading up to the entrance. A captain of the guard, whose armor was embossed with the sky-blue Jalgori-Tobu crest, walked up to the back of the limousine. The resplendent figure stood to attention beside the gull-wing doors and saluted.

			For a brief moment Finn toyed with the idea of ordering the limousine to drive away, but he suspected its drive manager might not obey.

			“Minsterialis, we have arrived,” Detective Terence Wilson-Fletcher said.

			Despite himself, Finn was impressed by how such a clinically neutral tone could convey so much sarcasm.

			

			—

			The anteroom to the Privy Council chamber was vast, with a vaulted ceiling and bulbous windows overlooking the formal gardens of the second terrace.

			Artisan sculptors of old had somehow induced the palace’s livestone roots to absorb minute particles of marble and basalt, along with precious metal dust, all of which had melded together on the livestone’s surface, creating fabulously ornate patterns. To complement that, alcoves housed ancient works of art, while chandeliers that could be mistaken for small galaxies hung on gold chains.

			Josias had looked round admiringly before asking: “Do you park a lot of cargo planes in this hangar?”

			After twenty minutes sitting waiting on an ornate yet uncomfortable chair, anger was finally supplanting boredom in Finn’s head. A family fight was one thing, but being deliberately demeaned was another.

			“So she’s quite busy then, your mother?” Josias asked as they began their twenty-fifth minute of waiting.

			“No, she is not,” Finn growled. Once again, he looked at the captain standing so silently ten meters away. Whoever it was, their helmet was closed. Finn guessed they’d approve of his frustration. Palace staff venerated his mother and disapproved of any family who disappointed her. Actually walking out on her was unheard of.

			There was a commotion at the other end of the anteroom, and one of the big double doors opened. Otylia skipped in as a silver armored hand swiped the air comically behind her. She turned and stuck her tongue out at the hapless guard. “Finny!” she squealed and sprinted across the shiny floor.

			Finn was already rushing to greet his twin sister. They collided, and she wrapped her arms around him, squeezing tight.

			“Where’ve you been? What have you been doing? I was so worried!” She pushed him away and slapped his arm. “You never called or left a message on my patch.” Another slap. “Bad brother!”

			He held his arms up in surrender. “Sorry!”

			“Bad!” Another slap.

			“Oww. I couldn’t call.”

			“Why not? Oooh, were you doing lots of illegal stuff? I know you were on Anoosha; that’s where you’ve just arrived from. What was it like? Was it terrifically exciting? Or was it dark and dangerous?”

			“Minsterialis Otylia,” the captain protested. “The marchioness requested that Minsterialis Finbar was to wait by himself until she had seen him first.”

			Otylia turned to face the colonel. “Eiesha, I know that’s you hiding inside that silly armor. Don’t be such a prig. He’s my brother, and I’ve missed him terribly! Just because you’re hot in bed doesn’t mean you get to order me about.”

			“Minsterialis Otylia!”

			“Oh, foof.” She grabbed Finn’s wrist and slapped his palm against hers.

			Her self-perceptual was like having a fluffy puppy bouncing about happily inside his skull. Finn responded with wry admiration, his mind admitting he had missed her, too. There was also a thread of guilt at having left her behind.

			“I should think so!”

			“I had to get out of here; my soul was dying,” his thoughts told her apologetically. “I couldn’t tell anyone. I couldn’t risk it.”

			“I know. This place is like a prison to me sometimes, too,” she confessed; there was a rush of resentment twined around her thought.

			“But I’ve found something,” he told her. “Something amazing. It’ll change everything for me. It can for you, too, if you’d like.”

			Her eyes lit with delight. “What?”

			“I have to talk with mother first.”

			“You’re a filthy rotten tease.” She glanced over at Josias and Ellie. “Well, isn’t she just gorgeous! You lucky thing, you always get the greatest-looking girls. I bet she screws like a demon, too.”

			“Otylia!” The chide was mixed with amusement at how she always said what she felt, and respect that she never let the family expectations constrain her.

			“Is that why you’re here?” she asked. “To get mother to sign a marriage license for you?”

			“No, nothing like that.”

			“Ha. You can’t hide how much you like her from me, even if we weren’t sharing.” With that she took her hand away from his, breaking the neural connection.

			He grinned at her and gave her a proper hug. “Never thought I’d be this glad to be home.”

			“Well, don’t you dare leave us again!”

			“We’ll see.”

			Otylia gave him a playful scowl and went over to Ellie. “Hi, I’m Otylia. I’m that idiot’s twin.”

			“So I see. Good to meet you.”

			“Right, I want to know everything. Start with: How did you two meet?”

			Ellie directed an impish grin in his direction. “He dropped in unexpectedly one day.”

			“I want to hear all about it. Over drinks. Preferably in a bar—though a club would also be acceptable.” She turned to Josias. “Hi.”

			Josias bowed deeply, then took her hand and gave her knuckles a light kiss. “My name is Josias Matthew Aponi. I am the owner of the arkship Diligent, and a lonely wanderer between the very stars themselves. I’m also dear Ellie’s grandfather. But of all things on this day, I am most honored to make your acquaintance, Minsterialis Otylia.”

			“Oh, gosh,” Otylia said. She blinked in surprise, then produced her most coquettish smile.

			Finn rolled his eyes and saw Ellie was doing the exact same thing. He was uncomfortably aware how Otylia was always interested in people outside Gondiar-normal.

			“I hope you’ll be staying with us,” Otylia said. “I’m sure we can find a couple of spare rooms somewhere nearby.”

			“That would be lovely,” Josias said courteously. “I’m most curious about your society. It would be rewarding to experience as much of it as possible.”

			“I’d be happy to show any friend of Finny’s all the intricacies I can manage.”

			“Otylia,” Finn said warningly. He’d seen that appraising gaze of hers too often.

			“We’ll give the conservative side of it a miss,” she said. “So boring.”

			“As in your life, so in mine.” Josias smiled enchantingly.

			It took Otylia a long moment to switch her gaze back to Finn. “You know who Mummy assigned to take up all your custodial work, don’t you?”

			He pulled a face. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I didn’t realize the estates you managed had so many executive funds.”

			“Yeah, the asset bonds look after themselves, really. Administration is only ever a formality—typical family non-responsibility. There’s really nothing to do, that’s one of the reasons I…” He trailed off.

			She sighed theatrically. “How are we even related? Purpose all depends on how you channel the money and influence our family has. If you can find something that needs doing, your life actually has meaning. That way you don’t go running off on fantasy quests.”

			“I did find something.”

			“External, yeah, because you never looked properly here. I know how to leverage the influence I have. It takes effort and time, but I get results.”

			“I know. The Gath would suffer a lot worse without your patronage. I’ve always been impressed how you advocate for them.”

			“Thank you,” she said sweetly. “And they suffer even less now. Our money is actually a blessing if it’s targeted correctly.”

			“Good. I…Wait, what? Have you used—”

			“Funds from your estates to help pay for their welfare? Yes.”

			Finn’s initial anger that she’d been spending his estate money was swiftly quenched by a burst of shame. Maybe I should have done something like that, something less selfish. “How much?”

			“Lots and lots,” she taunted.

			“Minsterialis Finbar,” the captain said. “Your mother will see you now.”

			“Ah, okay.”

			Otylia gave him an evil wink. “Oh, and just so you know, big sis is in there with her. Have fun.”

			Finn groaned in dismay. He’d been assuming—hoping, really—it would just be his mother at this meeting. He puffed out his cheeks and straightened his back, then walked across the anteroom’s polished floor to the grandiose doors that were opening ahead of him.

			

			—

			The privy council chamber was actually larger than the anteroom: an echoing hall with a long tashwood table in the middle. Twenty high-backed chairs stood around it. His mother’s chair was the largest, placed halfway along one side. She sat there wearing her full Marchioness regalia: a dress of deep purple with a striped green blazer bodice that had twin lines of oversize gold buttons arrayed up the front. Her hair was arranged in a severe style, held in place by a tiara of jeweled orchid petals.

			Rather shockingly, she was older than Finn remembered, with lines appearing around her eyes, and her once sharp cheekbones looser now. Am I the cause of that? Did she actually worry about me? For a moment her eyes regarded him with a deep sadness before returning to their usual aloof indifference.

			His elder sister, Zelinda, sat in the chair to the right of the marchioness. A younger version of their mother, except there was nothing youthful about her. Zelinda, as the heiress, had always appeared middle-aged even in his earliest memories—reserved, disdainful, never joining in the games of her siblings—a state that shaped her face as well as her mind, draining both of any joy.

			“Mother,” he began with a halfhearted conciliatory smile. “Zellie, good to see y— Oh.” His sister was very obviously pregnant. Somehow he couldn’t ever imagine her having sex. Her husband, Haian, was twenty years older than she was, a professor of ancient Earth literature in the Santa Rosa university. It had seemed like a perfect match at the time—two people with no interest in any remotely human activities. “Congratulations,” he said genuinely. Somehow he managed not to blurt out: Who’s the father?

			She gave him a short nod of acknowledgment.

			“Mother, may I present my colleagues, Josias and Eleanor Aponi?”

			“Indeed,” his mother said without a shred of interest. “Finbar, you have caused us so much trouble, not to mention distress to your father.”

			But not you, though.

			“It took poor Noriko an age to get that stain off your desk. And we had to take the pieces of Cardisious’s statue to the Metropolitan Museum’s restoration specialists. They rebuilt it, but I’m still not sure the nose is quite right.”

			“A tragedy. Mother, I—”

			“No.” Spoken in the tone that always made Finn’s body lock up. “I have had enough of your recklessness. Can you imagine the damage you would have done to the family’s reputation if word of your absurd escapade had become public?”

			“Terrible damage,” Zelinda agreed. “It would have taken us a generation to recover our status.”

			Finn took a breath. “Enough of this farce. I don’t care about our position. I never did. And a good thing, too, because I have brought you something. An amazing opportunity.”

			“Finbar, I am speaking. You will return to your duties, to the fold of your family, and this wretched incident will never be spoken of again. Your sister and I will draw up a schedule of public events for you to be seen at, where you will explain loudly and clearly that you have been away at an agricultural college over in Daichi province to assist your management of Hafnir and Coyat.”

			“I’ve sold it.”

			“You…Sold what?”

			“Hafnir.”

			“You can’t sell your estate,” his mother snapped.

			“Mother, Josias owns the arkship Diligent. They’ve just arrived in the Kelowan system, and the arkship’s waiting in orbit around Kinnox. They need a home, mother, and I’ve offered them Hafnir.”

			“This is ridiculous. Have you relapsed? Were you using sprays again on Anoosha? Oh, that awful girl was such a dreadful influence on you! We’ll have to get you booked back into the recovery clinic.”

			“I’m not doing sprays! The arkship is real.”

			“I don’t know who these two people are, but if an arkship had decelerated into Kelowan’s system, I would know about it. The empress’s navy keeps a watch on all arriving ships.”

			“Oh, Diligent’s orbiting Kinnox, all right,” Ellie said. “I helped plot the deceleration vector.”

			“Really? The plasma exhaust from any ship decelerating down from relativistic velocity would be visible for months clean across the system. The navy would have detected it.”

			“True, but we used our entropy drives to decelerate. They’re reactionless, don’t use a plasma exhaust. Then once we were close to Kinnox, we used an ion drive. The efficiency is the same as fusion plasma, but without the temperature.”

			Even Finn hadn’t been expecting that; he stared at Ellie in dismay. “You used an entropy drive?”

			“Yes. Why?”

			“Oh, sweet stars,” his mother said. “An entropy drive! Active! In the Kelowan system.” She shot Finn a furious expression. “Did you know this?”

			“No.”

			“What’s wrong with an entropy drive?” Ellie asked. “Every arkship was fitted with an entropy drive. Right, Grandpa?”

			“Yes.”

			“It damages spacetime,” Finn said. “Specifically, it siphons momentum out of local dark energy fields.”

			“How does that damage spacetime?”

			“It interferes with the lines of quintessence extruded by the Elohim pathway ships. Entropy drives were outlawed by the Elohim at the end of the Remnant Era. And they’re deadly serious about enforcing that prohibition.” Finn glanced at his mother. “But the arkship couldn’t have crossed a pathway when they flew insystem. The Gates of Heaven are still all working, right?”

			She nodded, tight-lipped. “Very well. Santa Rosa will be happy to accept all your crew. I will designate a new district for your residence, and the livestone outcrops will be sculpted into residential blocks for you. However, you must fly the arkship to High Rosa using your ion drive only. Under no circumstances can you use the entropy drive. Once you dock, it must be dismantled and disposed of by the correct authority. I will inform the Office of the Governor of my decision.”

			“That’s most kind of you,” Josias said, inclining his head graciously, “but I decline.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Basic commercial negotiation; never accept the first offer.”

			“You have no other offer. Nor will there be one.”

			“Not true. We already have Finn’s offer. If he sells us Hafnir, we will own the land. All you offer us is the opportunity to rent our homes and work someone else’s land or business. We’d have no real freedom. You shouldn’t be surprised that I’d decline that.”

			“He cannot sell you Hafnir,” she said. “Humans do not own land in the Crown Dominion.”

			“Actually, mother, I can. You know the settlement constitution’s laws of ownership and the exemption for uranic humans probably better than I do. All it needs is your signature.”

			“Which will never be given. That is our estate. It was granted to the family by the empress herself in return for our assistance in managing Santa Rosa.”

			“It is a worthless patch of land that the rest of our family holdings have to subsidize—the same as all the other useless bits of land we own and do nothing with.”

			“If I may, ma’am,” Josias said, “I would appreciate the opportunity to explain how this transaction will benefit your family holdings along with your personal standing.”

			Finn began to revise his opinion of Josias as the man outlined the strategic economics of developing an asset like Hafnir with a technologically adept population. It had been Finn’s initial idea, practically grasping at straws to get himself a starship, but Josias had clearly run with it in his own mind. The man’s understanding of finance and economics was remarkable, not to mention authoritative and extensive. He made an excellent case—how owning the land would motivate people in a way that simple residency and a salaried position in a licensed enterprise never could. How generations to come would see Hafnir’s sale as a smart move, benefiting the entire Santa Rosa prefecture, and hold it up as an example. “You and your daughter will be the ones people remember as the visionaries,” he concluded. “You will bring change, progress, while at the same time ensuring the existing social structure is strengthened. That’s quite an achievement.”

			Finn watched closely as his mother nodded sagely. “I will consider your proposal,” she told him. “It sounds most interesting.”

			

			—

			“So…what now?” Ellie asked.

			While they were in the Privy Council chamber, Otylia had organized one of the guest suites in the family wing of the palace. When Ellie and Josias finished enthusing over the size and decadence of their new quarters, the four of them sat on the veranda of Finn’s apartment, looking out over the lower domes of the palace and the city beyond.

			“Oh, we got it,” Finn told her.

			“She said she’d think about it.”

			“That’s Mummy’s way of saying: fuck yeah!” Otylia said with a smirk.

			“Really?”

			“She’ll take a week before you’re summoned to be told she’s graciously agreed. Everything has to be considered, weighed and measured, then compared to precedent. But yes. For all she is rigid about the correct way things must be done, she’s not stupid. Adding an economic asset on this scale will contribute to the stability of life on Gondiar, and that’s our family’s reason for existence.”

			“Because stability is the singular goal of the queens,” Finn added. He lifted up his flute of sparkling wine. “Therefore it is the goal of the Jalgori-Tobu family. Here’s to our noble rule.”

			“Guidance,” Otylia said as they clinked glasses. “We guide under the pleasure of the empress.”

			“Gotta say, this is one bizarre society,” Josias said.

			“You don’t like it?”

			“Let’s just say I think there’s room for improvement.”

			“You sound like the Human Liberation movement.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Bunch of cranks,” Finn said quickly. “This is a good life for people here, and you squeezed some great concessions out of mother.”

			“He’s lying,” Otylia said cheerfully. “He ran away from this good life.”

			“I’m glad you did,” Ellie murmured.

			“It’s so good it opened my eyes to other possibilities,” Finn taunted his twin. “The sign of a truly enlightened society.”

			“Enlightened my arse,” Otylia said.

			“It doesn’t matter why you went to Anoosha,” Josias said. “It’s the outcome that counts. So let’s concentrate on getting the Diligent to High Rosa and bringing everyone down to the ground.”

			“Hey, Finny and I can help start sculpting the livestone outcrops in Hafnir for you,” Otylia said. “And there are plenty of uranics from other families, our generation who are suffocating here. They’ll all jump at the chance to do something useful and practical.”

			“Probably, yeah,” Finn agreed.

			“You’ll have to decide what you want Hafnir’s new capital city to look like,” Otylia told Josias.

			“This.” Ellie waved her hand at Santa Rosa.

			“You’ll get there,” Finn said solemnly.

			Ellie gave him a friendly smile. “Thanks.”

			“So how do we get back to the Diligent after your mother signs whatever legal crap this world’s lawyers come up with?” Josias asked.

			“Hire an interplanetary spaceship,” Finn told him.

			“Sounds expensive.”

			“Yes, but as you may have noticed, the Jalgori-Tobu family is quite financially comfortable.”

			“I thought you were making your own way in the galaxy,” Otylia teased. “Proud and independent, giving the finger to your loving family.”

			“I am, but this is official business. Afterward, when I own the Diligent, then I’ll start using my own money, and the last you’ll see of my upright finger is when it vanishes into a Gate of Heaven.”

			

			—

			One livestone block simply wasn’t good enough for the Enfoe Dynasty, so they took over two and hired a uranic architect to sculpt the upper floors together, forming an arching tunnel over the intervening street, merging the interiors into an expansive three-dimensional maze where they all lived and conducted their planetside business. The residence was in Santa Rosa’s Kolloffe district, just outside the railyards that surrounded the orbital tower. Travelers never liked to venture far from their access to space.

			Finn’s globecab drove under a baroque porte-cochère in an inner courtyard as the sun was setting. Gyvoy was standing there waiting for him. As soon as Finn got out of the globecab, he rushed over to greet him with a big smile and an outstretched hand—

			Finn had met Gyvoy in the lonely days after he turned his back on his own family. The young Traveler had already flown interstellar, which gave him a certain swagger, and he didn’t respect Finn’s heritage, which—oddly—was a kind of compliment. However, he told Finn straight out that a uranic could be advantageous to his dynasty. Finn didn’t mind being treated as a commodity. Anything that got him a step closer to his goal of flying outsystem. So Gyvoy had messaged Iyane and told Finn to find him when he reached Anoosha. Now they were back full circle.

			One of the first messages to reach Finn’s lnc after he touched down at Santa Rosa’s tower station the day before had been from Gyvoy.

			

			—

			Finn’s memory of the rest of the evening was hazy. Gyvoy had taken over an old sub-basement room for the night, hosting a party for the relatives he was tightest with, along with guests from Santa Rosa’s merchants. He insisted on introducing Finn to a pair of young women. “Ebany and Pallavi, my cousins,” he announced. Finn barely had time to say hello to them before Gyvoy handed him a couple of shots of novka chilled to near-cryogenic levels. Finn almost gagged as the liquor cold-burned its way down his throat.

			“I heard about the Zaita City shitshow,” Gyvoy shouted above the music. “What went wrong?”

			“Bitch called Liliana. Quinitai family double agent,” Finn slurred back.

			“Oh, man, that’s fucking Anoosha for you. Everyone screwing each other for a bigger bonus. There’s no loyalty anymore. I’m never going back.”

			“Me neither.”

			Gyvoy grinned and poured another pair of novka shots. “The past is dead. Only the future is alive, a dream that needs waking.”

			“Flying to the future!” Finn shouted and downed his shot in one.

			“Just give us one moment,” Gyvoy begged his cousins. “Boring business talk.” He hauled Finn off into a secure booth. “Were you serious when you called me?” he asked, suddenly sober. “You can acquire a fucking arkship?”

			Finn concentrated hard, blinking him into focus. “Yes. It’ll be docking at High Rosa in a few months.”

			“Son of a bitch! I have no idea how you pulled that deal off, but kudos, man, kudos!”

			“Thanks, that means a lot coming from you. But first, I need to hire an interplanetary ship. I can pay.”

			“You can? How much did you make on Anoosha?”

			“The Jalgori-Tobu family will be financing the flight.”

			“Okay, now I’m genuinely impressed. I need to introduce you to Grandpa Uzoma. Anyone who owns an arkship would be extremely welcome in our dynasty. And what happened in Zaita City proved you’ve got some serious cojones.”

			Uzoma had founded the Enfoe Dynasty, Finn knew, the kind of person Finn really needed to be on side with if he was actually going to walk away from this owning the Diligent. “I haven’t thought that far ahead,” he lied.

			“I know. Nobody does until you have to. My advice: Don’t leave it too late to build an alliance. We don’t just run starships, we have some decent astroengineering stations up in High Rosa, too. An arkship’s got to need some maintenance when it docks. Hell, it’s been flying for twenty thousand years, right?”

			“Something like that, yeah.”

			“Well, start thinking. And I’m sure Ebany or Pallavi would enjoy signing a contract to make it official.”

			“Er…”

			“Consider the benefits. Our dynasty home is a fantastic place for kids to grow up. They soon get used to growing older than their parents. Look at me. I’m only eighteen years younger than Uzoma on a biological clock, and he founded the dynasty a hundred and eighty-eight years ago. You can fly all the long-duration missions you want and not have to worry about your children. Then—who knows?—they wind up older than you when they start flying their own missions. The point is, your home is always here, always welcoming, always full of family. And the Enfoes don’t have the tradition stick rammed up their arse like your lot.”

			“Yeah,” Finn nodded slowly. “I can see that.”

			“Good man. Now let’s get back to the party, and get you laid.”

			

			—

			It probably happened. Finn certainly woke up in bed with Pallavi the next morning—late, but with a serious hangover. Thankfully, he didn’t have a residual spray-wooze; he hadn’t fallen that low again. Even so, he couldn’t remember much of the previous night, and certainly nothing after they’d stumbled up to her apartment on the eighth floor overlooking an inner courtyard. Not a whole lot before that, either. Gyvoy had definitely introduced him to Uzoma at some point, who was so intense Finn just knew he’d blown any chance of being invited to join the dynasty. Even the news about owning the Diligent hadn’t raised a flicker of interest on the founder’s broad, humorless face. Uzoma had regarded Finn and Gyvoy with the same level of disappointment as Finn’s mother reserved for her children.

			Maybe that’s always a thing for the head of a prominent household.

			He didn’t sneak out after waking; he had some dignity at least. He stayed for coffee and croissants in a communal dining hall on the third floor. He and Pallavi chatted pleasantly enough, agreed that it’d be nice to get together again sometime when their schedules matched.

			It was only when he was standing in the porte-cochère waiting for a globecab that he realized those schedules would probably never click. He was already regretting the excess of last night, but after the stress of Anoosha, falling back into the old party lifestyle was too easy. Except the only times he’d really enjoyed those kinds of nights had all been with Graça.

			I was weak. Trying too hard to bond with Gyvoy, that was the trouble. He remembered what Josias had said: Never accept the first offer. Well, he needed the Enfoes to get to Kinnox, but once the Diligent docked at High Rosa, they’d have to make a decent offer if they wanted to do business with Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, starship owner.

			The journey back to the palace was the first time he’d really been alone since the disastrous mission on Anoosha. He could actually think about what he’d set in motion. The scale of it. The audacity!

			He knew he’d overreached himself, that it was a reaction to Liliana and the terror she’d subjected him to. By surviving, he’d fooled himself he was invincible. But in reality he was just another Jalgori-Tobu, latest in a long line of sons who did nothing. Even now that legacy lingered; he’d monitored the news streams from Anoosha. There’d been no mention of the rekaul gang, no investigation, no raid. Prompt action by the authorities was something only a useless uranic would expect.

			This hope, though…the dream of starship ownership: it was intoxicating. The only time he’d ever known that level of assurance was when he was with Graça. She wouldn’t laugh at him for having such exalted ambitions. She would have encouraged him, praised him, admired what he was attempting—unlike his own subconscious.

			When he reached the palace, he went straight up to his apartment and sealed the door. The backpack he’d brought with him from Anoosha was in a locked chest. He took it out and unzipped it. Nestled in the bottom was one of the low-temperature flasks, its green light glowing steadily.

			Finn had never taken rekaul before, but he knew how. The dosage was available on Gondiar’s network, a simple neurodata search away. And he still had his old spray along with a volatiles mixer kit from the time he and Graça had been together.

			He measured out a dose that would immerse him for a couple of hours in the Browntime—named after Eric Brown, the Lidon-based neurologist who discovered the drug’s properties. A tiny droplet of the neurochemical was inserted into the neutral volatile liquid to carry it through the blood–brain barrier. He snapped the vial into the spray mechanism and lay back on the bed. Focus, that was the key. You had to focus on the precise moment you wanted. The human brain was a tricky bastard, and a stray thought as the rekaul took effect would summon up the wrong memory. There were so many horror stories of the mind playing tricks. Simply trying to think of something nice could summon up its antonym—an agonizing accident where the physical pain played out at full intensity, watching a disaster you’d witnessed unfold, or a childhood trauma perfect in every excruciating detail.

			Lying on the bed was a good start. He pumped the spray and inhaled. The bed in Graça’s student apartment wasn’t anything like as big, but if he closed his eyes, the fabric and soft mattress were similar. Her apartment was on the third floor of a university student block, with windows that were heavily shaded by the old magnolia tree outside in the courtyard. Slim sunbeams managed to shine through the tiny gaps between its glossy leaves. They prickled the livestone walls, stippling across the sheets of poetry she’d hung up. She wrote everything on actual paper, complete with lines crossed out and fresh prose scrawled in the gaps. Because composing on a screen was devoid of feeling, she explained as he leaned in to read them. Screens, processors, keyboards, audio transcription with phonetic thesaurus function was mechanical, easy…Poetry should be so hard it makes your soul bleed the words onto paper.

			He looked around to admire her intensity. It was mesmerizing. An old recording of a track strummed by a single steel guitar played as they undressed eagerly. Then the bed’s fabric pressed into his skin, and the smell of dust and ancient sprays filled his nostrils as they spent the whole afternoon entangled, discovering a perfect human refuge that no arkship had ever reached. Graça’s smile was worshipful as she stroked his cheek. “I believe in you,” she promised him.

			Tears, now as then, ran down his face.

			“I can do this,” he promised her mirage as it grew distant. “I can leave this world behind. Properly this time.”

			A cool evening breeze was blowing in through his palace apartment’s open windows. The Browntime had lasted for hours, just as that lost, lovely afternoon had. He’d never expected rekaul to be so real. All the descriptions and rumors were real; it was like traveling back in time. His muted lnc patch displayed seven messages and unanswered calls, two from his mother. Finn groaned and headed for the shower.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			 

			For all the information Younes had passed on over the years, and the rewards that had brought, Terence Wilson-Fletcher still considered the gang financier a grade-one pain in the arse. Always pushing, often not quite providing the full picture, pressing for benefits. Twice he’d suspected Younes of setting up rivals in Stanvar8, so he could advance himself once they were arrested. Even so, the informer had never tried to avoid him before. The threat of prosecution for using the musher pistol had always proved sufficient to keep him in line. Besides, his betrayal of Stanvar8 meant he wouldn’t last ten minutes on the street if Terence ever leaked that.

			So it was irritating and annoying in equal measure that he’d deactivated his lnc code after Terence lost sight of him at the Fleesh Diamond. It hadn’t been reinstated since, as all the messages Terence sent during the morning went undelivered. That, combined with the ridiculous escort duty for the Jalgori-Tobu Minsterialis, did nothing to improve his temper.

			He got back to his apartment just after midday to change out of the dress uniform, and sent yet another message to Younes from an alias account, asking for a meeting. It wasn’t a polite ask. The message came back tagged as undeliverable. Enough was enough.

			The lnc patch manager Lenertz Mo had supplied him was some kind of low-grade Celestial CI, providing functions that even the police department didn’t have.

			“What was the time and location of disconnection?” he asked it.

			“Code lnc for Younes ended at four-sixteen in the morning. Location: Avenue Vignon, Roblin block, apartment five-nine.”

			Terence knew that address well enough: Younes’s apartment. But it was an odd time for the access to end, unless it was just after Younes had arrived home after a heavy night with Dagon and Gyvoy—which wasn’t an unreasonable assumption. But why would he disconnect his lnc patch? And why not reactivate it after he’d sobered up? “Is any other patch or system currently accessing the node in that apartment?”

			“No.”

			“Was any other system accessing it at four-sixteen?”

			“No.”

			“Damn.” He pulled his trousers off. No way was he going back to the station wearing the dress uniform. “Okay, monitor that lnc code and tell me when it becomes active again.”

			“Confirmed.”

			“Now call Annabeth.” He started opening drawers, looking for something to put on.

			“Hey, you,” Annabeth said.

			“Hey yourself. Sorry about last night, but I’ve booked a table at the Vavin for this evening. There’s a band playing.”

			“It’s been a long day. And we’ve had an extra kidney replacement surgery scheduled for this afternoon. I couldn’t turn it down; I need the money.”

			“I get that, sure. What time do you finish?”

			“Maybe eight. But, Terence, I’m not going to want a big fancy meal after that.”

			“Sure. Do you want to come over? We can get a delivery; whatever you fancy.”

			There was a long pause, which he really didn’t enjoy.

			“Okay. But I’m probably just going to fall asleep on your couch.”

			“That’s fine. I just want to see you.”

			“You’re sweet. When I know what time the surgery’s going to end, I’ll let you know.”

			“Love you.”

			“See you later.”

			The call ended, leaving him mildly deflated. He didn’t think he could have done anything more.

			When he did finally get to the Vassodan station, there were three current cases to file properly. He was due in court in two days’ time for a particularly nasty assault case, which he needed to review before he talked to the district prosecutor’s office. And there were another two allegations of Gath abuse logged against the owner of a civic services company that needed investigation.

			After a solid four hours’ work, he still hadn’t finished the backlog. Annabeth called at five-forty to tell him she’d be finished by seven. “So I’ll get to yours around eight.”

			“Great.” Which was when he realized Younes still hadn’t switched his lnc patch back on. He canceled his console displays and yawned. “Can you tell if his patch is off, or just in standby mode?”

			“It is off,” his patch manager replied.

			Terence pushed his shoulders back and rubbed at his eyes. Hologram displays always made his vision blurry. He glanced around the office, hoping no one could see how guilty he was feeling. “Okay. Access the civic cameras on Avenue Vignon and pull their logs for today. Run facial recognition for Younes.”

			“Younes did not appear on Avenue Vignon today.”

			“What the hell’s he doing?” Terence murmured. He wasn’t that familiar with the area, but the Roblin block probably had a rear entrance. “Access today’s log for every civic camera within three blocks of the Roblin. Run a search for Younes.”

			“He does not appear anywhere in the search area today.”

			“Run a search backward. When did he last go in or out of the Roblin?”

			“Younes arrived at the Roblin block at three-forty-two this morning.”

			“Play it.”

			The patch had excellent resolution. It showed him a globecab pulling up outside the Roblin. Younes got out, wearing the clothes Terence remembered from last night’s failed surveillance. He went across the pavement and into the Roblin’s lobby.

			“Then what?” he asked with a sigh.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Forty minutes later a police car dropped Terence off outside the Roblin. “Wait for me,” he told the vehicle’s drive manager.

			The Roblin was five stories high, its balconies cluttered with large pots whose plants dangled long leaves and colorful flower clumps over the balustrades. French windows were open, and residents were sitting out on their balconies, catching the rosy evening sun. Kids were shouting excitedly close by. Cooking scents drifted about. It was the kind of comfortable, safe neighborhood people wanted to live in.

			I wonder if they know what kind of lowlife Younes is.

			He took the lift from the public lobby to the fifth floor. Police codes didn’t open private apartments. A warrant would allow him to gain forceful entry, but it would show up on the civic registry, and Stanvar8 would want to know why Younes had been raided.

			Terence looked both ways along the hall to make sure it was empty, then held his patch up to the lock panel. “Open it,” he murmured. The Celestial tech took no time at all to unlock the apartment.

			He found Younes in the living room, still wearing the clothes from last night. A metal baseball bat had smashed his skull in. Terence knew it was the murder weapon, because it was lying on the ground beside Younes’s corpse.

			The patch manager gave him a secure encrypted lnc to Lenertz Mo.

			“Chief, I’ve got a problem,” Terence said, and explained what he’d found.

			“Damn,” Mo grunted. “Okay, we don’t want anyone to know Younes was your off-file informant. I’ll insert an anonymous message into the station net, logged for an hour ago, claiming they were worried about Younes. It would route to you because you were the previous arresting officer. That gives you a valid reason to be there now.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Wait five minutes until I’ve sorted the message, then call the desk sergeant and report the body.”

			“Got it.”

			“Any idea who did this?”

			“He didn’t tell me he was in any trouble. Stanvar8 has plenty of rivals, for sure, but I doubt they’d take Younes out. He was money, not enforcement. No sign he was tortured for account access. It’s just a single blunt force trauma to the head. But, chief, it was a hell of a lot of force. They broke his skull open like it was eggshell. I’m not sure I could hit that hard.”

			“Someone in a power muscle suit?”

			“Maybe. Once we run the civic cameras…Ah, wait.” Terence squatted down and checked Younes’s hand. “Make that two blows; the assailant smashed his hand, too. Younes’s patch went offline at four-sixteen this morning. They must have hit that first, and that’s why it didn’t issue an emergency medical alert.”

			“Okay, so what are you thinking? Aldor finally got revenge for his leg?”

			Terence stared down at the corpse. “I can’t rule it out, but this happened just a few hours after someone screwed up my surveillance last night. There’s no way that’s coincidence.”

			The forensics drones started to arrive ten minutes after Terence called the Vassodan desk sergeant. Two of them landed on the balcony and released a flock of small mobile sensor units resembling metallic cockroaches with outsized antennae that twitched constantly. Terence had to stand away from the corpse while they spread out and began recording the scene with a multitude of artificial senses.

			Then he had to direct the eight constables that were dispatched to secure the area, and start taking statements from the neighboring apartments. Finally the coroner’s team arrived, cursing city traffic and inadequate traffic routing managers for not getting them there more quickly.

			The senior coroner used instruments to measure cellular decay and confirmed the time of death. Terence nodded his head in thanks, because no one back at the digital analysis office had started their audit yet, so he’d not been officially told the time Younes’s patch was broken.

			“Was it someone in a power muscle suit?” he asked as the coroner started measuring the wound.

			“First guess would be yes; there was definitely some kind of amplification. If it was a human holding the bat, they’d have to be exceptionally strong to do this much damage.”

			“Muscle implants?”

			“At the very least.”

			Terence lnc-ed to the station’s net and ran a search for known gang members who were strength boosted. It was depressingly long.

			The digital office finally designated a team to the case, and Terence told them first priority was to audit everyone who had entered the Roblin in a twenty-hour period before the murder and see when or if they’d come out. They soon found a gap in the logs of civic cameras covering the alley down the west side of the block from when Younes arrived back to dawn.

			Three techs from forensics arrived and began to take samples from areas identified by the mobile sensor units. Terence knew one of them, Jimena, who was in her second year in the force’s technical division. She’d been assigned three of his cases so far that year.

			“Strike and scoot,” she announced as she came through the apartment door. “It was a gang hit.”

			“How do you figure?” he asked.

			A gloved hand gestured around. “The killer didn’t search the apartment, so they didn’t want anything. His patch was hit first to prevent any medical alert. It was a pro.”

			“It doesn’t look like anything’s missing, but we’ll never know. The only person that could tell us is our friend here.”

			“Have digital lifted his patch’s medical log?”

			“Not yet. Why?”

			“Be interesting to see his heart rate just before the first strike.” Jimena bent down to study Younes’s corpse and picked up his damaged hand. “Judging from the angle of the blow to his hand, he was struck from behind. If he was relaxed when this started, then it was someone he knew in here with him. Gangs do that, don’t they?”

			“Yeah. It’s an initiation. If you kill your buddy or your lieutenant, then the bosses know you really have got what it takes.”

			“So?”

			He grinned. “I’ll inform digital it’s a priority.” His patch petals unfurled to tell him Annabeth was calling. It was eight-thirty. He hadn’t noticed.

			“Oh, crap. Accept call.”

			“I’m going home,” Annabeth said. “We’re done. Never call me again.”

			“Annabeth, I’m really—” The call ended.

			“Aww, fuck it!”

			Jimena gave him a sympathetic wince. “Ouch. Sorry, Terence.”

			“I guess I knew it was coming.”

			“Hey, she’s a medic, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“My take: if a medic, of all people, couldn’t deal with you working irregular hours, well…”

			“Thanks.”

			“I’ll get sampling.”

			

			—

			The next afternoon, Terence arrived at Mo’s office for a formal case review.

			“We’re shielded,” the chief said as soon as the door closed. “So tell me what you’ve actually got.”

			Terence knew he shouldn’t be keyed up from knowing everything they said was protected by Celestial tech, but lately he’d started to realize how much work he was doing for the chief and their archon controller compared to focusing on his detective cases. His worry was that it actually felt more satisfying than the police work. Infiltrating the gangs and Human Liberation was an accomplishment that belonged to him alone.

			“Not as much as I’d like,” he admitted grudgingly. “The digital audit threw up some anomalies in the civic camera logs, so we’re assuming the killer altered them.”

			“So a pro, then?”

			“That or they know a datamaster, which also implies this was a professional job. Then there’s the nature of the kill. The coroner confirmed the impact force of the bat was greater than natural human muscle can produce. It was a suit or someone with implants. Because of that I’m officially listing it as a suspected gang slaying.”

			“But…?”

			“Unless Stanvar8 knew Younes was my informant, they have no reason to kill him. And I don’t see how they could know. My other two informers in the gang, Emiliano and Áxel, are telling me Stanvar8 is mighty pissed that one of their best money handlers is dead. So apart from us, the only other person who knows is whoever gets the information I gather.”

			Mo gave him a tired smile. “You can count them out.”

			“Yeah, I sort of did. That leaves us with whatever the hell went down after my surveillance got busted. A year ago Younes had put the money together for Stanvar8 to run a couple of deals with Gyvoy Enfoe, buying tech that the Enfoes brought down to Santa Rosa. I don’t think it was even Remnant Era stuff; most likely military biotech from Lidon that Stanvar8 use to boss it over rivals. But Younes is the one who knows Gyvoy. Colvin knows Dagon, and he’s the one who tells Younes to make the introduction. We don’t know who Dagon is or what he wants with Gyvoy, but one of those two really didn’t want me spying on their meeting, and has the tech to kill the drones. Then a few hours later, Younes is dead.”

			“Anyone who can take out those drones can alter the civic camera logs,” Mo reflected.

			“Yes. They have tech that can beat ours, and that can only come from offworld. Our killer has to be either Gyvoy or Dagon.”

			“It’s not Gyvoy.”

			Terence gave the chief a curious look. “Oh?”

			“You’re not the only one who’s been checking today. My sources place Gyvoy getting back to the Enfoe residence at half past one that morning. For what it’s worth, the civic camera logs show him arriving.”

			“Where did he come from? If we know the location he went to after he gave me the slip at the Fleesh Diamond, we might be able to get an image of Dagon.”

			“His globecab records have been deleted. No log of the journey, no passenger account.”

			“City traffic management logs?”

			“Nope. Whoever did this knows our procedures. They were thorough.”

			“It’s got to be Dagon,” Terence said earnestly. “He’s taking big steps to hide himself from us.”

			“Yes. His tech spotted the drones following Younes, so Younes was the weak link that could expose him. Goodbye, Younes. If he’s prepared to kill to prevent us from even seeing him, he must have a powerful reason.”

			“Hell, deploying the drones was my choice.”

			“Oh, please, do not start blaming yourself. And for your information, the person we work for is now officially interested—very interested. We are requested to use all available means to identify Dagon.”

			“What exactly does that mean?” Terence asked uneasily.

			“There are two people who can possibly identify Dagon,” Mo said, “but we can’t confirm that Gyvoy actually met him.”

			“So that leaves us with Colvin. He’s the one who told Younes to introduce Dagon to Gyvoy.”

			“Yes.”

			“He’s a gang’s senior lieutenant. He’s not going to give us anything.”

			“Not in a police interview, no. You’ve got to turn him.”

			“Oh, Asteria’s arse.”

			

			—

			It took three weeks to set up the entrapment. Mo used one of his contacts in the Enfoe Dynasty to vouch for Terence, who posed as a Traveler with some Remnant Era gear to sell.

			Terence appreciated the symmetry. It was an introduction that had started this; now another would end it.

			The exchange location was in one of the hundreds of utility and service tunnels that ran under the train yards at the base of the orbital tower. Terence had to wear kinetic armor and an energy beam dissipator one-piece under his clothes. He felt it was like putting on a big glowing target saying This Is a Trap.

			“You’ll be fine,” Mo said as he prepared in the police mobile field center. “Colvin and his enforcers are going to be wearing the same kind of protection. They’ll expect you to have basic protection. If you didn’t, then that’s when they’d be suspicious. Besides, there’s only going to be a five-second window of exposure before the tactical team take them down. They’re there to deal, so they’re not going to make a shoot decision in that kind of timeframe. Nobody does that.”

			Terence didn’t believe it for a second. It was just standard pep-talk crap, but he went with it.

			The tension while he waited at the designated point in the tunnel had a physical effect. Even though he was with two experienced members from the tactical squad, nausea threatened to drop him to his knees, and he could feel tremors running down his arms. Then lights appeared down the tunnel.

			Mo was right; when it happened, it happened fast. The vehicle carrying Colvin came to a stop, and five gang members climbed out, openly carrying mag-rifles with grenade launcher feed lines curving around to magazine backpacks. In a daze, Terence wondered if they realized firing that much explosive power would collapse the entire tunnel, killing everyone. His opinion of Colvin—who must have approved them carrying so much firepower—went down yet another level.

			Not that it mattered. The rest of the police tactical team were clinging to the top of the tunnel, wearing matte-black armor suits. They fired their nervejam pistols before a word had been exchanged.

			

			—

			Walking into the station holding room triggered a sharp recollection for Terence. It was the same one he’d interviewed Younes in all those years ago. Colvin was a big man, his pumped physique confirmed by a tight white vest that showed off plenty of bulging muscle. Sitting behind the table, he managed to give Terence the uncomfortable impression that he could simply raise his arms and the lokstrips holding him would burst apart like tissue paper. Where Younes had radiated a young man’s angry defiance; Colvin, older and urbane, told the world that he was in charge of the situation.

			Terence sat down opposite him and watched the pulses of purple and orange light flow slowly along Colvin’s tattoo lines like gondolas along the city’s skyway cables. Some of the symbols were gang markers; others artistically emphasized muscle size. After a minute of silence Terence said: “I have to update our records; we didn’t have you listed as having muscle implants. An illegal clinic specializing in Lidon bioware, right?”

			Colvin didn’t even bother shrugging; his air of contempt simply rose a fraction.

			“It’s interesting,” Terence said. “Because that strength makes you my primary suspect for Younes’s murder.”

			A tiny flicker of uncertainty broke the cool-guy persona. “I didn’t kill Younes. He was a friend. You’re the assholes who can’t find his killer.”

			“You say ‘friend’; you mean ‘fellow gang member.’ ”

			A small shrug.

			“I don’t care who killed him,” Terence said. “Santa Rosa is a better place for it. What I want from you is information.”

			Colvin laughed in his face. “You dumbass moron! You threaten me with receiving Remnant tech from your gutless sting op? I’ll get five years age-acceleration and eighteen months digging potatoes out at Winscombe farm. But if I squeal, you’ll make that go away? Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, you little shit!”

			“I’m not making any offers on behalf of the city.”

			“Huh? So what the hell is this?”

			“A chance to survive.”

			“You threatening me, policeman?”

			“Younes was an informant.”

			“Fuck off.”

			“Didn’t you ever wonder how he got off for shooting Aldor with a musher?”

			“No.” Some of Colvin’s bravado faltered. “Our lawyer broke your shitty case apart. I know two prosecution office attorneys got busted down to janitor because they screwed up on that one.”

			“I was the arresting constable. And here I am.”

			“No fucking way. Younes knew—”

			Terence’s grin was savage. “Go on: Younes knew everything about Stanvar8 finances. Which means he knew the organization structure, the names, the scams, the crimes. Things like the Hozat kidnapping; you put Leonardo and Sebastián on that one. Quentatico: that was Emilio and Severine. Fátima, Elouan, and Benoit run your sniff distribution out of the Tinh block on L’Abbaye Boulevard. And after poor Greta Krüger got herself arrested, who took over your anonymized treasury accounts for the Lakana district?”

			“Son of a bitch!”

			“I could go on.”

			“That little bastard.”

			“I know. Unbelievable, right? Nobody would suspect Younes. But how about you? Would Raphaël believe you were my informant?”

			“He knows I’m not, asshole.”

			“Really? Because tomorrow, when you’re in court to be remanded, I’ll be there to defend you. I’ll tell the judge how your cooperation has helped expose dozens of Stanvar8 members. Why, it was your information that allowed us to arrest Bastien. I heard Raphaël was seriously pissed about his cousin doing ten years out at Winscombe.”

			“Nobody is going to fall for that bullshit!”

			“Want to bet your life on it?”

			Colvin lunged across the desk as far as his lokstrips would allow. “Yeah!”

			“Because if not, I can make it all go away. I’ll be out of your life for good. All I need is one thing from you. It’s not even connected to Stanvar8.”

			“What?”

			“Dagon. Who is he? Where is he? What’s he on Gondiar for?”

			“Why do you want to know about him?”

			“I’m interested. Now you tell me, is Dagon worth you dying to protect? You and I both know what Raphaël will do to you if I make him believe you’re the informer.”

			“No way.”

			“Then just tell me where I can find him. There’s only you and me in here. Nothing is being recorded. One address; it’s that easy. Ten seconds and you’re home free.”

			Colvin clenched his jaw. Terence thought it was from indecision; he knew he’d wound the man up as tightly as he ever would. It was now or never. But Colvin started to make a groaning sound from deep inside his throat.

			“Hey. I need an answer.”

			Colvin’s whole body juddered.

			“Crap. Are you choking?” Terence started to reach across the table. Colvin went into convulsions, his whole body bucking wildly. For one nasty second Terence thought he would genuinely manage to tear his way out of the lokstrips. Then he let out an agonized scream.

			Terence jerked back, staring with incomprehension as Colvin’s skin started to turn red and blister. For one final second their gazes locked, and he saw a terror on Colvin’s eyes that was pure crazed animal. Then his white vest started to smolder.

			“What the fuck!” Terence yelled.

			Colvin burst into flame, every part of his skin flaring a near-invisible blue-white. Black smoke hissed out from the tips of the shimmering flames, swirling fast around the table. The agonized scream choked off.

			Heat from the fire washed across a petrified Terence at the same time the stench registered. It drowned out his own yell of revulsion as he collapsed backward. The fire alarm began its shriek.

			The door burst open, and a pair of emergency fire andys rushed in. Colvin was now a sagging lump of blue flame, sinking to the floor as the table and chair melted under him. Two jets of foam struck him. At first they simply turned to vapor, the heat was so strong. But slowly they made progress, quenching the insidious flames. Another two fire andys arrived. The foam began to dominate, smothering the furnace that had been a human body thirty seconds earlier.

			Hands grabbed Terence’s shoulders, and he was dragged out into the corridor retching uncontrollably.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Fifteen hours later Terence walked stiffly into Lenertz Mo’s office. The hospital had kept him overnight for observation. When he was released, the doctor had been more worried about his shock than the mild burns on his face and hands that he’d received from the heat of Colvin’s incinerating body. He’d been prescribed a mild sedative spray, which he was reluctant to use.

			“Just for a couple of days,” the doc had said kindly. “Until you’ve processed what happened.”

			Terence had responded with a blank stare. How the hell do you expect me to process that?

			He’d gone home and sat in a chair, not knowing what to do—eat, sleep, shower, go back to work? After an hour his patch received a call from Mo, asking him to come in. “Not for duty. We just need to talk.”

			“Sure.” That was when he held his hand up to his face. The patch had been totally unaffected, while the skin on his fingers was red beneath the glistening salve the paramedic had applied. Hands and face were numb. Like his thoughts.

			In the globecab on the way over to the Vassodan station, he inhaled the sedative spray. He knew it was working when he saw Mateo d’Alvaro was sitting in the office with Mo. The Santa Rosa police commander gave him a quick appraising look and nodded crisply. Nor was Terence fazed by the person sitting in the other chair. He’d never met her, but he knew exactly who she was.

			“Uh, ma’am,” he said unsteadily. The spray-induced coziness made him feel happy to see her. He didn’t particularly care why.

			“I’m not here officially,” Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu said. “But I will be keeping a department in the Office of the Governor aware of our position. Do you understand?”

			Terence wanted to smile. Knowing a Jalgori-Tobu was part of the archon’s intelligence-gathering operation on Gondiar made him very relaxed. And having the police commander involved also made perfect sense, explaining how Mo could operate the way he did.

			“Detective Wilson-Fletcher is aware of his responsibilities, ma’am,” Mo said.

			“Yes, ma’am, I am.”

			“Good man,” d’Alvaro said.

			“So what happened?” Terence asked. “Was he hit by a maser?”

			“We have absolutely no idea,” Mo said. “Forensic did a detailed sweep of the holding room, and there was no evidence of a maser or x-ray laser penetrating the station wall. Which we should be thankful for; anything that could strike that deep inside the station would have killed a dozen officers, or more on its way in.”

			Terence flinched. “So what theories do forensic have? Damnit, he was sitting a meter away from me.”

			“They don’t have any theories. All you can get out of them is that it must’ve been some kind of Remnant Era weapon, but not one anyone’s seen before. It seems to have induced spontaneous combustion.”

			“We’ve decided the official line is that Colvin was a radical Q-I-X supporter,” Mateo d’Alvaro said. “The Remnant Era weapons he was trying to buy were intended to be used for attacking civic targets. When he knew he was about to be captured, he swallowed an incendiary grenade and used it in an attempt to kill police. Prompt action by Vassodan station officers and equipment prevented any further loss of life.”

			“Will people believe that?” Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu asked.

			“Frankly, ma’am, who’s going to object? I can’t see Stanvar8 jumping up and saying: ‘No, he wasn’t a Q-I-X nut job, he was one of us.’ ”

			“He was about to talk,” Terence said. “I know it. The pressure I’d used was working. He was going to tell me about Dagon. Then…bang.”

			“The holding room was shielded,” Mo said.

			“The drones I used the other night were supposed to be undetectable. Dagon has access to technology that’s better than the units we’re supplied with.”

			Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu shifted around uncomfortably in her chair. “Which is why you’re here, detective. The people we work with require the body.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“An autopsy by the city coroner won’t begin to uncover whatever device killed him; their instruments are too crude. Colvin’s remains need to be examined by more advanced technology. You’re to escort him to the orbital tower. He will be sent up to High Rosa, and…Well, we can only guess after that.”

			“Crap. What about Dagon? Are we still going after him?”

			“Under no circumstances,” she said. “Our mutual friend in the Office of the Governor was very clear about that. Dagon must assume he has thwarted us, and we are at a loss what to do. As of now, he is above our pay grade. Someone else will be dealing with the issue.”

			There were so many questions Terence wanted to ask. He knew he couldn’t, of course; that was part of the deal. When you’re at the bottom of the pyramid, you don’t ask what the view is like from the top. But the glimpse of just how widespread Celestial intelligence gathering was across Santa Rosa (and presumably the rest of Gondiar), and how deep their unseen control of human society actually went, was fascinating. With hindsight, it was obvious the Jalgori-Tobus would be a part of it.

			Who else? he wondered. It was almost a fun game.

			He played it well when he took a police undercover van to the coroner’s office, escorted by two heavily armed members of the tactical team. Are they part of the archon’s organization? The three of them didn’t speak. Too worried the others will report them for asking the wrong question, for derailing their quiet help.

			A nervous deputy coroner handed over the cold-casket containing Colvin’s remains. Terence didn’t have to give her a confirmation code. So is she one of us, too?

			The van drove them across a raised highway over the railyards, and into the base of the station hill, where the tunnel dipped down and curved around for a long way. Terence was pretty sure the big loading bay the van wound up in wasn’t used much. A single humanoid figure was waiting, standing beside a flat-top trolley. They were wearing black armor of a type Terence had never seen before—the helmet shape was odd—and they were three meters tall.

			Hell, an actual Imperial Celestial.

			The van’s cargo mechanism slid the cold-casket onto the trolley. Terence’s patch displayed a simple message: I’ll take it from here. Dismissed.

			The trolley rolled away to a broad open doorway at the back of the loading bay. After a moment’s pause, the armored figure turned and followed it.

			Terence discovered he was holding his breath and exhaled. “Let’s get out of here,” he told the escort.

			

			—

			When he got home, he took another sniff of the sedative and spent the rest of the day sleeping. Mercifully, there were no nightmares.

			He woke to a message on his patch from Jimena: I heard what happened. You’re having a seriously bad week. If you fancy a drink to unwind, call me.

			He read it twice. Is she one of us, too? Aww, crap, I really need to stop taking the spray, I’m turning into a paranoid sniffhound.

			“Call Jimena,” he told the patch manager happily.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			 

			For all that the Gamaldum Palace’s multitude of soaring towers and grandiose domes and ziggurat wings occupied the volume of a normal city, the occupants still required more space. Consequently there were almost as many levels below ground as above. None of the basements were living quarters; instead they housed the practical hardware necessary for Queen Helena-Chione to retain control of the Wynid system and its interests beyond.

			Eleven levels below the base of the Fellsian wing where the congregants lived, a set of seven large caverns cut into the bedrock housed arrays of training equipment for the girls. It was a quiet place, where voices and mechanical noises echoed softly off the curving rock walls, giving the impression of abundant activity. Reality was a little different; there were rarely more than four or five people in the training chambers at any one time, and often fewer.

			That low usage was one of the reasons Thyra enjoyed her tutorial sessions down there. She could really concentrate properly without the distractions of her so-called sisters. Now that she was in her sixth year, the congregant instructors were focusing on neurodata techniques. Helena was notorious for not using her induction pad to connect with a digital system for the last thousand years, and the palace whispers said there’d been precious few occasions prior to that. But the brains in the bodies that hosted her mindline needed a basic proficiency with modern networks, just in case…

			For the last two months, Thyra’s instructors had been giving her more complex flight simulations to deal with. And today’s was a beast. It began in a Saber, a medium-size gray-shaded drop ship, a type used by Helena’s Imperial Knights. Thyra was piloting it down from an orbiting assault cruiser to an active battlefront that her forces were assailing. The defenders had advanced air defenses, which meant she had to perform wild evasive maneuvers while aerobraking from orbit. A torrent of hypersonic missiles was fired toward her from both the ground and fighter planes. Her Saber didn’t have the same maneuverability as the fighters, but the unnerving Mach fifteen velocity of the missiles had a vulnerability. At such speed, course correction took a huge distance to become apparent.

			She wore battle armor, held immobile in the drop ship’s command pit, a rose-gold necklace holding a high-capacity contact bulb firmly against the neural interface pad at the top of her spine, complemented by the contact bulbs her hands were gripping tightly. It was as if she had extended her nerves into the Saber like an elaborate root dendrite, giving her direct control over every system.

			Approaching missile vectors traced lazy math lines across her perception while her mind and the Saber’s flight management CI performed instantaneous calculations, logic and instinct fused. Spikes and fins stabbed up out of the Saber’s fuselage, creating a jarring yaw, then spin. Even with the armor’s perfect cushioning, she felt her body being slammed about as the G-force changed abruptly. Then the Saber was inverted, and juddering sharply as the airframe was buffeted by severe aerothermodynamic forces it wasn’t designed for.

			Over a three-second period, five missiles flew past at a harmless distance, their speed putting them so far behind her they would never be able to turn around and chase. Smiling grimly, Thyra righted the Saber, then flared until it was standing vertically on its tail, incurring eight gees of deceleration. Another batch of missiles flashed by.

			Level out. Perform an irregular, completely unpredictable S-bend maneuver. Then another—and final—deceleration flare. Flying in at two hundred meters altitude at Mach four, angling in behind the ground forces defensive zone. Every sense alert, because—

			There.

			She laughed viciously as a fusillade of missiles streaked toward her, their high subsonic speed giving them the maneuverability the hypersonics lacked. Her own speed was low enough to release a guardian swarm from the dispenser pods. The air around the Saber transformed into a sphere of dazzling stars. Explosions bloomed as the missiles detonated inside it.

			And then she was down, landing struts hitting into the ground hard to throw up sprays of dirt and stones.

			“Well done, Thyra. Your responses were exemplary,” Flightmaster Collarn-Hector said.

			“Thank you, sir,” she replied as gravity reverted to normal.

			The simulation imagery faded, and she opened her eyes to see a uniform turquoise glow around her helmet. The Saber’s data retreated from her mind, and she took in a deep breath.

			There were several loud clinking sounds, and the glow changed as ordinary light poured in. The egg-shaped simulation capsule split open, its top half telescoping up. It was suspended in the center of several gimbals, which in turn were on the end of a fifteen-meter centrifuge arm.

			She climbed down the ladder to the chamber floor. Her suit segments opened up, and she stepped out. Collarn-Hector was standing in front of her, nodding in approval—a motion that made his curling bloodstone antlers sweep about.

			“In reality, after what you put it through, the drop ship would need some serious stress analysis before being allowed to fly again. But well done.”

			“The stress tests are irrelevant,” she told him. “My mission was to land the Knights, and I did that. Evaluating my neural connection responses to the issues the flight sim threw at me is all that matters.” Her palm touched a small connection bulb on the outside of the suit, and she pushed several instructions into it.

			“True,” he said thoughtfully as the suit walked off to the storage rack. “I was impressed you avoided the last missile barrage. Most congregants tend to relax their vigilance once inside the ground defense cordon.”

			“Really? I thought that was the obvious place to launch a missile barrage precisely because of that.”

			“I see. I will endeavor to be less predictable for your next simulation. You have excellent focus for your age, Thyra.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“You are allowed to be happy, you know.”

			“I’ll be happy when I’m hosting our queen’s mindline.”

			Collarn-Hector sighed. “Of course. Well, with these results you’re definitely on your way to being chosen as a princess.”

			She finally allowed herself a tight smile. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow we will be running network modification exercises.”

			“Good. I need to know how to control everything.”

			Collarn-Hector’s bloodstone had almost covered his forehead, but there was just enough skin left to show his eyebrow rise. “Quite. Good evening, Congregant Thyra.”

			“Instructor Collarn,” she said formally.

			

			—

			The lift took her up to the ninth floor of the palace’s crescent-shaped Fellsian wing. It opened onto a wide colonnaded passage that stretched along the outside wall, with a five-meter-high window running its entire length, overlooking a broad courtyard of citrus trees and fountains.

			Four of her congregant sisters were waiting for her behind one of the pillars at the far end. At ten years, Razara was the oldest, and everyone expected her to be chosen as one of the five princesses when the current elder princess became too old to be a host. Standing beside her was Clavissa, who was only eight, but had spent most of those years plaguing Thyra. Then there were Romina and Gianna, who were sisters from the same spawning. Their father, Lord Lniio-Egan, had always regarded Bekket as a low-born outsider who had somehow cheated his way into the palace. An opinion he enjoyed spreading throughout the court.

			The cloister was near-silent, making their whispers audible. Nor was the pillar quite wide enough to conceal them. There was a flash of scarlet and saffron fabric, typical of the elaborate dresses favored by congregant sisters to show off their wealth and family status.

			Thyra kept on walking while a grim smile lifted her lips. The situation was almost identical to the landing run she’d just played out in the simulation—she was close to her apartment door, safe, unsuspecting; the would-be ambushers had assumed she’d be relaxed and unaware. She made her footfalls heavier, making sure they gave off a regular beat on the rust-colored livestone floor so the ambushers could track her position easily. As she covered the last twenty meters, she angled across the floor so she was close to the pillar as she reached it.

			When the pillar was directly between her and the others, she marched on the spot for a second, then suddenly charged around the pillar, coming at them from behind as they bustled out into the cloister, expecting to confront her head-on. Thyra opened her hand wide and slapped it on the back of Clavissa’s neck, where the neural pad was exposed. Razara, who was in the lead—of course—was just registering that something was wrong, that their intended victim wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

			Thyra’s neuropunch was direct. In her mind, the imagery and associated senses were sharp and bright, powered by raw anger—the mental equivalent of an adrenaline-fueled berserker rage. The searing image was a pride of Awakened tigers she knew from the palace stables: giant snarling beasts, jaws open wide so their heads were just a pit of slavering fangs. The way she embellished them, they had a skin of black scales tipping them into a hideous incarnation of alien otherness. Their size and power were overwhelming as they pounced on Clavissa in some dank cave with no escape. The brutal fantasy hit Clavissa’s unsuspecting brain with a force greater than anything physical. A dozen phobias were triggered out of her subconscious, shocking every muscle rigid except for her vocal cords. She let out a piercing scream.

			Thyra continued forward as Clavissa crumpled to the ground, her juddering limbs hammering against the livestone floor. Thyra was smaller than her opponents, but when she crashed into Gianna, there was enough inertia to knock the startled girl to the ground. The impact twisted Thyra, and Razara saw her moment, lashing out with her fist. It connected on the side of Thyra’s left eye. Instinctive retaliation sent Thyra’s hand scything out to land a slap on Razara’s ear. At the same time, she pushed a single, ultra-focused neural impulse hard. There was no induction pad there, but under extreme circumstances an Imperial Celestial’s impulse could penetrate skin and bone to resonate with the delicate filigree of nerve fibers below. The physical slap was amplified by the pulse, sending Razara reeling, clutching at the side of her head.

			The punch to her face left Thyra doubling up, on the verge of losing her balance as she and Razara staggered away from each other. She could just make out Romina taking a step forward, moving into a combat crouch. Uncertainty slowed her movements.

			“And what is going on here, ladies?” a voice demanded.

			Thyra clutched at her eye as she straightened up, trying not to wince, or—worse—cry. Lord Mychall-Calix, one of the court’s administrators, was standing in the cloister looking at them.

			“Nothing, sir,” Razara said, shaking her head as if it were covered in something undesirable.

			“Nothing?”

			“Yes, sir,” Thyra said. “We were just going through our joust drill. It’s fun.”

			Lord Mychall-Calix regarded Clavissa, who was still on the ground, gasping for air as if she’d almost drowned. “Fun?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“It doesn’t look like fun. It looks like injury to me.”

			“As our queen’s congregants, we must always conduct ourselves to the maximum in training and practice, sir,” Thyra said. “That’s what all our instructors say. We play at that level, too.”

			“Yes,” Razara said. “It’s so we may honor our Now and Forever Queen by demonstrating our devotion to Her is absolute.”

			“And you,” he said to Clavissa. “Did one of your sisters neuropunch you? Is that part of the joust?”

			“No sir,” she panted. “I am winded from a fall.”

			“Humm. You are told repeatedly that using a neuropunch is dangerous; that is why you are explicitly forbidden to use one even in sibling squabbles. You do not honor our queen by lashing out at each other in rage. Your formal qualification trials are the right and proper place to advance yourselves. This kind of basic behavior is something I’d expect from humans. You are Imperial Celestials, and congregant sisters at that. It is a title that can be withdrawn at Her Majesty’s discretion. If I hear of any more conflict among the five of you, I will be forced to mention this episode to Her. Do you understand that, ladies?”

			“Yes, sir,” they chorused petulantly, their heads lowered, lips pursed in animosity and resentment.

			“Good. Now run along.”

			Razara extended an arm and helped pull a still-shivering Clavissa to her feet. Thyra held her hand out to Gianna, smiling with sweet malice. Gianna ignored her and stood up next to her spawn sister. Under Lord Mychall-Calix’s watchful eye, the four ambushers started off down the long cloister. Thyra turned her back to them, inclined her head at Lord Mychall-Calix, and headed for her apartment.

			“Four against one, was it?” Lord Mychall-Calix said softly.

			Thyra stood perfectly still, facing away from him. “I’ll try and make it fairer for them next time.”

			

			—

			Her father was in his study area when she arrived back. It was a flattened, bubble-shaped chamber that cantilevered out from the side of the Fellsian wing—one of a hundred providing the occupants with a panoramic view over the city. Thyra always thought the capital looked like parkland that had sprouted tapering white and blue spires. Every one of those stylish structures was surrounded by trees laid out in elaborate patterns that she imagined were symbols that could only ever be read properly from the air. Today, the urban expanse was glistening from a late afternoon monsoon that’d left buildings slick and the forested parks swathed in silky mists.

			Bekket was sitting in his favorite chair, a bright orange hemisphere that stood on a single leg. It was surrounded by a curving holographic display of complex mathematical symbols that Thyra didn’t understand. He turned around, his face lifting in concern when he took in her injuries. The hologram blinked out, and he removed his hands from the chair’s contact bulbs.

			“Sweetheart, what happened?” he asked as he shoved himself out of the thick cushioning and hurried over to her.

			“Bitch swarm,” she mumbled, as she fought back tears.

			“Razara again?”

			“Yes.”

			His arms went around her, which allowed her to rest her head on his chest. The embrace was warm and comforting, and she finally allowed herself to relax. “I knew they were waiting. I was ready for them.”

			“Good.”

			“I got in a good neuropunch on Clavissa. Sent her to the ground.”

			“That’s my girl. But you have to be careful.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You have a strong mind, sweetheart. And serious damage to a congregant would disqualify them from being a princess. However, the aggressor could be dismissed from the palace. The court frowns on congregants who inflict excessive damage on their sisters.”

			She looked up at him in puzzlement. “But the trials…”

			“I know. They, however, are court sanctioned, designed to assess specific abilities in a congregant. There’s a reason for that; the queen and court want to see a demonstration of skill and tactics, not just anger and malice. You have to show you can control yourself in the trial arenas.”

			“I’ll try, father. I will.”

			“I know. Besides, the trouble with a neuropunch is that it’s really quite crude.” He stroked her hair and smiled down. “Our family isn’t a wealthy and near-decadent Wynid Grand Family, but we do have certain abilities that we pass down through the generations. Ours is an arduous life out on the periphery, and a long time ago we were required to develop fortitude so that we might resume our status. The neural routines to help you in your rise to Queenhost still exist. It goes against Imperial Celestial tradition for a male, even a father, to pass down such gifts from our mothers, but we have been through hell to reach this point: a congregant daughter no less.”

			“But…my mind is supposed to be untainted if I am to become the Queenhost. I am only to receive the queen’s gifts. She would know if I had foreign abilities.”

			“Ordinarily, yes.”

			“But what?” she asked eagerly. Excitement and determination banished all the ache from her slowly swelling bruise. “Please, father. Do you have something that will give me an advantage?”

			“As a first step, there is a mental technique to organize your mind. To compartmentalize, if you like. Some of those compartments can be concealed from the queen’s examination of your thoughts. She would never know of the extra knowledge I can give you. Knowledge that is your heritage.”

			“Yes!” she hissed. “You’re the best father ever!”

			“This is risky, but if we are successful, the next time Helena connects with you to bestow a gift, she will not be able to tell you have places in your head to hide additional knowledge and techniques from her.”

			“I will train so hard with you, father. Really I will.”

			“Failure will mean the end of us,” he cautioned her. “We will be thrown out of the palace—if we’re lucky.”

			“If I have more neural abilities, I will be a better Queenhost. And I won’t let you down. I won’t let our family down.” She pursed her lips in dismay. “I hate the way they call you Oneshot behind your back. It’s so insulting. If I am Queenhost, they will never dare say it ever again.”

			“I am so proud that you are my daughter. This might be treason, but I see so much of your grandmother in you.”

			“I’m glad.”

			His fingers traced the side of her eye, which was starting to throb in earnest. “First, let’s get a skin scarf on that. It should heal up overnight. Can’t have you going to training tomorrow with a bruise.”

			“I know. It would be a show of weakness.”

			“It would.”

			“And a princess is not weak,” she recited dutifully.

			“No trial is needed for people to see your strength.”

			“And after the scarf is on?” she pleaded.

			“We will begin. Then one day soon, you will be queen. Then empress.”

			She shook her head at his foolishness. “The timing is all wrong for that, Helena’s host body is still young. And there are a huge number of congregant sisters competing for succession. Razara isn’t even the worst of them.”

			“It doesn’t matter how many there are, for it has to be you. You are the hope of the Crown Dominion, Thyra. You are our destiny.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			 

			There weren’t many interplanetary ships like the Ilumn. For a start, commercial transport ships operating inside the Kelowan system were mostly Celestial freighters that used fusion-powered ion drives to provide a constant low-gee acceleration. Their cargoes could mass up to a quarter of a million tons and take a couple of months to fly between the two habitable planetary bands.

			The Ilumn was a much smaller, faster ship—built and owned by the Enfoes, and designed around a thousand-ton payload capacity in specialist cargo pods. There was also cabin space to carry human passengers. Its fusion ion drive provided a constant one-gee acceleration, so even when Gondiar and Anoosha were on opposite sides of the star, its flight time was eight days.

			To look at, the Ilumn was a hundred fifty meters of mismatched modules stretched along a central spine of girders. The whole collection was wrapped up in a chaotic tangle of pipes and cables. There were two clumps of reaction mass tanks. At the forward end, a stack of toroids embraced the primary life support section to provide extra shielding from radiation, while aft, mirror-bright spheres formed a ring around the spine, where they were sandwiched between the Ilumn’s five fusion generators and the ion drive tubes. Thermal radiators protruded randomly from dozens of modules and equipment bays down the length of the ship, like biomech wings that had never quite formed correctly.

			Its captain, Sooyn Enfoe, had spent twenty years flying between the system’s habitable planets, but even she’d never flown out to Kinnox before.

			“Flight time is seventeen days,” she told Finn as he came on board.

			“Thank you for taking us,” he replied.

			She shrugged. “You’re paying, and Gyvoy said this is an incredibly important flight, for all of us.”

			“Some more than others,” Josias said.

			Sooyn’s round face studied him. Even though the Ilumn spent plenty of time under acceleration, more time was spent in zero gee between flights. Not even the physio-stabilizer drugs she took could prevent the tissue bloat that came from liquids pooling in her head when the ship was docked. And the same drugs that kept her bones dense and heart strong also gave her skin a faint gray mottling. “He said you came here on an arkship? From Sol? Really?”

			Josias grinned at her. “Certainly did.”

			“Huh. Well, we’ll see.”

			As they were the only passengers, Finn, Ellie, and Josias had the pick of cabins. Finn consulted the ship’s layout diagram on his lnc patch and set off down the central passageway, a cylindrical tube along the heart of the life support section. It was only used when the ship was in free fall, so it was lined with thin beige fabric padding that carried the stains that came from several decades of operations. Those same decades had also seen the passageway used to run additional hoses and cables during its innumerable refurbishments and expansion modifications, constricting its width, and making the cushioning irrelevant. Spaceships were costly prizes to humans in the Centauri Cluster. Once built, they were maintained for as long as possible, and the Enfoes had been flying the Ilumn for a hundred ten years. Finn doubted there was much of the original structure or equipment left; everything was replaced when it reached the end of its lifetime. The new components could be fabricated by human astroengineering factories, or the owners would use salvaged Remnant Era tech—both of which led to intense compatibility issues with the existing machinery, requiring yet another layer of customized integration devices and software. Standardization was not a Traveler modus operandi.

			“Maintenance must be a nightmare,” Ellie muttered as she slithered gracefully around a sharp-edged mechanism of pipes and whirring motors that protruded out into the passageway.

			“All spaceships are expensive to run,” Finn replied. “It doesn’t matter if it’s an interplanetary like this one, or a starship.”

			“But nothing is the same. The Ilumn can’t possibly carry enough spares; the stores compartment would be the same size as the ship.”

			He shrugged—a mistake in free fall. He caught hold of a pipe bracket and used it to steady himself again. “There’s a lot of Remnant Era tech in here, which uses ultrabonded material. It lasts forever—kind of. And onboard human systems can be disassembled at a molecular level and reprinted. The structural elements are different, of course. Anything directly exposed to space, that material gets vacuum ablated and radiation worn and thermal stressed. They have to be completely replaced when their vacuum fatigue life is reached.”

			“Okay, I get that. We had to refabricate everything on the Diligent. There were nine mineral refining stops during the voyage, when asteroids were mined for their elements. And water. Mining comets is a lot more dangerous than extracting ore or carbon from a solid asteroid. Comets are more volatile than you think.” Her mouth quirked in regret. “We lost people. Mum, actually.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I was only four weeks old, so this is my normal. I’m used to it. And the ice she helped extract was what got us here. She was successful.”

			“She certainly was,” Josias said.

			Ellie let a finger slide over a braid of data cables that were wrapped around a grill. “So how come this is just an interplanetary ship, not a starship? I thought you said the Gates of Heaven are a lot closer to the habitable planets than Kinnox. It should be easier for the Ilumn to reach them.”

			“Oh, the Ilumn can reach the Gates of Heaven no problem; they’re only one-point-eight AUs out from the second habitable band. But that’s not the problem.”

			“What is?” Josias asked sharply.

			“Any ship that enters the Gate is accelerated up to point-nine-nine-nine lightspeed. Then it flies along the pathway—a line of quintessence—until it approaches the Gate of Heaven at the other end, which slows it back down so when it arrives its orbital velocity matches the Gate exactly.”

			“So why can’t the Ilumn go through a Gate?”

			“Acceleration,” Finn told him. “The Gate accelerates a ship up to relativistic velocity in less than a minute. That’s over half a million gees. Nothing physical can withstand that, not without help. So the Elohim developed what they call a ZPZ generator, a zero-point zone framing effector. It locks every atom in the ship and its passengers into place. That way the whole structure can withstand the acceleration force. It takes a phenomenal amount of energy, but the generator pulls that out of the quintessence line, the same way that the acceleration mechanism does.”

			Ellie was staring at him in fascination. “Half a million gees? That’s insane!”

			“Yep.” Finn maneuvered himself awkwardly around the railing that framed the entrance to deck five, where all the passenger cabins were located. Ellie followed with a graceful pirouette around the edge. She caught his pout and grinned. “What?”

			Finn felt the warmth of a blush in his cheeks. “You move so smoothly here, that’s all.”

			“I was born on a spaceship. Free fall is as natural as walking to me.”

			“Right.”

			“This zero generator is what makes flying between Gates possible?” Josias persisted.

			“Somehow,” Finn said. “I think the science behind it is even beyond most Celestial species. Humans with our primate brains don’t have a chance.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Josias muttered. “So you have to have a stasis generator to use a Gate of Heaven?”

			“Yes.”

			“And I’m presuming the Celestials sell them to Travelers?”

			“You presume wrong. In any case, it’s the Elohim that build them—we think. The Celestials seem to have a monopoly on buying them. At least, no human has ever managed to make contact with the Elohim. The only way a human can get hold of a zero-point generator is to salvage it from a wreck. That makes them the most valuable artifact in the entire Centauri Cluster for a Traveler. It represents a freedom equal to the Celestials. And believe me when I say such wrecks are seriously contested.”

			“Okay, so how are you going to get one for the Diligent? That’s what you want it for, isn’t it?”

			Finn nodded, feeling the blush-heat in his cheeks. “Yes.”

			“Do you have a generator?” Ellie asked.

			“Not yet. But I will.”

			Josias gave him a wolfish grin. “One problem at a time, hey, my boy?”

			“Yeah, one problem at a time.”

			“I admire that,” Josias said. “With the right determination, anything is possible.” He stopped himself outside the hatch for cabin 505. “This is me.”

			Finn didn’t have to check the layout on his patch; 505 was the biggest cabin on the Ilumn. He could have said no, challenged Josias; after all, his family was paying for the flight. But not causing a scene was deeply ingrained.

			Instead he smiled neutrally and pointed a finger vaguely down the corridor. “I’ll take five-zero-eight.”

			Josias went into 505 without saying anything.

			“I’m in five-zero-six, then,” Ellie said as the door closed behind Josias.

			Finn opened his cabin and looked around. Ellie had also opened her cabin door. She shoved her bag inside, letting it float away. They looked at each other. She grinned and kicked off the wall, diving like a bird of prey straight through Finn’s open door. He checked that the corridor was empty and hurried in after her.

			

			—

			the Ilumn accelerated away from High Rosa at a tenth of a gee until they were half a million kilometers out from Gondiar, then the crew increased the power output from the fusion reactors until acceleration reached one gee. It was a smooth flight, right up until the last day.

			Finn was woken by his lnc patch alarm. He was lying facedown on the narrow cot’s sleep cocoon, arms twisted awkwardly under him so that Ellie, who was lying beside him, had plenty of room. She stirred as he tugged a hand out and peered blearily at his lnc patch.

			“What’s happening?” Ellie asked.

			“Ships,” Finn grunted in confusion. He wasn’t sure he was reading the display correctly. “Cabin: lights on.”

			The overhead strips shone a green-tinged light into the small chamber. He was greeted with the normally very welcome sight of Ellie wearing one of his T-shirts, which barely covered her hips.

			She squinted against the lights. “What ships? Where?”

			“Er…They just appeared. They’re ten thousand kilometers away, matching our vector.”

			“What do you mean, just appeared?”

			“The Ilumn’s sensors only just detected them—ohshit.”

			“What?”

			“They were stealthed inside a null-spectrum envelope. That means they’re Celestial warships.”

			“But…I thought your mother had cleared this with the Celestials?”

			“She has.”

			The Ilumn’s bridge was on deck four, above the cabins. It had five executive consoles spaced around a large hologram display sphere in the middle of the compartment. Ancillary crew stations were positioned around the curving walls that were mostly display screens.

			When Finn arrived, he wasn’t entirely surprised to see Josias sitting at one of the stations. They’d made contact with the Diligent fifteen hours ago, and Josias had been talking with the arkship almost continually since then.

			Sooyn Enfoe was at her command console, staring intently at the central hologram sphere. Three of her officers were seated at their consoles, frowning at their displays, muttering instructions to the ship’s network.

			Finn couldn’t quite make out the image in the sphere. Two fuzzy gray-green patches were floating in the center, juddering as if trying to escape the sensor’s lock. As he watched, the patches grew, becoming clearer, and what he was seeing finally made sense.

			The Celestial warships had the profile of a fat arrowhead, but that was where any comparison ended. They were huge—at least three hundred meters long, and almost as wide. The slate-gray hull of the one closest to them was laced with dark lines and sinister spiky protrusions. More and more was revealed as the back stealth sphere that had engulfed it slowly furled itself up into tight whorls around six long mast arms. The sphere’s material was only microns thick, but with a molecular structure capable of acute curvature refraction—an effect similar to gravitational lensing. Even if one of the Ilumn’s telescopes had looked right at one, all they would have seen was a blemish in a nebula that was already brimming with irregular swirls.

			The fully furled masts telescoped down into the hull, and the distinct plume of an ion drive emerged from the rear, lengthening as it grew brighter.

			“I don’t get it,” Ellie said. “How can they have matched our vector if they weren’t accelerating until now?”

			“They were under acceleration,” Sooyn Enfoe said. “But when they’re stealthed, whatever the ion drive uses for reaction mass produces a perfectly neutral exhaust plume. None of the Ilumn’s sensors can detect it. Maybe other Celestial warships can, but not humans. We think it’s some kind of active molecule that realigns its energy signature when it is activated by the drive mechanism, but nobody knows for sure.”

			“Are they intercepting us?” Finn asked.

			“No.” The captain waved a hand at a display screen filled with elaborate graphics. “They’re just holding steady.”

			“So they’ll rendezvous with the Diligent when we do?” Josias said.

			“Looks like it.”

			“Why?”

			“If I had to guess, it’d be to make sure the Diligent’s entropy drive is disabled.”

			Ellie looked over at her grandfather. “You’d better tell them that; there’s going to be a lot of very nervous people on board. We don’t want anyone overreacting.”

			He gave her a tight nod.

			“Can you get a better image?” Finn asked.

			“Can,” Sooyn said, “but not going to. We’d have to send an entire flock of microsats toward them, and no telling how those bastards would react to anything inbound.”

			Ellie gave her an alarmed look. “Just how bad are Celestials?”

			“Bad,” Sooyn grunted.

			“They’re…You just have to follow the regulations they set,” Finn told her.

			“Firm but fair,” Josias said. “Is that it?”

			“Basically,” Finn admitted.

			Sooyn let out a contemptuous snort. Finn glared at her, and she eventually shrugged.

			“Call them,” he said. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

			“I hate having to yield to them.”

			“A polite inquiry: Why are they here? Maybe ask if we can assist.”

			“This is a bad idea.”

			“While staying quiet when two warships de-stealth next to us is a positive image?”

			“Shit!” She ordered up a communication root panel and began speaking.

			It was a brief conversation. Lord Commander Arleign, captain of the warship HMS Neutron Saber, informed them they were on a verification patrol, and would be boarding the Diligent to verify deactivation of the illegal entropy drive.

			“Boarding?” Sooyn queried.

			“Confirmed.”

			Finn stepped over to Sooyn’s console. “Captain, this is Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, Minsterialis of Hafnir, acting on behalf of the Gondiar Office of the Governor. I was authorized as the office’s inspector for exactly—”

			“Nobody cares who you are. My only concern is that the arkship’s entropy drives are eradicated. Bringing them into the Crown Dominion is practically an act of war in its own right. If you resist, your arkship will be destroyed.”

			“The arkship didn’t know—”

			“Be silent. A troop of Imperial Knights will board the arkship and ensure total compliance with the laws of the empress and the Elohim.”

			“Of course we’ll cooperate, captain. All I’m requesting is—”

			“Carrier beam has gone,” Sooyn said. “He’s not listening anymore. Not that he ever was.”

			“He sounded nice,” Josias said.

			“There’s a bit of a cultural divide—” Finn began.

			“Culture my arse,” Sooyn said. “They think we’re lower than bacteria. If I didn’t know better, I’d say hating us was part of their DNA.”

			“Except they don’t hate us,” Finn said. “We’re not important enough.”

			“You keep telling yourself that, uranic. They watch us, they confine us to planetary cages with their regulations, and their enforcement is brutal.”

			Finn gave Ellie a brave smile. “She’s exaggerating.”

			“I’ve flown interstellar,” Sooyn said. “I’ve seen how humans are treated by Celestials out there in the Centauri Cluster. They act like we’re animals. We’re not even specialized like their Changelings. That makes us less than useless in their eyes.”

			“And yet here we are on a human spaceship, from a human world that has the best standard of living in a hundred light-years,” Finn retorted.

			“A standard of living that was dictated to us hundreds of years ago. One we’re not allowed to change. Thanks to you and yours.”

			Finn blushed. “A stable civilization that’s lasted for over eight hundred years is an accomplishment unequaled in all of human history on Earth. So yes, I’m proud my family has played our part in maintaining that stability.”

			Ellie cleared her throat. “Then why do you want to leave?”

			“I…It’s…There’s nothing left for me personally on Gondiar, that’s all. It’s not a failure of our society.”

			“My boy, you live in a palace,” Josias said. “And you just said how proud you are of your family.”

			“Yes, but…maybe we’ve been too successful,” he said awkwardly. “There’s nothing here for someone like me to accomplish. But Gondiar is tremendously beneficial for the majority.”

			“Wow,” Sooyn sneered. “If that’s not privilege talking, I don’t know what is.”

			Finn clamped his teeth shut. The captain reminded him of his fellow first-year students at university—contemptuous and resentful of his name and inherited position. It had been an awful couple of months until he’d met Graça. Once again, thinking of her made him wonder if she’d approve of what he was doing now. He gave Ellie a guilty glance.

			“I find this interesting,” Josias said. “You’re seriously saying your society hasn’t changed in eight hundred years?”

			“Of course it has,” Finn protested. “It’s grown hugely.”

			“In what way?”

			“Huh?”

			“Population size? Economy? Technologically? I’m not going to ask about social context.”

			“Of course in size,” Finn said. “And it has managed to do that in a fashion that inequalities are minimalized. What we have is enviable. Plenty of visitors elect to stay.”

			“What visitors?” Sooyn asked.

			“Most of the ones from Lidon, for a start.”

			“Yeah, well, everything is relative.”

			“But to expand your population, your economy has to grow with it, to support you,” Josias said.

			Finn frowned. “That’s about right.”

			“But the economy doesn’t change due to technological evolution,” Josias muttered. “You only ever expand what already exists?”

			“Of course.”

			“Yeah, I figured that. Which is why they’ve made the no-new-tech rule. Everything is sacrificed on the altar of stability.”

			“The wars of the Remnant Era cannot be allowed to happen again,” Finn said automatically.

			“Very noble.”

			“Quite,” Finn said in satisfaction. But when he looked at the way Josias was smiling, he wasn’t entirely sure the man was agreeing with him.

			

			—

			Finn spent the rendezvous maneuver on the bridge, watching the image of the Diligent resolve in the central hologram sphere. It was big. Josias and Ellie had described it often enough, but seeing the reality emerge out of the darkness was a whole different kind of knowledge.

			For the final hour, he slipped off the bridge and into the observation compartment on deck two, with its six big anti-radiation windows providing a direct view out into the cosmos. Kinnox was a modestly sized gas giant, but it still managed to stretch across half of the universe beyond the hull, glinting in the low sunlight. The Diligent was easily the dominant feature as it expanded. Ellie held his hand, chattering excitedly as features became apparent, describing them fondly.

			The central cylindrical section was a kilometer long, with the propulsion systems taking up almost half of the length. Six big doughnut-shaped tokamaks ringed the center, poised above the labyrinth of pipes and modules housing their ancillary support machinery. Below that were the five dark dodecahedrons containing the enigmatic entropy drives, which were a lot smaller than he’d been expecting. Bulky tanks caged in a scaffold of load-bearing struts separated them from the long ion rocket tubes, which in turn were almost invisible beneath a clutter of slender heat dissipation fins.

			Ahead of the tokamaks was the cargo section, a cluster of big conical landing bodies packed tight together: one-shot vehicles that would aerobrake down to a planet’s surface, delivering all the machinery necessary to establish a technological society.

			“It’s bigger than I realized,” he said reverentially. The closer they approached, the more fascinated he became. I’m going to own that in a couple of hours. Me. It’s not just a spaceship; it’s practically a flying habitat!

			Forward from the landing bodies, a stack of huge spindle bearings held the two life support rings, which were seven hundred meters in diameter and rotating in opposite directions to counterbalance each other. Finn had been expecting slim annular bracelets, smaller versions of the ring habitats that were attached to the georing. Instead, each ring was composed of individual spheres a hundred meters in diameter. While the arkship was accelerating, the rings were stationary and the spheres orientated so their internal decks were at right angles to the direction of flight, providing a level gravity. Now the rings were rotating around the central section, the spheres had pivoted through ninety degrees inside their cradle of girders, allowing centrifugal force to provide a gravity effect.

			Finn couldn’t help the smile that was spreading over his face. This was a total vindication of everything he’d been through, all the crap life had dumped on him. Looking at his prize, all he could feel was a glowing sense of avarice and delight. And to hell with the modesty and diffidence his upbringing had tried to instill. “I won!” he whispered.

			“Won what?” Ellie asked.

			“Life.” He hugged her close.

			The remaining forward portion of the Diligent’s central section was given over to hangars and docking stations for a range of ancillary craft, from the larger kind of interplanetary shuttle that had taken Ellie and Josias to Anoosha, to maintenance pods, to shoals of automated service drones.

			Right at the apex, a frame of long, curving struts radiated out like a naked umbrella frame, extending past the perimeter of the life support rings. Each strut was barnacled by the glittering gold ribbons of magnetic field generators, designed to hold the ion cloud buffer in place ahead of the arkship, protecting it from interstellar dust impacts while it flew at relativistic speed.

			Finn looked at the huge ship longingly. It was even bigger than the Celestial warships that had taken up station ten kilometers away. As he scanned along the hulking fuel tanks, he frowned at the mottling across their surface. There were so many stripes and blotches on the thick thermal insulation foam it was almost an abstract work of art.

			“What caused that?” he asked.

			“The foam?” Ellie asked. “Just age and vacuum ablation maintenance. We repair and patch whenever we have to.”

			“Ah. Yeah, got it.”

			“We’ve been flying for nearly five hundred years ship’s time,” Josias said archly. “That’s a hell of a lot of wear and tear, my boy. That’s why there’s so much redundancy built in.”

			Now that he knew what to look for, Finn became aware of just how much variation there was; no two modules were exactly the same color. Insulation and impact-protection foam were all different ages, as evidenced by the different shades of silver-white they’d decayed into. There were sections colored rust-red, vibrant green, even black in a few places. He didn’t think any two thermal radiator panels were the same, as if each one had been manufactured by a different contractor. And the load-bearing structure that tied the whole central section together had the same issue. He could see struts that were the same length as their neighbor but a completely different thickness due to their material.

			There were several maintenance teams at work along the girders. He watched little clusters of maintenance pods and service craft drifting around decayed and broken segments. Space-suited figures were clinging to the structural members, manipulating precision tools; to Finn they were primitive-looking shells, nothing like the aegis suits Travelers used.

			

			—

			Finn, Ellie, and Josias took an ancillary shuttle over to the Diligent. Ellie had given Sooyn the schematics for the Diligent’s airlocks, allowing an Enfoe astroengineering station at High Rosa to construct an adaptor before the Ilumn departed.

			They docked against one of the forward stations. A big group of people was waiting in the prep chamber beyond the airlock. The buzz that kicked off as soon as Ellie and Josias air-swam through the hatch was electric: shouted questions, whoops of joy, bright smiles. Then it all cut off as Finn followed them through.

			He hadn’t worked it out in advance, but the stares he was now receiving were incredulous, as if some mythical creature had come on board. The Diligent was a closed environment; everyone had been born on board, lived on board, and died on board. There was nobody new; nobody from outside. They’d never seen a human that wasn’t one of their own family.

			I’m the alien, he realized. The future their ancestors set out to discover.

			“Finbar Jalgori-Tobu?” A tall, heavily muscled woman pushed herself forward, ignoring Josias as she floated past. She was wearing a blue-and-purple one-piece of some shiny fabric, with a high collar that curved protectively around the base of her skull. Several small gadgets were nestled tightly in pockets: one on her right arm, two below her neck, a couple on her hip. There was also something glowing a pale green in her ear. Equivalents of a patch? Finn conjectured. There wasn’t anything on her short left sleeve. Probably no need, he thought; her left arm was artificial, an open copper-and-silver-colored framework enclosing slender black actuators that drove joints and white plastic fingers. He was ashamed of the way he was staring, but he couldn’t help it. The arm was nothing like the cymech units some Travelers used. This was so archaically mechanical, like some elaborate artwork, but it worked so smoothly he knew it wasn’t.

			“Yes,” he gulped.

			“I’m Captain Dejean. Welcome aboard the Diligent.”

			“Thank you. It’s…an honor. Your journey here is absolutely amazing. On behalf of the Crown Dominion, I welcome you to the Kelowan system,” Finn said formally. He was trying not to wrinkle his nose up, or sneeze. The air had a strong smell. For a while he couldn’t place it, until he realized it smelled of everything.

			“Indeed. So you’re the one who bought the Diligent?” she asked as she looked directly at Josias.

			“Yes. In exchange for land of your own.”

			“A small nation of our own,” Josias corrected pretentiously.

			“Did he throw in the Brooklyn Bridge, too?” Dejean asked.

			“Er…no. What’s that?”

			“Something we left behind. Just as well, eh, Josias? It would probably need even more maintenance than the Diligent these days.”

			“Excuse the captain,” Josias said. “She has a very dry sense of humor.”

			“The Diligent is flightworthy, isn’t it?” a suddenly alarmed Finn asked. The equipment in the prep room wasn’t so much old-fashioned as simply worn. Everything betrayed its age. Like the patchwork foam and struts of the hull, screens and modules and cables that were faded with time lay beside newly replaced versions, their contrast only highlighting the arkship’s genteel decay. He didn’t suppose many human machines worked for five hundred years, though Remnant Era tech was still functional after thousands. But the Diligent has lasted for centuries and tens of thousands of light-years. It can make the last few AUs.

			“It’ll make it to Kelowan,” Dejean said wryly. “After that, not my problem. Right?”

			“Uh, yes.”

			“Unless you’d like me to stay on as captain?”

			“I…Would you want to?”

			“I’ve given it a lot of thought of late. I guess I’m too old to settle down and have a family like you’re supposed to on planets. This way, I get to see new worlds and keep on doing what I do best. What sort of salary are you offering?”

			“I’m sure we could negotiate something. I’d welcome a captain familiar with the ship.”

			“Good to know. Shame your friends from the ships accompanying you seem slightly less welcoming.”

			“I apologize. The Imperial Navy isn’t strong on diplomacy. I must tell you, the Centauri Cluster is sensitive about the use of entropy drives.”

			“Really?” She touched a finger to her glowing ear. “Your navy people are about to dock.”

			“Uh, captain, this remains your ship, of course, but I would advise you to cooperate with the Knights.”

			“Knights?”

			“Yes. They will be carrying some serious weaponry.”

			“Screw it. Okay. What do you advise?”

			“Very limited contact. They want to visit the entropy drives and verify they’ve been rendered inert. Is there direct access from here?”

			Dejean took a moment, then dipped her head. “Yes. Corridor one. It extends the whole length of the engineering sector.”

			“I’ll be happy to mediate—as much as they’ll let me, anyway. I’d suggest that you and I escort them, along with a team from your engineering crew who can deactivate the drives.”

			She gestured at one of the people gripping a loop on the compartment walls. “This is Chief Octain. He’s going to decommission the entropy drives for you.”

			Finn gave the man a tight smile. He was short and looked as if he was approaching his first-century birthday. His hand went instinctively to a nearly bald head, rubbing as if badly puzzled.

			“How are you planning on doing this, chief?” Finn asked.

			“I have no idea. I guess we can physically remove the power lines from the main tokamak feeds.”

			“Yeah, the Knights might want something a bit more permanent. Are there components you can remove, something they’d believe that the Diligent can’t manufacture again?”

			“We can build anything in the drive schematic. Actually, we can build a brand-new entropy drive from scratch if we have to.”

			“Asteria’s arse! Don’t say that to them, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			“Think what components will look impressive when you remove them and we’ll hand them over. Right?”

			Octain consulted Captain Dejean, who gave him a small nod.

			“Sure thing,” the chief said.

			

			—

			The auxiliary craft from the HMS Neutron Saber accelerated and decelerated hard, finishing twenty meters from the Diligent’s docking section and holding perfectly steady. Finn, watching on one of the arkship’s screens, shook his head. “Showing off.”

			As if to confirm his appraisal, the craft rotated ninety degrees, then rolled. Its docking tube was aligned directly on an airlock.

			“Don’t they have an adapter?” Dejean asked. The tube was five meters long, made from some shiny silver-blue material. It had no visible mechanism on its open end.

			“Don’t need one,” Finn said.

			The end of the docking tube flared out, like lips puckering open. Then it closed around the Diligent’s airlock, annealing to the rim to complete the kiss.

			“Impressive,” Octain grunted.

			There were seven of them in the reception team: Finn, Ellie, and Josias, with Dejean, Octain, and two engineering techs. All of them were nervous, even Finn. He knew that Knights often used Awakened animals when they deployed. Disturbing memories from a childhood playing too many immersive dramas kept plaguing him; the Knights in those games used Awakened crocodiles on space-based missions. Ferocious bodies with amphibian origins excelled in zero-gee maneuvering.

			“Pressure equalized,” Dejean said.

			Finn fixed his gaze on the two-meter-wide hatch. Three Imperial Knights swept into the prep chamber. They were alone. No combat drones, no Awakened.

			“Dear lord,” Octain grunted.

			In their armor, the Knights were over three meters tall, their ankles and wrists equipped with clamber claws, like metallic crab pincers. They could grip any protrusion, enhancing their ability to flit about in free fall. Not that the claws were easy to see. Their armor was a glossy black and silver with some weird refractive surface that placed them at the center of an eye-twisting shimmer. Finn wondered if it was modeled on a Silicate’s exoskin, which was notoriously difficult to focus on.

			“I am Lord Terrell-Pano,” one of the suits boomed. “Who is in charge here?”

			Finn gawped at Dejean. “I’m Finbar Jalgori-Tobu.”

			“I am well aware who you are, uranic. Who is in charge?”

			“I am. Captain Dejean. Welcome aboard the Diligent, Lord Terrell-Pano.”

			“You will take me directly to your illegal entropy drive units. Any refusal or attempt to mislead will result in the immediate execution of ten crew members.”

			“There’s no reason to threaten anyone. We’re not hostile in any respect. The Diligent is here for the same reason as your ancestors: to seek a new peaceful life on a fresh world.”

			Lord Terrell-Pano’s helmet turned in her direction. “If that’s what you wanted, you shouldn’t have come to the Centauri Cluster, captain.”

			“They followed the Green Worlds signal,” Finn said indignantly. “Just like everyone else here.”

			“You,” Lord Terrell-Pano snapped. “Last warning, uranic. Silence.”

			Finn bristled. Respect for Imperial Celestials was the most emphatic part of his heritage. It was why the Jalgori-Tobus existed: to help. To serve with dignity and honor. But this Knight was deliberately trying to intimidate and coerce. Simple politeness would have brought about cooperation. But no, they have to try and show how much stronger, how powerful, they are. All because they regard themselves as superior.

			From some great distance he heard himself say: “My family was appointed by the empress Herself to assist Her to manage human affairs in the Kelowan system. If you have a problem with that, take it up with Her.” But the anger impulse faded as swiftly as it had been born, leaving him feeling foolish for challenging Lord Terrell-Pano. He tensed, nearly closing his eyes, expecting an energy blast or a blade impact.

			But Lord Terrell-Pano merely grunted dismissively. “So say you. Captain, lead on.”

			The group traveled along corridor one: a wide tube with inset light strips running the whole way down, creating a forced perspective of a length that seemed to be much longer than the Diligent actually was. Two thick posts in the middle were the rails for platform elevators, which the crew used while the arkship was under acceleration. Every section it served had a walkway grid that circled the tube, equipped with its own set of airlocks.

			Naturally Finn was the least adept at free-fall swimming. By the time they reached the entropy drive level his wrists and arms ached from correcting his motion. The entropy section walkway had five airlocks.

			Captain Dejean placed her hand on a panel beside the first.

			“What is that?” Lord Terrell-Pano asked.

			“Palm ID lock,” she told him.

			Finn did his best to keep his face expressionless. Man, but this ship is truly old.

			The airlock was a short tube that led directly into one of the dodecahedrons he’d seen during approach. Inside, it was crammed with big, awkwardly placed chunks of machinery that were poorly lit and difficult to maneuver through. Once again, all Finn could think of was how basic everything looked.

			“We will remove the main power feeds and Woodward shell phase initiators,” Captain Dejean explained to Lord Terrell-Pano. “Without those, the entropy drives simply won’t function. Octain, if you would begin the decommissioning, please.”

			“Captain.” The chief led the two techs deeper into the three-dimensional maze of apparatus.

			Finn stayed by the entrance, watching their legs sticking out of various gaps where they would wriggle occasionally as they either backed out or pulled themselves further into the guts of the entropy drive. The Knights were having trouble inside the badly cramped compartment, their armor scraping along metal casings.

			“Power cables out,” a muffled voice called.

			“I’ve got the inspection cover off the initiator unit.”

			“Bring all the components back here so the Knights can witness them being destroyed,” Finn said.

			“It’s going to take about fifteen minutes to disconnect the proton feeds,” Octain called back.

			“Enough,” Lord Terrell-Pano said after another couple of minutes. “You, Octain, bring your team out.”

			Slowly Octain and his techs reversed their way out of the machinery. One of the techs was carrying an initiator panel. It was a simple black rectangle half a meter long, trailing some data cables. Finn had no idea what it actually was: a vitally important initiator panel or a piece of insulation. He suspected Lord Terrell was thinking along similar lines.

			“We will use thermal induction grenades,” Lord Terrell-Pano announced.

			“Er…” Finn began.

			“One more word,” Lord Terrell-Pano snapped, an armored finger stabbing at Finn.

			The two Knights accompanying him extended their arms, small silo tubes irising open to reveal a green glow. Small dark ovoids flew out and vanished amid the chamber’s machinery.

			“Grenades?” Octain yelped in alarm. “No no no! The chamber won’t withstand—”

			“Silence,” Lord Terrell-Pano said. “These are induction grenades. Their heat pulse will simply distort your illegal drive’s components.”

			“But—” Octain appealed to the captain.

			Finn caught Dejean’s gaze and gave a quick shake of his head.

			“Come back out, please, chief,” the captain said in a resigned tone.

			Finn backed down the airlock tube. Octain and the technicians floated out of the engine chamber. The chief clearly wanted to protest more, but pressed his lips together in anger. The Knights followed them out. As the last one cleared the hatchway, the light flickered inside, and a red glow flared. Electric arcs blazed briefly. Lights in the airlock tunnel turned red. Molten droplets spewed out through the glowing gashes they melted, followed by frequent sprays of effervescent fluid as pressurized cooling circuits were severed.

			There was a loud bang, a bright flash, and the remaining lights went out. Finn and the others ducked instinctively, then hurriedly retreated out into corridor one; the airlock door slid shut quickly, and a siren sounded. Dejean touched one of her electronic modules and the sound vanished.

			“Next drive,” Lord Terrell-Pano said.

			“Of course.” Captain Dejean floated along the walkway grid and put her hand on the airlock’s lock scan panel.

			It took a quarter of an hour for the Knights to wreck the remaining entropy drive compartments. When they were done, the grille fans around the walkway were whining loudly as they sucked away the sprays of coolant fluid and weird-smelling vapors that had escaped from the compartments before the airlock hatches sealed them off.

			Lord Terrell-Pano went back to the first dodecahedron and gave it a quick inspection. “I will inform the Imperial Navy you are clear to proceed to Gondiar,” he told them.

			“Thank you,” Finn said, forcing himself to sound polite.

			Lord Terrell-Pano grunted and jumped off the walkway. The three Knights swept up corridor one at high speed, leaving the bemused humans in their wake.

			Captain Dejean touched her ear. “Nobody get in their way. Just let them leave.”

			Octain was giving Finn an incredulous look; he was back at the inner hatch to the first dodecahedron. “I can’t believe they just did that!”

			“I know. I’m sorry. They do take defending the Crown Dominion very seriously. With reason.” When he glanced up corridor one, the three Knights were almost out of sight.

			“No,” Octain said. “I meant I can’t believe they’re that dumb.”

			“What?”

			“Sure, we can’t use the entropy drives now, but all those grenades did was melt the first-level ancillary support systems. We could rebuild those in a month.”

			“Asteria’s arse, you mean the main drive systems are still intact?”

			“Yes.”

			Finn stared at Octain, then the captain. “Never, ever tell anyone that, understand?”

			“Sure,” Octain said sullenly. “But I thought the Celestials were supposed to be ten times smarter than us. How could they not know?”

			Everyone looked at Finn.

			“Nobody in the Crown Dominion has seen an entropy drive for five hundred years,” he said slowly. “Even knowledge of its principles is banned.”

			When he glanced back through the open hatch, the vapor swirling out of the melted equipment had shrunk to a few russet wisps. He had to admit the whole episode had startled him and more than diminished his views on Celestials. They were supposed to be humanity’s intellectual superiors, yet they’d behaved more like gangsters with a badge than any kind of respectable authority. Maybe they’re trying to hide an inferiority complex through a show of physical strength? So they’re not as advanced from us as they tell themselves, and it manifests in a display of intimidation just like any scared bully. After all, the Diligent is an overwhelming reminder of just how strong and gutsy their ancestors actually were.

			“As the official inspector for the Office of the Governor, I hereby certify that the entropy drives have been destroyed.” Just saying it was satisfying. If that’s the way they treat us, perhaps we should start showing a bit more independence.

			“Well said, my boy,” Josias said approvingly.

			“Thank you,” Finn said. “Captain?”

			“Yes.”

			“My mother’s invitation for everyone on the Diligent to settle on Gondiar, under the terms Josias has negotiated, is now active. Please set a course for my homeworld.”

			Captain Dejean gave Josias a challenging glance. “Best deal?”

			“Best deal,” Josias said.

			“Very well. My pleasure, Minsterialis.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			 

			Wynid’s afternoon sunlight streamed in through long floor-to-ceiling windows as Makaio-Yalbo walked the length of the vast hallway. They were at least fifty stories high in the Kista wing, looking down on the western section of the Gamaldum Palace, where the livestone walls on several spires created tiers of pockets. A vertical forest grew out of the pockets, making it seem as if a wave of vegetation were surging upward from the parks below. Slim waterfalls poured down between the trees in elegant diminishing cascades, while brightly colored birds soared through the jumbled canopy.

			Faraji pulled at his sleeve almost as soon as they entered the hall. After all the interstellar journeys they’d made recently, the boy was now ten, tall and thin with a stock of chestnut hair that somehow always seemed to defy a neat trim. “Father?”

			“What is it?” As always, Makaio-Yalbo made an effort not to sound irritated. It was becoming quite a strain. Faraji was developing an impetuous streak that Makaio-Yalbo didn’t approve of, despite several neural educational gifts to guide him toward mannerisms that were more appropriate for his status. The boy hadn’t started to physically fill out quite as much as expected, either.

			Faraji was edging closer toward the line of big windows. “Can we see the princesses from here, do you think?”

			“No, son. The Fellsian wing is about four kilometers east from here.”

			“Oh.”

			Makaio-Yalbo took the opportunity of a brief silence to let the rider settle into his mind. It was the same calm persona he’d used for his meeting with Olomo. Ironic, given it’s my boss I’m meeting this time.

			“Which one is the queen going to choose to host her mindline?”

			Makaio-Yalbo assured himself the rider was fully integrated and used its discipline to moderate his answer: “None of the current princesses, I sincerely hope. Our Gracious Queen Helena-Chione is just a few years into being hosted by her current body. These princesses are only chosen in case there is an emergency.”

			“Father?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why don’t you have more sons? Most of the Royal Court have many potential host children.”

			“This is a difficult job I have been blessed with. Time pressures do not act in an archon’s favor.”

			“What about physical dangers?” Faraji asked keenly. “A mission that involves combat, perhaps?”

			“Are you hoping I’m going to die?”

			“No! Of course not.”

			“The era when archons put themselves on the front line of any confrontation is long over, I’m afraid. When you host me, it will not be an exciting life. Just analyzing endless quantities of very boring information—and I do mean endless. Once it is analyzed, you then issue instructions to representatives, who tell their assets to pass the message on, and so it goes down the line until the active operative at the end gets to carry out the required action. We are so well removed from real events in space and time that in some instances we never even get to know what the outcome was.”

			Faraji pulled a face. “Yes, father.”

			“But we are vitally important to the queen, and the Crown Dominion.” Even as he said it, he wondered why he bothered lying. After all, the boy would be hosting him soon. The tautness in his body as he walked was proof enough of that. Muscles ached too much these days, and joints were stiff; his bloodstone had grown so much it was an active encumbrance. I should just get on with it. Yet still reluctance nagged at some deep portion of his mind. The boy was…not what I was hoping for. But then, which of them ever are?

			The true worry was that of acceptance. Makaio-Yalbo had retained his position throughout his last nine host bodies. The job of archon defined him now, and the idea that he might somehow fail to receive Gahiji-Laurent’s approval after his mindline was hosted by Faraji’s body was unthinkable. Yet it was Gahiji-Laurent, as Wynid’s chief archon, who had final approval, after an extended self-perceptual. The infamous job interview with the boss.

			So he worried that the way Faraji’s personality was growing out of kilter would be an unwelcome facet to his current über-professional personality, the one that made him so perfect for the tricky task of calmly monitoring and analyzing human activity in the Kelowan system, and the influence that extended outward. Humans were so volatile; he couldn’t trust anyone else with observing them. Nobody understood them as well as he did, and thanks to Anoosha and Gondiar’s growing Traveler community, Kelowan was the most vulnerable system in the Crown Dominion to their misbehavior—at least in his opinion. The possibility one of the Traveler Dynasties would acquire some detrimental Remnant Era weapon increased with every passing decade.

			The trouble was that Faraji was still young. People had succeeded into younger bodies, of course. But the longer he waited, the greater the aberrations would grow.

			I should have planned better. A thought he was sure he’d had many times before when the inevitable moment of succession swung around again.

			They reached the end of the hall. A single desk stood in front of the doors ahead of them. Faraji was looking up at him respectfully, eager for appreciation. He’s not a bad lad. And the palace whispers were heavy with Helena-Chione’s apparent embrace of wild cards when it came to succession. A new congregant, Thyra, was a major talking point at court. Apparently she was a lone spawning, which was just plain odd.

			Makaio-Yalbo gathered his thoughts and gave Faraji a small smile. “Come now, you can wait here while I go in. You see those elevated fields, the ones that look like giant tables?”

			“Yes, father.”

			“I believe they’re the Lady of the Palace Stables avian training grounds. They have Awakened eagles here, you know. Quite a sight, apparently.”

			“Really?”

			“Let me know what you see.”

			Faraji hurried over to the window. Makaio inclined his head slightly at the figure sitting behind the desk.

			Lady Oskie-Eugénie had been Gahiji-Laurent’s chief lieutenant long before Makaio had risen to his position. Every new body she chose as her mindline host was extremely similar to the last, which led to a whole chapter of palace whispers devoted to just how she managed that.

			She watched Faraji press himself up against the glass. “He’s a sparky one.”

			“The more intense the light, the deeper it reaches.”

			“I’m sure he’ll dim down when he’s hosting you.”

			“Indeed.”

			“You can go through.”

			Gahiji-Laurent’s office was almost as large as the hall that led to it. It contained two pieces of furniture: a large gimbaled chair with a number of hologram projectors around it, and a curved, sunken seating area in front of a window.

			Wynid’s chief archon stood before the window, arms folded behind his back. Appropriately for the head of the queen’s security agency, his face was hidden behind a filigree of silver-and-bronze-shaded bloodstone, while a high-collar black-and-scarlet cloak shielded his body. He didn’t move. There was no clue how old his host body was. Although the bloodstone mask was comprehensive, it didn’t have any outgrowths, giving his neck a free range of motion.

			Makaio didn’t even know what color the man’s skin was; there simply wasn’t enough of it visible to check. He was also convinced that the fine filigree mask was constantly changing its configuration, which made it no bloodstone species he’d ever heard of.

			Gahiji-Laurent extended an arm, his gloved hand gesturing at the sunken seating. “Please sit.”

			“Sir.” Makaio-Yalbo tried to lower himself into the pale green cushioning with ease, determined not to let out an old-man grunt as his legs creaked. Damn bloodstone weighs too much.

			“There are more egrets in the capital these days,” Gahiji-Laurent said, turning to face the window again. “Have you noticed that?”

			“Ah…not really, sir. I don’t spend much time here.”

			“Of course not. But longer intervals between visits would surely make progressive changes more visible, would they not?”

			“If I were ornithologically inclined, I suppose a population increase would be noticeable over the intervening years.”

			“I’m not ornithologically inclined myself, but I notice. I can’t help it. They fill the skies. It’s our lakes and waterways, you see; the capital has so many. And egrets are beautiful, especially the great white egret. We provide them with the perfect milieu thanks to all those fish we stock and restock. It encourages them, I believe. There’s no such thing as an egret food shortage.”

			“I see.”

			“So their numbers just keep expanding. They don’t really have predators, in the wild, save for hawks, some snakes, and something called a raccoon. You do find hawks flying around the larger forests in the city, of course, but they’re normally introduced as prey for Awakened birds. Good training, I understand. As for the others, well, we are hardly plagued by snakes.”

			“Indeed, sir.”

			“I expect you’re wondering what this has to do with our agenda?”

			Makaio-Yalbo folded his own hands neatly and considered. “Egrets are a metaphor for humans.”

			“This is why I like having you as my archon for human affairs. We understand each other. Humans, too, are becoming numerous. We don’t cull egrets because they are beautiful and ornamental. We don’t cull humans because they are economically useful. However, if left completely unchecked, they would both ruin their environment. They eat; they breed; they shit. Neither is good at keeping their world clean and tidy. Too stupid, essentially.”

			“Which is where we come in.”

			“You,” Gahiji-Laurent said. “That is where you come in, Makaio. I rely on you to keep the humans in order.”

			“The uranics do an impressive job of governance, for all they are simply Changelings. The constitutional structures on our human worlds provide stability. And I watch for signs of instability, both economic and political. It is my pleasure to serve our queen in this fashion.”

			“Yes, but you’re not watching very well, are you?”

			“Sir?”

			“After all, there are a lot of humans now. The Santa Rosa prefecture alone must have thirty million.”

			Makaio-Yalbo was pleased he had chosen the statesman rider to rise into place for the meeting. Dealing with Gahiji-Laurent was always a trial, but the chief archon seemed to be particularly challenging today. “Forty-three-point-eight million at the last audit.” But you know that.

			“Forty-three-point-eight million humans,” Gahiji-Laurent repeated as if the number were significant. “And that’s just one of Gondiar’s prefectures overseen by a marchioness.”

			“It’s an important area, sir. I monitor it constantly.”

			“Do you? Do you indeed?”

			“Yes.”

			“Your Santa Rosa network has thirty-seven agents, I believe. That’s what your reports claim, anyway.”

			“Thirty-seven active agents, and eight controllers.”

			“Thirty-seven agents for forty-three-point-eight million humans. Do you believe that to be an adequate ratio, Makaio?”

			“It’s not just the agents, sir. They, in turn, run a large number of informers, selected to provide coverage in the communities most likely to cause trouble—Travelers, criminal gangs, wealthy enterprises likely to cut corners. In addition, I have network CIs analyzing a colossal amount of data, monitoring trends and political movements.”

			“There shouldn’t be any political movements. That’s part of your job.”

			“They start, we behold them, and we cut them off before they even begin to be a problem. There are no breakaway human groups in the Crown Dominion; no revolutionaries or revolts. The word of law is paramount, and it is our word.”

			“Yet as with the egrets, there are more humans now. You should have expanded your network accordingly. There should be a hundred controllers, a thousand agents, twenty thousand informers.”

			Makaio-Yalbo had to resist the urge to rub his face. If he didn’t know better, he’d say he was sweating under the bloodstone. “The informers are specifically chosen for their position within—”

			“How many informers in the Kelowan system have you lost recently? Say, in the last ten years?”

			“Eight, sir.”

			“And that includes poor dear Colvin?”

			“Colvin wasn’t an informer, sir.”

			“I accessed the reports. He was being interrogated by an agent, Terence Wilson-Fletcher. Who was in the same room, I believe, when he just…turned to flame on the cusp of being incorporated into Wilson-Fletcher’s team of informers. I’m no expert, but I find that timing to be somewhat suspicious.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“How does someone else know who is in your network?”

			“My controllers may be under observation.”

			“Or there’s a leak.”

			“I don’t believe so. The agents we use are loyal.”

			“Well, that needs to be investigated, obviously. Another lapse on your part.”

			“I will secure my organization, sir.”

			“I believe Wilson-Fletcher also had some trouble with surveillance technology.”

			“A drone swarm glitched during an observation.”

			Gahiji-Laurent’s entire bloodstone mask twitched, every little element flicking out of alignment then flicking back. “Our technology? Our technology was glitched? On a human world?”

			“Yes.”

			“No human did that.”

			“I am aware another archon’s agents must be involved, sir.”

			“So which archon is it? Which leads to the important question: Which dominion? What are they doing on Gondiar and why?”

			Makaio straightened his shoulders and spoke the hardest of words for any archon. “I don’t know.”

			“This is all occurring prior to the arrival of Dolod, the iron exotic? Verak’s Grand Families have a heavy investment in Anoosha’s enterprises; all will be diminished if the iron exotic’s slingshot into close orbit around Kelowan’s star is successful. A time ripe for other archons to create trouble, is it not?”

			“I will find whatever operation is being mounted against us, sir.”

			“Will you indeed?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“When?”

			“Indeterminate. But no one can stay hidden forever, especially if they are this active. A pattern will emerge.”

			“If you can see the pattern, it is behind you. You must become more incisive in your hunt.”

			“I am incisive, sir.”

			“This is the Crown Dominion. We do not have other dominions free to run active plays inside our star systems. If nothing else, it is insulting to me, personally. Do I make myself clear?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good.”

			“And, Makaio-Yalbo, your succession is ridiculously overdue. That is a pattern, possibly one exploited by our opponents. You delay each time—a state of affairs that is completely unacceptable. I require fresh blood on this. And I will have it, one way or another. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“This operation, whatever it is, will be shut down. Our opponents’ networks will be dismantled. And the humans will return to the state they serve our needs best: passively.”

			“That is my goal, sir.”

			“I am delighted to hear it. Dismissed.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Terence Wilson-Fletcher was the only occupant of the human lounge at the bottom of the tower carriage as it began its descent to Wynid. He knew it was for humans because the chairs, all ten of them, were human-sized. It also had a transparent wall, providing him with a superb view. The planet was smaller than Gondiar, close to Old Earth in scale. But it was the colors that stood out. Somehow, they were more vibrant than on Gondiar. When he’d left his homeworld—a personal elapsed time of six weeks and eight days ago—he’d watched it dwindle away below him as he ascended the Santa Rosa tower, knowing he’d never see anything more beautiful. Now he wasn’t so sure. The oceans here seemed to be a purer turquoise, the emerald vegetation of the continents richer, and the clouds dazzled even from thirty-five thousand kilometers above.

			Maybe I’m just homesick, he thought, or more likely planetsick. He’d spent the whole journey by himself. Oh, his cabin on the Knoot had been pleasant enough: three rooms, with a viewport in the lounge, and every facility he could want. But it was a Celestial ship, so he hadn’t been allowed out of the cabin during the flight. He didn’t even know what sort of ship the Knoot was, a freighter or passenger craft; maybe even a private yacht or a security services transport. (Though he suspected not.) He wasn’t even sure how big it was; the cabin’s viewport only looked outward.

			After being admitted to the Celestial section of High Rosa, his lnc patch had a very restricted access to the network, and there certainly hadn’t been any windows in the transit cabs and zero-gee corridors he’d traveled along. A human woman supervised his security scan before he was allowed to embark. She hadn’t been the greatest conversationalist, ignoring his questions.

			“Go direct to your quarters,” she’d told him after he’d had a pinprick of blood sampled, then glided through a slender scan hoop. “The location is on your patch. Do not attempt to leave it; you are not permitted access to any other section of the ship.”

			“Thank you,” he said, ashamed at how meek his voice sounded, but her expression-free face was intimidating. “Uh, my bags?” He waved a hand at his luggage, which was in the pannier of a remote. The little vehicle hadn’t followed him through the hoop.

			“It’ll be here when you get back.”

			“But…”

			“Whatever you need, just tell your cabin manager. The ship’s fabricators will produce it for you.”

			He sighed and made his way into the airlock tube. There was no choice, but then there hadn’t been since Lenertz Mo told him he’d been invited to the conference on Wynid.

			“Wynid?” Terence had yelped at the commander.

			“Yeah.”

			“But that’s a Celestial world, one of the capitals.”

			“I’m so glad you’re up on Crown Dominion current events and politics. But it also happens to be where the Royal Joint Security Enforcement Conference is being held.”

			“What the hell is that? I’ve never heard of it.”

			Mo gave him a sour glance. “Me neither, until now. Apparently only a select few human delegates are invited to go. Looks like someone considers you to be one of the high-flyers, now.”

			“What? Who invited me?”

			“It came through the Office of the Governor.”

			“I’m sorry, but I can’t go.”

			“Yes, you can.”

			“You don’t understand. I just got engaged.”

			“Well, congratulations. Is this Jimena, the technical division woman you’ve been dating?”

			Terence couldn’t recall telling Mo about that; they’d been keeping it quiet, with station gossip being what it was. “Yes.”

			“Nice.”

			“But the Wynid system is a light-year away—and then the same back, plus flight time to the Gate of Heaven. That’s going to be two and a half years for everyone back here.”

			“This is good.”

			“Good?”

			“If she’s truly committed to this, she’ll wait until you get back.”

			“Oh, Asteria’s arse, you cannot be serious!”

			“Terence, listen to me: this is not some polite invitation to help your career because of the security work you’ve done. It’s an order, and not from me. You’re going.”

			

			—

			Wynid’s capital city at the base of the tower kept expanding as the carriage sank toward it. By the time they reached the top of the atmosphere, Terence wasn’t sure city was even the right word. An occupation of the land, maybe? There were buildings, a multitude of them—astonishing buildings. Many of them had pinnacles that poked into the clouds; he’d never known livestone could grow so large. But the distance between the awesome structures was equally vast, most of which looked like virgin forest or immaculate parkland that hosted rivers and waterfalls.

			In the distance, he caught sight of a hill that was covered in more normal-size livestone buildings. Then as the carriage decelerated for the last five kilometers, his brain finally got the perspective right. It wasn’t a hill with livestone structures, it was all livestone, with terraced gardens and vertical spines growing out of it.

			“Nobody’s going to believe this,” he grunted.

			The tower carriage dropped into the massive station building, replacing the marvelous vista with a blank metallic wall. There were brief glimpses of different floors flashing past, which were halls full of machinery or vehicles, then they finally came to rest. Terence let out a long breath and checked his lnc patch. It had connected to a network, but the menu was blank.

			He went to the door and pressed the button. It stayed shut. “Yeah, right,” he muttered. He didn’t curse his hosts (captors?) for being dicks. He was pretty sure he’d be under observation by some kind of security CI.

			A couple of minutes later, the door slid open. Terence gazed uncomprehendingly at the figure standing there. It was humanoid, but not like any Changeling he’d ever heard of.

			“Greetings, Detective Wilson-Fletcher. I am Jolarn,” the figure said. “Welcome to Wynid.”

			“Uh, thanks.” Terence knew he was staring and tried to look away, but that seemed equally rude. Jolarn had such a slight build, with spindly limbs and a bald head that only came up to Terence’s elbows. He might have been a child, but the sharp purple-and-black uniform he wore said otherwise. His face was narrow, the prominent bones and sunken cheeks giving him a gaunt profile made more unusual by his eyes, which were feline, with vertical lids. The ochre skin was odd, too. It was dry and…scales, Terence realized in surprise.

			“I have the pleasure of being assigned as your guide for your stay,” Jolarn said.

			“Right. Can I ask who assigned you?”

			“Makaio-Faraji, of course.”

			“Yeah. Is he another conference delegate?”

			“What conference, detective?”

			“The Joint Security Enforcement Conference.” The one I’ve sacrificed two and a half years of my life in travel time for, and possibly Jimena, too.

			Jolarn cocked his head to one side. “I do not know what that is.”

			“Asteria’s arse. It’s what I’m here for!”

			“You are here as Makaio-Faraji’s personal guest. I believe it is a great honor for humans to be invited to Wynid. I have never seen one of your kind before. You must be very important.”

			“Not really, no.”

			“Your modesty is delightful. Please, follow me.”

			Terence just managed to stop himself from saying: Do I have a choice? He simply walked after the small humanoid. “Don’t take offense,” he said, “but I haven’t seen anyone like you before. What, er, do you do here?”

			Jolarn cocked his head again; it was almost like a twitch. “I am a Deain. We are here to serve the Imperial Celestials.”

			“I see.” Which, unfortunately, he did. There was a small puckered patch of skin on the back of Jolarn’s head. He was pretty sure it was a neural interface pad; it was similar to the one on a uranic’s palm. A really nasty image frothed up in his mind, of an Imperial Celestial’s big hand clamping down on that head, pumping orders in.

			Terence glanced down at Jolarn’s hands to see if there were pads there, too, and realized he was counting fingers and searching for webbing. Stop it, he told himself crossly. This is the Centauri Cluster. Humans will always know next to nothing about it.

			Jolarn led him into an empty hall a lot smaller than the ones he’d seen coming down through the station. A spherical vehicle was waiting. To Terence it looked like a bigger version of the Santa Rosa globecabs, which was mildly comforting.

			“Where are we going?” he asked.

			“To our subdivision grounds,” Jolarn said.

			Which meant nothing, but Terence was looking forward to seeing the city’s massive, elegant buildings close up. He was disappointed. The vehicle drove straight into a tunnel.

			“So is this going to the surface at any time?” he asked after several minutes.

			“Oh, no,” Jolarn said. “We use the service tubes. Only Imperial Celestials travel above ground. Our presence there would be inappropriate.”

			“Why?”

			“It is their city, on their world.”

			

			—

			It was another thirty minutes before Terence felt the vehicle slowing down. Without warning, the tunnel ended, and they were crossing a gently undulating ground with an abundance of tall trees, all of which seemed to be in bloom. He caught sight of various two- and three-story houses between the low slopes.

			The vehicle turned sharply and trundled over the thick grass. Whatever the suspension was, it kept the ride impressively smooth. They stopped outside a single-story circular livestone building with arched walls and an overhanging roof. Each archway was filled with sliding glass doors.

			“This is your residence during your stay,” Jolarn said.

			The interior reminded Terence of a five-star coastal vacation villa; it was divided up cake-slice fashion into different rooms. Bamboo featured heavily in the big living area, somehow incorporated into the livestone as if it was structural. He could see a swimming pool out in the garden.

			“Very nice,” he said.

			“I am glad you find it acceptable,” Jolarn said. “The chalet was produced for you.”

			“You’re kidding!”

			A ripple of bronze spread across Jolarn’s reptilian skin before he quickly reverted back to ochre. “No, I would not jest about such a topic. It is our wish that you are comfortable here.”

			“Sorry! That’s just an expression where I come from. It means I’m impressed.”

			“That is good.” Jolarn pointed at a trio of meter-high cylinders at the back of the living area. “These are your providers.”

			“Yeah, the fabricators. I had those on the ship.”

			“These are providers, Detective Wilson-Fletcher. I do not know what fabricators are.”

			“It’s the same— Okay. Providers; right.” Terence checked his lnc patch; sure enough it now had a connection to a house manager, with the same fabricator functions he’d had on the Knoot.

			“Would you like me to prepare a meal for you?” Jolarn asked.

			“No thanks. I can manage.”

			“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

			“I’m good for now.”

			“There is an extensive library of human dramas and interactives.”

			“I’ll be sure to check it out.”

			“It also contains music and literature from many eras and dominions.”

			“You’ve thought of everything; that’s very kind.”

			“Shall I return later to see if you have any needs?”

			Terence could tell how anxious the diminutive Changeling was and felt mildly guilty at being irritated by him. Clearly, the Deain had been designed with a servile nature—almost like a Gath, but with a lot more intensity. “I would appreciate that.”

			Jolarn smiled, which on his face looked vaguely threatening. “I am happy to be of assistance. If you require anything in the meantime, please tell the house manager.” He gestured at a silver shape standing at the back of the room. “The androids will serve you in my absence.” The silver thing was humanoid, but without a head, made from a metal sheet that was barely a couple of millimeters thick. Terence had assumed it was some kind of artwork.

			“That’s an andy?”

			“It is an android.”

			“Right. We just call them andys.”

			“Most pleasant.”

			“Got it. Oh, one thing?”

			“Yes?”

			“When do I get to meet this Makaio-Faraji guy?”

			“Makaio-Faraji will call for you when he is ready.”

			“Okay, then.”

			

			—

			As it turned out, Makaio-Faraji took four days to generously issue a summons—days Terence found excruciatingly boring. He’d already spent so much time alone on the flight here, but that was in a starship, for Asteria’s sake! Someone like him would never normally leave Gondiar, let alone travel outsystem—and to Wynid of all places. That had been an experience to savor, something to tell the grandkids about. This was a trial.

			He decided that might be literal. See how long the human can stand it before he goes stir crazy. So he gritted his teeth and swam twice a day, called up healthy-ish meals from the providers, and watched some dramas, and wondered what Jimena was doing. When Jolarn wasn’t about, the android carried his meals over to him and tidied up. Terence found the thing unnerving. The humanoid andys back on Gondiar had bulk to them, and their limbs were cylindrical modules, whereas this machine just wasn’t right. It moved by flexing its flat legs with the suppleness of a fluid. When it twisted, all of it bent; there were no joints. Yet even though it was thin it was strong, capable of lifting the living room furniture to rearrange it; the first day Terence had rather childishly decided to test its abilities.

			He found himself outside a lot, just to get out of its presence. Or do I mean range?

			There was no fence, so he went for walks, dodging the frequent tropical downpours. It was tempting to see just how far he could get before being politely asked to turn around by a Deain or maybe herded, Awakened sheepdog–style, by the androids. But in the end he thought that might be a bit stupid, especially if it really was a test. So he strayed close to a few of the nearby buildings. As far as he could make out, they were houses for more Deain; there were certainly a lot of the younger Changelings playing outside. Their housework was all carried out by the thin androids. He never caught sight of an Imperial Celestial.

			“This is our subdivision,” Jolarn said when he asked.

			“Subdivision of what, exactly?”

			“The Gaziz estate. It is the Great Family to which Makaio-Faraji belongs.”

			“Okay, so what goes on in this part of it?”

			“This is where Deain live.”

			“But not the Imperial Celestials?”

			Jolarn was quite startled by the notion. “Certainly not! This is their city, not ours.”

			“Do the Deain have a city?”

			“No. We are granted subdivisions.”

			“Great.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			After the second day, he asked the library if it had any history texts. The list was extensive. He refined it to the founding of the Crown Dominion and settled down. Amid all the royal rivalry and shifting alliances between Grand Families, the conflicts and battles, the execution of the Kelowan queen, the poor old Deain never even got a mention.

			On the fourth day, Jolarn announced: “You will be attending the Royal Trials tomorrow as Makaio-Faraji’s guest.”

			“About bloody time,” Terence muttered. “Okay, so what are the Royal Trials, and what do I wear?”

			“The Royal Trials are the foremost social event of the year. I would respectfully suggest formal clothing.”

			Terence pulled a face. “Okay, dress uniform it is.”

			

			—

			The provider produced a perfectly tailored Santa Rosa Police Department dress uniform, with a fabric quality much higher than the one Terence owned back home. Even as he was putting it on the next morning, he knew the green-and-white uniform was a mistake. He looked at himself in the mirror and carefully pulled the blue feather out of the beret. When Jolarn arrived in one of the spherical vehicles at the front of the guesthouse, the feather lay abandoned on the bed.

			It was another tunnel trip, much longer than the first. Eventually they arrived at a subterranean cavern. Terence discreetly forgot to pick his mauve beret up off the vehicle’s seat when he got out. Jolarn walked with him to a lift.

			“Are you not coming with me?” Terence asked as the doors slid open.

			Jolarn gave his croaky version of a laugh. “Detective, you must not tease me so. I am pleased I have spent time with you. I now wish you good fortune in your life.”

			“Thanks. I’ll see you afterward, then?”

			“No, you won’t.”

			“Whaa—”

			The lift doors swished shut.

			“Ohshit,” Terence grunted as the lift rose quickly. Was that a threat or a warning? Asteria, stop being so bloody paranoid!

			The lift doors opened, and hot sunlight set him blinking. Accompanying the burst of blinding light was the cheering of a big crowd.

			“Hello Terence you don’t mind if I call you Terence do you detective is like so formal anyway hi my name is Makaio-Faraji.”

			“Uh.” Terence shielded his eyes from the sun and squinted up at the tall figure before him. Makaio-Faraji was an easy two and a half meters high, with a flattish face and wide, gold-tinged eyes that Terence thought might be multifaceted. His broad forehead had a pair of small lumps on either side, which had to be proto horns, covered with a filigree of fine silver and turquoise lines. Despite that, he looked youthful—almost adolescent—which wasn’t what Terence was expecting. But then, he reminded himself, physical appearance was irrelevant to anyone whose mindline probably stretched back several thousand years. The Celestial’s torso was very broad, and unlike a human’s didn’t taper down to the waist, giving an impression of powerful bulk contained in a kind of flowing tunic that was vaguely militaristic. Overall, he had a presence that Terence found deeply intimidating.

			“Please please,” Makaio-Faraji said, smiling and beckoning. “This way dude let’s get you seated and out of this sun it’s always bright here but then Santa Rosa is on the equator too so you should be used to it didn’t you bring sunglasses never mind we’ll get a provider to throw out a zoom pair your size come come.” He started walking away, still beckoning encouragingly.

			After a moment, Terence started after him and began to look around. He was in a vast livestone amphitheater where all the tiers were divided up into distinct zones. All of them hosted a cluster of pavilions made from brightly colored fabric with family heraldic banners fluttering overhead. Each one was filled with Imperial Celestials lounging on seats or gathered around tables of food. Most of them were cheering about the bustle of activity on the vast arena floor nearly a hundred meters below. All Terence could do was just stare at the crowd; it was pointless even trying to hide his fascination. A high proportion of the Imperial Celestials were covered in bloodstone. Terence had heard of it, but never actually seen the stuff before. It looked like they were slowly being embedded in chromatic rock, like humanoids transforming into insects, only the carapace was the wrong size and far too heavy. Bizarrely, they all wore clothes over the bloodstone segments. And as for some of the ornate head ornamentation…

			Makaio-Faraji reached a small pavilion with a narrow opening at the front. There were only two chairs—one large and one human-sized. “Sit here please Terence this won’t take long over in a flash actually in perceived time which is totally the best way right?”

			Everything was happening so fast and in such a sensory-overload environment Terence simply did as he was told.

			“I don’t think this will hurt but it’ll probably be disconcerting and remember I don’t judge we’re too different for that oh and dude you might throw up after so be ready.”

			“What are yo—”

			But Makaio-Faraji was standing in front of him, hands held wide and moving fast to clamp them down on either side of Terence’s head. There was a brief glimpse of lines glowing a bioluminescent violet on the Celestial’s palms and fingers, radiating out from the neural pads.

			Terence started to stiffen and rise from the chair to get the hell out of the way when his head went crazy. A hurricane of vivid memories erupted to churn around inside his skull, screaming with every noise he’d ever heard. His consciousness could only glimpse scattered instants.

			This is what death brings, he shrieked in silent terror, your life flashing past in front of you. The pervert shit’s killing me!

			“No no dude that’s not it at all really sorry I should have given you a bit more of a warning there my bad but I really had to be sure my boss is a total prick and putting the squeeze on me over work so this was the only way to clear you.”

			Terence stared up at the clearly deranged Celestial through blurring vision, then threw up. Makaio-Faraji danced backward, but not quite quickly enough.

			“Whoa dude that’s it get it out you’ll feel better in a minute there’s no physical damage a read is just like vertigo makes no sense it just is.”

			“No fucking harm?” Terence snarled. “You just cracked my fucking head open like an egg! That was my life you wrecked. My life!”

			“No no you don’t get it I just used the enhancer threads to trigger a guilt response which associates with any individual memories containing that and pulls them front and center and dude you’re not working for anyone else you’re in the clear which is great for both of us remember the worst thing you ever did the one thing that still burns you is Karrian Udwin.”

			“Shut up!” Terence hissed furiously.

			“Dude cheating on her with one sister is like badass but both her sisters that is monumental.”

			“Shut the fuck up, you bastard!” he shouted recklessly. There were tears streaming down his face from the impact of the violation.

			“Sorry dude I can see this is real bad for you I didn’t mean it to be.”

			“How can you not understand? It was torture. Mental torture.”

			“Dude.” Makaio-Faraji raised a hand in placation, which Terence flinched away from so violently he nearly fell off the chair.

			“Get away from me!”

			“Sorry sorry.”

			“And stop talking so bloody fast. Oh, Asteria’s arse, my head.” He gripped his head in both hands grimacing at the pain that was pulsing relentlessly at the core of his skull. The tears started trickling down his wrists.

			Makaio-Faraji twitched about uncertainly. Eventually he bent down and said: “I. Didn’t. Know. I. Apologize. I. See. Now. It. Must. Have. Been. Awful. For. You. That. Was. Not. My. Intention. My. Induction. Enhancement. Webs. Are. Calibrated. For. Celestial. Brains. Not. Humans’. I. Swear. It. Will. Never. Happen. Again. You. Have. My. Word. On. The. Honor. Of. The. Family. Gaziz.”

			Terence was left in silence as he steadied his breathing. The headache started to fade, but not the shame; never the shame. Oh, Karrian, I never meant to hurt you. I was just a real arsehole back then. He tried to force the world back into focus.

			Makaio-Faraji was standing a few meters away giving him a pensive look.

			“Who the hell are you anyway?” Terence demanded.

			The Celestial raised a finger. “A moment, please, I am still forsaking that rider. I assumed you would be more comfortable with a human personality.”

			“Huh?”

			“Celestials use riders to modify our personality. I thought that persona would be easier for you; it is modeled on human behavioral patterns.”

			“That persona is an absolute dick. How much of it is the real you?”

			“A joke. That is good.”

			Terence glared. The Celestial took a step back and stood upright. It was strange, but somehow Terence could tell Makaio-Faraji had altered. Different body posture, and somehow not looking so youthful anymore. He knew this was a true Imperial Celestial facing him now.

			“Please,” Makaio-Faraji said. “You can freshen up at the back of the pavilion. Then when you are ready, I would like to explain to you what is happening.”

			Terence nodded weakly and went through the gap at the rear of the pavilion. It was a bathroom (human sized) almost as plush as the one in the guesthouse back at the subdivision. It also had a provider. He ordered a pair of shorts and a loose shirt along with sandals. They arrived with a ping as he showered.

			After he dressed, he had to gather his nerve to go back out again. He was still shaky, and not a little frightened. There had never been so much as a wild rumor that the Imperial Celestials could mind read. But that deep part of his brain that had drawn him to police work, the need to solve a problem and hopefully make the world a better place, was pushing him along. What exactly had Makaio-Faraji been checking for? Clear me of what? It’s got to be something to do with Colvin.

			The Celestial was waiting for him—wearing fresh shoes, Terence noticed—and holding a glass of blonde beer in one hand and wraparound sunglasses in the other. The outside of the beer glass had a thin film of condensation, and the foam was thick. It looked perfect. “I didn’t get that from your mind,” Makaio-Faraji said courteously. “Your preference was in the file Lenertz Mo downloaded.”

			Terence nodded and took the cold beer. It tasted as good as it looked.

			They sat on chairs at the front of the pavilion. Celestials in the nearest seats glanced over, then pointedly looked away.

			“So what am I looking at?” Terence asked.

			Makaio handed him the sunglasses. “They have a zoom function. We are a long way from the action, after all.”

			Terence asked his lnc patch for magnification, and his view of the arena expanded rapidly. Down on the sandy floor there was some kind of battle going on. A very neat battle. Two formations of Imperial Celestials riding big Awakened war elephants were maneuvering around each other in a slow-motion dance. Then the whole thing would pause to allow a pair of riders to joust.

			The first time it happened, Terence winced. Even from this distance he could hear the smack as the massive jousting poles struck. He found himself leaning forward, eager to see what happened next.

			“You are watching the Royal Trials,” Makaio-Faraji explained. “It’s a three-day pageant of skills and prowess and music.”

			“Music?”

			“Yes. All the Knight companies have marching bands.”

			“Okay.”

			“Don’t be too dismissive, Terence. Riding on the back of an Awakened elephant in formation while playing the tuber or drums or claroochord takes considerable talent.”

			“I imagine it does. But I can’t imagine what use it is.”

			“Impression, my friend. This is all about making an impression.”

			Terence let the my friend part go. “For whom? Humans know how powerful you are, and we never see anyone other than the governor on a lnc news feed once a year.”

			“For her.” Makaio-Faraji pointed.

			The royal stand was obvious. For a start, it was the biggest, with the brightest pavilions. It also had some kind of military pillars surrounding it. Queen Helena-Chione was just visible sitting on a raised dais in the middle, a shimmering speck of sky-blue. Terence zoomed in.

			“This is why I invited you here,” Makaio-Faraji said. “It was to impress upon you how important you are. I do not believe a human has seen our Now and Forever Queen for over two centuries. I had to obtain special permission for you to even be here. It is a great honor, even if you do not believe so yourself. And there is one event to come, the First Trial, that I believe even you will find humbling.”

			“I…don’t doubt it. Thanks.”

			“You are valuable to me, and through that all of the Crown Dominion.”

			“I think you’re overselling it.”

			“Immune to flattery, then?”

			“Meh, everybody enjoys a bit of praise.” He took another drink of beer. “Okay, look, you’ve obviously chosen me for something, so let’s get level here. Are you the one who receives all the intel Mo and I gather?”

			“Yes, I am the archon responsible for Wynid’s interests in the Kelowan system.”

			“Let me guess, the number of years you’ve been doing that is classified.”

			“Three hundred and thirty-seven.”

			“You’re kidd—no, you’re not, are you? Hell, that’s a long time stuck in one job.”

			“It is not a job, it is a privilege. But I am good at what I do.” A mild frown appeared on Makaio’s face. “Or I have been until now.”

			“You said your boss was giving you a hard time.”

			“Indeed. We are concerned that our information-gathering teams are proving less effective than they used to be. Partly this is down to the low number of operatives we have, and then there are some unexplained failures as well.”

			“You’re talking about Colvin, aren’t you?”

			“That is certainly a prominent example, yes.”

			“What was the result of the post-mortem you performed?”

			“Colvin was not killed by Remnant Era technology. It was Celestial, current era. We found traces of nano-biomech molecules in his bloodstream. When triggered, they caused the combustion of various fat tissues in his body. It was anything but spontaneous. The nano-biomech must have been supplied by an archon. The fact that he was being monitored inside your police station confirms that this archon has an established organization of agents who are currently active.”

			“Damn.” A flash of motion in the sky above the amphitheater caught Terence’s attention. Several massive Awakened eagles were flying down in ever-decreasing circles. They began an aerobatic display, plunging toward one another twisting, turning, flying inverted in pairs then flipping the order. He realized they all had riders and shook his head. “You sampled my blood before I was allowed on the Knoot.”

			“Very good, Terence. Lenertz Mo was smart to recruit you. Yes, we checked. Your body is free of any biomech contamination. Among other equipment I will provide you with, there will be a sensor to watch for any future attempt to infect you.”

			“Thanks. So what is my future, exactly?”

			“Financially, a distant relative you’ve never heard of has just died and bequeathed you a trust fund, making your lifestyle far more comfortable than any normal public servant; enjoy that with my compliments. In the police force, you are due a career that is a steady rise to the top over the next twenty years. Lenertz Mo will be retiring when you return; you will replace him as my chief of operations in Santa Rosa. I want you to build me a new network of operatives and informants—a much larger one than currently exists.”

			“I think I can manage that. More of the same, but bigger.”

			“Correct. The level of support I will make available to you will be considerably larger than Lenertz Mo was given.”

			“Okay, but I’m struggling to understand the reason. What is another dominion doing meddling in Santa Rosa? I mean, we have a lot of Celestial enterprises in the city, sure, but humans are completely separate from you. Nothing a dominion does to us will affect you.” He gestured at the queen’s pavilion. “I bet she barely even knows we exist.”

			“Oh, she knows, Terence. It might not be apparent, but our queen has a duty to ensure that all parts of her realm are stable. And it is my job to enforce that stability where necessary. Archons operate through intermediaries—something security agencies have done since the days of Old Earth. We are the invisible generals of proxy wars. The aim of this Great Game we play is always to weaken and destabilize rival or neighboring dominions, allowing them to be absorbed into our own. Such rot never starts at the top, but creeps in through neglected passageways in the foundations. Her Majesty will not neglect Gondiar, Terence; she cannot. To do so would be to undermine herself.”

			“Asteria’s arse,” Terence muttered.

			“Something is happening in Santa Rosa, some coalescence of nefarious activity by people who would damage the Crown Dominion. Hunt it down; expose it for me, Terence. But for this you must acquire information—a lot of information. That is how you build knowledge and understanding. Information acquisition is the bedrock of all archon activity.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“I know. Ah, the congregant sisters’ First Trial is about to begin, look. Pay attention now; this is what I wanted you to see. This is why you are here: to witness the future, to know that our Now and Forever Queen is real and eternal. That she will keep the Crown Dominion stable, and stability guarantees peace and prosperity—for all.”

			Terence began to think the human rider Makaio-Faraji had started out with might be preferable after all. “Even humans?”

			“Yes, my friend, even humans.”

			Terence drank his beer, and as the last of the giant war elephants trooped out of the arena, a swarm of little machines came out and began smoothing down the ground and removing slippery stains. The eagles flew away. On the tiers around him, Celestials were rising to their feet. He didn’t need any neural connection to experience the surge of anticipation. His own heartbeat quickened expectantly.

			The big doors at the far end of the arena swung open, and an Awakened rhino trotted out. The crowd started cheering.

			Terence frowned as he leaned forward, squinting at the armored figure riding the beast. His glasses zoomed in. “That Knight looks smaller than the ones on the elephants. I mean, still bigger than me, but…”

			“That is no Knight,” Makaio-Faraji replied with a fierce smile. “These are the congregant sisters.”

			“Congregants?”

			“The queen’s spawn, her daughters. They are going to demonstrate to Her Majesty, and all of us, that they will be worthy vessels for the royal mindline should they be chosen as a princess.”

			“Daughters? How old is that kid?”

			More big Awakened animals were coming forth to the rousing cheers of the crowd. Terence saw tigers, lions, crocodiles, Komodo dragons, and creatures that probably had some kind of wolf ancestry back on Old Earth…each with its young rider, holding proudly her spear or sword.

			“I believe the congregant riding the rhino is Razara; she is eleven,” Makaio-Faraji told him.

			“They’re eleven years old? Wait, are they going to fight?”

			“Oh, Terence, your viewpoint is so human-centric. It restricts you. We are a different species from you, with a very different culture and ethos. Do try to be open-minded.”

			“Open-min—how can you possibly do this to children?”

			“These are not children, not in your human sense of being immature adults. Our spawn are potential hosts for our mindline. At this stage, their minds are not unique as your offspring’s are. Instead, they have been gifted the neural routines of their parent. Those you see in the arena before you are all unripened aspects of Her Majesty.”

			“So they’re like, what, mental clones of the queen?”

			“Not quite, no. Thanks to their varied biological heritage, they are starting to evolve individual traits. But that doesn’t become a problem for hosting until they’re about fifteen, after which they start to develop into new and distinct personalities. For those who are eventually chosen to host, we accept and cherish that some of their youthful persona will play a part within the adult mindline. Why, you might not realize it, but this body now hosting me used to be quite impetuous. It’s what keeps us fresh, Terence.”

			“Yeah, but this?”

			“This is a future queen we are talking about, here. Selection has to be rigorous. All our spawn are assessed for hosting suitability, but Her Majesty’s congregants have to meet the highest standards. This trial is only the first formal assessment they will undergo. All that is expected of them today is to demonstrate their control of an Awakened under stressful circumstances. And resolution. In other words: they must be bold.”

			“So they’re not going to kill each other?”

			“Well…there are injuries, of course, and fatalities are always regrettable. This is why we venerate our glorious queen; she is literally prepared to die for us. First Trial is an affirmation of her love for her people. What greater proof could there be that she is right to sit upon the throne and command us? But that is the future for one lucky congregant sister. Today the rules are simple. Each congregant is expected to make one charge at another, and in doing so make contact with their weapon. As soon as that charge is complete, it then becomes a test of skill, allowing them to avoid each other until the trial marshals have signaled that every one of them has successfully completed a charge. Of course, being Royal Congregants, they are all keen to make many charges to prove their worthiness. It gets very tactical.”

			“Unbelievable,” Terence muttered. Some part of him wanted to just walk away, as if by simply watching he was complicit. But the whole notion exerted a kind of dread attraction.

			The brutish Awakened animals were starting to line up in two neat rows to salute the queen when the last congregant trotted out into the arena. All around Terence the cheering faltered. “You have got to be kidding me!” he exclaimed.

			

			—

			Queen Helena-Chione had found this Royal Trial a little unsatisfying. Certainly, the Knights had fought with skill, both individually and in the company conflicts, the races between exotic Awakened were exciting, and the music was appealing. It was just…

			How many of these have I witnessed now?

			She sat back in her lavish chair sipping a golden wine from the Vandomeda isle on Eavrong. A pleasant enough wine, but perhaps not the best vintage. Above her, the Awakened eagles were finishing their normally breathtaking aerobatics routine.

			“Very good,” she said, clapping languidly. “Please convey my compliments to the squadron commander.”

			“Of course, Majesty,” Lord Valdier-Mímir said.

			She raised a finger. “Perhaps…”

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Perhaps he might consider a more varied assortment of maneuvers for the next First Trial.”

			“I will make the suggestion.”

			Helena-Chione heard some stifled giggles behind her chair, coming from the Princess Congregants. She beckoned them forward. “Daughters, what is it we do at all times in all social situations?”

			“Act with decorum,” they chorused.

			“So let’s try and put it into practice, shall we?”

			“Yes, Mother Queen.”

			Helena-Chione exchanged a glance with Lady Bekworl-Lydie, her court equerry and chief princess wrangler. They both smiled. The current princesses were a lively lot, and Helena-Chione was already planning on appointing a couple of them to the court after they grew out of being princesses.

			Down below on the arena floor, the ground was being prepared for the First Trial.

			“Major Siskala-Ingrid?”

			The commander of the Royal Tiger Guard stepped forward, dressed as always in her silver-and-crystal armor. “Ma’am?”

			“I think we’re about ready to begin. Do you think they’re going to behave this year?”

			“I have reminded them they are simply here to observe, ma’am. I made it very clear what will and what will not be tolerated.”

			“Very well,” Helena-Chione said. “Let them in.”

			Major Siskala-Ingrid clicked her heels together and withdrew. A few moments later ten Royal Tiger Guards escorted the fifteen fathers of the First Trial congregants forward. They lined up beside the dais Helena-Chione’s chair was on.

			As tradition required, their only clothing was a short sarong. It was a tradition she had instigated about five thousand years ago. Before that, there had been instances where aggrieved fathers would continue their respective daughters’ fight right in front of her. The Royal Guards had needed to intervene more than once; the last time it had happened, they killed both the ex-consorts as a warning to others. Since then, the fathers wore the sarong and nothing else, thus demonstrating they were unarmed. The guards behind them, on the other hand…

			Helena-Chione eyed them quizzically. “Boys, behave yourselves, please.”

			They smiled winningly and promised that of course they would. She nodded in satisfaction, noting how Bekket appeared tense compared to the others. Her iron discipline prevented her from giving him a reassuring smile. There were no favorites to be had among the fathers or their congregants this day; there never were, though she knew the court always quietly ran a book on the outcome. According to Lady Bekworl-Lydie—her channel to the real palace gossip—Razara was today’s favorite. Poor Thyra was not rated highly; apparently she wasn’t popular among her sisters. There would likely be a pact to gang up on her in the arena.

			Helena-Chione’s wine was refreshed, and she sat upright in her chair. “Inform the marshals we are ready for First Trial.”

			All around the amphitheater, the nobles of the Great Families rose to their feet. The applause from two hundred thousand Imperial Celestials was as satisfyingly thunderous as always.

			Down below, the great Awakened animals emerged through the arena’s main doors and began to cross the floor. Helena-Chione was pleased to see how the congregants held themselves, poised and steadfast. In her mind, the memories gathered from dozens of First Trial memories quarreled for attention. The thrill, the determination to succeed, the fear, the impact of light and heat as they rode out. The Awakened mount’s anger that had to be suppressed through neural contact, the noise of the crowd, the stifling lightweight armor. It was always overwhelming.

			And yet I always triumph.

			The First Trial congregants were starting to line up when the last one appeared. Helena-Chione gave her a startled look. Judging by the crowd’s reaction, she wasn’t alone in her surprise. A regal finger sought out one of her entourage and beckoned imperiously.

			“Majesty.” Lady Susan-Gabrielle, the Mistress of Stables, bowed from the waist.

			“Do my eyes deceive me, Lady Susan-Gabrielle? Is Congregant Thyra actually riding a unicorn?”

			A nervous Lady Susan-Gabrielle glanced down at the arena floor, where Thyra, dressed in a flowing white dress and carrying a short silver sword, sat atop a unicorn whose platinum mane shimmered in the afternoon sun. Laughter was breaking out along the amphitheater tiers. “Yes, Majesty,” she conceded.

			“And she doesn’t seem to be wearing any armor.”

			“No, Majesty.”

			“Has this trial been correctly explained to her?”

			“Yes, Majesty; most succinctly.”

			“Have her sister congregants hazed her into choosing a unicorn?”

			“No, Majesty. She tried every Awakened in your stables. It took her a week; she was exceptionally thorough. In the end she said she found the unicorn the most compatible.”

			Some instinct Helena-Chione couldn’t quite explain made her give the indolent girl a calculating look. Wild card, indeed. When she faced Bekket, she saw his nerves were now vanquished. Instead, his expression was one of immense pride. On either side of him, the other fathers weren’t even attempting to hide their smirks.

			“Very well, then.” Helena-Chione stood up. The delighted audience filling the amphitheater quietened down. All the First Trial congregants lifted their weapons aloft in salute.

			A long scarlet silk ribbon fluttered in the queen’s hand. She let it fall.

			The six congregants closest to Thyra decided to make the most of the easy strike and ordered their mounts to charge directly at the vulnerable figure clad in white chiffon. The others adopted a more conventional course and just went for each other, yelling their most savage war cries.

			Even with two alligators, a saber wolf, a Komodo dragon, and a pair of rhinos galloping full pelt toward Thyra, her mount remained motionless. Cheering and shouts from the now-captivated crowd reached a crescendo. Thyra calmly removed her hand from the neural pad on the back of the unicorn’s neck. It still didn’t move. A rhino and the Komodo dragon were nearest to their helpless prey; their riders lowered their spears, ready for the victorious strike.

			Thyra put two fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. Every other rider’s Awakened animal immediately started bucking in a frenzy at the sound. Most of the riders were dislodged straightaway as they lost control, tumbling through the air to crash onto the sandy ground with bone-breaking thuds. The immense crowd gasped in unison. Those congregants who did manage to hang on merely enraged their mounts further by doing so. The oversize animals started rearing up vertically, twisting from side to side in massive contortions. Spears and swords went scything away through the air as the shrieking congregants tried to maintain their grip with both arms. One by one they fell. The hooves of six-, seven-, and eight-ton beasts stomped down on them again and again, shattering armor and pulping flesh. Torrents of blood and shredded organs splattered out across the ground. In some cases, the Awakened who’d liberated themselves from their riders went smashing into those who still had congregants flailing about on their backs, slamming them out of the saddles.

			Throughout the carnage, Thyra continued to sit calmly on her equally placid unicorn as agonized death screams ripped the air in every direction. It wasn’t long before the slaughter finished. Thyra let out a further two quick whistles, and the snorting, wrathful Awakened backed away from the battered corpses.

			The amphitheater was completely silent. Sixty meters from the resplendent unicorn, one of the armored figures groaned wretchedly and rolled over. A barrage of encouraging shouts rang out from numerous pavilions as Razara staggered to her feet, blood seeping through the joints of her armor segments.

			Thyra returned her hand to the unicorn’s neck pad. Following the rule that each congregant make at least one charge, the Awakened animal started to canter forward. Warning calls erupted across the tiers, arms gesticulating wildly. The unicorn reached a gallop, and lowered its head.

			Razara turned toward the sound of thundering hooves just in time to see Thyra raise her sword high in vehement challenge. The elegant diamond-tipped horn pierced Razara’s armor directly above her abdomen, impaling her, then the unicorn lifted its head, sweeping her clean off the ground to loft her above its rider. Thyra’s sword stabbed deep into the underside of her sister congregant’s chin to a monumental chorus of alarmed cries. Blood gushed out as the carotid artery was severed, deluging unicorn and rider alike in crimson ichor.

			For a long moment Razara hung above the unicorn, her life’s blood spraying wide. Then Thyra pulled her sword out in one fast, smooth motion, and the Awakened animal shook itself free of the grisly burden.

			Her Most August Majesty, the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid, grunted: “Fuck me!”

			In the shocked hush everybody turned to her. It took a moment, but she smiled in rueful admiration and began to applaud.

			A beat later all two hundred thousand Imperial Celestials in the amphitheater were cheering on their new champion with roars of approval.

			Thyra dismounted, swiping blood-drenched hair away from her face, and bowed formally to the royal pavilion.

			Helena-Chione nodded gracious acknowledgment, then faced the line of stunned, distraught congregant fathers. “Get them out of here,” she told Major Siskala-Ingrid. “Immediately.” Her gaze found Bekket. She wasn’t entirely surprised to see he had the same calm, expectant expression as their daughter. “He stays.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Helena-Chione summoned the hapless Lady Susan-Gabrielle forward once again. “Never allow that to happen again.”

			The shaking mistress of stables bowed deeply. “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

			“No need to apologize. It was spectacular. And we have to admit, Congregant Thyra did demonstrate perfect control over the Awakened as per First Trial rules. Perhaps she should be teaching you how to impose lasting neural commands on them.”

			“As Her Majesty wishes.”

			“I don’t need a court jester, Susan. Now get yourself down to the arena and see if you can regain control of those Awakened.”

			Helena-Chione glanced at the line of princesses, whose earlier joy had been subsumed by troubled bewilderment, noting the two who were struggling to hide their disapproval. “Come along, dear girls, this was an excellent lesson for you: never be fooled by appearances.” As she passed Bekket she gave him a sprightly grin. “Congratulations. I’m going to be watching her progress very closely now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			 

			The Arcadia’s Moon was unusual for a Traveler starship, which was normally a conglomeration of disparate modules of varying technology levels, stuck along a central load-carrying spine of girders. Instead the Arcadia’s Moon was a geodesic sphere of golden trusses containing eight ovoid elements that could slide around the interior of the sphere, reconfiguring their alignment according to the ship’s flight status. It had been built a long time ago in some dominion close to the core of the Centauri Cluster, where it had been known by a different registration code. Anyone looking at those smooth sky-blue ovoids would assume the Arcadia’s Moon had a Celestial origin, and they’d probably be right, but there was no way of knowing for sure; there’d been a lot of modifications since the day it had been built. Certainly its captain, the formidable Andino, never discussed how she ended up owning it. The nearest she ever came to divulging her past was to say she was from a Traveler Dynasty in the Quichi Dominion, itself occupying several star systems uncomfortably close to the fringes of the Eternal Unanimity Dominion that ruled the center of the Centauri Cluster. Why she now chose to base her commercial operations in and around the Crown Dominion was unknown. Rumor had it that she couldn’t return to the Quichi Dominion for about another thousand years.

			Marcellu didn’t care. The captain’s lack of curiosity about her charters was rewarding for both of them—almost as important as her lack of morals on flights that required the use of weapons, sending a squad of mercs down to a planet, or intercepting and engaging another Traveler ship. Her only requirement was money. She never asked for reasons, and he never gave them. In that respect, theirs was a perfect relationship.

			The only downside to Marcellu’s profession was that on occasion he had to fly into the white dwarf star system, Malakbel, to collect certain items on behalf of his boss. It made him uneasy, even in the Arcadia’s Moon, with its redoubtable weapons suite. You never quite knew what you’d encounter there. Its only habitable planet was Lidon, and that definition was questionable. The human population that had settled there over the last few centuries were a mercurial lot, with the tribal roots of the various arkships that had brought them here still creating political problems and setting city-state against city-state, to the overall detriment of the planet’s biosphere. To add to his unease, there were warrants out for him in just about all of those cities.

			Then there was the star system’s unique environment to consider. As well as being positioned just outside the Poseidon Nebula, Malakbel had its own planetary nebula, measuring point-four of a light-year across—a dense swirl of gas and dust that legend said was created during the star’s collapse down to its current form as a result of the Formation War. Whatever the actual reason, the white dwarf was unstable, sending out massive jets of ultra-hard radiation and violent plasma streams at random. This colossal energy output was enough to fluoresce the planetary nebula to such a degree that at times it resembled a daylight sky. In other words, unless you had top-of-the-range Imperial Navy sensors, any spaceship traversing the Malakbel system was flying almost blind. Visual sensors certainly couldn’t make out anything beyond five thousand kilometers, and even the best radar was limited to seventy thousand kilometers due to the nebula’s phenomenal ionization level.

			Of course, that did mean that there weren’t many ships that could track you. But still, Marcellu spent the flight on the Arcadia’s Moon’s bridge, hooked into the ship’s network, with its sensors feeding directly into his visor band.

			Captain Andino accelerated the ship up to point-six gee. The star system’s larger asteroids and meteorite swarms were all charted, but it would only take a rock massing a measly few kilos to strike, and the ship would be obliterated. As soon as they left the Gate of Heaven, Marcellu could feel the thrust varying by several percentage points every few minutes, as the ship’s network tracked errant chunks of the planets and asteroids that had been obliterated during the Formation War and wove its way around their trajectory.

			Five and a half days after they arrived at Malakbel, the asteroid they were rendezvousing with emerged from the slow-churning clouds of the gleaming planetary nebula.

			“That’s it?” Andino asked skeptically.

			“Must be,” Marcellu replied with equal doubt.

			The two of them were sitting in the bridge’s hemispherical acceleration couches, whose activegel cushioning was in upright mode. Marcellu wasn’t entirely sure the captain needed any protection from high-gee acceleration maneuvers, as her legs and arms had all been replaced with cymech limbs. Naturally she hadn’t chosen cosmetic replacements. In true mech brotherhood style, hers were clad in metallic segments, with external hydraulic actuators at each joint. Her fingers were brutishly mechanical, with tiny cogs and brass actuators. Only the tips made any concession toward human senses with their tactile feeler pads. Her neck muscles were complemented by a series of pistons melded with her clavicles, supporting the base of her skull. There were no eyes; instead small black lens tubes protruded from the sockets. He didn’t know what percentage of her skin was synthetic but suspected the answer was quite a lot. It was unnervingly crude, but he was sure that was the point. It certainly made her a lot stronger than muscle grafts ever would.

			The rest of the crew had similar levels of cymech substitution. Like their ship, no one knew where their origin was. He was just quietly glad humans in this part of the Centauri Cluster had never adopted the mech-upgrade trend. Well…apart from combat enhancement implants, anyway.

			Marcellu turned back to the hologram projection to study the unnamed asteroid. Its irregular shape was four kilometers long and three at its widest. An oddly smooth surface was an unusual shade of dark matte green, and Marcellu knew just from looking that whatever the original surface was, it had subsequently been encased in a genetically tailored astrofungus. The spores had been developed during the Remnant Era, with the idea that you’d seed an asteroid with them then return centuries later to find the slow-growing fungi had chewed its way through the ore, sluggishly separating metal from rock. Given this was the Malakbel system, he strongly suspected the fungi had been nanovirused, or simply mutated from the extraordinary amount of radiation pumped out by the white dwarf.

			“Interesting density,” Andino muttered. “It’s lower than the foam on top of your cappuccino. Whatever metal it was designed to extract is long gone.”

			“Any activity? A ship nearby, or a life support cabin inside?”

			“Not that Arcadia’s Moon can detect, no. What were you hoping for?”

			“A friend of mine.”

			She shrugged, her body hydraulics whining on the threshold of hearing, apparently disinterested. “What do you want to do?”

			“I’d better get over there and take a look.”

			

			—

			Marcellu took his time putting on his AEGIS suit. The basic Advanced Extravehicular and Ground Incursion Suit was a pressure shell, tailored to his body—though it had been a while since he’d worn it. Maybe I should be working out harder, especially in zero gee, he thought as he sucked in his belly so the torso segments could close up. It was certainly a snug fit. The customization slots allowed him to attach a light thruster pack and several integrated tools—nothing that was specifically a weapon, but the cutting implements could definitely cause some serious damage if necessary.

			A final systems check and he was ready.

			“There are several potential access points,” Andino told him when he was in the airlock. “Coming through the lnc now.”

			The scans materialized on his helmet visor, showing three circular indentations in the bumpy surface. They seemed to be the tops of shafts that sank deep into the interior.

			The Arcadia’s Moon’s outer airlock door dilated, and the shimmering nebula light poured in. The fungal asteroid was two kilometers away, faint sparks skipping across its dull surface as supercharged dust particles struck it. His AEGIS suit sensors locked on and orientated him. He ordered the suit manager to take him over to the closest shaft.

			It was a nervous two-kilometer flight, which was ridiculous. He’d seen combat a dozen times, including twice in space. Two kilometers’ travel was nothing. Except…this was Malakbel. Anything could be out there in the bright eddying mists. The distance here made him feel vulnerable in a way a firefight never had.

			If the archon wanted me dead, there are much simpler ways.

			The AEGIS suit took him to the top of the shaft. Although it was circular, it wasn’t anything like a crater—just a shaft with smooth sides vanishing into the darkness. His suit ladar sent a ruby fan sweeping across it, showing him there was a base a hundred meters down.

			“Going in,” he said.

			Andino didn’t answer.

			The suit thrusters puffed out gentle jets of gas, and he descended into the dark. Bright helmet lights came on almost at once. The shaft’s fungal walls were the same as the asteroid’s surface. He didn’t know if they’d been cut to this shape or if it was natural. Something programmed into the fungi’s genes that made it a lot more sophisticated than mining spores? There were rumors that some of Kelowan’s Grand Families—those most loyal to Queen Zuberi—had fled to Malakbel after she’d been defeated and killed by the other queens during the Accord. It made sense. An unchartable volume of space, point-four light-years across, could hide anything.

			The bottom of the shaft was a flat sheet of some translucent amber material. Marcellu extended a simple metal probe from his gauntlet and poked the sheet’s surface. The blunt tip penetrated as if it was a liquid. A very viscous liquid, whose tacky quality was holding it in place. The helmet light couldn’t penetrate all the way through, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t what filled the entire interior of the asteroid.

			Reluctantly, he rotated so that his helmet was touching the amber surface, then fired the gas thrusters. It was like diving into treacle.

			When he was completely submerged, the gas thrusters became useless. He began to claw his way forward—it certainly felt like he was fighting his way through treacle—but eventually his hands broke free. He squirmed his way out to find himself in another section of the shaft. There was a second amber sheet stretched across it ten meters in front of him. The suit manager informed him that there was a thin oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere in this section, which registered at six percent standard atmospheric pressure. The fungi walls were riddled with dendrite strands that glowed faintly. His suit’s light amplification function showed him the cylindrical space as if it were in full daylight.

			He grimaced at the sticky smears of the amber goop that had gummed themselves to the AEGIS suit and moved forward to the second sheet.

			There were seven sheets in total in the shaft, all spaced ten meters apart. The atmospheric pressure was slightly higher in each gap. When he finally broke through into the asteroid’s central cavern, the atmosphere was up to sixty-eight percent standard pressure. There was no way he was taking his helmet off, though. It might have been an oxygen-nitrogen mix, but the suit sensors showed him it was a soup of biological molecules.

			The cavern was more than a kilometer long, with the fungi distending erratically the same way as it did outside. There were also hundreds of deep, narrow saddles between the humps, all of which were covered with amber sheets. He stared around uneasily. His animal senses insisted on interpreting it as some kind of insect hive, with pupae snug in each cavity. The sheets were a lot thinner in here, however, with the ever-present glow of bioluminescent dendrites just visible through the amber.

			His communication display showed him the lnc back to Arcadia’s Moon was inactive, blocked by the thick mass of fungi. As he drifted cautiously along the cavern, trying to wipe away gobs of amber fungi, he sent out a general signal. “Hello?”

			“Marcellu, so good of you to come.”

			The AEGIS suit couldn’t pinpoint the signal’s origin; it was omnidirectional. “Sahdiah?”

			“Indeed.”

			Simple vocal confirmation didn’t do anything for Marcellu’s nerves. Until now, his recruitment and orders had always been through remote contacts. A personal meeting was not something he’d ever expected. He worried about the reason. “Where are you?”

			The suit’s sensors scanned around. Are some of those shadows in the cavities moving?

			“In here with you,” Sahdiah’s voice answered with a tinge of amusement. “But I’m not in my gravity form, so you might find my appearance disturbing.”

			“Gravity form? Oh, crap. Are you a Mara Yama? I know they bodymorph.”

			The laughter that came back had an eerie echo. “No. I represent an altogether different interest. I am a citizen of the Talloch-Te.”

			Which wasn’t the reassurance Marcellu was hoping for. Like the Mara Yama, the Talloch-Te were a nomad dominion—tens of thousands of starships that migrated at whim across the Centauri Cluster. The difference, which the Talloch-Te kept emphasizing, was that they were traders, while everyone acknowledged the Mara Yama were crazy psychopaths, with zero empathy or regard for anyone else, and behaved accordingly. “Are you going to give me proof of that?” Though he supposed the fact that he wasn’t currently being manacled to a torture rack was evidence enough.

			“No. You are one of my agents in this sector of the Centauri Cluster. The time for you to show moral fiber was when my representative first approached you. But if you are concerned, ask yourself this: What have you done on my behalf that has advanced the Mara Yama cause?”

			“Oh, come on, I don’t even know what the Mara Yama cause is. And I never really see the knock-on effect of the actions I take for you: the deaths, the sabotage. I’m guessing they’re too subtle.”

			“A reasonable assessment. Broadly speaking, the Mara Yama in this section of the Centauri Cluster seek ownership of the HeSea. It would provide fuel for their fleets for eons to come.”

			“Okay. That’s plausible. But the Crown Dominion has a pretty effective navy.”

			“It does. For this century—and the next. But remember, I and my fellow archons think in terms of centuries at the least. Destabilizing a dominion as established as the Imperial Celestials have built would be a long-term project.”

			“So just tell them what you know about the Mara Yama.”

			“Tell who in the Crown Dominion? The five queens make an excellent show of unity when it comes to the Throne of the Empress, and many of their interests are aligned. However, their home star system factions play a parochial version of the Great Game, as do we all.”

			“Right. So what do you want me to do about the Mara Yama? I kinda like the idea of me standing alone against them. Gonna need some shit-hot weapons for that, maybe a couple of battle cruisers.”

			Sahdiah chuckled. “Nothing so drastic. There are many plays in the Great Game happening all around you. One of them has started to puzzle me.”

			“Okay, I’ll bite.”

			“The level of archon activity in Santa Rosa is proliferating, for no reason I can currently determine. Indeed, the Wynid archon recently took the extraordinary step of summoning one of his human agents, a policeman called Terence Wilson-Fletcher, to witness his queen’s congregants at First Trial.”

			“I have literally no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Such an encounter in person can only mean one thing—a direct neural assessment. The archon wanted to establish beyond all doubt that Wilson-Fletcher is loyal.”

			“Did he pass?”

			“He returned to Gondiar alive, so one would assume so.”

			“Are you going to assess me?”

			“The Talloch-Te don’t do that. Money is the guarantee that exists between us. That, and I believe you know better than to betray me.”

			Marcellu tried to keep his voice level, to show he wasn’t intimidated in any way; no, sir. “I honor my contracts. That’s why you contacted me in the first place, right? You did your research.”

			“Quite. I concede you have been one of the most consistently effective operatives I employ, so I will be bestowing you with a great degree of operational leeway in your expanded role.”

			Inside the safety of his helmet, Marcellu grinned broadly. “Which means what, exactly?”

			“I need to keep abreast of archon activity in Santa Rosa.”

			“Happy to help. How do you want me to handle it?”

			“You will increase your network of informants, particularly those in the prefecture’s underworld and administration. Gather information for me. And Marcellu…”

			“Yes?”

			“Discreetly, please.”

			“Understood.”

			“Intelligence is the key to archon operations. The more we know, the better our understanding of a situation. In particular, I want to know what has triggered this escalation. I am keen to learn if someone is trying to destabilize Gondiar.”

			“Why would anyone want to do that? It’s a goddess-awful world; the humans there are just Celestial cattle. Even if the whole place burnt down to the bedrock, it wouldn’t mean shit to the Crown Dominion.”

			“The Great Game has many plays, and there is now a Mara Yama fleet passing the edge of the Crown Dominion.”

			“You think there’s a connection?”

			“I do not guess when it comes to plays in the Great Game. I acquire information and evaluate.”

			“Got it.”

			“I am delighted to hear that. My other representatives will be instructed to provide you with whatever financial and material aid you need. Given the sums available, and that you are human, I’m prepared to tolerate a degree of personal gain on your part, but have a care.”

			“I came into this with eyes wide open.”

			“Good. I’m sending your patch a data package containing contact codes.”

			“Thank you.”

			“There’s one other thing. A simple matter.”

			Something in the voice made Marcellu twitchy. Easy little favors never were. “Yes?”

			“Fate is a strange thing. It governs all of us, and cannot be avoided. If this is what’s meant to be, then so it is. And today fate has delivered an arkship to the Kelowan system. At this particular time in our history, I cannot ignore its arrival.”

			“Really? Hell, I didn’t think there could be any more of them left. It must have been flying for centuries. And they made it? Good for them.”

			“For them, yes. But despite their age, arkships are impressive. That makes me uneasy. I don’t think it would be appropriate for a Traveler to acquire it, do you?”

			“What use would a Traveler have for an arkship?”

			“For an arkship? None. But theoretically, any ship can be fitted with a ZPZ stasis generator, thus turning it into a starship. That would be introducing a powerful random factor into this part of the Centauri Cluster, which I cannot allow, especially given current circumstances. So let us ensure the arkship has an honorable retirement, shall we? And again: discretion is the key.”

			“Leave it to me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			 

			“Absolutely not. No.”

			Finn frowned, thinking he’d misheard. Two days ago, he’d spent a lot of time in zero gee after the Diligent docked at Santa Rosa, and free-fall fluid pooling was known to affect hearing. So he said: “Excuse me?”

			“No,” his mother repeated firmly.

			“But, mother, the Diligent needs a refit.”

			“I’m delighted to hear you’re taking space vessel flight safety procedures so seriously. However, the family cannot take any responsibility for your arkship.” She bounced Augusta, her infant granddaughter, on her knee. “It can’t, can it? No, no, it’s nothing to do with us. No, it’s not.”

			Augusta let out a noise that may have been a chuckle or a wet burp. Finn tried not to frown, but it was difficult; his newborn niece was bizarrely out of place in the incredibly formal Privy Council chamber. Almost as out of place as she was on his mother’s knee.

			“But…” He gave his sister Zelinda a desperate look. He’d never seen her look so exhausted. Her normally impassive face had drooped somehow, eyes barely open, mouth in a perpetual yawn.

			“What the hell were you expecting?” she said wearily. “We allowed you to sign over Hafnir against every precedent our family has ever set. Now grow the fuck up and show some responsibility for what you’ve achieved.”

			His sister swearing at him was so surprising it took his anger a beat to fire up. “The Diligent is what I’ve achieved.” Which was true; he was thrilled at his ownership. However, the flight back to Gondiar had revealed some unexpected issues. His first visit to one of the arkship’s life support spheres had been a shock. He blamed himself, of course; the Diligent was so very different from any spaceship he was familiar with. The sphere was a residential one, so the interior was filled with nine cylinders packed so close they were almost touching. Each of the narrow gaps had a column of bright lights running up them, shining away on the pink end of the spectrum, which had given him a headache after a couple of hours. Every cylinder was divided up into decks three meters high, ringed by a slim balcony, giving the apartments inside an “open” space. The outside bulkheads of the cylinders were covered in a living wall of lush fruit plants to add a natural freshness to the air. Finn knew it was supposed to give the impression of some tropical urban setting, but all he could think of was a cramped city block of short, run-down towers beset by weeds.

			The agronomy spheres were even worse, divided up horizontally to maximize the area where endless hydroponic sills could grow vegetables under that same intense pink-tinged light, while at the base of the sphere, fungal bioreactors digested dead plants to produce an impressive variety of fungi that were processed and printed into food.

			Finn was convinced his digestive system was going to take a year to recover from the cuisine he’d eaten on the trip. It was truly awful.

			Also, after centuries of constant operation, the interior of each sphere was a patchwork of repairs and refurbishments that somehow kept rattling along. That was except for the seven spheres that had completely failed and decompressed. The arkship never had the resources to bring them back to life.

			“It just needs a refit,” he said sullenly.

			“Then I suggest you ask a finance house or bank for a loan,” his mother said.

			“But it’s a bigger ship than human finance houses are used to.”

			“Congratulations.” She pulled a face at little Augusta. “Uncle Finbar has the biggest ship, yes he does, he does.”

			“I don’t see why the family can’t advance me the money I need to get it flight ready,” Finn said. “Once I get some charters, it will generate a good dividend. Like Hafnir’s going to.”

			His mother’s steely indifference was returning; he could actually see her features stiffen. She gently handed Augusta back to Zelinda. “I am not a bank, Finbar.”

			“Actually, you are. I mean, technically you’re First Lady of the Santa Rosa Treasury.”

			“That’s a position of state, moron,” Zelinda said. “Nothing to do with family. Did you even turn up to school?”

			“But…the Diligent needs a refit to fly interstellar missions.”

			“That is not a family problem. You created this ridiculous situation, just as you abandoned us because some bohemian trollop sniffed too much and slept with you.”

			“Don’t you—”

			“No!” Zelinda barked. “You got yourself into this. We tolerated it and agreed to the Hafnir deal because it may—just may—have some economic benefit to Santa Rosa in a hundred years’ time, and we are compassionate enough to give the flight survivors somewhere to live. Arranging that does not make you some kind of financial genius—even if you had thought of it by yourself, which we all know you didn’t; you’re just parroting Josias as if he’s some kind of guru. For a start, there’s no point in refitting your stupid antique, because even if it was flightworthy, there’s nowhere it can fly to, because you don’t have a ZPZ generator, do you? The first and most important piece of technology that you have to acquire before you get a ship. I mean, for someone who fills his head with Traveler nonsense, how could you miss something so bloody obvious?” She stopped as Augusta, unaccustomed to such a harsh voice from her mother, started to grizzle. Zelinda rocked her about gently. “Now look what you’ve done.”

			“I didn’t…Look, I know I need a ZPZ generator. I have contacts, and I should be able to do a deal with them.”

			“You can acquire a ZPZ generator?” his mother asked scathingly. “You?”

			“Yes, me,” he snapped back defiantly. Months ago, he and Iyane Enfoe had talked of little else but how to acquire a starship. The details weren’t entirely clear—too much alcohol had been involved—but Iyane had boasted how stasis generators were the greatest cargo a Traveler could acquire, allowing them to name any price. You just needed to know which Traveler to ask. And Finn had a pretty good idea where to start: Gyvoy Enfoe. So he faced down his mother and sister, refusing to let any uncertainty show.

			“In which case,” his mother said, “congratulations.”

			“So you’ll pay for the refit when I have a generator?”

			“No,” an exasperated Zelinda said. “Do you even listen to what you’ve been saying? Anyone who has a ship capable of flying through the Gates of Heaven can raise an almost unlimited amount of finance from the banks to fund their flight. When you have one, you’ll no longer need us. Then you will have proved yourself.”

			“Well…yeah, obviously.” I was just hoping for a little help after all I’ve achieved on my own so far. A sliver of respect, even.

			“In the meantime,” his mother said swiftly, “you have a responsibility to assist the survivors in settling in at Hafnir. For a start, there is an entire livestone city to grow for them.”

			“But I have to acquire a ZPZ generator. Josias can manage…”

			He trailed off as his mother and sister both looked at him with exactly the same unnervingly disdainful expression. For a moment, he even thought little Augusta was doing it, too. Really? he stormed silently. Even now, after all my accomplishments, after showing you that I can stand up by myself and face odds you have no conception of, you’re still not going to help? Have you not got a single gram of respect for me, your own flesh and blood?

			Their countenances told him the answer to that.

			“The people you brought here need your help,” Zelinda said. “Are you that egocentric you will disregard your moral obligation?”

			“No,” he muttered.

			“There are no shortcuts in life, Finbar,” his mother said. “I had hoped that even you would have realized that by now.”

			“Yes, mother.” And with that he could almost hear the gates of the family cage closing around him again.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Finn watched without comment as they got out of the globecab, and Josias stared up at Okkwell Manor in astonishment. With a grandiose central rotunda of mellow-gold livestone, surrounded by ten soaring obelisk spires three hundred and fifty meters tall, tipped with white-gold helixes, the building was visible for tens of kilometers across Santa Rosa. Six hundred thirty years ago, armed with avaricious intentions, Mariama Kamara-Ryanah had commissioned a famous uranic sculptor-architect to produce a structure of unrivaled charm and opulence to aid her family’s stature. The first daughter of a prominent uranic family, married to a second cousin of the Jalgori-Tobu marchioness, her social ambition saw her rising to the top of Santa Rosa’s society. But rivalries with other uranic families, poor choices of dynastic marriages for her children, and a minor financial scandal that her private estate was forced to repay, had led to her branch of the family falling from grace and importance.

			Okkwell Manor had followed the family’s fate, its interior decaying for a couple of centuries before being turned into apartments by a creditor. Then it was variously a commercial hub for custom designers and microfacturies, an artists’ retreat, and at one point someone even turned the giant central atrium into a butterflyarium. Two centuries ago, ill-advised modifications were made to the lower levels of the rotunda to turn it into a theater, then when that went bankrupt, stables for the more successful society families whose own nearby mansions were becoming crowded with kinfolk. None of these chapters of its life were particularly successful, although the exterior still retained its graceful appearance.

			In the end, Otylia acquired the failing stables enterprise and turned Okkwell Manor into a Gath sanctuary—much to the chagrin of the district’s society families.

			“So why, exactly, are we here, my boy?” Josias asked.

			“Otylia is the smart one,” Finn told him and Ellie. “She’ll know what to do.”

			Ellie grinned at Josias. “You can wait outside if you like.”

			He ignored her.

			The huge arched entrance opened into a vaulted cloister, which led all the way through the rotunda to the cylindrical atrium at the center. Finn’s lnc patch led them to a ward in the sanctuary’s clinic wing, which had once been a series of high-ceilinged state rooms whose bulbous windows overlooked the atrium garden. The original rich ornamentation had been stripped out long ago, to be replaced by rows of large beds.

			Josias cast a curious gaze around. “What is this, land of the giants?”

			Ellie gave him a warning look. He just shrugged.

			There were about twenty Gath in the ward. Finn supposed they might seem intimidating if you weren’t used to them. To him the Gath were a lovely people, created with a neural pathology that was gentle and meek. It offset their size, with a height that averaged out around three meters, while their frames were heavily muscled under a thick skin the color of pale rust. Their strength was intended to provide a labor force that could perform strenuous repetitive tasks at a time when androids weren’t always available or affordable during the Crucible Era. They could be found in many Centauri Cluster Dominions, although few Celestial societies had any use for them now.

			Humans, however, found plenty of jobs for them—the type of low-paid, tough, and dirty jobs people just didn’t want to do. Their docile nature left them exposed to exploitation by workforce enterprises, who had outsourcing contracts for basic industry and agriculture services. The courts did prosecute abusive managers when someone brought charges, but few bothered, because no one really noticed the conditions the Gath suffered under, nor the living standards they were forced to endure once they’d signed on with an employer. The abuse they suffered in Santa Rosa had declined in recent years with Otylia championing them, but there were societal limits to what even a Jalgori-Tobu could achieve.

			The Gath in the ward were wearing the kind of toga that was favored by the majority of their kind: a simple cloth robe with ties on the shoulder. Most of them were nursing staff, with a few technicians working the stacks of basic medical equipment standing beside each bed.

			Finn was disturbed that more than half of the beds were occupied. His sympathies for the big Changelings went all the way back to when he was fifteen and Otylia discovered what was to become her cause for life.

			His sister was sitting on the side of a bed halfway down the ward. She was talking quietly to a Gath lying on it, while two more stood beside her. Finn flinched when he saw the injuries the Changeling had received. Large patches of groflesh had been applied to his leathery skin. From what he knew about brawling, Finn reckoned someone had given him a serious beating, probably with some kind of bat or metal post. Gaths had distinctive round noses, but this one had been smashed almost flat into his face.

			Otylia looked around and smiled weakly up at Finn. He could see she’d been crying. When she got to her feet, he put his arms around her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “What happened?”

			“They gave Pablo a beating,” she said, gesturing at the Gath in the bed.

			“Why? Who did?”

			“It was a cage fight.”

			“You’re kidding me! I thought mother had put a stop to those.”

			“She has. In Santa Rosa. But not in Grande Amines; that’s the Tempis-Encet marchioness’s prefecture. They don’t care.”

			“Hell.”

			“Renata is his wife,” she said, gesturing at the Gath woman at the end of the bed who dipped her head at Finn. “She and Helio, her brother, brought him here.”

			Finn frowned. A Gath face was not naturally expressive—their skin was too thick to allow the features to convey small muscle movements—but their eyes made up for it. And he’d never before seen the level of sadness consuming Renata. “How did they get here?” he asked.

			“On a train.”

			“By themselves?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s bold.”

			“We had to,” Renata whispered. “Pablo hurt bad, he’s bleed inside and out. We knows the Okkwell Manor help, everyone knows. Your sister a saint.”

			“I guess she is,” Finn said, for once without any irony.

			“So, what happened?” Ellie asked.

			“They tell Pablo he have to fight. He’s not want to. They’s angry with him.”

			“The bastards gave him drugs—the kind they thought would make him aggressive,” Otylia said. “That didn’t work, so they beat him, hoping that would trigger him. It didn’t, of course; the Gath aren’t built that way. Renata told me all he did was sit there and cry.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Ellie said.

			“He’s safe here now,” Otylia said, and put her hand reassuringly on Renata’s forearm. “All of you are safe.”

			Finn kept an arm around his sister’s shoulder as they left the ward. He knew how much it cost her to be the level-headed, resourceful director of Okkwell. Inside she was still his sister who, at age fifteen, wept for days when their mother had made them accompany her on a visit to a Gath charity, and they both learned how humans treated the Changelings.

			“You can’t take a personal interest in every case,” he said softly once they were back in the cloister. “It’s too much.”

			“If I don’t, who will?”

			“Plenty of people, by the look of it,” Josias said, indicating the human staff walking about. “You inspire people to work with you. It takes more than just a good cause to attract capable staff. And this place is certainly rocking.”

			“Yes, I suppose,” Otylia said in a tired voice. “I just…I want to be sure they’re getting the right treatment, you know?”

			“A true leader learns to delegate. You’re micromanaging, which is an organizational flaw. Let the staff do their jobs without you hovering over them. That way, you can spend time organizing strategy. You’ll accomplish a hell of a lot more. Trust me.”

			Otylia gave a reluctant nod. “That makes sense, I guess.” She took a breath. “Sorry. You’ve just traveled here from the palace. What is it you want?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Finn said. It was telling that the first person he’d sought out after such a crushing disappointment was his twin, but then in his mind it had always been the two of them against the rest of the family. He gave the clinic wing a guilty glance. “This isn’t the right time.”

			“Ah. Mummy said no, then?”

			“Yup. The family will not loan me a single watt. It’s crazy. The Diligent has the potential to earn a fortune, but all she wants to do is drag me back into the fold.”

			“No, she doesn’t,” Otylia said knowingly. “Her focus is all on little Augusta now, the next heir. I’m not even the spare anymore. And as for you, I doubt she cares if you fly off down a Gate of Heaven. Your departure would be politically less embarrassing to the family.”

			“Hey!”

			“True though, yes?”

			“Yes,” Finn said petulantly. He couldn’t look at his sister; he knew how much her victory smile would burn. Then he realized Otylia had cocked her head to one side and was staring intently at him. “What?”

			“Strategy,” she said. And her smile switched from Finn to Josias. “That’s what both of us need, right?”

			“Strategy makes the galaxy go round,” Josias said with a shrug. “It also gets you where you want to go, as long as you’re prepared to push hard enough for it. Are you?”

			“Oh, I’m prepared all right. If Renata can take a train between cities, I can find a sanctuary for the Gath.”

			Finn grinned. “You’re going to sign over one of your title lands to the Gath to give them an independent state? That’s brilliant, Otylia. Hey, you’re Countess of Fernwic; that’s almost next door to Hafnir.”

			“Don’t be stupid,” Otylia retorted. “I’d never get mummy to sign off on that. She was cross enough when I bought Okkwell Manor. No, show me.”

			“Huh?”

			She grabbed his hand. “The Diligent! Show me.”

			Their induction pads touched. Finn’s pride bloomed as he exhibited the arkship. There was no shame in the pride. This was what he’d achieved on his own, with no help from his dreaded family.

			He revealed the splendor of it in orbit above Kinnox, how his amazement had grown as the true size became apparent. Mine, all mine!

			“Ho, ease back there, Awakened Tiger,” his twin chided through their connection.

			Next, he exhibited a viewpoint gliding along the arkship’s long spine of machinery—astroengineering technology advanced enough to carry them across tens of thousands of light-years, but at the same time impossibly primitive with flashing lights and big pipes. Then he dropped to a memory inside the life support spheres, bright, hot, lush gardens in space, an aristocrat’s orangery of exotic foliage lifted straight out of Earth’s steam age.

			“There!” Otylia said. “Right there.” Her hand fell away from Finn’s, breaking the rich mental vision. She was smiling widely. “That’s it.”

			“What?” he asked her, confused.

			“The Diligent needs people working constantly to keep all that ancient machinery functioning—a lot of people, people you can’t afford. That’s the real bummer. Once those life support spheres start to fail, you’ll be facing a cascade effect. Remove one and the rest have to take up the slack. And they can’t, can they? Because right now they’re already operating at their limit. Besides, the very people who are the experts in maintaining them are stampeding out of your lovely arkship to come down here. It’s more than a refit you need; you need crew members. Thousands of them. And where are you going to get them? Even Traveler ships only carry a dozen or so tech specialists during a flight. You need a hundred or more people working full-time just to keep a life support sphere going, which houses the engineers that maintain the rest of the ship, and so it goes…Even if you get commercial cargoes, or your dumbest fantasy yet of salvaging Remnant Era tech, you’ll have to split any profit between at least ten thousand people. What kind of wage is that?”

			“Okay,” Finn said, annoyed at her attack on his accomplishment. “It’s a problem; I never said it wasn’t. I just need the seed money to make that first flight.”

			“No, you don’t. You need people. People who aren’t going to abandon ship when you pay them one watt a year. People who are there because that’s where they want to be, because they’ll be safe in your mini-habitat. People who can easily maintain those basic old machines.”

			“Ugh,” he gasped as he finally realized what she was talking about. He turned and stared back along the cloister to the Okkwell’s clinic wing. “You mean…?”

			“Yes! The Gath.” She took both his hands, connecting to him again, adding an emotional thrust to every thought she poured into his mind. “Don’t you see? It’s the perfect solution. They get to live offworld, away from all the prejudice and hatred they face down here. Their own little society where they’re finally safe. You provide them with a home—a real home—and in return you get a crew that keeps the Diligent fully operational for themselves as well as you. I saw it in your memories; the Diligent has the engineering capacity to manufacture its own replacement parts. The Gath can do it. They’re not just good for digging ditches or lifting rocks; they make good technical operators, too. Their brains are bigger than ours; it’s only blind bigotry that believes a hulking body means stupidity.”

			Finn nodded slowly as he processed the idea, with only a small tweak of envy that he hadn’t thought of it himself.

			“Smart solution,” Josias said in admiration. “A real bootstrap.”

			Otylia gave him a coquettish pout, then turned back to Finn. “Jealous, much?” she taunted.

			“Huh?”

			“I came up with the solution. That’s why you came here, isn’t it? For me to save the day—and your arse.”

			“It’s an okay idea,” he mocked right back. “It might even work.”

			“Asteria’s tits, it’ll work! Now you’re free to concentrate on the real problem.”

			“Getting a ZPZ generator,” he acknowledged.

			“Yeah. Do you need me to solve that one for you, too?”

			“No. I know people who might be able to help. I just need a favor from a friend of yours.”

			

			—

			The betrayal party was at the mansion of a senior uranic family, the Lynnwood-m’Phets, whose first daughter and heir, Kotya, was super-best-friends-for-always with Otylia. Guests were usually drawn exclusively from the younger generation of Santa Rosa’s society, the uranic families who helped oversee civil administration, or had centuries-old ties with the enterprises of Celestial Grand Families that were the bedrock of Gondiar’s economy.

			It meant Finn was back among his loathsome own once more. Everyone thronging the rooms of the mansion’s sprawling reception wing was beautiful, or at least groomed into elegance for the night. Dresses and suits cost a fortune, he knew, which was ridiculous, as most of them barely covered anything. His disapproval rose. The more he talked to Josias, the more he understood about economics. Not just the institutional finance that he’d been taught so he could manage his estates, but personal economics, and how it reached down into the life of everyone on Gondiar and Anoosha. Surrounded by such excessive profligacy, he was surprised he hadn’t noticed Gondiar’s wealth gap when he was with Graça. But then, he admitted to himself, he’d been so superficial back then.

			Kotya greeted them effusively as they arrived.

			“Thank you for inviting Gyvoy,” Finn told her when he’d disentangled himself; a party was the perfect cover for business—especially the kind he was interested in.

			“Oh, no,” Kotya replied coyly. “You always know the most interesting people.”

			“Don’t be so modest. You have to know the right people to get hold of betrayal.”

			“One does what one can,” Kotya mocked. She insisted on administering the betray spray herself. “No exceptions,” she chided when he demurred. “No fair to others if you’re not dosed.”

			Finn sighed and let her dose him. Betrayal was a fad that was almost a fortnight old. Someone had brought a batch down the Santa Rosa tower, a Remnant Era biomolecule that lodged in the surface of the eye, then reacted to specific hormones released into the bloodstream by activating its bioluminescence. The hormones this particular batch had been attuned to were supposedly the indicators of human arousal. A user’s eyes would sparkle indigo, meaning you could literally see the light in their eyes when they were turned on.

			As they walked into the party, shrieks of laughter burst over the conversations as people flaunted or merrily denied the glow of their betrayal.

			“Honesty about sex,” Josias chortled. “Now I know I’m in the future.”

			Otylia giggled at him, and Finn saw the violet glint spreading across her eyeballs.

			“Let’s get a drink,” he told Ellie. He couldn’t help gazing at the plunging neckline of her dress, all the way down to her navel.

			She laughed outright at him.

			As much as Finn hated such events, he was secretly pleased at how much genuine curiosity his peers were showing in what he’d done with Hafnir. I mean, who doesn’t have huge tracts of unused land as part of one’s estate, which inevitably cost the family a fortune to maintain over the years? He might be crazy, a Jalgori-Tobu who’d given up a title, but he’d done something different, and benefited from it. A crazy benefit, admittedly—but that was Finn for you, always a dark horse. After all, what could one do with an arkship anyway? But still…Development, actually growing the estate again after so many centuries of careful balance: extraordinary.

			Old friends, distant acquaintances, people he’d not met before: all of them were keen to hear what schemes could be possible with a newly populated Hafnir. Perhaps a small trial partnership with his venture? Josias would step in smoothly at that point, a man who’d walked on Earth! Eyes glowed with all sorts of interest.

			Finn was talking to Munani about improving transport links to Hafnir—maybe her family freight enterprise would consider a financial stake in a magrail running alongside the current motorway?—when he caught sight of Gyvoy Enfoe across the room and made his way over. Gyvoy was doing his usual thing, standing at the center of seven fascinated young uranics, a real live Traveler enthralling them with his oh-so-genuine accounts of flying to exotic planets and salvaging dangerous Remnant Era prizes. Finn almost laughed at the maestro theater show, the way Gyvoy kept making eye contact with the best-looking couple, their near-dazzling appreciation a prelude to taking the party down to the mansion’s catacombs where Kotya had prepared grottos ready to accommodate liaisons of any size.

			Betrayal made it even easier for Finn to observe how the magic trick was performed. Of course you had to possess Gyvoy’s charisma—a bonus of roguish intensity that was the signature of cult leaders through history—to close the deal. Tellingly, Gyvoy’s eyes didn’t even possess a glimmer.

			Gyvoy caught sight of him watching and smiled a delighted welcome at being caught in the act, one playa to another. The next thing Finn knew, Gyvoy had called a temporary halt to his flamboyant seduction of Santa Rosa’s glamorous, gullible society youths. “I’ll tell you exactly what happened later,” he promised his circle of admirers. They broke away reluctantly.

			Gyvoy flung his arms enthusiastically around Finn and Ellie, and led them away from his disappointed audience. “Finn, my man, gotta thank you for fixing me an invitation. This party is amazing.”

			“No problem. Kotya was eager to have you.”

			“Was she now?”

			Ellie rolled her eyes.

			“Kidding!” Gyvoy chortled.

			They crossed the main hall and went into one of the smaller lounges. A couple of young men were standing in front of the fireplace, kissing exuberantly, their eyes burning with intense betrayal light.

			“Sorry, fellas,” Gyvoy said brightly, “but we’re just going to need this room for a minute.”

			“Join in or find your own room,” one of the men retorted.

			“You misunderstood,” Gyvoy said, his smile hardening. “Get the fuck out, asshole. Now.”

			The man was about to object, but his partner tugged on his arm: an it’s not worth it appeal. They left, their eyelight diminishing. Gyvoy closed the double doors after them. He turned back to Finn and Ellie, his smile widening. “You fucking did it,” he shouted. “Finn, you did it! You got yourself an arkship. Not that I doubted, but…Asteria! And the goddess-damned thing is massive.”

			Finn gripped Ellie’s hand tighter. “Group effort.”

			“Yeah, yeah, sure. So?”

			“Er…?”

			“My offer.”

			Finn had to think hard to realize what Gyvoy was talking about. “Ah, right. Yes, well joining the Enfoe Dynasty is a really big deal. It’s tempting.”

			“Sure. I get that,” Gyvoy said seriously. “Take all the time you need. You’re about to have planetside centuries, after all. But that’s not why we’re here talking, is it?”

			“No,” Finn agreed cautiously.

			“So why did you get me invited here?”

			“I have an arkship. I want a starship.”

			“Yeah. That’s not so easy, as you know.”

			“Come on, Gyvoy. If anyone can give me a vector to a ZPZ generator, it’s you.”

			“Sure, sure, yeah.” He gave Ellie a judgmental glance. “You know what betrayal actually is?”

			“No idea,” she said. “Fantastic future science?”

			“It’s the past,” Gyvoy told her. “I’ve seen it before, on a couple of different worlds. It’s out of a Remnant Era medikit: some kind of biomolecule that the kit can program to react with specific hormones. We think it was intended to so the medics could monitor the patient’s status with a quick glance. Think of the effort, the brainpower, the industrial capability behind such a thing. Then factor in the early Celestials who created it lived over twenty thousand years ago. So very definitely the past. And what do we do with it? Have a laugh at a party seeing who’s horny.”

			Ellie gave Finn an awkward glance, seeking guidance.

			“Different era, different behavioral norms,” Finn said, tightening his grip on Ellie.

			“Sure,” Gyvoy said. “But that misuse, that lack of appreciation, comes easy to people now. And that’s just one tiny molecule. You’re asking me for a ZPZ generator! Humans don’t even understand the basic math behind that, let alone how the fucker actually works. And it’s a prize that will give you the stars, man. The stars! You can fly clean across the Centauri Cluster if you own one. It’s the closest we’ll ever get to a divine miracle.”

			“I know that,” Finn said intently. “Nobody appreciates what a ZPZ generator means more than I do.”

			“Do you? Because it means something to a lot of people. Maybe people who don’t look at the world like you do.”

			“Is that a crack at me being uranic?”

			“Not necessarily. You’ve done your rebellion thing; I respect that. What I need to know is how far that defiance goes.”

			“As far as it has to,” Finn answered without hesitation.

			“And you?” Gyvoy asked Ellie, not taking his gaze from her.

			“I’m not part of this freaky setup you guys have built here. I don’t care what your dumb local politics are. But I’ll tell you now, I don’t like the way humans are ordered around by Celestials. I met some of their Knights. They’re shits.”

			“Oh, yeah.” Gyvoy nodded in satisfaction. “The Knights. You were fortunate they were your first. That way you got to see the Imperial Celestials raw, not this pretense of civilization they fool themselves with. That’s all anyone on Gondiar sees.”

			“Glad I meet your approval,” she sneered.

			“Sure.” He faced Finn. “There’s a price for a generator.”

			“I know.”

			“Really? It’s beyond money. Go down this flightpath, and there’s no way back. You get a ZPZ generator, you become a Traveler. Not this stupid gentleman explorer fantasy you’ve had wet dreams over. This is the real thing, man.”

			“What do you want in exchange for the generator? Tell me!”

			Gyvoy took a moment. “The Diligent’s entropy drive.”

			Finn hadn’t been expecting that at all. “What?”

			“I heard all the Knights did was smash up the support equipment, that it can still work.”

			“How did you know that? We only just docked at High Rosa a couple of days ago.”

			Gyvoy produced a smug grin. “Yeah, but whose Dynasty ship took you out there?”

			Finn frowned. He was sure he’d never mentioned it in front of Sooyn or her crew. Nor had Ellie. Josias, though…His lips tightened. Information was always the true currency of a Traveler. I should have realized.

			“But you’re not allowed to use an entropy drive,” Ellie blurted.

			“Exactly.” Gyvoy grinned. “We can’t use them because they screw with spacetime and prevent the Elohim from laying down quintessence lines through the sections of space an entropy drive has flown through. That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

			“Why?” Ellie asked. “What’s the point of blocking the quintessence lines?”

			“Let’s just say that some people—humans, for a hypothetical example—have a use for dark sectors where a star system can’t be connected to the other dominions through a Gate of Heaven. They might even call that freedom.”

			“Is that a Traveler goal?”

			“One of them. A big one. Don’t assume we’re a homogeneous group, but some people I know are offering you this trade. I’m just the intermediary. And I have to say, I don’t think you’ll get a better offer.”

			“I don’t suppose I will,” Finn said.

			“Is that a yes, Finn?”

			“What’s the catch?”

			Gyvoy gave a small wince. “Well, you do have to go and collect it. I mean, these things don’t sit around in secret warehouses.”

			“Figures. Where?”

			“Terrik Papuan. But don’t worry, our dynasty has a ship that will fly you there.”

			“Terrik Papuan?” Finn said in shock. “You mean Wargrid?”

			“Nah. Wargrid is the binary star—if you can call a brown dwarf a star. And anyway, it’s thirty-two AUs away from the primary. You’ll be perfectly safe. Man, everyone gets so overdramatic about Wargrid.”

			“Because nobody comes back from it!”

			“You’re not going to Wargrid, okay? The generator is in the wreckage of a Celestial warship in a big old cometary orbit around Terrik Papuan’s star, and it’s coming around to close approach again.”

			“A wrecked warship,” Finn repeated dubiously.

			“Yeah. We think it’s one of the Aktoru Armada ships. Asteria knows enough of them got pounded by Wargrid in the Ultimax battle. Man, now that would’ve been something to see!”

			“And you just happen to have the orbital coordinates for this wreck?”

			Gyvoy smirked and opened his shirt up. On his chest a tattoo of complex vectors and symbols lit up, smoldering ember-red.

			“Sure do.”

			

			—

			The next morning, Finn woke below the familiar shallow dome of his bedroom ceiling with a naked Ellie lying on the mattress beside him, one arm over his chest. Sunlight was shining a rosy glow around the thick curtains covering the arching veranda windows.

			He didn’t entirely dislike his lush palace apartment and all the comforts it provided; it was just the price of the rent to live there. Uranic society problems, he told himself sternly.

			In any case, after last night he knew this would be one of the last times he ever woke up here. He leaned over slowly and gently kissed Ellie’s shoulder. She didn’t stir, so he kissed her again, moving to her neck and the more sensitive skin he knew to be there. Now she responded with a slight moan and shifted around, a smile touching her lips.

			“Morning,” she said with happy drowsiness.

			“Morning.”

			She kissed him. “So I made a decision last night.”

			“Yes? Good. Er, what about?”

			“The people from the Diligent, all my old friends, they’re drifting away from me now. And the longer they’re in Hafnir, the further away they’re going to get. So I have to make a decision. Do I run back to them and make up for lost time, or build a life here?”

			“Oh.” Finn tried not to sound disappointed; thankful there was no Remnant Era biomolecule capable of lighting up from that emotion, because right now his eyes would be blazing. “Sure, well if that’s what you want.”

			“That was my decision: I don’t. I’m going to come with you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			 

			The Lestari was under acceleration at barely a tenth of a gee, allowing Finn to haul himself easily up through the hatchway into the Traveler starship’s observation cupola—a compartment that stuck out of the cylindrical habitation section like a striped glass barnacle. Ellie, far more graceful at low-gee mobility, was already gripping one of the handles beside the apex window, holding herself steady as she gazed out. A hundred kilometers ahead of the Traveler starship, the gigantic Gate of Heaven leading to Terrik Papuan eclipsed a circular chunk of the Poseidon Nebula.

			“That’s not at all intimidating,” she said as Finn settled next to her.

			“Yeah. I’ve never actually seen one before,” he admitted.

			The Elohim machine was close to a hundred fifty kilometers in diameter at its ingress end: a dome of some dark metallic substance that glimmered faintly with the nebula’s iridescence. Its surface was ribbed with concentric rings, which alternated with grooves. The central third curved back down like a crater, the walls funneling smoothly into an opening that was a good fifteen kilometers wide.

			“That’s where we’re going,” Finn pointed, trying to sound knowledgeable.

			“No kidding?” she taunted.

			Behind the vast dome, the bulk of the Gate extended for a further eighty kilometers, its core a cylinder of dense-packed esoteric machinery surrounded by a series of delicate bracelets at the end of stumpy spokes. There were no windows, no lights; nothing moved anywhere across the entire structure.

			“You know, it does look a bit like a giant rocket engine,” Ellie said. “The kind you’d use to shift a moon.”

			Without warning, the rim of the ingress dome flared a dazzling blue-white. The photonic wave surged inward, distorted by the ribs and grooves as it cascaded across the surface. After a couple of seconds, it filled the central opening and flared upward like an incandescent fountain. Finn thought he caught a glimpse of a tiny speck streaking into its heart. Then the Gate of Heaven fell dark again.

			“Wow!” Ellie squealed. “What was that?”

			“A ship ingressing the Gate.”

			“Did it explode?”

			“No.” He grinned. “Think of the amount of energy needed to accelerate even a thousand tons up to point-nine-nine-nine lightspeed. All that energy is held within the quintessence line between paired Gates of Heaven, and it’s phenomenal. That’s where the power to accelerate a starship comes from, and Celestial starships can be up to the size of a medium-size habitat. We think the Elohim power the Gates with energy from infra-stars; that’s a dwarf star encased inside a power collector so it isn’t visible in the visual spectrum, but still radiating in the infrared.”

			“A Dyson sphere?” Ellie asked.

			“Yeah—sort of. The original concept was always intended as a method of utilizing a star’s total output, envisaged as a swarm of energy collectors—so many of them that their orbits encapsulate it entirely—not the single shell with a landscape inside that popular culture has it. Whatever their method, the Elohim siphon off the dwarf’s total output, which they channel along conductor lines to their Gates of Heaven.”

			“How many Gates of Heaven are there?”

			“Nobody knows. Well, no human, anyway. But there are over ten million stars in the Centauri Cluster, and every one that has an Eden world has or had a Gate of Heaven connection with its neighbors.”

			“Damn, and grandpa’s generation thought cutting a habitat chamber into an asteroid was macro-engineering.”

			“Yeah. Small wonder we call them Celestials, right? Some of the civilizations out here are basically the realm of gods, with the Elohim at the pinnacle.”

			“But the Elohim let anyone use the Gates of Heaven?”

			“Yes—even us lowly humans. You just have to turn up in a spaceship that has a ZPZ.”

			“And once we have one for Diligent, we can go anywhere in the Centauri Cluster?”

			“Yeah. That lightstorm you saw when the ship left this system was just a minute energy leakage from the quintessence line during the acceleration stage. There’ll be another light show at the other end when the ship is decelerated; the egress Gate of Heaven pumps its relativistic energy state directly back into the line.”

			“So it operates like a funicular system?”

			“Basically yes. The only energy loss comes from natural leakage, which as you can imagine is pretty awesome in its own right. But there will be hundreds—probably thousands—of ships using a quintessence line at the same time, which is why its energy density is at the stellar level. Literally. There are dying stars that don’t contain that much power.”

			“It sounds incredibly dangerous. What happens if it malfunctions?”

			“It’s Elohim technology, so we have to believe in it. Mind, there are enough Traveler ships that never returned—or haven’t returned yet. Though I’m inclined to think they got themselves killed dicking around on Remnant Era worlds, or pushing their luck with Celestials; some of them are pretty aggressive. Pray to Asteria we never encounter a Mara Yama ship.”

			“That’s reassuring.”

			He kissed her. “I do my best.”

			They both looked away from the apex window as the Gate of Heaven’s ingress side flared again. Finn put his hand on a nearby panel’s connection bulb and reviewed the Lestari’s real-time flight data. “We’re next.”

			“Yeah. Damn, three-point-eight light-years in forty-five hours!”

			“Only in ship elapsed time. For everyone on Gondiar, it’ll be three-point-eight years.”

			“Then another three-point-eight years back.”

			“Plus the time we spend at Terrik Papuan. Realistically we’re going to be away for eight years.”

			“Long time.”

			“Only for those we leave behind. Maybe a couple of months for us.”

			An expression of uncertainty flickered across her face. “That’s…I’m still getting used to that idea.”

			“Why?” he asked, genuinely curious. “The Diligent’s flight time was only a few centuries for everyone on board. But you’ve been flying for forty thousand years.”

			“Perception,” she said bleakly. “We had no reference point. But this…When we get back to Gondiar, I’ll be able to see. I’ll know what I’ve missed out on.”

			“Regrets?”

			“Dunno. I’ll let you know in eight years. That’s if we make it back.”

			“Hey, if it helps, the Gift of Passage will be launched in a minute. Asteria will look after us.”

			Ellie rolled her eyes. “Right, big help.”

			“Don’t knock it.” He held up his thumb, which still had a fleck of dried blood on it where Tabia Enfoe, the Lestari’s first officer, had jabbed it. The Gift was a ritual followed by every Traveler ship. Each person on board complied, contributing a drop of their blood, which was flash heated to leave nothing but a few specks of dust. All of them were loaded into a small glass phial together, which was fired into the Gate of Heaven ingress aperture just before the ship itself went in. It was an offering, proof that the crew revered the Goddess Asteria and wished to thank her for the gift of starflight she and her Elohim had given the Centauri Cluster.

			“Still can’t believe we did that,” Ellie said in bemusement. “Of all the places in the galaxy, people here still worship a deity. You just said the Celestials are the gods.”

			“I think it’s mostly a human thing,” Finn told her. “Our veneration of Asteria grew up from the belief that it was she who sent the Green Worlds signal. After all, you followed that signal here, right? If that isn’t an act of faith I don’t know what is.”

			“It was basic practicality. We hadn’t yet found a habitable world when we received the Green Worlds signal.”

			“The signal brought you to me,” he said.

			“Aww.” She kissed him.

			“If you want to know more, Basyl Enfoe is the Lestari’s pastor as well as our Remnant artifact evaluator officer,” Finn said. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to explain the doctrines.”

			“Not a chance. Wait, do you believe in her?”

			“Asteria? Not sure.”

			“Agnostic, huh? I thought you said all Travelers believe in her?”

			“They do.”

			“So that’s a dilemma for you.”

			He grinned awkwardly. “Certainly is. Do you know what Captain Uzoma would’ve done to you or me if we’d refused to donate our blood to the Gift?”

			“No.”

			“SDE.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Spontaneous direct egress. Basically: straight out the airlock—with a spacesuit if you’re lucky.”

			“You’re kidding!”

			“No. So, delicate subject around our shipmates, yeah?”

			“Hell. Yeah, okay, I’ll watch my mouth,” she said grumpily.

			Finn twisted around until he was looking out of the cupola’s aft-facing window. The Lestari’s engine section loomed over the cylindrical life support module, which was only sixty meters long and fixed at right angles to the thrust axis. When they came on board, Uzoma had told them it was an ancient Celestial spaceship fuel tank. With its shell made from an ultrabonded ceramic material, it was orders of magnitude stronger than any human-manufactured hull could be, impervious to microparticle impacts. The internal decking and systems were all built and installed by one of the Enfoe family’s astroengineering companies at High Rosa. It was encased in a gridwork of tough girders, allowing it to handle a massive stress load between the ship’s trio of blunt cargo attachment pads at the front and the engineering section above the main engines.

			The bulky reaction drive section he could see comprised twin direct linear fusion rockets—tubes two hundred meters long and forty wide, salvaged by Uta Enfoe himself eighty years ago from a wrecked Celestial ship adrift in the HeSea beyond Tinaja. They were capable of supplying more than eighteen thousand tons of thrust each. The Lestari only massed four thousand tons, so they were rarely used at full power until they were docked with a high-mass cargo; the nine-gee acceleration they produced would wreck any human body if it was exposed for more than a few seconds. Talk on board during the flight out to the Gate of Heaven had featured the Lestari’s dramatic high-gee escapes from Remnant worlds and hostile ships. Finn reckoned about one story in five was plausible.

			Right now, the Lestari was nudging in toward the Gate of Heaven’s ingress end at a tenth of a gee, the thrust coming from its secondary (human-built) drive: eight ion thrusters spaced around the engineering section, powered by ancillary fusion generators. He could just see the gossamer cataracts of their exhaust plumes fluttering out aft. After the white-giant blaze of the main engines, they seemed pitiful.

			When they left High Rosa, Finn had been surprised by how wide the plasma plume flared behind them; he’d expected it to be a slim ultra-intense jet like most Celestial ships produced.

			“Yeah, but this is what we’ve got,” Okimi-Sal Enfoe said dismissively when Finn pointed that out. He was Uzoma’s son, and the technician in charge of the Lestari’s fusion systems, which made him the closest thing the ship had to a main engine officer. His husband, Yoru Enfoe (the Lestari’s EVA technician), had laughed. “What he means is: he hasn’t got a clue how they work. Right, sweetheart?”

			Okimi-Sal extended a middle finger. “Here, use Asteria’s anchor.”

			“They’re Celestial,” Yoru continued. “So frankly we’re lucky some network grandmaster managed to rig an interface with their control circuits. All we can do is switch them on and off, and vary the thrust in five-percent increments. The biggest job my dearheart has is making sure the helium-three fuel feed pumps are working properly.”

			“Sadly true,” Okimi-Sal admitted. “Honestly, we know as much about those two engines as we do ZPZ. Well, apart from them being the most expensive engines to run out of all the Enfoe starships. They drink He-three faster than Basyl chugs his beer at an open bar, may Asteria bless his soul.”

			“But then we are a unique Enfoe ship,” Yoru said. “Which is why this flight is such a surprise. Gyvoy must have raided our Dynasty’s treasury to fund you.”

			“What can I say?” Finn replied with false modesty. “I’m very important to your Dynasty.”

			“That’s what they told me,” Toše said.

			Gyvoy had insisted the security expert accompany them. “I’ve worked with Toše before,” he’d told them. “He’s got plenty of combat experience on planets and in microgee situations like the one you’re heading into.”

			“You mean there’s going to be fighting?” Ellie had asked.

			“Asteria, I hope not! This is supposed to be a quiet little collection mission. But that wreck is extremely valuable even if it didn’t have a ZPZ generator, so I want you to be prepared for any eventualities. You already have a ship that can high-gee you away from any trouble. Toše will cover your arse when you’re planetside on Terrik Papuan. I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to you.”

			It was obvious to Finn that Toše was someone who could handle himself. His personal proximity made Finn nervous at some fundamental level. He had Lidon bioware muscle grafts in his arms and legs, as well as long strands running up his rib cage: the kind of enhancement the people Finn had worked with back on Anoosha were always talking about acquiring for themselves. First impression was that he had serpents nesting under his skin. And there was something about his gaunt features that made him appear remote, not helped by the way one eye bulged out as if it was swollen from infection. When they rode up the orbital tower together, he’d proudly told them the eye was an ocular wasp; it could fly about on its own with a range of about a hundred meters, showing him what it could see. “Helps me find targets,” he’d explained.

			“You have no idea the family politics involved in getting Uzoma to agree to this,” Okimi-Sal said. “And frankly, I still have no idea how Gyvoy got Uta’s backing. I mean, no disrespect here, Finn, but I saw the Diligent at High Rosa. It’s an amazing ship, but fitting it with a ZPZ generator? That’s crazy at an earthdragon level.”

			“And yet, here we are.”

			

			—

			A rapid whistle sounded inside the Lestari’s life support module. It made Ellie flinch and quickly look around to the cupola’s hatch. Always check your exit route. Alarms were never a good sound on a spaceship; that was ingrained deep in her brain. She was instantly alert for the sound of escaping air.

			“It’s about to shoot, look,” Finn said.

			She followed where he was pointing. One of the turret-like nuggets of equipment on the life support module’s outer skin was swiveling around to line up on the incredible Gate of Heaven they were rushing toward. She still couldn’t get her head around the energy levels involved in the Elohim machine. The output of entire stars?

			It happened almost too fast for the eye to catch. A tiny puff of gas from the turret, and a speck zipped out to vanish almost instantly.

			“We send You all that we are, and ask you to grant us your protection in our flight, bountiful Lady,” Finn intoned.

			“Bountiful Lady,” Ellie mumbled, completely unsure if she’d got that right. The whole idea was stupid; machines were as un-godly as possible. But then again, she didn’t fancy an SDE.

			Finn gave her a tiny smile, which may or not have been a sheepish thank you. “Let’s get back inside,” he said.

			She gave the Gate a final look before sliding down the ladder below the cupola’s hatch. The amazing glow of the nebula had almost vanished behind the Elohim artifact, easily an order of magnitude bigger than the largest asteroid habitat ever built at Sol. Ten million stars in the Centauri Cluster, most of them linked by these monsters. Yes, the universe really is stranger than imagination.

			As soon as she dropped below the hatch, it slid shut. Finn was walking as quickly as he could in the low gravity. Ellie kept up with him without effort, making sure she didn’t laugh at his clumsiness. Amber lights came on along the corridor ceiling.

			“Why couldn’t we stay in the cupola?” she asked. “Radiation from the Gate ingress?”

			“No. It’s not a good place to be after…Er, people can suffer a kind of psychosis after a frame jump.”

			“You’re kidding. What, no human brain can withstand the sight of hyperspace?”

			“What’s a hyperspace?”

			“Never mind.”

			“Look, I shouldn’t have said ‘psychosis,’ sorry. That’s just how the gossip streams have it. But some people—not many, this is very rare—can experience a kind of dream state when they’re framed by ZPZ.”

			“So you dream during the acceleration stage?”

			“Well…Okay, technically every atom is inert when framed by ZPZ, but molecules still have vibration; it’s all to do with the energy conditions of the absolute zero state. Therefore a human brain is very slightly aware of time passing. It has been known—and I’m stressing how slight this is—to have an effect on a frame dreamer’s basic psychology.”

			“What the hell do they dream?” she asked in alarm.

			“Nobody quite knows. But you see, we’re not sure what time rate they dream in. Is it the few minutes we’re in ship time during ZPZ, and accelerating up to relativistic speed, or is it the months beyond the ship that pass out there in spacetime? There’s a disconnect, you see. Some people theorize that’s the source of the problem—that at some animal level, the brain perceives the difference, that the fabric of reality is twisting. Who knows how the subconscious reacts to that?”

			They reached the deck’s small crew lounge, and Finn sat down hurriedly in one of the chairs.

			Ellie stood over him, scowling. “And this is the time you choose to tell me? One minute before we ingress the Gate? I don’t even have time to get thrown off for heresy.”

			“Sorry, sorry; I’m not used to people with a different cultural background. Everyone on Gondiar knows all about frame dreaming; we learn about it at primary school. And the way I explain basic things like that sounds like I’m talking down to a child.”

			“Telling me my brain is about to sense the universe being ripped in half is not goddamn basic, Finn!”

			“I’m sorry. Truly I am. There’s nothing else bad about Gate travel, I promise. Please sit down now.”

			She glared at him for a long moment; his blatant discomfort was a small reward for his stupidity. “You realize I can’t back out now, don’t you?”

			“Er…Yes. I didn’t think. But I would never deliberately back you into a corner. Look, I’m here, and my sense of self-preservation is huge. Millions of people—hell, hundreds of millions—are currently flying along Elohim pathways. It really is safe.” For a second he looked guilty. “A lot safer than flying relativistic in an arkship.”

			Ellie scowled at him. “That was a low smartass comment.”

			“I’m trying to put it into perspective.”

			She continued to glare at him—although she reluctantly admitted it was a good equivalence. “You’re an idiot,” she said, and sat beside him. As she did, the Lestari’s acceleration faded away. She fastened the seat strap, holding herself into the cushioning, clenching her abs to conform to the seat’s profile.

			“I’ll make it up to you, I swear,” Finn said urgently. “Flying on the Diligent is going to be the greatest adventure a human can have in the Centauri Cluster. We’re going to see wonders, Ellie. Just you wait.”

			“Gate ingress in thirty seconds,” Captain Uzoma announced through the module’s PA. “If you’re not sitting down, get on your arses now, people. And may Asteria have mercy on us all.”

			Ellie found herself mentally counting down. No preparation. She didn’t have the slightest idea if she should brace herself in case she started to frame dream, or clear her mind, or think of ice cream…

			“Oh, and there will be some disorientation when we come out of ZPZ,” Finn said. “Just so you know. It’s nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			Uzoma’s voice announced: “Engaging ZPZ.”

			Ellie saw Finn extending his arm, trying to reach her hand so he could grip it reassuringly. She opened her mouth to speak. Wait, if we don’t understand the stasis generator, how can you run functionality tests on it? Do Travelers even run functionality tests? Every tiny system on Diligent had diagnostic software analyzing it constantly. Is this like the fusion rocket tubes, you just hope it works when you press the on switch? Oh, craaaap—

			Something odd happened. Not frightening or painful, just…not right. The lounge flicked into a much sharper resolution. Whatever she looked at was perfectly clear, as if she were only centimeters away. That was when she realized her eyeballs weren’t turning and focusing, but that it was her mind concentrating on the items that made them leap out of the background. Then somehow she saw darkness growing behind her field of perception. Light had become a shrinking sphere, its outer boundary rushing toward her at lightspeed, except it wasn’t lightspeed, not inside the relativistic ship where all energy functions were suspended.

			Just as the collapsing bubble of photons closed around her, the lounge abruptly rematerialized behind it. Both images collided as they reached her. The surge in brightness from two wavefronts striking each other was intense, making her wince as she instinctively jerked back from it. “Whoa,” she gulped.

			“That’s it,” Finn said, staring at her anxiously. “We’re done. We’re riding the quintessence line now. Are you okay?”

			Ellie couldn’t help the nervous laugh that came out. “Holy crap!”

			“I know.”

			“You do?”

			“Well…no. This is my first time, too.”

			She awarded him an eye roll.

			“We’re flying relativistic between stars,” he said with childlike glee.

			Ellie unclipped her seat strap, watching the ends float away. “And I’m not psychotic. Double win.”

			“Yeah. I think I’m okay, too.”

			“Finn.”

			“Yeah?”

			“You need to start telling me about all your cultural bases; everything Gondiar’s ten-year-olds have known all their lives, okay? If I already know it, I’ll tell you and we can move on to the next.”

			“Right.”

			“So, what’s obvious to you about this flight? Is the egress deceleration going to be the same experience as we’ve just had?”

			“Sure, but we really need to be prepared for it.”

			“In what way?”

			“Well, we’re not sure when it’s going to happen.”

			“You’re kidding!”

			“No. Look, the ZPZ is the same as the fusion rockets. Switch on, switch off; that’s all the control we have. The egress Gate engages with the generator somehow, or there’s some kind of signal contained within the line of quintessence, which it senses, so when we’re the right distance away, it frames the Lestari again, and the Gate decelerates us.”

			“Are you saying we don’t know where we are? We’re not navigating?”

			“No. We’re flying along the line, okay, and we know roughly what our velocity is, and we know how far Kelowan and Terrik Papuan are apart, so we can work out approximately where we are. But…not exactly. It gives us a window when we know deceleration is going to happen and the ZPZ will kick in, but it’s about two or three hours long.”

			She gave him a rueful smile. “This is so not how I thought the advanced societies waiting for us would be like.”

			“Yeah. I see that.”

			“Okay. What else?”

			He produced a sly smile. “There’s a world called Binah about eight light-years from here. It has a crystalline core.”

			“Interesting, I guess.”

			“The crystal is like a giant photonic processor, with so much capacity it can predict the future.”

			“No way!”

			“Supposedly. There’s an ancient Celestial city there, and in the city is the Temple of Infinite Tomorrows. It calculates all possible futures for you inside a kind of neural reality.”

			“Impossible.”

			“They say very few people ever come out, because they become obsessed with making their life perfect, so they keep trying out new ones, where they make slightly different choices at key moments to see how they will play out.”

			“Bloody hell. What else?”

			“Forgotten Goldrops.”

			“Which are?”

			“Biomined asteroids that have refined all the gold in their ore. It’s just sitting there in pods across the surface, ready for someone to come along and harvest it all. Then there’s the Risitch, who are Celestials living on Glacies, an ice world. If you thought Imperial Celestial society has crazy rituals, these guys take it to a whole other level…”

			

			—

			Midway through the Gate transit voyage, Captain Uzoma called a mission conference in the main lounge. Ellie arrived at the circular compartment next to the bridge, which was probably the tidiest place on board. It helped that it was the one compartment that didn’t have walls and ceiling with life support modules bolted on, electronic panels and screens protruding, and untidy webs of wiring and hoses strewn about like modern-day cursive hieroglyphics. Instead it was clad in neat pearl-gray panels with edges that produced a warm glow, and the only breaks in them were the slots for various food and drink dispensers. A long table had comfy seats for ten people.

			Including Ellie and Finn, there were eight people in the lounge, all holding on to the trim fabric straps on what would be the ceiling when they were under acceleration. The chairs were ignored; maintaining a seated position in free fall was like a gym exercise to develop your abs. It was the same as the Diligent, she noted in amusement. People always oriented themselves as they would in gravity—an instinct that humans had followed since the first astronauts orbited Old Earth.

			“We have seventeen hours until our egress frame window begins,” Uzoma said once everyone was settled. She was a woman in her fifties, and Ellie thought she’d spent a lot of those years in spaceships; her joints and face had the kind of swelling that came from long periods of free-fall fluid pooling. The black singlet she wore also revealed small black plastic components melded with flesh on her upper arms and rib cage. Medi-symbionts, Finn had told her, providing extra hormones and other biochemicals to compensate for the long-term physiological decay microgee environments inflicted on a human body. All the Enfoe crew had them.

			“I want to run through what’s going to happen once we’ve egressed the Terrik Papuan Gate,” Uzoma continued. “If the vector coordinates we have for the wreckage are correct, it’ll take us approximately eighty-two hours to reach it.”

			“What happens if someone else tracks our trajectory and sees where we’re going?” Toše asked.

			“Statistically unlikely,” Tabia Enfoe, the Lestari’s first officer, said. “But unless they’re already closer to the wreckage, they’ll have to burn hard to get there before us. And don’t forget we can accelerate a lot harder than they’ll be able to. The Lestari doesn’t look like much, but it’s a real beast when it comes to propulsion.”

			“Thank you, Tabs,” Uzoma said. “Okay, that’s the first requirement for egress. We’ll be spending it and the flight to the wreckage in high-gee couches, just in case.”

			Ellie gave the captain an alarmed glance. “What gee level are you going up to?”

			“We won’t know that until the situation arises—if it does. We’re just preparing for every eventuality.”

			“I won’t be able to last long at five gees,” Ellie said.

			“Noted.”

			“And if we get to the wreckage without trouble?” Toše continued stoically.

			“Yoru and Basyl EVA your arses over there and make a preliminary assessment. We don’t know much about this object, apart from it’s supposed to be big. Best-case scenario, Basyl identifies the generator; we extract it, and burn straight for the Kelowan ingress Gate.”

			“Ha,” Basyl Enfoe chortled. “That’s even more unlikely than someone racing us to the wreckage.”

			“How so?” Finn asked.

			Ellie watched as the Lestari’s Remnant evaluator gave him a disparaging look. Basyl was in his early eighties, and his medi-symbionts didn’t seem to have much effect suppressing fluid retention in his body. His legs appeared spindly for the torso they had to carry, and age had given him loose jowls and wild white eyebrows that emphasized every expression, making even mild disapproval look like a sneer. She thought he must have been involved in some accident recently, as his head had a crown of scabbed scars that were still healing.

			“Trust me, young man,” Basyl said, and sucked down a drink from his flask straw. “If it’s wreckage in this system, it’s from the Aktoru Armada. No Aktoru ship is easy to examine, and even less easy to extract anything from. That’s why Breakerville exists in this Asteria-forsaken system. Don’t go putting any faith in our captain—Asteria bless her—when she talks ‘best-case scenarios,’ because they’re complete bollocks.” He sucked down more liquid. Ellie was pretty sure it wasn’t coffee or tea.

			“Thank you, Basyl,” Uzoma said sharply. “We plan for all contingencies, but I am expecting to attach Lestari to the wreckage and burn for Terrik Papuan. We’ll take it down to Breakerville and hire one of their teams to isolate and extricate the generator, along with anything else of value.”

			“Okay,” Finn said. “You’re the expert. Captain, if we do have to go to Terrik Papuan, I want to be planetside with the wreckage.”

			“And I will be with you,” Toše said. “We need to secure our investment right from the start, so those oafish Flexals understand the situation properly.”

			“As you wish,” Uzoma agreed. “Just remember, you get the generator, that was the deal with Gyvoy, but everything else in the wreckage belongs to this crew.”

			“Got it,” Finn said.

			“What happens if we’re intercepted when we’re flying the wreck to Terrik Papuan?” Ellie asked. “It seems more likely than ships chasing us to the wreck.”

			“Oh, I really hope they don’t,” Uzoma said with a weary tone.

			“Uh…why?”

			“Our defense pods are from a Remnant Era warship. They’re bloody expensive, and replacement ammunition is hard to find. Don’t you worry, my Lestari can take care of itself.”

			Ellie could feel her ears getting warm. She was getting fed up with knowing nothing. “Thanks.”

			“Okay, then,” the captain said. “Our egress window starts in seventeen hours. Everybody, please run your acceleration couch checks yourself, and don’t leave it to the last minute. Looking at you, Yoru.”

			So they do run diagnostics occasionally, Ellie thought. Thank Asteria for that.

			

			—

			Sixteen hours later saw Ellie in the life support module’s shelter. Everybody except the four duty bridge crew were in there with her and Finn. The bridge had its own acceleration couches, of course.

			Miteris Enfoe, the pilot of the Lestari’s spaceplane, showed her how to run the couch’s diagnostic. The procedure was more than checking the systems worked; it customized the support to her body. Ellie was impressed with the couches. They resembled sarcophagi without the lid.

			“Thanks,” she said as the foam finally settled around her.

			“No problem,” he said. “Take my advice: for Asteria’s sake, make sure you go to the toilet right before the window. No telling how long we’ll be in them, and believe me when I say you don’t want to use their facilities unless you truly have to.”

			Ellie grinned up at him. “Got it.” She looked over to where Finn was hanging half a meter above his own acceleration couch. “I’m no expert, but I think you’re supposed to lie in it face up.”

			He smiled. “I think you might be right. One minute.” His hand closed around a contact bulb on the couch’s control panel, and his face took on that faraway expression she found so fascinating.

			Below him, the foam rippled and became perfectly still. He let go of the bulb and turned around, then pulled himself down. The foam distorted as he touched it, then shaped itself as it had done with Ellie. She wasn’t surprised that the process was a lot quicker for Finn.

			“So you can control the systems here, too?” she asked quietly.

			He glanced around the compartment. “The interface is all human code, but the network core routines are Imperial Celestial, like the units they run in.”

			“So can you operate the ZPZ generator?”

			“I think that’s the captain’s prerogative. She wouldn’t appreciate anyone messing with the protocols.”

			“Riiight. How about the fusion rockets?”

			“Same thing goes. We’re not crew, Ellie.”

			“Okay. If you think the way they use them now is the most efficient, don’t check the software. It just seems a bit stupid to me, having something as critical as the main engines you can barely operate, and can’t even run diagnostics on. I mean, if there actually is a diagnostic function, shouldn’t the captain know?”

			She watched the indecision play across his features, making sure she kept her amusement hidden. There was no way he’d be able to let that go now, she knew. It was kind of reassuring that human motivation was the same no matter what century you were born in; you just had to find the right trigger words.

			Finn settled in the couch, not looking at her, and put his hand back over the connection bulb. His eyes closed.

			

			—

			Ellie had been lying on the acceleration couch for an hour and twenty minutes when it happened. There was no warning. The shelter suddenly switched to that bright clarity level she couldn’t quite comprehend. Darkness closed around it, shrinking her universe. Then reality returned in a dazzling strike.

			“Egress confirmed,” Uzoma’s voice announced. “Stand by. We’re confirming Gate location.”

			“You okay?” Finn asked softly.

			Ellie thought about it. I don’t feel psychotic. “Yes. Thanks.”

			“You were right,” he told her as the others in the shelter chattered in relief.

			“I was?”

			“The fusion engines. There are whole layers of operating routines that the Lestari’s interface ignores. They’re functioning at their lowest efficiency rating. I thought they were. Celestial fusion drives usually have a very different exhaust profile.”

			“Tell her,” she hissed.

			“I will. After we’ve reached the wreckage.”

			“Good news,” Uzoma said. “The Gate’s where we expected it to be. Okimi-Sal, begin engine ignition sequence.”

			“I might talk it through with Okimi-Sal first,” Finn said.

			“Good call.” Ellie smirked.

			Acceleration rose smoothly to one gee. Ellie asked the couch manager for a feed from the external sensors. A projector directly above her displayed the starfield. Half of the image was filled with the swirls and billows of the Poseidon Nebula, as if it was the floor of the universe.

			“Stars,” Finn said in wonder.

			“Yes?”

			“Kelowan is inside the nebula, remember? I’ve never seen them naked like this before. They’re amazing.”

			“Oh, right. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve never had any view other than this until the Diligent entered the nebula. Okay, as soon as we rendezvous, we’ll go up to the cupola and you can see them properly.”

			Finn smiled. “Date.”

			

			—

			Ellie spent the next forty-one tedious hours, until the flip, on the acceleration couch, sharing the boredom and discomfort with the rest of the crew in the shelter. Everyone was reasonably disciplined for the first day, but after thirty hours lying on form-shaped cushioning, it was too much. They were good, they didn’t stray far from their couches, but there would be quick trips to the washroom, and drinks heated in the microwave. Ellie sat on the edge of her couch rather than lying prone. The crew talked a lot, so she learned far more than she wanted about favorite theories of the Ultimax war that had devastated Terrik Papuan in the Remnant Era. She spent a couple of hours manipulating the hull’s sensor feeds, eventually acquiring a fuzzy image of the distant brown dwarf inside its megastructure cage—though the Lestari’s sensors weren’t good enough to pick out the individual struts of the Wargrid. Terrik Papuan itself was a strange crescent of drab grays and whites, with a sickly green equatorial ocean.

			Then there was the flip. Eight minutes of zero gee while the fusion drives were off, and Tabia carefully turned the ship a hundred eighty degrees with their reaction control thrusters until the fusion rockets were pointing toward their rendezvous point. Everyone in the shelter was obediently back in their couches for that. The gee force quickly built back up to a standard gravity.

			Ellie waited for a couple of minutes to make sure everything was okay, then went over to the microwave to heat up some hot chocolate. She was still surprised by, and perhaps a little bit envious of, how good all the food in the Kelowan system was.

			“There’s another ship on our flight vector,” Uzoma said.

			Ellie looked around frantically. Everyone else in the shelter seemed equally dismayed. Then they were all scrambling to get back on the acceleration couches.

			When she rolled into the perfectly shaped indentation, the hologram projector above her started to feed the starship’s sensor imagery. Right at the center of the starfield she saw a long, intense line of fusion flame.

			“Where is it?” Finn asked.

			“Seventeen thousand kilometers out,” Uzoma said. “Closing fast.”

			“How come we’ve only just picked it up?” Ellie said. “Even the Diligent could spot that drive exhaust from half a million kilometers.”

			“It was blocked from us by our exhaust plume,” Tabia said. “Whoever they are, they’re on an identical course to us, so they’ve been following us from the Gate.”

			Ellie glanced over at Finn and gave him an exasperated stare. He responded with a contrite shrug. The microwave pinged, telling Ellie her chocolate was ready. She grimaced.

			“No way this is coincidence,” Uzoma said. “Finn, how many enemies have you got?”

			“This is not me,” he protested. “Why would anyone want to kill me?”

			“What about Anoosha? I heard some bad shit went down there.”

			“Well, yeah, but this…? No way. There are cheaper ways of settling a grudge than chartering a starship to shoot at us. Who does that?”

			“They want the ZPZ generator,” Ellie said. “Everyone keeps telling me it’s the most valuable piece of salvage a Traveler can ever acquire. Our mission goal was leaked. It has to be. They didn’t know where the wreckage is, so they followed us.”

			“They still don’t know,” Finn said.

			“Yes they do. As soon as we flipped and started decelerating, they’d be able to determine our rendezvous point, close enough for a scan to reveal the wreckage.” She felt her throat tightening as the implication of that became obvious. “Crap, it also means—”

			“They don’t need us anymore,” Uzoma agreed. “Tabia, activate defense pod seven, release a picket swarm. Okimi-Sal, start varying our thrust, distort our trajectory.”

			“Say something!” Ellie urged Finn.

			“Like what?” he snapped back.

			“Launch detected,” Tabia said. “Hostile just released nine projectiles. Ten-gee thrust. Petal formation. They’re going to pincer us.”

			Ellie watched in dismay as the brightness of the starship following them leaped upward, expanding into a nine-point star as the missiles raced away from it. The individual exhaust plumes stretched out, mimicking an incandescent flower opening to greet the dawn.

			“Combat stations,” Uzoma ordered.

			Ellie tried not to gasp as her acceleration couch quickly turned through ninety degrees. Beyond her feet, a narrow section of the shelter wall slid up, revealing a small metallic chamber. The couch shunted straight into it. Restraint straps slithered around her body like eager snakes, pinning her down as the cushioning expanded, closing over her chest. The only part of her left exposed was her face.

			“What the hell?” she grunted. There was a heavy clunk behind her, the unmistakable sound of a thick hatch shutting.

			“It’s okay, Ellie,” Finn’s voice said. “We’ve been shoved into the lifepods. Do you have them in the Diligent?”

			“Not like this.” The Diligent’s lifeboats held a hundred people. Not that there was any point in using them if disaster struck while they were still interstellar. She wasn’t entirely convinced this one would be any use either, especially if the Lestari was hit by the Remnant Era weapons everyone kept idolizing. But, better than nothing, she told herself.

			“Counter fire,” Uzoma ordered. “Full picket deployment. Englobe us.”

			“Launching,” Tabia confirmed.

			“Basyl, arm the neutronium cascade pod. Asteria’s arse, I didn’t want to use it. We’ll never find another.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the Remnant expert purred.

			“You can help us,” Ellie growled.

			“How?” Finn challenged.

			“You two,” Uzoma said irately. “What are you arguing about?”

			“He’s used his uranic ability to review your original fusion rocket control routines,” Ellie said, knowing the guilt that would be spreading over Finn’s features right now. “They’re a lot more powerful than you think. Which means they can help defend us, just like the plasma buffer the Diligent used when we flew relativistic.”

			“Talk quickly,” Uzoma ordered.

			

			—

			As soon as the Arcadia’s Moon egressed Terrik Papuan’s Gate, Marcellu called up the starship’s sensor data. The Lestari was easy enough to locate. From their position, its giant, eccentric fusion plumes made it the brightest object in the system.

			Lying in his acceleration couch on the bridge, its activegel cushioning semi-submerging him, Marcellu observed the bright mushroom-shaped flare sliding across the starfield. The display began to fill with purple and emerald vector lines as the Arcadia’s Moon network located and tracked the starships that had egressed the Gate ahead of the Lestari. They were on vectors that would take them directly to Terrik Papuan. It was a common enough destination for Travelers, seeking to buy tech salvaged from the Aktoru Armada down at Breakerville.

			“The Lestari is just over half a million kilometers out,” Captain Andino said. “Accelerating at one gee.”

			“Let’s get after them,” Marcellu told her.

			Even through the couch’s activegel he could feel tremors running through the Arcadia’s Moon as the individual elements that made up the ship reconfigured themselves within the sphere of golden trusses. After a couple of minutes, the fusion drive ignited, sending out a single slender cataract of plasma at a hundred twenty million degrees. It stretched out for more than three hundred kilometers before breaking apart in a fluttering swirl of vapor that decayed swiftly through the spectrum until its sparse remnants were indistinguishable from the background glow of the Poseidon Nebula two light-years away.

			“We’ll be able to determine where they’re going at the flip point,” Andino said. “With their drive facing away from us they’ll be at their most vulnerable to our slamhornets. Not that their drive is much use as a defense screen anyway; its temperature is so low.”

			“Good. When we’ve eliminated Finn and the Enfoes, I want you to take us to whatever chunk of Aktoru ship they’re heading for and blow it to shit.”

			Captain Andino actually lifted her head from the activegel cushioning to look at him. “You’re fucking kidding, right?”

			“No. The goal here is to make sure the Diligent never becomes a starship. We can’t destroy it when it’s docked at High Rosa, so that means removing this ZPZ generator beyond anyone’s reach. I don’t know what deal the Enfoes have made with that odious relic Josias, but this folly ends now.”

			“Just for the record,” Andino said, “you’re crazy to turn down the chance of acquiring a ZPZ generator. Do you have any idea how rare they are? You can ask whatever price you want. Traveler Dynasties will sell their souls for one.”

			“We eliminate the Lestari, then the generator,” Marcellu said firmly. “Then we haul ass back to Kelowan.”

			“We don’t have to. Think about this: the Arcadia’s Moon can fly anywhere in the Centauri Cluster. I don’t know who you work for, but they won’t be able to find us, not ever.”

			Marcellu quietly activated several of his embedded weapons. He didn’t like the way the conversation was going; it wasn’t like Andino to question his instructions in this fashion. The principal reason he had favored using the Arcadia’s Moon was the way she accepted the charter requirements without question, no matter what those requirements were. “I have business in the Kelowan system.”

			“Okay, but in my opinion, you’re making a mistake.”

			“Enjoy your I-told-you-so, then.”

			The Arcadia’s Moon accelerated up to one gee and lined up on a vector that would chase the Lestari across the Terrik Papuan system.

			Forty-one hours later, Marcellu watched the other ship’s billowing fusion exhaust reduce to nothing. Sensors revealed a tiny silver grain traversing the nebula.

			“They’re flipping,” Andino said enthusiastically.

			Marcellu felt the Arcadia’s Moon’s acceleration force increase, allowing them to close on the Lestari. “How soon until you can fire on them?”

			“Once they begin their deceleration burn, and after we’ve determined the rendezvous point for you. I want to get as close as possible.”

			“Won’t that allow them to fire on us?”

			“Yes. Then it’s all down to who has the best Remnant Era weapons. And, Marcellu, we have two C-pumped gamma ray lasers from a Mara Yama vessel. Don’t ask!”

			“Okay, I am officially impressed.”

			“Good. The Arcadia’s Moon can shoot any missile they fire at us; they’ve got an effective range of eight hundred kilometers. I suspect all they have is pickets. The slamhornets have multiple independent sub-munitions, as well as a shitload of electronic warfare pulsers. They’ll burn through any defensive englobement like it’s made of cheese. You can just sign over my bonus right now if you like.”

			He watched the Lestari’s fusion rockets ignite again, producing a corona of light that measured over a hundred kilometers across. “Gives us something to aim at, I suppose,” he muttered.

			“Got it,” Andino exclaimed a minute later. “I know where they’re heading—well, within a million-kilometer diameter sphere. The Arcadia’s Moon can find a globecab in that volume.”

			“Take them out,” Marcellu said.

			The Arcadia’s Moon shuddered as nine slamhornets left their silos. He watched as, a few seconds later, the Lestari’s fusion plume began to fluctuate. “What are they doing?”

			“Changing their course, trying to screw up the interception. Don’t worry, the slamhornets have plenty of maneuverability. They can’t escape.”

			Marcellu saw a circle of tiny stars flash out from the enemy ship.

			“I thought so,” Andino said in satisfaction. “They’re going for a picket englobement defense.”

			The substantial solar glare from the Lestari’s rockets abruptly dwindled to a pair of tiny streams. Their intensity scaled up toward violet.

			“What are they doing?” Marcellu asked.

			“I’m not sure. They’re turning again, coming round a full one-eighty. That’s a weird evasion maneuver. Do they think they can outrun us? That’s insane. Oh, how—what? It looks like their plume temperature is changing.”

			“What do you mean ‘changing?’ ” The Lestari’s fusion exhaust was almost invisible now, reduced to pinpricks of light. Marcellu’s gaze flicked to the tactical display, seeing the distance between the two ships was still shrinking rapidly. The slamhornets were less than eighty seconds away from their target.

			“Their temperature is rising,” Andino said. “A hundred and fifty million degrees. Hundred and eighty. Asteria’s ass, two hundred and thirty!”

			Marcellu stared at the image of the Lestari. Still just tiny twin light points, but much much brighter than before, reaching the painful intensity of indigo. Not wider, though, he realized; not like their exhaust used to be. So instead of width they must be…“Oh shit!”

			Andino yelled out in frightened rage. The Arcadia’s Moon lurched violently and accelerated up to nine gees in less than five seconds. Marcellu screamed at the pain as his ribs tried to crush every organ in his torso—

			

			—

			Finn closed his hand on the connection bulb and accessed the fusion rockets’ command routines. The now-familiar topology unfolded inside his brain. Not that it gave him any confidence about deploying the old Celestial routines in a practical fashion. But theoretically…

			He issued a batch of neurodata instructions. The perception he was receiving of the fusion plasma changed as the control routines were roused from their inactive state, altering the rockets’ containment fields. The Lestari had been using a single pinch point of moderate compression to recombine a jet of helium-3 and deuterium. But only a fraction of the fuel was fusing, its energy release heating the rest of the mass, which passed through MHD rings, expanding to generate a huge amount of electrical power—which wasn’t used because the Lestari had its own tokamak reactors.

			Now he canceled the induction mode and started to increase the bonding field, extending it further along the two-hundred-meter length of the tube. The fusion process grew, converting more and more of the fuel, boosting the energy output, which in turn boosted the overall plasma temperature. The wide flare the Lestari had been riding on began to contract, narrowing as the plasma was squeezed tighter and tighter by the amplified containment field. As a result, the plume began to elongate.

			At the same time, Finn pulled the sensor data from the starship’s network and started tracking the nine incoming missiles. That information was fed directly into the Lestari’s navigation routines. The ship swung around sharply, slicing the slim lines of plasma in a giant arc across interplanetary space, until the twin fusion rockets were pointing back at the other ship.

			Finn then brought the fusion compression up to maximum. Even he was surprised by the efficiency of the process, which sent the plasma temperature racing up over three hundred million degrees. The resulting speed of ejection hit relativistic velocity, sending the jet streaking out over ten thousand kilometers.

			He controlled its direction with minute manipulations. Even deflecting the rapier-thin beam of incandescent particles by a millimeter as it left the end of the tube would send the tip of the plume slashing across hundreds of kilometers.

			It didn’t even have to be particularly accurate. All Finn had to do was slash it backward and forward in the direction of an incoming missile, and he’d be guaranteed a strike. Within seconds, all nine projectiles were reduced to clusters of expanding fragments twirling across the starfield as they emitted a lethal sleet of hard radiation.

			Both exhausts swept across the hostile starship as it fled away under high acceleration, playing across its surface for several milliseconds. Its exhaust vanished immediately, accompanied by whoops from the Lestari’s crew.

			

			—

			The Arcadia’s Moon hit ten gees as the slamhornets were struck by the Lestari’s hyperenergized exhaust stream, then accelerated harder. Marcellu wanted to yell from the torment his body was enduring as his ribs fractured and oxygen starvation progressively smothered him, but he had no air left in his flattened lungs to even whimper. A convulsion hit him as the now-intolerable weight of his weapon implants shifted inside his forearms, shredding a huge quantity of muscle tissue. First one shoulder dislocated, then another, and the excruciating pain spike told him his bicep and clavicle tendons were also tearing under the relentless gee force. His vision was already shrinking as a tide of blackness rushed in.

			Then another extreme force slammed him sideways. Mercifully, he was still contained in the acceleration couch; otherwise he’d have been thrown across the bridge. The excruciating eleven-gee acceleration vanished, only to be replaced by a disorientingly giddy spin. All around him, the bridge struts and panels and conduits sparkled with vivid static webs. Alarms wailed. Small flames burst out of equipment cabinet vents. Fire extinguishers came on, nozzles emerging from the ceiling to squirt white jets at the heat sources.

			“Going dark! Going dark!” Andino shouted. “Null-spectrum sheaths deploying.”

			The dreadful spin didn’t stop. Marcellu threw up—a muscle spasm that was anguish for his damaged body. There was just no part of him that didn’t hurt. The disgusting fluid splatted across the couch and ceiling above.

			“What just happened?” he croaked.

			“Son of a fatherfucking bitchwhore!” Andino spat. “They hit us with their plasma exhaust. Asteria’s ass, we were twelve thousand kilometers away! The energy input was incredible. We were only in the stream for milliseconds, but half our power circuits burnt out, and our stress structure is still trying to discharge the energy overload.”

			Marcellu felt like he was about to throw up again. The spin was killing his inner ears. “Can you stabilize us? Please?”

			“No way. We’re acting dead right now. The drive is off, and our stealth sheaths are covering the outer structure. If we start firing the reaction control thrusters now, there’s a chance their sensors will pick it up. They’ll know we survived. We’ll be sitting ducks.”

			“Shit. Okay, but I think I need a medical triage andy.” The pain from his legs and arms was crippling. He could feel blood leaking out of his nose, and suspected it was coming out of his ears, too. Small globules of blood were flowing away from his face to wobble away across the bridge. Out of the corner of his vision he saw Andino raise her head, the slim pistons on either side of her neck extending slowly. The sight of her, the lack of damage to her body with its reinforcing biomech components, produced a burst of jealousy.

			“Asteria!” she grunted in worry. “You look— Hang on, I’m authorizing one now.”

			A big static discharge a couple of meters away from Marcellu’s couch made him flinch. “How bad is the ship?”

			“Not sure. Right now I’m just hoping most of our null-spectrum cloth is intact. I didn’t deploy it until after we were hit, and three segments didn’t unfurl, but the rest seems to be okay.”

			“What did they do to their fusion exhaust?”

			“Played the long game. Damn it, the Lestari has been flying like that since the Enfoes bolted all those bits of scrap together. I have to hand it to Uzoma, that is the perfect camouflage: hide your superweapon in full view. Everyone thought those rockets were on the verge of complete failure; their fusion rate was barely above break-even. And the whole time they could reprofile the confinement field to peak efficiency whenever they wanted. They turned them into relativistic cannons.”

			“Huh. Good to know.” The ship’s spin was making Marcellu dizzy again. He could barely make out the small insectoid maintenance remotes now crawling over the bridge’s walls and ceiling; there was no way they were human-made. One of the larger versions scuttled along his torso, trailing whip-like tendrils over his blood-soaked tunic.

			“Oh, crap, Marcellu,” the captain muttered. “Those are not good stats. Okay, the triage andy is going to put you under now. Doc will patch you up with some emergency units. Welcome to the mech-brotherhood.”

			The darkness was closing in on his thoughts again, this time bringing an arctic chill with it. “Don’t— Oh fuck.” He lost consciousness.

			

			—

			Five hundred meters away from the Lestari, the wrecked ship that was their goal tumbled slowly across the irradiated fringes of the Poseidon Nebula. Finn watched it through the cupola’s apex window, trying to understand what he was seeing. It had a roughly semicircular shape, like a segment of fruit, but one that had been distorted by severe twisting forces. The long, straight edge where it was thinnest looked relatively intact. From there the gray-green hull gradually widened toward the curved rim that was all jagged fangs of metal. The profile betrayed its origin as a chunk that’d been ripped out of a much larger ship.

			Yoru was piloting an engineering pod toward it, with Basyl perched on its rear loading grid in an armored spacesuit. The little cube-shaped vehicle emitted a flurry of gas from its small thrusters and came to a halt ten meters from the wreckage. In terms of scale, Finn could only think of a fly buzzing up against a limousine.

			“Not looking good,” Basyl said over the comm channel.

			Finn let out an exasperated sigh. By now he was used to the Remnant specialist’s eternally gloomy disposition, but it was getting wearisome.

			He twisted around and checked the monitor, which was receiving a feed from the pod’s camera. He could see the torn-up lip of the wreckage, revealing an interior that seemed to be mostly solid, its ragged surface pocked with small oval holes—maggots in the fruit. Stark light washed across them as the wreckage slowly turned its broken surface toward the sun. Light only penetrated a few meters down the holes.

			Finn used his neural connection to open a link to the pod. “Why not? It looks reasonably intact to me.”

			“Aye, and there’s your problem. This is a standard Aktoru design. We think it’s some kind of combination between Celestial mech extruders and synthetic-biology; essentially they gathered together all the essential machinery in a three-dimensional lattice, then grew the rest of the ship around them.”

			“They grew their ships?”

			“Best theory…Grew them, extruded them, dephased their molecules, cast a summoning spell—the point is, if your generator is actually in there somewhere, there’s no way we can get it out without cracking the structure apart.”

			“And we can’t do that out here,” Uzoma interjected. “We need to take it down to Breakerville. The Flexals down there know what they’re doing.”

			“Right,” Finn said. It was inevitable, but he’d secretly clung to a hope that the generator could simply be loaded into a cargo container for Lestari to fly back to Kelowan. “How long is that going to take?”

			“It’ll take a day or two to attach and then stabilize the wreckage. Mass analysis says it weighs just under sixty thousand tons. So that’s no problem for our fusion rockets—especially now. Thank you, Finn.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“I’m not risking a one-gee burn; Asteria alone knows what stress factors that would inflict on this thing. So we’ll stick to point-two, which gives us eighteen days to drop into orbit. We’ll rendezvous with Bubbletown’s stalk station on Five.”

			“Five?” Finn queried.

			“Terrik Papuan has five moons. The largest and outermost is called One, so the next orbit in is—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

			

			—

			Finn spent a lot of the next two days in the cupola watching the crew attach the Lestari to the wreck. Tabia maneuvered them close, aligning the starship directly along the spin axis, then matched the rotation. Once they were synchronized, she moved them forward until the Lestari’s trio of attachment pads touched the wreck’s hull.

			Under Basyl’s direction, it took twenty hours to secure them properly. Around the rim of each pad were a dozen holes through which they drove long stanchions into the wreckage, then bonded them into place with vacuum-activated epoxy. Once that was done, Uzoma got Finn to activate the fusion rockets again. He operated them at their highest efficiency again, throttling them up slowly until they were accelerating the combined mass of the Lestari and the wreckage at five percent gee. Then he deflected the exhausts in opposite directions, opposing the rotation. Six hours later they’d canceled the rotation. Finn increased the thrust over six hours until the entire ponderous mass was accelerating at point-two of a gee.

			Uzoma gave him a quick thumbs-up from across the bridge. “If your plans for the Diligent don’t work out, you’ve got a drive specialist job waiting for you here,” she told him cheerfully.

			He shook his head. “No going back now.”

			

			—

			It was the buzzing Marcellu became aware of first. Fast motors spinning, or drills, maybe a malfunctioning life support system…Whatever, it was bloody annoying, especially with a hangover this potent. He groaned.

			“Hey there,” a voice said from a long distance away. “You’re back.”

			Marcellu recognized the synthesized voice, which was why he was reluctant to open his eyes. If I still have eyes.

			Timidly, he opened his eyes. He recognized the Arcadia’s Moon clinic: a cylindrical compartment that was barely larger than the bed he was strapped onto. A dozen surgical arms were folded back into their recesses around him, like a torture chamber primed to unleash its worst. A disturbing number of intravenous tubes drifted loosely in zero gee, rooted into the meld pads dotted across his body like tenacious leeches.

			“Crap,” he whispered. Both his arms had metal muscle pistons extending up from his elbows to his shoulders, supporting the flesh-and-blood limbs. The incisions where they merged with his bones were smothered in a pale blue foam. His left leg was encased in the struts of a black exoskeleton. Worse, his chest ached with a numb warmth that he knew resulted from deep incisions. “What have you done?”

			I-kdrene-Four drifted into view above him. Even the name of the Arcadia’s Moon doctor made him sound like a piece of equipment. Marcellu suspected that was probably the point. The doctor had more cyborg mechanisms than any other crew member. Looking at him now, it was possible he was just a human brain transplanted into a Remnant Era Ghost chassis. An irrelevant thought: If that’s true, how did he contribute to the Gift of Passage? Open a valve somewhere? I-kdrene-Four’s limbs certainly had no biological tissue left at all, nor did the lean black-and-brass-colored torso have enough volume to contain the full array of human organs.

			“You’re fine,” I-kdrene-Four said in a reassuring tone. “The substitutions I made are integrating nicely with your original components.”

			“Components! You mean my organs?”

			“There’s no need to be mechphobic,” I-kdrene-Four said peevishly. “You would be dead without those replacement parts. A human biobody is simply not capable of surviving the rigors of space warfare.”

			“How…How much of me?”

			“Your limb muscles were badly torn by your weapons implants shifting, and in turn they knocked joints out of alignment. I have augmented your mobility with exoprosthetics, while the damaged muscles have been mesh-wrapped to heal. Inside your chest I drained and reinflated your lungs, but their functionality is currently being assisted by an oxygen infuser until they recover.” A metal finger clicked against the eight-centimeter grille in the center of Marcellu’s sternum. “So don’t block that with clothing; it needs a constant flow of air. In addition, your spleen, liver, one kidney, and a length of large intestine were all ruined beyond repair. I have replaced them with equivalent cymech components. Several bones were fractured; they are now encased in ceramic meshes to add strength should you be exposed to high-gee maneuvers again. Good news, from your point of view: your heart remains intact.”

			“Sweet Asteria!”

			“Please remain calm; emotional overstress will be countered by suppressants from a pharmagland I incorporated into your cranial cavity. It is mainly secreting drugs to encourage legacy tissue engagement with the new components, but keeping you neurally stable is part of the post-op procedure. Concentrate on the fact that if you were not the recipient of cymech, you would now be dead. The positives in life are what allow you to move forward.”

			“Okay.” He instinctively raised a hand to touch his forehead, but the arm servos had a notable delay, so he stopped the movement before it was complete. “Wait. How long have I been in here?” The sheer amount of augmentation must have taken hours to implant, longer…

			“Our encounter with the Lestari was two and a half days ago.”

			“Asteria’s ass. And we’re still not under power?” As he said it, he realized the Arcadia’s Moon had at least stopped its infernal spin.

			“The damage from the relativistic cannon shot was extensive. Our integral maintenance remotes are still repairing a great many systems.”

			“Do we know where they went? Can we get after them?”

			“Please, Marcellu, do not excite yourself with events we are no longer connected with. It took a great deal of effort to raise you to this state. I don’t want to have to initiate fresh repairs. So no sudden movements. In fact, keep all movements to a minimum. I don’t want you to start bleeding again.”

			“Okay, receiving, but I have to talk to Andino. Please. I’ll dial it down, but I cannot let the Lestari acquire that ZPZ generator.”

			“Very well, but I will be monitoring your vitals constantly. If I see any undue stress levels, I will sedate you.”

			“Understood, doc. I’ll be good.”

			I-kdrene-Four and a pair of medical remotes with tentacle-like arms transferred Marcellu and several of his medic support gadgets onto an acceleration couch. It gripped the slim transit rails that wound throughout the ship and slid him onto the bridge.

			Andino was there, a single strap across her abdomen tethering her to the acceleration couch. The compartment was alive with movement as the ship’s biotech remotes scuttled about performing various repairs. Her lens tubes whirred softly as she examined him.

			“The doc says you’ll live,” she said.

			“He told me that, too.”

			“I’ll add the surgery and your new components to the invoice.”

			“Good to know your personality wasn’t damaged.”

			“Just my pride. And the Arcadia’s Moon.”

			“How soon can we accelerate again?”

			“Seriously?” She gestured at his prone body. “This wasn’t enough?”

			“Can you get the Arcadia’s Moon flightworthy?” he asked patiently.

			“We should be able to power up the drive in another seven to ten hours.”

			“Okay, so where is the Lestari?”

			“They rendezvoused with whatever the hell chunk of Aktoru wreckage they came here for. If it had a ZPZ generator inside it, then they couldn’t get it out. Instead they’ve attached to it, and they’re currently on their way to Terrik Papuan. I’m assuming they’ll take it to Bubbletown, then fly it to Terrik Papuan for Breakerville to take it apart.”

			“Now that we know how powerful their fusion rockets are, can we stay out of their range and launch a stand-off assault?”

			“Sure we can, but that just gives us the same problem. They can take out anything we can fire at them long before it gets within an effective range.”

			“Asteria’s ass.”

			“And I don’t want to fly the Arcadia’s Moon any real distance until we’ve had some serious downtime. We have a damn fine microfacturing capacity on board to fabricate spare parts, but it has limits. We need a decent astroengineering station to produce the more complex systems that took a beating from the power overload. Two of the null-spectrum sheaths were fried while they were deploying, so we’ve only got seventy-eight percent coverage. It’s enough for now, but I’ve no idea where we’ll find replacements for them; that fabric is almost as rare as ZPZ generators. We also need more helium-three and deuterium; three of our tanks split and vented.”

			Marcellu closed his eyes to think. “So we need to go to Terrik Papuan anyway, for repairs and more fuel?”

			“Yes. Bubbletown on Five has some halfway decent facilities. They can certainly patch us up. But after that we’re going straight back to Kelowan, where I can get us a proper refit at Anoosha’s orbital tower habitat. And, Marcellu, it’s going to be a massive bill. Bigger than the charter bond you took out.”

			“It’s always about the money with you, isn’t it?”

			“Yep. It makes life very simple.”

			“Don’t worry; I can pay. So my first big question: If we dock at Bubbletown, will Lestari know it was us?”

			“They can take a good guess, but they certainly can’t prove anything. Not that there’s a court of law out here. Contracts govern this star system, and money enforces them. Everyone puts up a bond with the Gonzalez Bank; it’s fiercely independent. It has to be, that’s the only way it can be trusted. Besides, I don’t think the Lestari has any imagery of the Arcadia’s Moon. As far as they know, their relativistic shot blew us to pieces. I’ll be telling companies on Five we got caught in an energy pulse while we were salvaging Aktoru tech. We wouldn’t be the first ship to have that happen.”

			“Then Bubbletown it is.”

			“So you understand, we will not be using weapons when we’re at Five—not against the Lestari or the local-owned heavy cargo spaceplanes. None of the ships docked there would take kindly to hostile action, not to mention Bubbletown’s owners. Space around Terrik Papuan is basically a neutral zone.”

			“I don’t want you to shoot at the Lestari again. I’ll deal with Finn when he’s down at Breakerville. Which takes us to my second question: Is my cargo container still intact?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			 

			It took eighteen days for the Lestari and its outsize cargo to rendezvous with Five, Terrik Papuan’s small innermost moon. Tens of thousands of years ago when the planet had been a pristine Eden world, someone had flown an ore-rich asteroid into a four-thousand-kilometer orbit above the equator as an industrial resource. Constant mining had reduced its original five-hundred-kilometer diameter down to an irregular lump two hundred forty kilometers wide. Some of the spoil ejecta had settled back down into a thick gray-brown regolith that covered most of its surface to a depth of ten meters—the exception being the circular crater where mining machines were still slowly cutting out the remaining ore.

			Bubbletown was located next to the mine: a lattice of silvery metal transit tubes connecting a dozen big habitation spheres that were half submerged in the regolith. The structures had few windows, and not many of them had lights inside; there were also noticeable holes with frayed edges in a couple of the spheres. In itself, the little corporate astroengineering town was an utterly unremarkable home to a couple of thousand humans. But out of its center rose a spire fifty kilometers long, carrying cables and rails for lift capsules easily as big as anything that rode up Santa Rosa’s orbital tower. The top of the spire bloomed out into a skeletal disk ten kilometers broad, with the huge hoops of vacuum deposition fabricators standing on the top. Around the rim, long gantry wharfs extended outward, allowing Traveler ships to dock alongside big delta-shaped cargo spaceplanes and a multitude of high-mass maneuvering tugs and engineering pods. At the tip of each wharf, assembly frames gripped various chunks of ancient wreckage as they were prepared for their journey down to Breakerville.

			The view from Lestari didn’t change for a day as Captain Uzoma negotiated with the astroengineering companies for an aerobrake bubble. In the end, they came to a deal with Miller’s Slipstream, who partnered with Wilson Reduction and Recover down on the planet. With a contract finally agreed and registered with the Gonzalez Bank, the Lestari detached itself and turned the wreckage over to a formation of maneuvering tugs, who flew it to one of the wharves.

			Finn and Ellie spent the next three days watching the aerobrake bubble coming together. The vapor deposition fabricator owned by Miller’s Slipstream gradually extruded the giant ellipsoid—a tough foamed amalgam structure as shiny as polished silver. It came in two identical halves, twice the length of the wreck that the tugs hauled over to the wharf. They were coaxed into position on either side of the prize and brought together. Their inner surface was a series of cradles, customized from the laser-mapped template of the wreckage surface to grip it perfectly. Five big auto welders spent thirty hours crawling along the seam, joining the two sections together.

			“Does it get pressurized?” Ellie asked.

			“No,” Yoru told her. “The bubble’s interior stays in a vacuum until it reaches Breakerville. Helps with the buoyancy; especially getting it into a dock channel.”

			A pair of streamlined thruster packs with tall swept-back fins were attached on either side of the aerobrake bubble’s upper surface.

			“Time to go if you want to meet it at the breaker dock,” Uzoma told Finn as the aerobrake shell detached from the end of the wharf. “And kindly remember, Tabia is my representative down there. She has command authority over all of you.”

			“I thought you said there was no legal framework here,” Ellie said.

			Uzoma grinned wolfishly. “There isn’t. You just have to decide if you want a lift back home on my ship. I hope that clears up the chain of command issue for you?”

			“Yeah, that does make it very clear, captain.”

			Including their pilot, Miteris, six of them transferred into the Lestari’s small arrowhead-shaped spaceplane. Its cabin had seats for eight passengers. So Toše seated himself right behind Miteris, the next seats were taken by Grssia and Ichika Enfoe, who were on the ship’s roll as security, leaving Finn and Ellie to take the rear seats, with a small window giving them a restricted view out.

			Miteris separated them from the Lestari’s engineering bay behind the life support module, firing their reaction control thrusters to take them clear of the starship. Bubbletown shrank away.

			Toše turned around in his chair and fixed Finn and Ellie with a stare. “Okay, you two, this is what’s going to happen. Before we land, everyone will put on light armor. I don’t care if it’s uncomfortable; you do not take it off until we are back in orbit. We stay in a group at all times; Grssia, Ichika, and myself will be visibly armed to discourage any stupidity. It is our job to protect you. That means you do what I tell you, when I tell you.”

			“I’ll be carrying as well,” Tabia said.

			“I’ve handled weapons,” Finn said.

			“Congratulations,” Toše said scathingly. “Did you bring a gun you’re familiar with?”

			“Uh, no.”

			“Then don’t waste my time.”

			“How dangerous is it down there?” Ellie asked.

			“Ordinarily, not much,” Tabia replied. “Ships’ crews have been known to settle arguments in bars the fun way, but everyone respects the breaker deal. There’s no artifact thievery here. Breakerville companies come down hard on anyone that trashes their reputation for fairness and order. They have to; they need Travelers as badly as Travelers need them. However, there’s a ZPZ generator involved now. That’s enough to tempt even one of Asteria’s disciples. And there’s already been one attempt to take it from us.”

			“You think there was more than one ship after us?” Ellie asked.

			“I’ve been evaluating the ships that are docked on Bubbletown’s wharves,” Toše said. “There are two, the Obriana-Mu and the Arcadia’s Moon, that have damage compatible with a strike from our fusion exhaust.”

			“They survived?”

			“We assumed our attacker had been destroyed because we couldn’t detect a ship afterward. However, they could have gone dark immediately. A strike from our exhaust beam doesn’t guarantee an automatic kill.”

			“So…these two ships?”

			“I don’t know. Both are here for repair, both captains claim they suffered an extreme energy pulse while attempting to salvage Aktoru tech. There is a long history of similar incidents in this system. Aktoru wreckage is notoriously hazardous.”

			“Bit of a coincidence, though.”

			“Yes. Which is why you need to follow the instructions I’ve just given. We stay together. Meetings, meals, whatever, all of us are there. Shared dormitory, too.”

			“And when I need the restroom?” Ellie asked truculently.

			“I have some field sensor remotes,” Grssia said. “Picked them up on Braxalam. I’ll set up a perimeter. You’ll be fine.”

			“Riiight.”

			The spaceplane followed the aerobrake bubble as it left Five. Finn watched its thruster packs fire for a long time, changing its orbit from circular to elliptical, with a perigee of two hundred eighty kilometers. At that altitude, the thermosphere would start to exert a braking force on the bubble’s broad lower hull surface. It would shed speed, falling deeper into the atmosphere, and increasing the braking coefficient. Soon after, it would drop below orbital velocity. The thruster pods would then alter its pitch again, making best use of its minimal aerodynamics, allowing it to glide down. The descent would last for thirty thousand kilometers—almost a full planetary circumference—to a splashdown in the equatorial ocean fifty kilometers offshore from Breakerville.

			The Lestari’s shuttle, with its sleeker profile, had a different descent trajectory, its wide delta wings allowing it to brake faster and still maintain a low thermal loading. Once they’d confirmed the aerobrake bubble was on its way down, Miteris fired a de-orbit burn, and ninety minutes later they dropped below supersonic speed ten kilometers out from Breakerville.

			Finn had been fascinated and disturbed by the sight of Terrik Papuan ever since they decelerated into orbit. The polar caps were huge; between them they covered two-thirds of the planet’s surface. They’d formed as a result of the nuclear winter that beset the planet in the aftermath of the Ultimax war. All that lay between them were the equatorial sea and several archipelagos. No animals lived there; the entire planetary fauna had died out in less than a year as the plants withered away from the drastic temperature inversion, and those that might’ve survived the cold were doomed by the permanent darkness as clouds obscured the sky for the first five millennia.

			Now it was just the sea that supported life, though no one was sure where the algae came from. Best theory was a Celestial faction who had tried to reboot the terraforming process at some time during the Crucible Era. If true, they hadn’t succeeded. The algae coverage of the ocean’s surface was absolute, forming an unbroken crust two meters deep. It acted as a motion suppressor, flattening any waves that tried to rise amid the chaotic tidal forces exerted by the five moons.

			The shuttle flew into daylight as the terminator swept over Breakerville. A sickly blue-green living carpet extended out to the horizon on either side of the little craft, managing to look more lifeless than the gray island ahead of them. Breakerville was a town of metal buildings stretching back a couple of kilometers from the shoreline. They were all single story, their panels welded or epoxied together in haphazard fashion. Staring at them in the wan dawn light, Finn realized that every one was made from curving sections of aerobrake bubbles that had been cut up and hauled onto land.

			Where they’d been cut up was obvious. Pre-Ultimax, the island had been an underwater volcano that had been exposed by the sinking sea level, a gently sloped mound of basalt with deep clefts radiating out from a rounded summit. On the Breakerville side of the island, twenty clefts had been dug deeper and wider where they reached the water, producing regular inlets hundreds of meters long. Each of them had a series of giant arches curving over them, trackways for mobile gantry arms carrying heavy-duty cutting machines, and cranes that dangled truck-sized bucket cages.

			Nine of the artificial inlets had aerobrake lifting bodies wedged into them. Their upper surfaces were in various stages of the dismantling process; from one that had a few holes cut into it to three that had been completely removed, exposing the peculiar chunks of Aktoru warship wreckage they’d brought down.

			“Now I get it,” Ellie murmured beside him as she stared out of the little window.

			Finn grinned in admiration. “Yeah, me too.”

			They landed on a long runway above the town and taxied past a line of big cargo spaceplanes. Finn eyed their metalloceramic fuselages, worn and burn-pitted from too many de-orbit aerobrakes and not enough maintenance.

			It was cold outside, barely above freezing. As he walked down the airstair, Finn wished he’d put his coat on. The dark flexible armor didn’t seem to retain much heat.

			“What is that smell?” Ellie asked, wrinkling her nose up in dismay.

			“A combination of brine and the algae,” Tabia said. “Get used to it. This ocean was left with a huge salt content after the water migrated to the glaciers. People are pretty sure the algae was genetically modified specifically for Terrik Papuan; it’d have to be to survive an ocean like this. And the sun’ll be up properly in an hour or so, which will heat the surface up, which makes the smell stronger.”

			Davrux was waiting for them on the edge of their parking zone, a senior team boss from Wilson Reduction and Recover. He was almost as tall as a Celestial, wearing a grubby blue one-piece over his considerable bulk. His head didn’t seem to have a neck, with his chin and jowls emerging from the overall’s collar.

			“Somebody’s been skipping their diet,” Ellie said under her breath as they walked over the gray flinty ground.

			Finn couldn’t believe she’d said that, then realized…“Davrux is a Flexal. Everybody here is.”

			“A what?”

			“A Flexal. They’re Changelings. Breakerville is their town.”

			“Oh. Crap. Sorry.” She blushed.

			Davrux smiled down at the Lestari crew. “Wilson Reduction and Recover welcomes you to Breakerville.”

			“Thanks, Davrux,” Tabia said.

			“Good to see you again, Tabia,” the big Changeling replied. “We appreciate you choosing us again, even though this deal will probably bankrupt the company.”

			“Us,” Tabia corrected. “It will bankrupt us, you’re skimming so much off the top.”

			“Ha! You Travelers are all the same, exploiting us, squeezing the very blood and muscle from our veins to make profit. A miserable thirty percent of a value that never matches the assessor’s stupid estimate. Nothing changes.”

			She grinned. “No, thank Asteria, nothing does.”

			“So, you have a big one splashing down?”

			“Yes. In about thirty minutes. Sixty thousand tons.”

			He whistled in appreciation. “Nice.”

			“Do you have the lodge ready for us?” Toše asked.

			“Yes. It’s just above the Portishead inlet. The finest our company owns. All to yourselves, as agreed. I’ll take you.”

			Finn was only mildly surprised when three globecabs rolled over from a nearby hangar. They were definitely the same kind that Santa Rosa used, just from forty years ago. Like the big spaceplanes, they’d been given the most rudimentary maintenance.

			Miteris opened a cargo hatch at the back of the shuttle’s fuselage. Grssia and Ichika started unloading the team’s bags. Finn went for his coat.

			“I want you off the ground in five minutes,” Toše told Miteris. “The shuttle is too vulnerable sitting here on the spaceport. We’ll call you down again when we’re finished here.”

			“Roger that.”

			

			—

			The lodge was on a ridge above one of the inlet docks: a long building, most of which was a single room kitted out with ten beds and a circular dining table. There were three small washrooms at the back. Grssia opened one of her cases and took out a string of small sensor globes. Hand-sized remotes scampered out of the bag and chased off across the lodge’s floor like inquisitive chrome-shelled kittens.

			She shook the globes. “I’ll get them placed.”

			Davrux pursed his lips. “Remember, you’re not paranoid—”

			“—if they really are out to get you,” Tabia finished. “Cards on the table, Davrux. There’s a ZPZ generator on board.”

			“Sweet Asteria. You’re kidding.”

			“Thankfully not.”

			“Damn, I should have guessed you had something like this when Uzoma caved at thirty percent. Okay, this changes a few things. I’ll up our security detail.”

			“I can handle our protection,” Toše said.

			“I don’t doubt it, but this is for my team. That much money does strange things to people’s heads, even here. I don’t want my team in harm’s way. And we’ll need a decent escort when we transport your generator from the dock to the cargo spaceplane.”

			“Locating and extracting the generator has absolute priority,” Tabia said. “I’m not going to quibble about the number the assessor gives us for the rest. You pay us the seventy percent and we leave with the generator.”

			“Wilson Reduction and Recover does not break a deal.” He extended his hand.

			Tabia shook it solemnly.

			“There’s a high tide at dusk, in eleven hours,” Davrux said. “We’ll be able to berth the bubble then. I’ll collect you when our tugs are at the dock mouth.”

			

			—

			Ten hours later, Davrux arrived back at the lodge with the three globecabs.

			“People with him,” Grssia said, her eyes hidden behind a visor band, feeding her the datastreams from the sensors she’d set up. “Asteria’s arse, they’re Silicates! Two of them.”

			Toše immediately picked up a maser carbine, then opened a case of aero combat drones.

			“Is that another type of Changeling?” Ellie asked Finn.

			“No.” He couldn’t help the smile quirking his lips. He’d never imagined he’d see a Silicate. “They’re…”

			“Damned,” Ichika said gloomily.

			“Not damned. Altered. There are these Remnant Era eggs—”

			“Alien,” Ichika insisted.

			“Remnant or alien. No one knows.”

			“They’re not alien,” Tabia said in irritation. “There are no aliens in the Centauri Cluster. Asteria’s Elohim made the Green Worlds from the barren stones orbiting each star. Every bounty we are blessed with has terrestrial ancestry.”

			“Okay.” Finn coughed. “Well, anyway, these eggs transform a human body. They’re a clump of tightly wound crystalline fibers. When they touch a human, they start to unravel and sort of merge with your body to form an exoskin, which is basically armor.”

			“Using your own flesh as its food to grow big enough to cover you completely.” Ichika shuddered. “Like the alien parasite it is.”

			“Soldiers consider it a sanctification from Asteria,” Tabia said. “A Silicate becomes so much more than human. Even Celestials have respect for them.”

			“They’re also fucking hard to kill,” Toše said, slotting additional power packs onto his belt. “Everyone stay behind me. Grssia, Ichika, flank positions, cover me.” He pulled his helmet on and opened the door.

			Davrux climbed out of the lead globecab and put his arms out. “Easy, fella.”

			“Silicates stay in the globecab.”

			“Okay.” Davrux turned and made “stay calm” motions with his hands.

			“Who are they, and why are they here?” Toše demanded.

			“This is Dave, and—ah, Dave.”

			“Is that a joke?”

			“No. Look, given what Tabia told me is in that bubble, I figured you might want some backup.”

			“Don’t need it.”

			“Until you do. Look, I’ve hired extra security for the dock, but you guys are going to be vulnerable out here. I’m trying to help.”

			“I don’t know you.”

			“But Tabia does.”

			“Tabia,” Toše called over his shoulder. “You know Dave and Dave?”

			“No. Sorry, Davrux.”

			“ ’S okay. At least talk to them, fella. There’s a deal to be made here; you have something they want.”

			Toše hesitated for a beat. “I come to you. If anyone approaches the lodge, my colleagues will open fire.”

			“Asteria! Sure, okay.” Davrux eyed one of the small drones that hovered overhead. “We don’t have any weapons.”

			“Good.”

			Finn couldn’t decide if he should put his helmet on or not. He peered through the half-open door, trying to see what was happening. Toše was standing beside Davrux, talking to the figures in the globecab. There was a lot of arm waving going on. Then Toše was walking back to the lodge.

			“So?” Tabia asked.

			“Maybe. Finn?”

			“Er, yeah?”

			“Can you connect to the town’s network?”

			“Sure.” He put his hand over his patch, pressing down on the tiny contact bulb. “Okay, I have access. It’s not the most sophisticated.”

			“Get into the Gonzalez Bank ledger and see when the Jarias payment was made.”

			Finn summoned up the bank portal. The routines of the Breakerville network were a creaking patchwork. Logging into the bank—the only one in the settlement—took more time than he wanted, seconds instead of microseconds. “There’s a payment from Ynni Re-Claim to the Jarias account seventy-three days ago.”

			Toše mulled that over. “Right, that fits.”

			“Fits what?” Tabia asked.

			“According to Davrux and the Daves, they were in the L’treta system when the Jarias contracted them as a security detail for their mission here. They did their job and guarded all the Aktoru tech that Ynni Re-Claim extracted from their wreckage. Apparently it was a batch of ship’s weaponry—some crazy powerful shit that was making Breakerville residents very nervous.”

			“Did they find Q-shell distorts?” Tabia asked keenly.

			“Maybe. Equipment was glitching all over town for no good reason. Everyone was very glad when the salvage was loaded onto a cargo spaceplane and flown up to Jarias. Everyone but Dave and Dave.”

			“The bastards left them behind,” Tabia said.

			“Yep.” He looked out of the open door at the globecabs. “And now who’s going to be stupid enough to give a pair of pissed-off Silicates a ride out of here in their starship? That’s the price they’re charging for assisting us.”

			“So, my decision, then?” Tabia asked.

			“Uzoma was pretty clear about the chain of command.”

			“Do you want them?”

			“Asteria, no. But…If that ship that attacked us did survive, there’s no help finer in a fight.”

			“I don’t know, it’s a good story.”

			“That’s why I got Finn to check. If they arrived here seventy-three days ago from the L’treta system, which is eight and a half light-years away, there’s no way they’re part of whatever mission is gunning for us.”

			“Do they know we’re going straight back to Gondiar?”

			“They know. They don’t care about our destination; they just want off here.”

			“Understandable,” Finn said. He couldn’t imagine being stranded here: no animals, no plants, just an endless bleak vista of gray rock leading down to a sickly ocean. It was the complete opposite of Gondiar, with its thriving cities and lush landscape.

			Tabia ignored him. “What do you think?”

			“Silicates have honor, everyone knows that,” Toše said. “If we say yes, I’ll stick them on perimeter duty, just to be safe. Once the cargo spaceplane carrying the generator gets airborne, then they can join us in the shuttle and we fly up to Lestari. But—it’s your call.”

			“Shit. Okay. I do like the idea of having them on our side. But you’re the one who’s going to tell them we don’t quite trust them enough to let them get close to the wreckage.”

			For the first time, Finn saw Toše smile. “No problem.”

			

			—

			Ellie hadn’t quite known what to expect when they walked out to the globecabs. Finn’s talk about Silicates being some kind of bioparasite armor had left her thinking of a shell like a spacesuit’s radiation shielding. Instead, the figures who climbed out to talk to Toše were naked. Really naked. She could discern the quartz-like shell that covered their entire body, but its transparency took her completely by surprise. The exoskin had replaced every centimeter of their natural skin. Evening sunlight refracted off it in a dull prismatic shimmer, constantly fluctuating as they moved, but she could still see all the muscles, tendons, and blood vessels underneath. They were like living anatomical models. It was hugely disconcerting.

			“How can that possibly make them tough?” she asked Finn quietly.

			“The exoskin is actually fibers, not a single sheet,” he told her. “They’re incredibly tightly woven together, but allow complete flexibility.”

			“Okay, wow, that’s…impressive.”

			“There’s a price, though. The eggs are a synthetic organism, so their bonding goes deeper than a physical level. Some of the fibers merge with the host’s medulla oblongata so they can provide a basic control neurology over the exoskin.”

			“Like your interface pad?”

			“Not exactly. The eggs aren’t sentient, but they do have tactical paradigms that combine with the host’s thoughts and become instinctual.”

			“Crap. So they puppet the hosts?”

			“No. The host is still primary. See, the eggs were created for one purpose: to enhance a human’s fighting effectiveness. That involves more than boosting strength; they color the host’s outlook, too. Silicates…develop a different psychology from us after the bonding process. They see the universe in terms of threat and benefit. They can choose what cause they fight for, but they live for that fight.”

			“Hellfire.”

			“But once they choose which side they’re on, they stick with it. I expect that’s the main reason Toše and Tabia are offering them a deal. They’re not duplicitous. If they say they’ll protect us, they will.”

			“Right.”

			“Oh, and just to warn you, they’re not particularly social.”

			“Thanks.”

			Negotiations didn’t take long. The two Daves seemed irritated with the stipulation they were only to work perimeter around the aerobrake bubble when it was in the Portishead inlet. They agreed, but not with good grace. She was actually impressed with the way Toše stood his ground with them.

			The globecabs took all of them down the slope to Portishead. Five sets of the big trackways curved over the big artificial inlet, while long clusters of scaffolding blocks lined the banks on both sides along with hefty machines and dozens of drums wound with thick hoses. Looking at all the equipment, Ellie saw the long stains of encrusted salt and rust blooms and oil streaks that spoke of an operation on the edge of viability. Everything needed upgrading or replacing.

			“How old is Breakerville?” she asked.

			“My people came here about five hundred years ago,” Davrux told her. “We left the Releeu Dominion after the Celestials had no further use for us. Their dominion did not recognize autonomy for Changelings. We lived on that planet for thousands of years before they arrived, but it counted for nothing.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t be. Here we have purpose. We work, we trade with Travelers. Life is good.”

			Ellie made sure she didn’t glance over at the shanty buildings of Breakerville. How bad was it on Releeu that he thinks this is an improvement? “What do you buy from Travelers?”

			“Food, mostly from Gondiar. None grows here. Human engineering companies also supply our machinery.” He gestured at Portishead. “None of this is Celestial.”

			The globecabs stopped beside some small buildings a hundred meters short of the blunt head of the inlet. About thirty-five Flexals were standing there, looking along the inlet to the dark ocean beyond. There were plenty of lights bobbing about beyond the shoreline. When she got out, Ellie saw the thick layer of algae was only a couple of meters below the top of the bank. The brine smell here was a lot worse than it had been back at the lodge.

			A few snowflakes drifted down out of the dead gray sky, settling on the ground. Ellie turned her face up to greet them and was rewarded by some icy prickles on her cheeks.

			“Helmet on,” Toše told her sharply as he got out of the second globecab. “I don’t want to see it off again.”

			She resisted rolling her eyes as she pulled the bulky thing over her head. The magnetic collar clicked, and the sounds of outside diminished. She realized the smell had also vanished. So maybe keeping the helmet on the whole time wouldn’t be so hard after all. It gave her a reasonable field of view, too.

			Lights all along the trackways came on, flooding the inlet with an intense blue-white illumination. It only seemed to make the algae’s surface darker. Out past the open end of the inlet, the lights were creeping forward.

			“Zoom in,” Ellie told her suit manager.

			The visor flickered, then the view leaped forward. She could make out the vast bulk of the aerobrake bubble. Its nose was covered in dunes of viscous algae that rose up from the water for ten meters as if it was being bulldozed, then began to slither away down the sides. Six deep-hulled tugboats had attached hawsers to the bubble, and were slowly directing it at the inlet.

			Before the nose reached the start of the inlet, the first pair of tugs peeled away, then the second, and the final pair detached just after the nose passed under the first trackway. The bubble’s inertia was so great their departure didn’t seem to make any difference. Ellie saw a bow wave forming ahead of the nose.

			“Is that going to—” she began.

			The sluggish wave hit the end of the inlet and surged over the rim. A torrent of algae slithered outward. Ellie didn’t budge, because nobody else did. The Flexals were cheering enthusiastically.

			By then the entire aerobrake bubble had begun to shake. A weird muted rumble rose in volume. The algae wave was only twenty centimeters high when it reached Ellie. Even so, its power surprised her; she wobbled about as she tried to keep her balance. She gripped Finn, who was equally unstable. Sluggish water churned around her ankles for several minutes as the roar of the bubble grinding along the bottom of the inlet reverberated right across Breakerville.

			The noise faded and the water reversed, pouring back into the ocean, leaving all the scaffolding and drums coated in a dripping layer. Ellie and Finn gripped each other again, fighting the drag.

			“Big bubble,” Davrux announced happily. “We haven’t had one this size for a couple of years.”

			The Flexal team began to wade forward through the remaining slush of algae. The trackways came alive, their cranes lifting white pressure domes into place on the bubble’s upper surface. Work platforms were lowered around the thruster packs. A couple of hours later, they were lifted up and put onto twenty-wheeled flatbed trucks.

			Ellie stood with Finn and Toše as the eight pressure domes that had been sited along the bubble’s spine were activated. Inside them the laser cutters sliced through the foamed amalgam, producing holes three meters wide. Once they were all done, the Flexal crew donned ear protectors. Vents on each of the pressure domes opened simultaneously, and air rushed in with a screech that set Ellie’s teeth rattling even through her helmet.

			“Nothing more to see tonight,” Davrux said when the sound finally eased. “Now we start cutting off the top of the bubble. This takes fifteen hours. Then we start the breakup for you.”

			When they returned at noon the next day, Ellie was amazed by how much work had been done. Dozens of hawsers were attached to the lower portion of the bubble, stretching back to the side of the inlet to anchor the whole thing in place. Most of the bubble’s upper surface had gone, sliced into segments by electron beams on the trackway arms. Each of the huge curving portions of amalgam was then lifted away by cranes and dropped into the ocean aft of the bubble. Because the amalgam was vacuum foamed, they floated. The tugs that had brought the aerobrake bubble to shore were now busy towing the pieces away.

			Davrux’s team had also been busy positioning long scaffolding pontoons to bridge the gap between the inlet banks to the exposed wreckage inside. Guards stood at the end of each bridgeway over, wearing incredibly crude armor that resembled cylindrical fuel tanks that’d sprouted arms and legs. Twin guns, heavier than any human could carry, were shoulder mounted, and odd little sensor instruments on top scanned around constantly.

			Ichika and Grssia gave them circumspect looks when they all trooped past and started over the bridge at the head of the inlet.

			“Where are the Daves?” Ellie asked.

			“Up top,” Toše said. “It’s a good vantage point.”

			She tipped her helmet back, looking at the sturdy trackway arching over the forward part of the wreckage. The Silicates were nowhere to be seen, but there were hundreds of places to hide amid the machinery.

			A portable hut had been set up at the end of the bridge, its stumpy legs resting on the wreckage. Davrux came out to greet them. Ellie knew she shouldn’t, but she took off a gauntlet anyway and bent down to touch the wreckage. The gray-green substance felt cold beneath her fingers, and slightly rough, as if some kind of grit had been in the mix when it formed—however it formed. One of the many holes was close by, just over a meter wide and made out of the same substance. The darkness below the rim swallowed any snowflake that fell into it.

			“We’re ready to start the assessment,” Davrux said.

			“Remember,” Tabia said.

			“Yeah, right. The generator has priority.” He clapped his hands together. “Okay, people, sensors and coms on—and down we go!”

			Ellie didn’t quite know what to say when he took his boots off, but forced herself to stay quiet when he started unzipping his overall. Naked, he looked even less human and more egg-shaped. His legs were just a couple of smaller ellipsoids sticking out from the bottom of the torso; same with the arms. And his head didn’t seem to have any kind of neck at all, it was just a face on the top part of his body. On a human that corpulent, the tissue would have sagged into great folds, but Davrux’s flesh all seemed firm.

			Davrux put on a slim headset and picked up a metal case by his elephantine feet. When Ellie looked away, she saw the other Flexals standing on the wreckage were also stripping off.

			“What’s happening?” she asked on the secure channel connecting the armor suits.

			“They’re going to map the interior,” Tabia said. “Aktoru warships are notorious for having weird internal layouts. Each one is unique, and the cameras they carry will show us and the assessor what’s actually in there.”

			Ellie glanced from Davrux to the hole he was walking toward. “But how are they going to get in there?”

			Her only answer was an anonymous chortle.

			As he stood at the top of the hole, Davrux began to change. It started with his legs, which slowly elongated. He sat down on the edge of the hole and took a small sensor cube from the case, trailing a grubby yellow data cable.

			The lower half of his torso began to lengthen, slipping down into the hole.

			“How the fuck is he doing that?” Ellie asked.

			“Flexals were designed to be miners,” Finn told her. “They have a liquid muscle system, with its own circulatory network so they can pump it around their bodies to reshape themselves. The Celestials engineered them to be incredibly strong, and also sinuous enough to get through tight rock fissures.”

			Half of Davrux’s body had now slipped down into the hole. As Ellie watched he began to alter the shape of his arms, stretching them into thin, supple limbs. Almost like tentacles, she thought.

			All across the top of the wreckage, nude Flexals were morphing their ungainly bodies so they could slither down into the holes, trailing the sensor cables behind them. After five minutes, they’d all dropped inside, snaking data cables behind them from the metal cases they’d left on top.

			“Come on,” Tabia said. “Let’s go see what they find.” She walked over to the assessor’s hut and opened the door.

			Three elderly Flexals sat inside the hut, watching a bank of screens covering the back wall. The images they showed were confusing smears of gray-green tubes and shadowy cavities. Right in the center of the hut was a hologram cube. A frizz of thin purple lines was materializing inside it, curving in odd directions.

			“Those are the tunnels,” Toše said. “Give them a couple of days and they’ll have charted the whole wreckage.”

			“Biofactury device,” one of the assessors called out. “Heavy damage, so condition eight.”

			Ellie peered at the screens, trying to see which one the Flexal woman was talking about. The image quality still wasn’t up to much. And the cameras were constantly moving, swaying about as the Flexals advanced.

			“Is that worth anything?” Ellie asked.

			“The value is cumulative,” Tabia said. “There are a lot of individual components that Travelers will pay for to use on their ships and in astroengineering stations. A cargo container full of salvaged Aktoru equipment will always pay for the flight here. With a piece of wreckage this size, everyone is expecting to find ship weapons; that’s where the real money lies. We’re ahead of the game, as we already know there’s a ZPZ generator here. Or at least, your friend Gyvoy says there is.”

			Two of the Flexal explorers had reached narrow, irregular chambers that had bright orange marbling on the walls.

			“Photothermal conduits. Condition two,” an assessor declared.

			“Network nodule, mid-level capacity. Condition five.”

			Tags were starting to appear in the hologram cube.

			Ellie switched to a private channel with Finn. “How big were Aktoru? I mean, these tunnels…I can’t imagine humans being comfortable inside them even in free fall. It’d be worse for Celestials.”

			“Strange fact,” Finn replied. “We don’t actually know what an Aktoru looks like. Five centuries of salvaging their wrecks, and no one has ever found a body. It’s kind of creepy if you think about it.”

			“If you don’t know what they looked like, how do you know you haven’t found a body?”

			He laughed. “Good point. We always think of Celestials as being bigger than us, but in truth our knowledge about any of them is ridiculously small. Who knows if the Aktoru were even humanoid?”

			

			—

			For two hours Toše watched the wreck’s glowing structure expand inside the hologram cube. The profile of tunnels and chambers discovered matched the encrypted topography file his suit manager was projecting across the visor.

			“You stay in here,” he told Finn, Ellie, and Tabia. “I’m going to review the perimeter.” With that he picked up his bag and left the hut before they could say anything. Outside, the afternoon sun was hidden behind another insipid curtain of cloud that’d drifted in from the ocean. It was snowing again, a weak fall of tiny flakes that melted almost as soon as they touched any solid surface.

			Grssia was standing on the end of the bridging pontoon near the hut, while Ichika was on the top of the inlet bank with one of the Flexal guards.

			“I want a boundary sweep,” he told them.

			“I’ve got eighteen drones circling,” Grssia complained. “They’ve got the whole Portishead area covered. Nothing’s creeping up on us. Nobody’s gone within a hundred meters of the lodge, either.”

			“Good. But routine is a weakness any assault squad can exploit. So we run sweeps ourselves at random. Shake it up.”

			“Sure,” she said in a bored tone. “How’s it going in there?”

			“Slowly,” he admitted. “Let’s get started.”

			Toše stayed by the hut while Grssia walked over to Ichika. The two of them started a careful circuit around the edge of the Portishead inlet.

			“Load blindspot into the drones,” he ordered the armor suit manager.

			“Confirmed.”

			He stepped off the bridging pontoon and stowed his bag under the end of it, then made his way quickly across the wreckage to one of the holes that didn’t have a sensor relay case beside it. The suit manager played him the images produced by the drones flying overhead. His suit wasn’t showing up at all now.

			The hole was an oval, with the tunnel leading down at a shallow angle. With his armor on, it was barely wide enough for him to fit into. He slid along it for ten meters before it curved down almost vertically. A three-meter drop put him in one of the cavities that had so many cones protruding from the wall it looked like a speleothem cave. Most of the cones were tipped with gadgets of some kind that he couldn’t begin to classify. There were entrances to three more tunnels. The navigation display on his visor showed him which one to take.

			In the next cavity, five meters lower than the last, the walls were covered in metallic crystals that sparkled with indigo refractions when he shone his helmet light on them. Inky shadows twisted inside them as if startled by the light. Toše wasn’t sure why, but he got the impression there had been a lot of energy channeled through the chamber.

			The horizontal tunnel that took him out of there had human-looking conduits pinned to the walls. It opened out into a chamber big enough to allow him to stand up. The glass-smooth walls were mottled by black circular patches forty centimeters in diameter with scalloped apertures in the middle.

			His visor display changed to a diagram of the chamber, singling out one of the circles. He took a slim tool from an ammunition pouch on his belt and inserted the shaped end into the aperture. It fitted perfectly.

			“Thanks, boss,” he muttered, and twisted the handle counterclockwise.

			The black circle rose several centimeters out of the wall, then swung open. Inside was a dull gold tube, a meter long. He eased it out gingerly. For once there was no ancient technology involved; it was a simple case, with a clasp on one end. He flipped it open and took out the concluder rifle. His lips let out an appreciative whistle. The sniper rifle had its own mythos among Travelers as one of the few Remnant Era weapons that could pierce ultrabonded armor. The base of the cylindrical case held fifty streamlined projectiles that clearly operated at hypervelocity.

			Toše pushed the black lid back into place and clambered his way out through the tunnels. It was difficult dragging the gold container with him, but he made it out into the open in reasonable time, sweating inside his armor.

			The snowfall had increased noticeably while he was inside the wreckage. He hurried back to the assessor hut and put the container into his bag.

			“Cancel blindspot,” he told the suit manager.

			“Confirmed.”

			“Okay, you two, how’s it going?” he asked Grssia and Ichika.

			

			—

			The Flexals found the ZPZ generator seven hours into the assessment. It was in a chamber twelve meters from the upper surface, and close to the aft end of the bubble.

			“That’s the good news,” Davrux said.

			Tabia sighed. “And the bad?”

			“Not that bad. The generator is actually inside two chambers. Trouble is, it’s embedded in the structure between them, too.”

			“Those Asteria-damned Aktoru weirdos.”

			“This is why you employ us. We can cut it out, but it’ll add another day to the schedule.”

			“It is what it is,” she said in resignation.

			It was dusk by the time the Flexal crew got their dig organized. Davrux reassigned the explorers to the zone around the generator, charting every tunnel, chamber, and piece of equipment. The generator was valuable, but the rest of the ancient warship’s systems weren’t insignificant. All of it would be extracted as they dug down.

			Ellie wanted to be outside watching when they started. Toše grumbled but eventually agreed, so with Grssia and Ichika on sentry duty beside them, the humans all stood on the top of the wreckage, ten meters back from where Davrux was briefing his people.

			The lights on the trackways were on, shining down. Snow had given way to a miserable drizzle that beaded on everyone’s armor, dripping from hands onto the wreckage’s gray-green surface. Dozens of the thick hoses had been unwound from the drums on the banks of the inlet. Ellie wasn’t entirely surprised to see ten of them had been plugged into jackhammers with artificial diamond blades. A half dozen Flexals slipped back down into holes, taking jackhammers and suction hoses with them. After a minute she could hear them start up inside. Davrux and one of the accessors sprayed orange lines on the wreckage, and the rest of the jackhammer team moved in.

			The Aktoru ship’s structure had the same tensile strength of hard concrete under the diamond-tipped blades. Big lumps of it jittered up to be scooped away by the suction hoses. Looking at the pieces closely, Ellie saw they were threaded with slender tubes. “Are they veins?”

			“Probably,” Tabia said. “The Aktoru warships do have a whole bio vibe to them.”

			“So they did grow them around the mechanical components?”

			“Whatever the answer is, yes or no, it’s irrelevant.”

			“But if we retro-engineer it we can learn, we can elevate ourselves to their level.”

			“You’ll make a good Traveler with that level of optimism and drive, but so much of what we see is incomprehensible, like the generator. There’s also the little problem of humans being outnumbered by millions to one. The Centauri Cluster belongs to the Celestials; they literally built our worlds, remember.”

			“Their ancestors, maybe. But there has to be a place for us.”

			“One day, that’s the dream. Until then”—Tabia gestured at the team of Flexals excavating the wreckage—“we dig for scraps.”

			

			—

			Marcellu waited until the salvage operation was in its second day. He knew the ZPZ generator had been found, and the Flexals from Wilson Reduction and Recover were digging down to it. Now was the time when their attention would be focused on the extraction process, their initial vigilance waning. Surveillance on the Flexal guards around Portishead revealed they had only the most rudimentary weapons, though two of them carried what appeared to be Urchin grenades.

			Terrik Papuan simply wasn’t geared up for major-level violence. They relied on reputation and balance to keep themselves secure. It had worked reasonably well for centuries because all parties involved needed it to. But now his needs were stronger. Sahdiah had wanted a discreet solution. As far as Marcellu was concerned, discretion on this mission had ended when the Lestari turned its fusion cannon engines on the Arcadia’s Moon.

			He sat in the cab of a flatbed truck, directing its drive manager to take him out of town on a path parallel to the shoreline. It was ten o’clock at night, and Terrik Papuan’s reliably dismal weather was providing him with plenty of cover. Sleet swirled through the air outside. The drive manager kept reporting sensor degradation as the slush built up on the chassis, so Marcellu had to stop every five hundred meters and wipe the lenses clean.

			It wasn’t pleasant. Andino had used the printers on the Arcadia’s Moon to produce a fresh wardrobe for him, tailored to accommodate his new cymech profile. The clothes let in a lot of the freezing air to chill his flesh. His arm pistons were the worst, actually conducting cold into his tissue; he was sure he could feel frost crawling along his humerus and radius bones where they were bonded to the mech. He was also irrationally protective about his chest grille, which his shirt and coat left exposed. Ice flakes kept settling on it. There must be an internal filter, but I-kdrene-Four had never actually confirmed that.

			Eventually the truck came to a halt just above the tideline, where dead algae residue formed a black, greasy crust on the rock. Judging by how much was visible above the living algae strata, high tide was still a couple of hours away. He climbed out of the cab and went back to the container: a simple metal cuboid six meters long and two high. Dozens were stacked up in Breakerville’s spaceport, just as they were on countless worlds. Nobody cared when the shuttle from the Arcadia’s Moon brought another one down; certainly no one at the spaceport asked to check it. That was the beauty of trust and ingrained routine. Travelers brought empty containers down and loaded them up with scavenged Aktoru tech to fly back outsystem. It was one-way traffic; nobody brought tech down to Breakerville. He’d continued the charade over the last few days, negotiating with the Flexal breaker companies for a load of Aktoru gear, playing the part of a chancer merchant, blending in.

			When he put his hand on the container’s biometric pad, one side of it hinged up. Inside, eighteen Ghosts were waiting in standby mode. Dark metal bodies with four arms and four legs folded up neatly at the sides. Their segments fitted so tightly they could have been any kind of industrial machine. A string of amber and green lights along the container ceiling showed their power cells were fully charged.

			Marcellu’s lnc patch transmitted their activation code. Despite himself he took a half step backward when they opened up. He’d collected them from one of Sahdiah’s contacts in Anoosha’s orbital tower habitat, who assured him they’d had their original routines wiped. Their new human-coded routines made them subservient to him alone. Even so, they were Remnant Era tech, so some deep part of his brain didn’t quite trust them. He’d seen too many Ghosts in action over the years. They could be unpredictable beasts.

			He glanced along the shoreline in the direction he’d come from. Breakerville cast a hazy glow in the distance. Portishead was the brightest zone, the big lights on its trackways shining through the sleet.

			His patch ran a fast systems analysis, confirming the mission profile had loaded in each of the Ghosts. “Go,” he told them.

			They jumped down from the flatbed and marched down to the shore, their four legs moving in a crablike motion, a crouch that kept their centers of gravity low. One by one they walked into the water until they vanished below the algae.

			Marcellu pulled a powered bike off the back of the truck—an easy action thanks to the strength his new cymech gave him—then gave the vehicle’s drive manager one last instruction. The flatbed sped down the shallow slope and into the ocean. Its momentum was enough to carry it all the way in. He watched the algae close over it with an almost animal slurping sound. Satisfied there was no evidence he’d ever been here, he straddled the bike and drove it back to town.

			

			—

			It was close to midnight when Finn and the others decided to call it a day. Davrux’s team had made good progress through the second day. Not as fast as they would have liked, but that was the bolshie nature of all Aktoru wreckage. The excavation had slowed almost immediately as the Flexals reached the first layer of buried hardware. Most of them put the big jackhammers aside and began working with smaller drills and handheld power chisels. Small and medium-size components were pried free of the strange gray-green structure and loaded onto trolleys. When they were full, they’d trundle away along the bridgeways and on to a big Wilson Reduction and Recover processing yard. Once there they’d be cleaned up—a time-consuming, labor-intensive task that would be way too expensive to automate—and given a final assessment before going on to one of the big spaceport warehouses.

			When they came across the medium-size units, the team chewed away at them from above and below, chipping around the casings and disconnecting power and data cables until they were free to winch out. The work was done in shifts, with just a four-hour break in the early hours of the morning when the temperature drop iced over every surface, making it too dangerous to work.

			As they started back along the top of the wreckage, Finn saw the assessors leaving their hut. Ninety percent of the wreck’s interior was mapped now. It was rich with Aktoru tech, including three stashes of ships’ weapons. The remaining members of the explorer team were wriggling their way up out of the holes and packing away their sensors.

			“Meal first, or sleep?” Ellie asked him as they got up on the bridgeway by the hut.

			“Sleep,” he told her. “I’m still not adjusted to Breakerville time.”

			“Yeah, I’ve been snacking all day.”

			“Maybe a shower first?” He let it sound hopeful. They had beds next to each other in the lodge, but that was all. Mutual decision so obvious they didn’t even talk about it: no sex while the others were in beds close by. The bathroom, however, provided some privacy.

			“Maybe in the morning,” she replied.

			There wasn’t much enthusiasm in the tone, so he let it go. Besides, wearing the armor all day was a strain. He was tired and really did want a proper shower as soon as they got back.

			Toše and Davrux walked on ahead of him, deep in conversation as they passed the hut. Ichika and one of the Flexal guards were waiting at the far end of the bridgeway. The algae below the bridge was almost at the top of the inlet, rippling slightly from Terrik Papuan’s convoluted tidal forces.

			Finn raised an arm in greeting. Ichika brought her own arm up to wave acknowledgment. The arm separated from her body and spun through the air.

			Finn froze, mind and body numb.

			A long fountain of blood squirted out of Ichika’s missing shoulder. Her body remained upright for a long moment, then a blue-white explosion detonated at the base of her spine, the glaring light instantly obscuring her body. Next to her, the Flexal guard was sent tumbling through the air by the blast, his shoulder-mounted guns wrenched off their mounts. He hit the edge of the inlet bank and flipped over, plunging into the gap between the inlet wall and the bubble. The algae carpet cratered wide as he landed on it, then surged back to engulf him as he sank into the water.

			Finn wasn’t sure if he’d ducked or the plasma grenade explosion had knocked him down. The shock had wiped several seconds of memory. He found himself on all fours staring at the dissipating violet sphere of energized air. There was no sign of Ichika, no part of her remaining. He opened his mouth to scream when another of the searingly bright plasma explosions erupted from the bridgeway directly above the algae. It severed the section. For a second the floor under Finn lurched up, then gravity pulled it down hard. He started skidding down the broken section along with Toše, Ellie, and Davrux. His arms flailed wildly as he realized that, if he kept going, he’d slide right off the jagged end and into the same gap where the guard had just fallen.

			Armor doesn’t float!

			His hand seized one of the handrail stanchions and held. Ellie grabbed his leg as she shot past. He looked down at her, hearing her gasp over the coms channel. The stupid thing was, the broken section wasn’t even at much of an angle, but it was slippery with slush and water. Raw panic was amplifying every danger to maximum.

			“I got you,” he yelped.

			Toše had jammed his feet into the metal floor grid, while Davrux simply rolled sideways off the bridgeway. Amazingly, Tabia was on her knees, hanging on to the handrail.

			Something moved. Finn focused beyond the torn end of the bridgeway again. A black metallic arm with six fingers clamped on to the top of the inlet’s wall. Another emerged and gripped the rock next to it. The arms pulled a squat cylindrical body up out of the algae. Two more arms brought up weapons, a stumpy grenade launcher and a fat-barreled magrail pistol.

			“Ohshit,” Finn whimpered. “Ghost.” And he was utterly certain that although his armor was heavy enough to pull him to the bottom of the inlet, it didn’t stand a chance against either of the weapons that were swinging around in his direction. He braced himself—

			The shrill whine of a magpulse carbine started up somewhere behind him. Enhanced explosive projectiles pummeled the inlet wall where the Ghost was climbing up. It lost its grip as the rock fragmented and tumbled back into the sloppy algae.

			Grssia was crouched down, sweeping her carbine from side to side, seeking more targets.

			Toše scrambled to his feet. “Take cover. There’s going to be more than one.”

			“Cover?” Finn asked in confusion. There was no cover. They were on a piece of flat wreckage with dozens of bright trackway lights shining down on them, surrounded by a moat of water with three—two now—narrow bridges over it.

			A weirdly muffled thud of an explosion came from—

			“What?” Ellie gasped.

			More explosions sounded. Finn couldn’t see any plasma flashes or even chemical flames. No blast waves shoved at him. He looked around frantically. The Flexal team around the dig site were all flat on the wreck’s surface, peering around in confusion.

			Another sequence of explosions came in quick succession. This time he felt the whole wreck shaking.

			“Oh, sweet fucking Asteria,” Toše shouted. He ran forward to the edge of the wreck and peered over the side. “Shit!”

			“What is it?” Davrux demanded.

			“They’re in the water. They’re using charges to break through the bubble’s shell.”

			Davrux hurried over to him. Finn followed carefully and risked a quick glimpse over the edge of the wreck. There was a five-meter gap between the ragged edge of the wreck and the smooth metal shell of the bubble. Ten meters below the rim, a wide hole had been smashed through the metal. A solid shaft of water was jetting in horizontally to hammer against the side of the wreckage. He looked along toward the front of the bubble, where three more breaches were sending torrents through; aft, another two.

			The wreckage shook from another dulled explosion.

			“We’re at high tide. It’s going to flood the entire wreck,” Davrux cried in horror. “My people are still in there.” His whole body swung around to face Toše. “Who the fuck is doing this?”

			“I’ve no idea,” Toše said hoarsely.

			“Ghost!” Grssia shouted. Her magpulse whined again.

			Finn saw another Ghost clambering over the edge of the bubble’s rim on the other side of the wreck. It vanished behind a bloom of explosions, staggering backward. A couple of plasma grenades streaked out from it, one smashing into the side of the hut, another detonating against the wreck’s surface.

			“That didn’t kill it,” Tabia called out. “I saw it fall, but it was intact.”

			Davrux was running faster than Finn thought possible toward his team over by the excavation, yelling at them to get down into the dig and hide.

			“Same with us,” Toše bellowed. “All of you, get down a hole. Now! Grssia, move. They work as a unit; they’ll be targeting you.”

			Finn grabbed Ellie’s hand. “Come on,” he urged. They started running across the wreck’s surface, crouched down. Finn had no idea where he was actually going. Until now it had seemed as though the whole wreck was riddled with holes; now they’d all vanished.

			Over on the sides of the inlet, the Flexal guards were opening fire, their weapons booming as they pumped out heavy projectiles. A Ghost clambered up at the front of the wreck, dripping algae and water. All four arms straightened out, each hand holding a hefty weapon. Laser fans sprayed out, searching for targets. Three explosions detonated on and around it. As the explosions cleared, its torso rotated around the hips. Finn couldn’t even see a blister on its black casing. It opened fire at the guards.

			“There!” Ellie screeched.

			Finn saw the hole three meters away. He landed beside it. “Get in,” he yelled. Ellie dived in headfirst, cursing as she went. Even as her knees disappeared below the surface, Finn was throwing himself after her.

			Behind him, more weapons were blasting away. He heard the distinctive sizzle of an energy beam scoring across a solid surface. Then he was immersed in darkness, and bashing into Ellie’s legs, the two of them dropping through the air for a couple of meters before crashing onto a floor.

			For one horrific second he flashbacked into his power armor suit entombed in xeefoam. But here he could still move. Something shoved at him. There was a groan—his or Ellie’s; he wasn’t sure. His knee was certainly a bundle of hot pain. Spectral green lines zagged across his visor and configured themselves into a status display.

			“Lights,” Ellie moaned.

			“No!” Finn said as her helmet lights illuminated the chamber. It was an oval cavity, just over two meters high and four long, with walls coated in a thick translucent layer, through which gold and platinum fern-like structures were just visible. Several tunnels led out of it. “They’ll see the light.”

			She switched it off. “What is this place?”

			Finn’s visor switched to infrared. The foliage shapes inside the walls were now jet-black. His sensors picked up the sound of a firefight.

			“I think it’s one of the ship’s network nodes.”

			“Okay. So it’s not full of weapons? It can’t help us?”

			“No. Sorry.”

			A loud explosion somewhere made the chamber walls tremble.

			“What do we do?” Ellie asked.

			“I dunno. Ghosts are pretty lethal. I don’t think the Flexal guards stand much of a chance.”

			Ellie crawled over to one of the tunnels in the floor and opened her visor. “There’s a lot of air blowing out of this. It’s the water, right? Water’s coming in from the holes around the edge of the wreckage? It’s flooding the wreck.”

			He grimaced, glad the helmet prevented her from seeing that. “Yeah. And high tide level is well above us. We don’t have long. Fuck! Why didn’t Toše let me have a gun?” He looked back up the tunnel in the roof they’d fallen down. “I’m going to go up.”

			“Finn, no!”

			“The water’s going to force us up soon. I’m not going to actually go out, just stay near the top. I’ll see if I can hook into the Portishead network from there.”

			“Can you call for help?”

			“I don’t even know who to call,” he admitted wretchedly. “Another breaker company?”

			“Yes! They’ve got entire warehouses of Aktoru weapons.”

			“That’s right. But they’re kilometers away, even if they responded straightaway.”

			“The Silicates, then! Where are they?”

			“Yes, good call. If I can get online, I can try to talk to the Daves. There’ll be sensors, too. I can see what’s happening up there.”

			“All right. Just—be careful. Don’t actually stick your head out.”

			“That’s the plan.”

			The armor didn’t have much augmentation, but it did help a little as he shimmied back up the tunnel. Someone on the top of the wreckage was still shooting. Several someones, by the sound of it.

			Finn stopped when his head was a meter from the tunnel rim and braced his legs, holding himself in place. There were plenty of nodes available, allowing him to lnc to Portishead’s network. He reviewed the architecture. Sensors were first; he found hundreds of them on the trackways and their equipment. The combined feed image gave him a perfect bird’s-eye view, looking down on the top of the wreckage.

			First quick take: eleven Ghosts skittering across the top of the wreckage. One only five meters from his hole. Fuck!

			Something hit it. Beam or projectile, he had no idea. One of its legs warped, twisting it around.

			Other Ghosts were firing vertically. Parts of the network up on the trackways dropped out.

			The Daves must be shooting down at them.

			Seven Ghosts were closing on the dig. Sensors showed Finn seventeen Flexals down in the crater they’d just excavated; two of them were squeezing themselves into small holes. None of them are going to make it out.

			One of the Ghosts at the aft of the wreck exploded violently, its blast wave sending several others reeling. He had no idea what struck it. A line of smaller explosions ripped across the wreck beyond the hut. That was a Dave; Finn’s sensors just caught him leaning out over the edge of a trackway—a strange iridescent figure. He ducked back in quickly.

			Three of the Ghosts fired back up at him. Trackway girders were ripped apart, chunks twirling through the air to slam onto the wreckage. Finn flinched. Several landed close to his own hole. And the Ghosts were still advancing on the dig.

			Asteria, it’ll be a massacre.

			His mind flicked through the network structure.

			There.

			High-power circuits. They fed the lasers and electron beams that had cut up the top half of the bubble. The commands he issued to their routines were instinctive, knitting together sensor data and the actuators.

			On three of the trackways, eleven of the big electron beam welders swiveled around. As they moved into position, he saw another of the Ghosts explode. He still couldn’t see what was doing that. A violet beam winked in and out of existence between the aft trackway and a Ghost, the ionization overspill from a powerful x-ray laser. The Ghost’s cylindrical torso fractured, emitting a fantail of sparks. Its limbs collapsed, sending it skating over the wreckage. Its arms continued to twitch, as if it were still trying to aim its weapons through whatever electronic palsy was affecting the remains of its processors.

			The electron beam guns finished aligning themselves and started stalking the Ghosts below. Finn fed power into them. The beam guns were designed to operate with less than a meter between them and the surface they were cutting. With the trackways arching up to a hundred twenty meters at their crests, Finn had no time to lower the beam gun mechanisms. The beams lost focus after five meters, degrading into a rigid lightning bolt. They weren’t particularly accurate, but they didn’t have to be. The wreckage surface where they struck disintegrated into a cascade of super-energized particles that shot up into the sky. Finn shifted the beam guns fractionally, sending the impact points chasing after the Ghosts. They scattered impressively fast, but not as fast as lightning. A strike on a Ghost would overwhelm the dark body, jamming its limbs as massive static webs flared around it. The real damage came when the electrical surge penetrated power cells or ammunition clips. As they detonated, the entire body would disintegrate into glaring fragments.

			A couple of seconds into Finn’s assault, every remaining Ghost started to fire up at the trackways, and he started to lose large sections of the network. Power cables shorted out, and the electron beam guns went dark. What was left of Finn’s sensor coverage showed him the Ghosts were still firing upward.

			Another of them blew apart.

			The first trackway started to buckle under the barrage, twisting as its structural girders were severed. It fell laboriously, keeling over into the next. A second trackway began its ponderous collapse.

			“Oh, no,” Finn wailed. “No!”

			“What’s happening?” Ellie demanded.

			“Sweet Asteria, the Daves are on that trackway.” As he spoke, the two Silicates fell off the disintegrating trackway. His remaining sensors followed their plummet, showing him their arms waving about madly. Then both of them smashed down onto the wreckage.

			

			
				
				—
			

			As soon as the Flexal guards started shooting, Toše dropped down into the closest hole in the wreckage, his lightweight armor clattering off the confined walls as he fell. The tunnel was only a meter long, opening into a hemispherical chamber filled with strings of rubbery dodecahedrons like surrealist strands of DNA. They ripped away from the walls as his boots tangled with them, reducing the impact of his fall. White then orange light strobed down the hole above him as the firefight intensified around the wreckage.

			He opened his bag and pulled out the concluder. The rounds in the base of the gold case were color coded. He picked out the enriched explosive ones and slotted five into the rifle’s magazine.

			“Open visor,” he told the suit manager. Once it hinged up, the optical wasp detached from his eye socket and flew out. The visor closed after it.

			He ordered the optical wasp to fly back up the tunnel and followed it using his armor’s deep-traction soles to climb back up. Easy.

			The optical wasp emerged from the tunnel. Toše stopped climbing, going into a crouch just below the opening. The wasp’s feed showed him six Ghosts eliminating Flexal guards with smooth efficiency while the rest advanced on the excavation.

			Definitely here for the generator, then, he thought. But if you know about it, why would you destroy it? You can name your own price for one of those things.

			Toše knew there was more than simple piracy involved here, but he couldn’t fathom what.

			Irrelevant right now.

			Survival was all that counted.

			The suit manager highlighted the nearest Ghost and combined it with the concluder’s targeting graphics. Toše braced his legs on the tunnel wall and came out of the crouch. The top half of his torso rose above the rim, already bringing the concluder to bear.

			Fired.

			He almost regretted using the Remnant Era rifle. It was a superb assassin’s weapon, crafted for precision and elegance. Deploying it in this situation was close to sacrilege.

			But…it did the job. The Ghost on the aft of the wreckage blew apart in a cloud of energy and smoldering slivers. By then Toše had already dropped below the rim again. The optical wasp showed him that the bulky cutting mechanisms up on the trackway were moving.

			The suit manager highlighted another target. Toše straightened up, reflexes and training controlling his muscles with Zen-like exactitude. A human-shaped fighting machine.

			He was already dropping to safety when the Ghost exploded.

			Incandescent bolts of strangely rigid lightning slammed down onto the wreckage in a deafening howl. Surprise made Toše pause. It was as if the Goddess Asteria Herself were reaching down out of the sky to tear the Ghosts apart. Some of them ran, pursued by the vengeful lightning.

			Finn, he realized. Finn must have connected himself to the network. A savage grin of approval lifted his lips. That useless uranic’s got some balls. He popped up again, adding another Ghost to the total. Up above him, the lightning was failing. One of the trackways was bending, its structural struts snapping. It was going to crash down dangerously close to his tunnel’s rim.

			“Shit!”

			Toše dropped right back down into the chamber and braced. The trackway tumbled down onto the wreck, its impact even louder than the lightning’s thunder. The weird dodecahedron strings wobbled about. Cracks appeared across the chamber’s roof, but it held. His optical wasp was now showing him the Silicates falling through the air to smash onto the top of the wreck.

			“Oh, yes!” he cheered. “This should be good.”

			He reached for the concluder that had fallen from his grip.

			“Toše?” Tabia gasped. She was wriggling her way out of a tunnel at the far end of the chamber. “What is happening out there?”

			“A trackway just fell on us. Don’t worry, the Silicates came down with it.”

			There was another almighty crash. The chamber juddered. Toše thought the whole wreckage might have shifted; the floor seemed to be at a slightly different angle.

			Tabia yelled in fright. “Great Asteria.” Her gauntlets clawed at the waving dodecahedron strings, helping her to crawl out of the tunnel. “What do we do? Wait, is that a concluder?”

			Toše gripped the sniper rifle tighter in a guilty reflex. Shit, she knows what it is. But of course she would. She was an Enfoe, a real Traveler. He actually quite liked Tabia, but there was no way he could afford her questions.

			“Where did it come from? You didn’t bring it with you. Was it in the wreckage? Did Gyvoy know it was here like the generator? How does he know so much about this wreckage? I know he’s—”

			Toše fired the concluder. Its muzzle was thirty centimeters away from Tabia. The projectile punctured her light armor as if it were tissue paper. It detonated, instantly pulping her entire torso to produce a blast wave that broke the armor segments apart. A belch of gore erupted, coating every surface of the chamber, including Toše’s armor.

			“Well, fuck,” he groaned.

			

			—

			Finn heard himself let out an anguished wail as the two Silicates smashed onto the wreckage. The thick cylindrical guns they’d been using clattered away. “No no no!”

			“Did they evacuate okay?” Ellie asked.

			“They fell. They’re dead. It was over a hundred meters down—uh.” He stopped talking. The last remaining sensors he was connected with showed him the Silicate bodies were glowing a vivid rose-gold. “What?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“They’re…” Dave and Dave stood upright, their bodies as radiant as Asteria’s own angels. “No fucking way. I don’t believe it. It’s true!”

			“Finn!”

			“Hang on, I’ll show you.” He ordered his lnc to send the sensor feeds to Ellie’s suit so she could see for herself.

			“They’re alight,” she exclaimed. “They’re alive? You said they fell. How are they doing that?”

			“I thought that was all bollocks,” he said in disbelief. “Some kind of propaganda to encourage people to hire them.”

			“What is happening?”

			He watched in awe as the Silicates began to run. They were fast, their pumping legs a smear of light. One collided with a Ghost. The impact was like a blast-free grenade. The Silicate literally ripped the arms off the Ghost, then went for the legs. It happened in just a few seconds. The Silicate sprinted at the next Ghost.

			“Their exoskin has an energy management function,” Finn said. “If they get hit by a kinetic projectile, the fibers absorb the kinetic energy. They can then use that energy as part of their strength enhancement. And they just fell over a hundred meters.”

			“And that gives them energy?”

			“That impact? Absolutely. But not as much as—”

			One of the Ghosts was using all four weapons it carried to fire a barrage of projectiles at a Dave. He began to shine like the sun, his phenomenal speed increasing as he charged directly into the gunfire. When he struck the Ghost, a coronal cascade of light consumed the pair of them. Thousands of splinters from the Ghost’s body slammed out in every direction as its entire body disintegrated. The Silicate streaked onward like a rogue solar comet.

			Thirty seconds later there were no Ghosts left.

			Finn squirmed out of the hole to watch both Daves running over a bridgeway. They jumped down into the algae-covered water. Two immense plumes of steam rocketed up, illuminated from within by garish fluctuating light.

			“Why did they do that?” Ellie asked breathlessly.

			“Energy dissipation, I expect,” Finn said. “There will be limits on how much they can store internally. They’ll have to get rid of the surplus somehow.”

			“Hey,” Davrux called.

			Finn turned to face the Flexal, opening his visor. “You okay?”

			The big Changeling leaned forward. Finn realized that was as close as he could get to a nod.

			More Flexals were coming up out of the excavation, looking around in bewilderment—and anger. Finn could see that growing. It matched the rage burning in his own head.

			“My team are alive.” Davrux gestured at the ruined trackways that lay across the wreckage. A third that still arched overhead was creaking ominously. “The electron beams must have eliminated ten of those things. Was that you? I know uranics can be dataheads.”

			“Yeah,” Finn admitted. “I’m sorry. The Ghosts blew the crap out of your inlet.”

			Davrux spat. “We’re alive. That’s down to you and the Daves.”

			Everyone turned to the bridgeway as the two Silicates started to clamber up onto the inlet wall. Their hands slipped on the algae slop. Some of the Flexals ran over to help them out.

			“Good fight,” a Dave said.

			“Kicked ass,” the other agreed.

			“Ghosts are easy.”

			“You’ve got to be fucking kidding!” Grssia said. She was easing her way up out of a hole in the wreckage. It was slow going; a girder from a fallen trackway was lying across it. Davrux stepped forward, his arms expanding. He shoved it out of the way. Finn reckoned it must have weighed over a ton.

			“You’re alive,” Ellie said happily.

			“Yeah.” Grssia grunted as she extricated herself, moaning at each motion. Her armor had several burn marks, and plenty of dents. A star-shaped crack had blossomed across her helmet visor. “Damn, that’s the last time I wear armor without any decent padding.”

			“Padding!” Toše’s voice cut in. “Padding? You think that’s what you need? Fuck that!”

			Finn had never heard Toše so on edge. Their security chief was always composed and focused, the epitome of a warrior commander. When he looked around, he saw Toše coming toward them with the unsteady walk of a drunk. After a moment Finn registered the slick scarlet-and-black film mottling his armor suit. “Sweet Asteria,” he whispered, not wanting to acknowledge what that dripping coating was. And Toše was carrying a—

			Toše dropped the helmet. The dull way it struck the ground told everyone it was still full.

			Ellie squealed in horror. Finn fell to his knees as if he’d been hit by a nervejam.

			“They must have caught Tabia with a grenade,” Toše was babbling. “I found her in a chamber when I was coming out. There’s nothing else left. Nothing.”

			“We’ll find them,” Grssia hissed. “However long it takes, the Enfoe Dynasty will not rest until we know who did this. And we will have terrible vengeance upon them. This I swear on the Goddess Asteria herself.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			 

			The globecab that pulled up outside Santa Rosa’s central district police station looked like a standard model. If anyone had been professionally surveilling Operational Deputy Director Terence Wilson-Fletcher, they might have noticed it was always the same one each day that dropped him off and picked him up. He’d started using it a couple of years previously. A personal vehicle would have made him a little too conspicuous among his police colleagues, so he did what plenty of gang bosses did and quietly bought himself a globecab. As a way to travel unobtrusively around the city, it was unbeatable. It had been fitted with customized systems supplied by Makaio-Faraji, giving it some very sophisticated abilities, and no small number of defensive abilities should things ever turn ugly.

			He always spent his travel time reviewing reports from operatives. Makaio-Faraji had provided him a lnc code to a CI that used analysis routines far beyond anything the police had. But even so, he liked to scan as many as he could. He’d convinced himself there were certain aspects of behavior that an analytic could never spot.

			Twenty-seven minutes after leaving Central Station the globecab turned onto Barrow Avenue—a sylvan road lined with westingoaks and blackwillows. The branches of the huge old trees arching overhead were in bloom, with thousands of giant flower cascades dangling like azure lanterns. Their falling petals produced a thick carpet on the avenue. A midafternoon downpour had swirled them about to create big slushy dunes around blocked drains, allowing deep puddles to form.

			The globecab sensors detected the unstable surface, and the drive manager slowed to a crawl. Dark, overripe willowfruit hit the top of the globecab, slithering down the transparent bodywork. Terence caught sight of macaque monkeys skipping through the greenery overhead.

			When the globecab pulled up underneath the high-wing portico of the Chicado block, it was dripping sludge from its chassis. “Use the garage wash bay,” he told the drive manager. “Then pick me up in ninety minutes.” It acknowledged, and the vehicle trundled off.

			The private lift in the lobby took him up to the eighth floor. The Chicado block was on the edge of Mokeno Park, giving them a great view out across Lake Cosman, which meandered through the woodland. It wasn’t the most expensive district in Santa Rosa, but it was the kind of neighborhood favored by young couples who had some family money to spend. He and Jimena had moved into the penthouse just after they married, five and a half years ago.

			Even now he couldn’t quite believe his life had become this good. Given his level of guilt and anxiety at having to leave her for more than two years, the fact that she’d understood and waited gave him a great deal of confidence for the future. It even added an extra level of relevance to his work, helping Makaio-Faraji keep Gondiar’s human society stable.

			The door unlocked for him, and he went through into the broad open-plan living area. All the windows along the balcony were folded back, making the room seem even larger. Jimena and Aljan were sitting at the balcony table under an arch of yellow flowering vines.

			Aljan saw him and rushed over with the enthusiasm that only three-year-olds can exude. Terence picked him up for a hug, then carried him back out.

			“Have you seen any monkeys up here?” he asked as he settled.

			“No!” Aljan replied. “Are they coming?”

			“I hope not. They’d wreck the place if they got in. I saw some in the trees outside. The little buggers were throwing fruit at the globecab.”

			Jimena shot him a look: language.

			“We’re high up, daddy. What if they fall?”

			“Splat!”

			“Oooh.”

			“They won’t fall,” Jimena said hurriedly. “They are nature’s climbers. And anyway, the block won’t let them come onto a balcony. The building manager discourages them.”

			“What if we had one as a pet?”

			“No,” Terence and Jimena chorused.

			“Sorry, son. They’re not pets.”

			“What about a ’wakened one?”

			“When you’re older we’ll talk about a pet,” Jimena said.

			“I’m four in three months.”

			“We’ll see. But if we do get a pet, it won’t be any kind of monkey. All right?”

			“Sholliea has a dog.”

			“They’re on the ground floor.”

			“But—”

			“Hey, I hurried home so I could put you to bed,” Terence said. “You want to play the storyball with me or not?”

			“Yes!”

			“Okay, go get ready for bed. I’ll be right in. Go!”

			Aljan rushed away.

			“I’ll help you with PJs in a minute,” Jimena called after him. She pulled a strained face as she eased herself out of the chair.

			Terence put his arms around her, one hand resting lightly on her bump. “How’s it going?” he asked tenderly.

			“We can fly across the galaxy, terraform planets, and replace every organ in the human body either with mech or a clone. So why, oh why is there still no cure for morning sickness?”

			He kissed her brow. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

			“Good! It’s all your fault.”

			Terence decided not to make the obvious retort. “I know.”

			“I’ve never envied Imperial Celestials before, but they’re definitely on the right track: make the men carry the pregnancy to term.”

			For a moment Terence was back in the stadium on Wynid watching the massacre of congregants as the crowd howled their delight. “Trust me; it’s not quite the progress you think it is.”

			“Huh.” She settled back down in her chair. “Dad came over to help me with Aljan this afternoon.”

			“How did he do?”

			“He means well. I think we’re going to have to get proper childcare sooner than we were planning on.”

			“I’ll talk to the agency tomorrow.”

			“Thank you.”

			“And take care when you do go outside,” he said earnestly. “Those blackwillow petals are lethal; it’s like the road’s coated in ice. The district council needs a kick up the arse. They should have cleared them away already.”

			“I was talking to Milia, on the third floor; she works for the Renada district. She told me Esxoba, the civic service company, lost their council contract and went bankrupt. Apparently all the Gath they used to employ have left.”

			“Asteria’s arse, that’s not a reason! The Gath don’t physically sweep streets clean. This isn’t Old Earth; we do have civic utility andys.”

			“You need someone to oversee the utility andys,” she pointed out. “And Esxoba’s wages weren’t high enough to attract people—not humans, anyway.”

			“Then they should pay more.”

			“They couldn’t. Their contract was based on wages for a majority Gath workforce. Milia said they’re the third civic service company to go bankrupt in the last eighteen months. Everyone’s saying the municipality tax is going to have to be raised.”

			“Damn. By how much?”

			“Oh, like we have to worry,” she said.

			“Yeah, but not everyone can afford it. I’ve never heard of taxes going up before. We know how much the city has to spend per head to maintain the mandated level of service, so our tax is set accordingly. The council has levied the same rate for centuries. Everything in the Crown Dominion is balanced, which is why nothing changes—and nothing changes because everything is balanced. It’s not ZPZ science.”

			“It won’t be much of an increase. Just enough to pay human wages for all the old Gath jobs, I suppose.”

			“There’s justice in action for you,” he said. “People shouldn’t have ignored the way companies exploited the Gath so badly.”

			“Yeah, well, there’s not many left in Santa Rosa anymore. Over eight thousand of them are living up in the arkship now.”

			“Huh. I don’t know why people are still calling it an arkship; more like a Gath habitat attached to High Rosa. It hasn’t flown anywhere since it docked seven years ago.”

			Jimena shrugged. “That’s what happens when a useless uranic takes over. Finbar Jalgori-Tobu has done nothing with the Diligent.”

			“Typical. Did I tell you I met him once?”

			“Let me think…Oh yes, so many times.”

			“Yeah. Well, he’s everything you expect a uranic to be.”

			“Sure, but the arkship immigrants settling Hafnir have created a whole load of new opportunities. Khair has got the dealership franchise for the Rydemouth village.”

			“What? And who’s Khair?”

			“She’s Hyla’s mother, on the second floor.”

			“Oh, right.” Sometimes Jimena’s network of friends and fellow parents in their block seemed to be more complex than a Grand Family’s relatives. “And Rydemouth?”

			“It’s a district in Hafnir, a new coastal development. They’re growing beachside villas. I lnc-ed to a viewing feed. It’s a nice place. The beaches are fabulous.”

			“You want to move to Hafnir?” he asked in surprise.

			“No, silly; it’d be a second home. We could spend weekends and vacations there. Now that the maglev train is running, it’ll only take a couple of hours. And, Terence, we’d actually own it. Not like this place. That’s something to think about for the future, isn’t it? A good investment for the kids?”

			“Own it?” he asked in puzzlement.

			“Yes. Humans can own property in Hafnir.”

			“The Diligent immigrants can, not us.”

			“No, it’s for anyone now. All you need is a resident’s certificate. They don’t cost much. Otylia Jalgori-Tobu’s office issues them. The only requirement is that you have to live in Hafnir for a minimum forty days a year. We can manage that.”

			“When did this scheme start? I haven’t heard of it.”

			“A few months ago. It’s a brilliant idea. Hafnir council wants to attract more investment, and allowing investors to own their own property is the quickest way to bring in the right sort of people.”

			“I suppose it is.”

			“Honestly, Terence, it’s turning into a money rush. If we’re going to do this, we need to act fast, while we can still afford it. Khair has still got five livestone clumps available on Cove Street, and she’s holding one for me. The clumps are in a line fifty meters back from the sand. It’s so beautiful.”

			“Jimena—” He so desperately didn’t want to argue with her.

			“You can still work the same hours—especially, you know: job two. Our vacations make up twenty-eight of those forty days, and we wouldn’t even have to visit every other weekend.”

			“Right.” He’d never actually discussed what she called “job2” with her, both of them mutually agreeing to a don’t-ask-don’t-tell arrangement. His trip to Wynid, the money, the extra hours, the fast promotions…She accepted that he had to compartmentalize it, and that she was better off not knowing.

			“The immigrants are building themselves a worthwhile community,” she said earnestly. “They’re such hard workers. It’s only been a few years and their farms are already exporting food up to the georing. City merchants are all opening up offices there. So are engineering companies. Then there’s all those third and fourth daughters of Santa Rosa’s Grand Families, the ones who don’t inherit, not to mention the sons. Not all uranics are useless. The ones going to Hafnir want to make something for themselves and their families. They’re setting themselves up as architects. After all, every livestone building needs a sculptor to start it and to guide its growth. Hafnir is a happening society, Terence. We have the chance to get in at the beginning.”

			“Okay.” He smiled, more in defeat than agreement. “I’ll think about it.”

			“Don’t take too long. Khair’s a friend, but she needs to make sales.”

			“I won’t. Actually, I’ve got to go out tonight. And how’s this for coincidence: I’m going to a meeting Josias Aponi is speaking at.”

			“Really?”

			“Don’t get too excited. It’s a financial symposium; he’s one of half a dozen guest speakers.”

			“Why are you going to a financial symposium?”

			“I’m interested in some of the people attending, that’s all. There’s money coming into Gondiar that we’d like to know more about.”

			“Uh-huh. Well, try and get to see Josias. He’s such an inspiration. Maybe you should ask him about buying into Hafnir.”

			“Yeah, maybe I should.”

			

			—

			The sun had dropped below the horizon when Terence’s globecab arrived at the Queen Helena’s Economic Institute in Santa Rosa’s business district. The livestone building consisted of a large central dome, surrounded by a necklace of smaller domes. The trees planted across the plaza outside were pruned into perfect ornamental cones, and the statues devoid of parakeet guano.

			No civic utility service crisis here, he mused as he walked in.

			He used his lnc patch to ask Lućia: “Where are you?” She was one of his recent recruits; a constable at the Mauricio district police station keen for advancement. Also smart enough to understand what being one of his operatives entailed.

			“Just got out at the Jagut skyway station,” she replied. “Be with you in two minutes.”

			“Good. And has she seen you?”

			“No, sir.”

			Terence smiled to himself at the indignation in her voice. Thanks to the resources Makaio-Faraji was making available, his new batch of operatives had enough Celestial technology to mount direct observation on hundreds of targets simultaneously without them being aware. But after that failed night with Dagon and Younes, Terence wanted his recruits to have the basic skills to continue operations if their advanced technology was taken out. Since he’d been back on Gondiar, there’d been no hint of anyone having anything equal to the systems he could deploy.

			“Show me flock seventeen target,” he told the drone manager.

			A composite feed from the insect drones Lućia had covering her assignment slipped into his vision. It wasn’t like the old-style lens; this was some kind of biomech membrane that sat on the retinal cells inside his eyeball.

			The overlay showed him Liliana approaching the Institute plaza. She was wearing a subdued black and claret suit, a few pieces of jewelry, and a white leather shoulder purse—the kind of wardrobe that thousands of workers in the business district wore every day. Certainly she was unremarkable amid the people walking across the plaza.

			Liliana had come to his attention four months ago when she rode the tower down from High Rosa and booked into the Ayre hotel, which was about the most expensive in Santa Rosa. The files he’d inherited from Lenertz Mo and Makaio-Faraji had her listed as a mercenary, possibly from Lidon. She’d been in the Kelowan system for several years, mostly working corporate security contracts on Anoosha. So far she hadn’t been involved in anything illegal in Santa Rosa, but she did keep turning up at parties with Travelers and high-level gang members. He could have written it off as someone having a diverting downtime, spending their cash on a high life, but from another angle she was making contact with a lot of the people he was monitoring.

			Finding out why was all part of the game.

			Lućia handed over control of flock seventeen, and Terence flew half of them on ahead into the Institute. The symposium had taken over the main auditorium in the central dome, and several ancillary function rooms around the edge, where finance firms had their own booths. Most of them were hosting parties, their middle-rank managers providing drinks, canapés, and smooth talk to prospective clients.

			“Run identity scan on everyone in the Institute,” Terence told the flock manager. He stood just inside the main auditorium, which had a horseshoe of tiered seating around a podium stage. The rows were filling up, people hanging on to their drinks as they shuffled along to their seats. Josias Aponi was due on in five minutes.

			Terence sat down in the back row and concentrated on the feed from the flock. The drones were starting to tag attendees. There were some affiliates of Human Liberation present—mainly novice staffers from the finance firms, who were taking advantage of the free drinks. Three red tags: gang accountants. One of them, Jakub LauThree, was Stanvar8’s replacement for poor old Younes. That made sense. For all the anonymity of T-coins, there had to be some point where dark money and legitimacy intersected. A number of Santa Rosa finance companies had people working with the gangs, knowingly or otherwise. There were plenty of Travelers mingling, too. Interestingly, more than half of them were now sitting in the auditorium, waiting for Josias.

			Liliana went into one of the function rooms, picking up a glass of wine before standing inside a presentation projection. Josias Aponi walked onstage to enthusiastic applause. The drone flock showed Otylia standing backstage, a proud, approving smile on her face. Terence remembered the glut of commentariat feeds that had greeted him when he returned from Wynid. Jimena had accessed nothing else for a month. A Jalgori-Tobu heiress marrying the ex-owner of the Diligent, the man who’s walked on Old Earth. Santa Rosa had gossiped about it for an age, with the added spice that the marchioness was said to thoroughly disapprove of the union. The older members of Santa Rosa society thought it scandalous, made worse by the fact Josias wasn’t uranic, thereby diluting the precious bloodline, while the city’s younger residents were quite vocal supporting the romance of a true love match.

			It had been a ridiculous coda to the Diligent’s arrival. Terence had done his best to ignore it as he established his new intelligence-gathering operation. Now, looking at Otylia and seeing how genuinely happy she was, he could only conclude the whole marriage drama was Santa Rosa suffering from an episode of mass hysteria. Maybe his job meant he accessed too much Human Liberation and Q-I-X propaganda, looking down into the dark void, but he felt the marchioness had not responded well. So how far did her bad judgment extend from family to government?

			Down on the stage, Victoria Wou, the Santa Rosa Treasury vice president, was introducing Josias—and yes, she used that phrase: the man who has walked on Old Earth. Terence couldn’t help shaking his head in dismay. It was crazy what people placed value on these days.

			Maybe we do need to change? Back to how things were?

			He finally realized just how intent Makaio-Faraji had been when he was talking about First Trial, and how the Now and Forever Queen provided stability for all her billions of subjects. Helena and the other Crown Dominion queens were dedicated to stability in a way he could never fully appreciate.

			She’s been doing that with her own spawn, her daughters, for thousands of years. Just to make sure they’re good enough to carry her time-locked culture forward, because that’s what holds this whole society together.

			It wasn’t just an inhuman mind that could pursue that single ideal for eons, but one that was totally alien.

			I’ve anthropomorphized them, he acknowledged, all because they have humanoid bodies. Makaio-Faraji was right; we are utterly different.

			Liliana finished watching the presentation. She went between booths, talking politely to various company reps for a few minutes before moving on. The drone images produced identities of those she chatted to, but none of them had been tagged before.

			On the stage Josias was talking with an easy confidence about growth projections and fiscal policy implementation, how an expanding economy would benefit all sections of society and the monetary instruments necessary to help.

			Liliana went into the next function room. Terence was hard pressed to see any difference between the firms in this one and the last. They were all old established enterprises, family partnerships going back centuries. The drones in the room produced a red flag. Terence sat up in surprise. Gyvoy Enfoe was at one of the booths. “Go in close,” he told the drone manager. “And scan for lnc-to-lnc dataflows.”

			Liliana continued her unhurried progress around the room, pausing at some booths. Eventually she and Gyvoy caught sight of each other. Terence was intrigued as they both smiled, then embraced.

			The drones sensed nothing, no data was exchanged, and Terence was pretty sure nothing physical was passed between them. The exchange was perhaps a little too lingering, with Gyvoy holding her hand tighter than strictly polite. Past lovers?

			“Acquire audio,” Terence ordered the drones manager.

			Gyvoy: “You look amazing.”

			Liliana: “Not so bad yourself. Asteria, you look younger than me now.”

			Gyvoy: “That’s relativistic travel for you. Don’t bother fighting your enemies, just take a star flight and outlive them.”

			Liliana: “Good plan.”

			Gyvoy: “I had no idea you’d be here. Actually, why are you here?”

			Liliana: “Last-minute impulse. Corporate types always need a little exobusiness help, and I can provide that.”

			Gyvoy: “Sure, on Anoosha or Lidon. But here? You fished any yet?”

			Liliana: (laughing) “No.”

			“Gyvoy: “I love an I-told-you-so.”

			Liliana: “I’m putting my name out there. It’s a long-term strategy.”

			Gyvoy: “Come on, you need someone a lot more senior for your specialty, not these junior parasites.”

			Liliana: “Yeah.”

			Gyvoy: “So have you got anything planned for later?”

			Josias began to set out the case for a policy position pivot by easing investment debt volatility in bonds, which could future-optimize if they utilized complex derivative funds. His audience responded with blank faces. Nobody wanted to admit they didn’t quite follow what he was saying. At that point Terence realized he was the most honest person in the auditorium, because he really hadn’t a clue what the man who’d walked on Old Earth was talking about and allowed his face to reflect that.

			Gyvoy and Liliana had moved into a projection, the pale hologram’s colors washing over them. He was whispering in Liliana’s ear. It looked like a proposition to Terence; Gyvoy’s whole body language was lustful, while Liliana was playing the part of coquettish tease. Whatever was said, it didn’t come to anything. They parted, leaving the projection, both with the content smile of someone who’d gained the upper hand.

			Terence had no idea if their meeting was accidental, a genuine old-friends encounter. Something about it didn’t play right, but he had no idea what. Instinct. Could she be an offworld courier? An archon’s operative? He decided to increase the surveillance detail on Liliana and run deep analysis on everyone she’d made contact with since she arrived. And Gyvoy also needed an intense review by the CI analytics.

			The auditorium started to applaud Josias with all the enthusiasm of people determined to prove they identified with and approved of everything he’d said. Terence added his own modest applause. It didn’t come easily; he couldn’t shake the feeling that this evening had been a failure on a scale matching his attempted observation of Dagon—whoever that was.

			

			—

			There was the Royal Bedchamber, then there was the Royal Bedchamber’s Bedchamber. The first was where Helena-Chione actually slept by herself on a bed with an incredibly comfy airsponge mattress when she genuinely needed a rest—usually for the five days before each spawning, and sometimes when her host body was getting older. The second one also had a big bed, complemented with plenty of soft furniture shaped to support an Imperial Celestial body in some extremely amatory positions.

			Helena-Chione sprawled on a chaise lounge in the dressing room of the second one, waiting for Lady Teehong-Saz, the Mistress of the Royal Bedchamber, to deliver the elegant gossamer silk negligee they’d selected earlier. On the ceiling above her, the figures incorporated in its erotic art mural moved with sinuous dexterity. Two maids were weaving her hair into tresses that were artistically bound to some of her bloodstone spurs so they wouldn’t get in the way during the more energetic moments she was anticipating. And it was a delicious anticipation. Her two newest young consorts, the Lords Fenbulu and Vavik, were very young indeed—brothers from the same spawning, neither of whom had been selected by their father for hosting. There was something quite delectable about such mangenues, especially their genuinely fresh excitement. Lady Teehong-Saz had gifted them some explicit erogenous massage techniques that they applied with such enthusiasm.

			For some reason Helena-Chione had recently eschewed the usual stalwarts of established Grand Family Lords for her consorts, instead choosing fresh young men who were newly independent personalities. Court gossip, received through the ever-reliable Lady Bekworl-Lydie, was all aflutter about this latest penchant—which, people remarked, had begun not long after Lord Bekket’s tenure.

			A soft chime sounded, and the door of the dressing room opened. Lady Teehong-Saz came in and bowed.

			Helena-Chione frowned at the ordinary robe she carried; it was not the explicit garment she was expecting. “What?”

			“Sorry, ma’am, but they need you, apparently.”

			Helena-Chione sighed. “When don’t they?”

			The maids backed away, and Lady Teehong-Saz folded the robe around Helena as she stood up.

			“How official is this?” Helena-Chione asked.

			“Oh, about level three, I’d say,” Lady Teehong-Saz replied blithely. “Indignation and badly bruised egos await your arbitration.”

			“I see. And that grin on your face?”

			“Thyra.”

			“I thought she was at Second Trial.”

			“The congregants have just come down the tower. The four remaining ones.”

			“Ah. Very well, inform Lord Valdir-Mímir I will deal with this in the Kotain Room.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Helena had a shower to wash away the sweet oils that had been applied to her skin and took her time letting her wardrobe maids dress her. Formal robes, but not fully regal. After all, this wasn’t a concern of state. Family, she thought in irritation, always family problems these days.

			Lord Valdir-Mímir was waiting for her outside the Kotain Room. Helena-Chione smiled wearily at him. “Daddy, what’s she done now?”

			“There has been an allegation of impropriety during Second Trial. Two congregants did not reach the beacon tower. Sensor flocks subsequently located their remains.”

			“Right.” She glanced at Major Siskala-Ingrid, who stood beside her father. “There will be an example made here. I’ll thank you to use Cbola. Hotheaded allegations have no place in my court, nor does impropriety during a trial. Whichever outcome, we need to remind the court of that.”

			“As you wish, ma’am,” Major Siskala-Ingrid said impassively.

			Helena-Chione entered the Kotain Room, a semicircular chamber cantilevered out of the West wing’s steeple. A layer of polished golden oak covered every surface, a wooden equivalent of livestone, creating an arboreal cavern that looked out over the capital. Beyond the room, dusk was approaching, and the capital city lights were waking in response, a billion twinkling stars as if an entire galaxy had settled upon the land.

			The four surviving congregants of the Second Trial were waiting for her. Clavissa, Noasla, and Salfina stood in a line with their fathers, while a petulant-looking Thyra stood in front of a Royal Tiger Guard, who wasn’t actually holding her. Nobody ever would make physical contact with the girl. She was a congregant, after all, an aspect of the queen.

			“So what do we have here?” Helena-Chione asked, making no effort to hide her annoyance at being called away from her evening of sensual indulgence.

			Ten more members of the Royal Tiger Guard were also present. Two of them held Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont; another pair had Lord Bekket.

			Helena was mildly surprised to see Clavissa was one of the survivors. If Thyra was going to kill anybody…The girl was wearing a dark green one-piece medical support suit. Judging from the way she was swaying about, the suit’s slim exomuscle bands were the only thing holding her up. Her pale face was beaded with sweat as the suit fought infection.

			“Are you all right?” Helena-Chione asked.

			Clavissa gave a small nod. “Yes, Mother Queen, thank you.”

			Helena-Chione glanced at Lord Jolav-Dabny, Clavissa’s father. “Is she all right?”

			“She will do her duty, ma’am.”

			“Not what I asked, but very well.” Her finger flicked between Clavissa and Thyra. “Did you two fight again?”

			“No,” Thyra said indignantly. She glowered at Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont. “I have been wrongfully accused.”

			“Indeed? Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont?”

			“Our daughter, Congregant Valeri, is dead.”

			Helena-Chione steeled herself. “That is regrettable, but this is why we have the three Royal Trials, so that weakness is weeded out before it can bleed into either my mindline or bloodline. She is not the first, nor will she be the last. I accept this as part of the burden I carry as your queen.”

			“And we are grateful for your continual sacrifice,” Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont said. “But Delfina is also dead.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.” She gave Lord Ualana-Lyon a sympathetic look.

			“Majesty,” he replied sadly.

			“Second Trial is supposed to be arduous and dangerous,” Helena replied. “How else can congregants prove themselves at the extreme? Fatalities happen in such circumstances.”

			“Rarely,” Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont barked. “This trial saw two, and she was there. They were not accidents nor bad luck, and the congregants were not weak. She is responsible.”

			“That, my lord, is an extremely serious allegation.”

			“I stand by it. This is not coincidence. Congregant Thyra is a sociopath; we all know that well enough. That is not a strength for your host body to own. That is Lord Bekket’s low family heritage infecting your neural gifts. This is the reason we have the trials, so all weaknesses are exposed.”

			“Do not repeat my words back to me, Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont,” she said in quiet warning. “Thyra, my dear daughter, did you kill Valeri and Delfina? Think carefully before you answer. There is no crime greater than lying to me.”

			“No, Mother Queen, I did not. I have no reason to. This was Second Trial, not First.”

			Helena-Chione pursed her lips. “True. But a smaller pool of congregants after the trials are over means those remaining have a higher chance of being selected as a princess. And this wouldn’t be the first time a spawn daughter has struck at a sister during Second Trial. You are all my aspects, and I know exactly what I am.”

			“That’s right,” Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont exclaimed. “That’s why she did it. Two sisters less!”

			Helena-Chione silenced him with a single glance.

			“I did not kill them,” Thyra said forcefully.

			“Very well. We will settle this now. Thyra, my dearest, I require your memories.”

			Thyra quailed. Not everyone would see it, for the girl recovered fast, but Helena knew. Even so, she was impressed by how quickly Thyra controlled herself, how defiant she was, holding herself rigid, refusing to even glance in Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont’s direction. Helena knew what she’d be thinking: acknowledging him is beneath me.

			With a serene smile that gave nothing away, the queen held her hand out to her congregant daughter, palm up.

			Without hesitation, Thyra put her own hand on top, allowing the neural pads to touch. They connected, and Helena summoned the memories of Second Trial from Thyra’s mind with associative recall impulses.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Biniji was a fairly typical Eden moon, a terraformed world orbiting Golwaki, a super-Jovian gas giant in the Wynid system. Where the world differed slightly from the norm was being tide-locked to Golwaki; such a lack of rotation reduced the amount of sunlight that fell on the hemisphere facing the gas giant.

			Looking through the tiny port set in her drop capsule’s hatch, Thyra couldn’t really tell. The land below her seemed to have a light pink shading, as if it was overcome by twilight. That particular shading made its green forests look darker than terrestrial standard, but that was about it.

			The view vanished behind a bright glow given off by the heat shield as her capsule plummeted down through the mesosphere and the G-force started to build. She made sure her neck was straight and properly supported by the acceleration couch’s shaped cushioning. Now she could only look directly up, at the elementary instrument panel. A single small screen showed her basic data on the capsule environment. There was no neural interface bulb, which she found unnerving. No control.

			Somewhere not far away, another five identical capsules were aerobraking through the atmosphere, delivering their congregants for Second Trial. This one was focused on endurance and self-reliance, along with basic survival skills. Thyra comforted herself that the others were undoubtedly more nervous. Since First Trial, she’d been treated with extreme caution by her sister congregants.

			The capsule juddered about as it slowed to subsonic velocity. An altitude readout on the screen told her she was three kilometers high and falling fast. She gritted her teeth, preventing an angry growl from escaping. I am not that weak. But being dependent on the capsule’s systems was affecting her more than she’d expected. To have no say was to take away her reason for existence.

			Five hundred meters. Thyra had no idea where she was going to land: mountain, forest, water, desert…She was pretty sure the capsule was targeted at a specific zone; it wouldn’t be random. The trial marshals could have just flown the congregants out here on a plane and dropped them off, but no, a remote capsule landing helped amplify the sense of isolation, driving it home how much they were on their own. There could be no risk of a crash; the congregants were Helena-Chione’s spawn, after all. Second Trial only began after the capsule was down. That was tradition, and tradition was sacred in the Crown Dominion.

			One hundred meters. She heard the thrusters deploy out of their recesses with a series of soft clicks. Then they fired—a high-pitched whistling that made her grimace.

			Altitude hit zero, and she braced, but there was nothing more than a light bump. The screen died, along with every capsule system including the lights, leaving her with the meager illumination coming from the hatch window. She could hear creaking sounds from the frame as it shed the heat of aerobraking.

			Thyra’s pack was stowed under the couch. She pulled it out and found the knife. They weren’t allowed any powered items or weapons for the task, so she’d brought a plain metal blade fifteen centimeters long with a serrated edge. Holding it ready, she tugged the hatch’s manual release lever. It swung open—

			Nothing charged in, so she carefully scanned around from her limited viewpoint. The capsule had landed in a narrow, rugged gully, which was mainly rock outcrops and bare, yellowish earth. There was hardly any vegetation on the slopes.

			She hurried out of the capsule and checked that nothing was lurking behind it. Clear. The air was cool and dry.

			High altitude, she decided. Another, longer appraisal of the area convinced her there was nothing here to help or hinder her. Above her, Golwaki covered the entire sky, a bright salmon-colored cloudscape with a slim crescent of darkness along one edge. That would shrink over the next twenty hours as Biniji’s orbit brought it around to full conjunction.

			It was hard to focus on such enormity; a primitive human-residual part of her brain was telling her she could just reach up and touch it.

			Focus, she told herself crossly. That powerful determination was a direct neural gift from Queen Helena-Chione, which was about the only useful thing the ancient queen had ever done for her.

			

			—

			“Dear me,” Helena asked across the neural connection. “Is that how you see me? An old relic?”

			“No, Mother Queen, of course not. You have so much knowledge I hunger for it. That is what I felt.”

			“Good answer. Complete bullshit, but good.”

			

			—

			As Thyra studied the bleak landscape, she saw several possible routes up out of the little gully. The steep walls were about twenty meters high. Two of the routes running up them were obviously animal trails. Natural and gifted instinct traits made her avoid them.

			Thyra put on her knee-length coat, but didn’t button it up; the air wasn’t that cold yet. It was ordinary brown leather, with no armor fabric lining to protect her from knives or teeth or arrows or whatever the hell lurked out there, but it was warm, and back at the palace she’d waxed the leather to ensure it remained waterproof. Trousers were a thick dark gray denim; her backpack had several thin tops and leggings so she could layer up if she’d found herself dumped in a polar location—though she now suspected she’d be needing them at night anyway. Other than that, she had a pair of one-liter water bottles, each equipped with a filter for when she filled them—assuming she could find water. Enough dry food bars to last five days, and a medikit. The marshals had allowed her a spool of fishing line, and a meter-long wire for trapping small animals.

			She knew some of her congregant sisters had brought a lot more survival gear, but she’d decided against it; the weight would slow her down.

			The route she chose up out of the gully took her past the only visible tree. It was a pitiful specimen, barely twice her height, and long dead. Weather had stripped its twigs and bark away, leaving a few naked branches bifurcating up from the trunk like bony fingers reaching for the sky in a death throe convulsion. She spent twenty minutes using her knife to saw off the straightest, then cut off the top of a smaller branch where it forked.

			

			—

			“Why bother with that top part of the branch?” Queen Helena mused. “I don’t see how it can be useful.”

			Thyra’s mind flared with guilt and insolence.

			“Well, let’s find out,” Helena-Chione said.

			

			—

			As Thyra walked the rest of the way to the top of the gully, she quickly whittled down the tip of the long branch until she had a sharp point. It wasn’t a spear she could throw, but it would certainly enable her to stab any creature charging at her. And there would be predatory wildlife; the marshals had been very clear about that.

			She scrambled up the last couple of meters and gazed around. The gully was on a rolling plateau that must have been twenty kilometers across. The ground was all the same: bare sandy earth scattered with boulders and spiky outcrops. It was surrounded by mountains whose kilometers-high slopes rose to intimidating rocky pinnacles permanently wrapped in snow. Thick clouds meandered along the valleys between them, hovering just below the tree lines on each slope.

			“Great Asteria,” Thyra muttered. She turned a complete circle, and there it was: an eight-kilometer-high tower rising out from the summit of the shortest mountain. A bright white light shone at its apex.

			“It will be alight for the whole task,” the chief marshal had told the six congregant sisters during their last briefing. “That is your finish point.”

			Thyra estimated it to be at least forty kilometers away, and that was in a straight line. It was going to take days. And everyone knew the last congregant to arrive was automatically disqualified from consideration as a princess.

			She set off in the direction of the lowest valley that wound its way toward the base of the tower mountain. As she went, she pulled the belt off her coat and split it open with her knife. It was elasticated, which the marshals hadn’t queried, let alone vetoed. After an hour walking, she stopped and took the knife to the smaller forked branch, trimming it down. Once it was reduced, she cut the elastic strips into shorter lengths and tied them to the desiccated wood. It wasn’t the best slingshot in the Centauri Cluster, but she presumed it was the only one on the plateau right now. She picked up some small stones and carried on walking, shooting at targets as she went. Another half hour saw her proficient with the makeshift weapon—enough to give her some confidence she could bring down a small animal.

			

			—

			Helena chuckled. “Oh, that’s clever.”

			“I broke no rule,” Thyra said stubbornly. “The marshals reviewed everything I brought with me, including my clothes.”

			“They certainly did. I like the way you’ve kept within the limitations set within the trial, yet outsmarted them at the same time. That improvisational thinking is highly beneficial. So we’ll just keep that little secret to ourselves.”

			“Yes, Mother Queen, thank you.”

			

			—

			The edge of the plateau was a steep slope. Wind blew Thyra’s hair about as she stood on the verge and searched for a route down. The trees began about a kilometer below her, and the clouds were building in the saddle between her and the closest mountain.

			She started down, conscious of the small rocks she dislodged. A wrong step here would be disastrous. When she was a hundred meters from the straggly pine trees, she heard the yowl of an animal somewhere below. Thyra wasn’t sure what predator it was, but the sound was good news. It would live off its prey, which would be smaller animals. Given the terrain, she suspected she’d find something like marmots amid the trees.

			It took her five hours to reach the bottom of the forest. The pine trees were close-packed, and the undergrowth surprisingly dense, making progress slow. Halfway down she came across a stream and started walking beside it. It was too difficult to stay close in plenty of places—where the cleft it had worn was deep, or stones on the bank slippery with moss and algae. But as a direct route it was the best she had. Without climbing up a tree, she couldn’t see where the tower was anymore, nor the valley she thought led to it.

			The ground at the bottom of the slope was rugged and littered with boulders. Tall grass and reeds provided obstacles as tough as the trees. But at least she could now see the way to the valley that hopefully led to the tower mountain. The beacon light was a dismal glimmer in the clouds.

			Another hour and the stream trickled into a small lake. Until now she’d been tramping along, heedless of the racket she was making—presumably the reason the only animal life she’d seen was the occasional bird wheeling away overhead. For all she was pleased with the slingshot, she knew she’d never be able to hit one.

			Now, though, she clambered up onto a boulder at the side of the lake and settled down, waiting patiently. Nightfall, such as it was, wouldn’t come for another seventy-eight hours, when the moon’s orbit swung it around into Golwaki’s umbra. She was confident she could reach the base of the tower by then. A ten-year-old Imperial Celestial could last that long without sleep, but she would have to be careful. That much energy expenditure had to be budgeted properly, and rest periods would be essential. She was sure someone like Valeri would just plow on regardless; it was the girl’s nature to be utterly direct. And the one thing she did share with her sisters was that to arrive last wasn’t an option.

			Something moved in the grass, a rustling that approached the waterline in increments. Thyra remained completely still. The marmot—if that’s what it was—edged out of the grass, its nose twitching as it studied the water. The thing was the size of a rabbit. Thyra waited until it had scampered past the boulder and reached the waterline, then brought the slingshot around in a smooth arc and let the stone loose. It hit the creature on the top of its back, knocking it into the water. As it rushed out, her second stone caught it straight on the head, stunning it. She leaped down and stamped hard, hearing its skull crack.

			It was the first of several small mammals she managed to kill on her trek. More got away than she ever hit, but there were enough to sustain her. She settled into a routine: walk for four hours, then take a break. After two walks, she would eat something. Preferably one of the maybe-marmots, which she skinned and cooked over a small fire. That way, she’d be able to save the food bars until she started up the tower mountain. The brief interludes she could see it when the valley clouds parted, there were few forests on its slopes, and plenty of naked rock to traverse.

			After every three walking shifts, she made herself take a proper rest. The marshal’s warning of predators and the occasional cries she heard convinced her to clamber up a tree and nestle in the crook of a high branch. Every time she did it, she brought forth the alertness gift from Mother Helena: the animal sense that rose like a guardian rider, remaining active and vigilant for approaching danger while the rest of her thoughts dozed.

			

			—

			“Not a livestone refuge?” Helena asked with interest as the first memory of climbing a tree gave her the rough feel of bark under her hands, legs straining for a hold on the trunk as she hauled herself up.

			“They reduce options,” Thyra said. “I’d have to shrink the entrance after going in to prevent anything from following me. And opening it up to get out again would be a nightmare; a predator would have the advantage when I emerged. If it’s a wolf pack, I’d be overwhelmed. But up a tree I can use the stabbing stick if anything climbs after me. If I had to kill them one by one, then that’s what I’d do.”

			“I wasn’t criticizing. Both methods have their advantages. There is no right answer.”

			

			—

			Thyra’s trudge through the valley and its forests took an age. She began to worry about taking the rests she’d originally considered essential, anxious her sisters would gain ground on her—or, worse, overtake her. Fifty hours in, she had to swim across a river. It wasn’t wide, but the combined weight of her clothes and pack were too heavy to carry in one go. She had to make two trips to get everything to the other side. Several times while she was in the water she caught sight of a big cat skulking about in the grass. It resembled a cougar, but with a face that was scaly rather than furry, and its tail was like a black whip.

			Thyra dressed hurriedly, shivering vigorously as she watched the far bank keenly. The creature didn’t come down to the water. When she resumed her trek, she kept an eye out for a better length of wood to use as a stabbing stick. The big cat, whatever it was, looked disturbingly powerful.

			

			—

			“It’s a devolved bloodlien,” Helena said in sad recollection. “They were Awakened catamounts we designed for hunting about eight thousand years ago. It turned out something in their deep neurology couldn’t be corrected by our geneticists, and they didn’t make good pack animals despite receiving firm instruction via neural interface.”

			“They’re Awakened?”

			“That one doesn’t appear to be. I expect it is a poor bitzer, whose ancestors bred with local cougars.”

			“What were you hunting that needed those to hound them?”

			“Titan kodiaks. They’re practically extinct on Biniji now. Their size means they need a lot of food, so they quickly denude their local environment; then they didn’t have the energy stamina to migrate to fresh pastures. The phrase ‘balance of nature’ has so many applications.”

			

			—

			Thyra arrived at the lower slopes of the tower mountain seventy-two hours after landing. Biniji’s orbit meant Golwaki was now a half-crescent covering the sky above. Even that nighttime portion of the gas giant wasn’t completely dark. Massive electrical storms flowered amid the moon-sized cloud bands, leaving immense rivers of auroral fluorescence shimmering in their wake.

			Despite excellent boots, Thyra’s feet were sore and blistered. Her trousers were torn in several places, revealing scratched and grazed skin; bruises from various falls throbbed on her hips and knees. The skin on her hands and face was one aggravated itch from innumerable mosquito bites.

			The forest ahead of her stretched up the slope for a couple of kilometers. Its trees were nearly all pine, although they were so close-packed they seemed stunted from the poor soil. Not much light reached the ground underneath, leaving it forebodingly dark. And despite keeping watch, Thyra hadn’t seen any other congregants.

			She stood fifty meters from the start of the trees, staring wearily at them. Fungal bloom parasites afflicted most of the trunks. Above the forest, the grasslands extended for a few hundred meters before giving way to bare rock. From where she was, there wasn’t any sign of a path to the top.

			There was a stream trickling out of the forest, so Thyra filled her water bottles and drank over a liter, then filled them again. Then she ate the remaining cooked meat, forcing the bitter-tasting pap down her throat.

			One last look at the imposing rock slope above, then she checked her new, sturdy stabbing stick, sharpening the point again. “Let’s go,” she told herself.

			Hours later she reached the top of the tree line. The forest had proved every bit as tough as she expected, leaving her tired and covered in unpleasant dust-like spores that were making her cough. The stabbing stick had been used mainly to swipe through tenacious ivy strands that blocked her path. While she’d been struggling up, dark clouds had come in to obscure the top of the mountain.

			Visible or not, she set off up the slope.

			

			—

			“No rest stop, then?” Helena commented.

			“I took rests during the trek so that I could tackle this in one go. To lack the energy and falter now would be dumb beyond belief. Any congregant doing that would deserve to lose.”

			

			—

			As she walked, Thyra chewed the first of her food bars. There wasn’t any part of her body that didn’t ache now. Scrappy grassland gave way to stony soil that glistened with moisture.

			An hour later she was walking over naked rock, hunting for any sign of an animal track. She did see droppings, but they were all random. There were tiny runnels of water trickling down the slope, which she could step over easily. They made a disproportionate amount of noise in the still, misty air. The clouds above thinned out, increasing visibility. It was a miserable illusion. However high she climbed, whatever ridge she bridged, there was always more pitiless slope unveiled beyond it.

			Rather than conjuring up dejection, she let it fuel anger. It allowed her to force one foot in front of the other for hour after hour. The droppings were coming closer and closer together, and finally she found herself on a path made by some inexplicable fold in the rock. It angled up in what she imagined was a slow spiral around the mountain.

			She walked like an automaton, her mind blank, analyzing the ground at some remote mental level to see where she should place each foot. Over two-thirds of her food bars were gone now, the rills had dried up, and there was only half a liter of water left. By her estimate, she still had another four hours to go until she reached the summit, and the slope was getting progressively steeper, requiring yet more effort from her shattered body. Somewhere not far ahead a significant stream of water was falling a long way to spatter on rock. A good sign; she could drink properly again. Golwaki’s sunside was now a small crescent caging one side of the sky. The reduced light was deepening the shadows. One part of her wanted to speed up so she didn’t spend so long in the treacherous gloaming, another wanted to be more careful. To slip and fall now would be the end of her existence.

			Then she heard it rising easily above the noise of the waterfall: a piercing scream up ahead. Its counterpoint was a predator’s low growl.

			Thyra started running. Her backpack was jettisoned in a smooth movement. Fatigue was banished by the burst of adrenaline, powering her on. She rounded an outcrop of rock.

			The tenuous path she’d been following ran straight through the waterfall. Twenty meters ahead of Thyra, Clavissa was almost under the spray, frantically swinging a rock in manic defense. A bloodlien, much larger than the one by the river, swatted her with its front paw. Her body went limp as it twirled through the air to slam against a boulder.

			Thyra charged, holding the stabbing stick ahead of her, its blunt end pressing against her side. In her mind there was one image: the unicorn’s head lowering as it charged, the horn lining up on Razara. The bloodlien lifted its head quickly, exposing the side of its neck where scales blended into fur. Thyra kept running, her overtaxed leg muscles straining at their limit.

			The muddy tip of the stabbing stick punctured the bloodlien’s neck. Resistance from the animal’s muscle and gristle almost stopped Thyra dead in her tracks, and the blunt end of the stick punched her ribs with terrible force. A violent pain pulse was muted by the limiters incorporated within every Imperial Celestial’s nervous system, though there was a simultaneous, sickening crack of breaking ribs. But residual momentum kept the stabbing stick sliding forward, penetrating deeper and deeper into the predator’s neck. Thyra’s legs never stopped pushing.

			The bloodlien opened its mouth to roar, but no sound came out, only a wretched gurgling as blood filled its airway. A convulsion rippled down its whole body to send it juddering back into the waterfall. The impact of the falling stream pushed it off the rock to tumble down the slope, where it was lost almost immediately from sight.

			A stunned Thyra lay where she’d fallen, fighting for breath, mouth opening and closing like a fish drowning in air. She concentrated hard, banishing the pain to a dull throbbing down her side.

			“Clavissa?”

			Her sister congregant didn’t move. Thyra limped over to her. The girl was still breathing. Long lacerations from the bloodlien’s claws were bleeding profusely across her torso. Thyra found her sister’s medikit and took out the spray of quickskin with the highest clotting factor. It foamed over the wounds, sealing them up to form a slick membrane crust.

			Clavissa moaned as her eyes fluttered.

			Thyra cradled her head. “Discard the pain,” she said firmly. “Come on, you can do it. Concentrate.”

			Clavissa’s whimpers slowly faded. Thyra filled their water bottles from the waterfall and made her drink.

			“All of it,” she said. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. This’ll help.”

			After the water, Thyra gave her a couple of food bars to eat. Clavissa had none left. Eventually, she got to her feet. Thyra put her sister’s arm around her shoulders and took as much weight as she could.

			It took them another six hours, with many recovery stops, to make the base of the tower. Noasla and Salfina were already there. Valeri and Delfina never arrived. After another day, the marshals sent out drone swarms, which found their bodies.

			

			—

			Helena-Chione let go of Thyra’s hand. Her daughter stared right at her. “I spoke the truth, Mother Queen. I would never dishonor you by doing otherwise.”

			“Indeed.” Helena-Chione surprised herself by leaning forward and kissing the girl on her brow. “Your behavior during Second Trial was exemplary, as was your bravery. Well done.”

			“Majesty,” Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont began. “I was hasty. I apologize unreservedly to Congregant Thyra.”

			“Yes, you were hasty,” Helena-Chione said. “A behavioral pattern akin to some emotionally overwrought human is a failure which could never be allowed to contribute to my host bloodline. I conclude it is for the best Congregant Valeri did not survive Second Test.”

			Major Siskala slapped the applicator onto the back of Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont’s neck between curving rills of his bloodstone. He yelped in shock, then panic glazed his eyes. “No! Majesty, no, I am loyal.”

			“Rationality, my dear Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont, is the key to the order exemplified by the Crown Dominion. However, the reward of living in that order comes with a price.”

			Any answer Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont had was lost in his terrified, agonized scream as the Cbola nanomech spreading through his bloodstream started to digest his dermal cells, transforming them into a sepia-colored fungus that quickly expanded outward, leaking pustulant fluid from fast-shifting surface fissures. His robes ballooned up then began to rip, allowing the tumorous growths to expand further as the Cbola traveled deeper into his body.

			After a while his cries diminished and cut off. Everyone in the Kotain Room watched as the ruined body continued to distend until the last scrap of Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont’s original flesh and bloodstone had been transmuted. Under their queen’s gaze not one of them spoke, nor did they show any sign of distress or disapproval.

			“Dearest daughters,” Helena-Chione said when the ghastly execution was over. “Congratulations to the four of you for a successful Second Trial. I look forward to seeing what you can accomplish for me during the Third Trial.”

			

			—

			Clavissa’s four spawn brothers had welcomed her back joyfully to their palace apartment, alternating between teasing and concern as she climbed painfully into bed. That was when Lord Jolav-Dabny shooed them out of the room so she could finally rest.

			“Thank you, daddy,” she told him in a relieved voice, and closed her eyes. The support suit intervened and infused sedatives into her bloodstream, sending her directly to sleep. It was a fitful sleep; she moaned and shuddered as unwelcome dreams accosted her. He touched his palm to the suit’s connection bulb and reviewed the diagnostic. There were several types of infection contaminating her blood, which the suit’s hemo filters and pharma feeds were dealing with. He would have preferred them to be faster, but there was only so much even Celestial medical technology could achieve. The long strips of skin scarf that sealed her wounds had almost completed knitting the regenerated dermal cells together. There would be no scars.

			Maybe there should be, he thought. We lose too much to time’s mists in a life that lasts for so many millennia.

			He went out into the apartment’s living area.

			“How is she?” Lord Ualana-Lyon asked.

			“She will recover. Physically. I would have preferred her to receive proper medical attention quicker. The marshals waited for a long time before confirming the other congregants were dead. It allowed the infections to take hold.”

			“She is alive, and for that I am glad for you.”

			“I’m sorry. Delfina was a splendid daughter.”

			“Right now, having to think of our daughters as mere aspects of our beloved queen is…hard.”

			“You miss her?”

			“Of course I fucking do. Asteria did not take away our souls when she birthed us. My daughter is dead. The drones didn’t find much of her. The animal that attacked her—” His face contorted in pain.

			“Come,” Lord Jolav-Dabny said, uneasy at how his friend was reacting to the loss. “Sit with me. Grieve openly as is proper.” He led the way over to a long couch. The two of them sat next to each other. An android brought them large snifters of three-hundred-year-old Hoeon brandy.

			Lord Ualana-Lyon took his, then gripped Jolav-Dabny’s hand. The traditional self-perceptual greeting was a courtesy only; Ualana-Lyon’s thoughts were dark with a level of bitterness and anger that his body never betrayed.

			“I understand,” Jolav-Dabny said across the connection. The congregant apartments in the Fellsian wing of the palace would never be placed under observation. But what one congregant father voiced, others would probably think. The likes of Gahiji-Calder and Siskala-Ingrid might be tempted to ignore standard protocol if they suspected any hint of someone disagreeing with the queen. And no matter how hard he tried, Jolav-Dabny couldn’t forget the execution by Cbola they’d just witnessed.

			“Save your piousness,” Ualana-Lyon replied. “I lost Liata in that atrocity of First Trial, now Delfina has been taken from me. Two daughters of my royal spawn, sacrificed to advance that hell-begat girl toward Queenhost. I thank Asteria the rest of that spawn are sons.”

			“I understand how you feel. I nearly lost Clavissa, but please, Ualana-Lyon, be careful what you say out loud. Gossip in this palace can be lethal.”

			“But don’t you see? If she does become the Queenhost, there is no telling the damage she will inflict on our dominion.”

			“I think you forget Thyra is but an aspect of our queen. Do you not recall what just happened to Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont? That was not Thyra’s doing. And Helena-Chione approved her actions in First Trial. It is Her responses we witness in Thyra. I concede they are amplified beyond the normal for a congregant, but strength is what Helena values above all. I have no doubt Thyra will become a princess after Third Trial. After that, our fate is in Asteria’s hands, may she bless us all.”

			“I do not forget,” Ualana-Lyon said. “My Grand Family is among the founders of Wynid, after we flew here out of the darkness. I have lived within my hosts for over nine thousand years, and there is no position in Wynid’s Royal Court I have not held. I have seen tens of thousands of congregants that Helena has spawned, and since the Accord, seventeen of them have been my daughters. In all that time there has never been one like this Thyra, and She is so blinded by admiration for what She considers Her own strengths, She does not see what the rest of us do. This fakir girl is wrong.”

			“Ualana-Lyon, this is the pain of bereavement speaking—”

			“No. This all began with that miserable Oneshot worming his way to consort.”

			“Stop this. You veer dangerously close to treason!”

			“I do not fear Bekket. He is the root of this. What do any of us know about him? I had never heard of his estate before he caught Helena’s eye.”

			“That’s because nobody ever goes to Uixic. It’s a shithole, practically a Remnant world, yet he clawed his way out. An invitation to Carolien’s coronation no less. To rise out of there, in this blessed age where nothing changes, that is strength indeed. The strength that now flows in Thyra’s blood.”

			“A spawn consisting of just a single child. That is not natural. He can be but one step from our human ancestry.”

			“Ualana-Lyon, I’m begging you, travel no further down this road. You can be excused on this day, but it will not end well if you continue.”

			“Come on, my Lord, your Clavissa knows there is something askew with Thyra. She led her sisters into making sport of Thyra.”

			“Aye. And I am eternally grateful that, in the end, Thyra found the strength of character to rise above childhood animosity. She saved Clavissa’s life, Ualana-Lyon. If she’d hesitated, if she’d turned from the bloodlien to save herself, no one would blame her. But she didn’t. She risked her own life. For that she has my gratitude.”

			Lord Ualana-Lyon stiffened and removed his hand from contact. “You side with her?”

			“There are no sides here. We who are graced to be consort exist to provide our queen with the best possible host. The Crown Dominion itself ultimately depends on that. In my opinion, that is currently Thyra. Aye, I’d even put her ahead of my Clavissa after what happened on Biniji. And when you recover from your fugue of self-pity, you will see the right of my judgment. Now for the love of Asteria, grieve in silence, and I pray that one of your future hosts will become the one in which you regain your sanity.”

			“Fuck you and fuck your self-serving sycophancy!” Ualana-Lyon stood up and glared down at Lord Jolav-Dabny. “Take note of these words: I swear to the Goddess Herself I will unmask this treachery Oneshot is perpetrating on our beloved queen.”

			Jolav-Dabny remained seated as his old friend stormed out of the apartment. After the door shut, he drained the remainder of the brandy in a single gulp.

			“Father?” Natoan asked cautiously.

			His son was standing in the doorway leading back to the apartment’s sleeping quarters.

			“What did you hear?” Jolav-Dabny asked anxiously.

			“He accused Oneshot—I mean Lord Bekket—of treachery. What did he mean? What treachery?”

			“Lord Ualana-Lyon is overwrought. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. Thyra saved your sister, and for that she has my thanks.”

			“But what is he going to do? He seemed very angry. I’ve never seen him like that.”

			“I don’t know what he’ll do. I’m hoping he calms down over the next few days. The court doesn’t take kindly to those sorts of words.”

			“Will you report him? That would bring you into favor, wouldn’t it?”

			“At another time, and for another reason, I would likely mention it to Archon Gahiji-Calder. But not in this instance. And I need you to do the same.”

			“But—”

			“Natoan. Trust the gifts I have given you. And I hope that means you trust your instinct. If nothing else, please trust me in this, for I have our family’s interests at heart here. Lord Ualana-Lyon is endangering himself, and I will not have us dragged into his affairs. Say nothing—not to your spawn siblings, and not to anyone. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, father.”

			“Good lad. Now let’s get to sleep, it’s been a long day.”

			

			—

			Thyra managed to hold it together until she reached their apartment in the palace’s Fellsian wing. As soon as the door closed, she let out a long, anguished breath. “Sweet Asteria, I thought Siskala-Ingrid was going to shove Cbola up everyone’s ass before we even got to say anything. My mother is scary.”

			Her father folded her in his arms and held her close. “It’s over. Malquilvo-Beaumont was a vicious liar and everyone knows it now. And you’re through to Third Trial; that’s all that matters.”

			She nodded mutely.

			He grinned at her proudly, and they walked into the study area. It was night outside, with the spires of the capital shining like splinters of a rainbow that had fallen from the sky. Thyra lowered herself gingerly onto a broad couch. Her left hand went to the huge bruise the stabbing stick had left on her torso, probing tenderly.

			“Does it hurt?” Bekket asked sympathetically.

			“Not too bad now. I could have done without the twenty-hour wait at the beacon tower; they only had basic field medicine there.”

			“Well, on the positive side, Clavissa only had the same level of treatment.”

			“She’ll be fine in another day. The support suit is sophisticated; it’ll repair her body properly. Shame there’s nothing to be done about fixing her dumbass brain.”

			Bekket grunted in dismissal. Smiling, he reached out. The two of them grasped hands.

			“How are you?” he asked through their neural connection.

			“Asteria, I was so worried. I’m sure the queen could sense I was frightened.”

			“It’s only natural you’d be concerned; that bastard Malquilvo-Beaumont’s allegation would unsettle any congregant, innocent or not.”

			“Yeah, but I was worried she’d access my concealed memories; her mind is incredibly powerful. It was all I could do to deflect her associative impulses. Every one she sent into me was pulling at the memories I shielded.”

			“Yet you held fast,” he said, the thought suffused with satisfaction.

			“There was my medikit, too. She might have noticed that I had no sedatives left.”

			“She didn’t.”

			“So…we did it.” Her amazed thought was bright and joyful.

			“You did it, sweetheart. Never doubt yourself.”

			“Thanks to you.”

			“It’s your heritage. And your destiny. Now, do you want to show me what happened?”

			“Abso-fucking-lutely.”

			

			—

			Above Thyra, Golwaki covered the entire sky, a bright salmon-colored cloudscape with a slim crescent of darkness along one edge. Massive electrical storms flowered amid the obscure cloud bands, flashing across moon-sized storms to leave massive rivers of auroral fluorescence shimmering in their wake.

			It was hard to focus on such enormity; the most primitive human-residual part of her brain was telling her she could just reach up and touch it.

			Focus, she told herself crossly. That aspect of her determination was a direct neural gift from Queen Helena-Chione. Which was about the only thing the vile old woman had ever done for her—a notion that brought a feral smile to her lips. Thyra had to use the hidden memory gifts in her mind carefully. If her behavior differed too much from her congregant sisters, the court would become suspicious. So she used them to amplify the existing traits that were Helena-Chione’s heritage: principally the willpower to triumph, to prove she was right every time.

			She’d found it surprisingly easy to use the concealment technique her father had gifted her. It came from her grandmother, he’d told her, which was probably why she incorporated it so easily into her thought routines. Being an only-child spawn in the Wynid Palace left her so isolated. It was her and her father together against the universe, but this gift was from family; it belonged to her. She treasured it, and all the secret knowledge it allowed her to deploy, like the lasting commands she could impart on the Awakened. Such sophisticated neural gifts also originated from her grandmother, he’d told her.

			As she studied the bleak landscape, she wasn’t sure if it was her grandmother’s analysis methods she was applying or Helena’s. The traits she had been bestowed from both women seemed equally formidable. It made her very curious about her grandmother, who must have had an astonishing mindline, and why her father never gifted any memories of her.

			

			—

			“I will, sweetheart,” Bekket promised.

			

			—

			Thyra estimated the mountain with the beacon tower to be at least forty kilometers away, and that was in a straight line. It was going to take days. And everyone knew the last congregant to arrive was automatically disqualified from becoming a princess.

			She scanned the plateau again, searching for any sign of a sister. It was a perfect landing area, so she was fairly certain the other capsules would be on it somewhere. Staying in one place was a risk she’d attract whatever predators were up here, but from a distance her coat was bland enough to act as camouflage, especially if she wasn’t moving.

			It took fifteen minutes, but she eventually saw a figure about a kilometer away. The congregant was heading in the direction Thyra expected her to be: toward the lowest valley that wound its way up to the base of the beacon mountain. After a minute spent watching her to make sure, Thyra set off along the same bearing. As she walked, she picked up a pocketful of small stones, and started shooting at targets as she went. Another half hour saw her proficient with the makeshift weapon, enough to give her some confidence she could bring down a small animal.

			As her father kept emphasizing, Thyra couldn’t afford to make mistakes now that she was ten. She didn’t have to merely pass the three trials; that would only mean she qualified for consideration as a princess when she reached eleven. She had to be outstanding. After First Trial she’d certainly become notorious, but although Second Trial wasn’t as dramatic, it was competitive, and the outcome, the character she showed over the next few days, would be the determining factor in Helena-Chione’s final decision.

			

			—

			“Well, you’ve certainly showed her your character now,” Bekket said. “You’ll be the strongest candidate in your whole cohort.”

			“Maybe. But I still have to come through Third Trial.”

			“Other members of our family will be on hand to help you succeed there.”

			“You say it like these events have already happened.”

			“Great Games are played over decades, and more often centuries. And none is Greater than ours, nor played for so long.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			The edge of the plateau was a steep slope. Wind blew Thyra’s hair about as she stood on the verge and searched for a route down. The trees began about a kilometer below her, and the clouds were building. She knew the congregant she was following had gone over somewhere close, and she’d seen two more moving a couple of kilometers behind her, also heading the same way. That low valley was an obvious direction.

			She started down, conscious of the small rocks she dislodged, the sound they made. When she was a hundred meters from the straggly pine trees, she heard the yowl of an animal somewhere below.

			

			—

			For her first proper rest, Thyra chose a tall pine tree and climbed up to a big bough fifteen meters above the ground. She settled on it, resting her back to the trunk. The backpack straps were used to secure her in place. Satisfied she wouldn’t fall if her body shifted while she dozed, she brought forth the alertness gift from Mother Helena, the animal-sense that rose like a guardian rider, remaining vigilant for approaching danger while her body went into a light slumber.

			That was the memory she centered on, breathing slowing, eyelids closing—the unknown passing of time. With that established in her brain, she undid the straps and clambered back down the tree to a branch barely three meters off the ground.

			She’d caught four of the marmot-things as she trudged through the forest. Now she took two out and cut their bellies open. Her medikit contained a box of sedative tabs, which she carefully inserted into the carcasses, making sure they were jammed in hard. When they were prepared, she tied the fishing line around their necks and hung them from the low branch so they dangled just above the ground.

			Forty minutes later, a bloodlien padded confidently up to the base of the tree. It looked up at her, perched awkwardly on a branch eight meters up. She was holding the stabbing stick ready in case the brute started to climb up after her. Actually seeing it just a short distance away, she had to work hard at suppressing instinctive fright. The bloodlien regarded her with big, knowing eyes for a long moment, then opened its jaws and devoured both the hanging carcasses in seconds.

			Thyra steadied her racing heart. The next couple of minutes were crucial. It was a shame, she reflected, that the queen would never see this act of courage; it would certainly qualify her for elevation to princess level.

			The big cat lingered around the tree, looking up at her every few seconds as if it suspected something was wrong. After a couple of minutes it swayed slightly, its muscles growing slack. Then it slowly sank on its haunches, its great head drooping in increments as the sedatives took hold. There weren’t enough drugs in the little carcasses to send it unconscious, but it was certainly very drowsy.

			Thyra dropped to the ground, lowering into a crouch. She’d probably be able to sprint away fast enough for a few meters if the thing pounced now—maybe enough to reach the tree trunk and start climbing. Her mind focused on the neural command she was poised to unleash. She sent an explicit impulse into her nerve channels and checked her forearms. Slender bioluminescent mauve lines began to glow above her wrists, then extended down into her palms, curling around the neural pads to slip along her fingertips as if some radiant serpents were traveling along her capillaries. The induction enhancement webs were part of her Uixic family heritage, her father had explained, a secret they’d kept to themselves for centuries. An ability that made life on their wastelands Uixic estate just that little bit easier. The webs needed the right impulse to activate, which the family passed on to those members they considered worthy.

			“Not many your age are given the knowledge,” Bekket had told her fondly as he had gifted her the sequence.

			Thyra slapped her hands on either side of the bloodlien’s head and sent the neural command into its drowsy mind as hard as she could, muscles straining as if it were a physical force.

			Its mind was more complex than a standard terrestrial animal, but nothing like the level of an Awakened. Thyra kept impelling her commands into it, reading its routines and subverting them, establishing her own directives into its consciousness. The big cat growled as if it was experiencing some physical discomfort, but Thyra’s desire for it to remain immobile won against its own drug-weakened responses.

			She stayed there cradling its big head for a half hour, rearranging its thought patterns as if strumming some magical instrument, composing a brand-new concerto. Its submission and obedience were her triumphant magnum opus, bending the lethal predator to her will just like she’d done with all the Awakened in the queen’s palace stables.

			Eventually she released her hold and stood up. The big cat yawned and lumbered to its feet. She tensed, but it simply stood there, waiting patiently. Her hand touched the top of its skull.

			Lower yourself, she commanded.

			It bent its knees, and she slung a leg over its shoulders, mounting it, making sure she kept her hand in place, sensing and quelling any residual resistance to her orders. It began to walk forward. Thyra found her balance on the long, powerful muscles that rippled under her, and encouraged it to increase its gait. She rode it around for twenty minutes, then returned to the tree.

			With both hands on its head again, her enhancement webs extended to maximum sensitivity, she read its senses, relishing the mélange of delicate scents that filled the forest air, the distant sounds that were so distinct they could be right beside her. Two of her congregant sisters were walking through the trees within a kilometer of her position. And the beast had scented another passing close earlier.

			Thyra climbed off and ordered the beast to move a hundred meters away and follow her at that distance the next time she walked. Then she hauled herself back up the tree and rested properly for an hour. Every facet of her waking routine was committed to memory, and she set off through the forest again.

			Twelve hours later, she took another break, and committed the experience to memory: climbing up a tree to doze. Once that was established, she went down again and whistled for the big cat. Its superlative senses showed her a congregant sister was just over a kilometer away. They rode out to her in ten minutes.

			Valeri saw her approach, of course. By the time Thyra came to a halt ten meters short, she had drawn her knife. The hand holding it shook badly as she regarded the big bloodlien with extreme anxiety.

			“How did you do that?” Valeri asked incredulously. “It doesn’t even have a neural pad.”

			Thyra dismounted. “Irrelevant,” she retorted.

			The beast lunged forward and pounced on Valeri.

			

			—

			“Your neural command implantation technique is excellent,” Bekket told her. “I have no further gifts for you in that regard.”

			“Thank you, father.”

			“And Delfina?”

			“The next rest period. After that, the beast followed me up the beacon tower mountain. Its sensorium was remarkable; that’s how I knew there was a waterfall on the upper slope, and where Clavissa was. I had to conceal the memories every time I caught sight of her up ahead, she was so close. My only worry with the whole attack performance was that the beast wouldn’t stay still when I charged at it. I made the order as strong as I could, but self-preservation is difficult to suppress in any animal.”

			“You succeeded, though. And that was an excellent final play. Three deaths and it wouldn’t just be Malquilvo-Beaumont who was suspicious. But risking your life to save a sister changes the whole perspective.”

			“It also confuses the hell out of Clavissa,” Thyra said with a mental laugh.

			“It certainly does. You understand there is absolutely no going back now?”

			“Father, I never was going back.”

			“Then I think the time has now come for me to show you your true heritage. I have many memories to gift you, as well as one last routine that your grandmother entrusted to me. The routine that will ensure your victory.”

			“I want that. I want it now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			 

			Ellie spent the Lestari’s final approach to High Rosa in the cupola, watching the vast strip of the georing city’s habitats and docks grow larger and larger until there was nothing else to see but a landscape of shining metal and dark composite. Amazing as the macrostructure was, it was the sight of the Diligent that she found reassuring. It anchored a life that had suddenly become a whole lot more unpredictable over the last year.

			“There it is,” Finn said beside her. “You have no idea how reassuring it is to see it again.”

			Ellie pursed her lips. “I might be able to guess.”

			The Lestari was heading to a docking station five kilometers away from the old arkship.

			“Let’s take the ancillary pod and get over there,” Finn said.

			She wanted to be the sensible one, who was calm and measured, but instead she just said, “Yeah, right now.”

			

			—

			The ancillary pod docked on the Diligent’s main engineering structure, behind its two counter-rotating rings. Captain Dejean was waiting for them in the airlock prep chamber. It took Ellie a moment to adjust to seeing her with gray hair and a face that was noticeably haggard. The captain had always been such a fixed figure in her life.

			During the last day of their approach to High Rosa, Ellie had downloaded all the messages left for her in the Diligent’s network. Most of her friends had moved down to the planet, where they’d eagerly embraced their new lives. Their stories were all variants of how great things were in Hafnir; and how they were farming or running enterprises. Three of her exes now had children, which made her tell herself she was happy for them. But she couldn’t help noticing the frequency of messages had declined after the first few years. During the eighth year, there’d only been five. And all those familiar features of people she’d spent her life with had changed; so many smile lines had set in on sun-kissed skin.

			As the last message finished playing, she wondered if any of them would even care she’d come back. That more than anything else put the flight to Terrik Papuan into perspective. In the three months of her own life, they really had been away for eight years, as far as everyone on Gondiar was concerned. Somehow it felt unnatural.

			If I keep doing this, I’m going to lose everyone to time dilation, she realized. It was a sobering notion—one she was going to have to consider very carefully.

			A couple of crew she knew were in the prep room with the captain: Malvin, the engineering chief, and Nglon, the life support agronomy supervisor for ring one. After the Diligent had docked, a lot of older crew members had taken a trip down to Gondiar and, like Ellie, decided planet life wasn’t for them. Unlike Ellie, they’d settled for the comfort of the familiar and elected to stay on the Diligent.

			There was also a Gath in the chamber.

			Ellie grinned. “Hello, Pablo. Glad you made it up here.”

			“Ellie,” he replied. “It is good to see you’s, and the saint’s brother. Hope you’s had a good flight.”

			“Yes, thank you. Er…saint’s brother?” she queried. She and Finn were giving each other a mutual look of uncertainty.

			“Yes. Saint Otylia has brought us to this place where we have made our home now. She has saved us. She is surely one of Asteria’s daughters.”

			Ellie glanced at Dejean, who gave a tiny shrug.

			“So how’s the maintenance going?” Finn asked eagerly.

			“Come see for yourself,” the captain said.

			

			—

			Ellie had to admit she was impressed with Sphere One; after all, it’d only been a few months ago in her personal chronology since she’d left it. Not that it looked new, that was never the goal, but the Gath had made a huge difference to the worn-out sphere that’d been her home. For a start, the air smelled fresh—not quite as pleasant as a planet, but a whole lot better than the air she’d breathed in for all of her life. It was down to population, of course; the nine thousand Gath now living on board had taken over five of the life support spheres, massively reducing the strain on the systems of the remaining fifteen. That gave the big Changelings time to clean and repair agronomy systems that had been running nonstop for centuries. Even the hanging fruit plants coating One’s living quarter cylinders looked perkier than before, she thought.

			“We’ve overhauled nine of the spheres so far,” Nglon said proudly. “Including one of the seven that’d failed.”

			“You’ve done amazing work!” Ellie told them.

			“The tokamaks were powered down and refurbished, too,” Malvin said. “We’re close to full functionality again.”

			The captain’s cabin occupied the top of the central column in One, with the command and control deck just below. Dejean led Ellie and Finn into her day room, with its balcony that looked out across the interior of the sphere. There was a lightstrip directly outside, running parallel to the cylinder, its pink-tinged light illuminating every surface.

			“Take it down,” Dejean ordered the cabin’s network.

			The balcony glass turned frosty.

			“Sit,” Dejean told them. “I won’t insult you by offering anything we’ve brewed. The Garth are excellent food technicians, but the booze some of your planetside breweries churn out simply can’t be beaten.” She poured them each a tumbler of whisky. “Cheers.”

			Ellie took a sip. It was smooth and warm, and went down easily. “So having the Gath up here worked out okay?”

			“And then some. I admit they took a bit of getting used to, especially for an old relic like me, but they’re good people.” Her mouth tightened. “And I’ve heard enough stories of what they endured on Gondiar to know this is the best place for them. Every human left on board accepts them for what they are.”

			“Glad to hear that,” Finn said. “We need the Diligent working efficiently.”

			“I take it you were successful, then?”

			“We have the ZPZ generator,” Finn told her smugly. “So how did Octain’s restoration go?”

			“Most of his department have gone down to live in Hafnir, so repairs weren’t as quick as we’d like, but he got two entropy drives operational again. They’re both disassembled now, with components loaded into cargo pods. We can make the exchange whenever you want.”

			“I have a call to make,” Finn said. “I’ll give you a timescale after that.”

			“Good. Malvin will need to know what sort of power and thermal loading requirements we’re talking about to install the generator.”

			“I don’t foresee any problem. It doesn’t need much power from the Diligent’s tokamaks, just enough to keep it in standby mode. When it comes to accelerating us up to relativistic speed, it taps into the line of quintessence directly and uses the energy stored there. So we also need to wire it into the Diligent’s network. That way I can connect to it, and switch it on when we approach a Gate of Heaven.”

			“Humm. We’ll need a backup method of activation, too. No offense, but having one person with sole control and understanding of a super-critical system is not how this ship flies—not as long as I’m captain.”

			“Understood. I’ll make sure a human operating system is loaded into the Diligent network. Basically, you just press the on button. The generator will do everything else.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“If it doesn’t work, the ingress Gate won’t accept the ship; it’s that simple.”

			“Okay, well, make your call. I have to admit, eight years in one place is enough for me. It’ll be good to be flying again.”

			Ellie’s lnc patch unfurled its petals and told her she had a call. When she looked over at Finn, he was frowning in bemusement at his own patch.

			“Mine’s Josias,” she said.

			“Otylia,” Finn replied.

			“News gets round fast. We’d better see what they want.”

			

			—

			The Governor’s Roundhouse Mansion was on the eastern side of Francios Park, just outside the Santa Rosa Tower district: an elegant ring-shaped building of livestone ten stories high, whose external façade was an arched colonnade. The ring encased an outstanding temperate arboretum, protected from the equatorial sun by a dome that was a single bonded crystal, donated by Queen Ramona four hundred eighty years earlier. The garden’s climate cycled through the full range of seasons and boasted more than eight thousand types of pure tree species from Old Earth. Right at the center was a clump of seven giant sequoia already over a hundred meters tall—one for each of the founding star systems of the Crown Dominion, with the central, and largest of them all, representing the empress.

			The empress sequoia had always impressed Finn. As an eight-year-old, he’d wanted to know what would happen when its top finally reached the dome’s apex.

			“Nobody knows,” his father told him on one visit. “It’s a perfect example of the irresistible force of nature meeting the immovable object exemplified by an Imperial Celestial Queen. You’ll have to travel to the end of time itself to see the result.”

			“Can we time travel?” a fascinated young Finn had asked.

			“No. But…if you fly to the other side of the Centauri Cluster and back, that’ll probably be enough relativistic elapsed time to let you see what happens.”

			“Don’t encourage him,” the marchioness had told her husband disapprovingly.

			

			—

			Finn stopped to stare fondly at the sequoia clump as he and Ellie hurried along one of the arboretum paths. “I think my mother blames dad for that one idea, making me look beyond Gondiar so I could actually live a life that means something.”

			“Really?” Ellie asked.

			“Well, that and every soul-crushingly dull moment spent growing up in her palace with only obscurity and death awaiting me.”

			“Thanks be to your Goddess you didn’t develop any resentful melancholia about that, then.”

			He kissed her. “I know. But cool trees, yeah?”

			“Sure.”

			“We’ll have to fly the Diligent to Octomala. They say the air reefs there are mountain-sized. Not natural, of course; they’re meta bioconstructs. But even so. Something that big alive: incredible.”

			“You are a silly thing, you know? Now, can we please focus on getting to the ceremony on time?”

			“Sorry. Yes.”

			He set off down the path again, holding her hand. Most of the mansion was off limits to humans. No one knew how many Imperial Celestials lived in it. Some rumors claimed it was just the governor herself, which made Gondiar a shitlist posting by each new empress. Human Liberation and the Q-I-X morons went strong on the one that said the mansion housed a hundred members of the empress’s death squad, who took out anyone plotting against the Crown Dominion. He had no idea how something so stupid was ever given credence. Why can’t people see that?

			The doors to the Investiture Hall were already closing when they arrived. They slipped inside to be greeted by several frowns of disapproval from the small audience. Only Otylia gave her twin a bright smile as he and Ellie found chairs in the back row. Finn was surprised how much that meant to him, and how much she’d changed. Not changed, he decided, but grown. She gave an impression of maturity now, thankfully not the same way Zelinda did. He had no idea how she did it, but then: eight years.

			This is what being a Traveler is like. One-way time travel. I’ve got to get used to it.

			There was a small stage at the front of the cavernous room. Three humans were waiting on one side of it. Finn vaguely recognized two of them as uranics of good family. Josias stood beside them, with a smile that was dangerously close to a smirk.

			The governor made a short speech about the dignity and necessity of public service, and welcomed the three new councilors to the Human Affairs Advisory Council of Gondiar. Their membership was confirmed as the governor bent down to present each of them with an official government administration lnc patch.

			Finn and Ellie joined the others, standing up and applauding. Otylia came over and embraced both of them. She and Finn shared a joyful self-perceptual greeting.

			“What happened to you?” Otylia asked curiously.

			“So many things.”

			“No, I mean, your mind is still you, but…bigger. More you.”

			“That’s what experience brings. What did you expect? And anyway, same goes for you.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Ha. Sainthood, and two kids?” Finn exclaimed. “And you couldn’t wait until I got back before you married?”

			“Wasn’t sure you’d make it back.”

			“Oh, we made it all right.”

			“And…”

			“We got the generator.”

			Otylia squealed loudly and hugged him again. “I’m so happy for you. Asteria’s arse, Finn, your own starship!”

			“I know.”

			“Oh, foof.” Her expression flopped into dejection. “We’re going to age apart. I’m going to lose you, Finny.”

			“Never.” He grasped her hand again and sent a burst of reassurance across the neural connection. “We will always be together.”

			“Yes.” She nodded without conviction. “And you,” she said to Ellie. “Still with him?”

			“Yeah. Slim pickings on Terrik Papuan.”

			“Hey!” Finn protested.

			“We did get shot at a lot, mind.”

			“You did?” Otylia asked, wide-eyed. “Who the fuck shot at my baby brother?”

			“I’m not your—ah.”

			Otylia’s smirk was pure evil.

			“We don’t know,” Ellie said. “And I don’t suppose we ever will. A lot of people want a ZPZ generator.”

			“Well, you’re safe now. Nobody shoots at anyone in the Crown Dominion.”

			Finn indicated Josias, who was talking to his fellow council members. “That’s quite impressive. I was never nominated for this council.”

			“Big surprise.” Laughing, Otylia waved frantically at Josias. As soon as he caught sight of them, Josias broke off and came over, smiling broadly. He hugged Ellie tight. “You made it.”

			“Of course we did,” she said, mildly annoyed.

			“My boy,” Josias said loudly, and put his hand out.

			Finn took it and—the self-perceptual greeting took him completely by surprise. It was weak and lacked the focus he was used to, but the signature of Josias’s personality was authentic enough: good humor tempered by an overwhelming self-belief. Finn responded with his standard signature.

			“How…?” he gasped.

			A grinning Josias held up his hand. There were slim ridges in the skin running from his wrist to the center of his palm where they formed a tight whorl in exactly the place a uranic’s neural pad would be. They had the dark hue of a fading bruise. “Some kind of bioware, apparently,” Josias said. “Cost me a goddamn fortune, but so worth it. Even if it does phantom itch the whole time.”

			Finn glanced at Otylia for help.

			“I’ve been up at High Rosa a lot for the Gath,” she said. “I found a visiting Traveler who sold me the bioware package. It’s from Lidon. Apparently, their biotech wizards developed it so they could control livestone. They’ve found some way to use the stuff aggressively—something to do with killing the core layer. Sounds awful, but it works. I’ve been training him.” She squeezed her husband’s arm fondly.

			“Well…okay, then,” Finn said. “I’ve heard of bioware neural connectors. Haven’t seen one before.”

			“Indispensable, my dear boy,” Josias said. “I mainly use it to interface with Gondiar’s network. It’s a real boon. Nothing’s impossible in the Crown Dominion, eh?”

			“Right. Uh, congratulations, by the way.”

			“Thank you, brother-in-law. Your sister’s the best thing that’s happened to me in centuries.” Josias winked.

			“I meant on being admitted to the Human Affairs Advisory Council.”

			“Hey!” Otylia slapped Finn on the side of his head. It wasn’t playful.

			“Ow.”

			“You deserved that,” Ellie told him.

			Finn grinned. “Seriously, well done, both of you. When do I get to see my niece and nephew?”

			“Laurella and Dushan are at home in Hafnir,” Otylia said. “I’ve told them all about you, the dashing starship-captain-to-be. Come out and meet them.”

			“First I’ve got to get back up to High Rosa. Gyvoy said he’s getting ready to complete the deal.”

			“That wasn’t a suggestion,” Otylia said. “Get your arse out there; I want you to see your biggest success for yourself. You deserve it. You too, Ellie.”

			“Fine by me,” Ellie said.

			“The new arrow train runs there direct from the city,” Josias said. “It only takes a couple of hours.”

			“There’s a train?” Finn vaguely remembered talking to Munani about her family partnering up to build a maglev line out to Hafnir. Had that been at a party?

			Otylia gave him a sympathetic smile. “Eight years, remember?”

			“I remember. But the reality of that is going to take some getting used to.”

			

			—

			Finn left Ellie talking to Josias and Otylia and went over to his mother and Zelinda. He opened his arms to give his mother a hug and exchange a self-perceptual, but her expression stopped him with the force of a punch on the nose.

			“Hello, Finbar,” she said. Her lips parted in a brief smile that looked alien on her face. “Did you have a successful trip?”

			“Did I have a successful trip? Oh, for…I’ve been away for eight years, mother!”

			“Quite. That gives you time to make sure everything went well, does it not?”

			“Yes, mother. After a terrifying spaceship battle and the attempt to murder us on Terrik Papuan, we secured a ZPZ generator for the Diligent. I won’t be around to disgrace the family for much longer.”

			His mother actually blushed. “It was a genuine inquiry, Finbar. I am glad to see you. Why must you always be so awkward?”

			“I didn’t…Oh, shit.” He turned to Zelinda and kissed her on the cheek. His elder sister was pregnant again; this time he wasn’t surprised. “Congratulations.” He made a quick neural contact so he could show her he was genuinely pleased to see her. “Our family seems to be multiplying.”

			Zelinda produced an unaffected smile. “Yes. Everett is engaged now, as well.”

			“Oh, that’s good.” Finn had endured an even worse relationship with his elder brother than with Zelinda.

			“To Variaka Richelieu-Travere,” Zelinda said, holding Finn’s gaze. “I’m sure you must remember her. Weren’t the two of you about the same age?”

			It was all Finn could do not to flinch, though he suspected his cheeks might be flushed. He and Variaka had been a thing before his time with Graça—two young uranics of good family in the capital together and both stupendously bored with their formulaic lives. It was not so much a cliché as inevitable.

			“Not anymore,” he said. “I lost the last eight chronological years to Gate travel.”

			“The wedding is in seven months,” the marchioness said. “I trust you won’t be missing this one?”

			“Oh, I expect he might,” Zelinda said in a sweetly neutral tone.

			“If I am in the Kelowan system, you can be sure I’ll attend,” Finn said. “But, mother, you know I will likely be gone in just a few weeks. Everett will have to find himself another best man.”

			“That will hurt him, I’m sure,” Zelinda said.

			Finn didn’t know how to respond to her teasing him. She’s changed—and for the better. How did that happen? Does having children do that to you? It didn’t with mother. Is it from time, the eight years? Asteria’s arse, I just don’t understand my family.

			“And you?” Zelinda asked. “How serious is it between you and Ellie nowadays? If you marry her, what would that make you and Josias, I wonder? I mean, Otylia would be your step-grandmother-in-law, wouldn’t she?”

			“Zelinda!” the marchioness said disapprovingly. She gave Finn a sharp look. “Are you going to marry her?”

			“I…I’ve no idea. I’m just focused on getting the Diligent flying again. Not thinking about other things yet.”

			“Still a commitment-phobe then?” Zelinda mocked.

			“Strange as it may sound, I actually approve,” the marchioness said.

			“Of Ellie?”

			“Your acquisition of a ZPZ stasis generator. I would very much like to see the Diligent fly.”

			“Thank you, mother.” He didn’t have the courage to ask: And your opinion of Otylia and Josias?

			“Unsurprisingly, now that the Gath are living on board, your sister has invested in it—too much in my view.”

			“Invested?”

			“The raw materials needed to bring the life support spheres up to a decent standard are not cheap.”

			“The Diligent has the capacity to build any component it needs,” he said, irritated at how defensive he sounded. Or, actually, the fact he had to be defensive at all.

			“Indeed. But as your extensive schooling must have made clear, to build these components you have to have the basic compounds to begin with. And before that, the ship’s manufacturing systems had to be refurbished to perform what is essentially a complete overhaul. After all, you can only lift yourself so far by your own bootstraps. Then there are the simple yet essential replacements. Do you have any idea how unsavory the on-board water had become after being recycled through filters for hundreds of years? Not that water is particularly expensive at High Rosa, but still bills mount up. New seeds for the agronomy plants, spores for the bioreactors. I could go on.”

			“No need, I get it,” he said, and looked over to where Otylia was in earnest conversation with Ellie. She caught his eye and smiled. Finn’s return smile didn’t quite manage her intensity. Of course she’d go all out to give the Gath a decent sanctuary. “She’s a saint,” he said softly.

			The marchioness wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “So people claim. And now you are going to fly away from me.”

			Finally, it was too much. “Well, what have I ever had here to look forward to?”

			“Finbar!” Zelinda chided.

			“My life has been devoted to doing my duty for the empress,” his mother replied stoically. “As has all of our line since humans arrived in this system. Because of that, because of our commitment to the people of Santa Rosa they all have a home, a job, medical care, their children are educated, and they sleep easy at night knowing their future is safe in a way no human of Old Earth ever knew. That is the cost of being a Jalgori-Tobu, Finbar—a cost you do not have to pay because your sister will pay it for you.”

			“Mother, I—”

			“No. I failed to show you how important—how vital—our role is for everyone on this planet. The time when you would come into your true inheritance—an inheritance that has nothing to do with money or privilege—has long gone now. The Jalgori-Tobus are not born to have an easy life, not on this world. So I consider it’s for the best that you are leaving to find your own way out among the stars of the Centauri Cluster. Go with my blessing, Finbar, and know that I have, and always will, love you.”

			The shock of hearing his mother saying those words left him dazed. For one moment he thought he might cry. “Thank you, mother. That means everything to me.”

			This time he put his arms around her and hugged for a glorious moment. Then he turned and gave Zelinda a farewell nod. The expression on her face was chilling, because he understood it perfectly, he’d worn it himself for so many years: a prisoner glimpsing the world on the other side of the jail bars, and knowing they were never going to escape.

			

			—

			Hafnir was nothing like Finn expected. That was probably because he’d never seen anything like it before. The small city was so different from the conformist architecture of Santa Rosa, and even Zaita City. For a start, the streets didn’t have a grid system. The city planners (if there were any) had delighted in making all the roads curve or intersect at sharp angles. Parks—of which there were many—followed the natural contours of the landscape rather than slicing through it. Nor were there any multi-story blocks of apartments. Every house was individual, with its own garden.

			“Like baby mansions,” he muttered as the globecab (thankfully they were the same as always) carried him from the train station to Otylia’s house.

			“That’s the idea,” his sister told him. “All these houses are only a few years old, remember; they’ll be growing for centuries. And there’s so much experimentation, too. The uranics who’ve turned up to be our architects are all determined to innovate.”

			“The Diligent settlers have got records of Old Earth architecture from the sublime to the gross,” Josias said. “It’s been a revelation to anyone brought up here.”

			“I see that,” Finn said as they drove past a building that was a clutter of oblong boxes, one of which had a small waterfall pouring off its roof into a moat.

			Hafnir had spread out along the coastline, which was a series of long, white, sandy beaches. Big ocean breakers pummeled the shore. There were a lot of surfers riding them. Finn watched them enviously.

			Otylia and Josias had claimed a small peninsula for themselves. Their house made Finn think of a cluster of mushrooms that hadn’t quite finished bursting out of the loam.

			“You designed it,” he guessed.

			“Certainly did,” Otylia said cheerfully.

			As the globecab pulled up outside the glass archway that was the main entrance, Laurella and Dushan came running out. Finn had three hours with the kids before they were finally taken up to bed.

			“They’re the best,” he told Otylia.

			“They are. So would you like to take care of them all day tomorrow?”

			“Asteria, no, not a chance!”

			She laughed. “Don’t be a bachelor uncle all your life.”

			They sat on the veranda overlooking the beach as the sun sank toward the horizon. “We should have a good view from here when Dolod finally comes insystem,” Otylia said, as she smiled up at the night sky. Above the ocean, the georing was a golden band bisecting the nebula, with a slim crescent of Atapedia shining bright behind it.

			“View of Dolod?” Ellie asked. “What’s that?”

			“Haven’t you heard? There’s a new planet heading into the Kelowan system.”

			“Uh?”

			“Probably some kind of late arrival from the Dawn Era,” Otylia said. “The Elohim made all the Green Worlds in the Centauri Cluster. That involved a lot of shifting planets around into decent orbits before they were terraformed. I mean, you’ve seen Kelowan has two orbital belts of habitable planets. Nothing here is cosmologically natural.”

			“So what’s this new one going to be?”

			“Nobody knows. It will be at closest approach to Kelowan’s star in about another thirty years, at which point the Archimedes Engine controlling its flight will perform a momentum transfer. When that happens, there are two possible outcomes. It either goes into orbit somewhere around Kelowan, or it slingshots around the star and heads outsystem to another solar system.”

			“Now I’ve really heard it all,” Ellie muttered.

			“But seeing it all,” Otylia said happily, “now that’s the thing.” She turned to implore Finn and Ellie. “You will be back for that, won’t you? You have to be, Finn. It’s a once in a thousand lifetimes event.”

			“Sure.”

			“Promise.” She held up her hand. “Proper promise.”

			With a sigh he put his palm against hers. “Promise,” he told her over their connection and meant it.

			Otylia pouted. “I caught that thought, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu. I’m not a bully.”

			“Ha!”

			“Well…only when you deserve it.”

			“I’m going to have to go now,” Josias told them. “I’ve got to get to the party.”

			“Aren’t we invited?” Finn asked, disappointment not entirely feigned.

			“Not that sort of party, my boy. This is a finance meeting of Regal Democrats. Money’s tight, but then that’s what every political campaign pleads since the day Brutus got together with some friends for a quick stabby regime change.”

			“What the hell is Regal Democrats?”

			“It’s a political party. Local based, but with grand plans for expansion. It’s a reflection of what Hafnir is all about. Our candidates are the majority on the local council.”

			“He’s the party president,” Otylia said in exasperation. “The whole thing was his idea.”

			“I just feel people should be able to have a say on issues,” Josias said with a not-very-modest shrug. “All viewpoints should be put forward and debated openly.”

			Otylia turned to Finn. “There are twenty-five people sitting in the Hafnir assembly, and all but two of them are Regal Democrats.”

			“Pays to have popular policies.”

			“So what does the council have authority over?” Ellie asked.

			“Local issues and tax spending. It’s hot stuff. Right now we’re dealing with the proposed Hartcliffe High School campus project. Huge argument: Do we have the sports fields behind the buildings, or out in front?”

			“Right. Riveting,” Finn agreed.

			“That’s it?” Ellie asked. “Local amenities?”

			“Ha!” Otylia groaned. “What do you think?”

			“We’re also lobbying the governor for more up-to-date financial regulations,” Josias said.

			“He means liberal,” Otylia translated. “Especially when it comes to relaxing credit limits.”

			“They’re restricting growth. Existing legislation works fine for long-established commerce centers like Santa Rosa, but we’re different.”

			“Only for now.”

			“Yeah, but other people are looking at our example and asking why they’re not allowed the same unrestricted market-driven growth.”

			“And this is why he was invited to join the Human Affairs Advisory Council,” Otylia said, giving Finn a knowing look. “Get it?”

			“Oh, yeah. Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer. It’s a standard neutralization strategy they’ve employed here, Josias; you flatter the rebel with legitimacy and bring them into the mainstream. That way there is no opposition to the status quo. It’s worked for hundreds of years.”

			“The key to this is legitimacy,” Josias said. “Yeah, they put me in a prominent establishment position because, like you say, that brings me in from the cold. But now, if they dismiss me from the council, that’s a huge deal. People will wonder what they were so frightened of. I’ll be happy to tell them—very loudly and in great detail. If they let me stay, I can effect change from within. Win-win. Your politics here is practically nonexistent after eight centuries of blandness. Maybe that should be challenged. Did you know that every regulation the governor has signed into law in the entire human history on Gondiar is still law?”

			“Well, yes.”

			“Don’t you find that incredible? That not one single law has been reviewed and found lacking—has ever been reviewed, come to that? That’s not the stability the queens boast about, that’s stagnation. And it won’t end well.”

			“Are you really thinking of putting up candidates in Santa Rosa’s districts?” Finn asked in fascination.

			“Anyone anywhere can join the party, and if they want to stand for election—wherever they are—they’ll certainly have my support.”

			“Mother is going to be delighted about this.”

			“Tell me about it,” Otylia said wryly.

			

			—

			Later that night, Finn and Ellie lay on top of the bed with the doors out to the balcony open. A warm breeze came in from the sea, bringing the sound of waves landing on the beach below. Finn stroked Ellie’s back tenderly. She snuggled tightly against him in response. “I have to hand it to everyone from the Diligent who settled here. They’re building a decent future for themselves,” he said. “I’m tempted to be an inactive owner and just run the Diligent as a trading business.”

			Ellie raised her head to gaze at him. “And live here?”

			“There are worse places. You were with me on Terrik Papuan.”

			“What happened to the naked man I cut down from a tree?”

			“He’s growing up, thanks to where he’s been and what he’s seen.”

			“You’ve seen Terrik Papuan and a lot of the inside of the Lestari. I remember you telling me about the endless wonders out there across the Centauri Cluster, how you were desperate to see them all. You were going to explore Remnant Era worlds and make your fortune salvaging tech that’s basically magic. You nearly cried the first time you saw the Diligent, you were so excited.”

			“Did not cry.”

			“What’s brought this on?”

			“I dunno. Laurella and Dushan; Hafnir. It’s fantastic! Asteria, I could have founded a new city here, given people a different life. I just didn’t think of it.” Which wasn’t entirely true. Their one flight to Terrik Papuan had thrown up two attempts that nearly killed them. He’d always known being a Traveler was exciting. But two lethal fights in one month? Not stopping to think about alternatives would have been reckless.

			“Finn, don’t take this the wrong way, but you need to be a narcissistic egomaniac like my grandfather to do something like this. It’s not you; I wouldn’t be with you if it were. You’ve waited your whole life for the opportunity to travel and worked so hard to get it for yourself. You risked everything, Finn.”

			“I suppose,” he said weakly. She was right. He just wished he could make a choice and not have so many doubts bubble up afterward. Indecision was not a Jalgori-Tobu attribute. Normally. Asteria!

			“Besides, you promised me we’d see a Lidon earthdragon in the flesh. I intend to collect on that.”

			“Yeah.” He sighed, remembering his elder sister’s terrible expression as he left, abandoning her to a stultifying fate. “You will. Okay, Hafnir was a bad idea. I have a lot of those. Sorry. You and I are going to leave, and leave big-time.”

			“Don’t be so melodramatic. You’re smart; you can play it both ways. Get Otylia’s office to grant us citizenship and claim a plot of land. That way, when we come back, we’ll always have a home. That’s a good idea, right?”

			“Yeah, but—you’re supposed to live here for forty days a year to qualify. We’re going to be away, sometimes for decades at a time.”

			“Well, now, there’s a law that needs reviewing and updating.”

			“You really are Josias’s granddaughter, aren’t you?”

			She pouted. “Is that a complaint?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			While they took a capsule ride up the tower to High Rosa, Finn put a hand over his lnc patch and used his connection to make a call. This way he could talk directly, without physically speaking. That is, without Ellie even knowing he was making a call.

			He wasn’t sure Variaka Richelieu-Travere would answer. But she did, and he could tell she was using a direct connection, too.

			“I just heard about you and Everett,” he told her.

			“Thank you, Finn. How about that? I’m going to wind up as your sister-in-law.”

			“Varry, please don’t.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Don’t marry him. You deserve better.”

			“You’re a bit late, Finn; our families have already announced it. Besides, all of Santa Rosa knows you’ve fallen from favor, so you’re not quite the super-eligible Jalgori-Tobu catch you used to be. But Everett, now he’s a perfect match for someone with my status. He’s already assistant secretary to the treasury president, which means he’ll be running the whole department by the time Zelinda becomes marchioness.”

			“Oh, come on, Varry, that’s not a life, it’s a life sentence. And anyway, being Everett’s wife is only an honorary position, you should know by now; he’s not as bi as he boasts.”

			“Marriage at our level of society is always a conveniently practical arrangement; that’s what makes it all so civilized. You should know that by now. Besides, I rather like sharing a bed with him and his boyfriends. It’s hot.”

			“You’re making a mistake. There’s never any room for happiness in those arrangements.”

			“Not your concern anymore. Finn, sweets, you really need to get over me; we were so, so many years ago. Asteria, I can’t even remember how young we were back then.”

			“It wasn’t that long ago.” Even as he said that, he knew he’d made a tactical mistake.

			“For you, Finn. Thanks! I’m eight years older now, remember?”

			“Okay, fine; my bad. But you were the same as me. You hated society restrictions and all those family expectations piled up on top of us. You wanted out. And you can still break free, Varry. The Diligent is your escape route. Come with us, make something of your life.”

			“And spend the whole voyage having zero-gee sex with you and your sparky new girlfriend from wild Old Earth? No thanks. And anyway, zero gee makes you nauseous, I remember that much.”

			“That’s not why I’m offering you this. You need a better life than Santa Rosa can ever provide. I remember that fire you used to have.”

			“Finn, being a rebel is only fun and exciting when you’re a teenager. Everett and I have grown up and moved on. He’s got the responsibility of a whole economy to run, which is being made all the more difficult by the mess your hotheaded new brother-in-law is stirring up with his medieval popularist finance bollocks. Get-rich-quick schemes are just pyramid confidence tricks. You do know that, right?”

			“Sure. But that’s Everett’s problem, and he’ll be good at solving it. It’s you I’m trying to help.”

			“I’m a uranic from an old family, Finn; I was born to be establishment. I’ve had my reckless parties and my spoiled-brat mutiny that made Mummy cry; all of us do. Then we settle down and contribute to society. It’s only you who hasn’t. But I’ll be honest, I do admire you for that. Frankly I’m astonished you’ve carried it so far and been so successful. That stupidly weird thing of selling Hafnir and winding up owning a starship, for Asteria’s sake! That’s so you, and I’m happy for you. But I’m a planet-living girl who wants some security for her children, and their children. That’s what Gondiar is. It is what it has always been and always will be. You should be a little more thankful worlds like this exist, really. I’m where I belong, and I’m not leaving.”

			“Okay. But I had to ask. I’m sorry if I offended you.”

			“You didn’t. I’m flattered someone as young as you even thought of poor aging me. But you take care out there, my dear sweet Finn. The stars of the Centauri Cluster are not a safe place for humans.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			It was hard for Finn not to laugh at Captain Dejean when he returned to the Diligent. She was so clearly taken aback by Dave and Dave, who accompanied him and Ellie when they came on board.

			“They’re going to be traveling with us,” he explained. “Until we get to a star system where they can find suitable employment.”

			“Uh, right,” Dejean grunted. “In what capacity?”

			“Security. Trust me, the Centauri Cluster isn’t always as safe as the Crown Dominion. When we’re on trading missions, we’ll need support when we disembark. Terrik Papuan taught me that the hard way.”

			“He’s not kidding,” Ellie added with emphasis.

			“Okay. And all these?” She indicated the train of dark metallic cases the andys had brought through the airlock behind them.

			“Also security,” Finn admitted. At his insistence, he and Ellie had spent eight hours at an armory in High Rosa before they embarked. Both of them had bought armor suits made on Lidon.

			“You do know this isn’t a warship?” a pained Dejean asked. “We don’t have any weapons, and there’s no way we can take part in any kind of battle. And by take part, I mean: survive.”

			“I know. We’re not going on those sort of flights. Just trading.”

			“Glad to hear it.”

			“How’s the Lestari?”

			“On final approach.”

			

			—

			The Diligent had five midship hangars. Under Malvin’s supervision, they’d shuffled the auxiliary craft among them, getting rid of several that were beyond repair. Hangar three was now ready to house the ZPZ generator—just as soon as the two stacks of sealed crates the hangar currently contained were removed.

			Finn watched the procedure from the hangar manager’s operations center—a compartment with a long window looking down the length of the cylindrical hangar. The clamshell doors hinged apart, revealing Gondiar’s nightside in the distance. The Lestari formed a bulky silhouette across it, holding position three hundred meters away, its big fusion rockets pointing away from the arkship.

			One of the Diligent’s loading pods attached itself to the first stack of crates, and hauled it out into space. Another pod took the second stack out. Both of them stopped halfway to the Lestari.

			“Captain Uzoma won’t let us take them any closer,” Dejean said sourly. “Apparently she doesn’t trust our craft.”

			Finn kept quiet. Flying over from the Lestari, Miteris Enfoe was riding in a small flight deck capsule, barely more than a cabin of rad-proof glass. He hung in the center of the translator web, which relayed every muscle movement he made to the flight deck’s flock of thruster blocks. Seventeen of them were gripping the frame of composite struts encasing the ZPZ generator. Every subtle twitch was a maestro’s command, firing the blocks’ ion thrusters to bring the generator softly down into the hangar. Finn had to concede the Diligent’s pods with their gas thrusters were seriously crude by comparison. Uzoma might have had a point…

			Hold clamps locked the generator frame to the hangar floor.

			Finn gave Miteris a smart salute as the thruster blocks disengaged from the frame and fastened themselves to the back of the flight deck capsule like bees returning to the hive. Miteris grinned, and the capsule backed out of the hangar. A minute later the thruster blocks were settling onto the stacked crates.

			“Where is Lestari taking them?” Dejean asked.

			“I don’t know,” Finn said. “And my advice is never ask. Whoever wants them is playing a game on a level where people are going to get hurt.”

			“Figures.”

			As the hangar doors closed, Finn studied the generator: four ten-meter spheres of some shiny material that sprouted long, lethal-looking scarlet spikes that had impaled each other, locking them into a symmetrical quartet. Purple sparks wriggled about slowly just below the glossy surface, hinting at the unfathomable forces contained deeper within the machine.

			“It’s like the globes had a fight, and all four lost,” Ellie decided in a chirpy tone.

			“Is it alive?” Dejean asked.

			“Define ‘alive,’ ” Finn replied. “Sorry, I’m not trying to be enigmatic. As far as I know, it is a machine. Whether the Elohim built it or grew it, I have no idea. Either way, they’re not sentient in our terms of reference, although they are very smart; they have to be to do what they do.”

			“And you can talk to it?”

			“In theory. Those spikes are sensors that read spacetime, so it can receive a standard network lnc easily enough. I’ve brought the comms equipment Captain Uzoma recommended, same as the Lestari uses.”

			“It looks a lot bigger than the one on Lestari,” Ellie said.

			“Older model, perhaps?” Finn guessed. “Don’t forget the Aktoru ship we salvaged it from was wrecked about sixteen thousand years ago, at the start of the Crucible Era.”

			“Or it could just be that the Aktoru warship was massive, so the generator is larger to accommodate that.”

			“Er…yeah, that might be it,” he admitted grudgingly.

			

			—

			The overhaul of the Diligent’s life support Sphere One included the owner’s quarters, two-thirds of the way up the central column. It occupied the entire floor, curving around the column’s core shaft of elevators and utility conduits. Rooms were an adjustable commodity, with dividers made up of decorated bamboo screens. In his head, Finn was already rearranging them.

			“That’s a relief,” Ellie said as they walked in. “They got rid of Grandpa’s artwork. It was not tasteful.”

			“I can imagine,” Finn said.

			“And the deck below had his hibernation chamber. That needed a lot of support equipment. Its power consumption was greater than a whole column’s ordinary quarters.”

			“Don’t knock it; it worked, didn’t it? The man who’s walked on Old Earth.” He started directing the luggage andys who were bringing in all their cases. “Damn, I miss proper interface bulbs. We’re going to have to install some into the Diligent’s network.”

			Ellie stared at the procession of cases. “You brought Gondiar electronic systems, didn’t you?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			The food was a lot better than Finn remembered. That evening, as they were eating a meal of slow-cooked salmon with green tea noodles, he gave the big fridge case he’d insisted on bringing a dubious glance. “Maybe we won’t need that after all.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Ellie said. “I saw your fridge inventory. You practically cleared out your mother’s palace kitchen. And though it kills me to say it, the Gath certainly know their agronomy. If the food had been this good before, we probably would’ve kept flying for another twenty years to find a civilized star system.” She held up a strip of flatbread. “No great hardship.”

			Finn held up his beer glass. “Here’s to all the crap food that made you stop here.”

			“You have a visitor access request,” Finn’s lnc patch announced. He checked the patch to see the camera feed from the central column’s elevator. Gyvoy was staring up at the lens, waving.

			“Admit.”

			

			—

			“This ship is just unreal, man,” Gyvoy said. He was sitting in a huge orange globe chair close to the balcony, which looked out across Sphere One. His grin hadn’t subsided since he’d arrived. “I’ve not been inside before. You ever been to Dazanon?”

			“You know I haven’t,” Finn said.

			“There’s an old Celestial city there, abandoned in the Crucible Era; no idea why. Every building is intact, typical Celestial structures, right? But the jungle has swamped it. I mean, really covered it. The vines there are all gene modified, tough mothers, leaves as big as me and you, and they grow a couple of meters every day. They don’t just grow up the outside of the skyscrapers and pyramids; every room is crammed full of roots and desiccated fronds. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen livestone choked to death. In its own way it’s quite beautiful.” He gestured at One’s columns, where all the balconies were carpeted in shaggy plants. “This is not what spaceships are supposed to look like; but, Finn, I love it. I wish I’d known before. I’d have come up with a deal which gave you a starship, but left me owning this.”

			Finn felt Ellie tighten her grip on his hand. They were sitting together on a curving couch facing their visitor. “Too late,” she said.

			“Yeah, I know. The deal’s done. Everyone’s happy. Everyone got what they wanted.”

			“I did.”

			“And what a great idea, bringing the Gath up here.”

			“I can’t take all the credit for that.”

			“No,” Ellie said affably. “You can’t, can you?”

			Finn resisted giving her a double take. “My twin sister was the driving force here,” he told Gyvoy.

			“Yeah, Saint Otylia. She’s done so much for the Gath. And they’re a great people, too, perfect to maintain Diligent’s hydroponic machinery.” He gave Finn a discomforted smile. “Sorry, it’s always a bit awkward us having to discuss Changelings, right? I kinda feel sorry for them, and the Gath in particular, which is wrong of me. I shouldn’t. It’s probably basic prejudice, looking at them from a different species perspective. They can’t change, you see, can they? They’re not so adaptive as us old basic original humans. I just thought it was cruel of the Celestials. I mean, sure, give them strong bodies, I get that, but to design their neurology as well, making them so meek? That leaves them trapped, doesn’t it? It’s a form of genetic enslavement, confining them to their niche in society.”

			“I suppose it does,” Finn agreed. “But the Diligent is a big niche.”

			“And a safe one,” Ellie said.

			“Let’s hope so,” Finn muttered.

			“What do you mean?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Somebody else knew about the generator,” Ellie said.

			“Oh, yeah, that. Toše told me.”

			“I thought you were the only one who knew it existed.”

			“So did I. I’d be having a serious conversation with my contact—if I could.”

			“Why can’t you?”

			“She’s dead. Only four of us managed to get out of that station alive. Passing the coordinate on to me was the last thing she did.”

			“Oh.”

			“So what’s next?” Gyvoy asked. “Have you got a charter yet?”

			“No,” Finn admitted. “But to be fair, we haven’t even got the generator wired in yet. Malvin is setting up the comms system. I need to go and supervise,” he said pointedly.

			“Any preliminary discussions about cargo?”

			“No. But don’t worry, I’ve got meetings scheduled with cargo agents in High Rosa. As soon as I sign them up, we can start accepting flight charters.”

			“Good, yeah; good for you. I might have something.”

			Finn laughed. “Of course you might.” His humor faded as he saw how serious Gyvoy had become. “I’m just looking for cargo. Once we’re secure financially, I’ll start thinking about exploring Remnant Era worlds.”

			“It’s not that. There’s an…item I need collected. Something so important, it’ll benefit every human in the Kelowan system.”

			“You’re overdoing the sales pitch.”

			“No, I’m not. Unless we bring this back here, humans will suffer on a scale not known for millennia; we’ll fall into the same state we were on Old Earth.” He stared intently at Ellie. “Your flight here will have been for nothing.”

			“Oh, come on,” she snorted. “This is the most stable society in the Centauri Cluster. Everyone says that. And from what I’ve seen, I believe them.”

			“Okay,” Gyvoy drew a breath. “Have you ever heard the term ‘iron exotic’?”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Finn had to shake himself to concentrate on the here-and-now. His thoughts were scattered, drifting, trying to put together the implications…

			“Are you making fun of me?” Ellie asked suspiciously when Gyvoy finished explaining. “A planet where it rains iron? Seriously? This is a hazing, right?”

			“No,” Finn told her cautiously. “They do exist. The planet’s composition has to be just right, and they have to be in an orbit close enough to their star to heat them up to the right temperature. They’re incredibly rare.”

			“And this Dolod gas giant is one of them?”

			“Yes,” Gyvoy said. “A flyby mission checked the planet’s composition; there’s no mistake. It means disaster for Anoosha’s economy, which in turn will impact Gondiar.”

			“Not so much,” Finn said. All those economic lectures he’d attended were whirling through his mind; he was trying to fit them to the implications Gyvoy had laid out. “The Celestials are the primary market for Gondiar’s food.”

			“Great, so consign Anoosha to a financial death spiral. If their industry collapses, who’s going to supply Gondiar with agricultural machinery?”

			Finn shrugged, feeling really bad about it, but—“The Celestials. It’ll be nothing to them; agricultural machines are the Stone Age to them. Manufacturing them will be simplicity itself.”

			“So their grip on Gondiar will become absolute. Economic slavery is still slavery, just without the chains.”

			“We’re pretty much dependent on them anyway. Be realistic.”

			“I know. But, hey, Finn, you’ve got the Diligent. You can leave, so no problem, right? And who cares about Anoosha? You think iron exotics like Dolod are rare, what about a semi-independent human society in the Centauri Cluster? Can you even name one as prosperous as the human worlds in the Crown Dominion?”

			“Okay, yeah, but—”

			“We have potential here—and you don’t have to tell me how it’s wasted. But it’s here, Finn, like nowhere else. That makes us the most important, the most precious, humans in the Centauri Cluster. We are hope, Finn, the supernova of example blazing out for every human to see. No matter what dismal planet they’re on, humans can look into the night sky and know that we don’t have to be lowlife that’s barely tolerated and always oppressed. And if you take Anoosha from us—our single industrial and technological base—knock it back into poverty-riddled uranic fiefdoms, we have nothing. No hope, no future. Take away Anoosha, and all Gondiar humans will ever be is tenant farmers. How would you like that, Finn? If you hadn’t been born now—if instead you were to be born in two hundred years’ time—would you have the opportunity to escape on a starship? Because that’s what you’re doing now, isn’t it?”

			“Asteria! All right, I get it.”

			“Then explain it to me,” Ellie said. “We’re talking about a gas giant that’s been traveling through interstellar space at a temperature just a few degrees above absolute zero for ten or twenty thousand years, right? How long is it going to take to heat that atmosphere up to a temperature that will produce liquid iron?”

			Gyvoy appeared to consider the question as if it was completely reasonable. “Maybe a century, maybe two; depends how far out from the star it finally settles into orbit. Just far enough away to produce the rain, but not so close and hot to make the rain harvesting operation unviable.”

			“Okay, so Anoosha has those centuries to change, to invest in new technologies and divest itself of its mining operations.”

			Finn winced.

			“Oh, yeah,” Gyvoy said. “Because we all know the Crown Dominion is renowned for its revolutions and transformations. I expect the Celestial Grand Families that own the Anoosha mining enterprises will come running to spend their funds on manufacturing systems that will advance the human industrial science base and promote us to being an awkward new faction within the empress’s domain. Because we don’t have the potential to break out of our niche.”

			“There’s no need to be an asshole about it,” she said stiffly.

			Finn gave Gyvoy a curious glance. He was almost afraid to ask the question that had suddenly become so obvious. “What is it you want the Diligent to collect?” In his head he was trying to think of a weapon that could make a difference to a flying planet. Anything involving that kind of power level would be utterly terrifying.

			“Not the Diligent, Finn,” Gyvoy said with a sad smile. “You. What I want you to collect.”

			“Oh, shit. Gyvoy, what…?”

			“All this talk of development and economics is irrelevant. Even if we had weapons, we can’t wage war on the Celestials. What did you imagine? A secret Traveler strike fleet destroying the industrial facilities that manufacture iron rain harvesters? No. We have one chance, one single moment that matters here, Dolod’s closest approach to Kelowan’s star. That’s when the Archimedes Engine will make its course correction. Either it goes into orbit and rains iron, or, possible but everyone thinks unlikely, it’ll carry on toward another star system. What we do is ensure it’s the latter.”

			“So we blow the engine up? Without the momentum transfer, Dolod will just fly through the Kelowan system and head off back into interstellar space, right?”

			Gyvoy’s laugh was harsh. “This is a medium-size gas giant we’re talking about here, Finn. There is no single super-huge rocket engine that performs the momentum transfer. The Archimedes Engine is thousands of units floating through the atmosphere. Acting together, they contain the planet in a mesh of quintessence lines. That is how momentum between planets and stars is effected. Blowing up one unit—a hundred—will make no difference.”

			“How then?”

			Gyvoy’s patronizing smile was instantly annoying. “We switch it off.”

			“What the fuck?”

			“Even something with a godlike ability and sophistication—like an Archimedes Engine—has an operating system.”

			“Yes? So?”

			“So it doesn’t make its own decisions. It’s not sentient; it is programmed to perform its operations. But if we can access the operating system, we simply shut it down.”

			“And you’ve got…got what? What weapon can do that?”

			“I know where there is a copy of the operating system. I want you to fly the Diligent there and connect with the operating system. Learn how it works, Finn. Then stop Dolod from going into orbit around Kelowan’s star.”

			Time juddered to a halt, though somehow Finn could still hear the blood rushing round his body. “Me? Connect? To an Archimedes Engine?”

			“We always knew this would require a uranic. There are several who are in alignment with our goal. Good people. But Finn, you! You connected with the Lestari’s fusion engines. You can control Celestial machinery. I’ve never heard Uzoma praise anyone like she did you.”

			“Asteria’s arse, you have got to be kidding!”

			“No. I am completely serious.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“Why not? You have already proved your talent. Dear Asteria Herself has blessed us. Here you are, with this ability, at this time. Do not tell me this isn’t destiny writ large. You’re the one, Finn. You’re the one who’s going to secure the future for all humans in this part of the galaxy.”

			“This is crazy,” Ellie exclaimed. “You can’t expect him to agree to this.”

			“Why not? Finn is our greatest chance of success. Would you deny people that? You’ve seen the success of Hafnir, what can be accomplished by someone with vision and drive. Your blood, Ellie; Josias is proving an inspiration to a whole generation who are waking up to what they can achieve if they’re given the chance. If we fail, if the iron exotic goes into orbit, what will become of Hafnir? All the aspirations of the people you brought here, the effort and sacrifice of your ancestors throughout the flight—your own mother—all that will turn to dust. You might just as well have stayed in the Sol system.”

			Finn gave her a helpless look. “What do I do?”

			“I don’t know. So help me, I don’t know. This is so monstrously huge, asking you to do this. It’s wrong and you know it,” she wound up practically shouting at Gyvoy.

			“A power greater than we can ever understand sent a planet flying toward us,” Gyvoy countered. “Is that ‘right’? Is not having a choice about it ‘right’? Do you think I am enjoying asking Finn to do this? I’m asking him because I am desperate for us to succeed, and he is the best uranic we have. We have one chance, it has to work.” He slumped back in the chair, a sullen expression settling on his face. “Finn, if you say no, I will leave. No hard feelings.”

			“Ha, that I do not believe,” Finn said firmly.

			Gyvoy gave him a sheepish grin. “Yeah, well. Okay, let me add a sweetener. I’ll pay, of course. For the whole trip—far more than any charter money. Enough to set you up as a fully independent trader. After this, you’ll be able to afford to go anywhere.”

			“You have that kind of money?”

			“Yes.”

			“The Enfoe Dynasty is rich, but…”

			“There are certain people—call them Human Liberation adjacent if you like, but it’s more than that. Not everyone on Anoosha is a shortsighted corporate profiteer. Some members of the bigger, more prosperous industrialist families realize what impact harvesting iron rain will have on their own legacy.”

			“The last time I worked for an Anoosha company, it did not end well.”

			“I disagree. Look where you’ve wound up. But—” He held his hands up as Finn began to protest. “I’m not asking you to do this alone. I’ll be coming along, and I’ll be bringing some serious protection with me.”

			Finn looked at Ellie.

			“I can’t make this decision for you,” she said.

			“I understand. What I need to know from you is: If I agree, will you come with me?”

			She took a long moment. “Yes. I will.”

			“Thank you.” He turned back to Gyvoy. “I hated my life. My family has the best of it on Gondiar, but that still wasn’t enough. I never saw any change, any progress. Now Hafnir has brought that. Yes it’s a tiny change, especially on a planet Gondiar’s size, but it’s a start. My mother and all the marchionesses before her have spent eight hundred years working to maintain a decent human status in the Crown Dominion. I never thought it was anything near enough, which is why I’m here today. The idea that what little freedom people here have could be reduced after everything the Jalgori-Tobus have done cannot stand. So yes, I’ll try to connect with the operating system of an Archimedes Engine, may Asteria preserve me.”

			Gyvoy came over and hugged him tightly. “Thank you, man. They’re going to build statues of you across the Centauri Cluster. No: moons. They’ll sculpt whole moons in your image.”

			“I really doubt it.”

			“Sure they will.”

			“Okay. So exactly where the hell do we find a copy of the operating system?”

			“The factory where they used to build Archimedes Engines, of course. We’re going to fly to Kingsnest.”

			“Asteria’s arse! For real?”

			“Oh, yeah. With a quick side trip to Kajval first.”

			“Okay, boys,” Ellie said sharply. “Enough. Where is Kingsnest?”

			“Wrong question,” Finn said happily. “What, not where. You know you thought Gondiar’s georing was the most amazing macrostructure ever?”

			“Yes…”

			“It’s not. But Kingsnest is.”

			

			—

			The committee didn’t have a name. In fact, Terence Wilson-Fletcher wasn’t sure you could call it a committee. Certainly it wasn’t official; just three people with a job to do. They met every few months in a room deep underneath the Zetian Palace; Terence’s globecab took him there via a private tunnel from an ordinary residential block on the edge of Makeda Park. Presumably Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu just walked downstairs. As for Fábilo deMederios, the Inspector General of the Treasury’s Office of Financial Investigation, Terence assumed there was a tunnel between the Treasury building and the palace, as there was never a second globecab parked next to his own in the little garage.

			Apart from the lack of windows, there was no way of telling the room was underground. It was as elaborate as all senior civil service offices, with leather chairs and artwork that had been fashionable when commissioned.

			They discussed progress on several cases Fábilo had launched, tracking the finances of five individuals Terence had named at their last meeting. Erwin Desai, one of the five, a fruit merchant and prominent Human Liberation supporter, had received a large payment from an anonymized Treasury coin—money he was using to support several Santa Rosa councilors who believed in Human Liberation.

			“What are the councilors doing with the money?” Zelinda asked.

			“Financing supporters and campaigns,” Terence said. “And taking a large cut for themselves.”

			“We traced the transfers back through three coins,” Fábilo said. “The first in the chain received its payment from a Celestial coin issued and verified by the Tinaja Treasury.”

			“Excellent work, thank you,” Terence said. Makaio-Faraji would be most interested in that—though even the archon might have trouble tracing the origin of the money further back. Whoever it was in the Tinaja system that made the payment would be long gone. On the other hand, it was the third time in the last two years they’d seen funding coming from Tinaja. The evidence against offworld backing and Traveler couriers was irrefutable, but Terence still didn’t understand what the goal was.

			“Do you want me to place Desai under an official tax examination?” Fábilo asked.

			“No. We know who he is and have confirmed what he’s doing; that makes him useful. I’ll increase the monitors I have running on him. The way Desai’s spending the money he kept for himself, he’s going to need more pretty soon. It turns out he has a mistress: Casilla Porcu. She’s not uranic, but her family is well off. That means she has expensive tastes.”

			They all shared a smile at that.

			“I wonder what his controller would think about that?” Fábilo mused.

			“If they have any sense, getting stiffed by a nonentity like Desai will be built into the budget,” Terence said.

			“You’re such a cynic.”

			“One thing my analytics spotted: a couple of times the money couriers were observed making contact with Regal Democrat candidates.”

			Zelinda let out an exasperated groan. “Did they accept funds?”

			“Still looking into that. I’m expanding the monitors to see if their spending patterns change.”

			“Thank you. If you have any evidence my extremely embarrassing brother-in-law is receiving offworld funding to advance his politics, I need to know immediately.”

			“Of course.”

			“If Regal Democrats accept funds, I want you to come down hard on them,” Zelinda told Fábilo. “Put the fear of Asteria Herself into them. Make an example of them, to discourage others.”

			“Count on it,” Fábilo said.

			“I’m not sure the Regal Democrats need additional funds,” Terence told her. “They’re more than just a grievance vote like Human Liberation; they have actual financial policies that promise to deliver, and they’ve got Hafnir as proof they work as claimed.”

			“Although you haven’t seen him receive offworld funding, Josias is still managing to cause trouble,” Zelinda said. “These economic reforms Regal Democrats are advocating are untried. He might not be funded by some other dominion, but he’s certainly proving more effective in achieving the goals of Human Liberation than they are themselves. Regal Democracy candidates have two candidates standing in Santa Rosa. That is not optimum. Nobody wants them spreading.”

			“Okay,” Terence conceded. “All political activity goes into my reports anyway. The archon can decide if he wants me to run greater observation on Josias.”

			

			—

			Officially, the charter was for the Diligent to fly to Hoa Quinzu and Kingsnest so that they could search for Remnant Era salvage; that’s what Captain Dejean and the crew were told. Finn never mentioned the Archimedes Engine operating system to anyone, and Ellie was diplomatic about it, too. His rationalization was that the Diligent would be in orbit both times; all the risk would be on the landing teams.

			He’d had a painful goodbye with Otylia when she came up to High Rosa the day before they left. He’d signed over final authority to manage what was left of his estate to her, while she gave him and Ellie their Hafnir certificates of residence.

			“You come back,” she told him fiercely as they gripped each other’s hand tightly, connecting at that deep level they only achieved with each other.

			“I will. It won’t be for a while.”

			“How long?” she asked in trepidation.

			“Thirty years,” he confessed.

			“Finn!”

			“Don’t be angry. I’m going to Kingsnest. It’ll be amazing.”

			“You’d better gift me every memory.”

			“I will.”

			

			—

			Diligent left High Rosa after Finn and Malvin had finished installing comms gear around the ZPZ generator and established a basic connection. Finn’s first task was to find out the machine’s power requirement and how to supply it. Malvin was ready to manufacture whatever induction platform was needed, but spent most of the week before launch monitoring the ship’s tokamaks and ion drives as they prepared for flight, checking their performance and how the thousands of new components were all working. Finn didn’t mind; it was going to take eighteen days for them to reach the ingress Gate for Hoa Quinzu, and he wanted to be very certain he knew what they were doing before they hooked the generator up to a power source.

			A day after they left, with Ellie away catching up with all her old friends who were still on board, he opened the case he’d packed at the Zetian Palace, the one with his old clothes in it. Right at the bottom was the flask with its little green light showing him it was still keeping the rekaul at the right temperature. He measured out a dose that would give him maybe an hour in the Browntime. I don’t need longer. I just need to know if I’d imagined what we shared all those years ago. I was so sure we were the same.

			Lying back on the curving couch, he focused on a day that was already pretty clear in his ordinary memory, and inhaled the spray.

			The endless corridors of the Zetian Palace were so familiar he wasn’t even sure if it was his own memory or the rekaul that painted them around him. Then he heard her laugh and hurried after her just in time to see her running around a corner ahead of him. Variaka Richelieu-Travere giggled wildly as she scampered up the steps into the swimming pool hall, her open robe flapping wildly as she went. The swimming pool was on the fifth floor of the family wing, occupying the entire top floor of a rotunda. Long troughs surrounded the edge of the pool, hosting a wall of palm trees and flowering creepers; a waterfall at one end completed the illusion that they were in some wild jungle setting.

			Varry shrugged out of her robe. She was wearing a scarlet bikini underneath. Teenage Finn was lost in love and lust at the sight of her as she dived into the water. He didn’t even waste time pulling off his T-shirt, just jumped. The water was surprisingly cold, but the horny smirk on her face when he surfaced blew every discomfort away. She giggled as she swam through the waterfall. Behind the cascade, there was a grotto with a padded couch shelf along the back wall. Varry pulled herself up onto it effortlessly, that devastating smirk still in place. Finn followed her, his limbs behaving as if he’d never used them before.

			She plucked at the T-shirt. “Take it off.”

			His pitiful coordination meant he took an age to struggle out of the soaking wet garment.

			“And the trunks.”

			They were halfway down his legs when he fell off the slippery padding and back into the water. Laughing, she held an arm out and helped haul him back up beside her.

			“Got any spray on you?” she asked as he moved in to kiss her.

			He looked down in complete bafflement at his naked body. “Er, no. Should I have?”

			“Shame, my sister said spray can make it even better.”

			Staring worshipfully as she took the bikini top off, Finn couldn’t imagine how that was possible. “I’m going to leave,” he confided—something he’d never told anyone, not even Otylia. Varry would understand, though; they were soul mates.

			“Now?”

			“No! I mean when I’m twenty-one—or maybe earlier. I hate this life. I’m going to leave it all behind: the palace, my family, all the responsibility, everything I was never given a choice in. I want to be free.”

			“Good for you.”

			“Come with me.”

			Her arms went round him. “Where?”

			“Anywhere in the galaxy I want. I’m going to be a Traveler.”

			She laughed in delight. “That’s brilliant, Finn! Most of us just want to sniff spray and party. So, yeah, I’ll come with you. Fuck our families, and fuck this dead-end world! We’re the same; we’re both better than them.” Her hands fumbled at her bikini bottoms and she produced a tiny spray.

			“Is that…?”

			“Oh, yeah.” The tip of her tongue appeared tauntingly at the corner of her mouth. “Let’s start our beautiful star voyage right here, right now. Let’s leave them all behind.”

			“Yes—” He barely got the joyful word out before she pressed the top of the spray, holding it right under his nose. The effect was immediate. He could feel it cleansing his blood, his nerves, his mind. He saw, heard, and felt everything with an intensity he’d never realized was possible. And gorgeous Varry with her amazingly hot body was right at the center of the universe, and she wanted him. They were kindred, in love, joined together forever. Life could never be more magnificent than this.

			Her face hung above his, crowned by wet hair, smiling brighter than the sun as they started to move. The ecstasy was terrifying in its strength. Tears trickled down his cheeks at the wonder.

			She looked so similar to Ellie, too, which was fantastic. “Never leave me,” he pleaded.

			“Finn.”

			Varry’s image wobbled under the pressure of every overloaded sensation assaulting his body. Amid it all, she was full of concern. “Thank you, thank you for caring,” he told her. Although Ellie was more than concerned; she was anxious.

			“What have you done? What have you taken?”

			“I love you, Varry.”

			“Finn!”

			And Varry was Ellie, standing over the couch in the Diligent’s quarters, her expression changing to anger.

			“Ohshit,” he groaned.

			“What is this?” Ellie was shaking the empty spray in front of his face. “What?”

			The crash was absolute. Tremors ran along Finn’s arms and legs as his skin turned ice cold.

			She saw the flask with its green light winking. “Oh, hell. It’s rekaul, isn’t it? You kept some! Why, Finn, why? Do you think the past is more worthwhile than a future with me?”

			“No, no, it’s not that. Really, it’s not.” It might have been the withdrawal, but the strength of his guilt was threatening to split his head open.

			“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she yelled furiously.

			“My life,” he wailed back at her, loving and hating his honesty, but if anyone could understand it would be Ellie. “My life is what’s wrong. Every miserable wretched goddess-awful shitty second of it. I want to escape, I want to be free of it—of Gondiar, of the Crown Dominion, of that carnival of monsters: my family.”

			“What do you think we’re doing, you asshole? We’re on a starship flying to a Gate of Heaven. We’re leaving, we’re gone.”

			“But we’re coming back. Don’t you see? Gondiar is a black hole I can never escape from.”

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake, listen to yourself you self-pitying…” She stopped and took a breath. “All right. Finn, we’ll be back here for a week while you switch off the Archimedes Engine. One single week in thirty years’ time, and it pays for everything. We’re not docking at High Rosa, we’re not visiting your family, we’re completing the mission that only you can make possible. So why are you doing this to yourself?” Her tone changed abruptly, becoming harsh. “Who was that, anyway? Who were you remembering? Was it that poet girl again?”

			“No, not her.”

			“Who, then? Who do you turn to instead of me, Finn? Crap, do you have any idea how much that hurts? Why not me?”

			“She’s not important to me. She’s just someone I thought I could save, once. But I can’t. We were young, I thought we were the same, but I know now we never were. She’s grown up into everything I hate. I should have recognized that back then; it’s obvious now I’ve been back there. I don’t think I ever really left the past, Ellie. I can’t. It’s so much of what I am.”

			“The past is dead, Finn, but you’re letting it devour you. You have to stop; you have to let it go. This obsession you have with your heritage—I mean look at you, the state you’re in! It’s ruining you.”

			“I know,” he sobbed.

			“Okay, so tell me, Finn, please; what is happening here?”

			“I don’t know, but…I have these moments when it’s like there’s someone in my head, but it’s not me.”

			“Right then, no more rekaul, clear? As of now, this flask is gone. More of the past is the last thing you need. And when you get upset, when these ghosts come out to haunt you, tell me! Don’t just keep it to yourself like some dark treasure. Talk to me about it.”

			“Yes, yes, I will.”

			“Promise me, Finn. Promise you’ll tell me what’s going on in that head of yours. I need to know, to understand.”

			He nodded, unable to look at her, he was so ashamed. Here he was on the Diligent, his own starship, the goal he’d chased for his whole life, heading off on a mission that would save the future of two human planets. And he’d been so fucking stupid he just wanted to die. In Asteria’s name, what came over me? “I promise.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			 

			The Helium6 bar in the Mahurgad habitat was Marcellu’s favorite in Pana-seok, the city that perched on the top of Anoosha’s orbital tower. It was much favored by the crews of visiting ships eager for some relaxation, live music, and private entertainment, along with an impressive selection of Gondiar’s finest booze. He’d reserved a booth, which came with a window set into the habitat’s outer skin. From there he could see the ungainly trelliswork of massive support struts and travel tubes that wrapped around the tower’s anchor asteroid, bristling with an irregular collection of cylindrical habitats, industrial stations, extensive space docks, and tall gantry stacks of spherical fuel tanks.

			All of Anoosha’s exports flowed up the tower to be transported across the Kelowan system. The bulk of it was refined metals and minerals from the vast strip mines that was taken away by huge cargo ships owned by Grand Family enterprises. A smaller export trade was with Gondiar, which bought plenty of machinery in return for agricultural products. Between them, those two economic fields accounted for a high volume of spacecraft traffic that swirled constantly around Pana-seok. Traveler ships visiting Kelowan preferred the human-owned astroengineering companies to refit and repair their ships, and favored its market for dubious cargo. Pana-seok was also the preferred location for experienced security personnel hunting their next job.

			Clinging to the planetside of the anchor asteroid, close to the tower capsule station, Mahurgad gave him a fabulous view of the planet below, which swung around and around in a slow progression as the habitat rotated. He watched with a remote interest as he waited, sipping his beer. Medusa arrived at the booth half an hour late as always, a vision in tight leather as black as her skin; rainbow hair sprouting long braids with integral mech threads that made them writhe like serpents. He’d always liked the nominative determinism involved. Those elaborate tails of hair each contained a weapons system—because, why not? She’d worked as an enforcer for an Anoosha gang when he recruited her. Now she ran several informers on Anoosha, all of whom had assets of their own. And while he’d been away, she’d collected information from his Gondiar assets as well.

			Marcellu activated his privacy shield units as she sat down, establishing a barely visible ruffle of air across the booth’s open side.

			They sat in silence for a moment as her gaze swept him up and down. A bright scarlet eyebrow was raised in amused query. “So, you gonna tell me what the other fella looks like?”

			Marcellu wasn’t naturally a self-conscious person, but since the Arcadia’s Moon arrived back at the tower city there’d been no time to have his cymech swapped out for standard prosthetics. He did appreciate the strength his new parts provided, and the fact that Doc I-kdrene-Four had saved his life with them, but for someone who preferred to remain inconspicuous they were a severe liability.

			“A lot better off than me,” he admitted bitterly.

			“Ouch.”

			He pushed a glass of white wine across the table for her. “The Lestari retrieved a ZPZ generator for Finbar Jalgori-Tobu.”

			“Old news. The Lestari docked at the Gondiar georing two weeks ago. The generator is already on board the Diligent. According to our assets in High Rosa, Gyvoy brought a squad of mercs on board with him, including—get this!—a couple of Silicates. Eight hours ago, the Diligent undocked, and as we speak is flying along a vector for a Gate of Heaven. The Hoa Quinzu ingress, to be precise.”

			“Shit.” His fist hit the table, leaving a small dent in the polished metal surface; he still wasn’t used to his new strength.

			“Problem?”

			“I was specifically tasked with making sure the Diligent was retired—and especially that it didn’t become a starship.”

			“Oh, dear. That sounds like our esteemed Sahdiah won’t be pleased with you.”

			“Damnit, I’ll have to go after it. I have to make sure this time.”

			“You’ve only just got back. Eight years, Marcellu.”

			“If you can’t continue to coordinate reports from our assets, I can always find someone else.”

			Medusa spread her hands wide in surrender. “I can do more than cope; I haven’t stopped recruiting and expanding those assets while you were away. We’re in a lot better shape now than we were before.”

			“Don’t push it. I won’t be gone long.”

			“You sure about that?”

			“If they’re going to Hoa Quinzu, their destination has to be Kajval. There are still a lot of Celestial artifacts down there—everything Travelers lust after. Once the Diligent’s in orbit, I can use some simple retrograde kinetics against them. It’s an old ship. Its death light-years away won’t cause any ripples here.”

			“There are thousands of people on board. It’d be a massacre.”

			“We work for Celestials, Medusa.”

			“Yeah, but…come on. We’re at the top end of our trade. We’re supposed to solve problems with a single subtle action that no one ever sees, or even realized happened.”

			“I didn’t know you were squeamish,” he said in an accusatory tone.

			“I’ve killed enough people, you know that. But they were in the same line of work. Me or them. That’s fair. Taking out ten thousand people, that’s different—especially as we don’t even know what the reason is. Speaking of: Aren’t you curious about what they’re going to Kajval to collect? I am. And I bet Sahdiah will be.”

			“Possibly. This partnership between Finn and Gyvoy is odd. I’m considering the possibility one or both of them have been recruited by Olomo.”

			“Really?”

			“It makes as much sense as anything else.”

			“And does that justify a massacre?”

			“No, but what else can I do?”

			“If they are going to Kajval for this mysterious artifact, then at some point they will leave the Diligent and go down to the surface to pick it up—which is why they need that merc squad. Kajval’s surface is a dangerous place to be, in so many ways. If Finn and Gyvoy both die down there, then so does their mission. No need to take out the Diligent. Horrific massacre problem solved. And if you happen to find out what the prize is before they die, you could always bring it back for us.”

			“Us?”

			“My idea. That entitles me to a percentage. And you did give me the whole lecture about how skimming a little is okay.”

			“Yeah,” he said dubiously. And what Gyvoy and Finn were doing had started to bother him, maybe more than it should. It would be good to report back to Sahdiah with some answers, even if he hadn’t done as the archon asked and made sure the Diligent didn’t become a starship. “Actually, if I did lead a merc squad to Kajval, some of them could go on to storm the Diligent and wreck the ZPZ generator—or simply steal it. Without it, the Diligent reverts to being an arkship—one that’s also a Gath habitat and not in the Crown Dominion.”

			“Yeah, a little bit of creative piracy never harmed anyone. And you’d be completing the mission Sahdiah gave you without causing a fuss by massacring people.”

			“Okay, I’m officially calling a moratorium on the word massacre.”

			She sipped her wine, attempting to hide a smile. “So what’s the not-slaughtering-thousands-of-innocents plan?”

			“There are several mercenary teams in Pana-seok at the moment, and I can equip them properly. No cheap-ass Ghosts this time.”

			“You’ll need to move quickly. Do you have a ship that can reach the ingress Gate in time?”

			

			—

			“I’m so sorry,” Andino said in a sweetly sympathetic voice. “I didn’t know.”

			“Know what?” Marcellu asked.

			The captain’s eye lens tubes whirred smoothly, focusing on his head. “That the doc couldn’t repair the terminal brain damage you’re suffering from. Are you fucking kidding me? Another mission with you? Going after the same person who whupped our asses last time?”

			Marcellu smiled coldly. “Person, not the ship; not the Lestari. And anyway, don’t you want revenge?”

			“Emotion leads people into reckless places. I don’t need revenge. With dilated age, I’ll simply outlive this useless uranic who’s causing you so much grief. Won’t be the first time, nor the last.”

			“Let’s be realists here, captain. The only thing that leads you and the Arcadia’s Moon anywhere is money. And I have it. A lot of it.” He stared at the captain as she looked around her cabin, her cymech actuator units making faint clicking sounds. Much louder mechanical sounds were reverberating through every section of the starship as the dock’s teams installed replacement components for those that had been damaged by the Lestari’s blast of fusion flame. All of the sections had to be custom fabricated for the strange starship, which made every one of them achingly expensive.

			“Aye, you do,” she said eventually. “And you are a man of your word, as well, which I’ll grant is exceptionally rare in these times.”

			“I’m not asking you to fire your priceless Remnant weapons. I just need myself and my team taken to Hoa Quinzu along with a combat drop ship and a high-gee interceptor to get us into the Diligent. Once we’re there, I’ll do the rest.”

			“I recall that phrase coming from your mouth once before. And yet here we are again.”

			“This time it’s different.”

			“Ha. And if I had a kilowatt for every time I’d heard that one…”

			“Do you want the contract or not?” At this point, Marcellu knew any other captain would want to know why, what was so important about this mission? But of course, Andino wasn’t any other captain, which was why he valued her so. The trouble was, she knew that.

			“You said we wouldn’t need to fire our weapons,” she said casually.

			“No, you won’t. The Diligent is an arkship. It’s not built for any kind of combat. I will not be putting you or your ship in danger.”

			“And if it’s a rendezvous they’re heading for? Meeting a ship that is capable of combat?”

			“Then you defend the Arcadia’s Moon.”

			“Aye. So I’ll require a weapons expenditure bond from you.”

			It was all Marcellu could do to prevent an eye roll. “Money is all that exists in the universe as far as you’re concerned, isn’t it?”

			“Even Asteria paid her acolytes to send the Green Worlds signal.”

			He didn’t know enough about the scriptures to argue that. “Fine! I will provide a weapons bond for you.”

			“Always a pleasure to accept your charters, Marcellu.”

			

			—

			“Good to see you again,” Marcellu said as Liliana arrived at his rented apartment. It was on the third floor of the Mahurgad’s accommodation ring, with a window wall looking out down the cylindrical habitat’s internal perception-twisting cylindrical landscape.

			“Been a while,” she said with a smile. “You been away?” She stared pointedly at his cymech. “Got yourself some upgrades?”

			“Something like that.”

			They both sat on a couch in the middle of the living room.

			“The job is outsystem,” he told her. “Is that going to be a problem?”

			“Nah. I’m the original free spirit, me; I go where the solar wind takes me.”

			“Good. I’ll be paying standard rates, plus a kill bounty, and three points if we bring back any artifacts.”

			“Just standard rate? Us poor independent contractors have to make a living, you know?”

			Marcellu made a face. “You’ll be a squad leader, so obviously you’ll be standard plus.”

			“Good to know I have value. So planetside or space?”

			“Both.”

			“Wow. Sounds fun.”

			“Planetside first. Then we’ll be paying the Diligent a visit.”

			“The old arkship?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I hear they got a ZPZ generator.”

			“You heard right.”

			“Okay, then. What ship are we flying on?”

			“The Arcadia’s Moon.”

			Liliana whistled appreciatively. “Good ship. Andino has a pro rep.”

			“Deserved.”

			“Really? It’s in a maintenance dock right now.”

			“Yeah, just getting a few systems reinstalled.”

			“More than a few.”

			Marcellu frowned. He should have known Liliana would be current on the status of ships docked at Pana-seok. “A bit,” he conceded.

			“Plenty of thermal damage, I gather. Almost like it got hit by an energy beam.”

			“You’re a professional; you know what questions shouldn’t get asked.”

			“Sure. So no energy beam. More like a fusion exhaust.”

			“Uh—” Instinct kicked in, triggering Marcellu’s combat implants. Muzzles extended out of their flesh membranes, then stalled. In his enhanced vision Liliana was a shining silver shape, so many aggressor systems in her clothes and skin had powered up. While in his own body, everything had stopped working: his implants, his cymech, even his nerves. Couldn’t move, couldn’t feel anything. Fucking bitch hit me with a nervejam! He could still see…just.

			Liliana stood up. She drew a twenty-centimeter blade from her jacket sheath. “Nothing personal, you understand,” she said. “You’re good at your job, Marcellu. I admire that. But you’re working for the wrong people.”

			Marcellu made a frantic groaning sound as he watched the blade change into an outline of ghostly blue light. I’ve never seen a Cherenkov blade before was his last rather stupid thought.

			Liliana thrust the glowing outline of sub-atomic fog into his throat, which provided as much resistance to its passage as air. She turned the effect off, and the blade rematerialized. As well as being solid, its edges were incredibly sharp. She swiped it sideways, slicing effortlessly through flesh, bone, and cymech. Marcellu’s head fell to the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			 

			Ellie let out an involuntary groan as the reassuring oddness of the ZPZ generator cut off and abruptly brought her back into normality. She was sitting in the Diligent’s command and control center. The broad semicircular compartment was nothing like the Lestari’s bridge, although it was the only compartment in the central cylinder that lacked windows. With its three rows of consoles and ordinary chairs—not the kind of acceleration couches used on Traveler ships—Ellie had always thought of it as the kind of corporate conference room that Josias reminisced about. Diligent lacked the urgency of Centauri Cluster spaceships.

			And when did I start thinking like this? she wondered.

			But the generator had worked, and the ingress frame jump was complete. “Whatta you know, we made it!” she said happily. Somehow this flight was different from when the Lestari had taken her and Finn to Terrik Papuan. That was the Lestari; sure, it was a human starship, but made out of chunks of Celestial technology, which she accepted at some fundamental level was a starship. But this? The Diligent using a ZPZ generator to fly along an Elohim line of quintessence? From the moment they undocked from High Rosa, her subconscious had been warning her it was all kinds of wrong.

			“Once more,” Finn said from the chair next to her. “This time without the shocked disbelief.” He removed his hand from the connection bulb on the newly installed Gateway Flight console.

			Ellie gave him a weak grin. Things were still a little awkward between them, although Finn was a lot calmer now. His sense of humor was certainly coming back. “Come on,” she said. “That ZPZ generator is thousands of years old; nobody knew if it was going to work.”

			“Finn did,” Gyvoy said from his chair on the other side of the compartment. “Finn made it work. Damn, I knew I chose the right man for this job!” He gave them a double thumbs-up.

			Ellie checked around the compartment. Captain Dejean was blinking in surprise as the disorientation of the frame jump faded. All the console screens seemed to be working properly. At least no alarm symbols were flashing, although there were a lot of amber icons. Malvin was reviewing the readings from the tokamaks, his face showing disapproval at the data he was being given.

			“Malvin? Status?” Dejean asked.

			“Unknown. There were some weird fluctuations in the magnetic confinement fields, and no reason for them. Only lasted a few milliseconds. They’re stable again now.”

			“Okay. Keep me updated. Pablo, I’d like an update on our people, please. Any ill effects?”

			“I’s find out, captain,” the Gath assured her.

			“What happens now?” Dejean asked.

			“Absolutely nothing,” Ellie told her. “We’re riding the quintessence line for the next eight days. There’s nothing to do until we egress.” Spoken like an old hand. She could see Finn suppressing a smile.

			Dejean gave the console screens a careful review. Half of them were blank: the external cameras. “So we’re flying just under lightspeed?”

			“Yes.”

			“Hellfire! I feel like I’ve just got rid of a hangover. It’s weird.”

			“Perfectly natural. A frame jump can do that.”

			“Our Gift of Passage made sure nothing bad happened,” Gyvoy said earnestly. “The Goddess smiles on us.”

			Ellie did her best not to exchange a glance with Dejean. All the Gath on board had contributed a drop of their blood, but plenty of the Diligent’s old-timers had taken some persuading.

			

			
				
				—
			

			“Did you really believe the generator would work?” Ellie asked a couple of hours later when they were back in the owner’s quarters, three levels below the command and control center.

			“Yes,” he said, pulling himself a beer from the fridge case. “It either does or it doesn’t. If it doesn’t, nothing happens; we wouldn’t have been in any danger or anything. And the routines as I understood them confirmed its operational status.”

			“Ah.” She accepted a beer gratefully. “As I understood them: key words there.”

			“You’re still not used to the Centauri Cluster, are you? Remnant technology, Celestial technology, it’s built to last. The ZPZ generator has no moving parts, so there’s no physical wear. If its structure is intact, there’s no reason for it not to work. Everyone here is used to things we didn’t build quietly doing their job for millennia. The Gondiar georing was built long before humans even arrived in the Kelowan system, you know.”

			“I suppose.” She settled back in the couch and took a swig of beer. “At least most people seem to have come through the frame jump okay.”

			“The medical office reported eight people wound up in clinics. They’re mostly the older Diligent crew who got shaken up—mild shock, the docs think.”

			“It didn’t bother any of the Gath, then?”

			“No. I think it would take more than that to fluster a Gath brain.”

			She watched him sit back, staring at his beer bottle. It was so obvious something was troubling him.

			“What’s up?” she asked. “Come on, talk to me.”

			“I keep thinking about what Gyvoy said the other day, how Gath genetics enslaves them.”

			“Please don’t worry about what he says; that man is one giant bag of hot air. He’s as bad as Josias, and even more irritating—if that’s even possible.”

			“Yeah, but I always blamed my family for putting me in a place that made my life so miserable. And yeah, I know; poor me, having to suffer living in a palace with more money than I could ever spend on parties and sniff. I’m not looking for sympathy, Ellie, but I think I’m finally starting to understand what I am. Josias was right; the uranics are Changelings every bit as much as the Gath. They were built for tough manual work, a life of hard labor; we had neural induction engineered into our DNA to turn us into Celestial apparatchiks, and that’s much worse.”

			“I think every non-uranic on Gondiar would disagree with you.”

			“We run the world on behalf of the empress. We have no choice; they took that from us when they twisted our very genes to suit their needs. That’s obscene.”

			“Come on, Finn, Gondiar is well run. Your mother and her ancestors have done a fantastic job. It’s the kind of society people back on Old Earth could only dream of. Be proud of what your family has achieved for everyone.”

			“Really? This fabled stability we’ve got? It’s all bollocks. Gondiar is a prison. We’re born, we farm for the Celestials, we die. We’re not allowed anything else, and the Jalgori-Tobu family helps make damn sure of that. It’s so wrong. Nobody lives on Gondiar—not as we should, and can, if we just had a chance.”

			Ellie had to hold back her exasperation; he really couldn’t see the universe in any way other than through his own filters. It wasn’t good the way his perception was being influenced by others with more excessive notions. Intemperate ones, too. Most of which he picked up from Josias, and Gyvoy spouting his endless Traveler philosophy didn’t help either.

			“Of course the population lives a good life,” she said, keeping her frustration in check. “You want proof? Ninety-five percent of all the humans on the Diligent chose to go and live on the world your family has helped supervise.”

			“Supervise? Ha, that’s a joke, as it implies involvement with Gondiar’s development. We had no say. Our arkship ancestors traded our freedom for a safe haven. That’s not living. There’s no progress in all this beautiful stability; it’s a myth. We’re children desperately trying to mimic a foreign culture we can never achieve. We have the marchionesses because they have their queens. We’re prevented from any original thought or activity because they have none of that, either. Well, great, it works for them because they’re immortal; they need that stability to live out their incredible life. But we’re not! We have a hundred and seventy years if you’re really lucky, and it’s filled with nothing. Every day is a pitiful shadow of what went before. I’ve always known that deep down, but I blamed it on the family, on our aristocratic lifestyle. But it’s not them—us! We didn’t do this to ourselves. We’re the jailers, yes, but we don’t own the prison.”

			“Please, Finn, you can’t afford to take everything my grandfather says at face value, okay? I know him. He founded Regal Democrats for one reason—not to advance democracy, but to give himself more influence. Everything he says sounds eminently plausible, reasonable even. Give the people a choice, escape the finance restrictions so they can get richer, maybe as rich as a Jalgori-Tobu, but at heart it’s just a pyramid scheme. The one who’ll benefit from everyone else’s new freedoms and wealth is him. Josias is a politician at a master class level you can never appreciate.”

			“That’s the way he gets things done. Come on, Ellie, he built the Diligent.”

			“Perfect example. What was he when we brought him out of suspension?”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“A man out of time. Nobody on board owed him anything. He had no practical authority. The economic and legal structure that built the Diligent had died tens of thousands of years ago. He was our guest. We were grateful that he’d built the arkship, but that was it. And he was family—a legendary ancestor. I was happy about that, and welcomed him like any new arrival to the family. He took all that, and wound up making the critical decisions at the end of the flight to stop here. He made the flight to Anoosha because he pointed out he was the only one among us who had any experience of a planet.”

			“Well, he was.”

			“Sure. But he weaponized the fact. It meant he would be the one who decided if we could land there. Then he used you; he’s the one who negotiated with your mother for settlement rights on your land. It’s what he does—exploits everything and everyone around him to climb his way to the top.”

			“And you disapprove?”

			“No. Not entirely, anyway. I think he’s quite amazing, actually; I wish I’d inherited half his determination. But what I’m saying is, be very, very careful trusting him and what he says that sounds oh-so-reasonable. It’s all for his benefit. Not yours.”

			“Okay. I see he’s on his way up through Gondiar’s society, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s taking a whole lot of people up there with him—including my sister.”

			She knocked her bottle against his and took another swig. “That he is.”

			“I wonder what Gondiar is going to be like when we get back.”

			“Either a shining castle on the hill, or a smoking ruin.”

			“I think you’re underestimating my mother. She’ll never let anything bad happen.”

			“You just said you wanted progress.”

			“I do. Progress, a constantly evolving culture, is never bad.”

			She gave him a dubious glance. “You really need to read more Old Earth history.”

			

			—

			Going through the egress frame jump was the same twist of perception lasting an indeterminate moment. Months or milliseconds; the human brain couldn’t tell. It only ended when the command and control center became real around Finn once more. When he reviewed the ZPZ generator routines, his mind interpreted them as the deep currents that circulated slowly within an ocean, immense forces flowing gracefully along their immutable courses.

			“Whatta you know, we made it,” he told Ellie.

			She awarded him a snarky grin.

			The console screens that had been blank while they were flying along the line of quintessence began to fill with images collected from the Diligent’s external sensors. The ship was gliding smoothly away from the egress Gate’s concave disk. Half of the view was occupied by the Poseidon Nebula, while stars blazed across the rest. One star was burning bright three AUs away.

			“Okay,” Captain Dejean said. “Astrogation, let’s see how good our new star maps are. Orient us, please.”

			“Captain,” the chief astrogator, Uemi-Jubalee, acknowledged.

			“Enfoe star maps are the best available,” Gyvoy said. “Every Traveler in this part of the Cluster knows that.”

			“I’m sure they are, but we need to confirm their interface with our systems.”

			“Understood. But if I could just say that—”

			“Captain,” Uemi-Jubalee said urgently. “Something’s approaching. Three hundred kilometers and accelerating at point-one gee.”

			Finn couldn’t ever recall seeing Gyvoy look surprised before. It wasn’t an expression that helped Finn’s own nerves. There weren’t many reasons why anyone would rendezvous with a newly egressed starship, and none of them were good.

			“Show me,” Dejean snapped.

			Everyone stared at the largest of the eight screens on the walls of the command and control center. Uemi-Jubalee threw up the external camera feed, overlaid with data graphics that Finn found irritating. He used the bulb connection to extract the data in a format he could follow easily.

			On the screen the ship was an indistinct gray crescent, like an out-of-focus asteroid. Nebula light twinkled through gaps within it. The more accurate ladar return showed him a cluster of ten-meter spheres sticking together in a dozen helictical strands, which themselves curved into a perplexing epicycloid.

			“Lobs,” Gyvoy said disparagingly.

			“What?” Dejean asked.

			“The three habitable planets in the Hoa Quinzu system are home to the Ratarajan Dominion. The Ratarajan Celestials are notoriously insular, and mainly planet dwelling. They live inside those ten-meter spheres.”

			“When they’re in space?”

			“No, all the time. There are no cities or towns on any of their worlds, just the spheres. Nobody’s ever seen a Ratarajan Celestial in the flesh—at least no human ever has—so the theory is that they’ve undergone some kind of total mech-bio merger and fused with the sphere. It’s like a carapace or something.”

			“What the hell for?” Dejean asked.

			“Welcome to the Centauri Cluster. There are dominions a lot stranger than this one.”

			“And: lobs?”

			“Oh. Load of balls.”

			“All right. So what are they doing here at the egress Gate?”

			Gyvoy spread his hands. “I’ve no idea. Like I said, they’re normally insular.”

			“Are they likely to attack?”

			“No,” Finn said. “At least, not this close to a Gate. The Elohim don’t permit anyone to interfere with passage between their Gates. What happens when we’re further insystem however…”

			“Do the Ratarajan normally intercept ships?”

			“I’ve never heard of it happening,” Gyvoy said. “They don’t really care what goes on outside Hoa Quinzu; it’s very rare for one of their ship clusters to travel through a Gate. Which makes this strange.”

			“Strange: interesting, or strange: dangerous?” Ellie asked.

			“Both? Neither? I don’t know.”

			“What do we do?” Dejean asked.

			“Hopefully, they’ll establish a comms channel and they’ll tell us why they’re here. Until then, nothing.”

			“Is that ship armed?”

			“All the lobs have a weapons capability. A cluster this big would be formidable. So let’s just wait and see. But, captain, if they start issuing orders, I suggest you comply. I suggest that very strongly.”

			“Advice noted.”

			They watched the epicycloid of spheres start to decelerate. Seven minutes later it was holding station fifty kilometers away.

			“They’re beaming a signal at us,” Malvin said. “Same format as High Rosa.”

			“Comms always use that format,” Gyvoy said. “It’s about the only constant in the whole Centauri Cluster.”

			“I’d like you to talk to them,” Dejean told him. “We need to know if we’re in trouble.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			The call was audio only. “I am the Woiykan,” the Celestial ship sent. “I speak for the Ratarajan Dominion. We require knowing your reason for entering our home system.”

			“Thank you, Woiykan. I am Gyvoy, I speak on behalf of the Diligent. We are here to visit Kajval. We are seeking to trade with the residents of the travel towns. After that we will leave Hoa Quinzu.”

			“Your ship is a type unknown to us. We require knowing of its nature.”

			“This type of ship was known to you once. The Diligent is an arkship from Old Earth, which has recently arrived in the Centauri Cluster.”

			“The Woiykan determines such an origin is dangerous for you.”

			“The Diligent thanks you for your judgment. Could you tell us why there is danger?”

			“Three years ago, a Mara Yama fleet arrived in Hoa Quinzu.”

			“Oh, shit,” Finn said in shock.

			“That is an unpleasant occurrence,” Gyvoy said carefully. “Have they moved against the Ratarajan Dominion?”

			“The Ratarajan Dominion remains inviolate. The Ratarajan Dominion observes the Mara Yama fleet as it now orbits de Verya.”

			“The Diligent thanks you for this knowledge. Does the Ratarajan Dominion object to us visiting Kajval?”

			“The Ratarajan Dominion does not care where you fly. Proceed at your own risk.”

			“They’re accelerating away,” Uemi-Jubalee said quietly.

			“That’s not good,” Finn said. He saw the nervous way people were looking at him and Gyvoy.

			“What’s the problem?” Dejean asked. “Who are the Mara Yama?”

			“They’re a nomad dominion,” Gyvoy said. “Nobody even really knows how big it is now. They came from Binah originally, but their fleets are everywhere across the Centauri Cluster. The citadel ships at the center of each fleet are massive, fifty kilometers long, and they have hundreds of smaller vessels accompanying them—though small is a relative term here. They don’t use the Gates of Heaven; they travel sub-light for hundreds of years to go between star systems.”

			“And they’re aggressive?”

			“Oh, yes. No wonder the lobs are acting up. Nobody wants a fleet anywhere near their star system, let alone insystem. Actually, it’s very unusual for them to be in a system like Hoa Quinzu, with an advanced dominion. The lobs could put up a hell of a fight if that fleet even came close to one of their worlds. And spaceships—” He broke off, glancing at Finn.

			“And spaceships?” Dejean prompted.

			“They’re well known for targeting arkships,” Finn announced.

			“What the hell have we got that they want?”

			“The people. They harvest people—on ships, planets, habitats.”

			“Why?”

			“Their captives’ bodies are immobilized in life support cells so that biomech filaments can be inserted in their brain. That way, the Mara Yama can extract rare memories and emotions for their own amusement; it’s a truly horrifying form of mental torture that only ends with death. But that doesn’t happen, not for a long, long time; the medical tech is good enough to keep the victim alive for decades. So the victims are made to relive every poignant moment of their life over and over. Good or bad, it doesn’t matter, as long as the emotional content is strong. And obviously, arkships are regarded as the most exotic repositories. I’d imagine Josias would be the greatest prize there could be for the Mara Yama. He’s utterly unique—the man who’s walked on Old Earth. He has to be the last living person to have done that.”

			“Sweet shit,” Malvin muttered. “So they’re going to come after us?”

			“We’re not going to be here long enough,” Gyvoy said with cheery confidence. “The lobs just told us the Mara Yama fleet’s orbiting de Verya; that’s one of the gas giants. They’ll be refueling. A Citadel ship goes into low orbit and lowers a pipe into the atmosphere to skim out the He-three. It takes decades to replenish a whole fleet. Their tanks will be low after an interstellar flight. Besides, they don’t know we’re here.” He pointed at one of the big wall screens that was displaying the Hoa Quinzu planetary system. “Look, de Verya is almost on the other side of the star from us. Kajval is close, one-point-seven AUs, and the Kiyochka ingress Gate is two AUs out from that. We’ll be here insystem five weeks maximum. That’s not enough time for them to reach us even if they set out now. Finn?”

			Finn studied the display, resentful that he was being cast in the support role, backing Gyvoy’s optimism. There was an ingress Gate point-seven AUs from their position, leading to Doganu. Running for that was the safest option, of course, but that would end their mission. The iron exotic would go into orbit around Kelowan, and a couple of centuries later humans would be locked into subservience forever. And the Mara Yama fleet at de Verya was currently over eight AUs away.

			“We can’t afford to be here more than seven weeks,” he said. “If it looks like the Kajval mission is going to take more than ten days, we’ll have to break it off and fly for the Kiyochka ingress Gate.”

			“We’ll be on Kajval three days, maximum four,” Gyvoy said. “Frankly if we haven’t secured a Celestial drop ship by then, we never will.”

			Dejean studied him intently for a long moment, then gave a reluctant nod. “Very well. We have a safe limit of five weeks in this system; that is a limit we will not break. Finn, if you are on Kajval for longer than five days, the Diligent will be leaving orbit without you. Understood?”

			“Yes, captain.”

			“Very well. Uemi-Jubalee, compute a vector to Kajval orbit.”

			“Aye, captain.”

			

			—

			“I know I keep saying it everywhere we go,” Ellie said, “but I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

			She and Finn were in the owner’s quarters, watching the Diligent’s external sensor feed as the ship decelerated into a two-thousand-kilometer orbit above Kajval. They’d detected seventeen ships already orbiting the war-wrecked world, all of them Traveler ships.

			Below them, the planet’s old continents were dark, laced with a multitude of slim lines glowing an insipid orange. There were no gleaming white polar caps, nor clouds, either. But the ocean basins—their glitter was dazzling.

			“Kajval is the only place this happened, thank Asteria,” Finn said. “There’s only ever been one Crystal Gun event.”

			“Is that the weapon that did this?”

			She watched in fascination as his face ran through a range of expressions; it was like seeing his decision process.

			“The Crystal Gun is the name humans have for it,” he admitted eventually. “It kinda seems right. One giant badass space weapon, and when the Kajval Celestials refuse the ultimatum to surrender, some psycho admiral yells: Fire! Kaboom!”

			“How many Kajval Celestials lived here?”

			Finn’s bonhomie faltered. “Maybe a billion?”

			“And they all died?”

			“Some would have escaped, if they were quick enough, but the majority: yes. They all died six thousand years ago. It was fast, thank Asteria.”

			She nearly said: asphyxiation isn’t that fast. But he’d know that. “So the Crystal Gun destroyed the atmosphere?”

			“Yeah. The Crystal Gun is a good name, too; it condensed the atmospheric gas molecules into tiny crystals. It probably used a derivative of the method Celestials use to produce their ultrabonded material.”

			“So that’s why the oceans glitter like this now.”

			“They’re not water oceans anymore; they’re the residue of the atmosphere. The air crystals it produced are the same size as a grain of flour, and frictionless. So first they just fell to the ground, or into the oceans, like a super-fine snow powder. The crystals that landed on the ground started sliding down whatever slope they were on, which took them into the rivers, and from there into the oceans. And right after the Crystal Gun attack was when the ocean surface started sublimating, because the surface of Kajval was now in a vacuum. All that water vapor was exposed directly to the solar wind, which ionized it and stripped it away, off into interplanetary space. It took about five hundred years for the oceans to evaporate. So what you can see glittering between the continents now is actually what the atmosphere became.”

			“Crap. What was the war about?”

			“We don’t know. The only people who know are the Ratarajan Celestials, and they aren’t telling—certainly not to humans.”

			“So the Crystal Gun’s not around anymore?”

			“Who knows? If it is, no Traveler ship has seen it—or if they did, they didn’t recognize it. Besides, I’m not convinced it was a single weapon. Kajval’s entire atmosphere was eliminated in one go; more likely it was millions of drone platforms englobing the whole planet.”

			“Makes sense.” She turned back to the screens. “And those glowing lines?”

			“Lava rivers.”

			“Seriously? But they’re everywhere.”

			“Yeah. Whatever the Crystal Gun process was, it hit the ground as well as the air, which has weakened the mantle’s cohesion. But it’s taken a long time for that effect to manifest. Kajval has become tectonically unstable, and it’s getting worse. Another two hundred years and there won’t be anything left for us to salvage down there.”

			

			—

			The Enfoe Dynasty’s squad drop ship Heads Up was held in a cradle halfway along the Diligent’s third hangar. Ellie looked at it through the prep room’s observation window as she wiggled her way into a spacesuit. The craft was a pearl-colored ellipsoid, twenty-eight meters long. If it was de-orbiting to land on a planet with a standard gravity, it could carry thirty passengers in full combat armor, along with a cargo of fifteen tons. As it was a general drop ship, not a ground-assault pathfinder, it only had light defenses, comprising a couple of missile pods, 360-degree maser coverage, and a decent electronic countermeasures array. Propulsion came from a quadruple ion drive, allowing it to land on airless moons as well as a planet with a full atmosphere.

			“You sure you’re up for this?” Finn asked.

			She took a deep breath and twisted around to face him. “After Breakerville, what do you think?”

			“Breakerville was eighteen Ghosts that dated back to the Remnant Era. This will be different.”

			“Yeah. For a start I have combat armor now.”

			Finn lowered his voice. “Okay. For the record I tried to talk you out of it.”

			“Some talk.”

			“Also on record, I’m glad you’re coming down with us.”

			She grinned and drifted over for a kiss. It didn’t quite happen; their spacesuit collars clashed.

			“Hey, you two.” Gyvoy’s hand slapped Finn on the shoulder, shunting him several meters along the prep room. “None of that, thank you. You both need to save your strength for the mission.”

			Ellie mimicked a smile. She sort of liked Gyvoy, or tolerated him…basically, didn’t dislike him. But his eternal optimist smartass persona was a strong test of her forbearance after, say, the first thirty seconds. Unlike the standard spacesuit she wore, with its bulky layers of insulation and thermal regulator fabric that gripped uncomfortably everywhere, he had a flotight suit. It was from the Remnant Era, he’d boasted: a globe of shiny black morphic matter that, once activated, spread like a liquid over the wearer’s body. You had to clamp a comms-equipped rebreather mask over your face first, and clamp tight, because the seal flotight formed over a body’s skin was absolute. Also, it was only a couple of millimeters thick, so it didn’t hide anything. Ellie was profoundly glad he was wearing an adult diaper underneath it.

			She followed Gyvoy through the airlock into the Heads Up. The cabin was cramped, although the angled seats were allegedly big enough to accommodate someone wearing combat armor. She locked the suit helmet into place and strapped herself in near the back. Most of the squad were already on board. Four of them were in their armor; Gyvoy had insisted. “This is Kajval, after all,” he’d said at the flight briefing. “Once we’re down, you do not relax until we’re actually back inside Diligent’s hangar.”

			Ellie was relieved to see the squad’s armor looked similar to the suit she’d bought in High Rosa. If the squad used it, then it had to be good. Right?

			Both Daves were sitting behind her. Even the squad treated them with respect. Finn, as Gyvoy never stopped emphasizing, was essential to the retrieval mission because of his neural interface and understanding of Celestial CI routines. That just leaves me as the fifth wheel.

			Gyvoy strapped himself into the co-pilot’s seat. The Heads Up slipped out of the hangar and performed a short low-gee burn to take it away from the Diligent. Five minutes later, the pilot initiated a longer burn to shift their orbital inclination.

			Ellie watched the sensor feed through her helmet visor display. They were heading into the terminator, where the glitter of the crystal oceans was eclipsed by the night. Soon all she could see on the black surface were the lava rivers that appeared like malignant wounds gouged into the crust. They formed extensive webs spreading out from volcanoes that pumped vivid plumes of ash-laden sulfur vapor straight up for tens of kilometers.

			“Stand by for primary de-orbit burn,” the pilot said.

			The Heads Up pitched up and rotated around its axis. The ion rockets came on, building swiftly to a two-gee acceleration. Ellie’s flight data display showed her their velocity winding down. They dropped below orbital speed and continued to slow until they were at zero relative to the ground two thousand kilometers below. Gravity then claimed them and began to pull them down. The drop ship flipped again and accelerated in toward the planet. Once they reached eighteen hundred kilometers an hour, the pilot switched the drive off.

			Ellie watched the darkside features expand. They were heading toward a zone on one of the old continents with sprawling uplands beset with lava rivers flowing along the broader valleys before eventually growing dim and spreading out to create vast lava fields. Although they were dark, when she switched to infrared, they glowed from the intense heat they were radiating away.

			“I hope he’s got the coordinates right,” she muttered to Finn. “We’re heading toward a lot of hot rocks down there.”

			“That’s where Natt’s beacon is,” he said. “None of the travel towns stray too close to the undamaged lands. Celestial defenses are trigger happy. Ironically, that makes the ground around the lava fields a lot safer for them.”

			When they were three hundred kilometers up, the display showed her that sensor pulses were starting to sweep across the fuselage. They came from nine separate sites nestled in the rugged ground below.

			“So those are the Celestial compounds?” Ellie asked.

			“Yes. See, they’re all in areas away from the lava. They’ll leave us alone as long as we stay on a course that doesn’t bring us down close to them.”

			“Define ‘close.’ ”

			“A hundred kilometers is generally safe enough. That includes flying directly overhead, which is why they’re tracking us—in case we start to drift in their direction.”

			Ellie realized she was gripping the seat’s armrests and made an effort to let go. They continued their descent in free fall until they were thirty kilometers above the grim terrain. The pilot powered up the ion thrusters again.

			Ellie finally saw the travel town they were heading for. A wide splash of white light was shining out across the ground from its huge headlights. She could see that it was just moving. Smaller lights circled around it at a distance.

			A kilometer up, and falling too fast for comfort, the Heads Up started to decelerate sharply. Ellie was pushed down hard into the seat as the gee force mounted fast. Then it ended in a final bump, and they were down.

			“End of the line,” Gyvoy announced happily. “Let’s go, people.”

			Ellie walked beside Finn as they went down the ramp. And yes, the ground was—once again—like nothing she’d seen before. It was relatively flat: soil that had once been a fertile loam, but now felt like tight-packed grit underfoot after being exposed to the vacuum for six thousand years. The grass and shrubs that covered it had darkened to a deep umber, as if exposure to the airless centuries was a process to turn them to charcoal. Everywhere she looked she could see gray pocked stones, ranging from pebble-sized up to lumps as big as her head, scattered at random. They sat in shallow indentations, with the grass around them pummeled to flakes.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			“Volcano ejecta,” Gyvoy said. “Without air resistance, the pumice can fly for a hundred kilometers, especially if it’s a violent eruption.”

			That made her glance nervously up at the star-filled sky.

			“Dark place,” a Dave said. They were bringing up the rear of the column, while five andys carried the squad’s equipment cases on either side.

			The travel town they were walking toward had an inelegance that immediately defined it as human-made: three basic metal cubes stacked one on top of the other, with dozens of windows set in the walls. Pipes and ladders formed a chaotic lattice around it, looking brutally functional. Above the highest cube was a raised shield of some thick jet-black material that curved over the edges to protect it from ejecta. A broad bank of spotlights mounted high on the front wall scoured the ground ahead as it crawled forward on four sets of huge caterpillar tracks, three times her height. Ellie thought the town might be going about three kilometers an hour—slow enough for them to catch up with it just by walking.

			More headlights were bobbing away in the distance. She remembered the travel town was surrounded by them. “What are the vehicles out there?” she asked.

			“Scouts,” Gyvoy said. “It’s not just Travelers that break into Celestial compounds; the volcanoes and quakes have demolished thousands of them. If any of the Ghosts defending them survive, they roam the surface operating on full aggression mode. They fight with the defenders of intact compounds they come across, and any human they encounter.”

			“I’m launching,” the pilot announced.

			Ellie turned to watch the Heads Up lift off. When it was a hundred meters up, it tipped vertical and accelerated hard.

			Maybe I should have stayed in orbit, she thought. Kajval’s eerie landscape of heat and death was spooking her.

			There were several ramps along the side of the travel town, reaching almost to the ground. When they reached one, Ellie ran for a few steps and hopped up.

			The airlock was large enough to take the whole squad. When it was pressurized, a tall man with several cymech exomuscles on his arms and legs came in. “Welcome y’all to Noveck Active Travel Town. My name’s Binopal. I’m chief assistant to the mayor, and the Natt’s best Celestial archivist. It’s my sweet job to help you get what you want.”

			“Nothing more frightening,” Ellie whispered to Finn.

			“Huh?”

			“Grandfather’s joke. Something about how help is not good when it comes from government.”

			“Oh. Right.”

			With Binopal leading them, they all trooped up five flights of stairs. The inside of the town was as bleak as Ellie had expected. Every wall was bare metal, and the pipes and cables strung along corridors demanded too much space. The chill, fetid air was filled with the constant clattering of machines. Doors were all oval pressure hatches, manually locked with big wheels. Overhead lights were either too green or veered close to ultraviolet. Both spectrums seemed to burn her eyes.

			They wound up in a big compartment with rows of tables with chairs whose cushioning was worn away. Ellie only realized it was a canteen when she saw the food packet dispensers along one wall. A big screen at the far end was showing a match being played in some giant stadium. Ellie squinted at the players on a circular pitch of blue grass. The ball they were chasing and kicking looked like a pair of rugby balls in mid-flagrante. “Football’s changed in the last forty thousand years, then,” she mused.

			A woman in dark blue overalls stood beside the screen, studying the arrivals. Her eyes were light gray cymech spheres, so Ellie couldn’t tell if she was looking directly at them or not. She certainly turned in the direction of the Daves when they came in, but her expression remained impassive.

			“It’s my pleasure to introduce you folks to Elsbeth McQuillan,” Binopal said. “Just about the finest drive team boss we got.” He gave a rueful shrug. “And right now, the only team pitstopping in the old Natt.”

			“Really?” Gyvoy said contemptuously. “The only team? You’re pulling that one on us?”

			“We’re not pulling anything,” Elsbeth McQuillan said. “Take a tour down in the garages, see if you can find another team’s vehicles. I’m the one you’ll be talking to today. If that’s not good enough, you can wait until Euvan O’Calby gets back.”

			“How long will that be?”

			“They left two days ago,” McQuillan said. “Might be at their destination by now. Might even make it back sometime.”

			“I appreciate you fellas are mighty riled that this here situation is not ideal for your negotiating talent,” Binopal said. “But why don’t you tell me what y’all are looking for, and then we can see if it’s worth you staying to talk to Elsbeth.”

			For a moment Ellie thought Gyvoy might just call his bluff. But eventually he said: “We need a Celestial drop ship—five-ton cargo capacity, military grade, ten-gee thrust.”

			Binopal waited a moment. “That’s it?”

			“Yes.”

			Binopal and Elsbeth McQuillan shared a puzzled glance.

			“Nothing else?” Elsbeth queried.

			“Nope.”

			“You fellas got yourself a very specific mission lined up, huh?” Binopal quizzed.

			Gyvoy remained silent, staring at him.

			“Okey-dokey, then,” Binopal said. “There might be a compound that has what you want in it. But y’all gotta understand something here; there ain’t no guarantees. All we know about active sites is from drive-bys and orbital scans from visiting starships.”

			“I get it. Go on.”

			“There’s a small Celestial spaceport seven hundred klicks southwest of here. I say spaceport, but it’s more like a hangar with a landing pad on top. You’ll find it in compound BK37. Never been breached, never had a quake. It’s your best bet, but getting up to the hangar will be a doozy.”

			“It’s in the hoodoo garden?” McQuillan said.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Shit. Okay, he’s not kidding. That won’t be easy.”

			“Let me guess,” Gyvoy sneered. “More expensive?”

			“No, sir,” she said coldly. “Because I just take you there. That’s the standard part. Getting into the compound and up to the hangar is all down to you and your team. There’s a couple of good locksmiths in the Natt—Mique Odox and Wyliam Sapri—who’ll happily contract out to you. They’ll advise you on the perimeter breach strategy and lead you through the defenses. But I gotta say right now, they’re good—I mean they really know their Celestial tech—but I doubt they can activate a Celestial drop ship in under a week. Those craft have some seriously complex systems. And even if you make it past the perimeter, the spaceport is at the top of the rock pillar, and that’s a big strategic pile of shit right there. One way up, and one way down. If you do make it into the hangar, you will not have a week. More like ten minutes before the Ghost pile-on chasing your asses overwhelms you.”

			Gyvoy’s grin was predatory. “Don’t worry, I came prepared for exactly that scenario. We have someone who can burn through any safeblocks on a Celestial control system and take charge of it. Isn’t that right, Finn?”

			Like everyone else, Ellie turned to look at Finn. To his credit, he didn’t look as shit-scared as she knew he was.

			“I will be with you when we raid the hangar, so yeah,” he said. “I’m putting my own life on the line so that I can get the drop ship active and out of there fast enough to stay ahead of the defenses. That’s my guarantee.”

			“Asteria’s tits,” Elsbeth McQuillan muttered.

			“So,” Gyvoy said. “Now that’s settled, what sort of fee are we talking about?”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Elsbeth McQuillan negotiated a couple of vanguard-class tanks, Eat This and Hard Yes, to accompany her command vehicle, Hell Welcomes Careful Drivers, which she claimed was one of the biggest tanks operating out of the Natt. Finn hadn’t questioned that out loud when he clambered inside, but its passenger cabin made the Heads Up luxuriously spacious by comparison.

			The three tanks were complemented by five tracked trailblazer bikes, each of which had a separate posse of five millandys watching out for marauder Ghosts.

			Finn shared the Hell Welcomes’s cabin with the seven members of Sergeant Bensath’s team. All of them were wearing combat armor, which meant they couldn’t even stand up straight. The whole seventeen-hour trip had to be spent sitting down. Finn had tried to sleep, but the noise and total lack of suspension made that impossible.

			After eleven hours rocking and shaking over congealed lava fields and dead ground, they were seeing less tectonic desolation and more ordinary terrain, but that didn’t make the view any better. The loss of the planet’s atmosphere had left all its living organisms structurally intact as they died. Discoloration had set in almost immediately, but that was all. There was remarkably little decay. As Elsbeth had told them, all the bacteria had died at the same time as the host body, so there was nothing to cause biological degradation in any of the plants or animals. Still, vacuum ablation had slowly gnawed away at the surface molecules, smoothing them down so they now resembled timeworn statues.

			Sometime after the thirteenth hour the convoy passed a big herd of bison lying where they’d fallen six thousand years ago. It took Finn a minute to recognize the lumpy shapes as carcasses. Many of them had tiny deposits of air crystals lodged along the folds in their stiff hides, twinkling in the morning sun.

			“They’re like three-D shadows,” Ellie remarked sadly. “What did the Kajval Celestials do to deserve this?”

			“I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to,” Finn admitted.

			“Tell me again this is worth it.”

			“It’s worth it. We need that drop ship to get down to the Archimedes Engine. It’s not just the high gravity on the iron exotic we have to contend with—maybe a human drop ship could reach escape velocity, maybe not—but we have no idea how deep into the atmosphere we’re going to have to go. Only the ultrabonded materials the Celestials have can survive the pressure down there.”

			He could just visualize her head shaking in dismay inside the armor’s helmet.

			“I guess we do need it, then,” she said.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll reactivate it.”

			“Did the Kajval Celestials have neural interfaces?”

			“No. They were completely different from Imperial Celestials, but their CIs still have the same kind of routines. I can interface with the drop ship’s network.”

			“I really hope so, Finn.”

			“Yeah. Me too.”

			An hour later the convoy arrived at the hoodoo garden. It was a region of stone pillars stretching for over eighty kilometers before broadening into a mountain range. The gaps between the hoodoos began to get narrower as the pillars grew taller and thicker. Soon they were several hundred meters wide at the base, with the taller ones reaching over a kilometer into the airless sky.

			As they wound their way through the garden, Hell Welcomes had to start bulldozing trees aside. They were traversing a thick expanse of forest, with its trees going on to colonize every slight ledge or crevice in the hoodoos. Breaking the trees apart didn’t even slow the tank down; the trunks simply crumbled into mounds of dusty flakes as the forward edge punched into them. It began a domino effect as the upper boughs crashed into neighboring trees when they fell, creating a wide bow wave of destruction that only ended when it reached the rock walls of the confining hoodoos.

			Seventeen hours after leaving Natt, Hell Welcomes slowed down and stopped two kilometers from the wall surrounding BK37. Both the Eat This and Hard Yes stopped beside it.

			Sensors on Hell Welcomes focused on their goal. The hoodoo had been carefully hollowed out to provide a natural skyscraper honeycombed with chambers and corridors. Its exterior was left almost untouched, with its loose shroud of trees and foliage encouraged to form verdant fringes around the excavated caverns and their balconies. At the top, its original apex had been sheared off to provide a wide landing pad, with the big hangar cavern directly underneath.

			Sensors on Hell Welcomes revealed the wall protecting the compound was fifty meters high, with a diameter of three kilometers, its outer edge curving concavely around the seven adjacent hoodoos, excluding them. If there were any structures in the forest around the base of BK37, they weren’t visible in any of the orbital scans that’d been compiled by the locksmiths of the mobile towns. Instead, the inner edge of the wall encased a wide moat, which was now full of glittering air crystals that hadn’t been able to slither any further after they fell.

			Gyvoy clambered down from the command cab into the passenger cabin.

			“Twenty minutes,” he announced to Bensath’s team. “Let’s get into position. Mique, you’re taking point, yes?”

			“Yeah,” the locksmith said. “Okay, people, the sensors on the wall know the tanks are here, of course, given we just trashed half the trees in the garden, so the compound’s CI alert status will be at maximum. Now, your suits should be able to move through the forest without being detected, so just keep in single file behind me, and tread where I tread; I don’t want a domino collapse giving us away. After the breach strikes, it really won’t matter. The electronic warfare millandys will be jamming their sensors, and the compound Ghosts will be deployed against the three gaps. Once we’re up on the wall, I’ll corrupt the compound’s network as much as possible. Do not get ahead of me. Until we reach the hoodoo itself, your job is suppression fire against any Ghosts that attack us. And trust me, you will be doing a lot of that. So…let’s get started.”

			“Here we go, then,” Ellie said.

			“Just be careful,” Finn told her. “Stick close to me.”

			“Oh, I am going to be a human limpet.”

			Finn stood up, remembering to bend so his armor’s helmet didn’t smack into the ceiling. The suit’s artificial muscle bands held the position easily.

			“Decompressing the cabin,” Elsbeth announced. “We’ll hold position out here until you launch the drop ship, just in case you need a fast exit.”

			Finn started to shuffle forward, with Ellie centimeters behind.

			Gyvoy stepped in front of him. “Not you,” he said.

			“What?”

			“No, I’m talking to Ellie. You’re not coming on the raid.”

			“Like fuck I’m not,” she snapped angrily.

			“This isn’t multiple choice. I’m sorry; any other raid and I’d be happy to have you on the team. I realize I should have made this clear up on the Diligent, but I didn’t, so there we are. Our task today is absolutely critical for the overall mission, and you have no experience and no training.”

			Finn winced, but it was exactly what he’d been thinking since the moment Ellie had announced she was coming down to Kajval with them. He just didn’t have the nerve to say it out loud.

			“You can’t do this!” Ellie said.

			“I’m going to be honest here,” Gyvoy said. “Call it blunt. Call it—and me—whatever names you want, actually, but you’d be a liability. You’ve never been in combat, and you have no understanding of Celestial defense mechanisms. Also, if you did come, Finn is going to be stupidly protective of you—and rightly so—but if this goes arse over tit, that will increase his exposure. And, Ellie, he’s the only one of us who has to make it to the hangar. That’s what this whole mission is geared up around. I just can’t take the risk. I know it’s hard to hear, but that’s the way it is.”

			“Finn,” she said desperately.

			“No!” Gyvoy retorted. “This is not down to him. I am in charge of this operation, and it ain’t a democracy. Finn, you either come with us while your girlfriend stays safe in the Hell Welcomes, or we abort everything right now.”

			“I’m sorry,” Finn told her. “I have to go. You know that, right?”

			“Sure,” Ellie replied in a venomous tone. “I get it. No choice.”

			Finn didn’t know what to do. To say something else would come over as a belittling platitude. To apologize again would sound pathetic. To be noble and silent and walk out with the rest of the squad would seem like he was too scared to say anything. Asteria’s arse, I could kill Gyvoy. But…he’s right, and I don’t want her to get hurt. She must know she doesn’t have anything to prove after Portishead, not to me.

			His dilemma ended forcefully as Gyvoy slapped him on the shoulder and said: “Move out.” It wasn’t a suggestion.

			

			—

			The forest managed to chill Finn’s skin inside his perfectly regulated armor. His brain was registering it as wrong on some fundamental level; there was simply too much death to acknowledge. His suit sensors showed him countless birds that had fallen out of the sky as the air simply vanished around them.

			All he could think was: What was it like?

			The other teams from Eat This and Hard Yes joined them, and the whole squad walked in single file behind Mique Odox, with Gyvoy second in line and then one of the Daves. Finn was next with another Dave behind him. Gyvoy obviously had more confidence in them protecting him than anyone else in the squad. For a moment, he was almost resentful Toše hadn’t come with them, but while Finn had been busy visiting friends and family in Santa Rosa, the mercenary had got himself another security contract on a Traveler ship.

			As they walked away, Finn saw a plethora of millandys coming out of the hatches on each tank. The machines flittered away into the forest, their legs picking their way through the ground cover with arachnid grace. They left most of the creepers and shrubs intact in their wake.

			Finn concentrated hard on the ground, conscious of how much damage he could inflict on any of the petrified plants. Footprints left by Mique Odox were clear and easy to see; the undergrowth he’d trodden on was a flat patch of flakes. Finn carefully put his own boots on the same patches. Before long, and with plenty of help from the suit manager locomotion routine, he’d fallen into a steady rhythm.

			The squad members lined up behind Dave were following at the same pace. Talk was minimal. The comms display on his helmet visor showed him that Ellie’s channel was open, but she wasn’t saying anything. He didn’t want to start thinking about that. He’d probably read too much into it, and all of it wrong, but that didn’t entirely suppress the guilt.

			“Warheads are on their way,” Elsbeth announced.

			Finn had seen the carryandys when they prepped the Hell Welcomes back in Natt. They were dog-sized, with eight limbs that could double as arms or legs, allowing them to travel along the ground or clamber up vertical surfaces. The warhead Elsbeth loaded onto one was a boosted-proton charge with a point-five-kiloton yield. It was non-radioactive, so they didn’t have to worry about adding additional shielding on their suits. After the three armed carryandys were released, they were programmed to canter carefully through the forest right up to the base of the wall, spacing themselves equidistantly around the compound.

			Ten minutes before the warheads were due to detonate, Mique halted them a hundred meters short of the livestone wall. Finn had glimpsed it through the still, dark boughs overhead—a formidable blank barricade.

			“We’re in position,” Mique said.

			“Roger that,” Elsbeth acknowledged.

			And still nothing from Ellie. She can see us on the tactical display. She knows it’s going well.

			One minute before the detonation, Mique slowly lowered himself flat on the ground. Everybody followed his example.

			So there Finn was, technically facedown in the dirt, although it didn’t seem like that. His helmet was a solid sphere, with plenty of active padding molded around his head to hold it in place. His sight was coming solely from the internal visor display. What he saw were the boughs of the trees interlacing overhead, as if he was actually on his back. It was disorienting.

			Orange numbers counted down the remaining seconds. Even though he could see it happening, the minute stretched out as if the unnerving forest was distorting time itself.

			All three warheads detonated.

			There was no sound, of course—not on dead, airless Kajval. But the ground transmitted a powerful rumble through his suit. He could feel it shaking his breastbone. Filters on the visual spectrum sensors only revealed a modest light level coming from the three small mushroom clouds rising up around the compound. Then the perfectly clear image of the trees vanished in a massive hail of particles as the forest disintegrated. The roar hit him then, as the explosion’s vapor sphere streaked across him, bringing with it a deluge of fragments that hammered against the suit. The noise was abrupt and incredible.

			Seconds later it cut off as the hot gases expanded away to nothing. Still debris continued to hammer down.

			“Let’s go,” Mique told them. The locksmith got to his feet and started jogging forward across the scoured land. With nothing left of the forest to veil it, the wall appeared even larger than before. Overhead three silver streaks zipped through his field of vision with the speed of a lightning flash. Finn’s tactical display tagged them as hypersonic missiles, tipped with multiple boosted-proton submunitions. Smaller explosions erupted along the top of the wall, sending cascades of rubble tumbling down.

			“Maser sentinels eliminated,” Elsbeth said.

			“Thanks, El,” Mique acknowledged.

			Running for the wall, Finn reviewed the tactical data. The warheads had done their job, blowing three giant gaps in the ancient livestone. Millandys were closing on the compound from all directions; the electronic warfare versions were initiating a deep burn on its network, with moderate success. The locksmiths had installed upgraded routines in the millandys Gyvoy had brought so they’d be more effective against Celestial sensors and beam weapons in the compound’s first defense circle. The attack millandys were scanning for the inevitable onslaught of Ghosts that would rush to cover the gaps in the wall, preventing the expected assault forces to enter. There would soon be firefights erupting as the millandys sought to imitate an incursion. If they needed reinforcements, the three tanks would fire more hypersonic missiles in support.

			Finn arrived at the foot of the wall and waited for Mique to start the ascent. The locksmith was accompanied by Sergeant Pandiana’s team from the Hard Yes.

			“What’s the tank status?” Finn asked, trying to make it sound professional.

			“We’re still here,” Elsbeth said, “and your girlfriend’s alive.”

			The armor’s thermal dissipation layer was working just fine. Finn could feel the helmet padding siphoning the heat from his cheeks. “Roger that,” he grunted.

			“We’re on top,” Mique said. “Second team ascend now.”

			Finn took a breath. He had a Dave on either side, and Gyvoy himself just ahead with Sergeant Bensath.

			Come on, you’ve done this before. And as before, the suit management took over, leg actuators moving his feet for him, placing the boots flat against the wall. The ups powered up and stuck. Yeah, and remember how that ended last time. The suit put his hands on the wall, fingers splayed wide, palm touching. The gauntlet ups fastened on. He started to scurry up, the suit providing a simian gait.

			At the top of the wall, Mique had already cut into the base of a blast-battered maser cannon. He was inserting small flexible patches that molded themselves onto the electronics inside. Members of Pandiana’s team with heavy-duty shoulder-mounted cannon were standing guard on either side, scanning along the wall for any hostile activity.

			“And over,” Mique said. “Pandiana.”

			“On it,” the team leader replied.

			Eight armor suits fired their anchors into the top of the wall. Cables spooled out from their hoists and they ran down the inner side of the wall.

			“Perimeter clear.”

			With Sergeant Fomki’s team out of the Eat This now climbing the wall, it was Finn’s turn for the horizontal run down into the compound. As he started, he reviewed what he was seeing. Directly below, the eerily flat surface of the moat refracted a prismatic dazzle from the bright midafternoon sun. It extended for a hundred meters out from the wall. Beyond that, the rumpled ground that stretched to the base of the hoodoo had been a manicured strip of trees and parkland until the moment the warheads detonated. The blast vapor had shattered every trunk and blade of grass, swirling the fine black dust into strange whorl patterns that were still settling.

			Pandiana’s team was standing in the moat, with the sparkling air dust coming up to their knees. Finn came down behind them. Immediately, Bensath’s team formed a protective cordon around him. He wanted to protest but knew that was unprofessional. Gyvoy had been right. Until they got to the hangar, he was the mission.

			Instinctively, he looked at the hoodoo ahead. The lush trees and vines that he’d seen swathing it earlier had now all vanished, their disintegration staining the rock with long streaks of black dust that continued to dribble downward. Their absence revealed hundreds of extensive balconies, often caged in pergolas with exotic carvings. Slender flying walkways linked balconies in precarious curves, none of which had any handrails.

			“What was this place, some kind of temple?” he muttered. This close, the hoodoo was quite imposing. Its height immediately made him thankful his suit had Liden’s signature biomuscles to help him climb it; he was pretty sure they wouldn’t be using any internal lifts even if they were working.

			“Nobody really knows,” Mique said. “All Kajval Celestial architecture has this kind of elaboration. We’ve never seen anything that resembles a prayer room inside a compound.”

			“Are we clear to go?” Gyvoy asked bluntly.

			Mique paused. “The defense network’s glitching nicely from the deep burn, but the CI knows something’s inside the perimeter. It just hasn’t identified us yet. Let’s move.” He started to wade forward.

			Finn followed him. The air crystals hardly put up any resistance as he walked through them. Tiny sparkling grains spurted up around his legs as he moved. The ground at the bottom of the moat felt lumpy, like the stones of a riverbed. Makes sense, he thought. It was a moat. There were several tall statue fountains along the edge. Behind them, the ground undulated in smooth mounds and gullies. Now that the dead forest had been obliterated, it looked like a stretch of black desert, with steep-sided dunes.

			“Is this dust dangerous?” he asked.

			“Put it this way; you don’t want to breathe any in,” Mique said. “It’ll clog in your lungs, but thankfully it’s not toxic. Your suit’s pressure layers are good enough to keep it out.”

			The locksmith reached solid ground and stopped. A swarm of spider-like scout drones issued out of silos on his back and began to scatter forward. Their legs probed gingerly against the ground, tips poking at the gritty remains of the forest.

			“Hold,” Mique said. “Gu-snare.” He knelt down and swept a blue box over the ground. After a few seconds he pressed it in firmly, and spikes jabbed down from its edges.

			Finn watched in surprise as lines of faint emerald light shone through the dust; they formed an unsymmetric mesh that spread out along the slopes. Mique had frozen, though Finn knew the locksmith was waging some esoteric digital war against the lines. Sure enough, short beads of amber light appeared amid the green lines, sliding along like tiny vehicles. The green sections started flickering, then dimmed.

			“Forward,” Mique said. “Stick to the route I’m sending. And remember we need to keep low.”

			A map appeared in Finn’s display, a red line snaking through the ground’s undulations to finish at an arched entrance at the foot of the hoodoo a kilometer ahead. He walked out of the moat and started forward into the gentle valley, following close behind Dave. He made sure his boots didn’t tread anywhere near the dim lines.

			“Crap,” Mique snarled. “The CI’s found us. Weapons ready, please.”

			Finn reached for the magrail rifle clamped to the side of his suit and brought it around. Dave and Dave moved closer to him.

			“Hold,” Mique said again. “K-screw, twenty meters.”

			Finn stopped moving, along with everyone else in the squad. He hadn’t expected the compound’s defenses to be so elaborate. At this rate it’s going to take the rest of the day just to reach the hoodoo.

			Twenty meters ahead of him, three of the scout drones had halted. Their limbs were tapping against the ground, penetrating the black dust a little farther each time.

			As they kept probing, Mique drew a fat-barreled gun and aimed it at them. The black dust stirred under one of the drones. A jet of soil spewed upward. Mique fired his gun as a machine spun up out of the ground, dozens of spiked blades unfolding out of its core, their edges shimmering with blue-white energy. The projectile burst apart into a scarlet net, which was immediately entangled by the blades. Vivid electron bolts seethed along the net cords, scouring long burns in the earth as they grounded out. The machine juddered to a halt, thin tendrils of vapor rising from splits near the base, the spikes drooping.

			“Asteria’s arse,” Finn said.

			“Forward,” Mique ordered. Replacement drones dropped from his silos and hurried on ahead.

			Finn took a breath and started walking again. The lines of light in the ground were predominately orange now.

			“Ghosts incoming,” Mique said. “On our right. Five hundred meters. Keep moving, but lay down suppression fire.”

			For Asteria’s sake! Targeting data slipped into Finn’s tactical display. He automatically pointed his mag-rifle to the right, selecting grenade ammunition.

			“Not you,” the Dave in front of him said.

			“Right.”

			Behind him, Fomki’s team had reached the bottom of the wall. They started to hurry across the moat, churning up wide fantails of air crystals.

			“Wait, why is there a moat on the inside of the wall?” Finn asked. He wasn’t desperate to know, but his subconscious kept nudging the question.

			“This isn’t medieval Earth,” Gyvoy told him. “It’s not an actual moat, probably just a decorative pond.”

			Finn frowned. “But shouldn’t this be where sensors—”

			One of Bensath’s team moved up the slope on his right and opened fire with a shoulder-mounted mini rail-cannon. Dazzling flashes bloomed in the distance.

			Answering fire chewed up the top of the slope, sending ribbons of earth and black dust splattering down.

			“Elsbeth, ground suppression, please,” Mique said.

			“Incoming.”

			Someone screamed: pain and shock.

			Finn scanned around, but no one near him had been hit.

			“Underneath,” an anguished voice shouted. The tag identified it as Edusal, one of Fomki’s team.

			The tactical display flashed a strategic support alert. Three hypersonic missiles struck the approaching Ghosts. The ground quaked, forcing Finn to crouch to keep his balance, very conscious of those glowing lines he was close to stepping on. Vast plumes of earth streaked upward, spreading wide.

			“Something’s in here,” Fomki yelled. “Under the surface.”

			Finn’s suit manager zoomed in on the team in the moat. He could see Fomki’s team was in trouble, all of them floundering about in the placid air crystals. Several were screaming now, and telemetry was throwing up red symbols on their suits—all on the legs. Three of them began shooting straight down into the air crystals at their feet.

			Edusal fell over, landing facedown on the surface of the air crystals. For a moment, the ends of her legs were visible before she started to sink, and Finn gagged. Her boots were missing; the suit’s legs ended just above where her ankles should have been. Blood was pouring out of the severed limbs, fizzing away into the vacuum as soon as it emerged. Edusal’s screams grew louder as she thrashed about. Her arms began to flap wildly. Small pale gray spheres, ten centimeters in diameter with a surface as smooth as an eggshell, were attached to the dark armor. Finn’s suit sensors showed him each sphere possessed a star-shaped slit, which was clamping them onto Edusal’s armor. Then he saw the slits closing, slicing through the tough outer layer of the suit as if it were made of paper. As the slit closed, the sphere dropped off. Blood started to well up out of the holes they’d made, then turned to a jet of fine scarlet mist.

			Those slits are mouths. They’re biting chunks out of her!

			“What the fuck are those?” Gyvoy yelled.

			“Oh, Asteria’s tits,” Mique bellowed. “Saberstones! That wasn’t a moat for water, it was a bed of saberstones.”

			Two more of Fomki’s team fell over, shrieking in agony as they went. Edusal sank below the surface. She’d stopped screaming—and moving. All the rest were firing downward wildly. Their screams blocked the comms channels, so Finn’s suit manager cut their lncs.

			Twenty seconds later, Fomki’s entire team had vanished into the moat’s air crystals.

			“Keep going,” Mique croaked. “Quickly.”

			Something was blocking Finn from moving his legs. He stared at the perfectly still surface of air crystals, searching for…he didn’t know what.

			“Come on!” Mique insisted.

			“Bad shit,” a Dave said. “Move, Finn.”

			Somehow that broke Finn’s muscle lock.

			“Did you say saberstones?” Elsbeth asked breathlessly.

			“Yeah,” Mique confirmed.

			“Oh, hell. How many?”

			“All of them. Every fucking one this bastard planet ever made.”

			Up ahead, a couple of the scout drones had stopped, their limbs poking inquisitively at the ground. Finn groaned in dismay. Not another trap?

			Mique aimed his gun at them, waiting for whatever was buried to break cover.

			“Wave,” a Dave said.

			“What?” Finn asked. But he knew; he just didn’t want to be told. He switched the suit sensor feed to a rear view.

			“Ghosts incoming,” Mique reported. “Right side again.”

			Finn’s suit manager showed him the moat. Its surface was moving. Its entire surface, all the way around the wall, bulging up like a wave and racing forward, an impossibly smooth breaker about to hit the beach. Just before it reached the edge of the moat, its base erupted into spumes of light. Gray spheres came tumbling out of it. And kept on coming.

			The false wave collapsed, and still the saberstones swept forward across the blackened ground, churning up the dust. They were rolling, Finn saw, propelling themselves forward. There was no sign of the star-shaped slit on any of them.

			Mique fired his gun at the vengeful machine that reared up out of the ground ahead, killing it in a blaze of discordant energies. “Move!”

			They all started jogging. Pandiana led two of her team up the slope on their right and set off a barrage of projectiles at the approaching Ghosts.

			“Ghosts on the left,” Mique warned.

			Both Daves were firing grenades at the mass of saberstones behind. The incandescent explosions didn’t even slow them down. The front line was blown apart, but the massive bulk behind just kept rolling over their remains regardless. Finn couldn’t believe their numbers. They were still swelling out of the moat. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. No, more than that.

			Bensath was pounding up the slope on Finn’s left with four of his team. Energy beam strikes turned the dust to glass around them. They had to drop back, launching grenades in high arcs. The Ghosts’ energy beams shot them out of the sky. The light pulse as they detonated was intense, turning the world to black and searing white.

			“Rupture fire,” Mique ordered. “Destroy the ground ahead of us.” Even as he spoke another K-screw whirled its way upward barely fifteen meters ahead. Gyvoy took it out with a burst of hyperkinetic projectiles.

			Finn switched his own gun to fire in a wide fan, range fifty meters. He stood beside Mique and started blasting away at the innocuous earth. His suit sensors showed him the saberstones had become a terrifying avalanche behind them, surging inexorably onward. They were coming in from the sides as well, huge masses cresting the slopes to tumble down, smothering the grenade explosions laid down by the Daves.

			“We’re not going to make it,” Finn realized. They were at least nine hundred meters from the base of the hoodoo.

			Mique and Gyvoy were walking forward, firing ahead to devastate the ground and whatever it concealed. It wasn’t fast enough.

			“Shut the fuck up,” Gyvoy snarled. “We’ll get there. We have to. You have no idea what’s at stake.”

			Finn just laughed at him. It was either that or start crying in futility.

			“Elsbeth, ground suppression ahead,” Mique said. “Everything you’ve—” An energized kinetic punctured his helmet, blowing his head apart. Gyvoy and Finn turned together and sent a fusillade of kinetics into a Ghost that had appeared atop the slope ahead.

			“Keep going,” Gyvoy yelled.

			

			—

			Ellie had gone up into the command cab as soon as Finn and the others left. For whatever reason, Elsbeth didn’t object—didn’t say anything, actually—so she sat in the chair Gyvoy had been using. She selected the feed from Finn’s suit sensors, allowing her to keep up with exactly where he was and what he was doing.

			It was a weird experience. She was still in her own armor suit, so the visor was playing a virtual Finn experience. To her, it was as if she were in an active body remote-controlled by someone else, but just couldn’t feel the motion.

			When he walked down the wall into the moat, she noticed the irregular ground between the edge of the moat and the base of the hoodoo provided plenty of cover if the Ghosts converging on the breaches spotted the squad. “That’s good,” she told herself. Then Bensath’s team formed a protective cordon around him. Ellie nodded approvingly.

			Mique released a group of scout drones from his silos.

			Now the hoodoo had been stripped of its vegetation, revealing the elaborate structures the Celestials had crafted in it. Finn asked if it was a temple. She’d wondered that herself.

			They moved forward, following Mique out into the black landscape. She hadn’t expected the approach to be so difficult. The weird lines of light in the ground, the buried traps, Ghost attacks.

			When Mique called for ground suppression, Elsbeth fired eighteen hypersonic missiles from the Hell Welcomes magazine. “Isn’t that overkill?” she asked. By the time she’d finished the question, they’d all obliterated strips of ground inside the wall. She studied the tactical display, trying to find a pattern.

			“The impact points were all random except for the one taking out the Ghosts,” Elsbeth said when she asked. “It’s a strategic distraction. This way the defense CI doesn’t know we were targeting a specific location.”

			“Ah.” Which was obvious now that Ellie thought about it. Maybe Gyvoy was right? Not that she’d ever forgive him; it’d been too humiliating.

			“Our millandys outside the wall are coming under a lot of fire,” Elsbeth said, “so the CI is concentrating on the deep burn assault. They always do that; it’s like they take it personally.”

			“Do they?”

			“They’re not self-aware sentient, but self-defense prioritization is something they share with biological life. It’s just another factor we use to divert them from the actual incursion.”

			“So they’re not that bright, then?”

			“Depends on the metric. If you consider—”

			A tortured scream came over the squad channel. Ellie saw scarlet alarm symbols flash up on Edusal’s suit telemetry; identical symbols materialized on several other suits positioned close to hers.

			The feed from Finn’s suit became a confused blur, he was twisting about so much. Then Ellie saw Edusal fall; she had no feet. Blood was gushing out of the severed limbs, turning to plumes of red vapor.

			“Asteria fucking wept,” Elsbeth yelped. “It can’t be!”

			“Be what?” Ellie demanded.

			“Saberstones!” Mique was bellowing. “That wasn’t a moat for water, it was a bed of saberstones.”

			“Oh, fuck, no, no, no,” Elsbeth moaned. “Not the whole moat, there’d be…millions.”

			“What the hell are saberstones?” Ellie demanded.

			“We’ve only seen them once before. They’re like pebbles that bite—and bite through just about anything. Certainly the armor the squad’s wearing.”

			“Well…the squad’s out of the moat now.”

			“They move, too. That other time? Nobody survived.”

			“Use the hypersonics. Kill them.” Even as she said it, the feed from Finn’s suit was showing her a deluge of saberstones rising out of the moat, distorting its placid surface of air crystals in a massive swirl of scintillations.

			“They’re too close,” Elsbeth said.

			The leading edge of saberstones started rolling across the ground, forming a mobile ridge that was growing higher as it advanced. Ellie couldn’t believe how many there must have been, piled up under the air crystals. Elsbeth was right: millions! Now every single one of them was on the move, pursuing Finn.

			When the squad tried to escape, traps rose out of the ground ahead.

			“We’re not going to make it,” Finn said, his tone ominously calm.

			He’s right, she realized. “Can we pick them up?” she asked.

			“I can’t,” Elsbeth said. “Even if we could get through one of the breaches, there’s a million saberstones between us and the squad. Not even Hell Welcomes can drive over them. They’d chew the tracks apart before we get twenty meters, then start on the chassis. It’s suicide.”

			“What about a bridge?” Ellie asked desperately. “Some way over them? A route straight to the hoodoo?” She ordered the tactical display to provide an overview of the whole area.

			“If there was, Mique would’ve used it,” Elsbeth said. “There’s nothing.”

			Ellie stared at the map, searching for something—anything.

			Mique’s suit telemetry flared scarlet, then went black before vanishing. Finn’s feed showed the headless armor suit collapsing onto the ground.

			“Keep going,” Gyvoy ordered.

			It was all useless, Ellie knew. Even with Mique guiding them through the traps they wouldn’t have made it; there wasn’t enough time. Now that he was gone, there really was no chance.

			She watched half of the squad purging the ground ahead, their weapons ripping up huge spumes of dust and soil. They were clearing a way, but far too slowly, and from what she could see on the tactical map, the mass of saberstones was closing in from both sides. Groups of Ghosts were also hurrying toward them. The squad needed a much wider swath of destruction—

			She checked the map again, her mind whirling through the calculations: distance, height…

			“Elsbeth!”

			“What?”

			“Are there any hypersonics with boosted-proton warheads?”

			“Yeah, five, but they’re purely for last-resort self-defense. We can’t use them anywhere near the squad.”

			“I don’t want them near the squad. Target the two hoodoos just outside the wall on the northeast. If you strike just above the base, they’ll topple into the compound. There will be causeways of rubble, so we can drive straight in across them.”

			“Oh, shit, that’s crazy.”

			Suit telemetry from one of Bensath’s team reported three hits from energized kinetics. Critical medical alerts bloomed.

			“They’re dead anyway. Do it!”

			“Aw, fuuuuck. Warn them.”

			“Finn, Gyvoy, stay where you are. Do not move. Understand? Hold your position.” As she said it, she could see the advancing wall of saberstones was piling itself higher than Finn’s armor suit.

			“What?” Finn’s confused voice blurted.

			“We’re going to make a bridge. Hang on, we’re coming.”

			“Launching,” Elsbeth said.

			Hell Welcomes rocked as the missiles streaked away.

			“Hold,” Ellie pleaded.

			Barely two seconds later the boosted-proton bombs detonated simultaneously. Elsbeth had fired a pair at each of the two hoodoos Ellie had indicated.

			Ellie sucked down air as the Hell Welcomes sensors showed the plasmaspheres expanding, orders of magnitude brighter than the sun in the airless sky above. Barely a second later, the vapor blast hit the tank. The entire vehicle pivoted up on its front, lifting almost vertically. Ellie grabbed the seat frame—oh, this is going to hurt. It crashed back down, attempting to slam her entire spine into her skull. Her armor suit’s internal padding contorted, its grip as hard as steel.

			Ellie yelled wordlessly as if that would expel the pain. Some amber symbols appeared in the visor. She had no idea what they meant, they were so blurred.

			The tank lurched forward, its tracks growling as it accelerated. Ellie’s padding relaxed its grip, and she blinked the display into focus.

			“Head back to the Natt,” Elsbeth told the Eat This and Hard Yes. “I got this.”

			Sensors on either side of Hell Welcomes showed Ellie the two hoodoos behind and on either side. Cataracts of ebony grit poured down the sides from all the trees that had crumbled in the explosions. The glare of the plasmaspheres was dissipating, revealing massive gashes around the bottom that glowed like lava. They began to disintegrate, flinging out slabs of rock that bounced and careered across the ground, fragmenting further as they went.

			Abruptly, the entire base of the hoodoo on the right burst apart in a blizzard of huge splinters, as if another warhead had gone off right inside the pillar.

			“Oh, sweet Asteria,” Elsbeth moaned in mortified delight. “It’s going!”

			Ellie could barely believe it, but the hoodoo now had a definite tilt—just a few degrees, but visible, its apex leaning toward the compound. The angle started to increase, and accelerate.

			That was when the base of the second one erupted in a blast of detritus. Ellie’s amazement switched to panic as she saw the big chunks of rock arcing out. Some of them were going to come crashing down very close…

			“Er, how good is our armor?” she asked.

			She never got an answer. A rock smashed down on the Hell Welcomes, slamming them sideways with a deafening crunch. Elsbeth fought the motion, oversteering to slalom them back on course.

			“You are fucking kidding me!” Finn shouted.

			“Told you we’re coming,” Ellie retorted with manic glee. “Now duck!”

			Ellie had the view of both hoodoos on either side of Hell Welcomes falling with miraculous grace, made even weirder by their silence. Their fall started to speed up. For a moment it seemed as though Hell Welcomes was trying to race them to their doom. The lower portions of both hoodoos were disintegrating into massive billowing clouds of dust and splinters as they smashed into the ground. Then the destruction was racing ahead of the tank. Both rock pillars hit the compound’s perimeter wall, demolishing it. The expanding dust storm was clotting the entire area. Ellie had to switch to the tank’s radar to catch the last sequence of the hoodoos smashing apart as they crashed down. She watched the enhanced tactical display without breathing as they fell on either side of the squad. Vast quantities of rubble surged out, burying entire sections of the saberstones’ deluge.

			Hell Welcomes began to judder then jump as the impact quakes shook the ground beneath them. Her suit padding tightened up again.

			Elsbeth steered the tank in a sharp turn. “Hold on,” she barked. Hell Welcomes reached the debris field of the fallen hoodoo to their left. The tracks screeched and skidded as they fought for traction on the mound of still-slithering scree. “Ellie, I’m assigning you control of the firing systems. Shoot anything that moves, then when it stops moving, shoot it again.”

			“Okay,” she said without any confidence whatsoever. Targeting data and virtual triggers swept up into her visor display, overlaying the tactical map. She could see the squad’s icons, moving slowly. “Get up on the debris,” Ellie told them. “We’re going to be level with you in a couple of minutes.”

			Elsbeth grunted cynically as she juggled the tank forward. The incline was growing steeper, and they were dislodging a lot of rock chips as they went. But Hell Welcomes kept climbing, its rear fishtailing from side to side.

			Visually, it was like night outside, the dust cloud was so dense. Even the radar was having trouble cutting through the thick mush of particles.

			“Did they hit the compound hoodoo, do you think?” Ellie asked nervously.

			“They weren’t long enough; you chose well. But I’m expecting the rubble spill will have reached it. Hopefully that’ll allow us to get to the foot of it intact.”

			“Can the saberstones travel over this stuff?”

			“Fucked if I know.”

			Hell Welcomes reached the top of the mound, and Elsbeth turned again so they were heading straight along the causeway of debris toward the hoodoo in the middle of the compound. All Ellie could think of was the giant rock pillar slowly shaking from the quakes generated by the annihilation of the other two—movements that would surely build until it started to topple. She couldn’t see a thing, and the radar image dissolved to fuzz after a couple of hundred meters. Anything could be happening out there.

			The tactical display showed her the squad clambering up the unstable slope two hundred meters ahead. Twelve in total. Crap, is that all that’s left? But Finn was one of them. She focused on that.

			“I’m not stopping,” Elsbeth said. “Jump on.”

			

			—

			Finn couldn’t see a thing in the churning dust; he was totally dependent on radar and the suit’s inertial guidance. The stones underfoot were treacherous, and making his way up them was more like an inept drunken crawl rather than a walk. The ups on his boots were of no use at all. They needed a stable, solid surface they could attach to. His tactical display was the only way he knew the Hell Welcomes was really approaching.

			Stones slipped under his feet, sending him slithering down again.

			“Finn, you have to stay with us,” Gyvoy demanded.

			“No shit!”

			“Daves, help him.”

			“I can manage.” One of the biggest lies he’d ever told. The slope was utterly treacherous. Big stones, small stones, rivulets of grit, and none of them were stable. He couldn’t get any traction. And still the dust rained down, coating his armor and degrading its sensors more effectively than any electronic warfare deep burn. His skidding feet reached a patch of gravel and lost all grip. He dropped a few meters, slewing round as he scrambled for anything secure to grasp.

			A Dave knocked into him and grabbed an arm. That stopped him from moving any farther downslope.

			“Huh?” Finn grunted. “How?” They started to slide upward. He just managed to see the Dave’s suit winch cable pulling them. Then they were up beside the second Dave, who was holding the edge of a jagged boulder that was sticking up out of the debris.

			“Thanks, man,” Finn said humbly.

			“Tank coming,” a Dave said.

			“Right.”

			The three of them slogged up the remaining few meters. The mound didn’t have a flat top. If anything it was more irregular, but the pieces of rubble were larger, less prone to movement. He wasn’t sure if the dust was thinning out or it was his imagination, but he could actually see the dark patch that was Hell Welcomes grinding its way toward them. It was skating from side to side, the tracks churning up gouts of stone as they clawed at the incline. Even its seventy-ton weight couldn’t hold it steady.

			A couple of armor suits were already clambering up its side. Multigun turrets on the rear were firing at something unseen.

			“Got the bastards,” Ellie yelled proudly. “Picking up a lot of motion behind us. I think it might be the saberstones.”

			Finn trudged toward Hell Welcomes, arms held wide for extra balance, every step dislodging more shingle.

			Energized kinetics struck the forward section of Hell Welcomes, hacking narrow craters in the armor’s ablative layer. “Where did they come from?” Ellie asked angrily. Multigun turrets in the middle of the tank rotated and returned fire. Finn’s suit could just detect the flare of explosions through the murk.

			The Dave ahead of him reached Hell Welcomes and hauled himself up. Next, Gyvoy grabbed hold of a strut above the tracks. Finn was almost there. A red symbol appeared on his suit status graphic. The structural integrity of his right boot was failing.

			“What—” Pain stabbed into Finn’s foot, so intense his mouth opened to yell, but no sound emerged. He looked down instinctively as his suit zoomed in. A saberstone fell off the side of his boot, its star-shaped mouth slit closing, but not before he saw some of the boot and a piece of flesh inside. Blood started to foam out of the three-centimeter hole in his boot, boiling away into the vacuum. The suit manager told him he was losing air pressure. “Fucking Asteria!” He looked around frantically. The dust cloud was thin enough now that he could see several clumps of saberstones rolling slowly across the fractured ground amid all the other lumps of stone. “They’re already here, the saberstones are here.”

			“Finn, get on the goddess-damned tank,” Gyvoy shouted.

			The suit manager pumped sealant into his boot which stanched the flow of blood and air. He saw a blister of yellow goo welling up out of the hole, which immediately started to solidify. The saberstones nearby were trundling toward him and the tank. When shards of broken rock got in the way of the lead sphere, the rest of the cluster would get behind it, applying pressure so it either shunted aside any blockage or was pushed over the top. The one that had taken a bite out of him opened its slit again, spitting out his flesh and boot section. It took all of his self-control not to stomp down hard on it. Instead he aimed the magrail rifle and fired ten shots.

			The whole area of ground around the saberstone erupted, but he had no idea if it’d been destroyed.

			“Waste of ammunition,” the Dave beside him said.

			“Yeah, but—” A second integrity warning flashed up. Hot pain fired into his left calf. Another saberstone was taking a bite out of him. He just had enough sense not to try to swipe it off with his hand. Instead he slammed the rifle butt on the demonic thing. It fell off, leaving a small hole that spurted blood, steam, and air. The pain in his leg was excruciating.

			“I am supplementing soleus muscle function,” the suit manager said calmly. “You have full locomotion performance.”

			Finn winced, but the suit’s augmentation was working, moving his lower leg for him. Didn’t stop the pain, though. He hobbled along frantically and managed to grab a sensor stalk on the Hell Welcomes, pulling himself quickly up the side. His suit sensors revealed larger clusters of saberstones were streaming toward the tank from both sides. The back of his shin turned cold and the pain shrank to a dull ache. When he checked, sealant was oozing up. The visor’s medical display showed him a neat tabulation of the painkillers that the suit manager had administered.

			“No more,” he ordered. He had to keep a clear head for when he connected with the drop ship’s CI. That’s if we even make it to the hangar…

			The second Dave landed beside him; there were holes down both his legs with sealant dribbling out to mingle with effervescing blood and dust.

			“Elsbeth,” Gyvoy said. “We’re all on. Full speed.”

			“News for you,” she replied. “This is full speed.”

			“Good job I was here to think of this, huh?” Ellie taunted.

			“You can give me the kicking I deserve when we’re back on the Diligent,” Gyvoy said. “Right now, we have to reach the hangar so Finn can work his magic.”

			The tank rocked about as it yawed. Finn thought they were only just moving faster than walking pace along the gigantic causeway of rubble.

			All he could do for the next few minutes was hang on as Hell Welcomes lumbered forward. The multigun turrets were swiveling around and firing constantly. Above him, the diminishing dust cloud flared with rigid purple lines as energy beams fired through it. Ellie fed extra targeting data to the squad members. They fired into the cloud, not knowing what the target was, nor if they hit it.

			“It’s coming,” Ellie said in a dead voice.

			“What is?” Finn asked, but he knew. The tactical display was showing the surface of the ruined hoodoo behind Hell Welcomes rippling as if it had become a sluggish liquid. The motion was following them, but continuously growing taller. Swells were also building on the slopes on either side, surging methodically upward to add to the wave that was building directly behind.

			“Asteria’s arse, how many are there?”

			“Does it matter?” Gyvoy retorted.

			Hell Welcomes jolted wildly, and began to tilt downward, slithering about as it descended the endslope of the rubble. The compound’s hoodoo loomed out of the cloud—a dark gloomy shape whose top was obscured.

			It was a race, Finn realized; how quickly Hell Welcomes could reach the base of the hoodoo against how long it would take for the swell of saberstones to reach critical height and crash down, overwhelming them. He found himself muttering: “Faster, please, Asteria,” under his breath.

			The tactical display provided a detailed profile of the bottom of the hoodoo. There were several arched entrances with doors firmly closed.

			“We don’t have time to see if we can deep burn a lock system,” Elsbeth said. “Ellie, target the smallest door. Get rid of it.”

			“On it.”

			Three turrets rotated and began firing forward. The door was only four meters high and three wide, but it resisted the first barrage of hyperkinetics. Only when it was pummeled for the third time did it finally sag back, opening a narrow gap into the tunnel behind.

			Finn thought Elsbeth had left it too late when she finally braked, but Hell Welcomes juddered to a halt five meters short of the hoodoo. By then the tsunami of saberstones behind them was reaching fifteen meters high. They didn’t even have to keep spinning; gravity alone accelerated them down the slope.

			Finn and the others jumped off the tank and raced for the ruined door. Every turret turned to face the saberstones and opened fire. A hatch on the front of Hell Welcomes flew open; Elsbeth and Ellie sprinted out.

			Four of the squad, including one of the Daves, made it into the hoodoo’s corridor ahead of Finn. They laid down a brutal suppression fire as they went, ripping the walls, floor, and ceiling apart to obliterate any weapons the CI might deploy against them.

			The mass of saberstones came crashing down on the rear of Hell Welcomes. They churned around it, tumbling chaotically toward the doorway. A multitude hit the rock around the door to ricochet away, but a steady stream gushed through the gap, individual spheres bouncing down the corridor floor. Elsbeth and a Dave ran ahead of them. Several attached themselves to their legs; one even managed to snap shut on an elbow. Elsbeth was screaming as they bit through. Dave let out a series of dull grunts. Behind them, thousands of saberspheres were now pouring in.

			“Kill roof,” the second Dave said, and fired a salvo of grenades over the heads of the squad. The searing explosions shattered the corridor just behind Elsbeth, who’d dropped to her knees, weeping from the pain. Rocks and dust rained down, smothering most of the saberspheres.

			Two of the squad dragged Elsbeth forward. Gyvoy started zapping individual saberspheres with an electron beam pistol. Even that didn’t damage their shells, but the charge must have fried their processors. They stopped rolling.

			Finn stared around, trying to calm himself. “You okay?” he asked Ellie.

			“Yep,” she murmured. He checked her telemetry and cursed himself for being so stupid. When he looked at her properly, he could see her armor had several blotches of sealant congealing on her legs.

			“Let’s go,” Gyvoy said. “Asteria knows what the CI is going to send after us next. Bensath, take point, find us a stairwell.”

			They didn’t have to travel far down the corridor. The stairs were carved into the bare rock in a circular shaft that was so dark the suit lights couldn’t penetrate for more than a hundred meters. Ladar showed them it was almost a kilometer high.

			Bensath started up, moving quickly. Finn was fourth to go, and found himself sandwiched between the Daves again. Ellie was behind them.

			The shaft walls had the same kind of carvings Finn had seen on the outside of the hoodoo; even the balustrades had their own intricate bas-reliefs. He was profoundly glad of the suit’s integral musculature. It carried him round and round tirelessly as the stairs spiraled upward.

			“Mine the stairs,” Gyvoy said.

			Finn ordered his thigh dispensers to drop mines: hemispheres four centimeters wide with a null-spectrum coating. They clung to the steps and went active after thirty seconds.

			They were two hundred meters from the top when the mines started to detonate. Finn looked down the shaft as the last few mines flashed purple. The stairs he’d mined were disintegrating, sending a dozen Ghosts tumbling down the shaft. “Gotcha!”

			But the triumph died in his throat.

			Below the destruction, another platoon of Ghosts started to clamber up the jagged stubs of the stairs. They moved with the agility of chimps, jumping up between the spirals, limbs and what looked like two tails helping them grip on the balustrade rails as they came.

			“Grenades,” Gyvoy ordered.

			Everyone launched grenades into the shaft. The explosions illuminated the Ghosts rushing upward. They were pummeled by the multiple grenade blasts, and the outlandish strobing revealed the balustrade shattering in a dozen places, sending damaged Ghosts falling into the shaft. Those who clung on returned fire.

			Finn ducked back fast. The stairs he was on started to fragment around the rim.

			“Run!” a Dave shouted.

			With his suit still launching grenades down the shaft every few seconds, Finn started to sprint. He’d almost reached the top when a section of the stairs directly behind him cracked as a missile struck and fell away. One of the squad jumped across the gap. The next armor suit to leap was shredded by a fusillade of energized kinetics.

			Bensath reached the gallery that circled the top of the shaft. There were three doors spaced around it. He shot out the first and charged through. Seconds later Finn was with him in the hangar at the top of the hoodoo. Dave and another squad member stood just inside the broken door and shredded as much of the gallery as they could.

			“Finn, you’re on,” Gyvoy said.

			Finn almost sobbed in relief when he scanned around the hangar. It was a vast artificial cave of ultrabonded metal walls and roof, fifty meters high, with five giant archways around the walls. Each one opened onto a broad lift platform to carry craft up and down to the roof, which was the landing pad cresting the hoodoo.

			Sunlight was shining through the archways, illuminating the four Celestial drop ships waiting for them. They were cones thirty-five meters high, with sides that had three concave flutes starting halfway down that widened steadily toward the base, where sharp triangle fins curved out aggressively. Landing struts added another four meters to the overall height.

			On the hangar floor, halfway to the nearest craft, were five shapes. The squad wasn’t alone in seeking a route out. On the day the Crystal Gun had fired, five Kajval Celestials had tried to reach the drop ship. Now they were humanoid lumps with worn features, in clothes that were half-cloth, half-metal moldings. They had tails, he saw—long prehensile tubes of flesh with a fine downy coat, like kitten fur. The two Celestials closest to the drop ship had obviously crawled the last few meters. Their arms were outstretched, reaching for the sanctuary that the craft promised. One was smaller than the other. Parent and child?

			He really didn’t want to think about it. As he hurried past them, he used his neural interface to open a general lnc. Several nodes in the hangar responded, and he requested a connection with the drop ship in front of him. It acknowledged, which gave him a moment of confidence. But the topology of the craft’s network routines rising into his mind was unfamiliar. He persisted, searching for some formation he could recognize and access. Finally—in milliseconds that flowed like eternity—he recognized a routine for the fusion drive and almost laughed out loud. Celestial fusion engines to the rescue again.

			Yes, very different from the giant ones on Lestari, more compact and sophisticated, but with the same basic principles. After that, his perception of the entire edifice abruptly reorganized itself into an architecture he could comprehend, almost like the drop ship network had recognized him and transformed itself to help.

			Damn, I never realized I was this good.

			As before, on the Lestari, the drop ship became an extension of his neurology, nerves merging into digital impulses. “It’s mine,” he told the squad. The network was still hugely difficult, but the functionality was obvious. He knew that was the regulator for the ship’s ancillary systems. There: generators; here: life support; and these: flight controls…

			He sent out a batch of neurodata instructions at a near-autonomic level. Inhaling—the airlock’s outer hatch swung open. Arm muscles tensing—generators ran pre-ignition diagnostics. Full bladder—there was enough fuel and reaction mass not merely for orbit, but to fly halfway across the Hoa Quinzu system.

			The whole squad sprinted for the drop ship’s airlock, Bensath and a Dave firing at the door into the stairwell to prevent any Ghosts from coming through.

			Finn’s body moved by instinct alone as his mind readied the craft. No need for any ancillary systems like life support. Not yet, anyway. All he focused on were generators, fusion engines, fuel flow, and flight control. Nothing else mattered.

			“Just lie down when we’re in,” he said from his dream state. “No time for anything else.”

			The first Ghosts entered the hangar from the broken stairwell gallery as the second Dave propelled himself through the open airlock: the last of the squad. Mines detonated behind him, blasting several Ghosts back into the shaft, smashing others.

			“Ignition,” Finn said even before the airlock hatch started to close.

			“No countdown?” Ellie complained.

			Three fusion plumes stabbed down, instantly burning their way through the hangar floor. A thick electron-charged smog of vaporized rock billowed into the hangar. The craft lifted, its nose thumping into the roof. Finn reduced the thrust to just a fraction over one gee, then vectored the fusion plumes, and they slid sideways, nose scraping its way along the roof, tearing out pipes and conduits as they headed for the closest archway.

			They all felt the shudders of enhanced kinetics hitting the fuselage. Then they were outside, accelerating at a tenth of a gee.

			“Burn it, Finn!” Gyvoy cried.

			Thirty seconds later they hit six gees, streaking straight up. Gripped to immobility by his suit padding, his wounds slowly ripping open again, Finn laughed manically as incredibly heavy tears ran down his cheeks.

			When they reached forty kilometers altitude, he throttled the drives down to an easy one-point-five gees. Checking that the engine systems were stable, he started waking up the rest of the drop ship. Ten minutes later they were in an elliptical transfer orbit, heading up to the Diligent.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			 

			There were only three other congregant daughters accompanying Thyra on the Queen’s Flagship, the Gräfin Henker, her fellow survivors of Second Trial: Clavissa, Noasla, and Salfina. They’d been assigned shared quarters in the warship’s third habitation ring, which were actually larger than their congregant apartments back in the Fellsian wing of the royal palace. The trip from Wynid to Nizinsk, two light-years away, had been an easy one for Thyra, but then life in the palace had been considerably more relaxing in the months since the Second Trial. All the other congregants were still fearful of her, but the constant, quiet persecution had ended. She wasn’t friends with them, but they certainly considered her a rival sister now, rather than a derided outcast. They were all dedicated to one goal—providing the best host for their splendid Mother Queen, supporting and encouraging one another to that end.

			Which just confirms how utterly worthless they all are, Thyra thought as the capsule slipped swiftly down the orbital tower toward the Capital Archipelago below. A midday sun shone down on the great sprawl of islands scattered across the ocean. All of them were skirted in white rings of livestone that, from her altitude, resembled pristine beaches. It wasn’t until they entered the stratosphere that she could make out the details of these massive ziggurats that ringed each island like a fortress wall. All along the base of the seaward side, wide breakwaters created semicircular harbors where yachts of every size were berthed. A chaotic mesh of golden suspension bridges knitted the capital islands together in a rigid embrace. The smallest Thyra could see was thirty kilometers long.

			Clavissa, Noasla, and Salfina joined her beside the lounge’s window to watch the tower’s anchor island expanding rapidly below the capsule. None of them spoke; they’d spent the whole voyage on the Gräfin Henker reviewing the files Lord Gahiji-Calder had provided on the senior members of the other royal courts, and now they just wanted to get started. Trial Three: politics. What strategic alliances you could achieve, what trades and deals you made to secure information that might advantage Wynid. At the end, on the voyage back to Wynid, the marshals would assess them on what alliances they’d brokered, and what information they’d gathered, during the five days of the Security Council meeting.

			Then—

			Thyra smiled: Winner takes all. Or I’m caught, and war will devour us.

			

			—

			The island palace of Queen Ramona was three bridges away from the tower anchor, which took barely ten minutes to reach. Traveling across them in a maglev train was a strange experience. The bridges were tiny compared to the orbital tower, yet Thyra felt as if they were traveling a lot faster than they’d descended from the georing.

			Palace Island possessed an inverse layout to the others, which were encircled by their protective ziggurats. This had actual beaches for the congregants and senior court families to sport on. On the terraced slopes above the beautiful white-sand coves, the summit of the central mountain was a cone of livestone two kilometers high. Its annexes formed starfish-style arms that crept farther down the mountain as the centuries progressed, branching and curling protectively around clumps of jungle to produce oddly striking blends of building and nature.

			The reception ceremony was the usual insincere extravagance of a Crown Dominion queen, with a two-hundred-piece band playing and Ramona-Ursule’s entire court in their finest formal uniforms. Even the four congregants, close to the back of the Wynid delegation, were dressed in their dramatic scarlet-and-gold novice robes, with purple stoles almost touching the ground. At the front of the Wynid procession, Helena-Chione was the epitome of grace as she received Ramona-Ursule’s embrace, the two of them behaving as if they were family rather than the balancing point of two utterly formidable superpowers. Helena-Chione’s five princesses were arrayed behind her, wearing their dazzling white gowns with skirts that were almost hemispheres.

			While the faux greeting played out, Thyra scanned the audience on the edge of the palace parade ground. Amid the ranks of officials, she caught sight of half a dozen congregants from the royal delegations of Bassa and Cheluli, wearing the same uniforms as ordinary palace staff. Thanks to Helena-Chione’s gift of self-control, it was easy for her to suppress a smile. All the congregants attending the Security Council meeting were potential princesses, all of them undergoing Third Trial. They were staring at her and her sisters, adding first impressions to the no doubt well-studied files provided by their own archons.

			So, let’s begin.

			

			—

			The lounge door emitted a chime and opened to admit Lady Bekworl-Lydie. Thyra and the other Trial congregants stood politely, projecting attentiveness. The equerry who supervised the princesses smiled around at them, her pink-and-silver livestone coronal ridges catching the light like quartz fragments as she studied their appearance. “Very well, girls, nice to see you pay some attention to my instructions. You look presentable, at least. Time to go. And please remember, just because you’re included in your Mother Queen’s delegation, that doesn’t change your status. You’re here for Third Trial. You may interact with the other delegations to advance your position, but nothing more.” Thyra was awarded a significant look.

			“Yes, ma’am,” she chorused with the other three.

			“Good. Her Majesty will leave for the reception in five minutes. You will take position at the back.”

			Thyra pulled a face when the door shut behind the equerry.

			“You know Bekworl was one of Mother Queen’s spawn sisters,” Clavissa said. “She didn’t even make it to princess.”

			“I didn’t know that,” Noasla said.

			“Research,” Thyra said. “Always know your enemy.”

			“Lady Bekworl-Lydie is hardly an enemy,” Salfina said haughtily.

			“You go on thinking that,” Thyra said, “if you really believe Mother Queen won’t consult her when she chooses who to elevate to princess.”

			“Oh,” Salfina said. “Do you think she will? I thought it was based on how the marshals rate us.”

			“We are Her,” Thyra said archly. “So ask yourself, what would you do?”

			When the door opened five minutes later, the congregants were all ready, in their formal gowns, which wrapped around them from the collar down, like gold-embroidered cones. Only their heads were exposed.

			“Hoods up, girls,” Lady Bekworl-Lydie ordered.

			Thyra ordered the hood to deploy. It hinged up, extending several centimeters out from her face, keeping her features in shadow.

			The five princesses were already out in the corridor. The hoods on their turquoise-and-scarlet gowns were shorter, allowing other partygoers to see their faces clearly. Five expressions of judgmental superiority were directed at the four congregants.

			How very misplaced, Thyra thought. None of you will amount to anything. If nothing else, the timing to become Queenhost was completely wrong. Helena-Chione would keep her current host body for at least another thirty years. Right now, all any of them could be was a spare body in case of an accident—which, given the level of security that surrounded Helena-Chione, was utterly unlikely.

			Neferure, the oldest princess, would be withdrawn after this trip, so at least one princess position would be open to replacement. The four congregants all knew it, but were still playing nice. So much so they’d agreed to share preliminary knowledge. Normally, Trial Three would take place during a state visit, one queen to another, enabling the two sets of congregants to compete with each other. But this was different. A Security Council was only held every thirty years, so congregants from each royal house could take advantage and go head to head.

			

			—

			The palace ballroom was a crystal sphere at the top of an impressive livestone spire. The outer surface was a kaleidoscope of colored petal panels, with a floor that was a sheet of perfectly clear crystal cutting across the equator. It gave anyone inside the illusion of standing in the middle of a fractal rainbow. The congregants emerged from one of the spire’s archways as the band was playing a lively selection of music culled from every era. Nearly a quarter of the floor was occupied by enthusiastic dancers engaged in a formal slow-motion waltz, while the banqueting tables were positioned on the coastal side, giving the partygoers a view out to sea. The huge shapes of bioluminescent whales could be seen sliding about several kilometers offshore, while pods of Awakened dolphins patrolled closer to the palace island, glowing a cautionary amber.

			The palace majordomo announced Queen Helena-Chione’s arrival. The guests ceased their dancing and gossiping and bowed respectfully. In return, they were awarded a brief wave.

			“Enjoy the party, ladies,” Lady Bekworl-Lydie said dismissively.

			Thyra left her sister congregants behind and accepted a glass of sparkling wine from an android. There were three objectives for the party—indeed, the whole week of the Security Council. She began the first with ease, as did all her counterparts, mingling with one another. Takara, Congregant to Queen Inessa-Pierina, was first. After the initial self-perceptual greeting, they pledged to be allies just as their Mother Queens were and exchange information openly so they could gain status with the marshals who would judge them. The information Takara proffered was deadly dull: how the Nailah Grand Family had overestimated the costs of setting up an industrial enterprise and now had to use family funds to complete the project, putting them under considerable strain. Rumor had it that they’d have to trim down the number of core members. In return, Thyra proffered a story of how the court was going to drop Lord Ualana-Lyon for his increasingly erratic behavior and censure his entire family. Total bullshit, but believable as everyone would know what had happened to his daughters during the last two trials. Besides, Ualana-Lyon’s constant sullenness was annoying. Tell the lie loud enough and often enough and people will make it real.

			Next was Gamila, Congregant to Luus-Marcela. She supplied Thyra with some pointless Bassa court gossip about Grand Family maneuvering. Thyra reciprocated with the Ualana-Lyon lie.

			And so it went. Keket for Queen Ramona-Ursule; Anippe for the Empress Carolien-Amaia. Frankly, Anippe was so gauche that Thyra suspected some kind of play on the Verak court’s part. Nobody with the neural gifts of a queen could be so charmless; the girl was practically an introvert. But she did offer up some very interesting news about the newest warships in the Verak Navy being delayed because of a design flaw. Thyra paid her back with a beefed-up version of Lord Ualana-Lyon, weaving it into a fantasy about the Wynid court’s internal intrigues.

			As they parted, she saw Acelynn-Jabula, the chief archon for Carolien-Amaia’s court, watching her and Anippe from across the ballroom. His head and upper body were endowed with golden bloodstone curving into aggressive horns. Completely impractical for an actual physical fight, but then it would never come to that with a chief archon. There was no emotion on the naked section of his face, except possibly a hint of boredom. Which was wrong, she knew; no archon at his level would be uninterested in any interaction at a party where all five courts were present. Personal contacts were an archon’s occupation and obsession—especially those between congregants on Third Trial. They were the ultimate political animals, for whom everything was simply a move on the board of a Great Game, and the only thing that mattered was victory. That was when she was sure she’d been played. If she reported the problem with the warships to Lord Gahiji-Calder, and it was accepted, he would invest considerable resources to find the details, wasting decades and probably being fed false information.

			Second objective: She scanned around, hunting out the contacts her father had given her. Meeting both of them took a couple of hours, during which she greeted as many people as she could. All of them were amused by the congregants and their attempts at trading. Some engaged in sophisticated word games; others barely acknowledged them and moved on after the briefest self-perceptual.

			The family contacts supplied her some decent news during their quick connection. Not quite important enough that only an archon could uncover it, but sufficiently interesting to make a serious impression on the marshals.

			

			—

			Six hours after the Gräfin Henker departed Nizinsk’s georing, Thyra was summoned to the office of the two trial marshals. She wasn’t surprised to find Lord Gahiji-Calder sitting with them.

			“Your report, please, congregant,” Wynid’s chief archon said flatly.

			Thyra extended her palm, and one by one gifted her memories and conclusions to them.

			“I conclude that the ecology of Joir is in trouble, sir. Such a development will have consequences for the Cheluli system economy over the next few hundred years.”

			“Indeed, and your reasoning for this?”

			“Congregant Takara exchanged information with me about House Vanovi’s wealth.”

			“And why would she do that?”

			“It was little more than gossip. Congregant Sello is of House Vanovi, and one of her rivals during Third Trial; she was probably using the disinformation to discomfort her opponent. It would be a valid strategy.”

			“Even so, that is quite a breach. Are you sure she hasn’t misled you?”

			“The claim was that House Vanovi had miscalculated the cost of a new enterprise, specifically the mining operation on an asteroid they own with a heavy Samarium content. Such an enterprise is extremely routine, so for it to be miscalculated to a degree that it would upset a Grand Family’s finances is frankly improbable. I suspected that the asteroid mine was the subterfuge to cover a genuine problem.”

			“A reasonable assumption. How did you progress?”

			“I reviewed the files you provided on House Vanovi. They have extensive estates and enterprises on Joir. Once I knew that, I made a point of engaging with all the delegates who are either resident on Joir or have commercial interests there. Enough of them avoided direct responses concerning the planet, but three of them were indiscreet enough to inform me Joir is currently undergoing unseasonal weather; one complained it was the third such year. Joir is a planet smaller than Earth, although the gravity is still point-eight-seven standard. There are several instances of biospheres undergoing destabilization on similar-sized planets within the Centauri Cluster. The precise reason is unknown, but current theory is that small planets with a dense atmosphere have less thermal stability; the nightside cannot dissipate heat at the rate required to support a full terrestrial ecology. It is a minimal effect, which takes millennia to become apparent, but it is progressive, and once the tipping point is reached, the process accelerates. In almost all cases, Celestial dominions rectify the development by extensive geoengineering projects. They are not cheap.”

			“Indeed they’re not,” Lord Gahiji-Calder said thoughtfully. “We have been aware of Joir’s potential reversal for a couple of years, so your conclusion was well founded. And your reciprocity with Congregant Takara…?”

			“An even trade. I misdirected her with faux Wynid court gossip.”

			Lord Gahiji-Calder came close to a smile. “I’m not sure an enhanced narrative about Lord Ualana-Lyon counts as court gossip.”

			Thyra straightened her shoulders. “An embellishment of a truth is more believable than outright disinformation, sir.”

			“And Lord Ualana-Lyon is not your favorite in court. How convenient.”

			“Trial Three is politics, sir. That is never merely a game; it should be instinctual for me and my sisters. Therefore I don’t consider the arena to be restricted to this Security Council alone.”

			“An excellent point. You may return to your quarters, congregant.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			

			—

			The ceremony was short, but formal. It took place in the Govan Room at the heart of Gamaldum Palace one week after the Gräfin Henker returned to Wynid. Lady Bekworl-Lydie had arrived at Thyra’s apartment at the Fellsian wing that morning, with several androids carrying the cases and dress covers. Thyra didn’t have to be told. She just made a show of not being impressed and said how honored she was, how she would never let Mother Queen down.

			Lady Bekworl-Lydie, who knew grade-A bullshit when she heard it, brushed Thyra’s words away and started supervising her anointment costume along with two palace ladies of attendance.

			So it was that Thyra was ushered into the Govan Room wearing her black-and-orange anointment dress with its high scarlet lace collar and a skirt hem that rippled around her ankles. Her hair was artfully arranged in braids, exposing the neural pad at the nape of her neck. She was at the head of a small procession, just in front of Lady Bekworl-Lydie and her father. Directly behind them were the three sister congregants from Third Trial, a polite neutral smile locked into place. They were followed by the remaining current congregants, each holding a candle as they sang a soulful canticle.

			Queen Helena-Chione waited on a high-backed chair, flanked by senior courtiers. Princess Neferure stood at her side, her exquisite face expressionless.

			Thyra approached the queen and dropped to her knee, her head bowed.

			“Dearest daughter Thyra,” Helena-Chione said. “My congratulations on passing Third Trial. Your grasp of politics and state discourse was as impressive as your achievements in previous trials. I welcome you to the most precious circle of family, and offer you the position of Princess Congregant.”

			“I thank you with all my heart for this honor, the greatest in the Crown Dominion, my Mother Queen.”

			“Will you hold yourself ready to accept Our full mindline at whatever time I so choose?”

			“I will.”

			“Will you carry Our thoughts forward and use them to keep safe the worlds of Wynid, from enemies inside and out?”

			“I will.”

			“Will you be resolute? Will you be kind? Will your justice be swift?”

			“I pledge my essence to uphold all these qualities which are Your greatest, Mother Queen.”

			“Very well. I call upon all here present to witness that I hereby elevate Congregant Thyra to the status of princess, that one day if fate is kind her body will be called upon to host Me through the years to come.” The queen reached out and placed her hand on the back of Thyra’s neck.

			The neural gifting was large, with more memories than Helena had ever provided before. They were subtle recollections, reinforcing the formidable personality traits that had already amassed in Thyra’s head. Decisions that had been made and acted upon over millennia: the order for a fleet to commence a planetary surface bombardment with hypervelocity kinetics knowing the huge number of noncombatants that would kill; quietly and ruthlessly disposing of court members whom archons had raised queries over; economic policies enacted that would benefit her personal estates to the detriment of loyal Grand Families. A catalogue of actions that would cement her authority and enhance the strength and power of Wynid, and through that the entire Crown Dominion.

			It had an effect. Thyra could feel her thought routines adjusting, adopting a more confident appreciation of herself and her abilities. A sense of self-importance accrued, of right, diminishing the appreciation of others.

			Thyra allowed a tear to trickle down her cheek as she looked up worshipfully at Helena-Chione. “You are magnificent, Mother Queen,” she whispered hoarsely.

			Helena-Chione used the connection to provide Thyra a serene acknowledgment. Then she gestured at Neferure. The outgoing princess removed the pearl-framed kokoshnik tiara from her head and placed it on Thyra’s.

			“Take your place, Princess Congregant Thyra,” Helena-Chione said.

			Thyra rose and stood beside the queen as Neferure moved aside. She surveyed the room with an urbane gaze, noting which courtiers were perfunctory with their applause. So many of you. If only you knew how right you are to disapprove. But you will learn.

			

			—

			“That asteroid certainly gets around,” Andino said.

			Medusa gave the captain of the Arcadia’s Moon a curious glance. “What do you mean? Has its orbit changed?”

			They had passed Reanadu’s orbit three hours ago and were still decelerating. The gas giant orbited twenty AUs out from Kelowan’s sun, which left them relatively safe from close observation. Certainly the Arcadia’s Moon hadn’t picked up any fusion drives within three AUs. Not many ships flew out here.

			In truth, Medusa had been half expecting the rendezvous coordinates to be some weird distraction, or at least a loyalty test to see if she would actually do as asked, but the message from Sahdiah had been explicit; he wanted to discuss Marcellu’s murder. So she’d followed instructions and hired the Arcadia’s Moon to fly so far out from Anoosha they were practically in interstellar space, where only frozen comets and the Mara Yama lived.

			Until now. Seven minutes ago, the ship’s optical sensors had detected the very faint profile of an asteroid. Studying it in the bridge’s projector, Medusa wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. The strange, bulging surface was coated in some kind of astrofungus, but she’d never heard of a variety that could survive this far from a star. It was cold out here.

			“Oh, it’s definitely in a different orbit,” Andino agreed. Her cymech arms whirred softly as she gestured at the projection. “Last time we rendezvoused with it, we were in the Malakbel system.”

			“Huh?” Medusa didn’t understand what the captain was saying. Andino was rumored to have a massive dilated age, but…“You mean it drifted here after the Formation War?”

			“I don’t know what dumb gossip you’ve latched onto, but even I haven’t been around that long. No, this arrived in system very recently. It either flew here from Malakbel at about ten percent lightspeed, or it traveled through the Gate of Heaven pathway.”

			“But it’s an asteroid.”

			“Uuumm, not sure it is, actually. It just wants people to think that.”

			“It wants?”

			“Its captain. I’m considering it might be a flip-ship.”

			Medusa tried to gauge if Andino was mocking her. “That’s just a Traveler myth. There’s no such thing.”

			“You sure about that? We’re talking top-end Celestial technology, maybe even Elohim level.”

			“Yeah, but a ship that can transubstantiate at a molecular level? Come on!”

			“Who knows what they’ve actually got? Especially their archons.”

			“Asteria’s ass,” Medusa muttered, and gave the asteroid a mistrustful look.

			“Okay, the bad news is we can’t dock with it when it’s in this configuration. But you can put on an AEGIS suit and get inside the good old-fashioned way. Marcellu said the airlock system can get a little sticky, mind.”

			

			—

			Medusa cursed Andino’s disingenuous comment as she negotiated the thick treacle-like membranes. There were seven of the viscous sheets to claw and wiggle her way through before she made it into the asteroid’s big central cavern. She stared around at the lumpy surface with its hundreds of cavities all sealed over with more of the amber membranes. Everything she was seeing was biotech, so there was no way it could transubstantiate. Right?

			She told the suit manager to open a general channel. “Okay, so now what?”

			“Medusa, so good of you to come. Thank you.”

			The signal registered as omnidirectional, and there was no figure in sight, humanoid or otherwise. “Are you Sahdiah?”

			“Indeed I am.”

			“Figured. The messages that kept coming after Marcellu was taken out had the same authentication code.” She scanned the AEGIS suit’s passive sensors around the cavern, unsettled by the movements visible beneath all the membranes. Even then she held back from switching to active scan; no telling how the archon would interpret that.

			“My senior representative in this system reports that you have performed well,” Sahdiah said.

			“Plenty of practice. I was running Marcellu’s network while he was away at Terrik Papuan.”

			“I would like you to continue that operation.”

			“I dunno. It’s a big job. I have been getting other offers. Maybe I should move on, before people start thinking I’ve grown stale.”

			“If you require a higher level of financial recompense, please say so. We are not in an Old Earth street market haggling over the price of an apple.”

			“Okay, I want a big pay bump.”

			“Of course.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Just like that.”

			“Great.”

			“Your new position comes with additional responsibilities.”

			“Here we go. Such as?”

			“Marcellu’s murder was an extraordinary act. It cannot go unpunished.”

			“Right, I get that. But really? Extraordinary? He was your spymaster for Anoosha. He knew the risk.”

			“That, Medusa, is not part of the game archons play. We engage via proxies; we do not go head-to-head. I would not consider removing Olomo’s agents unless the situation was spiraling completely out of control. I am at a loss to explain why he ordered Marcellu’s execution. Nothing is occurring in the Kelowan system that warrants such an action.”

			“Er, hello, Dolod incoming? A fucking iron exotic? It’s like the most major deal humans have ever known. If the Imperial Celestials start harvesting iron rain, it’s going to kick the shit out of Anoosha’s entire economy.”

			“Yes: the human economy. I will be honest with you, the empress and her sister queens do not care about that. They only wish to bolster the outcome in favor of the Celestials. The closest they will come to intervention is minimizing the infighting between their Grand Families to benefit from Dolod once it starts to heat up.”

			“So why do you think Olomo had Marcellu killed?”

			“I don’t know. I cannot even be certain it was Olomo; there is a remote possibility it was the Mara Yama, or even Makaio-Faraji going rogue—which admittedly is even more unlikely. And this uncertainty bothers me. For all that Marcellu was my agent, there are others. My intelligence-gathering operations across this system have redundancies built in. Every archon does that; it is basic tradecraft. Which makes this action even stranger. Nothing else has been disrupted. You, for instance, were not eliminated. I continue to receive excellent information on the activities of the Traveler Dynasties and Anoosha’s political movements, as well as the idiosyncratic Regal Democrat movement Josias Aponi has founded for reasons that elude me. There was no point to removing Marcellu, not in isolation. Even if every one of my operatives had been killed, each network broken, I would simply rebuild them. I need to know who ordered Marcellu’s death. Once I know that, we can start to understand the reason.”

			“I’ll do what I can. But Asteria knows I made a hell of an effort when it happened, and that was four years ago. Why are you interested now?”

			“Because I am here now. It took several years for the news of Marcellu to reach me. I came to Kelowan as soon as practical.”

			“Yeah, Andino said this…asteroid was in the Malakbel system.”

			“Somewhere like that, indeed. Now, Marcellu’s murder—”

			“The only possible clue we have is that forensic thinks he might have been decapitated by a Cherenkov blade. Apart from that, nothing. This is one very cold case now.”

			“From your perspective. That is why I will authorize more overt methods of inquiry. Someone knows something. And thanks to the informers you and Marcellu recruited, we know the identity of the gangs and mercenaries capable of carrying out this act. Start to bring in the key personnel—quietly, mind—and interrogate them properly.”

			“How properly do you want me to be?”

			“Absolute. I will provide you with the necessary medical facilities to ensure their total cooperation. Start by finding out who possessed a Cherenkov blade.”

			“No shit? I wish I’d thought of that.”

			“I find sarcasm to be a less than endearing human trait. Please don’t use it again.”

			“Right.”

			“And, Medusa, whoever did this will not want to be caught, so I’d advise you take care.”

			“Oh, that you can count on.”

			

			—

			It wasn’t just down to luck. Two of Terence’s informers had tipped him off about the hit, betraying their fellow gang members in the process. The target was a man called Bopbe, a known member of the D’jarfou gang on Anoosha. For some reason he’d immigrated to the calmer environment of Santa Rosa four months ago, and was settling into a life of pettiness on the edge of the city’s underworld. Now it turned out he’d been followed to Gondiar by Varmor. Terence didn’t have any details on her, but she certainly seemed familiar with the D-hazers, a gang operating along the eastern edge of Santa Rosa. She contracted them to help her snatch Bopbe. Prewarned by the informants, Terence even managed to infiltrate a trio of sensor insects into the bar the D-hazers used and record the operation’s briefing.

			A squad from the Santa Rosa Armed Tactical Division was in position two blocks away from Dearag Avenue when Bopbe arrived. Varmor’s commercial van pulled up behind him. Thankfully it was late at night, and there were few pedestrians or globecabs about, because that’s when all hell broke loose.

			Terence and Lućia were wearing light armor when they arrived, panting, at the scene. Their field center vehicle was parked two hundred meters away from the Oberstul block where Bopbe had an apartment, and they’d run the whole distance. Local fire-andys were already on scene, nozzles swishing retardant powder over the flames; first medic andys were attending the wounded. Three of the ATD squad had removed sections of armor to receive treatment. Terence gave the wounds a guilty grimace as he hurried past.

			Dearag Avenue was illuminated by the fluctuating strobes of police cars that had just arrived. Officers were spilling out, pointing weapons around in a way that made Terence frown. Does everyone forget their training when they’re under stress? Awakened Alsatians prowled about.

			“Sweet Asteria,” Lućia muttered as they took in the damage. “Did they have a kiloton EMP or something?”

			“Something similar, definitely,” Terence conceded. He eyed the motionless andys and globecabs that had stalled mid-operation; his CI couldn’t lnc to anything along the broad street. Sergeant Yelice from the ATS was heading toward them. He’d dumped his armor and held a fat-barreled kinetic carbine in his left hand.

			“What happened?” Terence asked him.

			“Varmor’s people made their move on Bopbe as he reached the Oberstul’s entrance. That’s when we joined the party. After that—” He shrugged angrily. “We blackcrashed. Comms, sensors, suit actuators, weapons…all of it started glitching. I don’t know what the hell they used, but it was scary powerful.”

			“Your suits glitched?” Terence asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“That shouldn’t happen. They’re hardened systems.”

			“Yet here we are.” Yelice shrugged.

			“Has to be a k-EMP,” Lućia said decisively.

			“Who was shooting at you?” Terence asked.

			“Varmor’s people, I think. It happened fast. We were taking a lot of impacts and returned fire. Then Bopbe started shooting. Next thing, the snatch squad is dead and half the street’s getting pummeled.”

			Terence looked around at the smoldering holes in the livestone blocks along the road. A pair of legs were sticking out from under a pile of rubble, with a puddle of blood spreading slowly around them. Whoever it was, they weren’t wearing armor, so not police. It was a relief. Then he immediately felt guilty about thinking that. “Where’s Varmor?”

			Yelice pointed his carbine at the wreckage of the commercial van. “She was making a run for it.” The cab was a twisted nest of metal, surrounded by three medium-size fire-andys, who were still jetting blue-tinged suppressant foam across it. The rear cargo section had rolled ninety degrees to lie on its side, the back doors hanging loose.

			Terence and Lućia drew their pistols and approached it cautiously. The inside was dark. “Amplify sight,” Terence told the suit manager. A green and gray overlay image spread over his visor. There were no strong heat sources inside the cargo section, and certainly nothing big enough to be a human. But there was a pallet loaded with what looked like a paramedic gurney and a stack of medical equipment.

			“What the hell…?” Yelice asked.

			“No idea,” Terence admitted. Keeping the pistol high and ready, he moved cautiously into the back of the vehicle. A couple of steps in he saw the restraints on the gurney. “It wasn’t a hit.”

			“What?” Lućia asked.

			“They weren’t killing Bopbe, they were trying to capture him. Shit—” He hurried back out onto the road and raised his voice. “Has anyone seen Bopbe?”

			The question was met by blank looks. His CI was throwing up status graphics in his eyes, showing him that the officers arriving all had functioning comms through the secure police network. “I want a search pattern launched now,” he said. “Coordinate your pattern with Lieutenant Myolin in the field center. Spread out from here, check for broken doors and windows on all blocks; he may be hiding inside. Traffic to halt all vehicles within a five-block radius; shut everything down. This is our target.” He told the CI to distribute images of Bopbe to everyone in the search. “If you observe the target, do not, under any circumstances, attempt to apprehend them. Alert me, and we will deploy a properly equipped team.”

			Terence took a long breath and started jogging back toward the field center. On the way he ordered the CI to run its own search routines for any kind of digital footprint Bopbe might have left in Santa Rosa’s network. By the time he got back to the gray, egg-shaped vehicle housing their field center, he was breathing heavily and wiping sweat from his forehead. The hatch at the back slid up. Inside, Lieutenant Myolin was sitting in the operation coordination chair, almost invisible inside a bright sphere of holographic data.

			“Any trace?” Terence asked. He knew there wasn’t but—personal touch.

			Myolin didn’t even look round. “No, sir.”

			“And there isn’t going to be, is there?” Lućia said quietly.

			“No,” Terence admitted. “How far does the network burn-out extend?” he asked Myolin.

			“Two blocks out from the Oberstul, sir.”

			“Right, establish a cordon three blocks out from there. Once we’ve confirmed Bopbe isn’t on the street, I want every building within that cordon quarantined. Nobody in, nobody out. Call in all the officers we need and launch a search of every block inside the cordon. I’ll clear it with headquarters.”

			“Yes, chief.”

			The pair of them stepped back from the vehicle, and the hatch slid down.

			“This is what we’ve been waiting for, isn’t it?” Lućia asked, trying to suppress her excitement. “There’s another archon’s network active here.”

			“Starting to look that way.” Terence couldn’t help a smile. And the irony’s a killer. A decade and a half quietly building up informer networks and running endless pattern analysis looking for the most subtle clue, then this. “Whatever weapons Bopbe used here, they’re a level above anything the gangs have. There’s nothing left of Varmor’s people.”

			“He could’ve done the same to Yelice’s team, too.”

			“Yeah, I know. But he didn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“One thing Makaio-Faraji doesn’t want from us is an incident. The emphasis has always been on quietly building up information. I guess the same applies to whoever was running Bopbe. The archons all operate in the shadows. It gives them deniability. I mean, to anyone else this looks like a gang fight using Remnant Era weapons. Lots of outrage, especially about the casualties, but not too unusual.”

			“And the gear in the back of Varmor’s van?”

			“Someone urgently wanted to talk to Bopbe. Very urgently, is my guess. It was a damn sight more than a simple kidnapping. The medical gear was designed to keep Bopbe alive and incapacitated; Varmor was going to deliver him to someone. And that someone wasn’t us.” He gave Lućia a significant look. “A third archon.”

			“Yes! What a breakthrough. So we have to bring in Bopbe.”

			“We do. You know what that means?”

			“I’m on.”

			“Yeah. I’ll have the next AT squad issued with some convincing firepower, but when we find him, you’ll need to take point.”

			She grinned hungrily. “Are you not going to join the fun?”

			“Firstly, it’s not fun. You need to be seriously careful when you engage him. Secondly…no, I’m getting past that kind of thing.”

			“Never!”

			“You can stop the flattery. I’m management, not frontline, not anymore. Besides, I have kids.”

			“You missed your vocation, boss. You should be running risk assessment for insurance companies.”

			“Don’t be nasty. But I am wondering what Bopbe has done to warrant someone coming after him from Anoosha. We’re not doing our job properly.”

			“How do you figure that?”

			“Whatever Bopbe did, it was important enough to launch an interplanetary abduction mission. That’s not nothing. Yet none of our informers picked up on anything unusual.”

			“Only one way to find out,” Lućia said cheerfully.

			“Yeah, ask Bopbe. But he’s a wanted man. He knows the Santa Rosa police now are balls-out after him, as well as whoever sent Varmor. There’s only one thing he can do.”

			“Get offworld.”

			“Right. I’ll bet that right now he’s heading for a reprofiling clinic to get himself a whole new body shape for a trip up the tower. That’s where we start searching. We’ve got informers in most clinics. Wake ’em up and shake ’em up. I want to know who’s undergoing any kind of morph.”

			“I’m on it.”

			

			—

			Terence tried not to feel too smug twenty hours later when Lućia and her tactical team intercepted Brando Pequita in Santa Rosa’s tower station. The reprofiling clinic had done a good job. Bopbe was eight kilos heavier thanks to a band of abdominal fat that’d been inserted, as well as smaller infusions to bloat the face. His hair was thinner and a different color, his skin was lighter, and fingerprints and retina patterns didn’t match the ones filed when he came down the tower.

			Once they’d arrested him, Lućia gave him a deep scan, which detected various empty sacs in his limbs that probably used to hold personal defense weapons.

			“They’re empty now,” she told Terence.

			“Good. But just be careful, okay? Bopbe is not a lone wolf. There’s got to be an organization of some kind behind him.”

			“I will overdose on careful,” she promised.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Terence didn’t relax until Lućia was back in Santa Rosa’s central police station. The escort team she’d taken with her had enclosed Bopbe in an exowarden—a secure exoskeleton that walked him along with them like a piece of excess human luggage.

			The high-security level was thirty meters below ground. It had its own garage, with a direct access elevator shaft. Terence was waiting in the monitor office when they brought Bopbe in. He didn’t want Bopbe to see him. At this stage they had no idea who he was working for, nor how senior he was in the organization. He might know everything, or nothing. Terence didn’t want to tip his hand by appearing in person.

			The elevator doors opened. Terence studied Bopbe’s face as the escort party walked out. It wasn’t easy, but he could just recognize the original features within the distended flesh. The exowarden had locked his heavy body in rigid bands of dark chrometal that were tight on his legs and arms, but allowed him to turn his head freely. There was anxiety there, Terence decided, which the man was trying to mask with an air of indifference. It was the kind of attitude Terence had experienced a thousand times during interrogations—the moment when tough-guy bravado runs smack into reality.

			Terence opened a private lnc to Lućia. “Put him in number three.”

			“Sure.”

			The exoskeleton marched Bopbe into the interview cell and did a swift pivot in front of the table. Its knees bent, putting him into a sitting position. For the first time, a look of annoyance flickered over Bopbe’s face at being forced into the stance. Lućia left the room, and the door slid shut behind her, its lock engaging with a loud clunk.

			Bopbe stared around the empty room, craning his neck. “Really?” he asked contemptuously. “You’re going to do the whole interview routine? On me? You’re a bunch of dickheads. You do know that, right?”

			“Charming,” Lućia said as she came into the monitor room.

			“How’s he been?”

			“Sullen. Superior. Trying not to show how worried he is.”

			“Surprised?”

			“In what way?”

			“That he was caught?”

			She wrinkled her nose up. “Didn’t get that impression, but then I wasn’t looking for it.”

			“Hey!” Bopbe’s voice came out of the speakers. “You win. I’m so dumb and intimidated I want to answer every question you fire at me. Pretty please.”

			“Okay,” Terence said. “Let’s oblige our master spy. You ready for this?”

			“I’m ready,” Lućia said. “But if he is what we think, he’s not going to give us shit.”

			“I know. But that in itself will tell us plenty.”

			“Love your optimism.”

			Terence settled back and watched the feed.

			Bopbe didn’t turn around when the interview room’s door slid open. Lućia came in and sat across the table from him.

			“I’m sure this exowarden is a human rights violation,” Bopbe said.

			Lućia shrugged. “I don’t care. This part isn’t being recorded. The station log says you’re busy resting from the journey. We’ll let the police interview you when you’re fully refreshed.”

			The change in attitude was subtle, but there. “Ah,” Bopbe murmured. “Lućia, right? One of Terence Wilson-Fletcher’s subordinates?”

			Terence sat up. “Asteria’s arse, it can’t be this easy. Be very careful what you say.”

			“What makes you say that?” Lućia asked.

			“Gondiar is Wynid’s fiefdom; the institutions belong to Makaio-Faraji. Everyone knows that.”

			“And who is everyone?”

			“What’s the deal?”

			“Depends on what you’re offering.”

			“I can expose plenty of Sahdiah’s networks if you give me enough incentive,” Bopbe said.

			“Sahdiah? Is that who sent Varmor after you?”

			Bopbe remained impressively aloof.

			“Okay, let’s try this angle: What did you do to make Varmor come after you?”

			Again, no reaction.

			“It was a snatch operation, you know that? I looked inside the van they brought; the medical systems were going to hold you in suspension while they shipped you out. Back to Anoosha, presumably. That’s a lot of effort just to settle a bar bill.”

			“What can I say. I have expensive tastes.”

			“I can make an expensive offer.”

			“No, you can’t.”

			“I assure yo—”

			“Hey, Terence,” Bopbe said in a loud voice. “You want to get your ass in here so us grown-ups can talk?”

			“Educate him,” Terence said firmly.

			Lućia cocked her head to one side. “Oh dear. I seem to be the only one interested in you. And that interest is fading fast. So: hard way or soft way?”

			“Somehow I don’t think you can do hard.”

			“It’s probably Sahdiah who’s after you, unless you’re trying to pull a double bluff. But it doesn’t matter. Now that you’ve been exposed, your own controller will dump you faster than radioactive shit. What you have to think about is: Will your own people come after you as well now? So maybe you want to consider who can actually offer you protection against what you’re about to face. Because one way or another, you will be giving us the details of your organization, and your controller will not like that.”

			“One way or another? Is that a threat, Lućia?”

			“Yes. The people I work with at the sharp end are very well equipped. They’ll melt through your skull like lava through cheese.”

			“Interesting metaphor.”

			“So: verifiable information on your organization, and who sent Varmor. That way you don’t get your brain cells fried. And I’ll throw in a trip outsystem where you can start over.”

			“I thought you were melting my brain, not frying it.”

			“If you have another proposal, I’ll listen. But not for long.”

			“I’ve just offered you Sahdiah’s networks. That makes me your greatest asset ever. Show some respect.”

			“Once I know what you know, we can determine what will work for you afterward.”

			Bopbe gave her a sad smile. “And if I tell you I don’t actually know one percent of what you think I know?”

			“I’ll settle for that one percent.”

			“It’s not appealing.”

			“You’ve just admitted you’re out of options.”

			“Look, you can never be sure about intel gained under brainsqueeze, no matter how clinical you think it is, so let’s be civilized, shal—” Bopbe shuddered, a movement heavily constrained by the exoskeleton bands.

			Terence frowned, checking the medical telemetry coming in from the exoskeleton. Several amber alerts were flicking up.

			“I wasn’t kidding about being able to get you out clean,” Lućia said.

			But Bopbe wasn’t listening. His face had become a rigid mask, neck cords standing out. His arm muscles were bulging as if he was trying to snap the exoskeleton from the inside.

			“What the hell?” Lućia gasped.

			A single, terrible groan of pain and fear was wrenched out of Bopbe’s lips.

			“Oh, holy crap,” Terence yelled. “No no nooo!”

			Bopbe’s face started to discolor, the skin blistering.

			“Get out!” Terence screamed. “Lućia, get out of there now! Right fucking now!”

			Lućia was backing away in shock as Bopbe burst into flame.

			

			—

			For the second time in his life, Terence rode the orbital tower up to High Rosa. Once again, the Celestial section seemed deserted. He rode a transit cab to the docks. When he arrived, he was pretty sure the woman who waited outside the airlock chambers was the same one he’d encountered all those years ago on his flight to Wynid. She certainly had the same inability to smile.

			“You’re cleared to depart,” she announced reluctantly after the security scan. “A shuttle will take you to the Alumata.”

			The shuttle was basically a twenty-meter-long tube with hold-down straps for its passengers. One end was a transparent hemisphere, providing an amazing view of High Rosa with Gondiar shining behind it. Terence gripped a strap and spent the whole flight staring out.

			Twenty minutes after they left the dock, he could see where they were heading. The Alumata was a bright point ahead of them, stationary relative to all the other ships swirling around this section of the georing. It had a metallic fuselage that reflected the Poseidon Nebula’s garish illumination in a rose-gold sheen—a shade amplified by the sharp red light emitted by its inset thermal panels. The shuttle slid in toward an airlock that was deploying out of the starship’s tapered cylindrical section, while the life support ring rotated slowly around it.

			Terence was surprised. He’d always envisioned the archon owning a small, fast ship for his own personal use, not this sweet yacht. The other side of the airlock opened into an elevator like a one-person globecab. It took him down a spoke and into the life support ring.

			The cabin he was delivered to was like a room from a palace, with marbled floors and an arching roof. One bulkhead was a curved window, allowing him to see the ship’s engineering section directly overhead, with the nebula’s rumbustious clouds rotating disorientingly around them.

			Makaio-Faraji was sitting in a sunken circular couch. He rose as soon as Terence emerged from the elevator. The most noticeable difference was how the Celestial’s bloodstone scallops had grown over the intervening years since they met on Wynid. Thick ridges flecked with copper and gold had already replaced his ears with conch-like horns, while the edges were curling around his cheeks. A pair of smooth antlers rose out of his temple, only to curve back over his scalp to finish level with his shoulder blades, as if they were tails growing in the wrong place.

			Terence gave the Imperial Celestial a slight bow, feeling very self-conscious. “Archon.”

			“Terence.” Makaio-Faraji inclined his head politely. “I wish the circumstances were different, but I am pleased to see you nonetheless. Twenty-one years is too long. How is your family?”

			“Okay, thanks.” Terence was quietly relieved to find Makaio-Faraji wasn’t using his “human” rider this time. “Aljan is taking his assessments for college this year. And Vanilda is…Well, Vanilda. They’re teenagers.” He shrugged.

			“Ah, yes, human teenagers. The trouble years.”

			“Pretty much every year is a trouble year if you’re a parent.”

			“Of course. Well, I thank you for coming.”

			“It’s not as far as Wynid, this time. I was—”

			He was interrupted by a young Imperial Celestial running in. Young, but not small, the boy was already taller than him, although a lot thinner.

			“You’re a human!” the boy exclaimed. “I’ve never seen a human before. You’re so short. Are you fully grown?”

			“Jaeiff,” Makaio-Faraji chided. “Modify yourself. Appropriate behavior context.”

			“Sorry, father.” He bowed deeply to Terence. “Mr. Wilson-Fletcher, I’m delighted to meet you. You’re one of father’s spies, aren’t you?”

			“Your father and I work together, yes.”

			“How exciting!”

			“Silent attention,” Makaio-Faraji emphasized.

			Jaeiff nodded enthusiastically and scurried over to stand beside his father.

			Terence tried to find a resemblance in their features and failed. He did—and didn’t—want to ask what kind of rituals Jaeiff would have to perform so Makaio-Faraji could determine if he was worthy enough to continue his mindline.

			“Please.” Makaio-Faraji gestured at the couch.

			When Terence sat next to the archon, his feet didn’t reach the floor; he felt like a child sitting in a grown-up’s chair. An android arrived with a tray of tea. It was the same type he’d encountered on Wynid, as thin as paper and lacking a head; its arms twisted along their length rather than bent at joints as it proffered the tray. Whatever it was about the machine that had discomforted him the first time, it hadn’t diminished in the years since.

			“Black breakfast tea, and honey not sugar, right?” Makaio-Faraji said. He sounded pleased with himself.

			“Yes. Thank you.” Terence waited until the android stirred in the honey and then accepted the cup. “I didn’t know you were in the Kelowan system.”

			“A coincidence,” Makaio-Faraji said. “Happy or otherwise is yet to be determined, though I prefer to think of it as fate. I was passing between Gates when you sent your report. Please tell me, how is Lućia?”

			“The same as I was when it happened to me: minor burns and major shock. She’s tough. She only took a week off, and that’s because I made her. She came back to work three days ago.”

			“You chose well.”

			“I’m going to accept that compliment. She’s good.”

			“Very well, so…another non-spontaneous combustion.”

			“Yeah. I ran a scan on what was left of him. It was the same nano-biotech. Bopbe was assassinated by a Celestial agent.”

			“The same as last time.”

			“Too much so. Colvin was about to turn informer when he ignited, and Bopbe was on the verge of giving up his handler. Whoever is running the network, they had real-time access to both interviews. And this time I had Bopbe in a room that was supposedly isolated. The CI was blocking all lncs and nodes.”

			“I’ll give you an upgrade. It’s too late, of course, but hopefully you’ll be able to rely on it more in the future.”

			“Thanks. So, since the interview we’ve been working through every bit of intel we have on Bopbe and Varmor. It isn’t much; our Anoosha networks are nothing like as extensive as the ones we’ve built on Gondiar. We do know that both of them are freelancers, out for whatever dark security contracts they can grab. Both have worked for gangs before, and Bopbe has definitely been outsystem a couple of times. His biological age was thirty-three, but his dilated age is about eighty.”

			“You think he was recruited when he was away from Kelowan?”

			“It’s certainly possible, yes. The fact that he was a target for a snatch, the knowledge he claimed to possess, and the weapons he’d been issued, makes me think he was reasonably high up in whatever organization he was working with. What we have no idea about is which archon controls it. There’s a strong possibility it’s not Sahdiah.”

			“Because?”

			“Part of the deal was going to be him exposing Sahdiah’s networks to us. Of course, that could have been a bluff. But he knew about myself and Lućia, and he knew that we work for you. He said everyone knows you regard Gondiar as your fiefdom.”

			“I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but Wynid certainly has an extensive interest in the planet. So you suspect he was working for another archon, not Sahdiah?”

			“Given someone, most likely Sahdiah, sent Varmor to snatch him, there have to be at least three intelligence operations active here. You, Sahdiah, and one other. If Bopbe was working for the third one, they know an uncomfortable amount about us and Sahdiah, while we know nothing about them.”

			“I told you at the start, this is a long game. When we started, all we knew was that someone on Gondiar was using Celestial technology. We didn’t know who, and if it was a network or a one-off clash. We now know they exist. In itself, that’s an accomplishment.”

			“A bloody small one for all these years of work.”

			“Patience, Terence. Consider how you confirmed there are two networks.”

			“Sheer dumb luck?”

			Makaio-Faraji gave him a mournful smile. “Certainly not. The only reason you were watching Bopbe and Varmor was because your network passed on the very information it was built for: unusual occurrences in the criminal fraternity.”

			“If you say. But we don’t know who they are.”

			“Whether Bopbe was bluffing or not, he knew about Sahdiah. For me, confirming Sahdiah has a network here has value. And the fact that Bopbe was subject to a snatch mission is a strong indicator that there is also another archon operation active on Gondiar.”

			“But we don’t know who.”

			“The conclusion I am reluctantly coming to is the Mara Yama.”

			“Shit! Really?”

			“They always play the longest game of all. Take what we know: that Colvin was being interviewed by you when he was killed. Whoever triggered the nano-biotech heard you trying to turn him, so that revealed you were part of some operation. Later you are summoned to Wynid, then return to have an excellent career in the police. Obviously you are now working directly for me.”

			“They’ve been watching me,” Terence said in dismay. The thought chilled him. Everything, they’ll know everything. About me, the kids…Goddess, they’ll be watching the kids.

			“Yes,” Makaio-Faraji said. “But we now know something about them. They are not merely a passive observer. Bopbe did something. He was protected for a while, but when you captured him, he became expendable. Exactly the same applied to Colvin. We have no idea what Bopbe did, but we do know Colvin was killed before he could say anything about Dagon.”

			“We’ve never even heard the name Dagon since.”

			“No, but Dagon wanted to make contact with the Enfoes. An archon will tend to use Travelers as couriers.”

			“Dagon was supposed to meet up with Gyvoy Enfoe, that’s all we know.”

			“Where is Gyvoy now?”

			“He’s been outsystem for twelve years now. The Diligent left through the ingress Gate to Hoa Quinzu.”

			“Interesting.”

			“Why?”

			“A Mara Yama fleet has recently flown into the Hoa Quinzu system; they’re in orbit around a gas giant, de Verya, refueling.”

			“You think Gyvoy is working for the Mara Yama?”

			“If he is, I doubt it’s voluntarily.”

			“What do the Mara Yama want?” Terence asked. It was intimidating to think just how much attention and effort Celestials were focusing on boring old Santa Rosa. Even if we are only proxies, it’s not like we’ll ever make any difference to a single dominion. So why?

			“From the Crown Dominion?” Makaio-Faraji mused. “We believe that ultimately they will seek to occupy the HeSea and make it their own.”

			“Okay, I get that. But how does observing what I do help them?”

			“A good question. I imagine the answer will be along the lines of non-specific advantage. That is, you don’t know what you need until you acquire it, so you simply acquire as much as you can. Information has no price. It also gives you a high level of understanding about what you are dealing with. Case in point, the information you have gathered for me over the years has allowed a full comprehension of human politics in the Kelowan system. Like this movement for more human liberty. Knowing what they are doing, the campaigns they launch, the kind of appeal they have, allows the governor and the marchioness to quietly counter it.”

			“Yeah, human politics is getting a lot louder these days. But you know why.”

			“Yes. Josias Aponi.”

			“There’s been no whisper of him receiving dark funds from offworld. Everything he’s done, he’s built from scratch. And his Regal Democrats are attracting a lot of support with their call for liberalization. They’re even taking supporters from Human Liberation. He’s really hit the motherlode of quiet dissatisfaction, there. Very clever of him.”

			“Indeed. I find it incredible that one human can cause so much disruption to an equilibrium that has benefited your species for eight hundred years.”

			“That’s Josias for you. I know him quite well; our kids hang out with his kids when we’re in Hafnir. He can be…persuasive. His origin makes him a legend on Gondiar, of course, along with how successful Hafnir is—and boy, does he know how to exploit that. But I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Josias only has one goal, and one agenda: himself.”

			“Quite. He is remarkable for a human. It’s like watching ancient history come to life.”

			“So what do you want us to do?”

			“Keep gathering information for me. It’s invaluable. Chase every lead you have on Bopbe and Varmor; they are the key to this. Two archons risked physical confrontation because of whatever Bopbe did. They knew that would expose them to me, but still they considered it important enough that they would sacrifice their obscurity.”

			“So just carry on, then? Same old same old?”

			“Always. That’s what we live for, Terence: making sure the Crown Dominion remains inviolate and unchanging.”

			“Sure. Okay. You’re the boss.”

			“I appreciate how frustrating this is for you. But when Gyvoy returns, you can question him about Dagon. Who knows, that might give us a sense of what the Mara Yama are doing, and how big their operation here is. If we’re lucky, we might uncover it in your lifetime.”

			“Thanks a lot.”

			“That was another compliment, Terence. Normally I’d expect a game like this one to run for three or four centuries at least. But you’re doing an excellent job. I will not forget your service.” Makaio-Faraji looked at Jaeiff. “This human we will remember, and honor as our friend and ally.”

			“Yes, father.”

			Terence kept his face politely blank. Why do I always allow myself to forget how non-human they are?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			 

			The Annoton decelerated into orbit five thousand kilometers above Uixic’s equator. It was a relatively small starship by Celestial standards—a smooth, gloss-gray ovoid a hundred fifty meters long. Slim radial lines of photothermal radiators were inset on the aft quarter, shining a near-invisible violet as they expelled the excess heat generated by the onboard systems. Active and passive sensors scanned local space for stray micrometeorites or other interplanetary debris that could cause impact damage.

			They didn’t register the dark fleck of matter that approached in an orbit that was almost parallel with Annoton, giving it a relative velocity that was no danger at all. It was barely five millimeters across, with a density that made a snowflake seem like lead by comparison. When it did gently graze the hull, between a couple of the radiators, the contact was weaker than a ghost’s kiss. But it stuck. The touch made the molecular structure change, causing the fleck to flatten itself out into a circle barely ten molecules thick. There it remained, an invisible stain, waiting passively for the next alteration trigger.

			Another, identical, fleck touched the hull, and held fast. The starship’s CI was unaware of them, or the others drifting steadily inward.

			

			—

			As soon as the ion drive cut out, Lord Ualana-Lyon directed the Annoton’s CI captain to spin up the life support ring. They’d arrived in the Kelowan system a week ago. During the flight from the Gate of Heaven to Uixic, he’d spent most of the time oscillating between turning around and resolving to carry on. But right at the center of his muddled thoughts, the memories of Liata and Delfina burned bright, their lost smiles providing him the strength he needed. Now he used the contact bulb to call up the starship’s sensor feeds. His mind looked down at the wretched world that had birthed Lord Bekket.

			Nobody knew Ualana-Lyon was here. As far as the court was aware, he had set aside his current duties and retreated to the Panrako family’s estate on Wynid, taking a sabbatical after the sad death of Liata. Such an event was relatively normal, and would probably last until his mindline’s next hosting, whereupon he’d return to court where he could serve the queen in a new fashion. The Annoton was registered to an enterprise housed in a habitat on Wynid’s georing. There was nothing to associate it with him; even Gahiji-Calder would find it difficult to prove it was his. Not that Gahiji-Calder needed to prove anything.

			Satisfied the orbit was stable and registered with Uixic’s spaceship authority, Ualana-Lyon’s mind reviewed the ship’s properties. The Annoton was listed as a private yacht, the kind a mid-level Grand Family would use to travel around the Crown Dominion and beyond, providing them a decent level of comfort as they voyaged. Its cargo capacity was modest yet useful, while the internal mechanisms were of excellent quality, as befitted a species whose individuals lived for tens of thousands of years.

			But beneath that expansive display of ship system routines lay another set that could only be perceived with a specific neural code. They gave him command over the weapon systems that lay concealed just below the ultrabonded fuselage.

			So now when he looked down on the dull mountainous continents and small seas of Uixic, he perceived them through targeting data. A single thought, naught but a wish made real, would unleash a level of destruction upon the unsuspecting world that would take it millennia to recover from. Or, if concentrated on a specific area, would wipe that land from existence.

			And who would truly blame me for making that wish?

			“Father?”

			Ualana-Lyon closed his eyes and banished the targeting data. When he looked around, his son, Shoigu, was giving him a curious look from the other side of the cabin. His two spawn brothers, Lucio and Pavel, floated beside him, watching anxiously. The boys had several facial features they shared with their dead spawn sisters; just seeing them, eager yet adrift, was enough to bring Ualana-Lyon’s focus back to the task. He smiled. “My sons. Annoton is starting to spin up the life support section, so you’ll have gravity while I’m away.”

			“I do know how spaceships work, father,” Pavel said indignantly. “We all do.”

			“Of course. Sorry.” He is always the most impulsive. A quality I used to favor—an excellent instinctive host trait—but I’d welcome him having his own life, too, now that his sisters are gone. Perhaps I should look for other qualities. Goddess, why am I so conflicted over this? It’s not like I haven’t lost royal congregant daughters before.

			“It’s Princess Thyra that bothers you, isn’t it?” Shoigu said in a voice that was too old for his biological age. “You hate her.”

			“I think you must already be carrying too much of my mindline. But hate is a strong allegation.”

			“She killed our sisters,” Lucio declared. “All of us hate her.”

			“Second Trial is…difficult to judge,” Ualana-Lyon said calmly. “It doesn’t seem like she was involved.”

			“She’s the queen’s favorite. Everyone knows that.”

			“Yes. Which is why we must be very careful what we say when we are at court.”

			“But we’re not at court anymore,” Pavel said. “And we can certainly think it.”

			“We can.”

			“I have another problematic thought,” Shoigu said.

			“Which is?”

			“Take me down to the planet with you. Please, father.”

			“No: me!” Lucio and Pavel both shouted in unison.

			“Father, me.”

			“I should go, please.”

			Ualana-Lyon chuckled approvingly. “Boys, boys, I don’t know what I’m going to find.”

			“If it’s that dangerous, then you shouldn’t go,” Lucio said.

			“Yet I have to. I am unsettled over Lord Bekket. You know this.”

			“He’s not a lord,” Pavel said in a sulky tone. “Not a proper one anyway. Not like you. You and our family have immense history, the nobility of over fifteen thousand years. He is a new life. A nobody. I am more alive than he.”

			“True.”

			“If it is going to be dangerous, that is an even greater argument in favor of me accompanying you,” Lucio said. “An Imperial Celestial should always be in contact range of their next host body—especially one as important as you, father.”

			“What am I going to do with the three of you?” he asked fondly.

			“Take me with you.”

			Right there, in the center of Ualana-Lyon’s mind, the ghosts of two dead girls gave him reproachful looks. “If I were to say—”

			“I will be utterly silent,” Shoigu vowed. “I will follow every word you speak without complaint; you will barely be aware of me. And I was first to ask; the privilege is mine by right.”

			His brothers looked on in dismay.

			“And how will you treat your two spawn brothers after such a time shared with me? For they are equally keen, and equally able, to host.”

			“I will treat them fairly and equally, of course, as befits their status.”

			“Bullshit!” Pavel yelled.

			Shoigu started laughing. “I’ll try, father. Really.”

			“He won’t!” Lucio claimed hotly. “You know this, father.”

			“Very well.” Ualana-Lyon held up a hand. “I cannot take all three of you into such uncertainty. My decision is that Shoigu will accompany me.”

			“Yes!”

			“No! Father, that’s unfair!”

			“My choice is not to be questioned. You are my aspects, and this you know to be right.”

			Two heads dropped sullenly.

			“Yes, father,” spoken in resentful unison.

			Ualana-Lyon regarded Shoigu, taking in the poorly hidden gleam of victory. “You, I will hold rigidly to the silence and obedience part of the deal.”

			

			—

			Thousands of flecks had attached themselves to the Annoton’s hull now. Several had overlapped as they flattened out. That was the next activation trigger. The flecks merged, their discreet molecular machinery clusters combining, increasing their processing power and physical abilities. They started to move slowly across the hull, like raindrops trickling down a windowpane. The motion was random. They just kept going until they touched another of their own, then a further merger would occur.

			

			—

			The Annoton’s hangar was forward from the life support ring. Its outer door opened in a circular ripple that spread back to the rim, exposing an arrowhead-shaped spaceplane. Ualana-Lyon and Shoigu looked out of its curving windscreen at the uninspiring planet below.

			“I’m launching our netsats,” Ualana-Lyon said.

			The hangar’s launch rail swung down in front of the spaceplane, aiming along the Annoton’s orbital path. It started firing the netsats: fist-sized globes wrapped in a null-spectrum coat. They had to wait for fifteen minutes for all nine hundred of them to deploy.

			“It’ll take three hours for them to reach their full coverage formation,” Ualana-Lyon told Lucio and Pavel over a lnc. “But once that’s complete, we’ll have secure communication with you no matter where we are on the planet. I need one of you to be awake at all times, so sort out a rota between yourselves. In the very unlikely event we need extraction, launch the surface slammer.”

			“We’ll be here, father,” Pavel told him. “You can count on us.”

			“Thank you, boys. Thirty seconds to spaceplane departure.” He checked the squat cone of the surface slammer that was in the cradle next to the spaceplane. It was an antimatter-powered craft, designed with one purpose: to get down to the surface of a planet fast, accelerating and decelerating at eighty gees. It would come streaking down to rescue anyone in trouble, then fly them back to the relative safety of orbit at a punishing ten gees. And if Gahiji-Calder ever found out he’d borrowed ten grams of antimatter, then the shit really would hit the fan. Only navy and archon craft were authorized to use antimatter within the Crown Dominion.

			He put his hand over the contact bulb and told the spaceplane to launch.

			

			—

			After the spaceplane left, the hangar door remained open, ready for the surface slammer to depart in an instant if it was called. Several patches of amalgamated flecks slithered around the rim of the hangar door and into the bay. Outside, nearly five percent of the hull was covered in them, and still more were arriving.

			

			—

			The spaceplane performed a long retroburn, taking it down to the troposphere, where it started to aerobrake. Ualana-Lyon directed it to land at Husnak, a town of some half million citizens. The approach wasn’t promising. The land below the spaceplane was rugged and dry, with jagged rock teeth rising up out of yellowed soil. Vegetation clung to long, meandering clefts, its red-brown leaf color of questionable origin.

			“Was this world even terraformed?” Shoigu questioned.

			“Back at the start of the Remnant Era, supposedly—before even the Crown Dominion was formed.”

			“So what happened?”

			“Wars between cultures and people we no longer even know the names of anymore. Long centuries where no one lived here, so the terraforming stalled. Then the Kiu Celestials came, fleeing some war halfway round the Cluster. They wanted a different kind of flora to ascend. That was when the Crown Dominion arose and the Banishment Campaign began, where Imperial Celestials forced them to leave—or the majority of them anyway.”

			“Did you take part in that?”

			“No. At that time I was a brigade leader for the Colovax Ranger Knights. We were busy on Patrigi for almost two centuries. Our glorious queen was pleased with my actions; it was the first time I was granted the honor of being consort. I was raised to Her court that day, where I have served faithfully ever since, building our family to the status it enjoys today. And now here we are,” he said bitterly, “poking around this dismal world of failures and has-beens.”

			He looked down to see Shoigu’s hand resting on his arm. “What do you hope to find?” the boy asked.

			“I’m not sure. But after so many thousands of years of dealing with the terrible machinations of court politics, including seven hundred and twenty-eight years as an archon, I know when something is not right. I will know it when I see it.”

			“I didn’t know you were an archon.”

			“During dark times, many millennia ago. But the Great Game sharpened my instincts. Instincts I trust. Instincts that have brought us here.”

			Husnak’s flight traffic CI assigned the spaceplane a landing pad at the city spaceport, and it settled on the blue-gray circle, stirring up a tall twister of sand and dust.

			Shoigu stared through the windscreen. “There’s no livestone,” he said in surprise. The buildings that were cluttered together on the slope outside were the same metallic shade as the landing pad.

			“It doesn’t grow well here; the soil bacteria the Kiu introduced affects it. Plus, Husnak is on the edge of the White Burn Desert. There’s not enough water for livestone to grow anyway.”

			“Then I know what the city is made from, father: aerolite.”

			“Well done, yes. This whole city is one structure that expanded out of its kake in less than a day. Somewhere there are anchor spikes a couple of kilometers long stabbing into the ground to hold the entire edifice down. The stuff is so lightweight that a decent breeze would blow the city away without them.”

			“A metaphor for Uixic itself, then; cheap and easy, with no depth or permanence.”

			Ualana-Lyon patted the boy’s hand. “Very good.”

			“What now?”

			“Now I become Stephein-Engel of the Capnik family; we are moderately successful traders looking to expand our enterprise. Particularly with Bekket’s family, the Guillrameos.”

			“Does Uixic have anything worth buying?”

			“There are some interesting desert biologicals called rockrot, akin to the rhizomorph fungals used for asteroid biomining, possibly left over from the Kiu age. It takes them decades, even using the intensity and heat of a desert sun, but they leach specific minerals out of rock. If applied properly, they can produce the purest crystal conductors. They are quite specialist, and the navy has many applications for quality photonic systems. So yes, we have a legitimate cover story.”

			“And these rockrots are in the White Burn Desert?”

			“Exactly. Several local enterprises have seeded fields of rockrot, including the Guillrameos. Now, let’s get ready to greet the natives.”

			They dressed in long hooded robes with five active-nano layers contained in the fabric, capable of protecting them from kinetic impact and energy beam strikes. Ualana-Lyon inspected the boy, making sure the garment was fitting correctly. If he was right about the family Guillrameos, he didn’t want to take any chances.

			The spaceplane’s air stair deployed from the airlock, and they went out into the city.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The mingled patches on the Annoton’s hull reached a meter across, giving them a massive amount of processing power. They used it to identify the starship’s sensor systems and began to gather around them. Millimeter by millimeter, they crept over the receivers, their internal molecular circuits modifying themselves into active filters. The scans, active and passive, were edited to remove any abnormal activity. To the Annoton’s CI, the ship’s orbit around Uixic was perfectly normal; no ships were nearby, no micrometeorites threatened the fuselage. In reality, what had been a gentle drizzle of flecks now became a blizzard.

			

			—

			It had taken a day of meetings, and long negotiations for photonic conductor crystals with several local enterprises, before Ualana-Lyon was given a face-to-face meeting with Iuntin-Detlef, who was the senior representative of the Guillrameo family. Iuntin-Detlef was charming and knowledgeable about the whole industry of rockrot and the many variants of photonic conductor crystals they produced. Ualana-Lyon matched his interest with enthusiasm and managed to secure an invitation out to the Guillrameo compound.

			“Tomorrow?” Pavel asked. “How did you manage that?”

			“Father makes an excellent merchant,” Shoigu said. “You should hear him talk. Even I believed we are a trading enterprise.”

			“It is just a simple rider,” Ualana-Lyon said. “I have met so many people in so many professions that designing a thought routine bundle to emulate their personality is relatively easy. And I have led many high-level trade delegations for our queen in my time, once with representatives of the Eternal Unanimity Dominion, so handling Iuntin-Detlef was simplicity itself.”

			“We’ll be monitoring you through the netsats,” Pavel said. “If there’s any trouble, the surface slammer will be with you right away.”

			“I knew I could depend on you.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			After a day and a half in orbit, the Annoton could easily be mistaken for a failed Remnant Era attempt to bioform a small asteroid. The smooth ultrabonded hull had vanished, buried underneath a two-meter-thick coating of brittle ochre blisters, resembling a knobbly fruit of petrified rubber.

			The merged flecks were now a single unified synthetic entity, which its creators called a slowball. It knew its own shape and purpose now, and was aware of the ship it had grown around and would isolate from the rest of the universe.

			Inside the submerged hangar bay, the molecular structure of the amalgamation around the airlock changed again, sending out micron-thin fibers to penetrate the seal and ooze their way into the ship.

			

			—

			Ualana-Lyon was a little surprised when Iuntin-Detlef arrived the next morning. He was accompanied by a human woman he introduced as Liliana.

			“Our family’s commercial emissary on Anoosha,” he explained. “The human industries are a good market for us.”

			“But we’re hoping to expand,” Liliana said. “I’d like to assist with your negotiations. I do have some experience in the field.”

			“I’m sure you do,” Ualana-Lyon said, trying not to sound too patronizing. But really…even an Imperial Celestial brought up on Uixic should know better than to fraternize with some ghastly human, let alone involve one directly in a family enterprise.

			“Our transport is here,” she said.

			Ualana-Lyon had perfect control over his responses, so concealed his disapproval at the ground vehicle that was rolling toward them. He’d been expecting to fly out to the Guillrameo compound, especially as the spaceplane afforded them an extra level of security. Shoigu, however, frowned at the vehicle.

			“Stay alert,” Ualana-Lyon told Lucio over the secure netsat lnc. “This may be nothing, but without the spaceplane we can’t make a fast withdrawal on our own.”

			“Then why are you agreeing if it makes you suspicious?”

			“It is not suspicious in itself. We are guests of the family Guillrameo; to cause a fuss, or to question, would raise questions about us at this point. I have to go to the Guillrameo compound. I need to see them in their natural environment to measure their character.”

			“Okay, father. Good luck.”

			

			—

			Iuntin-Detlef’s vehicle was a big six-wheeled multi-terrain rover, with straightforward rectangular mirror-silver bodywork and radiator fins protruding from the roof as if a hasty afterthought. Something suggested it hadn’t originally been designed to accommodate people. Ualana-Lyon could easily imagine that its original mechanical systems had been scooped out to create the cabin space. And it’d certainly seen a lot of use. When Ualana-Lyon got up close, he could see that the surface was only nominally silver; a multitude of dents and scratches tarnished the polished finish. Several scratches were parallel lines.

			“Claw marks?” he queried. And just for a moment his mind went directly to a bloodlien.

			“Yes,” Iuntin-Detlef agreed eagerly. His smile was just a little too effusive. There was something almost human about such gaucheness. Probably because he has no bloodstone spurs to partially mask his features, Ualana-Lyon thought. As he’d found out since they landed, bloodstone had never caught on among Uixic’s Celestial population. “There are packs of Awakened camels out in the desert,” Iuntin-Detlef said. “They’ve all run wild now, of course. Some genius thought it’d be a good idea to give them retractable claws in their hoofs. There are predators roaming the deep desert, you see.”

			The multi-terrain rover’s door swung up, and Iuntin-Detlef gestured gracefully. Inside, the couches were draped in hand-woven rugs with colorful rosette and mahi patterns. An android waited motionlessly as they entered. Ualana-Lyon couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen such an ancient model; it was obese compared to modern versions.

			The door closed up and the multi-terrain rover set off out of the city, heading north across the baked stony ground.

			“Stephein-Engel, would you and your son care for some tea?” Liliana asked politely.

			“Most kind, thank you.”

			An android poured cups from a silver samovar. Ualana-Lyon was intrigued to see an actual flame burning underneath to keep it hot. He received his cup and discreetly used the antenna in his robe’s cuff to scan the liquid inside. It was tea, no toxins or unidentified nanomolecules present. He took a sip, annoyed with himself to realize his heart was racing.

			“So,” Iuntin-Detlef said, “Stephein-Engel, do you have contacts with the enterprises that build ships for the Wynid Navy? We have sought a place on their approved list for some time, but our political reach is sadly lacking.”

			

			—

			Pavel woke to find Lucio standing over him. The cabin light was dim; in fact, it was the blue-green glimmer of secondary lighting. He sat up quickly. “What’s wrong?”

			“The ship is losing power,” Lucio told him.

			“What do you mean? How can it lose power?” His hand came down on the contact bulb. There was nothing; it was as if his neural induction pad had touched a lump of inert metal.

			“I don’t know,” Lucio said. And now Pavel could hear the worry in his spawn brother’s voice.

			“It’s okay.” They clasped each other’s hands, and their thoughts merged, reinforcing confidence and determination. Brothers together! Yes. We’re strong this way.

			“What does work?” Pavel asked.

			“Not much.” Lucio’s memory of the last few minutes showed the lights in the main cabin failing. The contact bulb he immediately put his hand on was dead. Backup systems came on, including the secondary lighting. More ominously, the constant streams of air coming out of the grills had stopped.

			“How could this happen?” Pavel asked, more puzzled than worried.

			Together their minds ran through the ship’s systems. Even if all three primary generators had failed, there was enough ancillary power stored to restart each one of them. Together they arrived at exactly the same conclusion: it’s not possible for an accident to cause this.

			“It’s a deep burn,” Pavel said. “Military grade, it has to be; nothing else would work against our CI. Someone’s trying to kill the ship.”

			“We have to warn father,” Lucio said.

			“How?”

			“The netsats.”

			“But we can’t access the ship’s network and get a lnc.”

			“Not through the contact bulbs, but if we physically open a transmitter unit, we can rig up an emergency circuit.”

			“Let’s go.”

			

			—

			After five hours, the multi-terrain rover started driving over sand that glittered under the harsh noon sun. It was a coarse grain, which Ualana-Lyon presumed was some kind of quartz variant. Using his lnc to the netsats, he could actually follow their vehicle’s journey through the visual sensors, looking down on a bright speck tracking a serpentine path around the desert’s bulky outcrops. For the last thirty minutes, the dark brown rocks had been covered in a fluffy white marbling, as if they were extruding calcium carbonate. Like the sand, the tips twinkled in the sunlight.

			“Is that rockrot?” he asked.

			“Indeed, yes,” Iuntin-Detlef said. “These are mostly new fields we are tending here. The rock closer to our compound has been exhausted.”

			“You make it sound like a farm crop,” Shoigu said.

			“In a way it is,” Iuntin-Detlef agreed. “But out here, tending our crop mainly consists of clearing sand drifts away from the rockrot so it receives the full radiance of the sun.”

			It wasn’t long before the outcrops they passed were a lot smaller, worn down into featureless nubs by the rockrot. Ualana-Lyon got the netsats to zoom out, revealing more and more of the desert around them. The patch of lighter sand they were traveling across was huge, some twenty kilometers across. Right at the center was a sharp-edged green circle with large ochre buildings dotted about—the Guillrameo compound.

			They approached the imposing wall. Ualana-Lyon had been expecting another construction of the familiar blue-gray aerolite, but instead the wall was made from huge slabs of quarried rock.

			“I love this place,” Liliana said. “A literal jewel in the desert. I’m sure you’ll like it, too.”

			Ualana-Lyon didn’t even bother smiling at her. Five hours of making small talk with the wretched human had even exhausted his rider’s tolerance.

			Dark metal doors twenty meters tall swung open to let them in.

			“Welcome to the Guillrameo oasis,” Iuntin-Detlef announced proudly.

			Ualana-Lyon had to admit it was impressive. The area contained inside the wall was a well-maintained garden, complete with small lakes fringed with palm trees. The difference from the bleak desert outside couldn’t be more pronounced.

			Several of the ancient androids were tending the citrus groves, while family members walked along winding paths. It was all very tranquil.

			The multi-terrain rover came to a halt on the parking lot outside an accommodation block. Its door opened, and Ualana-Lyon stepped out.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The Annoton’s life support ring was juddering as Lucio and Pavel pulled themselves quickly along the central access passageway. It was a loud grinding sound that followed them into the free-fall sections of the starship, unnerving both brothers. Neither was used to anything mechanical going wrong at such a fundamental level. Malfunctions simply weren’t part of life in the Crown Dominion. It didn’t help that over half of the secondary light strips had failed, leaving long sections of the passageway in eerie darkness.

			“Here,” Lucio said as they reached a junction with five radial passageways. “This one. The ancillary equipment bay down here has a transmitter unit.”

			“Are you sure?” his brother asked. “Wouldn’t we be better off in one of the primary sensor modules?”

			“Maybe. I don’t know. Look, the support bay has to have something we can use to message father with. Come on!”

			“If this doesn’t work, we’ll go straight into the surface slammer and ride it down to father. We’ll have to use minimum acceleration.”

			“Do you think it’ll still work?”

			“It’s military, so yes, I think it will.”

			“Okay.”

			They both kicked off and glided along the passageway.

			“What is that?” Pavel asked in alarm as they passed through a lengthy dark section. There was something wrong with the passage up ahead, something he couldn’t quite make out. Both of them grabbed hand loops and stopped themselves just short of the light.

			The cylindrical surface of the passageway was covered in a brown dendrite structure that had a sickly oil-rainbow shimmer. It looked so alien, kicking up an almost phobic reaction in Pavel’s brain. He instinctively didn’t want to go anywhere near the stuff. None of his father’s gifts could help with this moment.

			“I don’t know,” Lucio whispered.

			At first Pavel thought the dendrite was moving toward them like some strange multi-faceted serpent, then the image resolved properly in his head. It wasn’t sliding along the walls, it was growing.

			“Back!”

			Both of them twisted around. The illuminated section of the passageway behind them was now crisscrossed with strands of the same dendrite material. It looked like a net, which made them the prey.

			Pavel couldn’t help it; he opened his mouth and screamed. A gossamer thread stroked against his cheek. It stung—a pain so sharp that it stunned him into silence. His hand swiped at it, trying to tear it off. The same pain lanced into his fingers. Something was coiling around a leg. He could hear Lucio yelling in terror and reached frantically for him. Their hands never met. Now even the weak secondary lighting was dwindling, blocked by the swelling dendrite. More lines of pain slithered across his face, and his sight ended. He could feel the agonizing strands worming their way past his lips into his mouth, then his nose, ears—

			

			—

			The stone walls of the oasis buildings were all covered in elaborate petroglyphs. Ualana-Lyon took his time studying them as he breathed in the fresh, dry air. Some were elegant forest scenes, while others were simple patterns. High up on the apartment block they’d arrived at he saw a frieze of faces that tickled some kind of memory, but it was almost a subconscious association.

			Even with androids and modern carving tools, it must have taken years to cover every building like this. More like decades.

			“May I?” he queried.

			“Of course,” Iuntin-Detlef said. “We are somewhat proud of our environment. Buildings that we live in should have some of our essence instilled in them, or so we believe. Without that, they are nothing but empty shells in which to rest your head. We have made this place home.”

			“Quite right,” Ualana-Lyon murmured in agreement.

			He went over to the apartment block and ran his fingers delicately over the engravings. They were king peacocks, wings outstretched as if to rise from the center of a wild geometric starburst. It was a grainy surface, with minute glints of quartz.

			Ohshit.

			“Shoigu, come see this,” he said out loud. His neural connection was frantically signaling the netsats for a lnc. “Launch the surface slammer now. Right now. We need emergency extraction. Lucio? Pavel?”

			“What is it, father?” Shoigu asked.

			Ualana-Lyon gripped his son’s hand. “Activate your robe’s defenses,” he ordered through their neural connection. His own weapons were stirring in the sacs secreted within his body.

			“Told you so,” Liliana said acerbically.

			“Oh, dear.” Iuntin-Detlef sighed regretfully. “It was the sand, wasn’t it?”

			Ualana-Lyon turned around with slow inevitability. He glared at his captor and gave a reluctant nod.

			“You can’t dig an underground complex the size we have beneath us without getting rid of the spoil somewhere,” Iuntin-Detlef said. “The oasis wall and buildings used up some volume, but not nearly enough. So as you’ve realized, the sand outside is just crunched up stone from slabs we couldn’t use for construction.”

			“Pavel, please!” But Ualana-Lyon’s lnc reported the netsats were no longer connected to the Annoton.

			“I’m afraid your sons won’t be helping you, Lord Ualana-Lyon,” Liliana said. “The Annoton has been slowballed. Bekket warned us you were smart, and to take maximum precautions. How right he was.”

			Ualana-Lyon stiffened at the use of his real name. Bekket! I was right all along, then, but this is so much worse than I ever imagined.

			“Father?” Shoigu said fearfully.

			“It’s all right, son.”

			“I’m afraid your father is being somewhat dishonest,” Iuntin-Detlef said in a scolding tone. “Nothing today is all right.”

			Ualana-Lyon looked around the oasis. Heavy-duty weapons were telescoping out from the top of the wall, turning to align themselves on him and Shoigu. The androids that had been tending the groves were advancing, jettisoning their ancient external casings to reveal the very menacing Ghosts they’d disguised.

			All the Guillrameo family members who’d been milling around had vanished. Iuntin-Detlef, however, remained, though no longer the desperate-to-please family enterprise representative. His expression had hardened to cold triumph. Liliana stayed at his side, arrogantly contemptuous. There was hatred there, too.

			I can take the two of them out, Ualana-Lyon thought. It’d be naught but a gesture, my final one, but they’ll know I do not go quietly. Somehow that last grasp at pride seemed quite ridiculous given the circumstances. “Professional courtesy,” he asked in a voice that strove for dignity.

			Iuntin-Detlef raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”

			“Who are you?”

			“Ah.” Iuntin-Detlef gazed pointedly at the frieze of faces on the apartment block.

			Ualana-Lyon looked up at them again. They were all the same person. The recalcitrant memory finally surfaced from the depths of time where it had rightfully been banished, turning his whole body to ice. “Fuck no—”

			Three air assault gamma beams fired from the cannons atop the wall, cutting straight through the defense layers of Ualana-Lyon’s robe in picoseconds. His body vaporized instantaneously.

			

			—

			The big interplanetary cargo ship whose registration code identified it as the Green Bounty out of Atapedia decelerated into an orbit five thousand kilometers above Uixic. It spent an hour rendezvousing with the lumpy yellow-brown mass that used to be the Annoton. The maneuver went unobserved except for the Uixic spaceflight authority’s CI and the starship keeping station a hundred kilometers from the Annoton. That ship was clad in a skin of advanced null-spectrum fabric, so all any visual scan showed was a distorted curlicue of iridescent nebula light. More active systems on the fuselage could deflect most military-grade active sensors. The Annoton’s CI had never been aware of its presence the whole time.

			Three long grappling arms extended out from the front of the Green Bounty and gripped the remains of the Annoton. They transmitted a code to nullify the slowball functions, shutting down its leisurely digestion of the starship’s internal structure. After all, nobody wanted it to breach the surface slammer’s antimatter containment chamber—not now.

			With contact and safety confirmed, the Green Bounty accelerated out from Uixic at one gee. The invisible ship closed to a hundred meters and followed it. An hour later, beyond Uixic’s spacecraft authority’s jurisdiction, it furled its null-spectrum coat, revealing a shape not too dissimilar to the Annoton. Its thrust reduced, allowing it to separate from the Green Bounty, as if it was an ancillary craft undocking.

			Nine days later, the Green Bounty was approaching Tonobo, outermost of all Kelowan’s gas giants. Its flight vector was aligned unnervingly at the planet’s equatorial cloud band as it closed at a phenomenal velocity. The grappling arms released their cargo, and the ion drives came on again, realigning the ship’s course. Its new vector took it on a long curve around the gas giant that would ultimately bring it back into the heart of the solar system, where in a month it would rejoin the other commercial cargo ships flitting between planets and habitats.

			Behind it, the Annoton hurtled down into the gas giant. The external slowball material ablated away in the tenuous upper atmosphere, a thousand kilometers above the churning storms. The velocity when it hit the denser layers of atmosphere a couple of seconds later was so extreme that not even the ultrabonded fuselage could retain its integrity for long. It broke apart into a flock of short-lived fireballs.

			The military grade planet slammer survived for a further ten seconds, but eventually it too disintegrated. That plume of intense vapor was now too deep in the clouds to be visible to any sensors even if any had been watching. Only the antimatter containment chamber was left. As a testament to Celestial science, it survived another eight seconds before finally collapsing. The ten grams of antimatter it contained annihilated an equal mass of matter in a half-megaton blast. Nobody knew.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			 

			For eight months Thyra played her part of Princess Congregant to perfection—not that there was any other way to play it. There was neither room nor time. Being a princess took up practically every minute of every day.

			The routine was arduous, but still a routine. It was one she quickly mastered. While they were on Wynid, the five princesses would be in the background as Helena-Chione attended state events, Privy Council meetings, parties, and military events. During the second month, Helena-Chione visited Bassa on a state visit. She and Queen Luus-Marcela spent several days together, accompanied by only the highest-ranking court officials. Even the princesses were left outside the meeting hall. During the formal public occasions between, there was little change from the routine of royal life; events and parties and dinners where both queens wore fake smiles and chatted with apparent enthusiasm to members of Grand and not-so-Grand Families. At the end a joint declaration of how successful the visit had been.

			Including flight time, the visit took three months in total, which amounted to an absence of two and a half years by the time they docked at Wynid’s georing. Once they were finally down the orbital tower and back inside the palace, nothing had changed save a few subtle features of aging among the members of court who’d remained on Wynid. For Thyra and the other princesses, the routine simply carried on as Helena-Chione reviewed the royal stables, had security briefings, went to shows, relaxed with consorts, watched sporting fixtures, had fittings with the royal wardrobe mistress, arbitrated endless petty court squabbles that erupted between Grand Families, and oversaw economic conferences with treasury officials. The routine became immutable.

			That gave Thyra a single problem: finding the right moment. There were no times when Helena-Chione was ever alone. She stuck rigidly to the maxim: an Imperial Celestial should always be in contact range of their next host body. That meant there was always a princess within reach. At night, when the queen slept, two princesses would share her bed. For public and official court events, all five were with her. They took it in turns to get dressed under the watchful eye of Lady Bekworl-Lydie. They were even present during spawning.

			There was only one time when a lone princess was present, sitting quietly in the corner of the Royal Bedchamber’s Bedchamber, trying not to stare or giggle as the queen was making love to her consort(s). That was the one attendance that wasn’t part of any rota. Lady Bekworl-Lydie seemed to assign it purely at random.

			During those first eight months, Thyra had been picked four times. The first time, the other princesses had taken great amusement in explaining, through memory gifts, what she had to expect. Helena-Chione lived up to every aspect. It interested Thyra; pleasure was one facet missing from every one of the queen’s mental gifts. She certainly liked to indulge herself, and Thyra didn’t begrudge her that. Why not? When you’re over twelve thousand years old, you’re entitled to some fun. But it was a weakness—the single event for which she would let her guard down.

			So those four times Thyra watched and waited. She wasn’t entirely surprised to see that even then Helena-Chione had a routine. Always, afterward, there was a plunge pool bath followed by a short meditation in the steam room before returning to the dressing room and Lady Teehong-Saz. And the maids. And the other princesses.

			It had to be the steam room.

			After the fourth time, Thyra had to wait another six weeks before Lady Bekworl-Lydie told her—with ninety minutes’ notice—that she’d be attending the Royal Bedchamber’s Bedchamber.

			For an event that was supposed to be spontaneous, Helena-Chione certainly took her preparation seriously. There was a mist-shower before, then maids applied lotion to her skin. Her hair was artfully arranged, and Lady Teehong-Saz dressed her in lingerie made from something approximating a scrap of colored air. While that was going on, Thyra slipped into a simple hooded white druid robe. Only then was Lord Yovan-Ignaz, the latest consort, brought forward, and the three of them repaired to the Bedchamber’s Bedchamber.

			Thyra waited patiently, sitting on a high-backed chair, while the young lord performed an impressive range of erotic athleticisms. When Helena-Chione was finished with him, she lay back on the bed for a while before rising and silently beckoning Thyra, who used Helena-Chione’s own gifting of steely self-control to maintain her composure. It was difficult; the tension twisting her thoughts was close to unbearable—an almost physical affliction that threatened to send her into a sweat-drenched, quaking panic attack as if she were some basic human. Thousands of years of planning had delivered her to this moment.

			And everything has worked perfectly, because here I am. I cannot fail my family. I cannot fail myself.

			Helena-Chione walked down the marble steps into the bath and sighed as the warm scented water rose around her. Thyra joined her and applied a freshly cut sponge as instructed.

			They progressed to the steam room—a chamber tiled in genuine stone, which artisans of some bygone era had carved with ornate patterns. Tall ferns modified for the heat grew out of fat terra-cotta urns. Helena-Chione sat on a gray stone bench in the middle and folded her legs as gentle mood music played. Her eyes closed. Already, sweat was beading on her skin, cleansing her pores.

			“May I join you, Mother Queen?”

			A hand was waved at the bench, granting permission. Thyra sat beside her. In a near whisper, she said: “I have some gossip of the court.”

			Helena-Chione’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “Of course you do.” The gesturing hand turned palm up.

			Thyra placed her own palm upon it and presented her poisoned self-perceptual. At an instinctive level, the queen’s formidable mind knew something was wrong. She forced her eyes open to find herself not in the steam room but sitting cross-legged at the center of a featureless white universe.

			“No,” she commanded, and hauled her defensive neural routines out of memory.

			“Really, this is the best you have? Blocks for neuralpunch and mindblind? They were already old when I was young.”

			Helena-Chione forced her eyes to open. She was Princess Chione again, nervous and elated as Queen Helena-Iona summoned her forth across the throne room floor. Senior courtiers stood in ranks on either side, waiting for the succession to begin. “It is time,” the aged queen said, and held out her hand.

			Chione snatched her own hand back. Everyone but the queen vanished. Chione forced her eyes to open, then spun around and ran straight back into the white universe.

			“What is happening?” she shouted.

			“I’ve come for you, the chosen one,” the queen, a queen, the demon queen, said behind her, and grasped her hand. The succession began—memories that stretched back twelve thousand years poured into her nearly empty brain in a maelstrom of fever-vivid sights and sounds and sensations. Helena-Chione’s perception flipped, and she forced her eyes to open. Thyra stood in front of her within the white universe, their hands gripping in an unbreakable bond. Helena-Chione was doing it, abandoning the host body just as she had done over two hundred fifty times previously. Succession was not a neural gifting, a sharing of glimpses into her life as she did for her congregants. Succession was clearing out the old brain and transferring everything into the new, where the familiar neural pathways were ready and waiting, able to run the thought routines that defined her personality in the correct way.

			Memories and thoughts streamed out of her. But this was not the mellifluous flow of before; her entire mind was being ripped out by force. The pain was exquisite.

			“I did not order this,” she screamed into the blank infinity. “This is not succession. You are not my next host. I reject you. I reject you!”

			Her entire personality contracted to a single furious demand: End this. Such a compulsion had the power to fry an ordinary Celestial mind.

			“No,” Thyra said simply.

			“But you will not be me. You will not be queen.”

			“I am the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid. But, no, I will not be you. This is your death, dear Helena. Know this: I am the one who has dealt it.”

			Helena-Chione felt her body drying out, shriveling. Shrinking. “They will know. My family will know. The imperātrix antithesis will expose you.”

			“No, your arrogance has condemned you. I never went quietly to my death like you bitches hoped. And you were right to fear me those years past, for what I developed back then will allow my absolute rule to begin. These thoughts, these memories I am taking from you, they will become a simple rider. Every secret you possess, every pitiful imperātrix antithesis code you agreed to, will be played by me. Wynid will accept me. Then we can begin the real game.”

			“What game?” She was small now, so small and weak, looking up at Thyra, her arm little more than a spindly bone stretched between them. And still her essence flowed along it.

			“My reign. And it will be glorious.”

			“How can you do this?” she cried. Around her the white universe was turning gray. “Why?” she begged. “Who are you?” Helena understood the end was approaching. Each succession finished with a neural shutdown, which in turn extinguished the old host body’s life. It enabled her personality to know, at a fundamental level, that there was continuity in the transfer. It was not just a copy; it was genuine. She knew the prelude well. She conjured a final diminutive routine into existence, and flung it into the stream of memories she was losing. It vanished.

			All the queen’s dwindling mind could discern now was Thyra; she had become the universe. A universe that shimmered into the form of a resurrected nightmare, sneering coldly. “Goodbye, Helena.”

			“No, it cannot be,” Helena’s final anguished thought claimed. “I watched you die screaming!” And she was gone.

			Thyra opened her eyes. The old queen’s body was slumped on the bench beside her, looking for all the universe like she was resting peacefully. Soft music was still playing as the hot, thin mists swirled around the steam room. Inside her brain, the newly acquired thoughts and knowledge were arranged in a tight bundle, an encyclopedia of a life, allowing her to give the correct answer to any question, the codes and patterns that could pass the true succession test the court might ask from her—if they ever dared.

			She remained still for several minutes, drawing together her own thoughts. The enormity of what she’d done no longer troubled her. There could be no weakness, no faltering, along the path that lay ahead. A queen of the Crown Dominion did not entertain doubts.

			She stood up and walked naked into the dressing room. Her body adopted the muscle memory of Helena’s imperious gait—head held high, shoulders square—not out of pride or arrogance, but out of simple nature. She was the Queen, no matter what host she wore. Of course she walked like that.

			Whatever greeting Lady Teehong-Saz had been about to make stalled in her throat.

			“Yes,” Thyra said graciously. “I am become Helena-Thyra.”

			Lady Teehong-Saz bowed formally. “Majesty.”

			Princesses Oujanya and Mariffe gave her a startled look. The maids preparing her dress froze. “Mother Queen?” Mariffe ventured timidly.

			“Indeed.” Thyra signaled the maids. “Find me a robe, and then I will need my formal attire. I can hardly greet my court like this.”

			“Ma’am,” Lady Teehong-Saz agreed.

			“But first summon Major Siskala-Ingrid and Lord Valdir-Mímir. The succession must be validated. Oh.” She touched a finger to her lip as if an afterthought had occurred. “And my new father, Lord Bekket.”

			“Of course, ma’am.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			They didn’t rush into the royal chambers. Nobody rushed into the presence of the queen. However, they certainly didn’t dawdle. Major Siskala-Ingrid—never far away—was first to arrive, dressed in her immaculate silver-and-crystal armor. For once the black glass visor was raised, allowing the major to look unimpeded upon the queen’s new host body.

			“Ma’am,” she said cautiously. “This is unexpected.”

			“I know.” Thyra extended her arm, holding her hand palm upward.

			Siskala-Ingrid’s gauntlet segments flicked apart. “I would be honored to receive your imperātrix antithesis authentication,” Siskala-Ingrid said through the contact.

			Thyra could sense the thread of embarrassed suspicion lurking behind the thought. The irony almost made her smile. “I would expect nothing less,” she replied. The code pattern that only she and Siskala knew was given and accepted.

			Even Siskala-Ingrid couldn’t keep a stern countenance as the code proved correct—a code that was far more complex than a simple self-perceptual. It was the method that had become an absolute requirement since the day the five queens signed the Accord, proving the royal succession was direct and true. Her face displayed relief that all was well. By then, Lord Valdir-Mímir had arrived. He seemed shocked, even a little forlorn. But he was of the court, so did his duty, and accepted her imperātrix antithesis authentication.

			He hadn’t been summoned, but nonetheless Lord Gahiji-Calder appeared, his mildly unkempt robes fluttering as he strode in. This time the affirmation code wasn’t as personal, but considerably more complex than the one agreed with Siskala-Ingrid, each of them producing a fast sequence of elaborate geometrical images that had to integrate. When it was over, he bowed formally, his bloodstone mask segments aflutter. “Long live the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid: Helena-Thyra.”

			Thyra looked beyond Wynid’s chief archon to see her father was in the room.

			“Majesty,” he stammered. “This is such an honor.”

			“Well, occasionally I do play the wild card,” she said. “Now, Mistress Teehong-Saz, as we’ve obviously missed the usual succession ceremony, we’ll skip straight to the Acceptance Ball. Ask Lady Susan-Adele to attend me. I feel my wardrobe will require updating.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Father, the Acceptance Ball to introduce this host to court is now your responsibility. I’m sure Lord Valdir-Mímir will gift you the procedures.”

			“My pleasure, Majesty,” Lord Valdir-Mímir said.

			“If I may ask, ma’am,” Lord Gahiji-Calder said, “why such a sudden succession?”

			“I began my meditation, and within that I started to question myself: What am I achieving? The answer was not enough. We are becoming static rather than stable. That disturbed me, especially since the Mara Yama see fit to swarm close to the Crown Dominion’s boundary. I feel that insolence requires a more vital response than I have been providing. Time, then, for a change. I required myself to become more active, and for that I clearly require this host body. My dearest Thyra was always somewhat dynamic and…relentless. So if that’s the case, I thought, why waste time? The best examples are the ones I set myself, are they not?”

			“Quite right, ma’am. An excellent decision.”

			“Thank you. We will schedule a review of dominion and Wynid security matters the morning after the Acceptance Ball, if that is convenient for you.”

			“It is the best time, ma’am.”

			“Good. I will also have a few little changes to make to court as well.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Spoken with pained inevitability.

			“Don’t worry, Lord Gahiji-Calder, you have made yourself invaluable.”

			“You are too kind.”

			“Indeed. Oujanya?”

			“Yes, Mother Queen?”

			Thyra had never seen the princess bow so deeply before, nor her voice sound so anxious. There were always changes to court after a succession, and everyone would be nervous for the next few weeks. Keeping people unsettled was always an excellent way of maintaining a Royal Court’s compliance. A tactic that she and that ancient—and gloriously dead—bitch Helena had in common.

			“Be a dear and run tell Lord Yovan-Ignaz I am not yet finished with his services. I believe his attentions will be a most satisfactory start to my new hosting.” That at least was very Helena.

			“Yes, Mother Queen.”

			“Father.”

			Lord Bekket bowed.

			“As is proper, you are to be my first appointment. You will serve my reign as Master of the Court.”

			“I consider that to be a blessing, Majesty.”

			And so it begins.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			 

			The Kiyu-Cerro system was a white dwarf binary, with Kiyu-Cerro A and Kiyu-Cerro B orbiting each other five AUs apart. Each of the stars was encircled with its own thin ring, whose large, jagged particles reflected the incandescent radiance of the twins. At the Lagrange balance point between the dwarves was a single pale globe, 43,300 kilometers in diameter. It was the right size for a gas giant, but it lacked the usual tenuous haze of a stratosphere that would normally extend for hundreds of kilometers above the cloud bands of such a world. Here, the outer surface was perfectly defined, and perfectly spherical.

			Ellie studied its image on the screen in the owner’s quarters. “Just for a change, I’m going to describe this as…intriguing.”

			The Diligent was one and a half AUs out from Kiyu-Cerro B, with the egress Gate from Yekaterin already half a million kilometers behind as they accelerated away from it at one gee. The ship’s primary sensors were focused ahead on the odd aquamarine globe poised between the two tiny stars. It was nine days’ flight time away.

			“When we arrive at Kingsnest, the only word you’ll use is big,” Finn told her. “It’s about the size of Neptune back at Sol.”

			“And it’s artificial?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			“And habitable?”

			“Every cubic centimeter.”

			“Wow. So what’s the catch?”

			“It’s all zero gee, so living inside isn’t easy for humans, though some do. The Changelings we’ll be dealing with are called Icarians. They were genetically modified to cope with it; their bones don’t decay and body fluid doesn’t pool. Oh, and there are Ovar in there as well.”

			“Which are?”

			“About the biggest Changelings in the Cluster. They’re like beetles, but they’re transports. The Celestials created them for combat zone duties—we think.”

			“Cool,” she told him. It’d taken a while, but she knew now not to ask Finn for details. He’d spend hours telling her all about whatever weird miracle the Centauri Cluster had created. At some point in the flight she’d realized it was like his chat-up routine, beating down her resistance with the wonders he was going to show her. It was almost an insecurity, like if he stopped she’d lose interest in him. On the other hand, it meant he didn’t complain constantly about his life and family. She’d urged him to express himself more, but there were only so many self-pitying misery-storms a girl could take…At least his moods were noticeably stable now that the wilder swings had subsided.

			She pointed at the dazzling silver rings circling each star. “And those?”

			“Debris. They used to be solid bracelet structures, energy farms tapping the star’s power to produce antimatter for the Archimedes Engines. Nobody knows if they were hit in some kind of conflict or they just broke apart after being abandoned.”

			“I thought the Elohim built all the Archimedes Engines. Nobody’s stupid enough to attack the Elohim, right?”

			“No one knows for sure if the Kiyu-Cerro system was an Elohim base. Someone was moving planets around to terraform them all the way back in the Dawn Era; that’d make Kingsnest around twenty-four thousand years old. The Elohim didn’t really come on the scene until the early Remnant Era, maybe a bit earlier.”

			“Intriguing.” She smirked.

			“You’d have been…what, over halfway through your voyage here?”

			Ellie kissed him. “I’m not that old.”

			“But dilated age—”

			“Dilated or biological, I’m not twenty-four thousand years old. Okay?”

			“Oh, right; got it.” He sucked his lower lip in mock remorse.

			She looked down at his leg, which had a thick ribbon of groflesh wrapped around the saberstone bite on his foot, and another around his calf. Her own bites were covered in similar dressings. “How are you doing?”

			“I can still feel the bites, and that’s with all the local anesthetics the med-support is infusing. But I’ll be ready for Kingsnest.”

			“No flying saberstones there, then?”

			“Asteria’s arse, no. But…”

			“There’s worse?”

			“Kind of not good, yeah. There are some predator bird things. Big-ish. Someone tried to re-create pterodactyls or something, Asteria knows why. At least they don’t breathe fire. I think. So we’ll be hiring a local airboat. Those crews should know how to handle themselves.”

			“So did Elsbeth, and look what happened to her.”

			“Hey, I’d count her as a valuable addition.”

			“Sure.” He was right in a way, Ellie acknowledged. Elsbeth McQuillan certainly had the kind of experience and toughness they needed to replace the members of the merc team they’d lost back on Hoa Quinzu.

			Once the drop ship had docked with Diligent, Captain Dejean had offered the tank commander a flight back down to the Noveck travel town. Elsbeth had declined. Without Hell Welcomes, there was nothing left for her on Hoa Quinzu, she explained. “It’s not often a commander survives if her tank is taken out by a compound’s defenses,” she’d said. “I’d have to start from scratch again, taking orders from some know-nothing kid, while I build up enough money to buy a new one. I’ve done it once, and I really don’t fancy doing it again. Asteria only gives you so much luck when you’re born, and I reckon mine’s running low, now.”

			“The Diligent is going through the ingress Gate to Dex-Y8,” Gyvoy told her. “You want us to drop you off there?”

			Elsbeth gave him a shrewd look. “The way I see it, you owe me a tank, given I sacrificed Hell Welcomes to save all of you. So I’ll take a berth on Diligent, with an equal share in whatever the fuck you’re hunting to salvage.”

			“Deal,” Gyvoy said.

			

			—

			“I still can’t believe we got out of that compound alive,” Finn said. “And the only reason we did was because of you.”

			“I played my part,” Ellie said modestly. “Just like everyone else. Good job I finally got to do that, huh?”

			Finn winced. “I didn’t know he was going to stop you from joining us.”

			“That’s not the point, is it? You went along with it. Do you have any idea how I felt, being left behind in Hell Welcomes while you went into the compound? It was humiliating. And you went along with it.”

			“How many times do you need me to apologize? Anyway—”

			“Don’t! Do not say it worked out for the best.”

			“But—”

			“No. You do not get to say that.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“And what are you going to do next time?”

			“There won’t be a next time.”

			“I’m not talking about me being told what to do. I’m talking about the way Gyvoy orders everyone around.”

			“To be fair, it is his mission. He’s paying for it.”

			“It’s the way he treats you—and you let him.”

			“I agree with him on mission strategies, that’s all. I still can’t quite believe we’re doing this. It’s outrageous, when you think about it. But he has a lot of experience salvaging Remnant Era tech, and he’s clearly thought our mission through. You don’t undertake something this momentous without knowing exactly what you’re doing.”

			“Fine. Then you sit down with him and get him to explain what will happen next. And Finn…”

			“Yes?”

			“It better include me.”

			“If it doesn’t, then he doesn’t get me, either.”

			“Thank you.” She moved closer and kissed him.

			“We make a good team, don’t we?”

			“Quiet, now.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			

			—

			The image of Kingsnest grew larger on the command and control center’s screens as they approached. Finn knew the smile on his face made him look like he was flying on sniff, but he didn’t really care. The rest of the crew in the center either had a similar smile or raw incredulity. Kingsnest just kept growing. It was a sphere of perfectly transparent ultrabonded crystal whose contents appeared to be undergoing some kind of infinity expansion progression. At first all they could make out were the massive cloud patterns. These were nothing like a gas giant’s whirling bands; the clouds of Kingsnest resembled the clusters to be found gusting through the sky on any Eden world. Then as those first clusters resolved, they would be revealed as a collection of smaller clusters, which subsequently repeated the procedure again and again.

			“How far away are we?” Captain Dejean asked.

			Uemi-Jubalee consulted the screens on her astrogation console, reading the data carefully to be sure. “Thirty-one thousand kilometers out, captain.”

			The ever-growing clouds, which had been off-white before, were now somehow shimmering with a viridescent tinge, while the wavering gaps between them revealed chasms into the darker jade of vertiginous depths.

			“There’s be plenty of life down there,” Pablo muttered.

			“It’s not rotating,” Dejean said; she didn’t sound too surprised.

			“The only solid part is the shell,” Gyvoy said. “And that’s tide-locked to both stars. We won’t be going into orbit; we’ll just dock to one of the ports.”

			“Which one?”

			“The closest. They all have transponders.”

			Uemi-Jubalee started to overlay the Diligent’s sensor data on the screens. Transponder signals from Kingsnest’s docks were located and triangulated.

			“The one calling itself Mytalport is forty-two thousand klicks away,” she said.

			“Fix us a vector,” Dejean ordered.

			For the last two hundred kilometers, the Diligent approached the giant orb slowly. In terms of scale, Finn fixated on the image of a lone bacterium dropping onto the back of an Awakened elephant. The details visible below the metastructure’s shell had changed again. Now the interior had the appearance of a solid Eden world as viewed from high altitude, with distinct, tiny white clouds scudding over darker unbroken layers. Looking down at them, Finn could almost convince himself there was land somewhere below, rather than just never-ending layers of incrementally shaded cloud. But there were dark specks drifting amid the puffy vapor. Sand grains, but solid.

			Mytalport was a lead-gray starfish shape stuck to the shell, the spine of each leg bristling with fifty-meter-tall docking towers. Over twenty Traveler starships were holding station in a loose circular configuration five kilometers above it, their ion attitude thrusters constantly burping out neon-purple jets as they canceled their drift. The only craft actually attached to the tip of the towers were shuttles.

			“Keep us twenty klicks out,” Dejean ordered. She turned to Gyvoy and Finn. “If I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes, I would never have believed it. You’ve made me one happy old lady. So give me the downside. How dangerous is it in there?”

			“As safe as a street in the rich districts of Santa Rosa,” Gyvoy said. “The Icarians who live on the oakreefs inside are decent people who welcome visitors. When you start sailing deep looking for artifacts, there are some avian predators you need to steer clear of. Maybe a few rogue airboats, too.”

			“Rogue airboats?”

			“Yes.”

			“What? Wait: Do you mean…pirates?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good god.”

			“Trust me, it’s nothing our weapons can’t deal with.”

			“Right. And how long will you be?”

			“What we want is a factory unit, and my information has them at least five thousand kilometers below the shell. Then once we’re down that far we have to actually find one, although the sensors I’ve brought should help. If Asteria smiles on us, this really shouldn’t take more than a month.”

			Dejean nodded and turned to Finn. “How long do you want me to wait?”

			“If we need to take more than two months, we’ll head back up to Mytalport and tell you. So give us four months’ grace at least.”

			“Four months it is.”

			

			—

			Nine of them rode the Heads Up over to Mytalport. They didn’t wear armor during the short flight, but the empty seats in the passenger cabin were jammed with their kit for the venture, as well as crates full of trade items. On the inside of the shell, Mytalport became a broad column of gridwork extending down for two hundred fifty meters. Beyond the struts, the clouds of Kingsnest meandered along their eternal currents. Clumsy cumulus puffs wafted past, kilometers below the shell, their umbras darkening the layers below while long wisps of cirrus streamed above them in spiraling shoals. Finn saw birds in the distance, though gauging their size was difficult, as he couldn’t work out how far away they were. The air was also home to clumps of spiky tillandsia plants and shredded nets of Spanish moss that rippled along in the breeze. Down toward the cumulus, bigger plants floated about.

			“There’s so much life here,” Ellie said in astonishment.

			“The ecosystem is pretty unique,” Finn told her

			They weren’t alone in Mytalport’s gridwork. A party of Travelers clambered along in the other direction, returning to their shuttle craft, and scowling suspiciously at the team from the Diligent as they hauled plastic pods full of whatever they’d found in the depths of Kingsnest.

			Farther down, near the base, six big Ovars were clinging to the outside of the column. They were the most non-human Changelings Finn had ever seen—and that included the Moaksha. Their other genetic ancestry was obviously an Atlas beetle. The carapace was a gloss black that gave off a dull rainbow sheen depending on how the sunlight caught it. Limbs and mandibles, of which there were too many, were frightening, powerful enough to cut a human body in half.

			Their pilots were floating nearby inside the gridwork, wearing little more than loincloths. All of them caught sight of the Diligent team and began shouting, beckoning happily. As one, they launched themselves off the column’s cage of struts. Finn could see they were Icarian Changelings. They had the slim build that ventured on gaunt, while legs and arms were proportionally longer than a baseline human. As they glided toward the Diligent team, they spread their arms wide. Skin frills along the biceps and triceps flipped up. Lizard genes, Finn thought, or maybe bat. They weren’t wings; the Icarians didn’t flap their arms for propulsion. But the skin folds did allow them precise control over their flight, twisting gracefully around struts as they swooped in. Another big webbing of skin was folded between their legs like a pleated skirt, though none of them were using that. The column’s struts were too close together to permit them a true open flight.

			They called out loudly.

			“This way, friends. Let us help you out!”

			“Welcome to Kingsnest. We’re happy to fly you right down to the core.”

			“I’ve got the position of a station no one’s ever visited before. Two days away. Chock full of Remnant gear.”

			“Nievas here, mate. Anywhere you need to go, Kech and I can get you there quick. Nothing faster in Kingsnest than my Kech.”

			Within seconds the pilots had landed elegantly on the struts around the Diligent team. Smiling faces loomed large. Finn was almost laughing at their enthusiasm; he could see Ellie grinning happily.

			“You,” Gyvoy said, pointing. “You reached us first.”

			“Yes, boss. Dylan, boss; I pilot Koa. I take after her, fast and straight. She teach me the moves. I show them to you.”

			“We’re looking to charter an airboat. Going to fly deep. You know one?”

			“Plenty, boss; they’s docked at Nassau. It’s drifted up fifty klicks from here; Koa and I can take you straight there. Sweet flight.”

			“Let’s go.”

			The other pilots jeered at Dylan’s triumph, but there didn’t seem to be any ill will.

			That was where Finn’s eagerness to fly in an Ovar started to diminish. The big Changeling was almost hollow, producing a passenger cavity that was emphatically organic, with a rigid internal rib structure lined by a liver-colored membrane with the texture of leather. There were bulges that palpitated, and arteries that pulsed; everything was damp, with what Finn strongly suspected wasn’t water. Then there was the smell…

			At the front, there was a puffy mattress to lie on that resembled an oversize caterpillar. To get his body on it, Dylan first had to push his head through a mucus-slicked orifice that fitted too tightly around the Icarian’s neck for Finn’s comfort; he could only assume there was some kind of transparent panel inside allowing the pilot to see out. Then once Dylan was lying down, the edges of the mattress curled around him, encasing his limbs. Finn grasped the principle; it was like the crudest haptic in the galaxy. To guide Koa’s flight, Dylan would shift his limbs and the Ovar would sense the movement, incorporating the pilot’s instinctive directions into its flight.

			“Well, that’s one way of doing it,” he said to Ellie.

			“Ah, but I don’t let just anyone stick their head into me, fella.”

			Finn sought the origin of the voice and squinched. A meter above the orifice that had swallowed Dylan’s head was a face. It was oddly fragmented, composed of minute chitin segments that mimicked the pattern of human expressions—except there was a time delay, so the expression of contentment accompanying the Ovar’s solicitous greeting took a couple of seconds to form.

			“Koa?” Finn asked.

			“You got me, fella. Hey, I’m really glad you guys chose little ol’ me to fly in. The Dillster and I’ll get you wherever you wanna get to. No depth too deep, no cloud too thick.”

			“Er…great.”

			“Thank you for doing this,” Ellie said.

			“No problem whatsoever. Y’all ready?”

			“Yes,” Gyvoy said.

			The back of the passenger cavity began to close up. “Okay, y’all wanna park your arses and I’ll take flight. Back to Nassau, right?” The chitin lips kept on moving after the voice ended.

			“Yes.”

			Along the curving sides of the passenger cavity were flabby cushions, which were similar to the pilot’s mattress. Sitting in zero gee was always tough on abdominal muscles, and staying in place added to the problem. Finn and Ellie shared a look of dismay when they saw each cushion had what looked like a pair of big uvula dangling above it.

			“Hold on tight,” Koa said breezily. “That’s right.”

			It took plenty of self-control not to shudder when Finn gripped the flaccid flesh. But he managed to keep hold and use them to push himself gently against the cushions. They were angled steeply, which made it easy to rest against them.

			“And awaaaay!” Koa called out.

			A noise like an ancient combustion engine started up, a racket so loud in the passenger cavern it made talking difficult. Koa shook, then began accelerating through the air. Finn felt himself pressing back into the cushion.

			“What is that sound?” Ellie yelled.

			“Wings,” Elsbeth answered with a grin. “Did you think it had a jetpack or something?”

			Ellie just shook her head.

			There were some translucent strips running along both sides of the passenger cabin, above their heads. Now that they were clear of the shell and Mytalport’s struts, Finn stared at the vista beyond. He was inexplicably struck with the greatest sense of vertigo he’d ever known. This was nothing like looking out of an aircraft or even an orbiting spaceship. In those cases, there was always solid ground beneath him, an end to distance. But here, outside the Ovar, was an abyss through which he could fall for years without end. Distance here was like a phobia, forcing his brain to acknowledge how insignificant he was.

			“You okay?” a Dave asked.

			“Sure.” Finn grimaced, hoping it looked like a reassuring smile.

			“He gonna upchuck,” the other Dave said.

			“No, no, I’m fine.”

			Ellie gave him a curious glance.

			“Sad fact for you,” Koa said. “Twenty percent of humans experience gulf sickness in Kingsnest. Something about your brains being too small to cope with infinity. That’s what you see here, right? The bottomless expanse, a realm without end stretching out forever.”

			Stop talking, Finn pleaded silently. He tried to look away from the cloudscape. Couldn’t.

			“But here you’re actually inside infinity; there’s no ship’s hull protecting you. That makes it ultra-real, puts the universe into perspective in a way looking across space never can. All that emptiness—”

			“I said I’m fine.” Finn nodded curtly for emphasis. And promptly threw up.

			

			—

			Nassau was a town nestled in a full-grown oakreef. Ellie savored the sight of it as they drew closer. The colossal tree was a ring shape. At five hundred meters in diameter, it was only just smaller than one of Diligent’s life support rings, and like them it rotated. Its rim was made up from a knotted mass of branches that had a tomentum of verdant sepals, while hanging down from the rim keel were giant fan-shaped leaves undulating sluggishly as they caught the winds. On the inner rim, nine equidistant spoke trunks extended up until they merged in the center to form a massive jumble of twigs and fat leaves that were snarled with debris. The edge of every leaf was beaded in drops of what looked like honey. Ellie could see scraps of rotten wood sticking to them, along with what appeared to be bird carcasses and even a few stones. The leaves were growing around them in cocoon-like whorls.

			All around the inner rim, reed huts were strung along the gaps between the trunks. Koa maneuvered smartly around a couple of the thick spoke trunks and matched the rim’s rotational speed before dropping down to land on a broad platform. The noise of her wings finally ended.

			Ellie watched as Dylan pulled his head out of the orifice with a distasteful sucking sound. He grinned round. “Welcome to Nassau, my new friends.”

			The Diligent team was greeted by the residents in one of the largest huts. Jazon and Ettan, the captains of two airboats, joined them, along with several Ovar pilots, and everyone sat at a long table while fruit juice was served. When Ellie took a sip, she almost winced it was so alcoholic. The Icarians seemed fascinated by the Daves. It was déjà vu time for Ellie as Gyvoy started to negotiate a voyage into Kingsnest.

			“You are in luck,” Ettan said. “Several stations are drifting within a couple of days’ sailing.”

			“Not interested in stations,” Gyvoy said. “I want a captain who’ll take me down to a factory.”

			That brought on a flurry of whispers among the Icarians in the hall. Several arm frills rose up, fluttering in excitement.

			“Big voyage,” Jazon said in a serious tone. “Nobody been down that far for a generation. Dangerous dark at the factory level. No guarantee to find one.”

			“We brought a sensor array,” Uemi-Jubalee said. The claim brought a round of chuckles from most of the Icarians around the table.

			“Our airboats have sensors,” Ettan said. “Jazon spoke rightful; no guarantee on deep flights.”

			“No offense,” Finn said, “but our sensors are good.”

			“And we don’t know what we’re doing? We who live here? We who fly here? We who tune our sensors for the deep and code our own filters for their scans? We who know every scent in the air?”

			“I wasn’t trying to cause offense—”

			“Yet you succeed without trying.”

			Finn blushed, glancing around for help. Ellie joined the others in producing a full-on stone face. The damp stain on her tunic reminded her none of them were speaking to Finn right now, anyway.

			“I apologize for my colleague,” Gyvoy said. “Like all of us, he is keen to find and board a factory. And it doesn’t matter whose sensors we use. A factory is huge.”

			“True enough,” Jazon said, grinning broadly.

			“That just leaves the price of our endeavor, then.”

			“What you are asking for is exceptional,” Ettan replied. “Our grandparents tell the stories of the last captains who ventured inward beyond the darkest cloud. There is darkness down there that is more than the absence of light. Great creatures who are known only by the cries they make, pirate airboats who live off the desire of Travelers such as yourselves, and then there are all the ghosts of the foolhardy who came before. Just to reach the layers where such misery dwells, you’re talking minimum five thousand kilometers vertical down from the shell. That’s not a voyage, my friend; that is an expedition. Then even if an airboat manages to get that far, you still have to reach a factory. Sure, the sensors can find them, but how far away one is depends on fate.”

			“And luck,” Finn said.

			“If you think luck is alive in the deep, you are sadly wrong, my impetuous friend. If you’d learned anything about the Kingsnest, you would know that the deeper you go, the stranger things become. Luck fails in the darkest clouds, for there is real magic at work in the deeps. Some say the Goddess Asteria Herself slumbers at the core. She is protected by armies of her nightweid, who stand eternal vigil. The deep dark is not somewhere I choose to take my crew. There are few stories, because few airboats ever return. We have families who would go hungry and suffer grief were we so foolhardy to join those already lost. So alas, I will not have you on board my airboat.” He stood and bowed formally before walking out. Several other Icarians followed.

			“And then there was one,” Gyvoy said impassively as he stared at Jazon. “So do you believe luck fears to go into the dark deep?”

			The remaining captain gave a bass chuckle. “Ettan is a superstitious man. I respect that, but I place my trust in experience and precautions rather than luck, and those I have strong possession of. So yes, I will take you on this voyage. But preparing for such a flight will not be cheap.”

			“I’d expect nothing less,” Gyvoy growled.

			“Good. So what have you brought to trade?”

			

			—

			After two hours of negotiation, where both sides feigned imminent financial ruin, they finally got to leave the hut. Finn felt Ellie put her arm through his, and he held her close. For a while there, he’d been worried she’d never talk to him again.

			“I was impressed by the contortionist act,” she told him. “Who knew you could shove your foot that far into your mouth?”

			“It was theater,” he objected.

			“You deliberately annoyed Ettan?”

			“Finn played his role,” Gyvoy said. “We’ll make a Traveler of him yet. Negotiations like that are what’s expected, because it wasn’t really negotiating. We were just being polite.”

			“Polite?”

			“Sure. Scene one: a bit of contention. Then crap talk about monsters lurking in the dark, and how dangerous the whole idea is. Someone walks out in an offense rage. Oh, no: there’s only a single captain left brave or foolish enough to take the crazy visitors to the mythical valley where dragons sit on their piles of gold. Just one small problem: that captain isn’t cheap. It’s all part of making the deal. Simple: we’re buyers. And this is a seller’s market. We could perform the injured-pride-walk-out-routine and fly to the next oakreef, but it’s up to Jazon to work out what that point will be and to price his services just below it.”

			“Oh.” Ellie felt her own cheeks warming. “Yeah.” Grandpa would’ve known that.

			Finn hugged her waist. “Hindsight’s a bitch, huh?”

			“And gulf sickness was part of the act?” she shot back.

			“Oh, no.” Gyvoy laughed. “He really is as weak as piss.”

			

			—

			The Silver Cloudspear was ready to depart nine hours later. First the Diligent team brought most of the trading goods out of Heads Up for Jazon to inspect and agree they were as advertised. Then there were stores to take over to the airboat.

			“Not too many,” Jazon assured them. “We’ll hunt for food on the way. Bottles of fruit wine, however, do not flap about between the clouds.”

			“And as well as the wine?” Gyvoy asked. “What else do we need?”

			“Truly, I’m not sure of conditions around a factory, let alone inside. But I won’t risk taking the Silver Cloudspear closer than five kilometers, so you’ll need some Ovar to make the final crossing for you.”

			“How many?”

			“I trust you and your team will be wearing your armor?”

			“Of course.”

			“Wise man. Then I’d suggest two Ovar.”

			“Uh-huh, and I don’t suppose you know two pilots who’ll make the voyage with us?”

			“It would seem Ettan was right, that luck does work well near the shell, because as it happens I do.”

			Ellie wasn’t surprised when Dylan and Koa said they’d be coming. Koa ferried them over to the Silver Cloudspear, which was floating a kilometer out from Nassau. She was quietly delighted by the elegance of the wooden craft, which could so easily have been built by the shipwrights of Earth’s seventeenth century. The cylindrical airboat was thirty meters long, which gave it eight decks inside, stacked vertically atop a big cargo hold. Each of the decks had its own balcony, with the aft hull around the cargo hold sprouting sturdy posts where the Ovar attached themselves. There were two sets of sails—three mainsails whose masts swept out from the eighth deck, just above the cargo hold, while the masts for the trio of smaller headsails rose from the second deck balcony. The flat circular prow was where the sensors were fastened.

			Around the rim of the fourth deck balcony were strange metal mechanisms she could only liken to clockwork cannons.

			“Netcasters,” Jazon told Ellie when she asked. He patted one of the mechanisms. “We spend most of our time catching flocks of birds to help feed Nassau. That’s why we build our airboats. It’s not all a life of grand adventure taking Travelers down to stations, you know.”

			“Why not?”

			He gestured up at the dark shape of Mytalport, which was just visible through the fronds of cirrus. “There aren’t that many docks on the shell; a few hundred, maybe. Nassau and the other oakreefs in our group are at the crest of an upcurrent right now; we’ll be riding an inward thermal again soon. Then next time we cycle up, who knows where we’ll be? Not that it matters, because there is food and water everywhere in Kingsnest. It’ll probably be seven or eight years before we find ourselves close to a dock again. In all my life, Nassau has only been close to four docks.”

			“So how many times have you voyaged down to a station?”

			“Three.”

			Ellie didn’t know whether to be disappointed about that or not. She’d been hoping the captain would be experienced with the depths of Kingsnest, but then by the sound of it three voyages into the deep was a lot by airboat standards.

			She watched the Silver Cloudspear crew stowing kit and supplies into lockers in various cabins. The Diligent team were assigned decks six and seven for their quarters. She was underwhelmed that these were open spaces, with sleeping hammocks they could rig up between structural beams. At least there was a door on the cupboard-sized head.

			Uemi-Jubalee and one of the Silver Cloudspear crew started installing their sensor array on the prow of the airboat. Both of them were using personal tether cables that clipped onto the balcony safety rails. Jazon had insisted the Diligent team use them even though the ship appeared motionless. “Be surprised how quick the winds can carry you in a short time,” he’d said.

			“Is that a human?” Ellie asked. She’d thought all four of the Silver Cloudspear crew under Jazon were Icarians.

			“Indeed. That’s our Ayden. Been with us for eight years now.”

			“Right.”

			Jazon chuckled. “You wants to know, bad, don’t you?”

			“No.” She hoped she wasn’t blushing.

			“Ayden’s off a Traveler ship, which is why he’s my go-to engineer. He came here with his fellows to fly down to the stations and salvage the riches that your kind value so high. Instead, he found the greatest wealth of all.”

			“What?” she asked eagerly.

			Jazon’s finger lined up on one of his crew. “Meet Rylee.”

			The Icarian woman was floating just off the Silver Cloudspear’s fourth deck balcony, tinkering with one of the netcasters. Rylee’s legs were wide apart, stretching the pleated webbing skin open. Her hips twitched with subtle motions, allowing her to hold her body perfectly in place as the gentle breeze flowing around the airboat tried to push her away.

			Something made her glance up to the second balcony, where Ellie was holding on to the railing. She smiled and waved.

			“Ah,” Ellie said.

			“Ayden gave up his whole life for her—said goodbye to his shipmates, forswore his share of their spoils. How could I not offer him a position on board after that?”

			“True wealth,” Ellie conceded. “You’re a romantic, captain.”

			“Rather like yourself, I hear.”

			“Hardly.”

			“Your arkship is the talk of Nassau. Nobody in Kingsnest has ever seen one before, and I suspect we never will again. Your story is magnificent, and holds adults and children alike spellbound. You are living history, Ellie. Forty thousand years and more you have spent voyaging through the coldest and longest night of all. Yet when you arrived at the Centauri Cluster, you chose to stay on board rather than settle on the fresh land that fate and the Goddess owed you. Why was that, Ellie?”

			“I’m not a farmer.”

			“If you say so. I hope he’s worth it.”

			She smiled to herself. “He’s getting there.”

			

			—

			The Ovar called Kaizen brought the final members of the Diligent team out to the Silver Cloudspear. It arrived just ahead of the last two crew members, Voah and Talia, who soared across the space between Nassau and the airboat, using the wind to tack effortlessly through the air. Finn watched them enviously.

			“Now I know why flying is the oldest human dream,” Ellie said wistfully beside him.

			The Icarians tacked aggressively and plummeted down onto the flight platform that jutted out from the third deck.

			“I have got to use the armor’s jetpacks out there before we leave,” Finn said.

			“Not so fast, you. Gulf sickness, remember.”

			“That was just bad shellfish. Besides, I’m acclimatized now. I love this place.”

			She tucked her arm around him. “Me too.”

			“Passengers and crew, stand by to launch,” Jazon’s voice declared from the shipwide tannoy. “Voah and Talia, abed with you in one hour.” He started issuing instructions to his lnc patch.

			Somewhere below, where the two Ovar clung to the aft hull, six fan nacelles telescoped out. They spun up with a faint whine. The Silver Cloudspear accelerated gently. After a few hundred meters, the prow began to arc across the sky, angling away from the shell and the tiny sun that shone so far beyond. The whine from the fans increased, and the airboat started its vertical descent toward the dark clouds thousands of kilometers ahead.

			Finn’s feet had drifted down to the balcony floor when the fans started to propel the airboat along. Now the airflow was also pushing him from above.

			After the first hour, Voah and Talia retired to the fourth deck and closed the blackout shutters, allowing them to sleep, leaving Ayden, Rylee, and the captain on duty.

			“There is no night here, is there?” Ellie said.

			“Not up here, no. But down there…” Jazon pointed beyond the prow where the shadowy cloud formations waited. “Darkness beckons.”

			Finn and Ellie stood together for hours on the sixth deck balcony watching the unending cloudscape scud past as the air grew warmer. The captain changed course constantly, muttering to his patch to vary the fan speeds, steering them around clouds and all the solid obstacles drifting lazily within Kingsnest. There were other oakreefs out there. One they passed, about half the size of Nassau, was sinking down into a thick mass of cumulus, its big lower leaves scooping up water droplets as it rotated. The warm air current they’d joined was drawing everything along with it: uncountable tillandsia plants like clumps of airborne pampas; vanda orchids with long tresses of vivid flowers and even longer tendril roots, tattered webs of Spanish moss. Trees floated by sedately, with broad mesh roots glistening with the water droplets they’d snared. It took a while, but Finn realized their boughs were always oriented toward the shell and the light. Flocks of birds were also letting the air current carry them. None of them flapped their wings, he noticed; in the current they only needed to steer.

			Jazon came down the ladder from the balcony above. “We’re well in the downcurrent now,” he told them. “All the air heated by the suns gets displaced by the upwell of cooler air from the deep; the shell means there’s only one way for it to go.”

			“How far down do the warm air currents reach?” Finn asked.

			“Nobody really knows for sure. They start to lose strength after three or four thousand kilometers, then you get the horizontal mixers, where cooler air gusts blend in from the poles, then those streams head back up toward the shell so they can be warmed again by the twins. These are the great cycles that rule our lives.”

			“So is it arctic cold at the core?”

			Jazon clapped him contentedly on his shoulder. “Nobody knows. And before you think it, not even you have enough trade items to buy a voyage that far down.”

			“Cold enough to freeze a Goddess?” Ellie asked slyly.

			Jazon laughed delightedly as he took the ladder down to the deck below.

			A few minutes later, winches began to pull the sails out along the masts. They were big black sheets of photovoltaic fabric. The Silver Cloudspear began to pick up speed as the wind filled them. Soon after, Jazon switched off the compressors and retracted their nacelles. Long fan-shaped canvas rudders unfolded under the stern to assist steering.

			“We’ll use the sails to recharge our power cells for as long as we can,” Jazon said. “It’s dark and calm in the far deep. When we’re down there, we’ll need all the power we can store.”

			

			—

			After two days, they’d traveled more than a thousand kilometers down from the shell. Jazon furled the sails and let the Silver Cloudspear coast onward.

			“Time to make a catch,” he told the Diligent team.

			“Can we help?” Finn asked. It turned out there was only so long you could spend staring out at the splendor of infinite clouds. At least on the Diligent there was always maintenance work to do, or the gym, or games with other crew…Now, like everyone on the airboat, he was monstrously bored.

			“No, thanks,” the captain said. “Although, if you like, you can wring necks when we lug the net in.”

			“Best left to experts, I feel.”

			Jazon chuckled and hauled himself up to the third deck balcony where Ayden and Talia were loading an egg-shaped bait drone. A few minutes later, it was sent whirring away from the airboat.

			Finn followed it against the clouds as it dodged around tillandsias and trees. It was definitely darker down here than up close to the shell. All the clouds looked as if they were about to unleash a torrent of rain. He saw the bait drone release a stream of white mist in its wake.

			“What’s that?” he asked.

			“Scent,” Ayden told him. He had joined Finn and half of the Diligent team on the sixth deck balcony to watch the catch. The rest of the team was watching from the seventh deck.

			“What sort of scent?”

			“Whatever fruit or nut tree we’ve harvested the petals from,” Ayden said, “in this case, cherry, mixed in with hazelnut and macadamia. The birds will come looking for food.”

			A kilometer away, the bait drone was performing a wide circle, still trailing the scent mist behind it. A few birds were visible beyond the vapor trail, swooping closer. The bait drone began a lazy spiral, heading back toward the Silver Cloudspear. More birds were wheeling around after it now. Finn had no idea where they’d all come from.

			Up on the fourth deck balcony, Rylee and Jazon were hunched down beside netcasters. Each of the big mechanisms had four missile-like rods poking out of the front.

			“Here they come,” Elsbeth said. The Silver Cloudspear wasn’t in flight at all now, so she was clinging to the balcony rail, with her legs floating about behind her.

			When Finn looked out, the bait drone was zipping past the airboat. Behind it a huge flock of birds was rushing toward them. “What are they?” he asked; their plumage was as colorful as any parrot he’d seen flitting about the Santa Rosa skyline, yet they had eagle-like beaks, and they were as fat as turkeys.

			“Kescaws,” a Dave said.

			“How do you know?” an intrigued Ellie asked.

			“Because I do.”

			Finn stayed diplomatically silent.

			“In five,” Jazon called out. “Four, three, two…”

			He fired first. The four metal rods streaked away from his netcaster, spreading wide as they went. They had cables attached, which pulled out a conical net behind them. About a dozen of the kescaw flock were scooped up by it, squawking loudly in confusion and anger. As they reached the limit of separation, small fins flicked out of each rod, and steered them back toward each other, closing up the open end of the net.

			The rest of the flock fled in every direction. Rylee’s net caught several of them.

			“And…go!” Jazon said.

			Talia and Voah launched themselves off the third deck’s flight platform with a powerful kick, then spread their legs and arms wide to catch air streams Finn hadn’t realized were there. They soared across the gulf toward the nets that had now lost all their momentum. Both of the Icarians trailed a line behind them. The net rods had started to twirl around each other, their cables braiding together. When Talia reached hers, she clipped her line to the base of the cables. That was when Finn saw she was wearing heavy gauntlets.

			Everyone from the Diligent helped pull the nets back in. The kescaws were flailing furiously as their wings were snarled by the net. Their shrieks were as vicious as their snapping beaks. He was more than happy that it was the Silver Cloudspear crew who were reaching into the net to pull them out one at a time.

			Jazon hadn’t been joking about wringing their necks, though in practice it only took one swift snap.

			“You’d think there’d be a better way by now,” Ellie muttered.

			Finn agreed with her, of course. But when the Silver Cloudspear unfurled her sails and started accelerating again, he had to admit the roast kescaw they had for lunch tasted excellent.

			

			—

			Ten days in, two more catches, and more than five thousand kilometers down from the shell, the air had become progressively colder and darker. Ellie had to wear a thick jacket, along with gloves and a wool hat. Every surface was coated in dew; it was even damp inside the cabin. There were no heaters inside; the Silver Cloudspear didn’t need them on its usual flights. The Diligent team had brought a few lightdisks, which they hung up in their cabins, but it was still dark outside. Standing on the balcony, the clouds were just gray shadows jumbled together. No direct sunlight reached down here, just a few diffused photons lost amid the vastness. Occasionally clouds far above would shift, and off in the distance a predawn glimmer would appear for a few minutes before fading away again in a way that made her resentful it was deserting them. When that happened, the trees and tillandsias coasting along in the same thermal as the airboat materialized out of the dusk like black ghosts. A uniform darkness might even have been preferable except for the eerie cry of the pteragons and needlehawks—predators who ruled this twilight realm.

			“Gyvoy, we have something,” Uemi-Jubalee said over their general lnc. “Come and have a look.”

			Ellie tagged along with Gyvoy and Finn as they made their way up the ladders to the top deck.

			Uemi-Jubalee had spent most of the voyage sitting at the pile of cases she’d brought, which now served as a desk. Several electronic modules were set out on top, with a big display screen in the middle. Jazon was studying it, his face craggy in the violet-stained glow.

			“Show us,” Gyvoy said eagerly.

			The display was churning with specks, as if afflicted by dark static. They were all used to that by now. The sensors picked up a huge number of objects churning through the air around them. Uemi-Jubalee had spent most of the voyage grumbling about how the airborne junk limited the sensor’s range. Nonetheless, four times during the trip they’d located stations: abandoned technological structures measuring five kilometers across, some of them small industrial units, some flying castles whose defunct luxuries now hosted algae and birds. But this was different, a hazy blob at extreme range.

			“Another station?” Finn asked.

			“Too big,” Jazon said. “The radar return is holding steady despite the distance.”

			“What is the distance?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Twelve hundred kilometers.”

			“Ettan was wrong,” Ellie said. “Luck does live down here.”

			Jazon’s fingers tapped various icons on the screen. “There’s a lot of thick cloud between us. We need to be careful.”

			“Of clouds?”

			“When the cold down here condenses them, something like the Silver Cloudspear plowing through can kick off a consolidation. Our passage will push droplets together; too many and you produce a bow-wave—literally. That expands outward, merging with the rest of the cloud, gathering all the water together and slowing; then it contracts and amalgamates. If we’re at the center, we’re suddenly submerged inside a globe of water.”

			“Asteria’s arse,” Finn mumbled.

			“How long?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Three days,” Jazon said as if opening a commercial negotiation.

			“It takes as long as it takes.”

			

			—

			The Silver Cloudspear altered direction and headed toward the factory. Jazon was making a lot of small course corrections, steering them away from the darker clouds.

			The mood on board lifted. Everyone was looking forward to seeing a factory. The Diligent team began their final suit check.

			Ten hours later Finn was again back up on the top deck with Ellie and Gyvoy after Uemi-Jubalee had called them. “We might have a problem,” she said.

			“Which is?” Gyvoy asked.

			“There’s an intermittent contact. Something about two hundred and fifty kilometers behind us. It’s shown up three times now in the last seven hours.”

			Gyvoy gave Jazon a calculating look. “What sort of contact?”

			“An emission point. It switches on its active sensors for a few minutes, then switches them off again. But, Gyvoy, it’s on the same course as the Silver Cloudspear, and keeping pace with us.”

			“You’re saying another airboat is following us?”

			“Unfortunately, yes.”

			Ellie and Finn shared a glance.

			“I was hoping the pirates you mentioned might just be a negotiating tactic,” Ellie said uneasily.

			“No,” Jazon said emphatically. “Sadly, not all my fellow captains make an honest living all of the time, and this flight is a mighty temptation. Your arkship is the biggest news in all the oakreef villages around Mytalport; not only that, everyone knows you chartered the Silver Cloudspear for a flight into the deep. Talk before we launched was that you must know of something very valuable in a factory. Although I was hoping that us having Silicates on board would discourage anyone from privateering.”

			“We are here for something valuable,” Gyvoy said. “But it’s only valuable to us.”

			Jazon gave a whatever shrug.

			“How did they find us?” Ellie asked. “We’re over six thousand kilometers away from Nassau.”

			“I’d guess passive tracking,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “That’s how I’d do it. The Silver Cloudspear is using a lot of active sensors, plus we have a transponder pinging away the whole time. It’s not hard to follow us.”

			“So why have we only just seen them?”

			“Thus far they’ve been running on passive sensors to gain clear passage through the air,” Jazon said. “But down this deep they’ll want to avoid cloud consolidation just like us, so they’ve had to start using active sensors, too. That’s what we’re picking up.”

			“And why do we have a transponder going down here?” Gyvoy asked curtly.

			“Because airboats that operate within the flight code of Kingsnest run with an active transponder,” Jazon replied coldly. “Airboats that abide by the terms of their charter. Airboats carry an emergency mayday transmitter in the hope that if they’re in trouble someone will respond as is the way of life here. And a transponder will help those rescuers find us.”

			“That’s convenient.”

			“I am beginning to dislike your tone.”

			“And I dislike being followed by pirates.”

			“Really? Whereas I don’t? I would point out to you, sir, that our fate has now become as one.”

			“How so?”

			“If they board us and take whatever treasure you’ve acquired, they will have to dispose of me and my crew. For were the Silver Cloudspear to return to Nassau without you, what will your starship’s response be? Have you more Silicates on board? How will they react to the loss of two of their own? Will they restrict themselves to just turning Nassau to a ring of fire, or will all the oakreefs close to Mytalport be obliterated and their residents killed? And when word gets out to the Traveler Dynasties that the captains of airboats collude with pirates, who then will visit Kingsnest? Who will trade us medicines and technological components and simple goods that make life here tolerable?”

			“Then don’t return to Nassau. The Silver Cloudspear becomes another legend of the factory layer.”

			“Abandon our families? Forever? You think that of us? You consider us inhuman?”

			“Probably not,” Gyvoy conceded.

			“All right,” Finn said, trying to ease the tension. “We can’t not go into the factory. What’s the strategy?”

			“You have two options,” Jazon said. “First, we fly vertical back up to the shell. At some point we switch off the transponder and fly back down again, hoping that the pirates have lost us. However, we and they both know where the factory is, and we can see it’s barely moving. That makes it an easy enough coordinate for our inertial navigation system to bring us back to, but…”

			“The same for them,” Gyvoy said. “And they could beat us to it.”

			“Correct. So the second option. We descend somewhere far away and hunt a factory there. Then there’s an even further option. Go back to the shell; go home.”

			“No.”

			“I didn’t think so. Are you sure your treasure is so valuable?”

			“It is.”

			“So to continue ahead informs the pirates of its worth.”

			“Then they clearly don’t know what we’re here for,” Ellie said.

			“Most of us don’t,” Uemi-Jubalee said moodily. “Going to tell us now?”

			“No,” Gyvoy said. “But it’s nothing these wannabe-pirates can ever use or sell.”

			Jazon gave him a look of pure incomprehension. “So valuable you risk everyone’s life, but has no value to anyone else? I don’t understand.”

			“And that’s the way we’re going to keep it.”

			“So I ask again,” Finn said. “What’s the strategy? Take an Ovar with the Daves and fly to intercept them?”

			“No,” Gyvoy said in a weary tone. “I need everyone with us when we go into the factory. We don’t know what’s in there, and, well…look what happened on Hoa Quinzu. So we’re bringing some decent firepower with us. Besides, the pirate ship is mobile and hard to detect. There’s no guarantee you could intercept them, and if you did, they wouldn’t have had the balls to come after us in the first place if they weren’t carrying some serious weaponry.”

			“So what’s the plan?” Ellie said.

			“Thinking tactically, they won’t attack us until after we’ve visited the factory, right?” Finn said.

			“Right,” Gyvoy agreed. “They want what we’re going to scavenge. So they let us do the hard work, then intercept us when we’ve brought it back to the Silver Cloudspear. What we’re looking for shouldn’t take long to find. Then when we come out, we either try to evade them—switch off that fucking transponder, activate some electronic warfare units, and fly vertical at full speed—or if they’re close enough to intercept, we let the Daves loose on them.”

			If we still have the Daves at that point, Finn thought gloomily.

			“I suppose that makes sense,” Ellie said.

			“Of course it does. It’s my idea,” Gyvoy said without a trace of irony. “Uemi, you’re staying on the Silver Cloudspear.”

			“Always the plan,” she retorted.

			“I want real-time updates on the pirate so we know what we’re facing when we come out. No surprises.”

			“That I can do.”

			“Great. Okay, people, let’s finish prepping the armor suits, then be sure and get some rest. I want everyone at their peak when we arrive at the factory.”

			

			—

			During the Silver Cloudspear’s final approach, Uemi-Jubalee ran a full radar sweep of the factory. It was a lenticular shape three hundred kilometers across, and tilted at an angle to the airboat. The surface appeared crinkled with deep ridges and peaks, although a perfect definition was impossible, as something about it was distorting the radar pulses.

			Ellie had smiled admiringly at the sight on her lnc patch while they were suiting up in their sixth deck cabin. “Well, whadda ya know—the original flying saucer mothership!”

			Finn frowned at her. “What?”

			“Flying saucers—the spaceships aliens used back when they buzzed aircraft on Earth, yes?”

			“Aliens visited Earth?”

			“I sincerely doubt it.”

			“Then, uh…?”

			She grinned as her patch segments closed up. “Never mind, but trust me: steer clear of any medical exam rooms in there.”

			Sometimes, he thought, their lives were just too different.

			“You two should get a room,” Elsbeth told them as she wriggled into her armor.

			Finn blushed at how harshly the Daves laughed.

			“How far away is the pirate?” Gyvoy asked.

			“We had another positive scan forty minutes ago,” Uemi-Jubalee replied. “The pirate airboat increased speed. It’s only a hundred and seventy klicks behind us now.”

			“Okay, keep watching.”

			

			—

			Finn wound up in Koa, along with Ellie, Gyvoy, and one of the Daves. The other Dave, Bensath, Elsbeth, and Iarik were in Kaizen. Although “in” didn’t really cover the position the Daves took.

			Dylan got Koa to fold some of her mandibles in an odd arrangement close to her nose, holding a Dave in a protective embrace. That way he had a full field of view ahead as he sat beside a pair of heavy-duty kinetic cannons they’d clamped to a crease in the topmost mandible. Once they’d sorted that out, Kaizen duplicated the arrangement for the other Dave.

			Finn was glad he didn’t have to sit out front like that, but he was equally glad to have the Daves riding shotgun.

			The Silver Cloudspear came to rest fifteen kilometers away from the factory. The darkness at this level was almost absolute, helped by an omnipresent mist. It was a universe of overlapping shadows that seemed to absorb sound to the same degree they swallowed light. Even with his suit’s visual enhancement sensors, the image was murky.

			As he clambered into Koa, Finn sensed as much as saw the massive bulk of the factory in the distance—a zone of complete blackness lurking between the crepuscular vapors.

			Inside the Ovar, he gently gripped a couple of the uvulas with his armor gauntlets to hold himself in place. He had to crouch slightly so his helmet didn’t knock against the ceiling of the passenger cavity.

			“You hold on tight there, fellas,” Koa said. As ever, the chitin segments of her lips lagged behind the words.

			They took off, heading out into the gloom.

			“Dave, let us have a visual feed,” Gyvoy asked over the team’s secure lnc.

			Finn’s suit manager put the feed on the visor display, which revealed almost nothing. The Silicate was wearing a sensor band around his head, but light amplification and thermal imagery just produced a wall of false color blotches.

			It took Koa and Kaizen five minutes to reach the factory.

			“Okay, let’s see it,” Gyvoy said.

			Both the Daves switched on their cannon lights. Four intense beams sliced through the murky gloom and played across the factory’s surface.

			“Well, that’s why Uemi couldn’t get a decent radar return,” Ellie muttered.

			The factory was coated in some kind of vegetation that Finn strongly suspected was more fungal than anything else. There was no sign of the actual structure; instead they seemed to be coasting over a flat landscape of slick rubbery fronds several meters long, an insipid gray-green in color. They undulated slowly in the meager air currents.

			“It’s like kelp,” Finn said.

			“Not a bad guess,” Dylan said. “We call it airkombu. Some of the stations have a few clumps, always growing on the underside away from the light. But I’ve never seen anything like this.”

			“Down here they must use a thermosynthesis variety rather than photo,” Elsbeth said. “No way is this dependent on light to grow.”

			“Sure, real interesting,” Gyvoy said. “Come on, stay focused, this isn’t a science mission. Dylan, take us to the rim, let’s see if there’s a way in there.”

			“Right away, boss.”

			The four pools of light swept over the expanse of dithering fronds as the Ovar flew toward the closest rim. When they did finally reach the edge, the transition from solid to eternal emptiness was so profound that for a moment Finn was worried he was getting hit by gulf sickness again.

			“Do you require a suppressant?” the suit manager asked.

			“No.” He forced himself to study the rim of the factory, which was just visible in the fringe of the spotlights. Then the Ovar were swinging around and the Daves trained their beams on the cliff-like wall extending below the rim.

			“Here we go,” Gyvoy said contentedly.

			The vast cliff was also covered in airkombu fronds, but it was broken by a huge oval hole that measured a good three kilometers across at its widest. One of the Daves swung a beam along, and another oval was revealed at the extremity.

			“Uemi, Jazon, we’ve found a way in. What’s the status out there?”

			“No sign of our friend at the moment,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “But they’ll probably be running another sensor sweep in a few minutes.”

			“Okay. We’re going in. Dylan…”

			“On it.”

			“This is real exciting,” Koa said. “The Ovar have so many stories of these places, but they’s all so old, you can’t believe none of them. Now me and Kaizen can carry us some new tales up to the shell.”

			The oval opening turned out to be conical, narrowing for a couple of kilometers until it reduced to a tube only half a kilometer across. Airkombu was still dense, waving away on the surfaces, but its coverage was no longer total. There were gaps now. Finn could make out thick pipes of some kind, and even sections of smooth machinery that appeared to be made from interlocking gems the size of the Ovar.

			“We need to find Finn some kind of network node to interface,” Gyvoy said. “Pilots, can you take us in closer to the surface, please? Daves, watch for any kind of entrance.”

			“You got it, boss,” Dylan said.

			The Ovar slipped in closer to the curving walls of the tunnel. Inside the bright circles of light, the carpet of airkombu fronds became a drab blur, with clear zones flicking past almost too quickly to see.

			After five minutes, a Dave called out: “There.”

			The Ovar circled around. In the center of the beams, a section of the tunnel structure was visible, a dark material of unsymmetrical patches whose levels didn’t quite match. A lopsided pentagon was missing altogether. The light shone a short way inside, revealing some kind of chamber.

			The team used their suit jetpacks to fly over to the entrance. A Dave went in first, followed by Elsbeth and Iarik.

			“Clear,” the Dave called back.

			“You stay out here and cover our exit,” Gyvoy said. “Everyone else, with me.”

			Finn followed him into the chamber, using the jetpack fans at their lowest setting. Part of him wanted to zoom along at full speed, but natural caution overrode that easily enough.

			The chamber was an irregular dodecahedron, with each panel a different subtle color, and most of them with differing textures. No airkombu grew inside, though he did see a few milky toadstool puffs wedged into tiny clefts. There were several gaps in the wall, opening into blackness. Finn gave them a weary glance and told his suit manager to keep a sensor lock on them.

			“Sensors, people,” Gyvoy said. “Find me some data cables, or if you can’t do that, I’ll settle for a power line.”

			A flock of tiny scarlet sensor balls dropped out of the silo tubes on Elsbeth’s suit. Gyvoy also dropped out several. Finn extended his helmet antenna and flew a slow sweep pattern across the walls.

			“Power in here,” Elsbeth announced. She was floating beside one of the gaps.

			“Dave,” Gyvoy said.

			The Silicate eased himself through. “Clear.” The chamber beyond was different, like a giant violet quartz crystal that had been hollowed out. Fist-sized objects glittered behind the translucent walls when helmet beams played across them. Elsbeth’s sensor balls gathered at the apex of the chamber where there was a smaller opening.

			“There are some power conduits here. They’re carrying about five hundred kilovolts.”

			“Drop a transponder buoy,” Gyvoy said. “Okay, Dave, onward.”

			It became a simple routine: Follow the power line. The chambers they passed through varied in size and composition. Finn decided they were best thought of as cells in a mechanical body, with no two the same. They must have had different functions, complementing one another in some synergistic fashion.

			Small wonder we can never hope to match Celestial technology.

			After twenty minutes they emerged into a broad white compartment with walls that had dozens of irregular two-meter indentations that really did look like cells.

			“Everyone, turn your helmet lights down,” Elsbeth said.

			In the darkness, Finn’s helmet sensors showed him tiny green spots of light flowing slowly around the edges of the indentations.

			“Well, something’s active in here,” Elsbeth said.

			“Finn, can you see a contact bulb?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Not really.” He was looking around, trying to spot anything that even resembled a contact bulb.

			“This was built a long time ago,” Gyvoy said. “No telling what the bulb looked like back then.”

			“Or if they had one,” Elsbeth said.

			“Or what they were,” Ellie chipped in. “I mean, what if they’re not even humanoid?”

			“There has to be a way,” Gyvoy said. “There has to.”

			Finn didn’t like how desperate the Traveler sounded. He’d never actually considered that Gyvoy might not know what the hell he was talking about. Suppose it is all just bollocks? How many Traveler legends are genuinely based on fact?

			He ordered the suit manager to open his helmet. The visor hinged up, and he smelled the cold air. There was a rank, salty tang to it that made his nose wrinkle up. Now he could see everything without artificial enhancement, so he studied the indentations and the pale emerald embers that moved with sedate fluidity. There was nothing familiar here, but some deep intuition was telling him that this was the place to connect to the station. Somehow.

			Maybe I do have a bit of Celestial heritage after all. Maybe the Jalgori-Tobus are more than just Changelings.

			Finn looked at the emerald lights again. There didn’t seem to be a pattern to the way they flowed. But as he watched, he realized that one of the indentations was constantly encircled by them.

			The palm segments of his left hand gauntlet opened up, and he pressed his skin against the indentation, very aware how silly it must look. The indentation turned blue and seemed to grab his skin, sticking him into place.

			“I, er…Oh, Asteria’s arse!”

			“What is it?” Gyvoy’s voice was close to a shout.

			“It’s a neural interface.”

			“Finn, you’re a fucking genius; I knew you could do this. Go get us the operating system.”

			The contact was extremely weird, not so much filling his mind with information but surrounding it with massive lumbering routines. Bizarrely, his mind chose to interpret it as being in the middle of a herd of elephants as they clustered around a water hole. He chose a single routine at random and tried to focus on it. The tenuous specter expanded around him in the same way the clouds of Kingsnest had kept growing during the Diligent’s approach. The motion slowed, and just like it had in the hoodoo hangar, his perception of the immense topology shifted. There were towering levels stretching away from him that were, and always would be, completely incomprehensible. But right at the foundation of the routines was a basic architecture that provided him with understanding.

			He set himself a course and sailed along it. The edifice was helping him, he knew, because that was its purpose. So many aspects of the factory were apparent to him in this state—how it gathered items from the multifarious subsidiary stations that were distributed around the immensity of Kingsnest, how they were further modified by processes unknowable. There, in long passages within the factory, they were brought together and grown into unity: the engines to move worlds. And finally, the factory blessed them with purpose and understanding of their astonishing powers, teaching them how they worked.

			Finn’s eyes snapped open, and he rasped down a breath as if it were the first in forever. He stared incredulously around at the rest of the team, then smiled uncontrollably as his eyes watered.

			“I know where it is,” he told them.

			“What do you mean, where it is?” Gyvoy demanded.

			“This place? It’s just a management network for the surrounding factory systems. There’s a lot of them, and they’re all separate. Although…what they do is synchronized. I don’t quite understand. But the actual Archimedes Engine operating system is issued by a completely different section.”

			“Wait,” Elsbeth said. “You’re here for an Archimedes Engine operating system?”

			“Yes.”

			“But—”

			“Hey,” Gyvoy snapped, “you’ll get your money. Finn, all these independent systems, they must all be linked. That’s how networks work, right?”

			“I don’t think so. Not here.”

			“Asteria’s arse. So what do we do?”

			“Don’t panic. I know exactly where the operating system is, and I can take us.”

			

			—

			Koa had picked up on Finn’s enthusiasm, the way he was almost babbling as he described the route. As a result, she was flying fast and confidently along the tunnel, with Kaizen racing along behind. It became an exhilarating ride, through junctions that were wide, empty spaces with a dozen other tunnel entrances protruding out of the walls. Finn knew which one to pick, however, and they’d dive straight in. Transponder buoys were dropped regularly now, just in case. His suit’s inertial navigation display had them at forty kilometers from their entry point.

			“Any minute now,” he said contentedly.

			“Gyvoy,” Uemi-Jubalee called. “The pirate just went past us.”

			“What do you mean, past you?”

			“Fifty klicks away. They’re heading to where your Ovar went into the factory.”

			“Oh, crap.”

			“They won’t be able to fly in here,” Elsbeth said. “At least not at any speed. And if they send armor suits after us, they’ll never find us.”

			“We’ve been dropping buoys all the way,” Ellie said.

			“They’re not transmitting,” Gyvoy said. “And we have the activation codes.”

			“There’s something else,” Uemi-Jubalee said anxiously. “I think there’s more than one airboat.”

			“What?”

			“Their e-war pods are distorting my sensors, but the return dopplers are odd. It suggests there’s at least one other airboat; they’re flying in a very tight shadow formation, hiding behind the lead. But the discrepancies are unmistakable.”

			“Find out how many,” Gyvoy said. “Whatever you have to do.”

			“Depend on it.”

			The Ovar swept out into one of the factory assembly lines—a giant empty space running through the center of the factory, thirty kilometers wide and seventy long. It was almost like being out in the open forever of Kingsnest again. The walls withdrew in every direction, leaving the Ovar surging through darkness.

			“Where now?” Koa asked.

			“Along to the other end; it’s seventy kilometers away. And keep the lights shining ahead. It’s not quite as empty as it looks; there are a lot of gantries in here.”

			Finn felt the Ovar fly a tight curve, and the cannon spotlights returned to the wall. It was a smooth, dark gray substance that had a faint metallic grain, and there was no sign of airkombu growing anywhere on it.

			They came across the first gantry a minute later: a featureless black column extending out at right angles to the wall. Another followed almost immediately. Then another. The Ovar had to slow down so they could dodge around them.

			A Dave sent one of the spotlight beams scouring along a gantry. It ended a couple of kilometers away, merging with a huge curving grid.

			“An Archimedes Engine,” Finn said. “Well, the stress structure, anyway. This is the start of the assembly process.”

			Fifteen kilometers later there was another Archimedes Engine. This one had more systems installed; even some sections of the outer hull were in place. The gap between them and the assembly line wall was narrower, and more gantries stretched across it. It took a while, but he realized the engine was bigger than the previous one.

			“How big are these things?” Elsbeth asked.

			“About twenty-five kilometers,” Finn answered, going with the flow of knowledge his brain had accommodated during the neural contact. “They’re cylindrical, but with conical ends—here, anyway. I think they change shape a bit when they’re deployed.”

			“Okay, so question two: How the hell did the Elohim get them out of Kingsnest when they finished building them?”

			“That’d be the polar ports,” Koa said jauntily. “We got us some really big airlocks at both the poles. The iris doors are eighty kilometers across, and the chambers underneath are over two hundred kilometers long.”

			“That’s going to take a lot of pumps to get the air out,” Ellie decided.

			“Oh, yeah, it’s like a metal city stuck to the inside of the shell.”

			“You’ve seen one?”

			“Nah. Never been in an air current that’s carried us there. Heard tales, though. We all have.”

			The third Archimedes Engine was a lot further along the construction process. At least sixty percent of its hull was complete. Again it was progressively larger than the first two. Do they mutate as they get built? Finn wondered. Worse, for the Ovars, the shorter gap between its hull and the wall was now a clutter of gantries. None of them were smooth anymore; their surfaces had been twisted by helical ridges. The Changelings had to go slowly to weave themselves around the columns.

			Koa followed Finn’s instructions and flew to the far end of the Archimedes Engine.

			“That one,” Finn said happily, guiding them to a gantry that didn’t seem any different from the rest. But he knew. This is what being psychic must be like, he thought. “Right down at the base, look.”

			“Gotcha,” Koa said.

			She took them in close, with the spotlights revealing that the flared base of the gantry column was inset with broad archways.

			“Dave, you stay out here with Koa and Kaizen and watch our backs,” Gyvoy said. “Dave, you’re with us.”

			They flew in a close formation over to the column.

			“Sensors on three-sixty coverage and run the feed through your suit manager’s tactical analysis the whole time,” Gyvoy said. “This place can’t be deserted.”

			“Why not?” Ellie asked. “It’s not exactly jiving.”

			“There’s got to be a reason not many airboats ever make it back from the factories, and it can’t just be pirates. You heard Jazon; there are nightweid down here.”

			“What are they?”

			“Let’s not find out, yeah?”

			They drifted through one of the archways, with Dave taking point. The chamber it led to was an order of magnitude larger than those they’d ventured in earlier. Its surface was like a storm-tossed sea, where every wave had frozen into place at the instant it reached peak ferocity. The next one was divided up by sheets of pale yellow glass, none of which quite stretched across the full width.

			Finn just couldn’t get the idea out of his mind that the factory was more a living thing than a technological structure. Some residual impression from his connection, the way everything functioned at an autonomic level, knowing what it was supposed to do.

			The huge fourth chamber was one that gave him an impossible déjà vu. Instead of the indentations of the previous factory chamber where he’d established a neural connection, this one had walls of cream-colored bulges the size of a human. Each one was crested by a mushroom-shaped interface bulb. He knew what they were because a memory that wasn’t his portrayed the chamber filled with dozens of implausibly tall, spindly humanoid figures, comprised only of dark shadows, each with their hands resting on a bulb.

			“This is it,” he whispered reverentially.

			“Yeah, it kinda looks right,” Gyvoy agreed.

			“I got movement,” Bensath said. He was hovering next to a slit between the bulges. Two spyflies zipped out of his suit silo and through the slit. The chamber on the other side was choked with thin poles in a convoluted three-dimensional maze. Things were moving through them in jerky motions.

			“Ghosts,” Dave grunted.

			“Dave, Iarik, take point,” Gyvoy said. “Go now. Maximum denial. Bensath, Ellie, Elsbeth, cover the other entrances, full sensor scan in all surrounding chambers. They’re not going to be alone.”

			The gamma cannon on Finn’s left forearm powered up. He opened the shoulder mini-missile launcher and selected proton-boosted warheads. His suit fans propelled him toward an opening in the wall.

			“Finn! Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Gyvoy stormed.

			“Checking the chamber through here.”

			“Stop dicking around. Your job is the operating system. Get your arse into whatever CI is running this place and find what we need to know. Making sure you can do that uninterrupted is our job.”

			“But—”

			“Go,” Ellie snapped. “We got this.”

			Explosions bloomed in the chamber Dave and Iarik had flown into, throwing dazzling light back through the entrance along with the multiple roars of the blasts.

			“Now, Finn,” Gyvoy directed.

			Finn chose one of the bulges away from any entrance and glided over to it, his gauntlet segments opening. The bulb was three times broader than his hand. He slapped his palm down on top—

			Contact.

			His small mind was adrift in an ocean of thought routines, a tiny speck of flotsam perilously close to being submerged, there was so much of it. Not another sentient personality, but a presence—a mind—which matched his impression of the factory being alive in a way he could never fathom.

			I am overwhelmed. Lost. Yet purpose remains. Above all, I am here to help my fellow humans. I wish to liberate them from the cruel kindness my family and all the others have inflicted and endured for so long.

			The factory’s presence in all its immeasurable glory began to encroach upon him. It had a certainty he could never emulate, an existence that was rooted in and derived from reality itself.

			It is beyond the physical. Nonetheless, somewhere within lies the means to our liberation.

			Finn stopped trying to understand and navigate what he could perceive, and simply let himself be suspended within. His soul was poised on the edge of eternity, looking on with wonder.

			Curious routines came questing out of the mind’s core that was nowhere and everywhere—some insignificant part acknowledging his presence. Somehow he knew the routines that were involving him. That primal gift, his instinct for correlation, allowed a tenuous gold-glowing thread of connection to grow. Slowly and surely, he sank and expanded to join with the core. Not the place—there was none—but the knowing that allows worlds to be set free from the gravity prison of their star.

			I feel it, but I don’t understand.

			And answered himself: That you are here means you do understand, for it is one.

			Are you Elohim?

			I am liberation, the fulcrum upon which Archimedes rests his lever—

			“Finn!”

			—the bedrock—

			“Finn. Fuck, Fiiiinn! We have to go.”

			—upon which you apply the force.

			Ah, like so.

			The gold thread stretched and broke, ends coiling away through the routines as they faded away, delivering him at lightspeed back to—

			Finn screamed at the terrible loss, his limbs juddering helplessly. Instead of the magnificent sedate presence of the factory, there was—

			Explosions. The rapid-hammer buzz of magpulse muzzles. Lnc alerts blazed in his visor as alarms reverberated around his helmet. The chamber thick with smoke. An armor suit flashed past, blood drops spraying out of a scorched gash in the thigh.

			“What the fuck?” Finn gasped. The yearning to return to the serenity of the factory routines was stronger than physical pain.

			“We have to go,” Ellie yelled. “Now!”

			Finn’s tactical display tagged her suit as the one towing him from the interface bulb. There were big jagged holes in the walls, opening into the chambers beyond. Mechanical debris was whirling past him in churning jets of overheated air. He could see it was all busted shards of Ghosts: bent and heat-tarnished limbs, shattered torsos, molten droplets still oscillating and puffing out vapor.

			“What happened?” he gasped.

			“They come in waves,” Ellie said in a sob. “Each one is bigger. We’ll never survive the next. We have to get out.”

			“R-r-right. Okay.”

			“Did you get it?” Gyvoy pleaded. “Sweet Asteria, Finn, did you?”

			“I…I think so. Yes. Yes, I understand the operating system.”

			“Then move it.”

			Dave fired a stream of glowing kinetics through a fissure into another chamber. Finn’s jetpack started accelerating him. His suit’s weapons systems went active. He was completely disoriented, so he just followed Ellie; Ellie who had muzzles protruding from both forearms. One of her silos had been crushed, her armor splattered with oily black fluid, a strip of blue sealant smeared across the battered casing of her right hip, curving around over her abdomen.

			They swept into the next chamber, which Finn vaguely recognized as the way they’d come. It was another jumble of wreckage tumbling wildly through the smog-layered air.

			“What the hell happened here?”

			“I told you,” Ellie growled. “They just keep coming.”

			“But—” That was when he finally read his visor’s time display. “How long?”

			“What?”

			“How long have I been connected?”

			“Two and a half hours.”

			That’s not possible.

			“We’re exiting now,” Gyvoy said. “Come and get us.”

			“En route,” Dave said.

			The armor suits plowed through more debris swirls, then they were out in the vastness of the assembly line. Glaring lines of projectiles slashed across the gap between the wall and the unfinished Archimedes Engine. They strafed gantry columns, strike points rupturing into violet plasma spheres. Energy beams stabbed out, long rigid lines fluorescing a pale rose-gold in the damp air as they chased invisible targets.

			Finn had no idea what was happening. Target graphics were jumping about in his display as if the tactical routine was glitching in manic stutters. Abruptly Kaizen swooped around a gantry column. Her carapace had multiple impact pocks and scorch lines where she’d been hit. The Dave riding shotgun in her mandibles opened fire at hidden attackers. His cannon projectiles ripped huge chunks of assembly line superstructure apart.

			Gyvoy and Iarik launched themselves from the wall. All Finn could do was follow helplessly, checking that Ellie was close. Koa appeared, barrel-rolling around a column. Then both Changelings were hovering directly in front of the Diligent team, the rear of their passenger cavities irising open. Finn saw Dave slam down into the mandible cage and reach for the cannon. He throttled his own suit forward toward Koa, almost crashing into the sides of the cavity.

			“We’re in. Go!” Gyvoy commanded.

			The Ovar took off at high speed, heading for the far end of the assembly line, where they’d come in.

			Gyvoy and Ellie were snapping open the ammunition cases they’d brought, slapping fresh magazines into their suit’s loading apertures. Finn watched the precise mechanical dance in a daze. “Two and a half hours?”

			“Yes,” Ellie said irritably. “Crap, Gyvoy, I’m down to eight percent power.”

			“Just run a cable to the power cells,” Gyvoy grunted. “Charge and fire together if you need to.”

			Ellie pulled a cable from one of their cylindrical power cells they’d brought and plugged it into her suit.

			“I could have helped,” Finn said meekly.

			“Will you get it into your dumb head that we are your bodyguards for this mission?” Gyvoy shouted.

			“Sorry.”

			“Trouble,” Dave said.

			Finn told his suit manager to access Dave’s sensor feed. The Silicate was looking back along Koa’s flank to the battered gantries they were fleeing from. Several fires were seething in puncture holes, casting an orange radiance to create a sickly sunset effect within the gap between the Archimedes Engine and the assembly line wall.

			The Dave looked forward. A couple of kilometers in front of them, the gantries were sprouting sub-columns to create a lattice that was slowly getting tighter.

			“They’re going to cage us in,” Finn realized in alarm. He could see the new sub-columns were also sprouting thick strands that were starting to weave together.

			Dave’s scan detected hundreds of Ghosts jolting along all the strands in a broken-clockwork motion. As the resolution grew, Finn could see why. Every Ghost was made up of mismatched parts—long limbs, short limbs, fat limbs; heads that didn’t match the torsos. It was an army that had kept itself going by cannibalizing every component from its weakening members. Watching them muster on the thickening cage of struts was like seeing soldier ants working in conjunction.

			“We’re not going to get through that,” Elsbeth said flatly. “There’s too many of the bastards.”

			“I’ll fix this,” Gyvoy said coldly. “Koa, get us to three hundred meters out from that grid, then turn around and open for me.”

			“Errr, you sure about that?” the Ovar asked nervously.

			Gyvoy went over to one of the smaller cases he’d brought and opened the lid. “I sure am.”

			Finn could see a couple of squat one-shot missile launchers inside, but something about them was indisputably wrong. The shape was easily recognizable, but the material…It was like a furry skin, one that glowed with bioluminescence from the tip of each bristle.

			“What are those?” he asked uneasily.

			“Remnant Era slowbombs. This is the good stuff, not the cheap shit Travelers sell to everyone else. Didn’t you ever wonder what weapons we keep back for ourselves, and why? Well, here’s where you find out.” He pulled the first launcher out of its packing cradle and crouched down near the back of the cavity.

			“Thirty seconds,” Koa said.

			The Ovar banked hard and spun around. Her rear segments peeled apart. Finn stared through the opening, seeing the giant lattice that the factory had grown. He understood not how, but certainly why the response had come about. Somewhere in among all those layers of routines was an autonomous response, the body marshaling its antibodies to prevent further harm. This was a harmonized action between the Ghosts and the structure itself, gathering to extinguish the incursive anomaly.

			Thousands of the animated scrap Ghosts clung to the struts, eager for the incursion to come within range, as the factory constricted the space along which they flew.

			Gyvoy fired his first missile. It didn’t seem particularly slow, streaking across the distance in a couple of seconds and detonating against one of the columns. Nor was the explosion impressive—a sphere of bright light, but barely five meters wide, engulfing a couple of crab-like Ghosts. But it didn’t fade. If anything, the sphere’s radiance began to intensify.

			Gyvoy picked up the second launcher and fired. The missile struck fifty meters from the first.

			“What?” Finn grunted. He’d expected something a whole lot more impressive than a small explosion with no discernible blast wave. Although…Is that first sphere still expanding?

			“Never get in my way, motherfuckers,” Gyvoy snarled brutally.

			The two explosions were definitely expanding—fast enough now that the surrounding Ghosts couldn’t move out of the way before the glaring surface enveloped them.

			“Asteria’s arse!” Finn said. He could see the struts and column material disintegrating as the plasma surged into them.

			“It’s a disassociation field,” Gyvoy said. “Doesn’t work in a vacuum, because it needs solid matter to conduct it. Atoms along the wavefront collapse when they’re hit and pass the effect into the next atom; think of it as a pure nuclear virus. Not even ultrabonded material can withstand it.”

			“What stops it?” Finn asked in alarm. The explosion spheres were each a good seventy meters across now. Koa was obviously thinking the same way, as she started to move farther out.

			“Don’t worry; the blast is energy limited. It has a maximum three-hundred-meters diameter.”

			The dazzling spheres merged, then began to dim. A few seconds later there were only a pair of broad overlapping holes through the columns and struts. A thick vapor ripple, beset with static fizzles, shook the Ovar as it raced outward.

			Gyvoy tossed the empty launcher out of the opening. “Dylan, ask Koa to take us back to the Silver Cloudspear.”

			“Absolutely, boss.”

			The Ovar banked again and headed through the glowing double hole the slowbombs had created. Finn was half expecting the surviving Ghosts to open fire, but the ones closest to the holes had become motionless.

			Gyvoy grunted dismissively as they passed through and slammed another fresh magazine into his suit. “Uemi?”

			“I’m here.”

			“Tell Jazon to prep the Silver Cloudspear for maximum speed. Whatever those compressor jet redlines are, ignore them. We’re on our way out.”

			“Okay, but the three pirates haven’t reappeared yet. They’re still in the factory’s radar shadow.”

			“Three?” a startled Finn said.

			“Yeah,” Ellie said. “Uemi caught the radar return separating just before they ducked down behind the factory.”

			“You want to mention anything else that happened while I was connected? I mean, you know, did a Mara Yama fleet turn up or something?”

			“No sign of them,” she said grimly. “Yet.”

			“The pirates will have armor suits at the very least,” Gyvoy said. “But they won’t be a match for ours.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Trouble,” Dave said.

			“Crap, what are the Ghosts doing now?”

			“Not Ghosts.”

			Finn accessed Dave’s feed again. The Ovar had already reached the middle Archimedes Engine, with the slowbomb hole a distant glow far behind them. Something was moving in the darkness amid the gantry columns. Dave swung his twin spotlights round to illuminate the new hazard.

			Finn squinted at the image, puzzled by the long twisters of what he assumed was black smoke coiling around the gantries in a very odd fashion. There was certainly no wind blowing in here that could cause such sharp turns. The tips of the smoke plumes were stretching out in pursuit of the Ovar. Dave scaled up the magnification, revealing how grainy the smoke was—more a collection of dark particles. Another leap in magnification—

			“Oh, shit,” Finn blurted.

			“What are those?” Ellie asked.

			Gyvoy’s voice became utterly humorless as he said: “I think we’re about to meet the nightweid.”

			The feed wobbled over the lead figure flapping urgently through the air after the Ovar. It was shorter than a human, with hairless gray skin stretched tight over its skeleton, revealing long cords of muscle bunching and contracting along its back. They powered leathery wings rooted between its shoulder blades. At first Finn thought it was screaming in unending anger as it chased them, before realizing its mouth was a permanently open circle, with a ring of fangs jabbing over puckered lips. The nose was just a vertical slit, almost lost between bulging multifaceted insect eyes. Fingers with long, sharp talons gripped some kind of energy beam pistol. As the image swung about, he saw some of the nightweid were carrying blades that glowed a venomous purple.

			“There’s hundreds of them,” Ellie said weakly.

			“Thousands,” Dave corrected.

			“No problem, fellas,” Koa said. “We can fly faster than them.”

			“You sure?” Finn asked, instantly ashamed, but he really wanted reassuring.

			“Oh, yes sireee.”

			“More,” Dave said.

			A couple of kilometers away, another huge flock of nightweid were pouring out through the vaulting archways at the base of a gantry. They began to curve around to follow the Ovar.

			“Sweet Asteria.”

			“We’re ahead of them, fellas,” Koa said in a voice that’d taken on a brittle edge. “A goodly distance, and you bet your inner sweetness that’s the way it’s gonna stay.”

			The Ovar raced along the assembly line, dodging around the gantry columns, sometimes looping at random. Anything to build distance from the swarm and keep them guessing the exact route they were taking. Two more flocks emerged from within the factory, merging with the original mass of pursuers. In the feed from both Daves, it was like a night sky was crashing down toward the Ovar, obliterating everything in its path. It even twinkled with its own malign stars as the glow of legacy blades cast faint auroras.

			But Koa was right, the Ovar could fly faster. Finn almost didn’t believe it as they progressively increased the distance between themselves and the apocalyptic horde chasing them. Finally, something going our way. They passed the unfinished framework of the first Archimedes Engine, and the Ovar banked sharply, heading toward the tunnel they’d emerged from so long ago.

			“We’ve found the pirates,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “Bad news, they’ve surrounded the entrance of the tunnel you went in, holding in place a couple of kilometers out.”

			“So they’re waiting for us?” Elsbeth said.

			“I’m afraid so.”

			“We’re going to have to come out fighting, then,” Gyvoy said. “I’m not expecting them to use missiles against the Ovar. They believe we’re here to salvage something physical, so they’re not going to risk blowing it up.”

			“We’ll be facing assault from armor suits, then,” Elsbeth said. “They’ll try to disable the Ovar so they can swoop in and finish us off.”

			“Disable us?” Koa squeaked.

			“It’s what I’d do.”

			“That’s their weakness,” Gyvoy said. “When we pass the rim of the entrance, all of us launch into a protective formation around Koa and Kaizen and go straight into full blitz-rage barrage. We prioritize their armor suits, then go for the airboats. That’s if they stick around once they see what we’re capable of.”

			“Promise?” Koa asked timidly.

			“Yeah, you’ll be safe.”

			Finn didn’t detect any irony in Gyvoy’s voice. The Ovar were built for combat zones; they’d be okay if it was just a short clash at the tunnel exit. Once again, he checked his suit status. Everything green.

			

			—

			The two Ovar kept the pace up along the tunnels, which made Finn wonder just how long they could fly at such speed. But by the second junction they’d lost sight of the nightweid swarm. The cannon spotlights showed the clumps of airkombu on the wall were getting larger and more frequent.

			When their inertial navigation said they were five kilometers from the end of the tunnel, the Daves switched their spotlights off, giving the pirates less chance of seeing them. Certainly there were no sensor pulses being fired down the tunnel.

			“They must be using infrared,” Bensath said.

			“They will be, but it’s not as accurate as an active scan,” Finn said. “And as soon as they do go active, we can get a target lock.”

			Finally, the end of the tunnel became visible up ahead—a dim gray patch coming from a world abandoned by sunlight.

			“Open up,” Gyvoy told Koa.

			The segments at the back of the passenger cavity parted.

			“Okay, people, as soon as we’re outside, deploy. When we hit open air: constant suppression fire.”

			“Ready,” Finn said. It was stupid, but he was relieved he was going to take some part in the fight.

			“Looks clear,” Dave said.

			“We’ll be out in a minute,” Koa said. “I’m going to—”

			The front section of the passenger cavity slammed into Finn. Hard. His knee thumped into Dylan’s prone form, and the pilot let out a muffled scream of pain. Then Finn and Ellie and Gyvoy were all rebounding fast, cartwheeling through the confined cavity to smack into one another in an uncontrolled tumble. Their equipment and ammunition cases slammed about violently.

			“What?” Finn yelped.

			“High-gee deceleration,” the suit manager told him. “All velocity canceled. You are now at rest.”

			The passenger cavity rotated dizzyingly around him, and his leg knocked against another suit. “No, I’m fucking not.”

			“We hit something,” Gyvoy grunted. “Koa, what’s out there?”

			The Ovar started a high-pitched wailing, her chitin face a crazed commotion of random impulses. “Help help help.”

			Finn grabbed one of the uvula to stabilize himself. His motion slowed, but the flaccid flesh ripped badly, with dark fluid oozing from the tear.

			“What happened?” Elsbeth demanded.

			“Did Kaizen hit something, too?”

			“Yeah. Crap, my helmet rammed a power cell. It hurts.”

			“They’re coming,” Koa whimpered. “They’re coming, I can see them. Help me, please. Please! I don’t want to die like this.”

			“Daves, talk to me!” Gyvoy said.

			“Big trouble.”

			“No shit? Everyone out. Now.”

			Finn’s jetpack spun him around, and he took off for the opening—and came to an abrupt halt just as he was about to emerge. “What the hell?”

			“Finn?” Ellie asked.

			He could hear the whine of his jetpack compressor motors spinning up, but he didn’t budge. When he tried to move his arms, he couldn’t. “Don’t come near me!” For a nasty second he was entombed in xeefoam again. Transparent this time. And that did not end well last time. “Something’s got me.”

			“They’re coming!” Koa screeched in terror.

			“Wait,” Gyvoy said cautiously.

			Finn started struggling. He did have some movement; his limbs could move a few centimeters. “What the hell is this?”

			His helmet sensors showed Gyvoy gliding up behind him, a power blade telescoping out of his right arm to shine like red dwarf sunlight. He swiped it down parallel to Finn’s left leg. Finn could suddenly kick with full movement restored.

			“Some kind of web,” Gyvoy said in shock. “Everyone switch your helmet lights to ultraviolet.”

			As he did, Finn heard the sound of heavy-duty kinetic cannon outside open up. Multiple explosions erupted, and the airkombu-covered tunnel walls were illuminated by strobing light.

			“They’re armored,” Dave said.

			“Heavy-duty,” the other Dave replied.

			Finn stopped kicking. The ultraviolet light from the helmets revealed glowing threads curtaining the opening at the back of Koa’s passenger cavity. They were beaded with saffron droplets.

			“These weren’t here when we came in,” he said in a shaky voice.

			Gyvoy kept slashing at the threads, cutting him free.

			“Stop them,” Koa sobbed. “Somebody stop them.”

			Finn, Gyvoy, and Ellie hung in the opening, shining their lights beyond the Ovar. Apart from the severed threads flapping loosely in zero gee, the air in the tunnel was clear.

			“Out,” Gyvoy said. “Come on, now. Dylan, move.”

			“I will not leave my Koa,” the pilot’s muffled voice insisted.

			The Ovar began another petrified keening.

			“Oh, for crap’s sake. Okay, everyone else, same procedure as before. Now! Take out the suits then the airboats.”

			“No,” Dave said. “Bad critters first.”

			“Oh, sweet fucking Asteria: What?” Finn muttered.

			“Heard of these,” the other Dave said. “Grozlamia.”

			“That’s not possible,” Gyvoy grunted. “Grozlamia were Devar synthoids, deviant Awakened. They died out ten thousand years ago.”

			“Not all of them.”

			Finn’s jetpack flew him out of Koa’s cavity and back several meters into the tunnel, then he turned around and hovered. Ultraviolet helmet beams illuminated the huge web strung across the tunnel. It was woven in haphazard patterns yoked together, with every centimeter of thread covered in the organic adhesive that had been secreted by—

			Seven Grozlamia were creeping their way across the web toward the terrified, immobilized Ovar. They clearly had some kind of spider DNA in whatever hellish genetic mashup the Devar had put together. But these distorted arachnids were the size of elephants, and wearing dark, heavy armor. As he watched, the Dave in Kaizen’s mandibles opened fire again. The kinetic projectiles mostly ricocheted off the approaching monster, but some managed to spear a joint and sever the lower portion of a leg. The Grozlamia reared up, its remaining legs waving in distress, and Finn could make out the shape of an armored humanoid hunkered down just behind its head. The Grozlamia’s bizarre polygonal helmet had four curving artificial fangs two meters long protruding from its underside. They glowed emerald and dripped some kind of treacly liquid from their tips.

			“Suits are riding them,” Finn shouted in warning. “Everyone, shoot behind the heads.” He opened fire.

			Kinetics and energy beams flared wildly in the tunnel, stitching lurid lines of light through the air as the two sides engaged. Suit tactical routines interlocked and gave everyone a specific Grozlamia and rider to target. Finn zoomed forward, trying to move into a position where the Grozlamia’s excessive bulk made it difficult for the rider to get a clean line of sight on him. He fired a barrage of micro-missiles. A flight of grenades came hurtling back. His tactical routine fired defensive laser pulses, detonating them in midair. The last one was only five meters away when it exploded. Blast waves shunted Finn sideways across the tunnel, almost into the fluttering ribbons of airkombu.

			He somersaulted midair and streaked back into the firefight. Chaff and micropulsars erupted from his silos, surrounding him in a miasma of dazzling multichromatic light and sensor-killing impulses. Some of the riders were flying free of their grotesque mounts now. From their size and the odd-shaped armor covering their legs, he judged they had to be Icarians. He brought five targeting icons around to focus on one and opened fire, his arms held rigidly forward, diving toward them at full speed. The Icarian might have normally been graceful and fast in flight, but wearing an armor suit limited him to the slower, inertia-damped maneuvers the suit could achieve. Finn could see his munitions breaking the Icarian’s armor apart as he streaked in relentlessly. Kinetics were striking him in return, pummeling him about, but the jetpack compensated, sending him snaking back on course. Talons with superheated tips jabbed out of the top of Finn’s gauntlets a second before impact. He strongly suspected the Icarian was dead by then anyway; tatters of flesh were trailing out of the armor’s jagged rents. But he rammed the talons into him anyway, burning through the armor into the body, the two of them careering across the tunnel. His augmented muscles allowed him to rip massive gaping wounds into his opponent. He spun around and disengaged, the talons sinking back into their scabbards. The dead Icarian sailed away, flipping end over end, with sprays of blood trailing after.

			Finn powered around and headed back for the web and the firefight raging above it. Most of the Grozlamias were riderless now. And they were still hurrying across their web toward the Ovar. Finn pulled a long power blade from his leg sheath and landed hard on the back of one. The ups on his boot soles locked him on. The creature’s head twisted from side to side searching for the danger. Its long legs lifted and scrabbled around, trying to swipe him away. Finn brought the blade down on the armor, slowly piercing through it and into the body it protected. In his head it would be a death blow; then he realized that barely half a meter of the blade had actually stabbed into the body. He was simply inflicting a sting, not a fatal strike. And through it all, the hideous thing kept going for Koa.

			“Crap!”

			He strained hard to move the blade sideways, sawing through the thick armor. His suit’s augmented muscles managed to move it sluggishly, curving around in a small circle. The Grozlamia began to shake about, its legs flexing, urgently trying to dislodge him. But the ups didn’t budge.

			Finn completed the circle. They were only thirty meters from Koa now. He tugged the blade out and pulled the plug of armor free. Thick yellow blood began to well up out of the hole. Finn fired a missile into it. A couple of seconds later, a jet of blood twice his height fountained out, splattering across his suit. And still the horror kept skittering on toward Koa. He fired another missile into the obscene bulk. The gross yellow blood fountain was higher this time, and contained globs of fatty tissue. As it happened, the Grozlamia raised its head, its front legs lifting, ready to pounce on Koa. Finn shoved the nozzle of his forearm mag-rifle into the hole and yelled wordlessly as it discharged the entire magazine into the creature’s guts.

			The Grozlamia’s front legs folded back, pulling its mass down on top of Koa. Finn braced himself, but it didn’t move again. He triggered the jetpack and flew around the head. That was when he saw the armor’s macabre fangs had impaled the Ovar.

			He let out a furious scream.

			The armor-suited riders had all been taken out, except for a firefight playing out over by the tunnel wall. Gyvoy and Elsbeth were pummeling at the Icarian armor suit, overloading its defenses. Ellie, Iarik, and Bensath were each taking on a Grozlamia, using a variant of Finn’s attack, employing the blind spot on its back to attack it. The Daves had torn through the joints at the base of another Grozlamia’s helmet, and between them the radiant figures wrenched the monster’s head clean off.

			The last living Grozlamia had killed Kaizen. It remained on top of the broken Ovar, as if it was guarding the corpse. Finn flew toward it, and it shuffled around to face him. Gyvoy was now directly above it, descending fast. He activated his forearm blade, which telescoped out to four meters in length and blazed into life. It stabbed through the top of the helmet; seconds later the tip punctured the bottom, protruding for twenty centimeters before Gyvoy withdrew it.

			“Motherfucker,” Gyvoy spat.

			“They got both the Ovar,” Ellie said miserably. “Both of them!”

			“Any of their riders left?” Finn asked.

			“No,” Elsbeth reported.

			The Daves took off from the headless Grozlamia. “Incoming,” one of them said.

			Finn looked back down the tunnel. It could have been imagination, or maybe his suit sensors were sharp enough to pick it up, but a curtain of darkness was approaching. He almost let out a whimper; he’d completely forgotten about the diabolical horde of nightweid.

			“We can fly faster,” Ellie said, but she sounded dubious.

			“Get on the other side of the web,” Gyvoy said. “It’ll hold them for a while.”

			Finn didn’t believe that for a minute, but didn’t argue.

			“What about the pilots?” Ellie asked.

			“They’re dead,” Gyvoy replied immediately.

			“We haven’t checked.”

			“You want to waste time on that, go ahead.”

			Ellie was already flying toward Koa. She pulled up outside the passenger cavity opening, helmet lights shining in. “He’s moving! He’s alive!”

			“Fuck!” Gyvoy snarled. “All right, quick! Daves, help me cut a way through.”

			Ellie dived into the cavity. Finn followed her. Inside, Dylan was drifting about, his head badly bruised and grazed, clothes slick with large bloodstains. He was keening softly, hands pressed to his temple.

			“Dylan, come on. We have to get out,” Ellie said.

			“Dead,” he wept. “My beautiful Koa is dead. She’s dead.”

			“I know, but we have to leave.”

			“No. I’m going to stay with her. I can’t leave, not my Koa. Not like this.”

			“Dylan—”

			“No! No! I won’t—”

			Ellie shot him with a nervejam. He shook violently before losing consciousness.

			“Let’s get him out of here,” she said. “We can tow him back to the Silver Cloudspear.”

			Finn was so startled at what she’d just done all he could do was mumble: “Sure.”

			He helped maneuver the inert body out through the opening. The others had cut a slit across the web at the side of the dead Ovar. Bensath, a Dave, and Elsbeth were already through.

			“Move it,” Gyvoy said tightly.

			Between them, Ellie and Iarik eased Dylan through the gap.

			Finn followed them with Gyvoy close behind.

			“The pirates are moving,” Uemi said. “It looks like they’re coming our way.”

			Finn glanced at the tunnel opening six hundred meters up ahead. “They’re going to take out the Silver Cloudspear,” he said. “We’ll be stranded here. There’s no way we can make it back to the shell on our own. The suits don’t have enough power.”

			“Jazon says he’ll fly a loop around the factory,” Uemi said. “We should be able to outrun them; then we can pick you up on the way around.”

			“Factory’s a circle,” Elsbeth said. “They’ll just outflank you.”

			“I have a couple of missiles left,” Iarik said. “They might have enough range.”

			“Me too,” Elsbeth said. “If we can get to the end of the tunnel, our sensors should be able to track the pirate airboats.”

			“You’ll have to hurry,” Uemi said. “They’re heading for the top of the factory. You’ll lose line of sight if they get past it.”

			“We’re not going to make it,” Ellie said numbly. “The nightweid will catch up with us before we even get out of the tunnel.”

			“We’ll get out,” Gyvoy said. “And we have some ten-kilometer-range missiles.”

			“Where are they?”

			“In a case. In Kaizen.”

			Finn wanted to yell wildly in fury at fate’s killer blow. Kaizen was a half-crushed mass of broken tissue and shattered carapace smothered below the Grozlamia.

			“I get it,” a Dave said. “I cut in.”

			“No,” Finn groaned. “Even if you got the missiles, we still have to give them a target. The nightweid will be on us before we can get halfway to the end of the tunnel.” As he said it, he could make out the flock closing fast. They were less than a minute away now. Not even Dave could hack and tear his way into Kaizen’s collapsed passenger cavity by then. “We need…” What do we need? A miracle. We have better weapons, but there are thousands of them. We will die, because killing the intruders is all they have known for uncounted generations, a compulsion passed down from the original lords of the factory—

			“Shit,” Finn gasped. An idea was forming, coming from nowhere. No, coming from the giant gift of the factory’s knowledge—plus a bit of his own cunning. Asteria, I never knew I could think like this. Fear is a great motivator. “Dave! Both Daves.”

			“What?”

			“Grab a nightweid for me.”

			“What?”

			“No time, just do it. Please. I have an idea. First one that hits the web near us: grab it, bust its weapon, but hold it still. The rest of you, fly for your lives. If I screw this up, you’ll still have a chance.”

			“Is this plan going to work?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Not even Asteria knows!”

			“Aww, crap.”

			“Go on, please, everyone take off. Ellie?”

			“I’d rather make my last stand with you.”

			The horde of nightweid was only seconds away, so close he could even make out individuals in the gloom. They weren’t advancing in any kind of unified formation. Several of them were racing on ahead of their flockmates.

			Just before they reached the web, they must have sensed it, or realized why the dead Ovar and armored Grozlamia were suspended mid-tunnel. The leaders pitched up and began to beat their wings frantically to halt their headlong plummet. Several of them managed to stop a few meters out from the web. Their reprieve didn’t last; the huge bulk of hurtling bodies behind had exactly the same problem. They were still trying to reverse their trajectory when they collided. All of them juddered forward, smacking into the web amid a cacophony of angry screeching. Their fury redoubled, and they began firing their pistols at the armor-suited humans hanging tauntingly in front of them. Those stuck to the web struggled wildly. Finn even saw a couple of them try to bite the threads, only for their mouths to become trapped by the adhesive.

			“Go!” he bellowed at the Daves.

			The two Silicates swept toward the web that was distending from the sheer inertia of nightweid it had caught. Long undulations were churning across it.

			It’s not going to last, Finn knew.

			A nightweid had gotten its arms through the web to claw at thin air as if that alone could pull its prey closer, leaving its torso and one wing stuck fast. It screamed its hatred at the approaching Silicates.

			The Daves each clamped a hand on its arms. Kinetic projectile impacts flared in little sunbursts all over their crystalline exoskin, adding to the radiance that was growing across their bodies. They returned fire with their own pistols.

			“I need its hand,” Finn told them. His own gauntlet segments separated, freeing his palm.

			One of the Daves held the nightweid’s skeletal hand and twisted. Its shrieking reached a peak. The thin, claw-tipped fingers opened wide.

			Finn let out a moan of relief as he saw a neural patch on the thing’s palm. He sort of knew it had one, but he’d gambled everyone’s life that the factory knowledge was correct, that his hyperactive brain wasn’t imagining things. His hand slapped down on it.

			The mind he connected with was a frenzy of hatred and determination, powered by a single purpose: Eliminate the Violation. It didn’t have the kind of higher rationality possessed by the Awakened that Finn had grown up with in the palace stables. But it did have a predator’s guile, and a very basic level of intelligence. It had thoughts.

			Finn focused a command and slammed it into the seething routines. His compulsion was so much greater than those he used when he and Otylia went riding on the Awakened from the palace stables. This version was relentless—irresistible. This is what must be done. Those are your targets. Leave these visitors alone. Do not deviate. Inform your nest brethren immediately. OBEY.

			That last was delivered by a mental blow strong enough to stun the nightweid into silence. It stopped struggling.

			“Cut it loose,” he told the Daves. “Fast.”

			The Daves did as he said. Finn even helped, using his power talons to snip several threads.

			By the time they were done, the pressure from the sheer mass of nightweid bodies crushing those on the net was starting to create a bulge. Threads were cutting into skin. Kinetic and energy strikes on his armor were starting to reach critical. The multitude of weapons shooting him were old and weak, but the numbers were against him. His suit wouldn’t be able to take much more punishment.

			The nightweid he’d given the command to wriggled around urgently and slapped its neural pad on a neighbor’s hand.

			“Exponential,” Finn whispered to himself. “It’s exponential. It’ll work. It will, sweet Asteria, please.” Like a virus of the mind. It only needs to be passed on a couple of times and it’ll become a contagion.

			His suit flew him backward from the straining web. He could actually see the change manifesting. The nightweid who had received his compulsion had stopped struggling to reach the armor suits drifting ahead of them. Instead they were turning instantly to their brethren.

			“What the fuck did you do?” Elsbeth asked with trepidation.

			Finn almost giggled. “My family’s had hundreds of years of practice ordering people around. I just put it into action.”

			“Not such a useless uranic after all,” Gyvoy said. “I knew I’d chosen the right man for this mission. That was one smart move, Finn.”

			“Thank you. I think we should maybe get tight against the tunnel walls. The nightweid will be coming through any minute now.”

			“Coming through?” Ellie said. “I thought you’d just turned them around.”

			“No. The Silver Cloudspear is in danger from the pirate airboats. Can’t allow that, can we? Jazon is our ride back up to the shell. I just changed their prey, that’s all.”

			“Hellfire!”

			The nightweid with blades started cutting methodically through the web strands. They began to fly through the gaps as the whole structure gave way, tearing off the tunnel wall.

			Along with the others, Finn sank back into the waving ribbons of the airkombu as the nightweid streamed past. Their call of anger and hatred rose again, even louder in the confines of the tunnel. It took nearly twenty minutes for the vast flock to fly past.

			“What have you done?” Uemi asked breathlessly. “Whatever it is that’s coming out of the tunnel has split into three clusters. They’re going after the pirates.”

			“Found us some allies,” Finn replied. “Tell Jazon not to do anything rash. They’ll ignore you.” I think.

			After the stragglers flapped past, Finn and the others started to fly along the tunnel. Once they reached open air, his sensors easily picked up the three nightweid clusters as they chased after the pirate airboats. Bright stars were streaking out from the airboats, detonating within the mass of their pursuers. The nightweid never faltered; they just kept on going.

			“It’s a massacre,” Elsbeth muttered.

			“It will be,” Finn told her starkly.

			They continued to watch as the mass of nightweid finally caught up with the airboats, swarming around them until they were each occluded by a spherical hurricane of black specks. Weapons flashed like lightning inside a thunderstorm. After a while they diminished, and the nightweid contracted to what appeared to be almost solid globes. Minutes later they dispersed. There was no sign of the airboats, just expanding constellations of broken planks.

			“Let’s move,” Gyvoy said. “Not that I don’t trust whatever orders you gave them, Finn, but…”

			“Oh, I’m with you,” Finn assured him. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

			“Uemi, come and pick us up.”

			“Roger that.”

			

			—

			The flight back up to Mytalport took seven days. Ellie spent most of it in the sixth deck cabin with medical bands across her abdomen. She was convinced that whatever sedative the medic system was infusing made the time pass in slow motion. That meant she had to listen to Finn—a lot. Guilt made him bad company. Guilt over not being part of the fight with the Ghosts; guilt over not even being injured.

			“But you saved us,” she kept telling him. “What you did with the nightweid was awesome. I mean, it was basically magic; you’re a wizard.”

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“I should have thought of it earlier. They could have been our escort out to the Silver Cloudspear. Koa and Kaizen would still be alive.”

			“Could’ve beens don’t help anyone—least of all you. We got what we came for, so how about you focus on that?”

			“Sure. Sorry.”

			“Is it complicated?”

			“Yeah.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t tell Gyvoy, but I’m not sure I can just switch everything off. I mean, those engines have a lot of antimatter on board. You can’t just deactivate the confinement systems. There’s thousands of them; you’d probably shatter the atmosphere.”

			“So don’t deactivate those bits.”

			“But anything I can do, all the systems I shut down, a Celestial can just reverse.”

			“Then you just have to get creative. Switch off a few safety monitors and let the components overheat or something.”

			“Yeah, sure.” He couldn’t have sounded less certain. “That might work. But I’ll have to think. It’s big, Ellie, so big. I’m not sure my head can hold it all.”

			“You memorized the whole operating system?” she asked in surprise.

			“Not exactly. I understand how to connect with it, like I’ve got the key to the door. Once I’m in I just…I dunno, I merge with it. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

			She patted his arm. “I trust you. Don’t tell Gyvoy I said this, but he was right to choose you.”

			“I think he’s kind of in awe of you now, too. That fight—”

			“Yeah, I don’t really want to dwell on it, okay? How is Dylan doing?” The pilot had recovered from the nervejam she’d shot him with before they returned to the Silver Cloudspear, but he’d remained practically comatose from grief ever since.

			“No change, really,” Finn said glumly. “But then I’m used to that.”

			Ellie stretched her mouth into a smile that was utterly mirthless. Oh, hell, not this again, please.

			“Except now, I suppose,” Finn continued. “I wonder what Otylia is going to look like when we get back? And my nieces and nephews.”

			“They’re my cousins as well, don’t forget.”

			“Asteria, yes. Is that weird, or what?”

			“Us being related through marriage, oh yeah.”

			“Actually, I suppose I’ll have even more relations by now. Asteria, maybe even Everett is finally acting like a human.”

			“Don’t worry yourself about Otylia, she’s going to be fine. I can’t imagine age ever changing her, can you?”

			“No. You’re right. I mean, there is no change for us. There hasn’t been since the dawn of human society on Gondiar eight hundred years ago; the Celestials have seen to that. But now—” He grinned, looking at something light-years away. “I’m going to give the Crown Dominion the biggest kick up the arse since the first baby Imperial Celestial was misbegotten. This is going to be the start of our liberation, Ellie. The empress is going to realize you can’t treat humans like this, not anymore.”

			The thought disturbed her more than she wanted to acknowledge. She realized she’d never given much consideration to the reaction of the Celestials if and when they stopped Dolod from going into orbit around Kelowan’s primary. Because it’s such a ridiculous concept even for me, and I was born on a starship. The behavior of the Knights that had come on board Diligent to supervise the decommissioning of the entropy drives suddenly featured large in her head.

			“I’ll be properly free, Ellie. I bet some of those nieces and nephews will want to join us on the Diligent. They’ll know by now how terrible it is being a Jalgori-Tobu.”

			Maybe she was tired. Maybe the drugs didn’t entirely kill the pain of her wounds. Or maybe he just never stopped his endless complaining. Whatever, she couldn’t stop herself. “For fuck’s sake, Finn, will you stop whining for five bloody seconds? You’re the epitome of privilege; there is no difference whatsoever between you and a Celestial. The life you had was utterly amazing. And boo-fucking-hoo you had to sit behind a desk and sign some papers once a year—a trial so hard you called it work. The entire population of Gondiar would kill to live in the luxury you never even had to earn. But you’re so selfish you never noticed what you had.”

			For a moment she thought Finn was going to burst into tears. But eventually he stood up and nodded stiffly. “Sorry to be such a disappointment.”

			“Finn, I…”

			He turned his back and left the cabin.

			“Oww crap!”

			

			
				
				—
			

			It should have been a triumphant return to the Diligent. Ellie certainly didn’t feel anything like satisfaction, let alone jubilation, as she glided in through the hangar’s airlock. If anything it was just relief that she was back in the familiar again.

			First stop was the hospital, where the medics frowned disapprovingly as she was examined and scanned to map the damage and had her blood tested for infections. Renata was one of the nursing team, her big hands surprisingly delicate as she removed the thick support band from Ellie’s abdomen. Her skin was reluctant to let go. She could feel the scabs below tearing and winced.

			“Is okay,” Renata assured her. She applied some cleaning lotion and slowly eased the rest of the band off. “But, Ellie, these support bands, they is not for this. They is meant for field triage. They stops the damage from getting worse till you gets you some proper treatment, see. You don’t have them on for a week, they doesn’t heal nothing.”

			“Uh…okay. How bad is it?”

			“Nothing we can’t fix. We needs to perform some deep tissue repair. Then we put some proper Cluster medicals on you. They helps you heal up proper in a few days, maybe a couple of weeks.”

			So it was another fifteen hours in the clinic before they cleared her to leave. Walking was painful; the big semi-flexible groflesh ribbon around her stomach seemed to pinch with every step. Frankly she didn’t see much difference between that and the support band. But the tall Gath woman had assured her it was working its Centauri Cluster technomagic on her poor cells underneath.

			Ellie walked into the owner’s quarters with practically the same level of trepidation she’d experienced flying into the Kingsnest factory. Finn was sitting on the central couch, staring at data on a broad screen. They looked at each other for an awful, awkward moment.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“Uh, hi.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No, no; I was an idiot.”

			“You weren’t. I should have been more understanding. It’s just…You do go on about how terrible your life used to be. And, trust me, from the outside looking in, it’s not.”

			“Yeah, I know; like I said, I can be a dick at times. But you said you wanted me to talk about my feelings. Nobody’s ever been that sympathetic before.”

			“I do want you to talk, Finn, but this is like an obsession. That’s not good for you, either.”

			“Damned if I do…”

			“…damned if you don’t. You were opening up, and I was being a bitch.”

			“No, you were being honest, too. That’s something else I’m not used to; nobody in the palace ever says what they actually think.” He stood up and took her hand, then gave her a cautious kiss. “You need to sit down,” he said before she could speak. “What did the medics say?”

			“I’ll be fine. I need a good couple of weeks’ proper rest while the tissue recovers.” She sat on the couch, forcing herself not to flinch. “The medical tech you have here—it’s amazing. I thought I was done for when that kinetic burned through the armor. Made my eyes water, I can tell you.”

			“I’m just glad you’re okay.”

			“Yeah, well, we got out of the factory, but I’ve got to confess, I’m scared about what’s coming next. I mean, we’re going to alter the orbit of a planet, Finn. That’s crazy. It really puts me on edge. And you going on about how it’s going to liberate humans is making me worry about how the Imperial Celestials are going to react. Are they going to simply genocide us? I’m not like my grandfather; I can’t work out the politics.”

			“I don’t know how they’ll react, either. I haven’t really thought about it. Except…perhaps I’m seeing it as the opening play in the first ever human Great Game. Maybe sending Dolod flying out of the Kelowan system will make them change their views about us, that we’re not some inferior species unable to govern itself, so maybe they should lighten up and allow us some freedom.”

			“Freedom to do what? And don’t say: be a Traveler. Gondiar has a population of what? A billion humans? Two? They don’t all want to go whizzing round the Centauri Cluster. So what do you want for them, Finn?”

			“I dunno. For them to have more freedom to choose, I suppose. Choose who their government is, what the economy should be like.”

			“But your economy is magnificent. It’s provided everyone with a decent living standard for eight hundred years.”

			“Okay, then, how about trusting us to make decisions and allowing us to have their levels of technology? Is that so unreasonable?”

			“Again, to what end? You said yourself we can’t understand the first thing about ZPZ generators.”

			“That’s not the only technology in the galaxy. The Celestials have medicine that would have fixed you up in hours, and allow you to live another couple of hundred years.”

			“Nice. And if you got that, what do you think would happen to Gondiar? It’ll be the place every human scratching a miserable living in the Cluster will want to come to, not the place people want to leave. And face it, the vast majority of the existing population won’t want change—certainly not the kind of revolutionary change you’re hoping to start.”

			“But having your own laws, decided democratically, is more than freedom; it’s dignity. I believe from the bottom of my heart we should be granted that right.”

			“That’s a savior fantasy, Finn. It’s not real life. It’s not what’s going to happen if you do succeed.”

			“So you’re saying I shouldn’t change whatever Dolod’s vector is going to be?”

			“No. Human industry and economy need safeguarding, I accept that. The true crime here is that the Imperial Celestials won’t give us a voice at the table. So I reluctantly agree they can’t be surprised if we claim the right to take matters into our own hands. But then I’m only saying that because of all the effort we’ve made to make this possible. I don’t have the answers, Finn, I really don’t.”

			“Me neither.”

			They both laughed. Ellie relaxed, because it was the easy laugh they used to share so often at the beginning.

			“We’re good, aren’t we?” she asked.

			“Yeah, I’ve never had it so good before. And Ellie?”

			“Yes.”

			“You know I can’t do this without you. So thanks for putting up with me.”

			She leaned over and kissed him. “It’s not difficult.”

			

			—

			The Diligent’s command and control center leaped back into existence around Finn. His distorted dreams—if that’s what they were—abandoned him. In his mind, the ZPZ generator’s unfathomable thought routines sank back into pleased serenity. He let out a calm breath in synchronicity and took his hand off the connection bulb.

			The flight from Kiyu-Cerro back to Kelowan had required three frame jumps between star systems. Flying between the egress and ingress Gates of Heaven in each one had taken eleven weeks in total. But now the egress Gate from Oxanotol was retreating behind them, and the sensors were picking up the bright light points that were Kelowan’s planets shining welcomingly against the Poseidon Nebula.

			“Thirty-one years and eight months,” Gyvoy said; he was consulting his sleek Lorentz watch in satisfaction. “Not bad. Dolod still has another eighteen weeks and four days before it reaches closest approach. I’ve gotta say, this is the best starship in the Cluster, seriously, people.”

			Finn and Ellie exchanged a knowing smirk. Gyvoy had talked about nothing else but elapsed time for the whole voyage, becoming increasingly frenetic as the days progressed. Ducking out of conversations with him had become a standing joke on board.

			“Status, please,” Captain Dejean said.

			The various stations started to report in.

			“ZPZ generator in standby mode,” Finn said when it was his turn.

			“Captain, there’s a ship close by,” Uemi said. “Holding station with the Gate.”

			That’s wrong, Finn thought immediately. Not many starships had flown into the Oxanotol star system’s ingress Gate ahead of them. The previous one had entered two days earlier, so by now they should be a long way off. Because nothing waited outside an egress Gate. Except Celestials checking on arrivals.

			“Define ‘close by,’ ” Dejean said.

			“A hundred and eight thousand klicks.”

			“Can you get me a visual, please? Gyvoy, I need to know if it’s Celestial.”

			Finn kept quiet. Rumors had taken on a fabulous life of their own during the voyage. The whole ship knew he’d brought something back from the factory, some amazing contraband humans weren’t supposed to have. However, it made people worried how the Elohim would react every time the Diligent approached a Gate of Heaven. And now here was a ship where no ship should be.

			Along with everyone else, Finn watched a bright blur materialize on the central wall screen, then tighten up into a clear shape. It was a typical spaceship layout—the life support ring rotating around a central cylinder of girders stacked with fuel tanks, machinery, and fusion engines. Human-built, if Finn was any judge.

			“That looks human-built to me,” Gyvoy said.

			Finn studied the ceiling intently.

			“Transponder data says it’s the Polkadav, a passenger and freighter ship registered at High Rosa,” Uemi announced.

			“Which makes it being here very odd,” Gyvoy said.

			“They’re beaming a comms signal at us,” Uemi reported.

			“Acknowledge and establish a lnc,” Dejean told her.

			One of the auxiliary wall screens shimmered into an image of a middle-aged woman’s face. Finn tilted his head to one side, squinting. Whoever she was, she looked supremely tired, and badly stressed. But those features…He knew them somehow, even though he’d never seen them before. Then his heart jumped. No!

			“This is the Polkadav calling the Diligent,” the woman said. “Is Finn Jalgori-Tobu on board? I have to talk to him. We need help. Please. Finn, everything’s gone to shit.”

			Everyone in the compartment turned to stare at Finn. He barely registered them through his shock. “Otylia? What the hell are you doing here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			 

			Olomo spent the entire flight suspended cross-legged inside the stability pod at the center of the Xiyra, his four arms at his side, hands extended. As it flooded with buffer gel, class one bond filaments had wormed their way out of the pod’s synthlife lining to connect with the neural interface pads in his palms, allowing a perfect communion with the starship’s CI. Thicker, class two filaments had nuzzled up to his body’s ten chakragills, latching on to fill his supplementary veins with conservation fluid to balance his body density with the pod’s gel. In such a state, he could remain conscious and physically undamaged if the Xiyra’s acceleration climbed to fifteen gees. Should the starship perform more extreme maneuvers, the pod could also initiate some unpleasant preservation procedures.

			Over the three thousand years (dilated) the Heresy archon had been representing his dominion, he’d only needed to call upon his ship’s extreme capabilities five times. As each of those episodes had demonstrated, when you need it, you really need it. So he didn’t take any chances even on something as unassuming as this mission. As soon as the Xiyra cleared the egress Gate from Kelowan, he switched it into darkflight mode. Its hull distorted the light that struck it, swirling photons around in unnatural refraction patterns so to any observer it would look like just another crimp in the polychromatic clouds that comprised the Pillar of Zeus. The drive exhaust was neutral atoms that sensors would interpret as ordinary solar radiation particles in a system already saturated in them. Thermally there was no signature at all. Standard active sensor scans would wash over it with no trace. Only a ship with an equivalent technology level would be able to detect it, but to do so would render such a ship highly visible to the Xiyra.

			The starship decelerated into orbit around Lonizi, Tinaja’s only gas giant. Olomo was heading to a rendezvous due to take place in another three days, which allowed him sufficient time to examine space around the gas giant for any other starships that might be lying in wait. The chances of that were effectively zero, he knew, given this rendezvous had been arranged fifty-three years ago. But, again, an archon didn’t ignore such odds.

			The Xiyra began to gather data from the quarter of a million monitor spheres it had dropped into orbit thirty years ago. They’d quietly observed the environment around Tinaja ever since—its magnetic field, the radiation flux, particle flow—and every disturbance had been analyzed and categorized. Olomo reviewed them all in conjunction with the ship’s CI and concluded there was no other ship or latent weapon lurking above Lonizi.

			He detected Karaglo’s ship, the Mil’laury, approaching while it was still thirty hours out, its ion drive creating a broad energized wake through the smog of solar wind and nova dust. The Mil’laury was flying in from the deep indigo swirl of the HeSea a third of a light-year away. Its drive exhaust was a lot smaller than those of the other ships currently inbound from the HeSea to Tinaja. There was no Gate of Heaven leading to the HeSea, so the distance from Tinaja had to be covered the hard way. Every Grand Family in the Crown Dominion operated a fleet of scoop tankers, their ships flying a constant loop out from Tinaja to the precious remnants of the helium macroplanet’s nova. They’d spend up to a decade gathering the fuel with a magnetic scoop, then returning to the Crown Dominion with its vast numbers of energy-hungry cities and enterprises.

			Olomo ran one final sweep through the monitor spheres, then ordered the stability pod to release him. As the buffer gel was pumped away, the class two filaments extracted the conservation fluid then withdrew from his chakragills. He felt gravity build as the Xiyra’s life support section spun up. The type one filaments dropped from his hands as the pod opened, its upper segment retracting up into the ceiling. Lights came on, revealing a compartment clad in metallic ebony tiles. He walked across to the spar room as splodges of gel trickled down his legs.

			Three androids were unrolling as the spar’s scented water shower came on. They attended him with sponges, wiping away the dribbles of gel and reinvigorating his skin with exfoliation leaves and unguents. By the time he came out and put on his robe, another android had prepared a meal. In theory the conservation fluid supplied every nutrient his body needed, but he never emerged from the pod feeling anywhere near satisfied.

			By the time he finished eating, the Mil’laury had dropped into a million-kilometer orbit above Tinaja. “Discontinue darkflight,” he instructed the CI through the connection bud on his palm bracelet.

			The outer layer of the Xiyra’s hull changed, banishing the distortion to reveal itself as a simple pale gray ovoid shape. A minute later a secure lnc between the two was established.

			“I was uncertain you’d be here,” Karaglo said.

			“And I you,” Olomo replied. “My ship will rendezvous with yours, it’s easier.”

			The Xiyra performed a fast approach, demonstrating just how maneuverable it was compared to the Mil’laury. Karaglo’s ship was a deep space research vessel, its primary hull a two-hundred-meter-diameter sphere. A cluster of five fusion rocket exhausts were at the back, surrounded by a ring of thermal radiators glowing dark claret. As the Xiyra closed in, the nozzles sank down, and the hull rippled shut over them.

			As the senior member of the pair, Olomo received his colleague in the Xiyra’s day lounge. He wore a brown-and-gray robe, its fluctuating red and green collar symbols announcing the seniority his position gave him in the Heresy Dominion’s polity. Karaglo’s robe was a modest blue-and-gray, with a simple, stable yellow collar. Olomo suspected that his guest had spent a little too much of his hundred-year mission inside a stability pod. The result was almost as if the astrophysicist had suffered some alarming illness, leaving him with a curved spine that gave him a hunched profile, and loose, graying flesh that had sagging folds.

			The self-perceptual he shared with Olomo was equally ragged. This was someone who was unduly tense and defensive. The purpose and confidence that distinguished the Heresy Celestials from the original K-rarz Dominion they’d split from six thousand years ago was lacking, like a cavity in his personality.

			Outwardly, Olomo remained as urbane as his self-perceptual proclaimed him to be. “Your devotion to your mission is a triumph of clarity and integrity,” he said formally. “Please join me.”

			The two sat in a sunken grotto below overhanging ferns while a stream trickled past to empty into a pond filled with bioluminescent koi.

			“Most gracious of you,” Karaglo said, “but my mind has been distracted of late. Did you act on my information about the gas giant’s trajectory through the Poseidon Nebula?”

			“I did. I sent another research ship into the Poseidon nebula outside Kelowan where the trajectory suggested it would be. It found the gas giant close to the predicted location; and more: It’s an iron exotic.”

			“Really? How fascinating.”

			“Quite. As we speak, it is traversing Kelowan’s outer cometary belt.”

			“I see. It is gratifying my instruments and calculations are correct.”

			“You doubt the Mil’laury’s capabilities?”

			“No. It’s not astrophysics I worry about. But the things I’ve discovered out here…”

			Olomo took a glass of honey wine from an android, then took another and handed it to Karaglo. “What have you found?” he asked gently.

			The astrophysicist took a sip of the wine and gave him a reluctant look. “I believe the helium macroplanet was brought to nova by a strangelet.”

			Not even Olomo’s resolution could prevent a slight flicker of disapproval crossing his face. “I see. Well, it’s always been a potential hypothesis. How substantial is this assumption?”

			“Our dominion’s previous science mission into the HeSea detected some anomalies in the way the macroplanet’s end-stage gas shell expanded. There were…perturbations that the collapse theory couldn’t quite explain.”

			“Yes. That’s why the Heresy Dominion funded your mission.”

			“With your endorsement.”

			“One does what one can,” Olomo muttered modestly.

			“Yes, for a price,” Karaglo said sharply. He took another drink of his wine.

			“Quite. So the nova propagation theories don’t match the actual event?”

			“I don’t think so. But they did allow me one small triumph. Olomo, I found the remains of the helium macroplanet. It’s taken thirty years, but I did it. I managed to narrow it down to a zone just seven AUs across. And I was right; it’s still in there, barely fifty meters in diameter. I’ve been studying it directly for the last eight years.”

			“I’m impressed. What were your results?”

			Karaglo’s head dipped. “The strangelet might be contained inside the neutronium mantle.”

			“Might be?”

			“Yes. The results of the observations I undertook are ambiguous. I need—we need—to return with more research vessels, and a way of opening the remains.”

			For a moment, Olomo’s self-control deserted him. He laughed. “You want to cut open a ball of neutronium so you can take a look at what’s inside?”

			“I know it sounds implausible—”

			“The word is impossible.”

			“It can be done. With enough energy, a nuclear disassociation effect might be able to overcome the gravity field. Such a project would require a lot of effort. We might need to partner with the Crown Dominion.” Karaglo left it an open question.

			“Partner with the Crown Dominion?”

			“Well, yes. I thought…Don’t we already have political contacts with them? You were the one who cleared the way for my science mission.”

			“Dear Karaglo, there is a huge difference between my distant engagement with various factions of the Crown Dominion and being their allies. They never have been, are not, and never will be friends with the Heresy Dominion. At best, there are moments where they can be considered useful, but that’s as far as it goes.”

			“But there could be a strangelet in there!”

			“In which case, we really don’t want the Crown Dominion included.”

			“I don’t understand. Why not?”

			“Because those of us involved with the Heresy Dominion’s Great Game strategy consider them barely one step above basic human stock. They’re not true Celestials, Karaglo. Their obsession with mindline preservation has sent their evolution down a blind alley. It’s bad enough a dominion like that having control over the HeSea. We don’t need them acquiring strangelet technology as well. As a weapon, it is disturbing.”

			“Oh.”

			“I’m sorry. However, I am prepared to lobby the Heresy Dominion polity to make considerable resources available for you to continue your research. I’m sure there will be a methodology to determine the contents of the neutronium relic other than smashing it open. I mean, even saying that makes it sound like the kind of thing humans would do.”

			Karaglo gave him a calculating gaze, all four eyes blinking together. “That, in my opinion, would be a mistake.”

			“Indeed?” Olomo was surprised by the defiance. His authority was normally unchallenged, especially by the placid astrophysicist. For a moment he wondered if Karaglo was actually deploying a rider to give himself confidence. The Heresy Dominion was reasonably liberal, but there was an acknowledged hierarchy. “Why is that?”

			“That other part of my mission produced results as well.”

			“Ah. Do enlighten me.”

			“The Pillar of Zeus is one of the densest clouds of nebula dust in the Centauri Cluster, and the HeSea has an even higher density. That makes tracking disturbances a relatively easy process, which is how I discovered the traces of the gas giant’s passage. The sensor network the Mil’laury seeded across the HeSea has a much greater resolution than I was expecting, thanks to your generosity. It took twenty years to distribute the units, but the coverage is extensive.”

			“You are welcome.”

			“I could actually watch the course of Crown Dominion scoop tankers as they flew their circuits. There was only a six-month time delay, purely because of the size of the HeSea. But more than that, the network allowed me to determine pattern dispersal. Once the CI learned to filter out superposition, it was possible to see the course that tankers had taken years ago. It was like watching contrails in a clear sky. I was plotting them from decades earlier. I even watched Mil’laury’s own wake; it was fascinating. The network is one of the reasons I managed to find the neutronium relic. The way its gravity stirred the nebula dust and ions was unique.”

			“Interesting.”

			“But, Olomo, it’s not just Crown Dominion tankers out here in the Pillar of Zeus. The network detected the wake of other ships traveling through the HeSea. Their distortion waves are faint, of course, but they are definitely there, I swear it.”

			Until now, Olomo had been communing with the Xiyra’s CI, keeping some of his conscious mind aware of local space, feeling the status of ship systems, even examining which starships were coming in and out of the Tinaja system through the two Gates. Now he discarded all of that and focused his entire intellect on Karaglo. The reason the astrophysicist’s mission had been approved was so he could construct the network—an opportunity to provide the Heresy Dominion with the ability to quietly watch the Crown Dominion scoop tankers was an asset too good to ignore. Energy usage was a fundamental measure of a dominion’s ability. And for all their backward behavior, the Crown Dominion was powerful. It maintained an acceptable balance among the dominions in and around the Poseidon Nebula. The Heresy Dominion approved of that. “What ships?”

			“I don’t know. They’re traveling from a red dwarf binary on the opposite side of the HeSea from Tinaja. I’ve monitored two, sometimes three, ships a year. They fly a route directly through the HeSea to Tinaja, and they go both ways.”

			“How big are they?”

			“Small, a couple of thousand tons; they fly up to a third lightspeed. If you’re traveling at that velocity through the Pillar, you need some decent shielding. None of the scoop tankers go above three percent once they…”

			“So there’s a whole civilization hidden out there?” Olomo used the connection bud to bring the Xiyra’s sensor feed into his head, seeing the vast expanse of the HeSea starting to fall behind Lonizi.

			“Calling it a civilization might be stretching it,” Karaglo said. “There are no habitable planets at the red dwarf binary. Admittedly it might just be an outlier station. You could hide ten Celestial dominions inside the Pillar of Zeus and no one would know.”

			“Indeed.” Closing all his eyes delivered Olomo up to the turquoise cosmic phenomenon; he felt he could reach out and touch it. Examine it. Discover its secrets. “You won’t have heard, of course, but a Mara Yama fleet has arrived at Hoa Quinzu.”

			“That’s not good,” Karaglo said carefully.

			“Excellent understatement. The Crown Dominion is deeply unhappy with their proximity.” Olomo abandoned the direct sensor image, and switched to a tactical display over fifteen light-years across, with the HeSea on one side and Hoa Quinzu at the other. This makes no sense, he thought as he ran through scenarios. “Very well, what we have is a series of incongruent events coming to fruition, which I find worrying. The Mara Yama fleet’s unexpected arrival at Hoa Quinzu, the iron exotic approaching Kelowan, and now we find unknown ships traversing the HeSea. There is no confluence visible here, yet I cannot believe such a triad to be coincidence.”

			“What’s this got to do with the ships I’ve detected?”

			“We do not know how long the faction based at the red dwarf binary has been there, nor who they are,” Olomo said slowly. “I consider it possible they were the ones who changed Dolod’s course from JK67b to Kelowan.”

			“But why change its course?” Karaglo asked.

			“Another unknown, although its effect will change the economics of the Kelowan system, so they have an interest of some kind with the Crown Dominion. The Mara Yama fleet is currently refueling at a gas giant in the Hoa Quinzu system, and will undoubtedly continue to do so for another decade. If they were to leave and head directly for the HeSea, it would take them probably half a century at sublight speed to reach it. Except the Crown Dominion will never allow them to reach it; the Empress would muster an Imperial fleet and intercept them. And the Empress would win. The Mara Yama would never risk an entire fleet. Unless…there was no risk. Alas, I cannot see how that could be. Such is the curse which haunts every archon: not having enough information.” All four of Olomo’s arms waved about in frustration. “I don’t know enough to interpret this Great Game. Not yet.”

			“I do. We need to get back to Toro Centi. That’s our nearest metropolis.”

			“Our dominion must certainly be informed,” Olomo agreed. “And presumably the polity will want to alert the Crown Dominion queens.”

			“Okay, so we’d better get back there.”

			“I will inform the polity. In the meantime, I need you to stay here. In fact, I need you back in the HeSea.”

			“What?” Karaglo said in alarm. “Why?”

			“Your network is the only early warning mechanism there is. I want to know when the next one of these unknown ships arrives at Tinaja. I will put assets in place that can follow it. Knowledge of its destination will be invaluable.”

			“I suppose that makes tactical sense.”

			“Don’t worry, it’ll take about ten years, but I’ll get some support here for you. Until then, I’m relying on you to maintain a vigilant watch.”

			

			—

			Thyra sat at the head of the long crystal table that stretched down the center of the Privy Council Hall. As she had done since becoming Helena-Thyra five years ago, she took an uncomfortably long moment before waving a dismissive hand at the attending council members who were standing stiff-backed behind their chairs, indicating they were now permitted to sit. As far as they were concerned, it was another sharp distinction between Helena-Chione and Helena-Thyra, demonstrating that the informalities that had crept in over her last few host bodies were no longer being tolerated.

			“Formalities have a purpose,” she’d told the court at her Acceptance Ball speech. “To lose them is to lose respect and propriety. Those attributes are the foundation of authority. Without them, we have no stability—the one principle of the Crown Dominion we can never sacrifice. This, then, is notice to you all that my reign in this host will be devoted to the restoration of the traditional practices that defined our foundation, and will leave us stronger because of them.”

			The applause had been loud and enthusiastic. Some of it was even genuine, mostly among the security hardliners, those Grand Families with strong economic ties to the navy.

			

			—

			With the privy councilors sitting, Lord Bekket stood up and began working through the agenda. First item, mineral rights to be granted on a moon orbiting Golwaki (given to the Family Eclesta for their support in council of increased military spending). Second, approval for an enterprise consortium to examine the feasibility of an orbital tower on Oceanus Maximus (the consortium was a reward for the Grand Families who were investing in new astroengineering stations specializing in armaments—a nonsense, of course; a tower on Oceanus Maximus had been proposed countless times over the last nine thousand years. It would never be built). Third, Treasury backing for favorable trade agreements with the Dorchi Dominion, countering a similar scheme by Verak.

			It was a long but necessary list, Thyra conceded. She’d spent those five years extending her political grip on the court so that there were few dissenting voices, and certainly none that counted. Except one, who always claimed he was “exploring options.”

			No more.

			After three hours, Lord Bekket announced the end of business.

			“I have an extra item I would bring to the court’s attention,” Thyra said.

			The smiles and relief of everyone around the table faltered.

			“Yes, Majesty,” her father said in an unaffected tone. “Please, the floor is yours.”

			“It is my wish to propose a new senior Privy Council appointment.”

			Everyone’s face became a mask of polite interest to hide the dread they all felt. Nobody was making eye contact, though as one they were all desperately trying to work out who out of the seven senior posts was about to get shitcanned. The only way a Privy Council appointment proposed by the queen could be blocked was by a two-thirds majority against. That was why senior appointments were always agreed in tough horse-trading sessions between the Grand Families and the Master of the Court well in advance of any council meeting. And as every single councilor now realized, they hadn’t been approached to be part of any deal.

			“I would like to thank Lord Gahiji-Calder for the superb work he has done in helping to safeguard my realm,” Thyra said. “However, after a hundred and eighty years of devoted service, I believe he has earned a break while we deal with the unexpected Mara Yama swarm at Hoa Quinzu.”

			The silence was absolute. Everyone could see Gahiji-Calder had been taken by surprise. This was history being made. For her entire reign, Helena had never booted her chief archon before. And she’d certainly never publicly criticized one. Gahiji’s Family would be apoplectic about the insult, and worse, their diminished status. Now the truly breathtaking game would begin. Did Gahiji-Calder have the balls to challenge the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid to a vote? Each and every one of them started to sweat the terrible problem, if it came down to it: How the hell am I going to vote?

			“I would speak,” Lord Gahiji-Calder said formally.

			“My Lord Gahiji-Calder has the floor,” Lord Bekket said impassively.

			“I am forever thankful for the opportunity to serve my queen as chief archon,” he said. “However, I believe everyone here today would like to be comforted knowing this supremely important position will be given to someone who is capable of carrying it out with the level of competence and determination it requires.”

			Good move was the unanimous thought at the table. Gahiji-Calder is right; it has to be someone tough enough and respected enough who can handle the dirtiest job in the realm. Without that assurance, she might even lose the vote. Gazes were now zeroing in on the usual suspects: those who’d been chief archon before. All of whom seemed particularly troubled.

			“Why, of course,” the queen told her council magnanimously. “Father, could you ask my candidate to come in, please?”

			The display of self-control around the table was exemplary. Someone who isn’t on the Privy Council? Has She actually made a mistake? The revelation was too much for the princesses sitting primly in their chairs behind the queen; they uttered several gasps. Lady Clavissa, the newest court equerry and current princess wrangler, glared a dire warning at them.

			Major Siskala-Ingrid marched over to the double doors and ordered them to open.

			It wasn’t just the princesses who were startled at the young Imperial Celestial who marched in so confidently, wearing stylish robes with the sigil of the Family Panrako prominent on the collar of his stole.

			“I’m sure you all remember Lord Ualana. Now Lord Ualana-Shoigu,” the queen said sweetly.

			Lady Lachwin-Elif rose to her feet. “Cousin? Is this truly you?”

			“Latch.” Lord Ualana-Shoigu smiled. “Good to see you.” He reached out and gripped her hand.

			His self-perceptual engendered an incredulous smile on Lady Lachwin-Elif’s face. “Holy crap, it is you! And Shoigu is your new host?”

			“Yep. The lad got lucky; he was in the right place at the right time.” He caught himself and bowed formally at the table. “Greetings to all of you. So many changes while I was away. Not!” The laughter was so Ualana—from happier times, before both Ualana-Lyon’s congregant daughters were lost in trial.

			“Thank you, my lord,” the queen said coolly.

			“Ma’am.”

			“Where have you been?” Lady Lachwin-Elif implored. “Damnit, we were worried. Really worried.”

			“Ah.” Lord Ualana-Shoigu sobered. “I can’t exactly say. State business.”

			“Very successful state business,” Thyra said, completing the twist of the knife. Without bothering to glance at Lord Gahiji-Calder, she went on: “Does anyone here now doubt that Lord Ualana-Shoigu is qualified to resume the position which he last held—what was it now—oh yes, seven hundred and thirty-one years ago? I’d like to know now.”

			The unseemly quick chorus of No’s from around the table inflicted a vicious defeat on Lord Gahiji-Calder. Without hesitating he said: “I congratulate my Queen on making an excellent—nay, the only—choice for my replacement.” He gestured magnanimously at his chair. The table applauded rapturously as Lord Ualana-Shoigu accepted with a gracious bow and sat himself down.

			Out of relief they’re not being forced to vote, Thyra knew.

			

			—

			Once she was back in her private quarters, Thyra led her entourage up to the Taffesque drawing room—a semicircular chamber almost at the top of a palace tower. She’d always rather liked the silver grass floor with its vivid orange stepping plinths. It complemented thick ebony buttresses that locked together in octagonal patterns on the walls and arched ceiling. Right in the middle they supported a chandelier whose centerpiece was a blue diamond two meters across, extracted from the carbon strata of a gas giant’s solid core. Classic images of extremely alien landscapes slithered around the room like psychedelic ghosts.

			Helena had always used it to grant informal meetings with various family representatives. Thyra had decided it needed more laughter.

			Three child nurses stood attentively beside the new play area with its weeping bamboo panels enclosing a lush patch of sponge moss. The youngest seven of Thyra’s congregant daughters were inside, giggling and shouting as they acted out a First Trial game, with Awakened labradoodles playing the part of their mounts.

			“Mother Queen,” Princess Saanvi pleaded, gesturing at the youngsters.

			“Yes,” Thyra agreed. “Go on.”

			The five princesses accompanying their queen ran over to join the younger girls. Clavissa let out a martyred sigh and followed them. The happy shrieks grew louder as the princesses joined in the fun. Their enthusiasm overexcited the labradoodles. Lady Clavissa had to wade in and restore order.

			Thyra watched contentedly for a while, then went over to the broad, sunken couches in front of a giant eye-shaped window. It was the same couch she’d been sitting in eight days ago when her father escorted the youth-hosted Lord Ualana in for a private meeting.

			Lord Ualana had bowed deeply and held out his hand.

			His self-perceptual was strange, both elated and fearful; it was one of the few that ever gave her a real sensation of the mindline’s age.

			“Iuntin-Detlef?” she asked him through the connection. “Is it really you?”

			“Yes.” The accompanying emotion was a sunburst of harsh satisfaction. “Though in this host I’m really just Iuntin now.”

			“So what happened to that dick Ualana?”

			“Your father was right about him. As soon as Ualana left Wynid, he came directly to Uixic, looking for something to confirm his suspicion about your origin. We eliminated him and two of his sons, but we managed to immobilize Shoigu. Our neural compulsion assault allowed us to retrieve his memories and the gifts Ualana gave him; he was very close to being a host. We distilled the mentality we’d captured to this rider I carry, then we used a YouBuster on him. Every trace of Ualana and Shoigu was erased from his brain. It was an empty vessel, perfect for hosting me.”

			“Well, let’s hope the rider can fool Ualana’s Family when you greet them.”

			“I am ready to face that challenge.”

			“And I have the perfect position for you in court.”

			

			—

			After the head child nurse announced it was time for their evening meal, the congregants reluctantly bade their Mother Queen good night and traipsed out, giggling and smiling.

			“You may leave, too,” Thyra told the princesses. “I’m granting you a spare minute. Run along now. You will be told when to join me for dinner.”

			The surprised princesses were quick to take advantage. Clavissa gave her queen a fast curious glance and trailed after them.

			Thyra turned to Major Siskala-Ingrid. “Please secure the room. I will speak to my father and the new chief archon in private. No interruptions until Oujanya arrives, then show her in.”

			The armored figure gave a slight bow. “Ma’am.”

			Thyra held her hands out, palms upward. Her father and Iuntin took hold, completing a connection triad.

			“We did it!” Thyra announced over the connection. “I was expecting someone to ask for a formal vote.”

			“No,” Bekket responded. “You’ve neutered them properly now. I don’t believe they would have voted against you even if we hadn’t produced the miracle that is Lord Ualana.” He smiled at Iuntin. “Better yet, Gahiji-Calder will be consumed by a quest for vengeance against the Family Panrako for what he believes to be their treachery against him. A Family on Family battle at that level will consume Wynid’s court for a century as they maneuver to bolster their own position. I am going to be inundated with petitions; everyone will want to be in your favor. The not-so-Great families especially. They’ll be hungry for advantage in the unfolding melee.”

			“Divide and rule,” Thyra said. “The Families shouldn’t be that surprised. Helena practiced it for her entire reign.”

			“Their pettiness will end as soon as the real troubles start,” Iuntin said. “Then they will obediently rally round you.”

			“Yes,” Thyra agreed. “On which topic, what progress are my aunt and uncle making?”

			“They are playing their parts perfectly,” Iuntin replied. “Our Greatest Game is on schedule.”

			“Excellent.” A bell rang softly. “Speaking of which.”

			The door opened. Oujanya followed Siskala-Ingrid into the Taffesque drawing room. Thyra smiled warmly at the girl, noting her badly hidden nerves.

			She would’ve made a wretched host for Helena, Thyra decided. No self-control.

			“Mother Queen.” Oujanya bowed deeply.

			The girl was the last of the princess cohort that had attended Helena. Thyra had continued gifting her the stolen memories until she was finally replaced. The new princesses, although they had Helena’s early giftings, were all hers now. The aggressive neural compulsions she’d inherited from her family had seen to that.

			“My dear daughter, I’m so happy to see you. I understand you are studying economic science at the capital university now?”

			“Er, yes, Mother Queen.”

			“And is it going well?”

			“I believe so. I am enjoying the work. It is very interesting.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. Although I had hoped you would consider a role in my navy.”

			Oujanya’s gaze flicked round the others in the room. “I…I didn’t know that, Mother Queen.”

			“Fleet intelligence analyst would have been a most suitable post. It is a useful career, and you could have kept myself and my chief archon apprised of any disloyalty among the officers you serve with.”

			“Disloyalty?” an aghast Oujanya exclaimed. “In the navy?”

			“Officers are taught to take the initiative,” the chief archon said. “While useful, it can be overstated, and perhaps misunderstood. A reluctance to immediately obey any order from the queen can become an issue during a crisis.”

			“Crisis?”

			“With Dolod closing on Kelowan, we approach one,” Thyra said. “And you are to play a part in it.”

			Major Siskala-Ingrid grabbed Oujanya and forced her onto her knees on the silver grass. “Mother Queen,” the girl implored. “I am loyal!”

			“Not enough,” Thyra said. “Not yet.”

			Oujanya gasped in shock as she saw the slim luminescent lines ignite across Thyra’s palm.

			“Hold her still,” Thyra instructed the stoic major. She brought her hand down on the neural patch on the back of Oujanya’s neck. The girl’s thoughts fluttered like a startled bird around the inside of her skull. Not even Helena’s powerful gifting of discipline could prevent fear and panic rising to dominate her rationality as the queen’s cold perception infiltrated her personality.

			Thyra studied the frightened thoughts and selected the neural compulsions she needed. They were applied swiftly, intangible needles penetrating deep into the fragile ego held in her grasp, merging then dominating the traits that comprised Oujanya’s individuality and reasoning. Resistance vanished quickly as the silky smooth compulsions wove their way deep into the girl’s psyche. The mental operation was simple and effective, unlike the one Thyra had performed on Siskala-Ingrid, which had evolved into quite a struggle. Now there was someone who had definitely inherited Helena’s forcefulness. But even she had fallen to the neural weaponry that the Crown Dominion so feared.

			Oujanya’s features slipped back into placid neutrality. Siskala-Ingrid let her go, and she rose to her feet. For a moment she swayed about, then focused on Thyra’s smiling face.

			“Mother Queen, I’m going to apply to the Navy Academy. I was hoping for an endorsement from you,” she added anxiously.

			“I would be delighted to provide a reference. You were always one of my favorite princesses.”

			

			—

			Clavissa reached the Family’s fifty-room apartment in the northern quarter of the palace and produced a weak smile for her father, Jolav-Dabny, when she joined him out on the hanging garden. The sun was going down beyond the balustrade, producing a rosy twilight glow all along the horizon. Far below, the birds were gliding into their nests for the night, and the lights of the capital were already casting their glow as far as the eye could see.

			“How goes it?” he asked.

			“You look how I feel,” she said sympathetically. With a new spawn batch of three little brothers only just weaned, he appeared exhausted. “Are they in bed?”

			“Yes, thank Asteria. Fatherhood drains us so, Clavissa. I honestly think I should rehost as soon as this batch reaches their age.”

			“Your Dabny host is only sixty-three.”

			“And ten thousand. Don’t forget the ten thousand. I think this host body’s cells are keenly aware of that number, and behave accordingly.”

			She sat on the livestone bench beside him and dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Nothing from Natoan, then?”

			“The cadet cruiser has not yet returned. Don’t worry.”

			“Humm.” She missed her spawn brothers. Three had chosen to join the navy, while Natoan had typically aimed higher and applied for a commission as a Knight. He’d often bragged to her that any one of his training exercises was tougher than all three of her Royal Trials combined.

			“I’m more concerned about you,” he said. “Court equerry is not the easy task so many assume. You don’t get much time to yourself, do you? For instance, I haven’t seen Lord Schmitz around for a while.”

			Clavissa waved a hand dismissively. “That’s over. And I don’t have any time, let alone much; those damn princesses, it’s like looking after brainless puppies. If Helena-Chione had ever selected me as host, I’m sure I’d never have been so…empty. It’s like Helena-Thyra isn’t gifting them properly anymore, at least not the way she did with us.” She glanced around the shaded garden, trying to decide if she should say more. So many doubts swirled in her mind. And my mind was birthed by Helena, after all. I should trust that instinct she bestowed. “Daddy.” She put her hand out toward him, palm up.

			He hesitated for a beat, clearly knowing something was bothering her, yet reluctant to find out. Which is unlike him, she thought.

			“What is it?” he asked once they connected.

			“There’s something wrong.”

			“Welcome to life in the Wynid Royal Court.”

			“No. I mean with Helena-Thyra.”

			“My darling daughter, do you really want to go down this path?”

			“I am Helena’s aspect. And I know the way she is behaving is not how I would behave.”

			“You were an aspect of the queen back when she was Helena-Chione, but now you are beginning your own independent life. These thoughts and memories you’re accumulating are making you a completely different person. So yes, I’m sure Helena-Thyra is doing things differently than you would’ve.”

			“It’s not that,” Clavissa insisted. “I see her. I, more than anyone else, my appointment means I am with her all day long because the princesses are with her all day. Every formal event, I am there; when she is in her own quarters, I hover in the background as she indulges herself. Everything she does, everything she says, every unguarded moment, I am the witness, more so than even Major Siskala-Ingrid. And I’m telling you, daddy, there is too much Thyra and not enough Helena.”

			“Oh, sweet child. No. Helena chose Thyra as host because of the girl’s inherent personality. She wanted that strength and determination. Everything you hated in Thyra when you were congregants, remember? You perhaps didn’t notice how much the princesses always differ. It is quite deliberate; they provide the queen with choice. You have only known our queen these few short years. I, however, have known her for millennia. Believe me when I tell you, this hosting is mild and kind compared to some she wore during the war of the Imperial Accord that was fought amid the blood and screams of the dying. You were there at the Privy Council today, were you not?”

			“Yes.”

			“Time was, even three or four millennia ago, when the holder of a senior post would simply not turn up, and Helena would appoint a successor. None of us would object for fear that at the next meeting we would be the empty chair that everyone glanced askance toward. Helena is ruthless in a way that you have no experience or understanding of. But trust me on this, you do not rule entire star systems that are home to tens of billions of people by being agreeable. The Crown Dominion was established with extreme force wielded without mercy, and the power born out of that struggle is what holds it together now.”

			“I see.”

			“For comfort, consider this; there was a saying on Old Earth: Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it. That doesn’t apply to Imperial Celestials. We have no need to learn history, for we are history; we know not to repeat our past mistakes. The pain they caused is reminder enough. In a thousand years you will start to appreciate that.”

			Clavissa sighed. “If you say so.”

			“I certainly do. Now, what news from your other job?”

			“My other job?”

			“Dear me, yes! The princess wrangler is the greatest merchant of palace gossip, is she not?”

			“Oh, yes. That.”

			“Come on, once I used to command a fleet with enough firepower to obliterate whole worlds, but now this host body is weary and spends all day playing with infants. Give me some adult conversation.”

			“It’s not that bad,” she chided with a chuckle.

			His expression challenged that. “I am a lord in one of the seven Grandest Families of Wynid. Don’t make me beg. Please?”

			“Well…” Clavissa let go of his hand and gave him a wry grin. “You didn’t hear this from me. Okay, you know protocol has Lady Lachwin-Elif stepping down from the Privy Council now that Lord Ualana-Shoigu is chief archon.”

			“Of course. The Family Panrako cannot have two seats on the council; the other Grand Families wouldn’t stand for it.”

			“Well, that’s the theory, yes. But apparently there’s been a suggestion that she might not follow hallowed tradition this time around. The Family Panrako sees opportunity in today’s events. At the very least, her seat will be offered to an allied Family.”

			“But they are all allied.”

			“Are they? Really? Talk is—and I got this from a relative of Princess Roja—that some of the not-so-Grand Families are seeing this as their opportunity to gain a seat on the Privy Council.”

			“Asteria wept! There hasn’t been a new representative at the privy table for twelve hundred years.”

			“I know. And apparently that’s not the only alliance being formed among the wannabes.”

			“I can’t believe the Family Panrako is being this intrepid. They are like us, one of the seven Grandest. They have nothing to gain and everything to lose by antagonizing the others. Especially…” He frowned in puzzlement.

			“Yes?”

			“In confidence? Proper confidence?”

			“Of course, daddy.”

			“Lord Ualana-Lyon hated Thyra; I know this from some very personal conversations we had. He lost two congregant daughters to her in trial.”

			“That is my history, daddy, remember. I never did understand why she helped me after the bloodlien attacked.”

			“That’s easy enough. Saving you was purely political; it practically guaranteed her becoming a princess.”

			“Yet now Helena-Thyra appoints Ualana-Shoigu as her chief archon.”

			“Which has been the talk of the palace since the Privy Council session ended. Actually, talk of the city. Or the entire planet, basically. No one can figure out what deal was made. Even for Helena, dismissing Lord Gahiji-Calder was a bold move. And having Lord Ualana-Shoigu of all people replace him…It’s extraordinary.”

			“I was there at Privy Council. Helena-Thyra is not happy about the Mara Yama swarming at Hoa Quinzu.”

			“Nobody is, but that development took every court in the Crown Dominion by surprise. Everyone thought they were going to pass by Hoa Quinzu on their way to Capo Frois; that’s what their initial course trajectory indicated. Even our archons don’t have informers amid the Mara Yama. So I will admit to you that I am hugely curious about the actual reason. Gahiji-Calder’s Family has absolutely no idea what they’ve done to upset Helena for her to play them in such an adversarial light. They’re worried it’s the start of their defenestration. So much so they might even sideline Gahiji-Calder from their family council as a show of solidarity with the throne.”

			“I thought you said you’re living a life of lonely piety.”

			“I may have spoken to a few old friends.”

			“You’re the best, daddy. Now I have to get back. Those princesses won’t go to bed by themselves.”

			“I miss you.” He kissed her fondly and took her hand again. “But, please, be careful what you say about our queen,” he told her through their connection. “She is your mother, after all. You should know that being her daughter will not spare you if you antagonize her.”

			“Don’t worry about me. Her politics giftings were very comprehensive.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			 

			There was just something about the two new clients that made Zikar Tasot edgy. But then, everyone who ventured into his store had issues, pushing out vibes that varied from the terminally nervous to alpha macho. The ones he hated most were the type that projected calm menace and knew it.

			These clients didn’t fit into any of the normal categories. Nervous, sure, but also eager, as if they were testing him somehow. The man was middle-aged, with a round face and thinning hair that really needed some styling. And who thought leather trench coats were a thing, especially at midday in Santa Rosa during the dry season? The woman wasn’t much better. Zikar had never gone in for the whole syb-vampyrie jewel trend, but she’d gotten a pair of the translucent cell clumps attached to her earlobes, where they glimmered like some weird deep-sea fish, pulsing with every heartbeat. The ancient tech was in a resurgence right now; wearing it was fast becoming a political statement in Santa Rosa. The parasitic way that synthetic cells fed off human blood had been taken up by various factions to denote the way Celestials leeched off human work and lived a shining life because of it.

			The two of them had been vouched for by Brarat, who ran with the Yashtol Grid—a gang out of Santa Rosa’s western districts. Zikar had supplied them with customized bioware for getting on twelve years now. They were tight, which is why he’d let these two into his store. The front was a repair shop for andys (specializing in mid-size civic systems) and looked more like an abandoned junk pile than a working enterprise, but the back was where the real work was done, the stuff that paid for his studio in a decent part of town as well as a rather nice apartment out in Hafnir, just a couple of blocks back from the beach.

			His view lens band showed him the result of the scans that were made when they walked through into the workshop at the back; the door frame was packed with sensors he’d tuned himself. They each carried a magpistol, but that was pretty much standard. Their lnc patches made him frown, as they seemed very high spec. He wondered if they’d got them direct from Travelers.

			The final result came in: the feature recognition search. They weren’t listed in any datacore he accessed.

			“Okay,” Zikar said, waving his arm around at the workbenches with their microsembly rigs and stacks of fabrication furnaces. “This is where the magic happens. What sort of tech are you looking for?”

			“Lifesaving,” the man said.

			“You need to be a bit more specific.”

			“We’re here to save your life,” the woman explained.

			Zikar kept his face expressionless and triggered the safeguard. His view lens crashed, going blank. “Asteria’s arse.” Now the panic started to rise.

			“No, really,” the man said. “You should listen to our offer. I don’t think you’ll last long without it.”

			“Okay, I’ve got some treasury accounts I can transfer over. It’s not much.”

			“Sir, are you offering a bribe to a police officer?” the woman asked.

			Zikar stood perfectly still; his patch reported it no longer had a lnc with the city’s net. “I am responding to a threat against my life, er, officer…?”

			“There was no threat made against your life,” the man said. “I am Officer Terence Wilson-Fletcher, and this is Officer Lućia Jørn. We are informing you there is a known threat against you, which is why we’re offering you police protection.”

			“Nice shakedown. Like I said, I have some treasury accounts. So let’s all just stay calm. That way everyone can walk away from this without any excitement.”

			“I don’t think you quite understand. There are three people on their way here, with orders to abduct you.”

			“So…all right, thank you for warning me. I can pay them off. Yeah? And you’ll carry the money to them?”

			His two tormentors exchanged a look of annoyance. “How is this guy a bioware expert?” Terence asked. “I thought you had to have functioning brain cells for that.”

			“Beats me,” Lućia said.

			“What the hell do you want?” Zikar demanded hotly.

			“I wasn’t kidding,” Terence said. He held out his city police badge, which Zikar’s lnc patch could connect to; it seemed genuine. “We are central district police officers, and we are here to keep you safe. Those three people are part of Eleven Toxix. Have you heard of that gang?”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			“The person who has put the contract on you was also responsible for what happened on Dearag Avenue a while back. Remember that? A lot of people hurt. Five dead—officially.”

			Now Zikar really didn’t know what to make of this. If it was a shakedown, it was the craziest ever. “Yeah.”

			“The Eleven Toxix team will take you from this place and interrogate you. Do you want that to happen?”

			“Well, no. But what’s it going to cost me?”

			“The answer.”

			“To what? Come on, man, you’re freaking me out here. What do you want?”

			“Your cooperation. I have a squad from the Armed Tactical Division in position at the back of these premises. So what I want to happen next is for you to leave with them. They will take you to a safe place while I intercept the abduction team. Once they have been taken into custody, I will ask you the question they were going to ask.”

			“Huh? This is…insane.”

			“Quite the opposite. You see, my real interest isn’t in you, it’s in whoever is paying them. And I’m hoping that both the question and the answer will take me closer to them.”

			“Oh, man; I don’t know.”

			“They are nine minutes out,” Lućia said. “We need five to get you clear. Make your mind up. Now.”

			“And that, my friend, is a threat,” Terence told him. “Because if you run, they will come after you, and they are not going to stop until they have caught you. My guess is they won’t be happy with all the extra effort that’ll require.”

			“And afterward? If I go with your squad?”

			Terence shrugged. “That’s up to you. Live a good life as an honest citizen, or keep on supplying gangs with equipment that allows them to carry out acts of theft and violence.”

			“Huh?”

			“He means it doesn’t bother us,” Lućia told him. “Because either way, we now own you. We’ve saved your life, so maybe start showing some gratitude.”

			“I don’t…I just…I can’t…This is too much.”

			“Then run,” Terence said. “We won’t stop you. We’ll just move on to whoever their next victim is.”

			“Shit!”

			“Eight minutes thirty seconds,” Lućia said.

			“Okay, all right, what do you want me to do?”

			

			—

			Sergeant Yelice was waiting outside the store’s rear loading bay, wearing light armor. Five of his squad accompanied him, closing in on a slump-shouldered Zikar.

			“So,” Yelice said, “is this an official special op, or one of your special, special ops?”

			Terence grinned at him. “Don’t know yet.”

			“Typical.” He looked at Lućia. “Nice vampyries.”

			“Thanks.”

			Yelice handed Terence the case he’d brought. Zikar eyed with some apprehension the green wand Terence took out. “What’s that?”

			“Just keep still,” Terence told him, and held the wand up in front of his face. The scan took about twenty seconds.

			“Really?” Yelice said. “You’re actually going to use one of those?”

			“The othervisor? Yes, I really am.”

			“Nobody uses othervisors. They’re like Earth-basic crap.”

			“So no one will be expecting it, then, will they?” Terence opened the case and watched the grid slowly extrude the flimsy mask. Yelice was right in that the idea was ancient, but the system Makaio-Faraji had provided used a sheet of synthetic biology cells; its inner surface was already shaped to fit perfectly over Terence’s face. The grid in the case was busy sculpting the outer surface to mimic Zikar’s features.

			As it came out, Terence took his coat off; underneath he was wearing the same kind of trousers and T-shirt as Zikar had on.

			“I thought those things took a couple of hours to produce,” Yelice said, peering at the othervisor.

			“This is the new version.”

			“Riiight.”

			Terence took the mask out and carefully placed it over his own face. Lućia helped shuffle it around until the fit was perfect. “Good to go,” she told him with only a small smirk.

			Terence sent a code through his lnc to trigger the adhesion. It felt like a chilly tissue had dropped onto his face.

			“Yeah, okay,” Yelice said grudgingly. “I gotta admit, that actually looks quite good. Congratulations. What ten-year-old doesn’t want to play archons and anarchists?”

			“Thanks.”

			“So where do you want us?”

			They settled on the small warehouse behind Zikar’s workshop. Yelice and two of his squad took up position amid the racks, with the door slightly open. Terence and Lućia went into the front shop to wait beside all the piles of andy detritus. His retina membrane played the feed from the flock of insect drones following the abduction team’s globecab. “Two minutes out,” he muttered.

			The whole situation was almost a repeat of the events that led up to the Bopbe disaster. An informer that one of Lućia’s agents had placed into Eleven Toxix had missed the actual meeting where Zikar’s abduction had been arranged, but shunted the information out that three gang members had been given the task from Bersche, one of Eleven Toxix’s lieutenants. He wanted to ask Zikar a few questions. The CI had tagged that straightaway. Terence agreed. Zikar didn’t have any single gang association, but he was known to supply customized biotech to anyone who could afford it without prejudice; the whole thing was too similar for a coincidence.

			His flock of synthetic biology insects showed him the globecab pulling up outside. “We’re on.”

			They came in with a swagger—hard men with Lidon biotech muscle grafted into their bodies, giving them unnaturally wide shoulders. Terence was pleased he didn’t chuckle; that would have been way out of Zikar’s character. But the shoulders did make it look like they had too-small heads. One of them walked straight up to the counter Terence and Lućia were standing behind. The other two took out magrail guns with auto-pump magazines.

			Lućia let out an authentic-sounding gasp and pressed up beside Terence.

			“You Zikar?” the first one asked in an accent so thick and slurry Terence could barely understand it.

			“I don’t want no trouble,” he said. “Please. I got some treasury accounts I can transfer over.” He could actually feel Lućia quiver when he said it.

			“Don’t need it.”

			“I’ll take his money—” the second gang soldier grunted.

			“Shut it. You.” A finger was jabbed right up to the bridge of Terence’s nose. “You’s coming with us.”

			“I’ll answer the questions,” Terence said. “Whatever Bersche wants to know.”

			“Uh, wot?”

			“Bersche,” Terence said. “He said I should come in to see him because he’d got some questions for me. I’ve been busy, that’s all. Nothing works in this city these days, so I’ve got a shit-ton of repairs. I wasn’t dissing him or nothing. Honest. Ask away.”

			“Come wiv us.”

			“Please, I’ve got four civic andys to get done before tomorrow. I can’t spare the time.”

			“I doesn’t fooking care. Come. Now.”

			“Oh, I get it, he doesn’t trust you with the questions.”

			“He trusts us, shithead!”

			“So what question?”

			“It’s about Toše,” the second one said. “Have you ever done any business with him?”

			“Shut it!” the first one said.

			“Why? I want the money he’s got.”

			“We ain’t here for that.”

			“Just saying. Who’s gonna know?”

			“Well, I would,” Terence said mildly.

			“Fuck off.”

			Terence’s retinal membrane showed him his target graphics aligned on the first man; he shot him with a nervejam bracelet that was covered by his shirt sleeve. Lućia’s shot knocked out the second one. Terence shifted his aim just as the silent man by the door realized something was badly wrong. The nervejam fired again. As the man fell, a kinetic from his magrail gun fired, blowing a big chunk out of the livestone ceiling. Terence and Lućia flinched down in unison.

			Yelice and his two squad mates hurried in. He studied the three prone figures on the floor and lifted his helmet visor. “I hope you remembered to inform them of their rights?”

			“Absolutely,” Lućia said. “ ’Course, they might not remember that part. What with the stress and all.”

			Terence ignored them as he studied the data coming up on his retina membrane. His CI was searching for records on Toše; the man was a security expert who had first appeared in Santa Rosa a hundred twenty years ago. He was highly regarded by Traveler Dynasties, who had hired him for several flights. Dilated age estimated to be a hundred sixty years; biological age estimated at thirty-eight. Current location unknown. Last verified location was High Rosa embarking on the Cybele’s Eagle, three years previously; flight destination believed to be Lidon.

			“Gotcha,” Terence announced happily.

			

			—

			The interview room down on basement level five was clearly having an effect on Zikar. He was squirming in his chair and constantly glancing around the room as if expecting it to change.

			Terence and Lućia walked in and stood on the other side of the table where he was sitting, both with concerned expressions. Perhaps a tinge of worry on their features, too.

			“What?” Zikar asked. “Didn’t they turn up?”

			“Oh, they turned up,” Lućia said. “Apologies for the hole a kinetic blew in your ceiling.”

			“Crap!”

			“Tell me about Toše,” Terence said. He held up a warning finger. “And do not say: ‘Who?’ ”

			“Nah, I get it. I did shape some items for him a couple of times.”

			“What, exactly?”

			“No weapons, if that’s what you’re looking for. You know I don’t do that, right?”

			“Yeah, you’re top of our upstanding citizen list. What did you make for him?”

			Zikar closed his eyes shut as if a bright light was shining at him. “Okay, first time was maybe twenty years ago now, though might have been longer. I don’t keep records, you know. It was a batch of standard perimeter drones, but with some added filters and thermal resistance. He was obviously off to some Remnant hellhole. Took some customized systems for his armor—processors with some heavy-duty decryption routines, so he could spy on comms signals he wasn’t included in, you know. Smart man; loyalties can get twisted out of shape when it comes to Remnant finds. Bounty-share agreements forgotten, that kind of thing.”

			“Okay, and the second time?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Zikar nodded in approval. “That was some neat work. I like me a challenge.”

			“Good for you. What was it?”

			“Drones, but with real high-quality sensors—I mean absolute top of the range. Heavy specialization.”

			“Which is used for what?”

			“Enhanced accuracy passive triangulation.” Zikar shrugged awkwardly at the looks he was getting. “Okay, so basically they’re used for target positioning. He had a weapon, see, a real beaut—a Remnant concluder. I’d never seen one before. I don’t think anyone on Gondiar has. But it’s real. Half of the performance comes from the rounds. They’re hypersonic and semi-smart; there’s all sorts of complicated tracking going on inside their tip to make sure they strike the point you’ve aimed at. See, with a sniper weapon, you can’t use laser illumination. Any half-decent defenseware will detect it and counter. So you need positioning.”

			“You said you didn’t do weapons,” Lućia reminded him.

			“Build them. I don’t build them…or supply them. This was like…augmentation. I mean it’s all fine and dandy having a weapon that can shoot a kinetic three or four kilometers, but even Remnant sensors have resolution issues over that distance. These drones he gave me were Remnant, too, so they can sneak through all sorts of sensors. You deploy them near the target, maybe half a kilometer out. They interface with the concluder’s targeting system; that was some of the sweetest work I’ve ever done. Took me a week to map the routines and code an interface it’d accept. Remnant gear, it doesn’t like giving up its routines, you know? I had to charge him a lot for that. But I did it. Use that concluder with my triangulation drones, and you’ll have the target’s position down to less than a millimeter. And their whole profile, not just the center of mass. You can choose exactly what part you want to hit with real precision. See, the concluder rounds have proton-boosted explosive tips, triple sequence, so they can hammer-blast their way through whatever kind of armor you’re wearing before they blow up inside you. But even then, if the target’s wearing armor, that might not be enough. With this, you can scope out where the joints are. They’re narrow, just a few millimeters, but they’re always the weak point. So you can go in at the neck. Or shoulder, that’s probably a bigger gap. Get a kinetic to penetrate the shoulder and detonate—man, the blast will purée half the torso.”

			“Asteria, you are one sick little shit,” Lućia said.

			“No way. I’m just tech support. I don’t shoot anyone myself.”

			“That makes it all right, then?” Terence said acidly.

			“This kind of thing, it’s for a battlefield,” Zikar insisted. “Kill or be killed. If you want to survive, you have to have the best equipment. I don’t discriminate who I build for. Everyone knows that. Don’t blame me because someone wants to make sure they live.”

			

			—

			Terence’s globecab picked him up from the central district police station in the middle of the afternoon. One of the advantages of his appointment as Director of Special Operations meant nobody questioned his office hours. The other advantage being his office itself: a discrete suite of secure rooms on the top floor of the block with an amazing view of the orbital tower eight kilometers away.

			He settled onto the curving bench and told the cab manager to dim the windows. The vehicle set off for the Hovey train station, which was over in the Leishai district on the eastern side of Santa Rosa. There was a grin on his face that was impossible to banish; coming out of the operation left him exhilarated. He hadn’t been out in the field, not at the sharp end, for over seven years now. Admittedly, it hadn’t been that active a role, but still…he’d pulled it off. Better still, they’d actually got a name: Toše.

			“Run the network structures for me,” he told his personal CI. After walking out on Zikar, he and Lućia had spent the best part of two hours refining their latest chart of the two archon networks that were operating on Gondiar. In his retina membrane, they were colorful diagrams of lines arranged like an inverted pyramid, with the archon at the bottom, then branching and multiplying upward.

			“Call them archon networks two and three,” Lućia had said at the start of the mapping process. “After all, we’re number one.”

			Number Two, then, was a standard network starting with the archon—who they didn’t know. Lućia’s guess was the Mara Yama, especially now that they had a fleet at Hoa Quinzu. Terence wasn’t sure about that, but couldn’t come up with anything more plausible. Besides, that was what Makaio-Faraji had speculated.

			The first level above the archon were the operatives and couriers: individuals they’d identified bringing funds to Gondiar—a few from Anoosha but mainly off Traveler starships. In turn, their contacts were mostly councilors in Human Liberation, but increasingly Regal Democracy. That was inevitable. Josias was becoming more and more popular as his party grew, aided in no small part by numbers of Human Liberation switching their support to him. Like Terence, Network Two also had informants scattered across the gangs, but on a much smaller scale. Terence and Lućia now had more than two hundred people of Network Two identified, which was extremely satisfying; so many years of dreary observation and correlation had actually paid dividends.

			In his reports back to Makaio-Faraji, he had to admit that they still didn’t understand what the Network Two archon’s goal was. The informers were being paid a lot of kilowatts, and yes, they were well placed to report on human activities and possibly future behavior and trends, but every summary showed it was poor value for the money, especially compared to the network Terence had set up. The only thing he didn’t know was the name of whoever was running the organization for the archon, and it bugged him. Because Bopbe had known, or claimed, that Network Three belonged to Sahdiah, who Makaio-Faraji said was an archon for the Talloch-Te Dominion. And Network Three was the one that was hunting down members of Network Two. But for what reason was also still unknown.

			Terence switched to a display of Network Three. Again it was primarily an information-gathering operation. It had the same layers of operatives, agents, and informers, all siphoning knowledge out of administration officials and key underworld figures. The similarities among the three of them were almost unnerving, except for this clandestine conflict between Two and Three. He had no idea what that was about or what had triggered it.

			“A vendetta,” Lućia had decided.

			“Why?” Terence asked.

			“It fits, and we have nothing else, so humor me and go with it as a working theory. Two did something, caused some damage to Three—probably a hit. Three doesn’t know who carried out the act, so they’re snatching members of Two and interrogating them to find the culprit. And it must have been someone important, because the way they’ve reacted, this revenge-at-all-costs nonsense has exposed them.”

			Terence scanned the Network Two schematic as he considered what she said. “We didn’t have Toše as a member of Two, but he’s clearly important. Maybe they contracted him to do a hit for them; that would fit.”

			“So whoever runs Three thinks he is responsible for the hit, or knows who is?”

			“That’s about the size of it. And we know he has a Remnant Era super-assassin rifle, so he could be the one that made the hypothetical hit.”

			“You’re right. We’ll go with that until the actual reason comes along.”

			

			—

			The globecab slowed to a halt.

			“Obstruction at the next junction,” its drive manager said.

			“Clear windows.” Terence looked out at a row of stationary globecabs and commercial vehicles stretching along the road to the junction up ahead. There was a clash of hologram projectors in the air above it, fantasy animals weaving about the sky. A fast movement along the pavement caught his eye. He turned quickly and saw a spindly four-legged andy scampering past. The machine was the size of a dog; Terence thought he recognized it as some kind of construction variant. It stopped and clambered easily up the wall of an apartment block. Long, ropelike arms uncoiled on both sides, and their tips started spraying shinepaint.

			“Oh, Asteria, not this lot again,” Terence grumbled. He opened the globecab door and got out. Sure enough, there was the sound of music coming from the junction. His police lnc was displaying traffic symbols, showing nearby roads and avenues jammed with vehicles. The protestors had very strategically blocked five nearby junctions in excellent synchronization. The red lines were spreading out fast across the district as more vehicles joined the queues. Everyone could get in, but not out. It had happened too quickly for the traffic CI to divert people, and Terence was almost at the center of it.

			Other passengers were also getting out. Terence started walking toward the junction. On the wall beside him, the andy had sprayed a Q, and was now skittering sideways to begin the next letter. I’ll bet that’s going to be an I, he thought. The whole stupid Q-I-X thing was now a signature of the Dawnkey idiots—overentitled kids protesting the Goddess alone knew what. Grievances that seemed to change with each protest, but all of which ended in the mantra: Our Queen would never let this fill-in-today’s-complaint outrage happen.

			His CI reported the local net was glitching. “Nodes are subject to a crude deep burn,” it told him. “The civic management CI will purge it.”

			Which it would, Terence knew, because it always did. But in the meantime people would be denied access, and that never went well. Gondiar citizens considered their lnc to be as important as breathing; any interruption was basically the apocalypse. And, boy, does Dawnkey know it. The attention the protestors got was always disproportionate to the inconvenience they actually caused.

			His lnc to the secure police net showed him the district stations were now aware of the disturbance. Squad cars were on their way. As he got close to the junction, he could see the Dawnkey protestors—about fifty people sitting in the middle of the road, all of them wearing flamboyant animated clothes, long ribbons swirling around them like colorful twisters. Eight of them at the center of the junction were playing instruments, churning out some kind of fierce protest song. Terence gritted his teeth; Vanilda had been playing it for a week.

			A couple of constables had reached the junction. Police protocol for unlicensed protests was to officially inform the perpetrators they were causing a civic disturbance with their activity, and that they had five minutes to stop and leave. In the meantime…

			People who’d gotten out of their stalled globecabs were yelling at the gaudy protestors. The constables had to stop reasoning with the Dawnkey group and warn the frustrated and increasingly angry public not to make threats. Someone started kicking a projector, and several holographic creatures circling overhead began to flicker. That brought a burst of cheering.

			High up in the big old blackwillows surrounding the junction, a family of macaques gibbered away and started throwing overripe fruit down on the gathering crowd. Messages in the police lnc were getting frantic.

			Terence had a choice. As the senior officer on the scene he could take charge, and—what exactly?

			

			—

			The party on the bluff above Rydemouth Village beach had been going for a while. Terence knew the signs: air thick with the smell of cooked meat on the line of barbecues, people swigging from bottles, tribal groups forming, voices a little too loud, youngsters drifting away from their parents. He caught sight of Jimena in a cluster of people, animated and happy, swapping gossip. He managed to put a name to most of them—all neighbors from the same avenue of livestone villas that ran behind the beach.

			Jimena smiled and gave him a hug. “You’re so late! What happened?”

			“I had to walk to Hovey station.”

			“What? Why?”

			He sighed. “Dawnkey.”

			“Oh, not again!”

			“Yes.”

			“Poor you.” She handed him a bottle of beer, which he accepted gratefully.

			“I don’t get it,” Bryci said. “The police should ship them off to a rehab farm. Teach the buggers some manners.”

			“Yeah,” Terence said. Bryci and his family lived in a villa two down from his, and had views on law and order that were uncompromising—views Terence and Jimena had heard quite a lot of recently. “Sentencing is actually down to the courts, not the police.”

			“So tell the courts to act. Or send a riot squad in and crack a few heads together.”

			A bit strong, Terence didn’t say. “People are entitled to their opinion.”

			“Not that lot. Never done a day’s work in their life, none of them. I mean, what were they whining about this time?”

			“I believe it was housing pressure.”

			“Livestone only grows so fast. Morons.”

			“Yeah, I know, but what can you do?”

			“I know what I’d bloody do. But we’re not allowed, of course. I’m going to be voting for Josias’s lot next time round. He’s right; we need our own laws, tough ones. The bloody marchioness and governor are being too liberal with these arseholes.”

			“Terence, could you help with the barbecue, please?” Jimena said. “I volunteered you two hours ago. Aljan had to fill in for you.”

			“Oh, right.” Terence held his bottle up in salute to Bryci and walked away as fast as politely possible. “Thank you.”

			“How bad was it?” she asked quietly.

			“Same as usual—block some junctions and snarl the traffic. By the time we do haul them away, it takes the traffic CI an hour to clear the routes.” He grinned. “Quite clever when you think about it.”

			“Unless you happen to be needing medical help, or you’re trying to collect the kids from school. Or you really need the police.”

			“Yeah. Actually, I need to check something.”

			“What?”

			“Something Bryci just said.” Someone smart planned those tactics, even though Dawnkey claims to be a collective. Someone who understands human nature, and how to manipulate it. So who’s going to benefit the most?

			He looked at the row of barbecues. Aljan wasn’t cooking on any of them. Instead his son was with a group of friends down on the beach, with his arm around a girl. Terence wasn’t entirely surprised to see it was Laurella, the daughter of Otylia and Josias. They’d been hanging out for a couple of months now. He rather approved.

			“I don’t really need to cook, do I?”

			“Of course not.”

			“I love you.”

			Jimena laughed.

			“Dad!” Vanilda was waving eagerly, smiling as she hurried over.

			Terence did his best not to frown at the bikini top she was wearing along with some equally small shorts. And—he let out a tiny moan when he saw the glimmer of syb-vampyrie clumps shimmering beneath the bikini fabric.

			“Not a word,” Jimena ordered sotto voce.

			Vanilda came running up, her smile brightening. “Did you see it?”

			“See what?” Terence asked.

			She gripped both of his hands and squeezed enthusiastically. “The Dawnkey protest, silly. It was near your office.”

			“Yes, I saw it. They jammed up the traffic in most of the Kladmo district. That’s the reason I’m so late.”

			“What was it like? Was it really intense? I didn’t get much from the feeds.”

			“Well, you wouldn’t, because they glitched the net.”

			“Oh, brilliant!”

			“Not if you happened to get caught it in, no.”

			“Daddy! How else are we going to get people’s attention? Nobody listens. The governor won’t release more land for housing. It’s a scandal. Look around.” She gestured extravagantly as she spun in a complete circle. “This is what we can achieve when we’re out from under Celestial restriction. There’s like ten billion trillion square kilometers on Gondiar. Why can’t they make it available?”

			“I dunno. Oh, because it’s being farmed?”

			“Not all of it! Open your eyes.”

			“You do know this isn’t the way to gain public support, don’t you? All Dawnkey are doing is annoying people. Quite badly in some cases.”

			“No. What they’re actually doing is drawing people’s attention to the injustices that we have to live under. What’s wrong with that? Don’t you want people to start thinking and questioning for themselves? Protest is the real voice of the people, not the Celestial sanitized bullshit opinions that get pumped into the feeds by their sycophant arsehole councilors.”

			“Hey, language.”

			“That’s your take on our cause?” She backed away, pulling a larger-than-life crestfallen expression. “Not angry, just disappointed.” She wagged a finger at him, then laughed as she ran off.

			Terence turned to Jimena. “Or as she used to say: I’m glad you’re home, dad.”

			“Were you never a teenager?”

			“If I was, it’s so long ago I don’t remember.”

			Jimena gave him a hug. “Come on, ancient man, let’s get you some food.” She started to steer him to one of the tables with a few burgers left. “And we’ll be talking to Otylia after this. She’s on the committee for Hafnir’s new sports arena, but really I want to talk about some new apartment blocks. We have to provide something for all the kids growing up here.”

			Terence looked around. It was easy enough to find Otylia; as always she was the center of the biggest group on the beach. Over the last few years they’d become quite friendly with her and Josias. Hafnir was big on community, with plenty of parties and events; he and Jimena had been having some very real conversations lately about making it their permanent home.

			“And don’t mention Josias,” Jimena warned.

			“Why not?”

			“He’s having an affair with some activist woman in his Regal Democrats party.”

			“What, again?”

			“Yes.”

			“What’s this, the fourth?”

			“I just told you,” she said, smiling and waving at Otylia, “shush.”

			They started to make their way over. Terence wondered if Otylia knew he was an archon’s representative. They’d never spoken about it at all the parties they went to, but she was a Jalgori-Tobu. Perhaps that was the reason she did socialize with him. Or maybe she was just a genuinely nice person.

			Stop overthinking everything, he told himself sternly.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			 

			The Wynid delegation had been allocated one of five fanciful Bavarian-style castles in the Cortona habitat as their official residence for the duration of the Hoa Quinzu security review council called by the empress. Makaio-Faraji paused on the building’s twelfth-floor balcony to stare across the cylindrical landscape. The Cortona was a cylinder sixty kilometers long and fifteen wide, attached to the Bassa georing. Its main feature was the endcap that pointed down at the capital world: a transparent hemisphere of ultrabonded crystal providing an incredible panorama of the planet below. Then there was its climate, which was unusual for a habitat where tropical or at least sub-tropical was standard. Cortona had been built for a temperate environment, and even had a sophisticated meteorological mechanism extending down its axis to generate snow. Its landscape was sculpted to provide exceptionally tall mountain ranges and long, winding valleys, so that during the four months of the year when it was covered in snow, its residents could enjoy the finest winter sport adventures.

			With the habitat’s internal lighting turned off for the night, Makaio-Faraji had no hint of the massive crystal dome; it really did look like the cylinder was open to space. When he turned to look down the habitat, the white winterscape mountains were illuminated by soft silvery planetlight. Valleys were dotted with golden lights from thousands of lodges that occupied the lower slopes. More snow was falling, big flakes drifting gently down in the windless atmosphere.

			“At times like this, I don’t even know why we bother with planets anymore,” he told Neusch and Soltz, his six-year-old sons. “Aesthetically, this takes some beating.”

			“Yes, father,” Soltz said, always the dutiful one.

			While Neusch said, “Yeah,” and scraped snow off the wide balustrade and squeezed it into a snowball, which he promptly dropped. All three of them leaned over to watch it fall. It vanished from sight after just a few seconds.

			Makaio-Faraji led them around the castle’s curving wall until they reached the door to suite seven. Lord Ualana-Shoigu was waiting inside. Makaio-Faraji was interested to see if the rumors were true, that the archon had only the smallest bloodstone ridges on his head. From the brief talks Makaio-Faraji had with family members after he arrived, it seemed that, for whatever reason, Helena-Thyra had chosen not to cultivate bloodstone. Now the rest of the court were dutifully following suit, with every new host body possessing only the smallest embellishment, if any. Wynid’s capital city, too, was abandoning what they were now calling a fad. The large biotechnology enterprises that produced the kernels were struggling. In another hundred years, bloodstone might be finished completely.

			A pair of androids led Neusch and Soltz away to a lounge while Makaio-Faraji exchanged self-perceptuals with the chief archon.

			“Congratulations on your appointment, sir,” he began. Knowing this was going to be a difficult session, he’d chosen a rider that should help keep him serene. Lord Gahiji-Calder had been tough, but he wasn’t expecting Ualana-Shoigu to be any easier on him.

			Ualana-Shoigu nodded dismissively. “A beautiful sight, is it not, Lord Makaio-Faraji?” he said, gesturing out of the window. Out beyond the endcap, Bassa was becoming a bright crescent as the terminator slipped across the planet.

			Do all chief archons start by talking about what’s outside their window? He felt a little disappointed; he and Ualana had a history that went back millennia. Surely I’ve earned the right to straight talk, not metaphor? “It is indeed, sir.”

			“Night enveloping a planet. It cannot be held back. Not ever. But this too will pass. That is the nature of things in this universe. The very stars themselves have an unbroken rhythm from creation until collapse.”

			“Yes, they do.”

			“Unless a fucking great cataclysm hits.”

			Here we go. “Quite.”

			“My most excellent predecessor dispatched you out into the void to discover exactly which dominion’s archon had the balls to run an operation on one of our planets, correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“And the answer is…?”

			“My operation on Wynid has mapped two hostile archon networks active on that planet. We think one is controlled by Sahdiah.”

			“You think it is?”

			“The other network believes so, yes.”

			“So no potential for disinformation there.”

			“There is a very professional communications protocol in place with the head of the network and the controller.”

			“Oh, so you have the heads of these networks, do you?”

			“We are very near to confirming one.”

			“Who?”

			“He’s called Toše. If he is not the head, he is close to them.”

			“Where is he?”

			“On a Traveler starship, the Cybele’s Eagle. It left for Lidon five years ago.”

			“He can hardly be the head of a network if he’s not there, now can he?”

			“He is at the top, sir,” Makaio-Faraji said recklessly. “How many share that position is unknown at the moment.”

			“I don’t think we’ve ever run an operation this pitifully inadequate before. Frankly, it’s a disgrace. You have failed us very badly, Makaio-Faraji.”

			“Sir, the contacts I have built are invaluable. They—”

			“No, they’re not. Even a human could have done this job better.”

			“There are ships operating inside the HeSea,” Makaio-Faraji announced; the news might convince Ualana-Shoigu he wasn’t entirely useless. “They fly out of some outpost of an unknown dominion on the other side from Tinaja. Anyone hiding themselves this close to us must be hostile.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“An alliance I’ve cultivated with Olomo meant he entrusted me with the information. A Heresy science vessel detected them. I’d like to propose we send a joint mission to find out everything we can. Olomo is certainly open to the proposition if—”

			“No.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I said no. The ships are not unknown. The navy is aware of them.”

			Not even the rider could stop the expression of incredulity on Makaio-Faraji’s face. “You know about them? Who are they?”

			“It’s classified, but let’s just say certain Celestial elements who fled Malakbel after the Formation War ended up there. They are irrelevant to the Crown Dominion; their technology is barely higher than human level, so they certainly don’t pose a threat.”

			“Why was I not told?” Makaio-Faraji asked indignantly.

			“Because you do not need to know.”

			“Sir, I am an archon of Wynid, assigned to Kelowan and beyond. I am loyal to our great queen and have served her well. Tinaja has a Gate of Heaven route that connects it directly to Kelowan. I should have been told.”

			“That wasn’t my decision. And I’m clearly not the only chief archon who doubts your abilities.”

			“That is not—”

			“Enough. Lord Makaio-Faraji, Her Majesty appreciates everything you have done to keep Her realm secure. So do I. Apart from this latest problem, your tenure has been successful.”

			“No,” Makaio-Faraji started. “Please, Ualana-Shoigu, don’t do this. My people are so close to confirming the origin of both networks. They’ve spent decades on this mission; they’re the best.”

			Ualana-Shoigu shook his head and gave Makaio-Faraji a weary glance. “You put me in a difficult position.”

			“Let me finish this. I will prepare all my operations ready to hand over to whoever you choose as my successor, and I will stand aside willingly; I will tell my Family it is my choice. But let me expose these networks.”

			Ualana-Shoigu stared at him for a long time, his face expressionless. “You may retain the Gondiar operation for a maximum of ten years. I will award archon status to Lady Asahi-Iryna, who will assume responsibility for all other operations you are running. And, Makaio-Faraji, that includes liaison with our so-called ally archons such as Olomo. You will sit down with her here at the security conference and gift her every relevant detail. Understood?”

			“I understand.”

			

			—

			“What happened, father?” Neusch asked as they walked back along the balcony.

			“You look unhappy,” Soltz chimed in.

			“Well, I’ve got some good news. I’m going to hand over my duties to another archon, so we can start to think about spending a lot more time at the family estate. After all, one of you will be starting your life there.”

			“Did you hear that?” Neusch taunted his brother. “You’re going to grow a life of your own.”

			“Am not. I’m the perfect host body.”

			“Father…”

			“Please don’t,” Makaio-Faraji said. “Not tonight. I don’t know which of you I will choose. Actually—”

			“Yes?” they chorused eagerly.

			“You will both probably become new family members. This host of mine is still young; I only had the pair of you because of the dangers an archon faces.” Interestingly, yet unsurprisingly, when he looked down at the pair of them, it was Neusch who seemed unhappy at the idea of not being his next host body.

			“Why are you giving up?” Neusch asked. “You love what you do. Oh—I’m sorry, father. He replaced you, didn’t he? Helena-Thyra is really serious about rebuilding her court with hardliners, isn’t she? I thought you were hardline. Your gifts and my attitude says you are.”

			“Our queen knows what she’s doing,” Makaio-Faraji said automatically. At least, I hope she does. There were events in the Crown Dominion of which he clearly knew nothing, like the clandestine station beyond the HeSea, which it seemed Helena and the senior court had known about for centuries. It was quite humbling, finding out how little he was regarded by Ualana-Shoigu and presumably Gahiji-Calder before. After all, Kelowan was my assignment.

			“When will we go back to Wynid, father?” Soltz asked.

			“I have been granted ten years to finish the Gondiar assignment, so after that.”

			Neusch tipped his head to one side. “Ten years dilated or ten years biological?”

			Makaio-Faraji opened his mouth to answer. Closed it. He grinned down at his sons. “That is a very good question.”

			

			—

			The log fire was contained inside a big globular iron brazier, itself hanging on a long chain from the apex of the Verak castle hall’s vaulted ceiling. Although the flames burned fiercely, often flaring out past the metal bands, no smoke rose out to coat the ceiling with soot, and no ash fell on the conference table below. Thyra also noticed there didn’t seem to be a feed mechanism to add new logs. Yet she was sure the whole thing was real. The heat coming from it certainly was, and the vaguely comforting smell. The memories she’d abducted from Helena’s dying mind didn’t hold any answers.

			And Helena wouldn’t care, so I mustn’t.

			Meaning she ignored the miniature medieval version of a sun above as Carolien-Amaia droned on patronizingly. “The Ratarajan Dominion have fallen back on a simple wait-and-observe strategy.”

			“I’d hardly call that a strategy,” Luus-Marcela said scathingly. “More like a not-knowing-what-the-hell-to-do-and-hope-the-problem-goes-away approach.”

			“Did you expect something else from the Ratarajan?” Thyra asked archly.

			“Ladies, could we focus, please?” the empress said wearily. “Does anyone have information different from the general navy assessment about the true military capability of the Ratarajan Dominion?”

			“We haven’t had a chance to examine the systems capability of those spheres they live in for a couple of centuries,” Inessa-Pierina said. “They’re quite potent when they combine.”

			“Not as potent as their new warship variants,” Ramona-Ursule said. She shrugged at the accusing looks the other queens gave her. “What? One of the Nizinsk science academy research ships flew past their Avalby asteroid navy complex. It has good sensors.”

			“And you were going to inform us of this when?” Carolien-Amaia inquired with acid sweetness.

			“No time like the present.” Ramona-Ursule smiled back.

			“What’s your conclusion?” Thyra asked bluntly.

			“The Ratarajan Dominion would win, but it would cost them; those Mara Yama citadel ships are tough bitches. Our estimate is the Ratarajan Dominion would suffer twenty-three percent losses.”

			“Of their navy?”

			“Of their dominion.”

			“Shit.”

			“And that is only an estimate. We don’t actually know what kind of surface warrior the Mara Yama have cooked up in their obscene synthoid vats. It could be a lot worse if they managed to get through Ratarajan orbital defenses and landed. The Ratarajans would have to go pre-emptive, which they don’t have the psychology for.”

			“I don’t care what kind of misbegotten Changeling soldier the Mara Yama conjure up,” Luus-Marcela said. “Nothing biological could defeat a Ratarajan sphere.”

			“Care to wager?” Ramona-Ursule asked lightly.

			“The spheres’ll just zip out of reach.”

			“Unless the Mara Yama have nightmare pterodactyl derivatives. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

			“Ladies!” Carolien-Amaia said. “The Ratarajan Dominion won’t launch a pre-emptive strike for the same reason we won’t. Nobody wants to be fending off Mara Yama fleets for the next ten thousand years. So, what are we going to do?”

			“They’re here for the HeSea,” Luus-Marcela said. “We all know that. Our agreement at Carolien’s ascension to increase our naval strength should now be revised upward.”

			“Really?” Thyra said. “That’s it? Just build more ships? That sounds like a Ratarajan response to me. I mean, explain to us what exactly you’ll do with these new warships.”

			“Their existence will be a warning to the Mara Yama.”

			Thyra laughed derisively. “Nearly every dominion can destroy a Mara Yama fleet if their backs are to the wall. The reason nobody does is for fear of the eventual consequence—that they don’t just swarm, they mass. It’ll take a couple of thousand years for them all to reach the Poseidon Nebula, but they’ll come. Then we really will be up shit creek.”

			“So what do you propose?” Carolien-Amaia asked airily.

			“Annex Capo Frois.”

			“What?”

			Luus-Marcela chortled in delight and applauded. The other queens were giving Thyra calculating looks.

			“How does that help us?” Ramona-Ursule asked.

			“Luus-Marcela is quite right in one respect,” Thyra said. “Increasing our naval strength is a warning to the Mara Yama. But it is a warning now. The Mara Yama’s Great Game is played in extreme long term. They already know we are resolute and that we can destroy the fleet swarming around de Verya. What they want to know is how we will react to a provocative incursion like this, so they can plan accordingly. Annexing Capo Frois is one of our goals anyway. Our archons have weakened their political structure. They depend on us for trade and fuel, and forty-seven percent of their population are Imperial Celestials; the rest are biologically diverse. Calling themselves the Uthara Dominion is misleading; it’s more like a politically necessary alliance of different species, especially on Santoni-O. It would be ours in two hundred years anyway; we agreed on that. I say advance the timescale and send a combined fleet and just replace their government with a governor appointed by the empress.”

			“None of this affects the Mara Yama situation,” Inessa-Pierina complained.

			“Oh, dearest sister, it does,” Thyra corrected. “Our need to be strong when dealing with the Mara Yama is in the future, and that strength comes with an economic price—one that may be so costly it disturbs the stability our subjects enjoy, and which it is our personal burden to guarantee. So by absorbing the industrial capacity of Capo Frois and its population, we will be able to expand our economy at almost no price to our core star systems. Then when the time comes, we will be able to build more warships with less cost to our overall economy. It also hits the problem right back at the Mara Yama. Their fleet’s original course was taking them to Capo Frois, was it not? If that becomes part of the Crown Dominion, we will legitimately be able to deny them access when they eventually move on from Hoa Quinzu. They will be the ones who have to make the next move in this game they are playing against us, so it will be us who tests their resolve and intent. We will be the ones who can plan effectively.”

			“I like it,” Luus-Marcela said.

			“In addition, I would suggest we increase our archon operations in the region around Hoa Quinzu,” Thyra said. “Stir up some trouble in the Caralax Dominion and the Jodian—and possibly the Gollaren Dominion as well. As our dear empress suggested at her council, a few false flag atrocities might result in our honorable neighbors taking action against the apparent culprit fleet, again allowing us to test the resolve of the Mara Yama.”

			“And if they respond by sending more of their fleets?” the empress inquired.

			“Then we know what we must do, and we will have the time to prepare.”

			“You would genocide them?”

			“I would rather it was them than us, and we have the military capability to ensure it.”

			“My dear Helena-Thyra, I see the rumors of your new stance are not exaggerated.”

			“Thank you, empress. Politics was the necessary attribute to steer the Crown Dominion through the great period of calm we have blessed our subjects with. But that calm time is ending, and to get through the long years ahead, we will each need the strength that I know slumbers within each of us. We will rise to the occasion once again and show this Centauri Cluster of ours that we are not the decadent dominion they have misjudged us to be.”

			“It might work,” Luus-Marcela said with a nice show of reluctance.

			Thyra granted her a small smile of thanks. She could see that all of them were enthused by the notion of annexing Capo Frois. Stability was a fine concept, but you could have too much of it—especially if your age was measured in millennia and you could increase your wealth and power with zero personal risk.

			“I would like to propose to our empress that we four queens will each bring a Royal Fleet to Kelowan in ten years’ time, to combine with the Imperial Fleet under her command,” Thyra said.

			“It pleases me to put Queen Helena-Thyra’s proposal to the vote,” Carolien-Amaia said formally—and perhaps a little eagerly. “All those in favor?”

			Five Regal hands were raised with studied nonchalance.

			“The proposal is carried. Instructions will be passed to our respective admiralties to coordinate Our noble venture. For the Eternal Crown Dominion.”

			“For the Eternal Crown Dominion,” the queens agreed.

			

			—

			It was a modest lodge twenty kilometers from the majestic castles at the end of the Cortona habitat, and also distant from its neighboring residences. When Makaio-Faraji’s skicab arrived at the front door, the snow was halfway up the walls. Golden light shone through the windows to splash across the pristine white snow field outside. Smoke trickled out of the tall black chimney at one end. It was all delightfully anachronistic.

			An android opened the thick wooden door for him, and more light streamed out. It showed Makaio-Faraji into the lounge where the fire burned in a wide stone hearth. The walls were made from stacked logs that were beveled together perfectly at the corners. Lord Gahiji-Calder rose from a broad couch and put out his hand, his unfashionable old robe swirling around his bloodstone extrusions.

			“Thank you for agreeing to see me,” Makaio-Faraji said after they exchanged self-perceptuals. “I wish—” He stopped as another Celestial stepped into the room. “Lord Jolav-Dabny?” He turned to Gahiji-Calder. “I thought this to be a private meeting.”

			Jolav-Dabny offered his hand. Makaio-Faraji reluctantly exchanged self-perceptuals.

			“Two of us meeting can be construed as old friends catching up,” Gahiji-Calder said. “Especially as you and I seem to share the predicament of our services no longer being required by the court. But three of us meeting together could be misconstrued, and possibly even used against us. Lord Jolav-Dabny here has also had his court stature reduced of late.”

			Jolav-Dabny shrugged, which set his considerable bloodstone crescents rocking from side to side as if his neck could barely hold them anymore. “It is the way of all consorts once our royal spawn have aged to independence. I’m really only hanging on to my palace apartment as a courtesy given to the father of Her Majesty’s equerry.”

			“So what you need to ask yourself, Makaio-Faraji,” Gahiji-Calder said, “is do you wish to stay and engage in conversation with us?”

			Makaio-Faraji produced a sad grin. “I used to resort to a soothing rider for my sessions with you. Now I no longer see the need. The universe is not what it once was.”

			“Excellent,” Gahiji-Calder said. “Come, let us sit by the fire—three old men whose time has passed, discussing every wrong that has befallen the universe since we were in charge. What could be more traditional than that?”

			The lodge’s androids served them an enriched wine from one of the vineyards owned by Gahiji-Calder’s family. Makaio-Faraji started to speak, but his old boss held up a hand and waited until the androids had left. After that, Makaio-Faraji’s personal CI informed him a damping field was blocking the lounge.

			“You can speak freely in front of Jolav-Dabny,” Gahiji-Calder said.

			Makaio-Faraji gave the former consort a curious glance.

			“Ever the archon.” Jolav-Dabny chuckled. “I understand. Then to put you at ease, I am here because our beloved queen is behaving oddly. I would go so far as to question her current suitability to be on the throne.”

			Makaio-Faraji relaxed fractionally. Besides, he told himself, Helena-Thyra hardly needs to bother with the effort an entrapment requires. If she wants me removed, I’d already be floating home the long way around. Ualana-Shoigu would see to that. “I appreciate your candor,” he said. “Gahiji-Calder, I asked to see you because I too have a question. When you were chief archon, did you know there is an unknown dominion’s station at a red dwarf binary on the other side of the HeSea from Tinaja?”

			Whatever Gahiji-Calder had been expecting Makaio-Faraji to say, it obviously wasn’t that. “There’s what?” he exclaimed.

			Makaio-Faraji explained everything Olomo had told him.

			“The Wynid security council has never been aware of any Formation War survivors beyond the HeSea,” Gahiji-Calder said. “Not in all my time as chief archon, nor before. I would have known.”

			“Ualana-Shoigu claims otherwise,” Makaio-Faraji said. “And by implication, so does Helena-Thyra—unless he has conspired against her somehow. That’s why I’m here. Despite my resentment at the act, I understand why I was removed. She is realigning the court, the military, and her security services to a more active and aggressive state. And after today’s Imperial Council meeting, we now know why. But I’m trying to see if the two are connected.”

			“The Imperial security council resolution concerning Capo Frois took most people by surprise,” Jolav-Dabny said ruefully. “But it does fit with Helena-Thyra’s shift back to hardline policy. And actually, her policy shift isn’t that unusual—at least to those of us who were around before the Accord. I remember her and the other queens from those times. They were fierce back then, more so than she’s become in this new host of hers.”

			“I see. So could Ualana-Shoigu have influenced her somehow?”

			“Not a chance,” Gahiji-Calder said. “But he’s the reason we were glad you asked to see me.”

			“It is inconceivable to me that Ualana-Shoigu has become Helena-Thyra’s chief archon,” Jolav-Dabny said. “Ualana-Lyon utterly despised Thyra, and I cannot emphasize just how strong that hatred was. In private, he truly believed she had killed both of his congregant daughters.”

			“Yes,” Makaio-Faraji said. “I was at that First Trial. It was…disconcerting. But as I recall, Helena-Chione approved Thyra’s actions that day. I heard about Second Trial. Didn’t Thyra save your daughter?”

			“She did, but by then Ualana-Lyon was beyond reason.”

			“So what changed his mind?”

			“He had a theory about Thyra,” Jolav-Dabny said slowly. “Though to be honest, obsession would be more accurate. He blamed the girl’s innate ferocity on her bloodline. As far as he was concerned, her family was deemed poor stock. He actually feared her becoming a host for Helena.”

			“Yet when he returned from this supposed state business, she immediately appointed him chief archon,” Gahiji-Calder said. “That hurt, I do not mind admitting. I’m having to distance myself from my own family for fear they are tainted by association.”

			“There has to be an explanation,” Makaio-Faraji said, puzzled. “I’m sorry, I’m not current on court activities and intrigues. You said he returned—from where?”

			“We’re not sure,” Jolav-Dabny said. “Which is where you come in.”

			“In what way?”

			“I might not be chief archon anymore,” Gahiji-Calder said. “But I have contacts that go deep. It’s taken months, and a lot of favors called in, but I discovered that after Second Trial, when he lost Delfina, Ualana-Lyon took his sons Shoigu, Lucio, and Pavel with him on a ship, the Annoton. They departed Wynid and flew to the Kelowan system.”

			“They did?”

			“Yes. The Annoton was not listed as owned by the Panrako Family, so uncovering the link was not easy. Ualana-Lyon was clearly making considerable effort to hide what he was doing.”

			“Where did he go next?”

			“We don’t know. Though he—and he alone—returned, newly hosted in Shoigu, on a private Panrako yacht, the Edlynne. And painful as it is to admit it, I don’t have many resources in the Kelowan system. You, however…”

			“Ah.” Makaio-Faraji took a deep breath. “Ualana-Shoigu stripped me of every operation but one. He’s allowing me to finish investigating the two hostile archon networks on Gondiar.”

			“Interesting. Why?”

			Makaio-Faraji looked straight ahead. “Because I begged him.”

			“I wouldn’t have let that sway me.”

			“Yes; I am aware of that.”

			“In which case, until we know what is behind this alliance between Helena-Thyra and Ualana-Shoigu, you need to be extremely careful when you fly back there. I cannot believe he allowed you this favor without seeing some advantage for himself.”

			“I understand.”

			“So you’ll do it?” Jolav-Dabny said. “You’ll find out where the Annoton went? Presumably that’s where Lucio and Pavel are, too; they certainly never returned to Wynid.”

			“Count on it,” Makaio-Faraji said resolutely. He made a difficult decision; so much about the very notion was taboo. Just asking was calling into question the heroism of an entire generation of Imperial Celestials. “I hesitate to raise this, but did Ualana-Shoigu’s family ever validate Shoigu’s hosting with an imperātrix antithesis authentication?”

			Jolav-Dabny drew a sharp breath.

			“I was there in the Privy Council meeting when Ualana-Shoigu appeared,” Gahiji-Calder said solemnly. “His cousin, Lady Lachwin-Elif, exchanged self-perceptuals with him. She accepted his succession.”

			“The same Lady Lachwin-Elif who has not withdrawn from her seat on the Privy Council,” Jolav-Dabny said disapprovingly.

			“Which signifies just how close the Family Panrako is now allied with the Royal House,” Gahiji-Calder said in annoyance. He raised his glass to Makaio-Faraji. “That is the concern we should focus on, rather than dredge up an ancient nemesis. You know, I was on Kelowan the day Queen Zuberi was killed. I played my part in destroying the horror she was birthing. Nothing in those laboratories survived—not the biology, not the neurology. I watched her princesses and congregants die with my own eyes. We spared no one, not even the youngest. The nightmare died with them.”

			“Of course,” Makaio-Faraji said, but even so, now that he had dared mention it, the notion refused to abate. “I’ll start a search for the Annoton.”

			“I have one idea that might help,” Jolav-Dabny said. “Before he left, Ualana-Lyon was cursing Oneshot.”

			“Lord Bekket?”

			“Yes, indeed, the Master of the Court himself. Who came from Uixic. Which is in—”

			“The Kelowan system,” Makaio-Faraji concluded.

			“It’s as good a place for you to start as any,” Gahiji-Calder said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			 

			Three weeks after Vanilda’s graduation ceremony, Terence was still sulking. Along with four hundred other parents, he’d been in the school’s assembly hall, watching the senior year collect their grade one education certificate. Like all the other fathers, he’d tried not to let his pride show, but it was hard. He even felt a lump in his throat, which he’d always assumed was just an expression.

			Then at the reception afterward she told them she was going to work for an events promotion enterprise.

			“You’re taking a year off before college?” he’d asked. It hadn’t been mentioned before, but plenty of eighteen-year-olds had a break year.

			“No, dad, I’m not going to college. There’s no point. I can think for myself, thank you—and that’s all college teaches you…supposedly; we certainly don’t learn anything new. They’re just a con by Celestials to help enforce their orthodoxy on humans.”

			“Oh, for Asteria’s sake! Of course you learn something. Look at Aljan; he’s halfway through his medical course. He’s having a great time on campus, too.”

			“Yes, he’s learning which bit of Celestial tech to put on which injury. You can get that off a lnc.”

			“Look, I know you think Gondiar isn’t the best place in the Cluster to live, but a degree gives you an opportunity to make the best of it.”

			“Did you just seriously say ‘make the best of it’?”

			“Yes, actually, I did. Sweetheart, life anywhere is not easy, and making the best of it is what humans have been doing since before we ever left Old Earth. The best of it can be pretty good, you know.” Even as he said it, he knew he was losing the argument—an argument he shouldn’t even be having, as Jimena’s expression was making very clear.

			“Best isn’t good enough, dad. Not for me. Not for a lot of us, actually.”

			“A law degree will allow you to challenge the system.”

			“Sure, make changes so small nobody will ever know they exist. You think Josias would ever settle for that?”

			“Oh, I’m sure he wouldn’t.”

			“And we’re allowed to study law. So what? It’s not our law. It’s the rules of the settlement constitution, which is imposed on us by them. How about science? Am I allowed to study science? Of course I’m bloody not; not real science. Not pure research, nothing that would allow us to increase the human knowledge base, and Asteria forbid, build our own ZPZ generators or nano-bio or ultrabonded material or microfusion generators. All our technology is frozen at grade one level, so anyone who graduated can work all the systems they’re ever going to encounter on this world.”

			He’d managed to get a grip and give in with good grace—or as Jimena had called it, like a stroppy child.

			The trouble was, he couldn’t just understand her argument, he even agreed with her to some degree. After thirty-plus years of working to keep the status quo, he was starting to question the whole “stability is sacrosanct” philosophy. Or maybe he was just tired from dealing with so much stupidity and pettiness. If he was honest with himself, the only reason he was still overseeing the informer network was because he wanted to finally uncover the people who were running the infiltrations, his opposite numbers. It would be satisfying—at an intellectual level, anyway. Something to show for decades of effort. Not that he could ever show it to anyone else.

			All of which put him in a foul mood as he walked into the secure interview room. Bersche clearly picked up on that right away, making him cautious. Terence had left him alone for a good two hours since his arrest. They’d raided the main club Eleven Toxix operated out of, hauling off ten members. The other nine were in their own district’s police station being charged with a file full of felonies relating to theft, extortion, trafficking, tax avoidance, and possession of weapons. Terence had supplied the local prosecutor with solid evidence to get them sentenced to a decade worth of age-acceleration, then a decade on a penal farm. Another round of arrests was due in three hours, pulling in two dozen junior soldiers. By tomorrow morning, there would be no Eleven Toxix anymore.

			“So what is this?” Bersche asked warily.

			Terence sat opposite him and sighed. “For you, probably ten years on a farm with some age-acceleration added if I feel generous. The reason you’re here is because I’ve had enough.”

			“Enough of what?”

			“Don’t be a smartarse. I’ve got more informants in Eleven Toxix than the queen has spawn.”

			“Don’t know what you’re talking about. And I want my lawyer.”

			“No.”

			“What? I know my rights, and I want—”

			“You don’t need a lawyer because you will never go to trial. I’m not a standard police officer. I work directly for someone who has more power than even the Office of the Governor, which means I am authorized to charge and sentence you under the foreign activist law.”

			“What?”

			“Say what to me one more time, I fucking dare you! If I want to walk you upstairs to the canteen and shoot you in the head in front of every police officer in the building I can do so, and I’ll still be home in time for dinner. Understand? You wanted to be in the big league? Well, you made it. Welcome.”

			Bersche blanched, but had the smarts to keep quiet.

			“Right, this is how it goes. You are going to a penal farm for ten years minimum, and I’m confiscating every kilowatt you own, which will be given to a Victim’s Trust to compensate all the people you’ve damaged in your miserable little life. No debate, no pleading. You’re serving those ten because you’re a piece of shit, and you deserve much longer. Now, I am going to ask you some questions and you will answer them. Failure to do so will result in me adding ten years age-acceleration each time. Got it?”

			Bersche nodded meekly.

			“A few years back, you took on a contract to abduct Zikar. Didn’t you?” Terence prompted.

			“Yes, but it went bad. They never found him.”

			“No. They found me instead.”

			“That was you?”

			“Uh-huh. You were going to ask him about Toše.”

			“How the hell do you know that?” Bersche blurted.

			“Toše is a person I’m very interested in talking to. Right now one of my associates is following him, and when we discover where he’s going, we’ll bring him in here as well. So my question is: Who contracted you to abduct Zikar?”

			Bersche gave him a sullen, hateful glare.

			“I’m waiting…”

			“Medusa.”

			

			—

			“I should be more badass more often,” Terence said over a secure lnc as soon as he got back up to his office.

			“Did you wear an othervisor?” Lućia asked. “One that made you look real tough, maybe with a scar?”

			“No, I outright threatened him. That got me a massive attitude adjustment.”

			“What did you threaten him with?”

			Terence settled in his chair and faced the window. It was late afternoon, and the orbital tower was a slim black line bisecting the azure sky directly ahead of him. “Told him I’d shoot him in the head if he didn’t answer my questions.”

			She laughed. “No shit.”

			“And that I’d do it in the canteen.”

			“Why the canteen?”

			“Because I’m so far above the law everyone would see me do it and nothing would happen to me.”

			“Cool. Can I use that?”

			“No. Find your own room to murder people in. So have you seen Toše yet?”

			“The airlock is cycling, so somebody must be coming out.”

			“Okay, I’m accessing your feed now.” The image slid up into Terence’s retinal membrane. Lućia was moving through level three of High Rosa’s dock, a cavernous space crisscrossed by girders. It was several thousand years old, but still looked like it was awaiting completion, in the signature architecture of astroindustrial structures across the whole Centauri Cluster. People floated about, using moving pulltracks on the gantries to take them between docking bays and elevator cabs. Zero-gee carryandys drifted through the wider spaces, keeping to their assigned flowways, panniers bulging with personal cases they were delivering or retrieving from individual spaceships. Quite a few of them were arriving with packaged food supplies, which were taken straight through open airlocks to refill galleys.

			“It looks busy,” he observed.

			“Yeah, well, the Brizo is docked on this level, and it’s about to depart.”

			“The Royal Science Academy mission to Dolod? I thought that was next week?”

			“Two days. They’re busy integrating the observation instruments.”

			“Waste of money. Makaio-Faraji let me access the navy review. It’s an iron exotic, all right.”

			“I don’t doubt it, but it would be nice if humans did their own research. It adds to our own knowledge base.”

			“You’re sounding like Josias.”

			Lućia laughed. “No way. Ah, this is a good place to observe three-F.”

			Each spacecraft bay in High Rosa’s dock had its own airlock surrounded by curving viewports to allow anyone to see the ship docked outside. Lućia was floating around an elevator cab stop forty meters away from bay 3F, which gave her a decent angle through the window. The Cybele’s Eagle had nosed its way into the bay forty minutes previously, ion thrusters along its spine stabbing out electron-blue streamers. It was a standard Traveler ship, as much as any of them were. A long spindle for cargo pods, fusion engines, and fuel tanks, with a life support ring made up from cylindrical modules fused together—some fat, some slender, and a couple nearly spherical. Each one looked like it had been made from different materials by different cultures in different eras.

			Gantries had telescoped out, attaching to the load points fore and aft and locking the bulky ship into place. Then the umbilical arms moved in, connecting hoses and power cables. Coolant panels had folded back into its sides as thermal ducts latched on. Finally, the life support ring had stopped rotating, and the bay’s airlock tube had stretched out to it.

			Terence watched the broad airlock door slide open. A couple of minutes later, Toše floated out. New information flashed up in Terence’s retina membrane as the CI decrypted the man’s lnc to the dock network.

			“He’s booking a ticket on a tower capsule. Cutting it fine. Departs for Santa Rosa in twelve minutes.”

			“I can read, too,” Lućia said. “Got myself a ticket on the same capsule.”

			Toše kicked off from the airlock rim and glided over to a girder with a pulltrack. He caught one of the moving handholds easily and allowed it to tow him along. Behind him, a carryandy snagged a case from the airlock.

			“Don’t follow too close.”

			“Asteria’s arse, boss. Come on!”

			“Sorry.”

			“Releasing the aireel now.”

			The viewpoint from her sensor patch shifted as she drifted over to a pulltrack. As she did, a woman emerged from an elevator cab and soared across the empty space to bay 3F’s airlock.

			“Who’s that?” Terence asked.

			“Unknown,” his personal CI replied.

			“Okay, scan her lnc code.”

			“Listed as Antoinette-2burg. Licensed freelance ship systems engineer, registered residence Kilye Hotel apartment seventeen, High Rosa’s Vinenna habitat.”

			“Thank you.” He focused on Lućia’s feed. She’d reached a transit corridor, a wide tunnel leading to the passenger capsule station directly below the space dock. “How are you doing?”

			“Heading for the capsule now,” she told him, slightly breathless. “I don’t think he’s seen me; I’m keeping at least fifty meters away. But I miss not using the insect drones to track him.”

			“The life support department gets upset about flocks of insects in High Rosa.”

			“Infestations.”

			“Huh?”

			“It’s an infestation of insects, not a flock.”

			“Duly noted.”

			“It’s harder for me to control an aireel. Not everything new is progress.”

			Terence didn’t say anything; he liked the aireels. Makaio-Faraji had given them a set five years ago. They were slender threads three centimeters long and as thin as gossamer, with a density that gave them neutral buoyancy in air (not that it mattered in zero gee). They maneuvered by undulating their body—a motion apparently derived from an eel. Their complex molecular composition meant they were effectively translucent, making them extremely hard to see. “Pray you never encounter the battle-class versions,” Makaio-Faraji’s accompanying message had informed him.

			“Let me see him,” Terence said. The CI switched to the aireel’s feed. It was an odd viewpoint; the aireel’s sinuous movement sent the perspective swaying from side to side. The High Rosa transit corridor Toše was gliding along was five meters wide, with plenty of humans floating along in zero gee—some proficiently, some not so much. Toše definitely had plenty of free-fall experience, Terence decided; he was moving effortlessly toward the capsule embarkation lounge at the far end. The aireel was keeping pace a couple of meters behind him.

			“You depart in eight minutes,” Terence said. “You might want to get a bit closer.”

			“Thank you for sharing your travel experience. They close the airlock two minutes before. I’ve got plenty of time.”

			Terence grinned to himself; it was like offering advice to his children.

			“So this Medusa,” Lućia said. “What have you got on her so far?”

			“She’s a security freelancer, estimated age is sixty-five biological. We know she’s flown with Travelers, but not recently.”

			“Define ‘recent.’ ”

			“Twenty years, maybe more. There’s also some unsubstantiated rumors that she does more than basic security work. She might be an assassin.”

			“Nothing concrete, though?”

			“No. But I’m arranging to place her under total surveillance and lnc intercept; the team will be ready to deploy in four hours. She’s the closest we have to the top of Network Three. And I’m desperate to see if she’s going to go for Toše again when he reaches Santa Rosa.”

			The aireel feed showed Toše entering the hemispherical embarkation lounge.

			“Yeah,” Lućia drawled. “Does it bother you that we’re always on the verge of a breakthrough, but it never quite happens?”

			“Extremely. Why?”

			“No real point. I was just thinking, what if they grew their network to find out what we’re doing and we grew our network to find out what they’re doing, and neither of us is actually ‘doing’ anything apart from watching the other?”

			“Okay, so what about Medusa planning to ask about Toše, and the whole Bopbe disaster?”

			“Maybe just…gang-on-gang?”

			“Don’t spoil my day.”

			“Just saying, you know.”

			“Well, we’ll find out soon enough. I’m going to organize a second total surveillance op to greet Toše as soon as the capsule arrives down here.”

			Terence watched Toše pass through the short airlock tube into the passenger capsule. The aireel followed him. As it went into the tube, a service andy flew out of the capsule where it had been cleaning, propelled by a set of ducted fans. The aireel sashayed to one side so it wouldn’t get close. The two of them passed half a meter apart. That was the moment when the service andy swiveled its vacuum hose around and rotated so the nozzle end faced the airlock tube surface. The movement swung the end of its nozzle past the aireel. The feed turned to a jumble of spinning images; then the aireel was tumbling down the inside of the service andy’s hose in complete darkness.

			“Son of a bitch,” Lućia squealed. “I fucking hate aireels!”

			“Get into the capsule,” Terence said. “Now!”

			“No shit!”

			The feed flicked to Lućia’s personal sensors. Terence could see her arms moving fast, smacking the ridges along the transit corridor as she raced for the embarkation lounge.

			“Get me the capsule’s internal sensor network,” Terence told the CI. “Visual recognition, locate Toše.”

			“Accessing,” it replied.

			Lućia arrived in the embarkation lounge and soared across it to the airlock tube. The service andy buzzed out, its nozzle running industriously around the edge of the tube, sucking down any dirt it could find.

			“Can you see him?” Terence asked.

			“No.”

			Lućia came out of the airlock into a small vestibule chamber. The capsule had two elevators that connected the four decks. The indicators showed one on its way up to the vestibule, the other going down to the lower deck. A family with three kids came in through the tube behind her, the mother shooting her a disapproving look.

			“Where’s my feed from the capsule?” Terence asked the CI. “I need the cameras in the elevators.”

			“There is a glitch in the lnc.”

			He sat up in the chair, staring urgently at the orbital tower. “Down here or at High Rosa?”

			“The problem is in the capsule systems.”

			“Asteria, is the capsule faulty?” Too much coincidence, he thought. Way too much.

			“No. Tower control monitors are showing all systems functional.”

			“Can they access the internal sensors?”

			“There are partial connections.”

			“Can you get me anything?”

			“Vestibule, second deck, stairwell passage, travel attendant galley, and first deck restroom annex are available.”

			“What about the elevators?”

			“No lnc.”

			“Is our target in any of the areas you can scan?”

			“Negative.”

			“Okay, find a way around the problem. Lućia, get down to the lower deck.”

			“On it.” She was already heading across the vestibule for the door to the stairwell.

			Terence waited anxiously as she pulled herself down the open center of the spiraling stairs. Then a soft alarm sounded, and netting started to telescope out at each deck level, forcing her onto the stairs.

			“Damn it,” Lućia grunted. “The capsule’s getting ready for acceleration.”

			“Freeze that service andy,” Terence told his CI. “Analyze its routines.”

			Lućia reached the bottom of the stairwell and hurried into the lounge. Curving rows of seats were arranged theater-style in front of a glass wall, providing passengers a view of the planet they were about to descend toward. The terminator line was already creeping along toward Santa Rosa, the darkness it left punctured by the tiny lights of farming towns. Attendants were urging people to take their seats before acceleration began and gravity brought them to the floor.

			“He’s not here,” Lućia said.

			Tower travel displays playing in Terence’s retinal membranes told him the capsule airlock had closed. It was going to disengage from High Rosa in twenty seconds.

			“Replay all embarkation lounge visual sensors from the time the aireel was lost,” he told the CI.

			“Files unavailable.”

			“What— No. How is that possible?”

			“The network around the capsule has been soft burnt,” the CI told him. “High Rosa’s CI is now aware of the attack and is purging the system. Full functionality will return in eleven seconds.”

			“Run a scan for Toše. Access all functioning sensors within half a kilometer of the capsule terminus.”

			“The capsule’s departing,” Lućia said.

			“Can you get up to the next lounge?”

			“On my way.”

			“The service andy has been secured,” the CI said. “Running diagnostics.”

			Lućia’s feed showed her charging up the stairs as the capsule’s gravity began to build. She went into the deck three lounge, which was almost identical to the fourth, but with fewer, larger chairs. “He’s not here. Son of a bitch, I’ll try deck two.”

			“The service andy was under remote control for three minutes,” the CI said. “The lnc sending its instructions is now inactive.”

			“This was planned,” Terence said bitterly. “He got off, somehow. He knew we were observing him. Asteria’s arse, Toše must be using Celestial tech.”

			“But…Terence, it’s only you and me that know Toše arrived back at High Rosa.”

			“Wrong!” He sprang out of the chair and went over to the window. Both hands pressed against the cool glass, and he craned his head to see the far end of the orbital tower, but the angle was too great. The rigid black line simply vanished up into the blue sky. “They knew we were looking,” he said, “so they knew we’d pick him up as soon as the Cybele’s Eagle filed to dock at High Rosa.”

			“Yeah, but I only just got up here in time,” Lućia said. “Have they got teams we don’t even know about?”

			“Looks like it. Hell, I’ll get the dock authority to impound the Cybele’s Eagle. We’ll question the crew, find out where Toše has been and what he was doing.”

			“That’s a pretty poor second, Terence.”

			“I know. Access High Rosa dock management and give them my authority code. I want the Cybele’s Eagle impounded.”

			“The Cybele’s Eagle has now undocked,” the CI said.

			“Crap! Can they get it back?”

			“He’s on it, isn’t he?” Lućia said.

			Her feed was showing him the second deck lounge. Toše wasn’t there.

			Terence didn’t even try to fool himself that Toše was in the capsule’s first lounge. “Yes.”

			“I don’t understand this. If Network Two has the capability to extract Toše from High Rosa, why trick me onto the capsule?”

			A very bad feeling made Terence press himself harder against the glass. “Crap.”

			“Do you think they’re trying to discredit us—well, you, I guess?”

			“Lućia. Toše had a case when he came out of the Cybele’s Eagle, I saw an andy take it. Did he have luggage checked on board the capsule?”

			“Oh, you don’t think…?”

			“Is it possible to bring the capsule back up to the tower?” he asked the CI.

			“Yes. An emergency would have to be declared.”

			“Declare it. Now. Alert georing security and tower control there is an explosive device on board that capsule. As soon as the airlock engages, evacuate everyone immediately.”

			“I’ll go down into the cargo hold,” Lućia said.

			“No!”

			“He did have luggage loaded. I have the bag code; I can check it.”

			“And do what? Stay the fuck away! Are there any emergency spacesuits on board?”

			“Tower control is acknowledging,” the CI said. “They are requesting your authority confirmation for the emergency.”

			“Asteria’s tits, full authority! I’m declaring a crisis status one-red-one.”

			“Confirmed.”

			“Are the tower emergency services deploying?”

			“The capsule network says there are some spacesuits on board. I don’t think—”

			Lućia’s lnc dropped out of his retinal display. “Lućia!” he screamed. “Lućia! Lućia! Restore lnc right fucking now.”

			“Unable to comply. All lncs to the capsule are severed. Tower engineering reports capsule explosion.”

			“No!” He hammered a fist on the glass, staring desperately up into the unblemished sky. His CI displayed a feed from the georing. The tower sank away below, a thick dark column of supreme Celestial engineering plunging away to pierce the exquisite blue-and-green globe far away. Kilometers below, a small bright cloud was expanding away from it, sending glowing wreckage fragments whirling away into space.

			Horror froze Terence’s body as he gazed at the awesome line reaching up from the city. If the explosion had snapped it—“Tower status,” he whispered. “Please, Asteria, is the tower intact?”

			“Tower integrity ratified.”

			Terence let out a sob and rested his forehead against the glass as his ragged breathing shook his body. Eventually he regained control and stared up at the invisible georing with utter hatred. “I will find you, motherfuckers, I swear I will find you. And when I do, not even the Elohim will be able to protect you from me.”

			

			—

			Ten days after the tower capsule explosion, Terence parked his globecab in the private garage under the Zetian Palace and made his way to the meeting room. He’d lost count of how many times he’d attended over the decades since he came back from his fateful meeting with Makaio-Faraji on Wynid. Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu still attended, of course—the other constant. After Fábilo deMederios had retired twelve years ago, the Santa Rosa Police commander had started attending in his place. For María José, the newest commander, this was her third meeting. Terence almost felt sorry for her. She’d only been appointed five months ago, and she hadn’t been entirely comfortable at their first meeting, when she discovered that archons were running clandestine networks in Santa Rosa and one of her own officers was an archon agent, who had spent decades amassing exacting information on most of the gang activities in the city.

			“Why haven’t you made this available to the force and shut them down?” she’d asked incredulously.

			“Because we need to monitor their activities to see what the other networks are doing. If we arrest all the informers and members we observe, my network will be reduced to a point where it is ineffective.”

			It wasn’t an answer she was pleased with. Now this.

			“I suppose you know who did it,” she snapped accusingly as soon as the three of them sat down.

			Terence kept his face expressionless. “Members of the Syralee Angelics; they operate in the city’s northern districts. I’ve been monitoring them for a while.” Claiming that was painful beyond belief, but he couldn’t give her Toše’s identity. The mood that had engulfed Santa Rosa immediately after the atrocity was one of absolute shock, which had now given way to smoldering fury. There’d never been anything like it committed on Gondiar before. The whole concept of being protected by the power of the Celestial empress had been upended. Practically every tree in the city had a black ribbon tied around it. Everyone was demanding answers—and, more importantly, the perpetrators.

			If he named Toše, María José would file arrest warrants with her counterparts across Gondiar’s cities and prefectures, and it would all be for nothing. If Toše could elude him and Lućia when he was under active observation from Celestial systems, the police would never catch him. Besides, it wasn’t just Toše who’d arranged the bomb. Whoever was running Network Two had prepared the vanishing trick before the Cybele’s Eagle had docked.

			“Why were you monitoring them?” María José asked.

			“The Syralee Angelics have brought weapons down the tower before; we believed they were going to do so again.”

			“Before?” she said in dismay. “They’ve done it before and you never thought to inform me? They’re part of these bloody archon spy networks, aren’t they?”

			“There is some crossover, yes.”

			“What spying? What the hell are they looking for? This is Gondiar, for Asteria’s sake; we’re not some dominion navy armed with star-killing weapons. We farm; that’s all we do. Farm!”

			“I don’t know what their purpose is.”

			“Then what fucking use are you? You’re a police officer and you certainly don’t help the police. Does your archon think you’re doing a good job for him?”

			“Enough,” Zelinda said. “All of us here operate within the fields defined by the representatives of the empress. Director Wilson-Fletcher is simply following orders.”

			“Two hundred and thirty-seven people were on board that capsule,” María José said icily. “Twenty of them children.”

			“They killed one of my officers,” Terence replied. “Who was my friend. I will provide all the information you need to put them away for good. This file has the names of everyone involved.” He’d worked up the file with his CI, implicating the Syralee Angelics members, two of whom had been up at High Rosa at the time. It listed several crimes they’d taken part in over the last ten months, the principal one being selling a batch of Remnant Era weapons to another gang in San Huasna. The story being they knew Lućia was on to them and responded with the capsule bomb. The intel in the file would provide an unbreakable prosecution case. He told his CI to send it to the commander.

			“The only thing I don’t know is which of them planted the capsule bomb. But the recorded observation evidence and informer affidavits will provide you with the proof necessary to charge every one of them with collusion resulting in the destruction of the capsule. It’s more than enough to get them fifty years age-acceleration, followed by perpetuity on a penal farm.” The fact that they were all guilty of crimes that genuinely deserved life sentences didn’t stop him from feeling like shit.

			María José stared at him for a long minute. “It better do.”

			“I can help with—”

			“No thank you, director. My police officers are more than capable of organizing eighteen arrest teams.”

			“Of course.”

			“I’d like them arrested within thirty-six hours,” Zelinda said.

			“I can’t guarantee that,” María José said.

			“You’re going to have to. In thirty-six hours, the marchioness will be leading the city in the official memorial service. We will require the perpetrators in custody by then. Director, are you sure the evidence in your file will lead to successful guilty verdicts?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“The citizens of this prefecture—actually, all of Gondiar—must know that the governor is doing her best to keep them safe. Having the Syralee Angelics in custody will demonstrate this.”

			“I understand.”

			“Director, you have infiltrated so much of the criminal cancer that afflicts our society, so you understand their nature better than anyone. Tell me this: Is there likely to be a repeat?”

			“I don’t think so. There are no more weapon shipments that I know of. Even the gangs were shocked by the capsule atrocity.”

			“Good. Because this is now the time when we must reassert the authority of the marchioness in full, and through that the Empress herself.”

			All Terence could see was the arena on Wynid, with the crushed and broken bodies of congregant girls lying in the dirt, while one of them, her dress soaked in blood, raised her sword in victorious salute to her queen. One of the five who shared that title.

			Do I really want my safety enforced by someone like that?

			“I agree,” María José said earnestly.

			Of course you do.

			“I’m delighted to hear it,” Zelinda said. “Because the marchioness and governor concur that something must be done to turn the tide of disrespect that is flooding down our city streets like an open sewer. The fact that someone even thought they could perpetrate such an act inside the Crown Dominion cannot be allowed to stand. Tomorrow, my mother will be submitting a new public security act for the governor’s approval, which will include restrictions on seditious protest and high mandatory sentences for anyone found inconveniencing public life. Political parties must also submit their election pledges for approval by the marchioness before campaigning can begin.” Her gaze lined up on Terence. “There will also be provision for the seizure and forfeiture of all monies gained through gang-related activities, with a grand judge–approved threshold for proof. I will expect you to turn over your files on everything you know about their finances.”

			Very uneasily, Terence said, “I will message the archon for permission immediately, ma’am.”

			“No. It is a requirement of the governor, who carries the supreme authority of the empress in all Crown Dominion matters occurring on Gondiar. Have the files ready for me in one hour.”

			“That may impede my duty to monitor events.”

			“Then your archon can raise the matter with the governor. The files will be reviewed by a team being assembled by the Treasury’s Office of Financial Investigation. In all cases of money originating from suspected criminal activities, they will be issuing a legal instrument requiring explanation of previously undocumented wealth. And you hold key information concerning those criminal funds, do you not?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“I am glad to hear it. It is time we started reminding our citizens the responsibilities they have to the empress—commencing with the wholehearted support for a civil society. There has been too much effort to push boundaries of late, and this is where it has brought us.”

			“An excellent policy, ma’am,” María José said. “My officers will be pleased to enforce it.”

			“Director?”

			Terence didn’t want to guess what she was going to insist on next. “Ma’am?”

			“Do you have any such files of financial impropriety relating to my brother-in-law?”

			“Josias?” he asked in surprise. Asteria, is she going to throw him to the wolves?

			“Yes; precisely.”

			“Not really. His financial affairs are rather complex. I do know members of his Regal Democrat party are receiving money from offworld couriers—mostly those who defected from Human Liberation. Again, I would ask for discretion revealing that information.”

			“The investigation’s sources will not be exposed. But Josias will be brought to account for the illiberal agitation he has been fomenting.”

			Terence closed his eyes for a long moment. “I would advise caution when dealing with Josias in any public arena. He is…clever, an instinctual politician who will turn any sign of being victimized by the state—especially by the governor—to his advantage.”

			“Why the governor in particular?”

			“The governor is the symbol of Imperial Celestial control over humans living on Gondiar. Josias has always campaigned for an easing of that control, an expansion of democracy.”

			“Gondiar provides every human with security through the rule of law. People have a say in their affairs.”

			“Not enough for Josias.”

			“Then Josias is wrong. He will be educated.”

			

			—

			It had been a while since Terence had worn body armor. The Bopbe mission, to be precise, and that had only been lightweight armor, because he hadn’t been frontlining then. This was different. His armor suit looked like a standard police-issue heavy-duty protection kit—the type the tactical teams practiced with endlessly for firearm incidents. So much for appearances. He’d run through the Celestial-built systems and their capabilities enough times, which gave him a heady feeling of confidence.

			“You could probably take out an Imperial Knight wearing that,” Makaio-Faraji had told him, then hurriedly added: “But I’d seriously advise against trying.”

			The helmet closed around Terence’s head. Every movement he made was superbly balanced; the suit appeared to weigh nothing. The tactical display on his retinal membranes was a field of green symbols.

			“Open the door,” he told the suit manager, itself a formidable tactical CI.

			The van doors slid apart. Russet twilight shone over him. He stepped out onto Sonoma Avenue—a pleasant stretch of road in western Santa Rosa with a small stream running down the middle, dropping down charming waterfalls into pools at each junction along its length. The section he was in had apartment blocks on either side, which the sculptors had given running balconies and bulging eye-like windows wrapped in ornate flourishes.

			No vehicles were running down the lanes. There were no pedestrians. The cafes, bars, and stores along the street were empty. Shutting it down had taken Myolin’s team twenty cautious minutes. Terence’s CI had taken only picoseconds to seize control of the avenue’s network.

			He stood in front of the Balletto block and told the suit manager to lnc him to Medusa. “How do you want to do this?” he asked her.

			It took a while, but eventually a nonchalant voice answered: “I thought people like us wrestled with shadows. But this—damn, you’ve taken this up a level, haven’t you?”

			“Yes. Two hundred and thirty-seven levels, to be precise.”

			“Hey. I did not do that, okay? I’m a professional, not a fucking psycho.”

			“I’ll ask Bopbe what he thinks about that.”

			“Is that little shit still alive?”

			“Not after what you did to him.”

			“For someone with so many informers you are seriously misinformed, Director Wilson-Fletcher.”

			“Sure. Okay, enough foreplay. Are you coming out, or do I have to come in and get you?”

			“Hell, yeah. I fancy me some one-on-one. Been a while.”

			“You really want to risk that? Whatever Sahdiah allowed you to have against whatever my guy’s given me? How important are you to him, exactly? You can take a minute to think about it if you want.”

			“Damn, you know how to hurt a girl’s feelings. What’s your play?”

			“It’s over, Medusa. This puritanical round-up of recidivists the governor ordered, I’m afraid all your informers and agents got added to the list. No more network for you.”

			“Well, ouch, director.”

			“Come on, the capsule explosion changed everything. You must have known it was going to do that.”

			“It wasn’t me. How many times?”

			“Assuming you survive the next ten minutes, there are two ways this ends for you. I question you, or I ship you out to Wynid and they really question you.”

			“And if it’s you doing the questions, what then?”

			“If it wasn’t you behind the capsule bomb, you find yourself a contract with a Traveler starship and leave the Crown Dominion—for good. But, Medusa, if it was you, I’m going to kill you myself. Lućia was in that capsule.”

			“Your hearts and minds technique is seriously shit, you know that, right?”

			“Deactivate your hair, and jettison anything you’re carrying in sacs, then get your arse down here. Two minutes—mark.” He closed the lnc.

			

			—

			The exowarden walked Medusa from the van to the secure cell, then came to a halt in the center. Terence followed her in, still in his armor. The door slid shut behind him.

			He studied her face. The sweat was glinting on her brow, and the suit’s sensors showed him everything else: the temperature rise, heart rate, breathing. She was going for indifference, but her gaze kept straying to the cases of equipment and the cell’s incongruously large air vents. Her lips screwed up. “Are those fire andys?”

			“Yes.”

			“You going to torture me with retardant foam?”

			“If it happens to you, I promise I’ll shoot you in the head straightaway. Nobody deserves to suffer like that.”

			“What?”

			“I’ve seen it happen twice now. That’s why I’m staying in this armor.”

			“What?” She tried to shift her shoulders, as if it was the start of wriggling free. The exowarden’s bands contracted. “Shit. All right. Hell, that hurts.”

			“Hang on. Little blood test first.” He opened one of the cases and took out the test instrument.

			“Ow.” She scowled at him as he put it against her neck. While he was waiting for the result, he picked up the razor.

			“Wait!” she yelled. “Don’t. I’ll cooperate.”

			“They have to come off for this to work. And trust me, you need this to work properly if you want to survive.”

			“Asteria’s tits. Are you going to use…?”

			“Yeah.”

			Medusa’s nose wrinkled up in disgust. “Free my hand, I’ll do it. Give me that, at least.”

			He gave the exowarden an order. Medusa took the razor from him and began running it over her head. A bomb disposal andy picked up the dead ropes of her hair and dropped them in a blast-proof bin.

			When it was safe, Terence ordered his helmet to open. “The good news is that you’re not infected.”

			She gave him an apprehensive stare. “What infection?”

			“The biomech that killed Bopbe.” He pointed at the vents. “We had to install them because of the stench. It took a week to sanitize the cell after. And we’re still not sure how they triggered it.”

			“I was going to interrogate Bopbe, that’s all.”

			“I know. Okay, here we go.” He opened the second case and took out the helmet. It looked like it was made from bone—a sickly-yellow skull from something not quite human, carved so it could fit over a human head. There were patches like glistening flesh inside.

			“Do they deliberately make it look hideous?” she asked.

			The helmet squelched as he gently pushed it down.

			Medusa closed her eyes. “I’ve only ever heard rumors of these,” she said. “They didn’t even have them back in the Remnant Era. Makaio-Faraji really does trust you, doesn’t he?”

			“He has good reason,” Terence said softly.

			She winced. “It’s cold. Oh. Ouch. No, that’s weird. It’s like a scalp massage, but on the inside. Terence, is this going to damage me? I mean: me?”

			“No.”

			“Have you done this before?”

			“Congratulations, you’re my first. You’re that important.”

			“Fuuuck you!”

			“Just calm down. The filaments are too small to mutilate your brain cells.”

			Tears were trickling down her cheeks. “Does it come off?”

			“Yeah. Says so right here on the box.”

			The helmet took fifteen minutes to extend its thousands of filaments into her brain. They were micronic sensors, he told her. They detected and identified her neuronal activity. “Basically, they tell me what part of your brain you’re accessing to answer. If it’s a genuine memory, or if you use your imagination and intellect to produce a lie.”

			“I won’t.”

			“Yes, see, you actually believe that. Let’s hope you don’t change your mind. So, let’s get some baselines here. Are you the contact between an archon and the network of informers you control?”

			He watched the patterns in her brain, the areas that burned with rivers of light as they were stimulated by mnemonic association, a cascade of bioneural flares as old events played out in her consciousness, narrowing down to a single thought. When she spoke, the impulse didn’t originate in the neocortex where human imagination dwelled.

			“Yes.”

			“Thank you. Who is the archon you’re working for?”

			“Sahdiah.”

			“Why did he pick you?”

			“He didn’t really. I took over after Marcellu.”

			“So Marcellu recruited you?”

			“More like contracted me. We’d flown together before, security for a Traveler starship. He knew I could be trusted, so I ran the operation on Anoosha while he flew to Terrik Papuan.”

			The name kindled some deep memory in Terence. “Did he not come back?”

			“Yes, he came back. He’d been injured in some kind of fight. All I know was that Sahdiah didn’t want the Diligent to become a starship, but Marcellu had failed to prevent that. Finn Jalgori-Tobu got himself a ZPZ generator.”

			Terence recalled the weird deal Finbar Jalgori-Tobu had made with Josias Aponi, the one that ultimately resulted in Hafnir becoming what it was today. It had been big news back in the day. “So Sahdiah had Marcellu killed?”

			“No. Someone murdered Marcellu. Sahdiah was furious. He said it was a direct insult to him personally, that archons don’t do things like that; they pride themselves on subtlety. I’ve been trying to find out who the killer was ever since. Tough job. Every year the trail grows a little colder.”

			“Is that why you wanted Bopbe?”

			“Yes.”

			“And Zikar?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Sahdiah was convinced the other network was attacking his, starting with Marcellu. Bopbe might have known who performed the hit; he’s close to the top. And the murder weapon was a Cherenkov blade. They’re rare. But the head of that network is supposed to have one.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Her. Her name. I don’t know. I did get hold of some senior agents to question. None of them had a name, but a couple knew the rumor that she has a Cherenkov blade. She’s good, Terence; she’s hidden herself well. Orders always come through a one-time lnc. Nobody ever actually meets her in person, not anymore.”

			“Asteria’s arse! Who’s the archon running her?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Wait. Why did she kill Marcellu?”

			“To try and break Sahdiah’s network. It certainly set us back a long way.”

			“No, work with me here. You said you thought she murdered Marcellu personally. But if she’s so careful not to expose herself, why kill him in person? It’s risky. Why not contract an assassin for the job?”

			He watched section after section of her brain light up then extinguish as she sought to answer him.

			“I don’t know, Terence. Honestly, I don’t.”

			“I can see that. But why personal? What’s the advantage?”

			Medusa’s eyes widened in surprise as a single dawn-glow of recognition ignited. “She knew him.”

			“Asteria’s arse, and he knew her! That’s how she got close.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			 

			Two men walk into a bar.

			

			—

			No, no, no. Not this again, please. Don’t want this.

			

			—

			Two men walk into a bar. It’s us, Terence. It’s you and me. Let’s make it the Fleesh Diamond on Baume Avenue. It’s a warm memory for you; you’ll have pleasant thoughts here. So, it’s a nice evening, you’re twenty-six again, and life is looking pretty good.

			

			—

			I am not going into that bar. I want my real life. Not this. I don’t want this. Go away. Leave me the fuck alone!

			

			—

			We sit down at a table together, just two old friends having a drink. It relaxes you. We trust each other. There’s music playing, soothing music. I start the conversation by saying: “Let me help you.” You say: “Yes, please. What do I need to do?” And the answer is obvious, isn’t it? But I tell you anyway: “Take a breath, a deep calming breath, and listen to what I have to say. Don’t react, don’t fight, just listen. Analyze, like your old Police Academy tutors told you. First rule, always acquire the facts before you judge.”

			

			—

			I Will. Not. Go away. I’m going to break this. The bar is loud, the beer is piss water, and there’s a fight breaking out. We run. We run out into the wet, miserably cold night. We never come back. Never. Never. I hit you. Smash. That feels good. I hit again—

			

			—

			“Terence!”

			He lunged for the phantom tormentor. To pummel, to break bone and tear flesh. Extreme violence; that’s what it needed. But his arms barely moved, as if they were constrained in some giant net.

			“Wake up,” Jimena yelled.

			The bedroom. He was in their bedroom at the Hafnir villa. The veranda door was open, and he could smell the sea, hear the waves breaking on the beach just beyond the garden. The sheet was twisted around him. Skin soaked from sweat, arms scrabbling desperately as he sought to act out the vengeance illusion, heart racing. “Oh, bloody hell.”

			Jimena’s face was lined with real concern. “Was it the bar again?”

			He took a couple of breaths, calming his body. Crap, just like he said; now there’s irony. “Yeah.” He nodded despondently. “We were in the bar. He made me go there. Asteria, it’s so vivid.”

			“Do you think…”

			“What?”

			“I don’t know. Could someone be microdosing you with rekaul?”

			“Er…no. I don’t know? I mean, who? Why?”

			“The police aren’t popular right now. Maybe some activist put it in your drink.”

			“I don’t think you can drink rekaul. It’s a sniff.”

			“Sorry. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.”

			“I know. Thank you.”

			“This only started after…it.”

			“Yeah, but that was two months ago.” He struggled to pull the sheet off. “Asteria, I’m drenched. I need a shower.”

			“Okay.”

			He went into the ensuite bathroom and peeled off the soaking wet T-shirt and shorts, trying not to grimace. The shower was a blessing, the warm water and lime-scented gel cleansing his skin. Washing the memory away. Except, not really.

			When he went back into the bedroom, Jimena had changed the sheets. He plumped the pillows up and rested against them.

			“Maybe you should see someone,” she said. “There’s no shame in it, you know that—no judgment or stigma. That was a hell of a trauma for you. Remember, humans are frail things.”

			Not as frail as Makaio-Faraji. “Yeah. But this is…I don’t know how to explain it. This is real, not a psychological problem. My brain is demented these days.”

			“Could you just talk to a therapist? They might be able to offer some insight. Tell you how to deal with it. It can’t hurt.”

			“Yeah.”

			“You’ll do it?”

			“I suppose so. You’re right; it’s hardly going to make anything worse.”

			“Thank you.” She kissed his cheek and snuggled up close.

			Terence leaned back into the pillows. He was afraid to close his eyes in case the problem started up again. Problem? Who am I kidding? Full-out crazy.

			Lying there in the dark, with Jimena stirring restlessly beside him, he could finally admit that she was right. He did have to do something; he couldn’t go on fearing the nights. But the feeling that this wasn’t just some psychological problem persisted. And it was getting worse, not better. Whoever his imaginary tormentor was, they were making his life hell.

			So what am I thinking? And more importantly, why? I experienced an act of malicious brutality, but it’s hardly the first. The combustion deaths were equally awful to witness.

			And it wasn’t just at night he was plagued by anxiety visions. Something in his head just felt wrong these days. At first he’d assumed it was just trauma-related, so he’d decided—yes, a stupid but typical response—to ignore it, instead hoping that filling every moment with work would shove it out of the way.

			But what if I’ve been doing the wrong thing?

			Something deep inside had been broken, and work was the easy route out of having to face it. That’s not what Makaio-Faraji would expect from me. And the dark, disturbing vision that wasn’t his kept telling him to examine the facts.

			So—Let’s calmly and rationally go through everything.

			

			—

			Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu hadn’t been kidding. With María José’s enthusiastic support, the police and courts came down hard on Dawnkey. When they protested by screwing up traffic and covering blocks in slogans, they were hauled away fast. Courts started to hand down tough penalties. Inevitably, Dawnkey responded by protesting about the new restrictions. More supporters wound up in court, with even stronger penalties.

			Vanilda joined one protest where they scaled some metro skyway pylons and used carabiners to hook themselves onto the lines—which was incredibly risky, not to mention stupid, in Terence’s opinion, but it did block the gondolas for hours while the police figured out how to get them down. Terence had to go to the station after she was arrested and use his special authority to extract her and cancel the charges. He and Jimena worried that she’d just storm off to take part in the next protest, but there weren’t many being organized by then. Too many Dawnkey supporters were already serving their sentence on a penal farm, and some had been given age-acceleration as well. The whole experience had left Vanilda hurt and subdued. This wasn’t the Gondiar she’d known all her life; this was a society growing more intolerant by the day.

			After that, the family had moved to Hafnir permanently, although Aljan was still studying for his medical degree. He told them even student protests on campus had tailed off swiftly after the first week.

			As well as the outraged Dawnkey protestors, the police turned their attention to the gangs, using the historical information in Terence’s files—the stuff he didn’t redact, anyway. The Treasury Office sanctioned property and assets all over the prefecture. The mass round-up had to include a high number of his informers; he had to accept that their previous immunity was gone now. But he managed to keep some free—and with Medusa neutered, she was unable to rebuild Sahdiah’s network, so the loss of his own people wasn’t too much of a blow. That just left him with the remaining hostile network and the elusive woman who led it.

			His first call was to Zikar, who was not pleased to see him. But the dark tech specialist swore he’d never even seen a Cherenkov blade on Gondiar.

			Terence then went back to boring police procedure, going through old files for clues, isolating and reviewing every potential candidate. Hour upon hour, week after week, he spent with information and visual records flowing through his retina membranes until headaches and fatigue made him stop, more out of concern that he’d miss something than for caring about his health.

			He split that project with his burning obsession to find out who had helped Toše plant the bomb. Every sensor file from the area around the capsule he played again and again. There was no way of tracking who’d remote-controlled the cleaning andy that had sucked their aireel out of the airlock tube; it could even have been Toše himself.

			Time and again he watched the video of Toše darting back out of the transit corridor and into dock level three; the way he shot through the wide-open space and into the airlock serving bay 3F. That was when Lućia was struggling her way into the capsule’s lower deck lounge. Barely a minute later, the Cybele’s Eagle slipped out of the dock.

			Each time he watched was like reliving the event. The guilt was crippling, but he forced himself to endure it again and started back at the beginning, watching through different sensor recordings, hoping a different angle would provide some insight.

			Three months after the capsule explosion he was in the villa’s office, watching yet again the moment when Toše vanished into 3F’s airlock. He had viewed every second of Toše’s journey from 3F to the capsule and back again. By now he knew the journey by heart and had built solid files on everyone Toše passed, hunted for any anomaly. Nothing. The only part missing was the forty-three seconds that Toše was inside the capsule, when the sensors had been soft burnt. Toše came out again eleven seconds after Lućia had gone into the capsule’s stairwell, so he was obviously accessing the real-time sensor feed and watching her while waiting in the top deck lounge. They’d been so close; she must have passed him within a couple of meters.

			And she never came back out again, Terence thought with enervating guilt. Then the realization hit him. “Oh, Asteria, you fucking idiot!” He sat upright in the chair, suddenly cold in the warm air breezing in from the beach. “Show me the tech woman going into the Cybele’s Eagle,” he told the CI.

			The scene began to play. Antoinette-2burg glided easily across level three from an elevator cab into bay 3F’s airlock and vanished inside.

			“When did she come out?”

			“Unknown,” the CI replied.

			“Continue playing this visual feed.”

			Terence watched the open airlock until Toše returned, and the airlock closed behind him. Antoinette-2burg never came out; she was on the Cybele’s Eagle when it left. “Son of a bitch. Call her lnc.”

			“The lnc is not responding. Antoinette-2burg has either canceled it, or she is not on Gondiar or the georing.”

			“Run visual recognition, every file we have.”

			“She was recorded during an early observation mission.”

			“Show me,” he whispered—and fell back over twenty-five years to the financial symposium in Queen Helena’s Economic Institute, where Gyvoy Enfoe chatted to Liliana, the mercenary from Lidon, who was now calling herself Antoinette-2burg. Gyvoy Enfoe, who is on the Diligent with Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, who went to Terrik Papuan with Toše. “Oh, my fucking Goddess. Lućia, I got her. I know who she is.”

			

			—

			Jimena was working in the kitchen, supervising the chef andy and running through accounts from the real estate enterprise she and Khair owned. Terence knew they’d been thinking about winding it up; sales of second homes in Hafnir had gone flat since the Treasury clampdown on unexplained accounts. Nobody wanted their finances reviewed by forensic accounting routines.

			She looked up and gave him an uncertain smile when she saw his expression. “Are you all right?”

			“Oh, yeah.” He nodded enthusiastically. “Much better, thanks. Something got resolved.”

			“Good. So will you please take a break? You can’t keep working like this. It’s not healthy.”

			“Sure.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah.”

			He’d sent Makaio-Faraji a single message through the secure channel: “Mission Completed,” confident that would bring the archon to Gondiar. The shortest response time he’d ever known for a message or report was a couple of years.

			Once, years ago, he’d tried to work out exactly how the messages for the archon actually got to him. Clearly, they were carried on an Imperial Celestial starship between stars, but how did the CI running communications know which ship to send it on? Did Makaio-Faraji send it his schedule? Was there a fleet of message ships just for archons? Did they get sent on navy ships? Makaio-Faraji alone would probably need four or five ships in flight at any one time to keep him updated on the information from Gondiar. Presumably he had other informer networks on other planets in other star systems. The cost of communications at such a level must be extraordinary. Knowing that was strangely reassuring for Terence. The Crown Dominion wouldn’t keep investing those kinds of resources if they didn’t value the work he was doing for them.

			While he waited for a reply from Makaio-Faraji, he activated every asset his network still had and told them to ask friends, other security freelancers, Traveler Dynasties, gang member contacts, your mum, about Antoinette-2burg/Liliana. Any scrap of information, no matter how trivial; he wanted it all. There wasn’t much to add to the old file he already had. It was always someone who knew someone who’d had dealings with her. She’d been active on Anoosha thirty years ago, signing up for corporate security work before leaving that behind. After that, the only real clear sighting was at the symposium. Then it all became murky, hearsay rather than facts.

			After a couple of weeks vacillating, he sent Liliana’s image over a lnc to Medusa.

			“That’s her?”

			“Nothing definite in this game,” he told her, “but I believe so. I also believe she’s responsible for the capsule bomb. She and Toše are certainly working together.”

			“Well, damn. You’re not going to let me take a shot at her, are you?”

			“No. We need her for questioning.”

			“After that?”

			“You’d have to ask Makaio-Faraji. But you won’t, because you won’t be here, will you? In fact, why are you still here?”

			“Growing my hair back.”

			“The deal was: you live, you leave.”

			“I know, but Travelers aren’t hiring right now. Nobody’s flying; they’re all waiting for the financial slaughter to ease up.”

			He grinned. “You mean they’re having to pay their taxes? In full?”

			“Why are you asking me? Don’t you have any informers left in the Dynasties?”

			“Yeah,” he admitted. Several Traveler families were seriously thinking about relocating their home base to Anoosha, or even a different star system altogether. Life in Santa Rosa and Gondiar’s six other tower cities wasn’t quite as desirable now that they had to explain their money away.

			“Then you know what the problem is. I will go. Unless you want to renegotiate the deal?”

			“Why would I want to do that?”

			“Additional information.”

			“Do I have to stick that helmet back on you?”

			“No, because I’m volunteering this.”

			“Volunteering what?”

			“You know, it’s a good working arrangement you and I have.”

			“We have no arrangement.”

			“I know I can trust you not to kill me. That’s an arrangement in my file.”

			“What do you want?”

			“To stay in the Kelowan system. I’ve been outsystem, Terence; I was born on another world. Humans here don’t know how good they’ve got it. Those Dawnkey people are complete dickheads, provoking the Imperial Celestials—them and with Human Liberation and the Old Earth Man himself, Josias.”

			“I couldn’t agree more.”

			“Yeah, well, what about it? Do we have a deal?”

			“Do you trust me?”

			“We both know the answer to that.”

			“Okay, I’ll rate this information of yours on a scale between one and ten. Anything over seven, you can stay.”

			“Deal.”

			“But not on Gondiar. Or its georing. It’s Anoosha or nothing.”

			“Sold.”

			“So?”

			“I did my research on Toše, just as thoroughly as you would’ve done. I spent ten years tracking down every move he made. Turns out, before he left last time, Toše was negotiating to charter a Traveler starship.”

			“Okay, that’s barely a one. I know he’s using the Cybele’s Eagle.”

			“I said before last time. He was talking to Andino, the captain of the Arcadia’s Moon.”

			“I’ve heard of that ship. Isn’t it supposed to be alien?”

			“Asteria! Only you Gondiar-borns would believe something that dumb. No, it’s not alien, but it is fancier than anything you’ll find a Traveler flying in this part of the Centauri Cluster. You know it survived a blast from a fusion cannon?”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. And did you know Marcellu was also chartering the Arcadia’s Moon at the time he was murdered?”

			“What did Marcellu want it for?”

			“What’s my score now?”

			“Five.”

			“He was going to follow the Diligent and cripple it once it’d left the Kelowan system. He never did.”

			“Because that’s when he was murdered?”

			“Yes.”

			“But Toše wouldn’t want the Arcadia’s Moon to attack the Diligent,” Terence said. “If I’m right, he’s got some kind of connection with Gyvoy Enfoe.”

			“I chartered the Arcadia’s Moon once, when I was summoned to see Sahdiah.”

			“You did? Where was he?”

			“On a ship—well, maybe an asteroid station. It was kind of weird.”

			“What was he like?”

			“I don’t think I actually saw him, at least not in the flesh. Looking back, the whole thing was like a sniff trip. But that was when Sahdiah told me to find who murdered Marcellu.”

			“Okay. So?”

			“The point is, Captain Andino and her crew of semi-android biomech freaks have only one loyalty: money. She won’t care what mission she flies or who charters her, as long as she gets paid.”

			“Six.”

			“That’s two Traveler ships Toše and Liliana either now have, or tried to acquire. They’re clearly up to something outsystem.”

			“Which doesn’t necessarily concern me. However, I concede it will interest Makaio-Faraji.”

			“As well as Andino, Toše has been talking to Novat, the captain of the Gansvoort. So that makes it three ships. And those are just the ones I know about.”

			“Damn. Eight.”

			

			—

			Terence’s next surprise came ten months later. He’d been on a work hiatus. His informers were still chasing down any traces of Toše and Liliana, but he could easily manage that from the villa in Hafnir; after all, they had zero knowledge left to give. And María José, technically his boss, certainly didn’t object to him not coming into the office. So he’d helped Aljan move into an apartment of his own after he graduated and won a junior clinician internship at Bellfon Hospital in Santa Rosa. Vanilda even occasionally allowed her father to come along and boss andys around when the enterprise she was working for set up concerts on Hafnir’s beaches. He started ocean kayaking in an attempt to get fitter, which Jimena soon started complaining was becoming an obsession.

			He was five kilometers out from Rydemouth cove in water that was getting uncomfortably choppy when his CI told him there was a call on the secure lnc.

			“Hello, Terence,” Makaio-Faraji said.

			He almost dropped the paddle in shock and immediately tipped his head back to find the slim silver bracelet of the georing curving across the sky. “You’re here?”

			“Yes.”

			“I only sent the message ten months ago.”

			“And yet here I am. After all, it was quite a claim.”

			“It is. Do you want me to come up to the georing?”

			“No. Santa Rosa will suffice.”

			“You’re here on Gondiar! For real?”

			“Yes.”

			

			—

			Terence had never been to the Governor’s Roundhouse Mansion before. There’d never been any reason—nor opportunity. The circular edifice was surrounded by a three-kilometer-wide ring of parkland. Humans were rarely allowed in, and then only by strict invitation. To make that clear, the park’s boundary was a thick livestone wall ten meters high, topped with sensors and, so rumor claimed, lethal defense systems. Roads curved around it. The city’s comprehensive web of skyways avoided it. Curious drones never returned.

			Even Terence hadn’t known about the tunnel that linked it to Zetian Palace. Yet when the globecab drove into his usual underground garage, a section of wall slid down, revealing the second tunnel that led to an even smaller garage underneath the Roundhouse Mansion.

			Makaio-Faraji had an apartment on the third floor, the surfaces of its high-ceilinged rooms polished to a sheen to reveal gold and silver flecks set amid the pale pink coral effect the sculptor had chosen for the livestone. In the lounge, tall arched windows opened onto a broad balcony overlooking one of the sunken garden areas encircling the mansion, where spindly palm trees swayed about in the mellow winds gusting off the terraced slopes of the city’s innumerable hills.

			A private elevator took Terence directly there from the underground garage. The archon himself was waiting just outside the balcony windows, wearing sea-blue robes with concentric white-gold stoles. His bloodstone ridges had barely changed since their last meeting—perhaps just a little bulkier, with sharper edges now tinged with emerald threads. Even though this was their third physical encounter, Terence was still intimidated by the Imperial Celestial’s size. It was an animal instinct he couldn’t subdue.

			“Sir, I’m delighted you’re here,” he said as he joined the archon on the balcony.

			Large eyes regarded him impassively. “Thank you, Terence. It is rewarding for me to see you, too.” He gestured at the park below and the city beyond. “Strange as it may seem, I’ve never actually been on Gondiar, or indeed any human world within the Crown Dominion. I feel the impression I have acquired by just accessing reports from my operatives has played me false. This seems a very pleasant place. I should perhaps get to know it better.”

			“I’d be happy to guide you around. Perhaps not right now, though. Unfortunately, Celestials aren’t too popular here at the moment.”

			Makaio-Faraji awarded him a munificent smile. “Your concern is appreciated. Please don’t worry, this robe has defense systems better than even the armor I provided you. Us archons are a paranoid lot.”

			Once again Terence had to remind himself how different Celestials were. It’s the humanoid body; fools me every time.

			“You’re not paranoid if—” he began.

			“—they really are out to get you.” Makaio-Faraji chuckled. “Your service to the empress and myself has been exemplary, Terence. And I, for one, will not forget it. Such dedication is a rare trait among your kind.”

			Your kind—for Asteria’s sake.

			“It has had its challenges, sir. So much of what I hear is just trivia; the pettiness of people can be depressing.”

			“Ah, then consider yourself lucky you were never elevated to her majesty’s court. Those of us with that privilege have had ten thousand years to refine our narcissism and vindictive bickering to a truly devastating degree. We almost don’t need physical weapons anymore.”

			“Things aren’t too good here right now, either.”

			“Yes, I’ve been accessing the files since I arrived. I wish someone had thought to consult me on these restrictions the governor has introduced. I would have advised against it. But then, today I stand before you severely diminished.”

			“Sir?”

			“I am no longer an archon. Your network, what’s left of it, is running only as an indulgent favor—and not a sympathetic one. I fear that too is about to pass.”

			“You got fired?” Terence asked in shock.

			“Bluntly put, my human friend, and sadly accurate. Yes, there is an ongoing political shift within the Crown Dominion, with our Queen Helena-Thyra riding the crest. Subsequently I have been judged inadequate for the task I was assigned. And that was before the despicable act of sabotage perpetrated against the tower capsule. I believe even what scant dignity I have left will be stripped from me when that news catches up with the chief archon.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. A thousand years’ penance in the wilderness will no doubt ensue, perhaps involving myself with a family enterprise to prove my worth, and when the next political shift comes, who knows where its tide will deliver me?”

			“But I’ve found the heads of both networks.” Terence claimed it as a certainty—which in the world of shadows and deception he moved in, it probably was.

			“Yes, that was the hypothesis I arrived at after your unusually short message,” Makaio-Faraji said.

			“I used the governor’s new laws to ruin the other networks, so they did have some use. Sahdiah’s head of operations now works for me.”

			“You are a wonderful constant, Terence; you have never disappointed me. And the other network?”

			Terence explained what he’d uncovered. Makaio-Faraji listened in silence; only his head moved, shifting slightly with tiny avian-like tilts.

			“So I still don’t know who the controlling archon is,” Terence concluded, “but given Toše and Liliana have clearly shown they have interests outsystem, I was hoping you could put out some kind of alert for the Cybele’s Eagle, if not the other ships they were dealing with. If they can be captured, I believe you should interrogate them yourself. I remember how effective that can be. We’d know everything then.”

			Makaio-Faraji was silent for an uncomfortably long time.

			“Sir?”

			“I am…concerned. That an archon would permit Liliana and Toše to bomb the tower capsule is deeply troubling. Wars have started over less. It is not how archons behave. Not until—” He frowned.

			“Until what?”

			“Until the Great Game has reached its trigger point, and all of us pray such a thing never happens. Terence, this is why archons exist in this universe, to make moves and counter-moves. We do not indulge in physical strikes and counterstrikes. Yet the capsule atrocity is so blatant it invites—nay, begs—retaliation. Why? What could anyone achieve? Your pardon, but only humans were on the capsule. This makes very little sense. Perhaps Lord Ualana-Shoigu was right to discard me. I have not considered how entangled humans are in this Game. To what ends, though?”

			“The capsule explosion was certainly a trigger for human unrest in Santa Rosa,” Terence said. “Which is spreading through Gondiar’s other prefectures.”

			“It was, wasn’t it? The governor overreacted massively; it would seem all of your kind are unhappy.”

			“People will get over it. Things will get back to normal eventually.”

			“Yes, your admirable human optimism. But suppose they are not allowed to? The human politics in this city have changed, have they not? Humans are growing restless.”

			“Josias Aponi is stirring things up, of course. But he can’t be any part of a Great Game, can he?”

			“I would suggest Josias Aponi is a symptom of this particular Great Game, not a cause. The analysis you’ve been providing in your reports is most insightful; he’s doing what he’s done since he arrived here, advancing himself at whatever cost to society and stability. To do that, he has to carry his supporters with him, does he not?”

			“Yes,” Terence agreed. “His Regal Democrat party is building plenty of support, even with the marchioness editing their manifesto.”

			“Ah, so it is what goes unsaid that carries the most weight, then. The silenced voice is always the loudest, Terence; it is ripe with the enticement of forbidden fruit. What does he not say, this man who once walked on Old Earth?”

			“He used to say humans should have more freedom, financially and democratically, that the liberalism he championed would boost the economy. In other words, everyone would be better off if he was in charge.”

			“So that is what he stands for, liberalization?”

			“Yes. And everyone knows it.”

			“They know it in a time when unprecedented restrictions have been imposed by the unaccountable hand of the empress. A time when Liliana’s network can no longer make payments to support councilors who agitate for liberation. Yet such an idea is growing even stronger. It is approaching critical mass.”

			“You can’t seriously think humans will rebel against the empress?” Even as Terence said it, he saw Q-I-X writ large on buildings all across the city. The pathetically defiant graffiti had been going on even without Dawnkey. There was no queen in exile, of course, but the idea of a returning savior was enticing; it brought people hope. It was the basis of religion. One you could never disprove—not by logic, nor by guns.

			“Terence, if humans were ever to cause genuine trouble for the empress, such as withholding the food you farm for us, you would be crushed like insects under the boot of the Imperial Knights. It would be expensive to replace human farms with agricultural androids on a world this size, but believe me it is not impossible.”

			“Why?” Terence asked in bewilderment. “Why would anyone go to so much trouble? Is there some crazy Celestial faction that wants all humans dead?”

			“No.” Makaio-Faraji put his hands on the balustrade rail and gripped tightly, staring out at the city. “But the Mara Yama wouldn’t shrink from such an act—especially if they could take advantage of the upheaval.” His face screwed up into a pained expression. “Yet how does that fit? Terence, has anyone—and I do mean anyone—even mentioned a connection with Uixic?”

			“The planet? No.”

			“A pity. We will have to postpone my tour around High Rosa still further. My colleagues were right. It is a good place to start.”

			“Start what, sir?”

			Makaio-Faraji let go of the balustrade and stood up in a decisive motion. “A search that is—”

			So many things happened simultaneously, and so fast. Makaio-Faraji’s robes flashed an all-over violet, as if a supernatural aurora had ignited around him. He twisted as something shoved his right shoulder with incredible force, spinning him around. A double flash of incandescent white light erupted, merging to a single flare stabbing out from the top of his torso. Then the crack—a sound loud enough to be felt.

			Makaio-Faraji was flung back, the two types of light sinking away as if his body was sucking them in. His chest performed an impossible ripple, and a massive gout of bloody gore spat out.

			Terence yelled in wordless fright as the Imperial Celestial crashed back onto the floor of the balcony. The body seemed to contort somehow, then far too much blood and offal was spreading out from the robe.

			“Makaio!”

			The Celestial’s eyes were wide open. His lips moved, and blood welled out of his mouth. So much blood. Everywhere. The kinetic that had penetrated him must have detonated, destroying half of his torso.

			Terence dropped to his knees beside him. Makaio-Faraji’s right arm had detached completely, lying at a crazy angle across the floor. His left arm came up, big fingers splaying wide. A web of thin lines glowing bioluminescent violet radiated out from the neural patch at the center of his palm. Terence didn’t or couldn’t move; his eyes were held by Makaio-Faraji’s dying stare. Then the Celestial’s hand clamped around Terence’s skull.

			It happened again, just as it had back in the stadium on Wynid. A maelstrom of memories blazing across his brain, an overload of senses that threatened to tear him apart from the inside. His skull was going to rupture from the pressure.

			Then it was over. He was sprawled over the body, weeping as he shook violently. Makaio-Faraji’s eyes were still open, but now staring at nothing.

			Get clear.

			Terence whimpered in horror. The voice was inside his head. But not his.

			Quickly.

			Some manic impulse made him scrabble to his feet. His self-preservation instinct had never been so strong; it was practically a compulsion. He knew he had to get away.

			“Why?”

			The head will self-destruct. Archons can’t risk their brains being reanimated and the memories extracted. >smile< Archons are a paranoid lot.

			Terence lurched away, almost falling back into the lounge.

			Makaio-Faraji’s head exploded.

			Terence screamed, which ended with him vomiting.

			Out. Out of the building. Move. Don’t let anyone know you were here.

			He started running. As the elevator doors opened, he gave his CI a lnc code. The face of a young Celestial filled his retina membrane.

			“You are Terence Wilson-Fletcher,” Neusch said.

			How the fuck do I know he’s called Neusch?

			“Yes,” Terence gasped.

			“Why are you covered in blood? Is that…brain matter?”

			“Neusch, the New Phoenix protocol is now active. Go to Lord Gahiji-Calder.”

			“No!”

			“You have to.”

			“Father!”

			“You have his gifts my gifts his gifts. You are the future now.”

			The lnc ended.

			

			—

			Terence was still awake when the dawn came, washing the villa in a pallid rosé light. Jimena had fallen asleep beside him, one hand clutching a pillow.

			He stayed still as the recollections resurfaced; it was a sensation akin to emerging from a long fever. Simply knowing was a relief, despite how disturbing that knowledge was. He welcomed all those moments he didn’t even know he’d lost.

			The voice echoing around in his head telling him to get clear of Makaio-Faraji’s body. I’d forgotten that part. The lnc code to Neusch. I never knew that before. Makaio-Faraji’s fingers closing around his head, caging him for the neural induction. Oh, Asteria’s arse, that wasn’t an inquisition like before.

			He started trembling as the implication became obvious. He’d been suppressing the trauma, denying it completely. And thoughts, badly screwed up by the neural contact, had distorted the psychological crisis, making it so much worse.

			A slightly hysterical laugh bubbled up. “You’re not paranoid if they really are out to get you.”

			Jimena sighed and turned over.

			Amid all the chaotic revelations swirling through his mind, he forced himself to breathe calmly. He closed his eyes and told himself: “Two men walk into a bar.”

			The Fleesh Diamond was busy, but not crowded; music and conversation were at identical volume levels, a soothing background babble. It was the kind of bar where an up-and-coming twenty-six-year-old would go after work for a drink with a friend. Terence sat down at a table near the window and slid a beer over the table.

			“Thank you, Terence,” Makaio-Spirit said. “I’m sincerely sorry I’ve caused you so much anguish these last two months. I’m not used to the pathways of a human brain. I didn’t understand what I was doing, and I was desperate to try to connect with your consciousness.”

			“So am I hosting your mindline now? Am I going to fade from this body’s memory?” Even as he asked the question, his hand around the beer glass trembled slightly in anticipation of the answer.

			“No, Terence, I give you my word that is not what’s happened here. If you want truth from this insensitive old Celestial, your brain wouldn’t have anything like the capacity to host my mindline. In any case, there was no time. And if there had been…Well, even I have ethics.”

			Terence took a sip of beer in what was a clear relief reflex. It tasted the best—an amalgamation of every great night out with friends. “So what is this…you?”

			“I’m what’s best described as a rider, a ghost haunting your skull.”

			Terence nearly nose-snorted the beer. “Asteria’s arse! You mean like that human personality you used when we first met?”

			“Ah, that was embarrassing, wasn’t it? Yes, sadly, like that human personality. But hopefully more socially capable.”

			“Okay.”

			“And with some memories of my own.”

			“Er, what kind of memories?”

			“Don’t worry; not those kind of memories. These are the ones that carry the experience we’re going to need to sort out this current situation.”

			“We?”

			“You. I told you, I’m just your spirit guide now. But that depends on if you want my guidance. I can’t force you to do anything. To you, I am the invisible friend you can call upon for advice as much or as little as you like.”

			“I was getting used to a home life. Despite the way everyone is all wound up about the governor and marchioness, life here is okay. Someone told me recently that the Gondiar-born don’t know how good we’ve got it.”

			“I fear that might not last. Terence, I mentioned I thought the capsule atrocity was a trigger event. I believe I am the second trigger, for something much worse.”

			“You?”

			“My assassination. I was maneuvered into coming here in a fashion that only a truly masterful Great Game can accomplish. Circumstances meant I actually pleaded to come here. Hindsight is truly a ghastly attribute.”

			“I know who killed you.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. Toše. He has a concluder rifle, one that was augmented to give it a longer range.”

			“So he’s back on Gondiar?”

			“Yes. I’ve been trying to find him, but these days most of my informers are digging potatoes on a penal farm.”

			“They really make humans do that, dig potatoes?”

			“I’ve no idea. So how is killing you another trigger?”

			“Terence, for all your opinion of me, I am—was—an archon of the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid, one of the rulers of the Crown Dominion. My assassination by a human is a very serious act of aggression against the Crown—basically, a direct challenge to the authority of the empress herself. That will never be tolerated. There will be consequences.”

			“Nobody but me knows a human shot you.”

			“Toše knows. And you were standing right next to me. You were in his sights. That information will find its way back to the court. It’s what I’d do. They already know you are my head agent on Gondiar; they will want to know what you know. Excuse my indelicacy, but that puts us right up shit creek.”

			“They might know already. The information about Zikar modifying the concluder was in the files I sent. So your replacement will have access to them, yes?”

			“Oh, dear. Yes.”

			“What do we do?”

			“Expose the game played against us. We have to find out which dominion Liliana and Toše are working for.”

			“We have to find them, then.”

			“We do. I have some resources available. There are certain items placed around the city and beyond in case of emergency. I believe this qualifies.”

			Terence experienced a little egotistic thrill at the prospect of acquiring more Celestial toys.

			Makaio-Spirit smiled fondly and raised his beer in salute. “Yes, I thought you’d like that.”

			“What’ll happen to your son?” Terence asked. “I remember warning him.”

			“It is my hope he will return with allies. He has comprehensive giftings from me—more memories than is usual to pass on before succession, but then as we have established, archons are paranoid creatures. He won’t be me, but in the old human tradition of biological inheritance being immortality, he is a genuine son to me. I am alive through him, and this shadow version of me takes comfort in that.”

			“So who are your allies?”

			“Lord Gahiji-Calder and Lord Jolav-Dabny. They too are disconcerted with the changes of policy within the Crown Dominion.”

			“And do you trust them?”

			“Yes.”

			“Really? Did they know you were coming to Gondiar?”

			“Ah. Yes.”

			“I ask because someone else knew, and they told Toše. Even I didn’t know you’d arrived, yet he was ready and waiting in a position that gave him a clear line of sight. So who sent you here, and who knew you’d been given that particular apartment in the Governor’s Mansion?”

			Makaio-Spirit froze for a second, like a glitched hologram. “Lords Gahiji-Calder and Jolav-Dabny knew. Also, Lord Ualana-Shoigu, Wynid’s new chief archon; it was he who granted me permission to come.”

			“Chief archon, and now chief suspect, then.”

			“That would be extremely disturbing. But then, his appointment was extremely unusual.”

			“Well, it’s not like we can ever ask him, so we’ll just have to focus on Toše and Liliana.”

			“Is that not what you’ve been doing for the last two months?”

			“Yes. But not very well, clearly.”

			“Do not blame yourself. They obviously have support that even excels that which I have provided you. Staying hidden will not be difficult for them. They will have flawless new identities.”

			“Yeah, but we have to try. And we know they’re interested in starships. It’s not much, but it’s a start.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			 

			Empress Carolien-Amaia was eating breakfast with the princesses when her chief archon, Lord Acelynn-Jabula, came in, walking side by side with Lord Drake-Ottavio, the Master of the Imperial Court. That meant it was going to be bad; the court knew how much she valued an uninterrupted breakfast. Listening to the princesses chattering away about inanities mixed with court gossip—mainly dissing the congregants—was always a pleasant way to begin the day. Forty minutes without cares, responsibilities, and worry. Was it really so much to ask for?

			She gave her senior courtiers a cool gaze as they walked across the massive hall. As one, the princesses stopped talking and looked at them disapprovingly.

			They reached the table and bowed.

			“Majesty. I apologize for disturbing you before your official day begins,” Lord Acelynn-Jabula said.

			“I’m sure you have good reason.”

			“Unfortunately, yes. A Wynid Navy frigate, the Tyr, docked at High Vaxjo last night. An emissary from Queen Helena-Thyra is on his way down the tower. He has requested a meeting with you at the earliest possible convenience.”

			“Crap. Who did she send?”

			Acelynn-Jabula cleared his throat. “Lord Ualana-Shoigu, ma’am.”

			“Double crap.” They’d known this was coming, of course. The news had actually left her disconcerted two years ago in her start-of-day briefing, when Acelynn-Jabula told her that Makaio-Faraji, the Wynid archon covering Kelowan, had been assassinated on Gondiar—in the governor’s mansion, no less.

			“How on Old Earth could such a thing happen?” she’d asked.

			“We believe it was a Remnant weapon, ma’am, a concluder rifle.”

			“Which dominion did it?”

			An extremely uncomfortable Lord Acelynn-Jabula glanced around the table, seeking support from his fellow Imperial Council members. He wasn’t getting any. “It would appear he was shot by a human, ma’am.”

			The council chamber was completely silent.

			“You’re joking. You’d better be joking!”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“A human killed an Imperial Celestial archon?”

			“Yes.”

			“Helena’s going to go apeshit! The bitch’ll try and blame me at the next meeting…Oh no, that’s going to be the naval exercise before we annex Capo Frois.”

			Two years ago. One year for the news to be couriered through the Gate of Heaven to Wynid, one year for Helena-Thyra to send her emissary, who would be explaining her reaction to the assassination in clear terms. Two years would be long enough for tempers to cool and shock to fade. Two years would enable her own archon to arrest or kill the assassin. Except it wasn’t two years, not for Helena-Thyra. Her emissary would have been with her barely a fortnight ago in their personal timeline.

			Carolien-Amaia sighed and looked around the breakfast table, taking in the expressions the princesses were directing her way. Mostly curiosity, but there was nervousness there as well. “There’s a saying from Old Earth, girls,” she told them. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Remember it well, beyond even my giftings to you, because this is exactly the kind of thing it applies to.”

			“Yes, Mother Queen,” they chorused.

			“Lord Acelynn-Jabula, please tell me we now know who shot Lord Makaio-Faraji.”

			“Majesty, unfortunately, the situation on Gondiar—”

			Carolien-Amaia slammed her hand down on the breakfast table. “For fuck’s sake!”

			“I apologize profusely.”

			“Yes. That helps.” Her accusing finger lined up on the chief archon. “If Helena-Thyra uses this to call a vote of no confidence…”

			“She wouldn’t dare,” Lord Drake-Ottavio said. “In any case, the other queens would never countenance such a vote. It would set a precedent that would leave all of you vulnerable to being recalled before your tenure as empress is complete. The Accord would shatter.”

			“At one time I would’ve believed that,” Carolien said. “If we were dealing with Helena-Chione. But this Helena-Thyra? It’s like we’re back at the start of the Crucible Era. I remember her from those days; she was not much fun to be around.”

			“You are more than a match for her,” Lord Drake-Ottavio said confidently.

			“Thank you, father.” She drummed her fingers on the table, reviewing the factors. “Sending Lord Ualana-Shoigu here is the message. It’s complete overkill. She wants something— Ah, of course, the annexation. When we meet to merge the fleets, she will use the council to seek a concession from me. The others will love that.”

			“But what concession?” Lord Drake-Ottavio asked.

			“Isn’t that obvious? She proposed annexing Capo Frois. She now wants to command the fleet.”

			“When every realm merges their fleets, it becomes the Imperial Fleet,” her father said indignantly. “It cannot be anything else.”

			“One Royal Fleet alone is enough to subdue Capo Frois,” Acelynn-Jabula said. “More than enough, actually. Sending the Imperial Fleet was always a political move.”

			“And she would have both the credit and the glory,” Carolien said. “I thought we were past this kind of Machiavellian audacity. Twelve thousand years we’ve lived here. Nine thousand since the Accord. I mean, really?”

			“Never let your guard down when there’s a queen around,” Lord Drake-Ottavio said ruefully.

			“An aphorism Helena-Thyra needs reminding of,” Carolien said sharply. “It is Wynid enterprises that benefit from Gondiar’s farms, is it not? So, I will simply show the other queens that this empress does not shirk her duty in stamping down hard on sedition—even one as pitiful as a human’s. It will mean Wynid enterprises suffer for a couple of centuries as a result, but I am sworn to carry out my duty and protect the stability of the Crown Dominion. Let’s see how Helena-Thyra likes that.”

			

			—

			It was a full court reception that greeted Lord Ualana-Shoigu. Carolien-Amaia decided that if Helena-Thyra wanted symbolism, she was going to damn well get it.

			Androids and Deain were summoned to perform a fast clean of the hall. The members of the Imperial Court were told to get their asses in gear and don full ceremonial robes. This was going to be a full-on state occasion.

			The empress sat on her throne with senior courtiers on either side, the princesses behind, and the full court—all five hundred of them—standing at attention along both sides of the state reception hall’s imposing colonnaded walls. In front of them stood a row of Imperial Knights in their full golden battle armor, with claret crystal sigil inlays of their House glowing in splendorous enmity.

			The herald announced Lord Ualana-Shoigu’s arrival, leaving Helena-Thyra’s representative to walk the length of the hall all alone, his footsteps echoing in the inhospitable silence. Five hundred pairs of eyes judged him; it didn’t require a neural connection to know he’d been found wanting.

			He stopped in front of the empress and took the knee. Carolien-Amaia extended her hand. First, Lord Ualana-Shoigu kissed the ring, then the hand was turned palm up, and he was awarded a self-perceptual greeting.

			“I thank you for receiving me, Highness,” Lord Ualana-Shoigu said. He began to rise, then caught Carolien-Amaia’s gaze and wisely decided to stay on his knee. “My queen sends you greetings from the loyal realm of Wynid.”

			“I have always admired and endorsed loyalty to the Imperial Throne,” Carolien-Amaia told him. “Without it, we would descend into chaos and war.”

			“My queen appreciates that, and thanks you for the most excellent task you are performing as empress. She appreciates that she rules within a dominion at the most stable it has ever been since the Accord.”

			“That is most pleasing to hear.”

			“However, it is with profound regret that my queen petitions you about a small issue which is troubling her.”

			“What could that possibly be?”

			“During your splendid reign, an archon of Wynid has been murdered by a human while carrying out his duties on the planet of Gondiar, in this very star system.”

			“I am aware, Lord Ualana-Shoigu, of where Gondiar orbits. It is visible from this palace most nights.”

			“Of course, Highness. Your wisdom is renowned.”

			Carolien-Amaia was pleased with herself for not screaming orders to her Knights to blast this smug little vermin to a pile of ashes. “We had heard that dear Lord Makaio-Faraji was no longer an archon after an unfortunately poor performance over the last century.”

			“Then I am delighted to inform you that, in fact, the archon was performing superbly. I recently promoted him to have Wynid’s exclusivity in all subversive matters arising on Gondiar. My queen was most concerned for the citizens there—including the humans, who are being sadly mishandled by the governor’s incompetence. Everyone knows that when humans moan about authority, the last thing anyone should do is subject them to yet more of that authority. They are but children with weak minds. You let their tantrum run its course, then treat them exactly as before. All will be forgiven and forgotten, and they’ll soon pass on to the next shiny item that attracts their short-lived attention.”

			“Indeed. And yet these simple people murdered your archon.”

			“A tragedy, Highness—one which my queen implores you to rectify. Helena-Thyra believes the Gondiar humans must be brought back under the disciplined control of the Crown Dominion. She would ask that you consider relieving your governor and appointing someone who is more capable.”

			Carolien smiled sweetly. “No need.”

			“I regret, Highness, I do not understand.”

			“I don’t need to consider anything, Lord Ualana-Shoigu. I am perfectly aware of the responsibility my position requires. Preparations have been long under way to deal with the insurrection on Gondiar, and I am delighted that you have arrived just in time to witness their implementation. General Avone-Valerio?”

			One of the armored figures took two steps forward and turned to salute the empress. “Your Highness.”

			“Are my forces ready?”

			“They are assembling right now in High Vaxjo Naval Station. Seven assault carriers are docked and ready to receive a brigade of Imperial Knights each. They will be supported by half a million Ghosts, and ancillary war Awakened. Five thousand ground assault aircraft will provide complete planetary coverage. I will command the landing myself, and the recidivist humans will be subject to the full laws of the Crown Dominion under the terms of the original human settlement constitution. They will be made to recognize your absolute authority, and any resistance will be countered with extreme force. Order will be restored.”

			A startled expression flickered across the face of the Wynid archon. It was quickly banished, but not before Carolien-Amaia had caught it. She found that lapse almost worth the wholly disagreeable expenditure of the occupation. Almost. “Will that be sufficient, do you think, Lord Ualana-Shoigu? Or should I commit more brigades?”

			“The response of Your Highness is, as always, most impressive. I will convey that to my queen.”

			“Thank you. General?”

			“Highness?”

			“I expect the person who murdered Lord Makaio-Faraji to be brought to justice. That is a priority. Whatever needs to be done, you have my authority to do it. Should anyone harbor this fugitive, they are to be considered accomplices to the crime and will face the same punishment. If you need to make examples of people, do not hesitate.”

			“Yes, Highness.”

			“Was there anything else, Lord Ualana-Shoigu?”

			“No, Your Highness.”

			“Then you may go. Please convey my regards to my dearest friend, your queen. Tell her I look forward to meeting her at the fleet merger.”

			

			—

			The navy assault cruisers were eight hours out from Gondiar’s georing when news of their impending arrival started to appear in news feeds from excited Travelers on the georing. It was unusual for Crown Dominion navy ships to visit Gondiar, and assault cruisers were some of the more uncommon ships in the navy. To have seven of them arriving was a rare opportunity for astroengineering enthusiasts. As they had an escort of fourteen Eclipse-class frigates, ship watchers were hurriedly trying to book capsule trips up to High Rosa.

			Zelinda Jalgori-Tobu’s patch opened its petals and pushed the item to the top of the news queue. After she reviewed it, she connected to the Zetian Palace network and used her high-level access to review the georing’s traffic control. The assault cruisers were breaking formation; flight vectors showed one, the Niterói, was heading for High Rosa. Then she saw the other six were all on course for Gondiar’s remaining six orbital tower docks.

			She placed a call to her mother. “Did you know they were visiting?”

			“No, I did not.” The marchioness paused. “The governor didn’t, either. Or at least I was not informed by her office.”

			“That’s odd.”

			“Very. And tower control has just canceled every scheduled descent capsule.”

			Zelinda looked through the huge windows of her office to where the orbital tower bridged the sapphire gulf between land and sky. “Oh, Asteria, they don’t think there’s another bomb, do they?”

			“No, María José would have told me.”

			“So, if it’s not that…Mother, why would they cancel the down capsules at the same time an assault carrier is docking?”

			“I don’t know. I’m requesting an audience with the governor. Zelinda, this is a whole navy squadron. We’ve never had a squadron visit Gondiar before—ever.”

			“You don’t think— Why would they send troops down to the planet? Especially now? The capsule bomb was over two years ago.”

			“Events in the dominions never occur in rapid succession. Responses take time. Does that archon’s man know anything?”

			“I’ll ask.” Zelinda walked over to the window. For her whole life, the tower and the georing had been symbols of Celestial power—a power that provided every human on Gondiar with a safe and peaceful life. Now all she felt when she looked at the incredible structure was fear. She told her lnc patch to call Terence Wilson-Fletcher.

			“They’ve canceled the scheduled capsules?” he asked in surprise.

			“Yes, both passenger and cargo.”

			“That’s not good. What does the governor say?”

			“She hasn’t said anything. My mother is trying to call her.”

			“If this is the empress responding to the capsule bomb, the first thing they’ll do is replace the governor. The empress will need to blame someone. Zelinda, I’d suggest you send your family out of the city. Just in case.”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I hope I’m wrong, but it can’t hurt. You have a lot of country estates, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” she said with a dry throat.

			“Do it. I’ll see what I can find out.”

			

			—

			Three minutes after the assault carrier docked at High Rosa, all network lncs to the georing were cut. No personal lncs, no feeds. No information.

			Zelinda was still reluctant to send her family out of the city, but she did ask her children to return to the palace. Her younger daughters, Amaryllis and Mackenzie, were both at college, while Augusta was out at the palace stables, riding her favorite Awakened panda. They came back just as puzzled as everyone as to what was happening.

			Her brother Everett flatly refused to even consider coming home from the Treasury building, let alone leaving Santa Rosa. “It’s preposterous,” he said. “And you didn’t hear it from me, but frankly it’s not such a bad idea to replace the governor. Our economy hasn’t been this precarious since the cape storms three hundred years ago wiped out an entire season’s crops. We could do with the empress injecting some liquidity into the banks.”

			“Oh, Asteria, Everett, this is the Crown Dominion Navy we’re talking about! They are not here to help with your accountancy issues.”

			“If they want to keep the economy afloat, they’ll have to pay attention to the numbers.”

			His attitude decided it for her. She called for a limousine to take her daughters to Hovey station, where they could catch a train to Hafnir. “You’re staying with your aunt Otylia for a week,” she told them.

			“Are you coming?” Augusta asked anxiously.

			“I’m hoping I don’t have to. But Aunt Variaka and your cousins will be going with you.” And to hell with her brother; at least Variaka was practical.

			

			—

			Two hours after the assault carrier docked, capsules started to descend from High Rosa. The network hadn’t been restored—not for humans, anyway—but Santa Rosa’s tower station began receiving the arrival schedules. A lot of them.

			Zelinda went and sat with her mother in the Privy Council chamber. They dismissed most of the palace staff, sending them back to the residential wing. Some of the most long-serving refused the offer, including a division of guards led by Colonel Eiesha.

			“The city’s unnerved, ma’am,” she said. “Now is not the time to leave you unguarded.”

			An hour after the first wave of capsules started their descent, every lnc in the prefecture activated. “This is General Avone-Valero, Knight Commander of the empress’s Gondiar task force mission, Restore Order. As of now, I am the custodian of Gondiar, replacing the governor until such time as Her Imperial Majesty sees fit to appoint a new governor. All citizens are now subject to my authority. All residents of Santa Rosa are ordered to return to their homes immediately and await further instruction. You have three hours to comply, then all ground traffic will be shut down. Farmers will continue to work as normal, but may not leave their farms. My troops will be enforcing the law of the empress planetwide, with no exceptions. The general lawlessness that has infected your society will be purged. Your compliance is expected. Any acts of defiance directed toward the empress will be met with lethal force.”

			The marchioness gave Zelinda a distraught stare. “Lethal force? Killing people? Why? What have we done?”

			“I can only assume it’s because of the tower capsule bomb.”

			“I don’t understand. We arrested all of those awful gang people, the ones who were smuggling weapons. They are all serving life sentences on penal farms.”

			“Maybe the Celestials didn’t think that was enough.”

			“They’d have told us, surely? I must speak to the general when he arrives.”

			“Mother, please don’t.”

			“I cannot allow the people of my city to live in fear. I cannot stand by and do nothing. I am the marchioness; our family was appointed by the empress herself. We are related to them by blood.”

			Zelinda took her hands, saddened by how frail her mother was becoming. I hadn’t noticed before. Everything stays the same on Gondiar, forever. That’s what I’ve chosen to believe—until now. “Mother, please, we have no say in this invasion.”

			“Don’t use that word; it will provoke people. The general represents the empress. She will understand. We are loyal subjects.”

			“We’ve changed, mother. We bent the laws a little too much, and people have become dissatisfied. The Celestials don’t like that.”

			“A few urban dilettantes, that’s all. We’ve always allowed that; it was a way for people to let off steam.”

			“It’s more than that. Hafnir has showed people a different kind of life—one where you can own your own house. You can keep what you’ve worked for and hand it down to your children.”

			“This is nonsense. People did not go homeless before Hafnir.”

			“No, they didn’t, but their attitudes have changed. I believe that’s what this may be about, and that the capsule explosion is just an excuse. We went too far, and now we will be pulled back. Forcefully.”

			A tear began to trickle down the marchioness’s face. “That is not fair. We help people. There is a good life for everyone here.”

			For the first time in more than fifty years, Zelinda hugged her mother. There was no resistance. “I know.”

			

			—

			Three hours after General Avone’s announcement, the entire planetary network went offline. People kept in touch locally through inter-patch lncs, but that was all. The skyway gondolas in Santa Rosa stopped and hung where they were, swinging gently from side to side without power. Anyone left inside had to break out the emergency ladders, unrolling them with a prayer that they were long enough to reach the ground. Globecabs halted abruptly, their doors sliding open, then a minute later started to drive back to their depots. Private and commercial vehicles came to an emergency stop, triggered by the city’s traffic CI. Everyone left stranded looked anxiously at the length of the orbital tower, gleaming in the twilight sun, before walking home. A few lucky ones took scooters and bikes, which the CI couldn’t deactivate.

			

			—

			The marchioness chose to wait for the arrival of the general at the entrance of the Sibylla wing’s reception hall. She was going to stand at the top of the curving Grand Staircase by herself, but Zelinda refused to let her do that and stood beside her. Lined up in the hall behind them were a handful of senior aides, along with Colonel Eiesha and five honor guards. Zelinda had insisted they carry no weapons, not even inactive ones, and they had to hold their helmets under an arm to show they were not hostile. There was no family present besides Zelinda; she’d been quite insistent about that, too.

			It was a strange time, standing there in the early morning with the low-floating dawn mists swaddling Makeda Park just starting to fluoresce with light. The first capsules had reached the station two hours earlier. They had received one communication from the general saying he was coming to the palace to set up his administration there, but there was no ETA provided.

			“Why the palace?” the marchioness wondered. “Why not the governor’s mansion?”

			“I suspect because the palace is bigger, mother. He does have an army to command, as well as enough administration staff for the whole planet.”

			“Yes, that would make sense.”

			Zelinda found the small talk really wasn’t any comfort. And it wasn’t the cool air that was making her limbs shiver every couple of minutes. It didn’t help that she kept thinking of the concern in Terence Wilson-Fletcher’s voice just before the network was shut off. The archon’s agent was seriously worried about the task force and what they would do. He kept saying: “You haven’t met Imperial Celestials like this before. Be extremely careful what you say. Be as bland and meek as it’s possible to sound, and never question them.” Which led to the question: How did he know that?

			Some fast movement out in the park caught her eye, but it was gone before she could focus on it. The mist was swirling in the wake of whatever it was. She gripped her mother’s hand. “Here they come.”

			It was the Ghosts that approached the palace first, advancing in a juddery insectoid motion. They were nothing like anything Zelinda had seen files of. One of them raced through the courtyard’s tunnel-like archway, its speed allowing it to run horizontally along the wall. Then more of them appeared up along the roofline. There must have been twenty of them in total. One of them finally stood still, scanning around the courtyard. It was easily three meters tall. Below its implausibly small hip joint, its legs made up two-thirds of its overall height, with long feet that had a triple hoof so it was always standing on the tips: a posture that seemed to leave it unstable, as the legs and short torso were perpetually leaning forward. Balance, then, was achieved by the arms. They bifurcated just below the shoulder, the forward pair mimicking a hominoid arrangement of a single elbow joint with the smooth forearm ending in normal hands—if a lot bigger than a human’s. The rear arms, however, were more like fat curving scimitars that reached down almost to ankle level. Their tips were some kind of wicked blade that glowed radioactive blue. It didn’t have a head. Instead, its sensor arrays were twin flat plates on either side of the upper torso giving it a full surround coverage.

			Once the squad of them had secured the courtyard, a pair of massive Awakened lions walked through the archway. They must have weighed seven tons each. Even though they were only wearing light armor with their faces exposed, Zelinda found them far more terrifying than the Ghosts. Instinctively, she knew that even among all the Awakened monsters that Celestials had produced, they remained apex predators. It was the sheer arrogance of their measured walk that left her in no doubt.

			“Sweet Asteria,” the marchioness whimpered.

			The general who followed them in seemed almost diminished by comparison. His armor was polished silver perfection, of course, seamless and featureless, like a single metallic carapace. Zelinda got the impression that it was more fluid than solid. As he grew closer, she realized it was actually a thick layer of minute silver spheres.

			He took the steps of the Grand Staircase four at a time while the lions waited at the bottom. When he reached the top, he was an easy meter and a half taller than the human women. The spheres forming his helmet parted with a ripple down the front, flowing back onto both sides of a head that was almost as featureless as the silver specks that had shielded it.

			A face built for radiating exquisite contempt, Zelinda thought. His forehead and cheeks were embossed with a shining web, as if he’d been given a tattoo of wires.

			The marchioness bowed politely. “General Avone, welcome to Santa Rosa. I wish the circumstances were more—”

			“You can leave now,” the general said in a gruff voice.

			“Leave? My family is at the disposal of the empress, as we have always been since she permitted us to settle this wonderful world. We will of course continue to assist you in whatever manner—”

			“No. Leave.”

			Zelinda recovered her composure. “Why are you here?” she asked. “What have we possibly done to deserve this treatment?”

			“You shat on the kindness of the empress with your whining and complaining. You stole lands from the empress.”

			“If you’re talking about Hafnir, then—”

			“Shut up. You committed an act of terrorism against the Crown Dominion, for which there is only one punishment: death.”

			“The explosio—”

			“Not the tower capsule bomb, though that is almost as serious. I refer to the assassination of the archon for the Now and Forever Queen of Wynid.”

			All Zelinda could do was grunt. “Huh?”

			“Archon Makaio-Faraji was murdered two years ago in the Governor’s Roundhouse Mansion. If you doubt me, ask his agent, Terence Wilson-Fletcher, who was standing next to him when it happened.”

			“Terence knew?”

			“More than you, clearly.”

			She gave her mother a bewildered frown. “I don’t understand.”

			“It’s very simple,” the general said. “You had your chance to prove humans could govern themselves, and you screwed up. We’re done with you. I’m taking charge now.”

			“We can help—”

			“Be silent! It’s over, Changeling. Now, all you rancid parasites: Get the fuck out of my headquarters.” He parted his lips in a snarl as he bent down to put his face intimidatingly close to hers. “Unless you want to fight me for it?” Down below, the lions both growled.

			It took all her courage just to shake her head.

			

			
				
				—
			

			They gathered everybody together: family, staff, aides, the guards. There were no personal possessions to carry. Even if they’d been allowed time to collect them, nobody wanted to go back inside now that the Ghosts and Awakened were moving through the Sibylla wing and into the main section of the palace. The marchioness herself led them across the courtyard as still more Ghosts and Awakened arrived with their Knights.

			Colonel Eiesha was waiting beside the Lucia Arch at the front of the palace with eight limousines from the garage. “I told one of the bastards we’d be away quicker if they let us have them. She unlocked their power cells for us, but it’s personal guide driving, I’m afraid. There’s still no traffic management.”

			“That was a stupid risk,” Zelinda said. “But thank you so much.”

			Her mother needed help to climb inside; she didn’t seem to react to anything anymore. Zelinda exchanged a worried look with her father, then joined him on the limo’s curving bench. Her husband, Haian, sat next to her and put his arm around her shoulders. A badly shaken Everett got in, along with a trio of senior palace aides.

			Colonel Eiesha had taken off her armor, leaving just her gray-blue one-piece thermal regulator overalls. She slipped into the front seat and put her hand on the contact bulb. The limo rolled out into Makeda Park. All the other limos followed, crammed full of people.

			They drove in silence for several minutes. Every street was empty. Even the macaques had fled, as if they could sense the uncertainty and fear of the human population. Zelinda found the sight of the familiar buildings and squares bereft of people to be deeply unsettling. They were still there, of course; unlike her, they hadn’t been given permission to leave. So they’d be hiding behind the windows, not even knowing what they’d done wrong nor how to make amends so they could return to their normal lives. Ghosts were scampering down the roads, scaling walls to swing along balconies with an ease that was completely at odds with how much they must weigh. Several kinds of fearsome Awakened prowled about menacingly.

			They crossed a junction into Nonpur Avenue. Zelinda caught sight of an armored Knight down a narrow side alley—or thought she did. Whatever the thing was, it was half as big again as the general, with four legs and a broad hindsection that curved up like some giant scorpion stinger. It was so unterrestrial it caused a phobic revulsion, chilling her.

			Please, Asteria, don’t let anyone challenge it. Although she knew in her heart it wouldn’t be long—maybe even tonight, when the foolish and the reckless came out to demonstrate their bravado, taunting and testing their new overlords.

			“Where to?” Eiesha asked.

			“Hafnir,” Zelinda said, because there was nowhere else left. The Jalgori-Tobu family were now as much outcast strangers on Gondiar as the Diligent settlers had been the day they arrived. With her mother weeping quietly beside her, they headed out of the city.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			 

			The apartment security sensors detected a motion on the little balcony that overlooked Sonoma Avenue. Medusa kept it casual as she walked across the living room to check it out. Two of her braids stirred, their tips curling around to point at the window. Target graphics slipped up into her lenses. Then the unexpected happened: her patch opened its petals and reported a lnc opening.

			“Morning,” Terence said.

			Medusa stared at his image in surprise. “How the hell did you do that? I couldn’t even get my deep burn routines into the building’s public node. Whatever they did has shut it down like they physically smashed it up.”

			“Not sure, to be honest. My CI is using the Knights’ secure network somehow. Who cares? Point is, we’re talking.”

			“Sure. That’s a comfort.” She opened the slats on the window and peered out guiltily. There was nothing moving on Sonoma Avenue, same as the rest of the city as far as she could judge. Just birds overhead, calling out to each other, asking where everyone has gone. Then she saw a small delivery drone had landed on the balcony. “Is that yours?”

			“Yes. I don’t want to be dramatic or anything, but you need to get the hell out of that apartment.”

			Medusa let out a snort of contempt. “I’d love to.” The arrival of the Knights had been a bad surprise. Over the last two years, she’d spent time preparing a few discreet exit routes, unsure if Terence was watching. It had seemed a bit stupid given she’d agreed she would leave, but professional pride and some healthy paranoia pushed her onward. The way he’d scooped her up, and that Asteria-damned helmet interrogation, had left her very wary of him. Despite them keeping it civil ever since—or pretending to, anyway—she wanted to be able to disappear on her own terms should she need to.

			Trouble was, her safe houses and modified globecabs and distraction traps were now utterly irrelevant in the face of a full-scale Celestial invasion.

			“Good,” he said. “Because they’re coming for you.”

			“Me?”

			“Yes. And they know where you are.”

			“How? Why?”

			“Come on, you were the top agent for a foreign archon working inside the Crown Dominion.”

			“All we ever did was gather information…”

			“And track down your enemies. Either of which earns you a real interrogation. And they know where you are because of me.”

			“You told them?”

			“Not exactly. Someone gave this General Avone-Valerio the access codes to Makaio-Faraji’s files. He knows absolutely everything now—every piece of intel I ever acquired, my reports, the summaries and speculations.”

			“Oh, shit.”

			“They are going to round up all the gang members that the governor left out of her purge. Then after that, they’ll bring in every councilor who accepted offworld money from the network Liliana and Toše have been running. The general will sentence them to life on a penal farm—if they have any life left after age-acceleration. He wants them out of the way. If they resist, they’ll be shot. It’s the start of resetting human society to full compliance.”

			“Asteria’s ass. And I’m on the list?”

			“Pretty much at the top of it, yeah.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“I’ve been accessing their communications. The list of individuals they’re going to detain in Santa Rosa alone is about three thousand.”

			“Are you on it?”

			“No. I’m a Wynid archon’s agent. I’ve been loyally working for the Crown Dominion for forty years; I even shut down your organization. They have no use for me now, of course.”

			“So how do I get out?” she asked in trepidation.

			“They have observation systems blanketing the city, watching for anyone who tries to make a break for it. It’s going to be pretty obvious over the next few hours who’s getting taken into custody never to be seen again. People are going to start running, even in the middle of curfew.”

			“Thanks! That helps.”

			“I can block the observation systems covering your building; there’s quite a few inside already.”

			Medusa crammed her face against the window, trying to spot the insect drones.

			“No use,” Terence said. “They’re using aireels. You can’t see them.”

			She glared at the little delivery drone. “What the hell are aireels?”

			“Talk later. Right now, we have about twenty minutes to get you clear. The Knights are expanding out from the orbital tower station. It’s like a wavefront—slow, steady, and unstoppable. Now, open the window.”

			She didn’t even consider not doing it. The drone flew in and settled on the floor beside her. Its carrier pouch opened up.

			“What’s that?” she asked, holding up the small plastic envelope that was inside.

			“An othervisor.”

			“Really? They’re so backward. Who uses those?”

			A faint sigh came over the lnc. “As of now, you do.”

			“Aw, crap.”

			“The general’s security CI can scan for a facial pattern. The invaders know your height, your weight, and your body shape. They can monitor known associates in case you contact them, wait at known locations you prefer, track favorite foods, even what lnc feeds you prefer. All of that is in your file. Everything has to change.”

			She looked at what else was in the pouch and groaned in dismay. “Not the hair, Terence. Not again.”

			“ ’Fraid so.”

			“Damnit!”

			“Shave it off, then put the othervisor on. Quickly, please.”

			It took her a couple of painful minutes until her scalp was just stubble again. The othervisor stuck to her face, and she shifted it around minutely until it settled. “You really hate me, don’t you?” she said as she looked at her new features in the mirror. “I look like a corpse. I’m never going to get laid again.”

			“You cannot appear remotely similar to you when they scan you.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			She swapped her lnc patch with one the drone had brought. Mercifully it was the last thing in the pouch. When she opened the apartment door, she was half expecting a Ghost or an Awakened to be waiting outside.

			“Stairwell down to the basement, please,” Terence said.

			Her apartment was on the Balletto’s fifth floor. She started down the stairs. “You know when they find I’m not at home, they’ll search every other apartment in the block,” she said.

			“Probably the blocks on both sides, too—then more. But there has to be a limit.”

			The basement was divided into cavernous storage chambers, none of which had much in them. At the far end of the corridor was a civic utilities room.

			“Service conduit,” Terence told her. Its small inspection hatch unlocked as he spoke, revealing a meter-wide tunnel with too many cables. “There’s enough room; you can do it.”

			Cursing, she forced herself to wriggle into the confined space. “Hey, don’t shut the hatch behind me, okay? There are no lights in here.”

			As soon as her feet were over the rim, the hatch closed.

			“Son of a bitch!”

			“I couldn’t leave it open. The arrest squad Ghosts are approaching the Balletto’s front door. I’m opening the hatch up ahead now.”

			She squinted into the darkness. There might have been a tiny speck of gray somewhere in front of her. With another bout of cursing, she started crawling forward.

			Twenty disgusting minutes later she emerged into another basement, covered with all the grime that had accrued in the tunnel presumably since the day it had been commissioned.

			“They’ve searched your room,” Terence told her. “Now they’re working through all the apartments in the Balletto. More Ghosts have been assigned to the search. Two actual Knights are on their way to supervise.”

			“I should be flattered, I suppose. What now?”

			“You need to get up the stairs to the third floor,” Terence told her. “There are people in this building using the corridors. I’ll guide you.”

			When she got to the third floor, he made her wait for a minute.

			“Okay, clear. Room thirty-two-B. Go.”

			The corridor had a glass wall overlooking a courtyard. It hosted a well-maintained garden with a lot of raised plant beds and a quaint fountain. Several people were sitting on benches, not doing anything. Medusa frowned. The people below were all using exoskeletons, and they reminded her of her new features: same gray pallor, sunken cheeks…

			“Which building is this?” she demanded suddenly.

			“The Penacova.”

			Medusa stopped walking. “The hospice?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh, Asteria, you are kidding me.”

			“No. Room thirty-two-B, please. I wasn’t expecting the Celestials to react quite this badly to you being missing.”

			She almost asked: How badly are they reacting? But actually, she didn’t want to know.

			Room 32B was pleasant: a big medical bed in the middle of a living area, plus a bathroom designed to cope with occupants in a support exoskeleton. Nice view of the pretty courtyard garden. She’d been dreading it would have a patient, but thankfully it was empty. “Now what?” She knew, though; oh, she knew. It was horribly obvious now. The Celestials would never stop searching for her, and they would catch her eventually, because she had to eat, sleep, move, spend money, create data ripples. A part of her admired the cover Terence had dreamed up, while the rest of her was dreading it.

			“Clothes into the bin; I’ll flash incinerate them. Then get into bed. I’ve registered you as Matarie Zielinski, a hundred and seventy-eight years old. You’ve been here for nine weeks, and you’re in a permanent coma from chronic metastasized brain cancer, for which you’re receiving end-of-life care.”

			“Great.” She did as she was told. As she lay back on the mattress, several support arms swung out from the wall.

			“Okay,” Terence said. “I guess you know what comes next.”

			She eyed the wrist cuffs hanging off the arms on the end of pharmacy tubes; there was also a mask to cover her mouth and nose. That was when another arm rose up at the end of the bed. The pair of tubes coming off it were thicker, with some pretty unpleasant attachments at the end. Medusa let out a groan at the inevitability. “There’s no other way?”

			“I couldn’t think of one. I’m sorry. Look, if you want to make a run for it, I’ll help—all the way. There are clothes in the closet.”

			She took a long moment making the decision. “What the hell; let’s do this.” First some lube and the waste disposal tubes. Then she slipped on the spongy wrist cuffs and felt them prickle her skin as the infuser spikes sought out veins.

			“Just so you know,” she told him, “if there is a hell, I will track you down in there.”

			“I expect I’ll be in the deepest level. But at least we won’t be alone.”

			She brought the mask up.

			“Last question,” Terence said. “They will come into this room; that’s almost a certainty. If they ignore the Matarie Zielinski data legend I’ve created for you and take a DNA sample, there is an option…I can trigger a painless euthanasia infusion.”

			“Goddess damn you, Terence!” Her hands shook as she held the mask centimeters from her fake face. Just what would the Imperial Celestials do to a human agent working for the Talloch-Te? “You just want to cover your own ass, because they’ll find out you helped me.”

			“You know me pretty well.”

			Deep breath, and say it fast. “Don’t let them take me alive.” Then she shoved the mask onto her face.

			

			
				
				—
			

			A day after General Avone-Valerio set foot in Santa Rosa, the cargo ship Green Bounty was two million kilometers out from Kelowan, decelerating at a standard tenth of a gee toward the georing. According to its flight manifest, it had set off from Gondiar carrying eight thousand tons of fresh agricultural products for consumption in the georing’s Laatfied habitat. As if by chance, its approach vector intersected the biennial Tiveseid meteor shower—an ill-defined cloud of ice flakes over a quarter of a million kilometers across, the relics of a comet that had long since been consumed by Celestial enterprises to provide water for a georing habitat.

			As it passed through the shower, the Green Bounty released a flock of kestrel sprites. The devices had been designed by one of the big laboratories under the Guillrameo compound on Uixic—the same lab that created the slowball flecks. In their darkstate they were the size of a fist, with a molecular density only slightly greater than air.

			The Green Bounty carried on through the Tiveseid shower and out the other side, leaving the kestrel sprites to fall amid the ice flakes toward Kelowan. As the shower drifted into the planet’s thermosphere, friction from the tenuous ions started to kill their velocity, sending them curving down toward the ground. The ice flakes disintegrated as they fell, scoring sparkling trails through the mesosphere. When the kestrel sprites began to heat up, the energy allowed them to expand out into a spectral, five-meter-long oval shape. They manipulated their profile, steering themselves down to the top of the stratosphere, where they lingered. Their density gave them a neutral buoyancy at around fifty kilometers in altitude, allowing them to float along.

			Molecular processor clusters within their structure began to analyze their environment, determining their location. The flock had been distributed at random over nearly a fifth of the planet. Over the following days and weeks, the kestrel sprites set off on their singular migration. Sometimes they would flap languidly, propelling their way along; other times, if the jet stream was going in the right direction, they would allow themselves to sail like a kite. All of them were headed to one location: Kelowan’s capital city. Here they circled idly fifty kilometers above the lakes and towers and mansions.

			Nothing threatened them. No planes were allowed to fly above the capital. It was a basic security measure to protect the empress and the Imperial Palace. The residents of the vast city were well served by an extensive underground network of vacuum tunnels, where passenger carriages traveled along at Mach 3, and hypersonics were permitted to fly from the airports along the boundary. But over the city itself, not even drones were permitted. Even if there had been air traffic, the interzone between the thermosphere and the stratosphere—the milieu of the kestrel sprites—was not an altitude where anything cruised. As Kelowan had orbital towers, there were no spaceplanes rising and falling through the atmosphere, either. So the flock was physically safe.

			Detection, too, was extremely unlikely. No georing sensor array tracking space debris such as the Tiveseid meteor shower probed the top of the stratosphere. Even if a scan was conducted there, a kestrel sprite’s atomic structure was specifically designed to elude it. Lower down, in the troposphere, the zone around the palace was under minute, constant sensor scrutiny. The system’s sensitivity was so high no one could even infiltrate a nanotech gnat—as had been proved a few times during the last thousand years. That was irrelevant to the kestrel sprites; their composition prevented them from ever gliding down into the thicker air of the troposphere.

			Any hypersonic approaching the city without permission would be blown out of the sky. No spacecraft of any kind was allowed below the georing. If one did venture there, either by accident or design, navy defenses on the georing would destroy it within seconds. The prohibition negated any possibility of space-to-surface bombardment.

			With the airspace above and around the palace kept inviolate, the empress was always perfectly safe. There was only one exception to the absolute no-fly rule—a top-secret emergency fast-evacuation craft, intended to carry the empress up to the safety of her dreadnaught, should the city come under attack. It had never been used, and likely never would be. Nothing capable of challenging the planetary defenses and navy squadrons on protection deployments could sneak up on Kelowan. Still, the emergency craft was maintained in permanent flight-ready condition. You simply could not put a price on the security and well-being of the empress.

			Now the kestrel sprites kept watch on the palace from their unique vantage point. Energy for their structure’s molecular clusters was harvested from solar and thermal infall, meaning they could remain in place for decades if not centuries. So they maintained their vigil, aloof and invisible, their routines waiting with machine patience for the only event that could ever break the status quo.

			

			—

			After five days, Gondiar’s network still hadn’t been fully reactivated. There were no news feeds permitted except for bulletins from General Avone-Valerio. So far it had just been used to announce which category of workers were permitted to return to their jobs, starting with medical staff and police officers. On day three he gave permission for food stores and their supply chains to reopen. Day four saw some travel restrictions lifted; globecabs could again be used for local or work travel. The maglev trains between Santa Rosa and Hafnir began a reduced schedule, but all tickets had to be approved by the new Custodian Office. On day five, limited personal lncs were permitted, with the warning that all conversations would be monitored by the Custodian Office CI. No anti-Imperial discussions would be allowed. If detected, they would result in a lnc suspension and penalties ranging from a severe fine up to a penal farm sentence. Boundaries were soon tested, with people swapping news—who’d been arrested and sentenced, the gang members and councilors taken from their homes, whose distraught families were desperate for any news.

			Terence was monitoring as much as he could with Makaio-Faraji’s CI. The detainees were being held in big warehouses in the station district. The three thousand he’d told Medusa about was a low estimate.

			“They’re being kept like cattle,” he complained to Makaio-Spirit.

			“I know,” the archon’s rider said sympathetically. “Frankly, given it’s General Avone-Valerio, I’m just glad they’re still alive.”

			“He’s that bad?”

			“They call him Scorched Earth for a reason. I was surprised Carolien-Amaia chose him to lead the task force; he’s not the kind of general you pick for a civic administration job. But then again, that’s probably why she did it, to get one up on Helena-Thyra. There’s a lot of politics involved in this. Whoever Liliana’s controller is, they’ve done an excellent job manipulating the Crown Dominion.”

			“How long do you think Avone-Valerio will be here?”

			“A few decades at least.”

			“Asteria’s arse!”

			“You notice schools and universities haven’t been allowed to reopen yet? That’s the key. The Custodian Office will be drafting a new syllabus for everyone in the education system. It’ll go hard on the social contract; they’ll want to turn out citizens loyal to the empress.”

			“We pretty much were,” Terence said grumpily. When he looked out of the Fleesh Diamond’s window, the sunlit street scene outside really was from a different era, so placidly pleasant, with everyone happy as they walked past.

			“This is a terrible thing that’s happened to you, Terence. But don’t give up hope. If we can just find Liliana’s controller, we may yet be able to turn the tide.”

			“Right.” He’d tried everything—reviewing years of Traveler starship arrivals and departure logs, cross-referencing them with the Crown Dominion Navy logs they kept on every ship using the Kelowan system’s Gates of Heaven. Re-evaluating the scraps of gossip on missions from his informers in the Dynasties, trying to tie them in. Searching for any ship Liliana or Toše could have chartered. All of it had amounted to nothing.

			“We need to start accumulating more random factors,” Makaio-Faraji said.

			“In what way?”

			“The network of informers you established provided a mass of data, very little of which connected. Except when it did. That is what sent you after Bopbe, which is how we ended up here.”

			“Literally, in your case.”

			“Sadly, yes.”

			“But it took decades’ worth of reports from informants to get there. Do you have any idea how much dross got filtered out first?”

			“As it happens, I do. The purpose of gathering so much information is that there is no such thing as a useless fact. Even the negatives help us understand what is going on once they are applied to the pattern. A fact General Avone-Valerio is exploiting, quite ruthlessly, in order to round up even minor criminals we have observed over those decades.”

			“It’s stupid. The gangs aren’t responsible for the attitude people are developing.”

			“No. In any case, Avone-Valerio is an irrelevance, a crude solution to a manufactured problem that has already fulfilled its purpose: stirring up political tensions amid the realms of the Crown Dominion. So we need more information.”

			“There’s nothing left of our network, you know this. I can’t even risk waking Medusa up to help.”

			“There’s you,” Makaio-Spirit suggested mildly.

			“What can I do?”

			“You have access to my Celestial technology caches. Those systems can be applied in ways that have hitherto been closed to you—especially now.”

			“You’re not making any sense.”

			“Go back to the very beginning. We became aware there was another archon operating on Gondiar when…?”

			“Younes. I’m not likely to forget that.”

			“Quite. Younes and his tip-off about someone called Dagon.”

			“Who met Gyvoy Enfoe, who is connected with Liliana through Toše, and also Finbar Jalgori-Tobu and whatever is actually going on here.”

			“That’s it, Terence. That’s the key: Dagon. It all began with him.”

			“Four decades ago now. And he was only ever a name.”

			“A name that we never managed to find. And not just the police, but me as well. I alerted my operatives in surrounding star systems to watch for him. He was never heard of again.”

			“And he never will be now. After forty years, that trail is cryo-cold.”

			“Not quite.”

			Terence gave the Makaio-Spirit sitting across the table a very skeptical look. “What have I missed?”

			“You haven’t factored in the extreme change of circumstances Gondiar is undergoing. Younes introduced Dagon to Gyvoy Enfoe because Dagon asked Stanvar8 to effect that introduction. Yet there is no record of Dagon ever arriving at High Rosa, and no one in Stanvar8 ever mentioned him again. He vanished.”

			“More like he took off his othervisor and got a capsule back up to High Rosa.”

			“Very possibly, but wouldn’t it be nice to confirm that now? Stanvar8 has gone, Terence. Every member rounded up, either in the governor’s purge after the capsule explosion or in Avone-Valerio’s mass detentions. That means today—right now—you can walk into Stanvar8’s old headquarters and do absolutely anything you want, because there is nobody there to stop you. The devout gang soldiers who would have fought you, possibly to the death, to defend their precious turf are languishing in makeshift prisons never to return. I urge you to go there and examine it at a forensic level. See what offline storage units there are, what contraband they have stashed away, the hidden weapons, the blackmail recordings. All of it. The CI can catalogue and analyze what you find.”

			Terence sat back and thought about the proposition. “That is actually a very reasonable idea.”

			“I have been doing this job for some time now.”

			“Okay.” Terence couldn’t help the small amused twitch on his lips. “As it happens, I know someone who used to run forensic scans.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Before he could even bring the subject up with Jimena, they had to rearrange and tidy all the bedrooms in the villa. They’d only just finished when a pair of globecabs pulled up outside.

			“This is very kind of you,” Otylia said as she got out of the first one. Her children, Laurella and Dushan, climbed out just behind her.

			Terence was very aware of Aljan standing behind him, smiling at Laurella, who was grinning back at him.

			Jimena embraced Otylia. “It’s no problem.”

			Three more young adults were climbing out of the second globecab. Terence’s CI identified the trio as the children of Variaka and Everett Jalgori-Tobu. All the guests were carrying their own bags. Whatever the Custodian Office CI had done to Gondiar’s andys had reduced more than half of them to chunks of inert metal. Every maintenance shop on the planet now had a decade’s worth of repairs queued up.

			“You’re going to have to double up in a few rooms,” Terence told the arrivals. He just managed to stop himself from jabbing Aljan in the ribs as his son’s smile grew broader.

			“It’s just until we sort out permanent accommodation,” Otylia said. “None of us can go back to the palace. I’ve got some of mummy’s aides to accommodate as well. They came to help her. They didn’t have to, but they’ve been wonderful. A few friends have volunteered rooms. I just don’t have anywhere left to put them. Turns out our grand seaside mansion wasn’t quite as big as we thought it was. So thank you for helping out.”

			“It’s nothing. How are you doing?” Jimena asked sympathetically. Terence had never seen Otylia look so worn and aged; she was always the perky one, confident and forthright, not this middle-aged woman with untidy hair and wrinkled clothes.

			“We’re Jalgori-Tobus; we’ll jolly well carry on as usual.”

			“The empress will put you back in the palace when this stupidity is over.”

			“No, she won’t.” A brittle smile lifted Otylia’s lips. “I actually think it’s for the best. My silly little brother Finn was right all along. We need to stop being furniture in a mausoleum and start living. Can’t wait to tell him. He’ll be back soon. He will!” She squeezed her own hands together.

			“And your mother?”

			Otylia faltered, then gave a small shake of her head. “It’s been really tough for her. She just spends her days staring out to sea. Daddy’s with her all the time; he’s such a rock. I never really appreciated that before.”

			“Don’t worry about your people here,” Terence said as Aljan and Vanilda led everyone into the villa. “They can stay as long as they want.”

			“Everyone in Hafnir has been so kind. I don’t know how to thank you all.”

			“You set this up as a community. It’s mostly down to the example you showed people.” He watched Aljan and Laurella going to the villa’s front door, their arms already around each other.

			“Umm…I wonder if I could have a word.”

			Otylia gave him a blank look. “Of course.”

			He steered her across the ragged lawn circling the villa and told the CI to block the audio reception of the aireels circling around them. More than twenty had accompanied the globecabs. “You have to warn Josias. He’s on the general’s arrest list. The Knights are coming for him.” Terence wasn’t quite sure how they hadn’t found him already; the armada of aireels smothering Santa Rosa were certainly searching urgently enough.

			Otylia’s features hardened, and her normal indomitable character was present once more. “Tell someone who cares.”

			“Uh—”

			“Sorry, didn’t want to drag you into our marital issues on top of everything else. He and I are no longer together. Haven’t been for a while. I mean, I don’t mind a few discreet flingettes to keep things lively; I’ve gone down that road myself. But, Asteria, when it gets to the point where people are feeling sorry for you—in public—well, enough is enough.”

			“If they find him, they’ll make an example of him. A lot of councilors have been rounded up from his party. More than were ever in my files.”

			A frown creased her forehead. “Your files?”

			“I was the director of a specialist police unit. We monitored possible corruption.”

			“Wow, I never knew that. Terence, do yourself a favor; don’t worry about my husband. I certainly don’t. If there’s one thing Josias excels at, it’s looking out for himself. Trust me, he’ll come through all this better off than everyone else.”

			

			—

			The Pelosiv mansion on Chaumont Boulevard had been the Santa Rosa residence of the Manatru-Deaian family for six hundred thirty-two years. A hexagon of long buildings, with six central wings arranged in a star shape, created triangular courtyard gardens. Eleven towers rose out of the main structure, ending in classical onion domes.

			There was nothing classical about the inside of the thin Lilford Tower on the northern wing, however. The top half of the onion was a silvered crystal, providing an excellent view across the city, with the orbital tower on one side and Makeda Park on the other. Anyone inside could get a perfect view of all the sights just by standing still and letting the floor carry them along as it rotated around the tower’s central column once an hour. Another idiosyncrasy was that the tower only had a single access point from inside the mansion, and that was a concealed door in the study of the Chevaleresse. There was just one other way in, through a private tunnel leading from its base to a block of apartments a kilometer farther along the boulevard. The Lilford Tower had been sculpted five hundred years ago at the behest of the Chevaleresse of the time, who wanted a secluded yet convenient love nest for herself and her paramours—a characteristic that subsequent Chevaleresses had enthusiastically maintained. After all, tradition was of primary importance to Santa Rosa’s uranic society families.

			Léonie, the fifth daughter of the current Chevaleresse, was certainly a supporter of this ancestral practice. According to the tunnel entrance log, the door had opened ten hours before General Avone-Valerio had led his forces out of the orbital tower station and into Santa Rosa. It hadn’t opened since.

			“So he’s still up there?” Toše asked.

			Liliana nodded. “Yes. The Custodian CI’s aireels can’t see through the silvered crystal, but they haven’t located him anywhere else in the city. There’s no way he could avoid them if he left.”

			Toše watched appreciatively as the locked door opened for them. Liliana’s Remnant Era tech was the best he’d ever seen; she must’ve found a practically intact compound to salvage at some point during her voyages. The vestibule at the base of the tower had a single vaulting archway, opening onto broad stairs that spiraled up around the inside of the central shaft.

			“No elevator?”

			“No elevator,” she confirmed. “The boys on booty call need to be fit.”

			They started up. Toše didn’t want to make a big deal of it, but he was pleased with himself for making it up fifteen floors without breathing too heavily. The archway at the top was identical to the one below. A woman was giggling somewhere around the broad curve of the column. Liliana put her hand up, and they stood there waiting for the floor to bring the amorous couple into view. There wasn’t a lot of furniture sliding past them: chairs and couches and items that resembled elaborate gym equipment, but with plenty of leather padding, and one large circular bed. Léonie and Josias were lying on it, with an array of dirty plates scattered over the sheets, a few empty sniff vials, and a vintage ice bucket whose condensation had left a wide damp patch on the silk. He was holding a crystal glass above her, dripping fizzy wine onto her skin. She giggled again as he started to lick it off.

			Liliana coughed.

			The couple started. Then Léonie squealed and grabbed a pillow to cover herself. “How the hell did you get in?”

			Josias’s reaction was considerably more urbane. “Okay, guys, there’s no need for violence. I have several treasury coins in my clothes. Just help yourself. I’m too old to put up any kind of fight.”

			“General Avone-Valerio is looking for you,” Liliana said.

			The change in Josias was subtle but distinct; he gave them a more intense look of appraisal. “I guessed that. A lot of my Regal Democracy colleagues have already been taken away by those robot soldier things.”

			Toše frowned. “Robot?”

			“Android. The soldier ones.”

			“You mean the Ghosts?”

			“I absolutely do, yes.” Josias swung his feet off the bed and picked up some underwear. “It’s all right, my dear, these are not common criminals.” He raised a curious eyebrow. “Perhaps bounty hunters?”

			“No,” Liliana said. “Admirers, actually.”

			Josias gave her a lecherous glance.

			She rolled her eyes. “Of your politics.”

			“Ah. Shame. How did you find me, by the way? I dropped my lnc patch onto a grain barge days ago; it should be halfway along the Ivry river by now.”

			“I had a drone following you the minute General Avone-Valerio’s cruiser docked at High Rosa.”

			“Uh, why?”

			“We’re friends of the Enfoes. They asked me to take care of you.”

			“Uta wants to keep me safe? Why, fancy that, the old rogue.”

			“Actually, it was Gyvoy.”

			“Oh. But now, that’s a trifle odd, isn’t it, veering to actually impossible? Because if you did know him, you’d know he’s on the Diligent with my granddaughter. They’ve been gone for decades. So I’ve got to question how he could have asked you to drop by.”

			“It was a general request before he left, to keep an eye on you. And like I said, General Avone-Valerio considers you important. Dangerous, even.”

			“And you think visiting me here improves my safety? In what universe, exactly?”

			“I’m here because you are valuable to us,” Liliana told him. “Very valuable.”

			“Us?”

			“The movement. Those of us who take liberating humans from Celestial control very seriously. We need to keep you safe.”

			“That’s most gratifying. Why me, exactly?”

			Liliana sighed theatrically. “You really want me to say it out loud? Very well: because right now you’re the most important human on the planet. Probably the whole Centauri Cluster. You’re the one people are going to look to, Josias. I’ve heard you speak enough times that I know you truly believe what you say about freedom and ambition. Everyone does. You have integrity. Which means you’re the one that people will turn to, and listen to—really listen. You can lead us, Josias. You can inspire the people to resist.”

			“No. No, I couldn’t. Fighting the Celestials is just going to get people killed, starting with me. I’m many things, young lady, but I’m not so stupid I can’t recognize superior firepower when I see it.”

			“You’re Josias Aponi, not some pitiful rebel leader hiding in the hills. Besides, nobody’s fighting the Celestials on the streets. You’re right, that’s suicide. But you understand what’s needed to defeat them.”

			“I do?”

			“Yes. The same thing that governs everything in this universe. You taught us that.”

			“Ah.” He sat back, holding the shirt he’d been about to put on. “Money. Of course, now that I think about this, it must be costing the Crown Dominion a lot to mount this invasion. Yes, and we supply Kelowan’s planets and habitats with a vast amount of food.” He clicked his fingers, smiling shrewdly. “That was almost the first thing Avone-Valerio said when he closed everything down: farmers can keep on farming.”

			“So nobody has to shoot at Imperial Knights. There are other ways to make them consider we’re just not worth the trouble.”

			“Yes.” Josias was nodding eagerly as he considered what was being said.

			“You can be the voice of human defiance in this invasion. Your words have value, Josias. You will be an inspiration to Gondiar, and beyond.” Liliana went over to the bed and knelt down, as if she was at prayer. “If you do this, we can carry the word of this atrocity across the Centauri Cluster, and how it ultimately failed. Let me and my friends broadcast your voice; we have the means to do that, I promise, and not just in this system. Everyone will know you are the man who came from Old Earth to show humans the original path the arkships searched for, a path where there is no Celestial oppression. Humans on every planet in the Cluster need to hear that voice—and bask in your knowledge, your ideas. They need you to lead them.”

			Léonie put her arms around his shoulders. “You should do it! You’ll be more than just an inspiration. You could save us!”

			Toše watched it happen. Saw the change, the decision being made in Josias’s head. He wasn’t surprised; even the smartest people were susceptible to vanity, to being told they were the Chosen One. Unique. His lips lifted in a knowing smile. “We risked everything just to come here for you today,” he said. “General Avone-Valerio will find you eventually, you know that.”

			“Yes.” Josias turned to Léonie. “Worst-case scenario, I get to live for a few more days.”

			“You’re the best,” she assured him. “Go.”

			He grinned and started to put his shirt on. “Have you got a safe house ready?”

			“Oh, yes,” Liliana said. “We’ll keep you safe.”

			“You cannot tell anyone,” Toše told Léonie as Josias finished dressing. “If the Knights ask, say nothing; deny you ever even knew him.”

			“I will,” she promised fervently.

			When Josias was ready, he followed Liliana out onto the staircase, asking where they were going. Toše lingered in the archway. He turned around. Léonie and the bed had already slid past the entrance. “I meant what I said about keeping silent,” he said.

			“I understand.”

			“Good.” Toše used the magpistol in his forearm sac to shoot her through the head.

			

			—

			A few minutes after the sun went down over the ocean, they went outside to the terrace, Otylia leading her mother while her father fussed about. Variaka tagged along, already tipsy from the bottle and a half of wine she’d drunk that afternoon. Zelinda and Haian came out last, with a defeated attitude that suggested they were already in prison—that drinks on the terrace was just another shameful aspect of the incarceration to endure.

			Everyone was dressed for dinner; the marchioness wouldn’t have it any other way. Her days were still determinedly spent following the stately routine enshrined by living in the palace. Otylia didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. As usual, her brother Everett was out with some supposed society friends from Santa Rosa who had a coastal house, presumably sniffed out of his head, while Zelinda had withdrawn into herself, barely speaking. So of course Otylia had to do all the heavy lifting.

			The flowers of night jasmine on the mansion’s wall were just starting to open, spreading their musky sweet scent into the humid air. Far above them, the rainclouds that’d swept across Hafnir that afternoon had cleared, allowing the lustrous Poseidon Nebula full reign of the sky.

			Otylia told the andys to turn the chairs around so they were all facing northwest. As they sat down, a butler from the palace brought out a silver tray loaded with tall glasses of gin and tonic, blended with just the right amount of makrut lime and juniper, the way the marchioness insisted.

			As she took her glass with an automatic smile of gratitude, Otylia once again had to fight not to call a halt to this nonsense. They had nine palace staff staying in the mansion, from dressing maids to chefs, making it seem like some kind of extended official holiday from the city. None of them were being paid; they were doing it out of loyalty and respect for the marchioness, which was wonderful, but…Then there were the twenty-two senior aides who had all followed her to Hafnir and were now staying in the houses of various friends, along with other family members. Someone at some time was going to have to call a reality check on the situation.

			Not tonight, though.

			“When is it due?” the marchioness inquired.

			“Five minutes, mummy.”

			“Well, it’s a lovely night for it.”

			“Yes.”

			“Have the Treasury Office been in touch with Everett about coming back?”

			Otylia and Variaka exchanged a glance. “Not yet, mummy, no.”

			“I’m sure they will,” Haian said. “Experience still counts for a lot. That general person will lose control of the economy soon. Then he’ll be in trouble when the Celestial Grand Families who own the enterprises here start to see their numbers fall.”

			“Absolutely,” Otylia agreed, and took a large sip of her drink. She listened to her parents and sister talk inanities, feeling more guilty by the minute. Finally, it was time. “Here it comes,” she said.

			“Where?” her mother said, as if it was a minister turning up seconds late for an audience.

			Otylia put her hand on her contact bulb and called the sky map up into her view lens. Graphics framed a small area on the horizon. She pointed. “There.”

			They watched the bright salmon-pink point rise slowly out of the ocean’s horizon.

			“How fascinating,” the marchioness declared. “I was expecting it to be brighter.”

			“Today is Dolod’s closest approach to Gondiar, but it’s still fifty-seven million kilometers away, dearest,” her husband said. “And it’s about eight degrees below the ecliptic plane, too.”

			“We’re not in any danger, are we?” she asked. “There won’t be floods and hurricanes and things?”

			“No, dearest, its tidal effect on Gondiar is effectively zero.”

			“Well, that’s good, then.”

			“Not so good in five months when it reaches apsis; that’s when it’s closest to the sun and the Archimedes Engine switches on to pull it into a tight little orbit,” Zelinda said. “The Celestials will be able to mine it for iron, which will knock out Anoosha’s economy.”

			“Not as much as certain people are claiming,” her father said. “Anoosha produces a great many things other than steel to export, though Otylia’s husband chooses to ignore that awkward fact. And the industries there will have centuries to adapt. Dolod is going to take a long time to warm up to the level when it’ll actually start to rain iron.”

			Otylia scowled into her glass.

			“I still find that whole notion extraordinary,” the marchioness said. “Is it all theory? Has anyone actually seen a planet that rains iron?”

			“There are five or six in the Centauri Cluster,” Otylia told them. “All of them have extensive Celestial harvest mining operations.”

			Her lnc patch told her she had an incoming message file from Josias Aponi. She hardened her lips in disapproval.

			“Otylia, why has your husband sent me a file?” the marchioness asked tightly.

			“And me,” Zelinda added with a frown.

			“Er, yes,” Haian said. “I have one, too.”

			Otylia glanced at her father, who gave her a sad nod. Variaka raised her glass unsteadily.

			“Oh,” Zelinda said. “A multi-stemic broadcast. That’s not good.”

			“I thought the network CI didn’t allow them,” Haian said.

			“It doesn’t,” Otylia said. She ordered the patch to play the message.

			The video message began with a montage of Ghosts marching along Santa Rosa’s boulevards and avenues. Ghosts dragging people out of their apartment blocks to be shoved into waiting transports, their family members crying and pleading with them. Ghosts knocked them aside or used nervejam from just a meter away. Children were slammed to the ground screaming. Then came images of Knights in their formidable four-legged armor shooting at apartment blocks where someone had foolishly used a weapon, blasting massive chunks out of the building. And over it all came the voice of Josias Aponi. “Oh, Asteria,” Otylia groaned in dismay.

			“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” Josias said, his tone pitched perfectly with anger and derogation. “We said nothing, did nothing, to bring this upon us. And here the psychopathic Celestial terrorists come to subjugate the entire population of this world—our world—bringing violence and destruction with them to any who dare to say: ‘No, this is unjust.’ They have thrown thousands of innocent people into concentration camps—because that’s what they are; don’t accept their lies. The penal farms are already overflowing from the prisoners that the governor and marchioness scooped up in their attempt to quash any dissent from what is now plain for everyone to see: the tyranny of the empress. So now they build these horrifying camps for more and more of us. And I say our planet, because it is. Gondiar is a human world; no Celestial deigned to set foot here—until now. And why? Because although we live here, we work here, we make money for them, they are the ones who claim they own everything. Who own us. But now we are awakening to the knowledge that this oppression is a crime, and this is a catastrophic danger to them. This general, known even among his own kind as the World Burner, has declared we will be forced to obey the laws his ancestors enforced upon us when we arrived here, peacefully seeking only the kind of life humans have created in this Centauri Cluster. The Elohim made worlds aplenty in the Dawn Era—enough for all the people who made the toughest crossing of all, through the frozen dark of interstellar space from Old Earth. That was their promise: green worlds, worlds that are for everyone to share so that we might prosper. Not worlds to take with force and slaughter.

			“And what can we do, how can we fight this bloodthirsty dictator who threatens to murder all of us if we do not take the knee? I’ll tell you. Nothing! Absolutely nothing. Because like all crazed oppressors, he understands nothing of the law and order he claims to live by. So I say join me: do nothing. Why should you? He looks for an excuse to execute you should you transgress with the smallest, most petty misdemeanor. Jaywalk, and you die. Do not kowtow to his killing machines, and you die. Mutter this isn’t right, and you die. But did you know that you are allowed to do nothing? It is there in the very constitution that he worships, in Article Seven: The Empress guarantees basic sustenance, housing, and a living wage to all who live in her Dominion. Signed by the empress herself. If you don’t work, if you do nothing all day long, the empress still guarantees you food and money. So go for the Seven, my friends. Stay at home and collect what is yours by right. This is Josias Aponi, wishing you the life we were promised, the life we can attain if we stay resolute together. They will probably catch me and murder me for reminding you of the truth, but it is a price I am willing to pay for your futures. Resist; do nothing—so that one day your children will be free. Go for the Seven.”

			“Sweet fucking Asteria,” Otylia groaned.

			“Did you know he was going to do this?” the marchioness demanded.

			“I haven’t seen Josias for over nine months—not since he started banging that half-witted Manatru-Deaian floozy.”

			“That message is going to cause chaos. He’s going to make everything worse!”

			“That message is going to get people killed,” Zelinda said miserably. “The general isn’t going to stand for a general strike.”

			“It was actually quite clever,” Haian said.

			“What?”

			He shrugged. “I’ve studied a lot of speeches from populist politicians on Old Earth; Josias has included emotional triggers alongside half-truths, giving it a fundamental appeal to those lacking specific critical tools. It will be hard to argue against it using facts; you would need someone with equal rhetorical ability coupled with the ‘appeal’ that Josias undoubtably possesses. That sets the general a real challenge. If he reacts by another round-up of criminals and malcontents, he will simply be endorsing the allegation Josias has just made against him—that he’s nothing but a petty autocrat dictator, not someone trying to resurrect a reputable society.”

			“So people are going to believe it?”

			“It doesn’t matter if they believe it; the question is how will they react to it. I found it interesting that Josias didn’t ask them to take to the streets, like so many of the dogmatist revolutionaries on Old Earth. His call to arms was to do nothing.”

			“The general will react with even more fury to that,” Zelinda said. “A general strike that stops food being shipped out to Celestial habitats—and to Kelowan system planets, as well. The enterprises will be petitioning the empress before lunchtime.”

			“There’s also the problem that Josias is correct,” Otylia said.

			“What ever do you mean?” the marchioness asked in dismay.

			“I was the one who gave him the lecture on our constitution, because, let’s face it, who knows all about it better than our family?” Otylia said. “And that seventh article got him all wound up even way back when. He called it the universal income clause. And it does say that everyone is guaranteed to be taken care of by the state. The general declared he was here to enforce the constitution. If he reengages, he will lose all credibility; he’ll never be able to gain anyone’s cooperation, however reluctant it might have been.”

			“Article Seven is intended as a social safety net,” the marchioness said. “Not a charter for the feckless.”

			“And yet, here we are. Josias was clever using that. But then, that’s what he’s good at. ‘Go for the Seven’ is a nice little catchphrase, too. It’s going to spread like wildfire.”

			“I don’t understand how he managed to send out that multi-stemic,” Haian said. “Surely the general’s CI should have stopped it?”

			“It certainly should,” Zelinda agreed. “Which means Josias is getting a lot of serious help from someone, and I don’t like that at all. We’re being drawn deeper into an archon proxy struggle, and that won’t end well.”

			Otylia’s lnc patch told her Terence Wilson-Fletcher was calling. It was surprising; she knew his wife well enough, and of course Laurella and Aljan had their off/on relationship. She sent the call to a message cache.

			“Should I put out a statement?” the marchioness said.

			“No,” Otylia said quickly. “And certainly not without the approval of the general.”

			“Then perhaps a message to the general offering to assist? It could be the start of him recognizing we are important to the prefecture.”

			“Otylia,” Zelinda said abruptly, “did you just divert Terence Wilson-Fletcher’s call?”

			She blinked at her sister. “Well…yes.”

			“Bad move. We have a problem.”

			“What sort of problem?”

			“The Knights are going to arrest you. He’s just told me some Ghosts are already on their way.”

			“Huh? Why?”

			“Come on. Josias is your husband.”

			“They cannot do that,” the marchioness said.

			“Mother,” Zelinda said, “they can do whatever they want. This is just a typical response from the general; he has no finesse.”

			“How does Terence know about the arrest?” Otylia asked.

			“He is, uh, a security official.”

			“Terence? He’s an office manager.”

			“A little more than that, actually.”

			“So what do we do?” Otylia asked nervously.

			“He says he’s on his way; in the meantime, don’t try and resist. The Ghosts are authorized to use force to take you into custody.”

			“What about the children? Are they going to be arrested?”

			“I don’t think so,” Zelinda said. “Come on, Otts, let’s you and me go and meet the Ghosts.” Her gaze flicked to their mother.

			“Right,” Otylia agreed.

			“I do not approve of this,” the marchioness said.

			“Mummy, they are the police of the legitimate government. We are Jalgori-Tobus; we set an example to others.” And I don’t want you getting snippy with a Ghost.

			The marchioness sighed. “Very well, but I will be composing a message for the general. The justice ministry might work for him now, but I know everyone in it. No judge would dare find you guilty, because you’re not.”

			“Thank you, mummy; every bit of pressure we can apply will help.” Otylia got up. She walked across the terrace with her sister. Variaka plucked another gin and tonic from the butler’s tray.

			“You know I never did approve of you marrying him,” the marchioness said just as Otylia reached the door.

			She stiffened. “Got that loud and clear, thank you, mummy.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Haian said.

			Zelinda gave him a tender smile. “Thanks.”

			Otylia didn’t comment as they held hands to walk behind her. She and Finn had always called Haian the most boring man on Gondiar, but actually maybe there was something in that.

			The front of the mansion had a broad semicircular staircase leading down from the portico to a wide circular livestone area with a fountain in the middle. Easily enough room to handle a dozen globecabs at once; she’d designed and sculpted it that way in anticipation of all the parties they were going to have. And there had been some fabulous ones over the thirty years they’d lived in it. Not so many over the last ten, mind.

			The three of them went down the stairs. Otylia was now very aware of the evening gown she was wearing. Even Haian was fingering his dinner jacket nervously.

			Terence called again. This time Otylia accepted.

			“There are two Ghosts assigned to arrest you; right now they’re about a minute away,” he said. “The prisoner transport is another five minutes out, so I should be able to get there before it.”

			“That’s very kind of you,” she said, “but I’m not sure what you can do.”

			“I’m going to try and get you out of there, but you need to decide if that’s what you want. If they arrest you and get you on that transport, you’ll be in a penal camp by morning. It would be very difficult to extract you from there.”

			“My family does have some influence with the judiciary department…”

			“Current incarceration orders have nothing to do with them. Nor can the judiciary lift them. The general’s authority is absolute.”

			“Well…what can you do?”

			“I have some deep burn tools that might come in useful. They can jam Celestial systems up for long enough.”

			“So I’d be on the run?”

			“Yes. I’m sorry to rush you, but I need to know right now.”

			For a second she thought about consulting Zelinda, but then her sister wouldn’t have told her about Terence if she didn’t trust him. And there was that old part of her—the part that had been banished when she met Josias and opted for a normal life—who was yelling: Just go for it. Because deep down she knew life was never going back to what it was. Gondiar was fucked. “Okay. If you could stop this, I’d be very grateful.”

			“They’re at the end of the drive. Don’t resist, but don’t say anything, either. Don’t even confirm who you are.”

			“Why?”

			“Non-response will give us a few extra seconds. They’ll refer back to the Knight controlling them, and she’s a klick away.”

			How do you know all this? “Got it.” She turned to Zelinda and Haian. “We’re not to say anything.”

			Her sister nodded grimly.

			The Ghosts appeared at the far end of the drive. They were jogging in that juddery gait of theirs, gray silhouettes with glowing blue tips on their rear arms tracing short arcs just above the ground. Otylia put up a hand—half in greeting, half in surrender.

			The top third of one Ghost flared a dazzling ion-purple, then the casing twisted and turned black. A gout of shimmering hot air whistled out between its flat sensor plates.

			“What the—” Otylia grunted.

			As the second Ghost spun around fast to face its ruined partner, a front arm carrying a fat-barreled rifle came up at speed, pointing back the way they’d come. Its second front arm rose with a square black pistol, aimed at Otylia. “Humans, remain as yo—” Its back blazed purple and ripped apart along the spine line, causing both sides to kink in opposite directions.

			Both ruined Ghosts hit the ground within seconds of each other.

			“Fucking Asteria,” Otylia yelled. “Terence, did you do that?”

			“No,” Terence said. “Wait, I’m neutering the aireels around you.”

			“You’re what-ing what?”

			“Got them. Oh, shit, the air cover’s coming. Down! They’ve got strike authority. Get down now!”

			“Down,” Otylia cried more in reflex than coherent thought. She flung herself onto the ground. Zelinda dropped to her knees, while Haian lowered himself in stiff movements as if all his joints were inflamed.

			A missile hit the back of the mansion with a deafening blast. Every window blew out, sending millions of glass fragments whirling through the air. Giant flame plumes roared out through the gaping holes, and vast cracks tore through the livestone. Then the flame was sucked back into the building, and the interlocking hemispherical roofs crashed down, bringing plenty of the walls with them.

			Chunks of livestone thudded into the ground around Otylia. She felt sharp jabs of pain on her legs and one in her ribs. Slim blades of glass had sliced through her dress fabric and penetrated the flesh underneath. “Zelinda!”

			Her sister was sitting up, trembling hands pointing manically at the ruins as flames began to rise through the rubble. She was shrieking in a wordless torment as blood ran down her face from the glass that had sliced her forehead open.

			A ground assault aircraft streaked overhead so fast it was nothing more than a solid line of darkness drawn across the nebula, vanishing as quickly as it appeared. A hypersonic boom hit the ground, thrashing the foliage on the palm trees.

			Otylia couldn’t hear the boom, nor her sister; there was too much numb ringing in her ears. “Mummy?” she called. Couldn’t hear her own voice. “Mummy!” It was useless, she knew—not that rationality was strong right now. Her mother and father had been sitting on the terrace at the back of the mansion where the missile had struck. “Find a lnc,” she ordered her patch.

			“No response.”

			“Find one!”

			“No response.”

			“Find it, find mummy. Or daddy! Please.” Otylia collapsed onto the ground, sobbing wretchedly.

			“No response.”

			

			—

			That was where Terence found her when his globecab braked to a halt. She was unresponsive, her eyes wide with shock. He managed to half carry her into the globecab. Haian, whose evening jacket was drenched in a disturbing amount of blood, helped support his wife as they staggered together into the vehicle.

			“Go,” Terence told the drive manager. He pulled out an emergency medikit as the globecab accelerated hard. His CI hit the swarm of aireels above them with a powerful deep burn, filtering the globecab from their sensor feeds. All five Imperial Knights now charging toward the blazing mansion were completely unaware that the globecab was there.

			The globecab veered off the road and into the trees that lined it, going down a gentle embankment to remove itself from the line of sight when the Knights ran past along the road. Terence applied a triage strip to Haian, who had a nasty wound just above his hip. Zelinda’s forehead wound was bleeding profusely, but wasn’t too deep. And despite the pain, Otylia’s wounds were all superficial.

			“They’ll be after us,” Otylia said in fright after he pulled the last shard of glass free.

			“No, they won’t,” he said soothingly as he applied the strip. “We’re blocked from their sensors.”

			“Blocked…? Who are you?”

			He glanced at Zelinda, who shrugged weakly. “An archon’s agent. Well…more freelance these days, to be honest.”

			“Why did you shoot those Ghosts? The Knights blew up my home. My mother! My parents are dead!”

			“I didn’t shoot the Ghosts. Once I was there, my CI would’ve deactivated them.”

			“Who, then? Who did this? And why? They must have known how the Knights would react.”

			“It was a sniper,” he told her. “I suspect it was the same one that assassinated the archon, which is why the invasion happened. He’s called Toše, and I didn’t know he was still on Gondiar. And you’re right, there was no reason— Oh.”

			“What?” she barked at him.

			“He would have known how the Knights would react to their Ghosts being destroyed. Which means he wanted them to fire that missile. He wanted your parents dead.”

			“Why?” she pleaded.

			“Two men go into a bar.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Helps me think,” Terence replied absently as Makaio’s rider arose. “This is all about manipulation. It has to be, because that is what this has been since the beginning. Your mother was incredibly popular. Having the general’s forces kill her in this fashion will aggravate the entire human population, which is going to make this occupation a whole lot worse for everyone—but mostly the humans. It’ll spiral down fast now.”

			“I don’t understand. Humans aren’t a threat to Celestials. We’re completely dependent on them tolerating us! The Crown Dominion is the only place in the Centauri Cluster we’ve had a life this decent.”

			“I know.” He closed his eyes and sat down at his table in the Fleesh Diamond.

			“I don’t like this,” Makaio-Spirit said. “You’re right that Toše did this to stir up the humans, but how did he know to be here tonight, just after Josias sent out his speech? The general’s reaction was obvious; arrest the wife of the person who’d just challenged him.”

			“Only one way,” Terence said. “Toše knew when the speech was going to be sent. And the only way to know that is if he was a part of it. He’s helping Josias.”

			“I think you’ll find Josias is helping Toše and his colleagues.”

			“Either way, things just got a whole lot worse.”

			“Quite. What are you going to do with the Jalgori-Tobus?”

			“Only one thing I can do now.” Terence got up and hurried out of the bar.

			

			—

			Jimena and the others were waiting outside the villa as the globecab pulled up outside. The shocked children helped their bloody parents out. Terence was proud to see Aljan swiftly take charge of treating their injuries.

			Half an hour later, with everyone cleaned up and injuries wrapped beneath skin scarfs, they gathered in the living room.

			“What happens now?” Zelinda asked.

			“They won’t stop looking for you,” Terence said. “We may call General Avone-Valerio horrible names to bolster our bravado, but they are based in reality. Every campaign he has commanded was fought with brutal efficiency. And right now, he wants to make an example of you, Otylia.”

			“He’s just killed my mother and father,” she said in a brittle voice.

			“Actually, his Knights were manipulated into that.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But the sniper who eliminated those Ghosts does, and I am going to find him.”

			“What about us?” Zelinda asked quietly.

			“I’m really sorry, but I can’t protect you or your children for very long. For a start, the Knights will come after Laurella and Dushan. Probably your kids, too. Everett’s a certainty.”

			“I understand. We’ll leave; we have to find Everett and tell him what’s happened. His children, too. Variaka…”

			“If you leave this villa, they’ll pick you up within minutes,” Terence told her. “You have to get off Gondiar.”

			Otylia gave a bitter laugh. “How? Where would we go?”

			“I can get you up the tower.”

			“Dad,” Vanilda said in surprise; she gave the Jalgori-Tobus a guilty look. “I’m sorry, but no. The Knights will kill you. They just fired a groundbuster missile at a house full of innocent people. If you help them, they’ll claim you’re a part of this resistance Josias was talking about.”

			“Sweetheart,” Jimena said, and took her daughter’s hand, “your father is capable of doing this.”

			“Mum—”

			“Trust me. Just for once. Yes?”

			She gave the room a sullen glance and nodded.

			“We’re going to have to leave here as well,” Terence told Vanilda and Aljan. “It won’t take the general’s people long to work out what’s happening. They know who I am, and that you’re my kids.”

			“Why would the general know you?”

			“Your father is an archon’s agent,” Zelinda said. “The highest-ranking one on the planet.”

			Vanilda’s mouth dropped open. “Huh?”

			“I’ll explain later,” he promised. “But right now, we are all heading for the train station. Once we get up to High Rosa, I can charter a Traveler starship for you. There are still two docked up there. You can start a new life on another planet outside the Crown Dominion.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			 

			Toše watched Santa Rosa drop away below the capsule as they slid up the orbital tower. There weren’t many people in the lounge—mostly High Rosa residents heading home in the belief that the georing would be safer than the planet. No one was quite sure if the general’s authority extended up to the georing, and nobody wanted to ask.

			When they were five hundred kilometers up and the city’s lights had merged into a single splash of illumination across the rumpled hills, he went back to his seat. Unfortunately it was next to Josias, but there was nothing he could do about that. They had to travel together because Asteria alone knew how badly the man would screw up if they weren’t escorting him. Toše could see how essential he was to Liliana’s play, but that didn’t make him any less intolerable.

			All of them were wearing othervisors to help elude identity scans. Toše had crafted a face with a rounder jaw and fatter cheeks, compensating for the bulge of his ocular wasp, while Liliana had given herself a much broader nose, and a skin that was almost albino it was so pale. And Josias had gone for what he called the Abraham Lincoln look, with a dark beard and heavy creases angling out from the sides of his nose. It made him look primitive somehow—a throwback. Toše couldn’t get the notion out of his head that everyone back on Old Earth had similar features.

			“They killed the marchioness,” Josias said as Toše sat next to him. He sounded genuinely startled.

			“Yes, I accessed the feeds before the general shut them down again,” Liliana said. “There’ll be riots.”

			“I should make another speech, tell people not to antagonize the Knights.”

			“You recorded twenty speeches,” Toše reminded him. “Our colleagues will play the most appropriate one.” There was no point telling him that the recordings were mostly done so their animation routines could replicate his voice and features, allowing them to keep on using him as a figurehead for as long as they needed to, upping the provocation by a few percent every time.

			“But, my boy, I would save lives; such a thing would make me even more popular.”

			“You can’t make a recording here in the capsule,” Liliana said. “The governor’s CI would be able to trace the multi-stemic back to us. And once we’re at High Rosa, there’ll be no time; the starship’s departing as soon as we’re on board.”

			“It’s such an opportunity for me,” Josias said. “For all of us. Santa Rosa will look for leadership now that their beloved marchioness is dead. We can clearly provide that.”

			“But we don’t want to appear opportunistic,” Liliana said. “Come on.”

			“At least let me record a message expressing my sympathy and pain. I am her son-in-law, and the general is persecuting my whole family right now. The people will support me. We can send it after we’re a safe distance away. Besides, it’ll be dramatic—a message from a tragically maltreated victim on the run from the massive forces of evil. Which, after all, is the absolute truth in this.”

			Toše almost said, Yeah, he’s got a point there. We can exploit the situation. But a quick glance at Liliana kept his mouth firmly closed. Even through the othervisor mask, he could see she was having a moment of indecision.

			“It would have to be very short,” Liliana said. “Thirty seconds max.”

			“Well, of course, my dear lady. Brevity is my middle name.”

			Toše shook his head in disbelief, settled back in his seat, and waited for Dolod to rise into view from behind the planet below.

			

			
				
				—
			

			As soon as the capsule arrived at High Rosa, they went through a transit corridor directly to level seven of the space dock. Three carryandys hauled their bags along behind them. It would have looked odd if they didn’t bring luggage with them. All Toše cared about was if Liliana’s protective systems would keep his concluder from being detected by various security scanners, but he’d decided it was worth the risk; the sniper weapon was a thing of beauty.

			“It’s bay nine-K,” Liliana said as they emerged into level seven’s cavernous space. “The Infinite Totality.”

			She pushed off and glided easily across the gulf to 9K’s airlock, followed by Josias. Toše brought up the rear. They were fairly sure Josias wouldn’t balk, but the operation required him to get on the starship.

			The bulkhead around the airlock was made up from eight curving windows, providing a view out along the bay. Josias paused to look at the Infinite Totality as it hung at the center of the bay’s gantry arms. Like all Traveler starships, it was a conglomeration of mismatched components. Unlike those other ships, it was a single unbroken fuselage. Its main bulk was spherical, with a long nose cone sprouting out of it. The equator was circled by tattered radiator panels that clung on precariously, shining an anemic ember-red. At the base of the sphere the fuselage was concave, forming a dark crater, at the bottom of which its ion engine nozzles were just visible amid the shadows.

			“That is quite a sight,” Josias said admiringly.

			Toše smiled to himself as they made their way through the airlock. Not that Josias was any kind of expert, but the fuselage of the Infinite Totality had so far fooled everyone in High Rosa. As well it should, given how much Liliana had paid for the disguise while they were docked at one of Lidon’s astroengineering stations.

			The airlock was coupled to a narrower version of the dock’s transit corridor. There were several sharp turns and no hatches anywhere along its length.

			“Where exactly are we going?” Josias asked after the third ninety-degree turn. He didn’t sound worried, but there was a strong level of interest.

			“Life support module,” Liliana told him.

			“Good non-answer,” he replied.

			Toše grinned.

			The corridor ended in the open hatch of another airlock. Beyond it, the passageway walls curved gracefully, with funnel-shaped accessways into individual compartments. The slick fabric of the ship was inset with machinery that had a semi-biological aesthetic.

			“Is this a Celestial ship?” Josias inquired, now very curious.

			“Ask the captain,” Toše told him. “Not that she’ll give you answers.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Liliana pivoted around a hatchway and floated onto the bridge. It was a wide compartment with six hemispherical acceleration couches. Josias was staring at the captain, and even his othervisor features couldn’t hide his surprise. She was floating above her couch, a cymech foot locking titanium-segment prehensile toes around its edge to keep her stable. Her head turned toward the arrivals, and the stumpy black lens tubes that protruded from her eye sockets whirred smoothly as they zoomed in.

			“Josias Aponi,” Liliana said formally, “may I present Captain Andino?”

			It only took a moment for Josias to recover his composure as Andino extended a hand in greeting; several small cogwheels spun round, opening her fingers wide. “Enchanted,” he said with an assured smile and clasped the antique-seeming prosthetic. “Your starship is most impressive.”

			“Thank you. Welcome aboard the Arcadia’s Moon.”

			Josias turned to Liliana, who was carefully peeling away her othervisor mask. “I thought you said this was the Infinite Totality?”

			“It is.” The mask came off, and she massaged her cheeks. “On the outside.”

			

			—

			“Asteria’s arse,” Terence grunted.

			“What now?” Jimena asked nervously.

			The long hours of the trip had proved a serious strain for everyone. Once the Jalgori-Tobus agreed that abandoning Gondiar was their only real option, Zelinda and Otylia had accompanied Terence to collect Everett from his friends. He hadn’t taken the news well. Losing his parents and wife in the same strike had sent him into a flailing rage, striking out at anything—walls, furniture, people…Terence had to use a mild nervejam on him. After that they’d picked up his children, who were almost paralyzed with grief.

			Aljan had taken over as soon as they got back to the villa, applying a proper sedative—one that would keep Everett physically functional, while numbing the misery.

			Everyone was given othervisors, as well as gloves from the same category cellular membrane, so the skin color on their new face and hands matched. “It’s the little details that’ll bring you down if you ignore them,” Terence insisted as they grumbled.

			A convoy of three globecabs ferried everyone from the villa to Hafnir’s train station. Terence worried that his CI wouldn’t cope with concealing so many of them from the aireels and Custodian CI, which was now managing Gondiar’s network. Then when they did make it to the train, it was a tense journey back to Santa Rosa. He got a private civic contractor van to take them through one of the multitude of commercial vehicle access tunnels to a loading bay in the depths of the tower station. Then he spent the anxious two-hour wait in the passenger lounge trying to avoid being conspicuous—though at least there, everyone else trying to get back up to the supposed haven of the georing was equally fretful, radiating the same level of guilty relief that they’d even gotten this far.

			Their capsule had ridden up the tower for ninety minutes when Terence’s CI reported Knights and Ghosts were at his Hafnir villa. Then a few minutes later, Knights were inside the family’s apartment in the Chicado block on Barrow Avenue, frightening the hell out of the neighbors.

			“We’re all fugitives now,” Terence told Jimena.

			Halfway up the tower, the real bad news arrived. Terence got everyone to gather round. “The Infinite Totality just left High Rosa’s dock. That leaves the Starlight’s Shore, which is an Enfoe Dynasty starship. And High Rosa flight control doesn’t have any other Traveler starships registered on an approach vector.”

			“I know the Enfoes,” Otylia said. “This gives them a monopoly; they’ll charge a fortune.”

			“We have enough funds,” Zelinda said.

			“That’s not the problem,” Terence told them. “Starlight’s Shore is a fast courier. It normally carries high-worth, small-volume cargoes—typically biotech products from Lidon, precision astroengineering components from Anoosha, that kind of thing. It doesn’t have room for more than three passengers.”

			There was a long moment of silence.

			It ended as Everett produced a near-hysterical laugh. “What do we do now? Draw lots?”

			“No,” Otylia told him, visibly tempering her exasperation.

			“What then? Act out the nobility Jalgori-Tobus are renowned for? Women and children first? But even that’s not good enough. Three of us? Fuck this! I’m going out the capsule airlock before I surrender to the general. I’ll be a shooting star—the best Gondiar’s ever seen. It’s a beautiful way to go.”

			“Stop it,” Zelinda said.

			“Nobody’s doing anything like that,” Terence said curtly. “There are plenty of interplanetary ships at High Rosa; their flights have barely been affected. We’ll find one for you that’s going to Anoosha. Its tower city, Pana-seok, still has Traveler starships arriving. That’s where you can charter a flight outsystem.”

			They didn’t like it, he could see that, but they did grudgingly acknowledge it was a valid option. In fact, the only option.

			Vanilda took the seat next to him as the rest drifted away. “You kept saying ‘you,’ ” she said in an accusatory tone.

			“Sweetheart, I have to stay here, just for a little while longer.”

			“Why? What’s so important that you’d abandon your family?”

			“Our life on Gondiar is over. You must have realized that by now. Your mother and I want you and Aljan to live without fear, and that’s not possible in the Crown Dominion anymore. But, to be brutally honest, we’re not worth the effort and expense it’d cost the empress to chase us across the Cluster. So once you leave, you’ll be safe. You can have a decent life out there.”

			“Mum agreed to this? To dumping us?”

			“Keep your voice down. We’re not dumping you. I have enough funds to allow you to live somewhere decent. And when we’re finished here, we’ll come and join you.”

			“No.”

			Terence felt his jaw tightening, but he knew that tone, even with her true face hidden. “Please,” he said. “Go with the Jalgori-Tobus. You’ll be okay with them. They’re not quite the useless uranics everyone thinks.”

			“Everett is.”

			“Apart from Everett.”

			“I’m staying with you and mum.”

			“Vanilda—” Even he was ashamed of how whiny he sounded.

			“You’re going to be okay, aren’t you?” Vanilda said. “That’s what you said. And as soon as you’ve finished the job, you’ll be back in space, flying after us. So what’s the difference?”

			“I can’t guarantee your safety on Gondiar.”

			“I see. And can you guarantee my safety if I fly outsystem in a Traveler starship to Asteria knows where?”

			It was a terrible thing for a father to admit to his child, that he couldn’t keep her safe, but then she wasn’t a child anymore. “No,” he said wearily.

			“Then I stay with you.”

			Terence reviewed the ship register with Otylia and Zelinda. Out of all the ships docked at High Rosa, they agreed the Polkadav was the most suitable.

			

			—

			Eavrong was a habitable planet in Wynid’s second orbital band—a world that had a near fifty-fifty split between land and ocean. There were no continents, only islands, large and small. Somehow the terraformers had managed to make the seas salt-free, producing a water that was a vivid sapphire. The contrast between that and the intense emerald of every island was striking. Add to that the pristine white clouds, and its inhabitants claimed it was the most beautiful world in the Crown Dominion.

			Thyra watched it impassively from the command chamber of her flagship, the dreadnaught Dracaenae. A cylinder two kilometers long and five hundred meters in diameter, it was never going to be something you could effectively conceal from warship sensors, so the designers didn’t even try. Its hull was an ultrabonded carbosilicate bristling with sharp conical turrets, half of which were topped by magnetic accelerator rings for channeling and energizing close combat particle beams, allowing it to shoot in any direction. The entire surface was cloaked in the ominous ultraviolet glow of locked neutron shielding two meters deep, capable of withstanding five-megaton blasts.

			Internally, the fuselage contained hundreds of independent spherical compartments, capable of moving around each other in any direction, allowing them to connect with the fuselage ports for access, or submerge inward to the core for protection. They housed everything from the queen’s command chamber to barracks for her Knights, missile silos to hangars for fighters and auxiliary craft.

			Ten separate antimatter-annihilation chambers produced the raw energy necessary to provide a combat speed of eight gees. They also powered five metakinetic railguns that ran the length of the axis. At their center was a relativistic cannon capable of producing a thirty-megaton impact blast at a five-hundred-kilometer range.

			It was the proud boast of the Wynid Admiralty that the Dracaenae could obliterate the surface of a habitable planet in two hours, destroying its entire biosphere. Which was why there were only five such behemoths in existence—one for each queen in the Crown Dominion. A great deal of archon activity was directed at making sure none of them was surreptitiously building themselves a second. Under the terms of the Accord, a deployed dreadnaught had to be under the physical command of a queen. After all, their egotistical reasoning went, who else could you trust?

			“Ma’am, the last frigate squadron has finished decelerating into position,” announced the fleet admiral, Lady Serrilda-Kroja.

			“Excellent.” Thyra watched Eavrong slide out of sight through the broad window in front of her chair. Without its dominating glare, the intense points of the Royal Fleet were revealed as they shone brightly against the multichromatic swirls of the Poseidon Nebula. Now that the final squadron had arrived, the Dracaenae was positioned at the center of a lattice comprising a hundred eighty warships. In theory it was going to be larger than the other Royal Fleets gathered by her fellow queens—at least according to the official deployment numbers their navy envoys had supplied. She fully expected them to be equal to if not surpassing her fleet number; certainly Luus-Marcela wouldn’t want to lose the opportunity to outdo the others.

			“In which case I believe we are ready,” Thyra said. She looked around at Lady Serrilda-Kroja, who was encased within a carapace of interlocking segments of golden bloodstone and navy cymech. There were no human features visible anymore. “Admiral, please set a course vector for the Kelowan ingress Gate of Heaven. You have acceleration authority.”

			“Ma’am.” The admiral clicked her heels and took several steps backward.

			“Take a last look, girls,” Thyra told her princesses and congregants. “You won’t get a real view again until we’re in the Kelowan system.”

			Her gaggle of daughters peered forward eagerly as the dazzling plumes of antimatter plasma started to emerge from the warships. The view tilted slightly as the chamber realigned itself to compensate for the Dracaenae’s growing acceleration, then the sphere withdrew from the gap in the fuselage and began to sink deeper into the dreadnaught’s interior. Other compartments rearranged themselves around it, like bubbles in a churning foam.

			Thyra awarded her father a modest smile. He remained stoic, but she knew damn well that inside he’d be burning with excitement.

			

			—

			Once the command chamber came to a halt halfway to the Dracaenae’s axis, the rest of the dreadnaught’s chambers continued to rearrange themselves until the Queen’s personal chamber was attached to it. Clavissa waited as Helena-Thyra and Lord Bekket walked through the hatchway, then she shooed the princesses and congregants through after their mother.

			“Princess Roja will attend me,” the queen announced as she went into her lounge with a dismissive wave. Clavissa was mildly envious of the court staff waiting in the lounge; five of them, with only one princess to deal with.

			Princess Roja gave her sisters a victorious smirk as she followed her mother. The whole court knew she was the current favorite. And did she ever relish emphasizing it.

			That left Clavissa to shepherd the remaining four princesses and an additional seven congregants into the compartment that held the girls’ suite. It was a separate compartment from the queen’s, but the two were permanently attached to each other. She had some help with the girls—three maids from the palace—which just wasn’t enough to handle the perpetual semi-riot. It was bad enough just having to care for, educate, supervise (and frankly: train) the princesses, all of whom considered themselves superior to her because she had never been a princess herself. But including the congregants on the flight made the job an order of magnitude more difficult.

			“Oh, darling, that’s going to hurt,” her father had said when she visited to say goodbye to him, three days before departure.

			“Not ‘going to,’ ” she said in a martyred tone, “already does.” She’d taken a vacuum tunnel carriage out to their family estate four and a half thousand kilometers south of Wynid’s capital city. An isolated ten thousand square kilometers in a temperate zone where there were worn hills instead of mountains, and the winter freeze lasted for months. So very different from the perpetual heat she’d known for most of her life in the palace on the equator. It was autumn when she arrived, and her father walked with her through the gardens of his mansion on the estate’s southwestern side. She wore an elegant garllskin coat with cuffs and collar of the incredibly delicate fur.

			“My poor girl,” he sympathized.

			She drew a breath. “It has to be done. If we didn’t take some congregants with us, time dilation would throw the whole succession line out of kilter. The congregants we’re leaving behind will never get the queen’s giftings, and they’ll all be too old to qualify as princesses when we do get back. There has to be some continuity for the bloodline. But there’s not enough room on board the Dracaenae for their fathers.”

			Jolav-Dabny put his arm through hers and chuckled. They were walking down a long stone path toward the lake at the bottom of the lawns. Several Deain were supervising horticultural remotes, tidying up the borders and shrubbery ready for the full onset of winter. The little changelings saw them coming and quickly withdrew, bowing in apology as they went.

			“That’s a polite lie,” her father said. “Helena-Thyra could place a hundred fathers on board if she wanted—a thousand.”

			“Then why…?”

			“The fathers of the congregants are all from the court. They bring their children up in a certain fashion, the one tradition requires—always have, always will. Palace rumor has it that Helena-Thyra wants less paternal influence on her daughters.”

			Clavissa gave him a sideways glance. “Excuse me, but I’m the major gossip monger for the entire palace, and nobody’s ever mentioned that to me.”

			“Well…there are gossip mongers, and then there are gossip mongers. The petty feuds you hear about are on Helena-Thyra’s behalf; that’s why every charlatan and phony in the palace wants to confide their deepest secrets to you.”

			“And yet you know so much more, so what does that make you?”

			“Very very cautious.” He guided her under a thousand-year-old cedar tree whose flat expansive branches were coated in hoar frost. Tiny sparkling flecks drizzled down on her coat, sticking to the fur. “That particular observation came from colleagues in the senior families I know I can trust,” he said. “And those are few and far between these days, I can tell you.”

			When Clavissa looked at him, she was saddened by how mournful his face was. “Oh, daddy.” She pulled her glove off and extended her hand, palm up, ready to bolster him with some genuine sympathy. His self-perceptual confirmed her disquiet; his psyche was twisted with anxiety. “Maybe you should re-host,” she suggested kindly.

			“Not now. My dearest daughter, I believe you were right when you said our queen is too much Thyra and not enough Helena.”

			Her eyes widened in shock. “That was spoken in haste,” she told him.

			“Maybe, but it is not just the Wynid court that is changing. Unfavorable events are occurring across the Crown Dominion; outside our boundaries, too.”

			“You and Gahiji-Calder need to take a break from each other’s company; you’re making each other maudlin. It’s a bad downspiral.”

			“Perhaps. You know about poor Lord Makaio-Faraji?”

			“Yes. Of course. It’s absolutely shocking. I know I’m never going to be setting foot on a human world now. I don’t want to die.”

			“Maybe Helena-Thyra is right. Maybe congregants are too cosseted.”

			“I survived all three trials, thank you, daddy! I have not been cosseted.”

			“Sorry. I am distracted. I have a decision to make. No, that’s wrong. It’s a question. I don’t want to ask, but I don’t really have a choice. You’re right, my association with Gahiji-Calder could prove unhealthy—fatally so.”

			“Daddy, what are you involved in?”

			He gave her a sad smile. “And that’s my question: Do you want to know? Because knowledge is—”

			“Power. Yes, I understand that.”

			“Such knowledge can also get you killed. You’re a new life. You have millennia of that life to live.”

			“What are you and Gahiji-Calder doing? Tell me,” she demanded.

			“Okay, though it’s not actually just myself and Gahiji-Calder that are the interested parties here. We also included Makaio-Faraji in our discussions.”

			“Oh, Goddess!”

			“And now he’s dead. Killed by a human, which is to all intents and purposes impossible.”

			“Until it happens,” she said wistfully.

			“Quite. Makaio-Faraji was on his way to Uixic to discreetly acquire information on the family Guillrameo.”

			“You’re kidding? You’ve been spying on Oneshot’s family?”

			“We were interested. And we weren’t the only ones. Ualana-Lyon also visited Uixic for the same reason, so we thought. He was with his three latest sons; only Shoigu came back, as Ualana’s new host.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“That’s the problem, we don’t know.”

			Her instinct was telling her this whole conversation was bad news. Ironically, an instinct that was a gifting from her own mother queen. “Don’t, daddy. Don’t interfere. Whatever this is, let it go.”

			“There is nothing I would like more. But then again…”

			“No,” she moaned.

			“The queens have their Accord; they balance one another. And the Grand Families of each court’s Privy Council are a balance to the queens. Helena-Thyra has to act with the council’s ceremonial approval. It is a game that takes up most of her time, for they can vote against her.”

			“Nobody dares.”

			“No, they don’t because inevitably the real deals are made privately, brokered by the Master of the Court—currently the aforementioned Lord Bekket. Privy Council meetings and their vote are a mere formality. They have been for millennia. Right up until Gahiji-Calder was cast out.”

			“You can’t do this,” she pleaded. “You can’t get involved with Gahiji-Calder’s scheme for revenge, or whatever he’s planning. Have you forgotten I was in the room when she had Lord Malquilvo-Beaumont executed? I nearly died of fright. You can’t go against the queen. Nobody can.”

			“I know. But the Privy Council is losing their hold over Helena-Thyra just as she is becoming more hardline. Lady Lachwin-Elif should have retired from her seat as is tradition, but Helena-Thyra has allowed her to remain, telling the other families membership is their purview. The senior families, ours included, should have resisted, but instead we are struggling to hold back minor families who seek to exploit our division and gain themselves a seat. You know Lord Bekket has been meeting with them? He encourages the upstarts.”

			“Daddy,” she asked uneasily, “why are you telling me this? You know better than I that my mother is a superb politician. Could it be we need some new blood at the Privy Council table? The Mara Yama fleet is still at Hoa Quinzu. We have to be hardline.”

			“I tell you this because I know nothing about Helena-Thyra anymore. And she is about to leave at the head of a fleet. I do not know what she will do when she goes to Capo Frois. Frankly, that scares me and Gahiji-Calder.”

			“You cannot share these thoughts with anyone, not even Gahiji-Calder—perhaps especially not him. Ualana-Shoigu might be in the Kelowan system right now, but an army of his agents remain here, and they will root out any dissension.”

			“Dissension is far removed from the truth. If nothing else, we don’t know what we would dissent against.”

			“Okay,” she said in relief. “But, again, why tell me?” There was one very big reason she could think of, and it frightened her.

			“You know why,” he smiled fondly. “No one else is so close to the queen as you.”

			“Oh, daddy.”

			“You only share what you want to, and it will only be with me. But if Helena-Thyra is going rogue, we need to know as soon as it happens. You would be able to tell me.”

			“How can Helena-Thyra go rogue? She is our Queen. Challenging the queen is going rogue.”

			“Zuberi-Dulcina was also a queen of the Crown Dominion,” he said sadly. “And remember what happened to her? Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

			“But I don’t remember, do I?”

			“You are lucky to have been spawned in this age. Her evolution project was a nightmare. She would have ruined all of us, physically and mentally. Then once we were no longer us, she would launch her madness across the entire Centauri Cluster. Her destruction, the elimination of her entire family down to the last infant, was the Crown Dominion’s finest hour. We did not flinch from our task. Because of what we did that day, we have enjoyed uninterrupted stability and prosperity for seven thousand years. My darling daughter, I cannot see that accomplishment disintegrate because we took no notice of a new threat emerging. Our duty to our society is greater than our duty to the queen. Especially this one.”

			Clavissa laughed softly at the inevitability. Of course her father would know how deep her mistrust of Helena-Thyra went. Even though she saved my life. There was always something wrong about her. “The only thing I would even consider informing you is if she does something completely crazy. I would never betray the fleet—or our people, or…”

			“I would have made the wrong choice if you did betray us. This is all strategic, Clavissa. It is just information to base decisions on.”

			“A Grand Game inside a Grand Game.”

			“Precisely.”

			“Well, okay. But, I mean, even if I agreed to this, how would I be able to tell you anything? I’m going to be on board the Dracaenae; there is no place in the Crown Dominion more secure.”

			His lips quirked. “Well, actually…”

			“Oh, Asteria’s arse,” Clavissa grunted. “What have you and Gahiji-Calder cooked up?”

			“It is nothing; a standard toy for an archon’s operative. I will gift you a simple routine that will allow you to send the occasional message without anyone being able to detect it.”

			So that’s what I am now, an archon’s agent?

			

			—

			A day later, as she rode a capsule up to the navy dock on Wynid’s georing, Clavissa still had her doubts about spying on Helena-Thyra for her father. She’d spent the whole trip up the tower convinced that Helena-Thyra would take one look at her and have Major Siskala-Ingrid fling her straight out of the airlock. So great was her guilt it must surely be obvious to anyone. But they made it to the Dracaenae without anyone looking askance at her. Clavissa thanked Helena’s own gifting for that, allowing her to appear relaxed despite the apprehension.

			Once they were on board, she sent her father her first message. According to his gifting, the little file of chaos-encrypted neurodata would piggyback on the navy’s own intelligence signals, which only a twinned monitor routine could pick up and decrypt.

			Sweet Asteria, Gahiji-Calder has his own filters in all our security communications?

			The test message was when the gift’s greater potential became apparent. What was going to be a few words—“Daddy, I’m in the dreadnaught and everything is fine. Let me know if you get this.”—turned out to be much more. What she actually found was that it could package up an entire memory—what she saw and heard, along with her opinion of the scene.

			So the first treacherous file was of her in the Dracaenae’s command chamber, showing Helena-Thyra talking to Admiral Serrilda-Kroja, with her father Bekket and the court datamaster Stethos-Thierry in attendance. As she looked round the big chamber, she caught sight of Oujanya sitting with the other tactical analysts. Clavissa raised her arm in a halfhearted greeting, which the ex-princess acknowledged with a semi-embarrassed grimace.

			Ten minutes later her father replied with, “Nice view, you’re doing fine.” The sight that accompanied it was the view from his study out across the mansion’s grounds. It was snowing heavily.

			The message acted like a mild sedative, calming her. Alarms didn’t go off among the row of intelligence officers; Siskala-Ingrid didn’t shoot her dead.

			“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she sent back.

			But she carried on, buoyed by the illicit thrill of her mission. She found she was perceiving events in a wholly different fashion, pushing everything through the prism of her mother’s original politics gifting. She categorized the queen’s behavior, noting that Helena-Thyra only ever used her neural connection to converse with Bekket. Everyone else she simply talked to. She also connected to the dreadnaught’s network on frequent occasions, something Helena-Chione never did.

			“Is that relevant?” she queried her father.

			“I don’t think so,” came the reply, twinned with the emotion of a chuckle. “But keep watching.”

			

			—

			It took three weeks of one-gee acceleration to reach the ingress Gate. Thyra returned to the command compartment as the fleet adjusted its formation, ready to fly between stars. As well as the admiral and her senior staff, the tactical analysts and battle coordination team took their places in the chamber’s hemispherical combat-acceleration couches. Support hoses wormed out of the edges of the cradles and plugged themselves into their cymech appendages, until they looked like a rank of glossy gray and scarlet mummies in the process of resurrection.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Thyra watched First Lieutenant Oujanya claim her couch in the middle of the tactical section. The ex-princess had proved a middling cadet at the academy, not that any of the trainers rebuked her; one of Helena’s daughters was always going to pass through and enjoy a good career.

			Nobody had been in the slightest surprised when she was assigned a prestige bridge crew post in the Dracaenae. Everyone knew Helena always liked to have a high percentage of her spawn in the officer corps. It wasn’t a particularly senior position; she simply coordinated the reports of each squadron’s chief tactical intelligence officer, ready to provide a cohesive threat profile to the admiral. Her somber face showed she took the position seriously.

			The shift from economics student to navy hadn’t surprised anyone, so Clavissa had informed Thyra. Most of Helena’s ex-princesses grew to demonstrate their mother’s determination. Though, Clavissa added, career wasn’t the only thing that had changed; Oujanya had become distant, discarding friends to become alone and aloof. Her fellow cadets wondered if her father had gifted her some kind of emotion-inhibiting rider. Such a gift to a newlife was considered bad form, but then in a dominion where Thyra’s new hardline policies were primary, progression was paramount.

			Thyra didn’t care what gossip swirled around Oujanya, nor how difficult it made her life, as long as the ephemeral compulsions she’d forced into her subconscious held fast. Her family’s formidable neural weapons hadn’t let her down so far. She put her hand on her own couch’s contact bulb, once again breaking Helena’s habit of refusing to connect with a network. No doubt that piece of gossip had circulated faster than lightspeed. Her perception of the fleet and Gate of Heaven was omnipotent. In the back of her skull were a million whispers of comms channels and telemetry, any one of which she could select for her mind to concentrate on.

			She chose the frigate Nerthus, which the admiral’s staff had designated fleet herald. It accelerated to the apex of the massive formation and flew directly into the ingress Gate of Heaven. As always, the circular burst of achromic radiance contracting across the Gate’s conical surface to embrace the ship brought a smile of wonder to her lips. Not even the power of the Dracaenae could rival the god-level energies of an Elohim Gate.

			The Nerthus vanished somewhere within the light of Heaven. Its job was to announce the Royal Fleet’s arrival to the Kelowan Navy watch satellites in their sentry orbit around the egress Gate. Nobody wanted a misunderstanding when such a powerful military force was entering a friendly star system, if that’s what you can call Kelowan. And they were arriving a couple of months earlier than arranged, to which she would plead guilty. But we were ready, so here I am. Forgive my enthusiasm, my dear empress.

			The rest of the fleet started to follow in superb precision, triggering flare after flare in quick succession. After two-thirds of them had gone through, the Dracaenae accelerated smoothly.

			

			—

			As the fleet finally arrived at the ingress Gate to Kelowan, Clavissa sent a last message. “I’ll see you in about ten years,” she told her father as the frigates in front of the Dracaenae started to fly through the Gate of Heaven. “Sorry I couldn’t find anything interesting—or incriminating. Love you, daddy.”

			With that done, she made a last pass round the lounge, checking the princesses and congregants were all secure in their couches. She settled back in her own couch and took a breath, ready for the weird mental distortion of the ZPZ generator framing the huge warship.

			There was a familiar tingle from her father’s gift, telling her it had a message. “If I’ve timed this right, you’re about to go through the Gate,” her father said. It was a bright sunny day outside his mansion, with the grounds covered in a half meter of snow that glinted in the sunlight. “I need to tell you, don’t stop sending messages. They’ll take a year to reach me, which admittedly isn’t a lot of use, but don’t worry, a colleague of mine and Gahiji-Calder’s called Neusch is in the Kelowan system to receive them. He can take any action that’s necessary on our behalf. And if you’re in trouble, he can help. I know you can do this, darling, I have faith in you.”

			Clavissa had to clamp her jaw shut to stop a deep-felt groan emerging. Take action? I thought this was just the two of us. Oh, daddy, what the hell have you got me into?

			

			—

			The Polkadav was eight days out from Gondiar and about to perform its mid-flight flip, ready to decelerate to Anoosha, when Otylia sat down with her sister in the ship’s so-called lounge. In reality, it was a cramped compartment of worn couches and drink dispensers that now could only produce approximations of the beverages featured on the decades-old menu screen. The air that circulated through the grilles was a concentrate of human scent mingling with the occasional pungent gust of too-hot oil. Despite the very basic nature of the interplanetary ship, Otylia actually found their circumstances strangely relaxing. It was an interlude from a life that was spiraling rapidly downward—a time to take a breath and really think about what to do next.

			The sisters clasped hands and connected for complete privacy. Self-perceptuals were profoundly sad, but neither was surprised to recognize the other retained a diamond-clear core of determination.

			“Did you access the latest speech that Josias broadcast?” Otylia asked.

			“Yes,” Zelinda admitted. “Everyone’s being diplomatic and not mentioning it to you. Especially after his so-called eulogy to mother.”

			“I thought I was going to throw up as I listened to that sanctimonious bollocks.”

			“Unfortunately, it would seem he really can fool most of the people most of the time. With apologies; I don’t mean you.”

			“Irrelevant. I’m the best living proof that he can’t maintain the illusion forever. Eventually people will realize what a self-aggrandizing little turd he is.”

			“We don’t have that time.”

			“I know,” Otylia replied. “The general just released a criminal notification edict. There’s a bounty on my head now, and on Laurella’s and Dushan’s—which was a shitty thing to do, but that’s the way the general’s mind works. Nowhere is too low for him to go.”

			“I’m only surprised that I didn’t get a bounty.”

			Otylia smiled fondly at her. “I don’t think General Avone-Valerio is quite as annoyed by Haian as he is by Josias.”

			“No, but it won’t be long before he works out I’m a member of our truly terrible little group of outlaws. He’ll come for all of us.”

			“I know. And that’s a big problem. We’re probably safe from the Polkadav crew—”

			“—all four of them—”

			“—all four of them. Even if they have worked out who they’re carrying, they should be worried they’ll be considered complicit.”

			“Good point.”

			“But that problem won’t be bothering anyone at Pana-seok. A group of people arriving from Gondiar and seeking a charter outsystem—that’s just easy money.”

			“Asteria. So what do we do?”

			“I have an idea. And I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

			“At this point, I’m open to anything. We have to get our families to safety. Otylia, so you know, if it means you and me giving ourselves up, I’ll do it.”

			“Oh, hell no, it’s not that bad. We pay the Polkadav a great deal of money to take us to the one starship that will never turn us in to the general, and will take us as far as we need to go to be safe. It should be here soon, and I’m prepared to wait for however long it takes.”

			“What starship?”

			“The Diligent.”

			“Oh, sweet Goddess. Finn!”

			“Yeah. Finn.”

			“How could I have forgotten our own brother?” Zelinda’s eyes began to water. “Am I really this awful?”

			“Hey, it’s been thirty years. I’ve spent almost every day thinking he’s gone and stupidly got himself killed. But now, I believe in him. Because if you and I can elude a psychopathic Celestial empire that’s out to kill us, even if it’s just for a few days, then Finn can survive anything the Cluster throws at him!”

			“But we don’t know where he’s been, so we don’t know which egress Gate he’ll come out of.”

			“He’s been to Kingsnest, so he’ll be coming from Oxanotol.”

			“You knew that all this time?”

			She smiled gently. “He’s my twin, Zelinda.”

			“My Goddess: Kingsnest! And Finn. What must that have been like?”

			“Yeah.”

			Zelinda embraced her sister. “Right! Let’s go bribe the captain. Again!”

			

			—

			Terence had seen the inside of the Dark Paradise club enough times, though always through feeds from various infiltrator drones and informers. He’d never actually physically been inside the building where Stanvar8 conducted most of its business. Until now.

			The club occupied the two lowest floors and three basement levels of the Haywood Block on Oldmixon Avenue. As the governor and the general between them had arrested every member of Stanvar8 in Terence’s files, nobody had been in since. To make sure of that, once the last raid was over, a team from the police crime scene department had sealed the club. That consisted of adding an official code to the locks and physically securing the doors and windows. Sensors were placed in every room, and all the surrounding civic surveillance cameras fed their images directly to the local station’s network for real-time analysis should anyone try to gain entry.

			Terence’s CI swiftly unpicked the digital protection. He, Jimena, and Vanilda wore othervisors as they went in through the staff entrance on the second floor. Vanilda’s presence had caused the biggest argument. But as she pointed out, if they went without her and got caught and taken into custody by the Knights, it would only be hours before she was captured. Terence couldn’t fault the logic, so it was the three of them who ventured inside.

			The first time they went in, they started on the second floor. “We’ll just work our way down,” he said. “Slow and steady.”

			Jimena grinned at Vanilda. “So says the forensics expert.”

			Vanilda laughed. “So what are we looking for?”

			“Old stuff,” he said. “Specifically any data storage modules.”

			They started in the manager’s office—a room crammed full of crates and bottles and overflowing bins. Broken andys formed a little clutter pile of their own in one corner. Terence opened the backpack he’d brought, containing a hundred mobile forensic sensor units, resembling cockroaches with long antennae. They wriggled their way out of the case and lined up along the floor. He used his lnc to start their scan sequence, and they moved slowly forward together, probing the floor. The image of what they found was fed directly to the CI, which built a virtual image of everything embedded within livestone—all the cables and pipes running under the surface. It would take them an hour to cover the office’s floor, walls, and ceiling.

			Jimena then released a flock of insect drones from her backpack that zipped around searching out chemical signatures.

			“Of what sort?” a fascinated Vanilda asked.

			“Blood, mainly; although the livestone does slowly absorb it. But they can also spot saliva and hair and flakes of skin. Anything organic, basically—specifically, human traces.” She bent down and used a pair of tweezers to pick up a small scrap of white material from beneath one of the inert andys. “Like this.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Piece of tooth.”

			“Eww.”

			“And while the CI analyzes the scan results,” Terence said, “the three of us look for personal items—especially anything that doesn’t make sense to you. The kind of thing that a CI will simply catalogue as a miscellaneous physical item, but humans will pick up on as being out of context.”

			“Okay, then.” Vanilda started opening drawers in one of the cabinets.

			It took them four days to cover the second floor, examining the rooms one by one. After the office, there were private client rooms that had furniture saturated with traces of human DNA. Small storerooms. A big kitchen, complete with large cold stores still full of chilled food. Staff rooms.

			They found a whole web of data cables running along sculpted conduits within the livestone attaching embedded sensors in the ceilings of all the rooms to a rack of recording hardware in a room behind the office. The system was completely disconnected from the Santa Rosa network, preventing any kind of remote access. There were several small crates of storage modules, but they weren’t in any kind of order, or even labeled. Terence slotted them all into a player for his CI to review. None of them dated back more than a few years. They found a smaller batch in the manager’s desk that were all high-profile public figures captured either in high-resolution flagrante or sniffed out of their brains.

			The first floor was the main club, which was split into several areas: the VIP booths, the dance floor, the restaurant, more (larger) private party rooms, a couple of small lounges with a stage, three separate bars, and restrooms. Again, everything was covered by the secret sensors and carefully recorded.

			The first and second basement levels were more interesting. As well as five gambling dens, this was where Stanvar8 kept its arsenal and supplies of sniff behind false walls of wine racks. Those were definitely not under surveillance. Terence was disturbed to find a number of Remnant Era items. “Well, we knew they had good contacts with the Traveler Dynasties,” Jimena said. “This just confirms it.”

			“Yeah, but we can’t see who brought in what,” Terence replied. “No sensors down here.”

			“I can sample DNA traces left on the weapons,” she said. “See what matches in the civic database.”

			“Do that. But just what’s on the Remnant stuff.”

			“Are you thinking that’s what this Dagon person was involved in?” Vanilda asked.

			“I don’t know,” Terence told her. “But even if he was, Santa Rosa has no DNA on file for him. But it wouldn’t hurt to know who brought Remnant items down the tower. There might be a trail we can work.”

			“After forty years?”

			He shrugged. The painstaking search was becoming dispiriting, and every day they spent in the Dark Paradise was another day Aljan flew farther away. It wouldn’t be long before the Jalgori-Tobus chartered a starship, and Gate of Heaven time dilation kicked in. Then it would be decades as well as distance that tore him away from his son. Some deep part of his brain told him he’d already said goodbye.

			After three weeks, they finally started on the lowest basement level. As Jimena said, livestone slowly and surely absorbed spilled blood, leaving the floor and walls clean, but there was a disturbing amount staining the surface of furniture and storage bins. The little sensor units performed their slow, thorough crawl along the floor, and finally they got their first break.

			“The floor in this room has a regrowth area,” the CI informed Terence.

			They were in a big room that didn’t have much in it: some old stage equipment and obsolete drink projectors from the bars, advertising brands that had stopped being made long ago, as well as ancient furniture. The lighting was dim, and the air dry.

			Terence stared down at the livestone floor. “Is that usual?”

			“No,” the CI replied. “Something must have caused a break in the livestone, which subsequentially regrew.”

			“Show me.”

			His retina membrane displayed the floor as a simple translucent blue rectangle, woven with a standard web of nutrient capillaries. There was a narrow oval patch on one side, a couple of meters long, shaded green, where the boundary was marked by sharp zigzags in the capillaries. He stood over it, looking down. To his eyes, the livestone floor was a single featureless surface.

			“So something broke the floor open, then resealed it?” Jimena said.

			“Yeah,” Terence agreed cautiously.

			“You’d need a uranic to sculpt the livestone back into place, wouldn’t you?”

			“Presumably, but there are enough architect sculptors in the city. Not all of them work for the council development board. I bet there’s a dozen in those recordings we found upstairs.”

			“So what’s underneath the patch?” Vanilda asked.

			Terence and Jimena exchanged an awkward glance.

			“Judging from the size,” Jimena said grimly, “I’d say probably a body.”

			“Oh.”

			“This is wrong,” Terence said uneasily. “Stanvar8 wouldn’t leave evidence of killings, not here of all places.”

			“You want to know who it is, don’t you?” Jimena said.

			“I want to eliminate them from the inquiry.”

			“Inquiry? You can take the policeman out of the service, but…”

			“If it’s not a body buried under here, then I really want to know what is,” he said defensively.

			“Okay, well, it won’t be the first time I’ve cut through a livestone floor, but we’re going to need some heavy-duty andys for it.”

			Terence sighed, knowing what their reaction would be. But then, the whole universe had changed the moment Makaio-Faraji had been assassinated. “No, we don’t.” He took the membrane glove off his right hand and looked around the room. Thanks to the Makaio-Spirit’s instinct, Terence could see there was a contact bulb on the wall: a small blister that only curved a few millimeters higher than the rest of the wall’s flat surface. He activated the induction enhancement web, and slender lines of bioluminescent violet started to shine across his skin, radiating out from a central point in the middle of his palm and disappearing up inside his sleeve.

			“Dad?” Vanilda murmured uncertainly.

			“It’s okay,” he said. “This is just some Celestial bioware. It allows me to use their connection bulbs.”

			“Just Celestial bioware?”

			“It’s really not a big deal.”

			“It’s a huge fucking deal. Are you—we—uranic?”

			“No. The web is usually used to enhance a Celestial’s induction ability. They need it for…certain procedures.” He shivered as if struck by a gust of icy air. “This one I’m using was modified to interface with human nerves and give me a very ordinary ability. Lidon biotechnicians produce something similar. They’re not as good, obviously.”

			Jimena hadn’t stopped staring at the glowing lines. “Who modified it for humans?”

			“Uh, the archon’s CI. It’s a basic template.”

			“All right, then when? How long have you had this?”

			“After the assassination.”

			“And when were you going to tell me?”

			“I, er, hadn’t really thought about that.”

			“Is this what gave you those psycho nightmares?”

			“No!”

			“What nightmares?” Vanilda asked urgently.

			“I don’t have nightmares anymore. That was just shock from the assassination.”

			“Asteria’s arse! Wait, dad…what are you going to use it for?”

			He gave her a sly grin. “Stand back from the regrowth area,” he told them and put his hand over the wall’s contact bulb. His perception extended into the livestone, or maybe he became aware of its nature; he wasn’t sure. The sensation was just weird, like some kind of emptiness, yet tangible, and somehow eternal. He sent an impulse into the basement room’s floor, requiring it to change, to move in a way that was never intended. It didn’t resist, but for something without a mind it came close to a feeling akin to resentment at the unnatural contortion demanded of it.

			The floor produced a loud cracking sound. Vanilda let out a startled yelp and scurried back even closer to the wall. Now a slim fissure was opening above the oval area. The floor on both sides buckled slightly, rising, and the fissure kept getting wider. A whole filigree of splits multiplied their way out from the widening gap. Surface fragments splintered upward as the floor continued to distort.

			For a moment Terence visualized some giant Awakened mole tunneling its way up from deep under the city.

			“I can see it,” Jimena said. “That’s definitely a body.”

			There was only so much a neural command could make the livestone do, so the three of them had to get down on their knees and dig chunks of broken livestone out with their hands.

			The body was male, although “body” was an exaggeration, Terence thought. It had been reduced to little more than a skeleton wrapped in scraps of gray, desiccated clothing.

			“How long has it been here for?” Vanilda asked.

			“Hard to say,” Jimena told her. “The livestone will have distorted the decay rate.”

			“Roughly, mum.”

			“Several decades. I can get a better estimate when I run diagnostics on samples.”

			“Cause of death?” Terence asked.

			She shot him an exasperated look. “Just give me a minute, you two. I haven’t done this for a while.”

			Terence waited patiently while she used a needle probe to take samples of the corpse’s tissue and hair and bone. She transferred them to the genetic sequencer and left it running, while she crouched down for a longer examination.

			“He was stabbed,” she said after a minute. “It was a very clean strike; goes through the cloth and rib cage. Whoever killed him knew to go for the heart, and very precisely, too. One puncture; I’m guessing some kind of power blade by the way it’s severed the rib.”

			The genetic sequencer let out a soft ping. Terence told his CI to run the DNA sequence through the civic records for a match, then bent down to study the puncture wound. Sure enough, now that he’d been told what to look for, there was a narrow slice in the creases of the corpse’s shriveled leather jacket.

			“I have found a match,” the CI announced.

			Terence became very still as he studied the results playing across his retina membrane. “That’s impossible,” he grunted in shock.

			“What’s wrong?” Vanilda asked.

			“It’s Gyvoy Enfoe.”

			“From the Enfoe Traveler Dynasty?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why is that impossible?”

			“Because he left Gondiar thirty years ago on the Diligent.”

			All three of them gathered round the corpse.

			“No, he didn’t,” Jimena said ruefully.

			“Then who the hell is on the Diligent?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			 

			“Oh, man, that is so terrible,” Gyvoy said. “I’m really sorry for your loss, Finn. The marchioness was kind of eternal, you know; she held Santa Rosa together. Everyone knew she’d always be there for us.”

			Finn barely heard the words. The grief was overwhelming. He was sitting on the couch in the owner’s quarters with Otylia next to him. Her presence alone was enough to disconcert him; this middle-aged woman simply did not correspond to his vivacious twin, no matter how much he told himself that he was experiencing time dilation for real. He wanted his Otylia back.

			But that was utterly irrelevant to the horror story she and Zelinda had just told him. Mother. Father. Dead. In a missile strike?

			“Did you check the rubble?” he asked, knowing just how pathetic he sounded. “Did the emergency teams confirm it?”

			“Finn,” Zelinda said benevolently, “mummy and daddy are gone. I’m sorry.”

			“No!” It didn’t help that his older sister now looked so much like his mother. She could have been a reincarnation. Which meant, in his head, that whatever she said was an incontrovertible fact.

			Otylia took hold of his hand, her expression firmer than he’d ever known. In fact, she also looked uncannily like…mother. She allowed him into her memories: A sniper taking out the Ghosts. Terence’s warning. Flinging herself onto the ground. The missile detonating with extreme violence.

			Finn found himself crying, with Otylia’s arms around him. “What are they doing to our world?” he snuffled.

			“What Celestials always do to humans,” Gyvoy said in disgust. “Screw us over.”

			Finn tried to get his thoughts back under control. “So it was Toše who shot the archon and got mother killed by the general’s forces?”

			“Terence Wilson-Fletcher believes so. He stayed behind looking for evidence.”

			“But Toše was with us when we flew to Hoa Quinzu. He fought alongside us when the Ghosts attacked. Probably saved my life.”

			“What?” Otylia said, recoiling. “You know him?”

			“Well, yes.” He turned to Gyvoy in bewilderment. “You hired him.”

			“Yeah,” the Traveler said. “He came highly recommended. My father said he was…one of the best. Could be quite ruthless when the shit hits the fan. He’s the one you want on your side in a fight. Sorry.”

			“So he’s freelance?” Zelinda asked.

			“Yes. He’d already taken another contract when the Diligent left Gondiar; otherwise I’d have brought him with us. Asteria, I can’t believe this.”

			“Who hired him?”

			Gyvoy spread his arms wide. “I’ve no idea.”

			“We have weapons,” Finn said hotly. “Good weapons. And I know what he looks like. Otylia, will the archon’s agent tell you if he tracks the bastard down?”

			Both his sisters and Gyvoy seemed to recoil.

			“Whoa there, Finn,” Gyvoy said. “We have a mission here, remember—one that can actually hit the Celestials where it hurts.”

			“We can’t go back, Finn,” Otylia said dejectedly. “Not to Gondiar. Not ever.”

			“She’s right,” Everett said. He’d barely spoken since they all came on board the Diligent. “The Jalgori-Tobus have left the planet,” he added bitterly. “And you’re not taking my children back anywhere near that fucking great ball of shit!” He dropped his head into his hands.

			Finn was almost ashamed to glance at his brother. Variaka’s death hadn’t hit as hard as hearing about his mother and father, but still…His first self-pitying thought had been: I should have tried harder to get her to come on the Diligent. Now looking at the broken man sitting opposite him, all he wondered was: Did she tell him I asked her to come with us? When he glanced over at Ellie, her expression was desperately sympathetic. “Okay,” he said. “No going back. The Diligent will fly us all outsystem. We’ll find a new world. A good one. One the Celestials don’t care about.”

			“Gyvoy,” Zelinda said curiously, “you said your mission is going to hurt the Celestials. How?”

			Finn’s guilt deepened, but with it came resolution. Mother would disapprove, of course she would, but a Jalgori-Tobu can still help the humans in this Asteria-abandoned star system. Our swan song—one they’ll never forget. “We have the means to stop Dolod from going into orbit around the star,” he told his sisters.

			“You have what?” Otylia said.

			“Not we,” Gyvoy said. “Just Finn. He’s the man, as always. These two”—his finger flicked from Finn to Ellie—“they’re like warrior gods out of history. Man, can they fight! Saved my ass enough times already on this mission, it pains me to admit.”

			“What are you planning, Finn?” Otylia asked urgently.

			“I know—I think I know—how to control the Archimedes Engine. That’s where we’ve been, to the factory that used to build them, it’s inside Kingsnest. I accessed the Celestial network there.” He held his hand up and pointed at the neural interface patch. “This useless uranic can stop Dolod from going into any kind of orbit around Kelowan.”

			“Oh, Asteria’s arse, Finn. You’re kidding?”

			“No,” he said. “I am deadly fucking serious. No iron rain, no crippling Anoosha’s economy, no knock-on effect it’d have on Gondiar. It’s a win, Otylia. For once in our lives, humans can actually come out ahead.”

			Otylia and Zelinda exchanged a startled look, then they both turned to Everett.

			“Do it,” Everett snarled.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Ellie sat down beside Finn as soon as Otylia stood up to go. Like Finn, she’d found it hard reconciling this tired, middle-aged person with the bubbly young woman who constantly teased her twin. Of all the weird crap in the Centauri Cluster, the time dilation effect is without doubt the eeriest. Seeing the three aged Jalgori-Tobu siblings made her keen to know how her grandfather was, how he’d grown old. Not gracefully, I’ll bet. But that was clearly an area where she’d have to tread very carefully, given that he and Otylia seemed so definitely on the outs. And how bloody typical was it that he’d wound up being some kind of rebel leader—or had declared himself to be.

			Otylia ruffled Finn’s hair before she left. “You’re so young,” she said with a teary grin. “That makes me really happy.”

			When she left, Ellie could hear the not particularly soft whispers of the Gath who were filling the vestibule outside. The one word that kept getting repeated again and again was: “Saint.”

			It’d been like that from the minute Otylia had come on board. The Gath were as worshipful of her now as they’d always been. And Otylia handled it with aplomb, as always.

			Ellie snuggled up to Finn. “I’m sorry. This is awful for you.”

			“I knew she was going to be old when we got back. But this. How could things on Gondiar get so bad?”

			“You heard your sisters; it’s all part of a dominion’s Great Game. People were manipulated.” Her lips compressed into a tight line. “And Josias hasn’t helped. He rode the wave, helped make it worse.”

			“Yeah.”

			“They’ll catch him,” she said mournfully. “I don’t think he realizes what the Centauri Cluster is, the factions and the abilities that exist here. All he’s seen is a society that resembles a constitutional monarchy back on Old Earth, so he doesn’t get how dangerous this life actually is. Gondiar is a real haven. We need to restore it to the level it was before.”

			“That’s not going to happen. Not without getting the empress to withdraw her general, then reinstating a governor and a uranic administration. And from what Otylia said, I’m not sure anyone is going to want people like my family back at the top. We let them down.”

			“No, you were manipulated—like the Celestials. You need to prove they were taken in by an archon. And for that you need evidence.”

			“What evidence?”

			“For a start: Toše.”

			“He was on Gondiar helping to kill my mother and father. You heard my sisters; we can never go back.”

			“I know.” She put her arms right round him, resting her head on his shoulder. “But maybe this archon agent, Terence, will find him.”

			“If he does, we’ll never know. As soon as I’ve changed Dolod’s orbit, we need to get out of the Crown Dominion as fast as we can.”

			“Have you decided what you’re going to do, so the Celestials can never undo the damage and put it back into orbit?”

			“Yes, actually, I have. Occam’s razor.”

			“The simplest solution is always the best? Go on, then. What’s simple about changing a planet’s orbit?”

			“Instead of slingshotting it around the star and kicking it back out into interstellar space, I’m going to crash it into the star.”

			

			—

			The Dracaenae had been in the Kelowan system for five hours when the dreadnaught picked up a message beamed from the capital planet to Thyra’s Royal Fleet. It had Imperial encryption and was directed for the queen alone.

			Thyra was in her personal quarters when the dreadnaught’s communication office decrypted it. Her five princesses were with her, along with seven of the older congregants that she’d decided to bring on the flight. She’d rather enjoyed watching Lady Clavissa becoming increasingly frazzled trying to keep them in order.

			Lord Bekket was also present, along with Admiral Serrilda-Kroja and the court datamaster Lord Stethos-Remi—a man now very anxious about his job. As Thyra expected, news that she was using connection bulbs again had flashed across the fleet.

			Thyra clicked her fingers twice at her daughters to silence their shrill chatter, followed by a glance at Clavissa that said: That’s supposed to be your job.

			“Let us see how our dear empress welcomes us to Kelowan,” she said snidely. “Datamaster, if you would?”

			“Ma’am.” Stethos-Remi put his hand on a contact bulb and brought the recording onto a screen at the front of the room.

			Carolien-Amaia’s face appeared, with a carnivorous smile on her lips. “My dearest Helena-Thyra, I’m afraid your timing is badly at fault. We were not due to combine the fleets for another two and a half months. Why are you here now? Is there a problem in the Wynid realm that has forced you to leave?”

			Thyra sat back and tapped her forefinger on her lips. “Oh dear, I’ve upset her. Naughty me. Daughters, remember to never begin a conversation with a rival by showing you are perplexed. You appear weak.”

			“Yes, Mother Queen,” they chorused; several of the younger ones giggled.

			“Lord Stethos-Remi, my reply.”

			“Recording and encrypting, ma’am.”

			Thyra patted her knee, and Eulaie, the most recent princess, came over and sat on her lap, smiling perkily at the camera. She was a promising girl who had eliminated two other congregants during First Trial. It was almost like the good old days, except Thyra hadn’t yet gifted any of her daughters with the mental attack routines that were their true family heritage.

			“My dear empress. My navy was so enraptured by the opportunity to partake in your annexation that they simply applied their usual efficiency to preparation and thus were ready ahead of schedule. As I’m sure your ships are. Of course, there was no point to delaying my contribution to your Imperial Fleet. Therefore, here we are. I see none of the other queens are as supportive of you as I, so we will fly to the rendezvous point and await their arrival without further complaint.”

			“Excellently played, Majesty,” Lord Stethos-Remi said.

			“Send it, and we’ll see if she can keep her temper.”

			

			—

			The response arrived three and a half hours later. Given they were ninety light-minutes from Kelowan, Thyra guessed it’d taken Carolien’s court that missing thirty minutes to calm her down.

			“My dear queen, how very you to disregard the agreed time no matter how much it inconveniences everyone else. As empress, I will of course do my utmost to accommodate you. I have assigned my navy’s Twenty-Third Squadron to escort you to the prearranged rendezvous for the formation of my Imperial Fleet. At least after that you will be under my command, so we can avoid any further ineptitude arising.”

			“Is there a reply, ma’am?” Lord Stethos asked.

			“Are you going to tell her where to stick it?” Princess Roja asked coyly.

			“Tempting as that is, no. I’ve managed to provoke her, which is always amusing, so I will be gracious in victory.” She cleared her throat. “Dear empress. That is so magnanimous of you to dispatch a whole squadron as an honor escort to greet me, your staunchest ally. Don’t forget to send an equal number to the other queens when they finally arrive; they might feel neglected, otherwise.”

			“Why did you say that?” Eulaie asked.

			“Because right now, all Carolien’s naval forces in the Kelowan system will either be on standard active duty or at a station dock preparing for the annexation. Now she’ll have to assign three other full squadrons to escort duty.” She raised an eyebrow, inviting the princess to continue.

			“Which will disrupt their preparations,” Princess Roja said. “And might conceivably mean delaying the Imperial Fleet formation. All of which reflects badly on the empress.”

			“Good girl. Besides, I want to have a few of her ships to accompany us. It will be most convenient.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Terence was proud bordering on smug about the safe house he’d chosen for them. When General Avone-Valerio had taken over the planet, the governor and her staff had been recalled to Kelowan, no doubt for a very uncomfortable meeting with a senior representative from the court of the empress. That left the Roundhouse Mansion empty; the general’s staff occupied the much bigger Zetian Palace, and the Knights were billeted across the city. That left the mansion inside the secure perimeter the Ghosts had established, and deserted.

			The CI blocked his globecab from registering on any of the surrounding monitoring systems, allowing them to drive straight into the garage beneath the Roundhouse and take the lift up to the apartment where Makaio had been assassinated.

			After they’d identified Gyvoy’s corpse underneath the Dark Paradise club, they’d gone straight back there. Terence slung his pack on the floor and sat down on one of the cushion piles they’d built. The oversize Celestial furniture in the apartment was wrong for humans, so they took the cushions off the couches and chairs and used them to sit on and sleep, like children in an adult room.

			Vanilda sat cross-legged on a cushion in front of him and started to peel her othervisor mask off. “So is fake Gyvoy really this Dagon person?” she asked.

			“Highly likely,” Terence agreed. “I expect he had surgical morph treatment. He’s not going to be wearing an othervisor for years at a time.” The CI was showing him all the files available on Gyvoy Enfoe. As best they could determine, he’d been on Gondiar from that first meeting with Younes until the Diligent left, flying through the ingress Gate of Heaven for Hoa Quinzu.

			“So it’s a long-term mission, then,” Jimena said, sitting on the cushions next to him.

			“Very. Forty years chronological, at least. That’s when I first ran into him here—well, almost ran into him.”

			“But we still don’t know which archon he’s working for.”

			“No. However, thirty years ago Diligent flew to Hoa Quinzu; that’s where the Mara Yama fleet is refueling. It might be coincidence, or…”

			“I know this is all intel for you,” Jimena said guardedly. “That’s what you do, but how do we use it? I mean, now that Makaio-Faraji’s gone, who do you report to?”

			“Well, we certainly don’t give it to the general,” Terence said. “I know that when the new chief archon fired Makaio-Faraji, he appointed Lady Asahi-Iryna as the Wynid archon for the Kelowan system and beyond. If I send a report through the secure channel, she should receive it.”

			“Did you ever meet her?”

			“No, but I do know she’ll be keen to expose any archon operation acting directly against the Crown Dominion. It’ll give her a lot of credit with the chief archon to have a success like that so early into her tenure.”

			“But what use is it to us?” Vanilda asked. “Everyone here is hurting bad, dad. We have to help them, not the Celestial pricks.”

			“Exposing the network, and revealing how this so-called human rebellion is just a myth, can only help build a case against the general and his awful custodian administration. I can’t guarantee anything, of course.”

			“So send the report,” Jimena said. “Let’s see what they do about it.”

			“How long will it take?” Vanilda asked.

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It all depends on where Lady Asahi-Iryna is. If she’s back on Wynid, we’re looking at years.”

			“Years?”

			“Yes. Sweetheart, this isn’t something that’s going to be solved fast. You have to be prepared for the custodian administration to last for a long time.”

			“What about us? We can’t live here like this for years. I mean, there’s no more intel left for us to gather, is there?”

			“Probably not, no.”

			“So we can follow Aljan?”

			Terence nodded slowly. “Yes, you’re right. There’s nothing left here for us. I guess I’ve finally finished my mission.”

			Jimena gave him a fond kiss. “Then get that report sent and find us a ship that’s taking passengers to Anoosha.”

			“Right. Ah—”

			“What?”

			“I’ve just realized how to give this situation maximum coverage. It’s not just Asahi-Iryna who needs to receive this report.”

			“Who else are you going to send it to?”

			“Our enemies. Well, two other archons.”

			“That makes no sense.”

			“Yes, it does. If everyone knows the troubles on Gondiar were deliberately caused by a hostile archon, it’ll put extra political pressure on the empress to resolve it.”

			“Okay. So how are you going to tell these archons?”

			“One I have the message codes for. The other: I know someone. And we’d have to bring them along with us to Anoosha anyway.”

			

			—

			The return to consciousness wasn’t as welcome as Medusa thought it would be. Every part of her ached; each tiny movement caused stabs of mid-level pain to jab down her muscles. It was as if her body had frozen, and raising a limb or turning her head was fracturing the now-solid flesh. Then there was the sensation from her stomach, which seemed to be perpetually on the verge of vomiting, and her headache was at migraine levels. “Sweet Asteria.” The attempt to whisper only demonstrated how sore her throat was.

			She blinked and looked down her body. A medical assistant andy was removing the cuffs from her wrists in crude motions. All the other tubes were out, which was presumably why her throat hurt so badly. Waste tubes, too. And she was desperate for a drink—any liquid, as long as it was ice cold. Her stomach quivered in warning at that thought.

			After a moment flexing her throat, she asked: “What’s happening?”

			Another andy lumbered over and stuck an audio patch behind her ear. It was clearly trying to rip her ear off to do so; the pain brought tears to her eyes.

			“We’re leaving,” Terence told her. “Best you don’t try to talk. I’m afraid Matarie Zielinski passed away; the hearse will take you out.”

			“Where?”

			“I’m bringing you to us. We’re leaving Gondiar.”

			Us?

			A big andy rolled in and slid its lift prongs under her back, transferring her to an open body bag that was lying on a gurney. The pain almost made her faint. The next thing she knew, an andy was zipping up the bag. It left a tiny gap at the top.

			“Don’t move,” Terence said. “And don’t make a sound.”

			If her throat wasn’t so painful, she would have sobbed out loud. The gurney trundled out of room 32B. She was vaguely aware of being in a lift. Then came bumps and jostling as the gurney loaded itself into the hearse. Most of the journey was spent drifting in and out of awareness. It seemed to go on for a long time.

			By the time the hearse came to a halt she actually felt slightly better, or at least told herself that she did. She managed to raise an arm and hook a finger around the zip as the vehicle’s doors opened.

			“Welcome back,” Terence said.

			She blinked against the light as the body bag was opened, then scowled in confusion at the two women who were standing beside Terence, frowning down at her. “Er, you’re his wife, aren’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“And…Vanilda?”

			“How do you know that?”

			“We both ran intel-gathering operations for decades,” Terence said. “Unfortunately, Medusa was on the wrong side.”

			“Hey!”

			The gurney drove into a lift that seemed unusually high. “Where are we?” she asked.

			“In some really cheap real estate.”

			For a moment, when the lift opened into the apartment, Medusa thought she was hallucinating. Then she started laughing, which hurt. “The fucking governor’s mansion? Terence, you’re insane! But also brilliant.”

			They managed to get her off the gurney and onto a pile of big cushions. Vanilda gave her a sedative to numb the pain in her muscles, and Jimena slowly spoon-fed her some soup.

			“You need to get something other than nutrient jelly in your stomach,” she said. “It’ll help you feel better.”

			“I’ll give you a proper massage later,” Vanilda said. “It’ll help ease your muscle stiffness. I don’t think dad got the andys to move your limbs enough while you were sleeping.” She gave him an accusing look.

			“Is this what Aljan recommended?” she asked them hoarsely. “He’s a doctor, right?”

			“Aljan’s gone,” Terence said. “There’s a lot happened in the last few weeks.”

			Maybe it was the sedative, but she listened to everything without any real surprise. “So who is this Gyvoy really, then? Dagon?”

			“I can’t confirm it with an absolute yes, but the circumstantial evidence is strong,” Terence said. “And the Diligent’s flight to Hoa Quinzu is a pretty big coincidence. I’m guessing the Mara Yama have to be involved somehow.”

			“And you want me to inform Sahdiah?”

			“Yes. Look, whoever is behind this succeeded. Gondiar’s a mess, and will be for years if not decades, but it can’t be their end play. I’m going to send this intel to the new Wynid archon, and to Olomo. I want you to do the same for Sahdiah. That way, once all three dominions realize they’ve been deceived, they’ll have to act together.”

			Medusa propped herself up on her elbows, which was as much exertion as her body could manage. “And do what?”

			“Between them they’ll be able to find Toše, Liliana, and Gyvoy—or at least one of them. Then they can really start to unravel what’s happening.”

			“You can contact Olomo?” she asked suspiciously.

			“Yes. There’s a secure message protocol for him and Makaio-Faraji to communicate; I have the code.”

			“Asteria! Makaio-Faraji really trusted you, didn’t he.”

			“So it would seem.”

			“Okay. I mean, what have we got to lose at this point?”

			“Thanks.”

			“And then we leave this planet?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Let me have a clean lnc up to High Rosa. I can send Sahdiah a message from his secure system up there.”

			

			—

			Terence sent his report to Lady Asahi-Iryna through the usual route, then used the access code Makaio-Spirit had for Olomo. He realized Medusa’s secure messages to Sahdiah used practically the same method as his. Once again, his mind went to how many ships the archons must use to carry their secrets between stars.

			“So now what?” Vanilda asked.

			“Now we leave,” Terence told her. “Some new othervisors and identities, then up the tower to a ship that’ll fly us to Anoosha.”

			“Can I look less like a week-old corpse this time, please?” Medusa asked.

			“You can design the othervisor yourself. Look however you want to look.”

			“Is there another of those fast courier ships, like the Starlight’s Shore, at High Rosa?” Vanilda asked. “We might manage to catch up with Aljan, then.”

			“Good question,” Terence said. He told the CI to scan High Rosa’s register of ships.

			“You have a call,” it told him.

			“I—what?”

			“A secure call from Neusch.”

			“Neusch?” He could feel the Makaio-Spirit stir in his mind like a quake far underground, sending ripples of shock up through his awareness.

			“Correct.”

			“Asteria’s arse! Accept call.”

			“Hello, Terence.”

			“I told you to get back to Wynid,” he said without preamble. “You were supposed to inform Gahiji-Calder.”

			“I know.”

			The response took several seconds, so he guessed Neusch wasn’t on Gondiar or the georing. “Where are you?”

			“I was en route to Uixic in the Alumata, following up a lead from my father’s allies. I diverted to Gondiar because of your messages, and also to thank you for what you have done, continuing my father’s work under such dire circumstances.”

			“You do realize I’m doing what I can to help the people of Gondiar.”

			“I do. You were always honorable, Terence. That’s the other reason I was coming to Gondiar—to offer assistance. Your current situation is not favorable.”

			“Yeah, I know. We are planning on leaving.”

			“Good. I would sincerely recommend you do that within the hour.”

			“Okay, but…an hour?”

			“Preferably less. Terence, I was alarmed by your report to Lady Asahi-Iryna. I see it was also sent to Olomo. That was an interesting play.”

			“How did you…”

			“My father’s giftings contained many of his codes. I am able to utilize his Gondiar CI. Unfortunately, so is Lady Asahi-Iryna.”

			“She’s here?”

			“Yes. And she has also received your report. That’s not good, Terence.”

			“Why?”

			“There are distinct factions forming amid Wynid’s court that my father’s allies are monitoring as best they can. I have recently received some messages from my brother Soltz that make me uncertain as to Lady Asahi-Iryna’s loyalties. I would suggest you cease to use the CI. Asahi-Iryna is trying to find you through it; I have been deflecting her requests, but she has more authority than I, and I am still over a million kilometers away. That time delay does not work in my favor. Ultimately, she will regain control of it.”

			“Oh, hell!”

			“And in light of your last report concerning Gyvoy Enfoe, I need to ask something of you.”

			“Okay, but you just said I need to get off Gondiar.”

			“Yes, you do. Terence, do you have my father’s command authority codes?”

			“Yes.” He hesitated. “All of them.”

			“I thought so. I hope he is satisfied with my actions.”

			“He is. So how much of you is him?” Terence asked.

			“At the end his giftings exceeded those that are traditionally given to potential mindline hosts—archons are a paranoid lot, after all—but the gifts were nothing approaching a full succession. I have very few of his mindline memories, and those I do possess lack context; I do not know what era they come from. I am, then, new and independent.”

			“Uh, congratulations?”

			“Thank you. Terence, you should use the Aeacus to leave.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes. It is meant for emergencies. This definitely qualifies as one.”

			“I never thought I could do that. I assumed it would have some kind of security alarm the rider didn’t carry over.”

			“No. My father’s primary identification code will grant you full command authority. You can fly it.”

			“So what do you want me to do?”

			“After my father’s assassination, I did not go back to Wynid and my father’s allies. Not in person, anyway. I deemed there was little point. Wynid would learn soon enough about my father’s slaying. Although I did send Soltz a secure message telling him I would carry the investigation onward in my own way: The pursuit of the assassin himself.”

			“I’m convinced it was Toše,” Terence said.

			“Indeed. Thanks to your information from Zikar Tasot, we knew Toše had a concluder. We also know that directly after the tower bomb, he left on the Cybele’s Eagle for Lidon. From these points I surmised the assassin was Toše, and that once again he was heading outsystem. I didn’t know what ship he was using, but I flew to the Lidon ingress Gate and waited. A few days later the Gansvoort passed through the Gate.”

			“That’s one of the starships Liliana was negotiating with.”

			“Yes, I found the timing to be suspicious. I followed it to Lidon, where it docked at Cherag Harbor, the anchor asteroid for the Lyonesse orbital tower. My observations had to be made by drone, but once I had established a lnc with Cherag Harbor’s somewhat primitive network, I found one of the other ships there was the Arcadia’s Moon.”

			“Was Cybele’s Eagle there as well?” Terence asked.

			“No, but the Arcadia’s Moon flew back to Gondiar just ahead of General Avone’s arrival. Subsequently I have been in high orbit observing events on Gondiar with growing unease.”

			“So that’s how Toše got back here in time to take out the Ghosts and get the marchioness killed.”

			“Yes. The ship departed again two days after the marchioness was killed.”

			“The CI never notified me it was docked,” Terence said. “And the Arcadia’s Moon is on my permanent watch list.”

			“That is because the Arcadia’s Moon is now disguised. My drone observed it being covered in a shell fuselage, custom manufactured by a Lidon astroengineering enterprise. Its physical profile is now completely different, and its registration matches that.”

			“You’re kidding me.”

			“I assure you I am not. It is registered as the Infinite Totality.”

			Terence was barely aware of the groan of frustration escaping from his throat. “We were going to charter it to get the Jalgori-Tobus clear,” he said in dismay. “It left High Rosa while we were riding the capsule up the tower.”

			“That would have been an interesting trip,” Neusch said.

			“So why aren’t you chasing it?”

			“Because that is what I am now asking you to do. It would leave me free to investigate Uixic. Both tasks are important, Terence. Monitoring the Infinite Totality should be relatively easy, especially in the Aeacus. My drone placed several trackers on the new fuselage. It is currently orbiting Kelowan’s star at three-point-two AUs out.”

			“What are they waiting for?”

			“I do not know. But the Diligent has now returned to Kelowan.”

			“It has?”

			“Yes, ten hours ago. That brings Gyvoy Enfoe, Toše, and Liliana together in the same star system once more. We need to see if they meet up, and what happens if they do.”

			“Wait,” Terence said. “The CI has been monitoring spaceflight traffic for me; I know the Wynid Royal Fleet has just arrived. It’s a couple of months early for the navy exercises, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. So many events occurring simultaneously is beyond any possible coincidence. After consideration, I believe there must be several factions playing this Great Game. We cannot trust—”

			“Neusch?”

			The CI told Terence the lnc had dropped out.

			“Asteria’s arse!”

			“What’s happening?” Jimena asked.

			“We may have a problem.”

			Neusch’s lnc reestablished. “She has found you.”

			“Lady Asahi-Iryna?”

			“Yes. The CI protection routines around you are collapsing. I have fortified them as much as I can. You have an exit, and the routines will self-erase after you are on the capsule. There will be no record of you remaining. Hurry, please.”

			“Right.” Terence helped Medusa up to her feet. “Let’s go,” he said. The four of them ran for the lift.

			It dropped them to the garage. Ten seconds into the ride, he heard the unmistakable thud of an explosion. The lights flickered, then came back. There was another, fainter explosion. He was desperate to lnc to the network and find out what was happening, but didn’t dare. That’ll just get all of us killed.

			The globecab took them along another of the private tunnels that seemed to underlie the whole area and came to a halt in a deserted loading bay at a deep level of the tower station. A capsule was waiting at the back. As soon as they were in, the airlocks sealed up, and it began to ascend.

			

			—

			Olomo floated at the center of the Xiyra’s contemplation pod with five class one bond filaments attached to his neural interface pads: one on each of his four palms and one at the base of his spine. In zero gee, his only movements were the slight twitches running along his limbs in an unconscious reflex as he switched his attention between information feeds, so the gentle adhesion of the filaments was enough to hold him in place.

			The Xiyra was orbiting just beyond the trailing trojan point of the gas giant Lapetiie, eight-point-seven AUs out from Kelowan’s star. He’d configured the starship in reception mode, with twenty concave circles in the fuselage acting as multiphase receivers for the mass of tiny monitor spheres he’d dropped around the Kelowan system during his visits over the last hundred fifty years. His current objective was acquiring data on the upcoming naval exercise planned to start in a couple of months. Following the Hoa Quinzu security review the empress had held in the Cortona habitat, several of his sources in the Crown Dominion were hinting that it might be more than just an exercise. He was sure the empress wouldn’t be so reckless as to attack the Mara Yama fleet at Hoa Quinzu. But then, with Helena-Thyra turning out to be a serious hardliner, who could truly tell? That was the problem with a dominion that worshiped stability for the benefit of its exceptionally long-lived denizens; ironically those who lived in it weren’t exactly the most stable of personalities.

			Of course Helena-Thyra had arrived early for the exercise. He’d expected that, which was why he was out here even before her fleet flew through the egress Gate. All the queens would turn up early, because they always did. Their petty rivalry was the Crown Dominion’s one true constant down the ages.

			That the Xiyra was here at this time had the bonus of enabling him to monitor the bizarre turn of events on Gondiar. Learning about Makaio-Faraji’s assassination was somewhat troubling. After all, one really doesn’t want to encourage that sort of thing. He suspected Sahdiah was behind it, because the Talloch-Te never really cared about the unspoken rules of engagement. But still, killing a Crown Dominion archon in the Crown Dominion was provocative. And of course the queens and empress had, predictably, overreacted, sending the impressively unimaginative General Avone-Valerio to clamp down on human misbehavior. He suspected some internal politics at play there.

			The delivery of Terence’s message using the secure drop channel he and Makaio-Faraji had established completely surprised him. He let the report play through his consciousness. The last section made every limb flinch at once, almost dislodging the class one filaments from his neural pads. Gyvoy Enfoe is an archon’s infiltrator?

			His flustered mind flicked back to the Kelowan system’s flight traffic data. The Diligent had just arrived through the egress Gate from Oxanotol.

			Real-time perception from his monitors showed him the ancient arkship was now accelerating insystem toward Dolod.

			Did not expect that.

			He hurriedly ordered the filaments to withdraw and exited the contemplation pod. “Flight configuration,” he told the Xiyra’s CI. As the fuselage began to lose the receptor circles, he maneuvered his body into the cabin’s acceleration couch. “Give me an interception course for the Diligent, terminating one million kilometers behind them. Switch to darkflight mode.”

			Acceleration rose swiftly, pushing him down into the couch’s adaptive cushioning. He placed a couple of hands on contact bulbs and let the sensor feed slip into his mind, focusing it on the distant spark of the Diligent’s exhaust plume. “Now then, not-Gyvoy, let’s see what mayhem your controller is planning for everyone.”

			

			—

			The tower capsule came to rest in the Celestial section of High Rosa, and nothing had changed. Terence and the others took a transit cab to the docks. When the cab door opened, there she was again—the same woman waiting outside the airlock chambers. Once again, she didn’t smile. Didn’t react in any way to the strange group of people approaching.

			So Terence opened his gauntlet and put his hand onto the security plate, which took a blood sample. The others followed suit. Then they glided through the scan hoop one by one.

			“Go directly to your ship,” the woman told them. “Follow the directions on your patch. Do not deviate.” She waved them on. That was when Terence finally realized she hadn’t aged since the first time he came through High Rosa. How is that possible? Unless she’s a clone. The Makaio rider certainly didn’t know.

			The next part was different. This time the travel corridor brought them out to a massive circular space, with a single airlock in the center. When they got to it, Terence put his hand on the airlock’s contact bulb and established a connection. Makaio’s authority code was clear in his mind—so much so he didn’t even hesitate giving it to the ship’s CI. The hatch material flowed apart.

			Lights came on inside the Aeacus. The layout was similar to Makaio-Faraji’s old ship, the Alumata. Terence had a ridiculous grin as he went inside, remembering the layout of the ship’s life support ring as if he’d been on board a hundred times before.

			He took them to the main lounge—a compartment where every surface had a black-and-white check pattern, with long cylinders of leathery beige fabric that could reformat into a wide catalogue of different furniture. A broad curving window revealed the gloomy interior of a sealed hangar. Vanilda floated about happily, her smile the brightest he’d seen in far too long. “Really, dad?” she asked. “This is ours now?”

			“I guess so.” What he wanted to do was ask the ship’s CI for any news on the explosions in the governor’s mansion. Instead he said: “Are you receiving the tracker signal from the Infinite Totality?”

			“Yes. It is in an orbit five AUs out from Kelowan’s star.”

			“Okay. Er, take us out there, but don’t go too close to it.”

			“Please define ‘too close.’ ”

			“Outside its immediate detection range.”

			“Confirmed.”

			The hangar was abruptly flooded with intense sunlight as the big doors started to slide apart a hundred meters above the Aeacus’s life support ring.

			“What acceleration level do you require for the flight?”

			“One gravity.”

			“Confirmed. Departure in ten—nine—eight—”

			They all quickly pulled themselves down toward the floor as four of the furniture cylinders deployed into comfy couches. Terence was still a few meters away from his when the acceleration began. He could see the hangar’s walls flowing past on the other side of the big window; then they were out in open space. The Aeacus pulled away smoothly from High Rosa. When they were a couple of kilometers out, it turned around so the window was pointing directly away from the planet. Opalescent nebula light shone into the lounge. The acceleration built to one gee.

			Vanilda let out a disbelieving laugh. “We’re actually in space, in our own starship!”

			“We certainly are,” Terence said. He couldn’t help grinning back at her.

			

			—

			Sahdiah was at state seven: enhanced perception and multi-moiety analysis. Ship was at heightened external sensitivity, absorbing full-spectrum electromagnetic and gravitational waves from across the Kelowan system. The unified knowledge formed a perceptual at the center of the state seven consciousness.

			Interest item level three: The arrival of the Wynid queen’s fleet. Prediction: Ahead of schedule; confirmed. Action: Flight trajectory observation. Status: Current.

			Interest item level five: Gondiar human civilization upheaval inevitability: Confirmed. Empress response prediction, excessive: Confirmed. Action: None.

			Interest item level nine: Agent information. Current condition: Poor. Response action: Rebuild informer network. Action: Commence subversion and recruitment of individuals; sub-action, buy/bribe suitable humans.

			Current event level two: Incoming message—sender identity code confirmed: Medusa. Query: Recent absence. Assumed: Captured/imprisoned/interrogated/killed. Reclassified: Active status resumed. Analysis: All data derived from Medusa now suspect, high potential for disinformation.

			Message begins: Combined data from Medusa and Makaio-Faraji human agent Terence Wilson-Fletcher.

			Analysis priority level one: Gyvoy Enfoe high-ranking agent for unknown archon. Subsidiary agents Toše, Liliana. Combined activity outcome: Gondiar current condition.

			Analysis priority level one: Reason for Gondiar condition: Unknown.

			Analysis priority level one: Additional information combination: Arrival of Diligent, Gyvoy Enfoe on board: Reason for Gondiar condition: Unknown.

			Analysis priority level one: Additional information combination: Diligent flight vector: Close [estimate seven hundred thousand kilometers] flyby of Dolod. Additional information: Wynid queen fleet, flight vector: Near [estimate nine million kilometers] flyby of Dolod. Conclusion: Reason for Gondiar condition: Reason for Diligent flight vector: Reason for Wynid queen fleet flight vector: Unknown.

			Include all moiety components to Sahdiah consciousness for maximum analysis: Permit experience-based intuition. Conclusion: Unknown. Repeat analysis. Conclusion: Unknown. Repeat: Unknown.

			“Fuck it.” Sahdiah’s primary biological body opened all five eyes inside its nurture chamber, as if that alone could help perception of the problem. Instructions flashed out across the ship’s dual nervous systems, both biological and photonic. The externality of Ship transubstantiated from fragile-seeming astrofungal threads into proton-active fibers, their appearance morphing from spongy asteroid to unyielding combat-capable starship.

			Sahdiah’s primary body settled itself down and reengaged with its clan of moieties, becoming state seven again. All around the interior of the ship, the moiety bodies wiggled inside their nurture chambers as their combined consciousness reacquainted itself with the troubling external event.

			“Let’s get a closer look at this.”

			Ship powered up its newly reverted technological components and headed insystem toward Dolod.

			

			—

			The broadcasts were weak, and not helped by the Diligent being almost on the opposite side of the star from Gondiar. Whoever was transmitting them had to sneak the signal past CI filters into Kelowan’s official space traffic satellite relays—an act the general had declared to be piracy.

			Ellie sat on the couch in the owner’s quarters, snuggled up next to Finn. They’d been silent the whole time the latest feed had played. Someone had managed to get close to one of the internment camps that had sprung up to accommodate all the additional prisoners now that the planet’s penal farms were full beyond capacity. According to the official statement released by the Custodian’s Office, the people in the camps would build a series of new penal farms, which they would then occupy.

			“Lies,” a woman sobbed over the feed. “It’s all lies. Look! Look what they’ve done to them.”

			The camera that had captured the scene didn’t have good resolution. The image shook—though from a drone or a patch on a trembling hand, it was impossible to tell. It showed a line of andys carrying people out of the camp gates. They didn’t resist. None of them even seemed capable of walking; most were curled up in a fetal position. The andys were loading them into the back of a pickup van, where they lay mostly immobile. Occasionally a leg or an arm would move, and several of them were crying loudly.

			Ellie’s first impression was of an adult infant. It seemed she wasn’t wrong.

			“They shot them with a YouBuster,” the woman wailed. “They’re gone; the people they were are dead. Now they’re just sending living corpses back to their families. What did we ever do to suffer like this? What—”

			Ellie switched it off. The pair of them stared, destitute, at the blank screen. “She sounded very young,” Ellie said eventually.

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I can’t believe they’re doing this. It’s like an atrocity the Old Earth regimes practiced.”

			“I was going to use one, once,” Finn said in an emotionless voice.

			“Use what?”

			“A YouBuster. We were on a mission—a corporate raid. We were going to shoot the executives with a YouBuster rather than kill them. That’s why I agreed to do it. I thought it was benevolent.”

			“Shit, Finn.”

			“They were not good people, and they’d annoyed other bad people. So that was that. What the fuck was I thinking?”

			“When was this?”

			“The night we met.”

			“And did you? Did you shoot them with a YouBuster?”

			“No, because they were smarter than the bad people I was working for. It was an ambush, and I walked right into it.”

			“Oh. Actually, thinking about it, a YouBuster would have been preferable to getting chucked out of an aircraft.”

			“Would it? I don’t know anymore.”

			She held him just a bit tighter. “It sounds like you were in a war.”

			“Not a war. Just a disagreement between savage, greedy people.”

			“Both sides were armed and knew what they were doing, though. You knew there was a risk accepting the job.”

			He nodded solemnly. “Yeah.”

			“Nobody in that camp did.”

			“The general had them arrested because they are suspected criminals.”

			“I don’t care what they might have done,” she said. “Nobody deserves that. It’s inhuman!”

			“So are Celestials.”

			“What?”

			“They’re not human. We just see them as taller versions of us because that’s what their ancestors were, once. But they’re not human anymore—nothing like. Our ancestors gave birth to monsters, and we’re paying the price.”

			Ellie knew him now, knew the body language, the bitterly restrained tone. Underneath that stoic mortification there was real anger. Ever since Otylia came on board and they started picking up the pirate broadcasts from Gondiar, that other personality of Finn’s—the eccentric distraught one—had been appearing again. He’d go into rages, slamming things across the owner’s quarters and shouting. Those episodes were getting worse, too, as each new atrocity was played across the Diligent’s network. It didn’t help that they were also picking up Leader of the Rebellion speeches from Josias, which were pure provocation—to humans and Celestials alike.

			“Are you sure you should be doing this?” she asked gently.

			Finn gave her a puzzled look. “Doing what?”

			“Shifting Dolod’s orbit.”

			“Asteria’s arse, I can’t believe you just said that! It’s all we’ve got left, Ellie. The only way we can hurt the Celestials. They have to know we are not helpless, that they can’t just oppress us with impunity.”

			“I just don’t see how it’s going to help Gondiar.”

			“Taking Dolod away from Celestial enterprises will have long-term consequences, and you have to think long-term in the Cluster. It’s the only way to survive.”

			“Okay, but what about the Diligent? What will the Celestials do when you change Dolod’s orbit? They’ll know it was us.”

			“I’ve been talking that over with Gyvoy. We’re going to have the Diligent fly past Dolod a lot farther away than we were planning before. Two or three million kilometers at least. That’s no distance for the drop ship; it’s still got four grams of antimatter on board. Then once we’ve left, the Diligent keeps accelerating so you’re even farther away when we get back—eight or nine million kilometers probably.”

			“Right,” she said cautiously. Not so long ago, he would have talked it all over with her before even going to Gyvoy. He was shutting her out again. “Finn, you will be careful on Dolod, won’t you?”

			“Of course. I’m going to take the Daves with me, in case there’s any trouble in the station itself. They’ll be okay in that gravity field.”

			Ellie nodded thoughtfully. “Good.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			 

			The Aeacus finished its deceleration burn to position itself in the same orbital track as the Infinite Totality, trailing behind it by a hundred twenty thousand kilometers. Three days before, and after delving into Makaio-Spirit’s experience of pursuit missions, Terence had switched the starship from direct fusion drive to a neutral-emission exhaust, then activated the fuselage null-spectrum shroud. He’d also taken the precaution of authorizing the CI to run an autonomous defense response sequence. There were a lot of rumors about the Arcadia’s Moon. None of them confirmed, but…archons are a paranoid lot.

			The signal from the tracker was showing the Infinite Totality remained in the same place, drifting along its orbital path. Without that, they wouldn’t have known it was there. It was inert, devoid of any excess thermal signature, and not emitting any kind of sensor pulses. His immediate suspicion was that the ship had surrounded itself with invisible shells of passive detectors. So he wanted the Aeacus to respond instantly to any emerging threat; he certainly wasn’t confident in his own ability to react correctly.

			One day before the deceleration burn ended, the Aeacus started ejecting micro-satellites with high-resolution sensors. They soared along a trajectory that would take them past the Infinite Totality.

			An hour after Aeacus came to rest relative to the Infinite Totality, they received a secure feed from the first micro-satellite. The four of them frowned in unison at the image that popped up on the lounge’s screen.

			“Is that it?” a nonplussed Jimena asked.

			“It looks like an angry alligator,” Vanilda decided.

			Terence agreed with his daughter. The object emitting the tracker signal did resemble the jaws of an alligator, hinged apart at just over ninety degrees.

			“Oh, crap,” Medusa grunted. “Ship, give us an image of the Infinite Totality from the Malakbel system. Match scale and show it side by side with the feed.”

			“Confirmed.”

			A picture appeared on the screen, taken by one of Neusch’s drones as the Infinite Totality left its bay on Cherag Harbor: a cone whose base had flared out into a big sphere. Exactly the same as the micro-satellite feed, except here the structure had split in half and hinged open. There was nothing inside. The Arcadia’s Moon was nowhere to be seen.

			“Combat status,” Terence ordered the CI. His muscles tightened in reflex, expecting the missing ship to open fire on them. Several seconds went by. Nothing. “Go to full active scan.”

			The Aeacus couldn’t find any object within fifty thousand kilometers.

			“So what do we do now?” Vanilda asked.

			“There has to be a reason they abandoned the Infinite Totality disguise,” Medusa said. “They need that to travel through a Gate of Heaven—especially now that all the archons know that Toše is on board.”

			“I expect they’ll be rendezvousing with the Diligent,” Terence said. “There’s nowhere else for them to go. This is what Neusch wanted to know, if Gyvoy was going to meet up with Toše and Liliana.”

			“Yeah,” Medusa said grudgingly. “That makes sense.”

			“Where’s the Diligent now?” Jimena asked.

			“All ships coming through an egress Gate in the Crown Dominion are supposed to file a flight destination with the navy monitor satellites,” Terence said. He put his hand on a contact bulb. “Do we know what destination the Diligent filed?”

			“Yes.”

			“Show us, please.”

			The four of them stared at the astrogation map the CI projected in front of them. The old arkship’s course was a purple line curving away from the Oxanotol egress Gate, around the star, then back out to the ingress Gate for Lidon. “I wasn’t expecting that,” Terence exclaimed as he studied the map. “It’s going to fly past Dolod.”

			“So?” Vanilda asked.

			“Give me a real-time sensor feed,” he told the CI. “Can you detect the Diligent’s exhaust plume?”

			It took the CI several minutes, but eventually the Aeacus’s optical sensors found a tiny spark of fusion plasma on the course that the Diligent had filed. “So we’ve got the weird iron exotic planet a fortnight short of the point where the Archimedes Engine is going to make its orbital maneuver,” Terence said. “At the same time, the Diligent will be just a couple of million kilometers away from it.”

			“Probably the Arcadia’s Moon, too,” Medusa said.

			Terence nodded slowly. He could feel discomfort emanating from Makaio-Spirit that gusted over his skin like an icy mist. “And the Wynid Royal Fleet is here early for navy exercises.” He ordered the Aeacus CI to add the Royal Fleet course vector to the projection.

			All four of them stared at the curving lines that intersected around Dolod’s blue tag.

			“That cannot be coincidence,” Jimena said quietly.

			“It isn’t,” Terence said.

			Vanilda’s face was crinkled with a frown. “But…what are they going to do there?”

			“I’ve no idea,” Terence said. “But we need to find out. Take us to Dolod,” he ordered the CI. “Now.”

			

			—

			The Verak Navy’s Twenty-Third Squadron decelerated at three gees to rendezvous with Thyra’s Royal Fleet. It consisted of fifteen frigates, each of them a broad delta shape, their fuselages wrapped in geometrical webs of energy bands shining a potent violet. They were in a protective formation around the sixteenth ship, an attack carrier. Its blunt cone shape was designed to aerobrake through a planetary atmosphere then land on the sea just offshore, enabling it to launch an amphibious assault battalion of Knights. The seventeenth warship, a light frigate trailing to one side of the squadron, was one of Wynid’s own, the Tyr. As soon as it had reached its position in the giant Royal Fleet formation, it launched an auxiliary shuttle, which flew directly over to the Dracaenae.

			Thyra received her chief archon in her private quarters; the only other person in attendance was Lord Bekket. Even the princesses had been dismissed.

			As soon as the door closed behind Lord Ualana-Shoigu, the three of them gripped each other’s hands, forming a triple connection.

			Thyra greeted Iuntin enthusiastically. His self-perceptual thoughts were a turmoil of excitement and trepidation. As well they might be.

			“She went for it, then?” Thyra asked.

			“Oh, yes,” Iuntin replied. “Our dear empress thinks she’s gaining credibility points with the other queens by sending that oaf Avone-Valerio. I could barely stop myself from laughing in front of her whole court when she announced she’d chosen him to restore order on Gondiar.”

			“He certainly seems to be living up to his reputation,” Bekket observed.

			“Absolutely,” Iuntin agreed. “Have you accessed the latest reports? He’s rounded up so many petty criminals there’s no room left for them in the penal farms, so he’s having to use YouBusters on them. The humans are naturally outraged. I honestly think they’d be less upset if he’d just shot them. Making the families take them back and nurse them is close to sadism. It’s certainly stupid for someone who’s supposed to be restoring Imperial rule to the letter of the original settlement constitution.”

			“And Josias Aponi is doing his best to stir up that anger toward Celestials,” Bekket said. “That was a clever play by Dagon and Liliana; his pirate broadcasts are reaching across the whole Kelowan system. Now the resentment is starting to build on Anoosha as well.”

			“Some of my agents are even reporting that our fellow Imperial Celestials are finding Avone-Valerio’s action distasteful,” Iuntin told them in amusement.

			“Good,” Thyra said. “Now what about Lady Asahi-Iryna? Has she eliminated that rogue human agent, Terence Wilson-Fletcher?”

			“Ah, no,” Iuntin said. “Not yet. She was closing in on him in the governor’s mansion, where he’d been hiding—which shows some balls on his part—but he eluded her. We suspect he had help.”

			“Help?” Thyra asked indignantly, then she picked up on his doubt. “You don’t mean from a Celestial?”

			“Someone reinforced the routines Terence’s CI was deploying to shield him from detection—a very sophisticated reinforcement. No human could achieve that.”

			“That wasn’t part of the plan.”

			“No plan withstands contact with the enemy,” Bekket said sadly.

			“We need to find who’s helping the humans,” Thyra insisted.

			“It’ll be Gahiji-Calder or one of his agents,” Iuntin suggested. “Neusch is quite high on my suspect list.”

			“Who’s that?” Thyra asked.

			“One of Makaio-Faraji’s sons from his last spawn. He was on board the Alumata when his father was assassinated. It left Gondiar orbit immediately after. Sometime later it went through the Lidon ingress Gate, and according to Kelowan’s navy records, it has returned to Kelowan, arriving not long after the Infinite Totality. I conclude Neusch is following it.”

			“Where is the Alumata now?”

			“I don’t know, but the family is on alert for it. However, we have a more pressing problem; before he left Gondiar, Terence sent a report to Lady Asahi-Iryna, informing her he discovered Gyvoy Enfoe’s body.”

			“Why the hell would he do that?” Thyra asked.

			“Ironically, it would seem he is a good and loyal archon’s agent for Wynid, and he was doing his duty to the last by warning us. Makaio-Faraji trained him well.”

			“Sweet Goddess!”

			“It gets worse.”

			“Go on.”

			“Terence also sent the report to Archons Olomo and Sahdiah.”

			“You are joking!”

			“Regrettably not. Somehow he’s acquired the secure message code for communicating with Olomo. We think he was acting in tandem with Sahdiah’s agent Medusa.”

			“How did he get Makaio-Faraji’s secure communication code?” Bekket asked. “And how could he use it? It’s neural.”

			“Quite. It is something of a puzzle.”

			“Find him,” Thyra said. “I want him eliminated.”

			“Lady Asahi-Iryna is already working on the problem, as are our family’s agents. However—” Iuntin’s thoughts became agitated. “Makaio-Faraji’s reserve ship, the Aeacus, departed High Rosa a day after Asahi-Iryna missed Terence in the governor’s mansion.”

			For a moment Thyra thought she’d misunderstood. “Are you telling me a human is flying an archon’s ship?”

			“Yes.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“We don’t quite understand how he’s doing it. Makaio-Faraji must have modified it.”

			“Terence has to be stopped,” Bekket insisted. “He certainly cannot fall into anyone else’s hands. That would be damaging, to say the least.”

			“To stop him, we first have to find him,” Thyra pointed out. “Those archon ships are almost impossible to detect, even with military sensors.”

			“But we do know where he’s likely to be heading,” Iuntin said.

			“Where?”

			“His life has completely collapsed, so all he has left is his mission objective: finding the fake Gyvoy. And Terence knows he’s on the Diligent.”

			

			—

			Under Thyra’s order, the Dracaenae’s internal compartments rearranged themselves once more. The door of her personal quarters opened, allowing her to step directly into the command compartment. Everyone stood to attention as she walked in, followed by her entourage.

			Her hand waved languidly. “As you were.” She settled into her acceleration couch. Lady Clavissa hustled the princesses to the back of the compartment, away from the dreadnaught’s officers. “Admiral, a status report if you will.”

			“Ma’am, the Twenty-Third Squadron have integrated into the fleet formation and are following our designated flight vector.”

			“Excellent.”

			“And the Royal Fleet of Queen Luus-Marcela has arrived. They came through the Bassa egress Gate of Heaven nine hours ago.”

			“She’s early. Such bad manners.” Thyra didn’t bother concealing her smile. She turned to the princesses and raised an I-told-you-so eyebrow. They giggled and practiced looking superior.

			“I’m sure she’ll be happy to know our fleet will be at the rendezvous coordinate to welcome her,” Thyra mused. “I wonder if we should invite her on board for a banquet. In her honor, of course. Daughters?”

			“Yes,” they chorused.

			“A most magnanimous gesture, Majesty,” Lord Bekket said. “I’m sure she would enjoy that.”

			Thyra looked at the big astrographic projection that hung above the compartment’s front bulkhead, showing an overview of the inner Kelowan system with the two orbital bands and their array of habitable planets. She studied it—especially Kelowan itself—with the nonchalant expression that Helena had cultivated to cover intense interest.

			The Royal Fleet was already inside the first orbital band and heading in toward the star so they could curve around it and fly out to the Imperial Fleet rendezvous point. They’d soon be passing inside Boksrock’s orbit, the system’s innermost world. To examine it she put her hand on the couch’s bulb, and a detailed perception of the hot, airless world filled her consciousness. It was one and a half thousand kilometers in diameter, with strange rust-red mares stretching between its gentle mountain ranges. There were surprisingly few craters, its geology was bland, with a surface that was predominantly calcium-heavy igneous rock. There were no ore seams worth mining to be found anywhere; enough mineral surveys had been made over the millennia to prove this. A small, dense, worthless world, then.

			Unless you can find a use for it, of course.

			Thyra shifted her attention focus, but not by far. Dolod slipped into her mind, its presence kindling a thrill that elevated her heart rate. The iron exotic was approaching the point where it would cross over Boksrock’s orbit as it neared the star. Heat from the primary’s dazzling radiance was causing the leviathan to awaken. Its upper atmosphere had started to warm up, expanding the planet’s diameter by thousands of kilometers. Already the vast storm braids encircling the poles had accelerated under the thermal aggression until they were howling along at supersonic speed. Three hurricane spots had been sighted surging up from the equatorial depths, with more expected to manifest over the next few weeks. She couldn’t help but admire its peregrine beauty.

			And there, almost insignificant in the vast glimmering panorama of the Poseidon Nebula, the tiny flame of the Diligent’s fusion engines burned defiantly as the arkship chased after the iron exotic. Its significance was so great she almost doubted the sensor feeds that were offering it up. But no: it is real. Until now, and despite her monumental success, some tiny part of her had always doubted her destiny. Not anymore.

			Thyra removed her hand from the contact bulb. “Admiral.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She held her hand out, palm upward. The admiral placed her own hand on top.

			“I have an additional assignment for the fleet,” Thyra told her. “One which needs to be handled discreetly.”

			“Of course.”

			“One of our archons’ specialist ships has been misappropriated by a hostile faction. Obviously this is a huge potential political embarrassment to Wynid. However, Lord Ualana-Shoigu believes he knows where it’s heading.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Ellie spent the last hour with Finn, the pair of them checking over his armor suit. She didn’t say it, but the reason she was running diagnostics on every sub-component was so that she could find something wrong, some reason for him to scrub the mission. Except it’s not a mission anymore; it’s become an ultraist campaign. Unfortunately, the Lidon enterprises who’d supplied the bulk of the tech, and the High Rosa armory that’d built it, knew what they were doing. Everything was functioning impeccably. She took some comfort in remembering the suit had got him through the compound on Kajval and the factory in Kingsnest.

			She helped him put it on as the Diligent’s drive reduced to two percent gee, ready for the drop ship’s departure. Just before he locked the helmet in place, she gave him a long, intense kiss. “Just come back, okay?”

			“Hey, this is easier than all the others.”

			“Please.”

			He rested his forehead against hers. “I’ll come back. Promise.”

			“Okay, then.”

			They left the suit-up cubicle and went into the main prep room. The observation window gave them a clear view into the Diligent’s hangar where the Celestial drop ship was waiting on its cradle. She regarded the conical craft with trepidation as Otylia and Zelinda gathered around their brother.

			“Don’t worry,” Gyvoy said to Ellie. “I’ll take good care of him, and the Daves will take even better care.”

			Somehow she couldn’t match his flashy smile. There was way too much bravado in his posturing. In fact, she came close to shying away from him thanks to some deep undefined instinct. “Sure,” she said numbly.

			Bensath emerged from his suit-up cubicle. His armor suit had a lot of bulky racks and silos attached. Once they finally landed on the Archimedes Engine station, the suit’s muscles were going to have to do all the work moving him about. When she’d heard Gyvoy had assigned Bensath to accompany them, she’d almost objected. Why him? Why not me? But the whole idea of what they were about to do was something she found deeply disturbing.

			Then the Daves appeared, their weapons strapped to their scintillating bodies. Ellie gave them a grin. “You look after him for me.”

			“We got this.”

			The hangar airlock opened, and Gyvoy led everyone through. Her last glimpse of Finn as he went into the connecting tube was him mouthing: It’ll be fine.

			He was calm, at least, she thought, the Finn she wanted him to be.

			“I’d tell you not to worry,” Otylia said, “but that would be patronizing. I think you know him better than me now.”

			The two of them clung to a rail running along the side of the window, watching as the hangar’s clamshell doors swung apart.

			“I’m not sure I do anymore,” Ellie said, her dread increasing. “There’s a level in him now that troubles me. I thought he’d quietened down, but this whole mission has taken over. It’s almost like…”

			“He’s obsessed? He was always like that. Whenever he finds something he really cares about, he devotes himself to it—to the exclusion of all else.”

			“I don’t think he should be doing this. He’s grieving pretty hard, and not thinking straight.”

			“I wish I knew what to tell you. But I don’t recognize him anymore, he’s changed so much.”

			“Don’t you mean you’ve changed? It’s been thirty years in your timeline.”

			“Maybe. And maybe it’s my memory? I just want to remember my impetuous, enthusiastic, emotionally-all-over-the-place little brother. But what you two have accomplished—the things you’ve seen and done—no wonder he’s different.” She reached out and stroked a finger on Ellie’s cheek. “You are different, too, I can tell, and I can’t even share thoughts with you.”

			“It’s been tough. And very frightening, too. But…some of the things I’ve seen. Kingsnest!”

			“Damn, I’m jealous of that. I might have come with you if I hadn’t met—well, him.”

			“Yeah. Sorry.”

			“Don’t be. Laurella and Dushan make it all worthwhile.”

			“How are the Celestials going to react?” Ellie blurted.

			“I have absolutely no idea. You think flying between stars is venturing into the unknown? Not compared to this it isn’t.”

			Ellie glanced back into the hangar as the cradle released the drop ship. Its ion thrusters flared violet, lifting it clear of the hangar, then they went dark. After it slid from view, the Diligent began accelerating again, taking them farther apart.

			“He promised he’d come back,” Ellie said weakly.

			“Then he will.”

			

			—

			Terence had been using the Aeacus sensors to keep watch on the trajectory of the Wynid Royal Fleet as it flew across the Kelowan system toward Dolod. The warships were on a trajectory that would see them curve around the star and progress out to a rendezvous with the Imperial Fleet—a vector that would bring them within eight million kilometers of the iron exotic just after it crossed inside Boksrock’s orbit.

			The Diligent was also heading toward Dolod, but from a different angle. Up until two days ago, its flyby would have happened thirty hours before the fleet’s. Then the vector had changed, so that its closest approach would now be much farther away.

			Not long after that, five ships from the fleet moved out from the main formation to form a distant halo and began using very sophisticated, high-energy scans.

			“What are they looking for?” Medusa asked.

			“I don’t know,” Terence said uneasily. He got the CI to run some simulations. If the Aeacus flew within half a million kilometers of the fleet, they would risk being detected by the new scans. So he altered their trajectory, taking them farther from the fleet and dropping behind the Diligent.

			“They can’t know we’re here, can they?” Jimena asked.

			“No. Not yet, anyway. But Asahi-Iryna received my last report, so the Wynid security services know all about fake Gyvoy being on the Diligent. They’ll also know the Aeacus has gone. It’s not much of a leap to think we might be interested in the Diligent. Which means they’ll be looking for us—and probably with ships similar to the Aeacus that we can’t see. There are always stealthed ships surrounding the fleet. We need to move farther away in case they detect us. I can send some remote sensor satellites on toward Dolod, so we can continue observing—just with a lot less risk to us.”

			“We need to monitor the fleet’s course,” Medusa said. “The Crown Dominion archons will want to take this fake Gyvoy into custody just to find out what the hell is going on.”

			Terence kept staring at the display. “Yes, but is the fleet here because the Diligent is, or the other way around? This makes no sense.” It didn’t help his growing frustration that even Makaio-Spirit had no idea what was happening.

			“Should we warn the Diligent?” Vanilda asked.

			“Sweetheart, there’s a hundred and thirty warships on almost the same course as Diligent, and closing. Trust me, they are aware of that, and of what will happen if they try anything stupid.”

			“I suppose so.”

			Terence reached out and put his palm on the contact bulb. The Aeacus didn’t even tremble as ten remote sensor satellites left their silos, accelerating away at five gees. “They’ll be a lot closer to Diligent than we’d ever get,” he said. “They’ll show us what’s going on.”

			“I still don’t see why everyone is converging here,” Medusa said irritably.

			Terence switched his attention to the tiny crescent of Dolod. “If they’re going to go into orbit around the iron exotic, they’ll start maneuvering soon.”

			“Why would they go into orbit around Dolod?” Vanilda asked.

			All Terence could do was shrug. “I don’t know. I suppose only fake Gyvoy knows the answer to that.”

			“So what do we do now?” Jimena asked.

			“What I always do. Gather information.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			 

			As the Wynid Royal Fleet flew in toward Kelowan’s star to swing around it and rendezvous with the Imperial Fleet, they were also getting closer to Dolod. Thyra spent most of her time in the Dracaenae’s command compartment watching the extended search field that Admiral Serrilda-Kroja had established. The five warships that had flown out from the fleet’s formation to provide a sensor picket were only the first layer of the admiral’s deployment to find Terence’s stolen archon ship. Twenty stealthed Balzam-class ships were flying a lot farther out than that, trawling the tenuous solar wind for resonances created by ships with observation counter-measures. Extremely powerful CIs searched optical imagery for the distinct distortion patterns of photon lensing created by null-spectrum cloaks. Beyond the Balzams were more than two hundred small, automated sensor craft, while the outer layer, a hundred thousand kilometers from the Dracaenae, comprised three thousand passive-scan monitor satellites.

			Between them, they’d detected two separate irregularities in the solar wind three million kilometers away. Two Balzams were repositioning to run a more definitive scan. Iuntin suspected one of them might be Olomo’s ship.

			Admiral Serrilda-Kroja appeared at the side of Thyra’s chair. “Ma’am? Another ship has been detected.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Regrettably, not the one we were hoping for.”

			Now Thyra was really interested. It was all she could do not to look at her father, who was keeping Iuntin company over at the command compartment’s fleet intelligence section, standing close to Oujanya’s station.

			“How intriguing,” she said. “What class is it?”

			The big astrographic projection in front of her changed, displaying the dreadnaught’s own optical feed. It showed a long, slender line of actinic light burning across the nebula’s pallid colors.

			“Preliminary analysis suggests it’s nothing more than an old-style combat drop ship, possibly of Kajval origin.”

			“A Kajval drop ship? What’s it doing here?”

			“It is flying directly to Dolod at three gees, ma’am. If it maintains its current course, it will be there in another six hours.”

			“Really?” Thyra sat up. “To whom does it belong?”

			“Unknown, ma’am. It appeared a minute ago. It has no transponder—a violation of Crown Dominion flight regulations.”

			“When you say ‘appeared’?”

			“To our sensors. It was either shielding itself with a null-spectrum envelope, or it has been drifting for an unknown time. But there is a third option.”

			“Yes?”

			“Several Fleet Intelligence officers believe it came from the Diligent. Given the relative positioning, it could have separated eight hours ago and remained inert until now.”

			Thyra carefully avoided looking over at Oujanya. “So the Diligent didn’t want us to know it’s their auxiliary ship? That’s very incriminating behavior. Does the Kajval drop ship carry weapons?”

			“There are regrettably few records of the ship type, ma’am. Most such craft have a light missile and energy beam capability to strike ground defenses as it lands troops. Of course, its fusion drive was designed with an area-clearance ability in mind. They would hover twenty kilometers up and scour the land with superheated plasma exhaust, reducing anything unshielded to lava or vapor.”

			“I don’t like that it has appeared without warning, nor do I like that it has appeared here. And I particularly don’t like that we know nothing about it.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Shall I send one of our ships to intercept it?”

			“Do the Fleet Intelligence officers have any idea what it’s doing? Dolod is a gas giant; it doesn’t have a solid surface to ‘drop’ onto.”

			“The assumption is, the drop ship might land on an Archimedes Engine station, ma’am.”

			“For what purpose? What could humans gain from that?”

			“Unknown, ma’am.”

			“Can it damage an Archimedes Engine station?”

			“If it was carrying a powerful enough weapon, then that is a possibility.”

			“So we don’t know what it’s doing, we don’t know if it’s carrying a weapon, and we think it might have come from the Diligent, but we’re not certain. Correct?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“What does Fleet Intelligence advise?”

			Admiral Serrilda-Kroja almost glanced over at her bridge officers, but just caught herself in time. “They are curious about the drop ship. But, ma’am, they are naturally agitated by unknowns. They always want more information.”

			“Can we destroy it?”

			“There are several long-range strike options.”

			“Which presumably the drop ship is aware of?”

			“Yes.”

			Thyra beckoned Ualana-Shoigu over. “What do you think, Chief Archon?”

			“I don’t understand what it’s doing; the admiral is correct in that the lack of information is regrettable. We had no prior knowledge of this ship being on the Diligent, but then, ma’am, I apologize for reminding you that Makaio-Faraji was the archon responsible for human affairs in the Kelowan system.”

			“So what do you recommend?”

			“I would defer to Fleet Intelligence. Gathering information is always useful. Given our relative positions, that will become progressively more difficult if we continue along this vector.”

			“I am not dividing the Fleet because of the actions by a single human drop ship,” Thyra said sharply. “We have a schedule to join up with the Imperial Fleet that cannot and will not be compromised.”

			Ualana-Shoigu turned to the admiral. “Options?”

			“We are currently ahead of schedule for the rendezvous,” the admiral said. “If we were to reduce velocity for a short while to determine the drop ship’s intent, we would still be able to meet the rendezvous with only a small increase of acceleration.”

			“Very well,” Thyra said. “Admiral, we will pause here and see what these humans are attempting. The fleet is to end acceleration. We’ll coast until we find out what’s going on. Target the drop ship and the Diligent with observation drones.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Thyra gave Ualana-Shoigu a sardonic glance. “As soon as the fleet receives orders to end powered flight, I expect we’ll receive a call from Twenty-Third Squadron. Please route it directly to me.”

			“Of course.”

			Thyra didn’t quite smile ninety-five seconds later when the message came in, but it was close. As soon as the dreadnaught’s acceleration cut off, she’d gathered the princesses to her, allowing them to float around her acceleration couch like a flock of curious fairies, their long hair adrift.

			The commander of the Twenty-Third Squadron, Radwarno-Werkas, appeared on a bulkhead screen. She was in form-fitting emerald-green armor, with a helmet that had a small oval visor, retracted to expose her eyes and mouth. Even with so little flesh on show, Thyra was impressed by the amount of disapproval the commander was radiating.

			“Majesty, I must protest at the order to cease acceleration. Clearly the human arkship has been carrying a stolen Celestial warship.”

			“Yes, squadron commander, that was our conclusion as well. Although ‘warship’ might be stretching the definition somewhat. It’s a small drop ship, heading for a planet that is mostly gas. Does that not strike you as odd?”

			“It is a hostile act, Majesty. We should pursue it.”

			“I am advised by my Fleet Intelligence officers that this fleet—my fleet, to which I welcome your squadron as a valuable addition—is currently in a perfect position to observe exactly what is going on. So that is what we will do.”

			“Humans with any kind of weapons-carrying ship might be able to damage the Archimedes Engine, and we are nearing the time when Dolod will perform its momentum transfer. I request permission to pursue and destroy the enemy vessel.”

			“Your enthusiasm is commendable, squadron commander. Could you inform me exactly what intelligence you have that tells you the humans will damage an Archimedes Engine station? Assuming there are humans in the drop ship? Because I certainly haven’t seen positive confirmation of that, nor any weapon.”

			The commander looked slightly uneasy. “We were assuming a worst-case scenario. Perhaps a capture mission would be more appropriate?”

			“Undoubtably so. Do you wish to capture the drop ship or the Diligent?”

			The squadron commander’s expression had now changed to one of indecision. “Both would allow us certainty, Majesty.”

			“I’m glad we agree on something. Acquiring information is of paramount concern for the Crown Dominion. And in this instance, we seem to be lacking almost any intelligence on what is happening. To hold and observe, I am told, would still enable us to rendezvous with the wider fleet on schedule, whereas a capture mission could impede that timeline. And if it ultimately proves to be nothing, and we have delayed for no cause…”

			The commander seemed to grasp the implications almost instantly. But then, no one wanted to be on the wrong side of one of Carolien’s tantrums.

			“As you say, Majesty,” Radwarno-Werkas said, “observation does seem our best course of action.”

			“Assuredly. This, therefore, is what is now going to happen.” Thyra held a hand up, forefinger raised, and the princesses immediately stopped their cavorting. As one they turned to the camera, their faces sharing the same icy resolution as their mother. “As we are currently seven light minutes from Kelowan, I will message my friend the empress that there is—shall we say—an incident under way here. I will likewise inform her that I am taking personal command of all real-time strategic decisions, for we cannot afford a delay if the situation is indeed a threat and requires us to react swiftly.”

			“Yes, Majesty.”

			Thyra cut the lnc.

			—

			Message origin Clavissa: Did you recieve that whole scene? This behavior is so odd for Helena-Thyra. She’s gathering opinions that are bound to be different, and arguing them out in favor of a stop-and-watch policy. I don’t understand this at all. A queen doesn’t present arguments, she gives orders. I know Helena-Thyra doesn’t give a crap what the other queens say or think, especially the empress. Why is she hesitating?

			Message origin Neusch: I’ve no idea. Maybe she does care about what the other queens will say? It’s like she’s shifting the blame to her own intelligence teams in case anything goes wrong. As of now she can claim her inaction is justified because her archon wanted more information.

			Message origin Clavissa: That only applies if Helena-Thyra genuinely wants more information.

			Message origin Neusch: Perhaps she does.

			Message origin Clavissa: If that’s right, then she is definitely acting out of character.

			Message origin Neusch: That’s why we’re all doing this, isn’t it? Because we don’t understand this new strategy she’s playing.

			Message origin Clavissa: Yes. I miss my father, he’d know how to interpret this. Now we have to wait two years for his analysis.

			Message origin Neusch: I miss mine, too.

			Message origin Clavissa: I apologize. That was insensitive of me.

			Message origin Neusch: No offense taken. I’m glad we are where we are. I have an important job, and I feel useful. My father would approve.

			Message origin Clavissa: How is your mission progressing?

			Message origin Neusch: Well, thank you. I have chartered the Ilumn, a human ship. We should reach Uixic in another three days.

			Message origin Clavissa: Please be careful.

			Message origin Neusch: And you. A human ship flying to Dolod is a strange event.

			Message origin Clavissa: But hardly dangerous. They’re only humans.

			Message origin Neusch: Keep me updated.

			Message origin Clavissa: I will.

			

			—

			It was the longest Finn had ever endured high-gee acceleration. He had been lying flat on his back on the acceleration couch for the whole flight to Dolod, yet he felt physically exhausted. Once they’d arrived, he’d used a twelve-minute burn at five gees to position the drop ship into orbit three thousand kilometers above the top of the newly heated atmosphere.

			Not that he was an expert, but the dense storm bands seemed almost sluggish as the multitude of independent streams swirled and clashed against one another, creating short-lived typhoon battlefronts that rippled with colossal lightning discharges. Through his connection with the drop ship’s network, he started transmitting a simple transponder signal down into the troposphere. To his mind, the neural command was akin to shouting into a dark, silent cave. Before long, an answer came back—quiet calls from the depths that resolved as pulsing red stars. The drop ship’s network swiftly computed a trajectory down to one of the Archimedes Engines that was in the equatorial zone where the winds were at their mildest—though that was a relative term.

			Take us down, he told the network via a flurry of impulses. The fusion rockets fired again, acceleration building back to five gees, pushing them down toward the atmosphere as well as reducing the drop ship’s speed until it was below orbital velocity.

			When the rockets eventually cut out, Finn felt as if he was in free fall for a few minutes, then the planet’s gravity gripped and started to pull the drop ship down.

			“Thirty minutes,” he told the others.

			“Have you got a lnc to the station? Can you connect?” Gyvoy asked.

			“Sort of. It knows we’re coming.” He didn’t say anything to them, but his thoughts had been drifting for the whole flight, adding to the difficulty of controlling the drop ship. The grief of losing his parents in such a brutal fashion had overtaken his mind—that and the shock, making even the most simple everyday actions difficult. Hours would pass without him even noticing.

			“Okay, man, I don’t want to ride your ass over this, but I don’t think ‘sort of’ is really going to cut it.”

			“No, you’re right. That was just the preliminary contact. I’m starting to request the full landing sequence now.” Which was a joke. The station had done nothing but acknowledge that the drop ship existed. So now as the atmosphere began to build up around the fuselage, making it shiver its way downward, he had to try to establish a true connection, like the one he’d mastered back at the Kingsnest factory. Yet even with the stakes this high, his thoughts drifted to the images of people on Gondiar who’d been YouBusted being dumped in the back of a van like inconvenient bundles of trash. That was how Celestials treated humans: as trash. As worthless, backward animals, just cattle that could clothe themselves. The anger at the injustice, the deliberate cruelty, threatened to burst into a scream of rage that would never stop.

			“Finn, how goes it?”

			Gyvoy’s voice had an edge to it now. Finn forced himself to pay attention to the here and now. His mind had slipped away from the connection, and the drop ship was now juddering heavily as they plummeted deeper and deeper into the atmosphere.

			“Almost got it,” he replied in a voice that had the kind of sincerity councilor candidates used while they were out campaigning for votes.

			He really did start to concentrate now, expanding his consciousness to bring more of the network into his mind. Acceptance allowed the drop ship to materialize at the end of his body’s nerves, becoming a physical entity that he could control. The fusion rockets came on, firing at low power to give their descent some badly needed stability. One part of him was now keenly aware of the pressure mounting outside—six standard atmospheres and rising fast. They were still more than a hundred kilometers above the station, with the winds shoving them sideways.

			As he adjusted the course, he tried to build upon the narrow lnc the drop ship had with the station. The station CI was there; he could sense it, like some memory that was playing infuriatingly coy no matter what recall technique he used. Then just like before in the compound on Kajval, he recognized a routine—one for the fusion generators that powered the station systems—and after that moment of clarity, the other formations started to resolve and seep into his mind.

			Dolod’s gravity, two and a half times standard, was pulling him down into the acceleration couch, and his control of the drop ship was becoming a strain. The winds pummeling against them were fierce, and the pressure amplified every surge. Never-ending clouds broke around them, making the visual sensors useless. Instead of lightly directing the multiple course correction maneuvers, he was having to shove them with his full strength, and his muscles were starting to tremble under the psychosomatic effort.

			In complete contrast, he found he was accommodating himself within the station CI’s routines as if diving cleanly into an ocean. He could perceive the drop ship approaching, then switch back again to observe the station via the drop ship sensors. Its shape was familiar from when the Ovar flew alongside the ones under construction in the factory assembly line, but now the silhouette was complete—and covered in strange dark gray smears of tacky hydrocarbon that had started to sprout microbial threads as they were warmed by Kelowan’s sunlight, wrapping the station in an external layer of fur, like russet-colored hoar frost.

			Finn held them steady as they descended. It was only a few kilometers below them now—a vast dark oval in the unstable clouds of volatile chemicals that roiled through the anarchic expanding atmosphere. Then the tough microbes began to sizzle as the fusion exhaust reached the upper surface and the smeared hydrocarbons evaporated, unveiling the dull-silver hull for the first time in thousands of years. Inside Finn’s mind, the drop ship network and station CI attuned to each other, and he no longer had to exert his shaking muscles to control the rendezvous.

			A pair of broad rectangular doors along the spine of the station slowly hinged up to embrace the dazzling plasma needles sinking toward it. Secondary vents opened, deflecting the exhaust sideways out of the hangar. The drop ship settled lightly, then kept on lowering itself as the undercarriage absorbed the load of its doubled weight.

			“We’re down,” Finn gasped. “Asteria’s arse, we made it!”

			The big doors closed above them. Finn wasn’t sure if he imagined the silence that claimed the hangar, or if the network was emphasizing it. The glowing pad below the drop ship dimmed rapidly as inlaid heat channels dissipated the incredible temperature of the fusion flames that had played across it only moments before.

			“What now?” Gyvoy asked. “Can you connect to the Engine CI from here?”

			“No. I’ve got to find a contact bulb to get a direct connection.”

			“Okay, then, let’s go.”

			“You know there’s no guarantee I can do this—not even now.”

			“I have faith in you, man. We’re gonna change history, you and me. Well, mainly you. And if it doesn’t work out…it’s been a hell of a ride, hasn’t it?”

			Only the pressure on his lungs stopped Finn from laughing. “It certainly has.”

			They made their way down to the deployment airlock: a big circular chamber close to the base of the drop ship. Finn’s suit muscles made walking easy enough, but he was very aware of the effect two and a half gravities was having on his internal organs; they just wanted to push themselves down into his pelvis. He couldn’t stop trying to clench his abs, and he was laboring to draw a breath. The suit increased the oxygen content inside his helmet, which made it easier for his struggling lungs, but it didn’t feel right somehow.

			A big hatchway peeled open in the deployment airlock and rolled a ramp down to the floor of the station’s huge hangar.

			“External atmosphere toxic,” the suit manager told him. “Do not remove helmet.”

			“Right; thanks.”

			“My man,” Gyvoy exclaimed, his tone gloating. “You did it, Finn. We actually made it!”

			“I go first,” a Dave said.

			Finn watched him march down the ramp; the Silicate didn’t seem affected by the heavy gravity. A flock of small sensor drones zipped out of a silo behind his shoulder and spread out across the hangar. Finn could have told him there was no danger. The station CI had allowed them in, and it didn’t consider them a threat.

			“Clear.”

			Finn walked carefully down the ramp, very aware of the massive pressure the hangar’s overhead doors were holding back.

			“Where are we going?” Gyvoy asked.

			A question Finn asked of the CI, and simply knew the answer. “This way.” He started off across the floor, deliberately not hurrying. Any fall now would inflict internal injuries the suit’s medical packages weren’t exactly equipped to deal with.

			A door in the hangar wall opened for them. There was a long corridor beyond, with scalloped walls, giving the impression they were inside some kind of fossil. Lights came on: lengthy strips folded into the creases that curved around them. Then there was an elevator that took a long time to descend, taking them right into the heart of the station. The chambers it took them to had the same kind of crenations as those above, but on a much larger scale, protruding out to such an extent it was almost like walking through a petrified maze. Dave sent the flock of sensor drones fanning out in every direction.

			“There’s nothing here,” Bensath said. “Everywhere is empty.”

			“It’s the opposite, actually,” Finn told him. “These aren’t compartments, not like you get in a human ship. We’re actually walking through the inside of the Engine’s components.”

			“No shit?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			He brought them to a circular space over a hundred meters across. Floor and ceiling were identical, like two giant flowers whose thick, bulbous petals merged around the rim. The center had a rounded cone four meters high. Finn stood at the base.

			“Do we give you a boost up or something?” Gyvoy asked after a moment.

			“No.” His connection with the CI veered into territory he and Otylia used to play with decades ago to make subtle alterations to livestone in the palace gardens. Not that the station material was livestone, of course, but…

			The side of the cone flowed into narrow steps. Finn walked up them, even more conscious of his balance. Right at the peak of the cone was a translucent contact bulb, sized for a Celestial hand—one even bigger than that of an Imperial Celestial.

			“Atmosphere composition?” he asked the suit manager.

			“Oxygen nitrogen, standard pressure. Safe for exposure.”

			He ordered his gauntlet to open.

			“Finn,” Gyvoy said. “Just want to say, whatever happens, you’re the best, man. You really are.”

			Finn smiled inside his helmet. “Thanks. And don’t worry, I’ve got this.” He put his hand down on top of the bulb, which started to glow with a delicate teal radiance.

			The connection. Once more that small bundle of thoughts that was Finn in his entirety was afloat inside the colossus that was the Engine’s CI architecture. Back in the factory, the enormity of the routines had made them splendid yet cold, but here the glow that infused them was balmy and somehow welcoming. It contrasted badly with the misery and anger that he contained.

			Celestials, or their ancestors, or proto-Elohim had built this astonishing machine that emulated a god. The power to move worlds, to gather them close around the warmth of a star where they would thrive with life. It was magnificent. But in the age that had passed since this Engine began its voyage, the Crown Dominion had been born. Home to the Imperial Celestials who had killed his parents, who were bringing pain and suffering to humans on a scale unknown since the last days of Old Earth.

			Stop thinking of that. Focus on the mission, he told himself angrily.

			The routines that controlled the Engine wound their way into his mind—an embrace that presented him with the use of that same godlike power that had been crafted eons ago. He found the Engine’s mass perception encompassed the entire Kelowan system. Planets, moons, asteroids all circled around him, their parameters and gravity fields revealed in explicit detail. He could see precisely how to use them to move Dolod. There was a beautiful simplicity to the method by which the iron exotic could be brought into orbit around Kelowan’s star. The Engine’s forces had to be applied just so, as had been dictated by those who had dispatched it here so long ago. Yet he could comprehend that a different, yet equally simple, application would send it out of the system altogether, as Gyvoy and his murky backers intended.

			To what purpose?

			Finn didn’t quite know where that question came from, himself or the Engine, because the answer was also unclear to him. Worse than that, it was challenged by the demons of doubt and wrath raging inside his skull. He’d come here to throw Dolod out into the void or even into the star, to deny the Celestials this strange planet’s iron. In turn, that would help Anoosha’s humans. A worthy goal. A blow for humankind.

			Sure. In a couple of centuries’ time. But people are dying now. Their world—my world—is being ripped apart. While I, at this moment, have all this power. Power beyond even the Imperial Celestials and their Asteria-damned queens. Power that can hurt them.

			He thought he heard sobbing somewhere in the distance. Perhaps inside his helmet.

			Mother? Is that you?

			She was there, in his thoughts. A perfect image from early childhood, one of the few times she could afford to smile and hug him. After that, she led a life utterly devoted to serving the people of Gondiar, whether they appreciated it or not. Decade after unrelenting decade of duty, just like all the Jalgori-Tobus before.

			And for that, they killed her.

			“Fuck you!” he screamed.

			Finn studied the Engine’s strength anew. Through cold fury, he saw the way he could employ the epic momentum transfer to bring about the change he wanted. The changes to a different orbit, the method of application. All of it resolved into simple instructions by the Engine’s sublime routines.

			We are liberation, he told the Engine he communed with. The fulcrum and the lever.

			The routines acknowledged his plan, and his omniscient perception of the star system evolved into prediction. Finn observed his work and decided it was good.

			Begin.

			He saw the effect ripple out from this station to all the other massive components of the Archimedes Engine lurking among Dolod’s clouds. Ancient mechanisms began to stir. Systems realigned their structures in accordance with the new parameters he’d convened. The anchor craft in each station started to power up.

			Finn opened his eyes and looked around the compartment. “Gyvoy?” He didn’t quite know what words he was going to use to tell his friend what he’d just done. “I made some changes. I think you’ll like—” He stopped. The suit sensors couldn’t find Gyvoy anywhere in the circular compartment; even his lnc was missing from the comms display.

			“Gyvoy not here,” a Dave told him.

			“Him and Bensath cleared off,” the other Dave said.

			“What?” Finn finally read the suit’s time display. He’d been connected to the Engine for nearly four hours.

			“They took drop ship.”

			“We stranded.”

			

			—

			“That’s the signal,” Liliana said gleefully.

			From his acceleration couch on the other side of the bridge, Toše roused himself. They’d waited so long he’d almost fallen asleep. The Arcadia’s Moon had been orbiting Dolod for three days before the little Celestial drop ship had arrived and flown down to one of the Archimedes Engine stations. The ship’s fusion rockets made it easy for their passive sensors to track it. Liliana had refused to let Captain Andino use the Traveler starship’s active sensors. The Arcadia’s Moon had wrapped itself in an envelope of null-spectrum sheets as it left the Infinite Totality shell. As a result, nobody knew they were here. They would have arrived even earlier if they hadn’t been hauling five thousand tons of equipment and balance mass.

			Toše studied the screen, which showed the drop ship was in flight again, deep in the iron exotic’s atmosphere; a dazzling pinpoint of light that was rising up from the station at a shallow angle.

			“Are they going to make orbit on that trajectory?” a curious Josias asked from behind Toše.

			“No,” Captain Andino said. “That’s a sub-orbital ballistic hop. Looks like they’re heading for another station.”

			“They are,” Liliana said.

			“Why is that, then?” Josias asked. “What makes one station different from all the others?”

			Toše felt his jaw tightening; Josias had that effect on him now. Weeks of being locked in a ship with someone who never stopped talking—mostly about himself—did that to a man. He was fairly sure Andino’s neck biomech activators made a squeak as the captain hunched her shoulders, which she did every time Josias opened his mouth. The leader of the human rebellion pronounces on truth to power. Again. Asteria, we’ve created a monster.

			“Gyvoy is acquiring another weapon for the resistance,” Liliana said in a neutral voice. “Dolod provides us with more than one opportunity to strike back at our oppressors.”

			“Nice to hear that. We need as many options as we can get. Politically, the more fronts you can open up, the more your opponent is playing catch-up.”

			Josias didn’t add anything, so Toše started to relax again. The drop ship traversed the top of its arc and headed down again.

			“You sure Finn can pull this off?”

			Toše rolled his eyes, hearing a soft metal squeak from the captain’s direction.

			“I mean, he’s a nice lad,” Josias continued. “And I say that without prejudice, given he’s my brother-in-law. But this is the mother of all heists. I mean, crap, stealing a whole planet! Gotta admire you guys for thinking that one up.”

			“I have every confidence in Finn,” Liliana said.

			“Okay.” Josias started to examine the artificial neural induction web on his own palm. “You’ll have to get a uranic to teach me how to do this one day. My wife never showed me how, which is one more issue to mention to the divorce lawyer. If the only way you can control Celestial systems like the Archimedes Engine is through neural induction, the movement would’ve been screwed without Finn. We were lucky to have him on our side. But it’s always good to have a backup, right?”

			“Sure thing.”

			Toše gave her the look—the one he’d been giving her several times a day ever since they arrived on board. The one that pleaded: Just let me…

			Liliana ignored him. “Captain, I’d like you to deploy the skyhook mechanism now, please.”

			“On it,” Andino said.

			“How come that drop ship can’t lift your other weapon up to orbit?” Josias asked. “I thought they salvaged it because it’s one of the few craft capable of accelerating up to orbital velocity out of Dolod’s gravity.”

			“It’s doubtful the drop ship could lift what we want,” Liliana said. “And the entire Wynid Royal Fleet would be able to see it flying back up. Whereas a skyhook will be able to bring our item on board with a minimal chance of being detected—especially with everything else that’s going on.”

			“Ah, I get it. That’s lucky.”

			Liliana gave him a sore look. “Luck has nothing to do with this. Everything we do has been meticulously planned.”

			“Well, yes.” Josias gave her a very insincere smile. “But it was unlucky that the Wynid Royal Fleet showed up just at the same time as us, wasn’t it? I mean, wow oh wow, there is no way you could ever plan for that. There are just no odds for it.”

			“Yes. You’re right, Josias; that was unlucky.”

			Toše was watching the sensor feed, doing his best to tune out Josias, when it started. He experienced a chill shiver of elation triggered by the image on the screen. “Look,” he said in admiration. “Finn did it. The anchor ships are launching.”

			—

			Message origin Clavissa: The anchor ships are launching. It’s too early for a Dolod momentum transfer maneuver, either into orbit or slingshotting round the star.

			Message origin Neusch: Sweet Asteria, how are humans doing that?

			Message origin Clavissa: Nobody knows. And we don’t know why they’ve done it, either. I can see how worried everyone is.

			

			—

			Ellie simply couldn’t stand the tension anymore. She’d been in the Diligent’s command and control center as the arkship accelerated away from the drop ship, waiting for its fusion rockets to ignite. Otylia, Zelinda, and Everett had been with her, anxious about their brother. That was difficult for her; she still remembered Otylia from her brief time on Gondiar, back when everything was so wonderfully normal in Santa Rosa. Seeing someone age thirty years while she hadn’t was so strange, although there were still flashes of the Otylia she’d known breaking through her grief and maturity. While Zelinda seemed almost unchanged, except that her appearance now matched her personality. It was Everett she could never quite understand. She’d only met him once before, and it hadn’t gone well. It was hard to believe he was from the same family as his siblings.

			All of which added stress to the wait. Then Finn had finally activated the drop ship’s rockets, and they tracked it as it flew to Dolod. Everyone’s attention switched between it and the Wynid Royal Fleet, to see how they’d react. It was the most incredible bad luck that the queen was here at the same time. Some feared Helena-Thyra would send warships after Finn, and more to the Diligent. But instead the fleet simply stopped accelerating. It meant they were curious about what was happening, but not in a lethal way. Not yet.

			The drop ship decelerated into orbit, then down into the atmosphere. That was when Ellie knew she had to go back to the owner’s quarters to get some proper rest. It would be hours before they’d know if Finn had successfully taken control of the Archimedes Engine.

			She took the elevator down from the command and control center and came out in the tiny vestibule five decks below. Pablo was standing by the entrance, looking anxious.

			“Ellie, are you’s okay?” he asked in his mournful voice.

			“Yeah, thanks, I’m good. They made it to the station.”

			“Good, but you’s. How’s you?”

			“Like I said, I’m okay. I’m just going to rest up a bit until they launch and fly back here.” She hoped he’d take the hint. Fatigue was really biting now. The wound across the top of her hip she’d got fighting Ghosts back in the Kingsnest factory was still painful, and she didn’t like dosing up on painkillers, as they made her woozy. She knew not taking anything was stupid, but stoically endured to keep her senses sharp. Except all she wanted to do now was get to the bedroom before she collapsed. She was running on empty.

			“He didn’t hurt you’s, did he?” Pablo asked.

			“What?”

			“Gyvoy. I heard you’s yell. I’s worried. I didn’t wants to go in. I knows I shouldn’t.”

			Ellie gave her head a gentle shake. “I’m sorry, what?”

			“The other day. I’s doing maintenance on the water feed to the top three floors. The pipes were blocked; it’s the sludge buildup, see. There’s still too much algae coming out of the hydro drain. And well, we’s hoping to flush it, but after we puts new filters in. And that’s what I’s be doing out here. We’s got us a new batch of filters.”

			Ellie was sort of listening, but the rush of words wasn’t making much sense. He was pointing to the pipes that covered one of the vestibule’s walls. The plants that grew across the outside of the structure needed a lot of water. Some argued the amount of greenery was too much and used up too many resources. It was an argument that had been going on for as long as she could remember.

			She looked at the pipes and bigger spheres that contained the outlet filters, annoyed that she didn’t remember Pablo working there. Although maybe she did. “Pablo, I’m sorry. What is this?”

			“The other day. You’s coming back to the owner’s quarters. I’s here outside fixing the pipe filters.”

			“Uh, yes, I remember.” Which she did, almost. Exhaustion was plaguing her memory. She wanted to walk away, but basic politeness kept her standing there listening to this nonsense.

			“Finn and Gyvoy had gone in just before you’s. I said hello, and you asked what I’s doing, and I’s said the filters are—”

			“Pablo, I’m really tired right now. What are you telling me?”

			His big face became contrite. “I’s sorry. But when you went in, I heard you’s yell. It sounded like you was hurting, ’s all. I’s just seeing if you’s okay.”

			“Um, yes, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

			“That’s good.” He managed a flinch of a grin.

			Inside the owner’s quarters, she kicked off her shoes, but couldn’t be bothered to undress, so just collapsed on the bed. By herself. She and Finn had shared a bed almost since the first day they arrived in Santa Rosa, even after they’d had those awful fights. Not having him beside her now hurt.

			He’ll be back, she told herself. He can control Celestial machinery, for heaven’s sake. Her eyes closed, and her body went limp.

			Five minutes later she still wasn’t asleep; her thoughts were too active. Why the hell can’t I remember Pablo working on the filters? She knew damn well he wasn’t making it up. For a start, the Gath didn’t have that kind of imagination; they were a practical, literal people. They had good memories, too, so once they’d been shown how to do something they’d never forget. And they certainly didn’t lie.

			The other issue was that she’d cried out, as if she’d been hurt. Her fingers stroked lightly over the growskin strip covering her wound. Did I knock into something? But she had no memory of that. Nor did she recall Gyvoy being in the owner’s quarters.

			What is wrong with me?

			She turned onto her side and closed her eyes tighter. A decent rest might kickstart her brain.

			Another ten minutes passed.

			Why would Pablo lie? He wouldn’t, of course, even if he’d been told to. She remembered the first time she’d seen him, lying on a hospital bed, beaten so badly because he wouldn’t fight like he’d been told.

			He’s not lying. What he said happened…happened.

			It wasn’t just being unable to recall what’d occurred that bothered her. There was something else, some faint yet persistent instinct, an unease that lingered like a malignant spirit. Something about this is wrong.

			She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. It wasn’t worrying about her memory that was keeping her awake now. It was the decision she wrestled with.

			Five more minutes.

			“Crap!” she announced viciously.

			She took the elevator down to the third level where the clinic was. Finn had agreed to get rid of the wretched rekaul, but it did have a genuine medical use helping with certain types of psychiatric issues—literally putting people back in their happy place—so they’d handed the flask over to the Diligent’s medical staff.

			The clinic was empty. Ellie paused, still fighting her indecision, then abruptly slapped her hand on the pharmacy’s biometric scanner. There were certain codes and protocols that, as an Aponi, gave her network privileges even officers didn’t have. Like opening restricted locks…

			Just like Jalgori-Tobus have advantages over ordinary humans. She grimaced at the notion.

			The restricted medicine safe opened, and she took the flask out, its little green light gleaming on top. She just knew her face would be flushed with guilt the whole elevator rise back up to the owner’s quarters. Thankfully Pablo wasn’t in the vestibule.

			After she’d caught Finn using, she’d accessed a load of files on rekaul—all of which were pretty nauseating. But it did mean she knew how to apply it properly. In theory.

			She measured out the smallest dose possible—one that would immerse her in the Browntime for no more than fifteen minutes. This’ll put everything to rest, then I’ll be able to get some sleep.

			So…you inhale the spray and think about the start of the time you want to remember. Don’t think of anything else—especially something unpleasant. Trouble was, she didn’t remember the start of whatever this was. But she definitely remembered the last night before the drop ship flew away. She’d been at the gym for some soft physiotherapy, stretching the abs. The wound had ached when she’d finished, but she’d convinced herself it was a good ache. Then she left the gym and headed back to the owner’s quarters. Took the elevator up. And when it opened, there was Pablo in his work overalls. He’d got two of the hydroponic filter canisters open, and his hands were covered with black gunk that smelled disturbingly similar to sewage.

			“Hi, Pablo, what are you doing?” she asked.

			“Uh, hello, Ellie; I’s changing the filters for you. The mech team’s extruding us a new design now. Should stop all the sludge buildup. Not sure it will, mind, but can’t make’s it any worse, now can it?”

			She grinned at him. “No. But the job the Gath have done on the old hydroponics system has been amazing!”

			“Still got several life support systems to rebuild. It’ll be years till it’s all done.”

			“And when you finish that, there’ll be something else to improve. That’s the Diligent for you. Have a good night, Pablo.”

			“You too’s, Ellie.”

			She opened the door to the owner’s quarters and walked in. “Finn, did you get anything to eat, I’m going—” Shock locked up every muscle. Finn was sitting on the living room couch, his back rigid, staring blankly ahead. Both his hands were held out ahead of him, palms up.

			Gyvoy was standing in front of him, one hand still pressed on Finn’s, their palms touching. His other arm was swinging around to point at her. She could see a dense filigree of slim lines radiating out from the neural induction pad in the middle of his palm, glowing an intense violet.

			Ellie let out a yell of fright.

			Then she was collapsing onto the floor, her whole body juddering. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything; not a single muscle obeyed her nerves. The paralysis was terrifying in its completeness.

			“Don’t panic,” Gyvoy said disparagingly. “It’s only a nervejam; perfectly harmless. I need to finish up with my man here. Just making him a little more fucked up about his parents—the finishing touches, you might say, so he’ll do the right thing when the time comes. You humans can hold grudges for decades. So useful.”

			Her sight was shifting away from the couch as her body continued to spasm. But she saw a slim black cylinder slide back into the flesh of Gyvoy’s forearm before he put his palm back on Finn’s.

			She had no idea how long she lay there as utter dread made her weep inside. Then Gyvoy’s boots appeared in front of her face. Her head was eased around so she was staring straight up. His hands descended, the diabolical lines still glowing.

			“It’s okay, you won’t remember a thing. I’ll make sure of it.”

			The hands clamped down on either side of her head. And some unnatural demon force was squeezing her thoughts so hard she interpreted it as choking.

			“Down those bad memories go,” Gyvoy mocked. “Say bye bye, now.”

			And the scene faded away to numb gray. Ellie blinked furiously to clear the tears clogging her eyes as she slowly regained control over her body. Her heart was yammering in panic as she twisted about, searching frantically. Gyvoy was nowhere to be seen. “Finn!” What she thought was a scream was a feeble rasp. “Finn, what’s he done to you? Are you all right? Where are you?”

			But it wasn’t just Gyvoy who’d vanished. So had Finn.

			Ellie wailed in distress. She couldn’t understand how she’d got into the bedroom. Her arms and legs were recovering now, moving almost the way she wanted. She used the bed to support herself as she clambered gracelessly upright. The flask of rekaul was lying on the mattress, green light burning brightly.

			“No,” Ellie whispered. She’d never imagined the rekaul could possibly be so powerful. It was her own personal time travel portal, and it was horrifying. She slumped down as what had happened registered, striking her with the force of an arctic storm. “Oh, my sweet fucking Goddess, Gyvoy’s a Celestial!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			 

			“What do you mean, ‘stranded’?” Finn asked in shocked disbelief.

			“They gone,” a Dave replied.

			“We alone. No ship,” the other Dave added.

			“But—how did they even get the elevator to take them back up to hangar level?”

			“Dunno.”

			“Just did.”

			“They can’t have. You need a neural connection to operate systems in the station. Wait, they couldn’t have taken the drop ship. That needs a connection, too. And flying it is really complicated.”

			“It gone.”

			“How do you know?”

			“No more lnc.”

			“Goddess!” Finn established a lnc to the station CI and summoned up the simple routines that dealt with basic functions—like operating an elevator, or perceiving the hangar, which was empty, the doors open. “Someone else connected to the station CI. Goddess, Bensath must be uranic.”

			“Told you: stranded,” Dave said.

			“How we get out?” the other Dave asked.

			“No, no, no,” Finn said urgently. “Wrong question. Why did Gyvoy make me do all this? Why not Bensath? Was he some kind of fallback option?”

			“Don’t care.”

			“Any way out?”

			“Yes,” Finn said, still shocked by the revelation. “There are some anchor ships on board. It’ll be rough, but I can get one to fly back to the Diligent. But I don’t get this: Why did they leave? And where’ve they gone?”

			“Still don’t care.”

			“Uh, you need to know,” Finn told them guiltily, “I did something bad. The whole Wynid Royal Fleet is going to come after us. The Imperial Fleet, too, I expect.”

			“What you done?”

			“I…I just wanted to hit back. You know? Just once. I want the Celestials to know there are consequences for what they’ve done. Big consequences.”

			“Get that.”

			“We safer here?”

			“No, we have to leave. When the station powers up to begin the momentum transfer, we won’t survive.”

			“So we leave.”

			“Yes, but, the Diligent…Oh, Goddess. What have I done? What was I thinking? I shouldn’t have done this. It’s going to get everyone killed.”

			“The Diligent fly fast.”

			“You don’t understand,” Finn said desperately. “The Diligent would have to outrun—”

			“Outrun what?”

			The reply he was about to deliver birthed an idea so ridiculous he almost choked on an incredulous laugh. “It wouldn’t work…Yes, it would! It might. Asteria’s arse!”

			“What?”

			“Everything!”

			“What?”

			“We’d have to outrun everything!” Without even concentrating, he ordered the chamber’s central cone to produce stairs again, and hurried up them as fast as he dared. “Give me a moment to organize this, then we are definitely leaving.”

			The Archimedes Engine’s awesome routines were preparing themselves for the momentum transfer. They didn’t experience excitement, but a sense of purpose was palpable among their patterns now. This was why they existed. After so long in abeyance, they were going to function as they were intended.

			The routines were confident as they implemented the long sequence necessary to enact the momentum transfer. His outrageous, terrible idea was going to work.

			For an instant he considered canceling it. Just getting out and leaving, flying the Diligent and Ellie and his family to safety.

			But this might actually work now.

			His thoughts connected to the center of the Engine’s routines. I need a secondary momentum transfer.

			

			—

			The Dracaenae’s command chamber was completely silent as the officers watched the projection; even the princesses had stilled their chatter. Thousands of small ships were rising out of Dolod’s thick, whirling storm clouds, their exhaust plumes so bright the projector was showing them as black.

			“Lord Stethos-Thierry,” Thyra said, “kindly explain what I’m seeing.”

			The court datamaster hurried forward to her couch. “My conjecture is that these are the anchor ships of the Archimedes Engine, ma’am.”

			“Your conjecture?”

			“Apologies, ma’am, but no one living in the Crown Dominion has witnessed an Archimedes Engine in operation before.”

			“Very well; continue.”

			“A momentum transfer is conducted through a line of quintessence, believed to be similar to the ones linking the Gates of Heaven. These ships will carry that line from the Engine stations and surround the star in multiple orbital inclinations, thus forming a ‘net’ and anchoring the line. Then the gravitational slingshot—a transfer of momentum from one mass to the other—will be able to proceed. We will see the rotation of Kelowan’s star speed up fractionally as it absorbs the kinetic energy of Dolod’s trajectory, effectively braking it into orbit. Without that loss of momentum, Dolod will simply carry on past and return to interstellar space.”

			“We’ll see the star’s rotation speed up?”

			“Not in any practical sense, ma’am. The increase should be detectable by our instruments, but given the mass of the star, it will be utterly insignificant.”

			“Our instruments are that good?”

			“Hopefully, yes.”

			Admiral Serrilda-Kroja stepped forward. “Ma’am, there is a problem with that interpretation.”

			“I don’t like problems, admiral.”

			“I appreciate that. However, it appears the anchor ships are not heading for Kelowan’s star.”

			“What?” Stethos-Thierry barked. “Where…”

			“They’re accelerating at thirty-eight gees,” the admiral said calmly. “It is too early to be certain, but our astrogation officers believe they are on a course for Boksrock. We’ll confirm that as soon as they flip around to decelerate.”

			Thyra beckoned her father and the chief archon over, her gaze never leaving the court datamaster. “Tell me what will happen if there is a momentum transfer between Boksrock and Dolod,” she said.

			“I’m not sure,” the flustered datamaster said. “It would depend on the nature of the transfer. We don’t know which way it is going to transfer. Boksrock is a small, rocky world; its mass is considerably less than that of Dolod. If we take a worst-case scenario, the transfer could shift Boksrock out of its current orbit.”

			“To where?” Thyra asked with alarmed indignation.

			“Unknown, ma’am. It will depend entirely on what orders the Archimedes Engine is acting upon.”

			“That drop ship from the Diligent landed on an Engine station, didn’t it?”

			“Confirmed, ma’am,” the admiral said. “It subsequently flew to another station, where it remains.”

			“Is it possible to change the orders of an Archimedes Engine?”

			“Possibly?” Stethos-Thierry said dubiously. “But you would need to be familiar with the Engine’s CI routines. Again, they are so old that very few among us would have that knowledge.”

			Thyra’s finger lined up on the projection. The anchor ships were moving at high speed away from the gas giant, all of them curving around to follow a single trajectory. “So, assuming Dolod was originally intended to go into close orbit, could someone on that drop ship have changed the order?”

			Everyone around her exchanged troubled glances.

			“The drop ship came from the Diligent,” Lord Bekket said. “It’s a human ship.”

			“And Gath,” the chief archon added swiftly, earning a silent rebuke from Lord Bekket.

			“Neither Gath nor humans could interface with an Engine CI,” Stethos-Thierry said.

			“What about a uranic human?” the chief archon challenged.

			“They don’t have the brain capacity,” Stethos-Thierry replied quickly.

			“Ma’am, the Diligent has been outsystem for thirty years,” Ualana-Shoigu said. “We don’t know where it has been, nor what is now on board. Within a few hours of its drop ship landing on an Engine station, this happens. I do hope no one is going to claim coincidence here. They must have found something on some Goddess-forsaken Remnant world that allowed them to do this.”

			“I find myself in agreement with my chief archon,” Thyra said. “And I really don’t like the idea of Boksrock’s orbit being changed. Admiral, how do we stop this?”

			“I am not certain of a valid strike procedure, ma’am,” Lady Serrilda-Kroja said uneasily. “At maximum acceleration, we could reach Dolod in another two and a half days, but that would be a flyby. We would have to saturate the stations with missiles as we passed.”

			“Surely antimatter warheads would be sufficient, or Q-distorts?”

			“I believe either would do. However, we don’t know what defensive capability the stations have.”

			“A fucking human just landed on one,” a furious Lord Bekket said.

			“They had to have clearance to approach,” the admiral replied.

			“What about the anchor ships?” Lord Ualana said. “Can the fleet strike them?”

			“Assuming they are going to englobe Boksrock, they will be even farther away from us. It will take longer. The momentum transfer will most likely be under way by then.”

			“Then we have to—” Lord Bekket began.

			“Apologies, my lord,” the admiral said. “Ma’am, Squadron Commander Radwarno has established a secure lnc.”

			Thyra produced a pained expression. “Of course she has. Very well, I suppose we ought to include her in this conversation.”

			The commander of Twenty-Three Squadron appeared on a screen next to the big projection that was showing the anchor ships streaking away from Dolod.

			“Welcome, commander,” Thyra said. “It looks as though you may have your chance to intercept the Diligent after all.”

			“Majesty, it will be my pleasure to personally issue the order to destroy that arkship.”

			“Again, commander, I would remind you that securing information remains the order of the day. We have no idea who is on board the Diligent. So kindly prepare your Knight squads to board the ship and take every human and Gath on board into custody. And, squadron commander, I require every one of them to be alive and in a condition where they may be thoroughly interrogated by intelligence officers. Have no doubt, we will find out what is going on here, and who is behind it, be they human or foreign archon. So: alive, squadron commander—all of them! I hold you personally responsible to ensure there are no unfortunate accidents. Understand? I also need them to halt whatever they are doing to the Archimedes Engine.”

			“Of course, Majesty. I’d be grateful if you could tell me how I am to achieve that last requirement without making examples of anyone who does not cooperate?”

			“You were smart enough to earn command of your own squadron; I have every confidence you will find a way.”

			“Majesty.”

			“The empress, along with myself and every other queen, will want to know exactly what has happened here—and, more importantly, how it happened. Do not let my trust in you be misplaced, squadron commander.”

			“I would die before failing the empress.”

			“Good to know. Now, may the Goddess bless your flight.”

			

			—

			Finn took his hand off the contact bulb, and his gauntlet segments flipped back into place. “Done,” he told the Daves.

			“Done what?”

			It was really hard not to sound appallingly smug, especially given the request he’d just made of the Archimedes Engine. “I got us and the Diligent out of here. I think. Or if I’m wrong, I’ve got us all killed.”

			“Fifty-fifty, then?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I take those odds.”

			“Thanks. But first, we really need to leave the station.”

			As Finn came back down the cone’s steps, they flowed back into the structure. The Daves walked beside him back to the elevator.

			“Did Gyvoy say anything before he and Bensath left?”

			“No.”

			“Yes. Said they check perimeter, place sensor alarms. Next: they gone.”

			“Not say why go.”

			“No.”

			“Whatever.” Finn was past caring. But one day he’d find out; he’d make sure of that. Gyvoy had set him up, betrayed him somehow. He just couldn’t figure out how. Or why. I thought he was a friend. We both wanted the same thing, for humans to have some dignity.

			The elevator carried them down to the anchor ship hangar. Three of the five had already flown. Which left two in their cradles: simple tri-delta shapes, a hundred twenty meters long. As he approached the closest one, a hatchway opened at the base of a fin.

			“They were not built for passengers,” Finn warned the Daves. “This is just an access hatch for maintenance andys, so we’re going to be crammed in tight.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m going to restrict the acceleration to four gees. I don’t think I can take much more than that. It means we’ll need a day to get back to the Diligent.”

			“Okay.”

			They clambered inside and found a flat surface to stand next to. As soon as acceleration started, the gravity field would shift through ninety degrees. Finn established a lnc with the anchor ship’s network, said a quick silent prayer to the Goddess Herself, and told it to launch.

			

			—

			Inside his stability pod, Olomo watched developments around Dolod with increasing concern. Like the Wynid Royal Fleet, he’d stopped accelerating to coast along, eluding the sophisticated scans sweeping space around the starship. The Xiyra was still six million kilometers away from the iron exotic when the Archimedes Station anchor ships launched. Their appearance surprised him. Dolod was weeks away from its closest approach to the star, and how could the humans change the operation of the Archimedes Engine? But that puzzle was rapidly put aside as the Xiyra calculated the flight vector the anchor ships were taking.

			He stirred inside the pod, its buffer gel accommodating his slight motion. Boksrock? His surprise about that delayed the implication. When it came, his four arms actually twitched.

			The Archimedes Engine was now going to alter Boksrock’s orbit, not bring Dolod into orbit around the star.

			How could humans activate the Archimedes Engine? he asked the Xiyra’s CI.

			Unknown, came the reply.

			He decided the Diligent must have acquired a particularly dangerous Remnant Era relic. That was an affront that called his entire professional ability into question; anything that gave humans the ability to control such an extraordinarily powerful Elohim machine was a grave development—especially in light of the ongoing shambles that was Gondiar. None of his intelligence-gathering operations had picked up the slightest hint this was going to happen. It was positively insulting. He didn’t like to think how such a failure would be received back home.

			The consequence of this incident meant a significant change to his original goal of simply observing the Diligent. He needed to know what the humans had. Additionally, it would be to the advantage of the Heresy Dominion to dispose of the Remnant item, or maybe acquire it for themselves. And a further benefit for the Crown Dominion to be denied such knowledge. So he watched in growing dismay as four of Twenty-Three Squadron’s frigates started to accelerate at five gees toward the Diligent.

			The Xiyra was four million kilometers behind them, but he could accelerate a lot harder than the frigates, enabling him to reach it first. The class two filaments plugged into his chakragills started to increase the amount of conservation fluid into his supplementary veins in readiness for the punishing gees that Xiyra would deliver. However, the drop ship that had landed on the Engine station had clearly contained the Remnant Era relic. He was uncertain which he should target. Not-Gyvoy was the prize, but where would he be, Diligent or Dolod?

			His dilemma was solved when a final anchor ship launched from Dolod. It was accelerating at a leisurely four gees, which he deduced meant it was carrying humans. Its trajectory was for a rendezvous with the Diligent. There was no decision to make anymore.

			At fifteen gees, he could reach the Diligent just after the anchor ship rendezvoused, and seven hours before the frigates. Of course, fifteen gees would require his antimatter drive. The Xiyra would no longer be invisible.

			“Disengage darkflight mode,” he ordered the CI. “Elevate to combat status.”

			The Xiyra’s fuselage took under a minute to assume its aggressive posture, becoming a long cone whose base sprouted ten weapons spikes that curved around to run parallel to the main bulk.

			Inside the stability pod, his body was in position and primed for the punishing gees to come.

			“Initiate.”

			Something of a primitive delight claimed him as the starship streaked forward. The fleet located him within minutes. Communication signals locked on. He ignored them.

			The Xiyra’s sensors identified another antimatter-powered craft two million kilometers away. It was bigger than Xiyra and accelerating almost as fast. The trajectory meant it, too, was aiming for the Diligent.

			Oh, I should have predicted this.

			The Xiyra’s comms system requested a lnc.

			“I am relieved to see that it will be entities such as ourselves who resolve this unfortunate situation,” Sahdiah said. “Who knows what inappropriate action the Imperial Celestials would take?”

			“To imagine is to substitute wishfulness for knowledge,” Olomo replied.

			“As a flower only opens to sunlight, so the true beauty of imagination can only be appreciated by those with a high level of intellect.”

			“Creativity is the twin of vision. Dreams are naught but the dead leaves of the mind in winter.”

			“That build the rich loam from which grows the fruit of intelligence. Now that my multi-moiety composition has become state seven, I determine your presence here is due to the report of Terence Wilson-Fletcher?”

			“An excellent summation. Young Terence was an admirable recruit. Were he still with us, Makaio-Faraji would have been most impressed by his progress. Such a shame, then, that you had him assassinated.”

			“That atrocity was nothing to do with me.”

			“A strange claim, given that you instructed your puppet Medusa to exterminate anyone who ever said hello to Marcellu. Your overarching crudeness betrays you.”

			“If your creatures hadn’t murdered Marcellu against all convention and decency, no one would be flying recklessly through this situation.”

			“An accusation only the truly desperate would make,” Olomo said, constraining his rising annoyance at the other’s impertinence. “There were three archons running active organizations on Gondiar. I know I did not order Makaio-Faraji’s assassination. Even you will comprehend Makaio-Faraji is not the guilty party in his own death. Perhaps then your great multi-moiety brains can work out who is responsible and by default instigated this whole situation?”

			“A true self-aware sentient would never defecate such allegations without the slightest proof. As I know I did not have Makaio-Faraji assassinated, I am supremely conscious who the guilty party is.”

			“Then enlighten me, who was Makaio-Faraji’s staunch ally? For I have no understanding of what you hope to achieve here other than death and misery. Only a mind whose intellect is measured in the negative could believe your mini Game of giving humans this fearsome potential is going to end well.”

			“Your lack of understanding comes as no surprise to me,” Sahdiah retorted. “If you had an atom’s worth of intelligence, you would see that what’s happening does not benefit the Talloch-Te. I am here to prevent you from making this terrible situation any worse, as is your wont.”

			“The only thing I’m wanting here now is for you to fuck right off. The Diligent is mine. Stop accelerating and turn your cheap little magic ship around. Leave while you still have some dignity. I’ll handle this.”

			“Yeah, and what the fuck do you know about dignity, shithead? I’m taking charge here. You fuck off!”

			“You fucking fuck off, motherfucker!”

			“No, fuck you. And fuck your neanderthal freak only-a-single-body-for-everyone dominion!”

			Olomo cut the lnc and required his gland pockets to secrete a neurochemical cocktail that would calm his thoughts. It was typical of Sahdiah to deny his criminality and mistakes. The multi-moiety monstrosities of the Talloch-Te Dominion were just the Mara Yama by a different name. They were completely incompatible with a Centauri Cluster that was home to modern high-order civilizations. One day, single-biobody societies would have to purge every one of them before they ruined the galaxy for everyone.

			He checked the enemy archon’s flip ship, perceiving its acceleration increase. Well, two could do that. He was going to show the Talloch-Te archon who was physically as well as mentally superior.

			“Increase acceleration by two gees,” he told the Xiyra CI.

			

			—

			“My dear empress. Events here are becoming critical. As I’m sure your long-range sensors have shown you, the Archimedes Engine anchor ships are now decelerating into orbit around Boksrock. We haven’t been able to identify the method which the humans used to alter the Archimedes Engine to perform this. But rest assured, frigates from your Twenty-Third Squadron are on their way to the Diligent to take everyone on board into custody. I’ve assigned Squadron Commander Radwarno-Werkas personally to the mission. The humans must be interrogated correctly and the results presented to yourself and the other queens when we merge fleets. My fleet has also just detected two foreign archon ships using antimatter to accelerate at high gee toward the Diligent. Radwarno was ordered to increase her velocity accordingly. The archons cannot be allowed to interfere any further with our operation. This is starting to look like the most serious threat to our dominion’s sovereignty since the Accord was signed. I will be responding accordingly.”

			Thyra allowed herself to sink back into her chair, her tongue licking around her lips. Once again, she’d withdrawn to her quarters with just her father and Iuntin-Detlef in attendance. Given what was happening, it was only to be expected she would consult privately with the most senior members of court.

			She held out her hands, and the three of them formed an exclusive neural connection.

			“How much longer?” she asked. “I love what’s happening, but the waiting is becoming unbearable.”

			“The anchor ships are forming the quintessence cage around Boksrock,” her father said. “The momentum transfer should begin within the hour.”

			“And Finbar Jalgori-Tobu will reach the Diligent before Radwarno-Werkas gets there,” she said contentedly. “I knew he’d work out he had to use an anchor ship after Uncle Dagon abandoned him on the station.”

			“It’s hardly frame jump science,” Iuntin said. “He was always going to work it out.”

			“I’m just praying that imbecilic Radwarno-Werkas follows my orders. We have to have impartial interrogations of Finn and his people to bring before the other queens. They need to believe this is all a human rebellion.”

			“She’ll do as she’s told,” her father declared. “She might act tough, but to her you’re just as frightening as the empress.” He smiled. “My daughter; my queen.”

			Thyra gave him a lofty glance. “Now, and forever.”

			

			—

			Toše was in the cargo section of the Arcadia’s Moon, watching through a wide airlock port that gave him a partial view beyond the starship’s covering of null-spectrum fabric. It was dominated by Dolod’s cloudscape a thousand kilometers away—an expanse that occupied half of the universe.

			Just outside the port, the heavy-duty cargo cradle that had held the skyhook mechanism was open and empty. That mechanism had cost Liliana even more than the Infinite Totality shell. The astroengineering company on Lidon had to send ships into the ruined georing that encircled the planet and hunt out an unbroken length of ultrabonded fiber that was part of the original structure. The one they’d eventually found had been four and a half thousand kilometers long, and the thickness of a human hair. It took the custom-built handling apparatus three years to remove its attachment points and wind it all in on a spool. There had been many malfunctions and broken units; the stuff was as deadly as a powerblade weapon, slicing through any substandard physical component on the handler as if it were no more substantial than ice slush.

			Under Liliana’s instruction, Captain Andino had unspooled the fiber when the drop ship decelerated into Dolod’s clouds. With the Arcadia’s Moon attached to one end, and a bullet-shaped, steerable latch on the other, four thousand kilometers away, the starship had performed a sharp burn. It sent a whip-like impulse along the fiber, setting up a spin. As the starship fired its engines again, lowering its orbit with incredible precision, the latch had been sent streaking above it. After an hour the two masses were level again, horizontal along the orbital track, then the latch carried on down into the atmosphere. If Andino had done everything right, the latch would reach its lowest point, occupying the same location at the same time as the station where Gyvoy and Bensath were waiting. Because of the length of the fiber, and the direction it was flying through the atmosphere (opposite to the orbital track), it would look like the latch was descending vertically onto the station. They’d have about a twenty-second window to lock the latch onto the item they were removing, then it would start to lift again, slinging the item back up above the atmosphere. The sudden increase of mass on the fiber would pull the Arcadia’s Moon down. But as long as the item’s mass was less than four thousand tons, both would remain in orbit.

			That was the theory. Toše got to watch it play out in reality.

			“Something’s attached to the latch,” Andino announced gleefully, when it had finished its descent. “The skyhook should start hauling it up now.”

			Toše instinctively tensed, waiting for it all to go wrong, and the Arcadia’s Moon to be yanked down into the infernal cloudscape below. Instead, nothing happened. He slowly let out his breath. It wasn’t until fifteen minutes later the cabin’s structure underwent a few odd trembles. Then that was it.

			“Ascent’s nominal,” Andino said. “I think we did it.”

			The latch and its cargo reached a thousand kilometers above Dolod’s stratosphere. Captain Andino released the fiber, along with the spool and counterweight mass. At the same time, the latch had detached from its cargo, leaving it drifting along the same orbital track as the Arcadia’s Moon. It took the captain twenty minutes to rendezvous the starship with the cargo.

			Now Toše could see the dull-metallic cylinder against the background of storm bands. It had a slow tumble, which the Arcadia’s Moon matched easily enough. Then the cylinder was coming through the gap in the null-spectrum envelope, and heavy-duty cradle arms closed around it.

			Toše stared at the two figures on top of the cargo, secured to it with thick loading straps. Both of them were wearing pressurized armor suits.

			Chuckling in admiration, he opened the airlock’s outer hatch. Five minutes later, the inner hatch opened, allowing Gyvoy and Bensath to come through. Gyvoy took his helmet off, and Toše slapped him heartily on the shoulder. The tough surface of the armor was already starting to sparkle with ice granules, it was so cold.

			“Asteria’s tits, boss, you did it. You actually rode that fucker up into orbit!”

			“Sure did,” Gyvoy told him smugly.

			“You have balls the size of a moon. There isn’t enough money in the galaxy to get me to do that. I hope it was worth it.”

			“Oh, it most certainly is.”

			

			—

			Finn had watched their approach to the Diligent through the anchor ship’s sensors. He should have felt comforted by the sight of the sedate old arkship, but the anchor ship also showed him more ships flying toward the Diligent. Two were decelerating at a body-crushing nineteen gees; they’d arrive in less than two hours. Then three hours after that, the navy squadron would join them.

			If I’ve messed up, it’s all over.

			The sensors were also showing Dolod, which was growing brighter. His lnc along the quintessence line to the Archimedes Engine was informing him that the momentum transfer to Boksrock was beginning.

			No way back now.

			He directed the anchor ship into the Diligent’s largest hangar. It would never fit lengthwise, so he just backed it in, wincing as he allowed its aft section to bend and crumple several cradles.

			“Hold position,” he told the anchor ship’s network.

			The hatch opened, and he had to move. He’d been dreaming that zero gee would be a blessing, that all the pain from prolonged exposure to four gees would magically switch off. It didn’t. There were joints that felt like they’d been severely twisted, with every ligament out of alignment, and his neck was so bad he was sure he’d never be able to turn his head again. But at least he could breathe normally now.

			It’s the small things in life that make it all worthwhile.

			The tiny cold gas thrusters on his suit propelled him toward an open airlock. Both Daves followed him. The airlock pressurized, then the inner hatch swung open, and Ellie flew through the air, wrapping her arms around him. Her face was centimeters from his visor, yelling wildly, her voice a mild buzz through the helmet. Her inertia shunted both of them into the outer hatch. The helmet visor opened.

			“—doing something to you! Messing with your brain like he did mine.”

			“Whaaaat?”

			“It’s all been a scam; he’s got to be some kind of archon. Everybody fell for it. We were so stupid.”

			“Darling, calm down, please.”

			She pushed her face through the narrow opening and kissed him frantically. “Nothing was real—but you are.”

			“Ellie, please. Let me get my helmet off, okay?”

			Otylia, Zelinda, and even Everett were waiting impatiently in the airlock’s prep room. Finn floated in the middle of them as they babbled frantically about what Ellie had discovered.

			When she finished her explanation, he gave her a sad smile. It was awful, terrible, but he wasn’t surprised. Everything made sense now. That was quite a relief. It almost balanced out his anguish and anger. “I believe you.”

			“You do?” she asked in surprise.

			“Yeah, actually; it all fits.”

			“But, Finn,” Otylia said, “we can’t think why he would do this.”

			“To discredit humans even further. To blame us for the catastrophe.”

			“What catastrophe?” Ellie demanded.

			“The one I’ve just set in motion. Asteria’s arse, so you’re saying that wasn’t me? Except it was. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I did it anyway.” Somehow the knowledge had lifted an invisible weight from his thoughts. Now there was only anger and the most abysmal humiliation at being used.

			“Finn, speak to me. What have you done?”

			He smiled nervously at Ellie’s ferocious expression. “It doesn’t matter. And maybe…maybe the Imperial Celestials do deserve it. I don’t know anymore. I need to work out exactly which thoughts are my own, but right now we have seriously got to get out of here.”

			“I know. The squadron commander has been beaming a signal at us for the last couple of hours warning us to stop accelerating. We only switched the drive off so you could rendezvous. But, Finn, there’s nowhere to go. We can’t escape them, not in the Diligent. We do have a chance to tell them what Gyvoy has done, however. They might believe us.” She gave Zelinda a desperate glance.

			“It’s our only route out,” Zelinda said. “The empress might listen to me. I don’t know, but I’m going to try to appeal to her directly. Our name might still mean something.”

			“No,” Finn said. He triggered the quick release on his armor and wriggled painfully out as the suit abandoned its tight hold on his flesh. “We need to get up to the command and control center. I can get us out of here.”

			“But—” Ellie began.

			He kissed her. “This isn’t Gyvoy’s idea. It’s all my own. Trust me.”

			

			—

			Captain Dejean was sitting behind her console on the Diligent’s command and control center. There are some things in this universe that never change, Finn thought contentedly. He wanted to be striding into the compartment radiating confidence. Instead Ellie and Otylia had to support him as he shuffled over to his chair behind the Gateway flight console. He flopped into it, wincing from various bursts of pain.

			“Welcome back, Finn,” Dejean said, her tone as melancholic as her expression. “But it’s not going to be for long. The navy’s almost here. There are two other ships on their way, too. Their acceleration is crazy, so they must all want to talk to you pretty bad.”

			“I don’t want to find out. Captain, please sound the ZPZ warning.”

			“Excuse me?”

			He knew his grin was getting evil and plain didn’t care. “I had an idea. We need to see if it works. Please sound the warning.”

			“We’re four AUs from an ingress Gate!”

			“That we are. Please sound the warning.” He sent Ellie and his sister a pleading look. They both sat down.

			Dejean stared at him for a long moment, then muttered into her headset. The ZPZ warning came on. Finn put his hand on the console’s contact bulb.

			The connection was slow to form, as if he was intruding on the ZPZ generator’s slumbers. It was certainly reluctant to respond.

			Please, your function is required.

			As he waited for the immeasurably complex routines to rouse, he established a connection to the Archimedes Engine, using the quintessence line from the anchor ship. The time delay added another layer of difficulty. We’re ready, he informed the Engine. That seemed to interest the generator routines; he was immersed in the sensation of a waking animal raising its head to greet the sunlight of a new day.

			Incorrect application, the generator decided.

			I know, but your function is essential.

			The generator routines considered the situation. They wormed their way into the connection with the Archimedes Engine. There was agreement within the time-delayed merger.

			“Brace yourselves,” Finn managed to call out. The ZPZ generator started to siphon energy from the Archimedes Engine to power its own functions, and went active—

			The Diligent hung in space framed by the ZPZ field, every atom locked in stasis. Within the weird non-time, Finn could feel how the lack of engagement with a Gate registered as a fundamental loss to the generator routines—one that verged close to sadness. Then the Archimedes Engine diverted a fraction of Dolod’s inertia into the new operation.

			But even a mere fraction of a gas giant’s rotational momentum transferred down the line of quintessence to the anchor ship, which was affixed to the Diligent, supplied enough force to accelerate the arkship at ten thousand gees.

			

			—

			Thyra watched in fascination as the feed from drones close to Dolod showed the planet lighting up; she could almost believe it was turning nova. Every Archimedes Engine station was gleaming with a white light whose radiance just continued to grow. The brilliance from the stations deep in the atmosphere spread out, vast pools of illumination that turned the clouds translucent, producing a photonic deluge that started to rival the nearby star.

			“What is causing that?” she asked with genuine interest.

			“The surface of each station is being heated to an extreme level, ma’am,” Datamaster Stethos-Thierry said.

			“Why?”

			“The line of quintessence is channeling the inertia of a gas giant as it applies it against Boksrock. To accomplish that, the line requires an incredible level of strength. The stations are generating the energy to provide that strength in their matter-antimatter annihilation chambers. What you are seeing is merely the surplus heat from that reaction being radiated away.”

			“Sweet Goddess,” she murmured. If that’s just the surplus, what are the energy levels in the line itself?

			The stations were sinking deeper into the atmosphere, incinerating their way down into the denser layers. Each one created an enormous upwelling of superheated hydrogen and ammonia. Dolod’s upper storm bands were ripped apart as the plumes rose above the stratosphere, their crowns jetting up particle streams thousands of kilometers higher still, similar to the coronal ejecta of Kelowan’s star.

			“Boksrock is starting to move, ma’am,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja announced. “Its orbital velocity is increasing.”

			“Dolod’s rotation must be slowing, then,” Stethos-Thierry said.

			“It is a little difficult to measure,” the admiral informed him patiently. “The atmosphere is in total chaos. We have no fixed point to measure.”

			“It’ll be slowing,” the datamaster insisted. “Basic physics.”

			“Boksrock’s orbital track has already deviated a hundred kilometers,” the admiral reported.

			“That doesn’t seem too bad,” Thyra replied. Inside she was laughing with glee. She glanced at her father, who was displaying an appropriate level of sober concern at the event that was unfolding, rather than satisfaction that their plan was working.

			“Ma’am!”

			The admiral had almost shouted, which was enough to startle Thyra.

			“What?”

			“The Diligent.”

			Thyra joined everyone else in the command chamber turning to look at the screen carrying the sensor feed from the Twenty-Third Squadron. Seconds ago it had showed the arkship as a dark shard against the uniform shimmer of the nebula. It had been coasting to allow Finn’s anchor craft to rendezvous. A perfect sequence, which would allow the Knights of Twenty-Three Squadron to round up all the human suspects in one operation. But now there was only the nebula.

			“Where is it?” Thyra asked.

			“It’s gone.”

			“Did it explode?” She felt her anger rising. If that idiot squadron commander hit it with missiles…But there was no plume of fluorescent gas, no glowing fragments tumbling away.

			“Er…” Serrilda-Kroja was frowning with incomprehension. One hand reached around to press her contact bulb, a necklace ribbon held in place against the induction pad at the top of her spine, as if the connection had become tainted. “No. It—Twenty-Three Squadron is claiming it accelerated.”

			“So now they can’t track an antique arkship?” Thyra said scathingly.

			“Ma’am, it dropped out of sensor range in milliseconds, but analysis of what the frigates did catch indicates it accelerated away at ten thousand gees.”

			Thyra stared at the admiral in silence, then looked at her father and Iuntin, who were as confused as she was. “It did what?”

			“It accelerated at ten thousand gees.”

			“No, it didn’t.”

			“Oh,” Stethos-Thierry exclaimed. A tentative smile touched his features. “Really? And it retained physical cohesion?”

			“The squadron cannot detect any debris,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja confirmed.

			“That’s incredible.”

			“What is incredible?” Thyra demanded.

			“We keep calling the Diligent an arkship,” the datamaster said. “But it’s not; it’s a starship. It has a ZPZ generator. It also has an anchor ship attached.”

			“So?”

			“The ZPZ generator frames the ship in stasis, so that when entering a Gate the acceleration it experiences—considerably higher than ten thousand gees, incidentally—doesn’t reduce the structure and the people inside to a cloud of dissipating atomic particles. Something just applied a terrific force to the Diligent.” He pointed at the dazzling white disk that Dolod had become. “Momentum transfer. Right now, the Archimedes Engine is moving an entire planet. Slowly. Imagine what the effect would be if it applied even one percent of that force to something as tiny as the Diligent.”

			Thyra was too disconcerted to react. That wasn’t supposed to happen. Finn’s memories were going to be the evidence that proved human rebels were responsible for all this. “Asteria!” she yelled, stamping a foot in reflexive fury. “How the hell could a human do that?”

			“I sincerely doubt one could, ma’am,” Stethos-Thierry said ruefully. “It must be whatever archon is behind this conspiracy.”

			Thyra wanted to take an energy beam pistol and blast his earnest head apart. “Right,” she hissed. “Of course.”

			“There’s a Celestial archon on the Diligent?” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja asked incredulously.

			“There must be,” Stethos-Thierry said. “Right, Chief Archon?”

			“So it would appear,” Ualana-Shoigu agreed.

			“Admiral, find out if the assholes of Twenty-Three Squadron have any idea where the Diligent is heading,” Thyra ordered.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“This assault on the Crown Dominion has to be a late stage in someone’s Great Game. I need to send the empress and Queen Luus-Marcela an urgent message. Monitor what’s happening to Boksrock and keep me informed. Father, Lord Ualana-Shoigu, come with me.” Thyra swept out of the command chamber, her angry stare ignoring everyone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			 

			Even with Olomo’s intuitive guidance, it took the Xiyra’s CI several minutes to analyze the sensor data and work out what had happened to the Diligent. Then he made the CI run the analysis again, just to be sure.

			Once he accepted the incredible truth, he shut down Xiyra’s antimatter drive. A small part of his mind registered that Sahdiah’s flip ship had also ended its powered flight and was now coasting along a mere three hundred thousand kilometers away.

			Olomo’s whole hypothesis of the situation underwent a drastic revision. If he hadn’t been inside his stability pod, he would have closed his eyes and let out a groan of dismay. As it was, he simply acknowledged that his body was going to have to transfer to the medical pod for some serious repair work down to a cellular level.

			That’ll teach me.

			Although…Sahdiah’s desperation to reach the Diligent had twinned his own. But I will be the better person. He requested a lnc to the Talloch-Te archon’s ship.

			“My apologies,” he told Sahdiah. “I now acknowledge you are not the archon behind this.”

			“As I acknowledge this is not your Great Game we have been forced to play.”

			“So what do we do now?”

			“Both of us urgently require answers for our respective dominions. There is only one place those answers can be found.”

			“On board the Diligent.”

			“Yes. A thorough interrogation of the Gyvoy substitute and his colleagues is required.”

			“I propose we conduct that together.”

			“An excipient idea,” Olomo said. “I accept.”

			“But first—”

			“—we have to find the Diligent.”

			“Quite. However, I am concerned what alteration is being made to Boksrock’s orbit. It will not be beneficial; this is a weaponized momentum transfer, which raises some very uncomfortable questions. That gives the Diligent only one option.”

			“To leave.”

			“They will be flying to an ingress Gate. I will review what sensor data I have to see if I can determine their direction.”

			“I will do the same,” Olomo told him. “Between us we should have enough.” While the Xiyra’s CI was calculating Diligent’s vector, he checked Boksrock. The planet had already risen two thousand kilometers above its original orbital track, and the momentum transfer was ongoing. Its velocity was still rising. What orbit are you being given, and why? he wondered. There was one option he definitely didn’t want to consider, it was too disturbing. Yet this had to be a Great Game of the Mara Yama Dominion, and they would not hold back.

			“The Diligent is heading for the Capo Frois ingress Gate,” Sahdiah said.

			“I concur. That’s five AUs away from us. Assuming it decelerates the same way at the other end, it’ll take a couple of hours to reach the Gate. We are going to be a long way behind.”

			“Yes, but we have no choice. I propose a more modest acceleration to the ingress Gate. Shall we say five gees?”

			“Yes, agree,” Olomo said, thankful there was no way his dismay could be conveyed along the lnc. He told Xiyra’s CI to plot a trajectory that would take them to the Capo Frois ingress Gate.

			

			—

			Terence was struggling to understand what was happening. The Aeacus sensors were showing him ship movements, the acceleration levels of the frigates, and the two unknown craft chasing after the Diligent were producing plasma jets thousands of kilometers long, so tracking them was easy. And the antimatter exhausts of the anchor ships were impossible to miss, as was Dolod, lighting up like a dwarf star. But the why of it all eluded him.

			“Two men walk into a bar.”

			“I don’t know,” Makaio-Spirit said contritely. “I’d suggest the navy and archon ships are keen to talk to fake Gyvoy. He must know what ‘the plan’ is, as he was the one who activated the Archimedes Engine.”

			“So what are you saying? We’ll only know if we ask the fake Gyvoy?”

			“I’m saying I think you ought to stop putting off the obvious. Terence, you cannot stay in the Kelowan system. It’s not just the Diligent people will be looking for; Lady Asahi-Iryna was actively hunting you in Santa Rosa. That is not a simple misunderstanding. The main purpose of archons like me is to acquire information; it is an essential tool to help maintain order. She, on the other hand, was under orders to eliminate you. Those orders must have come from Lord Ualana-Shoigu—which, given how long he was chief archon before removing me from my position, implies he himself is just following orders.”

			“Who can give orders to the chief archon?”

			“He would have to follow a directive from the Privy Council. Possibly, the Master of the Court, Lord Bekket, would have the authority. Aside from that, only the queen can order the chief archon. So it would seem likely, Terence, that you are a personal enemy of the queen.”

			“Asteria’s arse, why? All I did was expose the fake Gyvoy as the agent of a foreign archon. How can the queen be angry with me about that? I’ve spent forty years working for her.” Again that memory of the blood-drenched girl astride her unicorn returned to haunt him.

			“A good and worrying question,” Makaio-Spirit said. “I also find it extraordinary that the same queen of Wynid is here in person at the time of this event. It cannot be coincidence. There has to be some massive political factor at play here that we are completely missing.”

			“That might become obvious when we find out what’s happening to Boksrock. I can’t work out why they want to raise its orbit.”

			“Indeed. However, Terence, I think I have to advise you that, given who is clearly involved, there is very little you can do now. You should leave Kelowan. In fact, the entire Crown Dominion is dangerous for you now.”

			“You mean give up.”

			“To carry on living is not giving up, Terence. It is the final victorious defiance.”

			“What about your sons?”

			“Dad.”

			Makaio-Spirit gave him a benign smile. “What about your son? And your daughter? Your possible grandchildren? You should consider their future, too.”

			“Dad!”

			Terence looked around the lounge. Vanilda was staring at him in annoyance.

			“Yes, what?” he asked.

			“Are you all right? Where do you go to? You’re always drifting off.”

			“Sorry. Just thinking,” he told her guiltily. “There’s so much going on right now. I’m trying to work it all out, that’s all.” He tried to ignore the equally puzzled looks Jimena and Medusa were directing at him.

			“Well, here’s something else to add to our problems. The Diligent just vanished.”

			“Aww, hell no. Did the navy shoot it?”

			“No, dad, it didn’t blow up. It vanished.”

			“Huh?” He put his hand on the contact bulb and asked for the sensor feed.

			It took twenty minutes for Makaio-Spirit and the Aeacus CI to work out what had happened.

			“I never knew starships could do that,” Medusa said when Terence finished explaining.

			“I think it’s a revelation for a lot of people, judging by the way everyone’s reacting.”

			Up on the screen, the visual feed was showing them the two archon ships accelerating again. The CI projected their course, terminating at the Capo Frois ingress Gate.

			“Same as the Diligent,” Terence said. “That is a very popular star system today. We should follow them.”

			“One good reason?” Jimena challenged.

			“We have to be realistic. There’s nothing we can do about Boksrock, and we can’t stay in the Kelowan system, so we’ll have to leave at some point. Capo Frois has several Gates that’ll take us away from the Crown Dominion and out into the Centauri Cluster, if that’s what we decide to do. Olomo was a friend of Makaio-Faraji, and Medusa was Sahdiah’s agent. Once we’re through the Gate, we have the option of appealing to them for help. Their dominions might shelter us from Lady Asahi-Iryna if she’s still coming for us.”

			“Ahh, Terence, I’m not sure Sahdiah is quite that kind of friend,” Medusa said dubiously.

			“He was protective of Marcellu,” Terence pointed out. “Admittedly after the event.”

			“Event?” Jimena queried.

			“Marcellu’s murder,” Medusa told her.

			“Oh, great.”

			“There is no perfect solution to this,” Terence said. “But Capo Frois will give us some breathing room before we decide exactly what to do next.”

			Jimena let out a long breath. “Okay, Capo Frois it is, then.”

			“Look.” Vanilda pointed at the screen. “It’s finished.”

			Dolod was darkening as the stations started to cool.

			“So what’s the result?” Medusa asked. “What’s Boksrock’s new orbit?”

			Terence put his hand on the contact bulb. In answer to his query, the Aeacus delivered an astrogation plot. It took him a while to absorb what he was seeing. “That’s not an orbit,” he said hoarsely.

			

			—

			“My dearest sister queen,” Luus-Marcela said with massive insincerity, “I find this whole situation most puzzling. When we gather for the merger of the fleets, you’ll have to give me all the gossip why your formidable fleet chose to coast along rather than pursue the drop ship. I’m sure it was just an oversight on your part, allowing humans to hijack an Engine that can move entire planets. And between you and me, that awful rumormaster Acelynn-Jabula is going round telling everyone there’s a foreign archon’s agent on board the Diligent. You know, the old arkship that just went near-relativistic—somehow or other—to escape the frigates you finally sent after it? Dear me, time for you to launch a court reshuffle, methinks—get rid of the dead wood and no-hopers. Unless it’s too soon after your last notorious reshuffle, of course. Anyway, if you need any help sorting out all those tragic mistakes, do let me know. My fleet can be there in a few days. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the merger.”

			Thyra stared impassively at Luus-Marcela’s frozen image as the message ended. She extended her hands for her father and Iuntin to touch. “Couldn’t we have started with her?” she asked lightly once they’d connected.

			“The timing is wrong,” her father said. “Her turn will come. Have patience.”

			“I suppose so.”

			“Some good news,” Iuntin said. “The Diligent’s vector is taking it to the ingress Gate for Capo Frois.”

			“And that’s good because?”

			“It confirms their guilt.”

			“Not as much as presenting Finn’s memories to the other queens.”

			“No, but we have to be flexible. Terence Wilson-Fletcher’s report about Gyvoy will act as an excellent ratification that the Diligent is full of human rebels in possession of a Remnant Era artifact that can interfere with Celestial systems. It means you will be able to issue a direct kill order against the Diligent, and all the other queens will endorse it—albeit with their usual sniping. And your order to halt the fleet was in response to the assessment and request of Fleet Intelligence officers. There will be no suspicion directed toward us.”

			Thyra let out a breath. “Yes, it might work. I still can’t believe Finbar Jalgori-Tobu pulled off that stunt.”

			“That’s humans for you,” her father said. “As tricky as they are annoying. Although I do concede what he did was impressive.”

			“We’ll get rid of the Diligent,” Iuntin said. “I’ll send Lady Asahi-Iryna after it right away. She should be able to reach the Capo Frois ingress Gate in a few days. She can also deal with Olomo and Sahdiah. Those two seem to have arrived at a truce; they’ve both set off for the ingress Gate for Capo Frois as well.”

			“I just want us rid of the Diligent,” Thyra said.

			“It will be done, Majesty.”

			“Any news on Uncle Dagon?”

			“No, the Arcadia’s Moon is running dark. They’ll rendezvous with the Lestari and we can proceed with stage two.”

			“Good.” Thyra checked the time. “We should get back to the command compartment. I need to be there to look surprised when the Archimedes Engine powers down.”

			“I’d go for aghast rather than surprised,” her father suggested. “Then switch to very regal.”

			“Yes. That sounds apposite.”

			

			—

			The princesses were summoned to attend Thyra. She smiled inwardly as the command center officers tried not to show their irritation at the chirpy girls. They didn’t have the same training as palace staff and the rest of her court.

			When she was settled into her acceleration couch, she told the admiral to provide a lnc to the Twenty-Three Squadron’s commander.

			“I want you to fly direct to the Capo Frois ingress Gate,” she told the sullen Radwarno-Werkas. “Follow the Diligent through and destroy it. No prisoners, no interrogations, this time humans must learn the price of this outrageous act.”

			“My crews cannot be subject to further high-gee acceleration for several days, ma’am. We were operating at our limit to get this far.”

			“I understand. Proceed as fast as you can. Once the Diligent is in the Capo Frois system, it will be unable to perform that super-acceleration trick again; there is no Archimedes Engine there to save it. You will be able to catch up with it easily.”

			“There are other navy ships closer to the ingress Gate than us.”

			“Indeed, and I’m sure the empress will be thinking of assigning them to the task. I will organize clearance with Her for your frigates. There can be no further mistakes, squadron commander. I believe I can rely on you to finish this job once and for all.”

			“I understand, ma’am. It will be done.”

			“Good.”

			“Ma’am,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said, “the Archimedes Engine is powering down.”

			With an expression of dramatic horror, Thyra watched the broad bulkhead projection. The starbright glow of the stations was visibly reducing as colossal volumes of atmospheric gas continued to race past them in the immense vortex currents they’d established, helping them dissipate the thermal load.

			Somewhere behind her, two officers started whispering harshly. She ignored it, and the admiral shot them a disparaging glare. They immediately clasped hands and fell silent.

			“Ma’am,” the admiral said nervously a minute later.

			“Yes?”

			“We have projected Boksrock’s trajectory. We, uh, know where it’s heading.”

			Thyra half rose from the acceleration couch to stare uncompromisingly at the badly alarmed admiral. The princesses picked up the tension and joined their mother with an array of youthful pouts.

			“What do you mean, where it’s heading?” Thyra demanded.

			

			—

			Carolien-Amaia couldn’t remember a worse state of affairs occurring—not in the last couple of thousand years, anyway. In fact, there probably hadn’t been anything like this since before the Accord.

			She’d been cross with Helena-Thyra for arriving with her fleet so early. All the queens were going to do that, of course; trying to outclass the other was second nature to them now. But this early was just crass. And of course, it happened just when things were going badly wrong on Gondiar. Carolien-Amaia was reluctantly considering that she might just have made a mistake sending General Avone-Valerio to pull that world back on track after Makaio-Faraji’s assassination—and that she’d chosen him mainly to score points against Helena-Thyra didn’t help her mood. Even she had to concede using YouBusters on thousands of petty criminals was possibly a step too far when you were trying to restore order. Not that she could do anything about it, because that was when Josias Aponi started broadcasting sedition across the Kelowan system. At which point a human had hijacked the Archimedes Engine.

			Kelowan’s distance from Dolod meant she had to rely on Helena-Thyra to manage the whole situation—and Helena-Thyra, naturally, was completely screwing it up. Much to Luus-Marcela’s vocal delight. But no one seemed to be acknowledging the enormity of what was happening.

			The assessments of her chief archon, Acelynn-Jabula, were emphasizing how much more there was to the situation. It was, he insisted, simply impossible for humans to take control of an Archimedes Engine. They had to have been helped by a foreign archon. Which meant a Great Game was moving into a very active phase. The consensus was, the hijack would be used to send Dolod back into interstellar space.

			Then the anchor ships englobed Boksrock.

			Carolien-Amaia was apoplectic that Helena-Thyra hadn’t led her fleet in pursuit of the drop ship right at the start. It was obviously up to no good, but the stupid bitch went and deferred to the intelligence officers who, like every archon, just wanted more information. Time was when queens knew how to act properly. A notion she would be forcefully reminding them all at the fleet merger.

			The entire Imperial Palace went to Alert Status Three, trying to predict what response was going to be needed, and who was responsible. Everyone believed the Mara Yama were behind it.

			Then the Diligent went relativistic.

			“We need to consider your safety, Your Highness,” Acelynn-Jabula said. “This situation is now so far outside any of our scenarios we simply cannot predict the threat level.”

			They were in the gallery of the situation bunker, half a kilometer below the lowest level of the Imperial Palace. Laid out on the command floor, fifty military command officers lay on their couches, connected to the planetary defense network, ready to coordinate the response Carolien was trying to formulate.

			“If I’m not safe here, we’ve already lost,” she told him. “Our only priority now is uncovering who is behind this.”

			“Of course. In which case capturing the Diligent intact, with everyone alive, is essential. It’s our only link to the archon who organized this.”

			“You think Gondiar is somehow associated?” On one of the bunker’s screens, Dolod’s light was starting to dim. Carolien eyed it suspiciously. She hated being so totally out of control. As a queen and empress, she dictated events; she didn’t react to them like some helpless human unable to control their own destiny.

			“It has to be,” Acelynn-Jabula said. “Humans in rebellion. Humans hijacking the Archimedes Engine. There’s a ready-made villain for you and the other queens to blame, right there. It’s nonsense. They’ve been played like the simpletons they are. Our number one target has got to be the imitation Gyvoy Enfoe. Makaio-Faraji’s organization provided us with that piece of information. He was always a capable archon.”

			“And the only archon I ever heard of to be assassinated,” Carolien-Amaia pondered. “Certainly inside the Crown Dominion.”

			“There are no coincidences, Your Highness, not anymore. Not today.”

			“If Makaio-Faraji was doing such a good job, why would Helena-Thyra’s new chief archon replace him?”

			“A more interesting question I feel is: Why would Helena-Thyra replace Lord Gahiji-Calder?”

			Carolien gave him a shocked look. “You don’t think…?”

			“Orders always come down from above,” he said flatly.

			“She can’t be behind this. She is a queen of the Crown Dominion.”

			“One of five. Always having to share the Imperial Throne.”

			“No!” From her position Carolien-Amaia saw one of the officers sit up abruptly. He immediately faced the gallery, his dismay apparent even from where she was sitting. “What is it?” she demanded.

			“We have confirmed Boksrock’s new trajectory, Your Highness,” he stammered. “It’s going to hit us.”

			“What do you mean, ‘us’?”

			“Kelowan. It’s going to hit Kelowan.”

			—

			Message origin Neusch: Kelowan? Boksrock is going to collide with Kelowan?

			Message origin Clavissa: Yes.

			Message origin Neusch: Sweet fucking Asteria!

			Message origin Clavissa: I’m scared. I’ve never seen Helena-Thyra this angry. Um, I think we should stop communicating. Just in case.

			

			—

			High above the Imperial Palace, the multitude of kestrel sprites detected the activity they had waited for ever since they reached the capital city. Hundreds of vehicles were driving out of the massive palace structure as, halfway up the slope of the mountain covered in livestone megabuildings, one of the giant geodesic domes enclosing a temperate environment arboretum was splitting open. Twenty curving sections hinged apart as if they were petals of some gigantic mechanical flower.

			The kestrel sprites all altered direction, flocking together directly above the open dome. Thousands of them so close together formed a translucent cyclone. Below them, the floor of the dome was breaking apart, its huge segments sliding ponderously back under the rim, taking trees and soil and streams with them. Their withdrawal revealed a deep cylindrical hangar. Glinting in the center of the gloom it contained was the spike nose of the empress’s emergency fast-evacuation craft.

			The kestrel sprites tightened their spiral in anticipation, forming a funnel three kilometers high.

			

			—

			Carolien-Amaia hurried along the bridge that led from the hangar wall to the evacuation craft: a vehicle surprisingly similar in profile to one of the primitive rocket ships of Old Earth. Ten Knights in full four-legged combat armor trotted ahead of her; fifteen more brought up the rear behind the Imperial entourage. The five princesses hurried along, grim-faced and shocked into silence. Her father was with them, as were three of the most senior court members. All of them were silent and dazed. They were the only members of her usual entourage who qualified for a seat.

			Acelynn-Jabula was at her side. “Members of court are being assigned the first tower capsules,” he said. “They’ll be at the georing in a day. Tower control are talking about increasing the capsule speeds so we can get everyone up in time. People can take two gees easily enough.”

			“Everyone?” Carolien barked.

			“Kelowan’s population.”

			“How many?”

			“Around eight hundred million,” her father told her. “If you don’t count Changelings like the Deain.”

			“Priorities, daddy, priorities. Boksrock won’t hit for another three weeks. If there’s time at the end, we’ll bring them up.”

			“Okay.”

			“Will the georing habitats hold everybody?”

			“Yes. Easily, actually. They have a lot of volume between them.”

			“Uh, your dreadnaught is on its way down to a ten-thousand-kilometer orbit to rendezvous with the fast-evacuation craft,” Acelynn-Jabula told her.

			“Escort?” she snapped.

			“Twenty frigates, two battlecruisers.”

			“I have to ask this…”

			“Yes?”

			“Can we blow it up?”

			“Boksrock? No, Your Highness, I’m afraid not. Not even the combined Imperial Fleet has the firepower to overcome the gravitational binding energy of a planet that size.”

			“How about diverting it? Knocking it off course?” The moment of silence was enough to tell her the answer.

			“The navy thinks not. By the time enough ships have rendezvoused, it would be too late. You also have to take gravitational attraction into account. If they pass close to each other, Kelowan and Boksrock will simply pull each other toward collision.”

			“Like magnets.”

			“Yes.”

			“I will find them, Acelynn-Jabula. No matter how long it takes me, I will find the dominion that did this. And they will be exterminated down to the last living cell.”

			“I will be at your side when it happens, Your Highness.”

			Carolien-Amaia almost said: No you won’t. Not knowing anything about a Great Game strategy that culminated in smashing Boksrock into Kelowan was the greatest intelligence failure in the history of the Centauri Cluster. As soon as they docked with the dreadnaught, Acelynn was going to be witnessing Kelowan’s death from orbit, in person, and without a spacesuit. She felt utterly betrayed by him.

			Captain Fanzlane-Mak was waiting for them just inside the airlock. He saluted. “Your Highness, this is a great honor.”

			“Save it. Are we flight ready?”

			“Yes, Your Highness.”

			“Good, get me out of here.”

			“Uh, the palace hasn’t finished evacuating—”

			“Get. Me. Out. Of. Here. Right now!”

			“Yes, Your Highness.” He turned and ran for the flight deck.

			Carolien-Amaia took a moment to make sure all the princesses were lying properly in their acceleration couches. The airlock hatches shut. She lay back on her own couch and pressed her hands down on the contact bulbs. A surge of impressions filled her mind. Snapshots of the palace, which was nearly deserted. Some multi-passenger vehicles were driving fast on the roads that ran out from the base of the palace, but they were still close. Should follow orders quicker, she thought. A moment of sentiment as she flicked through cameras in the stables. The Awakened animals knew something was wrong; they were restless. Several of the larger ones had broken out of their stalls to amble around the gardens, searching for someone to explain what was happening.

			Farther out, train carriages within the extensive tunnels under the city were being diverted to residential blocks. Buildings were full of frantic activity as parents rounded up their children. Like ants when a boot kicks the nest open.

			“Ready for launch, Highness.”

			Carolien-Amaia withdrew her perception from the doomed city. “Go.”

			

			—

			The kestrel sprites saw the antimatter rockets light up. It was impossible not to. The radiation surge, the incandescent light, the hurricane blast of superheated air; any halfway decent sensor on the other side of the star system could detect the emergency fast-evacuation craft.

			Vast clouds of cloying brown dust surged upward out of the hangar. The seven-thousand-ton craft rose out of the center of the maelstrom, its deadly exhaust turning all solid matter it touched into hypercharged sub-atomic fog. The blast shattered half of the palace buildings and spires, scattering debris over ten kilometers. Fires erupted within the ruins.

			Fifty kilometers above, the cyclone of kestrel sprites began to fluctuate, sliding en masse as the craft’s precise upward trajectory was calculated. The cyclone started to break apart as individual kestrel sprites surged forward in a lopsided murmuration two kilometers across.

			The fast-evacuation craft was accelerating at three gees as it reached the top of the stratosphere. It sliced through the murmuration. The kestrel sprites that weren’t in or close to its passage were instantly incinerated by the heat of the plasma flames as it soared past them. Supersonic shock waves sent hundreds tumbling away as they approached. Only those that were directly above the nose managed to hit and stick.

			Out of the thousands that’d been seeded into Kelowan’s upper atmosphere, eighty-seven were left adhering to the fuselage. They began to flow along the ultrabonded carbotanium, searching out the airlock and engineering hatches. Atom-thick edges slithered through the seals. Once they were inside the craft, they sought out the power and data cables, penetrating their casings.

			

			—

			Carolien-Amaia began to relax as they cleared the mesosphere. The craft was still accelerating at three gees, but now it was curving over to the east as it powered its way into an elliptical orbit that would bring them up to a rendezvous with the huge dreadnaught and its escort.

			“How long will it take to separate the habitats from the georing?” she asked.

			“I’m not getting an answer on that,” her father said. “The engineers say they don’t know.”

			“I bet the navy could cut them off fast.”

			“I’m sure they could.”

			“What sort of clearance will they have…” She trailed off as the cabin lights flickered. Her hand came down fast on the contact bulb. The connection was erratic. Diagnostic schematics of the fast-evacuation craft fluttered and broke apart, fragments tumbling about inside her skull. “Captain!” she shouted.

			The lights went out, and the antimatter rockets failed, dropping them into free fall.

			“Mother Empress?” one of the princesses squealed.

			“Oh, shit.” Acelynn-Jabula groaned in defeat. “We fell for it.”

			“Fell for wh—”

			

			—

			The Dracaenae’s optical sensors were trained on Kelowan. They provided a very clear image of the pristine white-and-blue globe with its golden georing halo glinting. Thyra watched it with her mouth lifted in a faint urbane smile, waiting…

			Her father and the chief archon were at her side. None of them had spoken in what seemed like an age.

			Then a tiny starbright spark appeared on Kelowan’s equator. It crawled slowly and silently across the planet as it reached for the heavens. Thyra inhaled sharply as it vanished. A second later there was a dazzling flash as twenty grams of antimatter breached the confinement chamber wall.

			“Ooops,” she murmured in deadly commiseration. “One bitch down, three to go.” Her hands were proffered to her companions with regal magnanimity.

			“We need to wait for official confirmation that Carolien-Amaia is dead,” her father said through the connection. “I imagine it will take a while for her court to acknowledge it.”

			“Irrelevant,” Iuntin said. “We did it. I have waited so long for this moment, I don’t know if I should laugh or cry.”

			“Just rejoice,” Bekket said. “I do.”

			“I thank both of you, and all those who stand behind us, for your efforts,” Thyra told them demurely. “Father, as soon as confirmation arrives from Kelowan, I will be messaging Luus-Marcela and reminding her that I am the queen who succeeds as empress after Carolien. I will issue a formal notification that I have assumed all Imperial powers. Then we embark on the noble quest to save a planet’s population. My fleet will oversee the effort.”

			“And then we start phase two.”

			“We do indeed,” Thyra said. “I’m really looking forward to finally meeting grandmother Khepri. The whole Crown Dominion will rejoice that the true queen of Kelowan returns from exile.”

			“And that she will take her rightful place as empress,” Iuntin said.

			Thyra’s head tilted with avian deftness to regard him contentedly, then some errant voice from deep inside her head said: You stupid girl.

			

			—

			It wasn’t like emerging from a normal Gate’s frame jump. This was too fast, yet it took way too long. Finn let out a wild yelp. He could’ve sworn a static spark was snapping through his brain. His hands certainly tingled from the discharge.

			Several other startled cries emerged across the Diligent’s command and control center. Otylia was giving him the strangest look. He grinned an apology at her. “It’s okay, we’re out.”

			“So we’re flying relativistic now?”

			“Er, no. The ZPZ kept us in the frame the whole trip.”

			“Finn, just tell me where the hell we are.”

			He started searching the screens. “I sincerely hope…” His arm shot out, pointing. “There. The Capo Frois ingress Gate of Heaven.”

			Otylia regarded the huge Elohim machine cautiously. “Capo Frois?”

			“Yeah.” He shrugged. “It’s got five other Gates, so once we arrive there, we have some good options.”

			“To run?” Ellie said dubiously.

			“A long, long way, yes.”

			“Finn,” Zelinda said. “Whatever this fake Gyvoy’s done, we’ve been set up to take the fall. We have to expose him as a Celestial archon. It’s the only way out for humans.”

			“I know, but we only just got away from those navy frigates and whatever those other two ships were. That’ll never happen again, okay? We go through the Gate and regroup. If we stay here, the navy will take us out. There are a lot of innocents on board, starting with my nephews and nieces.”

			“He’s right,” Ellie said. “And we need time to try and find out how badly Gyvoy messed with our minds and memories.”

			“Otylia?” Finn asked.

			“Yeah,” she sighed. “Through the Gate. Zelinda?”

			“Yes. But I have to come back at some point.”

			“You’re not the marchioness. You don’t owe Gondiar anything.”

			“But I am the marchioness, Otylia. It’s not just a title, you know.”

			“It’s a duty,” Finn said.

			“That’s right.”

			“I’ll help if I can,” he promised her. “Mother would expect nothing less.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Captain,” Finn said, “please take us to the ingress Gate.”

			“As you wish. Are we dumping the anchor craft first?”

			“Hell no, that stays with us. It’s got plenty of weird tech inside, not to mention there’s a few grams of antimatter left. It’s worth a fortune to the right buyer.”

			“You mean the wrong buyer,” Otylia corrected him.

			He rolled his eyes. “Oh, Goddess; I’ve got two big sisters now.”

			

			—

			The Arcadia’s Moon was using its neutral exhaust to accelerate away from Dolod and the Wynid queen’s fleet. Josias reckoned it was producing about a tenth of a gee. He would have preferred more, given what had happened with Dolod and Boksrock. He wanted to put a lot of distance between himself and any navy ship. There was going to be hell to pay when Kelowan was destroyed.

			He looked across the lounge to where Gyvoy was sitting, talking in a low voice to Liliana.

			“I’m not going to make any more speeches,” he announced.

			They both looked at him.

			“Why is that?” Gyvoy asked.

			“People need to calm the hell down. I’m all for standing together and campaigning for politicians to make changes; that’s a good thing. Even a bit of civil disobedience has its place. But Goddess, Gyvoy, taking out a whole planet? That’s too rich for my blood. So I’ll just sit this one out, thanks.”

			“That’s too bad. We were relying on you to spread the word when we reach the next system.”

			“We’re going outsystem?”

			“Yes. To Capo Frois. I happen to know something is going to happen there. The demon queens are going to use it to throw their weight around again. I’m going to show them they can’t. I’m going to show everyone. People deserve to know their oppressors can be beaten.”

			“You haven’t beaten the Imperial Celestials, son. You took it too far is all.”

			“I’m sad you think that, man.”

			“So what are you going to do, throw me out of the airlock? Should be easy. I’m old. I won’t be able to put up a fight.”

			“No, nobody’s doing that. But I think we can convince you to stick with us. You see, what we’re carrying now makes humans as powerful as Celestials. Once we’ve demonstrated that power, they’ll have to leave us alone.”

			“Power? You mean more violence.”

			“I consider it to be a balance of violence. You saw what the Celestials did on Gondiar. Well, now they know we can match that—and then some. So I’m going to ask you to do the honorable thing and negotiate a settlement for us. That is what you do best, isn’t it? Your whole thing? The man who walked on Old Earth knows how to make a deal.”

			“I’ve agreed a few, yeah.”

			“Boksrock was excessive, I admit that. But you have to go excessive if you want their attention—and sweet Asteria, do we have it! All we have to do is show them it wasn’t a one-off. That we are their equals. Well…that’s where you come in. We still want to trade with them; we still want to live on Gondiar and Anoosha. You are someone humans know and respect. They’ll accept a deal you make, because they know they can trust you. So, please consider staying around, yes?”

			Josias frowned. “You didn’t bring an Archimedes Engine on board, I know that much. So what did you bring? What can you use to threaten a dominion whose navy can wipe out entire worlds?”

			“Something else that can wipe out worlds. Equality, I told you; that’s the only way to get what we want. It’s funny, but for all the sophistication of Celestial military tech, one of the oldest weapons is still the one everyone fears.” He clapped his hands together in front of his face, then quickly splayed them wide. “Boom.”

			“A bomb. Holy crap, you have a bomb! Of course you do. I’m forty thousand years in my own future and I’m sitting in a starship with a revolutionary who has a bomb. You’re right, I do know how to make this deal.”

			“It’s not just a bomb. I have The Bomb. Many bombs.”

			Josias had known as soon as Gyvoy said bomb. But he played dumb, because even forty thousand years in the future, fanatics were still stupid little fuckers. “What sort? It’s a nuke, isn’t it?”

			“Better. I pulled all the fuel out of the station: antimatter.”

			“Ah. Right. I think I can remember the equation. If a gram of antimatter and a gram of matter annihilate each other, they produce about a forty-kiloton blast. That’s city-killer size. It’s impressive, but I’m not sure the Celestials will believe you can achieve threat parity with that.”

			Gyvoy leaned forward in his chair and gave Josias a savage grin. “The Archimedes Engine stations use degenerate antimatter for fuel. It’s super-compressed, so you can pack a lot of mass into one of their confinement chambers.”

			“Okay, so how much did you bring up?”

			“Three thousand tons.”

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Finn’s story will conclude in The Archimedes Engine Book Two: The Helium Sea]
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