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WELCOME TO THE EDGE

★

by STEPHEN GASKELL










BACK IN 2011, when the Maelstrom's Edge project was first pitched to me, I knew immediately that I wanted to be on board. Of course, the project didn't have a name at that point—that was something we spent weeks batting around later—but it did have a very clear concept at its heart: a tsunami of annihilating energy sweeping up the arm of the galaxy, a wavefront light-years wide that could snuff out stars like candles and obliterate long-settled worlds as if they were made of glass.

The only chance of escape was to flee, make a beeline for the wormhole network, and head for systems that still had years or decades left before the tsunami hit.

Fleeing was a fine idea in principle, but in practice? Next to impossible.

Rimward systems could only welcome a fraction of the billions who sought refuge before their own planets would become overwhelmed. And in any case spacecraft capable of ferrying people into the wormhole network were thin on the ground. In short there'd be massive friction—between the Arm's major players, between systems, between planetary communities, even between families.

Conflict on every scale.

And conflict is the engine of narrative.

The whole concept fascinated me.

A galaxy colonized over tens of thousands of years before faster-than-light travel had been discovered, meaning humanity had fractured into countless civilisations like a shattered mirror.

An FTL wormhole network but no instantaneous communication, so that even in the present day, system-to-system contact was more like the old horseback postal system of the wild west.

Towards the heart of the Arm, systems dense with history and life, rich with mesmerising cities and glittering orbitals. Others on the edges of colonized space nothing but barren wastelands, inhabited by robotic terraforming teams, transforming worlds for settlers to land decades hence.

Worldships ploughing through the long night between the stars.

Abandoned worlds still cooling from the aftermath of the A.I. wars that had ended a millenia earlier.

Strange eldritch lifeforms ekeing out existences in the darkness.

Mercenaries, bounty hunters, pirates.

Lost fleets.

All against the backdrop of this implacable wavefront of roiling, annihilating energy that consumed everything in its path.

For a storyteller the possibilities were endless.

When does a government tell their people their world is doomed?

Where does a person go in the face of certain death?

What is life like for a stellar refugee who has lost everything?

Who has the right to rise up against their leaders?

What is justified in the fight for survival?

In fact, with such a huge, spectacular canvas, and such scope for stories of all flavours, I knew straight away that this was a universe ripe for exploration by some of the best SF writers working today.

First though, with the tabletop miniatures war game central to the first stage of the Maelstrom's Edge project, we fleshed out our first four factions.

The Epirian Foundation: a massive military-industrial organisation split into a dozen corporations with primary expertises in a range of fields including governance, robotics, terraforming, and armaments—both production and deployment. With interests stretching across thousands of systems, the Epirians are a major player in life up and down the Arm, governing billions, employing millions, and prospecting worlds at the farthest reaches of human-explored space.

The Karist Enclave: an ultra-secretive, religious organisation whose central belief is that, if properly prepared, the Maelstrom brings not annihilation, but Ascension to those who burn in its coruscating light. Travelling to Edge-threatened worlds, the Karists infiltrate all levels of society with the aim of overthrowing governments, taking control—peaceable if possible, militarily if not—and preparing populations for Ascension.

The Artarian Remnant: with their homeworlds lost to the Maelstrom in the first decades following its arrival, the Artarians nevertheless managed to transfer a sizeable fraction of their populations into vast worldships, called Remnants. Technologically superior to almost all others along the Arm, their worldships are marvels of engineering, and the only things the Artarians lack are resources and numbers. As such, in their constant flight away from the Maelstrom, Edge-threatened worlds provide great opportunties for plunder. For some on the ground, a Remnant's arrival spells disaster. For others, it means a chance of escape.

And last, but by no means least, the Broken. From the factories and the slums, the Broken are all those who have been abandoned by their leaders, but still have the courage to fight for their right to survival. Refugees and revolutionaries, pirates and mercenaries, the Broken are a diverse congregation, united in one aim: living to fight another day. Impoverished humans battle alongside enslaved aliens, swarming Edge-threatened worlds, scavenging resources, and trading stories of the infamous Exiled Lords who might one day lead them to greatness—or death.

After writing hundreds of thousands of words for our Maelstrom's Edge world bible, and curating a huge library of concept art, the universe and the factions were sufficiently fleshed out for us to approach some of today's best SF writers. In a whirlwind few days at LonCon 2014, we pitched the project to over a dozen leading SF authors, and the reception was overwhelmingly positive.

Like myself, every author grasped the amazing potential of the Maelstrom's Edge universe for telling intense, intimate stories set against an epic backdrop of conflict and danger. Within minutes, every writer's imagination was working overtime, coming up with new angles, new ideas. Alastair Reynolds, an author who knows a thing or two about galactic-spanning space opera, came away mightily impressed with the nuances of our worldbuilding. Suffice to say, we came away from those meetings with big smiles on our faces, and more importantly—with several SF superstars signed up to the project.

Today, you hold in your hands those starbursts of ideas rendered into ten dazzling pieces of fiction.

In these pages are tales of expeditions to abandoned worlds, quiet revolutions, undercover missions, nightmarish creatures, and more. In these pages you will meet people from many walks of life, from Boscile, the engimatic figure at the heart of Remainers, to Monkey, the street kid fighting to get off-world in Little Bots. At the Maelstrom's Edge you will encounter all the hues of human emotion dialled up to eleven—hope, despair, hate, shame, love.

And this is only the beginning.

						                                    —SG


REMAINERS

★

by ALASTAIR REYNOLDS










The Edge is littered with abandoned systems, a fractal shoreline of pristine and plundered worlds. On past expeditions Luza Mataran has scavenged everything from Epirian mecha to Lorican combat suits, but recent deals have gone bad, and this time she's brought her crew closer to the Edge than ever before. And in Garran Boscile, she might be in the pay of her strangest client yet…










I'VE ALWAYS TRIED to do the right thing as a Captain. It's why the client came to me in the first place. He heard that Luza Mataran was a name to trust, and that she had a good crew.

He'd heard that I was ethical.

Maybe he should have found someone else.




*




'Not again,' Drago said, easing into the navigator's seat behind me. 'In all the worlds, please tell me you're not playing that recording again.'

'Not a crime,' I said, freezing the image on a single frame. 'No one said I wasn't allowed to have my hull cameras running while we got the meet and greet.'

'You don't even like politicians.'

'Never said I did.'

'Then why …'

'Looking for clues, is all. Trying to see how a man like that does what he does. How he keeps that gleam in his eye. That glint in his smile. How he manages to make it sound so sincere, so heartfelt, when we all know he met twenty crews just that morning.'

Trelusker's entourage had been moving through the docks just before our departure. They were fresh in from another quadrant, where I guessed they had been doing more of the same morale-building. Trelusker was the focus of it all, of course, standing tall and broad-shouldered, listening with sincere and concerned interest as he talked to captains, navigators, engineers, everyone involved in the evacuation effort. Around him was a phalanx of planetary governors, coordinators, peacekeepers, guildspeople, journalists, security staff and nervous timekeepers with an eye on the next appointment, the next shuttle window.

The camera was in our undercarriage well, angled down from the Grey Ghost so that it caught the back of me, with Drago to my right, Maisha to my left, and the rest of my crew standing a little awkwardly off to the sides, not really knowing what to do with themselves. Trelusker was shaking my hand on the freeze frame. He was big. He made me look tiny, like a little girl meeting a giant.

I allowed it to advance. The audio pickup was poor, but his firm, commanding voice seemed to cut through the static and background noise.

'It's Luza, isn't it?' He bent down, cocking his handsome, classically-proportioned head as if in recognition of an old acquaintance. 'I remember your name from the latest reports – the good work you've all done. Your crew does you credit – does all of us credit. You have my admiration, Luza – my admiration and my utmost gratitude, and I speak not just for myself, but for all the citizens you've helped relocate.'

I mumbled out an answer. 'Thank you … sir.'

'Sir,' Drago mocked. 'Listen to you, all please and thank you.'

'Someone had to talk to him,' I said.

'And you weren't slow in lapping it up. You liked being told you were something special.'

'Of course I did.'

On the image, Maisha bent down to pick up a piece of equipment left over from our repair work.

'That's your answer, right there. Guy's like a grease-gun. Without the grease he squirts out, the whole damned machine would seize up within weeks. It's an act. But a damned good one, and not everyone could pull it off.'

I killed the image. Through the windows above the console, the energy walls of the cybel tunnel streaked past at harrowing speed.

'You done? I didn't see you complaining about being lavished with praise.'

'Oh, I'll take all the praise in the world. The only thing that's puzzling me is why we walked away from that ongoing line of work, when Trelusker was still willing to pay.'

'For the moment, this job pays better.'

'Because it's a weird one,' Drago said. 'And we know nothing about the client.'

'It's an in-and-out. A taxi run to Calexis is a lot easier than stuffing our hold with several hundred evacuees and their smelly, mewling kids.'

'Said the idealist.'

'Idealism's fine. I approve. But it won't put new shocks on the undercarriage, new plating on the hull.'




*




The cybel gate fell quickly behind, diminishing to a tiny ring floating against the face of the gas giant it orbited. Our destination, Calexis, was a heavy, life-capable moon of that same giant. We could be on it in six hours from emergence. Say another twelve hours on-world, to retrieve whatever it was our client – Mister Garran Boscile – had come for. And then up and out again. Six hours back to the cybel gate, give or take. One day in total, maybe less, and we'd be back on our way home. 

Almost too good to be true, except for one slight complication.

'What were you saying about an easy in-and-out?' Drago said, nodding at the window.

'You knew what it would be like.'

'Knowing and seeing are two different things. Now I'm going to start having nightmares.'

'What gives me nightmares,' I said, trying to put a nonchalant tone into my answer, 'is the threat of having my ship repossessed because I can't pay the upkeep. Not just my welfare on the line, either.'

'It's my welfare I'm worried about.'

'We'll be out of here in twenty four hours, you have my word. And if that focuses our minds, so much the better.'

The door opened behind me. It was Maisha, with Mister Boscile just behind her.

'So we're really doing this,' Maisha said, as the colours of the Maelstrom played across her face, making her tattoos squirm and dance as if they were alive. 'Thought for a while back there it might turn out to be a bad joke. It's not, is it?'

'Nothing about this is a joke,' Boscile answered gravely.

He was a thin, severe-looking man dressed entirely in black, lending him a forbidding, clerical air. His face was long, his mouth bracketed by deep, gloomy folds of skin. His hair was a white tonsure, shaved close to the skin. He wore small round spectacles with black metal frames. The bulging lenses made his pupils swim large, studying me with an interrogator's eye for detail.

I wondered why he'd never had the eyes fixed. Perhaps it suited him, hiding behind those lenses.

'She didn't mean it literally,' Drago said. He had already taken against our dour, unsmiling client.

'Take a seat, Mister Boscile.' I indicated one of the fold-down passenger seats opposite the navigator's position. 'Maisha: are we set for atmospheric insertion?'

'Good as we'll get, with the hull in the state it's in. Engines should just about hold.'

I ran my tongue along the furry insides of my teeth. 'With luck, we'll fix both hull and engines as soon as we're back in dock. You sure you couldn't have picked a more beat-up ship and crew, Mister Boscile?'

'You suited my purposes admirably, Captain. You have a reputation.'

'Only good, I hope.'

Boscile steepled his fingers. They were thin, the nails long but clean and neatly manicured.

'Of course,' he answered.




*




It was all wrong, coming up on a planet this way. A screaming grey blank on the normally busy traffic radar. No transponder fixes, no radio chatter between ships and stations. No proximity alarms, no anti-collision warnings. No approach instructions, no requests to enter a pre-orbit hold or join a long line of ships waiting for their atmospheric insertion window.

Just silence, across all the bands. The occasional crackle or chirp of some distant stellar storm or galactic black hole, but nothing that was made by machines or people. No ships coming or going anywhere at all. A few abandoned hulks, too big or decrepit to be worth the expense of moving, a few orbital stations and docking complexes, all powered down to darkness, swinging around doomed Calexis like black chandeliers. They would still be here when the front hit.

No lights down on Calexis, either. The darkside really was dark, not a fairytale sprawl of cities and resorts and spaceports. No surface traffic, no comms, no infrastructure, no power generation. The cities were still gridded warmspots of lingering infrared, but that was only the fading signature left after centuries of inhabitation. No one was actually living down there now.

'Place creeps me out,' Drago said.

'Anywhere without a brothel creeps you out,' Maisha said.

Drago nodded, as if this was fair criticism. 'True. But at least I have standards.'

'Buckle in,' I said, directing this statement at Boscile. 'Hull plating the way it is, could get a little bumpy.'

Boscile had given me a rough idea of the quadrant where we needed to be, so I brought the Grey Ghost in on a steep insertion near the division between day and night.

We levelled out and went subsonic, cutting back into day.

For an hour we slid across broken cities, streets turning green, over harbours littered with abandoned yachts and luxury liners, over vast regimented tracts of emptied housing. Once in a while there was a curl of smoke, a fire or the traces of one, and now and then an infrared hit from some moving heat source, but I never slowed to investigate. It was a matter of record that there were no people down there: the evacuation had been one hundred percent. Animals, maybe, escaped from zoos or farms. They had free roam of Calexis now: their own little paradise, while it lasted.

'Look at those buildings!' Drago said, pointing to a pair of crooked towers rising from a circular plinth. 'They're about ready to topple into each other!'

'They're not towers,' Boscile said. 'Circle nearer, if you wish. You may as well learn something of the local history.'

I steered us closer, but kept a safe margin from the crooked towers. Something about them stirred a deep uneasiness through me. 'They're legs,' I said with a shiver of recognition, taking in the vast sculpted boots, the clifflike folds of fabric cast into the sides of the towers. 'Must be a kilometre tall, just the part that's left! They go up to the knees, but …'

'The rest of the statue was destroyed. It took a nuclear charge to demolish the upper portion, and even then – as you can see – much remained.'

'The statue of what?' I asked.

'Of whom, more properly.'

'There's something written on the plinth,' Maisha said. 'Vor … something. Can't make out the rest of it. Pretty overgrown around the base.'

'Vorgon Lehrter,' Boscile said. 'Does that name mean anything to you?'

'Can't say it does,' I answered.

'There's the head,' Drago said excitedly. 'I thought it was a little mountain, jutting up from the ground.'

I took us over the head. The nuclear blast must have been concentrated around the torso, because – other than being severed from the neck – the head seemed to be relatively intact. It had come to ground so that its huge sightless eyes appeared to be staring with implacable regard on the Maelstrom itself, although I supposed that was only an accident of the hour of day.

The face was narrow, hook-nosed, with a cruel disdain to the lips.

'Nice looking fellow,' Drago said.

'So who was this Vorgon Lehrter anyway?' Maisha asked.

'A local warlord,' Boscile said. 'Tyrant, mercenary, butcher – call him what you will. He erected this statue in his own name, during a period when it seemed his hold on power was absolute. The coming of the Maelstrom – the chaos and fear of the evacuation - made it easy for a man like that to rise to power. He was also prepared to do a great deal to maintain that hold. Shall I mention one incident?'

'Please do,' I said.

'Lehrter had negotiated the transfer of a tract of land – a peninsula a little south of these forests – from one warlord to another. A community, not much more than a village, wouldn't agree to this plan. So rather than leave a headache for the new warlord, Lehrter had the entire community executed where they stood. He didn't just leave it to his soldiers, either. Lehrter was quite prepared to take on some of that burden himself.'

'I guess someone decided they'd had enough,' Maisha said. 'Looks like justice was served, one way or another.'

'It usually prevails,' Boscile answered.




*




I was glad when we put the ruined statue behind us.

Calexis's sun dipped toward the horizon. The cities and housing zones had given away to forest, cut through the occasional river. The light turned dusky, the sky shot through with a sickly yellow. The gas giant was a looming presence, but it was surprising how much of the sky it left uncovered. Bannering across that greater area were faint veins of purple and rose, twisting and recombining with a perceptible mesmeric slowness. The Maelstrom was beginning to show through.

The forest continued. Finally a single black structure showed on the horizon, pushing up like a lone finger.

'Another statue?' Drago speculated.

'Not this time,' Boscile said. 'It is – or was – a private medical complex, specialised in a certain range of high-expense procedures. Long fallen into neglect, of course. Set down on it, if you will.' Boscile's black sleeve draped off a stick-thin wrist as he pointed. 'There is a landing deck.'

'Ship-rated?'

'Not specifically.'

'Then you've got to be kidding. This is a space freighter, not some dinky little runabout.'

'I studied the specifics of your vessel,' Boscile answered calmly. 'I needed something capable of reaching Calexis, yet not too large that it would overload the limits of the structure. Your ship satisfies both requirements.'

'Guess next time you'll check the small print,' Drago muttered.

I circled us around, slowly losing height. The lone structure was an upright monolith rising from the forest. Its sheer fluted sides were coated in a highly reflective black cladding, but there were no windows or markings, and certainly nothing to hint at the function or ownership of the structure.

The landing deck was a square ledge, buttressed out from one corner of the building. It was large enough, but that was only half the story.

I dropped the landing gear. I waited for the delay as the forward leg locked into place and the lights on my console turned green.

'Hope he allowed for thruster blast,' Drago muttered.

Boscile turned to him. 'I considered both static and dynamic loads … with an ample margin of error.'

I brought the Grey Ghost in as gently as I could, the landing gear kissing the deck then slowly absorbing the ship's weight. Our down-draught blew dust from the deck. Gradually I reduced power, the engine whine dying away to nothing, until at last we were down and stable.

I held my breath for at least a minute.

'What now, Mister Boscile?'

'Lower your boarding ramp. When I have conducted my business here, I will return.'

'Good luck,' I said.

While he was on his way back to his quarters I lowered the ramp from the belly and opened the external lock.

Calexis was safe enough. Large areas of the planet had been sinking into abandonment as the bulk of the population were moved offworld, buildings and roads crumbling, woods and forests creeping into empty cities, but there hadn't been time for any major shifts to the biosphere. The Maelstrom front was also still too far away to be having a significant physical effect, although that would change in the coming months.

Nonetheless, it was nowhere I cared to spend too much time, not with that twisted auroral nightmare hanging over us like an omen of destruction. I kept the ship on launch readiness, drumming fingers on the console, thinking about another drink to take the edge off things.

Maisha and Drago exchanged the odd nervous glance but chose to say nothing.
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What did any of us really know about our taciturn, black clad client? Not more than we ever needed to know. If they could pay a portion of the fee up front, I was generally satisfied. Sometimes the jobs were complicated, or of questionable legality. The fewer the questions asked, often the better.

The Boscile job had seemed simple enough. It might not be wise to go against the flow of the evacuation effort, going back to a world that had already been cleared out, but it certainly wasn't forbidden. If Garran Boscile was into some sort of extralegal activity – something akin to looting, maybe – then nothing about his demeanour fitted that picture. In the few conversations I'd had with him, I'd formed the idea that our client was closer to a scholar than a criminal. There was an obsessive, driven look in his eyes – the mad glint of a man looking for the final part in a puzzle that had consumed a lifetime, or a large part of it.

If the man wanted answers, and could pay, who was I to say no?

I stood up. I'd had enough of following progress on a screen, not after we'd come all this way. I worked my way back through the ship, bumping into one or two other members of the crew, until I was standing at the top of the ramp, one hand on a hydraulic ram.

Boscile was already at the base of the ramp, ready to step off. One hand was empty. The other clutched the handle of a large metal case, one that almost seemed too bulky – and presumably heavy – for the ease with which it was carried.

'I hope this is worth it,' I called down to him.

'You've done very well, Captain. In a little while you'll understand how vital this contract has been. You'll have assisted me in righting a great wrong.'

'Thing is, I'm not really in the wrong righting business.'

'You are now,' he answered.

Boscile moved to the edge of the deck. A short descending flight of steps connected it to the main part of the building. The roof of the main structure was a square, perfectly flat except for a low service building set in the middle. There was an open doorway in the side of that building, and a stairwell leading down into unlit darkness. There were no walls anywhere around the outside, so it had presumably been uncommon for visitors to come up here, unless they were using the landing deck.

Boscile walked to the edge of the building. He knelt down with the case on the ground, flipped its lid and took out a stubby cylinder. He did something to the end of the cylinder and it began to flare a bright pink, giving off billowing wafts of thick, chemically dyed smoke. Boscile waved the object over the side of the building, then set it down on the very edge, so that the flare's brightness would have been visible from the ground. He then took a second cylinder from the case, locked the case, and carried it and the cylinder back to the central stairwell. He activated the second flare and threw it into the stairwell.

Pink light flickered away down into unseen depths.

Boscile walked back to the base of the boarding ramp. 'I have summoned them,' he said. 'They will be here before too long.'

'Them?' I asked, barely having to raise my voice since the air was so still.

'Remainers. Groups of people who chose not to be evacuated. They have their reasons; ours is not to argue with them.'

'Karist crackpots, you mean.'

'Not all, Captain. Some remain out of a deep personal attachment to the soil they were born on. They would rather die here, than live somewhere else. You cannot blame them for that. Others remain purely as a point of principle: if the evacuation program forbids them from remaining, then they will do their utmost to disobey it. Near the end, on this world as on many others, it was not too difficult. It was hard enough coordinating the effort to evacuate the willing, let alone those who would rather stay behind.'

'No one stayed behind.'

'No one was officially left behind. That's not entirely the same thing. By my reckoning around a million souls remain on Calexis, organised into a dozen or so semi-independent communities. We would say that they were regressing to a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, except there'll never be time for that.'

'Fine,' I said, only slightly rattled by this information. 'If they've chosen to stay here, that's their stupid choice. What the hell do they want with you?'

'The basic human necessities, Captain.' He knelt down and opened another layer of the case. It folded out to reveal ranks of small glass vials, with colour-coded stoppers. 'Medical supplies have become scarce since the hospitals were abandoned. You'd think it would be the opposite, but the authorities were very careful to make sure the major stocks were destroyed or contaminated. Given that the drugs had already been paid for, it was an act of pure spite. They gained nothing by doing that, except to make life more difficult for those who stayed behind.'

'If life's difficult now, wait until the Maelstrom arrives.'

'The Remainers know that,' Boscile said curtly. 'Do you think them fools? To see out the Maelstrom is their choice. But they need not suffer needlessly until then.' He patted the case. 'It isn't much, not given how many people stayed behind. They will need to be sparing with their usage. But it was all I could afford on the open market, and if I had tried to bring in more, questions would have been asked.'

'You paid for the drugs yourself?'

He looked up sharply. 'Of course. Who else was going to do it?'

Against my instincts, I stepped off the ship and walked across the short connecting stairs between the pad and the main part of the building. The air was still breezeless, and the yellow sky made it feel oppressively still and lifeless. I stood next to Boscile and his case, hands on my hips as I looked down. 'What do they need with medicines, anyway? They're going to die!'

'Months or years from now. You know as well as I do that the advancement of the Maelstrom isn't predictable on a short timescale. It surges, slows … sometimes almost stops advancing completely. They may have decades … and you're saying they shouldn't be spared from the worst consequences of illness, age, pregnancy?' Boscile closed one layer of the case and opened another, containing just as many colour-coded vials 'It won't do much – I know that. But a tiny reduction in human misery is still a reduction. You see that, don't you?'

'I suppose.'

'Money would be useless to these people,' Boscile said. 'Which is just as well, as I have little enough to offer. My quest has made me a poor man, not a rich one. Between these drugs, the cost of your services, the expense of reaching the station where you were docked … well, never mind. I will soon have something that makes all such considerations moot.'

'This little trip is going to make you rich?'

'Far from it. In fact I expect it to make me deeply unpopular. But the truth must out, and there will be those willing to pay for it. If I can ensure the truth reaches the right hands, then I will consider that ample repayment for my efforts.' He closed the case, and stood up until he was level with me, his eyes swimming behind his spectacles. 'Terrible crimes have happened, Captain – worse than the abandonment of these people. Those misdeeds would not only go unpunished, all evidence of them would be lost. But we are here now.'

'What crimes?' I asked.

'Captain!'

I turned around. It was Drago, calling down from the top of the boarding ramp.

I had a good view of the Grey Ghost now, since she was level with the surface of the landing pad. The deck was a delicate projection, and the ship squatting down on it, straining low on its own undercarriage, looked much too heavy for such a thing, like a fat book buckling a thin shelf.

'What?'

'You'd better come see.'

I nodded at Boscile. 'Give me a moment. I guess you're not going anywhere.'

'No,' he answered, reasonably enough. 'I do not suppose I am.'




*




Drago could not keep it in, so I knew most of the story by the time I got back to the bridge and saw the navigation readouts for myself. The cybel tunnel we'd used to arrive in the Calexis system was showing imminent signs of instability. The gate, still hanging back in orbit around the giant, was transmitting emergency warning pulses.

'That isn't good,' I admitted. Then clenched a fist and hammered the console. 'Of all the times!'

We knew the risks. Cybel tunnel instability was a known consequence of Maelstrom encroachment, but under ordinary circumstances we ought to been able to count on weeks of safe usage before it began to give off the anticipated warning signs.

'Sometimes,' I heard myself say, 'it only takes one ship to kink the tunnel a little too far. We may have been that ship. But we're all right, aren't we?' I jabbed a chewed-down nail at Drago's display. 'There are still active gates elsewhere in the system, and they aren't sending out any warning codes. So we'll have to cross a little more normal space than we were hoping for, and take the long way around once we're superluminal …'

'Or we could leave now,' Drago said. 'While we still have a guaranteed out.'

Maisha was standing at Drago's side. 'He has a point. It's breach of contract, yes, and I know it'll hit us where it hurts, but nothing's worth getting stranded for.'

I sighed. I tried to dredge up some reasonable argument, but I owed them better than that. They had been through a lot during the evacuation runs, taking more than their share of risk. The ship was falling to pieces, but it had held until now and it would hold until the next contract came in.

'I'll go and talk to Boscile, see if he's amenable to an early departure.'

'You think he will be?' Maisha asked.

'No.'

Maisha pulled out her pistol. 'Then you'd better take this.'

'I don't like guns.'

'You like late departures even less,' Drago reminded me.




*




I went back outside with the pistol jammed into a pocket. Maisha's weapon was a crude little Araldyne knock-off with a stubby barrel, low yield and not much accuracy, but when it came to persuasion – as we'd found out on more than one occasion - it looked nasty enough to do the job.

The pink flares were beginning to die down. Boscile was sitting patiently on the case, his back to the ship, looking at the open stairwell. He looked calm, almost serenely detached, like a devotee at prayer. In his hand was a small black cylinder, about the size of one of the medical vials.

'We have an issue,' I said, barely daring to speak.

He turned his head around to look at me. 

'We do?'

'The cybel gate. There's some instability that wasn't there when we came through.'

Boscile ruminated on this for a few moments. 'I studied your navigation plot. This system is well connected, is it not?'

'For now.'

'Then I do not think a delay of an hour or so before we leave is going to make any great difference. If the existing gate is viable, we will leave the way we arrived. If the gate closes, we will take one of the other routes.'

'They force us closer to the Maelstrom, through systems with much sparser connections.'

'There is always a risk, Captain.'

'Nonetheless, I think we ought to be on our way. I'm sorry that your contacts haven't arrived …'

'They will be here shortly.'

I talked over him. ' …but I must insist on an immediate departure. If the gate instability begins to die down, then maybe I'll consider turning round and coming back here, but in the meantime …'

'Are you carrying a weapon, Captain?'

The question took me aback. 'Why would I be carrying a weapon?'

'Because you must have wondered what to do if I would not obey your directive. You won't abandon me – you're too ethical for that. I know, I've studied your record. It wasn't just your ship that appealed to me – it was you, Captain. You are honest and you honour contracts to the letter. So if I will not come of my own accord, and you won't leave me to die, force would be the only instrument open to you.'

I slipped a hand into my pocket, closing it around the cold grip of Maisha's weapon. The maglock weapon had a half charged power source. I felt the prickle of it, as if I had my hand around a high-voltage line.

I stepped off the landing deck, onto the main part of the roof.

'I'm only thinking of our safety, Mister Boscile.'

He still had his back to me. Slowly he elevated his hand, the one with the black cylinder.

It was not a medical vial. I could see that now. There was a little button on the end of it, and he had his thumb over that button.

'It's a small charge,' he said. 'Barely worth mentioning. It won't damage your ship, not to begin with.'

I drew out the pistol, my hand shaking.

'What charge?'

'The demolition fuse I allowed to drop from my pocket, onto the landing deck, when I stepped out. Oh, look for it if you will. But don't get too close to it. If I thought you might kick it over the edge, I'd have no option but to detonate the fuse.' His white-crowned head gave a nod. 'Suicide, yes – in all but name. I'll be marooned here, and so will you. Just us and the Remainers. I don't want to do that, not after all the trouble I've been through to get here, but it's very important that you grasp the seriousness of my intent. Remind me: what was the stress margin on that pad?'

'Don't do this.'

'I shan't. If you allow me to wait.' He patted the ground next to him. 'Sit with me, Captain. It won't be long.' Then, as if I might not have grasped that the statement was an order, not a request: 'Now, Captain.'

I moved to his side. I had the weapon trained on him. I could kill him here, now. In an instant.

But maybe not fast enough to stop him triggering that fuse.

'What is this about, Boscile?'

No more Mister Boscile now. We were past niceties.

'Trelusker,' he answered. 'The man to whom we owe our salvation. The only one who could have coordinated the evacuation effort across so many worlds, so many systems, forcing us to bury our differences in the interests of the greater good. Drawing the best from us all. The best from people like you, Luza – brave, decent captains with their little brave ships, willing to do their utmost to help with the clearance. Making heroes of us all. Isn't that what he called you and your crew?'

'He says that to them all,' I answered, trying to keep the edge out of my voice.

'I'm sure he does, and I'm sure – in the moment, at least – it's perfectly sincere. That's the great gift of a politician, you see – the ability to believe themselves, if only for an instant. Conviction, they call it. Did you look into his eyes? I did, once. I saw that sparkle. He said kind things to me, not knowing who I was. Not knowing what I know.'

'Which is?'

'Trelusker is not Trelusker.' We were sitting side on now, me squatting down. As he pushed the dour mask of his face into something like a smile, the yellow sky flared off the round lenses in his glasses. 'By which I mean, Trelusker is a synthetic identity. A construct. Assembled meticulously, I'll grant you. Put together with astonishing care. But a fraud, all the same. Such a thing could only have been pulled off during the chaos and bloodshed of a planetary civil war, when it was possible for such a man to discard one name and assume another.' He paused, looked down, the yellow light flickering out of his glasses. 'Trelusker's real name – the one he was born under – is the same name we saw written on that plinth. Vorgon Lehrter.'

'That's impossible,' I said.

'Don't be fooled by those harbours and resorts we saw,' Boscile said. 'They're new, and none of them were built to last. This whole system – not just Calexis, but all the other worlds – was a very turbulent place only a generation or two ago. The Maelstrom was coming, but no one knew exactly when it would arrive. There was a lot of disagreement about the best response – whether to settle differences with other systems, to go it alone with evacuation, to ignore it completely. Differences that spilled into civil wars, some of them remarkably bloody. Lehrter was a recurrent figure in a number of those nasty little episodes.'

'It can't be the same man. Trelusker's not from this system – not even this part of the cluster. They don't even look alike!'

'Oh, the deception is thorough, I'll grant you that. How could it have been otherwise? Lehrter was never a man to leave much to chance. Not even the shedding of one identity and the assumption of another. Anyone who might have known, or been able to follow the right clues … they were silenced. It wasn't difficult. A new face, a new anatomy, an invented biography, some rejuvenation therapy, some genetic camouflaging … I mentioned the exclusive services this medical facility once provided, didn't I? After it all, a new life awaited. It was brazen of Trelusker to adopt so public a persona … but he'd only have done so in the confidence that the old name would never come to light.'

'Captain!'

Both of us jumped a little. I turned around, slowly enough not to give Boscile cause to press the button, still keeping the pistol aimed at him, while doubting I'd ever have the nerve to use it.

'We need to wait, Drago.'

'We can't. The tunnel's closed, and I'm not going to stake my life on the others holding up while you have a little chat. Why the hell isn't he already aboard?'

'Tell him,' I said.

'There's no need,' Boscile answered. 'We'll be leaving very shortly, as I promised. They're here.'

I followed his gaze to the open entrance of the stairwell. Six or seven hooded figures were emerging into the open air, moving slowly and silently. One of them, perhaps the oldest, had collected the pink signal flare and was now holding it aloft as a kind of torch. They wore cloaks, turning them into shapeless grey forms, with only a hand or two pushing out from the folds. It was hard to see much of their faces under the shadows of their hoods, beyond a bony jaw, a sharp cheekbone, the hard, hungry gleam of sunken eyes.

Eventually a dozen of them stood in front of the stairwell. They were all adults, and most of them seemed older than me. But I wouldn't swear to that.

The one with the pink torch stood a little further out than the others. She was a thin-faced woman with a jutting chin and scars across her forehead.

Her fingers on the torch were like a skeleton's grip.

She held out something in her other hand.

'We have it,' she said, her voice scratching across the air.

Boscile rose from the case. Still keeping his thumb on the trigger, he picked up the case and walked across to the leader.

He set the case down before her.

'This is what I managed to bring. I'm sorry it's not more. Examine it, if you like.'

The woman settled a foot onto the case. She pulled it back toward her, the metal scraping across the roof's surface. She knelt, opened the case, opened the compartments. There was more to it than I'd seen: extra layers, more vials, hypodermic devices, bandages, sterile solutions.

She lifted her sharp face to Boscile.

'This is the best you could do?'

'Yes.'

There was a silence. I looked back to Drago, holding up a hand as an instruction not to do anything rash.

The woman threw something down onto the ground at Boscile's feet.

'I believe you.'

Boscile knelt slowly and picked up the object. It was a flat sliver, like a playing card. Some kind of data storage device, I decided – maybe something particular to this system.

'Everything's on it?'

'Everything you'll need.'

Boscile fingered the sliver. Some alloy patterning on it caught the yellow sky and flared it back. For a moment he seemed frozen, unable to accept that the transaction was finally done. I wondered how long he had been dreaming of holding that sliver, with all that it contained.

'If I'm able to secure the funds to make a return trip, and bring back more medicine …' he began.

'You'll find it hard,' the woman said. She cocked her chin at the sky. 'Not long now, anyway. You've done what you could.'

'You could come with us,' I said. 'The ship isn't big, but it'll take a dozen of you, easily …'

The woman turned her face onto me. Her look was one of bitter dismissiveness, as if my offer was insulting.

'Go.'

At last Boscile slipped the sliver into a pocket, patting it once to make sure it was really there. Then he lifted his thumb from the triggering device, and allowed the little black rod to drop from his hand. It rolled harmlessly away.

'We're ready, Captain. I thank you for your … forbearance.'

'It's amazing what a bomb threat will do,' I answered. 'Get aboard, Boscile. We'll talk about this when we've put some distance between us and Calexis.'

Boscile nodded, walking back to me. The hooded figures, their business conducted, were disappearing back into the gloom of the stairwell, leaving only a thin line of pink smoke in their wake. 'I'm sorry that it came to that. But you understand that I couldn't let them down. I had promised them those medicines, and I knew the Remainers would stand by their side of the arrangement.'

We went up the connecting steps to the landing pad. Maisha must have started the pre-launch sequence, for the engines were beginning to whine. Drago was still on the boarding ramp, urging them to quicken their pace. But I slowed.

'You said something back there, Boscile.'

He seemed puzzled by my sudden lack of haste. 'What?'

'About me being an ethical Captain. About how you knew I wouldn't abandon you here, no matter what.'

'I was right, wasn't I?'

'Up to a point.'

There had never been much colour in Boscile's face, but what remained of it flushed away as if a valve had just opened in his neck. 'I don't …' he started.

'I am ethical,' I said. 'I try to do the right things. Run an honest ship and an honest crew. And you're right – I wouldn't have left you here to die. Not after we had an agreement. But I'm also a realist. I know what you're going to do with that data.'

'Which is?'

'What you've bent half your life to achieving. Revealing the truth about Trelusker. Bringing his past to light. Exposing him as the war criminal you always knew him to be.'

'Of course.'

Sometimes there are decisions we take only after months or years of careful consideration. We bend our lives onto a new course the way a Captain, after the lengthy consultation of charts, after the skilled evaluation of every relevant risk factor, commits a huge ship onto a new heading. At other times we make decisions that are just as consequential, but we give them no more thought than when we swat an insect. And yet, if we had the luxury of decades, we would still find ourselves making the same choices.

This was one of those decisions.

'I can't let you do that.' 

'I'm sorry?'

My grip tightened on Maisha's pistol. The maglock drivers seemed to sense my intent, sending out an anticipatory tingle. 'I hate politicians. I hate easy-going, confident slimeballs like Trelusker even more. But I know an effective figure when I see one. You were right – I've seen the conviction in his eyes. And I know what he can achieve – what he's already achieved, and what still has to be done. We were part of that evacuation effort, and I know what it feels like to be a tiny piece in a much bigger machine. A machine that works, and must keep on working. Trelusker's essential to that. We need that grease. Take him down, and the machine falters. That can't happen.'

He stared at me disbelievingly, hearing the words but not ready to accept their message.

'But the crimes …'

'The crimes happened. Justice ought to be served, I agree. But not now. Expose Trelusker, and you'll both have blood on your hands. Him from his crimes, you from the millions of lives that won't be saved when this whole evacuation effort falls apart. Do you really want that?' I waggled the pistol in his direction, just in case he had forgotten I still had it. 'I keep my bargains. You're coming back with us. But the data isn't.'

'I could give it to you …' he began, his face brightening as he snatched at this one last idea. 'For safekeeping.'

'No,' I said firmly. 'Not because I don't trust you, but because I don't trust myself. There's too much at stake, and the temptation to make money from that information might be too much for me. So it stays here.'

'You can't let Trelusker get away with what he did …'

'I can. If he ends up dying peacefully in his bed, years from now, the great work of the evacuation still running smoothly … that's how it has to be.'

'Captain!' called Drago, above the rising whine of the engines. 'We have to leave now. You're about one minute away from a mutiny.'

I put a boot onto the boarding ramp, then a second. 'You heard what the man said, Boscile. I've given you the option. I've been more than fair about it.'

Drago touched a control near the hydraulic ram and the ramp began to whine its way back into the hull. Boscile stared at it, both of his feet still on the landing deck. I reached up. As the ramp angled back into the ship, I was able to place a steadying hand on the hull plating. It was still warm from when we had come in.

Boscile sprang forward. He got a foot onto the ramp, then a hand, and began to haul himself onto the elevating surface. I slipped Maisha's pistol into my belt, leaned down and pulled him to safety. We stood there, him on the end of the ramp, me facing, my hands clenching the black fabric of his suit.

I reached into the pocket and took out the sliver. He watched me do it, his eyes tracking my fingers as they closed around the rectangle. It was both heavier and thicker than I had thought. Never mind Maisha's pistol: this was what it really felt like to have power in my hands.

I thought of all the worlds, the numberless women and men, all the future lives that depended on this moment, this instant. There were threads binding me to the future, tight as the strings on a musical instrument, converging on a hard tangled knot somewhere behind my ribcage. I was just a small woman with a damaged ship, but just for a second or two I doubted that anyone else in the galaxy held the power that I did.

I won't lie.

It was a fine feeling.

I opened my fingers, allowed the sliver to fall. It bounced off the edge of the ramp, then fell toward the landing deck below. Before it hit, the wash from the engines caught it and sent it scurrying away from the ship.

'You're not the Captain I thought you were,' Boscile said, something in him at last letting go.

'Better, or worse?'

'I'm not sure.'

He flinched out of my grip and dropped from the ramp. By then we were already some way up. He landed, his legs buckling under him in a manner that legs were never meant to buckle. If there was a scream, I did not hear it over the rising whine of the engines or the increasing separation between us.

The boarding ramp was still closing into the belly. Through a narrowing gap I watched Boscile try to move himself. He couldn't get up. He leaned forward, planting one hand on the ground, reaching out with the other, his fingers grasping wide. On the edge of the landing deck, caught in an eddy, the sliver seemed to float as if luring him closer.

The ramp sealed itself.

I waited for a breath or two, then went forward to talk to Drago about exit vectors.
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Monkey's escaped life in the fleshpits, the memory of Kalan Pleasure bleeding out through his white kimono still hot as coals, but escape from the Maelstrom seems as far away as ever. In Whitesands, the Epirians own all the firepower, guard all the exits, and a street kid isn't exactly high priority on the evac lists. Her one chance resides with Mama Bot and her motley crew; Mama Bot who once worked for the Epirians…







"MONKEY WHERE YOU AT?" Little Billy's voice came, scared like always, into Monkey's earpiece. "Mama wants to know." Monkey, crouched way atop the steel ribs of St. Lorca Station, didn't answer. Up there close to the clear plaz roof, in a flickering middle space where the light of the station's massive vid screen met the night above, Monkey was caught in a kind of stillness, one that demanded silence. It came upon her, this stillness, when she sat alone and stared up at the sliced-open sky. 

At night the sky bled. 

You could see it during the day. The Maelstrom, a smear of blush high above the layers of jaundice Craster dust. This blush, it always made Monkey think of Kalan Pleasure. Kalan, who'd transform himself each night into the hostess—don his kimono, fling wide the shutters of The Pleasure House for the late party crowds and glare at Monkey until she made herself smile smile smile. The rouge Kalan'd pressed with a fingertip across his cheeks as evening came on, that's what the Maelstrom reminded Monkey of in the daylight. 

But at night things got clear. The Maelstrom defined itself against the black and the stars. At night there was only the future, coming on, growing ever shorter. The sky, cut open and bleeding, the wound widening a little each week. The Maelstrom at night turned Monkey's memories of Kalan into something warm, a flavour she could almost roll across her tongue. Kalan, bleeding through his kimono across the braided pattern of the Pleasure House's Meridian tribal rug. The astonishment in his face as he'd scoped Monkey standing over him, scoped the knife in her hand. 

There on her high perch, the locus of St. Lorca Station's black steel bones, the memory of Kalan bleeding tasted real good to Monkey, and the night stillness gripped her. Below, the hard ground of Craster turned and turned like it always had, days into days, like it would never stop. Above, through the clear photo-plaz roof of St. Lorca, the heavens tore themselves apart. The sky, sliced open and bleeding. Monkey could almost taste it. She knew the taste of blood.

"Monkey!" came Billy's voice. "What you see? Mama got to know." Mama Bot, listening in but never on comms herself, always keeping Billy close, letting Billy be her voice. Securcons were eavesdropping, Mama always said. She'd been Epirian, a long time before she'd adopted Monkey, Raz and Little Billy. The Epirians would know her voice, she believed. They'd find her.

Monkey spoke low to the mic in the collar of her optical 'flage suit, her fine internal calm broken now by her own voice. 

"Tell Mama I ain't see nothing 'cause there ain't nothing to see. Boo-Coo ain't showed up yet."

"Just off world tools." This, from Raz. Far below, down on the station floor, Raz in her crumpled faerie wings danced for the offworlders. 

Billy's voice worried into the comms: "Boo-Coo going to miss that mag." 

"He ain't missing that train, Billy," Monkey told him, "Don't worry."

"How you know? Maybe he got thinking 'bout Rogero getting all shot up. Maybe he got smart."

The train took you to the shuttles. The shuttles took you to the tunnel huggers up in orbit. The tunnel huggers took you through the cybel gate, to someplace far away from Craster, far from the Edge, away from the cut in the sky and the end of the world. They took you to a new life.

Monkey said, "Billy, would you miss that train?"

Nigh on half-night and St. Lorca's cathedral dome swelled with human noise. The night train passengers and Epirian Securcons with their platoons of gun bots. Over and over the trains came in and went out. Maglev doors whispered open, disgorging...tourists. Meridian tribal wraps around their shoulders, expensive rugged wear boots on their feet, packs on their backs, startled sweat in the sudden dry heat. These were the people Raz worked down on the floor. For them, a night or two layover in Whitesands, gambling, whoring. Smooth sheets and air-con in the sleek needle high-rise hotels of the city's core, then on to Alkorn System's interior. Envirosuited adventure trips, hiking and low-grav boating beneath Mzakin Arches, one of the galaxy's geologic treasures—now, before the bleeding sky came and devoured it. To them, money was nothing. 

"You look like a faerie just got off shift at the tin mine," Monkey said into the mic. Raz danced like she was in water, moving ways a person shouldn't be able to, like gravity worked different for her. Lithe beggar girl in her intentionally filthy winged faerie costume. Beauty and need, a powerful combo. 

"Faeries do not dig tin," she said.

"You say that, but you look like a faerie been working an ore digger a whole week, just got off shift, now you're all 'phined up on black tar, spazzing. You're a filthy, tin-digging, junky faerie."

"Well you're...fat."

Somebody'd graffitied Dom Chivo's face on the station floor, ten strides across—Dom Chivo, the epicentre of all things anti-Epirian on Craster—and this was the spot Raz had chosen. Dancing, it was in her blood. Her parents had been dancers, cut down by rotlung during a tour up in the Cowslips. And now here was Raz, dancing since she could walk, and nothing to do with it but put her hat out on the station floor, right in the middle of Dom Chivo's forehead, like some old mine beggar, and move around it while the station's night rush came on. 

"Cherry blossom in an outhouse."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I don't know." Monkey thought about it. "It's a compliment."

Raz down there, spinning and spinning. The flash of her smile, and Monkey smiled, too.

That's when she spotted Boo-Coo.

"I got him," she said into her mic, "he just came in. Told you not to worry, Billy." Boo-Coo'd entered through a side door, dressed in stolen tourists' rugged gear, a tribal wrap way too big for him. He was barely more than a kid. He walked stiffly, carefully. "I think he's drunk." 

"I would be, too," Raz said.

"I ain't blaming him," Little Billy agreed.

The vendors had come out to meet the tourist rush. It was through this crowd that Boo-Coo moved. Former landfarmers who'd lost their jobs in the algae pastures when the red cut had appeared in the sky and the Epirians had realized there was no future in terraforming Craster. They all had that look. Dusty, as though dust were a habit they couldn't shake, like the far off stare you got when you spent years in the wide deserts. There were miners, too. Old timers from up in the Cowslips too bent anymore to work an ore digger. They set up blankets and wheeled in small carts. They sold steaming paper cups of pareto, pouches of smokeable ragleaf, fifths of counterfeit Carnglen whiskey. They waved flyers at the tourists, pictures of naked whores with brothel addresses. They tried to sell items they'd scavenged from the abandoned sections of the city, the swank neighbourhoods, the homes of high-brow execs the Epirians had evaced long ago. But what rich tourist needed silk baby booties? What tourist needed a collection of monogrammed silver cups, or coils of copper wire, or a heap of dead electronics? It was like that, those who stepped across this planet like it barely existed, and those who were stuck here, and just kept living. Like the sky hadn't been cut open, like the blood wouldn't come down and swallow them all. 

A year. That's what Monkey'd heard. A year before the Maelstrom would fill the entire sky and Craster and everyone on it would be no more. A year for Mama Bot to get them off planet. Monkey had faith in Mama Bot. Mama Bot had serious qualies. 

Monkey pulled the hood of her optical 'flage suit down low over her face. She rose and ran along the high steel rib. 

Monkey. This was what Mama Bot had named her. Sneak and Stick. These were other names, other things she did and was good at. Her qualies. 

A long arc and down and when the girder got steep and she began to slide she swung herself underneath and hung there, just for a second, before dropping to the roof of an info kiosk. Another quick drop and she was on the cathedral floor, down in the stale smell of human bodies and ragleaf smoke and betelbark spice, moving through the tourists and the vendors and the soldiers with their bots, a hard spit's distance now behind Boo-Coo. With the optical 'flage she was a ghost, a blur in the peripheral vision, a quick shift in the air. Nobody could quite scope her, not even the bots with their infrared eyes. She kept close; she wanted a good view.

Boo-Coo, maybe seventeen and already bald, reminded Monkey of a baby—definitely drunk, though. Being too careful, his hands out a little like he was walking a tightrope. He aimed for the platform gate, that barrier of clear armour plaz standing between the maglev and everyone like Monkey and Billy and Raz who'd never have the clearance to board it. Beyond the barrier, the maglev waited, idling, its doors open wide. 

Boo-Coo, though, he had clearance—maybe. He was one of Mama Bot's oldest orphans, off on his own now, mostly. He worked in the utility basement of the U-Hotel, his world one of grey fluorescents, low concrete ceilings. He repaired broom bots. A servo gremlin, qualies he'd picked up from Mama. 

It was to Mama Bot Boo-Coo had brought news of a dead body in the hotel. An Epirian tourist, OD'd on the black tar 'phines the old Cowslip miners sold on the streets in the city's dead neighbourhoods. A body that by some miracle only he knew about—if Mama wanted to pay him right, hey?
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"Nobody come round for him, nobody looking, I know of," Boo-Coo'd said, his gaze wide as it shifted unblinking from Monkey to Raz and back. They'd met him in the U-Hotel's janitorial basements, in a closet filled with mop-bot parts and a heap of soiled blankets Monkey supposed was Boo-Coo's bed. The body, on the floor there between them. A man, fairly young, thin. "From someplace total low-grav, look how tall," Boo-Coo said. "Probably what did him. Big grav and speed. Bad bad combo, pop your heart like an over juiced cybel tank, hey?"

"Don't care what killed him," Monkey said, kneeling beside the tourist. Her fingers probed rubbery dead skin. The neck, the base of the skull, inside the pristine new rugged wear shirt, searching for the Percom ID chip she knew was there somewhere. She found it—she hoped—in the wrist, a hard lump beneath her thumb. "Just glad he's dead." 

Boo-Coo, his eyes moony, subterranean in the dim light of the fluorescents—he nodded gravely, like Monkey'd uttered something intensely true, claimed in the basement strangeness something righteous, something triumphant. This tourist, a man with clearance to anywhere in the galaxy he wanted to go, a man whose eyes passed over the Craster doomed like they were so much scenery, and yet here he was. And here they were, the three of them, three Craster kids whose lives had been defined by the red slice growing across the sky. Here they were, standing over him. They all smiled at each other, sharing it. Then Monkey pulled her blade from the hidden strap along her forearm. 

Two quick cuts, a hard tug. She held the chip up, pinched between thumb and forefinger. Raz made a face, all gagging tongue. Boo-Coo's eyes crossed, scoping the tiny black cube, then greedily refocused on Monkey. 

"You pay me, hey?"

"Deal's the deal. Pay's the pay." Monkey proffered the chip.

"Wha?"

"You want money, Mama'll give you money, no problem. But what you going to do with money? Die in a year just like if you ain't got money?" 

"That's right," Raz said. "Money ain't real pay, you got any brains." 

Monkey gestured with the chip. "Real pay is this. You take it, you get on that train. You get on a tunnel hugger, off to some clean safe world, thousand years away from the Edge."

"No no no—" Boo-Coo's hands up, warding off insanity—"That don't work, hey. I seen Dom Chivo's vids, what happened to Rogero. I ain't getting my noggin shot off by no half-piece Securcon."

"Rogero didn't do it right. He had the Percom in his pocket. Mama thinks now it's got to be in your body. Like, in it. Triggered by your heat or something, to come on and signal right." 

Boo-Coo thought about it. "And that'll work? Like for real? It being in me?"

"Mama thinks so."

Raz, nodding emphatically. "That's what she said."

Boo-Coo eyed the chip, thinking it over, his tongue stuffed in his lip. "But she ain't sure though?"

"She got to see it work before she tries it herself." They stood there, framed by the reality of it, death coming either way. There was no sum in not at least trying. "It's a shot," Monkey said. Boo-Coo gave her a narrow look.

"So how I get it in me?"

"You swallow it." Monkey pushed the chip close to Boo-Coo's face. "Now. Mama says we got to watch. I got to see you do it." 

"But..." Boo-Coo, lacking words, gestured at the body. "It was in there."

"Swallow it." Monkey, getting real impatient. "You on that train tonight, hey. 'Fore somebody figures out this fool tourist's dead. Swallow it." 

Boo-Coo licked his lips, gazing at Monkey and Raz, the two girls staring back, expectant and implacable, younger than he was but still girls, and him being a boy.

"Two kinds of men." It was a thing Monkey told Raz from time to time, knowledge she'd gleaned from her time in The Pleasure House. "Idiots and cowards. Idiots you can make do things, just make 'em feel challenged and they ain't going to back down. Cowards are too smart for that, but they don't like the shame. They're the ones liable to hit you, you ain't careful." 

Boo-Coo, it turned out, was more idiot than coward. He steeled himself, stuck out his tongue. Monkey placed the little black cube atop its trembling tip. Boo-Coo swallowed, looked for a second like he might retch, then steadied. Monkey slapped his shoulder.

"Boo, you are a steely-eyed missile man. That's clearance, hey. To the stars." 

"Real payment." Raz, in her faerie costume, always in her faerie costume, grinning. "In full."
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 Beads of perspiration gathered atop Boo-Coo's milky pate as he threaded through the vendors and beggars and the incoming tide of off-world tourists—Monkey, close enough to see it, a stippling of nervous moisture. Boo-Coo's back ramrod straight, glancing neither left nor right, not looking at the Securcons who watched the crowd from behind their opaque silver riot masks. He stared straight ahead at the plaz armour platform gate, beyond which the maglev sat, idling, waiting to shuttle people off to the future, its doors open and its interior clean and clinical and full of ergonomic function, so very Epirian. The gate would read the Percom ID. It would read Boo-Coo as some tourist it didn't know was dead. It would slide open for him and he would walk right on through, easy as the dry desert breeze rolling down the empty Whitesands streets. He'd be on the train and gone and free, the cut-open sky fading down the cybel tunnels behind him, nothing more than a bad memory.

"Mama says don't get so close," came Billy's voice in Monkey's earpiece. Motion caught Monkey's eye. Three bug bots the size of rats scurried past her feet. Mama's bots, hodgepodge, pieced together from parts. Mama Bot was here then, somewhere close enough to scope Monkey, close enough to project into her bugs. 

"Tell Mama relax." Because she was Monkey. She was Sneak. She was Stick. She stepped right over an Epirian dog bot, unseen, not a foot from its Securcon handler. She could've stood up on tiptoes and kissed his riot mask. "Ain't nobody knows I'm here."

"You there! Don't move!" 

Monkey froze. A Securcon stepped towards her. A woman in black armour, two big bots on either side of her, fat-barrelled Renshaws mounted atop their shoulders. The woman was looking at the scanner on her wrist. 

She pointed at Boo-Coo. 

"You! The skinny kid, plaid garments!" Her rifle unslung now and coming to bear, the bots' Renshaws swivelling, zeroing on Boo-Coo. "I said don't you move!" 

Securcons and their bots began converging from all over the station, emerging from the crowd, from obscure doorways behind kiosks. Overhead, a squadron of propeller bots coalesced. For an instant, Boo-Coo looked surprised. Then his shoulders sank. It looked like relief, like he'd never quite believed it to begin with, someone like him getting off Craster. His eyes settled on where Monkey stood a few feet away. Maybe he clocked her there and maybe he didn't, her 'flage a slight wobble in the air, she imagined, the dimensions of a thin girl. He smiled a little.

"Missile man," he said. 

Then he ran.

The Securcon with the rifle didn't fire. Instead she lowered her gun and just shook her head. 

"Where's he think he's going?"

All the Securcons seemed to wonder the same thing. They simply watched, their bots poised to chase but reined in as Boo-Coo sprinted for the gate. His boots were too big and his arms flailed. Wild, taking his shot, all or nothing, trying for life. A sort of crazy desperate faith that convinced Monkey, for a heartbeat, that the gate would slide open for him.

It didn't. 

The impact came as a flat thud. Boo-Coo, splayed upright against clear plaz, etching himself like that into Monkey's memory, full stop. Then he was on the ground, a trickle of blood webbing its way across the baby-like dome of his head. The Securcons began to move in, exuding boredom, annoyance, resigned to exactly this sort of shit work. Keeping that line swept clean between the real people and the garbage. 

"Monkey!" Little Billy's voice in her ear. "What's happening?"

None of the Securcons noticed Mama's bug bots. All three of the little critters had suctioned themselves to the barrier's plaz and clung there, patchwork metal flies. Mama, scoping the scene. The Securcons were focused on the crazy kid on the ground.

Boo-Coo lay there, blinking. Maybe it was the Maelstrom he was looking at, up beyond the station's plaz ceiling, that bloody cut across the sky, the end of things coming down on him from the heavens. Maybe it was just the booze. It happened quick. He came up fast, swinging hard. The Securcons all took half a step back. 

The air shattered—the hard flash of a single gunshot. Thunder filled the station. Boo-Coo dropped to the ground. 

In the stunned silence that followed, Securcons looked at one another, exchanging shrugs. Gradually their silver riot masks all turned in the direction of one of the two big bots. Smoke curled from the tip of a shoulder-mounted Renshaw. Bots doing what bots did, reading a threat, neutralizing it. Above, on the station's big vid screen, a beautiful girl with cat eyes held up a bottle. She smiled into the station's shocked stillness.

"Stimpson's drinks are real real good, hey!"

"Monkey! What's going on!"

The moment came in fragments to Monkey. Blood pooling on the granite floor beneath Boo-Coo, whose stillness as he lay there was absolute. The cat-eyed girl's throat bobbing on the vid screen as she guzzled Stimpson's. The crater in Boo-Coo's unbreathing chest, dead centre. Raz, frozen a few metres away, her mouth a perfect open circle, aimed at where the Securcons huddled over the body, sorting priorities, their bots going momentarily aimless. Mama's three little bots ticking unnoticed along the plaz barrier. The girl on the screen holding up the bottle again, her grin so perfect it looked like porcelain.

"Enjoy Stimpson's drinks!"

"Monkey!"

"Raz," Monkey spoke into her mic, "you should go." Raz, still standing there, shaking her head, a sad dirty faerie. 

"They killed him." 

"Raz."

"Boo-Coo never hurt nobody."

"Raz! Go!" And now she did. She turned and ran, no longer graceful, just scared, her wings pathetic and fragile as they bounced against her back.

The crowd in the maglev station had dropped to the ground or half-scattered at the shot. But now people rose. A murmur moved through them. It turned angry. Securcon bots postured up, reading sudden bad intent. 

"Monkeeeey!"

Monkey stared at Boo-Coo. Nothing but an overgrown orphan, his body broken and small in St. Lorca Station's cavernous space. 

Just a dumb kid. Like her. Of no consequence. Powerless. Rage surged through Monkey. Boo-Coo'd never hurt nobody, it was true. But Monkey had hurt people. She was Sneak. She was Stick. The blade was in her hand, the same blade she'd stuck twice—slip! slip!—into Kalan Pleasure. The Epirian soldiers, under that armour, behind their silver faceless masks, they were people, too. People like her, like Boo-Coo. People who bled.

Monkey moved forward, light and quick with anger, 'flaged and unseeable and aiming to cut someone. Around her the crowd began to gel. People started yelling.

"Epirian gut swill!"

"Ain't right!"

"Somebody ought to put a bullet through you! See how you all like it!"

"Fascists!"

The Securcons fell into a line behind their bots, in front of the platform gate. They knew their business. Riots in Whitesands had come with the frequency of sand storms since the key execs had been evaced. 

It was the price of doing business, Mama Bot always said, a constant analysis: the precious tin and copper the Epirians still pulled from the mines up in the Cowslips weighed against the ever increasing threat of total revolt. One day soon the pay wouldn't be worth the bite. The Epirians would fold up shop and pull out. And then here they would all be, Monkey and Raz and Little Billy and all the rest, waiting for the end and nothing to do but look up and watch it come. 

The Securcons levelled guns. The crowd surged. Monkey let it propel her. She felt no fear, not like when she had cut Kalan and run. Today she wouldn't run. She would cut and cut— 

Someone grabbed her arm. Monkey turned, fierce, ready for a fight. A woman stood there, static in the crowd's tidal crush, dressed in a tribal shawl with a straw desert hat pulled low over her face.

Mama Bot. She put her face down close to Monkey's.

"Time to go." She turned against the flow, her hand gripping Monkey's wrist. 

It triggered some primal surrender in Monkey, being led by the arm like that, something from early childhood, lost to memory but easy and reasonless. The way Mama Bot pulled her, it was parental. Monkey forgot her anger. She let Mama lead, past the blankets and the vendors' scrap goods now strewn underfoot across the granite. In glimpses Raz appeared, moving parallel, all skinny bare limbs. Mama reached into the crowd, and now Billy was in tow, gripped in her other hand, little legs churning. Past the info kiosk, angling together for the same side door through which Boo-Coo had entered, the vid screen overhead looping the same commercial. 

"Stimpson's drinks are real real good, hey!" 

Madness had taken the crowd now, rolling through the station, feeding on itself, the incomprehensible rage of the doomed, at its centre a poor dead boy. Monkey cast a glance over her shoulder: somebody threw something, a piece a fruit. It bounced off a bot.  

They were out the side door then, the four of them, staring at each other wide-eyed, breathing in the hot dry night while overhead the gash in the night sky bled—that's when the Epirians started shooting.
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"Interesting." Mama kept talking to her bots, or maybe to one of the spectral holo screens surrounding her in the harvester's cargo bay. "Oh yes, how did I not see that? That is an old frequency."

Raz and Billy and Monkey, they waited. They never disturbed Mama when Mama was working, that was the rule. They were playing Terraform Wars. 

"That ain't fair!" Little Billy cried as Raz took one of his pieces off the board. His crew cut: a towhead halo in the oscillating light of a lantern hung from the cargo bay's ceiling. "That's my last drudge! I can't do nothing without that." 

Raz mugged at him. "Not fair, like when you took my mines, hey. Suffer, little man."

"I ain't little."

"No, no, you are little. That's why we call you Little Billy. I mean, damn."

"She's just taking what's hers." Monkey, repeating something Mama Bot often said. This was a fundamental law of the universe, according to Mama: people took theirs. You either took, or you got took. All of human history could be summed thus. 

Except when it came to Raz. Sometimes Monkey helped her win. Like now. The two of them shared a smile as Monkey took one of Billy's mines.

"Oh come on!"

It was the waiting that got to Monkey. The waiting and heat and the constant vibration as the harvester roamed its aimless course along the desert's edge. This was their home, as much as any place was, where Mama Bot took them to hide out, when the city got too rough, when she needed to think. The size of a small house, the harvester was built for algae gathering, but Mama had retrofitted it with the plush scavengings of Whitesand's abandoned exec housing—and with an Epirian bot mind. In the cargo bay's darkness, she communed with it, saw through its sensors, gave it orders, the way she did her other bots.   

"Oh now that's fascinating," she said, and Monkey knew Mama Bot wasn't talking to her. "You should've shown me that yesterday." 

"Your move." Raz gestured at the board.

"I think you got me beat," Monkey said, which was probably a lie. "You win." Without a word, Raz began resetting the pieces. 

Days they'd been in here. A sticky tedium in which memories of The Pleasure House had begun to plague Monkey. Memories of unwanted touch. Memories of Kalan. A habitual and breathless fear would settle on her when Mama's cloying bots came near. 

Waiting. Waiting for night to come and for Kalan to usher customers to her cot. Waiting for the city to grow calm after the station riot. Waiting for the sky to tear itself open. Waiting for Mama Bot to conjure another plan. The waiting was the same, then as now, like The Pleasure House had left its dread in her bones. Her body would go tight. Her heart would pound. She would tremble—until her fingers worked their way along her forearm to touch the edge of the blade Mama Bot had given her, its hard edge her connection to the moment. She would remind herself The Pleasure House was in the past: Mama Bot had gotten her the hell out of there. 

"No, I think you're wrong about that one," Mama said to a bot perched on her shoulder. She sat cross legged on a thick rug, the gravitation centre around which her half dozen holo screens orbited. 

On two of those holoscreens played looped coverage of the station riots. On one, St. Lorca station, shown from the outside. Smoke rose through the open front doors, filled the plaz dome like a giant drinking bulb, the sort of pink coughing smoke Epirians used for putting down riots. People scattered like sand fleas. 

Epirian talking heads, symmetrical faces with astonishingly precise hairstyles, condemned a violent terrorist attack by the Broken on Craster. Several offworld tourists had been killed, people who mattered, from places that mattered. Monkey knew enough to understand this was the news percolating out into the galaxy. 

The other holo showed St. Lorca, too, but from inside, the moment things got heavy. This was Dom Chivo's pirate feed. Its view showed the crowd, surging. The Epirian soldiers and their bots levelling guns and unleashing, relentless, systematic. Bodies falling, Crasterites and tourists both. Dry cornstalks breaking under a hard gust. A massacre. It was, by Monkey's estimation, the truth.

Dom Chivo was the only talking head on this feed, bearded and furious and orating, the way the mad Karist priests sometimes did on the Whitesands market corners. Stirring up fervour. 

"...not enough that we, the people of Craster, have been condemned to the Maelstrom. Condemned not for some ugly deed, not as some punishment we have earned. No. We are condemned here, to our doom, for that most heinous of crimes, that most simple of crimes: we are of low station. Our worth is too little. We are condemned for the sake of fiscal policy. Because we cost too much to move. We are condemned, we are sacrificed, in the name of favourable numbers on the Epirian balance sheet. And now...now, to suffer such naked brutality at Epirian hands. I say no. We say no. No more. We will not stand for it. No. We will stand up to it. We will stand up!" 

Monkey liked Dom Chivo's words. They kindled a familiar heat in her chest. The urge to cut someone, to make them bleed, like she'd done to Kalan Pleasure. Dom Chivo's words lacked fear.

"That makes no sense," Mama Bot said, but not to Dom Chivo. She was monitoring the other holos. Schematics, hardware manuals, long streams of code scrolled across them. Two of her bug bots clung to her shoulders. A third sat in the lap of her filthy landfarmer's coveralls. Dozens of her other bots crawled about the cargo bay, aimless, off her tether. 

"Oh. Oh yes, now I see. Very interesting." Like Mama was talking to herself. "No. Yes. Yes, show me that." A flick of her finger and one screen froze. A diagram hovered there, what looked like a wave, but intricate and with math written all over it. Mama Bot smiled. "Oh yes. Aren't you such a smart little bot," and with a fingertip she scratched the bot in her lap, like it was a pet. "Yes you are. You are."

"Stand up!" Dom Chivo, simply chanting now over the feed. Stand up, stand up! His words had tickled their way inside Monkey, a hot itch now. She kept fingering the knife. Stand up, stand up! 

Monkey stood up.

"Mama."

Mama Bot blinked. "Yes, my monkey?"

"You think we maybe ought to join him?"

"Certainly, Monkey." Mama Bot thought about it for a second, then peered at Monkey through the holofeed. "Join who?" Her eyes, which seemed always unfocused, aiming out into the world but watching only the thoughts of the mind behind them, until those moments when they needled into Monkey—they followed Monkey's gaze and fixed themselves on Dom Chivo's luminous apparition, noticing him maybe for the first time. She laughed.

"Oh no. No, we definitely won't be joining him, Monkey. He's an idiot."

"But he wants to fight."

"And so do you, my monkey, I know." Mama gave Monkey a sweet smile. It made Monkey feel real stupid. "It's your nature. You would've gone right at those bots and their handlers in the station if I hadn't got hold of you. And do you know what? That's perfect, you being how you are. It's what brought you to me. And I am so glad you're here. You're like Poxy." Mama waved a hand, indicating one or another of the bug bots crawling about the cargo bay. Monkey couldn't tell them apart. "Such a defiant little bug. Not very bright, but stubborn, lots of moxie. She's one of my favourites, just like you."

"He wants to get us off Craster. Maybe he can help us. Maybe we can help him."

Stand up! Stand up! 

A flick of Mama's fingers and Dom Chivo went mute. Another flick and her bots scattered from her. She leaned forward, nose to nose with the image of Dom Chivo, considering him.

"It was the Epirians," she told Monkey, "who gave Dom Chivo his position among the Broken. He doesn't know this of course, but they do everything in their power to keep him in place. His capacities are limited, and fully known to them." Mama Bot knew things like this, from when she'd been with the Epirians. She'd left, or they'd kicked her out, it was never exactly clear. Irreconcilable differences, and whenever she said this there was acid in her tone. She'd worked in their intelligence corps—said this meant dealing with information, but to Monkey it just meant Mama was smart. She knew things. Mama Bot had serious qualies. "Chivo has charisma, and he's authentic. But he confuses getting off this backwater with beating the Epirians. He's blunt, I understand why he speaks to you. He wants to pick a fight, but it's the sort of fight he can only lose. Firepower. Funding. Bodies in the field. These are Epirian measures of power, and by that measure they are unquestionably supreme. And they know it. They have Dom Chivo quantified. They know with some precision what his rebellion is likely to cost them. It's all part of their balance sheet, he's absolutely right about that. And when this planet ceases to be worth their effort, the Epirians will leave, and here we all will be stuck. What Dom Chivo doesn't realize, his every victory undermines his ultimate goal. He hopes to force the Epirians into negotiating an evacuation. But the harder Chivo fights, the more it costs the Epirians, and the sooner they give up on this place. Even if he wins, he loses." With an index finger Mama tickled the tip of Chivo's holo beard. "Poor man." 

"At least he's fighting, Mama."

Mama's eyes zeroed on Monkey. "Let me ask you a question. When you stabbed Kalan Pleasure, did you come at him straight on? Or did you wait until he wasn't looking?" 

Monkey's hand went reflexively to the knife on her forearm. Her memory of Kalan...his neck long and his shoulders slender, exaggerated femininity, his kimono in The Pleasure House blue lights the colour of hammered tin. He'd been looking up into the face of an off duty Securcon, their words muted by thick mellow bass, when Monkey had cut him. Slip, slip—twice, the blade into the small of the back and upwards, towards the kidneys, the heart, aiming to kill. Kalan's body going rigid—he'd screamed, Monkey was sure, but she couldn't hear it. All she remembered was the bass, so loud it was like fluid, like being under water, the blood immediate, spreading across silver silk.

"You stabbed him in the back," Mama Bot stated, a fact. "You did the right thing. You're smart. He was stronger than you. He would've killed you if you'd come straight at him. Instead you made the battlefield yours." She turned back to the screens, her point apparently made. No longer looking at Monkey, she said, "Food," and waited, engrossed once more in the holos, hand out and palm up, waiting, while Monkey dug through a crate of stores in one corner, produced a protein bar, peeled it and handed it over. "Show me the Percom schema again." Chewing, talking now to her bots, which had once more coalesced around her. "Interesting...interesting. And these are the latest we have?" 

"That's cheating!" Billy cried.

"Billy!" Mama held the protein bar like a dagger, aimed at Raz and Billy. "What have I told you?"

"I know, Mama," Billy said.

"Say it."

"Don't accuse no one of cheating."

"What do you do instead?"

"Cheat better."

"That's right." Mama's lips formed the shape of a kiss, like maybe she was going to say more. Instead she gave one sharp nod and let it drop. She was hard on Billy, harder than she ever was on Monkey or Raz. 

"Mama," Monkey said. A long sigh escaped Mama Bot, but Monkey persisted. "What are we going to do, Mama?" Mama's eyes planted themselves once more on Monkey. She took a bite of the protein bar, and after a moment smiled. 

"My monkey. Come here. Look at this." Mama's finger lovingly traced the wave diagram still hovering on one holoscreen. "This is the signal that went between the Securcon bots when one of them sensed a threat."

"Boo-Coo." 

"Boo-Coo, yes. His Percom triggered their combat mode. It read false. And this," a second wave came up on the other screen, "is the signal the Percom sent out first, causing the gate to lock down. Very similar. Red picked it up." Mama nuzzled the little six-legged bot, which had crawled up and settled now on her shoulder. "Didn't you? Yes you did. Who's such a smart little bot? You are. Yes." 

"It didn't work, making him swallow it?"

"What? Oh. Yes. No, that was never going to work. That was recon. I was still trying to decipher their combat codes so I could override them. And the gate...and Red did decipher them. Didn't you? Yes."

Monkey stared. Boo-Coo. She pictured the skinny boy bleeding on the station's floor, his chest cratered. An orphan, like herself, but grown older, a sham skeleton in the dead tourist's oversized clothes. He was one of Mama's, just as Rogero had been before him. A piece on the game board, sacrificed. Mama seemed already to have forgotten him.

She told Monkey, "It's radio," and beamed like this meant something. "It's old. Very old. No quantum data bursts, not enough information for effective communication, but enough to flip a switch. Nothing anybody would be looking for. Very clever, but risky. Now that Red's found it, it's very easy to intercept. And just as easy to counterfeit. The station will open back up in a day or two. All we need is authentic ID numbers." 

 Monkey began to understand. "Is it going to work this time, Mama?"

"Oh yes." Mama Bot beamed at the wave diagrams. "Now I have it."

"We're going to need another Percom ain't we?"

"No." Mama looked at Raz and Billy, still bent over their game, then at Monkey. "We'll need four of them."
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It was easier than Monkey figured it would be, getting the Percom IDs. A boy who'd worked with her at Kalan Pleasure's now worked at Uplift, the last civilian hospital in Whitesands. People with real qualies had mostly flown the planet, and the gaps had been filled with whoever showed up. The boy was now a nurse. 

A little sweet talk and three bottles of authentic Carnglen was all it took to get Monkey and Raz into the cold steel room in the sub-level where corpses were stored before incineration. Ten minutes, probing fingertips into rubbery dead flesh, Monkey making quick slits with her knife, and they were out of there, heading east towards the abandoned algae fields.

"Mama Bot," Raz mused as they walked, "She got to be more bot than person." The blush of the cut sky reflected off the city's towering steel and plaz, filling the day around them, two jangly tall girls on the street, not yet grown into their limbs, Monkey with the Percom IDs tucked in an inside pocket and Raz, a soiled faerie smoking some thinly-rolled ragleaf. 

Monkey wasn't sure how it was they'd gotten close. Raz, a Pretty Girl, fundamentally softer in some way than Monkey. Always putting glitter on her cheeks before they went anywhere, making sure her hair was right in a little hand mirror she had, this girl who tried to be a hick but whose parents had been dancers from somewhere far off. Never making up her own mind. But it was there between them, Monkey and Raz, something always syncing in the easy way they walked together. Maybe it was just three months of living side by side inside the harvester, but it was there. 

"Hey," Monkey agreed, and from the distance came gunfire, the rain-on-metal sound of Dom Chivo's people costing the Epirians money. "Sometimes I think she thinks we're bots. Wants us to be anyway. Gets all frustrated when she actually got to talk to us. The way she stares, like she's trying to just think at us the way she can with her bugs."

"Zactly. She forgets we ain't. Sometimes I wish I was a bot." 

It was Fate's Day and it was hot. Securcons and their shining bots hunkered at street corners, there to put down any notion the locals might have of getting unruly. And yet in the distance, the sporadic pop-pop and rat-a-tat of Dom Chivo's people, unruly indeed. His graffiti was everywhere, his bearded face painted on walls on every street, his finger pointing. 

"Dom Chivo wants you," Monkey teased. Raz snickered.

"Shut up."

"He does. He wants you."

"That's gross." Raz passed Monkey the cigarette. In the long silence as they walked, Monkey sensed Raz thinking hard.

Finally Raz said, "You trust her?"

"Mama?" 

"I heard what she said. What she done to Boo-Coo. Rogero, too, letting them walk into the station like that, knowing they'd get shot up."

"Better them than us." Monkey, blowing out smoke. "What Mama would say anyway."

"Hey. But now it's our turn." Raz gestured at the pocket where Monkey had the Percoms stashed. "You trust her this'll work?"

Monkey thought about it. She pulled hard on the ragleaf and passed it back. She said, "Mama saved me." 

"Just kept you from being stupid. I saw the way you was about to go at those Securcons."

"No, I mean Kalan Pleasure, when I was working for him." Monkey glanced at Raz and Raz looked away. "He was real bad, and I thought I had to handle it. Just to keep living, hey. I seen Mama a couple times before she talked to me. Couple of nights in a row she come in, but didn't do nothing, didn't talk to nobody. She just buys a drink and sits there watching. Maybe her third night there, she comes in and gives Kalan his money and points right at me. Didn't even know she noticed me before that. I figure, okay, it's my job, hey, woman or man don't matter. I take her to my flop. But Mama doesn't want nothing. She gives me that stare of hers, like I ain't nothing but a holoscreen she's reading. She says to me, 'It's a choice, you know.' I don't know what she's even on about, but she lays this knife down on the flop between us and says, 'Being powerless. It's a choice.' She tells me I want to I can make a different choice. Then she stands up and walks out, doesn't even look back. Took me all of about ten minutes to think it over. I got out that night."

"You didn't answer my question, though," Raz said. They were at the city's edge now, where the towers ceased in a long line of glinting plaz. Before them, the checkerboard green of the old algae fields spread across pale desert to the horizon. The harvester rumbled along out there, through the nearest fields, rolling in long slow arcs, awaiting their return. Overhead, the Craster sky pulsed with bloody smears, the Maelstrom coming down.

"I'll tell you what," Monkey said, "I trust her to be predictable. Whatever the plan is, Mama won't let nothing bad happen to herself. No matter what goes down or what she tells you, you stay close to her. You do what she does. You'll be alright."

"What are you going to do? If things go bad?"

"Me?" Monkey laughed. "Shit, I'll just run. Nobody going to catch me."

"You ain't going to fight, are you?"

"Hell no."

"Don't lie. Promise me." Raz gave Monkey this look, her brow all furrowed, and for a second Monkey couldn't say anything. It stunned her some, being known, being so cared about. "Promise," Raz commanded.

"I promise. I'll be out of there faster than a rabbit with its ass on fire." Monkey reached beneath her coat and pinched the slick fabric of her optical suit. "Got my 'flage. Nobody so much as see me running. Alright?"

"Alright." 




*




They hit St. Lorca Station the next night. Big armature bots, shaped around their human pilots, were the only sign anything had recently gone down—that, and a noticeably higher density of Securcons inside the cathedral. But the trains had started up again, extruding and collecting tourists. Money changing hands, the night crowd as thick as ever and the PA blaring arrivals and departures. Ads for Carnglen and Stimpson's played on the overhead vid.

"You'll be fine," Mama'd insisted. "Just go straight for the gate. Not together, split up. Red and Poxy will override the signals from your IDs. The gate will open right up. The Epirians won't even blink. Billy and I will be right behind you. Act..." Mama Bot's hand circled in the air, as though conjuring words. "Normal," she said.

And so that's what they did, Monkey in her 'flage coverall but with it turned off, a single Percom in her pocket, the way Rogero had done it the first time, Raz off to the left, moving between the vendors, through clouds of ragleaf and fryer smoke, her eyes wide and fixed straight ahead, her own Percom clenched in a fist. The two of them, walking right past Securcons and their bots, close enough for Monkey to clock the reflected queue of passengers bending across their mirrored silver masks. 

The gate ahead hypnotized her. Open and closed, open and closed. People passing through one at a time. Open and closed. Her heart hammered in her ears. 

"No sum in not at least trying," she said into her mic as she fell into the slow pack of people being filtered through the gates. Ahead, stuck to the barrier's plaz wall, Monkey spotted one of Mama's bug bots. A good sign, maybe. 

"They spot me," Raz said, "I'm doing what Boo-Coo did. I'm going straight for that gate."

"Mama says for you two to hush," came Little Billy's voice. He sounded more than scared. His voice trembled, real quiet. 

"They spot you," Monkey told Raz, "just bat those big eyes up at them, helpless little orphan girl, and say you don't know nothing, sir, what's a Percom, sir? I'm just a little faerie fresh out of the mines. Break their hearts enough, I bet they give you a ride off planet." 

"Hey that."

Their banter, it was cover. For Billy's ears, for Mama Bot's. Act normal. Well, they were, for Mama's benefit. Across the way, Monkey gave Raz a look. Raz peeled out of the line and blended into the crowd, doubling back.

"Hush!" Billy scolded. "Mama says."

The gate, open and closed, open and closed, slowly getting closer. A dog bot waddled past Monkey's leg, its metal paws clicking on the granite. The line inched her past a standing bot with Renshaws on its shoulders—maybe this was the one that'd shot Boo-Coo.

"One of them's looking at me." Raz, talking like she still stood in line, her voice tight fear, laying it on thick. "He's looking at me."

"Just relax, hey."

"No, Monkey, he's looking at me. I think I got to run."

"Don't run. Relax."

"Huuuush!" Billy said. "And Mama says relax, you're fine."

The maglev hovered there, waiting, doors open. People with clearance began filling the sleek ergonomics within. The tall bot beside Monkey turned. Its head looked not right somehow, misshapen. It took Monkey a second to scope one of Mama's bug bots clinging to its skull. Monkey saw another bug, this one riding the dog bot. 

"Monkey. He's coming this way."

Something skittered past Monkey's feet. Another bug bot. They were everywhere. They'd latched themselves to all the Epirian bots. Others ticked along the floor, making for the gate. Other people murmured and pointed, scoping the bots now, too. 

"Monkey—"

"Don't move!" They converged on Monkey before she even saw them. Three Securcons, thick in their black armour. "Put your hands on your head, girl!" Two of them had rifles levelled at Monkey, not messing around. Still tense after the riot, expecting things to go bad. Expecting Dom Chivo's people maybe. The third Securcon came at Monkey with auto cuffs in one hand, the palm of his other hand resting on the butt of a pistol at his hip. People backed away from Monkey. Fear squeezed Monkey. For and instant, she couldn't move. 

"Raz..." She fought to control her voice. "You doing what we talked about?"

"I am. I'm where I need to be. Monkey...I can see you. You remember what you told me."

Monkey unfroze. She took a single running step. 

The Securcon with the cuffs caught her by the shoulder. Monkey struggled, tried to squirm free, but she was no match. The Securcon had her. Monkey spoke into the mic on her collar.

"Well, I tried." She whipped around, the knife already in her hand. 

She hit only air. The Securcon was falling, falling, falling, everything slow all of a sudden. He hit the floor. 

He had no head. Blood poured from him. Another Securcon flew away from Monkey. 

Now she heard the shots, the air tearing itself apart around her. The tall bot, its shoulder-mounted Renshaws—it fired again. The sound made Monkey scream. She couldn't hear herself. The third Securcon shuddered. More shots. He flew apart. 

People scattered. Monkey found herself in a clear space, just her and the tall bot. A troop of Securcons fought their way through the crowd towards her. Something flew into them, a flash of metal. The dog bot. One of the Securcons screamed as the bot tore into him. Another of them fell as the tall bot fired again. 

A klaxon blared. A red light flashed over the gate. 

The gate slid shut. It stayed shut. Beyond it, the train hadn't moved, its doors still open. Monkey cursed. Her feet began to move. She squeezed the tab on the cuff of her optical 'flage, and now she ran. Away from the gate. Away from the train and the tunnel huggers and any hope of a new life. She was running, invisible—yet people cleared out of her way. She looked back—

The big bot ran behind her, pacing her. She stopped. The bot stopped—and now Monkey got it. She dug into her pocket. Her fingertips closed around the Percom's hard edges. She threw it, back the way she'd come. The big bot loped away, following the chip's trajectory. 

"It's the Percom!" Maybe Raz could still hear her. "Throw the chip away!"

Monkey, running again, until she saw the mob of people at the station's high arched doors. All of them, pressing to get out while the piloted armature bots pressed to get in, crushing forward. People screamed. Gunfire reverberated inside the station dome. 

Monkey changed direction. She came to the info kiosk, began to climb. Atop its roof, she leapt, caught the girder. Hung there for a second by her fingertips, and pulled herself up. She began to climb, up and up, until the beam levelled. She ran across the high backbone of the St. Lorca Station. 

Below, the station in chaos. The roar of gunfire. People scattering, falling, bleeding in the flickering light of Stimpson's smiling cat-eyed girl on the vid screen. Above, the night sky ever so slowly tore itself open. 

Monkey hunkered there, the place in between, her hidden perch, her favourite place in all of Whitesands. She watched while the armature bots cut everyone below to pieces. 

Off to the side, near the gate, Monkey clocked a woman, low and inconspicuous. She wore a tribal shawl and low desert hat. Beside her, a little boy with a blond crew cut. As Monkey watched, the gate slid open a crack. Together the woman and the boy slipped through. It was the way the woman towed the boy across the platform. Towing him by the arm, like luggage, not looking back. Impatient, but parental. Motherly. The two of them got onto the train. 

A moment later, another figure stole along the plaz wall. She approached the gate, and slipped through. The gate closed on her. She was caught. She struggled. She tore herself free—stood there for a beat, something left behind, hanging there in the gate's plaz jaws, something she wanted, like a limb. But she made up her mind and left it. Quick and lithe, she ran to the train. Not five seconds later its doors slid shut. It began to move, picking up speed, the silent maglev rush of mass, blurring, one car becoming indecipherable from the next. It disappeared, just empty track. 

The bug bots on the gate all fell to the floor. The Epirian bots went still. Gunfire grew sporadic, and petered away. 

Mama Bot was gone. And still pinched in the gate, fluttering slightly in the train's wake, hung the filthy gossamer of a lost faerie wing.
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The harvester was dead, an inert hulk on the algae field. Inside, the bug bots were still alive, but mindless now without Mama, just batteries with churning legs. Monkey sat there, watching them climb the metal hull until they'd slide back, over and over, going nowhere. 

"Never occurred to me Billy was her kid," and in the echoing quiet she remembered Raz wasn't there to talk to. The holoscreens pulsed, weak maps of light pushing out against the cargo bay's interior blackness. The pretty wave diagrams, the muted loop of Dom Chivo's angry speech. Maybe Monkey slept, or maybe it was the solitude, crushing her. Her mind wandered. Dom Chivo's speech, looping again and again, his silent chant.

Stand up, stand up!

Monkey imagined Raz, dancing someplace full of people who mattered. Stand up, stand up! They'd pay her, Monkey figured, for real, hey, not just pennies in a hat. She thought about Raz, and she smiled.

Stand up, stand up!

Her fingers, tickling the edge of her blade.

Stand up, stand up!

Monkey stood up.
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A ragtag Broken fleet is no place for an Artarian House Champion, but that's exactly where Hanori's hunt for the fugitive has taken her. Deprived of her Lorican combat suit, will she be able to catch her prey? Or will other, more personal influences, be decisive?







'PERHAPS WE CAN come to some arrangement?'

What gets me is the way men's expressions change, like it suddenly occurs to them that as well as having whatever-passes-for-money-around here I'm a woman. That I might have something else to trade. After all, I'm in better shape than most of the poor bastards who arrive through this airlock. I resist the temptation to sigh. I also resist the temptation to reach backwards, draw the needler taped under my backpack and shoot this meathead in the place he apparently keeps his brain. Instead I give him a final chance to prove me wrong. 'What sort of arrangement?' I ask, like there might be a non-obvious answer.

'Maybe you step into this side corridor here, where it's good and dark and the two of us—'

I'd palmed my stunner after I tricked the inner lock. I raise my hand now and shoot him in the chest. He falls to the floor, convulsing and making guh-guh-guh noises. Unlike a flechette  storm to the groin this won't kill him. Nor will it give him the opportunity to scream and draw attention from beyond the bulkhead. But it should be embarrassing enough that once he regains control of his bodily functions, he won't be telling anyone about the lone female trader he let onto the ship without taking a bribe, let alone any liberties.  
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This is the last of the eight ships in this sorry excuse for a fleet, but finally my luck is changing. I get a lead on you from the fourth person I speak to. She raises goats. I can't see them, but I can hear them, behind a makeshift barrier, penned up in what used to be a ship's cabin. Smell them too. In order to blend in I didn't take advantage of the hygiene facilities on my ship en route but I still noticed the smell when I came aboard, a combined stink of sweat and sewerage and desperation. Now with added goat. But goat-woman is all smiles, and she's helpful without me having to flash any cash.

'Combat training, you say?' She doesn't look confused at my query, which was the case with the man selling snakeskin belts and with the woman stirring a huge pot of stew farther back in this corridor-turned-marketplace. The third person I spoke to, an old man selling hanks of hand-dyed fabric, said this woman might be able to help. Which doesn't mean she will, of course. 

'Yes, that's what I heard. Back in Nicodem.' I nod behind me, though I've no idea which direction the Nicodem system is in; then again neither has she.

'And your people, they're like us?' 

In the same way gold is like goat-shit, yes. 'Not really.'

'It's just if there was another group over that way, maybe we could make contact—'

The Broken are always looking for others in the same boat but it's a big old universe out there, even if it is getting smaller all the time. 'Just the one ship, with my family on. We do all right, by ourselves.' Patently, given how well-fed and healthy I am, and the fact that I have my own scoutship. It could almost be the truth.  

'Oh. But they let you come all this way, alone.'

'It's our way. Family honour.'  

'And it's your brother who's run away.'

I nod, then let my face slide into a grimace with a side order of disappointed frown. 'Yes. I know, he should've known better. But he's had … issues, and he wanted to get some serious combat training. He'd heard about someone out here, in Liberty.' A pretentious name, though they are one of the largest and most coherent groups of Broken we know of; I've visited them twice before on retrieval missions, each time boarding a different ship in the group, using a different alias and cover story.  

'Someone? Like who?'

She's wary. Fair enough, given the lack of communication between groups of Broken. It's also a good sign. I give a slight lift of the mouth, then say, 'Someone who's teaching combat skills, taking on worthy students, training them. I heard this rumour… ' I let my expression tighten, like I know how unlikely what I'm about to say is. '… some people are saying this combat trainer is Artarian.' 

I've watched her all through, so I don't miss the way her eyes widen, just a little. She knows what I'm talking about all right. But she says, 'That's a wild rumour.'  

I shrug. 'I know. I mean why would someone from the Remnant Fleet,' bother with hopeless cases like you lot, 'leave all that behind? I guess it must have been politics. You know what Artarian politics are like. '   

She nods, although she doesn't; she really doesn't. And she's watching me back. I need to divert her with some plausible lies. 'Anyway,' I say, 'never mind where this person who's doing the training came from, do you know where I can find them? It's a man, isn't it? That was what I heard.'

'What's his name?'

She means my fictitious brother. 'Jeorg. But I know him: he'll have taken another name. He's about five years younger than me, got the same colouring.' The same carefully applied colouring.

She nods, suspicions receding. 'That's not much to go on, but I think I can help.  There is someone, an outsider, who runs a combat school. No idea if any other outsiders are taking his training.'

'Great. Where can I find him? Uh, and what was this combat trainer called?'

'All your questions can be answered if you'll wait a few minutes.' She looks at her watch: an actual mechanical watch. Probably an heirloom.

A name and directions were what I was hoping for. 'All right.' I look around, like I'm expecting comfortable seating to materialise.

'Shouldn't be long now.' She smiles. 'Perhaps you'd like some milk while you wait?'

I wouldn't, but I let her sell me a cup. It's still warm, and makes me want to gag. I drink slowly, back to the wall, keeping watch. A few people pass by, murmuring greetings to the goat-woman, eyeing me up with various degrees of suspicion and interest. 

I don't like this.

A boy comes up to the woman, hugging a cylindrical container to his chest. She greets him by name, takes the container – there's some faded writing on it – and slips through the barricade to her animals. The boy stares at me with naked curiosity. I ignore him. There are at least fifteen thousand people on this ship alone; seventy or eighty thousand in the 'Liberty' gang/collective. I do not stand out. The woman returns and gives the boy his container of milk. He staggers off with it.  

I finish my milk and return the cup. I'm wondering if I should make small talk about goats or families when another customer arrives, a woman this time, heavily pregnant and carrying a pair of containers on a yoke across her back. 

The goat-keeper greets the woman, fussing that she's doing such heavy work in her current state. 

'So Zefim keeps saying.'

Zefim. I tense.

'And how is the bump? You know I'm happy to dowse for gender.'

Dowse for gender? Ancestor's sakes: how unbelievably primitive. 

'Oh, boy or girl, I don't mind, as long as they're healthy.' She speaks with false casualness, and I look at her directly. She returns my gaze with a distant smile. Her face is pale beneath the dirt. Turning back to the goat-keeper she adds, 'Zefim says any child of his will be a fighter, and he's right.'   

You liked the name Zefim, from that old story about the Weapons Master from a Broken ship who came over to us. It's one of the names I thought you might take when you hid out amongst them. 

I've found you. Or rather, I've found the mother of your child.

My carefully rehearsed lies flee my head. I push myself away from the wall and stride away, not looking back.
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At least I have a name now. I've wasted weeks on false leads already, but I'm getting close.

I slow, get my expression under control, and show a vague interest in some of the other wares. But as soon as I can get clear of the market corridor, I do. 

Each Broken ship is unique, but they're constrained by the layout of the vessel their forebears begged, borrowed or stole when the Maelstrom hit. This one has a military feel, lots of identical corridors – made easier to navigate by graffiti – and a few larger rooms which must have been mess-rooms or drill-halls. 

I've done a few retrievals from ex-military ships. The last one was a lowborn engineer who tried to play off two Houses to further his career. When his stupidity came back to bite him he downloaded blueprints for an algal eco-unit and stole a scout ship. His plan was to find a gang or small fleet who'd welcome his expertise and the associated blueprints, although few Broken have the resources to build systems like that. Still, we don't let our tech leave the Fleet. He was tried in absentia and found guilty so it wasn't a retrieval as such, just the dispensing of justice. 

This is different: my orders are to bring you back alive. I'm still not sure how I feel about that, but my feelings don't come into it. I'm the logical choice for this mission. This is what I do, now: find the lost. I'm good at it. And I know how to put duty above emotion. 

One of the downsides of military ships is the lack of ducting. Converted liners have accessible ducts and hidden walkways everywhere but ex-military ships were designed with paranoia. So, no lurking in the ducts.

Instead, I find a hotel. At least it says 'Hotel' on the wall outside the double-height doors. I suspect it was once cargo-space, but judicious use of racking and partitions has converted it to stacks of private alcoves with no sound-proofing and queasily springy floors. It smells of fried food and damp laundry. This isn't a secure base, but it's the best I'll get. I ditch the backpack under the lumpy pallet that serves as a bed; on arrival it pays to look like a trader, but it can be a distraction. That leaves me with limited resources, but at this stage I'm still doing recon, so I shouldn't need the netgun, my darts or any serious chemicals. I set my defences as usual, on the door, and on all my gear. Enough of a shock to stun, but not kill, anyone without my genetic code who tries for access or thievery.

The rest of the day is all about questions. If people spot I'm not local, I use the same cover I did with the goat-woman. If they assume I'm from another Liberty ship I say I've heard about this combat trainer, I think he's called Zefim, and I'm interested in some training for myself.

Splash a firm truth or two about and people assume you're okay; they open up, trust you. By the end of the day I have a location, the set-up of your little enterprise – I'm too old to sign up, apparently – and most importantly, a way to find out more. The Fight School – that's how everyone who's heard of it refers to it, and about half those I ask admit to having heard of it – holds regular demonstrations. The next one is tomorrow. Tickets are expensive though not hard to come by. I also hear a few unsubstantiated rumours, one of which I know to be true, and another of which I hope is.
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This is another cargo-space, only instead of racking, there are tiered seats all around the edge, enough for perhaps three hundred people. The floor is marked out into an arena space, coloured zones with weapon racks off to one side. Low-tech weapons only: staves and spears and knives. The place is about two thirds full. I sit near the back, next to an aisle. 

The show starts with a parade, of sorts. A few dozen youths in coloured sashes march round the perimeter of the 'arena', watched by a couple of hundred people who are probably a mix of relatives and the (relatively) rich. How the mighty are fallen. Still, I guess you only know how to do one thing. I turned out to be a bit more adaptable when the infighting of our betters derailed our future. Despite wanting to put on a show, you don't lead your pupils out, like we would have back in the day. You stand at the back, with your woman – whose name is Emala, people have told me – watching with what I imagine to be pride. It's too far away to see your expression, and I'm not going to stare.

The combat demonstration is interesting. You've had to amend the training we received, given the limited range of weaponry. There's the expected katas and lunge/riposte combinations but also lots of throws and locks. There're some moves I don't recognise at all, presumably from combat forms the Broken themselves have picked up. 

The massed demo thins out, and we're onto show fights, one on one. Except these are not for show: these are real competitions, fought in public. Old habits die hard, even if this is mere parody to what we once were: the combatants wear padded cloth armour, and the weapons are tipped with dye to show strikes. 

You, Emala and a pair of older men discuss the fighters' performances, while a woman with no arm below the left elbow prowls round the edge of the combat circle, providing a commentary for the audience. She actually refers to 'known Artarian close fighting techniques' when discussing the duels. It's called tak-bey, lady. You weren't as careful as you were told to be; I'd never have picked up your trail after all these years if your ego hadn't compelled you to teach tak-bey to outsiders.  

After one of the matches you and your lover argue, and she stalks off. Looks like that particular rumour might be correct after all. All is not well between you two.

As the awards – charmingly primitive discs of metal on ribbons – are being presented I strike up a conversation with the couple sitting next to me. They were cheering hard for one of the contestants, though the girl didn't place, and I peg them as her parents. I say I'm from the Katra's Liberty, and I've come over to find out whether I can sign my younger sister up for the Fight School. Who'd be the best person to talk to, I ask?  

They point out one of the men who's been keeping score. I loiter, keeping half an eye on you; you head off as soon as the winning students have completed their victory lap of the room to loud applause, following them out the back entrance. As the clapping dies down and people start to get up, I hustle across to the man the couple pointed out, arriving breathless and flushed, giving him the spiel about wanting to find out more for my sister and how I'd love to meet Zefim, given I've heard so much about him.  

He looks me up and down. Considering. Might be some interpersonal stuff here, him and 'Zefim' and Emala. The pheromone mix I applied before coming here should be having an impact too; no sniffers in this environment, and I'll take any advantage I can get. 

Finally he says, 'He might be happy to see a pretty young lady like yourself in person.' He  shows me to a back-office-turned-waiting-room, and leaves me there a little apologetically. 

I wait. 

The waiting stretches. Paranoia begins to nibble.  

Finally I hear voices outside, then the door opens, and you come in. You look flushed, like maybe you've been arguing with your possibly-ex girlfriend. Ten years have put some lines on your face but they suit you. 

I haven't changed much, though my hair's not the colour you remember, and I'm wearing the patched robes over leggings that are all the rage amongst the Broken. You're more used to seeing me in a Combat Suit, or training coveralls, or nothing at all. For a moment you don't recognise me. Then you frown. I save you the effort and say, 'Hello Anshal.'

The frown deepens. 'Hanori?'

I smile. It's hard not to enjoy this. 'Yes, it's me. I've come to take you home.'

'Home?'

'To the Fleet.'

'Oh. It's been so long, I'd assumed …' you shrug.

I expected more enthusiasm. Your family, your birthright, your position: you lost all of that when your House fell from grace. You only avoided losing your life thanks to friends in high places. I only avoided losing mine by making myself useful in other ways. 'It's been longer than it should have been, yes.' 

'So, why now?'

'Senator Klish passed away, quietly, in his sleep.' And far be it from anyone to say it wasn't natural causes. 'House Colrain is in the ascendant again.'

'But the landing debacle on Miramon—'

'Ancient history.'

'A lot of innocent people died.'

'Yes. Yes they did. I'm not proud of that. But we were doing what our leaders told us to do, like soldiers must. We had no way of knowing we were acting on faulty intel. And those people would have died anyway, when the Maelstrom reached their world. They had no chance. You do. You were made a scapegoat, paying the price for our leaders' mistakes. But you've got a second chance. It's time for you to come back from the dead, Anshal.' 

You say nothing. I remember the last thing you said to me before you sealed yourself in the cargo pod: you made a joke about how, when our House recovered from the setback of the botched resource-and-power grab, and you came back, you'd find me married with half a dozen kids. That had hurt so much, at the time, the reminder that we were over. Later, once I'd laid low long enough for the chaos to subside, then carved out a new career doing important if never broadcast work, it hurt in a different way; I resented your assumption that I would go from Champion to brood-mare now I no longer had a highborn lover.  

But this isn't about me. It's about duty and honour. Through a tight jaw I say, 'Everyone wants you back.' 

I know that look, the set mouth and distant eyes. 'Everyone?' 

'Yes. Everyone. Including your mother, since you ask.'

'Does she know?'

'That you're still alive? She does now.' I laugh, making light of it. 'I take back all that stuff I said before about her being cold. She's mellowed. She wants you back, and not just because you're her firstborn.'

You nod to yourself. You're not convinced. 'Who sent you?'

'What? Senator Askion, of course. The Fleet, your family, our people, they all want you back.' I nearly add I want you back. Because it turns out that part of me, stupidly, still does. I went from love to fear to hate to putting you out of my mind. But now you're right back in there.    

'So she never found out that you and I weren't still the golden couple, that we had—'

'Broken up. No. Of course not.' House Champions from the two ends of Artarian society, brought together by love and duty: everyone loved that. Except you, at the end. It might have been easier if there had been someone else, a focus for the failure, but there wasn't. Just you and your stubborn guilt and pride. Now, things are even more complicated. 'Is this about Emala?'

'What?'

'Are you staying for her, because you love her?' You look at me sharply, like I've caught you in a lie. 'Or because she's having your child?'

'What if I said I'd come back, but only if she came too?' You keep your voice even, like you're trying out the proposition.

'You know the answer to that. Leaving aside how your family would react there's a purely practical problem. No room.'

'How did you get here then?'

'Stealthily.'

You frown again: I'm being glib. More importantly, I'm not trusting you. I always hated that particular frown, so I add, 'A scout ship on autopilot and a pair of Combat Suits to get us to it.' And to get us out of trouble, if it comes to it. There is a risk, should any Broken have the tech and inclination to venture out onto the hull of their ship, that they'll come across the dormant Suits clamped there. If so, it will end badly for them, but unless they have the means to send a message before my Suit's automated defences cut in, it won't blow my cover.  

'No effort spared then.'

'No. And nor should there be!'

You half close your eyes. 'I'm sorry, Hanori. This is just a surprise. After so long I'd assumed … well, I've got used to living here.'

I resist the temptation to say amongst these low-lifes? And instead I say, 'That's only natural. But it's time to remember who you were. What you were. A Champion of your House. The Suit I brought for you, it's your old one.' The one you fought so hard to earn: the one that should still, should always, be an extension of yourself.

'Oh.' I can see it sinking in, see you reconnecting with the past, readjusting your view of how the future might be. I make myself stay silent. Giving you space. Finally you say, 'I need to think about this. Where can I find you?'

'The place a few corridors aft of here calling itself a hotel.' I don't hesitate; besides the need to show trust, it won't take a great mind to work out where I'm staying. 

'Okay,' you say. I realise it's a dismissal, and for a moment that makes my chest tight. But it shouldn't, so I nod and leave.
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Okay, I admit it: I've been so engaged by the hunt that I've not been thinking much about what would happen when I found you. Normally there's no need: retrieve or destroy, and in either case the subject's rarely willing. But it was also because I didn't know how I'd react to seeing you. There have been other boys – men – since, of course, but they've just been fun, or comradeship, or stress relief. Seeing you again was always going to stir things up.

I know we can never go back to what we were. We're both older now, and new Champions have come up through the ranks. Even so, Senator Askion did offer me the chance to return to the arena, become a Champion again. I know she's assuming you'll want to. Your mother would like you to go into politics; the great scion of her house; wronged, apparently dead, now returned. Quite a coup. Given what I saw today I suspect you'll chose neither of the above, and become a teacher. And I'll be happy enforcing our law amongst outsiders for the rest of my life. But knowing I brought you home means the world is put to rights, even if my heart never will be.

You still haven't got in contact by the evening. Mind you, it's not like you can call me. I spend another uncomfortable night listening to the muffled snores, farts and grunts coming from beyond the thin walls.

Next morning I go out. I need distraction. The longer you make me wait, the more I worry. For a small financial inducement, the skinny youth who takes guests' money says he'll take any messages. I spend a few hours exploring off the beaten track; a ship like this will have plenty of secret nooks and crannies, dark corridors and derelict cabins near the outer hull where the lights or heating failed and were never fixed. I also get some food; it's surprising how tasty rat can be, with the right spices.

The concertina partition across my alcove is locked with a simple combination padlock, supplied by the management – a wholly inadequate piece of security. On my return, I spin the combination to open the lock. When I pull the handle, the door moves freely. The wire I put under the handle is still there, but the additional contact-lock I secreted inside the frame doesn't disengage, because someone's already disabled it. 

I freeze, and listen. Nothing.

I give the corridor a casual glance both ways – empty, unless there's someone lurking in one of the other alcoves – then open the door.

The place has been turned over. I take a deep breath, pausing again, not that there's anywhere to hide in ambush in this tiny space. Then I exhale, step inside, and pull the partition shut behind me. As I check the various hiding places, my hands have a slight tremor in them. 

The needler is still stashed inside the heating pipe under the bed – glad I checked and found it not only didn't work but had a hole in the back. I had the stunner on me. Every other weapon and piece of tech is gone; even my chem-kit. 

Did my security fail me? I've been in the field a while, and I can't exactly test defences set to work on anyone except me.  

That's not the real question of course. The real questions are who, and why, and do they know what they've got. 




*




'Oh, you again. I didn't expect to see you back.'

I nearly didn't come back. I nearly went to the airlock, called my Suit, and flew back to my ship. Depending on who broke into my room, the robbery might be common knowledge. Or I might be being followed even now, though I'd hope to spot all but the most skilful tail. The fact that, without my touch, everything those bastards stole will dissolve to slag within fifty hours isn't much consolation. If they know what they've got, they might know I'm Artarian.

But despite all that, I can't let it go, can't give you back your future only to let some lucky but dumb Broken thief scare me off. I have to finish this, one way or another.  

So, I smile at the goat-woman. 'Yes, sorry about last time. I couldn't wait any longer. But I do need to speak to, um, what was the pregnant lady's name, Emala isn't it?'

'That's right.' She's cautious, which is understandable.

'She normally visits about now, doesn't she?'

'Yes, most days.' 

'I'll just, uh, wait a ways up here.' I've had a lot of practice at loitering unsuspiciously.

'Shall I tell her you want to speak to her?'

'No need, I'm not in any hurry this time. Do your business with her first.'  

Emala turns up, gets her milk and is just enduring some small talk from goat-woman when I saunter up with a smile. She's surprised when I ask if I can speak to her: just surprised. Not worried, not afraid. You haven't told her about my visit. Didn't think you would.

	As we move off from goat-woman I pre-empt Emala's questions by saying how impressed I was with yesterday's demonstration. She accepts the compliment graciously, then asks where I'm from.

	'Katra's Liberty. These days.' I mutter, like there's something bad there. Then I turn to her, doing my best to look up from under my brows, even though I'm taller than her. 'But I've been around. Can I … I need to show you something.'

	'What sort of something?' Still not hostile, though with an edge of suspicion.

	'Easier if I show you.' I make a turn, away from the market corridor. 

	'And why do I need to see whatever this is?' 

	I grimace. 'It's … relevant to the School. Only, I didn't want to show the men. I've …' I shrug. 'I'd just rather deal with another woman.'

	She nods, like she gets that. The Broken do, in a way my people wouldn't. That's what living in fear does for you. 

	We take another turn. I'm not enjoying how easy it is to deceive this woman, and that's partly why I say, 'It's about Zefim, actually. You and he, are you, um, is the baby his?'

	'Yes, but we're, well, we're no longer…'

	'Sorry. None of my business.' 

'No, it's okay. We're pretty much over.'  

	'I'm sorry to hear that.' Part of me is, because I know how she feels. And a small part of me is glad, even though I hate myself for it. I wonder if you gave her the same line you gave me, about all things having their time, and it being wrong to prolong what has come to a natural end.  

	'No matter. We're still friends, and I'll keep doing tech work for the School because I care about what Zefim's trying to do. I know he'll look after the little one as far as he can.' Her hand goes to her belly, and I remember her comment to goat-woman when I first saw her, about how all she wanted was a healthy child. 'So, what's this about Zefim?'

	'I found something.'

	'Something as in?'

'Like I said, you need to see.'

We're near the outer corridors now. I resist the temptation to ask more about her and her recently-ex-lover.

She follows me into a small room I found earlier. Probably a storage cupboard once, not much use now due to its size and lack of door, plus the overwhelming smell of mildew. I'm hoping the open doorway will put her at ease. 'Just a moment,' I say, 'I'll find it.'

	I brought what remain of my possessions here earlier, spreading them about like I was camped out. The thieves took only equipment, leaving my trade goods and backpack. I pretend to rummage in the pack now, though I had the stunner in its wrist-sheath all along. 

	When I straighten the weapon is hidden in my hand and I'm smiling, but she's combat trained, and she susses what's about to happen. As I raise my hand, she steps up and slaps at it. The stunner goes flying, bouncing hard off the wall.

	For a moment we stand toe-to-toe. Both equally shocked, for different reasons. Then we go for the small oval object on the floor between us. She kicks at it – bending down's an issue for her – and though I duck under her foot, she's fast and her aim's good. It's gone out the door.

We eye each other up. She's nearer the door than me, and I made the first move. In her position, I'd consider running. But she doesn't. She comes at me. I can tell, by the way she moves and holds her hands, that she's used to fighting with knives. The room's just big enough to let her come to me, for me to step aside, bring her round (I'd be removing the knife around now), and twist in behind her, my arm across her throat. 

She tenses, immobilised. She probably knows that in tak-bey, the choke is often a killing move. 

Not this time. I squeeze her neck in the right place, just hard enough, and she passes out. I lower her to the floor gently, wary of her swollen belly.  
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You're not coming. It wasn't your people who robbed me after all. Or it was but you don't care about this woman even though she's carrying your child. Or, it's more mundane than that: the errand boy I gave the sealed note to didn't deliver it.	

If you don't come, I'm left with two choices. Leave without you, or go to you, meeting on your territory, your terms. Neither appeals. 

A sound outside. Emala's eyes follow me; without drugs to knock her out I was reduced to binding her hands with my remaining set of restraints and sticking an impromptu gag in her mouth. Since she regained consciousness an hour ago she's been staring up at me from the floor. I told her I don't plan to kill her, but I'm not sure she believes me.

You step through the door. My hand comes up – you can't see what weapon I have, but you know I have one – and you freeze.

If you've ignored my conditions, and brought company, or weaponry, then I'm screwed. But I know you. You're alone. You take a step into the room. It's mighty crowded in here now.

'Please let her go,' you say.

Again that contradictory stab of sympathy/jealousy. I ignore it. 'I'm planning to, now I've got your attention. You need to come back with me, Anshal.'

I'd like to see Emala's reaction to your real name, but I can't see her from here.

'My question still stands, Hanori: Why?'

'Because this was only ever a temporary exile! You were born to be a Champion for your House. It's time to reclaim your destiny.'

You look past me for a moment, to Emala. 'Yes, I was born to it. And you had to work for it, so of course you value the status you gained – rightly so. But you're living proof that we don't have to follow the path set for us.'

'You're refusing to come home?'

'This is my home now.'

'Then you're in dereliction of your duty and a traitor to your race.' I press the stud on the stunner.

Nothing happens. Damn thing must have got busted when it hit the wall, or maybe Emala's kick did for it. Useless now, either way.

Your eyes flick to my hand, back to my face. You know I just tried to shoot you. As you open your mouth I reach back and draw my needler. You shut your mouth.

We stare at each other.

I'm down to one weapon now, and it's designed to kill.

'I wanted to explain,' you say, 'because I owed you that much. I wanted to explain and then send you on your way. Ideally I'd have liked to do it without involving anyone else. I did as you asked, and came alone, and unarmed. But you won't get off this ship unless I let you.'

I know you don't just mean the meathead guarding the airlock corridor – who, frankly, I'll happily shoot if he gives me any trouble. Your people are out there, and they've got your back. Which means my only option is to swap my current hostage for you. But we're evenly matched. I might have the gun, but if I try to take you hostage you're as likely to end up with it as me.

Or I could just shoot you.

You broke my heart, Anshal. Three months before the shit hit the fan in the Senate, you turned round and told me you didn't love me any more. By the time everything came to a head you'd stopped speaking to me in private. There was a period, at least a year after you were exiled, when I chose to believe that you saw it all coming, and dumped me to ease the pain. But that was self-delusion. You keep to your own code, and damn how much that hurts anyone else. And you are a traitor. You were spared death by your betters so you could return once the trouble was over. I'd be within my rights to shoot you dead and run for the lock. I might even make it.

Your gaze is steady. Sometimes I still love you. Sometimes I still hate you. My finger, on the trigger, feels huge. I should let it complete the motion, carry out my intention—

Something barrels into me from the side, then a fist hits me hard across the back of the head, just as the floor rushes up to meet me.
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I wake to beeping.

I'm in my Combat Suit. We're retreating, because it was a trap, heavy weapons in place, EMP pulses, the works; all of which we only found out after we'd wiped out the civilian settlement. We were set up. 

No, that's a memory; I was dreaming. I am in my suit, and it's beeping at me, but I'm not on Miramon. I'm outside an airlock. My scoutship's lock. 

What's going on? I haven't dreamt of Miramon for years; something must have stirred up the past—

It comes rushing back. The Broken. You. Being blindsided. 

I look around, which sets off a nasty headache. There's another suit behind me, on a tether. Did you change your mind? 

When I turn back I see, through the HUD, that my hands are tracing familiar motions. My Suit is manually opening the outer door. I didn't initiate that. I'm not in full control of my Suit. That's a court martial offence. 

I tongue/blink for an emergency reset. Nothing. That's not right. So much isn't right, and it's hard to think straight enough to sort it out. 

What do I know?

Well, after your ex whacked me over the head you must have called your Suit – after all no one ever removed your implant. You called your Suit, got me into mine, and sent me back to my ship, on autopilot and with your empty suit in tow: the final gesture of rejection. 

I should have control of my Suit by now. I try for a reset again, as the airlock door opens in front of me. Nope. Still can't override the Suit's actions. Your programming skills must have come on to keep it locked into a preset now I'm conscious. 

My suit steps into the airlock, and gravity kicks in.  

At some point I will regain control. When I do, there won't be anything stopping me from turning around, blasting my way back into the Broken ship and dragging you out, whether you want to come or not.

The airlock's crowded with two Suits in. There's a light on the chestplate of yours, showing it's active. That's odd. 

I itch to go back and fetch you. 

But you could have killed me, back there. And I could have killed you.

If I do go back, one thing's for sure: more people will die.

The inner door opens. My HUD flashes. Finally I've got full control! 

I walk into the small cabin; your Suit, slaved to mine, follows me in. The door shuts and I command my Suit helmet open. Stale, familiar air rushes in.

I turn to your Suit, standing in front of the airlock. My face reflects in the faceplate. I look like shit but my head's beginning to clear.

There's someone in there. That's what the light means. 

I draw my spare needler, in its holster by the lock. Then I open a com channel to the other Suit. I hear breathing. Female breathing. 

I order the faceplate on your Suit to retract.

Pale and defiant, Emala stares back at me. 'Sorry I hit you,' she says.

I nod, which hurts. 'I'd have done the same.' If I'm going to go back for you I'll have to get this crazy woman out of your Suit first. What is she doing in it anyway? Unless—

'Did you hack these Suits?' 

She holds my gaze. 'I'm good with tech.'

And she let me regain control – of both Suits. She really is crazy. 'Do you have any idea what you're dealing with here?'

'Lorican Combat Suits, yes. Zefim gave me initial access, though he wasn't happy about it.' She smiles, above the suppressed fear in her eyes. 'The rest was all me. I'm actually very good with tech.'

I can't argue with that. 'When did he tell you?'

'What he was? He never did. I guessed soon after we met, but he wouldn't talk about the past. I confronted him after he came to see you. He said he wished you'd never come for him. He's found his place here.'

Everyone appears to agree on that point, except me. 'But he let you go.'

'I choose my own path.' Her gaze drops; although she's immobilised by the Suit, I know what she's looking at. 'I've lost two babies. I want this one to live.'

'Enough to risk yourself; enough to leave everything you've known behind and put yourself in my power?'

'Yes.'

Not crazy: desperate. 'Did you rob me?'

'Yes.'

'Why?'

'Partly to disarm you. Partly to test myself. See if I really was as good as I think by going up against serious tech. And I am.'

Desperate, but self-assured and seriously talented. 'You know where I'm going?'

She nods. 'I know the Artarian Remnant takes in talented outsiders.'

'You planned this?'

She shakes her head. 'I made the plan up on the fly. But you came to get someone, and now you won't go home empty-handed.' 

If I go back for you now, I may well have to kill her. 'You're unbelievable.'

'It's not about me.' Her gaze drops again; I feel like I've been released from a tether. 'It's about her.'

'I thought you didn't know if it was a boy or a girl?'

'I'm hoping for a girl.'

There are no certainties; tech wiz though she is, the Fleet may not take her. But she knows that.

The only way I'll see you again is if I fly back to the Broken ship and blast my way in, destroying your world, and this woman, in the process. 

Despite duty, despite my torn heart, I can't do that. 

You're gone from my life, damn you. Enjoy the rest of yours.  

My Suit is asking whether I should release the slaved Suit. I tell it yes. 

To Emala I say, 'Any idea what you're going to call your daughter?'





THE SPACES BETWEEN US
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Gabe's always loved his adopted homeworld, Blue. The planet is cold, near inhospitable, the wildlife deadly, and the original settlers suspicious of outsiders. But life here has a stark beauty. It's why he stayed, why he started a family. Now a rapid advance of the Edge threatens everything he cherishes. Question is, how far should he go to save everything he loves?







OVER BREAKFAST, Gabe Cienfuegos learned that his family was going to die. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and glanced at the screen, thinking his buddy Christian had finally agreed to his price.

He felt the colour drain from his face. "Oh. Fuck."

"Gabe, language." His wife Brook swatted his leg. She was too late. Chomping on cereal and fruit, their six-year-old twins brightly echoed the word.

"Fuck! Fuck!" Mike and Van giggled like idiots.

"That's enough," Brook told them, but she laughed. Her hazel eyes were tolerant and merry. Then she noticed Gabe's stricken face. "What is it?"

Gabe stood up and walked toward the door, caught himself, hurried back and kissed her. He was 31, tall and brown. She was 28, trim and sandy-haired. "Gabe?" she asked as he hugged the twins. Mike shrieked and squirmed, twisting free. Van grabbed his arm and held on.

He felt intensely aware of their home -- its windowless concrete walls and low ceiling, the toy boats and toy snakes on the floor, dirty dishes, dirty laundry, all the mess of young children -- and the sound of the wind outside. 

Lying on the counter, Brook's phone buzzed, too. Mounted on the wall, their sat radio blinked with incoming messages.

The alert had gone to Franchise personnel, which Gabe was not, but he had friends inside the administration. So did other people. Word was spreading fast. Gabe imagined families were embracing -- or shouting -- or arming themselves -- across the entire planet.

"Stay here," he said.

Brook stared at him. "The boys have school. I have a sales meeting. Who called?" She reached for his phone but Gabe slapped it down on the table and hugged her again.

Van was their sweet one. He smiled and nestled his head in with them. "I want more cereal," he said.

Mike was their mischievous one. "Look!" As his parents turned, he held up Gabe's phone and tapped at the display, scrolling through Class 1 alerts to an embedded image. 

It was a map of near space, once black, now impaled with  roaring white shafts of the Maelstrom.

As if playing connect-the-dots, Mike traced his fingertip among the fiery pools where three star systems had been engulfed. The chain of annihilated stars spread over seven hundred lightyears. Spilling from each one, the Maelstrom popped and flared. Some of its venomous fires would collapse. Some would leap outward like embers or shrapnel.

The largest of the new flares was labeled Hoy. It had been home to three billion people. Now it was gone. Rimward from Hoy's destruction across a thin black margin of unaffected space were two more inhabited systems, Blue and Dury IV.

Mike touched the star labeled Blue. "There's us!"

"Stop it, eat your breakfast, you have school," Brook whispered, taking the phone from her son. She touched her throat as if it hurt to talk. "Gabe, this can't be right. We're safe. We have hundreds of years."

"No. The Maelstrom jumped at us."

"Why would...?"

"Enclave terrorists opened a gate at Wohlhabende. They did the same at Oase III and Hoy."

She shook her head. She was trying to deny it. "We lost Wohlhabende before you and I were born," she said, holding Van, who snuggled against her.

"Wohlhabende wasn't gone yet. It was abandoned. That's why the Enclave went there. They must have constructed a new gate and used it to start the chain reaction. A lot of people are dead. Brook, I need to go."

"We closed our gate to Hoy in time, didn't we?"

"Yes. Barely."

"Then we still have twenty years. Longer. Hoy is twelve lightyears from us."

"Mike, come here." Gabe collected his wild son and sat him beside Brook and Van. He kissed their three heads. The boys had his dark hair. They smelled like apple-scented shampoo.

"We'll be all right," Brook insisted.

"The Franchise will evacuate. They won't leave today, but they'll go soon -- before something else happens -- and there aren't enough ships."
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Gabe called his buddy Christian first. "I just decided I'll pay you double," he said, a weak joke.

"I can't help you, Gabe."

"Let's talk."

"There's no point."

Christian Rojas was a courier with an obsolete scout craft from Bezerra II. He competed for hauling jobs, occasionally winning bids to carry goods among the settlements, and Gabe often hired him to ferry livestock from the seashores or the swamps. His craft was spaceworthy but its maximum crew was four people.

Gabe said, "We'll make it work. We can retrofit the hold or weld a hab module onto the outside. I'll give you anything you want."

"I want to live. I'm sorry. Good luck."
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Eleven days later, Gabe counted the ships he could steal as he walked through the busy Franchise port. Walking beside him was the woman in charge of those ships, Governor Singh. They made small talk as Gabe wrote mental notes on each ship's crew size, security measures and proximity to the port fences.

"Thank you for seeing me this afternoon," he said.

"Always a pleasure, Gabe," she replied. "Of course I wish the circumstances were better."

"We all do."

"May I offer you tea? Lunch?"

Gabe frowned. He was a little overwhelmed by the crowds and the noise. For years, this port had been a quiet open field. At most he'd seen two freighters at a time. He'd learned the captains' names. He'd personally dealt with the biologists.

Now the port held an immense gallery of shadows and light. Four scout ships and a fighter stood on their tails against sturdy MASTs, mobile access/support towers. Beyond these lean craft were ten squat landers intended to carry supplies to the Franchise cruisers in orbit. Gabe also tallied three freighters and a trade ship, an independent vessel of unfamiliar design.

He could pilot any of them. He'd trained on Zycanthus. First he needed to break into a cockpit.

Hundreds of people and mech surrounded the spacecraft. Some were loading the plastipacks of local farm and fishery products. Some were loading missiles or drones.

Gabe estimated thirty percent of the labourers were civilian crew. The rest were Franchise military. All of them wore respirators, and they glinted as they moved from the pools of darkness beneath the ships into the white rays of the sun. 

There were no clouds, although the sky was never entirely clear. A freezing wind curled across the port. It carried a fine salt water mist. Gabe knew if he removed his respirator, he'd smell the north sea before he needed to reseat his mask for lack of oxygen, but the open sky and steady breeze meant no storms for several hours.

Ten days ago he'd asked Singh for an appointment, accepting the first opening in her schedule. That the weather broke as he drove from town seemed like a good omen.

Unfortunately, the calm had allowed her to accelerate her evacuation plans. He needed her to stay until he got his family onto a ship. He'd already tried to buy room even if it was in a freighter's hold or a corridor or an air lock. Anything was better than staying behind.

He'd failed. Money didn't mean much anymore, not in average sums, and he wasn't rich.

That left begging or stealing.

The freighters only have a few guards, he thought. The military ships are the problem. They quadrupled their patrols. I don't know if I can fool 'em, but Elliot might. Maybe he can rig something to hide us from motion sensors and infrared. We only need a minute. Cut the fences. Hit the guards.

Singh paused to let five mech cross in front of her lugging pallets stacked with cryogenic sleep units. "Watch your step," she said sharply to Gabe.

"Thank you." He had been gazing at the fighter. Its lights were off and its hatches were sealed with AP/CEWs -- anti-personnel/counter electronic warfare pods. Why? 

"I think I will make tea," she added. "Stop counting ships and let's get inside."

Idiot, he thought. She saw what you're doing. 

Sujuta Singh was a desk jockey, not a frontiersman like Gabe, but she was no one's patsy. She knew people like he knew this world's vast tidal pools and its snakes.

"I wasn't, uh..." he said.

She waved off his lie. "I agreed to see you because I believe we can help each other. Don't think you can steal from me. I realize most of my staff are your friends. That doesn't mean they won't shoot you to save their hides. So will I." A grim smile deepened the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and he held out his hand. She shook as if sealing an agreement, although no deal had been offered yet. 

The two of them had settled into a casual rivalry as soon as she took the governor's post. They had been younger then. Nine years ago, they'd traveled to Blue aboard the same ship, and this port was the sole Franchise facility on the planet. Gabe regularly brought genetic samples and reports as part of his terraforming contract. He had an office at home, but his field equipment couldn't compete with the sequencers or computing power in the Franchise labs. He also visited the port to exchange personal communications with his parents on Zycanthus.

His dynamic with Singh hadn't changed during the years. Maybe she was more amused by his scheming and bartering. No question he envied her success, especially now.

Gabe was a tall man, dark and brown. Singh was 48, short and browner. His face had been weathered by ultraviolet and cold. Hers had been preserved by indoor living. They nearly looked the same age, and she acted more like a sister than an authority figure, although she dominated their contests.

She was single, and she wielded the might of the Franchise. He was a husband and a father, and he hadn't felt like he was providing enough for his family even before the apocalypse.

He clenched his fist as she led him to the port building, which sat dead-centre in the middle of the fences. The Franchise had contemplated that some day indigenous forces might assault their base, hence the wide open field where men or mech would be cut down. Normally visitors were shuttled in vehicles but every truck was loading supplies.

Singh hadn't demanded a ride for herself. In fact, she probably relished a chance to feel the salt air before she abandoned this dark, alluring world. She was tough and Gabe was supposed to be tougher. Maybe so. His fingers were cold. She'd made him wait in security for twenty minutes, but he kept his arms away from his jacket pockets and his gun belt.

Nearby, five soldiers and a Rover stood at a lander's loading ramp. Gabe made sure his hands were visible. Despite his escort, they were jumpy. Gabe caught the stare of a corporal as he passed and thought, I don't like you either, flatheels.

Outside the fences, the natives wore spikes to fend through the ice and mud. Offworlders were marked by their boots. They  expected clean smooth surfaces. Gabe had left his spikes with his pistol when Singh finally okayed him through security, but even on heated concrete he walked with a native's rolling gait. Short steps. Feet spread for balance. Eyes on the ground.

Nevertheless, his attention darted among the spacecraft. He glanced at the fighter as they walked, wondering why it stood silent in the chaos.

The port building served as control tower, admin, labs, barracks, court house and brig. Gabe had been through every part of the structure including the court room -- as a plaintiff against snake thieves -- and the brig -- to visit his father-in-law after Singh put a stop to a local gambling ring.

With so many soldiers on the ground, the barracks must have been crowded. Most of the crews appeared to be bunking inside their ships. The fighter could sleep as many as twenty. Were they saving it for Singh?

Then it occurred to him that gunners were sitting inside on permanent duty. The AP/CEW pods were to protect them if natives crashed through the fences. Last week there had been a riot. Every day protestors drove to the port. People threw rocks. They screamed. Singh was right to feel threatened, so she'd increased her defenses, creating a mismatch to quell any resistance. Her fighter, her soldiers and her mech were enough to kill every single one of the four thousand colonists on Blue.

Shit. With luck, I might sneak through the fence and their patrols but I won't get past an active gunship...

Whatever Singh wants, I'll say 'Yes.'
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"No," he said as Singh studied him across the polished monkwood of her desk. She was sitting. He was standing. There was more power in her relaxed posture than in his agitation.

Her voice was mild. "At least consider my suggestion."

"I won't. I can't."

For a moment she didn't argue. She traced her hand on her desk, a sad gesture as if sharing his anguish. The desk wouldn't go with her. Too heavy. Monkwood was one of Blue's few luxury exports. The dense, stunted trees only grew on the equator and only as single growths. Blue had no forests. Their buildings were steel and concrete. Monkwood was used for carvings or extravagantly-priced pieces like her desk.

Gabe clenched his fist again, hiding his rage. Is she really comparing her furniture to people?

"We all have sacrifices to make," she said.

He nodded before he did something stupid. His greatest need was personal -- save my family! -- but she'd heard too many personal appeals. The best angle for him to take was playing on her sense of legacy.

History would judge whether she'd managed her evacuation poorly or well. She weighed each decision like a bomb. He felt the countdown ticking so loudly, sometimes he couldn't think. 

Everyone was affected by the scope of what was to come, even the swamp hunters and sail clans who cared nothing for the Epirian Foundation or anything beyond their makeshift camps.

Some claimed the emergency was a hoax, loudly denying the images of the Maelstrom leaping through the gates from Wohlhabende to Oase III to Hoy. They quoted old studies that proved the Maelstrom wouldn't reach Blue for hundreds of years... but their desperation told its own story. They'd seen the truth. They merely wanted to live and die in peace, not spend their time wailing.

The churches were packed. A few crazies pointed the blame at human sins, and, as if proving their point, a rapist had been caught in Sharonstown and another opportunist had killed a man in Kerrystown, avenging an old grudge.

The real saints were the men and women who approached the port fences with tanks full of anemones or glow fish or snakes, yelling for the soldiers to take these aquariums aboard ship. They wanted their favourite creatures to survive even if they did not. To them, Blue was unique. It was paradise. What they didn't grasp was that hundreds of incomparable worlds had been devoured, and the refugee fleets weren't interested in beauty or alien pets. Singh had publicly stated she'd accept animals to feed her crews, nothing else. In trade, she would give drink and drugs to the people doomed to stay behind.

Many colonists had accepted her bargain. Fish were abundant. Drugs were rare. In the settlements, end-of-the-world parties were increasing. 

So were suicides.

Some people said it was better to die before the Maelstrom erased them as if they'd never lived.

Making plans with his friends and family members, Gabe had had too many conversations poisoned by terror. Brook was okay. She was tenacious but her sister was weak. Her sister was the anchor around their necks.

"Listen," he said. "I have political connections. If you take my family, I can serve as a lieutenant. You're going to need me when we join other fleets." 

Singh grazed her desktop with her fingers. "Most of your contacts are dead, Gabe. So are your parents."

"My father worked on Deseirto and Lowell's World when I was a kid. Those fleets are ahead of us. I'll know their officers. We ate dinner with Deseirto's governor every night."

"Yes. That's partly why I'll take you."

"And my family."

"There isn't room. It's awful, I feel sick about it, but Brook and..." She couldn't remember his sons' names.

"Mike and Van," he said with as much feeling as he could express. "They're twins like their mom and their aunt. I have pictures." He pulled out his phone but Singh stopped him.

"I'm sure Mike and Van want their father to live," she said. "Take the deal."

"You need all of us. Me. Brook. Her sister Danna. The kids won't eat much, and Brook and Danna are vital for an overcrowded fleet. You need hydroponics experts to feed your population and maintain the air. You won't make it without them."

Singh smiled politely but she couldn't conceal the derision in her eyes. "Gabe, they're farm people. We have Franchise engineers."

She believed -- as everyone needed to believe -- that if they fled rimward, they might escape the Maelstrom if it slowed or even stopped. If they jumped far enough, they could gain centuries in which to terraform new worlds or develop the technology to shield themselves. 

Their long-term goals put a premium on specialists like Gabe and a steep cost on extra mouths to feed. Singh wanted his education. She wanted his contacts. That was it. But even confronted with her pitiless math, he had an answer.

"I saw cryo units," he said. "You can freeze my sons."

"Those units are spoken for. Believe me, we've meticulously considered every berth. We can't take your family."

You don't need so many soldiers, he thought, but if she cut out a single man in uniform, she would have rumours and fear on her hands. The soldiers' allegiance stemmed from keeping every squad intact, so he said, "There's something else to consider -- the snakes. My 'farm people' are ranchers, too. We can bring breeding pairs and raise them for you."

"If I bring snakes, that means less of us." 

"A few." He'd brooded over the equation but he was genuine in believing it was a crime to abandon the snakes. Were ten human lives worth an entire race? Whose lives? "Brook and I worked it out. The snakes can live in a storage tank with barely any modifications. That's the water we'll use for hydroponics. They'll provide nutrients for our crops and eat our garbage. It's a self-sustaining system."

"We have fertilizer."

"What if we travel for decades before we get far enough ahead of the Maelstrom? Chemical fertilizers will run out. Snakes make more snakes, and they'll give you value to trade with other fleets."

"No."

He wanted to shout at her. He wanted to wring her neck. Instead he coolly tried to surprise her again. "There's another reason to save them. The snakes are pre-sentient."

"I've read your reports. As I recall, you said they're not unintelligent."

She'd used the double negative to downplay the snakes' potential. Earlier she'd phrased her warning in the same manner: That doesn't mean they won't shoot you. The politician wanted room to absolve herself or amend her words. Talking to her was like beating his head against a wall. 

"Check my data again," he said. "The snakes are using tools. They're building shelters and fish traps."

"I agree they're fascinating but you're starting to sound like the do-gooders at the fences. People come first. We have genetic libraries. Maybe some day we'll recreate the native species."

"Clones aren't the same as the real thing. They don't have memories. They don't have knowledge."

"They'll have their instincts. Animals always do."

"We need experienced adults if--"

"Gabe, this world is going to die. So will thousands of people. I appreciate your concern for the environment but there are limits to what I can do."

 'Appreciate your concern.' More stonewalling. He bowed his head and listened to the angry thrum of his heart.

Like Singh, Gabe had a larger perspective than most of his friends. He'd seen his adopted world from space, which set him apart from the other colonists. Many of them were fourth generation. Brook and Danna were descended from the original settlers. Ninety-seven years ago, their great-grandparents had staked their claims on Blue.

The tragedy was Gabe could have gone anywhere. His father had been a Master Bot Handler. In school, Gabe had pursued an identical career. Given his father's reputation, he could have accepted comfortable positions on Chandor, Kylie or Bezerra VI. He'd had his pick of the best, yet even before he met Brook, he'd felt a bond here that he hadn't felt with any of the rich worlds his father told him to call home.

Blue was more land than water and possessed a slightly higher than normal gravity of 1.2g. Four supercontinents contained its single ocean, although there were innumerable rivers and seas. Locked in an Ice Age that had lasted twenty thousand years, Blue took its name from its broad polar ice caps, its glaciers, and the dark granite spines of its scattered mountains. Most of the surface consisted of swamps or dry plains or long, long reaches of frozen tundra.

From orbit, Blue resembled a pale sapphire... but like an obstinate child resisting its heritage, Blue masked its resources in turmoil.

Hurricane-force dust and snow storms roared over the plains. There was little vegetation outside its shallow waters, so the atmosphere wasn't quite breathable. Most of the colonists lived in the warmest zones on the equator, no matter if these areas were the least stable. Eons of temperature changes and erosion had fractured the rocky ground, leaving sinkholes and tidal flats and smoking volcanic pits.

The warmer regions also contained the "blue snakes," the true natives, ten-meter-long eels with millipede-like legs and pinchers. Snakes meant money. Money meant electronics, meds, weapons and satellite privileges from the Franchise. 

The first settlers had been elated by the wealth of the environment. Too late, they realized Blue's wealth was shallow indeed. During the current generation, the economy had stagnated, which amplified their stubborn insular pride. A few settlers belonged to a religious order who saw Blue's isolation as a pathway to commune with their gods. Most were hunters and trappers.

The snakes came in three breeds: banded, spotted and mule. Their leather was more supple than the vat-grown synthetics of the Epirian Foundation, and, decades ago, many of the developed worlds had experienced a nostalgic interest in "authentic pioneer foods and art." Markets existed for fish and crabmeat delicacies, monkwood carvings, snake skin and snake teeth.

In its wide mouth, each snake bore dozens of lightweight fangs. These teeth could be fashioned into earrings or necklaces or bracelets, yet the income enjoyed by the first settlers had dried up as the snakes dwindled. Some families became ranchers, raising snakes in captivity. Some turned to high-risk, long-distance hunting. Some built farms or restaurants or mech shops... and some became bandits and crooks, preying on their own kind.

Gabe loved everything about Blue. Hard work. Cold wind. Dangerous renegades and devoted friends. Brook was a tough, capable woman with a secret warmth only for him and their sons, who were forged from the same mettle.

On Blue, treasure was well-earned unlike the easily-gained accomplishments on choice worlds like Bezerra VI or Chandor.

He had one regret. Chandor was 119.8 lightyears rimward. The Maelstrom wouldn't strike it for many lifetimes. If he'd gone there, fallen in love there, started a family there, his sons wouldn't face dying young.

Blue had two cybel gates. The gate to Hoy had been demolished to prevent the Maelstrom from vaulting through. The other led a short distance rimward to the Dury System.

Dury IV was an industrialized world operated by a rival Franchise with a far superior military. Its population was 5.8 billion. Singh had negotiated safe passage for her fleet but Dury IV refused to complicate their own evacuation by rescuing the disorganized, nearly tribal factions on Blue.

"Gabe?" she asked.

He had been wringing his hands as he pretended to consider her offer. At last, he lifted his face with haunted eyes. "I'll do it. I'll go alone."

The lie would ensure that he could enter the port and reassess their ships during the following days. If he wasn't on the approved list, she would never clear him through security even if he invented reasons to come and go.

"Don't tell my family," he said. "I... I can just show up when it's time. Meanwhile I'll make myself useful. I'll get genetic samples from every species on Blue. If I can, I'll also negotiate more food from the settlements."

Singh might have sensed his duplicity. "Are you sure about this?"

Gabe acted like he choked on his guilt. "Yes."

"Then let me tell you something else. It's information you can trade for supplies."

"Yes, ma'am." Gabe would say whatever Singh wanted to hear, but he thought, I'll kill everyone on this base before I leave my sons behind.
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Five soldiers in battle armour escorted Gabe through the fence. Outside, they returned his pistol and his spikes. Waiting for him was a battered truck. Once upon a time, the cab had been pressurized. It was still heated but the man inside its pitted glass wore a jacket with a hood, gloves, goggles and mask.

Feathery snow undulated down from the highest layers of the atmosphere, wafting through the heavier salt mist. Gabe hopped into the truck and shut the door.

Sitting at the wheel, Elliot Tiras grunted with the long-tested patience of a native. Gabe's father-in-law was 48 like Singh but looked 60, his features seamed and burned. He'd sired his girls young. Some things didn't wait on Blue. 

Elliot put away the binoculars he'd used to assess the port. He started the engine and they drove in silence through the grey mist and white snow, watching the plains until they'd gone two klicks from the port, the known range of Franchise microphones. Elliot threw the heater on high to increase the rattling inside the cab. "She make an offer?" he asked.

"They'll take me. Only me. I said yes."

"Good."

"I think we can steal the freighter on Pad 4."

"Then what? Even if we get off the ground, we're trapped in-system. A freighter can't open the gate by itself."

"She said the crew at the gate station has already jumped through, but they left their systems up. She said the station will pass all ships on approach."

"Why would they do that?"

"There's no point saving energy now, and Singh doesn't want any fighting near the gate." His buddy Christian wasn't the only one with a private ship outside the port. Gabe knew four hunters and two prospectors with spacecraft.

These people had dropped out of sight. On the net and through word-of-mouth, they were carefully evaluating who to take and at what price. Gabe thought they'd stay on Blue until Singh departed, at which point they'd use her fleet for cover. Everyone expected trouble on the other side, where Dury IV might confiscate their ships.

Gabe said, "Singh can't afford to bottle us up until she's gone. That will be soon. Then she'll destroy the gate."

"How long?"

"She said six days. Let's assume we have one. We need to involve the girls, Elliot." That was how the old man referred to Brook and Danna -- the girls -- and his grandsons were the boys as if all of them were children. The girls disliked the term but Gabe used it to gain favour when he spoke privately with his father-in-law.

"We will not discuss our plans with them," Elliot growled.

Gabe didn't reply.

"Do you hear me? This will end in violence. There may be killing. Involving the girls is unacceptable."

Gabe looked out the windshield at the distant blue expanse of the north sea, a flat patch of colour nestled among the grey plains. Elliot was deeply protective. He was also pragmatic. He would work his way around to Gabe's point of view. They'd had enough shouting matches and Blue's culture was more than evolving. It was over. 

In the wilderness, many activities had been traditionally male. Women hunted and women fished, but they were denied the roughest jobs. Among the original settlers, the casualty rate had exceeded forty percent. Even now deaths were common.

Storms sprang up with little warning. Quakes opened the ground. Occasionally the snakes took someone.

Their society had been shaped by their world. The land was bare gravel and rock except where ancient sea beds had emerged, and plants couldn't grow in the subzero wind. Soil was brought inside. The crops were tended by women, children, the old and the infirm... and before Blue's second generation was born, matriarchs served as the settlements' judges and mayors.

Other customs fell in place. They induced twins to minimize how long mothers would be vulnerable. Groom prices let men compete for the most desirable brides. Both spouses kept their surnames to boast of their genealogy, bestowing the mother's lineage upon their offspring.

Brook had gone against tradition when she gave native first names to their sons with Gabe's surname. She'd hoped Mike and Van Cienfuegos would eventually leave Blue to attend Franchise universities.

Elliot considered her decision a rebellion. For years, he and Gabe had sparred like crabs.

Now they clung to each other like drowning men.

As they drove into sight of Sharonstown, Elliot shifted in his seat, obviously grappling with himself.

Sharonstown looked like a sunken hill. They'd blasted into the rock before raising a concrete dome peppered with skylights. The dome had lumps on its sides where they'd expanded over time. Housing more than five hundred people, the patchwork roof contained individual homes, warehouse-sized farms, ranches and shops. Ramps led down to air locks for people and trucks.

Elliot cleared his throat and said, "I'll talk to Danna. You talk to Brook. I know four men with ships. There are others who could help us attack the port. Ask around, tap your friends, but take care what you say to my girls."

"I will, Elliot."

"Don't disappoint me, boy."
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That night inside the walls of their home, Gabe stopped Brook from clearing the dinner table. He insisted she join him as he read a favourite story to their sons. Mike and Van went to sleep. In the short hall from the bedrooms to the kitchen, Brook whispered, "I'll get the dishes."

Gabe said, "Don't bother. Don't waste a minute."

He explained Singh's offer. Brook sat on his lap and wept, although her tears were brief. She wiped her face and got to work, a no-nonsense woman who could lead a farm crew or set a broken bone or strip a rifle.

"The dishes don't matter!" Gabe hissed.

"They do. I like the place clean." She made him desert. As she stood at the sink washing clay dishes and steel cups, she said, "I want you to sleep with my sister tonight."

Gabe froze over his bowl of fruit. The wind was a muffled howl on the roof. He watched her scrubbing and clinking. Finally he cleared his throat, half-consciously adopting her father's gruff mannerisms. "What?"

Brook wouldn't meet his gaze, although she smiled at the dishes. "You heard me. Sleep with Danna tonight."

"I don't... Why?"

"Ever since we met, I've seen you two trading looks, flirting when you think I can't hear. And I need you to defend her like you'd defend me."

"Brook, everything I've done involves Danna."

"I know. But things will get worse. There was another shooting in Kerrystown. I need you to love her like you love me. She'll be here soon. I called her while you were at the port. She laughed like she does when she's nervous. Me, too. We should have done this years ago."

"You're insane."

"No, sweetheart, just the opposite. I'm feeling very, very sane. Hold me." She dried her hands and he obeyed. "This is more than needing you to protect Danna like you'd protect me. I need her to love you like I do before she does something scary. I'm worried she'll disappear with one of her stupid boyfriends."

They kissed. She pressed her body against him, but he was distracted. He was listening for a knock on the door. As always, Danna was late. That girl couldn't get out of bed on time if she slept in the tides, Elliot said.  

Brook and Gabe nuzzled and touched and she stopped him, breathing hard. "Not me," she said. "Her."

"I've never done anything to cheat on you."

"You're attracted to Danna. Don't say you aren't. I'm not mad." She continued to whisper as she held him, and their circumstances weren't impossible to comprehend.

The sisters were identical twins, although their personalities were distinct and Danna was the most beautiful. After having her children, Danna had spent more time regaining her figure than she'd spent working or raising her boys, who, when they were both alive, were more rambunctious than Mike. After the death of his brother, Jammy had grown even less disciplined.

"It's normal for you to want her," Brook said. "She's me. I mean she's like me. I wish we were closer. When we were kids, we did everything together until our father gave us jobs on the farm. He asked me to repair the irrigation. Danna had to weed. She hated it, hated me, I think, but we didn't really lose her until the blowout killed her son."

"She's a grown woman. We can't stop her if..." If she prefers parties and drugs, he thought.

"We can keep her safe with this. You and I and her. Don't you see? I love my sister. I know she's frustrating. She's clever, too, and Jammy is brilliant and strong. If Danna joins the parties, what happens to him?"

Someone rapped on the door. Brook pinched Gabe. Spitefully? Playfully? He couldn't read her expression, and she danced out of reach before he could stop her. 

Maybe he let her go.

Brook didn't look at her sister when she opened the door. Brook walked into the communal hallway with her eyes down and said, "I'll work for a couple hours at the farm."

Danna stepped inside, her cheeks burnished by the cold. She grinned and teased him with a nickname. "Hey, G."
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Gabe had been delighted by Blue's exotic customs when he arrived on a two-year exploratory contract. He'd joined the men's spring marathons and winter boxing matches, vying for the ladies' attention. At meals, his advantage was speaking about the concerns of terraforming while the rest of the men had the same experiences in construction or trapping or ranching. Also, Gabe's attire included a Zycanthus vest and slacks while the other men wore identical leather. More than one young woman had watched him or kissed him or taken him to bed.

That wasn't why he extended his contract. He'd re-upped for his own sake -- and because his father disapproved. Blue wasn't at the top of anyone's list, which allowed Gabe to bid for and win the opportunity to improve its atmosphere.

His goal was to design a hardy chemoautotroph -- a type of bacteria -- that would split water molecules as an energy source and release oxygen as its byproduct. The snakes and other lifeforms were water-breathers, so they would thrive regardless of the changes he enacted in the sky.

Then his plans grew more ambitious. During his third year, he became convinced Blue was ripe for large-scale development as an agricultural breadbasket. In its silted regions, the soil was flush. If he thickened and warmed Blue's atmosphere, Hoy and Dury IV were perfect trading partners: overpopulated worlds in need of cheap, expanding food supplies.

Everyone believed three or four centuries would pass before the Maelstrom encompassed Blue. 

Four hundred years were an eternity. Maybe the shockwaves would putter out. Maybe someone could reverse the holocaust or invent the technology to divert it around inhabited worlds.

If so, Gabe's heirs would recoup his investment as agricultural and real estate tycoons -- and if not, they would also find themselves well-positioned. Food prices would skyrocket as the Maelstrom approached.

With their planetwide empire, they could use their wealth to construct a small fleet.

Rule a fleet, rule a refugee nation. Wherever they fled, his grandchildren would be admirals or governors. They would have the freedom his father never truly allowed him.

Gutting his inheritance, Gabe had bought huge sections of the shores and river basins on the northern continent. Scouting more locations, he'd nosed around the settlers' farms to tap their knowledge and develop contacts.

Elliot Tiras and his daughters ran the largest operation near the port. In addition to feeding Sharonstown and surrounding camps for a hundred kilometres, they sold grain to the Franchise, so they were slightly more cosmopolitan than other natives since they dealt with offworlders, albeit mostly by radio and phone. Mech carried their shipments to the port. They rarely interacted personally with Singh.

An adventurous stranger, Gabe should have been a good fit for Danna. Brook was the "older sister" because she'd emerged from the womb fourteen minutes before Danna. Raised as the firstborn, Brook had a cool head whereas Danna was a daydreamer who'd experimented with vegetarian diets or attempts to market her fashion styles or establish a bar where people could sell homemade alcohol for a percentage paid to the establishment. All of Danna's big ideas collapsed. She couldn't resist crab meat; her dresses required unaffordable cloth from the port; the alcoholics in the settlement had hang-outs where they weren't required to pay for lighting or music; and at times she was too busy with her own drinking to stick with any plan. 

Brook chided Danna about her boondoggles even though she admired Danna's imagination. Meanwhile Danna seethed at Brook's condescension and mocked her predictable, boring nature. In their teens, Brook resisted the advances of local hunters, intending to marry a farmer or a merchant or a Franchise administrator. Danna sought out more exciting men to take her away from the farm.

That the cautious older sister hooked up with Gabe had been a shock to everyone. Nobody thought he would stay on Blue. As a contractor, Gabe had seemed like a mercenary who was passing through. Ironically, he'd gotten to know Brook because she was the diligent one, always working when he visited whereas Danna was busy with her dreams or her dates or her drinking.

Danna had one boy, Jammy, who was nine. Eight years ago, her husband and second son died when their tent lost pressure in a quake. She had been in mourning when Gabe arrived, although deaths were common among the hunting camps on the north sea where her husband had been a fisherman.

In the same way she'd swiftly become pregnant and swiftly married, Danna swiftly returned home after her losses. She'd buried her grief in raw humour and new boyfriends.

Gabe appreciated Brook's tireless personality. He'd also  made inroads with her uncompromising father. Elliot recognized that Blue's future was a dead-end if ranching and farming were their highest prospects. He wanted more for his daughters. He wanted money and political power, and he'd coaxed Gabe into revealing his own dreams. 

It didn't hurt that Brook was daddy's favourite. Through her, Elliot saw the opportunity to become Gabe's business partner, so despite haggling with Brook and Gabe over every aspect of their lives, he'd blessed their relationship.

They were married within thirteen months. A wife and sons were amazing new experiences for Gabe, demanding and fulfilling. His work was going well.

Then the Maelstrom.
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The sex was very good. Danna moved like an untamed animal and she wanted to stroke and be stroked until he was blind with need. He threw her down on the bed. She laughed and crossed her ankles over the small of his back, enveloping him.

Afterward, they rested. They showered. "Again," she said, and he made love to her standing beneath the running water.

Brook returned while they sat at the dining table with crackers and cheese. She blushed and smiled tremulously as she walked to her sister and her husband, kissing Danna on top of her head, kissing Gabe on his cheek. "Where is Jammy? Bring him tomorrow. From now on we're always together. We may need to leave in a hurry. But I get Gabe at night when we sleep."

Danna's voice was a taunting lilt. "Why don't we ask him what he wants?" 

"My husband, my rules," Brook said, and Gabe immediately supported her. He took their hands and said, "We can make this work. We have to. For the boys. Don't fight."

Later, with the lights out, Brook whispered in his arms. She believed her plan would succeed. There were so many kinds of glue to bind them. She knew Danna envied her on some levels. What might have been less apparent was Brook often felt jealous of Danna's behaviour.

This was more than adultery. Their triangle was as  precarious as any tide pool, lively, intricately balanced and lurking with unpredictable threats.

To bring her sister into the fold and to save her nephew, Brook was willing to share. Frightened and alone, Danna had shown that she coveted this intimacy. No doubt she also enjoyed figuratively kicking a little gravel in Brook's face. It was a small cost to pay.

An unanticipated prize was that the next morning after a restless sleep, Gabe and Brook made love, too, and their tenderness gave way to fresh lust.

She was noisy. He was fierce.

Cuddling afterward, she admitted she was glad for the passion he'd displayed with her. They had been married seven years. Like all parents, most of the time they were Mommy and Daddy. Every day they ran themselves ragged with his surveying, his lab work, their jobs on the farm and her hectic roles as manager, salesperson, homemaker and mother. Their marriage was solid but they'd fallen into the rut of habit. 

If they were going to die, she wanted to bask in him. They would give most of their time to their sons, comforting them, laughing over special games and memories, but she yearned for physical pleasure to ward off the mental strain.

"Don't forget you loved me first," she said.
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Thirty minutes later, the adults met Elliot inside the broad, fragrant tunnel of the farm. Jammy, Mike and Van tagged along. Every morning they had chores but Elliot said, "Skip it, boys. Play guns or tag. Eat the berries if they're ripe."

Jammy poked Van and Mike. Yelling, the boys ran off through the rows of wheat and makize.

Elliot peered suspiciously at Danna. Was there something peculiar in how she stood? With a grunt, Elliot said, "You've already broken your word to me, Gabe."

Brook admitted it. "He told us everything."

She's so bold. She's braver than ever, Gabe thought, but he said, "Elliot, your girls are smart and we're running out of time. Here's how I see things."

Gabe was uncomfortably aware of the two women and Elliot's prying gaze as he evaluated their options.

Attacking the port was a last-ditch strategy, certain to fail. Having said that, they might keep their neighbours occupied if they swayed enough people to mount an assault. Sending a ragtag army against Singh's defenses could buy them several hours to accomplish other tasks.

Convincing one of the private ship owners to accept the eight of them also seemed formidable, but Gabe was prepared to make the same arguments he'd given Singh.

"No, Singh was right," Elliot said. "Nobody gives a damn about your snakes. We can sell 'em, we can cook 'em, we can leave 'em here. What we're not going to do is waste room on a ship for some animals."

"I don't think all of the hunters or conservationists would agree with you," Gabe said.

"They will if it comes down to saving their families or the snakes. Get off your high road. Would you leave Van if it meant a snake would live?"

Van wasn't Elliot's favourite because the boy was bookish, even pensive. Gabe almost said, I'd leave you, Grandpa. Instead he presented more ideas. "We can hijack one of the hunters' ships, or build our own ship," he added, although mech shops were few and lacked the technology for a spaceworthy vessel. "We could steal what we need from the town's garages."

"At least you're thinking," Elliot said. "I like it. Let's try everything on the list. Gabe, buy what you can in the shops. Give 'em any price. Girls, circulate among our friends and mention attacking the port. I'll call my buddies in the sail clans. We'll meet again in two hours."

"Let me talk to the boys before I go," Gabe said. "They'll be safe here if they seal the doors." He kissed Brook and glanced at Danna, who met his eyes with a smouldering look. He turned away before Elliot noticed.

Gabe jogged through a wheat field to find his sons. Mike and Jammy were wrestling. Of course Jammy was winning. Mike didn't care. He loved the challenge and he loved being the centre of attention as Van tried to help him against their taller, older cousin. Van smacked Jammy's shoulder and jumped up and down, cheering, "Get him, Mike! Get him!"

Gabe dusted the boys off and made sure they were paying attention. "Don't let anybody in," he said. "Promise."

Jammy argued with him. "What if it's my friends?"

"Do not open the door. If you wait for me, I'll let you feed three huge buckets to our breeders."

"Yay!" Mike shouted.

Along the inner wall of the farm were pumps, filters, and ten steel tanks with glass portholes and open-air grates on top. The smell was a pungent salt tang. A constant sound was the rasping, clicking drumbeat as the snakes rubbed against the tanks or scraped their pinchers.

Gabe believed they were communicating with each other. The snakes appeared to use specific clacking patterns -- like names -- to identify him or Elliot or Brook.

The snakes definitely called to each other. The tanks were connected by tubes, but Gabe separated the males from the females, especially the banded snakes, who were more aggressive than the spotted breed or the mules. Snakes bred poorly in captivity. He needed them fat and relaxed.

Dropping frozen crabs into the tanks was a favourite activity because he'd trained the banded males to caterwaul for this treat -- an eerie soprano melody.

"Do we have a deal?" Gabe asked his sons.

"Yes," Van said.

"Good boys," Gabe said, making sure to include Jammy in his praise. Puzzled, Jammy frowned at him.

Gabe strode to the main entrance. Elliot and Brook were gone but Danna sauntered out of their tool shed. She'd found an excuse to linger. She marched up close and murmured, "Did you mean what you said to my father? That I'm smart?"

"When you're not being stupid, you're extremely smart, D."

She laughed at the nickname. Her smile dared him to do more. He pushed her against the wall and they were necking with her hands inside his shirt, lost in each other, when Elliot shoved Danna off of Gabe.

"You filthy slug." Elliot drew his knife.

"It's not--" Gabe began, but Brook was there, too. "Don't hurt them!" she cried.

Later, Gabe suspected that she'd urged her sister to stay, Elliot heard the girls talking, circled back, Brook saw him, and all four of them collided when they should have been developing their plans. 

"What is this?" Elliot grunted. He pointed his blade at Danna, then Gabe. He glared at Brook. "You knew?"

"I told them to." Tears spilled down her cheeks when she spotted the boys gawking through the rows of wheat, but her voice was resilient. "You can't control this! You shouldn't! I've seen triune marriages in the camps!"

"There aren't enough girls on the shores. Those bonds are two men, one woman. It's not lawful to--"

"What difference does it make!? The world is ending and I want Jammy and Danna to live! Your grandson! Your daughter! Would you rather she disappears with the pill heads!?!"

Elliot sheathed his knife. Nevertheless, he injured his firstborn. "It's dirty," he said before he walked out.

Brook wept in exhaustion and shame.

Danna grabbed her, squeezing tight and speaking loudly. "Thank you. Thank you, B." 

Gabe wrapped his arms around both women. He waved for the boys to join him but Jammy bristled with inarticulate hostility. Jammy's mother had dallied with many men. This was something else. Jammy didn't know how to share her with his cousins. He pointed at Brook and muttered, "This is your fault?"

"Jam, come here," Danna said. "Wait!"

Jammy shoved Van and Mike before he raced into the field, ducking his face from their wondering eyes.

"I'm sorry," Danna said. "B, I'm sorry. I'll talk to Jam. Let us stay. We need to stay with you. I'll do anything you want."

Being exposed to their father's disgust had entrenched them in their complex roles. Senior wife. Junior wife. Obligation, love, loyalty, and raw survival for the children's sake. Their private heat was their reward.

Would it tear them apart before the Maelstrom?




*




Elliot couldn't look at his daughters when they met hours later. "My contacts are off the grid," he said. "They know everyone'll kill 'em for their ships, even old friends like me. They're not taking calls and I can't tap into the satellites. The Franchise shut down communications. We have radio links with Kerrystown and a few of the camps, that's it."

"I made some progress," Gabe said. "I bought ten mech. With our own hardware, we should have enough to build a ship but it'll take time -- weeks -- if we can make it work at all. The gate will close before then."

Danna raised her hand like a timid student in class, barely able to withstand their attention. 

Brook encouraged her. "Go ahead."

"I talked to the Riveras. Their father was mad about the satellites, too," Danna said, clearly hoping for a nod from Elliot. His expression was like stone. She said, "They have mech near the port. They caught an intercept from Dury IV and they played it for me until Mr. Rivera stopped them."

"He didn't want you to hear it? Why?"

Danna still couldn't look at them and she hedged her answer. "Some of it was the usual stuff. Dury IV is going to jump rimward. If they go far enough, maybe they can shield their fleets or learn how to make a gate into another galaxy."

Brook looked at Gabe. "Is that possible?"

He shrugged. "It hasn't been done yet, but trying to improve our gates doesn't sound like a big secret. Everybody wants to get away."

"Dury IV is having problems," Danna said. "They've got so many people. Billions of people. There are riots in their cities."

Brook said, "That could affect how they treat our ships coming through the gate."

Danna nodded. "They just changed their terms with Singh. Now they only want her top officials, her pilots, her soldiers, and experts in life support or terraforming. They had a list. Gabe was on it."

"When did you hear this?" Elliot demanded.

"An hour ago. Maybe longer." Danna's tone was uncertain.

"Who else listened to the intercept?"

"I don't know. Mr. Rivera was mad when he caught me with his sons. They were being friendly. We... I went to school with them," Danna explained. She didn't want to disappoint her father but Gabe realized why Elliot was afraid in a cold flash.

Gabe said, "Whether they meant to or not, Dury IV put a bounty on my head. If people think I'm their ticket off this planet, they'll come for me."

"Girls, arm yourselves," Elliot said. "Gabe and I will seal the doors. We'll arm the boys, too."

"You won't," Brook said. "They're six years old."

"Jammy can shoot. Mike and Van will reload." Elliot had taught his grandsons himself. "Let's go. Move!"

Minutes later, Elliot called the Rivera family.

He tried his phone. He tried the radio. 

Nobody picked up.

"Damn it," Elliot said quietly to Gabe. "We go back thirty years, me and Edgar Rivera. Brook's the one who went to advanced classes with his boys. Danna dated all four of 'em. Edgar and I hoped she'd marry one."

"Can you trust him?"

"Mm." Elliot patted his rifle. 

There were benefits and burdens in communal living. The settlers had always been short on the machinery necessary for power and air, which demanded efficiency and shared spaces. They raised each other's children. They bought each other's wares. They also gossiped and bickered and feuded.

Elliot was a lightning rod. His property covered two thousand square meters and occupied a prime location on Sharonstown's perimeter, where he had his own air lock, garage, and two apartments -- one for himself, one for Brook and Gabe. Some people said even the corridor leading to his farm was too big and should be subdivided, but Elliot refused to sell his rights to the hallway, where he maintained a private door.

No one else enjoyed such separation from their peers. The centre of Sharonstown was packed. Poor families, young men and unattached women like Danna lived in ten-by-ten studios or worse. Teens and destitute adults slept in the public halls, fighting for corners or stairwells. Sharonstown had become a maze of partitions and stalls. Some were mere curtains. Some were walls of scrap metal or cement.

Elliot's neighbours consisted of a smaller farm, four shops, and ten apartments crammed with eighteen families. Several of them had taken him to court for "inequitable property holdings," especially after Singh arrested him for involving Franchise personnel in the crab fights, human fights and gambling he'd staged in his famous corridor. Elliot had the clout to influence the town judges, but he also had his enemies.

He was showing Mike and Van how to brace an Epirian assault rifle against their chubby little shoulders when someone put a welding torch to his door.
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"I'll scare 'em off," Elliot said. He ran down the corridor and knelt with his rifle behind a pallet of soil boxes.

"Grandpa!" Jammy yelled.

Jammy had a rifle, too, but Gabe snatched the weapon from the boy's hands and slung it over his shoulder. He kept Jammy in the entrance to the farm.

"Stay here," Gabe said as the torch spluttered and blazed like the Maelstrom itself.

Jammy wrestled free. "Leave me alone!"

Gabe seized his arm. "Jam, you can't go down there."

At the end of the corridor, Elliot yelled at the door. "You know who I am! I will shoot to kill if--"

An explosion ripped through the concrete wall between Elliot and Gabe, hurling chunks of debris. The raiders knew Elliot's property. They'd orchestrated a two-pronged assault on his door and deep into his private corridor.

In the cloud of smoke, Jammy drew his folding knife. The boy was impossibly brave. Gabe stepped in front of him and fired at the hole in the wall. "Elliot! Get back!"

The door fell apart. Men rushed through. They wore hunting armour. Elliot emptied his rifle, firing low, shredding their feet and shins. Their screams were horrible... and behind Gabe, the snakes screeched in their tanks.

More people appeared from the wall. They had stun guns. A bolt lanced into the concrete by Gabe's ear.

Gabe pushed Jammy down.

Danna took her son's place, levelling a rifle. Brook appeared beside her. The sisters' weapons chattered on full auto. There were more shrieks in the corridor and from the snakes inside the farm.

Crouching at Brook's hip, Gabe squeezed off two bursts. He saw bodies on the floor and a mob of faces inside the hole in the wall. Down the corridor, the withering fire of rifles and a shotgun had Elliot pinned.

They were badly outnumbered. Blood dripped from Elliot's side, caking in the grey dust on his shirt. Beneath the gunshots, Elliot hollered, "Gabe! Gabe! Go!"

Elliot had stuck an excavation charge in his gun belt with spare magazines and his knife.

He lifted it toward the ceiling.

"Get inside!" Gabe yelled at Danna and Brook. Still firing, Danna retreated past him. Her rifle was deafening. Brook didn't hear. Gabe slammed his weapon into Brook's legs, knocking her backward. His other hand slapped at a control panel. He sealed the entrance to the farm.

On the other side, he heard the boom of Elliot's charge and the violent whump as the corridor's ceiling blew out. The rubble clattered in the hurricane. The human sounds were less distinct, almost ghostly. 

Mike and Van scampered to the adults with masks they'd taken from the shed. In the ninety seconds Gabe needed to prepare, the corridor fell silent. He equipped himself with a mask. He double-checked that the women and children had donned their own respirators. 

"Jammy, you're in charge," Gabe said. He returned the boy's rifle. He told Brook and Danna what he wanted. Then he tapped a security code on the control panel.

The entrance cracked open half-a-meter wide. Air bellowed over Gabe's back like an avalanche, thrusting him into the corridor. Brook and Danna followed.

Danna shut the entrance behind her and the windstorm ended. Sweating inside his mask, Gabe dodged through the carnage. Four of the invaders wore masks but one was gutshot and three had been dazed by the blast.

Gabe didn't look at their faces. He couldn't afford to. He shot all four men in the head, stepping through the hole in the wall to kill two of them.

Danna stayed to cover the hole.

Brook ran after Gabe to Elliot. She was supposed to cover the door but they knelt together. Gabe held an extra mask. He dropped it and closed Elliot's bulging eyes.

Elliot had asphyxiated.

Far away, sirens clanged. Gabe heard the clamour of people and emergency doors. Brook sobbed over Elliot's body as Gabe looked for more survivors.

He found an unconscious man gasping raggedly without a mask. It was Edgar Rivera, Elliot's lifelong friend.

Most of the dead had been friends until they decided Gabe was the hostage they needed. Gabe had reached a similar conclusion when he'd offered to put snakes on Singh's ships instead of people. The space between one man and another was enough for lies or killing, yet some bonds were unbreakable. 

"What your father did was incredible," Gabe said. "We can't waste his effort. Grab everything you can. We need to leave before someone tries this again."

Brook wiped her eyes with characteristic toughness.

Danna was more shaken. She must have been reliving another blowout. Many of the corpses had the blue-tinged faces she'd seen on her husband and son. She was incoherent when Gabe caught her arm. "Danna, help us," he said. 

"He, when, no," she stammered. Then her expression darkened with madness. "No!"

Brook and Gabe frisked the bodies. He found ammunition. He unbuckled an armoured vest. In his peripheral vision, he saw his wife stiffen and he jerked his rifle up.

Danna stood apart from them. She'd entered the gaping hole in the wall, where she gripped a handheld computer known as a key. The man she'd just searched hadn't participated in the raid. He'd directed the attack, waiting safely until Elliot's blast knocked him down, although he'd lived -- he wore a mask -- until Gabe executed him.

"It's Christian Rojas," Danna said, Gabe's buddy, who'd transported crabs and snakes from the camps to Gabe's tanks. What had Christian promised his co-conspirators? That he would bring them to Dury IV a few at a time?

The key seemed to baffle Danna. She looked at it. She looked at Brook and Gabe... and as she turned, so did her rifle.  The weapon was aimed at them.

Brook spoke softly yet rapidly. "Christian must not have trusted the rest of his group. That's why he kept the key with him. We're lucky, D. Don't you think? We've always been luckier than most."

The key served as a security device and a tracker. It could direct them to Christian's ship and open the hatch if they knew the code, which they didn't.

Wordlessly, Danna clenched her jaw as she pondered the key and her rifle.

"D?" Brook asked.

Danna extended her hand. Immersed in betrayal and death, surrendering the key was a gesture of total fealty. The sisters embraced.

Brook said, "I can figure out his codes. If not, we'll burn our way in." She lifted the key.

Danna said, "Stop! Don't activate it near town or someone might hear the signals."

"Signals? It's one ship, isn't it?"

"He must have put repeaters out there to disguise his hiding spot. Otherwise his ship would be too easy to find. I learned that in the camps."

Brook turned to Gabe with a weary, satisfied smile as if to say See? We need her.

*

Along the outer wall of the farm, their private garage contained Gabe's jeep, Elliot's truck and five mech. It was also piled with supplies. Last week Elliot had gathered enough food and equipment to keep seven people alive for a month. Gabe had added an insulated case with data chips of his lab work and genetic samples from most species on Blue.

Now he hurried the boys into the truck's back seat. He told the mech to load the truck's cargo bed with plastipacks, quickly prioritizing their rations and gear.

Across the farm, Brook and Danna stood guard. The inner corridor was quiet. Either everyone who'd participated in the assault was dead or they were organizing their next move. Gabe discarded twenty percent of the supplies. Then he instructed a mech to fetch one of the snake tanks. He sent the machine directly through their crops.

As the mech trampled the wheat, Gabe jogged after it. He expected Danna to object -- she was so volatile -- but she wasn't paying attention. Her head was down and she wiped at her eyes, caught in her grief.

Brook was the one who stopped him. His sensible wife ran in between the snake tanks and the mech, obstructing its bulk with her trim figure. 

She didn't care about the ruined crops. She cared about what he was thinking.

"Gabe, you can't!" she yelled.

Reacting to her noise and waving hands, the snakes thumped heavily in the tanks. Gabe reached for her but she jerked back. He said, "Sweetheart, the snakes are an intelligent race. Almost intelligent. We can't let them die."

"We need food and ammunition, not stupid animals!"

"That's not you talking. That's your father. Don't let your feelings for him affect how--"

"My feelings are for us, Gabe. Think about your family, not your work. I despise the snakes! They've always taken you from us. You go into the field for days. You stay in the lab for days. You can't put them ahead of us now."

He gaped at her. Brook's support had been unwavering for years. Had she actually felt resentment?

Every second they spent arguing was dangerous.

Uneasily, Danna said, "We need food."

"We need a position of strength," Gabe said. "Rescuing the snakes is more than the right thing to do. Having them onboard could save us."

"Fine." Brook couldn't meet his eyes. She stalked away. 

Gabe injected a dozen frozen crabs with tranquilizers. He dumped most of them into an empty tank. The snakes thrashed eagerly. Then he opened the baffles to allow four of his five males to rush after the crabs. He did the same for two of his five females.

Next he herded one banded male, two banded females and a spotted female in a separate tank. These four were his healthiest, smartest individuals.

The spotted female would be bullied by the other two, but her language skills were more than rudimentary. She could count to ten and cooed the same low sound whenever Van tapped at the portholes on the tanks. She was the one Gabe wanted to teach any offspring.

As the mech lifted the tank with his four snakes, Gabe tossed in more crabs laced with tranquilizers.

The banded male hesitated. Was he listening to the other snakes? They clacked and shrieked. But they were accustomed to the taste of meds, which Gabe applied when they were ill or too combative or ready to be sold.

The male ate with the females. Soon they'd fall asleep.

In the garage, Gabe secured the tank among the supplies belted to the truck's cargo bed. The women joined him in the front seat, but Brook let Danna take the middle, keeping her distance. Everyone put on masks.

They drove outside. 

The weather was cheerful -- white sun and a mellow breeze. Gabe hated it. Then they passed the far end of Sharonstown and two men sprinted from an air lock with rifles. 

Gabe accelerated. He steered at the nearest man. Bullets ricocheted from the synthetic diamond windshield before the man dove to avoid the front bumper.

Gabe juked sideways, cruelly smashing the man's leg. He didn't need to kill the man but he needed to stop them from chasing his family.

As he sped away, another spray of bullets clattered against the rear of the truck. The snakes didn't react -- all four were unconscious -- but Van screamed and Brook whirled, shouting, "Are you okay!?" 

Gabe looked over his shoulder in a panic. Van and Jammy were white-faced but unhurt. Astonishingly, Mike pulled down his mask for an instant and grinned at the noisy fun. He said, "Where are we going, Daddy?"

"We're taking the snakes before the bad guys cut off their skin," Van declared, overcoming his terror.

"That's right," Brook said. "That's right."

Van has my creativity, Gabe thought. Mike has his mother's confidence and Jam is so tough. When they grow up, they'll make an excellent team.

Speeding across the plain, his mind churned with contingencies. Even if they found the ship, should they take off? Their supplies were limited. Days might pass before Singh's fleet departed for the gate, but if his family stayed on the ground, pursuit was guaranteed. How long before other trucks left Sharonstown?

Danna said, "Okay, turn on the key." She and Brook bent their heads together. Its tiny screen displayed five repeaters. Danna pointed. "These three. We'll triangulate."

"How do you know?" Brook asked.

"Because there's a canyon in this area. Hunters use it to wait out storms or smuggle weapons."

They drove for another hour. A damp snow fell. The boys rode in quiet shock until Jammy snarled at Mike. "He keeps touching me," he complained. 

"Did not." Mike flashed a not-so-innocent smile at the adults and Jammy punched him.

Danna yelled, "Stop it! Jam, apologize!"

Soon they passed a bay where ten or twelve snakes feasted upon a bed of anemones. The snakes danced. They screeched. Beneath the clear water, the anemones' normal blue-and-greys were blackening, an annual transformation that released spoors into the spring tides. Soon the snakes would migrate north to the swamps, leaving undigested spoors with their faeces.

In winter months, the snakes plucked live anemones with their pinchers, relocating the anemones in haphazard plantations, and Gabe had recorded elaborate channels and dams in Blue's rivers. He'd exaggerated their self-awareness to Singh, but would they have risen to sentience if they'd been allowed more time?

Not on Blue.

The lashing snakes were fearsome and magnificent. So was the wind-torn bay. And everything Gabe saw was condemned to oblivion. He grimaced. He'd had such hopes. Maybe the snakes  would live again on a new world?

They found Christian's ship in the mouth of a low canyon. The adults stepped from the truck into the stinging flecks of snow, Brook to test the key, Gabe and Danna to patrol the flat rocky plains.

The scout ship was smaller than he remembered. It was designed for a crew of four. The six of them would need to live in very close quarters until they jumped through the gate.

Gabe paced miserably in the cold. 

Depending on the reception they were given by Dury's military, they might need to subsist for much longer than several days. They might not be allowed to land or resupply. Their only choice could be to rush for the next gate, and the next, and the scout ship wasn't equipped for hydroponics. Brook had grabbed twenty grow boxes but the grain output of one box was measured in handfuls.

There was only one way to make their supplies last. Fewer people meant more food. Gabe wanted to volunteer. I eat the most but I'm the pilot, I'm the terraformer, I'm the political contact. I can't be the one who stays behind.

Brook triggered the hatch and shouted, "Got it!"

Gabe ran back to the truck. He trundled down into the canyon, where the vehicle stuck in the icy mud. Jammy helped the adults move their gear.

Mike and Van climbed in, then Brook and Gabe... but Danna stood motionless with her hands folded over Jammy's chest.

"What are you doing!?" Brook cried.

"Jam and I aren't going. Just you. You've been so good to us. We'll stay with Grandpa Elliot."

Brook leapt out of the ship. "No!"

"It's all right. Someone will save us."

"This is your fault! You and your fucking snakes!" Brook shouted at Gabe, her eyes wide with horror. She knew how quick he was to calculate any situation. She knew he was considering Danna's sacrifice.

The spaces between Gabe and Danna -- and between Gabe and Jam -- couldn't match the ties shared by Gabe, Brook, Mike and Van. As a group, six of them might starve. Separated, the four of them would have better odds.

Cryo units were too expensive for this decrepit ship. Gabe had no way to store people so they wouldn't use oxygen, food or water, although cold was one thing they'd have in abundance in space. The snakes' physiology allowed for hibernation at Blue's poles. He would put the snakes in the hold, cut power to the hold, then let the snakes freeze and stay frozen in their air- and moisture-tight containers.

Yes, they would have cold in abundance -- and heat.

What's important is our time together, not how long we have. What matters is how close we are, he thought.

He kissed Brook and tousled the hair on Van and Mike's heads. He kissed Danna, too, and clapped Jammy on the shoulder, needing to convey the determined pride he felt for his unconventional family.

"We're not leaving you," he said.
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Four days later, Singh's fleet gathered in orbit. Her ships formed two distinct forces, one small, one large. Gabe assumed the small group were the specialists who'd been accepted by Dury IV. After they jumped, the rest would go through, where they would either fight or run for the next gate. Singh must have made assurances that she'd demand safe passage for them.

Hanging back from the two groups were nine private craft, each seeking its chance to dive among Singh's fleet as she entered the gate.

Gabe's family was waiting, too. Anxiety had painted dark circles under Brook's eyes, and Danna had chewed her thumbnails into puffy red irritated wounds. While the children slept, however, the adults had revelled in each other's touch and taste, the women taking turns from night to night. Love was their single escape from the prison cell of the ship.

During the tedious days, they tended their grow boxes and the ship's fickle air unit. Brook instituted school periods. She also let the boys build forts with the many plastipacks. Reorganizing gave them something else to do.

Unexpectedly, Jam had softened toward Brook. With guidance from their mothers, the boys had forged their own peace.

On the fifth morning inside the small craft, as Gabe manoeuvred toward Singh's formations, Jammy tugged at Brook's sleeve so she could fit into the cockpit and see their radar. "Thank you, Jam," Brook said. Danna chewed her thumbnail. Mike and Van fidgeted with unspoken tension.

Gabe's stomach had clenched in a knot but he tried not to show it. He was afraid to radio Singh, afraid not to, afraid to die as soon as he jumped through the gate. A single missile from Dury's fighters would obliterate his wives and sons.

His console lit up, and a female officer spoke on the radio. "Scout craft, identify yourself."

"This is Gabe Cienfuegos, the Epirian terraformer. I have my data, genetic samples and four snakes in suspended animation. Request permission to join your fleet."

Silence. He took his wives' hands. They held the boys.

Sujuta Singh spoke on the radio next. Her voice was low and amused. "Gabe, good morning. When I didn't hear from you, I guessed you were dead or you'd finagled your way off-planet. I'm not a gambling woman--"

"God knows that's true," he blurted, emphasizing what seemed like a personal note.

"--but my bet was you'd survive. That's why I said I'd leave the gate open. But if we're going to do this, you work for me. Is that understood?"

"Yes, ma'am," Gabe said. His voice was loud with relief as Brook laughed and hugged him. Danna and the boys cheered.

"I told Dury IV you're coming. You're safe."
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The battle has moved on, the war all but over. Only the distant sound of gunfire breaks the silence as the invading Karist forces close, mercilessly, inevitably, on the capital's Parliament buildings. Among the aftermath though, among the bloody and the dead, another battle is only just beginning. A Karist Shadow Walker has fallen, and Miri has seized her…







THE SHADOW WALKER was not what Miri had expected. 

The bots helped her disengage the armour, and turn off the various protection systems--until she got to the thin, elegant mask that hid the features, and slowly pulled it off; to reveal the scarred, round face of a woman who could have been a co-worker or a niece, or a daughter.

No. Not a daughter. Never a daughter.  

"Well," she said, aloud; unsure what to do now.

If Miri had been smart, she would have killed her. Someone had tried to, already. The armour was pockmarked with weapons' fire, and one of the mask's eye-sockets was cracked from end to end; but against all odds the Shadow Walker was still alive. The only thing alive that they'd found, when they'd dared to venture into the ruins of Hangar 15--a jumble of broken and burnt ship parts, of entwined corpses too mangled to maintain the illusion of peaceful sleep--the air thick with smoke and the smell of charred flesh.

Still--but no, she wouldn't go there. She couldn't afford to. She--

The door to the mortuary hissed open, and closed: Derra, accompanied by her swarm, the bots unfolding to fill the little space available. "Still here?" she asked. Her gaze slid past the Shadow Walker for a while; rested on the other--on the other bodies in the compartment. "You should go home."

Home. To an empty compartment, an empty life; nothing to look forward to now, except the Ascension of the Karists: getting slowly pulled apart by the Maelstrom as it got closer and closer to Colibri. "Let me stay here," Miri said, at last. "For a while."

The Karists had destroyed the Epirian army, but they were spread thin. The bulk of their attack had moved on towards Parliament and the centre of the city--leaving behind them destruction, and the dead who didn't have the decency to remain dead. The mortuary and nearby hangars were now away from the fighting. Miri wouldn't have any trouble walking home, at least not until more Karist reinforcements arrived to consolidate their hold on Colibri. 

Derra's gaze rested on her, for a moment; she looked as though she was going to say something--and Miri wasn't sure she'd have borne the pity in her words, but then she looked away. "As you wish. Just don't get in the way. I have work."

Neither of them spoke: Derra's highly-customised bots picked up knives and basins of water, and washed and arranged bodies, trying to give them a semblance of life--as if anything could be pieced together from so many pieces. Miri watched the Shadow Walker.

She was the one who looked as though she should be sleeping, but she didn't--her face as white and as translucent as the sheets of composite they'd used to make the partition between cabins on the ships, her eyes deeply bruised in the wrinkled oval of her face; her nose crooked, as if it had been broken and not properly set--which was nonsense, surely even Karist worlds had basic medical bots? 

After a while, Miri looked up, to find Derra at her elbow, her hands smelling of disinfectant and machine oil. "How is it?" she asked. "Outside?"

There were no sounds from outside, in the mortuary: just the soft noise of recycled air piped through exhaust vents, the click of bots walking on the tiled floor; nothing that would hint at the turmoil and destruction happening outside, as the Karists took hangar after hangar, burning ship-parts and bots; arresting the scientists, technicians and anyone who might have knowledge of how to escape the destruction the oncoming Maelstrom would bring to Colibri. 

Derra's face was set. "Parliament has fallen. It went on the common network, a global broadcast to all levels of accreditation." She didn't even ask if Miri had watched: they both knew she wouldn't. "They have a Hierarch coming in, to replace the Speaker." She jerked a finger towards the unconscious Shadow Walker. "Do you think we can use her as a bargaining chip? We could use their goodwill."

Never. "No," Miri snapped, more angrily than she'd meant to. "It's too late for their goodwill. It won't--"

"Won't resurrect the dead?" Derra's voice was soft. She didn't apologise; but then Derra seldom apologised for anything. "Miri--"

"Don't touch me!" Miri's gaze, roving, found the other corpses in the mortuary--the two at the back, Arthos and Zamakad, each on their slab, staring at the ceiling with empty eyes--if she looked away now, she'd see them as they had been--see Arthos running to her with a skinned knee, Zamakad at age ten, bending over the bot she was building from scratch... She would...

Anger died, replaced by the deep-seated weariness she'd felt, when Derra had first come to her. No mother should outlive her children; and no mother should have to bury them in the midst of a war--but of course wars seldom followed propriety or the laws of nature. 

"Did she kill them?" she asked, finally.

Derra spread her hands. "I don't think so," she said, but ventured nothing more. 

Miri knew prevarication when she heard it. "Tell me." She hadn't asked; hadn't spoken about it since learning of their death; but now the layer of ignorance she'd deliberately maintained wasn't enough to smother her grief. She had to know. 

A silence, and then: "A ship's wall collapsed on Arthos; and a laser cut Zamakad in two. Your Shadow Walker... only had a Nox pistol on her."

But she'd still been there. She'd been fighting other units; helping them out. She-- Miri's hands clenched, of their own volition. She was just as guilty as the other Karists, wasn't she? 

"Look, if you want to, just kill her and be done." Derra's voice was tinged with anger. "Or go home and let me tend to her."

"Would you?"

That silenced her. She watched Miri, her eyes bright. "I don't know," she said, at last. "I swore an oath, but... She's killed dozens of ours, and will kill again. Again and again, as they prevent people from leaving doomed worlds. Think of all the suffering we could spare, if we--"

"Adaptable morality," Miri said, fighting to drop the sarcasm from her voice. They'd had that conversation before; when it had still been academic; when the Maelstrom had just been a distant purple tinge in the night sky, and ships had leapt easily from world to world--before the planet became doomed--before the evacuation fleet, before the Karists.

Before her children died. 

"Ascension." Derra's voice was low, angry. "They'll keep us here, waiting for the Maelstrom. Waiting to be pulled apart by gravity, or swallowed by our expanding sun, or scoured away by the fragments of our cracked moons falling down upon us. Waiting to die; and they'll call it rapture."

Miri said nothing--she'd already decided to die long before, but it had been with the knowledge that Arthos and Zamakad would survive. Now...

"Let me take her home," she said, finally. "If that's how you feel about her."

Derra looked at her for a while. "I'd ask you why, but you won't answer me, will you?"

Miri shook her head. It wasn't because she was angry at Derra; though she was, a little--at the temptation that Derra voiced aloud, at the bald admission she wasn't strong enough to resist?

Was Miri any better than her? 

Probably not. 

"Fine," Derra said. "There are too many wounded and dying and dead among our own people as it is. Take her, with my blessing."

Miri nodded. She rose--not towards the Shadow Walker, but towards the other slabs, the ones she'd been avoiding. 

Zamakad looked as though she were sleeping, her body knitted back together by Derra's bots--only the purple bruising beneath her cheekbones hinting at something else. Arthos... didn't look like Arthos anymore, but nevertheless, she forced herself to look at the ruin of the face--at the trail of blood and grit on his hands, which the bots hadn't finished cleaning yet. He would have hated this--always so methodical, always keen to wash away the dirt of the shipyards before he could even embrace her...

There were no prayers, nothing that could fill the void within her. But she owed them--a last something, a farewell even though it was much too late.

"Arthos cua Miri cua Semarthi," she whispered, touching the wounds of the face--her hand rubbing against the grit of dried blood. "Zamakad cua Miri cua Semarthi." Her hand trailed on the face, over the closed, lifeless eyes; and on impulse, she laid her lips on Zamakad's stone-hard ones, feeling nothing but emptiness well up inside her. Had she been alive, Zamakad would have teased her about such intimate gestures; would have told her she was no longer a child...

Now there was nothing but silence.

Miri blinked back tears, forced herself to speak. "I love you always, but you already know this. Safe journeys. Until we meet again."

And then they were gone, forever beyond her.




*




Once she'd brought the Shadow Walker back to her compartment, Miri busied herself with cleaning--the bots could have done it for her, but she needed to do something; to keep herself from logging on to the network and listening to the Karist broadcast; to remember that they had won, paving their way to Colibri's parliament in blood and deaths. 

The display wall was mostly starscapes above Colibri as they had been before, with only the distant haze of the Maelstrom--no bright purple light that had started to eclipse the nearby stars, and to creep as a tinge into daylight. And a picture, too, of Arthos and Zamakad, awkwardly smiling at the camera for Matrilines Day--not the most recent, or the best one she had, but there was something in their eyes, something in the set of their faces, which brought up better days. 

Better days. Any day was better days than those ones.

There was a noise from the pallet behind her; and she turned, to see the Shadow Walker staring at her--weighing her, her face carefully blank and expressionless. 

"You recover fast," Miri said.

The Shadow Walker shrugged. "Drugs in the blood. And altered body chemistry." Her gaze moved, took in the small compartment--the holos, the bots, Miri herself. "You're Epirian."

"Of course," Miri said. "My name is Miri."

The Shadow Walker raised an eyebrow. "Of course?" She closed her eyes--listening to voices only she could hear--her own communal network, the one that would slowly be replacing the Colibri one. "I'm Tamestir. And I'm surprised."

"That I didn't kill you?" Miri didn't bother to keep the loathing from her voice.

"That, among many things." Tamestir's face was still distant, disturbingly serene; as if she hadn't been left for dead on the battlefield, as if she hadn't just brushed off the gravity of her wounds. As if nothing mattered. 

"I'm not like you," Miri said, because it seemed to be the only thing that needed to be said.

Again, a raised eyebrow. "But you're not happy. Very well. I won't be bothering you for much longer, in any case."

Back to her command; to Parliament, which they now utterly occupied; waiting for the Maelstrom; or for the next mission that would bring them to other worlds, other places they could drag headlong into destruction. Miri found her fists had clenched again; and wondered why she should care. 

"I guess not," she said. "Seeing that you're fully healed."

Tamestir's face was remote; she nodded, a queen to a supplicant. "Thank you. For the healing." Something... was off, some unease that Miri couldn't pinpoint. Was she going to pull out a pistol or some other weapon, and kill her--but what would be the point?

"Of course," she said, and turned back to her wall, and the images of Arthos and Zamakad, and the darkness and the taste of ashes that seemed to have swallowed everything.




*




Later, Miri wasn't sure what woke her up--a distant sound in a dream, that resolved itself in soft, indistinct sounds she knew all too well--someone trying to muffle tears.

By the time she'd pulled herself fully awake, the sound was gone, replaced by a silence that was more worrying still. Miri pulled up a near-infrared vision from the bot closest to Tamestir's pallet, and saw her, sitting with her armour on, and staring at the gun in her hands--lifting it, toying with it as if re-familiarising herself with its contours. At last, Tamestir lifted it--and her face, her whole body language, was all too awfully familiar. 

What had she said--cool and composed, as if it hadn't mattered to her, except that it had been a sham, a mask put on for the benefit of the enemy? I won't be bothering you for much longer, in any case.

Oh no you don't. 

Miri's hands were moving before she knew it, dispatching one bot to hit Tamestir squarely in the chest; and then she was up and running, screaming something she couldn't remember, her full weight bearing the Shadow Walker down onto the pallet--bots rising around her, locking Tamestir into place, pinning the gun to the pallet and digging claws into the armour until it cracked apart. 

For a while there was nothing but the laboured sound of their breath; and Tamestir's gaze, no longer expressionless or arrogant, but open on depths of pure fury. "You--" she said. "You--" she took in a deep, shuddering breath. "You hate me. You don't want me here. What's it to you, whether I live or die?"

"Because..." Because Miri had no answer, other than that deep-seated conviction--the rage that had propelled her through the room, running on sheer and unexplainable instincts. 

Tamestir shifted, effortlessly. The bots scattered as if stung, and with a gesture she'd sent Miri sprawling to the floor--for a moment Miri thought she was going to follow through, to pull out some other, hidden gun, or simply snap her neck--but then Tamestir sat back down on the pallet, and merely waited for Miri to stand up again.

"I was here before the invasion," she said, slowly, softly--not looking at Miri, or at the bots, or at the room. "Working in Hangar 16. It was my first mission." 

The hangar next door to the one they'd found her in. 

Of course. Shadow Walkers were infiltration units. They reconnoitred ahead of the Karist invasion force, made sure that the troops knew where to go, who to kill.

"There was..." Tamestir closed her eyes. "A woman. Jena va Ilum via Lems. She..." she took a deep breath, and said, "She was my friend--more than my friend. And yet..."

"And yet she was Colibrian?" Miri said, equally softly. "The enemy."

"No! You don't understand--" Tamestir took a deep, trembling breath, and then went on, "When we invaded Hangar 15--Jena was there, and... and I hesitated, for a split second. I--" she took in another breath. Her eyes were dry, her voice remote again. "Her bots shot my unit. Four dead in an instant. And--and I had to--I" She closed her eyes. "I shot her. I had to. I--"

Miri made the sharp, cutting, cruel answer. "What does it change? She was doomed to die, anyway, wasn't she?" 

"The Maelstrom isn't death."

"You know I don't believe that," Miri said. A conversation between fools--neither of them would budge or give way, and what point was there, in having it at all? 

Tamestir reached down, and pulled the pieces of her armour back into position again. "But I do. And..." She closed her eyes again. "And it's here, all the time. It's so easy..." she smiled. "Just one step in the wrong direction--just letting go. What would be the harm, in departing early?"

She looked... young, and vulnerable--and it was wrong to feel that way, about someone who might not have murdered her children, but wouldn't have blinked if she'd been ordered to--about someone who served her new masters, who thought the death coming for them all was something devoutly to be wished for...

But then, was she wrong about the Maelstrom--wrong to see it as deliverance, when nothing else in Miri's life would make sense again? 

Miri said, eventually, "We all need something to live for." 

"As you do?" Tamestir's voice had the sharpness of a drawn knife. 

Miri said nothing. Tamestir just watched her--there were tales, of what Shadow Walkers could do, the way they could get under your skin, the damage that they could do if you let them see your thoughts. But what harm could she do, that her kind hadn't already done? 

"I don't matter," Miri said, slowly, carefully.

"And I do?" Tamestir's laugh was bitter. "Think on what you're saying. I destroyed your world."

The only thing that came, welling out of Miri's lips, was the truth, as dark and as irrepressible as heart's blood. "You didn't. I've known. I've known for a while that I would die here, with the Maelstrom. But you're not the one who killed them."

There was silence, for a while. Then Tamestir said, slowly, carefully, "Your children?" And, when Miri didn't answer, "I have ears. Even while lying unconscious. And I saw the holo."

"They--" Miri swallowed back what she was going to say. "I bought them tickets. Begged and pleaded until they had their place on the evacuation fleet. I--"

"Gave them the best chance you could." Tamestir's face was unreadable. "What mothers do for their children."

"No," Miri said. "What I did. Because I loved them." Because Zamakad had been withdrawn and serious, asking her at eight what the Maelstrom meant, and then proudly bringing her designs for ships they could use to escape; because Arthos, who easily lost his temper, had shouted at her she needed to come with them until she'd talked him down--because there was no reason, never needed to be one. Because... "Because there was no other way. There never was."

"So you resigned yourself to death." Tamestir's voice was grimly amused. "And you're the one talking to me about suicide."

Miri shivered. "I don't know why I saved you."

"Because you had to." Tamestir smiled, but there was no joy in it. She rose, the armour slowly coalescing around her again. Miri didn't move--merely stood poised, ready for what would come next. "We both need something to drink, I should think. Let me make you tea."

Tamestir could, Miri assumed, have hacked the bots, but instead she rummaged through the storage units until she found the pressed leaves, and set some water to boil on the stove--until the song of it filled the kitchen, a comforting memory tinged with bitterness--if Miri closed her eyes she would see Arthos, arguing over which strain of tea tasted best with the water of Colibri, would hear Zamakad teasing him about water temperature and calcium content. 

"Here," Tamestir said. The tea in the cup was a perfect shade of green, its taste that of freshly cut grass, with no hint of bitterness. Tamestir sat on her pallet again, and sipped it carefully--her manners chillingly Colibrian, a jarring alienness when combined with the harsh reality of her armour, and the bulletins that Miri had cut off, the ones detailing the takeover of Colibri by the Karists. 

Miri tried to compose herself--wondering what she could say that wouldn't set them off at each other's throats. "Tell me about Jena."

"Only if you tell me about your children."

"A bargain, is it?" Miri said. "I had two. Arthos... was the headstrong and impulsive one, the youngest. Zamakad... always made things. Bots and drones and ships." She'd have risen so high in Epirian society, given a chance--instead she'd died in the ruins of the ship she was building, the one that would have carried her and Arthos to safety. "She was the eldest by five years."

Tamestir raised her tea cup, like a salute to absent friends. "I see," she said, and her face was utterly devoid of pity, or anything that would have made Miri break down in front of her--no matter that she was the enemy and Miri couldn't afford to show any signs of weakness. "Jena was bossy, always badgering people into what she thought was best for them. She..." Tamestir took a deep breath, and shook her head. "When I left to rejoin my unit, she didn't want me to leave. She... she thought there was someone else, and I couldn't make her understand. I... I tried to tell her to take a day off. To be away from the docks when...." 

"When you attacked," Miri said. 

"Yes. When we attacked." She said it slowly, hesitantly, like a child caught in fault--as if it didn't make Miri want to take her in her arms and hug her. 

Instead, Miri stared at her cup; breathed in the warm, comforting scent of tea. "You did what you could," she said, finally. "We're all adults. We all pick our sides, and do what we must. I realise--"

"It's not much help?"

"No," Miri said, bluntly. "But I don't have easy answers. Divided loyalties--"

Tamestir's face was harsh. "No," she said after a while. "You're right. It wasn't divided loyalties. I would never have put her above my unit. I--" she shook her head. "There was never any time to explain--" she paused, staring off into the distance, while a bot crept closer to her hand--"but explanations probably wouldn't have made any difference."

"So you will just set her aside?" Miri asked--with less sarcasm than she initially intended, seeing the minute tremor on the surface of the liquid left in Tamestir's cup. "Bury her with your other dead?"

"I have to bury her. She's dead, and the living can't be overruled by the dead. But burying doesn't mean forgetting. Or forgiving oneself." Her eyes were dry, her face remote; but her hands still shook. "Or wondering how things might have gone, in other circumstances."

"There are no other circumstances. Just here, just now." And nothing that could be changed or taken back; or kindled back to life again. 

"Of course." Tamestir's smile was wide and bitter. "But you're right. It won't happen again." She drained the rest of her cup, and set it back on the table; and rose, slowly and ponderously, her mask closing over her face until nothing was left but the Shadow Walker. "I had best be going, in any case. Thank you for the help. And the tea. And may all go right with you, in the future." They both knew how deeply ironical that salute was, how many different expectations it encompassed.

Miri watched her--the stiff set of her shoulders, the slow careful way she moved--and thought of Arthos, walking out of the compartment after one of their countless arguments; of Zamakad and the way she'd grow very still, when a classmate made fun of her bots. "Tamestir?"

"Yes?" She didn't turn around. 

Miri said, slowly, carefully, "The dead can still kill you, if you let them." And realised, too late, how much of it applied to her. 

There was a sound, coming from within Tamestir's armour--a low rumble that could only be laughter, except laughter wasn't meant to sound this threatening, this heartbreakingly bleak. 

Then, after what felt like an eternity, Tamestir turned, and walked back until she stood in front of Miri--the armour dwarfing her, the faint smell of charred metal and flesh in her nostrils. "Oh, Miri. Save what you can, even if they're no longer your children. Is that the way you are?"

Miri shook her head; unsure what to say, but didn't give up ground. 

After a while, Tamestir shook her head; and the mask opened a fraction to reveal the oval of her face, enough for Miri to meet the grey-green gaze--tinged with an expression she couldn't recognise. "There are... ways," Tamestir said. "Ships, even though your fleet was destroyed."

"You make no sense." Surely... surely she couldn't be...

"I can get you off Colibri," Tamestir said. "To another Epirian planet, further away from the Maelstrom; where you can enjoy your peace for a decade before you see more than a hint of purple light in the sky."

"Why--you're Karist. Why would you--"

"My decisions are my own.... A bargain, is it?" she said, throwing Miri's words back at her. "A.... commitment made by both of us, to live life to the fullest before the end comes. Or are you too afraid to seize at chances when they come your way?"

"I'm not afraid," Miri said--on instinct, before she recognised the magnitude of what she'd agreed to.

"Neither am I," Tamestir said, gravely; and held out a gauntleted hand. "Shall we?"

Arthos, screaming at her in the small, confined space of the compartment--until she talked him down, telling him, over and over, that she was eldest and that it was her place to be snatched up by the Maelstrom--Zamakad, shrugging and saying nothing, her eyes wet with tears--but they were not here anymore, were they, either of them--and there was nothing, nothing whatsoever that tied her to Colibri anymore.

Miri reached out, and took Tamestir's hand in hers, heedless of the cold touch of metal on her skin.

"I'm not afraid," she said, again, and this time she almost meant it.


FLEET CHAMPION

★

by TOMAS MARTIN




Knowing what to do with his life isn't an easy choice for Jax—until he watches the Lorican Champions fight . . .







JAX WOULD NEVER FORGET the first time he saw a Lorican Champion. His father had taken him to the Games when he turned eleven, sitting up in the cheapest seats, right at the top of the arena. His father had used up over a hundred days of his leisure allocation to get the tickets. They'd travelled across the entire ship, taking lifts up thirty-six levels, and into regions of the Remnant he'd never seen before. 

"You're old enough now to understand the sacrifices our Champions make for the Fleet," his father said. "Never underestimate what they give up for us."

The arena was packed, row upon row of seats stacked up into a steep bowl. Jax had clambered up behind his father, bewildered by the noise and more than anything the sheer amount of people. Maintaining life support for a section of the vast ship was difficult – his father worked on the air filtration systems and would complain bitterly if he saw too many people gathering in one spot, stressing out a room's supply of oxygen and power. The arena was the exception to that rule, like it was to so many others. When they shuffled into their position in the stands, the view of thousands of cheering heads and waving arms was breathtaking. Jax tried to count how many people there were, and lost count. Above, the wide clear dome showed only the stars.

Many of the other fans came adorned in the colours of their Noble House, or waved banners with the sigil of a famous Fire Team or Champion. Jax recognised many of them – the supernova symbol of House Rondon, or the black and white checkered pattern of Baron Reitelder's Fire Team, Dark Arrow. Dark Arrow's Champions were amongst the most honoured in the Fleet, and their glories on the battlefield had earned them many followers in the crowd.	

Jax's father pointed across to the far side of the arena, where a string of square balustrades jutted out, separate from the main stands. A group of well-dressed figures had emerged in each balcony, and waved in turn at the gathered throng.

"The House Nobles," his father said. "From tomorrow they will be here to watch candidates for new Champions, to replace fallen members of their Fire Teams or make new ones. But today we'll see the current Champions fight."

A rumbling murmur of excitement in the crowd filled the bowl, building until the normal familiar vibrations of the ship's operation faded into the background. The nobles in their boxes each gestured to one of the five doors in the circle of the arena. The doors, marked individually with the sigils of a house, began to rise.

The noise reached a crescendo of anticipation. Jax was buffeted by the people above and behind him as they clapped and stamped their feet, hollering and screaming. It was a bigger outpouring of emotion than Jax had ever seen from the normally sober inhabitants of the Remnant Fleet.

With a hiss and a metallic clang that reverberated around the arena, the doors opened. In the darkened corridors behind, hulking shadows waited, outlines of huge figures. Jax had thought it loud before, but the roar of support became almost painful. His father hugged him close as the crowd surged around them.

Jax peered into the open tunnel opposite, trying to catch a better glimpse of the armoured figures waiting inside. 

One of the nobles stepped forward in the central box and began addressing the arena. The holos zoomed in on him, projecting his image on the panels in between the upper tiers of the stadium. He was a tall man, clad in a fitted blusuit boasting many little folds and accoutrements, indicating his status. His dark hair was luxuriously long, and his lightly greying goatee immaculately trimmed. Compared to the simple appearance of many of the shipworkers in the stands around them, his noble origins were obvious.

"Citizens of the Faal Remnant," the noble said, raising a hand to the crowd.

"That's Duke Comorin," Jax's father told him. In the future, Comorin's name would become infamous for the catastrophic decisions he'd make during the Remnant's crossing of the Diamant Nebula, but back then Jax only recognised Comorin as one of the members of the ruling council from the Remnant newscasts.

"Citizens of the Faal Remnant," Comorin repeated. The noise subsided as the standing fans strove to hear his words. "It has been 978 years since the Maelstrom took away the jewel of our heart, and we were forced to leave Artaria to its destructive clutches. Our home is gone, but we are still here. For centuries we have kept this fleetship on its journey away from the devastation at the heart of our galaxy, preserving our culture and our way of life."

"And as the Remnant Fleets that traverse the galaxy represent the worlds we've left behind, the Champions we send out into hostile worlds represent the best virtues of our noble houses and our culture."

A cheer went around the arena. In the open tunnel, azure light flashed, as if a small thunderstorm was brewing. In the afterglow of the bright light, Jax caught the reflection of burnished armour plate and the ridged tines of a high-tech projectile weapon. The hairs on the back of his neck tingled with anticipation.

"As we start the selection process for the Faal Remnant's next group of Champions, first we celebrate those who have already reached that lofty goal, and have sacrificed so much to keep us safe."

Comorin gestured to each of the gates, and the light inside the tunnels began to increase.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you this cycle's finalists of the Champion cup, the most highly decorated Champions across all the Faal Remnant's missions. Let's see them!"

Jax watched in awe as the gates lit up and out strode, in turn, five gigantic titans of battle. Though they varied in size, each exosuit was at least half again the height of the tallest man in the fleet. Though their profile was bipedal, the position of the human pilot inside was unclear, hidden beneath inches of reinforced armour and mechanical servos. Locked into where the wrist would be if their human arms actually reached that far were an assortment of intimidating weaponry, from huge cylindrical laser cannons to lines of coiled electromagnets crackling with lightning. 

As each Champion emerged, the holos around the arena projected footage from the battles they'd fought for the Remnant over the past star system cycle. Their names were projected onto every flat surface. Each time they stepped forward, the announcer would say a little something about them. 

"Our first contender is the deadliest Marksman in all of Faal, winner of the zero-g target tournament four times, let's hear it for Abel Rundark!"

Rundark, one of three medium sized suits, raised the Torus Sniper rifle bolted to his left arm into the air to acknowledge the applause. His twilight blue armour was adorned with little symbols etched in bright silver, filling up almost every flat surface.

"What do the symbols mean, Dad?" Jax asked, pointing. 

"One for each kill he's made on the battlefield," his father replied. Despite the gruesome answer, his father looked proud.

Jax turned back to the arena, where the announcer was introducing one of the other medium-sized suits, a white stripe cutting vertically down its red frame, which compared to the others was relatively unadorned with trophies and symbols. As well as the particle rifle on one wrist, a long thin blade protruded from the other, swivelling on its mount in a series of whirls and feints as the pilot showed off for the crowd.

"It's not often we get a Holista qualifying for the ultimate match in the tournament, but this field surgeon is no ordinary medic. Equally adept at causing damage with her blade as she is saving her fellow champions, Zarina Akpom aims to capture your hearts as easily as she could fix them on the operating table."

"Next, from House Deaapos, the man who single-handedly held off an attack from six hundred rebels at the Atmos cybel gate. Without his heroic last stand, this entire vessel would not have made it through into the cybel network in time to avoid destruction at the Maelstrom's Edge. Our Heavy-Gee candidate, representing Crimson Danger Fire Team, is Brandon Ephraim!"

Ephraim's suit was the largest of the five by some distance, with hulking great legs thicker than the torso of a man, and feet that looked like they could crush a tank. Mounted on his shoulders were a pair of heavy cannon, with a string of flechette missiles mounted to his forearms. Ephraim had neither paint nor trophies on his armour, but instead had not repaired any of the superficial damage from his previous battles, leaving the grey metal scarred with pockmarks of bullet impacts, chips and scrapes from collisions and one set of deep gouges down his torso that looked like they had been left by claws. 

"And, ever present at the finals due to his overpowering record as the most experienced champion in the fleet, Francesco Cortesi needs no introduction. His qualifications as Lead Fleetguard have turned the tide in many of Faal's darkest moments, and his captaincy of Dark Arrow for the last ten years has kept his Fire Team top of the league tables for much of that time. The other contenders will have to be at the top of their game to topple this legend!"

Unlike the others, Cortesi allowed his canopy to open, revealing the pilot within the suit. Jax was surprised at how old the Champion was, his hair and thin moustache grey. His suit was the polar opposite of Ephraim's ragged beast, all immaculately kept, shining plates in the tell-tale black and white checks of Dark Arrow. The symbols of Baron Reithelder adorned his ornate shoulder pauldrons and gold filigree dotted the edges of his plasma carbine. Many of the greatest surviving Champions became nobility in their own right when they hung up their suits, and Cortesi certainly looked like he would be one.

"Everyone keeps saying Cortesi's going to retire," His dad shouted above the roar, "but every year he always seems to just get better."

"Our last contender may have the smallest Lorican suit, but judge this elite scout by her size at your peril. This Sigint's speed and stealth have given her Fire Team the tactical advantage on many battlefields, but she's no pushover in a one on one combat either. Making her first appearance in the grand final, it's Brianna Kerr of House Ocallan!"

The Nimbus scout suit Brianna Kerr wore was dwarfed by the other three, especially Ephraim's Heavy-Gee behemoth. The suit's legs and arms only came just past where her own limbs must have ended, and the hands were much closer to gloves than the mechanised fists of the others. Her light green armour was intersected with an arrangement of yellow chevrons. A set of jump jets flared from her back, lifting her off the ground to the cheers of the fans.

His father leaned over conspiratorially to Jax. "Kerr's from one of the smaller Houses. They hardly ever get this far in the tournament, and it makes the top table unhappy - notice how none of them are clapping?"

Jax looked at the booth, watching the nobles look on impassively. Despite the lack of support from the upper echelons of Fleet society, there were quite a few in the crowd waving banners with yellow chevrons on green amongst them in the cheaper seats. His father noticed what Jax was looking at and smiled. He pointed to the green and yellow badge on his chest.

"Of course, us dockhands love an underdog."

Jax smiled. His eyes flicked back to Kerr's Nimbus suit, a little part of him believed that if he and his father willed her on, the outsider would have a better shot.

The five Champions met in the middle of the arena and faced the Lords in the Noble boxes. In turn, they gave a salute or bow to the Lord or Lady that sponsored their Fire Team. The gestures looked odd and rather awkward coming from giant suits of armour. With the formalities out of the way, the Champions returned to stand outside their entrance tunnel, each perfectly still as an air of expectant silence settled onto the crowd.

"Now you have met our contestants, this year's finest selection from our Fleet's great Champions. Tomorrow we will select the finest of our young recruits to join them, but today these five great warriors will give us a taste of their prowess, showing off the skills that keep our Fleet safe. Five worthy Champions have joined us here today, but only one can emerge victorious. Champions, at your ready… Fight!"

A huge roar enveloped the arena as the suits sprung into life. Lorican suits, and the Champions within, were too precious a resource to have live fire during sporting events. Even with lower-power practice rounds, the fights were brutal enough that Champions still suffered terrible injuries, and occasionally even death. Jax was spellbound, transfixed as the Lorican suits leapt towards each other in a rush of orchestrated violence.

Cortesi and Akpom engaged first. The younger Holista closed the distance rapidly, slashing at the older Fleetguard with great speed. The wily veteran ducked under the attack with a grace that belied the fighter's years and the size of his suit, and spun around to aim a pulse of charged particles at his opponent's back. Akpom's suit sparked and smoked with damage, sending her sprawling to the ground. In two quick motions Cortesi strode across her prostrate form and triggered another burst into the helmet of his foe. The lights on Akpom's suit went dark, indicating that she'd suffered enough damage to end her challenge.

"Wow," Jax murmured. It had all happened so quickly he didn't have time to process it.

Around the other edge of the arena, the slow-moving hulk of Ephraim's Heavy-Gee was dancing with the lighter suit of the rookie Kerr. The Sigint scout's jump jets flared and pulsed, darting her out of the way of pulses from the thickset suit's cannons. The shots spun out into the crowd, sending the watching fans scrambling to avoid danger, until they laughed in relief when the particles splashed harmlessly into the shield protecting the crowd.

Despite Kerr's manoeuvrability in the air, the overwhelming firepower of the heavier suit was forcing her into a corner. Jax clutched the seat, anxious that his chosen Champion would be next out. But then a series of impacts lit up the side of Ephraim's suit, staggering the Heavy Gee's approach. The behemoth twisted to glimpse this new threat – Rundark's crouched form in the far corner, squeezing off shots from his sniper rifle. The distraction allowed Kerr to dive down past Ephraim, flying in a spiral manoeuvre past the threat and into the empty space beyond. 

His original quarry gone, Ephraim turned on his new attacker, each thumping step forward a statement of intent. Despite the size of his suit, the distance between them decreased rapidly. It was not a large arena, and Rundark couldn't swing his sniper rifle around to get a close up shot before the bulk of Ephraim barrelled into him with an almighty crash. Ephraim took the smaller suit beneath him and began pummelling blows into the Marksman. 

Cortesi was the next to make a move. He twisted his wrists, spinning his rifle back onto its mount and releasing two smaller weapons, which he fired as he walked forward, intersecting the flight path of the aerial scout. Kerr's suit flashed and shook with the impacts and threw her to the ground, the jump jets cutting out as she rolled away. 

Without breaking stride, the Fleetguard Captain marched on Ephraim, who was still extricating himself from his attack on Rundark's downed suit. Each burst of charged particles, at much lower velocity than they would be in a real battle, burst on contact with the heavy armour, sending up sparks. Cortesi was canny, Jax saw, focusing his fire on Ephraim's weapons, rendering them deactivated.

The Heavy-Gee powered into a standing stance to meet Cortesi's charge, but the checkered soldier had already adjusted his attack, sliding sideways just as the disarmed heavyweight stepped forward to meet him. In an elegant move more suited to a dance floor than a battlefield, Cortesi slid through the gap between Ephraim's leg and the arena wall, pirouetting to face the Heavy-Gee's unprotected back. A burst of pulsed fire to the neck was enough for Ephraim's suit to decide it had suffered enough damage and slowly dim, leaving the heavy suit still standing, but dark and immobile.

Cortesi raised his arms in victory, certain that he had emerged the winner of the contest. The crowd, thinking the same thing, began to chant the name of the legend. 

What followed Jax would never forget. Kerr, the mobile scout, had not been rendered completely out of the tournament by Cortesi's previous attack. One arm lay unusable at her side and her jump jets only fired sporadically, but it was enough for a desperate leap across the battlefield just as Cortesi emerged from behind Ephraim's shadow. Kerr's leap intersected with Cortesi and the impact threw both of them to the ground, rolling off in separate directions.

With no gun to hand and such a light armoured frame, it seemed impossible that the Sigint's attack would do anything to hurt the larger suit, and indeed for a split second after the collision, it looked like Cortesi would simply stand up and blast the newcomer away like he had two of the other Champions. But then a great explosion of light erupted from the chest plate of Cortesi's suit, throwing him halfway across the arena. The ornate black and white suit slumped to the ground, systems overloaded, and just like that the fight was over, as suddenly as it began.

Jax looked in confusion at his father, who laughed.

"Proximity mine," he said. "Kerr must have had it in her hand when she leapt. Clever move, to catch someone like Cortesi out."

The smallest Champion landed in a crouch and the jump jets on her back extinguished. She sheathed her lightning gun in the sleeve of the suit's arm as they rose to their feet, lifting her armoured fists to the air in victory. There was a moment's pause whilst the assembled crowd caught their breath, and then the announcer's voice reappeared.

"Ladies and gentlemen of the Faal Remnant, I give you your champion of champions, recon specialist of Red Nova Fire Team and chosen representative of House Ocallan, Brianna Kerr!"

The crowd erupted in noise, a cacophony of cheers. The front panel of the scout suit swung open to reveal its pilot. Her blond hair was matted to the side of her head with sweat, but she was beautiful. She removed one of her arms from the suit's controls to wave to the crowd.

Jax clapped Brianna's victory along with the rest. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he felt a surge of pride that these incredible warriors were out in the toughest places in the galaxy, fighting on behalf of him and the rest of the citizens of the Remnant Fleet.

It was at that moment that Jax decided he would one day become a Lorican Champion.


THE DAUGHTER OF ARIN

★

by JON COOPER










For Aynushka Rafel, life's looking over before it's really even begun. The last of the freighter ferries carrying refugees away from the Edge has left, and she seems condemned to see out her dwindling days attending to her ailing father. Then a courier from the fabled Comm Guild shatters the peace of their home...







AGAINST ALL ODDS, she'd managed to beg something they could enjoy together in the final days. The Maelstrom was only weeks away, and the sky was filled with its roiling purple glow from horizon to horizon. The great maw was specked with insect blots of the last freighter ferries shuttling refugees to the lone gate at Arin's Star. These were the unrecorded final days of an abandoned planet in an unremarkable system, and Aynushka had already accepted that her fate was to remain and die here with her father. At least today she had found something that could finally make him smile again.

He had suffered. He deserved some respite from his woes. When she was practically a child, he had worked for the Epirian Foundation here on the garden world of Arin, at the research station cloistered high in the mountains. When the Maelstrom was still only a smear in the sky, he'd told her stories of how his scientific work could save millions of lives, and as a child she had believed every word. Soon came the sound of the shouting through the walls at home, and for reasons she was never told, her father didn't work for the Epirians any more. Soon after, her mother stole their savings and when the Epirians abandoned the planet they left the useless and reviled behind. His health deteriorated, and for the last ten years her purpose in life had been to keep them both fed and happy. What other choice did she have?

But today she'd get a smile out of him. She jogged back through the deserted townscape, skipping over rubble and keeping one hand lightly pressed against the small block in her pocket. It was something to hang on to. The final freighter ferries were leaving that night, and then it was only a matter of time before they were swept away by that lightning tide. Would it be quick? At least she had a little pleasure to share in this exact moment. She was pretty sure that Bibs, the stall owner who had swapped two blown-out node capacitors for the treat, had only agreed to the trade out of pity. Good of him – he'd have doubtless made more profit on it at the gate. Perhaps he'd wanted to make her happy in the same way she wanted to cheer her father. But then again, perhaps it was just plain old pity, trickling down from him to her.

They still lived in the housing district the Epirians had built for their employees. Thick lines of low, utilitarian houses sprawled about her, mostly untouched by raiders. The broken windows and forced locks in the complex were mostly Aynushka's doing – after all, if her father's colleagues had blacklisted him after his dismissal, she felt justified in raiding the supplies they'd left behind. What were they going to do? Report her?

She unlocked and opened their front door, dumping her rucksack and squeezing around the accumulated piles of salvage that filled their halls. She didn't want to waste any time. She knew he'd be upstairs, probably asleep, and while she was far too old to burst in and start bouncing on the bed, the temptation was there if only to see his face. Thumping gracelessly up the stairs, she called to him as she padded quickly down the landing, throwing open the door to his bedroom. 

'Dad!' she called, 'you'll never guess what I...'

That her father was slumped at the side of his bed was a shock; it was the man standing over his deathly-still form that made the fury swell within her. He was wearing light, burnished metallic armour, standing next to the computer console her father had kept next to his bed and occasionally whispered numbers into, deep into the night. As Aynushka's words stalled in her throat he disconnected his wrist-link with a bleep and turned to face her, a blank, uncaring sheet of mirrored glass where his features should have been. 

Her instincts kicked in. Who he was and what he wanted were irrelevant – she hadn't been looking after her father all these years to see him struck down by some passing thief. 

She roared and pounced, but the thief stepped deftly to one side and was already at the door before she'd recovered. She pelted back, but he was already leaping down the last few steps and dashing to the door with an unnatural speed. She rattled down the stairs after him, but by the time she'd reached the front door there was only her decrepit and deserted home town, the same as it had been in living memory, waiting to greet her.

She grunted at the sky like a beast and kicked the wall from sheer frustration. The pain in her foot cleared her mind, and with that clarity came the image of her father, fallen and helpless upstairs. She dashed back in, her priorities clear.

After checking he was still breathing, she carefully turned him over. Laid low on the floor he looked older and frailer, his rags hanging off him and his hair thinned around the temples. There was no sign of blood or bruising, and she winced when she felt how light he was. Moving him, he gave out a thick-lipped mumble and his eyelids fluttered. When he finally opened his eyes his pupils were wide, and Aynushka shushed him when he tried to speak.

'Shush, stay calm. You'll be OK. I just need to...'

He grimaced and pressed his palm on the floor to sit up. He fought when she tried to make him sit back down.

'They came,' muttered the old man. 'All these years I've been working, and as soon as I perfected it they came. They must've been monitoring me all this time... Oh, Nushka!' Some inner strength bubbled within him, and when he looked up with his lined eyes they were softened by sadness. 'Nushka... This isn't how I wanted to say goodbye.'

'Goodbye? Dad, what did he do to you?'

'He took everything, Nushka. Everything but you. All these years I've been working on it, keeping it secret even from you. I hoped the knowledge would be enough to buy us onto a ferry freighter to the gate, but the Epirians couldn't let it die here with me. So they came to take it. They came to take my last hope.'

'Dad, I don't understand...'

He looked down, unable to meet her gaze.

'You've got to go, Nushka. They've corrupted my files, the backups are all useless now. He's got the only copy now. That knowledge, my life's work... Aynushka, you have to understand how invaluable that is!'

'What is it?'

'A simple device programmed with a set of subroutines that allows for much easier filtration in the cybel converters used in the engines of many, many starships. It won't work in the tunnels, but for planet-hopping it increases efficiency some sixty-five percent! Faster sublight ships using less fuel! Do you realise the incalculable number of lives that could be saved? You've got to follow him, get those blueprints back...' He groaned as he struggled to his feet, and she helped ease him up as he crossed to the console. He chuckled lightly – a laugh, but not the one she had been hoping for.

'The Comm Guild,' he said. 'Tricksy devils, but they're not as smart as an Epirian programmer. When he tried to download my algorithms, my honeypots hacked his percom. Here.' He pulled out a drawer and delved within it for a moment, eventually pulling out a slim, battered wrist-link which he pressed around her arm until it clicked into place. 'Don't lose this. It was linked to my console. Get this comm-link within a metre of his and you'll download everything he's got. Priceless information on the safest cybel routes, and more importantly, the device schematics and the programmes for the engine grid. You can save millions of lives, Nushka, if you just go now, get the last ferry off Arin...'

'We haven't got the money, Dad!'

'I scrimped a little. Another little lie that you'll have to forgive me for.' His fingers clicked around the light keys on the console and suddenly the strap around her wrist beeped appreciatively. 'I've transferred the credits over to you. More than enough for a ticket. A last gift from me to you. His manifest is there too, the only unencrypted data I could get. Just follow the courier, and stay close. That way you'll be safe.'

'I can't just leave,' she began, and her father whipped around with quickness and a fury she'd never seen in him before.

'And what would you have me do, Nushka? Hm?' His breathing hissed through his nostrils furiously. 'Have you die here with me here, on this abandoned rock? Or would you rather us both save the lives of billions?'

It was the only time he'd ever raised his voice to her in all these years, and it stung like a slap.

'Make a choice,' he roared. 'Go!'

'Bibs gave me this,' she said, and before she made her way to the spaceport to catch the last ferry from Arin, she gave her father the small block of chocolate that she thought would make him smile.




*




The gate was a world away from the cramped and unpleasant ferry journey. Noise and smells and motion like she had never seen before, the massed ranks of the dispossessed swelling as the Maelstrom drew ever nearer. There were thousands upon thousands of them, shouting, pleading and bartering anything and everything to escape. Each of the huge, pillared chambers she passed through echoed with the desperation of impending death. But Aynushka had a purpose. She'd made her promise to her father.

According to the courier's manifest, he was now on board a ship named the Hesperus VII, a civilian freighter headed for the Meleagris Straights. She had, of course, heard the stories about the ships that preyed on the lost. Slavers and pirates offering salvation who would lead the lost to a life far worse than the terror of the Maelstrom. Perhaps, she thought sadly, that was why he'd never tried to escape with her before – but if the Hesperus had a courier on board, surely it was safe. Wasn't it?

The gigantic vidscreen that listed the departures told her that the Hesperus was in dock 16 of this section. She ignored all pleas for help and the curses as she barged people out of the way, intent on finding the ship as quickly as possible. She knew she would likely never see her father again, and she had to make his sacrifice count for something.

Three men in ramshackle uniforms stood before the boarding ramp at dock 16. A queue of refugees shuffled listlessly forward to prove their worth. Most were turned curtly away, and the one desperate woman who started screaming and beating the chest and face of the officer who had rejected her was quickly seen off with a trio of drawn weapons. There was little trouble after that.

When Aynushka reached the front of the line she was called forward by the middle of the three officers, a thin-faced man with void-black hair scraped back over his skull to accentuate the curve of his widow's peak. He had pale, suspicious eyes and a tightness to his lips which outright declared that he was not a man easily swayed.

'We've got to be practical,' he said gruffly. 'What can you bring to the ship?'

Aynushka stared him down, refusing to be intimidated. 'Does your ship have a computer grid?'

'Of course. So what?'

'What if I told you I've got a way to make your engines faster and more efficient?'

'I'd call you a liar and tell you to stop wasting my time. Next!'

'No, wait... listen to me. You've heard of the Epirian research base on Arin? My father used to work there, and the Comm Guild courier you've got on board...'

His face, previously so impassive, registered a look of surprise that he quickly suppressed. 'What did you say?'

'The courier on board your ship. He stole my father's research and...'

'Now listen up,' he said quietly, leaning uncomfortably close to her. 'I'm the chief security officer and only I found out yesterday that we've got a courier on board. How the hell did you know?'

'Because I'm telling the truth. And I've got the software to reclaim the research, as well as all the other data in his cache. And everybody knows how much that information is worth.'

'Really now,' he said, and his face broke into a sly grin. 'Well, that's very interesting. You'll have to forgive the hard-line approach, I'm afraid. With a bleeding heart we'd be overcrowded in no time, and not everyone who begs for a bunk has an offer like that. What's your name?'

'Aynushka. Aynushka Rafel.'

'Pleased to meet you, Aynushka. I'm Benek. Welcome aboard.'




*




The Hesperus was not a pretty ship from any angle. It was ragged and patched up, relying on low tech, low energy fixes like welding and plasti-gel to repair the slatted metallic bulkheads. There were no windows and the low ceilings gave the place the feel of a cellar. The whole place was lit with a hellish half-light that kept each shadow and edge indistinct, and the constant hum of the engines mingled with the low babble of human activity to fill the corridors with a chorus of ghost noises.

While the other lucky refugees had been shown to their various quarters and duties in the bustling main hold, Benek had ushered her to one side and into a ratty cargo bay full of mismatched crates of live poultry strapped to the floor.

'I should just go straight to the captain. Surely he's the authority here?'

'You've not met him,' said Benek, a sour look on his face. 'So you wouldn't understand. It's not like being planetside. There are certain procedures you have to honour here, and the captain's got more to lose than anyone by pissing off the Comm Guild. No, if he's up for doing this, he'll want to do it on the sly. There's no thieving on this ship without his say-so.'

'It's not thieving!'

'Perhaps. But it's still a risk. Look, do you want to get your data back or not?' She grumbled assent. 'Well then. I'll see what I can do. In the meantime, you stay here and keep quiet. Trust me, no good will come if some of the scum out there know there's a pretty little girl like you in here, all lost and alone.'

Once he'd left she checked the door. Locked. With nothing better to do she ate a drab meal of thick, stale biscuits from her supplies. Rest was impossible thanks to the incessant burbling and hooting of the birds and the acrid stench of their droppings, and she found herself pacing endlessly back and forth. The only break in the monotony was a low, yawning rumble through the ship as it passed through the gate and into the cybel tunnels – every second now taking her countless millions of klicks further from home.

It was some hours later when she heard the heavy clunk of the door unlocking, and Benek's wiry frame slipped in.

'It's on,' he said. 'But you're gonna have to be quick.'




*




The plan was simple. As soon as Benek had left her in the hold, he'd got one of his lieutenants to watch the courier's billet. Having bargained permission from the captain, he said, he'd just discovered from his underling at the monitor consoles that the courier was sleeping and the time was ripe. It was now or never, and having gifted her with a map to the right cabin and a data spike to bypass the door code, he chivvied her impatiently through umpteen service corridors to the elevator that would take her to the upper decks. There was one caveat: She could not get caught. If she did, the captain would deny all knowledge to save face with the Guild, and she'd be left to the courier's tender mercies. It was best to keep this all on the quiet.

'Thanks for your help,' she said before he left.

He looked at her coldly, then smiled. 'You're welcome.'




*




When the elevator's doors slid open she found herself faced with a sight that she could barely drag her gaze from. Though the upper decks themselves were little different from the freight hold – perhaps with slightly less of the patchwork quilt repairs, and a little more sheen – this level at least had windows, and she was graced with her first view of the cybel tunnels through which the Hesperus was now speeding. 

A swirling, furious rush of cyans and blues flowed past the wide bulkhead aperture, massless and chaotic, leaving light in its wake. The terrible energy was nauseous to behold and frightening in its power, a ceaseless, intertwined ribbon of beauty that humbled and inspired. She could stop here, she thought, and watch this cosmic light show until it washed her to the last star in the spiral arm. Imagine how many more people would be able to see this, saved from their deaths, if she kept her promise to her father. Entrancing as the sight was, she pulled herself away.

Avoiding the few people she saw, she soon found her way to the courier's cabin, a door set into a nondescript corridor on the starboard side. Even though there was nobody about, she sidled up shiftily against the gunmetal grey of the doorway and gently applied the data spike to the access pad.

Her faith in Benek – or at least his greed – was vindicated when the door slid silently open. Only darkness resided here, save the soft orange glow of a wrist-link like hers illuminating an indistinct figure on the bed. She stole inside, blinking reflexively to adjust her eyes to the gloom, and crouched forwards towards the gently-breathing shape. Her heartbeat filled her whole chest, and she had the irrational notion that the noise of it would wake him up. She crept closer, her head light from the shallowness of her breaths, and stopped dead the moment she heard the beep.

She froze, every muscle tense. To her it had sounded like a gunshot. It had come from her muffled wrist-link. Paralysed in the pure darkness for a moment, it became clear that the courier had not been roused. What was happening with the link? Did that mean it had started? How long did she have to wait? She'd dampened the light and noise of the device by tearing a strip off her shawl and wrapping it up – only thing being she now couldn't see the screen. She decided to risk a peek and gently pulled the bandaged material aside. But there was nothing. No new files, no progress bar. Did she have to press something? She eased her fingers under the material, pulling the two sides apart and wincing when the glow from the screen oozed into the room. Thankfully, growing up in the shanty slums of Arin had taught Aynushka to take note when something moved in the corner of her eye.

 Her head whipped around. The figure of a man, barely visible, shuffled once in alarm and then quickly raised something that glinted silver in the reflected light. She'd recognize that posture anywhere, and dived to one side to avoid the shot.

Another movement to her right. Quicker than she would have ever thought possible, the courier was sitting up in the bed with his arm similarly outstretched, also holding a slim silver pistol but one that was far more powerful and refined. With a swift crescendo whine of energy a bolt of blinding plasma shot from the barrel, briefly illuminating the assailant in black before tearing a neat hole in the middle of his chest. There was a thump when he fell forward to his knees, than another, louder one as the body followed suit. Then there was silence. 

Then an alarm went off.

The courier turned to her. Without his mask he looked utterly unremarkable, with tousled, mousey hair, hazel eyes and a fair amount of unkempt stubble. A little older than her, perhaps, but not by much.

'I know who sent you,' he said plainly, and put down his gun.

'Yes,' she snarled, 'and I'm here to retake what you stole from him.'

The courier shrugged. 'Be my guest,' he said.

His fingers nipped with remarkable nimbleness at the interface on his wrist-link and Aynushka's own bootstrapped and buggy version of the device burbled in response.

'You're... giving it to me? Just like that?'

'Just like that. It's what he would have wanted.'

Conscious of the fact the alarm was still blaring, aware of the captain's savage reputation, and in no doubt that the courier could shoot her dead in a second if he so wished, she bolted for the door.

Without waiting to hear what he yelled after her she pelted down the corridor and back towards the goods lift. Suddenly, from the corridor ahead, a figure strode out, hurriedly looking around. Benek. He spotted her and his eyes lit up.

'Did you get it?' he barked.

'Yes, but wait... There was another man. The courier shot him.'

'He did what?' Benek hissed. 'The captain must've betrayed us. He'll want your head.'

'But what about the courier?'

'I'll deal with the courier.' He raised his wrist communicator to mouth level. 'Dunning? Dunning, you there?'

'Yeah, I'm here,' a voice crackled back. 'What happened?'

'Never mind that now! It looks like the courier has shot... someone. Get down there and arrest him. The hard way.'

'Understood.'

Ignoring any response from the communicator, Benek roughly grabbed Aynushka around the shoulders and guided her towards the lift. 'Come on, we've gotta get you hid.'




*




The elevator rumbled down to the foetid, dank depths of the cargo holds. The sound of alarms had diminished as they descended to be replaced by a barnyard smell and the murmur of activity. Freight never slept.

 Even those who dwelt in the underbelly of the Hesperus would have trouble finding sleep now. As Benek hurried her through the outer corridors, glances through the bulkhead doors into the makeshift market squares and barracks revealed small bands of what she could only assume to be the captain's men. They moved through huddled groups of refugees, asking brusque questions with their pistols drawn. The sight of them only spurred Benek's pace, and he dragged her ever quicker towards the aft of the ship.

Reaching a sealed door, he quickly unlocked it with his wrist-link and shoved her inside the darkened space. A similar size to the bird room, the floor was littered with piles of foul-smelling debris while one wall was taken up by three bulky, slatted hatches – the refuse airlocks used to eject the ship's waste into the void.

'We'll be safe here for a moment,' said Benek. 'But perhaps the captain can be still be reasoned with. Is all the information there?'

'It's not like I've had time to check,' snapped Aynushka, squaring up to him. Benek jutted out his chin.

'Well, seeing as it's the only thing that might save your life,' he said acerbically, 'now's the perfect time.'

'Fine,' she countered, and looked down to the cracked screen of her link. A small interface had appeared in the right hand corner, indicating the completed file transfer. 'It's there. See?' She pointed petulantly at the icon. Benek smiled thinly in response.

'Worth a planet's ransom, I'll bet.'

'So long as I've got my father's work I couldn't care less about the price. And while we're on it, I don't think much of your hiding place. I'll be found in a second in here.'

'Really?' said Benek, affecting concern.'Let's test that theory.'

He lashed out, catching her sternum with the flat of his palms and shoving her backwards. He'd whipped the pistol from his holster before she'd even hit the ground and, covering her with a supercilious sneer, he reached into his uniform's tunic and produced a broken wrist-link. He tossed it at her feet.

'Put it on,' he said, 'and throw yours towards me.'

'Never. Not after everything my father worked for.'

'Look,' he hissed, jabbing the weapon at her. 'You either put it on now or I take my chances shooting you and put it on your pretty little corpse.'

'I'd rather delete it myself, you bastard!'

She whipped her wrist up quickly, in truth unsure of how she'd even do that but unwilling to hand so much over to a rat like Benek. When the shot rang out her whole body tensed, but the scream that filled the air wasn't hers.

Benek fell forward to his knees, gibbering senselessly from the pain. His hand was blackened, the skin cracked like cooling magma, too charred even to bleed. The ruined pistol lay several feet away where it sparked and fizzed, and in the doorway stood the courier. He was back in his armour only without the helmet, and as he re-holstered his own pistol he said to her earnestly, 'Whatever you do, don't delete that file.' She swallowed noisily and got up, starting to back away from him. He raised his communicator to his mouth. 'Captain?' he said. 'I've got them.'




*




The bridge of the Hesperus VII was no more impressive than any other part of the ship she'd seen so far, but she could see why the captain commanded such a fearsome reputation. Sitting in the cradle of a chair on the c-shaped dais before the navigation controls at the centre of the bridge, he was a man made large with muscle. Neat black dreadlocks draped down his back towards his waist and a slick pink scar ran from his right temple down to his cheek, giving him a cruel and merciless look. His wide face was impassive, the only emotion coming from the deep, controlled breaths that he huffed through his nostrils.

They had wrapped Benek's hand in grimy bandages and dosed him with painkillers to stop him passing out. He whined like a dog and was cradling the injury, but discomfort wasn't the reason he refused to look the captain in the eye. Aynushka stood to one side, slightly behind him and covered by a vicious-looking rifle in the hands of one of the captain's men. The courier, silent and still, stood at the captain's right hand.

'She must've lied to get on sir,' stammered Benek. 'Said she was an engineer, that she could help repair the engines...'

'That's not true!' yelled Aynushka.

'Let him finish,' said the captain calmly.

'I knew there was something off about her sir, so I had Kruger follow her. I had no idea she was planning to steal sir, I swear! When she broke into the courier's billet she must've got a weapon somehow, shot Kruger and tried to escape, and that's when I caught her in the refuse bays.'

'Don't listen to him!' said Aynushka, breaking free from her guard and dashing forward. She hadn't got two paces before all the guns in the room were trained on her, but she refused to be intimated. With a wave of his hand, the captain signalled for his men to stand down.

'And what's your story, then?' asked the captain.

She pointed viciously at the courier. 'That man stole priceless information from my father. Information that could change the face of the Edge, give hope to millions of people. I was sent to track it down and get it back. This reptile helped me. He let me on board and got me to where I needed to be, all so he could take the information for himself. He said you were in on it!'

'Did he now?'

'All lies, Captain, I swear!'

'And if that's the case, Mister Benek, why did our friend here deem it necessary to shoot you in the hand?'

'Well... I reckon he was looking to get his data back, sir. To stop me before I destroyed her wrist-link. You know me, sir. I've served you dutifully these past few months, keeping all the riffraff and lowlifes off this ship... Do you really want to believe this trash over me?'

'Right now, Mister Benek, I'm not sure who to believe. Perhaps I should talk to someone I can trust?' With a slight tilt of his head that almost hinted at deference, the captain looked at the courier. 'Well?' he said, the king to his most trusted adviser. 'Who's the liar?'

The courier barely glanced at Benek, but when his eyes fell on Aynushka the distaste in his expression softened into sorrow.

'They both are. It's just the girl doesn't know she is. And Benek's lies go back a whole lot further.'

'Don't listen to him sir, she killed Kruger!'

'I killed Kruger,' corrected the courier, stepping down off the dais. 'To stop him killing me and to protect this girl. And then, Benek, I killed your other friend. The one you sent to finish the job and shut me up. What was his name again? Dunning, wasn't it? We're the Comm Guild, Benek. We're pretty good with intercepting transmissions.'

Benek looked up, aghast, and the courier turned back to the captain.

'With the greatest respect, Captain, this man has been playing you for a fool. I'm guessing he joined your crew somewhere around Hapsis?'

Normally so implacable, the Captain's face briefly registered surprise. 'However did you know that?' he said with a half-smile.

'I trade a lot of information for the Comm Guild, Captain, and I know where you've been and where you're headed. One of the packages I'm carrying is the final transmission from the Hapsis penal gulags. Most of the guards deserted, and when the prisoners saw their chance they revolted. I'm guessing Benek and his two cronies managed to get off-planet after they slaughtered what was left of the wardens.'

'A slaughter,' said the Captain, looking coldly at Benek, 'I was assured this man had escaped.'

'And so you put him in charge of security. After all, you thought he was a prison guard. But once a crook, always a crook, eh Benek? When the girl showed up with her promise of untold wealth, how could he resist?'

'And can you prove this?'

'I've got nothing to lose by lying. Too many people in the spiral arm rely on the Comm Guild for correct information, after all.'

'And I'm pretty sure,' said Aynushka boldly, 'that if he intercepted Benek's message he also recorded it.' The courier nodded. 'What was it again? "Arrest him. The hard way."'

The captain breathed out slowly, and nodded in deference to the courier. 'Thank you for helping root out this little... infestation. My crew and people thank you.' He turned to Aynushka and eyed her with another half-smile. 'And what of you, girl?' he said.

'I've got what I wanted. You can have it too. Blueprints and programmes to improve your engines. I'm going to spread the information wherever I go, help billions of people escape from the Maelstrom's path...'

'No,' said the courier sadly. 'You're not.'

'If you've stolen from the Comm Guild,' rumbled the captain gravely, 'there'll be repercussions. I will not put my ship and the people under my protection in danger...'

'With respect, Captain,' interrupted the courier, 'she hasn't stolen anything. Merely retrieved what she was supposed to. I am a courier after all, and I've made my delivery. My business with her is finished.'

The captain eased himself back in his seat and stared hard at Aynushka for a moment. 'With information that could save billions you'd be welcome to join my crew,' he said. 'If you share it with me first.'

'No,' said the courier, quietly but firmly. 'I didn't pick this ship at random, Captain Wray. I picked it because I knew you were a good man. I revealed the traitors in your midst. In the spirit of fairness, I ask that you at least give her time to assess that information on her own. Please.'

'Very well,' nodded Captain Wray, and he gestured at one of his men. 'Krebb, show her to the courier's cabin. I'm sure he can spare it for a while. And once you've done that,' his voice hardened. 'Deal with Mister Benek. The hard way.'
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The man called Krebb had shown her back to the courier's billet, and once he'd left and the door had shuddered to a close behind him, she sat staring at the wrist-link on her arm for some time. The icon of the file transfer blinked – but with what? Hope? Lies? Resolution? Out of anger more than choice she stabbed at the screen with her finger, and a crackling audio file began to play. The voice of her father.

'Nushka,' it said, hollow and slow, 'if you are hearing this you are countless millions of miles away, and the courier known as Hess Tremane has kept his promise to me. A promise I did not deserve. He believed in my work too, and it was our plan that he should be the one spreading my programmes to the stars. And yet the only thing he took from Arin is this message, with you following in his wake. And it is time that I asked for your forgiveness.

'My darling daughter. You must know by now. There are no blueprints. There is no way to make ships more efficient, no way to save the countless lives as I promised. There was a time, yes, when I thought my research would work. But my superiors at the research foundation realised all of it was founded on an error so basic only my pride could have blinded me to it. And that's what made me lose everything, Nushka – my pride and my vanity. And I could not let that damn you to death on Arin too. And so as a last favour to me, Hess agreed to this little charade to get you on a safe ship far, far away, because I knew you'd never leave me otherwise.  

'If you do not want to forgive me, my darling, know that the pain I am going through now is all the restitution you'll need. I'll live a sadder life without you, but not so sad as if I had watched you die alongside me. Goodbye, Aynushka. Wherever you travel, my love and my hopes go with you. Do what I could never do – work to make the lives of others better. Just do that f–'

The recording cut out, but she barely noticed. She was still racked with streams of hot, furious tears when the door gracelessly slid open and the courier, still decked in his armour, quietly stepped inside. She wiped her eyes on the back of her sleeves and attempted some semblance of self-control.

'So,' she said, brushing off the emotion like an old coat. 'Hess Tremane, eh? You must think I'm a right idiot.'

'You did what you thought was right,' he replied. 'And frankly, I'd hoped to lead you two or three systems away before you caught up with me. No shame in catching me on the first ship out.'

'Yeah, but only by nearly getting us both killed.'

'Well, you weren't as stupid as Benek and his friends. If they thought they could sneak up on a Comm Guild operative like that they were sorely mistaken. Fatally so, in fact. I just wanted to make sure you were safe before I made my move. Your father was a good man, Aynushka. He might've been wrong, but that didn't mean he wasn't good. It's why I believed in him all those years.'

'And Benek?'

'I don't know what he told you about Captain Wray, but he was right if he said he was ruthless – but only when it comes to protecting the people on his ship. He's a good man. I've spoken to him and you're welcome to stay, even without your priceless information. Yes, there are people like Benek everywhere. But there's also people like your father and Wray, striving to make things better before the end that awaits us all. What's important is the company you keep.'

'And your company?'

'What, the Comm Guild?'

She smiled despite herself. 'You know what I mean.'

'A courier's life is a pretty lonely one. But I like to think I make a difference, where I can.'

'Does it help?'

He shrugged. 'Sometimes I update the cybel charts that save lives. Sometimes I'm too late and thousands of people are killed. Sometimes I bring money to people that will help them get away from a chaotic and terrible death. Sometimes I have to tell people that their families are dead, or that they were taken by Karists to who-knows-where. I like to think it all balances out. Sometimes even nudges into the positive. Like with you.'

She huffed. 'Me? And what do I do?'

Hess Tremane got up slowly and looked down at her. 'It's a good ship. Good people, poor nomads trying to stay alive and find a safe home. You could do a lot worse, trust me. I've seen it all.'

'And what if I want to see it all too?'

'All of it? The good and the bad?'

She nodded.

'Well, the blueprints might have been a lie, but the manifest wasn't. If you really want to find me, you know where I'm going. Get some rest, Aynushka Rafel. I have people to find and news to deliver. If we ever meet again, then we'll talk.'

He placed his hand on her shoulder, but there was no comfort through the tough plastic of his gloves. She was glad of that. She wanted no comfort now. All life and energy had leached out of her, and she craved the oblivion of sleep. The hold of the Hesperus VII, she knew, was no home for her. For years she had cared for her father, trapped and directionless, and now she had begun to gain momentum in the stars she never wanted to slow down.

All she needed to do was choose the right company. In the haze of mid-sleep she made her decision. If he was gone by morning, she'd just have to follow him all over again.
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On a dessicated, dying world, can a ragtag band find escape and mercy?







UPON CROSSING THE LOW HILLS, the Keef decided it was time to kill the child. The stretch of desert ahead of us promised a punishing final week and we were already a bedraggled six. We had started out as sixteen but over the weeks from the city we had diminished, like so many things on this planet. 

But to purposely kill a child? The Keef said, "That hunting party twenty klicks behind us is gainin' with every recce." He gestured to Harky, his right hand man and second in command, who was responsible for the bulk of the recon. "Need to dump the deadweight." Both men looked at the child.

This caused uproar with the parent, Mama Rain, though the child-waif was spindly as tinder and required a dedicated haul. There just weren't any arms to spare and Mama Rain was too weak from malnourishment and the arduous journey to continue to carry the child. We had to move faster, or as fast as our derelict tech allowed. Since we couldn't dump the tech, the useless human was the next best strategy.

"Get the Flesh to carry her," Mama Rain said, meaning me, but the Keef bent a baleful eye at her, the rock rod he ground between his teeth wagging up and down when his lips moved.

"The Flesh got the weapons," he replied.

 Weapons were the heaviest haul, and out here those were more important than a child who wasn't likely to survive the Maelstrom here or off-planet. The launch itself might kill her so why waste the distance?

"What about the junk heap?" persisted Mama Rain, gesturing to the decrepit Epirian spider drone, disarmed and with two feet missing, the front right and the back left. Which was why they needed me. This thing wobbled along, dented and dirty, its armament dry but able to shoulder some basic haul like collapsed shelter and food. But it was broken and at least I had no trouble climbing out of wadis that would otherwise take half a day to walk around.

"Strap the bairn to the drone?" Keef scoffed. "No. Besides, she'd cook."

With the unrelenting sun on beaten metal, a pale infant would attract the rays.

The sun was setting now. Here on Ada Mas it took half an hour for the blood light to squeeze from the skin of the sky, for the night to strangle it and spew forth the stars. If we were going to kill the child it should be before the sun died because then it would require burying, technically, and nobody wanted to waste our lamp wands on digging a grave. Everybody knew it. We stood around looking at one another, five of us grown beings, including the older brother Fenrys who scratched his arm raw. He didn't protest the Keef's suggestion, but then his gaze had become more and more blank through the trek. He didn't even glance at his sister.

Mama Rain had set the toddler girl on the sand where she swayed back and forth as if some phantom breeze pushed her.

"Get the Flesh to do it," said Harky, meaning to kill the child. "Or we can just leave you  both behind." To Mama Rain. Harky, who was the only one with weapons besides me and the Keef. My weapon wasn't even for my use except as dictated by the Keef. Mostly I was just the pack mule. "Flesh don't care and it'll be merciful," Harky added.

They called it mercy but it was survival.

Everyone volunteered a Flesh for the job. I was essentially property, same as the drone, same as the weapons. A debt owed to the Epirians that I was still paying off.

Mama Rain's eyes begged, big and blue, in my direction. The Keef's narrow stare considered me, but before he spoke I shifted the pack of guns on my back. "I can take the child."

"Eh?" The Keef removed the rock rod from his gnawing teeth. It took a lot to surprise him but it seemed possible to do with small things like kindness.

Maybe I was a fool to hang onto a small thing. But one could be a fool for less. "It will be no trouble. I can carry the load and the child."

Mama Rain's hands clasped beneath her chin. Fenrys, for some reason, scowled in my periphery.

"It's gonna die anyway," Harky said with some disgust. "Better now than if that hunting party caught us. Or whatever the hell we might find at the launch."

"We should not kill something before its time." I tilted my eyes up toward the sky. "Isn't that what we fear in the Maelstrom?"

Philosophy was not usually a consideration for the Keef. But he speared me with a glare and turned his shoulder to the setting sun.

"We walk 'til nightfall. Pick up the squab."
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The child was around four years old and clung to my chest like turtle armour. I had to slump with the load on my back and in both hands. The only other available space for her parasitic grip was a leg, which obviously wouldn't do. It would have been easier to kill her, bury her in the scrub. But easier wasn't kind, and so I marched without slowing, bearing the weight. Mama Rain paced beside me, thanking me like a gibbering monkey.

"I'll leave you behind just to give myself the silence," the Keef barked at her, the thought we all had. A good deed didn't mean you wanted to hear about it forever.

This planet used to be Epirian. When news of the incoming Maelstrom made landfall, the diagnosis was six months. Six months to evacuate a partially terraformed planet of twenty thousand beings. Ada Mas was "diamond" encrusted, the exoterrestrial gem of the Rool system that provided the Foundation with the specific rock required to line armour, ship drives, and the mechanical interior of many weapons. But no industry could withstand the Maelstrom. Nothing would survive and so the desperate scramble began—to tap out the diamond mines and save the craftsmen who could continue to work them into industrial grade plating.

There was a lottery once the essential personnel were saved. Those who won made it off the planet. Those who didn't…fought. Civilian ships became bargaining chips. Or platforms for conspiracy and murder. Soon the descent into sheer survival drove the population mad, dead, or worse. 

Out of the rubble rose the Keef, and Harky, and by default—me. Their Flesh. Bioengineered for the diamond mines, impervious to hot and cold, fatigue and disloyalty. Both guard and worker ant. My contract gave me a livelihood and all the necessary modifications for the work, but the debt had to be repaid through time, only then would the Foundation deactivate the implant in my brain, issue my considerable bonus, and send me on my way.

But now none of us were what we were meant to be, we'd all become some remnant of ourselves. Like the spider drone.

The Keef used to be an Epirian contract engineer. He'd been in trouble, same as Harky, that was all we knew. And thus they left him behind. The bitterness of it engraved his skin like the lash of the sun's rays. When word came to Gunturtown that the last launch off the planet was scheduled to leave in three months, out past the Rach Desert—that some part of the population had actually gotten a discarded ship to work? From that point on, the ship was his. It was ours. It didn't matter what agendas the last ship engineers or pilots or crew possessed. Word traveled around that a tent town had formed at the site, ad hoc laws put in place. Nobody knew how long that would last but you could be saved if you proved yourself useful.

Somehow we were going to get ourselves on that launch. The Keef was going to march us over any terrain to get there, with weapons wrested from less trained individuals because it was going to be a fight. Everything was a fight now that we'd been abandoned. 

What ships hadn't made it off the planet already were scavenged for parts, for those who attempted to cobble together something spaceworthy with what the Epirian Foundation had left behind. And because of this, vehicles were in short supply too. In Gunturtown they became scarce and thus valuable. We'd started out as sixteen, in three dune runners. In two and a half months, after numerous encounters with raiders and hunting parties, we were down to six beings, no vehicles, a broken spider drone, and a child that should've been dead.

On foot. Being pursued. We drudged across a desert toward a ship set for launch that we weren't one-hundred-percent positive was even intact. The communication network had dismantled just like the population and only word-of-mouth touched us when we happened to pass a settlement, a death camp, a caravan...and those people even bothered to relay information. Oftentimes they didn't, and we didn't, and so the tatters of this world whipped at each other in separate prevailing winds, heralding some impending surrender.

But the Keef didn't act like he would ever give up. It had been established early that he would do anything to survive. I may have been a Flesh, but I adhered to that in this climate, even as I carted a child on my chest.

Despite the Keef's determination, though, nobody wanted to say out loud that we could land up at the launch and find nothing. A fantasy, a mirage. Rumour. The Keef might've started out with some essence of magnanimity, to want to save even sixteen, but that had dwindled just like our food, water, and arms. In the end, none of us were safe from his survival instinct. Just like none of us were safe without it.
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As the evening light died, the child began to slide from my torso. Falling asleep or just losing strength.

"Broom," I said. The name Fenrys had given her and we all attached to it, because turn her upside down and she looked like one. I didn't want to halt the final steps into dusk, but I stopped and set down my weapons load, and managed to grab the girl before she spilled to my feet in the shadows the scrub cast. I picked her up but she was already asleep. Children and animals leapt so easily into oblivion, trusting it to spit them back up in time.

"We'll set camp here." The Keef looked around at the sand flats and crooked tree beds that lined some border of this wasteland that we were going to be passing through for some days hence.

I settled the girl on the ground as Mama Rain pulled a ragged blanket from her pack and spread it over the insect-thin limbs, up to the point of a chin. Broom slept on and Harky brushed by me, shoving my chest to get my attention.

"Loose ammo," he muttered, pointing to where I'd set down my load. So I picked it all back up and followed the Epirians to the edge of the camp. The scrub provided some shelter from the lowest blows of nature, but it was all relatively open land that could only protect the most meagre weather. The sky didn't telegraph storm but you just never knew. Half-terraformed planets cultivated notoriously unpredictable elements.

"Tent, a single fire," the Keef commanded, and Harky and I began to strip our packs. Mama Rain, Fenrys, and sleeping Broom had to fend for themselves in the settling down, but we'd been weeks at this and they knew the routine and logistics.

Soon the single spout of flames from our ground torch threw shadows and light. Just a couple metres beyond, the desert shut its eyes and created dark.

"How many more days?" Mama Rain asked. She held Broom's head on her lap, stroking through the dark hair with methodical affection.

It was touch one could miss in the desolate roll of desperate living.

I sat across from her and Fenrys, on the Keef's right side, Harky on his left facing out toward the dark. An unintentional square off of origins: on that westerly plain of the fire, family. On the east, we fighters. The boy churned his metal spoon in his cup, creating a low song that Harky provoked to stop by pitching a small stone to the teenager.

The Keef said, "I reckon a week. If we don't run into undesirables." Of both people and natural elements. "Or those hunters don't catch up to us."

It was going to be a brief sleep.

"What's the point?" Fenrys mumbled.

"Eh?" Harky said.

Often I'd noticed their exchanges over the weeks. Usually tense and quiet, but early on Harky had saved the boy's life from a marauder we'd encountered on our way out of Gunturtown. The killing had been bloody and splayed, the way Harky tended to administer such protective justice, and it had taken days to wash the blood from his hands. After shooting the marauder it had been a race between strength and desire to see which would give in first as he beat the attacker with the blunt end of his rifle. Fenrys had stood just out of reach, watching it all with wide open eyes.

Neither of them had forgotten, though Harky had told Mama Rain to shut up in her thanks just as readily as the Keef had today.

Fenrys asked, "What's the point?" and Harky's garnet stare lifted from the scrape of his blade on rock.

"The point of what?" the Keef asked. He showed no concern or alarm; if there was any emotion left in him, it was more readily irritation. In the beginning of our decline he'd been our shepherd, the one who circled the wagons and put the children in the centre of protection. When the first hunting parties formed, other groups realizing all they had left were these last days and they were beholden to no one, the Keef talked about order and grit and the sanctity of our spirits to never give up. A sliver of hope was still enough to see in the dark. Rather than an acid of bitterness at the abandonment of his bosses, he built a fire.

But then it burned too high and began to char his bones. The group fought. Some were picked off in battle. We dwindled in numbers and so did his words. Now he possessed an economy of spirit that could not propel any but himself.

"Say we get there," Fenrys said. "Say the launch does exist. Say we even get on the launch somehow, despite everyone else that's probably there, and we make it off Ada Mas. Say we even get into space. Then what?"

"Then we're saved," Mama Rain soothed, her voice at that low pitch meant for agitated children.

But the Keef's stare was narrow, a smile curling around the edges of the pipemeat he chewed on.

"We ain't saved." The boy didn't even look at his mother. Instead, the heavy eyes stitched to each of our faces, even mine, needling our expressions for a hint of confirmation to his words. "The Maelstrom's tearin' through the stars and there's nowhere to go. All we're doing is buying time at the high cost of—" His hand gestured out: to the desert, to the planet, to some unseen path of souls some believed they possessed.

"If I buy me a few more decades," Harky said, "I won't complain. Neither should you, you're barely a dent off the crater of this world." Another pebble arced over the fire and landed on the boy's lap.

Fenrys brushed it off, fire shadows fanning across his scowl. Making it grow. "Look at all we seen," he mumbled. "We go to the stars, we end up the same."

Dead, he meant. And not necessarily by the Maelstrom. I saw it flicker across his features like bird wings across the shadow of the sun. People occupied and steeped in death grew to wear it like some hard outer mantle meant to hide the raging lava core of fear. For one so young he breathed like a being on the opposite end of life's spectrum, waning with every turn of the moon. But the months had done that to him and to the others, though they kept it to themselves.

"Ain't no point frettin' about the day you're gonna die," the Keef said. "It'll come whether you like it or not."

I opened the book I'd saved from my quarters near the diamond mines. It was a contemplative treatise from some ancient philosopher, expounding on the existence of the cosmos and all of the worlds' creations therein. It was heavy enough in both weight and words to withstand multiple readings. No matter how burdensome my load in the day, I refused to leave it behind. Before we'd become so few and insular, the Keef would ask me to read aloud from it. My soft steady voice would lull the children to sleep and draw the shadows around us as if we were protected. One or two of the children would lean against my arms, drawing the warmth from my body and giving it back.

And in the long distance sometimes we'd hear other abandoned creatures howl their despair to the stars.

Now I just read to myself, in silence.
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The line of the dawn slit like a wound, opening the fleshy tones of the day. We packed up and gilded ourselves with the tint of our weapons, gear, and the rising sun. A quick recce by Harky and his telelens told us our short trail had not been encroached upon yet by the hunting party but they were about a day away.

No more talk of death from Fenrys, just the nascent march across a terrain bleached by centuries before any being had set foot on this planet. The greying flats in the distance could've been some residue of creation. We walked five and a half, the little girl once again attached to my person like the parasites essential to all living creatures in one way or another. Only I wasn't quite living and not truly dead, but rather some mass fulfilment of a need more mercantile than mercurial. The flashing sun didn't bother me as it pasted high in the sky like the foreboding gaze of some giant AI; the lenses of which my eyes had been constructed only flipped to an automatic shade and polarized my view.

Fenrys dragged behind, some attitude of reluctance no amount of cajoling and outright threats from Harky could flay to disintegration. Why did he care when he seemed to care so little for anything else, including the boy's sister? A mastermind question for beings bent on their own agendas.

Eventually Harky gave up and jogged to the flank. The Keef kept full ahead like the prow of an icebreaker, deterred by nothing and no one. This mission was his sole purpose for breath and should we have found ourselves recalcitrant in the march, he only had to bend his stare to us to bully our going. Mama Rain gaited alongside me, every once in a while setting a burnished hand along her daughter's head as if to reassure the little thing of its own existence. Here, if you can feel this, you're alive. The girl herself said nothing, but had not uttered a word for some days regardless. Once in a while I dipped my chin to nuzzle her wild hair. She smelled like sea salt, the detritus of the desert. Her grip on my body reminded me that I was more than just a pack mule. To her, I was the life she clung to, the wall separating her from death.

"Hold up," said Harky, hand to his eyes, staring toward the east, some narrow degrees right of our trajectory. We all looked. Vaguely against the shimmer of the long blinding flats and the undulation of the Rach's white edges, there bled a curious line of dark figures, narrow and tall like some alien sprouting of monoliths spontaneously aroused by the day. They seemed to be heading in our direction but it was difficult to discern when they moved and we did not. "Walk around 'em?" Harky said.

The Keef considered it. Giving the roamers a wide berth would be wise, considering how such encounters often ended bloodily. But these didn't look like another hunting party; they moved too slow. "They might be coming from the launch," the Keef said. "Let's go." He set off ahead once more, but at a shallow angle from the black figures. If they changed course to meet us we would see it.

Half a mile and it became evident that they did not change course, but the horizontal line across the landscape kept the kind of pace of a funeral procession. Like it or not, we were drawn in as paid criers. The Keef, bent on news of the launch, angled us toward the figures at the last minute. He and Harky went ahead, with weapons, while I stayed behind with the family and the spider drone—all of our supplies. Broom slid down and stood behind her mother's leg, her thumb in her mouth.

After some time of what seemed like wary regard, the Keef beckoned us forward and so I led the family to intersect with the oncoming line of black figures. They did not stop, though the Keef and Harky stood to the side and watched, their weapons levelled. An acrid scent I'd grown to know over the months wafted ahead of the procession—decayed flesh, burnt hair. These apparent mourners upon closer approach were covered head to toe in drapes of gossamer black material barely lifting from the rack of their bodies as they shuffled forward, drawn by some primal urge lacking completely in reason.

Behind them walked another line of three, similarly shrouded, and amongst their six hands they carried a long steel pole and upon the pole was tied a body of what seemed to be a man. What had been a man. Flesh was gouged from the fatty places and the sockets of his eyes glared black and empty. Through the string of his skin showed the stretched arc of old muscle, cured from the beat of the sun and smoked from what hellfires our gazes had not been present to witness. He was meat, plain and simple, carried from place to place as some macabre nourishment, the only saving grace being that he was already dead.

The eyes of the procession stared ahead and behind me Mama Rain made a sound like a choke. When I turned to her she held her hands over Broom's eyes but Fenrys stared up at the solemn cannibals as if some wonder gripped him.

"If they's comin' from the launch, we're screwed," Harky stated, once the only thing left in our immediate vicinity were the footprints of the drifting abomination.

The Keef, for his part, showed nothing about the sight that had passed us. To him, perhaps, it was just some single fate in a world guaranteed tragedy and where no restriction bound the planet's residents to any reflection of sanity. What was the point anymore of morals and order when the Maelstrom grew on the horizon? The universe was devouring itself so we should just devour one another.
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Five days of relentless march across the Rach and the fatigue had embedded into their limbs to the point that I was truly alone in my upright stance. Those around me had cycled back into some antediluvian existence, barely managing fire and some sharing of grunts that passed for conversation. We could not stop. The threat from less than a day away was incentive enough, regardless of what promise may have laid ahead. Harky's consistent recces revealed the hunters' steady advance. 

The heat struck like some anvil of light from an angry sky deity, followed by the bitter cold of a desert at night, leeching all semblance of calm and dullness that might have had the opportunity to settle in through our driven walk. We encountered no other life, not even a critter, and for the last couple days Fenrys wondered aloud if perhaps we were the only ones left alive.

"We ain't," Harky snapped. "We passed them others. And there's the hunters."

"They weren't no alive," said Fenrys. "Alive like that and you're better off dead. The hunters're no different."

Their voices fell into the air and disappeared almost immediately, as into a void. The Keef said nothing.

"Are we lost?" Mama Rain asked. Even if there was no getting lost. My internal workings consisted of dead reckoning and an unfailing geometry to the curves of the planet. But perhaps she didn't mean in the physical.

The first touch of another nightfall showed more than stars on the reddened horizon. Some sparkling dots grew too regular to be sprung from the edges of the universe.

"There," the Keef said, stopping his stride. His first word for hours.

Broom stirred against my chest. In the distance stood the tower of the launch.
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The reality of those lights beckoned us forward once morning rose again, even through spectral gusts of wind that blew sand grit into our faces. My eyes coated over with a protective sheen, casting the world into a sepia fantasy. Broom clung to my body, her face buried in the front of my jacket, unmoving except for the fanning expanse of her lungs that pushed breath against my reinforced heart. We were telling each other that we were alive. 

Both of my hands weighed heavy by bundles of guns, my back overladen by ammunition and cans of food for the others. The spider drone grated and hummed beside us, beneath the load of the rest of our supplies. After months our only possessions maintained some thin veneer of survival and desperate civilization.

The corpses began as a trickle, as though disgorged from some rolling tide of ocean onto our shores. As if the desert itself upended them when we all knew this was no act of nature. Our walking died to a reluctant shuffle forward. Too much bloodstains, even beheadings. It must have been retaliation or some dissolution of order. Some of the bodies wore uniforms, many held weapons—guns, blades, bats, ad hoc shovels perhaps meant for digging, not defense. But in the end they became scythes.

On the outskirts, half a dozen piles spread out by metres, tattered clothes lifting disconsolately in the hot breeze. So dried out even the smell that surely must've been cooked over days had dissipated or calcified into nothing. This, the fate of the tent town? All of these hopefuls waiting to be safe? We tried to understand the story but all I gleaned was chaos. An end.

Fenrys ran up close behind Harky, feet kicking sand and small blasted rocks in his wake. He seized the back of the older man's longcoat where a tear had created a ragged hole in the cured fabric. His saviour. The soldier did not shake him off as I thought he might. Instead, we all stepped carefully as through a minefield, too absorbed by the sea of carrion around us, stretching well beyond our capacity to survey with naked eyes. The lacklustre dead, some half-hidden beneath canvas and pole, increased the closer we drew to the blinking tower, the launch site's girders and lights some force of defiance against all of the organic disarray at its heels. Some of the bodies lay in piles of seven or eight, whole families, angled limbs and contorted visages making the desert floor into an ossuary.

I approached one pile. And another. A few individuals cast off from the rest. All looked to be violent deaths, combative, cranial distress and twisted limbs, some mass insanity at the edge of salvation.

Mama Rain spoke: "We have to turn back." And more desperate. "Keef, we have to—"

"There ain't no goin' back," he said, without looking around. He'd stopped amidst a mandala of bodies, each more desiccated than the last, his face forward toward the launch tower and the still life ship attached to the extending arms and steel clamps. Closest to the base of the tower, the bodies were thicker than trees, as if the horde had attempted to climb the ship itself, to latch onto its smooth sides and reinforced plating, to be carried over the curvature of the planet into space.

"The ship might still go," Harky said. More of a question. A weakened hope.

"What happened here?" Fenrys, his voice an uptick of panic. "Why did all these people…"

The Keef turned and stared at the boy. The question died. The Keef beckoned me forward and I dislodged Broom to her mother and strode ahead.

"See if you can find a way in."

To the launch tower. Digging through those bodies. I was built to work in the mines, after all.

I unloaded the weight from my back, rearranged extra ammunition across my chest and hefted the rifle. My way forward consisted of picking around piles, avoiding outflung skeletal limbs and the coil and drape of vomited entrails, likely the result of animal attention that no longer lingered. Eye sockets followed my progression like the blank stares of the blind. This had not been massacre, but suicide in some form. An headlong pitch into desperation. There had been no lottery here, or perhaps the concept of a curated passenger list had driven them to rebellion. Not one would be left behind, therefore none of them could go. If there was any mercy in the universe, perhaps the Karists were right and we should all embrace the Maelstrom rather than descend into this. That way at least we would transition into a resting place.

I didn't need to find the entrance to the tower. Close to it, at the launch pad, the reality became clear. 

The ship had attempted launch at some point. And something had brought it down. Maybe faulty construction, maybe the wrong mix of fuel. Maybe some argument on the bridge. Though the docking clamps locked the spire of the craft in place so it didn't keel over across miles and crash into the earth, the rear rockets accordioned deep into the ground, deluges of sand blown up against the gigantic corrugated steel plating as though the whole vessel had just been somehow excavated. Black explosive marks tattooed up the fuselage.

I peered up along the reach of the ship, the single finger and its short wings piercing the russet sky. If any were alive within, they gave no sign.

I found the others gathered some distance from a pocket of bodies that appeared to be scavenged by both people and beasts. Harky's eyes darted. Fenrys still hung off his sleeve and Mama Rain sat in the sand holding Broom against her shoulder, slowly rocking back and forth and humming beneath her breath.

The Keef looked at me and I said, "It won't fly. It's destroyed."

The woman's keen erupted into the motionless air, a solo undertone to Fenrys' "Now what? What did I tell you? There's no point!"

"What're we gonna do?" Harky put in, without the panic, but a dead calm that somehow rang louder.

The Keef, for once, had no answer. Only the dead gave some stifled reply until Fenrys stepped away from Harky, a pistol in his hand that he must have drawn from the soldier's holster at the small of his back, where younger hands had been hovering. Wild eyes rounded on all of us as the boy backed away, the gun aloft, his breaking voice carrying over the dull air.

"There's nowhere to go! They're all dead and others are eating people and everybody knows we're gonna die!"

"Boy—" the Keef started but Fenrys fired off a shot, so sudden the Keef barely had time to clamp down on his rock rod before he was falling to the ground, blood bubbling on his destroyed face.

Mama Rain screamed. Her body curled over Broom's and I moved to stand by the females even as Harky lunged at Fenrys.

There was no control, only a lightning inevitably as muscles moved and voices rose. The shot plunged through me but I barely felt it in my synthetic flesh. Harky propelled Fenrys to the ground where the gun thud out of the boy's grip and skid over the hard-packed earth. The muffled sounds of struggle and grunts played beneath Mama Rain's ascendant keening until another crack whipped between us as like an echo back and forth from our bodies to theirs. Where Harky stumbled to his feet and Fenrys lay face down with his back blown open from the close quarter bullet.

"No…" the soldier said. "No no no no…" And he fell back upon the boy as if to heal the fatal wound with the layer of his own body.

The ruckus must have roused the ghosts. From the edges of my sight, five hungry strangers approached, bleeding out from the base of the tower. They held rude weapons created for close quarter dealings.

I straightened from my crouch in front of the females and shot the launch survivors with my rifle. Dead accurate as I was made. Harky remained oblivious or uncaring, mourning the boy. Nothing remained for him. Mama Rain grasped the back of my jacket but I tugged from her grasp and walked over to Harky and shot him through the skull.

Mama Rain screamed but I levelled the weapon at her and fired. She slumped to the side, her arms gone limp. Broom, sitting on the ground, looked up at me with flat, dusted eyes.

It wasn't survival, it was mercy. I was built to be the thing that excavated the earth, to go where it was unsafe and bring back the jewels of this world.

It was all for naught. The hunting party was on the horizon.

It was time to kill the child, here at the feet of destitution, and I was the last one left alive to do it.

So I did.




*	




I wait. They say the Maelstrom's dark energy will eventually consume the entire galaxy. Maybe that's myth as living beings are fond of spinning myth, but I wait for it, here among the dead. The dark energy has already touched this planet, Ada Mas, the thoughts and fears and promises of every creature that used to move across this unfinished landscape, consumed by the concerns of their own limited lives. The dark energy has been here and the wave that will follow is surely more of a cleansing.

The sky will break and the ground will shudder and rend apart. And they will all disintegrate into the stars where first they'd birthed and been scattered.

They created me, Flesh from their blood. And here I am at the zenith of their destruction.

The wave comes and I greet it with open eyes. 


A KEEPER'S DUTY

★

by STEPHEN GASKELL










From the youngest age, Edin had always been a sickly child. Any dreams of overcoming his frailities and becoming a Karist Trooper died in his eleventh year when a bout of illness ravaged his body. Now, as an apprentice Keeper on his first mission to a dying system, he has a chance of proving himself a valued member of the Enclave. Will he decorate himself in glory or shame?







AS IF PICKING A PATH through the aftermath of a bloody battle, the Karist stalker-class scout vessel slipped through the ravaged Destria system.

From the tidal flats of the first planet to the icy halls of the gas-giant's largest moon, from glittering cities to far-flung factory stations, a thousand conflagrations spilled spacewards. Gutted ships pinwheeled through the cold darkness, and the star's main cybel gate, once a shining iris of hope, circled the A-class star in blackened ruin.

"We should have come sooner," whispered the Karist commander, surveying the still and terrible tableau.

Millions must've perished in the exodus.

Millions more must've been eking out pitiful lives in the detritus, fighting over the few scraps that remained.

Too late to be saved.

Salvation couldn't be achieved in a matter of days. Even furnished with the truth behind the pulsing light of the Maelstrom, they couldn't be saved. The truth was only the beginning. The path to enlightenment needed time, devotion, acceptance.

These poor souls would perish in terror.

Outside, a battle-scarred station drifted past, dark save for a handful of flickering lights. Its hull was marked with both energy weapon scars and conventional munition impacts, while cybel containment breaches and a plasma fire raged unchecked near the core reactors.

"I've seen enough." The Karist commander, Novrost Jaxan, turned his attention to the backdrop. A spectacular purple-red energy storm dominated the heavens, frothing and writhing with cleansing intensity. Jaxan had never witnessed the Maelstrom at such close proximity before, and its majesty took his breath away. From afar it was beautiful, serene almost. Up close though, it was anything but, thrashing and writhing as if reality itself was enraged. It defied comprehension. It inspired awe and respect. He gave a wistful shake of the head. "Let's get back into the network."

Under the Novrost's feet, the deck thrummed. The view wheeled, stabilising onto the sight of the system's blue-white star. He rocked back on his heels as the ship accelerated.

No converts. No assets. No recruits.

The loss of another system without profit wouldn't be received well by the Heirarchs on Schar's World, never mind--

"Novrost--"

"Yes?"

"The station--I'm detecting life signs near its core."

Jaxan sighed. "And?"

A few dozen irradiated survivors. Too late to be saved.

"Not people, Novrost."

Jaxan's mouth went dry. "Go on."

"I'm detecting gravitic anomalies and traces of fifth-state matter…"

A feeling of elation swept over Jaxan.

They'd found a shoal of minnows.




*




"Why so pale, Edin?" Arkan slapped Edin on the thigh, the blow stinging the skin beneath his robes. "Fourteen'd think you'd never ridden the tunnels before."

They sat side-by-side deep in the bowels of The Light Eternal, a dredge-class liberation vessel, the whole craft shaking from the turbulence. Word of a minnow shoal sighting at an Edge-threatened system had come in to their stronghold world in the Pican system half-a-day ago. A crew of Keepers and Troopers had been hastily scrambled within the hour. Minnow capture operations were usually the sole jurisdiction of the Keepers, but in systems like Destria where anarchy reigned, the presence of a military contingent was not unusual.

Arkan elbowed Edin. "I said--"

"I heard you," Edin replied, his gaze not deviating from Master Keeper Granstern who sat on the bench opposite, face like thunder. "You know this is my first trip out of system."

Laughter skittered down the gangway from Arkan's fellow troopers.

Laugh, Edin thought. They've laughed at me my entire life, what difference does a few more days make?

He didn't know if he'd been sickly since birth, but from the earliest time he could remember he'd always been a weakling, unable to scale walls, or climb trees, or take a punch to the gut. Edin had known Arkan since the age of seven. Although Arkan was never out-and-out nasty to him, he'd been weak in his own way, easily swayed to mock or bully Edin if the circumstances were in his favour.

Like now.

For a time Edin had convinced himself he could toughen up, one day share in Arkan's dream of becoming a Karist Trooper, but that ambition had died, when, aged eleven, a bout of fever had left him bedridden for three months, ravaging his lungs and almost taking his life. It had been a dark time. Almost a year later, though, he experienced his first encounter with a real, living, pulsing Angel minnow and a shaft of sunlight had breached the shadows.

It had happened on the Day of the Third Revelation.

Swathes of brightly coloured ribbons hung between the white ferroceramic street lumens, while on the narrow packed balconies, celebrating Karists jostled for the best positions. Among the throngs on the laser planed granite thoroughfares, commune reactors filled the air with a na-cybel haze. The men and women who'd served on They Shall Know the Light, one of the great Arks that had recently brought peace to the Calestra system--Troopers and Kaddars, Engineers and Operators, Keepers and Shadow Walkers alike--marched through the streets in a long parade that stretched further than the eye could see.

Not that Edin could see far.

He was sat in a cumbersome hoverchair, trapped among a heaving crowd who'd stationed themselves on one of the seven corners of the Great Wheel junction. At that time, his lungs had yet to recover sufficiently to allow him to walk unaided for more than a few minutes, so he'd been forced to make the journey in his despised chair. The majority of his view was composed of celebrants backs and rears.

The thrum of a thousand bootsteps grew louder.

"What can you see, Father?" Edin glanced up and back as he spoke.

Behind the chair, his father craned his neck. His mouth locked in an 'o' of astonishment. "With my very own eyes," he muttered. "Edin, they've got a real Angel leading the parade! One, two, three . . . eight Keepers! It's being escorted by eight Keepers, Edin."

Edin strained in his chair trying to see the magnificent creature, but the day had been long, and his body held no strength. Down the street, away from the heart of the parade Edin noticed a lone Keeper ducking between the doorways as if he was looking for something. Edin slumped back, dejected. He felt the excitement skate through the knot of people around him. As the Angel approached, the crowd surged first forward then backwards like a hungry but frightened tide.

"I need some air," Edin shouted, throwing his voice over the din.

His father hesitated in his response. "Okay, son. Sure."

They edged out of the tight morass of bodies, ducked off the main street and into a shadowed alleyway. A stack of malfunctioning refrigeration crates, struggling to stay cool in the sweltering heat, spilled rotting food onto the ground. Further down the alley, a man in engineering fatigues scanning some holo circuit diagrams, cursed about electro-kilns, and Edin realized they must've been at the back of a street of bistros. The engineer killed his holo, then ducked back inside.

"Why don't you go back?" Edin said. It hadn't been hard to detect the disappointment bleeding off his father as they'd snaked away from the parade.

"No, no--"

"I'll be fine."

His father gave Edin a long look, then squeezed the back of his neck. "I'll be straight back as soon as the parade has passed."

Edin wheeled himself deeper into the alley, and the noise of the parade dwindled to a low murmur. Good, he thought. He glanced back at the razor of light coming from the end of the alleyway, then turned back to the shadows.

And flinched.

Not ten paces away something rooted around a cybel power node, its form difficult to discern, its movements erratic. Edin narrowed his eyes, transfixed. Was it a dog? A man? He couldn't tell. He edged forward--

And gasped.

By the Fourteen--

A living, breathing Angel minnow--well, not breathing as Angels didn't breathe--hid in the shadows, its two translucent wings quivering. It had punctured the power node, cybel energy crackling from the rift in the container. As the minnow fed the cybel energy into its gaping maw, a roughly triangular orifice with a purple light emanating from within, it shuddered. Its six eyes, a trinity of purple orbs on either side of its mouth, fixed Edin with an otherworldly stare.

Edin knew Angels sensed things gravitically, but, afraid, he wheeled back a few paces, leaned into the shadows anyway.

Satisfied Edin was no threat, the minnow returned its attention to its feeding.

For the next few minutes, Edin watched the creature with rapt fascination, half delighted, half horrified at the way it hungrily gnawed on the power node. Watching for longer he realized that the minnow had suffered some kind of trauma, its whole-body shudders indicative of distress. The creature fed as much for comfort as nourishment.

Inside, Edin felt a flicker of sympathy.

Perhaps I can get closer--

The loud bang of a door slamming ricocheted down the alley, and a man stepped out, cursing. When he caught sight of the minnow he stopped dead. "What the . . . ?"

Above the man's head an emergency light flickered, and Edin realized the minnow's feeding must've been causing havoc with the building's power system. The man wore a dirty chef's apron, his hair matted with sweat. He glanced around, before his eyes alighted on a rusted electrobroom. Grabbing the 'broom he raised it up so its stiff bristles pointed ahead, then slowly advanced on the minnow.

"Go on, off with you!" He jabbed at one of the minnow's wings, but other than giving the man a cursory inspection the minnow didn't react. "Go on, get!"

After a few more weak jabs to no effect, the man paused, glanced up and down the alley. He hadn't seen Edin in the shadows yet. Edin leaned back further, feeling like it was too late to reveal himself, like he would be seen as some kind of snooper if he stepped out now. Thinking he was alone with the minnow, the man stepped up his shooing efforts, stabbing the 'broom's spines into the minnow's hard thorax. On first glance, the minnow didn't seem affected by the man's more violent efforts, but looking closer Edin could see its wings stiffening--

A gobbet of raw cybel spat from its mouth, and suddenly the man was falling backwards, screaming, his 'broom clattering to the ground, one hand clutching a burnt and bloody shoulder. He scrabbled backwards, but the minnow advanced, not satisfied. The acrid smell of the cybel mingled with the smell of singed fabric and cooked flesh, and Edin dry-heaved, sickened. 

"Help!"

The man had backed himself up against a pair of refrigeration crates, nowhere for him to go, and the minnow was almost upon him. Edin wheeled out from the shadows, swiped up the 'broom. "Hey!" He carved the end of the 'broom along the ground with an ugly screech. "Over here!"

The diversion worked, the minnow twisting round, but now it seemed more agitated than ever, its attention pinballing between the man and Edin.

What now?

He felt near defenseless in his chair--

"You, what are you doing?" The voice came from behind Edin, deep and authoritative. "Stay back!"

Edin glanced around to see a caped figure marching closer. A Keeper. The bottom half of his face was covered with the dark, tight-fitting mask of his gravitic vocalizer allowing only his eyes to be seen, but even with his jaw hidden it wasn't hard to see the Keeper's fury. He pulled a small commune from his belt, then popped the cap. A thin stream of cybel fizzed from the commune, swiftly surrounding the Keeper in a misty haze of energy. The minnow launched itself into the air, flapping past Edin's head, before circling the Keeper, mouth agape.

"What were you planning to do with that?" The Keeper nodded towards Edin.

"This?" Edin asked, looking down at the 'broom clutched tight in his white hands. "I was just trying to distract the creature." He looked back the other way to the slumped, trembling form of the man. "It was attacking that man."

The Keeper had gone down to a crouching position, placating the minnow while letting it feed straight from the commune. He leaned to one side to give himself a view of the man further down the alley past Edin. The man mumbled in low moans.

"I see."

"I wasn't going to harm it. I swear."

"Good." The Keeper fixed Edin with a long stare. "The Angels are our guides and our strength. They showed us the way to control cybel and granted us the strength to undertake our great mission. But you should never forget that they are wild creatures first."

"I won't" Edin said, and he meant it.

The Keeper raised himself up to full height, approached. He leaned close, whispered. "If you have the will--and the discipline--an Angel can make you more powerful than you can ever imagine." From his belt he pulled out a small vial of colourless fluid. "Now, we better patch up your friend, eh? You better tell him this is going to sting."

That day Edin decided his fate.

One day he would become a Keeper.




*




The journey to the Destria system took the better part of three days as The Light Eternal worked its way through the maze of tunnels that connected Edin's homeworld with one of the main thoroughfares of the Arm. When turbulence rocked the ship, the whole crew would shelter in the emergency raft ready for a hard-evac, but most of the time the Keepers and Troopers kept to their respective quarters. From time to time, gazing out at the passing tunnels, Edin would notice the ghostly imprints of lost vessels like the impressions of fossils in stone.

Time passed slowly.

He was not a Trooper.

Nor was he a Keeper--yet.

That day would only come when he'd completed his apprenticeship, proved himself in the eyes of his trainers--and most crucially--proved himself in the eyes of Master Keeper Granstern. His performance on this trapping mission would be critical. If he did well one day a minnow would be chosen as his charge, and he would say his solemn vows in the sacred Vault of the Keepers, deep in the heart of the Keeper's Sanctuary. At that time, his minnow would be little more than a feral pack animal, one hungry maw in a swarm, but over time, through diligent exposure to na-cybel and Edin's patient instruction, the minnow would grow into a ferocious adult bound to his will, who could be, if not controlled, then at least orchestrated.

Afterwards, Keeper and Angel would be despatched to the Edge.

Edin couldn't wait.




*




"Stop pacing, boy."

Edin stopped dead. "Sorry, Master Keeper."

Unlike the other apprentice Keepers who'd congregated in Analytics to monitor the progress of the liberation operations, Edin had remained in the Keeper's quarters, too nervous to watch proceedings. Master Keeper Granstern sat in the middle of an enormous elliptical station at the heart of the quarters, the surface of his desk brimming with resonance scanners, tracts on Angel physiology and behavior, holo-displays churning with tightly-packed data, na-cybel communes, and more. Edin approached, passing the long row of empty pens where the captured minnows would be kept. At the other end of the quarters, the Master Keeper's own adult Angel, Invictus, writhed in its own bigger containment pen. The EM shield confining the Angel shimmered like heat haze, giving the creature and the enclosure a slight blue hint. Edin shivered.

Master Keeper Granstern didn't look up, a gnarled finger running over the lines of an anatomy text. "Pacing won't make things happen any faster."

"I know."

"Our most capable and knowledgeable brothers and sisters of the Karist navy will secure the minnows shortly."

Was that a hint of sarcasm in the Master Keeper's voice? He'd been taught the Karist path did not involve politics. Theoretically, every Karist was unified in their objectives and the manner in which they would be achieved, but hints of division between the Troopers and Keepers had riddled the mission.

"I hope so," Edin replied, neutrally. "I still worry. Their capture is a relatively straightforward affair though, no?"

"Sometimes," Master Keeper Granstern replied, looking up. Over his right eye he wore some kind of ocular magnifying device, which he pushed up. "In a system like this one though things are rarely straightforward. The station may be unstable, on the verge of complete destruction. Or it may be occupied by pirates. And then there's the proximity of the Maelstrom to contend with."

"The minnows will be agitated."

"More than agitated. Unless threatened, aggression is not a part of their natural makeup, but the presence of the Maelstrom can do strange things to their behavior."

Edin knew well how the transformed cybel energy could not only alter their behavior, but also alter their very forms; the careful exposure of minnows to na-cybel energy was the very means by which the Enclave created the magnificent adults. "But the Maelstrom is still weeks away. We couldn't be here otherwise."

"Its influence spreads before it nonetheless. And no creature is more sensitive to its presence than the Angels."

As if to underline Master Keeper Granstern's words, Invictus thrashed against the shields of its pen. Its void gel morphed into narrow, serpentine shapes, elongating and twisting faster than the eye could track. Oily hues of magenta and green pulsed over its slick black form. The display of power made him both nervous and awestruck, and Edin wondered if the creatures were far more intelligent than usually credited.

Master Keeper Granstern added, "We still have much to learn."

Edin's gaze wandered over the field emitters, cybel sensors, and curved instruments of unknown function, that thronged the Master Keeper's station. He had even more to learn. "They are mysterious, wondrous creatures."

"Indeed. Well, you might as well make yourself useful until then."

A feeling of exhilaration swept Edin. "What can I do, Master Keeper?"

"I need another resonance sweep of Invictus' anterior nodes." From the chaos of his station he plucked out a small scanner and an EM glove. "Here."

Edin fed his right hand into the stiff gauntlet, while he held the scanner in his left. Using his thumb he flicked on the glove, the field's presence indicated by the tickling sensation he felt in his palm and at the tips of his fingers. Slowly, he flexed his fingers, and the tactile feedback reacted accordingly, the sensations diminishing as he opened his hand, and intensifying as he closed it.

He approached the adult Angel's pen.

"Apprentice Edin--"

"Yes, Master Keeper?"

"Never forget that an Angel is a deadly creature."




*




On the fourth day, with the liberation vessel moving in lockstep with the battle-scarred station and its unlikely guests, Novrost Jaxan gathered the entire crew in the mess.

"Three hours ago, we received word from one of our deep-cover Shadow Walkers still based on Destria prime. This Walker informed us that the Foundation leadership still remaining in-system are aware of the Karist activity around Miller's Station. They have scrambled a taskforce with the primary objective of securing the station and stopping it falling into Karist hands."

Edin could feel the tension rise. Troopers and Keepers glanced between one another, their faces anxious. Far off in the depths of the liberation vessel Invictus broke the silence, letting out one of his eerie, otherworldly strains like the sound of the wind through the subterranean tunnels of Edin's homeworld.

"This must not happen. If Foundation forces secure the station, there is a strong chance they will learn of the existence of the minnows, perhaps even capture one themselves. I repeat: this must not—this cannot—happen. As far as we know, by the grace of the Fourteen, none but the Enclave has ever captured a live minnow. They are our inspiration. They are our guides. They are ours. And I'll be damned if any fall into Foundation hands in this system while I'm in command."

Whispers broke out among the gathered, and Edin's stomach lurched. What was the commander suggesting?

Master Keeper Granstern gestured for calm, then spoke. "Novrost Jaxan, the advent of a shoal of minnows of this size is a rare occurrence. In time these creatures could aid Karist strike forces on a dozen worlds. What you are advocating--"

"We have five hours," Novrost Jaxan said, making clear the chain-of-command, "before Foundation forces reach striking distance of our position. Current attempts to capture the minnows from outside the station have failed. I am now authorising landing forces to board the facility in a final attempt to secure the minnows. These forces will comprise both Troopers and Keepers to maximise our chances of success."

Edin glanced around, his gaze meeting Arkan's. His friend didn't look half so confident now he'd been informed he'd see action. Most of the other Karist soldiers shifted uneasily too, probably thinking about the uncertain conditions aboard the station. A cybel tank rupture at the heart of the facility had given the Angel minnows a bountiful source of food, but if the leak had eroded the core reactor systems it also implied that the place was awash with radiation. Life-support systems were still intact, but if anybody was aboard they'd kept themselves silent. For the unseasoned Karist Troopers, who until this moment had no doubt imagined they'd do nothing more than polish their carbines on this mission, it must've been a shock.

In contrast, the majority of the Keepers appeared excited. Edin was no exception. The chance to witness and capture an Angel minnow in the wild was an incredible privilege.

"Our window of opportunity is small," Novrost Jaxan continued. "We will evacuate the Destria system in four hours--with or without the minnows. At this time Miller's Station will be scuttled to make certain none of the creatures fall into Epirian hands."

Edin's heart sank, but his moment of despair was short-lived. This is your chance, he told himself. This is your chance to show Master Keeper Granstern your true worth. He clenched his fist, resolved not only that he would number in that boarding party, but that he would return to adulation.




*




Edin's footsteps echoed through the dimly-lit station corridor. Ahead, Arkan's silhouetted form flickered in and out of sight in unison with the broken lights. The reactor node and fuel canister on the underbelly of his pulse carbine glowed a steady magenta like a guiding lantern, the rifle raised and ready to fire.

"I don't like this," Arkan said, his head cocked to one side, keeping his eyes forward. "You know, this could be a Foundation trap."

Upon stationfall the boarding party of sixteen had been split into eight teams of two, each pair comprising one Trooper and one Keeper. Time was at a premium, and a greater part of the stations' kilometres of corridors, gangways, living hubs, and crop fields, could be covered this way. When Edin had been paired with Arkan, the soldier had rolled his eyes, but kept his mouth shut.

Edin had felt the same.

"Elaborate trap," Edin replied. "Why not just attack earlier? Why scramble fighters from Destria prime?"

"Forces our hand into a boarding mission. We're more vulnerable like this. With half of us crawling around this dying wreck, if anything attacks us now, some of us aren't going home. Foundation would do anything to get their hands on some Enclave men."

"Or Angels," Edin added, thinking of Invictus.

Arkan grunted, dismissively. "Yeah, right."

The idea this was a Foundation trap still seemed unlikely, despite Arkan's theories. Maybe Epirian drones or scarecrows, dormant but aware, were hiding in the next transit tunnel or in the long stalks of the crop fields. Maybe they'd rigged the whole station with explosives, ready to remotely detonate.

Maybe, but he didn't think so.

A crackle of pulse fire snapped into the silence, the corridor momentarily lit with a flash of purple-tinted light. Arkan had dropped into a firing position, but Edin could see no enemies among the stark geometries of bulkheads and arches. He threw himself to the floor, anyway. Reaching beneath his robes, he pulled out his pulse pistol, gripped it with two shaking hands. Arkan had shuffled to one side, sheltering behind some crates. Beyond him, nothing moved in the flickering shadows.

Prone, Edin felt horribly exposed. Like all apprentice Keepers he'd taken part in basic weapons' handling, but his field experience was zero, and a paralysis gripped him. Even if he did shoot, any shots he'd get off were more likely to land on Arkan than the enemy.

He found his voice. "Arkan! Arkan!"

The trooper still sheltered behind the crate, but he'd shifted into a crouching position, his rifle resting on the crate's top, scanning for the enemy down the holographic sight. Sidestepping across, he left his cover, shuffled forward in a hunched posture, making himself as small a target as possible. As Arkan's silhouette grew smaller, Edin was left with nothing more than the acridic smell of burnt cybel. Damn you, he thought. He crawled on to the crates, his elbows slamming on the hard gridded floor with painful blows. Fearful of attack from behind, he twisted round, rested his back against the stack of crates. The mundane trappings of the station corridor blinked in and out of sight, menacing and unfamiliar despite the fact that only moments ago he'd walked through the section.

His blood felt as cold as icy water.

What am I doing here?

He wished he was a true Keeper, wished he had a terrifying Angel under his command that he could send to fight in his stead. It was a shameful thought, and he knew it straight away. Angels had not been delivered to the Enclave to protect the weak of their number--they'd been delivered as a tool to ensure Ascension could be granted to as many as possible.

Am I worthy to be a Keeper?

He shook away the doubts, steeled himself to advance, when hysterical laughter echoed from ahead. Arkan? The laughter went on. It was Arkan. Still cautious, Edin hustled out from the protection of the crates, trotted on, his gaze snapping between the shadowed alcoves as he caught up with the trooper.

"Arkan?"

"It was a blasted corpse." The soldier's laughter subsided. "I was shooting at a blasted corpse."

Lying in one of the recesses, back against the corridor wall, the man still gripped a piece of piping. He'd bled out, his chest soaked with blood, gunshot wounds puncturing his fatigues.

Edin's adrenalin ebbed, anger and relief replacing his fear. How had Arkan mistaken this dead man for an enemy combatant? Too trigger happy by far, Edin thought, but kept his assessment to himself.

"They must've fought among themselves," he said, instead.

"That'd be my thinking," Arkan replied. "Some point after the cybel engines ruptured, the station inhabitants must've fought over the liferaft places."

Edin checked the time. They only had two hours left.

Twitchy, they trekked on, came to one of the vast crop field units.

Unlike other parts of the station, the power had held, artificial lights criss-crossing the blue skies. Shoulder-high stalks of plants shot arrow up, basking in the heat, and insects buzzed between the heads of the grains. Edin could almost forget where he was.

Arkan brushed through the foliage. "Well, this is a head spin."

Edin's mind drifted back to his earliest years, running through wheat fields. Arkan and himself had been inseparable. "We could be back in Pican."

"We could." Arkan stopped, cocked his head to the sky. "Edin," he said, not looking back, "I'm not proud of how I treated you."

Edin snapped off the head of one of the arrow-straight stalks. "We were kids."

"It carried on longer than it should."

"Maybe."

Arkan sighed. "The Edge, the infighting it brings, this mission--I'm starting to understand our place in the Arm. The peace that we can bring people, I mean. The promised land that we can lead them to." He turned. "And we have to be united to do that."

"We do." Edin gave his friend a small smile. Forgiveness would take time, but for the first time it felt like a possibility. They'd be alright.

Something rustled in the foliage not far away, and Arkan twisted. "Maybe that's one of those minnows. Come on." He scampered into the undergrowth.

Edin set off after him. "Slow down!"

Arkan didn't listen, disappearing in a swish of foliage. Edin followed but quickly lost track of his friend.

"Arkan?" he called, spinning in a circle, listening.

"Over here."

Edin bundled through a couple more rows of the crop, stopped in his tracks. "Arkan, stay back!"

Mere paces away Arkan crouched beside an Angel juvenile.

"Relax, Edin," Arkan said, oblivious to the danger.

Juveniles were the intermediate--and in some ways, the deadliest--stage of an Angel's transformation from minnow to adult. No longer form-locked like the minnows, juveniles were equipped with the morphing abilities of the adults, but lacked their restraint, and the annals of Keeper history brimmed with tales of foolish apprentice Keepers who'd underestimated their aggression and suffered grave injuries from the barbs of their charges. Because minnows seldom had access to concentrated sources of cybel over extended periods, juveniles were rarely sighted in the wild. The fact this specimen had managed to undergo the transformation in a matter of days spoke volumes as to its especial rapacious nature. It must've defended its cybel spoils from its siblings ferociously. Edin raised his hand, slowly, "Arkan--"

Arkan scratched the pulsing juvenile under a fold of its thorax, the creature's tentacles undulating with pleasure. Its gravitic nodes were bloated with raw cybel energy, a tenuous web of blood-coloured light under the thick carapace of the sides of its thorax. It must've gorged itself nearly insensate. It would feel drowsy, relaxed, vulnerable.

As the tip of one of its billowing tentacles morphed into a barb, a cold horror crept over Edin. The dead man hadn't been peppered with gunshot wounds as they'd carelessly inferred. He'd suffered a violent, unstoppable assault. Smoothly, save for the uncontrollable tremor in his arm that made his hand shake, Edin reached for the right side of his equipment belt--

"By the Fourteen," Arkan said, twisting his head, "they're magnific--"

His words stopped dead; he must've caught the fear in Edin's eyes.

The blow came faster than the naked eye could see, but Arkan's eyes went wide, and he stared disbelievingly at the slashed crack in his breastplate. The juvenile's barbed tentacle writhed hypnotically, while a thin line of scarlet blood ran down Arkan's snow white plate. He'd live--provided he didn't suffer the next real blows--

Edin flung the shield net.

The net didn't trap the juvenile, but the expanding EM field deflected the creature's killer blow enough so that it shaved through Arkan's pauldron rather than piercing his heart. Without thinking, Edin charged forward, grabbing a commune reactor from his belt, before pinning the lower half of the juvenile under the shield net. He fumbled off the cap and waved the small disc of purple red energy aloft like a man brandishing a distress flare, and the juvenile's hungry tentacles followed the glowing receptacle in lockstep. Very slowly, he lowered the disc towards the creature's maw, before easing himself off. Shaking, he killed the shield net. Then, as if he was doing nothing more than throwing a blanket down for a picnic, he cast the net over the juvenile's entirety.

The Angel's flailing ceased a short time later.

Arkan rolled away, came to rest on his back, staring into space.

Edin did likewise.

A long time later, when both their breaths had returned to their resting cadence, Edin spoke. "Well, thanks for coming along and keeping me safe."

Arkan snorted. "That's why we Troopers are here." He broke into maniacal laughter interspersed with small cries of pain. Edin joined in. Staring up at the blue sky not unlike that found on their birth world, the two men laughed, unhinged and unhampered, overjoyed to be alive.

One day Edin would be a Keeper.


MOON DESERT
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Sometimes life strips you of everything you hold dear: your home, your family, your entire world. Can a person go on living in such circumstances? Or is it necessary to bury everything, seek rebirth? On Chote, what must the "doc" do to survive?







WHAT HAPPENS when you try to outrun darkness, only to find that the darkness is closer than you think? 

I'd come to Chote like so many others, running from what was happening. I suppose I thought I might outlive it – that was in the time when I didn't want to face how fast it was spreading. Sheer denial. I knew that damn well: it had been happening for a thousand years, after all. You might as well deny your own breath or the sky over your head. But apocalypse had taken much from me: my home, my wife, my parents. My planet. The whole world of Affain, breaking silently apart, after that tell-tale purple glow in the heavens. Numbly, I'd watched it from a port window, surrounded by people who felt the same, though none of us wept or spoke. What would be the point? Everything had gone down into lavender flame and neon light, a chasm from what had been before. As one, we turned our faces away and tried to look into the future. We did not ask, then, what it could possibly bring. 

But at last, at least, we made landfall. A lot of ships didn't. When one door closes, another opens – it's an old saying, I was once told. These days, however, all our doors are slamming shut. Mine led to Chote, a world I'd never even heard of, not far from the Thusia system. A small barren ball, we were told as we huddled in the cargo deck of the rescue ship, mainly desert like the better-known Zycanthus itself. Not much there – a scattering of tribes, from very early days, and a few mining operations in the foothills before the desert's reach. They needed medics; I would be popular. 

"Aw, you'll like it, doc," one of the crew said to me, without malice. He examined something he'd picked out of his teeth, more closely than it warranted. "Young fella like you – plenty of opportunity. Got any specialisations?"

"I'm – a general medic." Specialisations? There hadn't been time. I'd not long completed my training when – that – had happened. I thought of it as 'that.' Before that, and after that. I think I was trying to make it smaller. I don't know whether I succeeded.

"Best kind," the crew member said. "You don't want fancy stuff, not where we're going."

"You've been there before, I take it?"

"Regular run for me. There are a couple of bars I don't mind." He spat. "They say the nomad girls are beautiful, but I've never even seen one. Maybe you'll have more luck."

I didn't say that a woman would have to be truly desperate to consider this man. I mumbled something noncommittal and he lurched away, but he'd been affable enough. And I had a name among the crew, an identity: "doc." It gave me something to hide behind, however flimsy. 




*




As soon as I set foot on Chote – literally out of the door of the ship as it rattled and banged to the dusty ground – it was in a state of emergency. The spaceport was chaos. I suppose I'd expected some degree of organisation, but the ship lurched down through a boiling orange cloud, landed heavily, and through the porthole I could see other craft landing similarly, taking off again as soon as they'd discharged a fleeing crowd. A tough world, I knew: survival of the fittest, maybe. We'd all been given the briefing on the ship. I'd be all right – a doctor, a professional. Someone seemly. But this place was far from seemly now. People were running everywhere, shouting, hauling their meagre possessions behind them and for the first time I fully understood what I really was: not a doctor, but a refugee. And there was no emergency: this was normal.

I had become one of the Broken. And I felt broken right then. 

At the edge of the spaceport, barely visible through the churning, choking dust, I glimpsed an APV: a Prowler. SecDef were here. It wasn't a warzone, though – or perhaps everywhere was. 

With others, I was herded into a shoveller, as they called the trucks that carried the refugees to their new lives. I didn't say much – too busy trying to get my bearings, take it all in. We were unloaded like a consignment of rats to a big hangar on the edge of what passed for a town, given a pallet bed in a dorm and a set of instructions. I was to report in the next day, I was told.

"To the hospital?"

The man at the dorm looked at me as though I was mad. "What hospital?" 

After that, things got – well, not easier, but more familiar. I was at least used to medical routines: they don't vary that much from place to place, humans being humans and modifications being learnable. The nominal spaceport medic, who looked as underwhelmed by me as he did by everything else, set me up with a shed, some old fashioned medical equipment, and told me to get on with it. 

"The bar's over there, by the way. You'll need it." He must be pretty familiar with it himself, I thought, given the state of his breath. 

The pace varied, sometimes slow and reasonably mundane, sometimes high speed whenever we hit a crisis, which was often. The universe is a damn dangerous place even without apocalypse bearing down on it, and Chote was no exception. The mines beyond the townships, from which they were trying to extract a variety of minerals, were tunnelled through fragile, friable rock and earth. Collapses and landslides were frequent, with resulting casualties. Some of the latter even made it into the surgery.  

One such of these occurred towards the end of my shift. I was just about to go off duty. I can't say it mattered a great deal – what, after all, did I have to look forward to that evening except another night of fitful sleep or drinking? And I was trying to keep a lid on the latter. There are few circumstances which can't be made worse by an addiction. 

The man whose life I had to try to save had been hit by a chunk of rock. A cave had collapsed in on the miners; a pretty typical occurrence. He'd been lucky, missing the burial that had come to his comrades. But he'd still been knocked out and he'd be fortunate to regain at least some of his cognitive abilities, I thought, when I looked at the back of his skull. 

We worked for a long time on him, me and the nurse who'd been assigned to his case. We put him back together as best we could and at the end of it I turned to find that my patient was looking at me. It made me start: he shouldn't have been conscious at that stage. I had the sudden, fleeting impression that something was staring out of his eyes, wearing his battered skull like a mask. Then I told myself not to be stupid. He'd woken up, was all.

He whispered, "Have you seen it?"

My assistant was asking me a lot of non-verbal questions. I raised my eyebrows at the man on the bed and said, as gently as I could, "Seen what?"

"Oh," he said. He sounded quite lucid. "You haven't, then. What a shame. I pity you." 

"I'm sorry. I don't understand."

"It's out there. All silver and black. It's the most amazing thing I've ever seen." It was as if he was tasting each word, speaking slowly, savouring them. Then he closed his eyes and smiled with a great contentment. It took us a couple of moments to realise he'd gone. 

The incident disturbed me, and not just because we'd worked for four hours to fail to save a man's life. I felt as though I'd been talking to a ghost, that he'd never really been alive to start with. I had the impression that the universe had somehow pulled a fast one on me, a sleight of hand, but I didn't get either the effect of the conjuring trick or the deceit. 

That night, I had a dream. I was walking through a yellow land, with a bandana tied around my face. It felt more like a gag. I was stumbling; I thought that I might have been injured, but I couldn't seem to remember. Dust was blowing all around me and I could see faces in the dust, howling visages that were shouting messages at me, but I couldn't hear them above the wind. I didn't know where I was going but I knew I had to get to the tower, because in the tower was the thing I most wanted in the world. 

I woke up, panting. It was very hot, the dormitory stifling as always. Around me, men were snoring and grunting in their sleep and I got a whiff of the latrines, chemical and stinking, but drowning out the smell of sweat and farts. There was nothing reassuring about the dormitory but better that than sleep. I lay awake, trying to reorganise my swirling thoughts. The memory of the dead patient's smiling face, the small smug smile of someone who has realised a great truth that will forever be hidden from oneself, floated before my mind's eye like an untethered moon. I felt that he was somehow taunting me, that his hasty burial in the red earth had made him part of this planet. 

Eventually, I fell asleep and passed into an uneasy recurring dream. Once again I was standing before a viewport, watching my planet engulfed in neon light. Once again, I relived the death of everything meaningful to me. The lottery, your name coming up in the palm of your hand. You hold it up. The palms of your family remain blank as the purple sky roils overhead. Go. I can't. You must! I'm not going to leave you. You must. Arguments, then: well, if you're going to stay, I'll make you some tea, said my wife. The last thing I remember. She drugged me; I woke up on a shoveller, groggy and not understanding, already at the spaceport. My family had saved my life, sending me out into the void. 

When I woke up, sweating, it seemed for a moment that everything after 'that' had been no more than an illusion. 

In the morning, I came to my makeshift surgery to find a woman waiting for me. She was sitting patiently on the bench in front of the locked container, wrapped in a bundle of russet and ochre scarves that made her look as though she had emerged from the earth itself. Her face was hidden in them and she sat with her head bowed and her fingers twisted in her lap. Her hands were wrapped in leather strips: it was impossible to tell how old she was. 

"I'm sorry," I said. "I hope I'm not late today." It didn't mean much, trying to keep time here, but for me it was a way of trying to impose a fragment of order, of routine, upon chaos. 

"It doesn't matter," she said. "I have all day. But doubtless you don't." She had a strong, rather deep voice. 

I smiled. "No. I have patients to see. But you are the first."

"There's nothing wrong with me," she said. I still couldn't see her face. "I want to talk to you about the man you saw yesterday. The man who died."

Then she looked up. She was young, with skin darker than mine and pale eyes, the colour of water or very light jade. I felt my heart sink. A relative, perhaps a wife.

"I'm so sorry," I started to say, but she cut me off. 

"I don't care about him. I met him once. I'm sure you did your best." She spoke perfunctorily, getting the niceties out of the way before coming down to business. I found myself at a loss for words, and conscious of a shameful relief. 

"Can we talk inside?" She rose. She was tall, I realised. 

"Of course, of course." 

Within the surgery, she unwound one of the scarves, revealing a tight cap of black hair. She had an austere, unsmiling face. The scarf gave out an odd, strong smell, almost like the seaside. It alarmed me, but I couldn't have said why. 

"I won't take up too much of your time. That man – his name was Hal Moria – did he tell you anything? Or was he unconscious?"

He was dead, after all, and she wanted to know. I told her what he'd said to me, trying not to go too deeply into the issue of why he'd woken up since I could not answer that. The story did not take long and when I'd finished, there was a silence. 

"I thought it might be something like that," she said to herself. 

"You said you'd met him once?"

"Yes. He took something from me. I hoped to get it back, but I suppose that's unlikely, now." 

"His personal things will still be at the mining compound, I suppose." This was not a world on which anything got thrown away, after all. 

She gestured assent. "I'm sure you're right. Never mind."

"What was it that he took?"

"Nothing that would make sense to you." 

"Was there anything else? Anything that struck you?"

"No." I spoke slowly, but I did not want to tell her about his smile, or my dream. It all seemed too subjective and fanciful, especially in this hot morning light with the hard-edged shadows all around us. Somehow power had been exchanged between us: even in these extreme circumstances, I –with my medical training, my tin shed of an office – should have been the one with the status. Yet I did not feel that way. 

"Well then," she said, and rose. "Thank you for your time, Doctor. I won't take up any more of it."

I opened my mouth to say something – perhaps 'wait,' or 'don't go' – but she was already gone, fading into the day as if the light had swallowed her. She was on my mind for the rest of the day. I couldn't seem to conjure up her face and this bothered me – I'd always noticed women, after all, often with appreciation. I thought of the man on the rescue ship and his talk of tribeswomen. Had she been beautiful? I couldn't say. She'd never even told me her name. 

The days after that were tedious and stressful. There was some sort of half-hearted investigation into the mining disaster: two men from the commission came to talk to me about Moria's death. There was no reason to suspect he had died from anything other than his injuries. I put aside any strangeness about it – that smile, his question – and said he'd died on the operating table, which after all was true. But I did mention the woman. I thought they might know who she was. They did not.

"She must have been one of the nomads," the commission man said, when I described her. "They look like that."

"They're deep in the south, though," his friend objected. "They keep to the Moon Desert, as they call it: they won't come all the way up here. The women run the clans."

"Who are they?"

"Who knows? They've been there forever. It's a harsh place – I wouldn't care for it." His mouth turned down in distaste and I thought of the foothills: the fragile land, choking dust, killing winds. What must the Moon Desert be like, then?

"They don't talk much to us. They know what's happening – you know, elsewhere." He gave me a sidelong glance, a delicacy of feeling that I was not anticipating. "They say it's a prophecy of their people, an ancient legend about the world's end. They seem proud if you talk about it, like they've been vindicated."

Perhaps they had, I thought. Perhaps they had. 

I had another visitor, after that. I assumed he was from the same organisation, but it soon became apparent that he wasn't. He had a thin, hungry face, anonymous monochrome clothes. But when he raised a hand to greet me, I glimpsed something under his grey sleeve: something shining. His hand wasn't bionic, but… I tried to see more and he folded his hands primly in front of him. I couldn't place him. I didn't recognise his accent. He did not give his name, and he asked me some strange questions.

"How do you feel about the Maelstrom, Doctor? How has it affected you? Your whole family, you say? Such a great loss – a terrible thing." He shook his head sadly, but I did not think he was sad at all. He, too, asked me what the dead man had said. I gave him the same answers. I asked him who he was, but he simply smiled, again sadly, and murmured something about being a bureaucrat. Eventually, he went away; it seemed to me with reluctance. 

A month went by. I did not stop thinking about the nomad woman. Certainly, there were girls in the compound; the world of the refugee means that attachments are commonplace, often brief. Everyone wants to escape from where they are and I was no exception, but my route to doing so had changed. The woman was with me constantly, a talisman in my imagination. I did not imagine having sex with her, which was odd enough in itself, nor even of loving her. She was not an infatuation. She was just there.

And then, one night, she really was. 

I honestly had not expected to see her again. The day had been a normal one: a woman with a nasty hand injury from one of the makeshift packing plants, a small outbreak of a routine childhood fever among some of the compound's infants. I'd been to the bar for a quick decompression, got some food from one of the compound stands, and gone to bed without thinking over much about my life and what it had become. Sometimes the present is almost enough. 

At some point in the night, I woke up. The dorm was full of light: the planet's huge moon was up, casting a greenish silver over the floor. The woman was standing at the foot of my bed. At first, confused, I thought she was a ghost, or that I was about to be attacked. Then I realised who she was.

"Don't make a sound," she said. "I need to talk to you."

I pulled on my clothes and ushered her outside. It was late, but voices were coming from one of the nearby sheds; a card game, probably.

"Someone is hurt," the woman said. 

"What's happened? Who is it?"

"My – my friend. Not here. Up in the hills. Are you willing to come?"

"I'm a doctor," I said, maybe stupidly. "It's my job."  

"Thank you."

"But it would help if I knew what was wrong."

"That's the problem. I don't know. He's fallen ill."

I packed a medkit quickly and together we walked to the edge of the road which led up to the mines. Even this late, traffic was still rumbling by so I flagged down a truck and said we needed a lift. We clambered into the back, which was empty on the return run to the mine. 

It was a strange journey. The nomad woman had wrapped her scarf around her face again, in protection from the dust. I soon felt hot and filthy, but you got used to that here. Yet the moon's light was water cool. When I looked back, as the road began to rise, I could see the illumination from the compound, strung out along the highway. It seemed very small and far away. Since I had no idea where we were going, or what I would find when we got there, I tapped a quick message to the compound head, explaining the situation and saying I'd return when I could. The two nurses would have to handle things until then. I did not want to admit to myself that I welcomed the adventure; the break from routine. 

The woman sat with her head bowed. When the truck had slowed a little and I could be heard, I said, "What's your name?"

"It's Hanerah. It's a common name with my people." She looked up. "We must be nearly at the entrance to the mine by now."

"I think so." The truck had slowed to a halt and we jumped down. It was still dark, with no betraying grey glow of dawn in the sky. Moonlight allowed us to see and Hanerah led me up a track, a stony path that led into the hills. The air felt heavy, dense with chemicals and dust, and I remembered, uncomfortably, the fragility of this land. I imagined myself stepping unwarily and plummeting through. I voiced my concerns to Hanerah. 

She laughed. "It's full of holes, below. It always was, before your miners came. But don't worry. It's only in certain places and this path is a very old one."

Only slightly reassured, I took care to follow her footsteps. At the height of the ridge, she turned. "We rest, for a moment, then we'll go on."

"Is it far?"

"Three hours walking, or more. I am sorry – I know your people are tied into time, they have 'things to do,' they are 'busy.' But I would not have called you if this had not been an emergency."  She grimaced. "Now I am time's slave, too." 

In the past, I suppose we would have had ambulance copters and swift vehicles, but not here, for someone who was not, I supposed, a dignitary.

"Tell me about your friend," I said, as we sat sipping water. "Who are they?"

"He is – not one of my clan. He does not know this land very well. Perhaps it is this which has made him sick." 

"What is he doing here? Is he attached to the mine?"

"Not really," she said. "Are you ready to move on?" 

We headed up into the hills, soon leaving the mine behind. It was very quiet, the dust from the workings settling now and the air was clear, if warm. No-one was visible, yet I kept glancing behind me. I thought I could feel eyes on the back of my neck. I felt I needed to keep watch on Hanerah, too, just in case. 

I looked up at the great green moon and wondered what was happening up there: a single firefly spark was crossing its calm face. And here was I, planet-bound. It is hardly a revelation to say that there are many bad things about becoming a refugee: loss of home and family are top of the list, but there are also things like the keen awareness of one's own ignorance. On the ship that brought us here, I told myself that I'd find out damn everything about this new world: fauna, flora, geology, everything. But your day gets sucked into staying alive and scratching a living – there's no time for research. Now, of course, I couldn't help wondering what might be lurking up here behind some of those ridges and boulders, especially with that odd sense of being followed.

"Don't worry, Doctor," Hanerah said. "Nothing will touch us."

"Are you sure?"

"Quite sure. My people have lived here generation upon generation."

"I thought your people came from the Moon Desert."

"It is the same thing. This is the north of that desert, the far north, it's true. And we moved south some hundreds of years ago, when your people first began to come. We have no quarrel with them, or they with us, but we keep to ourselves." 

Unless you need help, I thought, but did not say. 

We both fell silent. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of another. I didn't want to risk turning a heel on that stony path. Slowly the sky began to lighten. I hadn't had more than a few hours of sleep but strangely, I did not feel at all tired. It was as though I had been plugged into some unknowable energy source and was drawing upon it. I sucked down a tube of protein paste and felt even more alive.

With the growing light, the landscape around me fell into relief. The rocks were yellow, covered in a thick sulphurous dust. I was thankful that there was no wind, but the day promised to be typically hot. The sky was already milky with heat. I no longer looked behind me, but I could not help feeling that we were not alone. 

"We're not far away," Hanerah said over her shoulder. 

"Over there – are those ruins?" We had come over the top of a ridge and were looking down over the yellow plain. I could see what looked like a structure: low and roofless, built out of blocks of ochre stone.

"Yes. There was a city here once, a city of my people."

"I thought your people were nomads," I said.

"Not always." 

"What happened?" For if all that was left was this little low cottage…

"There was a sandstorm. It buried everything. Most people died, but those that remained fled south, where we still are."

"Except you, and your friend."

"Except me," she replied, blandly. 

We picked our way through what had once been that city. Hanerah's steps were precise, occasionally veering sharply away to left or right. I followed as carefully as I could. I had a horror of being buried, but once we were past the city, the ground became harder and stonier again. Perhaps a half hour later, when the sun was now fully risen and the heat was beginning to beat down on my face, something shimmered up on the horizon. 

It was tall, cylindrical: a tower. As we drew nearer I could see that it had been built of a dark red stone, strange in this yellow land. I could smell the same chemical odour that had floated from Hanerah's scarf during that first meeting; it was evocative, but I did not know why. Hanerah glanced over her shoulder and for the first time I saw uncertainty in her pale, fierce eyes. 

"This is the Mizen Tower. It used to mark the beginning of the desert."

"And now?"

"The desert has come past it."

The stone was smooth, a marbled skin. The tower's shadow lay long and black on the sand, looking sticky, like oil. I felt my skin crawl and again, did not understand why. It was as though the tower was staring back at me.  

"Listen," Hanerah said. "Can you hear it?"

For a moment, all I was aware of was the soft hiss of the wind over the dunes, and beneath that, the vast quiet of the desert. But there was something else, too. Not in my ears, but in my mind. Not a voice, not as distinct as that, but an essence, a soul.

"Help me," I felt. "Help me." Was the feeling coming from me? I didn't think so, but where?

Hanerah's face wore an expression of triumph. "So you can feel it! I thought so."

"What is it?" I felt as though something had crawled into my mind, to lodge there like a scorpion under a rock. I even shook my head, but the presence remained. And the air felt strange. 

"Come and see!" All of a sudden Hanerah was as enthusiastic as a child. She tugged at my hand and I took a grudging step forwards. The world had become nightmarish; the blood-red tower, the glaring sand, and Hanerah's hand in mine did not feel like a human hand at all, but as though I clutched an insect's carapace. But I didn't have the strength to pull away. The walk to the base of the tower seemed to take forever.

"There's no way in," I heard myself say. 

"Oh, but there is." Hanerah raised a hand and a spark flared deep in the red wall. A black space appeared. "In we go."

Inside, it was suddenly cool and moist. There was a central column in a round room pinpointed with sparks: were all of them potential doors, then? That feeling rang again inside my mind. "Help me!" It echoed, insistent. Hanerah released my hand and ran lightly up the steps. I turned. The door was no longer there. What the hell? I hesitated. I didn't want to follow her, but I couldn't get out. If it was a trap… but I needed her to open that door again. I took a breath and went after her. 

The place felt very old. Each step had a worn groove in the centre, the mark of generations of feet. Here, however, it was dry, the air filled with that chemical smell, which was growing stronger. It was curiosity as much as duty which drew me on.

"Here he is," Hanerah said, with a shy pride. "My friend."

I took one look at the roiling thing which filled the chamber and could not take another step.




*




I had never seen an Angel before, but I knew a man who had. It was not long after the destruction of my homeworld. The refugee fleet was limping towards what it hoped was sanctuary: the planet on which I now stood. I had been standing by the viewport, staring out at the fleeing stars and trying, against my better judgment, to make sense of their configurations, when one of the crew members, a man who fancied himself as an old space hand, came up behind me.

"Never know what you're going to see, out there… I saw an Angel, once."

"You're kidding me. They're rare, aren't they?"

"I'm not joking. I was looking out of the viewport just as you are now when something swam into view. It was massive, I'm telling you, a mess of tentacles and spines. It attached itself to the viewport. I had to chuck myself backwards in case the bastard got in. But it was only a minnow. Only a little one, too." He looked at my face and laughed. "Not scared of a baby, are you, Doc?"

'Now you mention it," I said ruefully, and he laughed. 

"Don't worry, you won't see any. There's a sweeper outside – it'd knock them off the ship. They'd be after the cybel. Bloody nuisance they can be, too. But as you say, they're rare."

Now, I had never been so close to something so huge, so alien. It filled me with an almost religious terror and for the first time I had an inkling into what motivated the Karists. Then the sweeper came along, a bristling machine running a blasting wave before it, and the minnow spiralled off into space. I did not sleep that night. 




*




This was no minnow. The domed chamber at the summit of the tower was big, and the Angel filled it. It must have been three times the thing I'd seen on the ship. It pulsated, mimicking breath, and with its membranes wrapped around itself it resembled a great black flower about to bloom. Energy crackled about it and this was, I now realised, the source of that chemical smell, but it felt wrong, like a battery sparking out and wearing down. I could see a coil of something—energy?—in the slit of its mouth, but it looked hazy, as if seen through gauze.

"Where….where did this come from?" I heard myself say.

Hanerah smiled. "It arrived with a ship. One of the first mining landers – a long time ago now. They tried to kill it." Her pale eyes grew fierce. "But it escaped, and my tribe found it. It grew strong again – there are places in the deep desert which contain a kind of energy, on which it could feed. It – affected us."

"Are you Karists, then?"

"I know of them," she said, indifferently, "but they are not like us. We have had such visitors before, you see. It is an old alliance. They whispered to us. They gave us the gift of prophecy."

Pride filled her voice. I looked at the Angel. Its six eyes, as black and cold as the void, stared back at me with an arachnid intelligence. 

"And now?" I said.

"It is ailing," Hanerah hissed. "You can feel it, can't you?"

"I – " There was something wrong with the thing, but it was still powerful. Now I knew what had been making me feel so alive. Somehow, its energy had accompanied Hanerah, and I had been feeding off it. 

"I want you to cure it."

"Listen to me," I said. From somewhere, I found the strength to take her arm and pull her out of the chamber. "I know it doesn't want to hurt me," I added, and for the first time realised this was true. That feeling echoed in my head. Help me. "But I don't know anything about their anatomy. No-one does, unless the Karist priests might –"

"The Karists cannot come here. They seek only their own ends: they would use it as a weapon. It is not a weapon. It is a living thing." The words my friend came back to me: how had this tribeswoman come to such a point? She clutched at me. "You have to help it!"

"Hanerah, I don't think I can. Where would I begin?"

"You felt it, did you not?"

"It – influences - you, doesn't it? And has it communicated to you what's wrong?"

"No."

She looked so downcast that I said, "Look. I'll try. But I can't promise anything."

I had a feeling that what ailed the thing was simply lack of cybel. They said this was how the Karists controlled them, after all: withholding and donating the energy form, the only way that they could bend an Angel to their will. But no-one knew for sure and the only cybel here that I'd heard of was found in the drives of the ships at the spaceport, and I wasn't exactly willing to unleash a starving Angel onto those. Besides, why hadn't it gone there itself? Maybe it had travelled from the deep desert and run out of energy. 

I took a deep breath and stepped back through the door. The Angel seemed to have shrunk, then I realised that it had wrapped its gel membrane more tightly about itself. The membrane appeared stiffer, as though the thing was drying out. 

"All right," I said, aloud. "Tell me – no, you can't, can you? Show me what's wrong."

And the Angel did so, but not in words. Instead, I saw images.

It showed me a great shoal of minnows, travelling against the rearing gas clouds of forming galaxies. Songs soared in the bright void and for the first time I understood why these aliens had been named by us as Angels: they saw themselves as utterly free, yet united by a connection which my brain could not encompass. 'Love' was a pallid imitation. This Angel was very old, I now knew, and the loss of its kin was like the loss of a limb. I had always seen them as terrifying, but this thing was filled with a great sadness and a strange innocence: they did not know why we were so afraid. 

"Help me," I felt.

"I don't know what to do. What is wrong with you? How can I cure you?"

The feeling in my mind was, I thought, a kind of humour. "Cure? You cannot cure me. I need your help, not your treatment."

"I don't understand – " I started to say, when there was a rumble from outside and the tower shuddered. Hanerah gave a cry. The roar of an engine reverberated through the chamber and the Angel shrank further into its membrane. I remembered that sense of being followed: it seemed that, indeed, we had been. I rushed to the single window and looked out. One of the mining vehicles hung at the base of the tower, its hover-engine engaged and shuddering. Nothing wheeled could have made it across this friable sand, but a flyer had no such disadvantages. Three robed figures leaped from it, running for the tower. 

I cannoned into Hanerah in the doorway. "Karists! They must have detected its presence. How did they get in?"

Her face was grey. "The same way I did. You cannot let them take the Angel!"

"Hanerah, I don't know how to stop them.  I'm not even armed." 

You must run, I felt from the Angel. It seemed quite calm. Hanerah hesitated, but I am more of a coward than she. I grabbed her hand and we fled down the stairs to the tower's base. We reached the hall in time to conceal ourselves behind the column; I caught a glimpse of the robed Karists tumbling up the staircase and as one of them looked back, I recognised the nameless man who had come to see me after Moria's death. They weren't alone. A hump-backed figure followed them: peering cautiously around the column, I saw glaring eyes in a face like a skull, all the flesh worn down into a mass of lines. The hump was a glowing shield attached to the man's back. He looked almost more inhuman than the Angel. 

"They'll take it prisoner," Hanerah whispered. She tugged urgently at my sleeve. "We have to help it!"

"There's nothing we can do." Inside my mind, the Angel communicated.

"Help me."

"I cannot!"

"Help me. You must run."

For a second, I thought these instructions were contradictory. Then I realised they were not. A sudden memory came back to me: my family and my lottery-lucky name pulsing in the palm of my hand. You must go! I won't leave you! You must!

"Come on!" I said. Hanerah's eyes widened: she, too, had experienced the Angels' command. Together we raced out of the tower: I expected to hear the flyer tearing towards us, but it remained, its engine idling.  The pulse of it echoed the pound of my heart. Hanerah zigzagged across the sand and once more I followed in her footsteps: she led me up a nearby ridge, made of yellow stone. There, we looked back. The tower stood silent for a moment, then, "Do not look!" Hanerah cried. We threw ourselves to the ground, shielding our sight, but I still saw the blast behind my eyelids and the rocks shivered and shook. 

When, finally, we raised our heads, the tower was no longer there. A circle of red stone – the base – was all that remained, with part of the shattered column rising from it like a vertical tongue. Nothing else was there: no rubble, not even dust, save for a plume of rose-coloured smoke which wisped up into the sky. A second later, I realised that it was not smoke, but that strange energy: all that was left of Hanerah's Angel. The ground quivered and I saw a hole open beneath the Karists' flyer; a moment later, it, too, was gone.

"What happened?" 

Hanerah looked at me in shock. "It's dead."

"At least it took the Karists with them." I paused. "I'm sorry I couldn't save it, Hanerah."

"You were willing to try." 

We looked at each other.

"What did Moria take from you?"

"He saw it. He must have been exploring – I don't know why. It wasn't at the tower, but further south. I thought the Angel would kill him, but he escaped."

"But what did he take?"

"He took the Angel's freedom. He must have told someone that it was here."

"And the Karists followed."

We stared back at the tower, as quiet as if it had always been a ruin.

"What will you do now?" I asked.

"Go south."

I hesitated, but what had I to lose? 

"Can I come with you?"

She looked startled, but, I thought, pleased. 

"It wanted me to remember," I said. "That's what it meant by 'help.'" I thought again of my family. 

"You can speak to my tribe," Hanerah said. She seized my hand. "We can remember it together."

So we began the long journey south. As we walked, I thought that when night came, and we rested, I would tell her what had caused the Angel to sicken: not this alien world, or even lack of cybel, but loneliness. And I was not prepared to follow it.
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