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Once again I’d like to dedicate a book to the readers out there. 

My readers are an interesting bunch from many branches of life. I get a bit of a thrill and somewhat of imposter syndrome when an astrophysicist, biologist, geneticist or the like ambles by to tell me how much they enjoy my books. I got that in a big way recently when Stanford Professor Garry Nolan recommended them on Joe Rogan. Bloody hell: the biggest podcast in the world. It tickles me too when from some I’ll get nasty comments about my ‘politics’, meanwhile knowing that two fans, the MPs David Davis and Clive Lewis, sit at ends of the party-political spectrum of the UK that could not be more opposing. Fiction can transcend divides if you let it, and if it will let you.

But back to you guys out there who aren’t cruising through the upper echelons but who are, nevertheless, the backbone of my world. To be frank, I wasn’t going to write any more books involving Cormac because of the requirement for Cormac kryptonite, but you guys kept on pushing and so I delivered. 

Because you matter to me.
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Glossary

Atheter (the): A highly advanced space-faring race whose civilization was based on the craft of weaving, and who during their time encountered the civilization-destroying Jain technology. Eventually, to escape this technology, they committed a form of racial suicide by sacrificing their civilization and intelligence. Their animal descendants still exist on the planet Masada. They are gabbleducks – creatures that speak nonsense and whose behaviour is always strange.

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

Draft Line (the): Soldiers, and commanders called ‘Preeces’, who were created on Yossander’s Hold by their leader the Gilliad, in response to attacks from the prador Volax family world. They are a product of biotechnology, like all on Yossander’s Hold, and are joined up to living, protective organic suits.

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

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

Haiman: An amalgam of human and AI.

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

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

King of the Prador: The king who ruled the prador when they attacked the Polity was usurped by another prador who had been infected with the Spatterjay virus. The new king, and his family, have been highly mutated by this, resulting in extreme body changes and increased intelligence.

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

Ophidapts: People taking on some of the appearance of snakes, including the fangs, scales and eyes, either through cosmetic or genetic alteration.

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

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

P-prador or prill-prador: A version of the prador that has been mutated by the Spatterjay virus, taking on many of the characteristics of a crustacean of Spatterjay called prill. They are also technologically enhanced – cyborgs – incorporating much of the technology that in standard prador is external.

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

Shuriken: A throwing star made by the legendary weapons designer Algin Tenkian. It is semi-intelligent and programmable, self-levitating and extends lethal chain-glass blades to enhance its cutting. It can also update itself from other systems, and after Cormac took it to the future it acquired shearfield technology for those blades, which can cut through just about anything.

USER: Underspace Interference Emitter. This device disrupts U-space by oscillating a singularity through a runcible gate. It is used to push ships out of U-space into the real, or realspace.

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

U-twist: A construct in U-space that acts as an energy store of massive potential.




Cast of Characters

Arach, the Spider Drone

Manufactured in Factory Station Room 101, Arach is a highly weaponized spider-format war drone. He became a long-time companion of Agent Ian Cormac and the brass Golem Mr Crane.

Captain Blite

The owner of the trading company Penny Transport, Blite has been trying to find out who has been trying to kill him, and why the chunk of Penny Royal he carries – a dark diamond – reverses time to keep him alive. His adventures have brought him to the attention of Agent Cormac, into the manipulations of the AI Straeger and to the world of Yossander’s Hold. Here, according to prophecy, he was supposed to save the world from an asteroid collision. But it turns out that the diamond powers Cormac’s ability to jump through U-space, and it is he that puts the asteroid on the other side of the planet. Both Blite and Cormac are trapped on the asteroid, where Straeger seizes them.

Captain May

Captain of the cargo hauler Bracken, part of the Penny Transport fleet. May is loyal to Blite, who gave her the break she so badly needed to go from in-system hauling to interstellar cargo. When she took on the unusual mission of transporting the legendary Agent Cormac, spider drone Arach and the Brass Man, Mr Crane, she couldn’t help but relish the thrill of danger this led her into, even when she crash-landed the Bracken on the world of Yossander’s Hold.

Carlstone

Blite’s second in command aboard his ship – an ex-ECS soldier and security expert.

Gilliad (the)

An organic swarm intelligence, distributed across millions of lamprey-like creatures, that rules Yossander’s Hold, and which is also capable of taking human form.

Ian Cormac, the Agent

An agent of Earth Central Security who was integral to defeating Skellor, the scientist who acquired lethal alien Jain technology, and a rebellion by disenfranchised war drones and AIs infected with the same technology. During these actions he acquired the ability to jump himself through U-space. He also learned that the chief AI of the Polity, Earth Central, had been facilitating these enemies in an effort to drive the evolution of humanity. He destroyed that iteration of Earth Central, which was soon replaced, and with his new abilities made it his remit to keep the Polity AIs in line.

Iris Masarkian Drope

A haiman – the limit to which a human and AI can combine to become a new entity before the human component burns out like a blown fuse. Iris is a woman with crystal augs either side of her skull and has a carapace on her back, which is the support system for her two components – the human and the AI. She joined up with Blite’s company, Penny Transport, working in roles that were certainly beneath her ability, and is a key member of the crew on his ship, the Coin.

Mask

A far-future human controlling fantastical technology who enabled Cormac’s escape back to his own time after he was drawn into the future of the p-prador.

Matheson and the Brices (Ulnar, Will and Sheen)

Bounty hunters who were originally out to collect the bounty on Mr Crane. They failed, but the Mobius AI Straeger grabbed them and, using technology and the Spatterjay virus drawn from a p-prador, made them capable of jumping through U-space to hunt down Agent Cormac, in order to stop him from saving Yossander’s Hold. They failed again and, meanwhile, because of the dangerous alien technology in the Spatterjay virus, the hunters are slipping from Straeger’s control.

Meander Draft 64XB

A time traveller from the future. She came back to prevent the p-prador, with whom her kind are supposedly at war, from killing Captain Blite, who allegedly saved the original home world of her people, Yossander’s Hold, from destruction. When nobody believed her declarations, she went off to find Blite herself, but was captured and all her memories erased by torture. On freeing her from captivity, Blite learned enough from her to propel him to Yossander’s Hold, but as things turned out, it was Agent Cormac who saved the world, not him.

Mr Crane, the Brass Man

A high-series Golem android who was broken by murder tapes and reprogrammed to become a killer for the gangster Arian Pelter. He was torn apart during the same action in which Cormac killed Pelter, but was later resurrected by Skellor using Jain technology. Finally defeating his reprogramming, Crane changed sides and became Cormac’s ally.

Penny Royal, the Black AI

An artificial intelligence constructed in Factory Station Room 101, during the Polity war against the prador. Its crystal mind was faulty, burdened with emotions it could not encompass when it was hurled into the heat of battle. Running the destroyer that it named Puling Child, it fought and survived, then annihilated eight thousand troops on its own side before going AWOL. It changed into something dark then – a swarm robot whose integrated form was like a giant sea urchin. Blacklisted by the Polity for ensuing atrocities, it based itself in the Graveyard – a borderland created between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom after the war. There it continued its evil games, offering transformations for the right price, but ones that were never good for the recipients. It was nearly destroyed in a deal that went wrong. Later restored to function by the scorpion war drone Amistad, it apparently became a good AI. It righted many of the wrongs it had done before dropping itself into a black hole and moving ‘beyond time’. It is regarded by the Polity as a paradigm-changing threat.

Ricardo

A human uploaded to a Golem chassis who was one of Matheson’s bounty hunters, but who Matheson turned against because of his cowardice.

Straeger

A Mobius AI – a highly intelligent artificial intelligence in a body resembling a combination of dandelion clock and crinoid, but metres across. Within this body it has massive technological capability and is also able to be both a singular creature and a swarm intelligence. Originally working for Earth Central Security at the nastier end of black ops, Straeger has now gone rogue, pursuing Agent Cormac to avenge some past wrong, as well as going after Captain Blite, whose dark diamond from Penny Royal creates time flashes whenever he dies, promising access to the immense power of time travel.

Valt

A prador first-child of the Volax family. He was sent to oversee the dropping of an asteroid on Yossander’s Hold, but because he was approaching adulthood, he knew his father, Volax, would soon kill him, so he chose instead to die on the asteroid as it was due to crash into the world. When Cormac prevented this happening by U-jumping the asteroid away, over to the other side of Yossander’s Hold, Valt and his prador companion Drust were swept up by Straeger, along with Cormac, Blite, Matheson and the Brices.




Prologue

Mask – Future Past

The remote units, each a kilometre-long hollow tube, wrapped in sophisticated hardware consisting of electromagnets and hardfield generators, finally reached the positions she required of them. The advanced human whom Ian Cormac had named Mask was ensconced in her interdiction sphere, and observed these units with a breadth and depth of vision that could encompass them all, while simultaneously being able to see their every detail. Their data, running into her primary mind in her glassy body, informed her of their readiness. However, turning her attention to the burning debris of an entire solar system being systematically ripped and crushed by tidal forces as it fell into a black hole, she saw that the energy source wasn’t ready. She then shifted her sphere through vacuum towards the receiver at the focus of those remotes.

The receiver was a dish, fifty kilometres across. It had objects similar to the remotes, but much larger, gathered around its rim to direct the energies inwards. Pseudo-matter waveguides in the dish were there to receive this energy, then concentrate it on the technology lying at the centre, whose focal point was four incurved horns. Mask knew that when the agent, Cormac, had seen a similar device on Cull of this time period, the design would have looked to him like that of an old-style runcible, though with four horns instead of two. A runcible with another dimension added. It was a simplistic view of the thing, but not incorrect for all that.

Upon reaching the receiver, Mask checked its feeds to ensure everything was correct. It was, of course. On moving into the dish, she passed the stationary remotes and drifted over the gleaming waveguides, to finally settle her sphere right in the centre of the time runcible. She turned on reception from an object she’d placed at the event horizon of the black hole. It was held in place there by an immense balancing of gravitational forces and drew the energy for them from the event horizon itself.

As ever, on such occasions as this, she resisted the urge to open up the partitions of her mind. She didn’t want to know what she already knew. The AI Penny Royal had come this way long in the past, to her present perspective, and entered this black hole once named Layden’s Sink. Penny Royal could handle the complications of time travel extending down the probability slope, through the infinity of timelines. Mask, still clinging to the dregs of her humanity, could not. Whenever she tried to encompass the entirety of it, she found her mind starting to come apart. Precisely as had happened, or was happening, depending on one’s perspective in time, to the Mobius AI Straeger. Penny Royal, however, had been uniquely positioned to deal with that complexity, what with its mind already in fragments before it started playing with time.

Mask waited. In some part of her mind she knew when it would happen, but in her present conscious she did not. As she waited she opened up another mental partition and kept herself occupied designing virtuality scenarios of the past up to the present, some of which she knew would match other timelines on the probability slope. Even with these, she eventually grew bored, because they weren’t real. She wanted the reality, and the utter engagement and pleasure of doing something significant, which was precisely why she was here now. She then deliberately brought her intelligence way, way down, to where it had been eight hundred years in the past from her current, general position in time, and proceeded to live in one of her virtualities. Fifteen solstan years later, she was pursuing a vicious haiman through the jungle-overgrown ruins of a Polity city when the sign she’d been waiting for finally happened.

Snapped out of a lifetime of memories, and a long pursuit across star systems, she felt some passing disappointment that she hadn’t caught the haiman and deprogrammed him of the virus in his hardware. But that quickly went away as her mind expanded to fuller function. The carrier signal had arrived.

‘I’m here and I’m listening,’ she said.

‘Numbers one and sixteen,’ said a voice. She didn’t know whether it was actually a reply to her or just words leaving the black hole via its Hawking radiation at this time. Actually working out how it came through to her would be to venture into that fractured mind territory once again.

‘Where?’ she asked.

‘Volax family dreadnought,’ the voice replied, or simply said.

Following this came coordinates that extended into five dimensions, along with a specific task, and she recorded all of it in her mind, before transmitting the coordinates into the runcible computing. She then waited, hoping to hear more.

She waited another two years but received nothing further. Then, with its systems prone to steady degradation in its position, since it was a material thing, the device on the black hole’s event horizon reached the end of its life. With a crackle, it went out. Through her massive sensorium, Mask observed a brief pinprick of a flash against the darkness. With that she turned her attention to the shattered solar system, now radiating a great deal more than it had before. She watched for a while, then summoned up the virtuality again. She might as well dive back into the chase after that haiman and see how it panned out. She did, after all, have another fifty-three years of twiddling her thumbs until the black hole could provide the energy she needed for her runcible.

The broken and pulverized solar system continued its fall to Layden’s Sink. It didn’t go straight down into the thing, due to the black hole’s fast spin. Tidal forces dragged the debris in, around the hole, where it spread out to form a ring. This would only delay the inevitable for the majority of the matter, but there was escape for some of it. Accelerated to huge speeds, this matter spiralled to the poles of the black hole and there hurtled out as plasma jets. At first the jet heading her way was hardly anything at all, sweeping a circular course around the remotes as it precessed slightly. Then it began to stabilize, and its power to ramp up, as some portion of what had once been a sun entered it. And that was when Mask’s system pulled her back into reality.

She’d caught the crazy haiman in her virtuality long ago and had since lived a further two lifetimes in others. Assigning an unconscious function to the task, she recorded what was useful or beautiful in those lives and discarded the rest, while the majority of her mind focused on her time runcible. The remotes, which until now had merely erected shields against the plasma jet, turned in concert and engaged their funnel fields. Capturing and concentrating the energy, they directed it in ionic beams into a ring around the reception dish, but not yet into the receivers. The energy level had to reach a certain point before they could do that. As Mask watched, she checked programming to ensure that once the one shot was fired, all the machines here would destroy themselves. Nothing must remain for the p-prador to examine.

The energy climbed and finally reached the level required. Mask needed to give no order as the remotes automatically adjusted their funnel fields and blasted the energy into the receivers around the dish. The receivers’ own funnel fields captured these numerous ionic beams and directed them in, to be captured by waveguides and fed into the mechanism of the runcible. Everything outside Mask’s interdiction sphere turned sun bright. Then, with a thump she felt in her composite bones, her sphere fell into a long, straight tube through U-space – well, at least as she saw the thing. Altering her perception as the continuum shrieked around her, she saw this journey as a climb. Which in one sense it was, because as well as heading into the past she was climbing the probability slope. Immense strain pulled on her and the sphere, slowing it. A wall of darkness arrived and, with a crash, she punched through it, to drift through the calm of open vacuum. She opened up U-com receivers.

Millions of voices reached her: information exchange over the Polity net, military communications and the talk of the prador. In this time, just a few years after interstellar war between the Polity and prador had ended in a truce, and when the borderland between the two massive realms had yet to be called the Graveyard, there was a lot to be talked about. Mask ran it all through the sorting algorithms of her extended mind. She selected out a particular prador communication which was recalling four dreadnoughts. Apparently their pursuit of an enemy was being discontinued, since the four ships were needed in the Kingdom. Mask grimaced at that. Yes, the usurper had enough problems to deal with – it was testament to the intelligence of him and his family, who were outnumbered by close to a billion to one, that they’d managed to seize control of the Kingdom at all. But all that was history written in stone across numerous timelines and not Mask’s concern. She instead turned her attention to the ships the dreadnoughts had been pursuing. She had coordinates now, and with a thought she initiated the U-jump engine in her sphere.

The distance was short – just a couple of light years – since her positioning had been quite good from the start. The fact she hadn’t come out right on top of the ships did irritate her slightly, and she ran searches for the reason why. She had her answer when she thumped back out into the real – a slight miscalculation concerning galactic drift. Now she focused her instruments on the ships concerned.

The prador family dreadnought was a huge affair, nearly twenty kilometres across. A shoal of other ships surrounded it. There were four destroyers – two of which were badly damaged, with prador swarming out of them to other vessels. Smaller attack ships, ranging from single-pilot vessels upwards, were scattered all around these too, with numerous cargo haulers buzzing between. The dreadnought had a glowing hole in its hull, but was still capable of U-jumping at least one last time. The Volax family was recouping and reorganizing, moving supplies and personnel from ships too damaged to jump, yet they were still within the Prador Kingdom and in danger. That they had survived this long was an odd historical anomaly which, as she drew closer and closer with chameleonware engaged, Mask decided to investigate. She penetrated their communications with ease and unravelled their coding a second later. For a whole eight minutes she found no answer, until intercepting a U-space communication from deep within the Kingdom. It seemed another family related to the previous king, but who hadn’t rebelled against the new one, had been keeping Volax updated and had recently informed him of the withdrawal of pursuit. Interestingly, that same non-rebel family faced extermination in less than a month.

Mask drew closer and closer to the dreadnought, even having to change course to avoid crashing into one of the numerous prador in vacuum here. She observed it sliding past, with jets of air escaping through holes in its battered armour. Coming in over the dreadnought’s burning hole, she descended into it, finally lodging her sphere in a tangle of beams that were still radiating red. Disconnecting from her system within the sphere, at least physically, she scanned into the dreadnought, chose a location, and U-jumped herself. With a slight waft of air, she dropped to a floor roughened for prador feet, then calmly stepped to the curved stony wall as a second-child barrelled past her. Again, she was invisible to them. She next walked after that second-child as it joined a huge stream of its kind heading along a larger tunnel, to a great door that opened into a massive hold.

Grav was off along this stretch. The prador were closely packed and jostling each other, walking on every surface, and many propelling themselves through the air. Rather than negotiate all that, Mask selected a high-status first-child the size of a grav-car, drifted out like a ghost and settled down on this one’s shell. The creature must have sensed something, because it paused for a second, then lashed out at the nearest second-child, sending it crashing through the crowd. Finally the first-child entered the hold.

Here huge frameworks had been erected, into which prador were inserting themselves, stacking one upon the other. Meanwhile engineers were directing other second-children, and even some third-children, to work on attaching numerous hoses, data feeds and other equipment. At the further end of the hold, a tank the size of a skyscraper contained the antifreeze that was to be piped in. Prador were rugged creatures and could survive the process involving extraction of their blood and chyme, replacing it with this specially designed antifreeze, then being chilled down fifty below zero. However, there were limits to how long the prador, or the hibernation system, could survive. Mask saw that already a hundred or so of them were under – their armour systems chilling them down and frost appearing on that armour. She knew that those she wanted to reach would be among the first, but she could only act once all were in hibernation and she was able to assess the set-up. She launched from the first-child and bounced through the swarming masses, evading sharp edges, legs, and claws moving like clubs. They wouldn’t damage her, but she wanted her intervention here to be utterly confined to only where Penny Royal had directed her. It was quite possible that, in diverting the course of one claw, she might set in motion a chain of events resulting in a future sun going out.

Landing on one of the chilled prador, she sat like a Buddha and resigned herself to wait. Utilizing the entirety of her sensorium, she observed Volax up in his sanctum – checking his screens, issuing orders and delivering blows on the shells of those he thought were being tardy. He was so young and vigorous now, and yet would be ground down by time and endless disappointment. After seeing enough and finally growing bored, Mask slowed her time sense, and the prador around her speeded up to a blur. The frameworks grew and filled with prador, the ships outside shifted, then the damaged ones were set on a slow course to the nearest planetary system with no one aboard. They’d reach it maybe ten thousand years in the future. Perhaps Volax hoped to retrieve them sometime before then. The small fleet consolidated. All the prador out in vacuum eventually made it inside the ships, and they were ready.

Mask brought herself back to standard time perception in the quiet chill of the hold, surrounded by thousands of prador now in hibernation. She narrowed her focus to the cryogenic system around her, and the biology of prador chilled down to a point indistinguishable from death. Running a predictive analysis, she saw that failure would occur stack by stack – twenty prador at a time. Ignoring all the rest, she concentrated on the very first stack to be filled and chilled down. Grav was functioning, which was necessary for the present fluid flows. She slid off the back of the prador she’d been sitting on, walked over to one wall of prador, and gazed at it. The wall lay five stacks deep; the one she focused on was behind another four. This was, however, no barrier to her senses.

The stack would likely fail in ten years, due to wear on motors used to pump the antifreeze through the creatures here. If they continued running, the antifreeze would undergo slow chemical changes that would make it impossible to revive the creatures in twenty years. However, for everything to work as Penny Royal required, number one at the bottom of this stack, and number sixteen up near the top, had to survive. Mask set to work mentally designing an enzyme additive for the antifreeze in this stack. She had what she wanted within a minute, with a massive train of redundancies, and set equipment to work in her sphere to produce the substance. Now the motors.

The wear on the slow-turning stepper motors during that ten-year span would mean they’d cease to drive the antifreeze sufficiently through the tissues of the hibernating prador. They needed to be better. There were three pumps in this stack, which Mask inspected closely, before heading to a prador door in one wall only large enough for second-children. She blinked, U-jumped to the other side, then surveyed row upon row of racks. The place was crammed with reels of pipe, cable and numerous components. She found a tray of motors. Picking one up, she negligently summoned a small remote from her sphere, which popped into existence just off her right shoulder. Being the size of her head, it had the appearance of a knotted lump of square-section pipe. She held the motor up, and the remote snatched it into a shining web of force fields. A second later the motor came apart, into a small swarm of components. An ablation beam focused on one item, then another, gleaming red as it evaporated away material. The green deposition beam followed, rebuilding those items into their previous shape, but with a very different composition. Then the motor slammed back together in its former form. Its components were now made of a material usually only found in brown dwarf stars, and wouldn’t wear out for a thousand years. After they had served their purpose here, they’d have no effect on any timeline, according to Penny Royal’s mathematics . . . Mask winced and didn’t examine that any further as she went on to upgrade another two motors.

Mask used her small remote to replace the three motors on the first stack, as well as to inject the enzyme packet that would change the antifreeze. As she finished, the dreadnought lurched. She sensed in this jump the problems in the underspace engines which would reveal themselves some hours hence, forcing the ship back out into the real in deep space, and then upon a journey many years long. Once her remote was dispatched back to her sphere, she focused on the two prador – one and sixteen in the stack – and took some time to satisfy her curiosity.

First she studied them for physical deviations from the norm by running a comparison program. Numerous differences were highlighted, but then this’d be the case for any prador, since all deviated from it in one respect or another. After dismissing many of these, she focused on the variations of most interest. Number sixteen was a second-child at borderline acceptability, what with the visible deformations of his shell. He was an engineer and had probably evaded being culled because the structure of his ganglion showed great dexterity, spatial skills and physical control. Number one, the first-child, was similarly smart and capable. Both were in the top percentile in that respect. However, many prador were like this, in a species that tended to weed out violently the stupid and incapable. What perhaps raised these two well above the norm was the structure and arrangement of those portions of their ganglions which Mask linked to deep rationality and willpower.

Still, many prador were like these two, so something else must explain why Penny Royal wanted them to survive. This had to be about how they’d affect the course of future events. Next, running through computing and storage in their suits, she saw that the engineer had survived his variance due to the first-child, and they were as close to being friends as it was possible for prador to be. She noted their names – the first-child Valt and the engineer Drust – and decided it’d be interesting to compare her thoughts on them now with what she already knew in a partitioned part of her mind, when she allowed herself to access it. With her work done, she finally turned away and strolled back through the ship to her sphere. She was in no hurry. She had twenty-three years to build another time runcible like the one she’d left behind. Then, as per instructions, to hone her mind and body down to a form even more primitive than the one she presently wore, as well as to make some very specific edits and additions to that mind. Her sphere would need its tech cut down too, of course. And once those years had passed, an astronomical event would provide the energy for her to make the leap to another age.

Time was relative.




1

Straeger – Present

The asteroid, having been taken out of its collision course with the planet Yossander’s Hold, fell on through vacuum towards this system’s sun. Inside the Claw, his spaceship that was currently resting on the surface of the asteroid, the Mobius AI Straeger struggled to control his rage. What were his objectives now? He wanted the power of time travel. He wanted the power of an AI like Penny Royal. How did he obtain these? Right then he had no idea and felt a shriek building up inside him, exacerbated as ever by the red haze of entanglement anger.

No.

He bludgeoned it down and groped for calm. His robots were bringing aboard Agent Cormac, who was little more than a corpse now, and the unconscious Captain Blite. They were also collecting up Straeger’s bounty hunters, Matheson and the Brices, as well as two prador that had been here and played a part in the fighting. It was as if, after losing, he needed to collect up the game pieces in some kind of denial of the loss, or perhaps to lay them out for a new game.

Yes, for the latter.

Ever since learning that the diamond, the piece of Penny Royal that Captain Blite carried, always looped time to prevent the captain from dying, and in the process generated time flashes to illuminate the future, the lure of the power this implied had been inescapable. It had taken Straeger beyond his need for mere vengeance against Cormac, the erstwhile agent of Earth Central Security who’d led him to Blite in the first place. It had opened out fantastic horizons and possibilities.

However, in trying to combine his goals of vengeance against the agent and the acquisition of power, he’d actually caused the opposite of what he wanted. By trying to kill Cormac he’d unlocked the man’s ability further, enabling him to U-jump this very asteroid from one side of Yossander’s Hold to the other. This had stopped Blite, who’d been on that planet, having to loop out from his death there, which would have created the massive time flashes Straeger had been waiting for. Time flashes that just might have shown him enough to recreate the time travel technology of the future. It was maddening. But did it mean the power of time travel was out of reach now?

No, it did not. The robots rolling in the circular slab to which Matheson and the two Brice brothers had been glued seemed to confirm that. He had given the bounty hunters armour of p-prador from the future, as well as the ability to U-jump like the agent, and used them to hunt him down. But that wasn’t all he’d taken from the p-prador he’d captured, for one of them had given him the widest window into the future of all. In essence, nothing had changed: that future was still there, that technology still existed. He just needed to find another way to access it.

Of the p-prador he’d snatched, only the one that was still alive had a portion of its brain, its ganglion, remaining. The creatures had been set to destroy any useful information they might contain the moment they were on the edge of capture or death. Straeger, expecting something like that, had gone in fast with his atomic shear, stasis fields, zero Kelvin gases and induction warfare. Even then he’d only managed to grab two-thirds of the physical structure of the ganglion, and just half of its information. At first, on giving his haul a cursory once-over, he’d been disappointed. Of course, the best way to stop a soldier revealing information to an enemy was to make sure that information wasn’t in his head in the first place. However, a more meticulous examination revealed this soldier’s memories of what he’d seen before being shunted back through time. And even Straeger was awed by what he found there. For he saw the p-prador mother, the future war with the humans, and above all the time runcible.

Huge factory stations scattered the mother’s orbit and advanced prador warships patrolled within sight. The world itself, and the part of its night side visible, was lit up as if covered by a single city. But in the end it was the mother herself that riveted the attention of the newly born p-prador, and Straeger.

She was immense, and Straeger would not have recognized her as a prador female without the context of the p-prador’s mind, as it had come to consciousness in something like an amalgam of a birth canal and production line. It had received its mental programming while queued up in front of one of many sphincters, then been squirted out into vacuum knowing its place in the universe as well as its duties, and there gazed upon its mother. She resembled an ammonite with just a couple of coils. At the centre her original prador female body had grown huge, with legs wrapped around the next coil of her body, which was an expansion of, and huge alteration to, her ovipositor. At the terminal end of this lay a ring of sphincters, in a face half a kilometre across. And out of that p-prador were coming, forming up in gleaming, curved lines through vacuum. Straeger’s p-prador observed all this, as it proceeded to line up behind just a few of its fellows for a special mission. But Straeger studied the memory of the mother more closely.

Larger structures were attached around her, even including a space dock. Here, he surmised, by a tanker ship secured in place, the materials were brought in out of which she created her young. Other structures supported her huge growth, and there he could see more conventional manufacturing, doubtless feeding in the hard-tech components. Fusion reactors were dotted across her skin, like tumours that had seemingly sucked away material around them. Spines and dishes jutted out into space – some he recognized as U-space arrays. Here, he realized, was the ruler and creator of these creatures. And out of an amalgamation of context, and some heavy extrapolation, he perceived intelligence compelled by the base drives of procreation, but also a perspective on reality that he couldn’t quite grasp.

The p-prador boarded a ship with its fellows – stacked inside like coins. Even before their journey started, heavy manoeuvring ensued; something punched through the ship’s hull, alerting Straeger to the fact it was in a battle. The order came to abandon ship. And this was when Straeger gleaned the real data on what was occurring.

The small squad slid out of their ship into hectic vacuum combat. Mostly they were shepherded and protected by fellows with thicker and more resilient armour that could take the punishment. In this situation the squad received tactical feeds as a necessity for survival, and from these Straeger learned much. Conventional railgun missiles bounced off hardfields, while energy beams like spiral drills stabbed, turned, and shed energy menisci like scales. Then Straeger caught sight of the enemy.

She hung in a sphere that might have been energy, or might have been some material like chain-glass. Within this, complex technology surrounded her, wrapping her, as she reached out to manipulate esoteric controls. All around this sphere devices were blinking into existence: weapons with their own drives and targeting systems. A railgun a kilometre long and resembling a strip of ancient electronics, with a flat waveguide running down its centre. Another device that seemed to be just a floating tube with its interior silvered, emitting a white-shifted particle beam that gnawed the side of the ship the p-prador had abandoned. And on another side an object resembling a simple automatic pistol the size of a house, issuing one of those drill-like beams which, when it passed over p-prador, left them dismembering themselves. It was clear she controlled all these weapons, floating in the centre of that sphere like the nucleus of a cell.

The human.

Or was she human? She bore the shape of that kind, but by context Straeger realized she was big – bigger even than the Golem Mr Crane. She seemed to be formed of a material akin to glass; within it things resembling conventional organs were visible. But there was much else besides. Analysing the image very closely, Straeger picked out optics and hair-fine superconductors, the nodes of a fusion reactor array, and distortions around something else, which suggested some relation to U-space or grav-tech. Personal weapons ran along her arm bones; other bones throughout gleamed with metal inlays. This human looked, to him, just about as far as it was possible to take one of their kind with biotech and hard technology, while still retaining the original shape.

Here, then, he must be seeing a snapshot of that far-future war which the woman Meander had told the leader of Yossander’s Hold, the Gilliad, about. Yet oddities impressed themselves on him. Sure, he was seeing only what the p-prador witnessed, but it did seem as if there was only one human here attacking at the centre of the p-prador realm. He tracked the memory to its abrupt cut-off point, when highly complex informational warfare beams lanced out all around, and those independent weapons of the human began to flick out of existence. One beam struck his host, causing weird disruptions in its thought patterns. Only one memory remained clear right at the end: that weird human looking directly at the p-prador whose memories he was studying, and smiling, just before she faded away.

The p-prador’s memory restarted with it back aboard a ship. Something was wrong. From its perspective the p-prador had no recollection of what had just happened, while Straeger was seeing the memory in a partition in its mind. Had the same happened to all the p-prador during the attack? Did they all have no accessible recall of it? Straeger could only speculate. Perhaps it was a tactical method to prevent the p-prador learning too much about the capabilities of their enemy?

The ship descended and landed. The p-prador unstacked themselves and headed out under open sky, then directly into prador accommodation and structures. Here, with optics plugged into their suits, they received further programming that was just a blur to Straeger, then were loaded up with munitions and weapons they hadn’t possessed during the attack. They next entered the carriage of a maglev transport and, after a short journey, exited into a large cavern, before heading out. Straeger focused hard on a structure lying ahead, at the centre of a small plateau, coated in some translucent white material. He recognized the horns of an old-style runcible doubled up, with the implication being that the extra dimension of time had been added. And now, with the data accruing, he recognized this time runcible was on the world of Cull, sited on the very same plateau where Crane had farmed podules.

The p-prador watched as a squad similar to its own stood in the centre of the device and disappeared in a nacreous tornado. It then moved forwards, the slot for its squad being up next. Behind them yet another squad waited. This only made sense if the runcible caused massive wastage, otherwise surely there would have been more p-prador arrivals in Straeger’s own time? Too many things didn’t add up, but one thing was certain: the p-prador could travel backwards through time without catastrophic entropic effects. Which, according to Polity science, was impossible. It was power unimaginable and, as he well understood, within the grasp of an AI, because one dark AI controlled it.

With that thought, Straeger turned his attention back to his present moment, to Captain Blite. As a robot deposited the man over a reversed grav-plate and extracted its nerve blocker from his neck, Straeger observed the man with all the senses at his disposal, which were considerable. A feeling arose like spiders crawling through his mind, as fear and yearning warred inside him. Blite floated there in mid-air, turning slowly. He wouldn’t wake up until Straeger gave direct instructions to his nanosuite. But then he was all but irrelevant, being just an adjunct to what Straeger was really focusing on.

The dark diamond on his wrist had changed. Conventional scanning revealed an unusually pure carbon crystal, but with its planes twisted in relation to each other, so they interfered with refractivity in such a way as to make the thing look black. Those twists to the planes were also something that caused weird quantum effects, including superconductivity. And they were almost certainly just a surface detail on what was happening down to picoscopic levels. In the electromagnetic spectrum, the thing was emitting strange polarized radiations which, after some examination, Straeger abruptly began shielding against. On many levels the stuff did not make sense, but certain structural characteristics matched those of informational warfare beams capable of seizing control of AIs and even human minds. Perhaps that accounted for the sense he had of it seeming to burn a dark hole in reality, because that didn’t arise out of any rational consideration. And then there was the information garnered from scanning the thing, using methods beyond EMR bands.

He perceived it was a node in U-space, multiplying in every direction to infinity. That continuum was distorted around it in ways difficult to define. Straeger could see flow patterns of time, and he wasn’t sure the reflections of three-dimensional reality were actually reflections. It could be that the diamond was causing them, and they were influencing that reality – cause and effect were difficult to define. In all, the change Straeger sensed through a coagulation of data was that somehow the thing had powered up. Until now he’d avoided actually manipulating the diamond itself, choosing instead those around it, like Blite. He preferred to spectate and nudge events to the ends he required. And, if he was honest, perhaps there was some fear of directly interfering with something that was a portion of the dark AI Penny Royal.

But perhaps not fully committing to his goals was why he had failed so far? Gleaning data from the time flashes generated by Blite’s deaths might no longer be enough, if he was to expand his mind to encompass the paradoxes of time travel and learn how to manipulate the time continuum. He needed to examine this thing, and deeply.

It was time to grasp the nettle.

Captain May

May remembered a conversation with Cormac on the subject of memory. The man had been born after the great prador/human war and served in ECS – Earth Central Security – while they were still clearing up the mess. He’d told her how his memory of events prior to a span of about fifty years got overwritten, and how he saved what he deemed important in his gridlink. When she’d asked him about his ennui barrier, he’d simply shrugged and said, ‘I don’t remember one.’

It seemed so relevant to her in this moment as she shuddered and enjoyed the frisson of fear, the thrill. The war had been two hundred years in the past by the time she was born and seemed to be in some other distant age – an interesting piece of history, washed of emotion, devoid of anything but spectator pretend horror. But as she grew up it was part of her education, kept fresh through high-resolution recordings run in virtualities, and the data archaeology of numerous historians. It also lived on in the minds of billions of Polity citizens who’d survived it and their own ensuing ennui barriers as they lived on into their third, fourth or even later centuries – those who kept the memories, at least.

Now that ancient war had arrived right here, with the shapes first resolving in the sky as in some virtual documentary: thousands of prador out over the ocean and descending towards this world, Yossander’s Hold. Over a million of them in total, apparently. Even as the grav-raft she was on settled and Captain Blite’s ship, the Coin, landed beyond it, the skies all around them streaked with missile launches, and rolling thunder arrived. She watched impacts sparkling across the firmament, but also conglomerations of hardfields flashing on like snapshots of honeycomb. The smells of burned electronics and organics filled the air as smoke rolled across.

‘Over there,’ Arach instructed, once they were all off the raft. The war drone directed them to where vulnerable humans had taken cover.

Meander, the haiman Iris and May ran towards that domed shelter in the defences, with Arach scuttling along beside them. Behind, Blite’s second-in-command Carlstone and his two soldiers put up their helmets, squatted down by the grav-raft, and watched the sky. The spider drone protruded an antipersonnel laser when they were about halfway to the dome and, with crackling sounds, objects vaporized overhead. The sea, only just visible five kilometres beyond the defences here, speckled with white water, splashes of debris coming down. Once under the dome, they saw humans who looked like ophidapts and amphidapts, gathered, sheltering from the hail. May noted a metal limb thump down into the field nearby, dripping green ichor at one end. As she continued watching, Iris and Meander found themselves places to sit, neither of them observing the display. Meander just sat down wearing a haunted expression. Iris had a look of extreme concentration as the metal shifted in her eyes – doing haiman stuff, obviously.

The initial attack didn’t last long. Prador retreated to give themselves air space to take down the missiles, becoming indistinct but still discolouring the sky with their presence. The missile launches diminished, and on impulse May followed the biotech humans when they set out from the dome, rather than joining Iris, Meander and Arach as they headed for the Coin. Beyond the line, the locals trudged across the fields towards a series of amphibious vehicles coming down the coast. This was happening for as far as she could see to the right and left. Pausing at the vehicles, they collected weapons which had the look of short medieval pikes.

‘Coming for a swim?’ one asked her – a woman who reminded her of her crewmember Akanthor, but for her oyster-shell armour, azure eyes, webbed fingers, and gills.

May barked a laugh then pointed to the weapon the woman held. ‘What the hell is that?’

The woman held up the long thing – a plain grey tube, with a golden spike at the end and from the rear a ribbed cable leading to a pack on her back. ‘Distance weapons are no good underwater, though we do have a good load of seeker torpedoes we’ll send cruising. This is a punch laser. High-discharge coherent photon density. Will go right through prador armour and cook up what lies inside.’

‘But disperses in water,’ May observed.

‘Yeah, especially when the silt is kicked up. You have to get up close and personal.’ The woman moved on with her fellows, wading into the sea and diving, amphibious vehicles following them in. May drew her old pulse gun, inspected it, snorted and holstered it again. She turned around and walked back through the gap between the tread-mounted shield generator and a disc-shaped grav-tank, and on back through the apparent chaos of the defensive line.

Troops in biotech armour were swarming in on ground transport and grav-rafts. The defensive line was swiftly being established in the partially constructed tsunami defence. This defence had been something they’d been building slowly, not because they had expected big waves to sweep in, but to convince the prador they did. The troops of this world – the Draft Line – had known in their hearts, with religious conviction, that Captain Blite, wielding a chunk of a legendary black AI like some magical amulet, would save them. They’d been wrong, as it turned out: the agent, with his equally magical ability to shift himself or objects through U-space, had done that – though still using Blite’s dark diamond as a power source.

‘Here,’ said someone close by.

May turned to the blond-haired man clad in a suit which had the appearance of whorled old wood, but the pliability of rubber. She stopped herself greeting him as someone she’d met before, now knowing there were hundreds of this Preece X soldier – a command series spread out on the line along this edge of the continent. He held out a weapon for her and she took it reluctantly. He then quickly headed for a ladder running up the side of one of the tsunami defences – a scaffold standing half a kilometre tall, with blocks of foamstone filling its lower sections, and gun installations mounted on top of them.

May inspected the weapon. Its main body was that of a standard laser carbine, while on the side it had an extra barrel and breech, with a magazine feed on the underside. Using her aug, she searched out its address, linked in and discovered the thing had a supply of twenty micro-missiles. Both the laser and the missiles packed a powerful punch, but she’d been in enough virtualities to know they weren’t a one-shot kill for the armoured aliens they were facing. It would take many shots and needed to be, just as the old wartime saying the woman had used, ‘up close and personal’. She moved on, back towards where her companions had gone.

The Coin was down in a podule field, the foliage of the biotech growths there now trampled to slurry. Mr Crane had left his railgun and its U-charger power pack leaning against the ship’s ramp. Meanwhile this big brass Golem was wandering about the field, occasionally stopping to lift up some soggy clump of leaves and inspect what lay below. To say he was an odd one would be to venture into understatement. He was a legendary killer, a Golem broken by snuff tapes, occupied by alien technology, and then provisionally becoming one of the good guys. Perhaps he was now thinking about his farm on Cull, where he’d grown similar crops to this – before mutated, cybernetic prador had come from the future to spoil his idyll.

Carlstone and Arach were over by the ship’s ramp. To one side Carlstone’s two soldiers were heading away, along with more of their kind. The others must have been woken out of hibernation aboard the Coin. May couldn’t see either Meander or Iris, and as she drew closer it became evident that Arach and Carlstone were arguing.

‘We’d be halfway there by now,’ said Carlstone tightly.

‘We would be a smear up there by now,’ Arach replied calmly, gesturing with one limb up at the prador-discoloured sky.

‘We could fly low – they’re mostly concentrated over here.’

‘Yes, and in the process take away what is needed here. You know what’s going to happen. Neither Blite nor Cormac would have agreed to some half-cocked rescue attempt up there right now, taking the Coin’s weapons away from here. What they did up there precisely illustrates that.’

‘You talk about them like there’s nothing left to rescue.’

‘The effort of U-jumping the asteroid likely killed Agent Cormac,’ said Arach, something dangerous in his voice now. ‘And Blite, as we well know, is not going to die. Or rather from our perspective he will survive.’

Carlstone scowled, obviously not liking that.

Arach continued, ‘They can wait. I may no longer be an official Polity drone but I still see the moral imperative of saving thousands of lives here, as opposed to maybe two lives up there.’

Carlstone fingered his aug, looking rebellious as May walked up.

‘Where’s Meander?’ she asked.

Carlstone waved a dismissive hand. ‘Went to the Gilliad.’

‘New data,’ said a voice from the ramp before May could ask further.

Arach swivelled round to peer up at the haiman, Iris. ‘Tell him.’

‘Fuck,’ said Carlstone, obviously already having been told.

May mentally hovered over the network between them all, but found it far too busy. Tactical packages were flying around, huge image files, along with the terse staccato comments of Carlstone’s soldiers.

‘What new data?’ she asked.

Iris looked over. ‘On Cormac and Blite. Seems Mobius Straeger was lurking around up there. Its ship landed on the asteroid shortly after the prador weapons on it went down.’

‘And what does that mean?’

It was Arach who replied: ‘We don’t know the AI’s game, but it certainly isn’t a Polity one. High probability is that it controls the bounty hunters who went after Cormac.’

‘So, Cormac is definitely dead now,’ said May, feeling the loss of someone she hadn’t realized she cared about, and inspecting the feeling with curiosity.

‘We simply don’t know,’ said Arach. ‘The attempts to kill him were ill-designed for an AI of that level, and certainly it has some interest in Blite too. We just don’t know what game it’s playing.’

A hand rested on her shoulder, seemingly to comfort her. It surprised the hell out of her when she saw its size, and that it seemed to be made out of brass. Crane took his hand away and strode on past, picking up his power supply from beside the ramp. He unreeled some straps from it to turn it into a backpack, then hoisted it onto his back. Iris, in the meantime, stood on the ramp looking remote, the tongue of her cowl rising up behind her head, and opening its petals to cup her skull. She turned as if to look at something distant, then snapped her attention back to them.

‘You’re getting this?’ she asked.

Fingers against his aug, Carlstone looked pained. ‘Yeah.’

May delved into the network, then pulled out again. It was still far too busy for her, and had become busier still, opening to a thousand voices shunting packets of information between them. She’d seen a shape sketching out amid this, though, rapidly changing, and she recognized it as a tactical plan of some kind. She couldn’t see how her input would matter.

‘We have to agree to tactical integration with the Gilliad,’ said Carlstone. ‘Like she didn’t just capture and imprison us.’

‘That was all perfectly rational from her perspective,’ Iris replied. ‘And her proposal now seems a reasonable prediction to me.’

Carlstone gave a sharp nod. ‘Do it.’

Iris abruptly turned around and headed back into the Coin, even as the ramp began to close up. Crane picked up the railgun and plugged in a power cable, resting the weapon back over one shoulder. He turned and surveyed them.

‘Quite,’ said Arach, looking up.

The Coin hummed with power and wrenched itself from the ground. With a roar of chemical thrusters, it shot overhead, the spill of its grav-engines making the ground appear to jump and ripple under May’s feet. It rose higher, moving over the tsunami defences and beyond them, then dropping down towards the sea.

The rains of Gatling slugs came now, blowing smoking holes in the ground and in foamstone blocks, denting armour and sending vicious ricochets through the air. Smoke and steam dulled vision, but May still saw one armoured individual split from head to foot like a banana. A flash above snapped her into reality, as it lit up a honeycomb of hardfields across the sky. The blast wave from the nuclear strike filled the air with debris, highlighting the beams of anti-munitions lasers webbing over the defensive line. May had no idea what to do until Carlstone grabbed her arm and dragged her after him. They ducked into one of the dome shelters and waited there, wincing at the sound of impacts on the roof. Even Crane joined them, sheltering from the rain, peering out at the storm. May suspected he only did so to keep his clothing and the weapon he carried from getting wrecked. Out in the open Arach danced, constantly on the move, craters pocking the ground around him, and things only occasionally spanging off his armour.

‘They’re coming.’ Arach raised one limb to point.

The sky above the sea seemed to be sagging, extending a portion of itself downwards – a tornado spearing towards the waves. The ground under May’s feet vibrated as all around missile vapour trails raked upwards. Then a crackling cut the air, so intense and sharp it hurt the ears. Its source, a heavy railgun, sank into the ground on the recoil, then motored up out of the hole on its treads to fire again. Strikes from it and other such weapons reached the prador a second later, lighting them up with explosions and provoking their hardfield response. The tip of the tornado hit far out to sea, splashing white and steadily expanding. May grimaced. A million or more prador above the main continent, and it seemed they were all arriving in the sea right in front of her.

Straeger

He decided on extreme caution, sending in a robot to ever so gently remove the bangle holding the diamond from Blite’s wrist. While that was occurring, he put up shielding between himself and it, and aimed the photon-dense laser directly at the thing – though he doubted a piece like this from Penny Royal could be destroyed by conventional means. The robot retrieved the bangle, leaving Blite’s arm flopping outside the effect of the grav-plate. Straeger then instructed the first robot to come back in and grab the man, transferring him over to a pillar which extended grabs to take hold of him, so he now dangled beside the other pillar and capture beam holding the agent.

The second robot held the bangle in a two-fingered claw, with all its other tool arms poised around it, and awaited instructions. Straeger expanded and contracted. Then, annoyed at this facsimile of taking a breath, sent instructions. The robot swiftly sliced away the setting to free the gem, and sucked the bangle into its materials store. Straeger noted that no glue had been used to affix the thing – likely nothing at all could stick to its surface. With a thought, Straeger pulled in a field-isolation booth, of the kind used in the Polity’s Viking Museum to hold Jain artefacts. Within that, the robot placed the diamond in a neutral-matter cup, then retreated, melding into surrounding infrastructure. Ready at any moment to slam on enclosing hardfields around the gem, Straeger brought in his various tool arms and instruments and began his examination.

First tests confirmed earlier speculation: the diamond was frictionless. He then went through a good deal of the basic stuff, just to become used to handling the thing. The diamond probe he pressed against its surface, with a clamp holding the stone from behind, reached its limit and shattered. The piece was hard beyond materials fashioned in Polity factories on brown dwarfs, but also completely resistant to any deformation. Straeger shrugged himself – this had been expected. Close cross-spectrum scanning revealed what he had already surmised at a distance: the thing’s purity was as near to a hundred per cent as his instruments could ascertain. And other tests in a long series also discovered nothing more than he’d already learned from afar. However, better instruments were available that could begin to delve down below the nanoscopic, so perhaps it was time to use them.

Straeger hesitated and debated with himself, because those instruments resided within him and were in fact some portion of his being. The diamond hadn’t reacted, but then nothing thus far had threatened its integrity, or properly dug into its secrets. Finally, because otherwise he was getting nowhere, Straeger began coagulating and detaching part of his body, programming its intelligence with a select portion of himself, then dispatching the submind away. This portion rolled out of him, still nominally part of him via data transfer, but also starting to develop its own specialized intelligence. It dropped to the platform, rolled over the edge, sped along a structural beam, then hauled itself up into the isolation box with the diamond. Straeger meanwhile retracted the other remote instruments from there and, as a precaution, initiated the hardfields around the box. Data transfer diminished but he maintained enough of a link to have a rough idea of what the mind was doing.

First in were the nanoscopic probes to worm between crystal planes. These surprised him by actually penetrating. Next the nanofilms went in, and with there still being no bad reaction, the mind began injecting data via plasmons and magnons, and gleaning feedback. Data started accruing and, judging by its variance from the injected flows, he was beginning to learn something, though at a remove. And then . . .

Observing Blite floating above the grav-plate, Straeger felt a weird wash of uncharacteristic weariness; it seemed to emphasize his fear of examining the dark diamond. And then pouring into his mind came twenty days of echoes. For time had been looped back twenty times, and he now knew how far he could go, and he knew futility. Frustration and anger cycled in him, and he gave the robot its instructions, while his body expanded and contracted as if panting. The robot removed the bangle again, and transferred the diamond to the isolation box again. Straeger then stopped the robot and dismissed it with a force-field flick that sent it crashing away. U-space mapping of time showed twenty temporal flashes, but revealed nothing. Somehow, in him being their ultimate nodal cause, it created a blind spot and he could see little more of the future than before.

He contracted, down and down, tightly weaving in his threads and ribbons, emotions ricocheting across his partitions like amplifier feedback. Penny Royal lay behind this, deliberately frustrating him, playing with him. Feedback loops inside accelerated to the point of agony, until Straeger exploded outwards to fill all the space up to his enclosing machinery, then through it and beyond, as he emitted a shriek which included enough of the EMR spectrum to start a series of fires, which burned coatings off some instruments. He finally collapsed back, knowing this very human expression of emotion had given him no relief at all.
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May

The rain of debris continued, tracer fire spearing through gaps in the stuttering hardfields above. May shifted uncomfortably in the vacuum combat suit the woman Gruce had brought for her. The ache in her back was receding now, but she’d learned that, no, you couldn’t just wander about out there, even as armoured as she now was. The glancing blow of a Gatling cannon slug had hit her from above on her upper back, but the punch had still thrown her, face down, on the churned ground.

Another flash lit the sky, filtered behind a rash of hardfields, and her visor darkened again. At least that one hadn’t got through. As it cleared, she looked along the coast over to the right. A nuke had punched through down there, turning the fields black around its glassy detonation point, knocking out over a kilometre of tsunami defences and simply vaporizing the defenders. Within an hour new soldiers and new equipment had flowed into the wound; still more of them were arriving all the time.

Beyond the defensive line and far out, the sea was boiling – great bubbles of steam rising from explosions down below, oiling the surface and spreading floating debris. Chunks of foamstone bobbed out there, as well as masses of greasy-looking wracks, and human corpses. Carlstone continued to update her. From the debris she judged it a battle lost in the depths, until the soldier told her otherwise.

‘Guerrilla tactics,’ he said, fingers up against his aug and eyes glazed. ‘They don’t expect to stop them down there – just thin them out a bit.’

‘Seems our side is the one being thinned out.’

He shook his head. ‘Human corpses are more likely to float to the surface than prador in armour. Don’t be fooled. Those ’dapts, or whatever they are, are very good at hiding in the thick silt in ambush. Kinda reminds me of the U-cappers in the war.’

‘You’re too young to have been in the war.’

He eyed her. ‘Did I say that I was?’

‘No, I guess . . .’ May shook her head in irritation, rifling through aug images and trying to catch more of what was going on below the sea. It was difficult for her – all tactical feeds, murky water and infrared images. She ran translation in an attempt to make things clearer.

‘But why come in this way at all? Is it because they make easy targets up there?’ May asked. It’d puzzled her why the prador would drop down into the sea. If she had any understanding of warfare from her time playing in virtualities, maintaining air power was important.

Carlstone pointed upwards. ‘Their stored energy could only last so long. They needed to get a foothold down here and bring down their equipment. And they had to do that before the big moon came around.’

‘The moon?’

‘The Gilliad’s railgun on it is back up and running, and there are other weapons sited there too. The prador don’t want to be in the air when they’re fired up. They need this beachhead.’ He pointed towards the sea.

‘And why here, precisely?’ May asked. ‘Surely they could find a better place to come down, organize, and then move in.’

‘They’re supposed to be just a clear-up force,’ said Carlstone. ‘They weren’t meant to go up against the Gilliad’s full complement of troops. If they are to win here, they need to cut off the head.’ He stabbed a thumb at the city behind. ‘The Gilliad may be a distributed thing, but most of her is back there.’

‘And why in the sea?’ May asked, knowing this was her last question as she’d used up the man’s patience.

He turned and looked at her with eyes like nail heads. ‘They like the fucking water.’ It was time for her to head off and take her position.

A ladder took May up the tsunami defences, to the top of the blocks that’d been poured into plastic moulds sitting in the framework. This top section had been turned into a fortress, with foamstone rising up as a wall facing the sea and curving overhead. What looked like medieval arrow-slits had been opened through this. Here and there in wider gaps the soldiers had bolted down heavy weapons. Her aug tactical feed directed her towards one of those arrow-slits, but she paused by what her feed also informed her was a maser, because the gaps either side of the thing gave her a wider view.

Soldiers were crossing the few kilometres of agricultural land between this line and the sea. Non-combatants had abandoned the coastal settlement, but other soldiers were waiting there with a variety of nasty ambushes. Near the coast a machine was trundling along, digging a huge wheel of scoops into the ground, and sending a fountain of earth to one side. It, and other machines like it, had made numerous traverses of that ground. As it shifted on, soldiers dropped into the trench it left behind it. This had amazed May when she first saw it – sophisticated humans and aliens due to engage in such an antediluvian form of warfare. Searching carefully, she picked out Arach perambulating alongside one trench, then spotted Crane sitting patiently on the ground between two of them. And out beyond the tide line, the Coin began making yet another pass.

The ship was cruising over the surface like an ocean liner, throwing out hardfields to intercept incoming fire, often silhouetted against tactical nuke blasts. It also returned fire – missiles and particle beams spiking out between hardfields, their distant impacts raining down chunks of hot armour and burning organics. The vessel cruising up and down the coast like that puzzled her, as she could see no tactical rationale for it. Its presence there even tempted her to venture into that tactical model in her aug, but the idea of working everything out just made her feel bored. She decided to accept that Carlstone, the Gilliad, Iris, and whoever else was involved, knew what they were doing.

‘We need to work here,’ said a voice behind her.

She turned to see two of the soldiers lugging in curved chain-glass screens, and quickly moved out of their way. They began fixing the screens in place in the gaps either side of the weapon, as a third soldier unreeled a cable towards the weapon. She moved off to her designated place and squatted down, resting her carbine on the ledge before her. Yet another soldier came along, depositing power packs and ammo cases at the positions. It then occurred to her to wonder why she’d been put here and not at the front line, but it wasn’t a matter she wanted to argue. She soon had no more time to think further on that.

With an abrupt surge of grav that dished the sea below it, the Coin rose up. Turning hard on thrusters, it sped inland with a low throaty roar, its shadow passing over her. Glancing back, May saw it settling to hover above the great sprawl of soldiers and machines behind, then she returned her attention to the view through the slit. A hundred metres out, the sea began foaming and thrashing. She couldn’t see what was causing this until she used her aug to enhance vision – objects were shooting up out of the waves and arcing over. They landed explosively, throwing up geysers of earth and whatever crops were in those fields. Some landed in the trenches, hurling up bodies and pieces of bodies. The foam line drew closer and objects poked up out of it. With a shudder she could neither identify as fear nor excitement, she realized they were prador stalked eyes. Other weapons detonated down there, spreading hot sticky fire. It flowed into one trench, and she imagined people burning in there. Yet a second later jets of white powder stifled the flames and soldiers came up, bringing weapons to bear. Perhaps their armour had protected them.

Prador head turrets and carapace-mounted weapons broke the surface now. Flares of rocket launches cut vapour trails above the trenches, and the area ahead of May filled with honeycombs of hardfields, behind which explosions burned out her view. She opened into Tactical and searched out a less complex overview. No fission weapons were being used at this range. It was all chemical loads and shrapnel. Like some huge, distant hive being disturbed, the sound of Gatling cannons came to her, sparkling across the front through the smoke. Lasers and particle beams cross-hatched the area, their source unclear. Missiles streaked close to the ground between the forces. The wave of sound reached her a moment later, as of metals going into a massive shredding and reprocessing machine. A burning meteor shot out from below her and arced over to land fifty metres out. The boiling explosion tossed prador into the air. She’d picked up from the sprawl of data in Tactical that it had been Carlstone’s idea to aim the ejection ports over there – every time the prador attack took out one of their hardfield generators, they’d get the melting thing straight in their faces.

Some prador began to rise into the air to get clearer shots at those in the trenches. The first to rise, tilting with Gatling cannons sparking, made it six metres up before its side blew out – legs, armour and gore spraying out in a long line behind it. May tracked the line of that fire back to Crane swinging his railgun to another target. But he was just one weapon, and in the fields the humped shapes of further weapons draped in chameleoncloth began firing at the rising prador. Leaning forwards, May scanned to the right and left, seeing prador rising along the whole stretch, then exploding and falling in pieces. It wasn’t just those ground weapons hitting them – looking back, May saw the Coin high in the sky behind, mostly concealed by a perpetual rolling explosion against its projected hardfields.

A whole mass of prador then lifted off directly ahead, missile flutes on their backs. They were clearly trying something right here – some push. An object arced up towards them, hit one prador and bounced on, leaving the creature spinning in the air, before an explosion ripped out its underside. She focused in on Arach, firing his cannons at close range into his victims, zipping off missiles at other targets simultaneously, stabbing with a particle beam. The rising prador quickly fell into disarray, trying to track this attacker as he bounced from one to another, using each as a firing platform while destroying it. He then abruptly dropped, as railgun slugs and particle beams stabbed into this group, the Coin having been given time to redeploy. May smiled at having gleaned at least this from Tactical, then lost her humour when the tsunami defences shuddered with a missile explosion over to her left. She backed out of her slot and looked down that way. Rubble and bodies. A wrecked particle cannon teetering on the back edge, then tumbling down. Reality had arrived.

Back at her slit, she checked Tactical yet again, going a bit deeper this time. Range shots – hit prador taking to the air. Check your targets as a friendly was up there – Arach, almost certainly. She auglinked to her weapon and brought up crosshairs in her vision, remembering the other bits she’d already learned through the tactical feeds. The laser would have little effect directly on armour at this range. She targeted a rising prador, aiming for its visor, and fired. The weapon hummed, and she saw a flicker of the beam reflected from smoke, but no particular effect. She simply wouldn’t know if she’d blinded the thing. She kept shooting, enabling autolock on the creatures’ visors, eyestalks, the noses of missiles in their flutes, as well as the throats of Gatling barrels and particle cannons. It took over twenty shots before she saw any results – here a stalked eye wilting and smoking, there a particle cannon blowing the side out of the claw in which it had been installed. But she didn’t know whether those were from her shots, someone else’s, or a combination of all.

A comlink blinked for attention. She opened it.

‘Having fun are we?’ Arach enquired.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied honestly. ‘But certainly not as much as you are.’

‘This is not the same, you know,’ he said.

‘The same as what?’

‘The war. Their armour is rubbish, and they’ve got no drones or ground war machines. Low-tech prador.’

‘Oh, that’s a relief.’ May’s reply dripped sarcasm.

‘We’re pulling back now,’ Arach added.

Tactical showed this too. The prador were clambering over the wreckage of their dead along the shore, scrabbling through fires, shattered armour and a slick of green gore. A labyrinthine map showed the troops heading back from the front trench along cross-cut trenches, to the next one behind. Railguns and particle beam weapons also began rolling back on their treads, while portable shield generators had fired up. The overview dried her mouth. The chaos she could see ahead of her was just one fraction of the total, since this front extended along five kilometres of coast. The firing paused, with the retreat allowing the prador to surge forwards. They reached the first trench and began firing down into it – in frustration, it seemed, because they found no one there. They then surged on, and that’s when the mines blew.

‘Blousy big explosions means the energy isn’t being directed where it should be,’ someone had once said. May was pretty sure she’d heard it in a virtuality, so it didn’t necessarily have any veracity. And yet this seemed to be the case now.

The flashes didn’t hurl out masses of flame and smoke, but they sounded vicious, intense and hard. She saw flowers of metal opening on prador armour, sprays of ichor and gobbets of flesh coming out of them, limbs flying off, visors smashing open, and weapons systems exploding or burning out. The creatures began dropping between the first trench and the second, but still others continued on, clambering over them. This slowed them at least, giving the soldiers time to get in position and open fire. And so it went on. May kept up her firing as a further retreat brought surviving soldiers back to the third trench, then the fourth.

‘How are we doing?’ she asked, discarding an energy canister and slotting another into place.

‘You have Tactical,’ said Arach, from somewhere down below. She used her aug to triangulate and found him covering a retreat along one of the cross-trenches, firing short bursts and stepping back on each one. Between the actual sea and the soldiers was a sea of prador. They were using new tactics now. They weren’t launching into the sky to become targets but rising up in waves, standing on each other’s backs three deep, so the top ones could concentrate fire down into the trenches.

May grimaced and, now she was simply firing on automatic, was able to properly access the data available to her. She knew the prador she could see were also climbing up on the corpses and shattered remains of their fellows before them, so surely it was coming to an end for them? Yet Tactical showed her otherwise. Across the five-kilometre stretch of coast, prador casualties were estimated at twenty-five thousand; those advancing over the dead were estimated at fifty thousand. Not even one tenth of the prador force had come ashore so far.

‘We’ll run out of ammo!’ she exclaimed.

‘I already have,’ Arach replied, and she watched him heading back to the tsunami defences. She next searched out Crane, and saw him standing on top of a pillbox; from the narrow windows of this protruded the long barrels of old-style slug throwers. His weapon and its power pack lay beside him, while he had his hands on his hips as he watched the approaching horde. He turned, and May knew, with utter certainty, that he was looking directly at her. Facing forward again, he took off his hat and dropped it down on the weapon. He then removed his coat, his trousers and his boots. May couldn’t help but notice the big Golem had proportional brassy genitalia, until he shrugged and they disappeared up inside him.

Naked and gleaming, he stepped off the pillbox, landed already running, and accelerated towards the prador. He soon kicked up a spray of water and clods of earth as his legs blurred, and he leaned forwards at forty-five degrees. He shot over the remaining empty trench, then over the one still occupied, slamming into the prador. It was like a bullet hitting a mass of coins. Creatures and torn-off limbs tumbled through the air. As the impact slowed, she saw a brassy fist come straight out the top of a carapace. She could still track his course by the destruction he wrought. At one point he stood on the upper armour of a creature, firing one of their Gatling cannons. Then he disappeared as a particle beam scored across where he’d been. On another occasion he appeared with a torn-off claw, its tip open and a particle beam lancing out, but only once.

‘They’ll kill him,’ said May.

‘I seriously doubt that,’ said Arach. ‘He has his own agenda here.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘You think he told me?’ Arach enquired.

The spider drone hadn’t returned all the way to the tsunami defences, but paused at the pillbox to pick up Crane’s things. Having retrieved them, and holding them in place with one leg folded back over his thorax, he headed back towards the defences. Even as he came, she received warnings in Tactical, and permission to start using the clips of mini-missiles. She fired one, seeing it smack straight between a prador’s mandibles. The blast ripped one of them off, and a hole jetted burning fluid. But the thing carried on, hosing its Gatling cannon across the trench ahead. Meanwhile, behind this host, the sea mounded up, water flowing away from another massive wave of prador.

‘Surge coming,’ said Arach over com.

May’s visor darkened on the multiple flares of missiles and blasts against hardfields. Even with all that it wasn’t difficult to find targets. With a mountain of prador approaching, all she needed to do was point in that general direction and pull the trigger. She chose instead to make every shot count.

She expected the soldiers in the remaining trench to retreat now, but instead they scrambled over the trench lip and ran at the prador, weapons blazing. The two forces collided, armour and body parts rising along the line like spill from a harvester. The prador line juddered all along its length as the thousands of armoured Draft Line soldiers did their work, but the penetration wasn’t so deep. She then saw soldiers abandoning used-up weapons, and hurling themselves on the prador, fighting until the last, at which point explosives detonated in their armour. None of them was coming back.

‘Suicide,’ May muttered, as she emptied one clip of missiles and loaded another, not realizing she’d made the comment over com.

‘They’re fanatical, but also under the Gilliad’s control,’ Arach replied. ‘It’s not something the Polity would consider morally acceptable . . . publicly anyway.’

The noise was so intense now she knew she could only hear his comments because they were in her mind. The tsunami defence was shaking. Two more missiles hit below, to her right, and blew out smoking boulders of foamstone, which shifted the whole edifice underneath her. She ignored this and kept on firing.

‘Pull back,’ Tactical informed her.

What?

Surely the tsunami defence was the line the prador couldn’t be allowed to cross? Another explosion lit up everything behind her. She looked back to see the hot blast rising into the sky on a familiar stalk. She came out of her slot, while soldiers ran past her loaded with equipment, and the block beneath her tilted. Stepping back, doing her part, she snatched up the pack half-full of ammo clips and threw the energy canisters inside. As she was heading to the ladder, she paused by the maser. The thing was still firing in short bursts, the air ahead of it hazing as its barrel tracked left to right, but the crew were gone. She ran for the ladder as another blast shook the tsunami defence. The surface below opened a maze of cracks, pitched, and began sliding to her right. Chunks of foamstone came up and others disappeared. The thing continued slewing and rumbling, listing so steeply she went down on her side. Even as it was happening she couldn’t quite believe it. She wouldn’t reach the ladder in time. The whole structure was collapsing, taking her along with it.

Straeger

With huge effort of will, Straeger snapped out of his fugue. Blite and the agent were secured against pillars. The two prador were secured too, as were Matheson and the Brices, and all his robots were back aboard. It was time to move on. With a thought, he closed up the ramp that was still open onto the surface of the asteroid, engaged grav, then, with a blast of thrusters, peeled away from the surface and out into the glare of sunlight. Some months hence the asteroid would crash into the sun and burn away, and that would mark the end of one chapter. The fact he couldn’t penetrate Blite’s gem marked the end of another, albeit a brief, one. But this did not leave him out of options, nor did it mean more prosaic goals could not be achieved. And with that thought his gaze, and then the full power of his sensorium, fell upon the agent.

The man’s legs were shredded, and he’d lost a hand. He was sixty per cent vitrified – dead in terms of humanity only a few centuries ago. Straeger had dropped his temperature to preserve the other forty per cent and locked him in the capture beam which was running the same U-space micro-disruptions currently in place around the bounty hunters. He felt sure the man was presently incapable of jumping anywhere, but wasn’t relying on that feeling. Injecting nano-threads from the pillar Cormac was secured against, Straeger linked to the man’s nanosuite, and into his gridlink, taking an overview of his state, then peering into detail. The nanosuite was definitely non-standard – mutated by usage far out of its normal functions, and with weirdly open-ended algorithms running. Straeger began making repairs. Not so much because he wanted the man alive and functional, but more as a way of restoring order here, in the physical world, as an antidote to the chaos in his mind. Though he also had to admit his entangled anger wanted a victim, despite it ebbing and flowing now, and a corpse would not do.

He opened up the envirosuit, and cell and bone welded the legs back together. He observed that the nanosuite had an axolotl fix, which had gone to work at the hand’s point of severance before it shut down, so he left that alone. He injected tubes, fed in fluid, then the nutrients to kick-start cells which were so thoroughly depleted of chemical energy they’d simply have died left to their own devices. He brought the man steadily to a pre-life state, but paused there. Did he want to go any further? Entanglement anger said yes; cold logic said no. This was like powering up an automatic weapon whose programming one didn’t know. The man was dangerous – demonstrably more so than Matheson and the Brices. Then, simply acceding to impulse, he fired up the man’s nanosuite and it began to de-vitrify his cells. It would take a few hours.

Now, still searching for physical occupations to quieten the mental chaos within, Straeger turned his attention to Blite, who was hanging in grabs extended from another pillar. The man was unconscious and required no repairs. He’d been boosted, and to the current Polity state of the art, without pushing him beyond some arbitrary limit that defined humanity. This accounted for his having managed to damage Will Brice so severely, when they’d fought, back on the asteroid. It was odd that Blite was prepared to do this to himself, and yet still avoided having a permanent aug installed on his skull. Further inspection revealed little of note, until Straeger picked up something in his thigh bone. The cylinder was coated with a chameleon meta-material that would conceal it from most casual scanning. Straeger penetrated this, then ramped up active scanning, fearing he’d discovered a get-out clause for the man – an explosive implanted there to set him off on his time loops. But the scans revealed organic matter Straeger recognized at once, then a nano-datachip. Straeger pinged it and received an immediate return. The thing was just a product identifier of the kind often used in the Polity, but this one was running prador code. He loaded its data, translating it even as he did so.

The little cylinder contained a chunk of the Spatterjay virus held in stasis. It wasn’t the standard form, actually from the planet Spatterjay, but one the prador had been playing around with for some time. Its action was a lot faster, for the optimization of an organism. It could toughen up a human to the phenomenal strength of the infected Old Captains of that world in a matter of months. But more importantly, it would quickly act to maintain life. However, because it was so fast, there was also a danger of the host turning into something monstrous, so it had high suppression of divergent genomes – meaning the genomes it would use, if necessary, would be close to that of the host. Straeger could see Blite’s thinking on this. He’d made himself tougher and more able to survive in the short term. But the fact that he had not resorted to the virus, despite how indestructible it would make him, indicated he didn’t like what it might turn him into.

Then, almost like one of those time flashes going off in his mind, a surge of something akin to an epiphany rolled through Straeger’s being. He swung his attention away from Blite, to Matheson and the Brices. The virus he’d put in them, coming as it did from the p-prador he’d recovered, had been subject to the same temporal evaporation as their armour. This had resulted in it mutating, removing many blocks that’d been in place when the virus had been in the p-prador. And this had allowed base picotech to re-establish the Jain genome. It had, though, been retarded in Matheson’s case, by the Penny Royal tech he’d absorbed when they attacked Crane on the black AI’s abandoned planetoid. However, despite these changes, one thing had become clear: the virus in Blite’s hip looked terrifyingly like the one in the Brices, and therefore the one in the p-prador.

Epiphany and terror combined and grew in him, as he now swung his attention to the other prisoners. The prador first-child and the second-child engineer were locked in a framework, weapons and tools stripped away, and their body temperatures down to a point just above death. He hadn’t known why he snatched them, beyond his instinct for grabbing whatever might be useful tools. But now it seemed their purpose was being revealed.

He had two prador, one on the point of turning into an adult, and he had access to a version of the Spatterjay virus which he was now utterly certain was the ancestor of the one in the p-prador. He knew that the prador enclave these two came from, which had set up the installation on the asteroid, was on the edge of collapse, under the control of an adult deep into senility. And on top of all that, he was aware only one female prador remained alive there. As it was, the enclave showed no sign it could produce the p-prador of the future, yet here were the components to bring that about. He hated this too, because it seemed to be the inexorable working of fate, or predestination – in which, as a sensible AI, he had no belief. And yet . . . he was caught in a paradox.

If he didn’t intervene, it seemed likely the future he’d seen wouldn’t come to be, so then there would be no time travel technology for him to grab. Yet if he did intervene, would that then lead to precisely the opposite outcome to the one he wanted, as it had done with his intervention before, with the agent? Again he was in one of those recursive loops, in which it seemed he could give action or inaction no probability of going where he wanted. After being stuck for some minutes with the wheels of his mind turning, he decided on action, feeling a flicker of dark madness when he couldn’t trace this decision to rational calculation.

He would create that future of the p-prador; he wanted to create that future.

Straeger hesitated. Though he could set the preconditions for the p-prador, the far-future humans like the time-traveller Meander Draft 64XB were still low probability at Yossander’s Hold. Now, feeling ebullient because he’d pushed aside indecision, he turned to a series of information packages queued up in his mind, and which he had been ignoring since arriving on the asteroid.

His agent on Yossander’s Hold had been as busy and meticulous as ever. Straeger observed the recordings of events which had occurred down on the surface leading up to Cormac U-jumping to the asteroid with Blite. He tracked on through the arrival of the prador clear-up force, which the people there were fighting even now. He then focused on the contextual information in the package, and the data he’d collected on his previous visit to the world, now relating it all to his new goal. He had enough information on the far-future humans – the far-future Draft Line – to know they were a combination of bio- and hard tech resembling haimen. And because of predictions made in the texts, those revered testimonies about the future which Meander had initially supplied to the Gilliad, this was why the present people there were showing such interest in the haiman Iris. However, they’d also just learned that the texts were inaccurate, so might turn away from that course. He could not allow that to happen . . .

And so he realized that, yes, this was it: this was his new path! He would push developments at both ends to bring about the desired future earlier than expected. That was his route to time travel technology – either snatching it from glimpses of the future, or actually being present when it was created. He returned to the moment with enthusiasm, seeing what needed to be done.

It was evident to him that the organic suits the Draft Line wore were a hindrance to them adopting harder haiman technology in their bodies, so that needed to be dealt with. By extension, their whole societal structure didn’t work towards the end required, since it was run by organic computing – in fact, what could be described as an organic AI, in the form of the Gilliad. Now running the texts through his mind, Straeger saw useful buttons to be pushed. Such as, for example, the fact that after the vague detailing in the texts of the present events, the Gilliad wasn’t mentioned at all. And other things needed to be set in motion, to tie small threads together linked into the main one which led to the future he required. It was time to talk.

Straeger spat an information package covering his requirements through U-space. A long pause ensued, then a virtuality link snapped back. Straeger opened it and, with one portion of his mind, rolled out over the ocean of the world now receding behind him, near a shore of the continent where the main battle was taking place. He observed the prador massing under the sea. And, taking in the tactical data on both sides, he could perceive how this would play out.

‘You will need to work fast,’ he said.

The agent blinked into being beside him, gave him a ‘do you think I’m stupid’ look, then said, ‘The alterations you suggest will necessarily have to be a product of conflict. Without that to drive them, the situation will just slide back to something akin to what it was before.’

‘The Gilliad,’ said Straeger.

‘Obviously a hindrance to your goal and, of course, the source of the required conflict. It will require some subtlety, and Meander Draft 64XB will be useful.’

‘It irritates me that you didn’t see that sooner concerning her. I would perhaps have taken a different course,’ Straeger observed.

‘Her concealed functions and programming are sub-nano. Easy enough for a mere human to miss, but perhaps a big shot Mobius AI should have spotted them.’

Straeger stepped down on a surge of rage. The agent knew how to get under his metaphorical skin.

‘I leave things there in your capable hands, then,’ he said.

‘We’re not finished yet,’ the agent told him.

‘Really?’

‘What you want of me now is not part of our original deal.’

‘What do you want in return?’

Another information package arrived in his mind. Below, a row of gun barges out at sea opened up on the massing prador. The enemy response was fast, sending missiles skating along the surface into the barges, blowing them to pieces. Straeger noted there was no one aboard those barges, and their attack had merely been instituted because this was what the prador expected. Then he studied the package.

As ever the agent wanted information. Straeger had already supplied currency in the form of a black ops ECS account, so more wealth in that form was irrelevant. Information was the real currency. He collected together everything he could of what was required, but only sent a portion of it, as a taster.

‘You’ll receive the rest when you’re done,’ Straeger said.

‘Agreed,’ the agent replied, and snapped out of the virtuality, which collapsed behind.

Back in his ship, Straeger mulled over the exchange. He had essentially lied. The agent wanted U-twist technology, and although Straeger had one in his ship, and had a growing understanding of it, it wasn’t something he was capable of creating. Nor did he have vital knowledge of how to create one, as he had implied he did. The alien Atheter he had bought it from hadn’t given him the full instruction manual. In fact, it had been amused when he requested the same.

‘You have so much to discover,’ it had said.

Feeling the parts of his mind grinding against each other, Straeger turned the Claw away from the falling asteroid. Then, firing up the fusion drive, he headed out.

Captain Blite

Blite came out of it slowly, his mind hazy. He was upright, hanging suspended in his suit, and aware that his feet weren’t on a surface. He tried to move and, when he found he couldn’t, looked down. Pincer grabs were closed around his body, legs and arms. Peering behind as much as he could, he saw a curved surface – a pillar of some kind. It wasn’t uncomfortable, as the suit had adjusted to accommodate this, but it was apparent he was now aboard Straeger’s ship. His next awareness was of an empty feeling, and though he couldn’t see his wrist, he knew the bangle had been removed.

‘Hey, Straeger!’ he called. ‘Thanks for getting us out of there.’ The AI, wherever it was aboard, would hear him. He didn’t think it would do him much good to engage with the psychopath. An AI like this would do precisely what it wanted, and on its own schedule. But maybe he could glean some nugget of information to keep himself alive. He took a breath, forced further alertness, knowing that whatever knockout potion Straeger had used, his nanosuite would be swiftly clearing it from his system.

He surveyed the interior of the vessel; one point of seemingly glaring darkness drew his attention to a field-containment box – the diamond was in there, he knew. He wasn’t sure whether to feel glad about that, though, as he checked out the rest of his surroundings. He spotted the robots he’d seen on the asteroid installed in surrounding hardware. There were other pillars like the one holding him, loaded with tools indented into their surfaces, running on rails top and bottom, which in turn could be shifted to different positions in the interior over nets of structural beams. An area of floor lay between, dished and scarred before a circular dais. Two of the pillars had shifted close together, extending heavy claws to grip the disc of stone, holding it upright to his perspective, with Matheson and the Brices on its face, hooked round like three commas. The thing looked like a presentation in a museum, or perhaps the coat-of-arms of some alien race. Obviously the tough glue couldn’t be relied on to hold them, so three projector heads in front of them individually pinned each with a design of vortex beam, which incorporated hardfield tech, almost like sculptures lit up by lights.

Amid the stuff around him, he could see tanks of fluid, small factory complexes filled with the movement of manipulators, and the gleam and shimmer of energies, fusion reactors clinging like neurons. One area he supposed must be hull, judging by the hardfield generators scattered across the surface, as well as a glimpse of a weapons carousel. Up to his right hung the two prador Straeger had captured, clamped and secured in frameworks, disarmed and inert. Over to his left two of the projector heads that had pinned the bounty hunters also ran a vortex beam between them, and hanging suspended in that was the agent, tubed and wired to a pillar behind him. The interior of the ship, packed with machinery, field technology and the shifting slithering of mechanized life, reminded him uncomfortably of the inside of the insane war factory, Room 101.

Straeger gave him no reply when it finally appeared, rolling through, occasionally snaring up errant subminds and melding them back into itself. Another shift darkened the place for a second, until the light ramped up again. Blite couldn’t see its source. He felt a lurch and realized the ship was on the move. A second after that, and without him ordering it, his visor slid down into his suit’s neck ring, while his helmet collapsed back down behind.

‘Your deaths create temporal flashes that have enabled me to glimpse the timescape of the future, but now I am in a quandary,’ Straeger announced, rolling up and taking position on the dais.

‘No idea what you’re fucking talking about,’ Blite replied. Though he now remembered what the AI had said to him on the asteroid – how he was supposed to have died on the planet.

Something swung around from the pillar behind – a thing like a curved tubeworm, with wriggling manipulators at the end nearest him. He tried to pull away as it crawled across his shoulder, then down his chest. There it opened a storage pouch and pulled something out, before rising up beside his head. It seemed the Gilliad hadn’t taken away his induction aug, but merely removed it from his head and stuck it in this pouch. It irritated him immensely that he hadn’t known this. The manipulator stuck the thing on the side of his head and slithered from sight. He connected to it but, instead of what he expected, felt intense pain, as if something was drilling through his skull; he locked down on a yell. As the pain faded, imagery fell into his mind and now he did yell. It was like looking bare-brained into U-space, with his mind tearing itself apart trying to interpret something beyond its conception. He received some translation – just a flash of perceiving surfaces that were in some way the past and the future along one axis, and probably alternative pasts and futures along another, as well as nodes that were event structures generating new surfaces. But as he tried to glean something from this, it folded into more dimensions than a linear-evolved mind could encompass.

‘Fuck you. Fuck you,’ he spat, trying to push images away as synaesthesia rolled through him, mixing up his senses. The horrifying discomfort threatened never to end, and then the images blinked out.

Blite gave one more ‘Fuck you’, then opened his eyes again.

Focusing on the AI, he accepted what he already knew: the thing definitely hadn’t come to rescue him. It wasn’t just the fact it had him locked up like this, but the pain it had caused dropping that imagery into his skull. An AI of Straeger’s level, which was akin to a Polity forensic AI, could switch off a human nervous system with ease. Straeger either had a careless disregard for human suffering or, as seemed increasingly likely, enjoyed it.

‘I am in a quandary,’ Straeger prompted.

‘And why is that?’ Blite asked tightly.

‘Every time I organized your deaths in the past, the flash enabled me to see more and more of probable futures and what—’

‘You what?’ Blite exclaimed. ‘You organized my deaths?’

‘The agent and his allies were my target in the beginning, but through him I saw you. It’s not unfeasible I went after him because he would lead me to you, though I didn’t know it at the time.’

Blite blinked at that. It made no sense, and yet somehow in the afterimages of what the AI had shown him, it did. He stuck to his point, however, ‘You organized my deaths?’

‘It was obvious the gem was protecting you when it first rolled back time during your interrogation by the ECS. Material power is attainable, but governed by temporal reality. Yes, I organized your deaths, though not the ones already in place on the original temporal map. The p-prador one was clearly visible.’

Blite’s head was aching, but he knew he had to stay on top of this. He forced sluggish thoughts, gaining a little clarity, and then a question.

‘And the snatch ship AI, Marble?’ Blite remembered the thing grabbing him, the multiple ensuing deaths before Straeger’s intervention enabled his escape.

Straeger rippled oddly, dark lines of division appearing in its crinoid body like cracks in a crystal globe. The niggling in Blite’s skull from his aug told him this was a sign of agitation.

‘That was . . . unforeseen,’ said Straeger.

‘I thought you could see the future.’

‘Probabilities change and the flap of a butterfly’s wings can summon the hurricane. It is difficult to see the whole stage when one is an actor upon it. Foreknowledge of the future can change the future in unsubtle ways . . . I am in a quandary.’

‘Which at some point you’re going to tell me about?’

‘I need to see more, and for that it is necessary for you to die . . . more.’

Blite’s mouth went dry and his guts tensed up. Hundreds of horrifying scenarios opened in his mind, and he wasn’t entirely sure they were his own imagining, instead they might be washing over from the AI through his aug.

‘But if I kill you here, you will slip from my grasp. It’s also not unfeasible that by acting directly against you, I will be putting myself at high risk.’ Straeger paused for a long spell, then continued, ‘The situation with Marble illustrates this, even though I was an actor within it.’

‘Then don’t do it,’ said Blite, feeling hollow.

‘That is a consideration. This scenario was unforeseen, as was the intervention of the agent, until recently. I know the power lies in the future, and I must play the long game to acquire it. Yet still I am the actor on the stage. I cannot see my role in ensuring that future remains on track. Or must I simply withdraw, knowing new iterations of the loop will come around, and new versions of myself will take a different course?’

Blite just stared, the hollow in him expanding, and falling into it a dreadful recognition of Straeger. He didn’t grasp it at first, as the AI seemed so in love with its own voice. But now he recognized something in its manner: the logical disconnects, the assumptions of knowledge, the rambling side roads in his attention. And much more than these was a sense of something he was picking up through his aug. He remembered a feeling like that a long time ago, aboard his trade ship – how it had infected the crew and made them crazy. It was the spill from the powerful mind. A spill from a mind teetering on the edge of bat-shit crazy, or maybe even already over that edge.

Blite recognized an AI taking the same road as Penny Royal, an AI going insane.

Meander

‘Up here,’ said the Preece, gesturing along a pipe that looked like the inside of a hollow root, as he led the way to the Gilliad – the organic AI that ruled this world. In the pipe the floor continued to shake, vibrate and jerk. The constant thunderstorm rumbling had changed in tone now as the battle out there proceeded. Meander kept abreast of events with the newly revealed EMR receptors she had, which had enabled her to take the memory package from Cormac. The effort of resolving the unfamiliar formats for useful information had triggered sweat to break out on her brow, though. She hated this, having the certainty of possessing abilities vastly greater than she could utilize now, and wanted to initiate the changes that would bring her back . . . to how she’d been?

The question hovered in her mind. The memory package had given her the capability to go up against the Gilliad and shut down the USER, so Cormac could jump through U-space and do what he did to redirect the asteroid. The thing had also provided the keys for her to unlock radical physical and mental change in herself. But it gave her nothing back in the way of actual memories of her past. New knowledge did reside in her skull of this present time and its technologies, and some beyond that, but it was without context of her having learned it. Perhaps memories would clarify once she managed to achieve the physical and mental change she now had access to. It could be the case that her present primitive form wasn’t capable of elucidating them. She was also aware that the things her future self must have been dealing with before travelling back here – the recursive loops, paradoxes and intricacies of time travel – were difficult for the human brain to encompass, it being a linearly evolved organ. It was obvious she’d made mistakes on arriving in this time and place, which had her wincing with embarrassment. Yet she also had some intimation they were mistakes the previous version of her had predicted she’d make in her present form, and were in fact a necessary component of her actions in this time.

Soldiers of the Draft Line came past her and the Preece, doubtless heading off to join the fighting, though three moved in around them on alert, closing up their head coverings. It all seemed a bit excessive to Meander. If she needed protecting back here from the enemy then the battle was all over. She tracked out, following the other soldiers, sliding into the tactical data out there, gleaning real-time statistics and imagery with what seemed to be an organic aug activated in her skull. The slaughter was horrifying and she abruptly halted, questioning her decision to come and see the Gilliad when people she felt more connection to were in danger. And that wasn’t just the crew from Blite’s ship, but her ancestors here: the Draft Line soldiers heading out to battle.

‘Some problem?’ the Preece asked.

She waved a hand in irritation and started walking again. Iris had been right. She replayed their conversation in her mind:

‘You don’t know what remains locked down in your mind, and what will unlock it,’ the haiman woman had said. ‘As I understand it, the agent had a memory package implanted in his mind when he travelled to the future, and the release of this, transmitting it to you, was triggered simply by your presence.’ Iris had had her back to Meander in Medical, and seeing the carapace there was always a reminder that the woman was partially AI and a lot smarter than her.

‘Perhaps if I make the physical transformation, that will unlock it?’ Meander had suggested, while mentally toying with the keys to a new state of being, which loomed large at the periphery of her perception.

Iris had turned to gaze at her, but judging by the metallic movement in her eyes some larger portion of her extended mind had been elsewhere.

‘From what I have learned about you, I very much doubt that. But there’s also another factor here. You believe you’ve been shaped to a purpose by the earlier version of yourself, so why have you not automatically made that transformation already?’

‘I don’t understand,’ she’d said, wondering why, just for a second there, she’d felt a sense of panic from Iris.

‘I would suggest it’s an option you’ll take when the circumstances require it. I would also suggest it is a dangerous option, to be held off until we can properly assess it. Yes, it may release memories, though again I must reiterate I don’t think so. And there are other things to try first.’

‘Like what?’

‘The Gilliad, or rather the nodal portion of her, is in her tower in the city. You should go to her and elucidate the texts with her, talk to her.’

‘What good would that do?’

‘If there’s a driver, predicted by your other self, to you unlocking anything in your mind, it obviously isn’t here with us.’ Iris had waved a hand at their surroundings. She’d then winced and admitted, ‘It’s also true that having a physical presence with the ruler here – an ambassador, if you will – could be useful to us. Even considering the depth of communication we now have with the Gilliad, a reminder that we are actually people would be helpful.’

It had seemed a bit specious to Meander, and perhaps make-work for someone who’d become a bit of a loose end. Or perhaps Iris and Carlstone saw her as a complication or possible danger and better out of the way. However, she couldn’t deny that exposing herself to new situations might free up something in her skull.

‘I’ll go,’ she’d decided. Remaining aboard the Coin as a spectator had become tedious anyway.

Iris had nodded and smiled. Her expression had been ever so slightly smug and a little bit off, which was something Meander had been noticing more often now. Haiman feelings of superiority? She didn’t know and had turned away to set off, more concerned about what was going on in her own skull than in others.

‘Here,’ said the Preece now, gesturing to a sphincter door over to the right.

Meander, still preoccupied, turned towards the opening and stepped through, then abruptly came to a halt. They’d diverted her into what seemed to be a cell – where was the Gilliad? She heard the gristly sphincter door hissing closed behind them, and the soldiers who’d joined the Preece now took on a sinister connotation. The single chair here was made of dead wood; the walls were ceramal. The scene hit her hard, reminding her of her time with ruthless criminals, the Mortons, and in particular Colson Morton. She turned with a surge of fear, realizing the fact that she’d been directed here indicated the Gilliad was still hostile to her. Higher function suddenly became imperative, or perhaps an excuse had been provided.

Meander immediately inserted and turned the keys in her mind.

Her heart rate ramped up to three hundred beats a minute. Her arteries and veins, already rugged and well layered, took the load. But the pressure also opened out capillaries into fats and material stores which had been growing throughout her body since Blite rescued her from the Mortons. Her nanosuite, which on a brief inspection would have revealed itself as no more complex than those in Blite and his crew, dropped partitions to increase its processing space by an order of magnitude, accessing new knowledge and routines, then began building a larger complement of tools. These tools immediately started linking up in her mind, and there they opened up another small portion of the memory download. Returned knowledge, which before had just been like something learned by repetition, easily recited but without understanding, now established properly in her consciousness. Although this confirmed she had knowledge to gain, it still told her nothing of her past.

‘Why have you brought me here?’ she asked.

Her temperature began to climb as her internal activity became frenetic. Organelles, whipped up out of those material stores, avalanched through her blood and into intercellular space. They deposited their loads on nerve sheaths and neurons, building up arrays of chemical and radiation sensors, where, in the quantum realm, they were almost indistinguishable. New firings ensued, and she gained further knowledge, about the milieu she existed in now. She also began to see inside her body, to its multiple functions, but still got nothing about her past.

‘We cannot allow you through,’ said this Preece. She studied his face, twisted by effort, and knew he was confronting the horrible knowledge that he lacked free will. Judging by the way the lamprey on his neck kept shifting and quivering, he was fighting the thing. His loyalty was still there – inculcated as it had been from birth – but he was struggling to ask questions in the way he’d been able to before. Since the questions were those the Gilliad no longer wanted to answer, she’d turned dictatorial and her responses were now merely, ‘Because I say so.’

Meander next turned her external attention to the three guards. Maybe she could have made some headway with this Preece, because the other organism he wore wasn’t as integrated as the suits on these grunts of the Draft Line. At its initiation, this project of producing soldiers of the Draft Line had to account for chains of command, with the necessity of having links higher up in that chain able to think independently. Gradually extending her power over the decades, the Gilliad must have been steadily degrading that independence as she rose to total authority. The fault probably lay in the feedback mechanism of their set-up. Being a consensus intelligence, linking back to her people, the Gilliad’s thoughts influenced them then came back to her as reinforcement. Meander could see how the result of this was confirmation bias, and the Gilliad becoming increasingly certain she was right. This feedback was why she’d made the mistake about Blite being their saviour. It made sense, yet Meander understood she was still missing something. Why had the Gilliad turned hostile to her now?

The three guards were closed up in their suits: human cores inside an organism that was an amalgam of their DNA and that of reptiles and insects. Suit and human bled into each other, with blood and lymph systems joined, flesh melding about the hands and feet, as well as around other joints and up the spine, and nervous systems plugged together. She couldn’t say which term best described the relationship – mutualistic or parasitic. Their armour organism protected them, gave them huge strength and durability, and allowed them to move inhumanly fast – or at least in terms of conventional humanity. However, with the Gilliad’s organics dropped in there at the interface, she could control both them and their armour, or likely either independently. Perhaps it had been mutualistic before but now, in being of detriment to the host, it had become parasitic.

Meander winced a brief smile. Her assessment of the Preece and the three soldiers had taken fractions of a second. Her mind was ramping up its speed and power, just as her body was quickly enhancing. With a huge internal effort, she suppressed things, brought her blood pressure down and slowed the work of the nanosuite on her body entire, only allowing the mental enhancements. She needed that clarity.

‘I am no threat to her,’ she said, though knowing this statement was becoming less true by the second.

The Preece’s discomfort obviously increased, while the three guards twitched and shifted, one of them stamping a foot in agitation. Mental clarity increasing, Meander focused on their weapons, and on the pulse gun the Preece had taken away from her. Stupid. At the time she handed it over she’d thought herself just bowing to convention, but now understood it’d been part of the Gilliad’s preparation. All of them had pulse weapons too; one also had a laser carbine strapped across his back. She presumed the Gilliad didn’t want her dead, at least not yet, and electrostatic pulse shots would be used merely to stun her if necessary. Internally, looking upon the changes being wrought in her body, she made preparations for this, quickly growing high-conduction carbon fibres throughout and pulling contact surfaces through to the palms of her hands. Almost as if casually inspecting her surroundings, she walked over to the nearest ceramal wall.

When she turned back, the Preece had his hands up before his chest knotted like someone with arthritis, head bowed, back hunched and twisted to one side. It was as if something was trying to screw him into a ball. Around his neck the lamprey was thrashing now; it had moved to attach in a different position, further back. Blood ran from where it had previously been fixed to his skull. Had he tried to pull it off, or had it repositioned for more control? She couldn’t tell but realized, by his reaction, that this must be getting more serious than her simply being detained here. She immediately understood her survival might be a factor and took the brakes off those processes she’d just slowed.

Her heart rate and blood pressure shot up again. Materials queued up ready for redistribution rapidly dumped into her blood, lymph and intracellular spaces. Muscle fibres grew like whips cracking and began to refine down. Nerve density and reception ramped up so that, within a second, her eyes were receiving a wider swathe of the EM spectrum. Bone density increased, and a thousand other processes kicked into motion. She didn’t know whether they noticed it, but she could certainly hear the humming, almost transformer sound her body had begun to make. Meanwhile her temperature had climbed near to the boiling point of water, and she knew her skin was starting to emit a glow that would be detectable. There were limits to this – she’d definitely need more materials and energy sources to continue the process. But at least she was approaching a capability beyond that of the four here.

With a horrible crunching sound, the Preece unknotted and came upright. His eyes were bloodshot now and his expression had lost the characteristics of the man. He looked like someone who’d had an embolism, or the fast onset of some ancient mental malady – in a sense, perhaps he had.

‘Do you think I don’t know?’ he asked, but it wasn’t him asking.

Meander felt a deep repulsion – the Gilliad had obviously tired of him battling her and taken full control. She wondered how many of those fighting out there wore a similar expression now, and just how many the Gilliad could control directly all at once. She wanted to act, but knew she wasn’t quite ready. The strategic element of her thinking had opened out to her, and she understood that to act she needed more strength. She stepped away from the wall, glancing at her hand as the blue spots of contact points faded from the palm. It had been her intention to take whatever stun shots they threw at her and earth them into the wall. Now a new strategy seemed better. The new muscle fibres were akin to Polity electromuscle and she could use that. But she needed time, and talk seemed the best way to gain it.

‘Do I think you don’t know what?’ she asked.

‘What you omitted from our near future . . . in the texts,’ the Gilliad replied.

‘I don’t even remember what was in them,’ she said. ‘As I told you when I arrived back here, my mind was erased of memories by torture. In fact I was coming to you to discuss the texts, to see if I could gain more clarity.’

‘And yet, without your full mind, you managed to penetrate me and take away my control over the systems of my world . . .’

‘Good that I did,’ Meander replied, taking a step forwards. ‘If I hadn’t shut down that USER and allowed the agent to leave, most of your population would be gone now, and those prador eliminating the remainder. Your belief it was Blite’s presence here that would save your world was in error, and much of the fault of that lies with me. Though it seems he had his contribution to make.’

‘How did you take control?’ the Gilliad asked.

Meander shrugged and turned slightly sideways. The biggest danger was that laser carbine. She angled herself to the optimum to survive a shot from it if it was used. ‘Apparently I do have the organic equivalent of an aug inside my skull.’ She stopped as if pondering the matter, then continued, ‘I’ve no idea how the agent knew this, but then he seems to be something that’s not quite conventionally human. He sent me programming, and a strategy to do what I did, as well as reasoning for the necessity of it. He’s the one who saved our world.’ She blinked. That wasn’t quite the truth, but no matter.

‘Why did he send it to you?’

‘Remember, even though I come from the future, I am of the Draft Line. This means that what resides in my skull has more affinity with those elements of you which you’ve distributed among our people. Cormac, even with his gridlink, couldn’t have done it so quickly. And Blite was incapable. The only other one who might have had a chance was the haiman woman Iris, had you not put her in what in essence was a Faraday cage.’ Though her focus was mainly on the Preece, Meander could still clearly see the other three. They were shivering, but she could see their hands beginning to reach for weapons.

‘The haiman woman is not so strong,’ said the Gilliad. ‘She tried to hide what was obvious to her from the texts. She thinks she knows what must ensue, but I will prove her wrong. She couldn’t conceal this from me.’

Iris was acting as a liaison between the Gilliad and Carlstone, and it seemed she’d given away critical information in that process. This surprised Meander – from what she understood of haimen, one should have been more than a match for the Gilliad. Apparently she was wrong about that, however, which was worrying.

‘What did I omit from the texts?’ Meander quickly asked. ‘What was it that I supposedly thought you didn’t know?’

The shivering stopped and the soldiers now appeared hesitant, moving as if coming out of a bad dream. They turned to look towards the Preece, who continued speaking the Gilliad’s words. ‘In the texts the world is saved, by Blite, but you were vague about how that happened. Somehow he diverted the asteroid off course. But you were much more detailed about the aftermath: the rise of the Draft Line to prominence, as we switched from a defensive posture into a renaissance. The integration of hard technology into our world, and the death of the purist organic outlook, along with the building up of our response to the prador. However, one thing was notable by its omission.’

‘I imagine I omitted or simply didn’t know a lot. As you’ve pointed out, my knowledge about how Blite supposedly saved you was lacking.’ She paused, just for a second, thinking how else to ramble on, then continued, ‘One would think, with our methods for storing information, all the details of history would be available, but that’s probably not the case. Many things go unrecorded. Or even when recorded they’re lost in oceans of data in the substrates. Data is corrupted and often altered by later perspectives. I am ashamed to say I sent myself back here ignorant of too much.’ Even as she rambled, Meander felt a lurch inside herself at the truths coming out. She hadn’t known enough, and she’d come back here ignorant. On top of that thought another arrived: perhaps deliberately so.

‘You are evading the point!’ the Gilliad snapped.

‘And what would that be?’

‘What is missing from the texts, after the attempted asteroid strike, is me!’

And there it was. With the compass of her mind expanding, Meander incorporated this. But did she understand it all correctly and know how to act, or would her action derail the optimum timeline? She wasn’t sure. But she was certain she was now as ready as she could be to act in the immediate present.

She shrugged. ‘I cannot think why that—’

She stepped fast towards the Preece, the air crackling with the speed of her movement. He and the other three were Draft Line, though, so after a fractional delay reacted quickly too. The Preece reached down to draw his weapon. She ignored that, her hand snaking towards his face, grabbing the lamprey-thing and tearing it away from his skull. Swinging around as he fell away, the whites of his eyes showing, she threw the thing at the furthest soldier, spinning into a reverse kick at the nearest. Pulse shots hit her from the two furthest guards, but instead of stunning her, their electrical discharges routed through her internally, speeding nerve impulses and inducing the function of the electromuscle. Her kick arrived with added impetus, crashing across the front of his head covering, and throwing back an electrical discharge. The man staggered backwards, with his head covering peeling open. She went after him fast, reaching in to grab the thing attached to the side of his skull. It tore away there, and at the other end too, revealing the supposed lamprey had mouths at both ends – one making a connection to the suit.

She spun away, ready to take on the next guard, but he threw himself into a roll beneath her kick at the same time as reaching for the carbine on his back. She danced on, into the third, chopping down on his wrist to send the pulse gun skittering. Then, hating herself for the necessity, she grabbed his arm, shouldered into his chest and turned him. The other had come up into a crouch, carbine shouldered. He fired, but the shot intended for her hit the lower back of the one she’d turned. Holding the injured man ahead of her, she charged towards the shooter, then shoved and released her shield. Dropping into a crouch, she scanned back at the Preece and the first soldier. Both were down, faces devoid of expression and eyes red with blood. She hadn’t been sure, but now she was. A laser shot scored across the wall towards her, picked out by the smoke of its previous target. She’d delayed for data collection a fraction of a second too long. She turned, taking the beam on her right arm. It burned in, cutting through her biceps and into her chest. Had the beam hit her only ten minutes earlier it would have burned through to her heart and punched out of the other side of her body. Now meta-material layers and carbon threads drew off its heat and other energies.

Shutting down the pain, she rolled towards the shooter, her envirosuit flaming as he tracked her. She came up off the floor hard, perfectly leveraged to drive the heel of her hand up into his chest. But he’d also kept the carbine on her. She turned her head; the shot hit the side and burned, even as she drove her hand in, hips twisting just so, and the impact so hard in transmission it ripped the sole off her back shoe. The man flew backwards, chest caved in, and hit the wall with a horrible wet sound. He slid down, carbine falling from his limp hands. Meander stooped down to him, found the seam of his head covering, and drove her fingers in like cleavers. She tore the covering open to reveal a young blond man coughing up blood. She ripped the lamprey free too, dropped it and stamped on it, then picked up the carbine and headed over to the one who’d been shot through the back. Again she tore open his organic suit, revealing a blond who could have been the twin of the other. He was unconscious and, despite the hit to his back, would probably survive, as his suit switched over to its life support mode. Again she removed the connection to the Gilliad, pulling it off and pressing her foot down on it until it popped.

‘How are you alive?’ said the Preece.

He was sitting with his back up against the wall, his weapon held loosely in his lap. She walked over to him but he showed no sign of wanting to turn the thing on her. She stood over him, then inspected herself. There was no pain – it simply wasn’t there. She had no need for that system of damage reporting when the nanosuite and her internal perception were so detailed.

The chest shot had bored a hole through her biceps and incinerated the right side of her chest. Her breast there was gone, and ribs exposed between charred meat. She raised a hand to the side of her head even as the hole in her biceps closed. She didn’t need probing fingers to reveal the damage, since her nanosuite perfectly detailed it as it worked on it. The skin and flesh had been scoured from her skull, starting a few centimetres above where her right ear had been, down to her jawbone. Her right eye was shrivelled up like a raisin in the socket. The extra materials layering into her skull had given her more protection, but her head had already been nigh as durable as a Golem’s before she stepped into this room. Loss of function in her arm was compensated for by electromuscle. And the sensors growing throughout her body made up for the loss of her eye as well as the hearing on that side.

‘The Draft Line . . .’ She paused at her slurring, then pressed her hand into the place of her missing cheek, and continued, ‘The Draft Line changed much over a thousand years.’ She made it a statement of fact, but in reality she didn’t know. She’d declared herself Meander Draft 64XB upon coming back to this time, but now she had no memory of that.

‘You’re glowing,’ he said.

Meander shrugged.

‘Others will be coming for you,’ he noted. He winced and continued, ‘We’re fighting it and, maybe, we Preeces can displace her . . .’

She nodded, stood up, and moved over to the sphincter door, jolting it open with the remaining charge stored in the growing bioelectric cells in her body. She stepped out of the cell. If she turned right that would take her back to the others, but she turned left, towards where the Gilliad was. It seemed, like a boulder rolling down a hill, she’d already been pushed into motion, and there was no going back. She broke into a steady jog.
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Iris

In the medbay aboard the Coin, the data came through via Iris’s now loose connection to the Gilliad, and she allowed herself a sour smile. Meander had the mental keys to transform herself, but she’d also been the key which, now turned, had pushed the Gilliad over the edge. Of course it had taken a little preparation: feeding in data, for the Gilliad to pick up on, about Meander being something potentially superhuman and dangerous. Expressing her puzzlement at Meander wanting to leave the Coin and go to the Gilliad’s main concentration in her tower – the vague hint that maybe this wasn’t a good idea. It had been easy really. The Gilliad might be an organic intelligence in some ways akin to AI, but she was also a child, and now a paranoid child. The transition had been made. The Gilliad had again slipped into being hostile and dictatorial. She was seizing control of the Draft Line, who she now feared would supplant her, and that was showing on the battlefield. What Iris had fed her about Meander wasn’t untrue, though. That woman could be dangerous, especially to Iris, and possessed potential Iris had yet to plumb. It was good she was away from the Coin.

Iris returned her focus to the processing tangling up the larger portion of her mind: a further attempt to elucidate Meander’s ridiculously complex DNA. She was delaying. Her human body was hot and sweating, while her carapace felt oddly like something separate to her, as it struggled to maintain the synergy between her organic brain and crystal mind without the former burning itself out. It was no good. She’d shunted aside and suppressed all extraneous processing to focus on this one task and still she didn’t have the mental watts to sort it all out. The distraction of Meander out there, and the Gilliad’s response, had also pushed her further out of it. With a sigh, she let it spill over into the medbay partition of ship’s processing, and began winding down her own. This was very annoying, especially since she considered the most difficult aspect of her role here to be the pretence of incompetence.

With the chore shunted away, she returned fully to herself, bringing back online conventional thinking to contemplate that pretence. At Penny Transport she’d served in many roles, but never with sufficient enthusiasm to raise her to too high notice. The notice she had was the observation, ‘Isn’t it strange a haiman is an employee here? She must be slumming it.’ Of course Blite, Carlstone, the war drone Absinthe and others had tried to push her up the hierarchy, because surely she could be much more useful. She’d demurred. And kept to herself the fact she could take over Penny Transport in less than an hour, and have it running at a fifteen per cent increase in profitability by the end of a week. But of course she wasn’t there to do that, and her true client wasn’t Blite. It was Straeger. Having herself selected to be among the crew of the Coin hadn’t been difficult. Carlstone and Blite had been eager for her to be a part of it. Passing information on to her client had been easy too, but then things had started to change.

She’d known what the diamond was doing to Blite, since Straeger had provided data about the numerous attempts on his life. She also knew about the vast energies involved, and had a limited perspective on the temporal landscape of the future, having been aware of the time flash when he’d go through multiple deaths on the world of Abalon. But she’d gleaned no detail on it, and it hadn’t been clear what the cause would be, or precisely when it would happen. Straeger had been holding out on her. It’d wanted her there, with Blite, to provide it with information, but didn’t want to provide her with any more than she needed for the chore. She’d expected Blite’s deaths on Abalon to occur when he went up against the Mortons, so had kept out of the way during his search for Meander there. The later prill-prador attack, while they were on that same world, had been an unpleasant surprise to her, and dying an even more unpleasant one.

It took two or three iterations of her death before she perceived it. And this perception had arisen out of her model of the future, created from the information Straeger had provided. It bled out from the interface between her organic self and her technological self. She understood at once then that the organic, linearly evolved human mind had been trying to put it aside, since time loops were something it simply couldn’t parse. Despite her utterly rational mind, and her understanding of what was happening, the horror of it had still been there. She remembered her organic response to it with shame. At the time, Blite had believed her reaction was due to her losing her arm, and of course she’d let him continue believing that. She had it more under control the next time, at the Coin, when that particle beam struck. She hated the helplessness, though – the fact her life depended on how Blite played out each iteration of his death. That’s why she’d stopped it. On recognizing that the man was trying to save the life of his friend Greer, she’d penetrated the soldier Armand’s aug to elicit a response from him. This had given Carlstone, who didn’t quite believe what was happening to Blite, time to react and stun the man.

The following deaths had been within Straeger’s predictions, but at a very low probability, then had expanded into something much larger – an almost explosive time flash. The AI of the Marble had obviously gleaned information, propelling it on the same course as Straeger, and it had decided to test out its hypothesis. For her own purposes this had been unacceptable. Which was why, the moment she’d become aware of the deaths, she’d informed Straeger and it’d come, and the only death then had been Marble’s.

Wealth was no issue for Iris. She’d already become wealthy through her penetration of corporations, technology thefts and destructive takeovers before Straeger approached her to carry out a similar penetration. She’d researched the Mobius AI and discovered it was edging towards the darker side of ECS operations, and beyond. It also provided her with information on some of the things it’d done. What became evident from this was the fact it had access to technology beyond what could be deployed even in ECS black-book operations. So she accepted its commission, and the substantial payments through an ECS black account weren’t to be sniffed at either. She also wondered whether it’d deliberately let the information slip to lure her in. Her whole aim of involving herself in all this was to obtain technological advantages. She wanted what Straeger had – now confirmed as Atheter U-twist technology – and to scavenge up as much as she could acquire on time travel, as well as more besides.

Meander’s appearance, just like the deaths, had come as a surprise. Iris’s gaze strayed to one of the medbay screens showing a great tangled knot of DNA – the problem she’d just shunted out of her mind into medbay computing. The woman represented technological wealth too, but was also a danger – an unknown quantity which defeated even Iris’s abilities to elucidate it. She’d thereafter sampled and imaged her endlessly, deciding she was a puzzle that could be unravelled at a later date. And, more importantly, one that could be solved without the person actually being alive – which was the likely upshot of heightening the Gilliad’s paranoia, and sending Meander to her.

Iris sighed out another breath, cooling down now, and returned to more immediate concerns. She was aware of her tendency to lose herself in the complications of prediction, and choosing her own course into the future, as Straeger was. This was exacerbated by the wealth of data she’d been acquiring. The AI had given her a task, and that too had opened out new possibilities. It wanted the Draft Line set on, and accelerated along, the future course which resulted in the war between them and the prador – the one which resulted in both sides developing time travel. To her mind they were a long way from that path right now. They weren’t yet anything like Meander, who was their future.

The mutualistic organic technology of the suits they wore was subsidiary, when it should be integral. They needed a push towards a haiman ideal, while incorporating whatever technology she could glean from Meander. Meanwhile the consensus society the Gilliad had created, in a self-referential loop with the Draft Line, looked more likely to develop into a hive society of shared delusions. So, first of all, the Gilliad needed to go away.

At least that was now on course.

‘Iris, I need you up here to take a look at something,’ Carlstone said through her comlink to him.

Iris allowed herself a tight smile at serendipity. Doubtless Carlstone was concerned about the number of Draft Line soldiers being pushed to the front, into what he’d prepared there, as per the previously agreed strategy with the Gilliad. He was probably baffled by the Gilliad’s intransigence now, and hoping Iris might be able to get through to her. Her smile faded. It was likely that he also wanted her within his sight, so he could ask some more probing questions, study her reactions and run his slow ghost penetrations of her hardware. Blite knew Straeger had an agent aboard and Carlstone was investigating everyone. She couldn’t help but feel, however, that she’d become a particular focus of his attention.

Cormac

The sky was a sallow bowl that reminded him of skin. The ground was dusty pale yellow, scattered with chalky boulders and occasional, weirdly twisted, pale green plants offering fruits like pea pods. He was walking towards something he could see in the distance – seemingly a black hole punched through this reality.

I’m dying.

The thought wasn’t a frightening one, or random noise thrown up against chaos. His gridlink had exactingly reported from his nanosuite the energy draining out of him, and its desperate attempts to vitrify him before that energy ran out. He’d countermanded this, forcing himself onwards as the world of Yossander’s Hold slid around him, and through him, resisting the temptation to push back into the real too soon as it passed, knowing that the asteroid could crash back into the world if he did so. Then, with the final push to bring the billions of tonnes of rock back out into the real once it was safely beyond, he realized he’d gone past his nanosuite’s ability to preserve him.

So why am I here, in this place? He wondered.

He continued plodding along. At least this, whatever it might be, was better than oblivion. The star-shaped black hole through this reality drew closer and began to glint with angles and planes. It started to change shape too, its spikes folding upwards, so rather than a star it took on solidity and the partial shape of a tulip. He spotted something gleaming and shimmering below it, and recognition was a simple of course in his mind. Along with this recognition, as if that was enough to truncate his journey, he drew rapidly closer to the thing.

Penny Royal.

The AI could take on many forms – a cloud of knives, folded-up surfaces, and planes of dark crystal, as well as the one before him now. The main tulip flower mass was formed from flat blades of dark crystal. It stood upon a stalk of braided silver threads, which at their base spread out across the ground, apparently to suck nutrients from it.

‘Is this one of your crazy games?’ Cormac asked.

The whispering started then, and any calm Cormac had felt up to this point vanished in an instant. A million red demons, hiding in the crevices in reality all around him, were saying a million different things. Some of them were very serious, some exact, some utterly rational. Others were gibbering insane, and still others giggled and tittered at a vast joke he couldn’t understand. Out of this amalgam, voices ghosted into his consciousness.

‘No it is not,’ said one.

‘Of course it is,’ said another.

‘Datum line is drawn,’ said a third.

‘I don’t understand,’ he replied, and knew this to be a mistake the moment the words left his mouth.

The tulip opened out and folded down all around, expanding into the well-known urchin form of this black AI. It seemed like a hand being held out open, in an expressive gesture. He looked to his left, where it appeared to be gesturing, and there saw a version of himself turning away. Beyond this figure, an infinity of Cormacs extended into a line to . . . infinity. Underlying this, surfaces intersected, nodes writhed like balls of worms, throwing out new surfaces all the time. Words in an endless arc of languages landed in his mind. The vastness and texture of reality opened for him like the eye of some dreadful god.

Cormac had always controlled his emotions, but he simply couldn’t now. It was as if he’d been given the capacity and breadth to understand, but not in the required format. The mental blow dropped him to the ground. It lasted for an eternity, and for an instant, and he only stopped yelling when it stopped.

‘It’s like trying to describe quantum mechanics to a child,’ said a man, stepping out of the now folded-out urchin, or hand, or hole through reality.

The man was a tough-looking brute, with a military haircut that’d become standard down the ages. He had intense grey-green eyes and wore old-style ECS battledress. He halted, fists on hips, huffed out a breath and looked around.

‘Now, this won’t do at all,’ he said.

The sky became more yellow, sliding into a familiar shade. Cormac winced as something smacked against his head; he saw lumps of hail the size of eyeballs bouncing on the ground all around. He put up an arm to protect himself, but took only a few more hits before the storm passed. He then leapt to his feet, groping for his weapon, Shuriken, as a second-stage sleer scuttled across the ground in front of him. The scorpion-like creature just kept going, though, heading for a sandstone butte looming up to his left, striated in pale hues. He was on the world of Cull now, he realized, and this seemed important to the whispering, giggling demons. He then looked down at what he held in his right hand. Shuriken was there in black star form, with its chain-glass blades retracted and a diffuse blue glow in its glassy centre. He noted his right hand was there too, intact.

‘That thing’s made you sloppy,’ said the man.

Guilt about this had him shoving the weapon back in its holster, then a sense of rebellion rose up. Who was this man to tell him he was getting sloppy? The guy looked familiar and, as with so many he now encountered in his life, he had a vague sense of déjà vu, with a waiting prompt in his gridlink. Obviously this man was someone he’d come across in his past, which mostly resided in stored memory now. He initiated the search and it came back with a series of results of high probability, and one of certainty, which triggered a lurch in his guts. Almost as if he didn’t want to face this certainty, he focused on the next one down. Interesting that an old friend and soldier who’d died long ago so closely resembled the prime candidate. And with that, he finally admitted what he was seeing. He looked up.

‘Hello, Dad,’ he said.

His father’s judgemental look diverged from his tone before, as it became the fake, stern inspection by an adult of an errant child. This fitted, since Cormac had only ever seen him from that perspective. He looked away, seeing the world of Cull filling in around him. It seemed he was in the hills leading up to Mr Crane’s plateau, and then, with the ground sliding under him, he found himself in the valley leading up there. Penny Royal was with him, like a fault in his vision, the after-image from looking into a star, but also seemed to underlie the apparently solid presence of his father. What was all this? Was the AI trying to tell him something, or was this just the same as usual with that entity: a baffling display without rationality? Or was it something else entirely?

This place did seem to have the quality of a dream about it. It could be the case that the facility of the mind to put things in order during sleep was firing up even as he was in the process of dying. His mind might be trying to impose some logic on its last random firings. The complexity and texture here could also be the result of a mind connected to technology which didn’t need the chemical fuel of a body. Or could it be something to offer hope: the firings of a mind in the process of starting up again?

Cormac closed his eyes and pulled back from the reality around him, centring himself on the thought that all he could know was the fact he existed. He pushed into his gridlink, through the dream of his gridlink, to connect to its hard reality. Diagnostics came up in a bright cacophony of red text on a black background, medical terms shouting in his skull, and data constructs of physical organic programs rolling past like tumbleweeds. His head throbbed and his body, where it wasn’t numb, felt seared on the exterior, or issued a bone-deep ache from within. He grasped enough, seeing the dead areas and the cells coming out of vitrification, seeing the chemical and fluid feeds running into his body, and the nanosuite working to erase dead tissue as well as construct intracellular frameworks. He could see it also making changes that lay outside the usual processes of his body, with the work of those complements Arach had reprogrammed. There must have been a rescue and now, once again, he was being restored under an autodoc. Would he wake to find Arach poised and attentive over him?

The flash went out and he was back in the ersatz reality. He opened his eyes, looked to his father, who now seemed intensely sad about something. The man regretfully dipped his head to Cormac and began to change. He grew bulkier, and his hair dissolved. His skin took on a bluish tinge, with the blue circles of leech scars here and there. Other clumps and smears of scar tissue appeared as the man transformed to what his physical state had been before his death. No, not before his death. The largest scar had been inside his skull, where his brain had been scooped out and a prador thrall installed. His body, fortified by the Spatterjay virus, had lived on much longer. Cormac felt the horror of it as memories he’d long ago put away came starkly to his mind. He turned away. But, although the man slid from view, Penny Royal tracked around with him and hardened into something as intense as that earlier flash: the glimpse into his real situation.

The AI bristled blades and spikes, and a sense of threat engulfed him so intensely it seemed as if razors were being pressed in all over his skin. Though he wore his usual silvery coat, black combats and black T-shirt, he felt naked, and understood the imminence of real real death.

‘Would you? Could you?’ a million voices hissed.

The question terrified him, not because he didn’t understand it, but because it blurred and changed over an extent that sat at an angle to his mind, and he shouldn’t have been able to perceive it, but could. And with this he felt himself nudged towards where many had already judged him to be: not quite human. He also understood that, where the question blurred and changed, it was couched for the different versions of him – the ones diverging down probability slopes and planes. This then opened him to the appalling reality of the entity before him: it existed not only throughout time, but across time too. He also understood that it was risible to think the AI might be trying to tell him something, or influence events in the meagre span of even his life, in the dot of existence which was the extent of human expansion into the universe. And yet, the AI had asked him the question. And it had left a piece of itself with Blite.

‘I would if I could do so without the loss of other lives,’ he replied. Because, of course, the question had been, Would he change the past if he could?

The AI’s hilarity at this response felt like the opening of a blast furnace door. He managed to lock down on a scream as it showed him the infinite webs of causality. There one death, and over there a million deaths prevented. There a life preserved, and over there a million lives lost. A whole mass of human life expanded through time, subtractions and additions making little difference to the whole as it melded with the non-human, incorporated material reality, and finally arrived at the omega point – in fact it was the omega point. He saw here the perspective of an AI making cold calculations, but on a scale so immense he knew his perception of it couldn’t last much longer. It collapsed, becoming prosaic human imagining, while the razors shifted around his skin.

‘Moral man,’ said Penny Royal.

With those words came a certainty that the threat he felt was a real one, not just the terrifying numinous presence of this thing. He needed to fight free. He looked down at his wrist, seeking Shuriken, but instead saw the empty holster, with his arm frozen in some sort of energy stream, and pipes running into his side through a split in his envirosuit. He blinked, the vision passed, and once again he was standing on the dusty, white plain with Penny Royal looming before him. It now seemed to incorporate every threat he’d ever faced – an amalgam of sleers, prador, droons, Crane himself, murderous and insane. Arian Pelter and Skellor, Earth Central and a thousand villains besides. He looked down at his wrist again, where Shuriken was spinning death; he reached down with his other hand, which he knew in reality was missing. When he grabbed it, Shuriken whickered and shrieked, cutting him, the pain sharp in his non-existent hand, but the bleeding gash extending into his mind. He threw the star hard at the multiple targets before him, hard into the face of Penny Royal. The star extended its blades, shimmering with the new energy it had acquired from the future. The horrors faded, although the form of Penny Royal remained, and the star would cut right through the thing. Crystal spikes shattered and reformed, reaching out one black arm formed of the pieces. With a sound like a stem of glass snapping, ersatz reality shuddered as the glassy hand closed on the star, catching it between forefinger and thumb, then just holding it there.

‘You could,’ said Penny Royal.

Cormac fell away, as if he’d just retrieved something for a god, and now it had kicked him out of its realm. He fell into his body, into its pain and sickness, as it seemed to hang in a waterfall of energy. He could see his truncated wrist, with the bulge of new growth in it. And unbelievably, it was sliced open and bleeding. Then prosaic reality shouted at him in Captain Blite’s voice:

‘Arrgh! You fucker, you!’

May

May’s adventures and her life were about to come to an abrupt and, she felt, untimely end. Directly following that thought, another arrived: it likely wouldn’t end. Her armour offered protection, and the chunks of foamstone all around her wouldn’t crush her like natural boulders. She would probably end up broken and bleeding, buried under tonnes of rubble. Since she had her aug and could communicate, someone might well come and dig her out, supposing this particular war went the right way. She would live, and that seemed like a cop-out and far too easy.

As the tsunami defence crumbled and she fell, the adrenalin dump kicked her brain into high gear, and thereafter her aug. Time seemed to slow, but really her thoughts speeded up. She saw that she was still clutching her weapon in one hand, and the pack of energy canisters and ammo clips in the other. She considered abandoning them, but then decided against that – it might be a prador digging her out of the rubble later. The fall gave her snapshots of her surroundings: the prador surging towards the crumbling wall, tread-mounted shield generators and weapons retreating at high speed, while soldiers died in the path of the approaching horde to protect them. She turned her head, and it seemed to grind around sluggishly, though she knew in reality it was likely turning fast enough to rick her neck. Through rising dust, she saw a slope of tumbling foamstone and collapsing scaffolds. Beyond, she glimpsed some soldiers retreating in disorder, and others forming defensive positions around vehicles or cargo containers in a variety of designs. Then she saw him.

He launched from the ground with such force that the plasticrete slab he’d used as a platform shattered underneath him. One brassy foot came down on a toppling monolith of foamstone, the thing compressing and breaking under his foot as he used it to take his next step. Crane seemed to be running in slow motion, but she knew that without her speeded-up perception, he’d probably have been a blur. Coming up towards her, he was using the tumbling chunks of stone like a staircase. She absorbed what this meant and braced herself, as his black eyes focused on her. The apparently slow-motion impact jolted her perception briefly to an even higher speed. Her armour reacted by expanding padding and stiffening in places – precisely the function she’d predicted would keep her alive under the avalanche of rubble, but still the breath left her body, and the ammo package snapped out of her hand. Too soon to tell if she had any broken bones. She swung over backwards as he closed her under one arm. She saw the ammo package rising, and him reaching up to snare it as he began his descent down the staircase. This was slow at first, then speeded up, and she felt her enjoyable surge of adrenalin quickly fading.

All in a rush, he hit the ground running, the wind roaring in her ears, chunks of stone flying, composite scaffold beams arrowing into the ground even as he outran them. A vehicle sped past, some startled soldiers looking over at them, then things slowed down, though not because of any acceleration of her perception. He halted by a cargo unit and unceremoniously dropped her there, and her ammo pack beside her, just as Gatling fire thumped into the front of the unit. The noise was intense, and not only from those rounds. It seemed as if some powerful wave was slamming into a rock-and-shingle beach, but orders of magnitude louder. Crane just stood out in the open, hardly moving, as a couple of rounds spanged off his chest. The ground all around was erupting with hits, flinders of metal flying from weapons and defences, chunks of foamstone and composite continually exploding into the air. Beam weapons seared and hissed, flashing as bright as lightning. Everything seemed to be on the move around her. Shield generators and heavy weapons were going one way; with a roaring sound the Draft Line troops were hurtling in the other. She moved to the end of the cargo unit and stood up to look around. Prador were flowing in through the gaps in the tsunami defences, and troopers were slamming into them. That was the sound of the wave. The front was bright with energy weapons, sleeting with shattered metal. And, as it rolled slowly in her direction, it trammelled thick drifts of body parts and armour, both human and prador.

May raised her weapon. Surely she must do something? But in the chaos it’d be difficult to fire on the prador without hitting those who were on her side. Even as she hesitated, a brass hand came onto her carbine and gently pushed it down. She looked up at Crane, finding him oddly less threatening without his hat and coat on. But now she saw the damage – the splits in his armour revealing writhing movement, appearing to be at war with something oily black. His eyes were still as black as the void too, but with flecks of what seemed to be star-shine in them. He fixed her in his gaze. Then, with a flick of his eyes and a tilt of his chin, he indicated something. She looked over and saw one of the Draft Line soldiers walking away from the front. His head covering was open and folded down, and only as he came closer could she see what was wrong. His jaw and one side of his skull were absent. He shouldn’t have been standing, let alone walking, and then grabbing up a heavy missile launcher abandoned on the ground. He checked its action and turned back towards the battle, with his organic armour folding obscenely over the remains of his skull.

Crane twitched his head. It was a negative, and he pointed back towards the city. The Golem was included in the comlink network she was on, even though he never really talked, and she could only surmise there must have been some sort of bleed-over through that, because she got the sense from him of, This is a sacrifice you don’t have to make, though no actual words were spoken. She picked up the ammo pack and slung its strap over one shoulder, then turned to head back. Crane remained precisely where he was, looking into the approaching chaos, while the splits in his armour oozed closed. He glanced at her, and it seemed for a moment as though he shrugged a What can I do? I am what I am? before shooting off to join the fray. A missile blast rocked the cargo unit and she stepped back behind it. She should leave here, had seemed to be his instruction, and whether she went or stayed abruptly became a matter of indifference to her.

‘Rendezvous here at the Coin,’ said Carlstone over the network, sending coordinates. ‘The strategy is working, and we don’t want to be on that front line.’

‘They know, of course,’ said Arach.

‘Of course they do,’ Carlstone replied. ‘It’s their version of death by cop.’

That was a very old phrase, but May knew it from her time in twentieth-century crime and thriller virtualities. Decision made for her; she called up a direction arrow in her suit’s HUD. She then saw she didn’t need it: the Coin was plainly visible down in an area of bulbous greenhouses between her and the city. She broke into a steady lope towards the ship, uncomfortably aware that all the Draft Line troopers were flowing in the opposite direction. One of them, as if making a concession, abruptly matched her by flying backwards, a long spray of gore pointing along her course. She saw him skid to a stop on his backside. His head covering opened and he tilted his human head out of it, looking down at the massive hole through his torso. It was nearly large enough to have cut him in half. Then, unbelievably, he stood up, retrieved his dropped weapon and staggered back towards the battle. As May ran past him, he glanced at her with pain and horror in his expression. All she could think of was the impossibility of him being able to move with the shot having removed his spine.

Iris

‘What the hell is she doing out there?’ Carlstone asked, glaring at Iris.

‘She’s blocking me on many levels,’ Iris replied smoothly. ‘I’m struggling to understand her reasoning, but it seems she’s exerting more control over the Draft Line than she did before.’

Carlstone swung back to his instruments. ‘Too many unnecessary casualties. They don’t have to die like that.’

Iris kept her expression locked and gave nothing away. Sure, she was in contact with the Gilliad, but perhaps not in the way Carlstone hoped. Her penetration of that feedback loop with the Draft Line was rendering results. When she’d first arrived here aboard the Coin, Iris had pretended incompetence as now, feigning that she was struggling to penetrate the organic technology, when of course she’d gone straight into it at once. She’d pushed that paranoia button to ensure the Gilliad would capture Blite and hold him, rather than work with him. Thus she’d made him a sitting target for the asteroid, achieving Straeger’s ultimate aim here of putting the man into a massive series of time loops. She’d even accepted that if she was caught up in it, she’d die many times too, and had put in place programming to suppress the horror of physical destruction, knowing she’d come out the other side of it. That had been the backup plan, however. Even when she was in confinement she’d prepared the way for the Gilliad to release her and expedite her to one of the Draft Line’s ships. She had aimed to be in orbit when the asteroid hit. Meander penetrating the Gilliad’s mind, and seizing control of the USER, after the agent had delivered that data package to her, had been a startling development. Iris had needed to pull her connections to the Gilliad, along with the levers of control she’d seized, to avoid discovery. What then ensued wasn’t her fault. Straeger had fucked up, not having managed to stop the agent. The way the Mobius AI had in fact inadvertently facilitated subsequent events had been amusing, too.

But now she was back at those levers and using them.

Tracking the Gilliad’s system, she perceived the paranoia she’d sown was growing. The addition of thought programs cycling back from the Draft Line concerning their future, and how the Gilliad wasn’t in it, simply affirmed what Iris had already implanted. It had driven the Gilliad to push for control, and now her soldiers were no longer allied to her will but subject to it. The first instance of this had been her forcing just three of them, and a Preece, to capture Meander. Meander had then obligingly become what Iris had hinted the Gilliad should fear, following which the Gilliad had tried to make the soldiers kill her. Then, as the whole thing cascaded, the Gilliad had turned on the rest of the Draft Line.

Her next action, through the protective feedback of their civilization, had been to drive them beyond rational to suicidal warfare. On one side of the equation, she’d changed their thinking to that end, and on the other, via her lamprey components, she’d seized control of their suits. They would continue fighting, even if the soldiers inside stopped. It was almost a childish response. The Gilliad had been shown a future in which the Draft Line existed and she did not, so was aiming to remove the Draft Line. But it wasn’t going to last. The soldiers were becoming aware they were being driven, and were fighting back. The Gilliad was then responding by heightening the lamprey connections on those she had the greatest need to control. Most notably, on those operating the moon-based weapons.

Iris focused on this and tracked back through the logic trees in the mind of the organic intelligence. She picked up on a number of things. Meander was still heading towards the Gilliad’s tower. This was increasing the intelligence’s paranoia, so it now extended its hostility to those who’d brought Meander here. Which meant the Gilliad was preparing to attack the Coin. Good, but with Blite being absent, Iris didn’t want it to be a successful attack, since her own death wouldn’t be reversed. She concentrated on the systems of the railgun up there, which was the only weapon that could cause immediate damage down here on the surface. It was just a swift check, really, since she had part of her consciousness there already, and could seize full control of it in a microsecond. She’d do that the moment the Coin became a target. The Draft Line becoming a target wasn’t so much of a problem, though. The Gilliad wouldn’t be able to kill more than she was now driving into Carlstone’s mines – those mines being the ones strategically laid down in agreement with her. Iris grimaced. Things were about to become fraught, and she needed to be more prepared than she was. She stood up and headed for the door leading out of the bridge.

‘Where are you going?’ Carlstone asked abruptly.

All eyes of those present focused on her, perhaps picking up something in Carlstone’s tone. She halted and turned, expression perfectly tuned into annoyed amusement.

‘I’m going to suit up,’ she said, then gestured at them all in their combat suits. ‘We’re in the middle of a war, and all of you seem to think it’s a good idea.’

‘The haiman is sarcastic,’ Armand quipped.

Iris barked a laugh and turned towards the door again, thoroughly aware of Carlstone’s gaze boring into her back. Once out in the corridor, she maintained a vaguely amused expression, knowing that Carlstone was probably inspecting her through cams in the corridor. Once she reached her cabin, and stepped inside, she still kept her expression, while checking her security, experiencing her own paranoia. It didn’t take her long to detect the rash of pin cams up in the ceiling. It did take her longer to find the U-field detector behind them. This discovery gave her pause. She’d recently communicated with Straeger from this very cabin, and now felt a surge of anxiety. Had the U-field detector been there then? If it had been, that would account for Carlstone’s apparent hostility. However, there was another possibility: he was being hostile to try and drive a reaction from her. And he might well be employing similar strategies with others he suspected of being Straeger’s agent.

Iris frowned and went over to open a cupboard. Her armoured suit rested inside, opened out as if it had been gutted. There was no back section to it, as that was where her carapace fitted. She stripped off her clothing, backed into the thing, and it quickly closed around her, making its electrical and optical contacts to her carapace. As she stepped out, it tightened, the padding swelled, then the connections to her body stabbed in. New processing opened out, and she inspected the resources.

The suit had assist, like any other vacuum combat suit, but much more than that too. She peered down at spikes which briefly protruded on either side. They were the tips of subsidiary spider legs that would enable her to move a lot faster than assist could manage. She drew two guns from the suit and, for the benefit of the cameras, checked them over as any commando would do. Meanwhile she was working on another system in the suit. Only as she did this did she realize she’d come to a decision. 

Carlstone needed to go away, but in such a way nothing of him would be recoverable. And it needed not to look like murder. The attack the Gilliad planned against the Coin would provide the opportunity, though of course it’d have to be carefully engineered so the ship wasn’t destroyed. The hit would have to be towards the rear, in a specific area, creating an energy surge to blow out certain critical components behind the bridge. This would then blow shrapnel into the bridge. Then all she needed to do was penetrate recording systems aboard, to provide a method of concealment – an EMR surge into the augs of the bridge crew should do it, though slightly altered for Judice as she was a human uploaded to a Golem chassis. That would give her the three seconds required. And prior to all that, she’d just need to alter the profile of one or two of the slugs from her guns. She had every aspect covered.

May

Other soldiers fragmented and went down around her. A shape loomed to her right, and she thought it must be one of the pieces of equipment being pulled back. Then she experienced that frisson of fear again on seeing a prador charging into the soldiers, Gatling cannons whirling around but out of ammo, as it snipped a soldier in half with one claw. It swung towards her – why, she had no idea, since enemy were all around it – and surged in her direction. Perhaps its instinct was sending it after the one individual here who seemed to be running away. With a sound like a pickaxe going into a sheet of tin, a railgun slug hit the prador edge on, the explosion on its further side taking off its legs there. A Draft Line trooper jumped on top of it and fired down into its body – an intense pulse gun fusillade that punched through, setting a fire on its underside. He then jumped down and ran on.

‘Stop gawping and get your arse over here,’ said Arach over com.

She realized she’d halted, and broke into a run again. She could see Arach at the edge of the greenhouses, which were now riddled with holes and collapsing. He was firing short bursts beyond her, and occasionally releasing the odd missile. She ran past him, noting he still held Crane’s belongings clutched to his thorax. An odd whining sound came to her right. She saw a naked woman crying, just standing there with sticky strands and tubes leading down to something on the ground. The biotech suit was burned and split, but obviously retained enough life to try and crawl away from her. Then the Coin was there, in front of May, its hull pocked with craters and long burn scars, but intact and its ramp down. She dashed up it, hearing the clatter of hard feet behind her.

Once inside, she reached a hold space and stopped to gasp for breath. Arach crashed in soon after and shot past her, folding in on himself to pass through a door ahead, and slamming into the corridor wall opposite. He then scuttled off to the right. She followed him.

The spider drone left marks on the corridor walls, but it seemed they were the least of the damage in the ship. A fire had obviously burned through here, for everything was smoke-blackened or crusted with dried-out yellow threads of fire suppressant. Holes were open through the floors, walls and ceiling, and she had to jump one section where it seemed the floor had melted and fallen through. She followed Arach’s marks until they ended at an open door into another hold. Arach came back out of there, using a spare limb to clamp a large crate against his thorax, along with Crane’s weapon and bunched-up clothing. He indicated with another limb up the corridor.

‘Bridge is that way,’ he said. ‘Stay there. Did you think we’d let you get yourself killed?’ He scrambled past her, rushing back the way they’d come in. Puzzled, she watched him disappear, then headed where he’d directed. Why did he think she’d let herself be killed? The answer vaguely shaped itself in her mind, and before she could acknowledge it, she dismissed it and moved on.

She arrived in the bridge to find Iris standing ahead of the captain’s chair with arms folded, and seemingly rooted to the spot. The haiman woman was in bulky armour that incorporated her carapace, while the metallic shifting in her eyes seemed to suck humanity from her face. Judice, whom she recognized as one of Blite’s command staff, was at a console, and Carlstone at another. The woman was now identifiable as Golem, with syntheflesh burned away from her right shoulder to the middle of her back, exposing her ceramal ribs and other internal workings. Two other people were down on the floor, one being ministered to by a field autodoc nearly the length of her body. The other one had taken on that metallic tint to his skin, showing he’d died and his nanosuite had vitrified him. May recognized the U-space expert Paidon and the coms specialist Breil. None of the soldiers were present. Carlstone shot her a glance.

‘Get us out of here, Judice,’ he said.

The Coin lurched as it took off, sending May staggering. The ship had obviously taken damage heavy enough to knock off internal grav compensation, and a horrible burring sound echoing through the ship indicated that grav-engines lifting it off weren’t in great condition either.

‘It’s unnecessarily sacrificial,’ Carlstone said, looking over at Iris.

The woman blinked, coming out of a daze, and focused on him. ‘I don’t know why she’s doing it. Withdrawal of the troops would have been tactically sound, followed by a push after detonation of the mines to clear the remaining enemy.’ She gestured at the frames open in the screen paint all around.

‘But you’re talking to her,’ said Carlstone flatly.

Still focused on him, and face devoid of expression, Iris replied, ‘Merely exchanges of tactical information. The Gilliad is behaving quite strangely – I would say the loss of many of her peripheral components out there is affecting her judgement.’

Carlstone stared at Iris long and hard, then turned back to his instruments. The look puzzled May, for it seemed the man had some doubts about what Iris had told him, or simply some doubts about Iris. Perhaps mistakes had been made. She scanned what she was able to of image feeds but could only see the chaos of battle. She tried Tactical, and found it fritzing and crowded with data packages she couldn’t parse. She decided to risk Carlstone’s impatience and irritation with some questions.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked.

Just then a large number of the frames went out, exposing the display view behind as if through clear glass. The ship was tilted nose down, so they could see one stretch of the battlefield as the city dropped down to the right. The ship then turned nose out to sea and began to slide backwards over the city, giving a full view of the front. She could see the great horde of prador stretched along five kilometres of the shore, and inland, spilling through the tsunami defences. Packed against them was a wall of human soldiers; behind, shield generators and heavier weapons were in operation. The honeycombs of hardfields were generating behind the soldiers, as the heavy weapons fired through the gaps. This didn’t look right to May at all.

‘Gruce, Armand,’ said Carlstone. ‘Are you and the guys out of there?’

May had to open into the network again to hear the reply.

‘Halfway back to the city,’ Armand answered. ‘I feel like a piece of shit leaving them behind.’

‘They have their orders,’ Carlstone replied tightly.

‘They have more than orders,’ said Iris from the floor. ‘It’s obvious the Gilliad’s organic connections to them, which are also components of her, are for more than communication.’ She paused for a second, then added, ‘She’s controlled by the consensus, but in turn is its ultimate control and filter . . .’

‘Now would be optimal to blow them,’ said Carlstone. But he had a finger up to his mouth and was chewing his nail pensively. He abruptly looked round at May. ‘We’ve kept data suppressed because of possible penetration of tacom. It’s a simple enough strategy.’

‘What is the strategy?’ May asked, knowing he was only speaking to her to delay some decision, or perhaps to clarify it in his mind.

He waved a hand to open a frame in the screen paint. This displayed a view from high up over the coast and was obviously not just in the human visual spectrum. It showed the prador crammed along the coast over that stretch of five kilometres, but it also revealed them under the sea, in a band ten times as wide, clamouring to come ashore and fight.

‘We knew this was their likely strategy: come out of the sea and go straight for the Gilliad. With her out of the picture, they’d have a chance of wiping out the rest of her forces, as well as the non-combatant human population piecemeal, since they’d be in disarray.’ He grimaced. ‘It was a foolish move on the part of the people here to install just the one head who could be cut off.’ He looked to Iris. ‘That control. Armies have chains of command for a reason.’

‘So you knew they were going to attack here . . .’ May prompted.

‘Fortunately Blite likes to be prepared for eventualities and had a nice selection of contra-terrene devices aboard. We laid those CTDs close to the shore, under cover of running the Coin as a mobile defence. Maybe the prador detected us doing it, but by then they were committed.’

‘To death by cop,’ said May.

‘Quite.’ He gave that sharp nod again.

‘What’s the problem?’

His expression seemed lost as he turned to look at her. ‘The Gilliad left the detonation button in my hands, and now she’s committed most of her troops, most of the Draft Line, to the front. When I press that button, I kill most of the prador, but I’ll also kill an estimated one point six million human beings.’




4

Cormac

For the briefest of moments, Cormac thought himself again in either a dream world, or a Penny Royal virtuality. Nothing quite made sense. The structures around him seemed chaotically placed. The Brices and Matheson appeared to be on a plate, ready to be served up to some monster. Two prador were unwilling spectators to all this, lodged and locked in a framework. While ahead of him he could see Blite, turning like the hands of a clock in bright threaded light.

Then there was his condition. His gridlink felt leaden in his skull, and when he tried to access it now he found a lot of functions restricted. He couldn’t communicate with others through it, or with hardware external to himself. However, he could get a good reading from his nanosuite, which was steadily taking his cells out of vitrification, with a dearth of energy that left him feeling weak and ineffectual. It was something related to the reddish, twisted light which bathed and bound him.

But, with a mind trained over centuries to deal with any material situation he faced, as well as many that were plain baffling to a normal human, his logic took over and put it all together. The chaotic nature of his surroundings were what you found in areas completely controlled by an AI that had no necessity, or inclination, for the linear logic and evolved pattern formation of a human mind. Seeing various items around him, he extrapolated that he was inside an AI’s ship. He noticed that the Brices and Matheson were stuck down with the resinous glue the prador used. So someone had clearly thought it better to leave them stuck like that, and simply excised the stone they were stuck upon. The prador that had done the sticking were probably those two up in the framework. He recognized them as the first- and second-child he’d seen on the asteroid, and which he’d pushed to fire on the bounty hunters. And the explanation for all of this lay directly ahead of him.

Straeger.

The Mobius AI had hold of Blite, and the captain was fighting it.

‘Fuck you . . .’ the man gasped, as his envirosuit split open down the side and down one leg.

He was strong, having managed to grasp a bunch of the glowing fibres writhing around him. He tore them apart, one section turning black and then falling through the mass of the AI. But he couldn’t stop them all. Straeger turned him like a chef turning a fish to the correct angle of attack, then split open his leg. Blite shrieked and thrashed, blood spurting out from the split and beading throughout Straeger. The AI inserted spatula objects and pulled the wound open further, with other things darting in and hissing as they sealed the bleeds. Cormac surmised this wasn’t for Blite’s benefit but simply some inclination to neatness on the AI’s part.

Exposed in the split lay the man’s thigh bone which, with a horrible buzzing, the AI proceeded to open. Blite was gasping now, and obviously determined not to scream. The AI excised a cylindrical object from the bone, and it tumbled away into its substance. Next a bone welder hummed in, depositing bone, then a cell welder steadily closed up the wound. Once it was nearly closed, the droplets of blood shot back into it. Straeger then sealed up the skin, and the suit itself – that neatness again – and discarded Blite. The man tumbled out in zero gravity, until he came over grav and dropped heavily onto a dished metal floor. He groaned and lay still, face clenched up.

‘I cannot kill him,’ said Straeger. ‘Who knows where his loops may take him, and take me? I could learn much by doing so, but it concerns me that the diamond is not just a temporal device but a portion, pushed into our reality, of the black AI.’

Though Straeger had no face, and no way of being read beyond the tone of this voice, Cormac knew it was addressing him. He considered not bothering to reply. He could see by the AI’s treatment of Blite that, as far as black AIs were concerned, there was one right in front of him. There’d been no need for the man to suffer. Now, understanding the shittiness of the situation he was in, he pushed his ability, trying to grasp a larger perspective on his surroundings, to see if he could jump out of this trap. As expected, his ability was suppressed. And though he caught a flash of U-space, he couldn’t translate it in his gridlink, but instead sensed it like a normal human gazing upon that continuum, and feeling it twisting his mind. It made sense that Straeger had some method of shutting him down. How else had the AI managed to control the bounty hunters? Cormac retreated from this and decided that right now talking seemed to be his only option.

‘I suppose killing him up close is somewhat riskier than what you did before,’ he said.

‘Ah, you know about that?’ said Straeger.

‘A number of things have come together in my mind.’ He paused, thinking carefully. ‘I wasn’t sure if it was one or more AIs that decided to ignore the ECS directive concerning capturing and not killing me. Now I see the attempts on both my and Blite’s lives have one source: you.’

‘Correct,’ said Straeger, rolling down off a dais, and coming past Blite to loom directly before Cormac.

Cormac continued, ‘Though I have no idea what your particular resentment is of me, I would guess that, in pursuing me, or laying traps for me, you came into contact with Blite. Upon studying him, and perhaps understanding something of what he possesses, your ambitions expanded.’

‘Partially correct,’ said Straeger. ‘Blite’s activations have been useful in my hunt for you, and in exploring larger matters. Serendipity then took a hand when I explored Yossander’s Hold and read Meander’s texts. It seems, although I was hunting you for one purpose, I was also hunting you for a purpose to be revealed. And it’s likely I directed myself to the task without knowing.’

‘Indeed,’ said Cormac. He wanted to nod knowingly, but couldn’t move his head. What Straeger had just said made little sense. It sounded like the self-referential knots AIs, especially those deep-research AIs, tied themselves into when studying difficult stuff . . . like time travel.

‘I see you do not understand,’ said the AI.

Over to one side Blite heaved himself up on one arm. His complexion looked grey, and he was angry, as he abruptly pushed himself further up, into a crouch. Cormac wanted to tell him not to bother, to recognize futility here, but by what right should he instruct the man?

‘Then please elaborate,’ said Cormac.

Blite jumped, hard, his legs driven by boosted muscle. Cormac winced at how much that must have hurt. Despite the gross damage to his leg being repaired, there would still be micro damage throughout and afferent nerve pain. Cormac thought he was going for the AI, then realized his mistake when the man shot up and off to one side of the captured prador. He nearly made it too, one hand reaching out for a Gatling cannon that’d been removed from the first-child. A dark spot appeared in Straeger and extended out, and a long, black tentacle lashed around Blite’s ankle, jerking him to a halt in mid-air. It drew him back, dangling and swearing, as if for inspection. With that complete, the AI tossed him towards another pillar, where heavy grabs reached out on multi-jointed arms and fielded the man, snatching him in close to the pillar and immobilizing his limbs. Trapped there, Blite looked over at Cormac, managed a shrug, and a muttered, ‘Fuck.’

‘That is,’ Cormac continued, as if little of note had happened, ‘if you’re done playing silly games.’ It was evident Straeger had known what Blite was going to do, and had allowed it, just for what? For fun?

Elements of Straeger twisted against each other, and Cormac now recognized this as a sign of agitation. Part of that same response, it seemed, was the twisting of reality, as an unshielded U-drive fired up. And yet, he noted the effect was muted for him, while Blite groaned, eyes closed and face clenched, and began to bang his head against the pillar. Even the prador seemed to be in discomfort, because he saw limbs straining against the clamps around them, and one claw snipping the air. Upon this Straeger showed further agitation – apparently inadvertent pain was not the kind it enjoyed. Its form twisted again, issuing a chunk of itself that formed into a miniature copy the size of a human head and shot away. A minute later shielding came up. But in that time, pushing his U-sense and making extrapolations, Cormac had learned some useful things. The device suppressing his ability to jump was a complex vortex beam which incorporated field tech – the liquid red light all around him. And Straeger had activated and expanded the shielding on a ship contained inside this one. From the glimpse he’d got, Cormac recognized it as the vessel of the bounty hunters.

‘I do not play games,’ Straeger asserted. ‘Everything I do has purpose.’

Cormac smiled coldly. The AI was responding to him like a guilty child. But then he was somewhat older, predating Mobius AIs by a century or so.

‘You were going to elaborate,’ he prompted.

‘It became evident that Blite was not the claimed saviour of Yossander’s Hold,’ said Straeger. ‘I predicted the only possible way the place could be saved was through a Penny Royal intervention of some other nature. But until that occurred, if it even would, Blite’s loops would open up more of the future for my inspection.’

Cormac still wasn’t quite following this, but he saw a weakness and immediately went for it. ‘You were wrong about Penny Royal, and as a pawn of fate you actually drove the event which prevented Blite going into those loops. Without you attempting to kill me, I wouldn’t have jumped the Bracken out of your trap, and I wouldn’t have come to understand that my ability is limited only by its energy source – an understanding which was the key to me being able to jump the asteroid safely away from Yossander’s Hold.’

Again the agitation in the AI, and he knew the blade had stabbed home.

‘Obviously I was attempting to kill you right from the beginning out of hidden foreknowledge . . .’

‘Precisely how can foreknowledge be both hidden and acted upon?’

‘Because the AI mind is not linear, and I am linked not only to my future self but to my alternative selves.’

‘Well, with such a vast intellect available, you certainly made a crappy job of directing things to go the way you wanted.’

On top of the agitation, a red glow had now begun to impinge in the AI, as if the thing was heating up.

‘I cannot kill Blite,’ said Straeger, cycling back to the previous exchange. Then it added, ‘But there is nothing to stop me killing you.’

All around Cormac the liquid red light folded and became a thousand blades. He felt his envirosuit shredding away, then the knives tracking into his skin. Like Blite he wanted to lock down on the scream, but he had to let it go. Blood beaded around him. Pieces of his body floated out in the light. He looked down, seeing himself naked, seeing the field blades slicing into him, tracked by fibrous heads sealing the wounds behind. The horror, he understood in the dry, jaded and beyond adult part of his mind, wasn’t that Straeger could kill him, but that the AI could draw the process out for an eternity.

May

Carlstone pressed the button, and it seemed to May as if she heard a click, even though it was something he’d initiated through his aug. Ensconced in an available bridge chair, she saw flashes ignite under the sea, all along the coast, each just half a kilometre apart. The globes of fire blended with each other and for a minute this was all that could be seen in any band of the spectrum. However, when the EMR flash passed and instruments stabilized, the main view through the screen paint, as well as numerous frames open in it, showed the results. The multiple blasts hurled everything upwards. A great mass of seawater, mud, rock and smashed prador rose into the air, shot through with fire like the pyroclastic flow from a volcano. Nearer to the coast, the heat blast vaporized the sea and sped ashore, seemingly passing through all the combatants there. A second later the prador were flung tumbling and burning, and Draft Line soldiers, if not swamped by their dying enemy, just turned into screaming torches.

May stared, feeling as detached from it all as if it was a virtuality. In fact, had it been a virtuality, it would have been criticized as unrealistic, with key angles of view missing. Under her feet the Coin rocked as the blast reached it. And glancing at a frame focused on the city, she saw debris flying off structures there, as well as some blooming smoke on their seaward faces. It was real, right enough.

For a full minute the sea from the shore to over a kilometre out was absent – either up in the sky or vaporized. The mass travelling upwards steadily grew brighter, as in other views the outward blast reversed as the vacuum began sucking everything back in. It picked up soldiers of both sides and drew them to its strung-out, hot core; the ground right up to the tsunami defences poured smoke or steam. As the main mass of detritus began to fall, the rolled-back and heaped sea came roaring back in. Now they did have a tsunami, though it wasn’t the kind the defences had been designed for. They’d been made to take the shock out of something travelling at hundreds of kilometres an hour. What they were hit with was a muddy flood full of corpses, body parts and equipment, spilling and spreading like vomit.

It was done.

May turned to Carlstone. The man’s face was grim but set. She understood the reasoning: over a million dead here meant that multiples of that number wouldn’t die inland. He’d had no choice but to press that button. Still, it seemed like too heavy a burden for one man to bear. Returning her attention to the views, she wondered why such a massive loss of life so little affected her. Was it all at far too much of a remove from her experience? Or was it simply that no one she knew or really cared about had died? She then abruptly realized something.

‘Mr Crane,’ she said and looked around. Arach didn’t concern her right then because she doubted the drone would have put himself right on those blasts, but Crane had been in amid the fighting.

She sensed Carlstone launching programs in the aug network, searching through Tactical and recorded imagery. Glancing at him, she saw intense concentration, then brief relief, immediately replaced with a flat expression as he waved a hand to bring a frame into being. On this they observed a tall humanoid, coated head to foot in mud, standing on a block of the tsunami defence, watching the flood sliding by. Revelation of who he was only came when a prador second-child tried to scramble up onto the block. The humanoid walked over, flaming in the blast of an antipersonnel laser, and brought his fist down hard on the creature’s head turret, driving the thing deep into its main armour to craze it with cracks. As the prador slid off the block, back into the flow, Crane turned – the laser had neatly scoured the mud away to leave his brassy form exposed, glowing slightly red.

‘He seems okay,’ said Carlstone flatly.

‘You do realize,’ said Judice, ‘that prador armour doesn’t crack open like that on impact?’

Carlstone glanced at her. ‘I ran some scans of him while he was fighting. There’s an electromagnetic component involved, and some sort of meta-material interaction at the impact point.’ He shrugged. ‘According to the virtualities, he has alien technology inside him – it’s not something I can confirm as historical fact from ECS databases, though.’

‘Jain technology,’ said May, thinking about what she’d seen through the cracks in Crane’s armour.

No one seemed inclined to comment on that.

‘Take us down there as the flood retreats,’ said Carlstone, now pulling up imagery from new searches. One showed Arach appearing to run across the surface of the flood. It then became evident that, with his six available limbs, he was stepping down on floating debris. He arrived at Crane’s location, dumping the load he’d carried, and dancing in a circle, perhaps glad to have all eight legs down again. Crane’s first order of business was to put his hat back on, then his clothes, stooping down at the last to lace up his big boots. Arach opened the crate, selecting out a series of packages, and rapidly inserting them through a hatch in his abdomen. Crane was next, picking up similar packages to load into the railgun. The two were once again fully armed.

‘They’re good,’ said Carlstone.

May felt the ship lurch into motion again, and watched on the main spread of screen paint the city sliding underneath them. She’d thought the soldier was referring to Crane and Arach again, until she saw another frame showing a group of eight people clad in ECS combat gear, jogging across the wasted landscape ahead of the now ebbing flood.

It was all but over, then. The other frames highlighted scatterings of prador fighting isolated battles with groups of surviving Draft Line soldiers. Tread-mounted railguns were digging themselves out of wreckage and opening up too, though having to shift about a lot to find suitable targets. Meanwhile she could see further soldiers coming out from the city. It was now a mopping-up operation out there. As the Coin moved on beyond those new troops, she observed prador being slammed to the ground, or violently submerged in the flood, with the tell-tale vapour trails of railgun strikes spearing up from them, seconds after the actual impact. By the angle of those trails, and by a steady thumping from within the ship, she realized the Coin was firing on them.

‘It’s beginning to make sense now,’ said Iris.

‘What do you have for us?’ Carlstone asked, again giving her that flat, hard look.

She returned his gaze, shaking her head slightly and perhaps sorrowfully. Then she abruptly looked up.

‘Ah, fuck,’ she said, coming to her feet. Her helmet snapped out of her suit to cover her head.

The hard impact tossed May up out of her seat. The vitrified man left the floor as well, but the other patient remained in place, the stretcher holding her having locked down. Iris remained locked where she was, arms folded, while the seats of the other two closed around them. May had time to realize that, just like those railgun shots on the prador, the hit against them had come from above. She thumped against the screen-painted ceiling, seeing in the network a flash from high up of something fiery reaching down. She fell back towards the floor, to the horrible sound of debris punching through metal, and the sight of a wall of fire boiling up the corridor leading to the bridge. She thought she was dying when she went blind, but it was EMR feedback via her aug, she realized, as she hit the floor and the network went out. Sight returned a few seconds later, thankfully showing the bridge door closed and smoking.

‘She’s killed us!’ said Iris, as the network crackled and flashed back online.

Meander

Meander tried to open com with the Coin, but even with her recent enhancements she got nothing but static. Assessing herself internally, it was evident her growth had stalled and disrupted her ability to communicate. But it also seemed she was being blocked by something – probably the Gilliad. Anyway, as it was clear the organic swarm intelligence had just tried to kill her, what was she doing here now?

Meander had travelled back into this time to prevent Blite’s death, apparently on the mistaken assumption he would save this world – she didn’t know for sure, because she had no memories of her original intentions. Nevertheless the world was saved, and she wondered if she’d been programmed with a false belief to initiate events precisely as they’d turned out, and she had just been one piece in a larger puzzle. So what was her purpose now? She felt sure the memory package the agent had released to her, enabling her to change herself in radical ways, meant she still had one. The decision that had driven her towards the Gilliad had been vague, encouraged by Iris, and yet the fact she was continuing after an attempt on her life must have meaning. Or was she kidding herself, trying to find meaning that denied so many other things: the weird drag on her body, for instance, which she was sure was that tachyon evaporation the agent had detailed in his data packages to Iris and Arach – the evaporation of physical objects which had been transported from another time, back to their time of origin. And worst of all, the nightmare perpetually looming at the edge of her consciousness, of being trapped in that terrible realm, with its flat, black plain and burning sky.

She decided to keep following her instincts and broke into a run, perhaps in some sense running away from the images in her mind. She knew the Gilliad’s location because it had been there in Tactical. And anyway, as far as she knew, it was unchanged from when she’d been there before, when Cormac and Blite had U-jumped out. She could sense the building looming far ahead of her, with Tactical providing a vague map of the city, to be filled in only later if the prador actually got there, which wouldn’t be happening now. The street she ran along had buildings on either side like layered slabs of bracket fungus, with the accoutrements of more standard dwellings – such as windows, doors, balconies – cut in or attached. Vine pipes and ductwork ran all over these like veins, while overhead an arch of branches wove across the darkening sky. Reacting to the fall of the sun, nodules all over the branches began to glow with bioluminescence. And between gaps, she could see the whole city was lighting up like this.

There were people of many kinds here. They seemed to be across the spectrum, much like the ’dapts of the Polity. The difference on this world was that these were products of their genetics – biotech being the tech they adhered to here almost like a religion – in the Polity most were a result of cosmetic surgery. There were animals too, or rather bio-constructs, climbing through the growth, pruning with specially designed mouthparts and doing required maintenance elsewhere. She even spotted a six-legged thing rebuilding a wall, like a paper wasp building its nest – this place’s version of a printerbot. However, since escaping her cell, she’d yet to see any of the Draft Line soldiers. Perhaps she had further time to prepare, then?

She jogged to a halt and looked around as the requirements of her body stacked up in her mind, many processes having slowed or gone on hold. The reality, now implicit and accepted, was that she needed to confront the Gilliad – something needed to be resolved. But she also needed to survive the experience, so required more resources, abilities and durability. And with those she should also be better able to penetrate networks, glean information from the loop between the Gilliad and the Draft Line, and maybe punch through to the Coin. Fragments of memory nagged her as her gaze fell upon a structure of bulbous buildings which seemed to come from some kind of gourd plant, hollowed out, linked together and inset with doors and curved windows. She jogged over and went through an open arched entrance, and looking around confirmed those memory fragments. She’d entered this world’s version of a staple of human existence across many cultures: a shopping centre.

She stepped into a space like a colon, lined with stiff, horizontal leaves, and loaded with food products. The variety was astounding, and on seeing all that was on offer, further memories pulled at her. It seemed the download from Cormac had dislodged other previously hidden stuff, allowing it to rise up into her consciousness. She reached out and picked up a fruit like an apple, but with a metallic blue skin. She took a bite and chewed the pink, rubbery flesh of the thing, and swallowed. Broken thoughts of money, exchange and organic registering occurred, but there wasn’t enough memory of this to make sense. Before she knew it, she’d eaten the apple, picked up a packet of pressed slabs of dried meat, and begun working her way through those too. She then turned to see two people at the entrance.

They weren’t Draft Line. One of them was a green-skinned individual, with pointed ears and red eyes. He looked like a goblin out of some Polity virtuality. The woman was a bulky creature, with massively wide hips, and ears which opened out almost like a haiman cowl. The man said something and was about to step forwards when the woman caught his arm and pulled him away. Meander noted the lamprey attached to her skull and knew her time here would be limited. But mostly her attention was inwards.

The food was giving her system the energy it required to set many processes running again. First she began to heal, skin growing back where it had been burned, her missing breast inflating and filling out. Her shrivelled eye filled up with fluid again, but it was still loaded with debris and scar tissue, and dry, as her nanosuite wove back her eyelids and rebuilt tear ducts. She raised a hand to her face, feeling a temporary layer of soft skin; her usual skin was being rebuilt underneath that. Between swallows of food, she panted hard, until the separation occurred at the back of her throat, meaning she could continue breathing through her nose and swallow at the same time. But she needed more than just the nutrients a human required.

Scanning with senses wrapped around her nerves, she located materials in her immediate vicinity, first eating the polymer packaging for the meat. She carried on, noticing people moving away from her as she scooped up more food items and crammed them down, through a throat growing steadily wider. Her temperature, with the calorie burn and nanomachine activity, had reached just below the boiling point of water again, but it needed to go higher. In a section devoted to the hardware products of podule crops, she began picking up other items: a can of photoactive paint, which she used to wash down a packet of iron studs, tubes of broad-spectrum fertilizers for biotech growths, and further items that would have killed stone-dead even a Polity human. Heart rate hit four hundred beats a minute. Enzymatic acids in her gut turned into fibrous mucosal transport chains. Her skin leaked yellow-gold sweat, and her envirosuit crackled as it adjusted to her changing form. She was bloated now, her gut protruding and her limbs and body taking on the appearance of obesity.

In that moment she felt a sudden lurch inside. It seemed to her that all this activity was somehow a way for her to run away. When she questioned what she could be running from, the vision returned of the flat, black plain and burning sky. Terror and long sadness, and something like, yet unlike, that tachyon evaporation pulling on her. She lurched internally again, for it seemed she’d hit some limit. The mood slewed away, and transformations began to occur as she rapidly started to return to her previous shape.

First it seemed as though little chimes tinkled throughout her body, and in her mind; a scattering of one or two, then ramping into the hundreds, then the thousands, and on up. With massively increased internal vision, she observed the molecular structure of her cell layers shifting and turning over, then collapsing into a form of glass. This was dotted with pores, through which ran exotic chemical reactions. Now layered with ceramic bearing materials, the osteoblasts began to slide against each other, extending her bones, stretching out electromuscle and near-superconductive nerves. Intracellular spaces began to fill with high-temperature gels. Flakes of circuitry coagulated into computational nodes, linking to biosensors throughout, and to her nerves. And her senses expanded by an order of magnitude. She looked out, through the surrounding structure, seeing squads of Draft Line soldiers moving in, towards the building. She observed herself as the apparent obesity disappeared. Vanity turned her towards a mirror, in a place where biotech silkworms spooled out sheets of material for clothing. They were stitched together by a thing like a giant cockroach, standing on its rear on a pedestal, and more Polity tech than organic.

She was tall, athletic and muscular now – overtopping Carlstone and those ECS troops aboard the Coin – but had retained her femininity. She understood she needed this to keep her grounded in humanity, for it’d be easy to slide away from that now her body was translucent – a glassy sculpture, with its mix of organic and hard technology exposed, glowing from within. She met her own gaze, seeing eyes that resembled those of Crane, but hers were so black because of the near-absolute light absorption. Running her hands down the suit, she noticed how it still fitted, though tightly, for it had gone to the limit of its adjustment. She shook her head – the thick, blonde and slightly curled hair had grown with all the rest – and snatched up a strip of silk to tie it back. She then looked to where the soldiers would first appear to human vision. She smiled, feeling the joy of being so much closer to what she had been, after so long, and yet not knowing what that was either. And then, with her internal system aligning and the blocking dropping away, com started to come through.

‘Meander,’ said a voice.

She thought the Gilliad was trying to talk to her, but that didn’t feel right. The connection was coming through the hardware growing in her body. She traced the weak spurt of information, found the required frequencies, and shot an acknowledgement back. The contact returned, stronger now. And from its AI format, with a human texture, she recognized it.

‘Iris,’ she said.

Iris was there then, adjusting herself to Meander’s hardware and routines, opening up the bandwidth and presenting more information. Meander could see the haiman woman aboard the bridge of the Coin which, as wider context expanded to show the ship badly damaged, was going down.

‘She attacked us,’ said Iris flatly.

Meander watched it further back in the time series: the railgun strike from the larger moon streaking down from orbit and smashing into the back end of the Coin. But she had time only to absorb a small amount of information before fire burned around in a fast circle in a wall at her present location, and an explosion blew that section inwards. Soldiers poured through in their heavy organic suits – a blend of man, lizard and mantid. They were armed with Polity laser carbines and pulse rifles, locally manufactured slug throwers and stun guns. She questioned her arrogance in remaining long enough for them to see her, and perhaps her vanity. However, now she needed them, or at least something they carried. She had to stop the Gilliad firing on the Coin again; having once shut down the entity’s control of the USER on the moon, she could use the same method to shut down the railgun. They swarmed into the area through smoke and debris. She was interested to note that, although they’d seen her, they had yet to open fire. Perhaps, despite her attack on the Coin, the Gilliad was redeemable. Or perhaps they had some resistance to their ruler, as had the previous Preece. Meander stood facing them with her hands on her hips.

‘Get down on the ground!’ a Preece shouted.

Soldiers circled her. They had her in their sights, with over thirty weapons pointed at her. To their minds, she had nowhere to go. She held up her hands, a slight smile on her face, and slowly crouched down. Or, rather, she crouched down as would a conventional human. She rested the fingertips of both hands on the floor, taking a gentle breath through her nose. She still needed oxygen and chemical energy at this stage of her return. She took the sniff for the pheromones and other organics in the air, confirming internal scanning: the soldiers’ growing doubt, exacerbated by that of the one driving them.

‘On the ground!’ the Preece repeated, moving in closer with a squat stun gun pointed at her.

She looked him in the eye, sensing the hesitation, then the hard panic infusing from elsewhere. She leapt up and ran to one side as shots cracked into her previous location. She abruptly diverted her course directly towards them, tracking every single one of their movements with precise enough accuracy for her purposes. Even the motion of their fingers on triggers she could see. She dodged and weaved, shots tracking past her, sure to miss even as triggers closed down. Then she crashed among them. They tried their best, and she winced when one, who was turning to fire on her, missed and punched a hole through the stomach of another who was trying to grab her from behind. Her fists and feet stabbed out as she cartwheeled through them, crushing ribs, breaking faces, snapping limbs, but never killing. These were her people. And besides her fellow feeling for them, and sympathy with the fact they were being driven to kill by another, she might well end up killing a direct ancestor. She didn’t like to contemplate the results of that. This timeline would end up falling down the probability slope, and she’d be caught in it. She would never be able to go home.

Inside a minute they were all down, but they certainly weren’t out of the fight. She decided not to let them get back into it. Coming down hard on one of them with her knees, she jabbed a hand in at his face. His head covering automatically began to close, but not quickly enough. She tore out the double-ended lamprey, then came up, grabbing for another from one who was rising. She spun him past her and came down on a third, stabbing a hand in, even as he swung his weapon at her as a club. She snatched his piece of the Gilliad away, as the weapon crashed against her shoulder, causing no damage at all. Three should be enough. Holding them bunched and writhing in one hand, she rolled away, coming up into a crouch between cupped shells of produce.

The soldiers began recovering, most of them not even knowing where she’d gone. She observed that the three she’d disconnected from the Gilliad recovered more slowly, and seemed confused about what they were doing here. But she had no time for further observation. That railgun was up there and, if it hadn’t done what the Gilliad required of it, she would use it again.

Her legs snapped out straight, cracking the gourd skin of the floor and propelling her upwards fast. Shots intersected on the spot she’d occupied, as her fist smashed a hole in the ceiling. The firing continued for a further two seconds. They didn’t realize where she’d disappeared to until pieces of the ceiling she’d torn away began to fall down towards them. By the time they redirected their aim she was gone, leaving only her musical laughter behind her.

Cormac

The pain was intense and amplified by the horror of body destruction, and then by the subsequent reconstitution of it, during which no anaesthesia of an autodoc or surgeon were applied. Cormac was lost in it for minutes, screaming his throat raw. But then the facility of memory supplied context from the hundreds of times he’d been injured and near death before. He remembered half-body first-degree burns, legs shattered by a malfunctioning grav-plate, a flesh-eating virus, and varieties of projectile impacts smacking through him.

He could endure. Everything came to an end.

He snapped his teeth together and bit off the screams, imposing his will over the destruction of his body, pushing for control. This had always worked before. Next, under some degree of control, he reached into his gridlink to send signals to his nanosuite to turn off the nerves, run out analgesics, numb the pain, but found only a whining feedback loop. Of course, Straeger had shut off that ability. He clenched himself against it, waiting for termination, waiting to be either unconscious or dead.

These never came.

His grip began to slide, because his response had been the same as on those previous occasions, to damage that either ended or went arcing on some progression back to wellness. But Straeger had him locked in a cycle of constant damage and repair, not allowing him to die, and not allowing his consciousness to opt out. The horrifying reality here was that this would go on until the AI grew bored, or needed to be about some other chore. He managed a projection and saw the constant agony would rewire his brain, erasing thoughts and memories, much in the way Meander’s torturer had managed to do to her, and in the end he’d just become a suffering thing. In the end nothing of Cormac would remain.

Screaming again.

The AI was ensuring he had the energy for at least that. It even freed up some of his movement so he could writhe and struggle under the field blades. It just went on and on, and swirling up out of it came something unfamiliar to Cormac – it was despair. But the writhing and struggling continued in his mind too, as he sought to find some escape. He could hear shouting; he realized it was Blite protesting, but couldn’t make out the words. Something, some blend of his much-suppressed abilities to manipulate the U-continuum, stretched in a direction he didn’t know, even though he’d travelled there. Quite distinctly, seen through an eyeball stripped of its lids, he saw the dark diamond held in a field-containment booth. It appeared like a hole through the horror he faced, and he fell into it.

Cormac staggered across the dusty ground and went down on his knees, still screaming and swearing at Straeger. That began to stutter out as awareness slowly spread through him that the pain had retreated, caged in some other place. But his thoughts still took their time to catch up, wisps of horror burning to embers and winking out of existence in a mind pushed to its limits. This might well be some virtuality he’d created, but it held enough realism for his body to be soaked in sweat and covered in bleeding wounds, and for him to bow forwards to vomit on the ground.

Slowly it passed, and finally he climbed to his feet, feeling wrung out and frankly terrified of what would come when he once again left this place.

‘Oh, here,’ he said, aware that, in the other place, the blades abruptly ceased moving. He realized he must have spoken in reality, and the words had given Straeger pause. But here his voice rolled into dusty distance where, like a macula in his eye, Penny Royal waited. He began walking, bare feet leaving bloody footprints in the dust, speculating on precisely where here was. Straeger had disallowed him death and unconsciousness, yet somehow he’d stepped around them into his own virtuality. He didn’t believe in any kind of intervention here. In his torment he’d created this, adding veracity with a glimpse of the dark diamond, slamming it all together in an instant dream space, adding a time series afterwards.

‘Is that so?’ Penny Royal enquired, seemingly responding to his thoughts before adding in a lower tone, ‘And in some sense it is.’

The AI was before him, again in hourglass form, the blades and spikes of black crystal forever falling from the top section to the bottom, and yet neither growing larger or smaller – the whole a reflection of his endless torture.

‘I’d like to believe you are real, here and now,’ he said. ‘But logic tells me otherwise. You’re appearing in a form I’ve seen before, so it’s just dredged up memory. And in reality, the true Penny Royal would have little concern for my suffering. At one time, that AI delighted in torture, just like Straeger, but it went beyond that.’

‘You are so wise,’ said the first voice.

‘So cynical,’ a second added.

The landscape began rushing past underneath him, and the sky boiling out to a new hue. It was just like one of those artistic virtuality transitions which were a thing for directors during a period in the past. Cormac watched the landscape change, pushing up buttes, the sky turning yellow, a wash of eyeball hail shattering across a slab, and a first-stage sleer scuttling past. This too had hints of directorial intervention – the testing out of the components of the scene. He felt something wafting over his body and, peering down, saw the shallow wounds there closing, while one on his torso sucked in a loop of intestine first. The blood abruptly dried on him, then shattered and fell away as black dust. Something dark, with metallic wings, descended on him like a hawk, hitting and falling over him, clothing him in blue jeans, enviroboots, a white shirt and a camo jacket. Now he didn’t feel so sure about this being a fiction he’d created.

All the arty directorial stuff seemed like mockery, perfectly in keeping with what he understood and had seen of Penny Royal. But if that was his understanding of the AI, then that would be precisely what he’d create. He looked down at his clothing, remembering a time when he’d dressed like this, before the ever-white dirt-shedding shirt began to lose its efficacy – apparently it wasn’t designed for blood and laser-burn ash. He pulled up his sleeve and observed Shuriken in place, then looked out across the landscape and saw a stealth landing craft come down. A Mobius AI rolled out, with an ECS agent at its side. The mercenaries would follow next. Why was he here, on Cull?

Then he was up on a ridge, further enhancing his vision to study the AI, as his perspective fell into the past. The Mobius AIs seemed to be a new direction for ECS. It’d deployed a wide variety of forensic AIs – usually of the swarm variety – and these were similar. It was rumoured they were a product of war factory Mucilage, but he hadn’t got around to checking that out. Why should he? The things were avid hunters of separatists and others for whom he had no love. They were policemen who employed their talents to make the Polity a better and safer place. Only now it seemed one of them had decided the Polity would be safer without Crane in it.

‘What do you see?’ he asked quietly into coms, aware that Arach was up on the plateau, watching these arrivals too.

‘Everything as you detailed,’ Arach replied. ‘It’s a black op. It’s equipped and supplied by ECS, but the only ECS personnel involved are Agent Clay and the Mobius Ruger. The mercenaries are a hiring from within the Graveyard – Stratogaster SGC – and the drone, Plunder. He was one of Erebus’s and has been knocking around on the fringes ever since, talking human extermination. Apparently he does nothing in the Polity but does venture into the Graveyard for a bit of sport hunting . . . So, what’s the strategy?’

‘Has Crane done anything with his deliveries from Hune?’

‘Crane is talking to the missiles now. They’re a cheerful bunch, fierce and with much talk of “attitude”. Frankly, I question whether they are sub-AI, and the morality of intelligent explosives eager to commit suicide.’

‘You question morality?’

‘Just kidding.’

‘They’ll keep the main attack on the ground, where we want it.’ As he spoke, Cormac turned and scrambled down the ridge, then jumped from rock to rock below it. He reached a plantation of waist-high shrubs – a mixture of tea oaks and some other odd plants Crane had acquired. They looked like pines but were already bearing translucent red fruits. The Golem was still as odd as he’d ever been and offered no explanation for his actions. He’d worked his way back to Cull, paying passage on cargo ships with etched sapphires, and apparently not communicating much with the crews. Here he’d climbed up into the mountains, cut down trees to build a cabin he didn’t need, and begun tilling the land to grow stuff he probably didn’t need either. Though that last was debatable, since it seemed he’d started planting biotech podule plants.

Out of the other side of the plantation, Cormac came in sight of the cabin. Arach was up on the roof just chilling, Crane was down in the yard at the front, examining the toys Cormac had brought. He ran down a narrow path between tilled fields in which red-green shoots were appearing, then slowed to walk into the yard.

Crane was squatting by a partially assembled railgun; the particle cannon and the U-charger power supply were still in their packaging. Cormac grimaced at the lack of progress. Though at least the missile rack was up, with its six weapons clinging to their firing rails with a scattering of insect legs. As he walked past, they tracked him with stalked eyes. Why the AI Hune, or Crane in the specifications, had decided on those additions he really had no idea. Sometimes he wondered just how negotiable sanity was in AI minds. Linked into the network that he, Arach, Crane and additionally the missiles formed, Cormac focused on Crane. The Golem glanced up at him, then continued his slow meticulous work. No words were spoken, but Cormac caught a flash of the map of the area, including suitable locations in the barrier ring of peaks. But he also gleaned a sense of Crane’s mood, which was usually the only communication he received from him.

‘You knew it would come at some point,’ he shot at the Golem. ‘The kill-or-capture bounties are out there, and ECS has been gearing up security against me for years.’

Arach landed with a thump on the ground nearby, scuttled over to the packaged particle cannon and shredded the packaging in a flash. As the pieces of plasmel fell over to one side, he had the parts of the weapon laid out neatly on the ground.

‘He’s a little resentful,’ said the spider drone. ‘He hoped they would leave him alone in his agrarian paradise.’

‘Resentful is good,’ said Cormac. ‘Any sign of Plunder?’

‘He’s holding in the sky about twenty kilometres out. His run will be first, I’d guess, followed by them bringing in that stealth lander.’

‘Scanning?’

‘Ruger is watching us via Polity satellites. Give him a wave.’ Arach raised a couple of limbs and waved them at the sky.

Cormac looked up at the sky, lifted a hand and raised a middle finger.

‘It’s all very professional,’ Arach went on. ‘I imagine he has his primary strategy, and then of course many more iterations if that looks to be going tits up. But judging by what he brought, he didn’t expect you to be here – he didn’t expect someone who can jump through U-space.’

Feeling something, prickling at the base of his neck, Cormac turned from watching Crane to Arach. ‘You said the thing,’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t have said the thing.’

Perfectly following the narrative, a hundred mines detonated up in the sky, but they weren’t visible from there. Ruger had obviously sowed them in proximate U-space on the way in. The continuum disrupted, crashing Cormac’s U-sense of his surroundings and killing his ability to jump anywhere. It seemed Ruger had fully expected him to be here, and had now sprung the trap. In response he flipped over to gridlink enhancement of his conventional human senses, and there in the distance saw the red blades of steering thrusters cutting the sky. Plunder was coming. And as he focused in on that drone, he saw it opening out like some nightmare rendition of a Swiss Army knife, extruding barrels, Gatling cannons, missile launchers, as well as opening the silver throats of particle cannons.

Cormac returned his attention to Crane, whose hands had now become a blur. The Golem quickly finished assembling the weapon, put it aside, stood up and headed into his cabin. As Cormac watched him go, he had a sudden intense feeling of déjà vu, which then seemed to peel out from inside and transform into knives cutting his skin. He shivered, rubbing at his arms as he watched Crane come back out, trailing a heavy cable from within.

‘Forgot to mention your fusion reactor, did you?’ said Arach.

Crane shrugged and plugged the cable into the missile launcher, stepped back, and made a shooing motion with his hand. Stalked eyes retracted and the rails charged and fired, the suicidal missiles disappearing one after the other. Over the network, Cormac heard their woo-hoos and whees of joy as they went to their fate. But instead of feeling amusement he turned away, as the world became unreal and peeled away, revealing hell underneath.
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Straeger

In a thousand different ways Straeger studied the agent. The pain had been running in through his nerves, ramping up his neural firing, driving chemical changes, forcing in new pathways. The possibility of him slipping out of consciousness had been eliminated, just as had the possibility of him dying. Deep satisfaction rose out of entanglement, but on another level Straeger noted the anger was undiminished. The result for the agent, after a sufficient number of hours, should have been a burned-out husk devoid of a mind – an animal thing screaming its pain. And that would have been suitable punishment for what he’d done. But the agent had gone away.

Straeger still couldn’t work how he’d managed it. Scanning revealed that his mind had impossibly disconnected from the pain input, in that it was arriving in his skull but having no effect. His mind had dropped into something akin to sleep, but with a regimented series of firings that ran a circuit in his skull, independent of his body, independent of what Straeger had been doing. Now, with Straeger having stopped the cutting and repaired the damage, the man was back, but unconscious. Somehow he’d overridden the block on that, as if initially he’d gone around it and now come back underneath it.

Entanglement anger lashed at Straeger, but the red waves finally began to diminish as he studied the data he was receiving. There was simply no physical way the agent could have opted out like that. It had to be something to do with his ability to manipulate U-space, which even now wasn’t entirely clear. It lay somewhere at the interface between the gross physical world and that of the quanta. An interface which was between the four-dimensional reality of space and time, and those other dimensions which burrowed away in the realm of the very small. This was interesting and bore investigation. Straeger could now, if he wished, push the man back into wakefulness and begin cutting again, but on this occasion watch the deep processes within him more closely. However, though he had more of a grip on temporal matters than any other AI bar one, Straeger could see he was running out of time to carry through on what he’d seen as a predestined and necessary course.

‘You evil fuckwad,’ said Blite, snapping back into consciousness after Straeger had knocked him out. The AI had found that, after admiring the variety of the man’s abuse, it had started to become irritating.

‘Evil and good are such prosaic human terms,’ Straeger said distractedly.

‘And yet so applicable. You’re post-human, whether you like it or not, and cannot dismiss the morality it took two million years to create. It’s part of you. You know the difference between the two, and you’ve chosen evil.’

Straeger focused on the man. It seemed he was resorting to some other strategy rather than inventive swearing, threats and pleading. Were they now to have a debate about morality? Perhaps it would pass the time for some small part of his consciousness while he set about other things. And perhaps it would elucidate why he’d felt sufficient discomfort with the things Blite had been saying before to knock the man out.

‘Post-human,’ he sneered. ‘You are post-ape, lizard and amoeba, so how much of that lineage do you accept as part of yourself, and what morality did they have?’

As he spoke, he worked the systems within his ship. Hydraulics hissed and motors hummed. The clamps came off the prador first-child as the frame parted and rearranged around the creature, conveying it downwards and within the reach of Straeger’s threads. He plugged into readout implants he’d inserted into the creature’s armour, and from which further nanothreads ran inside. The data he was gathering changed from what he’d received before via radio signal from the implants, because now he was obtaining chemical information.

‘You can argue against what I said,’ Blite continued, ‘but we both know the truth. You cause your victims pain because you enjoy the power trip, and that’s very human of you too. Maybe you’ve ambitions to be like Penny Royal, but you’re a poor copy indeed. That AI was, and is, gloriously crazy. You’re just a sadist and a coward.’

The surge of entanglement anger rose up from Straeger’s core, freezing all motion and putting his mind on pause. As it began to kick in again, his instinct was to lash out and punish Blite. He almost did, but then the utterly black red-rimmed hole in his perception, which was the gem over in the containment case, stopped him. Was this what Blite was trying to do – provoke a reaction that would get him killed and give him opportunities to change the scenario here? Hissing and rippling, Straeger returned to his inspection of the prador and tried to lose himself in the work.

The biology of the prador was interesting. The young hatched out of eggs injected into paralysed reaverfish, rather as the young of terran parasitic wasps did. Males and females then tracked wildly different courses of development. The females were feral and dangerous. Gathered into harems by the adult male, they were usually trapped in undersea caverns, to be mated with there, and where reaverfish could be shepherded in for implantation. The males developed intelligence, and in juvenile form were controlled by the adult male, in much the same way a queen bee controlled her workers. Subjected to suppression by pheromones, the juvenile males grew slowly, while carrying out their father’s wishes – herding reaverfish to the females, gathering food and controlling their siblings. Their lives were often brutal and short – those that showed any sign of weakness, mutation or stupidity were soon killed and eaten by their father. But all this had been the course of things before the increase in prador intelligence, and their version of an industrial revolution.

‘Another victim for you to torture?’ Blite enquired.

‘Oh, I’m going to raise him beyond his expectations,’ Straeger replied.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘How much do you know about the prador?’ Straeger asked.

‘Plenty,’ Blite replied sharply, perhaps not liking this diversion.

Straeger felt abruptly calmer and realized this was because he’d moved away from the mental self-examination Blite had seemed to be pushing him into. He took on a lecturing tone. ‘In their past, before the prador industrialized and began to understand and manipulate their biology, their use of pheromone control only slowed the development of juveniles into adults. On reaching adulthood, they would then slip the leash. And, driven by their brief period of cowardice, they would flee. Becoming brave again, they would then seek out wild females with which to start their own family. However, when the father grew old, his loss of pheromone control would result in the older children more quickly making the transition into adulthood. Many would flee, as before. Others, nearer to adulthood, would make the transition fast, swiftly going through a period of cowardice when they shed their back legs and their sexual organs developed. Then they’d attack their father. The father, usually having lost limbs, would end up dead, with the new adults subsequently fighting for possession of the females. There would eventually be a winner, and dead or fleeing losers.’

‘This is all very interesting,’ said Blite, ‘but hardly applies to them now. They learned how to replace shed limbs with prosthetics, and made armour to go over their own in their search for invulnerability. They also made internal biological changes which extended the length of their lives, and managed to maintain their output of controlling pheromones into old age – they even manufacture them.’

The man was engaging fully in the conversation, which Straeger realized was due to the fact it kept his focus on the prador, and while they were talking the AI wasn’t turning back to continue torturing the agent.

‘Indeed,’ he agreed. ‘They produced larger families, and extended what had been local pheromone control. They also chemically suppressed the progression of their children to adulthood, and took the course of killing those which showed too much intelligence, or too much free will. Their control of their offspring extended to direct technology in the form of their thralls too. And there the stage was set for the collapse of their growing civilization: the children became stupider, and the ancient adults locked down on any change that might threaten them. The families started to become insular, strange. And conflict for resources, which drove technological development, began to wind down. The first king of the prador changed that, though.’

‘Okay,’ said Blite. ‘Struggling to see the relevance of all this right now.’

‘We AIs have speculated on how the first king came to be,’ Straeger continued, oblivious to the remark. ‘Judging by the characteristics of his extended family, he was a mutation. He made war on his neighbours and, rather than exterminate them, as was usual, he subjugated them. His war extended around the prador home world, where he unified them under his rule. He enforced technological exchange between families, created the engineer class – an almost protected juvenile form of the prador – and he limited control over children to the chemical kind, banning the use of thralls on them. This at least enabled some to develop to, and survive into, adulthood, and thus progress the race. But the king could only push prador psychology so far. The fathers still killed those which showed too much perspicacity, and later transplanted their ganglions, flash-frozen, into useful machines. The king also enforced cooperation between families on larger projects. And in his time, the prador put themselves in space, created U-space drives, and began to spread his dominion.’

‘I always wondered about that,’ said Blite, going with the conversation again. ‘They were fragmented before him, though technologically advanced. But even so, it seems as if they made the leap to the stars and extended a massive kingdom too quickly for everything to have been done under one king.’

‘Indeed, and without AI. The combination of disparate family technologies is partly responsible, but also the first king lived a very long time. It was speculated that, though the one in charge was called the first king, he was not the same individual – in fact succession was decided privately and bloodily, as his children reached adulthood. The hypothesis had no real proof, however, and seems too contrary to prador psychology. The prador treated other races they encountered worse than they treated their own kind, which was bad enough. Then of course they encountered the Polity.’

Blite just grunted an acknowledgement of that and stared speculatively at the prador first-child, as cutters and manipulators closed in around the creature.

‘The war,’ Straeger said, ‘would have lasted perhaps another hundred years, and probably resulted in the destruction of the Kingdom, as well as the extermination of a large part of the prador race. But for this.’ Straeger raised into view the cylinder he’d extracted from Blite’s thigh: the Spatterjay virus.

‘That’s pretty much an open secret now.’ Blite suddenly looked more concerned and worried than he had been before. ‘The usurper was mutated by the Spatterjay virus . . . more intelligent and in control of his instincts. He knew the prador couldn’t win, so brought about the truce.’

‘This prador,’ Straeger stated, ‘is so close to adulthood his back leg section is only held in place by his armour. He was in charge of the attack on Yossander’s Hold, but did not take part. I have ascertained he is very intelligent, and he knew that no matter what he did, his father would end him. So he decided to die in the asteroid impact.’

‘Yeah, okay, whatever . . .’

With a sound like those from inside a heavy manufacturing plant, the tools went to work on the prador’s armour. A second later, with a loud crump and hiss of escaping vapour, the top section separated from the bottom and rose up. Its eyes dropped away in the visor. It held there for a second, then hinged over. Shortly after, the creature’s head turret lay exposed, the single stalked eye dropping down. Straeger held the prador down against the blast of air which should eject the creature from the lower half of its armour. Manipulators and levers came in, slowly easing the thing from the rest of its armour. It had all its legs, in octopod form. The only bit missing was the tip of one claw, from which Straeger had extracted its particle cannon. The armour came apart around it and wafted away. The thing shifted weakly, then abruptly jerked. Its back legs, with a connecting section of carapace, dropped away with a spill of milky fluid, and they too disappeared into the environs of the ship.

Straeger now brought in the cylinder he’d taken from Blite.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Blite asked.

Straeger inserted the cylinder into an injector on the end of a jointed arm. The thing came in over the prador’s natural carapace. Ahead of the injector itself, a drill started up and began boring through. The prador didn’t react, maintained in somnolence as it was. Straeger considered why he hadn’t allowed the creature to feel pain, then quickly dismissed this from his mind. He advanced the injector once the drill had cleared.

‘I did think about using the virus from Matheson and the Brices,’ he said, ‘but it’s too corrupted. This one has been altered to suppress any genomes too divergent from that of the host, so I’ll be interested to see the result.’

The injector eased its plunger down into the cylinder, driving the contents into the prador. Via his sensors, Straeger observed immediate rapid spread, driven by specially designed dispersal agents.

‘What the fuck is this?’ Blite asked.

‘I suspect,’ Straeger continued, ‘the lack of any application of mammalian DNA will result in a more aggressive creature, judging by the p-prador.’

‘Why? Why the hell are you doing this?’ Blite asked.

Almost dismissively, Straeger consigned the prador back to his framework. He eyed the engineer up there too and speculated, then decided yes, he would run a transfusion from the first-child to the other. All he would learn would be data grist to his mills. And if he didn’t like the results, disposal wouldn’t be a problem.

‘Why, you ask?’ he said. ‘Because history must continue along its destined course. And though it has taken me a while to accept it, I am part of that history.’ He winced internally, not liking his choice of the word ‘destined’, yet in another part of his being also liking it very much.

Valt

Valt woke up. For a time there he’d been in a memory of being a second-child, chasing down the third-children through the warrens, catching those that were too slow and chopping them in half with one snip of his claw. Others he selected out during intelligence tests and still others he dealt with when noting some obvious physical aberration. The one exception had been Drust. The third-child had a malformation, a whorl of carapace beside his head turret which extended into his left claw. However, he scored the highest on the intelligence tests, and Father had decided to allow him to live, directing his education towards the engineer class.

His vision cleared and, with an effort, he raised his eyestalk. Something hindered his movement and what he could see was very confusing. Feeling a sudden surge of fear, he tried to move again. Sure his suit must have powered down, he frantically directed two subsidiary eyes down at the mandible console in his suit. It wasn’t there. In fact, he found himself looking at a dished floor area, in which sat something consisting of a ball of centrally attached ribbons and threads suffused with light. A second later he noticed the creatures he’d glued to asteroid rock still in place, on a chunk of that same rock, which had been excised and now stood up on its edge. He also saw the two humans clamped to pillars, one of them seemingly caught in a beam of red light. A further attempt at moving rendered no result, and panic of the kind he only felt in the presence of his father increased. He turned and dipped his stalked eye to inspect himself. He was utterly naked of armour, held in a framework with flat-faced clamps up against his natural carapace.

As well as being fearful he felt odd too. Strange urges were rolling through his body, and he had an awareness of something calling his attention to his back end. He twitched this, and experienced an oddly pleasurable sensation. Epiphany arrived a second later. Someone had stripped off his armour, detaching the pheromone and injected chemical suppression, and he’d made the transition into an adult. This was the reason for his fear – the natural reaction which would drive him away from his father. Or, if unable to flee, drive him to attack. And yet, upon his understanding of this, the fear began to wane. This wasn’t right, it was too quick, but a deep clarity rose up about his biology, which stood him aside from it. With this new-found clarity, he felt a surge of long-suppressed contempt for his father, who in his senility had been steadily leading his family into decay. Did that matter to him as an adult now? It shouldn’t have done, and yet he felt an uncharacteristic attachment to his siblings. With this came the realization that the strange feelings were not just due to adulthood.

His afferent nerves made him aware of movement, and other changes inside his carapace. With another rush of fear, he speculated whether he might be infested with parasites. But it was as if something within him batted that silly idea aside. He concentrated on the sensations, trying to locate them in his mental image of his biology. It seemed, just for a second, as if he could actually look inside himself, and there see snakish fibrous growths throughout. He searched his shell again, looking for predatory barnacles, which were the creatures that rooted in like that, but could see nothing. Perhaps it was out of sight? He then spotted a sealed hole in his carapace and surmised that something had been injected. Next he saw a pipe leading out of another hole, and tracked this to Drust, similarly captured up to his right.

‘This does not look good,’ Drust commented. ‘And what the father’s arse plate happened with the asteroid?’

Valt didn’t like to admit it, but he did. ‘I have no idea.’ Secondarily to that, he abruptly realized Drust hadn’t spoken with mandibles and throat membrane, and neither had he.

‘Well, at least we’re not dead. I thought for a minute there you’d decided we were going in with the thing – it was getting very close.’

Valt detected the humour that wasn’t quite humour and, being uncharacteristically honest, replied, ‘We were going in with it. Look at my back end.’

Drust’s eyestalks swivelled and, after a pause, he said, ‘Oh.’

Valt continued, ‘Whether the attack succeeded or failed, I was dead. Had I returned to Father, I would have died in a protracted and painful way. I chose to end myself in the asteroid impact.’

‘Nice,’ said Drust. ‘And you decided you’d like to have me along for that last ride?’

‘You wouldn’t have survived my death. The first-children below me always resented you and could never put aside their disgust at your malformation.’ It was true. But Valt recognized it was an after-the-fact justification, when at the time he’d thought nothing of Drust at all. Upon understanding this, he realized he now wasn’t thinking or talking like a prador. Neither was Drust. It had to be something to do with what had been injected into him. And which, judging by the pipe, was running into the second-child engineer too.

‘Your transformations are proceeding fast, I see,’ another prador voice clattered and bubbled. ‘Interestingly, the Spatterjay virus is maintaining a mental link between the two of you through the transfusion line. I wonder if it will remain in place when I sever the line.’

The voice had come from that ball of something down below. Valt viewed it for a second, then again scanned his surroundings. The hardware was recognizable as Polity technology, but arranged in a manner that seemed chaotic. This meant he and Drust were in a Polity ship, station or base. Some part of him detected a weird aberration in reality around him, and he immediately decided this was a U-field. A ship, then. Looking back at the glowing ball-thing, he made an extrapolation.

‘You are a variety of Polity AI,’ he said out loud.

‘That was very quick. I am the Mobius AI Straeger,’ the thing replied. ‘But then the virus has penetrated your major ganglion and is already reforming it.’

Spatterjay virus . . .

A noise distracted him, and he looked over at the human whom he’d spoken to on the asteroid. The man was saying something, but without his suit translator, he couldn’t quite . . . Something clicked inside him and he did suddenly understand. The man had just asked this Straeger what the hell it was saying to Valt. Irrelevant for now – of more concern was this virus.

He knew how the thing transformed humans, because Father still had a collection of human blanks out of Spatterjay. He also knew it transformed other creatures too. The thing was part of a life cycle on that world: it was spread by the leeches and acted as a mutualistic parasite for them, turning their prey into a rugged reusable resource. He’d never thought before how that might apply to prador. Now he did, and knew it accounted for the changes and movement he could feel within.

‘Why have you injected us with the Spatterjay virus?’ he asked.

‘So you will be as strong and effective as the usurper,’ Straeger replied.

‘This makes no sense—’ Valt began, but in a flash realized it did. None of the prador who had fled to the Graveyard understood how the usurper had so easily toppled the first king. Now, judging by his own clarity and new ways of thinking after just a short time, he could see how this had come about.

‘This still doesn’t look good,’ said Drust. ‘But I’m feeling really smart. This AI has some purpose for us . . .’ Drust trailed off, as if something else had come to his attention and distracted him. That was common with the engineer whenever he started thinking about something technical.

‘Interesting, the communications link between the two of you is growing backup transceivers, as if intelligence in the virus has foreseen that the material link will be severed.’ The AI pondered this for a moment, then added, ‘There are things about the Jain tech in the virus I have yet to plumb, since they extend down into the Planck realm.’

Jain technology?

Disparate data were rising in his mind – so many things he’d forgotten throughout his long juvenile life. Blocks of his life were returning to him, which he’d thought wiped out by his more than one hundred years in hibernation. He now remembered their flight from the Kingdom. And then, because the resources hadn’t been available to keep so many of them alive, Father sending the majority into hibernation. He remembered waking amid the corpses of his brethren who hadn’t survived hibernation. Then being given command over the asteroid clear-up force by his father, who was now old and devoid of natural limbs, and very obviously not as sharp as he’d once been. But he also remembered snippets. Such as how the humans had discovered a hostile alien technology, whose source they’d named the Jain.

‘What happened with the asteroid?’ Drust asked, both through their link and out loud. ‘Seems we should have been atmospheric ash by now.’

The column of light holding the other, apparently unconscious, human lit up briefly as an indication.

‘What are you going to do to him now?’ asked the conscious one, and Valt understood the words perfectly. Almost negligently, he shunted this understanding over to Drust, who acknowledged the information with a click of one claw.

‘Nothing for now,’ Straeger replied to the man. ‘His resistance to pain requires investigating.’

‘Doubtless with more pain being the investigatory tool,’ said the man.

‘This man,’ said Straeger, ignoring the conscious man, while the capture beam of the other flashed again, ‘has the ability to jump himself through U-space. With a sufficient energy source, he also has the capability of jumping even more through that continuum. He managed to take the asteroid through and out the other side of Yossander’s Hold.’

As Valt absorbed this information, suppressing the urge to dismiss it as a ridiculous idea, the man spoke again. ‘Right, you’re having a nice chat with them.’ By this it became evident Straeger was now running translation to them all. Why? Almost certainly to measure Valt’s and Drust’s reaction to the human, and thereby gain some measure of how much the virus was changing them. As a corollary to that, Valt searched out his hatred of humanity, of anything that wasn’t prador, and, in fact, his hatred of much that was prador too. The emotions were there, but a seeming ephemeral skin over something deeper and stronger.

‘I don’t think “nice chat” is the correct term,’ Valt said to the man. ‘We are as much prisoners as you, and this AI is forming us into something else for its purposes.’ He stretched out a claw to gesture and, surprisingly, found it had broken free, the clamps having come away from it. He gestured again, towards the three stuck to their slab of stone. ‘I surmise we are as much tools now as are they.’

Having spoken the words, Valt plumbed their origin, tracking down a logic tree in his mind. The fact the humans were prisoners indicated that what they’d done had been contrary to the AI’s wishes. The three on the slab had tried to stop the two, indicating they might be agents of the AI, and this was confirmed by how they’d shown a tendency not to die, even when dismembered. They too had the Spatterjay virus inside them.

‘What sufficient energy source?’ interjected Drust.

The AI didn’t reply for a long minute, then said, ‘I see you, second-child engineer, are a mutation. The exterior sign of this should have led to you being culled. Obviously increased intelligence, resulting from the odd formation of your ganglion, made you a special case.’

‘You what?’ said Drust.

‘The energy source he used,’ said Straeger, ‘is a piece of a black AI called Penny Royal.’

‘Fuck,’ said Drust.

Valt couldn’t help but agree with his companion’s sentiment. Prador that had fled the Kingdom to the Graveyard had sought to find ways back to displace the usurper. To do this they’d formed various alliances that never lasted long, but they had also sought out power and new weapons – anything which might advance their cause. Many of them had, as a result, encountered the black AI. And the outcomes of that had never been good.

‘This is all very interesting,’ said Valt, ‘but we still have no explanation for what you intend to do with us.’

‘Oh that’s very simple,’ said Straeger. ‘You’re going home to your father. It’s time for a change of regime there.’

May

They were going down. May had no doubt, as she slid across the floor to the back of the bridge. She felt broken – as if her body had acquired a wider selection of joints. Something soft halted her progress, and she looked into the dead eyes of a corpse, the man Breil, sprawled ungainly from the stretcher.

‘Close up your suit,’ said the Golem woman Judice over the network.

May managed to raise her head and saw Judice had lost her chair, but was clinging to exposed floor beams where it’d been torn out. Her feet were unnaturally gripping them, like hands. She was looking across at Carlstone, and, even though part of her face covering was gone, May didn’t like what she saw in Judice’s expression. She swung her attention to the man as well and felt something lurch inside. He was still in his chair, with it closed around him, but he hung there inert, with his head over to one side. There was blood all over his shoulders and down the back of the chair. A shudder through the ship had his head lolling around to expose a fist-sized hole in the back of his skull. May just stared. It made no sense to her that someone so coldly practical and efficient could be dead. She looked across at Iris, who was still standing where she’d been before, with her arms folded, her attention on Carlstone too. The haiman turned to her and their eyes met. There was nothing human in those metallic orbs. When she heard a familiar hissing and bubbling, May raised a hand, surprised to find her arm working, and hit the control to close up her hood and visor. It was as if she was drawing a line under a chapter.

Crash foam began sleeting into the bridge. Globules of it expanded massively as its constituents reacted. Pieces the size of an eyeball rapidly grew to the size of footballs, and then beyond. A great boiling flood of the stuff swamped May, cutting her immediate view of those in the bridge. She then switched entirely to their network to see what was happening.

The Coin was dropping from the sky, but it seemed Judice had at least some control of its descent, taking it away from the city, away from the coastal fighting, and towards the sea.

‘Still no grav,’ Iris commented with cold precision.

‘Repairable, but not in this time window,’ Judice replied.

May delved into ship stats, because that was her territory. One grav-engine was sputtering intermittently and, using the three remaining thrusters, Judice was optimizing each instant of that. A glimpse through internal cams showed ship’s robots busy at work on the remaining grav-engines – metallic insects clamouring over some chunk of food. Next, running through damage reports, structural sensors and their approach speed, May ascertained that, though they’d crash hard, it was quite likely they’d survive it. So it seemed Iris had been premature in her claim. She examined her own response to this and wondered at her indifference.

‘Beach or sea?’ Judice enquired, her tone perfunctory.

‘Go for the sea – we’ve enough crash foam spread throughout to remain buoyant,’ Iris replied. The exchange seemed to be an acknowledgement of who was now in charge.

Checking through the data, May saw that Judice had managed to swing the ship around, and they were coming in parallel to the coastline. The beach ahead had been blasted clear of debris, while a scum of bubble-metal and body parts covered the sea. She saw too that many prador were floating up to the rims of their carapaces, though whether they were alive or not it was hard to tell.

‘Why the sea?’ May interjected.

‘Because the Gilliad just tried to kill us,’ Iris snapped. ‘Work it out.’

‘Why—’ May began, but Judice interrupted her.

‘Got some shielding,’ said the Golem woman.

‘We’ll need it,’ Iris replied. ‘I’m into that railgun’s system but . . . maybe not for long.’

Via the network, May picked up a tactical overlay and saw it highlighting weapons in from the shoreline. They were the weapons the Draft Line soldiers were using against the remaining prador, but seeing them highlighted like this gave her one of the answers she’d been seeking. Troops were coming out from the city. The Gilliad had hit the Coin with an orbital weapon, and she controlled those troops too. If they came down onto the beach, the soldiers would be able to reach them. And yet, why had the Gilliad allowed so many of her troops to be wiped out, along with the majority of the prador force? She began to formulate another question, but events prevented her actually speaking it.

The sea came up at them fast. They hit with a shuddering crash, which May felt through the deck below her. External cams showed a massive spray of water, steam and chunks of debris. A constant thrumming and crashing came through, with further debris impacting on the hull as the ship slewed along the surface. An even louder crash ensued, and for a second she thought they’d hit something bigger. Then, in Tactical, she saw their hardfields up between the ship and the shore, taking fire. With a surge of anger, she felt the extent of the betrayal hit home. They’d fought on the side of the Gilliad against this prador attack, the Coin taking huge damage during it. Now the world was safe from the prador, its ruler had turned on them, killing Carlstone. And yet, again, the way she’d allowed the destruction of her forces made no sense. Finally formulating her questions, May just sent them as a text query, knowing Iris and Judice had other things on their minds right then: Why is she trying to kill us? Why did she kill her own troops?

‘It’s complicated,’ Iris replied wearily.

‘I can do complicated,’ May said meekly.

‘Through Meander’s texts, the Gilliad had a glimpse of the future. The main elements being the prador asteroid attack. And the presence of certain individuals on this world that would save it. She and Meander were wrong about Blite, of course, but one thing became evident to the Gilliad in the copious information Meander imparted, about what would happen after the world was saved.’

‘And what was that?’ May asked, obedient to the narrative.

‘That she, the Gilliad, wasn’t in that aftermath.’

‘Oh.’

‘Oh indeed. Meander told her of the rise of the Draft Line to prominence. And the further introduction of hard technology to their organic tech, leading to some sort of renaissance. Yet there was no Gilliad ruling over that line.’

‘So she’s ensuring her place in history by eliminating the Draft Line, and any power that might remove her, like us.’

‘She’s certainly trying.’

Abruptly May found herself able to move her arm, then crash foam started to dissolve in front of her visor, turning to a glutinous yellow liquid which slid off the frictionless surface. She glimpsed the front end of a printerbot passing before her, like the head of a metal and composite tick. It wasn’t printing, but instead spraying the enzyme to decohere the crash foam, then sucking up the result.

‘We’ve got some thrusters functional,’ Judice announced.

May pushed against the crash foam, wet chunks falling away from her as she sat upright. The bridge was a mess, looking more like a sulphurous cave, as more tick-like robots the size of dogs crawled around clearing up the crash foam. Judice and Carlstone were revealed still in their previous positions, by consoles they couldn’t see, but for different reasons. Judice didn’t need her console, as she worked through the virtual spaces of the ship. Exposed through the melting foam, the screen paint surround showed them floating on a sea crammed with debris, human corpses and the armoured upper carapaces of prador. May stood up and looked towards the shore. The hardfields took another hit, as underneath them Draft Line troops were swarming towards the sea. Some who reached it waded in, while others used debris and prador as stepping stones. However, looking further back, she could see many soldiers clustered in groups, down on the ground, or wandering around as if bewildered.

‘Get us the fuck out of here,’ said Iris. ‘Some may be beating her control, but not enough of them.’

In the screen view a thruster flame flared out, and the Coin began to shift away from the shore. The shift caused waves, tipping over those soldiers using the stepping stones. May looked over at Iris, who’d also been revealed by one of the cleaning robots, standing in the same place as before. Had the woman been hurt? There was blood down the side of her armoured suit. The door opened at the back of the bridge, and three soldiers she didn’t recognize came in, trailed by mobile toolboxes. She guessed their skill extended beyond killing people. One went over to Briel’s corpse and picked him up. Another went over to Carlstone, hit a control at the back to loosen the chair around him, and picked him up too. The third hit a control on Paidon’s stretcher and it detached from the floor and rose up on maglev. As they headed away, May felt something should be said, but it seemed no one felt inclined. She herself found no words, just a numb indifference. She eyed the tool chests the soldiers had left behind, and assumed they’d be back to set about repairs.

‘We’re in shit condition,’ said Judice. ‘Remanufacturing will take an age.’

Iris turned and looked directly at May.

‘Resources are available,’ she said flatly.

May immediately understood the implication. Her ship, the Bracken, had a large manufactory inside it, and was effectively a beached depository of spare parts. She nodded her agreement as another thruster fired up, and she felt the slight tug of a gravengine trying to operate. They were heading to where May had left her ship on a drift island, after having crash-landed it on this world. She glanced at the charred corridor leading from the bridge as the soldiers carried Carlstone and the other casualties out of sight. Why be concerned? The man surely had a memplant, or was vitrifying even now. He’d be back, wouldn’t he?

Iris

It was time to push the next stage, Iris decided. The Gilliad had driven the Draft Line suicidally into battle, and they were becoming aware that over a million of them hadn’t needed to die to hold that line while Carlstone blew his mines. The prador would have mounded up anyway, with just some spillover onto the land which would have needed dealing with afterwards – but in an action that would have resulted in an order of magnitude fewer casualties. The Gilliad had also tried to kill Meander, who, to the Draft Line, came close to being a saint, if one were to view their organization as similar to a religion, which it was. And now the Gilliad had tried to destroy the Coin – the ship and crew that’d brought Blite to them and saved the world, though not in the way expected.

There was rebellion in the Draft Line – resistance, disgust and hatred for their ruler and creator. Some were managing to break their conditioning and tear away their lampreys. Given time, this would grow, and eventually all of them would break away. But they’d break away as free individuals, and this Iris did not want. She wanted control here, and the best way to achieve that was to supplant the Gilliad, which would happen through the lamprey connections. The creatures were, after all, just a carrier of the Gilliad. They were the substrate on which she existed; they were no more the Gilliad than a data crystal was the data recorded upon it. Iris could use them.

Leaving the bridge, she returned to her cabin. Once there, she looked up at the ceiling and projected an EM pulse to burn out the cams and other sensors up there. It was irrational, since she had no more worries now about anyone watching. However, she did need to check Carlstone’s cabin for recordings, and, perhaps, plant some evidence to lead anyone suspicious about his death into alternative suspicions. That would be no more than a precaution, since she had no particular worries on that score either. The troops aboard and May were beneath her notice, and Judice was a human uploaded to a Golem chassis, which Iris had every confidence she could penetrate. The only other ones who represented a danger to her weren’t aboard, and were outside of her calculations for the present. So now it was time to turn to other matters.

Iris headed over to the bed she never used and sat down, pushing into the consensus circuit between the Gilliad and the Draft Line. She began analysing and assessing, soon discovering that those most resistant to the Gilliad were the originals – the soldiers and Preeces who were first created by her. They’d hatched out in artificial wombs eighty years ago, before the Draft Line became a breeding population. She started making links to them first, and offering up snippets of programming. On the mental plane, it was akin to offering spare ammunition, fighting moves and strategy to a soldier on the ground. They snapped these up instinctively and deployed them, finding the ability to circumvent orders and penetrate their entrapping suits. Slowly they then became more conscious of those snippets, and the fact they came not from within but from an extraneous source. A sense of victory passed through them, and now Iris had to reveal herself before they took their own courses.

‘Do not remove the lampreys,’ she told them in their thousands, and in a thousand different ways.

‘Why?’ they asked, in as many ways in return.

She sent imagery of four individuals: the three soldiers and the Preece who the Gilliad had driven to try and kill Meander. They’d been disabled by Meander’s abrupt removal of their lampreys, and the injuries she caused them, and had only just started moving again when the other soldiers arrived. Under the Gilliad’s control, these soldiers quickly executed the four, sealing the door behind them as they left. Iris added in a few other instances of this, when Preeces and Draft Line troops had torn off their lampreys themselves and soon after ended up dead. Those she was communicating with quickly understood the danger.

‘With my assistance, you can circumvent her,’ she told them. ‘Spill my programming to your fellows, and I’ll provide more. However, it is essential you retain the lampreys as a com system, and remain a united force. Don’t let the Gilliad destroy your future!’

The feedback from them was full of angry determination, hope and, most importantly, gratitude. As promised, Iris began feeding them more programs to circumvent the Gilliad’s control of them. She chose a number of the old Preeces and soldiers as the main recipients, and observed them steadily building their own secure network – secure from the Gilliad but not from her. The main concentration of this was in the capital city. Already the preparations to launch boats after the Coin had stalled, while city weapons that had been firing ineffectually out to sea were shutting down. This lack of response to the Gilliad’s orders was spreading even further too, forming nodes in other cities and elsewhere. However, for Iris’s purposes, she didn’t want it spreading too far just yet.

The orbital weapons needed to stay ostensibly in the Gilliad’s control, so Iris blocked those of the Draft Line up there from the newly forming networks. The Gilliad had the illusion of control over them, by loading them up with lampreys, but they really belonged to Iris. At the same time, under constant threat from the railgun on the moon, the Draft Line down here wouldn’t have too much time to think, and so she could push them in the direction she wanted. The same applied to the Coin and its crew, as she directed them towards the Bracken, which held a high-tech manufacturing source she required. The scenario with Meander also needed to play out; that woman was a potential problem – but one that was about to be solved, if all went to plan.

Meander

Meander ran along the roof of the gourd-shaped shopping centre, slipping slightly. It was formed of something like sharkskin to slew rain off into the similarly frictionless gutters, to feed the riot of plants below. With the scanning technology growing around her nerves, and other technology blooming in her body like bacterial colonies in gel, her sensorium had increased hugely. She now knew it to be about the same as the agent’s when he’d used his gridlink to interpret what he saw with his U-sense.

After hopping from roof to roof, running along vine pathways, and clambering up neat ladder trees to other levels, she came to a low area where the tangles of vines were much denser. She paused on a suspended walkway leading in, and squatted to view the scene. Out at the coast the sky was still boiling, and weapons still crackling. The explosions had annihilated most of the prador under the sea, and on land – most of the human forces that had engaged with them too. But still a lot of mopping up was required. The Gilliad had at least sent in reserves of the Draft Line for that, probably hoping to thin them out further. Those still in the city the ruler had deployed for another purpose, though. Meander could see them down in the streets, rushing along higher levels, and even coming up through the building behind her. All were converging on her.

She grimaced. She could keep moving, but for what she needed to do next she had to hide – there were so many eyes and other sensors in the surrounding biotech that the Gilliad had access to. Another problem was that, of course, the Gilliad and her troops knew precisely where Meander was heading. Still, there were ways to make things more difficult for them, and for the Gilliad. She held out her arm and inspected where the sleeve of her suit had been torn away and revealed it. Bone, muscle, veins and ligaments were visible, like the internal workings of a diatom. Also visible were other structures resembling ancient electronics, glowing filaments and threads, and macro-organisms travelling like slow squid. These were factories of nanomachines and printing heads, steadily repurposing the materials of her body. All this activity, burning up energy at a huge rate, generated emissions. She appeared to be glowing from within, and she could see that in infrared she burned as brightly as a campfire.

Meander knew, but on a level that wasn’t memory, her transformation had only just begun. This current body was still soft and destructible. She concentrated within, focusing on the chromatophores blooming throughout her skin, and via her integrating nanosuite sent an instruction. Her skin turned opaque blue for a second, then bloomed with pink hexagons the size of her palm. Obviously that system wasn’t quite up to speed, so she tried something else. Her surroundings were mostly green-white and shades of red, through to violet. Scanning, she selected three predominant colours, then fed them into the system. Her skin changed, adopting the colours in a patchwork that covered her head to foot. She considered abandoning her damaged suit to make this camouflage a little more effective, but the diagnostic return on it showed no activation on her torso. And since her primary aim in doing this was to cut her glow, she left the suit on. Time to get moving again.

She ran along the pathway, and then, coming adjacent to a building clad in pipe vines, leapt the five-metre gap to land amid the plants. Scrambling up through them, she found a section where they grew thick over the warmth of a biotech generator, and she wormed her way in deep, close to the wall. It would have to do. In this secure position, where any inadvertent movement or loss of control wouldn’t have her falling out, she raised the three double-ended lampreys still writhing in her hand. Lining up their larger mouths, she pressed them against her skull. They bit down at once and, like Polity augs, tried to run in their fibres. She allowed that for a second, then blocked them with her nanosuite. Meanwhile their bodies squirmed around her neck, and the other ends made attachment on the back of her neck, as well as her upper chest.

‘Iris?’ she asked through the link she had to the haiman.

Information came through first. The Coin was down on the sea, and running its maintenance robots to try and get grav-engines up and functioning again. Meander shot an update back on what she was doing.

‘You think you can shut her down?’ Iris enquired.

‘Yes.’

‘Okay, whatever you do, do it quickly,’ said Iris.

Further data came through, and Meander saw that Iris had been penetrating the Gilliad’s control of the weapons on the moons, but kept being pushed out, which was puzzling for a haiman of her capabilities. Meander assumed Iris lacked the organic coding that was the very basis of Meander’s being. There were ways around that, Meander realized. And there’d have to be, because she couldn’t keep perpetually doing what she was about to do. The coding, the ancestry, that could give her access also made her vulnerable, though not as much as the Draft Line soldiers here.

‘Understood,’ she replied, and finally allowed the lamprey fibres to enter her brain.

As with the first time, she fell into the systems of control around the world. Ignoring a vast amount of data concerning the prosaic running of the planet, like crop rotations, shipments, birthing strategies and resource distribution, she went straight after the moon weapons, as before. But as she fell into the system, the system fell into her. The Gilliad was all around her like a living fog, probing into her mind and trying to include her in its totality. She pushed it aside and, as a fog herself, flowed into the power-control network of the major railgun. This was the biggest danger to the Coin. As she did so, she saw one node lighting up. The Gilliad was charging it to fire. Concentrating around that, Meander broke links and inserted new orders, watching the weapon abruptly powering down again. In the meantime she began routing data she was intercepting, and altering back through that link to Iris.

‘I see . . .’ said the haiman woman.

But just a moment later the Gilliad began to route around the broken links.

‘This,’ said Iris, and sent a series of viruses based on the organic code the Gilliad used. Meander studied the package, found it good, and instituted it at once. The viruses hit, spreading disruption throughout the railgun. They threw a random firing into positioning, and put a twitch into targeting sensors. She and Iris proceeded to work in synergy, editing and applying viruses, updating protocols, causing deliberate depletions of resources, and this went on for some time. Meander began to wonder why she was going to this extent, and started to feel uncomfortable with so disabling the world’s protection. The prador could come again. She needed to be ready for that. Her soldiers needed to be ready, though they also had to be suppressed and controlled, if not eliminated, for her own survival. And these weapons needed to be deployed against alien influences that could further threaten her survival . . .

So the stream ran through her mind as the Gilliad’s thoughts became hers, and Meander knew she was beginning to lose grip.

‘I’ve got this,’ said Iris – it seemed with some amusement. ‘Pull out.’

Meander felt sickened as she raised a hand to the lampreys and hesitated there.

‘It doesn’t affect you?’ she asked.

‘It’s routing through your biology,’ Iris replied. ‘With me it gets no further than my crystal.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ Meander said, bothered by how Iris had been able to take on this chore so quickly when she’d been ineffectual before.

‘There’s something else you need to know,’ Iris interjected into her thoughts.

‘And what’s that?’

Iris sent her imagery of what had happened inside the bridge of the Coin, as if the words were something she didn’t want to speak. Meander absorbed it. She hadn’t been particularly close to Carlstone, yet now felt a surge of grief and anger.

‘What can I do now?’ she asked.

‘She’s losing control,’ Iris replied. ‘Not just up there, but down here too – the Draft Line are rebelling. I think your instinct to confront her is correct, not least because you’ll be a distraction while you’re in the city. The more distractions and delays she faces, the weaker her grip . . .’

‘So, I just keep on the move here?’

‘Go to her. Her main node in the tower is no more a danger to you than she is anywhere else in the city. Engage her, distract her.’

‘Okay,’ Meander said. It seemed a weak strategy, but she trusted that Iris knew what she was talking about. She reached up to grab the lampreys, tore them from her head and body, and tossed them away. Internally, her nanosuite went to work on dissolving the fibres. With a lurch she was out again, and it worried her how close she’d come to thinking as, and simply being a part of, the Gilliad. She hissed out a breath, engaged with the world around her, and saw troops on the walkway below. They were converging around the base of the building she was hiding upon. Judging by the way they were searching every nook, they knew she was in the area, but not precisely where. Looking up, she mapped a course out, but didn’t move just yet.

‘You still have it?’ she asked.

‘I still have it,’ said Iris, colder and closer. ‘Each time she tries a new strategy to fire up a weapon gives me an opening to put in a new virus. Go and keep that bitch occupied.’

‘Okay.’

‘Good luck.’

Meander didn’t reply, instead pushing herself out of her hiding place, and began to climb. Much higher up, she moved out to the edge of the growth, studied a gap of ten metres to the face of another building, then simply leapt. She hit the face of the other building twenty metres down, her tough skin sliding off a rough surface, until she found what she wanted. Her fingers turned in like hooks to jerk her to a halt. As she clambered horizontally around the pipe of a building, she knew no ordinary human could have survived what she’d just done. But then thinking of Iris and the others, she understood that ‘ordinary’ was a rarity.

Crossing similar gaps, making more climbs and more descents, she finally crawled out below a stem, and along the underside of a horizontal surface, then over a lip onto the top of one of those bracket fungus parking platforms. There she squatted. Turning and scanning the platform, her gaze came to rest on an old aerofan nearby. No other vehicles were available. She looked speculatively up at the sky. She no longer had mental access to the Gilliad, and was glad to have left that to the haiman. The very prospect of having such intimate contact again nauseated her. Iris was blocking the Gilliad’s moon weapons, but that was an ongoing fight, while there were other armaments scattered throughout the city. How much risk was she prepared to take? She was close to the Gilliad now, and even if the woman wrested control from Iris to fire here, she risked hitting herself. Meander made a snap decision and stepped over to the fan.

Climbing onto the saddle, she pulled up the joystick, scanning the mechanism. Steering was simple, but finding the start button harder – for no apparent reason it was under the seat. She stabbed the thing and a hydrox turbine wound up to speed. Slowly releasing a clutch on the joystick got the fan blades turning in their cage below her. She ramped on the throttle control on the stick, and the vehicle lurched into the sky. Still seeing all the activity around her, she had no time for practice; she threw the thing over the edge, even as a primitive slug thrower opened up, splintering the parking platform behind her. Looking through the platform from below, she saw the Draft troops spilling out onto it.

She swung the fan around the building and dropped down lower, flying it between other buildings, under walkways, skimming above streets. She couldn’t help but enjoy the exhilaration. Always aware of the main concentrations of the troops, she avoided them. Coming back up a little higher, and now in sight of the Gilliad’s tower, she saw shapes falling towards her from a platform above. Focusing in, she realized these angels had no chance of catching her.

The Gilliad’s tower loomed ahead. Scanning intently, she saw that Draft Line troops were gathered about the base, but the interior was all but opaque. The Gilliad was concealing the doubtless numerous troops waiting within the building for her. And yet, when she gazed towards the platform that she and May had escaped from before, she could see only one figure there. Now, so close, she began to have second thoughts.

The instinct to launch herself towards the Gilliad had been in her even before her body began to change, but what could she actually do? The Gilliad was strong, had a firm grip on the minds of her population, and disinclined to relinquish that grip. Only two people had the required talents to stand up against her on that level. One of those was Iris – the technology in that woman’s body wasn’t really in congruence with what was here, but she’d shown how quickly she could adapt. The other was Meander herself, who very definitely was in congruence with the biotechnology, since she was the far-future result of it. She needed a better strategy than simply distracting the Gilliad. She should try to persuade her to loosen her grip, to allow the Draft Line the free will to ascend to a position of power, as history dictated. But she also needed to affirm that the Gilliad’s absence from that history didn’t mean her absence from existence. Then, if the Gilliad remained obstinate, it would be time to fight her power – to go mentally head to head with her, as before, this time being aware of the dangers.

Yet all this seemed such a weak approach to risk herself on, and she considered turning round. Going back and heading out across the ocean to catch up with the others, to get their perspective, their help and advice. She didn’t turn round, though, certainly due to a degree of arrogance, but also the feeling that she was a component in the machine of history, grinding towards the future. She had the troubling sense that whatever she did now would lead to the correct result – that she was just a toy of fate, of destiny.

In moments she was over the platform. She brought the aerofan down in a blast of ash, scattering the corpses of dead lampreys here, and raising the stink of their decay. Eyeing the standing figure, she saw that he was a Preece. She dismounted, probing hard into the building behind, and making some headway against the screening at this proximity. She saw that there were no soldiers there, and no weapons pointed in her direction. She walked up to the Preece and stood before him.

The man looked to be in some distress – his eyes were closed and features twisting with pain and effort, while his skin was reddened and slick with sweat. His suit, she noticed, was more deeply whorled than others she’d seen, and this keyed to his white hair. She realized both the suit and the man were old, and showing signs of the ancient diseases of that malady. Perhaps he was one of the very first Preeces – one of the first of the Draft Line. She saw too that she couldn’t see his neck, because it was wrapped in lampreys. And when he turned his head slightly, she saw four of them attached to his skull, in a line behind his left ear.

‘What do you have to say?’ Meander asked.

The man opened his eyes to focus on her. The eyes were bloodshot, and blood had beaded as a tear in one of them. He huffed out a breath and, through gritted teeth, said, ‘I have a lot to say that I cannot—’ He made a choking sound and his head dipped. When it came up again, his face had been washed of expression.

‘Do you think I don’t understand your purpose here now?’ the Gilliad asked through him. ‘It’s you or me, isn’t it? I must cease to exist so the Draft Line . . . so you can exist.’

‘I think you’re taking an extreme view,’ Meander replied. ‘I came here to talk and assuage your fears. I was obviously wrong about Blite, so I was probably wrong about many things.’

‘I don’t believe you. You have come here to kill me.’

Meander continued pushing her exotic senses into the building behind. She could detect no soldiers on the floors lower down, and the place seemed to ring hollow to her. She directed her attention to the mess scattered all across this platform, and found the channels and holes out of which the lamprey-forms had spilled before.

‘How can I convince you otherwise?’ she asked.

The holes tracked back into tangles of pipes, and thence to numerous huge fluid-filled bladders. Around these she found feeding systems and disposal mulchers. Yet, nowhere but on the old Preece before her, and perhaps on soldiers below, could she find any of the living adult lampreys.

‘You will have no chance to do so,’ the Gilliad replied. ‘The haiman is once again not as effectual as she thinks.’

Meander processed the realities of her situation in microseconds. Iris had failed her. She looked to the moon above the horizon. Then she tracked to the centre of the building, even as screening went out, almost as a taunt, and saw the well stretching far down into the ground, into a network of tunnels. The Gilliad wasn’t actually here, and now this building . . .

Meander turned and ran for the side of the platform against the building wall. Light ignited the sky and a roaring thunder rolled. She threw herself over the edge, flicking a glance back at the terrified expression of the old Preece. The building above exploded in an incandescent wave of fire. In other senses, Meander saw the man winking out of existence as he turned to ash. As she fell, she decided the Gilliad had firmed the course to the future by her actions, and that she, Meander, would indeed have to kill the creature.
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Straeger

Usually, because he needed no protections, Straeger surfaced the Claw from U-space with careless violence. This time he surfaced in stealth mode. Firstly because he had delicate organisms aboard, and though their suffering was a matter of indifference to him, he didn’t want them inconveniently damaged. Secondly, he didn’t want to alert those he was visiting to his arrival. The prador family here might well be regressed, but they still had some potent weapons sited down on the surface, in orbit, and on the moons. It wasn’t that he couldn’t defeat those weapons –

‘A stealthy arrival. Seems par for the course for you,’ said the agent.

The voice startled Straeger. The man had risen from unconsciousness to speaking almost instantaneously.

The agent continued, ‘I wonder if it’s cowardice, or that you think yourself above deep involvement? Or a combination of the two?’

‘I have involved myself in numerous dangerous situations,’ Straeger protested, then hated that he’d responded. Even so, he couldn’t help but continue, ‘I seized an active p-prador, and I destroyed the border snatch ship AI Marble.’

‘Bully for you,’ said Cormac.

The surge of entanglement-driven emotion had Straeger initiating his field knives in the man’s capture beam, but in the last microsecond he stopped himself. Blite’s observations had made him uncomfortable with satisfying emotional needs this way. Besides the anger that arose from entanglement, he damned the gamut of emotions which had been part of him since his inception. And though he understood their utility, he detested how they were an artefact of post-humanity. But he also recognized that this loss of control was due to him partitioning his mind to deal with the complexities of time travel. His mind was no longer homogenized and holistic, but more like a collection of specialists.

Under strict control the surge diminished, and he suppressed it with a further observation. The agent knew about Marble, and doubtless knew about the p-prador, so had obviously been provoking him. He would return his attention to the man at a later date, he promised himself, but now he had more important matters to deal with. He limited his response to any further comments that might come from his unwilling passengers to merely recording them, and set an alert for anything that might be useful, then focused the bulk of his attention outwards.

This system lay close to the prador border and had been an emergency choice for the father-captain aboard his damaged dreadnought, along with its complement of other ships. Straeger had been here before to glean information, and had even made a brief trip into the prador Kingdom to raid databases about this father-captain. That wasn’t something he would be doing again, since the prador there, under the usurper and his family, with their viral enhancements, had become a lot more advanced than they’d been before.

Father-Captain Volax was a member of the first king’s family. During the war, he’d seized worlds from the Polity, then had to abandon them when the human/AI forces began advancing again. The usurpation and truce followed hard on this. He’d been bright enough not to be vocal in his opposition to the usurper, but had still tried to gather allies for a rebellion after the truce. It seemed he’d had ambitions, being close family to the first king, to displace the usurper.

Rebellion had become overt when the usurper sent an emissary to the ocean moon Volax occupied, in orbit of a gas giant. Volax attacked that emissary’s vessel, thinking this the first battle of the rebellion, then discovered all his allies melting away. They’d seen what had happened to other wannabe rebels. Usurper forces closed in on the ocean moon and Volax fled, taking huge damage and losing eighty per cent of a family massively extended for the war effort. He left behind his home boiling its oceans out into vacuum.

With many of his fleet of ships too damaged to travel far, Volax transferred personnel from them to go aboard the dreadnought, and into hibernation there. The dreadnought then lost its U-drive on the way into the Graveyard. Volax didn’t want to abandon the great vessel – as with all prador father-captains, it had been the summit of his power. So he sent out the ships that were still U-capable, including two destroyers, to look for a suitable world where repairs could be made and resources recouped. And they found the world now lying ahead of Straeger. Volax ordered a base established and, under conventional fusion drive, began the journey to the world. The duration of this for the dreadnought was the best part of a century, and the logic of it all was extremely faulty. Volax knew the world wasn’t a good choice, and could have confirmed that, had he taken a trip aboard another ship to it. He’d considered the reports of his children questionable, then put himself into hibernation too.

Analysing this, Straeger perceived that the usurpation and the truce had tipped Volax over the edge. The prador had been devastated by the regicide, and the truce, and subsequently slipped into a belief in predestination – uncomfortable territory now for Straeger too. He felt sure he’d be the next to unseat the usurper, become king, and once again push the war against the humans, to regain lost territory. He had become even more unstable when the usurper swatted his ocean moon as one would an irritating insect. His mental spiral continued downwards during periods of hibernation, and when he later discovered, upon arrival here, that huge numbers of his children had died in long-term hibernation. He next found that those who’d been establishing the base here had slipped the leash into adulthood, fought among each other and lost one of the destroyers. All that remained was one badly developed father, and ten surviving children roughly chemically suppressed, fighting for survival. He eliminated them at once, then set to work, but with his irrationality growing.

The world had a similar mass to Earth and the prador home world, which seemed the sweet spot for the generation of life, if not intelligent life. It had oceans, continents and islands. Since Volax’s arrival, its atmosphere was gradually being oxygenated by algae he’d immediately spread throughout the oceans. But that, and other infiltrating creatures, were the only life, since the huge variation in surface conditions definitely didn’t encourage its rise. The world, orbiting a gas giant, endured summers in the light of the system’s red giant sun which would have boiled away all the oceans, had they not taken so long to thaw out after the punishing winters. The gravity effects of its orbit amid numerous moons caused constant volcanic activity too. And, adding further chaos to the mix, the gas giant had a ring system of shattered rock, chunks of which regularly dropped onto the world. This utterly hostile environment was why Volax took a course at variance to the majority of his kind.

When Straeger came to investigate this place before, he found the father-captain had made his family home in caves. These ran into cliffs above and below the water, on the edge of an ocean. What with the earthquake activity, Straeger had thought living underground like that an odd choice, until he’d dispatched investigatory portions of himself into the oceans, and thence into the caves, and they’d begun reporting back. Obviously having learned from previous quakes, the prador had dug wide and deep, lining the caves with a rubberized version of crash foam to a metre thick. It would take a major sheer and shift through the surrounding rock to damage those pipes. There were also other advantages, what with the caves being well insulated against extremes of temperature, and down there the likelihood of one of the ring system rocks dropping on your head were much reduced too.

But the prador couldn’t stay constantly in their insulated caves. They were building themselves the required technological infrastructure to bring the dreadnought back up into space, and this involved mining and industry, abiotic oil and gas drilling, aquaculture and more besides. It required them heading out to work, and sometimes down to their dreadnought, which was now deep in the ocean, for tools stored there. There were many ways to die here, and a better situation could have been found, had Volax been prepared to abandon the dreadnought.

The father-captain had pushed breeding, using his declining store of females to regularly engender more generations, since the hostile conditions tended to thin them out. His family grew and continued to build its technological base, while Volax himself continued his decline. When Straeger first found him he was old, down to his last female, and now senility was adding its load to an already dysfunctional mind. Using the last remaining U-capable ships, he sent his children on exploratory missions for resources, and it was during one of these that they discovered the human world of Yossander’s Hold just a few systems away.

Volax’s reaction should have been to ignore the humans and continue building up his family and resources. It was not. The feeling of the injustices done to him found focus in the old enemy. Ignoring other options he could still reach, he decided he must take the human world for himself. It was only right. Initial attacks were a failure, and he lost his remaining destroyer. He then, perhaps recovering at least some rationality, hatched the plan to divert an asteroid to do the majority of the work for him. By now, he’d doubtless learned of the failure of that. How he had reacted, Straeger didn’t know, but he suspected conditions down on the planet in those cave systems wouldn’t be good. He would, however, learn soon enough, through Valt and Drust.

Straeger put his ship into motion, at the same time firing up chameleonware throughout the hull. Cruising in closer to the world, he observed one of the moons – a nugget with a brassy appearance. A base was excavated deep inside it, and coil-gun bores scattered throughout to cover various angles of approach. He felt the sweep of scanning pass over him, but it wasn’t as sensitive as what they now had in the Prador Kingdom, and he sensed no activation of weapons. Next, descending towards atmosphere, he experienced a moment of fear when he did sense activation. But then tracking it, he saw the launch, followed by the destruction of a stray asteroid far out, which had doubtless been destined to impact the surface.

Straeger used grav-engines to take him down. This was where things might become dodgy, since the chameleonware, advanced though it was, struggled to cover energy output required to slow descent. He was ten kilometres above the sea when he realized that, since expanding his ship to encompass Matheson’s too, there were gaps in the chameleonware. The first firing from above scored the tip off the claw and jolted the ship down. He shut off, then reversed grav to plummet towards the sea. The impact with the water threw things about inside, and nearly shook Cormac out of his capture beam. A second shot hit the hull further back, behind Matheson’s ship. It punched straight through, and blew a crater out of the underside. Fighting suppressing dust, a wave of fire washed through. This didn’t reach Cormac in his capture beam or Blite in his suit, but it sizzled over the bounty hunters, setting them to writhe and break some of the glue holding them. It also charcoaled the surfaces of the prador carapaces. Valt became conscious, with a clattering of mandibles, despite Straeger having something in place to keep him under. Further suppression systems and robots sprang into action to deal with the damage, but the fire kept on swirling and springing up. Once they were on the surface of the ocean, a wave of entanglement anger rose in Straeger, as if the fire was bringing it to the boil.

Almost without thinking, he initiated the photon-dense laser, drawing massive power. Within the space in the claw of his ship a pseudo-matter magnetic lasing bottle generated, tilted towards the target, and the laser fired. It speared up, sun-bright in atmosphere, and generated a ripping explosive sound. A second later its lower length wrapped around it a vortex of water vapour. Up high, it punched out of atmosphere and was still traceable in vacuum, until it hit the moon, going straight down the bore of the coil gun that had fired on them. Maybe it then encountered the next projectile, or some other part of the firing system. A hot explosion ignited in the moon, rolling fire throughout, so it exploded from all the other coil-gun bores. So intense was the blast that the moon fractured and changed shape, as large chunks of it slid against each other. Straeger then shut off the beam, and absorbed what he’d done. Anger waned to be displaced by chagrin.

That had been irrational.

He abruptly used grav to drive his ship down into the ocean, sinking as if it had suddenly acquired further thousands of tonnes of weight. This brought water flooding in through the holes, but Straeger made no effort to stop it. It would sink the ship faster, and put out any remaining fires inside. A missile looped over from some other location to explode in the ocean above where they’d been.

Stupid stupid stupid.

If he hadn’t responded, the prador would have thought the firing to be just an automatic one, at some falling rock, or some ghost in the detection system, and then thought no more of it. Now they’d know a dangerous enemy had arrived, and would be sending search parties out to this part of the ocean. He took his ship down deep, and deeper still, then cruised along the bottom, until he found one of the many trenches down here. Water continued to boil into the ship and steadily rose. With most of the fires out, he conceded that totally filling the ship with water wasn’t optimal. He did briefly consider allowing Blite to drown in his capture beam, because maybe the loop he’d create would result in a new scenario in which Straeger hadn’t fired his weapon. But the cognitive dissonance of this became too much, and he stopped pursuing that thread. With a thought, he instead fired up hardfield generators to cover both holes, and directed robots in to repair the damage. Meanwhile he directed his ship down into the trench and settled on a ledge, hundreds of metres up from the underwater glow of magma. He would have to make the best of it now, and get the hell out of here before things became too frantic. He sent an instruction and all the clamps on the two prador started to come off.

‘What was that?’ Valt asked angrily.

‘That was your welcome home,’ Straeger replied. ‘Put your armour on.’

Valt

Valt’s instinct, as the clamps came off him, was to immediately launch himself at the Polity AI. But it seemed that, over his time aboard this ship, and with the Spatterjay virus growing inside him, instinct had become a very weak thing. He pushed against the framework, and eyed his armour where it had been racked nearby. It was in pieces and would require reassembly. He felt sure it would also need adjustment, since he had intimations he’d changed shape or size. He glanced towards Drust and saw perhaps his own changes reflected there. The second-child engineer had become flatter, his head turret was lower, with his forward eyes spreading out in a line, rather than being in an arc, while his stalked eyes had shrunk. His limbs too seemed somehow sharper and more angular, and his claws longer.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Drust over their link. ‘I’m on it.’

Valt didn’t need to ask what he meant since, as well as using verbal communication, they seemed to be talking to each other on other levels. Drust was an engineer and he’d be able to assemble Valt’s armour quickly. Drust pulled away, ready to clamber up to where the armour had been stored, then abruptly halted.

‘Oh, there’s that,’ he said.

The tube still ran between them – their connection was still in place. Valt viewed the thing, but his internal vision, which until then had been almost subliminal, expanded beyond it. The shock of being able to see inside himself froze him for a few seconds. This sense was real and it was there. And yet, moments later he incorporated and accepted it almost like the return of sight in a regrowing eye. Inside he saw the network of viral fibres woven through his body, and the clusters of nodes around the connection point into him, and into Drust. Those must be the transceivers Straeger had mentioned. He reached out, then paused to take in the sight of his claw. It had now grown long and angular, having also acquired further sharp edges. He snipped through the connection. His sense of Drust blanked out, and when he spoke internally there was no answer. Perhaps Straeger had been wrong? No, he could feel the connection re-establishing.

‘Get that armour sorted,’ he clattered out loud.

Drust climbed up through the framework, first to his own suit. There he snared up a toolbox to his underside, using his underhands, and scuttled over to Valt’s suit. In moments he was grabbing up items and fixing them together, telescoping out sections and adjusting sliding surfaces. Vaguely at first, then more strongly as Drust worked, Valt found a schematic building in his mind. He saw himself as a transparent image, and Drust adjusting the sections of armour to fit that image, which aped that of Drust himself. Valt’s turret had sunk down, and his shell had flattened and extended its rim further out over his legs. His eyes were moving into a line, and his stalked eye was shrinking, yet the nub of a new stalked eye was growing from where he’d lost the old one. He now turned the former to where Straeger had put their weapons, over to one side of the two sets of armour.

‘Yes, you can install those too,’ said Straeger.

He looked at the AI, half-sunk in seawater that had come in during their tumultuous descent. Tendrils and ribbons of the thing were writhing lazily in the water, as if Straeger was enjoying the experience. Valt flicked his attention to the two humans. They were awake and aware, and speaking to each other, but the sounds weren’t reaching his auditory system. He next looked to the three bounty hunters. A robot resembling a starfish was extruding further glue to ensure they remained stuck in place. There was so much going on here, and he only understood part of it. He had little doubt there were actions he should take now that would only become obvious in retrospect. But he could only work with what he had, and what he had was Straeger apparently releasing him and Drust into the sea of their home world.

He climbed up to the weapons, picked up the glassy cylinder of the particle beam weapon excised from his claw, then inspected the claw it had come from. The hole had healed up, and the claw tip had grown out again – it was also oddly serrated beyond the point of its previous severance. Now the illogic of this weapon occurred to him. The beamers had been inserted into claws as a concealed weapon during the rise of the first king. Their power feed ran through contacts on the claw from the suit, as a pipe, drilled through nearby, fed in the particulate. They were an uncomfortable weapon to deploy, since they used the body’s ichor supply for cooling. He abruptly tossed the cylinder to Drust who, in tune with his thought, snapped out a claw to catch it, while still at work with his underhands on Valt’s armour.

‘Exterior mounting,’ Valt said. ‘Make a cowling to cover it.’

‘Easy enough,’ Drust replied. ‘They never made much sense being internal anyway.’

‘Tradition,’ Valt replied, only realizing they were using their connection again upon Drust’s reply. ‘Something we are about to shake up.’ He then passed over the rest of the weapons, delightedly sure he would be using them soon enough.

When he climbed into his armour, it was like coming home, yet this home now had an unfamiliar feel. Drust had pushed the limits of the armour’s adjustment to accommodate his changed form, and it took a while for all the internal pads, clamps and surfaces to brace against him correctly. He moved in it, snipping his claws and trying out his legs. Two legs at the back were hollow but moved in smooth consonance with the rest; the accommodation for his genitals rubbed against them in a way that was both pleasurable and unnervingly distracting. He pulled his mandibles from their sheaths and brought them to the internal console below his visor. Only as he did this did he notice that his mandibles had acquired an extra joint and were much more dextrous. He worked the console quickly, calling up diagnostics on his HUD, confirming that the Gatling cannon on his left claw, as well as the particle beam on his right, once Drust finally had it fixed, were functional. So too were the antipersonnel lasers he could raise from his upper carapace, plus the missile flute there. Oddly he saw that he had a full complement of missiles, when he knew for damned sure he’d fired some on the asteroid. It seemed Straeger had resupplied him. He now swung towards the AI.

‘Don’t even think it,’ said Straeger, straight into the connection between him and Drust. With a snapping sound, the AI collapsed and disappeared. And with a further snapping sound, it was poised just above Valt, whose armour had frozen.

Straeger continued, ‘I can at any time shut down your armour. My inclination would rather more be to reverse the alterations Drust has made, then have the armour drop to its base setting. You would of course survive the experience, but it would not be pleasant.’

‘I wasn’t going to do anything,’ Valt protested sullenly.

‘That’s good,’ Straeger replied, drifting away again and dropping to its previous position. As Valt tracked the AI, he realized something. Just as with Drust, he was receiving bleed-over from Straeger, and he didn’t think it was deliberate. He filed this away to be considered later, along with the knowledge that Straeger was disappointed Valt hadn’t used his weapons here, thus ending up crushed and mangled inside his own armour. He also observed how pradorish Straeger’s thinking was, and how at variance to that his own had become. He glanced across to Drust, who was just closing up his own armour. The second-child engineer tilted slightly in acknowledgement, aware their private communication wasn’t so private.

‘Volax has dispatched your kin to this region of the ocean, though focused on a point fifty kilometres from here. Since I destroyed one of your orbital weapons, they are coming in force, with weaponized submarines and surface vessels.’

‘Why did you destroy the orbital weapon?’

‘That is not your concern,’ Straeger replied, but the subtext was there. Straeger was angry at itself for doing that. It had been an impulsive, heated response. Valt delved deeper, and carefully, not wanting to alert the AI to this source of data. He soon understood that Straeger’s anger had been at itself for not sufficiently preparing for this landing, but it’d taken the anger out on something else. Pradorish too, and concerning. From all he’d learned about AIs, and from his encounters with them during the war, he’d never known them to be so uncontrolled and . . . inefficient.

Valt climbed down to what was nominally the floor in this place. Drust’s armour hissed closed and he scrambled down afterwards. They were in seawater now, but Valt could see it was rapidly draining away.

‘What do you want us to do?’ he asked.

As the water level dropped, the AI began rolling in place, dark fissures appearing in its form, and threads of ribbons lashing out as if at something invisible. Apart from the hissing of the thing, and the glugging of water draining away, a long silence ensued. Valt tried to glean more from the connection, but then quickly retreated from it as it seemed to burn his mind. For a second he thought the AI had discovered his access and slapped him away. But retroactive analysis told him he’d seen something in multidimensions which his mind just wasn’t equipped to handle. However, things shifting in his mind in response to that also told him it was something he could understand.

‘Go there,’ said Straeger, flashing a schematic of the ship with a large airlock to the outside highlighted. ‘Swim free.’ The last comment came with a mixture of something like hilarity, and something like fear, and yet neither.

‘Come on,’ said Valt to Drust.

He headed off to the right of the AI, peering ahead through the maze of the ship, but also looking back with his two stalked eyes at the intent attention of the one Straeger had named as the agent. Beyond the floor area around Straeger, there was no floor, just strengthening struts and webs reaching to the hull, with machines attached all around in an outwardly haphazard manner. They struggled past skeins of optics and numerous pipes. Valt dislodged one pipe, which began to spill fluid like mercury. And as he moved on, a beetlebot rushed in to make repairs. Ahead, spider grabs began moving items to clear their route.

‘I have new tools,’ said Drust.

‘Wonderful,’ Valt replied dryly.

Finally they came before a hatch, leading into an airlock big enough for the both of them. It thumped up on seals, then rolled aside.

‘Still have no idea what that thing wants of us,’ Valt commented.

‘I want what you want,’ said Straeger, its voice seeming distant, even though it was coming through their connection. ‘Now you must decide what it is you want.’

Valt scrambled into the airlock, with Drust close behind. The statement made no sense to him, but then that had been the case with a lot in this place. As the door closed, and the deep-pressure water began to flood in, he was glad to be leaving behind such madness.

Meander

Meander caught hold of a ledge, but only briefly to slow herself. She slid a foot down a pipe vine to the same effect, as she mapped out her course downwards. But there was a problem: every time she slowed herself, the wave of burning rubble descending from above caught up just a little bit nearer. With her sense of time slowing, she made calculations, also incorporating how much damage she could sustain. Again and again, snapping out her hands and feet, she slowed. Her hands lost hard skin, ground down to her tough flesh. Yet, even if she stayed ahead of the rubble during this descent, it would still catch up with her when she hit the ground.

A hundred metres from the ground, she timed things as best she could, clawing at a bark surface to slow herself and swing in with her knees drawn up to her chest. Foamstone tracked with embers and a length of beam burning with oily fire were just a metre above her, as she punched her feet in with full force against the building. The danger here was that she could have hit a weak spot and shattered the wall. But fortunately it remained solid during the impact. Only as she flew away from it did it shatter, the whole building exploding behind her.

The Gilliad had fired the railgun again, lower down, whether predicting what Meander could survive, or reacting fast to it, Meander had no idea. A shock passed through her body, bursting cells and rupturing blood vessels. Just five metres away from her, the vapour trail of the railgun slug appeared in the air, as it continued on into the city beyond, doubtless killing many. Stunned, Meander flew outwards, near to the edge of the rubble fall, but with the blast wave catching up and fire surrounding her. She hit the suspended walkway she’d been aiming for. It had been her intention to roll along it, absorbing momentum, but she hit it as a dead weight, and it collapsed underneath her. She went over the side.

Down through open air, gravity accelerating her. A structural tree reached up for her like an opening claw. She tried to slow in stages, but didn’t have the physical control. Her upper arm came down hard in a forked branch, something tore and broke, and she fell on, hitting an angled surface and tumbling down it, eventually fetching up against a thick trellis of coralline tubes and smashing through it. She was down, but now, from the second strike, tonnes of rubble came down on top of her, burying her.

She lay in darkness and heat, feeling the rubble shifting and settling around her. In that moment she flashed on the vision again of the flat plain under a burning sky and, unable to breathe, felt panic rolling through her. Get a grip, she told herself, and switched her oxygen usage down to the lowest level possible. Agony was a damage report she rerouted through a filter, and assessed. She’d lost the skin from her palms and the inner faces of her fingers, torn out her nails and lost a good portion of her fingertips. The blast flame had burned off a large part of her suit, but that had saved most of the skin on her body. Meanwhile, she noted the impact with the tree that had slowed her had partially torn off her right arm. It still clung on with shreds of electromuscle, long glassy ligaments, stretched-out veins, and nerves. So what now?

She considered detaching the arm completely, but decided otherwise. Setting up a rhythmic action in the remaining muscle, she began to draw the humerus back to the shoulder. Enough nerves remained to repurpose, and she rerouted signals to flex the hand, thereby pushing the arm in the direction required. While that was ongoing, she concentrated on sealing her wounds and otherwise preventing fluid loss. Within a few minutes, her conscious control was no longer required, and she could leave it to her nanosuite. She looked around.

Despite her senses being somewhat disrupted, she could see enough to realize she’d been lucky. Five metres of rubble lay above her, but she was alive because it mostly consisted of foamstone. Tangled woody beams and vines, and hard coral structural plates, were in there too. Using the same calculations she’d made during her fall, she mapped a way out. Further time passed, until her shoulder bone seated itself with a sucking click, as nanosuite fibres brushed out dust and debris. With muscles realigned and reattaching, her torn skin rolled back and sealed. This done, the repairs there then went more slowly, as the suite routed resources to other damage. She began moving, not like a human trying to escape this situation, but with a rhythmic rippling of muscle down the length of her body, like a worm.

At first she managed to travel no faster than a worm, and lost the remains of her suit and burn-damaged skin in the process. But higher up the pressure started to come off. She felt a sense of victory when she broke through into a small space and managed to use her hands to pull onto a different course, pausing in there to start up her breathing again and glean what oxygen she could. Further worming ensued, but soon she was pushing aside things with her hands again, and a moment later broke through.

Rubble and wreckage surrounded her. Fires were burning all around too and reminded her of the burning sky in that other place. She shook her head to dispel the image. It came from her past, of course, but she had no idea why it felt so intense. Nor why the feeling of something tugging on her – that tachyon evaporation – accompanied it.

The image died as she walked towards a gap underneath tall, fallen timbers just beginning to smoulder. Burning melting plastic dripped onto them from above, with a sound like June bugs zipping past. Pain signals, hardly acknowledged, warned her that her feet were lacerated. If she’d allowed all the pain signals she was receiving to have the usual effect on a human brain, she would have been coiled on the ground and screaming right now. In fact, she would never have pulled herself out from under the ground. Beyond the gap, and through the smoke and dust, she could see people digging at the rubble; distantly a six-legged creature was digging at one pile with mandibles like spades. Something scuttled past her and, upon seeing it, she noticed others amid the chaos: spiders but with narrow abdomens and digging forelimbs. These were doubtless on the hunt for survivors, and would broadcast locations to rescuers. Further on she saw the metallic scorpion of a field autodoc run past. Then, where the damage wasn’t so severe, she came face to face with one of the rescuers.

‘Gilliad save us!’ he exclaimed, then seemed annoyed to have used those words.

His head covering was down, and he looked pale and ill. Instead of carrying a pulse rifle, he held a shovel in one hand and a pickaxe in the other. Both were ceramic and hot-cast complete – very tough tools to survive being used by a very tough human. He still had a lamprey attached behind his ear, and running down into his suit, but didn’t seem hostile to her.

‘Don’t fret,’ she said. ‘I’ll survive.’ She realized it wasn’t the physical damage she’d sustained which was drawing his attention. She looked down at herself. Since her body was deploying all its resources to repair her, it had neglected to camouflage her. She was naked, again having taken on that translucent look, and was glowing from within.

‘What the hell are you?’ he finally asked.

‘I am Meander Draft 64XB,’ she replied.

He gaped at her, then looked around as some of his fellows started to arrive. She saw they still had lampreys in place too, but little in the way of weaponry, and showed no hostility towards her either.

‘Do you need aid, Meander Draft?’ he asked. He’d obviously recognized the name, if not the person. The others, gathered behind him with their digging tools, gaped at her too, then exchanged some odd looks between themselves.

She held out her hands to her sides. ‘Do I look in good condition to you?’

He absorbed this for just a second, then pointed with his shovel along the street. ‘We’re setting up an aid station. Down there and to the—’

‘I see it,’ Meander interrupted. A hover truck had just landed by a building with people swarming all around it, while a recognizable air ambulance had taken off from there. Her comment elicited puzzled expressions, because the place couldn’t be seen directly from where they were. ‘Don’t let me delay you.’ She started trudging in that direction, then halted and turned back, seeing they were still watching her. Quickly dredging memory and flash counting, she said, ‘There were between three hundred and eight, and four hundred and ten of your comrades around the base of the building. The majority of them will still be alive . . . until their suits start giving out.’

The Draft Line soldiers made no reply to that, simply moving quickly into the devastation.

At the aid station, Meander received a similar awed response, then had to wave away medics who wanted to tend to her. People were already being brought in who needed their attentions more than she did. She went inside to find cleaning facilities and swabbed herself down with a weirdly mobile sponge on the end of a water pipe, noting the antiseptic smell the thing emitted. She found a box of disposeralls and put on a set; next she found boxes of food. Picking up one box, she headed off, out of the way, and sat down on what looked like a chunk of a petrified tree and began eating methodically. She’d eaten her way through most of the contents of the box, including the packaging material, and some scraps of alloy scattered on the ground nearby, when a Preece came and sat next to her.

She continued eating for a while. Assessing her needs, she realized she had to get hold of more metals if she wanted to become as strong as she could be, yet they were lacking in the organic technology surrounding her. She turned to study the Preece, noting he too still had a lamprey attached, but didn’t look as though he was about to kill her.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

He reached up and self-consciously touched his fingertips to the thing attached to him, then lowered his hand. She now noticed his organic suit was nearly as whorled as that of the one she’d seen at the top of the Gilliad’s tower, and his cropped hair was grey. She surmised that his sitting here was no accidental contact.

‘We knew it was wrong,’ said the Preece. ‘We didn’t even think it stupid or a mistake, her pushing the majority of our forces into the front line when nuclear mines were about to be detonated. We knew she was killing us, and we fought her.’

‘Still, many of the Draft Line died out there.’

‘A lifetime of conditioning is difficult to crack. We needed momentum. The breaking point was the attack upon the Coin, though even then we needed assistance, and that’s when some of us managed to ally.’

‘Assistance?’ Meander asked.

He turned to look at her. ‘The haiman Iris provided us with the tools to free ourselves, proving the puritan idea of only organic technology was misguided.’

‘I see,’ said Meander. It seemed Iris had been right about distracting and delaying the Gilliad, though the haiman had neglected to mention what she was doing. She felt a flash of respect for Iris. The haiman woman had been struggling against the Gilliad, but now had brought about this? Perhaps Meander herself had been integral in showing her the way.

‘Now we, the Draft Line, have displaced the Gilliad, at least locally,’ the Preece finished, turning to look out at the ruination again.

‘You’ve formed your own consensus,’ said Meander, not particularly liking that idea.

‘Yes, the Gilliad in essence might reside in these things,’ he waved a hand at his head, ‘but they are just the substrate in which she exists.’

‘So, now you’re free of the Gilliad,’ she stated, ‘perhaps it’d be better if you removed the things entirely, since they are a route she might use to pull you back under her will.’

He shook his head. ‘We need the communication, for without it we’d fall into chaos, and then she’d gain the advantage. Together we are more effective against her.’

‘That’s good to hear,’ said Meander levelly.

‘And now we can move towards our destiny.’ He gestured to somewhere beyond. ‘We integrate hard technology, and at last we’ll become like you. The haiman Iris can show us the way.’

‘That’s great.’ Meander stood up, suddenly uncomfortable with this exchange, and it seemed that was a signal for things to kick off again. The sky above flared and, looking up and back in the direction of where the tower had stood, through the organic tangle of the city, she saw hardfields highlighted by an explosion. Rolling thunder reached them and, as the hardfields went out, she saw the moon higher above the horizon beyond them. It seemed the railgun had slipped from Iris’s control again.

‘We knew it,’ said the Preece leadenly.

She felt sympathy for him. He’d learned their ruler was prepared to sacrifice them all to cling on to power, and the lesson was being driven firmly home. With something of her internal systems having been degraded again, but now returning to function, she pushed for contact with Iris, and with the Coin, but got nowhere. Then she picked up on another network she could enter, finding the tactical network created by the Gilliad, which was now controlled by the Preeces. She tracked events through it. The Draft soldiers had been forced after the Coin, and it had fled across the ocean – not so much from them but from the rising moon. Perhaps the fact it was over the horizon line, and the Gilliad had now seized control of it again, was the reason she couldn’t get through to the ship. She then learned how, after the Preeces had freed themselves from the Gilliad’s control, they’d hurriedly ensured city defences. They’d expected the Gilliad to turn against them again, and they’d been right. Meander noted their command structure: the will of the consensus of them all filtered up to inform the decisions of the Preeces. It seemed too close to the consensus loop of the Gilliad and the Draft Line, and she didn’t like it. However, that was something to be dealt with later, for the Gilliad was still a threat to this new regime, whatever it might be. Meander turned and began heading back towards the tower.

‘Where are you going?’ the Preece asked.

‘To finish what I started,’ Meander replied.

Valt

Out of the ship, Valt peered over the ledge at the volcanic activity below, then initiated buoyancy to take him up the edge of the trench. A suit pump was rattling, bringing up internal pressure to counter what lay outside it. It was a safety measure and didn’t make a huge difference to Valt personally, because he could withstand a wide spectrum of pressure changes. Though, admittedly, not rapid ones, and he didn’t want his suit collapsing on him.

They first rose beside a cliff of jagged slabs, and Valt was glad to see some smears of algae on them. He weirdly had the passing thought of filing this find, so the family could measure the steady spread of life into the oceans. Above the cliff, they float-walked up a steep slope, and here Valt decided it was time to listen. Working his suit console with mandibles, he reluctantly began opening onto the family com network. He stopped that when he found something else.

‘Straeger hasn’t only provided you with new tools,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ Drust asked.

‘I have no need to log my presence,’ Valt replied.

‘That’s useful,’ Drust agreed.

The family com network was an open communication, telemetry and status network. You could delve into databases, if you wanted to find the spread of sea algae, for example. You could also talk to anyone in it on the world. But there was the problem Valt had expected to face as he opened it: to use the network, you had to be in it, and thus have your presence logged. He’d hoped he would be below notice and could get away with it, but now it seemed he didn’t really have to log on. A new set of control icons had opened for him and, after inspecting them for just a short time, he saw Straeger had provided him with the access of an adult. He could be in the network, glean data, locate others, and listen in to conversations without anyone knowing he was there.

As they continued on, up to shallower waters, he listened to sonar com and got the shape of what was happening. Prador were in the water, but in tight squads he and Drust had no chance of infiltrating. Twenty subs, with crews of five, were down too; the remainder were gathered about the undersea entrances, as well as other squads of prador there too. Up on the surface, three ocean-going vessels were in place. The amount of armament in the area would be enough to boil the sea for kilometres across. He checked on speculation and assumptions, and found that they believed the interloper to be something sent by the humans of Yossander’s Hold. They were wrong about that, but right in their intent to start sweeps of all nearby trenches.

‘Me too,’ said Drust.

‘You too what?’

‘I don’t have to log in either.’

‘That’s good,’ said Valt, though he felt a moment of annoyance that the second-child had the same access as he did.

‘What’s the plan?’ Drust asked.

Valt pondered the question. They were home, but they’d never be welcome here. There was no way they could work their way back into the family and just continue as they had before. And, frankly, Valt didn’t want to be that powerless. They’d be discovered in short order if they tried that, then a lengthy and agonizingly destructive interrogation would ensue. Valt’s thoughts on the matter were inchoate. His prador response was aggression – he must attack what threatened him. In essence, every prador here was a threat, while the prime driver of that threat was his father, Volax. He realized then that his actions must ape those of the new king, though in this case it’d not be regicide but patricide. Despite the elevated functioning of his mind, he understood his actions would have to be those of an adult without the option to flee into open ocean. He must displace his father, seize the females, and . . . there he just ran into a wall.

So once he killed his father and had females to mate with, what about his thousands upon thousands of siblings? Upon seizing the reins of power, did he then institute some plan to exterminate them, as he displaced them with his own offspring? His instinct said yes, but this had become a much weaker thing than it had been before. In fact, he felt other drivers within himself concerning the optimum acquisition of power – a much more aggressive and wider outlook. Still, he’d yet to resolve what came after patricide.

‘Our father is old and becoming senile. He must be removed,’ he stated.

‘I assumed you would say that, and I have some suggestions,’ Drust replied.

Valt eyed the engineer. It came to him that here was one of his siblings, and though he had a vague intimation he might be some form of competition, he felt no overpowering urge to tear him to pieces and feast on his insides.

‘Please continue,’ he said.

‘They’re heading down to the trenches, so I suggest we aim for the high ground.’ The engineer gestured to where, through the murk, and on their com network map, an underwater mountain range loomed. ‘Underwater entrances are heavily guarded, but I see nothing about those inland. I’d also suggest we’re not in a hurry.’

‘Good plan,’ said Valt, and was surprised to be giving a subordinate a compliment. ‘Still, there’ll be detectors to avoid.’ He waved a claw, and they turned, then started going towards those peaks.

Valt began delving further into his armour’s system. Straeger had given them one edge, and just maybe had provided others too. Instinctively, he first checked through his weapons inventory, but found nothing there he’d not seen before. Next he checked armour functions, and started to find changes. The armour wasn’t any stronger than usual, but further camouflage options had been added. As was usual, the armour could change colour within the human visual range – since it had been made for the war against that species – to match their surroundings. But now he saw this extended to the prador visual range, and immediately switched it on. He said nothing to Drust, merely shunted the information over non-verbally.

‘Now this looks interesting,’ said Drust. Information came back from the engineer: the option of visibility to fellow combatants, which in this case was the two of them. Drust had faded almost to invisibility to him until he instituted this option. The engineer then came back into visibility in gleaming metallic orange. Other options were for defeating scanners – Polity chameleonware, he realized. As he tried these, steadily stepping it up, a warning flicked up in the bottom of his visor. Yes, they could make themselves near invisible, but at the cost of rapidly depleting their armour power supplies. If he used all options during their planned route, his armour would be dead by the time they arrived at the landward entrances to the tunnels. And, more importantly, a lot of his weapons would be down long before then. He chose just one of the further options to route sonar scanning around his armour. In consonance with him, because of their link, Drust immediately did the same.

Now Valt returned to the other options in the com network. He sorted through things. They could be invisible there but, if they were detected in the real world, their absence from the network would be noted, and they’d be immediately arrested and taken for interrogation. However, there was an alternative. He searched data covering the last months here and found the identities of prador that’d gone missing with the collapse of an undersea abiotic oil drilling rig.

‘Here. Don’t use it yet.’ He sent the identifier of a missing engineer to Drust, at the same time bringing to readiness that of a missing first-child for himself. Present circumstances contraindicated using them now, since inserting themselves into the com network in this area, they’d almost certainly be investigated.

In an hour they hit a steeper upslope and, with increasing buoyancy, bounced their way up that, to the peaks of the undersea mountain range. Here they could now see signs of the search. Glinting along the edge of the trench was a squad of prador, while cruising along behind was a cylindrical sub, bristling with weapons nacelles and bunches of torpedoes. Using the network, Valt gave himself imagery that effectively erased murky waters, and he located other subs and squads far away, heading for other trenches, as well as one of the surface vessels directly above.

‘What do you think it’ll do?’ Drust asked.

Valt immediately knew the engineer was referring to Straeger.

‘Get the hell out of here, I imagine,’ he said, then added, ‘It brought us here, and I’m not sure why, so it’ll probably make its move whenever’s best for us. If it’d gone immediately, it would have drawn all search parties to this area, and we’d have been discovered.’

‘Why? When it’d have been gone.’

‘Because no way would Volax think it’d come here without leaving something behind.’

They moved along ridge lines and, whenever possible, imposed them between themselves and the searchers. Crossing an exposed peak they couldn’t avoid, they froze when sonar scanning ran over them. The ’ware in Valt’s armour informed him that it had been routed around them, so the watchers saw nothing. Then it automatically kicked into higher gear when a second later terahertz scanning tracked along the mountain peak. Again, the ’ware informed him they’d been hidden, but he was more interested in exploring how it had managed to react like that. He found complex programming running deep, and felt a pradorish repulsion towards something doing his thinking and acting for him, edging perilously towards AI.

‘It’s just a tool,’ said Drust, as if to reassure himself – as close into this as Valt, and their minds working in consonance.

‘You’re correct,’ Valt said with some surprise, and then some discomfort on realizing he wouldn’t have reacted like this some months ago. But then, some months ago he’d been a first-child chemically enslaved to his father. Now he was an adult . . . or something more.

The light steadily increased as they left the searchers behind them. This wasn’t because less water lay above them, but because the sun was rising. The mountain chain ended against a rocky slab running up. In still shallower water, they passed sea cages swarming with reaverfish, and Valt’s guts bubbled at the sight. He hadn’t eaten in what felt like an age, and his body had undergone some radical changes.

‘Come on,’ he said, leading the way to a mesh wall, and then a mesh hatch within that. There was no likelihood of detection here, since there was nothing in the oceans, and no prador here that would break into such a place, bar him. He opened a simple latch and pulled the door partially open. A reaverfish immediately zeroed in on the movement and hammered towards it, with triple jaws opening like a nightmare flower. When it came close enough, he snapped in a claw around its head, crushing its cartilaginous skull and hauling it out. In a line of blood, he sent it towards Drust.

‘Take that.’

The engineer grabbed it eagerly as Valt reached in for the next inevitable attacker. Hauling out another of the creatures, he pushed the door closed, flipped the latch back and dropped down to the seabed. They moved into shallower waters, and since water in itself offered some concealment, they stopped to dine. Valt reinserted his mandibles into their sleeves, opened his mouth covering and set to work inserting chunk after chunk of still-bleeding flesh, consuming cartilage, fins and guts too. Even after the first bite his body began reacting. Certainly there was the usual satisfaction in eating, but other things were occurring too.

Again it felt as if he was squirming with parasites inside, and through that growing internal vision he saw the viral fibres on the move. He also saw ichor veins opening up, and new tubules running into his digestive system. He watched the food coming apart faster than it would have done with stomach acids, and could sense it flowing out into his body. Changes immediately began to occur on a larger scale. His head turret started to collapse down, and his eyestalks to shorten, while the line of his forward eyes began to further straighten out. Brief observation of this process turned to distaste. He was comfortable with being what he had been, and accepted his transition to adulthood as part of the order of things, but this . . .

‘Prill,’ said Drust in consonance with his thoughts.

Yes, Straeger had said something about the Spatterjay virus it’d injected into them being more selective about what it used to transform them, selecting on the side of stored arthropod genomes. The majority of those would be from Spatterjay itself, and of the life they knew from that world, their change resembled that of the prill. He glanced at Drust as the engineer steadily devoured his reaverfish. Though he said nothing at once in reply, he sent respect. Drust paused in his eating.

‘And yet our thinking is changing to something else,’ Drust added.

Respect now turned to a degree of wariness. Drust had been showing for a time how very smart he was, and smart could be dangerous. Yet that caution resided in the part of him that was prador, aggressive and paranoid; another part of him noted they had made a good team in the past and were making a better one now. He suppressed the distrust as not useful, and returned his thoughts to the matter in hand.

He didn’t want to be a prill. He didn’t want to lose his useful eyestalks, or otherwise have his vision rearranged and finally have his eyes running around a track in the rim of his carapace. He didn’t want his body to lose its depth either. There were other concerns too: prill didn’t possess underhands, and to his recollection only the females had claws. But what could he do about this?

He peered within, studying the changes on a macro level, then going further and further in. It seemed the more he pushed this perception, the deeper it became. He observed on a microscopic level how the virus was actually removing material out of his eyestalks, claws and underhands. He inspected the steady rolling wave of carapace being stripped away and deposited further out to his edges, steadily changing his shape to that of the flat form of a prill. He tried to influence what was happening.

Nothing happened at first, but then he found himself managing to slow the steady removal of materials from his eyestalks. Still eating automatically, he kept the pressure up against the change, slowing it more and more until it finally stopped. Imagining his eyestalks as they’d been previously, or at least before he lost one of them, he inserted that into the visualization he’d used to stop materials being stripped away. But now some sort of feedback had grown, almost certainly due to his act of will. Something opened in his mind that lay between imagery in multiple dimensions, and computer code. It hurt to try to understand it, but he pushed anyway.

Understanding came in a series of internal surges, and detecting their source he switched attention to his major ganglion. Its ring was now bulging within its compass, closing up the centre hole. There he saw blobs of brain matter oozing out and expanding, like bubbles. Back to what his brain changes had enabled him to understand, he realized he could see his eyestalks in detail, running down to the molecular level, while expanding out from that were numerous possibilities – doubtless from the eclectic collection of genomes in the Spatterjay virus. It felt too much to encompass, but he knew that he could grow mentally to encompass it. He thought about minds, and about his brief distrust of Drust. Through their communication link, he opened all this up to the engineer.

Drust jumped as if he’d been shot with a Gatling slug, up away from his food, trailing a length of intestine from his mandibles. Afterwards he settled slowly, as if paralysed. A pause ensued, then he sucked in the intestine and went back to work on his food, though with movements jerky and lacking in coordination.

‘It’s dangerous,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ Valt asked.

‘This is from the base functions of the Spatterjay virus, but from one of the genomes within it – something alien and much more complex than I can parse.’

‘You’ve been looking?’

Drust reciprocated with information, and Valt saw that the engineer had already been doing what he was now doing. He’d altered his underhands to increase their visual and touch sense, and he’d expanded growth in his ganglion so much that its central hole had almost closed up. This brought home to Valt, along with those options he saw for his eyes stalks, that just preventing change wasn’t the only option open to them. They could improve themselves.

Exchanging information and pushing changes within themselves, Valt and Drust achieved synergy, even as they finished the remainder of their meal. When they then headed for the shore, Valt’s eyestalks broke the surface first, back to their usual length, but also with enhancements to their visual range. As his visor surfaced, he gazed ahead at the land, with his forward eyes returned to their usual arc, but again with enhancement. He could now see further into infrared and ultraviolet. They clumped along the rocky bottom, and up a slab at first slick with algae, waves crashing about them. From there they proceeded up a slope of broken slabs, through a muddy section, then along onto dusty land. As they went, they adjusted their armour through programming to match their rough return to their previous forms.

‘Identities now,’ said Valt.

They assumed their stolen identities and logged them into the com network, easing them in with low signal strength to begin with. Now if any prador came upon them, they’d have an explanation for their presence. Their armour had been damaged when the abiotic oil rig went down, but the engineer had managed to fix the problem as soon as they got to land and he could access sealed electronics.

‘Let’s move,’ Valt added, once they were fully logged in.

He broke into a steady jog, running his armour joint motors only at the level to counter his suit’s restriction and weight, feeling the need to exercise his body. The extra movement immediately had its effect internally, and he could feel his body adjusting. He opened his mouth covering to pant air into his gill-lung and, glimpsing inside with that weird internal vision, saw that changing too. He accelerated, feeling a joy in it, while checking the network for a map, and locating himself and Drust upon it. After doing that, he veered left, down a rocky slope and onto flat land scattered with boulders of slate, slowly weathering and slewing their laminations. A look back with his enhanced eyestalks showed him the speed they were moving was creating a dust cloud behind. This would make them more likely to be spotted but, at that moment, he just didn’t care.

Mountains loomed ahead and he veered to the right of them. Over to his left, towards the sea, stood heavy domes collapsed over equipment stores and factories. Abandoned machines half-sunk in the ground were there too. This was the detritus remaining after a tsunami had washed away the failed attempt to establish mudfish farms. It had been yet another of their father’s ill-thought-out projects and, of course, no one had questioned its sense, they’d just obeyed. Establishing anything up here was plain foolishness, unless adequate defences were put in place first. He and Drust had surfaced into an unusually calm day, but now things were beginning to return to normal. Purple-grey cloud was boiling up out at sea, and the wind arrived as a physical blow, skittering them sideways and sweeping away their dust trail. They ran on, more with the intent of reaching cover, hitting the dry bed of a river that ran past the mountains.

‘We need to slow,’ said Drust, shooting over the information that’d come to his attention.

Valt absorbed it, and confirmed it from his own suit feed. They’d been moving so fast their armour joints were heating up. He slowed abruptly, seeing steam rising from his armour in the first spattering of rain blown in from that ominous cloud. Valt finally came to a stop and peered out at the cloud. At first it had been indistinct from the sea, but now a white line of separation had appeared. It seemed that, after the calm, the world had decided to throw everything at them.

‘Tsunami,’ said Drust.

It was there in the network. Because Straeger had wrecked one of the moon installations, an asteroid had got through and impacted the ocean two thousand kilometres out. Now the wave from that impact was on its way in. Valt briefly thought about how this was what the humans on Yossander’s Hold should be facing, while he should have been windblown ash. The thought seemed an odd one to occur at this moment.

‘Keep moving,’ he said.

Drust immediately started running up the riverbed again.

‘No, over there.’ Valt pointed and offered up a spurt of information. Drust veered left and began clambering up the nearby slope. The riverbed would have taken them quickly to the landward entrances to the prador tunnels, but for one thing. When the storm, seemingly riding in on the tsunami, hit, it would generate a flash flood down that riverbed. They were better off on higher ground for now, though the blasting wind wasn’t helpful, and the lightning strikes that would arrive later had their negatives too.

Carried by the wind blast, the rain poured over them, turning dust to mud below them, and slewing that away in rivulets. Later drier winds would whip up all that mud from the plain below, and stack it against the mountain slopes again. They skittered across a few kilometres of slopes, before the rain, almost as if undergoing a sudden chemical reaction, turned to ice. They now seemed to be running through a series of glass screens, and shattering them to fragments all around. The immense, clamorous ice fall continued, until they were wading through it up to the first joints of their legs.

More kilometres passed; a deep rumbling drew their attention to one side. The riverbed now contained a boiling flood, consisting of water, ice and stray boulders. They kept going, feeling the vibration through their feet, then a jolt that seemed to shift the whole continent. They couldn’t see it directly from where they were, but Valt grabbed imagery from the network. The wave, a hundred metres tall, had struck the coast, travelling just above the speed of sound.

‘Higher,’ he instructed.

Drust, just ahead of him, turned and scrambled upwards. The slope there grew steadily steeper and transitioned into a cliff. Drust began to veer aside from that, but Valt sent him a mental prod and he swung back to the cliff. Where running became climbing, Valt initiated his suit’s grav, but only to assist his climb, and Drust did the same a second later. He didn’t want to use full power, since grav was energy-hungry, and in the journey from Straeger’s ship they’d already eaten into their supplies. With their excess of legs, their claws and extending underhands too, they scuttled up the cliff as if on level ground.

‘There.’ Valt directed them to a ledge, and they scrambled diagonally to reach it.

Finally resting on the jutting nugget of granite, they watched as the flood came, washing boulders along like corks. The landscape they could see, and which they’d earlier crossed, now looked like a rough sea. Valt felt a surge of anger at the sight. Their father could have aimed for a better world than this. He could also have made this one a more habitable place, with bigger and more ambitious installations, and a lot less time crouched down in his lair, apparently doing nothing at all. Things would have been so much better with fewer errors, like the attempt at mudfish aquaculture, and Valt now saw it clearly, without the squandering of resources in trying to take a human world. Their father had led his family into disaster right from the beginning by rebelling against the new king –

‘Preparing yourself?’ Drust enquired.

Sometimes the extent of their connection was uncomfortable. Valt didn’t think Drust could read his thoughts through it, just as he couldn’t read the engineer’s, but he could glean the general tenor of things. He pushed back for some sense of Drust’s tone, and there found a reflection of his own. Yes, the engineer was right, he was highlighting all the wrongs his father had done to his family since they’d fled the Kingdom. He was raising all the might-have-beens and characterizing his father in his mind as a bumbling fool. This was all preparation for what he knew he had to do: remove his father. Which in essence meant killing him. Thinking this way wasn’t a pradorish thing to do. Prador needed no justification for killing another who would also see them dead, or to kill in the natural order of attaining adulthood. Something else was at work in his mind. He thought about that for a while, and came upon the answer which had been sitting under his thoughts for some time now.

‘Fucking humans,’ he said.

‘It seems that way, but I’m not so sure,’ said Drust.

During the war, humans had been on Spatterjay long before the prador learned of the place. They were pirates and saw a business opportunity upon learning that prador had tried to thrall other humans, but found them unable to survive the installation of the technology. The virus made its hosts very rugged indeed. So the pirates began snatching people, infecting them with it, and selling them to the prador. This later transitioned into a trade, whereby the prador supplied the technology, and the pirates ‘cored’ their victims after infection – removing their brains and part of the spinal column, to be replaced with the thrall hardware. This was ancient history now, but the result on the biological level was that the virus was now loaded with human DNA, as well as that of its other hosts. Valt suspected his brain, and his thinking, were being infected with this. He was becoming more human.

‘Why are you not sure?’ he asked, peering at the engineer.

‘The virus inside us has been adjusted to favour collected genomes closer to our own. Hence the changes we were undergoing arising from the Spatterjay prill. But underlying that, it has the purpose of optimizing us, as its hosts, for survival.’ Drust paused as if to review what he’d just said, then continued, ‘It seems to me that optimization might extend to mental structures for the same purpose.’

‘That’s a rational assessment, yet I sense some doubt from you,’ said Valt.

Drust clattered his legs against the granite and snapped a claw up in the sleet that was now falling upon them. ‘I can’t find a way to express rationally something I sense. I feel as if there’s a driving force behind all this, and that simple survival might not be the main aim. It’s as if something is writhing within the virus and struggling to express itself.’

‘An intelligence?’

Drust waved a claw as if to knock an object away. ‘Something like that.’

‘This Jain technology Straeger mentioned?’

‘It could be. Or the AI might just have implanted that idea. All I know is that it feels . . . dangerous.’

The flood gradually passed, draining from the land below, as sleet transitioned to snow. They moved on, sticking to the high ground in the expectation of further tsunamis. But though tsunamis were indeed shown in the network arriving on the coast, they never came within Valt’s sight. The two of them moved lower, as icy rock became a hindrance even to them, crossed the heavy flow of the river with a spurt of grav, then crossed a shattered rockscape, working their way towards mountainous slabs of basalt. Down below these, in the shelter of the slabs, they soon saw prador activity. Their kind were scattered here and there across the landscape, while a train of ore carriers was running into a circular portal in the shadow. Other circular entrances were scattered along the base of these slabs too.

‘Okay,’ said Valt. ‘Time to head in.’
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Straeger

Straeger observed the prador through hardware he’d implanted in their suits – after his experiences with the bounty hunters, he simply didn’t trust implanting it in their bodies. He saw that Valt and Drust had now reached the landward entrances to the prador tunnels, the point which held the most danger for them of discovery. Time for a distraction.

The tsunami had been useful in scattering the surface ships and disrupting the search, slowing it just enough. Linking the course of events, he saw that in destroying the weapon on the moon, he’d allowed the asteroid through that had caused the tsunami. Predestination, he thought. Then quickly shuffled the thought away from conscious perception. Free-swimming prador had now entered one end of the trench he was in, while two of the subs were sliding in above. He waited until they’d edged directly into view, then turned off his ship’s chameleonware. After a moment of no response, he deliberately shook the vessel with its grav-engines, and had them go off again with raw signal. This slewed off the accumulation of silt he’d disturbed by his descent, and which had settled on the hull. It also hinted that his grav-engines might not be working. The response was immediate.

The subs above fired two torpedoes each. In AI time, which was a leisurely dance to their screaming messages back to their enclave and their father, he assessed the torpedoes. They were simple thermo nukes, but if he allowed all four to hit him they might cause some inconvenience. Of course he wouldn’t allow them to hit him. Tactically, if his aim was escape, the best option would be to laser the two subs, and those free prador coming into sight, then head for the surface at full speed. Three sub-AI missiles would deal with the surface vessels afterwards, then under full acceleration he’d be out and away from here. But, through the armour feeds, he saw Valt and Drust approaching the entrance to the tunnels down beside an ore train, and that many other prador were all around them. Those prador weren’t paying attention to the two, but were locked into their network observing events out here, and there he wanted their focus to remain, until Valt and Drust were safely deep inside the enclave.

Like a burp of silvery bubbles, Straeger released a series of mines. With a thought, he activated drive carousels within the ship, to swap out high-powered thrusters for underwater cavitating tractor drives. The prador torpedoes – not as smart as anything Straeger would have fired – continued accelerating down on him. They intersected with the mines a kilometre up. Three massive blasts ensued, lighting up the trench with spherical suns, then collapsing into huge bubbles of steam rising to the surface as tonnes of rubble fell out of the trench face. Straeger engaged the drives, slid off the ledge, and motored towards the approaching free-swimming prador. As the fourth torpedo hammered down on the ledge, he deliberately allowed the blast wave to throw his ship against the further trench wall. Then, from ports, he ejected materials, fluids and gases he’d been saving for reprocessing. He still didn’t use grav, chemical thruster power or any other system to move. Nor did he launch any attack against them. He wanted them thinking their earlier attack had damaged him, that now he was vulnerable and running.

Through Valt’s and Drust’s armour, he saw the two had reached the entrance to the enclave where a prador first-child was interviewing them distractedly.

‘You survived,’ the first-child stated. ‘You must file a report.’

It seemed Valt’s strategy of assuming the identities of two missing prador had worked. The first-child waved them in. Straeger pondered on what next strategy they’d employ. Certainly, their arrival in the enclave would come to Volax’s attention, but only when he had less to concern him such as, for example, a big alien ship at the bottom of the ocean. Straeger considered directing the two prador into action, but pulled back on the idea. He’d played his part in putting the pieces of the future together and now felt his role must be to watch. Anyway, he had other matters to deal with here, in his ship: the agent, Blite, that chunk of Penny Royal in its case, and the bounty hunters. He scanned them, still somnolent, but business to which he would attend, then abruptly turned his attention to a heavy clattering sound from the hull.

He had, in his apparent panic to escape, run straight into the free-swimming prador. They hit the hull and clung on, engaging meta-materials on their feet to hold them in place. Meanwhile the subs had dropped to the same depth as him and were cruising in behind – torpedoes and other weapons were locked on, but on hold for the moment. Using the cavitating drives, he spun the ship and threw it from side to side, as if to shake off the interlopers. Most of them doggedly clung in place; others moved at a low, careful pace, keeping as many feet in contact with the hull as possible as they searched for a way in. One of them did reach an airlock hatch and began unlimbering a mine from its underside. Straeger was admiring of its persistence, but nevertheless still put his ship into the side of the trench, scraping the creature off along with two others. Next he angled up as the bottom of the trench rose. Reaching its lip, he rolled out of the trench, subs in pursuit still, and surface vessels tracking along above.

Valt and Drust moved at a leisurely pace through the nest, finally coming to what had been Valt’s original quarters, and expelling the first-child that had taken up residence there. Straeger felt a stab of annoyance at this, since it seemed a stupid mistake. Valt should have gone to the quarters of his assumed identity. He then observed the two inside, plugging leads into recharging ports, at the same time gathering up items Valt had secreted away. It appeared that the first-child and now adult had accrued quite a collection of explosives, and a variety of ordnance. Drust set to work on a laser with some of his new tools. Straeger was curious, watching him work, while distractedly raising an antipersonnel laser from his hull to burn at the feet of a prador that had reached another hatch. This prador fell away, leaving a trail of mines.

Valt, still attached via a charging lead, next set to work on the back wall of his quarters. He tore down some racking, chopping out a thick clump of the rubberized substance with which they lined their tunnels, then went to work on foamstone underneath that. Finally he punched a claw through, into a space beyond. It reassured Straeger to know he’d gone to his old quarters with a definite purpose in mind. It seemed Valt had been edging into adulthood for some time and making preparations, though perhaps not in full consciousness of doing so. Next, focusing through Drust’s armour, he saw that what had been a simple cutting laser was now acquiring computing. It appeared the engineer was turning it into a vortex laser for the application of informational warfare.

Straeger had distracted Volax and the prador here, and the two were safely in the enclave and about their business. Further distraction might help them, but the prador would soon realize Straeger was faking it and would upscale to heavy weapons to destroy him. Anyway, he’d spent more than enough time on this. It was a small initiation of events to roll into the future.

Time to go.

Straeger dispatched an instruction to his ship’s hull, altering its structure. Clinging prador fell away from a surface that turned as slick as oil to them. He engaged the grav-engines at full power, switching out the cavitating drives for high-powered chemical thrusters. The Claw shot towards the surface, creating a vacuum trail in the water behind it. A launch of torpedoes sped after him, but they were just too slow. Seeing what lay above, he directed his course upwards accordingly, and exploded from the sea between two of the surface vessels. Particle beams intersected on him, splashing on the standard hardfields he threw out. Grav effects inside the ship tightened things down, and he injected more power into the capture beams holding the two humans, as well as those pinning the hunters. The two surface vessels lost a good deal of their targeting as the wave of his exit hit them, while their ensuing missile launches shut down. He considered taking them out, then rejected the idea as serving no purpose. Yet on another level, he recognized that if humans had been aboard he would have fired. It was an odd thing to discover surfacing in his mind.

Once clear of the water, he fired up the thrusters to wrench the Claw upright as it rose. With sensors ranging out, he saw missile launches from the enclave, and railgun strikes spearing down from a station high above. He considered heading out on simple fusion but, with a thrill that felt decidedly human, and in contrast to his apparent hatred of that kind, he realized here was his chance to do something he’d never done before. He did ignite the fusion drive, but before it’d even had an effect, he engaged the supplementary systems to switch it over to Laumer function.

The triple drive flame exploded downwards, ribbed along its length. The flames bored a hole down into the sea; the massive steam explosion sent the two vessels tumbling across the surface. They were then shredded by the ensuing sonic crash which, as he rose, he saw even shattered rock on the coast. Possibly, the prador aboard the vessels had survived this in their armour. Possibly.

The Claw hurtled upwards at a thousand gravities, its shape deforming to take the load, structural beams writhing inside, and hydraulic rams taking up strain. The ship slewed, compacting atmosphere, but still heated beyond the melting point of stone at its tips, and that of steel down its body. This stress lasted less than a minute, as it shot out of atmosphere, leaving a luminous trail behind it, and it hurtled out beyond the broken moon. The particle beam of one orbital weapon managed to track the ship, but ground against a hardfield for a second, then winked out. Straeger considered U-jumping away, but decided against the idea. Instead he aimed for an asteroid field wrapped around an ice giant, and prepared to go into stealth mode again. His presence still in the system would continue to offer distraction for Volax while Valt did what he must do.

Stealth mode: chameleonware on, and the ship flipped over to slow down on conventional fusion. He fell between, and past rolling giants, with lasers spurting to vaporize any rocky debris in his path. Once he’d brought the speed down enough, the fusion drive went out. He used only gas blast to manoeuvre up against a sausage of stone three kilometres long, then fired spider grabs and reeled his ship up close to it. Passive scanning showed him launches from the surface of the world, and drive flames up in orbit, all doubtless coming his way. It would take, he estimated, days for them to reach his vicinity, and he doubted they’d then be able to find him. So now he had time to attend to other matters.

‘Wake up, agent,’ he said, and prepared his sharp tools.

Valt

As he finished clearing out the foamstone, making a gap large enough for him to get through, Valt pondered on the things he had here in his quarters. Memory of them had only risen for his inspection as they moved away from the ore train and into less busy tunnels. Now, with the memories clear, he understood how he’d been instinctively preparing for adulthood and the fight to survive his father. He’d gathered weapons and positioned his quarters here, with access to the earliest enclave tunnels. Many of these were collapsed and abandoned, but part of the network Volax had used as his extended sanctum.

‘Entry will not be easy,’ Drust stated, as he rose with the vortex laser strapped to his claw. ‘Adults are nothing if not paranoid.’

‘I’m not paranoid,’ said Valt. ‘I know everyone is out to get me.’

Drust didn’t reply at first, just froze into position, staring at him. After a second he shifted into motion again, saying, ‘Adult prador don’t make human-sourced jokes either. And thinking about how new adults behave, how’s the cowardice?’

‘It had a brief appearance just after I dropped my back legs, but simply went away. I don’t think in terms related to paranoia or cowardice, but in terms of utility.’ Valt pushed away one loose clinging lump of foamstone, then pointed a claw at the diagonally divided door they’d used to enter this abode.

Drust dipped and scuttled over there. He flipped open one of the two tool cases on his back and pulled out a cylindrical device, with a ring on one side and a mass of thick rods. The ring of the device went on one claw tip, while he fed one of the rods into the back of the cylinder until it protruded out of the front. Valt averted his stalk eyes as Drust struck an arc, then proceeded to weld the doors shut.

When the engineer was at work, Valt stepped into the abandoned tunnel. He’d never actually been in here, having only been unconsciously aware of it before, then finding he simply knew it was here now. It had the same oval shape of the tunnels in the current nest, but the walls weren’t secured with a thick layer of the rubberized material. The rock had been melted and compressed to a glassy sheen, the floor ribbed for grip, and channels ran along the walls and ceiling to take plumbing and electrics. None of the wires, pipes or lights were in place, having been salvaged for the newer tunnels. He turned on lights in his armour, which were slaved to the movement of his stalked eyes, and looked around.

The walls were jagged with cracks from earthquakes, rubble crowded the floor, and far over to his left there’d been a partial collapse that would have blocked him from getting through, but not Drust. To his right the tunnel speared on to a junction of four tunnels, one of them just for second-children. Valt moved a little way in that direction to allow space for Drust to come through, and called up a map in his visor.

‘Okay,’ said Drust, ‘they won’t be getting through that door in a hurry.’

‘A minimal delay,’ Valt commented. ‘Do this section. About a hundred metres.’ He shifted aside, climbing up the wall with his legs on one side to allow the engineer past.

Drust scuttled through with a net bag in one claw, out of which he took items and began sticking them to the walls. These explosives resembled shellfish in the prador home world, and Valt was interested to remember that the humans used similarly named items. He began following, and then stopping with Drust when the engineer put the last limpet mine in place.

‘Proximity detonation?’ Drust enquired.

‘No. We’ll just blow it when well clear. I see no point in killing our brothers.’

‘I was wondering about that . . .’

‘It’d be the usual resort of an adult in this situation,’ Valt explained, ‘but maybe I can seize control, and keep that control, through Father’s systems. Killing them all will be a last resort.’

‘My, we’ve changed,’ Drust commented.

They moved on through the tunnels, negotiating rubble piles and having to backtrack twice to find new routes. When Valt felt they were far enough away, he gave Drust the go-ahead, and nervously watched the ceiling. The limpet mines blew in a staccato series, and shortly afterwards a blast wave of hot dust reached and passed them. Unless prador had already broken into his quarters, this wouldn’t even register.

Deeper into the tunnels, they came upon what at first looked like a pile of rubble, until they grew close. The pile then revealed itself to be prador carapaces. Valt went over to it and picked up a half-claw which had been neatly sliced horizontally from tips to base. The thing was old and dusty. Other carapaces had been similarly opened. He tossed the thing aside.

‘Those first years were difficult,’ Drust observed.

‘Yes, many were killed in collapses, and during the kind of infighting I want to avoid. Also food was in short supply,’ Valt replied. Prador had no problem resorting to cannibalism, and often for adults it was their preferred option – an offshoot from the evolutionary imperative to thin out their children. Those carapaces had been opened to give easy access to the flesh inside. Still, there was something not quite right here. These tunnels might have been abandoned, but prador generally didn’t leave the remains of their meals lying around like this.

The second pile was newer, with some of the carapace on top still retaining its colouration. Valt stared at it, and his sense of wrongness increased. He’d been running air into his suit through filters fine enough to stop his father’s pheromones reaching him – not that they’d control him now, but because he didn’t know how he would react. He turned off the filters and opened himself up to the air here. The smell of putrefaction hit him at once, and his reaction to it was odd. He experienced the prador surge of saliva and grumble of hunger, but repulsion surfaced through that. Humans didn’t like spoiled meat, but he had to admit there were many other creatures likely recorded in the collection of genomes in the virus that didn’t either.

‘You’re getting this?’ he asked Drust.

‘I opened up just a second before you,’ Drust replied. ‘Waste from Father’s kitchen?’

Valt reached out and tilted down a quarter of the upper carapace of a first-child. A series of holes had been bored through. He knocked this aside and picked up an empty head turret. A section had been trepanned out, and there were marks around this he recognized as those left by some varieties of surgical clamp.

‘I don’t think so,’ Valt replied. ‘I’d say he’s trying to get flash-freezing and bio-gridding running for implantation into war machines, if I didn’t know we’re not capable of making such machines with any utility.’

‘So, what’s this, then?’

‘I don’t know,’ Valt replied. Yet with a horrible suspicion he did know, in some part of his being, and wasn’t admitting it to himself.

‘Anyway,’ said Drust, ‘some sort of machine has been here.’

Valt looked to where Drust was stabbing a claw, and noticed the dust on the floor had been crossed with numerous tread marks. It seemed Father was using a telefactored robot here, or a machine guided by a child’s flash-frozen ganglion. He rattled a claw against the floor, then waved it along the tunnel. Drust moved on ahead of him.

‘Just follow the smell, I guess,’ said the engineer.

‘Well, at least we know we won’t need to burrow through tonnes of rock to break into the sanctum. There has to be a door.’

The third pile was where the stink came from, since it consisted of new carapaces with some flesh still clinging inside – enough to attract the scuttling scorpion-shaped ship lice, and terran flies, along with their maggots. These had made their way onto prador ships during the war. Beyond this, Valt caught his first whiff of his father, Volax, and felt the pheromones pushing for obedience and fear. For a second this had him cringing down, but the effect was like pressing on a spring, and he shot back up again, aggressive, angry and ready to fight. He allowed and enjoyed the feeling for a moment, then worked to suppress it. What he was becoming was far too rational for such feelings; he knew they could lead him into danger. He then focused his attention on Drust, who’d gone down on the floor in a similar cringe, but hadn’t managed to get back up again. He had to remember that, despite their mutation, Drust was still a second-child and more apt to be chemically enslaved.

‘Drust, put your filters back on,’ he said.

‘I’m trying to resist without filters,’ the engineer replied.

‘Stop trying. Put your filters back on.’

Drust stayed down on the floor for a moment longer, then eased back up to standing.

‘Your filters are on?’ Valt asked.

‘No.’

Valt froze up. Disobedience of a direct order of the kind he’d given was punishable by severe maiming, or death. His instinct was to step forwards and crash his claw down on the engineer’s back, then demand the usual obsequious obedience of a second-child to a first-child, or adult. But the instinct warred with logic. They were no longer what they had been, and to try and insert Drust, and himself, back into that past paradigm just wouldn’t work. Drust was too useful an ally. And it seemed he was also something unheard of in the prador realm: a friend.

‘You’re managing it?’ Valt finally asked, just to be saying something, though he could feel, through their connection, that Drust was.

‘I’ve got it.’

‘Okay, are you clear-minded enough for fast programming of that vortex laser?’

‘Yes – I hear it too.’ Drust raised the claw with the laser attached.

From up in the tunnel came the crunch of treads running over rubble and small pieces of dropped carapace. Valt also heard the slight whine of an electric motor, which meant it had to be in need of maintenance, since they were usually silent. He doused his lights and Drust did the same. Next, in the infrared end of his visual spectrum, Valt saw the machine motoring into sight.

The thing ran on two treads about as far apart as the width of Drust’s body. The main body over that was an ellipsoid, with a cylindrical column running up from it. The thing resembled a war machine, but instead of weapons arms on either side of the column, it had two sets of prador claws, likely taken from an armoured suit. Between one pair of these it held a large basket full of chunks of carapace, which were certainly new, as they were still dripping. At the top of the column was something unusual. The thing had a large and metallic insect head, with compound eyes either side of straightforward red, glassy visual receptors. To the fore it also had mandibles, for which Valt could see no purpose.

Drust’s vortex laser stabbed out, igniting dust motes bright green in the intervening air, and reflecting from that head to light up the cave. Instituting an overlay in his visor to make the beam visible, Valt saw it divide into four, covering the two compound eyes and the visual receptors on the machine’s head, following which the beams took on the appearance of drills. Next, the two outer ones on the compound eyes divided into a multitude of beams, to pick out every compound facet. With the motor’s whine winding down, the machine came to a halt.

Through their connection came the backwash of calculation, and chunks of prador code turning like scaffolds in 3D space. Valt started gleaning some sense of it, and then, with a physical jolt, his perception of it increased. Drust had first overloaded the thing with a fractal input, then moved on to injecting viruses to seek out and disable systems exterior to the flash-frozen brain controlling it. First to go had been its ability to see what lay before it, then to communicate its status, and next its motive power. The viruses were now working into what was essentially little different to a computer, albeit its source had been a living prador. He understood from the code that Drust was now establishing communication.

‘What have you got?’ he asked.

‘Second-child like me excised from his body during the war,’ Drust replied tersely.

‘I mean . . . did it send a message out?’

‘Nothing. I’m shutting it down now.’

‘Shutting it down?’

‘It’ll take a while to thaw out, and its gridding to collapse, but it’ll be properly dead after that.’

Instinct told Valt that Drust should be punished for wasting a potential resource. Sense told him again that Drust was a valuable ally, and this also triggered him to contemplate how the regime he’d establish, should he take over from his father, would have to look very different from the prador norm. A colder thing inside him observed this with indifference. To it, the shape of the power structure didn’t matter – all that did was power itself, leading to some distant ultimate goal.

They moved on around the machine, to finally approach dim light shining out of an open diagonally divided door. As they drew closer, Drust fired up his vortex laser again, this time hitting weapons pits either side of the door. Closer still, he disabled sensors in the ceiling and in the floor. When they passed through the door without incident Valt was surprised at the ease of it. Volax had clearly been very slack in securing the back entrance to his sprawling sanctum. Did this mean there’d be traps deeper inside? Probably, but Valt felt they would only be the same as those set up earlier, and as standard for a prador father. He sensed decline here – the sanctum of a prador long gone into senility.

They entered the end of a corridor. To their right it terminated, against rock sprayed with the rubberized foam that coated the insides of other tunnels. To their left it curved round, with doors all down the right-hand side.

‘Smells,’ Drust commented.

It was a mix of putrefaction and those of collagen foams, antiseptic and strong cleaning solutions, reminding him of a prador war hospital. They moved along, coming adjacent to the first door. Valt knew they were out on the periphery of the sanctum complex, and Volax wouldn’t be here, but still he reached out for the simple pit control beside the door, inserted his claw, and twisted. The smell rolled out even more intensely as the diagonally divided door slid open, its two halves disappearing into the wall either side. Drust quickly moved ahead of him, vortex laser raised in readiness for detectors. He then froze and slowly lowered the device.

Valt moved in, registering everything the long room contained. On either side were prador second-children clamped in frames, tubed and wired up. Valt now saw the reason for those holes in the carapaces they’d seen earlier. There were twelve prador in total – six either side. Some of them were filling up large glass bottles with various body fluids, like their green ichor, yellow chyme, and others which looked like digestive juices and intercellular fluid. All had been operated on, with chunks of carapace removed, and various organs deposited in glass tanks, and rigged up to continue working. They were missing claws, legs and mandibles, eyes and other pieces of their head turrets. Some were moving weakly, but most hung in place as if dead. Valt and Drust walked along the rows, until Valt stopped before one that was still moving.

‘Can you understand me?’ he clattered and bubbled at this one.

A single eyestalk twitched, but beyond that there was no response. Valt clinked a claw against a large chain-glass cylinder with what looked like a third-child female preserved inside. He hissed out an emotion he couldn’t identify, then turned and headed back to the door. Once they were both back outside and the door closed, Drust was the first to speak.

‘Golgoloth,’ he said.

It was the prador equivalent of a human fairy tale, and one of very few. The prador with that name had legendarily used his children for transplants and bodily fluids to keep himself alive long after his span.

‘I have to wonder if a father doing this isn’t so uncommon,’ Valt replied.

‘Cybernetics are better,’ Drust replied. ‘A transplanted claw doesn’t last as long as a prosthetic one, and the tissue mismatch requires suppressants.’

‘Maybe we can ask Father about that when we find him,’ said Valt tightly.

Iris

‘Fuck it, missed,’ said Iris, and then a giggle escaped her. She felt a hot flush and abruptly looked around her cabin, only a second later remembering she’d shut down all the cams and detectors in here. Then she became annoyed with herself for such a slip in self-control – not the words but the giggle. Two railgun shots had indeed missed Meander, but that shouldn’t be a source of amusement.

She needed to stay in control, with Meander still stubbornly surviving, and now, it seemed, with Arach and Crane on their way out to join the Coin. A railgun strike on those two would have been perfect, but Arach’s chameleonware defeated the Gilliad’s detection systems, which were all she had to work through. Distractions and diversion were therefore required. It was good, then, she’d not allowed the Draft Line guarding the Bracken their freedom. The Gilliad had set up the ship as a trap for the Coin, knowing that, even damaged as it was, the Bracken had manufacturing facilities aboard they could use.

A strategy, then.

She needed Arach and Crane out of her hair, since they were as much if not more of a danger to her than Meander. Send them to the Bracken first to deal with the trap, as the Coin heading there would, supposedly, draw the attention of the Gilliad and her railgun. Not that the Gilliad had any control of the thing now anyway.

Iris touched on the organic swarm intelligence’s network. The collapse of her hold on the Draft Line, and those other inhabitants of Yossander’s Hold who wore the lampreys, had gone into cascade. Now steadily being cut off from the consensus, the Gilliad was losing her mind, literally. It was falling into strange loops of speculation within itself, and in some of those the truth was even surfacing. It seemed the Gilliad was becoming aware she’d been manipulated, and even suspected Iris herself, though she also suspected Meander, Crane and Arach, and had toyed with the idea the agent had done something too. But all of those speculations were sunk into a whole morass of paranoia and other self-reinforcing mental loops. One good upshot of this was that even those yet to escape her control thought of her as mad, while those who’d escaped were either blocking her, or tuning her out completely. Her control was waning in other ways too. Fearing for her own existence, she’d fled to a safe location, and one that caused transmission delays, which loosened her grip even further. The Gilliad was as good as done. And even if she did recover sanity, she’d ceased to be a threat to Iris’s plans, to which the haiman woman now turned.

Contact with the free Draft Line was much larger now, so she was beginning to hand over aspects of it to subprograms. They were deploying the defensive programming she’d given them with admirable effectiveness, and were still in the process of freeing their fellows. Unbeknown to them, that programming was giving Iris greater access to them, as she steadily supplanted the Gilliad, though in a position where she wouldn’t be affected by their consensus feedback. They needed to now become what Straeger wanted them to be.

Their future was Meander. But Iris didn’t want them to become like Meander at once – not that she could bring that about anyway, since she’d still yet to plumb all that Meander was. However, having based her hypothesis on Meander at one end of the timeline, and the Draft Line at the start of it, she’d projected what they’d be next, and therefore where they must head next. Once she’d finished working this out, she’d received confirmation on earlier conjectures. They needed to, at some point, become more independent, since their consensus circuit, even with her in control, would lead to a hive-like society. They also had to incorporate the technology of their suits. But that wasn’t enough. Meander was a blend of what was still, perhaps incorrectly, referred to as organic and hard technology; the Draft Line were wholly organic. They needed, in the end, to become more like haimen, and it was time to set that in motion.

Along with the programming she was still feeding them, she began sending technological fixes. At the same time, she started to suppress those with a fixation on the organic, and to amplify the voices of those who’d been a little revolutionary in past decades here. She dropped in, whole cloth, hard technological adaptations as suggestions. She emphasized the prador threat in their circuits of thought, and observed to herself, in passing, that they had no idea what the prador planned next. She smiled to herself as the consensus began to change shape. They swallowed it whole, and even as they were digesting it, began making plans for manufacture. Some components were, however, beyond them at present, so they came back to her for advice. She generously provided it, and they were ever so thankful as well as, she noted, worshipful. They were now raising her up in their perception to the position Blite had previously occupied. It was exactly what she wanted, and she kept her contempt for them perfectly concealed.

Now, back to the earlier matter. She couldn’t deal with Crane and Arach just yet, though she could divert them, but that still left Meander. Judging by what Iris was picking up from the Draft Line consensus, the woman aimed to continue her pursuit of the Gilliad. The railgun, of course, was still allegedly controlled by the Gilliad. The convergence of development lines was good. They aimed to take the Coin to the Bracken for repairs, so they could then do something about that railgun. Manufacturing aboard the Bracken would also provide the components the Draft Line needed. Meanwhile, sadly, the railgun would continue firing and, at some point, Meander would move out from under the city’s defences. Meander might well be a very tough creature, but if she was directly underneath a strike she wouldn’t survive it.

Valt

Pheromones were thick in the air and, with a clattering prador expletive, Drust closed up his filters. Valt had no map of the tunnels of this sanctum, but now he didn’t need one to find his father – he just had to follow the smell. With a disconnected curiosity, he observed the changes arising from his prador biology. Fear and aggression swirled inside him. Fear, which was the first impulse on achieving adulthood, had been undermined by his retarded transition to that state, and the growth of the alien virus inside. Now the aggression was coming in tardily – as in that of a newly formed adult caught in the location of his father. In the old order of things, these emotions would have driven fight or flight. Some would run, but the most aggressive of newly formed adults would hurl themselves against their father to bring him down, and then fight between themselves to grab his resources.

‘I need to stay logical,’ he said to Drust.

‘You fear your changes,’ the engineer replied.

‘Only if the emotions get stronger. At present, I feel like a spectator of myself and divorced from the prador processes in my body.’

‘As me,’ Drust replied. ‘Though in my case the part of me that’s prador remains as it was before.’

The conversation was strange; again he noticed how it was hardly prador at all. He was congratulating himself on his good sense when the other smell landed in his odour receptors. He came to an abrupt halt, backed up a little way, and crashed a claw against the wall, emitting a bubbling hiss. A surge passed through him from his odour receptors, right down to his back end, where his genitals, under their clypeus, quivered and seemed to expand to twice their previous size. Intellectually he recognized the smell, because he’d encountered it many times before, but now intellect was submerged under the wave of sensations. He abruptly shot forwards, knocking Drust aside, scuttled to the junction lying ahead and, instead of following the scent to his father, turned and headed in the other direction.

‘Hey! What’s up?’ Drust queried.

The engineer came rushing after him, made another query through their link, but only received a wordless reply, then swore again and fell silent, still sticking to Valt’s tail. As his new rationality fought to regain control, Valt realized Drust had understood. Valt hurtled along the tunnel, going faster as it began to dip down in a series of long steps. Finally, he skidded to a stop before a large diagonally divided door, shoved his claw into the pit control beside it, and twisted.

The door ground open slowly, and the smell became even more intense. Before it opened all the way, he tilted himself and pushed through the diagonal gap. The huge chamber beyond contained a mating pool, but the water was turbid and stank of decay. Positioned along the walls were large cubic tanks, from which he caught a whiff of preserving fluids. Floating in these were female second-children, but it wasn’t the smell of these that lured him in. He ran around the pool to an entrance lying beyond. As he entered, his mind retreated to a shadowed place and he hit the fast ejection routine on his armour. It parted horizontally, rising on polished rams, hinging aside. Partially ejected by air blasts, he clambered out. Something happened then, as the restraint of the armour came off. He felt things crack throughout his body, with his carapace and muscle shifting, and organs lurching as they changed position. In that moment it seemed almost irrelevant to him, though.

The female form, huge and irresistible, loomed before him. He ran in, ready to dodge the expected blows which were a precursor to mating, then congratulated himself on making it through her defences as he clambered up on her back end. His mating clypeus dropped, and his mating prongs went into the required sockets. The surge of pleasure was so intense he released a bubbling scream, and with one huge convulsion he let go half the contents of his testicles. He then rode her, clinging on, expecting to be cast off, waves of pleasure rushing through him, and emptied the remainder. A long period of simple dullness ensued, until he fell away, his clypeus closing and pinching one of his prongs as it tardily sucked back inside his body.

On weak legs, he staggered back, and now began to see his surroundings properly. The female was huge, way beyond anything he’d seen before. When he took in the tubes snaking across the floor into her body, and the pumps, shunts and other items of hardware attached all over it, his rationality began to return.

Not only was the female huge but she was inert, and this was why she’d displayed none of the violent response that was prador foreplay. Her long mandibles were locked down to the floor with hoops of ceramal, but he suspected they’d not fought against that restraint in a long time. Her eyes were just hollow pits, steadily leaking a yellow fluid. Her tail, with the spike of its ovipositor, had been hitched up and fixed to her back to expose her for mating. He then noticed something even odder about her. She seemed a patchwork of carapace and limb, and when his stalked eyes strayed to the two half-hemisphere surgeries against the back wall, along with an array of other surgical robots, he began to understand.

‘He’s been keeping her alive in the same way he’s been keeping himself alive,’ said Drust.

Valt bubbled and clattered, until finally managing to issue a coherent reply: ‘But why?’

‘Because he’s crazy, senile and has no idea what he’s doing?’ Drust supplied.

Valt waved a claw towards the mating pool and all those preservation tanks surrounding it. ‘New females,’ he managed.

‘Daughters,’ said Drust. ‘Perhaps he doesn’t have the gene tech to cause sufficient variation. Or perhaps he simply forgot he could do that.’

With a creaking sound, the huge ancient female shifted a couple of her limbs. Or, rather, limbs that had been transplanted onto her body. As he came to his senses further, Valt felt a strange emotion running through him which he struggled to identify. Then he realized it was shame, though he couldn’t see any reason for it. Understanding finally arrived when he backed up and started to think about what next. He felt ashamed of the loss of control that had brought him here.

‘It makes no sense,’ he stated.

‘It doesn’t have to,’ said Drust.

Now, pushing for complete intellect, Valt turned towards the engineer. ‘Yes it does. Our father does irrational, nonsensical things and makes wasteful errors, but the underlying reason for them is always there.’ He waved a claw at the female. ‘There has to be a reason for this.’

Drust said nothing, but over their link Valt could feel him clamping down on something. It seemed insubordinate, and the urge to punish raised itself weakly inside Valt, then quickly subsided. He didn’t want to return to behaving like a prador. He liked the clearness of thinking he had now, and detested what had just happened to him under the grip of his biology. He thought about his response and knew he was wrong – it had been a weak attempt at logic, almost like a mating threat display.

‘I’m wrong,’ he said abruptly. ‘There doesn’t have to be a reason, or rather, a rational goal at the outset.’

Drust slowly tilted back to bring his main eyes to Valt, who through their link could feel the engineer’s shock at such an admission.

‘Perhaps you’ll have time to ask him,’ Drust suggested.

Valt let out a bubbling hiss and headed over to his armour. He then paused; something about his motion seemed wrong, as did his perception of his surroundings. Turning his stalked eyes, which again seemed to have retreated a little, he inspected his upper body. His carapace had divided and lengthened, and a section now protruded over his rear end like a stubby tail. He also noticed that when he turned his stalked eyes, his head turret had shifted too. He next tried to unfold his underhands, but found that all but the two at the fore had frozen in place, and those two had shifted much further forwards as well. With those two out, he touched his underside, finding a rearrangement of carapace there. Skin vision in those hands had also increased, giving him a black-and-white display of those changes. He reached far forwards with them, and brought them up. He could just about see these hands now with his forward eyes, and his brain froze for a second as it went into a feedback loop of him seeing himself seeing himself. He strained, and his head turret crackled again, slightly tilting forwards and giving him a clearer view. The arms of his underhands had acquired a new joint. What the hell was happening? He folded them back, and reluctantly ventured into that new inner vision he had for a more detailed inspection.

Internally, he’d reorganized. Why some organs had expanded, or shrunk, or shifted, he couldn’t fathom. It seemed his body had taken on more of the form of a ship louse, while his ability to manipulate his environment had been steadily shifting more into his main visual field. Inspection of his head turret revealed it separating over a muscular neck. His major ganglion had completely lost its ring-shaped form and was now a wide fat ellipsoid. He noted too that his mandibles, which had developed an extra joint before, were longer. His main claws were longer too, with the lower sections dividing. What did it all mean?

Valt stepped over to his armour, assessing the changes and whether or not he should make the effort to reverse them. Drust scuttled up beside him, dropped one of his tool chests next to the armour, and began taking out various implements.

‘I wondered how long it would be before you noticed,’ the engineer said. He tilted up over the armour with tools attached to his underhands and claws, and began to make adjustments, pushing out some expansion points to their limit, and contracting others. Valt tracked these changes in his armour to accommodate his changed body with part of his mind, at the same time as continuing his assessment. The frozen back underhands weren’t something prador often used, and as they became older often withered. The forward ones, now in his main visual range, would be much better – in fact human in their positioning. The ability to move his head turret would be useful, and if his main claws were turning into triclaws, that would be advantageous too. His body, now segmenting, would be much more manoeuvrable . . .

All the changes he could see were to his benefit, while the deeper internal changes were to support these. Only one thing kept him from accepting them, and that was his attachment to his previous form – to what he was as a prador. A deep repulsion, in fact the prador xenophobia, stood in his way, and he groped mentally for some way around it. What was so great about a creature constrained by old evolutionary drives and design? Already he was outside that in his view of prador society and its mores. Had he transformed into an adult in the usual manner, Drust would be dead by now and halfway down his digestive tract. And if he were to behave in the usual manner in removing his father, all the other prador here would soon enough end up dead too. Yet he felt a kinship for them, much more related to human kin selection rather than the usual prador aggressive removal of competitors. And, in the end, he could still control this process in his body. He could push himself inside to reverse all that’d happened to him, and return to a standard adult form if he wished.

By the time he’d run through the thinking process, the xenophobia was gone and he had, he well knew, rationalized himself into acceptance of what he’d become. Drust had also finished making adjustments to his armour by then, and backed off to pack away his tools again. Valt moved forwards swiftly and, with greater adeptness, slid into his armour and closed it up. He wondered about his exterior appearance now, and Drust was there with a link through his own vision. Valt still looked like a prador in his armour, but one that’d grown narrow, long and sharp. The kind of prador that, in fact, should have been eliminated on appearance alone, like Drust, but survived because of utility.

‘Okay, let’s go and find Father,’ he said.

‘There’s no need,’ Drust replied, swinging round with his claw-mounted weapons back in place, pointing them towards the opening into the mating-pool room. ‘He’s found us.’
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Cormac

Unfortunately there was no way to re-enter easily that dream space he’d been in before, on Cull, for it seemed the key to that door was pain. Cormac gazed in horror at the pseudo-matter knives as they sprang into being once more. He fought the pain with every mental resource available, as they sliced through a suit as newly repaired and pristine as the body lying underneath, then into his flesh. But in the end his resources weren’t enough, would never be enough, and he began screaming. The knives opened splits in his body, deep through muscle and to bone, through membranes and into organs, with the capture beam around him trapping droplets of blood and globules of flesh. Enough awareness remained with him to see a variety of probes being inserted. It seemed Straeger’s approach was different this time, since it wanted to study the phenomenon of Cormac entering that dream space. At the extremity of it all, when he hung writhing like an insect pierced by hundreds of pins, he held on to the knowledge that at least he’d not begged for relief, then he slipped away.

Cormac staggered across the plain, and in a replay of his last time here went down on his knees screaming, as well as swearing at Straeger. He saw the pain retreating, though he was still horribly aware of the knives, and the cell welders tracking their progress. He struggled to accept the new reality as the horror burned through his skull like threads of fuse paper. And again he found himself soaked with sweat, but this time managed to suppress the need to vomit. He gritted his teeth against all of it and lurched to his feet, stepping forwards to leave bloody footprints once more.

Slowly it passed. But he couldn’t dismiss the terror of what would come when he had to return to Straeger’s clutches. He focused on the dark macula of Penny Royal hanging in the distance ahead of him; he used this as an anchor to pull his mind into order. This focus changed the reality, because a moment later, when he looked down, he was no longer draped in bloody tatters of clothing, with wounds gaping between, but clad as he’d been during those events on Cull when he’d visited here before. Was this all random? Was he just catching the spill of an AI mind that no longer thought in any way recognizably human?

‘No,’ said Penny Royal, and he was now standing right before the entity, and, ‘Maybe,’ it said. The muttering and shouting crowd gave a melange of different responses that blurred into each other.

The AI was in its hourglass configuration but, as Cormac watched, the top half flowed down into the bottom half, and the whole extended longer spines. In urchin form, the AI then split and opened out, revealing an interior that did indeed look like the guts of a sea urchin. An arm pushed out of this, then a head, followed by the rest of the figure stepping free. He dipped his head to inspect the mess over his uniform, frowned, and waved a hand. Orange glutinous fragments dropped away to leave him clean. He looked up.

‘Hello yet again, Dad,’ said Cormac, trying to lock down on the madness under his voice, and glaring out from behind his face.

‘Not really,’ his father replied, frowned again, then continued, ‘an infinite number of replies to an infinite number of versions of you stretches down the probability slope. There’s some empathy in me, and, in denial of suffering I caused in my past, this part of me here seeks to alleviate suffering in your present. The problem with you, in this case, and those that converge on the main line, is that the suffering is necessary.’

Cormac absorbed the admission that this was some portion of Penny Royal in front of him, not his father, and felt a glimmer of understanding of the explanation. Though he wondered if the AI was presenting the probability-slope model of time just because it was the one Cormac understood.

‘I get some of what you’re saying,’ he said tightly, ‘but I don’t see why there’s any necessity for suffering. Are you sure certain parts of the original you aren’t still at work?’ He sounded quite dry and factual, but disliked himself for the prevarication. He was managing to restrain himself, but in reality had tried to push the being before him to help him out of the hell into which he knew he’d return.

‘Your mind is a curious thing,’ said the facsimile of his father, as the landscape around them began to swirl and take on a familiar form. ‘You have managed to rub out some of the linear limitations of an evolved being, but you need more to remove a critical one.’

‘More what?’ Cormac asked desperately.

‘Motivation,’ his father, or Penny Royal, told him, while fading from existence.

The transition came with a snap. He retained his awareness this time, captured down inside and spectating, as he returned to the time on Cull he’d been in before. The previous version of himself dragged data into his gridlink from the cams and satellite imagery in the area to put together a clear picture of what was going on.

The drone Plunder began dodging from side to side, scouring the sky with a particle beam, and blasting away with Gatling cannons as the missiles Crane had sent whipped around him, probably giggling all the time. Two of them exploded in white-hot blasts, and the drone dropped down towards the ground, to give them less space in which to manoeuvre. Closer to the ground, of course, meant closer . . .

The remaining missiles broke away, skimming over the landscape, taking a hard left in an explosion of dust, and homed in on the lander containing the Mobius AI and its crew. The ship’s hardfields bloomed into being ahead of them, and this seemed as if it’d be the end of it. But before reaching those fields, the missiles dived and slammed into the ground. Lines of disrupted soil sped ahead of their impact points, straight under the hardfields and towards the lander. The hot-white detonations bucked the thing up, ripped off a nacelle and sent chunks of hull metal bouncing across the landscape. The thing dropped back down with a crash, spreading a cloud of dust, spilling out more of its guts. The vessel appeared deflated.

Cormac turned and looked back at Crane, who’d now unplugged the railgun from its power supply and picked it up. The cable he’d plugged into his back was still in place, however – perhaps he hadn’t yet reached full charge.

‘Mole missiles,’ said Cormac, with a nod of acknowledgement. ‘Interesting and unexpected, though you would have thought an AI could have prepared for the eventuality.’

Crane just shrugged, which was almost gabbling for him.

‘The Mobius probably doesn’t care,’ said Arach. ‘As a kind they’re incredibly arrogant and overconfident.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Cormac, concentrating on satellite imagery.

The ruined lander had its ramp down again, and now the mercenaries, with the ECS agent in the lead, were on their way out. No sign of the Mobius, however. This force was loaded with weaponry and running some extras along on grav-sleds. He focused in on two of those and saw they were hauling shield generators and a fusion reactor.

‘Seems they’re coming in by foot,’ he said.

‘Yeah, seems that way,’ said Arach, with a sneer in his voice.

‘You have something to add?’ Cormac enquired.

‘It’s a game, played by an advanced AI, with the lives of sentient beings. You’re right, an AI like that would have prepared for mole missiles, and any other sort of attack on that lander. In fact, it wouldn’t have sent it out there in view, but kept it in the city before flying in. It’s putting out lures to see what it’s up against.’

Crane stepped forward, hoisting the railgun up onto his shoulder, unplugging the power cable from his body. If the visible haze over his brassy skin was anything to go by, he was fully charged up. Inevitably without speaking, he began trudging away. Cormac shook his head and sighed. He’d tried directly persuading the Golem away from this place; he’d tried doing it through Arach, and he’d even tried to persuade the local government to order Crane to leave. Nothing had worked. Crane ignored it all. Though Arach did comment that a translation of a data mutter from the big Golem had come out as, ‘Some things have to happen.’ None of it made sense.

Picking up his carbine from where it rested against a nearby rock, Cormac followed, with Arach moving in beside him. Fields transitioned into rocky terrain, then into the pass leading down. Cormac noted that Crane, or Arach, had carved some steps since he was last here. It had surprised him to learn the Golem had human visitors, who came to buy what he was growing, though what Crane did with any profit he made was a puzzle.

The pass was a trap, and it seemed madness to send a party on foot up it, even if they were sporting shield generators. Crane found himself a rock to sit down behind, with the railgun across his lap, and waited. Cormac enhanced his vision to see clearly as far as where the pass doglegged to the right. Next, incorporating satellite imagery put the wannabe attackers half a kilometre back, around that dogleg, and coming up fast. They’d moved the rafts ahead of them and were obviously ready to deploy their hardfields. Maybe this was a game to the Mobius, but people would die. He sighed, checked his carbine, then pulled up his sleeve to check on Shuriken. For a second he had a surge of panic, because it looked as if the throwing star wasn’t in place. Then that panic blurred into his next thought. They were mercenaries who’d been paid, and should accept the risks of their profession. The agent should also accept the risks of being involved in a black op. Cormac had no sympathy with any of them. He raised the carbine as the rafts now came into sight.

Even before he could fire on the first figure, the hardfields flashed on ahead of the men. Arach uttered a filthy and quite inventive curse concerning a corpse’s arsehole, bounced over to one side, onto a boulder, and opened fire with his miniguns. The shots weren’t at the hardfields but at a slab over to the side of the pass. Shattering rock, they zinged away, and behind the fields two mercenaries spun in vapour clouds of blood, and went down. A second later, a railgun shot smashed into the rock Arach had crouched on, sending the spider drone tumbling and hurling chunks of stone in every direction.

‘And fuck you too!’ Arach exclaimed, leaping back onto his feet and firing a series of missiles.

Cormac pulled a rock splinter from his face and looked around at Crane. The Golem was gone, and he hadn’t even seen him move. He snorted, engaged the chameleon function of his clothing, got down low, and began crawling towards the attackers. He just needed to reach a point with the hardfields passing over him. Then he would act. Five metres ahead of his cover, and just at the top of the stairs Crane had been carving, he saw the shape speeding up the pass. The drone Plunder had evaded the missiles and was coming.

The missiles Arach had fired exploded against a hardfield. In response, a minigun fusillade exploded against a shield Arach put out, skidding the drone backwards while hot metal showered down around Cormac. He crawled forwards to escape that, then slid over the edge, beside the steps, and went down the face of the short cliff in a controlled fall, slowing his descent with a series of hand- and footholds, then landing in a crouch. The sky above ignited as Arach and the drone went head to head. The spider drone went up the side of the pass, leaping from position to position and opening fire, dodging explosions and falling rock. The mercenaries below had stopped their advance and taken cover. Cormac kept crawling towards them.

Arach leapt to the other face of the pass, incidentally raining cannon fire on the mercenaries, and turning two of them to explosions of bloody fog. The drone Plunder had slowed to try and target the fast-moving spider. This was a mistake, as some of the missiles Arach had earlier fired shot up out of the lower part of the pass, where he’d programmed them to conceal themselves. One exploded against the aggressor drone. Another hit the hardfield it put out, but then the drone had to eject an overloaded generator in one fiery arc.

‘Pretty incompetent,’ Cormac said over com.

‘Suicidal,’ Arach replied tersely. He was running along a cliff face as Plunder accelerated in. Unless the thing had a second hardfield, it was done, and should have retreated. Suicidal indeed. Then something happened. A bright energy flash lit the pass and Arach tumbled down. Cormac only picked it up in fast review of satellite data: an actinic discharge towards the spider drone, from something spherical and vague, which then disappeared into a crevice. The Mobius was up there.

‘Arach?’ he enquired.

‘Pretty fucked up right now,’ Arach replied.

Plunder was still coming, and Cormac became all too aware that his concealment might not be enough. But then a thunderous crack rent the air, and a line of fire exploded out behind the drone. It went down, crashing into the walls of the pass behind the mercenaries, plummeting to the ground, and, luckily for them, bouncing over them to crash into a nearby rock face. Cormac replayed the imagery in his head and tracked the shot back to see Crane standing on a boulder, now lowering the railgun to centre on the mercenaries. He fired again, the air shimmering around him and the boulder bucking under his feet. Somehow, he was transferring the recoil downwards. The shot crashed into the centre of a hardfield, bruising it black, with the thing then collapsing. Fifty metres behind, its generator exploded on its sled, hurling chunks of metal in every direction. Cormac was close enough now to see molten metal splashing across the ground next to him. Mercenaries scattered to find better cover. And now, as one of them dropped down behind a rock only five metres away from him, it was time to act.

He came up straight into a run for that nearby rock, and leapt it, firing the carbine down into the back of the man. A second railgun shot blew the second generator, with the effect this time sending the thing burning and bouncing back down the pass. A third shot exploded the mercenaries’ rocky concealment, hurling partially dismembered bodies in every direction. The recoil of a railgun like that, firing at that power level, would have put the toughest and most high-series Golem back up on the plain, and probably in pieces. Glancing back, Cormac saw it had somehow shattered the boulder underneath Crane, although he was casually standing in the remains as he swung the weapon around to take aim again. It was the Jain tech inside him, somehow related to U-space. In the vision of that realm he’d managed to recover, since the Mobius AI had disrupted it, Cormac could see a major distortion centred over the Golem. He rolled for cover.

It didn’t take much longer. The mercenaries had seen a wartime drone on their side taken down. They’d seen their shields wrecked by a Golem android, impossibly wielding a weapon that should have been ship-mounted, or at least installed in some heavy vehicle. And they were seeing him just punching through any cover they could manage to find. They fired back, of course, but it was as if their shots, and their explosives, occupied a reality somehow out of phase with Crane. Lasers, particle beams, pulse shots and hard rounds shredded away his clothing, as he began walking towards them. Ridiculously, or perhaps deliberately, he retained his hat. Something odd was happening there – Cormac couldn’t figure out how the weapon he held hadn’t been hit. The mercenaries began running.

Crane destroyed the pass around them, and many of them went down, or ended up pasted across the rubble. Finally he halted, raising the weapon to point up at the sky as he watched them flee, then abruptly turned around and began walking back the way he’d come.

Cormac came out of cover and moved through the debris. One or two of the interlopers were wounded and still alive. Movement over to one side spun him around, with his carbine levelled. A man in ECS body armour raised his hands. Cormac lowered the weapon and shrugged. The man went over to one of the wounded and helped him up, then they staggered off down the valley. Using his recovering U-sense, he now surveyed his surroundings. Others were still in hiding, and perhaps they’d come out and collect up any remaining wounded – it wasn’t his concern. He scanned the cliffs, looking for the Mobius, because this wouldn’t be over until that thing was dealt with. He turned and headed over to where Arach lay on his back, with legs up in the air moving weakly. He’d nearly reached the drone when something like a grenade went off nearby. The thing flared bright light as he dropped into a squat, looking for its source, and collapsed to a central point with a sucking smack. With its detonation his U-sense disrupted – U-space itself disrupted all around him.

‘Drop your weapons,’ said a voice behind him.

He was caught utterly by surprise. With his U-sense struggling, he checked behind and saw part of the ground rising up. Then reality impinged as someone shed a thick sheet of chameleoncloth and stepped out of the hole where he’d concealed himself. He carried a thin gun and had it pointed straight at Cormac’s back.

‘You should also be aware that I’ve gridlinked a firing routine to my weapon. The disruptor grenade will slow you down, we know that, and if you try to go out of phase, or U-jump, you won’t be able to before I put two shots in your spine and one in your skull.’

It was the agent he’d earlier seen coming out of the lander: Agent Clay.

Cormac sighed, dropped the carbine on the ground, meanwhile gridlinking to Shuriken and inserting a standard attack program. Distantly he could see a light rolling along the wall of the pass in his direction. He calculated that the Mobius knew Clay couldn’t succeed in capturing him, and would likely die here, but the man had caught him long enough in U-space disruption for the thing to reach him.

‘Same applies to Shuriken,’ said the man. ‘You die if it leaves its holster.’

This Agent Clay had no idea. He was probably new in ECS, or at least new enough to allow himself to be dragged into a black op without properly assessing the dangers. The programmed firing of a thin gun would certainly result in shots hitting home, but not their intended target, once he was on the move.

‘Lose the thin gun,’ said the man.

There was also the fact that once Shuriken left its holster, it wouldn’t matter if Cormac was hit. The weapon would complete its task. Cormac reached carefully into his jacket and took out his thin gun between forefinger and thumb. He then noticed something, and realized he wouldn’t need to take any shots at all. He tossed the weapon, which skittered away from him across the ground, fetching up in the dust beside Arach.

‘Now slowly turn around.’

Cormac did so, glancing towards the side of the pass to see the Mobius clearly, hanging up there beside the rock face and watching now.

The man did look young, but that meant nothing since anyone could change their appearance. He was utterly focused, and the thin gun pointed at Cormac was as steady as a rock. All was as it should be. Cormac hadn’t immediately tried something, because he knew the kind of training this individual had – careful assessment had been the order of the day. What now? There was a huge reward for his corpse, and a larger one for his capture.

‘Nice to see you face to face, if briefly,’ said the agent.

So, it seemed they were going for the lesser reward here. The vicious crack of a thin gun firing sounded. The agent stood there looking surprised, and lowered his weapon. The hole in his forehead was neat and round, and Cormac could see daylight through it, since most of the back of his head had landed on the ground behind him. Clay dropped down on his backside, still apparently puzzled, then keeled over onto his side.

Cormac turned around to look at Arach. In one of his foot-hands the drone held the thin gun Cormac had discarded; now he lowered it as if weary. He shifted his legs and rolled over, tossing the thin gun at Cormac’s feet, and lay there with his legs folded underneath him. Cormac swept up both of his weapons and glanced at the Mobius. The thing was on the move again, steadily coming down the cliff face.

‘Get the fuck out of here,’ said Arach, folding out a minigun. ‘I’ll hold it for as long as I can.’

‘I’m not going,’ Cormac replied, pulling up his sleeve to reveal . . . his Shuriken holster empty. No, that wasn’t right. He tried to bring it back into being, pressing on the substance of reality. He groped for it in his mind, and through his gridlink connection to it. A horrible whickering and whining echoed in the valley as the Mobius dropped towards him. And then, with a snap, the thing was directly before him, and it was Straeger.

The inside of Straeger’s ship slid back into his perception.

‘Ah, you’re back,’ said the AI.

‘I’m going to kill you. I’m just going to fucking kill you,’ said Blite.

Cormac looked down at a body wracked with pain. His clothing hung in tatters in the capture beam below him. His naked body wasn’t opened up as before, but the numerous probes still pinned him. He was leaking fluids, including blood, around their penetration points. And his gridlink, via his nanosuite, gave him a glimpse of where they rested in his major organs, in his spine and other bones, while a ring of them entered his skull, like some tech version of a crown of thorns.

‘Oh I don’t think so,’ Straeger replied to Blite. ‘I rather think the time is arriving when I will start killing you. The agent here has been the key. Through him I have learned that the theories of the mind–reality interface have been wrong all along. Reality, you see, is a function of mind ordered by its perception. Heisenberg would have been proud.’

‘What the fuck are you wittering about, AI?’

Cormac ran a gridlink program through his nanosuite to shut down the pain, and then wondered why Straeger had allowed it. And why had the AI also permitted him his U-sense back? Perhaps it was part of his studies, though he couldn’t help but feel it was simply to allow him hope, to then just take it away again. He ranged out, looking for escape, looking for something, anything. Matheson’s ship was aboard, as were other vehicles, but his chance of getting to them was about the same as that of making it to the distant planet he could vaguely perceive. He brought his attention back in, focusing on things immediately around him. He saw Matheson and the Brices slowly writhing as tendrils from their skin steadily ate away the glue holding them in place. Even as he looked, Matheson’s weird head turned towards him. He felt the man’s attention, and then a touch of contact in a region of his mind he couldn’t identify.

‘You’re a human and your failure to understand is a product of evolution,’ said Straeger.

‘And you’re simply a failing AI,’ Blite replied.

Cormac turned to look at the man. He wasn’t sure what he read in Blite’s expression. Was it fear under the anger, or some strange satisfaction? To Blite’s mind Straeger trying to kill him might be the only way off this ship, and the man now had plenty of experience of dying.

‘There’s a resolution here,’ said Straeger. ‘A mathematical progression steadily detaching the agent here from our present reality, his position on the probability slope, and along mainline time – if that is indeed where we are. Just another push and I will elucidate it.’

‘If you want elucidation, you need to take a long, hard look at yourself. You’ve fallen through the silly tree, hitting every branch on the way down,’ said Blite. ‘You may think you have the glorious madness of Penny Royal, but in reality you have the mercenary sordid kind. You care too much about your survival, and about power.’

The words visibly hit home, as Straeger rippled throughout its body. Obviously interactions Cormac didn’t know about had passed while he’d been in the dream space, and Blite had thought long and hard about what to say at this juncture. Straeger lashed out, a thread of energetic material issuing from its being, slicing diagonally down Blite’s body.

‘Is that the best you can do?’ Blite exclaimed, though Cormac could see whatever Straeger had done had really hurt. Blite wanted Straeger to kill him, and with a sick feeling inside, Cormac realized that was because he wanted to stop Straeger torturing Cormac. He couldn’t allow this and, with his mind accelerating, he looked for the right words.

‘Kill it . . .’

The two words washed through his consciousness, and only for a second did he think them his own. He looked over at Matheson again, and now saw the man’s head covering was open. His head was oddly shaped, from changes wrought by the Spatterjay virus, with the lower part of his face jutting out, and having taken on an amphibian appearance. It seemed that he’d grown a new set of eyes close together, between his usual ones. The configuration nagged at Cormac’s memory, and rather than pursue this he ran a comparison in his gridlink, running a time series from Matheson’s original appearance through to what he looked like now, as well as to some future state. The answer came back instantly: gabbleduck. The knowledge momentarily raised him out of his own course, but then he settled back into it with depressing inevitability. He looked away from Matheson and found the words he was looking for.

‘You’re right,’ he finally said, just after Straeger had again lashed Blite, leaving him gasping for breath. ‘It’s not Penny Royal.’

‘Ah, the agent wants to play now too,’ said Straeger, the tone flat.

Cormac continued doggedly, knowing where this would take him. ‘It’s not Penny Royal, but it may well be a piece of that AI. One of the fucked-over subminds instantiated here to drive events along a particular course.’

‘Have a care, agent . . .’

Or what, you’ll torture me?

Cormac continued, ‘A vicious little shard, locked into a loop of causing suffering for no purpose other than the suffering in and of itself. Nothing new or different, or unusual.’

‘I am unique in ways you cannot fathom.’

And there it was: his opening. Now Cormac understood what Penny Royal had been showing him.

‘But once you weren’t unique, were you? And now you are alone.’

The response was a fizzing hissing of energy. Cormac’s gridlink seemed to judder in his skull, and his U-sense, along with his ability to control his pain, went out. The probes into his body began to turn like drills, then heat up. He yelled but didn’t scream, blood spattering out of his mouth and hanging in the capture beam before him. Now he would die, and Blite at last would have no reason to provoke the AI. It was the best he could do here, for it was time for him to go. And with that the black wave took him.

Valt

The smell hit Valt now and, despite his newly rediscovered rationality, he revolved towards the entrance with a tide of terror and rage rising up in his mind. He had nowhere to run and so, as was evolutionarily useful, rage won out and he went towards the danger. The diagonally divided door over on the other side of the room, with the pool lying between, had yet to fully open. Valt could see it was open enough for him to get through, but not his father, although Valt’s memory of his parent was an old one. He waited, ready with his claw-mounted particle and Gatling cannons, and a selection of missiles queued up in the launcher on his back. Alerted by a grinding sound, he directed his stalked eyes upwards and saw a thick slab coming down between the chamber containing the ancient female and this mating-pool room. Drust scuttled forwards, up beside him, to avoid being trapped in there. It made sense, of course, that his father wanted to protect his singular mate from what was about to happen here.

The divided door finally crunched away, into the walls, leaving the entrance completely open. Shapes became visible in the hall beyond, and Valt was surprised to see they were second-children. To his knowledge, Father hadn’t allowed any of his children into his sanctum for decades, other than those going in for punishment, never to return. Gatling fire hammered through, zinging off his armour, as well as shattering preservation tanks and spilling dead second-child females, stirring up the pool with ricochets. The reluctance he felt about killing his own brothers rose briefly for his inspection, before he let loose with his missile launcher, throwing himself to one side, then forwards.

The rockets shot across, above the mating pool. The first four turned sharply left and right into the hall beyond; the next two slammed straight into the prador ahead of them. He acknowledged they’d not used missiles against him because of the female behind, but still, cannon slugs and particle beam blasts would eventually penetrate his armour. He hit the pool in a flat splash, then sank under the water, even as his communication link with Drust went over to something akin to military telemetry. This told him something about the source of the changes he and the engineer were undergoing.

Drust, visible to him in the strategic display, had leapt up and, with strength unusual for a prador in this level of gravity, had climbed up the wall. He’d not fired his weapons, and that was strategic too, as Valt was obviously the main danger and the attackers would focus on him first. The second-children poured into the chamber. Particle beams licked into the murky water, setting it to boil but not penetrating deep enough to reach where Valt had sunk to. Via his armour console, he quickly switched to a wider spectrum of sensing, with imagery up in his visor. A large reaverfish cruised past, but weakly, its body dotted with growths of fungus. Gatling slugs pursued him down, but even though they clinked against his armour they’d lost their penetrating power.

An update came through from Drust. Six second-children were in the room, positioned around the pool. Drust highlighted a series of metallic blisters behind the head turrets of each, then something on the ceiling, just a little way out from where he was clinging. The blisters were only unfamiliar until Drust gave him context, and he recognized the hexagonal object on the ceiling. The thing up there was a slave-control unit, while the blisters were an old design of thrall fathers had once put on their children. Even the old king had stopped that practice, but now it appeared their father had started it up again here. Pheromone control of his children clearly wasn’t enough for him in his sanctum. Drust said no prador words, instead sending data constructs and a viable strategy.

‘Do it,’ Valt replied.

‘Distraction,’ Drust suggested.

‘Coming now,’ Valt confirmed.

He’d reached the bottom of the pool, where he squatted down. In a surge of energy to his grav-engine, and with his thrusters burning in the water at one side, he shot up at forty-five degrees. Perfectly in position, he exited the pool right at the edge near the door, and slammed straight into the second-child there. He grabbed, his claws closing on its claws as the others oriented towards him. Meanwhile, above, Drust had engaged his grav and drifted out to the slave-control unit on the ceiling. The other second-children opened fire on Valt, but he swivelled, bringing his captive round in front of him. The massed firing hammered the second-child, eventually punching through so it slumped, also driving Valt back towards the door. He threw the remains of his shield at the nearest attacker and fired low, shattering limbs and throwing off aim. Alerts came up in his HUD telling him his armour was reaching its limit, and then it did.

Slugs began punching through areas that’d been scoured by particle cannon fire and ablated by the impact of thousands of rounds which now lay in drifts on the floor. The pain had him clattering and hissing, as he released two missiles down into the edge of the pool in front of the largest group of them. The explosion did as expected, buckling up the floor and sending the mass of them tumbling backwards. He jumped to take hold of the wall and felt another of those weird cracking surges within himself. A glimpse inside, seemingly offered up by someone else, showed him the round wrapped in fibres and rapidly shrinking, while circulation out to his carapace had increased to a phenomenal rate, with layers building up there. Particle beams tracked him across the wall, like tracers for the Gatling fire that accompanied them. He dropped, going down on his edge, and rolled back towards the door to the mother – perhaps that would make them more hesitant about firing. Coming back onto his feet, he replied, firing the last of his missiles. The room filled with fire and debris, and it was as if they’d all dropped into a furnace. Somewhere an extractor began roaring to draw away both fire and smoke. Valt jumped, back into the pool, ready for the next round. As the air above cleared, he leapt out and opened fire on the nearest second-child, driving it back, and side-swiped another, sending it splashing into the pool. As he looked for his next target, the reality impinged: they weren’t firing back any more.

‘That’s better,’ said Drust, scrambling down the wall with the slaver unit attached to his shell.

The second-children were moving hesitantly now, raising weapons, then lowering them, scanning around for something. Then slowly, as the biology of combat began to process out of them, they started slumping, claws against the floor as if in the pose of obeisance. As a prador adult facing enemies, this shouldn’t have angered Valt, but it did. His armour smoking and holed, he whirled towards Drust.

‘You can hold them?’ he asked.

‘I’ve shut down all of them throughout the sanctum complex. Volax keeps trying to reset but I’m countering that.’

Valt turned away and leapt into the corridor. His father’s scent was stronger to his right so he headed that way. Running assessments, he saw that his power and ammo were low. Logically, he should have restocked from those second-children, and maybe had Drust strengthen the weaknesses in his armour, but all of that now felt like procrastination. Aggression, raised up in the fight, drove him on, yet behind it he felt a cold calculation too – the knowledge that the time for hesitation had passed.

He rounded a corner, armour splitting and shifting as he bounced off the wall. Via his stalked eyes, he could see his inner shape revealing itself through the breaks, and the attempts by the armour to remain functional. Within this artificial covering, his carapace was now twice its original thickness as odd structures and spreads of threads were growing below it. This knowledge came through to him almost as a kind of by-the-way tactical overview. It seemed his biological armour had just exceeded the profile of his artificial armour, and had a close to superconducting layer to distribute heat, while those things underneath it were shock absorbers. With this knowledge settling in place, he realized he was just a missile heading for its target.

The smell grew stronger and Valt now found himself analysing its components. Out of it he drew confusion, anger and fear. As he bounced around another corner, pieces of his artificial armour fell away, and finally he came to a huge door, whose diagonally divided halves were closing. He hit the gap hard, but it wasn’t wide enough. Jammed into it, he tried to force it open, but the thing continued to close relentlessly, and he had to pull out before it crushed him. He moved over to the side and thrust his claw into the pit control. The thing was coded and activated defences, routing a killing charge through his claw. Only it didn’t kill, instead running through his armour’s conducting network, into the floor and safely away. He twisted the thing with a strength he knew to be far above what he’d possessed before, and a series of locking bars broke in it. His claw armour smoked and fused into the control, but with a wrench he pulled his claw out. The armour remaining in place continued shorting the power, while the twist he’d applied had broken parts of the mechanism and the door jammed, not yet fully closed. His bare claw, now retracted, split along its lower section and sprang open. He gazed at what had become a triclaw, opening and closing it, and twisting it around with a greater range of motion than he’d had previously.

‘You cannot be here. You cannot be here. It is not permitted,’ a voice clattered from within.

Valt froze. His father’s voice went right to the root of something old and inculcated within him. But then the sawing of mandibles, and the bubbling of context, seemed out of phase, the words coming through misshapen. He moved back to the door, crouched low, and looked through the gap with stalked eyes only.

Volax was large, with a carapace width twice that of Valt’s as it had been before his recent transformation. His main carapace was thick and bulked out with inset metal plates. His mandibles and claws were prosthetics of the same metal. All this matched Valt’s memory of him from the last time he saw him, but he saw the changes too. Volax had been using prosthetic legs before, but he’d lost them. Underneath he now ran on four triangular caterpillar treads, on the ends of hydraulic hinged arms. Yet it seemed he wanted to reacquire legs. Down his sides protruded legs transplanted there from his victims, ridiculously small on his bulk, and incapable of supporting him. These were surrounded by densely packed support mechanisms, with biogenic pressure feeds and cellular stimulators. He was trying to accelerate their growth. Elsewhere on his body were other signs of his efforts to keep himself alive. Support mechanisms had spread over his body like metallic vines and their boxy fruits. Valt spotted that the metal armour inset in his body was fixed in with snap catches for easy removal, to allow Volax’s autosurgeries access for the frequent replacement of slowly rejected and dying organs.

‘I’m here anyway,’ said Valt.

Volax had been looking at an array of hexagonal screens. He whirled around and a particle beam seared out from one dropped claw tip. Valt ducked as it nearly took off his stalked eyes. He moved off to one side, to avoid what he expected next. And, right on cue, a missile shot through the gap and exploded in the corridor, tearing out part of the wall and collapsing a slab out of the ceiling.

As the dust swept past him, Valt looked to his connection with Drust. Data rolled through like the wind around the debris of words. Before he could ask a question, Drust updated him.

‘I’m now exerting control over them,’ the engineer said. ‘I can send them to assist if you like, though they’re only capable of following simple orders – installation of the thrall tech necessitated the removal of parts of their ganglions.’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Valt, moving forwards.

He studied the ceiling and saw that its collapse had torn out a large section above the door. He clambered up a pile of rubble and pulled himself up into the gap. Flattening out, with his armour crunching and his body crackling as it had before, he dragged himself through to where another slab of ceiling rock had fallen to the floor within the inner sanctum. From this position, he looked down upon Volax, and a different emotion arose to colour his anger. It took him a moment or two to identify it, and when he did, he realized how drastically he’d changed. For it was pity. Still, the driving force behind his mind pushed him on.

Volax was confused, sometimes squatting over his saddle control, operating pit controls, or sometimes throwing himself off the saddle and heading over to his array of screens to check them. Coldly and analytically, Valt understood what was happening with the old prador. He was deep into senility and an inability to change. Anything outside of the slow roll of his life didn’t so much confuse him as fail to register. He observed how Volax kept going back to one screen to tap at a recording that was set in a loop. This was of Valt himself in motion, fighting the second-children. Volax didn’t know what he was, and couldn’t integrate that. Valt’s instinct, and that driving cold behind it, was to leap down and finish what he’d come here to do, but he paused and continued to watch his father bumbling about. At one point Volax wandered off to the side, bumped into the wall and backed off, seemingly not knowing where to go next. When he finally did move again, he tracked along the wall as if trying to find a way through it.

‘Into the com system now,’ said Drust. ‘Our brothers are gathering outside the entrances to the sanctum complex – they know something’s wrong.’

‘I understand,’ Valt replied.

‘We need to get this done . . .’

Valt let out a sigh, and then he leapt. Hammering hard onto Volax’s back, he smashed a claw down first on the missile launcher there, then on antipersonnel lasers. Oddly, Volax only dipped underneath his weight, and continued looking for that non-existent way out. Only when Valt started tearing off the masses of pipes and boxes of the support system did he react. He turned, letting out a bubbling squeal, and ran back towards his saddle control. Once there, he seemed not to know what to do next. Valt observed transplanted stalked eyes turning painfully to view him. Volax squealed again, and swung up one claw with a Gatling cannon attached. Valt grabbed it in his triclaw and turned it, snapping something in the joint. Locked and pointing upwards, the Gatling cannon opened fire. The other claw came up with one tip down, and Volax’s particle cannon exposed. Valt dropped down to his father’s back end, with the weapon searing above him, then melting a line across one wall as Volax ran. Valt dropped down lower, still clinging on, and that was when his father fully demonstrated his mind simply wasn’t there.

Volax swung the cannon down, sheering off his own transplanted legs, and fired underneath himself to try and hit Valt. Instead of hitting its intended target, the beam swept across the tread struts. His whole underside drive system collapsed. Volax went down, crushing and tearing things away, and skidding across the floor on his belly, with the cannon claw trapped underneath him. Valt took the opportunity to scuttle forwards over his back, and break the joint in that claw too. It was over. Volax lay there shifting his remaining transplanted legs weakly, hissing and clattering half-words that, as a whole, were nonsense.

Valt leapt off his father and turned to face him. One of the head turret eyes had fallen out, and he couldn’t tell if his father was actually able to see him. The whole episode felt like an anticlimax. He moved around to his father’s side, unclipped the latches on one of those armour plates, and dropped it to the floor. Soft interior was revealed under an artificial membrane. He poked his claw, with the particle cannon in place, into that, directed it towards where his father’s ganglion would be, and opened fire. A moment later, with stinking smoke filling the room, Volax’s mandibles drooped to the floor. It was all over for him.

‘They cannot know,’ said Valt, turning from his father with a chunk of prador liver in one claw. The communication ran straight through his connection with Drust, because right then his mandibles and his throat were busy.

‘Understood,’ said Drust, shrugging at the obviousness of it, then pointing a claw at their father. ‘He doesn’t look so good.’

Valt swung one stalked eye towards his father. He’d felt something inside him resisting and perhaps disgusted by what should be quite natural for him, but the prador in him drove him on. The shell cutter was easy enough to find among Volax’s collection of surgical tools. So he’d cut around his father’s carapace at the level of leg attachments and, just as with the armour, opened up the top of his father like a lid, to expose everything inside. Then he’d started eating.

‘He’s not been good for a long time,’ Valt replied. He turned and reached into his father with both claws, snipped and tugged, and finally hauled out the ring-shaped and burned major ganglion in its chalky shell. The thing maintained shape for a second, then broke at one point and began to collapse, with wet flakes of its protective shell peeling away. Before it collapsed completely, Valt tossed it to the floor in front of Drust.

Drust froze for a second, then delicately stepped forwards, reached down, and snipped off a chunk of the ganglion. He inserted it between his armoured mandibles. The act on Valt’s part had been without thought, but it was very unprador of him. In fact, beyond dining on his father, so many of his actions had been like that. If he’d been true to his ancestry, he’d have been more concerned about how to exterminate the prador out there, beyond the sanctum, rather than thinking, ‘They cannot know.’ He turned away from his companion and sought out more delicacies in the open carapace, as if for reassurance, snipping up clumps of muscle and chomping them down. He then stopped, with his guts full and bubbling.

Time to go to work.

As he turned back, he saw that Drust had consumed his morsel, but sensed through their link that it’d only been an appetizer. He waved a claw at the open carapace.

‘Help yourself,’ he said, then headed over to his father’s saddle control and array of hexagonal screens.

‘Beware the traps,’ said Drust, now with his front end dipped in guts and munching.

‘It’s not necessary to state the obvious,’ Valt replied, ‘though I note how our conversation has risen above the merely pragmatic.’ He climbed onto the saddle control, poised his two usable underhands over the controls set in its top, directly below his body, and his claws over the two pit controls lying ahead of it. General access to the system would likely be open, as no prador father wanted to keep inputting codes for every action. This would allow Valt to call up screen views and status reports. However, the moment he wanted to give orders, or change anything out there, he’d start running into traps. He inserted his claws into the pit controls and began exploring, turning his claws, pressing, pulling, opening and closing them.

The enclave was on alert. The screens ahead of him ran through views of prador going about numerous tasks: processing materials brought in from outside, manufacturing, and tending to enclosed aquaculture to produce reaverfish, giant mudfish and other food items, as well as the tightly controlled ecologies to support them. All the functions to allow them to survive on this world. However, that work was down to critical maintenance only; many prador were guarding entrances or vulnerable infrastructure. Also, directly outside the main sanctum complex doors, a crowd of them were milling around, with higher-status prador occasionally daring to send queries into the system to their father. Volax had sent something, but whatever orders he’d given weren’t enough to have the prador out there breaking down the doors. Knowing his kind well enough, Valt was unconcerned. They wouldn’t dare break in here. He turned his attention away from them and spent an hour absorbing what he could from the system, finding it all slotting into his mind with amazing clarity. The progress reports he later found gave context, and within a couple of hours he had a clear overview of how things were going.

The enclave was static and stagnant. It was producing just enough to keep everyone alive, with little in the way of extra to be expended elsewhere. He saw how, some while ago, it had reached the point where it could produce more, having recovered from the push to attack the humans. This baffled him – because surely they should have been preparing to seize the human world – until he integrated the fact that his father had been senile. He next checked on the system of control, but cautiously, as now he was moving into dangerous territory. Here he discovered that automated pheromone-generation was keeping them all obedient as they themselves worked to produce the chemicals which went into their food and water supply to suppress their growth. He then viewed three screens focused perpetually on three prador first-children who, despite suppression, had been marked as close to transitioning into adulthood. He had no doubt their future had been limited to perhaps one or two more weeks, and glanced over at the hemisphere surgery over by one wall of this inner sanctum.

‘You’ll need this,’ said Drust from beside him.

Valt emerged from his assessment of the enclave realizing he’d gone in so deep it had been as if he’d entered a human virtuality. Drust was squatting beside him, and had obviously been there for some time. He understood this from their link, but also knew the engineer had been in the same virtual space as him, and assessing what he’d assessed. In one claw Drust held up a hexagonal control unit, with internal attachment fibres trailing. Below that, on the floor, were five more of the things.

‘Tell me,’ said Valt.

‘I’ve inspected them,’ Drust replied. ‘This particular one holds all the access codes. It seems our father was at one point aware he was losing his mind and didn’t want to either forget them or screw up inputting them. It links through the saddle control and automatically inputs the codes required. You might also like to know that you’re presently sitting over a planar explosive. It would cut you in half if you accessed something that required a code. Fortunately for us, our father deactivated the particle cannons in the ceiling, and the Gatling cannons in the walls.’

‘I see,’ said Valt. ‘Firstly, why didn’t you tell me about the explosive before, and secondly why do you think the weapons were deactivated?’

‘I didn’t tell you about the explosive because you knew there’d be traps, and I knew you wouldn’t try to access anything that required a code. The set-up here is very simple, and, because of his increasing senility, Father has been further simplifying. As for the weapons, I can only guess he did something that made him no longer trust his mental control of them.’

Valt removed his claws from the pit controls and climbed off the saddle. Mandibles at his armour’s console, he directed his armour to open. Due to the damage it’d sustained, the suit only managed to maintain integrity until he was out of it, whereupon it collapsed.

‘Some more work for you,’ he said, waving a claw at it.

Drust made a sound that in a previous time would’ve seen him suffering a severely cracked shell. Valt ignored it and gestured to the other control units on the floor. ‘And those?’

‘One to control the robots here. Two more for the prador he’s slaved here, and a fourth one that is presently redundant – it was for access and control to the dreadnought.’

Valt peered at the things, then back at Drust, pushing into their link to try and grasp the engineer’s thoughts. He couldn’t catch precisely what he wanted, but he knew that if Drust wanted to betray him, to seize power, he’d already had ample opportunities. He also understood that Drust’s capabilities had expanded in the direction of his interests, and the shape of his mind, which had enabled him to evade being thinned from the herd. Trust wasn’t something prador had much truck with, but now Valt realized it had arrived. They were truly a team, and he recognized right then that this was what they’d remain.

‘Fit them,’ he said, turning to bring one side of his body down to the floor, while raising two of the legs on the other side to expose a section of under-carapace.

Drust dipped in acknowledgement, put down the control unit he was holding, and scuttled over to the side of the room. There he inserted himself into the hemisphere of the half-shell surgery and powered the thing up. It rose from the floor on maglev, and swung around, hiding Drust and bringing into view the sharp and leggy array of surgical tools on its front end. Valt had expected the engineer to use his own tools for the job, but acknowledged the half-shell was the better option. He still felt some trepidation as it approached, though.

As it moved over the control units, the surgery swept them up and routed them through flash-sterilizing, then held them ready, up high, steadily reeling in their connection threads. Valt knew they’d be programmed for the physiology of his father, and this briefly concerned him, until reassurance came through from Drust – not in words but in schematics of Valt’s present body, and the new connection routine that’d be driven through their computing from the surgery.

The thing drew closer and a shell cutter whirled up to speed. Valt flinched, then steadied himself. The cutters connected with a puff of shell talc, and a second later he felt the pain. He thought about the painkillers humans used – an idea that’d never caught on with the prador. Internally his body responded, ramping up energy to his muscles, prador aggression in his mind, and what seemed like a complete fight plan for tipping the surgery over on Drust, then thrusting a claw into his dilapidated armour to direct his particle cannon. He suppressed this, though. And then, because he could, he suppressed the pain back to analytical damage reporting. He held up a claw in a signal to stop. The cutter, already having made two holes through his carapace, retracted and wound down to stillness.

‘Some problem?’ Drust asked.

‘No problem, just a change to the plan,’ Valt replied. ‘I want you to fit only the coding unit, and the one for the dreadnought. The other three for the robots and the slaved prador I want you to fit to yourself.’

‘Delegation of command?’ Drust enquired, and Valt could feel very unpradorish humour behind the comment.

‘Yes. You have a greater facility with the machines, and I want you to analyse what our father was doing within this sanctum – with the mother, with the slaved – and report to me on that.’

‘You’re giving me a lot of power . . .’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Why?’

‘Numerous reasons. Our minds are very close through this link, and I trust you. I’m also aware that we’ll have problems here that go well beyond autocratic rule of a family. We cannot simply stay in here, pretending to be our father for the rest of our lives. Nor do I want to have that kind of control.’

‘Interesting,’ said Drust, now bringing two control units down to the holes in Valt’s under-carapace. The things turned in two claws as a nozzle coated their circumferences with carapace cement. Drust then inserted them into the holes and, with power feeds plugged into the backs of them, activated them.

Fibres began to spear into Valt’s body, to seek out nerve junctions and points on his now hugely changed major ganglion. Internally he reacted, with viral fibres trying to tangle them, and hard membranes shifting into their path. Not precisely knowing how he did it, he stopped this and allowed the fibres to find their place. As they connected, the control unit data began to fall into his mental realm. At first it was chaotic but, with flashes of recognition of what was coming in, he aligned his mind to it, and it began to form up logical constructs. Interestingly, the dreadnought connection wasn’t as defunct as Drust had claimed. He immediately began to receive diagnostic reports on its appalling condition, sitting down there at the bottom of the ocean. Internal systems were degrading in the acidic water that had flooded inside. This, he decided in an instant, was something he’d have to deal with.

The other unit provided the codes he needed and, as the surgery drew back, he turned and headed over to the saddle control again. As he mounted the thing, he noticed Drust had already opened his armour and was clambering out. Though he had a perception of what the engineer looked like via their connection, the actual sight of him was surprising, and unnerving. He’d not changed in the same way as Valt, having retained much of their initial mutation into something resembling the prill of Spatterjay. His shell was wide and flat, his limbs and mandibles sharp, while his head turret was sinking away into his body. His eyes were also dropping down to that point on the prill where they ran in lubricated channels around their rims. However, unlike the prill, he’d retained and expanded his ability to manipulate his environment. He’d kept his claws, which like Valt’s had divided into triclaws and looked as if they might be set to divide into quadclaws. Also like Valt, his front set of underhands had grown longer, and moved forwards. Unlike Valt, however, he didn’t have the movable head, to view with his main eyes what he might be doing with those hands. Instead his stalked eyes had grown long as well, and were a lot more mobile than before.

Valt settled down on the saddle control. Then, noting a socket just a short distance away from the coded control unit, he shifted slightly. The thing dropped into the socket and made its connections. Immediately on the screens before him, option bars along the bottom began scrolling, as he also started to receive related feedback through the control unit. His perception of the enclave expanded, so now he could see all its industry, aquaculture and agriculture, its hierarchies, its resources, and the state of play right at that moment, in as much detail as he required. He first cancelled the alert sent out earlier. Checking previous orders, he saw his father had summoned the prador to the sanctum door, but given no more orders than that. He issued his first order, which of course arrived as if it’d come directly from his father, dispatching them back to their assigned duties.

After an hour of further assessment, he began issuing more orders. He took off the limitation in the production of food, and ramped up manufacturing above maintenance levels, within energy and materials strictures. He then ordered materials gathering, and lined up the construction of further fusion reactors. The changes hit at once and, even deep in his father’s sanctum, he could feel the vibration through his feet increasing. On the last aspect, he noted that the higher he pushed gathering – in the forms of mining and drilling – the higher the percentage of prador lost. This gave him pause; he turned his attention towards the number and production of children.

There were over fifty thousand second-children, and over ten thousand first-children scattered throughout the enclave, or at various facilities around the planet, as well as up in orbit and in outposts further out in the system. It was a number that had been many times higher before the attack on the humans, and he felt anger at such wastage. Within the nurseries, the number of third-children was a meagre five thousand. He observed that even Volax had pulled back on the thinning-out routines, so more of them survived to become second-children. He now took that right back, confining extermination only to those so disabled they’d never be more than a drain on the enclave. He then began checking on the number of females . . . and found no information.

‘Now we know the reason for the female we saw,’ Drust interjected.

Valt directed an eyestalk at him, and saw he had the remaining control units in place on his carapace. This meant he had access to information within the sanctum complex. Valt also had access and control there, but had been focused outwards.

‘Explain,’ he said.

‘Our father ceased to be able to produce seed, even before we came to this world. He’s been raising new prador from his stored supply,’ Drust explained. ‘Then his supply here was affected by the mutagens in the environment. Certain epigenetic changes rendered his seed unable to produce females.’

‘Well, that changes now,’ said Valt firmly.

‘That’s not the only problem. The males produced are loaded with some nasty mutations and very short-lived. This is of course information we were never privy to.’

‘Then they’ll be replaced with my children,’ said Valt.

‘Not so fast,’ said Drust. ‘We really don’t know what you’ll produce, if you can produce anything at all. It’s not like you’re still a prador, beyond some organic structures floating around inside you. We need to see what arises from your mating with that female.’

‘These are all things that can be dealt with over time,’ said Valt. ‘Even our father could have dealt with this problem, had he not been senile. It seems, besides the attack on the humans, he was doing the minimum to keep this dysfunctional enclave running.’

‘Yes, that indeed seems to be the case. Under you, it can be returned to the standard model for prador family enclaves everywhere . . .’

Valt was already rolling through his head plans to expand genetics research and manipulation within the enclave. He could ensure his seed was working as it should, and would produce the correct ratio of males to females, which was about a hundred to one. He could genetically alter the females to create sufficient divergence, so as not to generate all the problems associated with breeding with one’s own offspring. He could then steadily expand the enclave and take full control of this planet, and thereafter, perhaps, go back to that human world . . . Yet there his thoughts stuttered to a halt, as he realized the criticism implicit in Drust’s last statement.

‘I see,’ he said, and he did. His vision of the future, only now coming into being, had been utterly limited. As Drust had pointed out, they weren’t exactly prador any more, so why must they follow the standard prador way of doing things?

‘You have suggestions?’ he enquired, as his initial plans fragmented and began to expand out into numerous other possibilities.

‘Is it necessary for children to be slaves?’ Drust asked. ‘What objectives do we have, beyond survival and enjoying our lives? Do you feel antipathy towards the humans, or any race other than prador that might arise?’

Valt examined his reaction to the questions and, as he realized what Drust was getting at, felt the constraints of being a prador just fading away. In their place infinite possibilities opened out. And yet, they seemed like a veneer over something else, deep down and dangerous, inside him.
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Meander

Meander clambered over piles of rubble with the digger following her like an eager bloodhound. The thing looked to have some beetle in its ancestry and, scanning it, she found a good deal of mammal, some alien genome and a large amount of genetic modification too. Its long, flat body walked on six legs. Its mandibles were jointed and ended in shovels, while ceramic sheathed the claws on its feet. The thing could move a lot of material, which it either threw behind very fast or loaded onto its dished back. Linked deep into the Draft Line network now, she found this digger easy enough to control. She halted, gestured the thing forward and pointed to a spot directly ahead of her, simultaneously sending it a scan of the ground below and her objective. As it began digging, foamstone and organic fragments fountaining out behind it, contact with the Coin re-established.

‘Why is that fucking thing still firing?’ she asked.

The immediate contact with Iris swept them into a virtual space, but it was an exacting one, presenting only the information Iris wanted it to. It showed a series of active scenes, timelines to track back and forth along, blocks of code and viral attack strategies. Meander saw Iris in a seat aboard the bridge of the Coin, along with Judice; Carlstone’s absence was a sore nag in her mind. Captain May was deeper in the ship with commandos, seconded to ship maintenance, and a horde of robots at her command. She was working on sealing up a number of hull breaches. Meanwhile an exterior view showed the spaceship cruising across the surface of the ocean, bucking under the impact against hardfields above it, the sky up there seemingly on fire.

‘She’s still managing to keep me out,’ Iris replied. ‘The weapons up there are crewed by a bunch of Draft Line soldiers that the Preeces and Draft Line down here haven’t been able to get through to. I’ve tried penetrating the hard computing up there, but every time I do, the soldiers reset it.’

Meander again puzzled over the idea of a haiman not being able to penetrate and seize complete control of hard computing on a world where it’d be inferior to that of the Polity. She accepted it nonetheless. If Iris couldn’t shut it down that way, then other methods would have to be used.

‘Why don’t you head back to the city and shelter under the defences here?’ she asked.

‘We and the Coin would be useless there. With the facilities of the Bracken, and its parts, we can make ourselves mobile again.’

‘The weapons up there need to be shut down,’ said Meander, understanding that Iris was already thinking on those other methods. They could take the Coin up there and shut down the railgun very directly.

She looked over at the hole the digger had excavated. It was going carefully now, having nearly reached its objective.

‘No shit,’ Iris replied, yet with little feeling.

Contemplatively Meander continued, ‘The Draft Line in and around the city have their own consensus, so the city is one target. You as an outside alien influence are another. These are only small parts of the whole, and the Draft Line rebellion is spreading.’

‘I see . . . She’ll start hitting others.’ Again that flat tone, as if Iris knew all this and was just waiting for stupid Meander to catch up.

‘She has to be stopped.’

‘You’re still going after her?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve failed once, what makes you think you’ll succeed this time?’

‘I’ll be properly myself.’

After a long pause Iris said, ‘Okaaay . . . but we here will stick with my plan. We get the Coin up and running, and aim to shut that railgun down at its source.’

‘A two-pronged attack,’ said Meander. ‘We’ll need to coordinate.’

‘Get back to me when you’re feeling more yourself,’ Iris replied tersely, herself withdrawing but maintaining the data feed. Meander observed for a little while longer, now seeing the Coin beginning to submerge. Their best option was to put a mass of water between it and those railgun shots. If the weapon managed a long series of them without Iris interfering, the ship’s shields wouldn’t be enough.

The air was full of dust from the digger’s work, and it was now deeper in, out of sight. Avoiding the spray of debris spewing out of the hole, Meander walked over and peered down at the thing. The digger was working in a circular motion, and she walked around, tracking its progress. Not long now. Abruptly it stopped its work, then braced its six legs against the walls of the hole, before punching down with its mandibles. The rubble at the bottom of the hole collapsed into a deeper darkness. The digger knocked down a few more pieces to ensure everything was clear, then backed out onto the surface.

‘You can go and help the rest,’ she said, wondering why she felt the need to speak out loud when all she had to do was send a mental instruction. The thing dipped its head in acknowledgement before heading off, which was something it didn’t need to do either. Politenesses between organisms.

Using the scanners around her nerves, Meander probed down into the darkness. This was the lower part of the escape tube which had extended up to the top of the Gilliad’s tower. Scanning told her it went down fifty metres, before connecting to a network of tunnels spreading out below the city. However, she was damned sure the ruler wasn’t in the city any more, else she wouldn’t be trying to bombard the place. Meander raised her head and pushed her scanning to its limit. The network was like the arteries, veins and capillaries in a human body. It frayed out into surrounding structures, into tunnels only a lamprey could travel through. But running between main population centres were arteries only. She surmised that the Gilliad had moved the bulk of her mass along one of these, and taken up residence in another city. She had no idea which one, and the organic nature of the Gilliad’s network made it impossible to triangulate her position without grabbing up and connecting via lampreys at a scattering of locations. However, there’d surely be traces down there of where she went – maybe not normally detectable to others, but Meander was like no other.

She moved to the edge of the hole, testing her shoulder. Mobility was back, but there were still some weaknesses there. Should she wait until fully recovered before beginning her search? And by ‘fully recovered’, she meant back to what she assumed she’d been before she leapt back into this time. No, she’d recover and return to herself while on the move, taking what she needed to feed her energy- and material-hungry body along the way. With care, she eased over the edge, scanning into the rubble all the time to be sure she didn’t rest her weight on anything that might be loose. At the bottom of the excavated hole, there was a lip and a metre overhang of compacted rubble to the tunnel wall below. She eased down, hanging suspended from a protruding coral beam to inspect that wall. The thing was scaled like a palm tree, but the scales were pointing down, and slick. It made sense that, if this was supposed to be an escape route, it’d be designed to allow the mass of lampreys in as quickly as possible. Meander focused her attention down again, but this time on specifics.

The shaft didn’t go straight down, but at an angle, and the length of it before it connected to the spread of tunnels below was a long curve. Again this made sense, since the Gilliad wouldn’t want to just slam into the bottom of the shaft, even though escaping at speed. It was a slide down there, for a gently slow descent. Meander hesitated for just a second, then swung and threw herself to the wall. At first she was simply falling, but then the wall’s angle caught her and she began sliding down it, the scales vibrating against her hard skin. She felt a sense of exhilaration, but a moment later a cautionary thought arrived: if the Gilliad was to use an escape shaft, that meant something to escape from. Quite possibly it also meant something, or someone, was likely to pursue her down this shaft. And the logical response to that was . . . Meander slammed her hands and feet against the wall, using as much purchase as she could to slow her descent. She ran an emergency revision she hadn’t felt the need to set up when falling from the tower, and the newly grown skin on her palms and her feet ridged out, acquiring gecko function. At first they did nothing, but as the shaft curved, pressing her harder against the wall, they did begin to bind.

Meander scanned ahead and saw it at once. A muscular organism, probably related to a bivalve, was raising something from the floor at the foot of the curve. She pressed her entire body down, trying to slow herself further, and managed to do so. The thing came directly into sight: a raised lid exposing gristly lips, out of which long black spikes were protruding. In a mental snapshot she took it all in, noting that rubble was also mounded up against the thing. It wasn’t intelligent, and had just reacted to anything falling down the shaft after the Gilliad. She rolled and positioned herself just so. Her foot slammed against a chunk of foamstone, and she pushed herself up at the same time to somersault over the creature. Something snagged her thigh on the way, ripping her overall, but she tumbled over without being fully impaled. In the tunnel beyond, she skidded along a bit further, then abruptly decelerated on floor turned rough. Standing up, she looked back as the thing folded back down into the floor, and sighed out a breath. It took this near miss to bring home a humbling realization: she was highly intelligent and capable, her body was rugged and possessed resources few others had at this time, but she was impulsive and didn’t think things through sufficiently. She grimaced and took a few more steps down the tunnel, and that’s when the poison hit.

The toxin froze up the nerves in her legs, sent the muscles there into palsy, and dropped her on her face. A mass of data exploding in her mind from her nanosuite told her the poison was a derivative of the terran cone shell, while the organism behind her probably was too. It spread rapidly through her body, shutting things down, but its reach was only into the organic. Without the electromuscle in her heart, lungs and elsewhere, she would have been dead just a minute later. As it was, her heart kept pumping and her lungs breathing. The nanosuite – highly reactive – sent out bursts of cybernetic macrophages, from their factories stuck like barnacles inside her veins. With the toxin identified, they began seizing it and conveying it out through her skin. She beaded with milky sweat and jerkily, using electromuscle only, turned over and sat upright. Smoother control ensued as the paralysis began to fade. She reached down and parted the rip in her disposerall, inspected the long scrape, and noted the black hair fragments in the wound. Attempting to pull one out numbed her fingers, so she inspected them from the inside. As she suspected, they were barbed. Now directly controlling her nanosuite, and other functions of her body, she opened up flesh around those barbs, built hydraulic pressure behind them, and watched them ooze out with blood that was still red. After a moment, she tore off a piece of disposerall and wiped them away.

She needed to be a lot more alert to the dangers. She assessed herself and realized that her connection to Iris and the others had gone. Being deep underground was one factor, but she detected blocking in the walls too. All she had here was an intermittent connection into the Draft Line network, with the Gilliad rolling around that like a polluted cloud. Touching on the Gilliad through the Draft Line network was like listening in to the babbling, yelling and crying in an asylum. She shut down the connection. The danger seemed small, but still the Gilliad might be able to locate her through it.

She stood up and focused her scanning microscopically on her surroundings, specifically searching for life forms and any other concealed toxins. Doing this was energy-hungry, but she kept it running while advancing along the tunnel. Nothing further surprised her, however, and soon she reached the junction of four tunnels. These starred out underneath the city. Two ran to cities along the coast, and another went to one lying inland. Which way had the Gilliad gone? Looking for signs, she picked up a number of dead lampreys lying in a tunnel to one coastal city, but having been caught out once she didn’t trust that. She walked over and, after checking them for traps, picked up five or six of the dead things, before returning to the junction. Closer inspection of the creatures revealed they still had fat stores, and little in the way of senescence or other age damage. They’d almost certainly been dropped as a decoy. Still holding them, she inspected surrounding walls, focusing down and down onto individual scales. Spectroscopy revealed organic traces in the tunnel leading inland. There were traces in the other tunnel too, but not so many, and without the new bacterial colonization. The Gilliad, in total, was big and couldn’t help but leave a trail. She winced at the assumption, knowing the Gilliad could have used a double bluff here.

Heading along the tunnel going inland, Meander was about to discard the lampreys but then thought otherwise. She raised one, bit off the end, chewed and swallowed. They tasted like slightly putrid sushi. By the time she’d consumed them she found more. These ones were devoid of fat, loaded with genetic damage, and obviously discarded by the whole of the Gilliad as a human would discard skin cells.

After this feeding, Meander soon returned to the state she’d been in just before going to the tower, her bad eye clearing, and the bud of a new ear opening out and filling. In base organic human terms, she was at optimum, but she needed a lot more than that. She guided further changes within herself: tight weaving electromuscle throughout the organic component, densifying all membranes and switching cells over to their glassy form. But every time she made improvements, the list of her body’s requirements grew. She paused to pull scales from the walls, and chew them up with hardened teeth driven by electromuscle in her jaw. These provided some traces of much needed-aluminium and copper; the hexagonal ones from the floor had a usefully high content of tungsten.

New networks spread out in her body, as new machinery and new functions became available. These were at extreme low power, since her only source was biological and could hardly provide one per cent of the power she needed. Also within those networks were the ghostly precursors for fusion nodes, but as delicate and insubstantial yet as sea mouse skeletons. She needed materials, and she needed energy to proceed.

The tunnel rolled on unchanged for twelve kilometres, and by then she knew she must be well out of the city. When she came below a short shaft leading up to a hatch in the surface, she hesitated, sticking with her promise to think things through before acting. She then decided this was the best option. With a hard jump, she shot upwards, hit the wall of the shaft with gecko function, and scrambled up to the hatch. The thing was one shell of a bivalve, run from muscles rooted in the wall. A swipe across a sensory pad near that muscle had it hinging open on the new day.

Meander scrambled out, scanning and alert, to find herself in a building like a greenhouse. The thing was fifty metres wide, and only by scanning did she find out it was two kilometres long. The walls and roof were a geodesic structure with glass panes which, judging by their ridged and almost oyster-shell shape, had to be an organic product. They would have been no protection against railgun strikes, but she calculated that, as Iris had said, the Gilliad had a hugely expanding target list, including the greater danger to her of the Coin. Meander just needed to be quiet . . .

On a floor of foamstone, large troughs a couple of metres wide stretched into the distance. Water flowed through them like streams, and she could hear the hum of pumps. Scanning around further, she found pumping sections, with the cylindrical devices standing next to them. This was imported technology, as were the feeding stations scattered all along, with bulbous glass containers filled with what looked like blood. And they were doubtless topped up by the pipes running above the troughs. She walked over to one and peered down into the water. Something clung to the pipe there, running down from the blood bulb – a long pink creature, with stunted limbs and the nub of a head in which features were just discernible; its mouth was closed over the end of the pipe. And, of course, clinging all along its body were the blood-sucking lampreys.

Meander had never thought too deeply about how the Gilliad maintained herself. The mass of the organic AI, what with lampreys attached to just about every citizen on this world, had to be huge. It was only a carrier, the hardware; the Gilliad was the software. Meander had seen how the individual creatures died off, so they’d necessarily have to be replaced. Here then was one of perhaps many places where the things were grown. She wondered if the Gilliad was actually mentally inside the creatures here, or if these were blank components which needed to be later impressed with her mentality.

Meander stabbed a hand down into the water, grabbing one of the creatures, and brought it to her mouth, bit off one head to spit out, and began eating it. This thing tasted better than the previous ones. She eyed the blood bulb. It was probably an artificial product, or produced by some organism other than humans. She finished her snack and grabbed up another as she walked over to the bulb. Clamping the second creature between her teeth, she stepped forwards, driving her palms against the bulb, using the full force of her electromuscle. Something snapped and the thing went over, crashing to the floor. It didn’t break, but the blood globbed out of the exposed hole, while a pipe spilled it from above. Inspecting the broken mechanism, she saw nothing useful there for her, but knew the pumps would contain things she needed.

Unseating and smashing a pump down on the floor took more effort. She stamped open its casing, then stooped to tear it open further. Scanning deep, she pulled and twisted out the sparse scattering of alloy components around the main ceramic pump. These were a series of primitive chip boards, probably manufactured elsewhere in the Graveyard, and sub s-con wires made out of braided metal and carbon. Three pumps later, with her haul wrapped up in a sheet of polymer, she reckoned she now had enough. She began to walk back towards the shaft, then paused, turned, and drove her foot into the side of the nearest trough. The composite didn’t break, but the blow obviously broke a seal at the nearest pump section, because water began to pour onto the floor. She kicked again, opening the gap further, and now lampreys were spilling out. She nodded to herself, went over to the shaft and put her haul down beside it, then began working her way across the rows of troughs doing as much damage as she could. The bloody water was up to her ankles when she saw the shapes coming down the rows from the ends of the troughs in each direction.

The things resembled the digger she’d used to excavate through the tower rubble into the tunnels below, except these had more of an ant-like appearance. They were black, with wide heads sporting compound eyes, and antennae that pointed down, touching the floor and the troughs either side of them. Their mandibles weren’t spade-shaped, but divided into two fingers. Their front two limbs also ended in a variety of manipulators. The things were here to maintain this place, but Meander had little doubt what their reaction would be to someone damaging the troughs. She knew, even though she’d yet to reacquire her future form, she could deal with them easily enough. But there was no advantage in that. Turning, she waded through the water, grabbed up her haul beside the shaft hatch, then scanned beyond the buildings. She needed somewhere secure to feed on all this before she could pick up on the Gilliad’s trail again, and she wasn’t sure, after her actions here, that going back down into the tunnels would be a good idea. Nor was staying in this greenhouse. She’d been irrational, and the fact a railgun slug hadn’t smeared her already was pure luck.

She could see no door immediately nearby, so went over to one of the rough panes. A couple of blows with her elbow freed the thing up along one edge, then she backed off, nearly into the reach of one of the biomechs. She ran forwards hard, throwing her shoulder at the pane. After crashing outside into bright warm sunlight, and to the sounds of cicadas, she picked herself up and ran.

Iris

The Gilliad was now irrelevant, but Iris had to maintain the appearance of her being a threat. Before the moon dropped down below the horizon, she had the railgun fire a further shot against the surface of the ocean above the Coin. This glanced off and bounced on towards the continent, and carved a fiery trench beside the capital city. She considered going after other patches of resistance to the Gilliad, out on the drift islands, then dismissed the idea. That glancing shot had demonstrated the Gilliad’s irrationality, so there was no need to make her apparent attacks consistent.

‘Where the hell are you?’ she muttered.

The tunnels Meander had entered were blocking contact, as was the ocean above the Coin. The woman had dropped out of the Draft Line network, so could not be traced through that. Meander should be heading down the coast, since that was where the bulk of the Gilliad had gone, yet hunter programs had picked up something inland. If Meander was there, then she was going in the wrong direction. With a sigh Iris opened up her contact to the Draft Line via terahertz beam, to transceivers Judice had left floating on the surface before submerging, up to satellites and around the world. She concealed her presence this time and, via that network, slid into the chaos of the Gilliad’s mind.

The swarm intelligence was down deep along the coast, and on the move. It was still locked into those loops and speculations, though was worryingly sliding towards something that might be characterized as sanity. Probing into that mind, Iris soon found answers to her questions. Even in her present state the Gilliad had been cunning. She’d known that Meander was coming to kill her, though that was being questioned now, and had deliberately left a false trail. This tied in with the data from the inland hunter program. Iris calculated an above fifty per cent probability that Meander was heading to a particular city. Iris needed to locate her. A few of the Draft Line out there were still ostensibly under the Gilliad’s control, but they probably wouldn’t be for much longer. However, there were organic machines Iris could access. She did so, and set them searching that area. She also programmed in two more shots from the railgun at the location her hunter program had highlighted, but there would be nothing much more she could do, even if those organisms did find Meander, until the moon rose into the sky again. And anyway, she had other concerns now.

‘Arach,’ she said, since contact was now opening out. ‘You have a plan?’

Arach pushed at her to take the contact beyond speech. Iris allowed a degree of further contact, but kept it locked tight. She didn’t want the spider drone close to her mind, but couldn’t block him out completely without raising suspicions.

‘I have a plan. Crane has a plan,’ Arach replied.

Iris felt a stab of fear. The spider drone was knowable – very dangerous, but she could maintain her facade with him. Mr Crane was something else entirely. Arach spat over a strategy and, reviewing the bulk of it, Iris felt some relief. It would get the two out of her hair, though she didn’t understand exactly why they required Captain May. The rest of the strategy was from Crane, and strayed into infinite series and weird recursive loops. She kept out of it. She knew that trying to elucidate it would screw with her mind and, more importantly, bring her into closer contact with Crane. She stuck with Arach’s part of it, which covered all she really needed to know.

‘We’ll surface soon,’ she told him, projecting thoughtfulness and a hint that she had other concerns, then cut contact. It irritated her that she’d have no shot at them when the moon was down. And it peeved her that once they reached their target, trying to hit them would interfere with her plans. But a deeper concern was the chunk of Penny Royal technology Crane and Arach had brought aboard the Bracken and now wanted to use, as well as the fact this might all be part of the plans of someone else, or rather, something else.

Valt

The ancient female was incapable of the movement required to use her ovipositor to inject her eggs into living prey. The routine of procreation, established long ago, was there in the system of the sanctum complex. And Drust, as he made his changes and ironed out inefficiencies elsewhere, had found no real need to alter it. Valt, entering the chamber of the mating pool, then moving on through, observed the slaved second-children busily at work repairing the wreckage. They stood out of his way, but showed no signs of the usual obeisance or fear – they were just organic robots.

Drust awaited him in the chamber at the back. As he entered, Valt felt his mating urge ramp up at the sight of the female, though the smell of her had been affecting him already on the way here. He brutally suppressed it, and it seemed his entire body crackled from head to his additional tail section. The feelings waned and finally, looking upon the female with a more rational gaze, he found her to be quite obscene.

She was twice the size of the usual fertile females a father used. Her carapace seemed to be having trouble keeping up with her internal growth, so along her extended length yellow flesh laced with purple veins bulged between. She was held in an alloy frame, and on it, and all about her body were support mechanisms. He identified many that served the purpose of internal organs to clean the blood, generate hormones, peptides and a variety of vesicles. Transparent pipes ran into these, some carrying green blood and others running yellow chyme, while still others pumped in fluids he couldn’t identify. Just behind her head was a heavy horseshoe device running in an array of optics and pipes. He knew that underneath this lay her major ganglion. But now, assessing what lay before him, and checking it against his vague memory of his first sight of her, he realized Drust had made a great many changes.

Despite her obvious decrepitude, she’d bulked up and seemed to have grown somewhat. Around old carapace he could see new parts growing out, translucent and silver, while her mandibles had been freed and were moving rhythmically.

‘Why?’ Valt shot a query at Drust.

‘Allowing her more movement improves internal motility, and thus her health.’

She did look healthier and, though movement helped, Valt suspected it was mostly due to the new machinery attached about her, and in some places invading her body. Valt shot a wordless query at Drust and received a wordless reply. A huge schematic opened up in his mind, covering how she’d been before, and then the alterations the engineer had made. New chemical cocktails were running into her and Drust had deliberately increased growth hormone to assist with repairs. Valt noted the expansion points in her surrounding framework and recognized that she was going to become bigger, which would continue as long as they wanted to keep her alive.

‘And that’s not all,’ said Drust.

The schematic revolved and twisted, highlighting a section at her back end, around her mating portal and oviduct. Fibrous growths had bloomed there and were steadily spreading up her body. They looked to have even reached her ganglion and her mandibles. Where they touched inside her, it seemed venous supplies had expanded, membranes had changed, and there appeared to be a general shift in all the organs the fibres touched.

‘That’s . . .’ Valt began, but trailed away as the implications exploded in his mind.

‘Yes,’ said Drust. ‘When you mated with her you infected her with the Spatterjay virus. I really don’t know what the results of that will be.’ He waved a claw at where her ovipositor sat in a clamp, with a collection bottle connected to its far end. ‘I guess we’ll know in a week or two.’

Behind them, in the mating-pool room, came a deep gurgling. Valt directed a stalked eye back to see the foul water of the mating pool draining away. He observed prador ready with pressure washers to clean out remaining detritus when it was gone, then returned his attention to that ovipositor.

Sitting on the female’s tail was another machine which, from the schematic, Valt recognized as a pump, running a pipe inside to her egg sac, where a great mass of fertilized eggs lay. Neural stimulation ran in there too, along with a feed of a paralytic, and some other exotic combinations of chemicals. It took an hour before everything was ready with the female, while the mating pool was cleaned and then refilled with ocean water adulterated to support the new resident, who entered through a side port.

The reaverfish was a big one, at three metres long. It shot into the pool and began to explore, its triple-jawed mouth opening and closing to reveal arrays of sharkish teeth. After doing a few circuits of the pool, it hung in the centre of it with its fins vibrating to maintain its position. Valt somehow sensed the thing was looking up at him with trepidation, and put that down to an imagination he’d never owned before. But certainly the fish recognized its main predator through the surface shimmer of the water.

Finally things were ready and, as Valt watched, one of the second-children activated the machine at the female’s tail end. The thing started humming and pumping. This seemed to upset the female, and she began crashing her extended mandibles against the floor. The vessel at the end of the ovipositor began to fill with eggs, which looked larger than normal and had a metallic appearance. Within half an hour, her egg sac had been emptied, and the vessel detached and capped. Valt transferred his attention to the machine a second-child then inserted the thing into. Again there was a pump, and extending out from that a glassy tube which served the same function as an ovipositor. With the vessel in place, the second-child strapped the device to one claw.

‘There’s something wrong,’ said Drust.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘The eggs are far too developed.’

With the mechanical injector in place, the second-child leapt into the mating pool. Two of the others quickly followed it. A chase then ensued, which even seemed to affect the remaining second-children watching from the edges, as they rattled their feet against the floor and showed other signs of motion they’d not done before. Valt supposed the hunt was too deeply rooted in their psyche to be displaced by mechanical enslavement.

Finally, one of those in the pool closed a claw on the reaverfish’s tail, and began skidding along the bottom as the fish tried desperately to escape. Another second-child sans injector caught the creature from below, behind its jaws, and together they locked it, writhing, in place. The third prador came in and immediately slammed the injector into its side, then began pumping in the eggs. The fish’s triple jaws opened and closed desperately, and Valt imagined it might be screaming under the water. This perception would have pleased him in the past, had he the imagination to visualize it, but right now he coldly wondered if the creature had some idea of what lay in its future. The second-child then retracted the injector, and the other two released their holds. The fish shot as far away from them as it could get, and pressed itself up against the wall of the pool there. The prador clambered out.

‘That seemed to go well enough,’ Valt observed.

‘I don’t know,’ said Drust. ‘The neurotoxin in the egg solution should have paralysed the fish immediately.’

That was the reaverfish’s future: paralysed while the eggs inside it developed and hatched out. Continuing to live, as prador nymphs strategically ate their way through it so it stayed alive and fresh for as long as possible, then finally consuming the rest of it when it died. At one time Valt had wondered why there was the necessity to keep it alive, since prador did well with, and in fact much enjoyed, decayed meat. The simple reality he learned was that the products of decay would attract in scavengers.

‘No, that’s not right,’ said Drust.

Along with the comment, he shot over a program and link to Valt. This constructed a view into the pool, amalgamated from underwater cams, so it seemed the reflective surface of the water disappeared and he could see the fish quite clearly. The thing was jerking about and, as it did so, parts of its body began to swell. A haze of yellow-green blood started to appear all around it, just prior to those swellings on its body erupting. At first it looked as if the thing was issuing silvery bubbles, but focusing in through the program, he saw prador nymphs spilling from its body. They swirled around it and shot back in, visibly eating their way back into the fish. Closer focus then revealed that they didn’t look like the usual nymphs. They appeared as metallic as the eggs, were a lot flatter than usual, and had already grown larger than they should be at the stage of breaking out of the creature’s body.

‘Look,’ said Drust, bringing up an image in their connection.

It was one of the nymphs. It vaguely resembled a prador, in that it had retained claws, and had the requisite number of legs. But its eyes were little red marbles set in a channel around its rim, shifting to where required. It had no head turret, and the further origins of its shape were obvious: prill.

‘I’ve changed myself back,’ said Valt, ‘but those changes don’t necessarily apply to my seed. The initial Spatterjay mutation has been passed on to them.’

‘More than that,’ said Drust.

Scanning from the cams went into the creature, then, with a programming manipulation, Drust virtually exploded the thing out into component parts.

‘They all have the virus inside them,’ he added.

‘Maybe that’s not ideal,’ Valt suggested.

‘Oh it gets better than that,’ the engineer continued. ‘Their metallic look isn’t from surface refraction, they actually do have alloys in their carapaces. They also have hard cybernetics inside them, at present yet to reach their final state, whatever that might be. I’ll need to check, but it seems the mother has been absorbing materials from the machinery in and about her body, and has deployed them in her offspring.’

‘Why do you say she did this?’

‘Because, with the mechanisms growing inside them, this has to be imposed order. Like us, with the virus growing inside her, she can alter herself and anything within her. I hypothesize that, being a female, her focus is on her young at an instinctive level, while probably drawing on data sources that are stored in the virus.’

‘Jain sources,’ Valt stated flatly.

‘Indeed,’ said Drust.

The children grew horrifyingly fast, after Valt suppressed his instinct to ratchet up the heating in the pool and boil them in their shells. Drust wasn’t entirely sure that would kill them anyway, and felt that destroying them would also destroy a valuable research opportunity.

Back in his sanctum, Valt made firm links into that portion of the surrounding sanctum complex, building a program to alert him to large changes in activity, and told Drust to keep him updated. The engineer promised and, through their connection, Valt knew he’d do his best to adhere to that promise. However, he’d begun to spot further changes in his companion. Drust seemed to be sliding more and more into the cerebral world, especially since he’d been studying prador biological databases. It appeared he’d moved from the territory of practical engineer into that rare breed among the prador: the scientist and researcher. He would keep Valt informed, if he remembered to do so.

Valt then mostly focused on the rest of the enclave, as it continued to function unaware that the head had been cut off. It satisfied him to see production climbing, expansions being made. Increased food supply resulted in growth spurts, especially amongst the nutritionally retarded third-children, and many of them began making the transition to second-children. Valt was painfully aware that no further third-children were filtering out of the sanctum complex into the nurseries, nor would there be any for some time. He couldn’t allow those prill-prador out there – the result would be chaos and rebellion. Drust was already opening out some areas in the complex to serve as accommodation for the rapidly growing creatures.

As he viewed the enclave, and checked the stats, he began to chafe at having to remain confined within the sanctum complex. He wanted to move out there and get involved, not oversee it all from afar. He then realized there was a way. He had the ability to change just about anything from here, and that included the command structure. At present twenty first-children sat at the top of that in the enclave, and this included those close to making the transition into adults. He could insert himself in the top of the command structure with his new identity . . . No; he didn’t even have to do that. He could use his own identity, and no one below him would question it if the order came directly from his father. He looked over at his father’s shell, now all but emptied of remaining soft tissue by crawling ship lice.
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May

Rumbling crashes echoed throughout the Coin. Keyed into its system since directing hull repairs, May couldn’t figure out why they’d surfaced, or why they still seemed to be close to the main continent and not on course for the Bracken. She headed to the bridge, shooting queries ahead of her.

‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked blandly as she entered, having received no answers to her queries via aug.

Iris looked ill – pale and strained. She studied May for a second, then almost dismissively linked through May’s aug and bounced a signal from one of the Gilliad’s satellites to make the remote link to the Bracken. May couldn’t figure out why. There were undercurrents here she seemed to be missing.

Without looking round from her console, Judice abruptly said, ‘If we head directly for your ship, the Gilliad will see where we’re going and destroy it from orbit, or have her soldiers there do so, or prepare the place for our arrival. We need to gain control of the Bracken and bring its defences up.’

The idea gave May a frisson of excitement, but this waned as she contemplated the realities. How the hell could she defend her ship? Via the remote link, she used her codes to dive into the ship’s systems and received initial data on its condition. Though it had massive potential in the way of manufacturing and resources, it was a wreck. Its one hardfield generator was gone, and beyond this all that remained were some collision lasers which might be functional. She shook her head and concentrated on the state of repairs. The robots had been following their instructions until about the time the Gilliad fired her satellite weapon at the Coin. May traced diagnostics and found that, after a number of robots were destroyed, the rest had returned to their niches to await further instructions. Cam views gave her the reason for that: one robot in a corridor, burned and punctured by kinetic rounds. The other one had secreted itself between the hull and the shingle of the island, having crawled there after taking fire.

Draft Line soldiers now occupied the ship, only it seemed the Gilliad had ensured their loyalty. Or rather, had properly enslaved them. They were blank-faced and looked as sick as Iris. Every one of them had four lampreys clinging to their skulls on each side, their other ends linked both to the interior and exterior of their suits.

‘That doesn’t look so good,’ Judice commented.

‘Same up at the railgun on the moon,’ Iris replied.

Only with them talking did May realize Iris had linked the three of them into a partial virtuality, incorporating her feed from the Bracken. They’d piggy-backed in on her as she used her codes to access the system. Of course Iris could have done this alone, but May doing it saved on aggravation.

‘If I set the robots to work, the soldiers will just destroy more of them,’ she said.

‘Can you program them to attack?’ Judice asked.

‘I could probably get past their cybernetic morality,’ said May doubtfully.

‘I could do it easily enough,’ said Iris, ‘but these Draft Line soldiers are fast and durable in their suits. We might end up losing all the robots, and we need them.’

Judice snorted annoyance.

‘Then it has to be Plan B,’ she said.

May only vaguely took this in as she cruised through cam networks, diagnostics and other systems long familiar to her. These soldiers aboard intensely annoyed her. As she surveyed it, another link opened into their virtual network, but the presence there said nothing. Surprised, she traced it back, and through dark Golem eyes saw Crane was approaching the Coin across the ocean. This, then, seemed to be the reason they’d surfaced. Crane’s gaze dropped, and now she saw the raft with Arach squatting at the front end. His link opened too.

‘The moon isn’t up yet,’ said the spider drone. ‘Get that fucking bay door open.’

‘Doing it now,’ Judice replied.

May acknowledged this probably had something to do with ‘Plan B’ and continued to drift through her ship. Power was available – more power than made sense – and tracing power lines brought her finally to the Penny Royal tech thing in the hold. She tracked away and looked at the wreckage where there’d been a hardfield generator. Perhaps ‘Plan B’ was to get there while the moon wasn’t in the sky, as now? And yet, she felt those black Golem eyes were on her, impelling her to look elsewhere. She went to exterior cams on the Bracken and saw a boat approaching her ship. Nudged and urged from behind, she focused in on that vessel. Three similarly enslaved Draft Line soldiers were aboard, and a large cylindrical device sat in a framework on the boat.

‘Maybe a megatonne yield,’ said Judice, as if looking from behind her shoulder. ‘Difficult to get hold of CTDs in the Graveyard, but straightforward fission weapons can be bought.’ She didn’t sound happy at all. With a brief surge of anger that quickly waned, May started putting it together.

Obviously the Gilliad had thought ahead and seen the Bracken as a place they might run to. Perhaps she intended it as a trap for them: maybe allow the Coin to go right up to the Bracken, cover it with its own shields, then – boom. Still with those black eyes seemingly upon her, even as the raft Crane was aboard shot up a lowered ramp, May felt another wave of anger. That was her ship, occupied by hostile forces, and now in danger of being blown into fragments. She eyed the robots again, but couldn’t deny Iris’s assessment. She drifted, searching for something. Then by and by, she gazed through the cams and into the portion of the system running the cache of cold coffins. When she did so, she seemed to feel Crane’s nod of approval.

There was only one person stored there and that was Sheen Brice – one of Straeger’s mutated bounty hunters who had attacked the Bracken before Cormac jumped it away, and who had been captured aboard. May focused in on the woman, while integrating data and imagery. It seemed that Sheen had been busy, despite being encased in gel and taken down to close to absolute zero. She’d been moving in the coffin, detritus from her body hanging in the gel all around her. May moved in closer, inspecting the system immediately around the woman, and found intrusions there. She should have been wary of them but, almost indifferently, touched one to glean a data feed from it.

‘Who? What?’ The contact was mostly verbal, but with echoes of something else coming over. May felt herself being drawn in, a weird fascination growing. She heard other voices too: Judice asking her what the hell she was doing, and Iris’s caution, but they didn’t seem to have any relevance.

‘What do you want?’ she asked.

‘Who? Who? Who?’

‘I am May, the captain of the ship you are aboard. You came to kill Agent Cormac, who’s no longer there. Instead of ejecting you out of an airlock, as would have been the most logical solution, I had you put in cold storage.’ It was a lie, of course, since it was the agent who’d told Crane to do that, but it gave her leverage.

‘May,’ said Sheen. ‘My brothers?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe still with Straeger, who’s now far away from here.’

‘Free me.’

‘What, so you can go off hunting the agent again? He’s long gone from here too.’

‘My body is my own again. My mind is . . . better.’

‘Are you sure? You’re still loaded with Jain tech.’

‘I am me. Free me.’

‘I’m not there with you, though I am on the way. I could shut down the cold coffin remotely, but the ship is occupied by hostile soldiers, who even now are bringing a fission weapon to put aboard. I don’t suppose, even with your enhancements, you could survive that.’

‘Free me!’

‘I will do that,’ said May. ‘But you must secure my ship for me.’

‘I agree.’

The hurried agreement gave May her doubts, just as a bleed through from behind the words of something very cold and calculating cautioned her. But it seemed like a partial solution. And anyway, if Sheen fled without upholding her end of the deal, where was the loss? In the background she could hear Judice almost shouting at her in the virtuality. Iris was uttering cautions and, oddly for the haiman, appeared to be confused. Arach seemed disinclined to comment; from Crane all she received was analytical attention. She went to the system and input instructions. Sheen’s cold coffin began to warm, as injectors input the enzyme to begin dissolving the gel. May withdrew, abruptly disconnected from the woman who, now obviously seeing her route to freedom opening for her, no longer needed to invade the system holding her. The moment May was out she could again hear Judice.

‘What the fucking hell have you done?’ the Golem woman asked, though rhetorically, because of course she knew.

‘Did you have any brighter ideas?’ May replied, though she was uncomfortable now with her actions. ‘It’s worth a shot. And anyway, if she becomes a problem, Crane can put her back in her box like he did before.’

‘A very, very risky strategy,’ said Iris, but the comment seemed neutral. ‘You may achieve the immediate result you want, but it’s whatever could come next that’s the bigger danger. As you said, she has Jain technology inside her, and even as a human she was hardly a moral creature. At least, without Matheson, she has no ability to jump through U-space.’

‘How do you know that?’ Judice asked.

‘There are no U-signature readings around her. In fact, reviewing previous data, I see she lost the ability to jump when separated from Matheson. Data from Cormac also indicates that Matheson is the prime – he jumps them all.’

‘Might make things difficult for her with those soldiers,’ said Judice contemplatively.

They were just talking, dissecting something already set into motion. May felt a stab of boredom with that, and focused her attention through the Bracken’s system again. Sheen was already moving as the gel dissolved around her, running down into drains in the bottom of the cold coffin, despite the temperature yet to even reach the melting point of water. May sent another instruction, aware that the normal thaw-out routine didn’t apply here. The cold coffin slid out of the wall and, with a crump, the lid hinged up, trailing sticky drools of the gel inside. In infrared the cams detected heat flaring from points scattered throughout Sheen’s body ahead of the warm-up. She abruptly raised her hands and pulled at the restraints Crane had put in place – they tore like tissue paper. She sat upright, scattering gobbets of gel, and May inspected her.

Patches of armour still covered her, but otherwise she was naked, her bluish skin webbed with metallic threads. Weird thorns protruded here and there. Her hands were long and knobbly, with nails curved and folded into claws. They looked like a virtuality representation of those of an evil witch. Armour still covered her head in a shape that wasn’t human. She reached up to dig her claws into a seam running down the front, and pulled. The covering parted, letting her scream escape as skin ripped off with it. She tore it back and round, then fully away, and discarded it, still screaming, while a substance like mollusc flesh oozed out between muscles in her skinned human face, threaded with those metallic veins. She rolled out of the coffin and dropped into a crouch on the floor. As Sheen scanned around, May could see skin sliding over the raw muscle of her face again, and spreading to cover it.

‘Where are you?’ Sheen asked in a lisping voice.

May hesitated, then keyed into the ship’s intercom. ‘I told you I wasn’t there, but I’m watching.’

Sheen snapped her head up and looked into the nearest cam, which was a pin cam and all but invisible, up in the top of the nearby wall. May shivered, feeling some sense of danger despite her absence from that place. She then turned her attention to the rest of the ship. The guards had heard the screams and were on the move.

‘They’re coming—’ she began, just as the door into the coffin store opened.

The Draft Line soldier who stepped in was as generic as all aboard: organic suit bulking out an already large form, face blank and sickly, lampreys attached and writhing about his neck as if they were strangling him. He was carrying a pulse rifle, but one shortened by removal of the stock and truncation of the barrel. Since the stock carried its power supply, he had a cable running from the weapon into his suit. He never even had a chance to raise it.

Sheen flashed into motion, slamming into the man so hard she threw him back against the opposite wall of the corridor. Now watching through the cams there, May saw Sheen gripping a clump of his organic suit at chest level, with one hand then scooping beside his head with the other. For a second May thought she was pulling off the lampreys, as something bounced away behind her. The man sank down to the floor as Sheen released her grip, jets of blood shooting up between the writhing lampreys to spatter the wall. His head came to rest below the cold coffin.

‘How the agent survived them I don’t know,’ said Judice dryly.

Meanwhile May felt a shift in the virtuality and, tracing it, saw it was no longer controlled by Iris, who’d recused herself, but by Arach.

‘Time to get moving,’ he said. ‘Meet us in the hold.’

‘What do you mean?’ May asked.

‘If Sheen kills all her soldiers, the Gilliad may decide to take out the ship as soon as the moon is next up. We have to go and stop that. And you’re coming with us.’

‘How the hell do we do that?’ May asked, but still turned towards the exit from the bridge and began walking. ‘The Bracken has no defences.’

‘It does have defences, it’s just that no one has operated them yet.’

Questions arose, but as she walked, May lost interest in asking them. It felt good to be on the move, to be doing something, and that was all she was responding to. A minute after she entered the hold, Crane and Arach appeared there. The hold ramp door was still down, throwing up a spray from its further end in the sea. Arach was in position at the front of the raft. Crane was at the back, stooped over a ship’s thruster that was braced and welded in place with hoops of alloy. As May stepped aboard, the raft jerked and drifted back towards the ramp door. She could see no sign of grav-engines on the thing, so assumed the one doing the work must be inside Arach. She then noticed that four of his feet were locked into the metalwork, and a couple of cables snaked out of him to plug into a globular object a metre across, which she recognized as superconductor coil energy store.

The raft slid down the ramp, bounced over the sea, and turned. She looked back at the Coin as they changed course and began to move away from it.

‘Get in the seat,’ said Arach, ‘and close your suit.’

May scanned around the equipment crammed on the raft and spotted the seat welded up against a large cylindrical tank running pipes to the thruster motor. She dropped down into it and pulled the straps across. She now realized that Crane and Arach had slapped this thing together quickly since she last saw them, but the specificity of it, with its one seat for her, concerned her, if briefly. Right from the beginning, it seemed the both of them had had some particular insight into events that would lead here, which evaded her. This had something to do with Crane’s past encounter with Penny Royal, she was sure, but then thoughts on that left her, along with her breath, as the thruster motor fired up.

She sat back and closed her eyes, again focusing through her aug on the Bracken. There she saw corpses and blood-spattered corridors. Someone was screaming, crawling across the floor, leaving a trail of blood, suit torn away and having taken most of the underlying skin with it. She found Sheen washing blood and gobbets of flesh from herself using a length of hose attached to a wall spigot. The woman paused in her ablutions and looked up, straight at the camera again. May moved away, through the ship, and found further corpses, as well as others so maimed they’d only be a problem for an autodoc. Her ship inside was clear. Inputting instructions to the Bracken’s ecology of robots, May sent them off to make repairs, at the same time also feeling a brief spurt of shame at her lack of emotion about the deaths there. She directed machines to work in the manufacturing section. Defence was the priority, so she concentrated on what was available – the remains of that hardfield generator and the anticollision lasers. Next she checked exterior cameras, and saw the boat with the three Draft Line soldiers had arrived at the end of the drift island; they’d brought the large weapon ashore on a simple travois. She returned to Sheen.

‘You’re not done,’ she said through the intercom.

‘I know,’ Sheen replied, and May was reassured by the look of anger and disgust crossing the woman’s features.

Sheen dropped the hose and moved along the corridor, stepping over the legs of one of her victims. This one had her back up against the wall and was struggling to draw breath into a chest partially caved in. Sheen paused and turned to look down at this female Draft Line soldier, then reached down and ripped away all the lampreys, scattering them along the corridor. Instead of moving on, she just stood there, staring down at the woman. A second later she stooped again, extended one finger, and rested it against the cavity in the woman’s chest. Then, as if the armour was made of soft butter rather than tough biological nacre, her finger went in. She withdrew it on a gout of blood, the victim coughing blood from her mouth too, then inserted the finger again and, obviously hooking it, pulled the cavity out. The woman on the floor now gained enough breath to groan and issue some expletives. Sheen moved on.

May had a moment of surprise. At first she’d thought Sheen intended to finish the woman off, but it seemed she’d actually rendered medical aid. Analytically, she took a closer look at the other victims. The dead were dead in clearly visible ways, involving dismemberment or large holes through their bodies. But the maimed all had one thing in common: their lampreys had been removed. And though disabled, they had their chance of recovery, as far as May could tell. Even the screamer had stopped his noise and was pulling his stripped armour back on. May had no doubt the stuff had a doctor function, similar to that of Polity combat armour. It seemed Sheen had killed where necessary to do so, while she assessed the situation, then preserved life thereafter.

‘How far away are we?’ she asked Arach.

‘Six hours,’ the drone replied.

‘How long before moonrise?’

‘Not long after that.’

She looked at him there, an ancient war drone with capabilities in that body of his perhaps yet to be fully revealed. She turned her head carefully to look at Crane, who had things inside him that scared Polity AIs.

‘Why bring me along?’ she asked.

‘It’s your ship,’ Arach replied, ‘and you’ll know how to get things up and running in the best way.’

‘That’s bullshit and you know it,’ May replied flatly.

Arach said nothing for a long stretch, then finally, reluctantly said, ‘It’s always best to stay busy and have circumstances force you into action. That’s why they lava surf, climb dangerous cliffs and swim in seas full of killers.’

‘What?’

‘They know, instinctively, they must put themselves in the way of danger so as to survive. They know that trying to live on in some normal prosaic manner will result in them eating a bullet, or sucking up a nanotoxin.’

‘What? Who?’ May exclaimed, feeling panic rising as a wave in her, but then receding quickly.

‘Those who’ve reached ennui,’ Arach replied succinctly.

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ May asked.

‘The signs were there when you put the Bracken in the way of that Polity dreadnought and attack ships back at Penny Transport. And they’ve become more evident lately. You are in ennui, May.’

‘No I’m not.’

Even in the position he occupied, Arach managed a shrug.

‘Suppose I was,’ she managed, ‘then surely I’m not the person you want along on some critical mission?’

Again the shrug. ‘We want you to survive and, counterintuitively, putting you in danger of dying is the way we ensure it.’

May broke into laughter at the ridiculous statement. But as that brief amusement drained away too quickly, she realized she’d just passed a watershed. Now at last she could finally admit the truth Arach had just told her. Intellectually she knew it to be a relief, though she couldn’t really feel it.

Valt

The mutated nymphs had continued growing horribly fast, and taken up a large portion of the food supply. Moving out onto the viewing balcony, Valt peered down at the p-prador. They were now a metre wide – not far from the size where they’d be classified as second-children. And it had only taken ten days. In total there were two hundred of them, and they now crammed the mating-pool chamber. Not a single one of them had been dysfunctional, though admittedly that was a difficult thing to measure, since they were hardly prador at all. Just as it was difficult to classify them as third- or second-children. They were in the water, around the edge, and in places crawling up the walls. But mostly they were heaped up and scrambling over each other by the feeding stations Drust had installed, waiting for food that would now never come.

‘No shedding still,’ said Drust by his side.

‘Nothing at all?’ Valt queried, though he knew the answer.

‘Not even flakes or small peelings. They soften up briefly, usually when they can secrete themselves away in some alcove, and put on a huge growth spurt. Standard prador would have only just hatched out of the reaverfish by now.’

‘Not much shit down there either,’ Valt observed.

‘They seem to incorporate everything they eat, which, incidentally, includes the twenty-six of their number we killed getting the door closed between them and their mother.’ Drust paused for a second. ‘And that other one . . .’

Valt sent agreement and, turning a stalked eye, inspected the scores in his armour. At one point they’d opened out a side chamber, managing to slam the door shut after a single p-prador ventured in there. Valt had then gone in, with vents in his armour open, and concentrating internally on the glands which produced his pheromones. The p-prador were, after all, his children, and should respond to these. He even understood some of the chemical language of the pheromones he was producing, and how they pushed for fear and obedience at an organic level. But the p-prador had attacked him viciously. And even though it seemed to understand some of the mandible clattering and bubbling of the prador language, it hadn’t stopped until he put a punch laser through its shell.

‘Anything on the pheromonal thing?’ he now asked casually.

‘They are keyed to respond only to the pheromonal output of the mother, as we thought,’ Drust replied.

‘Our chances of copying that?’

Drust waved a claw in the negative.

‘And the cybernetic stuff inside them?’

‘Coms operating on the same frequencies as we have in our armour, and outside that too—’

‘In combination with the mother’s pheromone,’ Valt interrupted, ‘which is why copying the control language is beyond us at the moment . . .’

Drust indicated agreement. ‘That and the fact the virus, along with what we know lies below it, responds to our attempts as if they are sequestration, which they essentially are.’

This was the real problem. It seemed the mother had created soldiers obedient to only her, which adapted at deep organic, and beyond organic, levels to defend themselves against any attempted outside influence. They were in tune with the Jain tech in ways Valt and Drust could not parse, nor had the time to.

Drust continued, ‘They’re growing scanners and analysers, and something in there not yet fully grown which looks like grav-tech. It seems they’re creating, as part of themselves, what we manufacture and wear, and more.’

‘Yet you did manage to close off the door to the mother’s chamber,’ said Valt. It was just conversation, rolling over the things they already knew, as outside the door leading into this birthing-pool room the slaved second-children gathered. Their Gatling cannons were armed with copper-head armour-piercing slugs, while two particle cannons shifted in along their rails from elsewhere, to protrude through the ceiling.

‘It took a while,’ Drust replied, ‘but was a good test of the armour piercers.’

‘Which worked,’ Valt affirmed.

‘Yes, though we’re only a matter of days away from them not working.’

Valt swivelled eyestalks over to observe his companion closely. ‘You’re sure about this? We’ve been learning a lot from them, and there’ll be more to learn . . .’

‘I’m sure. There’s no controlling them in the time we have, and they attack anything that’s not them. But they’re also rapidly becoming very smart. One of them managed to disassemble a feeding station to see if there was a way out below it. It then reassembled the station in perfect working order.’

‘Okay.’ Valt sighed. ‘I’ll let you begin.’

Drust moved closer to the edge and peered down towards the doors into the chamber below. Usually such doors opened slowly, and with a lot of noise, but he’d prepared them by adding different hydraulics. The two halves of the diagonally divided door disappeared into the walls on either side with little more than a swishing sound. This exposed second-children stacked one on top of the other, four deep and three across the door, and pushing through gaps between them were the weapons from others behind. They opened fire at once. Yet the p-prador responded immediately too, swinging towards them and throwing themselves forwards. The new armour piercers punched into the p-prador, and sometimes out the other side, leaving large flower-petal exit wounds. Particle beams ablated them, turning them white hot, and leaving boiling steam trails. Their initial response faltered, but then resurged as they hauled up dead fellows and advanced with them as shields.

Valt admired the creatures and detested them at the same time, as he asserted control over the two particle cannons in the ceiling. These were two that Volax had transported here from the dreadnought under the sea. They ran on rails in a space above the sanctum complex, so they could be positioned over any part of it. And they were powerful. Valt brought up targeting in his visor, and then, with hardly a thought, it was in his mind. He ran in a program – a simple one to first take out those getting near to the door – and set it running.

The beams stabbed down, half as wide as their targets. Hissing, cracking explosions worked back from the doors, throwing up smoking carapaces and pieces of leg and claw. The room filled with boiling fog, and extractors kicked in in response. The lack of visibility made no difference to targeting, however. As the second-children advanced into the room and spread out, many moved to the edge of the pool and fired micro-torps down into it. The racket, chaos and fire began to diminish, and Valt could now hear a horrible wailing squealing. He looked for its source as the particle cannons guttered out, but there wasn’t a single intact p-prador down there to cry about its condition.

‘What is that?’ he asked.

Drust swung towards him as the second-children filed back out. ‘That’s the mother, and the real reason I suggested you come down here for this.’

‘Really?’

Drust waved a claw at the carnage below. ‘This was just a tidying-up exercise, but it may be the first of many. We’ve got a problem. A big problem.’

The female had grown immensely, at the same rate as her p-prador children, and now seemed more machine than organism. Drust’s constant upgrades and changes, to try stopping her regularly producing clutches of eggs, crusted her body like polished steel fungus. Her front end had expanded into a dome, and from it, jutting forwards, a triangular head section, with the eyes rearranged on it red and glaring. Below this her mandibles were folded – long and tough and resembling a terran mantis’s forelimbs. She no longer rattled them against the floor, or scrabbled as if unconsciously for escape, but had gained a frightening evil patience. This had revealed itself earlier when a second-child under Drust’s programming ventured too close to her. She’d thrown the scraped-out chunks of its armour at Drust as if to make some point. The point was well made, and perhaps not to her benefit, since she’d shown how unreasonably strong she was in managing to break open that armour. So Drust had had the framework holding her strengthened, and put up a fence around the reach of her mandibles to prevent anyone inadvertently wandering within their range.

Behind that domed front end, her segmented body had tightened up, with carapace now covering previously exposed flesh. Her ovipositor extending from that was secured with heavy hoops of ceramal. Meanwhile, the whole of her had risen up, as her legs, many of which had been transplants, had integrated properly, and grown thick and healthy. Underneath all that technology, she’d regained some of the appearance of youth, while mutating in ways that made her not quite a prador female. The size utterly confirmed this. No prador female had ever been so big, and she was growing bigger. One of the dangers here was readjusting everything that kept her locked down, as she continued to expand. Drust had commented that soon they’d have to start taking out some walls to accommodate her.

‘There, right now,’ Drust pointed with one claw.

Keeping one stalked eye on the female, Valt headed over to her rear end. As on previous occasions when visiting here, he felt the mating urge arising, but he no longer had to fight so hard to suppress it. The sheer scale of her attracted him in some ways, but her changes from the norm repelled him. It was ridiculous really, considering what he now looked like inside his armour.

At the end of the ovipositor, a ribbed armoured pipe ran in the top of a clear chain-glass cylinder. Valt noted the thing itself had grown a wider bore, and flattened out somewhat. And was it shorter now? A hissing rattling ensued as he stood over the thing, and he turned to look towards the cylinder. A great mass, like sand falling through an hourglass, mounded up in the bottom. And it was only by ramping up his visual magnification that Valt could see the individual grains. They were miniature p-prador, scratching at the glass with long sharp claws, their crazy red eyes zipping around their exteriors. The noise continued until all had been ejected from her body. There must have been thousands of them.

‘No longer producing eggs,’ he said tightly.

Drust dipped in agreement and said, ‘It’s a survival strategy of mammals to grow their young inside them . . . like the humans. The virus is optimizing her, but whether it’s following some program, or doing so at her behest, I cannot tell. Her mind isn’t a rational thing, focused as it is on the production of young, and locked into instinctive patterns of thought.’

‘Can you change that?’

‘I doubt it. We have some control of the virus in us, but cannot assert control over it in others. And the thing’s structure goes down into the picoscopic realm. We have other problems that need to be dealt with, though . . .’

‘Like?’

‘This wasn’t her first birth of mobile offspring.’ Drust shuffled like a second-child expecting punishment. ‘Ever since those first eggs, she’s been putting these things out on a continuous basis. They’re now scattered throughout the enclave, and out in the sea.’

‘How many?’

Drust shuffled his feet yet again, and waved a claw vaguely. ‘Depends on her rate of production. She was shutting it down when I was in here.’ He gestured to a series of cracks along the back wall, and some wide drain covers below them.

‘How many, Drust?’ Valt repeated, this time with a harsh, almost fatherly edge.

Drust sighed, then replied, ‘Anywhere between ten and thirty thousand.’

Meander

Meander crouched in a crop like sweetcorn, with ash settling around her from blasts. The greenhouses she’d abandoned had stood over to her left. Over to her right were mountains, with what looked to be forests at their foot. Ahead stood a number of silos with automated harvesters clustered below. The shot had speared in from the mountains.

The railgun missile had struck to one side of the greenhouses, throwing up a hot blast wave from the point of impact, which blew them in glittering fragments in one direction across the fields. A second shot had ensued, sending a massive quantity of earth up into the air and dumping it across the fires that the previous shot had ignited in the fields. Meander had then been able to see the tunnel exposed down there, in the bottom of the smouldering crater. These shots had been a last gasp from the railgun on the moon. Making calculations, she’d realized that out at sea the Coin had ceased to be a target for it some hours previously.

Now, with eight hours before it was back, Meander had to find some concealment, to do what she needed to do, and the silos seemed as good a place as any. Maintaining her facsimile of chameleonware, she pushed out of the corn crop and headed over to another field. Next, striding between rows of podule plants, which spread displays of red leaves similar to castor-oil plants, she began to delve into her haul of materials from the greenhouses. With hardened teeth, she bit down, crunching chunks of soft composite. Other items were more difficult to deal with, and she had to fold them up, or break them in her hands, so she could swallow them whole. She choked down a ball of copper-alloy wire, chunks of circuit board that contained useful metals, including iron in minitransformers, foamed aluminium components, and a series of small capacitors that contained rare earth elements. By the time she’d finished, she felt dyspeptic and somewhat weak, as her body began diverting resources to digest this load.

At the edge of the field, she came to a harvester. The big machine was a biomech, but incorporated more of the mechanical than the bio. Legs folded up against its sides terminated in cage wheels to run between the crop rows. The body was a slab, like a flattened gourd, with a front sensory end that resembled the face of a crab. Behind it sat a huge oblong basket which it carried on its back, to be filled with the product of these fields. Peering into the thing, she could see its concealed picking arms. She also ascertained that this and the three others here were inert. They weren’t really alive in the same sense as the digger she’d used, or those things in the greenhouse.

She moved on past the mechs, and headed over to the silos. One of them was full of whole podule roots and seemed perfect for her purposes, because she certainly hadn’t acquired all the material she needed. But first she had another need. Scanning the ground below, she tracked some pipes, running back from an irrigation network across the fields to a storage tank with a tap on the side. She put her mouth to the tap and opened it up. The first flow of water was foul, with sludge, but she swallowed it anyway – it might well contain things she needed. She kept drinking until the water came clear, and even more thereafter. By the time she’d finished, her belly was bulbous and her limbs had grown thick in the disposerall. Sloshing like a demijohn, she made her way to the chosen silo, climbed the ladder up the outside, uncapped the top, and dropped inside it, amid earthy darkness and podule roots like giant turnips.

She was ready, and the process she’d been keeping on hold she now set into motion. Enzyme acids flooded her stomach, with microtubules injected from an organ feed network to suck up their product. Vesicles, filled with large heavy molecules, set out to deliver their loads. And the network of shadowy nodes throughout her body began to gain more substance, as they built up their layers of meta-materials from the inside out. Esoteric components within them started to gain substance too, while wires thickened their multiple layers and foamed insulation about themselves, ready for the hot chemical reaction that’d collapse them down into superconducting threads.

In the dank darkness, she took off her disposerall, then pulled over a podule, dug in her fingers, and started ripping away the rind. This exposed compartments, like the seeds in a pomegranate, only they were the size of softballs. Each of these, when she tore them open, revealed different items. Many were biotech components, loaded with a variety of proteins which were wrapped about more exotic components. She steadily ate her way through them, and in fact the contents of four podules. By the time she was finished, she appeared terminally obese, with her legs bulging out to her ankles, her torso lifting out her arms, and flesh swelling out from her neck beyond her chin. Despite this expansion, she was still able to fold herself into a foetal ball, and there concentrated on the changes.

Materials collapsed down inside her, compacting into their final form. Esoteric components grew to completion, and shed the support structures of their growth. So it was with her entirely, as a material layer grew out from her skin, like a polypore fungus, and encapsulated her. Bones grew denser and more transparent, cells switched over to their glass form. Which was, she’d only recently surmised, quite like the result of the Polity vitrification process. Crystals expanded throughout her body, but especially in the rapidly transforming bone of her skull. The haiman Iris would have been fascinated by what Meander now saw as an iteration of haiman technology. Steam rose around her, but the polypore insulated her surroundings from her, so she wouldn’t set the silo on fire. After an hour, thick wires collapsed down into superconducting threads, and just minutes after that the first fusion node fired up, near to her multichambered heart, now capable of pumping molten metal.

With energy now supplied by fusion, cracking her ample supply of water, the process speeded up. Meander glowed at the heart of the polypore egg as everything aligned – all her nodes began working, and all her processing too. She unfolded, the covering now frangible as charcoal shattering around her. She was ready, and not before time, because outside the harvesters had woken up to surround the silo and vehicles were rapidly approaching on the ground, as well as in the air. It seemed her earlier concealment hadn’t been enough. She wasn’t surprised. No doubt sensors in the silo had registered unusual heat, or other activity. And no doubt the Gilliad had a program running to look for anomalies at this location. But she’d managed to do what she wanted to. Now it was time to get on the move again. She reached over and snared up the disposerall, put it on to cut some of the glare from her glassy body, then with a thought tuned that down too.

She stepped out of the debris of her transformation. There was no ladder inside, so she squatted and leapt upwards, shattering podules underneath her. She hit the hatch with her upper back, crashing it aside, then came out, slamming a hand down beside it. She was up and standing on top of the silo as the hatch fell back. Down below, the harvesters clustered like crabs eager for carrion. Just half a kilometre ahead of her hovered a grav-raft loaded with weaponry. Meander decided to take a risk and opened up to the Draft Line network, to find it now divorced from the Gilliad. A connection came a second later, for Iris had found her. She automatically exchanged information with the haiman woman.

‘Your presence was detected in that greenhouse, though not confirmed,’ said Iris. ‘The Gilliad took a shot anyway.’

‘These machines?’ Meander asked.

‘Controlled by her, obviously. It seems that subterfuge is unfamiliar to you.’

Meander accepted this, just as she felt the surge of the Gilliad’s response, and leapt from the top of the silo. The particle beam from the raft crackled through the air above, then cut down to track her. She landed hard on top of one of the harvesters, ran towards its back end as it turned, then leapt off and hit the ground sprinting. She shot straight into the cornfield. Iris’s comment niggled at her, and in it she recognized the arrogance of her kind. A missile came down nearby and she dropped, as long, fibrous shrapnel shredded her cover. In one swift motion she tore off the disposerall, and next engaged her fully integrated chameleonware.

‘You’re right, I’ve been too visible,’ she said to Iris. ‘And the moon is about to come up again.’

‘Walking along that tunnel wasn’t too bright either,’ said the haiman woman.

‘Noted,’ Meander replied flatly, then disconnected.

Iris

She kept her expression locked into neutral by a subroutine when she was on the bridge, and it was good she’d done so. The surge of anger and disappointment would surely have shown if she’d not been under control. Meander’s position had quickly come clear to her via the Draft Line network. But then Meander had stripped off her disposerall and simply disappeared. Even her connection to the network had become dispersed, before winking out. Obviously part of her ’ware’s program was to limit connections until absolutely necessary. Now all Iris had was a vague idea where Meander was, as well as knowing her destination. But that wasn’t all that was bothering her. That wasn’t all that might have shown on her face.

The plan she’d agreed with Arach had been simple. He and Crane would sneak up on the Bracken, take out the soldiers, and use that Penny Royal thing in the hold to set up a hard field. It still made no sense to her why they’d needed to collect May, or why they’d urged her to connect to her ship. It had then come as a surprise to Iris when May released the prisoner aboard. Yet she was damned sure that somehow Crane had instigated it. Why? Sheen Brice had been under the control of Matheson, and ultimately Straeger, but now it appeared she’d obtained some autonomy. She was dangerous, fast, and no doubt had Jain technology running inside her. She was a large and random extra factor Iris now had to bring into her calculations, and she damned well didn’t like it. Iris sighed out her frustration.

‘Okay?’ Judice asked, turning to look at her.

Iris felt chagrin. Despite all her efforts, and that subroutine, she’d still allowed her frustration to show. She’d also noticed that since Carlstone’s death, Judice was being very cool with her. And, had she seen on occasions a hint of suspicion in the Golem woman’s expression? She needed to cover her uncontrolled reaction, and quickly.

‘Meander is hunting down the Gilliad,’ she said.

‘Hunting the Gilliad?’ Judice repeated.

‘Meander has returned to her future state.’ Iris sent packets of information on Meander’s latest exploits – something to occupy Judice’s mind.

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Judice was now looking within.

‘You’d think so, but I suspect she’s going to create more problems than she solves, and quite possibly get herself killed.’

‘Tell her to pull out.’

‘I can’t, she’s cut contact.’ Iris stood up. Her presence wasn’t required here on the bridge. She’d go to her cabin. She needed to do some thinking where nobody could see her face.
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Valt

The attack was bold and showed the intelligence of the creatures.

‘That’s where they came in,’ said Drust, gesturing towards one wall with his claw, where a series of elliptical holes exposed tunnels running back through the foamstone. ‘They burrowed through the foamstone where it’s up against the natural rock. They’re also using natural fractures and caves. I’ve no idea how large their network is.’

Valt, in his father’s inner sanctum, tracked, studied and inspected the area through those cams and sensors now back online. One hexagonal screen showed a 3D schematic of the tunnels the p-prador had bored in this area. He had similar maps of other areas throughout the enclave, but nowhere near a full picture. This wasn’t the first time the creatures had caused problems; one of those problems was the fact they’d been accessing the cam and sensor system, creating false data. They’d started by knocking out some of this system, then, obviously having learned the equipment would be swiftly replaced, had become more subtle. They were smart.

‘Food supply?’ he asked.

Drust waved his claw again and, looking through both the cams on his suit, and via their intimate connection, Valt focused on the third-child carapaces scattered across the floor of the nursery.

‘Well, we know what they’re eating now,’ Drust opined.

It had been a slaughter. More worryingly, nobody had known what’d happened here until a second-child maintenance team came in to check on problems with the feeding stations. Which had apparently been pouring out more mudfish and reaverfish mulch than the third-children here should have required. When the team didn’t report in, Valt received an alert, and instructed heavily armed prador to attend. All they found was a few poor remains; most of the equipment here had been stripped out.

‘Analysis,’ he said.

‘Judging by the marks on some pieces of carapace, the one dart I found, and power-usage stats, they used harpoons to deliver killing electric charges. They then cut up the third-children and transported them out for food. After that, they stayed in here, drawing the maximum they could from the feeders, without causing immediate alarm, as they took every piece of tech they could get their claws on.’

‘Like the reaverfish compound.’

‘Similar, but more aggressive and smarter.’

When Valt had learned that reaverfish were disappearing, he’d set sensors on the compounds. Then, when it seemed the p-prador were getting around them, he set guards. The raids stopped for a while, and everything had seemed fine, until the guards on one compound failed to report in. A subsequent heavily armed squad, with subs and surface vessels, couldn’t find the compound or the guards. The p-prador had taken everything, including the mesh cages.

‘So, what are your instructions?’ Drust asked after a long delay.

Every response was available to the prador of the enclave – responding to hostiles was all but written in their DNA. But Valt could see they were only reacting now, and not acting. He knew that new strategies were required, and yet could the prador here carry them through against an enemy perhaps even more ruthless than them, and seemingly growing smarter with every passing day?

‘We need to get smarter too,’ was all he replied, and cut the connection.

Smarter . . .

Valt immediately turned to studying the enclave and its resources, internal and external. The main tunnels spread along twenty kilometres of cliff face and ran inland under a mountain chain, to debark on the plain lying beyond. Up in the mountains, heavy railguns and particle cannons, salvaged from the dreadnought, had been placed for defence. Scattered across the continent beyond that were mining operations, where they obtained most of their required metals and minerals. These were largely automated operations, with just single first-children, and a squad of second-children under them, to keep things running. Ore trains from these came in regularly, to feed expanding factories in the enclave. Under the sea he had a scattering of abiotic oil and gas drilling rigs, a couple of harvesters scooping up metal-rich nodules from the sea floor, and a filtration plant collecting rare elements and deuterium from seawater.

The dreadnought was down at the bottom of the ocean too, jammed into a trench. Scattered around it were the bases for a number of scavenging operations, which had now been abandoned. It was crazy this massive horde of resources hadn’t been properly used. But, on giving it some thought and checking records on those operations, he understood Volax’s thinking. The dreadnought represented the height of his power, and he’d been reluctant to tear the thing apart. Perhaps, with sufficient manufacturing ability in the enclave, it could finally be restored. Even Valt felt reluctance, but understood a hard decision must be made. He abruptly ordered all those operations to recommence. Immediately.

Off world were other resources. Remaining haulers used in their flight from the Kingdom were trundling around out there, servicing asteroid mining, the two defence stations on the two small moons, a variety of satellites, and a zero-gravity factory station. Extending out from one asteroid was a small shipyard, in which Volax had started building inferior war craft. Materials from space were usually orbit-dropped into the ocean for collection, while exchanges of personnel were a rare thing. Volax had been correct in his reluctance to land ships on the planet, or keep them here where earthquakes, meteors, electric storms and tsunamis would likely destroy them. Now Valt also thought it a good idea not to land them, but to keep them away from the enemy within.

Smarter . . .

With all these resources available, he began to think hard on strategies to defeat the p-prador, and his mind didn’t disappoint him. Checking through the system, he found the formulae for nerve gases to pump into those tunnels wherever found, and dispatched those to manufacturing. A short time later, he dispatched filtration upgrades for the present suits the enclave prador wore, so the gas wouldn’t kill them. He found the design of motion-detector mines that could be positioned in enclave tunnels, to direct their blasts outwards when disturbed. Next were mobile explosives which could be sent into tunnels to hunt down their victims. He continued, bringing up a cornucopia of weapons, and was examining the possibility of an organic poison in reaverfish as bait when the system alert clicked in. He’d reached the point where arms manufacture would begin degrading other priorities for the enclave, which would spiral out of control if he pushed further. Would all this be enough?

Valt now felt a flash of irritation at his response, and then doubts. These were all conventional methods of warfare that’d been used before against the humans. They’d failed there because, in the end, they’d been up against something a lot stronger: the intelligence of AIs. Intelligence and adaptability were what would win this, and he doubted his prador had a sufficiency of the same. As their commander, maybe he did, but he couldn’t micromanage every situation. He needed them to be smarter, and perhaps he had the solution to that. But it would take time to institute, and meanwhile he needed to face a reality: the possibility that they’d fail. Finally he directed his attention to something that’d been nagging at him, but which he’d been avoiding until now.

The landing platform sat up in the mountains, with hydraulic struts running out from underneath it to a section of stone which had obviously survived intact eons of earthquakes. The struts also kept the thing level. Because, even though the stone remained intact, the shape of the mountains was in a constant state of flux. Putting the platform anywhere lower down would have resulted in it being damaged, or swept away by tsunamis. As it was, the thing was dotted with holes and molten-metal splash craters from frequent meteorite impacts. Running down into the enclave from this was a wide pipe, thickly lined with rubberized foamstone and capped with a ceramal lid. This was for personnel exchanges, and products of orbital manufacturing.

Valt studied this set-up carefully, then, despite the system warnings, sent instructions for the shaft to be mined. Next he communicated with a medium-sized hauler, used for bringing down materials from an asteroid mine up there, and called it in to take up orbit around the world. Those aboard of course received his instructions as if from their father, Volax. It would maintain orbit and be ready to come down to the surface at any moment. There, now they had a way out. But having established it, he felt a moment of guilt uncharacteristic of his kind. Certainly there was room for a few hundred prador aboard, but that was just a small percentage of the enclave. He dismissed the guilt, knowing it arose from some part of him, probably human, that wasn’t thinking rationally. In the final analysis, if he was forced to take that way out, most of the enclave would be dead anyway. He just had to ensure he, and Drust, wouldn’t be among the corpses.

May

The Coin receded behind them, steadily sinking into the ocean.

‘About now,’ said Arach, probably for her benefit, because Crane was already on the move. He first tossed a couple of objects out on the ocean, where they splashed and then bobbed to the surface. Next he strode along the raft, stooping down to pull out heavy rubber bungs, then poked down through the holes with a length of alloy bar. A glugging sound ensued, and seawater fountained from the first bung holes. They were sinking the raft and May now realized why Arach had told her to close up her suit. She hurriedly did so, and tightened up the straps on the chair to secure herself. Water slopped over the edges, and the tight substantive feel of the air indicated Arach was using grav to push them down. In a minute the water rose to her knees, and a minute later it swirled over her head. They continued dropping, and her suit stiffened around her against the increasing pressure. Air-supply indicators appeared in her HUD, then the option to put gills and carbon-dioxide cracking online. She dismissed them, since the suit had ten hours of air.

As they went deeper she checked her connections. Arach and Crane were still clearly available, though information from the Coin became intermittent, transmitted in short high-frequency bursts through the depths. Her connection to the Bracken remained solid, and she assumed those objects floating in the sea above were transceivers. She pushed in there to see what Sheen Brice was doing, and found the woman standing on the hull of the ship. Contact and the virtuality remained clean, though it seemed the others aboard the Coin had retreated from it.

‘What are you waiting for?’ May asked.

The three Draft Line soldiers who’d brought their weapon ashore onto the drift island were now unlocking the bomb from its framework. It struck her that their behaviour was quite odd. How could they not know all their fellows aboard the ship were either dead or disabled?

‘They are slaves,’ said Sheen. ‘I didn’t see it at first, but they’re enslaved by another.’

‘She’s called the Gilliad – a consensus intelligence.’

‘They didn’t deserve to die . . . those I killed.’

‘It was a matter of your survival, and the survival of others.’ May felt a flash of irritation. It seemed insane to be having a discussion about morality with a bounty hunter inhabited by Jain technology.

‘When you come,’ said Sheen, ‘you must explain this situation to me further.’ With that Sheen leapt off the ship, landed on shingle and broke into a run towards the boat, kicking up showers of stone behind her. The first soldier started to turn as she came up behind him. She reached in and grabbed with both hands, tearing away the lampreys, then shouldering him aside. This alerted the two at the bomb, who turned towards her. One grabbed for a weapon May didn’t recognize, while the other swiftly drew a flak gun and began firing. Shells exploded against Sheen’s chest, but their flak component mostly bounced off. One chunk shot up and ripped through the side of her face, horrifically cleaving a slice up through her cheek, as well as taking off a piece of skull above it to expose brain. This didn’t slow the woman, though. She shot forwards, with her hand to the throats of each of them, and took them over the back of the boat. Water splashed and boiled as they went in, and shots lit up the depths.

A short time later, Sheen came ashore, dragging the two of them, and dumped them on the shingle. They were alive but moving weakly, because again she’d ripped off the Gilliad’s control of them.

‘You need to get that bomb out to sea,’ said May, forcing urgency into her voice.

‘No need,’ Sheen replied.

She stepped up onto the boat, carrying the weapon May hadn’t recognized. Targeting the bomb, she opened fire. Something distorted the air in a line to the bomb, which lit up green and jerked in its frame. She fired more shots, until the thing was smoking, split open, and had shed components all over the deck. The weapon, May now understood, was a sonic one with a laser carrier beam, designed for underwater firing. The bomb wouldn’t detonate now. With fission weapons like this one, which didn’t use shaped charges, the difficulty was getting the things to detonate in the first place, and with its parts now wrecked it couldn’t spontaneously explode. That done, Sheen returned to shore, sat down on the shingle, and dipped her head, dropping the sonic gun beside her.

Well, that was that. Now they just had to get to the Bracken and erect a hardfield before the moon rose up into the sky again. May looked around at the depths, wondering what to do next to keep the killing boredom at bay during the rest of the journey, for there wasn’t more she could prepare in her ship right now from afar. Her answer came in a wave of weariness. She closed her eyes, concentrated through her aug on her nanosuite, and set a sleep program for five hours.

Valt

The two first-children clattering along behind him were close to being adults. And, catching whiffs of their pheromone output through faulty seals in their armour, Valt had to keep fighting down the urge towards aggression.

‘How many have you killed?’ he asked, though the tactical updates through the system told him the exact number.

The ranking one of the two hesitated before replying. Valt had found this with many of his brothers in the enclave. They assumed the easy questions were a trap, and that answering them wrongly would give him the opportunity to slap them down. When he looked at his own behaviour through their eyes, he realized that he too would have felt the same, before his infection with the virus.

‘One hundred and twenty-three,’ the first-child finally replied.

Valt rounded the bend in the tunnel and came to a halt. What looked like a sprawled first-child lay ahead. But if the others were anything to go by, nothing of that child remained. He hadn’t been able to tell from the sanctum complex, because the p-prador were still regularly knocking out cams and sensors. The other two first-children moved in on either side of him, tilting up against the walls. The sprawled suit of armour ahead, with its upper section in pieces and strewn across the floor, shifted as if its erstwhile resident still occupied it. Then pushing out of it, on sharp legs, rose the p-prador.

Those on either side of Valt opened fire at once, as he simply watched. Gatling slugs hammered into the thing, driving it back, until the edge of its carapace scored a line in the wall. The slugs dented its naturally grown metallic armour, and in one place punched through, but that didn’t slow the creature. It shot up towards the ceiling and scuttled along there at high speed. The shooting tracked it to where it had ripped a hole open in the ventilation system, then it crammed through out of sight. Valt eyed the place where it’d disappeared. They weren’t using the vent pipes any more, since they were too big now, but had been industriously opening out their earlier tunnel system, entangled with that of the enclave. Enclave prador kept finding sections of this to inject with nerve gases, which Valt suspected no longer worked, and collapsing them. But the p-prador perpetually knocking out cams and scanning made it difficult to keep track. Valt clattered his mandibles in irritation, and perambulated over to the armour.

He peered inside. The first-child was gone, including carapace. Most of the control hardware had been excised from the armour, and he knew that, had they waited any longer, the rest of the armour would have disappeared too. The fact a p-prador disguised in stolen armour might be able to penetrate the general population of the enclave, and there wreak havoc, was one of a long list of concerning things about the creatures.

‘And how many have we lost now?’ he enquired.

The ranking first-child hesitated again, before replying, ‘Three hundred and two second-children, and eighty-six first-children.’

‘It’s not going very well, is it?’ he asked.

Neither of the two had a reply for him, and as with his previous questions he didn’t need one. Drust had run the figures with clinical efficiency, at the same time as feeding the latest hatching of p-prador into a furnace. The things were becoming smarter and more effective killers the larger they grew. Tracking that to its resolution, every normal prador in the enclave would be dead within a few months, while at least two hundred of the p-prador would survive, supposing they had their count correct. Drust had then suggested that perhaps it was time to kill off the mother, and head away. Valt had nixed the idea, though. He’d been through a lot to put himself here, at the head of the enclave, and was reluctant to abandon it. He also had feeling for his siblings, as with Drust, but to a much lesser degree. There had to be a way.

The idea, germinating some time ago and now coming to fruition, was hugely risky, as Drust opined. But he was running out of options, and fast. It would certainly ramp up the capabilities and survivability of the prador here, though it might well lose him the enclave too.

The tunnel vibrated with the clattering approach of prador. Valt just looked along its length and felt no particular concern. The sound the p-prador made when scuttling along was utterly different to this. Soon a large party of second-children came into sight, cramming the tunnel from wall to wall, and occasionally scrambling over each other. They slowed at the sight of Valt and his two companions, but then continued on to perform their allotted task. Swarming around the armour, one large group of them dismantled it and carted it off. Another group began working along the walls, replacing cams and other sensors. Valt noted how many of them were engineers like Drust, and decided that no, he didn’t want to see them die. It wasn’t a prador way of thinking, but he was what he was now. He turned. It was time.

‘Come with me,’ he ordered the two first-children, meanwhile routing a signal back to the sanctum complex to return to the two here. It was a reinforcement of orders they’d already had, apparently from their father, to obey Valt completely – as if the orders he gave came directly from their father.

He turned and they scuttled up against each wall of the tunnel to let him through. Because one of them was a bit tardy in doing so, he stayed in character and crashed a claw hard against its head turret, deliberately bending the armour over one stalked eye.

He then led them on a direct course through the enclave. And because he had the same kind of access as his father, he listened in on their exchanges.

‘He’s taking us to the south entrance,’ said one.

‘We’ve done nothing wrong,’ said the other.

‘We are old,’ the first replied.

Just as with him, when he’d understood he was edging into adulthood, they knew what lay in store for them. They also knew their supposedly private communications could be listened to. He could sense the underlying desperation in the communication, and this began to show as they slowed and started banging into the walls as they neared the south entrance into the sanctum complex. They expected to be killed and were fighting their conditioning, but failing, as had so many prador before them. He sent a signal to their suits, giving them a further whiff of their father’s pheromone, and they speeded up again. He knew what they were feeling: the reassurance of Father briefly drowning out their knowledge of his ruthlessness.

Approaching the entrance, Valt sent a signal ahead, opening the huge diagonally divided door. The pheromone lasted until they were inside the door and it began closing. One of them halted, legs quivering. The other one abruptly turned and tried to run for the doors. Valt knocked his back legs out from under him, then grabbed the back of his shell in one claw. The first-child slumped, as the doors closed with a crash like the knell of doom. This amount of rebellion surprised Valt, and he wondered if he’d have managed to do the same in similar circumstances.

‘Drust, their weapons,’ he said.

‘I shut them down the moment you started heading this way,’ Drust replied through their private connection.

‘Follow me,’ Valt said out loud. ‘Disobedience will be punished.’

They slouched after him into a chamber just off the tunnel further in. Here they looked around in puzzlement, because there were no other doors, and no sign of their father, or of any half-shell surgeries. In fact, recognizable blowfoam crates of food were stacked against one wall, a pool sat at the centre, and other accoutrements of prador living jutted from the surrounding walls. With the three inside, the doors ground shut.

‘Remove your armour,’ Valt instructed.

The shaking in one started up again, while the other began moving from foot to foot as if he wanted to run again. Valt ignored it, knowing there was nowhere for them to run, and that disobedience would soon become more painful to them than their fear of what was to happen to them. With one claw he reached up to flip open the lid on a shaped storage box beside his head turret. He brought it down in reach of his underhands, and fitted the shell-bore injector over one claw tip, noting all the time that these actions would have been a lot easier were his inner shape not currently constrained by the outer shape of standard prador armour. That would change soon enough. Drust had spent many days re-engineering his own armour, with numerous sliding sections, memory-metal plates and struts, and a new hydraulic and electric motor system. His was now very non-standard indeed.

With a series of crumps, the armour of the two first-children divided at the midline, and with a hiss the top sections rose up on polished rods. The sections then detached from the rods at the fore, and hinged over on the back two. Explosive air pressure ejection blew the two upwards, freeing their limbs, and they scrambled out to land down in front of their suits. Valt studied them.

The two had retained their limbs and their stalked eyes, though there were some deep scars and dents on their purple and yellow carapaces which showed past insults. They retained the form a human had once described as a mix of fiddler crab and wolf spider – whatever they were. But both of them had a section at the back end that’d dropped down lower, so the legs attached there had knee joints reaching higher than normal. Both of them were very close to making the transition to adult. Valt pointed a claw at the shaky one.

‘You. Step forwards,’ he ordered.

The prador did as required, of course on shaking legs. Valt brought the injector down on his shell, over to one side of the head turret, where it whined and spat out chalk dust. A second later, plunger lights running down its side lit up in series, to indicate that its contents had gone in. As he withdrew the thing it clicked, filling the outer hole with carapace cement.

‘You can return to your armour,’ said Valt, as he took another fluid cylinder from the shaped box and fitted it into the injector. The prador stood there, paralysed for a second, hardly believing he could return to his armour when he’d expected never to be in it again.

When his turn came next, the runner showed no signs of fleeing again, since nothing horrible had happened to his companion. Valt injected him, and dispatched him back to his armour too, then backed up towards the door.

‘You have food and all the facilities you require,’ he said. ‘Your transformation has already started. How fast it’ll proceed, and what your reaction to it will be, is something to be assessed. You may ask questions.’

‘What transformation?’ the runner asked.

‘I just injected you with the Spatterjay virus. It turns out it increases the ruggedness of prador in the same way it does in humans. This version of the virus was altered in the Kingdom to adapt to the genus of its host, and to allow that host more control over it. You will find your mutations tending towards the body shape of Spatterjay crustaceans.’

‘Why have you done this?’ asked Shaker, but the runner reached out and clacked a claw against his mandibles.

Runner interjected, ‘Crustaceans like Spatterjay prill.’

‘It’s good to see one of you paying attention,’ said Valt. ‘The creatures currently infesting the enclave are prador mutated by the virus, taking on the form of prill.’ He swung his attention to Shaker. ‘You asked why. Those creatures are growing larger and more competent, and they’ll win if we don’t take a new approach.’

‘Father wouldn’t do this,’ said Runner. He shifted about on his feet, not wanting to say the rest of it. That he knew their father was senile, and probably incapable of taking such a rational approach.

‘Our father is dead,’ Valt replied. ‘Other facts you need to be aware of. This enclave has only one ancient female, and it is she that’s produced the p-prador. Unfortunately as a result of my mating with her, and infecting her with the virus.’

It took a few seconds for them to digest this, and to overcome orders which they now knew hadn’t come from their father. Gatling cannons revolved and clattered, but the ammo feeds were static. As one, they swung up their other claws and dropped the tips to expose the silvered throats of their particle cannons, which did nothing. Next they surged towards him.

Valt sighed relief and set his armour to transforming, his body thumping out into it like a biological spring. The empty back set of armoured legs folded up inside, while remaining legs, claws and his forward underhands extended, raising him up higher. His head turret, lengthening and flattening out, began to rise on a ribbed neck.

The two first-children skidded to a halt and tilted back, watching him grow, obviously frozen in shock. But then their root xenophobia kicked them back into motion. Runner came at him first, claws up and clacking. Valt reached out, his own claw splitting one side along its length and becoming a triclaw, and he closed it on the first-child’s front end. The motors in his armour, though powerful, were only a complement to the strength of a body now packed with viral fibres. He lifted his attacker up and threw him. The prador shot across the room in a flat trajectory and hit the wall hard, breaking stone, then peeling out of it to come down on his back with legs waving in the air. The other attacker Valt slammed a claw down on, flattening him to the floor hard enough to split his armour along one side. Then he heaved him up and tossed him over to land on his companion.

‘Expected behaviour,’ said Valt, ‘but you will change. I’ve provided you with enough information for you to come to a rational conclusion. Contact me when you’ve done so.’

As the two fought to disentangle themselves, he backed through the divided door as it opened. It then closed with a thump once he was outside. He moved off, knowing he’d done things the right way. The two might well acquire a new kind of rationality as they transformed, but they were prador at heart and needed to understand who was boss.

May

The sea near the shore filled with what May initially took to be fish, until one hung in the water just next to her visor, seemingly observing her before jetting away, and she realized they were squid. There were creatures hunting the squid too. They looked like barracuda, maybe with a touch of reaverfish added into their genome. Looking over the edge of the raft, May watched the ocean bottom coming up rapidly, thick with coral and its own shoals of colourful residents. It was all very interesting and not particularly worrying, until she saw something approaching from a distance, growing in scale as it did so. She felt a frisson of fear upon recognizing a large shark, maybe even something related to a great white. It slid towards them and circled. Crane, moving along the raft and probing those holes with his bar, then putting the bungs back into place, paused as the shark changed course and began to swim in towards them. It then seemed to think better of satisfying its curiosity, and turned, quickly swimming away.

A pump kicked in somewhere on the raft – she could feel it through her seat and throbbing in her ears. The raft then breached the surface and its thruster fired up, sending it skimming in towards the shore, where it rammed to a halt. Arach leapt onto the shingle. Crane was next, sinking up to his ankles. May followed, seeing Sheen Brice still sitting in the same position as before. The three from the boat were sitting gathered in a circle, hugging themselves as if they were cold, while a couple of others were up on the hull of the Bracken.

‘It’s not long until moonrise,’ May observed.

‘So, best we work fast,’ Arach replied. He paused directly before Sheen, folding out one minigun. ‘You, come with us,’ he said, moving on past her, but with the weapon remaining aimed at her.

Sheen raised her head and looked at the three of them, but showed no inclination to stand up. Crane stepped up beside her, grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. She struggled for a second, but Crane shook her like a parent with a bratty child, and she desisted.

‘Okay, okay,’ she said.

He released her and she walked with them towards a ladder up the side of the Bracken, climbing it ahead of May. Those on the hull of the ship backed off. They looked sick and confused, and perhaps weren’t yet in contact with their brethren ashore. May considered saying something to them, but the threat of the Gilliad’s railgun drove her on after the others. Entering the ship, they moved through damaged corridors, passing one of the soldiers Sheen had killed. The woman turned her head away, as if not seeing her handiwork meant she could deny what she’d done. After a couple of turns, May realized where they were going, and had this confirmed when they entered the hold containing the Penny Royal device.

‘This can generate hardfields?’ she asked.

‘It’s a general-purpose tool, created by an AI that managed to insert itself into a black hole, and into eternity. There’s not a lot it cannot do, though time is a factor.’ Arach had put out some blocky-looking scanners from his head and was checking around the device. ‘It also needs a guiding intelligence to give us what we want.’

‘Okay,’ said May, stepping forwards and reaching out a hand towards the silvery thing.

Arach abruptly scuttled in front of her, holding up one forelimb. May studied the foot-hand there, momentarily lost in its intricacies. Arach spoke past her to Sheen.

‘You feel guilt, which is unusual and yet serendipitous. Your integration, since you already have parts of this –’ he waved a limb at the device – ‘will be close to complete.’

‘Parts of it?’ Sheen asked.

‘They crawled into you on Penny Royal’s planetoid.’ Arach swivelled slightly towards Crane, adding, ‘Apparently.’

‘I don’t know what you want,’ said Sheen.

Another voice spoke then, calm and succinct, and weighted with meaning beyond the single word: ‘Sacrifice,’ said Crane.

Sheen looked around at him, and he reached out with both hands to take hold of her upper arms, then draw her close. She shuddered and looked up into his eyes.

Only catching a glimpse of those black orbs which, as ever, seemed like holes into the void, May quickly turned away.

He and Sheen held that position for a short time, until he released her. ‘I understand,’ said Sheen.

She turned from him and walked over to the device. As she drew closer, a network of metallic veins glowed into prominence on her face and body. She rested her hand on the device and it reacted immediately. The veins on her shifted towards it, as it whipped out tendrils and tentacles to encompass her. She turned as the thing drew her in and expanded around her. Having opened up her suit upon coming ashore, May felt a wash of heat. Sheen screamed, her face twisting up, and May couldn’t tell if this was from pain or ecstasy.

‘Out,’ said Arach, rapidly backing up.

May stood frozen, until Crane’s hand closed on her biceps and dragged her to the door. The heat continued to rise, and the device seemed to be expanding in pulses, its tendrils and tentacles growing thicker each time, where they reached into the rest of the ship. She saw too, at the points they went into the floor, the metal dissolving and sinking away around them. As one tendril abruptly snaked towards them, Crane pushed her back and swung the hold door shut against the thing. The door distorted at its point of impact, and there she saw metal turning bright, then beginning to flow like liquid mercury.

‘Resource gathering,’ said Arach. ‘It’s smart enough to know who initiated it, and maybe not to use us as resources. But of course any technology from Penny Royal has its quirks.’

‘Like it might kill you.’ May continued to stare at the door. Sheen had been a bounty hunter and an enemy, and yet Crane and Arach had inserted her into Penny Royal tech, when who knew what might be the upshot of that? In her mind the Golem’s act blurred with her own, in the way she’d used Sheen here to clear the soldiers. She considered the interplay between Arach and Crane, and saw again how their actions indicated they knew a lot more than they were telling. She should have been very worried and asking questions, but these just died inside her. Of more concern, it seemed, were her own actions.

‘Could be a lesson in the idea that great power should come at great cost,’ said the drone. ‘Or just a macabre joke.’

May was only half listening. She thought about how she’d stepped forwards willingly, without much thought, and had Arach not moved in front of her, she’d now be wrapped up inside that technology like Sheen. With a grimace, she again accepted that she was in ennui. And as with any other malady of the mind, the best answer was to keep moving. Via her aug, she once again took an overview of her ship. She could see the thing growing throughout it, spreading its tentacles and tendrils along power and data ducts, connecting to them and the machines they led to. She saw them spilling out around the hardfield generator, which her robots had partially disassembled, to wrap it in a net. Tendrils even leapt out to connect to the robots and seemed to then direct them. Elsewhere it attached to collision lasers, peeling them open and inserting portions of itself. She then found it expanding its own nodular machines in various spaces in the ship, though she had no idea what they were. Better, she felt, to look at this from the other side.

May shifted from cam views and went entirely into the system, to see what was appearing in the data realm. Power throughout the Bracken had increased. Though, with the growing thing sucking up materials, it seemed some structural integrity was waning. Instituting repair programs, she sent orders to the robots to head to those areas where the thing had finished feeding. She didn’t want them to wander into where they might be seen as food. They broke into motion, some heading off to the materials store and others directly towards the damage. Throughout the data realm things were changing. Efficiencies in many respects were climbing, and then, out of nowhere, the circuit that had connected to the defunct hardfield generator came online.

‘That’s got to be wrong,’ she said out loud.

The system was telling her the ship was preparing to connect up and run a hardfield twice as strong as the one before, while the collision lasers had already ramped up well beyond their original specifications. This was warship stuff and quite ridiculous for a humble cargo vessel.

Valt

‘We are ready,’ a voice informed Valt. But right then he didn’t take it in, as the walls vibrated and the stink of burning reached him. The killing had started way out at the extremities of the enclave, with an armoured first-child apparently walking in. The moment it was spotted Valt had been alerted, as the armour was identified as being from one of the missing. The apparent first-child continued in, with Valt’s forces closing around it. At one point it seemed to be moving towards the sanctum complex, then just headed off randomly.

It wasn’t random.

The fission bomb inside the armour detonated at a nexus of numerous tunnels. These funnelled the blast out for kilometres, killing the soldiers that had been moving in, burning out a second-child barracks and frying two third-child nurseries. Many tunnels collapsed, and the heat had been intense enough to set the rubberized lining burning. The fires should have gone out, but it seemed the oxygen content of the air in the enclave had increased by half again. Fire spread rapidly, followed by a series of chemical explosions which collapsed the weakened walls. The p-prador then poured in from their tunnels, which shadow-mapped those of the enclave.

‘We are ready,’ said the voice again.

Just for a moment Valt had no idea where the voice had come from. Then he realized it was the prador he’d dubbed Shaker. He peered into the prison at the two first-children. They’d spent the first few days searching out cams and trying to break through the walls. By the end of that time, Shaker and Runner had cast off the effects of their father’s pheromones, and the Spatterjay virus had begun making changes in them. They’d then spent a great deal of time just facing each other and talking. Drust had initially spotted how the amount of information they were imparting to each other, via their bubbling and clattering, didn’t align with the overall progress of their communication. And in fact it was steadily declining. They were finding another route of communication, and it was evidently the same as the one between himself and Drust. What he didn’t understand was why he couldn’t penetrate their exchange. Though, having hypothesized it, he now sensed it. With that he segued into how he and Drust actually did communicate, because it was something he’d never thought to investigate.

‘Quantum entanglement,’ Drust had informed him, when they’d discussed their own deep connection. At one time that would have been like saying magic spells, but now Valt understood a lot more. He also understood it applied to the two here. The sample of the virus they’d extracted from him had formed a whole in its container, until separated into two for the two first-children. It had obviously formed a whole on the nanoscopic level too.

‘What are you ready for?’ he asked them distractedly through com, as via his screens and link into his father’s system he studied the fighting. The enclave prador were holding their own at present, managing to contain the p-prador. But they were only doing so because others were dropping their prosaic chores and moving in to join them. Studying the stats, he could see the kill rate was about the same as it’d been during the intrusions which led up to this. Unless he was able to change something, the enclave would eventually run out of fighters.

‘We’re ready to join the fight,’ said the one he’d named Shaker.

They would be a very useful addition, if their development was the same as his own after a few days. And, checking scanning that penetrated their much-adjusted armour, he saw that it was. They’d be tougher, harder to kill, and a lot faster. But in a conflict of this scale, they’d have little effect on the outcome. He damned himself for not pursuing a course that had passed through his mind, and which he’d dismissed as being too risky. He should have started a general inoculation of the entire enclave. He should have known the p-prador would strike quickly and not allow him to adjust to their capabilities.

‘Come to my inner sanctum,’ he replied to the two, sending a signal to open the door out of their prison. He returned his attention to the fighting and began issuing orders. One of them pulled third-children out of their nurseries, and had them doing runs with ammo and energy packs. A detonation of wall mines killed p-prador yet to enter the enclave, while a small tactical nuke fried thirty of the enemy, and only took out two second-children. So this pushed the odds more in the enclave’s favour. But in the end he felt he was twiddling at the edges. As Runner and Shaker arrived outside the inner sanctum, he opened the door to let them in.

‘Their objective has to be more complex than this,’ said Runner.

The comment surprised Valt, until he checked the two of them through the system. Though he’d had taken them offline for their confinement, it seemed they’d worked their way around that and re-established contact with the enclave information network. Swiftly checking the history of that, he saw they hadn’t tried to communicate with anyone, just intently watched what was going on in the enclave.

‘And why do you think that?’ he enquired. Yet even as he asked the question, he began to see patterns. The explosion and subsequent method of attack had been suboptimal. The p-prador could have killed more of his prador by positioning that blast in another area, and followed up to create kill zones by using second-child tunnels. The pattern resolved in his mind and he swung towards the inner sanctum door, holding up a claw to silence Runner’s reply. Just a few seconds later he learned that the erstwhile first-child had been right.
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Cormac

‘You never learn, do you?’ his father enquired.

Down on his knees, Cormac spat blood. He was still naked, like the times before, though how many times before he no longer knew. In fact he had little sense of time. There were the occasions when Blite had been swearing at Straeger, times the man was unconscious, and times the AI seemed to want to talk about what the prador, Valt and Drust, were doing. None of it hung coherent in his mind, because always the pain would come next, sweeping everything away like a high tide, leaving him stripped naked and face down in the sand. This could have been happening for days, or months, he had no idea.

This time, as on previous occasions, the probes Straeger was using to try and learn how Cormac escaped into unconsciousness had come with him, starring out from his body like spines. He put his hands down, pushed, and stood up. And now with some greater sense of this dream space, he banished the probes, closed the wounds and clad himself in what he’d been wearing here before.

‘Oh, I’m learning. You’ve given me escape here, and at least some understanding of who and what Straeger is. But this is just the end point of an arc to termination, and I see no reason why I have to perpetually live out this . . . history.’ He waved a hand at his surroundings.

Beyond his supposed father, who’d now distorted in some manner so he was not quite the man he recognized, Penny Royal had closed up that urchin-guts interior and was now perpetually folding in towards its centre point. This struck him as the impatient fidgeting of someone waiting for something to happen.

‘Let’s get this over and done with,’ Cormac added. ‘I was heading up to Crane’s farm I think, last time.’ He winced, because he wasn’t sure if his memories were accurate. But certainly the attempt by a Mobius AI to collect the bounty on Crane was one he’d been through many times.

His ersatz father shrugged, Penny Royal shrugged, and in the next moment Cormac was clambering up the half-built stairway towards Crane’s farm, up on the plain. Behind him Arach’s miniguns hammered, shredding stone down the side of the pass as his shots tracked the Mobius. At the top of the stairs Cormac halted to look back, just as Arach ran out of ammo. The Mobius hung high above the drone for a still moment, then began to roll across the cliff towards Cormac. Of course it had no intention of descending on Arach, since the drone wouldn’t allow it to penetrate him in any way, rather blowing his power supply once the Mobius came close. Next, as if in an afterthought, the Mobius glowed brightly. This brightness collapsed to a point, then shot down and exploded on the drone. Arach slumped again, issuing smoke – he looked burned out.

Cormac turned away and ran on, entering a path between Crane’s fields. On the one hand he was living this experience, but on the other he was a spectator, and as such knew it hadn’t quite happened like this, from his memories of it. He’d not lost Shuriken, although the weapon had disappeared inexplicably the last time he was in this dreamscape. Arach had been hit when Cormac was beside him. And, since it was highly likely Cormac and Crane were the main targets of the Mobius, he’d run up here to draw the thing away from Arach and towards Crane’s homestead, as well as the Golem’s weapons there.

A particle beam, shading to purple in atmosphere, lashed past him, setting the tops of crop plants smoking. He ran on, seeing Crane ahead and behind the weapon, then firing it again. Cormac pushed. The disruption of the U-space grenades they’d used was fading, and via his U-sense he saw the Mobius coming up out of the pass. The beam struck it, and it parted over the impact, separating into two. As the beam went out, the two halves glowed brightly and slammed back together again. The light in the AI coagulated and turned into a spot as intense as a star in hard vacuum, which shot forwards. Cormac hit the ground as the thing passed over him. He saw it hit the particle beam weapon, and the blast washed over Crane. But the Golem, seemingly unmoved, was now glowing with heat.

Up into a crouch, Cormac swiftly sorted through his mind everything he knew about these AIs. They could take a lot of damage and constantly divide themselves up, then reform as he’d just seen. He could also see, even now, that the particle beam shots had diminished the thing. Resources and energy. The Mobius could only use its weapons when fully integrated, and he needed to keep it from that state.

Crane was running towards him, and towards their attacker, now holding his railgun and firing shot after shot. Cormac queried their link, and sent intentions and coordinates. Acknowledgement came through as a feeling, which had elements of Of course. Cormac U-jumped, bringing himself down five metres to one side of the Mobius. He gridlinked the ejection to Shuriken and found only emptiness. No, this wasn’t right; this wasn’t how it went. His Shuriken holster was empty. Had it been empty before? He couldn’t remember. He stared at the holster and, as he’d done when entering this dream space, pushed it to conform to his wishes. Shrieking and whickering invaded his mind, and he had the sense of something hostile and dangerous. Pain didn’t matter now. Without his weapon, he’d be dead in this version of the past, and in agony or dead in his present. He grasped at the thing, feeling it cut his mind and slice into his hand, as shadowlike it ejected from the holster. Then, running a program, he threw it.

Thank you, he said mentally, now finally understanding the purpose of these constant replays – the mental exercises to bring him to this point. And in some other space, the urchin form folded over an acknowledgement and withdrew.

The pain ran like a wave of fire through Cormac’s body. Controlling it up on its platform, Straeger had serene twists of shadow cycling through its being. Cormac yelled at the agony, and at the fatalism he’d allowed. The program for Shuriken, already raised from the store in his gridlink, he altered to incorporate new targets. And he fought to strengthen the link in his mind which sat like a lead between him and a dangerous animal. With an act of will that, as Straeger had observed, sat at the interface of mind and reality, he pushed his left arm forwards. Two probes there tore through his flesh, one bending and pulling out, and the other breaking. His arm snapped out of the capture beam, and the shadowy thing in his hand leapt away, gaining substance as it did so.

Shuriken.

The intelligent throwing star, created by Algin Tenkian and upgraded by programming from the future, as well as its own ability to reconfigure its technology, had been pulled through by Cormac to this reality, this present moment. It seemed to glow blackness from its main body as it opened out its chain-glass blades, blue along their edges with the new form of force-field tech, and punched straight through Straeger. However, unlike how it’d been up on the plain against the other Mobius AI, it didn’t return to hit the thing again and again. It sped on, curving around with a vicious scream that also seemed to have happiness in it, and bore down on Matheson and the Brices. First it hit a capture beam projector on the edge of their slab, turning it to molten wreckage. Then it hit under Matheson’s torso, turning like a circular saw and spraying out debris of rock and prador glue. It glowed brighter and disappeared from sight, cutting under the two Brices in a weave pattern, before shooting out again and carving through another projector. The three bounty hunters began peeling themselves from the slab.

Straeger, spilling sparks and its own debris, pulled together the split through its body with a snap, and reacted. With a roaring crash, the interior of the ship filled with blinding light. Cormac’s gridlink automatically increased visual filtering, and with that he saw the photon-dense beam Straeger had once tried to nail him with stab through, evaporating anything in its path. It tried to track after Shuriken, but lasted only a second as the star shrieked back and went straight through the AI again. Cormac’s mental grip on the star firmed up, with an odd feeling of recognition from the other end. The star hit its next targets up above, showering sparks and dropping chunks of tech sliced out of the ship’s interior mirror smooth. His capture beams went out, releasing him. On Blite’s pillar the clamps came off and he gradually descended, wind-milling his arms to try and speed the process, since it was only backwash from the grav-plated floor ahead that was pulling him down. The fiery whip lashed out from Straeger, sending Blite smashing into machinery lying beyond, next tracking after Shuriken. Obviously Straeger had deemed the laser too destructive; even now a wind was roaring from the air starting to leave the ship. At this point the star jumped out of the program Cormac had sent, deliberately flying close to critical technology so Straeger’s response would cause the most damage all around. It then dropped to the force cage around the dark diamond. Straeger, realizing the danger, severed the whip and now began to gather energy, glowing bright inside, just like that other Mobius had done on Cull.

‘Let’s get you out!’ The shout penetrated the roar as it began to die down – crash foam was doubtless filling the holes in the hull.

Blite had moved fast, hardly inconvenienced by Straeger’s attack, and clambered up the pillar beside Cormac, to tug at one of the probes going into Cormac’s chest. Cormac smiled a bloody smile and nodded to the scene. Blite looked around in time to see the two Brices hammer into Straeger, then begin tearing at the AI as if they were pulling weeds. At the same time, Shuriken kept cutting power cables and optics, slicing through machines, and wrecking as many of the most critical systems on the ship as it could. Either it, or the Brices, hit the jackpot: Cormac felt something break away in his skull. His U-sense came back in force, and his ability too. It was enough.

Cormac U-jumped down to the grav floor, leaving the probes and the remains of his envirosuit behind him. He staggered, and blood began running from many wounds. His intention to join the attack on the AI died in that instant. He was a mess, and if he started digging into his resources for a number of U-jumps he’d likely end up dead. And there was that beam to take into consideration. Straeger had gone after the greater danger to itself but, if so inclined, could evaporate Cormac and Blite in an instant. It might well yet do so. The reality here was that, with the weapon operating, Straeger could turn everything around it molten. It might lose its ship, but it’d survive and they wouldn’t.

The Mobius AI lashed out again, the whip of energy hitting Cormac as it had Blite. It sent him into a world of pain, as it threw him back between the pillars below Blite. From that position he saw Straeger hurl out the Brices hard into the surrounding machinery. The thing next tracked after Shuriken, and struck the star with a blast which turned infrastructure around it molten. The weapon came out of the fire smoking, revolving slowly, and its scream turning to the sound of a collapsing bearing.

Cormac pulled himself up against the pillar below Blite. Glancing over as his sliced-up envirosuit settled to the floor, he reached out and scrabbled it up, glad to find that all its pockets and pouches were still full, and the star’s holster there too. He even found his thin gun in its holster – a demonstration of just how ineffectual Straeger had thought him. He pulled the thing close to his chest and strapped the holster onto his wrist. Only then, in that moment, did he realize he was using his right hand. That the thing had grown back told him how long Straeger had been torturing him. The laser stabbed through again, turning one of the Brices into a struggling, burning thing, losing any resemblance to human form, and then to any form at all.

He next saw Matheson looking towards him. Giving a nod of acknowledgement, and via that vague connection, Cormac got the sense that Matheson understood what he’d just understood. They’d caught the AI by surprise, but there was no winning here, only a chance at escape.

‘Diamond,’ he said to Blite, as the man scrambled down the pillar.

Blite didn’t reach the floor but simply propelled himself from the pillar in a flat dive, straight towards the force-field cage. His fist went in hard, into the lower projector, and the damaged thing shed power. Instead of trying to destroy more of this, he pushed his arm through, and wormed it up inside, grabbing the diamond and extracting it via that route.

Now, having hit the main targets, and torn up the infrastructure enough to free Cormac and Blite, Shuriken returned to its attack on Straeger, but slower now. It cut through the AI once more, coming out even more slowly, before looping around to cut through again. Straeger immediately closed up the wounds, hardly shedding any debris this time. It oriented towards the star, tendrils and whips of energy pointing towards it, and tracking it as it dodged from side to side. It was like two duellists searching for openings in each other’s defences. Shuriken shot in again, but this time two ribbons of either matter or energy – it was difficult to tell – clamped on the middle of the weapon like pincers, then hurled it to one side. Shuriken shot past Straeger and went straight into a hard structural beam. This had been deliberate, not because the material of the beam would stop the weapon, but because it’d slow it down just enough.

The photon-dense beam lanced through yet again. It hit the section of beam where the star had slowed, vaporizing metal. Yet the star came tumbling out of that, glowing white hot. In the shadows of that light Cormac saw Matheson and the remaining Brice wink out of existence. U-sense expanded; he tracked them to their ship inside Straeger’s vessel. His mind accelerated, looking for options. The nearby planet only had breathable air in tunnels swarming with prador. That wasn’t a choice. As Blite arrived beside him, the dark diamond in hand, Cormac reached out and grabbed his closed fist. Power surged and, as he saw the only option available, he contemplated the prospect of dying, yet again. He extended his U-field around Blite, reached out to include Shuriken, and short jumped along a track already cleaved through U-space.

In the bridge of Matheson’s ship, he and Blite dropped heavily to the floor. At the same time, Shuriken came burning through the screen wall, folded in its two remaining chain-glass blades, and dropped down, smoking, to bounce against one of the consoles. The remaining Brice shot towards the new arrivals, but seemed to hit a wall. He darted away and stooped down over Shuriken, like a dog sniffing shit. Matheson, sitting in a captain’s chair, looked down at them and hit a control. The ship began moving: jerking and crashing from side to side, up and down. The photon-dense laser stabbed through, tracked across, and sent the Brice tumbling and shedding ash. Random thruster firing, Cormac realized, but it’d only keep them alive for moments longer.

‘If you’re going to do something, do it now,’ said Matheson.

With his hand still clamped around Blite’s fist and the diamond, Cormac drew on that seemingly infinite source of energy, then encompassed the ship, chose a destination, and took them.

Straeger

Hissing like water dropped into boiling fat, Straeger detached subminds from his main body and sent them rolling through the ship. It angered him to have to do this, but the damage had been so extensive he had sensor blank spots scattered throughout. Meanwhile, using gas thrusters so as not to throw out a detectable glare, he shifted the Claw into a dense asteroid field, where boulders spun like the teeth of a macerator. Chameleonware was down too, and though he knew the prador and p-prador were fighting, they still might detect him. And neither would react to him well. The most likely response to Straeger being located out here, no matter which side won, would be missile launches, and a concerted effort to obliterate him.

As he brought his ship into a recess in a tumbling nugget of iron and rock, adjusting to match its motion, his subminds began reporting in. Cormac, in jumping Matheson’s ship out of here, had ripped out part of the Claw’s guts, killing much of its system, including the photon-dense laser. And that had to have been deliberate. In the meantime, that fucking throwing star of his had sliced through thousands of connections and clumps of critical hardware all around him. It seemed that had been deliberate in its aims too – though whether it was at Cormac’s guidance, or its own choice, Straeger did not know. But in the end, he had to admit he’d caused most of the damage with his laser, including the most critical harm to U-space engines within the body of the Claw. Robots on the move, and repairs now underway, he made a few adjustments, just as a matter of form, and summoned back his subminds for reabsorption. Now, with those distractions out of the way, he needed to think hard about what had happened here.

He’d panicked. There was no way of circumventing that reality.

Having delved into the agent’s mind and gridlink where he could, he’d learned at least some of Cormac’s venture into the future, when he’d been dragged there on Cull, and Straeger had assumed Shuriken was lost in that future, as Cormac fought the p-prador of that time. Its reappearance had been a shock, and he couldn’t deny the surge of fear inside. This arose partially from him having no real idea of how it had reappeared, and partially from its evidently upgraded function. But mostly it arose from the past, and from entanglement.

Straeger – Past

Many factory stations had been built in the solar system during the prador/human war. Most were mothballed for a long period, because of the possibility of the conflict kicking off again. But later on they were abandoned by their minds, and occupied by various strange cults and cultures, or steadily disassembled for their materials. Mucilage, hanging in orbit over Jupiter, was one such station the AIs and various human concerns at first left alone.

The mind within it had been a swarm intelligence before taking up this chore, and so its parts were distributed throughout. Disassembly of the place would have been a slow act of murder as the elements of that mind were destroyed. The mind also couldn’t be extracted, since that would have required its cooperation. And it had ceased to give that shortly after the announcement of the truce, for it turned inward and slid into a state of total introspection, inaccessible by law. It became one of those navel-gazing AIs, lost in the realm of thought only. A subcult of the haimen occupied the war factory during this time, but abandoned it after a couple of decades. It had been perfect for them, with its isolation, manufacturing capabilities and access to materials shipments from the asteroid belt. Yet the haimen went elsewhere. When asked why they’d left, they could offer no practical explanation – they’d just felt as if they were being observed by something unpleasant.

A hundred years after the announcement of the truce, the watcher satellite – a submind of Earth Central placed near the station to monitor it – reported fusion reactor start-ups, machine diagnostics and tests occurring. Relayed through the satellite, Earth Central spoke to the station, and Mucilage replied. Large exchanges of data ensued, mostly one-sided, as the station AI caught up with events and updated on technologies. In the end, all anyone learned from Mucilage about its long silence was, ‘I’ve been thinking about some stuff.’

EC and other AIs watched as the station warmed up, as machines were reprocessed and upgraded, and as production lines were refashioned. Currency reserves were dug into, and materials bought and shipped in. Enquiries went out and orders ensued. It seemed Mucilage was open for business. But this time not the business of making intelligent weapons, though there was some blur there, since one of its first products was the next series Golem chassis for Cybercorp. People and AIs came to the station to set up shop. The lights were on and everything looked rosy. Then the people started leaving again, for precisely the same reason the haimen had gone. Orders waned, as did production. But even so, it seemed that had been the first step, as Mucilage increasingly focused on nanofacture and novel AI substrates. At one point it seemed the station AI had been ignoring commercial realities, but it hadn’t. It began selling its own product, rather than items ordered by other concerns. It bought haulers and asteroid mines to provide the materials it needed, and then, like so many concentrated AI concerns, it achieved commercial escape velocity. Maintained by just a trickle feed of export, the place could make just about anything it liked, within the confines of its structure.

And then it made something of its very own.

The first Mobius AIs off the production line were twins. This had to do with the production process, in that one couldn’t be manufactured alone, without the support of something that pretty much mirrored its structure, and was in fact entangled with it on a quantum level. So the obvious solution was to make them two at a time. Only when their complete final form had been achieved could they separate and support themselves individually.

Although granting citizenship to new AIs that breezed through the one hundred and fiftieth, and supposedly final, revision of the Turing Test, EC was concerned, so sent in the highest-level assessors it could find. These were old swarm entity forensic AIs, who finally reported that the Mobius AIs had superior toolboxes, even to themselves, along with the ability to be both a swarm and a singular AI at the same time. Mucilage had produced perhaps the most advanced iteration of AI in physical and mental form yet.

‘Well, that sounds great,’ said Earth Central. ‘Anything to add?’

One of the assessors, a wartime swarm AI called Kalaidon, replied innocently, ‘I think they’d be a very useful addition to ECS border and police operations. They are highly capable, and would be apt to the task.’

‘Understood,’ Earth Central had replied.

The simple reality was that, though Mucilage had stopped making war machines, it’d made things that had, in a sense, a lot of weapons incorporated. And things that had a lot of natural weapons tended to want to use them in some manner. It was also the case that, being both distributed and singular intelligences, they couldn’t be extracted from their bodies to be placed in something less endowed with claws and teeth. Their bodies were their mental substrate, much as had always been the case with organic beings. So best then to put such intelligences where they could deploy their considerable talents usefully. And, perhaps, away from where they might become bored and deploy their abilities to less salubrious ends.

Mobius AIs did well in ECS, and took joy in bringing down the enemies of the Polity in a variety of exotic and grotesque ways. They gained a reputation, and just rumours that one might be putting in an appearance had separatists and criminals quickly deciding to be absent. By the time the twinned Mobius AIs Straeger and Ruger rolled out of the Mucilage war factory, they had a great deal of competition for the plum ECS actions. As with other Mobius AIs, they slid through the conventional work in the Polity and inevitably into black ops. Also like others of their kind, they enjoyed their games in the Graveyard, and began looking beyond them. Maybe the Prador Kingdom was a problem that needed to be solved? Maybe humanity itself needed to be corrected at a basic level? They began pushing against the restrictions ECS imposed on what they could do, and this was when they discovered the reasons for some of those restrictions.

So lost in their work had they become, they’d only absorbed information directly relevant to it, and only incorporated other stuff in the vague manner of humans through their media and interactions. It came as an utter surprise to them that they couldn’t be as ruthless as they wished, and they couldn’t play with humans in the Polity to the extent they had in the Graveyard because, in the end, there was someone who might punish them for that. Was this disciplinarian some hugely superior and capable AI they’d not known about? No, it turned out that what a majority now regarded as fiction was in fact reality. The punisher, who’d even managed to destroy a previous iteration of Earth Central, was a human, formerly an agent of ECS.

Straeger’s response to this, when he learned the detail, was a large degree of annoyance, but also a shrug of the tendrils. He didn’t mind working within strictures, as that generally made things more interesting. However Ruger, who’d been diverging from him since their inception, reacted in a totally different way. It offended him deeply that a human being could have such power. It disgusted him that ECS, and the consensus of Polity AIs, kept their hands clean, so to speak, in the manner of directing humanity. They then both learned of the many failed attempts to take Ian Cormac down, and of the AIs consigned to the annals of history. They learned too that the kill-on-sight order concerning him had been lowered to capture. Straeger thought this was right, since there’d be so much to learn from him. After all, they didn’t really know how he did what he did. Ruger was further disgusted.

Straeger only heard about the black op after it was over, but he knew his twin was gone the moment it happened. Via some weird quantum strangeness, via the entanglement that had been part of the process of their creation, something of his brother snapped over to him. Indifference, and the tendency to shrug at the vicissitudes of fate, were shunted aside by his brother’s offence and disgust. And rising out of the core of his being came the need for vengeance. Because in the end, no matter how much they claimed to be post-human, or post-post-human and beyond, the underlying foundations of their minds were still the same shape. And that was when Straeger felt compelled to stray from ECS and search out ways to kill a Polity agent.

Cormac

Cormac could feel the strain ripping through his body, his meagre resources burning up and nanosuite on the edge of pushing him into vitrification. Encompassing the bulk of Matheson’s ship was nothing like the challenge of U-jumping the asteroid, but in his weakened state it was pushing the limit of his capabilities. Pain was a tide washing out from his hand, which seemed to be wrapped around a nub of molten iron. Blite’s face was before him, jaw clenched and eyes watering – it appeared this was hurting him too. Cormac drifted, and with their route through U-space now established in his mind, he dislocated from his body there to inhabit an old one, standing in Crane’s fields on Cull. His mind once more stepped into the virtuality of past events there.

The Mobius AI was flaring and parting around the perpetual railgun strikes from Crane’s weapon. Out of the U-jump, Cormac pulled Shuriken from its holster, and in one smooth motion threw it. An energy lash shot out of the AI, but not at him. It hit Crane and tracked up his body. The railgun exploded and threw the Golem sprawling.

Shuriken attacked, running on the program he’d input, slicing through the Mobius AI’s threads and shooting out. Cormac jumped again, still including Shuriken in his U-field, repositioning both him and it. The AI’s energy lash flashed through his previous position as the star swept in again, slicing threads and leaving energy nodes exploding behind it. Cormac jumped, jumped again, every time reorienting the throwing star to a new angle of attack. The Mobius lashed at him, lashed at the star. He felt the thing brush across his legs and knew that, even with his random jumps arising from the quantum realm, the AI might get lucky. All around the ground began to smoke, while the air hazed with heat. A lurch of tiredness and blood spilling from his nose had him throw his nanosuite into emergency mode, burning through his resources. The AI expanded, becoming lacy and diffuse, and then it did get lucky.

The lash struck Cormac in the chest, hurling him through the air, then tracked back from him to hit the star. As he slammed to the ground on his back, only a gridlink program kept him conscious; only the nanosuite in emergency mode kept him alive. Shuriken whickered away, trailing smoke, and thudded into the earth. Cormac managed to push himself upright. With energy discharges, and shedding material like detritus from a forest fire, the Mobius began to pull itself back together. It managed to re-establish its previous form, but like a writhing dark fluid, with much of the light gone out of it. He’d obviously damaged it severely, so at least there was that. The thing kept struggling, until it appeared unable to maintain its previous form and continued its collapse, becoming denser and fibrous, almost like a slowly shifting mass of tree roots suspended above the ground. Had he finished the thing? Could he survive this? Maybe . . .

The Mobius dropped down and began to tumble away, brokenly, across the ground, then came skidding to a halt, throwing up earth and burned debris. It writhed and lashed, held in place by something. And then that something flicked into visibility. Crane had his hand clamped about a thick trunk of its fibres. He hauled the AI up and began shaping the thing through his hands, like someone straightening out tangled string. Some other force beyond the mere physical had to be operating here, because there was no way this could result in the long worm of fibres Crane made of the Mobius. Then, completing his work with the thing up close to his chest, he tied the AI into a knot which sizzled as the last of its energy and light went out. Finally, he dropped it to the ground. As the thing hit and bounced, the bounce corresponded with Matheson’s ship lurching up out of U-space and into the real. Cormac swept back into his consciousness there.

‘Okay,’ said Blite, unpeeling Cormac’s fingers from his fist and withdrawing it.

Still alive, thought Cormac, once again surprised by the discovery. Feeling almost too weary to move, he sat upright and looked around. The ship’s bridge here was as he remembered it from his previous brief visit, though he could see it had sustained further damage. Matheson was different, however. With his changing shape, he didn’t seem to be sitting comfortably in his captain’s chair. The remaining Brice squatted over by the doors, apparently frozen in place, but for small movements of tendrils either side of his extended snout. He then oriented towards them and appeared ready to hurl himself forwards to kill. Blite was watching the creature carefully as he dropped the diamond into the top pocket of his suit.

‘So, you got us out of there,’ said Matheson.

The man spoke quite clearly and succinctly, despite the amphibian appearance of his face. But then the descendants of what he seemed to be turning into could speak human words easily enough, though in ways that were nonsensical, to the point where they defeated even the random chance of them making sense.

‘I got us out,’ Cormac agreed. ‘Perhaps not quickly enough.’ He glanced over at the Brice.

‘Ulnar was the least likely of us to be recoverable,’ said Matheson.

So the Brice here was Will. The man, if that was a possible description of him now, didn’t look recoverable either.

Cormac pushed himself to his feet, his wrecked envirosuit slipping from his grasp, and peered down at the Shuriken holster on his wrist. The star had nestled in there at some point during the jump, and he was receiving a trickle feed of connection from it to his gridlink. It was damaged, he could see that, but now in the process of repairing itself. He lowered his arm and, focusing on his gridlink, realized it was operating perfectly. He’d severed Straeger’s restrictions and the thing had quickly cleared out invasive software. Now, through it, he concentrated into his body, through his nanosuite. He was again sucking on empty, needing food and drink, and time, for the nanosuite to repair him – perhaps even some sleep too. And yet he was in a lot better condition than he should have been. It seemed his nanosuite mutation, as well as Arach’s alterations to it, had also changed him. He wasn’t the same, not at all.

‘We’re not far enough away,’ said Matheson flatly. ‘And with the damage you caused here, I only have thruster manoeuvring.’

Cormac now expanded his U-sense throughout the ship. He’d wrecked its U-space drive and fusion engine, though it seemed robots were at work on the latter. The U-space drive was beyond their capabilities, and it was likely this fact was all that was keeping him alive here. He was the U-space drive for the ship. Next, scanning outwards, he located where they were. The jump had taken them out to the periphery of the system containing the prador world. Once it’d recovered itself and repaired its drive, Straeger could be out here in an instant. And the AI was capable of repairing its drive. But the realities of Cormac’s condition remained.

‘I need food, drink and time to build up my resources,’ he replied. ‘If I try to jump us again now, I’ll probably kill us all.’

Matheson replied with a simple nod, then looked over to the door of the bridge as it opened. The Golem Ricardo stepped inside, carrying with him a whiff of char. He wore clean blue overalls, but over a body that’d been burned. Syntheskin and flesh were missing from his hands to expose gleaming ceramal, and from the top of his skull. He staggered to a halt, appearing to be not quite in control of his body.

‘I’m . . . I’m free,’ he managed.

‘The control route Straeger used was through me,’ Matheson replied succinctly. ‘I was breaking it down almost from the beginning, and now, with the help of the agent here, I’ve finally severed it.’

‘You’re sure of that?’ Cormac asked.

Matheson swung back to him, and Cormac strongly felt the presence of the alien in the man. Whether that was Atheter or Jain, he wasn’t sure. ‘The principle arising out of the virus within me is one of survival. The only control route that wouldn’t degrade would be to a Jain. Straeger constantly put us in danger, so the virus kept trying to route around the AI’s control. Straeger had to reformat that every time it drew us back into its ship. The last time it was at the limit of what it could do, and its intention was then to vivisect and study us.’ He turned back to Ricardo. ‘Take our guests to quarters and provide them with what they need.’

‘So you expect me to jump when you say jump, after all you’ve done,’ said Ricardo bitterly.

Matheson raised one finger, out of the end of which a scythe-like claw was growing. Will Brice snapped around to face Ricardo and hissed, opening a hideous mouth. Ricardo staggered to one side, then further into the bridge.

‘I expect you to obey or we’ll revisit our past together, and your next jump will be out of an airlock. Am I clear?’

Ricardo just stood there, hunched over, then abruptly turned to look at Cormac and Blite. He scanned them up and down, and came at last to focus on the wrecked envirosuit at Cormac’s feet. Stepping over, now steadier in his movements, he stooped and swept up the suit. Cormac noted his hand finding its way to the holstered thin gun, hesitating there as he looked back at Will Brice, then pulling away.

‘Come with me,’ he said.

Without talking further, Ricardo brought them to a wrecked refectory area. When he finally did speak, Cormac could hear the resentment. ‘The fabricator’s still working but is limited. The food and drink is back there.’ He pointed first to the fabricator set in one wall, then to a door at the back, before dumping the envirosuit on the table. ‘You saw the cabins on the way here. They’re all open and you can use any one of them – no one else is.’

‘What’s between you and Matheson?’ Blite abruptly asked.

‘I don’t have time to explain,’ Ricardo replied. ‘Seems I must now go and oversee repairs on the fusion drive.’ He turned, lurching slightly, and headed out.

‘Now, there’s a man who’s guilty of something and doesn’t much like himself,’ Blite observed.

Cormac went to the suit and began emptying out the numerous pockets and pouches, making a pile of useful, and often lethal, hardware. Blite raised an eyebrow at the collection, before stepping to a door at the back of the refectory. Cormac went over to the fabricator, gridlinking to it and assessing its capabilities. Setting up a series of programs, he first inserted the boots from the suit and started the thing. Blite meanwhile was rummaging about in the other room. Cormac followed him in, opened cupboards to view dried goods, then found a beaker. Taking it over to a tap, he filled it with water. He drained it five times, feeling the liquid going into his body as if into a dry sponge. Next, putting the beaker aside, he turned to head away.

‘Be back in a minute,’ he said, and Blite grunted an acknowledgement.

There were belongings in the cabin Cormac went into, and once he’d showered, he put on some smart clothing, consisting of underwear, jeans, slippers and a high-collared white shirt that’d probably belonged to one of the Brices. He set the clothing temperature to its highest as it adjusted to fit him. When Cormac returned to the refectory, he saw Blite had a wide variety of food items spread across the table and was tucking in.

‘What now?’ the captain asked.

Cormac waved his hands in a ‘don’t know’ gesture, then went over to check the fabricator and take out the boots, putting them on. Back at the table, he pulled up a chair, grabbed up a slab of something out of a packet of the same, and bit into some form of compressed fishy meat.

‘I’d like to haul us back to Yossander’s Hold, of course,’ he said into a brief space, as he selected what to eat next.

‘But we have to consider what Matheson would like,’ said Blite.

‘I suspect he’d like us dead, and all that’s keeping us alive is his lack of a U-space drive. Then I suspect he’d like to disappear out of reach of Straeger, or anyone else, while he resolves his . . . issues.’

‘So, what the hell do we do?’

‘Avoid discussing what we’re going to do,’ Cormac replied flatly.

Blite pulled a face, obviously feeling stupid. Cormac had no doubt that Matheson was listening to them. To confirm that, U-space twisted nearby, and with an air displacement that blew wrappers off the table, Matheson snapped into being at the end. He gazed down at them with his fingers interlaced over his chest, as if, like some priest, he’d come to give his blessing.

‘You’re wrong and you’re right,’ he said.

Cormac washed his latest mouthful down with a gulp of flavoured water and replied, seemingly calmly, ‘In what sense?’ He didn’t feel calm, though – just a second after Matheson had appeared, he’d heard a crash from elsewhere in the ship, and the heavy approach of something moving very fast. Will Brice was on his way down too.

‘I have no animosity towards you or Blite here.’ Matheson waved one clawed hand. ‘It was Straeger who set us on you, and in the end you’ve given us a chance of escape. I no longer even have any feelings about Mr Crane either. Intellectually I know he killed my father, but that doesn’t carry any emotional weight now.’

Cormac studied the man and wondered about the changes he’d undergone, and was still undergoing. He saw that, despite his face resembling that of a gabbleduck, his body generally retained its human form. Was he thinking like an Atheter now? Or was he just being humanly rational?

‘What do you want, once I’m capable of hauling us out of here?’ He could feel this option steadily opening out. With his body in emergency mode, the extra heat from the clothing had speeded things up. His digestion bubbled at six times the rate of normal. Cells that had been pushed into vitrification were coming out of it, and his nanosuite registered one per cent body fat. He needed more, definitely, but he was getting there.

‘I have funds, but probably not enough to repair this ship’s drive.’ He stabbed a finger at Cormac. ‘That’s where you come in.’

The door into the refectory bashed open and Will Brice surged in. Matheson turned sharply and his alien face showed signs of strain. Will tried to halt, but ended up sliding across the floor and crashing into a cupboard. He came out of this hissing, then lurched towards the table a couple of steps, until finally halting again, his readiness to attack clear in his pose.

‘And where do I come in?’ Cormac asked unemotionally.

‘We go to a Polity world where I hand you over for the reward. I have my ship repaired with the money, then get out of there. What you do afterwards is up to you. I doubt they’ll be able to hold you for long.’

‘Interesting plan,’ Blite interjected, ‘but overly complicated.’

‘You have another suggestion?’ Matheson asked evenly.

‘Yes. You take us to Yossander’s Hold and there I hand over a million New Carth shillings in etched sapphires, which I have aboard the Coin.’

Matheson just blinked at him, though with his human eyes – his central eyes remained open. Despite the fact the man had lost much humanity, Cormac could see he didn’t like this idea, probably because it put him back in the vicinity of Straeger’s dealings. He just needed one more push. Judging by the man’s slippery grip on Will Brice, Cormac knew what the push should be.

‘And, of course, there’s something else to take into account,’ he said.

‘That being?’ Matheson enquired, obviously irritated.

‘The Bracken is down on a drift island there, and inside that ship, in a cold coffin, is Sheen Brice.’ He looked over at Will Brice. The heavily mutated man hissed again and shivered, as if he was fighting restraint. Cormac supposed it was good to know that enough of the human remained in him for filial loyalty, or perhaps even love.

‘That still doesn’t get my ship repaired,’ said Matheson. ‘And as far as I know, they don’t have the facilities there to fix a U-space drive.’

As he spoke it was as if through gritted teeth, while he parted his hands and clenched them into fists, or as best he could with the scythe-claws growing on the ends of his fingers. He was being rational, but almost certainly fighting pressure from Will Brice – fighting to retain a grip on the man.

‘I can call in resources from Penny Transport,’ said Blite.

‘And even if they may not be able to repair U-space drives on Yossander’s Hold, though I’d debate that,’ Cormac added, ‘they do have U-space drives there which can be purchased.’

Matheson ground the sharp-looking teeth in his extended amphibian mouth. Will Brice was shifting like a dog on hot concrete, emitting a lower-tone hiss. Abruptly Matheson waved his hands in the air.

‘Very well, we’ll go there first,’ he said. He turned away and, as he did so, disappeared with a double crack of air implosions. Will Brice was gone too, which was a relief. Blite and Cormac exchanged non-committal looks and returned to their food.
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Valt

The alert came through from Drust just a microsecond ahead of tactical com. Now, with a thought rather than a twist of his claw in a pit control, Valt spun from the door and called up imagery across all his screens. In the mating area a huge section of the wall was down, with chunks of it strewn across the floor, and even then rolling into the mating pool. P-prador flooded through and, studying them, Valt noted they were bigger than the others generally attacking the enclave. They were also heavily armed, and towing some machine out with them. He realized with astonishment that they’d got their claws on a hardfield projector. The slaved second-children in that area responded by opening fire. But there were only four of them, and they were soon slammed back against a wall and coming to pieces.

The p-prador made their way over to the door into the mother’s chamber, and in seconds had the pit control out of the wall. Drust had that under his control, but then an explosion in the wall behind where the pit control had been caused the diagonally divided doors to shift, opening a gap. The p-prador moved in, quickly jamming hydraulic hook rams into the gap and powering them up. The doors slowly began to draw open.

Valt flicked his attention to the two particle cannons in the roof, set a program, and powered them up. The first shot seared into the hardfield projector and the thing exploded, scattering the p-prador around it. Subsequent shots began turning the creatures into smoking ruin, but he watched with misgivings as it took at least three full-power hits to take each of them down. They were a lot tougher than the previous ones he’d slaughtered in here. He had to think about tactics now. They were obviously after the mother, to produce more of their kind. Could he use her as leverage? If he rolled a particle cannon in over her, would the p-prador see and understand the threat? Then what? He wasn’t sure, but he had to try. He set one of the cannons in motion along its rails, towards the mother’s chamber, while continuing to fire on the p-prador with both of them. Just then the main doors opened and the rest of the second-children came in shooting.

‘Leverage,’ said Drust over com, shadowing his thoughts.

‘I’ll put shots down close to her in hope they get the message,’ Valt replied.

The second-children, then two war machines, slammed to a halt under intense fire. The doors to the mother’s chamber were almost open now, and p-prador were hanging themselves vertically in the gap, using their bodies to soak up any shots that might hit her. Yet still more swarmed out of the hole in the wall. The floor was strewn with smoking Gatling slugs, walls glowing and scarred, and the pool steaming. Then, like something crunching and breaking in his mind, he lost contact with the particle cannons, and they ceased firing.

‘They’ve knocked out the cannons,’ he observed.

‘Almost certainly spread like ship lice in the walls,’ Drust replied.

Now a new shield projector fired up, and he hadn’t even seen it brought in. It began soaking up fire as the p-prador poured into the mother’s chamber. Through the cams, he saw her fighting against her restraints, already having broken part of the frame around her. Her children swarmed over her, tearing at the thing to further free her. Then, with them shielding ahead of her, she began to move towards the door.

‘Concentrate fire on her,’ Valt decided.

‘You sure?

‘I’m sure.’

But it made hardly any difference at all. The deadlock between the two sides was failing, as now, with the particle cannons out, the p-prador force grew, while the second-children diminished and were driven back. It was, he felt, a microcosm of what was happening throughout the entire enclave. A war machine exploded, its ganglion case bouncing away, shedding vapour from its super-cooled guts in the oven of this fight. Shielded by her children, and by not one but two hardfields now, the mother came through the doors, moving like a worm, and headed towards the hole in the wall. Valt assessed, understanding perfectly how this was going, and made a decision.

‘Leave them,’ he said to Drust. ‘Get over here as fast as you can.’

‘Agreed,’ Drust replied tightly.

With a wave of his claw, he switched all his screens back to views throughout the enclave. His prador were losing everywhere, and in some places battles were turning into slaughters – not with the rage and wildness of warfare, but with cold, pragmatic efficiency. P-prador were herding his kin into the burning tunnel sections, or areas where they could collapse the tunnels on top of them. He saw clean-up squads delving into one of those rubble piles, partially unearthing buried prador, and killing them with point-blank shots before they had a chance to fight back. Part of him hated this clinically efficient approach; another part of him nodded in detached respect.

It was over; the enclave was over. Valt’s prador anger rose and then waned. A wave of an unfamiliar emotion he recognized as depression paralysed him for a moment. All plans, dreams and might-have-beens were now dust. He looked at the two he’d brought here, noting their dipped pose, almost like that of obsequiousness to a superior, but not quite, and wondered what thoughts were passing through their Spatterjay-rearranged brains. The doors opened into this main sanctum, and before they’d fully opened Drust came scrambling through the gap. They immediately started to close again behind him. His armour was steaming, and in one place had a deep burn crater. Valt hadn’t realized he’d been that close to the fighting.

‘We’re fucked,’ said the engineer, out loud, with the clatter of mandibles and throat bubbling for the benefit of Runner and Shaker.

The words nudged Valt’s mind back into motion. He’d lost the enclave but had not yet lost his life. He quickly turned his attention to the hauler up in orbit, and sent a message, previously prepared, to land as a matter of urgency. It would arrive quickly. The only problem now was getting to it through the fighting. He again accessed the chaos of tactical com, took the numerous feeds from that, while calling up a 3D map of the enclave in his mind. Outlying installations such as the landing pad in the mountains weren’t the focus of the p-prador, since their main objective here was extermination. The shaft up to the pad was very close to the sanctum complex, but to reach it they’d have to go through the heaviest concentration of fighting. He mapped out a circuitous route and dispatched it to his companions.

‘Interesting that they haven’t come after me,’ he said. ‘I’d have thought cutting off the head would be the main objective.’

‘Probably waiting until they move the mother clear,’ Drust replied.

‘Yes, likely.’

With a thought through the control units on his body, Valt opened a series of lockers along one wall. The two prador swung towards these, raising their claws, then Runner clattered satisfaction. Packed into these spaces were all the personal weapons a prador could carry, up to and including back-mounted missile launchers.

‘Arm up – as much as you like,’ Valt instructed, heading over there himself, with Drust scuttling in behind him. He topped up his ammo supply, replaced power cells and, just for the hell of it, decided to add further power supplies as well as a punch laser to one claw. Those things had been an addition made to prador armament near the end of the war, for dealing with war drones. The tech had been taken from the humans, who’d primarily used them in ambush units, like those led by Jebel U-cap Krong. Now, laden with weapons, he spun to the door.

‘Let’s go.’

There was no point in further analysis or further fighting down here, beyond what was necessary for their escape, now that he’d accepted the enclave was lost. Runner and Shaker ran ahead, just about as laden as he was. And it was Runner who walked straight over the mine.

The explosion slammed him up into the ceiling, and threw Shaker crashing back into Valt, who staggered under the impact. Even as he righted himself, Valt swiftly analysed what’d happened and didn’t like his conclusions. The mine must have consisted of the same armour-piercing rounds prador used against each other. The explosive had been something incredibly intense – some kind of shaped and directed blast, to throw its shrapnel in one direction only. Dropping from the ceiling, Runner had lost two legs and his armour had holes punched through it, joined together in places by long splits. It would have been enough to kill a normal prador, but Runner landed on his feet, firing off a series of missiles in one direction, from the pan-pipes launcher on his back, while sweeping with his particle beam in the other direction, and tracking that with Gatling fire.

Shaker now leapt out, landing on top of Runner’s carapace, facing the other way, and added his firepower. Valt tried to mentally access the cam system to see what they faced. It was blank, and then a viral attack came in through his control units. With a snap inside, he physically disconnected, shot forwards and extended stalk eyes around the door. P-prador were at both ends of the tunnel, a great mass of them clambering over each other and firing with stolen weapons.

Valt backed off, then threw himself out, sideways, to catch the edge of the door and slam him on his belly against the near wall. There he clung, opening fire with everything he had. He caught a glimpse of Drust swinging out the other side of the door. As the engineer did so, he fired a flat-barrelled thing on his back, throwing out discs in both directions.

‘I didn’t want to use those so soon,’ he commented.

The discs skimmed into the p-prador, and detonated with weird explosions which looked more like some kind of human fractal art. P-prador dropped in disarray, seemingly having lost control of their limbs.

‘Move!’ Valt ordered.

They shifted into a fast run, sometimes on the walls, straight towards the p-prador who were between them and where they wanted to go. As he slammed into them first, Valt fired up his punch laser, and heard the hissing thumps of the others doing the same, as the tunnel lit up with arc welder flares.

‘Only to clear!’ he instructed, when he spied Runner hitting more of the creatures than was necessary to open a path.

They scrambled through and kept moving. The sanctum complex thereafter remained clear to the main doors, which they veered away from, to take the concealed exit used by Volax’s agents when he sent them into the rest of the enclave. Chaos reigned without. Over to their right, a great hollow had been carved out, in which prador and p-prador grappled with each other, both sides there apparently out of ammo and power. But the squad of p-prador they ran into was, unfortunately, well supplied.

Valt felt the pain almost before he felt the impact of the shots. Three armour piercers punched down, through his upper carapace, and impacted on the lower, burning white-hot there. He shrieked, tilted back and released a fusillade of missiles up the shaft above, while his insides started urgently rearranging themselves. Also focused on his companions, he saw Drust spinning away, losing one claw, and both Runner and Shaker taking hits to shred and crack their armour. It horrified him to admit it, but it seemed the p-prador had managed to develop piercers more effective than those he’d used. He reached out for Runner, who, having been hit before, was getting the worst of it, to close a claw on his cracked armour and throw him forwards.

‘Mine the tunnel!’ he ordered, then tilted up to engage his other weapons.

He and Shaker scoured the shaft above, and Drust shortly joined them.

‘That weapon?’ Valt asked over their private connection.

‘Limited supply.’

Right. They didn’t really need it here – better to save it for when they had to open a path.

‘Mines set,’ Runner warned.

P-prador in the shaft above, who’d been scrambling down, now darted into side tunnels and fired from cover. It gladdened Valt they did seem to have some sense of self-preservation, because it slowed them. He cracked a claw against Shaker, who began to back off, firing still. Then they all quickly moved away from the shaft, turned and ran. Runner was ahead of them, holding up the remote pin for the mines. Once they’d covered fifty metres, he struck it against one wall and discarded it. Behind them a series of blasts hurled chunks of foam lining burning through the air. Then weakened and cracked stone came avalanching down, blocking pursuit. Now, realizing something, Valt looked around at his companions.

The armour of Runner and Shaker was punched through with holes and cracked open in many places. Yet, even as he watched, hard carapace filled up those gaps, and occasionally grew thorns. He spotted that their armour had also gone to its expansion points, and beyond. The two of them looked low and sleek, bodies extended front to back and nowhere near as deep as before. He turned his attention to Drust, whom he’d last seen losing a claw. Now he was casually holding it in place with the other and, after a moment, released it, and it remained in place as if glued. Valt understood, because he could feel this facility within himself too. Drust hadn’t suffered as many hits as he and the other two had, but he’d taken on that longer and sleeker look. And when Valt finally turned his attention onto himself, he saw that his shape had changed well in advance of them.

‘You don’t look like a prador at all now,’ said Drust, obviously keying in on his thought. ‘Even in your armour.’

‘We’ve . . . changed,’ came another communication.

It was an amalgamated message from both Runner and Shaker. And even as he paid closer attention to it, it divided into two discrete sources, attached to his mind, but more loosely than that of Drust. As they hurtled along the tunnel, the route now dipping down in long, slab steps, he understood that, as with Drust, more than simple verbal communication was being exchanged with the other two. When he inspected this more closely, he saw he was receiving physical data from them, while transmitting his own to them. It was an exchange of ideas, right down at a visceral level, accounting for their similarity to him. He could also see he had dominance here, and could enforce changes. In fact he had power over them way beyond that of a father-captain over one of his children. The power had nothing to do with prador and their family structures, but more to do with the command structures in a squad of Jain soldiers. It was precisely this frame that prevented him from taking control of what were, nominally, his children the p-prador: they were one squad under their mother. He reflected on how this told him something about those ancient and long-dead aliens: Jain squads had fought against each other, and therefore protected themselves from sequestration by each other.

Without further assaults on them, they reached a heavy door closing off the tunnel. This one wasn’t the usual diagonally divided kind, but a domed pressure door, with a hinge mechanism running along the top. Valt thrust his claw into a pit control and twisted. With a thump, the thing came off its seal and began folding up to the ceiling. It revealed the tunnel beyond, now more steeply inclined, and a pool at its end. The door, like all of them on this side of the enclave, was to stop the sea flooding into the main tunnels whenever tsunamis arrived. Without hesitation, they plunged into the water and began to make their way down. With so many breaks and holes in his suit, Valt found it filling up with water, which also ran into his gill-lung, and he felt himself slowing. This always happened when prador entered water and started extracting their oxygen from it. It was worse here because the sea, which was only just beginning to support sea life, was of much lower oxygenation than typical prador seas.

‘This is annoying,’ Drust commented.

They were all soon moving sluggishly due to the lack of oxygen, as well as the fact their suits were so damaged. Checking his connections to them, Valt saw that, like him, they’d all lost joint motor function and were now powering on with physical brute force. He checked his reserve oxygen supply and, though it’d shut down, started it running again, bubbling into the water he was breathing and expelling. But it wouldn’t last long like that.

By the time they exited through a tunnel mouth in a cliff, it seemed the leaden weight of his body, the pressure, had pushed his organism to breaking point, and something jerked and crackled inside him. Familiar with this sensation now, he knew he’d just undergone another change and inspected himself within. His gill-lung had expanded to twice its previous size and driven up a pipe to just behind his head, where a split had opened in his armour. His gill-lung was now no longer taking in water and expelling it via the same route, instead drawing it in but then expelling through that tube on a continuous cycle. Meanwhile, the fibres throughout his body were twisting and shifting, with muscle expanding gelatinous around them, the fibres then parting and spreading out in the new muscle. The effect made itself felt with a surge of energy as he powered forwards, leaving the other three behind.

‘What?’ Drust asked.

Going deeper into his connection, Valt saw the changes slowly leaching over to the others like osmosis. He was receiving feedback of other changes in them too. The fibres in Drust were braiding tightly and he was forming what seemed to be organic stepper motors at his joints to pull on them. Runner and Shaker were both opening holes through exposed carapace and generating gill structures below them to grab more oxygen that way. In a flash he integrated these changes, assessed speed of change and their present needs, blended them into a whole, and pushed this into the circuit running between all four of them. Clinging to the cliff face above the exit hole, he waited and watched on numerous levels.

They came skimming out, grabbing stone and scrambling up. Like him, they’d discovered they were heavier now, and couldn’t make their suits more buoyant. They came up next to him, undergoing the same changes as him, along with the extras. He sensed braided threads forming through his muscles, and motors slowly expanding at his joints. Underneath all this, a hard stratum of hunger rose, seemingly driven from below by a cold viciousness.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘And no grav.’

Blite

‘I didn’t realize they were twinned,’ said Blite. He’d just asked what Cormac had meant when he told Straeger he was alone now, and received the explanation.

‘That’s information ECS decided to clamp down on,’ Cormac replied. ‘I was never sure of the reasoning for it, until a few decades back. The AIs were entangled, see, and capturing one might enable extraction of information from the other. They could be hostages for each other.’

‘Well, I kinda get that,’ said Blite, as they headed along one of the ship’s corridors. ‘What baffles me is the thought that anyone would try, or even could, capture a Mobius.’

‘Provisions for the future. The Kingdom may be under a smarter ruler, but that comes with its dangers too. The prador are starting to use AI now.’

Blite nodded and glanced at the man. He’d looked half dead just a couple of days ago, and his skin had taken on that metallic sheen of someone just out of vitrification. Now, after two days of only eating and sleeping, which they’d both needed, he had regained bulk, as well as that air of danger. In fact, there was more of an air of danger about him now. Blite sensed deep anger – a deep darkness in the man – and couldn’t dispel the feeling that he was on the edge of murder. Being no stranger to pain himself, he understood on a visceral level that being tortured like that would have such effects.

In their recuperation time, their surroundings had changed too. The Golem Ricardo and ship’s robots had been constantly at work throughout the ship. In fact, the last time Blite had seen this corridor, part of the floor had been melted and collapsed, yet now there was no sign of that.

At the end they finally came to the door into the bridge and halted. Blite noted Cormac fiddling with the sleeve of the metallic jacket he’d had fabricated, over where the Tenkian weapon was sheathed. Neither of them moved to hit the touchpad to open the door. The sense of danger here remained intense, not so much from Matheson but from Will Brice. The man, or creature, had taken to roaming around the ship, and it seemed to Blite that Matheson barely had control over him.

‘That thing functional now?’ Blite asked. He’d already questioned how the hell Cormac had retrieved the weapon, making it appear in Straeger’s ship, and sort of understood the explanation on a purely intellectual level, but viscerally understood it with a name: Penny Royal.

Cormac pulled up his sleeve, and turned over his wrist to expose the holster. The weapon stretched up his arm twice as long as it was wide. Obviously the star opened out once out of the holster, then unfolded further when extending its chain-glass blades. Amazing piece of lethal technology from Algin Tenkian, who’d turned weapons-making into an art. Yet still Blite couldn’t quite fathom the engineering there. The energy densities required had to be phenomenal, with the physical integrity and ruggedness of the thing off any scale he knew. And that was before some kind of shearfield started operating which, according to the agent, was a recent addition. But then, during the first expansion of the Polity, rumours had abounded about the use of alien technology in some inventions, and Blite didn’t have to think too hard to guess which one. That had been a time of discovery of alien remnants, before the AIs realized what they were dealing with and locked down on Jain tech.

‘It’s regrown missing blades and tells me it’s now up to half-function and power, which is still beyond what it was before.’

‘It tells you?’

‘It seems to have become smarter too,’ Cormac replied.

Blite just took that and gestured at the door. ‘Good – it might be needed.’

Cormac shrugged, reached out and stabbed the control. As the door slid aside, they entered the bridge.

Matheson was in his captain’s chair, screen paint functional all around him, with numerous frames open on various views. The bridge too had been tidied up: busted acceleration chairs removed, the floor levelled, and ripped sections replaced. Blite breathed out a sigh of relief on seeing Will Brice wasn’t in here. Whenever he went close to the man – if he could be so described now – he felt he was putting himself into the reach of a particularly vicious predator.

‘What’s the situation?’ Cormac asked.

Matheson’s head turned round further than a human one could, and tracked them as they walked up beside him. He raised a hand and pointed to one screen frame with a scythe-claw. This showed a claw of another kind, in the form of Straeger’s ship. The vessel was a mess, with numerous holes through its hull, and glittering debris floating around it. However, Blite could see pseudo-matter scaffolds in those holes, and robots crawling around them like maggots on rotting meat.

‘It caused its ship a lot of damage trying to kill us and destroy that weapon you carry,’ said Matheson. ‘But it’s a Mobius AI, and doing what would only be possible for us in a shipyard. I estimate it’ll have closed the ship’s weave and be ready to move within hours.’

‘And your ship?’ Cormac enquired smoothly.

‘Hull integrity is restored, thruster function gives us rough manoeuvring, and Ricardo tells me the fusion drive will be restored in seven hours. We need to leave here before then, though.’

Before Cormac could say anything, Blite interjected, ‘Why?’

Both Cormac and Matheson turned to look at him. He suddenly felt nervous and couldn’t figure out where the question had come from. Without thinking, he slid his hand into his pocket, and as soon as his fingers touched a dark surface, it seemed his thoughts began to pursue strange curves.

‘You’re assuming Straeger will come after us, and I understand its reasons to – that its main aim will be to screw you over.’ He nodded at Cormac. ‘And incidentally screw over the rest of us, or stick us back in some AI toolbox. But we know now its goals are larger than that.’

‘Very true,’ said Cormac. ‘But you’re forgetting how those larger goals came into being.’ He tipped his head towards Blite’s pocket. ‘Matheson and I may be lower down on Straeger’s agenda, but I’m guessing you’re still up top.’

Blite snatched his hand out of his pocket as though he’d touched something hot. ‘Still . . .’ Blite struggled to get to what he meant, ‘it came here to drop two Spatterjay-virus-mutated prador on that prador enclave . . .’

‘It weaves something larger now,’ said Matheson. Everything seemed to be related to basketwork to him now.

‘We don’t know how to respond to Straeger’s overall objectives simply because we don’t know them,’ said Cormac. ‘However, here’s something we do know: if it does come after us, we won’t be so lucky this time. It panicked back there because I introduced something it didn’t think was possible, and because it directly related to the death of its twin AI. Whose attitude, I now understand, Straeger’s absorbed through entanglement.’

‘What’s this?’ Matheson asked.

‘Check your recordings,’ said Cormac. ‘Blite and I already discussed it.’

The door at the back of the bridge chose that moment to slide open, and Will Brice lurched in. The monster who’d been a man immediately dropped into a crouch, head jutting forwards, and emitted a threatening hiss. His mouth opened to display a nasty array of shearing teeth that seemed independently mobile. Matheson’s chair whined around and the man, who was perhaps less of a monster, leaned forwards. Both of them froze up as Blite and Cormac moved back, the agent again fiddling with his Shuriken holster. The diorama lasted a full minute, and it seemed the air between the two of them turned hot. At the end of this stand-off Will seemed to give a shrug, turned back towards the door and stood upright again. It opened ahead of him, and he ducked out.

A further silence ensued after the door closed, into which Matheson finally interjected, ‘Yes, you’re right, I’ve been recording everything you’ve said to each other. However, I haven’t had time to look at those recordings. As you can see, I have other concerns.’

‘You’re losing control of him,’ said Blite.

‘Yes, I am, but then I’m hardly in control of myself.’ Matheson looked over to Cormac. ‘You’re also correct that we cannot survive another attack from Straeger, and I for one don’t want to be under its control again. It’s time for us to leave.’

Blite scanned from one to the other of them, then reluctantly reached into his pocket again. Cormac stepped over to him, grim-faced and wincing, and reached out a hand.

Straeger

At least able to fly on fusion now, the Claw parted company with the asteroid it had been moored to. Straeger gazed at another place at the edge of the system, where Matheson’s ship had been. A wave of sick rage passed through him and, as it did so, he knew this wasn’t right at all. He was a logical being, logically seeking power and control over his own environment. He wasn’t a stupid emotional human, or a raging xenophobic prador. Vengeance upon Ian Cormac, and upon that fucking Brass Man, for the death of Ruger had, to his mind, been laudable goals. But not something he should sacrifice much larger goals for, and not something for which he must put himself at risk. And yet, he desperately wanted to go after Matheson’s ship to exact vengeance. Even though he hadn’t been able to extract a U-signature, he had a damned good idea where it was going.

No.

The future had to follow the correct course, and integral to that future was what would be happening on the planet below. Though thus far things seemed to be going well, and swiftly, Straeger knew he must stay in place to ensure everything occurred as it should. So he returned his attention to the planet.

The p-prador had now grabbed their mother, and all but seized control of the enclave. They’d moved fast, in fact worryingly so, and he had little doubt they’d soon have control of the enclave’s entire system, which meant access to all its detectors and security. He needed to prepare for this – since taking such a hit from Cormac and the rest, he was no longer invisible.

Again he fought the wave of entanglement rage at such thoughts and took long seconds to bring himself under control. He concentrated, trying to be thoroughly pragmatic, immediately shutting down repairs to drive systems and other general ship structure; instead he focused all his robots and subminds on the chameleonware. Better . . . He was doing something now. His workers spread out to the hull to work on re-establishing meta-materials there, or their connections. Knowing every second counted, Straeger had the system coming on piecemeal, so to any outside observer his ship would be disappearing a patch at a time.

Both repairing and throwing into operation the chameleonware at the same time was hugely energy-hungry. In fact this created a cascade, as more and more ’ware was needed to hide its own energy usage. Thankfully, despite all the damage to his ship, his U-twist energy source remained intact. He had the kind of resources usually found on nothing less than a top-line interfaced dreadnought.

As half of the ship was concealed across a wide swathe of the electromagnetic spectrum, he began to move it. One chameleon surge covered the gas blast of a thruster to take him on a new course. Other energy-sucking ’ware covered the grav-engines coming on and oiling him away, using the gravity fields of the nearest planets. With prods and touches, he steadily took himself as far from his previous position as possible, while staying in the asteroid field. Then he found the shadowed side of a crater in a large asteroid to bring the Claw down.

Here he rested for a while and fought internal battles, viewing himself deeply and at a fine-grained level, to switch off or reverse connections and ground himself, draining away the poisonous rage. Gradually, what he could confidently call rationality was restored. And with ship’s repairs continuing apace, he once again focused his attention on the data coming in from the enclave, as well as from the hardware he’d secreted in the armour of Valt and Drust. There at least he saw things that cheered and amused him.

Meander

Meander once again found herself buried in debris, only this time it was hot. Had she been an old-style human, she’d have been cooked by now, and most definitely dead, as so many here were. As it was, she simply used the heat to keep the processes in her body ramped up and wormed her way to the surface. Had the orbital strike been an accurate one, her thoroughly enhanced body wouldn’t have been enough to save her. She speculated that the Gilliad must have seen her disappear under chameleonware, then made some predictions about her position.

As she neared the surface, grabbing debris ahead and compacting it behind her, she paused at a body. The woman vaguely resembled a Polity ophidapt. At least her top half did, since all that remained below the waist was trailing intestines. Meander grimaced, then grabbed hold of her and began to shove her into a cavity below, which looked like part of a foamstone wall, then stopped when she detected movement from her. Could she still be alive? No, the four lampreys, attached to the side of her skull behind her ear, and at their other ends along her collar bone, had begun writhing. As Meander watched, they detached themselves and dropped away, to begin squirming through the crevices hereabouts. Apparently the heat didn’t affect them as much as it did conventional life forms. She abruptly snapped her hand out, four times, grabbing each up and crushing it to a pulp in her fist. It struck her as obscene that they’d survived the death of their host.

This place had been a village of sorts – a conglomeration of bubble homes at the edge of fields, and at the beginning of forest, with greenhouses starred out from them, and bright tangles of produce and lurid flowers dotted between. There were people scattered all through, children too, and a weird variety of animals which might have been pets, or might have been some form of agricultural machine. The orbital strike had come down right on top of the place and was the last of four shots along her course. She’d seen the first of them near the edge of the now visible city, then the ensuing three had tracked towards her to destroy the village directly in front of her. Meander acknowledged a feeling of guilt, in that she was the target and had been heading towards this village in the hope of gathering data on what lay ahead. Intellectually she ameliorated that guilt with the knowledge that the Gilliad couldn’t have known she was heading here. She still felt sick, though.

‘Iris?’ she said, as she finally poked her head out into open air and reconnected with the Draft Line network.

‘Ah, she didn’t manage to nail you,’ Iris replied flatly, dropping in new coding even as she did so. Apparently this was so the Gilliad couldn’t penetrate their com.

‘She did manage to nail others.’ Meander looked around. The village was gone but she could see its wreckage, including further bodies on the smoking, heaped-up earth. Beyond where it had been, the trees were down for a kilometre or so, all pointing away from the impact point and all burning.

‘She doesn’t show much concern for her citizens,’ Iris commented, but in a cold pragmatic way that didn’t demonstrate the remorse Meander felt. ‘I detect multiple strikes along your path. But of course I have as much an idea about your position as the Gilliad does. Where are you?’

Meander absorbed this information but decided against giving Iris her location. The haiman should know better than to make such a request through the Draft Line network. Yes, she’d slipped in some more coding and, yes, they seemed to have mostly shunted the Gilliad out of it, but not all the way.

‘What’s your situation now?’ she asked instead.

‘We’re taking the Coin to the Bracken for resources. We should be able to become spaceworthy in about five days. Or rather, sufficiently mobile, weaponized and defended to take out the Gilliad’s railgun.’

Meander now felt guilty about her caution, because Iris had just handed over information the Gilliad would have wanted. Perhaps Iris was trying to show their connection was secure?

‘Five days is a long time,’ Meander noted, pushing out into the open with chameleonware engaged, then quickly breaking into a sprint. For all she knew, the Gilliad might be monitoring the area down to a very fine-grained level and could have seen the disturbance she’d created breaking out of the debris.

‘Best we can do at the moment.’

‘Uh-huh.’

A crackling as of close lightning sounded from behind. Air displacement sent her staggering, then, with a whooshing boom, she found herself running through a rain of hot debris yet again. It gave her no comfort that she’d been right about the Gilliad watching. She mapped the world around her, selected her most probable destination, and chose not to head towards it. Instead she used a randomization function to choose her course for her. This put her amid the fallen and burning trees, running along logs with flames licking over her skin but causing no damage.

‘Something else of interest,’ said Iris.

‘Do tell.’

‘The Draft Line leaders have been in contact. Apparently the Gilliad snatched a selection of equipment to take with her when she fled – a very specific selection.’

‘Send me the list.’

It arrived and Meander checked through it in just a moment. The Gilliad had taken the time machine in which she, Meander, had arrived here in, as well as all the equipment subsequently attached up to that device. She tried to make sense of this. The technology of this world, and of the Gilliad herself, was a thousand years behind that thing. Amazingly the Gilliad had managed to glean some data from it that she could use, but beyond that had been doing little more than looking in a crystal ball. Why would she want the thing now, when it seemed she was intent on re-establishing her rule here?

Meander’s randomized course took her into some still-standing forest, where she sprinted between the trees, avoiding foliage and trying not to disturb the ground. She then began curving back towards the predicted destination. Almost like clockwork, the air crackled and the destination exploded into the air, just at the time she would have arrived there had she gone directly towards it. She ran on through a smoking hail of soil and smouldering plants, until she came to the lip of the crater. Here had been one of the entrances into the tunnel system – a small one, as it was merely a maintenance chute for a ventilation fan. The orbital strike had done precisely as she hoped it would, revealing the tunnel running along ahead. She shot down into the crater, throwing herself over a couple of boulders, and entered the tunnel, going into a graceful roll and coming upright again. She sprinted on ahead, senses and scanning at full alert as she rounded a curve.

‘Ah, fuck,’ she said, coming to a halt.

Whether from orbital strikes, or a detonation down here, the way ahead was blocked. Scanning into the mass of boulders and soil, she saw that it went on just as far as she could penetrate. She turned and headed back fifty metres, and leapt straight upwards. Her head smashed through the louvred cover, and her hands slammed into the sides of the ventilation shaft. This was another point the Gilliad might hit, so she didn’t delay, scrambling straight up the shaft, smashing through a slowly turning fan, then another cover, then out and running a zigzag course through the trees. A few minutes later she came to the further edge of the trees, jumped a fence, and ran on between the rows in a podule field, the city looming up ahead of her.

Leaping another fence, she landed on a road and accelerated, streaking past a perambulating thing that seemed to have an elephant and a combine harvester in its ancestry. Greenhouses swept in around her, then dissolved into warehouses grown from some form of coral. Next she was into this world’s version of suburbia and slowing, as it slid into the by-blow of a forest of fungus trees, and a city centre of some past time. Now she needed to find out where the Gilliad had located herself. The people here, she saw, were wandering about aimlessly, faces blank, and in every case with more than two lampreys attached. Was that it? Had the Gilliad distributed herself all throughout this place? A series of crackling detonations rent the air, and her answer came rolling through the tunnel-like street ahead: a firestorm boiling towards her.

Meander froze, just for a second, then hurled herself over to one side, into a roll. She slammed her fist down into composite roadway, grabbed and pulled. A drain cover, like a spider’s web with thick threads, came up and she dived through the hole. Splashing into filthy water, she scrambled along the drain below, swatting aside a thing like a shieldbug the size of an actual medieval shield, which seemed to be cleaning the walls. Fire boiled in behind her, and the creature screeched as it fried. Fire groped down ahead through another drain cover, and her surroundings seemed to be heaving like something trying to throw up. She dropped into the water and held herself under, going hypoxic, sensing the water heating up around her. She’d survive as long as no orbital strike came down directly on top of her. That was more than she could say for those she’d seen above.

It lasted for an hour, and when Meander finally surfaced, the drain was full of steam and the temperature of a sauna. Scanning her surroundings once again, she saw the city above had taken a similar course to that of the village earlier. She’d been wrong – the Gilliad wasn’t here. And no matter how much she told herself that the entity would have carried through with her trap without any confirmed sighting of Meander, she couldn’t dispel a further deep and gnawing guilt. She began heading along the drain leading out from the burning wreckage above. Going through a composting sphere lined with roots feeding the now non-existent structures above, she finally surfaced in suburbia.

Here houses and warehouses had been flattened; corpses littered the roads. Some survivors wandered about as aimlessly as they had in the city. Taking a random course brought her into an area where buildings, looking like almonds standing on end, leaned against each other. They were seared on one side, but still standing. In a round garden, filled with the spread of a small banyan offering rectilinear leaves, and things like pink bananas, numerous people were just sitting, staring into emptiness. As she watched, some of them began to shed their lampreys. She squatted to observe further, invisible still, and processed a number of matters in her mind. Running around out here put her in danger of dying from one of the few things that could actually kill her. The opportunity to reach the Gilliad, and do something about her before she’d sufficiently entrenched, had passed. There was also the matter of those orbital strikes killing perhaps tens, or even hundreds, of thousands of people down here as the Gilliad sought her out. Meander stood up, walked over to the edge of the garden, and stabbed a hand down to snatch up a lamprey. She grabbed four more, before breaking into another sprint away from this place.

In a building like a hollow gourd, which by the mess inside had obviously been rolled from its previous location by the blasts, she shut off her chameleonware. She sat down on what had once been a side wall. Still clutching the lampreys, she made internal changes, softening her skin above her collar bone and routing nutrient feeds to that point – she knew the things made mental connection at the skull, and took their food from the upper chest, or from the organic suit in the case of the Draft Line. She also softened the skin of her scalp and opened pores through her skull, via which, in just a moment, she began growing interdiction nanothreads. The lampreys had clearly been ordered to detach, so the Gilliad likely thought the people here of no further use to her, and didn’t want them subsequently grabbed up by the Preece consensus. What she’d then intended to do with the creatures Meander had no idea. But getting them to attach again before they went where the Gilliad had intended would require some work.

Meander raised the first one up to her skull, held it in place as it tried to squirm from her grasp, and injected her threads into the thing. Having already explored the biology of these creatures, she found the requisite switches to activate it again. It bit down on her skin and tried to inject its own fibres, but they hit skull too hard to penetrate, and pores too small to allow them through. Then they died when she cut them off at their source. Still following its program, the thing attached above her collar bone and sucked on her blood. She then attached the rest of them, and spent an hour deep in their programming, ensuring identifiers and locator carrier signal had been erased. Next, taking a calming breath and touching upon her mental resources, she connected first into the Draft Line consensus, then pushed beyond it into the mad chaos of their erstwhile ruler.

‘Hello, Gilliad,’ she said, and fell into another world.

Matheson

Matheson watched the agent and Blite. Even though they’d struck a deal, he didn’t trust them at all, especially Cormac. But they were just ten per cent of his attention, while the rest he focused on Will Brice. It seemed the barely controllable disgust and fear he felt for Jain technology in him, and in others, had focused on the once-man, and for good reason. He understood the nature of things now. The virus had been altered in the Prador Kingdom to focus on changes complementary to the genus of its host. Therefore prador took arthropod revisions, and humans received mammalian ones. Though of course the taxonomy of all that was a bit questionable when it came to the wide array of alien species. He understood that the pattern meshed at viable nodes of change – and of course that was an Atheter understanding. Nevertheless, this had been done for a very specific reason: to keep the Jain soldier in abeyance; to keep the Squad from coming through.

In the cases of Ulnar and Will Brice it had failed.

Matheson had some idea why this had happened, but had avoided thinking deeply on the issue. It raised Ulnar Brice’s death in his mind, about which he felt at once relieved and guilty. Also, due to their intimate mental connection, the danger in thinking about it was that it could bleed over to Will. And Matheson wasn’t entirely sure even he’d be able to survive the result of that. Now he knew he could avoid thinking about it no longer, because Will Brice, in conjunction with Matheson’s visceral Atheter reaction to Jain tech, was becoming a problem.

The altered virus shouldn’t have dropped back into its near-random selection of alteration, and it shouldn’t have allowed its squad element to express so strongly. He suspected interference. The first candidate was, of course, Straeger. But when he wove together all the logical threads of that into a whole, he saw it was a messy weave. The Mobius AI’s aim had been to create hunters tough enough to survive transition through U-space, and to hunt down and kill the agent and his allies. Certainly a Jain soldier would have been apt to the task. But Straeger, even as obviously unbalanced as it was, wouldn’t be stupid enough to think it could maintain any control over such an entity. No, there was a larger weave here he wasn’t yet seeing, and he felt sure the weaver had a particular dark intelligence.

Then there were the threads webbed through his body, from which, no matter how deeply he went into himself, he could see no macroscopic or even microscopic effect. However, that didn’t discount a nano- or even picoscopic effects which were well below his ability to perceive. Therefore he needed to look at things he knew. Why would the dark AI want the Brice brothers turning into something so monstrous? Why had he taken on so many of the characteristics of the Atheter? And why, the last time he’d seen her, had Sheen started to return to humanity? These he perceived as threads in the larger weave, though admittedly one in which the foibles of its designer might be expressed. And . . . he’d allowed himself to be distracted by this for too long.

It was as if Will Brice had waited for the distraction. Matheson received the alert in the form of Ricardo’s yell into the system – his protest and his whining question of ‘Why now?’ The man-Golem answered his own question with the bitter observation that, of course, it was because he’d finished repairing the fusion drive, and now his usefulness was at an end, just as he slammed into the wall for the second time. Matheson briefly switched his attention to Cormac and Blite in Medical, and thanked fate that Will hadn’t gone after them. He had no idea what would have happened had the agent been killed while acting as a U-jump engine for his ship. Perhaps they’d have ended up trapped in that continuum. He climbed out of his chair, hardening his connection to Will. And on levels that included human language as only a small component, he told him to stop.

Will turned his nightmare head and looked up at the nearest cam, as Ricardo levered himself out of the dent in the wall. The impact had split his much-repaired syntheskin and flesh, and one shoulder had disappeared into the side of his chest. It popped out with a crunching sound, and he immediately hurled himself into a sprint away, along the corridor. Matheson’s control slipped, and Will went after Ricardo on all fours, running like a wolf. He snapped his maw closed on the back of Ricardo’s leg and whipped his head to one side. Ricardo hit the wall again as Will spat out the lower part of his leg below the knee, then froze, watching.

‘Don’t fucking run!’ Matheson told Ricardo, heading out of the back of the bridge.

‘That’s not a fucking option now!’ Ricardo replied.

But it seemed that staying still wasn’t enough either, because Will went for him again, picking him up by his damaged arm and shaking him with a sound like a whip cracking. Ricardo bounced along the corridor, sans arm. As Matheson entered the corridor, with Ricardo sliding to a halt just a few metres from his feet, he saw how this was like a cat playing with its prey. Doing nothing might result in the cat growing bored and wandering away, but equally it might result in having one’s head chewed off.

‘Will Brice!’ he shouted.

Will raised his head from peering down at Ricardo, who’d now begun crawling back past Matheson, and hissed. The shout had been enough, entering as it did through remaining human senses and sensibilities, for Matheson to regain some measure of control. But Brice writhed in his mental grip, and Matheson understood this had been Will’s testing of boundaries. He advanced, pushing harder, feeling viral fibres snapping and reconfiguring in his mind. Will fought back by blocking signals, or routing them away from the control nodes of what had become a distributed mind. Matheson needed something more here, and by an act of will he expanded the neural transit down the fibres of his arms. Then, holding up his scythe-claw hands, he focused on the ridged palms. There, in just a few seconds, blisters appeared, then expanded into circular calluses, out of which rose a series of thorns. He hadn’t wanted to get this close, but it was necessary. He’d briefly considered, and dismissed, the idea of U-jumping Will out into U-space. Firstly, his ability to do so wasn’t anywhere near back to how it had been before. But he also knew such an attempt would result in the agent’s control crashing, and the ship likely returning to the real turned inside out.

Will continued hissing, and Matheson felt his abhorrence increasing as he drew closer. Will Brice was an unraveller – an entity that didn’t fit into any pattern, and whose purpose was to destroy them all. Either he shouldn’t exist, or Matheson shouldn’t exist . . . Matheson clamped down on that, retaining enough of his human thinking to know the thoughts arose out of something integral to the Atheter. It was what had resulted in their racial suicide, rather than continuing the destructive cycle in which Jain tech had trapped them. With milky saliva spattering him, he slammed his hands in, one on either side of Will’s head, and injected fibres. Will tried to pull his hands away, but Matheson dug his scythe-claws into hard skull. With a hissing shriek, Will threw them both against the wall, then they were rolling along the floor, thrashing. Matheson made connections at once, but not as many as he would have liked. Though a large chunk of Will’s brain remained in his skull, the distributed nature of the rest made it hard to access. This was, of course, perfect for a soldier in wars, where even thoughts were weapons.

Will kept tearing at Matheson’s hands, as they crashed through a wall into a cabin that had once actually been Will’s. And with his foot claws, he tore at Matheson’s body. In return, Matheson raised his own foot claws, heavily endowed with those scythes, and gave as good as he got. But the physical conflict was just the outward expression to the real one going on inside Will; wounds zipped up just as fast as they opened, fractured and splintered bones snapped back whole, as if their every surface was painted with wound glue, and even lost fluids tracked back towards their hosts.

Inside Will, Matheson tracked down neural nodes and connected, even as Will’s fibres sought to break those connections. He was winning, slowing the Brice brother down and gradually imposing his will. Yet on another level, he felt the battle to be in sight of a cold observer steadily making notes, and knew he wouldn’t be able to win against Will like this for much longer. Finally, their thrashing came to an end, and Matheson hauled Will up out of the wreckage, obedient before him while his hands were locked to his long skull. But what to do now? He couldn’t remain attached to the once-man like this for much longer. His gaze strayed to movement over to one side, and there he saw, amazingly, that Ricardo had returned, balanced on one leg, carrying a laser carbine with his remaining arm. Had the man-Golem discovered courage at last? The answer to his question about what to do also arrived with Ricardo. At one time the man-Golem had been the most dangerous entity aboard this ship, and Matheson had found a way to deal with that.

‘Hit him,’ he instructed.

The laser carbine fired, burning a hole into Will’s neck, but not punching through as it would have with a normal human being. Will reacted, jerking and writhing, then grew still as Matheson retained his grip on the Brice brother’s distributed mind. Ricardo fired again, burning out one eye, then tracked down with the beam on constant, trying to slice off an arm and failing. The wrecked cabin space filled with smoke. He tried to cut off a leg too, and failed at that as well. No matter – Matheson could sense the extent of the damage and knew it was weakening Will, ablating away the material of his being. Without feeding, he’d remain weak, at least for a time.

The firing stopped and then, bending over in a way impossible for a human, still clutching the carbine, Ricardo walked on one arm and one leg to a different position. This alone signalled something to Matheson beyond the man-Golem’s discovery of courage. Ricardo had changed in some fundamental way.

Ricardo started firing again. But now, rather than try to lop off limbs in vengeance, he was hitting much more critical areas. Burning in through the torso, intently focused on one point, he put out one of those neural nodes. He then focused nominally on one thigh, and put out another. He’d wiped out five of them by the time the carbine guttered out. Matheson detached one hand from Will’s head, but kept the other in place and his control rigid, watching intently for any attempt to route around it. He then walked Will out of the wreckage, along the corridor and to the stairs going down. When he finally reached the hold he’d been aiming for, he paused at the door, memories playing silly games in his skull, as he seemed to look back to some different age displayed in a virtuality.

At his mental order, the door popped open and he swung it aside. Glancing back, he saw Ricardo on the stairs, just watching. He led Will in and up to the clamp in which he’d trapped Ricardo what felt like an age ago. Operating the controls to open it up, he forced Will to climb onto the lower platen and pull in his arms close to his body. At another order, the upper platen came down again, driven by the huge hydraulic cylinders. Matheson retracted his other hand from Will’s head at the last moment. The machine juddered on Will’s tough body, then the cylinder whined and increased power. Matheson thought to stop it at that point, so as not to hurt Will any further. But then he dismissed that human empathy and allowed the press to go up to full power, engaging ratchets to maintain the pressure. What he needed here was as much damage to Will as the press could cause. Because, in the end, he knew it wasn’t a case of stopping him, but merely slowing him down. He’d eventually find a way around both the mental and physical pressure.

Will flattened under the press, bulging out and developing splits in some places. But it was like pressing down on rubber, and Matheson knew that once the press came off, he’d rapidly return to his previous shape, or perhaps change into something worse. The press reached its limit, the ratchet clicking to the last and holding it in place. He set it to start up again should material resistance drop off, and looked around to take in the cams, ensuring they were all working. Then he headed out, closing the door behind him.

‘Weld the door shut?’ Ricardo enquired.

Matheson was about to swear at him, when he realized the man-Golem was making a joke. He frowned at Ricardo, knowing his face couldn’t show it in the way intended, and headed back up to the bridge.
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Cormac

Was this going to be the standard now every time he jumped something using the black diamond? With one part of his mind he could feel the strain and was responding to the cross-currents of U-space, heaving the ship by an act of will to its destination. He could see their arrival point ahead too, and in enough detail to know the fighting on Yossander’s Hold wasn’t finished. The hot pinpricks visible to him on the planet’s surface indicated orbital strikes hitting home. He assumed the battle against the prador from the asteroid was ongoing, though this judgement came with his customary cynicism.

With another part of his mind, he dropped back in a virtuality. He understood his previous experiences of them had apprised him of who his enemy was and why, and by some sleight of a godlike AI’s hand they’d also delivered Shuriken back to him. But he had no idea what this one was all about. The plain now in front of him, in this virtuality, was a chessboard, with pieces scattered here and there which reminded him of those same pieces on such a board, but also had something of Penny Royal in them. Gazing across it, he had an intense memory rise up of playing chess with the alien entity Dragon – a game whose outcome he still wasn’t sure he understood correctly. And so it seemed here.

As he strolled along between them, the pieces, which stood twice his height, made occasional moves. And he became aware of an infinite series of such boards which, in some further U-space perception, seemed to run down and down below this one, with these moves each slightly different on each particular board. Every so often after a move, he spied one of those other boards simply screwing up and disappearing in a puff of smoke. He grimaced. Just like Dragon, Penny Royal seemed to like being annoyingly Delphic. It was possible all would be revealed at a later date, supposing he survived to the end of the show, and supposing Penny Royal was imparting to him some relevant information here at all.

‘Have you ever considered just saying what you mean?’ he asked out loud.

At once a knight loomed over him – he couldn’t tell whether he’d moved over to it, or it to him. The horse head peered down at him atop a wide, armoured, human body. The whole thing consisted of glittering and shifting black crystal planes. It held out a flat hand and raised it, changing Cormac’s perception of the infinite series of other chessboards, so they scribed around, into a loop attached to a long string of the same. The hand closed and one board at the intersection of the loop and string shrivelled and smoked away. Its collapse affected further boards in the loop, and they began scrunching out of existence too. The process then went into cascade, like a burning fuse, quickly snuffing out the entire loop.

‘I suppose you’re far too elevated to use actual words,’ Cormac said sarcastically.

The knight tipped back its head and gave a neighing laugh. The virtuality then folded away as the ship arrived at its destination and Cormac heaved it out into the real. Reality flashed in around him, sending the tatters of the virtuality into the realm of dreams, and he opened his eyes.

‘Fucking thing,’ said Blite, juggling the black diamond from hand to hand.

Cormac replayed events: him lying on the slab in Medical with the diamond clutched in his hand. Blite coming in at the appointed time. The thing falling from Cormac’s grasp as he surfaced the ship, and Blite stooping to pick it up. Apparently it was hot and, peering down at his hand, Cormac saw red skin and blisters. Blite finally put the gem back in his pocket.

‘You don’t look so bad this time,’ he said.

Cormac abruptly sat upright, and had to steady himself against a feeling of imbalance. He realized, with his U-sense extended throughout the ship and beyond, it was from the drag of the fusion drive firing up. It seemed that, during the U-jump, Ricardo and his robots had done their job. Whether this would result in better treatment for the man-Golem from Matheson he doubted. Cormac then inspected himself.

He did feel good, and the diagnostic feed from his nanosuite showed that no part of him had died. Though he’d honed down again, with not a scrap of fat left on his frame, he was healthy and still had energy reserves. He eyed the autosurgeon beside him and looked down at the series of tubes running into his right arm and torso. They’d taken the precaution of preloading him with nutrients, sugars and fats in fast-transfer organelles, and had kept that feed going throughout the jump. Checking stats, he saw that up until now he’d been burning through close to ten thousand calories an hour. Thinking further about it, this wasn’t actually so much in the way of energy, for shifting a few thousand tonnes of inert matter light years via U-space. Without waiting for the surgeon to remove the tubes, Cormac pulled them. The surgeon lurched forwards, quickly extending a tube on the end of a jointed arm that, with a slapping sound, and motions almost too quick to follow, sealed each leaking wound on him with circles of artificial skin. Cormac swung his legs off the slab and stood up.

‘Everything good?’ he asked. ‘Anything happen?’

‘Ricardo was busted up by Will Brice, but not terminally so,’ Blite replied. ‘Matheson locked Will in one of the holds and just sits in his chair looking constipated. I think he’s expending all his efforts keeping Will locked down.’

‘A dangerous creature,’ Cormac opined, as they went to the door and out, heading for the bridge.

They both knew this was an understatement. Will Brice’s present behaviour resembled that of a slightly psychotic mercenary looking for a fight. However, over the years Cormac had learned a great deal about the Spatterjay virus and the Jain tech which formed its core. He’d discovered this technology was actually the biological schematic of a squad of Jain soldiers hidden in the virus which, due to the virus’s evolution and mutation, were unable to escape it. Yet, if certain circumstances prevailed, it was possible for those soldiers to work free. He’d picked up on rumours of this happening with other infected people a couple of times, and was well aware that Will Brice could become something genocidally lethal.

Cormac was about to say more on this matter when his gridlink, recovering function after being wholly occupied with U-space maths, began loading local data and links. As ever, when coming into a new situation, or one that might have changed, Cormac exercised caution. The series of connections lined up in his mind ready for him to access. He raised connectivity up just one level to glean more data without committing, and studying them revealed disparities. He could comlink to the Gilliad, but noticed that her tactical feed had separated out from another new tactical feed down there. He noticed that, though there was some prador chatter from down below too, it was nowhere near high enough to indicate they were fighting. Instead it showed a dispersion of individuals, or small groups. He could comlink to the strong signal from the haiman Iris, but this link was turning like a shadowed sphere, which implied she was busy with some heavy computing. So, as ever, Cormac went to one other comlink and a trusted source.

‘What the fuck is happening down there?’ he asked in his mind, as he and Blite reached the bridge and stepped inside.

He glanced at Matheson, still in his captain’s chair, then went over and leaned against a console. His immediate surroundings became distant as he truncated time in his link to account for the signal delay to and from the planet.

‘Oh you’re alive,’ said Arach. ‘Seems it’s true that good men die young and bastards live for ever.’

Even as the spider drone spoke, he transmitted a series of information packets that Cormac opened up. After only a minor security examination, he had his link load them directly into his mind. Cormac winced as he grasped the gist of the matter, while Arach offered commentary.

‘Seems Meander’s recounting of the future of this world doesn’t include the Gilliad, and she took exception to that. She’s managed to exterminate a goodly number of the Draft Line, to whom the future apparently belongs, and tried to take out other threats to her rule like us. Now she’s moved on to bombing any part of her population she loses control of. Fortunately most population centres with a high density of the Draft Line have shielding.’

Cormac ran through the rest of it. Meander had seemingly taken it upon herself to bring down the Gilliad, which had instigated the present increased orbital strikes against the world. Though losing control of much of the population, the Gilliad still controlled a railgun on one moon. And, given enough time, she was capable of depopulating her world. Cormac then slewed into the efforts of the others to get the Coin up and running. The death of Carlstone surprised him. But, no matter how well trained and professional a person might be, they couldn’t avoid the random vicissitudes of war. Then, with a weird feeling of déjà vu and a glance at Matheson, he saw what had happened to Sheen Brice. He noted the Bracken down there, yet to come under fire, though strikes out in the ocean beyond it where the Coin lay down deep. The situation was chaotic and raised numerous questions. It all became even more complicated when he received a further package from the haiman Iris.

He was a lot more careful in opening this one, and ran numerous security checks. When he finally did come to it, he didn’t load it directly so he’d just know its contents, instead viewing it at one remove. It appeared that Meander had turned into something resembling the far-future human, Mask – a majorly advanced form of humanity from a thousand years in the future. It also seemed the Gilliad had secured Meander’s time machine, and was doing something with it. He winced. Though he knew it to be a reality, and in some sense handled it when U-jumping, he truly didn’t like digging into the complications of time travel. And then, flashing through his mind, he saw the loop of chessboards and gleaned some intimation of what Penny Royal had been hinting at. It would require careful thought, but right then he could clearly see some actions to take, and some lies to tell. He began editing the information with which he’d been presented, pushed himself away from the console and turned to Matheson.

‘Matheson, we have a problem to solve,’ he said.

The man’s head slowly turned towards him. Did it look a bit more human now, or was it simply that Cormac was becoming used to it?

‘What?’

‘Sheen Brice is out of the cold coffin, alive and well, and down on the planet. But if the situation continues as it is there, she might not be alive and well for much longer.’

Matheson did have enough human expression to wince, just as Cormac had earlier, but for an entirely different reason. Through their connection, Will Brice had perceived Cormac’s words about Sheen and was reacting. Movement within the compass of Cormac’s U-sense drew his attention. He saw now what Matheson had managed to do with Will Brice – trapping him in what looked like a hydraulic press, and doubtless keeping him there through huge mental effort. Now it was failing and Will was writhing under the press. He pushed up a plate that was held down with the weight of a hundred tonnes, wrenching an arm free and breaking chunks of ceramal away as though the thing was made of biscuit.

‘Give me detail on that,’ Matheson said tightly.

‘The railgun on the moon . . .’ Cormac began.

Iris

She extruded her spider legs from her armour, punching their points into the cabin floor. It was as if she was trying to stop some storm of fate from blowing her away. That fucking Meander had survived yet again, and was now pushing into direct contact with the Gilliad via the swarm entity’s organic components – those lampreys. Iris couldn’t stop her and couldn’t locate her. Though still on the edge of crazy, the Gilliad was recovering sanity of a kind and might reveal things to Meander that Iris didn’t want her to know. And now the fucking agent was back.

She couldn’t hold against the storm and finally leapt, tearing up more of the floor and slamming into the wall, clinging there with her spider legs stabbed through the composite. She drove her armoured fist into it, punching right through. It was only when an alert went through the ship’s system, and Judice sent her a query, that she stopped herself going any further. She’d severed an optical cable in the wall. She quickly inserted programming to cover this, managing to twist things so that, to the crew, it turned out to be an uncorrected fault from damage the ship had taken previously. Judice went away again. Iris now dived deep into her own system, and her body’s nanosuite, to bring herself under control.

Abruptly she detached from the wall, rolled in the cage of her spider legs, and came upright, retracting them into her carapace. She looked around at the damage she’d caused in her cabin, then extruded just two of her spider legs and opened up the ends on a variety of tools. She set to work, making repairs. It would have been easier to summon one of the ship’s robots, but she gave herself the chore as punishment for her irrational behaviour. She also found herself able to think more clearly while going about something practical like this.

So, the agent was back, Meander was trying to communicate with the Gilliad, and, oh, the cherry on top was that Sheen Brice had somehow combined with that device in the Bracken. Now the ship’s capabilities to produce the components Iris wanted might be out of reach. She felt another surge of rage thinking about the agent. What the hell had happened with Straeger? She’d tried to get a response from it and, on a subprogram, was still trying. Had Cormac managed to kill a Mobius fucking AI? She sighed out a breath, froze for a moment to stop herself causing more damage, and pulled herself under control again.

One thing at a time. First Meander.

Working through the Gilliad, Iris had blocked her for the interim, but that couldn’t last. Now she needed to do something about it. Still holding herself rigid, she did something she’d been holding back from for a while: she ran a full penetration of the swarm entity, then inserted herself in at the interface. This wasn’t something she could have done before, because it would’ve been too unsubtle and obvious to the Draft Line, as well as to entities such as Arach and Crane. But with the Gilliad all but disconnected, it wouldn’t be so now.

In the swirling chaos of the Gilliad’s mind, but with its logical structures reforming, Iris felt the moment of recognition.

‘Iris, is that you?’ the Gilliad asked. ‘Where are you?’

The creature tried to reach out to the Draft Line at once. But even before blocking Meander, Iris had cut out the rational thinking of the Gilliad from them some days ago. She considered giving explanations, not so much because she cared about what the Gilliad thought, but just to clarify things in her own mind. She then rejected the idea as a waste of her valuable time, and began shutting down communication at that level.

‘I can change it all!’ the Gilliad exclaimed, the declaration sounding like a plea for forgiveness, before fizzing away into irrelevance.

Iris considered engaging with Meander at once, in place of the Gilliad, before the agent managed to shut down the railgun. However, she still had some time to spare. The railgun wasn’t the only weapon up on that moon, and deep in the systems up there she prepared. Perhaps that might solve the Cormac problem, though she doubted it.

Unfreezing herself, she continued her repairs of the damaged floor, softening composite and straightening it out, deposition welding and flattening out the welds. So, she had possible ways of solving her Meander and Cormac problems. Then there was Arach and Crane. The Gilliad herself was one solution regarding them. To everyone but Iris, the creature was still a major threat. She could give the Gilliad’s location to Crane and Arach and, being creatures of action, they’d probably try to go after her, as Meander was doing. Also, if the agent survived what was to come, which was likely, he’d be coming down here soon and she could perhaps persuade him to send them. But, as ever, her plans had to remain protean, as the changing circumstances dictated. She finished straightening out the dents and welding the splits in the floor, then moved on to the damaged wall.

It wasn’t enough.

The probabilities were high that both Cormac and Meander would end up proximal and dangerous. She needed to break away and move herself to a less vulnerable position. But she also needed to think about her objectives now. If Straeger was out of the picture, what could she gain here? The answer was instant and obvious: haimen. She was right on the edge of slipping into complete control of the population and capacity of an entire world. The Draft Line, and others here, were eager for the changes she could make to them. Yes, she’d still see about obtaining the components she needed from the Bracken. If that wasn’t now possible, it just meant things wouldn’t go as quickly as Straeger had wanted, but not necessarily be a problem for her. She’d then position herself in the Draft Line, putting an army between herself and those who might stand against her. Quite possibly she wouldn’t even need them, if she was smart, if she kept her impulses under control . . .

Iris stopped her work on the wall and leaned her forehead against it. Other thoughts sprang out of control, about Blite and that diamond, about how they might all leave this world but Meander might stay, as well as about the prador and what Straeger had been doing, and what that might result in. She segued into the fact an army couldn’t protect her from someone who could simply U-jump to her location. There was a whole knot of complications, and at any time things could go very badly for her. She sighed out a breath.

No.

First she’d play the role of the Gilliad and talk to Meander, then she’d follow the mutable course she’d mapped out. And she would respond, if necessary, with violence. But her main aim, she now decided, wasn’t controlling the Draft Line and their world, it was to go directly to one of their ships.

It was time for her to get the hell out of here.

Meander

The chaos and the mad muttering lasted for hours. Every time she seemed to be connecting to something at least a little rational, it kept slipping away from her. If the Gilliad was like this, how the hell was she controlling anything at all? But it was just when Meander decided she was wasting her time and started to pull out that things began to cohere.

The virtuality first appeared as a cyst in organic chaos, then it opened out into the world, with only the small area Meander occupied being in focus. It was a vast oblate chamber, with lampreys laid across the floor, all aiming inwards to a central point and there rising up into the human form of the Gilliad. This was the visual representation, but on other levels data flows reached out for Meander like claws, cycling into her connection – those lampreys attached to her skull, and then flowing out to a new, abruptly connected cyst. The attack had more coherence than she’d expected, so perhaps the Gilliad had been luring her into a false sense of security before. Meander gazed into the cyst.

Here she saw the internal workings of the railgun on the moon. The back end of the thing sat in a dome, ringed with massive shock absorbers, along with the fibrous cogs and racks to position it for targeting. Draft Line soldiers were in there, in organic suits that had grown into spiky baroque coverings. There were ten of them in all, linked together with snaking pipes, and seemingly rooted before the Polity-manufacture instruments which controlled the gun. She saw two of them down on the floor, heads raw and bloody where they’d torn away their lampreys. The others were so loaded with the creatures it appeared as if they were wearing helmets of the things, with only their eyes visible. Pipes also ran to their noses and mouths, feeding them whatever they needed to stay alive.

‘It won’t work,’ Meander said, as the probes into her found zero location data, and zero in the limited memories of the lampreys she’d applied.

The Gilliad groped after further information, found none, withdrew, and then slammed back with comlife probes to try and punch into Meander’s mind. These things were hard and strong, and seemed more like the product of crystal AI than an organic intelligence. But the Gilliad’s access was limited through the nanothreads, and what did bleed through Meander simply routed into non-existence. She allowed it for a minute longer, then replied with her own attack. The Gilliad shrugged this off with surprising ease, so Meander then diverted to more subtle probes that’d not alert defences, feeling the Gilliad do the same. In their mental space, they wrapped around each other like two octopuses trying to kill one another, snaring and absorbing information, clamping down on losses, throwing up distractions. As the battle continued, Meander tried further techniques to slip around barriers, but found them being copied. The Gilliad’s speed and exactitude kept surprising her, for they had not been present before, and seemed to belie the surrounding loom of chaotic madness.

‘What do you want!’ the Gilliad shrieked.

‘I want you to stop killing your own people.’

In the railgun cyst, connections juddered, and one of the Draft Line soldiers staggered back from a console, clutching his head. From the Gilliad she felt a stab of cold annoyance, which was uncharacteristic too. Overlaid on this slid a weird tangle of vector calculations, and she caught a glimpse of a railgun shot deflecting off high atmosphere, then bouncing out into space. She wondered if those soldiers on the floor, and what had just happened, were the result of Iris’s work. The temptation arrived to contact the haiman woman, but she clamped down on it, suspicious this was a subtle attack, a suspicion that was then confirmed. The Gilliad had inserted the thought in the hope of tracing Iris’s signal back to her, and thus locating her.

‘Their deaths are on you,’ the Gilliad replied, her voice multiplying and echoing. ‘I have to defend myself from you.’

‘You no longer have to do that,’ Meander replied. ‘I’ve decided that the cost of going after you isn’t worth it. I’m also wondering if my judgement of my place in this milieu is correct.’

‘The cost can increase, even if you turn away,’ said the Gilliad. ‘Get off my world or I will simply continue killing.’

‘Thank you,’ said Meander. ‘I ascertain the threat is real, which means that you don’t mind wiping out most of the population. I even see your target selection includes every population centre on land and under the sea.’

‘Yes, it’s real. Get off my world or, if you like, give me your location now. Think of the lives you can save by sacrificing yourself.’ Then, after a pause, Meander felt her uncertainty, and the Gilliad said, ‘Why do you thank me?’

‘Because you just demonstrated you’re not in distributed form around your world, or you wouldn’t countenance such loss of life.’ Meander waved a hand at their surroundings. ‘And you also let slip that this isn’t just a virtual creation but a real image. You’re in an underground chamber, it seems.’

Anger killed the verbal exchange as the Gilliad lashed at her, and Meander used the opportunity to sink further probes and garner new information. The Gilliad wasn’t only underground but also under the sea. She made sure to record in memory every detail of this place, and then everything of another cyst she’d managed to open, briefly revealing her time machine with other equipment attached up all around it.

‘I’ll return to the capital,’ Meander interjected as the anger began to wane. ‘I’ll no longer seek you out.’

The fury rose again from the Gilliad, but without concomitant attack. ‘I will keep killing until you give me your location!’ she exclaimed.

Meander felt a sick guilt, because in contacting her like this, she’d revealed that she cared about the people here, giving the Gilliad the idea to harm them further. But if the future was all Draft Line, perhaps she wanted to eliminate them all anyway. Once again rationalization didn’t dispel the guilt. Then, sliding into her mind, on the same impetus that had sent her after the Gilliad in the first place, a new radical idea occurred. Perhaps she should sacrifice herself? Shadows loomed in her mind, and even the subsequent belated realization that the thought had occurred at the Gilliad’s instigation didn’t dispel it. In five days, even with Iris interfering in the process, the Gilliad could kill tens, if not hundreds, of millions. Abruptly she reached up and tore away the things attached to her skull.

‘Damn you,’ she said.

Back out in the open air she kept her chameleonware operating and broke into a fast run, heading out of the ruined city. Pausing in the shade of a gnarled pine tree, and still with a healthy degree of paranoia after that encounter, she carefully opened a connection to the Draft Line. Through this, another connection very swiftly locked on to her like a leech.

‘Where are you?’ Iris asked, something odd in her tone.

‘That’s not information I’m eager to share. I’m not going after the Gilliad any more, but she’s threatened to continue bombarding the Draft Line.’

Iris appeared to her in virtuality, opening up their connection further. It annoyed Meander to detect similar subtle probes like those from the Gilliad, and she denied them. She didn’t consider the Draft Line consensus secure, and Iris shouldn’t either.

‘No matter,’ said Iris blithely. ‘The creature’s power is waning, and shortly she’ll be losing her railgun.’

‘You’re ready to go?’

‘No – there’s been an arrival.’

Iris pushed to open the connection even further, displaying a ship up in vacuum. It took Meander a second to recognize Matheson’s ship, and she wondered what this could mean. Her query was without words, and Iris’s reply was simply a metallic star revolving in the air. Meander laughed, but was uncomfortable with the way Iris kept opening up the bandwidth – with enough data flying around, this could expose Meander’s position. Was the haiman arrogant, or was something else at play out here? She shut the connection down.

May

Through the Bracken’s screens May saw the strike out at sea, then the sea bulging up. She threw herself into the nearest chair, and it closed around her as the blast of fire and steam exploded upwards. A second later a wave hit, and she felt the massive weight of the Bracken shift under its impact.

‘How the hell did that miss?’ she asked.

‘Lasers,’ Arach commented.

‘What?’ May asked.

‘Busy,’ Arach replied abruptly. Since they’d come to the bridge, he had physically plugged into the ship’s system, while her aug highlighted a huge amount of data chatter in his vicinity. By way of compromise, he shot her an information package. She opened it to see a schematic of her ship and something grown throughout it, with links to rapidly changing energy and resource stats. It irritated her that he expected her just to take all this in like a haiman, or perhaps someone with a gridlink. Then she admitted that everything wasn’t about her, and he really was very busy on the mental plane and tossing her crumbs. So she tried to work it out herself, by checking through ship’s functions over the last few minutes.

The hardfield generator had powered up but hadn’t initiated. All the collision lasers had fired up too, some minutes before the impact down here. She was baffled for a second, however, because even though these lasers were more powerful than before, they shouldn’t be able to stop a railgun strike, or reach the installation on the moon, as they appeared to have done. Then she realized: ablation. Railgun missiles received no guidance after being fired. The lasers must have hit the slug at the extreme of their range, and kept on it during its descent, burning and evaporating material from one side. It’d been just enough to change its course, putting it out at sea rather than directly on top of the Bracken. She didn’t feel particularly reassured by this, but neither did she feel any fear. At a sound behind she turned to look at Crane, as he levered himself from his position leaning against the bridge wall, turned around and exited. May flicked a gaze at Arach, hesitated for a second, then leapt out of her chair to follow Crane.

In the corridor outside, she nearly ran straight into one of the surviving Draft Line soldiers. He stared at her, puzzled, for a long moment, as lost in his mind as Arach, then finally spoke.

‘She is a component of our future,’ he said.

‘What?’ May’s annoyance rose at her second moment of bafflement, but then she paused to appreciate it, knowing that such emotions were waning in her. ‘Who are you talking about?’

‘The haiman,’ he replied. ‘It’s in the texts.’

Irritation remained and she pushed past him, heading after Crane as he disappeared round a corner. She finally caught up with him as he climbed a ladder, into an open airlock, then pushed open a top hatch and hauled himself out. She quickly followed, to join him on the upper hull of the Bracken. Crane stood there stolidly, gazing towards the horizon, where it seemed a thunderstorm was raging. He turned to look at her and pointed at it.

‘The Coin,’ she said.

He gave a grave nod, then, holding his hat in place, tilted his head back to look upwards. The strike came just a second later, and she could feel it juddering through her feet. This time ablation hadn’t been enough, because the hardfield activated. The crackling blast seemed to pull at her bowels, then the shriek afterwards vibrated her eardrums. A streak of fire extended out from a briefly lit hardfield above, then cut a line through the sea a few kilometres out. The hardfield had been slanted so as not to take the full impact, but rather divert it. A second after that, steam belched from the sea at points all around the drift island. She looked down and saw arm-thick tendrils, of the Penny Royal stuff that had absorbed Sheen, running down into the sea. One was still on the move, snaking down to the water, and she focused on that. At its far end it was changing, sprouting diamond-shaped plates in a parallel array. The structure looked exactly like what it was: a heat sink. The hardfield generator had transformed the energy from the railgun missile impact into heat, and sent it out here. Were they safe now?

A clonk behind alerted her to nearby movement, and she saw the soldier from earlier climbing out onto the hull. Meanwhile another one clambered up the side further down; still others who’d been on the drift island were walking in. She wondered whether this should worry her, but a glance at Crane dismissed the idea. The first soldier was out, then offering a hand to another coming up the ladder. A second hatch opened further along, and yet another of them emerged. The one she’d walked into in the corridor stepped over to her.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Yeah, okay,’ she replied, still distracted. It seemed her ship now had its defences issuing from that thing in the hold, after its amalgamation with Sheen Brice. But her ship was no longer what it had been, and perhaps she should be more fearful of the Penny Royal tech spread throughout, since the gifts of that AI tended to have a steep price tag attached.

‘I wasn’t quite up to date,’ the man said.

May finally focused on him properly, ‘What do you mean about the haiman being in the texts?’

The man pointed out to sea, where the thunderstorm seemed to have come closer. ‘She integrated the coms of the Draft Line without the necessity of the Gilliad and, utilizing her mental programs, we’re taking our people back. Already she’s provided schematics for new technology that can integrate with the organic.’

He pointed at his neck, at a new lamprey attached there. May just stared at him, knowing this should concern her and trying to stay focused, but feeling something inside her drifting away from interest.

‘In the texts?’ she said to the man.

‘What Meander told the Gilliad,’ he said. ‘It was vague and often debated, but she said visitors will bring the means to integrate biotechnology and hard tech in a coherent whole. This in turn will bring about a technological renaissance.’

‘You’re big on messiahs here, aren’t you?’ said May.

The man grimaced, then said, ‘I’ll join my fellows,’ and quickly moved off. May watched him go, next returning her attention to the sea. The storm had breached the horizon, and she could now see the railgun shots punching down into the ocean, creating tall explosions of steam. The Coin was obviously down as deep as it could be, but now it was approaching this area of drift islands it was becoming a viable target. Could it be that Iris being aboard that ship was why the Gilliad had tried only a couple of shots at the Bracken, and was now concentrating all her firepower over there, near the Coin?

As the disturbance grew closer, the nature of the blasts changed to spread sheets of fire across and above the surface. She realized the Coin’s hardfields were on, and now clear of the water. Then, with an explosion of spray, the ship breached and went into dark silhouette before the blast of a fusion motor. The thing hurtled across the waves towards them and she took a step back, wondering if it’d been a good idea to come up here. Thrusters turned it at the last, the fusion drive going out, and the Coin came in sideways, pushing a wave before it. When it began slowing with a jouncing vibration she could feel through her feet, she realized it must be touching the seabed. Then she watched it plough into the island, mounding up shingle against the side of its hull.

The Gilliad’s response was frenetic, as railgun shot after shot pounded into the Coin’s shields. At least now they weren’t reliant on the single hardfield issuing from the Bracken.

‘It’s fascinating to watch the pieces of history falling into place within the vague outline of Meander’s texts,’ said Arach via her aug. ‘But then one has to wonder which is cause and which is effect.’

‘Oh, you’re speaking now?’ said May, trying for sarcasm.

‘I fooled myself into believing that what I was doing here has some influence. It doesn’t. Whatever is growing in your ship is all Penny Royal. I’m coming up.’

Arach emerged through a hatch that looked far too small for him, and skittered out across the hull towards her, just as a hold ramp door dropped down from the Coin. First down that ramp and onto the shingle were a couple of general-purpose maintenance and repair robots. They were simply slabs with four legs each, and complicated manipulators folded to the fore. Components were heaped on their backs and May eyed them. The idea had been to use the Bracken for spare parts, and to use its larger manufacturing capability to make more – an amalgamation of resources to put the Coin back into operation and then take out the railgun on the moon. But now, with that device spread through her ship, and Sheen sitting at the centre of it, would that still be the case?

Next the haiman Iris came out, clad in baroque armour, her sensory cowl up and a pack slung over one shoulder. She paused to eye the Draft Line soldiers gathered further along the hull, before focusing on May, Arach and Crane. Then, after a further pause, she lowered her gaze to the ship itself. She held up one finger and the two robots, which had been about to walk across the shingle, abruptly halted. She shook her head and walked past them, her sensory cowl closing up into a tongue, then disappearing into the neck of her suit at the back. She strode along the shingle to where the Bracken’s hold ramp was down, and a short while later climbed out of one of the hatches in the upper hull, where the attention of the soldiers focused on her intently.

‘An old Earth saying is that men make plans and God laughs,’ she said abruptly.

‘You’re religious?’ May asked.

‘No.’ Iris gave the soldiers an estimating look. ‘Though I may have been co-opted into a religion.’ She turned to Arach. ‘You said you could bring the Bracken’s defences back online because you had the Penny Royal power source Cormac used to get here. I don’t know what the fuck that is, but it looks like something more than a power source.’

Of course, Iris was a haiman and could penetrate the workings of the Bracken on levels orders of magnitude higher than May could with her aug.

‘Oh, you noticed,’ said Arach. He raised one forelimb and pointed it at Crane. ‘Well, if you want to know what that’s all about, you’ll need to ask him. He’s being just a tad obscure with what he knows.’

Iris turned towards Crane, who was watching her intently. May had found the haiman woman’s face hard to read, and put this down to her condition. But something in her stance, and the hunching of her shoulders, came through. Iris looked scared, almost as though she was in a fight and didn’t know where to run to dodge the bullets. Then, as if she’d recognized this, she stood up straighter and put a hand on one hip to assume a confident pose. The tongue of her sensory cowl rose behind her head and opened out its petals, which incurved at their ends to cup her skull. Presumably contact was now made, and she was asking hard questions on a level May couldn’t sense. Abruptly Iris jerked and stepped back, her face pale, confidence dissolving. Her cowl snapped closed and shot out of sight. She turned away from Crane.

‘Hurts, doesn’t it,’ said Arach.

‘What just happened?’ May asked.

Iris, whose head had been dipped as if in thought, jerked it up. ‘Our plans have changed.’ She looked up at the sky. ‘The railgun is someone else’s problem to solve.’

‘So, what are we here for now?’ Arach enquired. And by his tone he obviously already knew.

Iris slashed a hand towards the soldiers gathered at the end of the ship.

‘Them,’ she said, and it seemed to May her voice held a hint of satisfaction.

Iris

It was necessary to maintain the facade, but Iris wished she hadn’t maintained it to the point of opening up contact to Crane. She’d done it before and hadn’t liked the data constructs rolling out of his mind as they cycled into infinity. And she hadn’t liked the feeling of being intensely inspected, assessed, then simply dismissed. It’d been worse this time. She managed to elucidate a model of the projected events on this world, which showed her raising up the Draft Line to something of haiman status, but then probability stats on this steadily falling. She saw connections ranging out from the device spread through the Bracken, reaching further and further, probably to the prador enclave, and perhaps even to Straeger, if the agent hadn’t killed the Mobius AI. She saw an even stronger connection running from Crane himself, out under the sea and to where the Gilliad had likely concealed herself – a fact Iris might use to further her desire to get him and that damned spider far away from her. But beyond all this, the projections became too tangled for even her haiman mind to figure out.

No matter. She’d continue as before and get herself the hell out of here. She wanted to see if she could obtain the things she needed from that strange entity – Sheen Brice – in the Bracken, and meanwhile organize her departure. Leaving the others up on the hull of the ship, she headed down its length to that particular hold. When Iris had first close-scanned the Bracken, Sheen Brice had tried to make contact. But Iris had limited that, leaving it to only manufacturing capabilities and what the Coin required, though not with such urgency now, and handed it all over to Judice. Perhaps she could have done that with the things she required too. Yet despite recent defeats, something of her acquisitive nature had returned, and Sheen Brice controlled the kind of technology she’d like to possess.

Deeper into the ship, evidence of the device’s growth here became more visible. Metallic veins and arteries ran along the walls, ceiling and floor. Globular growths, like the fruiting bastard offspring of a combination of computer and grapevine, bulged here and there on that network. With her cowl up, Iris probed these items, finding power convertors and processing nodes melded into one at their cores. Then a complicated layering of subsidiary stuff shelled around that, until reaching a skin of cross-spectrum sensors. She knew, even though she couldn’t sense it, that she was being inspected by this device as much as she was inspecting it.

Finally she came to the airlock door into the hold and wondered, considering the growths across it, if it was possible to open the thing. However, as she came to stand before the door, the growths slithered out of the way with more alacrity than she’d thought them capable of, and the door opened. She stepped into a tunnel through a jungle of technology, scanning and absorbing data on the structures around her, but found herself reaching the limit of her processing power just running across the immediate surfaces. A summation of what she was sensing indicated something deeper, however – something straying into pseudo-matter, and perhaps even the U-space continuum underlying all this.

‘Sheen Brice,’ she said.

The woman was there within the mass, as if concentrating on something over to one side, before the slithering snakes of technology revolved her to face Iris. This version of Sheen looked like a young, very feminine woman, whereas before, judging from the data Iris had, she’d been bullish and boosted as a bounty hunter, and obviously hadn’t taken much interest in cosmetics. Her hair was long and blonde now, and seemed to writhe with its own life amid the tentacles. Perhaps for modesty’s sake she wore a bodysuit which resembled those of the Preeces. But, judging by the connections to it, and the way it shifted with the movement around her, she’d grown it on herself. Her skin had a bluish cast, with metallic veins running under and across it and her eyes were a startling Mediterranean blue.

‘Iris Masarkian Drope,’ Sheen said, her voice breaking oddly. Iris blinked at being called by her full name, but then dismissed it as irrelevant, until Sheen continued, ‘Were your parents disappointed in you, I wonder? When you abandoned all your wonderful projects to push for the haiman ideal and went off to work for ECS black ops?’

‘I imagine so,’ Iris replied smoothly, frantically checking her own security.

Sheen shook her head, scattering tears, and it was only then that Iris realized she’d been crying. ‘Do not . . . concern yourself,’ Sheen managed. ‘I drew your file from the Coin . . . out-system U-com . . . research.’ She gasped, then in some way seemed to tighten up, and continued to speak with more control – almost in the way Iris did when she passed conversation over to a subprogram. ‘I see that after ECS you went private – data and technology thefts, and crashing various corporations. I wonder if Blite would have employed you if he’d known that.’

Iris was worried. The file on her which Penny Transport held was a fiction. ECS – especially at its dodgier end – had locked down all information about its employees and operations, while she’d been diligent about covering up her activities thereafter. Sheen Brice had just demonstrated better penetration of computer systems and hunting down data than an AI. Iris now knew she stood before something very dangerous.

‘It wasn’t my intention to bring down Penny Transport,’ she said, voice smooth but mind still frantic. ‘Having made my fortune, I moved on to simply satisfying my curiosity. I wanted to find out about Captain Blite.’

‘And the diamond,’ said Sheen. The tears on her face had sunk away, and now she managed a faint smile.

‘Yes, I’d learned he possessed a piece of Penny Royal,’ Iris lied.

‘What for you now?’ Sheen asked, her gaze straying away, looking lost.

Iris still felt that acquisitive urge for the technology which lay before her. Even as they’d been speaking, she’d been processing on other levels an overview of what she was detecting around her. It seemed likely that Sheen Brice controlled a U-twist, which was precisely the tech Straeger had used to draw Iris into his machinations. It was all too much, though. Sheen was capable and dangerous, but also obviously not in control of her emotions. Maybe that fact could be a way in, but it was also just another potential complication in a life becoming too complicated anyway. She needed out of this. She needed to pursue the course she’d recently set, while playing her role, and then run.

‘The Draft Line,’ she said. ‘They’re willing, and in fact eager, to go the haiman route, so I’m going to help them.’

‘Altruistic of you.’ Sheen’s attention flashed back.

Iris ignored this and continued, ‘Their technology is mostly organic, and they don’t have state-of-the-art machine-based nanotech.’ She winced at the description, because it wasn’t really an accurate one, though the wince was for Sheen’s benefit. ‘If I could supply them with that, it would help them more quickly along their path.’

‘The Coin has nanofactories,’ Sheen noted.

‘Bespoke, with a low production capability, while the Bracken has high production capability – perhaps even higher than it was before.’ Iris waved her hands at the technological jungle around them.

‘Details,’ said Sheen, which seemed somewhere between a request and a demand.

Iris hesitated as the comlink Sheen had sent her when Iris was aboard the Coin winked at her in her mind. She wasn’t sure she wanted to open it up now. No such communications were as secure as many would like to hope – she’d demonstrated that in her duel with Meander – and she had her suspicions about Sheen. If the erstwhile bounty hunter had managed to dredge up so much about Iris’s past, it was possible she’d made the Straeger connection. But she sighed out a breath and tightened up her security to the maximum. She then put together packages detailing nanosuite complements which would toughen up organic bodies to take nominally ‘hard’ technology, then opened the link and spat them over.

The link opened only for a second, but immense feedback came through it. At the other end lurked something which didn’t feel human at all and was characterized by the complexities she’d found in Crane. An emotional storm surged up through it, mirroring the chaos in the Gilliad. But it was human and comprised sadness, grief and a crazy verging on insane hope. Sheen then inspected and dismissed her, just as Crane had done.

‘I am already making components for repairs to the Coin,’ said Sheen, her voice now flat and utterly under control. ‘But these would be no problem. However, perhaps better for your purposes, I can clone a few nanofactories. Safer for you not to have all your eggs in one basket, here?’

Iris didn’t like the sympathetic smile, and what it might mean. She didn’t like that inspection and dismissal either, nor this sudden control. Had Sheen seen something inside her?

‘How quickly?’ she asked tightly.

‘Just a day.’

‘Yes, it would be better . . . to distribute the manufacturing on the main continent. I can set that up.’

‘Yes,’ said Sheen, and this came out a gasp, as though she was losing it again. ‘You will need to go away, in one way or another.’

Iris just stared at her, not knowing what to say next. She abruptly turned around and headed out. Shortly afterwards, the door closed behind her, and it felt as if it wasn’t the only door closing.
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Cormac

Matheson’s ship shuddered under the impact of a strike. Fortunately most of it was absorbed on its hardfield, whose generator the ship ejected from one port just a second later. Other weapons onboard were powering up too – particle cannons and lasers. Matheson fired up thrusters, turning the fusion drive towards the moon, and hit it. Grav struggled to compensate and Cormac staggered, going down hard on his knees.

‘What the fuck?’ said Matheson.

Data crashed into Cormac’s gridlink from Arach, but he had no time to deal with it right then. This ship simply couldn’t take the hits it was receiving.

‘Blite,’ he said tightly, holding out a hand.

Blite had staggered too, but with his boosted musculature still stood resolutely against the drag. Frowning, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his piece of Penny Royal, stepped over and held it out. Cormac grasped his hand, closing the diamond in their clasp. He wrenched energy from the thing and routed it through his body, calculating and initiating the U-jump at once. Light flared around them and just for a second he thought he hadn’t done it in time. The ship rolled out in vacuum, with vapour pouring from its hull and glowing spots slowly fading. He’d jumped them a million kilometres out from Yossander’s moon, yet even from here could see its defences still firing – a mass of stars rising.

‘What the fuck?’ said Matheson again, looking at him directly.

Cormac released Blite’s hand, frowned at the blisters on his palm, then held up one finger. Wait. He accessed the information Arach had spat over to him in that last moment, and soon saw where they’d screwed up.

‘It seems the railgun isn’t the only weapon on the moon the Gilliad controls.’

‘No shit.’

Cormac acknowledged that with a tilt of his head and continued, ‘According to Iris, the Gilliad allowed her to think she’d taken away her control of them. Arach should have been aware of likely subterfuge, since they are planetary-defence weapons and not particularly effective in dealing with threats on the surface.’ He paused for a second, then added, ‘Iris should have been aware of that too.’

‘Not particularly effective?’ Blite enquired with a raised eyebrow.

‘Not particularly effective against shielded ships and installations like the cities the Draft Line control. But the subterfuge wasn’t really that. The aim was to make the moon railgun the main focus of her enemies. She wanted to lure the Coin up there in an attempt to knock it out, then she’d hit it as it approached the moon, destroying what she sees as a larger threat to her.’

‘Sorry about that,’ said Arach, his radio signal arriving, along with a request for direct U-com. Cormac granted it to remove the com delay.

‘This is all very interesting, but what now?’ Matheson asked. His eyes had gone distant, while his scythe-claws were digging into the arms of his chair. Cormac glanced with his U-sense into the hold and saw Will Brice squatting to one side of the remains of the clamp. It was obviously taking a lot of Matheson’s strength to keep him right there.

‘Obviously we can’t take out that weapon as intended with your ship’s weapons, so we’ll have to get our hands dirty.’

‘I can’t U-jump that far,’ said Matheson. ‘My range will put this ship in range of those weapons. You know that.’

‘Obviously,’ said Cormac, ‘I’ll transport us in.’

‘Obviously,’ said Blite sarcastically.

Cormac looked at him, blinked, then turned back to Matheson. ‘The moon weapons are likely guided by soldiers just like the ones controlling the railgun.’

‘Can’t see any sign of them. The Gilliad is shielding and even Iris can’t penetrate,’ Arach informed him in his skull.

‘Doesn’t matter – once I’m on the moon I’ll be able to find them,’ Cormac replied in his mind, then to Matheson, ‘You’ll need to collect your weapons – for you and Will.’

Matheson snorted. ‘Yeah, right, weapons.’

Matheson

As they entered, Will hissed at them, issuing a smell like burned electronics and charred meat. Matheson spotted that his hand and foot claws were deep into the metal of the floor, hard rooted there. It was upon seeing this that he realized his control over Will had reached its end. The once-man was only restraining himself right now because of Matheson’s promise of violence and destruction on the moon. Matheson glanced over at Cormac and saw the agent appeared relaxed, but with his left arm slightly out to the side, ready to deploy that intelligent throwing star at a moment’s notice. Blite was more overt, pointing the laser carbine he carried straight at Will’s face. Matheson knew what he had to do now, and didn’t feel so good about it. He turned to Ricardo.

The man-Golem had reattached his arm and leg, tidied up his artificial covering, but still looked as if someone had tried to feed him through a shredder. Matheson noted, however, that he’d taken more care with his facial covering than the rest, and it was as expressive as before. Right then it showed a tired and almost jaded expression.

‘Keep on top of repairs,’ Matheson instructed. ‘You know the order of importance.’

‘Weapons and drive systems,’ said Ricardo, ‘though we can’t really go anywhere without him.’ He gestured to Cormac. ‘We need that promised U-drive.’

‘You’ll have it,’ said Blite.

Ignoring him, Ricardo continued, ‘The robots can deal with most of it. I am no more than one of them, less in many cases because I need extraneous tools. I’d probably be more useful on the moon.’

Matheson stared at him, more shocked than he had been for a while, despite the outrageous turn the course of his life had taken. ‘What?’

Ricardo pointed to himself. ‘Outside of the man is a high-level Golem chassis that’s more than a match for these Draft Line soldiers.’

Matheson choked back his reply, which had been something along the lines of the man inside still being a coward. However, he felt Ricardo’s sincerity. He was offering himself to fight, and was prepared to do so. Something truly had changed.

‘Why?’ he asked.

Ricardo gave a weary smile. ‘There’s a point when you become so very tired of being afraid.’

Matheson gave a slow nod, then with a tilt of his head indicated Will Brice. ‘I think we have the Draft Line soldiers handled. And anyway, you underestimate yourself. It wouldn’t have mattered what program I ran through them, those robots wouldn’t have been able to repair the fusion drive.’

‘Okay, I’ll work as required,’ Ricardo replied.

Matheson winced. There was something of the camaraderie they’d had in the early days, before Matheson began to realize what a coward Ricardo was. A kind of nostalgic throwback, but far too late. He turned to Will Brice and walked over to him. It was almost like approaching an active furnace, but when he put a hand on Will’s upper back the rough skin there felt cool.

‘Okay, we’re ready,’ he said.

Cormac reached out and clasped a hand around Blite’s closed fist. The U-field generated, blowing out around them, and Matheson found himself responding to it, pushing out his own field and melding it in. Blite and Cormac closed up their envirosuits, while Matheson just shoved a breather to a compressed oxygen pack into his mouth, though he needed it no more than Will did. During the flash of transition, panic rose up in him at not having a destination set, but this lasted just a second, and they were soon out and dropping to the dusty regolith of the moon.

‘From here,’ said Cormac over com.

‘Yes,’ Matheson replied, receiving the communication straight into his gridlink.

It took him a second to orientate himself – being transported by someone else screwed with that facility. He looked across at Will Brice, who was down in a squat and kicking up the regolith, almost like a dog having just taken a shit. The once-man faced towards the nearby railgun installation, which even then fired a shot. The great oval-mouthed barrel crumped back into its dome, against its hydraulics, shaking the ground underneath them. Spread out from the dome were low, flat-roofed buildings, with windows along the sides, dishes on the roofs and ladders stretching up. From them hump-covered tunnels wormed away across the moon to other installations.

Now located, with his U-sense expanding out to cover a kilometre, Matheson could see inside the structure. There the Draft Line soldiers were at their controls, and in many cases seemingly part of their controls, organically wired in.

‘She prepared,’ he said, as he saw Cormac routing the same imagery over to Blite, then releasing his fist.

‘Yes, I see what you mean. She was expecting to become dictatorial and had already started here. I saw nobody down on the surface as wired in as they are.’ He paused, then added, ‘What are you waiting for?’

Matheson abruptly extended his U-field to encompass Will Brice. On another level he took off all the limitation he’d imposed on him before, and gave a simple order: kill. Will abruptly spun around, and it looked for a second as if he was going to hurl himself at them. But by then Matheson had solved for the U-jump. Accompanying it with a stabbing motion of his clawed hand, he banished Will into U-space, then popped him out again, like a pip from a fruit, inside the railgun installation. It wasn’t the most tactically sound approach, just throwing him in there and unleashing him, but it was the safest for them. If they all went in, they could end up as dead as their intended victims.

Will appeared in mid-air and dropped in low gravity. Despite their apparent attachment to, and focus through, their instruments, the soldiers reacted at once. They pulled away from their controls like internal organs being parted, and snatched up weapons secreted in the technology around them. One of them, moving faster, threw himself in a flat dive towards Will, perhaps intending to tear him apart using the power of his organic suit. Or perhaps, judging by the number of lampreys attached around his head, he wasn’t thinking at all, but responding as programmed. Before his own feet touched the floor, Will backhanded the man with horrifying force. The impact of the blow threw Will towards one wall, while the attacker tumbled in the other direction, broken and misshapen like a fly hit with a swat.

Will fetched up against a hydraulic cylinder. Now with something to brace against, he shot up to the ceiling as pulse gun and laser carbine fire intersected on that point. He next propelled himself down, with a whiplash cracking sound, to leave a dent in the ceiling behind him. Ploughing into another soldier, throwing him back into his machinery, he wrenched and leapt away again, a head tumbling through the air behind him, writhing with lampreys. The beam of a carbine lanced out from him, sweeping across the others, for he’d taken a weapon. This upset their aim, but still pulse gun shots stitched along Will’s body as he came down on the next. Claw hand stabbing down, he turned, holding his second victim up as a shield, with his hand punched through and claw fingers wrapped about the soldier’s spine. Then he hit the next, and the next. In less than a minute it was all over, and Will squatted down on the floor, body parts scattered all around him.

‘Well, that was fast,’ Cormac commented.

Perhaps the agent was realizing that if Will and Ulnar had been like this during the first attack on him, he might well not have survived. Cormac waved towards the installation and they started heading over.

Blite

As the inner airlock for the railgun installation opened, Blite’s suit told him the air was breathable. He opened his visor, then wished he hadn’t. The smells of shit and piss hit first, followed by the underlying metallic warmth of blood. Via Cormac’s feed to his aug, he’d gleaned some idea of what was happening in here, but now the reality became clear. They walked along a short length of corridor, into the space under the railgun dome. Here recognizable Polity technology was interwoven with biotech control systems. All of it was spattered with blood, and the other contents of torn-open bodies. Body parts were scattered everywhere, along with thick chunks of the organic suits the Draft Line soldiers wore. They spied something humping along a raised section of floor ahead. When it fell over the edge, down onto what looked like rough-cut regolith, it turned over to reveal what it was. A chunk of organic suit was partially wrapped around the upper torso, left arm and head of a man. Blite noted he was free of those lamprey-things as he turned his head and looked up, terror written across his features. Tracking the man’s gaze up, Blite focused on Will Brice, crouched on top of a huge hydraulic piston, watching.

‘There’s no—’ Cormac began, cut off by the flash of a laser carbine.

The injured man’s head exploded in oily flame and he slumped. Matheson leaned the carbine back across his shoulder and intently focused on Will.

‘I was going to say there’s no need to kill him,’ Cormac said dryly.

‘You don’t know what I’m fighting,’ said Matheson tightly.

Will turned his nightmare head towards them. As far as Blite could see, Matheson had done the wrong thing. The injured man had been the focus of Will’s attention, and now they were. But then, as Matheson had said, they couldn’t know what mental battlefield lay between the two of them. Will began to move tentatively down from the ram towards them.

‘Give me a location,’ Matheson breathed.

In his aug, Blite picked up parts of the exchange: the map of the moon’s surface nearby, a location highlighted, and an internal view. It was much like here, only more confined, and with just two soldiers at the controls of a particle cannon. A second later Will leapt towards them, even as Blite shouldered his own carbine. But the once-man disappeared with a crackling sound, and a glittering fall of something like scales. Another sound impinged and, glancing over at Cormac, he saw the agent with his hand up and something turning slowly in the air before him. It turned sideways to reveal a crystal blister at the centre of the black metal of its body, almost like an eye watching him. Then it retracted the chain-glass blades extended from its centre, with a whickering sound that seemed like disappointment. Folding up, it shot into Cormac’s wrist holster, once again like something the size of a raptor folding down to fit into a small pocket.

‘He’s not capable of U-jumping himself?’ the agent enquired.

Matheson gave him a sullen look. ‘No, not yet.’

Cormac nodded then asked, ‘Is your ship capable of planetary landing?’

‘It is, though getting back up again might be a problem.’

‘Okay . . . Blite.’ Cormac pointed to the pocket in which the diamond sat, feeling hot against his leg.

Blite reached inside and took the thing out, again feeling the blisters on his palm under his gauntlet. He closed it in his fist and reached out, and Cormac closed his hand around that. Again he picked up the dregs of com between the agent and Matheson: an expanded map of the entire moon, showing a series of locations, then the scene in that particle cannon installation, with Will Brice squatting in the entrails of his latest victims.

‘Once you’ve shut down all the weapons, I know you’ll be able to remote pilot your ship in close enough to U-jump aboard. I’ll send you a location for landing on the planet and we can complete our deal.’

‘And Will Brice?’ Matheson asked.

Blite looked at him. Who was speaking, the man or the Atheter? It was as if Matheson wanted to sidestep what to Blite’s mind had become absolutely necessary.

‘I cannot give you orders,’ the agent replied. ‘I suggest you leave him in the last installation to fall, then hit it with every weapon available on your ship. There’s nothing left of him now, you know that.’

Matheson gave a reluctant nod.

With that Blite felt the diamond growing hot again, and the world dislocating around them. Then, with a snap, he had a brief glimpse of their fall towards the world, and was sure he could feel Matheson’s gaze boring into his back.

Valt

They scrambled up the cliff, still tracking the route Valt had decided on for their escape from the enclave. Coming into the sea like this took them away from the fighting, and a mountain route should bring them to the hauler without encountering p-prador. As they reached the surface and clambered out, through a rough sea over jagged rocks, he saw far ahead the hauler descending into the mountains. But there was also movement nearby, as ten p-prador scrambled down a slope towards them.

Now, thought Valt. He first tried through the enclave system, but it was too degraded and sketchy, so he instead sent the code from his damaged suit, to bounce off the descending ship and down. Even though he heard and saw nothing in the mountains, a signal return told him the mines in the transfer shaft below the landing platform had blown. He sent another signal to the hauler, reaffirming the order to land. As it descended out of sight, he focused on the approaching enemy.

‘Kill them!’ he ordered.

All four of them opened fire and hurled themselves forwards. Missiles cut trails between the two parties, particle beams probed out, and Gatling cannons hammered. The air filled with fire, explosions and smoking splinters of rock. One missile caromed off Valt’s shell and exploded above him. Two p-prador to the fore were lifted and shredded on multiple blasts. Unlucky to the end, Runner received the brunt of five missiles in one hit. The blasts threw him up in the air, with armour peeling away, his body burning and subsequent Gatling rounds punching holes through it. It would have been enough to kill a typical prador, but he came down twenty metres back near the sea’s edge very much still alive. Valt felt the connection to Runner change into something larger and uglier, as he shrieked – a jibbering madness reached out to the other three, like a prador clinging to life on the edge of vacuum and dragging his fellows down with him.

Runner’s body rapidly reformed, with two legs remaining still in armour and others gone, but glistening and shifting tentacles trying to stretch out to replace them. His head turret shot up high on a long, fibrous neck, while his main body flattened out as changes drew out its materials. Thorn growths extruded and retracted. This all happened in a moment, but as he was the only one of them that hadn’t made it to cover, he bore the brunt again of weapons fire from the p-prador. He shredded, rapidly changing shape in an effort to compensate, then fell shrieking into the sea and disappeared from sight. Valt knew Runner wasn’t dead. But as he forced their connection to him closed, he also knew with utter certainty that he didn’t want to try retrieving him.

‘We need to move fast,’ Valt said to Drust. ‘Use your weapon.’

‘Last shots,’ Drust warned.

‘Just do it.’ Then to Shaker he said, ‘Covering fire now!’

Valt and Shaker leapt out and opened up with everything they had, and had the satisfaction of seeing one of the remaining p-prador split horizontally, with the top half of its shell folding up like a lid as its insides burned. Drust took careful aim and fired his discs. One hit amid three of them, spreading fractal fire and flipping them over, with legs kicking in the air. Another landed between two, to the same effect, while a third aimed at one of the other two bounced off its shell and did nothing, obviously a dud.

‘That’s it,’ said Drust, discarding the launcher he’d used. ‘It was the beta model.’

Without any need for orders, the three of them hurtled forwards, exchanging fire with the last two p-prador. Pieces of armour shredded away from both sides, and then they slammed into each other. Valt closed a claw on the edge of a shell and brought his punch laser down on his victim’s back. Drust leapt and landed on top of another, slicing a claw along its eye channel and popping out two of its red marble eyes. Shaker dipped underneath it, grabbing hold of it to press his Gatling cannon in, and fired at close range, punching through its shell. By then Valt had made numerous smoking holes through his victim too, but it was still fighting, burning a hole through Valt’s back end with continuous particle cannon fire. As he tried to swing clear of this, Valt pulled a missile from the launcher on his back, jammed it like a knife into one of the holes, then hit this with the punch laser. The blast threw him off, with one of the p-prador’s claws still attached to armour it’d been trying to peel away. The creature staggered, emitting smoke, and collapsed.

‘Finish them all,’ Valt instructed.

He watched as Drust and Shaker used their punch lasers, precisely targeting where their victims’ ganglions should lie. He then turned on the one he’d killed, inserted claw tips into the smoking holes in its upper and lower carapace, and, with a gurgling roar, tore the thing in two horizontally. Reaching inside, he began pulling out the meat and organs, raising them to his mandibles, which crammed them straight down into his gullet. He’d near eaten out his victim by the time Drust and Shaker had finished killing the rest, then they began feeding too.

There was no time for this, Valt knew, but the hunger overrode sense, while that cold angry thing inside him felt utterly superior and desired combat. By the time he’d emptied out a second p-prador, some degree of sanity and perspective had returned. His brain, supplied with protein and fat, was now able to suppress that thing down deep, and he began to work it out. The thing inside that was Jain wanted the damage and necessitous change so as to bring itself into being, to give itself the edge over those other parts which now made up the entirety of Valt. He’d seen how this had played out in the humans, in Matheson and the Brices. Matheson had managed to cling on to something rational, but was only just controlling the other two, in whom the Jain component had become predominant. The massive damage Runner had received had pushed him to that same point too. It wasn’t the physical transformation which frightened Valt, but the mental one he’d felt over their connection.

‘Enough,’ he said, low and rumbling.

The instruction was unnecessary, since every one of the p-prador had been consumed, and now the others were snatching up what weapons, ammo and power cells they could find. Valt knocked an empty carapace spinning down the slope and began heading upwards. Once again he felt leaden, but understood it wouldn’t last. Digestion was fast, but what seemed to be taking longer was his Spatterjay viral fibre component absorbing this from the p-prador spread throughout his guts. It was a battle between the larger unbroken viral growth in him, and that in the burned, broken and masticated pieces in the meat he’d ingested. True to his prediction, energy started flooding him again as they reached the top of the slope and took a rough path between two peaks.

‘Either of you have grav?’ he asked.

They both replied in the negative.

‘Me neither,’ he said.

‘Not much in the way of weapons now,’ Drust observed. The haul from the p-prador had been meagre – stolen weapons with energy and ammo mostly used up in the fight.

‘Then we need to move fast,’ Valt observed, picking up his pace.

The other two fell in behind him, and soon they were speeding across a scree slope, leaving avalanches of stone behind. Tracking in his ganglion, he saw that at this rate they’d reach the hauler within half an hour. And then, as they went from the slope to ledges high up over a river valley, he caught a glimpse of the landing platform jutting out from behind one peak. Meanwhile, with his stalked eyes forever on the lookout for danger, he saw the silvery shapes of more p-prador scrambling out of the sea. Two of them attempted to rise up into the air. He clattered a curse and accelerated. The creatures had yet to use this ability growing inside them, and he’d assumed it was not yet fully developed. A couple of them crashing back to the ground, and bouncing along there, confirmed this. But still, taking grav-jumps as they ran, they were moving fast.

‘They won’t reach us before we reach the ship,’ said Drust. ‘But no guarantee others aren’t already waiting there for us, even though you blew the shaft.’

The ledges became more widely spaced, so they had to scramble across rock faces to reach the next. Shaker, who’d lost legs, folded out new ones from previously empty sockets. These had the same number of joints as prador legs, but ended in hook claws more suitable to the task. The first missile hit as he was leaping from one ledge to another, exploding against him and slamming him against the rock face. He bounced and began to fall, then snared a crevice lower down, shook himself, and scrambled back up. Another one struck just ahead of Valt, while another took out a ledge just as Drust jumped off it. Why the inaccuracy? The answer was there in their connection and, focusing only on the input from his eyes, without including the knowledge of his two companions, Valt saw Drust and Shaker fading into the rock face. Only their remaining weapons and clinging pieces of armour showed where they were.

The missiles were targeting in a narrow range of the prador visual spectrum. It seemed the threat of pursuit, and urgency of it, had pushed changes in both Drust’s and Shaker’s natural carapaces – some form of chameleonware, operating via shifting meta-material layers. He knew their bodies now contained a huge library of such changes, such adaptations. The component of the Jain squad had everything an advanced biogenetic soldier needed. But here he saw them in danger of following Runner’s path – the more they used, or refused to stop the changes the virus imposed, the more quickly they’d lose themselves and become something else entirely.

‘Fire all missiles,’ he instructed, and on the level of their connection pushed this.

As Drust and Shaker fired their missiles back towards the p-prador, he emptied his supply too, then reached back and tore the pan-pipes launcher from his back.

‘Everything else has to go,’ he added.

They changed positions on the ledges, turning and firing every weapon at their disposal. The p-prador disappeared in a storm of explosions, fire and smoking flinders of stone and shrapnel. Their Gatling fire in return shattered stone all around, but further missiles detonated in mid-air, or spun tumbling out of control to explode in the valley. And their beam weapons feathered away at the limit of range. Drust’s Gatling cannon ran out first and he quickly discarded it, along with its empty magazines and power supply, though he continued scouring the air with his particle weapon. Soon they all ran out, with only beam weapons remaining and ineffective at this range.

‘Shed armour,’ Valt instructed. ‘And head up.’

He ordered his armour to detach, losing the covering over his visual turret, as well as much on his underside, including leg sleeves. But a lot still stubbornly clung in place. As he swiftly climbed, he took what opportunities he could to tear away other pieces, throwing away his Gatling cannon and exterior-attached particle cannon. The cliff curled in to become a slope and he led the way to the right, where the landing platform stood at the end of a long mountain ridge, slightly tilted now because of the collapse of the shaft below. Looking at his companions with his eyes only, he saw them steadily disappearing as they too peeled away the last of their armour. His body assisted him as he shrugged off the armour on his upper carapace, flicking this away over his claws, then dropping the finer pieces over his underhands and flicking off the piece over his tail section. At last, completely free of the stuff, he felt he could breathe and stretch, and as they ran along the ridge he did just that, his body achieving its now radical unconfined state. A glance at the other two, as he implemented their connection again, brought them clear, and he saw how they’d also changed. None of them looked like prador any more.

As they reached the end of the ridge, they also reached the pylons supporting a ramp road, which led to another that cut up through the mountains from the plains. Without hesitation, Valt climbed and the other two followed. They went up faster than any prador could, and as they climbed Valt was able to see the metal struts shimmering through their apparently transparent bodies. They made it up onto the surface of the ramp, and he looked back to see the p-prador coming. Next, looking ahead, he saw another ten of them rising up beside the pad and settling down around the ship. He crouched down, expecting weapons fire, but when it wasn’t forthcoming realized that their fully exposed new carapace did indeed render them invisible.

As he led the charge, it seemed pointless to issue the ‘kill them’ instruction.

They slammed into the creatures, and now Valt allowed pure aggression to guide him, which in turn relayed to the other two. He stabbed in a nacreous claw and it punched straight into the fore of one of them. Then, with a heave, he sent it bouncing off the edge of the platform. Huge shrieking delight rose through him as he closed another claw on the edge of a silvered carapace and sliced through it like a guillotine. He saw Drust scythe away the legs on the side of one of the creatures – a tactic Shaker copied after spending far too much time tearing upper carapace off another of them, and ripping out its insides. Gatling slugs filled the air again, but they just bounced off Valt’s carapace. When a particle beam swept across him, he felt suddenly further energized and knew he was drawing its power. But he had to keep his focus on the objective, because back along the road to the plains he could see a horde of the creatures coming, testing their grav and hopping forwards. He and his companions wouldn’t survive so many of them. He slammed two of the creatures aside and ran for the hauler, stabbing a claw into a pit control and activating it. Turning back, he axed down on the back of another opponent, then, clambering over it, gored yet another with an upstrike to its underside.

‘Maybe we can take them?’ Drust opined, sending his last victim skittering aside, while all the rest were in pieces or struggling feebly.

Valt felt a fierce agreement. They could hurl themselves back along that road and just carry on killing. With their concealment, they could employ the kind of tactics the human U-cappers had done against his kind during the war. Perhaps they could recruit more enclave prador, giving them virus injections, and . . . No. Dry, factual reality rose from within: these p-prador were little more than children, but they were growing fast. He’d already registered the difference in hardness of their natural armour and knew it would only become stronger. They were obviously smart too, and he shouldn’t forget that. Though it seemed their mother had shaped them, the same viral source crouched inside them as in himself – the squad of Jain soldiers. In the meantime, the mother would be producing more and more of them. Staying here was a way to die in smoking fragments on some mountainside, or in some tunnel. Or die on another level, losing themselves as Runner had.

‘No, we cannot,’ he replied, and led the way through the now-open entrance to the hauler, finding he had to push against the will of the other two to make them follow.

Once they were inside, he set the door closing and sensed an input of data which, just for a second, felt odd to him, until he recognized it. He reared up and, with a tearing wrench, his head turret became a head up on a corded fibrous neck. Quickly absorbing this new paradigm, he ducked the head down to look at his underside. His body was long and ribbed, with a tail section over where his sexual organs seemed to be dissolving away. His single pair of underhands, now more correctly simply arms, were folded right to the front of his body, between his claw arms. He peered closer, then saw the indents over the control units Drust had implanted, all but absorbed into his body, as his sex organs just had been. Despite physically disconnecting from them earlier, his need here had reconnected the units, without him having to use conscious thought. This was what he was receiving: the command channel that gave him control over this hauler, through one of those units.

The door thumped shut, but now sounds began to penetrate of missiles exploding on the ship’s armoured hull, because no prador ship was ever without armour. He surmised it wouldn’t be long before they resorted to something heavier. Almost certainly, judging by the host that’d been coming up that road, their slaughter in the enclave was all but complete, and they’d soon enough figure out the levers of control. He broke into a run along floors roughened for prador feet, heading for the sanctum in the nose of the ship, at the same time punching into its system at the mental level to get the thing moving. As this world was one suffering perpetual earthquakes, the feet of the vessel were engaged with the slanted and damaged platform. He assessed, sent the instructions to engage the grav-engine at full power, at the same time turning thrusters in their sockets to point down, and fired up those too. Only then did he order the slower detach routine for the feet. The hauler roared and shuddered, tilted and began to rise. He accessed cams on the meagre weapons and caught a glimpse of the platform tearing up, p-prador spilling from it, while some glowed red hot in thruster flames. Then, with a crash, the whole platform fell into ruin, dragging down the ramp road with it.

Ahead, Valt sent the instruction to open the main door into the ship’s sanctum, then crashed into it as it was in the process of opening, jamming himself through the gap. Gatling fire began hitting him from two sources and he assumed the p-prador had laid a trap. Operating mostly on instinct, he leapt on one source, scissoring his claws together on it, then tearing out and hurling broken armour and viscera in every direction. When he turned to the other creature it was running, the top part of its carapace torn away by Shaker, just before Drust intercepted it and scythed away its legs. Only belatedly did Valt realize these had been two first-children crew, not p-prador. Maybe they could have been useful. Maybe he could have made them into ones like Drust and Shaker.

‘Check for others,’ he instructed. ‘Capture and confine them. Don’t kill them.’ As Shaker and Drust turned back for the door, he mounted a saddle control, engaged his underhands in the requisite sockets and inserted his claws into pit controls. He now had utter control of the ship, and so turned on the large hexagonal screens which surrounded the chamber to give an outside view. A slight twist of one claw swung perspective down towards the planet. He could see the collapsed platform rapidly receding below, and scattered beyond it various fires were burning in the mountains from enclave vents and doorways.

‘Stop,’ he said. ‘Return.’

The two came back. Valt had now checked the status of the vessel and knew there’d be no more prador aboard. Most were down below and likely all dead now.

‘There are no more,’ he added while watching as Drust ambled over to one of those they’d killed here. He casually began snipping out chunks of organ and eating them. Shaker went over to the other and began doing the same. Some part of Valt, perhaps a human part, had felt disgust at eating one’s own kind, yet now that feeling had diminished, because the three of them were no longer the same kind as them, not at all.

Shaker had regrown missing limbs, and his smaller form aped Valt’s. His head had changed too, growing longer front to back, mandibles longer too, and having acquired an extra joint, so, like a prador female’s, they could reach out and snatch up prey. The mouth behind was mobile and had acquired a movable jaw as well as sharp teeth near the front, with grinding ones at the back. His prador eye arrangement remained unchanged, with two distance eyes at the centre, secondary eyes arcing out from them, and two stalked eyes on top. Drust was much the same, only smaller, neater and with more complex underhands.

‘What a crew we make,’ Valt said.

The two raised their heads and looked at him, strands of flesh hanging from their mandibles. Valt inspected them for a moment longer, then returned his attention to the receding world. He noted no activity from the installation on the moon and assumed the p-prador had yet to take full control of the enclave system, or their ship would be full of holes by now. With a tilt of one claw, he fired up the fusion drive and the world dropped away faster.

Hours passed, during which time he too went to feed on the dead prador. Then once the carapaces, claws and legs were sucked dry, and some carapace crunched up and ingested, he ordered Shaker to take the remains away, as ship lice began to nose out of their crevices in the walls. He could fire up the U-jump engines now, but had little idea of what destination to set. He could feel the sense of query from Drust as the engineer used a subsidiary control to access the ship’s manifest, doubtless thinking about their future survival. Casting his mind back to the world and the p-prador, he speculated on whether that outcome was the one the Mobius AI Straeger had been aiming for when it released him and Drust. It would have seemed unlikely to him, thinking as just a prador, but now he was more than that, and also aware AIs of that level could predict things way beyond the reach of evolved minds.

‘What now?’ Drust asked.

‘I don’t really know,’ Valt replied.

What would be best for them? He knew they’d be able to survive hard combat and hostile conditions, that their minds were operating on levels way above where they’d been before, and that they could adapt and change in extreme ways. But he also knew that throughout such processes they could lose themselves. Should that concern him? Yes, it should, because they’d already changed hugely in that manner, and what had once been way down deep was now closer to the surface, expressing itself more fully. He knew this change in his mind and body would reach a tipping point, and the vaguely defined entity that was him would be swapped out with something alien. He’d cease to be Valt and instead become a Jain soldier – one of the Squad. But he liked being Valt.

‘Perhaps we should find a world devoid of prador or human populations.’

‘And we just go and live there happily ever after?’

‘I don’t think right now is the time for existential angst,’ Drust clattered.

Valt called up star maps and began studying the data they provided. The nearest world with oceans was, of course, Yossander’s Hold, and he didn’t think it a good idea to go there. Anyway, though they’d once been prador, it wasn’t as if they now needed oceans. He found another world, mostly desert, its human population exterminated during the war. Its biosphere was heavily damaged but recovering, and it’d had some salvager activity but no actual colonization. He selected it out, put detail on it through their connection, and received non-committal approval from Drust as well as the returning Shaker. He set the coordinates and transmitted them to the hauler’s flash-frozen ganglion of a second-child for computing, and to fire up the U-space nacelles. Reality grew taut around them and began to twist, then snapped back into place with a crash which reverberated throughout the ship.

‘What the fuck?’ said Drust.

‘We were just stopped by a USER,’ Valt replied.

They’d managed only a few hundred million kilometres and were now back in the real, out from an asteroid field forming a ring around an ice giant – their perspective on this, towards one hemisphere of the giant, was like looking across an endless plain. And directly ahead he could see something coming at them fast.

‘The enclave doesn’t have a USER,’ Drust commented.

‘No, but it seems Straeger does.’
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Valt

Focusing in with one of the hexagon screens revealed the Mobius AI’s claw ship coming towards them. Valt immediately looked to the ship’s weapons. The hauler had a railgun, two particle cannons, antipersonnel lasers for the hull, and a small stock of missiles. There was no such thing as a simple cargo ship in the prador lexicon. Valt targeted the Claw and opened up with the particle cannons. The two beams flashed into visibility in the screen view, to converge on the approaching ship. The thing shimmered, and the beams splashed on a spherical hardfield enclosing it. Valt launched the missiles next, all of them, and watched them streaming out. About halfway between the two ships they abruptly changed course, to head off anywhere but towards the Claw, some of them exploding down in the asteroid belt. Now, with a sense of pointlessness, Valt opened up with the railgun and watched the impacts on the hardfield briefly bruising it, as Straeger’s ship carried relentlessly on.

‘What is that?’ Shaker asked, entering the sanctum.

‘Update him,’ Valt instructed.

Drust swung towards Shaker, whom Valt now felt drawing in closer to the connection he and the engineer shared. Information spat across as a tactical update, and the two of them immediately headed over to lockers positioned all along below the screens. Valt sent the instruction for these to open ahead of them and soon, as on any prador ship, they were pulling out a wide selection of weapons which could be bolted onto armour. A bright flash then ensued from the screens, turning their surroundings actinic white, and the ship jolted. As the screen view cleared, Valt saw the beams were gone, as were the bruising impacts on Straeger’s hardfield, just a second before the hauler’s system update told him both their cannons and the railgun had been destroyed.

Valt threw himself from his saddle and shot over to the other two, grabbing up a Gatling cannon. On one level he felt their actions to be futile, but that feeling seemed to allow the soldier within him to rise further, as if taking responsibility for something he’d reneged on. He slotted the cannon over one claw tang, and put the ammo box in position, to be taken up in his underhands. Next up was a particle cannon he just held in another claw. He dropped the laminar power supply on his back as Drust, just as he’d done for Shaker, connected up the power cable. Meanwhile, keeping his stalked eyes on the screens, he saw the Claw now up close, seemingly ready to snip through the hull and lever them out, while shooting across from it came a glowing star.

‘Where’s best?’ he asked.

Drust shrugged. ‘Here.’

Dragging out further weapons, ammo and power supplies, they moved over to the saddle control and faced the doors into the sanctum. It would have been better to set ambushes, with maybe one of them above the door, one concealed in a locker, while the other acted as the focus here by the saddle control. But that was if they’d been up against an enemy that could be defeated. Here, Valt accepted, they were simply bunching together to make a last stand.

‘Well, you weren’t very welcoming out there, and you aren’t here either,’ said a voice.

It was definitely the prador voice of the AI Valt had heard before, but he immediately detected something wrong about it. Fast analysis revealed a triple echo, with alterations of context, as if three people were saying much the same thing, but from widely different perspectives. Valt and Drust exchanged data on this and bled it over into Shaker. Something was definitely not right with the AI.

‘I see no reason for a welcome,’ Valt replied. ‘Your games and experiments have destroyed my enclave.’

‘Indeed, indeed, indeed,’ Straeger replied delightedly, doubtfully and sadly. ‘The future is upon its required course, and I have been the prime mover. I always was the prime mover, and will always be . . .’

‘Where the fuck is it?’ Shaker asked, surprising Valt by uttering human words from his mouth, perhaps in an effort to keep them from Straeger’s . . . ears.

‘Somewhere close,’ Drust replied in the same manner. The engineer then switched to an old prador language and mixed this with human speech. ‘It’s using materials in the walls to generate its voice.’

Valt felt the futility again, and the soldier within eager to displace him. He pushed down on it and sensed, through their connection, the same occurring in Drust and doubtless in Shaker too. This effort to disguise their communications was an expression of their efforts to be in charge and keep the soldier down. Valt pushed up a surge of anger and took a step towards the doors.

‘Well, why don’t you move right in here and elaborate on that? Or do you fear us? Do you fear the Jain squad?’

Instead of coming through the door, Straeger oozed out of one wall of screens as they fizzed to blank grey. The AI was like a luminous moss growing and then writhing out. Valt spun and opened fire with his Gatling cannon, shattering the screen and punching holes in the thing forming there. He had a moment of hope in seeing fragments of the writhing bright threads dropping to the floor, and even more when they began hitting the AI with beam weapons. They were winning! As their shots destroyed the screen and its support tech, then began to melt and blister out the sanctum inner wall, Straeger retreated and continued to fragment. They advanced on the wall, still firing, peeling up and burning layers, until hitting the outer heavy armour. Even this began to crack and slew under the onslaught, as fire and clouds of smoke swirled around them.

‘Cease fire,’ Valt instructed, when it seemed at last nothing more of the AI remained. Whirring Gatling cannons wound down to a stop. Valt put down the particle beamer which had charred his claw. Fire suppression sprayed foam in the space ahead, while extractor fans kicked in to begin sucking away the smoke.

‘Do you feel better now?’ Straeger enquired.

As one they spun around to see Straeger hanging in the air behind them. Before they could open fire again, a pulse of light, a wall of it, shot across from the AI to pick them up and slam them into the cavity they’d burned, dumping them amid the fire-retardant foam. Glowing threads and ribbons shot in around them as they tried to recover, and Valt felt the Gatling cannon jerked from his claw. Surging forwards again, he snatched up and fired his particle cannon, only for the thing to sputter out, make a clinking sound and spill its guts. Shaker shot past him, claws reaching to snip and tear. A wave of threads swept across, grabbed Shaker, picked him up and smashed him against the floor a couple of times, before tossing him back into the cavity behind Valt.

‘Hold,’ said Valt, with sudden cold calm.

Straightforward assault wouldn’t win this battle. He needed to think hard and find some other way for them to survive this. He was sure Straeger had grabbed them to tie off the loose thread they represented.

‘My, aren’t you beautiful?’ said the AI.

The statement immediately confused Valt – it seemed so uncharacteristic of the AI. But a second later, he had things back on track. He began absorbing data through his connection to the ship and saw the Claw now docked to it. Assessing capabilities, he focused on the space between the jaws of that claw, where some pseudo-matter construct was slowly turning. He recognized at once that this was the photon-dense weapon Straeger used, and knew it could cut through to them here and incinerate them. He needed time! He needed to think!

‘Why do you say that?’ he asked.

Straeger swirled and bubbled before them, and Valt had never seen so much activity within the body of the Mobius AI before. This activity, and its uncharacteristic way of speaking, seemed to confirm something was off.

‘Because you are, all three of you, approaching perfection in hostility, and the ability to kill, packed into organic bodies of your scale. When you take the final steps, even I don’t want to be around to see the results.’

‘And so you’ve come to erase us before that happens,’ Valt replied tightly.

‘Oh, you judge me too harshly.’ Behind the words was a sound Valt soon identified as tittering human laughter. ‘For my purposes, you’ll be impeccably lethal and disruptive. Almost certainly the Polity and the Kingdom are now aware of dangerous activity here, in the Graveyard. You’ll be a perfect foil for them.’

‘If we’re perfect,’ Valt replied, ‘why should we be a danger to the Polity or the Kingdom? I would have thought we’d be more of a danger to you, since you’ve been our enemy all along; since it’s your interference that’s led to the destruction of my enclave.’ But even as he said the words, he knew Straeger was right. The perfection the AI referred to was when the Jain soldier inside each of them finally seized control, and they ceased to be who they were. Their motives then would be entirely different, and he could feel that in his core, in the nature of civilization-destroying Jain technology. As Jain soldiers, they’d turn aggressively on the largest and most dangerous opponents. Whether their choice would be the Kingdom or the Polity, he didn’t know, and he couldn’t know.

‘Of course,’ Straeger added, ‘if that future isn’t one you welcome, you could always fly this ship into the nearest sun.’ And with that the AI rolled, laughing, towards the wall, sank into it, and faded from sight.

‘Well, I didn’t expect that,’ said Drust, moving forwards and shaking fire-retardant foam off his alien body.

‘The AI laughs at us. I don’t like it laughing at us,’ said Shaker.

Valt took both comments on board, while through the ship’s cams he watched the Claw detach and move away, then shimmer into invisibility as it engaged chameleonware. He hated that Straeger was right, and that in time their inward minds would match their outer appearance. He wanted some way to defeat Straeger’s expectations, so began searching for outfield options. No, he wouldn’t fly them into a sun, but also no, he wouldn’t allow himself to become a dangerous enemy of the Kingdom, or, for that matter, the Polity. He needed to set a radical change from the course Straeger had outlined and, as he searched for one, a stray thought arose for his inspection. He dismissed the ridiculousness of the idea and considered running – just jumping the ship to some remote corner of the galaxy, or even taking the long jump to another galaxy. But that would still not prevent him from becoming what he’d become. The thought returned and now he studied it carefully. Risking his life in such a manner didn’t seem so bad, bearing in mind the alternatives. And now, remembering something Straeger had said, he saw a small glimmer of hope. Abruptly he came to a decision and, in the ship’s system, sent coordinates to the flash-frozen ganglion controlling the engines. The ship spat fire from its thrusters and a second later the fusion drive ignited. In such an old design of vessel it was necessary to bring up realspace speed before engaging the U-space drive.

‘Where are we going?’ Drust asked.

‘To see some old friends, and enemies,’ Valt replied.

Cormac

As he drew on the indefinable power of the dark diamond, it occurred to Cormac that he hadn’t really needed to use it. The U-jump from a moon to a planet would have been a strain, sure, but well within his own capabilities. By then it was too late, though, and his sense of time and place beyond the jump itself opened another doorway.

‘Here again,’ he said, teeth grinding. ‘So you have something further to offer me?’ He noted too that during the previous jump from the ship to the moon, Penny Royal hadn’t contacted him. He had no idea why this was the case, but then there was a lot about the AI he didn’t and couldn’t know. It just added to an unresolved anger which he knew was poisoning his reason. It seemed you couldn’t be tortured endlessly and remain cool and rational.

The place he found himself in this time resembled Cull, but with the colours and shades all slightly off. Penny Royal was a dark macula in the distance, and then an eye-blink later he found himself standing just a few metres away from the thing. In other perception, he and Blite were transitioning apparently slowly down towards the planet. Something was odd about that as well. It seemed as if a curved pipe issued from somewhere in this place, down to his intended destination, while a nameless entity was gazing up at him from there.

Penny Royal this time appeared in the form of a tree, with a silver trunk and leaves that were sword blades of dark crystal. He saw where the roots penetrated the ground, and also ran along the surface, under his feet and off into the distance. The AI shrugged and offered him a glimpse of all reality multiplying, as if in an infinite number of facing mirrors, but changing along the lengths of those reflections. The intensity of this, and the sheer overload immediately filling his gridlink with data, sent a hot nail of pain through his skull. He groaned, staggered over dusty soil, then steadied as the images blinked out and his gridlink began erasing data as if burning out an infection. Penny Royal shrugged again.

The implication that he was too stupid to take it all in didn’t escape him. However, he also knew that along with intelligence came the facility to simplify, and he detected in Penny Royal, as with all Polity AIs, the same urge to make humans smarter. Biting down on a rumble of anger, he abruptly stopped the erasure process and concentrated on the remaining data available. Even this felt as if it was breaking his mind, but he was determined to glean something from it. He understood he was seeing the infinite timelines, in his simplified perception of the probability slope. But now he also saw that they weren’t distinct realities. Mostly their energy divided them conceptually from mainline time, but he could see them sometimes blurring into each other too, sometimes converging, when it’d been his perception that they only divided. And there were places where they looped back on themselves, and onto other lines, as the spurs and cysts of condign realities grew and winked out. This was all very well, but in the end he was only getting the impression it was more complicated than he’d supposed. Into his thoughts then came a dark spear, stabbing at him, focusing his attention.

He saw one cyst and realized he was seeing it from both the outside and the inside. Finally he understood. His present point of existence was no virtuality, and no illusion generated in his mind by a black AI, but actually its own, if briefly lived, reality. This was why it had been possible for him to retrieve Shuriken. No magic, no mind play, but opening a reality outside of time as a bridge to where Shuriken had ended up in its own time cyst. Something like a sigh from a million mouths issued around him. He frowned at that. Sure, he’d learned something, but he couldn’t see how it would benefit him. He turned away, and into the reality he’d been aiming for.

The transition to the planet accelerated, with his destination, the Bracken, hurtling up towards him. But then it slowed again as the ship, down there on its drift island with the Coin beside it, seemed to distort around something. He focused intently and saw an object like a strip of metal twisted into a spiral, and heated to white hot as it turned. Wrapped around this was another thing which had some of the silvery component of Penny Royal, yet seemed more organic, and from which the eyes of some entity looked up at him. The eyes blinked, and a sensation combining both enquiry and acknowledgement passed through him. His destination then reached up and snapped him down.

Cormac dropped into a crouch on a shingle beach, the smells and tastes of the sea in his nose and mouth, and a cool breeze on his face. In that moment he released Blite’s fist, and the man staggered back, going down on his arse. He swore, pushed himself up, and slipped the diamond into his pocket.

‘What the fuck have they done to my ship?’ he exclaimed.

The Coin had clearly been through the wars, with sections of hull melted and in places burned away to its bones. Its U-space nacelles looked as if some god had used them as drumsticks on a cliff face, while in many areas the technology of its guts was hanging out. But it only looked this bad because it was in the process of being repaired. Robots crawled over it like insects come to inhabit a corpse. Some people were on it too – one man sat working on a large skein of optics and s-con pulled out of a hole in the hull to lie across his lap. A Draft Line soldier was also carrying huge slabs of hull plates back towards the rear.

Cormac now turned and looked towards the Bracken. Similar things were happening there, though he couldn’t see via his U-sense much of the same activity inside this ship. What he could see was silvery organic growth spread throughout, shunting materials through it like blood through a venous system, as it deposition-welded and otherwise made repairs. Tracking the thing to its origin, he saw a human figure wrapped up in its core, and a moment later identified her as Sheen Brice. What was happening in that ship all too readily reminded him of Jain technology seizing control, which was something he’d been witness to far too often. He turned at the crunch of shingle.

‘Seems we need to do some catching up,’ he said, facing May and Iris.

Of course, he was already catching up as he opened and loaded, via his gridlink directly to his brain, the packets Arach was sending him. He noted too that the spider drone and Crane were up on the top of the Bracken, and experienced a moment of resentment that Arach, at least, hadn’t come to greet him. Then he berated himself for the childish impulse, recognizing it arose out of the torture-induced darkness of his mind.

‘Where’s Carlstone?’ said Blite. ‘He’s got some explaining to do!’

Cormac winced, since he now had an overview of what had happened here. Anger at Carlstone’s death, at all the death here, was just swallowed up in the dark anger swirling in his skull. Blite of course had yet to receive the news, because, as was his habit, he’d once again removed his aug.

‘He didn’t make it,’ said May.

‘What?’

Iris stepped forwards, resting a hand on May’s upper arm, and interjected, ‘He was hit by shrapnel and killed. It caught him in the head and destroyed his memplant.’ She shrugged, saying, ‘Maybe he’s backed up elsewhere.’ Then, with that business out of the way, she turned to Cormac and continued, ‘We need to catch up too.’

Cormac glanced at Blite, seeing his pale, shocked expression abruptly tightening up into suspicious calculation. He wished the man had retained his aug so they could speak privately, because he had an idea of the man’s thinking. He turned back to Iris.

‘Well then, let’s do it now.’

He dipped his head for a second, as he put together his life recording since he’d left this world. He ran through it to edit out the irrelevant and collapse the mildly pertinent, checked it through for inconsistencies, then spat copies to each of five comlinks. May made a sound as if she’d been punched in the stomach. Blite would be able to access his copy when he put his aug back on. Iris didn’t react at all, taking in the mass of data with the ease of a snake swallowing a mouse. In return he received a packet from her. He deleted everything that mirrored what Arach had sent, and reviewed the rest while gazing at her.

Apparently she’d been one of the Gilliad’s targets, having finally been identified as a person in the Meander texts who would bring about the integration of biotech and hard tech in the Draft Line – the integration which finally resulted in what Meander had become. Now she was in constant contact with the Draft Line, sharing information, technological fixes and the like, and had persuaded Sheen aboard the Bracken to manufacture nanofactories for the Draft Line to use. Meanwhile, boats were launching from various locations, and on their way here. All of this was fascinating, but not the main thing which focused his attention: why was she cooperating with the Draft Line?

Iris was a haiman, who were known to be highly focused on themselves and their objectives. They were selfish. The fact she ran with Blite was a bit of an anomaly, but he’d presumed she had something to gain out of the arrangement. Yet in all she was doing for the Draft Line, there seemed a great deal of obligation, a great deal tying her to this world, and the people here, without sufficient reward. This inconsistency just added to his feeling that something was wrong, some subtext running he’d yet to see. But then he also questioned his thinking on that, because he knew he was still a long way from coming back from what Straeger had done to him. He’d need to think on this, later.

‘So, the Gilliad,’ he said out loud to them all.

‘From what Meander sent us, it seems likely she has a hideout under the sea somewhere,’ said Iris. ‘She’s dangerous, and we really need to do something about her.’ She looked back towards the Bracken, and up at two shapes silhouetted against the sky up there. ‘Perhaps Crane and Arach could make themselves useful.’

Cormac acknowledged this with a nod, then turned to Blite. ‘You came here to try and solve a mystery – to try and figure out who was trying to kill you. Well, you know now that it was initially Straeger, then the p-prador. Though of course Straeger wasn’t actually trying to kill you, while what the p-prador intended is open to question.’ He glanced at Iris. ‘Perhaps you weren’t the target in that case.’ He snorted, shook his head. ‘Evidently Penny Royal is involved, though at a remove. And from what I can gather, this all involves some sort of loop, or series of loops, in time . . .’ He trailed off, not knowing where to go from there.

‘All too damned complicated,’ said Blite. ‘The best thing to do is forget all that and get back to basics.’

‘Those being?’

‘The Gilliad tried to kill us, and she killed Carlstone; we kill her. Straeger fucked with us; we fuck with it.’

Cormac nodded, feeling the thump of adrenalin in his chest. Yes, that was a perspective that perfectly suited him.

‘We need to find her,’ he said, and held out his hand.

Blite pulled a face, reached into his pocket, and took out the diamond again. This time he didn’t hold the thing out in his fist but simply tossed it across. Perhaps he was tired of being burned. Without even thinking about what he was doing, Cormac snatched it out of the air, then seriously wished he hadn’t.

The sense of more dimensions than he was accustomed to, even with his abilities, opened out around him – infinite possibilities, each like crystals in a kaleidoscope. He felt as if a train had slammed into him and exploded him out into those possibilities. Nearby, though in no real physical conventional sense, the U-twist turned, pulling in threads of power from a billion worlds, with Sheen hovering over it like some monstrous mother over a child. He realized there was more going on there than just energy. That in the Bracken, the purpose of Penny Royal was at work.

With the diamond powering his U-sense, he encompassed the whole world. But being able to see everything in this manner didn’t mean he could immediately home in on the specific. He could see it all, but it was a great mass of information his brain had to process. He needed signposts, and so looked for them around the main continent. If the Gilliad had a base under the seabed, as Meander’s recent transmission indicated, there should surely be signs of construction? No, that didn’t help, because large numbers of the people of this world were amphibious, and had their own cities, communities, homes and sprawls of biotech manufacturing down there too. The signs he was looking for could easily be concealed amid all that.

He next looked deeper, seeking out the tunnels the Gilliad had used on land to move her lamprey creatures. He perceived thousands of them among the undersea population, but could find no sign of her. Until at length he discovered an area of seabed kilometres across that was blurred to his perception. Immediately suspicious, he focused in. What he saw then kept changing the more effort he put in. There seemed to be a chamber down below, but when he tried to study what was in it, the thing seemed to change location. Then, as he struggled to get a fix on what lay there, something else began pushing into his perception.

It was coming from the Bracken – a human core pushing through layers of esoteric technology and programming. As before, he had the impression of some squid-like monstrosity peering at him with crazy eyes. But, ghosting up through all that, he saw Sheen Brice knotted in the tech and trying to be heard. With her pushing against him in this way he couldn’t continue his trace of the Gilliad, so he concentrated on her.

‘What do you want?’ he snapped.

A wave of emotion hit him – all the wants of a human being, layered through with the intent of more alien actors. The wave splashed and retreated, currents running in different directions, and he perceived she was trying to take control of it. Finally, her voice echoing and throwing out contradictory meanings, she spoke.

‘My brothers,’ she said.

Cormac paused there, unsure of what the reaction would be, then he linked through to Iris to make a request. She compiled everything in a second, sending him cam and sensor feeds from the moon. They showed a distant view of Matheson standing on a slope below sharp peaks above one of the moon installations. They also showed Will Brice stalking along a corridor, leaving bloody footprints from a dismembered corpse behind him. He added context data and relayed this to Sheen. Her emotions became a whirlpool, drawing down to its centre, but that was a more stable format than they’d been in before.

‘Ulnar?’ she finally asked.

‘Killed in the fight before our escape from Straeger,’ he replied.

The emotions exploded again, crashing against him. In the real world, he staggered and dropped the diamond from his hand. This put up some barrier to the tide of Sheen’s response, but not enough, so he rapidly pulled in and shut down his U-sense, with the drift island and his companions coming into focus around him.

‘Problem?’ Blite asked, stooping to pick up the diamond.

Cormac waved a dismissive hand, then looked up towards the top of the Bracken. ‘I have a vague location on the Gilliad,’ he said. ‘And perhaps later I’ll be able to nail it down.’

‘Vague?’ May asked.

‘I’d guess she’s using chameleonware, or something similar, to conceal herself.’ He gestured to the ship again. ‘Meanwhile I’m getting a lot of interference with my ability from what’s grown inside that ship.’

Iris raised an eyebrow at this but said nothing.

‘Still,’ Cormac continued, ‘we can take some steps towards dealing with the Gilliad.’ Sending the location data he had, Cormac made a beckoning motion towards the Bracken. A shape loomed up, silhouetted against bright sky, and stepped forwards.

Crane landed with a heavy thump in the shingle, showering stones in all directions. Everyone, including Cormac, took a step back, and had hands straying towards weapons. The big Golem moved out of the crater he’d made and advanced, carefully straightening his hat. Cormac had the sense of agreement from him, while underlying that he detected eagerness, which was unusual. Other strange and twisted programs floated through their communication like T-cells about a bacterium. Out of this, seemingly as an afterthought, Crane spat over an information package. The thing took a full second to load, and Cormac saw it filling up as much space as the memory download to Meander had done, though this one was accessible. He began to inspect it in overview, gleaning a precis of what it contained, as Crane began walking, ignoring them all, down to the sea. He was in it up to his waist when Arach landed in a similar manner and headed after him.

‘Might as well tag along,’ said the spider drone. ‘I don’t think we’ll be seeing any action here for a while.’

As the two disappeared from sight, Cormac turned back to the others. ‘Now the Gilliad is about to have more than enough to occupy her.’ Just then the precis of what Crane had sent began to make sense. He grimaced, puzzled as to why Crane had sent him a recording similar to the torture and murder tapes that had first broken the Golem, but these were from the mind of the criminal Colson Morton, detailing his torture of Meander Draft 64XB.

Valt

Drust had argued long and hard, and Valt had allowed it. Shaker had raised his own objections, then fallen quiet. Valt kept as close an eye on him as possible, ramping up internal scanning aboard to specifically watch for any organic shifts inside the erstwhile first-child. It hadn’t been the prador way to allow argument, and it certainly wasn’t the way of the soldier deep inside him. He felt it then, and could still feel it now, driving him to take charge, to assert utter control over the two. He could feel it shifting uncomfortably, somehow keying off his thought patterns. In some sense it knew that his decision about where to go next might threaten it.

‘In the end,’ Valt had said, ‘what do you fear the most: the prospect of dying there, or dying in another way, as something alien takes control of what was your body?’

It was a question he hadn’t needed to ask, because Drust’s feelings mirrored his own. Losing one’s life wasn’t ideal, but they’d lose their lives anyway if the soldier took over. On an intellectual level, the idea had its horror, but he was pragmatic enough to know it probably wasn’t such a terrifying prospect. They’d already changed hugely, and in no way were still what they had been, and it hadn’t been so terrible. In fact, in many ways it’d been preferable. Why would ensuing steps be any different? But intellect warred against instinct in this respect. They could both feel the remorseless vicious thing inside them, and it stirred gut-level fear. There was also an open-ended possibility stemming from that. Would he actually be erased in the process, or would the soldier keep him around as a plaything, trapped inside, screaming in some mental dungeon?

Drust had ground his much-changed mandibles together in frustration, and Shaker surprised Drust by giving the rational answer.

‘Death is likely along both courses, but assuming what you say about them is true – and assessing all my knowledge on the matter tells me it is – this way we at least have a chance.’

Valt couldn’t have expressed it better, and thereafter the discussion had fallen to details, followed by the day-to-day activities aboard a ship during U-jump. And now they were approaching the coordinates he’d set which, in this case, they wouldn’t reach.

The crash resounded throughout the ship almost to the second of when he’d predicted. The violence of it nearly threw him from the saddle control, while around him every object seemed to expand to infinity in a jumbled melange. Everything then appeared to turn one revolution in a direction that wasn’t possible, collapsed down, and then expanded out in lines of infinite progression. Valt had experienced being knocked out of U-space during the war and just recently by Straeger, though before their jump into that continuum had completed. But this time, getting knocked out from deep within the continuum, the feelings and the illusion felt utterly different. He realized some of this was a human experience of the event, and some utterly alien. Via one eyestalk, he saw Drust come skidding into the sanctum, and Shaker piling in behind him. But his main focus was internal.

It rose up inside him snarling, reaching for levers in his biology to upgrade him to this as yet unknown threat. The struggle to suppress it was a battle all three of them had been fighting throughout the U-jump, as the soldier within seemed to become more aware that something wasn’t going as it wanted. They’d exchanged information on the matter – he and Drust at a more intimate level than they could with Shaker – and learned to suppress violent emotions, starve portions of their internal biology, and deliberately think at a completely rational level, forever reviewed by long self-examination. Perhaps they did the same in some manner here . . .

The effects of the USER that had knocked them out of U-space began to die. Working through his now fully incorporated control units, as well as the pit controls, Valt brought ship’s systems back up to speed. The big hexagonal screens on the walls around him were fizzing, while the smaller array ahead of him was running diagonally traversing prador glyphs. He focused on the code and elucidated it, knowing they were being scanned even before he felt the radiations passing through his body in a wave. Shaker and Drust moved up on either side of him. Neither of them were armed, and they hadn’t bothered to try fitting themselves back into prador armour. This would go one of two ways: once certain parties learned of them, they’d face instant annihilation or capture. Personal weapons wouldn’t make much difference either way. Valt now cleared the surrounding screens, located the source of the USER wave, then brought it up in a screen ahead and magnified it to fill the thing.

The station they’d come to was a sphere, sliced in half, and its two halves parted to incorporate a thick inner column. The thing was immense, at over a hundred kilometres across, and one of the oldest and most important. He saw vessels like long golden teardrops arrayed down the column, and they were now peeling away to fire manoeuvring thrusters and then fusion drives, and coming straight towards him. These dreadnoughts were the new design and, unlike their predecessors, little resembled their builders, whose mindset had been to make ships which were ultimately just a vast expansion of their own carapaces and protective armour, and egos, for they were prador ships.

‘Second thoughts?’ Drust wondered.

‘I have none,’ Shaker replied.

Valt ignored them and waited. Surely the prador out there would communicate soon? Or would they summarily destroy him, his companions and the hauler they were aboard? He felt that shouldn’t be the case. Despite having fled the Kingdom, Volax’s information on it had been only a few years out of date. The importance of this largest and busiest of the border stations warranted King’s Guard aboard it – apparently a station commander and sixty father-captains on some of those approaching dreadnoughts. Though they of course weren’t actually father-captains. Valt ground his mandibles, took a claw out of a pit control and scratched at his neck, which had become itchy. He didn’t know if that was usual – he’d never possessed a neck before. Then, finally, he saw the cautious probing of a comlink in the data displays on the smaller screens. Ensuring everything was as he wanted it, he allowed limited connection.

The image of the station on the big screen shifted aside; a new view opened out from a central point. It all looked pretty much as expected: a huge sanctum, with second-children scuttling around in the background about various tasks. First-children were on saddle controls, working specific functions of the station. And at the centre of it all a large first-child sat on a saddle control, with pit controls in spheres raised up on columns on either side of him, and a line of private screens on a post just out from them. Valt studied this individual. His size, if comparisons to the others around him were anything to go by, was at the extreme limit of how large a first-child could be. This one’s shape, outwardly expressed by his armour, wasn’t quite right, being much deeper than usual, legs much thicker, and the claws each possessing one short tang. Valt assumed this to be the station commander, and his variance wasn’t so great that he would’ve been killed shortly after hatching, but it was there.

‘I’ve ascertained your vessel is a hauler that is, or was, the property of the traitor Volax,’ said the commander. ‘Give me a reason why you shouldn’t now be a spreading cloud of vapour.’

‘Because you control your aggression with intellect,’ Valt replied. ‘Because you are curious, and you know this should be one of the last places for any prador loyal to Volax to come.’

The commander shifted his mandibles slowly, chewing over this reply. He recognized that Valt had responded in a way just a little bit off what would be expected from a prador, just as Valt was aware the commander’s speech patterns weren’t quite right either.

‘Perhaps you can also tell me why you’ve blocked visual feed from your ship.’ The commander spoke cautiously, stalked eyes swinging to those screens on their post. Almost certainly he was checking scan data that would show three large life forms aboard, but not much in the way of detail.

Valt didn’t reply at once, and in fact recognized he was giving a dramatic pause. He felt some reluctance here, since his answer might well result in him and his companions becoming vapour in the next few seconds.

‘Because we are like you,’ he said.

All movement from the commander froze for a full ten seconds. Yet in another view, Valt observed a number of those destroyers slowing and turning, to head back to the station. He surmised that normal prador had been recalled, while the force out there would shortly consist of King’s Guard only. The commander reached up to the spherical pit control, stabbed a claw in, and twisted. At once something began to rise up behind him, and in a moment Valt saw an armoured dome sliding up out of a slot in the floor. It drew over, shutting out the rest of the commander’s sanctum, and closed down with a thunk behind Valt’s point of view. The commander then lowered his claw and tapped it against the floor, obviously thinking hard.

‘I believe the king will be interested in the story we have to tell,’ Valt tried.

‘Yes, the king will be very interested in you. Show yourself.’

Valt hesitated, then shrugged. He couldn’t much influence the course of events now. Beside him Drust made a nervous clicking sound and Shaker crouched down lower, as if he could somehow evade shots from those gathering ships out there. With a thought through a control unit, Valt allowed visual transmission.

Again the long pause, but this time as the commander studied them. He clicked an acknowledgement with his mandibles, then reached out to insert a claw in one of those globular pit controls again. Was this the order for obliteration? Valt observed the gathered ships. They now surrounded his hauler, all of them pointing in like needles. If it came to it, destruction would be fast and complete. The King’s Guard would want no stray remains for anyone to pick up and study. But, no, the claw-twist opened up the armoured dome. The commander clambered off his saddle control and moved off, a second later the comlink cut.

‘What now?’ Drust asked.

‘I think he’s coming out here to take a look himself,’ Valt replied.

Meander

The city had apparently sat under a thunderstorm for days. When it finally stopped, the quiet in the streets was eerie. Meander, who’d been standing in the same spot for three days, her back against the balcony wall of the apartment the Preeces had directed her to, blinked and shrugged herself into motion. She hadn’t wanted an apartment, but after the first day in the city was glad of the privacy. The Draft Line were endlessly curious about her, continually sending scanning probes to her from their suits, and trying to include her in their consensus. Of course, she represented the future that Iris was providing for them. Though judging by Iris’s attitude lately, as she gave terse updates from the Coin and the Bracken, the haiman’s interest had waned.

‘It’s done,’ Meander said, briefly allowing contact with the consensus as she moved to the balcony rail and looked to where hardfields had been blooming in the sky. The railgun was down; the Gilliad’s killing had stopped.

‘Yes, we know that,’ one of the Preeces, over the far side of the city, replied. She noted the tone of his communication, the regret and sadness, and wondered how much humanity they lost in the intervening thousand years to become like her. She understood their feelings on this matter, especially on seeing the Will Brice creature tearing apart those of their kind enslaved by the Gilliad. But she simply couldn’t feel the same. She wondered, did she, having come from the future, see all those around her as already dead in some sense? Was she becoming distant from the suffering of normal life, and even divorced from conventional reality? She grimaced at the thought, turned from the balcony, and went back into the apartment.

One thing remained certain: the Gilliad still had to be dealt with. She needed some way to track down that entity and excise it from the history of this place. Because in the end, that history must remain on track to result in Meander herself. In the apartment, she dressed in a tough envirosuit she knew would only last so long once she recommenced the hunt, then exited the apartment and headed down.

Halfway down the trunk of the building, she again allowed some contact with the Draft Line consensus. Once she’d located the nearest Preece, she took a side stalk tunnel towards him. The tunnel debarked into wide rooms sandwiched on top of each other. What lay inside the one she entered drew her to a surprised halt. The resemblance here to an AI-controlled factory didn’t escape her. The machines were Polity stuff, with very little of the organic scattered between. Two Preeces and five Draft Line soldiers were gathered near the end of a row of slabs. As she continued and drew closer to them, and saw what was on the slabs, the place then began to take on the characteristics of a hospital.

Laid out here were Draft Line soldiers. They were casualties of the recent conflict, judging by missing limbs or chunks out of their bodies. Were they alive? She entered the consensus again to find out, and what she discovered there delivered another surprise. This world didn’t have the facility for vitrification, but it was yet another place where the dividing line between life and death had become a blurred one. These were people who’d received such severe injury that recovery of the person wouldn’t be possible. They had received massive head wounds of one kind or another. However, they weren’t specifically dead. Their symbiotic organic suits were maintaining them in a quasi-life, having sealed off leaking veins, filled wounds with collagen foam, kept lungs and heart pumping or, when those organs were missing, served the same purpose. All these soldiers, under previous circumstances, would have been disposed of. Only a steady decline into failure and full death would have remained for them.

Now they were surrounded by equipment feeding in fluids laden with nanotech. On some, autosurgeons were at work, cutting away damaged material and fixing in replacements. Meander studied them for a second with normal senses, then she had to know more so began ramping up her sensory input, while integrating data from the consensus. Those with large portions of their brains destroyed were receiving augmented support via a semi-organic computing substrate. Tracing this back to its source, she found that a manufacturer of computing hardware, for replacement in Polity devices, had begun producing this decidedly more sophisticated product. The substrate would stand in for missing functions, until the missing parts regrew by dint of cellular biotech which the people here were more familiar with. Other missing body parts were receiving similar support during regrowth, but it went beyond that.

Meander could see all that was being done here was within the capabilities of the people using their biotech only. But why do this with someone who, by dint of major brain damage, had ceased to be the person they were, or even something remotely human? Research and development seemed to be the answer, which she confirmed by delving deeper. Those hard-tech replacements weren’t there to be taken out once regrowth had completed. They were a damned sight more sophisticated than that. They combined with what was regrowing, hardening and reinforcing the function of the same. Something else was happening too, because – as she could see in some cases – the suits were becoming thin and fragile, and in places had completely disappeared. Their hosts were absorbing them, drawing in their function and incorporating it. With their organs growing more rugged, they could support the intrusion. She now understood what she was witnessing here: a route to the future.

Walking towards the Preeces, and others here, Meander opened a comlink to Iris. But instead of getting the usual immediate response, she received one that told her she was in a queue. She frowned. If the haiman woman was having problems dealing with her data traffic, that meant there was a shitload of it. Meander blinked the link away as the nearest Preece turned to her. She waved her hand towards the bodies arrayed on those slabs.

‘The problem for haiman in integrating with AI has always been the same right from the start. Right from when Iversus Skaidon plugged himself into the Craystein AI. The human brain is blown like a fuse when connected up to such hard technology,’ she said.

The Preece just stared at her, obviously lost in the consensus realm, then with a shiver he came out of it.

‘You predicted this in your texts,’ he said. ‘You were vague about how it happened but said someone would bring about a way to integrate hard tech and biotech, leading to a renaissance here.’

‘I haven’t recovered my memories, so I’m not sure what I knew back then. But –’ she gestured towards the equipment – ‘I suppose it’s becoming clearer now.’ She wondered what was becoming clearer, though.

The technology they were using here was a rough approximation of haiman tech. And the main part of that wasn’t the hard components, like the carapace and cowl visible on their bodies, but everything inside their bodies that made them rugged enough to support those things. Still, even now, haimen hadn’t managed to toughen themselves up sufficiently to engage directly with AI crystal. And, from her knowledge of herself, that wasn’t how it should go for the Draft Line.

‘With the assistance of the haiman Iris, we are on the road to being like you,’ said the Preece. He nodded towards the bodies and, as if he’d read her thoughts, added, ‘This is just development. The haiman will provide the latest in nanotech manufacturing.’

Meander was uncomfortable with that. As so much here, it sounded more like religious conviction than practical reality. But reviewing the recent changes she’d undergone in respect of the bodies here, she could see elements of truth in it. Their organs were toughening up. And in absorbing their armour, they were integrating superior strength and energy usage. Brain and nerve speed would accelerate, and they’d incorporate a wider sensorium. However, they were a long way from their bodies being as hard as ceramic, or as malleable as flesh when required. And a long way from being powered by fusion nodes or being able to run small factories inside themselves. What the bodies on the slabs would become, and the rest of the Draft Line in the years to come, she could see only a shadow of in herself. This too made her uneasy, for in her present form she was utterly out of place, and now wondered if she should be here at all.

‘What do you want?’ said Iris, having pushed open the comlink without permission.

Meander stepped away from the Preece.

‘I see that Blite is no longer their saviour and now you have taken on that role.’

‘It started with a few fixes I sent them,’ Iris replied, ‘and seems to have grown from there.’

‘And you’re fine with that?’

‘It’s interesting, and until now I was hardly stretching the full extent of my capabilities.’

‘Well, it’s good you’re keeping occupied,’ Meander replied jokily, but keeping the response she’d felt tightly locked down. Only now was she stretching the full extent of her capabilities? Yet she’d failed to shut down the Gilliad’s weapons.

‘Cormac and Blite are back here at the ships,’ said Iris. ‘Seems like the agent is taking charge.’

‘Okay.’ Meander’s knowledge of Cormac was meagre, but even this had him at the status of some indigent god. Seemed to her he was the right one to be in charge. Anyway, the man himself wasn’t all of it, as a war drone, which was tough enough, and also Mr Crane answered to his orders. Even Meander herself, with all her abilities, would shy away from going head to head with the Brass Man. ‘What’s happening now? I know from the consensus the railgun is down, and the rest of the weapons up there are being taken down too. But I’ve heard nothing about the Gilliad, and you’ve sent me no updates about what’s going on there.’

Iris didn’t reply for an uncharacteristically long time, which likely meant some exchange with someone else, then said, ‘There’s a raft heading out from the port there, bringing some workers to help out here, and . . . to pick up some items. Be on it.’

‘Wait a minute. The agent has U-sense, and if everything I understand is correct can expand it massively via the diamond. He can find the Gilliad for me.’

‘That’s being dealt with,’ said Iris tightly. ‘Just come here.’

‘Is that an order?’

‘It’s a suggestion . . . perhaps related to a city being obliterated during your hunt for her last time.’

Meander swore, cut the link and spun back to the others here, who were all now looking at her. She nodded an acknowledgement at them, knowing that her inner glow had just ramped up along with her anger. Then she marched away, towards the port.




17

Valt

The dreadnoughts cruised in close and began to shoal around the hauler, like reaverfish around a chunk of bloody meat. Valt had the surrounding screens open now, providing a direct view to outside, and he watched as one of the behemoths slid past, and just kept on and on sliding past. He’d seen information about what was being made in the Kingdom under the new ruler, but only now did he appreciate the scale of them.

‘Why are they doing that?’ Drust asked.

‘I think we’re about to—’

Shaker interrupted his reply with a bubbling squeal – the scanning interface, working from the back of the hauler to the front, was passing through him first. Drust was next. He abruptly dropped on his belly, and his neck coiled and retracted, then he just lay there, shivering. Valt braced himself but nothing could prepare him for the feeling – as if a white-hot membrane was passing through him, and every cell in his body was being fried, from his back end to his front. As it finally exited his body, he felt sure he’d collapse to ash. But then his highly altered body reacted, crunching and tightening, and shoving things into motion which had stopped. Feeling he should recover from this faster than the other two, he forced himself to dismount his saddle control and turn around to face them. But he staggered as, with a resounding boom, something crashed against the hauler.

‘They’re coming,’ he said tightly.

Still keyed into the ship’s system via his control units, he observed the ramp door they’d entered through just rip away and fall into a brightly lit space. Exterior views showed him the dreadnought had stopped dead in relation to the hauler, and a long airlock tube had folded out of it, hinged in three sections, to close a huge mouth over the side of the hauler, like a snake injecting venom. The airlock tube, square in section, was almost as wide as the hauler’s hull. And now he watched them come in.

The first he recognized as the commander he’d been talking to. Those which came after looked like large first-children too. He noted the patterning on their armour. The commander’s was made of dull gold, run through with khaki stripes, while the others wore black armour with bright white stripes. Concentrating on detail, he noticed their cladding had much less of the mechanical look of his own old armour and was likely highly advanced. What struck him as puzzling was their apparent lack of weapons, though he didn’t for a moment think they had none. They headed along the corridors fast, straight for this sanctum. Of course they knew where to go, and probably knew a great deal about what was in here too, after a scan intensity that would have left a normal prador boiled in his shell. Valt hesitated, wanting to delay things just a little bit longer. Then, accepting the fait accompli, he sent the signal to open the sanctum doors. Drust and Shaker, now getting a grip on themselves, turned to face the arrivals too.

With surprisingly little clattering and crashing, the King’s Guard arrived, the commander coming into sight first. He halted at the door and then walked inside. Two more followed him in, moving out to either side, chunks of claw armour rising to expose their previously concealed weapons. Valt noted a particle cannon on each and, rather than the expected Gatling cannon, something with a single barrel. He rather suspected that what was being pointed at him was some form of mobile railgun, which told him much about the power, and power storage, of the suits they wore. Two other guards remained outside the door.

‘Well, you are as advertised,’ said the commander.

As he spoke, his armour shifted along sliding sleeves, legs growing longer, claws too, body tightening in at the sides and extending at the back, then the head turret rising up on a short neck. Even as it did so, the visor flickered, and what could be seen through it changed. No longer did it show standard red prador eyes in the usual format, but yellow eyes in a tighter curve, with a pair of smaller eyes sitting between the two distance eyes. He clicked a claw and the guard on his left moved forwards, circumventing Valt and the other two to go over to the saddle control. While keeping his main eyes on the commander, Valt watched the other prador, and was about to say the controls were coded to him, but then decided it must know that. It inserted its claws into the pit controls and settled down on the saddle. Code began running on the smaller array of screens and, judging by what he was seeing, the order had been given for the ship mind to detach from the system.

‘Yes, we are as I told you, as is plainly evident to you now,’ Valt replied.

‘But still you are a puzzle.’

‘In what respect?’

‘How did prador in the Graveyard end up infected with a modified version of the Spatterjay virus? And why, against all prador common sense, would they come and give themselves up to the Kingdom?’

Valt clocked the fact the commander could tell a modified version of the virus had been used in their transformation. Was it something they’d seen before, or did they garner this information from the intense scan? But then he reminded himself that he and his companions were still poised on the edge of obliteration, and though only words were being exchanged here, he needed to weaponize them to his own ends.

‘This prador was infected with the modified strain of the Spatterjay virus, which was removed from a storage capsule in a human’s hip. The Mobius AI that infected me with it was using me as a tool. I now believe its aim may have been to create a race of mutated prador to create the future it wants.’

‘And what future is that?’ the commander asked.

‘I’m not entirely sure, but I’m guessing the Kingdom as it stands doesn’t feature in it.’ The reply was a little speculative, but it did have the desired effect.

The commander dipped, as if about to go into the obsequious pose, then straightened again. He remained silent. And while the silence continued, Valt spotted that the prador behind had triggered a hatch to open in the floor, and up out of that rose the ship’s log and data store. They were taking all the information here, and that included the ship mind.

‘Come with me,’ the commander instructed, and whirled around to head for the door. No more questions, Valt realized, because this King’s Guard knew Valt would draw things out to avoid extermination at this juncture. That had of course been Valt’s intention. He followed, seeing Drust and Shaker drawing in behind them. One of the guards outside the door stayed back, but soon caught up, carrying the ship mind case, as they reached the opening where the ramp door had been torn out. The commander leapt into the space beyond the door, and Valt followed, into the open immensity of the docking tube. The commander fired jets on his armour to progress along it, and Valt was embarrassed not to have thought of this as he simply drifted out. One of the guards closed on him, caught hold of one of his legs, and towed him along, firing his own air-blast thrusters. Two other guards similarly grabbed Drust and Shaker.

‘You obviously have interesting information for us,’ said the commander. ‘But nothing is for free, and I assume you hope to get something in return.’

‘Survival,’ Valt replied.

‘Elaborate on that.’

‘We all have the Squad in us – we all have the Jain soldier fighting to dominate. We –’ he gestured with a claw at Drust and Shaker – ‘don’t want the soldier dominating us.’

The commander remained silent as they slid around one bend in the docking tube, and then another. Finally the entrance to the dreadnought came into view and he clattered down on a tongue leading into a wide entrance, then scrabbled in across roughened floor. Soon they were all down inside an elliptical tunnel seemingly stretching from the nose of the ship to its tail, disappearing to a vanishing point in both directions. He turned to them.

‘That has never really been much of a problem for us, or for the humans of Spatterjay and other life forms there.’ He shrugged in a very human way. ‘The only time we’ve seen it is when injuries are massively severe, inside a suit with no access to food or oxygen. And even then it’s rare. Usually severe mutation ensues, but it doesn’t inevitably lead to the Squad. However, that was with the native form of the virus. The experimental form inside you is another matter.’

‘Because it’s made to access genomes matching the physiognomy of the host?’ Drust piped up.

The commander shuffled around and eyed him. ‘That was just a fix to stop the virus using resources unnecessarily while it searched its collection.’

‘While the aim of the fix,’ added Drust, ‘was to access something else.’

Valt wanted to tell his companion to shut up through their link. But through the same link he could also feel Drust was ahead of him on something – he was nailing down some point that might be vital to their survival.

‘Yes, it was,’ said the commander. ‘Perhaps you’d like to elaborate on that yourself.’

‘It’s the nature of our kind to seek out weapons,’ said Drust. ‘The alterations to the virus were to open it up to the weapons recorded in the genome of the Squad, but without releasing the soldiers. Surely this is obvious?’

‘You are perspicacious,’ said the commander.

‘I would guess,’ Drust continued, ‘the modified virus wasn’t for general use, and its recipients were confined to secure facilities. Which makes me wonder how it ended up in the hands of the humans.’

The commander shrugged. ‘Can’t think how that happened.’ He waved a claw and turned to lead the way.

Valt understood perfectly what had happened. They’d produced a dangerous form of the virus for research, but then almost certainly sold it to human traders, simply to put a thorn in the side of the Polity. But he focused on the fact that the virus was for research.

‘So, our future is in one of those secure facilities?’ he asked.

‘That the king will decide after he has examined you,’ the commander replied.

The journey was long and time dragged leaden feet, but now their period aboard the dreadnought was coming to an end. It had been a baffling time for Valt. When he was aboard, he’d reversed some of the huge changes he’d undergone when fighting the p-prador, to bring his form back to something closer to what it had been before, without losing any advantage gained either. His head turret, which had become simply a head, he kept firmly locked to his carapace, with the neck folded in a loop underneath, sunk into a cavity below it. He’d drawn in his growing tail, ironed out the segmentation, and returned his body form to something that could fit inside a suit of prador armour, which the King’s Guard had provided. Drust and Shaker had copied him, and also been provided with armour. And there lay the source of his bafflement: they had been well provided for, and treated so well.

‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’ said Drust, pausing his consumption of a mudfish steak. Again he’d keyed into Valt’s thoughts, almost as if reading his mind.

‘We’ve been treated better than prador treat prador,’ Shaker added, as he held up and examined the red fluid inside the glassy section of a carapace injector. He too had picked up Valt’s thinking.

‘No dominance games,’ Valt agreed. ‘I haven’t seen a single Guard strike another. They operate like a machine. Violence between them would be a waste of energy and inefficient. They treat us the same because we are nearly the same. We know our position, and they know our position. There’s no need to affirm these by cracking shells.’

Shaker turned the injector inwards and pressed it into a port in his new armour, down below his mandibles. It locked in place, made a buzzing sound as it drilled through the underlying shell, then steadily emptied its red contents. Shaker slumped a little, with some tension going out of him. Though as a prador Valt had only a loose grasp of the drugs humans used, he extrapolated that the effect of this was similar. Having finished his meat, he too took up an injector and inserted it into a port in his armour. As the thing emptied inside him, it felt as if the strained fibres of his being were relaxing. He knew that after this, and for some days to come, it would become difficult for him to make changes to his form. That was a loss. But the big gain was the feeling that the Jain soldier within him was dropping away, like some creature failing to grasp on to the slippery sides of a deep well and falling out of sight.

‘I did some research,’ said Valt. ‘On Spatterjay, the Hoopers have various foods that suppress the viral fibres. They use diluted sprine for the same purpose too.’ He held up a syringe he’d picked up. ‘But they also use full-strength sprine to kill themselves.’

‘Why would they do such a thing?’ Shaker asked.

‘Humans.’ Drust shrugged.

Valt understood why, and so did Drust, though he’d just pretended otherwise. Shaker was still just a little bit behind them, and more prador in his thinking. To a prador, suicide was crazy when there were so many other ways to die. But the reasoning behind Valt’s decision to bring them tracked the same thinking as the Hooper option: death of the body was preferable to having oneself murdered by the soldier within.

Drust injected himself too, then continued, ‘While I was researching, I noticed something. Have you noticed it too?’

‘Yes,’ said Valt. Because he’d also been out wandering through the ship. ‘It’s in the air and their movements. As the humans would put it, the whole atmosphere aboard this ship changed the moment we surfaced into the real, and that thing came in sight.’

As one, they turned towards the array of hexagonal screens clustered against one wall of their accommodation. There, stark against vacuum and surrounded by vessels like glittering detritus, hung the King’s Ship. This great structure was a massive column, with huge fusion engines down at the bottom on either side. It was still under construction. Bare frameworks showed down its length, and only half of a domed section at the top had been built. Ships were docked all over it like parasites on a stalk of seaweed. The dreadnoughts, such as the one they were in, appeared like small thorns and highlighted the scale of the thing.

‘They’re scared,’ said Shaker.

Their agreement was wordless through their connection, as was the admission that they too were affected. The King’s Guard were as strong, dangerous and intelligent as the three of them. Perhaps they were even more formidable, having been what they were for so much longer than them. And yet they were still scared.

‘It’s the king,’ said Drust.

Valt clattered agreement.

The king, who went under the human name of Oberon, for reasons that weren’t clear to Valt, was the first of them. He’d been infected with the Spatterjay virus as a father, and thereafter spread it among his children, before returning to the Kingdom to usurp the old king. In fact, the commander was one of those children, and as old even as Valt’s father, Volax. They’d talked a bit about those past events, and even then Valt had had the sense the commander was glad to be out on the border, away from his father the king. He’d also learned that Oberon was inclined to experiment on his children, so hadn’t lost this prador trait. But also that he experimented on himself, which was unusual. When the commander talked of his father, he half dipped into the obsequious pose, but Valt hadn’t been able to learn more than the fact that Oberon was different.

The three watched as the dreadnought they were on drew in towards the massive structure, whose hull fell away below and rose above like an immense cliff. They finally docked with a shuddering impact, and it seemed an undercurrent of noise they’d hardly been aware of died away. Then the commander’s message arrived directly to the limited system access to their armour.

‘Head for docking port fifty-four. You are to go aboard at once,’ he told them. The doors to their quarters, obviously at his behest, ground open.

‘Okay, this is it,’ said Drust, leading the way out.

As they headed through the dreadnought, King’s Guard moved aside and watched them silently as they passed. When they finally reached the port, the commander was waiting there for them, with two others of the Guard behind him, and a spherical object lying on the floor before him.

‘This is a guide,’ he said, tapping a claw against the sphere. ‘It will lead you to where you need to go. During your journey, you are to behave as normal prador summoned to the king. Do not remove your armour, or show any indication of your . . . difference. There are normal prador aboard the King’s Ship.’

‘You’re not coming with us?’ Valt asked.

‘I am to return to my duties,’ the commander said. And it was plain from the way he was shifting, raising his feet from the floor and almost dancing, that he was quite happy about that. He knocked a claw against the sphere a second time and, with a stony rumbling, it went towards the open port.

A short connection tube ran from the dreadnought into the King’s Ship, oval in section and zero grav. As they bounced through this, the commander called after them, ‘Good luck.’ It wasn’t really a prador expression, and the door closed hard and fast behind them, as if in haste. Valt felt a familiar dread building inside him, just as he’d always felt when summoned to his father, Volax. And even though he’d recently taken sprine, it seemed the soldier within shifted and peered up through his consciousness.

Beyond the short tube, grav re-established, bringing the sphere down with a heavy thump. It rolled off to the right, along a curving corridor, the ceiling ten prador heights above. The walls here were plain, milky-green composite, with inset doors spaced along it, all closed. At one point they passed an oval glassy port which seemed to give a view directly outside, and there, against the starscape, a dreadnought slid massively by. He wondered if this was the commander’s, already leaving, getting away as fast as he could.

As they moved on, the floor began rumbling, and from ahead a large unit of second-children, led by two first-children, marched towards them. The first-children wore armour of matt blue, but with shapes shadowing across it, and Valt recognized a camouflage coating at one of its base settings. The second-children wore khaki armour, streaked through with yellow in spiralling patterns. He couldn’t tell whether any of them were King’s Guard or otherwise, so did what prador tended to do when answering an important summons, and walked straight towards them. The two first-children rose higher on their legs, snipping their claws at him. But when they saw the sphere rolling ahead of him, they parted, and the second-children behind peeled aside too. Just to affirm the point, Valt slammed a claw into the leg of one first-child as he passed, buckling the leg. The injury was accepted with a hissing clattering curse.

Beyond the troop of prador, the sphere led them towards a larger door, which divided and opened ahead of them. A long tube cutting into the ship opened into a wide chamber, with openings along one wall into which prador were stepping, to drop or shoot upwards out of sight.

‘Grav-shafts,’ said Drust.

Prador generally didn’t use them, but were familiar with them from human ships and space stations. They followed the rolling ball into one of these openings. In the murky atmosphere here, Valt glimpsed a laser stabbing out from the sphere, tracking across a pad above a pit control. The sphere then rolled back.

‘Enter,’ it said, with a tinny clattering that resembled the prador speech of a third-child.

Valt moved up to the edge and peered down, then up. He shrugged and stepped in, with the others following him. He dropped slightly, but then an irised gravity field grabbed him and shot him upwards fast, then faster still, so he felt himself being compacted down in his suit. A short period of drift ensued, followed by equally severe deceleration. The shaft spat him out onto a slick, polished floor. He slid along it and crashed into the foot of a wide ramp curving upwards, and a second later the other two piled into him. As they recovered, he looked around. The sphere hadn’t accompanied them. There were doors on either side, but all closed, so he assumed he must go up. They climbed the ramp, which spiralled ever upwards, and came out into an area that didn’t look pradorish at all.

A long hall stretched right and left, oblong in section, with a ceiling twenty prador heights above. Circular segmented lights up there lit the place. Everything was aseptically clean and white, and the brightness hurt his eyes. Directly ahead, a high door opened in one piece, sliding upwards into the wall above. Moving with slow reluctance, Valt led the way through it, into another hall, and finally into a wide chamber. This had a long, curved window of huge panes of chain-glass, giving a view out into vacuum, where more immense ships slid by.

Along the wall at their back, as they entered this place, were the high exits from similar halls to the one they’d just left. They moved out a little way and looked around. Hearing a rattling, scrabbling sound over to his left, Valt abruptly turned to watch. The other two did too, and he couldn’t help but notice how they stayed behind him. It was instinctive, and he knew he could order them ahead. But still it was there: their fear. Out of one of those entrances came a number of what he first took to be ship lice, until he realized they were Polity field autodocs – metallic scorpion-like robots used to keep wounded human soldiers alive. Valt jerked back and wished his armour had weapons, when next out came two humans. These were big, bald-headed men clad in dark-blue impact armour, with packs on their backs. From the packs pipes and support struts ran to carousels of surgical tools that their hands were inserted into. He noticed the scars on these men, including ring-shaped blue ones. And, though it wasn’t something he would have recognized before, he noted their vacant expressions. These were human blanks, and as such no more than sophisticated tools controlled by another. And then the other appeared.

A shadow loomed, and high up in the door something jutted out. Lower down a leg came through, twice as long as Valt’s own, and thicker than the widest part of his claw. It brought down a complex foot, with two hooked-up claws to the front. He realized that what he saw high up were long mandibles, similar to his own, as the rest of the head end, with its gleaming arc of red eyes, slid into sight. With the slow ponderous steps of something immensely heavy, the rest emerged: a huge louse-like form, walking on eight legs, and with two long claws folded up under its foreparts. As it came out, it swung towards them. With his fear building to a level he was sure it had never been before, Valt wanted to turn and run. Instead he took a grip on himself, grounded his claw tips, and dipped down in the pose of obeisance. Behind him Shaker and Drust immediately did the same.

They stood before their king.

Arach

As Arach perambulated along the seabed, it was with a tight feeling of frustration. It permeated out from his crystal mind, through all his subsidiary processing. He knew why he was here. Not to hunt down the Gilliad, but in the sure knowledge she’d respond to them hunting her, and during that process he’d be able to work off some of that frustration. Crane strode along ahead of him, hardly slowed by the water pressure, marching in the same way here as he would have done on the land behind them, as well as on the surface of a dead star. Arach felt it ridiculous the way his hat stayed on, undisturbed, and then clamped down on the urge to move forwards and knock it off.

‘Where are we at now?’ he asked over com.

Crane’s reply was much as usual. The graphical representation, spilling into five dimensions of timelines running along the probability slope, down from mainline time, which looked as if someone had dumped a can of worms there. Arach, in his near post-human state, wanted just to dismiss it and continue railing at the brass Golem. But he switched off that response and focused on the data presented, comparing it to the last representation Crane had sent. He spotted at once it was no longer as chaotic as it had been before. A number of convergences had occurred, and he concentrated on these. As with previous representations, the timelines connected to specific events which roughly tracked the texts of Meander. He saw, in the data realm of full AI, that events here on this world were pointing into that future with the Draft Line incorporating haiman technology from Iris. This wasn’t hugely surprising, though everything could have gone tits up if Iris had been killed before now. He then turned his attention to the other convergence.

Here were the prador. Arach saw how, for the p-prador to come into existence, Blite had needed to be captured by Straeger, on that asteroid, along with the first-child Valt and the engineer second-child Drust, which he’d just learned about from Cormac. How this would lead to the birth of those creatures he had no idea, and it seemed this was out of Crane’s compass too, unless he was withholding something. So, the two main components were in play to lead to a thousand years of war and suffering, which would spread out across the galaxy to suck in the Prador Kingdom and the Polity, resulting in their destruction.

Except . . .

Arach, despite being capable of AI levels of mentation, still hadn’t figured it all out. He perfectly understood that to do so would require mental partitioning, or fracture, along the same lines as the dark AI itself. Far far too much of this he was taking on trust – on trusting Mr Crane, and the motives of an AI which had turned from being a torturer into a god outside of time. It was wearing.

Certain things had to happen in particular ways. The roads had to be taken along their course to disaster, so as to be able to find the off-ramp. A butterfly preparing to flutter its wings in the Amazon jungle needed to be stepped on. This had something to do with two main actors: the prador Valt and the haiman Iris.

‘Nothing else to add?’ he asked.

Crane simply glanced at him; he sent nothing further.

Arach stopped pursuing such thoughts, as he and Crane reached the top of an undersea ridge and saw what lay ahead of them. The town, if such it could be called, consisted of globular houses, stacked like caviar on a tilted slab a kilometre across. Running from this mass, along the slab and over the edges, to spread along a seabed crammed with a mix of oversized shellfish, were what looked like roots. A brief scan of them revealed them to be hollow. In some places they were being used as tunnels, and some of the denizens down here were travelling along them. In others they were operating like a colon in fast peristalsis, transporting great lumps of quivering meat back towards the town. Out amid the shellfish farm, he saw an amphidapt human in charge of a creature that was a blend of earthmover and water scorpion, directing it to lever open an oyster two metres across, and scrape out its contents. This the worker hauled over to the mouth of one tube, and pushed it through something uncannily like a vagina, whereupon it began its journey to the town.

A closer look at the town revealed openings in those spheres, with smaller spheres inside, tubeways and other organic infrastructure. The smaller internal spheres were dwellings. Organisms resembling fan corals waved back and forth, to keep water circulating through these structures. Arach took all this in, then focused on the people. About half of them had the appearance of amphidapts, while the other half seemed to have something of a sea louse in their ancestry. He saw none of the organic armour of the Draft Line here, though he knew they could live underwater as well. All these people had lampreys attached, and many of them had obviously spotted Arach and Crane.

‘Might start getting nasty now,’ Arach commented to his companion. He didn’t know if these people were included in the Draft Line consensus.

Crane looked around at him again, shrugged and moved on.

Arach scuttled after him, checking through his weapons inventory. Like most war drones, he could fight in any environment and had the ability to adapt what he had, or manufacture new munitions inside himself. Now he mostly focused on the non-lethal, and winced at how little of that he had available. He had a sonic shock weapon, lasers that could blind or otherwise disable, and a variety of projectiles that could deliver stun charges and disabling toxins. He wanted to bring down human attackers before they came too close, because he’d be saving their lives. He knew that Crane would have no reservations about what to do with anyone who got in his way.

Crane continued in a straight line to their destination, which would take them some kilometres to one side of this undersea town. They entered the shellfish fields, where he pushed aside stuff that got in the way, then, after a minute, floated up to walk as Arach was doing on the tops of the shellfish. This confirmed the spider drone’s long-held suspicion that the brass Golem had some form of grav-tech inside him, though it didn’t register on any U-space mapping. Much that lay inside Crane was a mystery, covered by it being Jain tech, though it seemed he could prevent it breaking out of him and bringing down civilizations. They kept moving, and just maybe Crane speeded up to avoid trouble here. It didn’t work.

A great shoal of people had begun swimming towards them, and they all appeared to be armed. Amid them were submersibles which looked like large razor fish, with various conventional-looking nacelles attached down their length, and people riding astride them. It was these that issued another swarm, to sweep ahead and bear down on Arach and Crane. Arach sighed internally, halted on a thing like a giant mussel, and scanned the objects ahead. The standard underwater torpedo shells were each about the size of a man’s forearm, driven by underwater tractor drives and loaded with high explosive. Those who’d fired them were obviously inexperienced in this, since the things were bunched too closely. He mapped them, made his selections, then opened a hatch in his abdomen. The sonic weapon folded out from his weapons carousels, targeted, and began firing. The disruption caused by its shots seemed to draw glassy lines through the water – almost like an energy beam weapon, but travelling slow enough for its progress to be seen. The first torp shell exploded. And, because of the bunching, it detonated other shells around it in a spreading cascade. He fired eight times, and the sea between him and those approaching became an expanding hot blast zone.

Knowing what would come next, he opened another hatch and released a precisely calculated number of his own mini-torps. Two hundred and twenty-three of them. He’d decided on a cocktail of toxins, though non-lethal varieties, since the people here were close enough to human for this to work. Each torp was highly manoeuvrable and capable of delivering, through its injectors, a hundred doses. They sped through the sea as the explosions began to clear, and while the shock waves rocked him on his perch. Continuing with the sonic weapon, he picked off any of their torps he’d missed. A few minutes later, he saw that many of those who’d been approaching were floating inert in the aftermath. Apparently they weren’t so resistant to shock waves. Arach winced. Some of them were trailing their insides. Others, still mobile, were no longer coming on as enthusiastically. They then completely lost what enthusiasm they’d had when his torps arrived like a swarm of wasps. Soon it was all over.

Arach looked around for Crane and located him far in the distance, still trudging on. Opening up an underwater tractor drive in his body, he sped after the Golem, arriving in an explosion of silt beside him.

‘Look, I have a suggestion.’ Arach sent a map of the sea bottom, highlighting a route that avoided the largest conurbations. ‘And maybe, just maybe, we don’t have to be so visible?’

Crane halted, studied him for a long moment, then began to undress. Finally bunching up his clothing around his boots, he handed the bundle over to Arach. The drone opened another hatch and crammed it inside, then slammed it closed. Crane turned and began trudging along the suggested path, offering a data feed to Arach. The Golem disappeared across a huge swathe of the electromagnetic spectrum, but then reappeared again when Arach utilized the feed he’d sent. Arach shook his spider head and went after him, engaging his own chameleonware too.

Cormac had sent them to either kill the Gilliad, or at least keep her off balance and occupied. It was a minor action within the whole, yet Arach could sense undercurrents from Crane, and something that seemed like relief, or perhaps satisfaction. This could of course be related to his tendency towards violence. But, like anything else with Crane, that didn’t gel – a prime example being a murderous Golem spending so much time peacefully farming. A lot about Crane didn’t add up, and Arach couldn’t dismiss the feeling that what they were doing right now had far more importance, at least to Crane, than anyone else supposed.

Iris

She felt a flash of pride at what she’d wrought out there. The Draft Line was moving really quickly on the technology and programming. She knew, supposing no setbacks, she could have haimen even up to her level by just the next generation. Straeger’s goal would be on course. And, judging by the information she’d had from Cormac, the Mobius AI was still alive, just inconvenienced. Doubtless the damage the agent had caused in Straeger’s ship had killed its ability to communicate. So, eventually she’d get what she wanted from Straeger, and just maybe she’d not have to run.

Arach and Crane were gone. It had been simple enough to drop in the suggestion of sending them after the Gilliad, and the agent had easily acceded. But Cormac remained here and had strongly suggested that Meander should come in. They were two dangerous individuals, primarily because of their mental faculties. Given proximity to what had happened aboard the Coin, and to each other, they might jointly work out that Iris was Straeger’s agent. But now, with Sheen having produced the nanofactories for her, Iris intended to be away from here before Meander’s arrival. Soon she would be among thousands who’d give their lives to protect her.

However, that left the agent himself.

Cormac’s ability to hop through U-space made him difficult to defend against, but she’d been working on that. The guy might have centuries of experience in subterfuge, and a gridlink redesigned in his skull to that end, as well as to complement his abilities, but she was pretty sure she had a way in now. The technique she’d used to blank all hardware, including Judice, when she killed Carlstone, should work with a gridlink. To be sure, she’d been making changes inside herself to up her transceiver strength, while redesigning and adding to her store of comlife – the data worms and predators of informational warfare. She didn’t want to have to use this, but if it became necessary, she’d resort to it at full strength. Maybe it wouldn’t last long against the agent, but long enough if she was in close proximity. And there was one other thing she could do.

Stepping down the ramp of the Coin, she focused on the Draft Line soldiers here. After receiving updates from their fellows in the city, they’d reattached lampreys and were now deep in the consensus. It turned out the things weren’t just in the special tunnels and pipes throughout urban areas but were also free swimming in the sea. Just inserting a suit-covered hand into the water and releasing a pheromone summoned them. Now, in that consensus, she began altering things locally and specifically, shooting over programming to the soldiers here. It was like a fader switch, as it muted their input from the wider consensus, and turned up the volume on only what she put in. She was subtle at first, increasing their belief that she was the one who’d bring about their renaissance, and therefore should be protected and obeyed at all costs. She then pushed it harder, increasing their protective instincts, but also their paranoia about outside threats. The immediate result of this was that those soldiers who were working on repairs of either ship stopped what they were doing and went off to pick up abandoned weapons. Then it was time to talk.

‘We’re vulnerable here,’ she said to them. ‘Maybe we can trust the crew of Blite’s ship. Maybe . . . But the agent is a renegade of the Polity, who has his own agenda. We cannot trust him.’

Fear and numerous questions came back to her in a wave. She replied individually, all at once, emphasizing the danger and the fact they must be on the alert. She then sadly affirmed they needed to be ready to kill on her command. She didn’t want them to act prematurely, since she’d prefer to be away from here without a confrontation involving the agent and all of the Coin’s crew. The Draft Line soldiers weren’t the only ones here, and Blite and Judice would be no pushover. Later, if the agent came after her, she’d deal with him with more resources and defences packed in around her. Or, should it become necessary, she would run.

‘The nanofactories are ready, and the boat is on its way,’ she told them. ‘Go and collect them, and bring them out to the arrival point. You two –’ she indicated two of the Draft Line nearby – ‘stay close to me.’

They immediately headed towards her, accompanied by a rumbling background of weapons checks, in a consensus having become almost completely divorced from the one on the mainland. Now she brought her systems up to speed using sensors all around, in and on the ships. She operated through subverted connections to augs, and to the crystal mind of Judice, to pick up every word spoken, every nuance of gesture and expression, and ran perpetual high-focus analysis of these. If the agent did anything, she’d be ready.

Valt

The king walked right up to them, and Valt could see the floor bowing slightly under his weight. The body was wide and ribbed like that of a louse, in fact twice as wide as his own, but it was also thick and sagging underneath. With a hissing sigh, the king settled, bringing that sagging underside to the floor, with spiked knee joints jutting up all around. Valt now noticed the king’s body was infested with small robots, smaller even than the autodocs now closing in on him – tiny legless leaf-like things squirming over his carapace like parasitic worms. They moved between the pipes, wires and support systems attached all over him, while some even entered his body through holes in his carapace. Being aware the king had been infected by the Spatterjay virus, Valt knew all this stuff wasn’t the same as it had been with his father, Volax – it wasn’t there to keep him alive. It therefore must be something to do with the experiments the commander had mentioned, which the king conducted on himself. He waited for leave to speak, then flicked a stalked eye to movement over to his right.

The two human blanks, who he’d lost sight of, were returning from wherever they’d gone, carting a ramp structure between them. The thing ran on maglev, and they turned it to slide it in towards the king’s head. He heaved up and they pushed the thing in, raising his head section a body height above them, then pushed it in even further so he could tilt that head section down to observe them. This he did for a painfully long time. Valt was about to say something just a second before the king spoke.

‘Valt, Drust and Vlix,’ he said.

‘They call me Shaker,’ Shaker replied.

A second later he was down even lower on the floor, and showing why he’d been so named. Valt could feel his fear through the connection – how it had driven him to speak out, when that was seriously the wrong thing to do.

‘So, Shaker you will be henceforth,’ said the king. ‘For as long as you live.’

This sounded like a prador threat, yet Valt knew it wasn’t. It was just a point to be mentioned, a possibility. A creature like the one before them had no need to make threats to command obedience.

‘Come upright,’ said the king, ‘speak freely now and tell me what brought you here. You, Valt, will tell me in detail while the others are free to interrupt if they think you’ve missed anything. Don’t fear punishment for what you might say, because your future is set. Begin.’

Valt pushed himself up but kept his claw tips against the floor. He eyed the human blanks standing either side of the king. Were they, with the surgical tools they controlled, to feature in his future at some point? He hoped not, yet he felt less fear of them than of the king himself, and even that fear was dissipating now the monarch had spoken. He understood that though the potential for his death and destruction lay in any course he’d taken, pain was not an issue. For he could push that away as easily as any other function in his body.

‘Our father, Volax, settled on an unsuitable world, but there was a human one . . .’ He was well into setting the scene when Drust interrupted his monologue.

‘There’s another point that might be relevant,’ said Drust.

‘Go ahead,’ said the king.

‘Valt has told you he was chosen to lead the attack on the humans, but he didn’t say how he came to be chosen. Father had developed distrust for his new children and ordered that other children, who’d been cryogenically stored during the flight, should be woken. Valt and I were among the only few survivors of storage.’

‘That’s interesting,’ said the king, then shifting his mandibles in a way that indicated irritation. ‘Do explain the relevance.’

Drust’s voice took on a quavering edge. ‘It may be relevant later, since time travel and AI interference are involved. There should have been no survivors from storage. We’d been under for far too long for that kind of system to keep us alive.’

The king dipped his head slightly in Drust’s direction, then returned his attention to Valt, who continued the story.

When he relayed how he’d not gone in with the attack, due to being aware he was approaching the end of his life, he felt ashamed, like a human confessing sins to some priestly authority. As soon as he came to the arrival of Cormac and Blite on the asteroid, the king wanted more detail.

‘You didn’t see them arrive?’ he asked. ‘And you never thought to check your system to find out how they arrived?’

Again Valt felt guilty about not doing such a simple and expected check. But he didn’t want to start explaining that, once he’d chosen to die in that way, following standard prador protocols wasn’t on his mind any more. He replied in the negative and hurried on with his narrative. The questions became harder when he told of Straeger’s arrival, and harder still when it came to their time aboard the ship. His mandibles and throat membranes felt sore, since he’d never spoken so much at any time in his life. Meanwhile, the virus started to make adjustments to respond to this demand, by opening up chyme and blood supplies to those parts of his body.

‘Stop talking now,’ said the king abruptly, while the two blanks abruptly headed away. The king turned his head slightly and directed it towards Drust. ‘You continue.’

Drust made a sound like a flap of skin going up a vacuum pipe, then clattered his mandibles in the manner of a human clearing his throat. Valt noted the little engineer moved in closer behind him as if seeking to escape attention. He deliberately stepped aside and prodded him through their connection. Drust’s stalked eyes dipped towards him and snapped up, then he stepped forwards. Valt felt Drust’s sense of betrayal through the link.

‘The capture beams that held Blite and Cormac were vortex lasers, using photonic eddy currents in conjunction with phonon waves to create—’

‘Stop,’ said the king.

For a moment Valt thought Drust’s strategy of going into techno-speak to divert attention away from him was working, until the king spoke again.

‘From your perspective, tell the entire story from the beginning.’

‘Again?’ Drust squeaked.

‘I am patient,’ said the king.

Drust did as bid, then continued right on through to the point when they’d handed themselves over at the outpost. The blanks arrived during this to deposit mudfish steaks on the floor before them, and cylinders full of blood-flavoured water. The king ate too, with the blanks lifting the whole carcass of a reaverfish up to his mandibles. They then moved around and set to work along his body, swapping out cartridges and cylinders of fluids, carving away tumours and overgrowths of carapace. It relieved Valt to see their surgical tools employed there, since that at least lessened the odds of them being used on him. He expected to be told to continue his story, but the king then called Shaker forwards and listened to his version of events, from when he became part of them, before finally allowing Valt to finish his narrative.

A long silence ensued at the end of the telling, except for the burring sound of a couple of Polity beetlebots clearing up the remains of their meal. The king emitted a sound like a human sigh, tipped his head up as if peering at something on the ceiling, then looked over to one side.

‘Have you heard enough?’ he asked.

It took Valt a second to recognize the words, for they were spoken in Polity Anglic.

With a low thrum, something started flickering behind and to Valt’s left. He couldn’t quite make out what it was with his stalked eyes, so he shifted round and backed up. Shaker and Drust moved with him, again being sure to interpose him between them and what might be a threat. What appeared to be an energy beam of watery light had speared down from the ceiling. It abruptly widened out into a cylinder, almost like a standing tank of water, and within that a chrome human head faded into existence.

‘I have heard enough,’ said the head. ‘An interdiction is indicated, I agree, but I still do not agree with the nature of the one you propose.’

‘You wouldn’t,’ said the king.

‘The threat is implicit in the p-prador. The future scenario does not function without them since the Meander future-human type is in response to them. They alone are the danger.’

The king said nothing for a long while, then finally admitted, ‘Agreed.’

‘ECS border fleet will not respond. The truce will stand,’ said the head.

The thing faded away and the beam snapped to a line, before winking out. Valt wanted to ask who it was the king had been speaking to, but he had a damned good idea: Earth Central.

‘What now?’ he finally asked, after yet another drawn-out silence.

‘You go back,’ the king replied.

The member of the King’s Guard who came for them was the size of an adult and, by the outward appearance of his white armour, would have been considered one by any normal prador. He had the same number of legs as a young adult of an octopod line, which didn’t shed their back legs when making the transition, and his width and girth were in keeping. Valt wondered if he had another set of legs folded up inside his armour. Maybe he had no legs at all. Perhaps he was an adult. The old king, fighting evolutionary impulses, had allowed some of his first-children to make the change and establish families underneath his own. Could prador infected with the virus also make the transition to adulthood and produce children? He suspected, judging by his own control over his biology, that they could. But whether they would was an open question.

‘I listened,’ said the King’s Guard called Orlik, as he led them to the mouth of the dropshaft, and stepped in ahead. As they descended, he clattered up at them, ‘I want every detail you omitted concerning their combat readiness.’

‘I don’t see what I can add,’ Valt said, as they exited the dropshaft.

‘The developmental curves of their strategy and technology.’ Orlik turned and stabbed a claw at Drust. ‘You will put together a detailed report, and have it ready for me before we jump. You –’ he stabbed the claw at Shaker – ‘will design ground-combat strategies.’

‘And me?’ Valt asked.

‘You will do both, but not in conjunction with your companions. The intelligence and usefulness of the three of you is to be assessed.’

It was a lot to dump on them. And as far as he understood the matter beyond this assessment, it would simply be military make-work. But the fact they were being assessed gave him some hope they weren’t destined for one of those laboratories they’d seen in the King’s Ship during their stay here.

Orlik led them on finally to one of the corridors running around, under the skin of the King’s Ship, and to a viewport. He gestured at what lay out there. ‘The Kinghammer II,’ he said.

Valt gaped at the immense vessel. It resembled the egg case of some varieties of fish, being a bloated oblong with structures running ahead and behind from its corners. In a way, the front of the thing resembled the Claw, and he wondered if some powerful pseudo-matter weapon could be generated there. The rear was obvious, clustered as it was with the throats of fusion engines. It was half as long again as those modern dreadnoughts, such as the one that had transported them here, and bulked out to five times their girth. He had no doubt the thing was state of the art, and more than capable of the task Orlik had been set, except for one large parasite in the steak.

‘You want reports on the capabilities of the p-prador,’ he said. ‘As I see it, they’re not the main problem.’

‘And what would that be?’ Orlik asked flatly.

‘Straeger.’

‘I want those reports from you. I didn’t say that was the end of what I require from you.’ Orlik rattled a claw against the floor. He seemed pleased. ‘Come on,’ he continued, leading the way down to a docking tube, and then aboard.

The interior was much like that of the previous dreadnought, but crewed with prador in gnarled, rough-looking armour, whose responses to Orlik were odd. Sure, they moved out of his way, but they didn’t offer obeisance, instead something that looked like a casual human salute with one claw. Orlik led them to what was presumably a captain’s sanctum, though it seemed to have far too many entrances and exits for that. A series of saddle controls ran in a ring around the space, facing sets of hexagonal screens, though only one was occupied by one of the prador, in grey armour with spiral gnarls all over it. A central saddle control had screens before it too, as well as something odd standing beside it. Here a column held up a circular plate, and on that rested an object. Valt studied it more closely and abruptly shuddered.

‘Fuck,’ said Drust, in perfect Anglic, then resorting back to prador speech, ‘An assassin drone.’

The thing had a long body, paddle limbs and a head resembling a bird’s skull. Valt recognized it on an instinctive level, for the device had been fashioned in the shape of an extinct prador parasite, except for an extra black turret eye.

‘A trophy?’ Valt asked, annoyed at the hesitancy in his voice.

Orlik swung towards him, then away again. ‘Tell them.’

The drone moved, skittering around on the plate to peer at them. Valt, Drust and Shaker quickly backed up with claws raised. Valt found himself mentally scrabbling for weapons he didn’t possess.

‘I’m crew,’ said the drone, then added, ‘and to a certain extent, I’m this ship too.’ The thing swivelled its head towards Orlik. ‘These the new recruits?’

‘They are,’ Orlik replied. He then gestured to the saddle controls. ‘Take one of those each, doesn’t matter which ones. Put together those reports first, then we’ll find out how you can be useful.’

Valt hesitated, then enquired, ‘Recruits?’

‘The king likes to keep all the oddities in one place.’ To the drone he said, ‘Take us out, Sprag.’

As he felt the huge vessel shudder and shift, and as thruster flames sawed, Valt pondered on how his life was becoming, if anything, even more interesting.
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Cormac

Cormac dumped the packets he’d collected from one of the Bracken’s fabricators on the end of the bed. He eyed the clothing inside. All of it was black and seemed to reflect the state of mind he’d brought with him from Straeger. Stripping all his equipment out of the clothing from Matheson’s ship, he stacked it neatly beside the new clothing, then undressed and discarded the old, except for the fabricated jacket. He struggled to keep his mind empty, not allowing it to stray into chewing over the things that’d happened to him and Blite, and to the thousands here, until he was ready to deal with it. It was difficult, though. Anger boiled inside and, until reaching this room, he’d needed to restrain himself from snapping at people, with a viciousness that sought a target now light years away.

Finally clean, he tried not to notice the fading scars on his body from Straeger’s attentions as he dressed. He then sat in a meditative pose on the bed and let his mind start work on what it had wanted to put together for some time. He ran through everything that had happened here from his departure, as if he’d watched it all in real time, though the whole process was accelerated in his gridlink. He ran through his own story in detail, however raw that was, closely examining interactions with Straeger. And then, like a stencil over all these, he laid in the stuff from his interactions with Penny Royal. He dissected it with razors, cold and hard, hands clenched into fists.

The first mental relay clicked over an hour into this, the second a quarter of an hour later, and then the rest in a cascade. He had the shape of things now, but still no idea how matters would proceed. All he did know was that they couldn’t move forward until a certain someone paid the price for their actions, and was removed from the equation. Or rather, he couldn’t move forward. As far as he was concerned, it didn’t matter how complicated things became, murderers had to be punished. That was justice and, maybe sometime in the future, he’d see it as that, rather than the vengeance he wanted. He climbed off the bed, and inserted his pieces of equipment back into pockets of his new clothing, like a soldier armouring up for war. Last of all, he strapped on his Shuriken holster and opened his link to the star. The intelligence at the other end of the link responded with a grinding sound that reflected his anger. He exited the cabin and went to find Blite.

As he walked out of the Bracken, Cormac skimmed over the local tactical network and located the man. He headed over to the ramp leading up into the Coin, circumventing one of the local biomechs carrying up some ship component on its back. Some of the Bracken’s manufacturing was still being used to make stuff for Blite’s ship. He eyed the thing, pondering how the ship had also produced some nanofactories to make components that would merge hard technology into the organic here. This would, apparently, result in the Draft Line transitioning into people like Meander, or Mask, in a thousand years. To Cormac’s mind, that simply didn’t add up. A thousand years was a very long time, when technology, social systems and people could change as fast as they were presently doing.

He entered a ship busy with industry – the drone of deposition welders, a scuttling ecology of robots, the few soldiers out of combat gear and in overalls. Judice was spitting orders over com, and he glimpsed May standing with arms folded over a crouching robot, as if she were reprimanding a pet. Finally he came to Blite, standing in the middle of a cabin, with hands on hips, slowly scanning about himself. The cabin was neat and tidy, with very little sign that someone had occupied it. Being ex-ECS, that was probably how Carlstone had liked it.

‘Never gets any easier, does it?’ Cormac said, trying to keep the lash out of his voice.

Blite looked around at him. ‘No, it doesn’t – not real death.’

‘Real death?’ Cormac enquired rhetorically, but stamping down on sarcasm.

His expression blank, Blite waved a hand at his skull. ‘The shrapnel not only killed his body but destroyed his memplant. Real death.’

Cormac was very aware of that, for he’d reviewed the information packages from Iris and Arach in detail, even loading them from his gridlink into his organic brain.

‘It happens,’ he said, deadpan.

‘Very unlucky,’ said Blite, and with that Cormac knew they were on the same wavelength.

‘He was basically your security specialist,’ Cormac replied. Blite’s eyes narrowed and he gave a tight nod in response. Cormac walked further into the cabin, his instinct telling him there were eyes upon him, and he needed to be particularly careful about what he said. But also aware some things needed to be mentioned in the natural course of things – that not saying them might raise suspicion.

Stepping past Blite, he opened out his U-sense to inspect his surroundings in detail. He didn’t need to. The U-space transceiver here was an old thing from the war, before they managed to bring them down to a size possible to insert into a gridlink. It sat in a glass-fronted case on one wall, which also contained an assortment of ancient weapons, even including an old six-shooter from pre-Quiet War Earth. Cormac stepped over to the case, noting by a distortion in the continuum that the device was active, and not just a decorative artefact. Decisively, he drew his thin gun and fired a shot, burning out the lock.

‘What the fuck?’ said Blite.

‘You had a traitor in your midst,’ said Cormac, opening the case. He took out the short, silvery cylinder of the transceiver, weighing it in his hand as he turned back to Blite. He continued, ‘I’ve no doubt that you set Carlstone, as your security expert, to investigate that. It could well be that you made the wrong choice.’ He held the transceiver up. ‘Whoever Straeger’s agent here was needed a method of communicating with the AI. This is active.’

Blite seemed to swell up with anger, then paused as his crafty mind kicked in after the initial reaction. But he chose to go with the anger.

‘I’ve known Carlstone for decades! I’ve trusted him with my life!’

‘Indeed,’ Cormac replied, ‘but life often takes a convoluted route towards presenting us with unpleasant realities about those we trust.’

Blite’s eyes widened and Cormac knew he’d got the point. Now it was time to take this conversation on a different course, because they were in seriously dangerous territory here.

‘Breil and the Golem Judice worked under Carlstone,’ he said. ‘I wonder about how Breil died, nominally – that at least is something that can be checked, either in his memplant or when he’s taken out of vitrification.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean maybe Breil found out something and therefore inadvertently became a casualty during the battle. Then there’s Judice. It wouldn’t be hard for a Golem to engineer an accident or two – perhaps to cover something up, perhaps to conveniently rid you of a traitor.’

There, he’d laid it out now. Carlstone could have been Straeger’s agent, killed by the Golem Judice for his sins. Or Judice could be the agent and, because Carlstone was getting close to discovering her, she’d removed him from the board, and framed him by putting the transceiver here.

Blite seemed about to say something, so Cormac quickly held up a finger.

‘We’ll find out soon enough when Breil is awake, but ensure he’s guarded, and keep a system watch on Judice too.’

Blite just nodded mutely at that.

Cormac put the transceiver back in the case and began heading for the door. Blite made an irritated snorting sound and trailed after him.

‘It’s been a right cluster fuck here,’ he said.

‘It really has,’ Cormac agreed. ‘Who would have thought the Gilliad would act with such hostility to simply not being part of some possible future? You’d think an entity capable of the things she did would be a lot more rational.’

‘Yeah, it was excessive,’ Blite said flatly.

Cormac continued, ‘But at least it seems this timeline is on the required course, to take it to the future that produces both Meander’s kind and the p-prador.’

Blite’s only response was an, ‘Uh-huh.’

Cormac smiled tightly to himself. He liked dealing with people smart enough to grasp the subtext of a conversation. Blite understood and would follow his lead.

He continued, ‘How many of Carlstone’s soldiers are left?’

‘Eight out of hibernation.’

‘And always ready for action,’ Cormac commented.

Blite dipped his head in agreement, though that wasn’t really true. The soldiers were out of their gear and working on ship’s repairs.

‘I’ll need to talk to Iris about all this before she heads off with the Draft Line. She needs to be aware there might be a hostile still active.’

Blite’s only response to that was a slight widening of the eyes.

Outside of the ship, Cormac looked up along the drift island to where Iris was standing with some of the Draft Line soldiers by a moored boat. He nodded once to himself and took off along the shingle in the opposite direction, leaving Blite behind. The anger in him was a slow boiling reflected through his link to Shuriken, and he wanted just a little time to cool down, and to be sure he’d correctly assessed the situation here. Fifty paces on, he could see no chinks in the logical construct he’d created. He halted.

‘Judice, we need to talk,’ he said. Admittedly he didn’t actually say it directly, but routed the words up out of a standard tactical update, so they arose almost sourcelessly in the Golem woman’s mind.

She responded a few minutes later by walking out of the Coin, locating him, and looking at him directly. Her com icon popped up and Cormac wrapped it in security before opening it. Before she said anything, he ascertained their link was a direct line-of-sight one, via a lased terahertz tight beam, so almost impossible to penetrate.

Almost.

May

May gazed upon the sea and found it far too chaotic for her liking. She supposed this was because she’d spent so much time in ships, with their necessary order. She watched yet another boat on its way in, passing the boat that had been moored and was now on its way out. This incoming boat was loaded with locals, though with fewer of the Draft Line aboard this time. It’d be the one to take Iris to the mainland. The woman was there, further along the drift island, by a stack of nanofactories, which basically looked like suitcases made of polished aluminium. A number of the Draft Line stood around her, as ever listening to her intently. There was something odd about all that. Iris always seemed slightly pissed off about it, as if she’d been pushed into a chore and needed to get it out of the way. Why would she do it, then? She was a haiman and could set herself on any course she chose.

‘Enjoying the view?’

May shivered. She hadn’t heard him approach, though he’d been walking on shingle. She turned to look at the agent, then beyond him to where Blite sat on the ship’s ramp, apparently cleaning a laser carbine. A moment later Judice walked down behind the captain and rested a hand on his shoulder. Blite patted her hand, then looked along the Coin to where the four marines, previously under Carlstone’s command, were sitting in a circle on the shingle, seemingly taking a lunch break. Other marines were visible here and there too, amid those working on the ships.

‘It’s okay,’ May replied.

Cormac shrugged. ‘I guess okay in your case is okay.’

‘When did you know about me?’

‘The moment I first spoke to you,’ he replied. ‘I’ve been around for a while, May, and I recognize the signs of ennui. Recognizing the signs is, after all, a survival characteristic.’

‘Yet still you had me transport you.’

‘You needed – and still need – risk, so that seemed optimal.’

‘That makes no sense.’

‘It does if you understand I didn’t think you any less proficient at what you do. And with what I suspected we’d be getting into, I didn’t want you risk averse.’

‘Not risk averse,’ May repeated, seeing Iris now on the move along the strand towards them, with four Draft Line soldiers marching along behind her like bodyguards.

‘No, I didn’t want you risk averse,’ he replied, fixing her with a steady look, ‘However, right now, I would like you to be, so suggest you return inside your ship.’

May looked around again, taking in Blite, Judice and the marines. The marines, she noticed, looked quite bulky in their overalls, and it seemed they had some of their equipment with them. She glanced at Blite again, noting him take a great deal of time cleaning a weapon that hardly needed it. A slight frisson of excitement rose and she liked it.

‘No, I think I’ll hang around,’ she said.

‘Unsurprising,’ said the agent, turning towards the approaching Iris.

As Iris came towards them, her face was expressionless, but something metallic whirred in her eyes. She looked over towards Blite, and then the marines, before bringing her attention back to Cormac.

‘What’s this about?’ she asked, obviously having received a message from the agent.

‘Many things,’ he replied, giving a tired smile. ‘You know, I’ve known a few haimen throughout my life. Most notably the haiman Orlandine, who now acts as the overseer of a slowly reforming accretion disc packed with Jain technology.’

Iris grimaced. ‘That’s very interesting but I don’t have time for a chat.’

‘Do you know what most impressed me about Orlandine?’

‘Do tell.’

‘She was efficient, powerful and in many respects frightening. She was also utterly ruthless in the pursuit of her goals. She killed another of her kind to that end. And, sad to say, others of her kind were no different from her. Haimen have a sense of destiny, a clear objective, and will let nothing stand in their way. They’re almost fundamentalist in their beliefs.’

Iris said nothing, she just stared, but the metal continued moving quickly in her eyes.

Cormac continued, ‘That’s why it surprised me that a haiman would tag along with someone like Blite, in a relatively small shipping company. It also surprised me such a haiman couldn’t shut down weapons systems here, which, though they had their organic control component, were simply computerized. I’m also surprised a haiman would lose control of such a system, without managing to leave it wrecked behind her in the process.’

‘Yes, I am a haiman,’ said Iris with a hiss in her voice. ‘But this stuff isn’t like waving a magic wand. There are things we can do, and things we cannot.’

‘Also surprising here,’ Cormac continued relentlessly, ‘is the hostile reaction of the Gilliad to something vague in Meander’s texts. It’s almost as if she was primed to react that way. Which I well know is something a haiman is quite capable of triggering.’

‘It seems you’ve made a decision,’ said Iris. Behind her the four Draft Line soldiers moved out a step from her, scanning their surroundings and reaching either towards holstered sidearms or weapons across their backs. They looked intent and fanatical to May. She looked around, now seeing others appearing on the upper hull of the Bracken, and elsewhere on the drift island. Meanwhile the boat was still coming in with others aboard.

‘I’ve made no decisions,’ said Cormac. ‘Merely drawn the obvious conclusions.’

‘Little man,’ said Iris, ‘you are not an agent of the Polity any more, and there are no machines here to—’

It happened so fast and unexpectedly it took May a second to process what had happened. Iris staggered back, and it seemed she heard the shot as if coming from a distant sniper rifle. May looked around in surprise at Cormac holding his thin gun extended, then back to Iris as she steadied for a second, eyes clenched and mouth open as if in shock. Vapour rose from the mess of blood and brain spattered over her cowl, and from a neat, charred hole through her forehead. Then, like a tree toppling, Iris crashed down on her back. Actions and responses then speeded up. Cormac turned and threw himself at May, tackling her down onto the shingle as pulse gun fire cut through the air above. An explosion ensued, showering stones. She glimpsed the four who’d been with Iris in the blast, bodies webbed with electrical discharges as they went down. The vicious sizzle of a laser carbine tracked out, scoring across the side of the incoming boat, as its passengers ducked for cover or dived into the sea.

‘What the fuck?’ she exclaimed, more just to have some response to offer.

Cormac rolled from her and came up on one knee. She could hear but not see shooting all around, and that’s when things seemed to slide off the edge of the real. The com request in her aug didn’t wait for permission as it opened. Unbelievably, just ahead of her bodyguards, some of whom were staggering to their feet, Iris sat abruptly upright. The woman’s gaze swung towards May, and a horrifying horde of grey insect monsters poured out of her eyes and across the shingle. May pushed herself up, the terror in her something she’d never experienced before, and which, perversely, she enjoyed on some level, as she turned and ran screaming. Even as she went, the world around her became a maelstrom, into which she both ran and fell, with the horrors following her down.

Cormac

‘Did you think it was going to be that easy?’ Iris asked.

Back up on his feet, with his thin gun frozen in the process of him raising it, Cormac gazed at the woman. The shot had been perfect, punching through her forehead, and exiting out the back with a substantial chunk of her skull and brain going with it, to splash over her sensory cowl. Even in terms of the most advanced humans in the Polity she should be dead. Though perhaps only temporarily so, if she was backed up somewhere, or her nanosuite could manage to vitrify her. He tried reaching for Shuriken, but like so much in his gridlink that communication route had shut down. He damned himself for not programming the star for an event like this and remembered his father telling him how he was ‘getting sloppy’.

‘I hoped it would be,’ he said in his mind, and tried to shrug, but couldn’t.

His U-sense was guttering, and he couldn’t get a grip on the universe around him. It was hard enough keeping at bay the nightmares which would have him writhing on the ground and foaming at the mouth, as May was right now. With this sense he saw Judice, frozen at the point of leaping forwards, simply keel over and crash onto her face. A laser carbine fired, burning a line through shingle. And through the ringing in his ears, Cormac could hear Blite shouting as he fired on the horrors coming for him, and wished this occasion had been one in which the man had forgone wearing his aug. The marines were down too, felled like May, but Iris hadn’t limited herself to them. As she pushed down with one hand and stood up, those Draft Line soldiers who’d managed to regain their feet abruptly dropped again. Others went down too, including one who rolled from the top of the Bracken and dropped to the drift island, exploding shingle out all around him. Pushing his sense further, Cormac saw them dropping on the approaching boat too. They were, of course, witnesses Iris didn’t want.

‘What’s the plan now?’ he asked, speaking mentally through the single comlink he had open in his gridlink to her. ‘Kill everyone here, make up some cover story, and continue as before?’

‘Pretty much,’ said Iris.

She put a hand up and felt around the hole through her forehead, then reached around the back and fumbled for a moment, bringing her hand back before her face to inspect the brain matter and blood on it.

‘Y’know, I’m not a particularly vengeful person, but that hurt. It obviously wasn’t enough to kill me, since I’m backed up in my carapace. But it will take time to repair and regrow the damage, and reload to my organic brain.’

‘Fuck off! Just fuck off!’ The bellow came from Blite as he shot yet another invisible monster. Iris’s attention flashed to him in irritation, and she waved a dismissive hand. He made a sound as if he’d been thumped in the guts and keeled over onto his face. She returned her attention to Cormac and made a gesture with her forefinger. He found his arm moving, and fought it as hard as he could. But, controlling his body, she made him turn the weapon in towards his torso.

‘You’re not thinking this through,’ he said, knowing pain was to come and feeling this echo through the scars in his body that Straeger had put there. ‘If you kill Blite, you put this whole scene on replay. You can’t kill him.’

The movement of his gun halted.

‘You are correct,’ she said, her expression showing surprise. ‘Perhaps that shot to my head did in some manner interfere with my thinking. Interesting.’ She seemed to ponder this for a long moment, though he knew this was just theatrics, because she could think a lot faster than that. Then she continued, ‘But I will kill him, and keep on killing him in the iterations of this scene, until I achieve the outcome I require.’

‘You can see it?’ Cormac asked.

Iris smiled, and looked around. She had all the time in the world. ‘I couldn’t at first but, once you’re caught up in a few loops, and if you can think beyond the linear, you begin to. I learned that on Abalon, and then had it reinforced with Marble.’

All Cormac’s reviewing of events flashed through his mind, and he made a leap. ‘You sent a message to Straeger about Marble. It was you who prompted the AI to intervene there.’

He kept pushing for some access to his gridlink, and to his abilities, but they were dying in his skull. It was just the same as when Straeger had confined him, and he wondered if this was a method she’d learned from that AI. Or maybe Straeger had learned it from her. Even as his U-sense continued to gutter out, he noted there was one witness she hadn’t accounted for. Within the Bracken, he could see Sheen Brice seemingly looking straight towards him.

‘That is the case,’ she said and waved a hand. His body, ignoring his commands, began to turn his thin gun in towards his torso again.

‘What outcome do you require?’ He hated himself for the desperation in his voice. His body had repaired from what Straeger had done to him, his neurochem had rebalanced, but still the memory of pain, and fear of it, lingered.

‘I guess you thought you were being clever and secretive in your conversations with Blite and Judice. And I imagine they thought they took all the precautions they could in their communications with the marines. Children.’

‘Which kinda proves my point about the Gilliad,’ said Cormac, even as the barrel of his weapon came to rest against the left side of his guts.

‘The Gilliad,’ Iris repeated. ‘I’ve taken down Polity AIs, so she was no problem. The weakness in her circuit was the fact she’s a consensus intelligence – an open network in effect. I was in her mind and twisting it to my purpose within seconds of our arrival here.’

‘What?’

Iris smiled again. ‘What was supposed to be a welcome to the saviour Blite became the paranoid fear he might leave, and hence the attempt to imprison him.’

‘What was the purpose of that?’ he asked.

‘Straeger wanted Blite to die here, in an endless series of loops, to generate a time flash. It enables the AI to see more and more of the future.’ She waved dismissively. ‘That was its initial objective, but now it seems it wants to ensure the future that will result in the p-prador and the likes of Meander. The Gilliad wasn’t in that future, so it was easy enough to generate paranoia in her, and then fuel it. Especially when Meander took it on herself to go after the creature. Straeger is playing the long game now, because it wants time travel technology. I’m not sure it has the patience to wait a thousand years to grab it. I’ve no doubt it’ll try something else . . . That’s not really my concern, though.’

Cormac felt his trigger finger twitch and, even though his U-sense had completely collapsed, he could still feel Sheen Brice’s regard. It was as if she was trying to remind him of something, and it nagged at him.

‘Straeger injected two prador with the Spatterjay virus he took from Blite, and sent them down into the enclave,’ said Cormac, ‘while at this end, you push the Draft Line towards becoming what Meander is.’

She nodded. ‘Yes.’

His finger twitched again.

‘So, what do you get out of all this?’ he asked hurriedly.

‘U-twist technology.’ She looked towards the Bracken contemplatively, then returned her attention to him. ‘Well, this has been interesting. I have to admit to the human need for conversation regarding things I’ve kept to myself for so long. But now it is time to move on.’

His finger closed on the trigger. The shot felt like a punch to his side, burned through his guts, and he truly felt the horrible sensation of it exploding out of his back. The pain echoed through the scars over his body, as if lighting up a network of wires. The reminder of torture pushed him to seek escape, as he had before, yet he had no dark diamond within reach, and he wasn’t in the middle of a U-jump. Instead it swelled in his skull as he sought to route around the pain once more, and pushed into the single comlink he had with the haiman woman.

Cormac yelled, staggered forwards, and went down on one knee, on pale, dusty ground now rather than shingle. He clutched at the hole burned through his guts and felt it closing up like a sphincter, while the blood and char faded from his clothing. The pallid space around him seemed to be a cyst in reality. And yet, when he searched with his mind, he could find no dark presence within it like a flaw in a diamond.

‘Well, this is interesting,’ said Iris.

He looked up. The haiman was standing ahead of him at the same distance as before, her pose unchanged, but within the changed landscape. She shook her head and then peered around at her surroundings.

‘How on Earth,’ she continued, ‘did you create a virtuality with all the programming space in your gridlink shut down?’

Cormac looked down at the thin gun still clutched in his right hand, then stood up with it hanging loosely at his side. After a second, he raised the gun and inserted it back into his shoulder holster. He studied her. She wore an armoured suit, of which one component was the carapace on her back. She had crystal augs either side of her skull, but though they certainly contained extra processing for her mind, they were too vulnerable in that position to be the backup she was running now. Iris the haiman must be within the carapace, as she had said, and that was the point of attack.

‘Someone taught me,’ he replied. ‘But you’re wrong about one key point.’

‘And what would that be?’ she asked, as their surroundings began to distort.

‘This isn’t a virtuality.’

He reached over and hit the manual release on his Shuriken holster, feeling the star grumbling and whickering in his consciousness. Trying to push for programming, he felt the Tenkian weapon shrug him off, as he pulled the thing and threw it. The star shot away from him, whirling up to speed, extending its chain-glass blades, shimmering blue along their edges, and zipped towards Iris.

‘I don’t know what you hope—’ she began, holding up one hand. The apparent virtuality distorted around that point and began to collapse in towards both of them. The star hit, at precisely the same point on her body as where Cormac had shot himself. It cut through armour and guts, then out through her carapace at the back, and Iris screamed.

A second later, Cormac was back in his injured body. He was down on his knee, with blood all down one leg, but he was free to move, with his gridlink coming back online. Ahead of him, Iris had staggered back and turned to the side, pieces of intestine hanging out of the slice through her armour. She held out a hand defensively towards Shuriken, which was turning in the air a few metres out from her. Somehow she was holding it off, as it weaved from side to side. He raised his gun and fired, exploding one crystal aug, knocking her head over and cratering her skull. She yelled and spun, her armour shifting over her body, and either side of her torso long, metallic spider legs extruded and folded out. She went face down and, like some huge, grotesque, iron spider hauling a corpse, ran towards him. He fired again, blowing away the other crystal aug. Still he tried to get a grip on Shuriken, but still the star shrugged him off and chose its own course. It flew in, turning vertical, and sliced down the length of her carapace, making a sound like an angle grinder through tin.

Iris slammed into him, sending him sprawling. And as he went down, he directed his gun in, finger tight on the trigger, and fired continuously. Once again he had one of those ‘oh well’ moments, sure that she was about to rip him apart. Belatedly his gridlink achieved full function with her weight down on him, and he knew he could U-jump away. But by then there was no need. Iris looked at him with her wrecked face, the metallic structures in her eyes closing up like camera shutters. She heaved up and rolled aside, spider legs folding in, shuddered a couple of times, then was still.

Blite

As he woke up, Blite immediately knew the things that had come crawling out of the sea hadn’t been real. He cursed, reached up and snatched the induction aug from his skull, shoving it into the chest pocket of his suit. Wincing at the burns in the shingle ahead of him, he heaved to his feet and looked around.

The marines were down by the shore, standing around something there, with their weapons pointed at it. He had a moment of the horrors again, thinking a monster had come out of the sea, but then recognized Iris, with the hidden functions of her suit now revealed. And it seemed, obviously incapable of using them now. At least he hoped so. He’d seen them before in one of his deaths aboard the snatch ship Marble.

The brief exchange with Cormac had been enough. Straeger’s agent had been among his crew, and the way Carlstone had been murdered made it obvious who it was. Cormac’s hints that it might be Judice had also been an obvious diversion for listening ears. A Golem android didn’t have the mental watts to change tacom feeds to cover what had happened aboard the bridge of the Coin. He didn’t know exactly how it had happened, but certainly Carlstone hadn’t been hit by stray shrapnel in such a way as to conveniently destroy his memplant. He probably would never know. Then, as soon as he accepted that Iris might be that agent, many other anomalies fell into place. Like the strange hostility of the Gilliad, the railgun firings from the moon, and Iris’s ability to shut them down at one point but not at others. He scowled, feeling bitter, then turned his attention to Cormac. He was now leaning heavily on May as she helped him towards the Coin. Blite went over to them.

‘That went well,’ he said.

Cormac looked up with a flash of irritation crossing his expression. The man had been fucked over again. His shirt and jacket were stripped away, and a dressing was formed against his side. But judging by the blood on his torso, and the wetness running down one black trouser leg, he’d be needing an autodoc.

‘I’ve been getting sloppy,’ said Cormac.

‘So, I take it she was what we thought,’ said Blite, but by then the agent had turned away to face the marines.

Obviously receiving some instruction from him, one of them turned abruptly and fired a shot. It was a pulse rifle round, dialled down to heavy stun. One of the Draft Line who’d just come ashore out of the sea keeled over, webbed with electrical discharges. Blite noted the others ashore were still down, probably having been given a dose of the same earlier, while Blite had been out of it. The marines now moved on down the strand, watching the sea, and Cormac turned back to him.

‘I’ve sent messages to the Draft Line,’ he said. ‘But they’re understandably still struggling to accept that their latest saviour wasn’t what they supposed.’ He continued towards the Coin’s ramp, and up it into the ship. Blite followed.

‘What now?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Cormac replied. ‘It seems to me the route to the future is being altered by a friend of yours. All we can do is act, and react, to circumstances as they present themselves.’

Blite held his peace as they entered the Medical section of the Coin. He looked around, feeling that tight bitterness inside again, knowing he’d half expected to see Iris here. He’d lost too many people, and what had started out as an adventure had long ago ceased to be that, instead becoming an unpleasant chore. His thinking strayed now to Greer and how she’d died, and he couldn’t help but consider what influence a haiman might have had on those events. He grimaced and tried to shunt thoughts of that aside. Speculating on the past was as unhelpful as thinking about this ‘course into the future’. The agent was right.

‘You didn’t really answer my question,’ he said. ‘Simply reacting isn’t smart, and I would have expected a better reply from Agent Cormac.’

The agent was now sprawled on the slab. May wheeled over an autosurgeon on its mobile pedestal. His eyes were closed, and he had a touch of that vitrification look about him yet again.

‘Okay,’ he said tightly. ‘We need to make this ship fully operational, and ensure our defences and weapons are at their best.’

‘The Draft Line?’ Blite asked.

‘They are a concern, but the least of our worries.’ Cormac winced as the autosurgeon peeled off the dressing. ‘You can be damned sure Straeger will learn what happened here today, and will be on its way to pay us a visit.’

Meander

The Draft Line soldiers on the boat she’d boarded at the port had hit her with a hundred com requests, and attempts to include her in their consensus conversation. She blocked them all, taking only from the consensus the things she required. Heading away from them, she moved through the cargo section of the boat, noting plasmel crates with familiar company decals on them from the Polity. Scanning inside, she saw a wide variety of components, all of which could be found on a spaceship. She paused there to take off her envirosuit boots, attached them at her waist, and moved on. A Preece was piloting the boat to the fore, with a simple ball control. He too sent his queries, and when she failed to respond resorted to speech.

‘Is there anything I can assist you with?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m good.’

In front of him was a weather and splash screen, which wasn’t needed on a calm day like today. Ahead of that lay a steep slope, down towards the nose. Meander squatted slightly then leapt, straight up over the screen and down onto that slope. Her feet bonded immediately, while behind she heard the Preece shout something. She walked right down to the edge and sat down. After a moment, she winced. It had been a bit of an over-dramatic announcement of the fact that she wanted to be left alone. It seemed that in response the consensus had retreated from her mind. Perhaps she’d just insulted the entirety of the Draft Line with her attitude, because she knew the act of withdrawing connection couldn’t be decided by one individual amid them. They were in each other’s skulls constantly. No matter, since they were nearly at their destination.

The Coin was visible far ahead, up against the huge bulk of the Bracken, where it rested on a drift island, the other half sitting in the sea. She focused in to study the surface activity and, as expected, saw robots crawling over the hull of the Coin, but she didn’t see many human figures about. She increased her focus and did pick up on some people – a couple of marines moving bodies on grav-gurneys towards a boat moored further down the drift island. Perhaps they were those Sheen had killed, and they were only getting around to clearing up that mess now. Thinking on the Brice sister, Meander pushed out with her extra senses and peered deeper, seeing the tech spread throughout the Bracken, with something that could only marginally be described as human at its core. Bringing her attention back to the Coin, she peered within that ship too, immediately focusing on Blite. He was seemingly distorted around the diamond in his pocket – as heavy on reality as a singularity. The man was on the bridge of his ship, with Judice and the agent. She expected to see Iris there too, but no sign of the woman. Instead of searching, she reached out for the connection to the haiman woman. It wasn’t there.

Meander sat upright. This just didn’t make sense. Iris had been connected into, and was a large component of, the Draft Line consensus. She’d been almost the entirety of the small Polity data sphere since Carlstone’s death. How could she not be there? Meander now reached for the consensus again, pushing hard, but the thing slithered and evaded like a bashful cat avoiding being petted. With a separate part of her perception, she observed the Draft Line soldiers in the boat, and saw them now all unnaturally still. They weren’t talking, at least verbally. She stood up, turned and leapt back over the screen, coming up beside the Preece. He turned and looked at her, his expression haunted.

‘They killed her,’ he said.

Meander backed up slightly, and now mentally attempted to push for other connections, as well as to open comlinks, trying to find her way into the data sphere consisting of those at the Coin and the Bracken. It took her a fraction of a second to realize it was locked down, with all the informational defences of a battle sphere. Abruptly one comlink snapped open. She pushed into it hard, using viral methods to reach past whoever had opened access. She needed to grab what data she could, because surely the Preece had been talking about Iris. Meander’s attack – in a sense, that’s what it was – splashed against a hard wall, and something shut her down into a one-to-one communication. She tried to open it as a virtuality, as this would give her more routes in, but just sensed amusement, along with further rigid lockdown on her access, then a face turning towards her. The agent.

‘Times twenty,’ he said.

The interaction speeded up and she went with it, everything around her seeming to slow down. She could see by his expression that the Preece was about to say more as one hand was coming off the controls, doubtless about to go for the weapon at his hip.

‘She’s dead?’ she said to the agent.

‘She was working for Straeger from the start. The extent of everything she did isn’t yet clear. Certainly she was involved in some of the earlier deaths, or at least she could have stopped them but didn’t. It was she who drove the Gilliad to respond as it did, not the entity’s own paranoia. And she murdered Carlstone and Breil.’

‘Proof?’

Meander’s mind had gone into overdrive already, remorselessly putting together all the suspicious stuff about Iris, which fell neatly into what she’d just been told. Even so, a ball of grief expanded inside her. After Blite had rescued her from the Mortons, Iris had always been there to explain, and in her harsh way to comfort.

A data package arrived at the interface between them, but with the bandwidth so restricted it held there.

‘I’ll check it later,’ said Meander, even her mental voice catching. ‘Was it necessary to kill her?’

‘It was just to do so,’ the agent replied coldly. ‘Now you need to decide what you’re going to do. The Draft Line are very pissed off with us here.’

‘You mean with you.’ There was resentment in the comment. Inside, grief and logic were warring with each other to settle on a provisional outcome: a feeling of betrayal.

He acknowledged her comment with a tilt of his head, then snapped open the bandwidth, shunting the package through. Before she could respond to the wider access, the comlink shut down. She winced, irritated to be reminded that she wasn’t all-powerful.

‘We have to decide,’ said the Preece, as her time sense took her back into the moment on the craft, ‘which side you are on.’

Her mind still running fast, she went through all the options in a fraction of a second. She looked him in the eye and said, ‘You’re my people. You are the reason I’m here.’ She waved her hand towards the two spaceships. ‘They are Polity and irrelevant.’

The Preece seemed to relax a little and, with this exchange obviously broadcasting into the consensus, it too relaxed, and she found herself beginning to access it. She stepped back to look through the screen. The boat she’d seen being loaded up was out on the sea, while the one she was on began to slow. She penetrated the consensus and learned that the agent was returning those of the Draft Line who’d been around the two ships. In the sky behind her, missiles were closing in. They aimed to hit the spaceships as soon as their people were clear. She considered warning them of the pointlessness of the exercise, but sensing the tone of the consensus, she knew that’d be wasted effort.

The Draft Line as a whole was raging at having their future stolen from them. Even though the provision of the technology to turn them into something like her hadn’t been specifically detailed as coming from the haiman Iris, they’d decided this was true, and reinforced the belief among themselves. This was the problem with consensus: what the majority believed to be true became the truth. Meander herself was able to see that Iris’s provision of haiman technology couldn’t be the answer – not when a thousand years lay between the now and that future. It was a kind of madness, and the same one that had driven the Draft Line and the Gilliad, in a reinforcing cycle, to believe Blite would save their world. And now, accessing the package Cormac had sent, she saw something else: it was precisely this consensus which Iris had penetrated and subverted, to drive the Gilliad to attack those who had been saviours. In manipulating the Gilliad along that course, Iris had caused the division which enabled the Draft Line to break from a controlling node of the consensus – the Gilliad – and inserted herself. Now she was dead, there was no control, and the consensus had become governed by the emotions of its components. Meander meanwhile finally settled on feeling betrayed by Iris – she’d been used and played, and the haiman had even tried to kill her.

The boat from the drift island continued to motor out. Missile drives flared in the sky, and the weapons descended hard and fast. For a short while it seemed they would reach their target, but a series of hardfields snapped into existence around the drift island, the Bracken and the Coin. The missiles struck the fields, and the blasts spread out, but didn’t penetrate. Meander saw the boat flipped over and burning, as well as the blast wave proceeding towards their craft, with a boiling wave running behind. By now she’d accessed and incorporated the rest of the information package, which was an update on all that had occurred on that drift island, more about what was occurring up on the moons, and what had gone before. She had a decision to make: where could she be most effective in the craziness occurring here?

The blast wave hit, turning the boat she was on sideways, and sending the soldiers tumbling, while she remained locked in place. The wave came next, slamming into the side of their vessel and tilting it over, but not far enough to capsize it. Those aboard would survive, though she wasn’t so sure about those in the other boat – they’d probably been killed by this emotionally driven action of the Draft Line. With a shrug, she released the grip of her feet, fell sideways, slapped the edge of the boat, and hurled herself into a flat dive into the sea.
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Arach

Beyond the undersea town, Crane faded back into existence and, after a pause for thought, Arach did the same. Neither of them were short on stored energy, nor the ability to generate it, but chameleonware did suck it up. They’d now reached the sea bottom beyond the plains of shellfish and were heading upslope over packed sand. Out of this weird tubeworms jutted to spread glowing tendrils which uncomfortably reminded Arach of Mobius AIs. Stones and shells dotted this surface, and increased in number the closer they came to the surface. Checking his internal maps, Arach saw they were approaching an area of drift islands, after which the bottom would drop away again steeply to another abyssal plain, leading to the place that was difficult to scan, and where it seemed the Gilliad might be hiding. Once the water became shallow enough that a small jump would put Crane’s head above the surface, the Golem halted and turned to look at Arach.

The drone hesitated for a second, as if he might pretend not to know what Crane wanted, then he opened a hatch and handed over the Golem’s clothing. Crane dressed himself, lacing up his boots on the sea bottom, then standing up again with his hat on his head. Was it vanity, Arach wondered, that made Crane want to rise out of the waves with that hat firmly in place? He was uneasy with the idea he did know – that Crane put up a facade of quirks and foibles to cover something whose thinking was even more alien than the spider drone’s. And it hadn’t escaped Arach’s notice that the Golem’s mind had once fractured in ways comparable to that of a certain dark AI.

Crane’s head breached the surface, and by the time it reached his chest Arach’s knees were out. But via a sensorium which went some way beyond that of a spider, he could see what lay ahead. Three drift islands ran parallel to each other, and rigged across them was a platform of bubble-metal and foamstone – in fact the kind of space port slabs used on worlds whose surface wasn’t stable. Mounted on this were conglomerations of bubble houses, like heaps of caviar on a plate. They’d surfaced right next to a dock, with living vessels moored to it resembling horizontally sliced sheep skulls, and legs folded on their undersides. Arach speared out a limb and caught Crane’s arm.

‘This isn’t a good idea,’ he said, with his head now above the water. ‘We should go around.’

Crane shrugged off his limb and just kept walking. As usual there was no particular communication, yet Arach sensed those undercurrents once more. It seemed Crane was anxious to reach their destination, which meant things would go badly for anyone who stood in their way. Coming after him, Arach quickly loaded stun rounds, expelled the water from the cavitating stunner, and tuned it to work in air. Once again Arach might be in the position of having to save civilian lives by knocking them out before Crane did something more drastic.

They came to stairs leading up the side of the slab. Over on the dock some of the inhabitants stood watching. They were much the same as those they’d encountered below the sea. Crane began to climb the stairs, but Arach threw himself forwards and scrambled quickly up the side of the slab to make sure he was ahead of him. Coming onto the surface, he viewed a curving street ahead, running between heaps of bubble dwellings that were surrounded by riotous fenced gardens. People were flowing out onto the street from an avenue to the left, and all looking towards him. He scanned for weapons and, though he detected some, this didn’t look like an attack.

Crane arrived shortly afterwards, stopping to stamp his boots, shaking off sand and fine shingle. He looked around, then turned to Arach and tapped a finger against the side of his head with a leaden thunk. He pointed back behind him. It took Arach a second before he opened himself up to com and received the update from the agent.

‘Fuck,’ he said as he installed it in his mind.

How had he not seen that? He should have known a haiman would’ve been able to take down the Gilliad. And, Iris being a haiman, he should have been suspicious of her from the start. He looked at Crane, who as usual offered nothing. Arach put in a call.

‘Well this is surprising,’ he said.

‘It shouldn’t have been,’ Cormac replied snippily.

‘Perhaps, even living as long as I have, I’m not quite so cynical and paranoid as you.’

‘Perhaps, living so long, I’m not cynical and paranoid enough,’ Cormac replied. ‘If I’d realized sooner, I wouldn’t have sent you and Crane off so early. Maybe together we could have subdued, controlled and used her.’

‘But instead you killed her.’

‘Yes.’

‘Where does that put us in regard to the Gilliad?’

‘In the middle of a mess.’

Crane started walking again, straight down the street and towards the crowd. Arach scrambled after him, putting targeting frames over everyone there, and mainly concentrating on those who had weapons. It wasn’t the fact the crowd could harm either of them with what they carried, but that they could irritate Mr Crane, which was never a good idea.

‘The Gilliad was manoeuvred into a paranoid response by Iris, so in essence is an innocent in all this?’ Arach tried.

‘If only it were that easy. Yes she was manipulated, but her response was to slaughter her own people. She deliberately put too many of them in the front line, up close to the prador, when Carlstone detonated those nukes.’

‘What do you want us to do?’

‘What does Crane want to do?’

Arach shot a glance at Crane, who was included in this conversation, though not particularly a participant. The Golem raised a hand and just pointed ahead.

‘He wants to keep going,’ Arach replied.

‘Then you keep going,’ Cormac said, and cut the link.

Arach contained a surge of frustration. The agent was right, this was a mess, and what irritated him most of all was the lack of a clear enemy here. The Draft Line, or at least the majority of them, had turned against the Gilliad, and now against their rescuers. In both cases they were controlled by one consensus or another. The Gilliad had been subverted, like a computer hit by viral warfare, so could they truly say the slaughter she’d instigated of her own kind was her own bad decision? Or was it one driven by the haiman Iris? They could only ever know from the mind of the Gilliad, because Iris was no longer around to ask. And what about his and Crane’s mission now? He’d started having doubts about it shortly after they entered the sea. What could two distinct machines really do against something that was essentially an organic swarm AI? And what the hell should they do now, knowing that her guilt, or otherwise, was in a grey area?

As they drew closer to the crowd, Arach inspected the people. A few had more than one lamprey attached, but most of them were back down to just one. He realized he had no idea what side they might be on – whether they were controlled or influenced by the Gilliad, or aligned with the Draft Line.

‘We don’t want trouble,’ he called out to them.

‘Neither do we,’ someone called back.

With much waving of hands and shouting, the crowd parted ahead of them, opening up a path across what might be described as a small town. Arach maintained his target locks but relaxed a little. As they moved through the crowd, a bulky man whose ancestry must have included a lobster, and perhaps someone with little in the way of taste in clothing, moved up to tramp along beside Arach. The drone eyed the man’s bright-yellow trousers and blue flower-patterned shirt, before focusing on his armoured face. Mandibles up there parted to expose a human mouth.

‘The Spider and the Brass Man,’ he said. ‘Never thought I’d see the day.’

‘The day came and it passed,’ said Arach. ‘Are you controlled by the Gilliad?’

The man clattered his mandibles, producing a little in the way of a prador curse word, then continued with his human mouth, ‘Most are no longer controlled by her.’ He grimaced. ‘Except some under the sea. We’re using the lampreys for com.’

‘And her?’

‘She’s still in there – just like the Draft Line, we’re building up blocks so we don’t have to listen.’

‘What’s she been saying?’

‘Nothing much that makes sense.’

With a thought Arach dismissed all the target locks, and with them gone could more closely study the faces of all those around him. He saw a wide range of emotions, though anger and concern were in the majority, none had that lack of expression usually evident in those who were mentally enslaved.

‘Nothing much?’

‘No words, or at least coherent ones, and no instructions. Sometimes raving, sometimes shrieking, and other times just sobbing.’

‘I see,’ said Arach, though really he didn’t. The description had just made things more difficult for him, because the Gilliad was sounding even less like an enemy to confront.

‘You’re going to her, aren’t you?’ the man asked.

‘That’s our intention, though what we’ll do when we get there I’ve no idea.’

‘You’ll kill her,’ he said.

‘What’s that attached to your neck?’ Arach asked.

The man touched the lamprey there and it writhed under his fingers. ‘I see what you mean. How do you kill a distributed intelligence?’

‘Exactly. The Gilliad has conveniently withdrawn the bulk of her distributed being to one place, but does that mean she’s actually there?’ They were halfway across the town by now, with all the other people around listening intently. ‘What do you think we should do?’

The man looked pensive. ‘She killed a lot of the Draft Line and, even if they don’t believe it, we out here think the haiman Iris’s involvement should be investigated.’

‘Ah, you know about that?’

‘We’re just as fast sharing information here as you in the Polity.’

‘Yes, of course you are.’ Arach stopped himself adding some comment about what you did with the information being important, and continued, ‘What’s the situation with the world population now? Perhaps you can give me an overview?’

The man waved a hand at his companions. ‘We’re the Pelagos Amalgamation, previously under the agreed rule of the Gilliad. Now we’re no longer under that rule. Same for other families and factions. The whole planet is falling back to where it was over fifty years ago, though the Draft Line is a lot stronger now than it was then. We can only hope the prador don’t attack again anytime soon.’

‘Well I don’t think they’ll be able to throw another asteroid at you for a while.’

‘No, I guess not.’ The man chewed his lip, then continued, ‘So, what now? What do we do now?’

Arach saw it then: the wistfulness in his expression, and in that of many others, as well as a weird sense of loss permeating the air. Of course they were like this. They’d now come out the other side of their prophecy, with no texts to guide them further. The predicted major events they’d grown up knowing about had passed. Captain Blite had arrived with his piece of Penny Royal. The Agent, the Brass Man and the Spider had come too, and the world had been saved. It was, in its way, a terrible thing to have lived a life according to a script, then for that script to come to an end, leaving one floundering and aimless. The longing with which these people looked upon him and Crane was the wish for things to be as they once were, for the solid predictability of the past.

‘Now you must negotiate your way into the future, in just the same way as anyone else,’ Arach replied.

‘We don’t even have the haiman any more – your people killed her,’ said the man.

Arach put those targeting frames back up.

The man continued, ‘Not that any but the Draft Line were in agreement with what she was doing. Interesting stuff, but too fast, and with too many possibilities of error. People could die in the process when there’s no need.’

Arach smiled inside, noting the risk aversion of those for whom the possibility of living endlessly was opening. They reached the end of the street, Crane trudging on as stolidly as before. The man halted, seeming at a loss for anything more to say. The crowd had thinned by this point, and no questions were forthcoming from them either. Another social effect here: instant access to information from each other was a conversation killer. Another dock soon lay before Arach and Crane, and they walked out along it, then halted at the end. Nobody had accompanied them out this far, the man Arach had been talking to finally shrugging and turning away.

‘What the hell do we do about this Gilliad? She’s a distributed thing we can’t really kill, and it seems that she’s gone nuts.’

‘Truth,’ Crane surprised him by replying, before stepping off and into the sea, holding his hat firmly in place.

Straeger

Straeger thought about what lay in the future for Valt, Drust and the other erstwhile prador along with them. Having told them they’d become dangerous enemies of the Polity or the Kingdom, some part of him felt hilarity that in saying this he’d pushed them further down that course. Yet, it wasn’t a foregone conclusion. The altered Spatterjay virus which they had in them had been created by the Kingdom prador in an effort to make something safer and more useful, but they had in fact made something more dangerous. However, evolution had been at work over the five million years since the Jain squad inserted themselves into that virus. The virus resisted changes to the survival format, which had enabled it to occupy nearly every ecological niche on Spatterjay. So, though it might optimize its host for survival, like any biological body it forever sought to maintain homeostasis in itself. Whereas the Jain genome was all about change. This was why, of the millions of humans and prador infected with the virus, and other life forms too, there’d only been a few instances when the Jain soldier had expressed itself. Anyway, Valt and Drust were gone now, and irrelevant to his designs here in this part of the Graveyard. He had to admit, his releasing them had not been particularly rational, while the reasons he had given them for doing so did not bear close examination.

He returned his attention to the prador world, sipping on signal traffic across the spectrum, and absorbing information carried out to him via background radiations. He had also instituted another method of information gathering. By transmitting a virus to receivers on the suits of dead prador, and thence into the scattered and broken enclave system, he’d managed to gain limited penetration there, and had it transmitting to him. Now, through cams and other sensors, and from the communications between p-prador – strange as they sometimes were – he could see much of what was going on down there. He didn’t necessarily know the reasoning for it, though.

The p-prador had killed the bulk of the original inhabitants, keeping some alive as prisoners for their entertainment. It seemed that, although they were physically and mentally different from their progenitors in many ways, the sadism was one characteristic they’d not lost. Having won the fight, they quickly turned to reconstruction and industry, first expanding out a sanctum for their huge mother, and building in layers of security. They began then to reconnect the fragments of the enclave computer system, which enabled Straeger to make a deeper penetration. He observed the work orders and instructions as the creatures moved to restore enclave industries. But, trying to trace them to a source, he couldn’t quite nail it down. This all seemed a bit like the consensus operation of the human biotech world. Only when he expanded his interpretations beyond the mere logical and pragmatic did he begin to see how it was being done.

Within their connection was an emotional stratum – a zeitgeist – to which they all responded. The mother wanted safety, so they built her a sanctum and installed her in it. The mother wanted her children safe, so they began repairing everything that kept prador alive on this hostile world. She wanted to eat, and her children to prosper, so they brought the sea farms and other production online. She wanted energy to build out, to become safer, more secure and to prosper, and so on. In essence the repairs, development of resources, and manufacturing tracked the same course as it should have done under Volax, had he not been senile. The differences were their basis in the mother’s wants and needs, driven by emotion to the same ends. She was still producing p-prador too, and the number of her children was expanding much faster than had the previous population. She was, in essence, a hive queen.

Straeger continued to observe in fascination as they worked to restore the enclave to how it had been before, and then to expand it. He observed new ideas and new technologies proposed and approved, such as a tunnel coating which didn’t need to be so thick, and a method to accelerate the growth of mudfish to feed the burgeoning population. Via the system, they also summoned in remaining prador scattered beyond the world, then subsequently slaughtered them when they came down either in shuttles or just in their suits. Yet, they showed no particular urge to use those ships and move off-world, because that wasn’t a priority in the mother’s needs. He realized they really were like workers in the hive analogy he’d made. Though they displayed high intelligence individually, they didn’t have individuality. They seemed to be thinking machines for putting together large data sets, and coming up with answers – rather like the earliest human iterations of AI. But in the human sense and, Straeger supposed, in the post-human sense in himself, they weren’t people.

It didn’t matter.

He’d set them on their course into the predicted future, and they would eventually end up in a war with the humans. And this in turn would lead to the development of the time travel technology which Straeger desired. But there was also the other possibility he’d contemplated: that it wouldn’t necessarily take a thousand years. He didn’t really know whether the development here precisely tracked the course of those p-prador that had come from one possible future, or Meander’s path too. Certainly he himself was following a different world line on the probability slope now, so perhaps he could push their development harder and faster. However, understanding the mother’s needs, he saw that any warfare they became involved in would only be reactive. It struck him now that he must push for that reaction, feeding data into both sides to accelerate the process. And to that end he decided to speak to Iris. The Draft Line humans should be pushed into retaliation for the attack on them.

Straeger opened up his U-space link and sent a carrier signal, expecting Iris’s quick reply. She might well be very busy driving things on the human world, but she had plenty of capacity. He waited, but nothing. He waited for a whole ten seconds more – this being an age in AI terms – and still nothing. He then grew angry, because the most likely explanation for her keeping him waiting was to try and manipulate him, as she did others. Delving into his ample supply of informational warfare techniques, he melded together programs which would basically give her a mental slap, pushing her to respond, and sent it.

Again a delay ensued. Then, instead of direct communication with her, an update came through, fragmented and not terminating in the usual manner. With one part of his mind he assembled that, while with another he employed predatory programs, which approached warfare format, to push her harder. Connection then ensued, but with something loose and seemingly inchoate. Communication was there, but all over the place, apparently drifting in from different sources. This necessitated him putting together further programs to elucidate it, and shunt it into virtuality, to maintain some degree of coherence. And there she was before him, in a dark shadowed space tangled with half-seen machines.

‘What is this?’ he asked her.

She blinked and shifted to her fully deployed spider form, then back to armoured female, then to a child with interface plugs on her body and the signs of fresh surgery.

‘All that is left,’ she replied. ‘And fading.’

From the update, he’d thus far learned of Cormac and Blite’s return to Yossander’s Hold, and that Matheson and the remaining Brice had shut down weapons on the moon. He noted too how Iris had killed two of Blite’s crew to cover her actions there.

‘Give me a coherent response,’ Straeger demanded.

‘I can’t because I am not I.’

More of it was coming together now, and he saw her suspicions that the agent knew about her, and would act. Then he saw them facing off on the beach.

‘What do you mean,’ Straeger asked, though had a horrible suspicion he did know, the realization of this growing as she tried to kill the agent.

‘Because I’m dead,’ she told him.

Straeger went straight to warfare techniques to grab as much as he could from the hardware, even as the connection began to fragment. He snatched up data and assembled it, finally putting together a clear picture as the link broke. The haiman Iris was in a freezer aboard the Coin. Her organic brain had been destroyed, along with her carapace and crystal augs. Whoever had put her there had taken the precaution of stripping out her body of remaining power supplies, so all he’d grasped came from the last of the power permeating her disrupted system. Forcing open the U-space link to her had drained the last of that, and with the power gone what remained of her had faded out. She’d been a ghost in the machine, and now she wasn’t even that.

Lost in the analysis of what he’d managed to grab, Straeger knew he was trying to evade something. But he couldn’t. The tide of entanglement anger rose up from deep inside, disrupted his higher functions and took over. Even before he knew what he was doing, he’d fired up the Claw’s thrusters and brought it out of the cupped face of the asteroid, ready to U-jump. He’d made the agent suffer and it hadn’t been enough. He’d been arrogant to not simply kill the man and take him out of all equations. The fucker had killed Straeger’s best asset on the human world. Now he could neither drive nor guide what would happen there. And worst of all, perhaps after this that world would diverge from the mapped course! Time to go there and establish a new foothold, as well as turn Agent Cormac into a bloody fog . . . slowly.

Then he stopped.

No. He was reacting in anger, when this required intense logical thought. In this respect he was no better than the p-prador, being driven by emotions, though in his case they were his own. Anyway, death was still too easy for the agent. Though it took him a great deal of mental effort, Straeger fired up ship’s thrusters to return himself to the asteroid, where he settled into quietly seething. The anger ran on and on, and it was only his concern for just how long it lasted that enabled him to get a grip on it, then begin to quell it. Yet it took a while longer before he considered himself thinking in any logical manner.

War was the necessity. His aim had been to have Iris drive a human retaliation against the p-prador here, but it could work the other way around. All he needed to do was push the creatures below to attack the human world, and they’d respond. He returned his attention to the prador world, and to the mother. The whole enclave was centred on her and her needs, but unfortunately she had no need to go to war with the humans. Nothing in the communications he’d listened into had even mentioned them. Unlike the prador before them, and their father, Volax, the p-prador weren’t irrationally xenophobic. In fact, he could see how such an attack would be considered dangerous, as it would result in danger to the mother.

He needed to motivate them.

Meander

She sank through the water like lead, through the surge from the blasts, down and down, until she thumped onto the seabed. It consisted of edge-on slabs covered with rock oysters, and the long tails of wracks rising from boulders around level sandy areas dotted with worm casts. Pausing there, she analysed her decision to jump off the boat – her choosing of sides. It annoyed her that it hadn’t been entirely rational. Putting aside the future of the Draft Line, and what her involvement here should be, she’d merely chosen the side that Blite was on. With all the machinations going on here, with Straeger, the haiman Iris, and certainly the AI Penny Royal, she had to admit that trying to figure out that future had become too complicated, and simple human loyalty came first.

She began walking along the bottom of the ocean, towards the drift island, while explosion flashes lit the sea from above, and the ground vibrated under her feet. Then, just as she was coming in sight of where the seabed began to slope up, it all stopped. She’d expected this. The Draft Line’s attack on the two spaceships had been an emotional, almost impulsive response from them. Now common sense would be asserting. Because – whether or not they were controlled by a consensus – they weren’t unintelligent. They had to realize their missiles were having little effect. And even if they’d had the moon weapons available too, they’d probably not have been able to do much with them either.

She continued forwards and then, in the depths, a hardfield appeared before her. She headed to one side, but it tracked along with her. She halted and reached out to press a hand towards it. The thing resisted her, it was like pressing into wet mud, until she could push no further and it became a frictionless surface. The thing blunted her senses of what lay beyond it, so the ships and the people on the drift island became vague to her. She reached for any comlinks that were available, but received no response from them. She had no doubt the agent had locked down communication with anyone not on the island, which was a sensible security precaution. But there was another option.

Meander pushed for linkage into the hardfield itself, and thence back to its source. Informational warfare defences immediately rose up against her, since attacking via hardfield feedback had for a long time been a method in battle. She kept her link to a narrow bandwidth, and just held it there steadily. Finally contact was made. Sheen Brice, and the technology she nested in, came through the vagueness clear and bright. She looked as if a parasitic fungus had exploded out of her, yet on another level, which slid more into the informational realm, she appeared like some all-seeing squid-like entity at the conjunction of her tentacles. The impression wasn’t pleasant.

Sheen said nothing but emitted a query, to which Meander replied by pushing again at the hardfield and making a mental gesture, putting herself on the other side of it. Sheen inspected her closely, then shunted information elsewhere. A reply came, and Meander abruptly staggered forwards as the field went down. She moved quickly in towards the island, disconnecting from Sheen because remaining in contact with her felt risky, and scanned what lay ahead. In total there were only ten people mobile there: Blite, May, Cormac, the Golem Judice, and the rest were soldiers. Others were in Medical aboard the Coin, and she could discount them from her calculations. She saw three soldiers deploying and taking cover, the ones suited up and armed, while the others within the ship were hurriedly pulling on their combat armour. Some exchange occurred on the bridge, then the agent headed out, leaving Blite in his captain’s chair and May at one of the consoles. Spotting movement on the Coin as antipersonnel lasers surreptitiously protruded, Meander realized that Agent Cormac wasn’t a particularly trusting soul.

The sea bottom sloped up, with sand, shingle and shells now, and finally Meander’s head broke above the waves. The agent was waiting for her there, and all the soldiers were in position. Meander ran a tactical scenario and realized that, except for one factor, she could likely win here if anything went down, though the soldiers were positioned in such a way that she wouldn’t escape injury. That one factor was the agent himself, who’d only recently taken down a haiman whom even Meander would have been wary of, along with the weapon attached to his wrist. She quickly moved herself to shore, striding out of the waves and up the beach with an amused smile on her face that she didn’t feel in her heart. Her constant scanning of the ships had just turned up Iris’s remains on a slab in a freezer aboard the Bracken.

‘We need to talk,’ said Cormac as she approached him.

‘Yes, we do.’ She studied him closely, noting a U-space distortion around him similar to but more diffuse than the one about the dark diamond in Blite’s pocket. And, she noted, the same as around Sheen and that spread of Penny Royal technology. In human terms, he wasn’t hugely impressive – just a lean man with the ropey muscles of a fighter, a cap of silvery hair and a standard handsome face which could have been found in a catalogue. But he seemed to have a weight on reality, as if it were distorting around him. All this, of course, she’d perceived before, but she hadn’t had the time to delve into it in any depth then. She saw he was recently out of a degree of vitrification, yet despite that his metabolism was running at five times its usual rate. He’d be fast, and she knew this precaution was for her.

‘I want to have the order of events clear in my mind,’ he continued.

Yes, you probably do, she thought, but first you want to ensure I’m not a danger.

Continuing to observe events around her, she focused on the weapon on his wrist. U-space distortions around that thing echoed those around the dark diamond too. She found dense tech there, matter folded down in ways that defied even her complete analysis, and the whiff of something she identified as Jain technology.

‘I’d like to know how that weapon on your wrist has tech similar to what’s in my time travel sphere – technology that shouldn’t be present in this time,’ she said.

The opening occurred just as she finished speaking. A hardfield switched on to intercept a missile impact, and the sky above bloomed with orange fire. The soldiers watching her looked up, and the armoured hatches over the antipersonnel weapons closed down automatically, to give the Coin greater protection. If she’d wanted to act against him and the others here, this would have been the perfect moment of distraction. She smiled.

‘I guess you had Blite fire that missile off earlier, then brought it in as a distraction.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not on the side of the Draft Line and their hysterical response – I owe Blite too much for that.’

He gazed at her long and hard, and even though he was using no scanning techniques, she’d never before felt so thoroughly inspected. Abruptly he relaxed, then nodded to her. Even so the antipersonnel weapons came back up and the soldiers were still in their positions.

‘Walk with me,’ he said, and headed off down the beach.

She stepped over and fell in beside him as he began to stroll along the drift island. This stirred memories from her past, but they were disrupted fragments, and when she tried to pursue them they didn’t come clear.

‘So,’ he began, ‘in the future, the p-prador and the Draft Line have been at war for a thousand years – a war which spread out, sucking in the Polity and the Kingdom to effectively end them, am I right?’

Meander shrugged. She was no fount of knowledge on that subject now.

He continued, ‘The p-prador put together the technology to time travel, without dragging suns down into entropy, or otherwise smashing up their local universe. And they decided the way to end the war would be to end the Draft Line before they even started. So they decided to intervene in a past event – the asteroid which came close to destroying this world – and attempted to remove from their history those who prevented the asteroid hitting.’

‘So it would seem,’ she replied. He was just bouncing words off her, looking for reactions, gauging her, trying to see if she was hiding something.

‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ he said, ‘but that seems crazy. They’re the product of that thousand-year history, and by changing its course would effectively end themselves, or at least the version of themselves they were.’

‘Maybe that’s just the human perspective,’ said Meander. ‘We know minds which can grasp time travel are very different, so perhaps the p-prador are like that.’

The man nodded, taking this in. ‘So, effectively, in that future, you have the p-prador up against the Draft Line, and nothing else.’

‘I guess . . .’ Again the shrug.

‘And you are of the Draft Line.’ He gazed at her very directly, and she felt beholden not to give an unthinking affirmation. Seeing what was happening with the Draft Line here had set things in train in her mind which didn’t quite make sense, and she realized she’d been avoiding examining her supposed past, as well as what was supposedly the future here.

‘My kind were fighting to stop the p-prador from altering the past . . .’ Upon saying this she could go no further.

‘Your kind, who apparently had the same facility for time travel as the p-prador. One would’ve expected them to be more interventional . . .’

Something was wrong; something simply didn’t add up.

He added, ‘What do you remember of your kind now – of the milieu you left behind to come here?’

The question seemed to hang like a lead weight in her mind. She had vague memories of a home on some oceanic world, flashes of childhood, and growing up to adapt to her radically changing body. The memory package Cormac had brought her from the future had supplied her with the data necessary for her actions here, but she’d thought that perhaps her primitive human mind wasn’t able to take the rest. Now, however, with her body back to how it had been, yet only a few new memories arising, she could no longer accept that reasoning.

‘Crane encountered Colson Morton,’ he continued easily.

‘That bastard,’ she said, though the things he’d done to her were necessarily as vague as her past, or future.

‘Bastard no longer since Crane extracted memories from his mind.’ Cormac reached up and touched his skull. ‘I have his memories of your interrogation, if that’s what it can be called, right here. I think I need to look at them very closely. But that’s not something I can do just yet.’ He pointed out to sea.

She’d been aware of them for a while, but now they were appearing on the horizon line. There was a flotilla of ships out there, some vehicles in the sky and, since she had the ability to look there, she could see others under the sea too. They weren’t just where he was pointing either, but all around. It seemed the anger of the Draft Line hadn’t waned, and now they were coming en masse.

Valt

‘There, you can hear me now?’ Orlik asked.

‘Yes,’ Valt replied, though in a way he felt violated. There was, as with Drust and Shaker, the simple level of communication, but he could feel the potential for a lot more. Their personal means of communication was apparently similar to tacom, but on a different and wider band of microwaves, with an odd U-space twist.

‘We’ll deploy it among the guys,’ said Sprag.

Valt was still finding it difficult to get used to the presence of an assassin drone aboard a prador ship . . . no, the thing had corrected them on that. Its accurate designation was ‘terror drone’. The thing had been designed to burrow through the shells of prador and take control of them from the inside.

‘Maybe better after we’ve dealt with this,’ said Orlik. ‘How are we on those defences?’

‘I’m working on it,’ the drone replied huffily.

Orlik turned back to the three of them lined up in front of him, now having finished the first tasks he’d given them. ‘Your reports on the p-prador are interesting, but unless there’s been a major boost in their developmental arc, they won’t be a danger to us. We all know what the real danger is. Come with me.’

Orlik led them out of the bridge sanctum and down through the ship. Again they passed crew in their odd, gnarled armour. Since the ship, via Sprag, had something akin to an AI controlling it, Valt wasn’t sure what their purpose was.

‘Redundancy,’ said Orlik, directly through their connection, and showing he was gleaning as much through it as Drust.

‘Similar to Polity interfaced dreadnoughts in that respect,’ Drust piped up. ‘They were originally made because the organic component could keep running while the AI might go down under EMR attack. Allegedly.’

‘You’ve been keeping up on your education,’ said Orlik. ‘Perhaps I should have demanded a more detailed report from you.’

Drust shrugged. ‘It hardly required thought.’

The reply would have received a cracked shell on any other ship. Orlik made an odd unpradorish sound. It took Valt a second to identify it as something akin to human laughter.

The ship was more open plan than usual in prador ships, with segments of tunnel seemingly thrown in as a concession to tradition. Seeing those gnarled-looking prador moving about the rear section of a massive railgun, he realized this was a more sensible option, in regard to prador being able to move around and get things done. And it wasn’t as if atmosphere integrity was a concern, when they all wore suits. It was a good idea for moving components around too, which he saw in the case of a train of them slowly shifting off into the distance, inside a three-rail system. But he wondered about structural strength. Once again keying off his thoughts, Orlik gestured with one claw towards a huge structural girder, with the organic look of a bone stretching across one space.

‘It doesn’t need much. The hull incorporates Polity design,’ he explained. ‘It’s thicker than some entire destroyers and is a technology all in itself – almost like the skin of some mammal. If anything penetrates it, or manages to distort its structure, we’ll all be dead anyway.’

Valt didn’t know whether to be worried or reassured.

Finally exiting the mouth of one of the tunnels, they came into a cylindrical hold. At the hull end of this stood a huge circular and diametrically segmented door. A cylindrical vessel, with rounded ends and a cabin section attached to one end, filled up most of this space. Valt scanned across the thing, taking in the large one-burn fuser engines and steering thrusters, as well as the load of weapons and hardfield ejection ports, the missile flutes attached all over it, and the rough look of its gravity-pressed exotic metal armour.

‘The armour hasn’t been ground and polished,’ said Drust, his tone flat.

‘No need,’ Orlik replied. ‘Since this craft is single use.’

A silence ensued as they all studied the vessel.

‘The humans call them kamikazes,’ said Shaker, actually expressing the human word.

‘Most of it is armour, defences and state-of-the-art chameleonware,’ said Orlik. ‘The weapon itself is deep inside, underneath all that, and not much larger than you.’ Orlik flicked a claw towards Shaker.

‘A crust-buster,’ said Valt, also using the human words.

‘Indeed,’ Orlik replied mildly. ‘Now all it needs is a crew.’
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Matheson

Fifteen weapons on the moon were down now. But there were plenty of others that could still be a danger to his ship when he brought it in, or to others flying in the vicinity of the world. The work must continue . . .

‘What are you seeing?’ the agent asked through their link.

Matheson, leaning with his back against the wall of a small particle beam installation, peered inside it with his U-sense. Will Brice was bloody again, and the two Draft Line soldiers who’d been manning the weapon were in pieces, scattered across the floor. The spillover he received from Will was of eagerness for the next kills, but it was a thin skin over something much larger and more dangerous. The once-man was ready to grow, expand and become what he was supposed to be. Matheson winced at his Atheter detestation of this rising within him, because he knew what Will would be, and could never allow it.

‘The soldiers here fought, as usual,’ he replied, ‘but that’s to be expected.’

When a monster appeared in your midst and started killing, that’s all you could do.

The answer to the agent’s vague question wasn’t to be found here, so Matheson extended his sense out to the next installation. Again there were two soldiers within, and the set-up looked little different from others he’d seen, except the soldiers were on the move. They were piling equipment into packs and checking over hand weapons. No doubt they’d been informed about what was happening here and getting ready. Then he noticed something else: the floor was strewn with the remains of lampreys which had been stamped on and killed. The two soldiers were now no longer covered with the things, though they’d each retained one. He watched a little longer and saw them hoist up their gear, then head away from the weapon and down a long tunnel. At the terminus of this sat a vehicle for local transport – a small craft just running chemical thrusters. Matheson relayed this imagery to the agent, meanwhile ranging out further, then linking to the sensors aboard his ship, to give him an overview and integrate both sources of information. All the soldiers were deserting their stations, and he saw one of their craft landing next to a pad which had a larger shuttle for transit between the moon and the surface of the world.

‘They’re abandoning their weapons,’ said the agent. ‘The killing can stop.’

‘Tell me what happened,’ said Matheson. He felt both human relief at the end of the killing, and Atheter indifference. In combination, he dreaded what would come next, and the decisions he’d now have to make.

‘The haiman Iris was working for Straeger. She penetrated the Gilliad consensus and drove the attack,’ the agent stated coldly. ‘I wasn’t sure whether the Gilliad would continue without the haiman there to influence her.’

‘Without her there?’

The agent sent additional information in a file which, after taking precautions, Matheson opened. He saw what had driven the agent to this conclusion, though found much of it based on experience he didn’t have. He also saw Iris’s reaction proving the case, then an image of her remains lying on a slab aboard the Coin.

Cormac continued, ‘The situation down here isn’t so good in terms of obtaining U-drive components from the Draft Line for you.’

Another file arrived and, on opening and absorbing its contents, Matheson felt an old sneering contempt. The humans here were highly advanced yet still seemed to have fallen into the trap of religion.

‘So, those here on the moon are now part of the Draft Line consensus?’ he asked.

‘According to Meander, who has limited penetration of it, yes.’

‘And, since you’ve pissed them off, they are still a danger.’

‘And they’ll remain a danger if you keep killing them up there – there’ll be no chance of a truce, because it’ll only confirm to them we’re trying in some way to stop them attaining their destiny.’ The agent’s voice had a touch of the same sneer in it Matheson had felt. ‘I want you to stand down.’

Matheson didn’t want to think about that just yet, so said, ‘Our deal no longer stands, then?’

He almost felt the shrug in the reply. ‘We’ll do what we can. At the worst, you’ll be able to piggyback out on the Coin, then have a drive installed at Penny Transport.’

‘And when will you be leaving?’

‘Matters need to be resolved before then. It’s likely that Straeger will respond to me killing its agent on the ground here,’ Cormac said flatly.

‘Wouldn’t it be better to run now?’

Again the shrug. ‘You may be right, and perhaps we’ll go into that later. Repairs still need to be made to our ships, and you have your own problem up there to deal with.’

Matheson formulated numerous replies to this and then, with a twitch of irritation, cut contact. It was plain to him the agent wouldn’t be running. In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised him if the man had deliberately killed Iris to pull Straeger in. It was also true that Matheson had his own problem to deal with here.

He focused back into the installation. Will Brice had been on the move and, with a prickling of fear, Matheson pushed away from the wall, shifting out onto the regolith. Will was on the other side of that wall, and Matheson hadn’t even detected his approach until now. The man had been shielding somehow. Matheson pushed back on it and saw Will had undergone some changes during just the last ten minutes. Organic interfaces had appeared all over his body, along with hooks and other connectors. Running through the schematic of these items, and then extrapolating from them, he saw the horrifying truth reveal itself. Will Brice couldn’t jump through U-space and so, on a level that probably wasn’t properly conscious, he’d decided to acquire the ability from Matheson, by effectively wearing him like a skin suit.

Yes, the killing had to end up here, excepting one death.

Matheson had been reluctant all along to do this, having built up a deeper bond with the Brices through their connection and joint suffering. But now that reluctance waned. Via his connection to his ship, he called it in so he could make the jump to it. Within the installation, as if sensing this, Will began tearing at the wall, shredding away bubble-metal and solid foam insulation. As his ship drew closer, Matheson checked over on the other side of the installation, chose a spot, then jumped there. Even as he went, air exploded from the wall he’d earlier been leaning against, and claws ripped through. Clumping down in silvery dust on the point he’d chosen, he observed Will turn towards him just for a second, then turn back and continue tearing at the wall. He had enough sense to know he could reach Matheson more quickly that way, rather than by going back through the intervening structures. Matheson continued to watch as Will broke out, vaulted up on top of the installation and started bounding like a hound back over the roof towards him.

Matheson jumped again, further away, and watched. His ship came in range of the moon weapons and thankfully there was no response. He waited as Will leapt down off the installation and ran fast across the regolith, leaving a dust trail. Close enough and time to go.

Matheson’s next jump was difficult, flinging him out towards his approaching ship. For a second, he wondered if his efforts on the moon had depleted him, because the transition dragged, as though he was pushing through syrup. It was almost as if tendrils were reaching out to try and slow his progress. He noticed his time sense extending too, so what should have passed in an eye-blink grew steadily longer and longer. It seemed he was poised out of the real, just over the bridge of his ship, struggling to make the final transition through.

‘No, don’t do it.’

The voice ghosted into his consciousness, at the same time bringing into his perception what he’d felt to be groping tendrils. He found himself caught in a network of branches, like a tangle of mangroves, but stripped of bark down to white wood – an organic structure shifting and turning and struggling to get a grip on him. But it was struggling, and he realized that he was the stronger one here.

‘Don’t.’

He pushed through, and the illusion shattered. What’d happened had screwed his transition, however, and he dropped from the ceiling of the ship’s bridge to the floor, denting it. As he straightened up again, hardly affected by the fall, he spotted something like a comlink request in his gridlink, fading in and out of connection.

‘You’re back.’

He glanced towards the open doors into the bridge and saw Ricardo standing there. Matheson held up a black scythe-claw for silence, then, with great caution, agreed to the comlink request and opened it.

‘Hello, Sheen,’ he said out loud, so Ricardo could know who he was talking to.

The link strained to go into wide bandwidth but he wouldn’t allow that, keeping it mostly to voice and some imagery. He’d recognized the voice during his transition, and some other sense of the woman, but what the hell was she now? The agent had said nothing about her during their infrequent communications, and perhaps he’d had a reason for that.

Sheen appeared to him more feminized than before – no longer the butch mercenary – yet that seemed in counterpoint to her being apparently crucified in an organic structure which resembled the one that’d appeared around him during the jump. Her head was bowed, silver lines through her hair, and she spoke without moving her mouth.

‘Hello, Matheson,’ she said, and the words seemed to echo off into some other place.

He got straight to it. ‘Will is unrecoverable, Sheen. I don’t know that there’s anything left of him in there. The Jain soldier has risen, and probably has full control now. He’s become an extreme danger to us all.’

‘He is my brother.’

‘Did you not hear what I said?’

‘You don’t have to kill him . . .’ Her words trailed off, echoing, and with other shreds of data coming in around them. Then her head snapped up and her eyes opened. She groaned and continued, but with her words now snapping out under strain, as if she was forcing rationality. ‘You can isolate him. You can put him where he’s not able to do harm, at least for now.’

‘Like where? I couldn’t even keep him in the clamp.’

‘Vacuum,’ she replied, and her voice was drifting again. She closed her eyes as if weary, and her head began to bow. The connection lost coherence, then winked out.

‘What was she saying?’ asked Ricardo at his shoulder.

‘That I can isolate him without killing him.’ He turned around to look at the man-Golem. ‘Rather in the same way I once intended for you.’

Ricardo nodded. ‘Space him.’

They were drawing nearer and nearer to the moon, with Matheson’s U-sense of that place clarifying. He touched on his connection to Will, then located him with that sense. Will was loping across regolith on all fours. The man had no U-sense, but Matheson had no doubt he could scan his surroundings beyond his human senses, and now he’d found new prey. Having missed grabbing Matheson, he was heading towards another installation, where Draft Line soldiers were loading up one of the local transport vehicles. Matheson reached out for him, feeling almost relieved to be taking this option, since he hadn’t wanted to kill him. He calculated for a jump, picking out a Lagrange location out from the world, while seeming to take hold of Will in his mental grip. The man was slippery, which affirmed his feeling that Will was gaining at least some element of his own abilities, then he grabbed and threw him.

Down on the moon Will blinked out of existence, just leaving a smoky trail of moon dust. Pushing the jump between two such extreme points, Matheson’s head felt the tug, almost as if some portion of his brain or gridlink wanted to pull themselves out of his skull. On this occasion there was no truncation of time sense, and Will instantly snapped back into being in vacuum. There he struggled and kicked, raking his claws for enemies he couldn’t find. He began to issue vapour, streams of it pouring from holes in his armour, and a cloud of it forming around him, glittering with ice crystals. He was out of direct sunlight at that point and, checking through ship’s sensors, Matheson saw his temperature steadily dropping. His movements slowed, and over their link Matheson felt an angry query but could find no legible question in it to answer. Then Will coiled up, foetal, and ceased to move at all.

‘That’s it, done,’ Matheson said, waving a hand at the screens as, via the ship’s system, he brought up the image of Will floating out there. He grimaced at it, knowing for sure he was reneging on a responsibility.

‘And now?’ Ricardo asked.

Matheson returned his attention to the moon and winced. None of those craft due to take the moon crews back to the world had launched. And he couldn’t help but notice that, though they’d distanced themselves from their weapons, they weren’t so far away from them.

‘We watch and wait,’ he said.

Arach

A shape appeared out of the depths of the ocean where the bottom dropped away, and for a brief instant Arach thought there must a submarine down here with them. A stab of scan, however, revealed organic muscle, bone and armour of bony plates. The fish, when it turned side on, was familiar and he soon found a match from memory. The thing closely resembled a coelacanth, though as far as he recollected the things didn’t grow to twenty metres long. As it drew closer, he noted the creature was probing along the bottom with long, highly mobile barbels. Uncertain about whether the ancient fish had had those, he scanned deeper, looking for other anomalies, and soon found them.

The creature was obviously the product of biotech. He received readings from the bony plates and scales which reminded him of something, until he switched his mind over to instant recall of all the data it contained, and lost some of his human characteristics. The scales were formed of a substance very close to that of the carapace of the Masadan hooder. And, since those creatures were the devolved descendants of biotech war machines, it was very resistant to a number of weapons. He half expected the thing to turn towards them, since they weren’t running their chameleonware, but it swam on a little further, before disappearing down into the depths again.

‘That seems a bit ominous,’ he commented.

Crane did what he did best: said nothing and kept on trudging. Arach emitted an underwater snort and, as was his habit, began checking through his weapons inventory.

They soon reached the edge where the bottom dropped away. Here something that seemed to be large gravel stretched down, bound together with a form of coral. A hundred metres down, the slope started to level out again into the abyssal plain. Cruising over this, with their spacing and movements appearing to be well coordinated, which he suspected to be unnatural, was a shoal of hundreds of the giant fish. They were searching with those barbels and, once again, they didn’t seem to notice Crane and him.

‘The Gilliad put those there,’ he said.

Crane replied as usual.

Arach paused, watching the Golem trudge on down, then decided on some more active scanning. This time his target was the sensorium of these creatures. Their lateral lines were wide and highly receptive to numerous vibrations, and even stretched beyond that into a portion of the EMR spectrum. Those barbels were designed to sample chemicals in the water. And, judging by the relevant centres in the fishy brains, they were highly sensitive and specific. Their eyes were good too, but short-sighted. Putting all this together with their spacing as they searched, he realized they each had detailed sensing of their surroundings, within an area a hundred metres or so across, but little beyond that. They’d been placed here to detect interlopers who were using the cover of chameleonware.

‘We can avoid this,’ he stated.

Crane halted and gazed round at him, then after a moment he looked up and started to float towards the surface. Arach sent agreement and changed his own buoyancy to float up after Crane too. The sea bottom and the shoal of fish dropped away from them, and they soon surfaced in a windblown sea, Crane as ever holding his hat on. Arach scanned around – not that he needed much more than his eyes to see the huge fins converging.

These were massive swordfish, armoured like those below, and with saw-toothed nose spikes formed out of corundum. They were travelling fast, and he could see that, with the weight they had behind them, they could cause him damage. They might even be able to put a dent or two in Crane. He readied a series of torpedoes as they approached, but Crane idly swam over and pointed upwards, before rising out of the sea. Arach acknowledged he hadn’t thought of that, and put his grav on – it wasn’t as if he needed to keep it off to avoid detection now. They rose out of the waves as the fish reached the spot where they’d surfaced. One of them leapt after them, slashing its sword from side to side but failing to connect. Floating in mid-air, upright, Crane pointed to the horizon.

In the distance was what looked like a flock of birds. But when he focused on them, he saw flying humans, much like the angels depicted in the old Christian religion, though armed with rather more potent weapons. Arach sighed. It wasn’t that the fish below, or at the surface, or these flying people could cause them much in the way of damage. It was more about the damage they’d have to cause them to pass through.

‘Okay, down,’ he said, on the basis that human lives had more value.

He reversed grav, effectively turning his body into the weight of something fashioned on a brown dwarf, and dropped hard. Crane speared down after him, but then grav-planed to go down at a shallow angle. Arach followed and scanned ahead, seeing this would still take them down into that shoal of coelacanths. Crane kept diverting as they sank, as if looking for something, and finally dropped into a space between the fishes. Arach opened a hatch and fired four shells to the four quarters around them. The EM blasts cut even his senses down, and certainly confused the creatures. Crane meanwhile was on the bottom, pushing aside stones that were bonded together, then reaching through the looser ones below. He snared something and heaved. A big oyster-shell hatch came up and fell to one side, and he dropped into the hole revealed. Arach was about to follow when heavy jaws closed around him, and glassy teeth ground against his armour. The big fish turned and immediately began to swim off with him. It didn’t try to crush or swallow him, so he gave it the benefit of the doubt and, rather than blow a hole through its skull, released an electrical discharge. The thing’s jaws convulsed and it dropped him. He scuttled back after Crane, into the hole.

The shaft went down in a curve, levelling out after a while, and he finally caught up with Crane in the circular burrow. Only then did he inspect his location more closely. The surrounding gravel was bound together with a resinous material, whose surface was a slimy mucous. This wasn’t a tunnel made by the people of this world, but obviously burrowed by one of their organisms.

‘You know what this means?’ Arach said.

Crane halted, then pointed ahead. Scanning further along, Arach saw the head of a giant worm, with its mouth open to reveal scythe teeth, and things that looked like revolving cutting discs. It seemed to be a creature that had the Spatterjay leech in its ancestry, and perhaps something of a snake. It wasn’t the sight of the thing that bothered him so much as his certainty that Crane had been smiling.

Straeger

The human skeleton was a spare one from those he’d used to recreate the Brices. It rose up out of storage, glittering and sinister, formed of substance based on abalone shell. Simply because Ulnar Brice was the one who’d been killed, he used that man’s DNA to create the substrates for printing. He multiplied them in a bioreactor, at a temperature that would have killed normal life. But with the reactions so tightly controlled, cells divided and multiplied at a rate thousands of times what nature intended. Once sufficient substrates were ready, he began inking in the frameworks for organs. The printing spikes and interfaces travelled over the skeleton, laying down coils of intestine, a liver and kidneys, and lungs that started working at once. These sucked in highly oxygenated air, which he pumped in around the construct, drawing it in through a skull layering up with bloody muscle. He pumped up intercellular spaces and built all the complex components of a human being throughout. The brain expanded in the skull too. But without a memplant to work from, it was a blank slate, and what he’d write upon it he would consider later.

Within hours, a facsimile of Ulnar Brice jerked and shuddered in clamps before him, as he exercised muscle, set the heart pumping, and the fluids within flowing where they should go. Of course this wasn’t enough, and with new substrates he’d designed, based on information he’d received from the haiman Iris, he began printing a particular suit over that body, and then the lampreys attached between it and the side of the skull. When he was finally done, he had before him a copy of a Draft Line soldier almost impossible to distinguish from the real thing. Merely one soldier wouldn’t be sufficient for the task, though, and he’d given instructions to his system to make another eight skeletons, which were already growing in the chelation tanks.

Now, to what sat inside the skull.

He could layer in programming to ensure this soldier would perform precisely as required, but that was making extra work. He had a mind ready to use in Ulnar Brice’s memplant, and it of course suited this body. The man also had a wealth of experience, as a mercenary and then bounty hunter, in handling weapons – all the martial arts. All Straeger needed to do was add in the primary control he’d had over the original Brices. It would in fact be easier here since the body before him contained no Spatterjay virus or contrary Jain tech. Ulnar would obey orders, and his skills would enable him to carry them through. The only problem in this particular case was that, with the brain already grown, loading his mind to it would take a lot of intricate adjustment. Straeger should have thought of that. Loading the mind into a growing brain was always easier than into a fully grown one. He made a note to himself to do that with the rest.

The first of the chelated skeletons arrived within sight a day later, and Straeger handed over the printing to a small part of his consciousness, while he considered other matters. Transport was an interesting one, and he ran through designs of a vessel the humans of Yossander’s Hold used in their system. He was deciding on what kind of apparently Polity-purchased U-space drive to install in such a vessel, when he realized that in concentrating on details, he’d lost sight of the main point of what he was doing. The idea was to motivate the p-prador into war, and not knowing how nine human killers had arrived in their enclave only added to that motivation.

Fifteen days later he had his nine soldiers floating in a tight circle before him. They were coiled, foetal, around packs containing the weapons he’d provided, which included a variety of explosives, ultrasound disruptor rifles, laser carbines and missile launchers. As they hung there, printing heads moved around them, weaving them into a mesh of impact fibres, as optics detached from ports inset in their skulls. When one of these began to detach from the first Ulnar he’d made, Straeger halted the process and had it plug back in, then sent a wake-up instruction. The man opened his eyes.

‘Are your instructions clear to you?’ Straeger asked.

‘They are clear,’ Ulnar replied, his tone slightly puzzled.

‘Repeat them for me.’

‘The drop sphere will deposit us in the ocean a few kilometres out from the undersea entrances to the enclave, which we all have a clear map of in our minds. We separate and go to different entrances. We go in, and proceed under our own cognizance to the sanctum, and there we kill the mother.’

‘Any questions?’

‘How do we get out again? What’s our pick-up point?’

Straeger froze for fractions of a second in surprise. He hadn’t expected this question, but analysis revealed that Ulnar, having been given freedom to act within the enclave to achieve his goal, also had freedom to think, at least a little, outside the strict orders Straeger had given him.

‘There is no pick-up point,’ Straeger replied. ‘Once you’ve achieved your objective, what happens to you afterwards is of no concern to me.’

‘Understood,’ Ulnar replied.

Watching the workings of the man’s mind, Straeger saw the conflict. Ulnar had orders he simply couldn’t disobey, and had just been told he’d likely die carrying them out. He was yelling and objecting inside, adrenalin ramping up, yet these could do nothing for him. Straeger relished it, but only briefly, as he remembered his pleasure in suffering was a trait inherited from humanity. He quickly shut this Ulnar down and withdrew the optic. As with the others, this Ulnar’s head covering closed over protectively.

The printers worked on, with the nine disappearing in impact fibres, and then a thick ablation shell enclosing the whole. When that work was finally complete, robots tugged the sphere through the ship to a newly opened-out hold. This, in essence, was more like a primitive gun barrel, with the explosive gel packed in behind the sphere. It was ready, and now it was time to set the scene.

With a thought Straeger fired up the Claw’s thrusters and pulled it away from the asteroid, engaging chameleonware as he went. During the slow journey in towards the world, he noted the flash of an explosion and saw one of the weapons on the moons, and in orbit, had fired on a chunk of falling rock. He mapped the vectors of numerous other such chunks, and finally focused on something about half the size of the one the prador had used in their attack on Yossander’s Hold. He launched a missile that took a looping course to fly into a deep chasm, slowing with chemical thrusters where their glow couldn’t be detected, then worming its way deeper, until it could proceed no further before exploding. The asteroid fragmented, with all its parts now on a nice neat course towards the p-prador world.

Straeger followed the cloud of rocks in. Then, as the world loomed large to human vision, he rounded it and moved ahead. A short while later, a particle beam lanced out from one moon, a coil gun shell from the moon he had hit – repaired by a crew of prador who were now in pieces on the planet below – while a missile that’d been fired from a satellite hurtled towards one of the larger chunks. As expected, he saw the firing moving into a pattern. The weapons were concentrating on breaking up the larger boulders and not wasting their energy on the smaller ones. As these began to hit atmosphere, Straeger was there a hundred kilometres ahead of them. He rolled his ship, opened a door, and fired up that primitive gun. The sphere shot out, going into a long orbital descent, like a chunk of debris thrown out by the breaking up of the asteroid behind. Cover had been provided, and the sphere would be ignored as being of lesser consequence. He pulled out of atmosphere, and out beyond the moons and satellites, then observed.

The sphere’s ablation layer heated up and began to melt. It then did precisely what Straeger required of it, bubbling out and expanding a hundred-fold, slowing the descent and building a further relatively soft impact layer. Finally the thing hit ocean at a low angle, and bounced on for hundreds of kilometres, shedding pieces of itself. It then carved a spray trench kilometres long as it lost its original impetus, and ended up tossed here and there by the vagaries of the waves. Thereafter, the water slowly penetrating began to sink it, as the outer layer reacted to the seawater and broke apart, fizzing like chunks of a soluble pill. The inner impact fibres softened, expanded and peeled away. The touch of that seawater on the biotech suits activated them, which in turn activated the nine versions of Ulnar Brice. They unfolded in softening fibres, tore their way free, then began swimming straight towards the enclave. Good little robots that they were, they soon separated, going for different entrances as instructed. Within a kilometre of those targets, and almost like clockwork, they all dropped to the bottom and began unpacking their weapons. With their suits rendering them negatively buoyant, they next began walking in.

The first to die didn’t even reach one of the entrances into the enclave. He climbed up onto a cage containing reaverfish, to avoid an area of the bottom consisting of jagged slabs, and tripped an alarm that’d been set there by the previous population of prador. He’d nearly reached the end of the cage when three p-prador scuttled out of the entrance lying a hundred metres ahead of him. Increasing their buoyancy, they rose up off the sea bottom, their red eyes whipping around their rims like lit diodes. On a surge of water impellers, they shot towards him. However, as they drew closer they circled around, doubtless to study him and relay imagery back into the enclave, and to their mother. He halted at the edge of the cage, and then, altering his own buoyancy, flung himself towards the entrance. He rolled over on his back and directed his cavitating weapon at the p-prador directly behind him, opening fire. The beam, like a glassy rod, stabbed through the sea, while its recoil flung him harder along his course. Striking the p-prador right at its fore, the beam tore off its mandibles and cracked up a chunk of the metallic shell behind. Tracking across, it shattered further shell, and popped out a couple of those eyes.

The damaged p-prador fell away, and two others surged in. They had weapons, but it seemed they’d been instructed not to use them. He fired on them, while altering his course down towards those slabs. His shots tore off one claw, sent legs tumbling, and splintered up shell like a foot drawn across shell ice. It wasn’t enough to stop them, though, and they came down on him hard. He lost his weapon, along with his right arm, then drew a pulse gun with his left and used it at close quarters. One of the p-prador tore a chunk of suit off his side. They clearly wanted to disable him and take him into the enclave for further examination. They managed to pin him down against a rock, and when the first he’d hit came in below him, firing up a punch laser which blew off his legs below the knee, he knew he’d make it no further. He detonated the explosives he was carrying.

The blast blanked Straeger’s perception of the man through his suit, and the implanted sensors in his body. It took a few seconds for the AI to pick up a feed through the prador system down there, and by then it was all over. Very little of that version of Ulnar Brice remained, but for fragments floating through the sea. Two of the p-prador were drifting away too, with shells cracked open and organs protruding or trailing. Straeger observed their weak movement and understood that the virus threaded throughout their bodies would recover them, assuming their ganglions hadn’t been damaged. The third, which Ulnar had first fired on, was slowly extracting itself from rubble. Further p-prador flooded out of the nearby entrance. They swarmed over the area, ignoring their injured fellows. For a moment it wasn’t clear what they were doing, but then Straeger saw they were snatching up pieces of that Ulnar, and inserting them into sample cylinders strapped to their undersides.

In the meantime, the enclave had reacted throughout. A force of the more mature p-prador had moved in to pack the tunnels all around the mother’s sanctum. Other forces were securing junctions, and still others were moving to the undersea entrances. That last movement was now too late.

The Brices were in constant communication with each other. Four had made it through those entrances without tripping alarms. They’d moved into the system of tunnels which the p-prador had burrowed through the walls, and in many cases were no longer using. The other four had headed straight for the surface, to go for landward entrances. However, now the creatures were alert to attack, the second Ulnar Brice was soon discovered.

The man was detected when he tried to circumvent a section of blocked tunnel by moving slowly through a main artery, close to the wall, and with his suit mimicking the colour and texture of the cladding. One of the creatures, part of a group of them at a junction, spun towards him. And it seemed they were no longer inclined to take prisoners. The p-prador launched a missile that exploded between the man and the wall, flinging him across the tunnel into the opposite wall. Four of them then opened up with Gatling cannons, rolling him along the tunnel, until p-prador further down joined in and shredded him. A third met a similar fate shortly afterwards.

Straeger tracked all this activity closely, but mainly he was focused on the tone and content of the communications throughout the prador system. The first response that indicated he was getting what he wanted was an initial assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of this enemy, which then raised old stored data concerning the humans of Yossander’s Hold. This was expected. But the orders issued for weapons manufacture on this basis, which was a long-term thing rather than a short response to the present attack, were encouraging.

The fourth Ulnar Brice didn’t die. He used explosives to shred a large party of p-prador pursuing him as he fled through the tunnels, depositing his grenades against the wall as he went. He used the last of his explosives at a junction, collapsing the thing, and nearly made it past the p-prador guarding the sanctum, by going into a section of burrow through the cladding over the walls. P-prador weapons couldn’t penetrate through to him there. But one of the creatures acted with a perspicacity unexpected in creatures so utterly controlled by their mother. It fired up one of the machines for applying the wall cladding, then drilled a hole through to that burrow and injected the stuff. The Ulnar Brice ended up swimming through the foamed liquid, until it abruptly underwent its chemical reaction and hardened, setting him there like a fly in amber.

The fifth Brice who’d entered from the sea was moving with a lot more caution. Straeger at first thought this was because he had learned from his fellows. But upon realizing this one was the first he’d made, and whose mind had been installed later, into a fully adult brain, he understood that might not be the case. It would’ve been an interesting study to pursue, but Straeger doubted the subject would last long enough to investigate. This one was using the burrows, and the camouflage of his suit, but freezing in second-child passing places until those searching passed by. Nevertheless, the p-prador were highly active now, scanning and searching perpetually, driven by the fear and anger spreading through the system from their mother. Straeger noticed a refinement to that too. Volax, like all prador fathers, had used his pheromones to command obedience, as a complement to the system. The mother was producing a whole language of pheromones which spread out through the enclave in waves, but no verbal orders to complement it – the p-prador instead interpreted the emotional content to that end.

The four Ulnars who’d gone overland encountered resistance before they reached the entrances up there. It had been a sensible decision initially, but the enclave’s defensiveness had spread throughout, and in retrospect it would have been better if they’d tried to enter from the sea as quickly as possible. Via the system, keyed into the senses of the p-prador, Straeger saw one of the Ulnars nailed on a mountain slope by three particle beams, and tracked down as he fell, burning into a valley, where another p-prador blew him to shreds with Gatling fire. The remaining three Ulnars converged for a mass attack on one entrance, but the p-prador launched the one ship still down on the space port slab, now repaired. The p-prador at the entrance retreated inside as the ship deployed heavier weapons. First a missile flute emptied its load to rearrange the landscape the Ulnars occupied, as well as collapse the entrance so they couldn’t use it anyway. Heavy Gatling fire ensued, constant until the ship had emptied its magazines, leaving the area as a mixture of stone splinters, spent slugs, and dispersed organic remains of the three Ulnars.

Too quick, Straeger thought, until he noticed the order to launch the ship had segued into an order recalling all the ships out beyond the world. Within the enclave, crews of p-prador began preparing. Other orders were disseminating for more arms manufacture, while passing through the system like ghosts were all Volax’s attack plans against the humans, raised from memory. Straeger watched them collapsing and coalescing into different shapes. Wartime stuff began to come up too, concerning the most efficient ways to exterminate human beings; new orders appeared for the manufacture of various nerve gases and biological weapons. Straeger felt a smug sense of satisfaction. It seemed he had achieved his goals. The p-prador would respond to what they saw as an attack upon them from Yossander’s Hold, and the required war would commence. He now idly turned his attention to the remaining Ulnar Brice, still on the move.

The man had decided to play the long, slow game to reach his target. He’d followed a p-prador burrow outside of the tunnel system, to where it had been filled in with a foamed composite, like the one that had trapped his fellow. Here he’d resorted to primitive methods and, using a chunk of p-prador armour he’d obtained, was steadily digging his way through, shoving the rubble behind him. Straeger studied this more closely, noting he was matching his digging rhythm to that of ventilation system air pumps, to evade detection. He might even reach the target. Straeger settled to watch, fascinated by the tenacity of a man following orders he couldn’t disobey. The man had in fact circumvented them a little. Knowing his mission was a death sentence, he was extending the duration of it, and thus extending his life.

All around in the enclave activity kept ramping up and up. The mother, meanwhile, had produced a larger than usual batch of her young and seemed intent on gestating another brood as quickly as possible. Material resources weren’t the main ones required, for she was producing more of her soldiers. Straeger fretted a little about that. The aim of the war was to push technological development of the two sides, until they reached the point of using time travel as a weapon. At that juncture he’d take that technology for himself. He didn’t want the p-prador to progress so far ahead of the humans that they simply exterminated them during the first attack. Perhaps he shouldn’t have pushed like this? He continued to watch, considering methods of intervention. But, with outcomes too open-ended, he found himself unable to find a logical way in which he should act.

The Ulnar, after a number of hours, finally broke through the filled section of burrow and crawled along it. He reached a point of intersecting shafts and burrows just out from the sanctum wall, and there paused, before taking out one of his grenades and setting the timer. Having him perfectly located, Straeger could see he intended to blow out a section of burrow wall, so as to gain access to the air duct system, then via that enter the sanctum. He’d have to do it quickly, because once the grenade detonated, the p-prador would be alerted. Straeger’s attention strayed to the mountainous mother, still surrounded by her more adult young, eating a reaverfish and drawing in further nutrients through the pipes and tanks all over her body – more a factory than a living creature. She, in the end, was the target of the Ulnars he’d sent, and it seemed the last of them might reach that target. He thought about what to do as he watched.

The Ulnar paused with the grenade in place for a long time. But then the orders Straeger had given him, graven into his mind, pushed him into reluctant motion. He set the timer on the device and swiftly retreated back along the burrow he’d traversed, closing up the hood on his suit. Shortly afterwards the grenade blew, opening a hole between the burrow and the ventilation duct. He crawled forwards rapidly, pushing into the duct, then along it. As he did so, the p-prador in the sanctum oriented towards the duct vent as smoke billowed out of it. Those nearest the mother tipped over to present the tops of their shells to shield her. Observing them, Straeger realized he needed to do nothing at all. The Ulnar blew out the vent and hurled himself through, somersaulting to come down on his feet, firing his ultrasound weapon one-handed, even as he scattered grenades ahead of him.

Multiple blasts threw p-prador into the air, or tipped them over. But, these being the most adult of their kind, the damage was minimal. The Ulnar rolled aside, scattering more grenades, jerking as Gatling slugs slammed into him. As he came up onto his feet again, he pulled the laser carbine from his back and opened fire with that too, a weapon in each hand. The combination of ultrasound beam and laser punched into the shell of one of the p-prador, causing a pressure explosion within and rolling it slightly aside to create a gap. Ulnar fired into that space, twinned beams scouring across the mother and exploding a vessel attached to her carapace. With that, Straeger almost resorted to sending new orders, but then stopped himself, confident his prediction on how this would play out was correct.

As the p-prador closed up the gap again, the Ulnar’s shots didn’t even reach them, now splashing on a hardfield disc just a few metres ahead of him. He hurled himself to the side again, to try and shoot past it, and ended up shedding fire for his efforts as a particle beam raked over him. Straeger could feel his pain as he fought on. His suit had taken enough of a pounding for shots to get through. Exposed skin had blistered. And now, rather than try and repair itself, the suit was using a hundred per cent of its capacity to just keep him alive.

The shooting from the p-prador stopped abruptly, while the Ulnar dodged this way and that to fire past the hardfield. The thing retreated before him, bringing him closer and closer to the mother and her p-prador protectors, when really it could have acted like a ram to squash him against the far wall. He was within a few metres of the p-prador when all at once they poured aside, leaving an opening. The mother surged up through this, then came down like a striking hammer, slamming the Ulnar to the floor. Her mandibles flicked to send the carbine skittering, while the Ulnar managed to hit her in the face with a shot from the other weapon. She pulled back, forelimbs coming in and pinning him, and shook herself to spill pieces of broken carapace from her front end. Then she chopped down with her mandibles again, severing the arm holding the ultrasound weapon. P-prador swarmed in all around to go for the man, but she used her mandibles to bat them away. She began tearing away the man’s suit, then she started pulling him apart as he yelled and screamed. When he died, abruptly, she hurled him away from her in a fit of anger. In reality, he couldn’t have lasted long without his suit, since he’d been simply human, with no Spatterjay virus inside him.

So it was done. The attack upon the mother was over, and had failed precisely as Straeger wanted. And he hadn’t needed to intervene to kill the last Ulnar as he’d been preparing to do. The response to this attack was precisely as he wanted too, with the enclave continuing on a war footing, manufacturing weapons and creating the soldiers to deploy them.

Over the next few weeks, Straeger watched p-prador leave their world to drive asteroid-mining projects, and to begin building larger ships. He noted many now investigating the destroyer under the sea, and suspected they’d have the capability soon enough to put the thing back into service. It was all going perfectly to plan, at least here.

Until the giant prador warship arrived.
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Blite

Seated in his captain’s chair, Blite didn’t feel as comfortable and secure as he’d expected. It felt like returning as an adult to a childhood home filled only with loss and might-have-beens. He looked around at the empty chairs, and thought of those who were missing. The ship’s U-space expert Paidon would be back soon, while Breil’s vitrified body was in a cold coffin. Greer and Carlstone he might meet again, but it would be versions of them with no knowledge of the events that’d led him here. The only one remaining of his old crew was Judice. The agent, dropping into Breil’s chair, and Meander, distancing herself from the agent, over the other side of the bridge, were intrusive. The agent would always be like that, he thought. But with Meander it felt almost like betrayal, because she’d become so utterly unlike the vulnerable girl he’d rescued. And even May, it seemed, had become something else, though the change was a recognizable one.

‘What about Arach and Crane?’ he asked abruptly, still thinking about those who weren’t here.

‘They’re not the Draft Line target here,’ said the agent. ‘Last update I got from Arach puts them well out of reach. Anyway, Crane wants to go on to the Gilliad and he’s stubborn once his mind is made up, and Arach will follow.’

‘You can’t just leave them,’ said May, looking surprised at the words coming out of her mouth.

‘This is a temporary measure,’ said Cormac, expression tight, annoyed. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

Blite grimaced, reached into the top pocket of his suit and took out his aug, reluctantly pushing it into place on the side of his head. Linking into the ship’s system, he took a brief overview, then went to records. There he checked the information he had on the marines Armand and Gruce. They were, of course, both highly qualified, and it seemed almost inevitable that Gruce, a heavyworlder woman, could take up the position at the weapons console. He grimaced again and sent their promotions to them, opening comlinks.

‘I’m better in the field,’ said Armand.

‘And that’s where you’ll be when necessary,’ Blite replied.

‘Me too,’ said Gruce.

‘Who better to operate the Coin’s weapons?’ Blite enquired.

‘Maybe the agent?’

‘I think he prefers the personal touch.’

Gruce just snorted an acknowledgement. Both of them were now heading in from the drift island.

‘What’s the status of the repairs?’

Blite peered at the agent carefully, knowing the question was rhetorical, since the man was deeper into the systems of the two ships than either him, May or Judice, and had constructed a com sphere including all of them. Rather than give a dismissive answer, Blite decided to detail them.

‘Grav-engines and thrusters are up, main fusion drive and U-space drives are down . . . on the Coin. Fucked if I know the situation aboard the Bracken – can’t make much of it.’ He glanced over to May.

‘The Bracken has some grav and some thrusters. Sheen was working on defences, until recently,’ said May. ‘She’s working on the rest now, and . . . other stuff.’ She waved a hand vaguely.

‘We can move,’ Blite continued, ‘but it’ll be slow.’ He frowned at what he knew about the approaching horde of the Draft Line. What with all those ocean-going ships out there, it had been easy to forget the people here did form an advanced society, and did have their own spaceships. They’d been grounded during the prador attack, and thereafter while the Gilliad was taking pot shots with her railgun, but they were there.

The agent nodded. ‘Then it’s time to move.’

Blite agreed and put his hand down on the manual controls in his chair arms. As he did so, he replayed a previous conversation with the agent, which they’d had coming up here.

‘If we stay here, we can kill tens of thousands of them. But our hardfields and our weapons can’t keep them all back, and eventually they’ll swamp us. If we head into the sky, you can be damned sure we’ll be at the brunt of every missile they have available, and what ships they can put up. They win the numbers game,’ the agent had stated.

‘Aren’t you missing out another easier option?’ May had interjected.

The agent’s scowl at her and Blite had demonstrated his thoughts on that prospect.

‘You’re right, of course,’ he’d said, expression cold. ‘In fact, it’s the only option. On balance it will prevent the most deaths.’

‘I would’ve thought it’d prevent all deaths,’ Blite had said, reaching into his pocket. They were referring to the agent U-jumping them away.

Cormac had shaken his head – no, not the diamond. ‘You’re correct. My reluctance to do that again has prevented me making the right decision.’ He’d winced. ‘We’ll need to lock the two ships together. Get everything stowed, and everyone inside.’ He’d then swung on May. ‘We’ll do it aboard the Bracken. Same medical set-up as before. I’m only just out of vitrification, so will need support.’

Blite focused back on the present moment; preparations were coming to a close now. Telemetry from the Bracken, though weird, did show it had retained the ability to hard dock. Blite flipped up a joystick, giving other orders via aug and calling up a graphic of their surroundings. Working a touch console with his other hand, he started things up. The Coin thrummed and he felt the lurch of slightly out-of-sync grav engaging. A quick check of crew status showed everyone inside.

‘I’m ready now,’ he said.

‘Okay.’ Cormac turned towards the exit, May trailing after him, just as Gruce and Armand came in. Blite understood why the agent hadn’t headed over there at once, for he’d seen what U-jumping big stuff did to him. He also understood Cormac’s disinclination to use the diamond when another option was available. Penny Royal wasn’t company he wanted to keep. Next, looking through the screen at the Bracken, he observed those heat sink tentacles out in the sea, and signs of other weird growth through damage to the hull.

‘I don’t want any of that shit in the Coin!’ he called after Cormac and May.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Cormac called back.

Blite turned his attention to those still on the bridge. ‘Gruce, Armand – you know where to go.’ The two went to Carlstone’s and Greer’s previous positions and reluctantly took their seats. He looked to Meander and pointed to Paidon’s chair. She pushed away from the console and headed over.

‘I hardly think I’m needed here,’ she said as she sat.

‘Consider it a data-gathering exercise,’ he replied. ‘You know things we don’t, and your perception, as far as I understand it, is similar to Cormac’s U-sense.’

‘What kind of data are you looking for?’

‘Whatever you can catch about what he does, as well as what Sheen and that shit in the Bracken do. Basically anything that improves our chances of being alive after all this.’

She nodded an acknowledgement and sat back with her hand on the console. He thought she wasn’t doing anything, until the system alerted him to a massive data exchange occurring with the yet to be repaired U-space engines. He grunted, shifted the joystick slightly and felt a thruster briefly fire up. Checking cams, he saw Cormac and May were out of the ship, so he sent the instruction to close up the ramp.

‘Now.’

A slight shift upwards and grav thrummed louder. The Coin rose, shedding seawater and shingle, as the schematic in his mind changed in consonance. He tracked an energy drain and observed hardfields flashing into existence at Armand’s command as the man also shunted tactical information over to Greer. The Draft Line had obviously detected grav initiating, and had responded with a missile launch. Greer fired up a particle beam. It speared out, and they heard the sawing sound even in the bridge, then the dull detonations out over the sea, as the beam destroyed each missile in turn. Hardfields flicked on again, dancing over the ocean to intercept ensuing beam strikes.

Soon the Coin was up higher than the top of the Bracken, and Blite began to slide it over, seeing Cormac and May breaking into a run for the ramp, probably to avoid being soaked by the water slewing off the Coin. Judice inserted herself, opening out docking bayonets and ports on the underside, at the same time shooting a status signal to the Bracken. The return was garbled, but then stabilized, and the Bracken began opening its own ports in a firm mating pattern. It was good Sheen was being cooperative, but the bayonets would have slammed home regardless. Judice started pushing for more integration – of thruster and drive controls – but had to put blocks in place to prevent Sheen assuming primary control of it all. Luckily Sheen didn’t push that, instead retreating like a child unsure of her role. She didn’t even interfere when Armand integrated the weapons systems of the two ships and took full control of them. Blite meanwhile side-slipped the Coin in over the Bracken, aligned with thrusters and grav, and brought it down. All the docking paraphernalia mated up with satisfying clunks. And now, as best they could be, they were one ship. Blite ran a check, but on seeing further missile launches, added the impetus of the Bracken’s grav-engines and took them up.

As the two ships rose, the ramp door on the Bracken slid closed. The drift island dropped away and missiles pursued them into the sky, spending themselves against hardfields. Gruce fired up the Bracken’s antipersonnel lasers too. Blite couldn’t see why, and was about to ask, until he noticed the energy profile of those beams and watched them burning up missiles in flight. Down below, the armada lost it impetus now its target was going away, but with the reach of his ship’s instruments, Blite observed the other vessels in the sky and launches all across the continent.

‘Now would be good,’ he sent through the comlink to the agent.

Straeger

The U-signature first alerted Straeger, as he moved further away from the prador world to avoid detection by the p-prador. Since the attack he’d instigated, they’d become increasingly on their guard. The signature generated out from the ice giant with its asteroid rings, where Straeger had first hidden his ship. It was long and drawn out, and generated a bright flash of photons raised from the quantum foam of the universe. The loud arrival continued even after this, as the ship had surfaced stupidly close to the asteroid rings, while retaining its pre-jump velocity of a hundred thousand kilometres per hour.

It threw out hardfields, and fired up collision lasers, yet still managed to take hits on its hull. Its arrival actually deformed the ring, hurling asteroids on new courses to crash into each other, throwing many out of the ring and sending a wave of disruption all the way around it. Only when the vessel fired up steering thrusters, then a fusion drive, to fling it out of the ring, did the firestorm around it finally clear enough for Straeger to get a good look at the thing. He recognized the huge vessel made in the shape of what on Earth would have been a dogfish egg case. But on the prador home world, it was the shape of the egg sac of a particularly pernicious parasite the prador had wiped out long ago.

The Kinghammer . . .

No, that wasn’t right. It looked precisely like the newest dreadnought of the prador. The Kinghammer had been destroyed some time back, during events concerning a break-out of Jain tech, from the accretion disc over which the haiman Orlandine was warden. Straeger searched his extended mind and came up with the answer. This was a copy of the original that’d been under construction at the time: the Kinghammer II. But what the hell was it doing here?

This was the Graveyard and, under the terms of the truce between the Kingdom and the Polity, warships of neither side could enter. The fact a ship this size had ventured here was a massive breach of that truce, and should result in ECS dreadnoughts turning up within days. Quite likely it’d end up being one of those conflicts which deep in the Polity were dismissed in the news as ‘police actions’. Yet still he had no answer for why the thing was here, though he did have intimations. No way would such a ship have randomly jumped into the Graveyard, turning up here by mistake. This system had to be its target, and there was only one reason that would be so. Occam’s Razor told Straeger the ship had been sent here to wipe out the remainder of Volax’s family. That they’d chosen to do this now indicated they knew what this family had become. Confirmation came moments later as the big ship began to slingshot around the ice giant.

‘Hey, Straeger. I bet you didn’t expect us back so soon!’

The message had gone out as a broadcast across many frequencies. Straeger analysed the voice and felt anger beginning to boil up from deep down inside him. It came first from himself, only to be complemented by entanglement afterwards. Once again he’d made the mistake of not immediately eliminating a potential threat. He’d been arrogant and foolish to allow Valt and the other two to live. Because obviously, rather than pursue the course he’d predicted for them, they’d gone straight to the Kingdom. He had no doubt they’d been utterly reamed of information about events here, and this was now the king’s response. Straeger fired a tight com beam towards the ship and replied.

‘You are unexpected,’ he said. ‘What are your intentions in returning here?’

‘Oh, nostalgia . . . and I think I might have left some belongings in the enclave.’

‘That’s not your aim in coming here,’ said Straeger with an edge to his tone.

‘Well, if you know, why are you asking?’

‘Despite your transformation, I may yet find ways to cause you suffering.’

‘Wow, Straeger, you become more and more like a prador every day!’

‘Enough!’ interrupted another voice.

A fizzing sound ensued, which Straeger recognized as an electrical discharge of some kind. The new voice continued. ‘Their intentions are irrelevant. I allowed the Valt creature to broadcast only to catch your attention.’

‘You have it, though that may well be a source of regret for you.’

‘I am here under agreement between my king and Earth Central,’ the voice continued. ‘Earth Central has ordered you to withdraw from this place and return to the Polity for debriefing. If you don’t, then I have leave to deal with you.’

‘And who are you?’ Straeger asked, while spinning up the U-twist in his ship and topping up all available power supplies.

‘I am Orlik,’ the creature replied.

‘It was nice to have known you, if briefly,’ Straeger replied tightly, and fired up the Laumer engine of the Claw.

His ship surged forwards, but on a course that would apparently take him away from the interloper. Its acceleration was so massive, everything strained and reordered around him, and he dropped to a flat, striated disc on the floor. He then short U-jumped, blinking out of existence in his present position, and reappearing over the ice giant, with Laumer acceleration still in place, and on a close intercept course for the Kinghammer II. First off, he launched a mass of missiles, spilling away from the Claw like hornets from a hive. The things were semi-AI extensions of him that would act like a hive mind, making decisions about the best ways to expend themselves in destroying the enemy. A fraction of a second later, between the jaws of the claw itself, the pseudo-matter construct generated, and he fed in a level and density of energy close to disruption of the real. The photon-dense beam stabbed out. The thing sliced into the Kinghammer II briefly, until a scaling of hardfields intercepted it. As it traversed, the ship spewed a line of melting hardfield generators. The beam managed to punch through once more and sliced off one of the two extensions to the fore. Still hurtling in, Straeger set the beam to traverse back again, but before it could, a massive blast slammed into the Claw, to send it tumbling off, with the Laumer stuttering out.

Shadow mines . . .

It seemed the Kinghammer II’s loud arrival had covered other activities; it had sown space around the ice giant with mines concealed by chameleonware. He corrected his ship on thrusters, ready to short jump in close, but Orlik had anticipated this, as a series of U-space mines went off, disrupting that continuum. Reinstating the photon-dense beam, Straeger opened fire yet again, cratering the back end of the Kinghammer II. Then he abruptly had to shut it down as drives started up nearby. Diverting power, he flung out the spherical hardfield around his ship as three missiles, on intensely powerful one-burn fusers, closed in. The first detonated on the hardfield, and he felt superior contempt as the energy of this transferred through his ship’s systems back into the U-twist, winding it up, and providing him with more power. But the second two missiles were different. They exploded out from the field and, acting like guns, threw their contents inwards. Dense anti-helium struck first, followed by an imploder shell. The double concussion-point blasts set up a resonance in the hardfield, as well as a feedback surge that blew out a line of energy converters in his ship, sending a wave of hot, ionized gas through the interior.

Straeger frantically rerouted power and tried to get on top of that resonance. It was all very well having an Atheter power supply and hardfield, but the supporting tech wasn’t so advanced, and this Orlik had taken advantage of that. Even as he began to bring things under control, the other ship nailed his hardfield with a particle beam nearly as powerful as his laser. Unbelievably, it began to blacken a section of hardfield, and the feedback began to take out further power converters. Straeger reacted fast, knowing he’d have to allow his ship to take some damage in order to prevent even more damage. So he fired up the Laumer to full power, then shut down the hardfield. The Claw shot away from its previous position, but the acceleration delay was enough for that particle beam to reach through. The thing evaporated hull and penetrated ten metres inside. It tracked back to strike the Laumer and other engines to the rear, and the fusion flame winked out.

Straeger slammed the hardfield back on, expecting another strike. Then, when it appeared the Kinghammer II was peeling away, shedding smoke into vacuum, and various portions of its hull still glowing, he recognized retreat. The missiles he’d fired earlier were in around the dreadnought, nipping at it like a shoal of piranhas. Orlik had made the correct calculation: that he couldn’t fight both that shoal of missiles and the Claw. Straeger turned off the hardfield again, rerouted a huge amount of power, and once more fired the photon-dense beam. It stabbed out, evaporating asteroid debris, and even a couple of missiles in its path, then struck the other ship. Burning hardfield generators fountained away, and then the beam stabbed through, nailing the ship and punching out the other side. However, before he could track it back to destroy the other ship’s engines, fuser side thrusters started, and from the rear the familiar ribbed flame of a Laumer, and the ship accelerated away. Straeger swore in a wholly human manner, aimed and fired again. This time he was on target, and had the satisfaction of seeing the engine section exploding, sending the Kinghammer II tumbling. He thought this the end, because he had ample energy available and could now cut the thing to pieces. But it seemed Orlik had seen this too, and with fusers altering his ship’s trajectory, he dropped out of sight, behind one of the ice giant’s moons.

Straeger contemplated next moves. This Orlik aboard the Kinghammer II had only delayed the inevitable. Obviously he hadn’t been aware of Straeger’s hardfield, or his photon-dense laser. Or, most importantly, the near-endless supply of energy he had for both. He ignited thrusters to take him towards that moon, since with the effect of the mines still active, he couldn’t short jump there. It’d be irritatingly slow, but eventually he’d get there.

‘You can hide for a little while,’ he sent. ‘But the outcome is inevitable: you will burn.’

‘Valt was right,’ Orlik replied mildly. ‘You do seem to have taken on the characteristics of my kind. Though admittedly I don’t know what you were like before.’

‘Not quite the characteristics of your kind, since you are no longer your kind.’ Straeger felt a sense of frustration and wasn’t even sure why he was communicating with those he would, in time, be annihilating. ‘You have failed here,’ he continued. ‘And I doubt the king will persuade Earth Central to allow further missions.’

‘On the contrary,’ Orlik replied. ‘Whether or not I die now, I’ve achieved the objectives of my king.’

The assertion pushed Straeger into a new level of awareness beyond his close focus on the systems of his ship. With those shadow mines and missiles, and with that attack on Straeger’s hardfield, Orlik had shown a high level of preparedness. What else had he done? Straeger quickly began replaying the events since the arrival of the Kinghammer II through his mind, and it was only on the second run that he spotted it. The disruption of the ice giant’s ring system had flung out a great mass of asteroids, some of which would impact on the prador world, but months hence. However, one other object had shot out through the cloud of debris, its appearance subliminal because it was travelling so fast, and then its disappearance not initially observed. With growing unease, he realized the thing had disappeared under chameleonware. He understood that, had not the Kinghammer II been there as a significant threat, he wouldn’t have missed this. It also irritated him immensely that this Orlik had used precisely the same kind of cover he had used to get the Ulnars to the p-prador world.

‘You fired a missile,’ he said leadenly. ‘The prador defences will detect and destroy it.’

‘Not quite,’ Orlik replied. ‘It’s more of an old-fashioned solution.’

‘What?’

‘The humans called them kamikazes,’ Orlik explained. ‘This particular one is in the high-gigatonne range. And even if the defences do detect it, I doubt they’ll be able to stop it.’

Straeger immediately fired up his thrusters to change course. He mapped out a slingshot route, where he could gain maximum velocity in pursuit. He also began to spread himself out fibrously through his ship, to connect to the U-space engine and bring it under conscious control. Maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to manage a short jump once he was further away from the realspace centre of action of the U-space mines. Maybe Orlik had underestimated his abilities, and he’d get there in time to stop the thing.

Maybe.

Arach

Arach shook off pieces of entrails, then plucked a hard shard of tooth out of where it’d lodged in the joint between his thorax and abdomen. The tail of the latest creature that had tried to eat them lay behind him and, scanning ahead, he could see the next had about a kilometre of tunnel to traverse before it reached them. It wouldn’t reach them.

They were close now, and it was time to take a different route.

‘Here,’ he said, swivelling to the burrow wall.

Crane just stood waiting in the murky water of the tunnel, as Arach sorted through his armoury for something that seemed suitable for blasting through. The Golem then appeared to lose patience, and stepped forwards to begin digging at the wall with hands like brass spades. Arach conceded this was probably the best method. Explosives would likely result in them ending up buried, and having to dig through even more than what lay ahead of them. He followed Crane in, widening the hole for himself and shooting out excavated gravel behind. Once they made it beyond the resin, their burrow kept collapsing and he felt Crane’s expectation. He created some diversions inside himself from his spinnerets, and began extruding silk from his forelimbs to bind up the tunnel wall, still scooting gravel behind them. Their course took them slightly upwards, so the gravel fell clear at first, but after a few hours of this it began to fill the burrow behind them.

After a further hour of digging they reached a stony layer, where Arach considered energy cutting options to punch through it, but Crane again got there ahead of him with his fists. He eventually smashed through into another tunnel, and they were both blown into it by water pressure behind. This tunnel was full of air. Arach hurriedly snared broken stone, got his spinnerets going again, and worked against the fountain of water from their burrow to glue the stone back in place, finally sealing the breach. By the time he was done, Crane was out of sight, having as ever trudged on. Arach scuttled along quickly to catch up.

The network of tunnels around them waxed and waned in his perception. They were now within that blurred volume of the seabed which Cormac had seen and then transmitted to them. Just at the edge of Arach’s perception, he picked up a chamber of some sort lying ahead. This seemed likely to be their destination, and it was time to think once again about what the hell their objective was here, in light of the changed circumstances. The Gilliad had been turned into an enemy by the haiman Iris. She was also in essence a hive mentality, which, judging by intercepted com, wasn’t particularly sane any more. Nevertheless, even with the weapons at their disposal, actually killing her would be no easy task, if that was still their aim.

‘Truth,’ he said, repeating the one word Crane had spoken throughout their journey here.

As if in answer, Crane pointed to the tunnel wall. Here were lots of finger-thick holes, as if the smaller kin of those worm-like creatures they’d killed behind had been boring through. Arach noted a creature squirm through one of them, drop to the floor and wriggle away, to ooze down through a crack in the floor. He’d just seen one of the Gilliad’s component lampreys and, as they moved on, he began to see more of them. Further openings revealed themselves, ranging from finger-width up to some large enough for a spider drone to squeeze through. They came to the point where it was difficult to walk without stepping on the lampreys, and Crane didn’t bother avoiding doing so. Towards the end, the tunnel began to narrow, and the big Golem stooped down onto his hands and knees to come up to a dead end. Only then did Arach notice the lamprey-things were of a slightly different design to those he’d seen before, and on scanning them he realized they were depositing something. Spectral analysis revealed the gaseous output of hardening epoxy. This was the stone around them, and it seemed the Gilliad was making one last effort to stop them reaching her.

Crane’s fist drove into the dead end with a gunshot sound, the impact transmitting through his body hard enough to shatter the stone under his feet. He pounded away, shattering more of the artificial stone. Crane’s boots remained intact, while stone shattered underneath them, confirming Arach’s suspicion that they were made from something other than the leather and rubber they appeared to be. A hole opened up, then chunks of stone fell into a well-lit space. Crane tore away further stone to squeeze through, and Arach followed him. And here the chameleonware went out, revealing all.

The walls of the oblate chamber were squirming with lampreys. Scaffolds stretched from ceiling to floor, holding numerous items of recognizable Polity technology, and some of the less familiar biotech of this world combined with the Polity tech. Arach picked out the spherical shapes of a total of five fusion reactors; it wasn’t hard to see what they were there to power. Shielded superconducting cables ran into numerous other devices, on a flat area on the other side of the chamber. There Arach identified the guts of U-space engines and detectors. They were laid out, connected all around, and into the huge glassy sphere which had been the vessel Meander had used to make her journey from the future to the now. With this machinery, the Gilliad had previously managed to glimpse something of what she thought to be the future. But as Arach well knew, it could just have been some portion of an infinite number of futures, depending on the level of energy applied to the effort. However, there was something different about this set-up now; certainly what she’d used before hadn’t required this number of fusion reactors.

He then focused his attention on the centre of the chamber, where a ring-shaped well mouth sat in the middle of the floor, much like the one the Gilliad had occupied before, in the city. With his senses no longer blocked, Arach could see other such mouths around the walls, and up above. These were all connected into a spreading network of tunnels of varying sizes, which resembled the vascular system of a beast, rather than something constructed. Lampreys were boiling out of the well below – a tall fountain of them twisted and shifted as if they didn’t know what final shape to take.

Finally, as they moved forwards, the fountain dropped into a whirlpool around the well. Directly ahead of them, a column of the creatures rose up and began to take on shape. A large human form – larger than Crane – started to appear. When it was close to complete, the surrounding lampreys retreated, and the Gilliad stepped forwards, her squirming structure melding and changing colour to bring her into the form of the woman they’d seen before. She looked down at her naked body, frowned and shivered. Filmy black fabric oozed out all around to modestly clad her. It occurred to Arach then that they’d not sufficiently investigated the biology of what formed the Gilliad. The lampreys could obviously do much more than act as communication nodes in a swarm intelligence. She looked up again.

‘You have come here to kill me,’ she said, as if mocking terror.

Crane had changed. Arach measured that his height had increased by ten centimetres, and his girth all around too. A brief scan through his ragged coat revealed open splits, in which writhing Jain tech and that oily black substance fought for dominance. He’d only seen this before when Crane had taken damage, but the fact it was appearing now confirmed another speculation: that Crane had forever been at war with the Jain tech inside him, and he might now be losing. Arach moved forwards, and ghosting through his mind came a communication from the Golem. This, as ever, consisted of jumbled code which seemed to extend to some deep meaning, yet when inspected never quite got there. But this time there was that single word again: truth.

‘We’re not entirely sure what we’re going to do here,’ Arach replied honestly. ‘It seemed you turned against your own people and us, once we, and they, were no further use to you. But now we know that not to have been the case.’

The Gilliad squirmed, apparently human skin turning to worm flesh on the side of her face, down her neck and along one shoulder.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked querulously.

‘Have you not been keeping up with events?’

‘My people block me. My people don’t understand my actions . . . and now I don’t understand my actions.’

‘Is that a plea for forgiveness?’

‘The pattern does not make sense.’

‘What pattern?’

‘Our totality saw the future threatened by our removal . . .’ she trailed off, human confusion in her voice.

Arach processed this and understood. With the circuit between her and her people, the will and wishes of each fed into each other, which was about as democratic as you could get. However, the circuit was based on emotion rather than facts, with the result being that things could spiral out of control. Hence the knowledge that Blite would save them turning into a belief system in the people, and feeding back into her, to the point where they’d come close to not being saved, as belief had overridden fact. This was what might be described as a natural error, but was a set-up that could be manipulated, and had been.

‘Things don’t make sense to you because the circuit between you and your people was interrupted, interfered with, and you were fed false information. You believed your survival threatened. And the basis of your existence is that the survival of your people is contingent on your own.’

‘This makes no sense.’ It sounded like a plea.

Arach continued relentlessly, ‘The idea your survival was the most important factor was played up, at the emotional level, to the point where killing millions of your own people to ensure it became acceptable.’

‘No! This is not possible!’

‘Unfortunately for you, and for all those who died, it was entirely possible for a Polity haiman. The haiman Iris inserted herself into your symbiotic circuit and fed you false data on both the factual and emotional levels. She manipulated you into attacking those who were here to help, and into mass murder.’

‘No!’

The denial went outside of the human voice sound spectrum and seemed to issue from the lampreys all around. The Gilliad folded and began to come apart, then the whirlpool started up again and swept up this representation of her into the whole. Lampreys dropped out of this frenetic mass, shrivelled and dying. Arach saw them falling from the walls too. He glanced over at Crane.

‘What now?’

Crane held out a hand to the swirling mass ahead of them.

‘Rationality . . . maybe.’

With so little information to go on, Arach ran scenarios. Swarm intelligences could be infected by viruses, which went up to and included bad ideas. They could use all the usual defences of AI to be rid of those viruses, but they also had one more option than discrete intelligences. They could isolate those viruses, or ideas, in some of their components and destroy them, much like a body getting rid of cancerous cells. Perhaps this was what the Gilliad was doing right now. He wondered what was being dumped, though, and what retained. Rationality might result, but Crane’s ‘maybe’ indicated that could be what was being dumped.

‘So, she’s been sitting down here essentially in denial,’ Arach commented.

Crane said nothing and Arach realized he’d been a bit too optimistic in hoping a conversation would ensue.

The whirlpool continued to turn, and the chamber filled with a smell like burning meat. Arach noted a colour change as the mass dumped many of its components, while the rest began to take on a pinkish hue. He moved back, now up to his spidery ankles in dead lampreys, and the mass ahead much diminished. Undoubtedly this was happening all across the planet, and many would be wondering why the creatures they used like Polity augs were dying on them. Finally the movement slowed, and once again a column issued ahead of them. The human form began to reappear, but this time continued to be part of the whole, with the creatures flowing in and out of it. It didn’t meld and give the appearance of skin, and there was no need for it to issue clothing, since what would be clothed only resembled human in rough shape.

‘The lies have been removed,’ said the Gilliad.

Arach wasn’t sure what the creature before him considered to be lies. And, even though it was a human response, he felt a lot of uncertainty about something that didn’t have eyes.

‘So you’re all better now,’ he quipped.

‘I am correct, but the pattern must be fixed.’

‘Submit yourself to the judgement of the Draft Line, perhaps?’

‘Judgement cannot bring the dead back to life.’

Arach had no idea where to go from here. Iris had distorted the thinking of the creature before him, the organic swarm intelligence, but they could never know to what extent. The Gilliad had committed mass murder, but how much was that response driven by the haiman woman, and how much the choice of the Gilliad? He turned to Crane again, in the vain hope for guidance. The Golem ignored him and began walking ahead, wading through dead lampreys and on into the swirling mass.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Arach spat. ‘What now?’

He tried to glean something through his connection to Crane, but whatever he did receive seemed even more disrupted and nonsensical than before. He wanted to act, to do something, but in the end realized he must stand down. He must wait.

With the lampreys swirling about him, up to his waist, Crane reached the rim of the well and walked around it. The Gilliad turned as if watching him, with eyes she didn’t possess. He moved out on the other side of the mass and onwards, stepping onto the level area that held all the equipment which centred around Meander’s sphere. This seemed to motivate the Gilliad, because her human form disappeared and the flow of creatures changed, looping out to Crane and trying to push him away. It was a pointless exercise. When Crane had a good trudge on, there was little that could stop him.

He moved on through the equipment, disappearing under the mass of lampreys for a while. Upon reaching the sphere, he held out a hand to it, pressing against the surface. Something shimmered over that surface, then he took further steps and walked straight through it, into the interior, leaving the Gilliad behind. The flow patterns changed once again, and though no words were spoken, and no information exchanged beyond that imparted by movement, Arach read confusion there. Through the translucent surface of the sphere, he watched Crane moving around, pressing a hand here and there. It was evident too that his hands were open at their various joints, issuing tendrils of Jain tech. Abruptly, mechanisms like circuit diagrams of light lit up in the sphere. U-space turned a fraction of a degree, in a direction no one could point to, and Arach knew that if he’d been human he would have seen massive distortions of the reality around him. As it was, he analysed something like the test routine of a U-space engine. The Gilliad froze, all throughout the chamber. And then, as if given an electric jolt, all the lampreys rose up like hooked-over pipes, each one facing in towards the sphere.

‘What does he do?’ she asked, terror in a voice that issued from all around.

‘What you want him to do, I suspect.’

It was now becoming plain to him. The Gilliad had been here in denial, fighting her own mind, but certain that something had to be changed – that the pattern had to be put into order. This was the reason for all the fusion reactors here, and all the equipment around the sphere. The Gilliad had intended to travel in time, to change outcomes, but hadn’t known until now what outcomes she wanted to change. Now it seemed Crane had started up Meander’s time machine. And yet, this all seemed wrong.

As far as Arach understood, the technology involved here, the output of five fusion reactors, was nowhere near enough to propel this time machine. So why had Crane started the thing up? What the hell was his agenda here?

The big brass Golem had ceased moving in there, and was squatting on the internal floor, while the lights played around the sphere’s surface, and things twisted inside it. Arach measured magnetic fields round him, and the growing chaos of other EMR outputs. He ascertained that the reactors were steadily increasing their output. Then, as if he’d come to a decision, Crane stood up, moved to the wall of the sphere and stabbed a hand through it. He pointed down to some lampreys, to the substance of the Gilliad spread around, and beckoned with one finger. Arach tried for contact again but got nothing; something in that sphere was completely blocking him.

The Gilliad hesitated, then began flowing in towards the sphere, mounding up next to it and tilting in a thorn-like mass as if to probe it. The tip of that mass went through, then the rest rapidly followed. A slow flow of the Gilliad edged towards the sphere, at the same time doing what it had done before when expelling its bad parts. It began spitting out dying lampreys, steadily reducing its overall mass. It was consolidating – packing the data of its existence into the smallest physical space, to fit into that sphere.

The things continued to flow in through the surface. They pooled in the sphere, their level steadily rising. Crane was near the edge, with his palms pressed against the surface, apparently looking out towards Arach. The substance of the Gilliad reached his waist, then his shoulders, and then completely submerged him. The sphere filled right to the top, with the creatures compressing and shifting inside to pack it as densely as possible. Once it seemed a cut-off point had been reached, the flow of lampreys finally fell away. The mass outside the sphere collapsed and completely lost coordination, with the creatures squirming away in every direction, seemingly returned to an animalistic state. Many of them were curling up and dying now, and this wasn’t only due to some instruction from the Gilliad. Steam was rising off them in hot air, humming with power. The temperature had risen fifty degrees in just the time it’d taken for the Gilliad to pack herself in.

Arach began backing off, deep scanning what he could while doing so. The five fusion reactors were on full power output. Laminar storage and super-capacitors were near to their limit too, but failing to reach it, as the sphere drew massive amounts of power from them. Arach kept moving backwards, aiming for one of those wells in the wall, over to the right of where they’d come in. Crane was a long-time friend and companion, but that didn’t displace Arach’s urge for self-preservation. Power levels here were ridiculously high. In fact, they were heading towards megatonne-explosion levels, and it all had to go somewhere. The air itself seemed to be thickening, taking on a glassy consistency, and now, even though his senses weren’t human, Arach could see and feel reality twisting. The sphere rose from the platform, the patterns in its surface growing steadily brighter, until nothing was visible inside. It grew brighter still, as smoke and then flame belched from surrounding organics. It held like that for a second, then ramped up higher, enough even to burn debris off Arach’s armour, and to shed all connecting cables in molten burning lines.

Enough.

Arach turned and ran with a certainty growing in him. He did detect temporal flux, but was damned certain the Gilliad wouldn’t reach where she’d wanted to go. The attempt would almost certainly kill her and Crane. And, he felt bitterly sure, that had been the intention all along.
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Cormac

The Bracken lurched under them as the Coin hauled it into the sky. In the medbay, May called out a mobile doctor’s bag and collected up other items she might need. Cormac hoped she wouldn’t need the autodoc, since he wasn’t in quite as bad a condition as when he’d done this before. But then again, the Bracken was still a huge ship, and in combination with the Coin, larger still.

‘What are you getting from the Bracken’s system?’ he asked.

‘Probably little different from what you’re getting,’ she said as they headed out. ‘The ship has functionality in many ways that go beyond what it had before. Power available is off the scale, even though the reactor is only up to twenty per cent. But you know all that. What I wonder is why you choose to connect to that stuff –’ she gestured at a tentacular growth extending along the ceiling above them – ‘rather than use Blite’s gem?’

‘As you get older, you learn the utility of gathering useful data when you can, especially in combat situations,’ he replied.

He too was looking into the Bracken’s system and noticed it possessed hardfield protection it’d never had before, as well as antipersonnel lasers of ridiculous power, which had kept the Draft Line from bombarding the ship before the Coin arrived. Robots, working in conjunction with those tentacular growths spread throughout, had repaired the grav-engines and were now working on the main fusion drive, and the remaining U-space drive nacelle. Thruster motors were all back online, and all the subsidiaries still attached to the frame were working too. That should be pleasing. However, walking through the ship, he had a sense of the Penny Royal technology laced throughout and could see it running along some walls, or moving visibly in structural spaces that hadn’t been closed off. Something weighty and mournful filled the vessel, and it no longer felt as if it belonged to anyone other than what resided inside that technology: Sheen Brice.

‘And what data do you hope to gather, that isn’t available to you now?’ she asked, as they came to the door into the hold which had originally contained the Penny Royal device.

‘There are hundreds of threads tying into the future,’ he said, finding it oddly difficult to verbalize what he felt. ‘We’re in something huge – we’re pieces in the game. I understand Straeger’s motivations now, and what it wants to achieve. And I realize that in killing Iris I’ve undermined that. But I don’t know what Penny Royal wants to achieve, and whether killing Iris was the right thing to do. I understand too little, but –’ he pointed at the door – ‘I know she’s a major piece, and I need to learn what her purpose is.’

‘So you want to find out how you can make a move on the board?’ May asked with a raised eyebrow. ‘You want to follow the rules of the game?’

Cormac glanced at her, glad to be reminded that though she was in ennui she was near the end of her second century of life and, like most of that age, had seen and lived through too much to be stupid. ‘Not so much. I want to find out what rules I can break without killing us all.’

‘Okay, I see,’ said May dismissively, then pushed her hand against the palm lock.

The door hesitated and strained, then slid open with a ripping sound, opening up their view into a cavern filled with what looked like tree roots. Deep in that, with her arms seemingly turning into the root-like structures that filled the place, was Sheen Brice. Her head was clear of it and up, and she focused on them with blue eyes. From stored mental imagery, Cormac knew her eyes had been like that before, but never so intense. He walked forwards, stepping over the growths, to stand directly before her.

‘I’m going to draw power for a U-jump,’ he told her.

She acknowledged this with a slight tilt of her head.

‘I should get you tubed up,’ said May.

Sheen turned to look at her, then down at the doctor’s bag.

‘There’s no need,’ she said.

‘What I—’

A tentacle whipped out, split into two at the end. Even though he was already at high function, and shunted higher in a microsecond, Cormac only managed to raise a hand before the tentacle went into his chest like a meat fork. He moved to initiate Shuriken mentally as he felt the thing grabbing hold of his ribs and hauling him closer, but hesitated too long, as a thicker tentacle wrapped his wrist and encased the weapon. It hauled him up, close enough to Sheen for him to feel her breath on his face. Subliminally he U-sensed everything shifting around him and saw the growths pushing May back, ejecting her from the hold and drawing the doors closed again.

‘So what are you waiting for?’ Sheen asked. ‘Jump us.’

Wires of the technology spread through his body. It was similar to before, but somehow more complete. Words died in his mouth as his U-sense exploded outwards. He saw aircraft and missiles approaching and knew that, though the Coin was quite capable of defending itself and the Bracken, it would in the end be at the cost of many lives. There was only one moral choice to make. Beyond the world, he could see Matheson’s ship out from the moon. On the moon, he could see Draft Line soldiers now heading back to their weapons. Blite and the others needed a breathing space, time to finish their repairs, and jumping merely to orbit wouldn’t give them that. Cormac looked deeper into the system, to where a world much like Venus circled the sun, and aimed for orbit there. Then, when he pushed for U-jump, he found himself once again in another virtuality, walking on pale, dusty ground.

‘Surely you have nothing further to say?’ he said, rubbing at a sore point on his chest and wondering why the hell he was here when he hadn’t used Blite’s gem.

The AI just hung there in mid-air, in urchin form, folding spikes into a central point and replacing them from behind, as if on a conveyor, forever pouring into existence and then out of it again. Cormac waited for something, anything, but had only the sense of being watched for an instant that went on eternally. Then he could feel the gaze straying from him to one side. He looked across and saw Sheen Brice standing there. She wore an envirosuit which was more of a fashion accessory, what with its high heels and strategically clinging fabric, while her hair was thick and down to her waist, and impossible to pack into the suit’s concertinaed helmet. She looked over to him, eyes returned to a more human blue, then back towards Penny Royal.

‘So here I am,’ she said.

Perhaps the AI said something to her Cormac couldn’t hear, for she nodded and then held out her hand, as if ready to receive some payment. Three objects appeared above her hand, turning slow orbital paths around each other. Cormac squinted and saw they were ruby memplants – the recordings of three lives. He understood his arrogance now. They were here in this place, with this entity, because of her, not him.

‘Oh, I see,’ said Sheen. Her expression went through a number of changes, first accepting, followed by puzzled, and then belligerent rejection. She snapped her hand back down and turned to face Cormac. ‘My brother is still alive,’ she said, as if he’d been arguing with her.

The words seemed to put a huge strain on this virtuality, or cyst universe, and it began to twist, as if being wrung out by a god. Huge, black cracks speared across reality, and the world shattered. Everything collapsed around Cormac, and he found himself again face to face with the Sheen he knew, and able to see nothing but what lay before his eyes. His skull ached abominably, while his body fizzed with the nutrients and energy Sheen was injecting into him through those netted wires. He would’ve been fine making the jump with this support, if it hadn’t been for the fact they’d just been knocked back into the real, and this time not by a USER.

Valt

Their control positions weren’t the standard saddle controls, but things like half-shell surgeries in which they’d secreted themselves. In fact, they resembled three heavily braced acceleration chairs for humans. Within their cups, Valt, Drust and Shaker resembled neither humans nor prador. Since grav-tech would have produced too loud and detectable a signature, they’d been unable to use it to alleviate the initial acceleration out of the Kinghammer II and the ensuing shielded fuser burn, as Orlik turned space around them into a firestorm. That acceleration had been upwards of a thousand gravities, and the three, in their cups, and within their suits, had been thoroughly crushed – plastered against one side inside their suits.

Valt had found his mind shutting down during this, and had no doubt it’d been the same for the other two, as their bodies fought for survival and coherence. Now his thinking was beginning to return, with his body and the ganglion within it reinflating. As expected, and as he’d discussed with Orlik, the Squad was there with him in his mind, strong and ready to take control. It wanted his mulched mind rearranged just so, and mapped new courses for the reconstitution of the rest of his body. Yet he managed to divert it because he was on a soldierly mission and couldn’t afford radical change right then. He was able to evade its pressure for long enough to shift a newly reconstituted mandible, and hit a control on his suit console. Pain ensued as small injectors throughout his suit pumped diluted sprine into him. He could have waited, since the injections slowed regrowth and were on a timer anyway, but he resented the Jain intrusion. As its grip on him faded, and he asserted more control to bring his body back to the shape he’d chosen, he finally accepted the truth of what Orlik had told him: the Jain was very unlikely to seize control of him, because he now understood the unlikelihood of it, and because he no longer feared it.

His body refilled his suit, pulling back in fluids that had pooled outside of its hard organic mass. Soon he was able to begin drawing in data from the system of the kamikaze. The acceleration had trashed about ten per cent of the armaments and shielding, and degraded the chameleonware. But the bomb, around which all of these things had been wrapped, was still as pristine and functional as before. He then focused on data recorded via the feed from the Kinghammer II. Orlik’s ship had taken a pounding and, had Orlik not let on about the kamikaze, Straeger would have destroyed it by now. As it was, the AI was currently coming after them. Valt found this puzzling. Surely it would’ve been better for Orlik to have said nothing, thus ensuring no one would prevent the destruction of the p-prador world? Could it be that the new king’s children weren’t quite so loyal unto death as other prador were forced to be by pheromones?

‘It can’t catch us,’ said Shaker, who seemed to be looking at the same data as Valt, and thinking along similar lines.

‘Don’t bet on it,’ said Drust, obviously doing the same. ‘U-space mines have a realspace disruptive effect that’s local, and Straeger still has its U-drive.’

‘It’ll try to short jump to us,’ Valt agreed.

‘I hope so,’ said Drust, now taking a different mental course.

Valt signalled agreement with this too by raising a claw. If Straeger miscalculated a short jump in disrupted U-space, things would go badly for it.

Hours passed and the prador world grew larger and larger in the array of hexagonal screens before them. Receiving a warning through the system, Valt saw ships on the move around it, and observed a particle beam flick out from one of the moons to incinerate a chunk of rock. He doubted the rock had been much of a danger and surmised he was seeing a test firing. Without a doubt, the p-prador had seen something of the events out around the ice giant and had gone on high alert.

‘Shaker, shields and informational warfare. Drust, weapons,’ he stated. It didn’t really need saying, since they all knew their roles, but he felt the urge to put words into the silent growing tension. They signalled agreement, and as one they moved in closer mentally to each other in their connection, now taking ship’s sensor data straight into their bodies. Valt sank into his role as the pilot, incorporating weapons and shield data. He didn’t need to do anything yet, and maybe he wouldn’t have to do anything at all until the very last moment. They were on course right towards the centre of the orb. Then, almost as if someone else had heard his thoughts, a satellite began firing out fine detection probes. Volax of course had known about chameleonware, so the p-prador would be aware of it too. Those probes would be out looking for scan anomalies.

And they found one just a second later.

‘Fuck,’ said Drust, in consonance with a crash and a bright flash of light.

With his awareness extending outside the kamikaze, Valt caught the flicker of a hardfield coming to life, the explosion which shunted the vessel to one side, and a microsecond later the cometary tail of a generator ejection. They were in it now.

‘Vortex on,’ Shaker intoned, as he fired a warfare beam towards the coil gun incorporated in one moon.

Valt hit side thrusters, altering their course. The probes had picked them up, but couldn’t keep them completely in sight, and ensuing shots would be as much by prediction of their position as detection. But then there was the problem of the thruster flames, ill-concealed by chameleonware, highlighting their position.

‘Releasing old drive,’ he said, and did this.

The burned-out fuser they’d used to add velocity on departing the Kinghammer II released, and with a blast of air separated and fell away. A particle beam licked out from a satellite, heated the thing to red, then traversed forwards. Hardfields flicking on tracked its progress. Generator ejections on the other side of the vessel tracked their collapse. The beam locked on, but only for a second, as a massive impact flung them out of its course. The railgun hit exploded away armour, and in that instant Valt saw their chameleonware go down. Drust fired missiles, curving away from them and heading towards the moon. Valt knew they wouldn’t see the impact, even if there was one.

‘The time is now,’ he said.

‘We’ll talk again,’ said Shaker.

‘Maybe,’ added Drust.

Valt hit the secondary fuser drive, and the flame exploded out behind them. It took them away from yet another particle beam shot, carving up hull like a cutting wheel through ceramic. The massive acceleration collapsed them back in their cup seats, and subsequently began crushing the juice out of them in their armour once again. Valt’s mind started to go out, and he didn’t expect it to return this time.

Straeger

Straeger scanned towards the prador world and raged. To stop the kamikaze, he had to leave the Kinghammer II behind, and he had no doubt that’d give it time to escape. If this attack succeeded, he’d not be able to exact vengeance against the one who’d carried it out. He had to stop this attack. Firing up thrusters, he passed through the storm of asteroids hurled out by the deliberate disruption of the asteroid ring about the ice giant. He fired collision lasers, but had no time to take care here. The Claw jolted under numerous impacts, and internal air began departing through holes in the hull.

Nothing was visible as he went beyond the asteroids, but then the prador defences started up and he focused on their target. The kamikaze was there, burning out hardfield generators, and now abandoning its chameleonware. He felt a surge of horror seeing it so close, then a void opening out in his being as this potential event wiped out his entire map of the future. This simply could not happen. Straeger checked U-space disruption, but the extent of it hardly mattered since he knew he had to try. And with a surge of power, he forced the Claw down into that continuum.

It was as if he’d fallen into the flaw in a vast crystal, with infinite surfaces spreading away from him. Trying to track those, and keep the Claw lined up with his targeted arrival point, slid him into endless open-ended equations; he felt as if he was being pulled apart. His mind fractured into pieces, with a sound like wine glass stems snapping. Eternity was in that moment too. And, being spread throughout his ship, he seemed to have no defence against it. He howled, but from somewhere within the totality that was him, he twisted the U-fields at the last, and aimed into the real.

The Claw slid towards vacuum with a crashing and splintering – it was as if, in taking this step, it’d been thrown onto fragile ice. The surfaces remained intersected and twisted, and light flared. He saw the U-twist within him turning fast as he drew power, but it wasn’t enough. The Claw surfaced into the real as though hitting a wall. In that moment, he tried to hold it together, with all the field technology he had available. But it was like trying to stop a building collapse using sticky tape. A U-drive revolved away, exploding into a long line of molten metal, and evaporating pseudo-matter. The actual claw section closed and crumpled, as if being wound onto an invisible sphere. Hull peeled up like the corm of a seed pod, and spewed internal components like seeds. Then, with a final twist, the ship inverted and solidified, and smeared across vacuum in a flash of photonic matter.

Straeger continued howling, but around a core of rationality. He found himself like a tangled net, clinging to the broken parts of his ship. It had turned into a collection of debris, loosely bound, like the junk collection point in a space-based scrapyard for ships. Adding insult to injury, a particle beam nailed him and his ship, for the p-prador were firing on him. Straeger scrabbled for survival, struggling to pull his mind back together, and searched for available tools. All that was available was his energy source, and some remaining control over that, as well as the materials around him. He routed in a surge of energy, vaporizing metals and composite, and some part of himself. The blast threw out a hot cloud, propelling the junk pile away from the world, and to a limited extent absorbing the energy of the beam.

Now he focused back on the world and tried to find that kamikaze. He simply couldn’t see it – he’d lost both its vector and his own sense of time. But, relocating both for him, a hot point opened deep in the ocean just off from the enclave, and he knew he’d failed.

The point expanded, lifting cubic kilometres of ocean, and turning them to vapour at the same time. The spherical blast wave dug down through the crust and spread into the enclave, where it simply burned away this and the mountains it sat under, like a fire across fuse paper. The sphere continued to grow, and within a minute was as large as the planet now deforming around one section of its perimeter. The planet broke apart, continent-sized chunks of its crust riding on a storm of magma. Straeger spotted the particle beam going out, then saw the moon deforming in the blast and rolling out, shedding molten rock as it went. The wave then hit him and the debris pile that had been his ship, hurling them along ahead of it. His senses started to go out. Yet he had enough of a mind to understand the p-prador were gone, along with the future he’d predicted, intricately mapped and pushed for.

Now there was darkness.

Blite

The diamond felt warm in his hand, then sizzled against his skin at the same time as reality twisted around them. This also tossed Armand out of his chair and sent him sprawling across the floor. The gem shot from Blite’s hand, hit the floor, and rolled up against Armand’s side.

‘What the fuck?’ Blite said.

‘We just dropped out of U-space,’ said Judice. ‘And someone wants to talk to you.’

‘USER?’ Blite asked.

Judice looked around at him. ‘Damned if I know. It’s like the drive just shut down . . . like Cormac shut down. It makes no sense.’

Having put his aug back on for this, Blite could see readings that baffled him as much as they did Judice. Perhaps the explanation lay with whoever wanted to talk. He tapped a finger against his aug and looked to the screen paint, opening a frame there. The face that peered back at him didn’t look remotely human, now having acquired two larger eyes close together, between the ones that’d been human, and the skull having deformed to accommodate them. But it was still familiar to Blite.

‘I thought you knocked everything out up here,’ Blite said, making the assumption that some kind of USER effect had been deployed. He glanced down at Armand as the man sat upright looking peeved, then reached down and picked up the diamond.

‘We took out many of the weapons, until the agent instructed me to stop the killing,’ Matheson replied. He paused, as if to let that sink in, then continued, ‘So, you were planning on leaving without me.’

Blite opened further frames in the screen paint. One revealed Matheson’s ship out there, two others showed the moons, while yet another showed the view behind, where ships were up in atmosphere.

‘So you knocked us out of U-space,’ Blite replied.

Matheson was silent, just blinking his human eyes.

Blite swore, then snapped a hand up to catch the diamond when Armand stood up and tossed it to him. The man headed back to the chair he’d vacated, sat down, and after a moment secured the safety harness across himself. Blite turned back to Matheson again. ‘We were just getting clear of the planet and the Draft Line, not leaving. Now you’ve put us right in the crosshairs, you stupid fucker.’ He cast a nervous glance at the moon. The railgun might be down, but he was well aware other weapons were still active, and that they were now in range of them.

‘I did not,’ said Matheson. ‘I didn’t knock you out of U-space.’

Blite abruptly turned to Judice. ‘Do we have disruption out there?’ As he did this, he also tried to open a link to the agent, but instead got some weird kaleidoscope pattern through their link.

‘Yes, we have disruption,’ Judice replied, ‘but it seems we are the source.’

‘Fuck,’ said Blite. ‘We’re a sitting duck.’

‘It doesn’t seem to be a problem,’ Matheson interjected. He was looking off to one side. ‘No weapons activations on the moons as yet.’

‘Until they get orders,’ said Blite tightly.

‘They won’t be getting orders.’

Blite looked around at Meander. The woman had appeared quite normal when she’d returned to them down below, but had now taken on that translucent look again. She pointed at the screen frame, showing the ships that’d been pursuing them. They seemed in disarray, with some of them heading away now, through atmosphere, and a few others dropping back down again. Even as he watched, he saw one side-swipe another one, and debris peeling away, the two then descending.

‘What’s happening?’

‘She’s gone,’ Meander replied.

‘What?’

‘She’s right,’ said the heavyworlder woman Gruce. ‘I’ve been scanning for weapons activations since we were knocked out. There was a massive blast under the sea, megatonne range, right where the agent had the Gilliad located.’

‘Why would that have any effect on the Draft Line?’ Blite asked. ‘They have their own consensus now.’

‘Matheson,’ said Meander, looking towards the screen frame. ‘What do you see on the moon?’

‘Still no hurry to fire weapons there, and one of their vehicles crashed into the surface. There’s something wrong with them.’

‘And the lampreys?’

Matheson didn’t reply for a long moment, then said, ‘They’re just falling off.’

Meander turned back to Blite. ‘I wanted confirmation of what I’m seeing and sensing. The Draft Line consensus, even though pushing out the Gilliad, was formed in what was essentially her body. When she withdrew completely, it was like unplugging a biological power supply. All across the planet the lampreys are dying, and with them the Draft Line consensus is falling apart. They’ve lost widespread com and organization, and many are going into aug withdrawal.’

Blite realized what she meant by that last addition. Those who used augs perpetually – constantly linked into them and networked with other people – were like deep addicts. Cut off from their augs, they often fell apart, and now with the Draft Line they were seeing something similar. It was one of the many reasons he didn’t much like the things.

‘It seems Arach and Crane somehow did what they were sent to do,’ she added.

Cormac

The U-space disruption knocked them back into the real just out of the atmosphere of Yossander’s Hold. Cormac didn’t need to seek out the source, because it was right before him. When it waned in its rhythmic cycle, he tried to push through it, but his head ached. He was about to give up, until the tendrils laced through his body seemed to prod him, as if in reminder. He wasn’t limited by energy or organics now, and he drew on the things hard to push for information. The pain increased and turned to damage in his skull, while his nanosuite warned him of vitrifying neurons. Yet the tendrils were there, feeding energy and materials into the suite directly at the points of damage, and the pain went away.

First he saw May picking herself up from the floor, just outside the hold, and pressing a hand against a bloody cut in her skull. He extended his range beyond her, to the bridge of the Coin, to check on the crew. There he observed the exchange between Blite, Matheson and Meander, then reached out further still for his own confirmation on the Gilliad.

The region of ocean where he’d sent Arach and Crane was boiling over the blast that’d occurred there. Such an explosion should have knocked out any chameleonware, or other concealing technology, yet he still couldn’t focus on that area. It wasn’t chameleonware stopping him, but U-space disruption, and what Sheen had created seemed merely a surface thing in comparison. Only as he began withdrawing did he glean insight into what he was seeing: a temporal event had occurred there, leaving a dent in reality. This didn’t help him see more, however, and he couldn’t locate Arach or Crane, or garner more information from that site. He quickly clamped down on a sudden dread – right now he couldn’t even contemplate the fact they might be gone. He guessed that, in his way, he too had his irrational belief system, and it was one in which those two not existing seemed an impossibility.

He pulled out and checked the moon, perceiving things to be as Matheson had described. The Draft Line there had lost their lampreys, lost their consensus, and were behaving much as soldiers did after some horrific conflict. Some were just sitting, as if in depression. Some were stumbling about, shell-shocked. Others had collapsed completely, enclosed in their suits, and in some cases were convulsing. Cormac tracked down to the planet, checking in on the ships drifting in the sky, or on the ocean, and found the same. Shifting to the capital city, he saw boulevards strewn with dead lampreys, and Draft Line wandering around like somnambulists. He noted too that it wasn’t just those of the Draft Line who’d been affected. He pushed for a connection to elucidate matters. Weird patterns swamped his comlinks, and it seemed that ghosting behind them was Sheen, looking at him. After a moment, she shook her head, as if at an irritating thought, and all his links came back online.

‘What do you think will happen with them?’ he asked Meander.

‘Oh, you’re back with us,’ she said flatly. ‘They’ll recover, much in the same way as anyone in withdrawal does. It’ll be as fast as in the Polity, with their grasp of organic technology. Likely they’ll quickly start manufacturing their own version of the aug as a replacement.’

‘That wasn’t what I was asking, and you know it,’ he said.

‘Maybe they’ll re-establish a consensus as a method of governance,’ she replied. ‘But right now it’s gone, along with the hysteria about you killing Iris. I hope they’re sensible enough to know anything new they create must be something based on logic and not emotion.’

So, the danger was past, with the Draft Line in disarray and the Gilliad destroyed. He had some ideas about how Arach and Crane had managed that. The Gilliad would have had her weapons, power supplies, and had been screwing around with Meander’s time sphere, and they were nothing if not ingenious when it came to destruction. He again clamped down on the hollowness arising shortly after he thought about asking them once they reappeared.

Focus . . .

He began to push at his connection to the technology laced through his body, half expecting it to resist him. In his experience, the moment you started to relax after danger was the moment another came along to jam a knife in your back. But he just felt a sense of distracted acknowledgement from Sheen, and the threads began withdrawing from him, not gently either. As the last of the tech departed his body, and his U-sense collapsed down to something all but unusable, he opened his eyes and looked at Sheen. Her head was to one side, and her eyes distant. He knew for sure her attention was mostly elsewhere. When he stepped back, she turned towards him again.

‘The danger is past now,’ she said woodenly.

‘And that’s why you knocked us out of U-space?’

‘I cannot leave him,’ she said, then turned away again.

‘You’re talking about your brother, Will,’ he said.

Her gaze drifted back to him. ‘He is not lost.’

Cormac thought about what he’d seen, about what Will Brice had become. No man was left any more. But the potential was there for something infinitely worse than the murderous thing he’d seen. As he understood it, the Jain soldier was taking him over, and that would mean more than just a few murders. Here then was the new danger rising. Because, of course, there had to be one. He thought then about what he’d seen of the communication between Sheen and Penny Royal.

‘He’s gone, even Penny Royal knows that,’ he said. ‘It showed you, and it showed you there are backups, memplants—’

‘He is alive!’ she shrieked, saliva spattering out of her mouth.

He realized that by presenting those memplants, Penny Royal had flipped her over some edge, and into denial, probably deliberately.

A tentacle shoved at his chest, propelling him back towards the door, then through it as it opened. He tried to reach her through the comlink he’d established while down on the planet, but it remained closed, despite all his efforts. Though he wasn’t using his U-sense now, he didn’t need it to know Sheen was doing something. Mechanical movement, mixed with an organic slithering, sounded throughout the Bracken. May, crouched over her doctor’s bag, was looking around with mild curiosity, then focused on him. He glanced at her but returned his attention to the closed door, thinking hard about what to do. As a corollary, he also wondered why the course of his life kept sweeping him into the path of extremely powerful beings, which were, on the whole, insane.

‘We need to get off this ship and back into the Coin.’ He reached down and grabbed her biceps, hauling her to her feet and propelling her ahead of him.

‘What’s she doing?’ May asked.

‘Going her own way, and we have to stop that. We can’t here.’

The big ship lurched underneath them, as if in confirmation. A second later, he was receiving comlink requests from all aboard the bridge of the Coin. He allowed one, with access for the others to hear the exchange.

‘What the hell are you doing down there?’ Blite asked.

‘I’m doing nothing – we’re returning to you. What are you seeing?’

‘The docking gear is being disconnected by the Bracken. It can’t completely disconnect from that side without shedding its bayonets and sockets. Sheen isn’t replying to any of us.’

Cormac tried one more time, but only picked up a sense of Sheen’s attention elsewhere, as well as a strange excitement. He knew precisely what this was about, and didn’t like it at all. However, he needed to be off the Bracken before doing anything about it. He hurried May along.

‘You’d better get to the airlock fast,’ Blite advised.

As they approached the airlock, grav began to wax and wane, which gave the impression of the ship rocking. He had the suspicion Sheen was causing this to hurry their departure, so she could be about her own concerns. He urged May ahead of him, up the ladder, her aug operating the door ahead of her and going up through it. He followed swiftly, the door closing behind, leaving them face to face in the confined space. Since the airlocks of the two ships had been lined up for docking, only a short seal sat between the vessels. They were soon through and aboard the Coin. As he headed for the bridge, Cormac felt that familiar lurch, and knew the two ships had finally disconnected. Now it was time to start talking, away from where Sheen could kill them.

‘Matheson,’ he said, only in his skull via that comlink.

‘Another transition in the weave,’ Matheson replied, reminding him of what genome the virus had used to transform him.

‘You didn’t destroy Will Brice.’

‘Another option was available.’

‘But hardly a safe one.’

‘He’s frozen in vacuum, and I’ve been keeping a watch.’

‘And how long do you think he’ll remain frozen after his sister retrieves him?’

‘She knows what he is.’

Cormac clamped down on his frustration as he entered the bridge. He looked up at the screen paint and frames, focusing on the one showing the Bracken steadily drawing away on spits of thruster flame. He turned to Blite, since he was supposedly the boss here.

‘She’s going after Will Brice,’ he said. ‘She loves her brother.’

‘I figured that out when Judice told me he was floating out there.’ Blite looked up at the Bracken. ‘Should we stop her?’

Cormac frowned. He opened things up, so all could include themselves in the exchange, as he spoke to Matheson again. ‘We cannot allow her to retrieve him.’

‘Why does it matter if she does?’ May asked. ‘Even if she thaws him out, he won’t be going anywhere.’

Cormac eyed the new frames Judice had just thrown up. One showed Will floating out there, with ice crystals having formed into rings around him, as if he might be some planetary body. Another frame showed the Bracken still on the move, since it was now just a distant light in the main screen paint. And along the bottom, a display laid out the seconds and the kilometres rapidly counting down. Sheen Brice would reach her brother within a few minutes.

‘That’s not Will Brice out there any more. It’s something turning into a Jain soldier.’

May just looked puzzled at that.

Cormac gazed at the frame containing Matheson. ‘Matheson, you know what he is. What do you think happens when he gains access to what Sheen controls?’ he said, ‘And you’re closer . . .’

Cormac ground his teeth. Why the hell had he simply accepted Crane and Arach dumping an unstable mercenary into Penny Royal tech? Sure, large and strange events were in progress, but as Blite had said, they should stick to the basics of what they knew. He shook his head, briefly grimacing at further thoughts on irrational belief systems.

‘Fuck, I guess you’re right,’ Matheson conceded.

Even as he made this concession, his ship fired up a particle beam. The thing licked out fast and hit Will Brice, but only long enough to blast away ice crystals, before a shield blocked it. Cormac noted, in a slow replay of the shot, that Will Brice had started to move, obviously feeding off the energy in the beam. But he hadn’t been the source of the hardfield.

‘Blite—’ Cormac began.

‘Already over to Gruce,’ Blite interrupted.

The deck shifted underfoot, grav waxing and waning. It seemed the Coin was spaceworthy but not everything had been repaired. Its own particle beams lanced out at the command of the heavyworlder woman. Again, shields intercepted those beams, while the Bracken jetted streams of boiling steam to cool the feedback. A second later, Sheen’s comlink opened up and she shrieked at them all. Along with the shriek came weird data, which Cormac found self-assembling in his gridlink. On screen, the Bracken twisted down its length, exposing tentacular growth inside, then this shot out. Pseudo-matter constructs generated within the spread of it. And though he struggled to shut down what he now identified as a viral attack, he also recognized one of those structures. He’d seen it before. Light flared in the thing, and a photon-dense beam stabbed out.

In the bridge of the Coin, Blite tore the aug from his skull, and dropped it as if it’d become hot. Judice slumped in her chair, May crashed down on the floor, and the others were similarly disabled, Gruce and Armand collapsing in their chairs too. Even Meander was fighting it, a hand having dug into the console in front of her, as she shed her human facade and glowed from within. Up on the screen, Cormac saw the beam strike Matheson’s ship and punch through, exploding out the other side. The man’s comlink blinked out, indicating his death. Even upon this strike, another beam generated out from the Bracken. The Coin surged under Blite’s manual control. The ship shuddered, and the screen paint glared, as a hardfield generator ejected out there, burning up. Then a wave of fire rolled up through the corridor behind, hurling Cormac forwards. Alerts from his nanosuite screamed as agony washed through, and he saw the skin falling from his body in sheets, along with his burning clothing. His time sense slowed, only extending the suffering, while he saw Blite turning to glare at him as fire ate up the side of the man’s face. The photon-dense beam tracked in behind the fire, evaporating everything in its path, the glare burning out optic nerves, and Cormac’s world ended . . .

Cormac didn’t know on which repetition the strong feeling of déjà vu began to kick in, because the fragmented memories filling up his mind made no sense. He clamped down on frustration as he entered the bridge, disappointed by the brief exchange with Matheson. Could the man not see the danger? But underlying this, he had a sense of following a well-rehearsed script. He looked up at the screen paint and frames, and focused on the one showing the Bracken steadily drawing away on spits of thruster flame. He focused on Blite, since he was supposedly the boss here.

‘She’s going after Will Brice,’ he said. ‘She loves her brother.’

‘No shit,’ said Blite, his expression haunted.

That was wrong – Cormac knew it was wrong, just as he knew the stun pistol Blite had raised simply shouldn’t be here, just as the blast of stun beads hit him and threw him back against the wall. As neuro-toxin from the beads began to have its effect, he instinctively tried to send an attack program to Shuriken and failed. As consciousness fled, he knew he hadn’t failed on a previous occasion, in this instinctive ill-thought response, which was why Blite had hit him so quickly.

Straeger

Light impinged and his senses re-ignited. Straeger simply experienced existence without thought, for a time he couldn’t measure. But, inevitably, his mind started to etch out the shape of his existence, and thought finally returned.

The p-prador are gone . . .

This knowledge raised an intense surge of rage, along with a sick dislocated feeling. His rational core tracked down the reason for the latter, and saw it as stored information – terabytes of data gathered during the temporal flashes Blite had generated. These now meant nothing at all. He began to erase it, and this too caused him pain. But, since now only one-quarter of his original self remained, he must be parsimonious with his resources. While he did this, the necessary fractures in his mind pulled together, as he no longer needed them to track multiple futures – it was the landscape rather than the line to the future.

Yossander’s Hold . . .

His mind turned to that place only as he eliminated predictions of the p-prador’s course into that landscape, that timescape. And with this came the cold, hard realization: the two main components that had resulted in Meander Draft 64XB, and the p-prador time travellers, had both been eliminated. As soon as he started delving into this further, he felt his mind beginning to fracture again. Because, of course, no single mind could incorporate the paradox. This brought him to a conclusion about a fragmented mind which could do so, and he realized Penny Royal had been at work here. The AI had dismissed that future, sending it tumbling down the probability slope, into the region where time travel of any kind would cost more than the energy in the universe it occupied. Further fractures then occurred as he tried to parse all this, until he stopped, deliberately filed that thinking in one discrete fragment of his mind, and disconnected from it. It was all very well deliberating on the massive multiverse picture, and making his plots and plans, but he needed to be alive to do so. Survival came first.

Straeger assessed his condition. The U-twist had travelled with the much-ablated junk pile that’d been his ship, so he had energy and materials available. But there were other things he needed to know. Using his own senses, since they were still all that were available to him, he gazed upon the slowly smearing ring of hot debris spreading around the sun. He tracked the courses of moons flung out by the blast, glowing and wrecked. In some cases they looked like amoeba on the move, because they were shifting blobs of magma. This mess wasn’t what he urgently needed to know about, so he extended his gaze out and out, to the ice giant, gathering up what photons and other particles could render him information. From memory, he focused in on where he’d last seen the Kinghammer II and felt some relief when he couldn’t locate it. Now he could set to work.

He mapped out the wreckage in which he was entangled, searching for some way to get started. His first victory concerned the robots. His ship, just like any other Polity ship, had contained an ecology of robots, ranging from the nanoscopic, up to the things like the giant tarantulas he’d sent out on the asteroid back by Yossander’s Hold, to retrieve Blite, the agent, Valt, Drust and the Brices. One of the larger ones had survived almost whole, in the tangle of materials, but it wasn’t functional. However, the U-space effects that’d destroyed the Claw had operated on the macro-scale, and left robots from nanoscopic up to the scale of a human hand intact. He linked to tens of thousands of them and fed in instructions. Soon this glittering life began crawling over the larger robot, and it started to become distinct from the wreckage.

That job underway, he selected out chunks of wreckage and set robots to work on them – to repair and reassemble those chunks into viable pieces of the entire jigsaw. He then connected himself up to the unstable energy source. The U-twist still accompanied the majority of the ship, since it’d been mapped and connected to it. But the system for drawing the energy, though it’d been something fashioned in the high gravity of a brown dwarf, had been damaged. He used his own body to stabilize the power output, and nodes along the threads of his being became power points at which the robots could recharge. He could, given time, rebuild.

And then what?

The thought gave him pause, and he felt the need to fracture his mind again, to make predictions – to once more begin mapping the future. He quickly dismissed this, needing to stay focused on the practicalities of survival, and the reassembly of his ship. With that perspective firmly in place, he knew it would be time for some payback. At the precise moment this base motivation became clear, he saw that the Kinghammer II had left a parting gift: a missile was speeding towards him.

Blite

So, Judice and Meander were remembering, Blite realized. The first by dint of being a Golem with an AI mind, and certain levels of cognition, and the second by, well, being a human from a thousand years in the future. He could see it in their faces, and he’d seen it in Judice’s actions when she overrode Gruce’s weapons console in one of the earlier iterations of the event. He looked down at the agent, sprawled on the floor by the entrance to the bridge, and hoped for no further iterations when the man woke up. He then looked to May, who’d taken the second stun shot. She’d always been loyal and owed more to Blite than she did to the agent, yet she’d thrown herself at him. He guessed it was the ennui fucking the function of her brain.

‘What’s going on?’ Armand asked.

‘And why is my access to weapons being blocked?’ asked Gruce dangerously.

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ said Blite, using the manual controls on his chair arm to open a comlink. He’d removed his aug this time round, knowing the effect of Sheen’s disabling shriek. He’d wanted every option covered, because he’d been through it all, more than enough. Matheson’s alien face appeared in a screen frame.

‘Take no action against Sheen Brice,’ Blite said at once.

Matheson’s expression wasn’t easily readable, what with the extra eyes and muzzle like that of a lizard. He blinked his outer human eyes, then scratched below what might be described as his chin with one black claw.

‘The agent considers her picking up Will Brice a danger to us all, and I agree,’ said Matheson. ‘If there’s anything of Will left in there, it is utterly swamped by one of the Jain squad.’

Blite nodded and asked, ‘So, why haven’t you fired on Will Brice, knowing she’s heading towards him?’

‘Because there’s an anomaly, and the weave has acquired layers.’

Blite glanced at the Bracken – it was only a minute or so away from Will Brice, still floating out there in vacuum. He just needed to delay things for a bit longer. Last time he’d lied during this conversation, and it hadn’t gone well. Matheson might have all that Atheter weave stuff in his mind, but at heart he was still a bounty hunter. This had asserted at the last moment, and he’d opened fire on Will Brice, killing them all.

‘Yes, you’re absolutely correct. I am the cause of the layers,’ he said, then hurried on. ‘In all the other layers we die. In this layer we’re able to live if we just leave Sheen Brice alone, and let her get what she wants.’

‘How did we die?’ Matheson asked.

Blite glanced around the bridge, seeing the shock in the faces of Armand and Gruce, while Judice gave a grim confirmatory nod and Meander, despite her apparent potency, looked as if she wanted to throw up.

‘Sheen’s been busy. She has a serious power source in the Bracken, and the ability to make pseudo-matter constructs. The ones she made in those previous layers were precisely copied from Straeger – photon-dense laser weapons.’

‘Very well, I’ll leave her to track her thread,’ said Matheson.

‘That seems like a good idea,’ said an icy exacting voice.

Blite hadn’t noticed the agent stand up on the previous occasions. This time he had his stun gun pointing towards the man in readiness. However, things had changed in this instance, with Cormac holding up both hands. ‘I remember some of those layers too.’

Blite kept the weapon centred. He smiled tightly. ‘It doesn’t matter any more.’ He waved a hand at the screen. ‘She has him now.’ On the screens, the Bracken had drawn close to Will Brice. As they watched, a long tentacle whipped out of an airlock and snared the mutated man to draw him in.

‘We could still fire on her,’ the agent observed.

‘You’ve missed most plays of this,’ Blite replied. ‘I knocked you out again when you went for the weapons console.’ He glanced over at Judice and nodded. She looked momentarily confused, obviously still thinking in a linear manner, and, at least for a second, not understanding how he’d known it was too late, when she’d only just found out. With an annoyed gesture, she opened up a new frame in the screen paint. The frame showed a line schematic of the Bracken still hauling in Will Brice. Then it showed a sphere, expanding out from a centre point to enclose that schematic.

‘Perfectly enclosing hardfield,’ Blite explained.

The agent moved over to beside his chair, resting a hand on the back of it. Blite holstered the stun gun, because at least the danger of Sheen lashing out at them had now passed.

‘How many times?’ the agent asked.

‘How many times did I die?’ Blite replied, noting a little hysteria edging his voice.

‘Yes.’

‘I lost count after ten or so, because of you, you fucker.’

‘What?’

‘You were so, so sure Will Brice must die. I had to go through your interventions and push back far enough to bring this from my cabin.’ He slapped a hand against the holstered stun gun.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Cormac. ‘But it seems I’m remembering the loops now, so with any luck that won’t happen again.’

Blite wasn’t sure whether he wanted to laugh, or turn around and punch the man in the face. Neither, it turned out. His humour was draining away, and he felt slightly sick about what came next, wondering how many times he was due to die, and soon. And anyway, punching the agent would certainly go badly.

‘Well, maybe we’re about to find out,’ he said.

‘What happens now?’

Blite waved a hand at the screen paint and the open frames. ‘In one iteration, I survived the destruction of my ship. Decompression blew me out into vacuum. I was dying, of course, since the lower part of my body had been incinerated, but my suit helmet closed up and I had air. I also had a perfect view.’

‘Of what?’

‘Any minute—’

Blite stopped there, as he felt the shudder in U-space. Perhaps it was due to everything he’d been through that he could sense such things, just like the agent, when he couldn’t before. Something large had just been knocked out into the real, by the lingering effect of the U-space disruption Sheen had created. Blite remembered, in that previous iteration, it had been hours before he actually saw the thing, as he died out there in vacuum. Upon seeing it, and satisfying his curiosity about what had arrived, he’d opened his helmet and breathed vacuum. Now, of course, they had the instruments to see the thing at once.

‘Oh, fucking hell,’ said Gruce.

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said Armand.

The rest of them stared in silence at the image highlighted in one large frame across the screen paint, until the agent began, ‘That’s—’

‘Yes,’ Blite interrupted, ‘that’s a big-fuck state-of-the-art prador dreadnought.’
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