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PART I
PATER AETERNUS









1
BAD NEWS



In the time-honoured tradition of bad news, the call came in the middle of the night.

She activated the comm next to the bed. An image of Dr. Moreno’s face appeared, blued out and grainy. The technology was old, redundant—secure.

“Katherine. I’m sorry to say I have some bad news.”

She rubbed her eyes. She had been in such a deep sleep. Next to her, her husband Eskil stirred. Beyond him, the comm’s blue light cast the round contours of his frame in sharp relief against the wall.

“What is it?” she asked blearily.

“It’s best if you come to the centre and I can explain.”

Katherine sat up in bed. Next to her, Eskil grumbled. “I have a conference in the morning,” he muttered.

“I’ll see you shortly,” Moreno said apologetically, and the comm went dark.

Katherine threw off the sheets and activated the lights. Warm yellow replaced electric blue.

Eskil growled his displeasure. “What are you doing? It’s the middle of the night!”

“That was Dr. Moreno,” Katherine said, struggling to keep her voice and breathing level. “He wants us down at the centre. It’s bad news.”

Now Eskil sat up. A portly, hirsute man, he was as washed out as Moreno on the comm, but without the static for an excuse. He looked as though he were one more piece of bad news away from an early grave.

“Fucking hell,” he said, and went to the wardrobe to don his Party uniform.



They declined the services of their human driver—an important piece of ostentation, but which would go unobserved on that cold, wintry morning—and took the autocruiser to the medical centre. It swept low through the remnants of the wealthy Isolda Magro residential district, and skirted over the Battle of Wolff’s Crest Commemorative Highway. Katherine’s eyes traced the lines of the Imperial Treasury through the foggy haze: a ziggurat of marble ringed with pillars the size of blackwoods. Next to the high-rises ensconced by the highway and the Potenza Road, it looked like an absurd anachronism, something that might have been constructed a thousand years before.

They said nothing to each other during the journey. Katherine knew already what the news was. She had no doubt. She had no doubt that Eskil knew too.

Their child was dead.

What could there possibly be to talk about?

They stared out of opposite windows into the gloomy predawn haze. Eskil took her hand in his.

Her stomach lurched as the autocruiser jinked left, redirected by a traffic interdict. They sped over the enormous Victory Boulevard, making straight for the Central Government District. A collection of structures, each bigger than the last, reared out of the ground like funerary monuments to dead princes of the universe. Everybody else was relegated to the Western Air Distributor, but Eskil was Party. They could fly as low as they pleased.

They skirted round the northern curve of the enormous dome of the Imperial Chancellery and on to Kaspar Timeo Island. Below, the frost-rimed buildings were dark and quiet. Kada Gamar, the city that never slept, had at least one eye closed.

The medical centre—in this case the Gerigian Natal Hospital—was ten kilometres due east. Once it was free of the heart of the city, the autocruiser accelerated smartly. Katherine watched the cruiser’s flight computer as it rendered the metropolis below into a topographic grid. She snorted quietly. Even that seemed like treason: to take the brilliance of the Fatherland’s capital and diminish it. In the gloom of the cruiser, a thousand years of architectural tradition was reduced to a screen of orange geometric shapes.

She took secret pleasure in these small, quiet heresies.

It took only several minutes to reach the hospital. It sat to the north of the Imperial Water Gardens, a great plain of rectangular lakes now glassed over with ice a hand thick. The autocruiser cheerfully overrode the centre’s suggested flight plan and deposited them on the landing pad normally reserved for ambulances.

Eskil patted the back of her hand. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

Dr. Moreno was waiting for them by the rooftop entrance. He was a member of the Party, too—most professionals were required to be—and saluted Eskil smartly. “Please, come in from the cold,” he said in a great flurry of iced breath. He gestured them inside, and then followed.

Katherine loathed the natal hospital. It was a place her friends, associates, and peers frequented as they might a trendy café in Central City North. And in an empire which prized fertility, salaried pregnancy, cherished childbirth, and rewarded large clutches of children—in a very literal way—motherhood had stratified into a strict hierarchy, one which she had quickly found herself at the bottom of. The wife of Leutwin Falco, Party Leader, had ten naturally born children, with an eleventh on the way. She had recently been awarded the Fertility Medal in a lavish ceremony in the Party Chancellery gardens. Even Jaroslav Droor, the gaunt, sallow creep who ran the Ministry of Information, had six naturally conceived and delivered boys, each more gaunt and sallow than the last—though, now that she thought about it, at least one had been killed in action.

Katherine and Eskil had one, and they were about to have none. They were incapable of natural conception, though there were no discernible medical reasons as to why. If Eskil had been anything other than Party, they would not have been allowed to marry in the first place; but given his position as head of Lamprey Corporation ITG, they had been permitted to attempt ectogenesis. The way Katherine’s friends spoke about it, one would think she was moulding a baby out of offal and animating it with witchcraft. Still, for all their undoubted gossiping, they had to be pleasant and respectful to her face. That, she supposed, was something.

Dr. Moreno led them down the warm, dimly lit corridors. They turned right, away from the hospital proper and to the ectogenetic centre. It seemed to her that this wing of the hospital looked shabby and neglected, though Eskil had told her many times she was being too sensitive. Whatever the state of the corridors, the centre itself was a place of high technology. In spite of its outward appearances, the secret spaces of the Empire tended to be.

“Please,” Dr. Moreno said, and ushered them into his office. They sat, Eskil with a groan. He was getting much too fat. “Can I get you anything? A drink, or—”

“Just get on with it,” Eskil rumbled.

Katherine felt her fingers curl into claws.

Dr. Moreno nodded. “I am afraid the foetus has become unviable. We became aware of a problem early this morning. It’s called Leiderman’s failure. It is exceptionally rare. I checked the numbers. This will be the fortieth recorded case.”

“In Kada Gamar?” Eskil asked.

“In the Empire,” Dr. Moreno said. “I am terribly sorry. I know we were all hoping for a good outcome with this one.”

“What is it?” Katherine asked. Her voice was bright, perhaps slightly brittle, but freighted with none of the sudden and crushing despair which she felt. It was a voice she had practised for many years.

Dr. Moreno clasped his hands in front of him. When he spoke, it was to Eskil. “Leiderman’s failure is a sudden and irretrievable breakdown of the nervous system. We don’t know what causes it. There is an emerging theory that it’s a reaction to the ectogenetic fluid, which only comes about at the end of the third of the four semesters. But it is a problem which arises so rarely that there has been little research into it.”

“Something which I trust you will now correct,” Eskil said.

“Indeed,” Dr. Moreno said, with a brief, nervous smile.

Katherine cleared her throat, but nothing could shift the painful lump in the back of it. “May I see him?”

“Katherine,” Eskil sighed. “You will only distress yourself.”

Dr. Moreno addressed the answer once more to her husband. “You may see him if you wish; it will not be overly upsetting. There is no visible damage to the foetus.”

Eskil pressed himself to his feet. “Come on then. Let’s be done with it.”



The ectogenetic pod was a sealed, fluid-filled box the size of a briefcase. Dr. Moreno pulled it out of its slot in the wall like a morgue drawer. At its head, a tangle of pipes and cables connected to some unseen nutrient feeds and redundancy power systems. The box itself was covered in warnings, arrows, and instructions. Dr. Moreno tapped something, and the top of the pod dissolved into a false window.

“My boy,” Katherine said, laying a hand on the top of the box. Inside was her baby boy, all but mature. They had been so close. So close. Her mask slipped. She was overwhelmed for the briefest of moments. A tear pattered onto the pod. “My Gabriel.”

“Come, now, Katherine, you embarrass yourself. Barely three-quarters of the way through the process.” Eskil turned to Dr. Moreno. “What are the chances of this ‘Leiderman’s failure’ happening a second time?”

“Astronomically low,” the doctor replied flatly.

“See?” Eskil said, nudging her. “We’ll just do it again. Come on. Let’s get home. I have a busy day.”

Katherine felt a very familiar sense of helplessness and self-loathing as she allowed herself to be moved on. Her hand squeaked against the edge of the pod where she tried to maintain as much contact with it as possible. Then she used the same hand to wipe away a second errant tear, and comported herself. It would not do to be seen crying, unless she was crying tears of joy at seeing Pater Aeternus.

“Contact me any time to arrange another appointment,” Dr. Moreno said as he led them back up to the roof.

“Yes, yes,” Eskil said. They exited into the cold dawn, and Eskil returned the doctor’s salute. Then he pressed his hand into the small of Katherine’s back, and she found herself inside the autocruiser without even realising it. Then the door was closing, and they were flying home to the Isolda Magro District. The whole thing might have been a dream.

“Take us east. Do a loop of the island. Go slowly,” Eskil said to the autocruiser’s computer. It obliged, heading for the Mariasole River air lane. It would add fifteen minutes to the journey.

It was the only thing Eskil said. He gripped Katherine’s hand in his, looked out the window, and quietly sobbed until they got home.



By the time the autocruiser reached their house in Isolda Magro, both of them had wiped their eyes and straightened themselves out. It would not do to let the staff see them weep. Plenty of them were Droor’s informers.

They lived in a palatial residence, nestled in several hectares of grounds which themselves abutted the Potenza Road. The autocruiser landed on its pad, and Katherine climbed out into the cold morning air. She spared a brief glance at the large surveillance pylon at the corner of the street, which rose up thirty metres high and filled the air with a dull electronic hum.

“I’ll see you this evening,” Eskil called from the back of the autocruiser.

“You aren’t coming in?”

Eskil shrugged. “What’s the point? I have a lot to do and I’m already dressed. Have the chef make your favourite tonight. That type of steak you like. And get a bottle of the Voridan out, the brandy. Yesper will know which one.”

“You do not want to talk about what happened?”

Eskil, his vulnerability apparently forgotten, crushed, squeezed into atoms, waved her off. The autocruiser door was already closing. “Later, later. We’ll discuss it tonight.”

Katherine clenched her hands as the autocruiser returned to the air lanes and headed for the Lamprey Corporation headquarters, back to the Central Government District, which they had already crossed over that morning.



Eskil didn’t come home to enjoy the steak and brandy which Katherine had spent the entire day having prepared.

It was a simple task, something which should have taken the—considerable—staff less than half an hour. But Katherine had been so hyper-focused on ignoring her grief until her husband returned that she had managed to stretch it out to last much of the day.

She walked around the residence slowly, moving between butlers and valets, footmen and housekeepers and cooks and scullery maids as though none of them were there at all. She extrapolated each facet of the task until it had taken on almost unachievable proportions. The steaks—not from the food printer, but from a secret, illicit farm several hundred kilometres away—had to be unpackaged and brought up to room temperature. She took on this task personally, using the kitchen terminal to monitor the air temperature and quality and then placing the steaks in a controlled, sealed cubicle. She stopped checking on it after she noticed the similarities between the cubicle and the ectogenetic pod.

She spent several hours thinking of side dishes. The Party provided a list of foodstuffs which were considered politically unacceptable, and this was updated weekly. After examining this, then cross-referencing it to previous iterations to ensure their dinner was politically correct, she took her findings to the head chef. The man listened to her patiently, doing a good job of concealing his alarm at what must have seemed like the beginnings of a manic episode.

The brandy she had to fetch from the cellar. That, Katherine managed to make last almost the entire morning. The cellar was located deep underground, in the same place as their private orbital-bombardment shelter, and was a welcome ordeal to reach. She had worried that the quiet, cool dark of the place would provide fertile ground for her mind to wander, but she focused on the old dusty labels on the many thousands of bottles there—inherited, rather than purchased, from the previous director—admiring the artwork, the calligraphy.

Yes, she managed to put off confronting her grief for the whole day. By the time the meal was prepared and the brandy unstoppered by Yesper, Katherine felt as though she were about to erupt. Eskil, for all he affected not to care—ten years as the director of Lamprey Corporation had made the costume of his Party loyalty ironclad—would listen to her. Perhaps not with the depth and empathy that she would have liked, but better than most.

And yet, he did not arrive.

In fact, his secretary informed Katherine, he had not been in the office all day.

In fact, as the inspektors would inform her several weeks later, it was unlikely he would ever be seen again.

And so her grief remained compressed. With Eskil gone, so was her release valve.

And it would not do to be seen crying in front of the staff.



Lamprey Corporation was one of five companies which sat at arm’s length from the Decurion Empire and which, collectively, were responsible for providing all of the materiel which went into the Citizens’ Entitlement. It had meant Eskil had been both extremely important within Pater Aeternus, and exorbitantly wealthy.

It also meant that Katherine’s request for a quiet, private remembrance was briskly rejected. The funeral would be a lavish state affair. Every Party Minister would be there. The Emperor would not attend, but there would be a pre-recorded message of condolence.

At no point did anybody from the Inspektorate actually sit down with her and explain what had happened to Eskil. Instead, she had pieced it together from conversations with a number of different people.

Eskil’s autocruiser had gone down in the Mariasole. That was the working assumption, anyway; the Kaspar Timeo ATC had lost contact with it as it had transited north past the orbital tether exclusion zone. The timing of the abrupt drop in communication had coincided with the launch of an old Hakasian megafreighter, whose downwash might have been enough to knock the cruiser out of the sky. Unfortunately, the Mariasole in that part of Kada Gamar, sandwiched between the spaceport and the industrial zone, was several kilometres deep. The transponders, both those of the autocruiser and those implanted in Eskil himself, were not powerful enough to broadcast through that much water.

No one seemed to be asking the obvious question as to why the autocruiser had been there in the first place, but no one seemed troubled by it either. Eventually, Katherine reasoned that, as on their journey back from the natal hospital, Eskil had simply wanted to spend some time alone, and had become an unfortunate victim of circumstance.

Tragic accidents happened, after all.

“A most tragic accident, indeed,” Ruben Morozov said to her on the balcony of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The building played no role of particular significance in the funeral ceremony; it simply had one of the largest and best-placed balconies overlooking the Gethin Vasuda Victory Boulevard.

Katherine watched as an empty coffin was towed down the length of that immense road by six black horses, themselves led by a procession of a thousand Imperial soldiers marching in lockstep. There was something amusing about watching a legion of these élite warriors honouring her husband, when he had undertaken his Imperial service in the secretly but widely derided safe posting for Party scions, the Naval Defence Reserve.

“Indeed,” she said demurely. The coffin might have been empty, but she had been instructed to pretend it wasn’t. What were people supposed to think? That the Inspektorate couldn’t dredge the Mariasole if they needed to?

Morozov was a man of late middle age. He was very tall, which he attributed to too much time in zero G—“loose bones,” he called it, though he had the frame of a bodybuilder. He was the Councillor General for the Permanent War Council, a collection of six senior Party officials who oversaw Pater Aeternus’ perennial war efforts across the galaxy. Ironically, he was rather avuncular, and now the closest person she had to a confidant.

Of course, he was not a confidant; she was not that stupid.

“And so shortly after the loss of your baby. A son, was it?”

Katherine’s breath briefly snagged in her throat. She felt as though Morozov had slapped her, though he seemed completely at ease with broaching such a personal subject.

She might have kicked herself. Of course everybody knew about it. Of fucking course. She had told nobody; Eskil certainly wouldn’t have done. She doubted even Dr. Moreno had told anyone. It was more likely that the natal hospital’s records were accessible to the Ministry of Information, and the ghastly Droor had been keeping tabs on them.

“Yes,” she said. Her voice was level. “A small boy. Eighteen months.”

“Oh, only six months to go,” Morozov said, not unsympathetically. “Ecto is, what, two years?” Then he chuckled. “I wish my children had been born at two!”

Katherine felt as though she had stepped into a parallel dimension in which it was perfectly acceptable to dredge up a stranger’s grief in public—at her husband’s funeral, no less—and make light of it.

Her hands bunched into fists. This was Pater Aeternus. The only thing that was surprising was that she was surprised.

“How many is it for you, now?” she asked. Her voice was bright and pleasant. A perfect simulation of a polite enquiry as magma pulsed through her arteries.

“Goodness, seven. No, eight! Jenna had another girl in the spring.” He chortled again, as though they weren’t at a funeral at all. “I never see them. Any of them.” There did not seem to be a hint of sadness about him. “I have been so busy. You heard about the deaths on Talishan?”

Katherine nodded, though she hadn’t. The most important thing was to move the conversation along.

“A shabby business. Very illegal, too, under the Harmonious Societies Convention. Personally, I don’t think we should have done it, though I shouldn’t say that,” he added with a brief sideways glance in her direction. “But I don’t think anything will happen.”

“What was the reason for it?” she asked absently, scanning the crowds lining the highway.

“I don’t ask too many questions. Foreigners of one stripe or another, getting too big for their boots. Building warships, starting a navy.” He turned to her, smiling conspiratorially and raising his eyebrows. “Can’t have that!” He turned back to the procession, and sighed. “I don’t know. They’re all gone now. The whole capital, or certainly a decent chunk of it.” He blew over his hand as though he were holding a dandelion.

Katherine watched the funeral procession pass in front of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was probably the only time she would be permitted to publicly grieve, and yet she felt completely plugged up. A strange sort of calm had overcome her. All she could think about was how repellent Morozov was. How much she detested all of this—these people, this absurd pageantry, the theatrical lunacy of it all.

“You are not worried about the Alliance?” she said, referring to the Free Nations’ ostensible mutual-defence pact, which apparently had done nothing to prevent the outright destruction of one of its members.

“Nah,” Morozov said. He turned and took a glass of something from a tray proffered by a waiter. The medals on his chest, a stupid, preposterous number of them, overlapping like the discs in a coat of scale armour, tinkled together. “They probably know it was us, but our fingerprints aren’t on it. Besides, the Alliance is pretty toothless. They let us get away with one every now and then in return for something or other.” He took a drink from the glass, putting half of it away in one long swallow, and winked at her. “They know when it really comes down to it, they can’t stop us.”

Katherine certainly believed that Morozov believed that. She had also arrived at the conclusion that he considered her to be utterly insignificant, someone so unimportant that he could speak freely in front of her without even the vaguest fear of repercussion. She was a woman, first and foremost, which already put her at a disadvantage. But she was also a woman who could not conceive naturally, and who had recently become untethered from the only person who had made her vicariously important. In other circumstances she’d be considered practically unproductive. A Class II citizen at best. The only thing she had on her side now was the Party’s fanatical obsession with appearances. The wife of the director of Lamprey Corporation was a senior public figure. They might relocate her to an apartment, rather than the enormous residence on the Potenza Road, and slowly relegate her to obscurity. But they would not let her embarrass herself or the Party.

Of course, they could always kill you.

No. She pushed the thought away like a piece of flotsam from the side of a lifeboat.

They killed Eskil, and now they are going to kill you.

“No,” she said out loud.

Morozov, who had not been speaking, looked at her quizzically. Then, seeming to remember that they were at the funeral of one of his senior colleagues and friends, and of course making allowances for her irrational womanly grief, he nodded patiently. “I know. This must all be so difficult to bear.”

“Yes. Indeed. My poor, dear Eskil.” She sighed. There was not a hint of a tremble in it. Her eyes were completely dry. It was not good. The Party would not want her making a scene with great wailing sobs of grief, but to be completely dry-eyed suggested disloyalty to her husband—and therefore to Pater Aeternus.

Knowing that there would be cameras on her, she pretended to dab her eyes with a handkerchief. Morozov patted her on the shoulder.

“What will happen to the people on Talishan?” she asked. It was an innocent question, one posed simply to keep the conversation going, which had faded to the point of awkwardness.

Judging by Morozov’s expression, he clearly regretted having brought it up.

“I wouldn’t trouble yourself about it. The survivors will probably set up somewhere else, like roaches. Perhaps then they will have some sense and keep their heads down.”

“You mean, set up a new nation?”

Morozov nodded absently, clearly tiring of the conversation. “Indeed. Hell, you could probably do it yourself with the amount of money Eskil will leave you.”

Katherine said nothing for a little while. She hadn’t even considered her inheritance. She kept expecting Eskil to simply turn up. She was watching a fake funeral for a man who sounded more like he was missing than dead.

“Yes, well. Nothing can replace my husband. No sum of money in the Empire,” she said dutifully.

“A few hundred billion might change your mind.”

She snorted. “You jest,” she said, turning away from the procession to make use of the bathroom before the eulogy started.

“I don’t. Where are you going? You are going to miss the Salutations. It will be noticed.”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” she said, flustered.

The balcony abutted a large, empty mezzanine. She made for the unisex facilities at the far end, and flung the door open. The attendant, a young man, had been watching the hypersled broadcast on a portable holo. Katherine caught sight of a young foreigner clad in flashy overalls at the Soma Beck circuit. It was night-time there, tens of thousands of kilometres away. She could not help but feel put out; if Eskil had been a Minister, they would have cancelled the race and made everybody watch the funeral broadcast.

The attendant cancelled the holo with a wave of his hand.

“My apologies, madam,” he said smoothly. “That was Julian Yashego. He races for Leonis now.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I wonder how he’s settling in. A new world. New politics. New culture. I suppose being paid a huge sum of money makes it easier—”

Katherine held up a hand for silence, profoundly confused as to why this man was talking to her, and with such a peculiar cadence, too. “I don’t care. Just … leave me alone for five minutes.”

The young man paused. “Is everything all right, madam?”

“Is everything—?” She looked at him in astonishment. “Get out!”

“Yes, madam, at once,” the man said, and left.

Katherine looked at herself in the mirror. Forty-five. Pale. Bags under her eyes, crow’s-feet in the corners. Her hair, long and dark, was tied up in a way that stretched her scalp unattractively, and she wore a black pants suit that made her look like a child dressing up as a Party member.

She shook her head at her reflection. How tired she was of it all. The silliness of it. The insidiousness. The malevolence. Her life was a carousel of tedium, couched in a fairground of unspeakable, subtle, quiet horror. It made her want to scream. But there were probably cameras behind the mirror, too.

She pretended to use the toilet, then checked her makeup—pausing to dab a few drops of water on her cheeks—and hurried back to the balcony, just in time to place her hands over her heart and mouth as the Salutations began.



That night, she crept up to a small study in the very top of the residence. Here, a single large window afforded her an unobstructed view of the Imperial Treasury half a kilometre away, underlit by spotlights and buzzing with a cloud of security drones like flies over a corpse.

At the corner of the Potenza Road, the surveillance pylon twinkled with monitoring lights, and hummed, and watched.

Katherine lifted up a small section of carpet, and underneath it wriggled a cut floorboard loose. Here was a palm-coded strongbox, which she opened. Inside was a bed of grey foam couching a revolver; she lifted the entire insert out and removed the pamphlet from underneath. It was a single folded piece of paper, which had as its headline:


TYRANNY IS AN ABERRATION

PATER AETERNUS IS EVIL

IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY



It had come from an explosion in Central City North six months before; some seditionist from a group calling themselves “Pater Delendus Est” had planted a canvas holdall on the side of the street and detonated an air bomb within it, sending a great plume of the leaflets in all directions. Dozens—possibly hundreds, thanks to a fortuitous prevailing wind—had been picked up by dazed citizens before the whole street had been shut down by the Ministry of Information’s Political Enforcement branch. Katherine had picked one up unthinkingly, and brought it home—and then, realising she was holding her own death warrant, had hidden it away.

Several times since she had come here to read it, palms sweating, heart pounding. Initially she had consumed the screed hatefully, with fear and revulsion and a sense of deeply ingrained self-righteous zeal. But once the intellectual seeds had been planted, there was no stopping the roots from worming their way into her credulous, receptive grey matter.

Afterwards, she had begun to notice things, things which she had not had the political vocabulary to hitherto express. Written in the pamphlet were profound heresies, brief but hard-hitting proclamations about the obscenity of the Party fertility cult, the barbarism of social stratification, the savagery with which Class II citizens and so-called unproductives were treated—what really took place in “re-education” centres. Some of the claims seemed outlandish even to Katherine, doubtless heightened and exaggerated for political effect. Other claims were the logical extensions of, and conclusions to, the things she already knew.

Slowly, she began to see how, as histrionic as the claims were, there was an element of truth to all of them. She thought of the number of friends and associates who had perished having their fourth, fifth, sixth child—young, otherwise healthy women, forced to endure labour over and over and over, to roll the dice on repeated pregnancies to either the Party’s satisfaction or medical misadventure. She thought of the large residential ghettos around Kada Gamar, rife with mould and death and disease and crime, subject to frequent Inspektorate raids, epidemics, and riots. She thought of the endless number of young men sent to perish on distant, foreign worlds for the sole sake of Imperial prestige, frightened and alone, far from their mothers and homes.

She realised how little she had thought about these things over the course of her life—how much she had been prevented and discouraged from thinking about these things—and was astonished by how prevalent it all was. These matters were not even concealed from view. They were everywhere, for those who cared to look. But a lifetime of subtle manipulation, of logical-sounding explanations issued by impressive men with polished affects in imposing uniforms, of comfortable, conforming groupthink within her privileged and wealthy social circle, had formed some sort of mental shield in which all of these things could be safely ignored.

Now she saw it everywhere, unearthed and displayed by the pamphlet and its sound bites, and it repulsed her.

Even though the pamphlet detailed nothing but a list of societal horrors and humanitarian crimes, Katherine found reading it to be a meditative exercise. With Eskil gone, and with the termination of her ectogenetic pregnancy, this leaflet was her release valve. It was no use knowing intrinsically that Pater Aeternus was evil; she needed to see it written down, and by someone else. She had to know that other people felt this way. Her thoughts needed the oxygen of external validation.

Her eyes traced the writing in the faint streetlight; her hands were shaking. All her life, she had been taught that her role, both as a woman and a mother, was to protect and serve her family with the same unthinking, self-sacrificing zeal as a wild beast. And she had failed, first with her unborn son, and then, in the space of a heartbeat, her husband.

A single sob escaped her throat as the thought calcified in her. She felt the cruel, capricious hand of grief seize the muscles of her chest and squeeze. That was the feeling. Not just the bottomless despair of bereavement, but the guilt of failure. As she sat wretchedly in the study, she realised that her whole life she had been facing in the wrong direction. Her nascent family had not required protection from enemies of the Empire; they had required protection from the Empire itself.

She paused as the study was briefly bathed in a flash of headlights, and the gardens beyond filled with the buzzing hum of autocruiser engines. Adrenaline flooded her system, fear crushing her grief to powder, and she quickly stuffed the leaflet back in the strongbox, replaced the insert and revolver, and closed, locked, and replaced it beneath the floorboards.

She had only just finished tamping the carpet down against the grip rail when the doorbell rang.

She hazarded a quick glance at the window.

“Oh, shit,” she said.

It was Political Enforcement.







2
PATER AETERNA VICTOR



There was nothing quite like the track on race day.

Julian had spent years trying to define what it was. But here on the Soma Beck circuit, he thought he might finally have cracked it.

It was the smell.

The air was saturated with it. Exhaust; fuel; the oily grime on the track, the iridescent puddles in the sumps; the smell of anticipation and excitement; the livestock stink of thousands of people. Cheap race-day food, hot oil and fat and salt; beer, foamy, spilt on the seats. The brightly coloured leather of his flight suit, white and red, splashed with sponsors and impregnated with fire retardants. His helmet, plastic, alloy, foam. The air was warm and humid and had a crackling electric hum. The sky above was filled with low grey cloud and charged with static.

Julian took in a deep lungful through his nose. Yes, that was it. The smell.

But if the smell wasn’t it, then the light and colour were. The track was a riot of both. Harsh neon glare cast everything in electric-blue relief. Shadows were crisp and black. Holos blared everywhere, screens flashed advertisements, announcements, and, occasionally, stern behavioural injunctions.

On the track were the hypersleds. Much like Julian’s flight overalls, they were bright with sponsors. Given the economy was tightly controlled and regulated here, it struck Julian, a non-native Imperial citizen, as odd how such sponsorship worked. Someone had once explained to him that in the Decurion Empire there were in fact two economies, one controlled by the government which provided everybody with the necessities, and a separate ringfenced one that operated as a sort of pseudo free market, the kind he had on his homeworld. But the conversation had been a boring one, and Julian had been drunk, and he had not paid attention.

He shrugged inwardly as he reached the sled, running a hand along the ultralight alloys of its chassis. Something for someone else to care about. He was just here to race.

“Yash,” Raf, his racing director, called down to him from the cockpit. Despite Julian having been promised the opportunity to bring along his entire racing team from Trillia, only Raf had been granted the necessary visa to accompany him. The rest of the engineers were Decurions, and most of them were onworlders, from Leonis. Hell, most of them were from the capital, Kada Gamar. They didn’t seem to really like Julian or Raf. Well, they’d like winning enough.

“Raf,” Julian said, smiling up at his mentor.

Raf nodded to the control panel in front of him. It was, like in all hypersleds, deliberately mechanical and rudimentary. Sledding was supposed to be a test of skill. Couldn’t have a computer fly the thing for you. “DS-actuator is still blinky.” He tapped the yoke with a small ten-mil spanner.

“I thought you replaced it?”

“I did.”

Julian looked to where an engineer had opened one of the dorsal access points of the sled and was elbow-deep in the guts of the machine. Next to him were several other engineers, surrounded by stacks of tools and banks of computer processors. Holos scrolled with telemetry. Brows were furrowed with concentration.

“Can you fix it?” Julian asked—the perennial question.

Raf squinted at the starter board ahead, hanging from a gantry which spanned the finish line. The race clock was ticking down: seventeen minutes. Already some of the other sled teams were clearing the track.

“Guess you’ll find out the first time you try to turn right.”

Julian laughed, a deep throaty sound that his parents had always described as infectious. The thought came out of nowhere, and it cut the humour out of him. God, he missed them. He missed his home.

Raf noticed the change in his mood. He waved him over to the crew zone. “Go away for ten minutes and do your visualisations. What happens at point seventeen?”

“The new corkscrew.”

“I don’t want you splatting.”

“You think I do?”

Raf threw an oily rag at him with a power and speed which belied his old, rangy form. Julian snatched it out of the air. His smile returned, and he went to the private crew area to think about the track.



He was five minutes from the end of his visualisations when the light changed. He opened his eyes to see that all the screens had gone from their demented blaring to solid red. There was a thunder-like rumble as everyone in the crowd stood, and then a loud fanfare over the track speakers.

Julian stood, placing his left hand over his mouth, his right over his heart, just as he’d been taught to by his political handlers from the Ministry of Information. Moments later the screen was filled with a picture of Pater Aeternus, the name for both the Emperor and the Party, and more often than not a misnomer for the Empire itself. The present iteration of the Eternal Father was Davor Casale, a white, elderly man, perhaps a hundred years old. He appeared as he always did for the Salutations: in military dress uniform.

“Who gives you life?” his voice boomed over the speakers.

Julian—and the many thousands of people in the stands—said, “Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you purpose?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you joy?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

Then the Emperor winked, and said, “Enjoy the race!”

The crowd cheered. Julian let his hands drop. They never used the exact same video; the Emperor had probably recorded himself saying “Enjoy the race” in six or seven different ways, which they broadcast at random. It made it seem like the Salutations were not simply rote. Julian was not sure if anybody else noticed, or if anybody else cared. Only Class I citizens were permitted to attend the races in person, and they had the least reason to question the status quo.

After the Salutations came some other message flashing up on the track screens, something about a state funeral in Kada Gamar; but by that point Julian was too focused on the race to pay it attention. It seemed most in the crowd were of the same mind, and had returned to their seats.

He climbed into the cockpit of his hypersled and pulled his helmet on. The crowd noise disappeared.

“Go easy on her,” Raf said, speaking into his mic. His voice was tinny in Julian’s ears. He helped him with the seat straps. “The team is happy with the actuator but…”

“But what?”

Raf seemed as though he were going to say more, but he simply shook his head. “Don’t hold back. It’ll be fine. I’ve checked it myself.”

Julian nodded.

With the straps tight, Raf slapped him on the shoulder and pressed the cockpit lid—a canopy of transparent green alloy—down into place.

Voices filled Julian’s ears as the engineers ran through the pre-race checklists. He listened, but not keenly. If there was a problem, they would have told him about it. Instead, he performed his pre-flight rituals. He hummed an old tune from his native Trillia as he turned on the instrument panels in an order long preordained by superstition. Then, once everything was activated and working, he took in the track ahead.

He was starting in pole. He couldn’t remember the last time he had started anywhere else. The only racer in front of him was the long, sleek, angular nose of his own hypersled, glossy crimson and white. The colours of Leonis, capital planet of the Decurion Empire. He was their flagship racer. Him. Julian Yashego. He wasn’t even from the Empire. But he won. He had won on Trillia—a lot. And then he had won on Leonis. He’d put Iakob Valéria, the former Leonian race lead, out of a job, and made an enemy for life in the bargain.

But he didn’t care. He just wanted to win. Which was good, because Leonis wanted him to win too.

The race countdown began: a rack of red lights, beep, beep, booping down.
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He jammed the throttle to full, and the hypersled accelerated smartly. No part of it touched the track; repulsor nodes putting out a squishy air cushion of weird physics kept it the regulation hundred centimetres above the floor. It meant hypersleds went like stink. It was rare to dip below 400 kph, and on some of the straights in Soma Beck he would top out at 1,000.

The pack, a collection of racers from the many hundreds of worlds and territories that made up the Empire, kept pace. This was an intra-Imperial race, but there were pan-galactic leagues that pulled in teams from the Free Nations. That was where the real fame, fortune, and prestige were earned.

Iakob Valéria was in the green and blue Speed Dynamics Hazal, now representing the Imperial territory of Chagatai Prime—a humiliating demotion from Leonis. It sat off Julian’s port rear stabiliser, nudging, probing, but there was no space to overtake. The sleds aligned. The first loop was fast approaching.

Julian had visualised every aspect of the track many times before. He held the yoke loosely as the nose of his Toshiko drifted smoothly to the racing line. A touch, two on the rudder, a slight roll in the left aileron, and he was nose up, up, up, kissing the apex as the circuit inverted around him, and then—

Down.

Here, coming out of the initial loop, was the first danger point. Soma Beck had an 800 kph stretch here where a skilled, daring racer might snatch a place. Already Raf was in Julian’s ear, cautioning him against overcooking the engines. But he could not ease back; Valéria was there in his mirrors. Always there.

Julian grinned. Their sleds screamed in tandem around a wide right turn, his left wing coming within a hairsbreadth of the barrier. Beyond, protected by an invisible kinetic shield, the crowd roared. Screens replayed the moment with demented jump cuts showing just how close the wing had come.

Julian’s comm was silent with admonition.

The rest of the sleds were well behind now. Already Julian was a full second ahead of everyone—

Except that green and blue Hazal.

He gritted his teeth and throttled up. Too fast; recklessly fast, especially coming into Soma Beck’s infamous switchbacks. Here sleds bled speed. He cut back-and-forth a full kilometre into the earth, barely touching 250 kph, nose down almost thirty degrees. Holding the racing line was paramount on these corners. There was no live crowd here, though it was one of the most interesting parts of the circuit. The track had already taken them several tens of kilometres out into a broad pan of temperate grass plain; now it was cutting a deep scar into the earth.

Lights blinked stroboscopically overhead as he took the Toshiko into the underground section. Bare brown rock zipped past the canopy. The downslope of a long, shallow U of track put his speed at 900 kph. The yoke began to tremble slightly. The engines whined in protest. The pack was one and a half seconds behind, and still the Hazal was there. Valéria had taken an almost perfect line. This was the best he had raced in months.

Up, now, into the big floodlights of the northernmost crescent of the circuit. Here was point seventeen, a huge new corkscrew which had been built over the course of several months to keep the track fresh and interesting for spectators. Corkscrews were often the most dangerous part of any track. The roll made them disorienting, especially at the incredible speed and G-forces involved. But point seventeen was an off-centre corkscrew, and it rolled down to starboard. It was the most difficult ranked section of any circuit in the galaxy.

Something caught his eye. He looked sharply to the right. Valéria was there. The damn Hazal was there. It was impossible. His concentration slipped. He twitched the yoke to port a tenth of a second too early to take the line, and felt his Toshiko glance off something. Three hundredths of a second before he tightened to begin his roll, Valéria snuck ahead, the paint of the Hazal’s rear port dorsal stabiliser scratching where it had clipped Julian’s wing.

Asshole.

Julian gripped the yoke too tightly as he began the turn, taking himself off the line for one hundredth of a second. Now the damned Clear Air Turbulence Saar was on him. How was that even possible?

Rattled, he took the corkscrew much too wide, much too slow. By the time he was out and hitting the 1,000 kph straight he was in fourth place—fourth place—and his mind was in disarray.

And then the actuator malfunctioned.



A typical sled race lasted several hours. For spectators, it was a whole afternoon’s entertainment, of which the race formed only a part. The crowds ate and drank and socialised, typically paying attention for the first and last handful of laps. But Julian’s early failure flying the Team Leonis Toshiko had sucked up all the attention in Soma Beck like a vacuum explosively inhaling a holdful of air.

They jury-rigged the actuator on a first-lap pit, and by the time Julian rejoined the race he was down to fourteenth. He flew to the point of recklessness, at one stage even forcing race marshals to intervene, but he never reclaimed pole, and finished in seventh place. It was an incredible feat of technical skill and racing flair to have clawed back that many places, but as he pulled into the crew zone, he knew that he might as well have come last.

His team was silent as he punched the canopy and threw his harness straps off. They watched him, this foreign ringer, stony eyed, as he removed his helmet and practically threw it at Raf.

“Easy,” Raf admonished as he caught it. The man’s face was bathed in sweat, his skin imprinted pink with goggle lines. His racing director had as much to lose as Julian did.

Julian didn’t trust himself to speak as he exited the sled. Camera drones the size of coins flitted about him, inflating, enlarging, broadcasting—with a tangible sense of schadenfreude—his failure on the trackside screens. Not just those screens, but screens across the Empire and beyond. Already sportswriters would be sharpening their knives, each looking to outdo the next with how vicious they could be.

Leonis did not lose races. The capital team? The seat of the Empire? The home of the Eternal Father himself? The occasional podium finish was permissible, but seventh? It was unthinkable.

He watched as Valéria walked up and down the home straight, fists punching the air, drunk on the adulation of the crowd—a huge part of which still adored him and saw him as Leonis’ rightful racing lead. He snatched one of the camera drones out of the air in front of him, and the screens were quick to change output to his aggressive, ecstatic delirium.

“Pater Aeterna Victor!” he shouted into the camera. “I dedicate this win to Pater Aeternus! This is for you, Eternal Father! Pater Aeterna Victor!”

Julian swatted at the drones which followed him like a cloud of mosquitoes. He was about to swear, when Raf grabbed him by the arm.

“Come on,” he said, quietly but firmly. “It’ll keep until the green room.”

Julian locked eyes with the engineers who sat in the trackside crew area. They watched him, expressionless, arms folded, chewing gum.

“What?” he demanded of them, his anger suddenly spilling over.

“Yash!” Raf snapped. He grabbed a cap and shoved it onto Julian’s head, pulling the peak so far down it practically blinded him. “Not here. Come on.”

Julian gritted his teeth as Raf pulled him into the crew area and then beyond, through a succession of doors to the green room.

The drones which tried to follow them were fried at the threshold.



They were safe in the green room for perhaps twenty-five minutes, but he would be expected to attend a junket of post-race interviews. The thought of having to go back out there chewed up his guts.

They sat in silence for a little while. Julian drank a litre of water, unzipped his flight overalls, tied his hair back, and wiped the sweat from his face.

And then he burst.

“What the fuck was that? What happened? You told me you’d checked the actuator!”

“I had,” Raf said. His voice held neither anger nor supplication. The words were just a statement of fact. Raf never shouted, never lost his cool, rarely chastised. He taught; he didn’t scold.

“Well…!” Julian shouted, the ocean of his anger crashing against the cliffs of Raf’s imperturbability. “Great job!”

Raf rubbed his chin, lost in thought. “You missed the turn before the actuator went anyway. You’d have lost a few places on the ’screw.”

“I’d have lost a lot fewer if—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Raf said, waving him off. The man’s eyes were closed.

There was a pause, in which Julian sat and drank his water and calmed down. He looked over to his racing director. “What are you even thinking about, anyway?”

“Hm?”

“Sitting there with your eyes closed. What’s the matter? What are you thinking about?”

Raf thought some more. “Answer a question for me.”

“What?”

“How did we get here?”

Julian rolled his eyes, not in the mood for more of the man’s Zen-master bullshit. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean how did we get here. Just think about it for a second.”

“Pater Aeternus,” he said tiredly. “The Empire. Leonis. They offered me a racing contract. They offered you a racing contract.”

“Why?”

Julian looked around, as though the answer were some secret floating about the room. “Because I’m the best hypersled pilot in the galaxy.”

“Right. And Leonis needs to win, right?”

“Right.”

“Why do they need to win?”

“Everybody wants to win—”

“I said need. Not want.”

Julian had no idea what to say.

Raf sighed. He shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Today. This loss.”

“I didn’t lose.”

Raf gave him a pointed look. “Didn’t exactly win though, did you?”

“What’s your point?” Julian had been ready to deliver a large, cathartic tantrum, but Raf’s obliqueness was leaving him with a lot of energy and nothing to discharge it on.

Raf took in a deep breath. “How long have we been here, now? On Leonis?”

“I don’t know? Six months?”

“What have you noticed in that time?”

“Noticed about what?”

“Doesn’t it all feel … a bit odd to you?”

“Raf, I remember you being very fucking excited to take this contract—”

“I know that. I’m not saying you dragged me here. I’m just saying now we are here, what have you noticed?”

“About the Empire?”

“Yeah.”

Julian blew out his lips. “They take themselves very seriously.”

“Right. Right. That is exactly what I’m talking about. They need to win. It’s almost pathological. It’s like a … pissing contest.”

“Racing is nothing but a pissing contest.”

“I mean beyond the usual pissing. It’s like … It’s like they have something to prove.”

Julian thought about this for a moment. “They can’t have expected me to come first in literally every single race.”

“But that’s just it, Jules. I think they might have.”

He shrugged theatrically. “What’s the matter with you? You’ve never spoken like this before.”

Raf snorted. “You’ve never lost before.”

“I didn’t lo—!”

“Okay, you’ve never not hit the podium at least. And also,” the man continued, warming to his theme, “where’s our engineering team? PA told us they would come, and they still aren’t here. Jupe would have fixed that actuator, no question. It was very fixable.”

Now Julian began to feel uneasy. “You’re not saying the Leonis team sabot—”

“I’m not saying anything about anyone,” Raf interrupted quickly. “I’m just saying, they aren’t our guys.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, and then squeezed his eyes with his index finger and thumb. “And everybody still loves that dickhead Valéria.”

“Tell me about it,” Julian muttered darkly. He had wondered about Trillian Speedways and Jupe, his old head of on-track engineering. As far as he knew, they were ensnared in some visa mix-up, though now he turned his mind to it, Raf was right; that had been months ago. He missed Jupe and her easy camaraderie. The Leonian team had never been friendly. He’d put it down to a mixture of their professionalism and the generally cool demeanour of all Imperial citizens. But they weren’t his team. They had been Valéria’s team. Mentally, they still were Valéria’s team.

“But they still want to win, right?” Julian said, not sure who he was trying to convince. “If I lose, they lose.”

“Engineers of that calibre will never want for a job. Pilots rotate. Die. Wear out, retire. Engineers last forever.”

Julian shook his head, as though doing so might straighten out his thoughts. “Raf, what is it you are trying to say?”

“I don’t know, man. These past few months I’ve just started noticing things. This place … it spooks me out. You remember what they told us on Trillia? Before we left?”

“Who?” Julian asked disingenuously. But he knew exactly what Raf was talking about. Besuited killjoys from the Trillian Foreign Department had visited them a week before they shipped out, and lectured them about “cultural differences”—the class system, political crimes, some boring bullshit about police states and internment camps.

“I know you know what I’m talking about.”

Julian laughed. “Raf, we’ve taken over the most prestigious team in the galaxy. Come on, man. We’re richer than god. Our families are taken care of. Did you see the place my parents bought in Vientore? Right next to the beach?”

“I saw it.”

“And we’ve only been at it half a season.”

Raf pursed his lips. “Just … be careful. Please. On and off the track. Just keep doing what you’re good at. Make yourself valuable to them because you’re a winner, not … Don’t let them make you into an example. They already think they’re better than us because we’re Free Nations.”

Julian tsked. “Okay old man,” he chuckled, and sat back, and closed his eyes. “What happened with that actuator, anyway?” he asked after a long pause.

Raf shook his head. “I don’t know. I did fix it.”

“Were you the last guy to look at it?”

Raf said nothing.

“I need to study Valéria’s data tomorrow,” Julian continued. “Guy was taking a perfect line.”

They both looked up as the door to the green room opened. A man stood there, motionless. He was freakishly tall, thin, slightly stooped, and had pale, grey skin.

“There will be no interviews,” he said without preamble in a clipped Gamarian accent. “The story is that you are suffering from food poisoning. Come with me.”

Julian frowned, and looked at Raf, though the latter could only shrug.

“Who are you?” Julian asked this strange newcomer.

“Now,” the man said.

“Jeez, all right,” Julian muttered, and stood.

“Not you,” the man said as Raf made to join them. He turned back to Julian. “Come. There is an exit we can take where we will not be seen.”



There was indeed an exit, at the end of a long, damp corridor of undressed concrete. Julian could hear the roar of the crowd, and the dissonant thumping of speakers as they blared out a mixture of victory music and patriotic anthems.

He was led to a black autocruiser with tinted windows. Even with Raf’s misgivings, he thought nothing of this. He was a major celebrity. Back alley exits, private security—these things were de rigueur for him.

He climbed into the back. The man who had collected him ducked low and sat in the front, next to a driver who wore a black uniform.

“Let’s go,” he said quietly.

Julian couldn’t help but feel a pang of irritation to be thought of as suffering from food poisoning. He would have preferred the truth to be known: that his actuator had malfunctioned. That was the only reason he had lost. He refused to believe that Valéria was a better racer.

The autocruiser went high, much higher than the civilian air lanes. They left Soma Beck behind, and the surrounding city. He felt a gentle pressure on his back as the cruiser accelerated for a long time, and then the equatorial desert of Leonis was lost under a huge mass of high-altitude cloud.

Nobody said anything to him, despite his efforts to engage the men in the front in conversation. Bored, he found himself thinking about idle, inconsequential things: his hotel room in Soma Beck that would now go spare; the clean-down of the Toshiko, which he had always made a point of joining in with; autographs for his fans. Eventually he was lulled to sleep by the gentle turbulence. Racing was exhausting, after all, and in the comfortable, warm darkness of the autocruiser, consciousness was impossible.

He awoke to find they were touching down on the pad atop his apartment building in Kada Gamar. As part of the enticement package, they had given him a grace-and-favour penthouse on the Battle of Wolff’s Crest Commemorative Highway, right at the eastern end where it overlooked the trendy Central City North. It was the stomping ground of Party luminaries and Imperial celebrities, and he had very much enjoyed the past six months drinking and fucking his way through this social bubble.

The man in the passenger seat looked as though he had not moved. He certainly hadn’t slept. When he spoke, it was as if they had entered the autocruiser only a few minutes ago.

“Come.”

They exited the vehicle. Another black-clad officer was standing at the entrance to the building. A bitingly cold wind cut across the roof. Although they had gained half a day travelling thousands of kilometres northwest, it was winter in the northern hemisphere, and already gloaming in the late afternoon.

A third officer stood in the corridor outside his penthouse door. Black shirt, black trousers, black boots, black cap. Julian’s eyes lingered on the pistol strapped about the guard’s waist. But the tall, spindly man breezed past him and led Julian into his own apartment. He did it with such careless briskness that Julian didn’t even think to protest. Besides, it didn’t really feel like his apartment anyway. More like a hotel room.

The front door closed behind him and the man gestured for him to sit. Julian did. He was still wearing his flight overalls, and was clothed in all of the smells of the track that had once seemed so alluring. Now they felt like failure.

The man sat opposite him. He crossed his legs with precision, and folded his hands in his lap.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

Julian shrugged.

“You should. My name is Jaroslav Droor. I am the Minister of Information. It is my responsibility to … manage the Empire’s image. The Party’s image. The image of Pater Aeternus.”

“And I am—”

“I know who you are,” Droor said, with a smile which seemed for all the world to be sincere. “I know a great deal about you, Julian Yashego. I know you were born in Antiope, on Trillia. I know that your parents are Felix and Mikki Yashego. I know that your educational imprintation was undertaken at Lindyara Academy, and I know that your uncle Jesse owns the Mauri Supersled Arena outside of Vientore. That’s how you started, is it not?”

“That’s right,” Julian said, now a little uneasy. “I remember your name. You’re the man who had me sign all those documents.”

Droor reclined. He nodded once, slowly. “I am that man.”

“Why do you know so much about me?”

“It’s my job to know these things. I have made a career out of knowing these things. Pater Aeternus trusts me to know these things. And I am exceedingly thorough.”

“What is it that—”

Droor held up a hand for silence, and got it.

“You are the best hypersled pilot in the galaxy,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Julian opened his mouth, and then closed it again. He had no idea how to answer that question.

“Because I am better than the other racers,” he said eventually.

“Why? What makes you better?”

Again, Julian thought for a little while. Droor made no move to prompt him. He seemed perfectly happy to sit in silence and wait. Julian had the feeling that he would have sat in silence until the end of time.

“I don’t know.”

Droor smiled. “Exactly. You don’t know why. You just are. There is some intrinsic quality to you which makes you better. In many ways, you are like the Empire itself, though our great Father would not be pleased to hear me make that comparison.” He paused. “The citizens of the Empire believe that there is some quality to it which makes it better than every other society in the galaxy. Whatever that quality is, it imbues the Empire with excellence. And, a bit like a racing team, we must do what we can to husband that excellence. Like you have your … racing engineers, and your director, so the Empire has men like me. We nourish it and shepherd it. We fix its internal components and we polish its exterior, and we make sure that people are able to appreciate that Pater Aeternus is the one true path to success and happiness.

“When my office heard about a young racing prodigy from Trillia, a man who had never lost a race and who looked to be on track—” He paused, briefly savouring the pun. “—to become one of the ‘greatest legends in the history of the sport,’ well. A man like me does not ignore a report like that. You see, although you and I know that Pater Aeternus is a force for good in the galaxy, there are those who disagree.” He pulled an expression which indicated that he considered this to be very unfortunate indeed. “They take every opportunity they can to discredit our way of life. They spread falsehoods about us. I’m sure you heard your fair share of these falsehoods on Trillia.”

Actually, and in spite of the efforts of the Trillian Foreign Department, Julian didn’t know much about the Decurion Empire. He didn’t know much about any of the political organisations in the galaxy. He found it all much too dull. To him, the Empire had always been an enormous, closed-off monolith, the largest single society in the galaxy and yet very much insular and inward-looking. Some of the documents he’d had to sign as part of his visa had been strange—morality clauses, prohibitions on certain sexual practices, warnings about offending and outraging Imperial citizens, badmouthing the government, and, worst of all, insulting the Emperor. But though he had been encouraged to read all carefully, even then he’d not paid much attention. His head—and Raf’s and his parents’ heads—had still been spinning from the pilot’s fees.

“Not really,” Julian said. He was tired, and didn’t know what was happening here. He had expected to be sharply rebuked for placing seventh, but Droor’s pleasant manner had confused him. It was very possible that he was being rebuked and he didn’t even know it. The Imperials were weird.

Droor nodded sympathetically, as though he appreciated how difficult it was for Julian, as a foreigner, to understand things.

“Some of my colleagues thought I was wrong to bring you to Leonis. They think some things, like where a person was born, are more important than winning. Do you agree?”

Julian shook his head emphatically. “No.” That he was certain of.

“Good. Because there isn’t anything more important than winning. Not on Leonis. Not in the Empire. It is not good enough to simply be better than everyone else. We have to demonstrate it. We have to prove it. We have to show our superiority. Racing is not simply piloting a hypersled round the track faster than everybody else; it is waving the flag of our Eternal Father in enemy-held territory. In the domestic league, Leonis must win. And in the international leagues, Pater Aeternus must win. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes.” It was a lie, but Julian wanted Droor to leave so he could go to sleep.

“Good. I am pleased to note that the first five races you have undertaken for Leonis have ended in victory. I am to conclude, therefore, that this sixth race at Soma Beck was an aberration.”

“A what?”

For the briefest of moments, no longer than an eyeblink, Droor’s features spasmed in annoyance. “A blip. A mistake. A one-off.”

“Right. Yeah. It was this actuator in—”

Again, Droor’s hand went up, and again, he achieved immediate silence.

“Do you have everything you need?”

“My team is still not here,” Julian said. “When we signed the racing contract, it was agreed that—”

“I am working on it,” Droor interrupted. “What else? Do not worry about money or inconvenience.”

“Well, a dorsal starboard actuator rod that doesn’t keep malfunctioning would be great.”

Droor smiled thinly. “I will see what I can do.” He stood. “When is your next race?”

“Two weeks. Pavol Island Speedway.”

“I look forward to your victory,” Droor said. “No need to get up. I will see myself out.”

Julian hadn’t planned on standing, and so sat, confused, as Droor left and closed the door quietly behind him.

He let out an explosive sigh and flopped backwards into the plush couch.

“What the fuck was that about?” he breathed to the empty apartment.







3
POLITICAL ENFORCEMENT



Katherine answered the door, which was itself an odd thing to do, and it flustered her. Normally the housekeeper would get it, but she shushed and shooed the anxious-looking staff, gesturing for Yesper to corral them away.

If the man at the door was surprised to be greeted by the lady of the house, he did not show it.

“Mrs. Fuller. May we come in,” he said in a flurry of breath vapour. It was not a question.

There were three PE men before her, clad from head to toe in black and wearing ankle-length trench coats. Political Enforcement was the executive arm of Droor’s Ministry of Information, the Decurion Empire’s moral centre. Whilst the Inspektorate—the executive branch of the Ministry of the Interior, led by the psychopathically evil Gerolf Morita—was responsible for investigating what Katherine considered to be “classic” crimes, Political Enforcement investigated crimes of thought, of philosophy, of belief. The Inspektorate sent you to prison; PE sent you to re-education.

“Of course,” she said, affecting brightness—though she realised that was also inappropriate. She had only returned from her husband’s funeral a few hours ago. They would have expected her to be red-eyed and grieving.

The men entered, bringing in their wake a vortex of cold air. Katherine checked the time: it was close to 11 PM. She was trying to think how to act. Had everything been fine, she would have been annoyed and standoffish, demanding to know why they had come—not even so late, but at all. Only, with Eskil and her son gone and with a headful of fresh treason, she couldn’t think. She had spent years cultivating her outward appearance, her expressions, her thoughts, curating her speech. The men had surprised her, and now she was overcompensating with lunatic buoyancy.

They all walked to the kitchen, Katherine being led through her own house. One of the men sat, whilst the others walked into the other rooms, idly examining the furnishings. Katherine’s body was rigid. Why had she kept the pamphlet? Even in the strongbox, it seemed like an insane risk. The hiding place was pathetically inadequate. They were going to find it and shoot her in the back of the head.

“What can I do for you?” Katherine asked. No, now she was being too servile. She injected some anger into her voice, trying to strike the tone of an offended, officious head of the household. “I have just this evening returned from my husband’s funeral. And it is late,” she added, her voice rising as her nerves got the better of her. Don’t overdo it. “What do you want?”

“You seem nervous, Mrs. Fuller,” the man said casually. He had not given her his name, nor had she asked for it. There was nothing remarkable about him, just another PE drone. She noticed he had a gun in a rib holster.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. She went to get herself a glass of water, but stopped. Her hands were shaking, and the man would see.

“What can you tell us about your husband?”

“I suspect you know a damn sight more about him than I do.”

The man’s lips quirked into a lopsided smile. “Yes,” he said. “That is likely. But a man in his place of employment, and a man at home with his wife, are two different beings. I wonder if he has ever said anything to you here, about his work? About any…” The man considered his next words. “… unhappiness?”

Katherine’s mouth was dry, yet she still dared not get some water. “Never,” she said, and it was true. Although she had suspected that her husband was perhaps not the Party paragon he outwardly appeared to be, particularly in light of their ongoing failure to naturally conceive, he had never spoken directly of his feelings. The residence, after all, was filled with all manner of recording devices.

“Not once?”

“What would he have to be unhappy about?”

The man shrugged performatively. “The death of your unborn son?”

Katherine gripped the countertop as she endured a vertiginous wave of grief and anger. “What do you want?” she asked after a moment, unable to stop the tears—to her deep and abiding frustration. Oh, how she hated these men! How she hated that they could just pitch up here as if they owned the place, hated that they felt comfortable prising up her personal agonies, hated the society in which these people were permitted to exist. Most of all, she hated that this reaction, her tears, her fear, was exactly what they liked. What they wanted. What they relished. They were just little boys with guns and too much time.

The man was unaffected by her weeping. “Your husband and son died on the same day. My colleagues and I were wondering if perhaps the deaths were connected. If one had led to the other. Had your husband ever expressed any suicidal thoughts?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“You know, of course, that suicide is a crime for a Party member.”

“My husband did not kill himself.”

“Have you ever suffered from suicidal ideation?”

“Never.”

He looked around the expansive kitchen. The place was for show, of course. There was an industrial kitchen hidden away, all ugly steel countertops, where meals for upwards of fifty guests could be prepared. “Lot of space. Big house.”

“So?”

“Must get lonely. A lot of time to think.”

“I run a household of over twenty-five staff members. Thinking is the very last thing I have time for.”

The man inspected his fingernails. “It is well known that women are more affected by grief.”

Katherine’s anger finally frothed over. She pointed to the front door. “Get out of my house!”

The man did not move. He held up a hand to calm her down, as if hers was a ridiculous overreaction.

“During the course of your husband’s funeral, Councillor General Morozov made reference to a so-called Free Nation. Talishan. He made some…” He moved his hand as though swilling wine in a glass. “… careless and untrue comments about the involvement of Pater Aeternus. After having taken several drinks, he mistakenly suggested that the Empire was somehow involved in its destruction.”

Katherine opened and then closed her mouth again. “I don’t recall,” she lied.

The man regarded her. “Hm. Either way, you are to disregard Councillor General Morozov’s comments. You are not to speak of Talishan to anybody.”

Katherine did a very good job of looking flabbergasted, mainly because she was. She hadn’t given Morozov’s comments a second thought. This idiot had done nothing except make her fixate on them.

“I wasn’t going to,” she said, quite truthfully.

“Councillor General Morozov also referred to the practice of extraImperial land purchase. He suggested—in jest—that you might consider such a purchase.”

Once again, Katherine did not have to feign confusion. “But I hadn’t considered it.”

“Do not,” the man said, almost offhandedly. “Councillor General Morozov was joking. It would not be appropriate for you to make such a purchase.”

Before Katherine could say anything else, the man stood, and the other two men returned from wherever they had been poking around. Katherine had not heard either of them head up to the small study on the top floor—or even if they had, they had not found her hiding place—and she relaxed slightly. It seemed that the initial questions regarding Eskil had been little more than a smokescreen.

“You should focus your energies on remarrying,” the man said at the kitchen threshold. “Who knows? You may have more luck conceiving with another man.” Before Katherine could rejoin, he touched his forehead in a facetious salute. “We can see ourselves out.”

She stood rigidly, waiting until they had gone; then she walked smartly to a nearby drawing room, snatched up a cushion from an armchair there, and screamed until her throat was raw.

She had to get out of this place.



The following day, Katherine met up with Natalie Peck. She was the wife of Jakub Peck, the Imperial Treasurer, and the only thing approaching a genuine friend Katherine had.

They met in a café in Central City North. Katherine had chosen a table outside. It was a bright, brisk morning, the overnight melt giving everything a fresh, glossy feel. But as she looked around, she saw only decay. The buildings here, often touted as charming, were enormous and made from cheap concrete. Unlike the bright zigzags of graffiti—which should have been illegal, but which were allowed in the district because they gave it a more thrilling, bohemian feel—the buildings truly were degrading. Pater Aeternus was so busy suppressing its people that its infrastructure was crumbling.

“Do you know I read in an article last night that in some of the Free Nations, they have buildings which are made from bone?” she said mildly. Following Morozov’s offhand remarks at the funeral—now fixed in her mind and brought into laser focus by the idiots from Political Enforcement—she had used the residence’s terminal to search for information about the Free Nations. She had been careful to begin with, since the terminal was monitored; but in the small hours of the morning she had abandoned all circumspection. Several times she had hit blocked content, which would doubtless mean another visit from PE. She made a mental note to burn the pamphlet before they turned her house upside down.

“Bone?” Natalie asked. She was still distracted from having berated the waiter for putting too much milk in her coffee. The man was new at the café, and Katherine could not shake the feeling she had seen him somewhere before—somewhere recently.

“Yes, bone. Fake bone, of course.” Pater Aeternus probably had buildings constructed of real human bone. Constructed from real humans, more like. It was precisely the kind of demonic gaudiness they were capable of.

PATER AETERNUS IS EVIL.

“Fascinating,” Natalie said.

“They use huge printers. The bone is apparently much stronger than anything else. It doesn’t look like bone, of course; just a great big grid, like … a cube, or a cage. And then they put everything else over the top of it. Cladding, and such.”

“Remarkable.”

“And did you know that they can put tiny little generators on the surface of the buildings?”

“Really?”

“Really. Microscopic ones. They coat the whole building in them. They take the light from the sun, and energy from the wind that blows over them, and they power the whole building.”

“They don’t have … What’s that place called? On Leonis? Further west.” Natalie snapped her fingers impatiently, but she still wasn’t looking at Katherine. “With all the … You know, stations. Power stations.”

“Eva Island,” Katherine said, her mood souring as she realised just how little attention she was being paid.

“I bet he gets the milk wrong again,” Natalie muttered.

Katherine watched a group of young people walking down the broad street, talking and laughing. They looked like students from the University, though from their uniforms and the Pater Aeternus markings on their folders, they could just as easily have been draftees.

Eventually the correct coffees were brought out.

“So dreadful about poor Eskil,” Natalie said sympathetically. She might have been talking about the loss of a favourite coat. “And you say they never found the body?”

“No,” Katherine said. “I’m not supposed to talk about that.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “No, I suppose not. What else is new with you? What will you do now that he is gone?”

Katherine had been met with such monumental apathy regarding the death of her husband that she felt as though she were existing in some sort of strange, dreamlike state. It was true that she and Eskil had been married for many years—decades, in fact—but they hadn’t exactly been in love. She barely saw him half the time. Still, he deserved her grief. He was not a bad man—at least, by Party standards. There were plenty of monsters in Pater Aeternus.

“Well, it’s rather early to be thinking about moving on—”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s ever too early,” Natalie said. “I mean, if Jakub died I don’t know what I would do. I would just absolutely go to bits. But Eskil was, well, you know.”

Katherine was certain she was missing something now. Some missive must have gone out, explaining that Eskil had not in fact been a real person, rather a figment of her imagination, and everybody was to encourage her to forget about him.

“Perhaps I shall leave,” she said carefully.

“Isolda Magro?”

“No. I mean Kada Gamar. Perhaps Leonis entirely.”

Now she had Natalie’s attention. “Why ever would you do that?” she asked with genuine curiosity. “Is this because your baby died? Elsa told me, I hope you don’t mind.”

Katherine’s hands clenched into fists involuntarily, loudly scratching the surface of the table. “No, I don’t mind,” she said brightly. She paused. For some reason she was having difficulty in catching her breath. She tried to inhale normally, but her lungs simply wouldn’t expand enough.

She frowned, and rubbed her chest.

“Katherine? Are you all right?”

She nodded. Why couldn’t she breathe? She’d been practicing long enough.

“Just need to catch my breath,” she muttered, acutely embarrassed. Suddenly everything sounded as though it were at the end of a very long concrete tunnel. Spots had begun to appear at the edges of her vision. Air suddenly seemed like an incredible luxury. Every time she tried to pull in a lungful, her own body stopped her. It was as though someone had tied a rope tightly around her chest.

“Did you see what Kristine was wearing at the funeral?” Natalie asked. “With the red piping? I thought it was rather tasteful, didn’t you?”

It was this remark of jarring banality that seemed to snap Katherine out of whatever it was—and she had thought it was a heart attack—she was suffering from.

She looked at the table, examining the grain of the wood there, the marks her nails had left in its surface. Her heart rate slowed. Her breathing returned to normal. The sense of crushing pressure slowly eased.

“Did you know there are other nations where they choose their leader?” she asked, determined not to be sucked back into the whirlpool of triviality that defined their lives.

“It sounds positively ghastly,” Natalie said. She finished her coffee, then snapped her fingers impatiently at the waiter. “I’m going to order some food, do you want anything?”



“Katherine? What can I do for you,” Morozov said. Judging from the furnishings which Katherine could see on the small screen, he was sitting at his desk in the Permanent War Council building.

It was the middle of the afternoon, and after seeing Natalie, Katherine had spent several hours in the Imperial Water Gardens, trying to find some semblance of calm. But she was suffering from a strange sense of restlessness. In spite of the enormous open space of the gardens, Kada Gamar had felt like a cage; now, back in the residence, she felt positively claustrophobic.

“I was hoping to talk to you about Eskil’s affairs.”

Morozov looked briefly uncomfortable. “Katherine, if Eskil was ever unfaithful, I promise you no news of it ever crossed my desk—”

“No,” Katherine said irritably. “I mean probate. What happens next? Now that he’s dead.”

Morozov paused, then cleared his throat. “Katherine, this is not really something for me to—”

“No, I understand that you are busy,” she interrupted. “But nobody is telling me anything and I feel like I am going mad in this house by myself.” She considered briefly whether to challenge him about the visit from PE—it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that he had been the one to organise it—but she decided against it. Morozov, for all he was a shit, was one of the few senior Party allies she had. “Did he not have an attorney?”

Morozov’s expression changed from discomfort to sympathy. “Let me make a call,” he said, and the screen went black.

A little while later an autocruiser came to pick her up, and whisked her across the capital to Kaspar Timeo Island. It was the same enormous island that housed the natal hospital, and also the gigantic Ministry of Information building where Droor and his minions hunched over their computers and watched and listened to people all day.

In the centre of the island was one of Kada Gamar’s large professional districts, the other back west on Serpentine Way. The autocruiser deposited her on a broad grey street which was lined by imperious buildings, and she was greeted by a fusty old man in an expensive-looking suit.

“Mrs. Fuller,” the man said, taking her hand and kissing it, an affectation which she loathed. “I am Velibor Ruskin, your husband’s fiduciary. I was so sorry to hear of his tragic passing. Please, come inside.”

Katherine followed the man through the building and into his office, which was precisely as impressive as she’d anticipated, though cut from the same cloth as literally every Party office she had seen. She was offered refreshment, couched in a plush armchair, and addressed from the other side of an enormous wooden desk.

“I had been meaning to contact you next week when your husband’s affairs were in order, but Mr. Morozov has ordered that I treat the matter as a priority—which, of course, I am happy to do.”

Katherine couldn’t quite tell if she was being condescended to or not, but something about Ruskin rankled her either way.

Ruskin consulted a terminal on his desk, and scanned the information there for a moment.

“Eskil—apologies, Mr. Fuller—was of course the director of Lamprey Corporation ITG, from which he drew a generous salary,” he said, briefly looking over his spectacles at Katherine. “He was also a stockholder in Banpiroa ITG, and Elaqa ITG. Those holdings will be liquidated per Imperial ordinances on the treatment of estates of the deceased. They were considerable.” Some further scrolling. “Mr. Fuller was also entitled to draw a pension from the Imperial Naval Defence Reserve, though he forwent that in favour of an accrual.” He looked at Katherine again. “That’s when you let the money build up in an account rather than collect it monthly.”

Katherine smiled, and even managed to squint slightly to make it look real.

“He also invested heavily in land. I’m pleased to say that those investments have appreciated significantly. Some of it was at Soma Beck. Did you catch the race there recently? My eldest son told me Leonis lost.”

“I didn’t,” Katherine said. “The broadcast was at the same time as Eskil’s funeral.”

Ruskin grunted, missing the barb. Instead, his features briefly contorted into an expression of contempt. “What did they expect when they put a foreigner in the cockpit,” he muttered. “I think it’s disgusting.”

“Indeed, indeed,” Katherine said absently, distracted by the fact that Morozov had been right. She was about to inherit an extraordinary sum of money.

“Anyway,” Ruskin said, scrolling through the rest of the data in front of him. “Suffice it to say, once we have liquidated these positions and paid the taxes to Pater Aeternus, I would expect you to receive in excess of … one hundred and seventy-eight billion Decurii.”

Katherine froze like a broken terminal. “Billion? With a b?”

“Yes.” Ruskin did not seem to be particularly impressed with that sum of money. In fact, his lack of reaction was once again throwing off Katherine’s instincts.

“That’s an … extraordinary sum of money, no?”

Ruskin inclined his head obligingly. “Indeed, though of course, a drop in the ocean compared to many of his Party contemporaries. But—an extremely respectable sum,” he added hastily, his indifference probably overstepping the mark into disrespect.

“What on earth am I going to do with all that money?” she breathed, but—of course—she already knew.

Ruskin shrugged. “Whatever you like. Invest it. Spend it. Take a trip.”

“What about buying land?” she posed the question mildly.

Ruskin nodded. “Buying land is rarely an unwise decision.”

“I mean extraImperial land. You know, unincorporated land.”

“Ah. Well, that is more fraught with risk, of course,” Ruskin said, glancing at his terminal. He cleared his throat, suddenly uncomfortable. “What would you do with it?”

“Well, could I not set up my own nation?” She had meant it to sound like a joke, but it sounded flat and sincere and serious.

“I see.” Ruskin looked uncomfortable. “Yes, a very risky business. I know I was your husband’s fiduciary, Mrs. Fuller, but I would counsel you against such a course of action. I think the Party takes a fairly dim view of such activities.”

“But it is not illegal.”

“No, it is not illegal. Pater Aeternus is a signatory to the Harmonious Societies Convention.”

Katherine thought for a moment. Ruskin did not seem like the type of man who could be trusted at all; if this conversation was not being recorded—and she was all but certain it was—then it was a good bet Ruskin would simply present himself to the Ministry of Information that evening and tell Political Enforcement about it anyway. But then, had she not already walked into the tripwire simply by raising it?

“It’s not something I myself would consider,” she chuckled, performing a sort of ditzy expression to reorient the conversation. “You understand, of course!”

“Of course,” he said, and could not help letting out a little sigh of relief. “Of course.”

She thought a moment. There was no question in her mind that Ruskin had the information she needed. How to obtain it? Perhaps if she appeared to be a hapless, bumbling fool? A woman with more money than sense, lurching from one personal disaster to the next? Or simple, naked flattery?

“It’s an interesting prospect, though, isn’t it?” she said, as though these thoughts were only just occurring to her. “One might establish a colony for Imperial war veterans. Or a mining venture, or an agricultural holding—till a continent, turn it into a subsector breadbasket. Or even just another jewel in the Decurion crown.” She pretended to think a little while longer. “Investing in the land in that way might be prudent?”

Ruskin sucked his teeth, as though he had just suffered a paper cut. “Mrs. Fuller, I do think it would be better to concentrate on other—”

“No, no. Of course. Just musing. It’s probably much too complex for the likes of me, anyway. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. There’s probably some sort of private buyers’ market? Run by brokers.”

Ruskin smiled politely, but didn’t answer.

She let the silence drag until the man started to fidget. “Right?”

“Something in that vein,” he said, shrugging.

“Oh, my apologies,” she said. “I thought you would have known.”

He chuckled uncomfortably. “Well. I do know.”

She feigned confusion. “Sorry, you do know?”

He faltered. He obviously didn’t want to give her the information, but he also couldn’t stand the idea that she thought him stupid or unimpressive. “A little,” he said eventually. It might have been a cough.

“How interesting, only a little,” she mused. “And here was me thinking someone like you—a fiduciary to some of the most important and prestigious Party officials on Leonis—would have all sorts of contacts.”

“I have plenty of contacts!” he snapped, and there followed another pause, its brevity matched only by its excruciation. He cleared his throat. “But it’s all very much a closed shop.”

Katherine laughed as though she had not noticed his outburst—as though this were all an absurd hypothetical. “Goodness me, sounds like a lot of trouble!”

Ruskin waved a hand dismissively, sensing he was on the conversational off-ramp. “You’re best off steering well clear of it all.”

She nodded, brow furrowed as though in complete agreement. “Well, that is excellent. I won’t take up any more of your time. I should just be grateful if you could forward the details of one of your brokers to me at the residence.”

Ruskin smiled with relief, and nodded. Then, when he realised what had just taken place, he paused, and cleared his throat, and began to fiddle with the trinkets on his desk. “Mrs. Fuller, I thought we’d agreed—”

“Oh no, I think with this inheritance it is still an avenue worth exploring.”

Now his smile was weak and insincere. “I think—”

“You have the details, as you say. Plenty of contacts.”

“… Yes.”

“I look forward to receiving one of them, then.” Her heart was pounding, and she struggled to keep her voice level. “This evening.”

She watched as the man tried to think of any reason at all he could refuse, and still remain polite and civilised. “Yes. Quite,” he managed.

“Oh, and Mr. Ruskin?” Now she did stand to leave.

“Hm? Yes?”

“Could you put me in touch with a banker, as well. I shall need a private account to receive the funds.”

Ruskin inclined his head, still trying to work out how he had arrived here. “Of course, Mrs. Fuller.”

“Good evening, then.”

“Good evening.”



The winter days in Kada Gamar were short, and by the time she stepped back onto the street outside, it was already getting dark. She had not removed her coat in Ruskin’s office—correctly anticipating a short meeting—and as a consequence was not now feeling the benefit of its heat in the biting wind.

She began to walk down the street, and paused. Directly across the road, a black autocruiser with tinted windows was sitting on the cobbles. The driver’s-side window was cracked, and she caught a glimpse of a man who looked remarkably like the waiter from the café that morning.

“You…” she murmured, squinting, though the window was closing, and the autocruiser was lifting smoothly off the ground. In five seconds, it had joined the evening traffic of the Kaspar Timeo Air Lane.

She stood on the pavement watching it for a while, until it was little more than a tiny black speck lost amongst dozens of other cruisers in the darkening sky.

“Shit,” she breathed. How quickly all her clever tricks seemed silly and inconsequential when faced with even the most ephemeral hint of the state’s power.

She ducked her head into the cold evening wind, and summoned her autocruiser.







4
THE WRONG SORT OF MURDER



It didn’t look like a Party murder. Certainly, Cyprian hadn’t been told to expect one—and the Ministry of the Interior had a dedicated hotline for sanctioned political murders.

“Eternal Father,” his junior, Lang, swore as they turned the body over in the water. Bloated, bleached, monstrously decayed, it would be a lab ID for sure.

Cyprian scratched his stubble and looked around. It was a cold, grey afternoon, and they were surrounded by endless aprons of cold, grey concrete. Less than half a kilometre north, the Azadian Ocean roiled and pounded against Kada Gamar’s vast dockland zone. This was a place of entire hectares of empty loading space, rusting freighter hulks, thousands of abandoned containers, and huge outflow channels which carried industrial waste into the ocean. This was a poisoned, desolate wilderness, a place where a hundred bodies could pile up before anyone noticed.

And yet, here he was, wearing waders and standing waist-deep in a stinking outflow iridescent with chemicals, a good ten kilometres from the northernmost point of Kaspar Timeo Island.

In the distance, Kada Gamar rose gigantically into the air.

“Get him to the side,” Cyprian muttered, leaving the awkward dragging to Lang. He was a young man; he could handle it.

Cyprian waded to the edge of the outflow and climbed up the rusty ladder there with a grunt. He patted his pockets for a cigarette, then looked at his hands, sheathed in blue rubber gloves and covered in effluent, and thought better of it. He could survive for five minutes without one.

He watched as Lang wrestled the body onto the cold, damp concrete.

“What are you doing all the way out here?” he murmured to the corpse, finding that he had absentmindedly peeled off the gloves and pulled out and lit a cigarette without thinking at all.

“There’s nothing,” Lang said as he ran a portable scanner over the corpse. He placed the wand down and rolled the body onto its side. It emitted an enormous fart, and grey-brown water spurted onto the apron.

“Father,” Cyprian said, hawking up a glob of phlegm and spitting.

Lang checked the spine methodically, starting at the neck and working down.

“No. Someone’s cut them out.”

“Hm,” Cyprian grunted. He finished his cigarette and flicked it into the water. It was cold, and he wanted to get out of these disgusting shit-covered waders and get his coat back on.

He squatted down next to Lang and looked at the body. Flaps of bleached skin told of where the body’s trackers had been purged. Every Imperial citizen was implanted with two at birth, but they were rudimentary, used mainly for location tracking and identification. Cyprian had read of societies that had embraced full neurological-interface technology: advanced computers implanted directly into the brain and which could be controlled by thoughts. But not so in the Empire. Pater Aeternus distrusted technology. Hell, the Ministry of the Interior kept enormous vaults full of paper records. Inefficient, and a huge pain in the arse, certainly, but absolutely unhackable. The Empire took information security extremely seriously, and that meant running and maintaining obsolete systems that were completely incompatible with those of the many so-called Free Nations of the galaxy.

Cyprian was tempted to roll the body back into the outflow and let the elements do the rest. But there was no way Lang would go along with it.

He pulled out his dictaphone and said, “Middle-aged man. White-skinned. Dark brown hair, clean-shaven. Skinny. De-tagged. Severely decomposed.” He poked the corpse with the toe of his boot. “Turn him over, would you?” he said to Lang, who obliged.

Cyprian squatted down. He pulled out a pen from his pocket and gently poked and prodded at the corpse’s back. He brought the dictaphone back up to his mouth. “Signs of beating. Bruises on the lower back, buttocks, and thighs. Testicles have been…” He cocked his head to the side. “… mutilated.”

“They really wailed on him, huh, Inspektor?” Lang said.

“Shut up,” Cyprian muttered, gesturing to the dictaphone. Lang shot him a venomous look, but did as he was told. He was a dangerous one. Cyprian could only hope that he had retired or died by the time Lang was senior enough to have any clout. True believers like Lang rose quickly, and no matter how much Cyprian smoked, drank, and ate junk, some horrible cosmic joke would keep him alive forever. Probably as Lang’s junior partner.

He cast a final, weary eye over the body. He had seen hundreds of murders in the course of his career, thousands even. This was Pater Aeternus, after all. Murder was often the most convenient solution to a given problem.

But something about this one felt off.

“All right,” he said tiredly. “Call cleanup.”



His autocruiser—a battered, angular grey car, several decades out of style, much like himself—took him to the Inspektorate headquarters. By the time they got back, it was dark, and the air was filled with icy drizzle.

The Inspektorate HQ was an enormous block of grey-brown concrete, pulsing with red altitude-warning lights. It sat in the southeastern corner of the Central Government District, overlooking the Mariasole River at its broadest point. The autocruiser deposited them on the roof, and Cyprian hurried inside.

“Tell me when they have an ID,” he called over his shoulder to Lang, and made straight for his office. Once he was inside, he closed the door, closed the blinds, left the lights off, and looked out at the river. Almost directly ahead was Itumeleng Island, which contained the Emperor’s private residence. In the late-afternoon darkness, it looked like some hellish fortress.

He was smoking quietly, mulling over this latest murder in his mind, when his terminal chimed. He turned and activated the video link, to see his Prime Inspektor, Veselin Reed.

“Veselin,” he grumbled.

“Cyprian,” the man replied. He looked slightly uncomfortable, but that was nothing new. “There is someone here to see you.”

“So? Send them to my office.”

Veselin looked awkwardly off-screen. Some unspoken communication passed between him and whoever else was in the office, and then he turned back to Cyprian.

“All right, Cyprian, have it your way.” The channel went dead.

Cyprian reached into his drawer and pulled out a small hip flask. He took one, two, three swigs of the brandy inside, and replaced it. Then he lit another cigarette to get rid of the smell on his breath. Perhaps a minute later, there was a knock at his door.

“Yeah.”

The door opened and a man walked in. He wore all black, but that hardly distinguished him. He was pale, clean shaven, and had dark, slicked-back hair. For a moment Cyprian thought the corpse he had fished out of the outflow had been reanimated. The man could have been his twin. Or perhaps that was just everyone in the Empire. Pale white men everywhere. Ghosts.

The man handed Cyprian a leather wallet containing his identification and a badge from the Ministry of Information.

“What can I do for you, ‘Zavian Gallego’?” Cyprian asked, handing the wallet back.

“May I sit?”

“If you want to.”

Gallego did. “Tell me what you were doing in the industrial zone,” he said without preamble.

Cyprian crossed his arms and reclined in his chair. “On whose authority are you here?”

“I just showed you my badge.”

Cyprian pulled out another cigarette, lit it, and began to smoke. “I don’t answer to the Ministry of Information.”

Gallego smiled. “Everybody answers to the Ministry of Information.”

“If you want to ask me questions about a live investigation, you can take it up with Prime Reed.”

“The Prime Inspektor has already given his consent to my questioning you. I am happy to wait if you would like to call him to confirm.”

Cyprian wouldn’t have put it past this shitbird to be bluffing. He activated the terminal and pulled Reed up on screen. Gallego’s expression was one of quiet, insufferable amusement.

“Veselin. Did you tell this guy I would answer his questions?”

The Prime Inspektor rubbed his eyes, and nodded. When he spoke, he sounded as though somebody were forcing the words out of him with a vise. “Yes I did, Cyprian. Was there anything else?”

Cyprian terminated the call without answering. He was quiet for a moment. These sorts of jurisdictional shenanigans were nothing new—in fact, they took up a lot more of his time than his actual job—but that didn’t make them any less irritating. “I was investigating an alleged murder.”

“Who is the victim?”

Cyprian rolled his eyes and shrugged theatrically. “I pulled the body out of the industrial zone about five minutes ago.” He leant forward. “How do you even know about it?”

“I am monitoring all reported murders at the moment,” Gallego said without missing a beat. Cyprian wrinkled his nose. He did not doubt that the Ministry of Information had lines into the Inspektorate, but even by their standards, this was quick. “I am looking for something specific.”

Cyprian jabbed his two cigarette fingers at this interloper. “If you know something, it is you who should be giving me information.”

Gallego thought about this for a moment. “Do you have an identification?”

“What do you think?”

Gallego pulled out a small punchcard from his wallet and handed it to Cyprian. When Cyprian did not attempt to take it, he placed it on the desk in front of him instead.

“I should be grateful if you would tell me when you do.”

Cyprian reclined again, sighing. He was surrounded by too many young, ambitious men. Hardline men. Men who took the message of Pater Aeternus much too seriously.

Then again, it was an easy message to take seriously.

“Is that everything?”

Gallego hesitated for a moment, and Cyprian knew immediately he was about to be threatened. Gallego was too young and too new to this, much like Lang, to have really got the hang of it, but another couple of years and he’d be an expert. Either that or he’d be dead. It was what the Ministry of Information did, after all.

“Your children—”

“Unless you want to be breathing out of a tube in your neck for the rest of your life, I suggest you shut the fuck up right now.”

“Yes, well,” Gallego said, clearing his throat and straightening his shirt. “You’ll tell me when you know the name of the man.”

Cyprian pointed to the door. “Get out of my office.”

Gallego left, and Cyprian extinguished all the lights again. He looked back out of the window and lit his third cigarette since he had returned to the Inspektorate.

His children. He shook his head. That motherfucker.

They meant business, then.

He waited for his temper to subside, smoking and drinking quietly in the darkness. Eventually, when he felt as though he had calmed down, he activated the terminal and pulled up Lang.

“Yes, Inspektor?”

“I’m going home for the night. Buzz me when you have an ID.”

“Of course, Inspektor.”

Cyprian terminated the call, and sat in silence again, listening to the bustle of the Inspektorate outside his office door. His hand absently traced the grip of his service pistol in its shoulder holster. Blowing his brains out would certainly solve many of his problems, but he couldn’t, and Gallego knew he couldn’t.

“Father Eternal,” he muttered angrily, stood, snatched up his coat, and left.







5
PAVOL ISLAND SPEEDWAY



It had been two weeks since the failure at Soma Beck; two weeks since Jaroslav Droor had cornered him in his apartment in what Julian now realised had been a very long, very subtle threat. In that time, everything had changed.

He’d been pilloried in the newscasts. Raf had warned him to stay away from them, to stay inside his own racing bubble, and generally speaking he had. But inevitably he’d cracked, gone further down the rabbit hole than he’d intended to, found an article, and opened the floodgates. For the rest of the day after his conversation with Droor, he’d been glued to his terminal, whilst thousands of kilometres away Raf and the team packed up and shipped everything over to Pavol Island.

The coverage was breathtaking in its disrespect. In the more erudite, respectable casts, they focused on his track record, waxed lyrical about Iakob Valéria, and wrung their hands about the future of the Leonian team in the hands of “the young outsider.” But in the tabloid casts, he was excoriated. They ridiculed him. There were photos deriding his family, too, which filled him with impotent rage. Some had caricatures which mocked his appearance. There was no attempt to analyse the race in any meaningful way, no attempt to get to the bottom of anything. A story had been settled on and simply reported as the truth.

And they wanted to kill him for it.

The people of the Empire. Of Kada Gamar. Everywhere. They wanted him dead; there were thousands of remarks and observations and notes on the casts in which people—regular people, not psychopaths or prison inmates or murderers, just regular men and women walking the streets—spoke about how they wanted to torture him to death. To rape him to death. He saw cartoons of his sled crashing into the wall, or gory, manipulated pictures of his corpse, which people were laughing at and sharing with glee.

He couldn’t believe it. He scrolled through the coverage agape. Never before had he been exposed to such a vast amount of blood-spitting vitriol. He felt sick. Frightened—terrified.

A rancid cocktail of emotion boiled within him. Terror and fear for his life, certainly, but also a profound rage. These people didn’t know him. They didn’t know anything about him. They didn’t know his parents or his family, didn’t know his uncle Jesse down at the Mauri Supersled Arena and the long, warm evenings they had spent laughing together; they didn’t know Trillia or its people. And yet they spoke of him in such intimately hateful terms, as though it were their right to do so.

There was no rebuke, either. Not one from the broader Pater Aeternus racing team—for the team consisted of a lot more people than just the trackside engineers—nor one from the Galactic Hypersled League, or from the Ministry of Information, which was responsible for, amongst many other things, sport and sports-related propaganda. There was absolutely no attempt from anyone in any kind of position of power to moderate or temper the discourse. And so on top of the hate and fear that he felt, a deep sense of helplessness was added, too.

Now, for the first time, Julian realised what Raf had been talking about.



He was flown to Pavol Island Speedway sagging under the weight of uncertainty and fear and anger. But if he had hoped to find stability and wisdom in his old mentor, then he was to be frustrated. Raf, too, had changed. He was subdued. He’d always been a gregarious man, with an easy laugh and a deep reservoir of wisdom. But, much like Julian, he had folded in on himself. In a short fortnight, he had transformed from wise master to harsh critic. He was quick to chastise. What would once have been lessons became lengthy tellings-off. And although Julian hardly needed much in the way of encouragement, Raf pushed him harder than he ever had before. They spent whole days practising on the circuit. Their evenings they spent visualising and poring over racing theory. Long, exhausting nights were lost maintaining the sled.

“What’s got into you?” Julian asked eventually on one such night. Everybody else had gone to bed, and the two of them had finished installing a new—and astonishingly expensive—Juaran Racing Solutions dorsal actuator which had arrived mysteriously that morning. What was more, it wasn’t even an aftermarket part. The thing had been custom-machined.

Raf shook his head. He looked tired and worn out. “Verner’s gone,” he said.

“What do you mean, he’s gone?”

“I mean just that. Gone. Apparently he quit. I haven’t seen him for weeks.”

Julian rubbed his forehead. “Who’s going to take his place as head of engineering?”

“Kazi, for now.”

“Fuck’s sake,” Julian muttered. Verner had been a distant, quiet man, largely uninterested in Julian except for a few random occasions when he had awkwardly asked several direct, prying questions about his social life. In the last few weeks Julian had seen him, he’d moved around the engineering bays like a sweaty, nervous ghost. He’d been an odd guy, but at least he had been harmless. Kazi, on the other hand, was actively hostile.

“Did he leave because of me?”

“I have no idea why he left,” Raf snapped. “And now…” He sighed bitterly, rubbing his hands with an oily rag. “Now I’m getting random guys joining the team. Half of them don’t seem to know anything about engineering. They just stand around, getting in the way.” He shook his head. “Weird fucking guys, man.”

“Like Ministry of Information guys?” Julian asked, thinking about Droor. “Like Political Enforcement?”

Raf shook his head. “I asked our liaison in the Culture Department.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me that there shouldn’t have been anybody else joining the team, and to get the names of the newcomers.”

Julian began to feel that increasingly familiar, creeping sense of unease again. “And did you?”

“I don’t want to get mixed up in this bullshit. Let the MOI do it. Lord knows they have enough resources.”

There was a pause.

“Do you ever get the feeling that this wasn’t just about racing?” Julian asked eventually, though he didn’t really want to know the answer.

“Us joining the team? It was always about image,” Raf said. “I don’t think I appreciated just how much it was about image. How seriously they took it.”

“You don’t … think we’re in danger, do you?”

“No,” Raf said, quickly and unconvincingly.

“We could just go. Back to Trillia. Make it just about the racing again.”

“We can’t.”

“They can’t just keep us here, Raf. It’s not a prison.”

“That’s not how it works. There’s a contract.”

“Fuck the contract!” Julian laughed with incredulity. “These people hate me. They want to kill me!”

“Damn it, Jules, I told you not to look at the nets! No one’s going to kill you. They need you. They want you to win. Droor told you himself, right?”

Julian clacked his tongue. “And where the hell is Jupe! She’s still not here.”

“They’re working on it,” Raf said lamely.

“They’re not working on anything. Droor’s one of the most senior guys in this shithole. If they wanted our team here, they’d be here tomorrow. You want to know what I think?”

“I already know what you think.”

“What do I think?”

Raf pursed his lips. He made a point of checking the time. “It’s late.”

“Come on, Raf. We should go. We should leave.”

“At the end of the season,” Raf said. “I don’t want to make an enemy of these people. Let’s just concentrate on winning.”



He could conjure up none of his usual excitement on race day. As he walked out of the crew area and onto the track, everything seemed different. There were plenty of people waving the red and white of Leonis in the crowds, and the screens were aglow with the usual slew of propaganda pieces about him. But now when he looked at his supporters, he saw only aggression.

They performed the Salutations, they listened to the anthem and a few other government announcements, and then Julian headed for his hypersled.

“Ignore everything. Just do what you do best,” Raf said as he helped him up the ladder and into his cockpit. “We know the sled is fine. Everything is one hundred percent green. So no excuses, okay?”

Julian nodded. Thanks to a variety of factors, of which his position in the last race was only one, he was starting at fourth on the grid. In front of him was the green and blue chassis of the Speed Dynamics Hazal, the black and white of the Clear Air Turbulence Saar, and the yellow and green of the Team Vidas Babora.

Standing on the track underneath the starter entry, smiling and waving to the crowd, was Iakob Valéria.

Julian seethed.

“Hey,” Raf said. “I said ignore everything else.”

“I can’t ignore him if I have to fucking beat him,” Julian snapped, and yanked on his helmet. Immediately Kazi began to reel off the checks data in his ears. “Shut the fuck up, Kazi,” Julian snarled. “Just tell me if there’s a problem!”

“All green, pilot,” the man responded tightly.

Raf shook his head, descended the ladder and removed it. Julian did his own straps up and yanked the canopy closed. He activated the console with none of his previous superstition. His mood was rancid. He did none of his breathing exercises. No last-minute visualisations. His breath trembled as his heart thumped in his chest.

He wanted to go home. He didn’t want to race for these people anymore, no matter how prestigious it was.

The lights began to flash. The countdown began. And when everything went green, he rammed the throttle forward.

He nearly went straight into the back of the Babora. Too fast, much too fast. The engine screamed in protest, in danger of flaming out. A restart now would be the end of him.

He snatched the yoke to the left, and nearly put the sled into the barrier. He’d lost two places already in overcorrecting. Now he nearly went into the rightmost barrier, and hadn’t even left the starting area yet. His right stabiliser kissed the wall, and an enormous roar went up from the crowd. He was aware of the screens all sharing the same image of his sled floundering.

“Damn it, Jules, get it together!”

He pressed the throttle forward again, this time more smoothly. The Toshiko finally cleared the starting straight and dropped sharply into a wide, shallow V. It was an old, repurposed water outflow; the track on Pavol Island had been intricately fed through an enormous out-of-commission industrial plant.

He had a stroke of good fortune as the Simona miscalculated a shallow bank and went nose-first into a five-metre-thick concrete pillar. The sled was wrecked, scattering vast amounts of ultralight chassis debris all over the track, though Julian doubted the crash had been fatal.

He pulled back to fourth place, and by the time he left the outflow and entered an intricate network of tunnels, he was already coming up on the Babora. His Toshiko skipped in the smashed airflow, and he jinked skilfully, taking the wrong racing line but compensating with heavy air brake and far too much thrust. In a stunning turn of events, he actually ended up skipping over the Babora, nearly kissing the roof of the tunnel as he did so.

“Yes!” Raf shouted in his ear.

Julian didn’t look back, but if he had he would have seen his antigravity field press the Babora into the track nose-first and send it cartwheeling over the barriers and into a reserve lane.

He burst out of the tunnels. The canopy tinted slightly in the sunlight. Here on Pavol Island it was still summer, and the days were long and warm.

A wide helix took him to the top of the industrial complex, affording him an incredible view of not only the entire island but the breathtaking turquoise ocean beyond. But in an eyeblink, he was coming down a vertical curve, and what made Pavol Island Speedway famous. Here his speed actually went over a thousand kilometres an hour. His stomach dropped as the hypersled swooped down like a bird of prey.

Out of the loop drop and the track opened up enormously. Ahead he could see the Saar and Hazal, the sunlight reflecting off their polished chassis. Beyond them, the track narrowed into a sequence of neck-loosening turns which squeezed the air out of his lungs and dulled his vision as all of the blood was pulled out of the top half of his body. Then there was another brief dip that took him underneath an old gantry wound tightly with power cables, up and around another half corkscrew, and then down onto the home straight.

Julian found that everything was melting away. His anger, his fear. Track features whisked past him. Black and white chevrons and speed indicator stripes flickered stroboscopically past. He eased into his seat, relaxing, feeling the ground whip beneath him. His turns became easy, second nature. His racing line was perfect. He blasted through the home straight where the largest concentration of the crowd was, stacked up on huge benches. The roar washed over him like a wave.

The rest of the pack fell behind. Eventually he took the Saar in a thrilling undercut at the top of the loop drop which skirted the very edge of legal technique. But Valéria kept ahead. No matter how well Julian raced—and after his abysmal start, it was almost perfect—he could barely gain ground on the Hazal.

Until the final lap.

The engineering team and Raf had been muttering various things in his ears over the course of the previous three hours, but now the comm was completely silent. He was nose-to-tail with Valéria as they exited the trench and entered the tunnels. Here the walls were glossy with condensation and the lights flickered above like a laser show in a demented rave. The danger now was not the track itself, but the sleds they were lapping. A normal race had an attrition rate of about 40 percent, and many of those ended up as obstacles on the course. Some of the time they stopped the race whilst marshals cleared the debris, but with hypersleds kissing 1,000 kph, collisions were frequent. It was normal for a pilot to die every season.

The tunnels felt claustrophobic. Valéria gave him no space to manoeuvre. He did not yield on one turn when he should have, which spiked Julian’s anger.

“Get the fuck out of the way!” he snapped as they pulled into the sunlight. He twitched the yoke as they helixed up, jinking left, right, trying to find an angle. Then, as they came up to the huge half corkscrew which plunged a kilometre down towards the ground, Valéria finally made a mistake. He took the turn too wide, only a tenth of a second off the racing line, but it was enough. Julian throttled forward so hard he nearly snapped the handle off. The Toshiko nipped past Valéria just beyond the apex, the hardest part of the track and a place where most racers would have eased off.

But that was why Julian was the best.

He could almost hear Valéria shrieking in his cockpit as Julian absolutely blasted home. He felt elated as the black-and-white chequerboard paint of the finishing stretch whipped past and he cruised over the finish line at six hundred klicks. It meant he had to emergency-brake in order not to smash into the left wall before the drop-down into the old trench, but he was too elated to care.

He punched the canopy once, twice, three times, and then breezed around the track at barely a hundred kilometres an hour, whilst race marshals began to load up all the smashed sleds.

“Yes!” Raf bellowed in his ears. Even the rest of the engineering team seemed pleased, for once.

Julian pulled into the crew area and opened the canopy. The intoxication that came with winning overwhelmed everything, every fear and misgiving he and Raf shared. He punched the air, watching as hundred-metre-tall screens broadcast his victory around the track, Leonis, the Empire—and beyond.

LEONIS VICTOR! the screens announced.

Ahead, the Hazal sat in the Speed Dynamics crew area. The sled’s canopy was up, and Valéria—who had still come in second, a podium finish—climbed down the ladder and removed his helmet as though he had come dead last.

Overwhelmed by a sudden sense of optimism and drunk on victory, Julian walked over to him and slapped him on the shoulder.

“Good race, eh Iakob?” he said, proffering his hand.

Valéria surprised him by slapping the hand aside, gripping him by the shoulders and pulling him into an embrace. For a moment, Julian felt even lighter. It was the only thing that could have sweetened this moment of victory even further: a feeling of incredible relief at the beginnings of acceptance.

But instead, when Valéria spoke, it was with great malice.

“I know what you did with Lonny Voss,” he said quietly in Julian’s ear. “I know what you are.”

Then, all smiles, he pushed Julian away, grabbed his hand, and punched it into the air. The crowd thundered their approval at the display of sportsmanship.

Julian did his very best to continue to smile, as his optimism left him like blood from a gunshot wound. Valéria continued to grin psychotically as he clapped him on the back, and then applauded as he walked back to his team. Julian waved to the crowds and returned to the Leonis racing team area.

“Hey! Yashego!”

Julian turned. Valéria winked at him. “I’ll be in touch.”

And then Julian realised he really was in danger.
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A CHANCE ENCOUNTER



Waldhar Prinz was the name of the broker. He could have been Fiduciary Ruskin’s clone. Katherine looked up his formal profile on the net. Another fusty old Party man, and more likely than not a ready conduit of intelligence to the Ministry of Information, too. She just knew he was going to try and dissuade her from it before even speaking to him.

There was very little online on the practice of purchasing extraImperial land, or certainly there was little available to her. She sat at her terminal for the whole day after her meeting with Ruskin, trying to glean what she could. But either she had been made subject to some extremely targeted censorship—very likely, given the visit from PE—or the broader net had been purged of data. Or perhaps it was simply such a niche practice that no one had thought to write about it. Whatever the reason, the public nets were useless.

Frustrated, and blindsided by a sudden wave of grief, she had almost given up on the whole endeavour then and there. How stupid it had all suddenly seemed. How idiotic. She opened the brandy which Eskil had asked her to find the day he had gone missing, drank too much of it, spent several hours being sick in the toilet, and passed out in the master bedroom. At some point, Yesper, the butler, had come in with a large glass of water and a blanket, and she had embraced him awkwardly, and wept, and he had held her firmly and yet with tenderness. This unexpected kindness, from a man who had no reason to indulge her whatsoever—she had never paid him much attention beyond that necessary to maintain the household—caused her to fold in on herself even further, until she became lost down a fractal rabbit hole of heartache. Not only did she weep for her losses, but for what she was. What they all were in the Decurion Empire. She was no better than any of the rest of them, her complicity in the panoply of Imperial crimes simply the result of omission rather than commission.

“Is the answer, madam, not to simply be better? Be a better person? The best you can be?” Yesper had offered after a long night of broken conversation and soul-searching. She had tearfully agreed.

The drunkenness passed, but the resolution remained. The following morning she apologised to Yesper for her unseemly behaviour, and he accepted it with good grace—though she reassured him that she intended to keep her promises. “I was content enough to enjoy the fruits of empire when it suited me,” she said, leaning against a cabinet in the scullery, sallow and unkempt, her voice hoarse. “It should not have taken this…” She gestured vaguely around her, indicating her recent bereavement. “… to have changed my views.”

“The important thing, madam, is that they have changed,” Yesper replied, with great circumspection. The man was a Class II citizen, after all, by virtue of his position, and doubtless well accustomed to its privations.

It was later in the morning, when she had washed and dressed, that an idea struck her. She thought back to the gaggle of students she had seen walking to the University a couple of mornings before, when she had been having coffee with Natalie Peck. She was sure the University library was accessible to the public. Perhaps there would be some information there about extraImperial land purchase.

She ate a little, then had the autocruiser deposit her at the University. It was a cold, crisp, and sunny afternoon, and the place was rife with uniformed students. She debarked the cruiser and made for the library. It was indeed open to the public, and because of its nature—an enormous repository of information available to anyone—largely empty. This, to her, made perfect sense; the Empire was a place where it rarely paid to be too informed, too educated, to question one’s surroundings too closely. To do so simply made one stand out, and standing out at the wrong time or with the wrong friends could be fatal in surprising, unexpected ways—like being caught in the downwash of a megafreighter and crashing into the Mariasole at its deepest point.

The University itself offered a fairly limited selection of subjects, many of which focused on turning out productive members of the existing institutions of society. What limited humanities courses there were focused exclusively on Imperial creatives, and acted as more of a feeder for the Ministry of Information than a place that truly encouraged artistic expression. Higher education in the Empire had been pared back to the absolute essentials. What was the point in learning about silly things like literature, languages, philosophy? These were unproductive subjects. Enrichment of the human experience, self-fulfilment and actualisation, these things came from being useful, from earning a wage and paying taxes, and from ensuring, through endless childbirth, that the Empire had access to a ready pool of labour and soldiers.

She was directed by a librarian to the political sciences section. Shelves of hardcopy volumes towered around her, interspersed with huge rectangular windows which let in the last half of the day’s light. In spite of the bustling university campus, the library was deserted. There was only one other person in the area, a young man in his early twenties, bearded, with long hair tied back in a ponytail and wearing a pair of spectacles.

The man looked away from the book he was studying, and smiled briefly at her. “Good afternoon,” he said in a clipped Gamarian accent.

“Good afternoon,” Katherine said. The man’s youth and quiet confidence made her feel self-conscious.

There was an awkward pause. Katherine nodded to the man and walked over to the nearest shelf. She began to examine the books there, but she had never been in a library before, and didn’t really know if there was some sort of special etiquette or process to observe.

She turned—not so subtly—back to the young man. He was watching her with a faint smile on his lips.

“Can I assist you with anything?” he asked. “I’m one of the librarians.”

Katherine smiled awkwardly. “I’ve never been in here before.”

The young man returned her smile with warmth and patience. “What are you looking for. It’s Mrs. Fuller, right?”

Katherine nodded, briefly wrong-footed. But, of course the man knew who she was. Even if he had not seen the recent public broadcast of Eskil’s state funeral, she had been a feature of Party broadcasts for decades. It was easy to forget that she was, in essence, a minor celebrity.

She held out her hand, but instead of kissing it, the young man shook it. She had not expected that.

“Lukah Walzingham,” he said, adding, “I am sorry about your husband’s passing,” which swiftly crushed the mood as savagely as a boot heel stamping on a face. When he saw her expression fall, he added, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have even said anything—”

“No, no, it’s fine.”

They talked over each other for a few moments, until silence reclaimed the library.

“So,” Lukah said, clapping his hands together softly. “What … are you looking for?”

“Well this is going to sound rather bizarre, but information about the Free Nations.”

Lukah pulled a curious expression. It was part surprise, part … something else.

“Hmm,” he said, shaking his head regretfully. “I am afraid there is little enough information here about it.” He gave her an appraising look. “If it is not too presumptuous of me to ask, why do you want to—”

“Just—” She paused, remembering how she had handled Ruskin. “I’m interested…” She pinched the bridge of her nose theatrically, as if confessing to something silly and trivial. “I read about different methods of power generation in the Free Nations and I was keen to learn more.”

“Power generation?” the man asked mildly, doing a very good job of sounding like he believed her. “Yes, a fascinating subject. Let’s see if we can find something about … hm. Power generation.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your…” Katherine started. She had been going to say “work,” but the man did not seem to be doing anything. She was beginning to regret having engaged him. She was mindful of the cruiser outside of Ruskin’s office, the searches on her terminal, the visit from Political Enforcement. They could be very obvious when they wanted to be, but they were also capable of great subtlety. This man might easily have been a plant—though, of course, her visit to the library had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, not telegraphed by any conversations or net searches. Even for the preternatural abilities of the Ministry of Information, to have put a man here, in this very moment, in this precise set of circumstances, seemed like a stretch.

“The Free Nations,” Lukah mused aloud. “It’s a shame most of the material on them is proscribed. It’s an interesting subject.”

“Hm.”

“Some of them old, industrial worlds. Some barely a handful of months old—purchased by wealthy speculators.” He continued into the shelves, murmuring away. “A curious practice, isn’t it?”

“What is?” Katherine asked.

“Purchasing land. Establishing an entire nation. Creating a polity.”

“Truly remarkable.”

“Though, of course, a practice confined to the ultra-wealthy.” Katherine was about to comment on this slightly jarring addendum when he continued, “As a student of political sciences, I find the subject quite fascinating.”

“You study as well?”

“Mm.” The man nodded. “I work here part-time. To pay the rent.”

“I see,” Katherine said, eyes tracing the volumes. “Yes. Truly remarkable.”

“Ah; here we are.”

She had expected to be taken to the engineering section, or civil planning, or some other part of the library containing technical volumes. But they seemed to have moved out of the main part of the library altogether, and into a section full of archival microfiche reels. This place was concealed from view thanks to the interposition of several internal walls, and with her nerves as tightly wound as they were, Katherine began to feel anxious.

“What is this place?” she asked brightly.

“One moment,” Lukah replied. He seemed to be removing an entire block of cardboard folders. Beyond, behind the rack, were two shelves inset into the library wall itself. He eased out a large volume, a thick red hardback that looked quite capable of knocking somebody insensible. Katherine didn’t catch the title of the book; Lukah moved to a desk quite quickly, and set the volume down next to a microfiche reader.

“Mrs. Fuller?”

She dithered for a moment, tempted to simply leave. But Lukah tapped the page, having apparently found something relevant already. “Here,” he said. “Mrs. Fuller.”

Katherine sat down obligingly and read the passage.


When considering the issue of political authority one must take two propositions as given: the first, is that no human being is naturally—that is to say, intrinsically—superior to another; and the second, therefore, is that the best and most proper custodian of the people’s political rights is the people themselves. Thus it is the entire polity in which vests political power; and those who accrue specific, special, executive powers are ultimately answerable and accountable to the people as a whole.



She sat back and looked at him sharply. “That’s not what I meant,” she said quickly. “I meant power generation as in—I meant literal power stations. Energy. Electricity. This is not what I wanted to be shown at all.”

“Ahh,” Lukah said. Still, he did not close the book.

A brief silence passed between them. “I of course do not subscribe to … whatever this is,” Katherine said, gesturing roughly to the book. “You have mistaken me quite completely.”

“I apologise,” Lukah said, unruffled. “I did not mean to offend you. Of course, extracts such as these are antithetical to Pater Aeternus.”

There was another pause. He did not seem to be particularly bothered by the heretical passage; there was no condemnation in his tone. This, surely, was a honeytrap?

“Why did you think I would be interested in it?”

Lukah shrugged. “My sincerest apologies if I have been presumptuous. You mentioned some independent research—knowledge for its own sake, I’m sure. And, like you, I have an interest in these sorts of things as well. Free Nations. Different forms of government, different political philosophies. All very harmless, and entirely academic, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Each wrong in their own way, of course,” he added, looking at her askance as he said it.

“Of course,” Katherine obliged again.

“But in studying the methods and philosophies of our enemies, we can learn how to strengthen the Empire.”

“Well, as I say,” Katherine said. There was something very strange about this man. “I was only interested in learning more about power generation.”

“Might I suggest, then, that you look in the engineering section,” Lukah said with a curious smile. “I do not think there will be much on energy and electricity in the political sciences.”

“Yes, I expect you are right.” She got up to leave.

“If you would like to learn more about this sort of thing, though,” he said, gesturing to the book, “I would be more than happy to talk about it. I don’t get much chance to discuss it with like-minded individuals.”

“Who is to say we are like-minded?”

Lukah held up his hands. “I see I continue to be presumptuous.”

“My loyalty is to Pater Aeternus.”

“As is mine.”

“Good.”

“Good afternoon, then.”

“Yes.”

She left.



Prinz allegedly wasn’t available to meet for the better part of a week, and she spent the time thinking of little except the Free Nations and her meeting with Lukah. She ruminated endlessly on her conversation with the man, thinking on every turn of phrase, every mannerism. The risk that he was some sort of spy from Political Enforcement seemed extremely high, but why would they bother going to the trouble of this subterfuge? They had already sent armed men directly to her house in the dead of night. Why would they now go to the time, effort, and expense of trying to snare her in some subtle trap, when a simple black bag and interrogation would yield better and faster results?

So, who was this “Lukah Walzingham”? Truly just an eager student looking to discuss ideas? Or some sort of seditionist looking to recruit allies? She felt like she should distance herself from him, yet she yearned to unburden herself of her treason. To share her ideas.

IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY.

The headlines of the pamphlet—which she had not yet brought herself to destroy—seemed doubly resonant when considered against the extract Lukah had shown her. The best and most proper custodian of the people’s political rights is the people themselves. Her paranoia, a finely honed thing, was being eroded by this fresh fixation.

She hassled Ruskin for the contact details of a banker, though he was unresponsive, and a surprise visit to his office achieved little; she had been intercepted by a secretary and asked to leave. Her household terminal, too, became less useful. Whereas before she had been able to find a few morsels of information, now it was a desert. If she wanted to find anything other than the most basic packages of Party-approved information, the viewing speeds were glacial. There was no doubt in her mind that her net access was being deliberately throttled. If she wanted to know more, she was going to have to travel back to the library.



“Who are you? Really?”

“Mrs. Fuller,” Lukah said, reclining in the chair with a smile. “What can I help you with? Some information on Eva Island? The national power grid?”

It was a cold morning several days after her first trip to the library, and she had found him sitting in precisely the same place as before.

As though he had been waiting for her.

“Who are you?”

“Lukah Walzingham. I’m a student at the Univ—”

“Don’t give me that. Who do you work for? The Inspektorate? PE? Who?”

He affected confusion. “Madam, I do not know—”

“Stop it. I’m not in the mood.” She moved forward and sat next to him, speaking quietly. “Why did you show me that passage? That was not an accident and do not pretend it was. I’m not an idiot.”

The man’s expression turned serious. He considered matters for a moment. “I do not work for Pater Aeternus,” he said. “I was not lying to you; I do take a keen interest in these matters.”

“You knew that my husband had died.”

“I did.”

“You know, then, that I stand to inherit an enormous sum of money.”

Lukah, again, regarded her for a few moments of silence. Gone was the babe-in-the-woods shtick; now he looked cold, calculating.

“I did not know.”

“But you deduced it. ‘It is a practice confined to the ultra-wealthy.’ That’s what you said the other day.”

He inclined his head. “I deduced it.”

“Do you want to know precisely how much?”

Instead of affecting nonchalance, he simply said, “Yes.”

“One hundred and seventy-eight billion Decurii.”

There was another silence. Katherine would say one thing for Lukah Walzingham: he had a very good poker face.

“That is a very large sum of money,” he said eventually.

“Enough to purchase settlement rights? To a planet?”

“More than enough.”

Katherine stood. “I’m going to speak to Political Enforcement about this.”

“I don’t think you are.”

“Walzingham, was it? With a z?” She turned, and yelped as he grabbed her arm.

“Wait,” he hissed.

“Get off me, damn you,” she snarled, yanking her arm free.

“Okay. Okay. Please; wait.” He held out his hands in placation. “You are right. I saw that your husband died. I knew that you would stand to inherit a very large sum of money. I am a student, and I do study political science. You can check on the admissions register, you will see my name and picture there.”

Katherine said nothing. She did not move towards the exit, but she did not sit down either.

“I didn’t know that you would be here, but I guessed that you might visit.”

“Another one of your deductions?”

“Nothing more sinister. The practice is more common than you think amongst the Party élite. I deduced that you would be interested in learning more.”

“Why would I not just research it on my terminal?”

“I’ll wager you’re struggling to access anything from your private terminal at the moment.”

“How could you have known that?”

“Because I know how Pater Aeternus operates.”

“You are very well informed.”

He gestured to the library around him. “I’m a voracious reader.”

Katherine paused. “Wait a minute,” she said. Something had come unjammed in the back of her mind. She leant forward, and closely, carefully examined his face. Then she let out a little, incredulous noise. “I know you. You’re that … bathroom attendant. You were at my husband’s funeral.”

He let out a brief, uncomfortable laugh, but said nothing.

She squinted at him. “I’m right, aren’t I? It was you. Who the hell are you, really? Have you been following me all this time?”

“All right. Okay. All right. It was me.” He shrugged. “So I clean bathrooms every now and then. There’s an agency for casual work. I need money like everyone else. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

“You’re not seriously telling me this is all a coincidence.”

He sighed. “That was a coincidence. This is not. I—Listen. I saw you in the bathroom. Your husband had just died. I overheard Councillor General Morozov talking to you about settlement rights. It all just … I just felt like with my interests, the situation, everything just felt … it was just something I felt I had to pursue. You were—and remain!—understandably very sad. Perhaps at breaking point? And you are going to inherit this vast estate. I just wanted to run into you. To have a conversation.”

“So you’ve been stalking me? Is that it?”

Lukah chuckled uneasily. “Ms. Fuller, please. I know how it all must seem. But I assure you it’s nothing sinister. I have misstepped—overstepped. There’s no question of that. But people like me, we have so few opportunities to do anything like this.”

“Anything like what? I haven’t done anything at all.”

Lukah lapsed to silence.

Katherine thought a moment. “Precisely three people have spoken to me on this subject. One was Councillor General Morozov; one was a ghastly prick from PE. And the third is you. What am I to make of that?”

Lukah regarded her for a moment. She could almost see the workings of his brain, calculating what to say next, trying to work out the magical sequence of expressions, noises and words that would ingratiate him to her. “If I truly worked for PE as you fear, I already have enough to hang you on.”

“Nonsense,” Katherine snapped, though it was not nonsense, and both of them knew it.

“I do take an interest in the Free Nations. A keen interest. A keen academic interest. But I am…” He cast his eyes about. “… keener to examine the practicalities of the field. I believe—I hope—you and I can help one another.”

Katherine considered matters for another long moment. Then, eventually, she shook her head. “No. No, I don’t think so.”

“Wait,” he called, but she was already moving back through the library. “Mrs. Fuller, please. Let me help you. You will need an introduction to a broker.”

“My husband’s fiduciary has put me in touch with a broker,” she replied tersely.

“Which broker?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Some are charlatans! They have never even been to the Colonial Brokerage,” Walzingham said. Gone was his cold, calm demeanour. There was desperation in his voice now. Here was a man who had fired first in a duel and missed. “They call themselves brokers, but there’s an official list at Dalgaard Square.”

Katherine once again paused. They were back in the main body of the library now, visible to anyone who cared to look.

“Mrs. Fuller, please,” Lukah continued, slightly out of breath. He said, in a very low voice, “we are being recorded here.”

She shrugged. “I’ve done nothing illegal.”

“Mrs. Fuller, I beg you. Please let me help.” He spoke quickly now. “The brokerage is not well known or well advertised. It is a small private buyers’ market. For Imperial citizens, it is only accessible in person, though it is run by UFN officials remotely since anyone in the galaxy is technically entitled to bid.”

Katherine’s lip curled. The man’s desperation was certainly not manufactured. And he clearly knew what he was talking about. “Go on,” she said, against her better judgement.

Walzingham relaxed ever so slightly; spoke a little more slowly. “They have an auction every week on Rausday morning. Plots of unincorporated land are sold to the highest bidders. There is a register kept with the UFN—”

“The UFN?”

“The Union of Free Nations. It is their representative body, responsible for maintaining a register of land ownership, recognising statehood, et cetera.”

Katherine’s brow furrowed. “The Empire allows this? Allows its people to partake in this?”

“Yes. But it is cost-prohibitive. Only its wealthiest can even begin to afford it. Which almost always means senior Party members.”

“But why would senior Party members want to buy colonial land?”

“Why indeed?”

Katherine shook her head. She looked over to the exit, but already she knew she wasn’t going to leave. Lukah seemed to sense this too. He gestured back to the microfiche archive; reluctantly she followed him, and sat at the reading desk. She waited whilst he bustled off, and a moment later returned with a portable music player. He switched it on, and a rousing, Party-approved overture began to play—loud enough to frustrate any listening devices without annoying the library’s other occupants.

“Speak quietly,” he mouthed to her, pointing to the ceiling. She composed her thoughts, still unsure whether to confide in the man. But he was right; if he was some kind of Party plant, she had already given him more than enough for a black bag. “So I turn up at the brokerage and, what, just sit there and bid?” she asked. She had to lean forward so that he could hear her.

Lukah nodded. “Yes.”

“And then what happens?”

He had calmed down, now that he had her ear. “A great many things. It is a very long, complex, and costly process, involving a huge burden of administration. It is deliberately difficult, for reasons which I’m sure you can appreciate. They do not want anyone just staking a claim on the ground and setting up rogue states.”

“And what kind of states are there, then?” Katherine asked, her hostility yielding entirely to curiosity. This was not Morozov, nor Ruskin. Here was someone who gave her answers, and freely. It was as much a reason to be wary of him as anything else; but for now, after a lifetime of both willing and unwilling ignorance, she sought out the information like an addict. “Free Nations. Colonies, countries, whatever they are called. What do all of these exceptionally wealthy people across the galaxy do?”

“Well, what you have to remember is that not all of the Free Nations were established in this way. Some grew organically; some are very old human colonies that were simply never part of Pater Aeternus.” Katherine balked at this outright heresy, spoken with such nonchalance. “Some were founded by collections of refugees, or political exiles. Only a very small handful are purchased by solitary, wealthy individuals. And, as I say, it is not simply a question of buying the land. The ongoing expense is exorbitant.”

“Why?”

“Well, for one thing, a nation requires people. Citizens. Citizens to do all the things that are required to set up and sustain a country. Politicians, judges, lawyers, doctors, engineers, bankers and farmers and policemen and workers—thousands of workers. Millions of them, if you do not have a sophisticated and automated manufacturing base. And getting all of these people there requires money. Interstellar travel is ferociously expensive. One hundred and seventy-eight billion is a staggering sum of money, but in this context, you will be frightened at how quickly you burn through it.”

She sat in silence for a moment, ruminating. What to do? Bring this man into her confidence? Or cut him loose now, whilst she still possessed a fig leaf of innocence—however preposterously flimsy? Both courses seemed to pose unacceptable risks.

Lukah sat forward. “How about this,” he continued. She could see his carotid artery pulsing as he struggled to keep his emotions level. “These matters are something of a speciality of mine. Why don’t you let me advise you? There is no need to look at the books here; withdrawals are all monitored and the last thing you want is Party officials slowing the process down—or worse.”

Katherine regarded him for a long moment. “You realise the risks?”

He shrugged. “What risks? We are just two private citizens investigating a perfectly legal matter.”

She quirked an eyebrow. “Indeed.” She reached into her purse and took out her comm punchcard. “You can contact me on this line.”

Lukah took the card quickly and pocketed it. “I look forward to seeing you again, Mrs. Fuller.”

“Do not make me regret this,” she said, leaving.

He muttered something once her back was turned, but she didn’t quite catch it.



After another week of no messages from anybody, she took the autocruiser to Kaspar Timeo Island late one afternoon. Rather than wait for Fiduciary Ruskin to do anything, she would simply doorstop the broker, Prinz, herself.

The autocruiser deposited her on the street in the fading light, and she hurried over to the brokerage. Already she could see the man leaving by the double front doors, head bent low into the haze of frigid drizzle.

“Mr. Prinz,” she called out, catching up to him. She could tell immediately that he was not happy to be stopped on the street.

“Ah, Mrs. Fuller,” he said. He slowed to an awkward pace; he had not wanted to break his stride, but at the same time protocol demanded that he not be overtly rude to her.

“Mr. Prinz,” Katherine said. “I was expecting to meet with you to discuss certain investment projects.”

Prinz smiled awkwardly. “Yes. I was looking forward to our meeting. You shall have to forgive me, I have been overtaken by events recently.”

“Where are you going now?” Katherine asked. She would not be put off. “Perhaps I could join you?”

Prinz was trapped. It was barely an hour from the end of the working day, and he had clearly been heading home. He tried and failed to come up with an excuse, and ended up pulling out a handkerchief and pretending to cough into it and blow his nose. Katherine waited patiently for this bizarre charade to conclude.

“Yes. It is late, Mrs. Fuller, perhaps we could speak tomorrow?”

Katherine gestured back to Prinz’s office. “I’m afraid tomorrow is no good for me. Why don’t we make our way back to your office now? There is still an hour left in the working day.”

Prinz checked the time. “Ah, so there is,” he said. He seemed to deflate. “All right. But I must be brief.”

“That is quite all right, Mr. Prinz. I need very little of your time.”

Five minutes later they were sitting in Prinz’s office. It could just as easily have been Ruskin’s office; it had the same plush leather armchairs, the same enormous wooden desk, the same limited-network Party-approved terminal. The only concession to ornament was a large painting of Leonis, a massive blue, green, and grey orb rendered in oils and enshrined in a large gilt frame.

“Did Mr. Ruskin tell you anything about my situation?”

Prinz inclined his head. He looked extremely uncomfortable.

“He told me that you stood to inherit a great deal of money from the late Mr. Fuller—and I was sorry to hear of his passing,” he added. Katherine nodded patiently. “And that you were considering making a bid on a parcel of unincorporated extraImperial land.”

“That is the long and short of it, yes. I was told that I needed a broker, and that you could help me.”

Immediately she could tell that Prinz was going to refuse. He looked apologetic, resigned, as if he were very sorry indeed but that it was all out of his hands.

“Yes. Normally I do deal in the purchasing of these land parcels. Unfortunately, the market is very slow at the moment. We are not seeing any movement and have not done for a long time. It is something to do with the UFN and the way they regulate the sale of these lands. I’m afraid there’s very little I can do.”

Katherine sat back, her lips pursed. “That is very unfortunate.”

Prinz cleared his throat. “It is indeed, Mrs. Fuller. But I shall be sure to keep you informed if matters change.”

“Perhaps I shall attend the next auction anyway. Just to see what it’s like. I can’t imagine there will be a problem?”

Prinz smiled apologetically. “I do not think that will be possible.”

“Why not?”

Prinz made to stand. “I’m afraid I really must go now. I will be in touch, as I say, should there be any movement.”

Katherine found herself being gently propelled out of his office by a hand in the small of her back. Prinz was sweating. She could tell that this was a part he was not used to having to play.

“Thank you,” she said, manoeuvring out of his reach. “I shall be sure to inform my good friend Mr. Morozov of your assistance.”

She had expected that mentioning of him would frighten Prinz, but he gave her an apologetic, slightly embarrassed look, as he easily deflected the threat.

“Oh, I am in close contact with the Councillor General,” he said. “I should be glad to inform him of our conversation myself.”

And with that, Katherine left, confused and humiliated.



The autocruiser took her back down the Kaspar Timeo Air Lane. To her left, the ministries of the Central Government District rose enormously into the air. Ahead, the spaceport and industrial zones competed for the prize of largest and flattest paved area.

She frowned as the autocruiser continued to follow the line of the Mariasole rather than cutting west once it had passed the government exclusion zone. The Isolda Magro District started to recede in the rear left of the autocruiser’s field of view.

She looked forward at the map terminal. The destination was still listed as the residence, but for some reason the autocruiser was deviating from it.

“Computer, take me home,” she said.

“Destination: home, confirmed.”

The autocruiser did not deviate from its course. Katherine felt the very first stirrings of unease.

Surely not into the Mariasole. The exact same issue in a completely different autocruiser?

“Computer, are you taking the WAD?”

“Negative.”

Katherine began to sweat. She looked out the window. The ground looked so very far away. Easily ten seconds of freefall. Ahead, perhaps a kilometre or two, traffic on the Western Air Distributor clogged the sky.

“Com—”

She shrieked as the autocruiser dropped sharply. Her purse hit the ceiling. Her heart jackhammered as she clutched at the interior.

“Father Eternal, please no,” she breathed, and then she screamed as the autocruiser dipped again. This time it was so nose-down as to be vertical.

For a moment, the windshield afforded her a view of the Mariasole. The water looked so dark and cold it was practically black, like a huge vein of ink running through the city. She had no time think about anything as the cruiser dropped out of the sky like a stone. Everything was happening so quickly. She had been a fool to think she could succeed, that she could poke and prod at the hornet’s nest with impunity. Pater Aeternus expended lives like water from a tap, constantly and unthinkingly. To think that she had been different!

She screamed. Would the impact kill her, or would she drown? She had never been so frightened in her life. She would abandon it all, she would live a life of quiet hermitage, if it meant being safe from this terror. She made frantic bargains with gods she didn’t believe in—gods which were illegal to believe in—anything to be spared this gut-loosening, toe-curling plunge.

Then the autocruiser terminal crackled and fuzzed, and emitted a stream of electronic gibberish.

The descent was arrested. It levelled out. An emergency channel opened to the Western Air Distributor ATC.

“Ma’am? Are you all right?”

Katherine peered around to see that a controller’s face had appeared on the screen.

“What’s going on?” she asked hoarsely. She felt sick—was sick, a moment later.

“I’m going to remotely guide you to an emergency pad,” the controller said. “Hold on.”

The autocruiser banked sharply to the left and swooped down into the low-income residential district which was sandwiched between the spaceport and Central City North. The autocruiser put down on a floating emergency pad in the Mariasole, and Katherine kicked the door open and spilled out onto the platform.

Then, shaking and weeping in the frigid evening air, she waited for the emergency crew to arrive.



She did not get home until much later that night, cold, exhausted, fearful, and incandescent with rage. The staff coalesced around her: Yesper with a stiff drink, the housekeeper with her matronly sympathy, the other members of staff ensuring a totally frictionless experience, physically and mentally, from the cruiser to the kitchen, the bathroom, and finally to bed.

There, she seethed.

There was no doubt in her mind it had been deliberate. Not a malfunction; a warning. A reminder. It was not just the fact that they had—very effectively—instilled a visceral sense of terror in her. It was the fact that they could do it at all. That they were so secure, so comfortable, that their malevolence was so forthcoming and readily accessible, that they could undertake such actions without a second thought. That she was just a toy, a plaything, someone to be spooked, a child to be warned.

She was angry at Pater Aeternus, but she was also angry at herself, and hot with self-loathing. “How many other people within the Empire have suffered similar indignities?” she asked Yesper after he had arrived with a nightcap. “How many others have been forced to endure such horror? So wantonly and casually inflicted?”

“A great many, I should think,” he said carefully. Like everybody else in the residence—in the Empire—her butler was used to curating his speech, his thoughts, and evidently could not quite bring himself to reciprocate her candour.

She exhaled bitterly. “I did not even come to physical harm. There are plenty who have suffered worse.”

“I daresay you are right, ma’am.”

She examined him. He was a tall, pale, diffident man with a slight stoop, balding prematurely. He had been a constant in the residence for as long as she had lived there, like everything else inherited, rather than moved in. It was only now that she was beginning to question what had happened to the previous director of Lamprey.

“You can speak candidly with me, Yesper,” she said. “It’s all right.”

The butler inclined his head. “Thank you, ma’am, but I should not like to get into the habit of it. I might slip up in the course of casual conversation. But—” he added, seeing her crestfallen expression, “for what it is worth, I do agree with you. About … matters generally.”

She chewed the middle knuckle of her index finger, thinking. “The question I ask myself all the time is whether I knew. Whether I truly knew.”

“Knew what, ma’am?”

She wiped her eyes furiously. “Just…” But she did not want to say. Yesper had reminded her once again of the risk of surveillance. It was impossible to know how well the residence was monitored. Eskil had had the place swept for bugs frequently, but who was to say that those doing the sweeping were not simply lying? Or planting more?

“I have never questioned my life,” she said quietly. “I have never questioned where the opulence comes from. The comfort, the luxury, the privilege. I have never questioned what it is all bought with, because it has never suited me to question it.”

“I hardly think you are alone in that, ma’am,” Yesper replied, equally quietly.

“But I’m worried that part of me did know. The whole time. I did know, and I did nothing.”

“What could you have done?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Something. There must have been something.”

“Well,” Yesper said after a few moments, though he did not elaborate.

“It’s not too late for me to change, is it? Or do you think I am as bad as the rest of them?”

“I am certainly not an expert in these matters, ma’am, but that you are even asking the question seems to me to be a good sign.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said. She pressed her fingers to her temples, suddenly overcome with guilt. In speaking this way, in inviting the man to engage with her, to reveal his own thoughts on the subject—however discreetly—she had put him in an impossible situation. “You may leave me, now,” she said quickly, as though he might burn himself if he remained any longer. “Please, it is late; sleep. I shall see you in the morning.”

“Yes. Right,” he replied, suddenly and uncharacteristically flustered. “Yes. Good night, ma’am.”

“Good night. And thank you.”

After he was gone, she moved quickly, agitatedly, through the residence and up to the study. There she pulled up the carpet and boards and opened the strongbox. She needed to see her anger and fear codified, needed to read the mantra, needed to remind herself that there were people out there who shared her hatred and desire for change.

She pulled out the foam insert and the pistol with it.

She checked the box again.

She checked the underside of the insert, and then the lid of the strongbox, and then, frantically, the underfloor cavity itself, under the carpet, and then the entire study, pulling it apart until her hands were chafed and bleeding.

But there was no question about it.

The residence had been searched.

The pamphlet was gone.







7
A LIVER MALFORMATION



In spite of himself, Cyprian could think of little else except Gallego’s threat. That little Information Ministry weasel had crawled under the skin of his brain and nestled there. The fact that he was thinking about it at all annoyed him more than the threat and its implication.

He was still thinking about it several days later, as his grey Inspektorate cruiser soared above Kada Gamar. Cold drizzle pattered against the windshield and his breath fogged the air. He idly scrolled through the onboard computer terminal, pretending to occupy himself so that he didn’t have to speak to Lang, who sat next to him, bored.

Below them, the snowcapped roofs of the residential district in which Cyprian lived fluttered past. The district itself was south and west of Serpentine Way, in the shadow of the Ministry of Interplanetary Logistics. It was many hectares of high-density housing, enormous dark grey high-rises that rose into the clouds like knives into a belly. There were hundreds of them, arranged in perfect grids—the hallmark of orbital metropolitan sculpting.

It was not a particularly nice place to live, though it should have been. Imperial society, and specifically Leonian society, traded on the great fallacy that the harder its citizens worked, the greater the rewards. Everyone was entitled to subsistence commensurate with their classification, and in theory, Class I citizens—which inspektors were—should have received a decent apartment, unlimited food and drink rations, and job security.

The problem was, Cyprian was not a Class I citizen—or rather, he was, but only technically.

“What a dump,” Lang said, looking out the window at the high-rises as they appeared in gaps in the low ceiling of cloud. “You live there?”

Cyprian looked sharply at his junior. “Yes, I live there. What’s the problem?”

Lang regarded the district as one might regard mouldy fruit.

“Looks like a mono district.”

Monos. Class II citizens. They went by many names, but monos was the most common and pejorative. Class II citizens were those who fulfilled specific functions in society, often doing the jobs that many Free Nations would have automated with robotics, and enjoyed basic subsistence and very few rights.

“It is,” Cyprian said.

“Are you a mono? I heard some of the guys in the Inspektorate talking about it.”

“Just watch your mouth,” Cyprian snapped, but he didn’t have the energy to sustain his anger. He pushed the terminal away and it swivelled back into the dashboard.

“It doesn’t bother me,” Lang said mildly. “Everybody has their place. Even unproductives.” He shrugged. “It’s not like you’re a proper mono, anyway.”

Cyprian was at a loss for words. That Lang felt so comfortable bringing up such a taboo subject spoke of incredible arrogance or incredible stupidity. Or, knowing Lang, likely some combination of the two.

“I’m not a mono,” Cyprian said, though the truth was he was a mono, in all but name. Members of the Inspektorate had to be ranked as Class I, but somewhere in the records vaults of the Interior Ministry was his file with a little black mark against his name. It had happened years before, during an enormous Ministry of Information dragnet that had purged, killed, evicted, and demoted hundreds of Party members and Class Is to head off an attempted coup led by the then–Interior Minister Elchin Garcia. Cyprian, by blind luck or administrative oversight, had been one of several dozen inspektors in the Serious Crimes Bureau who’d been busted down a class rather than outright killed. That should have been the end of it; but thanks to information siloing, interdepartmental bickering, pointless retroactive criminalisation, or all or none of them, a few months later they’d taken his children away for re-education and revoked his licence to marry. A few months after that they’d relocated him and his wife to the Serpentine residential district, where she had promptly killed herself. Cyprian wished he had just stepped off the roof in her wake.

“Huh” was all Lang said.

Cyprian didn’t know how he felt about the man’s indifference, but it was a refreshing break from the reactions of his other colleagues, who had swiftly turned him into a pariah. But that was the way of things in Pater Aeternus. Conformity was king.

They flew on. The Inspektorate headquarters came into view, sandwiched between the grey waters of the Mariasole and the low grey banks of cloud. Either side of it, curtains of drizzle soaked the city in cold wet, melting the snowfall.

“Where do you live?” Cyprian asked, and hated himself for asking.

“Isolda Magro,” Lang said, as though it were obvious.

Cyprian nodded, turning away so that Lang could not see him flushing with resentment.



The working day passed slowly. Cyprian was part of the Serious Crimes Bureau, and within that, largely dealt with homicides. But winter was slow for untimely deaths in Kada Gamar. A couple of case files were closed on murders which turned out to be sanctioned political killings. He deprioritised a third which he suspected was another. By the time the night shift was arriving, Cyprian had managed to pass another unproductive day doing very little at all. That was what his life felt like these days: existence.

The lights were out, the blinds were closed, and three slugs of brandy down, his hand was tracing the lines of his service pistol again—when the door was thrown open.

“Father Eternal,” he snapped, dropping his flask.

“We have an ID,” Lang said without preamble. “Come on.”

Cyprian pressed himself out of his chair and followed Lang back through the Inspektorate corridors to the nearest elevator. He knew better than to talk about it until they were somewhere more private.

The elevator rattled and shuddered down the shaft, as old and tired as anything else in the HQ. At the bottom, they exited and made their way to the morgue, where the cadaver technician was waiting, surrounded by grubby, boxy consoles clad in disposable plastic screens.

“Forty-year-old male, white, tags removed, covered in bruises, severely decomposed, no teeth, no fingers,” the technician said from behind his mask.

“That’s the one,” Cyprian said, aware how his breath smelt.

The technician cocked his head to the stainless-steel table next to the slab, where the body’s organs lay, bleached by the outflow chemicals and lacking in all vitality.

“Nothing remarkable at all, aside from the fact that this was obviously a murder,” the technician added jovially. “In other circumstances this man would have been almost impossible to identify. Truly. I don’t think we would have ever found out who this was.”

“But you have an ID?” Cyprian asked.

The technician’s cheeks bunched up behind his mask from where he smiled.

“Here.” He pointed a finger sheathed in blue rubber at a mass of organic tissue, which Cyprian recognised as a liver, though it was horribly discoloured.

“Yes?” Cyprian had long ago learned to indulge the technicians. Their jobs were unpleasant and mostly thankless, and successes such as these were rare.

“These lines are what we call Pánfilo’s disorder,” he said, indicating a pattern of spider-leg-thin lines on the surface of the liver, which Cyprian would probably have thought of as blood vessels. “It’s a childhood disease which produces a very specific set of nonlethal symptoms. I have never come across a case. It is exceptionally rare.”

“Exceptionally rare are words that I like to hear,” Cyprian said.

“Indeed.” The technician left the liver and went over to the terminal. He began to stab at the protective plastic screen with his fingers. “Using the man’s age—even an approximate age would have been sufficient—and examining medical records from the relevant time period, I have absolutely no doubt in my mind that this is…” He pulled the screen towards them. “Verner Briseis.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Am I supposed to know who that is?” Cyprian asked.

The technician deflated, but Lang came to his rescue. “Briseis as in, the chief engineer for the Leonis hypersled team?”

The technician brightened. “Precisely.”

Cyprian frowned. “Why was he murdered?”

The technician stabbed his index finger into the terminal’s off button, and the screens clicked to black. “I believe finding that out it is your job, Inspektor.”

Cyprian snorted, and thumped the technician on the shoulder. He pointed to the screen. “Excellent work. Thank you.”



He took Lang outside of the Inspektorate for a walk. It was not a popular suggestion, given the cold and drizzle, which was rapidly turning into sleet, but Cyprian didn’t want to be recorded.

In front of them, the enormous Ministry of the Interior reared into the sky like a fortress of black marble.

“Come on,” he said, pulling up the collar of his trench coat about his ears. “I know a café where we can talk.”

“Why can’t we talk in your office? It’s fucking freezing,” Lang complained, but Cyprian ignored him.

They made their way down a road that ran parallel to the Emperor Leon Commemorative Highway to the waterfront. Here, to the southeast of the Central Government District, there was little to see. The embankment of the Mariasole was preceded by a long stretch of rain-glossed flagstones, which in the summer was a popular promenade between the Milorad and Metzen Bridges. Now, thanks to the foul weather, it was as deserted as the industrial district.

“What’s your plan?” Cyprian asked Lang, once he was sure they were outside the range of the eyes and ears of both the Inspektorate headquarters and the Ministry of the Interior.

“Start questioning the Leonis racing team, I should think,” Lang said.

Cyprian shook his head. “I mean your career. What do you want to achieve?”

“Oh.” Lang shrugged. “Prime Inspektor. Party membership—no, senior Party membership.” He looked hard at Cyprian, daring him to make a challenge, or mock him. “I make no bones about it.”

“I believe you,” Cyprian said sincerely. “You know my reputation?” When he caught his junior’s expression, he added, “It’s fine. I know what everybody says about me.”

Lang nodded tightly. “You are not a popular man,” he said.

“I am not a popular man,” he agreed. “Do you know why?”

Lang waved him off. He patted his pockets. “Do you have a cigarette?”

Cyprian cocked an eyebrow, but obliged, and soon the two of them were both smoking.

“Rumours.”

“The rumours are likely to be true,” Cyprian said.

“I do not engage in the discussions. It is disrespectful.”

“You literally asked me this morning if I was a Class II.”

“I said I did not engage in the discussions. Hearing something, and engaging with it, are two different things.”

Cyprian looked at his junior askance. The funny thing was, he actually believed him.

He took in a deep lungful of smoke, willing it to corrupt his lungs, metastasise into cancer, and kill him. “This case is not a good one for your career.”

“What do you mean?”

Cyprian gestured expansively to the Mariasole. To Kada Gamar. “There is … a way of doing things here. This matter has already attracted attention from some senior Party members. Sometimes it is better to let it lie. Let our betters disagree amongst themselves about how best to … deal with a certain issue.”

Cyprian wasn’t even sure he knew what he had said. Lang’s brow was furrowed in concentration.

“Senior Party members are unified,” Lang said. “There is no disagreement within Pater Aeternus.”

Cyprian managed to turn his laugh into a cough. Lang was a strange creature, young and naïve, but also capable of great viciousness. He wasn’t sure why he was trying to protect the man. But he wasn’t, not really. He was trying to protect himself. Cyprian saw this case as nothing but trouble, but Lang … The last thing Cyprian needed was for Lang to drag him into someone’s political beef. He knew from personal experience how rancid that could be.

“Listen to me, carefully. Succeeding in the Inspektorate is knowing when to look into something, and when to shut up. You want to end up Party? Then learn from my mistake.”

“I don’t understand.”

Cyprian sighed. “I am going to be honest with you now, so listen to me. I know that you look at this case, this murder, and you see … opportunity. Progression. A chance to make a name. Verner Briseis was obviously an important man—a well-known man. You are going to want to take the initiative, and that is commendable. But listen to me. I have to report this murder to some very important people. Some very powerful people. And I have a very strong hunch that they are going to tell me to close the file. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

“No,” Lang said, in a tone of voice that suggested he was very unhappy about these developments indeed.

By now they had walked all the way up to the embankment. Cyprian flicked the butt of his cigarette into the Mariasole.

“Just trust me on this one, all right?” He let out another expansive sigh, which came out as an enormous cloud of vapour. “I had a reputation once. I was a diligent and talented investigator. Look where it got me.” He shook his head. “It never pays to be too far ahead of the pack. Never pays to have your head too far above the parapet. There’s a cardinal rule in the Inspektorate, and I learnt it the hard way.”

“And what’s that?”

“It’s better to have no reputation at all.” He checked the time. The working day was over. “Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.”



Later that night, he thumbed Gallego’s punchcard into his terminal. The young Ministry of Information operative appeared almost immediately, his Political Enforcement uniform as clean and sharply pressed as if he had just taken it off the rack.

“Reis,” Gallego said, his young features creasing in contempt. Cyprian realised he would take ten Langs over this asshole.

“We have an ID.”

“Don’t say it!” Gallego snapped, and Cyprian endured a spasm of irritation.

“What do you think this is, amateur hour?”

Gallego pursed his lips. “Someone will come and meet you at your apartment.”

“Someone more important than you, very sensible.”

“Cute. Remember we’ve got your kids, Cyprian.” He winked, and terminated the feed.

Cyprian was able to contain his anger for about three seconds, before he punched his fist through the terminal screen.



He was asleep when they came. It was a tired old tactic, a reminder that they could come and go as they pleased.

Cyprian awoke to find a ghoulish man looming at the end of his bed. Even after decades working for the Inspektorate, such theatrics still frightened him. There was something almost supernatural about it, especially in the small hours of the morning.

He didn’t even reach for his pistol. After the initial burst of adrenaline had subsided, he sat up, feeling fat and shabby and unimpressive.

Droor regarded him with something approaching contempt. “Come. Let’s speak in your living room.”

Cyprian waited until the Minister of Information had left before snatching up his shirt from the floor, and his trousers. As an afterthought, he pulled on his socks; for some reason, being barefoot seemed unacceptable.

He looked at himself in the bedroom mirror, side-lit as he was by the gloomy billboards in the Serpentine District: milk-pale skin, his unkempt hair such a light shade of blonde it was almost white. Stubble marked his chin, and his unbuttoned shirt revealed a chest and large belly thickly matted with hair. Father Eternal, he was a mess.

He stumbled into the lounge, somewhere in the grey area between drunk and hungover, half hoping he would see a team of armed Political Enforcement operators ready to gun him down. But there was just Droor. Always just Droor.

“Sit down,” Droor said.

Cyprian sat down. “Don’t talk to me about my children,” he said tiredly. “I know about my children.”

Droor’s mouth quirked into a faint smile. “Good. I find threatening people becomes so dull after a while.”

“Verner Briseis,” Cyprian said. “The body we found.” He gestured half-heartedly to Droor. “Though I suspect you already knew that.”

Droor didn’t react at all. His expression was utterly inscrutable. A long silence stretched between the two men.

Eventually Droor stood up. With his freakishly tall, thin frame draped in his long black trench coat, he put Cyprian in mind of a vampire. He went to the nearest window. Several kilometres to the north, through gaps in the buildings, one could just about make out the Gethin Vasuda Victory Boulevard.

“Tell me how you found the body.”

“It was reported on the emergency line.”

“By who?”

Cyprian paused. All of this information was a matter of Inspektorate record, which he was certain the Ministry of Information would have been able to pull.

“Some guy, I don’t know,” Cyprian said. “He worked in the industrial zone. A Class II. Cratehauler.”

“How unfortunate for the poor man,” Droor said, not a hint of sympathy to be found in his words.

“Hm.”

There was another silence.

“Tell me who knows about the investigation.”

Cyprian paused. Droor half turned away from the window. “Well?”

“Myself. My junior, William Lang. The Prime Inspektor, Veselin Reed. The morgue technician, I don’t know his name.” He shrugged. “Anybody else who has access to the file.”

“Who else has access to the file?”

“In theory, no one. In practice…” This was Pater Aeternus. What the hell did he expect?

Droor nodded, turned back to the window. Eventually, he said, “The file is to be closed. It is the first thing you will do tomorrow morning.”

“I can’t close an unsolved case file,” Cyprian said, surprising even himself, for the conversation had only ever been leading to this point. It also happened to be complete nonsense.

Droor turned to him, and quirked an eyebrow. “The case has been solved,” he said firmly.

Cyprian opened his mouth, and then closed it again. Why was he even arguing this?

“Briseis was a public figure. If this leaks—”

“It will not.”

“How can I be sure?”

“Do you know who I am?”

Cyprian ground his teeth. “What shall I tell Reed? If he asks? What if they kick it upstairs to the Ministry?”

“Then you tell me immediately.” Droor rubbed his chin thoughtfully for a moment. “You are an intelligent man, Cyprian Reis. I don’t think you need me to spell out the consequences of noncompliance.”

“No, but ultimately I report to the Interior,” Cyprian said, his anger overwhelming his good sense for a moment. That was the story of his life. “I cannot refuse a direct order.”

“I’m not telling you to refuse anything. What I am doing is telling you to inform me if anybody takes an interest in this matter. Here.” He pulled a punchcard out of his wallet, one that was black and completely unmarked. Cyprian took it, and with nowhere to put it, held it in his hand.

“I don’t want to see Gallego ever again.”

“I’m afraid that’s unlikely.”

Cyprian gritted his teeth once more. “I’m not happy about this.”

“I could have you killed?”

“I would welcome it.”

“I doubt that,” Droor said. “On a separate note, I am informed that your son and daughter’s re-education is progressing nicely. They could even be ready—or made ready—for an expedited release.”

Cyprian’s hands bunched into fists. Wild, insane thoughts of killing Droor filled his head. He wondered whether he could strangle the life out of the man before his soldiers could kick the door in and shoot him dead. Crushing a windpipe didn’t take very long if you knew what you were doing.

“Mr. Reis?”

“Hm? What?”

“I said, I can restore the trajectory of your career. Reinstate the spirit of your Class I citizenship, if not the letter. I reward those who are useful to me.”

“And punish those who are not?”

“Just so.”

Cyprian shrugged helplessly. “I will close the file tomorrow.”

“Good man,” Droor said. He turned away from the window and swept towards the exit. “Remember: if anybody comes asking, you tell me.”

He didn’t wait for an answer.
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UNPRODUCTIVE



After every race came a long period of meetings, debriefs, reviews, and windings-down. The race was analysed in minute detail. Every aspect of it was pored over by the engineering teams, assisted by their terminals. These hypersled computers were amongst the most advanced Julian had seen within the bounds of the Decurion Empire. When he had first arrived on Leonis, he’d been shocked by the lack of technology, which Raf had explained to him was a security issue—low, un-networked tech was practically impossible to crack. But their bulky, outdated terminals and punchcard comms could not provide the detailed telemetry required to properly analyse a sport as fast and technically demanding as hypersledding.

Not only was there this heavy mental load to take on, but there were plenty of physical demands as well. The Toshiko underwent a rigorous post-race schedule of maintenance, and once that was complete, the hypersled had to be stripped down and prepared for transport. Then it was on to the next location, where a further round of unpacking and maintenance checks took place, and then more visualising, rehearsing, practising, over and over again until the season was done with.

All of this was difficult enough without the threat of being outed.

It wasn’t until five days after his exchange with Iakob Valéria on Pavol Island Speedway that Julian found himself back in his penthouse apartment. There had been a time, in the first couple of weeks following his transfer to Team Leonis, when he would have had a few drinks, and then swaggered into Central City North to bask in the adoration of the punters there. His racing team had never wanted much to do with him, but Raf would have come along, as well as a collection of young handlers from Political Enforcement, disguised in trendy clothing, and together they would have hit the town.

Now he couldn’t believe he had ever been so bold.

He closed the door to his apartment and checked every room. There was no one there, but he was sure the place was monitored. He reckoned there was a camera in the bedroom circulation vent, but it was likely every room had been rigged up with either video or audio recording equipment—or both. He knew that searching for these devices would not only be fruitless but would also arouse suspicion, so he undressed, showered, and lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling.

What the fuck was he going to do?

He thought of Valéria’s words, spoken with such malice. How could the man have known about him and Lonny Voss? How could he have known?

He stalked into the apartment’s office—a room he had spent no time in at all—and ransacked the desk drawers. From the topmost he withdrew a hardcopy of his racing contract, as well as a thick sheaf of visa documents, and began to read—slowly at first, then increasingly frantically. Soon papers lay scattered all over the room, crumpled and torn, until he found the section he was looking for.

“‘Proscribed / Unproductive Behaviours,’” he breathed, tracing a finger down the list. Why hadn’t he read it? Why hadn’t he read the fucking thing?

There it was. Very near the top of the list, only the third entry down: homosexual activity of any kind. At the bottom of the page, in bold, were the words:


If the Signatory is found to be in violation of any of the behaviours listed above, they shall be liable to be 1) publicly flogged 2) drafted without notice into a penal legion 3) executed without trial [see defined terms: “Summary Execution”]



In the corner of the page were his initials.

Julian let it fall from his hands. He sat in silence for a long time. He imagined them observing him now, some operative deep within the Ministry of Information squinting at a screen, watching Julian sitting in the chair. What was he thinking? What notes was he making? Did they watch Julian round the clock? Had they seen him masturbating? Taking a shit?

Julian balled his hands into fists and pressed them into his eyes. The violation was both infuriating and terrifying.

He checked the time. It was only the middle of the evening, though it was dark and rainy outside. His exhaustion had evaporated. Now he felt wired with stress and anxiety. Worrying about winning races had been tough enough; worrying about Droor and the consequences of failure had been ulcer-inducing. Now this from Valéria?

“Fuck,” he whispered, rubbing his face. He stood and walked quickly out of the office, then grabbed his coat, and left.



It was exactly as cold as it looked in Central City North. He pulled his cap down over his face, but the streets were clear. Municipal lighting filled the air with a wan orange glow. The rain, which was heavier than it had looked, quickly soaked his coat.

He walked for several streets. For all his anxiety and self-consciousness, he attracted no attention. Eventually he found what he was looking for: a public terminal, shielded from the worst of the rain by a glass awning. He approached it, so focused on appearing nonchalant that he ended up looking ridiculous. Then, furtively, he slotted his private punchcard into the terminal and dialled.

The face of Lonny Voss, pilot for the Ciardha Swift Racing Team, appeared. He looked confused.

“Jules?” he asked. “Why are you calling me from a public terminal?”

Julian hadn’t wanted to cry. He hated crying. His parents were good people, good parents, but his dad and his uncle Jesse had been hard on him during training. He remembered those long, dusty summer evenings in Vientore, so exhausted from an hour’s practice run around the Mauri sled track that he wept with each extra lap. But he had never received any sympathy. Even when his muscles screamed and burned with the G-force stresses, and he was so tired and out of focus he was clipping the barriers, in danger of severely injuring—even killing—himself, they had forced him on.

Yes, the utility of crying had long ago been stamped out of Julian. And yet Lonny’s expression of alarm quickly tipped him over the edge.

“Father Eternal, Jules, what’s going on?”

“I think I’m in trouble, Lon,” Julian said, after a long period of silence in which he tried and failed to contain his distress. “I think we’re both in trouble.”

Lonny’s expression changed. The concern shifted to fear—fear and anger.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded, but he knew. He knew. There was only one thing it could have been about. “Wait! Don’t answer that. Where are you? Hold on.” Julian waited for Lonny to check the geolocation provided by the public terminal. “I’m coming to you. Just … just wait there, all right?”

The terminal screen went black.

Julian waited in the rainy dark for the better part of an hour before Lonny arrived. Like Julian, he was wearing unremarkable casual clothes, and a cap pulled down so far that it obscured the top half of his face. Julian rushed to meet him, but Lonny held out his hand and shook his head.

“Don’t say anything,” he muttered angrily. “Walk this way.”

They walked together due east, not speaking, their heads bent into the wind. Julian was desperate to talk, but Lonny’s expression was firm and fixed. He wouldn’t even look at him.

Eventually they came to the Mariasole embankment. Lonny leant against the railing. The river here was hundreds of metres wide, its dark grey water frigid and turbulent. There was little light. In the silence, Julian found himself tracing the line of the Western Air Distributor, a highway of autocruisers flitting past the spaceport a thousand metres off the ground. Even that vast plain of concrete and launchpads was silent thanks to the noise curfew. It felt as though the whole of Kada Gamar was holding its breath.

“What happened?” Lonny demanded.

Julian told him. Lonny listened in silence, his pale, Gamarian features creased in concentration. “But we were careful,” he said once Julian had finished. He seemed genuinely, truly worried. “We were careful.”

“Obviously not careful enough!”

“We were. I was. I took you to a place I knew we wouldn’t be seen or recorded.” He grimaced, biting back his anger. “You need to speak to him. Valéria.”

Julian gripped the railing of the embankment. “This is so stupid,” he said bitterly. “None of this would be a problem on Trillia. What is wrong with these people?”

Lonny spat into the Mariasole. “Because it’s…” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Unproductive. We shouldn’t even be talking about this.” He looked around. “I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t have come.”

“Why do you stay? Why don’t you leave?”

Lonny let out a trill of incredulous laughter. “And go where? Better yet, with what money? Do you have any idea how expensive interstellar travel is?”

“I know how much you get paid.”

“I get paid a hell of a lot less than you.”

“You could do it,” Julian insisted.

“Maybe. But my friends couldn’t. And I wouldn’t leave them. Besides, even though I don’t race for Leonis, Ciardha Swift is still a Decurion team. I’m a representative of the Empire. If I left and…” He looked about again. “… began to live ‘openly,’ they might come for me.”

Julian rubbed his face with his hands, then put them back on the railing. He was getting very cold.

“I wish I had never come here.”

“Then why did you?” Lonny asked, looking round again. “You must have known the risks. I’ve been to other circuits outside of the Empire. Shit, last year I did the entire Frontier League. PA is good at managing its rep, but people know, man. They know.”

Julian shook his head, too embarrassed to admit how wilfully ignorant he’d been about the whole thing. How arrogant he’d been.

“I signed some documents promising to keep it a secret.” He rubbed his face again. “Fuck me, Lon, I didn’t think they would actually do anything about it. I really didn’t. You’re not even the first guy I’ve been with on Leonis—”

“Shut up!” Lonny hissed. “This was a bad idea. I need to go.”

“Lon, wait—”

But the man was already backing away. “Find out what Valéria wants, and give it to him.”

“Obviously he wants to be the lead pilot for Leonis again!”

“So quit.”

“Lonny, wait—”

“We should stay away from each other for a while. Don’t call me again.”

And he walked away to be swallowed by the darkness.



Julian passed the following two days in nervous quiet, unable to work up the courage to confront Valéria. There was a rare lull in racing responsibilities, and with no real friends or associates beyond an artificial gaggle of hangers-on whom his political handlers had arranged for, he spent much of the time alone in his penthouse apartment, watching what passed for popular entertainment on the holo.

The programming was about as far from that available on Trillia as it was possible to be. Trillia was a very different society to the Empire, managed by a largely benign group of technocrats descended from its earliest settlers. The people of Trillia had, centuries before, entrusted their governance to scientists, and as a result, political engagement was very low. Most needs were provided for in a quasi-free-market system, and those who had careers tended to be professionals working in very specific areas. The technology was better, too. Everyone had integrated biotechnological interfaces, or “ints,” which Julian had had to deactivate as soon as he signed his racing contract.

The result of this very hands-off, small-government approach was that people had fragmented into smaller groups around the planet—not quite into nation states, but into loose geographical groupings of like-minded people. It was a system that led to a lot of social antagonism, and as an entity Trillia felt very disparate. Much of the entertainment programming focused on these social conflicts, often in lewd, histrionic terms.

In the Empire, programming ranged from ghoulish documentaries in which Imperial academics examined, with great sincerity, the inferiority of societies within the Free Nations, to bombastic, jingoistic coverage of ongoing military conflicts—which seemed to be never-ending and were prosecuted, quite needlessly, by waves of thousands of young men—to staid “drama,” in which the wondrous benevolence of Pater Aeternus was frequently discussed and asserted as absolute truth by every character, from the profoundly offensive depictions of unproductives and Class II citizens to the proud and noble Party members.

Julian watched these programs not out of interest, but out of horrified fascination, in the same way one might look at the victim of a hypersled crash. It was one thing to watch these pieces of naked propaganda with a cocked eyebrow, laughing at how absurd they were; it was another to watch them having been personally visited and cautioned by Droor. Where once they had seemed risible, now they seemed frighteningly insidious.

On the third day after his meeting with Lonny, he received a call on his terminal to remind him of a meeting with his handlers from the Ministry of Information. For a nauseating hour Julian paced up and down his apartment, his mind filled with images of being led down into some windowless, airless concrete bunker to be imprisoned and interrogated and tortured—until he had the sense to check his engagement calendar, and saw that the meeting was long-planned and routine.

Still, it did not stop his stomach from feeling as though it were lined with lead.



He had been in the Ministry of Information building once before. It was an enormous, temple-like structure which sat not in the Central Government District but across the Mariasole on Kaspar Timeo Island. From its southern aspect, one could see the Imperial residence itself on Itumeleng Island, an impregnable fortress which was occasionally obscured under a pellucid dome of hexagons.

“It’s an orbital bombardment shield,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

Julian turned. It was Droor.

“How are you, Julian?”

Julian was sitting at a table on a small balcony. Food and drink lay untouched in front of him. The two hours he had spent with his propagandists, examining the data on his “social credit” and listening to advice about how he could make himself more likeable amongst the citizens of the Empire, had been a fascinating, if ghastly, experience. What it seemed to come down to was “win more races” and otherwise generally stay out of sight, which suited him down to the ground.

“They activate it now and then. Sometimes it’s in response to a specific piece of intelligence that has been unearthed. Sometimes they just want to test that it’s still working.”

Droor sat. It was not warm, and he wore a high-collared grey greatcoat. He did not look pleased. “You look nervous. Is something bothering you?”

Julian smiled weakly. He shook his head. His heart was thumping so hard he felt as though Droor must have been able to hear it. What to say? What to do? Come clean? Lie? Say nothing at all?

“How was your evening?”

Julian felt his mouth go dry. Droor reached into his breast pocket and produced what Julian initially thought was a pistol; but then Droor thumbed a switch on the side, and a recording began to play.

“I think I’m in trouble, Lon,” Julian heard himself say over a crackling comm channel. “I think we’re both in trouble.”

Julian looked straight back up to Droor, wide-eyed. “It was just one time.”

Any chance he’d had of lying, of obfuscating, of pretending the recording had captured something entirely innocent, evaporated in that instant. Indeed, he read in Droor’s expression not only a brief flash of volcanic fury, but a sense of incredible disappointment that Julian had not even tried to explain it. To have denied it, to have fabricated even a silly handwave, might have been enough for them both to pretend. Droor was a man who traded in lies. Even one as crap as an outright denial could have been worked up into something more in Droor’s expert hands, moulded like clay into a passable falsehood.

Droor picked up the recorder and tucked it back into his coat pocket.

“This is a big problem,” Droor said. His voice had not risen, but there was an edge to it.

“I’m sorry—” Julian began, but Droor’s hand went up, and when his hand went up, silence descended.

“Say nothing, please.” He took in a deep breath, and let it out. A great flurry of vapour poured into the air. Somehow it seemed strange that Droor should have breath. “You do not know this. Cannot know this, of course. But I am trying to achieve something. Something very large and very important. It will take an enormous amount of time, and no part of it can be done quickly.” He paused and picked up a pastry from the table. He examined it, as though food were an alien concept to him. Then he replaced it precisely back where he had taken it from. “Tell me what you have done with Lonny Voss. What, and when.”

Julian froze. He felt as though he physically couldn’t speak, although eventually he managed to choke out, “What do you mean?”

He nearly vomited as Droor’s fist suddenly slammed into the table. Cutlery and plates crashed together with appalling noise. Julian’s chair scraped backwards as he moved instinctively to avoid his spilled drink.

“What have you done with him. The two of you, together.”

Julian looked wide-eyed at the man. Did he honestly expect him to say?

Droor’s hand opened and closed as though encircling an invisible stress ball. “Did you have sex with this man?”

Julian still found he could not speak. His heart was pounding so hard in his chest it felt as though his sternum were about to crack.

“When?”

“A-About a month ago. Maybe two.”

“Where?”

“After Yaron Speedway.”

“Was that the only instance?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me the truth!”

“Yes! I swear!”

Droor rubbed his chin. He turned away from Julian and looked at the Emperor’s Palace on Itumeleng Island instead. He seemed to take a moment or two to compose himself.

“Who else knows of this? Besides Voss, obviously.”

Julian cleared his throat. “Iakob Valéria.”

“Why do you say that?” His eyes briefly widened. “Father Eternal, did the three of you—?”

“No,” Julian said quickly. “He threatened me. He said he knew about us. Me and Lonny.”

“When?”

“After I won on Pavol Island.”

“What did he say? Be precise.”

Julian thought a moment. “‘I know what you did with Lonny Voss. I know what you are.’”

Droor considered this. “He gave you no specific information? When and where he had seen you?”

“No.”

“Did he personally witness the act, or did someone tell him?”

“I don’t know. Who would have told him?”

Droor ignored the question. “Have you seen him since?”

“I haven’t worked up the nerve.”

“Has Valéria attempted to blackmail you with the information?”

“Not yet.”

“Is he working with anybody else?”

“I don’t know.”

“Think about it.”

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Has Valéria been speaking to anybody on your racing team recently?”

“Like who?”

“Anyone. Any of the newcomers.”

“No. Who are those guys, by the way?”

“Problems I have not solved,” Droor muttered, clacking his tongue. “Not yet.”

“They don’t seem to be actual racing engineers.”

“That’s because they’re not. They are agents from the Ministry of the Interior.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Yes.” Droor thought for a little while longer. “Look at me.” Julian looked at him. “You will say nothing to him. To Valéria. Do you understand me? Nothing. You will not contact him, you will not meet him. I will have someone speak to him.”

Julian nodded. He felt like a child, handing a problem over to his father. Feeling small and humiliated, he suffered a sudden flash of indignance. “It’s not a crime on Trillia.”

“You are not on Trillia,” Droor said. “You signed documents regarding your sexuality. State documents. This is a serious matter.”

“Serious. There’s nothing serious about it except what you people like to pretend. Nowhere else is this a problem.”

“Hey!” Droor snapped, clapping his hands together like a gunshot. “You lied to me. This—” He stabbed a finger into his breast pocket where the recording was nestled. “—is a big fucking problem. I don’t care about anywhere else. I care about here. You represent a significant reputational risk to me. And let me tell you, people who represent significant reputational risks to me tend to have very compressed life expectancies. Those documents which you signed as part of your visa render you liable to our laws. Do you understand that? Right, wrong, moral, immoral, none of this matters. Pater Aeternus has decreed this to be a crime, for which you can be executed.”

Julian had thought of none of this. He had barely read the paperwork he’d been asked to sign on arrival. Everything had been about racing: racing for Leonis, racing for the best team in the galaxy, racing sleds and winning and being paid enormous sums of money in the process.

“I don’t want to be here anymore,” Julian said to the table. “You don’t need me to be here anymore. Just let me go home.”

“No.”

“I won’t race for Leonis.”

“You will,” Droor said. It wasn’t a threat so much as a simple statement of fact. “You will, or you will die.”

Julian gripped the table. “You people fucking hate me. Why did you bring me here?”

“Because you are the best hypersled pilot in the galaxy. And because Leonis is the flag carrier for Pater Aeternus, and Pater Aeternus doesn’t lose. Ever. Look at me.” Julian looked at him. “Pater. Aeternus. Does. Not. Lose. Father does not lose.”

“But I am Trillian.”

“No. You are not. You are an Imperial subject by the stroke of a pen.” Droor shifted in his seat. “Julian, I am … concerned by the depth of your naïveté. Must I take you to the Labyrinth? Or perhaps we could go to my office, and I will show you some footage of the front lines? I have hundreds of hours of combat film from our many penal battalions.”

Julian’s bitterness remained, but his petulance died. “What are you going to do?”

Droor clasped his hands together. “I am going to find out precisely who knows what. Then I will decide what needs to be done. Are you capable of having intercourse with a woman, or would you require medicinal assistance?”

Julian practically choked. “I don’t—”

“Answer my question you little turd or I swear to our Eternal Father I will have you on a troop transport this evening.”

“Yes! I can!” Julian snapped. He felt as though he were going to be sick. How had it come to this? “Just let me leave for fuck’s sake.”

“No. Not now. You need to win. Every race. And I don’t think I need to tell you not to see Mr. Voss ever again. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now: get the fuck out of my Ministry.”







9
MOROZOV



Katherine needed friends in high places, and she needed them fast.

She stalked through the residence in a black mood, trying to ignore her fear long enough to think her way ahead of the problem. She had rubbed shoulders with Party luminaries long enough to know that they traded endlessly in favours, and that the value of those favours rose and fell in lockstep with the value of the granter. This endless jockeying led to an uneasy equilibrium which, every ten years or so, peaked or troughed into a purge or coup. The trick was to find a stable sponsor, a powerful senior Party member on neither the up nor down, who could shield her from the worst of it. In Katherine’s case, that was Ruben Morozov.

Almost as though he had sensed her thoughts questing through the ether, it was Morozov who reached out to her, three days after the “unfortunate incident” with the autocruiser “malfunction.” Katherine pretended to be doing precisely what the Empire would have expected, given her brittle, feminine nerves and naturally weak constitution—which was to say, lying in bed recovering. Morozov insisted on sending round his personal physician, who spent a long time examining Katherine, before declaring her, in his wincing, condescending way, to be suffering from the beginnings of a nervous breakdown. He advised her to continue to rest, to eat and drink well, and, most infuriatingly of all, to put from her mind “the distraction of complex matters of probate.”

Immediately upon his departure, she got up, washed, dressed herself in a severe black skirt suit that was supposed to mirror Party uniforms but without all of the silly ostentation, and summoned a human driver to take her to the Permanent War Council building on the Emperor Leon Commemorative Highway.

It was not long before a fresh problem presented itself.

“We’re being redirected,” the driver called from the front of the cruiser.

It was a bright, fresh winter’s morning and the air was clear. As far as she could tell from the cruiser’s terminal there was no special exclusion zone around the Central Government District, as was sometimes the case.

“What’s the matter? Is it because I asked you to fly low?”

“No,” the driver said. “It’s an interdict from the ATC. They want us to … well, they want us to leave basically.”

“Leave where?”

“The whole district.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

The driver shrugged. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I don’t know. They won’t tell me.”

Katherine set her jaw. “Just take us to the Permanent War Council. Tell them I want to speak to Councillor General Morozov. Tell them I have an appointment.”

The driver swallowed. He looked nervous. “But, ma’am, we are being re—”

“I don’t care. Take us there now.”

“Mrs. Fuller, they will just take control of the cruiser.”

Katherine opened her mouth and then closed it again. “Just do what you can.”

She sat back and tried to block out the world, as the driver explained to a succession of angry air traffic control operators who he was carrying and who they were trying to reach. Any moment she expected a missile to appear out of one of the capital’s many concealed silos and blast the cruiser to smithereens; instead, eventually, Morozov himself appeared on the screen.

“Katherine, you’re going to get yourself killed,” he said. Gone was the friendly, avuncular tone. Now he sounded annoyed. “You are supposed to be resting.”

“Ruben, what on earth is going on? I should be able to—”

“Your clearance has been revoked,” Morozov said. “You can’t just fly into the CGD anymore, and certainly not as low as you are doing.”

“Why? Why can’t I come here anymore?”

Another spasm of irritation passed over Morozov’s face. He looked off-camera for a moment. “Because Eskil is dead, Katherine. Eskil worked for the Party.”

“No he didn’t. He worked for Lamprey Corporation.”

Morozov waved her off. “He was a Party member.”

“So am I.”

“You know what I mean. An important one.”

“Ma’am, we are going to have to turn back in a moment,” the driver said, sweating.

“Ruben, why will you not meet with me? Did you say something to Waldhar Prinz?”

“Father Eternal, Katherine, not on the fucking net!” Morozov snapped. Katherine physically recoiled. He had never raised his voice to her.

He seemed to realise his error, for he visibly softened. “I can meet you one more time. And that really is it. I’m in my office.”

The screen went dead. An alarm, which Katherine had not even noticed was chiming, suddenly terminated. All of the chatter from the angry air traffic controllers stopped, too. Instead, a green parabolic line appeared on the flight computer.

Katherine sat back and let out a long, shaky breath. Then, she said to the driver brightly, “Well, I don’t think they’re very happy with me.”



Armed with permission, they reached the Permanent War Council very quickly, though it was not until an hour later that she was sitting with Morozov in his office. He still looked annoyed, and flustered, though he managed to smile politely at her, not quite ready to be as overtly rude as he no doubt wanted to be. What had changed? Or had he always simply been humouring her?

He clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. “Katherine. What is it that I can do for you? You should be resting. My physician told me that you were in the acute stages of a nervous breakdown.”

Katherine smiled condescendingly. “I think that’s a little dramatic.” In fact she felt extremely angry that the physician had spoken to Morozov at all, though she should not have been in the least surprised.

“Well. Perhaps it is a sign, nonetheless.”

“A sign to what?”

“To put to bed all of this … silly nonsense. Buying land. Setting up a colony. It’s clearly not good for your health. Put it from your mind and enjoy Eskil’s money in other ways. Perhaps a holiday?” he said brightly, as though the thought had just occurred to him. “Take a tour of the Empire. What a wonderful way to spend the last years of your life.”

“Father Eternal, Ruben, I’m only forty-five.”

But Morozov was warming to his theme. “Yes, but there are so many territories now. Dozens of worlds to visit. More still if you think about stations and moons and asteroids and goodness knows what. Take a tour!”

“No, I don’t think I shall.”

Morozov’s face fell. “Katherine, I’m remarkably busy. If there is something specific you would like me to say or do, then I will do so as one of Eskil’s oldest and closest colleagues. But otherwise…”

“I am quite set on purchasing land—”

“But why?” Morozov suddenly implored. “Why, Katherine? What are you going to do with a country of your own? This is crackpot … banana republic nonsense! Tinpot dictator rubbish! It takes years! Most of them fail! It’s a money sink! And it is not safe. It’s not safe, Katherine. If you leave the Empire, you leave its protection. You are talking about building an entire nation from the ground up. You won’t have an army, a navy; you won’t have Pater Aeternus.” Morozov sat back in his seat. He looked uncomfortable, eyes tracing the contours of his desk. “You might even be considered to be an enemy of Pater Aeternus,” he said quietly.

“Preposterous.” Katherine snorted. “Why on earth would Pater Aeternus care what I do?”

Morozov regarded her for a long time. “Listen to me,” he said. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but this idea of yours is … has come to the attention of some of my colleagues. And they are not happy. They do not like the idea of you taking so much money and establishing an independent territory. The optics of it … It doesn’t send the right message.”

“Why not?” Katherine asked, though of course she knew precisely why.

“Think about it! Eskil was the director of Lamprey, one of the largest and most powerful companies operating within the Empire. He was a member of Pater Aeternus. You are a member of Pater Aeternus. Why would you leave? You are supposed to be happy here. And of course I know that you are, but we have to think about the questions that the people will ask themselves.”

Katherine nodded. She had to be careful how she proceeded. She had anticipated some of this, though she had not expected Morozov to be so mercurial.

“I had actually hoped that this could be something good for the Empire.”

Morozov sighed. “And how do you suppose that?”

Katherine took a deep breath. She had spent some time planning this part of the conversation. She was not quite on thin ice, but she was certainly approaching the edge of the thick part. “I had thought to make it a … a useful territory. The way I see it, the population of Leonis is expanding all the time, yes? With women encouraged to have as many children as possible—how many children do you have? You told me the other day.”

Morozov stumbled, thrown by the question. “Uh—seven.”

“Good, healthy children, who will all grow up to be important Party members I am sure. With any luck your sons will join the army, yes?”

Morozov did not answer.

Katherine took in another deep breath, resetting her thoughts. “We have a stratified society, yes? We classify citizens of the Empire. We label tranches of the population as ‘unproductive.’ What makes them unproductive?”

Morozov’s expression curdled. “They are purposeless. Useless. They cannot perform any task which serves the Empire. So-called intellectuals, cripples, homosexuals. The lazy and the feckless, the stupid and inept. The traitors and the treasonous.”

Katherine nodded along. It was a list she knew well, taken almost verbatim from one of the Emperor’s speeches.

“Well, what if I were to take them away?” Katherine asked. Even as she spoke the words, she thought that perhaps she was on thin ice after all. Suddenly the entire plan seemed so transparent. She was certain that no one had attempted anything like what she was trying to achieve before, but unproductives had certainly revolted in the past. Kada Gamar was safe and stable—or certainly outwardly—but Leonis was an enormous planet, home to billions. The Empire watched as many people as it could, but it could not watch everybody, not least because it refused to adopt the latest technology. Its greatest asset was also its greatest liability. The same biotechnical computer interfaces used by the Free Nations would do an excellent job of tracking everybody’s movements and conversations, but the same technology could be used to organise and rally people across the globe.

Morozov would be acutely aware of such revolutions, not least because the Permanent War Council existed to quell them.

“An entire nation of unproductives?” he asked, as though she had just very slowly, very carefully, laid a fresh turd on his desk.

“Not just unproductives, I mean anyone would be welcome. But do you not think that removing them from Leonis, taking them away, putting them to use—”

“But they have no use.”

“A person with no legs can still knit a flag. An intellectual can make shell casings. A gay man or woman can do literally anything, I don’t even really understand the logic of—”

“Careful, Katherine. I like you, and I liked Eskil. But I’d not finish that sentence if I were you.”

Katherine smoothed out her skirt. The sudden urge to scream was an overwhelming one. “I am talking about making a client state. A place where the enemies of the Empire can be disposed.”

“A dozen such places exist.”

Katherine closed her mouth. Her heart pounded. One more roll of the dice before Morozov put a bullet in this—and very possibly her too.

“Places like Talishan?”

Morozov’s eyes widened with sudden and genuine surprise. He yanked open the top desk drawer, and fumbled with something inside. For a moment of brief horror, Katherine thought she had made a fatal miscalculation and he really was about to pull out a pistol and shoot her. Instead there was a large clunk as he disabled what she realised was audio recording equipment.

Morozov seemed to wrestle with himself a moment. “I wish you had not said that,” he said after a while.

She did not have to feign her anger. “Political Enforcement operatives came to my house, Ruben. On the night of my husband’s funeral. They threatened me, because you had spoken about this ‘Free Nation.’”

“Listen—just—for goodness’ sake, just keep your bloody voice down,” he hissed. “This was very ill-advised. You should not be talking about this.”

“It seems to me like you should not have been talking about it either.”

Morozov’s whole body went rigid with anger. He bit back several expletives. “What is it you want?”

“I want your help,” she said, feeling lightheaded. “You enjoy a tremendous amount of power. I have the money and the ambition. What I need is the experience and protection of a senior, well-respected Party member. I want you, Ruben.”

Katherine had guessed that the idea of a personal fiefdom, a vanity project, would appeal to a man such as Morozov. He was a career officer who had hit his ceiling. Councillor Generals were never elevated beyond that. They retired quietly, or they were assassinated—and sometimes both. There was nowhere for Morozov to go. And more importantly, the Councillor General was probably one of the poorest Chancellery leaders because he existed within the military pay structure. He had no private assets, no investments, no business interests. Something like establishing a Free Nation would be forever beyond Morozov, unless he had a partner. Katherine could bankroll him—or rather, she could promise to bankroll him. She had no intention of letting him actually achieve anything, but that was a problem for another day.

“I see,” Morozov said. “You would want someone to … govern this place for you.”

“Exactly.”

Morozov rubbed his chin. “Loyal to the Empire.”

“Unquestionably.”

Morozov thought for a while. When he looked at Katherine again, it was with a hint of embarrassment. “You should not tell anybody about this.”

“I wouldn’t think of it.”

There was another long pause, during which several abortive sentences lived in Morozov’s brain and died in his throat. Eventually, he said, “We must be extremely careful about how we proceed. It is true there is some precedent for this, but we do not want anybody to mistake our intentions.”

Katherine didn’t quite know what he meant by “precedent,” but she was too busy trying to look attentive and serious to really think about it. “What should I do?”

“I will speak to Prinz. He will take you to the Colonial Brokerage. You have missed it this week—the auction. You will have to go next Rausday.”

“Is there anything I should look for in particular?”

Morozov shook his head. “As far as I know, only land of a certain habitable quality is available. But it should be far away. As far from the Empire as you can get it. To avoid—ah—interference. This is to be a secret for now, yes?”

“Yes,” Katherine said. She had pulled out a notepad to write down what he had said, but she was so unfocused that she simply wrote “far away.” “There was one more thing,” she said, hands trembling.

“Yes?”

She considered how best to phrase it. She had practised this many times, but had really not expected to get this far. There was nothing to do except bite the bullet. “I believe my house was searched.”

“Yes?”

“I’m worried that … hm. About six months ago some seditious materials were distributed in Central City North.”

“I remember,” he said, surprising her.

“I was close to the explosion at the time and one of the leaflets got snagged in my coat.”

“… Mm-hm.”

“When I got home I found the leaflet and intended to put it directly in the bin, but I was distracted and misplaced it.”

Morozov gave her a hard stare. “Is that so?”

“You can imagine my concern that certain organisations might get the wrong impression if such a leaflet were to be found.”

Morozov pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just how damaging is the material?”

“Of course I did not read it in detail.”

“Of course.”

“But the headlines were certainly…”

“I see.”

“If any organisations were to get the wrong impression, this project could not go ahead.”

Morozov sighed mightily, rolling his eyes. “I will look into it,” he said, now deeply unhappy.

“Thank you, Ruben. I am grateful for the opportunity to clear up this misunderstanding.” Katherine felt as though she were about to be sick.

“Is there anything else that might accidentally have found its way into your home?” he asked, deadpan.

She shook her head. “Nothing whatsoever.”

“Fine.” He gestured to her that he was about to press the button to reactivate the recording devices, and then pressed it. “So you understand, now, why you were mistaken about Talishan.”

For a man who held one of the great offices of state, it was frighteningly lame. Nonetheless, Katherine obliged. “Yes. Thank you. I will be sure not to raise any of these matters again.”

“Good. You may leave now, Mrs. Fuller.”

“Thank you. Good day,” she said, as though she were a first-day drama student, and then walked very quickly through the open door, pulling it shut behind her.



“Getting somebody like Ruben Morozov involved is very dangerous,” Lukah said to her. “Perhaps you should have spoken to me first.”

Katherine cocked her head. “Excuse me?” she said. “Just who on earth do you think you are speaking to?”

Lukah seemed surprised at his own candour, as though someone else had briefly possessed him and manipulated his mouth and vocal cords. “Mrs. Fuller—I am so sorry. That was inappropriate. Of course, you do not owe me any kind of consultation whatsoever.” He seemed to reset and settle back into the man he had been in the library.

Katherine looked at him askance, her anger only part ebbed. “I know it was dangerous. But I need some sort of cover, and he’s the only senior Party ally I have.”

“Why? If you don’t mind my asking,” he added hastily.

“I’ll tell you another time,” Katherine muttered. “The less said about it the better.”

They were sitting at a park trestle table in one of the few green spaces on Kaspar Timeo Island. It was the Rausday after her meeting with Morozov, and the intervening weekend had prevented her from meeting up with Lukah sooner. But now they sat, papers covered with notes and diagrams strewn on the table between them. In less than an hour, the auction house would open.

“Well, I’m not sure what effect this will have in the long run,” Lukah said. Even after her outburst, she sensed a hint of reproach and disappointment in his tone. Of course, as she was beginning to realise, the same things which had drawn her to the project—the prospect of a new world, a new life, a new way of life, and all of the riches that beckoned—would draw those around her to it, too.

“You don’t understand,” she muttered. “It was being killed. The whole thing. They weren’t going to let me do it. Prinz, Ruskin, Morozov, PE. They were killing it.”

“They can’t stop you doing it, nothing about it is illegal,” Lukah said, though it was a stupid thing to have said, and he lapsed to silence in the face of Katherine’s withering, incredulous stare.

“I should have waited until they had paid me the money first,” Katherine said. “My inheritance. I have not approached any of this sensibly. Who knows what special ‘taxes’ they will concoct now? I can only hope Morozov will pull some strings. Certainly Prinz is not going to.”

“What time are you meeting him?”

“I can see him now.” She pointed over to Dalgaard Square. There, standing next to one of the fountains, was the broker. He looked flustered, and was checking his watch repeatedly.

“Hm,” Lukah said, unimpressed.

“We need him. We’re going to need many people to make this happen.”

“That is what worries me.”

“Worries you? It is not your business to be worried about anything.”

“What I mean,” he added hastily, “is that every person you cut in, everyone who signs on to help, is someone who dilutes your purpose. Everyone will have their own vision for the world. And Morozov will definitely have his own vision.”

“And what is your vision?” she asked him. She had meant it gamely, in an effort to lighten the mood, but it sounded pointed, and hostile, and he simply shook his head.

“I’m just here to offer information. Look; here comes your man.”

Katherine followed the line of his gaze, to see Prinz was approaching.

“Father Eternal,” she muttered. “Come on then. Let’s get this over with.”



The actual auction house within the Colonial Brokerage was surprisingly small. It was a sparsely decorated room, circular, centred by a large cluster of holos and jarringly high-tech terminals. They had to be; this was one of the few places on Leonis which interfaced with the broader human diaspora. There could be no silly outmoded vaults of paper records and punchcard comms here. Like the other secret places of the Empire, this was a place abuzz with advanced technology.

Katherine looked at the screens as they scrolled with information. Most of it was complete nonsense to her. In the chamber was a very small handful of men. She thought she recognised one of them from Lamprey. Another seemed familiar as well, though no one greeted or otherwise acknowledged her.

“All right. What happens now?” Katherine asked Prinz.

Prinz swallowed. He did not seem particularly pleased with the addition of Lukah, in spite of Katherine having vouched for him, and was at pains to cut him out of the conversation. “Nothing hugely interesting, to be completely frank with you. In a moment a representative from the Union of Free Nations will appear on that screen”—he pointed to one of the larger screens near the top of the cluster—“and the auction will begin. There are normally a dozen or so territories to bid on.”

She looked around the brokerage again, picking out all the little details. “I must say, Mr. Prinz, I’m surprised that an activity such as this is permitted within the Empire.”

“I agree,” Prinz said, unfazed by the comment. “But, ultimately, Mrs. Fuller, it is a legal matter. In order to maintain our membership of certain interstellar organisations, we have to permit the practice. There are regular independent audits,” he added, heading off her next question.

“I see,” she said. “I would not have thought that Pater Aeternus would be overly concerned with membership of—”

Prinz cleared his throat loudly, interrupting her and drawing the attention of the brokerage’s other patrons. “Apologies, Mrs. Fuller,” he said quietly. “In my experience, that is a thread best left alone. Here; let’s check the prospectus.”

He grabbed one of the printed prospectuses and handed it to her, and she accepted it in a slight daze. It was a thick tome, containing vast amounts of data about the different territories on offer. There were orbital photographs of each world, with the suggested settlement sites outlined, as well as pages of data about climate, air quality, habitability, flora and fauna, geological surveys and mineral deposits. If a planet had a unique feature then that was listed. There was also a section for each planet on whether it was naturally habitable or it had been artificially terraformed—and if the latter, who had been responsible for it, what method had been used, and how long it had taken. In the rare instance where there were multiple habitable worlds or moons in a given system, “waterfall” rights were listed—discounted rates for the budding empire-builder.

The raw data would have taken days to properly interrogate. But Prinz informed her that each world was vetted to UFN standard—what they called “fresh off the ramp” readiness—and that was really the only thing that mattered.

“The air on every one of these planets is as breathable as it is in Kada Gamar,” Prinz said.

Katherine flicked idly through the prospectus a number of times. She hadn’t a hope of understanding what was inside. “What I really need is a place as far away from Imperial borders as possible.”

If Prinz was surprised by this rather suspicious desire, he gave no indication of it.

“That should give us a nice narrow range.” He grabbed a copy of the prospectus and flicked through it, cover to cover. Then he returned to somewhere in the middle of the volume, and handed it to her, tapping the picture of the world. It was a green, ochre, and blue orb, with at least one small moon that she could see orbiting it. “With a starting bid of fifty billion Decurii. So, well within budget, too.”

Katherine examined the world. Next to it was a map of the galaxy, with the Decurion Empire demarcated within an irregular polygon.

“‘Lot 253.’ What does ‘travel time: FSD3+21’ mean?” she asked.

“That’s a reference to the number of hyperspace jumps it takes—in this instance three—plus twenty-one hours of in-system flight time.”

“How long does a hyperspace jump take?”

“The actual jump itself is instantaneous. It’s all of the computation before and after which takes a long time. I believe it normally works out at about a day per jump, but I honestly don’t know the physics of it. Here: we’re about to start.”

The screen flickered into life. Appearing on the holo was a woman of middling age, white-skinned and with short, dark red hair and wearing a blue business suit. It was very strange to see a woman appearing in an official capacity—not as a wife, or consort, but as a functionary.

“Good morning,” she said in a curious accent. Her eyes looked strange too; one of them was clearly false, an orb of white composite that looked more like someone had taken a computer and moulded it into an eye-shaped sphere. “We have a hundred territories available this week, so let’s begin.”

The process was fast—considerably faster than Katherine had anticipated. The people within the Colonial Brokerage were not the only people bidding—they were just the people in Kada Gamar. There were others across the whole UFN bidding too. It injected a distinctly unwelcome sense of urgency into the auction.

“Let’s start with Lot 191,” the auctioneer said. “Terrestrial land Grade 4, FOTR, Class G system, no known orbital hazards, no known interstellar hazards, terrestrial fauna is lethality index 8—low cull. Earthsickness index 3, HYM is … palladium at 0.018 P.M. FSD1+15 from UFN-Centre. Starting bid forty-five billion dollars.”

Katherine looked again at Prinz. “What on earth did any of that mean?”

Prinz smiled patiently. “Everything is subject to a grading,” he said quietly. “No one world has absolutely everything, though the artificial colonies—the terraformed worlds—tend to be a little better, and therefore more expensive. Grade 4 land is high-quality land. FOTR means ‘fresh off the ramp,’ like I said earlier. A Class G system refers to the sun, essentially a main sequence star.”

“What about ‘lethality index 8’?”

“That’s the wildlife. That’s actually quite bad. It means that the animals are dangerous. Although she said low cull, so that usually means they are concentrated in one area.”

“And HYM?”

“‘Highest yield mineral.’ It’s an index of the most valuable natural resource on the world. You will need to do at least some mining, and you can sell mining rights for a lot of money. Prospectors monitor these lists very closely.”

“I have one more question: What’s a dollar?”

“It’s the international standard currency,” Prinz whispered. “Look, here come the bids.”

The holos crazed with flickering graphics and figures. The process had to have been electronic, for no human could have kept up with it. They winked with green and red bars overlapping and stacking, and money counters ticked over with alarming speed. The bid went from 45 billion dollars to 290 billion dollars in the space of about five seconds.

“Sold to the Erlend Collective,” the auctioneer said.

Katherine’s heart sank like a stone. Two hundred and ninety billion dollars? And that was for an unremarkable planet, too, the first one on offer. She felt so wretchedly miserable she almost broke down in tears.

“Well. That’s that then,” she said helplessly, gripping the prospectus until her knuckles turned white. “What a bloody waste of time this was.” How stupid she felt, how idiotic. Everybody had been right to try and dissuade her. Nothing to do but go on the stupid holiday tour that Morozov had suggested. Perhaps the cruise liner would explosively decompress and kill her and put an end to this nonsense. That’s if Political Enforcement didn’t put a bullet in her brain first.

Both Prinz and Lukah looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean?” Prinz said. “We still have ninety-nine lots to go.”

“Two hundred and ninety billion? I only have a hundred and seventy-eight billion. If they are all going to go for that much then what hope could I possibly have?”

Prinz laughed—actually laughed—in her face. Then he looked briefly mortified, and quickly regained his composure. “Y-you, ahem, must, ah, forgive me, Mrs. Fuller. I forget that people are not as au fait with the process as I.”

“What are you talking about?” Katherine demanded.

“I am so sorry, Mrs. Fuller. There is an exchange rate. Not all currencies are worth the same amount of money. Because the dollar is much more widespread, its purchasing power is lower than the Decurii, by a factor of about eight. So, Lot 191 is really worth about … uh, forty billion Decurii.”

“Not even that,” Lukah murmured.

“No,” Prinz agreed.

“I … see,” Katherine said, although she didn’t really. “So, what you’re telling me is that we actually have—”

“Over a trillion dollars, yes,” Prinz said.

“… Right,” Katherine said in one short exhalation. “Good lord.”

The auction went on. Some land went for barely anything in the scheme of things; other large, mineral-rich worlds close to “UFN Centre” went for orders of magnitude over what Katherine’s budget was. It was all so tantalising; she had never heard of these Free Nations before, and she had only their names to go by. Confederations, alliances, collectives, empires, even corporations. And these were just the nations buying land on that day. The galaxy had to be absolutely teeming with societies, and she had heard of almost none of them.

Eventually her lot came up. The pace had slowed somewhat as the initial excitement died down, but Katherine felt sick with worry and anticipation.

“Lot 253,” the auctioneer said, her false computer-eye pulsing with some brief electronic light. “Terrestrial land Grade 4, FOTR, Class G system, no known orbital hazards, no known interstellar hazards, terrestrial fauna is lethality index 4—caution only, no cull. Earthsickness index 2, HYM is … platinum at 0.009 ppm. FSD3+21 from UFN-Centre. Starting bid forty-five billion dollars.”

“Here we go,” Prinz said. Even he sounded nervous.

“You aren’t going to do anything?” Katherine said.

“I have lodged your bid already,” he said. “Fifty billion Decurii, with a maximum bid of a hundred billion.”

“A hundred billion,” Katherine breathed. “Over half the money?”

“Yes. Well. You either want the planet or you don’t, Mrs. Fuller. I warned you it would be expensive.”

Before she could take umbrage with his tone, the bidding process was concluded. It happened in less than two seconds, and she missed it completely.

“Father Eternal, did we get it? Did I get it? I could have spent more, I would have gone higher—!”

“Sold to a private purchaser, Ms. Katherine Fuller of the Decurion Empire, for 640 billion dollars,” the auctioneer said with utter dispassion. “Next, Lot 254. Terrestrial land Grade 1, FOTR, Class G system, known orbital hazards…”







10
THE MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR



“What happened to your fist? Did you get into a fight?”

Cyprian looked down at his cut, chafed knuckles, thinking back to the conversation he had had with Droor and that nasty little prick Gallego. “Something like that.”

“Hardly surprising, in the Serpentine District,” Lang said, shaking his head. “Monos, man. They only know fighting and fucking.”

It was a dreary day. They were sitting in Cyprian’s autocruiser, stuck in a holding pattern outside the Central Government District air zone whilst some confected emergency was cleared up. Police autocruisers flashed their lights ostentatiously and pointlessly as traffic was interdicted and shunted over the ice-dark Mariasole. There were too many black windows and swinging dicks above Kada Gamar, too much firepower and unspent energy. Someone innocent was going to die that morning.

“Bad news?”

“Is there any other kind in this place,” Cyprian muttered, lighting a cigarette. The autocruiser shuddered slightly as the downwash from an enormous freightliner rocked the capital.

“What do you want to do about the Briseis file?” Lang asked. “Can I have one of those?”

Cyprian handed him a lit cigarette and cracked a window. Frigid air cascaded into the cab.

“Close it,” Cyprian said.

Lang looked at him askance. He paused for two beats, then said, “You’re joking.”

“I’m not.”

There was another silence. Lang let out a great sigh, filling the cabin with smoke. Then, out of the blue, he slapped the console in front of him. “How can you just shit-can it?” he demanded.

Cyprian shrugged, unimpressed by his junior’s anger. “How do you think?”

Lang nodded to his knuckles. “Is that what that is? Someone told you to close the file last night?”

Cyprian didn’t say anything.

“Who was it? Reed?”

“It doesn’t matter who it was. Forget about it. There will be other murders.” He gestured vaguely in the direction of the Inspektorate morgue. “There’s probably ten come in overnight.”

Lang shook his head, genuinely disappointed. In a curious way, Cyprian felt sorry for him. Lang could be insufferable, and his ambition and blithe malice would contrive to make him sincerely evil when he was older; but for now, at least, the man took a genuine interest in his work. If Cyprian cared enough, he might have tried to nurture his investigatory instinct, to mould Lang into an inspektor rather than a Party bootlick.

But, he did not care enough.

After a period of reflection, Lang pointed his cigarette fingers at Cyprian. “Normally they leave the tags in.” There was bitterness in his voice.

“What are you talking about?”

“For the sanctioned murders. The political stuff. Normally they don’t cut the tags out. The trackers. You told me that.”

He was right. Whenever they got a call over the hotline for approved murders, the implanted tracking devices were left in as a matter of course. At this point it was almost a professional courtesy. Why make their lives harder? Most of these killings were performative, and the cover-ups deliberately lackadaisical. Everyone was just going through the motions. Hell, they’d start delivering them straight to the Inspektorate morgue soon, save everyone the trouble.

This one had been different. Someone had gone to some lengths to make Briseis irrecoverable. It was the kind of murder you would get in the Serpentine District—an actual crime, a good old-fashioned illegal killing.

“Why dump his body at all?” Cyprian asked in spite of both his disinterest and bad mood.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why cut his tags out and then dump his body in the industrial zone? Why go to the effort of killing the trackers but leaving the body out cold? The docklands are not exactly Central City North, but still. There was a risk he would be found. In fact, it was a pretty big risk, because he was.”

Lang shrugged. “We only got him because of that liver thing. Pah … pan—”

“Pánfilo’s disorder.”

“Whatever. Otherwise we’d never have ID’d him.”

“But why leave it to chance? Why not just dissolve his body in a bath of acid and flush him down the drain?”

“Those chemical outflows are pretty corrosive.”

Cyprian made an exasperated noise. “But they aren’t exactly private. I know it’s out of the way, but it still isn’t … They could have caulked the guy in a basement and left his body there to rot for ten years and no one would ever have known.”

Lang cracked the passenger window and flicked his spent cigarette out of it. “I thought you were going to close the file.”

“I am going to close the file,” Cyprian muttered.

“Who told you to?”

“I can’t say. You know I can’t.”

“It was Reed, wasn’t it?”

“It wasn’t Reed.”

Lang snorted. “It’s bullshit.”

“Yeah, well. Get used to it. You want to be Party, this is what they do.”

Lang looked out the window, sulking. Perhaps there was hope for him yet.

The autocruiser’s computer chimed. The interdiction order was lifted.

“Take us to the Inspektorate HQ,” Cyprian muttered to the autopilot, and it did.



“You’re closing the file?” Prime Inspektor Veselin Reed asked from across his desk. Cyprian sat opposite him; Lang stood at the window, eager to be shot of all of this grey, tired flesh.

“Yes.”

“You haven’t solved it.”

Cyprian let out a long, hearty laugh, but said nothing.

“What happened to your hand?” Reed asked.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Should I be worried about it?”

“I just said no, didn’t I?”

Reed pursed his lips. “Fine. Well, I have another one for you, a body in the Mariasole. A woman.”

“A woman?”

“Yes,” Reed said, sliding over the folder. “Could be nothing, but worth—”

“That’s it?” Lang interrupted, whirling round.

Both Reed and Cyprian looked at him, then one another, then back to Lang.

“That’s it,” Reed said.

“You’re not even going to ask why?”

Reed sighed mightily, and clasped his hands on the desk in front of him. He leant forward. “Okay, Reis. Why are you closing the file?”

“Why do you think?”

“Was it that rancid cunt Gallego?”

Cyprian said nothing.

Reed took a large slurp of coffee and tapped the document with a fat finger. “This one didn’t come through on the hotline did it?”

Cyprian shook his head. “No. The emergency number.”

“We can’t just close an unsolved murder case file,” Lang protested.

Now it was Reed’s turn to chuckle. He sat back in his chair, which protested. “Inspektor Reis is an experienced case officer. If he feels that closing the case file is the appropriate course of action, then he has my full backing.”

Cyprian snorted. “First time for everything.” He made to stand.

“Don’t forget the new one.”

“Prime Inspektor, I really must—” Lang started, but Reed held up a hand for silence.

“Father Eternal, go away and do some work.”



The dead woman turned out to be involved with a young Party scion. No one especially important, but well-connected enough to get the whole thing chucked out. The file took less than a day to complete, and Cyprian found himself at a loose end somewhere around four o’clock.

He’d sent Lang to finish off a few bits of administration, and the broader Serious Crimes Bureau was quiet as inspektors sat on their case files for the last few hours of the shift, running out the clock until the night team took over. Now he sat in his office with the blinds closed, once again drinking, this time with a photograph in his hand. It was faded and well thumbed, two years out of date now.

“Lovely Annika,” he murmured. “And Pepin. Such a sweet boy.”

He stroked the cheeks of his children. Annika was a tall, gangly thing, twelve in the picture and so unsure of herself. She was beautiful, beautifully spirited. She loved otters of all things—otters!—and everything in her bedroom had been otter themed. No creature in the dreary Kada Gamar municipal zoo had been loved as much. And his boy, Pepin, sweet and gentle, desperate to fit in with the other boys, signing up for camping trips and children’s paramilitary organisations, though he didn’t like it, not really. Pepin just wanted to dance. He had loved dancing as a boy, but dancing was unproductive, and in any event a trifle for girls in dresses. Cyprian, terrified for him, had stopped him dancing—forbidden it. The thought made him heartsick. He would have given anything in the world to watch his boy dance again.

He imagined Annika forced into having endless children over the course of a loveless thirty-year Party-approved marriage. He thought of Pepin being pressured by some low-level bootlick from the Permanent War Council to sign up for the Imperial Army, or the Navy—or worse, caught up in some districtwide dragnet and impressed, drafted and shipped off inside a week, to die pointlessly on one of several dozen foreign battlefields.

He folded the photograph away before he could get too morose—these sessions of emotional self-flagellation were the closest he came to suicide—and, snatching his coat off the rack, left the Inspektorate HQ and went for one of his customary walks down the Mariasole embankment.

It was another grey afternoon, and bitterly cold. Snow drifted in fits and starts on the wind but it was too wet to settle, and instead the pavement was coated in a cold slush gloss. It was darker than normal, even for a winter’s afternoon. Because the power generators on Eva Island were old and the electricity infrastructure was poorly maintained, Kada Gamar was subject to infrequent load shedding. It meant occasional blackouts. Cyprian had heard a rumour that the power infrastructure was actually absolutely fine, and the blackouts were one of an uncountable number of tools the Party used to enforce its will in cryptic ways. But he could also believe that the energy suppliers were more interested in lining their own pockets than investing earmarked funds like they were supposed to.

Whatever the reason, most of the streetlamps were out. He went for the walk anyway, his hand idly tracing the cold railing of the embankment. Embankment felt like the wrong word. It was more of a seawall, an enormous edifice of curved concrete to stop the vast and tidal Mariasole from washing away the Central Government District. And wouldn’t that be a shame?

He had been walking for perhaps five minutes when they came for him. Three black autocruisers with tinted windows. They swooped out of the sky like raptors, running on quieted engines and security-cleared interdiction vectors. Cyprian hadn’t been expecting it—or at least not there and then—but nor was he blindsided. He came to a stop and rested his forearms on the railing, taking in deep, cold lungfuls of what could well be his final breaths of free air.

The autocruisers touched down on the pavement twenty paces away from him, the hot downwash of their engines melting what little snow had settled. Gull-wing doors were thrown open and men in black uniforms and dark grey trench coats exited. Several moved towards him with purpose, but never quickly or excitedly. The rest remained in their vehicles. They were all armed, but they did not brandish their guns.

Bootsteps rapped dissonantly against the concrete as two of them approached. Two were all that was needed; he would either go with them, or he would die.

“Inspektor Reis,” the foremost agent said. He was from the Interior Ministry—they all were. It was the Ministry of which the Inspektorate was a part. That was a surprise. He had expected Gallego or some other of Droor’s goons from Information, not his own people.

Cyprian did not take his eyes off the Mariasole. He gripped the iron handrail of the embankment and looked out across the river. His heart was thumping, but outwardly he projected calm.

“Yeah,” he said tiredly.

The man produced a black hood. “Would you come with me, please?”



The journey was so short that they could only have taken him to the Interior Ministry. It was the next-closest government building to the Inspektorate headquarters, barely a kilometre to the north along the Emperor Leon Commemorative Highway.

Cyprian knew better than to protest the use of the black bag, but he still managed to be extremely rude to his abductors. They were unmoved by his tirades, though certainly they were not used to it. Most people bagged by the Interior wept, or pleaded for their lives, or were simply silent—the game being all but up.

By the time the hood was removed, Cyprian had been taken out of the vehicle, across a rooftop cruiser platform, and through a long succession of doors and hallways. By the acoustics he knew he was in an office, though he had not expected to be in Gerolf Morita’s office.

“Inspektor Reis,” the Minister of the Interior said. He was a bald, thickset, dark-skinned man, wearing a pair of mirrored spectacles. The high stock collars of his Party uniform were trimmed with the red and gold of his office. On his chest was an ivory pin of a human skull. In almost any other circumstances it would be gauche; in these circumstances it was chilling.

“Minister,” Cyprian said. Morita frightened him. He was not like Droor, whose evil was an applied evil, designed to leverage and coerce. Morita was simply malevolent. He would kill unthinkingly; he would torment for pleasure. Cyprian had heard credible rumours that Morita would sometimes perform the act of excruciation himself, and was a talented and enthusiastic torturer.

“Fuck off, the rest of you,” Morita said to his men, and they left.

Morita’s office was enormous. It was also almost entirely negative space. There was very little furniture, save for the man’s enormous desk and the chairs that he and Cyprian were sitting in. The floor was gloss black tiling, whilst the tinted windows afforded one a view of the Mariasole and Kaspar Timeo Island beyond. Behind Morita was an enormous portrait of Davor Casale, the Emperor, standing triumphant on a battlefield he had never even visited, let alone presided over as general.

“Who gives you life?” Morita asked him, following the line of his gaze to the portrait.

“Pater Aeternus,” Cyprian said tiredly. He hated this moronic repartee, but with someone like Morita, at least, you played the game.

Morita pounded a fist on the desk. “Cover your fucking mouth when you perform the Salutations!”

Cyprian hastily put his right hand over his mouth and his left over his heart, jumping to it like the good lapdog he was.

Morita sneered at him. “Who gives you purpose?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you joy?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Say it like you mean it!”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Again!”

“Pater Aeternus!”

“Pater. Aeternus. Our Eternal Father. His Imperial Majesty Davor Casale. Have you forgotten that, Inspektor?”

Cyprian shook his head. His heart was thumping at a pace and an intensity his shabby, unfit body simply could not sustain. His belligerence, so easy in the face of Reed—even Droor—had gone.

Morita sat back, regarding Cyprian for a long period of silence. “You closed a file this morning.”

Cyprian’s teeth were gritted so firmly they were in danger of buckling like overtaxed concrete bridge supports. He knew this would come back to haunt him. Perhaps not quite so quickly and spectacularly, but he knew.

“I did, sir,” he said. To deny it would be to die.

“Verner Briseis,” Morita said.

“That’s right.”

How did he play this? Something told him he needed to keep Droor’s name out of his mouth at all costs; another part of him wanted to let these dreadful men let each other’s blood until they died. Of course, it never worked out that way—there were always people like Cyprian caught in the crossfire. But, Father Eternal, he wanted to.

“Why did you close it?”

What to say? What to say?

“Unsolvable,” he said eventually. He cleared his throat. Morita looked surprised. He clasped his hands on the desk.

“Unsolvable?”

“Yes. The body was severely degraded. No marks—”

“There were signs of torture.”

“Yes, I meant—” He cleared his throat again. “No fingerprints, no foreign hair or skin samples or anything that might lead us to a murderer.”

“So we can at least agree, then, that the man was murdered? Your detectorial faculties stretch that far?”

“Yes.”

“Murdered brutally?”

Cyprian inclined his head. “It certainly appeared that way.”

“And his trackers were cut out?”

Cyprian didn’t know why he was surprised that Morita was intimately familiar with the case file. “Yes. All three.”

“Professional job, then?” Morita had decided to play the part of the ill-informed bystander asking questions in good faith. The effect was deeply sinister.

“Certainly his killer knew what they were doing.”

“And of course, the man was the chief engineer for the Leonis hypersled racing team.”

“He was.”

Morita nodded along, though Cyprian was not fooled by the false sincerity of this probing. This was building up to something exquisitely unpleasant.

“An … important man, wouldn’t you say, Inspektor? Important for the image of the Empire.”

“Undoubtedly, sir.”

Morita smiled humourlessly, his eyes squinting behind the mirrors of his glasses. “But…” He shrugged theatrically. “Case closed?”

“It had the look and feel of a sanctioned—”

“It wasn’t,” Morita said immediately, the fake smile vanishing.

Cyprian realised the best way to play this was to feign incompetence. “We thought it was.”

“‘We’?”

“Myself and my junior. William Lang.”

“Inspektor Lang thought it was a sanctioned murder?”

“We both did.” A hostage to fortune. It was never a good idea to speak for the thoughts and actions of someone else in Kada Gamar.

“Interesting. Interesting.” Morita activated the comm in front of him. “Would you send in William Lang please?”

Cyprian’s heart lurched. So: he was fucked, then.

He turned as Lang came in through the door. An Interior agent pulled it closed behind him. Cyprian wanted to say a great many things, but he managed to hold his tongue. He stared at Lang for the man’s long and excruciatingly awkward journey across the floor of the office, but Lang would not meet his eyes.

“Inspektor Lang here does not, in fact, share your view that the case file should be closed.”

“Well. Inspektor Lang should have made his feelings on the matter much clearer,” Cyprian said icily, looking at his junior.

Morita waved him off. “Don’t look so put out, Reis. You should be pleased to have such a diligent and conscientious junior partner. Although, given your history, really it is you who is the junior partner. In all but name.”

Cyprian swallowed this, as he knew he must. Recrimination could come later. Right now, all he needed to do was get out of this office alive.

“Yes, well.”

There was a silence, which stretched. Lang managed to stare out of the window the entire time, apparently fascinated with the traffic of the Eastern Air Distributor.

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say for yourself?” Morita asked eventually, his tone dangerous. “I haven’t—” He turned around, and made a show of looking around the office, picking up bits and pieces of paper on his desk, overturning trinkets and looking underneath them, even standing and pulling the gilt frame of the portrait away from the wall and looking behind it. “We are in … We are in the office of the Minister of the Interior?”

Cyprian said nothing.

“Inspektor Reis, I am asking you a question.”

Cyprian cleared his throat. “We are, sir.”

“It’s just that, normally, people are quite eager to assist me. To clear up misunderstandings, to make a clean breast of matters. I wondered just then if we had strayed into some other place, some alternate reality, where that was not the case.”

“I am keen to assist—”

“Oh excellent!” Morita said with affected brightness. “That’s really wonderful. Isn’t that terrific, Lang?”

“It’s very good, sir,” Lang said, swallowing and keeping his eyes on the evening sky. The streetlights had come back on outside.

There was another pause.

“I will happily reopen the case f—”

“Who told you to close it, Reis?” Morita asked. Gone, now, was the silliness, the theatrical confusion, the false humour.

“I—”

Morita held up a hand. It was a hand enclosed in a fine white glove, the sort of dress-uniform glove an army officer might wear. “If I were you, Inspektor, I would think extremely carefully before I answered that question. I will ask it only once.”

Cyprian closed his mouth. He felt an incredible pressure building up in his head. He didn’t want to die—at least, didn’t want to die here and now in Morita’s office. There was a good reason the floor was tiled.

If he said Droor, he was simply exchanging one extremely powerful enemy for another. If he lied, Morita would have him shot. There had to be some third way—

“A man called Zavian Gallego,” he said. Fuck Gallego. The man was a rude, entitled prick who had threatened him and the lives of his children. He owed him absolutely nothing at all—and he certainly wasn’t going to die to protect him.

Morita considered this for a long while, fingers steepled against his lips.

“And you thought to comply with this order? Unquestioningly?” he asked eventually.

The mood in the room had shifted. Cyprian sensed that some invisible barrier had been surmounted, some unknowable test had been passed. The Interior Minister was certainly angry, but no longer volcanically so. They were retreating from a precipice. The only thing Cyprian didn’t know was quite how close he had been to the edge.

“The man is a senior Party member, much more senior than me. I didn’t think to question the order, no. We deal with the deaths of a great many important people. Many of them are sanctioned.” Now he did shrug. “I was simply following my orders.”

“But you do not take orders from the Ministry of Information. You take your orders from senior officers within the Inspektorate. From your Prime. And his Prime.”

Cyprian inclined his head, trying to appear calm. “I shall be sure never to repeat the oversight, Minister.”

Morita mulled this over with an expression of distaste, as though he were working a ball of gristle between his teeth. “You are to reopen the file. The case is to be a matter of official Inspektorate record. I would like you to get to the bottom of this, and quickly. Any resources you need, you let me know. Are we clear?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Cyprian said, pathetically grateful to be leaving the office with his life. He would have agreed to almost anything in that moment. Everything else—the logistics, the reprisals, the threats, Droor—all could come later. He just needed to survive the next five minutes.

Morita regarded him. “We haven’t crossed paths before, have we, Reis?”

Cyprian shook his head. “No, sir. Not personally.”

“You served under my predecessor.”

“I did.”

“Hm. Well, I know about you. I make it my business to know about my officers. I know what happened to you, and where your children are. I know where your wife is, too.”

“The cemetery?” Cyprian retorted, his anger fizzing over sharply and suddenly.

“Quite so,” Morita said, unfazed. If anything, he seemed pleased to get a rise out of him. “Quite so.” He sighed, rubbing his face. “All right. Go away, the pair of you. And the next time I see you, Reis, you had better have solved this case. Don’t make me regret not killing you here and now.”



Cyprian didn’t say anything to Lang for about fifteen minutes. He walked quickly and in silence, his junior skipping and jogging to keep up. He headed back to the Mariasole embankment, to the place where he had been black-bagged. It was dark now, and the low banks of snow cloud were highlighted a dull, static white from the lights of Kada Gamar. The air danced with flakes; the slush was ankle-deep in places. For Cyprian it made no difference, for he had sturdy boots on. For Lang, who was wearing brogues, his feet must have been frigid and soaking.

“I really didn’t think—” Lang said as they came to a stop by the railing.

Cyprian shut him up with a roundhouse punch to his left cheek, flooring him.

Lang shrieked, clutching his face.

Cyprian bent down and grabbed a fistful of Lang’s collar. He punched him again, two, three times, all in the face. He was going to break his hand on the man’s skull, but he didn’t care.

Lang curled up into a foetal position. Cyprian stood and began to stamp on him. At first he concentrated on the man’s head again; then he kicked Lang’s stomach repeatedly, as though he were a football. After Cyprian had finished stamping on and kicking him, he grabbed Lang by his trench coat lapels and slammed him against the embankment railing, pressing him hard until his torso was well and truly over the bars and his centre of gravity with it.

Far below them, the ink-black Mariasole crashed against the seawall.

“You fucked me! You fucking idiot! Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Any idea at all? Morita? Morita? You idiot! You stupid bloody bastard! Father Eternal, you’re a dead man. Do you understand that? A dead man. You think you’re a good little Party boy, snitching like this? Do you think they like snivelling little cunts like you? Do think that’s what they want? A good little informer? Because that’s all you’ll ever be to them now. Disloyal, dishonest, a pathetic little worm squirming through shit. You have no idea, do you? How they think? They won’t respect you for telling on me. There won’t be a reward. They will just use you and dump you.” His rage suddenly resurfaced in a final salient. “You stupid, fucking, bastard,” he snarled, slamming Lang into the railing. “Fuck!”

Then he threw Lang to the floor, where he lay, coughing and bloody and weeping.

Cyprian rubbed his face, then clasped his hands behind his head, catching his breath. For another brief, crazy moment, he reached for his pistol in its shoulder holster, but took his hands away. He could shoot him. He could shoot him.

He pulled more air deep into his lungs. Lang rolled onto his back, his face a bloody ruin, crying like a little boy. Just a boy, a stupid, indoctrinated boy, thinking he was doing the right thing.

Cyprian let out a huge sigh. He fished into his pocket and pulled out his comm.

“Yeah, this is Inspektor Cyprian Reis 0280389,” he said tiredly to the dispatcher. “Wounded officer. Priority, but…” He looked down at Lang. “He’s not going to die anytime soon.”

He gave the dispatcher his location, terminated the call and put the comm back in his pocket.

“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, and crouched down next to Lang. He pulled a handkerchief from this pocket, and began to wipe some of the blood off Lang’s face. “I’m sorry, all right? I’m sorry.”

But Lang could not stop crying.







11
PUBLIC RELATIONS



It was twelve days until the next race, at Telesforo Speedway, thanks to a mid-season pause. Normally Julian would have spent this time analysing the circuit, attending to the Toshiko, getting everything packed up and ready for the move to the next circuit.

Julian spent it in his apartment doing nothing at all.

Against Droor’s orders, he had tried to contact Lonny. Not only had the call not even connected, but two men from Political Enforcement had entered his apartment almost immediately afterwards, and without speaking a single word, smashed his comm to bits.

He knew he was being watched round the clock now. Some cameras were obvious, and he was aware of them—those in the ceiling fixtures sometimes caught the flash of autocruiser headlights, or winked dully in the dead of night; but he had a sinking feeling that they were the ones he was supposed to see. He doubted there had ever been a time when he hadn’t been watched, but at least they had gone to efforts to conceal the fact of their surveillance. Now they weren’t even trying to hide it.

Neurotically afraid and desperately bored, he spent hours in front of the living room holo. The programming on the public broadcasts was dreadful: sitcoms in which the antagonists were always visibly disabled, or worse—childless. News programmes which consisted of obviously curated and falsified military footage. One of the reels they broadcast was from a battle that even Julian knew had taken place several years before he had arrived on Leonis.

The very worst was a reality talk show called Fertility Matters which focused entirely on the guests’ procreation efforts. People with large numbers of children—especially sons—were household names for literally no other reason. There were ranks and medals available for mothers of twins and triplets, veterans of the war on infertility. The guests spoke about the joys of mothering multiple children, the latter of whom played in a pen adjacent to the interview area under the watchful eyes of nannies in Party uniforms. Nothing even remotely of substance was discussed. The whole thing was a litany of quack science and myths about sex, the sort of stuff that young adolescents on Trillia would discuss in embarrassed whispers before their adult educational imprintation burned all of the nonsense away.

Two days after he had had his meeting with Droor, a man came to see him. He was fairly young, clean-shaven and with slicked-back dark hair. He wore a black Party uniform and a black trench coat which he did not remove upon entry into Julian’s apartment.

“My name is Zavian Gallego,” he said. He briefly proffered an unmarked comm punchcard, but then he saw the smashed wreck of Julian’s terminal, and withdrew it with an impressive sleight of hand. “I work for Mr. Droor. Sit down please.”

Julian sat.

“You look thin,” Gallego said, rummaging through the refrigerator. He pulled out a block of cheese. He turned to Julian. “This is politically unacceptable,” he said, tapping the branding.

“The cheese?” Julian asked helplessly.

“You should have a list of politically correct foods. It updates weekly.” Then Gallego seemed to remember the smashed terminal. “Right. We need to get that replaced.” He dropped the block of cheese into the trash disposal. Then he pulled open a cupboard, and recovered a loaf of bread. He tossed it to Julian. “Eat a slice while we talk. You look much too thin.”

Julian knew by now that to resist these absurd directions was at best folly and at worst life-threatening, and began to chew miserably on a slice of dry brown bread.

“I have been told of your … condition,” Gallego said with a sneer. “Am I right in saying you are capable of having sex with a woman?”

Julian began to cry as a sense of crushing helplessness overtook him.

“Hey!” Gallego snapped his fingers three times. “You think this is bad? You think this is bad? You get to fuck a beautiful woman! Would you rather be in the Labyrinth? Would you rather I took this cheese grater—” He snatched a cheese grater up from the side of the sink. “—and started scraping your face off?”

Julian could not stop crying, but he managed to do it in silence at least.

“Pay attention. You have created a big steaming mess. It’s my job to get you out of it. So, help me help you. The Minister tells me you are bisexual. Is that right?”

Julian nodded.

“So. You are going to have sex with Kamilla Makar. Do you know who that is?”

“No. Should I?”

“Should—!” Gallego started, then caught himself. He regarded Julian for a moment. “Yes. She is a very well-known socialite in Central City North. In fact, she has an apartment in this building; isn’t that a wonderful coincidence?”

“I’m … going to have sex with her?”

“Yes. Tonight.”

“Why? Where? Does she know about this?”

Gallego’s features creased in irritation. “We are building a narrative.”

“A narrative? What narrative?”

“How about the narrative that the first-string pilot for the Leonis racing team isn’t an unproductive. How about that narrative?”

“I’ve had sex with women since I’ve been here.”

“And have you had sex with any of them since Voss?”

“… No.”

“In which case, we need to build the narrative.”

“Is she even okay with this?”

“Of course she is. What, you think she doesn’t want to fuck the first-string pilot for the Leonis racing team?”

“Well … I mean…” Julian spluttered. “… Maybe? But I’ve never even spoken to—”

Gallego waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. Kamilla is a good citizen. She’s keen to assist. And as for where, obviously here, yes? In your bed. It will be filmed, so you had better look like you are enjoying it.”

Julian looked at Gallego, wide-eyed with bovine incomprehension. “I don’t understand—”

“Don’t tell me you don’t understand. I know that you do.”

“What if I get her pregnant?”

Gallego laughed, a horrible, spiteful sound, but did not answer the question. “Right. Finish eating your—” He snorted again, as though the fact that Julian had actually complied, actually started to eat a plain slice of bread, was hilarious. “—food. Then get ready. Have a shower. Put on something flashy. You’re going out drinking tonight.”

Julian looked alarmed. “I can’t drink this close to a race—”

In a flash, Gallego had him by the throat. “You will drink. You will dance. You will take what she gives you. You will fuck. And you. Will. Like it.” He let go of Julian’s throat, and flashed a warm smile. “Or you will die,” he said cheerfully, and clapped Julian on the shoulder.



Central City North was a riot of sound and light. Few places in Kada Gamar were permitted “revelry licences,” but CCN, being adjacent to the wealthy Isolda Magro residential district, had one. In fact, it seemed to have one with the most relaxed, permissive stipulations in the entire capital.

Julian was led by a cadre of young Political Enforcement officers wearing the costumes of normal partygoers. They played their part exceedingly well; they shouted at one another as though they had been drinking, they skipped and danced through the streets like idiots, they drank from bottles Julian knew contained water. They were young and attractive, the men with unkempt beards, the women with outlandish makeup on, all wearing scruffy jeans and baggy T-shirts, their leather ID wallets tucked away in safe places at home or back in the Ministry. Perhaps if one looked closely one might notice the bulge of a pistol or a knife, but otherwise they were grey people, indistinguishable from the concrete of the district. They would surround him, cosset him, pretend to be interested in his conversation, pretend to find his jokes amusing, carefully listen to everything he said to ensure nothing politically unacceptable escaped his lips. In their pockets were signal jammers for both comms and cameras; the only images of him that would make it onto the net were those which were carefully preapproved.

“Fucking look happier,” one of them snarled quietly in his ear as he shambled down a road filled with punters.

He was led into a trendy bar where speakers played an up-tempo remix of an Imperial Army marching song. Here the bare concrete walls were decorated with Party-friendly graffiti, and the mezzanine was filled with uniformed men from the armed forces. They watched the revellers below with an ironclad superiority.

“Here,” an officer said, handing him a cocktail. It was a gaudy red-and-orange concoction, and it tasted about twice as alcoholic as a normal cocktail. “Drink it quickly. Get a bit of a buzz on; you’re much too tense.”

Julian did indeed drink it quickly. Of all the orders he had received thus far, it was the easiest to comply with.

People were looking at him, pointing at him, whispering to one another. In and amongst this harrowing performance, this simulacrum of revelry, he had forgotten that he was a legitimate celebrity. He tried to remember how it felt, the swagger, the easy arrogance. The last time he had done this—of his own free will—he had been with Lonny. Nothing suspicious about it at all, just two racers, opponents on the track, friends off it. He wondered where Lonny was. He wondered if he would ever see him again.

He was in the process of imagining all sorts of concrete holding cells and cheese-graters-to-the-face when a woman sprang into his arms and hugged him tightly. Around them, Political Enforcement officers reached into their pockets and activated communications firewalls to kill off any attempts—for there certainly would be attempts—at recording them.

“Hello Julian,” she said smoothly, though he could hear the slight tremble in her voice. “Just follow my lead and everything will be A-okay.”

She pulled away from him. She was attractive, there was no question of that: flawless skin, cheekbones you could forge a sword on, large, heavily made-up eyes, and, most politically appropriate, wide hips. She was braless under a scandalously short and tight white dress and an ostentatious fur shako, a deliberate and provocative emulation of an army dress uniform.

For all she was beautiful and charismatic and intimidatingly confident, Julian could sense the brittle hollowness of her own performance too. Her easy extroversion was an affectation. What did PE have on her? Perhaps they didn’t need anything at all. Perhaps they had just threatened to take her to the industrial zone and shoot her in the back of the head.

She danced in front of him, and he did his best to follow her lead, though he imagined he looked like a reanimated corpse being zapped with a cattle prod. Around them the Political Enforcement operatives did a surprisingly good job of creating a natural cordon; it was much needed, too. A well-known and much-lusted-after Gamaran socialite and the first-string pilot of the Leonis hypersled racing team together were a PR agent’s wet dream. This was the sort of coupling that celebrity rags thrived off. Julian noticed sneers of jealous derision from the army guys above them as Kamilla ground herself against him unsubtly. But that was the point, wasn’t it? It was not supposed to be subtle. They were “building a narrative.”

“Here, take this,” Kamilla said directly into his earhole. She pressed a small pill into his hand.

“What will it do?”

“It will make you feel better.”

“Can I get another drink?” he asked the nearest operative.

She provided him with one almost immediately, and though it certainly looked like a cocktail, it was in fact just water.

He took the pill as subtly as he could, though it didn’t seem like it was an issue.

“Now dance with me,” Kamilla said. Her body moved with a practised sensuality, but her eyes …

She was frightened.

As the drug took hold, Julian realised he no longer cared.



The pill was many things, as it transpired, but mainly a powerful aphrodisiac. Clearly it was Droor hedging his bets. Coupled with the cocktail, Julian was desperately aroused.

In fact, it was almost too much. With an erection pressing firmly against his jeans, he kissed Kamilla grossly, the kind of ludicrous and sloppy performance an adolescent might put on. She kissed him back, but she was nowhere near as drunk and drugged up as he was, and she was forced to walk a fine line between looking as though she were desperately and passionately enjoying herself and at the same time not looking like a complete idiot.

“Okay Romeo, I think that’s enough,” one of the Political Enforcement operatives said quietly into his ear. Julian could not stop: he was chemically concupiscent. Whatever Kamilla had given him, it was turning him into an animal.

His party of “friends,” catcalling and jeering and pretending to be offended by this display of public affection—and not having to pretend particularly hard—corralled them out of the club. They could not have been in it for more than half an hour, and the night was still embarrassingly young. But all of these issues could be addressed after the fact. Broadcast metadata, picture timestamps, manufactured eyewitness gossip, this could all be changed and confected for the gossip rags.

They were bundled into a waiting autocruiser and flown back to his apartment. Julian knew something was wrong, knew all of this was horribly off kilter, but everything was secondary to his insatiable lust. He would have fucked just about anything in that moment. Why couldn’t they have just trusted him to get on with it?

“What was in that pill?” he slurred, feeling dizzy and nauseous.

“Just something to help you,” Kamilla said brusquely, looking out of the autocruiser window.

Julian gritted his teeth. “We can fake it,” he breathed, sweating.

She shook her head. “They’ll know” was all she said. “There are cameras in the hallways as well, so just make it look good, all right? And don’t put it in my ass. It’s illegal. They’ll have to burn the footage and film it all over again.”

Before Julian could answer, the autocruiser touched down and the doors hissed open, flooding the cabin with frigid air.



He would think about it for a long time afterwards.

They put on a show all right. They fucked like porn stars—or certainly that’s what they would have been compared to on Trillia. In the Empire, pornography was illegal. If a man wanted to ejaculate, then he had to do it in the name of procreation. Quite how this was enforced, Julian did not know, but he was sure the Party found a way.

He performed all of the foreplay he knew would be expected of him; he kissed her neck, grabbed and squeezed her breasts, pinched and licked her nipples. All the while, he imagined a review panel of Political Enforcement agents nodding along to the footage as though it were a grading for a musical instrument, making appreciative noises, ticking boxes on checklists.

She sucked his cock. He tried to make her ride him, but she wouldn’t; then he tried to take her from behind, and she quietly and forcefully reminded him that only missionary sex was permitted in the Empire. “Of course!” he’d said, playing the part of the hapless foreigner. Just someone still getting used to the customs of this insane, nightmarish mind-prison.

It was harder than he’d thought it would be, in spite of the chemical encouragement. As Kamilla moaned performatively with each thrust, he became more and more aware of the situation he was in—the violative nature of it, the fact he was being watched on camera, and worst of all, the fact that Kamilla had not consented to this process in any way that truly mattered.

The sex went on for much too long. He could not come. He got inside his own head, locked himself inside his thoughts, and felt his erection begin to soften. A negative feedback loop developed. He became hyperaware of the cameras, of Droor, of Lonny being interrogated, tortured—murdered? He felt sick with fear and inebriation.

Kamilla moaned loudly and gripped him behind the neck, pulling his head down so that his ear once again was pressed to her mouth. “Concentrate,” she whispered. Her voice was completely devoid of sensuality. This was a business transaction, and a high-stakes one at that. “We both need this to happen, so make it happen. Understand? You need to make this happen.”

She subtly sucked her middle finger, and then pulled her knees up, rolling her head from side to side, moaning and gripping the sheets as though lost in orgasmic lust. She contrived to pull the duvet up above Julian’s buttocks—something which they had been told not to do, not to obscure the view—and he was about to say something when he felt her finger press into his anus.

“Come on,” she panted, working the finger in and out. “Come, on.”

Julian squeezed his eyes shut. He knew she could not keep the duvet up for long, and he could not tolerate the idea of redoing this whole charade. He thrust with incredible speed, sweating, trying to conjure up the most pornographic images he could think of in his mind, until, until—

finally—

“Ah, fuck,” he panted—

“Inside, inside, inside!” Kamilla said frantically, pulling her finger out and letting the duvet fall away.

Julian did as he was bade, coming inside this actress, this personification of Party authority, this voodoo-doll Father Eternal, performing, always performing, and hoping to every religious and secular force in the universe that he did not get her pregnant.



She had to stay, of course. Sexual flings were permitted, provided they were legitimate attempts to develop longer-term relationships. Casual sex was not illegal, though it was certainly frowned upon; contraception of any sort was absolutely verboten.

They did not speak. What could they even talk about? This part of the video would not be released; indeed, the recording of their sex was probably more for insurance purposes than as something intended to be broadcast. It was counterintelligence, something to be leaked if evidence of his … unproductivity was ever uncovered.

Whatever the true purpose of the recording, one thing was clear: given the security cameras in the hallway, and the ever-present threat of prying eyes, Kamilla could not be seen to be entering her apartment that night. She would at least have to stay the night with Julian.

He checked the time: it was frightfully early still. They had been in Central City North for barely two hours.

Kamilla went to the toilet and then washed and dressed herself. Julian cleaned the sheets off as best he could with some tissues, and then he went for a shower. He climbed into bed next to her twenty minutes later, feeling deeply wretched. This was a loathing that went beyond postcoital clarity. This was a hatred of self so profound he felt physically ill.

He wanted to erase the memory of it entirely, but he could not. He wanted to smash his head through a window, but he could not do that either. He wanted to vent his fury on Kamilla for her part in this, but she was as much of a victim as he was.

They did not touch one another. He turned the lights out, and spent a long restive night in and out of sleep, coming down from the effects of the alcohol and drugs.

Just before dawn, he whispered to the back of her head, “Why did you do this?”

For a while he thought she would continue to pretend to be asleep. Then, eventually, she said quietly:

“They have my daughter.”

And that was that.



If he had hoped the sex tape was the end of it, then he was to be profoundly disappointed.

“Now,” Gallego said, appearing in his apartment a day later. “Now is the time to gild our subterfuge.”

Julian felt hollow and washed out. He could not stop thinking about what had happened. The whole thing felt like a violation, and it was breaking him. And he was supposed to race in a week. He was supposed to race! He couldn’t even imagine the track, the Toshiko. Already he had lost. Mentally, he was utterly defeated. He would be lucky to finish the thing. And then he would be killed. Probably Kamilla too. He could imagine it now, an autocruiser accident, plunging from the sky, crashing into the ground at 200 kph—

“Hey! Are you listening to me?” Gallego snapped.

“Hm? What?”

“Tomorrow night you are going to appear with Kamilla on Fertility Matters.”

Julian felt his flesh crawl with cold horror. “I can’t,” he choked.

“Let’s not do this today, yes?” Gallego said impatiently. “You’ve done the hard part. The hard part.” He smirked. “This is the easy bit. Just talk to the old hags for half an hour. Talk about your cock.” He snorted. “Talk about your cock and balls, or whatever the fuck it is they go on about.” He snorted again. “Ridiculous fucking programme. And remember: you hope Kamilla is pregnant. Yes?”

Julian shook his head in abject confusion. “But I … What am I … I don’t…”

Gallego made a frustrated noise, like these horrors were minor trifles, quick tasks to be dealt with in a long day of terrorising citizens. “Go on the show. Talk about your relationship with Kamilla, talk about fucking her—don’t be shy, they’ll be expecting it—and your incredibly strong hopes for a healthy child that can grow up and be shot in the spine on a glorious battlefield in the ass end of the galaxy. Yes?”

Julian didn’t know what he was more shocked by: the atrocity of this entire confection, or Gallego’s blithe treason, as though he knew—he knew—all of this was utterly malignant. He knew it but he didn’t care because it didn’t affect him.

“But what about the race?” Julian asked stupidly.

Gallego shrugged. “What about it? It’s not for another week, is it?”

“What about Raf?”

“Who?”

“My racing director.”

“Eh? What about him?” Gallego asked, absolutely baffled.

What about Lonny? Julian wanted to ask, but did not.



For some reason, he didn’t think the interview would happen. There was something so insane about it that he was expecting the cosmos to intercede. Perhaps Leonis would get irradiated by a supernova, or the power would go down, or the autocruiser carrying the interviewers would crash into the Mariasole.

But of course, none of these things happened, and the recording went ahead as planned. Kamilla came to his apartment and they spoke for several hours, trying to develop a rapport, conscious the entire time that they were being filmed and recorded; then he put on a suit they had picked out for him, and they were driven to the film studio, a large, plain, cube-shaped building of brown concrete on Kaspar Timeo Island.

Outside the studio, dozens of reporters with cameras and camera drones shouted and screamed and jostled and took pictures of them. Low-tech—stupidly low-tech, ostentatiously low-tech, actual flashes of light, actual rolls of film to print the pictures on. On Trillia, people’s eyes were cameras. They blink-clicked images they wanted to save, which were stored automatically in digital vaults. Retina-grade definition.

He tried to smile and look happy, but failed completely. He approached the film studio like a man approaching the gallows. Inside was a whirlwind of morons, people telling them what to say and what not to say, people stabbing makeup brushes into his face, Political Enforcement operatives reassuring him that any gaffes would not be broadcast—they were certainly not filming live—and that, contrary to how it appeared on the programme itself, there was no audience. It was all just trickery, post-production manipulation. They said this like they were actually proud, as though these were great achievements. Five-year-olds on Trillia could have edited these feeds.

He sat in a chair, the children’s playpen next to him empty. The whole room smelt like disinfectant. The hosts, matronly women with Fertility Medals tinkling on their blazers, greeted them with false warmth. Behind, an enormous portrait of the Emperor presided over everything.

After some introductory music, the questioning began. Julian was directed to relax and speak as though nothing was being recorded, and to speak to the empty benches and pretend they were full of people. The interview was frequently paused as Political Enforcement intervened to ensure the questioning cleaved to the narrative.

The narrative.

“And so you finally consummated your relationship two nights ago?” one of the women asked with a jocular conspiration. Even though Julian had been told to expect it, he still could not stop his eyes from widening. They all laughed, writing it off as the quaintness of a foreigner.

“Yes,” Kamilla said with a broad smile. She played her part perfectly. She was an entirely different person to the nervous and unenthusiastic woman from his apartment that afternoon. “It was wonderful.”

“Now this is the question we always ask: How was the feeling, at the end? The feeling of…” The matron gripped two fistfuls of air as she wrestled with her emotions. “… impregnation. Of accepting his seed, knowing the potential there?”

“Again, it was wonderful. Truly. All I’ve ever wanted is to bear children for Pater Aeternus.”

But she had mentioned a daughter. She had a daughter; Julian had not imagined that.

“But you have a—” he began without thinking, and immediately everyone stopped. The matronly façade evaporated. The cameras clattered audibly into their cradles. Political Enforcement agents crowded the interview space.

“We aren’t mentioning that,” one of them said sternly.

Kamilla’s composure fractured. She looked at Julian with an expression of brief but profound hatred. Her eyes glistened, charged with tears, but she hastily wiped them away before they could fall.

“Are you going to cry? We need to know before we reset the feed,” a cameraman called over to her.

“No, I’m fine,” Kamilla said. “How’s my makeup?”

The nearest matron examined her face in the same way one might examine a puddle of vomit. “It’s fine,” she muttered unhappily.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think—” Julian began.

“Hey! Offworlder! We aren’t talking about that, do you fucking get it?” another agent shouted from the shadows of the sidelines.

“Right,” Julian murmured.

Everything was reset—the feed, emotions, facial expressions. A red light winked on.

“Children bring such joy,” one of the interviewers said, as if nothing at all had happened. “But it is Pater Aeternus who really gives our lives purpose.”

“Absolutely,” Kamilla said.

“And how would you rate Julian’s semen?” the first matron asked, and Julian spluttered, and they had to reset the studio again.







12
SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT



“You shouldn’t be talking to me,” Morozov said, appearing to be genuinely irritated.

“I know,” Katherine said. “But it’s important.”

It was a week after Katherine had won the auction, and on the advice of everyone—Prinz, Lukah, and Morozov—she had lain low. She had spent most of her time in the residence on the Potenza Road, pacing around the mansion as though it were the most opulent cage in the city, her mind a constant whirlwind of thoughts. She couldn’t sleep; she could barely eat. Part of this was fear—constant, inescapable fear that at any moment PE would kick her door in and take her away—and grief, for the loss of her son and husband. Another source of her restlessness was excitement. And then, of course, came the guilt, and a swift return to the crushing, grinding forces of depression. How could she feel pleasure at a time like this? How dare she undermine her own bereavement with thoughts of the future? Her head yearned for optimism; her heart insisted on purgatory.

At first, she thought she was staying at home to just let the dust settle. She had no idea what was taking place behind the scenes, what conversations were happening between Party loyalists, what interest and upset she had caused. And she was glad of that. It was better not to know, and so be influenced by it—be frightened by it.

Then, as time went on, a different theory took root. Certainly, she was just staying out of sight to take some of the heat out of the situation, and let the interest wither on the vine. But perhaps she was staying in the residence to avoid another autocruiser malfunction. Or a mugging. If she wasn’t careful, perhaps she would slip on the icy pavement during a late-night stroll and crack her skull on the pavement, or find herself tripping over and falling headfirst into an errant bullet. That was just the kind of nonsense the Party would come up with, less a cover-up and more a warning. She could imagine the headlines now: WIFE OF THE LATE ESKIL FULLER SHOT IN TRAGIC GUN RANGE ACCIDENT. Then Political Enforcement agents would come in and plant all sorts of marksmanship paraphernalia around the residence and make it look like she had taken up sports shooting, whilst the coroner retrieved eighty submachine-gun bullets from her corpse.

After a while, though, the urge to leave became inescapable. She couldn’t access her terminal—dared not access her terminal—and she had no books from the library on political theory to pore over and decide what kind of society she wanted to create. And besides, she’d agreed that Morozov would be the leader of this place. Precisely how that arrangement would work still needed to be thrashed out.

“My team and I are going through all of the administrative requirements,” Katherine said. They were walking through a large public park on Kaspar Timeo Island, far enough east that they would not run into many—or any—Party members. In fact, they had perhaps gone a little too far east. These weren’t mono districts, but even the Class I high-rises were numerous and unappealing. Unlike the tasteful, carefully approved and curated false bohemia of Central City North, here the decay and poverty was real.

“There are a great many,” Morozov said, his breath streaming away from his mouth. It was a bitterly cold and gloomy morning.

“Indeed,” Katherine said, grateful for Lukah’s assistance on that front. He and Prinz were working together, drafting and filing all the necessary documents to be lodged with the UFN. “No hiccups yet.”

“Oh, give it time.”

They walked on in silence for a few minutes, bent into the frigid wind, huddled in their coats.

“Who knows about it?” Katherine asked, not really wanting to know the answer. “You know. In the Party leadership.”

“Difficult to tell at this point. You’re just a private buyer, spending her money in fantastically ill-advised ways. It might not be financially sound, but there is nothing illegal about it—though of course, the optics are bad.”

It was a familiar refrain. Everyone in the know had spoken of the “optics” of it. What was it about life on Leonis—in Kada Gamar, in the Decurion Empire—that was so intolerable that she would spend billions of Decurii to leave? What was it about the values of Pater Aeternus that she could not abide? What was it about her incredibly privileged way of life that dissatisfied her?

PATER AETERNUS IS EVIL.

“Will anyone try to stop me?” she asked quietly.

“Probably.”

“Who? Droor?”

“Certainly he would be close to the top of my list of guesses. But really any of the Ministers and Chancellery leaders would be a threat.” He thought a moment. “If anyone asks you about it, I suggest playing up your grief. You know, about the boy you lost. Say it’s driving you mad.”

Katherine forced her mind through this comment like an icebreaker, before it could find purchase. “What about the sub-leaders? The staffers, the middle-rankers? Are they not a threat, too?”

Morozov shook his head. “Not how it works.”

Katherine bit her lower lip. Her skin was getting chapped in the cold weather. “Why did they even let the transaction go ahead? Why not just invent some … I don’t know, special one-off tax? Hell, why not just freeze the accounts? Or empty them? They have never wanted for a reason before.”

Morozov looked at her, annoyed. “Why do you think?”

Realisation dawned on her. Privately, she had not actually considered Morozov to be truly capable of protecting her. She certainly hoped he was, and either way didn’t have any better options. But as Councillor General the man’s only real sway was over military matters. “You—?”

“Yes,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “I managed to smooth things over. Because you are quite right; tying up those funds would have been child’s play for anyone interested in cratering the project.”

Katherine considered this for a moment. “Am I in danger?”

She took little comfort from the length of time it took him to answer. “It’s a spectrum of risk,” he settled on. “The Party is ruthless, I don’t think it’s controversial to say that. Full of ambitious men. To the extent that anybody exists within that structure, there is danger.”

“Right, but I am talking about me. Specifically me. Here and now.”

Morozov again delayed for a little while. “It’s just too early to tell. At the moment, all you have done is purchased some land. It will be months—years before anything consequential comes of it.” Katherine’s heart sank on hearing that. Her impatience was immeasurable. “To be direct, I don’t think anyone is going to try and stop you just yet—not in the way you mean. What is more likely is that people will be watching and monitoring and waiting to see what happens—did you decide on a name for the planet, by the way?”

“Gabriel,” Katherine said immediately, thinking of the cold, sterile ectogenetic pod.

Morozov wrinkled his nose. “That’s an odd name—oh, I see; the name of the deceased child. Yes, very good. Good thinking. Throw it all into the mix.”

Katherine gave a brittle, insincere smile.

“The point is,” Morozov continued, “Gabriel as a nation is much more likely to simply fail on its own, without anyone putting their head above the parapet and going to the trouble of sabotaging it. And there are a large number of things occupying the great minds of Pater Aeternus at the moment. These matters seem important and momentous to you because you are at the centre of them. But for all the interest it has generated, for now it is small beer.”

“For now.”

“For now.”

“So to have the best chance of survival, we must be discreet.”

“Oh heavens yes. You must keep as much of it as quiet as you can for as long as humanly possible. And with luck, you will turn into a small, self-sustaining satellite state that is in the best case an asset to Pater Aeternus, and at worst an inconsequential curiosity.”

“Yes,” Katherine said, trying not to sound as wretchedly miserable as these comments had made her feel. Already she had imagined herself standing in front of an enormous baroque structure, governing an ecumenopolis of billions. “And you are not concerned about being registered as leader?”

Morozov stopped and rounded on her bodily. “You haven’t— Are you fucking insane?”

Katherine physically recoiled. “I— I thought—”

“Do not put my name anywhere near those documents! Father Eternal, please tell me you are joking!”

Katherine’s voice caught in her throat. Morozov had never spoken to her in this way. “Ruben—”

“I’m serious, Katherine,” he said with a frightening intensity. He took a step towards her. “You haven’t put my name down for anything, have you?”

“No! But you said—”

“That there was precedent, yes,” he said quietly, calming himself down. “But no one actually goes on record.” He sighed in a great flurry of vapour. “It’s all done through arm’s-length entities, proxies, fiduciaries.” He rubbed a hand from his forehead to his chin as the last of his sudden fury melted away. “To be clear, you must not put my name on any official documentation. Understand? I will work with you, and when the timing is right, I will take over the running of the colony. But for now I must remain in the background.”

Katherine’s heart was pounding in her chest. “I understand,” she said carefully. “I didn’t realise—”

“It’s fine,” Morozov said briskly. “It’s fine. Just … Well, I think I have made myself clear.”

They walked on for another five minutes in silence.

“Did you manage to look into that other matter?” she asked quietly.

“The misplaced pamphlet?”

“Yes.”

“I have heard nothing, no.”

“Do you think—”

“It’s best you don’t know what I think,” Morozov said, and he suddenly peeled off and walked in the opposite direction, as though they were just two strangers ambling through a public park on a miserable winter’s morning.



“No, I wasn’t going to put Morozov’s name on anything,” Lukah said to her later in the microfiche section of the University library. It was a place which he insisted was safe to talk freely in, but they still conversed in whispers.

“I feel like such a fool for saying anything,” she said, still a little flustered even though it was half a day later. Outside the light had faded in the late afternoon, the clouds had drawn in, and snow, illuminated by the streetlamps, tumbled past the window. “He was so angry. I have never seen him like that.”

Lukah winced. “Ruben Morozov is not a pleasant man,” he said. “I know that he is friend of yours—or rather was a friend of Eskil’s—but as Councillor General he is … Well, let us say that his job does not require much in the way of subtlety.”

“Hm,” Katherine grunted absently. “Bringing him on board was obviously not the best thing, but we were always going to need someone to grease those wheels.”

Lukah nodded, though he looked pensive. For all he seemed like a bright, intelligent, and capable young man, he was as frightened of the Party as the next person. “Hopefully we can deal with Morozov when the time comes.”

“He has more at stake than you realise,” Katherine muttered, thinking about Talishan. “It’s ironic that he spoke about optics. If I—in Party terms, a nobody—represent an image risk for the Empire, think about the image risk the Councillor General represents.”

Lukah snorted. “Well put.” He shuffled some papers in front of him. “There are a few things we need to discuss before the paperwork is filed. I’m afraid that from now on time will be constantly against us.”

Katherine nodded. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

“The first thing we need to register is the colony name, and I think you settled on Gabriel, yes?”

Katherine nodded, surprised at the sudden stab of emotion she felt. This is for you, my sweet boy.

“And the interim governor for now is of course you, Katherine Fuller.”

“Right.”

“We also need to file the form of government. I know we haven’t had much chance to discuss it, but all we need is the headline at the moment.”

Katherine blew out her cheeks. “I mean, it’s … It’s a difficult question. I told Ruben that we would effectively be a mirror-image of Pater Aeternus. But that’s obviously not what I want at all.”

“Well, this is exactly the sort of thing I can help you with,” Lukah said, cheering up a bit. “Why don’t you tell me what you do want, and I’ll think about the nomenclature.”

“Well … for one thing, I want people to be able to…” She looked at Lukah, and paused. Even now, she did not know this man, not really. What she was about to tell him was treason—codified, crystallised, certified treason.

The best and most proper custodian of the people’s political rights is the people themselves.

“I want people to be able to choose their leader.”

What an incredible, electrifying thrill to say it out loud. What an incredible heresy. What profound treachery. It was treason to think it, let alone say it. A librarian hearing it would be obligated to report it to the authorities. Political Enforcement agents would come for her immediately. In the best case, they would simply shoot her in the head and telephone the Inspektorate to come and collect the body. In the worst case they would torture her until she gave up all her secrets, and then send her to the Labyrinth.

Lukah did not react beyond a brief nod. “A democracy,” he said.

Katherine nodded herself. “If that’s the name for it, then yes.”

“A democratic system is one in which the people who comprise the nation vote for the person or people who will lead them.”

Katherine laughed out loud at this insanity. She had read about it, of course, or certainly things akin to it in the Free Nations. But to be discussing it as an actual prospect, as something people could legitimately do as part of their everyday life, filled her with a wild, irrepressible buoyancy.

IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY.

“That’s what I want,” she said firmly. Then a thought struck her. “But how will I be the leader if no one has voted for me?”

“In the first instance there will be a transitional period in which you are essentially the absolute leader. You’ll get some time to construct the nation first, physically and civically. It just helps to speed the process along. Then you can decide when you want to hold the first elections. If you register as a democracy, I think you have to undertake to do it within a certain period of time, maybe five years. Obviously we’ll check.”

“And what happens if I don’t? If I decide I want to be the absolute leader forever?” She had meant to sound wry, but it didn’t at all. She surprised herself with the sincerity of the question.

“If you want to decide that, I would decide it now,” Lukah said, clearly unhappy. “If you do not cleave to the named and registered form of government, there are a whole host of sanctions the UFN can levy against you.”

“Right,” Katherine murmured. In and amongst all of this wild speculation, every so often someone would say something that would crush her enthusiasm for the project. Sometimes it would be a direct threat; but an equal number of times it would be something completely innocuous, something that reminded her of the enormity of the undertaking. Not just the vast administrative and logistical burdens, but the sheer responsibility of it all. If it even happened, she would be the governor of people—actual human beings. She would be responsible for them, for their health and safety and happiness. They would be like her children, except this was not a playground, this was a country—and a big country at that. Perhaps Morozov had been right, in his own blithely cruel way. Gabriel would be her child after all.

Lukah spoke quickly again, smiling, as though he could sense what she was thinking. “Let’s stick with a democracy for now. I think that’s what you always envisaged, is it not?”

Katherine looked at him askance. “Always envisaged? I don’t think we have ever spoken about it before, have we?”

“Well, not in so many words,” he said, retreating again. “I thought … Forgive me if I have overstepped the mark. I was just trying to, uh, codify your thoughts.” He paused. “I’m sorry, I thought we were on the same page—”

“No, we are,” Katherine said. “We are. I just…” She shook her head. She still didn’t know what to make of Lukah, and yet the fact of the matter was she needed him. She was a housewife. She had been a housewife for nearly three decades. And, certainly, there were scalable qualities. Running a major household with a staff of thirty was not exactly a great office of state, but it was more or less a full-time job. It required organisation, leadership, decision-making and communication skills, and, as she had so often heard Eskil say, risk management and conflict resolution. She was not about to pretend, even to herself, that this made her fit to be the head of a nation state, but the bedrock was there, waiting to be built upon.

What she did not know about was voting, or “democracies.” She didn’t know about interplanetary logistics, statehood, or the Union of Free Nations. She was—currently, at least—dependent on his knowledge, academic and practical, and his advice had been sage and valuable. She didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but she also didn’t want to wind up on some sort of list of known troublemakers and seditionists.

“Mrs. Fuller?”

She shook her head, having fallen down a rabbit hole of her own thoughts. “It doesn’t matter. What’s next?”

“We were just deciding on the type of government.”

“Democracy,” Katherine said. “I was only joking about being an emperor.”

“No, I know,” Lukah said tonelessly, writing something down. Katherine could tell that she had upset him. “The Democratic Republic of Gabriel.”

“What’s a ‘republic’?”

“It just means that the power, the political power, is vested in the enfranchised people and those they elect. Rather than a single sovereign ruler.”

“Like an emperor?” Katherine said conspiratorially, trying and failing to inject a bit of levity into the conversation.

“Right,” Lukah said humourlessly. “You need to name a foreign representative. They will be registered at the UFN. Someone who can speak on behalf of Gabriel when you aren’t available.”

“Like Sipho Kelsey?” Katherine asked, referring to the Imperial Minister of Foreign Affairs.

“Like Sipho Kelsey.”

“Well, who else but you, Lukah?” Katherine said, smiling. She thought he would have been pleased at that, but he simply nodded, wrote it down, and moved on to the next question.



They spent hours talking. Every time Katherine thought they had finished, there was something else to discuss. Even after squaring away the initial documentation, there was an enormous amount of logistics to address. First of all, they had to get there. According to the prospectus, Gabriel was three hyperspace jumps from the station at UFN-Centre—four days’ travel time, plus the time it took to get from Leonis to UFN-Centre itself. About a week’s travel, all in.

“The cheapest way to do it would be to hitch a ride on a civilian megafreighter. They have simple berths for ride-alongs. Otherwise you would have to charter a private vessel, and that would be extraordinarily expensive,” Lukah said.

Katherine sighed, exhausted. “I have an extraordinary amount of money.”

“Yes, but you need to save as much of that as possible. Gabriel is going to haemorrhage cash constantly. It’s going to be a money sink. You are going to burn through your inheritance very quickly.”

“Why?” Katherine demanded. “We have the bloody land, what’s left?” It was a stupid question, and she knew it, but she wanted to go to bed. As happened so often, she felt her interest in the project waning again. So much to do, so much to do. It would have been difficult in a permissive, supportive environment. On Leonis, she would be lucky to live out the year.

“Mrs. Fuller, you have to build a city,” he said. “Houses, hospitals, leisure centres, sports stadiums. You need manufacturing capability, power generation, sewerage, running water, communications, broadcast programming. You will need a seat of government, you need courts, a postal service, emergency services, police, biosecurity facilities, customs, schools, shopping malls, cafés, public transit—”

“Father Eternal, Lukah, I get the picture,” Katherine said, massaging her temples.

“And that’s not all. One thing Pater Aeternus does right is subsistence.” He held up a thumb. “Everyone gets a house.” He held up an index finger. “Everyone gets utilities.” He held up his middle finger. “Everyone gets food.” He held up his ring finger. “Everyone gets free healthcare.” He let his hand drop. “Everyone, from Party members to Class IIs. Subsistence. You are going to need to provide all of these things for your citizens—for free. People aren’t going to come to you if they have to suddenly work for things that before they were given by right. Why do you think so many people stay here?”

Katherine was close to despair. “How does Pater Aeternus do it?”

“The Empire has an enormous and entirely automated manufacturing base,” Lukah said. “And practically limitless resources from asteroid tethering.”

“But people could work for it, right? At least in the first instance?”

Lukah sat back. “You are talking about creating a labour market.”

“… Right.”

“That has its own problems. We can discuss what sort of economic model you want to run, but essentially you assign a value to a person’s labour, which is normally expressed in terms of Decurii-per-hour. So a person would sell the value of their labour to an employer, and the employer pays them.”

“I understand that. That is what Eskil used to do when he ran Lamprey Corporation.”

“Yes. Within Pater Aeternus’ ringfenced economy there was a limited consumer-capitalist market for the creation of certain goods over and above basic Imperial subsistence.”

“So, why can the entire economy not be that model?”

“The problem with the consumer-capitalist model is that if you leave it unchecked, it turns everything into a commodity. And when you commodify the basic things that people need to live—electricity, heat, food, shelter—they become part of a profit-making venture.”

“You’re losing me again.”

Lukah shifted in his seat; he held his hands out in front of him. He was visibly, consciously trying not to condescend to her. “Let’s look at Lamprey Corporation. Eskil used to run the company, yes?”

Katherine nodded.

“But he didn’t own it, did he?”

“Well, he had shares in it. Whatever those are.”

“Well, a share is exactly that: a part of the company. Imagine if we had a cake that was cut into twelve pieces, and twelve people took a slice each. Everyone has a share in that cake.” He shrugged. “Eskil owned a slice of the company. Now, in a consumer-capitalist model, Eskil had a duty—a legal obligation—to act in the interests of the shareholders at all times. Not the customers, not the employees, but the shareholders. What do you think the best thing for a shareholder is?”

“To make money?”

“To make money. So, the best way that Eskil could act in the interests of the shareholders was to maximise the value of the share. How does he do that? He can maximise the profit of the company, and reduce its costs. On the balance sheet, the money that you pay to a person, their wage, is a cost. So you want to pay them as little as possible in order to keep the company’s costs down. Are you following me?”

“I am,” Katherine said, testy from the condescension but willing to indulge the man now that he had brightened up and warmed to his theme.

“Now this is what I’m talking about. Under this model, it is in the interests of the companies to depress wages as much as possible, because to do anything else reduces the profitability of the company—and so the value of its shares.”

“So the people living on Gabriel are going to be paid the lowest amount that the market can tolerate,” Katherine said with contempt.

“Precisely. Now consider this: the companies which have been created to provide subsistence are also beholden to their shareholders. So they need to price the value of the commodities at a certain level to maximise their profits. Which means that some people aren’t going to be able to afford them. What happens when somebody can’t afford to live somewhere?”

Katherine was quiet for moment. “They live on the street,” she said, thinking of the wretches in the Serpentine District.

“What happens when a person can’t afford to buy food?”

“They die.”

“They steal it. And so now, all of the money that you have saved in not providing subsistence, you are now spending on a police force, and courts, and prisons.”

“Pater Aeternus always said that genetic inferiority was the biggest driver of crime,” Katherine mused.

Lukah’s hand smacked on the table like gunshot, making her jolt. “That’s because Pater Aeternus is full of horseshit.”

The words hung heavy in the air. Katherine sat in stunned silence, genuinely shocked. Lukah seemed to regret his outburst immediately.

“Is, ahem, what a … what someone might think in circumstances where—”

“Lukah,” Katherine said gently.

He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I shouldn’t have—that was not—”

“Lukah.”

Now he looked at her. “Yes?”

She smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring way. “I think we understand one another.”



They spoke for another hour, discussing calculations. A huge amount of what was to come was numbers. They had to add up all of the initial capital outlay—enormous public works, a self-sustaining manufacturing base, and the cost of subsistence for the minimum viable population as required by the UFN; then they had to take all of that money and hope that they could get enough people to move to Gabriel quickly enough to meet the UFN’s requirements for statehood. And it was not just about getting everything just over the line; all this stuff had to be self-sustaining forever, or they would fail.

“Before we go,” Katherine said as they packed away for the night, exhausted. It was nearly midnight, and all she wanted was to curl up in bed.

“Hm? Yes?” Lukah asked, bleary-eyed.

“I think we should discuss defence.”

Over the course of the evening, they had let their enthusiasm and excitement get the better of them, and had been speaking openly, bantering, laughing. Now it was back to conspiratorial whispers.

Lukah yawned, and nodded. “Yes. That’s probably a good idea.”

“The thing is, at some point, Morozov is going to come knocking. Probably when Gabriel has found its feet. And he’s going to want to run the place. And when he can’t, when he realises that he needs to be voted into office, and not a single soul on Gabriel is going to elect him, he is going to be…”

“Angry,” Lukah said, nodding.

Katherine worried her bottom lip between her teeth. She’d lost sleep over this. She thought about it constantly. She needed Morozov to help her set up the settlement, to smooth things over, to remove potential opponents. But what happened when the man was ready to take up the mantle?

“He who pays the piper, calls the tune,” Lukah said.

“Eskil used to say that.” She sighed, thinking, though her grey matter was worn out. “We won’t have the people for an enormous standing army like Pater Aeternus. And I’m not sure that would help us particularly anyway. We’re going to have to be smart about it. Focused. High-tech.”

“Obviously we won’t be able to do anything on Leonis,” Lukah said after a brief period of thought. “But there’s an arms fair at UFN-Centre.”

“How do we get there?”

“I’ll have to look into it. We’ll probably have to charter a private flight. It’ll be expensive.”

They stood. Lukah secreted the documents he had into the small hidden panel behind the microfiche rack. Then they made their way through the empty library, downstairs, and across the marble floor of the entrance hall. Beyond, Kada Gamar was, like the library, dark and quiet.

“Something to think about, anyway,” Lukah said, pushing open the main door.

“I’ll give you something to think about,” a man’s voice snarled from the shadows.

Katherine’s brain screamed like a fire alarm as she was grabbed from behind, a black bag was shoved roughly over her head, and, quickly and expertly handcuffed, she was dragged to a waiting autocruiser.







13
RAM RAID



Cyprian put Lang in the hospital for a week. He regretted it.

He sat with him a lot, asked the physicians questions constantly, and sometimes threatened them and made a nuisance of himself. They wanted to be rid of him, but they were too frightened of his Inspektorate credentials to do anything.

For the first few days the physicians put Lang into an induced coma to reduce the swelling on his brain. Seeing him connected to breathing machines, heart-monitoring machines, seeing his face red and purple and mottled with bruising, his eyes and nose crusted with blood, Cyprian was reduced to an automaton. All he could think about was his son, Pepin. However foolish and self-serving and ambitious and idiotic Lang had been, he had been a baby once. He had a family who loved him. He was someone’s little boy—he always would be. And Cyprian had beaten seven shades of shit out of him. Seeing him so arranged had caused Cyprian to forget entirely why he had attacked the man in the first place.

He sometimes wept in the deep darkness of the night. He drank. The photo of his children became much too careworn in his hands, and he had to leave it in his apartment for fear of his sweaty, tear-stained fingers erasing them. It was the only picture he had. He dared not make a copy, and didn’t have the opportunity to take another. His biggest fear was that he would never have the opportunity again.

He did very little work.

A week after Lang had been admitted to the hospital, he regained consciousness. The swelling on his face had reduced to the point where he looked like Lang again, though the bruising had coalesced into a dark mass of yellow and purple.

“Bill,” Cyprian said, morose and guilty.

“I don’t think you should—” one of the physicians started.

“Get the fuck out of here!” Cyprian snarled. She left, but she wasn’t happy about it. “Bill,” Cyprian said, briefly patting the man’s hand. No, not a man. A boy. “I’m sorry. Yeah? I’m sorry.”

“S’fine,” Lang mumbled. He wouldn’t meet Cyprian’s eye.

“It’s not fine,” Cyprian said gruffly. His breath smelt so strongly of alcohol a naked flame would have set it alight. “It’s not fine.” He patted Lang’s hand again with his own pudgy, sweaty, nicotine-stained fingers.

“Forget about it,” Lang said, withdrawing his hand from Cyprian’s. He still wouldn’t look at him. “Water.”

“Someone get some water in here, damn it!” Cyprian roared. An orderly appeared a moment later, with a plastic pitcher of tepid, room-temperature water and a cup with a straw in it. Cyprian shooed the man away, then poured Lang some water, his hands shaking as he did so. “Here you go,” he said, easing the straw into Lang’s mouth. Lang took a few sips, wincing where the back of his throat stung from the intubation. “All right. You’re going to be all right.”

“You can go now,” Lang said, monotone.

“I can stay,” Cyprian said. He brandished a magazine he’d picked up from the newsstand outside the hospital, something about hypersled racing. It seemed like the kind of thing Lang would be interested in, as a young man. On the front was a caricature of Julian Yashego in his racing overalls, contorted around a stylised circuit of the Telesforo Speedway. The headline read: TIED UP? MAKE OR BREAK FOR THE TRILLIAN.

Lang shook his head.

“I’ll leave it here in case you get bored,” Cyprian said. He placed the magazine on the table next to Lang’s bed and paused. “I really am sorry, Bill.”

Lang said something which was too quiet and croaky for Cyprian to understand.

“What was that?” he asked, bending in close.

“Fuck … you,” Lang said. Then he sank back into the pillow, spent.

Cyprian nodded to himself as he stood up. “Yeah,” he said tiredly. What else had he expected?



With Lang scheduled to remain in the hospital for another week, Cyprian returned to the Inspektorate. It was a cold Rausday morning, and huge swathes of the city were lost under a blanket of snow. On that day, however, the sky was clear and blue and the air was crisp.

A huge number of matters jockeyed for Cyprian’s attention, but his sole focus now was the Briseis file. Without the first clue of what to do, he recovered Droor’s plain black punchcard from his wallet and slotted it into his desk terminal.

“I have a breakfast meeting, make it quick,” Droor snapped, not looking at the video screen.

“I need to speak with you,” Cyprian said.

Droor paused, and then turned his attention to the screen. “Inspektor Reis,” he said gamely. “I expected to hear from you much earlier in the week. How is Inspektor Lang?”

“He’ll live,” Cyprian muttered.

“No thanks to you,” Droor remarked. “I can’t talk now, but I can talk this evening. I’ll send you some coordinates.”

“I think—”

But Droor terminated the feed.



The coordinates led Cyprian’s autocruiser to the docklands north of the industrial zone. He took the Mariasole Air Lane as dusk fell over Kada Gamar after a long and unproductive day. The sky was washing out to an evening pink, with not a shred of cloud to be seen from horizon to horizon. It was going to be a bitterly cold night.

He touched down on a bare expanse of concrete apron. It faded into a weedy, scrubby stretch of beach, itself a few hundred metres deep; beyond, the grey, ice-cold waters of the Azadian Ocean—waters capable of great violence—lapped and foamed harmlessly in the evening stillness.

Standing on the beach was Droor, looking like something from a children’s fable. He was tall and stooped, his black trench coat flapping in the chilly sea breeze. He did not turn to Cyprian as he approached; instead, his eyes remained on the water.

“How was dear Gerolf?” Droor asked.

Cyprian shivered at the thought of his meeting with Morita. Even though it had been over a week ago, the fear he had felt at the time had helped brand the memory of the encounter indelibly in his mind.

“A delight.”

Droor, whom Cyprian did not think was capable of any form of merriment, actually chuckled. “It’s a shame,” he said after a little while, “that you are so unlikely to survive these intrigues. It is so difficult these days to find people with a good sense of humour.”

Cyprian gritted his teeth. “What should I do?”

“Well, in the first instance, you should tell me what it is you have been instructed to do.”

“Solve the Briseis case. As a matter of formal Inspektorate record.”

Droor was quiet for a while. Eventually he nodded to himself. “I know what you’re up to, Gerolf,” he muttered. He clacked his tongue thoughtfully.

“Do you know what happened to Verner Briseis?” Cyprian asked.

To his surprise, Droor nodded. “I killed him.”

Cyprian digested this for a moment. “Why?”

“That I won’t tell you.”

“Are you … What if Morita interrogates me now?”

Droor waved him off. “Gerolf already knows. Or he suspects so strongly that he might as well know. It doesn’t make much difference. Not in this world.”

There was another long silence.

“Why didn’t you dispose of his body?”

Droor looked at him askance, weighing up whether to say anything. Then he turned back to the ocean. “You know, Reis, a man like me has so many schemes. So many plans. So many intrigues. I am constantly teasing threads, sowing discord, folding informers into groups and then folding them back out again, planting seeds … Do you have any idea how many people I have killed, or caused to be killed, just this year?”

“Hundreds?”

Droor shrugged. “Hundreds. Thousands. After a while it stops meaning anything.”

Cyprian thought of his children. He thought of his wife. He thought of Lang. His hands bunched so tightly into fists that the leather of his gloves creaked like salt-swollen rigging.

“I have all of these plans, and…” He shrugged. “Some of them work out, and some of them don’t.”

“And this one didn’t.”

“And this one didn’t,” Droor agreed, pinching his thumb and forefinger together. He seemed like he was about to continue, but after a moment, he sighed, and waved Cyprian off. “You could never hope to understand. Leave it to your betters.”

“Gladly.”

“Let me have a think about the best way to proceed. I will give you some instructions in the coming days. Until then, do your very best to avoid Gerolf, understood?”

“He black-bagged me in the CGD,” Cyprian protested. “If he wants to speak to me, he’ll speak to me.”

“Just do your very best.”

Cyprian sighed. Easy to say. Impossible to do. “Fine,” he said, and made his way back to his autocruiser.



Another week went by. Lang was released from the hospital. Cyprian poked around on a few matters. He went to speak to the racing director for the Leonis hypersled team, a Trillian man called Rafael Papke. The man was frightened and easily intimidated, and spent most of the time bustling around the hangar as he and the other engineers packed the hypersled away ready for transport to the Telesforo Speedway. He claimed to know nothing, though Cyprian could well believe it. It seemed that the whole of the Trillian hypersled team had been refused visas and replaced with Leonian engineers, whilst Rafael and the pilot himself, Julian Yashego, had been stonewalled.

“And where is Julian now?” Cyprian had asked, and Rafael just shrugged helplessly.

“Haven’t seen him for a week.”

“Is that normal?”

Rafael gave him a look which said, Of course it’s not normal you moron.

The truth was, though, Cyprian was just going through the motions. Droor had killed Briseis, and Droor would give him a narrative—and hopefully some bloody evidence and a stooge to bury it all with. These questions, these official trips, these detectable and trackable flights in his Inspektorate autocruiser to the locations of witnesses—this was all fluff for the file. Just the odd breadcrumb for Morita, in case he chose to take a look.

That night in his frigid apartment in the Serpentine District, Cyprian was flicking idly through the public-broadcast programming when he saw an image of Yashego flash up on the screen.

He sat forward sharply in his chair, nearly spilling the gelatinous cuboid of nutrients that he had chosen for his dinner that night. In front of him, perched on the edge of an ashtray, a cigarette burned down to a stub. Next to it sat a half-empty can of beer. At least there was no danger of it going warm. It was colder in his apartment than it was outside.

“There you are,” Cyprian murmured at the holo. He squinted, then snorted, incredulous. “Father Eternal, Fertility Matters?”

He watched the programme unfold. It seemed that Yashego had got himself involved with Kamilla Makar, a fairly well-known Gamarian socialite who divided her time between drinking in Central City North and encouraging stupid young men to sign up for the army in spectacular and gaudy ads.

He thought back to his conversation with Rafael, or “Raf,” as he’d preferred to be called. Now Cyprian wished he’d paid more attention. Droor had killed Briseis. Briseis was obviously Morita’s man, otherwise the Minister of the Interior wouldn’t give a shit about it. Which meant that Morita was obviously monitoring the Leonis racing team, and probably specifically Yashego, since Rafael was a small fish.

Cyprian swore as the pieces began to click into place, pieces of a puzzle which had at least half of it missing. He stood and began to pace the room, snatching up the cigarette and finishing it off in two lungfuls before finding and lighting another.

“Hypersledding. Soft power. Soft power is the responsibility of the Ministry of Information,” he said out loud. “Which means Droor must have been behind the recruitment of Yashego.”

He could remember it, now that he thought about it. Recruiting a Trillian, a foreigner—if not an unproductive, then as bad as one—to replace Iakob Valéria as the Leonis racing team’s first-string pilot. There had been a furore, as Droor must have expected. But then Yashego had won pretty much every race, and handily, too, and everything had gone quiet for a few months.

He looked back to the screen. The broadcast was choppy. He snorted to himself; they’d obviously had to excise a lot of material. Still, the audience seemed happy enough. Then the topic of conversation moved on to semen, and he grunted and terminated the feed.

Cyprian didn’t really follow hypersledding, but he knew Yashego had lost at least one race in recent weeks—and he only knew that because he kept abreast of the tabloids, since that was where all of the Ministers and Chancellors and senior Party members briefed against one another.

He paced some more, smoked some more. Drank some more.

“Droor gets Yashego,” he muttered. “Morita recruits Briseis. Droor kills Briseis. Morita is pissed off.”

He was missing something crucial, that much was obvious. Assets like Briseis got caulked all the time. There was nothing to suggest Briseis was of particular value to Morita in and of himself. A mere spy, then? A reactive implantation, put there in response to what Droor was doing? Cyprian nodded to himself, warming to the theory. Morita wasn’t playing his own game; he was playing catch-up. Droor was in the driving seat.

But what was he driving?

Cyprian sighed. He was doing it again—investigating. Actually doing his job. That was what had screwed him in the first instance. That was why his kids were in re-education and why he was living in the Serpentine District. Let the big boys play their game. All he had to do was what he was told. Survival was everything, now.

He turned in to bed. It was late, well after midnight. The city, especially here, was dark and quiet. Power outages tended to affect mono districts before anywhere else. He didn’t undress, just collapsed heavily, exhaustedly, onto the bed.

He was woken up an hour later by his bedside terminal.

“For fuck’s sake,” he said, coughing and hawking up great tarry balls of phlegm. He fumbled for the activation switch, and flicked the screen on.

“Reis!”

Cyprian squinted at the washed-out blue screen. “Father Eternal … Gallego,” he said. “What do you want? I’m not in the mood—”

“Help me,” the man said. “Please.”

Cyprian rubbed the sleep away from his eyes. “What are you—”

“Please, help me,” Gallego said. “It’s all fucked. I need your help.”

Cyprian shook his head, abjectly confused. “I don’t— What do you want?”

“Can you meet me?”

He checked the time. “It’s two o’clock in the morning!”

“Father Eternal, you old fucking bag of bones, can you just come and meet me?”

He gritted his teeth. “Are you going to get me killed? I mean it. If I come and meet you, am I going to die? Don’t mess me around, just give it to me straight.”

“No! Hurry up!”

“Where are you?”

“Dorte Park. Can you be here in fifteen minutes?”

“Yes, I can be there in fifteen bloody minutes,” Cyprian sighed. “If this is a—”

“It’s not. Hurry up, please.”

The line terminated.



He went to the park as directed, a sizeable public garden underneath the intersection of the Eastern Air Distributor and the Kaspar Timeo Air Lane. Above him, lines of cruisers zipped through the sky like satellites.

It was a clear night and the stars were out. Sodium lamps kept the worst of the darkness at bay, though the moon was bright enough to cast a shadow. Even the public access terminal had a little electric lamp above it. So it was very quickly clear that Gallego was not there.

“If you have sold me out, you little prick,” Cyprian muttered as he slowly circumnavigated the park. But if this was a black bag, it was very badly timed.

Hell, if it was a black bag they’d have just walked into his apartment.

There was no one else—hardly surprising given the time. He did a few laps, spending half an hour walking the length and breadth of the grounds. But of Gallego, there was no sign.

Suddenly, Cyprian felt as though being here was a very bad idea.

“Damn you, man,” he whispered into the darkness. Gallego was enough of an arsehole that this could have been a cruel trick, but something told Cyprian it was not.

He made his way back to where he had parked his autocruiser.



Lang came to see him the following morning in his office. There was still fairly extensive bruising on the man’s face, but it was dissipating. His nose was a little crooked, and his left eyelid now drooped. It also twitched, visibly and frequently.

“Nerve damage,” Lang said when he noticed Cyprian looking at it. He sat down in the chair opposite.

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh, great. Fantastic, really. Terrific.”

There was an awkward pause.

“Bill, I’m sor—”

“Honestly, Cyprian, honestly? Fuck you. Fuck you, you fat, old sack of shit. How’s that?” He did not shout. He never raised his voice. But Cyprian could see the hatred in his eyes, hear the venom in his insults, childish as they were. “You alcoholic, depressed, unproductive mono fuck. Take your fucking apology and stick it up your fat fucking arse.”

Cyprian weathered this stream of invective as he knew he must.

“I’m sorry about the nerve damage,” he said tiredly.

“The nerve—!” Lang started, and then stopped. When he spoke again, it was through gritted teeth. “The nerve damage? You kicked the shit out of me. You should be in prison. I reported you.”

Cyprian’s heart lurched at that. For some reason he hadn’t expected any kind of formal censure, though he had certainly committed a crime.

“And?”

“Reed isn’t going to do anything.” Lang scoffed with incredulity. “Imagine that? Two old has-beens protecting each other. What are you, fucking each other?”

“Bill—”

“Inspektor Lang!”

Cyprian took a breath, and let it out slowly. “I’m not going to call you ‘Inspektor Lang’ every time I want to talk to you, am I?”

Lang glowered at him.

“You seem to be forgetting why I kicked the shit out of you.”

“You can’t just close files,” Lang said, suddenly on the back foot.

Cyprian rested his right elbow on the desk, and levelled his index finger at Lang. He was beginning to regret the guilt he had felt in assaulting Lang quite so thoroughly. “I can,” he said. “I can just close files. That is exactly what I can do. And by going behind my back, you have put both of us in the riptide. I need to know that you understand that. It’s not just me, Bill. We’re both heading out into the deep water now.”

“Get bent!” Lang was shouting now. “You’re my partner, not my bloody father. Stop talking to me like I’m five years old.”

“Then stop acting like you’re five years old! These people aren’t your friends. If you want to survive—”

“Like a cockroach? Like you? Skulking about, shirking work? I want to do more than just survive, Reis. For one thing, I actually want to do my job, rather than sweep everything under the carpet.”

Cyprian was about to shout something extremely, ill-advisedly treasonous when the door opened, and Veselin Reed walked in. In one hand he held a cup of coffee; in the other, an envelope.

“Inspektors,” he said. He tossed the envelope onto Cyprian’s desk. “Came in this morning. Eyes only.” He paused, examining the side of Lang’s face. Lang winced angrily, recoiling from the Prime Inspektor. “Play nice,” he warned.

“You smell,” Lang replied, wrinkling his nose.

Cyprian’s mouth fell open.

Reed’s expression went from bafflement, to incredulity, to thunderous anger in the space of about three seconds. “What did you just say to me, you little shit?”

“I said: you fucking stink, you fat old cunt,” Lang erupted, launching to his feet. “You guys think you can intimidate me? Huh? You think this”—he pointed to his own face—“you think this, I’m just going to forget about it? Move on? I am going to burn this bureau to the fucking ground and piss on your bones—”

Reed grabbed Lang by the throat and slammed him into a filing cabinet.

“Ves—Veselin!” Cyprian shouted, jumping up.

“Cyprian and I were blasting punks like you to fucking ruin in Erydnes before you’d finished shitting your diapers,” Veselin growled inches from Lang’s face.

“Veselin, don’t,” Cyprian warned.

“You wouldn’t have lasted five fucking seconds in those trenches.”

“Get off me!” Lang shouted. To Cyprian’s astonishment, he was about to throw a punch at the Prime Inspektor when Cyprian got between them. “Father Eternal, enough!” he shouted, pushing the two men apart.

“You’re done, you hear me? You’re finished. Gun and badge on my desk, now. You’re out!” Reed shouted. Beyond, in the bullpen, everyone had stopped what they were doing and were craning to see what was going on.

Lang’s face split into a shit-eating grin. He cackled maniacally. “You can’t!” he laughed, red-faced and sweating. It was clear that he was still in some pain. “You can’t! Speak to the Minister. You can’t get rid of me, old man.” He went to pat Reed’s cheek, but Reed slapped his hand away. Lang laughed again. “Let me know what we’re doing today, partner,” he called over his shoulder to Cyprian as he left.

An incredible silence followed.

“What the fuck have you done to him, Reis?” Reed said, watching the junior inspektor go.

Cyprian waved him off. “He’ll come down,” he said, tearing open the envelope Reed had given him. “Shit,” he muttered. It was from Droor.

“What is it?” Reed asked, peering through the blinds.

Cyprian quickly took in the contents of the file, flicking through the photographs, examining the cut-out of the map there.

“It’s the Briseis file,” he said.

“More problems?”

“No,” Cyprian said, standing and snatching his coat off the rack. “The solution.”



Cyprian would feel guilty later, once he’d had time to properly reflect. The man was innocent, after all—or at least, innocent of this particular crime. But in that moment his overriding emotion was relief that he might finally be rid of this burden.

They picked up a Ram team from the basement beneath Inspektorate HQ. Faceless behind gas masks and helmets, bulked out by slabs of breaching armour, they frightened Cyprian. Lang clapped and laughed with delight as they ostentatiously racked their weapons and loaded into their APC.

They followed behind the Ram team in their tired grey autocruiser, cutting low over the city, kissing the rooftops. Rain lashed the windshield. Red and blue lights blared. It was the only thing that gave them away as civilian law enforcement; one would think they were air cavalry on a distant battlefield.

“What was it then? A tipoff?” Lang asked. He was giddy with excitement, his anger and malice forgotten—or at least redirected. The younger inspektors were often overexcited on their first Ram raid, but there was something quite malignant about Lang’s enthusiasm.

“Uh-huh,” Cyprian said, pretending to be preoccupied with the flying tank in front of them. It was a huge black beast, bellied with half-sphere AG engines and bristling with lethal-looking protuberances and sensor arrays like compound eyes. Ram breachers sat on the aircraft’s runners, harnessed in, cradling enormous shotguns. They were pelted by the freezing rain, though it didn’t seem to bother them. How melodramatic it all was, how oppressive and heavy-handed.

“So who was it?”

“Anonymous,” Cyprian said.

“Bullshit! Tell me!”

“There’s nothing to tell. Someone has done the work for us. You should be grateful.” Report that back to Morita, you shitbag.

Lang sat back in his seat, sulking. “I hope he is armed. I hope he tries something.” Cyprian glanced over, to see Lang idly rubbing the flak vest underneath his jacket. Emblazoned on the front, in large white letters, were the words INTERIOR MINISTRY.

“We’ll see,” Cyprian replied.

Buildings zipped by beneath them. The visibility was low, and their route was mapped in a green three-dimensional HUD that flickered and glowed above the dashboard. They passed over Kaspar Timeo Island and underneath the Eastern Air Distributor, and into the enormous residential zone there. Beneath them, grids of high-rise blocks whipped past, home to uncountable thousands of the urban poor.

“Here we go,” Cyprian murmured as they approached the building in question. The APC ahead performed an impressive lateral manoeuvre, large metal flaps rising and falling as the air brakes kicked in, and several Ram team members were deposited onto the roof via cables. Then the APC dropped into the depths below, to set the rest of the team down at street level. Cyprian hoped for their sakes that the elevators were working. Their target was on the eighteenth floor. He knew from bitter experience that in these mono districts, building maintenance was a pipe dream.

The autocruiser touched down onto the apartment block’s landing pad. Lang threw his door open with adolescent eagerness, and was halfway across the rooftop before Cyprian had even left the autocruiser. Like Lang, he wore a flak jacket, and he found it stifling and uncomfortable, and sweated underneath it despite the cold air. He checked his pistol, seated it and re-seated it in his holster, and then followed slowly across the rooftop in Lang and the Ram team’s wake. Rain thrummed off his trench coat, soaking his hair through to the scalp and trickling in rivulets down his neck, into his shirt collar.

The man that Droor had set up for the fall was called Nestor Gelens. There was an elegance to it; Gelens was not some arbitrary patsy, but had once been tangentially associated with Briseis, albeit many years before, via the Leonis racing team. Gelens had been busted down to Class II after a brothel raid, and had wound up in the eastern residential district after a few years in re-education. That such a perfect fall guy existed could not have been an accident. Information, even official information, could be faked on multiple levels within Pater Aeternus, but in order to dupe the Ministry of the Interior most, if not all of it, had to be authentic.

With the bones in place, little fictional details could be added. Nothing that would endure detailed scrutiny, but Cyprian suspected that it didn’t matter. None of this was going to convince Morita of anything. It was about creating a passable enough lie that any suggestion to the contrary could simply be dismissed out of hand. Something good for the official record. A “crowd pleaser,” Reed might have called it.

Cyprian entered the building through the rooftop entranceway and began to descend the stairs. It was a lengthy descent; the building itself was forty stories tall. He could still hear the Ram team clattering their way down, all boots and armour and shotguns. His ear was abuzz with the bleeps and garbled nonsense of radio chatter. Every so often, Lang tried to intercede; technically he and Cyprian were in charge of the operation, and in theory—in the most academic, hypothetical sense—could direct and order the Ram team. In reality, their job was to stay out of the way and be quiet. It was embarrassing to listen to his junior partner try and engage with the meatheads. Lang was quite taken with them, in an obsequious way, and offered everything from tactical advice to actual, honest-to-god compliments.

Cyprian huffed and sweated his way down the stairs until eventually everybody was lined up outside the door of the target apartment. The hallway was a damp, squalid place. The walls were marked with great lesions of mould, and the window at the end of it had been smashed. Lang, pistol in hand, tried to order them in, but Cyprian suspected they had long since muted him on the channel.

“Let’s get on with it, shall we?” Cyprian said, before he did something stupid like call it off.

One of the breachers took a step back and smashed the door completely free of the frame with several well-placed shotgun blasts. Beyond the threshold, two people started screaming immediately, one a man, the other a woman. The radio channel lit up with performative chatter, shouts of such fictions as “Weapon!” and “Look out!” and “Suspect is armed!” Gelens wasn’t armed. He wasn’t even dressed. He died anyway. The first shot took his right arm completely off at the shoulder, and would have been fatal by itself; the next staved his chest in and punched out several fistfuls of heart and lungs in a rib-splinter soup.

“Fuck me,” Cyprian breathed as he entered the apartment. The place would have felt very small and cramped even without the twelve enormous armoured bodies of the Ram team disassembling every perceptible fixture.

Gelens was extremely dead, but his female companion was still screaming her lungs out. She was in the bathroom away to the left, in the process of frantically barricading herself inside. She would never have talked. She’d never have said a single word to anyone. Beyond the fact of Gelens’ death, she knew nothing—because there was nothing to know. The whole operation was a fiction cooked up by the Ministry of Information.

But she died anyway. Lang, foaming at the mouth for the opportunity to shoot someone, aimed his pistol inexpertly at the bathroom door and sent twelve shots through it until the gun clicked empty.

Cyprian’s anger boiled over. He stormed over to Lang. “Hey!” he snapped. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Lang looked flushed with excitement, like he was on stimulants. His gun hand was trembling and his breath was ragged, jumping with each wild heartbeat. He ignored Cyprian and kicked in the door—failing on the first attempt. The woman was sitting on the floor, her back propped up against the toilet, cradling several gut shots. She looked up at Cyprian in confused horror.

Lang went to reload his pistol. Cyprian grabbed him.

“Don’t you fucking dare,” he hissed, finger in the man’s face. “Do you understand me? This is finished. She is nothing to do with—”

He started as a loud gunshot banged through the apartment. He whirled around to see the Ram team leader standing over the poor woman, his shotgun smoking. He turned to look at Cyprian, expressionless behind his gas mask, and pumped the action to eject the spent shell. It rattled against the bathroom floor.

“We’re done here,” he said.







14
RE-EDUCATION



Katherine had feared the black bag for so long, it was almost a relief when it came.

She was deposited in a plain concrete chamber. The room was warm, and smelt faintly of body odour. A sizeable portion of one of the walls was given over to a large mirror. In the centre was a steel table bolted to the floor, to which she was handcuffed. Opposite her were two unoccupied chairs.

Eskil used to joke about being black-bagged in that weary, fatalistic way long-serving Party members did, as though they were all quite aware of the lethal pantomime they had committed themselves to. Still, everybody thought they were the exception to the rule—that they would be the ones to beat the odds. Everybody thought that, until they tripped onto a kitchen knife, or accidentally fell out of a sixth-floor window, or ploughed their autocruiser into the Mariasole. And now, here was Katherine.

She found there was nothing funny about it at all.

The feeling was the same one she had experienced in the back of the sabotaged autocruiser. There was something so primal, so violating, about the sense of sheer helplessness and vulnerability. Like endless Party members before her, and doubtless many more to come, she had allowed herself to think that the threats from Political Enforcement were simply that. But everything within Pater Aeternus was kept in delicate equilibrium. On the one hand, people could not be abducted, tortured, and killed too often, otherwise the system would fail and fall prey to revolution. On the other hand, loosen the reins too much, and ideas—IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY—were allowed to spread and take root. And once an idea took root, it was impossible to unearth.

And so with Katherine, the books had to be balanced.

She was left sitting there for a long time. Such theatricality was to be expected, but the fact that it was trite did not make it any easier to endure. By the time her interrogator arrived, she was hot and overwrought and very, very thirsty.

The man who entered was another nobody, the sort of beige Party puppet that seemed to exist in some subterranean clone vat. He wore the usual black garb of Political Enforcement, had the same clean-shaven face, the same haircut, the same condescending smile. These people were shat out on a production line, and—as he would doubtless one day discover—just as expendable.

“Katherine Fuller,” he said, in the same way an old friend might say to another across the bar. “You old dog,” he might have added, with a jocular punch on the shoulder.

“What do you want?” she asked with venom. Waiting in an empty room was much more frightening than this goon half her age. She felt nothing for this idiot except anger.

He seemed to be genuinely surprised by the question. “What do I want?”

“Trouble with your hearing?”

He pursed his lips. “It is not what I want. It is what Pater Aeternus wants.”

“Well, I suggest you fetch him down here then.”

The man sat back, giving her a look of wry amusement. “They warned me you were a firecracker.”

“No they didn’t.”

The man’s hand clenched into a fist. “It would be unwise to frustrate me—”

“Send your superior in. I’ll frustrate him instead. I’m not the trainee’s work experience quota.”

The man actually bared his teeth. “Now you listen to me!”

“No.”

“I will have you tortured!”

“Go on then.”

The man opened his mouth to angrily retort, but the door opened, and an older, greyer gentleman entered. Without any words being exchanged, the younger man stood stiffly and uncomfortably, his failure to control and intimidate Katherine hanging heavy in the leaden air. He left.

“Mrs. Fuller,” the older man said gruffly. “I am Mr. Black.” He sat down and placed a cardboard folder in front of him. “Do you know why you have been brought here?”

“No.” There was something much more intimidating about this one. He had a cold, flint-eyed expression and a manner which told of a man accustomed to death in all its forms.

Now there was no theatre. No pantomime. The man sighed as if Katherine were his last case of the day, and tiredly flipped open the cardboard folder, revealing the pamphlet which had been taken from her study.

She sat there in silence for a long time. What was so frustrating about the discovery of the pamphlet was how easily it could have been avoided. Tearing it up and throwing it in the bin wouldn’t have been enough, but she could easily have burned it. Better yet, she could have left it on the street, untouched, in the first place. Picking the thing up had been dangerous. Pocketing it had been suicidal.

Even keeping it in physical form had become redundant. She had the leaflet committed to memory, if not the letter then the spirit. And yet, in spite of the risks, which she had been keenly aware of from the start, she had not been able to bring herself to destroy it. It was not enough—had never been enough—to simply have the ideas. Anyone could have ideas. Pater Aeternus was a waking nightmare for a huge part of the population—even the wealthy and privileged part—and it had not been a great leap of the imagination to think that Pater Aeternus was “bad.”

No, it was not enough to have the idea. She wanted to see someone take the idea and apply it, codify it, write it down with skill, be roused and enflamed by it. She could not do that. She could think about it, but she hadn’t the wit to translate the thoughts into something like the pamphlet. That had been its value.

And it was not just the skilfully drafted and executed contents. It was the fact that it was proof—evidence—of the thoughts and feelings of others. Not just of the lonely, quiet misery of a mono, but evidence of a structured, organised rebuttal of the core tenets of the Pater Aeternus philosophy. The sort of writing only an educated and intelligent person could put together. It was one thing for the helpless and hopeless masses of downtrodden to hate their existence—that was to be expected, since their existence was designed to be hateful. It was quite another for someone of sophistication, who had more to lose than to gain, who had the time and money to spend on thinking their way to a less comfortable existence, to do so. That suggested the rot ran deep.

“What is this?” Mr. Black asked.

“That is a leaflet decrying Pater Aeternus,” Katherine replied levelly.

“Do you know where it was found?”

“This particular copy?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“In your house.”

“You searched my house?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I will ask the questions,” Mr. Black said. He did not raise his voice, but he did not need to. “This was found in a locked strongbox under the floorboards of an upstairs study.”

Katherine said nothing.

“Why was it there?” Black pressed.

“I don’t know,” she said before she could really think about it. She should have given him the same spiel she gave Morozov. Hell, she might have been here because of Morozov.

“You don’t know?”

“I don’t know.”

He regarded her for twenty seconds.

“Are you telling me you have never seen this before?”

“I am.”

“The strongbox was coded to your palm.”

Katherine shrugged, but her blood was singing. “My husband put that strongbox up there years ago. I had completely forgotten about it. He coded it to my palm for if I ever needed access to a weapon.”

“Why would you need access to a weapon?”

“In case strange men broke into my house and searched it.”

Black sat back. His chair creaked.

“So this pamphlet belonged to your husband?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yes you did.”

“No, I did not. I said that he put the strongbox up there years ago. I did not say he put seditious material inside it.”

“How do you know it’s seditious?”

“It says right there: ‘Pater Aeternus is evil.’ I can read it.” Even just saying it out loud as a matter of reported speech gave her a thrill.

“You claim to have never seen this pamphlet before?”

“Just so.”

“So if I run some diagnostics on the palm code lock it will confirm that it has remained untouched for several years?”

Shit.

“Yes,” Katherine said. What else could she say? That she had recently taken to randomly checking that the lock still functioned?

“Well. That will be a simple matter.”

The silence hung heavy in the air.

“How are you feeling, Katherine?”

“Hot and thirsty.”

“I don’t mean right now. I mean … Generally. How are you feeling generally?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Fine.”

“Not sad? Upset? Depressed?”

“No.”

“You recently lost a preterm child to a rare nervous disorder. Is that correct?”

My sweet Gabriel.

“I think you know that it is.”

“And your husband, the celebrated managing director of Lamprey Corporation. Dead too, recently.”

“Was that a question?”

Black shook his head. “No. But here is a question: How can a woman in your situation be ‘fine’?”

“Sorry, you said ‘generally.’ I was answering the question. Generally I am fine. But of course I am sad, upset, and depressed, at times.”

Black regarded her. “Who gives you joy?”

The fucking Salutations. How utterly, wretchedly dismal. Even in these circumstances, she was going to struggle to perform them with the required gusto.

“Pater Aeternus,” she said. It was not quite a sigh, but it was certainly not far enough off one.

“Pater Aeternus brings you joy. Not your late husband. Certainly not an unfinished test-tube child. Pater Aeternus.”

Katherine dug her fingernails into her palm underneath the table. She was trembling with anger—which was of course precisely what he wanted. This sort of vindictive questioning served no purpose at all save to rile her. They already knew everything they needed to know.

“Yes, well. I’ll keep it in mind.”

Black bared his teeth. “If Pater Aeternus brings you joy, then why are you seeking to leave?”

So. Here it was finally. “You are referring to my land purchase, I take it?”

Black said nothing.

“I was not aware it was a crime.”

“It is not.”

“What is the issue, then?”

“You do not see the problem?”

“Patently.”

Black gestured broadly around him. It was clearly supposed to be an indication of Kada Gamar, Leonis, the broader Decurion Empire. The actual effect, though, was to simply remind Katherine that they were sitting in a bare concrete interrogation cell, which made the gesture quite ridiculous. “You don’t like it here?”

“In this cell?”

Black thumped the steel table with one of his enormous gloved fists, nearly giving her a heart attack.

“This is not a fucking joke, Fuller!” he snarled. “You think we do not know what you are doing? This pamphlet? This purchase? You are a traitor to Pater Aeternus, and you are seeking to flee!”

“I am not—”

“After everything the Party has done for you, you would turn your back on it! You would resile from everything it has taught you! You would reject its teachings!”

A very large and reckless part of Katherine wanted to agree with him. To shout “Yes!” in his stupid face. To confess heartily, to admit the heresy of her thoughts, the profound depth of her treason. It would have felt good, too. Euphoric, even. Not just to have the thoughts in private, but to shout them into the face of Pater Aeternus. Into his proxies. Into the very goons which formed the living machinery of the state’s oppression.

But she didn’t. It felt good to scratch away the scab, for a short time; but all that was left afterwards was a bleeding wound.

“I am not,” she said through gritted teeth. It was better to appear angry, affronted, than it was to appear frightened. Frightened people were guilty. Angry people were misunderstood. “I am not looking to reject its teachings. I am looking to implement them. I am looking to begin a client state. I am looking to further the reach of the Empire, not undercut it.”

“Then why are you doing it in private?”

“Because the private buyers’ market is the only market that exists!” she shouted with an exasperation which she did not need to fake. “I don’t have a fleet of warships and an invading army at my disposal. How else am I to secure the land? Knock on the gates at Itumeleng Island and say ‘Pretty please, Eternal Father, can I have my own fucking planet’?”

Black regarded her for a long time. “You have not discussed these plans with members of the Party.”

“Because I am a member of the Party!” Katherine snapped.

The man sneered at her, but said nothing for a moment. She would be a fool to think she had stumped him or won any sort of victory here. They did not need a reason to have her killed or re-educated. This was all just part of the process.

“For now,” Black said. He closed the file and stood. “We shall see where your loyalties lie soon enough.”



She was not released, but she was not taken to a cell either. After a long trip through what felt like an underground tunnel—though she had been black-bagged again and could not be certain—and then through a sequence of doors and corridors, she was shoved into a chamber that looked more like a metropolitan hotel room than anything else, albeit one that smelt strongly of damp. The door—which had an inset two-way drawer surrounded by a rubber frame—was closed and locked behind her. Inside were a bed, two side tables with lamps, and even an en-suite bathroom. The window was not actually a window, but simply a high-definition screen, currently deactivated.

After a moment she began to notice strange details. The ceiling was perforated in regular lines like a colander, whilst the skirting board was a thick strip of contiguous metal without any visible joins. It ran across the bottom of the door, too, forming a seal.

Katherine had been given no instructions. She had no idea for how long she was to be detained, and whether further interrogation sessions awaited. It was perfectly possible that she would exist in this chamber for the rest of her natural life, a thought which filled her with a vertiginous feeling of horror.

Eventually she decided to assume that nothing else was going to happen that evening. She used the bathroom, undressed, and got into the bed. Her stomach growled, but the two-way drawer remained closed and untouched and something told her she was unlikely to be served dinner.

She had expected the bedclothes to be rough and starchy, but they were soft and inviting. She rolled over and turned the lamp off, and the room was bathed in darkness.

And then she lay awake, her heart racing, counting the holes in the ceiling as though they were sheep.



She awoke several hours later, desperately confused. It took a moment for her dream to fade, and for her to reorient, and realise where she was.

She lay on the bed in the pitch black, heart thumping. She thought she heard a noise, a vague, nebulous, mechanical sort of noise—distant metal on metal, the trembling basso of underground machinery, the ill-defined clank of industrial process. What was this place? She strained to hear over the roaring silence, but there was nothing.

No one.

She closed her eyes, and tried to go back to sleep.



She awoke several more times throughout the night. She was convinced someone was standing at the foot of the bed. She dared not move to find out. She simply pulled the covers over her head, like she used to when she was a frightened little girl, and waited for something dreadful to happen.

And waited.



At one point she thought she heard footsteps, but it was simply her own pulse in her ears.



At some indeterminate time in the morning, the lights flickered on. Nothing had changed. There was no one in the room. The distant industrial noises had faded. The silence remained. The lack of clocks and windows, regular mealtimes, of any stimulation whatsoever, was already beginning to drive her mad.

She blinked under the harsh glare of the sterile white lights. The perforations in the ceiling remained clear. No dripping water, no poison gas. In the dead of night, she had imagined blood trickling out of them. Just a dream.

She sat up in bed, waiting for something to happen. She imagined Political Enforcement operatives ransacking the residence whilst she was here, kicking the staff out, turning the place upside down. She imagined them broadcasting an emergency bulletin, denouncing her as a traitor. Perhaps this was just a holding cell whilst they erected a scaffold in the CGD. Maybe this was where all the political prisoners came, to be lulled into a dissociative state in a bizarre, featureless room, a way to render them docile before they were retrieved and hanged.

More time passed. More than one hour, she guessed, but less than two. She tried to measure the passage of time by counting her heartbeats, but she couldn’t concentrate for long enough to keep it up. Her thoughts kept running away from her, going to the darkest, bleakest places. But despite imagining all sorts of executions—hangings, beheadings, immolation, firing squad—she kept coming back to the same fear. That this was it. This room. That they were going to leave her here forever. That they would provide her with just enough food and water to keep her alive, but otherwise do nothing, just leave her alone in this silent, blank chamber until she simply gave up and died.

Eventually, however, the door opened.

First she shrank back like a beaten dog, expecting half a dozen men to rush in and start clubbing her with batons. Then, after a long pause, she stood and slowly approached the door.

She could see now that it had been opened automatically, by some sort of electronic armature at the top. There was no one there. No one standing in the doorway, or leaning against the jamb. No one in the corridor beyond.

Slowly, cautiously, expecting at any moment some calamitously loud alarm to perforate her eardrums, or some furious jailer to stuff her back into the room like uncooperative luggage, she stepped out into the hallway.

There was no one there, either.

She looked up and down the length of it. It was lined with numbered metal doors. At the far end was another door marked EXIT, and, fearing a psychological trick designed to break her spirit, she approached it very slowly and cautiously, convincing herself that it led into some sort of torture chamber. But beyond the door—which opened unresistingly—was a bare concrete stairwell.

She turned back, waiting to see if someone was chasing after her, as if this had all been some mistake or malfunction. But the corridor remained empty.

She let the door close behind her and ascended the stairs. There were a dozen flights. Halfway up was a door with a small glass porthole in it. She peered through into what looked like a vast subterranean hangar, dimly lit, and only partly occupied by blocky, modular structures. She tried the handle out of instinct more than anything else, but it was firmly locked.

She ascended the rest of the stairs until she was confronted with another door, this one also marked EXIT, and she pushed it open to find—

She stopped at the threshold, utterly baffled. The exit opened out onto a random, empty back street, one coated in a layer of grimy grey slush. The air was frigid and smelt of the city, and high overhead, autocruisers zipped down the air lanes, swift beams of light stark against a low ceiling of snow cloud.

Before anybody could stop her, she bent into the wind and moved quickly to the end of the street. At its junction was another quiet, empty back alley, in what appeared to be a largely abandoned warehousing district.

Eventually she managed to make her way to a street with people on it, and asked a succession of passers-by where she was. To her incredible surprise, she was still on Kaspar Timeo Island. She had expected to stagger out into the Ruvim Mountains. Instead, she hadn’t even left the beating heart of the capital. How was it possible?

A thought occurred to her then: What if she’d been supposed to leave? Was this an elaborate contrivance to turn her into an escapee, a fugitive, someone who could be perfectly legally gunned down on the street? Was this another act in Political Enforcement’s theatrical production, another set piece, another part of the narrative to control?

Eventually she summoned her autocruiser from a public terminal—not least because in a few short minutes she was going to turn hypothermic—but it was a difficult decision, and she hated how difficult a decision it was. But as she was flown back to the residence on the Potenza Road, there were no messages for her. She arrived home to her empty house and had a hot shower, and dried herself off, and got dressed, and ate—though she nearly threw it up—and then sat at the table to drink and waited for Political Enforcement to show up and take her away again.

They didn’t.

It took her a little while to realise the household staff had gone.

She tried to message Lukah, but he didn’t answer. She tried to message Morozov, but he didn’t answer either.

And then, eventually, confused and frightened and paranoid, she went to bed.

In the morning, she found someone standing in her kitchen.



“Yesper?” she asked cautiously, as though she were approaching a skittish horse.

He turned to her. “Mrs. Fuller,” he said tonelessly. A string of drool hung from the corner of his mouth.

“Where is everybody?”

He looked at her for a moment, confused. When he spoke, he slurred. “What do you mean?”

“Where are the others? The staff?”

He considered the question for a long time. “They’ve gone,” he said, though he did not seem to be sure where the answer had come from.

“Where have they gone?”

“Away.”

“Where did you go?”

“Away.”

“Away where?”

“I … had to be taught.”

Katherine’s skin began to crawl. She took a step away from him. “Is everything all right, Yesper? You seem out of sorts.”

“I’m fine. Now.”

“Now? Were you ill, yesterday? I didn’t see anything in the personnel log.”

“No.”

She looked around the kitchen. There was a knife block on the countertop behind Yesper.

“I have the latest … meal list,” the butler said. He looked down at his hands. In one of them was a knife; in the other, a potato, which he was chopping. Except he wasn’t chopping it. He was chopping the air next to it, thoughtlessly. “Whoops,” he said, as though he had just discovered the word, and moved the blade several centimetres to the left so that it could cut into the flesh of the potato again.

Katherine’s mouth was dry. “Why are you doing that? Isn’t that a job for the cook?”

“I told you. They’ve all gone.”

“Where?”

He looked at her. “Away.”

“I see,” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “And, uh, what are you making?”

“Potato dau … phinoise,” Yesper replied. “It is Father’s favourite.”

“Y-your father?”

He shook his head. “No. Our Father.”

Her stomach dropped like a stick of bombs. “You mean … Pater Aeternus?”

As she said it, a strange expression of vacant euphoria seemed to briefly overtake the butler’s face. “Yes,” he breathed, eyes gleaming, staring at some indeterminate point in the distance.

Then he returned to cutting.

Katherine began to tremble.

“I…” she began, faltered, started again. Her voice was bright and brittle. “I need to run an errand. In CCN,” she said. “There’s no need to make such an extravagant meal.”

“It is not extravagant. Extravagant meals are impermissible this week. It is a simple mixture of milk, cream, sliced potato, and cheese. I checked the list. These things are not impermissible.”

“I see,” Katherine said, quickly wiping a tear away. “That is good news.”

Yesper gave her a frighteningly wide, open-mouthed grin. “It is,” he agreed manically. Then his expression shifted. “The Salutations!” he exclaimed. He looked suddenly distraught. “I haven’t done them!”

Katherine shook her head in confusion. “But there is no need to perform the Salutations—”

“WHO GIVES YOU LIFE!” Yesper suddenly screamed, staring straight ahead, red-faced and weeping.

“Sweet mercy, Yesper, what have they done to you?” Katherine cried out.

“PATER AETERNUS!” Yesper screamed at the top of his lungs, fingers white around the blade.

Katherine made to run past him, but he moved to intercept her.

“WHO GIVES YOU PURPOSE?” he screamed into her face, gripping her by the upper arms.

“Yesper please!” she cried wretchedly. “Please stop this!”

“PATER AETERNUS!”

She collapsed, but he held her upright, refusing to let her drop.

“WHO GIVES YOU—”

“Hey!”

Both of them turned. Lukah was standing in the doorway, dressed in shabby clothes and a beaten-up army surplus greatcoat. “The fuck is going on here?”

“We were just performing the Salutations,” Yesper said mildly, letting go of Katherine’s arms. She dropped to the floor, and lay there gasping and weeping.

“… I see,” Lukah said slowly and calmly, eyes flickering between the butler and Katherine and the knife block. “I see. Yes. That’s a good idea. How far did you get? Do you mind if I join you?”

“I can start again,” Yesper said without inflection. “Who gives you life?”

“Pater Aeternus,” Lukah replied with conviction, covering his mouth and heart.

“Who gives you purpose?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you joy?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

Yesper sagged with relief, as though he were an addict who had just taken a fresh hit. “Good.” He nodded to himself. He seemed to wrestle with something internally for a moment. Some tremor of emotion, or recognition, passed across his face. But it was an ephemeral thing, over in an eyeblink. He shook his head, and smiled to himself. “Good.”

Then he returned to cutting up the potato as if none of it had happened at all.



“Re-education,” Lukah said to her a little while later. He looked tired, and wan, but not visibly injured. They sat on the patio looking out over the snow-covered gardens, wrapped in thick coats. They spoke in whispers. Behind them, the house—which had to have been infested with listening devices by now—echoed with loud music.

“Yes,” she murmured, staring into the distance. She felt amped up, as though someone were running an electric current through her nervous system. “It’s like … it’s like they’ve broken him.” She turned to look through the patio doors, through to the kitchen where Yesper continued to work, oblivious.

“I think they have,” Lukah replied. He sounded worried. “We couldn’t have been held for much more than a day. It must have been a real hatchet job.”

“This is my fault,” Katherine whispered, face in her hands. “All of it. They’ve done this to get to me.”

“Unquestionably,” he murmured. When she looked at him, anguished, he added, “I mean, it’s not your fault. But they have definitely done it to get to you.”

They sat in silence for a long time, watching the snowflakes patter down.

“How did you get out?” she asked.

“I just walked out,” he said. They spent a quarter of an hour comparing experiences, to find they’d had an almost identical one.

“I had a pamphlet,” she said after another long, ruminative pause. “A seditious pamphlet. It said all sorts of things about the Empire. That it’s evil, and so on.”

Lukah looked at her, apparently unsure how to process this. “They found it?”

She nodded.

“Well … what did you tell them?”

“I told them that I didn’t know how it got into my house. They didn’t believe me.”

“If they truly didn’t believe you, you’d be dead.”

“Maybe they are looking to see who I associate with.”

“Well, you’ve only been associating with me.”

She turned to look at him. “And what happened to you?” she asked him eventually. “What did they ask you? What did you tell them?”

He shrugged. “The truth. That I was a political sciences student helping you with some of the intricacies of extraImperial land purchase.”

“Did you tell them we’re building a client state?”

“I did.”

“Did you tell them that Morozov was involved?”

“No. Did you?”

“No.”

“Did they hurt you?”

He shook his head.

There was another silence. Katherine didn’t know what she wanted. Part of her wanted to curl up into a ball and never speak again; the other part wanted to talk constantly, endlessly, unburdening herself of her every thought and regret.

“I couldn’t protect him,” she said. “Yesper. The staff. I couldn’t protect them. I can’t protect them.”

“It wasn’t your—”

“Don’t!” she snapped. “Don’t tell me it wasn’t my fault,” she continued quietly. “It was.” She clenched her hands into fists, wanting to scream. But people would hear. The bugs in the house—even the surveillance pylon on the Potenza Road—would pick it up. “I couldn’t protect any of them. Gabriel. Eskil. Yesper. Any of the staff.” She looked at him. “I won’t be able to protect you, either, you know.”

“I don’t expect—”

“Just—don’t. These things are my responsibility. These matters. These people. They are. And they will continue to be. If I am going to govern, if I am going to earn the right to govern, then the buck must stop with me. That is the choice I make. Because our society, our democracy, must be about choice.”

“Mrs. Fuller, you will drive yourself insane if you think in this way. These people are not your children.”

She stood, and looked out across the snow-covered garden. “I want to go to that arms fair,” she said with quiet rage. She imagined a fleet of Gabrielan warships bombarding Kada Gamar, excising the Ministry of Information from the bedrock with high-powered lasers. “And I want to go very soon.”

“I will make the arrangements,” he said tiredly. “When I get home.”

“Please don’t go home,” she said. “Please don’t leave me here by myself.”

He nodded. “All right. I’ll stay.”

There was another long pause.

“Mark my words, Lukah,” she said eventually. “I will not fail again. I will not fail my people again.”

“I believe you,” Lukah replied.

“I will not,” Katherine repeated softly. If she kept saying it, she could trick herself into believing it.

“I will not.”







15
TELESFORO SPEEDWAY



He was permitted to leave after Fertility Matters.

Raf made him feel as though he were a veteran returning home. He took Julian into his arms in the hypersled workshop and hugged him tightly like a son.

“We can talk about it,” Raf said, over and over again, as though talking about it would somehow undo the violation. It was strange; at no point in time had Julian suffered any physical pain or discomfort. He had not been hit, he had not been shot or stabbed, he had not been tortured—though he had certainly been threatened with it. When he really thought about it, when he reduced it all down to its constituent elements, it felt as though he shouldn’t be that upset. He told himself over and over again, nothing had happened, not really. That this was all something he would laugh about one day, when he returned to Trillia.

And yet—

And yet.

He couldn’t stop thinking about it. It monopolised his every thought, to the exclusion of all others. It was the first thing he thought about when he woke up in the morning; it was the last thing he thought about before he went to sleep at night. He dreamt about it, often in abstracted and frightening ways.

And he was supposed to be thinking about racing.

The team was already established in their racing HQ at the Telesforo Speedway. The Telesforo was a notorious course in the Ruvim Mountains, a range of grey peaks colloquially referred to as “the ceiling of the world.” They occupied an enormous space on the northernmost continent of Leonis, a thousand kilometres of rock and snow. The speedway itself was part of a huge sports and recreational complex. Here the Party wealthy wintered in purpose-built villages of log cabins, skiing, bathing in hot springs, and drinking in opulent luxury.

The race was the culmination of the winter social season, and the place was completely packed out. After his appearance on national programming—syndicated across the Decurion Empire—the Telesforo circuit had devolved into a circus as people and journalists scrambled to catch a glimpse of him. Everyone loved the drama around hypersledding, the rivalries, the crashes, the deaths, and Julian’s delightfully unexpected love affair with Kamilla Makar had stoked the carnival atmosphere to fever pitch.

And so it was that Raf had led him away from the Pater Aeternus racing team HQ to a small private spa. The thinking was to allow Julian to relax and unplug completely, and mentally reset before a few intensive days of race preparation. It was a good idea in theory, but the trauma of the past few weeks had wormed its way much too deeply into the fibres of Julian’s psyche. Not only that, but he was neurotically preoccupied with avoiding running into Iakob Valéria.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Raf asked him as they sat together in a hot spring. They were alone. Aside from the spa centre, there was little except a few kilometres of ice and rock, and in the distance, an enormous geothermal power plant. Above, a low ceiling of grey snow cloud gathered.

“Not really,” Julian said. He could still see Kamilla’s body writhing beneath his in false ecstasy, feel the camera above recording him as if there were a heat ray aimed at his back.

“We just have to finish the season,” Raf said. “We just finish the season, and then we go. That’s all you’re contracted for.”

“Sure. Another thirteen races, plus the run-offs, the qualifiers, the end-of-season championship, the GHL—”

“Don’t worry about any of that.”

“Oh,” Julian said. “Oh, that’s great. Well, I won’t worry about any of it then.” He looked Raf in the eye. “They’re going to kill me. I’m not joking. If I don’t win every single race from here on in, Droor is—”

“Don’t say his name!”

“Fuck me, Raf, he’s not the Mirrorman.”

“I just don’t—” Raf looked around again. “I think we’re being monitored. I was questioned. A couple of days ago.”

“By who?”

“Some guy. Some … I don’t know, some kind of detective. Asking me about Verner.”

“Asking you what?”

Raf shrugged. “Just stuff. Did I know where he was; did I know why he quit the team. He was asking me about you as well. Asking me if I knew where you were. Which of course I didn’t.”

“I would have told you if I’d been able to. Some dickhead broke my terminal.”

“And then the other guys began asking me questions.”

“What other guys?”

“The weird dudes who joined the team a few weeks ago. The non-engineers. Them asking me about this new guy, the inspektor. What his deal was. What questions he had asked me. Not even trying to pretend to be engineers, or anything to do with the team. It’s like I’ve got five police officers in Leonis racing overalls following me around everywhere.”

“Shit, man, that’s probably exactly what you do have.”

Julian watched this old, simple man, who was an expert in engineering and racing and almost nothing else, try to give voice to his alien thoughts—try to grapple with the enormous political gears that had trapped the two of them between their teeth, and were squeezing. “I feel like there’s something happening here. Like … like there’s some kind of big fight. You’ve got some Decurion pricks on one side, and some Decurion assholes on another, and they are both trying to fuck each other.”

“And everyone in the middle is getting covered in shit.”

Raf snorted. “Right.”

There was a pause. Now Julian looked around. But it was pointless. If recording equipment was obvious enough for him to detect, then it was because Droor wanted him to know he was being recorded.

“Have you seen Lonny?” He expected a blacked-out autocruiser to suddenly descend from the heavens the moment the name escaped his lips, but nothing happened.

“Voss? From Ciardha Swift?”

“Yeah.”

Raf shrugged. “Don’t think so. But I haven’t exactly been looking out for him.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Why?”

Julian was quiet for a couple of heartbeats. “No reason.”



They spent the next three days preparing. Intensive classroom sessions, running the Toshiko through the virtual-reality simulator, doing a few practice laps of the track itself. The Telesforo Speedway was a notoriously twisty circuit, with lots of doglegs and corkscrews through the mountains and lots of high-speed tunnel passes. The forecast was heavy snow, too, which meant an instrument-led race. It’d bring down the pace slightly—perhaps a hundred or two hundred klicks slower round the corners—but it would never stop it. It was too important a fixture of the social season for things like the safety of the racers to be taken into account.

Julian felt himself drifting through these sessions like a snowflake. It was ironic; never before had a win been so important—not just for his career but for his life—and yet he was the most disengaged from the process he’d ever been. Suddenly it all seemed so absurd, to get so worked up over a race. It was all much too real. People were dying. Real people. He hadn’t signed up for that. Or perhaps he had. It was becoming clearer every day that he didn’t have a clue what he’d signed up for at all.

It was not until the day before the race that he discovered Lonny was indeed not racing for Ciardha Swift. Instead, the team’s second-string pilot, Kristján Shulammite, would be flying the Sarala.

“What do you think of that, then?” a familiar voice called out to him. He was in the RRA, the Racers’ Restricted Area, a private centre connected to all of the individual racing HQs where information relevant to everyone could be exchanged. Here, things like track safety briefings and starting positions were announced. At the moment everyone was clustered around the starting-positions screen.

Julian turned to see Valéria standing there in the green overalls of the Speed Dynamics team. His adrenaline spiked.

“Just leave me alone,” he muttered.

“Leave you alone?” Valéria sneered as he closed. “But we haven’t had a chance to talk yet.”

“I’ve nothing to say to you.”

“I have something to say to you.”

“What? That I’m friends with Voss?”

“Is that what you call it?” Valéria hissed. “You know, Yashego, they don’t take very kindly to your sorts of friendships here, you disgusting unproductive fuck.”

Julian’s hands closed into fists. He had imagined many things over the weeks, but he hadn’t anticipated this confrontation. Not here. Not now.

“That’s it,” Valéria growled. “That’s it. Hit me. Do it now, with everyone watching. Get a nice fat pre-race red flag and a DQ to go with it.”

“What do you want from me?” Julian asked, trembling as adrenaline crashed through his system.

“I want you to go away. Forever. Leave the Decurion teams for the Decurions. Is that so hard to understand?”

“I can’t just quit. They won’t let me.”

“You don’t need to quit. You just need to lose.”

“They’ll kill me.”

“I’ll kill you. I’ll fucking kill you. I’ll bury you. Do you understand me, Yashego? If at the end of this race you are anywhere but last, or crashed, or dead, you know exactly what I’m going to say, and who I’m going to say it to.”

Now Valéria leant in so close that his lips were practically touching Julian’s ear. “You’re an offworlder, and an unproductive, so let me put this in very simple terms. Lose the race, or lose everything. I’m out of patience.”

And then he slapped Julian on the shoulder, and left.



He started in pole. Everything was a daze. Raf tried to calm him down. He gripped Julian’s arm from atop the cockpit ladder, imploring him. He was still doing it in the minutes before the start line was cleared. It was glossy from snowmelt; the track was heated, not for traction but so that it could be physically seen. The air around them danced with flakes. Above, the sky was a very low, very thick ceiling of slate-dark cloud. Already visibility was down to a hundred metres.

“Just finish the damn thing,” Raf said. He said it more than once. “Forget about winning. It’s heavy snow. Very low vis. Just finish it. Just survive it, goddamnit.” Raf had said lots of things. But Julian wasn’t listening.

Just behind him, in second, Valéria waved to the crowd from his green Speed Dynamics Hazal.

“I’m going to kill him,” Julian said, so quietly it was a whisper.

“Just finish. Yes? Jules, please?”

“Shut up, Raf! Go away!”

Raf went away. Julian pulled the canopy closed and dialled on the navigational computer. The HUD flickered on, mapping out the track ahead in a geometric grid of glowing green lines. He would be looking at those lines more than anything else for the next three hours.

Outside, announcements thundered over the loudspeakers. The crowd were in high spirits, most of them already drunk on gluhwein, clad in stylish and ostentatiously expensive winter gear. Julian eyed the crash barriers, transparent hexagonal plates of weird physics in an enormous grid pattern. The same orbital-strike technology protected the Emperor’s Palace on Itumeleng Island. Otherwise, he might have been tempted to just put the Toshiko straight into the crowd. It had been known to happen occasionally, in hypersledding’s long history. Sometimes the barriers failed.

He was so wrapped up in his own thoughts that he almost missed the starter lights. The starting board blinked green and once again he rammed the throttle forward to full power, accelerating the Toshiko to several hundred kilometres an hour. Already he had dropped to third, after a smart clip round the first bend past the CAT Saar and then into a steep drop.

Snow pelted the canopy ferociously. The Toshiko went too fast for it to settle—and besides, the canopy was heated—but it still left great smears as it melted. Visibility was dreadful.

Normally Julian would have had an entire week to visualise the track, its turns, corkscrews, drops, tunnels, straights, and every other feature; three days had barely been enough. For anyone else it wouldn’t have been enough at all. For all his hangups, for all he had things clamouring for his attention, for all he had intrusive and horrifying thoughts trying to unbalance and upset him, the fact of the matter was, he was a hypersledding prodigy. Even on his bad days, he was better than most of the field. It was the only reason he was here at all.

Valéria was in the lead in his Hazal. Between them was the Team Vidas Babora, in its bright yellow and green livery. The three of them together plunged down a five-hundred-metre drop that traced the contour of one of the mountains—Julian was amazed to see that there were viewing platforms here, anchored into the rock on high-tensile support cables, some of them holding thousands of people—and then cut round to the right and into a ten-kilometre tunnel that was deliberately only wide enough for two sleds. Perhaps the racing planners thought it would be exciting, to see two sleds go wing-to-wing to see who could get the edge; what was much more likely was someone would crash and block it, and the race would have to be stopped or aborted entirely.

The tunnel was clear of snow, but back outside the track entered a thick fog. Here he was entirely dependent on the ghost circuit generated by his HUD, and for a little while it was all he could do to concentrate on the track.

It was when it opened up again that he started to think about what Valéria had said.

The Telesforo Speedway had a nominal completion time of three hours, and after the first of these, even with the difficulties posed by the heavy snowfall, Julian had slipped into his flow state. It was just him and the Hazal now, the Babora having long since fallen behind. Indeed, some of the other sleds had already retired, and those at the rear Julian and Valéria were now lapping.

Valéria.

Valéria.

His hands tightened around the throttle and yoke as though he were a strangler. He breathed deeply, in, out, in, out. Somewhere back in the Leonis racing team headquarters, someone would be watching his vital telemetry, scratching their head.

A part of him wondered if he could just lose. Just crash. Retire. But then he was simply exchanging one problem for another. Droor. The irony was, they were both blackmailing him with the same information. At least Droor was a professional about it. Valéria was a wildcard—and that was the problem. Even if Julian played the man’s game, did everything that was asked of him, ignored the Ministry of Information, and Political Enforcement entirely, and simply danced to Valéria’s tune for the rest of the season, the man might still leak the information. Might still go to the authorities, simply out of spite. Might still feed it into the rumour mill—might even do it, and deny that he had. Julian realised then that a lot of his problems could be solved that afternoon if Valéria simply hit the barrier at a thousand klicks.

How to do it? There were two places he could see. The first was halfway through the course, at the very end of a three-kilometre, eighteen-second straight, which jinked into a lethal dogleg and which required more or less a full stop before turning. The other was very close to the finish line itself, the apex of a high corkscrew which, if taken at the wrong angle, could cause the AG to skip—something that was notoriously difficult to recover from at high speed.

The thoughts consumed him for the next twelve laps. The next thing he knew, he had been in pole for forty minutes with no one else in sight.

He bled speed. Valéria caught up. The man was flying poorly, now, erratically. He must have been furious. Perhaps the secret was already out. Perhaps Valéria was shouting to his racing team that Julian was a traitor, an unproductive, the worst kind of scum.

What to do? Who to trust? He hated everyone and everything on this fucking planet. How he wished, with an incredible, incurable urgency, he had never come here.

The racing clock ticked over into its third hour. The field of pilots was down to six—with as many as ten kilometres between participants. Win and be killed by Valéria. Lose and be killed by Droor. In the end, it was no choice at all.

He did it before he could think about it any more. He did it on the straight. He did it much too early, for he was entirely consumed with making it look like an accident. He manufactured a compressor stall in his port engine and tipped Valéria’s starboard wing, which put him into a roll. The Hazal’s AG cushion then reacted against the chassis of the Toshiko and actually pressed Valéria canopy-first into the barrier.

The whole thing happened over the course of two seconds. The snow and mist were so thick that it was almost impossible to see without instruments. Even so, already he was worried about the optics of it. The straight was three klicks long, and there was no reason to be anywhere other than the dead centre of it.

He felt sick as the Hazal crunched into the barrier and somersaulted dozens of times. Sleds were made of extremely lightweight composites that were rigid and brittle, and when they crashed they tended to shatter like a porcelain vase thrown against the wall. The Hazal burst into a thousand thousand pieces, leaving the airframe and the cockpit to skitter across the track like a burnt skeleton, rolling and flipping and throwing out debris left right and centre. It travelled easily for another four or five hundred metres before finally coming to a stop.

But by that point, Julian was long gone.



They didn’t stop the race. They might have done if it were the Leonis team; normally the racing directors, as corrupt as anyone in the Party, managed to contrive to halt the race when the Toshiko went down. But given that it was just Speed Dynamics for Chagatai Prime, the yellow warning lights were activated, everyone was put on one-tenth speed, the track was quickly cleaned up by maintenance drones, and Valéria was taken away in an ambulance.

Kazi, the Gamarian head of engineering who had replaced Briseis, was buzzing in his ear about the compressor stall. Apparently, the telemetry didn’t match up to what Julian was claiming happened. That was the first stab of ice in his guts.

The second was guilt. As he nursed the Toshiko round the speedway and increased his speed as the yellow lights were turned off, he realised that—perhaps unsurprisingly—deliberately killing someone didn’t feel so great.

“Fuuuck,” he said, forgetting that his helmet mic was still on. “Fuck, fuck, fuck fuck fuck.”

“Let’s keep the channel clear for now,” Raf said gently. Did he know? Or was Julian being paranoid?

His guts were twisted up with it. His skin was flushed. He felt hot, suddenly, burning hot inside his overalls. His breathing became laboured; his pulse quickened.

Shit, he couldn’t breathe—

“Let’s get back on track,” Raf said. Of course, Raf would have biometric telemetry on Julian. “What have we got here, looks like a one-klick round-out, into a low helix—you have that?”

“I have that,” Julian croaked, his mouth dry. He sucked on the little rubber straw in his helmet.

“Coming into the three-klick straight,” Raf said. “Stay to the right, see?”

The wreckage of the Hazal whipped past like a green laser beam. Already it had been swept over to the very left of the track. Valéria would doubtless have been flown to the Ruvim hospital. Would they be taking him straight to the morgue—?

“Watch the dogleg!” Raf snapped.

Julian hit all of the air brakes before he ploughed into the barrier at six hundred klicks and brought the Toshiko round to the right.

“I’m fucked, aren’t I?” he said into the helmet mic.

“Just an accident,” Raf said absently in his ear. “Just an accident. Let’s focus on finishing this thing.”

Julian tried to focus, but he couldn’t.

He still won, though.



His PR handlers thought it appropriate that he travel immediately to the hospital in a message of contrition and solidarity. People were going completely bonkers. The big screens around the track were blaring with replays of the crash. Julian winced as he saw it on camera. It looked worryingly, excruciatingly, deliberate. Perhaps it wouldn’t to a nonexpert.

The other racers gave him dirty looks. Journalists clamoured everywhere to try and get his picture, a statement, anything from him. They shouted outrageous provocations at him, hoping he would flip out. Dozens of camera drones were fried by his Ministry of Information handlers and their pocket zappers. Those that weren’t didn’t make it into the RRA.

His guts curdled. How had he possibly thought he was going to get away with this? Everyone hated him. His own engineering team hated him. Half of them seemed to be undercover inspektors, the other half undercover Political Enforcement agents, all of them fighting a secret information war. They would all testify against him.

“Come on,” Raf said, putting his arm around him, shoving a cap on his head and a jacket around his shoulders. “There’s a cruiser this way.”

PR handlers and Political Enforcement agents surrounded him. He was hustled through the RRA and a back door to where an autocruiser with tinted windows sat in the Leonis HQ section. The door was opened, and he was bustled in.

He turned. Droor was there. The doors locked.

The cruiser took off.

“Did you do it on purpose?” Droor asked without preamble. His tone was firm, businesslike. “Answer me quickly and honestly. I don’t care either way at this point in time, I just need to know.”

“Yes,” Julian whispered.

Droor didn’t ask him why. He knew why.

“You had an altercation before the race.”

Julian nodded helplessly.

“Who was there? I can check the cameras later, but just give me the main ones for now. Pilots?”

Julian gave him a list of those he could remember.

“Are you getting this?” Droor asked his pocket comm. He turned to Julian. “Speak louder.”

Julian repeated the list.

“Fine. The stall. The compressor stall. Was that real, or did you fake that?”

“I faked it.”

Again, Droor spoken to his pocket comm. “You need to sort the telemetry—good, thank you. What? No, if Morita’s men are there … yes. Lethal force is fine but try and give me a fig leaf. One moment.” Back to Julian. “What did he say to you?”

“H-he said if I didn’t lose he was going to—he said I knew what he was going to say, and who he was going to say it to.”

Droor considered this. “He didn’t give you a name?”

Julian shook his head.

“What did he want? His place on Team Leonis back?”

“I-I think so.”

“Is there anything else I should know? Think carefully. Don’t lie. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me everything now.”

“There’s nothing,” Julian said quietly, wretchedly. “I just…”

“Shut up,” Droor said. He lifted the pocket comm back up to his ear. “Has Morita had any direct contact with Valéria or has it all been … Yeah, all right.” He sighed, listened. “I know of at least three on Team Leonis but knowing the Interior it’s probably—yeah. Okay. Thanks, David. Yes, just liquidate them. Call me back in—” He checked his wristwatch. “—thirty minutes.” He snapped the comm shut, and craned his neck to see between the two seats in front. “Get me to that fucking hospital, now,” he snapped at the driver.

“Is Valéria dead?” Julian asked quietly, his heart pounding.

Droor didn’t answer.



The autocruiser beat the cameras and press to the hospital, but they were closing, and fast. Droor had Political Enforcement quarantine the entire hospital. Anyone who broke a leg on the ski slopes that evening was about to have a very bad day.

They landed on the roof and Julian was whisked inside. They moved quickly through the corridors. It felt more like a raid than a visit. Droor barked out instructions; a set of physicians led him to the emergency room through the quiet, empty, restricted areas of the hospital.

It did not take long to reach the surgical suite. Protests died in throats. Some of the more spirited physicians and surgeons tried to remonstrate with this implacable and non-sterile group of men, and earned beatings for their efforts.

“Get these people out of here,” Droor said, referring to both the doctors and the several patients undergoing surgery. Physicians gasped in horror as Political Enforcement operatives yanked out cables, drips, transfusions; unplugged monitors, and brought surgical procedures to a calamitous halt. A great cacophony of noise went up from the various medical machines as a half-dozen people were suddenly presumed dead. Medical personnel rushed to reinsert drips and catheters, clamp errant blood vessels, hastily stitch up flaps of skin that were laid open, douse injuries with disinfectant as people were aggressively wheeled out of the surgical suites.

Eventually, Droor reached the room in which Valéria was being operated on. The man was in a terrible state. What was visible of his face—and that was not much, taking into account bandages, the neck brace, tubes in his nose and mouth—was a riot of vivid reds and purples. His right leg from the mid-thigh and his right arm at the shoulder had been traumatically amputated. The Decurion Empire was poorly developed in a great many respects—most notably in the sociopolitical one—but in the medical sciences it easily kept pace with the most technophilic Free Nations. If Valéria was alive—and he currently was—the likelihood was he would remain that way. The sadder fact was that his racing career was almost certainly over, since even the best artificial limbs were not enough to keep up with the extremely physical and mental taxation of hypersledding.

“What are you going to do?” Julian asked, unable to shake a sense of creeping horror.

Droor snatched up the chart from the foot of Julian’s bed; behind him, PE operatives swiped through the files on the medical terminal. One of them tapped away on the keyboard, updating records, deleting others.

“Done?” Droor asked them.

“Yes, sir,” the operative replied.

Droor held out his hand, and was given a pistol.

“Wait,” Julian said. “Just wait a minute.” He needed to think. He didn’t want this to happen. Here was a chance to undo the damage he had done. The guilt he had felt in the wake of causing Valéria to crash was going to consume him, he was certain of it. The second he had tipped Valéria’s wing, he knew he had crossed a line past which there was no coming back. Here was a chance to reset. The man was alive. He would be angry, he would hate Julian, but he would be alive, and Julian would not be a murderer.

But—

But.

If Valéria survived, Julian would have an enemy for life. The man would make it his life’s work to destroy him. He would never stop. He was a hypersled pilot: he had the obsessive drive, tenacity, and malignance to do it. Perhaps it would be better for him to go. Julian was being selfish, but—

He was snatched from his reverie by a loud gunshot. Droor had fired a single round straight through the middle of Valéria’s face. The medical machines flatlined instantly. The air filled with a buzzing drone of dead telemetry.

Droor handed the pistol back to the operative. The surgical suite filled with the smell of ignited gunpowder.

“Right. That’s one problem taken care of.” He gave Julian an appraising look. “Now we need to think of something to do with you.”







16
A DAY AT THE ARMS FAIR



Yesper died. Katherine had hoped—absurdly—that he might recover. Rest at home a few days or weeks, and slowly regain himself. Instead, according to a furious, tearful message left on the house comm by his wife, he had entered into some sort of dissociative state, lapsed to catatonia, and simply … passed away. Katherine imagined shabby grey inspektors taking the body to the incinerator, asking no questions because they already had all the answers.

The days marched on. Katherine had nothing to do but wait in the residence, alone, full of fear and grief and rage. She did what she could for her former butler’s family, but it was all rejected.

“They wouldn’t even give me his ashes!” Yesper’s wife shouted in her final message. Katherine would never hear from her again.

She did not hear from Political Enforcement again, either. And slowly, as the days ticked by, the burden of administration became too much to simply ignore or delegate. Besides, not only was it a welcome distraction, it was her ticket off Leonis forever. She could sit there and marinate in her impotent rage, or she could get out there and do something about it.

Preparations were made. The balance on her bank and trading accounts decreased constantly, to the great despair of Fiduciary Ruskin, who tried to stabilise the trading account with some high-yield investments. To her incredible surprise, the money had actually arrived. It was a done deal, all legally and politically above board. Sometimes in the quiet darkness of midnight, Katherine wondered how many people had been threatened, bribed, even killed by Morozov and his men from the Permanent War Council so that she could take custody of Eskil’s inheritance. There was no other explanation for why, even after her run-in with Political Enforcement, matters had gone ahead. How much blood did she have on her hands, so that she could indulge in her little project?

Except it wasn’t a little project. This was a new beginning, for thousands of people who had lived under the jackboot of the Party. It was not an exaggeration to suggest that Gabriel would represent, for thousands of so-called unproductives, a chance to live a life free of fear, free of want; a chance to thrive, and forge their own destiny. To have the opportunity to do it. That was what it was all about, was it not? Pater Aeternus would claim to be giving people the life that they wanted. But really, it was about giving people the tools to build the life that they wanted. The life that they chose.

In her happiest moments, she was at her most arrogant, considering herself an almost messianic figure. In her darkest moments she was a fraud, a charlatan, a naïve idiot who was going to get herself and a great many people blown to radioactive cinders by a vengeful Empire that did not, under any circumstances, suffer its wayward children to thrive.

But she would do it. She would do it for Gabriel. She would do it for Eskil, and Yesper. She would do it for everyone who found themselves dead because they were randomly, politically inexpedient.

She met with Lukah at a bar a week after being released. Lukah had stopped trusting the University library as a place to meet, preferring the extremely loud and raucous atmosphere of the bar. Here, even if there was recording equipment, the constant shouted conversation and cheers of the many hundreds of students inside would frustrate even the most dedicated of eavesdroppers.

It was race day, and the place was packed. Holos all around the bar displayed images of the Telesforo Speedway in the Ruvim Mountains. She sat with Lukah in a booth itself on a mezzanine overlooking the main bar area. He placed a beer in front of her as she arrived, and she saw the folded-up piece of paper underneath it masquerading as a coaster.

She offered an insincere smile as she sat down, taking off her coat and scarf. She picked up the beer and had a drink, and surreptitiously slid the paper off the table with her other hand. In fact, it was several sheets of paper. She unfolded them and glanced down quickly. She’d been handed a blueprint of sorts, of an enormous asymmetric crosshair shape with the title “Gabriel: Capital City Arrangement and Siting.” At the top of the document it read in stylised lettering, “North Star Heavy Industries.” Behind the front sheet was something called a “geological profile,” and it had lots of multicoloured diagrams and spectrographic analyses. The third and final sheet was a “climate variability analysis,” which had more of the same. She folded the sheets back into quarters and tucked them into her pocket.

“All good?” she asked, angry that Political Enforcement had robbed her of her enthusiasm for what should have been a jubilant occasion.

Lukah nodded. He too had been affected by their detention, though he seemed to have bounced back from it much more quickly than she had. “Gabriel has five continental landmasses. The most viable point of settlement is to the southeast of the third largest, in an area of subtropical dry forest. It’s on a large freshwater river called the Mieko—”

“The ‘Mieko’?”

“We can change all the names later, they’re just randomly generated.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Are there any you had in mind?”

Katherine thought for a moment. But beyond “Gabriel,” she quickly realised just how little there was she wanted to remember about Leonis. The last thing she wanted was for every suburb and street to remind her of someone she had lost.

“Not right now,” she said eventually.

Lukah turned back to the documents. “… and it’s approximately one hundred kilometres from an ocean—the Cyrillian Ocean. The oceans themselves are massive, many many many thousands of kilometres across. Water makes up almost eighty percent of the planet’s total surface, and the vast majority of it is salinised.”

For some reason, the thought of gigantic, endless bodies of deep water made Katherine shiver. “Is there anything in them? Any animals?”

“Gabriel has a fauna lethality index of four, which means there are animals capable of human predation on the world, but there aren’t enough to warrant a pre-landing cull. I don’t know the specifics of the oceans, but there will almost certainly be predatorial fish in there. We really won’t know these things until we’ve been on the planet for a number of months and years. If you did want to arrange a cull, I could look into getting an ecological-collapse risk profile done, which will tell you what the keystone species are and the likely risk of removing any one of them, but…”

“It’s expensive and takes time.”

“Right.”

“Then let’s not bother.” She turned back to the capital-siting document. “So. North Star have found the optimal site for the capital and are ready to begin ‘excision.’”

“Yes. They set up an enormous laser in orbit and they cut out the foundations of the proposed city in one go,” Lukah contrived to explain, though it was very straightforward to Katherine. Still, he seemed at his happiest when he was explaining things—clearly, academia was in his blood—and so she indulged it when she could. “It’s a very efficient way of clearing the earth, levelling it all, killing off plants and their roots, et cetera. It’s expensive, and it will look unsightly as the construction begins, but that will take much less time than you think. The buildings on Kada Gamar have been built in a very outmoded way, with hundreds of tons of cut stone to achieve a very specific architectural style. But really, you can create a scaffold of artificial bone and print a high-rise in a matter of months. The beauty of it is the walls themselves are impregnated with minuscule power generators which generate energy from the wind and sun and store it in subterranean batteries, so there is no need for a thousand square kilometres of power plants like on Eva Island.”

“That I do know,” Katherine said, remembering her very first investigative forays into the subject. “When can they begin?”

“Within the next few weeks. It takes a little while to get the equipment there, as you can imagine.”

Katherine swilled her beer glass, thinking. “What we really need to discuss is getting the population in place.”

“Have you given that any further thought?”

“I have,” she said slowly. “And I think I’m going to have to…” She stopped, clacking her tongue. “I think initially we just need to focus on getting people there. As many people as possible. I know you and I both want it to be a safe haven for the downtrodden and oppressed, but if we start taking people away from the Decurion Empire, be it Leonis or—well, any of the worlds, really—I think…”

“We’ll find out just how quickly Pater Aeternus can kill this after all.”

She nodded slowly. “Right.” She sighed. “You told me once that UFN rules dictate that we are not allowed to entice people away from other nations?”

“We can entice them, we just can’t induce them. It is a much-vexed question of precisely how far we’re allowed to go under the Harmonious Societies Convention. It’s a way of protecting existing nations from catastrophic emigration, and maintaining a sort of equilibrium amongst the Free Nations.”

“We need to make it a desirable place to move to.”

“Yes.”

“Soft power. Music, sports teams, television programming, food. Cultural branding. Gabriel is cool.”

Lukah cocked his head. “We’ll make a political sciences student out of you yet.”

She chuckled. “The problem with branding Gabriel as a desirable place to live is that there’s nothing there.”

“The only thing we can sell is aspiration. For some people that will be enough, and you’ll get the usual run of frontier farmers and the like always on the lookout for adventure. But the vast majority will need something more tangible.”

“How many people do we need to entice there?”

“The MVP is a well-known and well-researched—”

“MVP? Come on, Lukah, you know I don’t know these acronyms,” she said, a little annoyed.

“Minimum viable population,” he replied, a little too tersely for her liking.

There were a few moments of awkward silence. They didn’t butt heads often, which was surprising in many ways, since the scope for conflict between them was vast. This was especially true as she became more knowledgeable and confident. As matters stood he was the sole custodian of a huge amount of information, and so he enjoyed a certain level of power over her. But as time went on, that gap would diminish, possibly to the point of nonexistence. She wondered what would happen then? She privately feared that he would become a contender for president one day, in this so-called democratic process. How would she react? As the instigator and driving force behind this nation—a nation which carried the name of her never-to-be-born son—could she accept defeat with magnanimity?

“It is an ecological threshold number,” Lukah continued, breaking the awkwardness. “Telling us exactly how many people we need in order to create a self-sustaining nation, assuming no immigration or emigration. It’s around a thousand people, but a thousand people is hardly a nation.”

“You’re telling me we only have to get a thousand people onto Gabriel within a year?”

“I think you will be surprised at just how difficult that is going to be. Because Gabriel is going to look like a massive crater with a few buildings in the middle of it for well in excess of a year. You are going to be asking people to uproot themselves and their lives to travel across billions of kilometres of space, for what for most of them will be a one-way trip, to a place that they have never heard of, which has no infrastructure, and to live under a leader they have no measure of, entirely on faith.”

“Better get some bloody good food then,” Katherine said. Lukah snorted, and the last dregs of tension dissipated.

They were both distracted as a great cry went up from the assembled students. Something happened on the screen, some sort of collision. The hypersled track was coming alive with warning lights, and a demented chorus of graphics and replays were populating the screen. The students could not have been more raucous, pointing and shouting and cheering. Some were almost in tears. They were utterly absorbed by the spectacle.

“What about this?” she said. She gestured to the largest holo, which dominated the central space of the bar.

“What about what?”

“This. Racing. Hypersledding. People go absolutely nuts for it. And it’s everywhere. Not just here on Leonis, but across the Empire and beyond. The boy who races for Pater Aeternus isn’t even Decurion as far as I know.”

“No,” Lukah said thoughtfully. “He’s Trillian.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, both watching the broadcast. Eventually, Lukah murmured, “You know what, Katherine? I think you might be on to something.”

“We could have our own team,” she continued, cautiously excited. “Put in our own pilot, paint the Gabriel logo or flag or whatever on the side of our sled. Isn’t it the most watched sport in the galaxy? We wouldn’t even have to win, just get the thing on screen.”

Lukah nodded absently, deep in thought. Eventually, he said, “Father Eternal, Katherine. It’s brilliant.”

“It’s going to be brilliantly expensive.”

“Definitely,” he murmured. “Not only the sled, but the pilot’s fees, the engineering team, all of the transport infrastructure, travelling between tracks on different planets … It’s going to be all of the rest of our—your—money.” He smiled again awkwardly. “Your money. Our money only in the sense that it represents public funds—”

“I know what you meant,” Katherine said, waving him off, determined not to let the atmosphere sour again. She checked the time. “We’d better wrap this up.”

“There’s one more thing I wanted to discuss with you,” Lukah said, seeing off the last of his beer. He reached into his jacket pocket, produced an envelope, and handed it to her under the table. She opened it subtly, to see that there were two tickets inside. She knew better than to read aloud what was printed on them.

“When?” she asked reflexively, though the date and time were printed on the tickets.

“This coming Freeday. Meet me at the spaceport first thing. And we can go shopping.”

Katherine took another glance at the tickets. Across the top was printed


COLONIAL DEFENCE: UFN INTERNATIONAL ARMS FAIR





Katherine’s gut churned with adrenaline. She had never been off-world before. Not only had there never been any need to go, she had simply never had any desire to. Eskil had of course been abroad on innumerable trips over the years. It was impossible to avoid as the director of Lamprey Corporation. And though she had been invited, the thought of going into space, quite frankly, terrified her.

Nor was that entirely by accident. As part of the broader Pater Aeternus propaganda package, civilians of Leonis were routinely told how dangerous non-Imperial spaceflight was. If flimsy UFN vessels didn’t get wiped out by some cosmic hazard, or get lost in the unfathomable enormity of space because of navigational miscalculation, or accidentally hyperdrive into a star, or get blown up by pirates or hostile foreign nations, then they might simply implode because of poor maintenance. Was it not better, Pater Aeternus asked, to fly with the Imperial Navy? It was certainly safer. Spaceflight was a masculine pursuit for the Empire’s warriors, rugged frontiersmen who hauled millions of the Eternal Father’s subjects across the galaxy in sturdy Decurion vessels.

Eskil had rubbished these claims, telling her privately that they were exactly what they seemed to be—inducements to travel via the Empire’s martial spaceflight programme, and not targeted at senior Party members with more nous than the unproductives of the world. But it was difficult to take him at his word when the warnings were so well put together, so professional, and so prevalent.

Lukah was precisely as blasé as Eskil had been. He waved her apprehensions off instinctively, without giving them any thought at all.

“International spaceflight is safer than this autocruiser journey,” he said as they approached the Igor Sterling Interplanetary Spaceport. “Don’t think about it.”

Massive portions of the spaceport were simply bare concrete apron covered in designation markings, stripes and geometric shapes and numerical identifiers which meant nothing to Katherine. In and amongst these enormous exhaust-blasted pads were stretches of water which perhaps were something to do with safety. Beyond, the grey Azadian Ocean stretched like an extension of the spaceport itself. But although there were some spaceships here—a binary mixture of intersolar yachts and bulky mass-lifters—Katherine and Lukah would be travelling up the orbital elevator, to catch a ship from the tethered port.

They must have been scanned innumerable times by innumerable computers as they made the journey through the terminal and into the elevator. The whole process took several hours. It always amused Katherine to see where Pater Aeternus was much more ostentatious with its use of technology. She could not recall the last time she had seen such an obvious and visible concentration of security apparatus in one place.

They travelled up the orbital tether, an enormous ribbed tube of metamaterials held rigid by the spaceport attached to the other end. That itself took the better part of an hour. There were no windows, so Katherine could not visibly track their progress without activating a screen—something which she elected not to do—but then they lost gravity halfway up, which gave Katherine the despicable feeling of falling off a cliff and made her scream. At least they had all been given antinausea tablets.

In the event, she detested everything about spaceflight. In spite of the cleanliness of the spaceport apparatus—they had to wear special suits and go through several layers of decontamination before entering the tether—and the fact that it was obviously a place of high technology which took safety almost neurotically seriously, she was petrified. Lukah, eventually sensing this, began to prattle on in a ham-fisted attempt to take her mind off it, but to be faced with the endless black of space, to be actually experiencing something which for her entire life had seemed like both a remote possibility and dangerous folly, was overwhelming. Eventually, and as was apparently permissible, she allowed herself to be led to a facility where she was sedated for the duration of the trip.

When she was roused—what felt like ten seconds later—it was in fact in an identical facility several days and many light years away.

“Are we here?” she asked, her voice croaky. She was abominably thirsty.

As if on cue, Lukah handed her some water. “We are. Take a minute to gather yourself. Those pills will cut through the grogginess.” He pointed to a table next to the recovery couch on which she lay, where two tablets sat on a small paper tray. She noticed a drawstring bag on the end of the couch, too. “That has your clothes in it. We’re through decon. When you’re ready, I’ll see you outside.”



They had come to UFN Centre. This was the administrative and supranational hub of the Free Nations, all of the various countries, planets, and miniature empires which existed outside of Pater Aeternus. In spite of everything she and Lukah had discussed over the past weeks, Katherine’s grip on the precise nature of the UFN and its role in the galaxy eluded her. For her—and for many others, and not just those under the jurisdiction of Pater Aeternus—the Decurion Empire was the galaxy.

“How many nations are there in the UFN?” she asked Lukah as they walked down a broad, tree-lined boulevard bathed in the light of an alien sun. Above, a sky the colour of lavender stretched vertiginously, crisscrossed with bullet-fast autocruisers and mottled with the dim silhouettes of a dozen small moons. Around them lay an assortment of impressive buildings, though it was architectural motley, a far cry from the homogenous stylings of Kada Gamar. She was dogged by a persistent sense of nausea despite the tablets, which, it seemed, was unavoidable when visiting another world. The different gravity, air composition, and biome all conspired to make her feel sick—a feeling which, alarmingly, some sufferers would never be free of. Wouldn’t it be a ridiculous irony if simply existing on Gabriel was intolerable to her?

Lukah shrugged. “The numbers fluctuate, as you can imagine. For every new settlement, another one folds.”

“But there must be older, more established nations.”

“Only UFN-Centre has the official number, but I would say, from my reading, that there seems to be a few thousand of various sizes. Only a fraction of those, though, are well-established planetary or intersolar states. A hundred or so. Everything else is a mass of federations, alliances, loose political aggregates. Hundreds of rogue states, hundreds of ‘OCN’s—one-city nations,” he added, before she could reprimand him for using another acronym. “Often you’ll get a planet seeded with the intention of starting an enormous interstellar empire, but it never grows beyond the founding settlement.”

Katherine usually found herself regretting these sorts of discussions, for they seemed to serve only as a reminder of how easy it was to fail.

“So the Decurion Empire is, what, a quarter as numerous?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the Empire is supposed to be about five hundred territories, right?”

“Ah, well. You’re talking about quality versus quantity. Any one of the Empire’s constituent nations is a fully self-sustaining nation state. Most of those five hundred territories are huge planetary holdings, vast, high-quality, industrialised nations each yoked to Leonis via a very well developed and embedded Imperial bureaucracy. Have you met Godofredo Martens?”

“The Minister of Interplanetary Logistics?”

“Yes.”

“Of course. Many times.” Katherine thought of Martens, a slight, diffident, balding man forever breathing on and polishing his half-moon spectacles. “What about him?” she asked. “You can’t have met him.”

“I … haven’t met him,” Lukah said, and Katherine frowned at his awkward delivery. “But I’ve seen him. He doesn’t strike you as a particularly impressive man, does he?”

“No, he never did.”

“And yet he is probably one of the most powerful men in Pater Aeternus. Do not be fooled by the banality of his job title. He is the linchpin for the bureaucratic cohesion of the entire Empire.”

Katherine thought about this for a moment. “He hides it very well.”

Lukah chuckled. “Indeed.”

“If the Free Nations outnumber Pater Aeternus, then why do they suffer it to remain so powerful?” It was liberating to speak so openly about the Party, and if Katherine were not feeling so ill from the earthsickness, she would have felt giddy from the taboo-breaking. It was alarming how easy it was to throw off a lifetime of circumspection, as though the oppression of Pater Aeternus had been nothing more than a thin shell, one held in place only by the collective permission of the citizens of the Empire.

Lukah shrugged. “The reasons are many and complex. The UFN has formed the Alliance, which in theory is its collective defence body, but the issue is Pater Aeternus already has an enormous fleet—dozens of enormous fleets, actually—stationed all over the galaxy. In order to counter the threat of the Decurion Empire, the Alliance would have to pull together, pool all their resources, build a fleet even bigger than that of Pater Aeternus, train enough crews to man it, and do all of that in secret and before it could be destroyed. It would require unprecedented cooperation and a singular vision. The Empire is vast, Katherine. Five hundred territories, many of them entire worlds, all governed by a single, central authority. That is a staggering volume of war resource to bring to bear. There is a reason they call it the infinite state. And of course, you are assuming that every member of the Alliance is an enemy of Pater Aeternus. Many of them are willing client states. More still are eager trading partners. The Empire is not all stick; there is plenty of carrot to go around.”

“So we must be entirely invested in our own defence,” Katherine murmured. She had to keep talking, keep thinking about Gabriel, because otherwise she was going to be utterly overwhelmed by her surroundings. She was on another planet—another planet—and no one here had to worry about the Party, Pater Aeternus, the Salutations, and all of the other performatively oppressive nonsense that went with it. Everyone she could see—and there were plenty of people, all wearing all sorts of clothes—just seemed … happier. It had taken her a little while to think of the right word, but it was that: they were happier. She had not realised just how miserable everyone in Kada Gamar was until she was out of it. People here were laughing. They were ambling down the boulevard, promenading, exchanging stories, delighting in entertainments, untroubled by the political landscape in which they existed. They had indulgences like friends and pets, children they actually wanted—or, much more shocking, were childless by design. These people were so foreign to her they might as well have been aliens.

“Exactly,” Lukah said. “It needs to be enough to deter an attacker—and it is important to remember the Empire does not have a monopoly on warfare; plenty of other civilisations will see Gabriel as easy prey.” Lukah uttered this apparent truism much too casually. Katherine had been entirely focused on the threat of Pater Aeternus; to hear that they would need to defend themselves against others hit her like a slap. Lukah continued, “But it also needs to be cost-effective. After a certain point, spending money on the defence of Gabriel will be futile. There is a happy medium, and I hope we can find it.… Here.”

They stopped in front of an enormous convention centre. Katherine recognised it for what it was; they had them in Kada Gamar, though they were used for Party rallies rather than arms markets. It seemed a curious juxtaposition, to have an arms fair—a thing necessarily focused on the killing and maiming of human beings—amongst an otherwise liberal utopia, or certainly a liberal utopia by the standards of the Empire.

“Come on then,” Lukah said. “I know I showed you those paper tickets, but we don’t need them.”

It was only then that Katherine realised what it was that was bothering her about Lukah. It was just how untroubled he was by all of this. How casually, effortlessly knowledgeable he was. Not only was he free from any form of earthsickness, he didn’t even seem to be out of place on a world he couldn’t possibly have known. Lukah was a stranger here just like her. He was a university student, of no great means, and was unlikely to have left Kada Gamar, let alone Leonis. Yet here on UFN-Centre, he sauntered about like a resident, fluent in local customs and au fait with the layout of the place. Everywhere Katherine looked, there was something that shocked her—a woman with a living, breathing pet dog; people with obvious technological implants; an assortment of modes of personal transport not limited to one of three politically appropriate patterns of autocruiser—yet for Lukah it passed him all by like he had been here a thousand times before.

She was about to say something to him when just beyond the threshold of the convention centre, a woman in a khaki military uniform and maroon beret approached them from underneath the wing of an impressive starfighter.

“Hi there,” she said with an alarming level of cheerful informality. “Welcome to UFNC! I didn’t know they let you guys out.”

Katherine stood perfectly still, her face frozen into a rictus of discomfort, utterly at a loss for words.

“Oh, we get around,” Lukah said smoothly, and then he held out his hand, and the woman shook it.

“Group Captain Zehra Summers,” she said with a broad smile. She was pale, with short blonde hair, her skin sagging from too much zero G. She had what Morozov called “loose bones.”

“Lukah Walzingham,” he said. “This is President Katherine Fuller.”

Katherine shook Summers’ hand unthinkingly, at first reeling from the aggressive gregariousness of this woman, and then from being referred to as “President.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Madam President,” Summers said. “Gabriel,” she said, looking at a fixed point above Katherine’s head. “I don’t know it.”

“How do you know about Gabriel?” Katherine asked dumbly.

There was a moment’s silence. Lukah smoothly interjected before Summers’ expression of confusion could deepen.

“Int references,” he said. “Little bits of public information that are visible with certain ocular and brainstem implants.” He turned to Summers. “We don’t have them on Leonis. They are not permitted.”

Summers performed an exaggerated “Ahh” as comprehension dawned. “I see. You must forgive me, Madam President. Yes, I can see all of the pedigree information, just above your head there.” She pointed to a conspicuously empty patch of air above Katherine. “But seeing as you didn’t know that, that was quite rude of me, and I will stop referring to it.” She smiled at her again, and then moved breezily on. “Well, if you are in the market for a defence starter package, then you can’t go wrong with the Gamayun.” She turned ninety degrees, holding her right arm out expansively, inviting them to look at the huge starfighter behind her. It was a lethal-looking machine, its hull painted in a glossy black colour, bristling with sensor pods that caught the light in prismatic coronas of pink and green, and dotted with all sorts of rapacious protuberances. Next to it, a sign read, HIGH-ORBIT RAPID-INTERDICTION FIGHTER, X17 “GAMAYUN,” THE LATEST MANNED MILITARY-GRADE SPACECRAFT FROM COLONY TACTICA ITC.

“Right,” Katherine said. “How does it work, then?”

“Extremely intuitively,” Summers said, now in full sales mode. “It’s got several modes of operation, both manned and unmanned. Both have their advantages and disadvantages in target acquisition and prosecution and dynamic performance, which I can provide you with a great deal of literature on. In terms of armaments, time and time again we have found that no interdiction fighter can rely on any one given weapon-delivery system. Always we require a mixture of hypervelocity long-range missiles as well as mass-driven kinetic slugs. And of course, the Gamayun comes with full-spectrum electronic-warfare pods and slaved-wingman and droneswarm capabilities—these are optional extras which carry an additional cost.”

“Of course,” Katherine murmured.

“Shall I mark you down as interested in three squadrons? We have packages that scale from an annual maintenance and spare-parts subscription to base installation and even pilot recruitment and training. We also have a premium ‘loyal to the death’ mercenary subscription in which we can provide up to twenty-one pilots for a—”

“Thank you,” Lukah said, “thank you so much for this, Group Captain Summers. My sincerest apologies, I should have said earlier that we had in mind something a little more … cost-effective. Ours is a nascent operation. We don’t need the premium package just yet.”

Katherine shot him an irritated look. Who was he to decide what sort of package they needed? She was quite taken with the idea of three squadrons of fighter pilots protecting Gabriel, and the Gamayun seemed frighteningly impressive.

However she felt, Summers was a professional, and took this all in her stride. “I understand completely. It’s of course impossible to put a price on colonial defence—”

“You are quite literally putting a price on—”

“Too high a price on colonial defence,” Summers corrected herself smoothly. “But everything exists in a balance, does it not?” With an impressive sleight of hand, she produced a small holographic business card. “I’m mindful that you don’t have ints,” she said as she proffered it, a little sheepishly.

Katherine took it. “Thank you for your time,” she said, still entirely wrong-footed by the exchange, which could not have lasted more than a few minutes. They were still barely twenty metres through the main doors.

“That is my pleasure, Madam President,” Group Captain Summers said. “Do come and see me if you change your mind.”



The galactic arms fair was an insane place. There were thousands of physical stands, and even more in a dedicated virtual-reality centre. Every possible way of killing a person was presented by slick, well-turned-out, smooth-talking professionals. Despicable modes of mass destruction were on offer, from carbon fibre knives to gamma-radiation soaks. For every piece of hardware, from handheld chemical-explosive rifles and energy weapons to tanks, fighters, and naval capital ships, there were dozens more intangible weapons. There were sound bombs that could deafen entire continents of people, int-hackers which could render unconscious everyone connected to a given network—or kill them; in and amongst explosives of frighteningly high yields, there were HVDP “crust crackers,” hypervelocity deep-penetration explosives which sank several kilometres into the bedrock of a world and caused unspeakable devastation through tectonic upheaval and “compression-ram-forced volcanism.” There were memetic viruses, poison gas, “grey goo” warheads, ICE-9, X-ray torpedoes, flash blind explosiveless nukes, and every combination of mercenary group and gun for hire it was possible to imagine.

Katherine felt like an overwhelmed child. Her own frame of reference was the Empire and the armies it maintained—enormous, endless legions of pressed infantrymen clad in armour and issued with rifles, transported by huge naval personnel conveyances across light years of space and dropped onto hostile worlds alongside mechanised brigades ten thousand strong. Morozov had once confided in her after several drinks at a Lamprey Corporation dinner that the Permanent War Council prosecuted its conflicts in a deliberately wasteful way, as a way of making their enemies seem more capable and therefore more of a threat to the Empire. But the following day he had made sure to visit her and recant on that specific point, explaining that he had been a little worse for drink and that of course they brought to bear every possible technological and martial advantage they had. Katherine, younger at the time and eager to please, had accepted this obvious mistruth with—now that she thought back to it—frightening naïveté.

But it seemed like there were extreme efficiencies to be had if warfare on a global scale was one’s ultimate goal.

They took lunch in one of the many restaurants available—the meal was exquisitely good and completely free—and then in the early afternoon plunged back into the world of corporate militarism. Eventually they came across a booth that gave Katherine pause.

“R-G-S-C-F,” she read slowly from a large holographic sign. Below was a picture of an ape—an actual gorilla—clad in thick polymer carapace armour, wielding an improbably large weapon.

“Yes,” the saleswoman said pleasantly. Unlike a lot of the other salespeople, she was wearing casual—almost shabby—clothes, a pair of jeans and a loose grey sweater with a faded corporate logo over her left breast and the sleeves rolled up. Her hair was bound in an unkempt way, and she wore a pair of glasses within which was some sort of scrolling digital overlay. She shook Katherine’s hand vigorously. “Rapid-gestation simian clone force.”

Katherine once again looked at the picture, and then back at the saleswoman. Behind her was a rack of pods not unlike the gestation drawers that Gabriel had been grown in. One of them was a model cutaway, showing a gorilla foetus existing within an orb of fluorescently artificial amniotic fluid, sprouting several cables from its navel. Next to that was a full-sized set of the polymer armour on a rack, an assortment of weapons—always the optional extras—and then, to the back right of the stall, holographic screens which Katherine could not quite see properly from her current angle.

“‘The cost-effective solution,’” Katherine read from another marketing banner.

“Yes. Right. Well, my name is Dr. Nalini Kerr; I’m a colonial weapons development scientist for North Star Heavy Industries.”

“The same North Star who—?” Katherine asked Lukah, who nodded.

“It’s a big company,” he replied.

“And what’s a rapid-gestation simian clone force?”

“My brainchild,” Kerr said, turning and performing a sort of awkward flourish with her hands, “and! Passion project.” She leant in conspiratorially. “I think they have forgotten about me. But the money keeps flowing and I keep working.”

Katherine could not help but laugh. After a full day of oily salespeople, there was something refreshing about dealing with a brilliant but socially incapable scientist.

“I must say, I’m having something of a hard time with this, and that’s saying something after everything I have seen today.”

“Dreadful, isn’t it,” Kerr said, as though she herself were somehow distinct from the many other arms dealers within and without the exhibition centre. “But I can assure you that not only does the simian clone force work, it is in fact one of the best options here. And one of the cheapest, not only to purchase, but to maintain.”

Katherine gestured to Kerr. “Why don’t you give me the spiel?”

Kerr grinned. “Well, the clue is in the title really,” she said. She walked as she spoke, leading Katherine over to the models at the back of the stall. “The clone force is shipped in an advanced stage of gestation. Well, to say ‘gestation’ is not quite right, because there is an element of … It’s not just that we let the gorillas grow, nor can we simply speed that process up without physically adding matter. So we gestate them but then we also physically build them as well.”

“You’ve lost me,” Katherine said.

Kerr gritted her teeth. “Yes, I thought I might have. The point is that the clones grow very quickly—well, except they don’t just grow, we build them and they grow at the same time. Otherwise, none of it would happen quickly enough, not without nuclear levels of energy.”

“Why don’t you tell me what actually happens. At the highest level.”

“Right. At the highest level, if you have an enemy coming for you, and you need a defence force, then this weapon system will create an army of intelligent and utterly loyal simian clones for you. The clones will preserve their own lives only for as long as it is tactically expedient; otherwise they will gladly fight to the death. And to that point, actually, they are extremely hard to kill, not only thanks to the advanced tactical armour that we provide, but also they are genetically conditioned to be impervious to pain and fear.” She shrugged. “They’re supersoldiers, basically. Extremely strong and pliable ones. That’s the key thing which we offer; they will follow any and all orders they are given. Better than robots, smarter than a virtual intelligence, entirely expendable, entirely replaceable, and—not to put too fine a point on it, pretty fucking frightening on the battlefield.”

Katherine had a good view of the holographic screens now, where shocking, graphic video of the simian clone force smashing through terrified human—shit, Decurion—soldiers was played on a loop, overlaid with jarring, rapid-fire animations and, now she realised, set to up-tempo music.

“How long is ‘rapid gestation’?” Katherine asked, unable to take her eyes off the extreme, frenetic violence of the video clips.

“North Star legally obligates me to say forty-eight hours,” Kerr said. “But it has never taken longer than twenty.”

“And what happens when they are gestated?”

“They are armoured and armed and ready to fight.”

“Just like that?”

Kerr smiled, and shrugged. “Just like that.”

“Are they…” Katherine began, thinking about everything she had seen and learnt over the course of the day. “… networked together?”

“Absolutely, with the latest military-grade ints.”

“Do they … speak?”

“Via synthesised speech, absolutely.”

Katherine watched, mesmerised, as one of the simians obliterated a machine-gun nest with a long burst of prismatic pulse fire and then charged the remains, lifting a soldier clear of the wreckage and tearing his head off. She had been exposed to plenty of violence in the Empire—Pater Aeternus frequently performed public executions which she, as a senior Party member, had been obligated to watch—but this combat footage was something else.

“And what happens when the fight is over?” she murmured.

“Whatever you like!” Kerr said. “The likelihood is, most of them will be killed. But if any do survive, you can either terminate them, or keep them around. Any heavy lifting, construction work, whatever you need. They follow orders in any situation, not just in armed conflict. And before they are deployed, there is no upkeep. The whole unit—the ‘barracks,’ we call it—just sits there in low-power mode. You may never use it! So there is no overhead cost, no quarters to maintain, no meals and training and pensions to provide … You get the idea.”

Katherine took one last look around. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Kerr,” she said. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“I’m here for the next two days. Come and see me whenever you like.”



A little while later, Katherine and Lukah reconvened at a café on the mezzanine level overlooking the main exhibition space. Lukah ordered them a pair of coffees, and they sat in silence, sipping them for a while.

“I don’t know what I expected,” Katherine said, “but it wasn’t this.”

“What do you think?” he asked her carefully. It was as though he had read her earlier thoughts and had started to dial back his behaviour, affecting to be a little less worldly. Now he was taking his cues from her, asking her more questions, spending more time feeling out the mood. The result was that he was beginning to under-advise her, which was just as irritating as his lengthy lessons and explanations.

The fact of the matter was, they just needed to spend some time apart.

“Obviously I want to protect my people.”

“Of course.”

“Which means keeping them out of harm’s way.”

“Right.”

“Which means focusing on defensive armaments in the first instance.”

“I agree.”

She thought for a moment. “The simian clone force seemed like a good option. Highly effective. Very low running costs.”

“Until they are gestated, of course.”

“No more expensive than a standing human army.”

“I think you would be surprised at how eager people will be to defend Gabriel. Especially if the alternative is to return to the Empire.”

“I would be surprised?”

Lukah paused. “Sorry, what I meant was—”

“And why would you not be surprised? Why would you expect people to be eager to defend Gabriel? Where does all of this knowledge come from, Lukah? This wisdom? You are half my age, and a bloody student to boot, yet you seem to know more than most senior Party officials.”

“Just taking what I have learned, and applying it in practical terms,” Lukah said, visibly alarmed.

“Oh for goodness’—!” Katherine snapped, rolled her eyes. “Stop lying to me!”

Lukah was silent for a while. He stared at the table, picking at a chipped section of it with his thumbnail. “All right. All right. Just—please don’t be angry with me.”

“Lukah…” Katherine said dangerously, adrenaline coursing through her system. He was a spy, after all. She knew it. Armed Political Enforcement agents were going to emerge from the crowds of punters and whisk her back to Leonis any second. It really had been an elaborate honeytrap after all.

“I used to work for Godofredo Martens.”

“… What?”

“The Minister of Interplanetary Logistics.”

“I know who he is, Lukah, I want to know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“I did an internship with him two years ago. I shadowed him for eight months as part of my undergraduate degree. We came to UFN-Centre—just once!” he added, as her eyes widened. “We came to the Decurion embassy here. Yes, there is one. It’s very small; it’s like, two guys. They just sit around doing nothing.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s a legal obligation under the Harmonious Societies Convention. Same reason we allow access to the Colonial Brokerage. It’s just something the Empire has to do to maintain its relationships with these organisations. We were here for one day and then we went to Marika’s World. I swear that’s it.”

Katherine sat back in her chair. She felt as though she should have been angrier, but she was just so relieved. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Why do you think? I was worried you’d think I was … you know. A proper Party functionary. A spy.”

“And so, what, you thought to just keep it a secret?”

“I was trying to help you—”

“If you want to help me, stop condescending to me!” Katherine hissed.

“Then stop requiring condescension!”

Katherine recoiled as if he had slapped her. Immediately, his expression fell.

“I’m sorry. I’m just— That was— I should not have—”

“No. You should not have,” Katherine said.

There was an awkward silence. “Katherine, please. Let’s—”

“I do know, you know. I do know that I’m out of my depth. I’m not an idiot.”

“I do not for one second think you are an idiot.”

“I feel like an idiot,” she said, and she did. She felt profoundly embarrassed. What a stupid idea this was. Everything about it was moronic. She was a fool for thinking she could ever make it work.

“That’s the very last thing I wanted.”

She waved him off. His contrition was only making her feel worse.

“Why don’t we go and speak with Group Captain Summers again?” Lukah said. “Having seen all of the options, I’m coming round to your way of thinking.”

“Don’t patronise me, Lukah.”

“I’m serious,” he said. “I do think that long-range interceptors might be the way to go.”

Katherine was quiet for moment, calming herself, her nerves, her breathing. “Your time with Martens. I want to know all about it. Not here. But I need to know everything. Everything you’ve been and done these past few years. I don’t want any more secrets between us, Lukah.”

“I understand completely,” he said, looking guilty.

There was another long silence. “It’s mad, isn’t it?” she said eventually, looking out across the exhibition centre. “Shopping for an army.”

“In the circumstances we currently face, I think it would be madder not to.”

She nodded, staring at the table. Then she looked up at him. “I want the simian clone force as well.”

Lukah shrugged. “It’s your money. Maybe once they’ve been gestated, one of them can replace me as Foreign Minister.”

“Maybe one of them can replace me as president,” she replied, and Lukah laughed, both of them pleased the tension was broken.

They sat in silence for a little while longer, both of them looking out across the weapon systems on display.

“Come on,” Katherine said eventually, finishing her coffee. “We had better be quick. Looks as though it’s winding down for the day.”







17
THE CHANCE OF A NEW LIFE



Lang was promoted. Cyprian should have seen it coming; it was exactly the sort of middle finger the Inspektorate excelled at.

His junior was of course delighted, and much too stupid to see it for the poisoned chalice it was. There were plenty of other people who were pleased for him, too—or at least affected to be. There were some within the Serious Crimes Bureau like Cyprian and Veselin Reed, jaded by decades of politically sanctioned homicides, who took a slightly sceptical view of the society Pater Aeternus had created; but there were plenty more, the majority, even, who were just like Lang. Like the other great institutions of state, the Inspektorate was a springboard, a ladder, just another way to ascend within the Party. It made for plenty of poor inspektors and excellent toadies.

“I’m fucked, aren’t I?” Cyprian said, watching Lang strut around the bullpen amongst a hail of backslapping and congratulatory handshakes.

“Not yet,” Reed replied through the haze of cigarette smoke. “You will be when they fast-track him to senior inspektor.”

“They’ll probably leapfrog him straight to prime,” Cyprian muttered. “Keep him sweet. Morita must be desperate to get another pair of eyes in the bureau.”

“I’d keep your voice down.”

Cyprian waved him off. Morita already had crosshairs on him. There were very few things he could do to make it worse.

“Anyway. They’d have to promote me first,” Reed said. He took a drink of something that looked like coffee but smelt alcoholic.

“They’ll probably just kill you.”

He’d meant it as a bit of gallows humour, but it was a little too on the nose, and neither of them laughed.

“How did the raid go?” Reed asked eventually.

“Exactly as planned. Well, near enough.”

“Uh-huh.”

Cyprian sighed. “Gelens got caulked straight through the door. But there was a woman.”

“Girlfriend?”

Gelens had been busted down to unproductive, so it was illegal for him to maintain any sort of relationship—not that such laws achieved anything except giving the police an excuse to hassle monos. The smart money was on an illegal girlfriend, but unless someone actually investigated it—and it certainly wasn’t going to be Cyprian—they would never know. At least, it wasn’t going to form part of the Inspektorate record.

“Maybe. Who cares?” Cyprian replied, though he cared. All he could think about was the way Lang had looked—which was to say, positively psychopathic—as he fired through the door and gut-shot the woman. Her only crime had been to be in the wrong place at the wrong time; and though she would be neither the first nor the last, her death, which served no purpose other than to give Lang an excuse to blood himself, really got under his skin.

“What’s your plan?” Reed asked him.

“My plan?”

“Yeah. What are you going to do? You can’t do this forever.”

“Why not?”

“It’s bad for your health.”

Cyprian snorted, but, like a cold, spluttering engine, it didn’t catch into laughter. The question was a good one. What was his plan? He had found himself between the jaws of a brewing Information-versus-Interior confrontation, one that had at its nexus the Pater Aeternus racing team and specifically its Trillian hypersled pilot. As a younger man, more like Lang than Cyprian would ever care to admit, he’d be up to his guts in it, relishing the infamy, the prospect of moving through the corridors of power. Meeting men like Morita and Droor would have been the culmination of his career, rather than its nadir.

Now he was simply running out the clock on life, secretly hoping all of the cigarettes and alcohol would kill him. He didn’t fancy being murdered, which seemed much too stressful, nor could he ever bring himself to put an end to it all with his gun. But Reed was right. He couldn’t be an inspektor forever. He was just not what the Inspektorate was looking for—someone with the wit and will to investigate and solve crimes.

“Ves … can I ask you a question?”

Reed actually seemed to consider this for a moment. “All right.”

“Annika and Pepin,” he said, and from the way Reed’s eye twitched, he could tell the man had not been expecting it. That was fair; it was illegal for him to speak about it openly.

Nonetheless, Reed said, “Yes? Don’t ask me where they are, Cyprian. Even if I knew, which I don’t, you know I can’t tell you.”

“I wasn’t going to ask you that.”

“What, then?”

Cyprian took in a deep, shaky breath. “Do you think they are actually alive? Do think they are in re-education? Or do you think it’s all just bullshit? Does re-education even exist, or is it just a lie to stop people from rioting?”

Before Reed could answer—and there was no doubt in Cyprian’s mind that he was just going to feed him some bullshit Party line—the deskcomm chimed.

Reed frowned, and then picked up the receiver; even from where he was sitting, Cyprian could tell the screen remained blank.

“Yes?” There was a pause. Reed glanced at Cyprian. “Yes.” Cyprian’s heart sank. “Right away, sir.”

Reed replaced the receiver. “They want you and Lang in the Interior.”

“Shit,” Cyprian said.

Morita.



For reasons which baffled Cyprian, Lang seemed happy to be summoned to see the Interior Minister.

“No doubt he means to congratulate me on my promotion in person,” he said smugly. His eyes glinted with fresh malice. At least he would be out of Cyprian’s hair soon, off to form a new partnership with a junior inspektor. That meant that Cyprian himself would be getting a new junior partner soon, too. He was pleased at that. There were few people in the bureau worse than William Lang.

“No doubt,” Cyprian replied as they waited in the foyer. This was an enormous and deliberately imposing space of glossy black marble, with a huge bronze sculpture of the Interior Ministry crest—a stylised eye overlaid on a pyramid—watching them from the east wall.

“And hey, Cyprian?”

“Yes?” he replied, managing to not display the feeling of shock that the overfamiliar use of his first name was intended to provoke.

“I won’t forget everything you’ve done for me. Yeah? I won’t forget what it was like to work with you.”

“No, I don’t think you could if you wanted to.”

Lang opened his mouth and closed it, baffled by the response. But before he could rejoin, they were summoned by some goon and ushered into an elevator. The man used his key card to swipe and then activate the topmost button, which read “M,” and they sped silently up to the top of the Ministry. When the doors opened, it was directly into Morita’s office.

“Sit,” Morita said tersely, not looking up from some paperwork on his desk. Lang waltzed across the gap between elevator door and desk. To Cyprian’s mind, this was a mistake not only because Morita was the kind of man to detest such displays of overconfidence, but also for a much more basic reason. Gerolf Morita was many things, and predominant amongst those things was that he was evil; but what was worse, or rather, what made that specific quality worse, was that he was unpredictable. Someone like Droor, for example, was evil but in an applied, measurable way. Councillor General Morozov was evil but in a much more blunt, stupid way. Godofredo Martens’ evil lay in the frightening indifference of his logistical machinations, which operated on levels beyond human comprehension; Ampelio Antic´, the Defence Minister, was evil because he comfortably spent ten thousand lives where one—or none—might have been spent.

Morita was evil in a way that was impossible to anticipate. And that made him the very worst of the lot.

Cyprian crossed the floor with what he considered to be the appropriate bearing. Too much humility was just as likely to annoy Morita as not enough.

“So. The man responsible for the death of Verner Briseis is Nestor Gelens,” Morita said. Cyprian could see on the Minister’s desk that the paperwork he was tending to was the Briseis case file. The box which required his signature—which in turn was required to close and seal the file—was conspicuously blank. The placement of the file in such a way was a rather obvious piece of mise-en-scène.

“Yes, Minister,” Lang said quickly. Morita looked up at him, his mirrored spectacles catching the light.

“Following an anonymous tip.”

Now Lang was silent. Happy to take credit for solving the case, but like everybody in that room, unhappy about everything else.

“Yes, sir,” Cyprian said eventually.

“Who authorised the Ram raid? Who thought that was appropriate?”

Cyprian cleared his throat. “I authorised it, sir.”

“You do not have the authority to conduct Ram operations.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Cyprian saw the flicker of a smirk cross Lang’s face.

“Prime Reed authorised it, at my recommendation,” Cyprian corrected. Sorry, Ves. I wanted to keep your name out of this.

“Certainly, he would have had no reason to question that recommendation, or your judgement?”

“No, sir. For better or worse, I have Prime Reed’s full confidence.”

“Was that a joke, Reis?”

Cyprian felt as though someone had inserted a knife made of ice into his large intestine. “Not a deliberate one, sir.”

“Do not make any more.”

“Sir.”

They waited in tense silence as Morita examined the file.

“Incredible, isn’t it?”

Another silence. No one wanted to test that hook, but of the two of them, Lang wasn’t going to say anything. For all his confidence on entry, now he looked pale and nervous.

“What’s that, sir?” Cyprian said.

Morita closed the file with affected care and then clasped his hands in front of him. “You told me this case was unsolvable. And then, several weeks of … what seems to be nothing at all. Just dossing around the capital, as far as I can tell, and certainly doing nothing to further the case file.” Cyprian’s heart lurched, and his bloodstream flooded with adrenaline. Why had he ever thought that Morita wouldn’t have him watched? Hell, it had probably been Lang snitching on him.

“And then, out of the blue, an anonymous tip leading you directly to Gelens.” Morita gestured to the file. “We’ve done our own homework on Gelens, of course. Certainly seems like he was the right man, what with his history with Briseis and his antecedents.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Shame we’ll never know. Now that he’s dead, of course, we can’t question him. Not that the Ram team had a choice; he was armed, after all.”

“That’s right, sir,” Cyprian lied. It was unwise to lie to Morita—the man was a living polygraph machine—but what choice did he have? That Gelens had been armed and so blown away was part of the official report. The whole point of killing the man was to achieve precisely the thing Morita was now complaining about.

Morita reopened the file, his gloved finger tracing a line down the page, until it stopped and tapped something. “Maria Gelens,” he said. “The woman in there with him.”

“Sir?”

“The woman who was in the apartment with him was Maria Gelens.”

“We assumed—” Cyprian started, but immediately realised his mistake.

“Assumed?” Morita said dangerously.

There was a long pause. Cyprian did not speak; it was one of those situations which he could only make worse by talking.

“Something in this report disturbs me greatly. I wonder if, between the pair of you, you might be able to tell me what it is?”

In fact, Cyprian knew exactly what it was. He had long seen it coming, though Lang had not. He almost felt sorry for the man.

“She died,” Cyprian said eventually.

“What a curious way of phrasing it. ‘She died.’ As though some … nebulous, intangible, cosmic force just ended her life out of the blue.” Morita’s voice was shifting. The slow, subterranean flow of magma was very close to the surface now. “She did indeed, die. Because she was shot. Shot many times. Why? Inspektor Lang, why was she shot many times?”

All of the colour drained from Lang’s face. He was visibly sweaty—embarrassingly so. An actual bead of it ran down the side of his face. His was not the comportment of a relaxed agent answering routine questions on a file. He looked as though he was seconds from making an escape attempt.

“I … thought she was a threat.”

Morita contemplated this for a moment. “Remarkable,” he said. He nodded to himself. “Remarkable.”

To Cyprian’s surprise, Morita picked up his pen and quickly signed in the box that permitted the file to be sealed. Then he closed the file and slid it to one side. “I would have liked to ask her some questions, too,” he said brightly. “Ah well. I know how dynamic these raids can be, especially against armed, or … threatening suspects.”

Cyprian braced himself internally, waiting for the hammer blow. But it still didn’t come.

“Yes, sir,” he said, trying to trip the wire, to activate whatever hell Morita had in store for them. But the man remained bafflingly, infuriatingly placid.

“Well, thank you both, Inspektors, for clearing that up. Those are the only questions I had. You are dismissed.”

He gestured to the elevator doors. Cyprian and Lang exchanged a glance, and then stood.

He is going to shoot us in the back of the head, Cyprian thought as they left. The skin of his scalp crawled as he imagined the red bead of a laser sight flickering amongst the hairs there. But the goon simply opened the elevator doors for them, and led them inside, and then they were descending.

Cyprian let out a long, shaky breath.

“Father Eternal,” Lang said, letting out a nervous laugh. “I was certain we were for it.”

The elevator doors opened and Cyprian stepped out into the foyer. But Lang did not exit with him. He turned. The goon had Lang in a headlock. Lang struggled with insane desperation, but the goon’s arm might as well have been made of iron.

“Bill?” Cyprian said stupidly as the goon pressed a button for a floor somewhere in the basement levels.

“Help me!” Lang managed to briefly shriek, before the doors closed.

Cyprian turned and looked around the foyer, but no one said anything.

He turned back to look at the elevator, but of course, it was just a set of closed metal doors.

He turned again and looked around the foyer.

Not one look.

“Shit,” he said quietly, and left.



You can’t keep doing this.

Reed’s words echoed around his head in an endless refrain. You can’t keep doing this. And it was true: he couldn’t. Who could? Who could endure it? Even for those within the Party it was brutally dangerous. He might have understood it if Party members and Class I citizens lived comfortable lives of hedonistic excess, liberated from the shackles of hard living, backbreaking manual labour, and tedious corporate make-work. It would have been hellish for the monos, who would still exist as little more than slaves, but at least he would have been able to wrap his head around it.

Instead, it seemed as though the social élite of Leonis—of the whole Decurion Empire—were just as susceptible to violent misadventure as anybody else. Perhaps more so! So what was the point of any of it? If at every level of society, everybody was frightened and paranoid and aggressive, each rung of success a fleeting, temporary thing as easily taken away as given, why did any of them endure it?

He felt as though his brain were going to boil out of his ears. Normally at this point, he would just get blind drunk, wiping his memory clean for another day. But this time, something about the thoughts endured, like a splinter lodged in his mind. It was a dangerous thing, and it made him reckless.

After the horror with Lang in the Interior Ministry, Cyprian had walked home—a journey of nearly four hours—and had then proceeded to pace around his horrible, frigid apartment, chain-smoking and working his way through a bottle of cheap liquor. He had never felt this way before. It had started when he had asked Reed about his children, that had been the initial charge. But the business with Lang, that had tripped the breakers.

Eventually he summoned his autocruiser and, in the small hours of the morning, went to the Inspektorate. He was too agitated to sleep, too drunk to work, and approaching the tipping point. He staggered through the bullpen, largely ignored by the surly night shifters who were only there really to answer the phones. In his office, the blinds were already closed save those that looked out onto the city. It seemed that Kada Gamar was in one of its periodic load-shedding phases, for all of that impressive architecture, those enormous stone monoliths, were dark. There was an incredible irony in that. It was the perfect illustration of Pater Aeternus. Gigantic, oppressive buildings designed to frighten and intimidate, galactic monuments to the Emperor and everything he represented. And here, in the capital of the Empire, they couldn’t even generate enough power to keep the lights on. There was something almost pantomime about it. If the Party had not been so utterly malignant, it might have even been funny.

He drew his pistol. His head was too full of thoughts, too full of anguish. The world they had created was unendurable, a living prison in which only the savage ascended. And even then, even someone as nakedly ambitious as William Lang could not survive for more than a handful of weeks. He was a man who fit the Party ethic like a glove and who still could not escape being strangled in a basement.

You can’t keep doing this.

Reed was right. He couldn’t.

His deskcomm rang as he squeezed the trigger.



The body was in almost precisely the same state as Verner Briseis’ had been. Skin mottled and peeling from the chemical agents in the outflows, the corpse pale and grey and washed out. Telltale gouges in the spine told of where the man’s trackers had been cut out, though the wounds, which had to have been abominably gory, had been thoroughly sluiced by the salt water of the Azadian Ocean, leaving them curiously bloodless.

Still, in spite of the obvious and vicious beating the body had taken—and the man had been extravagantly assaulted—Cyprian could tell who it was.

“He asked to meet with me. In Dorte Park. He was very … exercised.”

“When?” Droor asked. He stood with his back to Cyprian, once again staring out across the grey expanse of the ocean. Waves thundered into the seawall. Snow danced on the wind.

Cyprian thought a moment. “Ten days ago.”

Droor nodded.

Cyprian looked down at the body of Zavian Gallego. This was very much Cyprian’s doing. The moment he had named the man to Gerolf Morita, he’d signed his death warrant. Even being one of Droor’s men and a senior operative within the Ministry of Information hadn’t been enough to save him.

It should have been, though. In theory, at least, it should have been.

“What exactly is going on between the Ministry of Information and the Interior?” Cyprian asked, bending out of the wind in order to light a cigarette.

“Did you really think I would answer that question?” Droor asked. He didn’t seem to be angry, just matter-of-fact.

Cyprian shrugged. “No, I suppose not.”

There was a long silence. Eventually, Droor said, “You’ve given up.” He turned slightly, taking in Cyprian’s tired grey flesh. He looked as much a corpse as Gallego.

“If you hadn’t called me, I’d be dead right now.”

“Bullet in the brain, was it?”

“More like bullet in the ceiling. Comm scared the shit out of me.”

Droor, in what was an exceptionally rare concession to levity, laughed. “Remarkable.”

There was another long silence. “I want you to meet with someone for me.”

“Who?” Cyprian asked.

“Councillor General Morozov.”

Cyprian’s brow furrowed. “Of the Permanent War Council?”

“The very same.”

Cyprian shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“I have a proposition for you. Something which I think you will like. It will take you far away from here, and give you a purpose.”

He considered this for a long while. “Can you tell me what it is?”

“Two months ago the director of Lamprey Corporation died in an autocruiser accident.”

“Eskil Fuller. I saw it on the news.”

“Correct. Mr. Fuller was a popular and well-liked member of the Party. His death was a profound shock for all of us.”

“I’m sure.”

“He was also tremendously wealthy. In the order of many tens of billions of Decurii.”

Cyprian was unfazed by this; many of the senior Party members were known to have holdings in the hundreds of billions.

“A nice payday for someone.”

“Katherine Fuller, his wife. An unremarkable woman, generally speaking. She has been disaffected with Pater Aeternus for some time, exacerbated most recently by hers and Mr. Fuller’s failure to naturally conceive a child. They were trialling ectogenesis at the Gerigian Natal Hospital, but the foetus became unviable thanks to a rare gestation failure and had to be aborted.”

Cyprian shrugged, unmoved. “So?”

Droor tutted. “You have no sympathy for poor Ms. Fuller?”

“Does poor Ms. Fuller have any sympathy for my children? Their mother dead, and they imprisoned, brainwashed—”

“All right, calm down,” Droor said chidingly. He turned back to the ocean. Snow settled on his hair. “Ms. Fuller did something very interesting and unexpected, something which has attracted the attention of a lot of my colleagues. You are, aware, of course, of the Free Nations?”

“Sure.”

“Well. It is possible to purchase unincorporated extraImperial land. It is an extremely costly process, in time and treasure, and one that carries an administrative burden which puts the logistical contrivances of Pater Aeternus to shame.”

“Feels like something the Party would make illegal.”

“It does, doesn’t it? And yet it is not. There are two reasons for this. The first is that it is a legal requirement under the Harmonious Societies Convention that we allow our citizens access to the Colonial Brokerage. And even the Empire is not so rash as to cut all diplomatic ties with the Union of Free Nations.”

“Hm. And what’s the other?”

“A huge number of senior Party members are engaged in the practice. Not in the way that Ms. Fuller intends to be; most of them are boltholes, or laundromats, or other such things. Between you and me, Reis, I have it on good authority that Davor Casale himself has a petty kingdom somewhere in the galaxy which he visits from time to time.”

“Is this going somewhere? You want me to investigate her, is that it? Have her Ram-raided?”

“To the contrary,” Droor said. “Ms. Fuller remains unmolested by the Party. Her accounts are open, her credit is good; she has even made a recent trip off-world to UFN-Centre, to peruse colonial defence forces.”

Cyprian’s nose wrinkled. “Surely not. How is she not being treated as a traitor?”

“For a number of reasons, the most vital of which I shall not go into now. But I can tell you that, inter alios, Ruben Morozov has been quietly greasing the wheels for her. My guess is that, like his peers, he means to found a petty kingdom of his own. His and Ms. Fuller’s is an alliance of convenience. Certainly, it is not one of political sensibilities.”

“Can he not afford it? As the head of the Permanent War Council, I’d have thought he’d be set for life?”

“He’s an army man, not a politician. He does not have anything like the money for something as ambitious as that.”

Cyprian sighed, and took another long drag on his cigarette. “All right. Why don’t you tell me what it is you want me to do.”

“Ms. Fuller will need a head of security on her new world. I have arranged, via a proxy, for you to meet with Morozov tomorrow afternoon, to interview for the role. Morozov has engaged some of his underlings to search for talented, capable individuals with the appropriate background who are on the way out—people who will not be missed if they were to disappear.”

“People like me?”

“Precisely. Morozov’s underlings believe they have curated a list of candidates, of which you are the prime. In fact, of course, I and my people have curated the list.”

“What if he picks someone else?”

“He will not. Cannot.”

“Right.”

“Listen to me; whatever happens in the interview, you must keep my name away from it,” he said sternly. “He cannot know that I am behind this.”

“Wait a minute,” Cyprian said, shaking his head in confusion. “You want me to form the head of … what, precisely? The police? The Inspektorate? The defence force?”

“Security. All those things together. You are an intelligent man. And you have combat experience. I read your file. You were on Erydnes. A recipient of the Valorous Conduct Medal, no less.”

“There was nothing valorous about that fucking campaign.”

“They do not hand the VCM out lightly,” Droor remarked.

Cyprian closed his eyes, breathing deeply through a toe-curling wave of nausea and adrenaline. He reached for his hip flask and saw off half the contents.

“I can see I’ve upset you.”

“It’s one of my three least favourite things to talk about,” Cyprian replied.

“Let us move on, then.”

Cyprian drank the second half of the flask, and repocketed it. “Where even is this place? The planet?”

“It’s about a week’s spaceflight away. Come now, Reis. Morita wants you dead. You aren’t going to last long in Kada Gamar. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

“But what is it I’m really doing. I’m spying for you, right? I’m spying for the Empire.”

“Right the first time. You’re spying for me. I want you to keep an eye on Morozov, and what it is he is doing. You’ll report back to me weekly on this so-called client state. Gabriel, it’s called, though I don’t know if that name is due to change. I’ll also arrange for an emergency line, for any urgent developments.”

“What about my children?”

“As soon as it is practicable, I’ll arrange for them to join you.”

“And what? I’m supposed to take that on faith?”

“You are going to have to, unless you have an alternative.”

“The Party will come for me.”

“They won’t. You are not important enough. And besides, I look after those who are loyal to me.”

Cyprian looked pointedly down at the corpse of Gallego at their feet. For once, Droor had nothing to say.

“Fine,” Cyprian said eventually. In truth, though, the prospect appealed to him greatly. If—and it was a big if—Droor could make it happen. Getting him off-world would be no mean feat.

Droor started walking back to his autocruiser. “I’ll be in touch regarding the timings. Remember, keep my name out of it!”

“What about Gallego?” Cyprian asked.

“Leave him here,” Droor said as though referring to an old newspaper, and ducked into the autocruiser.



Cyprian felt as though he should have been more frightened of Ruben Morozov. The man was, after all, the head of one of the four great Chancellery departments of state. As the Councillor General, he oversaw the conduct of the Decurion Empire’s endless wars, gigantic and never-ending undertakings involving millions of men and uncountable billions of Decurii in military equipment.

After the psychopathic vitriol of Gerolf Morita, and the Machiavellian scheming of Jaroslav Droor, Morozov by comparison was practically affable. Considering his position as architect of the deaths of millions of Imperial subjects annually—to say nothing of the millions of foreign victims from the armies and navies and civilian populations of the Free Nations—he was curiously unthreatening.

“You have been recommended to me as a candidate for Gabriel’s head of security,” Morozov said once the tea lady had left. Behind him, a set of large windows overlooked the Emperor Leon Commemorative Highway and the Central Government District beyond, and Cyprian found his attention was frequently stolen by the impressive view.

“Yes,” he replied, taking a sip of the hot tea.

“You have fallen afoul of Morita.”

It was a statement, not a question, and Cyprian did not pretend otherwise. Something was telling him that his status as persona non grata—insofar as such had not already been conveyed by his demotion to effectively a Class II citizen—was a boon here, rather than a handicap.

“I have.”

“Few are left breathing for long.”

“That is the fear, Councillor.”

Morozov snorted. “I’ll say.” He stood with his tea, turned, and looked out over the city. “You have been told of the nature of our project?”

Cyprian nodded. “I have.”

“You are aware that it must be kept strictly secret?”

“I am.”

“I understand that you are a talented investigator.”

“More than is good for me.”

Morozov gave him an amused but reproachful look, as though he were a child who had made a funny but inappropriate joke.

“And you are a veteran of the Erydnes campaign.”

“The Erydnes debacle,” Cyprian growled. He expected a sharp reprimand, but to his surprise, Morozov nodded his agreement.

“Certainly not one of my predecessor’s finest hours.”

There was a comfortable silence. Of all of the senior Party members Cyprian had had the misfortune of speaking to, Morozov was far and away the most pleasant. He felt a pang of guilt at having agreed to spy on the man for Droor.

The feeling did not last long.

“She is a remarkable woman, Katherine Fuller,” Morozov said.

“Oh yes?”

“Hm. Dealt a bad hand. But she has picked herself up and dusted herself off. I think this will be good for her.” He spoke as if it were a crocheting project, or a fortnight’s caravanning.

“Well. I am glad,” Cyprian said, for want of anything else to say.

“She needs good advice. Good advice from good, sensible men. Especially men. Men like you and me. I’m not convinced that what she is getting at the moment is what she needs.” His brow furrowed at his own choice of words for a moment. “Anyway, you get the picture.”

Cyprian absolutely did not get the picture, but he nodded along, squinting slightly to make it seem sincere.

“The most important thing is to get the place set up first. Then we can think about how best to use it as a base of operations.”

Cyprian felt the first stirrings of unease. “A base of operations?”

“Yes. We are going to have to think of a function for it. A penal colony? A military base? A manufacturing centre? All of the above? It’s all about synergies. Synergies with Pater Aeternus.”

“Of course.”

“I’m not entirely sure Mrs. Fuller has precisely the same vision for the colony, which is why it is up to us to steer her in the right direction.”

“Yes, sir. I can certainly help you do that.” Just speak the words until the meeting is over.

Morozov stood, and held out his hand. “I’m glad we’re on the same page, Reis.”

Cyprian took it, and shook it firmly. “Absolutely, sir,” he said, forcing a smile. “Absolutely.”



They met in a disused office with a solitary window which looked across an unflattering aspect of the city. The place did not look as though it had been used for years, judging by the thick layer of dust coating everything. It was into this chamber that, five minutes later, Katherine Fuller was ushered. She was a plain white woman, to Cyprian’s eye; medium height, dark hair turning to grey, unflattering clothes that aped the Party style, and the ill-proportioned body of the middle-aged. She also looked slightly ill, judging by her red eyes, red nose, and persistent throat clearing.

“Mrs. Fuller,” Cyprian rumbled, pressing himself to his feet. He held out his hand, and she shook it.

“Inspektor Reis,” she said. She smiled insincerely, clearly unimpressed with this shabby, overweight, nicotine-stained man in front of her.

They sat. Cyprian, a veteran investigator, said nothing.

“Well, you have already spoken to Ruben,” she said, slightly awkwardly.

“I have.”

“You know, then, what it is we are trying to achieve?”

Cyprian considered this for a moment. “I know what it is you are doing. I don’t know what you are trying to achieve.”

Now it was Fuller’s turn to consider her next words. “I know about you, Mr. Reis. Or rather, I have been told about you.”

He sat back. “Oh?”

“You have two children, a girl and a boy, in re-education.”

Cyprian bristled. He took a long moment to control his temper. “Yes.”

“How long have they been there?”

He let out a long, shaky breath. “Two years.”

“That’s a long time. That must be very difficult.”

“It is.”

“Do you know when they will be released?”

“I am hoping soon.”

Fuller nodded with sympathy. She spent a few moments contemplating matters. “I am going to speak candidly with you, Inspektor.”

“That is often the best way.”

“I am … concerned.”

“What about?”

“That Pater Aeternus would retain custody of your children after you leave. It’s something they might seek to exploit.” She paused. “You must agree that it presents a security risk.”

Cyprian nodded. The woman was shrewder than he thought. “Yes. I would be concerned, too, in your position.”

There was an awkward pause. “You see my predicament.”

Cyprian leant back. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. “May I?”

“Yes, yes.”

He smoked for a moment. “The truth is, madam, my children died two years ago. Whatever made them my children has been … excavated. Removed. Burnt away forever. I have mourned them in the same way I have mourned my wife.” He paused. It might have been a lie, but the emotions were real enough.

“I am … so sorry to hear that, Mr. Reis,” Fuller said quietly. “I too have suffered loss. I know the pain well enough.”

He felt guilty then. Just speak the words. Get off Leonis. Droor will rescue Annika and Pepin. That’s all that matters. Apology, recrimination—it can all come later. “Thank you.” He took a deep breath; comported himself.

“I can see simply discussing the matter has upset you.”

“I am upset because it makes me sound like a devil. What kind of man, or father, could abandon his children to the regime? I have not had cause to ever admit it, not out loud.”

“The Party has forced … many difficult decisions on many different people,” Fuller said charitably, though he could see she was at least partly disgusted.

“I have had to draw a line under it. To move on and forget them. To abandon hope. It has been the only way to function. It does not make me a good person, Mrs. Fuller, but you—” He pointed his cigarette fingers at her. “—do not need a good person. You need a good inspektor.”

She sat back, appraising him as though he were an old vase. What did she see? An overlooked priceless antique? Or a piece of junk?

“I appreciate your candour,” she said. “That can’t have been an easy admission.”

Cyprian sensed something else was required to get him over the line—some piece of minor heresy to bridge the trust gap.

“Whilst we are speaking candidly,” he said. “What do you think of Councillor General Morozov?”

The question visibly wrong-footed her. “What do I think of him?”

“Yeah.”

She paused. “I think—”

Cyprian leant forward. “I think he’s a prick,” he whispered.

Fuller snorted. “He’s been … he’s helped me. I’m grateful for that.”

“I’m not entirely sure he has your best interests at heart.”

Now he had her attention.

“And what precisely are my best interests, Mr. Reis?”

He smoked in silence for a few moments, pretending to think. “Let’s just say people don’t leave the Empire for no reason.”

He watched her expression as she made the decision to trust him, watched the mental gears turn. He found her as easy to read as if she were narrating her thoughts aloud.

“I am tired of this place,” she said eventually. “Tired of this life. Even though I have all of the freedom and luxury it is possible to attain within the Empire, I feel as though I exist in a prison. Everything is a disappointment. Do you ever feel that way, Inspektor?”

Cyprian nodded. “Constantly.”

“I am convinced that if we give people the means to thrive, they will thrive. If we give people comfort and security and freedom, they will treat each other well. If we give everyone a basic set of enforceable rights, they will abandon savagery. To my mind, people just want to live in peace. They want to pursue hobbies, indulge in leisure, create art, music, fine food. We are so focused on surviving, on avoiding the attention of Pater Aeternus, we dedicate all of our energy and attention to it at the expense of living a happy and fulfilling life. I want to change that. To answer your earlier question, that is what I am trying to achieve. A society in which people can just … live.”

“I take it that you intend to lead this new country?”

“Initially, yes. Eventually, there will be elections.”

“What are those?”

“A formal process whereby the population vote for who they want to lead them.”

Cyprian sat back. “Remarkable,” he said, not taking his eyes off Fuller’s face.

“You do not know the half of it. I have a university student helping me. He is an expert in political science. There are all manner of ways of governing a country.”

Cyprian thought of Morozov’s fears about the advice Fuller was getting. This university student was clearly something to do with it.

“And what is the name of this way?”

“Democracy.”

There was another silence that stretched. “They will come for you, you know.”

“That is why we have involved Mr. Morozov. He is holding back the tide, working behind the scenes. Keeping us all safe.”

Cyprian thought of Droor then, and once again felt a stab of guilt. But if he could get his children off Leonis, it would be worth it. Anything would be worth that.

“It would be nothing to them, you know. To redirect a warship. To drop bombs from low orbit. You wouldn’t even know it was happening until it happened. And they would deny it outright, no matter how obvious it was, how undeniably patent. There would be no recrimination.”

“What is it you think you’re telling me? You think this is news to me? Something I haven’t considered?”

“I think you are in over your head.”

Fuller snorted bitterly. “Everywhere on this planet are men telling me my own thoughts. As though they know better than me. Everywhere. There is no shortage of them. Even men who are far beneath me feel able and confident to simply dictate my own thoughts to me. I am sick to death of it.”

“I have no doubt of that,” Cyprian said, unfazed. “But it is nothing to do with you being a woman, and everything to do with the fact that you are, genuinely, truly, in over your head. As anybody would be. If I am to join you as your head of security—something which I am willing and able to do—I want to hear you admit that you haven’t the first clue what you are doing.” He held up a finger as she opened her mouth to angrily protest. “I am not saying that you might not be successful. I am not saying that you will not make a good go of it. But I need to know that you are smart enough, that you are clever and intelligent and self-aware enough, to know that the much greater likelihood is that you and everybody involved in this enterprise is totally, and utterly, fucked. If you can look me in the eye and tell me that, I will join you right here and now.”

Fuller looked at him, her expression level. “I think we will all be dead in less than a year,” she said with great sincerity. “How’s that?”

Cyprian nodded to himself. He took a deep breath.

“Okay. I’m in.”




[image: A planning map titled North Star Heavy Industries outlines the proposed layout of the capital city with districts, exclusion zones, government buildings, transport routes, a river, and air distributors, with a legend identifying the key locations.]
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THE MIRRORMAN



It was the height of summer in Kada Gamar, and the air felt charged with excitement.

It was hardly surprising. For Party members and Class I citizens—perhaps half the population of Leonis—there was plenty to look forward to. It was approaching the end of the hypersled racing season, and barring total catastrophe, Leonis was going to win by a margin unheard of in decades. There was also the Midsummer Pageant, a military parade down the Gethin Vasuda Victory Boulevard; and then, at the end of the day, a rally in the Imperial Chancellery and the annual Summer Address, delivered by Davor Casale—Pater Aeternus himself.

The sun was out and spirits were high. Julian walked down the Hodan Foley Road—the westernmost part of Central City North—arm in arm with Kamilla Makar. It was difficult not to be in a genuinely good mood. Everybody recognised him immediately, and even those who normally affected disinterest in mainstream sports cheered him and clapped him on the shoulder and begged for an autograph. Kamilla was more than happy to give up the limelight. Making a spectacle of herself had only ever been a means of survival.

They walked down streets carefully curated with Party-approved graffiti, past cafés with bare concrete walls and workbenches for tables, past bars and thrift markets filled with clothing and knickknacks which skirted the edges of political proscription, and in a big loop directly towards the Mariasole—the end of their carefully choreographed promenade. Julian’s handler, another one of Droor’s goons since Gallego had unceremoniously vanished, had told him that once they reached the river they were free to do whatever they wanted.

And what Julian wanted to do was sit on a bench and drink in the view.

“It’s beautiful in summer,” he said, and meant it. The Mariasole, so dark and cold and uninviting in the winter, was a vibrant, glittering blue in the light of the hot sun. There was a brutal beauty to Kada Gamar. The splendour of the Central Government District was impressive in the summer haze, but even the vast concrete plains of the spaceport and the orbital tether exclusion zone had their own unique aesthetic. On Trillia, Antiope and Vientore and the surrounding countryside had had their own beauty, one which emphasised the chaotic spectacle of the natural world. But Kada Gamar was awesome in the truest sense of the word. It was designed to impose, and it imposed.

“It can be,” Kamilla replied. It was difficult to know if they were being recorded, but they had stopped caring a while ago. The Party knew everything about them already, and had all the leverage it needed to ensure their public compliance. Pater Aeternus was very good at knowing when to let its citizens let off a little steam. The whole Central City North was like a vaguely seditious theme park.

Aside from the upbeat atmosphere in the city, Julian had another very good reason to be happy. He was nearly out of contract. He had completed a full racing season for Leonis, which was everything he had been signed up for. And technically there were the run-offs, though he wouldn’t need to participate since his pole margin was unassailable, and then the qualifiers for the Galactic Hypersled League, though in many respects that was less prestigious than the domestic league on Leonis, and he automatically qualified now anyway. There was also an end-of-season championship, but that was not included in his contract because it was really more of an exhibition and no one took it very seriously.

No. Soon he would be permitted to leave. He had spoken at length, both publicly and privately, about the limited nature of his contract, how he would return to Trillia once it was finished, how he had loved racing for Leonis, but it was now time for fresh challenges, and so on. He had managed those expectations, and no one had stopped him. He had expected them to; he had expected men from Political Enforcement to kick his door in and force him to sign a new contract. But they hadn’t. And the longer they had let him say these things unopposed, the more his hope had swelled.

“Feels like I have been here for a lot longer than a year,” he said, closing his eyes and enjoying the warmth of the sun against his skin.

“Yeah,” Kamilla replied. She seemed to be distracted.

“I’m looking forward to heading home, though.”

Kamilla didn’t say anything for so long that he opened his eyes and turned to look at her.

“What?” he said. But, of course, he knew what.

“You actually think that, don’t you?”

Julian’s heart began to beat a little faster. He turned back to the Mariasole, to where the huge storm wall sank vertiginously downwards. “Think what?”

He didn’t take his eyes off the river, but he saw her turn to look at him. She spent ten or fifteen long, quiet seconds examining the side of his face.

“No,” she said. “You know.”

A sudden surge of anger blossomed within him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes you do.”

Julian gritted his teeth. “My contract is going to be fulfilled.”

She actually laughed, but it was entirely devoid of mirth. “Come on, Jules. Who are you fooling? It certainly isn’t me.”

“They can’t make me—”

She laughed again, a brittle, hopeless sound. “They can’t make you? Look at you. Look at where you are. Look at who you’re sitting next to. They made us fuck. You were raped—by the state. They can make us do anything they want. I refuse to believe you are this naïve. After everything you have told me, after all of our conversations, I know you are not this stupid.”

Julian shook his head angrily. “No. You’re wrong. One year, that’s all it was ever going to be. I only ever had to get through one year. The contract—”

“The contract!” Kamilla said in a sarcastic, whingeing voice. “The contract, the contract, the contract! So what? So fucking what? You signed a piece of paper, and you think … What do you think? What do you actually, seriously think? They—” She paused briefly, lowering her voice. “—they shot Iakob Valéria in the fucking face,” she hissed. “For the sole reason that he was your equal on the track. You are untouchable in that Toshiko, Jules. You think a nation as image-conscious as Pater Aeternus is going to let you walk away and race for someone else? After the whole Empire has spent a year getting used to a foreigner—a foreigner, Jules, an actual, bona fide, walking, talking immigrant—you think Pater Aeternus is going to let a year’s worth of mental gymnastics on the part of its citizens just go to waste?”

Julian shook his head. One season in this horror show. One year. All he’d ever had to do was see out the year. Then he could head back to Trillia. It had to be true. It had to be. There was no alternative.

“You’re wrong” was all he said.

“Okay. Fine. When’s your last race?”

“In a week.”

“And if you were on Trillia, when would you have re-upped on your contract? When would you have signed a new one for next year?”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Months ago.”

“Hm.”

“See what I mean?” he said, a spark of hope reigniting within him. “If they were going to keep me here, they would have locked me in months ago.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, Jules. It’s just not how they do things. You of all people should know that.”

Julian clenched his hands into fists. “Why did you have to ruin a perfectly nice fucking day?”

She snorted. “There’s no such thing as a nice day in this place,” she said, and left him sitting alone for the balance of the afternoon.



He walked back from the Mariasole over the course of several hours, no longer enjoying the warm and pleasant weather or the constant shouts of euphoric citizens.

“Kamilla?” he called out as he entered their apartment. It was late in the evening, but thanks to the summer season, it would be light for a few hours yet. “Kamilla?”

“Hello Julian,” said a familiar voice.

Standing there once again, like the Mirrorman, was Jaroslav Droor.

“Where’s Kamilla?” he demanded immediately.

“Relax,” Droor said. He was holding in his hand a cup of tea, and in the other a spoon. Tea-making accoutrements littered the countertop. In and amongst them was a cardboard personnel file. “Sit down.”

“What do you want?” Julian snapped, his anger boiling over immediately. He hadn’t seen Droor for six months, not since the man had shot Valéria in the hospital suite. There had been no need; Julian had done everything that was expected of him. He hadn’t lost a single race. Indeed, a part of him wondered whether he had escaped the attentions of Droor altogether. It seemed foolish to think that anybody could escape the man’s attentions.

“Do not be rude,” Droor admonished. “I don’t have much time.”

“Feel free to leave whenever you like.”

“I thought I told you not to be rude?”

“I thought I asked you what the fuck you wanted?”

Droor did not smile, as he often did—as he could often afford to, given their power dynamic. Now he just looked annoyed.

He set down his cup of tea. “I am here to talk to you about your contract.”

Julian felt as though he had been punched in the gut. His eyes immediately landed on the file in front of Droor.

“I’m not under contract,” he said automatically. He had managed to put some force behind the words when he had spoken to Kamilla. To the Minister of Information, it just sounded pathetic.

“Come, Julian. One would think you’d know better by now.”

Julian felt his mouth go dry. The world began to fade in a vortex of starry darkness. “No,” he croaked.

“‘No’ as in an expression of disbelief, or ‘no’ as in you do not know better?” Droor held up a hand. “Don’t answer that.”

“But it’s finished. It’s done.”

Droor produced a pen from his breast pocket and opened the file. Julian couldn’t read the document from where he was standing, but it was clear what it was.

“Listen to me,” Droor said patiently. “We both know how this goes. We both know that I don’t really need your signature. We both know that I can stop you from leaving. I could arrest you. I could kill you. I could keep you in a basement somewhere and have you tortured for a while. At the very, very least I could just nullify your passport and stop you from getting off-world. Oh, there are underground networks, sure, but at this point it feels like even the majority of those people are my agents and informers.” He proffered the pen. “I can have your signature so expertly faked that an international tribunal would believe yours was the forgery.”

“But … I said I was leaving. I told people in interviews that I was only doing one season.” Julian felt his desperation rise. But of course, he’d always known. The moment Droor had shot Valéria in the face in front of him, he’d known. It was set in the bedrock of his mind, an unmoving monolith of certainty that could only ever be buried and obscured, never removed. And as time had gone on, he’d managed to trick himself into believing that they’d honour his contract and release him—like a toddler covering his eyes with his hands. But that had always been a reckless thing to do. Kamilla had been right. He wasn’t naïve; he was just very accomplished at deluding himself.

“Everybody knows,” he said quietly. “Everybody expects me to go.”

Droor snorted. “You think just because you said those things, that it somehow … matters? One single press conference in which you say that you’ve changed your mind undoes everything. All of your carefully laid groundwork. I let you say those things, Julian. I let you say them and I let you believe them. Because when you believed it, you were happy. You are happy, now, aren’t you? Or are you going to tell me you don’t feel … something for Kamilla Makar.”

Julian was having great difficulty in holding on to the last threads of his sanity. He was on the verge of a psychotic break. “How can you do this to people? How do you do it? I don’t … I don’t understand how it’s possible for you people to function like this. You are all such sadists.” Tears ran freely down his cheeks as he spoke. In spite of experiencing the horror of Pater Aeternus firsthand, he still couldn’t believe it. It was as though his mind just rejected it in the same way the body rejected mouldy food. It was impossible to comprehend how they could wield such power over people’s lives, how they could exercise it so wantonly.

Droor set the contract and pen down. He sighed. “I’m going to remind you of something you seem to have forgotten, Julian, since I can see that you are upset. Hopefully it will help you achieve the right frame of mind.”

“I can’t do this,” Julian whispered.

“Then you must be stronger,” Droor said simply. “Now, pay attention, because this is the last time I am going to say it. You represent something to me, Julian. I cannot tell you what that thing is yet, and I may never be able to tell you. I cannot tell you for your safety and for mine. But the thing that you represent, it is extremely important for the health of a great many people. You are not just here to win races, let me put it that way. I know—believe me—that you want nothing more than to be gone from this place. I know that. I am not a fool. No one enjoys having their life constantly threatened. But you cannot leave. Not yet.”

“What is it you want from me?”

“For now, to keep doing exactly what it is you are doing. Win races. Court Kamilla. Propose marriage to her? Perhaps not,” he added quickly, when he saw Julian’s expression. “I need you to be a paragon of Decurion society.”

“How about I put my sled into the barrier at a thousand klicks? Can’t stop me doing that, can you?”

Droor sighed. “No. But, remember: Kamilla, her daughter, et cetera, et cetera,” he said tiredly. There he paused, and then looked Julian askance. He picked up the cup, and took a sip of tea, before carefully replacing it in its saucer. “That was the stick. Now for the carrot.”

Julian shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

“A man does not reach my position in the Empire without knowing when to threaten, and when to incentivise. I don’t want to break you, Julian. Then you will be as useless to me as if you were dead. Possibly even worse, because you will become reckless.”

“What do you want from me?”

“At some point in the coming months, I am going to send you to race for someone else. And I will let you take Kamilla and her daughter with you.”

“What about Lonny Voss?”

“Lonny is safe.”

“What do you mean, Lonny is safe?”

“I mean precisely that.”

“He’s not dead?”

“Not the last time I checked.”

“… You mean to tell me this entire time he has been alive?”

“Alive and well. But—!” Droor pointed a gloved index finger at his face. “You are to tell nobody of this. He is alive and well precisely because nobody knows he is alive and well. Do not ask me any more questions about Mr. Voss. I shall not answer them.”

“Why?” Julian whispered. “Why not now? Why not let me leave now?”

“Because the timing isn’t right, and the timing is important.”

Julian stood in silence, and in spite of Droor apparently being in a rush, he did not prompt him. “So if I sign this, you will let me go back to Trillia?”

“Not Trillia. Not right away. Somewhere else first. But you will be able to contact your loved ones on Trillia. That at least I can guarantee.”

“Where?”

“I can’t say at the moment. Think of your life, and the lives of your friends and loved ones. I know I have threatened you with unspeakable things. But if you do this for me, I will protect you. There is no one else on Leonis who can. And I reward those who are loyal to me. You’ll see.”

He slid the contract and pen towards Julian. “Sign it.”

Julian picked up the pen in a trembling hand. “You have to take care of Raf. Understand me? Get him off-world safely. Soon.”

Droor inclined his head. “All right,” he said.

“You really are like the Mirrorman, do you know that?”

“And who is that?”

“A thing we have on Trillia. You say his name three times in front of the mirror, and he appears behind you.”

Droor smirked. “And kills you?”

“Uh-huh.”

“The Mirrorman. I like that.”

“You shouldn’t,” Julian said, and signed the contract.



He told Kamilla about it that night.

“You’d be an idiot to trust anything that man says,” she said after he had finished speaking. They were both lying in bed, naked and postcoital.

“I don’t have a choice,” he said to the ceiling.

“You still shouldn’t trust him.”

“Of course I don’t!” He took a breath, and released it slowly. “Of course I don’t. But trusting him, not trusting him, it doesn’t really make a difference when the outcome is the same.”

They were both silent for a few moments.

“If he is telling the truth, though…” Kamilla said.

“If he is telling the truth, what?”

“Well. It just sounds to me like you might have more power in this relationship than you think.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “He’s said a few times now, hasn’t he? You are important to him. So maybe you actually are important to him—or maybe not to him, but his plans.” She thought a moment. “When has he ever threatened you before like this? With so many deaths? When has he revealed his hand like this? Telling you about Lonny?”

“He shot Valéria in the face right in front of me.”

Kamilla waved him off. “Doesn’t this feel different to you? Maybe even a little desperate. When has he ever offered you something good. An incentive? To let you off-world?”

“To let us off-world.”

“Yeah. Right. I’ll believe it when it happens.”

“It’s a chance to get your—”

“I know. Please don’t say it. And yes, I know what it represents. But I learned long ago not to get my hopes up. Especially not on the promises of a Party man.”

Julian was quiet for a long time. “I have to believe him. I want to.”

“I know,” she said, rolling out of bed and making for the bathroom. “But if I know Pater Aeternus—and I’ve slept with a lot of its senior officers—it’s much more likely that Droor will simply kill all of us as risk mitigation. It’s how they think. It’s what they do. Human lives are nothing to them.” She paused in the bathroom doorway, half turning towards him. “Don’t forget that, Jules. You died the moment you set foot on Leonis. You’ve been dead this whole time. You just don’t realise it yet.”
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THE FRONTIER



Katherine looked out across the rainswept construction site that was Madina—the name she had chosen for the capital city, after her mother—from her office in the capitol. It was not so much a city as a statement of intent. Another world, another life—another existence entirely. A circle ten kilometres in diameter had been excised from the earth, in some places to depths of tens of metres. It was an incredible mess of turned soil and rock and shattered glass where the orbital lasers’ heat had melted and resolidified silicates in the soil.

In and amongst this vast construction site, huge turbo printers, frames of luminescent hazard-striped metal on rolling tracks, moved everywhere, simultaneously printing and unspooling pipes and redundancy cables like blood vessels. Armies of construction workers and slaved bots moved about the site like termites. In what was going to be the central business district, foundations and skeletal high-rises were taking shape. Frames of osteological bioresin, orders of magnitude stronger and lighter than steel, were being grown and carefully and constantly sculpted by construction lasers. Next to them, massive glittering sheets on enormous rollers were waiting to be adhered to these structures’ cladding, micro power generators taking energy from the wind and sun.

In the centre of it all was the capitol, the only finished structure. It could have been lifted directly from Kada Gamar. It was a two-winged oblong of white stone. Marble pillars and excessive stylings—cornices, balustrades, an elaborate entablature—completed the effect. The whole thing had been carved by robots from a single monolithic block of asteroid over the course of six months, and had only just been fitted out with all of its furnishings. It sat at the very nexus of the city, in a hectare of paving home to several large but conspicuously empty plinths, atop a shallow pyramid of steps.

She sneezed, and swore. Her earthsickness had finally broken from crippling respiratory illness to a constant low-grade hay fever; what was much more worrying was that it had persisted long after she had been told it would fade. As she had feared on UFN-Centre, she was allergic to her own world—and there was no concoction that medical science could devise to rid her of it.

“The population numbers are looking good,” Lukah said from a chaise longue on the other side of the office. “Discounting the transients, the North Star personnel and their families, et cetera, we are looking at a stable net population of seven hundred, with a projected end-of-year population of two thousand. And—” He looked up and gave her a broad smile. “—we have had our first on-world birth.”

Katherine let the handkerchief drop, surprised at how emotional it made her. She had not felt such a sudden burst of elation since they had laid the founders’ commemorative plaque. Two weeks of hacking cough and an unassailable migraine had taken the edge off it somewhat.

“Baby Gabriela was born at 1 AM in the Madina Medical Centre.”

“Gabriela,” Katherine breathed, wiping away tears. “I should meet her.”

“I was about to suggest the same thing. This is a public relations opportunity we cannot pass up.”

Katherine’s smile faded, but only slightly. “Gabriela,” she said again, and felt a stab of melancholy, thinking of Gabriel and his ectogenetic chamber, long vacant in the Gerigian Natal Hospital.

Lukah, sensing the shift in mood, moved on swiftly. “That being the case, Gabriel should comfortably achieve statehood by the end of the year and be formally incorporated into the UFN.”

“Wonderful,” Katherine said, though she had not seriously considered an alternative. Now that they were here, and ground had been broken, and people were arriving, and the Decurion Empire hadn’t swept in and destroyed them, the idea that the whole enterprise would just suddenly fold and collapse seemed almost impossible.

“We really have Morozov to thank for the numbers,” Lukah said, dampening her mood even further. “About half of those seven hundred are from Munir.”

“Remind me about Munir?”

“It was a former survey base in the Euodian Wash. Eighty families.”

“Oh yes.” Katherine winced. “They aren’t … undesirables, are they? I don’t want Gabriel to be populated entirely by rapists and murderers.”

It was a difficult line to walk. Their stated aim was to have a classless society, and to take so-called monos from the Empire to kickstart their population growth. And whilst Pater Aeternus was brutally unfair and wanton in its categorisation of such people, in and amongst them were actually undesirable people—criminals. Some of their crimes were petty and undeserving of social demotion, but others absolutely were.

“I thought we weren’t using that word?”

“I’m not going to populate Gabriel with human chaff for expansion’s sake.”

Lukah sighed. “As far as I can tell, no. Just agronomists and their assistants.”

“What else has Ruben been up to?”

Morozov had carved out a sizeable suite of offices for himself and his staff in the capitol. The Councillor General had not yet visited Gabriel, but his lackeys had created what was for all intents and purposes a Decurion embassy and had protected and furthered his interests—or what they perceived to be his interests—with irritating gusto. Foremost amongst these men was Colonel Hozan Barros, a humourless man who was continually at pains to prepare the planet for its annexation by the Empire. He frequently presented blueprints for enormous penal colonies for islands in the Cyrillian Ocean, or ten-thousand-hectare Imperial airbases, or orbital naval resupply facilities.

When Lukah spoke, it was with a weary exasperation. “At the moment, they are clearing land west of the city in preparation for his ‘country estate.’ Colonel Barros has something similar in mind for himself.”

“Hm,” Katherine murmured. “To be honest with you, if it’s keeping them busy, I don’t really care. Though it will ruin the symmetry of the city.”

Lukah continued to run through his list. “Mining permits … frontier farmers … That’s a point: I know we have agri-stacks planned for the city, but one of the agronomists from Munir has asked for permission to start a farm, given the volume of land we have at our disposal. Like an old-fashioned one, with fields and so on.”

Katherine winced. “What has he asked to grow? He knows of our biosecurity procedures?”

“She. Well, that’s just it. She wants to start a native crop. I thought maybe it would be a nice idea. We could create a national dish?”

Katherine waved him off. “Yes, yes, fine, whatever. It’s a good idea. Speaking of national unity, we need to site the new hypersled track.”

“I have those plans, too,” Lukah said. A second later, Katherine’s int chimed, and plans for the track, its size, composition, and location, all again from North Star, filled her vision.

“I thought we agreed the Pryderian Flats,” she said.

“The problem with the flats is that they are a bit featureless. You can generate more interest and excitement by taking advantage of the natural landscape. If you look at option number three, the cliffside structure next to the Cyrillian Ocean—”

“Yes, fine. Approved. I want ground broken on that this week.”

“Consider it done.”

Katherine massaged her temples. The headache was back. There was something so cosmically unfair about earthsickness. Sometimes it was so bad it almost made her want to return to Leonis.

Almost.

“Something which we were discussing last week has reached a head,” Lukah said cautiously. He was able to read her mood better than anyone else.

“Yes?”

“The Bill of Human Rights, which we are obviously in the process of finishing off.”

“Yes.”

“We spoke about religious freedom.”

“Oh, yes. I remember.” Katherine did indeed remember that dismal conversation, something which had started as a frank exchange of views and which had conflagrated into a blistering argument. Pater Aeternus was staunchly irreligious, and whilst the concept of a god or gods was well known, Katherine was an atheist.

“We spoke about liberty and the freedom to choose—”

“I remember the conversation very well, Lukah. I don’t think we need to go over the nuts and bolts of it again.”

“You do not think that religious practice should be an enshrined right.”

Katherine made an exasperated noise. “Why should it?

“… I can’t answer that question without going over the nuts and bolts of it.”

“Because it involves deeply held…” She waved her hand. “Convictions. Beliefs. But I might deeply and profoundly believe that…” She snatched up an old piece of hardcopy from her desk. “… this paper is my god.”

“That is a deliberately reductive argument—”

“Oh, spare me. I just think the Republic should be secular.”

“Oh—I absolutely agree. I absolutely agree. The Republic should absolutely be secular. I’m not talking about the organs of state. Religion has no place in the organs of state. I’m talking about a person’s right to worship their god.”

“You are talking about a person’s desire to worship their god. I’m not stopping anybody from doing anything.”

“Yet.”

“Pardon?”

“Yet. You are not stopping anybody from worshipping their gods yet. What happens when a particular religion becomes politically inexpedient? You could make it illegal.”

“Tell me what the problem with that is.”

Lukah scoffed. “This is what a democracy is, Katherine. This is the fundamental nature of liberty. To be free to choose what to believe in. Religion is completely innate to humanity. There have been religions in existence for tens of thousands of years. Whether or not you believe in it, you have to acknowledge that it is completely ingrained in the human psyche. And, as we have discussed before, it is not about religion in and of itself. It is about freedom of thought and belief. If you forbid the practice of a religion, you are telling people what they can and cannot think. That is what Pater Aeternus does.”

“I’m going to have a little bell set up in here, and every time you remind me of what Pater Aeternus does, I’m going to ring it.”

Lukah spread his hands out, gesturing broadly around him. “Isn’t this why we’re here? Is this not why we set up this country? To be the white to the Empire’s black? You said yourself, it was all about choice. Giving people the basics, the fundamentals, and then allowing them to choose.”

“What if … what if someone is offended by a religion.”

“Being offended by something is not the same as being harmed by it.”

“Well, what if they start getting people to join it?”

Lukah took a deep breath. “So, this is actually getting to the kernel of the issue.”

“I am tired, Lukah, and I have a splitting headache. Please just get to the point.”

“The United Church has set up a mission in Madina.”

“On whose authority?” Katherine demanded.

“On the authority of our stated mode of government. This is a democratic republic. I know that we have not yet finished the Bill of Human Rights, but freedom of thought, belief, and religion—it’s expected.”

“Then why are we even having the conversation?”

“Because this is your vision. Your country.”

“Doesn’t bloody feel like it,” she muttered. “The United Church—I have heard nothing but bad things about them. I don’t like the idea of religious fundamentalists on Gabriel, Lukah.”

“To be perfectly honest with you, nor do I. But that’s the thing about a democracy. You kind of have to take the bad with the good.”

“So, what? I have to let these people proselytise on my street corners?”

“The way I see it, you can let people preach, but never forcefully. You can’t press people into a religion in the same way you can’t press someone into any organisation. So there is a line; religious practice is permitted provided it does not cause harm.”

“We will have to define harm.”

“Of course.”

Katherine thought a moment. “Presumably something that cleaves to the criminal code. Physical and mental harm. Battery, recognised psychological conditions, et cetera.”

“Yes. That was going to be my suggestion.”

“Well. At least we can agree on that, then.” Katherine looked out of the window across Madina. “I just want to protect my people, Lukah. And I don’t mean just from Pater Aeternus. I mean from everything.” She snorted. “I know that’s stupid—”

“I don’t think it’s stupid.”

She sighed. “Leonis was just such a ghastly place. I want Gabriel to be a place of … happiness.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

She paused as her int chimed with a communications request from her head of security.

“Evening, Cyprian. What can I do for you?”

“We’re about ten klicks from the busted transmitter, but we’re losing the light fast and we’ve got predators in the area.”

“Okay. You’ll carry on in the morning, then?”

“First thing.”

“All right. Good evening.”

“Good evening, ma’am.”

Lukah looked at her quizzically. “Reis,” she said. “Just an update.”

He nodded. “All right. If there was anything else—”

“No, no. Head home. I’ll see you in the morning. Thanks for everything, as usual.”

“Thanks Katherine,” he said, and left.



The jeep shouldered its way through the elephant grass and mycelial stalks. They had fat, dinner-plate-sized heads that burst apart in clouds of spores when they hit the bull bars. This part of Xiadani—a randomly generated name for the continental landmass—was a thicket of trees smothered in reddish lichen, feathered ferns twice the height of a man, and bulbous, football-shaped fungal growths that coated huge parts of the ground like warts.

Above, the air was hazy, the sky a pinkish yellow. Eligia, a ringed ochre gas giant, was clearly visible in the sky, the size of a fist held at arm’s length. It was large and close enough to exert a significant effect on the planet’s tides, and when fully illuminated by the sun reduced night to twilight.

Across the grass, green-and-red-striped macropods bounced away from him on enormous, springy legs, perplexed but largely untroubled by the noise of the jeep’s engine—a noise which had never been heard on this world. What a bizarre thought; to think that this place, an alien planet, had been undisturbed by humans for … well, for as long as it had existed. Everywhere he went he was the first. He was a pioneer, a frontiersman, an explorer in the purest sense.

Cyprian just wished it weren’t so bloody hot.

He had been on-world since the very beginning. He hadn’t expected to be, nor had he expected to be quite so emotionally overwhelmed by the honour. They had a commemorative plaque of the very first colonists made from a panel of the landing shuttle, a tradition dating back to the very first days of colonial spaceflight; it had the names of twenty or so people, including the President, Katherine Fuller; the Foreign Minister, Lukah Walzingham; and a whole bunch of other fairly random people, engineers and architects from North Star Heavy Industries who probably didn’t care about being included on the list, but had been included nonetheless.

They were there now, back in Madina living in that gigantic circular building site. The air still smelt of burning where the orbital lasers had cut the city’s footprint deep into the earth. It was a place of enormous yellow construction vehicles, mountains of damp, turned earth, acres of fast-growing organic concrete—and of all the tumours which had to be pruned constantly with laser drills—and hundreds of kilometres of plumbing and sewerage. There was a common joke that if you listened carefully enough, you could hear the money being spent in real time.

“Do you even know what to do? If there is a problem?” his companion asked him. Her name was Subira Mosi, who, along with three hundred others, had been forcibly displaced from an agricultural survey base on the Decurion outlier of Munir. Administratively overlooked, Morozov had managed to relocate all eighty families wholesale three months prior as a way of heading off the UFN’s minimum viable population requirements. The way Cyprian had heard it, they had been given a choice: Gabriel, or a penal battalion.

“Make it someone else’s problem,” Cyprian replied, smiling. She laughed next to him in the passenger seat. She was a good-looking woman, there was no question of it: unmarked skin of rich dark umber, long black hair knotted into box braids, a muscular, well-proportioned frame. But it was not for her looks that he had taken her on as his protégée; her role on Munir had been to manually inspect and record the condition of the crops across the region, spending weeks alone deep in the wilderness. It had made her tough, self-reliant, and no-nonsense, and she had taken to frontier policing like a fish to water.

The jeep’s engine growled and whined as the machine powered across the unforgiving landscape. One day there would be a road here, which seemed a shame. Even with autocruisers, physical roads were often a necessary logistical redundancy. But after the endless architectural brutalism of Kada Gamar, the natural beauty of Xiadani was almost overwhelming. Cyprian liked to drive out here purposelessly, sometimes in the dead of night, and just enjoy the silence. It was not a silence engendered by the load-shedding of ageing power stations on Eva Island; it was a beautiful, natural, transcendent silence, disturbed only by the chirruping of insects and the rustling of elephant grass in the breeze. At night, the light from Eligia bathed the landscape in a bright, ethereal glow. It had become a frequent pilgrimage for him, and an almost spiritual experience.

This time, however, they were driving with a purpose.

Madina lay more or less in the centre of an enormous basin—one that stretched for hundreds of kilometres across the southeast of Xiadani and which was imperceptible unless one was sitting in orbit—but it did make siting the long-range int network towers moderately more complex. North Star had begun to seed these vast transmitters at strategic points across Gabriel’s surface, and one of them was about sixty kilometres from Madina. All of the transmitters could be tracked from a central computer in the capital, but for some reason this one had gone down.

The autocruiser global positioning system would itself utilise the int transmission network, which meant the former was not yet up and running. This was not just for reasons of nascency; because of the positioning of the orbital laser rigs, there was a no-fly zone around Madina. It meant they had to drive there overland.

“There it is,” Mosi said, pointing ahead. They could see the transmitter in the hazy distance. The thing was massive, easily three hundred metres tall, pulsing with lights and anchored deep into the bedrock. It was sited on a promontory of rock which itself stood proud of the grass plains, perhaps ten kilometres ahead. To their left, the enormous River Mieko widened dramatically in preparation for its entry into the Cyrillian Ocean, running fast and deep. The soil here was iron-rich and red, the grass sparser, the macropods scarce.

It was gloaming, and Cyprian flicked on the jeep’s impressive array of headlamps—

“Shit!” he shouted, slamming on the brakes.

There was a flurry of movement, and something leapt away into the darkness. In its wake was a macropod corpse, savaged and part-consumed, its ribcage picked clean.

They sat there in silence, filling the jeep with their breath, the engine cooling and ticking in the quiet evening air. Putrefactive insects danced in the headlights.

“Tygrosaur,” Mosi murmured. Cyprian glanced at the shotgun in its rack above her head. By presidential decree, both the macropods and the tygrosaurs were protected species, but he and Mosi had dispensation to shoot to protect themselves.

He sighed, wiping the sweat from his eyes. It was boiling hot, and without the constant flow of cold air into the cabin, Cyprian was quickly drenched—and he was in good shape. The best shape he had been in for decades. His int was able to run programs that subtly conditioned him. He had lost weight and gained muscle mass in a way that, on Leonis, would have required months of diet and exercise. He had stopped smoking—the compulsion had vanished instantaneously, the mere flick of a mental switch. He drank less, too. That had been one of Katherine Fuller’s conditions. She did not want a drunk for a head of security. He barely recognised himself in the mirror anymore. He was not a pale, fat, dishevelled man, grey of flesh and nicotine-stained. He was hale and healthy, visibly muscular, younger and rejuvenated. It was no wonder Pater Aeternus wanted to keep such technologies out of the Empire. On Leonis the people were exhausted and depressed, totally focused on survival. Less than six months on Gabriel and Cyprian was full of piss and vinegar. He looked like a man half his age.

“Let’s drive on a little further,” he said, eyeing the corpse.

They travelled another kilometre, leaving the dead macropod far behind, and pulled up behind the trunk of a large tree. Cyprian’s thermoptic scanner couldn’t detect anything either in the tree itself or in the grassland around it.

Through the hazy distance, the transmitter pulsed with red altitude lights.

“Pass me that,” he said, pointing to the shotgun. Mosi pulled it down from its rack and handed it to him, and he opened the door.

“Be careful,” she said.

He circled round the back of the jeep and opened it up. Inside were several canvas holdalls and a plastic strongbox. He looked around to see if there was any sign of the tygrosaur, and then rested the shotgun on the tailgate and opened up the strongbox. Inside was an ultrasonic wildlife repeller the size of his hand, and he took it out and thumbed it on.

“Will it work?” Mosi asked as she climbed out of the jeep, squinting into the gloam.

“We’ll find out in the morning,” Cyprian snorted.

He tossed the repeller into the back of the jeep, and then sat down on the tailgate. Mosi set up the tent and then sat down next to him, and both of them looked up at Eligia.

“It’s nice out here,” she said after a while. “Peaceful. Quiet.”

“Hm.”

“What was it like on Leonis? In Kada Gamar?”

“Not like this.”

“No.”

He listened to the chirruping insects, the rush of the distant River Mieko. “I mean, there were peaceful times. In the middle of the night. But it was never … It could be physically quiet, but there was always noise. Even if it was just in your head.” He watched some batlike creature flutter through the hot night air. “There was a lot of noise in my head.”

“Yeah. I get that.”

There was another long pause.

“I’ll speak to Fuller. We’ll head for the transmitter tomorrow morning.”

“Okay. Sure.”

He spent a long time drinking in the landscape. Then he made a quick call to the President, and deactivated the jeep’s headlights. When he returned to the tailgate, he had a couple of chemically chilled beers in his hands.

“What shall we drink to?” Mosi asked, popping the tab.

Cyprian thought for a moment, feeling overwhelmed and sentimental. “The chance for a new life,” he said eventually.

“The chance for a new life,” Mosi echoed, and they touched their cans together, and drank.



Katherine did not go home. Rather, she let darkness slowly claim the room. Beyond, as the sky washed out from blue to pink to navy and then black, Madina came alive with floodlighting. For the sake of the residents, there were some night-time noise restrictions, though the habitation modules were all soundproofed anyway. The result was a calm settling over the nascent capital, the only movement the lasers as they cut away tumescent growths from the bioconcrete foundations.

Eventually Katherine left. She had a jeep—a vehicle which seemed unforgivably rudimentary after decades of autocruiser flight—but most days she preferred to walk. She had asked for broad, pleasant boulevards in and around the centre of the city, with lots of space for children to play, for people to eat and drink, for lots of features—fountains, trees and flowers—that would come later. Now she walked down bright blue grilles of temporary polymer matting. They were unsightly, and thanks to the workers’ traffic were caked in mud. Underneath, cables and wires snaked towards the city’s brain, an enormous computer tens of metres below the capitol, which would run a huge number of the city’s daily needs: refuse collection and recycling, street cleaning, sewerage, pest control … all tasks that Pater Aeternus had forced monos to perform as part of a programme of public ridicule.

It was a thundery night. To the north, flashes of lightning flickered stroboscopically, backlighting enormous banks of dark cloud. The air filled with the patter of warm rain.

It took her twenty minutes to walk to the presidential residence. It was an airdropped prefab module, sitting in extensive grounds abutting the River Mieko just over a kilometre away. Eventually, according to the North Star visualisations, it would be replaced by a beautiful, extravagant structure like a stately home, its grounds manicured into attractive gardens, and surrounded by a cutting-edge security suite. It was due to be finished later in the year, and already Katherine was worrying about losing her first election and being ejected from it.

She entered the module and flopped down onto the nearest sofa, and checked her int’s inbox. Between leaving the capitol and arriving home, several more nonurgent reports had arrived. Lukah had organised an advertising campaign for immigration, which she reviewed. There was also a message from Group Captain Zehra Summers from Colony Tactica ITC; the lunar interdiction base was nearly complete and the pilots’ families would soon be relocating to Gabriel. The X17s would be arriving in the next few days.

She activated the entertainment holo and flicked to the hypersled broadcast in an attempt to distract herself from the business of government. The race was a week or so old, with another due in the coming days. She watched Julian Yashego covetously as he demolished his opponents. She needed to reach out to him soon, before he signed a new contract for Pater Aeternus, though he had publicly said that he would only do one year on Leonis.

She switched it off after less than a minute and sat in silent contemplation. She had been foolish to think that she would be able to focus on anything other than her presidential duties. But for all the potential for calamitous horror, for all the threats from the Decurion Empire, for all her migraines and earthsickness and unsavoury deals—she had done it. All of it was an appropriate price to pay. After all, Gabriel—her little baby Gabriel—had never experienced anything. Not even a headache. He hadn’t even grown enough to experience something as banal and irritating as a headache.

So if Katherine had to suffer a little here and there, she would. That seemed fair.

She left the module and walked out into the claggy earth. Even with the cloud cover, the light from Eligia gave Madina a silvery glow. She breathed in the warm rainy night air, and then lay face down on the ground. Embracing it.

“My Gabriel,” she whispered to the earth.







20
THE SUMMER ADDRESS



“You’re going to have to explain it to me again,” Raf said.

“What part of it?” Julian asked.

“All of it.”

They were at the Di Pasqua Circuit, so named for the tropical island on which it was constructed in the equatorial Azadian Ocean. The island had once been a natural paradise, home to a number of unique and rare species of mammal. They were all now extinct, destroyed by tens of kilometres of hypersled track and all of its attendant spectator seating, corporate entertainment suites, hotels, autocruiser docking stations, pleasure-yacht harbours, merchandise shops, café bars and restaurants, and all of the other human and corporate detritus that went with it.

The crew zone was the same everywhere, a sequence of hangars buzzing with engineers adjacent to the starting positions. It hadn’t seemed possible for the Azadian Ocean to be anything other than polluted, frigid, and grey, scummy and iridescent with effluents and slushy with ice. Here, it was warm and richly turquoise, its breakers foaming pure white as they hit the distant coral reef.

“Droor made me sign another contract. Another racing contract.”

“What?”

“And you’re going to leave.”

It was just the two of them in the hangar. Raf had dismissed the rest of the engineers for the evening. The other side of the island was crowded with tourists and spectators ahead of the race in two days, but here at the track, it was quiet and peaceful, the only sound the breaking of the ocean waves and the trill of gulls.

“Jules…” The old man shook his head, rubbing his oily hands with a rag and slinging it over his shoulder. He looked at Julian, and then sat down heavily on a nearby crate.

“Raf,” Julian replied. He was calm. The calmest he’d been in a long time. “You need to leave.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about.” Julian kept his voice level. “I have passage for you off-world. It’s on a freighter. The Fulgenzio. It leaves the day after the race.”

“How do you—”

“Don’t ask.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Don’t worry about me—”

“Don’t worry about you? It’s my job to worry about you. If you have a problem, you need to speak to the police—”

“Come on, man. Half the engineering team is the police.”

There was a long silence.

“What am I going to tell your parents?”

“Tell them your contract was terminated and you weren’t given a choice.” Julian shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

“‘It’s the truth’?”

“It will be the truth in two days.”

There was another long silence.

“What are you tangled up in, Jules?”

“When I know, I’ll tell you,” Julian said, gripping Raf briefly by the shoulder.

Then he left.



The Di Pasqua Circuit presented no more difficulty than any of the past eleven tracks, and Julian rounded off the season with a commanding lead on points. With Valéria dead, he had been effectively unopposed. A small, quiet part of him wondered whether the other racers were letting him win, or certainly giving him a wider berth than normal. After the “accident,” a lot of the other pilots had shunned him, even after the official enquiry and adjudication which had cleared him of wrongdoing. Indeed, not only had he been cleared, but Valéria had been blamed, roundly condemned, and posthumously censured, and doctored footage of the accident had been widely circulated by Political Enforcement showing Valéria to be clearly in the wrong. Actors in carefully nondescript engineering team overalls had provided false testimony, too, in judiciously edited and leaked soundbites, in which they discussed their concerns for Valéria’s increasing erraticism and his dangerous contempt for Julian. Over the weeks and months, Political Enforcement continued to shape and husband public opinion through newscasts and fan forums, until Valéria had been transformed from a talismanic Leonian pilot to one of the most detested sports personalities in living memory.

With the domestic league now complete, and with Leonis the winner of that league, in theory Julian had some time to himself. In reality, he had to prepare for the Summer Address, which was a week away. As part of the festivities, Julian had been invited to take part in the pageant.

“They want me to meet the Emperor,” he said to Kamilla, holding the letter in his hands. It was a sunny, leaden afternoon in their apartment. The power was down, and the air conditioning with it, and in spite of all the windows being open, it was unbearably hot. Outside, Party members and Class I citizens revelled across Central City North, drinking and enjoying the hot weather.

“They want you to what?” Kamilla asked, snatching the letter from his hand. There was no question of its authenticity; the invitation had even been signed: “Davor Casale P.A.”

She took in its contents, and then let it drop to the floor. Her eyes met his. “What are you going to do?” she asked.

He shrugged. “What else is there to do?”

Kamilla began to pace the apartment. “What’s their angle here?”

“Doesn’t the Leonian pilot always meet the Emperor?”

“Yes, if he wins. But it’s only ever been Leonians. You might be the first-string pilot for Team Leonis, Jules, but you aren’t from here. You should be a mono just by virtue of being a Trillian.”

Julian picked up the letter and read it again. But there was nothing to it, not really. Just an invitation.

He thought about the things Droor had said to him.

“Well,” he said eventually, heading for the shower. “There’s a first time for everything.”



There was of course a vetting process. It was undertaken by agents from the Ministry of the Interior. They interviewed him exhaustively, including on matters that Droor and his goons from Political Enforcement had spoken to him about before. Even Julian, with his wilful blindness to these ghastly political shenanigans, could appreciate that there was some sort of larger conflict between the two ministries, for they clearly had not shared any information whatsoever.

They asked him nothing about his relationship with Kamilla. If they considered him to be “unproductive,” then they gave no sign of it. It was amusing in some ways; for all their ghoulish and monstrous powers of interrogation, deduction, intimidation, and bullying, they did not question him on anything that would actually be considered a crime in Pater Aeternus, or at least worthy of “mono” status. It all had the veneer of theatre, as though they were in a school production playing the part of interrogators. Ham-fisted, superficial, more of an exercise in terrorisation than actual information gathering. He found himself becoming increasingly immune to this pantomime.

He was given a special uniform to wear, which once again struck him as silly and theatrical. In the same way that soldiers had special parade uniforms, they had given him the equivalent but for a hypersled pilot. It was a pressed white suit, with a tasteful—insofar as it could be tasteful—version of the racing team logo embroidered across the chest, gold braiding, and ribbons denoting his wins like campaign medals.

“Good lord,” Kamilla said as she saw him. She spent a moment making a great show of looking him up and down. “You look just like one of them.”

“I think that’s the idea,” Julian murmured, not taking his eyes off his reflection in the bedroom mirror.

“It kind of makes me … frightened of you.”

He looked over. She was sitting under the bedcovers in her underwear, smoking a cigarette. Outside, the lights of Kada Gamar flickered in the hot night haze.

“It’s nothing more than a costume,” he said, and undressed and put the uniform away. Then he climbed into bed next to her. “The Emperor. The Eternal Father himself,” he mused. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to meet him.”

There was a pause as several dozen highly seditious thoughts passed between them.

“Yeah,” Kamilla said eventually.

They exchanged a look, and then both laughed nervously.

She unhooked her bra and tossed it over the side of the bed. “Come on.” She pulled him in close. “Let’s take our minds off it.”



They watched the Midsummer Pageant from a southwest-facing balcony on the side of the Imperial Chancellery. This small protuberance of marble, fifty metres off the ground, offered them a commanding view of the second half of the Gethin Vasuda Victory Boulevard. Here Party officials mingled and, sick of each other and their inauthentic prestige, were keen to be seen with him, whilst Kamilla was hustled off to a corner to be ignored by the Party wives.

With his arm and wrist sore from dozens of handshakes and punches to the shoulder, Julian eventually managed to find his way to the balustrade where the pageant was in full swing. Marching in perfect lockstep down the boulevard were thousands of soldiers from the Imperial Army and Navy and their various subdivisions, as well as members of Political Enforcement, the Inspektorate, and their various subdivisions. The number of military and paramilitary organisations was boggling, to say nothing of how wasteful it all was. Having spent almost all of his life on Trillia, Julian knew enough about the UFN to know that most people contrived to avoid putting human beings in harm’s way. Pater Aeternus, conversely, seemed to revel in spending human lives like money. Part of this was undoubtedly a nightmarish form of control; but Julian was beginning to realise that the much larger reason was that Pater Aeternus was simply bad at what it did. Despite outward appearances, it was outmoded, wasteful, and inefficient. The intelligent and talented ended up being killed, or sent for re-education, and those responsible for governing the Empire were stupid, selfish, and ambitious to a fault. The whole of the Decurion Empire was like a collective, hallucinogenic self-delusion, a nation which could only exist for as long as everybody believed that no alternative was possible. It was a place ripe for destruction, and when it failed, it would fail both massively and at the speed of light.

He stood watching the parade, listening to a discordant medley of martial anthems as they filled the hot summer air. The sky was hazy, a dirty grey-blue. Although all autocruiser traffic had been grounded for the day, unfavourable winds had carried smog across from distant Eva Island, filling the air with the smell of exhaust. Next to him, men in impressive uniforms spoke knowledgeably about the various units marching below. In a strange and unsettling way, he could half see the attraction of it. Where he was now, it marked him out as a member of an élite club: The Party. That worried him as much as any threat of violence, social demotion, and public humiliation; that, but for a few random encounters, a few turns of fate’s wheel, he might have found the pageantry of Pater Aeternus appealing—might have surrendered to its ostensible charms. That was what they were good at. Making you feel special and included, to the exclusion of the masses. They preyed on that human desire to belong, to have one’s innate feelings of exceptionalism validated. In other circumstances—circumstances not that far removed from the present circumstances, not really—he could easily see himself having bought into it. Willingly staying. Signing contract after contract, relishing his celebrity status. It terrified him that there was this dark side to him that needed only the right conditions to be unearthed and nurtured.

Removed from the horror of it all, and surrounded only by the spoils of empire, it was almost possible to see the allure of Pater Aeternus.

He was jolted from his reverie by a hand on his elbow.

“Mr. Yashego?” said a random functionary.

“Yes?”

“The Emperor will see you now.”



Julian had expected to be taken to some palatial audience chamber, guarded by silent ranks of soldiers ready to gun him down at the very first sign of seditious thought. Instead, he was taken to a quiet office with a dual aspect over the Mariasole and Central City North. The office was large, there was no question of that, and extremely well appointed. But a throne room it was not.

There was no one else in the chamber except Davor Casale himself. He wore a military dress uniform which was distinguishable from a hundred others only by its relative simplicity. Julian had expected the man to have an embarrassment of medals. Instead, the Eternal Father let his authority speak for itself.

Julian had no idea what to do. He had been told the correct form of obeisance and address, but this sudden reveal had caused his wits to desert him.

“The … My … Emperor,” he stammered, and then bowed at the waist.

“Mr. Yashego,” Casale rumbled. He was shorter than Julian by several inches, a wizened old specimen with white hair and a white beard. He seemed deeply unimpressive in person, liver-spotted and slight, exuding none of the authority and gravitas that he had over the trackside holos.

“Who gives you life?” he asked.

“Uh … Oh, P-Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you purpose?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you joy?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“And who gives you a lot of fucking money and airtime?”

Julian let his hand drop. He looked at the Emperor quizzically. “I don’t—”

“No. You don’t.”

He turned away from Julian and looked out of the window, out over the Mariasole. “I was never in favour of Jaroslav’s plan to bring you in.” He shook his head. “Never in favour of it. Even now, even after it has borne fruit.”

Julian felt himself begin to sweat.

“I, of course, am not the first man to helm Pater Aeternus. I am not even the first Casale. I come from a long line of Emperors dating back to the days of Old Earth, each with his own vision—his own ideas about the shape and direction of the Decurion Empire. But there has always been a common thread. A thing which unites us. Do you know what that is?” He turned and fixed Julian in the eye.

Julian thought of a great many things which would fit the bill—rampant xenophobia, a rigidly stratified society, a profound hatred of nonconformity, an abject intolerance to non-productivity.

“Productivity.”

Casale regarded him for a long while. “Productivity. Indeed.” He once again turned his back to Julian. Clearly, he was not in the least worried about an assassination attempt. “Do you know what Jaroslav said to me before he brought you in to race for my team? Has he told you?”

Not only had he not told Julian, but Julian wasn’t even aware that Droor had spoken to the Emperor about him at all. The Emperor had seemed for the longest time more like a concept than an actual decision-maker. A figurehead, not a governor. Hell, a part of Julian was surprised to find he was a real person.

“No.”

“He told me to imagine a piece of paper. He said, ‘Imagine a piece of paper fresh from the paper factory. No lines, no hole punches. Just a piece of white paper.’ I told him to get to the point, but you know what Jaroslav is like.” He chuckled, but Julian dared not join in. “So I indulged him. A perfect piece of paper, empty, nothing but potential. On it could be written a story, or drawn a picture. It could become an important document, like a constitution. But what happens when I do that? When I draw the picture, or write the story, or otherwise fill it in? Let’s say I colour in the whole thing black. What then?”

“You cannot use it.”

The Emperor tutted. “I can use it. But I can only use it for that one thing. All of the other opportunities, all of the other things that paper might have become, can no longer be. It has lost its potential. It can only be used for that one special, specific task. It is otherwise useless. Sit down, Julian.”

Julian sat down.

“It is the same with a person, is it not? Some people are simply … the right kind of people. They can do many things, and can be moulded in many ways. Physicians, fiduciaries, attorneys, diplomats, politicians. They are intelligent, charming, full of natural wit and verve. These people we make Party members. Others? They are fouled pieces of paper. Torn, spoiled, marked. They have been reduced to a single function. There is a reason we call them ‘monos,’ Julian. Mono means one. They are only good for one thing. Often, they aren’t good for anything.” He snorted bitterly. “You are good at racing. That is in evidence. It is indisputable. I am many things, and can do many things, but I will not deny what my eyes and ears and brain tell me. I do not watch the races, of course, but I hear reports. You were going to win everything anyway—that was Jaroslav’s reasoning. So why not make you our pilot?”

“I—”

“I thought it was cleaner just to have you murdered,” Casale said. Julian waited for him to laugh, but he did not. “But Jaroslav is persistent. He has been most persistent of late. He is one of my finest Ministers, so I must trust his judgement. Come here.”

Julian’s brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”

“Come here. For the pictures.”

Julian stood slowly, and walked around the desk to where Casale stood next to the window.

“Shake my hand and smile.”

Julian took the proffered hand and shook it.

“I said smile,” Casale said. “Look as though you’re happy. Father Eternal, one of us should.”

Julian faked a smile, but he struggled to conceal the look of confusion on his face.

“For the cameras,” Casale said, gripping him by the shoulder.

Julian looked around, but there was not a camera inside.

“They are there. Just keep smiling and shaking my hand. Make it look candid.”

They performed this bizarre charade for a little while, and then Casale withdrew. He conspicuously washed his hands with a few generous pumps of sanitiser.

“So. You will race for us for another year?”

“Y—”

“We will have to sort out your visa. And an appropriate backstory. I’m thinking ancestry in one of the Empire’s outlying systems. We will of course leave that to the Ministry of Information. They are the experts.”

“What would you have done if I had lost?” Julian asked.

“What?”

“What would you have done? If I had lost, instead of won?”

Casale shrugged. “You would have done nothing except prove my point as to your inferiority. As Jaroslav pointed out to me, there is no way we can lose this. Let me correct that: there is no way I can lose this.”

“But—”

“No. Fuck off now. You’ve been in here quite long enough, and I’ve got an address to give.”

Julian left.



He watched the address in a daze. The inside of the Imperial Chancellery was an enormous auditorium three hundred metres in diameter, and which housed an audience in the many tens of thousands. Above, its enormous dome yawned vertiginously, a gargantuan pillared structure filled with great slanted parallelograms of sunlight that offered glimpses of—finally, now that the haze had cleared—blue sky beyond.

Julian sat with Kamilla up in the gods, a curiously removed position given the ostensible confidence the Emperor had in him. Though, on reflection, the candid photographs they had taken were designed with the Emperor’s credit in mind rather than his. Much like the Party luminaries in the balcony, they wanted to bask in and absorb his glory only insofar as it bolstered their own.

Before Casale spoke, there was a long sequence of utterly tedious speeches from each of the Party Chancelleries and Ministries. Ampelio Antic´ spoke of their dozens of military operations across the galaxy—in every single one of which the Empire found itself defending against unprovoked, savage violence. Isagani Hanssen, the Justice Minister, detailed the pan-Imperial execution figures, as well as a long list of freshly criminalised activities. Treasurer Jakub Peck gave an especially dull speech about the Empire’s improbably healthy finances. Foreign Minister Sipho Kelsey talked about the ever-present, and indeed growing, threat posed by the UFN and its supranational military body, the Alliance. Martens belaboured the costs of intersolar shipping, Droor spoke about the Empire’s blossoming soft power, and by the time the Chancellery department heads began to speak—Falco, Mandel, Morozov, Traves—Julian found himself nodding off.

He was jolted awake by the Salutations.

“Who gives you life?” the speakers boomed as the Emperor himself took the stage.

“PATER AETERNUS!”

“Who gives you purpose?”

“PATER AETERNUS!”

“Who gives you joy?”

“PATER AETERNUS!”

“Please, sit. It’s been a long day of pageantry, and a long night of revelry awaits.” This was met with a carefully timed round of cheering and applause at politically appropriate levels of raucousness.

Casale looked around the audience in mock awe. “I swear the legates swell in number every year. The Empire grows, and with it the number of representatives. How many now? Five hundred? I am looking at Godofredo and he is nodding.” There was another smattering of laughter. “Five hundred territories. Five hundred! Half a thousand Party delegates from every part of the Empire. Every second of every minute of every day, from polar ice to equatorial desert, gas giant stations, asteroid mining bases, cities, nations, planets!—the word of Pater Aeternus spreads and takes root in the soil of our worlds and those of our enemies. From the day my ancestors left Old Earth many centuries ago, to now—and until the end of forever—the Decurion Empire cements, and will cement, its place in the galaxy as the infinite state. Stand, legates! Let us see you, our far-flung governors, and salute you!”

There was a round of thunderous applause as all five hundred territorial governors stood and saluted both the Emperor and then the crowd.

“But still!” Casale continued, and the legates sat. “Still there is much to be done. The Union of Free Nations grows stronger and more numerous. The threat of the Alliance is ever-present. Those who would undo everything we have achieved multiply like insects. We must remain vigilant, aggressive, dominant. I know no one in this hall today will fail me.”

There was another roar of approval.

“I want to begin this year’s Summer Address with an old story,” the Emperor continued after a short pause. “A very old story. A story that predates the Empire by thousands of years. It is the story of a man who had two sons. One day, the younger of these two sons asked for his share of the estate. So, the father reluctantly agreed, and gave the two boys their inheritance early.

“The young son, finding himself now wealthy, gathered together all of his possessions and set off for a distant country. Whilst he was there, he squandered his share of his father’s estate on wild living, so quickly and wantonly that soon he was bankrupt.

“Shortly after he had spent his last Decurii, the country was struck by a severe famine. Penniless and in need, the youngest son offered his services to a local farmer, who tasked him with feeding his pigs. And do you know what the son soon came to realise?”

A silence fell on the hall. Casale let it go on for a few moments for dramatic effect.

“He realised that there were servants on his father’s land who were fed better than himself. Unproductives. They were eating better and more heartily than he. He was starving to death whilst monos ate the fruit of his father’s land. Such a thing was unthinkable. Intolerable.

“And so he resolved to return. He resolved to return and throw himself at his father’s mercy, to beg for a job as a servant on his farm. And after a long and tiresome journey, he returned. His father saw him approaching, and was filled with compassion, and ordered that his prize calf be slaughtered in preparation for a great feast.”

Here Casale paused again, though he hardly wanted for attention.

“Now the son who had remained, the eldest and wiser son, said to his father, ‘All these years I have been slaving for you, and never once have I disobeyed your orders. I have honoured you with my labours and my presence. I accepted your gifts gratefully and squandered nothing. I respected you and everything you have built. And yet you honour my brother, he who has wasted your money on prostitutes? You kill a prize calf for him? You lavish praise and attention and gifts and a great feast on him?”

Casale stopped looking at his notes a moment, and instead looked at the audience. “In the original version of this story, the father chastises the elder son for his heartlessness, and ill-advisedly forgives the younger son and brings him back into the fold. What an incredible tale, is it not? Like all old stories, it is ripe for rebuttal and discreditation, a simple solution for a simpler time. The father welcomes the younger son back for what? Love? After such a profound betrayal?

“Here I have an updated version. ‘The father considered his eldest son’s words for a moment. And he said, ‘You are right. I was so relieved to see my youngest son return, it clouded my eyes. It blinded me to the true extent of his betrayal. You have remained by my side and toiled on my farm and have honoured me, whilst my youngest son has done nothing except humiliate me and the family name.’ And the father stepped forward and slapped his youngest son. He commanded that none of the servants feed him or clothe him. Any who helped the younger son would themselves be evicted from the farm. And then he demanded that the younger son beg him for forgiveness, which the younger son did. And once the younger son had finished his begging, he was denied forgiveness—as was right, and proper—and he was stripped of the family name, and was indeed reduced to the status of lowly servant as he had asked for, and set to work on the farm for the rest of his days.

“I prefer my version,” he said, chuckling, and an obsequious answering chuckle rippled through the audience. “It is far from a subtle parable, but it illustrates my point rather nicely. We live in uncertain times. The Empire is under threat from both within and without. The continued existence of our society is bought at great cost of blood and treasure. The blood of patriots. The treasure of our workers. And for those of our wayward children who turn their back on the fruits of Leonis, are they worthy of our forgiveness?”

“No!” the great answering cry went up from the audience.

“No!” Casale said, thumping the lectern. “Absolutely they are not! There are those among us who would leave, and who would seek to do so without forfeiting what they have been given. Is that fair?”

“No!”

“No! Ours is an empire of production. Of productivity. Our labours have value. Every man and woman knows his and her place in our Empire, and the value that they produce. Children, fruit of the womb, each new generation a fresh crop of soldiers and patriots to spread the Decurion gospel. Money, to fund our great works. The great many products of human hands, from the lowly rifle to the mighty starship…”

He went on like this for some time, just endless, empty, bombast. Julian found himself looking at the crowd more than the Emperor. Did they believe it? Did they truly believe it? How could they? How could anyone? There was something so offensive about such extravagant malice: not offensive to his sensibilities—though it was certainly that—but offensive to the very core of human existence. Had human beings not evolved over time to cooperate? To be kind? Altruistic? These were natural qualities, ingrained, not learned. To live these lives of endless malignance, even as one within the inner circle, meant permanent mental exhaustion. The energy required to cultivate this rancour had to have been killing them, flooding their bodies with cortisol, fraying their arteries and their hearts. The pretence could only get them so far. How was this place not plagued with unending coups d’état?

Julian had not realised he had slipped into a deep reverie until the final cheer at the conclusion of the address crashed through the Chancellery like a sudden and explosive peal of thunder. He launched to his feet automatically and joined in with the applause, each clap of his hands a betrayal. But what choice did he have? What choice did any of them have?

And so he clapped, and the crowd clapped, and they all cheered and brayed and looked forward to another year of horror.
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REALPOLITIK



Cyprian was awoken in the middle of the night by Mosi. For a second he thought it was Political Enforcement, that they had found him, and that he was about to be whacked. He struggled upright, his hand slamming into the jeep door as he reached for a pistol that wasn’t there.

“Chief, it’s me! It’s me, Mosi!”

“Fucking hell,” Cyprian grunted. In spite of the jeep’s air-conditioning, he was bathed in sweat. The night was hot and sticky. Outside, light from Eligia gave everything a silver glow.

“There’s something out there,” Mosi said. She was looking through a pair of binoculars in the direction of the transmission tower.

“What do you mean? Like a tygrosaur?”

She shook her head. “No. Like lights. Movement.”

“Shit. When?”

“Just in the last five minutes.”

“Have you slept?”

She shook her head.

He took the binoculars from her, but the tower was still much too far away. He sighed, and pulled himself into the driver’s seat. “Come on then. Let’s go and see what’s up.”

They drove on through the open countryside, this time keeping the lights off. They passed large herds of macropods who watched dumbly as this alien machine with no predator smell passed them. The River Mieko grew even broader on the left, almost a lake now, a massive plate of silver glass in the planetlight. The trees thickened and then thinned. Their bull bars filled the air with clouds of spores.

After maybe thirty minutes they pulled to a stop behind a copse of lichen-smothered trees several hundred metres away from the base of the tower. Cyprian hit the engine kill switch.

“What is that?” he murmured.

“What’s what?” Mosi asked, following the line of his gaze.

Cyprian squinted through the darkness, using his int to zoom his view in to the base of the transmission tower and activating a sort of night vision which cut through the twilight. Still, a lifetime of habit was a difficult thing to undo, and he found himself squinting despite these biological binoculars.

“There.”

Mosi continued to look. With the engine and air-conditioning off, the sweltering silence of Xiadani oppressively reasserted itself.

“Is that … a person,” she asked quietly.

It was a person. There was no question of it. It was not just the issue of movement—the macropod herds were hundreds strong, and the fauna of Gabriel, undisturbed by human hands for millions of years, filled every part of the landscape. But there was something inherently recognisable about the bipedal gait of another human. It stirred up immediate, genetic recognition, some primordial, ancestral signature which had been imprinted on their collective memory.

“There isn’t supposed to be anybody out here,” Mosi said. She continued to talk at a level just above a whisper. “Right?”

“No,” Cyprian murmured. “I checked the work orders.”

“Not miners?”

“Not here.” Some mining permits had been granted, but they were tens of thousands of kilometres away, practically antipodean. There was no on-world construction taking place here. The occupational safety regulations were strict. Even without the transmission towers, his int had inbuilt geomapping which was able to update no-go zones by reference to a geostationary satellite database which updated every five seconds. Even if the unthinkable happened, and the orbital laser rigs started carving into the bedrock around him, a dozen redundancy systems would terminate the entire process before the power even cycled on.

“Who are you?” he wondered at the distant interloper. He might have been asking himself the question in the rearview mirror.

Both of them cried out incoherently as something smacked into the windshield.

“What the fuck was that?” Mosi demanded in the raging silence that followed.

Cyprian examined the foreign object in the window, surrounded by a spiderweb of cracks in the reinforced glass. He looked at it as though it were an alien artefact, or a relic from his distant past. A broken, distorted thing, a lump of metal mushroomed and split, the cracked glass around it cloudy like ice—as if someone had thrown a snowball at them.

But he knew. He knew exactly what it was.

“That,” he said, not taking his eyes off it, as though he might dislodge it with telekinesis, “is a bullet.”

Another one hit the windshield. Mosi screamed.

Cyprian ignited the engine, grabbed the gear stick, and rammed it in reverse. He slammed his foot on the accelerator, but a third round punched through the skin of the bonnet and the engine spluttered and died.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Cyprian snarled, thumping the steering wheel. They were now side-on to the transmitter. The windows were reinforced, but they would not take sustained gunfire. “Out, now!”

“Are you insane?!”

“Get out!”

When Mosi still did not move, he said, as calmly as he could, “We need to put as much vehicle as we can between us and the shooter.”

“The ‘shooter’?!”

“Father Eternal, Mos, get out of the fucking car!”

Mosi let out an incredible sequence of oaths as she overrode every self-preservation instinct to throw open the passenger door. More shots hit the car, making incredible metallic banging noises as though someone were smacking it with a sledgehammer. Another one went wide, thumping into the ground and throwing up a great shower of red earth.

Cyprian snatched the shotgun out of its clamp on his way out the door and into the hot, wet air of the Xiadanian twilight. The moment his hand touched it, a little HUD sprang into his vision, a reticle and an ammunition counter. He landed heavily on the ground beyond the jeep and kicked the passenger door shut.

He checked comms. His int connection was dead—no surprise there, since the tower was down—but he had a handheld radio. Even with that, the signal was poor.

“Can you reach anyone?” he asked Mosi. They were both sitting on the ground, their backs against the jeep. The shooting had stopped for the moment.

“I … I…”

“Hey! Look at me,” Cyprian said, wiping the sweat from his eyes. Mosi looked at him. “Concentrate. They can’t shoot through the car. We’re safe.” Until they move.

“Who are they?” Mosi asked, on the verge of hyperventilating.

“I don’t know.” He had always found it easier to keep calm when he was responsible for other people. “But we’re going to find out.” He looked around, taking his bearings. “Listen to me. There are ballistic vests in the back, and the Grendel. I’m going to get them out. Take this.” He handed her the shotgun, and she grabbed it roughly off him as though it were a life preserver. “The safety is off.”

“What do I do?” she asked automatically, though thanks to a lucid-dream-based firearms-training course uploaded to her int when she had first arrived on Gabriel, she was better with the thing than even she knew.

“Just hold on to it for now. Try to reach Gage.”

“The network is down.”

“Use the radio.”

Cyprian slowly lifted himself up into a low crouch, peering through the glass of the back left window of the jeep. Thanks to the light of Eligia, there was good visibility ahead, though the transmitter had some dull red redundancy lighting, and his int’s night vision cut through whatever gloom remained. There was no longer any movement around the base of the tower.

“I’m going to open the door,” he said quietly.

He did so and waited. Next to him, clutching the shotgun, Mosi spoke quickly and not particularly coherently into the analog radio.

When there was still no movement, he pulled the door further open. There were no seats in the back of the jeep, just a large metal flatbed. Close to him was the plastic strongbox marked SHERIFF that had contained the wildlife repeller, and he opened it once again, this time to reveal two ballistic vests and an assault rifle.

“Fuck!” he snapped as a sudden and much longer burst of gunfire rat-a-tat-tatted into the side of the jeep and the surrounding soil. Mosi shrieked. He could hardly blame her; being shot at was a uniquely terrifying experience and nobody weathered their first time well. What was more surprising was how frightened he felt. In Kada Gamar, raids, shoot-outs, any prospect of violence, hadn’t fazed him at all. By the end of his time on Leonis, he had become so reckless with his life, so inured to any of its small pleasures, so consumed by the deathless futility of his job in the Inspektorate, that he would have welcomed being shot.

With this comprehensive reversal of fortune, he found himself much more afraid. He had more to lose. His role on this world, his life, the lives of his children, his future. For the first time in a decade, he had a future. He could make a difference here. His name was written in stone on Gabriel. He was one of its founders for fuck’s sake. For the first time in his life, he had the opportunity to be a force for good in the world.

Now, even with the surpassing abilities of the on-world medical team, he was only one bullet away from losing it all.

“Uh … Chief?” Mosi asked him as he yanked all of the equipment free of the box and slammed the door closed. Glass from the interior of the back right window was starting to chip and break off into the jeep.

“What?” he breathed, heart racing, as he pulled a ballistic vest over his sweat-soaked shirt, velcroed it into place, and stuffed several magazines of ammunition into his pockets. “Put this on. Subira!”

“What is that thing?” she said, ignoring him.

Cyprian looked up sharply, following the line of Mosi’s finger. His int picked out a black speck no bigger than his fist, though it was interfering with his optical sensors, denying any sort of attempt at classification.

“Oh shit,” he muttered. He fussed over the assault rifle, a lightweight Grendel 3000 with a bright yellow stock. It was the security force’s only assault rifle, but they had purchased the printing instructions from Colony Tactica.

“Chief?”

“Just keep trying to get Gage! And put the damn vest on!”

Cyprian pulled the assault rifle in to his shoulder, assigning a HOSTILE tag to the little reconnaissance drone with his int. His HUD struggled with the instruction. Even the Grendel’s reticle flickered around the drone, refusing to lock on.

He grunted and cancelled the interface, relying on the iron sights. In one swift movement, he jumped up from cover and shot at it, a great flickering red stream of bullets that struck the drone multiple times until it detonated in a shower of sparks. A split second later, something hit his ballistic vest with the force of a battering ram, and he was punched over backwards and sent sprawling into the soil.

“Chief!”

Cyprian struggled to breathe. He clawed at the vest, peeling it away from his chest, trying to get some air. Mosi frantically dragged him back behind the jeep.

“Are you hit? Did it get you? Father Eternal, please tell me you are okay.”

“I’m okay,” Cyprian wheezed. The round had not gone through the vest, but had cracked his rib, as confirmed by a physiological warning on his optics. At least he had killed the drone. That had been a bloody good shot. “I’m okay.”

He struggled upright. Even if his int had not automatically dulled the pain of his cracked rib, the amount of adrenaline his body had dumped into his bloodstream would have done the job. “Did you get Gage?”

“No,” Mosi said. “I—”

“Give that to me,” Cyprian snapped, snatching it from her hand.

He thumbed on the analog radio transmitter. Static rumbled on the channel. With a grimace, he manually dialled it to the correct frequency. Mosi had been tuned to the wrong channel. It didn’t matter. They could cover it in the debrief.

“Gage? Gage? Are you there? It’s Cyprian.”

Static.

Cyprian had to stop himself from smashing the radio into the door of the jeep. He gritted his teeth. “Gage, answer the fucking radio for fuck’s sake!”

There was a whistling, whining noise, and then eventually, tinny and faint, Sheriff Jayendra Gage’s voice sounded.

“Chief? Is that you?” he said. His voice burbled with distorted gibberish. “What the hell time is it?”

“Listen!” Cyprian snapped. “I’m at the transmission tower. There are mercs here, and they are shooting at us, do you understand?”

“Say that again mate? ‘Shooting’?”

“I’m at the tower. There are mercenaries here. They are trying to kill us. Can you hear me?”

“What the fuck?!”

“Gage: focus.” He briefly glanced at Mosi. “We’re under fire and we need help now. They are well equipped and they have us pinned down about two hundred metres south of the tower. We need—” Cyprian paused. What did they need? If Gage turned up, he was just as likely to be shot and killed as they were. The jeeps were tough, and had been designed and reinforced for rugged off-roading, but they were not technically bulletproof—as the disabled engine block attested. They had survived this long by dumb luck.

“What’s the matter?” Mosi asked him, eyes wide.

“Shut up and let me think,” he snapped. They didn’t have Summers’ X17s yet—the lunar interdiction base was still being constructed and wouldn’t be finished for another week. The simian clone force took twenty-four hours to gestate. The entire civilian security apparatus consisted of five people, including him and Mosi, and only he had any direct experience of soldiering and law enforcement.

They also had an extremely finite amount of ammunition.

“Fuck’s sake,” he hissed.

“You still there, Chief?”

“Give me a minute, I’m thinking.”

It was ridiculous. They had prepared for existential threats from an organised and determined enemy, but they had essentially nothing to deal with a couple of well-equipped criminals.

Then an idea struck him.

“The laser rigs,” he said, looking up into the night sky. He brought the radio back up to his mouth. “Jay, the orbital lasers. North Star. Have them fire on the transmitter.”

Mosi looked at him. “Are you fucking insane?”

“Here!” he said, his anger boiling over as he brandished the Grendel at her. He nodded facetiously over to the mercenaries. “You want to give it a go?”

She looked at him with venom.

“That’s what I thought.”

“They can’t fire on the transmitter,” Gage replied. His voice was becoming ever more faint, and Cyprian had a sinking feeling that the mercenaries had cottoned on to their analog radio and were in the process of jamming it.

“Just get them to override it!”

“I don’t even know they can—”

“For fuck’s sake, Jay, they’re going to kill us!”

And then the radio faded to static.

“Father fucking damn it!” Cyprian snarled, smacking the dead receiver repeatedly against his thigh.

“What do we do? What now?” Mosi asked him feverishly.

Cyprian massaged his temples. He turned again to peer through the windows. How many mercenaries even were there? Where had they come from? Was there a whole ship full of them somewhere?

He examined the ground around them. Sweat dripped freely from his forehead.

“We’re going to have to try and deal with them.”

“Chief, no,” Mosi protested.

“There’s no one else coming, Mos.”

“We could leave!”

Cyprian calmed himself with several deep slow breaths. “Listen. Just listen to me a moment,” he said. “We’re it. All right? We are Gabriel’s security force. You and me. For now. One day I’m sure it’ll be a whole … team, but for now it’s just us. This is our job. We are here to fight bad guys. To protect Gabriel. They had the drop on us, yes, but think about it. They haven’t come over here. They haven’t tried anything fancy. Which means they probably don’t have much more than we have. A couple of guys with a couple of guns. We’re not outmatched.”

Mosi bit off several silent curses. She looked around, grimacing.

“They’re going to kill us.”

“No, they aren’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I just know. I’ve done this before, a hundred times. The key—the key—is once we go, we go. We go like stink. Do you understand? The second you stop, you die. But if you keep moving, you’ll be fine. All right?”

Mosi bit her knuckles. “Fuck, Cyprian. I don’t think I can do this.”

“You can do it. You can do it because you have to do it. Just keep running. And hey, even if you get shot, it doesn’t hurt. Yeah? It doesn’t hurt. You won’t even feel it.”

Mosi pressed both palms into her forehead. “Fuck. Okay. Fine! Let’s just get on with it.”

“That’s it. Let’s just get it over with.”

“What’s your plan?”

He pointed to the west towards the River Mieko. “You go that way. Run as fast as you can. I’ll lay down some covering fire, put their heads down. Hit that defile. Then you give them a few from the shotgun, and I’m going to cut northeast. We’ll flank them, split their attention.”

“And then what? What then?”

“And then we kill them,” Cyprian said.

Mosi moved her palms to her eyes. She took several quick breaths.

“Don’t let them live.”

“I won’t.”

“You can do this, Mos.”

“Ahhh fuck it. Okay. Cover me.”

“Wait—ah, shit,” Cyprian said as she made a break for it before he was ready. Several distant shots zipped past her like laser beams; several more thumped into the soft red earth at her feet. Cyprian stood up and unloaded a full magazine of Grendel fire in the direction of the transmitter, and fancied he could actually hear the surprised shouts of the mercenaries even from several hundred metres away.

After he had reloaded, and when he was sure Mosi was more or less safe, he pressed himself away from the jeep and sprinted northeast, avoiding patches of razor grass and the mycelial spores. They weren’t deadly—the on-world medical team had confirmed it—but one good lungful was like inhaling boiling vinegar. He had learned that the hard way.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he repeated with each bootstep. Macropods fled as he ran into them. It was a nice distraction, though he felt guilty as one was felled by rifle fire. The sound of bullets hitting flesh—the great wet thump of it—took Cyprian right back to his youth, to the hellish battlefields of the Erydnes campaign.

He kept sprinting at a pace he would not physically have been able to sustain six months before, until he reached the northeastern side of the promontory where it flattened out into a shallow slope. Here organic concrete had grown into, and irretrievably bonded with, the bedrock, forming a solid platform into which was anchored the massive structure of high-tensile steel which was the transmitter tower itself. It hummed with energy, emitting an incredible and constant droning buzz. Next to the base was a simple service structure, a prefabricated module airdropped into place by North Star.

Cyprian roughly shouldered the sweat out of his eyes. He could hear the men now calling out to one another. There appeared to be three of them. He heard several distant bangs from Mosi’s shotgun where she took potshots at them, and he used the distraction to snatch a glance around the side of the rocks currently obscuring him from view.

His heart sank. They were well kitted out with what was obviously expensive, privately purchased armour, and moved with a lack of concern which suggested they were untroubled by Cyprian and Mosi’s pincer. There was no question that they were mercenaries. Droor had warned him that Gabriel would be seen as easy prey for interstellar pirates, particularly as the colony was in its infancy. Without a planetwide communications net, incomprehensibly huge dark spots existed for unscrupulous people to exploit. They had already come across evidence of dozens of illegal mining sites which they’d had to clear, and which had taken some of the joy out of planetfall. The UFN paid privateers to dissuade such piracy, but with no real investment in Gabriel beyond its land value, they had not gone out of their way to maintain its security. That was Cyprian’s job now.

He took in several quick breaths to psych himself up; then he whirled around the base of the promontory, Grendel up, firing before he could think any more about it. His int, which had taken all of the information available to it—the location of the crosshairs, the angle of the assault rifle, Cyprian’s physiological response—had highlighted the three men in red outlines and tagged them with ENEMY markers. It had also calculated the trajectory of the closest man—who was now running—and gave Cyprian a target lead.

The noise of the Grendel was calamitous. The rounds—solid balls of tungsten carbide—connected solidly with the nearest mercenary. One penetrated the man’s helmet visor and exploded his head in the same way a stick of dynamite would explode a watermelon. He dropped to the floor quicker than seemed gravitationally possible.

The other men began to fire at him. He ran, diving wildly for cover, but their shots were alarmingly accurate. He wasn’t used to fighting people with ints. These were not the wasteful shoot-outs in abandoned mono districts he was familiar with. These were deadly, highly kinetic, highly dynamic engagements where every second shot was on target and where one hit could obliterate double-digit percentages of vital mass.

He grunted as two rifle rounds thumped into his ballistic vest, punching the wind from him again and physically spinning him in the air. He hit the red earth hard and was about to redden it further. Was it really over that quickly? What a harebrained scheme this had been.

“Drop it, asshole!” shouted the mercenary. Cyprian’s int flashed with an ACTIVE TARGET WARNING in the top corner of his HUD. He only had the vest on. To resist now was to die.

He threw the Grendel to one side.

Come on, Mos.

“Who the fuck are you?” the mercenary snapped.

“Cyprian Reis. Head of security.” It briefly occurred to him to lie, but then why should he? He wasn’t the interloper here.

He looked up at the man. It was impossible to know where he was from thanks to his helmet, but his clothes, his armour, his equipment, none of it Cyprian had seen before. His accent was unfamiliar, too. It was strange to think that they could have enemies from entirely without the Decurion Empire.

“Motherfucker,” the man swore. He pulled out a little gadget from one of his many pockets, a small piece of black composite no larger than a coin, and pressed it. Cyprian’s HUD dissolved in a burst of static. His night vision faded. In a stroke, he was back to being a regular, boring human with his regular crap senses.

The mercenary aimed the gun at his head.

Come on, Mos!

“Hold on a second! Just … Who sent you? What are you doing here?” Time, he needed more time. This couldn’t be it!

“Fuck yourself.”

“No! Wait! Just wait a minute—” Cyprian shouted.

There was another blast from Mosi’s shotgun. The man turned and fired in tandem with his remaining colleague. Cyprian couldn’t see what happened, but Mosi screamed.

A crushing sense of helpless rage blossomed within him. He lurched for the Grendel whilst the mercs’ backs were turned.



In the time-honoured tradition of bad news, the call came in the middle of the night.

Katherine sat up in her bed. Her int was chiming with a call from Jayendra Gage, the sheriff of Madina. Gage had been the head of the internal security division on the agricultural research station on Munir. It had sounded like a fairly undemanding position, but the man had the fundamentals.

“Yes?” she asked blearily.

“Madam President!” he shouted breathlessly. She could hear the sound of a jeep driving much too fast in the background.

“What’s the matter?” Katherine asked, suddenly alert, blood surging with adrenaline.

“It’s Reis. He’s in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“He said they’re under fire—”

“Under fire? From who?”

Katherine was up now, pulling clothes on, moving to the door.

“Mercenaries, by the SE16 transmitter. But the net is down and something is jamming the analog radio.”

Katherine exited the module and leapt into her jeep. As she pulled away from the residence, she patched Lukah into the line with Gage.

“Katherine? What’s going on?” Lukah asked.

“Where are you now, Sheriff?” she asked, ignoring Lukah.

“On my way to you. Ma’am, Reis asked for the orbital laser to fire on his position.”

She shook her head, pinching the bridge of her nose. “No. Surely not. Are they not armed?”

“They have small arms, ma’am, but they might be outnumbered.”

“Or outgunned,” Lukah said.

“What about the— Shit. No not enough time.”

“The clone force?” Lukah asked.

“Right.”

“Summers is not here either. I don’t think she’s due back in-system for another three days.”

Katherine swerved around a pair of robotic cable-layers and swore. “I’m on my way in to the office. I’m going to get Cecilia Howell on the line. Both of you, get here as quickly as you can.”

“Yes, ma’am. Two minutes away.”

The line terminated. Katherine immediately opened a priority link to Howell, their on-world North Star liaison. The hot night air of Madina roared past the jeep. Insects splattered against the windshield. The tyres kicked up great sprays of mud. “Cecilia, it’s Katherine.”

“Katherine … Can it not wait until morning?”

“No, it’s an emergency. How quickly can you get to my office in the capitol?”

“Bloody—okay—let me just—all right, just give me two seconds.”

Katherine gripped the steering wheel as Howell finished whatever it was she was doing. Ahead, the capitol building loomed, basking in uplighting.

“What can I do for you, Katherine?”

Katherine forced herself to stay calm. “There are mercenaries firing on my head of security at the SE16 int network transmitter,” she said quickly but carefully. “We don’t have a good picture at the moment, but we think they might be outnumbered.”

“Oh … my goodness,” Howell said with appropriate levels of shock and sympathy. “Right. Shit. Is this happening right now?”

“Yes. I need you to get here ASAP. In the meantime, my head of security has asked for you to use the orbital drilling rig to open fire—”

“No, I can’t,” Howell said immediately, as if she had been expecting it. “I’m sorry, Katherine, I can’t. You are talking about a whole bunch of contractual and ethics violations. We are not soldiers—”

“Cecilia. If your company wants to make another cent off me, you will get to this office in the next five minutes.”

Katherine terminated the line before Howell could respond. She reached the capitol building, slewed the jeep to a halt, ran up the steps, and made her way to her office at a dead run. She had been inside barely thirty seconds when both Lukah and Gage burst through the door.

“Fuck!” she barked.

“Madam President,” Gage said, breathing heavily. He was a middle-aged, brown-skinned man with a thick, greying black beard and a paunch which his int—and frontier living—was slowly, subtly chiselling away. He was clad in an olive-green poncho which dripped rainwater all over the carpet.

“Katherine,” Lukah said, still wearing his suit from the day before. The man had probably not stopped working since they had last been together—not even left the building.

“Tell me what’s happened,” Katherine demanded.

Gage put a small coin holo on her desk and a satellite feed of the SE16 transmitter location sprang into life above it.

“This is their jeep,” he said, pointing to a tiny green box shape.

“This is the best resolution we can get?” Lukah asked.

“Yes,” Gage said impatiently. “But look; according to the satellite feed, there’s no one there.”

Katherine squinted at the image. “What are you telling me? That Cyprian is wrong?”

“No; much more likely is that they are jamming the satellite feed.”

Katherine wiped the sweat from her forehead. “So even if we got North Star to agree to fire the laser, they wouldn’t know where to target?”

“Not at the moment,” Gage said.

“What’s the quickest way to get there?”

“The autocruiser network is not up and running yet. We’d have to take a non-networked vehicle. It’s that or drive overland.”

“What non-networked vehicles do we have?”

“We don’t have any,” Lukah said.

“We have one—the ambulance,” Gage corrected.

“Where is that now?” Katherine asked.

Gage shrugged. “The hospital, I should imagine.”

“Don’t imagine, find out!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

There was a knock at the door. “Get in here, whoever you are!” Katherine shouted. The door opened to reveal Cecilia Howell and another North Star executive. Both were wearing smart, expensive-looking suits. Howell was of an age with Katherine, fair skinned and blonde haired. They had enjoyed a productive and mutually respectful relationship, but they were not friends, and Katherine would be a fool to think otherwise.

“We’ve checked our satellite feeds and—” Howell started, but stopped when she saw the coin holo. “I see you’ve checked our satellite feed as well.”

Katherine looked over to Gage, who performed an exaggerated shrug. So, that had been done without permission, then.

“We can sort out payment for the hotlink later. Right now I need to protect my security operatives,” Katherine said.

“Even if I could authorise firing the drill, we wouldn’t even know what we were firing it at.”

“Can’t you just shoot the whole area?”

“We have assets in the area.”

“Assets?”

“The tower.”

“The fucking tower?!” Katherine said, astonished. “You can bill me! I have assets in the area—human beings! Human lives!”

Howell took a deep breath. “Katherine—”

“Madam President!”

“Madam President,” Howell corrected with a thin smile. “These sorts of incidents are frequent. Interstellar piracy is a fact of life in the Free Nations. It is impossible to police an entire planet—”

“This is taking place less than sixty kilometres away,” Katherine said through gritted teeth.

“Notwithstanding,” Howell said in an infuriatingly calm tone of voice that had been honed over hundreds of bruising encounters in company boardrooms. “I cannot authorise the firing of the drill. For one thing, it requires executive-level override. There are a large number of redundancies to ensure that it does not—well. Kill someone.”

“You can override it.”

“I can,” Howell allowed. “But I certainly cannot do so without creating an ineradicable record.”

And Katherine finally realised. “If you allow the laser to fire, it’s your head.”

“There are also a number of contractual and ethical—”

“Right, but when we get down to brass tacks, this is an arse-covering exercise.”

“Madam President—”

“Gage. Take the ambulance. How long will it take to fly there?”

Gage shrugged. “Sixty Ks … Seven or eight minutes?”

“Fly there now. I want a visual assessment.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gage said, and left the room.

“Lukah, and you—” She pointed to the executive accompanying Howell. “—go away.”

The executive did not immediately leave, but waited for the nod from Howell.

“Don’t look at her! I told you to get out!” Katherine thundered.

The executive shrugged and left.

“Sit down Cecilia,” Katherine said, and took her own seat behind the presidential desk.

“Katherine, it’s not that I don’t have sympathy for your situation. I’ve had a lot of experience in nation building. These incidents, they feel shocking and frightening, but it is an unfortunate risk of doing business—and it is not a risk that is going to go away any time soon. I suggest you put in place a much more rigorous security apparatus. North Star has several police and security offerings which I could discuss with you on very favourable terms—”

“Okay. That’s enough, thank you,” Katherine said quietly. “I like you, Cecilia. Professionally. Women are not given these sorts of opportunities within Pater Aeternus, so I am pleased to learn that they can achieve executive-level positions with precisely the same callous ambition as men.”

Howell’s expression was humourless. “Katherine, I’m not shooting anybody with a drilling laser for you.”

“What will it take?”

Howell cleared her throat. “Katherine, I’ve already said—”

“You told me that overriding the redundancy leaves a paper trail.”

“A—I’m sorry, a—?”

“It’s an expression. ‘An ineradicable record,’ as you put it.”

“Right.”

“I don’t seriously think for a moment that North Star is going to give a shit about killing a couple of mercenaries, especially in these circumstances. And frankly I find the very idea of a megacorporation, whose purpose is to level entire continents with orbital lasers, even having an ethics committee laughable.” She held up a hand before Howell could speak. “However, I’m not interested in making life difficult for you. So, tell me what you want. What can you take to your superiors in the corporation? What will make this ‘ethics violation’ go away?”

Howell sat back, her eyes slightly narrowed. “You’re bribing me.”

“I’m offering to bribe you.”

“You’d better not be recording—”

“I don’t have time for this, Cecilia, tell me what the fuck you want!”

“Exploitation rights,” Howell said very quickly.

“For what?”

“Platinum.”

“Fine.”

“Sole exploitation rights.”

“Fine.”

Howell paused, unable to conceal a brief flash of surprise, and Katherine knew in that moment that she had given away far, far more than she needed to. But what was the alternative? Some money versus the lives of her people? That was no choice at all.

“We have a deal.” She held out her hand, and Katherine shook it with a sinking feeling.

“You’ll speak with Gage directly?” Katherine asked, her mouth dry.

“Hm? Oh, yes,” Howell said. She stood to leave. “I’ll forward you the documents. So we can create a … ‘paper trail.’”

Katherine was beginning to think that she didn’t like Howell very much at all, actually.

“Just … save them,” she said, suddenly overcome with a strong sense of self-loathing. “Then we’ll talk.”



Sixty kilometres away, Cyprian could smell burning.

“Oh, shit,” he said, looking up. A curious shimmer filled the air. It was like a flickering, flashing, faintly smoking light show.

The mercenary brandishing the assault rifle—the one who had been about to blow his brains out—paused, distracted by the unguarded sincerity of Cyprian’s dismay. Instinctively he too looked up.

Cyprian scrabbled backwards madly and tipped over the lip of the promontory, hitting the ground hard. The mercenary swore and had pointed the assault rifle back towards him when he melted dramatically like a candle placed directly behind a jet engine. Microseconds later his remains—and the ground beneath them—combusted.

“What?” the second and only remaining mercenary managed. He turned to flee just as the laser beam’s diameter broadened to four metres; his left leg below the knee was instantly transmuted to ashes, and he collapsed, screaming briefly before his body up to the hips, as well as half a metre of earth underneath, was atomised.

Then the orbital laser closed off.

For several long seconds, Cyprian could hear nothing except his own frantic, ragged breathing and the pounding of his heart, which sounded like an industrial process it was so loud. Then he became aware of a crackling in his audio implant, and Gage’s voice asking “Chief? Chief?” over and over again. There was something on his int’s HUD, too, a little green marker floating a kilometre to the north. It had a commtag which read JAYENDRA GAGE, MADINA MUNICIPAL SHERIFF.

“I’m fine,” Cyprian said, though he was anything but. Then his overtaxed heart lurched.

Mosi.

“Subira!” he shouted, pressing himself to his feet and running across the promontory. He very deliberately and sensibly avoided the broad trench of molten rock which the orbital laser had left, and sprinted past the transmission tower to where Mosi was.

“Mos! Mos!” he shouted. “Gage, if that’s the ambulance then get it the fuck over here!”

He saw Mosi propped up against the bioconcrete wall. His int gave him a physiological readout for her; his stomach dropped as an emergency medical warning flashed up next to the green outline of her body:

[!FEMORAL BLEED, URGENT TREATMENT REQUIRED!]

[!FEMORAL BLEED, URGENT TREATMENT REQUIRED!]

[!FEMORAL BLEED, URGENT TREATMENT REQUIRED!]

“Gage, I need the clotting gel right now!”

“I’m coming, Chief,” Gage replied, and he was—the ambulance had covered the intervening kilometre at incredible speed, and was already kicking up a whirlwind of soil and grass twenty metres away.

“Help me help me help me,” Mosi gasped, eyes wide and panicking. She was gripping the inside of her left leg, a handsbreath shy of her groin. Her int had flooded her bloodstream with its own vasoconstricting endogenous hormones and tranexamic acid, but these bullets were wickedly shaped, designed to cause massive exsanguination.

“We’re going to get you sorted out,” he grunted, hands trembling. Cyprian had dealt with many Inspektorate and civilian casualties before, but it was only now, with Mosi bleeding to death in front of him, that he realised just how little he had cared about them.

“I’m scared, Chief,” Mosi said, beginning to hyperventilate. “I’m scared I’m scared I’m gonna die I’m gonna die—”

“Shut up!” Cyprian snapped, rolling her roughly onto her side. He pressed his knee into the wound and knelt on it with all his weight. Gage sprinted across the ground, green poncho flapping, hastily tearing the syringe of clotting gel out of its sterilised packaging.

“Here!” he shouted, brandishing it.

“And the tourniquet!” Cyprian said, snatching the syringe. He stuck it into the wound and depressed the plunger, filling it with a thick viscous gel which dammed the flow of blood.

“What’s it saying? What’s your int saying?” Cyprian demanded of Mosi.

“Bleeding,” she replied softly.

“Internal?”

“Some.”

“Fuck’s sake.” He snatched the tourniquet off Gage and wrapped it round Mosi’s upper thigh and pulled tight—as tight as it would go. Mosi screamed out in pain until her int flooded her body with analgesics. Her pupils dilated and she relaxed.

“That should hold for now,” Cyprian breathed, wiping sweat from his face. He looked up to Gage. “Get her back to the hospital now.”

“What about you?” Gage asked, pulling Mosi over his shoulders in a fireman’s lift.

Cyprian turned back to the transmitter.

“I need to find out what the fuck is going on.”



Katherine quietly disconnected from the commlink. She sat in her silent office, the frantic words of Cyprian, Gage, and Mosi, tinny and distant from the atmospheric interference, still ringing in her ears.

There was a knock at the door.

“Yes?”

Lukah entered. “They’re taking her to the hospital.”

“I should go and see if she is all right.”

“I agree. In the morning. There is nothing you can do now except get in the way.”

Katherine fiddled with her hands for a moment. “I fear I have made a rather Faustian bargain with North Star.”

Lukah shrugged. “Let’s discuss it tomorrow.”

“I’ve asked Cecilia Howell to keep scanning for activity, but she says there’s nothing else.”

Lukah nodded. “Well. If anyone is in a position to know, it’s them.”

There was another few moments’ silence.

“Are they coming for us already?” Katherine looked up. “The Empire? Is this it?”

Lukah shrugged again. “Let’s let Reis do his job. We’ll know more in the morning. No point in speculating now.”

Katherine took a deep breath in, and let it out slowly. She wanted to talk about it endlessly, exhaustively, rake over every second of it. But Lukah was right; at this point, it was all just conjecture.

“You’ll tell me immediately if something comes up?”

“Of course.”

Another pause.

“All right,” she said eventually. “You can go now, Lukah. Thank you.”

And then she sat in the darkness and silence of Madina, and waited for the sun to come up.
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NIKANDR



Cyprian spent a great deal of time securing the perimeter; but if there had ever been more than these three mercenaries on-world, then there was no evidence of it in the small hours of the morning.

Eventually the molten earth cooled enough for him to approach the transmission tower. There was only one body left, the man Cyprian had shot in the head. Of the other two, one had been atomised by the drilling laser, and the other was nothing more than a torso-shaped lump of carbon.

He squatted down, setting Mosi’s discarded shotgun to one side, and looked the corpse over, picking and plucking at its armour, rifling through its pockets and webbing with the practised hands of a seasoned investigator. Everything was plain and nondescript, though there was a single word machined onto the baseplate of the weapon’s magazine, almost worn away to plain steel: NIKANDR. There were no other identifying marks.

“Gage,” he said, activating his commlink.

“Chief?”

“How’s she doing?”

“The crash team are working on her now. She’ll be up and about in a day or two. No lasting damage.”

Cyprian felt a great weight fall away from him. “Thank fuck for that.”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks, Jay. For—well. You know.”

“No problem, Chief. Just the job.”

Just the job. Except it shouldn’t have been the job. They should have been making sure the noise curfew was being adhered to, and breaking up bar brawls between exhausted North Star engineers. Not fighting for their lives against interstellar pirates.

He cancelled the link and checked the inside of the prefab module at the base of the transmission tower. It was clear that some sort of tampering had taken place; but beyond the threshold was just a solid bank of complex electronics, and he didn’t have the first clue how to interface with it.

“What were you doing?” he murmured to the empty, staticky air.

He documented everything, using his int to take pictures. He wasn’t entirely familiar with Gabriel’s proposed system of justice; there was of course an investigative process which was undertaken by a constabulary—in this case, him—and in time there would be entire strata of lawyers, judges, courts, and prisons. That was something else within the “Bill of Human Rights” that was to form part of the Republic’s constitution: the right to a trial. Trials of course existed within the Decurion Empire, but there was certainly not a right to them, and only idiots believed that the broadcast kangaroo courts provided anything other than the Party coup de grâce.

He went back to the jeep and recovered the strongbox and returned to the module. He put the weapons and selected bits and pieces of equipment from the body of the remaining mercenary inside—a makeshift evidence locker. Then he dragged the body inside the module and closed and locked the door. It would create a fairly significant biohazard, but if he left it outside, it would be dragged off by tygrosaurs.

By the time he was finished, dawn was breaking. It got light early on Xiadani, especially in summer. Long hours of light, and thunderstorms in the afternoon. Mild in the winter with incredible downpours, intolerable in the summer with incredible downpours. He felt there was a fairly strong negligence case against North Star Heavy Industries for where they had chosen to site Madina.

He slung Mosi’s shotgun over his shoulder, and made his way back to the jeep a final time. Then he signalled Gage to come and pick him up, ready for the journey back to the capital and for a lot of explaining.



By the time he reached Madina, it was early in the morning, and the working day was in full swing.

The ambulance flew low and slow over the city, currently the only vehicle permitted to do so until the network was functional. In the centre of the enormous building site was the capitol, a building which looked as though it had been excised wholesale from Kada Gamar. Privately, Cyprian thought that the choice of architectural styling was a mistake. But for all Fuller was railing against the Empire, she was still its product. Then again, this was supposed to be a Decurion satellite state governed by Ruben Morozov, so what did he know?

The security services building was not yet built, and so all of his business was conducted out of a prefab module. The ambulance landed outside and Cyprian stepped out into the intolerably humid air. He was confronted by the incredible droning of pumps, and the growling whine of excavators, as they dug deep emergency drainage trenches; a great downpour had eaten ruinously into the turned earth, and the capital was a quagmire.

He and Gage entered, relishing the cool, air-conditioned interior. It was a broad, low-ceilinged, and dimly lit space.

“I need to make a call,” Cyprian said.

Gage checked the time. “We’re due to debrief the President.”

“I know that. Just give me ten minutes.”

“I’ll make us some coffees.”

Cyprian made his way to the back of the module where there was a small private chamber, and closed and locked the door. Inside he pulled out a secure laptop ensconced in a blastproof composite case and opened it up. It was biometrically coded to his int and took a few seconds to log in to. Instead of a holo, a liquid-crystal display screen flickered into life, and began to scroll with white text. The thing was utterly redundant, the sort of technology that the Empire liked to use because it was not networked and impossible to crack.

With the laptop activated, he hooked it up—via cable—to the high-gain interstellar array, thumbed the hardwired earpiece in, and waited for the handshake. Above, in distant geostationary orbit, was an intersolar-communications portal, a static version of a ship’s FTL drive which would open a microscopic wormhole to allow the rapid exchange of radio transmissions between two unimaginably distant points. This particular relay opened between Gabriel and a secret location within the Decurion Empire, one known to Cyprian only as an extremely long string of numbers.

“I’m listening,” Droor’s voice crackled over the earpiece, tinny and distant.

“We’ve got a problem,” Cyprian said.

“Just the one?”

“Mercenaries sniffing around one of the int towers.”

“What were they doing? Destroying it?”

“No. I don’t know. The network isn’t up and running yet outside of the capital.”

“I am to take it that they cannot be questioned?”

“No. They’re all dead.”

Droor sighed. “Well. Better them than you. Do you have anything to go on?”

“So far only one thing. With luck it’s an outfit; otherwise it’s probably just a manufacturer. ‘Nikandr.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

There was a pause. “No. But I have some theories. Let me look into it. Do you have anything else to report? It’s been a while since I have heard from you.”

“No.”

“Fine. By the way, while I have you: Magellanic Mining Corporation is a front for the Children of Adam. They are a proscribed organisation under UFN law. You should terminate their contract and evict them from Gabriel.”

Cyprian cursed inwardly. He himself had looked into and approved the MMC’s iridium-mining permit. Another reminder that he was nothing without the patronage of Droor.

“Thanks for the heads up.”

“Things are cooling down here. The chatter around Gabriel has fallen off noticeably ahead of the Summer Address.”

“That’s good.”

“No. It is the opposite. Keep your eyes and ears open, Reis. Our enemies are planning something.”

Cyprian shook his head. “Why aren’t you an enemy of Gabriel?”

“Our mutual enemies. Is that better?”

Cyprian scoffed. “Hardly.”

“It’s as good as you’re going to get. Call me back same time tomorrow. I’ll have more information then.”

The link terminated.



They met in the President’s office in the capitol: Cyprian, Gage, the President’s adviser, and Foreign Minister Lukah Walzingham, and Katherine Fuller herself.

“Mr. Reis. I am so pleased to see you unharmed,” the President said sincerely as they all sat. She looked almost as bad as he did, exhausted after a poor night’s sleep and with large dark circles under her eyes. “I am informed that Ms. Mosi will make a full and speedy recovery.”

“Thanks to the crash team, yes,” Cyprian said, nodding.

Fuller smiled briefly. “Thanks in large part to your own quick thinking, as I understand it.”

“Yes, well,” Cyprian said, unused to, and uncomfortable with, unguarded praise. “Jay deserves his own share of the credit. And you yourself, Madam President, for authorising the laser strike.”

It seemed he had said something wrong, for her expression briefly fell. “Yes well. It was that or the gorillas.”

They all shared a muted chuckle.

“So, if I may be direct, Mr. Reis: What the hell happened?”

“The truth, Madam President, is that I don’t know. Not yet. Some sort of interstellar piracy, certainly, but the men were very well equipped. Only one body remains, thanks to the laser. I am looking into what secrets it will yield.”

“How were they able to land undetected?”

Cyprian sighed. “It’s a large planet. Our satellite coverage is rudimentary. My guess at this point is a combination of: one, we weren’t looking for it in the first place; and two, when we did start to look for it, they were able to jam all transmissions to and from the area. Data blocking is not a difficult thing to do, even with basic equipment.”

“I trust that this is something we shall now correct as a matter of priority?”

“Absolutely, Madam President. The arrival of Group Captain Summers and her equipment, and the completion of the lunar interdiction base on Yalwa, will assist greatly.”

“Do what you need to do. Spend what you need to spend. I want this blind spot fixed urgently.”

“Consider it done, ma’am.”

There was a moment of silence as Fuller contemplated matters further. “All right. Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

Cyprian gave her the account. He spoke, uninterrupted, for about five minutes. When he was finished, Fuller sat in another long, contemplative silence.

“I’m very worried that these people were able to land less than sixty kilometres from Madina undetected,” she said eventually.

“I assure you, ma’am, my team is working round the clock to get to the bottom of it.”

Fuller muttered something which he didn’t catch. “What’s the next step?” she asked.

He blew out his lips. “Get some North Star techs to have a look inside the module and see if they can work out what the mercenaries were doing—or trying to do. It wasn’t physically damaged, at least not as far as I could tell.”

“A hack of some sort?” Walzingham asked. “A comm spike?”

Cyprian shrugged again, nodding. “Maybe. I’m not going to rule anything out at this stage.”

“Where’s the remaining body?”

“In the module. It is refrigerated for the electronics. I didn’t want to leave it out for the tygrosaurs.”

“No,” Fuller agreed absently. “You will keep us informed of any developments?”

“Yes. One thing I would say, Madam President, is that this … I’m not sure if I would call it an ‘attack,’ since I don’t think there would have been any violence if I had not surprised them—”

“Notwithstanding.”

“Yes. Notwithstanding. This attack has highlighted a rather glaring shortfall in our security apparatus. Too small to involve the clone force, or the X17s, but too large for the municipal sheriff’s office to handle. I need more people. More manpower.” Next to him, Gage nodded his agreement.

“We can’t take any more people from the Inspektorate. Getting you here caused enough friction,” Fuller said.

“I’m not suggesting we do. Just a few enterprising young people who want to do some good.”

“Feel free to recruit whoever you see fit.”

Cyprian offered a lopsided smile. “Thank you, Madam President, but I should like to know what it is I am recruiting them into.”

“Whatever do you mean by that?”

“I mean, what do we represent?” He gestured to Gage and himself. “I know that I’m ‘head of security,’ but what is the name of the organisation? What is its structure? Am I a security guard? An investigator? A soldier? It hasn’t been necessary to consider these things, but we’re getting to the point where we need some sort of proper policing system in place. There are fights in the bars, there are thefts, there has been a sexual assault. And now this business with the transmitter—which is not even a criminal issue, it’s a national security risk. There’s me, Mos, and Jay. We’re three people. We can’t deal with all these things ourselves, not against armed mercenaries. Subira and I came very close to being killed last night. If I’m recruiting people into a paramilitary force, they need to know that.”

Fuller sat in silence, rubbing her temples. She seemed to be in the grip of a biting headache. It was no surprise; there was a huge low-pressure system currently above Madina.

“You’re absolutely right,” she said eventually. “How many people would you need?”

“A typical policing ratio would be around two hundred and fifty per one hundred thousand citizens,” Walzingham said, before Cyprian could reply.

“Yes, but that would mean that we only need about two,” Fuller said. “Given the increased national security risk, why don’t we put out a call for more security agents. They can answer directly to Mr. Reis.” She turned to him. “Or rather, Mr. Gage. And then you, Cyprian, can direct your full attention to this business with the transmitter.”

“My full attention is already on it, but I take the point.”

“Good. In which case, we shall let you crack on with the investigation.”

Cyprian cleared his throat. “There is one more thing, Madam President, whilst I am here.”

“Yes?”

“The Magellanic Mining Corporation. It’s a front for a proscribed fundamentalist group. You should revoke the contract and deport them.”

Fuller exchanged a glance with Walzingham. “Goodness me,” she said unconvincingly. “Uh … yes. Of course. We will do that. Thank you for your diligence.”

“Right then.”

“Keep us in the loop,” Walzingham called after them as they stood to leave.

“Yes, yes,” Cyprian said tiredly.



He visited Mosi next. Cyprian had had time to acclimate to the surpassing medical technologies available outside of the Empire, but it was still jarring to see her conscious, talking, and—ultimately, it seemed—fine.

“You lied to me,” she croaked as Cyprian entered the ward. It was currently empty save for Mosi, and smelt strongly of disinfectant.

“About what?”

“It really fucking hurt.”

“I didn’t expect you to find out so quickly.”

She snorted. “Apparently you saved my life.”

“Oh, it was a team effort,” Cyprian said. Even though Mosi was all right, it was difficult not to feel a little overwhelmed by the events of the night before. His nervous system still felt amped up in spite of the efforts of his int. He was filled with a sense of unspent energy, and he could not banish the sight of Mosi’s terrified, panic-stricken face as she bled to death. That image, and the picture of the woman in front of him now, were difficult to reconcile.

There was a silence as they both relived the memory.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, embarrassed. “I’m … Well. Just, thanks.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine,” he muttered. “I’m sorry you … I’m sorry that—”

“There’s really no need to apologise.”

They shared an awkward chuckle. “We are bad at this,” Cyprian said.

“Yeah.”

“Listen, Mos, I understand if you—”

“I’m not quitting,” she said quickly. “I know I was scared, but I have been thinking about it, and with some more training—”

“I’m not asking you to quit,” Cyprian interrupted. Hell, he couldn’t afford for her to quit. They were shorthanded as it was. “I don’t want you to quit. What I do want, though, is to make sure you are all right. You don’t need to rush back into service. Shit, Mos, it hasn’t been a day.”

“And yet,” she said, pulling the bedsheets away and brandishing her inner thigh. It was covered over with a sticky green regeneration strip. She flashed it like a proud child with a new toy. “Like it never happened.”

Cyprian ostentatiously averted his gaze.

Mosi snorted, flapping the bedsheet back over. “Yeah. I’m gonna need some new underwear.”

“After last night, me too,” Cyprian replied, and they both laughed again. But even as he watched Mosi’s face creased with mirth, he could still not help but see the wide-eyed animal panic from the night before, burned onto his retinas forever. He had not realised just how important Mosi was to him—and Gage. Even though the three of them were practically of an age, he felt a parental responsibility for them.

“Being shot at is not fun.” She smiled, a brief concession to gallows humour, but he could tell she had been profoundly affected by the incident.

He shook his head slowly. “The first time is always the worst.”

“Does it get easier?”

Cyprian thought about this for a moment. “With the right armour and equipment, definitely. It gets easier. Never easy.”

Mosi nodded to herself. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so frightened in my life.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Cyprian replied.

“Why?”

“Because it means you’re telling me the truth.”

“Ah.”

“And for what it’s worth, I think you were exceptionally brave.”

This comment seemed to affect Mosi more than any other, and Cyprian turned away awkwardly as she suddenly bit back tears.

“Listen,” he said, toying with his ring finger. “I’m going to head back out to the transmitter soon.”

“I want to come with you,” Mosi said immediately.

“I need to speak to the medical team—”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

“Be that as it may, I’m not taking you unless they give me the go-ahead.”

“Chief. I’m fine.”

“We’ll see. I’m not going just yet. Get some rest. And some fresh underwear.”



An hour later, he and Mosi were flying south. The lush green landscape, blue-veined with the River Mieko and speckled red and pink with mycelial spores, sped by several hundred metres below the open landing ramp.

“Have you dealt with a body before?” he asked her.

“Not like this,” she replied, somewhat cryptically.

“I shot him in the head so … Well, it’s a mess, let’s just leave it at that.”

They arrived at the tower, not quite matching Gage’s frantic speed record from the night before. He had the ambulance circle the antenna a few times to check that there were no tygrosaurs trying to gain access to the module and the free meal inside, and then they touched down, scattering macropods like frightened birds.

They both stepped out, weapons pulled tight into their shoulders, scanning for warm bodies with their ints. Mosi circled round the back, wary but still moving with confidence; a few seconds later, her voice crackled in his audio implant.

“I can’t see anyone,” Mosi said.

“It’s clear here, too,” he replied, and let his weapon hang on its strap. He took a moment to look around, examining the empty landscape stretching for kilometres in every direction. He imagined secret camps of mercenaries concealed in the trees. One could hide entire armies in the endless forests of Xiadani. There could have been a million people over the horizon and he’d never know.

He approached the module door and opened it. Cold air cascaded out. The body was still there; a small quantity of blood had pooled and dried beneath the smashed head.

He crouched down. Nothing had changed about it, except—

He paused.

He stood, slowly.

“Huh,” he said.

“What is it?” Mosi asked him. He turned around; she was standing in the doorway, staring at the body.

He turned back in to the module. “I don’t…” He looked at the body again. “Hm.”

He turned to the module access panel. He didn’t want to interfere with any of the electronics until the North Star team arrived.

“Can you get the body bag, please? Then you can send the ambulance back for the techs.”

Mosi didn’t move. “What happened to him?”

“I told you, I shot him. Mos: get the bag; then you can send the—”

“Cruiser back for the techs, yes,” she said, snapping out of it, and headed back to the ambulance.

Cyprian eyed the heavy grey clouds above. Then he turned back in to the module, and to the access panel. Despite his misgivings, he interfaced with it and checked the logs, but there was no sign of anyone else having been here since his last trip.

He frowned, and looked at the body again. He shook his head. There was something about its positioning which felt different.

“Wait,” he muttered to himself. He opened up his photographic logs of the crime scene on his int and examined the pictures. He toggled between the photos and the scene before him, until he had convinced himself that the right arm of the corpse had been moved. Someone or something had moved it inwards, so that it was flush against the body.

Cyprian examined every square centimetre of the module for any signs of further interference, but there was nothing. The temptation to doubt the evidence was a strong one. Perhaps the man’s muscles had spasmed or contracted randomly as he had decayed, pulling the limb in. But surely not that strongly?

No. The mercenaries had been back, and had been careful—though not careful enough—to conceal their return trip.

Cyprian let out a heavy sigh.

“Something the matter?” Mosi asked as she reappeared with the body bag. Behind her, the ambulance sped away to collect the North Star team from Madina.

It was funny; Cyprian’s very first instinct was to keep his thoughts to himself. To conceal the information, rather than share it. To suspect Mosi, rather than confide in her. He was still struggling to uncouple himself from Pater Aeternus and its modes of thinking.

“That man has been moved,” he said, pointing to the corpse.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I think his colleagues returned at some point this morning to finish whatever it was these three morons started.”

There was an uneasy silence as Mosi, too, examined the surrounding landscape. “Do you think they are watching us right now?”

“Maybe.” He took the body bag from Mosi. “Give me a hand with this. He’s not too ripe, but be careful with the head.”

They packed the body into the bag. Cyprian admired Mosi’s determination. The corpse remained intact as they zipped it away and set it to one side. Then they went and sat on the lip of the promontory, waiting for the techs to arrive and watching for tygrosaurs.

“How was it? On Munir?” Cyprian asked her after a while.

“What do you mean?”

“You asked me how it was in Kada Gamar. What was it like on Munir?”

Mosi seemed to give the question some actual thought before she answered. “Quiet. But quiet in a good way. I wasn’t born on Munir, so I know how … loud it can get.”

Cyprian smiled sadly. After a lifetime of curating one’s own thoughts and speech, it was a difficult thing to talk freely, even in a permissive environment. Sometimes Cyprian wondered whether they would ever get used to it, or whether it would be up to the next generation of Gabrielans to truly enjoy their freedom. To appreciate it.

“Leonis?”

She shook her head. “Mondari.”

“Hm. I don’t know it.”

“You wouldn’t have heard of it. It was pretty big, though. A population in the tens of millions.”

“You have family there?”

“Had. There was a plague. Inmaculada virus.”

“Ohhh, I think I do know about that.”

“Yeah. The governor didn’t…” She trailed off. How many more people had died or been imprisoned, Cyprian wondered, for criticising the Decurion response to the virus?

“He fucked up.”

Mosi guffawed at this profound heresy. “Yeah. Big time.”

“What a cunt.”

Mosi looked sharply at him, wide-eyed. “You can’t—”

Cyprian shrugged. “Can’t what? We’re on Gabriel now. We’re citizens. I can call them whatever I like. I can call President Fuller a cunt if I want.”

Mosi looked at him agape—and then, slowly, like a dam crumbling, her features transformed from incredulity to laughter.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?”

Mosi had a great laugh, a rich belly laugh punctuated by great pig-snorts which made Cyprian laugh—and in turn made her laugh harder.

“They were cunts!”

“They were.”

“All of them. All of them. Stupid, too. Cruel, and useless. Dreadful, awful men.”

“Let it out.” Cyprian had to force himself to smile, even though his brain was playing him a slideshow of psychopathic Party men performing acts of incredible violence.

By the time the North Star technicians arrived, Mosi was wiping tears from her eyes.

“Listen to me,” Cyprian said before the technicians exited the ambulance. “It’s nice, isn’t it? To be able to say what you want? To be able to do and think what you want?”

Mosi nodded, the smile slowly fading from her face.

“I want you to remember this feeling. No one is listening to us, no one’s making sure that what we say is acceptable, or correct. No one’s going to get shot in the back of the head for being rude about the government. Remember this feeling. Now look at this guy.” He nodded to the bagged corpse. “These mercs want to destroy all of it. Everything we’re building here. This is what we’re fighting for. That feeling of freedom. There’s nothing like it, is there? It’s almost impossible to get used to it.”

Mosi nodded, her expression solemn.

“This is what’s at stake. So, remember it. Remember how important our job is. Understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good.” Cyprian stood up as the two technicians approached in their hi-viz-orange outfits. “Now, let’s find out just what the hell is going on here.”



After several long hours of exhaustive diagnostics—and physically deconstructing the tower module—the technicians gave him the bad news.

“It’s a monitor program,” the older of the two techs said, holding up a sensor blister no bigger than Cyprian’s pinkie nail. He had to shout to make himself heard over the crackle of raindrops on ponchos; an early-afternoon downpour was making its presence felt.

“A hack?”

“Yeah. A data logger on the cruiser network. A good one, too.”

“Let me see that.” Cyprian took the offending blister. It was nothing, a black disc. He could have spent a thousand years searching the module and thought nothing of it.

“It just … what? Tracks everything?” he asked.

“All data passing through the network. It’s a backdoor into Madina’s brain.”

“Could they have accessed the capitol files?”

The tech shook his head. “No. That’s on a separate net.”

“I’m keeping this,” Cyprian said.

“Sure. It’s inert though. Self-wiped. Probably remotely.”

Cyprian pocketed the monitor. “Those scanners of yours; could they have missed something?”

The guy shrugged. “There’s nothing on the market better than what we have.”

Cyprian blew his cheeks out. “And everything is secure?”

The man nodded. “Whatever they were trying to do, you got here before they could do it.”

Cyprian paused, but it was Mosi who asked the question. “What could they have done? I thought you said it was just a monitor?”

“Well, it is,” the tech said, turning to her. “But it’s what you do with the information, right?”

“Give us an example,” Cyprian said.

“Hell, I don’t know. You could turn off the CAS for all—”

“CAS?”

“Collision-avoidance system. For the autocruisers. But really you could attack any critical infrastructure. The monitor tells you how the information is gathered and processed. Once you know that, you can … you know.”

“Fuck it up.”

“Right.”

“But there’s nothing in there now?” Cyprian asked.

“No. We’ve put in an access logger—another one, more sensitive than the basic version. But the code itself is complete and reading as it should. I’ve reactivated the transmitter.”

“How long until the rest of the network is online?”

“It’ll be another few weeks before the global array is fully functioning.”

“Hm.” Cyprian cast one last look around. “All right. Thanks.”

“You bet.”

They closed and locked the module and returned to the ambulance. It flew the four of them back to Madina, and they landed outside the hospital in the late afternoon. Cyprian and Mosi climbed into his jeep, and he drove them back to the security headquarters. Inside, Gage was reclining with a cup of coffee and a pastry. With the excitement at a low ebb, he had returned to his first priority: to learn the Gabrielan criminal code and the extent of his fettered powers. That was something else they were going to have to get used to: the fact that as a police force, they were politically accountable and as liable to go to prison for overreach as anyone else.

“How’s it going, Jay?” Cyprian asked.

The man gave him a thumbs-up, his mouth full of pastry. He chewed and swallowed, and said, “Ready for the night shift, Chief.”

“Gonna crack some skulls?”

“Oh yessir, got my big stick.” He picked up his baton, which was laid on the table next to him, and brandished it like a sword. Next to it was his service pistol—serial number 001. “Madina’s got a new sheriff in town.”

“Please stop making that joke,” Mosi said.

“It’s not a joke. I am the new sheriff.”

“Who was the old sheriff?”

“Mr. Reis, of course.”

Cyprian looked up. “And what am I now?”

“Big Bossman. That’s all I know.”

“Good enough for me.”

Cyprian took his poncho off and sat down heavily in his chair. “All right. Everybody go away. I have a call to make.”

“Do you not need any help?” Mosi asked. From her expression, she had not expected to be dismissed, or at least not so abruptly.

“No. Not at the moment.”

“I was going to—”

“I don’t care what you do, just go and do it somewhere else.”

“Come on,” Gage said, pulling on his poncho and drawing his sheriff’s medallion out through the neck on its cord to hang against his chest. “You can come and walk around in the mud with me if you like. Wouldn’t mind the company. If your leg is up to it.”

Mosi shrugged. “Yeah, all right. Why not.”

“That’s the spirit,” Cyprian called after them as they left the module and closed the door.

His smile vanished. Once again he went to the chamber at the back, unshelved the hardened laptop, and made the off-world connection to Droor.

“We spoke to North Star,” he said quietly.

“Anything?”

Cyprian explained what had happened.

“Hm,” Droor replied once he had finished. “A sabotage attempt seems likely. If there was one, there will be others. You must remain vigilant.”

Cyprian massaged his temples. “So, what’s next?”

“I am expecting to speak to a contact this afternoon about ‘Nikandr.’”

“What are the chances of learning anything?”

“Very good, actually. If there is something to be learned, it will be from this individual.”

“When are you speaking to them?”

There was a pause. “In about two hours. Call me back in … six hours.”

“Sure.”

The channel terminated.

Cyprian hid the terminal; then he set an alarm on his int, and sat back in his chair.

“Just two minutes,” he muttered to himself, and closed his eyes.



Cyprian was jolted awake precisely six hours later by his int alarm.

“Shit,” he muttered, checking the time. It was late. Gage and Mosi had come and gone, judging by the mud and rainwater on the floor in the module’s main space.

Blearily he pulled out the hardened laptop from its hiding place again, connected the earpiece, and dialled in the connection. Droor answered immediately.

“It’s bad news,” he said, as though there had been no break in the conversation. “I have something else to be getting on with so I must be brief. Nikandr is a mercenary operation run out of Kokoro. They were engaged by a subsidiary of Titus Corporation about four weeks ago.”

“One of the five—”

“Arm’s-length companies which make up the ringfenced private-sector economy in the Empire, yes,” Droor said impatiently. “To cut a very long story short, this subsidiary, which is called Agata Minerals, hired Nikandr as private security for a mineral-exploitation survey on Gabriel. Do you have the mining contract for Agata Minerals?”

Cyprian shook his head. “No?”

“That’s because the contract doesn’t exist. This is a paper trail for Decurion consumption only. Agata Minerals is a front, a bank account with legs which holds slush monies confiscated illegally from Decurion deep-space privateering—among many other things. The money is used to fund all manner of operations within established and establishing colonies that exist under the administrative aegis of the UFN and the military protection of the Alliance.”

“So the Empire is coming for us?”

“Well. This is where it gets interesting.”

“Interesting is not a word I like to hear.”

“This is not coming from the Permanent War Council, because of course it isn’t, that’s Morozov, and he’s not about to shit where he eats. And even Kelsey at the Foreign Ministry doesn’t have that sort of reach. As far as I know—and I know—he’s got no interest on Gabriel at all, and never has.”

“Morita, then?”

“Whilst this certainly has Gerolf’s fingerprints all over it, the initiating funds actually trace to a private address in the Isolda Magro District. 118A Hodan Foley Road. Does that address ring any bells?”

Cyprian felt as though he had been slapped.

“That’s Bill Lang’s address.”

“It is indeed Mr. Lang’s address.”

“Father Eternal, I thought he was dead.”

“He is not.”

“I thought Morita killed him.”

“To the contrary. He has elevated him.”

Cyprian felt himself break out into a cold sweat. “What do they want?”

“I don’t know. That is the honest answer, and that is not an answer I give often. But the one which requires the least amount of supposition is that they are making some sort of move against Gabriel.”

“What’s Morita’s interest in Gabriel?”

“Morita is interested in my interests.”

“What’re your interests in Gabriel?”

“That’s a conversation for another time. What’s interesting is how close to the chest Gerolf is playing this, which suggests he is not ready to take on Morozov yet. Certainly not me and Morozov concurrently.”

“He’s using Lang as a puppet?”

“I believe so. Lang is a useful asset for Morita. He is unstable and unpredictable, and thus deniable. Even better, he hates you personally. Exactly the sort of man to hold a grudge—and who might attempt to strangle Gabriel in the cradle. Morita isn’t going to put his head above the parapet just yet, but he is happy to have Lang take a crack at you—and he’ll give him the money to do it. There’s probably been some re-education there as well, some conditioning, to husband Lang’s natural viciousness.”

“What are they going to do?”

He could hear the rustle of Droor’s jacket as the man shrugged. “Given what you’ve already told me, I’d guess an attack with more mercenaries. But that’s only a guess.”

Cyprian nearly smashed the small liquid-crystal screen in front of him. “We don’t have anything to stop that kind of assault.”

“Then my suggestion would be to accelerate any defence plans you do have. Lang was able to engage Nikandr right under my nose. I can’t be everywhere at once.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“I’m not helping you. I’m warning you.”

“Just what exactly is your game here?”

There was a brief pause. “That’s my biggest fear, Reis. That the time may soon be upon us where I actually tell you.”



Cyprian immediately got into a jeep from the motor pool, and in the pouring rain drove directly to the capitol. What he took to be a flash of lightning was in fact the blue-hot flash of a construction laser. He watched as it seared away a tumour of bioconcrete from one of the great grey planes currently gathering pools of monsoonal rainwater. It was certainly giving the drainage system a run for its money.

The capitol was dark and empty at this time of night, though there were a few lights on. Both President Fuller and Walzingham were given to working very long hours. He pulled up outside and was security-cleared by invisible terminals.

The capitol building had a small office currently dedicated to civil planning—something which would eventually be outsourced to a different building—and with his poncho dripping rainwater all over the lush, expensive carpets, he made his way directly to it. It was a small space, and contained very little in the way of hardcopy. In the centre of the room was a holo table, and a shelf containing magnetic scrolls for three-dimensional, interrogable engineering plans. He ignored all of these, and went directly to the pull-out interface and logged in with his security credentials.

“Sewerage … Surveys … no, M, M, M … Maritime, Meteorological, Migration … Mining.”

He opened the mining file, and scanned through the permits which had been granted. On-world mining was a useful and cheap way of getting metals to construction sites without having to import them or go to the time, effort, and expense of tethering an asteroid, though without a space elevator, getting the metals back into space made the process financially redundant unless one did it in vast quantities. Still, it was and had been a useful way to fund the construction of Madina and bring in potential migrants. Interplanetary mining companies were notorious for acting as migration fronts, since they covered the cost of interstellar travel. Technically they were breaking the law, but with a place as hungry for immigrants as Gabriel was, the government wasn’t going to do anything about it. It was one of those things, a bit like the United Church, that felt like sowing the wind.

Sure enough, there was no contract for Agata Minerals.

“Shit,” he said quietly, and cancelled the interface.

He made his way to President Fuller’s office at the other end of the building. The light was on.

He knocked on the door.

“Come in Mr. Reis.”

“Madam President,” he said as he entered, but his eyes fell on a woman sitting opposite Fuller’s desk. His int labelled her as GROUP CAPTAIN ZEHRA SUMMERS.

“Evening, Cyprian,” the woman said gregariously, standing and holding her hand out. Cyprian shook it, wrong-footed. She seemed effortlessly self-possessed, filling the room with an easy charisma that Pater Aeternus would certainly have ground out of her. But she was not from the Decurion Empire; she was from Umida, one of the oldest and largest industrialised UFN confederations.

“I have bad news,” Cyprian said.

“No other kind at the moment,” Fuller said.

“Drink?” Summers offered Cyprian, fairly presumptuously, he felt, since this was President Fuller’s office.

“I don’t drink anymore,” Cyprian said, a little more testily than he’d intended. It also wasn’t really true.

“Suit yourself,” Summers replied. She was wearing khaki shorts and a shirt with red epaulettes, a sort of relaxed military summer uniform. On her left shoulder was velcroed an embroidered patch, a yellow-framed blue triangle, with a picture of a macropod wearing a space-fighter helmet. When Cyprian looked at it, his int caused it to animate; the macropod turned to him and raised its middle finger, and the words GABRIEL 1ST ORBITAL INTERDICTION SQUADRON appeared above it.

“Cute,” he said, and pointed to it.

“Rather good, isn’t it?”

“And how long does it last?”

“What do you mean?”

“How long are you here for? You’re mercenaries, aren’t you?”

“Mr. Reis, I’ll thank you to lose the tone,” Fuller said like a weary schoolmistress.

“Oh it’s quite all right,” Summers said, sitting and reclining. “We’re all on the same team.”

“Hm,” Cyprian grunted. He sat heavily onto another chair in the office. “The men at the int transmitter. They were mercenaries from a group called Nikandr.”

Summers sucked her teeth. “Nasty outfit.”

Fuller looked over to him. “You’ve dealt with them before?”

“As a much younger woman. They are very good, very effective, very capable. And very ruthless. I know Johan Nikandr from back in the day. He was running special operations on behalf of Decurion client states for years. Propping up governments, suppressing coups d’état. Lots of psyops—terror stuff, false flags. He’s a real nasty piece of work.”

“Well, that’s great news,” Cyprian muttered. “I will have that drink, actually.”

“What’s the matter, Cyprian? What’s going on?” Fuller asked, pouring him an overlarge measure of brandy.

He accepted it gratefully and then sat back down. “It’s not so much Nikandr as who has hired them.”

“Who?”

“Gerolf Morita. Ultimately.”

“Not Morita,” Fuller groaned.

“He’s bad, is he?” Summers asked.

“One of the worst.”

“Shit.”

“Wait,” Fuller said. “What do you mean, ‘ultimately’?”

“When I was working in the Inspektorate, I had a junior partner called William Lang,” Cyprian said. “He was … well, he was an arsehole, not to put too fine a point on it. Last I saw of him, he was being dragged into the basement of the Interior.” He sighed. “It’s Lang’s name on the Nikandr engagement. The funds have come through a mining front called Agata Minerals. But there’s no question that he’s Morita’s puppet.”

“These bloody miners,” Fuller sighed. “They’re more trouble than they’re worth.”

“Agata is owned by Titus. It’s a slush fund, and a very well-endowed one.”

“Titus is an Imperial corporation,” Fuller said, brow furrowed.

“Titus, Agata—they’re just fig leaves. A paper trail to lead Imperial eyes to Lang in case the operation goes south.”

Fuller shook her head. “But what about Ruben?”

“Morozov doesn’t know about it. As far as I’m aware.”

Fuller was quiet for a moment. She turned and looked out of the window, across the construction sites of Madina. “What did these Nikandr mercenaries actually achieve? I think we have to assume for the safety of everyone on Gabriel that they are planning for an attack.”

“I agree,” Summers said.

Cyprian took a long draw of brandy. Ice cubes tinkled in the tumbler. “They implanted a tracking device into the network. A little monitor chip. It tracks all the data coming to and from the transmission tower, and because everything is networked, you can access just about anything connected to it.”

“Including the capitol?” Fuller asked, alarmed.

“Everything except that. That’s on a closed loop.”

Fuller was quiet for a few moments. “But they were planning some sort of sabotage?”

“I think we have to assume so, yes.”

“Did they do anything else?”

“No. Whatever it was, we got there just in time.”

Fuller looked out across the building frames, concrete plains, and construction rigs. “If they attack anything it will be some vital infrastructure. Anything to keep us from reaching the mandatory population goal.”

“Or to kill or displace the existing ones,” Summers said. “It wouldn’t have to be a full-on assault. Something subtle. Sabotage, some explosives.” She shrugged. “DAS.”

“DAS?”

“Directed asteroid strike.”

“Asteroid risk would have shown up on the system survey.”

“Directed asteroid strike. The system survey only predicts natural collisions.”

“The Empire is only as subtle as it wants to be,” Cyprian added.

“The point is,” Fuller said, “we need to prioritise and accelerate our defence plans. Group Captain Summers tells me that they will be able to detect any further landing attempts from the lunar base.”

Cyprian looked over to the group captain, who nodded. “That’s right,” she said.

“Is Dr. Kerr on-world? I’ve seen the barracks, but I don’t know if they’re up and running,” Fuller asked.

“Dr. Kerr and I are working on interoperability at the moment,” Summers said. “First Wing and the SCF.”

“The simian clone force?”

“Right.”

“And are they interoperable?”

“Well. We are working on it at the moment.”

“Work on it more quickly.”

“How long until we achieve recognition?” Cyprian asked.

“Another six months or three hundred permanent settlers, whichever comes first,” Fuller responded. She monitored the statistics constantly through a live feed permanently displayed on her HUD.

“In other words, not long,” Summers said.

“No.”

“Which means if an attack comes, it will be soon.”

There was a brief silence. “Well. We knew this would happen eventually,” Fuller said. “I suppose we should be grateful it is not an entire Imperial division and a fleet of warships.”

Cyprian, who found it startlingly easy to regress into hard pessimism, grunted. “Not yet, at any rate.”

“Not yet,” Fuller agreed. “Was there anything else, Mr. Reis?”

“Not at the moment.”

“You’ll let me know the second there are any developments?”

“Of course.”

“All right. Thank you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said, and left to make preparations for an attack.
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PREPARING FOR WAR



Katherine was jolted from her reverie by the jeep coming to a stop outside “the barracks.” It was a decent-sized module, probably the same size as her current official residence, but existing within a hardened shelter, a reinforced bioconcrete fortification covered over with earth. The whole structure was located on an embanked spit of land that jutted out into the River Mieko, seven kilometres away from the capitol.

Dr. Nalini Kerr was waiting outside for them, wearing a strange combination of shorts, T-shirt, and then a large waterproof poncho. Her feet and ankles were encased in huge heavy workman’s boots—an absolute necessity in the claggy earth of Madina—but had cat-patterned pink-and-white socks sticking out the top. It was a day of hazy white skies and intolerable humidity, with incessant rain showers. The air was filled with the burning smell of lasers trimming construction alloys.

“Dr. Kerr,” Katherine said, shaking the woman’s hand. “Sorry for turning up mob-handed.”

Out of the jeep climbed Lukah, Reis, Gage, Mosi, and Summers, and they all took a moment to shake hands and otherwise greet Dr. Kerr.

“Oh, no problem,” Kerr replied, though she looked a little flustered. “I was told by Mr. Reis that we might be, uh, winding up to full activation? Quite a long time before any of us anticipated?”

Katherine gestured to the barracks door. “Why don’t we talk inside?”

They followed her through the door. The interior of the module looked more like that of a starship than anything else. Dr. Kerr explained that it was because the modules were designed to operate both in space and on land, and were fitted with universal anchor points.

They arranged themselves around a table in a chamber that had a floor of metal grilling and walls of composite panels. Overhead, uncovered cables and piping lined the ceiling. The air was filled with a constant low hum which emanated from the gestation chamber next door.

“Tell me again how quickly the clones can be grown?” Katherine asked without preamble.

Kerr cleared her throat. “Well, normally we say forty-eight hours.”

“But on UFN Centre you told me it could be done in as little as twenty.”

“It has never taken longer than twenty to reach full maturation, no.”

“And are they fighting fit? As soon as they gestate?” Summers asked.

“There is a latency period—”

“A what? You didn’t mention this—” Lukah said, alarmed, but Katherine silenced him with a hand on his forearm.

“Just let the doctor speak.”

Kerr offered a nervous smile. “There is a latency period for orientation. The clones are geneered with many of the necessary behaviours, but we also run a cerebral imprintation afterwards to make sure they are able to follow orders. There is a margin of error there—”

“A margin of error?” Lukah cut in again. “You mean some of the clones fail?”

Of all of them, Lukah had been the most rattled by the news of Nikandr. Katherine was finding him difficult to deal with.

“Lukah, please,” she said, and gestured for Kerr to resume.

“We would expect to see one or two of the clones fail the imprintation,” she said. “Sorry,” she added, pausing to take a drink of water. “But that is normal—and it is in the contract.”

“How many can we expect per batch?”

“You—well, it’s however many you paid for,” Kerr said uncomfortably. “So in this instance, one platoon, which is forty simians.”

“And they can understand us? And take orders?” Summers asked.

“Absolutely.”

“They have the full range of communications equipment?”

“Yes.”

“Orbit capable sets?”

“They are functionally identical to those of the X17.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I ultimately work for North Star, and they manufacture and sell them to Colony Tactica.”

Summers snorted. “Righto. Excellent.”

Katherine thought for a moment. “If we activated them now, would there be any benefit to doing so? Would they need time to acclimate to Gabriel? Its terrain, the air? Madina?”

“They shouldn’t need to, in theory. They breathe the same air as us, though they can be outfitted with hermetically sealed combat suits as necessary. But with virtual-intelligence-assisted target recognition—what we call VITREC—really it’s just a question of locating the bad guys and letting the clones do the rest. All of this would be easier if the int network were up and running, but that’s not critical.”

“And if we did activate them—the clones—we would need to feed them and house them, et cetera?” Katherine asked, recalling their conversation in the UFNC convention centre.

“Yes. But as discussed they can be terminated at any time—although, then of course you don’t have any soldiers.”

Katherine sat back. “Isn’t that just…?”

“Just what?” Kerr looked nonplussed.

“Well, murder.”

“Oh. Well, no. I mean, I don’t know what the law is here, but most of the time it’s only murder if…” Now Kerr looked around the table, searching for an ally. “… it’s a human being, right?”

“But if they think and act and talk like humans, should they not ultimately be treated as such?”

The room was curiously quiet. It seemed no one was willing to grapple with this ethical conundrum.

“It helps if you think of them like biological machines,” Kerr offered. The atmosphere soured further.

“If these simians are going to fight and die to protect us, I think we can do a little bit better than ‘biological machines.’”

Lukah cleared his throat. “It’s certainly something we could look into legislating for.”

“Yes, I think we should,” Katherine said. She turned to Summers. “What about your pilots? Are they on Yalwa yet?”

“Yes,” she said.

“They are there right now? Ready?”

“Yes. We have a quick-reaction force on round-the-clock duty—that’s pilots physically sitting in cockpits. We keep about half the squadron on Yalwa at any given time; the rest are here on Madina. They have a max BTC time of twenty minutes. We’ve trained on that already.”

“BTC?”

“Bed-to-cockpit,” Summers said.

“It could be over in twenty minutes,” Katherine said.

“I agree. With an identified, imminent threat, normally we would put everybody on the base at all times. This will all get much easier once the deep-system monitor is up and running. Until then, it’s very difficult to get an early-warning system that is flawless without a huge number of interoperable service branches—army, navy, intelligence—working together. Even with my squadron on Yalwa, I couldn’t have guaranteed detection of a small number of skilled and determined infiltrators.”

“Why not?” Katherine asked. “I thought you could? Isn’t this what we’ve all just spent the last few days talking about?”

“It’s always easier to detect larger numbers of people,” Summer said. “Big ships and armies of thousands of men have very large electronic signatures which can usually be picked up by the right equipment even when they are cloaked. Just to make sure we are all on the same page, that is our speciality, and I have always made that clear. We are space fighters. We attack and destroy enemy ships in space. The Gamayun does have a ground-attack capability, and a very accomplished one at that, but it is not our primary mode of operations. We are not a counterinsurgency force. We don’t detect and arrest and prosecute saboteurs. We fight other ships.”

“Yes, I think we all get the point,” Reis muttered.

Summers ignored him. “A small number of men, one or two, utilising personal cloaking devices or meteorite-imitators, could be—for example—dropped from a very long way away and spend a few days cruising through the system. It’s a slow and highly specialised method of entry, and carries a huge risk of radiation poisoning. It’s also rather terrifying. But it is possible. For many groups I would say it is impossible. But Nikandr are very good at what they do. Having heard Mr. Reis’ account, and with no evidence of a larger Nikandr presence either on-world or in-system, that would be my guess. And if I’m right, then we probably wouldn’t have picked them up anyway.”

Katherine thought for moment. “Where exactly did you get this information from, Mr. Reis?” she asked him. “How did you find out about this Nikandr group?”

It was strange to see Reis wrong-footed; he so rarely was. But it was clear that he had not expected the question.

“Contacts within the Empire,” he said evasively.

“Yes, but who?”

He shook his head. “I really can’t say.”

His colleague, Mosi, looked at him, unguarded surprise in her features.

“What if I ordered you to tell me?” Katherine said.

Reis shook his head again. “I think even in a society of this nature, it is important that the President not be apprised of absolutely everything. For her own protection.”

“I don’t need you to protect me, Cyprian—”

“In this instance, ma’am, you do.”

Katherine felt herself begin to lose her temper. “Mr. Reis—”

“But I trust the information completely,” Reis added quickly, apologetically. “Completely.”

Katherine’s mind raced. The others around the table examined its surface. What to do? If she pushed him any further, he might just outright refuse. Then she would be forced to either back down, and look weak, or fire him—unthinkable in the present circumstances.

“We’ll discuss this later,” she said tightly.

“Of course.”

There was an awkward silence. She drummed her fingers on the desk, thinking. “We should speak to Morozov, as well,” she said eventually. “If this is an Imperial operation, he might be able to put a stop to it. That was the whole point of bringing him on board, after all.”

“Yes. I was about to suggest the same thing,” Lukah said.

“What would you like to do about the clones?” Dr. Kerr asked, correctly sensing that matters had progressed above her pay grade.

“Let’s leave them as they are now,” Katherine said. “Until we have more information. The last thing we need is forty gorilla soldiers running about the place with nowhere to eat or sleep or live. Group Captain Summers, Dr. Kerr, I’d like you to cooperate closely and come up with a comprehensive defence strategy. What are our weaknesses? What critical infrastructure should we be most actively guarding? Et cetera.”

Both of them nodded. “Of course,” Summers said. “Such plans already exist, in one form or another, but we can absolutely perform a comprehensive review.”

“Thank you. And I don’t think I need to tell you to move into an advanced state of readiness. If that means, Group Captain, putting the rest of your pilots on Yalwa, then please do it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

Katherine took a deep breath. “Fine. In which case, I have a call to make.”



In an unwelcome development—another in a long line of unwelcome developments—Morozov was in fact already en route to Gabriel. Out of a desire for secrecy, he had not made his plans known. Two days after the meeting in the barracks, his spaceplane was steaming on a landing pad and he and Colonel Barros were striding up the capitol steps with a confidence that belied their status as newcomers.

“Shit,” Katherine said. She and Lukah watched on a security feed as Morozov made his way through the building. “Shit shit shit.”

“Where the hell did he come from?” Lukah asked, chewing his lip.

“I don’t know,” Katherine groaned, quickly scrolling through a report on Barros’ activities over the past couple of weeks—namely the land clearance to the northwest. In fact, leaving aside these luxury residences, the unofficial Decurion embassy had been spectacularly unproductive, contributing nothing at all to the development of Gabriel as a colony and a nation.

She started as Morozov threw the door to her office open.

“Ruben,” Katherine said, affecting brightness.

“It’s a strange thing, isn’t it?” he said.

“Councillor General, I am—” Lukah began, holding out his hand, but Morozov breezed past him.

“Me walking in here like a supplicant.” He stopped in front of the east-facing window, surveying. Barros lingered at the door, scowling. “Me booking time into your diary. Me, the Councillor General of the Decurion Empire, commander of armies of millions of men. And you—” He turned briefly to Katherine, a lopsided smile on his face, making a show of looking her up and down. “—a housewife turned president of this … what, exactly? I must say, Katherine, the reports I have read have not pleased me.”

Katherine gritted her teeth so tightly she felt as though her molars might buckle. “I’m so sorry to hear that, Ruben. What is it that’s troubling you?”

He turned to Lukah. “Fetch me something to drink, will you?”

Lukah, who had assumed the position of Foreign Minister with great ease and who had enjoyed immensely the position of authority it had given him, visibly bristled. Still, he had the presence of mind to tolerate this insult to his pride.

“Of course. What would you like? Water? Tea, coffee?”

Morozov sneered. “Coffee, in this heat? Water, of course. And Colonel, you may return to your duties. If I need anything else I shall call for you.”

Colonel Barros saluted stiffly but unquestioningly, and accompanied Lukah out of the room.

Morozov rounded on Katherine. “What the fuck is going on here?” he hissed. “You told me this place was going to be made in the image of Pater Aeternus. How the fuck are we going to present this place as an Imperial client state? Where is the stratification? What the hell is a ‘Bill of Human Rights’? Where are all of your security forces? The police? The National Service? The Inspektorate? These things should have been established as a matter of priority! And what, in the name of Father fucking Eternal, are these buildings? Good god, ugly monstrosity after ugly monstrosity, great twisting towers of glass and osteo-resin. Where are the statues? Where is the stone? What message are you sending with this?”

“Ruben, about fifty percent of the colonists are from Munir. That’s a Decurion planet. You brought them here. It’s the people that make a nation, not its buildings.”

He waved her off rudely. “Don’t give me that,” he muttered angrily. “We had an agreement. An understanding. I know that you remember it. I can’t—I cannot sponsor this, Katherine. Do you understand me? This place, this society, this … whatever you want to call it, it is heading in entirely the wrong direction.”

“Ruben,” Katherine said again patiently. “It is ten square kilometres of turned earth. We need to just concentrate on getting people here. And I can’t entice people to Gabriel if—”

She stopped, catching herself. This was dangerous territory. Six months of being on-world, talking about the many constituent parts of a democracy—human rights, liberty, political representation, a constitution—had made her lax in both thought and deed.

“If what?” Morozov asked.

She cursed herself and her naïveté. Why had she ever thought he was anything except a true believer? She had long banked on his political exposure and his own desire for secrecy to keep him from making too much fuss, too much noise when it came to Gabriel. Now she realised that she had, after months of being surrounded by none except the disaffected, conflated the man’s self-preservation instinct with a disdain for Pater Aeternus itself.

She had to stall him. To tell him any old rubbish. She just needed to get him out of the office.

“We have to entice people here, Ruben. We have to tell them that on Gabriel they will have good lives. They have to believe it, or they won’t come.”

“They will believe what we tell them to believe. I should uproot another outlying system. Some good Decurion stock. Munir obviously wasn’t enough, the population is still too dilute. Another few hundred citizens will turn the tide of public thought.”

Katherine tried to quash a feeling of rising panic. “We have projected organic growth that puts us at well in excess of the necessary population for UFN recognition. We don’t need another great dump of people. People are already being born here—”

Morozov shook his head. “It’s not good enough. Why should the ruse of a Bill of Rights entice people? Why go to these lengths at all? You will do nothing except invoke the ire of the UFN if after you have achieved statehood, you tear up your constitution and begin social stratification.”

Katherine, who had absolutely no plans whatsoever to begin social stratification now or at any point in the future, struggled to contain herself.

“I suppose we shall have to rethink the wording of it,” she said tightly.

“Never mind the wording of it, just bin the whole thing. I will see if we can scrape some more miners and farmers and surveyors. These people go missing all the time in cosmic disasters and accounting errors. A stroke of a pen and it is done. And set me up an office like this one. Better still, make this my office. You aren’t going to need it for much longer.”

Katherine had never experienced such a feeling of crushing, helpless anger. She realised in that moment that she would sooner die. She would rather, genuinely, die than leave her people in the hands of Ruben Morozov.

“You aren’t going to be here very often,” she said. What a facile argument.

“I am going to be here more frequently going forward,” Morozov said dismissively.

In the face of Morozov’s implacable authority and hostility, Katherine found herself regressing—and regressing quickly. Once again she felt like a foolish housewife, an impostor, a child playing at an adult’s game. An entire life was a difficult thing to unlearn.

“There’s a threat,” she said quietly. One last roll of the dice. Where was Lukah? Why hadn’t he returned?

“What sort of threat? What are you talking about?”

“There’s a group of mercenaries called Nikandr. They tried to sabotage one of the int network towers.” She dared not mention Morita. If Morozov learnt that the Interior Minister was sniffing around, he’d burn Gabriel to the ground and run.

Morozov’s sneer evaporated. He straightened up, thinking, as though in bending forward he had rattled a thought loose. “I know them. What were they doing?”

“As I understand it, hacking into our communications. We are still looking into it.”

“We? Who’s we?”

“My security team. You remember Mr. Reis.”

“Oh. Yes,” Morozov said dismissively. He thought some more, examining the rainswept capital through the window. After a few moments’ silent reflection, he looked at her. “Who hired them?”

Katherine’s mind raced. What to say? Cry ignorance and he might seek to bolster their intelligence apparatus with Decurion people. Say too much and he’d fold the entire colony.

“Seems to be just an opportunist. We were warned there would be many such attempts.”

“Hm,” Morozov said, nodding. “There probably will whilst the place is in its infancy. Still. I knew Johan Nikandr, back in the day. He’s not cheap.”

“They were hired and funded through a mining front. A slush fund—”

“A slush fund?” Morozov asked, quirking an eyebrow. “What do you know about slush funds?”

“Not much,” she said truthfully.

Morozov thought some more. “I wonder if it would even be a bad thing,” he muttered darkly. “Letting Nikandr put the torch to this place. This … this is not what we agreed on.”

Katherine’s mind raced. What to do, what to say? Everything was a hostage to fortune. She decided to strike an affable, contrite tone. “Nothing has changed. The long-term plans remain the same. I’ve just had to compromise a few things in the short term. Apologies, Ruben. I thought we were on the same page.”

“There is only one page, Katherine.” He thought for a little while longer. “This business with Nikandr … you need to get to the bottom of it. Quickly.”

“We are working round the clock to—”

“I shall speak to my contacts. See if I can call Nikandr off. And in the meantime, a division of men from the Imperial Army ought to do the trick. I’ll relocate them here, with their families. Not just as a garrison. Hm. Yes. As citizens.” He seemed to warm to the idea. “I shall make the necessary arrangements.”

Katherine’s vision was fading in the peripheries. It was all slipping through her fingers. She was going to lose after all.

“We already have a defence force—” she started, but Morozov emitted an enormous belly laugh.

“A few fancy starfighters and a bunch of armed gorillas?” He laughed again, a hearty, spiteful sound. “Come on, Katherine. The salesmen at the arms fair took you for a ride. No, I will get some soldiers here. It may take a week or two. We shall just have to be vigilant in the meantime. Probably worth halting construction and landing permits for a fortnight, just so we can weed out any saboteurs. I find the boldest measures are often the most effective.”

Katherine felt her fingernails biting into her palm.

“Perhaps you are right,” she said.

Morozov chuckled. When he spoke, there was an edge to his voice. “Perhaps? Perhaps? I am the governor of this client state, President Fuller. I know that my position is relegated to éminence grise for the moment, but these are not suggestions. I am not an adviser, like your little lapdog out there. Oh, don’t look so glum, Katherine. I know you have grown used to running your queendom here. Better that we reacquaint ourselves with the true nature of things now than have a messier encounter down the line. I’m afraid you’re going to have to endure a little bruising of the ego, but which of us does not?”

Katherine could only nod dumbly, all thoughts escaping her except one.

Ruben Morozov needed to die, and he needed to die soon.
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LEAVING LEONIS



Julian had long expected some sort of abduction, a desperate, middle-of-the-night black bag, a wrestled-into-cable-ties-and-pistol-whipped sort of affair. Instead, he was awoken from a very deep sleep by a leather-gloved hand being pressed firmly over his mouth.

“Stop it,” the masked man admonished as Julian began to thrash and cry out. “Be quiet.”

Julian stopped, and was quiet. Next to him, Kamilla stirred, but did not wake up.

“I’m going to remove my hand. Do not scream, or I will shoot you.”

Julian nodded. The hand was removed. He blinked into the darkness, trying to make out the face of this midnight interloper. But of course, he knew.

“Listen to me carefully,” Jaroslav Droor said. “It’s time to go. You have exactly two minutes to get dressed and put your shoes on. Bring a jacket.”

“But it’s summer?”

“Not where we are going.”

Julian turned to Kamilla, but Droor grabbed him by the upper arm.

“No,” he said. “She will be taken care of.”

Julian shook his arm free and turned back to Kamilla.

“Don’t—” Droor warned, but she was awake anyway, jostled and jounced by the shaking of the bed.

“What the—” she said blearily, and then Droor leapt forward to slap his hand over her mouth, too. Julian, mistaking him, intervened by grabbing his arm, and there ensued a ridiculous tussle between the three of them. Most curious of all, there was not a host of Political Enforcement bodyguards to burst in and intervene.

“Father Eternal, just bloody shut up, both of you!” Droor snapped, stepping away from the bed and holding his hands up. “Julian, we have to go.”

“Where? Why?” Kamilla demanded.

“I can’t tell you. You’ll be kept safe. In six hours, someone from Political Enforcement is going to come and get you. They’re going to take you and your daughter away.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I can’t— I don’t have time to explain all of this.”

“I’m not leaving without Kamilla,” Julian said.

“I am leaving without Kamilla,” Droor said, producing a pistol. “I have passage for me and one other person, and that one other person is not Ms. Makar.”

“Passage? I’m not—!” Julian shouted, but Kamilla placed a hand on his arm.

“Jules,” she said gently.

“Kamilla, we don’t have to do what these people say. It’s time for us to—”

“Jules.”

“—make a stand. I don’t care about living anymore. I finally get it. These people—”

“Julian.”

“—only think in terms of their power over you. They rely on you fearing for your life. I don’t care anymore, Kam, I don’t—”

“Jules!”

He stopped. He took a breath. “What?”

“I get it. I do. I know that you want to make a stand. But they will kill you. They will kill you. You are one of the best-known people in the galaxy. You have a chance to actually change something. Don’t squander it on Leonis. There’s no value in just dying quietly.”

“She’s right, Julian. You should listen to her.”

“Shut up,” Julian snapped. But she was right. It was a simple enough concept to grasp, and he had grasped it long ago.

He turned to look at Droor. “You guarantee that Kamilla and her daughter will be safe?”

“Julian, the biggest danger in Kamilla’s life at this moment in time is her affiliation with you.”

Julian’s hands closed into fists. “I don’t want to leave her.”

“It’s only temporary,” Droor said. He checked his watch ostentatiously. “We really need to go. Come on.”

“Go, Jules. I’ll catch up with you soon,” Kamilla said softly.

He agonised for several long seconds. Eventually, he pulled her into a fierce embrace, and whispered in her ear, “I promise, Kam. I promise. Whatever happens to me, for as long as I am alive, I will come back for you.”

“I know you will,” she replied. She almost made it sound like she believed it. Kamilla had long given up on any kind of happy conclusion to her existence in Kada Gamar, which made Julian all the more determined to give her one.

“Let’s go,” Droor said impatiently.



Men who had to have been from Political Enforcement, but who were wearing none of the uniform, met them outside the apartment block. They stood next to an autocruiser which was visibly marked as a taxi.

“Get in,” Droor said, and Julian did.

The taxi accelerated slowly and well within the speed limits dictated by the Mariasole Air Lane. Julian had never known Droor to adhere to municipal speed limits.

“What’s going on?” Julian asked as they sped over that dark artery of water. The city itself was conspicuously lightless. It was likely a deliberate blackout, the Eva Island power station engineers taking advantage of the summer heat.

Instead of answering, Droor handed him a pistol. It was small and very light, and could not have fired a projectile heavier than a couple of grams.

“It’s coded to your tags,” Droor said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Your locator chip. The pistol is coded to it. No one else can fire it except you.”

“What locator chip? Why have I got a gun? Who is going to be shooting at me?”

“Hopefully no one.”

Julian made a frustrated noise. “Are you going to tell me anything?”

“I’m not in the habit of repeating myself, so I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait for an explanation.”

“Where are we going?”

“Off-world.”

“Back to Trillia?”

“No. Somewhere else.”

“Why?”

“I need to take care of a problem.”

“What problem?”

“Katherine Fuller.”

“Who the hell is that?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Sir?” the driver said over his shoulder. Julian noticed for the first time that this nondescript man had a pistol strapped to his thigh. It was not the small, elegant, compact weapon that he had been given, either; it was an enormous weapon that looked as though it would punch a hole in a person’s chest the size of a dinner plate.

“What is it?”

“Eyes-on a likely tail.”

Droor turned. Julian did too. The air lane was relatively clear at this time of night, but there was one other autocruiser maintaining a fairly constant distance several hundred metres behind them.

“Keep it steady for now. We are going to hit the exclusion zone very shortly.”

The driver obliged. Julian looked out of the window; the ground was a very long way down. He did not fancy plunging into the Mariasole and sinking into its glacial depths until the car flooded or imploded or they simply died on impact.

“Take the WAD,” Droor said suddenly.

The autocruiser console chimed as the driver jinked a hard left, taking it suddenly down a new air lane that was visible only to the onboard computer.

Droor turned. The following vehicle performed a similarly harsh manoeuvre.

“Shit,” Droor muttered.

Another alarm briefly keened from the dashboard, before cutting out.

“Attempted interdict,” the driver said.

“What’s happening?” Julian asked.

“Be quiet,” Droor replied.

The alarm chimed again, and again seemed to be prematurely silenced.

“Come on,” the driver said. He seemed to be struggling with some of the controls.

“Is it a problem?” Droor asked. Julian noticed a bead of sweat, illuminated by the cockpit controls, trickle down the side of the minister’s face.

“Not yet— Shit!”

Something hit the side of the taxi with a very loud metallic clang. Julian shouted incoherently.

“Shut up!” Droor snapped.

The driver began to jink the cruiser left and right. Something bright and hot zapped past Julian’s window.

“Firing,” the driver said.

The autocruiser rumbled. Julian’s seat vibrated gently but persistently. He whirled around and looked out the back window. Flickering lines, like sparks, were emanating from some hardpoint on the back of the cab. The pursuing cruiser had turned off its headlights, and it was almost impossible to make it out in the midnight darkness.

He turned back and craned round the seats to see the screens in the cockpit. One of the displays was an infrared camera which was picking out not one but three cruisers, each being tracked by red square reticles.

“Who are they?” he asked, breathless with fear.

“Shh!” Droor hissed, waving him quiet. “Protocol Magnolia,” he said to the driver. “They’ll have the port locked down.”

The driver winced. “Are you—”

“Do not ask me if I am sure.”

The driver took a deep breath, and began to ease the stick back on the cruiser. It rumbled again with outgoing fire; one of the rounds seemed to connect with one of their pursuers, for there was a brief flash and what looked like a cloud of debris.

Julian yelped as another series of very loud clattering thumps smacked into the right side of the autocruiser. Whatever this vehicle was, clearly it had been heavily reinforced.

“I don’t like it when they stop trying to be subtle,” Droor said. “It means they have permission.”

“What are you talking about?” Julian asked, unable to focus on anything except the extreme mortal danger he suddenly found himself in.

“Father Eternal, Yashego, you are good at racing, but you are certainly not good at thinking.”

They were both pressed back into their seats as the driver increased their speed and attitude. Gone was any pretence of this being a routine taxi journey to the spaceport. Now they were fleeing.

Their pursuers responded in kind.

“Shit!” the driver shouted, wrestling the control column inexpertly. Several glowing rounds zipped past them, and then one struck the window on the driver’s side, smashing it. Hot night air and shattered glass exploded into the cockpit. The driver clutched his neck; arterial blood hit the ceiling. The driver lurched into the yoke, and Julian and Droor grabbed any handhold they could as the autocruiser pitched down. In the space of an eyeblink they were vertical and heading for the Mariasole.

Julian swore endlessly as he unstrapped himself and pulled himself forward, gripping the control stick which was now slick with blood. He yanked it back, and the autocruiser levelled out, and he slipped into the front passenger seat and grabbed the second yoke there.

“Where are we going?” he shouted over the roar of wind and the frantic spluttering gurgle of the dying Political Enforcement operative.

“There’s a secret accessway four kilometres up the orbital tether!” Droor shouted.

Julian pulled back on the stick and rammed the throttle forward—just in time, as several crisscrossing lines of tracer fire hissed through the air in their wake.

“Who’s chasing us?!” he shouted. He was calmer now that he was in control.

“Morita!” Droor shouted back, looking around as if the Minister of the Interior himself were clinging to the autocruiser’s chassis.

The orbital tether loomed gigantically out of the Igor Sterling Interplanetary Spaceport. The port had its own power supply and was one of the only sections of Kada Gamar that was still lit. The tether itself was marked with rings of red warning lights that stretched infinitely upwards.

Another shot smacked off the rear of the cruiser. Julian quickly interrogated the vehicle’s firmware and performed several quick and—for him, at least—simple pieces of electronic jury-rigging that removed the engine limiters and turbocharged them. Then he yanked out, quarter turned, and cocked several emergency-yellow handles on the roof which activated the cruiser’s air brakes, and suddenly they were hugely outperforming their pursuers to the point where, according to the infrared cameras, they left them behind entirely.

“How did you do that?” Droor asked.

Julian wasn’t paying him any attention. Next to him, the Political Enforcement operative let out one last large rattling breath, and died.

He turned back to the altimeter. They were at thirty-five hundred metres now and climbing fast. The dashboard came alive with more warning alarms. For obvious reasons of safety, there were vigorously enforced exclusion zones around the spaceport and the tether, and it seemed like not even the surpassing electronic-warfare abilities of the Political Enforcement cruiser could overcome these interdiction orders.

Julian gasped as the control column lurched free of his grip as though it had been yanked by a strong arm. All of the dashboard screens were filled with the same message:

!RESTRICTED AIRSPACE!

!TURN BACK!

!RESTRICTED AIRSPACE!

!TURN BACK!

!RESTRICTED AIRSPACE!

!TURN BACK!

“What now?” Julian demanded.

“I’m thinking!”

Julian looked back at the screens, and then out of the windows. In the dark distance the pursuers approached, untroubled by the interdict. Something about it seemed so … unfair.

“Turn on the comm,” Droor snapped.

“What?”

“Oh for— Get out of the way.”

Droor leant forward and stabbed a button with his finger, opening a channel to the spaceport.

“This is Jaroslav Droor, Minister of Information. Get rid of this interdict right now,” he snapped to the spaceport controller.

“Uh…” came the reply. “I’m not authorised to—”

“Get rid of it right now. Do not make me repeat myself.”

“I’m sorry, Minister, there is an APB here which is quite, uh, strongly worded—”

“Right. I have in front of me your information,” Droor said. Julian looked at the computer screen, but nothing had changed. “I am going to find every single member of your family, and one by one, I am going to have them re-educated and sent to the front lines. Do you understand me?”

Julian gritted his teeth. For once he didn’t care about these monstrous threats. He just wanted to survive. It was incredible how quickly his moral code could evaporate when his life was in danger. He would have done just about anything to escape.

The air controller began to cry. “Please, Minister, if I lift the order—”

“If you don’t lift the order, they die. Horribly. I will make it my life’s purpose to punish you. I will turn every single one of the state’s organs to your and your loved ones’ excruciation. If—”

The autocruiser leapt suddenly and nauseatingly upwards as the interdiction order was lifted. Droor cancelled the comm, utterly untroubled by the ghoulish threats he had just issued, and sat back. “There,” he said, pointing. There was a tiny service access point on the side of the orbital tether, visible only to a practised eye. Julian made directly for it. Droor reached across the body of the dead agent and opened the door—no mean feat given their pitch and speed—and pushed his body unceremoniously out of the cruiser. The cruiser lifted once again with the sudden reduction in weight. Droor clambered into the man’s blood-soaked seat and began programming the cruiser’s autopilot feature. Julian briefly looked away from the windshield to see the words SELF-TERMINATE appear on the screen, and a trajectory on the topographic overlay which took the vehicle into the Azadian Ocean.

“Let go of the stick and get in the back on my side,” Droor ordered. Julian did as he was told. “You are going to have precisely two seconds to get out of this car.”

The autocruiser pulled up next to the enormous edifice of the orbital tether, where the access hatch was. “Now!” Droor shouted. They both flung open their doors and jumped. Julian’s heart lurched as a powerful gust of cold wind nearly blew him completely clear of the service platform and treated him to a four-thousand-metre drop through the darkness; and then, gasping for breath and sweating and so charged up with adrenaline that he felt as though he was going to puke, he felt the hard metal grille beneath him.

The autocruiser picked up speed and jinked away into the darkness ahead. He and Droor watched as the remaining pursuers zipped straight past the tether and continued to give chase to the now-empty vehicle. The Interior cruisers’ mounted weapons fired incessantly—blisteringly loud in the open air—and Julian gripped the railing, waiting for the inevitable explosion of their vehicle. But Droor grabbed him and dragged him inside.

“No time” was all he said.



Julian had expected to stagger into a vast hollow tube like an enormous elevator shaft. Instead, they came into a thin accessway that was fire-gated both several hundred metres above and below. Spirals of dull emergency lighting plunged fractally in both directions.

The tether creaked and groaned enormously and made distant and ominous noises. There was something inherently wrong about being in this space. This was the preserve of vast, indifferent machines and their automated technological overlords. This felt like being a dormouse in a giant’s kitchen. If Julian had been given any time to dwell on it, it would have been a strange and haunting experience.

But he was not. Droor was dragging him by the forearm through a sealed hatch, what looked like an airlock—and transpired to be—and then they were through the other side and into a small engineering elevator. It had the shape and feel of an escape pod, and the semiotic standard to match. Julian had assumed that the orbital tether was simply one large platform; he hadn’t considered for one moment that there might be smaller secondary platforms arranged in a ring around it. But of course, why go to the time and expense of creating such a tether and then limiting it to a single point of ascension?

Droor did not speak to Julian as he fussed around the pod. After pressing a series of buttons, he lifted a clear plastic flap and pushed a large red handle to the “ascend” position.

They ascended.



Julian was no stranger to spaceflight—he had toured a dozen planets racing for Trillia in the GHL—but with the crash in adrenaline after the chase, he was feeling sweaty and nauseous and his heartbeat was irregular.

Once they reached the orbital terminus, Droor opened the hatch and they exited into a tunnel lined with grab handles and rimed with ice. Now Julian could see why Droor had told him to bring a jacket.

Droor seemed to know these service tunnels well. He pulled himself along with practised ease until they eventually came to a hatch which led into the tethered port proper. Even this structure was not well populated, despite it being the main interstellar anchorage for Leonis.

Here were screens masquerading as large windows, affording Julian incredible views of the planet and the surrounding port structure. Unconstrained by gravity and with no need or desire to conform to any aesthetic standard, the anchorage was a massive three-dimensional tangle of unclad girders, docking proboscises, and ships. Civilian mass conveyancers loaded with thousands of intermodal containers, luxury intersolar yachts, and the great grey bulks of Imperial Navy warships, bristling with guns and pre-emptively marked with enormous invasion stripes and numerical identifiers.

Droor spoke to a succession of officials. Julian waited for bullets to start flying, but it never happened. These people either didn’t know what was happening, had been bribed, or were Droor’s agents. Either way, after about twenty minutes, they were climbing down another shaft at the extremity of the anchorage and pulling themselves onto an uncrewed five-hundred-metre intersolar freightliner.

“This way,” Droor said, leading Julian into the life-support compartment. Inside were storage berths for eight people, and Droor activated two of them and gestured for Julian to get in one.

Julian hesitated.

“You think I’m going to kill you now, after all this?” Droor snapped. He looked exhausted. It was easy to forget that he was not a young man.

“Where are we going?”

“Just get in. We need to go. Or do you want to get caulked by one of those frigates?”

There was no anger—or even irritation—in the man’s voice. There wasn’t even an implied threat. He had expended the very last of his energy reserves.

Julian felt as though he had more agency in that moment than he’d had in the previous year, and yet none of the will to exercise it.

“I’m not killing anybody,” he decided on eventually.

“Oh, just shut up and get in.”



The next thing Julian knew, he was being thrown about violently in a chair.

“Wha—?” was all he managed as he struggled to open his gummed-up eyes. All he could hear was the whine of engines and the rattle of metal against storm-jostled airframe.

“Gnnn—” he moaned, trying to speak. His eyes opened. He felt straps biting into his shoulders and thighs—a five-point harness, a large metallic quick release nestled into his gut. Straps of hard, tough fabric and a head restraint around his forehead, chafing his skin.

The shrieking protest of engines and a stomach-dropping lurch.

The hard, crackling patter of heavy rain.

The dull ambient glow of an instrument panel.

“Where—” he tried again, and the word was jolted loose in a sharp exhalation. G-forces tugged his blood into his legs. His vision faded, and he—

—came to again. An extraordinary vista of cumulonimbus clouds and great electric threads of lightning. Wind-driven rain smacked into the shuttle, making a sound like ball bearings rattled in a tin. They were descending so fast it felt uncontrolled. Next to him, he saw Droor, clad in a set of black overalls, black gloves, black boots. A pistol was strapped to his thigh.

Julian felt profoundly nauseous, though it was nothing to do with the descent and everything to do with the post-storage sickness.

Eventually the shuttle broke through the floor of cloud cover. Below them stretched an enormous circle of mud and bioconcrete ten kilometres wide, one from which the very beginnings of a city were emerging. He could see nascent streets and building frames, and an army of construction robots and workers.

The shuttle put down on a broad and empty pan of mud, which it sank into, much to the annoyance of the nearby construction workers.

Droor did not wait for Julian. He punched the harness quick release and threw the straps aside, and flicked the lower-ramp switch. As soon as it opened, warm, strange-smelling air and water burst into the hold and soaked the inside of the shuttle immediately.

“Where—?” Julian murmured, still insensible. He unstrapped himself with some difficulty and staggered after Droor, his legs weak and feeble.

He staggered onto a large blue plastic grille that had been laid to provide a stable walkway. He was soaked by the rain. Construction workers in high-visibility orange overalls with their robotic companions approached, gesticulating angrily at the shuttle, but Julian ignored all of them. Already he was finding it difficult to keep up with Droor; they had landed at night-time, and in spite of the floodlights, the man blended into the shadows remarkably well.

“Wait!” Julian croaked. After several long minutes of walking, Julian saw, sitting on an enormous public square, itself forming the flat top of a stepped pyramid, a huge palatial structure that looked as though it had been lifted directly from the Central Government District of Kada Gamar and airdropped into this place.

His eyes un-gummed enough to see a lithe black shape moving up the steps.

His hands bunched into fists.

He lurched after Droor, a sudden burst of energy infusing him. He surmounted the slippery marble steps with difficulty and limped into the building. It was dark inside, and quiet.

He followed the trail of wet, muddy footsteps across what was a plush blue carpet, up a grand central staircase, across a mezzanine hemmed in by an ornate balustrade, and then into a long corridor lined with enormous glass windows looking out across the eastern aspect of the city. At the end of this impressive hallway was an office with the door ajar and the light on. He could hear voices emanating through the gap.

Droor was standing outside with his pistol drawn.

“What are you doing?!” Julian shouted.

Droor looked over to him and shook his head. Julian broke into a clumsy run.

Droor kicked the door open.

“Jaroslav?” he heard a woman’s voice say. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Droor raised the pistol.

A bloodcurdling scream penetrated the night air.

The pistol fired once, an incredible flash and bang.

The scream stopped immediately.

Julian reached the door—
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Cyprian had never felt such a nauseatingly frantic sense of urgency before as he sprinted down the corridors of the capitol building. He held his shotgun up as though he were on a Ram raid. Behind him Mosi carried the security force’s Grendel. Their soaking ponchos left a snail-trail of rainwater on the already muddied carpet.

The alert had gone out only minutes before. Both Cyprian and Mosi had been in the security force’s jeep on the way back to the module when the wideband alert had come in, and immediately detoured for the capitol. Jayendra Gage was much further south attending to a brawl between two North Star construction workers, and was still en route.

Already Cyprian’s int had synced with Fuller’s, giving him a clear picture of the office’s occupants and their locations. It meant he had no hesitation in charging the door at full speed; the only identifiable weapon had been placed on the ground by the assailant.

Everyone jumped violently as the door crashed open and into the plaster behind, the handle breaking clean off. Blessedly, mercifully, the assassination attempt had failed. Katherine Fuller stood behind her desk, pale and in shock, but very much alive.

To his right were two men. The first he recognised immediately as Jaroslav Droor; the second he also recognised, though his presence here was much harder to compute, and it took him a moment to realise it was the famous hypersled pilot Julian Yashego.

On the floor, face down, and with a fist-sized hole in the back of his skull, was Ruben Morozov.

“What are you doing here?” he asked Droor.

“Oh, yes, I’m fine, thank you very much, Cyprian,” Fuller said, and then sat down heavily. Her face was red from where Morozov’s blood had sprayed her.

“Mr. Reis,” Droor said.

There was another silence.

“You killed Morozov,” Cyprian said.

“Shrewdly observed. I knew you were the right man for the job.”

“What do you mean by that?” Fuller demanded.

Cyprian gave her a sheepish look, but said nothing.

“Put him in prison,” Fuller said, pointing at Droor. “Arrest him and put him in prison.”

“We don’t have a prison,” Cyprian replied.

“Please, Mr. Reis,” Droor said. “You can put the guns down now.”

Cyprian turned to Mosi. She looked confused, but kept the gun up and trained on Droor.

“It’s okay,” Cyprian said, sighing.

“But he shot—”

“Mos—it’s okay.”

Mosi paused, but after a moment she let the Grendel hang on its strap.

“What’s he doing here?” Cyprian said, nodding to Yashego.

“I’ll explain in a moment,” Droor said. “Do you mind if I sit?” He sat. “I am quite exhausted.”

“Was he going to kill me?” Fuller asked quietly.

“Who? Ruben?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, very much so. Was he going to kill you right now? I don’t know. Even my timing is not that good.”

They all turned as Walzingham appeared in the doorway. He looked at the body of Morozov first, and the slowly spreading pool of blood; then he looked at Droor, did a double take, and then looked with sudden and urgent concern at Fuller.

“Hullo, Lukah,” Droor said.

Walzingham cleared his throat awkwardly. “Jaroslav,” he said quietly.

Fuller paused wiping the blood from her face to stare at Lukah. “You know each other?” Then she turned to Cyprian, and nodded to Droor. “For fuck’s sake, you know each other too, don’t you?”

There was an incredible silence.

“Does someone want to explain what, precisely, the fuck is going on?” Fuller asked the room.

Droor nodded. “I will. But first, can someone please get me a drink?”



“Pater Aeternus is a cancer of the galaxy, and the Decurion Empire is its metastasis,” Droor said.

Cyprian had to stop his mouth from falling open. He looked over to Fuller, but her attention was fixed on Droor, as was Walzingham’s and Mosi’s. They were all sitting on chairs in a loose semicircle around him; so presented, it looked as though the man were hosting a seminar.

“On the birth of my first son, fifteen years ago, something in me changed.” He examined the drink in his hand, a charged glass of brandy. “A sense of … responsibility. If my brain is a computer, then the birth of my first son flicked a switch in it. A new program began to run. Responsibility. I suddenly had a stake in the world, in Leonis and the Empire and its future. Before, I was focused exclusively on my role within the Information Ministry. I was not the minister then, though I would be about three years later.

“I had never really thought of the people as people. The Empire thinks of people as resources, human resources. It is easy to think of a thousand men as a square, a literal square on a piece of paper, or on a screen. These squares are given a number, and aggregated into regiments and divisions and shipped off and sent away. They are never considered lives. It is difficult enough for a child to unlearn egocentrism as they mature in a forgiving and liberal environment. It is impossible to do it within Pater Aeternus. The conditions necessary for the Party to survive and thrive are antithetical to empathy. You can see it there every day, if you care to pay attention. Conformity, both visible and invisible. Singularity of purpose. Dedication to a cause—dedication to our Eternal Father. The disregard of the self, not in an altruistic sense, but in furtherance of the state. And of course—” He gestured to the corpse of Morozov on the floor. “—Ruben’s raison d’être: permanent war. Constancy and consistency of enemies both within and without. Monos, and an almost infinite number of enemies within the Free Nations. A Permanent War Council: it is the war that is permanent, not the council.

“When my first son was born, I did not change much, not immediately. I felt a sense of responsibility, as I have said, a responsibility to him, but to him within the context of the Party. I wanted him to thrive only insofar as it served Pater Aeternus, not insofar as it made him a mentally healthy child. I worried about him not because I was his father, not because I was concerned for his happiness as an end in itself, but because when he was ill, or when he was sad, he was unproductive. And unproductiveness is the greatest crime in the Empire.”

He paused for a moment, and took a sip of brandy.

“When my eldest son was four years old, he ate some of his mother’s food. The housekeeper had made Marta a meal, but Marta was pregnant with my second son, and…” He shrugged off this inconsequential detail. “She wasn’t eating anything that evening.

“My son saw the meal and took a sausage off the plate. He stole it. He stole it and he ate it and then he came to tell me. He looked so pleased with himself. I could tell he’d eaten something. He said, ‘Daddy, do you know that meal in the kitchen?’ I knew immediately what he was going to tell me.”

Another pause. Another sip of brandy. Cyprian tried to read the man. There was something about this story, as tangential as it seemed, that clearly affected him, though it was difficult to discern. If it was some sort of parable, then it was bizarre.

“And do you know what I did? I lost my temper. I shouted at him. I raged at him. This boy, this four-year-old boy, had taken a sausage—a sausage!—such an inconsequential piece of mischief. He was hungry and he had taken the food and eaten it. And all I could think about was how theft was punishable by death in the Empire, and that my son was learning theft, that most abhorrent of crimes. There was nothing more morally repugnant. I was terrified that there was some rot in his soul, terrified that even after all of his tuition in what was politically acceptable within the Empire, he had some incurable ethical malaise. To think that he would think that it was okay to steal food from his mother’s plate.

“So I ranted at him. I ranted and I raged and I struck him.”

Here he paused again. Was that the glistening of a tear in the man’s eye? Surely not. Droor was a ghoul, an automaton, incapable of emotion.

“My son, my boy. He just wanted to eat a sausage. What a silly, inconsequential trifle! He did not think he was performing some grave moral evil. Just a hungry boy being mischievous. I saw the look in his eye. He was happy one moment, and then the next he was terrified. The way his expression fell will be burned into my memory forever.

“Why am I telling you this story? Because I realised then, in that moment, that there is no world, no society, no structure of government, no political stratum, that should engender such behaviours. I should have played a game with my son, admonished him mockingly, chased him around the house and he would have laughed and I would have laughed. But that cannot happen on Leonis. It is not permitted. A world in which I must hit my son for stealing a sausage is a world that should not be permitted to exist.”

Droor sighed mightily. “Ten years later he was killed on Thane. A fourteen-year-old boy with a rifle. I had lost him long before then, emotionally, of course. He and all the rest of my sons were—are—Party paragons. It was thought that we as Ministers and Chancellors should set an example within the Empire, and send more of our children to the front lines. I think that was the last time I really tried to buy back in mentally, to toe the line. And in so doing I committed filicide.” He nodded to himself. “It is ironic that the Empire forces the act of childbirth and parenthood on us as citizens, and yet it was becoming a father that turned me against the Empire forever.

“After the death of my eldest I formed PDE—Pater Delendus Est. ‘Father must die.’”

“Wait,” Fuller said. “Wait. PDE. You formed them?”

“Yes.”

“I had that pamphlet. In my loft. That was a PDE pamphlet.”

“I know.”

Fuller seemed unable to compute what she was hearing. “You created PDE? You?”

“Yes. And with it, I began to undermine the Empire. In so doing I had to work twice as hard to maintain my cover. I began to commit acts of unparalleled savagery. I made every attempt to direct these acts towards the Party faithful, people who would never turn under any circumstances. True believers. There are plenty of them. But of course, I necessarily had to kill innocents to gild my subterfuge. I would tell myself it was for the greater good, but…” He paused. “I began to recruit bright young students to PDE. It was not difficult; as the Minister of Information, I had access to, or agents in, every seditious group on Leonis.”

“And that’s how you met Lukah,” Fuller said.

“Correct. As you have probably already guessed, your and Lukah’s encounter in the University library was not a coincidence.”

Cyprian watched Fuller look at her Foreign Minister with contempt. “So. I was right not to have trusted you.”

Walzingham smiled weakly. “I have lied to you, Katherine, but our motives were always aligned.”

“Oh! It was a white lie. You were lying to me about literally everything and working for the man who has made my life a living hell, but it’s okay because ‘our motives were aligned’! Of course! If only I had thought about it in those terms!”

Walzingham—sensibly, in Cyprian’s view—lapsed to silence.

“I am not your worst enemy, Katherine,” Droor said. “Morozov wasn’t even your worst enemy.”

“Just get on with your spiel,” Fuller muttered, eyeing the corpse next to her desk with disgust.

Droor sighed. “I have influenced the Empire in many ways. More often than not this has involved simply confecting charges against the most zealous Party adherents and having them murdered. But a little while ago I began to wonder if I could affect broader and more lasting change. I wanted to see if I could start changing the way people think. One of the core tenets of the Empire is how it treats outsiders. On the very best case, they are a maligned curiosity. On the worst, they are vermin which require eradication. So, I thought: What if I could show them something different? What if I could demonstrate not only that foreigners were just … regular people deserving of no more or less respect than any given citizen of the Empire, but also that they could even be better? Exceptional?”

“You’re talking about me,” Yashego said.

“I am talking about you. You wanted to know why I brought you in to race for Leonis? It was for two reasons: yes, because you were the best. But also because you were different. Because you were foreign. Because you were from Trillia, a Free Nationer. And yes, some people would hate you for that fact alone. But once you started winning, smashing the competition, raising the Leonian flag on the podium every fortnight, minds would start to change. Would they change immediately? Would they change permanently? Would the Empire suddenly become a place welcoming of the other? Of course not. It is about incremental change. If a foreigner can race for Pater Aeternus, what next? Perhaps a woman? Perhaps a mono? Perhaps one day we will do away with the classification of unproductives altogether! I was playing the long con, waiting patiently like a snake in the grass, changing minds so slowly and subtly people would not even know it was happening.

“And then—”

“Verner Briseis,” Cyprian said. It was as though they were all sitting around a table, poring over a puzzle, taking turns to place pieces.

Everyone turned to him. Droor’s lip quirked into a brief, humourless smile.

“Verner Briseis,” he agreed.

“Who’s that? Why do I recognise that name?” Fuller asked.

“He was the chief engineer of the Leonis hypersled team,” Yashego said, seeming confused. “He went…” He looked at Droor. “Missing.”

“Murdered, actually. By me. Well, not by me, but my men.”

“Why?” Fuller asked.

Droor blew out his cheeks. “Briseis and the rest of the Leonis racing team were of course not pleased that I had forced them to replace Iakob Valéria with Julian. Valéria was well liked, well known, and most importantly, a Leonian native. But he was not as good a racer.

“Gerolf Morita, quite correctly, suspected that I was up to something, and bent Briseis to the will of the Interior. I in turn suspected Gerolf had done so, so I had Briseis killed and waited to see what shook loose.”

“You couldn’t have just spoken to him?”

Droor scoffed. “Killing a person is often as much about sending a message as ending a life. Certainly, that is the case within the Party.” He shrugged, sipped his brandy. “Anyway. It was a miscalculation on my part.”

“And that was why he killed Gallego,” Cyprian said.

“Morita killed Gallego?” Yashego asked.

“Yes,” Droor replied.

“He was an asshole.”

“He was.”

“What about Morozov?” Cyprian asked.

“I was genuinely impressed with Ruben’s efforts,” Droor said. “For such a simple man, he actually provided a pretty effective aegis for you, Katherine. I of course seeded and steered and encouraged and assisted where possible, through Lukah, our broader PDE network, and my own contacts.”

“Encouraged? Your men came to my house and threatened me, Jaroslav.”

He chuckled. “And what did it do except propel you down the path? Fix you with contempt for the Ministry, for Father, for the Empire? I set a fire under you, Katherine!”

She turned to Walzingham. “And you were there. Waiting for me in the library. At my husband’s funeral.”

He nodded.

“Did you ever work for Godofredo Martens? Or was that a fiction, too?”

“I did,” he said. “But—well. I was a PDE plant.”

Fuller turned back to Droor. She looked at him with a mixture of contempt and self-loathing. “This entire time I’ve been nothing more than a managed asset. Did I have anything to do with the creation of this place?”

Droor sighed. “I am not seeking to make light of your efforts. It took a singular force of will to bring this about, to say nothing of a gigantic sum of money. But I, and poor old Ruben, have spared you a vast amount of pain. Did you really think Pater Aeternus would let you just take all that money and build this place? A democracy? And fill it with newly enfranchised monos? Gabriel is a hotbed of sedition and anti-Decurion sentiment. Your accounts could have been frozen, the money confiscated, you yourself tossed in a cell, never to see the light of day. All of these things would have been child’s play for the Empire. Did you not ever stop and wonder why it was so easy?”

“Easy—?!”

“Yes, damn you, easy,” Droor snapped. “What friction have you encountered? Who have you killed? Who have you threatened with torture and re-education and death? How many attempts on your life have there been? Gabriel exists because of me, Madam President. Me. You should be sitting there thanking me, thanking Lukah, thanking Mr. Reis, not looking at me as though someone has just piled a half ton of dog shit in this chair.”

Fuller opened her mouth to argue, and then closed it again. After a lengthy silence, she said with quiet anger, “I knew it was all too good to be true.” She looked up at him. “So, what will you do, then? Kill me as well? Come and sit in this chair?”

Droor looked around the chamber at each of its occupants in turn—Cyprian, Mosi, Walzingham. “Do you all think Ms. Fuller should be the President of Gabriel?”

“Yes,” they all replied immediately. Fuller, who looked to have been about to erupt with indignation, was visibly wrong-footed.

“See?” Droor said. He stood up and crossed the floor, and placed the pistol on the desk in front of her. “You are of higher value than you realise,” he said, and returned to his seat.

“What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Whatever you like, Madam President.”

Fuller rubbed her forehead and took a deep breath. “Why are you here? Not here in this office, but here. On Gabriel.”

Droor’s expression was one of ambivalence. “I am here for a variety of reasons, some selfish, some altruistic. The first was to stop Morozov and his idiots from doing what it was they were about to do.”

“Kill me.”

“Although I have absolutely no doubt at all that Ruben would have eventually been forced to have you killed, I don’t think it was an imminent risk. Unfortunately, I did not know he would be in here.”

“So there are some things you don’t know.”

He smiled briefly. “I could not, of course, permit him to see me and live. In any event, the much greater problem is Morita. You cannot grease any wheels in Kada Gamar without attracting the attention of the Interior. Morita has long known about your intentions and Morozov’s efforts to protect you from routine Party predation. But I fear that, just as I have my grubby fingers in his business, so he has his in mine. The death of Briseis, the premature closure of his homicide file off the back of an obvious fabrication, my involvement with Inspektor Reis, and my deflection, interception, and murder of Iakob Valéria—”

“Sorry, who?”

“The Leonian pilot I mentioned a moment ago.”

“What’s he got to do with anything?”

“What indeed,” Droor muttered, looking pointedly at Yashego. “The point is, it has all together led him to conclude—quite correctly—that I, too, am involved in this enterprise. And there is no one in this universe that Gerolf Morita detests more than me.

“Unfortunately for Morozov, he is a much softer target than me on account of him being moderately cretinous. I honestly don’t know what Morita said to Morozov, or threatened him with, but would I be right in guessing that he arrived recently and in a very bad mood?”

Fuller nodded. “He was definitely unhappy about the political direction of the colony,” she said. She looked at Walzingham. “Wouldn’t you say so?”

Walzingham nodded, clearly pleased to have been spoken to without contempt. “He was certainly angry. From what I understand from Colonel Barros, he was talking about changing the mode of government, essentially bringing it quickly and overtly within the Decurion fold. He has been much more circumspect in the past.”

“He was talking about settling a division of soldiers here,” Fuller continued. She turned to Droor. “Do you know if anything came of that?”

“Hm,” Droor grunted. “Seems unlikely. If he’s been here all week he won’t have had any way of getting those orders on to the Decurion net. There’s no linked array here. At least—not one that he has access to,” he added, looking at Cyprian.

“What do you mean by that?” Fuller asked.

Cyprian, utterly wrongfooted, could think of nothing to say. Instead he sat in silence, cheeks reddening.

“Might as well get it all out in the open now,” Droor said, untroubled by this particular conversational grenade.

Cyprian winced in anticipation of a volcanic tirade; but to his surprise, Fuller’s expression was one of weary resignation. “So that’s your relationship, is it? You’re a spy for him.”

“We work together to protect Gabriel,” Cyprian said.

“Is that so.”

“They had my children. What would you have done?”

She levelled a finger at him. “You told me you’d written them off. Erased them, mentally. That they were dead to you.”

“Of course they aren’t!” Cyprian snapped. “What sort of person could actually do that?”

“The sort of person created by Pater Aeternus,” Fuller shot back.

Cyprian rounded on Droor. “Tell me you got them out,” he said, terrified of the answer. “Tell me they’re free, you son of a bitch.”

“Yes, yes, I got them out,” Droor said mildly. “They are alive, and they are off-world. You will not be able to see them for months. And to be perfectly honest with you, Mr. Reis, you will not want to. They have been re-educated. They will hate you. It is perfectly possible to have them deconditioned with integrated biohardware technology, but that in itself takes time. Do yourself a favour, Inspektor. Do not see them now. You have waited this long. Wait a little longer.”

In the silence that followed, Fuller spent a few moments taking in the motley assemblage of people sitting in her office.

“Is there anybody here in this room who is not working for this man?” she asked eventually.

“Only you, Madam President,” Droor said. “And—I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Subira—” She cleared her throat, and tried again. “Subira Mosi.” She looked very uncomfortable.

“Subira. Hello.”

“Hello.”

Fuller regarded Droor with an unreadable expression. “You have no idea how often I feel I have no right to be here,” she said quietly. “I just know that I have to do something. Something good and right.”

“Well, that is the whole point of a democracy,” Droor said.

“What, that any idiot can govern?”

Droor chuckled. “No. That anyone can be given the opportunity to govern.”

“Now you sound like Lukah.”

“My dear Katherine, who do you think he learned it from?”

Fuller looked down at Morozov. “I really think we should do something about this corpse.”

“You still haven’t explained to me why we are here,” Yashego said. “And why we had to leave Kada Gamar under fire.”

“Because I failed,” Droor said simply. He was not embarrassed. There was no humility. It was a simple statement of fact. “I underestimated Morita. Or perhaps I overestimated myself. Of course, there is nowhere in the Empire I can go, and because I am a senior Party member, there is nowhere in the UFN I can go either.”

“Why not?” Fuller asked.

He chuckled. “Would you take in one of Pater Aeternus’ most hated enemies?”

“Well apparently I have!”

“Listen. I am not as radioactive as I seem. In fact, whilst one door has closed, another has opened. There is an opportunity here for both of us. You can help me, and I can help you.”

“It sounds to me like you have doomed us.”

“Listen. I know how Peter Aeternus works, better than anybody. They are going to try and crush you, and they are going to try quickly. Morita will see if Lang can do it with Nikandr first, but if he cannot, he will be much less subtle. But: they have a very small window.”

“Because the Empire likes to operate with plausible deniability,” Fuller said.

“Precisely. Very often when there are Decurion fingerprints on something—a brushfire war, an act of sabotage, an assassination—it is usually because they want their fingerprints to be on that thing. But it is not within the Empire’s interests to actually go to war with any great frequency, nor to quickly win the wars that it does go to. It wants to keep everyone’s attention focused on a few very manageable conflicts, long-established fights that aren’t going to upset the broader political balance within the galaxy. In order to do that it must drip-feed forces so as to prolong the battles. It is a constant equilibrium that must be managed.”

“The Empire needs enemies.”

“The Empire needs enemies,” Droor agreed. “And if it defeats them, then there is no external conflict, and nothing for the citizens to focus on. It is actually very risk averse when it comes to the UFN. In theory there is a mutual-defence agreement between members, but in practice it is rarely invoked. If the Empire creates an existential threat to the Free Nations as a collective, it might actually achieve the one thing it desperately wants to avoid: uniting everybody against it. That is why its recent attack on Talishan was so reckless. It turned too many heads, spooked too many governments. It was too obviously an Imperial assault.

“So, with somewhere like Gabriel, if they want to destroy it, they will have to do it before it becomes officially registered. It might seem counterintuitive, but we need to draw a fantastic amount of attention to this colony, and quickly. We need to bathe it in intersolar sunlight. We need to make everyone extremely familiar with its existence and its opposition to the values of the Empire.”

“You don’t think we should be doing the opposite?” Cyprian asked. “Trying to hide? To avoid them?”

“No,” Fuller said resignedly. “He’s right. They’ll just escalate until they succeed. It’s time we started making a lot of noise, and very quickly.” She turned to Droor. “What is this ‘open door’ you referred to? I’m still not clear on how you propose to help us.”

“I already have,” Droor said. “You are building a hypersled track.”

“We had thought to use it as a means of marketing Gabriel. Advertising it on the galactic stage, given the number of people who watch the races.” She snorted, nodding to Yashego. “We had even thought…” She paused. She looked between Yashego and Droor. The latter gestured to the former with his hands, as if a magician performing a flourish. “… to try and lure Mr. Yashego here to race for us,” she finished slowly, and sat back. “I see.”

“Yes!” Droor said brightly as he watched the penny drop. “I think it’s an excellent idea. The reason I brought Julian with me is because he represents—”

“Represents. Why must I always be a representation of something?” Yashego muttered. He ran a hand through his hair. “Do I even get a say in any of this?”

“Think on it! The former Trillian prodigy, dipping his toes in the Leonian league, and now racing for a brand-new Free Nation no one has ever heard of. The press will go feral.”

“Would you do this for us, Julian?” Fuller asked before he could reply. “Would you help us?”

“And then when it is over you can go back to Trillia,” Droor added.

“What about Kamilla?” Yashego asked.

“Kamilla is being taken to a safe house along with her daughter by PE operatives.”

“And I’m just supposed to believe that, am I?”

“What are you going to do? Go and check?”

Yashego endured a visible spasm of irritation. “And Raf?”

“I got him off-world, didn’t I? My men arranged passage for him back to Vientore as promised. The man is barely a memory. No one gives a shit about him.”

“I give a shit about him—”

“No one who’s going to kill him,” Droor said.

Yashego stood. “I need to get out of this room. I need to—hell, I need to call my parents—”

“Use a the secure line!” Droor shouted after him as he left.

Cyprian leant over to Mosi. “Can you go after him? Use the hardlink.”

“Sure,” she replied, and followed. Cyprian had the feeling that she’d wanted to leave for a little while.

“Julian Yashego. My unwilling talisman. I have put that boy through hell,” Droor said tiredly. “I would do it again, too.”

“Do you think he will help us?” Fuller asked.

“I think we can give him no choice in the matter,” Droor said. “But I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“And this woman, ‘Kamilla.’ I feel like I remember her from the news, too. Clearly some sort of partner. Do you really have her safe somewhere?”

Droor paused. “I’m working on it.”

“If my children—!” Cyprian snarled, but Droor turned to him sharply.

“No. They really are fine. Ms. Makar—Kamilla—she is more difficult. I need more time with her. I have the resources and the network, still, but Morita will be looking for every angle now.”

“You just told him it was being taken care of,” Fuller said pointedly.

“It is being taken care of.”

There was a pause as Fuller thought awhile. “Well. This has been quite the evening.”

“If you have any defensive capability whatsoever, I would put it on high readiness.”

“Do you have any idea when these mercenaries are going to arrive? If indeed that is the plan?”

“My best guess would be in the next few weeks. They will try to take care of matters as quickly and quietly as possible. Knowing how outfits like Nikandr operate, they will probably try to land a small force in the dead of night and kill you first.”

“We are going to need to take care of Colonel Barros and the rest of Morozov’s men on-world,” Fuller said, glossing over the thought of her own assassination.

“How many are there?”

“At the moment? Ten or so.”

“Leave them to me.”

Fuller cocked her head. “Excuse me?”

“Leave them to me. I will take care of them.”

“Last I checked, Mr. Droor, I was the President of Gabriel, and you were … well, nothing at all. Not even a private citizen.”

Droor’s mouth quirked into an approving smile. “I should be grateful if someone could provide me with the necessary application papers.”

“You are talking about cold-blooded murder. I know that that is often the solution on Leonis, but here on Gabriel I am trying to forge a different path.”

“I understand that.”

“Do you?”

“I understand that you are trying to forge a different path, yes.”

“There has to be a process. Even if it is a secret one. Arrest them first. Try them for espionage.”

“Espionage is a capital crime,” Walzingham said.

“Well then; there is your answer.”

“So you are happy for me to have them killed?” Droor asked, nonplussed.

“Don’t be facetious. I am happy about precisely none of this. But you know perfectly well that there is a difference between marching into Barros’ house in the dead of night and shooting him in bed, and due process followed by a humane execution. I will not tolerate foreign saboteurs on Gabriel, but nor will I start having people killed left right and centre for the sake of expediency. We must start as we mean to go on.”

“I shall have him arrested, then.”

“You do not have the authority to arrest anybody,” Fuller remarked. “In fact, I should have you arrested, since you arrived here illegally. But let me be clear: my primary concern—my primary responsibility—is to the people who have moved here and put their trust in me as their leader. And as much as I loathe you personally, Jaroslav, I cannot deny, sitting here in this room, at this time, and with these people, your ghoulish talent for manipulation. So, I will permit you to help me safeguard Gabriel and its citizens. You will work with Mr. Reis in internal security. Proceed to deal with Colonel Barros and Morozov’s men as you see fit, but you must operate within the confines of the law. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal, madam,” Droor said.

“Once this matter is resolved—if indeed it can be—then I shall decide what to do with you.”

“Yes, madam.”

“So I suggest you start making a good impression.”

Droor chuckled, and nodded.

“This is not how I envisaged this evening going,” Fuller said after another long silence. “All of you out, now. I have a lot to think about.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused.

“And for goodness’ sake, would someone get this fucking body out of here!”
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THE ARMY OF THE REPUBLIC OF GABRIEL



The land clearance for the luxury residences to the northwest stopped. Colonel Barros and his men were not seen or heard from again.

Dr. Kerr was instructed to gestate the clones, which she did. The First Orbital Interdiction Squadron under the command of Summers had fully relocated to the lunar base on Yalwa in preparation for the attack. In the dead of night, Katherine could see the fighters zipping through the sky like shooting stars as they patrolled Gabriel’s low-orbit band.

Droor eliminated the Decurion office and its staff, and expunged any evidence of their presence on Gabriel from all electronic records in Madina’s databases. He dressed differently. It was one of the first things Katherine noticed. She was so used to seeing him in some sort of Party uniform, or head to toe in black. Summer on Gabriel necessitated light fabrics, and he wore cargo shorts and a shirt which exposed a great deal of his thin limbs and pale skin to the sun. The effect was disarming.

Several days after Droor’s arrival, Katherine sat in her office, looking at the dark stain on the carpet where Morozov had lain dead. It was a hot, drizzly afternoon, and her earthsickness was playing up, and she had been alone with her thoughts for too long. She was fixated on the thought that in allowing Droor to arrest Colonel Barros, she had personally authorised the man’s death. Something about ending the life of another was sitting uncomfortably with her. She felt unclean. Polluted. She could not get out of her mind the image of the man in a cell pleading for his life, or being strapped to a gurney and injected with poison, or tied, blindfolded and weeping, to a post, and shot. That he was repugnant, and an enemy of the state, made no difference.

But it was not just the guilt that bothered her. It was the thought that, in spite of her ideals, she would fall prey to exactly the same practices and mode of governance as Pater Aeternus. That no matter how much she tried to pull away from them, she was irretrievably tainted by her decades on Leonis. That she would naturally, inevitably be drawn to totalitarianism. It all played on her biggest fear of all: that one day she might be voted out of office. This nation which she had built, the people who would come to comprise it, might not want her to lead. And what then? She just … went home? Went back to being no one? A regular citizen, a civilian? It would destroy her. The thought of what she might do to hold on to that power frightened her. Was she strong enough to overcome decades of fascist conditioning?

When it came down to it, would she even want to be?



Lukah was much more sanguine about it.

“Any democratic project is by definition concerned with the needs of the many,” he said.

They had met later that afternoon in one of the first completed buildings in the city’s central district: a café. Some of the building frames were being clad. These gigantic machines moved up the sides of the structures slowly like pupating insects, disgorging cladding from a giant roller. Huge sections of this centre of the central district were paved now, too, giving the place the beginnings of a feeling of completion. Once the machines and filth and workmen were removed, and the street furniture was emplaced, they would have almost a square kilometre of city done.

“We must protect the rights of as many people as we can, but some people’s rights will always be infringed.”

“Like who?” Katherine asked.

“Well, criminals for one. If they are convicted, they lose their right to liberty. And, in cases of treason, their lives.” He thought for a moment. “Perhaps we should think about it in this way: Colonel Barros is a threat to national security, yes?”

“Yes.”

“When we think about national security, what are we thinking about?”

Katherine shrugged. “The safety of our people. Their physical safety.”

“Right. The protection of their rights. The foremost of their rights is the right to be alive. But we are also thinking about the safety of the larger polity. The safety of the state itself as an entity, over and above the people that comprise it.”

“I do so love your lessons, Lukah.”

He smiled. It was a warm afternoon, and in spite of the drizzle and impending danger, he seemed, for the first time in a long time, to be in a good mood. “We have to ask ourselves at what point these absolute rights become inabsolute. And—to be clear—the answer to that question may well be: never.”

“The security of the whole nation and its people and the assignment of absolute rights to its individual citizens seem to me to be mutually exclusive.”

“They don’t have to be. I agree that plenty would argue that the defence of the Republic of Gabriel against existential threats is the first priority of the government, over and above any other consideration. That would necessarily mean neutralising those who would seek to harm it as quickly as possible. So, to think about Colonel Barros, for as long as he is on Gabriel, he is subject to both the benefits and obligations that our laws and constitution confer.

“Colonel Barros, let us imagine, now wants to destroy Gabriel. He might want to physically kill people—grab a gun and start shooting; he might want to complete Morozov’s orders and have a division of soldiers landed here, who themselves will kill and otherwise hurt our people and damage our infrastructure. He might want to physically destroy the surface of the planet. What, then, is it ethically permissible to do to stop him? Some would argue that Colonel Barros has the same fundamental rights as anyone; we can’t just kill him because it is convenient, even if he actively means us harm. Nor can we just imprison him without formal criminal charges.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Others would argue that the death of an undoubtedly evil man to save the lives of everyone on a planet is no choice at all, even if to kill him would ride roughshod over his inalienable rights.”

“So what’s the answer?” Katherine asked.

Lukah shrugged. “There is no answer. There will never be an answer. A democracy is not a perfect society, these questions will need to be grappled with on a more or less daily basis.”

“I don’t know if I have the stomach for this,” Katherine said eventually. “Sometimes all I want to do is be president forever. Other times I just want to disappear quietly into the night.”

Before Lukah could reply, her int chimed. It was Dr. Kerr.

“Yes?” Katherine said.

“It’s the simians. They are ready.”

“Thank you. We are on our way.”



Katherine had never seen anything like it before. Kerr had had the simians stand to attention and in ranks for Katherine’s review, in precisely the same way Davor Casale had reviewed the Imperial Army in Kada Gamar. It seemed as though all forty had survived the gestation process in spite of Kerr’s expectations management. They were clad in their polymer carapace armour, which itself was rendered in Madina-camouflage colouring—green, red-brown, tigered with black. Each bore a large rail rifle, gripped by the stock in the “port arms” position.

There was something so … unsettling about them. They were obviously simians—very visibly so—and yet they seemed to be possessed of a tangible sentience.

“Can they … can they understand me?” Katherine asked, much too frightened to get any closer than ten metres away.

<Yes, Madam President> came an electronic voice from the gorget speaker of the clone in the centre of the first rank. Unlike the others, his helmet had a blue stripe running down it.

Katherine recoiled, as did Lukah, and then they both laughed nervously.

“Remarkable,” Katherine said. “I didn’t … I don’t know what I expected, but it was not this. Even having seen the videos and read the literature, I never thought…”

“This is Captain Haan,” Kerr said, beaming like a proud parent.

“H-hello, Captain,” Katherine said.

<We are sworn to defend the Republic of Gabriel unto death> Haan said. Then all of the simians let out a single loud grunt, and presented their weapons.

Katherine let out a small shriek. The grunt hit her like a sonic blast.

“My goodness,” she breathed. She turned to Dr. Kerr. “Is it … safe to get closer?”

“Of course!” Kerr said. “It’s no less safe than if they were humans. Please.”

Katherine’s heart thumped in her chest as she walked past the simians—her army. The Army of the Republic of Gabriel. They smelt of gestation chemicals, and stood absolutely immobile as she passed each one. She stopped briefly in front of Captain Haan, who towered over her, and tentatively held out her hand. The simian shifted his rifle, and took it. His hand was warm and dry, and felt like an enormous human’s.

Katherine felt a curious sensation overcome her. On Leonis, Imperial soldiers had invoked nothing within her except contempt; yet her simian clone force made her chest swell with affection. It was difficult to describe the feeling fully or put it into words, and she did not try. Instead, she gently said, “Thank you.”

<It is my honour to serve> Captain Haan replied.



The following day they had a security roundtable in the capitol’s subterranean operations room, which smelt fresh and new and was filled with furniture hitherto untroubled by human buttocks.

Katherine collared Reis before they entered, and took him to one side. She had not seen or spoken to him since Droor’s dramatic arrival the week before, and it was time to put matters behind them.

They stood in silence for a moment. It was incredible how much the man had transformed since Katherine had first met him. Gone was the dishevelled, nicotine-stained inspektor teetering on the edge of obesity. Six months of frontier living had sloughed away the excess weight; it was like watching a man carve himself out of marble. Now he presented a rather dashing figure, square jawed and muscular in his rain-bleached green fatigues and sturdy boots dyed red from the iron-rich earth of Xiadani. He looked about fifteen years younger.

“Madam President, can I just say—” he began, but she interrupted him.

“Cyprian,” she said. “I have given things a great deal of thought. I of course know about your children. I know the sorts of threats and promises the Party makes. And I know that you have not done anything to damage Gabriel, or to jeopardise the lives of its citizens.”

Reis looked as if a physical weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “Katherine—”

“And I know,” she continued, “that there are matters of national security that are highly sensitive. But.” She steeled her voice. “I am the president. Do you understand? There is no one who has higher security clearance than me. Whatever you think you are doing to protect me, do not. I must know. I cannot govern effectively if I cannot see all the cards.”

“I understand,” Reis said solemnly.

“You should have told me about Droor.”

“I know, ma’am.”

“I hope that you do. I like you, Cyprian. I think you are a conscientious and hard-working man, and I am pleased to have you here. Do not squander the trust I have—and continue to put—in you.”

“I shan’t, ma’am.”

Katherine sighed. She smiled. “Good. Then let’s put this whole thing behind us.”

“I would like that.”

They entered the ops room. Already seated were Lukah, Droor, and Haan; Summers, who was on Yalwa, was present by virtue of a high-fidelity hologram.

“Our first order of operations will be to try to intercept any spaceborne mercenaries in-system before they even approach,” Summers said. A large, three-dimensional holographic diagram of the solar system appeared above the circular table around which they sat, and flickered with graphics. “We will need to split the squadron into separate wings: one to aggressively intercept, another to patrol the low-orbit band. If the first line is destroyed, we will need a reserve wing on payload tracking and destruction.”

“What is their plan? How will they come at us?” Katherine asked. The way Summers had talked about the destruction of the first line made her guts churn. Suddenly this all seemed very real in a way that it hadn’t before, even with the attack on the transmitter. It seemed wrong that people she didn’t really know would die to protect her dream.

“We don’t know Nikandr’s precise objective, but realistically it is going to be to capture Gabriel intact and implement regime change. There has already been a significant investment in constructing Madina; the city is bought and paid for. It would be senseless to destroy it wholesale for as long as its capture is a viable prospect.”

“What about North Star?” Katherine asked.

“North Star don’t give a shit who’s running the place,” Droor said. “You’ve already paid them for the city. They are only interested in building it.”

“They will be interested in North Star casualties, though,” Reis said. Droor considered this, and then agreed with a single nod.

Summers shrugged. “A small squad of professional assassins to kill everybody in the government. Decapitate the leadership. Secure vital infrastructure. The population is not armed. Resisting would be very difficult.”

<They would have to kill us first> Haan said.

Summers nodded. “They would.”

“What is ‘payload tracking and destruction’?” Katherine asked. “You mentioned it before.”

“If the only thing the Empire is interested in is wiping Madina off the map, it can do that from very far away with physical munitions. ‘Payload tracking and destruction’ just means keeping track of these missiles and destroying them before they can enter the atmosphere.”

“And we need to commit starfighters to that task?”

“I’m afraid so,” Summers said. “One of the disbenefits of having such a small force.”

“What about lasers and things?”

“Even the most powerful lasers diffract over distance. You have to be much closer for those to be effective.”

“So we will first try and destroy them in space?”

“Right. Now, the X17’s electronic-warfare suite is highly effective, but we do not have an atmospheric or orbital booster network. That would give us a much better range. So there is a chance that they will be able to slip past us. The Gamayun is a perfectly effective ground-support fighter, but because of its highly advanced VRTs, we sacrifice some intra-atmospheric capability. This is where Captain Haan and his team will come in. Captain?”

<The most heavily fortified building in the city is the capitol> Haan said. <There is no better place to defend>

“So we hole up here?” Katherine asked.

<Yes>

“There is no better place,” Droor agreed.

“And the shelters I ordered to be constructed?” Katherine asked.

“Howell assured us they are complete and up to the required chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear standards,” Lukah said.

“Don’t talk to me about that woman,” Katherine muttered darkly. “What about the public warning system?”

“Functional. There is both an int-wide system for specifically Madina, and an audible alarm system,” Lukah said.

“Sirens?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“All right,” Katherine said. She was keenly aware that there was little enough for her to do except act as a glorified project manager. “Unless anyone needs anything from me, I am going to spend some time in the residential districts. Meet with people, do the rounds, reassure.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Droor said.

“Any more for any more?” No one said anything. “Right. Well, you’ll all know where I’ll be.”



Cyprian was in the security headquarters when the knock at the door came. His int told him it was Julian Yashego.

“Yeah?” he called out.

Yashego entered, and a great gust of hot wet air followed him into the air-conditioned module, as well as a bloody great racket and the smell of burning soil. North Star had, at Droor’s instigation, broken ground on a new state-of-the-art headquarters for national security, and the earth around the module was being cut by lasers and pounded by autonomous construction rigs.

“What can I do for you?” Cyprian asked. Yashego was taller than he had looked on the international hypersled broadcast, and his skin was darker than it had looked under the harsh glow of the trackside lights. A regimen of intense exercise and thousands of hours of hard-G flying had sculpted him into a muscular young man, though now that he was no longer beholden to politically appropriate hair and beard stylings he looked unkempt. Add to the mix a year of incredible mental strain and a minor case of earthsickness, and there was a gleam of wildness to him.

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

Cyprian considered this for a moment. “I don’t know; is there anything you can do?”

Yashego grunted, half amused, half annoyed. “My int got reactivated today.”

“How does it feel?”

“Like a slightly better version of the one I had on Trillia.”

Now Cyprian grunted. “Right. Sometimes I forget you are not from Leonis.”

“Thank fuck.”

Cyprian laughed. “Yeah.” He looked around the module. Both Gage and Mosi were out, touring the residential districts with Fuller, warning people of the expected attack and providing instructions on what to do if one came. They would be doing drills in the afternoon, practising running to the new shelters or otherwise crouching uselessly under a table or something. North Star, no stranger to these sorts of colonial shenanigans, continued to work, though with a much-reduced presence, invoking some contractual safety clause to give their workers a bump in pay. Cyprian winced when he thought about how much it was costing to construct Madina. There were rumours, too, of Fuller having granted them an extremely uncommercial platinum-mining arrangement—money which could and should have gone towards construction and a sovereign fund for citizen subsistence.

There was an awkward pause, which stretched. Eventually, Cyprian said, “We aren’t really expanding the—”

“No, no,” Yashego said, waving his hands. “I’m not interested in joining your police force. To be clear, once this is all done, I’m going back home. To Trillia.”

“Okay. Remind me why you’re here at all?”

“I’m to race for the Gabriel hypersled team. You know, the one that doesn’t exist.”

“That’s it. On a track that doesn’t exist either.”

“In a sled that hasn’t arrived.”

“Shining a light on us all.”

They shared a brief, caustic laugh. “Trust me, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to be.”

“You don’t have to be.”

“I do if I want to save the people I care about. I left people behind in Kada Gamar. People I can’t just forget about. If I go, Droor won’t keep his promise.”

“You shouldn’t trust him.”

“I don’t.” He sighed. “Look. The way I see it, I’m stuck here doing nothing for the next six months. I can’t train; they don’t even have a simulator. I have a pretty unique set of skills. For one thing, I can fly. Why not put me in one of those starfighters?”

Cyprian opened his mouth to instinctively dismiss the idea, but then reconsidered. On Leonis, where pilots had to be manually trained, the process took months. But here, with cerebral imprintation and lucid-dream training, a person could be imbued with a specific skill set in an extremely compressed timeframe. And with Yashego’s detailed knowledge of the physics and mechanics of flying, there was already a solid foundation to build on. That in itself would have hugely sped up the process even without the high-tech education.

“You know there’s a big difference between taking a sled around a track and flying a starfighter in combat.”

“Obviously I know that,” Yashego said. “You think I’m an idiot?”

“No, I don’t think that,” Cyprian replied patiently. “I’m just saying, there are alternatives. Options in between. The choices are not: do nothing, or pilot a starfighter.”

“Are you saying it’s not even worth trying?”

“I’m— You know what, I don’t know why I even care. I’ll send a message to Summers, and if she wants you, she can have you. But you’re going to have to go live on the moon.”

“Great. Fine. Thanks.”

Before Cyprian could say anything else, Yashego turned and left the module.

He sat in silence for a few moments, and then sighed, and turned back to the day’s many tasks.
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The more time that passed, and the longer that nothing happened, the more it felt like they had overreacted. This was not a serious world helmed by professionals; they were amateurs, silly, jittery colonials jumping at their own shadows.

Days slowly ticked over into weeks, with not a hint of Nikandr nor any other mercenary forces. What Imperial chatter there was about Gabriel dried up to a disinterested trickle. Droor insisted that the absence of communications was as concerning—if not more concerning—than a regular stream, for it signified a tightening up of discipline. But the North Star workers slowly began to return to Madina, and structures were erected now across the capital with great speed.

For Julian, he found himself consumed by his X17 training. He had been surprised at how enthusiastically Group Captain Summers had agreed to his proposal, even if President Fuller had been much colder on the idea. He had been shuttled up to the lunar base—a pretty dismal collection of modules, hardened shelters, and landing platforms coated in lunar dust and regolith—to begin his training literally the day after he had suggested it to Cyprian Reis.

The training had in the first instance consisted of lengthy and tedious brain scans. This exhaustive neuromapping took several days, and required Julian to perform an endless succession of tasks—speaking certain phrases, looking at images, describing things, performing mathematical calculations, and even speaking in Trillian. Once this was complete, a special program was loaded into his int which would begin to imprint the knowledge into his brain whilst he slept.

Next was the lucid-dream training stage, in which he flew the X17 entirely in his own mind, whilst the imprintation continually refined itself. Summers said that she had never seen anybody take to the training so quickly—but of course very few people had Julian’s hypersled experience. It was building on some very deep, very well laid foundations.

Whilst the majority of the time was spent bringing him up to speed, he had some time during the day where he would learn less important things manually: Colony Tactica’s organisational structure, the command structure, who did what and when, military drill and discipline.

“It’s all academic anyway,” Summers said as they came to the end of one of their one-on-one classroom sessions. Behind him, a false window gave a view onto a stark lunar craterscape, and beyond, looming large, the blue-green orb of Gabriel itself. “We signed a ‘loyal to the death’ contract.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that, for a premium, we are no longer a mercenary force. We are Gabrielan citizens now, and we fight to defend the constitution and Republic of Gabriel.”

Julian considered this. It seemed bizarre that someone could just sell their loyalty, but hadn’t he done precisely the same thing? How was it any different from signing a racing contract with Pater Aeternus? He was, after all, still technically a Decurion citizen. “What were you before?”

“A mercenary force.”

“So you were just … a small squadron of space fighters for hire?”

“Right,” Summers said cheerfully.

“Where did you live?”

“All over the place.”

“Don’t you have a home?”

“Well, we all have a world we were born on, if that’s what you mean.”

“What was yours?”

“Umida.”

“Do you not want to go back there?”

Summers shrugged. “Not especially.”

“What about family?”

“I have a sister there. We keep in touch.”

“But you will never see her again. In person, I mean.”

Summers shrugged again. “No, probably not.”

Julian shook his head. “I just find it a difficult thing to grasp.”

“Look, there is no one correct way to live. Some of my guys love flying. Some of them love travelling. Some of them love the variety. And some of them, heaven help me, just love killing bad guys. Some of them like to defend other people for altruistic reasons; some of them like to fight for other people because they love the admiration and they want to get their ends away. And now, we are Gabriel’s space force, and we will be until we are either killed or disbanded.”

“What if one of you wants to leave?”

“We signed a contract for a certain number of years. Everybody has to finish their commission—it would be exactly the same deal for a Gabrielan native. After that, they can sign up for a new one, or they can go. Colony Tactica’s undertaking to Gabriel is that we maintain a minimum number of pilots and serviceable starfighters. It doesn’t have to be the same people.”

Julian considered this for a moment. “I don’t know how I feel about Gabriel. I’d like to fly, though. Man, I love flying. Is that strange? To want to fly, and not care about who or what I’m flying for?”

“There’s nothing strange about that. I’d say that’s about half my people. One thing I will say though, Yashego, is that this isn’t just flying. This is fighting. It’s killing, and very possibly dying. Dying before you even know what hit you. These Nikandr guys don’t mess around. They’ll put your lights out without a second thought.”

Julian felt his guts churn with adrenaline. Of course, he had known this. Hypersledding carried with it a significant risk of death, but no one was trying to kill you.

“Yash,” Summers said gently, sensing the shift in mood. “I need to know that you understand that you are signing up to potentially die for a country. For Gabriel. To be killed in service of its ideals. Defending its people. It’s noble, but … it’s not for everyone.”

“I understand.”

“Hm,” Summers replied, unconvinced. “You need to think about whether this is what you want to do. I can’t have you tying up one of my ships. We are fighter pilots first and foremost, and aviation enthusiasts second. Whatever our reasons for joining, that is the fundamental truth.”

Julian nodded. He wasn’t quite sure what he had expected. That was typical Julian, though. Act without thinking, do what you want. It had made him a good hypersled pilot, and bad at almost everything else. His year on Leonis had been a testament to that.

“Honestly, man. I don’t know what I want,” he said eventually. “But what good is hiding away? If they come for us, and they take this place for the Empire, I’m dead anyway. They’ll take me and ship me back to Leonis. And then I’ll never see Kamilla again. I’ll never see Trillia and my family again.” He thought a little while longer. “The only thing I know for certain is that the best way to get what I want is to be in a cockpit.”

Even then, Summers seemed only part satisfied with the answer. “We’ll get a bit more training done, and then you can decide,” she said. Then she stood, and left him to stew in his thoughts.



Flying the Gamayun was incredibly intuitive. That was the strange thing about cerebral imprintation; it was difficult to know if flying the starfighter was naturally intuitive, or if it just felt that way because his int had been subtly rewiring his brain in his sleep for the past several weeks.

The physical act of flying the thing felt remarkably straightforward. The yoke was the same as it was in the Toshiko, except that this one had triggers and buttons on the top for firing weapons. The void reaction thrusters—VRTs—provided a sensitive and incredibly dynamic range of three-dimensional movement, and the pitch and roll were provided by these VRTs rather than relying on airflow over an aerofoil. The concepts were not difficult to grasp, and all of the necessary computation was done by the avionics. The only thing he really needed training on was getting a feel for the fighter’s speed, the weapon systems, and dogfighting. The thing could take off and land entirely by itself, and even the experienced pilots of the rest of the squadron routinely used this automatic function.

It was also a good opportunity to practise his communications protocols. The other fighter pilots spoke in what sounded like a different language, babbling away over tinny radio connections in blurts of information.

“Okay, I have ECP detection at maximum resonance.”

“What are you running that at?”

“Four hundred.”

“Anything?”

“No. Some flaring, though.”

“Scope?”

“AEMS checked. Still there at seven-eighty.”

“Check it.”

“Peeling.”

Julian watched as the huge stretches of intrasolar space in front of him were rendered into a useful astrographic form, overlaid with topographic imaging that picked out planets, moons, meteors and other space debris, official intersolar travel lanes, safe FTL egress points, satellites, and all the other features which populated a superficially featureless system. For Julian himself, all of this visual information was being piped directly into his brain; the cockpit was shuttered with thick radiation shielding which doubled as kinetic armour plating, anything that he would normally see being fed to him via artificial nonvisual stimulus.

Behind him, Gabriel shrank into the distance. It was a deeply unsettling experience, like being stranded in the middle of a gigantic ocean.

“Run resonance at six hundred.”

“I am now at eight-six-fifty subequatorial planar and hitting V-point-oh-one.”

“What’s there?”

“Ah shit. Fragmentary comms.”

“Confirm that, Indigo-4.”

“Wait one.”

Julian noticed a private-channel icon winking alive on his HUD from Group Captain Summers, and he accessed it.

“We might be going red on this one, Yash,” Summers said. “Better RTB.”

Julian felt his heart rate increase. Somewhere, he perceived his body beginning to sweat, but it felt abstract. The clarity of the astrographic information being fed to him was such that it supplanted all of his other senses.

“What do you…” he said, and then cleared his throat. “Is it Nikandr?”

“When in doubt, there is no doubt. RTB. I’m going to terminate this channel now.”

The private channel did indeed terminate. Julian looked around the HUD, trying to discern what his fellow pilot had found. But he could see nothing, just a colourful array of iconography picking out the intrasolar terrain. Even his fellow pilots were spread out over many tens of thousands of kilometres, their starfighters completely invisible to the naked eye.

“Phase!” Indigo-4 suddenly shouted over the wideband. There was a very tangible fear in his voice, a sort of primal urgency which caused Julian’s limbic system to flood his body with adrenaline. But where Julian had expected there to be a frantic burst of chatter, and perhaps some screams over the wideband, there was nothing. Just silence.

On his HUD, one of the squadron fighter icons winked out of existence.

In the distance, something flashed. It was difficult to pick out against the starfield and kaleidoscopic clouds of green and yellow gas which dominated this part of the visible galaxy, but thanks to his HUD it was beamed into his visual cortex with violent clarity.

Fire. They were under fire. Flickering lances of incandescent white phase, great glowing orange streamers of RRG flak. All sorts of warnings began to flicker onto his HUD:

[MASTER WARNING]

[ACTIVE TARGET WARNING]

[TARGET COM]

[TARGET RAD]

[TARGET FLARE]

[TARGET IFF]

[REACT]

[REACT]

[REACT]

Julian hauled on the stick and began to make his way back to Yalwa, heart racing. Behind him, several red squares flickered into existence on his HUD, target trackers that his electronic-warfare suite picked out against the blackness of space. Thousands of kilometres away, invisible dots bristling with weaponry were trying to kill him.

Well. He couldn’t say he’d not been warned.

The imprintation training kicked in. Interfaces sprang into life; his fingers pressed buttons instinctively, flicked up plastic safety coverings, hit redundancy switches. The Gamayun around him thrummed as recessed hardpoints opened and weapon systems cycled to full power. Instead of returning to base, he pulled the starfighter into a brain-flattening turn and began to acquire targets. Blue lines—trajectories—and red lines—weapons vectors—sprang alive on his HUD. Information, a constant glut of ever-refining information.

“Indigo-5, what are you doing?” Summers’ voice rang in his ear, strained with G-forces.

The target-acquired tone from the console in front of him went solid; the target reticle flashed orange and red.

… [LOCK]

… [LOCK]

… [LOCK]

said his HUD.

“For once, something,” Julian said, and fired.



The sirens made a dismal sound. It was like listening to the dying cries of an enormous beast. They wound up slowly and discordantly, produced a single keening noise for ten seconds, and then wound down again. On top of this was a regular pulse, the kind of noise an ancient telephone line would make if passed through a modulator. Everyone connected to the Madina int network would be treated to this private alarm that would ring in their audio implants directly, as well as the public sirens. These sounds, honed and perfected over centuries, were designed to instil within the listener a very primal instinct:

Run.

Katherine’s skin was rough with gooseflesh and every hair on her body was standing on end as Madina began to scream. She watched from the top of the capitol building—literally from a service walkway, gripping the rain-damp balustrade which ensconced the roof—as work on the city ground to a halt. Robots were hastily decommissioned and service workers and citizens ran to the nearest shelter. Watching them reminded her just how far they had to go before Gabriel was a fully functioning nation state. Spread out in small air-conditioned modules, set within a thousand hectares of turned mud, streets of pipes and cables, skeletal high-rises and vast plains of foundational concrete, were less than a thousand people. They were like ants. It was a tiny number. Katherine had been to parties with more attendees.

“Here we go,” Droor said, appearing next to her.

She turned sharply. For such a tall, looming man, he was able to move with feline grace.

“What do you think is going to happen?” Katherine asked him.

Droor considered the question for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said eventually.

“I thought you knew everything?”

“Hardly.”

They stood next to one another, people who had but a few months before been irreconcilable enemies.

“Will they kill me?” Katherine asked.

Again, Droor considered. “I should think it more likely they will try to capture you. Take you back to Leonis on falsified charges. Make an example of you. The wayward daughter.”

Katherine shook her head. “I can’t go back,” she said.

“No. There is no going back. Not now.”

Katherine gripped the balustrade. The city was quiet now, except for the sirens. “What will you do? If they win?”

He looked at her meaningfully, and she turned away.

“Yes. I suppose that is the only option. Is there a way to make it painless?”

“Oh my, yes,” Droor said, in a way only someone intimately familiar with every form of death could.

“Will you…?”

“Yes, yes,” he said, waving her off. “Don’t worry about that.”

They stood in silence for a little while longer. High above, millions of kilometres away, a handful of pilots were fighting for the future of her country. Below, Captain Haan and his platoon were setting up defensive positions around the huge solid pillars that encircled the capitol.

“Even if we win, they will just try again.”

Droor nodded. “They will. But one step at a time. No one ever said this was going to be easy.”

“A part of me honestly hoped that it would be.”

“Well,” he said, clapping her on the shoulder. “We’ll soon grind that out of you.”



Cyprian’s throat was hoarse from shouting. The jeep sped down one of the nascent highways, moving south to north. Every half kilometre he would hit the brakes and jump out, charging towards the next aggregation of modules where panicked settlers were inevitably grappling with armfuls of possessions and young children.

“Come on! Come on, move it! Let’s go! Out out out!” he roared over the incredible noise of the sirens. He squelched through the cake-soft mud to the nearest module, shotgun gripped in his right hand, his police medallion flapping against his rain poncho. “Let’s go!”

He corralled the terrified colonists into the wagon he had hitched to the back of the jeep, a simple walled flatbed that could hold ten people at a time.

“No, leave all that shit,” he said, physically removing items from people’s hands. Sometimes he chucked them back through the nearest open door, to be sorted through and repatriated to their owners later; more often he let it drop into the mud. Inevitably people shouted at him, or screamed, cried, but he was not in the business of saving trinkets. He was in the business of saving lives.

“Get in, come on, quickly now!” he shouted. Once everybody was in the wagon, he climbed into the jeep and hit the accelerator, and they were speeding along to the nearest shelter. These structures had been a nifty piece of prescience from President Fuller, solid bunkers that North Star had printed and set underground at enormous expense thanks to the diamond-core blast walls.

The civilians screamed as one of the simian clones rounded the corner of the bunker, clad in his armoured exoskeleton and holding his improbably large railgun. A shoulder-mounted micromissile launcher briefly tracked the new arrivals, drawn to their heat signatures like the nose of a bloodhound.

<Sector eleven is clear of civilians> his gorget speaker projected.

“Check twelve!” Cyprian shouted, pointing to the river. “All the way to the Mieko!”

The gorilla nodded, slotted his railgun into his spine rack, and sped off on all fours to the east.

Cyprian hurried the civilians down the stairs, guiding, pushing, shoving.

“Talk to me, Mos,” he said into his comm.

“I’m working the Carina Road,” she said.

Cyprian looked to the north. There was nothing to see except plastic roads, skeletal high-rises in the central business district, and the capitol itself. Madina was still mostly construction machinery and a whole lot of nothing.

“Anyone still out in the open?”

“I’ve cleared sectors one through four. Two to go.”

“Okay.” He cancelled the feed, and opened another to Gage. “Talk to me, Jay.”

“Nearly done, everything east of CBD is clear now. Just driving around the stragglers. I’ve got a drone from North Star doing some scoping for me.”

“You’re armed, aren’t you?”

“I’ve got one of the new Grendels, yeah.”

The last of the civilians were down the stairs, and the door was once again closed, locked, and sealed. Cyprian gripped his shotgun and ran back to the jeep. “I’m checking seventeen and eighteen, and then I’m done,” he said.

“You’ve done the official residence, haven’t you?”

Cyprian looked at the small map that appeared in the bottom left of his HUD, where President Fuller’s geolocator pulsed over the capitol.

“Yes. She’s safe.”

“Okay. Speak soon.”

The channel terminated. Cyprian hit the accelerator.



[REACT]

[REACT]

[TARGET COM]

Julian pulled the Gamayun into a stomach-loosening hard-G turn as a glittering wave of projectiles cut through the void around him, filling his HUD with red. Everything felt so slow, so static. On the track, with the barriers whipping past, a thousand klicks felt like light speed. Out here, faced with the enormity of deep space, it felt like standing still.

The cockpit filled with ululating alarms as missiles found and lost him constantly. The hull of the Gamayun rattled as he fired his own ordnance: a big fat twin-rotary railgun buried in the nose cone shooting out a million sand-grain-sized rounds a minute; voidshadow micromissile hardpoints with both EMP and flak payloads; phase lances designed to debride kinetic shielding, craze electronic-warfare pods, and—if you got close enough—punch a hole in the enemy fighter itself.

Something was past them already; it wasn’t any sort of payload, but a largish ship. It seemed incredible that anything could slip through, but that was the thing about space. It was massive. Even in the heat of an intrasolar dogfight, it was perfectly possible just to go around it. They were but a handful of starfighters, after all. The Empire had enormous capital ships and thousands of patrol vessels with static security cordons in all of its systems. The Gamayuns might have been state-of-the-art, but they couldn’t be everywhere at once.

“Watch spin, watch spin!”

“Hitting coreward point-oh-five-one—”

“RRG on the cre— Got him!”

“Scratch one—”

“GC burst on the south planar, watch your comms.”

“Lot of junk signal, PID your bandits.”

Julian knew nothing except the control column in his hands and the targets being picked out on his HUD. It was difficult to know what Nikandr were flying; he could only assume it was something similar to the Gamayun, but if that was the case, then their pilots were certainly not as talented as Summers and her mercenaries. Even Julian, a rank amateur, did not have great difficulty in avoiding the worst of the enemy’s fire, which suggested that Gabriel’s First Orbital Interdiction Squadron was flying the best starfighter on the market. The thought heartened him, and he decided to take a more aggressive tack.

He brought the ship into a great sweeping arc, covering a thousand kilometres a second now, using a gravity assist to slingshot his starfighter towards the Nikandr mercenaries at incredible speeds.

[LOCK] said his HUD, and the Gamayun’s electronic-warfare VI took the shot for him even before he had depressed the trigger. A short burst of railgun fire—no more than a tenth of a second’s worth—was enough to do the job. At such speeds a single grain-sized slug caused insane damage, let alone a cloud of hundreds of them. As he laser-beamed past his target, the whole thing exploded at once in a great haze of venting gas and glittering debris, the pilot dead before his avionics could tell his brain the hull had been compromised.

Julian let out a great exhalation into his flight mask and unclenched his muscles as the starfighter boomeranged into deep space. He left the engagement area at near-relativistic speeds. His starfighter self-corrected before he could start to experience statistically significant time dilation, and corkscrewed over itself and back towards the tiny pinprick of light that was distant Gabriel. There was nothing about this dogfight that came even close to frightening him as much as the incomprehensible enormity of the cosmos.

“I don’t know what you just did,” Summers’ voice crackled in his earpiece, “but that was some incredible flying.”

If Julian was honest with himself, it had all happened so quickly that he wasn’t entirely sure what he had done either—and even whether he had done it himself, rather than the Gamayun’s warfare computer. Summers had warned him that lucid-dreaming imprintation would shortcut a lot of his conscious learning patterns, to the extent that he would react to certain situations in a way that he didn’t even understand himself until it came to debrief. Things would become instinctive, but instinctive in a foreign way. He had learned to fly the X17 not in the try-fail-repeat-succeed way that human beings had done from infancy, but in the same way someone with a brain transplant would. The knowledge felt weird and unearned—and consequently, the kill. It was why imprintation was a good supplement to learning, but never a full replacement for it.

“Yeah, sure,” Julian breathed. His lungs were struggling to inflate under the crushing G-forces.

“All right; since you’re in it, watch spin,” Summers said. “South planar, forty degrees, one-sixty and climbing.”

Julian searched his HUD, and saw the small target identifiers that Summers was talking about.

“I see them,” he said.

“Happy hunting,” Summers replied, and the link terminated.



The warning—that at least one Nikandr shuttle had broken through the interdiction wing—hit Katherine like a heart attack. It had been imparted so casually, too, beamed to them on a two-second transmission as though it were a weather update.

“How is it possible?” Katherine asked, as she and Droor looked up into the low ceiling of dirty white cloud. It felt like they were spectators of a uniquely ill-attended sporting event.

“You’ve not enough men,” Droor said simply. “Your ships are the best on the market, but as our dear friend Ruben would have said: quantity has a quality all of its own.”

“We did what we thought was—” she started, but already they could hear the sounds of tortured atmosphere in the sky above—of Gabrielan air being sucked into engines and spat out as thrust, of high-altitude winds passing over aerofoils, of the explosive boom of the sound barrier being broken. The air whined and shrieked against the descending airframes like human screams.

“Time to go underground,” Droor said. “Come: we should be quick.”

He held out his hand, and she took it, and together they moved down the service grille and to the rooftop door.

Behind them, the surface war for Gabriel began.
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THE SURFACE WAR



“Do you hear that?” Mosi asked Cyprian over the comm.

Cyprian heard it: shrieking, bursting air, the vibrating thrum of atmospheric engines, the buzz of lasers and the banging of railguns. Something was happening high above them, and that something was getting a lot closer very quickly.

“Have you cleared all of your sectors?” he asked, his blood singing.

“Yes,” Mosi replied. Her voice was level. Cyprian knew she was determined to make up for the transmitter fiasco, even though she had nothing to prove.

“Where shall we meet?”

“Back at HQ,” Cyprian said, extending the channel to Gage as he did so. It had long been decided that as armed security operatives they would do what they could to assist in the defence of the capital. Droor had been against it, ordering them instead to retreat to the capitol bunker. But if they weren’t willing to fight now, when would they ever?

“I’m just getting the last family to shelter,” Gage replied. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”

“Hurry up,” Cyprian said unhelpfully, and terminated the channel.

Madina felt profoundly empty. All of the North Star equipment had been deactivated by a central command order from orbit, so that even the construction drones had ceased their otherwise tireless labours. Where once he might have seen a hi-viz-orange jacket bobbing amongst mounds of earth and hazard-striped machinery, now there was nothing—just the haunting wail of air-raid sirens.

The sounds of fighting echoed across the plains of concrete like a tympanic rumble of thunder. Cyprian climbed back into the jeep and sped down what would become the city’s central boulevard, currently a muddy track of plastic grille. Ahead, rising out of the CBD, the simian clone force was finalising its preparations for the defence of the capital.

Cyprian arrived at the security forces HQ at the same time the first Nikandr troop transport punched through the low cloud ceiling. A single, final lance of blue-hot fire chased it, scoring a deep gouge in the ground below and sending up an enormous explosion of vaporised rainwater; then the transport hit the ground in what Cyprian recognised from his days as a conscript as an “assault landing.”

The transport itself was a dull grey colour, blocky and functional, its ventral thermo panels still glowing from its rapid atmospheric insertion. Its landing ramp opened with a great hiss of pressurised air and several pops of explosive unlocking bolts, and immediately several mercenaries, identical to the men whom Cyprian had surprised at the transmission tower, ran out.

The transmission tower.

The thought persisted, like a pebble jammed between two gears.

This brief reverie was smashed to pieces by a calamitous buzzing sound, an intolerable jackhammering vibration like a gigantic synthesiser playing a low D at two hundred decibels. This groaning burst of kinetic noise was accompanied by a lightning-bright beam of pink light, and the first mercenary was cut into two glowing halves.

Cyprian looked sharply over to the capitol, to where two simian clones were manning a laser emplacement. A massive spent battery ejected from the side of it with a metallic clang and tumbled down the steps that rose up from the assembly square.

The shuttle roof extruded its own weapon in response, what looked like another turbolaser but was in fact a rotary railgun, and hosed the capitol façade with an incandescent stream of tungsten slugs. They smacked into the solid marble with a tremendous clattering sound, leaving streamers of superheated damp air in their wake. The main entranceway of the capitol was chewed to pieces.

This entire exchange took place over several seconds. Already the mercenaries were moving from cover to cover, and quickly discovering that the housing modules were absolutely not bulletproof.

“What’s going on?!” Gage asked in his ear.

“They’re here!” Cyprian shouted back. He had already abandoned the jeep and was now lying in a small muddy defilade running parallel to the street. He gripped the shotgun tightly, so tightly it felt as though the tendons in his fingers might rupture. More mercenaries were exiting the shuttle now, easily twenty, plus a number of doglike robotic constructions with guns mounted on their backs. It wasn’t long before the steaming wet air was filled with the sharp hiss-bang of railguns, the buzzing of energy weapons, and frantic, shouted exchanges.

Cyprian had been in plenty of firefights in his life. He’d been a soldier, and fought on Erydnes—though that had been more of a stampede of panicked conscripts than anything else—and he’d been in multiple shoot-outs in Kada Gamar. But there was something about this highly technological, highly dynamic, highly kinetic engagement which truly scared him. He was used to people with old, outdated weapons spraying bullets in every direction. Here, movements were precise, the shooting was accurate, and the weapons had a horrifying lethality to them, where the greatest minds of the galaxy had spent millions of man-hours on shaving milliseconds from a target’s life expectancy.

“I’m nearly there!” Mosi said.

“Don’t come any closer!” Cyprian shouted. He peered over the lip of the defile to see one of the doglike robots attempt to summit assembly square, only to be blown to smithereens by a grenade launcher wielded by one of the simians. A second later, the gorilla in question slumped to the floor, a huge chunk of his skull and brain blown off by a perfectly aimed railgun slug. Blood from its massive head ran in great quantities down the white marble steps.

“Don’t you need help?” Mosi asked.

“No,” Cyprian lied. He gripped the shotgun as a mercenary darted past him ten metres away. Above, a flying drone burbled through the air and quickly picked Cyprian out with an electronic yelp. The mercenary spun around to aim his weapon at Cyprian at the same time the drone opened fire with a small underslung railgun, and Cyprian fired his shotgun in the same moment, hitting the drone in its central optics cluster and blasting it out of the air in a great shattering crunch of tungsten on casing. Cyprian’s int blared [!ENEMY!] [!EVADE LEFT!], and he so did unthinkingly, diving out of the way milliseconds before a slug zipped through the space where his brain had been. He tensed, waiting for another to turn his world black; but instead there was a grunt, and a wet thump, and he looked up to see the mercenary had taken a ghastly headshot.

“Tell me you’re okay,” Mosi said as she darted down into the defile next to him, the barrel of her Grendel assault rifle smoking.

“I am now,” Cyprian grunted. “Thank you.”

Mosi didn’t respond; one of the quadruped robots rounded the corner and charged at them, and both Cyprian and Mosi emptied their weapons at the thing. Shots ripped and sparked off the thick armour plating on its front before a clone grabbed the robot by one of its hind legs and hurled it at the Nikandr landing shuttle with incredible force.

“Fuck my life,” Cyprian breathed, but the gorilla paid them no attention. Instead it raised its enormous railgun and let out a great stream of fire at another mercenary nearby, shredding the man like a piece of wet paper, before unloading its shoulder-mounted rocket launcher at the shuttle.

The clone grunted its annoyance as the explosion of boiling orange flame was shouldered off by the shuttle’s kinetic shielding, and he slotted the railgun into a hardpoint on his back and snapped free a second rifle, an energy weapon of some sort.

<Stay down> the simian commanded, and raised the gun. But before he could cycle it up to full power, something struck his left shoulder pad and exploded, and Cyprian and Mosi were thrown to the ground by the blast. Chunks of armour and burnt flesh slapped into the soil and walls of the surrounding modules.

Cyprian pressed himself up to see that the whole of the clone’s left shoulder had been obliterated to the point that he could see several splintered ribs protruding from the wound. Instinctively he ran over to it.

“Mos, the crash kit!”

<You must go> the simian’s gorget speaker relayed with a jarring lack of urgency or emotion.

“What’s your name?” Cyprian asked, ignoring him. The gorilla’s arm was completely off, and the open wound was easily twenty-five centimetres in diameter. Blood flowed freely from ripped arteries and veins, and the whole thing smelt like a burnt steak.

<Kausar>

Enemy fire flared overhead. Mosi snapped off several shots with her Grendel before sliding into the mud next to them, unzipping a bright red crash kit.

“Here,” she said, eyes widening as she took in the wound.

“Watch that corner,” Cyprian replied, pointing to a junction between modules.

Mosi moved unquestioningly. Weeks of intervening weapons drills, and a mixture of real-life and lucid-dream cerebral imprintation, had given her all the academic combat knowledge she could ever need.

<Use the phase rifle to degrade the shuttle KS> Kausar said. His own int had flooded his system with the necessary drugs to dull the pain and keep him lucid; the bigger problem was physically moving. Cyprian suspected that the gorilla’s spinal cord had been damaged.

He snatched several clotting-gel syringes from their sterilised packaging and jammed them into the wound, depressing the plungers until the flow of blood was arrested. He was in the middle of unwrapping a bandage when Kausar’s remaining arm, propelled not by his muscles but by his mechanical exoskeleton, roughly batted Cyprian out the way. Cyprian lay sprawled in the mud, winded as effectively as if he’d been punched in the gut, and watched as Kausar’s right-shoulder missile launcher fired, this time striking a Nikandr mercenary who had been sneaking around the corner of a module to the southeast. All of them had powerful electronic-warfare suites which should in theory have provided them with a dizzying array of data, including real-time mapping of enemy positions; but the reality of such high-tech conflict was that fractal levels of countermeasures tended to cancel each other out to the point where they were back to square one: just people shooting at each other.

<The phase!> Kausar said. This time, his speaker managed to inject a sense of urgency into the electronic voice.

Cyprian lifted the enormous phase rifle with a grunt. Kausar was able to activate its mechanism and optics remotely, so that all Cyprian had to do was keep the enormous simian-scaled weapon level.

<Firing> Kausar said, and Cyprian held the weapon steady as a bright beam of phase fire lanced out of the barrel and struck the shuttle dead on. He was surprised that for such a powerful piece of equipment, there was no recoil whatsoever; what was much less of a surprise was how bloody hot the thing got. After several seconds of continuous fire, great hissing streamers of steam spewed from emergency vents on the casing.

He didn’t know what level of coordination had taken place between Kausar and the other simian clones, but the second the shuttle’s shield was overwhelmed by the phase, a sudden barrage of fire from several different places—including the steps of the capitol—smashed into the fuselage and touched off the magazine, annihilating it in a massive explosion of unspent ordnance.

Cyprian gritted his teeth as the blast wave thumped through him and flaming debris rained down. A great roar of rage went up from the various Nikandr mercenaries, and the intensity of fire both to and from the capitol building increased, so that a prismatic hail of horizontal projectiles flourished between the two forces.

“What next?” Cyprian asked Kausar—but when he turned back, the gorilla was dead.

“What’s going on, Chief?” Mosi called out from the corner of the nearest module.

Cyprian was about to answer when his attention was pulled upwards, to where another shrieking roar filled the sky. Any fleeting elation he might have felt at the destruction of the Nikandr shuttle was swiftly replaced by a crushing sense of dismay as a second assault shuttle punched through the cloud cover. It hosed the front of the capitol with railgun fire and a twin-beamed laser weapon that scored great streaking black trenches in the façade.

Cyprian pressed himself to his feet and covered the ground between them at a sprint, slamming into the side of the module next to her.

“We need to—” he began, and then stopped.

And stared.

“Chief?”

He didn’t answer. He moved round the side of the module, eyes fixed on the ground. Here, North Star construction rigs and piles of equipment lay stacked up. One large pallet of equipment had been smashed open by a stray round, and torn boxes of electronic components were scattered about in the mud.

“Chief?”

Cyprian reached out a hand and picked up a dismayingly familiar small black disc. There were hundreds of them, packed into a ripped box. On the box was printed SPC-CONVERTER [CLAD] GRADE 1.

A power converter for solar cladding—so his int informed him.

Not a mercenary hacking device.

Not a network tracker.

Not a comms bug.

Nothing but a basic electronic component.

Confusion turned to anger.

They’d played him for a fucking fool.

He turned sharply to Mosi, head swimming. “We need to get to the nearest transmission tower,” he said breathlessly. He grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her towards his jeep.

“Why?” Mosi asked, ducking as something lethal whistled over their heads.

“I’ll explain on the way!”



Even in the subterranean bunker, Katherine could feel the percussive thumps of explosions on the surface.

She watched the battle unfold through small video sensors attached invisibly to the front of the capitol building. The feed kept cutting out, overwhelmed by the optical flare from the lasers and electronic-warfare saturation that had turned the air into static soup with competing signals.

She had tried sitting down, but kept standing and pacing the small room. Watching a battle on a live stream was a bit like watching a hypersled race or some other sporting event. She found herself quietly fist-pumping the deaths of the mercenaries, or swearing whenever one of the simian clones was killed. It was horribly gory—the weapons did incredible damage to flesh and blood—but Katherine had spent her entire life on Leonis. Performatively gruesome executions were de rigueur there. Besides, through the filter of the screen, even a high-definition one, there was an element of sanitisation and psychological remove.

In the centre of the room was another holographic stream of the battle in orbit, this one all stylised representations of the various starfighters and system topography. Their sensors had lost contact with about half of the space force—they were much too far out of range, now, having intercepted the Nikandr mercenaries in deep solar orbit. The other half of the interdiction wing was flying erratic vectors around Gabriel, moving constantly, shooting straight-line ordnance out of the low-orbit band. Several Nikandr assault landers had been blown to radioactive cinders, their remains currently streaking incandescently through the upper atmosphere like meteor showers. There were also several Gabrielan casualties that they knew about. It was perfectly possible that there were more that the sensors hadn’t logged yet. The whole thing made Katherine nauseous with anxiety.

“How much longer can this go on for?” she asked, gripping the sides of her head.

Droor, Lukah, and Dr. Kerr, as well as a few North Star executives—thankfully not Howell—sat in silence. They didn’t know. No one did.

The emergency broadcast channel spluttered into life.

“… ect … e … int … ork” came a voice over the strangled comms network. The vocal tag identified it as Reis, but Katherine could barely make out what he was saying amongst the catastrophic audio clutter. Signals were having to wade through treacle to reach the receivers.

“What?” she asked, trying to get her int to decipher what the man was saying.

“Dis … fro … th … net…!”

“Is anybody else getting this?” she demanded.

“I’m trying to listen, one second,” Droor said, bending his head to the side.

“Disconne … work!” Cyprian was bellowing over the sound of heavy firing and a severely disrupted comms network.

“Disconnect?” Droor said.

“That’s what I heard,” Katherine murmured. “Disconnect from what?”

But the link was dead.

Katherine swore spectacularly. “What are we doing down here?!”

“Staying alive,” Droor snapped. “Just be patient. Let the soldiers do the soldiering. You are more important.”

“But I’m no one!” Katherine shouted, and in that moment, she truly felt like it. A child playing dress-up. A foolish housewife who had taken on an indulgent hobby. A barroom gambler who had signed up for a professional poker tournament. She was so far out of her depth she was treading water in the middle of the ocean. “I’m nothing! These people are dying because of me, and I’m nothing!”

“Enough!” Droor thundered, making everybody in the bunker jump. “You are the President of the Republic of Gabriel! Act like it! Now be quiet, damn you, I am trying to work out what this execrable man is saying.”



“Disconnect from the int network!” Cyprian shouted for one final, frantic time into his comm. He wrestled with the jeep’s steering wheel until they screeched to a halt outside of the hospital. He looked over his shoulder; smoke was rising from the central business district, now two kilometres away. But even with some distance between him and the fighting, he felt no calmer.

“Why should we disconnect from the network?” Mosi asked, chasing him out of the jeep as he sprinted across the road and mud and onto the landing platform where the ambulance sat, its red and lime-green livery stark against the brown and grey of the blasted landscape beyond.

“Just get in!” Cyprian shouted to her. He yanked open the sliding door and climbed in, and ordered the autocruiser to take them to the nearest transmission tower. It was five kilometres away on the edge of the city, atop a natural crest.

Mosi clambered in next to him, and they strapped themselves in. Cyprian issued a security-clearance override to the ambulance’s computer, lifting the speed restrictions, and the thing crushed them into their seats as it pulled itself away from the landing platform at full power and zipped towards the tower in the distance.

“Will you please—”

“Shut up a minute and let me check something,” Cyprian snapped. He opened the North Star portal on his int and navigated to the personnel files, and toggled through dozens of rosters—construction workers, robotic controllers, engineers, architects, freight drivers, space pilots, managers and executives, until he got to the information-systems technicians.

“That fucking thing,” he said, toggling through each worker’s private data. “That widget. The box full of little black discs.” He scanned through each file photo, increasingly frantic.

“The solar cladding?”

“They told me that was a scanner. A tracker. A bug. And I believed them. I fucking believed them!”

“Why wouldn’t you believe them?” Mosi asked, a note of panic in her voice.

Cyprian reached the end of the IST files. “They’re gone,” he breathed, cross-eyed with dread.

“What’s gone?”

“The files. The personnel files of the techs we met. They’re gone. They’ve been wiped.”

“You’re saying—”

Cyprian clutched his head in his hands. “Fuck knows who those guys were. They were either on the take, or they were Nikandr.”

“They spliced themselves into the database?”

“Or cut themselves out.”

There was a painful silence. In the distance, energy beams carved into the cloud layer like spotlights.

“Shit, Chief. What did they do?”

“Sold me a line.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean what did they do to the network?”

“That’s what we need to find out!”



Julian squinted at his HUD. His electronic-warfare suite had limited range, but after half an hour of hard flying and hard fighting, the enormous sphere of space it could detect was clear of enemy fighters.

Of the ten Gamayuns which had launched from Yalwa—on what should have been a brief training sortie—only six remained, though two more wings had since launched from the lunar interdiction base. But the debris of at least twenty Nikandr vessels floated in various states of disassembly throughout the solar system. That was a victory in itself.

Julian was much too inexperienced in military matters to fully appreciate the nature of their enemy and his hardware, though he knew that, whilst their force consisted solely of X17s, the Nikandr force had a variety of ships. Some of them were starfighters like the Gamayun, whilst others seemed to be larger, and responsible for disgorging space-to-surface ordnance or shuttles filled with mercenaries. But now that he had a few seconds to take a breath and speed his way back to Gabriel—still immeasurably distant—something had started to bother him. All of the other warnings had finally died away, and his cockpit had ceased to be a demented box of cacophonous noise. But there was one warning that still flickered intermittently up on his HUD:

[TARGET COM]

It stuttered on and off, constantly unsure. Very occasionally a warning tone would blurt for a half second, too.

“Indigo leader,” he said into his mouthpiece.

“Go ahead, Yash,” Summers replied. The line was garbled.

“I’m still getting communications interference.”

“I know,” came the distant reply. On Julian’s HUD, Summers’ starfighter was rendered as a small green square now just over a million kilometres ahead and above him.

“Where’s it coming from?”

“Unknown.”

Julian fell silent. He increased the power to his electronic-warfare suite—a starfighter had limited power and a lot of systems competing for it—and, like the onboard diagnostics computer on his Toshiko, had it try to trace the source of the interference.

To his surprise, it wasn’t a signals jammer at all. After several incremental amplifications, the diagnostic result pointed not to any sort of scrambler, but to a single powerful command pulse coming from a seemingly random point in space in the high-orbit band of Gabriel.

He tagged the source of the signal, and then transmitted it to Summers.

“Indigo leader, can you see this?”

He maximised the zoom on his optical feed, but there was nothing to see except a black space against more black space.

There was a brief pause, and then Summers’ voice came back. It was a single word, freighted with dismay. “Shit.”

The link terminated. The icon on Julian’s HUD winked out. In the distance, there was a brief flash where an expanding cloud of gas and debris caught the light from the sun.

Julian’s stomach dropped.

“Indigo leader? Indigo leader?”

Julian powered up the engines and weapon systems and rammed the VRTs to full power.

There was something out there, and it was killing them one by one.



“I think he was telling us to disconnect from the int network,” Kerr said. She and the senior North Star engineers—the latter present by virtue of a contractual obligation—in the bunker had spent the better part of fifteen minutes trying to decipher Cyprian’s strangled messaging, piecing together fragmented and corrupted audio files and splicing them together with the assistance of VI.

“What do you mean?” Katherine asked.

“I mean precisely that,” Kerr said. “That his message is for us to immediately disconnect from the network.”

“When did the network go operational?” Katherine asked.

There was a pause. “Uh, two weeks ago, ma’am. Well, ten days,” the North Star construction director said.

Nothing had changed particularly once the network had gone up. Most of them had had access in Madina anyway, the first and only place to be given blanket int coverage. The broader network connected every int both to one another and to a central hub, but also acted as a broadcast network for things like interplanetary communications signal boosting, or the autocruiser navigation grid. It would also begin the useful task of micromapping the globe, and providing real-time data on local climatic conditions and animal migrations.

Katherine looked across to Kerr as her connection icon disappeared from the network.

“You’ve disconnected,” she said.

Kerr shrugged. “Of course. I’m not going to argue with the head of security.”

“But why does he want us to?” Katherine asked. Disconnecting would cut them off from everything. They would not be able to witness the battle outside the capitol, not be able to communicate with Captain Haan and his clones—not be able to communicate with anyone. They would be willingly rendering themselves blind, deaf, and dumb to the most important events in Katherine’s life, trying to gauge the progress of events through the blast vibrations that shook the earth around the bunker.

“He didn’t say,” Kerr replied. “The only reason I can think of is if the network is at risk.”

“He was most emphatic,” Droor said thoughtfully, and he too disconnected.

“What about the simians?”

“They’re on a closed loop,” Kerr said. “They’re firewalled.”

Katherine’s mind raced. She looked around the room. Everyone looked back at her expectantly.

“Fine,” she said eventually. “Fine. Everybody else do it. Everyone in this room. I will remain connected.”

“I do not think that’s—” Lukah began, but Katherine cut him off.

“That’s it. I’ve made the decision.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lukah replied.

And one by one, Katherine watched their connections sever, until, even though she was surrounded by people, she felt like she was the only person on the planet.
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INTEROPERABILITY



The ambulance put down outside of the transmission tower. Out of it ran Cyprian, Mosi, and a simian clone they’d enlisted en route called Una. Cyprian remained connected to the network, but he’d had Mosi and Gage disconnect.

The three of them ran to the module that sprouted from the base of the huge tower. Here they were at the very extremity of Madina. Beyond to the west was endless lush, forested grassland, where herds of macropods bounced and ate, untroubled by the encroachment of the capital like some sort of urban tumour. Occasionally one would turn at the sound of a distant explosion—doubtless mistaking it for thunder—or the much more alien sound of railgun and phase fire, which had no natural terrestrial equivalent. They regarded these noises with incomprehension, chewing warily but making no attempt to flee.

<Contact> Una said. Cyprian followed the line of the gorilla’s gaze to where something was flying towards them: not a shuttle, but something smaller. A moment later, enemy rounds began to slam into the earth around them.

“Inside, inside!” Cyprian shouted, kicking the door in. Beyond the threshold was the same baffling array of hardware.

Both he and Mosi ducked, hands jammed over their ears, as Una opened up with his own missile launchers and railgun from several metres away. The noise was appalling, and Cyprian felt his ear canals automatically constrict to reduce the intensity of the sound waves battering his eardrums.

“What are you looking for?” Mosi shouted over the din.

“I haven’t got a fucking clue!” Cyprian shouted back. He began to pull out physical interfaces, activating screens. “Diagnostics … Diagnostics … Diag— Aha!”

He pulled up a diagnostics screen, but its assessment was unwaveringly positive; the network was functioning precisely as it was intended.

They both ducked again as something large and fused slammed into the side of the module. Una picked it up and threw it with the casual strength of an Olympian, and resumed his deafening salvo. Several more shots punched through the module’s composite walls; they were reinforced to withstand violent atmospheric insertion, but they were not bulletproof.

“How many are there?” Mosi asked Una.

<Four> the gorilla replied, before taking a moment, aiming his railgun, and letting off a single, precisely aimed shot. <Three>

“They knew we would come here,” Cyprian said, rubbing the sweat from his forehead. “There’ll be more coming.” He turned to Una. “You need to call reinforcements. We need more simians here.”

<Affirmative>

Cyprian turned back to the screen in front of him. “I need to turn this thing off.”

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly!” Mosi shouted.

“Shut up and let me think!”

Mosi moved away from him to the other side of the module door and fired off a long, wild salvo of Grendel fire.

“Shit,” she said.

“What?”

“There’s a lot of them.”

“You said there were only four!” Cyprian shouted at Una.

<Now there are more>

“Well that’s terrific—”

“Chief! Get a fucking move on!”

“Shit fuck shit fuck shit fuck,” Cyprian muttered in constant refrain as he began to navigate through an endless selection of options; but as time went on, he began to realise that it was simply not going to be possible for him to deactivate the network. He had neither the technical know-how nor the authority.

Just as he was about to give up, something flashed across the screen. For a moment, he thought the interface had frozen; then it began to pulse with a small message rendered in simple, uncomplicated text.

[COMMAND RECEIVED]

“Command received?” he breathed.

“From who?” Mosi asked.

<Orbit> Una said.

“How do you know?”

<EWS>

“EWS, what’s that, early warning system?”

<Electronic-warfare suite>

Una snapped something off the belt around his waist and threw it. A moment later, Mosi swore and shielded her eyes as an incredible flash of incandescent blue light rendered everything in stark relief. The blast wave struck the module simultaneously, dislodging stacks of electronics and sending them cascading to the floor.

“What the fuck was that?!” Cyprian demanded.

<Concentrate on your task> Una replied.

Cyprian gritted his teeth and turned back to the screen, exhausting the entirety of his technical knowledge trying to decipher the source of the command.

“Someone is sending a command to the int network from orbit,” Cyprian said.

Mosi ducked as something moving very fast clanged against the hinge of the module door and blasted it half off.

“What can we do?!” Mosi shouted.

“Just let me think!”

He thought; then he tried to hail the command bunker underneath the capitol. Even though President Fuller’s int was still reading as connected to the network—something which caused him to swear violently—the bunker itself, and everyone else in it, had gone dark. It was good that they had listened to him, but exquisitely annoying that the President—of all the fucking people!—had not.

He tried repeatedly to connect to Fuller’s int, but if the electronic interference from the battle had been bad before, it was even worse now.

<You will not be able to connect, the bandwidth is saturated> Una said.

“What about orbit?” Mosi said, then bent double as something slammed into her gut.

“Mos!” Cyprian screamed. Not again, not again, not again!

“I’m fine, stay there,” she wheezed, collapsing to one knee, using the Grendel as a crutch.

<It did not perforate> Una said. He had set up a small electromagnetic launcher in the doorway which was periodically spitting poisoned ball bearings at the mercenaries.

“Where are the rest of you?!” Cyprian demanded of Una.

<Fighting>

Cyprian smacked himself in the forehead with the heel of his hand. He had rushed here without thinking, with no plan and no idea what to do when he arrived, and as a consequence had achieved the most predictable outcome of all: nothing.

<If the command is coming from orbit, then there is a Nikandr ship sending it> Una said in between bursts of catastrophically loud railgun fire.

“Tell Summers!” Mosi wheezed, then spent several seconds retching up her breakfast.

Of course. They had starfighters in orbit. If Nikandr were broadcasting from some sort of command and control ship above Gabriel, he could have Summers destroy it.

“Right!” he shouted—

And then stopped.

“Chief?” he heard Mosi ask from very far away. “Chief?”

Something had shifted in his head. Cyprian went cross-eyed. Some insane electronic noise proliferated dementedly in his audio implants.

“What?” he slurred, suffering a sudden bout of profound vertigo. A message appeared on his HUD—[FATAL MASTER NETWORK CORRUPTION: DO NOT RECONNECT]—before the optics began to flicker and pixelate. Strange shapes appeared in front of him, formless and colourful, like solar afterimages.

“Are you okay?” someone asked him. Mosi. Subira Mosi. She sounded as though she were speaking from the end of a concrete pipe ten kilometres long.

<It is a memetic virus. They have corrupted the network> an electronic voice said. <He will die shortly>

“Do something!” Mosi shouted.

<I can’t. We will be overwhelmed as soon as I stop firing>

“I think…” Cyprian said, dizzy and nauseous and sweating. He turned back to the console. Next to it there was a sound-powered phone—an actual plastic handset, hardwired into a high-gain FLASH line—and he pulled it off the wall and thrust it towards Mosi.

She took it, confusion furrowing her brow. “What am I supposed to do with this?” she asked him.

“It’s … starting…” Cyprian slurred, and vomited, and collapsed.



Julian had only just come back into the range of the int network when his connection to it was unceremoniously severed. He was used to seeing a variety of warnings on his HUD, and over the course of the dogfight, he thought he had seen them all. But now an entirely new one appeared, luminescent orange and turquoise, flashing in a deliberately syncopated way so as to make it deeply irritating and unignorable. It read:

[FATAL MASTER NETWORK CORRUPTION: DO NOT RECONNECT]

Julian was coming back into what remained of the fray in the high-orbit band of Gabriel and his attention was split between the warning and a host of new target proximity warnings. The sudden termination of his int’s functions—something which had been undertaken not at his instigation but by his starfighter’s electronic-warfare pod to save his life—and the warning itself should have been enough to alert him that the network had been sabotaged; but a moment later, an unencrypted wideband message on the FLASH emergency line was broadcast in his earpiece.

“This is security service agent Subira Mosi!” shouted a frantic woman called Subira Mosi. She sounded very flustered and very distracted. There was a pause that was filled with a rhythmic grunting sound. In the background was a calamitous sound of firing which the FLASH line was doing a generally good job of cleaning up. “Something happened to the network and Gabriel, something has corrupted it with a … fucking … I don’t know what, ‘memetic virus’? The command was received from orbit—”

Julian immediately thought of the electronic-warfare dead zone he had discovered.

“This is Julian Yashego,” he transmitted, cutting across her. “Where is it coming from? There’s an electronic blank zone in orbit but it’s too big for me to lock on to.”

“What do I do?” Mosi demanded.

“You need to triangulate the source of the signal,” Julian said, his heart racing, his palms sweating. “Be as specific as you can, I need the exact coordinates.”

“I don’t— Tell me how I do that? Come on, Chief, stay with me!”

Julian cursed. He had hoped she would know. “I don’t— Just give me a second,” he said, bringing his starfighter round to avoid “legacy flak”—glittering lines of tracer that had been fired many minutes before and were left to fly infinitely through space. “Work it out!”

A moment later another pilot connected to the FLASH line.

“This is Gordie Kennet,” she said, unruffled by the unfolding catastrophe. “You can triangulate it with the FLASH equipment itself. You need to search for something called a ‘correlative interferometer.’”

There was another pause as Mosi continued to perform chest compressions on her mysterious companion whilst reading out the various labels on the FLASH equipment in front of her.

“Correlative interferometer!” she announced loudly.

“Activate it and follow the instructions on the screen. There won’t be many signals to trace to the receiver so it shouldn’t take long.”

“It says … It says the bandwidth is saturated,” she said.

Both Kennet and Julian swore.

“You need to find a way to cut through the noise,” Kennet said. “Who else is there with you?”

“One of the simian clones, but he’s—” There was a loud roaring, and an explosive blast of railgun fire. “Well, he’s busy.”

“What’s your situation?”

“We’re under attack by Nikandr ground forces. The chief is down, he wasn’t shot but I think it’s the network itself. It’s just me left!”

There was a pause as Kennet reviewed the situation. Julian looked to see where she was; she was the only X17 in the low-orbit band close enough for a precision strike, but with the amount of ordnance still dropping on Gabriel, she wasn’t going to have much time for a strafing run—seconds at best.

“I think I can help you out,” Kennet said, her voice slightly tight from the constant G-forces. “You’re at the S4 network transmitter, aren’t you? Forty-one-point-zero-three-three-six, twelve-point-seven-one-eight-one?”

“Yes!” Mosi said breathlessly. “But they have shields.”

“Don’t worry about that. I can give you two seconds. Find cover if you can. It’s going to get very hot.”



Cyprian lay on the floor of the module in the throes of a fever dream. A bizarre sequence of memories from his time on Leonis played stroboscopically in his mind’s eye. Above him, Mosi continued to perform chest compressions, even though he was conscious and breathing.

Except, was he? He realised then that he existed in some strange liminal hell, his life being artificially prolonged in suspended animation by his soon-to-be-fatally-corrupted int. Instead of just falling unconscious and dying, he was stuck in purgatorial space, technically dead, but like a fuel cell with a little bit of power left inside, his conscious mind hived off and left switched on. It was an out-of-body experience in the truest and most horrifying sense.

And then Mosi stopped pumping his heart for him, and he began to feel himself fade. Instead, she draped herself across him, a rudimentary protective barrier, whilst something very bright and very hot cut into the soil outside the module. Superheated steam exploded off the ground. In seconds everything around them was on fire. The soil was burning, mercenaries were burning, and a column of air was exploding away from the phase beam like a single monumental gunshot, as if an entire thunderstorm had been distilled into a one-second blast.

And then Mosi was back up and on him, press-press-pressing his sternum, forcing the blood around his arteries, and all Cyprian wanted to do was switch off and die.



Julian gripped the control stick, sweating freely, adrenaline pounding through his guts. He watched from a painful distance, his optics on maximum enhancement, as a single two-second spear of phase fire zapped down from Kennet’s Gamayun onto a small and distant point on Gabriel’s Xiadani continent. Then she corkscrewed away, and resumed the busywork of shooting down legacy ordnance and Nikandr starfighters.

“Are you still there, Mosi?” he asked on the FLASH line.

Silence.

“Come on,” he breathed. “Come on.”

“I’m here.” Her voice—rasping and stressed—sounded crystal-clear; whatever had been jamming up the FLASH line before, Kennet had killed it.

“Have you got the coordinates?”

“Just give me a second.” She coughed. The phase strike had probably burned her lungs.

The second stretched. Julian was closing on Gabriel, and fast, but he did not want to get entangled in the low-orbit dogfight until the dark spot was taken care of.

“Okay—I think … I think I have it. Five-oh—three—one—six—two—five … ‘equatorial planar plus forty’?”

Julian didn’t need to do anything; his electronic-warfare suite was closely monitoring the FLASH comms—was evidently programmed to—and a moment later a red target reticle appeared in the signal’s dead zone.

“There it is,” Julian said with a heart-stopping burst of excitement. A split second later his HUD was flashing dementedly with warning graphics.

[MASTER WARNING]

[ACTIVE TARGET WARNING]

[TARGET COM]

[TARGET RAD]

[TARGET FLARE]

[REACT]

[REACT]

[REACT]

Without a second’s hesitation, he engaged all of the weapon systems he had at his disposal and fired, watching as thousands of slugs from his RRG, as well as two sun-bright beams of phase fire and several voidshadow missiles, corkscrewed away from his starfighter.

[COUNTERMEASURES] said his HUD.

The ordnance splashed uselessly against layers of energy and kinetic shielding. Whatever this thing was, it was heavily defended.

Julian didn’t have time to get a good look at it on the enhanced optics. He engaged the VRTs on a full burn and pulled out of the way of several long bursts of directed defensive laser fire. One even scored a shallow burn on his starboard wing.

“Everyone—help!” he shouted as his comms discipline deserted him. Alarms filled the cockpit as the master warning tone blared incessantly. Green squares converged on him—those which could be spared from interdiction duties. Three X17s were close enough to do something, and had had the good sense to begin firing on the Nikandr command module and so split its defensive fire.

“That’s a serious shield,” Indigo-8 said.

“Staggered phase pulse in three-ship config, Yashego run HO in the lag. It’s gonna be tight, so let’s get it right first try,” Indigo-2 said.

Julian pulled into the formation using his ship’s VI to decipher the instructions. He had about four seconds to work out what the orders were, given the closing trajectories and vortex of defensive battery fire now glittering through the void towards them.

“Yash, get out of the three-ship!” Indigo-2 snapped.

It was a triangular assault pattern, and they were going to hit the defensive shielding in staggered fire, delaying each phase blast by microseconds. Each pulse would connect with the layers of energy shielding to briefly overwhelm it; and in the infinitesimal lag between the layers powering back on again, Julian would “run HO”—fire hard ordnance—on the module. If he timed it right, the slugs would travel through the shielding as they were closing up behind it, and destroy the command module within. As a piece of combat aviation, it was a tall order even for an experienced pilot.

The three-ship converged. Remaining Nikandr fighters—the cautious and unskilled—engaged, and although they were quite useless as fighter pilots, they were incredibly powerful as a distraction. Julian needed every bit of his concentration to thread the needle with a well-placed railgun slug. Now he was having to contend with errant fire from Nikandr stragglers.

They might have done it in the first sweep, except Indigo-3 was blown to radioactive cinders by a lucky hypersonic missile. The staggered phase fire connected with the shield but was shrugged off, and Julian didn’t even bother following up.

“Yash, pull in point-two vertex,” Indigo-2 said tightly. “We’ll run in again. Yash, you need to stutter phase, we’ll go on your mark.”

So, Julian was firing first.

This is it, he thought to himself as his bloodstream swam with adrenaline. He didn’t know how much time the command module needed to fully activate the int virus, but it couldn’t have been more than another few seconds. It has to be now or never.

The three-ship formation pulled another brain-flattening turn. The distant bright sphere of Gabriel swirled madly through his false canopy, the stretch of intervening space lousy with combat graphics. Now the Gamayuns were lined up for another—final—attack run.

“Ready?” he said, sweating profusely.

“Let’s get on with it.”

“Firing!” he said, though everybody’s flight computers synced up to his phase cannon anyway and the verbal command was redundant.

Beams of phase fire lanced out at perfectly timed intervals. Julian found himself following up with a burst of RRG fire without even thinking about it—another automatic action courtesy of the cerebral imprintation—and before he could think about or do anything else, debris was clattering against his X17’s fuselage and he was shaking his head and blinking in confusion, Gabriel growing all the time in his targeting computer.

The wideband was a mess of disorganised whooping and cheering. He shook his head. It was as though the lucid-dream training had implanted a second personality in his brain, a highly skilled, highly accomplished starfighter pilot with whom he only occasionally consciously synchronised. But after a few moments, the memories came back to him, foreign things implanted in his mind.

He could see the Nikandr command module’s energy shields failing, could feel the thrum of his RRG, could see the slugs zip through the collapsed defences and obliterate the mercenary HQ. It shredded it like a shotgun firing into a piece of paper, killing all aboard instantly and severing the command signal.

“It worked,” Mosi was saying jubilantly on the FLASH line. “It worked!”

“It worked,” agreed a man’s voice—it sounded to Julian like Cyprian Reis’.

It had worked. The message on Julian’s HUD—[FATAL MASTER NETWORK CORRUPTION: DO NOT RECONNECT]—winked off. A moment later his connection to the int network was fully restored.

There was a fumbling sound as the FLASH handset was snatched from the woman. “You did it,” Reis grunted in precisely the tone of voice Julian would expect from someone who had just had CPR performed on them. “You bloody did—!”

And then there was a scream, and the sound of gunfire, and then the FLASH line went dead.



Katherine awoke to find Dr. Kerr kissing her tenderly.

No. Not kissing: forcing air that smelt of coffee into her aching, unresponsive lungs.

She spluttered as she sat up, breaking the seal between their lips like a docking proboscis explosively decompressing.

“Speak to me, Katherine,” Lukah said from next to Dr. Kerr, frantically searching her face for some semblance of consciousness. Behind him was a tableau of aghast expressions, everyone frozen in place as their president of six months had collapsed wordlessly to the floor. “Father Eternal, please say something.”

“Don’t say that name,” she said hoarsely, her right hand pressing against her sternum where her heart beat arrhythmically. Her chest hurt, and her mouth tasted of blood where she had bitten her tongue falling over. “I’m fine. What happened?”

“A network spike,” Droor said, apparently satisfied she would live. Lukah, on the other hand, looked as though he was about to cry. She climbed into her seat before he could hug her.

“A what?” she asked, as Dr. Kerr passed her a glass of water and gave her right forearm a comforting squeeze.

“Nikandr corrupted the int network with a memetic virus. Everyone who didn’t disconnect would have been exposed to it. It could have killed you,” Droor added with a measure of reproach. “Were it not for Dr. Kerr’s quick thinking, it would have done.”

Katherine nearly passed out again. “My messages…” she breathed, head spinning. She’d spent the last ten minutes sending endless warnings to the citizens of Gabriel to disconnect, shotgunning them from the presidential e-address to every registered int on the planet before she’d collapsed. “Oh my, oh no, oh fuck,” she moaned. Images of bombardment shelters full of corpses filled her mind’s eye, men, women, and children in great, silent heaps, collapsed as though switched off. “Did they go through? Tell me they went through!”

“We think so,” Droor said. “We won’t know until the battle is finished. If they did, you’ll have saved a lot of lives.”

“And if they didn’t everyone is dead? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“We don’t know. But, the battle is more or less over.”

“And!?” Katherine demanded, her eyes trying and failing to focus on the hologram and screens where the battle had raged. But if before it had been a conflagration, now it was embers.

“We appear to have prevailed.”

Her heart surged painfully. Even with this information, it was difficult to tell precisely what was going on on the monitors.

“We won?”

“It seems to be going well, yes,” Droor said mildly, as though he were watching his chosen team performing well on the hypersled track.

“It seems to be—!” Katherine repeated breathlessly. “Get me out of this bloody bunker,” she demanded. “I want to go to the surface. Right now. And!” she snapped, pointing to Droor and Lukah. “Don’t even think about trying to stop me. Understood?”

Droor sighed wearily. “Yes, Madam President.”



“Fuck!” Cyprian and Mosi shouted in unison as rounds slammed into the inside of the module, gouging explosive holes into the hardware, vaporising the FLASH module and the diagnostic interface and punching two dozen beams of light into the east-facing wall.

Cyprian, still woozy from having died and feeling profoundly, wretchedly nauseous, manhandled his shotgun up and blasted crazily at the door. Mosi screamed as she did the same, picking up her Grendel and unleashing an entire magazine at the entrance.

“Where’s the gorilla?” Cyprian demanded.

“I think he might be dead,” Mosi replied. She looked exhausted.

“I thought these Nikandr guys got smoked by the starfighters?” Cyprian said. He had a vague memory of the world ending in a great blaze of ionising radiation.

“Those guys did,” Mosi said.

More bullets punched holes in the module. The fire was dismayingly accurate; the network, far from being saturated with competing electronic-warfare signals, had been almost completely cleaned up.

“They’re going to start scanning us,” Cyprian said, noting that the module door had been blasted off its hinges. “Here, help me block the entrance.”

Just as he and Mosi began to push some of the enormous stacks of electronic equipment across the opening, his int lit up with a sudden warning:

[!THERMAL TRACKING ACTIVE!]

“Shit!” he hissed. “Get down!”

They were fucked. They didn’t stand a chance. They—

There was a sudden burst of gunfire, followed by several screams, and several wet thumps.

And then, silence.

“Don’t shoot!” someone shouted cheerfully from outside. “I’m coming in! I’m a friend!”

Cyprian and Mosi exchanged a look from where they lay on the floor, their faces nearly touching.

“… Okay!” Cyprian called back—at the same time Mosi shook her head vigorously.

“I’m walking towards the door now!” the woman called out. Her voice sounded familiar.

“Wait a minute,” Cyprian said quietly to Mosi. “Just … Don’t shoot. I think it’s okay.”

A moment later, the doorway darkened. A woman stood there, helmetless and in flying overalls. In her hand was a large internal-combustion pistol, the type used by space forces to fire chemically propelled projectiles in airless environments.

“Are you both all right?” Group Captain Zehra Summers asked them.






NO FINER PLACE FOR A GRAVE


Four months later

“Did you ever find out who was behind it?” Katherine asked as she was served her “Hopalong” cocktail, which seemed to be predominantly green absinthe marbled with a gorgonberry liqueur, served on the rocks. Someone from the new Culture Department had commissioned it from a local mixologist so that Gabriel had its own national drink. It was supposed to reflect the landscape: the verdant, lush greenery of the countryside around Madina, and the lightning-lines of red vegetation that shot the forests through like arteries. Or perhaps it was meant to resemble the pelt of the green-and-red-striped macropods. Either way, it was abysmally alcoholic, over 80 proof, and as consequence was designed to be sipped slowly on ice.

Droor waited until the pack of hypersleds had passed, a thunderous, brain-rattling din. He had tried to get away with having a glass of water, but Katherine had insisted he have something harder, and so he sipped a sweating glass of beer.

“I’ll never know for certain,” he replied carefully.

They were sitting in a trackside VIP box for the inaugural race of the Madinan hypersled circuit. Katherine did not know to what lengths the Culture Department had gone to win the GHL’s season opener—and she had a slight fear that Droor’s rechristened Department of National Security had had a hand in it—but it had been a coup. Four months before, they had been staring down the barrel of a catastrophe, with news of the mercenary attack on Madina propagating and proliferating through the Free Nations like wildfire and immigration dipping to fatally low numbers. The news that their int network had been spiked, something which Katherine had quickly learned was one of the absolute worst things that could befall any fledgling nation, had almost been as effective as the spike itself.

But Katherine and Lukah’s brainchild—the construction of the hypersled circuit—and the arrival of the talismanic Julian Yashego, together with Gabriel’s curious notoriety, fanned from embers to flames by the DNS, had captured galactic imagination.

“The Empire, then. Morita.”

“Insofar as I can be sure, yes.”

“Will they try again?” Katherine asked, wincing as another sip of her Hopalong burned its way down her gullet. “Bloody hell, that’s strong.”

“Undoubtedly,” Droor said. “If nothing else, they will have to answer for the death of Ruben.”

“How did they spin it?”

Droor waved his hand dismissively. “The usual nonsense. I must say, my successor is deeply unimaginative.”

“What would you have said?”

“Oh, that Morozov had been killed on the front lines somewhere, gloriously leading his men into battle. I would have invented an entire action around it.” He shrugged. “Everyone would have believed it. Not in the Party, but everyone else. This—” He nodded towards the track, indicating Julian. “—has of course made them furious. Not least because they are no longer winning races.”

Katherine turned to the leaderboard, to see the crimson and white Pater Aeternus Toshiko, now piloted by Aang de Palma, lagging in an unthinkable ninth place. For a Galactic Hypersled League qualifier, it was an abject humiliation.

She nodded to it. “And how did they spin that on Leonis?”

Droor shrugged. “The same way I’d have done: simply that his contract was concluded and that he was free to work with other teams. They have plenty of footage of Yashego saying as much on the broadcast network—that he had only intended to race for one season on Leonis. Of course, the contract that he did sign—that I personally forced him to sign—is of no consequence and will have been destroyed.”

“So, there was no blowback?”

“Well, the Party will not have allowed there to be any blowback. They will have just played it off as nothing more than the warp and weft of the hypersled league. Pilots, after all, do change teams all the time.”

“But outside? In the Free Nations?”

“Yes, that Julian abandoned Leonis in favour of a tiny colony has created a hurricane of news coverage. Which is of course precisely what we wanted it to do.”

Katherine smiled briefly. She watched one of the huge trackside holos as it followed the progress of the hypersleds along the ocean coast.

“What will be their next move?”

“I don’t know. I’m having to keep my PDE networks dark for now, for their safety.” He sighed. “But the good news is, our security framework is much more robust than it was four months ago. No more int spikes on the horizon.”

“But you still think the Empire will try again.”

Droor smiled thinly. “Oh yes. They are patient. They will choose their moment. It may be next week. It may not be for years. But it is coming.”

“Well. Let’s make it a bitter pill.”

“We will need to think about a larger armed force.”

“I know.

“I spoke with Vivian DeGarmo, by the way,” Katherine said, referring to Cecilia Howell’s replacement as the North Star director of operations on Gabriel. Howell’s abrupt departure had been a surprise, but a welcome one. “Having reviewed the circumstances of the laser activation, they have decided not to press their contractual rights under the platinum-mining exclusivity agreement.”

“That’s good,” Droor said neutrally.

“A lucrative contract to have given up freely.”

“Who knows how these galactic megacorporations work? Their lawyers probably thought the agreement was unenforceable. Or a reputational risk.”

They sat in silence for a while, both pretending to watch the race.

“I am glad you are on my side, Jaroslav. But I must say, I still wish I didn’t need people like you.”

Droor considered this for a moment. “A democracy—especially a young one—is a very vulnerable construct indeed. And there are many points of failure. You will find in the coming years and decades that Gabriel’s greatest strength is concurrently its greatest weakness: the democratic process itself. Your enemies will weaponize it against you. In the Empire, it is illegal to speak ill of the Party. Here, your constitution gives the people the right to. You will have to get used to dealing with an organised voice of dissent, opposing political parties, people who will viciously criticise you and your policies, in bad faith and with great granularity. You will have to protect the electorate from disinformation so that they do not voluntarily put a dangerous charlatan in the capitol; and you will be staggered by how enthusiastically people vote for things that make their lives materially worse. And, most difficult of all, you will need to voluntarily relinquish your power if you lose the popular vote.”

“That is what frightens me most of all,” Katherine said darkly, still staring at the track. “Not losing power, but the lengths I will go to to keep it.”

Droor sighed mightily. “The fact of the matter is, Katherine, you will always need people like me. Every nation does. I know that you detest the hypocrisy, but a little bit of hypocrisy is all right if the wider purpose is served—and seen to be served. In the same way we cannot prevent every single crime from happening, as long as we detect, prosecute, and imprison a statistically significant sample of criminals, justice is seen to be done. That is what the Empire is good at—what I am good at. Managing perception.”

“It must be nice to be so certain of everything.”

Droor chuckled, but did not rejoin.

Katherine looked at him askance. It was still difficult for her to see him as he now was, a man dressed in a casual shirt and shorts, sipping a beer, and not the black-suited, black-trench-coated, black-booted, black-gloved Minister of Information. Could it really be true? Had he really fully turned his back on the Party, on Pater Aeternus, on the Empire?

“Do you miss them?” she asked.

“There it is,” Droor said with surprising relish.

“You know who I’m talking about?”

He nodded. “Marta. My sons.”

“Yes,” Katherine said. “It’s remarkable the way your mind works.”

“Hm,” Droor said. “The short answer is, no.”

“Is there a longer answer?”

“There is. But we are having a pleasant afternoon.”

There was another silence—insofar as it was possible to achieve silence in that place.

“I notice that Cyprian Reis is yet to be reunited with his own children.”

“I was not lying about Mr. Reis’ children. They are undergoing deprogramming in a safe facility.”

“Hm. And what about Julian’s beau? Ms. Makar?”

“I’m working on it.”

“He’s a war hero. The people adore him.”

“And they are right to.”

Katherine looked at Droor pointedly. “You need to get her off Leonis. And sooner rather than later. He will not stay if he thinks you can’t do it. He will head back to Trillia. And I don’t need to tell you how much of a draw he is.”

“He might run for president one day.”

“Do not try to throw me off.”

Droor quirked an eyebrow. “I can do it.”

“So do it.”

He made a frustrated noise—a rare slip of the mask. “You are talking about an operation to abduct a Decurion citizen and bring her to Gabriel.”

“I’m talking about an operation to abduct two Decurion citizens and bring them to Gabriel. As I understand matters, Ms. Makar has a daughter.”

“I can’t even begin to tell you the amount of time, effort, and resources that will take. It is also something that the Empire will treat as an act of foreign espionage. And you have seen the lengths to which they will go to obtain a fig leaf.”

“Then you must make sure that we can plausibly deny our involvement.”

Now Droor did smile. “We shall make a ruthless political operator out of you yet.”

“That is what I am worried about.”

“Come on. Drink your drink. Group Captain Summers will be joining us shortly; I need to fortify myself if I am going to hear her war stories again. ‘Until you’ve ejected from a starfighter going at thirty times the speed of sound…’”

Katherine stifled a smile. “Shush,” she said. “At least don’t do the voice.”

“My line of work is very mentally taxing,” Droor said. “I must take these small pleasures wherever I can.”

“Speaking of pleasures,” Katherine said, nodding to the track. The crowd roared their violent approval as Julian, flying in his hypersled bearing the green and red livery of the Gabrielan national team, zipped across the finish line in first place.

Katherine felt her chest swell with pride, felt a lump grow in her throat. Tears welled up in her eyes as she forgot all propriety and launched to her feet, roaring and clapping and punching the air jubilantly. Everyone around her seemed to heartily approve of this display, and it wasn’t long before a dedicated image of her appeared on the massive holos around the starter-grid stadium.

She didn’t care. She was happy. She felt pure, unadulterated joy, untempered by these grim courtly intrigues. The noise of the crowd suffused her like lightning, and she wept—for everything, for the loss of her unborn son, for Eskil, for those meagre aspects of her old life which had given her the comfort of the known, for those who had died to protect this nation which still felt like a doomed folly—she wept, and clapped, and cheered, and hoped with every fibre of her essence everything would be all right.



“Come on then, Julian,” Jayendra Gage said. “You know the drill.”

Julian sat up in the cot, head pounding, and then swung his legs over and followed the sheriff into the hallway.

“How is number eight?” Gage asked over his shoulder. He walked ten paces in front of Julian, his “MPD” poncho dripping with rainwater. Julian looked through the doors to his left. One of the simians, medically discharged from the clone force, was carrying heavy boxes through the office.

“Same as the others.”

“You would know.”

The Madina Police Department headquarters had been one of the first permanent civic structures to be built, and had come with a suite of ten jail cells. In the last four months, Julian had been held in five of them.

“In here,” Gage said. He opened the door to an interrogation suite with his free hand—in the other he held a styrofoam cup of coffee. Julian went inside and sat down.

“Two days ago you were winning the GHL opener,” Gage said, sitting opposite him.

Julian shrugged.

“Now you’re in here.”

“Yeah.”

“You can’t vandalise the bots, Julian.”

“I know.”

“They’re expensive.”

“I know.”

“North Star doesn’t like it.”

“I know.”

Gage blinked slowly. “I don’t like it, Julian. It’s a waste of time, dealing with this shit. It’s a waste of money. It’s a percentage of your earnings, by the way, not a fixed fine. North Star has applied for an order to garnish your race winnings. They’re gonna get it.”

“Fine.”

“It’s a lot of money.”

“I said I don’t care.”

Gage regarded him for a while in silence. The sheriff had picked up a gnarly scar on his left cheek from the battle for Madina, where a mercenary bullet had blown his face open. It had given his moustached, paternal features some bite.

“Who’s Kamilla?” Gage asked.

Julian looked at him sharply. “How do you know about Kamilla?”

“I’m looking at the overnight transcript. From the cell recording. You say it a dozen times in your sleep.”

Julian’s gaze turned to the table. “Someone I need,” he said quietly.

“Friend of yours?”

“You could say that.”

“She here?”

“She’s supposed to be.”

“What about Lonny Voss?”

Julian stared at the table for a long time. He thought of Droor, approaching him the week before. “Voss is fine,” he’d said. “He’s not racing anymore. He’s living with his parents. Forget him. He’s forgotten you.”

“Someone I used to know,” Julian said.

“On Leonis?”

“On Leonis.”

Gage spent a couple of moments on his int, judging by the slightly vacant look in his eyes.

“You’ve been trying to join the Space Force?” he asked.

Julian shrugged. “So what? They’re recruiting.”

“They’ve rejected your application three times.”

“Fuller is rejecting my application. Droor. They just want me to race.”

Gage finished his coffee, and put a piece of chewing gum in his mouth. He offered Julian one, who declined.

“You don’t like the racing?”

“It’s boring.”

Gage snorted. “Fuck me. Doesn’t look boring.”

“Well. It is.”

Gage chewed the gum for a while. He clasped his hands behind his head.

“Look, Julian. I’m not gonna pretend I know you. I don’t know what happened on Leonis. I don’t know what Pater Aeternus did to you. I know it wasn’t pleasant. But listen to me. This shit. Affray. Public intoxication. Criminal damage. It’s got to stop. Understand me?”

“Yeah. I understand.”

“You’re a war hero. You’re a celebrity. Everybody loves you, man.” Gage shrugged. “Ride the wave. Enjoy it. You’re young, you’re famous. You’re rich. It doesn’t last forever.”

“Can I go now?”

Gage sighed. “Your parents called the office again. Can you speak to them so they stop bothering me?”

“Tell them I’m fine.”

“Tell them yourself. I’m not a messenger boy.”

Julian stood up. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For this.”

Gage stood as well. He sighed again. “Are you okay? Do you need some help? Your int has mood stabilisers—”

Julian shook his head. “Can’t race with them. Messes with my reflexes.”

Gage nodded, and walked him back out of the police headquarters. Outside it was hot and raining, and the air was filled with construction noise and the smell of laser burns.

“Is there anything you need—”

“I’m fine,” Julian said. “I won’t do it again. Promise.”

And he left before the sheriff could say anything else.



It was a week after the inaugural hypersled race, and Cyprian was standing in Assembly Square. Although the CBD was now largely complete, with the finished high-rises looming around him, the city still felt eerily deserted. It was ironic, since it was home to more people now than ever before. But a week ago they had sworn in the largest number of new citizens yet, over a thousand in one go. Madina had been projected to be home to barely fifteen hundred people by this point; now their subsistence programme—and Fuller’s wallet—was groaning under the weight of over ten thousand citizenship applications.

He stood in front of a plinth of white marble, atop which sat an enormous bronze statue of a simian soldier and a starfighter pilot, unnamed representatives of the Nikandr attack casualties. There would have been a lot more killed, too, had it not been for him and Mosi. Of course, President Fuller had thanked him profusely, and promised him some sort of civic or military award, just as soon as they invented them. The thought made him laugh. Without any sort of history or tradition, these things felt cheap and meaningless; but then, history and tradition had to start somewhere.

“What’s funny?”

He turned to find Droor walking up the steps at the southern slope of Assembly Square. Beyond, bathed in the red light of dusk, Madina slowly took shape. There were uncountable modules now, and the first serious attempts at high-density housing structures rising from the alien earth. In another year, the capital would be unrecognisable.

“Nothing,” Cyprian muttered. Being approached in this way reminded him of being back in the Empire, and it soured his mood.

“Didn’t mean to ruin your good humour.”

Cyprian waved him off. “Just thinking. Reflecting.”

“Annika and Pepin are nearly ready to see you, I swear it—”

“Not about that.”

Droor nodded slowly. “I have some more news about William Lang.”

Cyprian’s heart sank. “I had a feeling that’s what you were going to talk to me about.”

“Nikandr was always Morita’s operation. But Lang was more than just a postbox. Morita has brought him back into the fold.”

“He’s back in the Inspektorate?”

“No. The Interior itself.”

“Even after the Nikandr debacle?”

“Except it wasn’t a debacle, was it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean they very nearly wiped Gabriel off the galactic map with a few bribes and a few dozen men. They underprepared by less than a factor of two. If it had not been for your quick thinking, and the President’s messaging, every person on this planet would be a drooling vacant waiting to starve to death.”

“It still failed.”

“So? Who knows except us and them? The whole thing was funded via an off-the-books slush account. The Empire has suffered no embarrassment, no setback.”

“Wait,” Cyprian said after a few moments of thought. “What do you mean, ‘a few bribes’?”

“I found your North Star techs,” Droor said, as though it were some trivial piece of office make-work.

“Where are they?”

“Right now? At the bottom of the ocean.”

“How did you find them?”

“Same way I find ninety-nine percent of people, Mr. Reis. Follow the money.”

Cyprian shook his head as he relived the battle, the fight at the transmitter—the near death of everyone on-world.

“I just believed them,” he said quietly.

“Of course you did. Why wouldn’t you have believed them?”

“I should have known—”

“How could you have known?”

Cyprian’s shoulders sagged slightly. “It’s my job to know.”

Droor seemed sanguine about the whole thing. “It was my job to know as much as it was yours. Anyway, you stopped the virus. And nearly lost your life in doing so. You are every bit the hero that Gabriel believes you to be.”

“It should never have been a problem in the first place.”

“It was a spectacularly malevolent gambit. If we have failed, then it is only in underestimating just quite how far the Empire was willing to go so quickly.”

“Is that why Howell went? Father Eternal, you didn’t murder her as well, did you?”

“Howell didn’t know about it. Or at least, not in the first instance.”

The penny dropped. “You threatened her with it. Unless she abandoned the platinum-mining contract.”

“Yes.”

Cyprian thought some more. “And Morozov? How did you sell that one, in the end?”

“Who does it benefit to know the true circumstances of Morozov’s death? Certainly not us. And certainly not Lang and Morita, who would almost certainly be held responsible for it and executed. You forget: Pater Aeternus is not a functioning government, it is a vast aggregation of information silos held together by a cult of personality.”

Even after almost a year on Gabriel, such a staggering heresy was a difficult thing to hear without instinctively searching for the nearby surveillance teams.

A thought suddenly occurred to Cyprian. He looked at Droor. “Does the President know about all of this?”

Droor paused. “She knows that the Empire will try again.”

“But not these specifics.”

“I should hardly call them specifics.”

Cyprian sighed. “I don’t like keeping secrets from her, Jaroslav. It’s not the way we do things here.”

“Do you want Gabriel to survive or not?”

“You know I do.”

“Then you need to be prepared to do whatever it takes to safeguard it. Let Katherine worry about high-minded civic ideals. The less she knows the better. Let her face her people with clean hands.”

Cyprian said nothing. He said nothing because he agreed with Droor. He just didn’t want to agree out loud.

“The President has ordered me to launch an operation to retrieve Kamilla Makar and her daughter from Leonis,” Droor said, freighting his voice with a weary, sarcastic condescension. “It is going to require some extremely careful and sensitive planning.”

“From Leonis? Is such a thing even possible?”

“We are going to make it possible.”

Cyprian considered this for a long time. He looked up at the statue of the simian clone. On the plinth, a plaque bore the inscription:


IN MEMORY OF THOSE WHO GAVE THEIR LIVES TO DEFEND A HOME THEY BARELY KNEW

“NON POSSUM COGITARE LOCUM MELIOREM SEPELIENDO QUAM INTER STELLAS”



“‘I can think of no finer place for a grave than amongst the stars,’” Droor murmured, reading his thoughts.

“This place will be a grave for all of us,” Cyprian replied.

“Oh, don’t be so morose,” Droor said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Now, come on. The evening is young, and we have a lot of work to do.”
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