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Chapter 1

Hijack

 

Be we not of Steel and Flame,

Of feeble flesh and bone,

With the stars’ pure light as ours to tame,

Surveying our dominion alone.

 

A deeper mind of infinite sight,

Crafts ice candles in the hungry night,

And we of fractious fear and flight,

Are entertainments for that dust-hewn might.

 

Our ephemeral strife, against such ancient jest,

Defines our saga: but a mayfly’s quest.

 

The onset of confusion was so sudden and intense Jed couldn’t remember what she’d been doing beforehand, nor form any speculation on what might have caused it.

She opened her eyes and got to her feet in one silent movement. The dull glow of console lights picked out the flight pattern below the span of the bridge window. Outside, the glittering starfields of the Perseus Arm spread before her like dewdrops in the Shamrock’s path. Only the dull murmur of its computer hardware and subluminal engine drive penetrated the ship’s interior.

Something was wrong. She couldn’t remember the course tensors. The atlas data came to her sluggish and vague when she tried to find them, and the Shamrock felt numb, like a limb that had been lain on for too long.

Jed pressed her fingers to the metal of the interface crown on her forehead, a thin band of silver circling from temple to temple an inch above her eyebrows. No, her connection was not at fault. The three tines remained in place, as they had been ever since being shot through her skull to bury their dendrites in her frontal lobe.

She went to the starboard side of the bridge’s window arc, and looked back upon the Shamrock’s flank, the bronze colour of its Teng steel hull dim in the starlight. The pectoral wing jutted toward the nebulous glow of the galactic center, and way back along the ship’s length, a faint plasma bloomed, a product of subluminal thrust. She saw it, she felt it, but none of the feedback she was receiving confirmed it.

The Shamrock’s bridge began to take on hostile dimension. This remote scene could have been anything, and Jed felt no connection to it. This ship could be the Agrimony, and she could be standing on it alone, with no control over anything.

Steel and Flame, why could she not work it out? Jed tried to steady her breathing, fighting down a swell of blind panic as all her instincts began to revolt. Her training did not allow her to lose her grip on her own vessel.

She plied the diagnostic computer for a status report on the engine and got no response, not even an error. It was as though the sensors and processing routines involved in the action had ceased to exist, as though a portion of Jed’s mind had been cauterised. The interior systems brought up the same result. At last she managed to trigger a response from the ventilation computer, and only then because its status had changed. The recycling vents in the starboard corridor were overcompensating. Carbon dioxide must be leaking from somewhere.

Jed scoured the Shamrock’s readings available to her for signs of a fault, but the data she could access were insufficient to form a conclusion.

She turned to face the distant, alien rear of the bridge. The main corridor beyond lay in Stygian shadow, a sparse line of dim red lights marking each wall. It could just be a burnt-out circuit, she told herself, some part of the interface control array. Or perhaps the ship’s carbon dioxide ballast was leaking, but as far as Jed knew, there was no access point to the ballast system in that location, and already her imagination ran riot.

She reached simultaneously to her belt for her neutron pistol and to the pouch at her side for a half-inch cube of conurin. The bitter, chalky taste made her grimace as she chewed, but already the drug reinforced her perception, heightening her own and the Shamrock’s senses.

She advanced to the corridor, one hand guiding her progress along the familiar wall surface, the other tensed and gripping the weapon.

As she passed the equipment store on the approach to the main airlock, Jed smelled a difference in the air. The grate of air through lungs made her start, distant but prominent in the silence of her concentration.

She crossed the corridor, passing the entrance to the equipment store and flattening herself to the wall behind the bulbous escape pod.

An intruder stood there—a male, tall and thinly graven in the weak starlight of the corridor viewport. Clothed in dark material, he had his back to her, hair tied in a silver line down his nape.

An icy terror ran through Jed’s blood, turning her limbs flaccid and heavy, and it took all her resolve to keep herself from falling or letting out a noise. She held herself in against the wall while she tried to regain herself. Steel and Flame, she reminded herself, Steel and Flame! This was not Mathicur’s way. The thought of Mathicur’s disgust at seeing her respond to this situation so was some reassurance to Jed.

She forced calm, measured breaths. The man had not seen her. If she could shoot him before he saw her she could finish this.

Jed raised her weapon to the still figure in the aft corridor, her concentration unbroken and intense. Her hand shook and the muzzle described crazy patterns in the air.

The scrape of a foot and a rush of air from behind—Jed tried to turn too late. A thick, meaty arm clamped around her neck and she fell backward onto the assailant. She plunged the gun back, but a hand twisted the weapon from her grip and it clattered to the ground. She breathed sharp gulps and strained her eyes to their limits trying to look behind her. The grip around her neck panicked her to the point of wanting to scream herself hoarse and lash out at everything within reach.

The tall man standing by the viewport had turned, and approached.

The man who had seized Jed—he must have been hidden in the equipment store—rearranged his grip roughly to pinion her arms behind her back. Clumsy, thick fingers dug into the insides of her elbows, and a powerful smell of alcohol masked a stench of sweat and urine.

“More there any of you are?” He shook her.

Jed cursed herself for her stupidity, which her training should have overcome had she applied it properly. She, an Archer of the ancient clan hortica, had allowed herself to be overpowered by a drunkard who couldn’t even speak properly.

Sliding his IR-UV bifocals from his nose, the tall man scrutinised Jed’s features in the starlight. The grey of his hair and eyes, the whiteness of his skin, and the black of his clothing made a monochrome image in the pallid light. Something distantly aristocratic lay in that countenance of high eyebrows and thin-lipped mouth—a man of the Blood.

“She’s an Archer. One Archer, one ship. Is that right?” When Jed did not answer, the man smiled slightly and said, “I see you speak nearly as well as Taggart here.”

“Shut you up, Wolff!” snarled Jed’s captor. “How know you that an Archer she?”

The man lifted his finger so the tip was a few inches from Jed’s forehead. “This piece of metal is a mind-to-machine interface of the greatest complexity. Only men of the highest Blood lineages can use it, and she’s of the Blood, it’s there to be seen—dark hair, pale skin, grey eyes and the wasted keenness of regular conurin use.”

Jed stared into the man’s face. After all her years of solitude, eye contact with another frightened her. He was bigger than her, he was very much real, and he was in her ship.

“Walk!” snapped the other man, and he dragged Jed about so she was facing back toward the bridge. She stumbled on, arms still restrained by his grip, and searching hopelessly for some flaw in their defense she might exploit.

“Cover her, Wolff,” Jed’s captor ordered the tall man. He handed him a gun and he held it against her right temple. “Now sit there.”

Jed bent her knees and felt for the bridge seating with her hands. The speaker revealed himself to be a squat, ugly-looking man with greasy curls of black hair hanging over his eyes, and a stubbled, heavy jaw. He was not of the Blood. “We kill her, should,” he said, glaring at Jed. She wasn’t sure whether his speech and coordination were attributable to alcohol, or if men of the lower castes typically behaved in this way.

“We can use her, Taggart.” The taller man set down a box and turned away to look at the bridge consoles.

“Ay.” Taggart’s face slowly creased into a lecherous leer. “For something.” He inclined his head, leaning his face forward to where she sat until his eyes were level with hers and his hot breath gusted on her face. Jed did not flinch, but a maelstrom of intimidation and fear started up inside her.

“The Archer’s ship does not work without the Archer!” Wolff pulled Taggart away from Jed by the shoulder. “We have little enough time here as it is.” He threw a sudden glance to the bridge windows.

“Where is the computer?”

“I shall find it.” Wolff handed his gun to Taggart, who pointed it at Jed. Wolff stepped forward to stand in front of the consoles. To Jed’s surprise and scorn, he bowed deeply before them, lowering his head almost to the level of his knees, but this didn’t compare to her alarm when she felt the Shamrock respond to him in a subtle, unfamiliar way.

“It’s here.” Wolff pointed to the access panel underneath the consoles.

Jed tensed as the shorter man glanced at the sloping consoles, beneath which the core of the hardware lay, the gun remaining in his hand and pointed at her. What he might do to the Shamrock could be worse, by far, than anything he could do to Jed herself. Within a few seconds Wolff had a panel off and was wiring in an interface unit. Flickers of rogue code ran through Jed’s ship.

The shorter man frowned. “It’s not responding. Sort it out, Wolff!”

Wolff bowed to the Shamrock again, and with a rising anger, Jed cancelled out whatever it was he was commanding it to do. The Shamrock’s senses were still not responding, but its mind remained hers.

“What are you doing, Wolff? I thought computers liked you said?”

Wolff’s shoulders gave way to a disparaging sigh. “It’s her.” He pointed casually at Jed, and Taggart’s hand and the gun’s muzzle drifted out a fraction as he turned toward Wolff. Jed sprang from her seat and threw herself at his Wolff’s back, putting his body between herself and Taggart’s gun. Her fingernails dug into his neck and she held onto him as he turned, using his motion to add force to a backward kick, catching the shorter man hard in the diaphragm with her heel. He doubled up and fell to his knees, wheezing.

The tall man had picked something up. He swung it over his shoulder and it struck the side of her head. Jed lost her grip and felt the jarring impact of her shoulder against the floor, before consciousness departed.

 


 

Chapter 2

Deadlock

 

Fear not the cold and dark without,

But the colder dark within;

Permit to your soul the Seeds of Doubt,

And you’re foundered before you begin.

 

Jed could hear the taller man saying something, but his voice was distorted and unintelligible.

“Mind interface ships...” The shorter man’s cracked voice broke into an incomprehensible splutter. “Nigh impossible to reprogram.”

Jed shivered, wondering what they might have done to her or the Shamrock during her unconsciousness. A dizzy pain filled her head. She moved her arms. A tight cord bound her wrists together and, flexing her knees, she realised her ankles were tied likewise. She reached up and touched the interface crown on her forehead. The Shamrock still felt close and properly connected. She was lying on something—against her side and back. The feel and smell of it told her it was the seating at the bridge’s back wall.

“You don’t have to reprogram the ship, merely replot the course tensors. Here, let me try.”

“Stand back, Wolff! Foolish bastard, Samaritan of Archers.”

“We need that Archer, Taggart.”

“Star Archers work under no one. She will nothing be but a threat and a liability. Broke her neck down there near airlock I should have.”

“Taggart, when you speak you don’t concentrate, and we have little enough time.”

The other man struggled to form words. “Soon this vessel will be under my control.”

“You’re not even in control of yourself! If this ruse of yours fails, on your head be it!”

“Silence!” A smash of glass accompanied the shrill exclamation, making Jed wince and draw her arms over her face.

The blurry shapes of the men became visible, the shorter one hunched before the console and the other standing back with an arm raised in a defensive posture. The tall one had the gun. She smelled alcohol, and saw the wet shards of the bottle lying on the floor before the seating.

“Petulant fool. There. The ship flies to my command.”

An instant of fear gripped Jed. A disoriented pain forced from the inside of her skull, and her vision took on strange colours. She twisted forward, bending her arms and pushing her elbows out so she could reach one hand to her belt pouch for the conurin that would steady both nerve and resolve. The pouch was empty.

She struggled to stop despair engulfing her. Conurin was just an enhancer. Her teachings and inherent qualities were what gave her iron will and lightning reflexes. Conurin was just a fine-tuner. Conurin was just frippery. She must draw strength from the Code now.

The recollection of the debacle down in the starboard corridor hit her and made her doubt herself again.

She watched the men—the shorter one engrossed in the Shamrock’s console and the taller one observing him. She had to act now.

Bending forward slowly, she angled her legs down and leant into a seated position, head down and doubled up at the waist. The colour and sound drained from the world for a moment, and Jed’s vision swam before her. Craving for conurin at this time of need compounded her pain, but she held it off, refusing to fall back into the peace of unconsciousness.

Stretching her arms between her knees, she selected one of the longer shards.

“Has it accepted the course yet?” The taller man’s voice made her start.

“Silence while I am working!” Taggart, or whoever he was, berated him.

Jed drew her hands back into her lap, flattening the blade between her thumbs so it lay between her wrists and across the rope. Keeping a furtive watch on her captors, she gripped it in the heels of her hands.

Head down and spreading her fingers over her face so as to conceal the action, she pushed down on the glass with her teeth. She felt it grating on the edge on the cord, shearing away some of the fibre on the outer wind of rope. She pushed back on the piece of glass, and felt the hot-cold touch of the blade against the skin on the inside of her thumb. Blood trickled into her palm.

A twist down, a squirm of her wrists, and a snap under the pressure of the glass blade, the cords fell slack. Jed leant forward to sever the bonds on her ankles with one deft movement. Eyes fixed on her enemies, she reached for upper half of the bottle, its flared neck shattered into a jagged flower

Mustering all her concentration and energy, she stood and kicked out in one concerted movement, her foot striking Wolff’s hand and sending the neutron pistol spinning across the floor. The man let out a stifled sound, clutching his fingers in his other hand, his face contorting in agony. Jed’s next kick landed squarely in his groin and sent him staggering back into the wall.

Taggart lunged for the gun as he gathered his legs beneath him, but he missed it, and Jed dived under a badly aimed punch. She attacked him from behind as he had her, this beast who had tried to kill her and take her ship, this loathsome man who had dared to challenge her and steal her property and subject her to this indignity. The fragment in her hand bit as it pressed into his throat, and she relished his pain and fear. A violent jet of blood geysered from the point of incision and his struggles ceased abruptly. He fell to the ground with a thick gurgle.

Wolff was halfway across the bridge, bent in grim, suffering determination, but the anger in Jed’s eyes seemed to dissuade him, and he fled into the corridor like a shadow.

Jed looked at Taggart’s corpse, dark blood ebbing in thick, slow gouts from the neck and onto the floor. On the table, her pouch supply of conurin had been arranged in a neat stack, each cube still wrapped in its paper.

The Shamrock’s consoles flickered with unfamiliar patterns. A schematic diagram of the vessel, bright yellow delineating its dart-shaped form, showed no suggestion of vector or surroundings. She could still pick up the bearings from the ship’s octahedral compass and feel its sensory input, but the navigation systems were a blank. Offline. Something in the ship’s workings had locked, and now it was accelerating back toward the galactic center.

Jed knelt on the floor beside the body. She wiped the blood from her hands on his clothes, revolted by the stench and filth. She searched the disgusting body with only precursory thoroughness, feeling the pockets of his tunic and trousers. She found a handful of credits with some identifying paraphernalia and the remainder of the rope they’d tied her with, as well as a flat electronic device. She cast them on the console and stepped back. The robots operated on a different circuit to the ship, and metallic shapes scuttled across the deck to clear away the mess that had been Taggart.

She washed her hands as best as she could with a cloth wet from a drinking flask. There was not time to clean herself properly. She placed the cubes of conurin back into her pouch. She would have to deal with the Shamrock later, when there were fewer distractions.

Jed breathed fast and deep. Wolff must be somewhere in the aft main section. Precisely where, she could not be sure, but she could get rid of him. She could kill him by opening the main airlock. He could suffocate down there with his blood fizzing in his veins, and the ship’s robots could deal with the mess. It was an impersonal execution and she need have no active part in it.

She issued the command for the Shamrock to seal off the bridge door, but it wouldn’t close. Jed didn’t know whether the ship’s paralysis extended to the airlocks, but she wasn’t risking trying to find out without a solid door between her and them.

She chewed on a piece of conurin, welcoming its bitter euphoria as she picked up the gun. She’d dropped her weapon near the equipment store, which meant Wolff was potentially armed. This time she would be methodical and thorough. This time there would be no failure.

Back into the corridor, this time less hesitant, she approached the equipment store where Taggart must have hidden before he’d seized her, and plunged a scaffolding pole into the cavity, beating it against the walls so to be sure the room concealed no one. The escape pod remained closed.

She arrived at the place she’d been ambushed to discover the main airlock wide open. Scanning the floor, she couldn’t see the gun. Jed hung back from the doorway and flipped down the IR-UV eyepiece attached to the left side of her skullcap. Leaning through the door, she saw into the dark interior of a small ship. A shuttle, presumably the intruders’ means onto the Shamrock, illuminated by its infra red emissions. There was only the one room, and Wolff wasn’t in it.

Jed stepped back out and looked through the small window beside the airlock door. The shuttle’s shadow blocked out the stars. Its slim hull lay close to her ship’s flank, terminating in a short propulsion tail and framed by four slender vanes ninety degrees apart. It had been docked here, all this time, and she hadn’t been able to feel it. Jed shuddered.

She looked back through the docking connection, and lifted up the eyepiece for a moment. Some lights glowed on the console, and Jed felt an odd affinity for them. Somehow, this computer was a distant part of her, part of the Shamrock. Jed put down the eyepiece again, and looked at the shuttle’s computer. Would it need disconnecting? No, it was a simple one-way interface, Jed was sure of it.

She set the gun she was carrying to a short-range, high-force blast, and fired it into the panelling below the consoles. The computer casing blew apart, scattering components that flared briefly in the air. Jed’s full senses flooded back. The fuel levels were at seventy-six percent and stable. The docked shuttle was there—here. The navigational systems—Taggart’s device on the bridge! She couldn’t access the course data. But Wolff... Wolff was in the cargo bay.

Jed activated the command to close the airlock doors, isolating the little ship. She would not have it offer an escape for its surviving passenger. The starboard corridor lay still in ghostly starlight. The aft terminus behind the armoury was empty, the lower levels sealed off for the return journey. He had nowhere to run.

Jed slid through the archway and immediately stooped behind a heap of canisters secured to the wall with cargo netting. She could smell him. She stalked to the end of the pile, straining her senses for confirmation. She rounded the corner to encounter him with her finger on the trigger and her arm outstretched.

She came up with a start, his gun inches from her nose, he with a startled expression, and each holding their respective weapons in their right hands, neatly interlocked.

Consternation overcame her as her opponent steadied his breathing. Some of the tension eased from his face as it assumed a humourless smile. “Ah, stalemate, methinks. Or should we draw?”

She had fouled again. She’d been so eager to dispose of Wolff she hadn’t paused to consider the best method of going about it. She should have gone back to the bridge and evacuated the aft corridors as soon as she’d regained control, like an Archer with presence of mind, not run down here eager for bloodshed like an impetuous apprentice. She could hardly ask Wolff to drop his guard and stand back so she could shoot him now. She could not be sure that if she pulled the trigger now, his retort shot would not fell her with him. Angry compunctions flitted through her mind. Mathicur, and the Code.

Jed fixed him with a cold, unflinching stare. “You will leave this ship.”

“So you speak. I did wonder.”

Jed did not see why she should waste her breath talking to this man who was so very beneath her, both in caste and genetics, but something about his sardonic parlance compelled her to argue with him. “Facetious trespassing fool.”

“Then shoot, Archer, and shoot true, lest I gun you down first.”

“My reaction speed is a hundredfold that of any common man of this galaxy.”

“Ah, but in the act of pulling a trigger such an advantage would be slim.”

Jed stood facing him for a moment, neither prepared to capitulate, both with guns held out on decided arms with their weight distributed over both feet.

“Whatever our personal convictions of each other, I cannot make you hand over control, and you cannot make me leave this ship. Henceforth we stand unwavering to the end of eternity.”

“Your proposal is that we coexist on my ship?”

“I see no other way.”

Jed arched one eyebrow. “But trust you that I should not come upon you in a moment of vulnerable somniance and there slay you in cold blood?”

“Or you the same?”

“I can outlast you in waking moments.”

Wolff’s eyes darted to focus on the pouch at Jed’s belt. “You keep chewing on that shit until you waste from lack of sleep.” Wolff’s manner was confident, but his eyes betrayed apprehension.

Jed detected a tremor through the floor. The Shamrock strained like a pent beast, alien and wild, and it set a palpitation pounding in her chest. The thunderous warble of the ship cresting the light barrier shattered the air. A vibration ran through the floor and walls. A wan smile played on Wolff’s thin lips. “Where wanders your ship, Archer?”

Jed’s temper boiled. Was this peasant trying to play games with her? “Tell me where!” she shouted at him.

Wolff raised his free hand, palm toward her. His gun hand rose fractionally, but he steadied it when he saw the tendons in Jed’s arm flex. “I don’t know.”

“What is the destination of this trajectory you have imposed upon my vessel?” She had intended it to sound impassive, but it came out as an intemperate snarl.

“I said, I don’t know.”

“My assumption was that you were leader of this two-man farce.”

Another half-smile. “Appearances must be deceptive, but no. Taggart may have appeared bourgeois, but he was a schemer and an exploiter.”

Jed watched him. Was he lying? What strategy could there be in such a lie? Somehow that contingency didn’t suit him. “I could see it in Taggart. He was not of the Blood!” Jed widened her eyes. “And I see it in you, you are of the Blood!”

Wolff’s mouth fell open, before tightening into a ludicrous grin. “I am of the Blood? Archer, you jest!” He exhaled. His shoulders sagged. “This is folly. You propose to stand here indefinitely?”

Kill him, said Jed in the privacy of her mind. Finish him, Shamrock.

She felt anger with Wolff for his inconvenience, but more with herself. Now what was to be done? She couldn’t stay here, with him. She couldn’t let him wander off and try to creep up on him again, or risk him creeping up on her.

Jed’s gaze didn’t leave him, but she reached for the wall and stepped backward. He moved after, keeping his distance.

Slowly in this fashion, they made their way back up to the bridge. The console panel still lay on the floor. All traces of Taggart’s existence had been erased.

Wolff waved his gun—Jed’s gun. “I cannot shoot you. I believe you will not shoot me while your own life is at risk. Do we have a truce?”

“My word as an Archer?” said Jed sharply. “And yours, as a felon?”

“My word,” said Wolff. “Or one of us may die of the stress.”

“Ya? And what honour rides on your word? You implied not one moment ago that you are not of the Blood.”

“My honour as a sentient creature.” The man turned his head this way and that, taking in the scene, and slid the neutron gun into a holster on his belt, watching Jed uneasily. “My name is Gerald Wolff.”

She looked at him, tensing her finger on the trigger. Did this constitute surrender? She had never been trained for such a confrontation. Could she shoot a man who backed down from her? This was lunacy. It was for her own interests, for the interests of her ship. Not to shoot him would be to endanger her future. Her other fingers tightened on the weapon’s grip, but she could not do it! Some primal instinct prevented it. He said he was not of the Blood, yet she could see he was of the Blood, and men of the Blood honoured their words, and she was of the Blood and she must honour an agreement with another of the Blood. What would happen here if she let him live? What indeed?

“Come now.” Unease showed in Wolff’s countenance. “I give you my word.”

Reluctantly, she holstered the gun. “Jed,” she returned. She could kill him later.

“Jed? One syllable? Nothing more to it?”

“Jed of the Shamrock of the clan hortica.” Jed regarded him coldly, settling her shoulders against the window.

He cast a glance in the console’s direction. “Taggart I see remains to haunt us.”

Jed’s temper reached an angry crescendo, and she jerked her hand back toward the gun. Only Wolff’s guarded stance and her sense of logic stilled her. She hated this frustration—how Wolff was still holding her at a compromise. Vehement emotions were frowned upon in the Code of the Archers. They indicated poor self-control, and now she had failed to dispose of him she would have trouble getting the Shamrock back under control.

“You expect me to believe that you came aboard this ship, to hijack it, with no idea of where it was to be sent?”

“I did.” Wolff kept his hands up with the palms toward Jed as he spoke. “This is hard for me to explain. I didn’t exactly come here of my own volition.”

“Didn’t exactly? How can one not go exactly of one’s own volition? You either choose or you go under duress, and I did not see that man point a gun at your head!”

“Look, calm down. I’ll try to explain this to you the best I can.”

Jed knew losing her temper would not help her or the Shamrock. The best she could now do was to find out as much as possible. Still watching him, she sat.

Wolff gestured to Taggart’s device. “You cannot override it and stop the ship?”

Jed’s glare told him not.

“And you can’t disconnect it, not while the program’s in operation?”

“That device is feeding the course data into the ship. Disconnecting it would result in the chimaera array crashing and the stabilising machinery of the Alcubierre drive going out of kilter very fast.” Jed scowled. “It could culminate in the destruction of this vessel.”

“Can you broadcast a tachyon distress call, then?”

Jed cast her eyes toward the ceiling. “This ship is among the swiftest by man’s forging hands. No other could race it and win. If a distress call were an option, I would have done it. Do you think me stupid?” There was only one who would and could oblige the Shamrock’s distress signal, and pride and fear would not let Jed bring Mathicur to the Shamrock in this sorry state.

Wolff slid his jacket off his shoulders. Underneath it he wore a sleeveless thigh-length engineer’s waistcoat with a utility belt carrying a plethora of tools, over a vest of a dirty blue-grey colour. A lopsided, thorny black tattoo in the form of a snake eating its own tail encircled his left bicep. He must have stood about four inches taller than her, and his hair wasn’t completely grey as she’d first thought—its original tawny brown showed beneath the roan. Neither was he old. Probably he was even younger than her. With slow, deliberate movements he sat. His presence disconcerted Jed and he smelled–a strong odour of male with overtones of sweat and ship dirt.

“Sit you not at such proximity.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard of the Code of the star Archers and your tenets on cleanliness. So, which would you risk, sitting here until we both suffocate in our own filth, or have me strangle you when you go to wash?”

Jed glared at him. “So, whose tenets do you follow?”

He exhaled emphatically, and crossed his legs. “I make my own life.”

A silence descended over them, and Jed searched herself for some way out of this deadlock. She felt for the Shamrock, but the navigation still wasn’t responding. The fusion engines added a steady hum to the background as the ship rode an Alcubierre wave at a thousandfold the speed of light.

After a moment, it occurred to her she’d unwittingly entered into an acrimonious contest over who could hold their silence for longest.

Wolff sat still, staring ahead. Jed composed possible sentences in her head. Shamrock thrummed unresponsively.

Jed’s attention shifted to take in the room. This was becoming tedious.

Wolff inhaled, and finally yielded.

“I’ve already told you that I did not choose to come here. My role in this mission and the reasons for my association with Taggart are complex. If I tell you my story, will you tell me yours?”

Jed looked at him. “What?”

“If we’re going to sit here until one of us falls asleep so the other may dispose of him or her, we might as well find some way of passing the time.”

Jed frowned. That was the last sort of response she’d expected. It discomfited her, not because it frightened or threatened her as Taggart had, but because it was just plain ridiculous.

“It’s just a suggestion. I’m not asking if I can have your liver.”

Jed looked out the viewport then back at Wolff. “All right,” she said, uneasily.

Wolff raised his eyebrows and flashed his subtle smile. “Shall I go first?”

 


 

Chapter 3

Parasite

 

Parasite! You cloying wretch,

Who beneath my skin adheres,

Tho’ with no virtues your prying fetch,

You expose all my fears.

 

Wolff settled back on the seating, raising his leg and resting his ankle on his knee. This put Jed on her guard again—Wolff relaxed was somehow more threatening than Wolff parading about the ship with a gun. At least she knew where she stood with the latter version.

“I was born on an asteroid. I don’t remember much about it, now. My mother died shortly after giving birth to me, and it was my grandfather who raised me. He didn’t like me—I don’t mean he was abusive, or anything like that, but there was always this coldness between us. I never knew who my father was—they didn’t speak about it—he must’ve been an outsider.” Wolff hesitated and looked at Jed. “Probably he was of the Blood. In retrospect, I suppose he must’ve raped or deserted her, and that with the circumstances of her death were probably the cause of my grandad’s umbrage.

“My family were miners. I think they’d been in the asteroid for a couple of centuries at least. Apart from me and Grandad, there were the two offspring of Grandad’s deceased sister and their mates, and three children between them. All the time I can remember being there, I used to steal things and pick on the other kids. I don’t know why. Perhaps because that was all Grandad expected from me. Perhaps I was just a horrible little boy and it was in my nature.

“When I was twelve years old I managed to sneak onboard the ship that ran around the asteroids picking up the ore and doling out the pay, and it left without my absence being noticed. They must’ve visited dozens of asteroids by the time they found me. I couldn’t identify my asteroid, and I didn’t know its number. That was how I joined the ship.”

“In what capacity?”

“Well, it was a barge that hauled ores from the mining communities on the asteroids to the refinery in orbit around a ringed Jovian world. In exchange for letting me live on his ship, the captain expected me to help out with the work.” Wolff exhaled, and cast about the bridge in a self-deprecating way. “Those people on that ship showed me nothing but kindness, and I threw it all back in their faces. They were all tall, mild-mannered people, not like the squashed-faced, stout breed of men in the asteroid belt whose only means of argument or defense is violence, and soon enough I realised I could do what the hell I liked and get away with it, and I was back to vandalising and stealing.

“The captain kept his patience for nearly a year before he accepted I was incorrigible. He dropped me at the system’s penal center. He said he hoped it would be for my own good as well as his. Now I know enough about the judicial system to know he must have bribed my custodians. Those guards have no scruples. They’ll bail kids to paedophiles and slave drivers and all sorts.”

Jed interrupted him. “What do you mean, bail?”

Wolff wiped his mouth on his forearm. Was this the reason his shirt had no sleeves? “I don’t know what you know about the judicial system.”

“Archer clans are not governed by common law.”

“I thought not. If you commit a crime,” Wolff said, grinning, “in the real universe, and someone reports it, you can be arrested. If it’s a non-violent crime, a random jury decides whether you are innocent or guilty, and if it’s guilty, they freeze your assets and set your bail. Rich people, or people with lots of friends, can sometimes afford to pay their own bail, but most people can’t. In that case, you’re put up for bail auction, and any member of the public may choose to pay your bail, at which point you are taken into their custody and become their slave for a duration proportional to the bail price. In my case, my bail was paid by a salvage station.”

Jed fidgeted, uncrossing and re-crossing her legs. “What about if one committed a violent crime and was found guilty of it? You did say the perpetrators of non-violent crimes were bailed.”

“They’re executed. No one would bail them. In certain mitigating circumstances, they can be castrated and then bailed.”

“So these individuals are sold to anyone, and whichever man takes possession of them can do whatever he or she wills?”

“Within reason. It’s illegal to kill or cause permanent injury to a bail slave in your keeping. It’s not,” Wolff said, meeting Jed’s gaze in way that made her uncomfortable, “illegal to rape a slave, unless you do it in such a way as to permanently injure them.”

“What if the slave revolted or escaped? Or what if, after the bail period was up, the payer of the bail would not release the slave?”

“Revolting was a thought I often had.” Wolff grinned abruptly. “Or my thoughts were often revolting, whichever you prefer. You see, the kind of people who need slave labour have money and property, and they pay people to enforce their security. Slaves don’t have possessions. They get locked up when they’re not working. There’s nowhere to escape to on a salvage station, at any rate. In space, you’re stuck in whatever little atmosphere-containing crate you end up in. What are you to do if you escape? Hide in an airlock and be hungry for half a day until someone finds you? There’s no point.

“As for getting out at the end, I’ll explain. When your bail’s set, the custodians anaesthetise you and put a tiny chip under your skin. You don’t know where, so you can’t dig it out. When your bail is paid, they program the chip with information about your owner. A clock on it ticks down until your sentence is over, and then the chip broadcasts a freeman signal. Holding an expired slave is an offence and it means the slave’s bail-payer can be arrested.

“After that, the bail-payer returns you to the penal center, and they deactivate the chip so it no longer broadcasts the freeman signal.

“There must’ve been over a hundred bail slaves in total on the salvage station. Our jobs were varied, but never very interesting. I don’t think the foreman was too pleased that I was so young, and not built like the asteroid-mining family I’d come from. It was my first job to pick up the bits that fell off the conveyer belt and put them back into the rending machine, hopefully without it chewing off any of my appendages.”

“You said bail slaves were not allowed to be mutilated?”

Wolff shrugged. “If you mutilate yourself working with machinery, it’s your own fault. After I worked on that for a while I did sorting. It was here I first saw chimaera. I wasn’t allowed to handle them in case I damaged them, but they were the only salvaged part that didn’t go on a conveyer belt. I’d been there about a year when the accident happened. In an annexe off the sorting rooms was the rending machine. It was a big synchrotron cannon set up beside an airlock. Pieces of Teng steel—whole bulkheads and pieces of shielding—would be brought through the airlock and clamped in position, and then the synchrotron cannon would carve them up into smaller pieces to go on the conveyer belt.

“There was this crash. The next thing I knew, everyone was running for the door, shoving into each other and shouting about sealing off the hull breach door. I was fourteen and I would’ve been flattened if I’d tried to go that way, so instead I ran back toward the rending room, to see if I could fix whatever had happened.

“Immediately I saw what was wrong.” Wolff made a gesture above his head. “The synchrotron cannon wasn’t fixed, like the one on the outside of this ship. It was mounted on a forked piece of scaffolding by a computer-controlled hinge on each side, so it could be rotated downward to cut through the Teng steel. One of these hinges had broken and the barrel had swung sideways and was hanging off the remaining hinge at an angle that was slowly bending the metal scaffold of the fork. The feedback relay that would have cut the beam had come loose when the hinge broke, and the thing was burning a hole in the floor.

“I didn’t want to suffocate, so I started climbing up the side of the machinery toward the synchrotron. I was terrified that I was going to get electrocuted, or burn myself and fall into the beam, but I managed to get the maintenance cover off the side of it, and I pulled out one of the circuit boards. This did the trick. The synchrotron immediately lost power and I was standing on this bloody great thing looking down on this blackened crater in the middle of the floor.”

“Then what happened?”

“I tried to climb back down but I lost my footing and fell. I hit my head on the scaffolding and passed out. The foreman found me there with the board still in my hand and shouted, ‘Pilgrennon’s arse!’ and dragged me up to the station manager, who said I deserved some sort of recognition for saving the day. He wouldn’t set me free, but he said, since I seemed to have something of an understanding of machinery, he would allow me to join a salvage team. This was a privilege, and if I abused it, it could be easily taken away.”

Jed looked up from picking flecks of lint from her tunic. “And I suppose you abused it, then?”

“I had learnt a valuable lesson since I’d become a bail slave, one that the ship’s captain had been unable to make sink in. I wanted to get myself out, and when I was offered responsibility, I respected that. So no, I didn’t abuse it.

“So I ended up living and working with an older man, Rogan. It turned out he was in there for murder. He’d been castrated and bailed for life on the mitigating circumstances of having computer qualifications and the man he’d murdered having provoked him.”

“Why is being qualified in computing a mitigating circumstance?”

Wolff shrugged. “It’s saleable. A bail slave’s cheaper than hiring someone and paying them a wage. He seemed to warm to me after a while. I think he learnt a few things about computers from me as well.

“Anyway, that was how I spent the final two years, working on the ships that were brought in. Often they were damaged and we had to dash through the corridors and check everything was safe before the paid labourers who started dismantling everything could come aboard. Sometimes the computers had gone haywire and thought they were under attack and being boarded, and we had to deactivate them safely.

“It never occurred to you to steal one of the ships?”

“’Course it did. Me an’ Rogan used to talk about it all the time. First thing, all the ships that came in were shot to pieces and had come to be broken up for good reasons. And when we’d boiled down the argument, Rogan always said it wasn’t worth it. I would be out, eventually, a free man still with my youth. It wasn’t even worth it for a lifer like him. Rogan was a great arguer—I don’t mean in a squabbling sense—I mean we debated. He had the stroppy temperament of a menopausal female and he used to stink out the cell when he took a shit, but he was a good man.”

“He sounds delightful,” said Jed sarcastically.

“I digress. The most startling thing I saw there, indeed, the most startling thing I’ve ever seen, was an Archer’s ship.”

Jed scowled. “Archers’ ships do not get sent to filthy wreckers’ yards.”

“This was one that had been found floating dead in the void by chance. The discoverer had towed it here and sold it to the salvage station. Hauled up, we saw its name was the Larkspur, but nobody could tell what was wrong with it. It seemed to have been abandoned. All of the systems were shut down. When me and Rogan stepped on board, the place was unlit and freezing cold. The air was deoxygenated and unbreathable. We had to go in with oxygen tanks.”

Jed interrupted in alarm. “You dare commit this act of sacrilege on an Archer’s ship?”

“I was ordered to! And the Archer turned out to be dead, so how could she mind?”

Jed rose, drawing herself to her full height. Wolff’s words sent hot acid churning in her stomach. “You have defiled the tomb of one of my ancestors and my clan!”

“I’m just telling you the story! I can’t change what happened! How was I to know your laws?”

Breathing hard, Jed sat again with an enforced calmness to her motion. How dare he desecrate the Code of the star Archers? But logic told her she needed to know what had happened here.

“May I continue?”

Jed, her hands clenched in fists on her lap, said tersely, “Yes.”

“The manager was annoyed when we reported no chimaera haul—he’d paid over the odds to the ship’s finder and gambled on there being some. So the ship was broken up. The manager sold everything.” Wolff paused, his face betraying an uncertain apprehension. He chose his words carefully. “The frozen body went to a science museum. The ship’s computer had to be gutted, for it was so intrinsically wired to the Archer’s mind it had died with her, and the ship husk with its drive components intact were sold on.”

“You disgust me! You disturbed the resting place of a venerable and worthy Archer and stole the components of her ship and sold her body to a freak show!”

Wolff held up his hands in a conciliatory way. “I was acting under orders. I would not have done such things of my own will.”

Jed flung her shoulders against the back of the seat. “What is the name and location of this salvage station? As soon as I resume control of this ship I will go there and raze it and kill everyone aboard!”

“You know I will not tell you that,” said Wolff. “Permit me to continue with my story instead.”

After a pause in which Jed gave no indication of assent, Wolff went on. “I was sixteen when my sentence was complete. An adult by the standards of many. Rogan wished me luck and told me to make something of my life. He said I was worth more than this place, and that if he ever saw me again he’d wring my neck.

“So off I went, with the new skills I’d learnt. I travelled around a bit, fixing machines for food and small pay. This was how I found myself, a fortnight ago, on the orbital complex Hesperus, a few hundred acres of floorspace occupied mostly by pubs, casinos, hotels and shops.

“That was where I met Taggart. He found me hacking the bank ATM. He got me drunk and I bragged about my exploits as a bail slave. I boasted of the escapade with the synchrotron cannon, and how I’d stepped on board an Archer’s ship.

“The Archer’s ship seemed to interest him immensely. He wanted to know everything about it—the layout, the console, the airlocks. Then we went to this casino. Taggart put the money in, and it didn’t take me long to work out the computers there, and Taggart was stuffing credits down his trousers. He kept buying drinks, and I don’t remember very much after that. I woke up in a hotel room the next morning. As I was leaving, four men burst into the room and arrested me for theft.

“I assumed Taggart must’ve been working for the bank, and that the masquerade the night before had all been a foray for evidence, and he’d taken recordings of me mucking about with the casino machines and incriminating myself, but when they hauled me into the complex’s justice station, they revealed that I’d actually been accused of snatching a bag, and then they searched me, and they found all these bloody cards and credits inside my coat, belonging to someone called Amelia Jeffries. I don’t know how they got there. At first I believed I must’ve been so drunk that I did steal a handbag and I couldn’t remember doing it, and the custodians could see my confusion. It was there for the jury to see. There was evidence all over me. I couldn’t even remember what I’d done myself. I was an ex-con, and here was someone called Amelia Jeffries who picked me out on an identity parade, and said that I positively was the man who stole her handbag.

“So I was back in the shit for something I didn’t know whether or not I’d done, with no Rogan or merchant ship’s captain to help me. They set my bail for three months. I tried to tell them that I had computer skills, but they told me to shut up, because skilled workers weren’t needed on three-month bail contracts. They needed manual labour.

“I woke up the next morning to the racket of the cell being unlocked. Someone had come to pay my bail. Who was it, some sweating sadistic slave-driver from a forge? I nearly laughed. It was none other than Marcus Taggart. I realised at once that I’d been framed. I said nothing. Nothing I could’ve said would’ve proved anything about Taggart, and I’d only be risking him retracting his offer on my bail.

“Down we went to the docks, and I boarded the ship now docked to your fine Shamrock. So there you have it, Archer. The rest you saw with your own eyes.”

Jed looked hesitantly at the man. His explanation seemed to make sense, and it did show him in a somewhat different, although still entirely dishonourable, light. She pushed the modicum of sympathy she’d briefly felt from her mind. Wolff was still stupid, badly bred and a petty felon. “So you are nothing but a tramp, a criminal and a cheap hacker?”

Wolff made a face. “You can’t really call it hacking. Not when the computers involved have AI. No, you have to persuade them. You have to make them like you.”

“Computers do not develop affections for people,” Jed scoffed.

Wolff arched an eyebrow. “And your ship does not like you? What is that, if not a computer?”

“My ship is programmed to do as I say.”

“Ah, but no Archer ship would accept a common man as its instructor. Your computer sympathises with the way you think. After a while it adapts to you, and nobody else can affect it. What better failsafe than loyalty? But the major flaw is that computers are essentially logic and, although they are more resilient in this manner than men, they can be bribed and appeased.” Wolff scratched his leg. “I see you have managed to seek out and destroy my ink cloud virus.”

“You imply you can inveigle the approbation of a ship such as this?”

Wolff smiled slyly, watching Jed sideways. “If I wish to.”

“Accomplice of scum. I would do well to kill you as a precaution.”

“I would have to first overcome you. I would be unable to fully take charge while you were still conscious. This computer is essentially an interface, and not an independently thinking unit.”

“And that? If you are the expert of computers, why let Taggart install that device?”

Wolff looked at the computer on the floor. “That is the work of a charlatan. Taggart did not like to put his life in the hands of others. I was just a bail slave, framed and bought for my abilities. He knew I was in disapproval of his refusal to divulge his intended course.”

“A commendable stance.”

“And one that cost him his life.”

Jed glared at Wolff, and both were silent for a moment. “Can you release it?”

Wolff seemed to choose his words carefully. “I could, if you were to let me.”

Jed had a worrying notion of him inside the workings of her ship, inside her own head, fighting with her over command of the Shamrock. “You think me a fool?”

Wolff smiled inscrutably. “I make no such assumption. I merely wish to ensure this ship at least does not voyage toward a suicide finale.”

Jed’s lips pulled back over her teeth. “T’would still be folly to place the wellbeing of my ship in the hands of some wandering varlet.”

“It is not possible to disconnect it now.” Wolff cast his gaze toward the device. “As you said, subroutines in the ship’s running will have become dependent on it. We could get the ship to relocate its temporary files first. If control could be passed back to the ship, that device could be safely disconnected. Can you go into mindlock with it?”

“There is no ‘we’ involved. You will not be a party to my control.”

“Ah, but if you were to allow me to assist...”

“Be silent!” Jed turned her head away from him and watched the opposite wall. “Filth.”

“I’m as much a passenger as you.”

Jed spared the bridge, and the navigation console in particular, an uneasy glance. “This Taggart, was he religious? Did he have inflamed political opinions?”

“He never gave any indication of a political bias, if he did have one. I believe he was a REMainderist.”

“The beliefs of REMainderism are compatible with Pagan Atheism, and that is the most widespread spiritual philosophy,” Jed puzzled.

“You are worried that the ship will be used as a missile. I don’t believe Taggart would have done that. He did have a mild religion, but I never got any vibes that he was obsessive about it. And besides, he planned to accompany the ship on this course.”

“Yes, but he’s dead now.”

Wolff suddenly laughed. “Unless he saw his own death through some portent of clairvoyance, and wrote the course as a posthumous vengeance mission.”

“What is an ink cloud virus?” Jed asked at length.

“An ink cloud.” Wolff cast his gaze toward the ceiling, tipping up his chin, and interlocked his fingers. “There’s a legendary species of aquatic animals, called cephalopods, supposedly from Earth. When they are startled, they release a cloud of ink into the water and jet away so an attacker cannot see which direction they have run in. I wrote a remote program that sends its commands into another computer in order to confuse or mislead it, or cause it to act in an unpredictable manner. It can, for example, blind the navigational systems of a ship to the approach of another ship, or fool airlock and partition doors into conflict lock. Or even screw up on-board surveillance equipment.”

Jed glared at the man. She hated his cajoling, patronising parlance. How could a low-caste idiot have such a propensity for making her feel stupid? Wolff held eye contact with her, pushing her almost to the limit with his impassive yet somehow threatening stare. Why hadn’t she shot him? Jed felt a strong temptation to go for her weapon and finish the matter there, unsportsman-like or not.

“Well, then, Jed, that is my story. Got anything to eat on this ship, other than drugs?”

“The evasive insinuation being that your wish is to eat it?”

“Well, naturally. What else am I to do with it?”

“Indirect and excursive speech is evidence of weak resolve.”

“Then humour yourself with that fact, Archer, if you so wish. I care not of my resolve. However, I hunger and do care about where my next meal is coming from.”

Jed forced herself to think. Why should she waste rations on this idiot? But food was not expensive, and it was hardly a scarce commodity aboard the Shamrock, and there was no reason to give him greater motive for killing her. “Move,” she ordered. “Recall the way to the upper cargo bay beneath the terminus? Go there.”

She followed the man through the corridors. Jed felt the cold of the unheated storage chamber. Before with the fortification of adrenaline and conurin it hadn’t been so apparent. She folded her arms across her chest. The low temperature didn’t seem to bother Wolff.

They passed the crate behind which he had hidden. He lowered himself first. Jed watched him step away from the rungs and look up with an eyebrow raised in a sardonic fashion she didn’t much care for.

“Now back away from the ladder.”

Wolff took two steps backward and was lost from her vision beneath the floor. Without hesitation she stepped over the edge, breaking her impact with the floor of the lower level by bending her knees. The man looked a little surprised, faintly amused even, at her sudden descent and unwillingness to expose herself to any threat he might pose.

“Pick up one of those canisters.” Jed pointed to the nearest crate.

Wolff turned his back on her to pick up the sealed cylinder, and Jed saw opportunity left open like a gate before her. She seized her gun with her right hand and darted her left hand toward the weapon on his belt. Wolff moved with a reflex that seemed almost of the calibre of her own kind, twisting in an instant to snatch his own weapon, and as he did he grabbed Jed by the wrist. Her feet slid on the floor. She flung out her shooting hand to maintain her balance. Light blazed from her neutron pistol, the shot hitting the Shamrock’s bulkhead wall with a thunk. Immediately she decreased the GravSim intensity to mitigate her impact with the floor. She fell on her hip, Wolff still gripping her wrist and their weapons aimed respectively as gravity resumed normal service.

The man appeared startled by the sudden fluctuation, and stared at Jed, breathing quickly. “Are you hurt?” he asked politely.

Jed frowned. “Fool.”

“I am a fool?” Wolff waggled the end of the neutron pistol he held. “I shall ask you not to try that again, Archer.”

Jed saw his IR-UV bifocals had reflective sidepieces that gave him effective all-round vision with a mere glance toward the wide-angle silvered surfaces. He had watched her. His response was not reflex but calculated defense. She stifled a vocal expletive directed at herself. Stupid! Unobservant!

“Now how about you get up?” Wolff pulled at her wrist. His sweaty grip revolted her. “And we try again, remembering that your duelling advantage over me is negligible.”

Jed got up and pulled back from him. “Take your hand off my arm!”

Wolff relinquished his grip then pushed her hand away. Both cautiously lowered their weapons, watching the actions of the other.

“The canister,” said Jed at length.

Wolff picked up the canister.

“Now two of those packets, and fill that flask from that phytoculture tank.” She pointed to the tank, a squat barrel in one corner with a few pipes running from the wall conduits to it. A spyglass in the front looked in to its illuminated contents—a sea of translucent green organisms suspended in water.

Wolff filled the flask from the tap and bent down on one knee with Jed watching his broad back. He sealed the container and put the four objects in his inside jacket pocket.

“Now back up.” Jed looked back up at the shaft they’d climbed down. “Me first, and you to follow.”

Not taking her eyes off him, she mounted the rungs. Working on balance, she climbed back up, watching him until the last minute before swinging herself back up to the Shamrock’s upper level. “Proceed!” she called back to him, placing her hand on the handle of her weapon.

The metallic ring of hands and feet on rungs drifted up from the lower level, and then Wolff’s head came up through the gap. “Easy, tiger.”

He led the way back up to the bridge once more, and placed the food down on the table while Jed slotted the canister into the console heating unit. Within a few minutes the contents were ready.

Jed poured out half the levigated esculents and balanced her bowl on her knee, shoulders hunched over the thick soupy solution coloured like dried blood. It had the bland smell of a thousand different types of sustenance.

Wolff ripped open a hermetically sealed polymer bag and tipped out the roll of fibre loaf it contained. He tore into it with his teeth and fingers, dipping the bread into his bowl. Jed sipped the steaming, nourishing liquid from a spoon.

“Am I putting you off?”

Jed glared at him over the rim of her spoon. Secretly she envied his ravenous glut—biting, chewing and swallowing with stoic rhythm. It had been a very long time since she’d had the appetite to eat like that, or the digestion to cope with such gorging.

“This is good.” Wolff licked up the remainder from the bowl, and poured water into a glass. He held it up to the light, scrutinising its pale green tinge. “Ah, filled with vitamin C and other vital antioxidants. Tastes like shite, of course.”

Jed swallowed a mouthful of her drink. As far as she was concerned, she might just as well have been eating woodpulp in various degrees of dilution. Tastes and flavours were pale shadows beside the effulgence of conurin.

Wolff knocked back the phytoculture’s offering and devoured what was left of his bread. Jed picked over her dish, shredding the bread listlessly and abandoning half the roll in the dish.

Wolff raised his eyebrows. “Do you intend to honour your part of the agreement?”

Jed folded her arms and leaned back on the seating. “There is little to be said. Any other Archer in this galaxy would tell you a story identical to mine.”

“And if any were to, it would still be a new tale to my ears.”

“My ship was built in the Greater Docks of the OverHalo.”

“No, now you’re telling me about your ship. I want to know about you.” Wolff shifted his weight forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

“An apprentice to a senior learns the Code until she can afford her own ship.”

“Ah, and who was the senior, your mother?”

Jed gave him an intolerant look. “Archers do not breed.”

“Of course, back to the evils of regular conurin use. Your mother was a ‘common man’, as you call us, and your sire was an unfortunate condescender?”

“A male Archer?” Jed rolled her eyes.

“What you’re saying implies star Archers have no common blood, while I was under the impression they were a distinct race.”

“We have no more blood in common than has the rest of the race of men. We are all doubly recessive in a particular set of genes. Certain dynasties have Archers in their bloodlines.”

“And I suppose those genes are linked to certain traits in appearance, unless one does come across Archers with dark skin, or light hair.”

“That supposition would be correct.”

“So a certain talent was discovered in you at a young age and a senior adopted you?”

“Yes. It progresses from there, as I said.”

“But do you remember nothing of before you were an Archer? Say of planetary life and who your parents were?”

“Not of ancestry, nor of planets. I adopt my ancestry as my ancestors adopted me.”

“But surely you remember something of where you lived? Everyone remembers something about their childhood.” Wolff slackened the belt on his tunic and stifled a belch. “They say you can’t forget growing up on a planet. Did you grow up on one?”

Jed looked uneasily at the man, then at the console. She could tell him what she liked. He had no right to know the events of her life up to the age of nine, and it wasn’t as if he’d find out from some other source.

“I remember nothing.”

Wolff shrugged again. “And your culture, revolving around a particular drug and a strict code, verging almost on religion?”

This angered Jed, and she turned to him fiercely. “Do not compare my culture to religion! Blind trust is the folly of the ignorant! True knowledge and understanding—Equilibrium as the Pagan Atheist calls it, can only be attained through discipline and strength of mind.”

Again, that wan smile. It gave Jed an urge to break his nose. “I wasn’t referring to the component of blind trust. I was referring to how religions all seem to have codes inherent to them. You shall chew conurin. You shall meditate and contemplate. Your ship is your temple. You shall be arrogant in your noble ways and spurn the common man. You shall learn of and understand Equilibrium. When you have reached Equilibrium, you shall be truly sated.”

Jed turned her head from him with a grimace. “What knows you of the Code?”

“Little more than what I have here spoken or been told. And of course, what is common knowledge. You deny connotations of religion, yet you speak of the teachings of the Pagan Atheist, and what is that, if not a religious following?”

“Pagan Atheism is a philosophy, not a religion!”

Wolff looked at Jed’s belt pouch again. “Several ancient spiritualities advocate the use of drugs.”

“Conurin is an aid to concentration, A lens through which the thoughts are focused.”

“I daresay it is. It also causes stomach ulcers, loss of appetite and sterility in females. I tried it, once, when I had a lot of computers to fix on the salvage station. It made me vomit and gave me pains in the head.”

“But you repaired the computers?”

“Yes.” Wolff folded his arms behind his head.

“Then you cannot condemn its use.”

“So what did you pay for your ship?”

“Sixty chimaera, excluding the eight within the Shamrock’s own engine.”

“That’s a lot of chimaera.”

“I have vended more since.”

Wolff looked out the window for a moment. “Who was the Archer who educated and trained you?”

“Her name was Mathicur of the Agrimony.” Jed absently fingered the ornate gold insignia pinned at her shoulder. It had a long straight stem like an arrow, but the tail was shaped like the head and leaves of a thistle.

Wolff’s eyes connected with the design, and he smiled again. “Hortica.”

Jed took her hand away from her shoulder and put it in her lap. “That is correct,” she said uneasily.

“A happy childhood? Good? Bad?” Wolff leant forward intently.

“Average for the circumstances.” 

“And you really remember nothing of before? Were you drugged, or was something used to partially erase your memory?”

“No, I was not drugged, and no, I really do not remember!” Jed snapped. “Why does this obsess you so?”

“But who were your mother and your father? You can’t possibly have forgotten them.”

Jed opened her mouth to end this intrusive discussion, but a warble from the Shamrock’s Alcubierre drive shook the walls and made the air reverberate.

“We’re decelerating?”

“That was the Shamrock crossing the light barrier on the downswing.” Jed made a cursory bolometric scan of the nearby stellar systems.

Wolff looked down at Taggart’s device. “We must be nearing the destination.”

Beside her, the man reached out a hand, his shooting hand, toward the device. Jed spotted the lapse in guard, reached for her weapon and caught his forearm, pulling it from under him so he lost his balance and fell backward. Wolff made a grab for her wrist, and as she pulled the gun back to evade the snatch he pushed up from the floor, sending them pitching over with a snap of Jed’s teeth and an expletive from Wolff. He fell on her, displacing her breath while she fought to keep her shooting hand out of his reach. His fingers closed on her arm, but she aimed the gun between his eyes.

Wolff stared back at her with mute grey eyes, breathing resignedly.

Now, finally, she’d overcome him.

Could she shoot him dead? Wouldn’t he do the same to her? She thought back to the corridor and how he’d probably prevented Taggart from killing her there. Had he done it through this respect he spoke of, or merely because he wanted her to play an execrable part in some scheme of his? By his own accounts—fraud, hijack, a life spent betraying those who vested trust in him—this man must be the personification of avarice. Could she now murder him in cold blood? And if she failed to now, would she be able to go through with it in the future if she was called upon to do so?

Keeping her eyes fixed on his face and the gun pointing to his forehead, she ran her hand down the front of his tunic, feeling along the right side of his chest. Wolff’s face took on a countenance verging somewhere between surprise and puzzlement.

Her hand connected with the gun, her gun, which was of far superior manufacture than the gun he and Taggart had brought aboard, and withdrew it from the holster on his belt. She wasn’t quite sure what emotion his expression now represented, something like disappointed realisation, she supposed.

“Get off me,” she ordered him, putting the gun back where it belonged. Wolff raised his hands in surrender, before deliberately levering himself up off the floor.

Jed stood and backed away. She put Wolff’s gun in the waste evacuation chute on the left of the bridge and, with the press of a button, sent it flying out into the void. She turned back to regard the man with patronising victory.

“This is my ship, Gerald Wolff. You ride not as guest nor as prisoner, but as trespasser, as stowaway and by my grace.”

“And very graceful you are, too.” Wolff bowed his head in some ridiculous travesty of gratitude. “I am but a captive butterfly, a specimen for your amusement.”

He took a step toward the window and looked out into the sky.

She had won, she thought as she glared at his back. She had overcome this stalemate and emerged triumphant. She controlled her own ship once more, and he could have no effect on her actions or decisions.

Why, then, did she feel as though he had beguiled her and gained the upper hand?

Why had she not slain him then and there?

 


 

Chapter 4

A Matter of Reflex

 

Steel and Flame in your raw bite

Hunter of the infinite

To aim into an unseen night

And shoot perchance to strike

 

Jed listened to the Shamrock’s readings, and touched one of scores of indistinguishable keys on the sloping console. The course program had brought the ship back down from light speed. At least, then, it was not to be used as a missile to attack a place of habitation. Jed knew that such a tactic was useless—any ship coming so close as the Oort cloud to an inhabited system at a superluminal velocity would be detected by tachyon scans and shot down as a precaution. She had worried, however, that Taggart may not have been aware of this. Taggart’s elaborate framing of Wolff told Jed that the dead man must not have been able to employ a computer expert to accompany him voluntarily, either through secrecy or peril. His refusal to divulge the purpose of the mission to Wolff made Jed continue to fear that the Shamrock flew a suicide course.

“We’re subluminal?” Wolff asked, stepping forward to stand beside her and staring at the pattern of illuminated polygons.

Jed moved away from him. “My ship decelerates. You hear it fall below light speed.”

“Can you disable Taggart’s program now?”

Jed looked down at the device wired in to the Shamrock’s mainframe, but she knew the answer already from the ship’s feedback.

“No.” Jed turned away from him, her reply a terse snap, and folded her hands behind her back. She didn’t need to watch him. He no longer had a weapon and the Shamrock’s senses were sufficient to inform her should he make any move against her or the bridge equipment. But the ship still steered toward something, and what it would not reveal. Jed willed the propulsion hardware with all the mental force she could spare, but it was as though she was paralysed in the right hand.

She heard him shuffling his feet. “T’will be all right.”

Jed turned on him angrily. “Don’t you profess to understand the situation, Gerald Wolff, and do not profess to know me. You alone are responsible for this.”

“Whatever Taggart was planning he needed a ship for. No harm will come to you, or the Shamrock.”

“Be silent,” Jed murmured, turning back toward the window and concentrating on the reading that had interested her. A small, sparse gas cloud lay about five light-minutes to the starboard of their course ahead, and tiny, dense forms had gravitated toward this cosmic oasis.

“What’s the matter?” Wolff asked as she turned toward the corridor.

“Chimaera.” Yes, to hunt would draw her mind from these troubles. She could afford to ignore this fool now. “Keep back!” Jed rebuked him as he tried to follow her.

“You wish me to remain on the bridge?”

Jed looked untrustingly at Wolff, and back at the bridge consoles. “No. You go where I can see you.” She backed off into the corridor, her hand on the gun holstered at her waist.

The corridors were dim and silent as ever, but the sound of Wolff’s breathing and footfall seemed vulgar and intrusive as he made his way along the unlit passage behind Jed.

The armoury, a great dark cavern with vaulted roof making up the Shamrock’s largest room, covered the rear quarter of the upmost deck, opening to the raw void by means of a forcefield-protected loophole on both sides. Jed took out her usual bow, holding it under her arm while she gathered six hunting arrows into a quiver. Shouldering the arrows, she held out the bow at arm’s length, feeling the tension in the string and the familiar contours of its rigid alloy in her hand, worn to comfort through frequent grip.

She felt Wolff’s eyes on her, through her own instincts and the Shamrock’s, wondering perhaps at the strange harmony between man and weapon, and grudgingly ignored him, flexing her shoulders against the bow’s tension. She breathed in, out again, and stretched the string back to its full extent, hand-to-shoulder, elbow perpendicular to her spine.

“What is it made from?”

Jed glared at him and eased the string back. “Teng steel, contractile polymer alloy and hypertensile string.”

“You’re implying that this contraption can hurl projectiles at faster-than-light velocities?”

“No. Arrows have their own propulsion. Fool.” Jed withdrew one of the ready-prepared arrows from the quiver. “The tip is made from diamond and contains a capillary tube. It injects a cocktail of chemicals that cause paralysis in organometallic life. The rear half of the shaft is fitted with a fuel rod of a polymer alloy. When the arrow breaks the containment field blocking the loophole, a chain reaction is initiated, by which an electron and a neutron are annihilated to produce energy and drive the arrow. The protons are retained within the interstices of the polymer lattice, causing a net buildup of positive charge. When the arrow is spent, one merely has to generate a negative electrical field to retrieve it.”

“I see. So if chimaera and nothing but chimaera travel faster than light, how does a mere arrow, governed by the cardinal laws of physics, intercept them?”

Jed held up the arrow to the pale light the arsenal’s high ceiling offered, and pointed to the foremost part of the shaft. A dull, gold-coloured shape, half an inch in width, had been moulded into the head. It had a bulbous shape to it, and unevennesses in its form showed where excrescences had been trimmed off.

Wolff stared at the head of the arrow. “You’ve killed it?” The man raised his eyebrows and removed his IR-UV bifocals.

“It lives, so long as it has power.”

“What about when it’s not in use?”

“Not an unnatural state for it. Chimaera can drift inert for centuries if sunlight or adequate fuel sources are scarce.” Jed touched the wall panel and part of the starboard bulwark slid back. Wolff stared at the expanse of starry dark. He held up his hand to it. “There’s no window there.”

“No, it’s a static containment field.”

Wolff withdrew his hand quickly, and Jed knew he had felt the same tingling, prickly resistance she’d felt herself the first time she’d tried to put her hand through the loophole on the Agrimony all those years ago.

“Solid objects with enough inertia can penetrate it.”

Jed could see the nervousness in Wolff’s eyes. “Could a man fall through it?”

“A stupid great oaf who hurls himself about the armoury? Certainly.”

Wolff stood back and watched as Jed turned her attention once more to her bow. “I hear it is a matter of reflex.”

Jed raised her head from nocking her arrow. “A matter of the variety of reflex with which precious few are equipped.”

“May I watch?” Wolff asked. There was an impious humbleness to his demeanour, which Jed didn’t much like. Passiveness and submission were not to be trusted, too often being foil for ulterior motives.

“Keep back, and be silent.”

The man backed away, stepping over to the forward bulkhead in silence.

Jed looked out into the dark. In a few minutes, the Shamrock would come within range of the grazing chimaera.

She took a cube of conurin from her belt pouch and chewed on it, watching the movements of the tiny motes of energy on the Shamrock’s tachyon scanners. She felt her awareness rising, the Universe without and the man with his distracting breathing and smelling paling to insignificance. It was just Jed and the chimaera now. The ship, the arrow, and everything else was peripheral.

She held up her bow arm and rested the shaft of the arrow on the lever above her thumb, drawing her hand back against the elastic force in the string, hand under chin, so the head of the tiny chimaera rested just above her thumb and the knuckle of her index finger.

She focused on the diamond tip of the arrow, pointed out through the gap in the metal of the bulwark wall. With the Shamrock’s conurin-heightened senses, she watched the five potential targets executing their complex paths, and she singled out her quarry.

No computer could hit the evasive chimaera. The computer saw and heard over this distance, and that was her medium. Technology could accelerate an arrow up past light speed in a fraction of a second, but Jed had what it could never emulate—instinct, reflexes and a sense for the unpredictable conditioned from a million years of natural selection.

Jed breathed deep and focused on Equilibrium, the potential energy in the bow opposed by the tensed muscle in her left arm, her concentration balanced, her mind empty. She followed the strange and distant creature as it weaved its unknowable, irrational path as Mathicur of the Agrimony had long ago taught her.

Not to miss now. Not to do herself injustice here before this fool.

She nearly released the arrow, but doubt impinged upon her thoughts and made her stop. The Shamrock’s tachyon scanning confirmed the chimaera’s path was not the one she’d anticipated. Letting her intemperate feelings about this man contaminate her concentration had thrown her Equilibrium. Jed was ashamed. Soon they would be out of range. Emotions were not for Archers, and disgust and shame were as much emotion as were hatred and superiority. She regained her Equilibrium, closing her eyes and breathing, and so expunged Wolff once more. Jed counted heartbeats, slowing her own pulse in the fierceness of her conurin-assisted focus to release her shot in the still silence between beats.

Five light-minutes of void, or twenty inches of air, or an immeasurable hypothetical distance within the privacy of her mind. Stillness. Equilibrium. Chimaera. Shamrock.

She shot, not at the chimaera, nor at some conjecture entertained, but for the place where she knew the chimaera would be in the fraction of a second it took for the arrow to hit the field and be accelerated. As she felt the release, the air the arrow disturbed as it took off, she knew no doubt.

The contraction of the limb polymer alloy flung the arrow forward at twice the speed of sound. It pierced the containment field with an electrostatic shockwave, like a pebble breaking the surface of a pellucid pool, and a flash of light sent it on its course as the chain annihilation was initiated. Jed, complacent in her certainty, had not the time to lower the bow before she knew her prize was won. The arrow hit the chimaera in the thorax, extinguishing the light in its tail.

With a single prompt to the Shamrock, she activated the electrostatic field that would bring her prey home. Far out in the dusty cloud, the other chimaera drew back from the casualty then scattered into the night, flicking their tails down and breaking away.

Jed lowered the bow, her fingers upon the string where the arrow had been, with the galaxy and her ship around her, and the dimly lit armoury, and Gerald Wolff with his pathetic curiosity, like a child trying to construe a magician’s trick. She checked the scanners for the returning arrow. The chimaera was mature and healthy, a good catch. Conurin magnified sensation as well as concentration, and the fire deep in her stomach and her increased heart rate gave Jed a detached sensation that she was no longer limited by the confines of her own body, as though she was out there and soaring with the chimaera.

“Did you hit it?” Wolff asked.

Jed glared at him. Four words seemed all that was needed to bring the glory crashing back down.

“Yes. I ‘hit it.’” Jed reduced the negative field as the arrow approached to decelerate it. “You will see it now, if you look.”

Wolff watched her for a moment, and he stepped cautiously to the gap and watched the returning arrow as it sped back to the Shamrock. He was worried she would push him through the loophole—she could see it.

The arrow stopped close to the containment field, trapping the chimaera against the ship. The spear had punctured the chimaera’s metallic thorax, and its limbs were retracted close to its body. The organometallic creature was about twelve feet long from the bulb at the tip of the tail, which provided its propulsion to its foremost point. A few other thruster-like limbs stuck out around the base of the slender, eight-foot tail shaft and on either side of the rostrum. Three elaborate gold-coloured photovoltaic wings with scarlet panels framed the thorax–one on either side above the legs, and one dorsal wing. The rounded head had narrow indentations on either side where the optical sensors were, and two slender sensory antennae pointed forward. The rostrum and chewing mandibles were drawn into the underside of the head.

Jed pulled a lever beside the loophole to flip the chimaera into a containment basket. When the basket closed, she shut the loophole and started the mechanical cycle to bring it inside the ship. The container slid back into a tight-fitting airlock, the outer door closed, and an inner door beside the portal opened. Jed took up a pole from the weapon rack to pull the basket out of the airlock, because metal that had been left in the void was cold enough to burn.

Behind the vitreous alloy plates, the lustrous form began to move.

“Is that a closed vacuum?” Wolff asked.

“Yes. Our nitrogen-based atmosphere damages them. You see those bright barbs on the tail? They’re made of solid potassium metal. Moisture in the atmosphere would react with it if it was allowed to come into contact.”

“Potassium?” Wolff frowned.

“Only mature adults of one of the sexes has them. It’s been suggested that the metal might act as an electron source in some kind of metabolic redox process. Much of this species’ behaviour and lifecycle is a mystery.”

Jed looked at Wolff as he stared at the chimaera. Something in his demeanour made her recall that distant time when she had been ordered to stand and observe, when she had first seen one of these mysteries from the depths of the night shot down and pulled aboard the Agrimony, and how it had made her feel. How she had wondered at the thousands of suns this strange filigree beast of metal had seen, as it drifted aloof in the open void, and how it could now never return, how it would always be a slave to the self-obsessed race who had taken its freedom in their quest to reach ever higher, ever farther. Man, forever striving for infinity’s asymptote.

Why was she was telling this man these things? Perhaps she saw an old vestige of herself in his aimless curiosity. Not that Jed’s pearls of Archer wisdom would be much use to him. He was a halfBlood male, and he couldn’t learn how to control an Archer’s ship, or to shoot chimaera. Maybe men would laugh at him, call him an idiot, when he walked among them, speaking of the Archers who were such an enigma to them. Maybe he would embroider his tale. Perhaps he would be the one who held the weapon in local legend, or perhaps he might even say he seduced an Archer, and that her name was Jed.

It felt strange to think of him returning to the habitats of men, a world now so distant to Jed the memories were senseless fragments of an evanescent dream.

As they returned to the bridge, Jed felt the ship slowing further, and looked to the sun they were now aimed straight at.

Wolff looked also. “You know this system?”

“It is the sun of Satigenaria. I have traded here before.”

“Surely we cannot be heading for the sun itself?” Wolff’s voice held a note of uncertainty, and perhaps even fear.

“So your faith in Taggart’s deliverance wavers?”

“He would not program a course directly for a star. Taggart was no fool.”

“Then perhaps as you said, he foresaw his own death through some intellectual portent, and rather than avert it, wrote in a failsafe to secure his own vengeance.”

Jed twitched. A slow-moving and inconspicuous object had just come into detection range. Wolff seemed to notice. “Where are we?”

“We have passed the Kuiper belt, and our vector remains aimed directly at the Satigenarian sun.”

Wolff shifted his weight ever so slightly, onto one foot. “You bluff, Archer.”

“I lie not.” Jed raised her chin and blinked, not looking at him.

“You insinuate your ship dives toward the star?”

“I insinuate nothing. If you have not the artifice to make alternative deductions, Gerald Wolff, then you are blinded by your own myopia.”

“Some planetary conjunction bisects our course?”

“This system contains only two planets, the innermost fifty radians starboard of our course, and the other nearly at opposition. Where we journey is a place closer than the innermost planet, but if one were to accurately aim a projectile at the sun anywhere within the ecliptic, one would be sure to hit it.”

“Damn you,” Wolff muttered. “A planet innermost from the innermost planet, which permanently occupies the whole span of its orbit—an artificial construction to house the population, a circumfercirc.”

She’d frustrated him, but Jed was irritated that he’d managed to solve her riddle. She said sourly, “Three, to be precise.”

The Shamrock drew closer to the object, and Jed could now see what it was. Soon it came into view, the sharp reflective arc of its parabolic sail making a strange silver crescent in the front viewport.

Wolff’s mouth fell open. “What in Pilgrennon’s name is that?”

“A stellar galleon,” replied Jed nonchalantly. “And whilst you are aboard this ship, I will not have you use the name of the Blood paragon in disrespect.” As the Shamrock passed, the galleon’s sail revealed itself to be many large mirrors, supported by rigging of silvery hypertensile wire to form one huge parabolic surface with which to catch the stellar wind. A giant mast, three miles in height, speared through the golden hull of the comparatively tiny ship to support the sail, streams of coruscating metallic flags trailing from the galleon’s lagging blades as it wandered by on the outward journey to the Oort cloud.

Jed watched through the window, but as the galleon passed she felt Wolff’s attentions turning on her back. The Shamrock’s interior acuities confirmed it–the man was watching her.

“Why do you stare so?” she said, without looking round.

She heard Wolff shifting his posture. From the Shamrock, she envisioned him to be leaning his weight back on his heels and grinning theatrically. “If I may not touch, would you deny me the privilege of looking?”

Jed turned around, twisting her mouth and sighing through her nose. “You stink, Gerald Wolff. Away and cleanse yourself.”

Wolff flashed his irritating and, Jed thought, lecherous smile, shrugged and sat.

The Satigenaria Circumfercirc became visible some minutes later, dark bars casting an acute silhouette before the star’s orangey glare. Behind the sun, the narrow inner edges of the rings faintly reflected the star’s brilliance.

“There are three rings, you say?” Wolff watched the sun through the photomitigators impregnating the Shamrock’s vitreous alloy.

“Three concentric rings, each within a few leagues of the other. The innermost is for purposes of photovoltaic power generation. The outermost circumfercirc is a superconducting rail, used to guide large ion-driven ships around the habitable ring.”

Jed felt the forward thrust offline then the braking thrust gradually coming on. The Shamrock passed the thin spoke of the outer ring, a vessel riding along it beneath their course, like a swollen maggot on a silver stem. The enormous machine was built around the ring, threaded onto the wire-rail. A soft blue plasma glowed behind its bulk, and tiny motes of light chased after it like hunting damselflies—runnerships with normal thrust propulsion, each twelve times the length of the Shamrock, accelerating to ferry cargo and passengers onto and off of the tram on its non-stop voyage around and around the sun. All below the massive vessel and its track, and ahead of the dwarfed Shamrock, lay the immense girth of the central ring, an ineffable dark tract that swallowed up first the sun then the whole sky.

Wolff did not speak. He stood still beside Jed and gazed at the panorama, the rasping of breath through his nostrils obnoxiously loud in the silence.

Tiny pinpoints of light showed up on the black stratum, their numbers multiplying and forming strange artificial constellations as they approached. It was some time before the full extent of the dark cityscape and its monolithic structures became apparent. Each spire protruded several miles out into the void, and tesselated polyhedrons of light broke up their dark surfaces. Thin, glittering strands of hypertensile alloy worked a fine mesh over the conurbation, like a dew-laden spider’s web.

Jed had to admit this view was an impressive one, if not as a spectacle of nature then as a testimony to man’s skill at manipulating it. Beside her, Wolff exhaled. Jed felt the easing braking thrust cut out. The Shamrock drifted, unchecked by its propulsion. It could be that Taggart’s program was complete.

“What now?” the man asked.

The Shamrock was already picking up an identification request from the circumfercirc. Jed opened the channel and spoke aloud to the bridge transmitter. “This is the star Archer vessel Shamrock of hortica entering at vector stated. I request permission to dock.”

It took a moment for the request to be processed and the affirmation to return.

“You intend to dock?” Wolff asked.

“If I am to disconnect this interference device, it is better done docked and secure than with the ship drifting in open space.”

“Don’t they grant you docking permit grounded on their assumption that you intend to trade?”

“My motives are none of their concern. If they turn me away they lose commerce in the future, so I think it is best for everyone involved if they oblige me and mind their own business.” With a tentative command, Jed fired the auxiliary thrusters. They worked, as well as they ever had. The Shamrock slid forward without question, and Jed aligned it with the docking terminus, and eased the ship forward into the reach of one of its dendrites. A venting of carbon dioxide ballast thrust, and the airlock flanges connected.

“This, I believe,” said Jed, “is where you get off.”

“Now wait a moment.” Wolff stood.

Jed fixed him with a cold, uncompromising gaze. Wolff seemed to choose his words carefully. “I want to find out what’s going on, and why Taggart wanted to come to this circumfercirc in the first place.”

“What you do without this ship is not my concern. Go and do as you wish.”

“I rather hoped you would wait.”

“And why should I do that?”

“Fair enough,” said Wolff, and sat back down.

“What?”

“I don’t wish to disembark here. I shall wait until this ship alights somewhere more promising.”

“You have no right to be on this ship!” Jed snarled.

“Ay. Same as tapeworms have no right to be in people’s digestive tracts.” Again, that irritating smile.

“I cannot disconnect this interference device with you here!” Jed thrust her hand toward Taggart’s device.

A stupid grin broke out on Wolff’s face. “I’ll turn the other way.”

“The typical idiotic remark I have come to expect from a man of your calibre.” Did he do this with the sole intention of annoying her? Why did the stupid, perverse man not get on with his own life and leave Jed to get on with hers?

“So I can’t leave until you have a heart-to-heart with your ship, and you can’t do that until I leave, and I don’t want to leave. This sort of deadlock is becoming a frequent situation round here.”

Jed looked at Wolff, then outside at the side of the docking pipe, then back at Wolff again. “What is it with you?” she spat.

“I will call a truce. I will leave so you can repair your ship, on the understanding that you don’t leave until I return.”

Jed narrowed her eyes. She hated having to yield to compromises like this. “I should have killed you while I had the chance,” she muttered.

“You can kill me now.” Wolff spread his arms out in jest, as though inviting her to shoot him. There was an ever-so-slight tension in his face. 

Jed gave a sigh of exasperation.

“Ah, so you no longer have it in you?”

“Killing to prove one’s point is dishonourable. Killing in self defense is not.”

“As it is said, you will have to make a choice. You either take a step forward and kill me, or you take a step backward and give me some leeway.”

Jed tried to control the anger boiling up inside her. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. When she opened them, she looked up at the man standing, awaiting her decision at the other side of the bridge. “I leave when I have repaired the ship. If you have not returned by then, I leave regardless.”

“That will suffice.”

Jed shied away as Wolff reached his hand toward her. “Just go,” she said.

Wolff headed off into the main corridor. Jed closed the door behind him and knelt on the floor. She must forget Wolff now. The quicker she dealt with this, the better. Examining the connection, she knew she’d have to remove the code from the Shamrock’s computer first then disconnect the device manually. Pressing her fingers against her interface crown, she prepared to go into mindlock with her ship.

 


 

Chapter 5

Carck-Westmathlon

 

Some gamble on chance with wealth untold,

And some reap the profits although,

Some lose all atoms in their hold,

So tread carefully, for fire lies below

 

Wolff stepped out of the Shamrock’s starboard airlock into a tenebrous cylindrical corridor of unwholesome atmosphere. He sniffed at the air as he emerged from the branch to which the Archer’s ship was docked. Through the enhanced vision of his IR-UV bifocals, he saw a similar tunnel leading to a disused dendrite. A white-and-red sign marked its entrance. Wolff stared at the characters on it—some kind of danger warning. Beyond it, he made out a meshwork of hair-thin IR beams, stretching like a sparse web across the girth of the corridor. Dull glassy bulbs embedded in the walls suggested an automatic laser weaponry array. Wolff smiled to himself, and dipped his head to step through the widest interstice. Carefully, albeit rather desperately, he made his way to the opposite wall and urinated on it.

He examined what he could see of his new environment while he attended to his business. It appeared a standard docking pipe with localised gravity and no other branching corridors, with the usual obvious security systems, of course. How did a docking dendrite compare in fortification to an Archer’s vessel?

As he rearranged his clothing and turned away from the wall, something gave underfoot. A snap and a clang, and pain and panic gripped Wolff. He fought to suppress his reflex withdrawal before it brought his head into contact with one of the IR beam paths. He reached down. Iron jaws clamped hard just below his knee. He scrabbled at the trap with his fingernails, feeling rusted metal. The trap pressed nerves to bone with an unbearable tension, and he felt the warm damp of blood soaking into his trousers.

A voice with a shrill, metallic timbre and a sardonic lilt to it came from the corridor ahead. “Prithee, sirrah, observe our security here.”

Something giving off heat jerked back with a clank a few feet ahead, and coloured light shimmered over something akin to fibre optic filaments. The IR detector array behind Wolff snapped off.

“What troubles you, man?”

“Bloody beast trap! What sort of thing to put in a docking pipe is that?”

“Deterrent for unwary trespassers and pillagers alike, sssir.”

Wolff cringed, his back bent over the sprung trap. Spasms convulsed over the muscles of his leg. “To whom have I the honour of speaking?”

“Rh’Arrol, thsssir, and what payment does you offer for your freedom?” A ratchety clicking sound followed.

A shadowy shape, about five feet high and warm, merged from the gloom of the corridor. Jointed plates of metal on a wide cranium and upcurved neck glinted in the dull light. Wolff knew this creature. He’d never seen one at close quarters before, but he’d heard of them and their conniving, thieving ways and their dread of the light.

He fumbled his torch loose from its strap on his tool belt. The creature let out an ear-piercing screech as he aimed the beam in its face. The light illuminated an untidy nest made from soiled bedding, and a few heaps of unidentifiable objects piled about the dendrite terminus. The creature wheeled about, hissing and turning its long neck away from the light, the long prehensile tentacles on its lower jaw rising in contorted figures and other appendages snaking like tails from under the thicket of translucent spines on its rump. It crashed into the wall, and under a dirty quilt it dragged itself with four clawed legs that bent over its back at the knees and splayed out in all directions.

Wolff switched off the torch. “Morran.” He raised his hands, grimacing against the pain. “My name is Gerald Wolff. I am unarmed.”

“Would be evident, sirrah,” said the quilt in a scratchy hissing voice.

“You can stop calling me sir and sirrah and the likes, pretentious morran.”

“Certainly, patronising man.”

“Now release me!”

“You will be released when you pays the charge!”

Wolff flashed the torch on the morran again and it drew itself back under its cover with a flurry. Tapering, blue-tinged tentacles protruded from underneath. “I have nothing of value, and I will not barter with you until you release me from this trap.”

Claws scraped on the floor. The morran approached warily in shadow, its quill-like cilia glistening. It straightened its legs and stretched its neck upward until its nose was level with Wolff’s bent-over face. Its breath touched his skin faintly.

“You has the look and the manner of one of noble birth in the terms of your species, yet you enters through the cargo level?”

A snort of bemused surprise escaped Wolff. “That it has been said of me, although if it has issued from the mouth of a morran before I was not aware. But I have none of the concomitant non-heritable opulence, I assure you. You may think I look like an aristocrat. You surely cannot claim that I dress or smell in a way that befits one.”

Wolff sensed the morran turning its head in the dark, but it didn’t say anything else.

“This torch,” he lied, “has a fingerprint recognition system built into its controls, like a hand weapon. No one other than me can use it. The fuel cells can last for years. How would you like it, morran, of I were to throw this torch into your stinking den with it switched on?”

The morran paused for a moment, and appeared to consider. Round, forward-set eyes glinted in the dark as it stooped, knees folding over its back like a spider’s articulated limbs. Lithe, muscular tentacles wormed over the fabric of Wolff’s trousers to prise the trap open. He felt the weight of the blood-soaked fabric as the trap was reset. The metal had bitten in just above the protection of his boot.

“Gaahhh—” said Wolff.

Rh’Arrol scuttled back with a clanking of armour, its body lowered beneath tensed legs in a wary posture. Wolff descried whippy tentacles and glowing bristles in the quick movement. The creature let out a rapid succession of clicks, merged into one long sound.

“Now, if you wish to barter. I want to speak to whoever’s in charge,” Wolff told it. “Will you take me to that man?”

“I might.” Yellow and mauve flickered over the quill-like olfactory cilia growing from the creature’s hindquarters.

Wolff felt in his pocket. He found a small end of bread from the meal he’d eaten with Jed, and proffered it to the morran.

Rh’Arrol’s head jerked back in disgust as it sniffed it. “You thinks me some urchin of poverty?”

“All right,” said Wolff, and put the bread back in his pocket. “Do you care for devices?”

“What kinds of devices?” 

Wolff thought he heard a hint of curiosity there. He put his hand in his other pocket and pulled out an assortment of rubbish. 

The morran craned its neck up to look at the things in his hands. “String?” it snapped.

“Not just string.” Wolff fumbled at the things in the gloom. “I’ve got, well, a few washers and screws and things.”

“I desires not washers and screws and things,” said Rh’Arrol. “What this?”

“It’s a handkerchief. It’s been used.”

The morran wrapped a tentacle around Wolff’s thumb and drew his hand down. Another tentacle pulled a metal object about four inches long out from the handkerchief. Gold and platinum glinted in the darkness.

“Oh, that’s just an expensive toy,” said Wolff. He stuffed the remaining things back into his pocket. “It’s got some sort of antigravity motor in it, see here.” He took hold of the insect-shaped object, and pressed the switch underneath the thorax. When he dropped his hands, it remained suspended where they had been. Rh’Arrol’s eyes glittered with avarice.

“That suffices.”

“I’m not giving you this in exchange for just services as a guide. If you accept this you’ll owe me more.”

“Is it yours to gives to me?”

Wolff sighed. “Yes, it is mine. How I came about it may not have been honourable, but it’s mine.”

“I takes this, I does something for you. Yes?” Rh’Arrol pulled the toy down with its dextrous tentacles, and hid it down the front of the dull indigo smock that covered its torso.

“So we have an agreement?”

Rh’Arrol hissed, and reversed into the docking pipe. Wolff followed the morran, each pace bringing fresh pain gnawing at the wound in his leg.

His escort scuttled into a compartment at the end of the corridor, and it wasn’t without trepidation that Wolff stepped into the dark with those tentacles, as well as the spitting and clicking.

As soon as a door closed, the floor lurched and the compartment tipped up. Wolff put his hand out to steady his balance and accidentally struck Rh’Arrol. The morran shrieked and thrashed tentacles in his face.

Gravity returned to normal, and the door slid open to let them out into a better-lit corridor. A few men passed quickly, as though going somewhere. One, a brutish, lumpy female, swarthy because of genetics and a grubby lifestyle, glared at Wolff as she shambled past.

“Bastard!” Wolff cursed, putting his hand to a stinging ear.

“Keep appendages to self!”

The docking pipe was fixed to the floor, and a thick vitreous alloy plate in the ground showed scaffolding bars and the localised gravity generators along one side of the now apparently vertical docking pipes, and the thorny bronze immensity of the Shamrock docked way down beneath them. The décor didn’t comply with the style of the Archers’ ships, nor the salvage station in which he’d whiled away his prison sentence. The surfaces were decorated with twisted chrome and abstract mosaics.

The corridor was not well lit, but Rh’Arrol still shuttered its wide golden eyes against the light as it moved out into the corridor on its spindly legs. Plates of metal armour covered the coarse, light blue hair of the crown, neck and back. Pendent, furry ears and paired prehensile tentacles hung from the back of the head above the jaw. The face had the countenance of a snake, but with a furry muzzle and cleft upper lip with V-shaped nostrils. The smock and armour exposed a pronounced sternum and four short thighs. The knees were naturally protected by keratinous plates, and the lower legs, inky blue-black and glossy like plastic, terminated in thickly clawed toes.

“What sex are you?” Wolff asked it, taking his hand away from his ear. He leant his weight on his injured leg and winced.

“I am ale, and you?” Rh’Arrol made a loud spitting noise, turning its head from side to side, trying to ascertain the dimensions of the corridor with some sort of echo-location.

“I’m male. Ale? How many genders does your species have?”

“Six.”

“Six? Doesn’t that pose a few problems as far as breeding’s concerned?”

“No. Unlike your species we not particularise.”

“Gregarious as well, I suppose.”

“The advantage being that gene pool is triply enriched.”

Wolff looked at the clock attached to his belt. It would likely take Jed more than an hour to remove Taggart’s program. “Steel and Flame, how do you mate with five other individuals at once?”

“I not, that would be silly,” the morran retorted. “I relay.” The morran had begun to make its stumbling way along the wall of the corridor, feeling with its tentacles. Wolff followed.

“Relay?”

“In your species, male mates with female, she give birth. In my species, male mates with me, I mates with semale, semale mates with emale, emale mates with gremale, gremale mates with female, and female give births.”

“Does that make you a him or a her?”

“Neither, sirrah. Me’s an aem or an ae.”

“Oh,” said Wolff. “I suppose your other sexes are e and se and gre, then?”

“Correct.”

“Are there many females and gremales, and fewer of the sexes toward male?”

“Oh, yes.” The morran assumed a strutting pace, its head still turned away from the light. “I am rare. and there are only five males in Carck-Westmathlon, and me’s had sex with all of them.”

“Carck-Westmathlon? Is that the circumfercirc’s name?”

Rh’Arrol clicked distractedly to aerself. “No, just the name of this quarter.”

“I see.” Wolff smiled. “And do the men who live here call it that?”

“It is not entirely a morran word. Carck and mathlon yes, but West is a word from the vocabulary of your species. Carck means ‘free’ in your language. Math means ‘large in scope’, and lon means ‘of water.’”

“Western free place of big water?”

“Big place of free water, fact. Pay rent. Forty leagues in height, thirty in depth, and a-hundred-and-nine in span. History has it that this void construction was one of the first to cycle waste products through modified bacteria in order to purify water and generate feedstock to go toward new synthesis.”

“You seem very well educated,” Wolff commented. Incongruously so. Half of Rh’Arrol’s speech seemed to be quoted from textbooks, the other half an uneducated morran attempt to speak the language of men.

“Oh yes.” Proud colours tainted Rh’Arrol’s chromatic quills. “Me’s writing a book on genealogy and the lineage of morrans on Carck-Westmathlon.” The morran was now sniffing and clicking at a junction in the passage.

“Indeed. Are you sure you know where you’re going, Rh’Arrol?”

Rh’Arrol clicked. “Yes, you wishes me takes you to the man-who-is-leader—the Seignior. Fortunate for you that he lives in this sector. Well, it’s this way, although I could be wrong in this wretched light. Men, and their stupid propensity for it!”

“Why do you choose to live here, then?” Wolff followed the blundering creature.

“While the men sleep, the corridors darker, and we wake and emerge.”

“Ah, so you’re nocturnal. A tenancy in the docking pipes would seem convenient.”

“Is safe enough.”

Wolff kept up the conversation in a detached sort of manner, glancing repeatedly at his clock. “Where exactly are we going?”

Rh’Arrol surveyed the approaching wall with a barrage of sound, and butted aer nose against a panel. Another cavity opened in the wall. Inside, Rh’Arrol switched off the light, closed the door, and set the pneumatic lift on its way up.

“The ship is yours?” The morran’s huge golden eyes narrowed in the gloom, aer voice lowering. “I know of only one breed of man that uses a ship of that specification, and they are seen even less often than they are spoken of.”

Wolff sat down on a chair inside the lift. “No, the ship is not mine.” He gazed at the rapidly flickering readout on the lift wall. “I am a passenger.”

“This is destination, or does you intend to return to the ship?”

“Oh, I intend to return. Soon, I hope. But first I have some business here.”

Wolff thought again of the Archer, Jed. Ever since the Larkspur had been hauled aground at the salvage station, he had been deeply intrigued by her kind. The Larkspur had been a ship, very much like the Shamrock, with dark corridors and an engine with an immensely powerful chimaera array. On the bridge the thin, frail body of its commander had lain, mummified over several centuries by the deathly cold penetrating the ship, a thin silver band still on her forehead. Wolff remembered the Archer’s face, hard and pale as a marble sculpture, almost as though the female still slept after so long drifting in the void. Like Jed, she was fine-boned, with the almost complete melanin absence in the skin that the light of no sun had seemed to ever touch. Very dark hair, almost black, thickly mingled with the grey of age had been styled in the same precise, symmetrical manner as Jed’s. She had worn the same skullcap of dark polymer, and the same richly patterned overtunic of some soft material, fringed at the hems and coming down to the knees and elbows, over black close-fitting garments covering the arms and legs.

Wolff had felt a kind of fearful wonder as he looked upon the body on the bridge, that he, Gerald Wolff, stood here in this sepulchre, a place this Archer would never have allowed any other than herself and her apprentices to tread.

Why would someone want such a lifestyle? Who would want that unbearable solitude, century after century? Wolff remembered the sad loneliness in Belthede’s petrified countenance, and wondered what it could have been that had driven her to lie down and die after all that time. She had died of no injury. Her brain had simply shut down to leave her body to waste.

Some of that same despairing loneliness he saw, too, in young Jed, held in check by that unbreakable fiery arrogance, although it was drilled into this Code of hers too much to call spirit. He could almost see something beneath that defiance in her eyes that held over the ravages conurin and solitude had brought upon her, something that could eventually consume her and expunge the proud fire that held her above Belthede’s final indignity. Something inside her screamed out for someone solid and real to pull her out of her world of shadows.

It wasn’t just the Archer. It was the same whimsical tangent Wolff always took. He was ever drawn to a challenge, and something about Jed challenged him. He felt a sudden urge to turn back and forgo this foray and the possible learning of Taggart’s motives for coming here. He imagined the ship leaving the docking dendrites, him losing the chance for good. He’d come away without insurance.

“Why so taciturn, Gerald Wolff?” said Rh’Arrol casually.

“Time and tide wait for no man,” Wolff murmured.

Rh’Arrol made a narrow-eyed, open-nostrilled face at the apparent non sequitur.

The lift came to a halt and the door slid back. Rh’Arrol stuck out aer neck and surveyed the corridor noisily before leading the way.

This passageway was of a more subtle décor, and as Rh’Arrol led him, swinging aer neck about and clicking as though ae half expected some wild beast to leap out upon aer. The passageway gave way to a wide cavern of sand-coloured stone, mottled with dark and light bands, and stalactites and stalagmites forming pillars, like some sprawling cave system. Yet it was all too regular and organised to be convincing as a natural formation. Globes embedded in the higher ceilings emitted a soft light, and what looked like bamboo plants were set out in hollows filled with growing medium. Massive windows of vitreous alloy along one side of the garden let in bright sunlight, Satigenaria’s brilliance illuminating the ring wall with glaring albedo as it stretched away into mind-numbing perspective. The lift must have brought them through the entire breadth of the circumfercirc stratum.

The morran dropped into shadow, and began to push its way through thick, shade-dwelling leaves. The flora changed as Wolff followed Rh’Arrol farther, varying from acrogens in the shade of many different species, to equally different varieties of cacti in the hottest, brightest parts. But again, it was something blatantly artificial trying to look natural. All this was an elaborate display case for some rich fool’s horticultural findings.

As Rh’Arrol hurried along, Wolff lagged behind, looking at the specimens and their immaculate labelling. No fallen foliage littered the floor. No dead branches hung skeletal from the trees, nor did sallowness or blot despoil the many-hued leaves.

Wolff sat on a stone wall beside a fake stream. He rubbed at his leg. The blood had clotted and the fabric of his trousers stuck to him.

Rh’Arrol continued for a few yards without noticing then looked around abruptly. “Why does you stop?” ae demanded.

Wolff shrugged and Rh’Arrol scurried back to lurk under a succulent. 

“Just thinking,” Wolff said.

Rh’Arrol crouched, bending knees over back in a defensive posture. “We should not be tarrying here.”

“Relax.” Wolff waved a hand at the surroundings. “Water’s free. So drink it. Eat the fruit.” Wolff reached out a hand and plucked a green-striped fruit with a long tail from a branch. Rh’Arrol stared at him as he sank his teeth into the succulent flesh.

“Not eat fruit!” The morran’s eyes widened. “Forbidden fruit!”

“Mmm,” concurred Wolff.

“Look, the water is free. The garden belongs the seignior. The trees and the fruit draw nutrients from the soil and belong to him. Come with me, Gerald Wolff. It is not far now.”

Wolff looked at his clock again and considered how he was going to go about this matter, and how he might break the surface of the water with this seignior. The sort of man who planted public gardens and forbade the public from eating the fruit was unlikely to be the sort who would humour some wandering maverick who hitched rides with the mysterious Archers, even if his intentions were noble.

Like Rh’Arrol had said, it wasn’t far before the garden gave way to a sequence of chambers with solid-looking doors in the walls.

Rh’Arrol led him to one such door. It had a brass knocker on the front, so he knocked. A male voice barked something from within, and he took it as an invitation to enter and pushed the door back.

Wolff passed through the doorway and found a man awaiting him. His shoulders were tensed and his hands spread, their thin fingers splayed upon the desk at which he sat.

Upon seeing Wolff, he appeared to let his guard down marginally, and drew a slender stylus from a rack of writing implements beside a plate bearing fruit, fibre loaf, and a piece of green cheese with a silver-hilted dirk stabbed in it.

“You should know how it displeases me to be disturbed,” the man snapped. He grimaced, showing slightly discoloured fangs.

“Well, forgive me, for I don’t. Are you the seignior?” Wolff addressed him.

“I am not,” the man replied, with some hauteur. His dark, lank hair was receding and drawn back into a greasy knot behind his head, and the way he arched his eyebrows gave the illusion that he’d stretched his forehead in the act of tying back his hair. A small dent was evident in the dead center of his forehead. He was clean-shaven, apart from a sleek growth of beard on his chin drawn into a tapering fork with some sort of polymer gel, like a viper’s tongue. His face was thin, sunken about the cheeks and with keen, dark-rimmed, grey eyes. His precise, efficient movements caught Wolff’s attention, and when he spoke, his teeth, long in the canines and marred and convoluted, showed, as well as a slick, dark tongue with a narrow tip. Wolff looked again at how he meticulously held the long shaft of the pen—an Archer, an arrow, that same brooding intelligence.

“I wish to see the seignior.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “You are not of this system.”

“No. I arrived here on the ship, the Shamrock.”

The man’s frown deepened, his eyes retracting into slits of white in the recesses of the dark sockets. “What breed of man doth curry the favour of the star Archers?”

“My name is Gerald Wolff, and yours?”

“Castellan Viprion, advisor of the management.” The castellan’s eyes turned and his gaze settled briefly on Rh’Arrol. “Citizen Wolff, on Carck-Westmath we do not bring morrans into the areas designated for the habitation of men.”

Rh’Arrol’s quills flushed and aer tentacles twitched, somewhere between meekness and annoyance.

“This morran is with me and does not concern you. As I said, I wish an audience with the seignior.”

“Are you sure you wish to see the seignior?” Viprion licked his lips.

“That is what I asked, is it not?” Viprion’s tone annoyed Wolff. Something in his parlance suggested a cryptic undertone to each assertion.

Viprion got to his feet in an unhurried sort of way. His clothing was entirely black, covered with lurid sequins, and belted tightly around an already lean waist. His thinness and discoloured teeth already suggested that he was a conurin addict. Something between a smile and a sneer twisted his mouth. “I would not grant you permission to see the seignior under normal circumstances, particularly not with a morran. However, a man with the benediction of the Archers I see may be a separate case. Follow, then, if that’s your will.”

The castellan led them through another door and down a long corridor. He walked ahead of Wolff and Rh’Arrol, paying them little attention. Wolff had not known Viprion for long, but already he had formed a preliminary opinion of the castellan as untrustworthy and almost loathsome. This man was no idiot, Wolff thought. He could surely not overlook security. How could he know no weapon was hidden about Wolff’s person, or in Rh’Arrol’s smock, considering the contempt with which morrankind seemed to be treated on Carck-Westmathlon?

Unless...

Perhaps a shield stronger than any weapon protected this seignior. What, then? Perhaps the man was so well-armed an attempt to attack him would be risible. Perhaps Viprion led Wolff and Rh’Arrol to a simple intercom with which to commune with the seignior.

Viprion swung open the door at the end of the corridor. “Gerald Wolff to see you, seignior,” said the castellan ingratiatingly.

A ropy, stocky sort of man leant over a couch with his back to the door. He was either bald through genetic fault, or his head had been shaved. A pair of feet, human but abnormally small and slender with ankles covered in silky hair, protruded from one end of the couch, shaking spasmodically. At first Wolff thought the seignior was fornicating with the person on the sofa, but then the man turned around.

Wolff looked at the Seignior’s bullish features, surely not a man of the Blood then could not help but look at the shivering thing on the couch. Superficially, it appeared to be an elongated boy with a bulbous cranium and huge wet eyes, and white-golden hair covering the wrists and ankles and forming a mane around the face. His milky skin was as pale as Jed’s, and his limbs were so thin and delicately jointed he looked as though he would shatter like china if caught by a wind. This was a man designed for survival in low gravity, on moon worlds—a Lunatic as they were called.

“Lestel here is annoying me, Viprion!” the seignior roared. The Lunatic boy drew his hands up over his face. His fingers were as pale and sculpted as bleached driftwood.

“And you annoy me, Castellan Viprion,” the seignior continued, striding gracelessly toward the Castellan. “You and your pathetic advices and strategies! You’re only fit for the knacker’s yard!”

“What is a knacker?” Wolff wondered aloud.

“What?” The seignior turned on him. His face had the bloated look imparted by too much alcohol, and pockmarks scarred his forehead and cheeks. While Viprion, as a man of leadership, had quite clearly been brimming over with devious, opportunistic artifice, none of these qualities were at all evident in the seignior. How could a man not of the Blood be the seignior of a circumfercirc? He was, Wolff assumed, either an arrant tyrant, or a figurehead chosen for his lack of insight.

“I said, what’s a knacker?”

“A knacker’s yard is a place where beasts too old to enter the food chain go to be slaughtered!” the seignior shouted.

“Yes, but what’s a knacker? Presumably an individual who works in such a yard. But did you ever meet one?” Wolff made an elaborate, flourishing bow. “Delighted to meet you, seignior. I am but a humble knacker. Did you ever wonder how many people put ‘knacker’ in the job title section of their census form?”

The seignior’s frown relaxed. “You’re an idiot!”

“Yes, that’s what I put on my census form.”

The seignior ignored him and continued his advance on Viprion. “Why have you brought here this foolish man?” The Seignior broke off to stare at Wolff. “Who is a criminal and a thief, and who eats fruit out of my garden? And why have you let this disgusting urchin in here?”

“He wishes to speak to you.” Viprion licked his lips and took a nervous step backward. “The man, I mean, not the disgusting urchin. I think you should know that he came aboard by virtue of an Archer’s vessel.”

“How exciting for him!” The seignior turned to Wolff but he did not look into his eyes, staring instead at Wolff’s shoulder. “And you, you stole fruit from the gardens, did you not?” He pushed his florid face toward Wolff, still not looking him full in the eyes. A stench of alcohol hit Wolff like a sheet caught in the wind. How did he know Wolff was a criminal? How had he seen him eat the fruit?

Lestel groaned. The seignior spun round, saw that the Lunatic had slid off the couch and was crouching on the floor, and kicked him hard in the leg. The boy’s thigh splintered with a nauseating crack. Lestel cried out in pain and fell on his side. The seignior drew back his foot to aim another kick, and Wolff saw that for sure it would shatter Lestel’s ribcage and crush his heart and lungs. He seized the seignior by his loose white tunic and wrenched him back.

“You dare to touch me?” the seignior spoke to Wolff without looking round. “You do not know the way of these parts, Citizen Wolff!”

Lestel groaned again. The seignior stepped toward him. Lestel raised his face, and an expression of acute horror spread across it. Then he screamed in pain. His eyes rolled back to the whites, slaver ran from his mouth, and his limbs shook.

“What are you doing?” Wolff demanded, disbelief overcoming horror. Surely the simple act of looking at a person could not induce such agony. Perhaps Lestel was acting, or it was the pain from his leg. “That can not be! Steel and Fl—” Wolff was cut short as the seignior turned and looked straight at him, and an insane agony erupted from the back of his neck, grating on every nerve of his body. Somewhere from his right came a strangulated shriek from Viprion, and he heard the sound of the castellan’s head hitting the wall. Wolff sensed that he, too, had fallen over, but he could no longer tell directions from one another or see anything but a red haze. An icy swash of pain engulfed him. His diaphragm contracted into a tight knot and he could not draw breath.

The pain ceased as quickly as it had begun, leaving him ringing like a tuning fork. He raised his hand to his temple and realised he was physically untouched. His heart pounded and his breath came ragged. His sight returned to him as though surfacing from the water, Lestel still lying on the floor. Viprion, when Wolff sought him, was lying near the wall on the other side of the door, moaning. Blood made a thick track from his nostrils to his upper lip. Rh’Arrol crouched near the door whimpering, and the seignior was approaching aer.

“Foul urchin, blight upon this circumfercirc!” he cursed then Rh’Arrol fell sideways and screamed, curling aer limbs up like a stunned spider. A crash issued from the far wall, and a second morran fell out of a ventilator shaft.

The seignior desisted, and looked round at the morran. “Eavesdropping scum!” he shouted at it. Rh’Arrol half rose and struggled for the door. The seignior’s power hit the morran who had fallen through the wall, and it went into spasms. Wolff realised he intended to hold it there like that until the life drained out of it, like a man holding someone’s head underwater. He got onto hands and knees, and crawled toward the door. Rh’Arrol had fallen in the entrance. Wolff put his arm around the morran and stood, half carrying, half dragging aer into the corridor. Rh’Arrol’s breathing steadied as they moved away, and Wolff set aer down outside the door to Viprion’s office.

“Why did you not warn me he could do that?” said Wolff, striking the ground with his fist.

“I did not know he could do that!” Rh’Arrol shrieked. “I did not see him before this day! I thought him a man, as you!”

“I doubt he could even provide an answer to the question I was going to ask him. He’s insane! What did you take me to him for? Are you stupid or something?”

“I did not see him before! Men on Carck-Westmathlon do not have business with morrans! I took you to him knowing only his location from the blueprints.”

Wolff calmed himself down a bit. It wasn’t Rh’Arrol’s fault and, as far as he could tell, whatever it was the seignior had done to him did not have a lasting effect.

How could someone inflict pain like that? He’d heard of people under hypnosis who felt no pain, but never of someone imagining a pain that was not real due to it. That went into superstition and voodoo. “Steel and Flame,” Wolff muttered.

Wolff sensed footfall in the doorway, and looked round to see Viprion leaning on the frame. He stood immediately. “What did he do?” he demanded.

Viprion, breathing rapidly and wiping the blood from his nose, ignored the question. “He is in a foul temper, and has been drinking.”

“Why did you not warn me?”

“Certain people of deluded impressions, mostly males of your own age, seem to think they can defeat our seignior. I assumed you were merely another of the insurgent rabble.”

Wolff frowned. It was patent that the castellan didn’t think he was stupid, and surely since he’d told Viprion he arrived on the Archer’s ship and was not local, this was not truly the man’s reasoning. “That man is your leader? I cannot imagine him being anything short of unnegotiable.”

The castellan arched one eyebrow into a dark chevron. “What is it you wish to negotiate?”

Wolff looked at the castellan. He hadn’t trusted him from the start. Some tribal instinct too deeply ingrained to be ousted from his sentience by education or culture had told him this was not the individual to invite into one’s cave. Potentially a dangerous man, he supposed, and something about him put Wolff on his guard. But he had come here to get answers, and with time at a premium, Viprion was the best source of those answers he had yet found. He chose his words carefully. “If I were to tell you Carck-Westmathlon was the focus of malign interests, might you tell me what you have here that could attract such interest?”

The castellan’s face changed, but not to an expression that could be interpreted as surprise or shock. “Many reasons could be postulated. Satigenaria is a wealthy system, and much of that wealth occupies the circumfercirc. That said, lucre is never evenly distributed, and the Kuiper mining community of this system has ever hovered on the edge of revolt. This is an old settlement and not run as well as it once was. Unscrupulous rulers like our own seignior cause factionation and civil unrest in the populace of the circumfercirc itself. And to add to that,” Viprion said, casting a critical glance toward Rh’Arrol, “we have an overpopulation of morrans, which themselves are a threat to security. Cull the morrans and you incite further ructions among men who see it as unethical. Any one of these factors could prove a point of weakness marauders might exploit.”

“A man by the name of Taggart planned a convergence at these coordinates. I do not know the magnitude of the impending attack, but this man was a criminal and I believe this settlement should be assumed under great threat.”

“I see,” said Viprion dryly. “In that case we will go at once to the surveillance and scanning department.” He set off down the corridor, away from the direction Wolff had come.

Wolff looked at his watch again. “Will this take long?”

“The Archer’s ship?”

“If I do not arrive back there within the hour, it may depart without me.”

“There may be some way to delay it. I know not of this Taggart,” Viprion said, looking straight ahead. “Where is he?”

“Oh, he is dead,” said Wolff.

“I see.”

“Although I am sure Taggart would have a reason to come to Carck-Westmathlon over any other settlement in this area. If one could be thought of, it may help.”

Viprion twisted his mouth and shook his head. “This circumfercirc has no specific assets. It may be that he has—had—or believed he could find allies here, which would not be unfounded had he some knowledge of the political situation.”

Wolff heard Rh’Arrol clicking again, behind him. “If you must lead that morran about like a pet,” said Viprion, “make it silent.”

“Be quiet, Rh’Arrol,” said Wolff.

“How should you likes it?” retorted the morran indignantly. “If I were to say ‘Shut your eyes, they offend me’?”

Someone appeared far ahead of them. It seemed as if she had fallen into the corridor from one of the doors leading off it. She cast about herself, looking flustered. “Castellan! Castellan,” she said, panting, as she reached Viprion. “I report unusual solar activity. We’ve got an ion storm on our hands in half an hour.”

“You know the drill,” said Viprion. “Close off all exposed points. Retract the docking dendrites and raise electrostatic shielding to full. No ships are to dock or depart from the circumfercirc until the storm abates. To the surveillance and scanning department, now.”

“Close the docking dendrites?” Wolff asked. “The Shamrock—the Archer vessel—will it be prevented from departing?”

“Is it armed?” The man looked at Wolff.

“It has a synchrotron cannon of some sort, I believe.”

“Then yes, it will be sequestered.” The informant took off in the direction she’d come from, and Viprion followed. Wolff made a grab for the Castellan’s arm. “What is going on?”

“The sun just sneezed.” Viprion looked at Wolff sideways with his sly steel-grey eyes. “Harken, Gerald Wolff, a storm is brewing.”

* * * *

Jed felt awareness returning to herself and the bridge, dimly at first, from a concentration so acute corporeal encumbrances had melted to insignificance. She raised her head, flexed limbs stiffened by inactivity, felt blood flow quicken and tasted the air.

With a thought, the ship’s small maintenance robots swarmed out of hatches low down on the walls and pulled the connection cables away from the Shamrock’s mainframe. They set upon Taggart’s device like flies upon a carcass, quickly dismantling it, the pieces carried away into the walls to be fed into the onboard recycling plant.

Jed stood, arched her back and stretched, and scanned the interior of the ship for infra-red presences. Wolff was not on board. She’d been in mindlock with the ship, Jed calculated, for about an hour and a half. To be whole again, at last! She checked the navigational systems, the details of the course to Satigenaria that had so eluded her at the time, the vessel’s blackbox recording of the past day. Everything was there. The Shamrock’s power was once more at her beck and call.

But here was more. Here was a chunk of recording that Jed had not been aware of, hidden deep within the Shamrock’s memory. Here was a piece of herself she had not known about. Jed shuddered. Now she could see the ship that had followed her while she had been in orbit, and all the ghost readings of the Shamrock’s scanners, and hear Wolff’s subversive whisper to her ship, growing louder as the chasing vessel drew closer, inveigling the ship’s loyalties from Jed.

Again, the question returned to her. Why had she not killed him at her first opportunity? Some obscure instinct to do with Wolff’s halfBlood origins had stayed her hand, and she felt disgust at it. How could she have honoured instinct over her training, her ultimate instinct? What kind of worthless Archer did that make of Jed?

But, by tomorrow, she would be far away from Wolff. He would not have the means to follow her, and she would not allow him to beguile her through the Shamrock again. She would leave behind the ignominy of the past day’s events, and grow wiser and stronger from it.

Jed’s exterior scanning systems stirred. Finally, she had regained her complete equilibrium with the ship.

But something was wrong. The Shamrock had changed its orientation. She couldn’t get her bearings. In fact, she couldn’t discern any constellation, and she became aware that the ship was surrounded by metal.

The Satigenaria circumfercirc must have drawn in its docking dendrites while she’d been in mindlock.

 


 

Chapter 6

Storm Gathering

 

Hedge not your bets upon my trust,

Nor idle upon my alliance,

Devious be as devious must,

And outwitting it a science.

 

“You stay here,” Wolff instructed Rh’Arrol as he stepped into the pipe connecting the Shamrock’s airlock to the Satigenaria circumfercirc.

“I had no intention of accompanying you,” came the morran’s pious mutter.

When the morran had gone, Wolff addressed the door.

“Jed, open the door.” The corridor lay dim and silent. Could she hear him? If she did not open the door, would he have to use his computer skills once more to force his entry?

“Jed, open the door, please.” The airlock door slid back, and he stepped into the corridor behind it and headed toward the bridge.

Taggart’s computer had gone. Its electrodes had been removed from the Shamrock’s bus conduit and the frontal panel replaced. The Archer was nowhere to be seen.

Wolff sidled over to the seating and chanced a surreptitious glance behind it, lest she be hiding there with intent to ambush him, but no, the bridge was empty. Its viewports looked out into the closed shield, the docking pipes retracted into the body of the station like the tendrils of a sea anemone sitting out a tsunami.

Wolff noticed again the door on the opposite side of the bridge, which presumably led to a lesser corridor—and probably the ship’s living quarters. Taking nimble sidesteps, he peered into the entrance. The tunnel was narrower and slightly better lit than the primary corridors to the airlock. It had a smell of regular use to it, and what appeared to be mandalas depicting stylised galaxies had been engraved into the five doors leading off from it.

Wolff flared his nostrils, tasting the air. It had a higher humidity than the dry, cycled air in the bridge and primary corridor and the cold staleness of the armoury and cargo bays.

The second door on the right hand side stood retracted into the wall. Wolff took a step forward, and Jed’s head and arm appeared around the doorframe. Her hair was wet and hung down almost to her shoulders in tousled clumps, and moisture glistened on the white skin of her forearm. Of course, she held the gun in her hand, and although she had removed the dark, glossy skullcap usually covering the top of her head, the metal band was still around her forehead, and he reasoned that her interface with the Shamrock was probably bolted to her skull.

“Keep back.” Jed waved the gun from side to side.

“The computer is back under your control?”

“That it is, but not afore the ship became entombed within this docking shield. This is your doing.” The distrust in her face was quite apparent.

“An ion storm approaches. This is not my doing.”

“An ion storm. I see. This sun has an unusual cycle.”

“We—the Shamrock—will remain?”

Jed allowed herself a moment’s pause. “Until the ion storm abates.”

This banter had become a cryptic mutual agreement. Wolff would endeavour to be on board the Shamrock when that time came, while he knew Jed would do her best to ensure it was not so.

“You having a wash?” Wolff raised his eyebrows.

Jed glared at him with dark, tempestuous eyes. “Yes. You would do well to follow my example.” She jerked back into the room, and the door slid shut behind her.

Wolff stepped quietly over to the door, and ran his fingers over the condensation on its engraved surface. Under whimsical impulse, he placed his palms and his ear to the metal, and listened. No sounds gave any clue to what went on behind it. He supposed the Shamrock’s senses encompassed its inner surfaces as well, and he wondered if Jed could see what he was doing. Perhaps the door had a one-way transparency, and she stood sneering five inches in front of him, wearing only a headband and a gun. Wolff allowed a thin smile to play at the corners of his mouth. Let her form her idle speculations upon his motives and meanings.

He turned away. He fully intended to return to Carck-Westmathlon and find out what it was that had made this system the target of whatever Taggart’s intention was. What he needed right now was insurance. Perhaps a stolen ready-prepared chimaera would procure him a ride out to somewhere he could start afresh, but that was not Wolff’s desire. Already he had decided upon this ship as his ride out, and although Jed’s entire haul might well prove a point of negotiation with the Archer, he wouldn’t be able to carry it.

He traversed the bridge once more, and retraced his steps into the primary corridor. The back of the arsenal, he remembered, led to the cargo holds and the unknown lower levels of the Shamrock.

“Come now, Shamrock,” Wolff whispered. He activated a small device attached to his belt. It gave out a radio signal which disrupted the ship’s most local readings. Now he was invisible. To Jed, it would appear as though he’d gone back out through the airlock. He could, he supposed, hide aboard the ship thus until it departed.

But why play aces he might need later when he could get by on lower suits?

When he’d hidden in the uppermost level beneath the arsenal, he remembered the entrance had been sealed off, and it was to this door that he now made his way. The door made a tight seal against the frame, but from the way the dust had settled, Wolff could divine that the corridor had recently been accessed. He shrugged off his jacket and draped it over a crate of esculent canisters. He scrutinised the locking mechanism and the seal in the light of his torch. This lock was electronic, but it was on a separate circuit to Shamrock’s mainframe. The Shamrock itself had no direct influence over whether this door was opened or closed.

Wolff picked up his laser penknife, and twisted its neck to select the setting. He etched out the perimeter of the lock’s polymer cover with the narrow emerald beam and, sliding his fingernails into the cut, prised the cover away. Beneath it, the matte, flat surface had perhaps an inch square in the center of minute geometric circuitry. Round beads of silver metal marked the contacts with the cover panel, and tiny coloured squares embedded in the polymer showed the positions of resistors and diodes.

Wolff traced the routes of the circuitry tracks and saw at once that the stimulation of a particular wire and the cessation of current through two others would release the locking mechanism.

He snapped a piece from a bundle of hair-fine ductile alloy wire. A touch of the ends against a heated metal claw rendered them soft, and once they were pressed to the relevant contacts, a squirt from a coolant aerosol fixed the temporary short circuit in place. Taking his laser penknife, he burned away through the tracks of the other two connections. As soon as the last one was severed, a green light flashed up on the side of the locking mechanism, and the door retracted into the wall.

The corridor was completely unlit and the air smelled stale, like a long-sealed crypt. Wolff shone his torch over the featureless black metal of the walls as he gathered his tools. He shuddered. The similarity to a crypt didn’t end there. The rectangular tunnel led down into an impenetrable darkness. He had to stoop to enter it, and moved forward, feeling along the wall as the tunnel sloped downward. He emerged into a small annexe. Piles of machinery leant against the walls and two doors led away.

A strange glow illuminated the walls. Wolff switched off his torch and pocketed it. The light emanated from a hole in the floor, casting a dynamic incandescence on the dark metal of the ceiling above. It had a glimmering quality, like that cast by light shining through a large body of water.

Moving closer to the source of the light, he saw that the hole led to a lower level via a set of rungs. He lowered his legs into the gap and, bracing himself on the edges of the floor with his hands, tested his weight on a rung. Taking the uppermost rung in his hands, Wolff began his descent. The Archer’s narrow form would easily have fitted through such a gap, but Wolff was broad across the shoulders and had to let himself down at full arms’ length, scraping his back on the edge of the floor. He remembered this entrance, the same as on the Larkspur. No light had shone from its counterpart.

A watery aquamarine light met him as his head descended below the level of the floor, and a low bubbling melody reached his ears. Wolff nearly lost his grip on the ladder at the sight that greeted him when he looked over his shoulder.

The chamber was immense—it must have been an entire, complete level of the Shamrock in itself. Serried glass cases lined every wall, arranged in two levels up to the high ceiling. The light came from behind the tanks, distorted by the gas bubbles streaming through the water, and in every tank he could see floated the suspended, mutilated head and torso of a single chimaera, their golden carapaces gleaming in the light.

Wolff lowered himself the remainder of the way, and dropped to the floor. He looked around the room in wonder once more, trying to take it all in. The floor and ceiling were fabricated from the same dark, lustrous metal as the corridor above and much of the Shamrock’s internal surfaces. The chimaera here must have numbered into the hundreds. Some were enormous, heads as wide as he was high, but in one tank a glittering myriad of tiny arrow-sized chimaeras spun and convected in the aeration current.

A table stood farther down the room, with another chimaera upon it—the one Jed had shot just after the downswing. The tail had been amputated and its pale shaft lay on the floor, the potassium barbs missing. The vivid scarlet of the thorny fans adorning its body had tarnished in the air, and the plates of organometallic skin were now stiff and flaky brown. Its legs and sensory antennae had not yet been torn off, and the joints were beautifully made, articulated perfectly in a way no forging artisan of metal could emulate, but useless under the encumbrance of gravity.

It was a broken butterfly with tattered wings—a deposed monarch in fading robes, chained in this dungeon far from its starry dominion.

The antennae reached out toward the place Wolff stood, circling in the air as if trying to construe him, this alien creature of flesh, hair, heat and water.

Wolff moved closer and stooped, inclining his head toward it, hands on knees.

Did the oxygen in the atmosphere of the Shamrock burn this creature’s golden scales? Did the pressure of the atmosphere weigh heavy on it after the airless void? Do you feel the sting of the arrow, the Archer’s blade? Did it know or understand how men sought it for their own ends? What was the loneliness of the void, the flavour of an emission spectrum, the rich nourishment of ionised hydrogen? Did it wonder, in that primitive circuitry of its brain, and ask itself if Wolff stood here, fragile man, in curiosity?

Or was it just a machine that came weirdly from nature, and pained no more than a computer and thought no more than an insect? Do you observe our plights, and laugh at our bickering lives, sailing free in your endless river of stars? How strange I must seem.

The man reached out and allowed himself a brief, cautious hesitation, before laying his hand on that golden exoskull. Mobile antennae described lazy circles—hunter and hunted, the ancient symbiosis.

The arrow’s point of entry still showed on the creature’s flank, but a white silicone-like substance had occluded the hole punched by the violent point. He ran his hand over the stiff thorns of the fans, pressing the flexible gold laminae and stroking the coarse ruff of copper-wire hair of this giant metal moth.

Turning back to the hall, he strained his eyes to resolve the most distant wall. Some of the tanks were dark and unoccupied. This Archer had made a good haul, but she hadn’t yet achieved her full complement of chimaera. He remounted the ladder and once more made the tight manoeuvre through the gap, leaving the eerie hall. They were not what he had come here for.

He selected the left door and his guess was right. The door opened into a small chamber, with cases stacked against the far wall. Crouching before the pile, he lifted the catch on the top case and raised the lid. Its contents had gone, but a vestige remained of a bitter, desiccated smell that burnt the membranes of his nostrils, and a few small, uneven lumps of a chalky material hid in the crevices of its lining. Moving it aside, he opened one of the lower cases. This one was not empty. The smell was stronger, and the box was half filled with paper-wrapped half-inch cubes. Cubes from the right side of the case were missing, its levels eaten down into in square graduations. Wolff smiled to himself. How easy was it to obtain conurin on demand? Not likely very easy. This drug was expensive. Archers and people such as the Castellan Viprion were among the few able to afford it. Jed was addicted to it, would kill for it, or would turn to killing in order to obtain it. Examining the other cases, he found one more empty and three full.

Wolff dragged the four cases back down the corridor. He hid the three full ones behind an esculent canister crate, wedging them in against the wall. It didn’t matter where they were. As long as they were all missing she would assume he had taken them, and as long as he had one in his possession when the time came for him to return, that would be incentive enough for her.

He turned back to the door-locking mechanism, pulling the short circuit away from the contacts. Using a bottle with a nib attached, he joined the broken circuits with two blobs of a blue ionic solution. Wolff took a step back, shaking an aerosol can, and sprayed the panel. As soon as the solution came into contact with the spray, a redox reaction started up, fizzling and smoking. The solvent and byproducts evaporated away, leaving a solid deposit of copper to complete the circuit. The door slid shut and Wolff melted the cover back on with a wide laser setting.

Gathering the case and his jacket, he headed back to the airlock.

Wolff leant into the chill air of the docking pipe. “Morran?”

With the assistance of his vision-enchancing spectacles, Rh’Arrol’s warm shape resolved, crouched on the floor with aer knees bent over aer back and appearing to be asleep below the lip of the docking aperture.

“Awaken, mistress of foul,” Wolff taunted, reaching down and touching the furry skin beneath the jointed neck armour. The morran recoiled and shrieked at the touch.

“Don’t touch my neck!” Rh’Arrol warbled. “Never!” The echoes of the scream were still dying away along the length of the dendrite.

“I wanted to ask you if you would consider looking after this case.”

Rh’Arrol’s cilia flushed scarlet, and their beating lines were a strange spectacle to behold in the darkness. “I might.”

“It is a drug. If I don’t come back within the hour, you may sell it for profit.”

“You wishes it returned afterward? And how might you encourages me not to sell it before the hour is up?”

“You don’t like it here, do you, Rh’Arrol?” Wolff struggled to pronounce the first consonant. “I give you my word that I will secure your access off this station and your safe journey to a location of your choosing.”

Rh’Arrol’s cilia beat more rapidly, and took on a lime-green hue. The transition was quite beautiful to watch. “That offer is acceptable.” Ae reached out with two tentacles and coiled them around the handle of the case. Wolff released it, and the morran dragged it back against the opposite wall and sat on it.

“Within the hour, Arrol.” Wolff checked his clock and went back into the Shamrock. He switched off his disruptor device as he entered the corridor.

He found Jed sitting back on the bridge in her more familiar immaculate and fully clothed state. She’d changed her attire from the ornate black tunic patterned with red to a very similar saffron-yellow patterned one. Fringes of fine gold tassels hung from the hems and elbow-length sleeves over the thicker, tight-fitting black fabric of her trousers and shirt, and from the sash around her waist. An IR-UV mono-visor was fixed to one side of her cranial band, and her symmetrical heat-styled hair stood out bushily beneath the skullcap where it terminated just above her ears, and protruded on either side of her forehead where the cap came to a point and connected with the band above her eyebrows. The impression was one of thin severity.

She looked at him for a moment—with a disgusted sort of expression, he thought—but said nothing then looked away.

Wolff felt a sudden fear–he might well smell of conurin. Jed had a very salient sense of smell, as he’d noticed already. He hadn’t touched any of the stuff, but that wasn’t to say that dust carried on the air hadn’t permeated his clothing.

His fears were dispelled when the Archer spoke. “Your enquiries bear fruit?”

“No, I could learn nothing. The potentate of this station is a despotic fool.”

“I would not know. I trade not in this part of the system, but in the Kuiper stations where the raw ores are mined and the ships assembled.”

“He controls his subjects.” Wolff paused, trying to find a lucid way to express what he’d seen. “He inflicts terrible pain on those who cross him, a pain in the mind, as if he’s psychic.”

Jed turned to look at him, and he was delighted by her expression of disgust and the foolish disgrace he’d made of himself before her. “Are you not aware of the Pagan Atheism doctrine of Steel and Flame?”

“That was what I told him, but I have seen it with my own eyes. I have felt it. He unleashed his power on me when I dismissed what I saw as illusion.”

“The Universe is a rational place governed by cardinal law. All force comprises energy or matter, flame and steel. There are no psychic, no telepathic, no omniscient, nor magic. Such are the drivel of imbeciles.”

“I myself refute such idiocy, but I saw what could only contradict logic.”

“What did you see, Gerald Wolff? What precisely?”

“He had a Lunatic on the ground in agony with one glance, myself and the—morrans—untouched, then I, crippled by a blinding, deafening pain. And then the morrans.”

Jed took only a second to compose herself and her reply. “The subjects can be explained quite simply. A small circuit is implanted into the brainstem. It can be operated remotely, and when it is it discharges a current into the central nervous system—an effective neural whip. You do not have such a chip, and this also explains how they were affected while you were left untouched. I imagine the pain that afflicted you was caused by ultrasound of a particular frequency, which disrupted your brain function. The morrans either have circuitry implants operating on a separate signal or their brains require a different frequency to cease proper function.”

Wolff looked at her levelly. “Oh.”

Jed stared straight back into his eyes. “See that it is perfectly simple, Gerald Wolff, if you are prepared to apply some lateral thought.”

Wolff stood and turned his back on her, standing before the viewport and staring out at the inside of the shield. She was laughing at him, inwardly. Good. He’d given her a false sense of security. After all, he had her conurin.

His glance lit upon some objects lying on the console. He recognised some of them as belonging to Taggart. Jed was doing something behind the seating. Slowly, so as not to alert the Shamrock, he reached out with the fingers of his left hand, and swept one of the small devices from the console into his jacket pocket.

“Have you seen this book before?” she said when he turned.

Wolff looked at the small tome, bound in a dark and worn cover engraved with a stylistic image of an owl in a flowering tree. “It’s the Teachings of the Pagan Atheist, is it not?”

“You might do well to read it!” Jed snapped, and she threw it onto the bridge seating.

“I cannot read.”

Jed’s face took on the twisted expression of incredulity. “How can one not read? You can speak, can you not?” Her voice was filled with derision.

“I can’t recognise the symbols and relate them to spoken words. I was never taught.”

“But the computers! Computers use syntax based on words! How is it that computers will obey your commands? How do you even input those commands into a computer when you cannot read or understand them?”

Wolff shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You are an irrational idiot,” Jed dismissed him, as though being an irrational idiot was some kind of constant that should be applied where Cardinal Laws and Steel and Flame did not provide adequate explanation.

Wolff glanced at the book again. “So who was the Pagan Atheist, and what does he or she say?”

“Nobody knows who the Pagan Atheist was.” Jed sneered. “Only that it existed more than four thousand years ago.”

“It existed?”

“It need not have been a man.”

“A morran, then?”

“Fool! Morrans were not known to man four thousand years ago! A computer!”

“I know computers,” said Wolff, “and computers do not write religions.”

“It is not a religion! Sit you here, oaf!” Jed pointed vehemently at the seating and picked up the book. “Look here,” she continued, opening the book at the first page. “These words do say, One cannot live honourably by a Code, unless the code was derived and written by oneself.”

“And that’s the first line of the book?”

“Yes! Can you not see that is what is written here?”

“I can see only lines and marks upon a page. One cannot live honourably by a code unless the code was derived and written by oneself? But doesn’t that mean ‘heed not what I have to say, and make up your own instead?’”

“Yes, it does! That’s the point of it! I see you are not completely stupid!”

“But isn’t it supposed to be about Steel and Flame and all of that? Isn’t that a bit contradictory? It’s like a disclaimer stating the whole book’s duff.”

“Pagan Atheism is oxymoronic. That’s the very root of it. The whole point of Pagan Atheism is to be rational and to believe only what you know and have proven to be true. Steel and Flame is the next line.” Jed leant over Wolff to read it, and ran her finger patronisingly under the words. “I will not be deceived and corrupted by His lies. I will be of Steel and Flame, of all logic in its purity, and He cannot touch me with his feeble words and sentiments.”

“Who is he? And what does that mean?”

“He is never named in the book and is always called the Antagonist by those who read the Teachings. The Antagonist is just someone who tried to deceive the Pagan Atheist with His words and illusions, things that are not real proven truths. The Pagan Atheist believed only what he or she knew to be true and what he or she knew was just and was right, and He could not corrupt the Pagan Atheist.”

“So Steel and Flame means to believe nothing unless you see proof?”

“Steel and Flame means matter and energy. It is the central tenet. The universe is made of matter and energy, nothing more, and is thus rational. To be of Steel and Flame means to be incorruptible of mind. To be of Steel and Flame is to evaluate objectively, to question everything, to know only reason, and through reason, to see truth.”

Jed’s finger rested at the bottom of the second block of writing, above one final block. “That’s two. There’s a third one here.”

“They’re called paragraphs,” said Jed. “They are this first, second and third great quotes of the Pagan Atheist. The Third Quote says, Humanity is Nature’s pinnacle. Knowledge is the one true ambition, Equilibrium the one true harmony. It means that through knowledge, questioning and understanding, the Pagan Atheist achieves absolution. Through reflection, meditation, understanding and acceptance, the spiritual aspects of Pagan Atheism are attained. A respect for scientific discipline, the forces of the Universe both living and inert, and the acceptance and understanding of Equilibrium.”

“What’s Equilibrium?”

Jed’s eyes widened. “Surely you are not so uneducated that you know not Equilibrium?”

Wolff shrugged. “I must be.”

Jed sighed, dropping the book back on the seat. “Everything in the Universe is in equilibrium. Equilibrium keeps this circumfercirc from disintegrating and crashing into Satigenaria. Equilibrium keeps stars burning and ecosystems in balance. Equilibria keep you and me alive. Equilibrium is the state of balance in the mind of man and probably something you have yet to experience.”

Wolff stretched out his legs and sighed. “Well, thank you for that insight, Jed.” He turned back and indicated to the door to the main corridor. “I’m going back out. I’ll see you later.”

* * * *

Jed stood as he left the bridge, watching him retreat into the corridor while feeling a satisfying disdain.

I think not.

 


 

Chapter 7

Confrontation

 

Thee who purges strength from the stronger,

He who bites the hand that feeds him,

Might tarry, beggar, a little longer,

And face the wrath that speeds him.

 

“You said you were going to get me a ride out of here,” Rh’Arrol complained as ae followed Wolff down one of Carck-Westmathlon’s corridors.

“Yes, but the ride doesn’t leave until later. In fact, nothing can until the ion storm’s over.”

“So where do you go now?”

“To see that horrible castellan again.”

“What does you want to look at him for?”

“Rarrol, when I said see, I meant speak with.”

“My name is Rh’Arrol, Wolff.”

“I know I communicate vocally, but that pronunciation does not work with my vocal cords.”

Rh’Arrol gave him a pained look. “Arrol, then, if you insists on compromise.”

Viprion met them in the passageway outside the garden. “Ah.” His voice dripped with forced ingratiation. “I was just about to eat. I wondered if you would join me.”

“What about the seignior?” Wolff cast about the garden as though the man might be hiding behind a cactus.

“I’ve locked the door through to my office. He can’t open it unless he’s in one of his more lucid moods.”

This didn’t make sense to Wolff. He had gathered that the seignior’s temper was volatile, but he didn’t see how this might affect whether or not he could unlock a door. “I’m not hungry. I’ve just come here to find out why Taggart plotted a course for this circumfercirc.”

“Then perhaps you might like a change of clothes, and to use the private bath we have here for the use of the higher-calibre denizens of Carck-Westmath.” There was a hint of mockery in the castellan’s voice.

Wolff regarded him, awkwardly. “Not if you’re going to be in it at the same time.”

“Carck-Westmathlon!” Rh’Arrol rasped from where ae stood behind Wolff.

Viprion arched his eyebrows. He gave no acknowledgement of having heard Rh’Arrol’s remark, not even sparing the morran a glance. “There is little else to be done while we await the passing of the ion storm. In some cultures it is common for educated discussions to be carried out in bathing halls.” The expression the castellan made at Wolff seemed to suggest that by declining, Wolff admitted that he was not capable of supporting educated discussion.

“Yes, well, in my culture it’s considered unhygienic to bathe in other people’s dead cellular matter. And I did hear somewhere that females can get pregnant in such a way.”

Viprion flared his nostrils and pursed his lips, suppressing laughter. “Citizen Wolff, I am not a female, and unless I am very much mistaken, neither are you.”

Wolff pushed his face forward toward the castellan. The man was roughly the same height as him, although of much slighter build. “You’re hiding something, Viprion, and it’s not a sexual identity crisis!”

Viprion stepped back, casually pulled a neutron pistol from his belt behind his back, and aimed it at Wolff’s neck. “If you want to be vulgar and uncouth, Wolff, I think you should know that I can be vulgar and uncouth much more efficiently than you apparently are able. Now get back into my office.”

Wolff staggered through the door, dropping his case and tripping over it. He trod on one of Rh’Arrol’s tails and the morran screamed, eliciting a cold glare from the castellan. “Sit!” Viprion indicated a chair on the opposite side of his desk, and Wolff sat on it.

Viprion sat. He rolled his eyes in their dark sockets in a disparaging way, and hid the weapon back under his tunic. “What is in the case?”

“None of your business,” said Wolff.

Rh’Arrol, crouching in the shadow under a cabinet in the corner, made a squeaky groaning sound.

Viprion dumped the case on the desk and lifted the lid. His eyebrows rose fractionally. He unwrapped one of the cubes, slowly and methodically, without tearing the paper, and slid the waxy, ivory-coloured lump into his mouth. He chewed slowly, grimacing and pacing across the room, and when he turned and spoke, his tongue was coated with the chalky substance. “This is of good quality. How does a criminal such as yourself come into possession of such conurin?” He pirouetted slowly, the soles of his shoes scuffing the floor. “Ah, the Archer’s ship. Now why would an Archer, clan member of one of the purest lineages alive, allow halfBlood scum, patron of urchins,” Viprion said, and glared at the cabinet Rh’Arrol was hiding under, “to ride around in her ship?”

Wolff hesitated. If he didn’t tell the castellan what he knew, he might never get back to the Shamrock. “Taggart hijacked it.”

“Ah, this Taggart who is dead. How did you come by such information, and what are your own dealings in the matter? Did you kill him?” Viprion set his fists upon the surface of the desk and leant on them. The conurin made him champ and slaver, and the effect was not pleasant to look upon.

“No, I didn’t, and even if I had, you would not be able to prove it. The Archer killed him, and to be honest I would not blame her.”

“But you were among the hijacking party, and the Archer did not kill you? Indeed, she seems to let you come and go from her ship as you please, despite your felonious misdemeanours?” Viprion closed the lid on the case.

“Not exactly. I was not among the hijacking party. I was a bail slave whom Taggart bought.”

“Ah. A bail slave.”

“Taggart framed me.” Wolff met the Castellan’s ridicule with a staunch glare.

Viprion sat, leaning firmly against the back of the seat so it creaked. He picked up a stylus from his desk and began to dig its point under his nails, fingers bent over the palm at the knuckles. “This Taggart, what breed of a man was he?”

“Stout. Not tall and fine-boned as—as you.” Wolff had meant to imply what Viprion would have called the higher-bred or Blood castes, but he didn’t see anything that made Viprion’s kind inherently higher than his or Taggart’s.

“And what did he do?” asked Viprion, not looking away from his finger-picking. “Did he have any obsessions? Was there any object he carried with him and held dear to him?”

“No.” Wolff frowned. “An object? What do you mean?”

“It matters not at any rate, since he is dead now. What became of the body?”

Wolff stared at the castellan. That was not an intuitive question to ask, and something in it suggested a morbid interest. “How is that of relevance?”

“Because if you have it, there may still be evidence on it that may shed light upon his motive.” Viprion shot Wolff a scurrilous glance. “Unless your breed of man eats of the dead.”

“No, I do not, I didn’t see what happened to it, and I expect the Archer dumped it out the airlock, unless she homogenised it and put it through the phytoculture tank!”

Viprion cast down the stylus on the desk. “He really gave no intimation of what it was he intended to do here?”

“I didn’t even know that this was his destination. He programmed a course before he died, and it terminated here. I have no idea what compelled him to come. You did mention something about the political situation. What’s happening?”

The castellan looked to the door. “Things are not right under the current seignior. The rank of seignior in the Satigenaria system is a hereditary one, but the bloodline was contaminated.”

Wolff scowled. “And you really believe someone is not fit to rule because they have ‘bad blood?’”

“What do you mean, believe? I see it with my own eyes. The man cannot rule as his forebears did. We had a revolt in the Kuiper belt a few years back because of him. I personally had to travel out there to quell it, and it was not without cost to myself and Carck-Westmathlon.”

“Why don’t you depose him, then?”

Viprion snorted abruptly without altering his expression. “You saw what he can do, and besides, he is of the bloodline, he has some Blood in him, and there are no other heirs. He’s got this perversion for Lunatics. He keeps trying to impregnate females, but Lunatic men can’t bear the offspring of Galactics. If they don’t haemorrhage to death, their pelvic bones collapse. How is he to be replaced?”

“With someone not of the bloodline, of course.”

Viprion cast his eyes toward the ceiling. “The computer wouldn’t have it.”

The door to the seignior’s quarters flew open with a crash. Wolff twisted and held his arms over his face defensively.

“They’re coming, Viprion, they’re coming!”

The seignior stood in the doorway, his pupils dilated while he made wild movements. His lips were wet and spittle ran down his chin. “Behind the curtain of noise. Can you not hear them?”

For a moment he regained some awareness of his surroundings. He cast about himself in a disoriented way. “Viprion! Get someone in here to clean up this dead morran!”

“Certainly, seignior.” Viprion stood.

The seignior held out his arms out as though they were alien to him. He stared at his fingers with a horrified expression. “It burns us! It burns! Stop it!” He roared at his hand, and beat it against the door.

“Concentrate!” Viprion shouted at the man. The seignior had started up a childish wailing, and Viprion standing before him suddenly looked more the frustrated teacher of an immature brat than the downtrodden delegate. “Work with it, not against it!”

“They are hurting me! Get out to the surveillance and scanning department, Viprion!”

Viprion slammed his hand down on the case as Wolff tried to take it. “I’m confiscating this until I find out what’s going on here.” He put the case on a shelf and ordered Wolff and Rh’Arrol out into the corridor, where he locked the door to his office.

“I thought you said he could only open that door in one of his lucid moods?”

“That was one of his lucid moods,” said Viprion.

“Why are you following a madman’s order?” Wolff asked.

“Occasionally he does his job properly, and I’ve reason to believe this is one such time. Quickly, to the lift.” As they ran down the corridor, Viprion took a jewel-like object, set in metal and with a two-inch spike protruding from its back, from his pocket, and he sank the spine into the dent in the center of his forehead.

* * * *

It seemed long since Jed had truly slept, since the deadlock with Wolff before she could regain full control of the Shamrock. The chance to rest herself before heading out of the system was welcome, and she slept for several hours in Wolff’s absence, the ship’s automated systems keeping watch.

Her throat felt raw when she awoke. She was not accustomed to speaking as much as she had done of late. She went out onto the bridge. Wolff’s dirty plate from the meal they had eaten still lay on the floor. Jed looked at it with distaste, and at the glass with his saliva on the rim and traces of phytoculture water still remaining in the bottom. Who was to tell what diseases this malodorous vagabond might carry? The smell of him still lingered in the room, and she could see one of his hairs on the seating.

And here, he had taken something from the items of Taggart’s she’d found, from where the objects had lain on the edge of the left console. If Jed recalled correctly, it was just some sort of electronics transmitter device, not something she would be likely to use or need. The impudence of the act angered her, the thought of that self-assured oaf parading about her ship, stealing things that were not his to take and just thinking, assuming, that she was not observant enough to notice.

Wolff was, as Jed already knew, a criminal, and it was these irritating acts of venial felony that set him in a class below her, but suspicion goaded her onward. Wolff had not been under her surveillance all the time he’d been aboard the Shamrock since the sunstorm had begun and he’d last left. He could have gone elsewhere, perhaps to the cargo room or arsenal, while she had been showering. She went swiftly to the cargo bay, and descended the rungs to the lower level. The room had been disturbed. Jed sensed dust stirred, smelled a distant flavour upon the air. She looked about the unlit clutter of casings and crates, and to the door at the back of the room.

When she crossed and lay a finger to the access panel, the polymer felt uneven.

The lock had been tampered with.

This lock led to the vaults. Wolff could have lifted little of what she’d caught. A risible image of the man stuffing little chimaera into his clothing crossed Jed’s mind. He would raise meagre funds from such small fry.

A strong fear made her press her hand to the panel and plunge into the tunnel as the door opened. Her breathing ragged, she stumbled twice as she made her way down. She dipped her head into the lower level. Her haul remained as ever, the golden bodies of the chimaera drifting and glinting in their cases of preserving liquid, but when she rose and went to the storage cupboard, some of the cases were missing.

Jed wrenched open the lid of one of the cases. Empty. She opened the other one. Empty also.

She turned full circle within the dark walls twice, raising the heels of her hands to her temples, mouth open, the silence grating against her ears.

“This can not be!”

In this catacomb of the Shamrock’s in which she remembered never having spoken before, her scream was shrill and reedy, more animal than human.

The room shrank, and a claustrophobic terror closed upon Jed like a stifling fist. She ran back up the corridor and into the cargo room, and fell against a crate, the place lurching and heaving as she tried to correct hyperventilation. Had she other stores in her living quarters? Jed couldn’t remember. It had been a long time indeed since such fear had rendered her so completely incapable of lateral thought. She felt to her belt pouch for the few cubes remaining there. Not to waste them now!

Where to next? Wolff had her conurin, whatever his intentions for it were, and she must track him down in order to recover it. Had he taken it merely as insurance? Did he intend to give it back when he returned? What if he did not return? Was he holding her up to ransom? At last, rage overpowered fear, and Jed pulled herself up from the crate and climbed back up the rungs on shaky hands. How could she find him? Would she have to go out into the Satigenaria Circumfercirc, and physically separate herself from the Shamrock, and go where people might see her? No, she could not! The metal of the shield walls would block her radio contact with the ship. She would be blinded, and that in itself was unthinkable.

She returned to the bridge. The Shamrock had to be free. She could not think, immured like this. With a command, she separated the Shamrock’s airlock from the circumfercirc’s docking aperture. As she diverted power to the synchrotron cannon, she knew deep within herself that she was acting irrationally, running blind, but there could be no other way. She could not sit here and wait to see if Gerald Wolff would return with her conurin.

Pure white light exploded from the cannon’s mast, thrusting its dazzling knife into the shielding seam and casting acute spiny shadows from the ship’s wings onto the interior walls of the dendrite cover. With the external sensors, Jed felt the slam of disrupted air against the Shamrock as the vacuum ripped into the chamber. Incandescent filaments spun into the darkness, glowing before resolidifying, and she held the cannon’s onslaught. Whole mutilated panels of metal fell away beneath a glare of pure energy. Jed shut down the synchrotron cannon. A ragged hole had been torn in the wall, and its red-hot semi-solid edges wilted from the vacuum, coagulating to form a smoother rim around the point of destruction.

With a roar of ballast thrust, the ship tore forward and through the gap. Jed chewed hard on one precious cube of conurin and felt herself lift from the moorings, the outer transport ring a perfect line of etched silver. Below the Shamrock, the Satigenaria Circumfercirc was a wall of rutted darkness filled with holes of light.

He was here somewhere. He would not make sport of Jed of the Shamrock.

She turned, so the Shamrock’s prow pointed toward the circumfercirc stratum, and cut the thrust. With a single prompt, the communicator was open. “Carck-Westmathlon, this is the Shamrock. I demand the man who walks among you, Gerald Wolff, be returned to my custody immediately!”

A moment later, a cold voice rang through the bridge of the Shamrock. “Shamrock, this is the Castellan Viprion. You have destroyed the stormshield. This I can only interpret as an act of aggression against the circumfercirc.”

“Hand over Wolff or I shall not hesitate to inflict more damage.”

* * * *

Viprion slowly turned to face Wolff. “You heard her. I cannot risk further damage from that ship.”

“I understand perfectly.” Wolff turned to the door. “I shall need my conurin case back, first.”

“We had an agreement!” Rh’Arrol shrieked.

“Be silent! You think I intend to dishonour it?”

Rh’Arrol shut up.

“The morran will go with you to a lesser transport shuttle,” said Viprion. “And so shall I.”

“What?” Wolff stared at the castellan.

Viprion’s face had become blank. The gem-like object he’d stuck in his forehead became a clouded green. “There’s a battleship out there. Where did it come from? Clear the transmission.”

“This is the Bellwether. As your scanners have no doubt informed you, our weaponry array is capable of boring straight through the stratum of your circumfercirc. Our scanners indicate an Archer ship in close vicinity. Our demands are that you moor it intact and surrender it to this vessel.”

“What?” Viprion exclaimed. “The Bellwether? It doesn’t have clearance to be here.”

The console operator pointed to a screen. “That’s it! It’s come in undetected during the blackout in the ion storm!”

The screen showed a massive, blunt-headed shape. Wolff reached over and switched the communicator back to Jed’s frequency. “Shamrock?”

“Filth!” was the Archer’s response.

“Jed, there’s a battleship by the name of the Bellwether in pursuit of you, about half a parsec to the north-east. They’ve ordered Carck-Westmathlon to capture the Shamrock.”

* * * *

“What folly is this?” Jed augmented a second transmission band, directly to the large ship she saw where Wolff directed her. “I demand you make clear your intentions.”

“This is the Bellwether, Archer. We intend to capture your vessel. You would do well to come quietly.”

Jed thought she detected a very subtle change in the transmitted voice between the words ”capture” and “your,” almost as if the first part of the sentence had been audially recorded and the second part tacked on afterward, but this seemed of little relevance at the present juncture. She “saw” the Bellwether’s twelve-mile hull, weaponry bristling on the wing defenses, sensed the force this battleship wielded.

“You shall not have this ship alive.” 

Far below, a magnetic harpoon deployed from one of Carck-Westmathlon’s engineering towers. Jed fired both auxiliary thrusters, trying to clear her ship from its range. The harpoon struck on the main propulsion funnel, pulling the Shamrock down by the tail and rotating its prow, where the synchrotron cannon was mounted, away from the circumfercirc and so removing her primary line of defense.

Jed re-opened the channel to Carck-Westmathlon. “Release this vessel!”

As if to defy her, a second harpoon fired and struck the Shamrock on the aftmost section of the dorsal surface, the dull ring of its impact conducting through the ship’s shielding. Jed increased the power to the auxiliary thrusters, up to maximum, but the ship was still being drawn back toward the circumfercirc, straining like a pike on a fishing line.

Jed thought quickly. Already a fear had been stirred in her—a fear not only of being powerless in the hands of men such as Wolff and Taggart, but even of being dragged from her ship and taken where she could not interface with it, of people touching and staring at her, and a sense of going insane as the Shamrock’s acuity was wrenched from her senses. She would not have that. She would sooner destroy her ship than be taken to such a fate. She thought of the hydrogen fuel tank, and of initiating a closed fusion avalanche in the drive chamber. That would wipe out the Bellwether, herself, and the entire Carck-Westmathlon section of the circumfercirc.

That would not be necessary. There was another way. She ran a fast calculation, working on the strength of the hypertensile alloy filament and the force an uncontained fusion explosion could employ. It would cost her nearly an eighth of the fuel tank’s contents, but it would unleash just enough thrust to break free.

She opened the fuel gates. Supercritical hydrogen boiled into the reactor tubes and tore into a fusion frenzy. She felt the furnace burning like acid in the Shamrock’s viscera, an almost palpable pain compelling her to release the contents of the fusion chamber before it damaged the ship, but she held on, until the precise fraction of a second before venting the critical gas by breaking the ion exhaust mechanism. The hot gas ripped into the vacuum, exploding like a solar flare. The blast front carried the Shamrock forward, tearing away the harpoon cables.

Behind, the explosion left a faint pinkish shell of hydrogen and helium residue, still expanding and cooling.

* * * *

A sudden intense light flared outside the tower viewport. “Castellan! Something has exploded. Its traces are similar to those left by a dirty hydrogen bomb.”

Viprion’s head turned to the window, a faint ragged trace where the Shamrock had been. An instant later a concussion shook the floor beneath their feet. “Lashback from the winch recoil,” said Viprion. “How much damage?”

The speaker checked a screen. “Looks like a lot of the communications rigging is down, and two of the larger prominences have sustained damage. The computer predicts more damage to the communication systems of Carck-Westmathlon and the surrounding boroughs as the ion shell produced by the expansion reaches the circumfercirc.”

Wolff moved closer to a window that slanted to offer a view of the protruding towers and bridges of the circumfercirc cityscape. A cloud of debris glittered above the stratum, falling away into the interplanetary void under its own centrifugal inertia. The dispersion of the fragments and the revolution of the circumfercirc’s orbit left no clue as to where, precisely, the damage had been done.

“The ship?” Wolff asked. “Did the Archer’s ship self-destruct?”

“Unlikely,” snapped Viprion. “If that had been the case the explosion would have blown out this side of the circumfercirc and probably have triggered a solar storm strong enough to break up the remainder of it. It looks like she just blew out her ion exhaust.”

“Oh.” Wolff saw small ships coming in close to the towers. Little white shapes were drifting down on threads from them like ghostly four-limbed spiders, and breaking in through the hole the Shamrock had made in the docking dendrite shield. Four gunships lurked within the scope of the viewport. “You appear to be under siege,” he added.

Rh’Arrol shrieked. “I live in that dendrite!”

“What?” Viprion looked out. “How did those gunships get in here? And that vessel, the Bellwether, appears to be a grade-A battleship. Access this far in-system is offlimits to it. It shouldn’t have been allowed clearance past the Kuiper belt.”

“The Kuiper belt proves a weak link again,” Wolff said.

“Instigate a communication to the Bellwether,” Viprion ordered.

“Channel open.”

“Bellwether, this is Viprion, castellan of Carck-Westmathlon. State your intentions.”

“Marcus Taggart walks among you. We will speak only to him.” The voice issued, thin and tinny, from a grid in the console.

“He’s found me!” Viprion said.

Wolff stared at him. “Who?”

“The seignior! I’m intruding on his control.” Viprion gripped the bolt in his forehead with both hands, trying to pull it out.

Wolff leant over the operator and put his thumb to the communications switch. “Marcus Taggart is dead. Your mission has failed! Now go away!”

Wolff felt a sublime shift in focus, and when he took his hand away from the console, Viprion, Rh’Arrol, and the console operator all stared at him.

Viprion had pulled the device out of the hole in his forehead. Angry fear coloured his face. “You fool!”

Wolff looked past him, and realised with an unpleasant shift of perspective that the Bellwether was visible through the window as a vast hammerhead-shaped gap in the stars. Something in the hulk was moving. A light glowed in the concavity of the prow, and glowing lumps of matter precipitated from it and clumped into a ball, suspended above the foresection of the ship. The light shrank, a dense darkness forming in its center, around which the form of the ship and the light of the stars behind buckled and lensed. The knot of matter began to draw back toward the Bellwether’s prow, toward a mast as though affected by some unseen force, and Wolff saw with horror that the hammerhead-shape at the front of the ship was bending back, like the limbs of some titanic catapult.

“Steel and Flame!” Viprion cried.

The catapult limbs straightened in an instant, hurling the missile. Wolff saw the circumfercirc a few leagues away punctured and caved in silently, the stratum collapsing and rippling like a thin sheet of metal foil, a second before the lights in the observation deck failed and a violent concussion threw him to the floor. A hideous sound reverberated through the walls, penetrating every nerve of his body. Through the window, a sphere of light ripped out from the point of impact. A noise like a thunderclap and a turbulence, followed by the sound of airlock doors slamming, reached the observation deck.

A sullen sort of light came into being with a snap. His limbs throbbing with adrenaline, Wolff looked across a room strewn with loose objects and torn-out fittings, bathed in areas of inky shadow.

Viprion got to his feet, and he stood on a slope down toward the point where the missile had hit the circumfercirc. “This is bad,” he said, looking at the floor, his voice calm but unease showing in his face. He looked at the object in his hand then slowly slid the spike into his forehead. His eyes closed in concentration. “The ring stratum has been deformed, probably even broken. You, send word to the castellans of the other radians.”

The console operator pulled herself up from the floor and began bashing at console keys. Screens flickered.

“What does that mean?” Wolff sought about the room for Rh’Arrol, and found the morran curled in a ball under the windowsill.

“The very principle of a piece of material occupying a whole orbit is an unstable one. The circumfercirc is subject to harmonic vibrations. It absorbs the tidal forces to which the stratum is subjected by a standing wave across the ring. If the ring is broken, the standing wave fails, and the ring fragments and falls victim to its own centrifugal inertia.” Viprion spoke irritably, and had already set off down the slope toward the door.

“What does that mean?” Wolff went after him.

“It means, ignorant halfBlood idiot, that Carck-Westmathlon will either be flung at a tangent into the interplanetary void, or it will fall into the sun of Satigenaria. Engineering can only take so much abuse. The circumfercirc is doomed.”

Wolff looked out the window in the corridor. “I have to get back to the Archer’s ship. You need to give me that case back.” He turned to look over his shoulder. “Arrol, you’re coming with me.”

Viprion quickened his stride. “There is no time. Our best option now is to board one of the runnerships for the transport ring. A transport ship should pass here shortly. We shall make our way to the loading station now.”

Wolff knew Viprion wanted something from him, but he wasn’t sure what it was or how much he wanted it. He decided to test it. “I want my case of conurin!”

“There’s no time,” Viprion said.

Wolff halted mid-stride, and leant his back against the wall. He could not see the Shamrock or the Bellwether through the windows, only stars, and he felt a sudden pull of anxiety that this might not work. “I have faith in the Archer, and she will return for me, but I shall take no action until I have my cargo to return to her.”

“What are you doing, Gerald Wolff?” Rh’Arrol shrilled.

Viprion too had stopped, and he thrust his face into Wolff’s, nostrils flared and the whites of his eyes huge and luminous in the depths of his gaunt face. “You stole that conurin, and that’s the only reason the Archer has any loyalty to you. You are holding her to ransom!”

Wolff shrugged. “It seems to work well enough.”

Viprion gazed back at Wolff mutely for a moment, perhaps hoping to make him capitulate. At last, the castellan said, “I will accompany you to the lift. If the lift is broken, I can go no farther.”

They hurried back toward the lift. Rh’Arrol pulled at Wolff’s sleeve with prehensile tentacles. “The runnerships will be boarding and leaving!”

“The runnerships will move people to the trams on the transport ring and return.” Wolff didn’t know for sure if this was true, but it seemed reasonable to him and the castellan voiced no contradiction.

A dull green light delineated the lift call button. Viprion jabbed repeatedly at it. Wolff stood behind him for what seemed an interminable time, the breathing of the three of them raucous against the low background thrum of emergency systems. There came a distant groaning of metal under stress, and the floor shuddered beneath Wolff’s feet. At last, the hiss of the lift’s arrival broke the silence, and the doors slid back.

Wolff sat in one of the chairs and Rh’Arrol crouched on the floor as the box accelerated through the breadth of the Carck-Westmathlon stratum. Viprion paced in silence, back and forth across the lift with his chin held high.

Wolff and Viprion sprinted through the garden to the door of the castellan’s office. Viprion unlocked it and threw it open. Wolff plunged into the office and wrenched the case from the shelf by its handle. As he turned, he heard a slight noise from the door to the seignior’s quarters.

The man stood in his doorway, eyes wild and nostrils flared.

“Seignior,” said Viprion. “There is still time to leave Carck-Westmath. You must accompany us.”

“You dare to come before me with that interface bolt in your face, Viprion? Feeble scavenger! Brain carrion! I am Carck-Westmathlon! No one shall leave!”

Viprion fell sprawling on his chest on the desk. His hand caught the dirk in the piece of cheese as he rolled over, and as he got to his feet he plunged the point at the seignior. He missed and fell on the floor, curling up and screaming.

“What is that you have there, Viprion?”

With an unwilling tremor, Viprion’s arm uncurled, the dagger still clutched in it.

“It is dangerous, to run around carrying blades, is it not, Viprion?”

Viprion’s eyes became wide, and he stared at his hand as though it were not his own. Slowly, and shaking violently as if the subject of a battle between opposing forces, his fist turned, until the dagger’s tip was pointed toward his own heart. Strangulated noises came from his mouth.

Wolff swung his case and bludgeoned the seignior over the head with it. He staggered backward, losing his grip on Viprion. Wolff heard the castellan gasping, and the knife rang on the floor as he threw it away. Wolff screamed as the seignior paralysed him against the wall, his vision filled with vibrating texture and his eardrums exploding.

Viprion must have thrown a chair at the seignior, but he missed and the chair hit Wolff’s shoulders and the wall, and the back broke off it. The seignior started laughing, and turned, advancing upon Viprion. He fell over Rh’Arrol, who from the start of the fight had been racing around the room in panic, squealing and trying to escape. Wolff ran at the fallen seignior and desperately kicked with all the force he could gather, crushing the seignior’s head between his boot and the wall. It made a dull, heavy sound, and Wolff saw it distort, the skull squashing.

Viprion had collapsed with his knees bent under him against the wall. The seignior lay dead, eyes bulging in a travesty of surprise, a thin line of blood tracking from his lips down his chin and colouring the floor by the wall he slumped against. The skin of his scalp had split open along an old scar, toward the back of the crown. Bloodstained surgical metal gleamed beneath, presumably what had insulated the seignior’s brain from his own disruptive signal.

“So that’s how it works,” Wolff muttered.

Viprion crouched on the floor with shaking hands set to his temples, eyes closed. He was sweating so heavily the moisture had trickled down the line of his jowl. Blood ran from both nostrils to his chin.

“Are you all right?” Wolff asked.

Viprion wiped his nose on his sleeve, and slowly got to his feet. He stared at the dead body, his mouth twisting with some emotion oddly akin to anger.

“Good, then let’s move.” Wolff did not wait for an answer.

“It is ironic—infuriating—that his defeat should come at the moment Carck-Westmath itself is lost.”

“Tough loaf,” said Wolff, noticing the food on the table. Since the castellan wasn’t watching, he stuffed the cheese and loaf into his pockets. Viprion stayed only to take a book like the one Jed had, with an owl in a tree on the cover, from a shelf.

Rh’Arrol squatted on the floor of the lift with impatient waves of colour flushing over its quills.

The lift began to wobble and sway as it moved back to the outer rim of the circumfercirc. Unnerving noises rumbled through metal all around them, making Rh’Arrol hiss and mutter from underneath a chair and Wolff grip the arms of his seat. The window in the lift door looked out into blank darkness. This must be what it was like to be food, he thought, going through his own digestive tract as a tiny camera inside a lump in some levigated esculents, or one of those repulsive yellow lumps in fibre loaf that always came out looking exactly the same as when they’d gone in.

“We make immediately to the runnership now,” said Viprion, and he set off at a fast pace down the corridor.

“Pardon me, castellan,” Rh’Arrol scuttled up beside Wolff and extended aer neck past his hip. “But the nearest loading station is to the withershins of Carck-Westmathlon. You moves with the circumfercirc toward a station almost half a mile away, and toward the point of impact and the dendrites boarded by pillagers, whereas the other is almost a third that distance.”

Viprion turned toward the morran and spoke with a sudden vehemence. “Be silent!” Rh’Arrol reversed with a clatter of metal and a fearful flush of white across aer cilia. “I know where the loading station of my own city is located.”

“It is not your commendable suggestion of proceeding to the loading station I disagree with,” Rh’Arrol protested. “Just the choice of loading station.”

Viprion stopped. “There will be little enough room on the runnerships as it is. There is no point in bringing some worthless conniving urchin along to use up valuable oxygen and space.” The castellan lunged, reaching out to grab Rh’Arrol by the neck.

“Stop that!” said Wolff. “I agree with the morran. Your direction brings us back toward the mob. If Rh’Arrol says the withershins station is closer, I will take aer route. Go by yourself to the other station if you are so intent on it.” He turned back to Rh’Arrol. “Arrol, you lead the way.”

The morran’s quills flushed pinkish and bristled, and ae scuttled around Wolff.

“All right,” said Viprion, in a tone that sounded much too mollified in contrast to his last paroxysm for Wolff’s liking. “If you must go this way, then so shall I.”

Wolff sensed Viprion stalking behind him as he followed Rh’Arrol. Why was it so imperative that he stayed with Wolff and Rh’Arrol? No, not Rh’Arrol, the morran was just an inconvenience to Viprion.

More and more joined them from tributary corridors as they drew closer to the loading station, until they were half running amid a herd of people. The corridor opened into a large room with a vaulted ceiling. Three massive, circular doors framed with machinery and safety devices took up the outermost wall. The whole room was filled with people, and the noise they were making showed them to be on the verge of panic.

Viprion pushed his way into the throng, his chin held high as though he could somehow be contaminated by breathing in air that had passed through the lungs of the lower castes. Two guards with voltage bayonets stood by the airlock, a head or so taller than the milling crowd. They both made a synchronised genuflection when they saw the castellan.

“Where are the runnerships?” Viprion demanded.

“All running, castellan. They should return soon.”

Almost as soon as the guard had spoken, a dark shape passed over the stars outside the small window beside the airlock door. The mob’s motion suddenly stilled, and all focus shifted to that one action, alerted by the few who had seen it. At once there began a steady murmur, rising to a clamour of voices, raised arms and pointing fingers, and Wolff understood why. He looked down to where Rh’Arrol was trying to conceal aerself behind his legs. Men were worth more than morrans here on Carck-Westmathlon. The Blood castes would be evacuated first, then the other men, and the morrans last, if at all.

The guards stepped aside to give Viprion passage to the door as the airlock flange began to turn. Wolff stepped up behind.

“Who is this man?” one guard asked.

“He has knowledge. It is important he lives to tell it.”

The guard pressed the panel to open the airlock doors. “And the morran?”

“Let him bring his morran! There’s no time.”

Not giving the guards any chance to consider this, Rh’Arrol skirted Wolff’s ankles and darted through the airlock.

The inside of the runnership was an octagonal tube with a width several times Wolff’s height. Two cargo doors on one end led to the hold, and another door at the opposite end was the entrance to the passenger compartment and bridge.

Viprion pressed an intercom switch on the wall. “This is the Castellan Viprion. Prepare for immediate separation and departure.”

Wolff stared at him. “What about the others?” He waved a hand toward the docking tunnel formed by the airlocks of Carck-Westmathlon and the ship. “Them out there?”

“It’s a waste of time letting them board. The longer we sit here, the more we’re at risk.”

“They are innocent men and morrans, and they are going to die if they are left there!”

“The runnership will return.”

“It may be too late for them by then!”

“They are not of the Blood!”

Wolff faced the castellan, blocking the way to the airlock with his back. “I can see your blood, Viprion. It’s all down your sleeve. I don’t know if whatever’s in it that sets you apart from men you consider to be lesser than you gives you abilities to see colours invisible to me, but to my eyes it is indistinguishable from that of anyone I’ve ever seen bleed.”

“Gerald Wolff, shut up!” Rh’Arrol crouched on the floor, sternum lowered and knees arched over its back, quills flushing a fierce vermilion.

“What about the other morrans on Carck-Westmathlon. Don’t you care about them?” Wolff threw the conurin case down on the floor. “You conniving little arse-wipe!”

“Close the door!” Viprion shouted through the airlock, and pressed the panel to close it shipside.

“Goodspeed, castellan!” one of the guards shouted through the noise.

As the sounds of machinery announcing the separation of the airlocks began, Wolff seized hold of Viprion by fistfuls of the man’s tunic at the shoulders, and pushed him against the wall. “It wouldn’t have cost anything! It wouldn’t have hurt! They could’ve gone in the cargo hold if you were so desperate not to have to suffer their company!”

Viprion’s arm was twisted behind his back, and it was only this reminder of the neutron pistol he had hidden there that stopped Wolff from hitting him. He flung him aside instead, making him stagger and grab one of the null gravity straps attached to the walls.

“What is it you want from me, Viprion? Why were you so set on rescuing me, even if it meant you had to save a morran to get me to come quietly, when you think so little of my kind? And don’t tell me that information shite you told the guard back there, ’cause I’ve told you all I know, and you know it!”

“You are only half of their kind,” was all the reply Viprion offered, and he brusquely straightened his tunic, turned away from Wolff, and went through the door to the passenger section.

Wolff followed him. The passenger section was wider than the room they’d come from, and windows covered its outer walls, including the floor, and the edges of the extra width, looking toward the front and back of the ship. Square formations of chairs filled in the walls in the places between the windows. He ignored Rh’Arrol, who had started complaining that the lighting in the section was too strong, and climbed up a line of rungs bolted to the wall to look out of a window.

“You should put on a seatbelt,” Viprion advised. “The inertia from acceleration might prove rather uncomfortable otherwise.”

Silent and angry, Wolff chose a seat where he could look out of a window to the fore of the ship, past the cone of its bridge. The runnership’s engines made barely more than a hum as it began to gather speed. The dark forms upon the Carck-Westmathlon stratum dwindled until the circumfercirc became a thick band across his field of view with stars visible at its edges. Pressed hard into his seat by the forces of acceleration, it gave him a tremendous sense of engulfing perspective.

Gradually, the inertia slackened off as the runnership reached a constant speed. Wolff could feel the peculiar sensation of his queue floating behind his head, and an odd weightless bulk where his toolbelt was. Rh’Arrol, under a chair with aer claws dug into the carpet, made a retching sound.

Viprion unfastened his seatbelt and pulled himself up on the back of his chair. He gauged the distance carefully before pushing off by unbending his knees. He dived toward a window and caught hold of a rail, to which he tied his tunic’s sash.

Wolff bent his arms to grip the back of his seat. Straightening his elbows lifted him out of his chair. He stretched himself until he was doing a handstand on the back of the chair.

“Yes, that’s very acrobatic,” said Viprion sarcastically. “Now sit back down. If you fall you’re going to injure yourself and possibly me as well.”

Wolff swung his feet into the seat of the chair and kicked against it as Viprion had, aiming at the rail the castellan was tied to. He misjudged the force of his kick and rebounded off the edge of the window, grabbing Viprion by the leg.

“Get off of me!” Viprion shoved Wolff away as he got his hand to the rail. “Bloody idiot! Steel and Flame!”

Wolff hung on to the rail. Beyond the ship’s bulky cargo hold, the Carck-Westmathlon stratum retreated into the night. He flinched away from the window as a second shell of light burst forth. In the subsiding fallout, he saw the stratum had been shattered. Gas tore from the disintegrating structure like smoke, exploding into pale spheres. Glittering debris spun in the depressurising atmosphere, and with it drifted torn limbs and amorphous organic matter, and even the helpless bodies of poor men, convulsing and perishing in the vacuum.

Wolff turned to the castellan. “Now they are all dead, while this ship flies empty, because of your pride!” He flung his fist at the man. Viprion caught Wolff’s hand with calculated accuracy, absorbing the force by letting his whole body drift back. His knee came up to wedge his foot against Wolff’s chest, and a deft push separated the two men. Viprion was still tied to the handrail. The tension in his belt worked for leverage, transferring all the momentum to Wolff and sending him flying from the window toward the fore section.

Wolff managed to grab a chair to check his fall, wrenching his shoulder painfully. He turned about to see the Bellwether’s ungainly bulk rising over the ruins of the circumfercirc. Viprion was not looking at Wolff. His palm was pressed to the window. A thin line of silver crossed the sky on the opposite side of the ship to the circumfercirc. Wolff turned his head to look through the forward windows—the massive shape of the ion-driven tram was right ahead, blue plasma glowing on its tail. He looked back to the rear of the runnership, and the Bellwether beyond.

“It’s chasing us!” Wolff spun himself over. He grabbed the back of a chair in the next row and thus began hauling himself back toward the aft window. Already the Bellwether was charging its devastating weapon. Rh’Arrol screamed as the apparatus on the battleship’s prow released. The runnership plunged, and Wolff lost his grip on the seat and sailed across the passenger bay. He hit some chairs and reoriented himself just in time to see the missile hit the ion tram. The enormous vessel’s fabric crumpled into the impact point, as though the ship was being sucked in on itself by some incomprehensible force, then the whole ship exploded in a sphere of light.

Breathing hard, he pulled himself down by the arms of a chair. That tram must’ve been more than fifty miles long, and made from Teng steel, and the missile the Bellwether had fired had moved slowly enough for him to see it fly over the runnership. He’d never seen anything come near to that amount of destruction. 

He stared at Viprion’s back. The man’s hand was still pressed against the window, and in the intense light the tram’s explosion had generated, Wolff had seen something. The light had been so bright it had shone through the flesh of his hand, showing the form of the bones, and something dark, solid and square, concealed in his palm and exposed through the vitreous alloy.

Wolff climbed up the chairs hand over hand, trying to speed himself up by kicking the floor. He got hold of Viprion before he could react and dragged his hand away from the window. Viprion tried to close his fingers over the thing, but Wolff twisted his arm about and forced him to drop it. It floated into the aisle, turning over and over. Wolff kicked off from the wall, reaching for it. Viprion fought and swore, the belt he’d used to his advantage before now hindering him.

Wolff caught the thing and examined it. “It’s a transmitter, isn’t it? You’ve been transmitting a mayday beacon to the ship that destroyed the circumfercirc! You’re insane!”

Wolff put the transmitter down on the floor, carefully so it stayed still. He braced himself against a seat and smashed the device with his heel.

Viprion sprang at Wolff and the two of them rolled over, drifting away from the seating. Wolff saw a glowing blue mote shoot over the Bellwether’s prow and shouted out. The next rotation, the mote was bigger and not quite so blue. Then a loud clang rang through the runnership’s hull, and a wall was heaving itself up beneath him.

Wolff twisted over and bent his knees when he landed, but the shock of the impact still jarred through ankles, knees and hips and made him gasp and draw his injured leg up. Viprion crashed into him and they somersaulted down the aisle. Somewhere along the way, Rh’Arrol became entangled with them and turned into a screaming snake-locked demon. Aer legs and head were curled up tight, and ae hit Viprion in the diaphragm, making him release Wolff.

All three of them hit the wall at the fore section, and for a moment Wolff was pinned there, impotent against the g-force and unable to draw breath. When the pressure slackened enough to permit him to lift his head, what lay beyond the windows was obscured by a filthy haze.

Viprion grimaced. “That Archer’s ship blew out its ion trap. Well, at least it will be easy to follow her with carbon particulates escaping from the engine.”

Wolff dragged himself hand over hand on the rungs, to the nearest window. Forward of the runner’s cockpit compartment, he could see the fusion glow of the Shamrock’s tail, dimmed through the fumes coming off it. Far ahead lay a gibbous slice of bright blue albedo. “I think she’s going to attempt slingshot out of the system!”

Viprion crawled up the vertical floor and tried to drag himself into a chair. “That means she’ll be approaching relativistic speed. This runnership has no inertia dampers. It’ll kill everyone on board!”

“That’s convenient for her.” Wolff braced himself against the rungs as the planet loomed closer. He saw continents and weather systems in its glowing atmosphere. He tried to convince himself that Jed wasn’t going to accelerate toward the light barrier with the runnership in tow, but he could see no reason why she wouldn’t. The conurin was all she wanted, and he didn’t see how the inertia could damage that.

Filaments of light tore past in the opposite direction—small ships. The light from the Archer’s ship suddenly shifted, and the change in direction yanked the runnership on the magnetic winch cable. Wolff lost his grip on the ladder a second before a huge impact. The next thing he knew, he was flying toward the stern with a velocity that would surely kill him, the detail of the bullseye dent in the window and the glowing world beyond it lucid in his terror-stricken mind.

White stuff exploded from the wall at the back of the passenger compartment, and Wolff went into it headfirst and bounced off. He ricocheted off two walls before he came to his senses, stunned and floating in the center of the compartment. The runnership was spinning longitudinally around him, while he hung still in the middle of it. As the windows turned over and over, he saw a zoetrope stop-frame effect of the Bellwether drawing back the limbs on its horrible weapon, and the Shamrock, at which the weapon was aimed, apparently squaring up to the massive battleship. A thread of sharp light connected the Shamrock’s synchrotron blaster mast to the dark missile on the Bellwether’s weapon, and then the Bellwether’s prow ruptured into a sphere of light.

Rh’Arrol came from nowhere with a shrill sound, and hit Wolff in the stomach. He fell on a window, arms flailing for purchase, and saw the engulfing blue horizon of the planet fly past. When the two ships blinked by, already they were much farther away.

Wolff smelled vomit, and he sincerely hoped it had come from someone’s mouth rather than a gorier alternative. “Viprion!” he shouted.

“What?” Viprion sounded both ill and petulant.

“We’re falling toward the planet.”

“I don’t know if the pilots have survived.”

Wolff turned his head to look along the window and out over the runner’s prow. The cabin compartment had been shattered and crushed beyond recognition.

“They haven’t.” The Bellwether must have anticipated the Shamrock’s manoeuvre, and come around the planet in the opposite direction to intercept it, and the runnership had crashed into it. He turned to the other window, and back toward the glowing arc of the planet’s horizon. Small craft filled the sky around the broken runnership. Close to the line that separated night and day, on the surface of the ocean, lay a stretch of tessellated hexagons–an artificial continent, and even at this distance, he saw patterns of glowing red etched into the stratum.

“They’re razing the planet,” he said.

Viprion slid his interface bolt into his forehead. “The controls are inoperable. Our orbit is decaying. We’ll have to prepare for a crash landing.”

Rh’Arrol made a spitting, whining noise from under a seat.

Wolff stared out upon the continent, which already looked larger and closer. Would Jed follow him here? Was his ransom great enough?

 


 

Chapter 8

Satigenaria

 

Order begets anarchy,

Rule engenders rivalry,

Whether despot or democracy,

Throughout all Man’s construction,

Feudalism or bureaucracy,

In every splintered faction,

Always will there ever be,

Insurrection.

 

Jed steadied herself against the Shamrock’s airlock door, gulping the acrid air. Satigenaria One had already fallen under the might of the marauders, and flaming hues accompanied sunset’s conflagration. Dark columns of smoke rose against the horizon’s turbulent pyre, and the innards of the once-proud city glowed an infernal red, punctuated with jagged black ruin, the great architecture of the city-continent strewn to the four winds.

Here and there tall buildings had come crashing down, folding in on themselves, and had smashed through the floor into their submarine foundations. Waters lapped from the gaps in the floating continent, rising into the streets with the tide.

Jed could not bring herself to leave the Shamrock’s flank, and Satigenaria’s red light dwindled and died from the horizon, twilight lingering over the ebbing flames. Night fell, and the zodiac turned on its gyre above the poisoned skies, the galaxy’s engulfing span infinitely aloof from the passion and despair of mortal creatures, those of flashpoint existence and ephemeral fleet. Jed shivered in the freezing air, consumed by fear and vulnerability under the cavern of the sky and surrounded by the horizon’s menace.

She stepped away, taking her hand from the Teng steel shielding, and with halting, unstable steps, she climbed down the heap of loose rubble upon which she’d landed, digging the point of the bottom limb of her bow into the ground to steady herself.

The Shamrock’s rearing synchrotron cannon mast and great dorsal blade showed silver in the moonlight, perched on the scorched crags. She hadn’t seen her ship’s exterior from this distance since she’d left the Agrimony, and seeing it like this brought back all-too vivid memories of her first encounter with it. When she closed her eyes, she could still feel the brimming jubilation, the realisation of freedom, her rapid pulse, and the tearing of air in her lungs as she ran down the transparent-roofed docking pipe toward that graceful bronzy spear—the moment she had coveted all her life as an Archer’s apprentice. Her forehead had felt sore beneath her newly attached interface band, but she could already feel the Shamrock’s welcoming calls. She had paid her own ransom, and the Agrimony’s incarceration and Mathicur’s tyranny lay far behind, excised from her life forever. Her desperation was to be within that ship and safe. That was her ship, her world and her life, and now she was leaving it in quest of a rogue who had desecrated the Shamrock’s sanctuary and stolen a commodity she couldn’t live without.

Holding up her bow and hefting her quiver of arrows onto her shoulder, she broke into a run, racing like a shadow through Satigenaria’s sundered glory. Every step brought her farther from the ship’s reassuring presence. With every yard she put between herself and its senses, she felt the time lag more pronounced as its signal relayed back and forth from her. The speed of light was too slow by far, and Jed felt each tiny fraction of a second. Soon her ship’s senses no longer reached her position properly, and without its enhancement the world seemed colourless and devoid of dimension.

Jed stopped beneath a seared archway, pausing to collect herself. She flattened her back against the blackened concrete, pulling her bow in close to her chest, and surveyed the desolation. A stiff, heated breeze blew, carrying an overwhelming myriad of burnt smells. Jed felt agoraphobic and exposed without the Shamrock’s reassuring walls and all-round enhanced vision. She reached for a cube of conurin, trying not to fret about how long the rations would last. She let the paper blow away, a pale husk of fragile, untouched whiteness among the ash and ruins, as she chewed on the chalky fibre of its contents.

With her mono-visor over her right eye, she scoured the dark ruins for infra-red. The remains of some fires still glowed, but she sought out the warm spots marking men. Seeing none, she straightened, looked out upon the deserted streets, and shrugged the quiver on her shoulder, setting the vanes rattling on the arrows’ protruding tails. Once more she went forth, over the loose masonry underfoot, and once more, she felt compelled to stop, to look up at the unbounded openness of the dark sky, and feel a fearful awe with no roof to protect her from its emptiness.

The stars glittered with a faltering, frosty light, distorted by the atmosphere. The galactic center was rising on the horizon, forming a pool of slick russet-gold light in the distant lapping waters of the ocean. Here, seen head on from Satigenaria’s OverHalo bearing, the dusty, glowing turbulence took on a maleficent ferocity which had never before been in evidence to Jed.

The Shamrock’s scanning signal reached her once more. It reported an anomaly in the carnage–hard and spherical, cooling at a different rate to the surroundings.

She moved forward over the rubble to duck beneath the upper half of the window frame of what remained of the ground floor of a small building. The stench of scorched flesh sent her stomach into convulsions. The warped hull of the runnership bulged up through where the ceiling had once been, its aft hull leading through the wall it had shattered on entry. Deep scrapes scarred the metal where it had run aground, dispersing its huge momentum.

Jed withdrew an arrow and fitted it into position, its point gleaming wetly in the silver light. She circled the vessel with cautious sidesteps, until she found the airlock on the opposite side.

The outer door stood open, the mutilations of a forced egress visible on its edge. Jed eased the tension out of the bow, and replaced the arrow in the quiver, pushing it down until she was sure of the contact of the point in the fluid the quiver held. Her hand found a stone of about the right size, and she skimmed it fast through the hatch. A dull gong announced the stone striking some interior wall.

She stood for a full minute, feeling her heart thump in her breast and scanning the sky and dark horizon. The Shamrock’s senses couldn’t penetrate the vessel’s shielding. Men could be taking refuge within the hull, but Jed had not the nerve to risk crouching on the rubble and angling her back to peer inside, leaving her hands trapped and her back exposed, and cutting off her radio contact with the Shamrock. She would have to assume that Wolff, if indeed he had escaped aboard that vessel, was now loose on this world.

A clearing in the rising smoke unveiled the waxing beta-moon’s opalescent face. The fires had all but exhausted their fuel, and the city lay at last silent, cast in a tranquil and deathly moonlight.

The ranks of buildings still standing fell back as she hurried onward, until she heard the lap of the ocean and saw the thin glitter of water in the moonlight. The edge of the continent was not far, and here the tide had broken through the gap punched by a falling building. A brackish smell tinged the air. An intact rim remained before the edge of the continent, warped from the damage and flooded over. Partial structures protruded from the sea itself.

From the city behind her, a fervid battle-cry drifted through the air. Jed whirled about, pulling an arrow from her quiver and fitting it to the bow in one swift motion.

* * * *

Viprion’s voice sounded hoarse as he shouted through the noise of the flames. “Is there anyone here? Help!”

Wolff bent and touched the earth. Embers glowed among the dark rubble like a coal hearth. Charcoal coloured his fingers. He glanced back at the twisted bulk of the runnership, its surface scored by ablation burns and fire.

Rh’Arrol arched aer neck, tilting aer face to the sky. Aer quills were dark and colourless, and Wolff knew the morran was afraid.

Viprion staggered into a valley, still calling out. A bank of smog passed over the face of the moon, reducing the castellan to a dishevelled silhouette stumbling over an infernal plain.

Wolff followed him, the case of conurin in his hand. Rh’Arrol trailed behind, one of its tentacles gripping his wrist around the handle of the case.

The fires died away as they climbed a rise in the land, but the air remained acrid.

Things lay on the floor. Wolff at first thought they were litter scattered from the demolished buildings, but then he trod on one of them, and it squashed under his foot and he felt and heard it burst. The clouds parted again, and the moonlight revealed a pulpy mound in front of him.

Rh’Arrol, leaning toward it, jerked back aer neck and made an ugh noise, and a sudden bolt of bile green shot over aer flanks. Wolff suddenly recognised the thing on the floor as a human foetus—misshapen from being stamped upon by someone wearing heavy boots, but still recognisable, with limbs and fingers and sunken dark eyes, and an almost cartoonish largeness to its broken cranium. Then he saw something else lying to one side, the body of the mother it had been torn from. Viscera trailed from her ruptured abdomen, and curls of hair dark with blood covered her face.

“Viprion! Stop shouting!”

Viprion turned around. The colour drained from his face when he realised what the thing on the ground was. The man clapped his hand over his mouth as he gave a lurch at the middle, and Wolff saw him half vomit and force it back down.

He kicked over the dead female, swallowing forcibly. “She’s not of the Blood,” he said, as though this in some way excused her murder.

“Your Kuiper belters?” Wolff asked. He began to discern more victims in the moonlight, a decapitated man lying in a doorway with no building behind it, someone who’d lain in a ditch and burnt into a contorted, skeletal black wire figure...and here a naked child lying face down in a pile of rubbish, with its ears hacked off and its body covered with stab wounds and burns.

His hand covering his face, Viprion pulled up the child by its singed hair. He immediately gasped and dropped the head. Wolff caught sight of the face, hideously mutilated, upon its flayed features still recognisable a rictus of agony.

“That one is of the Blood.”

“This place is death.” Wolff scanned the sulphurous horizon. “We must get out of here.”

“Wait,” said Viprion. “They have already had their way here. I see less reason for them to return. Let’s hide here until first light.”

Wolff didn’t want to stay here, near the horrors of the trampled foetus, and the burnt-out body with its flesh all melted to carbon, and the poor, pathetic body of the child with its face. “All right,” he said, “but not right here.”

He climbed a slope toward a building still standing and sat against the wall on the opposite side to the bodies. Where the fires did not burn, the air was very cold, and Wolff had left his jacket on the Shamrock. He wrapped his arms around his shoulders.

Viprion sat a few feet away from him. Rh’Arrol, however, sat close to him for warmth on the opposite side.

Viprion slid the spike of his interface bolt out of his forehead, and put it in his tunic pocket. “Why are they killing Blood castes and non-Blood castes indiscriminately?”

“Does it matter?” Wolff said, rather too loudly. He looked about and lowered his voice. “They’re just men, and they’ve been murdered by violent lunatics who make sport of their victims. It matters not to them or us now who their parents were!”

“At least they have not been murdering morrans,” said Rh’Arrol, in a complacent sort of voice.

“Morrans do not live on planets!” Viprion shouted over Wolff. “Stupid urchin!”

“Why not?” said Wolff.

“Because they’re foul beasts, and men have no use for them.”

Rh’Arrol let out a scathing hiss and turned aer head away.

“Why is it you find morrans so objectionable?” Wolff put his hand in his pocket, and remembered the food he’d put in it. He surreptitiously stuffed some of the cheese into his mouth.

“Because morrans are not men.” Viprion recovered the book he’d taken from his office on Carck-Westmathlon. He pointed to a block of text halfway down a page. “Read that.”

Wolff took the book and looked at the meaningless symbols in the moonlight. “Arrol, you can read.” He held out the open book to the morran.

“All men are born equal.” Rh’Arrol squinted aer amber eyes. “What happens after that is up to them.”

Viprion made a grab for the book. “I will not have the words of the Pagan Atheist sullied by the mouth of a morran!”

“That’s all it says? All men are born equal, what happens after that is up to them?”

“That’s all me had time to see!” Rh’Arrol said.

“Yes, that’s what it says!” Viprion’s voice echoed over the ruins. 

Wolff cast about in alarm, half expecting the murderers to come racing over the summit, baying for his blood like hounds. 

“It says all men are born equal. Men, not morrans!”

“But that doesn’t mean anything!” Wolff exclaimed. “All it means at its face value is that men all get an equal chance of life and become a product of their efforts! It doesn’t say anything at all about morrans!”

“Precisely!”

“But men being equal to other men has nothing to do with morrans, be they greater than or lesser than men, which are equal! The Archer said that there weren’t even morrans at the time of the Pagan Atheist, so the Pagan Atheist couldn’t have known anything about morrans with respect to the meaning of those two sentences to them when he or she wrote them!”

“Perhaps men later created morrans as slaves,” Viprion said dryly.

“They did not!” Rh’Arrol screeched.

“Besides,” Wolff cut Rh’Arrol off vehemently, spit shooting from his mouth, “men are not born equal! You were born better than me and those poor men who died on Carck-Westmathlon, because of this Blood you talk about, whatever that is.”

“That’s because I made myself better than you!”

“No, it isn’t. If you’d been born in an asteroid, like me, you’d never have been a castellan on a circumfercirc!”

“Yes, I would. In the same way that you were born in an asteroid, but do not now live in an asteroid. A man will find his or her way, Citizen Wolff.”

Wolff faltered for a moment. He supposed the castellan had something of a point there, but Wolff himself was, by his own admission, an anomaly. “That’s still not what it means. That’s not living by the Teachings of the Pagan Atheist. That’s bending the Teachings to suit your way of life. That’s like people who justify murder in the name of a religion.”

Viprion didn’t seem able to come up with a retort. He sighed in a patronising sort of way and made an obnoxious expression at Wolff.

Wolff kicked a lump of rubble down the incline of the ground. “What does it mean then, this Blood you’re always talking about? What is it? Come on, justify why it is you’re better than me.”

Viprion heaved another sigh. “You are too stupid to understand it, even if I did try to explain it to you.”

“Fine, then.” Wolff stood up. “I care not to sit in the company of a man who thinks I am stupid and affects to be superior to me and won’t deign to speak with me. Come Rh’Arrol, let’s find somewhere else to be.”

Rh’Arrol made a disparaging raspberry noise and rose stiffly. Viprion got to his feet, an expression of disconcerted alarm on his face, as Wolff and Rh’Arrol began to move away. “Wait.”

“Sod off, Viprion!” Wolff shouted over his shoulder.

Viprion looked over his shoulder, in the directions of the dead bodies. “All right, I’ll try to explain it to you!”

“I don’t want to hear it. I don’t care.” Wolff was sick of the castellan’s attitude. He heard Viprion staggering about in the hot ash behind him.

“Ah, but I know what it was like, the first time you knew a computer.”

Wolff turned and stared back at Viprion’s gaunt form, arms held out for balance as the man tried to descend a disintegrating escarpment. He stopped, and stood looking back at Wolff. “When was it, when you became a bail slave? I know it, Wolff. That first time, it’s like you’ve found something you’d lost, and even though you never knew it, you have desiderated it all your life. Do you not want to know why and how?”

Wolff coughed the dusty air from his lungs and folded his arms. “All right, Viprion, I will listen to you this once, but only if you’re going to tell me it in a way I can understand, none of your sarcastic highbrow shit.”

“Agreed.” Viprion found another wall still standing, and they sat down against it. He breathed and appeared to concentrate fiercely before he began.

“Society today is built on the shoulders of the Meritocracy—”

“I thought you were going to tell me about the computers?”

“Look, Citizen Wolff, if I am going to tell you this, you are going to have to permit me to, and you are going to have to listen.” Viprion waited, but Wolff kept his mouth shut, and he at length continued. “The Meritocracy, the time at which the Pagan Atheist lived, was the most industrially and economically productive society history has ever known. It was under the Meritocracy that men reached for the stars and left Earth, formerly the only place inhabited by them.

“The earliest societies were tribal democracies. Throughout history, men have kept trying to revert to the ideal democracy that serves small groups, and every time it has been corrupted. The tribal democracy is not viable on large scale, and these tribes were superseded by feudal systems where the aristocracy were the descendants of those who led, those who thought, and those who were most violent.”

“What, like today, then?”

Viprion glared at Wolff. “No, not like today. I have told you not to interrupt me. Societies on Earth went through fascism and communism, both one and the same. The Meritocracy came to power in the middle of the great Information Revolution, in which the world was largely dominated by stagnant, bureaucratic democracies. The Meritocracy appealed to the people of that age. It offered support for the weakest, and privilege for those with the ambition to better themselves.

“The Meritocracy evolved into the present day Blood aristocracy because its selection system was too good. Or rather, the social system the Meritocracy spawned was. High-ranking meritocrats claimed their right to breed with someone close to them in station, and the distance between the social classes increased. Certain genes—the heritable constituency of man—that confer characteristics the Meritocracy valued, such as patience, attentiveness and an aptitude to learn, became concentrated in the upper castes. Undesirable traits, such as aggression and the tendency to be irrational, ended up dumped in the gene pool of the lower castes.

“The culture the Meritocracy engendered was so effective at breeding and sorting genes, it took only a little over a millennium for genetic polarisation to occur. After that, it didn’t matter if there was provision for a man to move between castes in society, because no man of low caste ever had the aptitude to move. No one ever proposed the system we have in place today. There was no revolution or revolt. The Meritocracy simply evolved into modern society by its own dynamics.” Viprion sighed. “Often I have wondered if our species has become stuck at a genetic junction, because genetically inferior men can still breed, and there is no selection to remove bad genes from the species. Hence the bottom castes have become a dumping ground for genetic rubbish.”

Wolff ignored this inflammatory remark. “So Blood is just the better of these gene things that everyone has?”

“No, there’s a difference between men of the Blood and men who are merely of high caste. The Blood is something else, either a complex mutation or an artificial set of genes. Early on in the time of the Meritocracy, something happened that introduced both the Blood and the Moiety.”

“What’s the Moiety?”

“I told you this would be difficult for you to understand. I’ll come to the Moiety later. The Blood is a series of genes in man’s own DNA. Because DNA is redundant, a man has two versions of any given gene, one from the mother, and one from the father. A man of the highest Blood lineage, such as an Archer or homozygous male, has the Blood version of every gene, and can use the most demanding of computer interfaces, the crown. A man with no Blood has the null version of all the Blood genes. Men on the scale between, men of the Blood, have various combinations of null and Blood genes, and all interface to computers with varying degrees of efficacy.”

“But if I am half of the Blood, I have half of those genes from my father, so why is it you call a man such as me a halfBlood and not a man of the Blood?”

“Indeed, your interface ability is probably more effective than a man with duplicates of fewer Blood genes, but a man who is half of the lowest caste is of no use for anything, however strong his Blood. Half of him may be Blood and strong genes from the upper castes, but the other half is balderdash from the lower castes, and it conflicts and causes problems should that man ever breed.”

Wolff frowned. “What do you mean, breed? Are you saying I’m sterile now?”

“Not quite. The high and low castes are but a few generations away from being separate species. High caste and low caste men have the same number of chromosomes, but the genes have moved around. This works when two members of either caste interbreed to produce a halfBlood, since the child will still have two copies of each gene, but that individual will mix up the DNA from its parents, and produce eggs or sperm with two copies of certain genes and devoid of others.”

Wolff nodded. “HalfBloods are shunned by both castes.”

“And rightly so. They poison the gene pool from the point of view of either caste. The only thing that will contemplate breeding with a halfBlood is another halfBlood, and the offspring in such a case are rarely born alive, and when they do live, they are demented and plagued with illnesses.”

It probably was true. It wasn’t worth arguing about. Even if Wolff had wanted to argue, he had no knowledge to back himself up.

“What, then, is the Moiety?”

Viprion considered, and then continued. “Well, genes in the bodies of every man exist in two forms. Firstly, that man’s own unique genome that makes he or she the individual they are, and which is present in all their cells. Secondly, the genome of that man’s mitochondria. Mitochondria are organisms that live within the cells of men and provide them with energy, and no man can live without them. Many men can share identical mitochondria, and they come from your mother—they can’t be passed on through the male line. But there is another genetic form that can exist within men, the Moiety. The Moiety are in some ways like mitochondria, but they are not necessary to life and not all men have them. They are passed through the female line, like mitochondria, but they exist without the cells, in blood plasma.

“Without the Blood, the Moiety is useless. Indeed, men not of the Blood who have the Moiety are reported to hallucinate and become delusional and then insane if electronic devices are implanted in their bodies. Men of the Blood who also have the Moiety are capable of growing their nervous systems on to electronic implants and thus becoming able to commune with machines. This is why the Archers are of the purest Blood lineages. Their computer communion is the greatest and most complex any man can ever experience. The only purpose of the Moiety is to serve men of the Blood.” Viprion paused to gaze at Wolff. “Your mother carried the Moiety, and you are a halfBlood. When your bail slave chip was implanted, your nervous system grafted onto it, and it is through that chip that you can know computers. I have heard of it afore, although it is uncommon for a man of your origins to have both Blood genes and the Moiety.”

Wolff remembered how he’d first become aware of the machines soon after beginning work at the salvage station. That made sense. “You said the Blood was introduced as a what, a mutation, or an artificial event?”

Viprion examined his fingernails. “Supposedly. I assume you have heard the name Pilgrennon before.”

“I thought that was a swear word. Or part of the name of the year.”

“Men who use the term as an expletive,” Viprion said, punctuating his remark with a glare at Wolff, “are blaspheming and are usually ignorant and of low caste. You are correct in that it is from Pilgrennon’s life that our year, Pilgrennon Epoch 4037, derives its nomenclature. Pilgrennon is a figure from history so long passed it is barely discernible from legend. What is known today has been pried from the fragmented minds of various ancient computers around the galaxy. He—from what is known, it is understood it was male—was the first man of the Blood, and his descendants are the founders of the four purest Blood lineages. Certainly men of knowledge, who have studied the genetics agree that the Blood genes appeared roughly four thousand years ago, which would put their emergence at the time of Pilgrennon’s life.

“There are some cults who argue that Pilgrennon was the Pagan Atheist, but that can never be proven or disproven, and no reference to Pilgrennon’s mate has ever been found, although she must have carried the Moiety and been of strong Blood, otherwise their children would not have been pureBloods. There are a great many cultural versions of the legend, the evolution of modern society, Pilgrennon’s gift and Pilgrennon’s curse, and the resulting burden of the Blood castes.”

“Burden?” Wolff scoffed. “The Blood castes have a burden?”

Viprion’s expression did not change. “Of course,” he said, coldly. “The Archers.”

“The Archer!” Wolff cried, and sprang to his feet. Down in the valley whence they’d come, a solitary figure, bearing the unmistakeable shape of a bow, made its way. “That’s her!”

Viprion let out a shout. Many more forms were approaching, in the distance on the banks farther up the valley. Wolff did not want to wait to find out if they might be friend or foe. He took off and began to run back down the valley toward the Archer. The tide was coming in, and water had started to fill the dip in the land.

“Wolff, wait!” Viprion shouted behind him.

Wolff skidded to a halt and spun. Something had occurred to him. “You knew I was a bail slave, that I was a halfBlood and could communicate with computers, didn’t you, from the start?”

Nothing could be read from the castellan’s expression. Wolff breathed hard. His first deduction led to vaster ramifications. “Why did you ask me those questions, when you knew the answers? Why did you let me see the seignior? You thought I might be able to defeat him, didn’t you? I’m a halfBlood, and so’s he. You pitted him against me because you wanted to seize control of the circumfercirc!” Wolff stepped back, overcome by the magnitude of the way he’d been exploited. “You knew who Taggart was! That was what all that business with the beacon in the runnership was about! You knew the marauders were going to attack! You orchestrated it to coincide with the ion storm! You invited the Kuiper Belters to attack Carck-Westmathlon! You wanted them to kill the seignior, so you could seize control of the circumfercirc, and conveniently blame it all on an insurgency afterward. You made a pact with the Bellwether, but it went wrong, didn’t it? And now billions of men and morrans are dead because of your actions, and the only reason I lived was because you thought you could trade my life for your own!”

“Listen to me, Wolff.” The castellan took a step toward him, his face desperate. “There are more important things to consider now—”

“No, Viprion! Because you’re a dishonourable fucking cunt, and you don’t care about anyone but yourself!” Wolff rammed Viprion hard in the sternum and the castellan staggered and fell on his backside in the rising water. Wolff strode away from him, glancing once over his shoulder. “Arrol, are you coming with me or not?”

Rh’Arrol ran after him. Wolff shouted back to Viprion, “They kill those not of the Blood, and they torture and kill those who are of the Blood, remember that, Viprion!”

The castellan’s sardonic voice mocked him. “She’s better than you, Wolff. She’s so much better, she can’t even see you. You can’t change it! That’s the way it is.”

Wolff ran toward the Archer, and as he did the mob spilled over the crest perpendicular to his path and began rushing down the valley in pairs, holding laser weapons. One of the forerunners raised his gun at Jed, the man beside him stepping to the side, but before either could take aim, the Archer’s bow released with a loud crack, and her arrow whirred through the air, too fast to be seen. The man flung the weapon to the ground and screamed as purple flame guttered from his lower abdomen around the metal shaft. His hands grappled the arrow’s tail, and he fell to the ground with a strangulated gulp of air. His companion reeled as though blind.

Jed already had another arrow fitted, and the following bandits held back in newfound fear of this adversary from the deep skies, and what she could do with what had seemed a straightforward and rather archaic weapon.

“Jed!” Wolff shouted.

She turned, as did the aggressors.

Wolff pointed at the case as he splashed through the shallows, but Jed was drawing her bow again, this time pointed at him. She held her sight on him as he drew closer, and as he sprinted toward her, he knew she fully intended to shoot him dead.

Wolff heard running footsteps behind him, and a man sprang, arm reaching for the case. With lightning reflex, Jed recalculated and fired. The arrow hit the man straight between the eyes as his outstretched fingers reached toward the handle, and purple sparks geysered from his forehead. Wolff swerved aside, and Rh’Arrol let out a cry. The man fell into the water, and mauve flame tore across the surface.

Wolff slowed as he closed the distance, holding up the case like a shield, but she pointed her third arrow straight at him.

Her face twisted and her bow came aslant, the arrow taking flight and whipping down into the sea a few yards away to rupture into violet fire. Her knees gave way. When she screamed, it was the feral cry of one under true torture.

The purple fire of the arrow striking the water illuminated the face of one of the pursuers over on the opposite side of the water. Distant and brief as the moment was, Wolff recognised the face...the face of Taggart.

“Jed!” Wolff shouted, bending down and trying to draw her hands away from her ears. “Jed, can you hear me?”

He thought she could, barely. Agony was imprinted on her features. The flesh on the back of his neck tingled, and he realised some sort of transmission must be interfering with the Archer’s tightband signal to her ship, using her interface to incapacitate her.

The bandits were closing in on three sides. He smelled the dizzy bouquet of some kind of fluorinated petroleum compound on Jed, and grabbed the tail of one of the arrows protruding from her quiver. The arrow had a silver-white, irregular tip, wet with solvent. This was the same material he’d seen on the chimaera’s tail barbs—potassium.

He grasped the stems of the remaining seven or so arrows, and one by one javelined them out in a broad arc between him and the attackers. The water’s surface broke into a rim of dynamic lilac flame. “Get up!” he roared at Jed. Dropping the case with a splash that sprayed water up his back and onto Rh’Arrol, he bent to take her shoulders in one arm, the other lifting the backs of her knees. Her slight frame wasn’t heavy, and he hoisted her up, her arm looped through her bow, and began the run back in the direction both he and Jed had come from, hoping to find the Shamrock.

Behind him, some of the bandits tried to edge around the spinning, burning arrows, only to find themselves floundering in open water as the edge of the continent’s substratum gave way to the ocean where the collapsed building had stood. “Arrol, leave it!” he shouted back as the morran tried to drag the case after them.

“Bastard,” Jed managed to choke out.

Luminous things drifted in the water. Wolff made for dry land. Long, translucent dorsal fins rose over the milky light of membranous bodies, and as he leapt over the nearest and back onto the street, he saw long indigo and yellow-speckled helices and stringy fronds trailing in the wake. Some part of Rh’Arrol must have come afoul of them, for the morran let out an unearthly shriek.

Wolff looked back in time to see aer crash into the water with a lashing of frantic tentacles, pull aerself up with a squeaky coughing sound, and scramble out of the water to fall again.

“Get up! Or we leave without you!”

“Pity wounded Rh’Arrol, for ae is stung! Poisoned, Gerald Wolff!”

“Stung, drawn and quartered, if ae lets they who follow take aer! You are stung on one leg, yes? Do you not keep another three for such occasions?” Wolff paused to shrug Jed’s weight back into balance.

Rh’Arrol levered aerself up onto the three unharmed legs with a clicky groaning sound, and hobbled after him. Some of the pursuers yelled behind—the things in the water at least proved of some use.

Wolff lurched into the barren streets, making his a direct path through ruins hunched against the watery moonlight. He stumbled on the rubble, and it seemed sure he would trip and drop her. Finally he arrived back at the partly demolished building and the vessel that had borne him here which lay within it. He ducked into the shaft of its airlock, lifting Jed up into the dark corridor and setting her down on the wall. He raised himself to sit on the lip of the airlock, Rh’Arrol cowering in the entrance.

The Archer blinked. Her breathing sounded very loud and uneven in the confined metal space.

“We’re inside the runnership wreck,” said Wolff. “The signal can’t get at you here.”

Rh’Arrol whimpered, cowering in the entrance.

“I know that!” Jed snapped, her voice shrill and croaky. “You think me stupid or something?”

“We must leave this place. If they catch up they’ll kill us. Jed, you have to tell me where your ship is.”

A choking sob. “I’m not going back out there!”

Wolff reached for her in the dark, and pulled her back toward him. “We have to leave. You must see that.”

Jed struggled against him. Her foot caught him in the thigh, but it was an uncoordinated and halfhearted blow. She couldn’t communicate with her ship here either.

“It’s magnetically north-east, about half a mile from here.”

“I’ll get you there safely,” said Wolff, sliding back down through the shaft. She dug her fingernails into him, and let out a dulled cry as he lifted her back into the open, but other than that put up little resistance.

He heard the distant noise of many feet and voices. Every random shot or loud shout made him redouble his pace, but Jed’s formerly insignificant mass weighed down on his shoulders and bowed his back, and pain exploded from his injured knee up his thigh with every step. She did make an effort to cling on, the collar of his shirt clutched in her white-knuckled fingers, but she was all but a dead weight. Acid exhaustion built up in his legs and shoulders as he stumbled on, and he was spurred only by adrenaline and fear. After what seemed like miles, he saw the spiny dorsal wing of the Shamrock, silhouetted over the ruins in the moonlight. Rh’Arrol rushed beside him on aer stiltlike legs as they ran the last part of the gauntlet.

A building had fallen a few yards from the ship’s prow, and dark water lapped in the well it had left. Wolff ascended the partially standing wall on which the ship balanced and hefted his charge up onto the pectoral wing, clambering up after her with Rh’Arrol running over him like a spider. Below him, the attackers spilled out into the arena the Shamrock’s landing had demolished. He flattened himself beside Jed’s supine form as a laser shot hit the wing’s leading edge.

“Jed,” he shouted hoarsely. The Archer hardly seemed to be breathing. Rh’Arrol squealed. A crash somewhere below, and the Shamrock tipped, the wingtip raising and the prow falling. Wolff grabbed Jed as he struggled for purchase on the low-friction outer laminate of the Teng steel. They both fetched up against the hull wall, Wolff spread-eagled with his foot hooked onto the lagging edge of the wing. Rh’Arrol’s legs sprawled out, clinging to the surface. A roar of approval rose from the horde below.

“Jed, open the door.”

The ship juddered in its precarious balance. Jed’s face was buried in his shoulder. Wolff remembered chasing the Shamrock as it wandered in from the Outer Reaches, he and Taggart following its ion trail, cloaked with a program of his own devising, the cautious docking manoeuvres, then him breaking into the electronic lock. That skill was of no use to him now. Had he a headstart, he might have managed it, but with the enemy upon them and the ship quaking beneath them, such a delicate operation would be impossible.

“I know where there’s more conurin. Look.” Wolff felt about for her belt pouch, and found a cube. “Here, eat of this if you will.”

Jed made no indication of acknowledgement, but her fingers closed weakly over the cube.

Wolff pulled her to her feet, pressing her back against the hull wall. “Feel this? This is your ship. You want your ship, you take it. If not, we all die and they take your ship. Here.” Wolff turned her around and put her hand to the barely discernible groove marking the airlock door. Her fingers felt thin and delicate beneath his. Laserfire ricocheted from the deflection shielding somewhere above them, and Wolff felt rubble shifting beneath the ship. “Can you feel it? Open it. Open it, and it won’t hurt anymore!”

Her eyes were still closed, but her jaw ground tenaciously against the conurin.

A light on the panel beside the entrance emitted a single, brief flash. Metal slithered beneath his fingers, and they fell forward into the dark corridor. Wolff descried a quick glimpse of Rh’Arrol’s flailing tentacles as ae dived through the opening before it snapped shut again. Heavy groans came from without. The floor tilted, until all three of them slid into the fore wall of the airlock chamber, and Wolff felt the ship sliding, falling prow first.

* * * *

The clamouring throng fell back on itself as the masonry beneath the ship buckled and shattered. The great stern and tail tipped up, the ship sliding and leaning forward until almost vertical.

The prow struck the water, the ventral blade scoring a deep mark in the continent’s substratum, and the ship dived, sending out a fan of spray. The tips of the lagging blades and dorsal vane disappeared into the foaming waters and the tail slid down behind it, the water closing over the propulsion with a slap and swallowing the vessel.

Taggart looked over and into the murky black-green, and saw the dull gold light of the Shamrock receding. “Stop them, Winters!”

Winters, guns gripped in his hands, could only look on beside Taggart.

* * * *

Wolff heard the water rush over the outside of the airlock. He became aware of the dark warmth and clean air in the corridor, and the muted thrum of the Shamrock’s systems. Gravity slowly rolled back to its former position.

Jed lay on the floor beside him, one hand cast outward with the fingers splayed. Her eyes were closed, and she breathed heavily but steadily.

“It’s okay,” he said, laying his hand on her back. “We’re safe.”

Jed’s breathing quickened, and her eyebrows gave a convulsive twitch. Her eyes opened cautiously, and fixed his gaze.

“May you die alone,” she said in a low voice. “And in agony.”

 


 

Chapter 9

Running the Gauntlet

 

Why dost thou hound me so?

Ghost who wanders far from home,

Harbinger of the gathering shadow,

I cannot run this field alone!

 

Little light and no sound from above penetrated the murky, turbid waters. The roots of Satigenaria One’s buildings formed a gloomy submarine forest, the power to light them gone.

Jed stood at the front of her bridge, arms crossed while staring vehemently into the drifting motes the hull beacons picked out. She felt anger and frustration with Wolff’s succeeding in returning to—recapturing—her ship, but even more so that he’d seen her in a moment of such debilitated weakness, and that she’d suffered the indignity of him rescuing her in the crisis. He’d held her and her ship to ransom, and siphoned off her pathetic helplessness and grown from it, as a leech draws blood.

She inclined her head very slightly, but Wolff was staring right at her, and her gaze locked with his steely eyes. She could see rebellion in his demeanour—knowledge. This man knew she could be defeated, and now she’d lost the element of whatever respect and fear she had formerly held. Their eyes held for a tenuous moment, and Jed looked back to the viewport. As soon as she’d done it she cursed herself for making such an instinctive gesture of submission.

She turned back to him again, standing square. “What is that?” The morran cowered low on its spindly legs in the entrance to the main corridor. “Why have you brought an urchin onto my ship?”

Wolff turned to it. “This is Jed, the ferryman. Introduce yourself.”

“Rh’Arrol.” The morran spoke in a quavering voice.

“I want it off this ship.”

“No,” said Wolff. “I made a pact with aer.”

“I won’t constitute an irritation—” Rh’Arrol began.

“No, you won’t.” Jed glared at Wolff. “Your pacts are yours to honour, not mine.”

“We had an agreement, Wolff.” Rh’Arrol retracted slightly into the corridor.

“And as I’ve said, my intention is not to dishonour that agreement.”

Jed whirled toward the morran. “Dishonour? I speak to you of dishonour, Wolff? Know you, Rh’Arrol, that this man to whom you have so entrusted yourself is none better than a dishonourable cad? A cheating, conniving, fraudulent bastard—a villain of the most craven breed.”

Wolff allowed himself a level pause. “Ay,” said he. “Jed the Deserter.”

Jed glared at him. “I have no commitment to you. The Archers depend upon no one. You, on the other hand, seem to bank your prospects on this one ship.”

The man looked at Rh’Arrol, and back at Jed, then out the viewport. “This gets us nowhere. We depart now, we discuss later.”

“Where is my conurin, fool?”

“It’s in the cargo bay.”

“In the cargo bay?” Jed narrowed her eyes at Wolff. “You only had one case with you. Where is the rest of it?”

“On the ship. It never left the cargo bay.”

Jed realised what he meant and felt sick with humiliation. An unpleasant heat built up on her face and the back of her neck, and for a moment she fought back the urge to reach for her neutron pistol again. She had risked coming down to Satigenaria One, risked leaving the Shamrock, for something that had been under her nose all the time? He had played games with her deepest fears? She turned away in chagrin, clenching her fists hard. A bitter thought came to her–she would do better to raise the gun to her own head.

“What of our bargain?” Rh’Arrol almost shrieked.

“You just shut up and keep out the way for now, and maybe you’ll earn your keep,” Wolff snapped.

“Silence,” Jed rebuked both. She didn’t turn back from the window, but she sensed his footfall behind her.

“We are pursued?”

Jed searched with the Shamrock’s scope. “Yes. Above water. Thirty-eight of them.”

“Can they detect us?”

“Unlikely. The water is full of debris and the ship is giving out little heat in its current state.”

“Perhaps it would be better to remain here in that case.”

“Idiot!” Jed snapped. “The longer I tarry here, the longer they have to assemble a strategy to get down here and locate us!”

“Can you outrun them?”

Jed scowled. “You would presume to instruct me on tactical manoeuvres?”

“You intend to breach and run?”

“You question my judgment?”

Wolff didn’t answer.

“The exhaust mechanism of this ship is damaged,” Jed explained after an uncomfortable pause. “I blew out the ion trap escaping from the ambush on Carck-Westmathlon. Acceleration will be impaired by both that and the viscous drag of the water. Neither staying nor moving will likely prove a good option.”

“Can the ion trap be repaired?”

“That it can, but the robots that maintain the exterior are designed to work in vacuum or air, not in water, and not while moving.”

“Then we must choose.”

“You will choose nothing. Your only use is for making statements of the obvious.” Jed glared at Wolff.

The morran edged forward nervously. It made a quick movement of its head, rattling the armour on its neck, and a peculiar mauve colour flickered over the quills on its flanks. “Archer,” it said in a pious, ingratiating tone of voice. “I think you must know that this man is wanted by the authorities of Carck-Westmathlon.”

“Arrol!” Wolff exclaimed.

“If you hands him over,” Rh’Arrol continued, “perhaps they permits you to leave unmolested. The man who seeks him is none other than the Castellan Viprion.”

Wolff was standing with his hands held up and his mouth open as though he was about to say something. Before he could, Jed demanded, “Is this true?”

“To an extent, it is,” Wolff said. “But that is not the whole truth—”

“Then I will surrender you to them, and your morran with you, for I have no need of urchins, let alone backstabbing quislings.”

Rh’Arrol lowered its body beneath its knees and drew back its head.

“You must listen to me!” Wolff argued. “For it was not Castellan Viprion who ordered the attack on the Shamrock, but the marauding gunship that calls itself the Bellwether. Those men down there are of the Kuiper belt, and they are ravaging this civilisation and killing indiscriminately all who stand in their way, whether they’re of the Blood or not!”

“Men of the Kuiper belt do not have the means nor the nature to overthrow men of the Blood!” Jed shouted at him.

Wolff let out a hollow laugh. “Oh, they have it in their nature, for sure, and someone has given them the means. If they see you I can’t say what they’d do. You must be an anathema to them, the highest of the high, and trapped in their midst! And Castellan Viprion orchestrated it, and he has brought down destruction on himself and on all of Satigenaria through his Blood avarice!”

Jed became fierce, drawing herself up to her full height. “I do not fear men of the Kuiper belt. They are as vermin.”

“I know what you do fear.” Wolff glowered down on her. “I ask you, Jed, does there exist the science to duplicate men?”

“Why do you ask these stupid questions? This is no time for them!”

“Answer it!”

“Yes, then. There has been for millennia, although it is wasteful of time and resources and has no use. What rubbish do you talk?”

“When I was down there, I saw something.”

“What did you see? You see nothing, Gerald Wolff!”

“I saw Taggart!”

Jed took a deep breath and realised her shoulders had become rigid. She forced them into a more relaxed posture. “You did not see Taggart. I saw to it thoroughly that he was dead. His jugular artery was severed and the body was cast into the void. No man could have survived it. What you saw was his identical twin, or a clone of him as you said, although I see no reason why a Bloodless low-caste imbecile such as he should be cloned. Or, most probably, you just saw someone of low caste, for you all look alike anyway, and your irrational imagination made you think it was Taggart.”

“Whatever I saw,” Wolff said savagely, “it is not a contingency I can ignore.”

Jed turned away from him, back toward the window. Of course Taggart was dead. There was no way it could be otherwise, and Wolff’s idea that someone would clone a low-caste man was beneath entertainment. But this information raised other possibilities. Kuiper belters were isolated populations, and as she’d said, they all looked similar. It would be reasonable to assume that, if Taggart had originated from this Kuiper belt, all its other inhabitants would look much the same as him. And if Taggart had come from here, he must have hijacked the Shamrock with the intention of it playing a part in his scheme, and that meant that he might well still want it.

“Then there is no alternative,” she finally said, and she took a cube of conurin from the pouch at her side. “We move to open water.”

Wolff remained silent, but Jed thought she saw an air of relief in him and the morran both.

She tried to keep the ship as low as she could, but the turbulence its motion generated in the water and the drifting debris interfered with the scanning equipment, and she lost track of the craft following the Shamrock. As they passed the building foundations, the water became clearer, and she knew she must breach now.

The Shamrock accelerated, rising to cut the waves with its dorsal wing and breaking into the air, ventral surface dripping. Behind, the pursuing ships came back into view. They fell back as her speed climbed and they manoeuvred to intercept. Jed checked the status of each. All were armed with weapons primed to maim the Shamrock. The question of why they seemed intent on the capture of her ship, as they had been on Carck-Westmathlon, worried her, but she spared it little attention, looking instead ahead and focusing. Capture or destruction were both the same to her.

Already the pursuers were gaining. Jed tried to turn upward, in order to force her ship on a vertical climb to the sky, but the manoeuvre was impossible without loss of lateral speed. Already they were upon her, blocking the only exit point. With the ships following from behind, the Shamrock was surrounded, a glittering dark plane of water below and the starry sky barred by the glowing tail lights of the attackers.

Wolff stepped forward beside her and looked at the monitor panels on the console, one of which showed the view directly above. “Faster,” he muttered.

The roar of air rushing over the hull surface became audible on the bridge as Jed pushed the engines as hard as they would go. The Shamrock was not designed to race in an atmosphere. Putting the main fusion engine online with a broken trap would cause the exhaust to ignite in the air, and the smaller craft had the acceleration advantage. The three forerunners were moving ahead to block her path.

“The only way I can go is down!” she cried.

“Ever shot at fish?”

Jed looked to Wolff and, with realisation of his meaning, cut the engines suddenly. The Shamrock plummeted as it went forward. The keel smashed into the surface with an outflinging of spray, the jolt sending all three of them forward against the console, and the ship skimmed the surface before sinking. The pursuers’ speed advantage was turned against them as they overshot and fought to turn. Jed vented carbon dioxide from the ballast thruster on the upper side of the tail, to rotate the prow upward toward the surface into a vertical takeoff position. The ship turned painfully slowly, the weight of the water gripping it. A column of bubbles trailed from the tail to the surface. Dawn was breaking over the ocean, and through the clear waters Jed could see the ships returning, and as they passed over they fired, not at the Shamrock itself, but at the optical illusion resulting from the change in refractive index between water and air, and blasts of energy flew past the ship, sending shockwaves of superheated vapour for the surface. Not one hit the hull. The water boiled. Vapour engulfed the pursuing craft.

As the tail swung down into position, Jed fired on all thrust, the frantic dash for safety hidden in the shroud of confusion. The water around the ship exploded in the wake, the blast stripping hydrogen from oxygen. The air deflagrated into a roaring hemisphere of fire, consuming the pursuers, before the ocean fell back upon the hole that had been blown in it.

The Shamrock rose on an actinic fountain amid a curtain of steam. Although Jed’s feet were firmly planted on what was technically now a vertical floor, she felt the nauseating tidal forces as the ship’s inertia dampers fought against gravity and acceleration. She did not look at the inferno below.

As the Shamrock passed the stratosphere, Jed adjusted the angle of the ship to move into slingshot. The sky grew darker, and the stretch of ocean and continents spread out beneath her gradually receded to a glowing arc of horizon. The Shamrock left a dirty grey trail above the white vortexes of weather systems. Far below lurked the massive hammerhead shape of the Bellwether, hanging suspended in its geostationary orbit above the bright ocean. The Shamrock was now upside-down with respect to the surface of the planet, and Wolff gasped when he recognised the enemy vessel.

“Our vector will carry the Shamrock away before it can possibly reach us,” Jed said, but she watched the ship nonetheless.

“What is that weapon?” said Wolff. “It obliterated an ion tram. I have never seen destructiveness of the like.”

“I have seen one only once afore. They are one of the greatest challenges of engineering, and they are scarcely seen and even scarcer deployed. It is a singularity ballista.”

Wolff's face tensed. “Singularity? A black hole?”

“An ignorant term of description for it, befitting only men of low caste.”

“I am ignorant and of low caste.” Wolff grinned in his idiotic way. “So it befits me.”

“Yes,” said Jed with a sigh of disgust. “It fires black holes at things.”

“Forgive my low-caste ignorance,” said Wolff, “but how in the name of the Pagan Atheist does a ship carry about ammunition of black holes with it, let alone load them onto a giant crossbow and shoot it?”

“The ship does not carry singularities with it.” Jed scowled. “That would be illogical. It compresses some matter down to a very small volume. It need only be a ton or so of refuse, to form a singularity, in position on the ballista, when required. Such a singularity would have an infinitesimal half life, so it must be contained within an inertia field to prevent it from evaporating or imploding the ballista apparatus. It is drawn by means of its own gravity to an unshielded part at the rear of the ballista. As soon as the protective field touches the attractor, an electrostatic charge is neutralised, causing the ballista to fire. As soon as the missile strikes the target, the protective inertia field fails, and the singularity evaporates…returns to mortal matter-and-energy state. Explodes.”

“Why do the inventions of men always turn to purposes of destruction?” Rh’Arrol said from behind.

“As opposed to the inventions of morrans, which do not exist and can therefore serve no purpose,” Jed retorted. The sun set behind the ship, the atmosphere blurring the terminator. Over the curve of the planet Jed detected twelve points of electromagnetic energy following her course.

“They follow! Abaft!”

She ran down the port corridor to the arsenal. Wolff followed her.

“I do not see them,” he said as she opened the rear loophole.

“Fool! If you could see them, we would be captured or dead by now!” Jed seized her bow and some arrows—not the kind she used for hunting, but a heavier sort filled with antimatter explosives. She bit down on conurin, chewed, felt concentration heighten again, and as soon as she nocked the arrow she was at Equilibrium.

The pursuers were nowhere near as difficult to hunt as chimaera. Jed released the first arrow, and it struck one of them.

“Did you hit it?” Wolff asked.

The only evidence of affirmation Jed gave was a quick dip of her head as she fitted the second arrow and singled out another ship, choosing a central one at strategic advantage. She checked and rechecked, but before she could release, synchrotron radiation lanced out from the closest follower, and struck the Shamrock low in the stern. The ship bucked with the impact, and Jed felt the tremor before Wolff pulled her back from the window and slapped his hand down on the loophole panel that sealed the hull. Sequestered from the battle in the gloom of the armoury, Wolff’s arm holding her firmly about the shoulders, Jed felt the deflection field fail momentarily, before coming back on line. That could have been lethal.

“Is it safe yet?”

“I think so.” Jed paused. “Your actions were expedient.”

Wolff let out a hollow laugh. “Is that Archer gratitude?” He relinquished his grasp of her, and she reopened the firing window, taking up position quickly and shooting, this time at the ship that had opened fire on hers.

Jed let out an angry protest as Wolff appeared beside her, an arrow fitted to one of the spare bows. He held it incorrectly—the bow in one hand and the tail of the arrow in the other, square on to his shoulders so the arrow pointed diagonally from left to right across his chest. When he released it into the deflection field, it ignited askew, and flew away to miss by nearly an hour of arc.

“What are you doing?”

“I thought I might hit something.” Wolff leant his head through the gap in the wall to look at the following ships.

“You hit naught but that within three inches of your nose!”

Wolff reached for another arrow, but Jed kicked them away. “Cease this wasting of these arrows of mine! If you must hone your worthless aim, use one of the cutting lasers! They at least have magnification detectors!”

Jed ground more bitter conurin between her teeth, and tried to concentrate over the noise he made in search of the laser. Launching another arrow, she smote a third ship. Wolff moved up beside her, the four-inch aperture and long, cumbersome barrel of the laser balanced on his shoulder. Jed cursed him as he knelt down to lean the weapon through the gap.

“Shoot over me,” he told her.

“Get in the way and I shall shoot through you instead.” Now the flotilla was falling behind. The small two-chimaera ships had the upper hand as far as acceleration at low speeds was concerned, but the Shamrock had more stamina once it got up to relativistic velocities, even with a blown-out ion trap.

One of the pursuers was firing something, and Jed could detect it on the tachyon scanners. Before she was even aware of what she was doing, she was taking aim. The arrow intercepted the unseeable missile mere leagues from the Shamrock’s stern, and it exploded in a flash of blue light that streaked away from them. Wolff yelled out and fired the laser at the blue thing.

“What was that?” he demanded. “It looked like something hit us and bounced off!”

“It was a superluminal antimatter missile,” said Jed breathlessly. “What you fired at was the optical illusion of the light of its approach reaching your eyes after the object did. It’s called a reverse ghost.”

“Superluminal—you mean it was moving faster than light? How d’you hit it?”

“Instinct.”

Jed felt the ship’s revelling thrust as its exalted momentum grew, riding ahead as those who had chased it fell back. The greater ship left them far behind and fading, their light redshifting and dwindling away. The thunder of the ship taking the upswing of the light barrier excised their puny race from the scanners.

“We’re safe now?” Wolff’s gaze remained on the patch of vacuum they’d left for a moment. In the dim light, she felt his fingertips connect with hers, and looking to him she saw his relief. She wondered where her anger had gone. Nothing unites like war, it was said.

Wolff touched the panel to close the window. “So, it was expedient, was it?”

“Yes.” Jed realised her breathing had become rapid and ragged between words. “It showed presence of mind I perhaps failed to give you due credit for.”

Her pulse slowed, the adrenaline of the fight metabolising away. She felt her heart thumping, decelerating, the conurin’s enrichment still fortifying her senses. In her complacency, assurance of her own safety realised, a latent craving stirred within her, and an angry lust, poisoning her reason.

Jed turned her head away from Wolff and tried to regain control. This irrational feeling was imbalance, disequilibrium, and everything in her training compelled her to restrain it and crush it back with the rest of the emotions that could never be allowed to run amok. However hard she tried, she could not block out the perception of Wolff’s presence behind her, as though the man belittled the whole armoury, and she could not regain her equilibrium.

“Where has that urchin gone?” she asked, trying to think of anything but this.

“I don’t care,” Wolff answered. She heard him put down the laser, gently, and Jed leant her bow against the arsenal door. The Shamrock sensed him take a tentative step toward her.

“I didn’t know I had a mind, let alone that it was present.” Wolff was very close now, and Jed felt his breath. She could see him moving his hand toward her, but a shiver still ran down her back when his fingers touched her arm.

The noise of his breathing and the smell of him filled her senses, and the plight of this ship and the galaxy through which it fled became insignificant from this intense perspective. She gripped Wolff’s back, his deep-set, grey eyes fixing upon her. He was not an unattractive man, with his strong, symmetrical features and thin, unsmiling mouth.

Once all the fights in the small, conceited world of some distant ancestor of men, all battles had been for the right to a mate. Jed felt it in herself, and in Wolff, she saw the same ancient victor’s prerogative.

She wanted to rid herself of this feeling, this fiery, irrational part of Jed she’d never considered, the part that was all visceral emotion and instinct. Never before had she fought like this within herself. This was not Equilibrium.

The lighting faltered, and the pitch of the Shamrock’s engine rose a fraction in response to her mind’s revolt.

The cold metal of the bulwark pillar against her back made a stark contrast to Wolff’s fervid warmth as they both fumbled and struggled with an awkward urgency. Lost in the conflict of her own thoughts, the room she’d known all her adult life seemed suddenly alien and unfamiliar, unclear in the heat. All her senses were lensed and focused on his mass against hers, his hot breath on her face and the rub of the stubble on his chin, the press of his lips against her own, the febrile stirring in his loins, and the hot throb of him against her.

“Stop!” Jed fought to lever his body away from hers. “I can’t do this.”

“Yes, you can,” Wolff muttered. “Everyone can do it.”

Jed knew she could stop him if she’d wanted to. The neutron pistol was still holstered at her waist. She could stop him for good. So why didn’t she? She tried to twist her back to ease the pressure of him. “It’s not supposed to feel like this.” This was not what the Code said! Archers didn’t do it. Perhaps Archers couldn’t do it. What if something had been done to her, beyond the reach of memory, to prevent her from doing it?

The feeling was like orbiting a star so close, as she had sometimes done, that she could see the seething forms in the photosphere, filtered through the Shamrock’s senses–awe, wonder, intensity, and something that was almost horror. And when he moved, it stimulated every raw sense Jed and the Shamrock were capable of feeling.

It was with a savage ecstasy, so sharp it was almost an unbearable pain, that she surrendered herself to the conflagration.

 


 

Chapter 10

Aftermath

 

Lost from meaning, and unwhole,

I hesitate to go forth,

In the desolation of my soul,

I cannot find my North.

 

Jed awoke trapped under Wolff’s arm, and for a moment she couldn’t think what had happened and she panicked. Then the disgust at the prior events, unmitigated by conurin as it had been at the time, flooded back as horrified recollection.

She pulled her weight forward on her elbows and tried to move away, but her movements roused him. His arm tensed around her. “Stay,” he pleaded, in a barely audible voice.

Jed’s back was pressed against his chest, which felt hairy and sweaty. What had she done? He’d...stuck himself up her. They’d come back up on to the bridge, then into the sleeping quarters. What had possessed her? The Code... Mathicur... Steel and Flame!

She didn’t want to do it, but she had to look, for she could hardly believe she’d done such a thing herself. She twisted her neck to look over her shoulder. The man looked back at her in the gloom of the sleeping quarters, in her own bed. When he saw her face, he shut his eyes and made an expression so full of regret and loss it frightened Jed because it made her think of something she dared not let herself remember.

She lay back down and pushed her face into the pillow, wishing she could take back what was done, wishing for once that the universe was not of Steel and Flame, that the line connecting cause and consequence could be stretched and broken.

The only thoughts to have crossed her mind, Jed thought, had been of Wolff’s acts of valiance.

At that moment the memories had not occurred to her, say, of his hijack of the Shamrock with Taggart, or how he had made off with her conurin supply as insurance. No, she had thought only of the time he’d saved her back on Satigenaria, how he’d leapt to her side in battle, and how he’d persuaded Taggart to spare her life. But this man, she had seen from the beginning, was a selfish chancer who acted only in the name of his own wellbeing, and somehow conurin and fear had made her forget that. Spare the Archer, spare the ship. The Shamrock was his one reliable mode of transport. Only Jed could pilot it. Wolff’s part in her life stemmed only from his own conceited plight, and the events of last night, well, they had been but mere gratuitous acts of flippancy—to reassure her, or to reassure Wolff, whichever was irrelevant. She had defiled her ship, and she had insulted her heritage.

He shifted, clasping her to him in the half-light of her sleeping quarters.

“Does the Shamrock keep vigil and observe its course?” Lying against him, Jed felt the deep thrum of Wolff’s voice in his larynx.

“It does.”

“Then be still.”

Jed exhaled in a short sigh, settling her head under his chin. She felt the steady rise and fall of his chest, and the regular thump of his heartbeat in syncopation with her own. There was something in Jed that she knew she should neither desire nor welcome, and yet it was there and it was having an effect on her. The primal comfort of knowing she was not alone had been taken from her many years ago, and as an Archer it was her duty to stand apart. All throughout Jed’s life there had been the cold steadfastness of the Universe, the monolith of Physics, unchanging, and somehow empty and oddly disturbing through the years spent in isolation. It was a relief, for once, not to have to face it by herself. In this warmth and unpredictability lay the same wonder in a less sublime beauty. Jed didn’t have to be in awe of Gerald Wolff’s body. His pulse was just a crude mechanical process that supplied oxygen for his physiology, and the infra-red he gave out was just a product of an inefficient metabolism mediated by enzymes needing an inconvenient temperature. He was part of a Universe where not everything was of Steel and Flame, and his closeness made Jed wonder how she’d become so divorced from all that was so natural as the comforts of the biology of her own species.

She tried to stop herself. She was an Archer, and it was not her business to think these things. These feelings were for peasants, not men of the Blood. It was something in the expression he’d made that called up the forbidden memory. She didn’t want the memory, but already she had delved too far and it came and could not be blocked. It was her father, who used to make that expression. She remembered him doing it. There was a long flight of steps up a hill from Jed’s parents’ estate, leading to the ancestral crypts in the side of the mountain, and she used to go there alone sometimes, just to sit and watch the effects of the sun and shadows on the land, and he’d found her there, sitting on a tomb and staring into space, concentrating intensely. He’d made that face of forlorn despair, as though he knew Jed was already lost to him, and nothing he could do, however hard he tried, would make it otherwise.

Already her throat had constricted. She must not think of these things. She forced herself to take regular breaths and concentrated on the Shamrock’s navigational feed. She craved conurin, but she knew to take it in this state of disequilibrium would be to invite disaster.

Wolff’s arm was around Jed’s waist, and he tightened it briefly, but Jed swam against an overwhelming tide. She didn’t want to feel like this, and, in a way, the force of the emotions of the previous night had drowned out the unease. She wanted to understand the affection behind Wolff’s actions, but she could not. Why did she feel so cold inside? Why could she not lower the gate and let him be a part of her, emotionally instead of physically?

“Your...” Jed searched for a polite way of putting it, and couldn’t find one. “...dick is digging in my back.”

Wolff suddenly roared with laughter. “Would you have me dig it somewhere else, then?” He put his weight onto his hands and straightened his arms so he was straddling her with his chest. When Jed looked at him he was grinning like an idiot.

“You are making slime all over everything.” Jed made a dismissive motion toward his loins. “It’s disgusting.”

“Some of the slime’s yours,” Wolff chided. “Surely all this slime is too great in volume to have been made by one man?”

Jed looked him in the face. “Stupid fool,” she said, and looked away, noticing the simple black pattern where his tattoo wrapped around the underside of his arm. “Why have you let someone draw all over you?”

“That?” Wolff leant to his side, and pointed to the image of the snake with its tail in its mouth etched around his bicep, made from a simple pattern of converging and diverging lines. “That’s an ouroboros.” He removed his hand from behind Jed’s back, and sat facing away from her. Another snake stretched down the length of his spine, its hood spreading between his shoulder blades. “That’s a cobra. Rogan copied it from a picture in a book. I did an eagle on him.”

“Why would you allow someone else to make indelible marks on your skin?”

Wolff shrugged, the movement of muscle under skin creating a writhing motion through the snake on his back. “I suppose it’s a bonding thing. We trusted each other not to mess it up.”

His hair had made itself untidy where he’d slept, and Jed reached up and pulled out the tie holding it at the back of his neck. She stroked the patterned image of the snake down the length of his spine. The texture of the skin was unchanged. If she had been unable to see it, she would not have been able to tell the snake was there. “Why did you choose snakes?”

“I don’t know.” Wolff shrugged again. “I just liked how they looked. What would you pick?” He looked different with his hair loose from the way Jed knew him.

“Well, I suppose I would have to pick the insignia of hortica, or the symbol of the Pagan Atheist.” As a punitive brand, Jed thought, for being disloyal to her clan, and for not being of Steel and Flame. She turned away from him, to lie on her side facing the door.

“How about a chimaera?” Wolff suggested. His finger stroked up her nape. “They’ve got bits on the front, haven’t they?”

“Sensory antennae,” Jed corrected.

“And then, it’s got a head, like that. And wings.” He used both hands to describe a delta shape that sent weird sparks racing up the nerves in her flanks toward her spine. “Then the rest is all tail.” With a slow, firm motion, he traced a line down toward her buttocks then began to add on imaginary vanes.

The feelings that had reassured her the previous night returned. This felt right, and even if it wasn’t right, it should be of no consequence. She turned back toward him, pressing her face into his neck and shoulder so he couldn’t look at her. He reached his hand up to her throat and ran his hand down over her larynx and the midline of her ribs, and past her navel, and slid his knee over hers. She tensed without thinking when she felt him sinking into her again, but it was not as uncomfortable as she remembered. All that mattered was this and now—not the Code, and not those who sought her ship. Instinctively she wanted conurin again, wished to lose herself in the intensity of the moment, but again it was unwise, and perhaps it would even offend him. She had never considered the feelings of another above her own, but perhaps Wolff would be affronted by the knowledge that he was better with a concentration-enhancing drug.

He reached his arm under her neck, his hand spreading on her back. His other hand was wedged between his groin and hers, and when he moved he started up strange electrical throbbings chasing down her back and up the insides of her thighs, which became more and more intense, until every nerve in her sang like a tuning fork. A hissing wall of deafness blocked her ears, and she felt as the Shamrock did as it chased ever faster toward the fabled limits of physics—the speed of light—just before the chimaera drive would engage and take it through the upswing, the thunderous crescendo as the Alcubierre wave broke. The Shamrock’s navigational data suddenly came to her—the center of the galaxy many light years away—and for an instant she saw it, and she remembered what lay there, and it was fear and horror and delight and anticipation all at once, and her sight blurred and insane sensation exploded through her. She dug her fingers hard into Wolff’s back, gripping his hips with her knees, as every muscle in her body tensed. “Steel and Flame,” she managed to grunt through the rictus that had forced itself on her face.

Wolff’s pace slackened, his face contorting into a combination of pain and foolishness, comical, almost childish, and he grabbed at her and redoubled his momentum as he crested the glory tide. Jed’s unease and disequilibrium was again washed away by the intensity of the moment.

Wolff collapsed against her, sated. Jed twisted in his grip, sweat thick on her back and sides beneath his hands. She wanted to eat, and it was a natural hunger for a solid feeling inside, not a craving through unnatural habit. “We should rise now.”

“In a moment.”

For the time being, Jed surrendered herself to inaction, unheeding of any memory of her training or the ship’s input. She ran her hands through Wolff’s long hair, breathing deep and saturating herself with the rich scent of his body.

Wolff stroked her hair back, running his fingers along the solid edge of her interface band. As he touched the metal on her brow, she saw the puzzlement in his face, and felt him grip its edge between finger and thumb—felt the sudden experimental tug. Fear came upon her—an abrupt feeling of things escalating beyond control and rearing up above her. “Do not put your fingers there!” she cried out, and lunged, snapping at his hand with her teeth. Wolff retracted his hand fast, and the instant evaporated.

An awkward distrust descended on both of them. It was as though something had come between them, and reminded both they were separate creatures. The Code of the Archers and Jed’s training flashed before her, and she imagined something comparable paid homage to Wolff’s memories.

Jed realised she did want him back, wanted to recapture what had made its precipitate departure, but he’d frightened her, and for a moment she wasn’t sure. Her hand tried to find his, and she opened her mouth to say something.

A loud scraping sound came from somewhere in the vicinity outside the door. Jed tensed. “That is your urchin,” said she. “Get rid of it.”

The scratching sound came again.

“Go away, Arrol!” Wolff shouted at the door. His arms were rigid, and Jed knew that his fear was her desire, that they would part and forget this situation, in word and deed if not in thought, and eliminate any chance of reoccurrence.

Another scratch, and morran mutterings emanated from the door. With an expletive, Wolff disentangled himself, made a halfhearted attempt at dressing while the interruptions continued, and opened the door. “What is it?” Jed heard him demanding. “No, you may not come in here. What do you want?” The man sighed then followed Rh’Arrol out into the corridor.

Jed shut the door behind him with a thought.

For about a quarter of an hour she remained, but Wolff did not return, and nothing of the Shamrock’s feedback disturbed her.

Eventually she rose and ate bread and dried fruit, and more than she could remember having eaten before at any one time. In the shower she locked the door, but she left the neutron gun lying on the polished obsidian-topped table at the foot of the bed. She tarried there longer than she would normally, letting the hot water cascade over her skin, her mind wandering among myriad small matters and unable to settle.

When she emerged from the sleeping chamber, Wolff wasn’t on the bridge. The Shamrock told her he’d gone down to the armoury with Rh’Arrol. Instead of pursuing him, she went down into the lower levels through the access port in the sleeping chamber, and from here descended into the dissection room.

She sat against the wall in the wavering aquamarine light, and watched the chimaera drifting in their bays. She picked up some tools and tried to work on one of the unprepared ones, but she couldn’t divert her line of thought. If only she hadn’t made the connection between Wolff and her father, she thought as she hacked at the chimaera’s antenna, this would have remained forgotten.

She threw down the scalpel so hard it bounced on the dissection table and fell on the floor. She raised her hands to her face and stared at the chimaera in disgusted recognition, at what she had done to a living creature capable of suffering. She leant against the wall, her knees slowly collapsing in a descent to the floor. She shut her eyes and put her hands over her ears, but the flashback was already in motion, and it was as in a dream, when Jed could close her eyes but the inevitable sequence would continue to play out.

She remembered the violence of her origins—the time when the ship had come for her, with vivid clarity how she’d lain that night, for some reason unable to sleep, and staring into the mysticism of the open sky through the wide window. The breeze had breathed into that room, bringing the scents of the balmy night with them and playing with the voile curtains. The blank silver orb of the alpha-moon had risen, and Jed felt its watery light, and the touch of the air on her hair and face. To perceive the delicacies of this world with these five senses, before she had known the forced starkness conurin could lend her.

She recalled the commotion and clamour down in the rooms below, standing on the top stair on the dark landing and trying to see what was afoot—her father down there, resisting the intruder. His shoulders blocked the doorway, something about a ship outside. Jed not understanding, but feeling, knowing, that it had something to do with the steely gaze and quick reflexes she’d inherited from him, something that had always set her apart from the other children of this land, something that filled both her parents with sorrowful anticipation. As he turned away from a shadowy figure, whose stare locked on Jed’s, he caught sight of her standing up there. “Jed!” he shouted, his eyes and voice setting off her instinctive alarm in the way every child picks up urgent danger vibes from its parents. At that instant, the gun in the intruder’s hand sounded a muffled thud, and he fell, not as if he’d passed out, but as if every muscle in his body had involuntarily relaxed. The stranger was in the hallway and advancing up the stairs, her feral eyes boring straight through Jed, looking too much like a part of the sky and the stars to be here in the no-nonsense house Jed had known all her life. She feared this strange, stormy female who came for her like some ancient legend, but she was petrified on the stair by what had happened to her father, and by a strange, compelling recognition of the aggressor.

As she’d been dragged past her father’s inert form, she’d at first thought him dead, but later she’d figured out he was more likely stunned. As a male homozygous for the Blood genes with a Blood wife he was too valuable alive. Perhaps they’d had more children, and their daughters were among the stars as apprentices. Perhaps they’d had daughters before Jed, and they’d been taken. She would never know. In the early stages of her training she’d spent hours wondering, imagining, if there had been others. The Archers always got word. The Archers always snatched their victims at a young age. Even if the parents hid their prodigal children in remote parts of the galaxy as hers had tried, the computers would know, and the computers would talk, and the Archers would still be lurking like shadows in the background, demon vultures waiting for the time. The life of the Archers was one of birth, not of choice.

Outside Jed had taken her last look at what she was to look back upon as normality. The moonlit garden, with its stone walls and statues, appeared as a great tract of fossilised landscape. And the otherworldly, spiny, dart-like body of the huge ship parked on the hill...

In many ways it had seemed to Jed as though she had fallen into a nightmare and had still not awoken.

Jed had first learnt two things about the Archers. Firstly, that they were incapable of reproduction, and secondly that their lifespan was bounded by their addiction. After about a hundred years or so, long before the two-hundred year expectancy of a man of the Blood, a combination of conurin abuse and loneliness would drive them mad. Jed had heard tales of insane Archers breaking loose in stations and killing scores of men before someone managed to finish them off, and of ships discovered in the Outer Reaches by bounty seekers, their lone occupants found frozen in an airless, icy rigor mortis, the atmosphere jettisoned. Those Archers had stopped eating, stopped living. Jed feared this, and doubly so because she related to their situation, understood how one’s mind could go around in solitary, futile circles so many times one might buckle under the monotony, lose the will to go on, and how the oblivious darkness which lay beyond this world of Steel and Flame might beckon.

Mathicur had not been of entirely solid sanity, and Jed had not been her first apprentice. Jed still had scars on her thighs and buttocks left from brutal lashings. Mathicur had never hit her about the head or arms or abdomen where it could have done serious harm, but she remembered being held down by the neck and screaming for it to stop as Mathicur took too much relish in her punishment. The beatings were always for disobedience, and the disobedience always stemmed from fear or simply being incapable of the task Mathicur had set her. Mathicur could have maimed or killed her, and no justice would have been done. She imagined many older Archers had killed their apprentices through frustration, or simply venting the acrimonious, pent-up anger their own training had left on them.

And soon, Jed would be expected to exact her right as an Archer and inflict this same cruelty over a child feeling the same terror as she had. If she didn’t seek out an apprentice herself, Mathicur would find her and make sure of it. It was every Archer’s obligation to perpetuate her own clan.

The time was high, and Jed had even quizzed the computers of the last several settled systems she’d visited. There had even been one on the Satigenaria circumfercirc, a girl of eight from mixed hortica and insectidae bloodlines, whom Jed knew she had a rightful claim to, but she had held back. She had thought, hoped, that perhaps the girl would remain unnoticed, that she might be missed and go free. After all, there must be some the Archers missed. What had happened to the child? It was unlikely the computers would have allowed her to perish in the disaster.

Mathicur was a vicious bully, but she was the only person who could and would protect Jed if a senior Archer of another clan attacked her, and it was she who commanded Jed’s utmost respect. Mathicur would be disappointed if an apprentice of hers did not in turn take an apprentice, and disgusted if she were ever to find out what had happened here on Jed’s own ship—how she’d let herself be literally tied up through not being vigilant enough, and how she’d let Wolff take pleasure from her, and in turn and perhaps more shamefully, she had taken pleasure from him.

Gerald Wolff was not a contingency the Code made allowances for, but Wolff had touched the original Jed, the part of her she’d thought long stifled beneath her training. He’d opened her mind to compassion, and shown her an empathy too long missed—the Jed who trusted without question, who loved without reason. Now Jed saw.

She looked wistfully up at the chimaera suspended in the bubbling water. She wrapped her arms around her knees, just as she had crouched in a place very much like this on her first night on the Agrimony. She had felt consumed by her own misery, and Mathicur had found her there and told her that in the real world, people had not the time to be miserable. She wanted so much to unburden all this suffering, to tell Wolff about the pain still haunting her. She felt so sure he would understand, but that would be weak, and Jed wasn’t sure she could distance herself from her pride enough to be able to expose herself to him at that extent. Now she saw why she and Mathicur clung to the Code so tightly. It was reassurance, something to believe in that nobody could disprove or argue against. It was the one standard, stationary reference point in a universe of whirling light and confusing colour, filled with injustice and suffering. It was something to cling to in times of crisis and despondency. The seat of the god, be it Steel and Flame, or the Code, or some other tenet, was in the self-aware mind. It was none other than the essence of consciousness itself, and its manifestation was in the creation and ingenuity of Mankind.

And Wolff—although he perhaps wasn’t the hedonistic and secretive villain Jed had leapt to conclusions of—still withheld something, she was sure of it. He’d tried to delude her, perhaps because he’d done something else she wouldn’t approve of that hadn’t yet come to light, or maybe because of some knowledge of what Taggart was after, or some closer connection with Taggart than he cared to admit.

Jed tried to reassure herself that whatever it was Wolff was concealing, it didn’t pose a threat to her, but bacteria had a habit of multiplying and holes had a habit of growing larger, and the insecurity wouldn’t go away.

The dissection room was full of dead things, things that had never really been alive. She stood and set her foot to the ladder out, her hand already reaching into her pouch for a cube of conurin.

 


 

Chapter 11

Tweedledee

 

What’s freedom, but a state of mind,

And confinement just the same,

Sight is not missed by those born blind,

But blinding drives a man insane.

 

“Who did it? Who opened fire upon the Archer’s ship?”

Taggart stood on the podium in the center of the Bellwether’s bridge, his officers watching him uneasily.

“It was Collins,” a women ventured in a small voice. She hung her heads.

“Collins? Where is he? He is not here! Find him, now!”

Several people hurried toward the exit at the back of the room. They broke into a commotion when someone tried to pass through them.

Winters had entered, grasping between him a figure by its arms. At first glance, one might have thought him Sundered, as Taggart was, but Taggart could tell he was one of the overlords of the Galactics’ caste system, although it was not from the state of his apparel. His tunic was torn, and his face stained with ash and dried blood. Beaded sweat stood out around his widow’s peak, but he managed to raise his head enough to flash a venomous leer at Taggart. Here was a conceited half-man who thought himself whole.

“This Insular says—” Winters’ left half said, then his right half immediately completed the sentence, “—he is the Castellan Viprion.”

Taggart stared at the man. “Downstairs, to the cells, take him!”

Winters turned the castellan about smartly and dragged him back the way they’d come.

“And you others, get out!” Taggart shouted at the remaining pairs on the bridge. “I don’t want to see anyone until you Collins bring me!”

As soon as the last of them had gone, Taggart held onto the edge of the console podium and lowered himself onto the floor. He sat on the step and took deep breaths. That fool Collins had nearly destroyed everything they’d fought for. He would pay for it. And the castellan, he had failed, and he would die for his failure, the loathsome Insular aristocrat. Taggart fought back a paroxysm of temper. Yet the sight of the half-man, the enemy of his race, had brought ideas to his mind he dared not consider. Viprion's people were born Sundered.

They had been staring at him again.

Whenever Taggart walked among the others, he felt their eyes upon him. Winters said he was being paranoid, but Taggart was no fool. He knew how cripples were looked upon. He knew how he would have looked at a cripple, a half-man, before. One pitied a cripple, compelled to stare, and at the same time thanked fortune one was not in the same position.

Last night Taggart had a dream, and in it he had been incomplete. It troubled him greatly.

These days Taggart could not stand company and the weight of others’ attention, but solitude was maddening, driving him inevitably into circles of guilty anger. How much longer would he be in this state? How much longer could he cope? That awful feeling of rising panic he used to get when he tried to reason with himself or work something out, the very essence of insanity, strained him to his limits every day. Taggarts had been an inspiring and voluble orator when he’d been whole, but now he could hardly express himself at all. The frustration of not being able to convey information and ideas was bad enough, but the small things caused Taggart the most despair and exasperation. Not being able to lift certain things, not being able to wash his back in the shower. The anger he felt at his own unsatisfying inadequacy, the pathos of being unable to do things mere children were capable of.

A loud crash sounded from outside, and Winters burst onto the bridge.

Taggart leapt to his feet. “What?” he roared.

Winters’s faces were flustered, and when he spoke he opened his mouths in synchrony, with identical expression as though a mirror plane separated the two of him. “A ship.” The voice was a chorus of despondency. “There’s a ship—caught up. They’ve found something.”

Taggart held that gaze that told all for a moment then the spirit that had carried him through the past few weeks collapsed. He searched frantically for something within himself, perhaps some instinct or long-forgotten knowledge, that might provide an answer. There was nothing, not even emotion. A numb absence suffused his being. His eyes moved in a desultory manner, scanning the real, solid objects on the bridge that took on false dimension in their ridiculous mediocrity. When he looked up, Winters still waited there. “There can be no mistake?”

The men paused before resuming speech in the usual manner, staccato bursts, one speaking while the other assembled the next sentence fragment. “You must come—”

“—To identify—”

“—The remains.”

Taggart stuttered out a long expletive, and flung a drinking vessel at the wall. Water splattered the floor. He threw himself back down where he’d been sitting.

“Taggarts, this must—be done.” Winters approached and pulled him up by the elbows. “You have your public image—to think of now.”

The taller men frog-marched him into the corridor. Taggart didn’t lash out or resist—he was beyond that now.

Those in the corridors stared, and Taggart thought he could sense a subtle change in their demeanour. Already rumours of their leader’s dismemberment must have leaked and spread. All the time Taggart was somnambulating between Winters, lost in a hazy bewilderment, staring ahead—a men half-dead.

Winters snapped his card down the access panel of the morgue door. A click announced its unlocking, and the men set his free hands to it. The door opened vertically across the middle to a shaft of stark artificial light. As Winters pulled him in, it was as though he saw the mortuary through a dream, hazed-over in places but lucid in others in the glaring light and clinically spartan fixtures and fittings.

A tall women in labcoats awaited them, and she turned both faces upon Taggart with that same pitiful expression. Taggart scowled at her, and at the somehow inhuman shape lying on the table, draped with a sheet as colourless white as death itself.

Taggart’s head swam a little. An unwholesome miasma hung about the room, one that he couldn’t assign to a particular element or odour, but that seemed to present itself as a gestalt of numerous ineffable unpleasantries.

Winters’s grasp loosened on Taggart’s arms, but the men seemed to notice the slackness of his charge’s legs. He supported Taggart while he fetched a chair.

“With your permission, sir.”

Taggart slowly took hold of the arms of the chair Winters had fetched and nodded his head once. Before Drs Falcons had but touched the sheet, he knew deep within himself it was over, and he had indeed perished somewhere out there, away from his people and all help.

Falcons removed the sheet from the body’s head and shoulders. What had looked inhuman covered neither looked particularly human unveiled—the skin discoloured, the flesh bloated. The eyes had sunk into the face and the features had become disfigured by the freezing in the void and rethawing after the body had been found by one of the Bellwether’s followers. When Taggart moved closer, he saw blood upon the lips and around the nostrils, and a deep, uneven groove across the throat, most probably the cause of death. The skin of the face had lost its structure where the blood had frozen in its vessels.

Despite all the damage and abuse it had suffered, the unnatural object lying on the metal table like so much flabby and expired meat was, undeniably, Taggart. He stood there looking down on the macabre spectacle of his own mutilated physiognomy, and it filled him with the kind of despair of knowing he’d gone too far this time. There could be no undoing of this final catastrophe.

“The device?” he managed to say.

“Missing,” said Falcons.

A dull, glucking noise rose in Taggart’s throat. The air in the room seemed to grow ever more thick and oppressive.

“Taggarts?” Winters voice sounded distant and distorted.

“Taggarts—” Taggart’s voice broke off as he struggled to muster speech. “Taggarts am I no longer,” said he, and followed with a long pause. “Hereon I am Taggart the Sundered.”

“Do you—want to—stay?” Falcons asked.

“No.” Taggart turned away, his heart palpitating and his head spinning. He felt the change in air as she threw the sheet back over the body. A foul smell wafted up Taggart’s nostrils, and a thick, putrid taste filled his mouth. The starkness of the light blanched the colour from everything. Winters was a spectre of pale foreboding grey, and Falcons a nondescript and glaring white. The room lurched as it came up to meet his knees, and distantly, he felt hands trying to arrest his fall.

He came around in the peace of his cabin. The dim blue glow of the desk lamp percolated into his senses.

For a moment he exhorted himself into believing it was otherwise, and that he would look about to find himself whole, and that he lay on his so-familiar bed with his full complement of four arms and four legs, and two heads. He scoured his memory of the past month in search of something to suggest the whole enterprise of the device and its being lost, and the steps taken to recover it had all been some hideous illogical dream. But he found none, and all his memories seemed congruent, and when he cast about his bed he found nothing save a medical device plugged into a wall socket, whose creeper-like tendrils reached down the collar of his unfastened shirt to monitor his life signs.

Taggart pulled the medical kit away and threw the wires against the wall.

“Hello, Marcus.” The voice came from close by, soft and consoling.

Taggart turned his head to see a women, a little overweight and with immaculately pinned-back light brown hair, sitting at his bedside. She wore a medic’s uniforms—dark blue tunics over white shirts and tight-fitting black trousers, a stethoscope draped round one neck. Something about the way she sat so uncomfortably close together made him look again. She was deformed. Sisters Dales, one of the Bellwether’s nurse staff, had been born conjoined at the waist and with only three legs, and the surgeons had never rectified her because some of her internal organs were missing, and the risks outweighed the benefits.

He scowled. He could see in an instant why she’d been stationed to watch him. However altruistic Winters’s intentions had been, Dales’s presence only compounded Taggart’s misery. Taggarts had liked Dales. Although she was disabled, he was neither particular nor easily disgusted. She was, now, more able-bodied than he would ever be again. When he looked at her now, he did not notice how obstructed two of her arms were by the enforced proximity of her bodies, or recall her awkward three-legged gait that he would have before he had been Sundered. He noticed only the comfortable equanimity to her person, the air of a whole individual at one with the Universe. If anything, her disability only seemed to make her more complete, not a persons who could lose part of herself. A quotation remembered from some distant lecture as a children sprang to his mind. In the valley of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.

“You remember me—don’t you Taggarts?—They asked me to watch you.”

“Segregate the cripples they are,” said Taggart, then cried out in frustration at his inability to even construct a simple sentence.

She put her rightmost hand on his left. “This will get easier with time,” she said.

“What do you know?” Taggart snarled, but he knew she did know. The Bellwether was not Dales’s first post. She’d worked previously as a medic back on Reeshevern, and she must have dealt with the victims of the invaders’ torture. This women had no doubt seen horrors, persons Sundered completely as Taggarts had been, and probably even worse.

Taggart’s left component had been the negotiator and the conversational initiator, and now when it came to relaying his feelings to a female, there was just frustration and irresolution. He looked at Dales, and craved sensation of genuine physical substance, and riddance of this disembodied feeling of the world being made of textureless static, and moreover, he had to know he was still physically capable of sex.

As Dales was reaching across him for the medical kit, Taggart let out a bestial snarl and pulled her down by the wrist. Dales pulled back, and consternation broke out on her faces as she saw the rising lump in his trousers. “Now—is not the time!” 

“Yes is it,” Taggart growled. He pulled her back down and butted himself against her thigh. Dales shuddered.

“Taggart, this isn’t right.”

“What would be right? Should I were to be buried still half undead? Would you deny a dead men his final wish?” Taggart grimaced, gripping her wrist and thrusting with his loins. He struggled to undo his trousers with his free hand. He didn’t have enough hands. If he couldn’t do this, he was something beneath a men. He had to know!

Dales watched him swearing and fighting with his clothing, and her resolve seemed to soften. Crossing over her lefter-right and righter-left hands, she assisted him. Taggart moved desperately, encumbered by his lack of hands and Dales’s immobility about the waists. He didn’t know where to put himself.

Dales moved closer, connecting most with her right side. Penetration was a struggle, and he couldn’t get into any sort of rhythm. He grated against Dales like a boat run aground in the shallows. Why did she have to be so damned unresponsive? Taggart grunted and lurched in frustration, but it was all horribly stiff and uncoordinated, and when he looked to Dales’s faces her right-hand side was contorted into a rictus of revulsion, eyes squeezed shut and teeth bared, while her other face stared wide-eyed and expressionless at the ceiling, as though in some sort of shocked trance. Taggart stopped struggling.

“I can’t do this, Taggart,” said Dales, and a tear rolled down one of her cheeks and fell on his shoulder. “It’s not natural.—It’s obscene.”

Dales tore herself away, staggering on the floor as she came off the bed and trying to rearrange her uniforms.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “It’s not right.”

She turned and stomped to the door, the irregular thump of her footfall dying away down the corridor.

Taggart lay where she had left him, in a pathetic sprawl. Did his level of disability prohibit even this, the most natural act?

He had never seen anyone make two so disparate expressions at once, and it chilled him. There was something disturbing in it.

It was his fault. He felt disgusted at himself—he was disgusting, and he must have made Dales feel disgusting as well, forcing her to let him do that to her. He’d thought he was disgusting when he’d done it with her before, harbouring a secret guilt that it was somehow perverse. That was nothing compared to this. More so, he felt self-hatred and frustration. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t physically perform the act of mating. It had to be done in tandem, with his left-hand component to provide a rhythmic stimulus, otherwise it just would not work at all.

Taggart sat up and tried to put his trousers back on. He couldn’t do the fastenings, and finished by throwing the trousers at the wall and yelling. His emotions died away quickly, leaving a gulf like the one he’d encountered on being informed of his death—this gulf was final. It was an emptiness marking the end of the line, from which there could only be one escape. He couldn’t even masturbate in his crippled isolation. There was nothing else he could do to save himself from here.

He walked from his sleeping quarters into the washroom.

Taggart looked at his sundered reflection in the mirror. With the light behind him in the doorway, his face appeared aged by the torments of stress and insomnia, the eyes sunken beneath heavy brows. His hair hung over his forehead in greasy curls and his remaining face was stubbled and scarred with fumbled attempts at shaving. His shirt hung open, torn at the fastenings where he’d lost his temper with it, and the skin it revealed was sallow and hairy, like that of his dead body, an image now so firmly imprinted upon his memory he knew it would haunt him for the remainder of his life. His imagination mutilated the face in the mirror to that of the corpse.

Taggart seized the razor from the nail on which it hung. Now he would cut himself with it for the final time. His hands shook as he prised the blade from its mounting, but he felt nothing, only emptiness and cold logic.

The half of Taggarts which remained, the right-hand component, had always been the weaker side. Some people were ambipartite with equal bias, but most, as he had been, were of two complementary halves of slight difference. Taggart’s left-hand half had been the more wayward, the one inclined to action without thought, and the better speaker. The left-hand half had been he who had to take the device and go after the Archer’s ship, and now the mission had truly failed.

What use was Taggart now? He was but a shadow, an undead remnant not quite yet departed. He could do no further good for the cause, and his presence as a Sundered would be a source of despair and pessimism for the crew of the Bellwether. From hereon, he could never truly live. He would always be half-dead, incapable of any real feeling or action. He could not lead this mission on now.

He pressed the flat of the blade to his throat, and its cold, hard edge seemed more real than anything else in the foggy gloom his perception had become. One smooth movement like so, with the blade angled downward, and the blood supply to his brain would be severed and he’d expire as quickly as he had in the phantom half-existence he’d eked out alongside that bizarre Insular Gerald Wolff. Then would come the final, eternal, dream, and release.

The thought of his own death beyond the scope of his own senses, the circumstances of which he would never know, made him shudder. The blade grated against his skin.

He could do it. He could.

But what of the dreams? What of the dream he’d had the night before, in which he’d been incomplete? What if the eternal dream was that?

This was not the way. This was a coward’s exit.

A knock on the door. “Taggart?” queried Winters.

Taggart’s fingers slipped, and the blade fell to the floor. A key grated in the lock. “What have you been doing?” Winters asked, seeing Taggart as he entered. “Dales is worried about you.” He started trying to do up the fastenings on Taggart’s shirt.

Taggart slapped his hands away. “Stop it, Winters!”

“You can’t go about—like this anymore.—It doesn’t help their morale!”

“It’s humiliating!” Taggart shouted.

“You’re going to have to accept—that you can’t manage independently.” Winters’s right half reached into his pocket and withdrew a paper sachet. “Dales told me to give you this.”

“What is it?” Taggart demanded. Winters had already set to work, with one half tearing open the sachet and pouring it into a mug while the other filled the kettle and set it to boil.

“It’s just herbs and vitamins—and that sort of thing.”

Taggart knew Winters was lying, but he sat on the bed and drank the hot solution Winters presented to him. Soon after he’d finished it, things became indistinct.

Winters was leaning over his face, gazing at Taggart intently. “What do you think they would all do—if you weren’t here to guide them?—We’d be lost—lost to those Insulars.—There’d be no hope.—Not all is lost.—So stop wallowing in it and start using it to your advantage.”

The spectre that was Taggart, and Taggart under the influence of a sedative, could not think as quickly as Taggarts had been able to, but it was fathomable that the device still existed, and there remained this hope. The cause was not yet quite lost, and Taggart could not abandon this mission while the possibility still lived in his mind.

“The fool’s crisis is the maven’s opportunity,” Winters said. “You may think you are now hopelessly disabled—and can no longer inspire those who follow you.—But look at it a different way.—The Insulars did this to you. You’re a martyr.—We’ve been coming apart at the seams of late—and a sympathy vote might be what could pull us back together.”

“What about Gerald Wolff?”

“What about Gerald Wolff?”

What, indeed, about Gerald Wolff? A moronic oaf. Taggart scowled. Yes, he had been quite sure of Wolff’s ambitions when he decided the risk of bringing him was worth taking. If the man had had any motivation, he might have been considered useful by his own Insular society. He had ability beyond reason, the kind of individual who would break into a high-security bank for a few credits to buy his lunch, and leave the rest, claiming he had no use for it—a braggart filled with arrogant showmanship and folly.

Taggarts’s right-hand component had seen little of Gerald Wolff in person, since it was to be his left-hand component that eventually was to go on that fated journey with him, and the man would have noticed the discrepancy between the dextrous hands of Taggarts’s two components, and perhaps even the minor differences in confidence and loquacity. The man was devious, sardonic and impious, and had a propensity for making two-faced remarks. Sometimes Taggarts had seen him, plotting and scheming away in silence, his chin cupped in his hand. He could have been very dangerous indeed, had he wanted to be. Taggart’s thoughts were out there in the void, with Wolff, wherever he might be now, and the mystery he would never know, of what had happened aboard the Archer vessel Wolff had no doubt so skilfully run down with his accursed affinity for computers. Could it have been Wolff’s hand on the blade that slit Taggart’s throat?

One person, one Insular, might know the answer.

“The Castellan Viprion,” he said, as though thinking aloud might assist a men with only one brain.

 


 

Chapter 12

Arithmetic

 

Speak to me of honour, noble knave,

And a thousand dishonours I’ll you show,

Tell me the righteousness of master and slave,

When nothing is right that I know

 

Half of the psychologist sat on a sofa only wide enough to accommodate one backside. His other half was behind a screen toward the back of the room.

He leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Why don’t we discuss the options you’ve got?”

“Why not you up shut and fuck off?” Taggart said. He lay on a sofa opposite, his back against the corner formed by the back and seat. His shirt was on inside out and only the third and fourth buttons were fastened, into the fourth and fifth buttonholes. He didn’t have any shoes or socks on and his trousers were undone.

“Taggart, you cannot move forward until you have put this behind you.”

“How are you to help? Winters sends you in here, and you sit there with half of you hidden, like I’m talking to some stinking Insular? Is that supposed to make me feel better, is it?”

“I just want you to listen to what I’m going to say.”

“Then hurry up and say it!”

The man sighed and leant back on his seat. “Some limited success has been achieved—”

“—in the past—” said the psychiatrist’s voice from behind the screen.

“—by two sundered persons in a cohabiting situation.”

Taggart sat up. “I’m not having someone else in here, following me around! Having half of someone else, you think, can make up for not having a whole of myself?”

The man raised his palms toward Taggart in a consoling manner. “Of course not, but it does mean you can manage better—help each other—with the physical side of things.”

“Two halves do not make a whole,” Taggart said through gritted teeth.

“Of course they do not, and to treat this situation as though it could be solved by something as crude as simple arithmetic would be naïve. But—as I said—success has been achieved this way in the past. I can give you some—experimental data—and reports on the success rates and the selection criteria, if you wish, but you can’t dismiss the option without—at least—attempting it first.”

Taggart said nothing. He remained motionless.

“You are still the same person.”

“I am not!” Taggart’s answer came out as a roar, and the psychiatrist flinched in his chair. “It will never be right! Whenever I go to a public place, people there will see. They will see a Sundered men, pretending to be whole! Your words nothing give me! I see that you useless are! Get out and leave me in peace!”

The psychiatrist stood and gathered up the things he’d put on the table. “Taggart, if you are to have any life at all—you must put from your mind all pretensions—of you ever attaining a state of normality again.”

“Just shut up and fuck off.” Taggart glared at the floor until the psychiatrist turned his back and headed for the door. “And get Winters back in here. I want to know where that treacherous turd factory Collins has gone.”

* * * *

Samuel Collins made an unimpressive pair. The short men stood before Taggart’s podium, his dense blond hair hanging in dishevelled forelocks over his lopsided spectacles and his hands fidgeting with the fastenings of the identical shirts over his bloated waists.

“Explain yourself, Collins.” Taggart drummed petulant fingers on the polished wooden surface of the console.

“My actions—were in honest attempt—to prevent the loss of the Archer’s ship.”

“Your actions,” Taggart replied, “would have ensured the destruction of that ship, and everything on it, had the missile you fired hit it.”

“But what if the weapon should—fall into enemy hands?—Surely that risk is not worth taking.”

“I the commands give, Collins, not you! If enemies of ours did use the detonator, the result would be the same! We lose nothing if it is kept safe—everything if we destroy it or permit our enemies to destroy it!”

Collins jerked his other head round to face Taggart. “With all due respect, Taggarts—I think you too hasty—in your adamance of the use of this—” Collins switched mouths with a pause of unusual length. “—weapon.”

In Taggart’s peripheral vision, Winters stiffened and turned both heads toward Collins.

“A drastic situation requires drastic measures, think you not?”

“Taggarts, I beseech you!—Billions upon billions will die—if you resort to using this weapon. It cannot be—a rational option!”

“None will die as a direct consequence of its use.” Taggart narrowed his eyes.

“It will be the beginnings—of the Dark Ages!—The undoing of all civilisation.—It will take—a million years—for the human race to regain modern levels of technology. When they do—they’ll be separate species! They’ll—most likely—wage galactic warfare among themselves!”

“Then so let it be,” Taggart growled. “If a Dark Age what takes it to nullify them forever.”

“But perhaps there is—another way. Surely some compromise—could be agreed upon. By all means—threaten the Galactics with the device—but consider what is at stake. Surely the use—of the device—should be consigned to a final resort. For sure in its design—here is a weapon of ransom or desperation—and not a weapon to be deployed.”

“Our grandfathers, and their grandfathers before them, and grandfathers of them as well, spent their lives fruitlessly so that we might have this chance. When hay-day is here, must we take their legacy into our hands own. You have the insolence, the lack of respect, to defile the memory of your ancestors so? The centuries they spent insinuating their subtle defenses, so that the day would come when their unworthy descendants would finally be able to end the Galactics’ tyranny? Destruction rides on their ships, in their machines. They carry it on their clothing. It is in the very air that they breathe. This is no weapon, but the ultimate rite of cleansing. Surely you would not deny our ancestors their due?”

“To hold in one’s hand—the device—is to forsake all civilisation, and I think not that you, Taggarts, honourable and fine men—that you are—have the right to make that judgment. That decision lies in the hands of no people.”

Taggart raised his eyebrows. “You feign ignorance, Collins? ’Tis understandable, is it, that a cripple be treated whole out of pity?” He roared the last word, slamming his fist upon the console where he stood.

In sudden quiet, Taggart was conscious of his own dishevelled presentation. Stains and encrusted food from the morning’s meal covered his clothing, and fastenings on his garments were undone. Taggart himself was aware of the rank odour of urine his motion created. “Look, why not, upon Taggart the Sundered, and laugh in relief that he be not you!”

Taggart raised his hands to the ceiling. The people in the room stood about in a dreading silence, none of them with any apparent solution. They looked at Taggart, he thought, as though he was making an embarrassment of himself. Sheep, the lot of them. The flock of the Bellwether.

Taggart sat, slowly. “Collins,” he said at length. “Collins, what you say amounts to treason.”

“It does not!” Collins protested in synchrony. “I merely ask—that you perhaps reconsider—with less haste!”

“Whatever your intentions, for your doubt shall you pay. Take this men to the medical bay and gelded have him.”

Collins’s eyes bulged. “Taggarts, I did not mean—”

Taggart waved a hand. “Take him away.”

Collins resisted the guards who seized him by the elbows. “Taggarts, this is not like you. Please reconsider. I take back—my suggestion. It was ill advised.”

“Indeed it was, and that ill-advisedness would be better not perpetuated, do not you agree? And I thus prevent you from passing on your unfortunate doubtful genetics onto any potential progeny, Messrs. Samuel Collins.”

A fire rose in Collins’s eyes. “Sundered bastard! Crippled fool, venting your hatred—on others!”

“Wait,” said Taggart, a smile of faint malice tainting his lips. “Castrate the right-hand component only. Leave the other half entire.”

Collins stopped struggling in shock, and a faint whimper escaped him. Taggart relished his terror, saw in his eyes the fear of what he was to become—a men factionated by incongruous drive and emotion between his components, forever in an impotent limbo.

Taggart gave a violent one-handed flourish, and the guards spun Collins about and hauled him away. He made a strangulated noise in the corridor.

Winters moved in to flank Taggart. “What now?” he said in a low voice.

“We cannot afford to lose the Archer vessel.”

“It looks as though we already have, and behaving in this way will not help morale.”

“Winters, when I want your opinion, I ask for it will. The Insulars’ governor, he knows something of the vagaries of these freaks. He has studied them, or some such lunacy. Where is he?”

“Incarcerated, as you ordered.”

“Then take me to him.”

* * * *

The Insular sat on an empty bench in the unfurnished cell, his back against the wall and his legs stretched out in front of him. He did not rise when Taggart entered.

“Well, castellan,” Taggart said, forcing as much hatred and derision into the word as he could muster.

“Carck-Westmath was destroyed in the attack of the Satigenarian Circumfercirc. Castellan I am no longer.”

Taggart’s mind wandered. So there existed these strange men, alone from birth, not Sundered for they never had been whole. He shuddered at the thought of him being anything like them, but there was a comfort of sorts, albeit a disgusting one, in knowing they existed in such a way, a reassurance of solidarity. With a hating irony, Taggart wondered if, Sundered as he was, he could be accepted as one of Viprion’s kind, and could he perhaps even have an Insular relationship with a single Insular woman.

“What are you thinking, Taggart?” Viprion smiled unpleasantly. “I came aboard this ship not entirely sure what I was dealing with, but now I think I know who you are and where you are from. It would seem you yourself are no longer so different to us. Do you detest us so much now, knowing that you are as one of us?”

Taggart bared his teeth and did not take his eyes away from Viprion. “Winters, leave us.”

Winters looked at Taggart then at himself, and turned, leaving the cell.

When he had gone, Taggart lowered his face to Viprion’s level. “Every minute I spend as a Sundered, my hatred of your people and their wretched lives grows. Dirty and unnatural you are. You cannot love, and because you are incomplete, you destroy everything! Your essence is unbalanced!”

“Love? It would seem your society is obsessed with fornication.” A mockery of a smile hinted upon Viprion’s lips. “But then again, you do not know computers.”

“Sex is natural! Bondage—to drugs and machines—is not!”

“Very well, as you wish. After all, it is too much to expect savages to appreciate finer things.”

Taggart’s arms went rigid at his sides. “Shut up!”

“Surely you cannot expect those of the Blood to embrace your barbarism, any more than you and your kind appear to tolerate ourselves.”

Taggart spat in Viprion’s face. “You people are incorrigible!”

Viprion did not wipe Taggart’s saliva from his face. He merely blinked and looked at the wall. “The name is on the tip of my tongue, but I cannot remember it.”

“It is not of any consequence. Not so far as you are concerned.”

Taggart walked the length to the far wall. He turned and folded his arms, leaning his weight back on his heels and regarding Viprion. “So, the men of the Blood do not love. I suppose, then, that they wank into a syringe, and present it to their women when there arises the need to propagate themselves?”

“If, by women, you mean females, I have heard such terms used afore, either by peasants or men from populations long isolated and forced into atavistic ways by limited means. It implies that females are in some way lesser men, and I find it abhorrent.”

“It is our custom, and you will not denigrate it on our ship!”

“You are all twins,” Viprion mused. “Mating, for you, must be a peculiar procedure.”

“And twins never occur in your society?”

“When they do, they separate and go among the population as normal men. They don’t remain together, as they were in the womb, as your kind do.” Viprion paused for several moments, and then he smiled—an alarming expression somehow devoid of any emotion. “Reeshevern.”

“What?”

“The name I could not remember—the system of origin of your kind.”

Taggart lowered his face toward Viprion’s. “Yes, Reeshevern. The world your kind pillaged and raped while you could exploit it, and afterward the world they burnt and left desolate because it could provide them no further service.”

Viprion picked at his fingernails in a nonchalant way. “I heard there was a mutiny there.”

“Mutiny! What mutiny? If another steals what is yours, and you take it back, is that again theft?”

“The men of Reeshevern were tribes of savages. The Galactics tried to enlighten and civilise them, but they rejected it, and therefore they had to be suppressed.”

“The people of Reeshevern curiosities to your people were at best, and at worst were they jokes and slaves! Reeshevern was colonised by accident, almost two millennia ago, when a prototype ship was stranded there. The crew put out a mayday call, but it was ignored by the primitive civilisation of that time, as to rescue them would cost too much effort and money. So contact was severed, and the geminal civilisation developed in isolation. When, a few centuries ago, the Galactics discovered Reeshevern again, they found a civilisation already there, and because the two had evolved along different lines, the Galactics ridiculed and persecuted the Geminals. They had none of this cursed Blood your people hold in such high regard, and to the Galactics they appeared as the stupid, the inferior, the genetic undercaste, of their own society. And so they experimented upon them—tortures into the workings of the geminal mind, and raped them, and used them for slaves and for sport! Until one day...” Taggart’s voice trailed off, and for a moment he breathed hard and struggled to regain control. Putting his fist in Viprion’s face would solve nothing.

“One day, the Galactics found in a weed on Reeshevern some chemical, some substance, used to make the filthy drug they depended on.”

“A synthetic intermediate for conurin,” Viprion said.

“And they realised that they could manufacture their poison cheaply from this plant, and they laid to waste all of Reeshevern, and enslaved the entire population in the growing of this worthless weed, and millions starved or were put to death because the Insulars considered the ground that supported them to be of greater worth. The bodies of the people of Reeshevern were just fertiliser, the weeds for, in the minds of the Galactics, and our whole civilisation and way of life was destroyed!”

“You rebelled against them.”

“A group of Geminals broke away. They took the findings of their last, protected scientists, and they stole one of the Galactics’ warships.”

“The Bellwether?”

“Yes, and the Galactics found out how it had been done, and they murdered the scientists with a poison that prevents dreams.”

Viprion raised his eyebrows. “Of course. Your people are REMainderists. It is customary to punish the most heinous crimes with a suffering most feared.”

“Unless the mind can enter REM sleep on death, there will be no final, eternal dream! The Galactics denied the Geminal scientists their afterlife, all for their valiant wish for freedom! And by this time, they had genetically engineered strains of their Reeshevern weed that could be grown elsewhere, and they had no need of Reeshevern any more, and they razed the planet with nuclear warheads and killed everyone there. The only Geminals who survived were the ones aboard the Bellwether. Now we return, to avenge our forefathers!”

Viprion was quiet for a moment more. Then he said, “So what is it, the mode of your revenge?”

Taggart did not answer.

“What is it the Archer’s ship is harbouring? Why are you trying to cross the galactic center?”

“Who said we were trying to cross the galactic center?”

“I am surprised you do not realise how transparent it is. It is obvious that is your course. It is a dangerous route, and only one breed of man can navigate it, and even they will not go there without due cause.”

Taggart bared his teeth. “What is in the galactic center, castellan?”

“I know not, for I have not been there. None have been there, and lived, save the Archers, and they are beyond our reach.”

Taggart wondered. He knew Viprion had only agreed to help him in the hope of deposing the Carck-Westmath tyrant. Now both the tyrant and the circumfercirc were gone, he did not know what leverage he had and how he might bargain to get Viprion back on side. The threats and torture that went on aboard the Bellwether were mostly aimed at Geminals, and involved the mutilation of one half before the other, either until the individual was sundered or the unmolested half gave way. If he mutilated an Insular and went too far, there’d be no individual left, nothing to make that final bargain, to beg for death in exchange for a confession. They had never needed to extract information from an Insular before. He kept his thoughts to himself. “You appear to have failed in your mission to ground the Archer vessel and, also I divine, to find the device I was looking for.”

Viprion turned his head and opened his mouth, showing elongated canines. He turned his head back, and composed himself. “Taggart, if you ask a lone man to run aground an Archer’s ship and keep it there, you request the impossible. T’would be easier to kill the Archer.”

“What do you know, then?” Taggart waved a hand.

“The man, Wolff. Either he or the Archer has the device. He knows something is afoot, and possibly the Archer does too. She has spared his life, although for what reason I cannot possibly fathom.”

Taggart marvelled at the promptness of Viprion’s replies. The Insular thought almost as fast as a person of the intelligentsia, but it was wrong. This Insular had been born to be intelligent, and others below him had not. “Could this Archer have been in collusion with Wolff?”

“Some sort of armistice, maybe, but anything deeper would be highly unlikely. The Archers abide by an extremely strict code of solitude and servitude.” Viprion ran the dark tip of his tongue across his lips, a flicker of nervousness showing in his expression. “Have you managed to trace the vessel of this Archer and identify it?”

Taggart looked back at him, but said nothing.

“The computer aboard the Bellwether will know it, if someone can commune with it.”

“Do not make vile jests! You know my kind do not commune with computers!”

“Then how do you fly the ship?”

“Being unable to commune with computers does not mean incapable of anything we are!”

“But you are then incapable of retrieving information from it?”

Taggart narrowed his eyes. “What would you suggest?”

“Let me sense it.”

“Never!”

Viprion examined his fingernails. “Then you must live without the Archer’s ship, and whatever function this device on it serves.”

Taggart glared at Viprion. He paced the length of the cell, faced the wall, and breathed deeply. “Winters, get in here!”

Winters arrived, looking flustered. “What is it?”

Taggart pointed at Viprion. “Can he affect the computer from in here?”

“No. I mean, I think not. The cells are—lined with metal. It’s what their kind call a Faraday cage.”

“Get medics in here! I want him searched, and if there’s anything made of metal on him or in him that shouldn’t be there, I want to know about it!”

A few minutes later, Dales and Falcons had identified a metal object in one of Viprion’s pockets, and another that seemed to be embedded somewhere in his head.

“Well, what is the meaning of this, Viprion?”

“There are two parts to an interface,” Viprion explained. “The shunt, the port where the metal of the machine joins to the organic material of the brain, and the interface bolt itself, which is what you hold in your hand there.”

“I do not trust your words,” said Taggart, looking at the mushroom-like metal thing in his hand. “You are saying that interface with computers you cannot, without both this and the thing in your head. What is the sense in that?”

“A failsafe. If a computer were to be damaged, you would wish to physically remove your connection to prevent yourself from being contaminated.”

“He can’t affect the computer, how he is now?”

Falcons shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“Winters, get me a neutron pistol.”

Winters fetched it. He handed it to Taggart, an awkward tension in his face. Had Winters seen the razor blade on the floor of Taggart’s quarters?

Taggart held the gun to the Insular’s head. “If you do anything to make me suspect you, I will kill you, Viprion. Now take him to the bridge.”

Winters restrained Viprion by both arms in a bent-forward position. On the bridge, Taggart inserted the metal tine into the port on Viprion’s forehead while aiming the gun in his other hand. Winters tensed, his knees ready to kick Viprion should anything happen.

The result was not what either of them had expected. Viprion cringed, and his legs lost their strength. Winters yanked him up by the arms, and looked at himself with a puzzled expression.

Viprion groaned as though in pain. “What have you done to it? It is blind. It is screaming for release.”

“Do what you said you needed!” Taggart ordered him.

An image blinked onto the wall screen. It showed a rotating schematic of the spiny-winged Archer ship. Viprion raised his head laboriously, and oddly, Taggart could see what must surely be anticipation on his face.

“The ship is called the Shamrock of the clan hortica,” he said. “The Archer is...is...Jed.” The strange expression melted from his features as the screen inset changed to depict a female, hardly old enough to be considered a woman by anyone’s standards, with a wasted, desperate look to her and the signs of much fear and suffering in her countenance, and the same drained complexion and dark hair as Viprion. “The picture will by now be seven years out of date.” There was a tone of relief and disappointment to his voice.

Taggart reached over and pulled the interface bolt out of Viprion’s head. The man relaxed with a shuddering gasp. “Take him back to the cell,” Taggart ordered Winters.

Taggart waited until Winters and the medics had left them before resuming the interrogation. “I understand that something of an authority you are on these...chimaera-hunters.”

“Since reaching adulthood I have studied them.” Viprion paused, as though weighing up his next remark. “I witnessed your attempts to capture the Archer’s vessel back on Carck-Westmathlon. They struck me as foolish beyond description, and the damage the circumfercirc suffered for it was severe for such a mild affront.”

“Then why did you not say so, castellan?”

“I had to consider it very carefully against my safety as a double agent. In the end, the distinction was small. You must remember this, Taggart. The Archers surrender to no man. Not the men of the Blood, and certainly not common men, or Geminals.”

“Do you know why they such exorbitant prices charge for this quarry they bring down?”

“Allow me to explain, Taggart.” Viprion interlocked his long fingers, flexing his hands. “A chimaera, we are given to believe, is an organometallic beast, neither creature nor machine, and the only physical object currently known to be capable of exceeding the speed of light. How they survive in the void is a mystery, but many have dissected specimens in search of the secret of superlumina, only to find the mechanisms these beasts use to compress time and space are too complex to be emulated by men. Hence every ship and every projectile which is to travel faster than light must use one of these chimaera, as they are termed, in its propulsion engine.”

“Oh, nature’s joyous bounty,” said Taggart.

“The greatest problem with chimaera is obtaining them. Small ones can be trapped where they are abundant, lured into pots using electromagnetic signals of selected wavelength, but the large ones, which are the only ones useful for driving ships, have destructive mandibles and can demolish such traps. The only option is to actively hunt them.”

“With an advanced computer?” Taggart interrupted.

“A computer?” Viprion’s strained eyebrows jumped up his forehead farther than Taggart would have thought possible.

“Computer be programmed to calculate velocities and trajectories precisely.”

“It can not calculate the trajectories and velocities of something moving unpredictably at near-light velocity.”

“Then nothing can,” said Taggart.

“Perhaps with an extremely large neural network and a great deal of experience it would. But there is a neural network in the human brain larger and more advanced than any that could be built for a computer.”

“So you say these Archers in effect are Insulars who think like computers, only capable of tracking and shooting chimaera?”

“What they are is computer-operator fusions. The Archer is inextricably connected to the functions of the vessel. What more efficient way of doing it is there?”

“So these Archers of which everyone speaks with such fear are just Insulars like you?”

“Not exactly. To maximise efficiency, only Archers with certain superior genetic traits are taken into the clans, and they are trained rigorously. They devote their entire lives to wandering the galaxy alone, hunting chimaera.”

“I see. I cannot imagine there would be many recruits for such a career.”

Viprion paused. “Conscription is not voluntary.”

Was his other component killed in self-defense? Or was he murdered from behind? Taggart pulled at his ill-fastened shirt. He cared not about his murderer’s origins. Whether she was the heir of a monarch or the spawn of a vagabond could not affect Taggart’s feelings on the subject. “You know this Archer, possibly with Wolff’s collaboration, did maim me thus?”

“I am given to understand so.”

Taggart glared at the man. “You do not understand. No Insular can understand.”

Viprion shrugged. “The closest analogy for my people would be the death of a much-cherished brother. Vengeance would seem just.”

“No, the closest analogy for you would be your own death. A long and painful death.”

Viprion fidgeted, twisting his mouth in badly concealed annoyance. “Taggart, I assume you did not come in here in search of sympathy.”

Taggart calmed himself down. “So, then, how does one go about slaying an Archer?”

Viprion dipped his head, rolling his eyes upward. “The obvious method is to destroy her ship.”

“Not an option. You know fine well the device is most likely aboard that vessel.”

“Tell me the nature of this device, and why you are bound on a course that takes you though the galactic center, and I will help you.”

Taggart waited. He considered. Viprion would not assist on a suicide mission. “No. Help me, or be tortured and killed.”

Viprion raised his eyebrow. He appeared to consider for a moment. “T’would only do to pit fire against fire. These Archers have a strict hierarchy. All we need do is to persuade a stronger Archer to attack the Shamrock. She will leave the vessel intact.”

“Intact?”

“The wise do not destroy what they can use.”

“And Gerald Wolff?”

“Gerald Wolff, if he still rides with the Shamrock, will ride no longer should he get in her way. I doubt an Archer would find any use for him.”

“That is good,” said Taggart. “But we still need a torchbearer to guide us on our path.”

“I assume that is why you tried to take an Archer’s ship by force in the first place?”

“Precisely.”

A slimy, sneering smile parted Viprion’s lips. “Quaint. No Archer would steer a ship under duress. They are a proud race, and even the most basic knowledge of the interface system the Archers’ ships use would have told you that if the Archer was killed, the navigational data remaining on her computer would be completely unintelligible.”

Taggart bared his teeth. “Do not trifle with me, castellan. Can you or can you not accomplish what you brag of?”

“An alliance with the Archers, you ask? What better grounds to forge an alliance on than the clans themselves? Yes, I believe I can, Taggart.”

“Clans?”

“The Archers are from the four great Blood lineages. They are females—women as you call them—of the strongest Blood possible.”

“Why women?”

“Because an Archer is a man homozygous for all the Blood genes. Some of the Blood genes are on the x-chromosome, and a man with two x-chromosomes is by definition a female. It’s said the males have the instinct and the reflex, but not the concentration.”

“These clans defend one another, do they?”

Viprion’s eyes made a nervous darting movement, and he ran the tip of his tongue across the corner of his mouth. “They are mortal enemies.”

 


 

Chapter 13

Nemesis

 

Beneath the scrutiny of suns of old,

An ancient battle must be fought,

Cross length and breadth this gauntlet cold,

There runs a lethal sport.

 

It had been a full three days since the Shamrock outpaced the Bellwether, and Jed had not allowed the ship’s speed to slacken, although the broken ion trap was increasing its hydrogen turnover and leaving an obvious trail for their pursuers. The greater the distance between them before she was forced to abort the course and effect repairs to the ship, the better. Neither the Bellwether nor anything else in its armada could match the Shamrock’s speed, and no common man but a fool would try to follow where she was bound. She would bear away the shame that had befallen her and disappear into the obscurity of the galactic center. When she emerged, the ignominious details of the Satigenaria incident would have been forgotten. When she returned, she would still be an Archer.

It was therefore necessary that Gerald Wolff be disposed of in the meantime.

Jed probed the Shamrock’s internal systems and located him by the airlock. A visual of the corridor showed him stripped to the waist, facing in the other direction. His hair fell in a damp-darkened clump over one shoulder. Steam rose from a dish on the floor and Jed detected its infra-red emission through the Shamrock.

He sang, a song either in a foreign language or so strong a dialect as to be incomprehensible. His voice was rich and proud, and filled with force—too loud for such a confined space. Such a noise felt irreverent in the corridor of an Archer’s ship.

Wolff knelt and dipped his hands into the bowl, and brought them out to splash water on his face. Much of it flew over his head and splattered the corridor. He mopped his face with a ripped cloth then wet the cloth and wiped it around the general area of his chest and armpits, before dipping it back in the water and dropping it on the floor.

He snapped a blade onto a general purpose tool and rinsed it in the water before tilting his head and staring with a countenance of intense concentration into an uneven-edged piece of glass propped up between the wall and floor. Jed heard the blade grate against bristly hair as he moved it over his cheek, humming the same tune with his mouth closed.

Jed had tried to reason with herself, but she knew that the power to kill Wolff was now beyond her strength, and doubted seriously if it had ever within her grasp from the start. Her best option was to abandon him, as she had already attempted on Satigenaria. Toward the galactic center, there would be no settlements, no loyalties for sale. There would be no interference from third parties this time.

* * * *

“I see you, Arrol.” Wolff watched the morran’s reflection skulking in the corner of his mirror.

“Why does you do that?”

“What, shave? Because hair grows on my face, and I look stupid with it and it gets in my way.”

Orange colours wavered on the morran’s quills. “Do all men have to do that? Even men of the Blood?”

“One would assume so. Only the males, of course.”

Rh’Arrol made a rasping noise and aer quills turned mauve. Wolff looked over his shoulder. “Why is it you are lurking there, and what is it you find so amusing?”

“You,” the morran said, rolling its eyes and flushing its quills, “and the female man.”

“What do you know of men, anyway?” Wolff scoffed.

Rh’Arrol twisted aer head backward on its sinuous neck. “Enough to see it is inappropriate.”

Wolff finished shaving. He cleaned his razor, dismantled it, carefully stowing it away inside the roll of anti-static cloth he kept his tools in.

“So what is it you want from life, Rh’Arrol? Surely there can be no satisfaction in copulating when there is no challenge in the quest for a mate?”

“There are finer things to be had from life! We morrans does not glorify fornication as you men do.”

“Finer things!” Wolff scoffed. “What finer things can there be? Surely to make more of ourselves is all nature intended of us.”

Rh’Arrol snorted, and bands of violet and white rushed over aer cilia. Wolff took this to be an expression of mirth. “Me hears rarely of men fornicating solely in order to make more men.”

Wolff held out his arms, palms up. “What else is there to do? Loiter around the place, breaking computers and stealing things?”

“Do something that will outlast you! When you is dead, what will there be left for posterity to know you by?”

Wolff laughed. “A bad smell and a mess that blocks up the waste recyce. That, and a lifetime’s worth of piss and shit. That Gerald Wolff lived? Who should care?”

“Me should care!” Rh’Arrol produced a device from aer tunic. It looked like a very simple computer with a screen and nothing else, but Wolff could detect no signal from it. “Indeed, I will write of you! You shall be the first man in the dynasty of morrans on Carck-Westmathlon!”

“I am honoured.” Wolff flourished a hand. “Particularly as Carck-Westmathlon is no more. What is to become of its lineage of morrans now?”

“It will continue! Wherever this fine ship bears me! Me will tell the story of how a valiant—”

“Foolish knave!” Wolff interrupted.

“Saved the life of a conniving, craven morran!”

“Posterity will remember us well, Arrol! A man who cannot read, being written of by a morran with a dubious grasp of the grammar of men!”

“Will you tell me how you came to be aboard this ship, then?”

To humour Rh’Arrol Wolff leant back against the bulwark and recounted the story he’d told to Jed. He glossed over the details somewhat on how he’d boarded the ship, because he knew Jed would be listening and would take umbrage if she thought he was portraying her as weak in front of a morran.

Rh’Arrol wrote it all down, and stowed the computer away back inside its tunic. “It is done, then.”

Wolff straightened and stretched. “Indeed, and now, if you’ll excuse me, Arrol, I’ll go and speak with the Archer, and see if I can find out where this ship is headed.”

The morran scuttled away into the aft corridor. Wolff went the opposite way. Jed stood on the bridge, staring out into space.

“Hey,” said Wolff.

“I know why you are here,” said Jed, without looking at him. “You wish to know the Shamrock’s course. That morran of yours, it goes into the maintenance channels of the ship where I cannot see it. It vexes me.”

“Morrans will be morrans,” said Wolff. “They cannot change their nature.”

“Morrans have no place on the ships of Archers.”

“Then,” Wolff suggested, “we should set Arrol down somewhere where there are other morrans. Perhaps it is too much to ask for morrans to be treated as men, but they should at least be permitted to be with their own kind.”

Jed turned her head to look sharply at Wolff. “Indeed, and where, then, should we set down you?”

Wolff tried to defuse the conversation by switching it back to the original topic. “Will you tell me where you are going?”

Jed turned away and looked back out the window. She paused for what seemed like a long time before replying. “Where the Shamrock treads, others dare not follow. The blight that is the settlements of men does not infect the core.”

“What? The galactic center? Why is it that none but the Archers will venture there?”

For a moment, Wolff wondered if Jed had heard the question, but then she answered. “It is the only place where large chimaera can be found in any appreciable number.”

“So large chimaera are dangerous?”

Jed’s reply was late in coming, and it seemed to be slowed, as though time was passing more slowly on her side of the bridge. “There are things in this galaxy far less comprehensible than chimaera. Things you cannot even imagine. Fear of them protects us.”

Something was wrong. Wolff remembered a time when Rogan had boarded a damaged ship with a faulty temporal limiter, and his transmission had come back apparently in slow motion. Could the ship be experiencing the effects of a weapon?

“Jed, I think there’s something wrong with the ship!” Wolff tried to access the Shamrock’s navigational systems, but they were hanging and he could not make sense of anything.

Jed looked at him. She blinked slowly, as one in a trance. Her hand reached up to touch the metal of her interface crown, and she frowned. “I’m pursued.”

“Pursued? By whom?” When Jed did not answer, Wolff stepped forward and took hold of her shoulders. “Jed? Jed!”

She shook her head and tried to put her hands over her temples, but didn’t seem to be able to do it. “Mathicur won’t help me now! She can’t see what’s happened here!”

“What?” Wolff could feel an uneasy yet familiar sensation in his guts, and he knew this feeling as inertia dampers countering braking thrust.

Jed suddenly looked up, her eyes wide, lucid and staring straight through Wolff. A sharp gasp escaped her then her knees gave way. Wolff tried to hold onto her, but she flinched away from his touch as though it burnt her. She reached out to the floor as she descended, as if unsure of its solidity. Her head bowed forward and her eyes closed.

“Jed, stop it! Keep control! Don’t go into mindlock!” But Jed made no further response to him. He backed away from her and ran into the port corridor. He started at the view through the window. Flanking the Shamrock was an identical ship, its thorny darkness illuminated thinly by starlight and by the faint glow of friction. “Arrol!” he shouted. “Arrol!”

Jed had said something about Mathicur, and Wolff remembered her saying this was the name of her mentor. He tried to make out the insignia on the hull of the ship. He hadn’t noticed the one on the Shamrock, but he knew hortica’s mark from the pin Jed wore on her tunic—an arrow formed into the shape of a flower. This looked like an arrow formed from an abstract design. So it was not Mathicur, but an Archer from a rival clan.

He queried the Shamrock once more, and again drew a blank. A sudden cold terror took hold of him—it was as though the very ship itself feared, and he was not immune.

“Arrol!”

The morran irrupted into the corridor, its muzzle smeared with levigated esculents. It took one look at the ship and gave voice to an ear-rending shriek.

“Arrol!” Wolff grabbed at the morran as it ran back and forth across the corridor’s aperture, and managed to get hold of it by the neck. “Stop it! This aids no one! We have to help Jed! Now Arrol, I want you to think! You’ve been in the maintenance ducts. Do you know anything about the ship we could use to our advantage? Any weapons, for example, or any manual controls we could use in a hostile docking manoeuvre?” There wouldn’t be time to get to the armoury and break into it for weapons. Wolff thought, and something he had seen from the outside of the ship occured to him. Like most large vessels with sessile thrusters, the Shamrock was equipped with a carbon dioxide ballast system to adjust its angular momentum in fine manoeuvres. If he could control the venting gas, he could push the ship away. It might at least buy Jed some time, and him, too.

“Arrol, have you seen a black pipe running parallel to the wall anywhere?”

“Yes!” The morran ran to a maintenance panel on the wall. Wolff lifted it off and saw beneath it two pipes, one red and one black. He looked at the pipes, and thought hard, back to the time in the Satigenaria system he’d seen the Shamrock in action. Studying the joints in one of the pipes, he saw that a simple mechanical valve controlled the pressure to the ballast thrusters, and a desperate idea came to him.

He wrestled with the manual wheel but found it too stiff to turn. Wolff braced himself against the opposite wall and kicked out at the pipe. A jet of pressurised carbon dioxide escaped from it with a sharp hiss.

“What are you doing?” Rh’Arrol shouted, and ran back up the corridor.

Wolff pulled his foot back, and struck the valve again. The wheel broke open, and the pressurised white gas geysered from the valve with such force that Wolff feared none of it was getting through to the thruster. When he looked through the small window in the corridor wall, the stars appeared to be drifting downward. Wolff grinned. The ship was doing eskimo rolls. “Now to the armoury, Arrol, if we value our lives!”

A loud alarm sounded from the nearest computer panel, and, farther down the corridor, Rh’Arrol looked round as a safety door slammed shut between ae and Wolff. Wolff spun about, intending to flee into the aft corridor, but found a second door had blocked his exit, and he’d been hemmed into a small portion of the corridor maybe ten feet in length. As he looked back at the pipe venting carbon dioxide into this confined space, he became aware that he was already consciously labouring in his breathing. He went to the pipe and grappled with the wheel. It gave way, at last, but spun to no effect. Black spots swam before his eyes. Wolff shook his head, and breathed in quick, shallow draughts. His muscles ached and a burning taste filled his mouth. He crouched against the floor, hoping the air might be better there. Dark shapes swarmed across the floor, one of them running over his hand. A buzzing took over his ears, and his sight grew hazed and grey. He clung to consciousness with the mortal fear that sleep offered no guarantee of ever waking again

Wolff did not remember passing out, but he came around to the whine of the Shamrock’s ventilation system. His throat burnt, and pain raced a course through his whole being. With arms stiff and aching, he forced himself to his feet and staggered to the door. “Open, damn you!”

The door slid back, and the man stumbled into a corridor almost completely unlit. He tripped on something and slid on a stickiness coating the floor as he made his way into the fore section of the ship. The gas had addled his mind and he could not think. He could see nothing in the dark, and realised his IR-UV bifocals must have fallen off when he’d lost consciousness. There was not time to return for them. Wolff had reached the window, and outside the shadow of a spiny wing blocked out the stars. The airlock door stood open. “Shit! Arrol! Arrol!” Wolff spoke as loud as he dared. “Curse you, morran!”

He found a scaffolding strut in the storage cupboard, and stumbled onward to the bridge.

Looking through the doorway, he could at first only perceive the still glow of the stars outside and a few lit patches on the ship’s console. As his eyes adapted, he discerned the shape of the seating and the two figures before it. One knelt, head tilted back, and the other leant in, toward the throat of the first.

Wolff sprang forward without a sound and swung for the intruder’s head with his weapon. The older Archer pulled back with just a fraction of a second to spare, and rolled across the floor. She got to her feet instantly, using her momentum to push herself upright. Wolff held out the scaffolding strut. “Keep back.”

A quick movement, and the female had the other end of the pole in her grip. Wolff fought to hang on to it, but she had Jed’s speed and overbalanced him. Wolff fell over Jed. His hand found her arm, and he pulled her back and out the way as the older Archer advanced on them both. “Jed, wake up!” he shouted. A low guttural noise rose from her throat. “Jed, Come on! I can’t win this on my own!”

“Stand aside,” the older Archer ordered Wolff. “The Code of the Archers is beyond the comprehension of a common man such as yourself.”

“Oh, I comprehend all right. You and your putrid, festering Blood and the disease you call the Moiety!”

She scowled and, even in the scant light available, lines etched by age and conurin showed on her face. “What can you possibly understand? Unthinking filth! Stand down or die now!”

Wolff hurled himself toward her as she came at him. He was heavier, and sheer momentum carried him though the impact, but her knees hit him in the diaphragm as he knocked her down. As she fell back, she got hold of his neck and kicked out, flinging his body over at a 180-degree angle. His back hit the floor with such force that for several seconds he fought the demon on top of him unaided by his senses of sight and hearing. His head was held in a vicious grip, forced back to expose the vulnerable area of his throat. His flailing hands fastened around his attacker’s neck and, winded though he was, he gasped out, “Men of the Blood are nonviolent? Men of the Blood are rational? You’re no better than beasts!”

He released her neck, and as she plunged for his throat his hands found the interface crown on her forehead. The metal buckled and warped under the pressure of his fingers. She pulled back, and issued a hideous scream. Heat trickled down Wolff’s neck. Immediately she gripped his wrists, fingernails digging into tendons, but Wolff pulled harder, crabbing his hands to lever off the band. One by one the bolts securing it gave, and the crown pulled free with a grate of metal against bone. She collapsed, the strength in her body dissipating to nothing, and Wolff threw her off him.

Light returned to the Shamrock’s bridge. Wolff felt his neck. He was bleeding, but not badly. At once, he faced Jed.

Her eyes opened, turned impassively to the ceiling. Then she frowned, blinked, and sat up. She saw the old Archer lying on the floor behind Wolff, and her mouth fell open. “What have you done!”

Wolff got to his feet, indignation overcoming his pain and exhaustion. “Besides defending you? Would you have me do nothing and allow us both to be killed?”

“It is not your place to interfere with the order! The Code will not permit it!”

“Well, it is done now. I cannot undo it, and I would not, even if it were possible. Time is short enough. What is to be done now?”

Jed kept back from Wolff, and in her he thought he could detect a distrustful respect that had not been there before. She looked again at the body on the floor. “Had this been a just and fair contest, the ship of the defeated would have become the possession of the victor. As it would seem that I am now the victor by default, this is the course of action that must be taken.”

“Take the other ship? But this one is already damaged, and we’re being pursued!”

“To abandon it dishonours both clans!”

“All right, then I’ll accept we must do this your way. So if it’s to be done, let it be done quickly. Tell me how I may be of help.”

“We must dispose of...” Jed’s voice trailed off, but she glanced at the unmoving Archer. “You do it?”

“Is she dead?”

Jed kept her distance, her revulsion quite apparent. Wolff realised he’d broached a taboo. “No. You disconnected her by force, and the shock of it made her lose consciousness. If she is fortunate, her mind will have been destroyed and she will not wake.”

Wolff bent and picked up the female with one arm around her shoulders and the other under her knees, in much the same way as he’d lifted Jed when she’d been incapacitated on Satigenaria.

“Use the escape pod. Return here afterward to assist with the airlock manoeuvre.”

Wolff carried the Archer into the starboard corridor. She stirred faintly as he dumped her in the pod.

“You think you’re so superior, don’t you? Well, you’re not. Without your computers, you’re nothing, and you can tell them back on the Bellwether that this is what happens to those who screw with Gerald Wolff. Now good riddance to you!”

He slammed the door and hit the eject panel. He watched the light of the pod retreating into the night before returning to the bridge. Jed led him back through the port corridor to the airlock.

“In order for the airlocks to separate,” Jed explained, “the locking mechanisms on both sides must release. I can control the one on this side.” Jed pointed to a mechanism on the wall. “But as you have broken the interface crown for the other ship, I cannot control that one. Go in there and release it manually, then return here.”

Wolff climbed through the airlock aperture. He quickly identified the counterpart of the Shamrock’s lever.

“Are you sure it’s safe to pull this with the doors open—”

Wolff’s voice trailed off. A girl crouched in the corner against the joint between two walls of the myth ship’s airlock. Her wide, youthful eyes locked upon Jed, and they became even wider, and her lower lip dropped and trembled. “Vaila?” she uttered in a thin, reedy voice. Then her gaze fell upon Wolff, and fear was replaced by incomprehension. Then she looked back to Jed, and incomprehension was replaced by disgust. She slowly straightened her legs to stand, staring at Jed all the time.

“Avert your eyes,” Jed commanded the girl, “for I am hortica.”

“If hortica defiles its ships by letting common men tread in them, then I spit upon its Archers!” The girl’s head jerked suddenly forward on her neck, and she spat into Jed’s face. The child’s defiant attitude evaporated, and she fell back on bent knees. A horrified expression of dread and remorse suffused her face.

“I will not be sullied by clan myth’s filth-spawn!” Jed was upon the child in two strides, and her knee flew up, her heel delivering a blow of such brutal violence to the girl’s abdomen that it threw her backward and hit her head off the airlock wall.

“Stop it!” Wolff intervened. “You’ll kill her!”

Jed turned to him with savage alacrity, eyes shining with outrage. Her voice was low and controlled. “That is my prerogative.”

Wolff wanted to go to the child, but he dared not. She lay doubled up on the floor, struggling to draw breath. He turned back to Jed. “What good can any of this do?”

“I will speak with you. Now.”

They went back aboard the Shamrock, and Jed closed the door. “What would your proposal be? To do nothing would be dereliction of duty.”

“You saw how frightened she was! None of this is her doing. Why make her another casualty in a war not of her making?”

“Because that is the Code! She is the apprentice to an Archer of myth, a clan hostile to hortica. If I had defeated her mentor fairly, it would now be my duty to judge whether she is still malleable enough and suitable to serve hortica, or if she is irreconcilably contaminated.”

“I suppose, then, if you deem the latter to be the case, it is therefore her duty to die at your hands!”

“Be silent!” said Jed. “When I go back in there, you stand back and observe in a way befitting your station!”

In the airlock the child had got to her feet, and she cowered at Jed’s approach.

“The Shamrock was damaged. Vaila dishonoured the Code by attacking it and was justly terminated as a consequence. Her dishonour is your shame.”

The apprentice lowered her head. Wolff could see the tension in her face and knew she must be in pain.

Jed continued. “The Code states clearly that a man of the Blood, persecuted for a noble cause, may seek sanctuary with the Archers. Gerald Wolff satisfies such criteria. Do you not know the Code?”

The girl raised her eyes to look at Jed. “Then I do not know the Code well enough, but I would know it if you would teach it correctly to me. Then I might honour the Shamrock, as recompense for Vaila’s dishonouring of it.”

No one spoke for several seconds. The child dropped her head in genuflection, and Jed finally straightened.

“What is your name?”

“I am called Samphrey.”

“An apprentice does not get to choose her mentor. That is why you are being given this opportunity. Now honour hortica, as myth dishonours us all.”

Samphrey left the airlock and entered the Shamrock, a drawn, stiff figure, her expression tense and her complexion drained of blood. Wolff entered the other ship, opened the locking clamp, and returned quickly. He thought it correct and proper to stay out of Jed’s way as she finished disconnecting the ships, and went aft to look for his IR-UV bifocals.

He detected a metallic taint to the air as he passed into the rear section of the corridor. When he looked down, he spotted a dark shape lodged in a gap in the bulwark wall.

“Arrol, you wretched coward!”

His spectacles lay on the floor a few strides away, and he picked them up. When he put them on, the IR emissions from the morran’s body glowed dim, and he saw another object lying against the opposite wall. Approaching it, he saw it was Rh’Arrol’s leg.

 


 

Chapter 14

Sanctuary

 

Cross darkness I journeyed,

For all light was lost,

I came here seeking wisdom,

Yet I found only dust

 

Jed stood behind Wolff, arms folded, her gaze fixed on his broad back as he scraped the earth like a beast.

“Where’s Samphrey?” The man spoke breathlessly with the effort of digging.

“Inside.” Jed gesticulated in the direction of the Shamrock with a jerk of her chin.

“Then bring her.”

“I will not.”

Wolff took his filth-covered hands away from the ground and leant back on his haunches, looking up at Jed through sweaty locks of hair that had come loose during the exertion. “You want her to embrace hortica as her own clan? You want to convince her she’s been saved, been brought into something better? Rh’Arrol played a part in that. Let the morran be honoured as is fit!”

Jed wanted to argue, but she was tired and had not the strength. She said nothing and returned to the ship.

Samphrey sat on the floor in the corridor. She rose abruptly when Jed entered.

“The morran, Rh’Arrol, is dead. Nothing more can be done. You are to observe the funeral.”

Samphrey dipped her head. She looked up, opened her mouth, and hesitated. “May I ask a question of you, Jed my mentor?”

“Yes.”

“The man, Gerald Wolff. What is the nature of the persecution from which he flees?”

“He stands convicted of a crime he did not commit,” said Jed, as this much at least she believed to be true.

“And the morran, it sought sanctuary with him? An Archer may give sanctuary to a morran?”

“The morran was his ally. For him to abandon it in such a place as it might meet its death would be to dishonour it.”

“But the Code does not say—”

“The Code does not say we must eat, yet we must and we do! Sometimes the knowing of the Code is the understanding of the subtleties of its omissions, not in the surety of its statements. There are those who would mutilate the meaning of the Pagan Atheist’s words, those who would use them to justify atrocity. That is not the Pagan Atheist, and that is not Steel and Flame. To know the true meaning of the Pagan Atheist and to hold fast to it, that is to be of Steel and Flame!”

Samphrey closed her mouth. Fear was in her face.

“You asked of me one question, and you have yet had three. That will be enough. The morran was murdered by Vaila, who dishonoured the Code, and you will honour it and that will be the end of the matter.”

Samphrey walked in front of Jed from the Shamrock's airlock. Jed saw her trepidation, the faltering of her step, as she met the chasm of the sky without. They had both lived in ships too long.

It appeared Wolff had finished. He threw down the blunt stick he’d been using to aid his digging, and rose. He walked the few paces to the water’s edge and waded in. He bent, washing his hands together and planing his forearms with his palms. Jed did not observe the same fear in him as she did in Samphrey. She knew that same fear must be apparent in her, to Wolff.

A stiff wind blew inland from the sea, the ocean reaching to a horizon of blue patterned with the white crests of many waves. The land rose on the right in a vertical cliff, boulders piled against its tide-harried foot. The waves came in, pounding the stony shore and the foot of the promontory with a rush, and retreating with a rattling sigh of a million smoothened stones settling in the backwash. A shudder of fear ran down Jed’s spine at the vertigo of this raw nature. The Shamrock’s senses showed her the empty constellations and depths of the Universe above and below this vast mass of rock. She feared the unroofed immensity of it.

Wolff returned to the shore and lifted up the stained, cloth-wrapped bundle lying by the river’s mouth. He unwrapped Rh’Arrol’s body and waded back into the water, kneeling to wash the dead morran in his arms.

“I don’t know why, in the name of the Pagan Atheist, it is that you do that.”

Wolff glanced over his shoulder, and looked away when he spoke. “Why, because it’s just a morran?”

“Because ultimately you are going to put it in a hole in the ground and cover it with earth so it can decompose and turn into dirt itself.”

“Would you not like to think that others would honour you in death?”

“That would be entirely up to others. I would be beyond caring. Whatever becomes of the mind after death, it does not persist into the world and time we here know.”

“Then I honour Rh’Arrol for myself, because I believe ae was honourable.” Wolff stood and turned. He put Rh’Arrol’s leg back against the morran’s body as best as it would fit, and folded up the limbs inside the sheet so only the blunt muzzle showed. He gathered up the slight burden of the dead morran and rose.

Jed went to him, leaving Samphrey behind, staring at the sky.

“Jed, walk with me. You owe it to Rh’Arrol. I brought it into a situation not of its making, and it died defending you, to whom it owed nothing.”

Jed turned away from the sea. Solemnly and side by side with Samphrey following behind, they made their procession to the site Wolff had chosen. Wolff had to kneel to lower the body into the grave.

He brushed himself off. “Say something to honour Rh’Arrol, and don’t go all condescending and say ae was just a morran.”

Jed glared at him. “What am I to say?”

“I don’t know. You’re the one among us with an education. Say something from the Teachings of the Pagan Atheist. You go on about it enough at other times.”

Jed looked at him. Wolff was an idiot who destroyed any modicum of sanctity the event had held with his facetiousness. At length, she inhaled deeply, released her breath, and said, “Look into your comrade’s soul, and see if his alliance is truly unto your very essence. If it is, he is surely a friend of honour.”

Wolff bowed his head in obeisance. “Is there something to be said, by the Pagan Atheist, at a funeral?”

Jed breathed again. “Beasts of the field,” she said in a low, controlled voice.

“Something proper, fit for a man!” Wolff interrupted.

“If you will not heed until I am finished, there is no point in my saying aught.”

Jed and Wolff stared at each other for a moment before she continued, “Instruments of propagation and products of instinct, live and die unknowing. Our curse and our gift is the ability to evaluate, to compare, to pity and wonder at ourselves and mourn the finite frailty of our own being. That is why our lives can only ever be tragedies.”

The Archer stooped to gather up a handful of the dusty earth, and scattered it upon the sheet that wrapped Rh’Arrol’s body. “Be of Steel and Flame.”

The three of them stood and looked upon the grave for as long as seemed appropriate. Then Wolff knelt and gathered the earth in his hands, and began refilling the hole. In the bottom of the pit, half covered with earth, the morran’s shape beneath the sheet looked even more bony and pathetic than it had in life. Jed turned aside with Samphrey beside her, and the girl kept pace as she walked slowly back down the slope of the shore.

Samphrey did not speak to Jed, but stared out at the ocean, and as they walked on in silence, Jed noticed that the girl’s face had become strained and distorted, and that her eyes began to water.

“You humiliate yourself,” Jed berated her. “Do not think it has gone unnoticed.”

“I am sorry!” Samphrey’s voice broke into a sob.

“Because of the circumstances, you will be excused the punishment fitting. Now go and be alone in your disgrace, and do not come into my presence again until you are fit to be seen.”

Jed watched as the child struggled over the loose stones toward an outcrop of bare rock. She went behind it until she was hidden from Jed’s sight. Jed watched via the Shamrock as Samphrey sat on the stones. Her head dropped and her shoulders began to tremble.

Samphrey must have been taken from a planet. Perhaps she had lived by the ocean. Her family might have owned an isle, a continent, a whole planet, even. Seeing this place must have triggered the same memories Wolff’s expression had once triggered in Jed.

She would leave Samphrey alone. Jed had no wish to punish another for a crime of which she herself was guilty.

Jed went back up to Rh’Arrol’s grave. Wolff stood before the mound of earth, wiping his hands on a cloth. As Jed approached, he glanced at her, said nothing, and began to walk off along the coast. Jed followed him. They arrived at a place where the stones of the shore were covered over with pale silt, and the mouth of a stream from the higher ground opened into a broad, shallow delta. Wolff splashed into the water and bent to wet his hands and the cloth.

The liquid glittered in the sunlight where it flowed around the ankles of Wolff’s boots and over the contours it had etched into the sand. When he had finished washing his hands, he wrung out his cloth and shook it, sending droplets of water flashing into the sky. He tied the cloth by its corner to his belt and stood upright, arms akimbo, gazing inland along the path of the river.

“What is it you look at?”

“Come here,” said Wolff, and he held out his hand.

Jed stepped into the water to stand beside him. She followed his line of sight. The stream emerged from between stony banks and its course meandered over a barren tract of rock and dust, which merged into the scrubby undergrowth of the plain. Far beyond this the topography reared into dusky, purple-tinged mountains. Airborne dust and distance blurred the landscape into a bruised and indistinct form.

“Where is its source?” he said.

Jed frowned. “Likely no one place. If we were to pursue it up the gradient, we would probably find it dividing upon itself into its tributaries, and beyond them, merely sodden ground.”

Wolff began to move forward into deeper water. He held Jed by the hand, and so she came with him. The noise of the current overcame the sound of the waves upon the pebbles of the shore, and with Jed’s every step the water clung to her shins with a heavy viscosity and a deep sloshing sound.

“Go no farther,” she warned him.

“Why not?”

“Because the water will flood our boots and wet us! And if we fall in it, we will inhale it and drown in it!”

Wolff laughed in a manner that disconcerted Jed. “I think it is harder than you imagine to drown, Archer!”

Jed struggled to suppress her irritation at his patronising tone of voice. “What might you know of it?”

“I fell in the bilge just above the graviton machinery of an old freighter. You don’t just drown instantaneously, and you don’t breathe in water by mistake. Unless the water’s so deep you can’t stand with your head in the air, you’re all right. Oh, it’s unpleasant, but I managed to stay alive until Rogan pulled me out.”

“A pity,” said Jed. Wolff gave her arm a sudden jerk and her foot slid, and a shrill noise escaped her. She stumbled against Wolff, who had started laughing. “You stupid fool!” she shouted, and she could feel the prickling red heat in her face that was more than the climate—the embarrassment that such a ridiculous sound could have issued from her own mouth. “Why are you grinning like that, idiot?”

“Let us discover whence this water originates.”

“Do not waste time! We are pursued by assassins and hunted by those who uphold the Code, and it is your desire to wander in a wilderness?”

“How else might you propose we occupy our time while the ship repairs itself?”

“Planning what we are to do once it is repaired might be a good point of start!”

“Planning? Sitting and fretting, more like! They’re pursuing us! We’ve got three options. Fight, hide or run.”

“It is more complicated than that!”

Wolff uttered a humourless bark of laughter. “No, it’s not. Not unless you count giving them what they want as an option.”

Jed used the Shamrock’s surveillance to check what Samphrey was doing, fearing she might have heard her and Wolff. She remained in the shadow of the rock, but had wandered toward the water’s edge and was taking off her boots. For a moment, Jed wondered if the child intended to drown herself, but then she stepped into the shallows, gingerly placing her feet, and stood looking out to the horizon. What if Samphrey did drown herself? As she grew older, the benefits of life over death seemed fewer and fewer.

“What are you doing?” Wolff asked.

“Checking,” Jed replied, and she quickly made a scan of the skies.

“In that case, let us walk and discuss these more complicated options simultaneously, if that’s not beyond us.”

Jed grimaced at Wolff and turned away. His arm suddenly caught her around the waist and pulled her back. Jed beat him upon the shoulders and kicked his knees as he waded upstream with her.

“I’m sorry,” said Wolff politely. “Would you like me to put you down?” He loosed his grip for an instant, and Jed slipped down with a shout and grabbed him about the neck with her arms. The water was up above his knees.

“It gets shallower in a moment,” said Wolff. Sallow reedy strands from the overhanging banks brushed past them, depositing slime in Jed’s hair. She was facing backward over Wolff’s shoulder and could not see ahead. He sloshed several more paces before setting her down. Jed turned and looked about. The stream ran swift over a stony bed, ankle deep where she stood. The ground rose shallowly on either side, the lank reeds giving way to pallid vegetation that looked to be withering in the hot sun. Tortuous branches with blunt bracts trailed and snaked among the stones, and humped thickets of grey thorns clustered together. Along the banks of the stream lay pools of stagnant water scummed over with a reddish substance Jed could only assume was colonies of single-celled organisms. The local sun—a white spectral type A—had been steadily moving away from the zenith as the planet’s rotation turned its surface, and now when Jed looked it was beginning to sink beneath the bulk of the western horizon, and another sun, reddish and turgid, brimmed like molten lead in the cusp of the mountainous crags in the south.

“Well, come on then,” said Wolff, and splashed off upstream.

Jed did not want to follow him, through a combination of perversity and fear, but she also disliked this landscape and feared what organisms it might contain asides from these primitive plants. Her education told her bacteria and vegetative organisms evolved long before animals, but she had no concrete evidence there were no animals here. It was possible that men had artificially seeded the planet as an experiment at some point in the past. She went after him.

The scrubby bushes that clung to the scree became scarcer as they climbed. Moss-like plants grew in tiny crevices where earth had collected, coloured bracts rising on long stalks to dispense wind-borne seeds. Over level, even ground the stream ran quickly over a shallow, rough bed, and where the land became steeper and rougher it cascaded down short drops and meandered around outcrops. Dust hung in the air, irritating Jed’s nose and throat.

Wolff halted halfway up a steep bank, and sat on a boulder, breathing heavily. “Here, sit beside me,” he said.

Jed sat and Wolff drew her close to his side and took in a deep breath, and released it again. Together they gazed upon the ocean.

The air carried a sharp tang, and the horizon ended abruptly ahead, where dark promontories bordered the mouth of the river. A stretch of water, tinged red by the sun’s light, filled the gap in the headland, reaching out to a flat horizon that merged into the sky. Looking upon it, an agoraphobic unease came upon Jed. There were no walls, and no ceiling. There was nothing to protect and contain. She could not sense the frontier where sanctuary ended and darkness began, and she could not look upon it, and turned away.

“Look at it!” Wolff commanded her, and he turned her about.

“I cannot! It alarms me!”

“Then face it! You’re a star Archer. You’re not supposed to fear anything! You’ve seen the whole galaxy, and now you won’t see this?”

Jed turned, breathed, and opened her eyes slowly, squinting and unfocused at first and gradually allowed herself to take in more detail.

“Do you think it a fitting last resting place?”

“You speak of the morran again. Do not use me as a prism for your own guilt.”

Wolff caught hold of Jed by the jaw, and rotated her head, lowering his own to stare her fiercely in the eyes. “It angers me that you will not acknowledge Rh’Arrol’s sacrifice.”

Jed shook him off. “I have said all there is to be said. Yes, Rh’Arrol acted with honour, and elevated itself above the station of a common urchin, but that does not make it equal to a man. It was you who did grant the morran sanctuary which was not yours to offer. Any blame that remains lies with you.”

“Morrans and men. Blood and dirt. It’s all drivel. It is not real. We are all living, thinking creatures.”

“Some think and live better than others.”

“Bollocks,” said Wolff, almost under his breath.

The wind pulled Jed’s belt out behind her, and she pulled it back in irritation. The skin on the back of her hand had turned red, as though a foreign substance had irritated it, and an itchy pain had started up on the back of her neck.

“I am allergic to this environment.”

Wolff looked at Jed’s hand. “I think it’s the radiation from the suns. It looks like there’ll be shade up ahead.”

“And people are evolved to live on these planets?” Jed stood with her arms folded, glaring sceptically at Wolff’s back as he searched for an easy way up.

“I think you develop a tolerance to it after so much exposure.”

They climbed farther, and the air became humid. The vegetation changed to hairy mosses and plants with corky, thick boles and overhanging leaves. The air was so saturated with vapour it condensed on the rocks and plants, and on Jed and Wolff, and it was desperately, stiflingly hot. They sweated ineffectually, their own perspiration mingling with the water from the atmosphere.

At last they encountered a waterfall that roared from over the edge of a twenty-foot cliff and plunged into a deep pool below. Wolff explored the locality while Jed sat on a rock with her feet overhanging the water.

“Looks like this is as far as we can go,” he eventually said, his voice raised so Jed could hear him over the noise of the water.

A movement below caught her attention. Something moved languidly in the shadow at the stream’s muddy bed, a dark, torpedo-shaped thing, about six inches long and with brilliant red gill fronds trailing from its throat. Jed pulled her feet back from the surface of the water. “There are animals!”

Wolff hurried to crouch beside her and look over the edge of the rock. “It’s all right,” he said. “I doubt they’re ferocious.”

“Size is not an accurate gauge of danger. They may have a venomous bite.” Jed noticed another two hidden in the shade.

Wolff shrugged. “What reason would they have for one?” He sat down on the mosses upon the stone. For several moments, neither of them said anything. Then Wolff fidgeted, and spoke.

“What I said before, about this world being a final resting place. I wasn’t speaking of Rh’Arrol. Jed, when you and Samphrey leave, leave without me. I don’t want to endanger you anymore. At least if I am gone, the Archers may leave you alone.”

Jed looked him in the face, and as she did, she remembered she had not done so for a long time. “Stay here, alone? There is nothing to eat. No civilisation.”

“Leave me a recyce unit, and some levigated esculents, if you are able.”

“But why? You are spurning everything men are! How can you possibly survive like this?”

“I stand alone among men, for no man will suffer my company, neither the common men nor those of the Blood. Yet still I crave the companionship of other men, that which I cannot have. Their presence only serves to deepen my sense of being alone. Perhaps if I were truly alone, then I would not feel it so sore.”

Jed stared at the lines on her palms for several moments, saying nothing. Then Wolff spoke again. “What is your opinion, then, highest of all the Blood castes? How do you find your fellow men?”

“I fear men. They’re unclean, foul. I could not walk among them even if it were permissible.”

“But you abide with me?”

Jed drew her brows. “Not of my choosing.”

“But you have come to tolerate me.”

“Tolerate? Perhaps that much would be right.”

“The same as the life you have come to lead was not your choice, but you have come to tolerate it?”

“Perhaps it was not my original choice, but I have come to embrace it. I was a child when the choice was made for me, and unfit to choose. Surely the choice of the wise is better than the choice of a fool?”

“But when the choice that must be made concerns the fool alone, surely the fool’s own judgment is most valid?”

“I do not know,” said Jed. “For what else could I have become if the choice was otherwise? It is easy to find fault with a path taken in retrospect. Even the path we used to climb this gradient.” Jed waved in the direction of the scree leading down into the valley. “It would be simple for us to think one could run straight up it, ignoring the river’s course, but in practice that is not the case. For what else would I have been, if not an Archer? A man of the Blood, high in caste and pressured to honour my lineage with a worthy marriage and an heir of the Blood? Surely if those parallel circumstances had been played instead of these, I should still look back and lament, and pine for the false ideals of freedom. For there is no freedom under any sun, and all men are slaves and masters unto their selves and their circumstances, one and same.”

Wolff looked at Jed, until the thought occurred to her he had not understood.

“Then stay here with me.”

Jed opened her mouth, but she could not speak. The emotions that had come upon her were too violent in magnitude for any utterance to do them justice. Inexorably, she turned her head to look at the mark upon the land where the Shamrock’s spiny dorsal vane rose among the stones. Although she did not see Gerald Wolff, she knew he was looking at her, and she knew what he would be thinking.

“So long as it exists, they will find it. It is a part of me, and I cannot part from it.”

“Even if the Bellwether leaves unsatisfied, the Archers will find us?”

Jed nodded silently.

Wolff stared at her, and she stared at her hands and the creatures in the water.

“Take off your clothes,” said Wolff.

Jed turned her head to stare back at him. “I will not!”

Wolff got up briskly. He took off his belt and threw it down on the rock. “You want to know why I say these things, Jed of the Shamrock? Because I don’t care what you think of me, I don’t fucking care if you find me offensive.” He took of his tunic and dropped that with his belt. “Because after today, you and I will never meet again, and so I’m just going to speak my mind.”

Wolff threw down the rest of his clothes, and he set his arms akimbo and stood in front of Jed, almost proudly. Even when she had lain with him, she had not seen him like this, and she looked away in embarrassment.

The splash as he jumped into the pool flecked her with spray. When she looked to him, he was below her, and bending toward the creatures.

“Look,” he said, and there was one in his hand and he lifted it into the air. It flopped soddenly in his hand without the support of water. “It has no predators. It just let me pick it up.” He held the thing’s front end toward Jed’s face. It had no eyes or other features, just a slit where its mouth was, and she pulled back in disgust.

He put the animal back in the water, and it wriggled away.

“If we are to part, let it be on a good memory,” said Wolff. “Just let go, for once! If you do not, you will look back and regret it forever more!”

“You flatter yourself, Gerald Wolff!” Jed widened her eyes.

“Be what is true to you, if only just for this once! You desire it! I know you do. I know you!”

“You do not know what I think!”

“Tomorrow you will be an Archer of hortica once more, and you will take your new apprentice and ascend to the stars, and it will be as it always was.”

“I am a traitor to the Code! I will trespass no more! I have sullied what is honourable with our wretched impulses enough already.”

“Then let that tide of impulse carry us one last time. For surely we cannot further desecrate what’s defiled already?”

Jed stood. In consternation, she looked back toward the Shamrock’s dorsal vane, and where she knew, but could not herself see, Samphrey sat on the shore. She looked back at Wolff, who stood waist-deep in the water. “I don’t know,” she said. Then suddenly she did know, and she was struggling to take off her own tunic, and she jumped off the rock and Wolff caught her as she landed next to him. She did not feel the coldness of the water, only the heat of Wolff’s embrace.

They found a hollow worn out in the rock behind the waterfall, and climbed onto the cool, slimy moss covering the rocks. Jed did not know for how long they lay there, she did not remember if they slept, behind the luminous fan of the falls. She did not know how long she forgot the Code, forgot the Shamrock, forgot everything she had ever been taught to value. The cold emptiness of the galaxy and all the stars therein, it was not real. This was real. This was alive.

They climbed out from under the waterfall together and waded to the shallows where they could climb out.

Wolff held Jed to him, and looked her in the face, and she saw again that sorrow and loss in him as she had seen in her father, and her eyes became hot and her throat tense.

“Is the ship repaired?” he asked.

Jed thought once more to the Shamrock. “Yes.”

“Then you must go.” He released her.

Jed took up his hands. “Then know you that I go of necessity, and not of my own will.” She looked back at him. “If.”

“If the galaxy were different, if nothing was the way it was, if anything was just. If. If so, and then we would never have met.” Wolff forced a smile.

Another signal from the Shamrock’s feedback alerted her. “There are ships in the atmosphere!” Jed looked up to the sky. Rock had screened her from the Shamrock’s signal! She had forgotten...

“Go quickly!” Wolff commanded her. “Don’t look back. Forget the esculents. There must be something I can eat here.”

She put most of her clothes back on and pulled the others on as she ran back downstream. She located Samphrey immediately and ran straight toward her, fighting her way through undergrowth and over uneven land. Fool! She had forgotten everything, she had surrendered it all to worthless, feeble passion! Now she would pay, and consequence would follow cause and the Code would have its vengeance! She fell twice, getting up immediately on both occasions, fear and anger with herself subjugating the pain. She jumped over the reeds and down onto the shore. Samphrey was sitting down behind the rock, where Jed had left her.

Jed rounded the rock and yanked the girl up by the shoulder of her tunic. “What have you done?”

“Nothing! I did naught!”

“You must have done aught. To the ship, at once!”

It was too late. Ships descended rapidly, cutting the two of them off from the Shamrock. Men leapt from their craft in pairs, landing on the ground and training their weapons on the Archer and her apprentice. They quickly spread out to encircle the two of them.

“Samphrey, get behind me,” said Jed, and she drew her neutron pistol and started firing desperately. She shot them, in the heads, in the guts. She shot to kill and to kill alone as many of them as she could, and yet they did not return fire, but just closed in with their weapons pointed at Jed and Samphrey as those among them fell. Through the adrenaline, Jed began to notice things. All the men were males, and that the pairs of men were identical among themselves, and that if she shot one of a pair, the other would stumble closer to her, almost suicidally, ensuring he was the next to be shot. She kept firing, and yet they kept coming closer, and their expressions were as though there was something behind them that they feared worse.

Jed shot a man, and he cried out and put his hand to his chest where he was hit. He took his hand away, and the fabric of his jerkin was not broken, and he did not bleed. The neutron pistol was losing power. Jed fired again, frantically, winding one man and bruising another’s forehead. This was what they had been waiting for. Jed could feel Samphrey trembling against her calves as they closed on her, determination overcoming their fear. Their smell and touch revolted Jed as they pulled her and Samphrey apart, and Samphrey shrieked and fought uncontrollably.

A single man approached, with two, identical, men at his heel. He was a squat man with curly brown hair, and Jed recognised him. Taggart.

“The Archer,” he said as he halted before her, his face twisted and distorted by a smirk of triumph. “At last we meet. Where is Gerald Wolff?”

“He is dead,” said Jed vehemently. “I killed him myself. As I once did kill you.”

The smirk fell from Taggart’s face. He bared his teeth and then spat at Jed.

“Search the planet!” he ordered his troops. “There will be not much else on this world that moves and gives off heat. If you lie, I will have him! Now these prisoners get on board the runner, and secure the Archer’s ship!”

 


 

Chapter 15

Bellwether

 

The walls themselves are tortured,

The air we breathe is pain,

All once noble is thwarted,

Immured in the prison of the insane.

 

Wolff knew what would happen when he heard the search craft pass overhead. Nowhere on this world would shield the signs of his living body from his pursuers, but he ran and hid anyway. He climbed up a small tree and tried to hide himself in its foliage.

Soon he heard footfall below. He looked down to see two identical men looking up.

“I was given instructions to capture the Archer alive,” one of them said. The second man appended smoothly, “I was given no such specification regarding your capture.”

“Get down, or I will shoot you down,” said the first.

Wolff slithered down the tree, and the men took hold of him by the arms. They led him to where they had landed their craft, a small thing made from grey metal, and another two men, different from the first two but identical to each other, searched him and took away Rh’Arrol’s diary. They seemed delighted with it, and Wolff couldn’t fathom why. The four of them manhandled him through the airlock and flung him into the cargo bay. Jed, who sat on a narrow bench beside Samphrey, pulled her feet back as he fell on the floor in front of her.

Wolff landed on his front, and did not raise his head. “Shit,” he said into the floor. “They got you.”

“I should have thought that was obvious,” said Jed’s voice. Wolff knew she must have intended for it to sound emotionless and impassive, a Steel and Flame statement, and it was anything but.

The room lurched as the craft took off, and Wolff rolled into the wall and Jed and Samphrey lost their seats and fell over him.

The ship rattled and shook, and Wolff could only assume it was ascending through the planet’s atmosphere. The only light in the cargo bay came from a stark bulb on the wall toward the cabin, and he could not understand Samphrey’s frightened cries over the noise of the engine behind them. He tried to keep the pair of them down on the floor together, against the starboard wall. It was some time before the motion died down, and the clang and roar of an airlock mechanism became audible from outside the craft.

Wolff rose cautiously to his knees. The engine had fallen silent. “It would seem we’re here,” he said.

“Where’s here?” said Samphrey from the floor.

“It is a warship,” said Jed. “The Bellwether.”

As Wolff helped the Archer to her feet, the door to the cargo bay flew open, and five men burst into the room. He recognised Taggart at the front, and pulled Jed closer to him by the elbows. The two identical men flanking Taggart came forward ahead and pulled her from him. Samphrey screamed, and Wolff turned to see the other two men slam her up against the bulwark wall. He tried to go to her, but something hit him hard in the face. As he fell backward and stumbled over something loose on the floor, he realised it had been Taggart’s fist. He fell on his back and tried to sit up, his mouth filling with blood, then Jed started to shriek with the force of total panic. He realised the two men had her, and at first by the urgency of her outcry he thought they were raping her. As he fought to overcome the ringing distortion Taggart’s blow had struck upon his senses, he saw that one of them was restraining her, and the other had hold of the thin strip of metal across her forehead.

“Stop this! Stop it!” commanded someone behind them, and it was not unfamiliar. In the light from the door, his silhouette stood out, a tall, gaunt man. “You need that Archer, do you not? Her interface is sessile! If you break it off her, you may as well kill her now, for all the use she will be to you!”

The identical men did not release Jed, but turned their faces toward Taggart. 

“Do as he says, Winters!” Taggart ordered them.

The man who had been trying to pull off her interface crown released her. Jed collapsed onto his doppelganger, losing consciousness. The man staggered under her, her head falling backward on his shoulder.

“Viprion,” Wolff slurred, blood spilling from his mouth when he spoke. “You piece of shit.”

“And ye,” Viprion said, and turned to the other men who had Samphrey. “If you will do this thing, to a child and the apprentice of an Archer, then you have broached the last taboo.”

Taggart scowled, making a derisive rasping noise in his throat. “The child is irrelevant. Let them make sport of her!”

Viprion’s eyes burned with the indignation of sacrilege. “Then you are beneath the Bloodless! Beneath beasts ye are!”

The sneer on Taggart’s face did not depart, but he regarded the men, then Viprion again, and he held up his hand, and said, “Wait! The Archer is what is important here. Viprion, what is become of her?”

Viprion grimaced. “I have no connection. Ask the halfBlood. He may be able to tell.”

“On your feet, Gerald Wolff!”

Wolff put his hands on the wall to help himself stand. Pain and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth, and he felt an awkward space where one of his premolars had been.

“You this Archer seem to know better than anyone. What is the matter with her?”

Wolff took Jed away from the men, drawing her to him and supporting her. Her eyes were closed, so he reached out to her in the only way left to him. He felt her consciousness stir and, looking into her face, saw a flicker beneath her eyelids. He did not want to wake her to this, when he could offer her nothing but hopelessness. Beneath the penumbra of her unconsciousness, she was safe, for now. He had brought her to this. He could have released her, long ago, but as always, he had thought only of himself.

“She lives,” he told Taggart. “You have harmed her, but not enough to kill her.”

“Then bring her.” Taggart made a violent slashing motion with his hand. “And bring the apprentice also. Your sport for later save!”

Wolff picked Jed up, for he did not want that vile pair of men—Winters or whatever they were called—to put their hands on her again. He wished he could have spared Samphrey the mauling she suffered from her attackers, but he could not carry them both. From the ship they were taken across a large cargo relay and into a corridor, and to a suite of rooms that had been converted to cells, their electronically operated doors replaced with metal bars and mechanical locks. One of the men Taggart called Winters locked the door with a key on his belt.

Wolff put Jed down on the bench in the cell, and sat beside her, resting her head against his chest. Taggart glared through the bars at them. “I want my information, Wolff! That Archer had better regain her senses soon!”

“If this information matters to you, Taggart, you will be patient and wait for it!” Viprion told him.

Taggart swore and kicked the bars simultaneously, and walked off.

Viprion gave Wolff a measured sort of look. “I will return,” he said, and followed Taggart.

“Fuck off Viprion!” Wolff shouted after him. At his shout, Samphrey retreated into the farthest corner of the cell, and crouched with her hands over her ears, her eyes flitting between Wolff and the surroundings in horror and distrust.

He lay Jed down carefully before going to her. “Samphrey,” he said, and he held out his hands imploringly.

“Stay back!” Samphrey answered him, her hands still pressed to her ears, her eyes huge and lucid. “You know that man! You have bargained with him, you have betrayed us! You are not of the Blood. You are not of Steel and Flame!”

Wolff grabbed Samphrey by the wrists and pulled her up, dragging her hands away from her ears. “You listen to me, Samphrey. I’ve made no bargain with Viprion and I never will.”

“You say that to me now,” Samphrey gasped, “but only because he reneged on it.”

“He’s a dishonourable cunt. He’s a fucking piece of shit.” Samphrey winced at the violence of his words. “Taggart, the other man, he pursues me. He forced me to do things by making false accusations against me, but I’ve no loyalty to him. I hate him and I’ll kill him if ever I have the chance. My loyalty is to Jed, and to Jed alone, and know you that and you remember it, Samphrey. Samphrey?” He shook the girl. Though she stared straight at Wolff, he could tell she did not see him

A shuddering sigh from Jed interrupted them. Wolff released Samphrey and went to her.

Jed’s eyes were wide open, but her gaze passed through Wolff like light through gauze. A chilling recollection assailed him—of how she had looked just before the other Archer attacked.

“Jed, you are not disconnected, and I am here.” He reached for her with his mind, and she shrank back.

“They are torturing it!”

“What?”

“The computer! It is blind!”

“I don’t understand you!”

“The computer that guides the ship! It is calling out Pilgrennon’s name. It craves mercy in death!”

Behind Wolff, Samphrey stood, not removing her hands from her ears. “I sense it!”

Wolff turned and started speaking to her, but she kept her hands in place, and shouted at him, “I will not hear you! I will be of Steel and Flame!”

“Archer!”

Wolff turned toward the speaker. Viprion stood outside the cell.

Jed had seen him also. “And who might you be?”

“He’s the castellan from Carck-Westmathlon! Satigenaria fell, for his avarice!”

Viprion glared at Wolff through the bars. “Do not interrupt, halfBlood!”

Jed did not look at Wolff. “Is it correct, what he says? Is that who you are?”

“The halfBlood twists the truth for his own purpose. Carck-Westmathlon was under the yoke of an incompetent. To allow it to continue would have been Blood treachery.”

“Answer me!” Jed shouted. “Is what he says correct?”

Viprion ran his tongue nervously between his lips. “It is. Will you hear me?”

Jed hesitated, peering at Viprion as though trying to discern a distant object. “Continue.”

“Then listen because time is short. I am of the Blood, and I am loyal to the Blood. I am a captive here, as you, and what the Geminals plan is heresy. They originate from a world, Reeshevern, where there grows a plant that can be refined to produce a synthetic intermediate of conurin. Our people took from them that world in order to claim its harvest, and they plot what they see as revenge. They seek a device—something the other Taggart was carrying. You must not let them have it. I will help you, if you will agree to this, and if you will grant me sanctuary.”

“You will swear this oath? What?”

Behind Jed, Samphrey took her hands away from her ears.

“That I will protect you, and your apprentice, until such time as my sanctuary with you cease.”

“Then swear it.”

“Let it be my oath. I will swear by the Pagan Atheist and in the name of Pilgrennon, the Blood paragon from whom we all descend!” Viprion’s eyes shone with an unholy zeal. “On mine own Blood, and that of my ancestors!”

“Then I will accept.”

Wolff exhaled and dropped his head.

“I must not tarry here,” said Viprion. “I cannot risk capture.” He turned and left.

“That man’s oath means nothing, for he has no honour!” Wolff shouted.

“How can I know that you have any? You might sacrifice me if the opportunity arose to save yourself.”

Wolff gripped her by the arms, just above above the elbow. “I would not do that.”

“Why would you not? I would.”

“Because it is not my way.” Wolff looked over his shoulder to check Samphrey was still not listening. “Because my life, without you in it, would not be fit to live.”

Jed rose and turned away from him. “You are not of Steel and Flame.”

“I can offer no guarantee of my own trustworthiness, but I tell you, Jed, you cannot trust Viprion!”

“He has sworn.”

“I would swear!”

Jed pivoted on her heel and looked up at him, cocking one eyebrow. “You would swear, on what? What could you possibly use to validate your oath?”

“I would swear on my life, and yours! I would swear on my own integrity!”

“But those things mean nothing.”

“They mean everything I can give you! What would mean nothing would be for me to swear on the Blood, when I am not of it, or to swear on the Teachings of the Pagan Atheist, when I cannot read and know them not, or to make my oath in Pilgrennon’s name, when I know not him, or even if he ever existed. Viprion’s oath is meaningless! It is a pompous travesty, an edifice of hot air! He has sworn on the unpalpable!”

Jed turned her back on Wolff again.

“Then you will not listen?” Wolff breathed heavily in the claustrophobic gloom of the little room. “You will trust Viprion’s word over mine?”

“It is the logical choice.”

“How can it possibly be logical? You know me. You do not know him!”

“I am of Steel and Flame. I know you and I have known you to lie. I have not known him to lie.”

“That is ridiculous!”

A noise from without the cell put an end to their discourse. Taggart had returned, with Winters and another pair of men. Viprion followed them behind.

“It would appear that none of you are carrying the device. It must then assumed be, that it is on your ship. The alternative, that you have destroyed it, will result in a lingering death. Where is it?”

“I know of what you speak,” said Wolff. He looked Jed in the eyes, then Viprion. “It is in my toolbelt.”

Taggart became irate. “Where is your fucking toolbelt, Wolff?”

“My fucking toolbelt,” said Wolff, “is on the fucking bridge of the fucking Shamrock, in your fucking cargo hold.”

Winters unlocked the cage door. “Leave him in the cell,” said Taggart. He turned to the other pair of men. “You, torture him, find out what else he knows. Then kill him. Winters, bring the Archer and the girl.”

 


 

Chapter 16

Herald of Darkness Rising

 

When the fire falls from burning,

The stars exhaust their lifespan long,

Ascend to the darkness rising,

Now heed the Herald’s song

 

Jed walked with Samphrey beside her, a pair of the twin men ahead of her. Behind her followed Viprion then another pair—Winters she thought they were called—then Taggart.

As the procession came to a junction of the corridor, Jed sensed the Shamrock’s signal on the very limits of her awareness. A charge of adrenaline surged up in her chest, and she glanced back at Viprion.

“Keep walking!” one of Winters ordered. “Look ahead!” added the other.

They reached the end of the corridor and it opened into a wide cargo bay. There it was, the Shamrock, over by the far wall, resting on its ventral blades, its long tail stretching toward the airlock. Behind it and a little to one side stood the myth ship, and the magnetic winch that tethered it to the Shamrock was still in place, a curl of the thick hypertensile cable still visible on the floor. The sight of the ships and the Shamrock’s signals were some relief. Without it Jed was crippled, but now she could reach it, it gave her strength to withstand the confusing and painful signals the Bellwether’s computer was giving off. They were outnumbered here and in enemy territory, but now they at least stood a chance. Their captors might be armed, but they were not of the Blood, and Jed and Viprion were both of the Blood. Supposedly the Pagan Atheist had many times overcome enemies that were far better armed through presence of mind and careful planning.

“You!” Taggart ordered her. “Open the door to your ship!”

The only weapon Jed could use was the Shamrock’s synchrotron blaster, and the position it was in meant it was pointed at the wall. Burning a hole in the Bellwether wouldn’t solve anything. She would have to go along with what they wanted and see what opportunities presented themselves. Certainly if the men went aboard the Shamrock, she could use various onboard systems to her advantage, but then, she remembered with a creeping sensation of doubt, the last time Taggart had gone aboard the Shamrock, she had been the one overpowered.

Surreptitiously, she shifted her stance and turned her head so she could see him. He was afraid, she could see it in him. His face strained into lines, his mouth twisted, and he stood with his hand on his neutron pistol. He was afraid, because in another life, he had died on this ship, and that was all he knew. He was as afraid as Jed had been when she first discovered that Wolff and Taggart had come aboard her ship, perhaps more so. She must use this.

“You,” Taggart ordered the pair of men who had walked before Jed. “Enter the ship and search the cargo hold.”

The men drew their guns in opposite hands. They walked cautiously to the airlock, climbed up, and disappeared behind the ship’s wall. Jed felt them make their way down the corridor and enter the cargo hold. They moved carefully around then one of them bent to pick something up from behind a crate of canisters. They were coming back out now. The two of them stood side-by-side in the airlock. One of them held up a long object—a belt by the buckle—strung with pouches and tools. Perhaps all Taggart wanted was that device that Wolff had said was in it. Perhaps he would let them go if he had it. Jed didn’t entertain this thought for long. Taggart had brought the device onto her ship for some purpose, and once he had it back he would return to whatever it was.

“Give it!” Taggart barked.

The men jumped down from the airlock and brought the belt to him. He snatched it and began fumbling at it, trying to open it. “You do it, Winters!” he cursed, throwing it at the other men.

The three of them rummaged through the belt for several moments. “It’s not in here, Taggart,” Winters said in a rather nervous voice.

Taggart let out a loud expletive, and turned around and hurled the belt at the Shamrock. Jed flinched as it went through the airlock and hit the back wall of the corridor, scattering tools and small objects as it hit the ground. “Then where the hell is it?” Taggart roared. He pulled the device he used to communicate with the ship’s crew out, opened it, and jabbed at its buttons with his fingers.

“Is Gerald Wolff dead yet?” he spoke into it. He held it to his ear and the reply was indistinct. Taggart’s face tensed. “I see. Then stop killing him and further instruction await.”

As he closed the device, it shrilled out a beep, and he opened it again. A voice squawked from it. “Taggart, the problem’s solved. One of the ground crews brought the weapon in. They said it was on Gerald Wolff’s person when they captured him.”

Taggart snapped shut his communication device and turned to Winters. “Did yous know of this?”

Winters shook his heads. “No.”

The device beeped again. “Now what is it?” Taggart answered.

“We’re having problems with the ship. It’s broadcasting some sort of radio signal and we don’t know why, and I need to tell you there is something very large headed straight for us. It’s subluminal, but at its current speed, it’s about five minutes away.”

Taggart beckoned to the other pair of men. “Yous, come with me. Winters, guard these prisoners.” He opened his communicator once more as he headed off to the bridge. “Carry on,” he said.

Winters stood with his backs together, hands on his guns. Viprion looked quickly at Jed, his face expressionless. He had something in his hand. A round, smooth surface showed between his fingers, and from the tension obvious in his knuckles, she could see it was heavy.

If she could create some sort of diversion and get both of Winters’s heads facing the same way, that would be enough. It didn’t have to be a genuine danger to them, she speculated. These were not men of the Blood. They did not understand the caste system. They had stolen the Bellwether and presumably had never been aboard a ship that was operating normally.

Jed sent a signal to the Shamrock and felt it respond. For a moment, nothing happened, then a disc shape, a little over a foot in diameter, appeared in the airlock. It stretched a hinged mechanical limb over the lip and clawed at the empty air a few times. Then it tipped over and fell upside-down, its metal shell making a noise on the floor of the cargo hold. One of Winters turned to stare at it, his other member glancing at it before turning back toward the three of them.

The robot’s legs moved for a moment before it levered itself over. Another robot fell down beside it, then another. They began to advance toward Winters, walking like three-legged crabs. The first reached his leg and stretched up, clawing at his ankle. He let out a yell and stepped back, and his other half spun around and shot one of the robots, blowing the lid of the base compartment off it and leaving it spinning on its back, legs twitching spasmodically. At once Samphrey got to her hands and knees behind Winters’s right half and grabbed his other component’s left ankle. Viprion slammed the hard object in his hand in the back of the left’s head, and Jed reached over Samphrey and seized the right by the neck, pulling him back so he tripped over the girl on the floor.

Winters’s right dropped his gun on hitting the floor, and Samphrey caught it. His other one had fallen on his face but maintained his grip on the weapon, and now he was getting to his feet unsteadily, pain and disorientation apparent on his face. Jed stepped over the one on the floor and kicked his hand. The gun spun along the floor toward the Shamrock. “Quickly!” Jed grabbed it and beckoned to Samphrey to board the ship.

Viprion ran behind her. “What are you waiting for?”

Jed looked back to the corridor through which they’d entered the cargo bay.

“The halfBlood? He’s not worth the risk of going back in there. That ship of yours is among the fastest built, if we escape now they can’t follow us. Let’s get out of here while we still can.”

“But he would be worth the risk, if he was of the Blood?” Jed asked

“He’s not anyway so it’s immaterial. Let’s leave.”

Jed covered the remaining distance to her ship’s airlock in three strides and put her foot up onto the lip. To be away from this place and to be safe in her ship, that was all she wanted now.

* * * *

After Taggart had taken the other prisoners away, one of the men had hit Wolff in the chest. Wolff had fallen back to mitigate the blow and landed on the floor, where someone’s boot struck him in the backside. He crawled under the bench and the man tried to kick him again, but smashed his shin against the edge of the seat and screamed, grabbing his leg and falling back against his twin, who acted as though he was in as much pain.

The other pair of men pushed past the injured ones and knelt down. One of them grabbed Wolff’s tunic. “Out!” he said, punching Wolff in the shoulder with his free arm, but in the confined space his fist had no force behind it.

At a beeping sound, he released Wolff and stood. “Rogers,” he said, opening a device and holding it to his ear.

The man closed his transmitter. “He says now.” His twin added. “Kill the Insular.”

The other men twitched and looked at each other. “I don’t want to. What if he changes his mind again, and he’s already dead? You saw what he had done to Collins.”

The transmitter beeped, and the man held it up to his ear. “Yes?” He looked at his twin, and then at the other pair of twins. “There’s some sort of problem on the bridge. We’re needed up there.”

The other pair was opening the door now. They went through and held it behind them for the first pair.

Wolff ran at the one closest to the door and hit him in the back. They both fell through the door and into the far wall, and Wolff kicked the door to the cell, slamming it shut and trapping one man inside. Wolff rolled over twice and landed on hands and toes, springing to his feet. He ran three strides before the other pair got hold of them—the other man had stayed at the door outside the cell, apparently unable to leave his twin, and he was shouting at the other two to come back with the keys.

Wolff used the momentum of the first one to swing him around on his arm and into the other, and the two of them met headfirst with an unpleasant noise and staggered off. The noise of the Bellwether’s engines was clearly audible, and the walls and floor swayed with inertial forces. Were these Geminals idiots? They were accelerating their ship at a rate beyond its capacity. Wolff ran on into the corridor. “Jed!” he called. He sensed the Shamrock’s signal, and turned toward it. He broke out into a cargo bay. A pair of men lay on the floor, and he vaulted over them in haste. There were the ships, and there stood Jed with one foot in the airlock, Viprion behind her with an expression of unwelcome surprise.

“Wolff!”

He ran to her. “What’s happening? Is it chimaera?”

Jed shook her head. “It won’t be chimaera, it’s something they’ve not seen before. I won’t know for sure unless we can get the ship out.”

“Jed, wait.” Wolff put his hand on her elbow as she took hold of the rail. “What is it?”

“There’s only one thing it can be.” Over her shoulder, she met his eyes. “It’s a Herald.”

“Herald?”

“Did you ever hear of the Horsehead Nebula?” Jed was up through the airlock and Wolff followed her toward the Shamrock’s bridge.

“Named for a beast supposed to be native to the Solar system?”

“So it was likened to. As it was unfortunately discovered, it’s not a natural dust mass shaped that way by coincidence, but an artificial construction. An effigy.”

The airlock door hissed shut behind Wolff. “Men made an effigy to this animal?”

“Not men, some other civilisation, assumed to be extinct now, and obviously it was an effigy of a herald and not this horse-creature, but those who saw the nebula did so before anyone saw the thing it was intended to represent, because they never leave the galactic core.”

“Why is it called a Herald?”

“That’s not what it’s properly called, fool! It was in a poem written about the cold fall, the death of the universe, and the name stuck. They need heavy metals, supernova products, to grow, and sunlight to live at maturity. When the galaxy grows dim, it’s said, they will breed in vast numbers and leave the core, destroying everything in their search for energy, only to die in their trillions.”

By now they had reached the bridge, and the floor wobbled slightly as the Shamrock took off. A scraping sound penetrated the hull as Jed turned the ship to face the Bellwether’s airlock. Outside the bridge window Winters got up and ran into the corridor. The hum of the Shamrock’s engine rose, and a fierce beam of light cut from the prow, burning the airlock door. It only took a few moments for the synchrotron cannon to burn around the thin edge of the inner door. Alarms started going off. The synchrotron cannon fired again, cutting out the Bellwether’s outer door. With a bang and a loud rattle, the door fell away into the void. Turbulence buffeted the Shamrock as it eased out, and the sound of the alarms faded away. Behind, the myth ship knocked against the airlock as it pulled after.

Viprion let out a shout, and Wolff looked in the direction he faced. Toward the starboard a dark gap lay in the stars. It moved with a flapping undulation, like a sheet flying in the wind.

“I know it’s there,” Jed said. “You need not announce it.”

“If it’s chasing the Bellwether it’ll ignore us,” said Samphrey.

Jed turned and looked at the girl, her expression stern. “It is not your place to speak. Don’t. Now sit.”

Samphrey’s expression dropped and she stepped back to the bridge seating, her eyes downcast in subservience. The Shamrock was accelerating, its engine noise a thrum that rose in pitch endlessly.

“Where is that weapon?” Viprion asked. “It sounded as though one of the ground crews had found it. Please do not tell me that the Geminals have it.”

“No, it wasn’t in my toolbelt, and that thing they found on me was a morran’s diary.”

Viprion let out a snort, his mouth twisting.

“The thing’s on the floor over there somewhere, I think.” Wolff went behind the seating and found the object lying against the wall. “I don’t know what it is.”

“Bring it.” Viprion held out his hand imperiously.

Wolff glared at Viprion then looked at Jed. She turned away, scowling. “Oh, give it to him, Wolff. He seems better equipped to make sense of it than you.”

Viprion examined the item, turning it over several times in his hands. “It is primitive. As I would expect of technology made by such people as the Geminals appeared to have been, and with their population virtually annihilated and their scientists all dead, it is understandable why it’s imperative for them to reclaim it. Either they only made one, or the others were lost when they tried to attack and were defeated.”

“What is it?” Wolff said.

“From what I gathered from Taggart, it’s an activator for something, something they’ve spent a long time infecting civilisation with.”

“An activator? But there was only one component in there I recognised.” Wolff took the device back from Viprion. “It’s used in graviton devices—inertia dampers and graviton beam generators.”

Jed’s face tightened. A pattern of lights flickered across the Shamrock’s console. “It’s following.”

“Perhaps it changed its mind?” Wolff suggested.

“It’s not intelligent. It doesn’t have a mind to change. It just chases electromagnetic signals and eats them.”

“Perhaps,” said Viprion, scrutinising his hands, “we have inadvertently brought with us the source of whatever signal originally attracted it. It did seem there was some sort of rogue transmission going on.”

“The only things we brought with us is ourselves,” said Jed, “and the ship.”

“Precisely.” Viprion shot Wolff a wry look. “How long was your sentence?”

“My sentence? Three months, from...” Wolff thought back. “It’s today, isn’t it?”

“There you have it. Your bail slave chip has expired, and it’s broadcasting a Freeman signal to alert any nearby computers to your location. Whichever ship you are on picks it up and re-broadcasts it.”

“He’s right,” said Jed uneasily. “The ship’s broadcasting a radio signal, but it did it automatically with no input from me.”

“Can you outrun this Herald thing?” Wolff asked.

Viprion made a scathing noise in his throat. “Would be easier to get rid of the source of the transmission.”

Jed raised her hand to Viprion. “No, wait. Wolff, your blood has the Moiety in it, and your nervous system has grafted onto that chip. If you can use it to communicate, you can probably turn it off by yourself if you can work it out.”

Viprion’s eyes moved restlessly. “What of that thing that’s following us?”

“Once the ship gets close to light speed, it won’t be able to follow. It’s not an Alcubierre organism like the chimaera. It’s the reaching light speed that’s a problem. I’m running in for a close slingshot round the nearest sun. That might lose it.”

Wolff sat beside Samphrey. He leant his elbows on his knees and concentrated on what he could sense of the Shamrock. Jed detected his intrusion and turned around.

“I’m just trying to concentrate on my own signal by following it back!” Wolff protested. “I’m not trying to do you any harm!”

As he concentrated on the signal an orange hemisphere appeared in the bridge window, its glare dulled by the photomitigators in the vitreous alloy. He could feel the heat and light coming off it, through the Shamrock’s senses, as it grew larger. He began to feel the great dark shape occupying the sky behind the ship, and the light of the red sun caught its wings, like a bird riding a thermal, and reflected from innumerable bright scales. The sun’s honeycombed surface lay directly below the Shamrock’s keel now, and it bubbled and seethed with gas and light. The Herald was gaining on them, its head stretching out, horse-formed. It opened its jaws, showing two great fangs each as long as the Bellwether from prow to propulsion, and reached for the ship, and a reverberating groan thundered through the photosphere and penetrated the Shamrock’s walls.

Stop transmitting, damn you! Wolff willed in panic.

The jaws closed with a muffled noise, and the Herald began to lose distance. The lurid fusion horizon was falling away beneath them, and the Shamrock was accelerating out into the void. “Five minutes to the light barrier!” Jed announced, her voice more full of hope and relief than Wolff had ever heard it.

“The Herald’s stopped,” said Wolff. “Its course takes it away from us.”

A massive concussion shook the bridge, throwing everyone forward and onto the floor toward the main console. The Shamrock shuddered, the engine made an earsplitting noise, and all over the bridge alarms went off.

 


 

Chapter 17

Wild Card

 

Time devours body and mind,

Slow attrition, strongest alloy cannot resist,

Decay takes all from our kind,

Only in deeds and progeny shall we persist.

 

“Did the Herald do that?” Wolff shouted over the alarms.

“No!” Pain contorted Jed’s face. “Fool, we’ve been shot in the head. She used the slingshot to stay out of detection range and ambushed us!”

“She?”

“The other Archer!”

Wolff got to his feet, keeping his knees bent. Tremors still reverberated through the ship’s hull. “So now what, are we going to be boarded?”

Jed closed her eyes, grimacing. “No. She’s not old enough to be able to mindlock me. I’m stronger than her. Her only chance was to ambush us.”

“Then mindlock her!” Viprion shouted. He was sitting on the floor with his feet on the seating, and he tried to lever himself up with his arms.

“There’s no time! She’s ahead of our course, her flank is to us. Two of the engine’s chimaera were wrecked in the explosion. I can’t get out of her line of sight!”

“Why’s she attacking you?” Wolff stepped forward, but he could see nothing ahead. The other ship must have been too distant.

“She’s young.” Viprion swung his legs sideways and got to his knees. “Probably a former apprentice of the other Archer you killed.”

“The other Archer you told to kill us,” Wolff added. “The Geminals’ weapon. We could use that.”

“No,” said Viprion. “We don’t even know what it is. It’s moronic to use something we don’t understand!”

“It may be our only choice,” said Jed.

“Better morons than dead,” Wolff said.

“Can’t you use your arrows? The synchrotron cannon?”

“The synchrotron cannon won’t work at this distance, and I can’t fire arrows from the bridge. That thing, where is it?”

“It’s here.” Samphrey picked up something from the floor and gave it to Jed.

Wolff studied the device in her hands. “It looks as though it could be fitted into the graviton beam machinery of a ship, like this one. Can you do that?”

Jed turned back toward the console and one of the ship’s robots scuttled out. She raised the lid on the back of it and placed the device inside. The robot retreated backward into the walls of the ship. “I will fire the graviton beam at the other ship as soon as it is in place.”

“Please reconsider!” Viprion raised his hands and stepped forward. “The weapon could damage this ship too!”

“If it transmits a signal on a gravitational wave and we use it through the Shamrock’s graviton beam, the ship’s inertia dampers will protect it from anything in that beam. Wolff is right. There is nothing to lose and everything to gain. I’m firing the beam now.”

The only indication the ship gave was a slight increase in engine noise and a flicker of lights from the console.

“What happened?”

Jed frowned. More lights pulsed. “Nothing. It’s still there. It looks like the propulsion is out.”

Viprion sighed.

“I’m not picking up any signals from it. It should be coming into visual range soon.”

Wolff stepped beside her and peered ahead. A starlike object was growing brighter, and the Shamrock decelerated as they came closer. It began to take form, the light coming from its reflective Teng steel hull. No fusion light illuminated the propulsion bulb at the tip of its tail.

Viprion stood at Jed’s other side and looked upon it. “There are no signals from it at all?”

“It’s electromagnetically dead. How can a signal mediated by gravitons do such a thing?”

As the Shamrock closed the distance, it turned, the other ship passing across to the side of the window and moving out of view as the vessel rotated. “I’m docking. Viprion, go aboard and see what has become of it.”

Viprion started, his eyebrows jumping on his forehead. “Go aboard? Prithee, send a robot, or a more… expendable passenger.”

“Why not just leave it here?” Wolff said.

“Because, it is not the way of the Code!”

“Whatever happened to that ship could still be a threat! We knew not the nature of the weapon we used, and we should consider ourselves fortunate.”

“Oh, shut up, Viprion. I’ll go.” 

Jed looked sharply at Wolff when he said this. 

“Whatever’s on the ship has to be better than staying here and listening to you wittering on. Just don’t,” Wolff said, shrugging expansively at Jed, “don’t go off without me again.”

“I shall not leave without you, and as insurance of my intentions, you shall have Samphrey to accompany you.”

Samphrey stood to attention at mention of her name, and made a wide-eyed, nervous expression.

* * * *

Wolff levered a crowbar into the airlock door and strained at it. “I don’t understand,” he grunted through tensed muscles. “The machinery isn’t holding it closed, but it’s still stuck. Pass me that jack... No, the other thing.”

Samphrey handed him the tool and he worked away some more. The hole became wide enough for him to get his hands inside, and he pulled and pushed at it until it became large enough for him to squeeze his body through sideways.

Slipping through, the corridor lay in darkness and he felt a strange sensation in his foot, as though he was dangling it over a hole. “The gravity’s broken,” he said. “Pass those tools through please.”

He put the tools away and took hold of one of the maintenance rails, moving to the side and out of the Shamrock’s localised gravitational field so Samphrey would have room to follow.

Wolff switched on his torch. “You hold this for me?”

Samphrey shone the light over the inside of the corridor. It illuminated one of the ship’s ganglia against the corner formed between the wall and the floor, and brown stuff had dribbled from its seal.

“That’s odd.” Wolff pushed himself out into the corridor and prised the cover off the ganglion. The wires and circuitry inside were furred up with orange deposits. “It looks like it’s oxidised. Come on, let’s go up to the bridge.”

Wolff set off, pushing from one side of the corridor to the other. When he looked behind him, Samphrey was trying to pull herself along the maintenance rail, hand over hand. “Here, let me help you.” Wolff bounced back to her and held out his hand.

“It’s not proper for you to help me.” Samphrey hesitated. “I’ve to do it by myself.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” Wolff assured her.

“Well, all right, then.”

“Okay.” Wolff took hold of the girl by the waist and turned her to point in the right direction. “Remember to keep your hands or your legs between you and where you’re going, otherwise you can hit your head. Ready?”

He pushed her forward, and she reached out to the rail on the far wall as she floated toward it. Wolff jumped after her, and in this way they made their way up to the end of the corridor.

Wolff held on to the rail and looked around the corner to the bridge. He could see starlight through the windows, and no lights shone from the consoles. A sharp odour of burnt circuitry flavoured the air. Samphrey shone the torch over the bridge, but there was nobody there.

“I—” Samphrey said, and closed her mouth.

“What?”

“Sorry.”

“Did you want to say something?”

Samphrey compressed her lips, her mouth forming a line. “It’s not my place.”

Wolff shrugged. “Say it.”

“If the Archer was shooting at us, she would probably have been in the armoury.” After she spoke, she watched Wolff with an odd, defensive anticipation.

“Good idea. Let’s go there.”

They went back down the corridor toward the arsenal. The windows there cast dim beams through the dust hanging in the air, and in the center of the room where the beams converged floated a human shape—the Archer. She was perfectly still, floating with her back toward the floor, her legs bent at the knees, one arm raised at the elbow and the other hanging behind her.

“Is she dead?” Samphrey said.

“I don’t know,” Wolff answered. “It could be a trap.”

Samphrey shone the torch upon the nearest wall, illuminating a handrail and an access port stained with more brown marks. “That orange stuff, what is it?”

“It looks like metal oxides, but oxides don’t normally form unless there’s a lot of dampness. You sometimes see them, only traces, on very old ships.”

“Perhaps something has worked as a catalyst and made all the ship’s wiring corrode.” Samphrey’s voice was deeply uneasy.

Wolff looked back to the motionless Archer. “I’m going to have to get her down. The problem is that if one of us drifts into the center of the arsenal, there’s nothing to hang on to and we’ll be stranded there.” He turned to face Samphrey and pointed to the rail. “I’m going to need you to help me. Tie your sash on here. That torch, you can attach it to your arm with that strap on it.”

Samphrey did as he asked, but as she tied the knot she said, “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to hold on to me? I’m smaller.”

“No, it won’t matter when there’s no gravity.” In reality, Wolff did not want Samphrey to be the one who reached out to the body in case the Archer was still alive and this was a trap.

“Hold on to my ankle and lean away from the wall.”

Wolff pushed away from the rail and reached out. His fingers were a foot away from the Archer’s wrist. “Samphrey, can you push away from the wall?”

Samphrey moved, and through her Wolff felt the smooth sensation of the material of her belt sliding along the hand rail. His hand closed around the Archer’s forearm.

“Okay, pull back now, please.”

He pulled the Archer back toward the rail, taking hold of her tunic at the neck. He felt a long, arrow-shaped pin, similar to the one Jed wore on her tunic. Starlight fell on the Archer’s face. She was young, barely an adult. He felt her throat.

“She’s dead.”

A loud click that seemed to come from the corpse’s head made him pull his hand back. The interface band drifted slowly upward from the dead Archer’s face, leaving a line on her forehead from its pressure, with three old scars evenly spaced along it.

 


 

Chapter 18

Steel and Flame

 

No deceiving tongue the true shall serve,

Nor illusion false and vain,

Trust shall be earned and trust deserved,

In men of Steel and Flame

 

Jed held the interface crown, gazing upon the inner surface that had been against the dead Archer’s forehead. “The ship’s computer was burnt?”

“Corroded,” Wolff answered. “The conducting tracks in the circuitry are so thin that oxidation of that sort on their surface goes right through and breaks the circuit. The burning can be assumed to have been caused by capacitors and parts of the circuitry when they were damaged.”

Jed turned over the band in her hands. “But this can’t corrode. It’s made of surgical-grade tungsten. Yet the Archer died, and this detached from her?”

Wolff turned to Viprion, who sat with legs stretched out on the Shamrock’s bridge seating. “This thing you said about, the Moiety. Could that have corroded?”

Viprion gave his head a vigorous shake. “The Moiety’s organic. It’s made from the same materials as you and I. Most likely her brain died of the shock when the computer she was connected to overloaded.”

“I pulled the crown off another Archer,” said Wolff. “She did not die.”

“The Moiety denatures soon after brain death, and the crown detaches as a failsafe,” Jed explained. “If an Archer were to die for whatever reason, it means that if that Archer has an apprentice, she can don the crown and take control of the ship. It is better that way than the ship be lost and the apprentice die on it.”

“Then we have a functional interface band?” Wolff reached toward the crown. “The Shamrock’s chimaera array is damaged, if we could take control of the ship by one of us using this, we could tow it back out into the halo and find somewhere to have it repaired.”

“By your own admission, the other ship is ruined!”

“Where is the crown I broke, for the myth ship we are towing?”

Jed pointed to the shelf behind the seating. Wolff found the damaged band there, plying the deformed crescent with his thumbs. “I can see the part of it that holds the code that identifies it as belonging to the ship. I could take this out and replace it in the other one. Synchronise a working interface band with a working ship.”

Jed looked sharply at Wolff, then at Samphrey, who was standing over by the bridge windows and listening to the conversation with a look of unease. “There is only one here among us whom the Code will permit to take the crown.”

Samphrey’s face changed, showing a deep yearning held back by intense dread.

“Samphrey’s training is incomplete, she is too young. Grafting a mind to a computer that has spent so long grafted to another is not without risk. The ship behind us belonged to an Archer of myth, who was not young. We would be better to find somewhere we can set down, and try to replace the chimaera that are damaged with two from my own haul.”

Wolff raised his eyebrows. “That would be a lengthy and difficult operation. I have seen chimaera handled before. They are easily damaged, and to attempt to install and connect them in a vacuum or an unknown atmosphere without specialist equipment, when none of us has training, and the Bellwether pursues us, that would not be straightforward.”

“I will do it,” Samphrey said.

Jed and Wolff turned and looked at the girl. Jed said, “Samphrey, if we do this thing, there will be no undoing it. That ship will be yours for the rest of your life, for better or for worse.”

“I’ll do it,” Samphrey repeated. “It’s the only way we are going to escape. You can still teach me, when we are away from this place.”

Jed’s face took on the impassive, glazed-eyed look that Wolff now understood was symptomatic of her conferring with the Shamrock’s systems. Perhaps she was scanning the skies, perhaps she was merely thinking more deeply on the matter.

She passed the intact band to him. “Then do it, for it would seem it is the only option. But first, recover the Archer’s corpse from the ruined ship, so that we may cast it adrift and give her the funeral the Code demands.”

* * * *

Wolff dragged the dead Archer into the corridor of the myth ship, which Jed had decided should be renamed the Larkspur of hortica. He stepped quietly up to where the corridor opened onto the bridge, where Jed and Samphrey stood. Viprion, leaning on the wall just beyond the corridor, turned and raised his eyebrows at Wolff, tilting his head so as to look down upon him, and stalked into the corridor.

Jed spoke first. “Who are you?”

“I am Samphrey of hortica.” Samphrey stood stiffly before Jed, her voice proud, yet with an undertone of nervousness.

“What are you?”

“I am of Steel and Flame. I am hortica. I am an Archer!”

Jed faced the table in the center of the bridge, on which lay the interface crown along with a small ornamental knife and her leather-bound book with the stylised bird in the tree on the cover. She spread out her hands, palms up. “You will swear, on the Blood, on the Pagan Atheist, and in Pilgrennon’s name.”

“I swear fealty to hortica.”

“I swear, in the name of Pilgrennon the Blood paragon.”

Samphrey took the book, The Teachings of the Pagan Atheist, in her hands and held it vertically before her face, pressed between her palms. “I swear on the Pagan Atheist and in the name of Steel and Flame.”

Slowly, smoothly, Jed picked up the knife from the table and stroked it across her left palm, on the fleshy area at the base of the knuckles. She rotated her hand, closing it into a fist, and blood dripped onto the interface crown, staining its inner surface where the three prongs had retracted into it.

Samphrey knelt before Jed. “I swear, on the Blood, and on the Moiety.”

Jed lifted up the crown with the tips of her fingers, and raised it high in the air so a line of blood spilled over the inside of her wrist and tracked down her left arm. “Then, you will renounce all that you are and all that you were, for you are Samphrey of the Larkspur of hortica.” And Jed lowered the crown to Samphrey’s forehead, and Wolff saw the girl’s eyes close and the stiffening of her shoulders into a flinch.

“Mylen.”

Viprion was standing in the aft corridor.

Samphrey turned away from Jed, her concentration broken.

“Viprion,” said Jed, “do not intrude upon the ways of the star Archers.”

“Mylen?” Samphrey took a step away from Jed, toward the corridor. “That was the name of my cousin, who went to myth seven years afore today.”

“Samphrey, you are to become an Archer now, your past and your relations are of no relevance! Do not dishonour your own ceremony, and what is to be your ship, with the name of myth!”

“She was my sister...” Viprion murmured. “And then you must be that Samphrey who was also my cousin, whom I knew not well and did not see for some years, but I also did hear had been taken as an apprentice by the same Archer.” He looked at Wolff, he looked at Samphrey, then at Jed and the semicircle of dull silver that balanced on her upheld fingertips, where Samphrey’s forehead had been.

Viprion dived over the back of the seating. Samphrey cried out as he pushed her out of the way. He snatched the interface crown from Jed. 

“Viprion!” Wolff shouted, and Jed had realised what he was trying to do and grabbed his forearms, but she couldn’t stop him from putting his head forward, into the crown. With a snap, the tungsten semicircle tightened around his cranium and his body crashed to the floor. He made no movement to break his fall with his arms, and Jed stepped back from him, a look of alarm upon her face.

Viprion’s limbs trembled violently. His face was an unholy rictus, eyes rolling, saliva running from his mouth onto the bridge floor. He looked as he had when the seignior had incapacitated him on Carck-Westmathlon.

Samphrey ran to Viprion and crouched down over him. “Will he be all right?”

Jed pushed the girl back by the shoulder, making her fall down. Her voice came as a shout. “Do you not realise what he has done? He has squandered our one chance of escape, and all you can think of is his welfare?”

The bridge lighting faltered, and an alien pattern of lights ran across the bridge consoles. Viprion put his hand to the floor and levered himself up, eyes wild, nostrils flaring.

“Viprion, what are you doing?” Wolff demanded. “Can he control the ship?”

Jed’s teeth were bared. “I can’t see why not, once he grafts to it, he’s of the Blood.” She reached to the table, not taking her eyes off Viprion, and her fingers closed on the knife she’d used to cut herself. “He must die before he gains full control!” As she uttered these words she made a lunge past Wolff toward Viprion, who rose unsteadily from the floor, a demented grin stretching his lips back over his teeth.

Wolff gripped Jed by the shoulders, forcing her to face him. Her muscles were rigid and she trembled with anger. “Jed, go back to your ship.”

“He has desecrated hortica and the Code!” Jed’s voice hurled flecks of spittle into Wolff’s face. “He must die for his sacrilege!”

“If he gains control of the ship and you’re not on the Shamrock, he could undock and leave us trapped here.” Wolff spoke in a low voice, hoping Viprion would not hear him and get ideas. “You need to get back now.”

Jed’s eyes darted from Wolff’s face to look over his shoulder at Viprion.

“Let me kill him, Jed.”

Fractionally, he sensed tension leaving her body, and she stepped back away from him. “Kill him,” she said in a low breath. “It’s the only way you’ll get the interface off him in one piece. There is still hope.” She turned, still looking over her shoulder, and went aft toward the airlock.

Viprion swayed on his feet, and his eyes made darting motions. Odd sounds came from the bridge computer. Wolff pulled his multipurpose tool out of his belt and switched the knife into position. “Samphrey.” He held out his hand to the girl. “Go back to the Shamrock. Follow Jed.”

Samphrey took one step toward Wolff, her face full of confusion. 

Viprion grabbed her by the arm. “The Archers took my sister from me!” His voice was a fervent scream, terrible to hear in the space of the bridge. “They will not have my cousin too!”

“Viprion, you made an oath!” Wolff shouted back at him. “An oath and I heard it with my own ears! You made an oath, in the name of the Blood paragon and in the name of the Pagan Atheist, with me and Samphrey as your witnesses!”

Viprion reached out his hand to steady himself, looking at it as though it didn’t belong to him. “Listen not to this fool Gerald Wolff, Samphrey. He is not of the Blood, and he is a criminal who trespasses upon the sanctity of the Archers themselves.”

“What does it matter if I am of the Blood or not? You made that oath to Jed of the Shamrock, an Archer, a man of the highest Blood there is, and now you renege upon it!”

Viprion pointed at Wolff. “Do not worry yourself, fool, with matters that don’t concern you and that you can’t even hope to understand.”

Wolff stepped back. He set back his shoulders and stood at his full height. “You are a Blood traitor Viprion, the lowest of the low!”

“Bastard halfBlood swine!” Viprion pushed Samphrey aside and came at Wolff, who held out his knife at the ready. As the man leapt to him, gravity ceased, and Viprion soared into the air, his foot aimed at Wolff’s head. Wolff tried to duck, but there was nothing to duck against. Then Samphrey crashed into him, knocking him back toward the door.

“Quickly!” Wolff took hold of Samphrey’s hand. The moment gravity returned and his feet touched the ground, they both ran aft. As they turned into the airlock, Viprion was close behind them, and he grabbed Samphrey around the waist.

“Viprion, let her go!” Wolff held onto Samphrey by her arms, and she held him back. He pulled her over the threshold, toward the Shamrock’s door.

“You would abandon your own Blood in favour of this?” Viprion pulled back and Samphrey screamed, in pain as much as in protest.

“You’re hurting her!”

“I am hurting her? Are you sure it is not the halfBlood peasant dragging on her arms that’s hurting her?”

“Gerald Wolff might be a halfBlood,” Samphrey yelled, “but his half of the Blood is better by far than your whole!”

Viprion snarled and pulled harder on Samphrey. Her fingers slid down Wolff’s forearms, her nails leaving deep scratches in the skin. Her eyes were closed tight in a grimace, and a cry escaped her, then Wolff lost his grip on her and fell back against the Shamrock’s door. The last thing he saw was Viprion’s eyes, burning with anger, before the Larkspur’s door closed.

Wolff got to his feet in the gap between the two airlocks. He hit the door with the flat of his hand. “Samphrey!”

A whirr of machinery startled him. He looked up to see the locking flange that held the ships docked together rotating. “Jed!” he shouted, and he turned to the other door and beat on it with his fist. “Jed, open the door!”

A noise deafened him and the airlock fell away from under his feet. The Shamrock’s bronze flank spun beneath him, and dead cold bit into his flesh. The air was being torn from his lungs, scorching his throat and nose, and it crystallised into an expanding cloud of tiny grains before his eyes. His skin burnt with an icy fire and the dread silence pressed on his eardrums. On the periphery of his failing vision he saw the Larkspur, miniscule in the distance. The Shamrock’s aft section came distorted and hideous to his eyes, bathed in vile radiation. Jed, he tried to say in his last breath, but no sound came from his lips.

 


 

Chapter 19

Nemesis

 

The moons the planets’ children are,

And the stars are those planets’ concern,

All about the death-black fulcrum’s gyre,

In endless circles they all turn.

 

“Jed?”

Jed put her hand to the blistered skin on Wolff’s forearm. He winced, fresh blood welling up in his eyes.

His voice was hoarse. “Jed, I can’t see. Please tell me we’re on the Shamrock and not the Bellwether.”

“I pulled you back through the airlock. You were only exposed to the vacuum for a few seconds, but you lost consciousness. The Bellwether has not come in range of my senses since the Herald attacked us. We are close, now. Not far from the galactic center.” Jed paused and looked out through the bridge window. “Something strange here is happening. Something I have not ere seen.”

Wolff turned his head. His eyelids flickered and tears of blood ran down his face. “I can’t see.”

Jed folded her hands around the tube of synthskin in her lap and regarded it for a moment. “I can lend you my sight,” she said, “and that of my ship.”

A smile broke onto Wolff’s face as Jed relayed the information to him. “All this I can receive, through a bail slave chip?” The smile dropped into a grimace. “Don’t look at me, I look disgusting.”

“The burns on your skin, those will heal. I don’t know if your eyesight will ever be fully normal without better medical assistance.”

“I tried to stop Viprion. I tried to bring Samphrey back.”

“I know.” Jed squeezed the tube, pressing a transparent blob of the synthskin onto her index finger. She smoothed it onto the reddened epidermis of his nose. 

Wolff winced. “What shit’s this?”

“It’s to seal the wound and prevent it from getting infected.”

“What is it I’m looking at?” Wolff asked as Jed attended to his face with the synthskin. “The chimaera?”

“Yes.”

“There must be...billions of them?”

“More than billions.”

The chimaeras’ golden bodies drifted all around the Shamrock. Not one of them was less than half the ship’s length, and the numbers of the ones with the potassium barbs on their tails was roughly equal to the ones without. Many bloated, dull-red suns hung in the sky, and the chimaera flowed like a river toward the nearest. The individual forms were indiscernible over the distance, but there were so many of them they formed a pale arc around it as they traversed its gravity well.

“They are not interested in the ship,” Jed said. “Chimaera that big can chew through the material of the tail column, and they usually attack if they get the opportunity.”

Some distance ahead of the ship, a dark shape flopped across the living river and the pattern broke, the chimaera exploding away from the predator then springing back to their prior positions. The predator reared its dark head, and sunlight reflected from the undersides of its wings as it pulled up from the ecliptic.

“Heralds,” Wolff said.

“They’re hunting the chimaera. To them, the ship looks like one. I can keep it safe among them so long as I watch where the heralds are.”

“Why aren’t you hunting them?”

Jed stopped, her hand on Wolff’s neck. “’T would be pointless. The ship won’t get out of here with two chimaera broken, and there is nowhere we can go to repair it.”

Wolff’s hand landed on her wrist, the light squeeze of his blistered fingers hot and clammy. “Why are you giving me medicine, if that is so?”

“Because the Bellwether may still be out there somewhere, and I still do not know its intentions, and if it should attack again, the small use you are alive is better to me than the no use you are dead.”

Wolff let out a choking laugh. Jed could see the ice burns in his nostrils, caused by the expansion of his breath after the depressurisation. “Nothing you do is ever irrational, is it?” he rasped.

For some time, neither of them said anything. Jed had finished covering Wolff’s face and neck with the synthskin salve. His scalp did not appear to be too badly burned. Probably his thick, light-coloured hair had protected him.

He lay back on the bridge seating, closing his eyes as she started applying the salve to his arms. “That device. How did it cause the circuitry of the ship’s computer to corrode?”

“I know not,” said Jed. “What was it that Viprion said?”

“It’s in the air they breathe.”

“Corrosion of that sort occurs normally with age, usually in an unfavourable atmosphere.”

“Something catalysed it,” Wolff murmured. “Do you have any medicine for my throat?”

“No. A signal conveyed by gravity couldn’t have catalysed corrosion, if that’s what you meant.”

“Perhaps the signal was to something already there, that was activated and caused corrosion.”

“The air is full of bacteria,” Jed pondered. “As are men and morrans. Then there are the artificial bacteria, machines. In the bodies of men and in the systems of ships.”

Wolff opened his eyes for a moment. “In the ship?”

“Robots, they are in essence. You have seen the robots on the ship? They carry out repairs and sanitation. These robots are just another layer of the ship’s maintenance technology, but so small they can’t be seen.”

“Are there many kinds of these robotic bacteria?”

“Of course. They have been a part of man for time immemorial. That’s all the Moiety is, truly. Mechanical bacteria that live in men for their mutual benefit.”

“Viprion said the Geminals evolved in isolation on a planet, and that men came to this world and found them and destroyed their way of life, all because they could grow something that they could make conurin out of.”

Jed nodded. “A synthetic intermediate.”

“This happened centuries ago I’m guessing. Could it be that the Geminals made a rogue version of one of these mechanical bacteria strains, and seeded it into the plants so that it contaminated all the conurin?”

“That is conceivable,” Jed concurred. “If the strain of bacteria was capable of reproduction, it could be feasible that is has by now spread over the entirety of civilisation. Conurin use is ubiquitous among the Blood castes, and from Viprion’s description it would sound as though this planet was put into use as a mass production farm.”

“So much that it was ravaged by cultivation and rendered permanently uninhabitable, was what I understood.”

“But why did they make it so it was triggered by a signal carried by gravity? Why not tachyons?”

“I suppose because gravitational radiation is instantaneous and can be used as an area attack. Tachyons can’t be broadcast as such, they just go instantaneously to what they are aimed at. To target an area with tachyons, one has to program one to go in every spatial location within that area. It would use massive amounts of energy.”

Wolff’s face tensed, and he raised a hand slathered with synthskin, curling wet fingers into a fist. “It still doesn’t make sense. Damn it! Why is Taggart chasing us toward the galactic center?”

Jed had lost her grip on Wolff’s other hand, and she got to her feet facing the bridge window.

“That is why.”

Behind her, Wolff sat to attention on the seating. His eyes blinked rapidly, trying to discern what lay outside the ship, and Jed relayed her own vision to him once more.

The river of chimaera snaked away into the far distance, and beyond them lay a great disc made up of dark dust and incandescent gases. The blue of oxygen and the pink of hydrogen mingled in flocculent clumps and orbit-spun threads, tendrils of clotted matter dragged into ever-decreasing spirals.

Wolff shifted on the seat. “What is it?”

“It’s an accretion disc. What do you see at the center?”

“Nothing.” Wolff’s frown creased the drying synthskin on his face. “Just a hole in the disc.”

“That’s correct, nothing. That is what lies at the center of the galaxy. It is Dark Tempest, the immense singularity that holds everything in orbit around it.”

“A black hole.”

“That’s why Taggart seeks to find this place. The gravity of that singularity affects every star, every planet, every moon, circumfercirc, ship, asteroid, the list does not end. He intends to destroy civilisation in its entirety with this tiny device.”

“Such must be the wrongs that were committed against his people.”

“I did once come here, before,” said Jed. “There were no chimaera here, only large Heralds. It was not a good place to hunt. The accretion disc was not so turgid then, if I remember.”

“Perhaps it has a cycle, as do some stars.”

“You should rest now.”

“Will you not rest?”

Jed looked back at Wolff. “I cannot. If I don’t keep vigil, there is nothing to stop one of the Heralds coming at us.”

* * * *

Jed watched the chimaera bound toward the bright accretion disc as Wolff slept fitfully. She could not sleep, and she could not leave, and progress was slow in the damaged ship. She leant on the window, and a deep despair she felt pulling on her as much as she did the singularity. In coming where none dared follow, she had immured herself in her own trap. The thought of a distress call came to her again. Mathicur would kill her if she found Jed here with Gerald Wolff. She pressed her forehead against the vitreous alloy and closed her eyes. She had been to this place once before. Look, Mathicur had ordered her, and it had been too horrible, too immense, too engulfing and alarming. Jed saw something nightmarish and hideous about that point in time and space where everything became nothing. Something about seeing it in the middle of that sickly torus and knowing it was there had eroded away the final vestigial illusions of safety Jed had still held before she had come here. It was as though her memories of her life before, of her father holding her in his arms with that reassurance of absolute security and safety, were all swallowed by this Dark Tempest. It was the end of childhood, and Jed was not prepared and she did not welcome it.

No, she would not bring Mathicur here. She would never regain what Dark Tempest had taken from her, and now she knew and accepted deep inside her that what had taken away her soul had brought her back, and it would claim her mind and body. She opened her eyes, her mind empty, and looked her nemesis in the eye, and she was at Equilibrium. A shockwave spread across the accretion disc, the gas clouds ripping into reams of tattered fibres.

“Something is happening!”

Wolff was on his feet and at her side, then a pillar of light shot up into space, perpendicular to the disc’s plane. Arcs of blue gas leapt from the center of the torus, bending into parabolic shapes under some weird magnetic field. “The black hole is emitting energy?” Wolff gasped.

Jed examined the view with the Shamrock’s tachyon scanners. Massive radiation of every frequency and wavelength streamed from the accretion disc. “It’s the accretion disc that’s emitting stuff, not the singularity.”

Wolff stared at the spectacle, his mouth open, absorbing whatever information it was his eyes did see and the images Jed was supplying him with. “The matter must be spinning so fast down there that it’s like an enormous synchrotron.”

But something had drawn Jed’s attention away from the singularity. The movement of the chimaera surrounding the Shamrock had changed. Like dancers answering the call of music, the chimaera separated into pairs, male and female, and took up their places. One pair drifted not far from the Shamrock’s bridge windows, and Jed watched as first the one with the potassium barbs began to turn about its forward center point, slewing its long tail around and around, spinning faster and faster. Its partner, too, suspended above it, began to rotate in the counter direction, and when she cast about with her eyes and the ship’s senses, every chimaera pair in range behaved likewise.

The male chimaera’s tail glowed, and with a flare of light, its propulsion exploded. The tail began to burn out, disintegrating from the tip in toward the body, the potassium barbs consumed to fuel a bright purple beam of light that connected the spinning chimaera to its dance partner.

“They’re mating.” Jed breathed in awe. “They must be. No one has ever seen this before.”

“The light? Is that how they transmit their genetic material?”

“It must be so! The ones with the potassium tail barbs must be males! They use a redox reaction to generate light from it, and use that as a carrier wave to transmit their genetic material to the females.”

The male chimaera’s tail had burnt away now, and the beam of light broke off. The pair began to drift apart, as did all the others. The males, their source of locomotion destroyed in the act of procreation, tumbled helpless toward the accretion disc. The females, still spinning, held their position a little longer before following them.

“I don’t understand.” Jed leant against the window, trying to see the chimaera as they dwindled away. “They’re falling toward the singularity. Their spawn or eggs or whatever they have will fall under the event horizon and be wasted.”

“Look,” said Wolff behind her, his voice filled with wonder. “With the tachyon senses, into that light coming up from the center.”

He was right. Riding in the blazar jet were billions upon billions of tiny motes—the fry of the chimaera—being carried off into the halo at near the speed of light by the intense radiation.

The Archer and the halfBlood both gazed upon the blazar, the chimaera, and the storm at the center of the galaxy, until the ship’s senses alerted Jed to another object.

“The Bellwether,” she said.

Wolff’s shoulders collapsed. “Curse Taggart!” He cast about the bridge. “Where is that device? Why do we not use it for him? We are doomed anyway, and why spend the last moments of our life running from him?”

Jed turned to Wolff, and his fierce grey eyes met her. “Use it?”

“There is nothing by the hand of man in this galaxy that is good.”

“There is nothing in it that is evil, either. Can you say that every man in this galaxy has wronged you and deserves to die for it?”

“All men. They argue over insignificant matters, the Blood, the Moiety.” Wolff gestured to the scene outside the bridge windows. “There are bigger things in this galaxy than men, who think they are above nature and that it is theirs to plunder, even you, Archer. I see your pride, but I see you, and I see that you do not like what you are. I see children brutalised in the name of the Code. I see men of the Blood, masquerading, conniving, scheming, and I see men not of the Blood, who crawl, and fight, and hate.”

“I cannot leave this ship. I am a part of it. I did not choose the path of the Archer, and it was not my choice to make, but it was the only choice. It is what I was born to be.”

“But it is wrong.” Wolff clenched his fists and gazed down upon the surface of the bridge floor.

“We are as we are, it is the only way. The moment our science became so powerful we could rid ourselves of predators and disease, rise above natural selection, we sentenced ourselves to this fate. The lower castes only exist as vessels of genetic material that should have been selected out.” Jed turned from him and leant against the bridge window, looking out on the chimaera falling into the accretion disc. “If civilisation was destroyed today, there would be survivors on planets and in places where machines are not depended upon for survival. They would only re-evolve their technology and their caste system, and what’s more in the meantime they would evolve to be different from each other, as the Geminals did, and when they did encounter each other, they would wage war.”

“I have no faith in men,” Wolff said. “They do not deserve to be the custodians of this galaxy.”

“You cannot stop men from breeding. However egalitarian anyone’s intentions may be, the end result will always be the same, so long as men do not obey Darwin’s laws. There is nothing you, or I, or any man can do to make it different.”

Wolff laid one hand on Jed’s shoulder, the other on the elbow of her other arm, and leant against the ship, close to her back. “What are we to do now then?”

“We must destroy this thing, so that if the Bellwether captures us, they shall not have it. Then...” Jed watched the chimaera a little longer. “I would choose a swift death in freedom, over death at Taggart’s hands or a lingering starvation.”

In the armoury, Jed gave the command to the ship to open the loophole. She took up her bow and a combat arrow, before glancing once at Wolff.

The man’s eyes had stopped bleeding, although they were still heavily bloodshot and inflamed about the lids. The radiation burns on his face and the whitish synthskin covering his wounds had not taken from that look marking him as a man of the Blood. It was still the same face Jed had come to know, had come to trust, had come to care for, as much as she did for the Shamrock itself.

Wolff held the object in his right hand, coiling his arm so it was behind his neck. He took a leaping stride forward and hurled it through the static field and into the vacuum beyond. Jed raised her bow and closed her eyes. The Shamrock showed her the device spinning away into the void. She drew back the string and slowed her heart, and released between beats. A brief light flared, then darkness ruled.

 


 

Chapter 20

Into the Eye of the Storm

 

Who dares look upon,

The black baleful eye of unrest,

Would know incarnate destruction,

That is Dark Tempest!

 

Gravity pulled the Shamrock ever down in an unstable orbit that could only end in one place. Jed lay with her head against Wolff’s shoulder on the bridge floor. Even the Heralds would not come this close to the storm, lest they became trapped by gravity and pulled under the event horizon, or seared to atoms in the blazar jet. Out of the range of fear, she at last had been able to sleep, although it had been short and uncomfortable. She could not bring herself to leave Wolff’s side, to be alone before that malevolent eye.

Wolff said he was hungry, so they both went down to the cargo level to fetch the food. For the first time for as long as Jed could remember, she found she could muster some appetite to eat the levigated esculents and fibre loaf. The loaf tasted like mould, the soup like watery leaves. Unappealing as the flavours were, they made Jed realise it had been some time since she had last chewed conurin. The photosensitive alloy that covered the bridge windows had become almost opaque to screen out the radiation that streamed from the accretion disc, and the stars and did not show, just the quasar’s glaring pillar of light and the luminous torus below it. It was peculiar that they should sit here eating at the center of the galaxy while all this went on around them, and the taste of the food when there had been no taste for so long made it all the more surreal.

Wolff motioned to the window. “The chimaera young, could we not do something like that?”

“The synchrotron radiation would ablate the hull.”

“Well, how come it doesn’t do that to them?”

Jed used the Shamrock’s senses to study the stream of minute objects travelling in the blazar jet. “They are wrapped up inside some kind of parachute—a photosail that is reflective to all radiation.”

“A photosail, like that stellar galleon we saw in Satigenaria?”

Jed raised her eyebrows. “Exactly like that. I have a photosail to fit the escape pod of this ship, but you threw the escape pod away as I seem to remember.”

“We had to get rid of that myth Archer somehow. So the stellar galleon, how does that work?”

“It’s designed to accelerate a ship by radiation pressure from the stellar wind. They are used exclusively to travel outward within the inner parts of settled star systems. They wouldn’t work anywhere else because the stellar wind isn’t intense enough that far from a star.”

“But that...” Wolff gave a nod to the scene outside.

“That is an event that has not been witnessed anywhere in this galaxy in all the time men have existed.”

“That...light. How far up does it go?”

“It’s called an active nucleus. They’ve been seen in distant galaxies, they’re usually referred to as blazars or quasars. The light is so intense it can be detected by men’s eyes from the surface of planets when the source is over a billion light years distant. The chimaera’s next generation is riding the blazar jet at just below the speed of light. They can probably maintain that speed until they reach the lower habitable regions of the halo, two thousand, five hundred light years away.”

“And the photosail, you can’t attach that to the Shamrock?”

Jed shook her head. “The sail is too small.”

“What about if we put it on the shuttle, the one I came on with Taggart? It’s still docked on the other airlock, isn’t it?”

Jed stared at Wolff. “Yes,” she said carefully, at length. “It would be the right size for that. I don’t see how that would be any use, though, because travelling with the photosail would take two thousand, five hundred years before you could get within range of any civilisation to even make a distress call.”

“Ah, I see.” Wolff leant back on the bridge seating and made that wan, slightly sardonic smile of his, despite his reddened eyes. “But, on the other hand, since the shuttle has no temporal modulator, time dilation would mean two thousand, five hundred years would pass in hardly any time at all.”

Jed pushed the food away and got to her feet. She looked out the bridge window with a sudden sensation of urgency. “Then there’s no time to lose. You need to get to that shuttle before it’s too late. I’ll get the sail.”

“Now just hold on a moment.” Wolff’s voice was gentle, but carried an undertone of surprise. He put his hands on Jed’s shoulders, the grey of his eyes noticeable against the red blood vessels as he peered at her face. “You’re coming with me.”

“Leave the ship? Leave the Shamrock?” Jed gasped, and a sudden humourless laugh escaped her. “I cannot cleave from that which is a part of me!”

“What do you mean, you can’t? Of course you can!”

“You saw what happened to the other Archers. Dead.” Jed looked away from Wolff. “Worse than dead.”

“They didn’t separate willingly.”

“It makes no difference! The ship is the mind as the mind is the ship!”

“There was a Jed before there was a Shamrock, was there not? And there can be again.”

“They will hunt me! They will still find me, even if my ship is gone. The computers see all. I have dishonoured the Code!”

“When we come into civilisation again, it will be two thousand, five hundred years at least into the future. The Blood castes will have evolved further by then. You will still be a man of the Blood, but you will not be the best of the best, and the computers won’t notice you as such.”

“It won’t work!”

“Then I shall not go if you will not go with me.”

Jed turned away from him and folded her arms. Her eyes had begun to water, and there was a tight sensation in her throat. “Don’t be a fool, Wolff. If you do not go, the Shamrock will fall below the event horizon and we will both be crushed to oblivion.”

Wolff set his arms akimbo and stared fiercely at Jed. “Ditto!” he shouted.

Jed felt herself drawn by the Shamrock’s senses from the scene of the bridge again. Almost against her will, she turned from Wolff and looked again into the heart of the galaxy, and vertigo and fear locked her in senseless paralysis. She had felt a strange, almost prophetic horror the first time she had seen this place, and now it seemed fitting, it seemed fate, that her end must be here at the site of her own devastating epiphany. So she must choose, choose to hold fast to the Code as it drew her in ever-tightening circles, finally to fall into deepest shadow, or choose to renounce the Code, choose bright absolution, and with it lose all control and everything that she was.

* * * *

On the bridge of the Bellwether, Taggart watched the diagram the computer showed of the Archer ship, diving toward the singularity.

“Follow it! Stop it!”

Winters made faces. “We can’t follow that—not where it’s going.”

“It’s not too late!”

“If we go in any closer—we won’t be able to get out.”

“It matters not! So long as we finish what we started!”

Winters raised all four hands. “Taggart,” he said, “this has gone too far now. There are enough of us—still that we can build another Reeshevern—out of their reach. We are the last! The last! That means they didn’t win. So long as we’re alive, they didn’t win. If we go after that ship and destroy ourselves, it’ll mean they’ve won—even if we do destroy them. It’s time to concede, Taggart.”

Taggart stared at Winters then he made a lunge toward the persons standing next to him—the guards who had gone to the Shamrock with them. His hand jerked the neutron pistol from his nearest hip, he raised his arm and a dull thud reverberated over the bridge. One of Winters collapsed on his knees and fell sideways, hard against the ground. His other half cried out and fell to his knees beside himself, putting his hand to his neck. The Winters on the floor breathed a few more gasps, his fingers twining in the shirt of his other, before his hand fell to the ground and his eyes stopped moving, becoming glazed and vacant. A bloody oval had spread over the cloth covering his chest.

People began closing in around Taggart, and he climbed onto the bridge table to escape them. Taggart had a dream the previous night, and in it he had been Sundered. He was never whole in his dreams, not any more. He did not want to have a final dream, if it was like this. He did not want to be Sundered for the rest of eternity. How was it, the method the Geminal scientists had been executed? Taggart put the nozzle of the neutron gun to his forehead. A man couldn’t dream in death without the parts of his brain where dreaming took place. Taggart closed his eyes, and another shot rang out on the bridge.

* * * *

Winters stood, his face contorted with grief. Taggart’s arms and legs had gone slack the instant he shot himself, and he’d fallen, limbs flailing, on his face on the floor in front of the table. Dark blood pooled under his head. In the dull light, it looked like a hole was opening up in the floor, as though the ship was being swallowed by something akin to that nightmarish gap in the sky where the Archer’s ship had gone.

The peoples of the Bellwether looked to him. A men Sundered had brought them here, and now a men Sundered must guide them out.

“Let us leave this place,” he said. “The mission has failed. Some sights were never intended for the eyes of men. Let us go as Geminals, and remake ourselves.”

* * * *

Jed climbed into the shuttle’s tiny cockpit, stumbling against the crate of levigated esculents they’d packed in.

“You’re not bringing conurin?” Wolff asked.

“I won’t need it. Let’s just do this before I change my mind.”

Wolff slammed the airlock door and tightened the hatch on the shuttle. “How do we open the sail?”

“We have to get away from...” Jed’s voice trailed off. “It’s no good opening it this close, it’ll foul with the pectoral wing.”

Wolff sat down beside her. “Okay. Ready.”

Jed breathed deeply. She closed her eyes and fired the Shamrock’s propulsion, steering it up over the singularity and into the path of the blazar. The ship’s warnings of the approaching radiation brought a sharp pain to her. They were like the plaintive cries of a child whose face was being forced into a fire. With the ship between her and the source, she released the airlock. At once the sails opened–one small cone-shaped one beneath, to protect the hull, and the main one above, a large reflective parabola. The sail was opening, the shuttle was accelerating, and her ship was being left behind.

The hull was melting. She couldn’t bear to see the Shamrock burn up in the synchrotron radiation. With a command, she fired the propulsion and sent it pitching down toward the point of no return, and it quickly went out of range.

A scream of blind, unintelligible fear rose in Jed’s throat as her consciousness was cleft from the mind she had depended on throughout her whole adult life—her ship, which she had loved, had fought for, would have died with rather than abandon. As the Shamrock’s senses tore clean from her own, every star in the galaxy’s broad dusty plane went out, and the fearsome gravity of the vortex below was nullified by an unknown oblivion. A dark hand stifled all her bolometric senses, and for a moment she was entombed in the dark, hemmed in by walls of terror.

She felt Wolff take hold of her by the shoulders, and a great shuddering gasp escaped her lungs. As if her senses were steadily regressing to an earlier form, her eyes began to adjust to the wavelengths available to them. She made out the stars in the window beyond the capsule, the galaxy unmoved by her insignificant struggles. The all-seeing eye aft of them, swathed in clouds of violet turbulence, cast its great blazar jet upon the sails, and the slight light that made it through the vitreous alloy filled the cabin with an eldritch pallor. Jed was lost and alone, vulnerable as she rode in this tin capsule on an updraught from the valley of death. She could no longer feel the guidance of the Shamrock’s octahedral compass, and knew not where up or north might lie.

She felt the pounding of blood in her throat, and heard Wolff’s and her own breathing, and felt and smelled his presence there beside her. She found she could still recall memory, and she remembered what they had been through together, and she remembered why she had decided to stay with him.

Wolff’s fingers tensed on the rim of the viewport as he looked back into the stony gaze of the seething maelstrom. He turned his head toward her, sensing her trouble, and clasped her against him, and she saw in him and herself an empathy, a humanity, that could outlast the Shamrock and guide her though she had no lodestar. No longer would she navigate the stars in lonely disdain, a solitary queen beneath their cold scrutiny.

Jed leant her head against his chest and knew, at last, that the nightmare was over.
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