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CHAPTER 1

THE UNSINKABLE, AN FTL-CAPABLE supercarrier, floated in orbit around the largest moon of Majriti, a gas giant in the Upsilon Andromedae system. Puffs of plasma wisped from the knobbly auxiliaries halfway along its 3-kilometer length. Station-keeping. Nothing threatened the old, weary capital ship up here. The enemies of the Unsinkable—the enemies of humanity—were down there, on the night-shrouded moon.
Beep. Beep. Beeeeep.
The duty officer on the Unsinkable’s flight deck took the call.
“Sorry, Sarge, we cannot launch a routine medevac after dark. Call back at first light.”
The only pilot in the ready room was Colm Mackenzie. Having opened one eye without being fully aware of it, he went back to sleep. Curled on a storage chest, he dreamed of home. He was six years old, playing with his toy airplanes behind the settee. His father drowsed beside the electric fire, still wearing his tailcoat and frog-patterned ascot, mechanically stroking the cat. Empties cluttered the hearth. Colm’s baby sister Bridget slept in her bouncy chair. Their father’s wet snores turned into a series of harsh tones.
Beep. Beep. Beeeeep.
Oh God, Colm thought muzzily. Please let me have one shift without anything happening. I’m so tired.
“Sorry, Sarge. We cannot fly a priority medevac at this time.”
You heard the man, Colm thought in relief. Call back at first light. He made his favorite airplane fly into orbit to dock with an orbital transfer vehicle. One day he would run away to space ...
But why was he so cold? The fire was on and everything.
There was a funny smell, like sewer gas. 
He peeked out from behind the settee.
Blue-white sparks crawled over the fur of the cat on his father’s lap. Sprite didn’t seem to notice. Nor did Dad. He snored on as the strange sparks darted up his wrists, and the room got colder and colder.
Colm’s knuckles whitened on his toy airplane.
There was something in the corner, behind the baby chair. 
Beep. Beep. Beeeeep.
“Sarge, we cannot—oh. Yes, Captain, but our air support resources are severely depleted ... orders are not to risk our remaining ships on night missions ... yes, I do understand that I am speaking with Captain Best ...”
Oh, not that Best guy. What does he think we are, his limo service? Give us peace, you entitled arsehat.
Half awake, half asleep, Colm crouched in his hiding-place behind the settee, wondering if he was about to die. The thing in the corner was a hunched mass of shadow. It rippled, blurring the wallpaper. Then it stretched a foot into the firelight. A huge foot, bigger than Dad’s, in a leather boot caked with mud.
The electric fire went out.
And yet Colm could still see the shadow, blacker than the darkness.
It lurched forward.
Slit eyes glittered blue.
It stretched out a finger as pale as bone—an old finger, with too many knuckles—and poked the cheek of the sleeping baby.
Colm screamed and hurled himself out from behind the settee.
China shattered in the kitchen. Mam rushed in, yelling: what is it, what’s wrong, you scared me half to death.
The shadow vanished.
Sprite jumped off Dad’s lap.
Bridget started howling.
Dad stumbled upright. The sparks were gone from his hands and wrists. The smell of beer came off him in waves. “That’ll do! God’s sake, Daisy, you gaun off yer head?”
Mam banged the overhead light on. “Put the bloody fire on! I don’t care how much it costs.”
Colm heaved Bridget out of her chair. There was a grimy smudge on her cheek where the thing had touched her. He spat on his fingers and wiped it away. Mam talked over Bridget’s screams, about Great-Grandpa Mackenzie and the spoons and money.
Lloyd Mackenzie swayed drunkenly, rubbing his eyes. Everything was back to normal, Colm thought ... and then his father shouted in a near-panicky voice, “Aw, shut it, you bitch,” and threw a sloppy punch into his mother’s face.
Colm woke up. The flight deck klaxon was blasting. It had really happened—or had it? Anyway, he had run away to space, and now he was 44 light years from home, halfway through his second enlistment, sitting up in 0.5 gees of artificial gravity, in stale darkness, thick with the funk of overheated circuit boards and old sweat.
The duty officer raised his voice. “Emergency medevac! Man your spacecraft!”
“On it,” Colm yawned, accepting the inevitable. His ship was the only one that would be available for days.
His copilot and gunner sprinted out to the hangar to initiate systems checks. Colm shook out his leathers, which he had been sleeping on. He stuck one leg into the EVA-rated flight suit and hopped over to the duty officer while wriggling his other leg in. “How bad is it?”
While the duty officer briefed him, the globe of Majriti IV, projected on the end wall, spun to display a blood-red electronic pushpin. The medevac request had come from the moon’s smaller archipelago, on the Majriti-facing side. Colm’s heart sank. This was going to be hairy. When you deorbited at night, you plunged through belts of intense radiation accumulated during the day, as the moon's magnetosphere interacted with the more powerful magnetic field of the gas giant it orbited.
“Two platoons pinned down, taking heavy fire. Sounds like a triple call scenario,” he told his copilot and gunner as he climbed into the cockpit of the gunship. Triple calls happened frequently: an officer in the field would keep upgrading the severity of his medevac request until he got to yes. So they were going to be flying into a hot LZ to evacuate a Marine who mightn’t even be wounded, might just have decided he was fucked if he’d fight another step. Colm sometimes toyed with the idea of pulling a fakie himself. Realistically, though, he’d never get away with it. He was already on disciplinary warning for smuggling cigarettes.
His weariness faded as he connected with the gunship. His esthesia implant flooded his nervous system with tactile feedback from the ship, expanding his sense of being to encompass the hard vacuum in the hangar—a faint metallic tingle on his skin; the output of the reactor—a meaty pulse of heat in his belly; the water in the reaction mass tanks—a replete feeling, like he’d just had a nice hot cup of tea ... and a hundred other rich sensory inputs. The implant translated every detail of the ship’s status into a sensation his body could immediately understand. Real life paled in comparison. The last lingering echoes of his nightmare vanished under the sensory onslaught.
The launch platform rotated, pivoting the gunship to face the outer wall of the flight deck. Half a kilometer long, the cavernous hangar held a sparse handful of gunships and larger dropships. All the rest were down on the surface of Majriti IV, or had already been lost.
The deck lighting dipped from blazing white to ominous red. The rampies working on the other ships retreated to the safety zone.
“Ready,” Colm said. He flexed his toes, ensuring the landing gear of the gunship gripped the platform securely.
“Warpig Ten, you are cleared for launch.” Warpig One through Warpig Nine were no more. Eleven and Twelve were out there somewhere. Like Colm, they were being slotted in any old place to fill holes in coverage. The Unsinkable’s captain was fondly known as the Rat—he chewed through ships and crews like they were made of cardboard.
“Roger that, Zero,” Colm said. “Launching on my mark ...” Copilot Bekkelund and gunner Smythe were strapped into their respective couches, faces invisible behind their visors. “Mark.” He pulled the launch trigger.
Power flooded into the rail launcher under the platform. Like a tiny maglev train, the platform zoomed towards the wall, carrying the gunship with it. Hydraulic doors gaped ahead. At the end of the rail, an elastomer catapult snapped the platform back—this part was fully automated—and hurled the gunship into space.
The little ship fell away from the Unsinkable like a bottle chucked out the window of a 3-kilometer skyscraper. Colm glanced back with radar-enhanced vision to confirm his separation distance. The Unsinkable might be one of Earth’s largest and most capable capital ships, but like all spacecraft designed never to land, it was an unaerodynamic mess to look at, solar panels and zero-gravity field generators and other bits and bobs sticking out all over its length. The gunship was a thing of beauty in contrast. It at least had wings.
5 klicks out, he opened the throttle. A mixture of water and xenon plasma gouted out of the aft engine bells. He somersaulted and dived towards Majriti IV.
Majriti itself, a gas giant ten times as massive as Jupiter, dominated the blackness ahead. Vivid sapphire and turquoise bands striped the giant’s waning crescent.
Upsilon Andromedae A, a bright G-type star, flared at the top of Majriti’s limb, then slid behind it.
The gunship fell into night.
“I see lightning, I see lightning,” chanted Megumi Smythe in a little-girl singsong.
“This better be a real emergency,” Erik Bekkelund said grimly.
Majriti IV was an Earth-sized moon. Its atmosphere sprouted a tail of particles ionized by magnetic field interactions. Charge built up during the day. At ‘sunset’—the moment when the shadow of the gas giant crawled over the moon—it reached spitting point. Electrostatic discharges fanned from the poles like sheet lightning. The fireworks obscured the geography of scattered islands below, and the remaining lights of human colonization.
“Cross your fingers,” Colm said. He dived into the storm. Faint shudders of electric charge washed over his skin. 
99 times out of a hundred, you’d be fine.
The other time, you’d be Warpig Two, who got struck by a discharge. All systems DOA. Went into a tumble and burned up on re-entry.
Colm’s luck held. They got through the electric storm A-OK.
So now they only had to contend with the enemy on the surface of Majriti IV: a couple million hostile Ghosts.
.



	
		



CHAPTER 2

THE MEDEVAC REQUEST HAD come from a settlement called Drumlin Farm. Colm called the local artillery command post and asked them to lay off shelling the area until he got in and out. Just a professional courtesy. They said sure, we’re out of ammo, anyway. With Marines, it could be hard to tell when they were joking.
Anyway, no shells exploded below as Colm dropped the gunship towards Drumlin Farm. No tracer rounds lit the dark terrain.
Hot LZ? This didn’t even look like room temperature.
But the field sergeant on the radio sounded panicky, breathing hard, like he was running and talking at the same time. Bekkelund fed Colm the livestream from the guy’s helmet cam. Tight-curved, rough-hewn stone walls. A spiral staircase. The fighting had moved inside.
Colm simultaneously lowered the gunship onto his coordinates and watched it descend from a short distance. The sergeant had climbed onto some kind of balcony or lookout point. He leaned on a carved stone balustrade, helmet cam rising and falling as his shoulders heaved. The inverted blue candle-flames of the gunship’s plasma exhaust lit up the night.
Another reason not to go down after dark: you made yourself into a big fat target. VTOL-capable, the gunship had secondary thrusters under its wings, pointing straight down. Colm had diverted the xenon-135 component of the exhaust to storage—that stuff was highly radioactive, not to be spewed all over friendly troops—but the un-spiked water plasma still glowed bright enough to leave after-images on your vision.
“Bang,” the sergeant said, making gun-hands. The ship-light silvered the backs of his battlesuit’s gauntlets. “Just to set your mind at ease, these Ghosts are Stage Two.”
“Very reassuring,” Colm said. Stage Two meant mortars. Those shells could actually do some damage to the gunship. He throttled back the combustion chamber’s output, aiming to get down fast—
“Incoming,” Smythe snapped. She pulsed the shockwave generator, the gunship’s key defense against explosive rounds. A pressure wave rushed outwards, generating a sonic boom. The sergeant on the balcony flung himself flat. Fuses triggered, the incoming shells exploded in mid-air.
Not far enough away.
Pain spasmed through Colm’s port wing. He gasped aloud. Half a dozen points of agony pulsed under the skin of his left arm. Shrapnel.
“Sorry, Collie Mack,” Smythe cried. She had nothing to be sorry for. She had the best reflexes of any gunner he’d ever flown with.
Colm muted the pain and dropped the gunship the rest of the way to the ground. The jacks bit into soft, uneven soil. The jolt rattled their teeth in their heads. Not his cleanest landing ever.
Residual exhaust heat incinerated vegetation, ringing the gunship in fire.
The computer fed him a detailed damage report. Shredded thermal tiles, not on the leading edge of the wing, thank God, but he didn’t fancy taking off again with damaged insulation.
“I’m gonna slap a patch on that.” He sprang off his couch. While Bekkelund engaged in a shouting match with the field sergeant, Colm bounded aft, grabbed tools from lockers in the annular space behind the crew cabin, and unsealed the side airlock with a thought. Pale smoke rolled in. He switched off all the lights, not to make the ship any easier a target than it already was.
Bekkelund brushed past him and dug in the ammo locker. Came out with a handful of spare mags for the machine pistols they wore as sidearms.
“Where’re you going, Vike?”
“Sarge said the casualties, plural, are somewhere around here.”
The gunship crew were not supposed to leave the bird.
“Lost him,” Bekkelund explained. “Last thing he said was ‘Ghosts are on the stairs.’”
“What a clusterfuck,” Colm said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Bekkelund replied with a snigger. Colm was well known for bending the rules. In Colm’s own opinion that explained why he was still alive, but he tried not to be a bad example to his crew. Both of them were younger, on their first enlistments. Bekkelund’s pessimism was a defensive pose, his bravery the real thing. Colm watched him jog away across the smouldering field, remembering what it was like to be 25 and feel invincible.
The damaged wing claimed his attention. He manhandled a collapsible ladder down to the ground, propped it against the trailing edge of the wing, climbed up. Dull pinpricks in his left arm told him exactly where the shrapnel had hit. Esthesia implants had their detractors, chiefly among squeamish types who opposed any kind of body modification, but like most working pilots, Colm took the view that you would have to pry his implant from his cold, dead body. Esthesia saved a ton of time and guesswork. In a war zone, that could make the difference between life and death.
The implant also gave him eyes in the back of his head. The gunship’s external cameras synced with his infocals, smart lenses embedded between his own lenses and irises. He saw Smythe clambering down the airlock steps behind him. She carried a combi—the standard Marine rifle with grenade launcher attachment—on a sling.
“Not you, too,” Colm said.
“Vike’s heading for the farm. He’s such a fucking idiot. He might need help getting back.”
“Right. Thing is, I was briefed that there are still civilians at the farm. So if you get that far ...”
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope.” You had to admire colonists. They hung on like grim death while the Ghosts fired antique field artillery at them. All too often, they died for their right to call a piece of some alien planet home. “If you find any of them, offer them a ride.” Colm wasn’t here to evacuate civilians, but he was rapidly getting the impression that the next command decision regarding Drumlin Farm would be to order its abandonment. The radio silence from the Marines on the ground was ominous. So was the fact that the Ghosts had not lobbed any more shells at the LZ. It suggested the enemy was busy with other things. Spooked by the damage to his ship, Colm wanted to get back in the air pronto, but at this point the gunship might be the only way out for whoever was still alive here.
“You’re the best, Collie Mack,” Smythe said. She blew a kiss off her armored gauntlet and ran across the field, straight through a stand of burning crops. The flames licked over her steel greaves and cuisses. 
Colm wasn’t too worried about her. Unlike him and Bekkelund, she had a battlesuit. These were only issued to the Marines, but after a year and a half in-system, there was more spare gear on the Unsinkable than there were live troopers. Nothing wrong with using dead man’s kit if it kept you alive.
Colm squeezed buckyball paste into the holes, smoothed it out with a spackle knife, finished each patch with four-ply carbon nanotube sticky tape. The smoke had cleared away and he was getting hot in his leathers. He unsealed his visor and inhaled the air of Majriti IV. The lingering acrid smell reminded him of winter muirburns, when farmers would burn back the heather for better grazing.
After the momentary déjà vu passed, he detected an alien perfume in the air. An unsettling hint of sulfur.
And the night was warmer than it had any right to be, and so bright that the finger-leaved trees at the edge of the field cast shadows on the charred crops. Both the warmth and the blue-tinged ‘moonlight’ came from the turquoise-striped crescent dominating the sky.
The silence felt intense, meaningful, a kissing cousin to the hiss-whoosh of incoming shells, infused with the same promise of death.
Colm shivered. He climbed down from the wing. Returned his ladder and tools to their storage places. Approved his own repairs, thus cancelling the ghostly pain in his arm. Drank some extra-caffeine Irn Bru.
Bekkelund’s transponder winked out.
“Vike! Gimme a sitrep, you reindeer-fucker. Over.”
In addition to his esthesia implant, Colm had a radio transmitter implanted in his jaw. Bekkelund had one, too, so he couldn’t have lost his radio without also losing his head.
“Smythe, come in.”
“Copy.”
“Vike just went dark.”
“I know. I’m almost at the farm. I’m diverting to his last known location.”
“Roger.”
Colm returned to the cockpit. Control was trying to get hold of him, wanting to know why he was still on the ground. He put them off by reporting the mortar fire incident, without mentioning that Smythe and Bekkelund had gone walkabout. No need to get everyone in even more trouble than they were already in. He kept his voice level and calm, although his internal FUBAR-o-meter had spiked into the red zone.
“Hey, sir—” Smythe broke in on the FM channel.
“Yeah?”
“I’m at some kind of outbuilding.” She shot him a picture of a drystone byre roofed with solar panels. Two Marine corpses sprawled across the doorsill. Anger heated Smythe’s voice. “Looks like our guys died hard.”
They were in battlesuits. They shouldn’t have died at all. “Smythe, come back to the ship.”
“I can’t raise Vike. Or anyone. I’m going inside—” Smythe’s transmission broke up.
“Smythe!”
Static.
“Smythe!”
Silence.
Oh, Christ on a bloody bike.
Moving fast, Colm grabbed his sidearm. Got a couple of spare mags from the ammo locker. Bekkelund had taken all the armor-piercing rounds, damn him. Well, Ghosts didn’t wear armor, anyway.  
Colm swung down to the ground. Charred wheat puffed into carbon dust under his boots. He folded the airlock steps up behind him with a thought, sealing the ship. He was not concerned about leaving it, since esthesia would allow him to operate it from anywhere within radio range. He set the external sensors to maximum sensitivity. Now it would let him know if it saw so much as a bunny rabbit, or whatever the Majriti IV analogue of a bunny rabbit was.
He loped across the field, into the darkness of the finger-leaf forest.



	
		



CHAPTER 3

MEG CLEARED THE OUTBUILDINGS one by one. She wasn’t a farm girl. Grew up in Tokyo, thinking that produce grew on supermarket shelves. She didn’t know what all these sheds and barns were for. What they had become was abattoirs. Sheep and goats lay dead, gunned down in an orgy of thoughtless slaughter. 
Her breath rasped fast inside her helmet. She had the bleed valves of her suit open, exchanging suit air for local air. It carried the smell of manure, mingled with the stomach-turning reek of death. Blood glistened black on the cobbles in the light of the gas giant. She kept thinking she saw movement in the shadows. She had never been this close to the action before; had seen plenty of carnage, but always from the shelter of a gunship, or after it was all over. It was the Marines who went hand-to-hand with the enemy.
And where were they?
At last she found two of them. She radioed Colm, showed him the battlesuited corpses. “But I can’t raise Vike. Or anyone.”
As she spoke, she looked up at the limestone cliff towering over the farmyard. Several caverns yawned at the cliff’s foot, partially shuttered by slat doors like garages. Inside this massif, she knew, the colonists had made their dwellings in a network of caves and tunnels, some carved out by water seeping down from the cliff top, some shaped by human machinery. It made sense to live pueblo style on Majriti IV, given the sweltering summers here, and also the risk of predators. Apparently this moon had some really choice wildlife. Flightless birds as mean as hippos. Turtles that climbed trees and spat poison.
But now something worse had come to Majriti IV.
The same thing that had come to Ross 458 c ... and before that, Mu Arae d ... and before that, Monoceros f.
The Ghosts. 
She shuddered, and took a fortifying sip of sweet, gritty juice from her battlesuit’s hydration nipple. She knew what she had to do, little as she liked it.
“I’m going inside to look for survivors.” She didn’t give Lt. Mackenzie time to talk her out of it. She ducked under the nearest garage door, popping upright with her combi levelled, swinging to cover a wide arc.
Dark.
But not to her, not with every kind of sensor known to man embedded in her helmet.
Night vision showed tractors and other farm machinery, haphazardly parked. Everything lurid green.
Workbenches, a mechanic’s pit.
Infrared revealed several spots of warmth in the cab of an enormous tractor.
She climbed up.
OK, so that was three more of the missing Marines.
“Hey, Collie Mack ...”
Shit, of course, she was inside a mountain. The rock was blocking her signals. He wouldn’t be able to hear her.
Swallowing, she inspected the corpses. The Marines had died in their suits, but with their visors open, which was weird. Why would they have opened their visors? Because what had happened after that was they’d got shot in the face. Boom, strawberry jam. Still warm.
Meg’s gorge rose, and on the point of throwing up inside her helmet, she crossed over into detachment. This always happened. The tipping point was different every time, the result the same: shit stopped affecting her emotionally. She wasn’t sure if this made her a horrible human being, or a good soldier, or both. Anyway, it was convenient. Dead Marines stopped being people who’d signed on the dotted line like her, gone through basic training like her, believed in loyalty and justice like there. They became facts to analyze and react to.
These Marines had died in the cab of the tractor because they’d been planning to drive it out of here. But the Ghosts had got to them first.
What a bunch of numbskulls. Rule number one when engaging Ghosts: do not operate powered equipment. That made modern warfare pretty fucking difficult, and obviously you had to make exceptions for your personal equipment and weapons, but there it was. Everyone, even civilians, knew that if there were Ghosts around, electricity would draw them like flies to shit. Why? Who the fuck knows. Just one of the charming traits of our enemy.
Meg took the rule about powered equipment seriously, but all the same she now broke it. She leaned across a dead Marine’s lap and switched on the tractor’s engine, just long enough to see the fuel cell’s charge indicator rise up and then sink back to zero.
Yup. Totally drained.
Meg jumped down to the floor with a clang. She looked around the cavern and shivered. All these big, powerful vehicles. A feast. The Marines must’ve brought them inside to try to keep them out of the Ghosts’ clutches, but that obviously hadn’t worked.
Was there anyone left alive here? Hiding, maybe? Once bitten twice shy, gone off-grid, scared to operate so much as a radio?
“Vike?”
Her suit was sending out an auto-ping every ten seconds, so anyone with a radio would know help had arrived. Now she added her voice, boosting it through her radio as well as her suit’s external speaker.
“Vike, where are you?”
No answer.
“If you get yourself killed, I’m gonna be really pissed,” she mumbled.
She headed for the back of the cavern, where night vision showed doors leading to the rest of the pueblo. 
Despite her emotional detachment, she felt cold. Her teeth were chattering.



	
		



CHAPTER 4

COLM SLID INTO THE shadow of the byre. Lacking a battlesuit, he was vulnerable to enemy fire, so careful, careful, and remember that when you’re away from your ship you haven’t got eyes in the back of your head.
With a hurried glance, he took in the other buildings huddled at the cliff’s foot. He had grown up around farms, although his father was a children’s entertainer and his mother a nurse. They had crofters for neighbors, so he was familiar with the workings of mixed crop and livestock operations. Drumlin Farm was just a big croft on a distant moon. Cows here, chickens over there, that’d be the hay barn where they also kept the horses if they had any. But he couldn’t hear any animal noises. It was dead silent. Sad little heaps of feathers lay on the cobbles. A gut-shot dog had dragged its own intestines halfway across the farmyard before dying. Colm’s heart twisted at the sight. What a desperate fucking waste.
Movement beyond the hay barn. He flattened his back against the wall of the byre, gripping his machine pistol. But it was just plastic rippling in the night breeze: a row of polytunnels shredded by bullets. A truly ferocious battle had raged here.
“Vike?” he whispered. “Smythe?”
She’d said, I’m going inside.
Cursing under his breath, Colm skittered from shadow to shadow until he reached the cliff.
He knew exactly what he should do, having seen this shambles of a battlefield.
The same thing Smythe and Bekkelund should’ve done.
Return to the gunship and call for reinforcements.
But he also knew that they were the reinforcements.
The Unsinkable had been the only ship the Fleet could spare for Majriti IV’s defense. And it just wasn’t enough. Attrition had decimated the Navy and Marine Corps elements alike, while the local militia was worse than useless.
Oh, sure, the Rat would scare up another gunship to come to his aid eventually. Maybe at first light, three sols from now. But by that time, the two half-baked kids Colm had the pleasure of calling his crew might be dead.
He ducked under a garage door into, surprise, a garage. It was as dark as the devil’s arsehole but the smell of machine oil and biodiesel fumes gave it away. He stumbled against a tractor and got his back against a wheel taller than he was. Let his mouth hang open, listening.
There were certain advantages to operating without a battlesuit, apart from the obvious one that you didn’t need a fuel cell to move your arms and legs. For instance, you could hear better without a tangle of electronics in the way. It made no sense, but you just could.
Now Colm heard a faint rumbling noise from deeper within the pueblo.
Survivors?
Or just machinery?
Survivors operating machinery?
Surely not even colonists could be that dumb.
The Ghosts had been probing Majriti IV for years before the Unsinkable finally arrived to succor the beleaguered planet. By the time the carrier got here, the threat had progressed from Stage One—containable—to Stage Two—critical. When Ghosts were Stage One, you just had to be vigilant: stamp them out before they could get a foothold, and for Christ’s sake don’t leave the battery in your car overnight. All powered equipment had to be carefully protected when Ghosts were about. But time and again that simple directive proved to be too much for civilians. They forgot, they slipped up, they left a combine harvester sitting out in the back field with half a kilowatt of juice in it, and that was what must’ve happened here. Hello, Stage Two Ghosts, with rifles and shotguns and a strong enough grasp of guerrilla tactics to capture another power source, and another one, multiplying their numbers every time. What had happened at Drumlin Farm was happening all over the planet. The Ghosts had progressed from opportunistic assaults to a full-scale siege. At that point the colonists would have swallowed their pride and begged the Marines to come save them.
Two platoons of Marines could hold off any number of Ghosts ... but only until they ran out of ammo.
Ritualistically, Colm cursed the duty officer who had denied the first medevac request from Drumlin Farm, and the OIC who had not appreciated how much danger his troopers were in, and everyone in the whole chain of command stretching all the way back to Earth. They’d all failed. Now it was up to him to not fail, too.
Sweating, he thumbed off the safety of his machine pistol. Twelve rounds in the magazine, another twelve in the spare. What a joke. He’d seen a couple of Ghost rifles lying in the farmyard. He should’ve taken one of those, but like everyone, he instinctively loathed the idea of touching Ghost stuff. Who knew where it came from?
He edged away from the tractor, only to bump into something else. Tines stuck up at thigh level. A rotary tiller. Without having to check, he knew it would be out of juice. The very fact that the lights were off proved that Ghosts had got in here and drained the power out of the whole farm.
So where were they now?
And where were Smythe and Bekkelund?
He fumbled his way to a door in the back of the garage. Following the rumbling noise, he tiptoed down a narrow passage. His boots kept meeting soft obstacles. The floor felt tacky. He was almost grateful for the darkness.
Outside, the night had been warm, but in here it was cold. Gooseflesh-cold. See-your-breath cold, if it weren’t so dark.
The cold and the dark and the smell of death combined into a poisonous brew of fear. His recurring nightmare set its teeth into the edges of his mind. He stopped walking, slumped on the wall, eyes straining wide in the darkness.
I don’t want to die.
Smythe. Bekkelund.
He flogged himself with the names of his crew, but fear dulled his concern for them, made him selfish.
He’d have turned around and made a dash for safety if he had not, at that moment, seen dim light seeping through the hinges of a door further along the corridor.
He ventured up to the door. The noise was coming from in there.
Maybe someone was alive on the other side of this door.
He did not give himself any more time to be afraid. Stupid bloody swing door had no handle, so he couldn’t pull it towards himself. He mule-kicked the door open and flinched back to the side of the doorway—
—just in time.
A shot pulverized the silence. The bullet ricocheted off the far wall of the passage. Stone chips flew in the dim light from the door, which was swinging shut again.
“Stay the fuck back!” roared a voice from inside the room.
“Vike?”
“S-sir?” Bekkelund’s voice shifted from furious defiance to childlike hope.
“I’m coming in.” Colm slid around the door as it closed.
In here, the noise was factory-floor loud. It came from machinery mounted atop a concrete platform. LEDs gleamed red and green on control panels, reflected by the side of an enormous steel tank, and by the belt buckles and buttons of Ghost corpses littering the floor.
Colm had rarely seen the enemy this close up, even dead. Marines burned the bodies of the Ghosts they killed, a hygiene pollicy that provided cover for superstitious revulsion. The same revulsion warred with fascination as Colm glanced at the pale, dead, ordinary-looking faces, all with a same-y kind of look, all in ragged khaki uniforms. Pudding-bowl helmets. And, yes, boots. Leather boots, red with the dirt of Majriti IV.
Despite his curiosity, he spared them only a glance before hurrying to Bekkelund, who sat at the bottom of the platform, legs sticking out in front of him, pistol in his lap. “All right, Vike?”
“Nope.” Bekkelund gave a strained smile. A hand fluttered to his hip. Blood glistened on his leathers. “Fucking Ghosts. Know what they were doing?”
“What?”
“Feeding the grinder—” Bekkelund jerked a thumb at the big tank— “with bodies. Their own dead. And ours.”
“Bastards! I’ve heard of dropping in the odd sheep, if you don’t want the health inspectors to get a look at it.”
Colm knew what this towering cluster of pipes and tanks was. On Majriti IV as on Earth, a farm like this got most or all of its power from biowaste. The juice in the fuel cells of the tractors, rotary tillers, and so on? Generated by the vehicles’ biodiesel engines, which fed front-end reforming hydrogen cells. The lights, the fridges, the computers, air conditioning, dairy processing machinery, whatever else the colonists had? Same deal. They’d either be powered by a biodiesel generator, or by process heat from biodiesel production.
And how do you make biodiesel?
With a thermal depolymerization plant.
Like this one.
In goes biowaste, out comes green gold.
Dead bodies, though.
Fucking Ghosts.
“Was this all of them?”
“I think so,” Bekkelund said. “Turn it off, sir. I can’t reach.” Meaning that he was too hurt to move.
Colm was already climbing the steps onto the platform. He wanted to have a look at Bekkelund’s wound, but shutting down the TDP plant came first. He had no idea how long it would take for it to draw more Ghosts. If the eggheads had theories about why Ghosts were drawn to electricity, and what they did with it, they didn’t share their thoughts with lowly first lieutenants. All Colm knew was—turn off the power. He frowned at the displays, threw switches. The intake tank stopped grinding. The vibrations lessened.
But did not stop.
The generator was still running. Some quantity of biodiesel had already been produced, and it was fueling the genny, which had to be around here somewhere.
He ducked under pipes, said to Bekkelund, “Didn’t know you were a farm boy,” less because he cared than to hear Bekkelund’s voice, keep him talking.
“Not,” Bekkelund said, from the far side of the platform. “Forestry management. My parents. In Norway, they clear-cut the forest on a rotation. Put the unusable wood into massive TDP plants. We used to follow the clear-cutters all spring and summer, making sure that no rare plants get shredded. I was home-schooled.”
“That explains your lack of social skills,” Colm said, still talking just to talk. Generator, generator. “Jesus, it’s cold in here.”
“It’s colder in Norway.”
“Why do they clear-cut the forest?”
“We had to do something after the oil ran out.”
“Ha, ha.” Here it was. He’d been looking for a squat steel cabinet. Instead the generator was an anodized red torpedo, mounted on shocks, with its own set of computer controls. These colonists had had everything. Except the common sense it would have taken to save their own lives. As he bent over the display, it lit the fog of his breath green. Why was it so cold?
“I’m just kidding,” Bekkelund said. “The clear-cutting is to eliminate sitka spruce. An invasive species. After they finish, it looks like a bombed-out whorehouse. But it’s not like they cut down everything. They have to leave enough trees for the woodpeckers.”
“There’s twenty-five kilowatts coming out of here,” Colm said. “But where’s it going?”
If the generator was running, the lights should be on, at a bare minimum. So why were they still in the dark?
Colm suddenly smelled sulfur.
“Oh,” Bekkelund said.
A wave of cold washed over Colm’s face.
Sparks wriggled from the generator. Colm drew back sharply. It looked like the generator had turned into a Tesla coil, but instead of one large streamer, fifteen or twenty little streamers snaked through the air, spitting off fractal spikes.
When you lay your hand on the outside of a vacuum chamber with a Tesla coil in it, the streamers jump to your hand.
But these streamers were not jumping to Colm. They converged on a point between him and the biodiesel intake pipe feeding the generator, where the shadows were deeper and darker than anywhere else in the room.
The intake pipe rippled.
No, the air in front of it was rippling, as if he were looking at jet engine exhaust, but it wasn’t hot. It was icy cold, and he was back in the sitting-room of his childhood home at Drumnadrochit, hiding behind the settee, petrified with fear.
The rippling turned into shimmering. The shimmering shadow got denser, sucking up the streamers of electricity. And this dense dark shimmer, this cold hole in the air, this impossibility, congealed into a shape.
The shape of a person.
The streamers died, leaving a faint glow that outlined a ghostly man.
About Colm’s height, about his age.
Stark-ass naked.
Except for a jaunty forage cap with the earflaps hanging down.
Brown hair stuck out under the forage cap. Gold insignia glinted on the cap, too blurry to read.
And the eyes ... thank God, the eyes in the knobbly-chinned, big-nosed face were not the electric blue Colm remembered. They were brown, sparkling with humor and curiosity.
Frozen, Colm stared ... and the man smiled at him.
Solidity spread outwards from that smile, ghostly extremities resolving into pale flesh, arms and neck marked by farmer’s tan lines.
“Sir,” Bekkelund gasped.
His voice broke the spell.
This was not a man.
Or a memory.
It was a Ghost.
Colm lunged to the generator controls, slapped the power switch.
The Ghost moved. Colm ducked—pure reflex. A steel blade crunched into the computer display, shattering the screen into pixelated mud. The Ghost had a sword, where there had been nothing in his hands before, and he was lunging at Colm, raising the blade overhand to stab—
Colm threw himself backwards off the platform. It was not a planned move, just panic. He managed to twist in the air so he struck the floor with his left hand and knee. His other hand was already reaching for his holstered pistol.
The Ghost jumped off the platform. By the time he hit the floor, he was no longer naked. He wore a short-sleeved khaki shirt and trousers. His boots were covered with dust. Not the moist red earth of Majriti IV, but whiter, drier stuff. The sole of one boot flapped like a tongue. An undecorated leather scabbard slapped his thigh. Colm noticed these details as he made the split-second judgement that he didn’t have time to draw and fire. He sprinted away, around the platform.
The Ghost pursued him, the loose sole of his boot slapping on the floor: thud-slap, thud-slap.
Bekkelund was trying to push himself to his feet. He brought his pistol up, his eyes like saucers.
Colm tripped on the corpse of another Ghost, fell, rolled. Bekkelund’s rounds passed over his head, eviscerating the air. Echoes piled on top of each other.
Thud-slap.
The sword whistled down, through the space Colm had vacated a microsecond before. The long, deathly-sharp blade bit into the Ghost corpse Colm had tripped on.
More shots from Bekkelund, and then a curse and a shout, “I’m out!” Colm raised his head to see Bekkelund frantically ejecting his magazine.
Thud-slap.
Colm rolled onto his back, drawing his pistol in the same motion. He fired and missed. Yes, you can miss at point-blank range, when the target is moving, when the target is a Ghost with a freaking longsword, a new twist on the madness that’s scrambled humanity’s understanding of the universe. We thought we had it all figured out, and then the Ghosts showed up.
The shock of seeing his nightmare come to life, the same but different, undermined Colm’s confidence and dulled his reflexes. He fired again. Missed again, and then had time to scramble to his feet, because the Ghost was charging past him.
Heading for Bekkelund.
“No, you fucker,” Colm screamed. He levelled his pistol, but he was scared of hitting his copilot.
The sword rose and fell.
It met Bekkelund’s neck. Bekkelund’s head fell off. it bounced on his thigh and rolled across the floor. Blood gouted from the stump of his neck, spraying the Ghost, turning its homely face into a horror mask.
Colm howled like an animal. He emptied his magazine at the Ghost, then bounded to Bekkelund’s body. The last he saw of the Ghost, it was crawling away on hands and knees, taking cover behind the platform of the TDP plant. Colm hoped he’d fatally wounded the fucker but he did not have time to chase it down and make sure. He had the idea that he might be able to save Bekkelund if he reattached his head right away. You could do that with limbs, provided you had a dose of regrowth accelerator on you, which Colm did, a single-use syringe in his belt pouch. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that of course that wouldn’t work with someone’s head.
Holding the gory, slack-jawed thing in his hands, he let out a scream of rage and despair.
A long, fluffy length of carpet wriggled out from behind Bekkelund’s seated body and dragged itself onto Colm’s knees.
“What the mortal fuck?” Colm said. He dropped Bekkelund’s head.
“Help,” the carpet murmured.
“Now I know I’m going mad,” Colm said.
In that surreal moment, his training took over. His hands reached for Bekkelund’s body, lifted the dog tags from around Bekkelund’s neck stump, stuffed them in his pocket. He checked Bekkelund’s belt for spare magazines and dropped them into his own ammo pouch. Then he stood up and started for the door.
The talking carpet had wrapped itself around his hips. It was awkward, so he uncoiled it and hung it around his neck like a scarf.
As he reached the door, the grinder started up again behind him.



	
		



CHAPTER 5

COLM LIMPED DOWN THE passage. He had done something to his left knee back there. He hadn’t felt it at the time but now it hurt like hell and it kept buckling. He couldn’t put his weight on it, so he had to hop along, supporting himself on the wall.
The lights came on.
It was worse than he’d imagined. Colonists lay motionless in pathetic little huddles. Some had been beheaded like Bekkelund. Others had bled out from gunshot wounds. Men, women, children. Red, red, red. Gore splattered the walls and even the ceiling. Pitiless LED fixtures doubled in Colm’s swimming vision. There were pictures on the walls, not holos but actual 2D paintings, skilful evocations of farm life, now soiled red, red, red.
The horrific scene scarcely had time to sink in. Half a dozen Ghosts charged out of the TDP plant. One had already multiplied into six. They sprinted down the passage, swords out.
Colm set his back against the wall and squeezed the trigger of his machine pistol. This time he didn’t miss, not through any particular feat of skill but because he’d accidentally flipped the selector to auto. He got the three in front, which forced the others to slow down. But that left him stuck in the same plight that had killed Bekkelund, fumbling for a fresh magazine with seconds between him and death.
“Elevator,” whispered the talking carpet draped around his neck. “On your left.”
“Huh?”
One end of the carpet lashed out feebly and struck a metal plate on the wall.
Elevator doors sighed open.
Colm toppled in. He slammed the topmost button, marked ROOF.
A sword slashed through the gap between the closing doors. Colm hit it with the butt of his pistol. The elevator doors closed. The blade withdrew inch by inch, metal squealing.
The elevator was big enough to take a jeep, its floor strewn with chaff and stray grains of wheat. It rose slowly. Colm ejected the empty magazine, inserted one of the ones he’d taken from Bekkelund’s body.
Vike’s dead. Dead!
He shuddered as it hit him all over again, and the carpet draped around his neck twitched, reminding him of his existence.
It was fox-colored, reddish-brown, with black tufts along one side. Heavier than it looked. Limp and warm. The fur tickled his neck above the cowled-down helmet of his leathers. He considered addressing it, then decided he did not have the mental bandwidth for that right now.
The doors opened on a plaza carved out of the cliff top, levelled smooth. Trees and scrub overhung the plaza on three sides. A stone balustrade fenced off the drop to the farmyard on the fourth side.
With a rush of relief, Colm recognized the view from the field sergeant’s helmet camera. He had thought the sergeant was standing on a narrow balcony, but this was actually ...
Yes!
A helicopter pad.
Of course, living in this remote spot, the colonists would have had to have a chopper. It was nice to think they might have evacuated some of the children and old people before the shit hit the fan.
Dead bodies lay here and there. In the blue light of the gas giant, Colm identified a dozen Ghosts and half as many Marines. He now reckoned that all the Marines he had come to evacuate were dead.
He hop-limped out of the elevator, then leaned back in, holding onto the door, and shot the control panel. The noise stabbed his eardrums. A shard of plastic sliced through his right eyebrow. Blood dripped into his eye. Well, hopefully that would deny the Ghosts the use of the elevator.
Wiping his eyes, he hopped a few more steps, and then found it was easier to crawl. On hands and knees, he dragged himself towards the dark vista of fields and forest.
There was the beautiful delta-winged form of the gunship, sitting in that field a couple of klicks away. The helicopter pad was 50 meters across, max. The gunship measured 46.5 meters from nose to tail. Could Colm set it down here? He didn’t know, but he was going to find out.
Now that he was no longer inside a mountain, he could use his comms implant, with the radio in his helmet to boost his signal. He initiated contact with the gunship and waited for it to verify his voiceprint and password phrase.
ACCESS DENIED.
What?
He tried again.
ACCESS DENIED.
Well, fuck.
He dropped his head and laid his cheek on the cool, dusty rock. Not giving up, mind you. Just having a think.
“Sir?”
“Smythe! Where are you?” Colm pulled himself up on the balustrade. Her voice had lacked the crispy quality of a radio transmission. He had heard it with his ears.
“Over here. Here.”
He finally saw her, lying in the shadow of the cliff that rose up behind the helipad. One armored hand twitched, signalling him. He crawled over to her, fearing the worst. She was lying on her back. He saw himself reflected in the visor of her battlesuit, and then it slid away into her helmet. Her face looked pale and drained, but at least it wasn’t a red mess like the faces of the other Marines on the cliff top.
“All right, Gunny?”
“If this clusterfuck falls anywhere on the spectrum of all right? Then yeah, I’m dandy. Where’s Vike?”
“He was a real Viking after all. Died like a fucking hero.” Avoiding her stricken face, Colm’s gaze travelled down her battlesuit ...
... to a door in the sheer rock behind her.
Shit.
With his own eyes he had seen that poor sergeant climbing a flight of spiral stairs.
“Gunny, get up.”
“My suit’s out of juice. I can’t even operate the radio. I’ve been lying here for ... I dunno; feels like hours.”
“Ghosts’re about to come through that door.”
“They’re all dead.”
“For them, that’s just a temporary setback.” Colm levered himself upright, leaning on the cliff next to the door. His good leg felt like overcooked spaghetti.
“I got halfway up the stairs,” Smythe said, “and my suit started to fail. The power drained away like the fuel cell was a bucket with a hole in it. And you’re not gonna believe this, but I saw it going. It was like these weird tendrils of lightning—”
“Like a Tesla coil, but instead of one main streamer, there were a whole lot of smaller ones. And then a Ghost appeared.”
“How did you know?”
“It started off all blurry, but then it got solid. And attacked you with a sword.”
“Huh? No, just with its hands.”
Colm nodded. That made sense, if—a big if—any of this made sense to begin with. The generator at the TDP plant had a bunch more power than a battlesuit.
More power than an electric fire in a cottage in Drumnadrochit.
“So I killed it,” Smythe said. “But by that time I was running on fumes. My big accomplishment tonight: crawling the rest of the way up those fucking stairs.” Her voice trembled with exasperation.
Colm knew that Smythe sucked at coping with failure. She held herself to unrealistic standards. Under normal circumstances he would have teased her until she snapped out of it.
“Bad news,” he said. No point sugarcoating it. “The ship’s locked me out. I’m assuming they reset the presumed-dead timer without bothering to inform us. Used to be you could leave your ship for up to six hours. Now, I suppose they figure if you’ve been away for more than ... how long have we been out here? Two, three hours ... you’re dead.”
“Not a completely unrealistic assumption,” Smythe said, lips thin, gazing up at the waning gas giant. “Or maybe the Ghosts are screwing with the ship.”
“The Ghosts couldn’t break two-factor authentication on a bloody moped,” Colm scoffed, without conviction. If Ghosts could materialize out of thin air and go Culloden on your ass, anything might be possible.
“Ah, but you’re forgetting something,” Smythe said. “What if these Ghosts are transitioning to Stage Three?”
“That’s when they learn to talk, and all this unpleasantness turns out to be a big misunderstanding, yeah?” In fact no one knew what Stage Three Ghosts looked like. Their existence was just a rumor.
“Stop it,” Smythe said. “We’ve been losing a ton of ships, if you noticed. No way have they all been destroyed. They’re getting stolen.”
Colm decided he had let this go far enough. “Anyway, I want to try to reach the ship on foot and see if it’ll accept my voiceprint once I’m within implant range. It might just be a problem with my suit radio.” He glanced up at the scrub overhanging the top of the cliff. It was low enough to climb. “You’ll need to ditch the armor.”
“Yeah, but ...”
She felt safe in the battlesuit. Colm understood that. But right now, the suit was not a solution. It was 70 kgs of steel pinning her to the rooftop. It was a death trap.
“Ditch the suit, Gunny!”
He made his voice the bark of a senior lieutenant, and gunnery sergeant Megumi Smythe obeyed with a robotic “Yes, sir.” Manual releases snicked, the suit cracked open down one side, and the thin-legged, black-haired Smythe struggled out like a hermit crab leaving its shell. She picked up her combi, shivering in her undies. “Ta-da,” she said with a weak smile. “And you didn’t even have to buy me a drink.”
“I’ll buy you one when we’re safely out of this,” Colm said, relieved that she could still banter. “Now come and give me an assist. I think I’ve dislocated my kneecap.”
She did more than that. She found him a dead Marine’s combi to use as a crutch.
Shame it was out of ammo, as they could have used twice as much firepower when the Ghosts reached the helipad.
By that time Smythe had climbed up to the cliff top via the balustrade. She was reaching down to help Colm, dangling upside-down, knees wrapped around a small tree. Colm balanced on one haunch atop the narrow balustrade, his bad leg hanging down on one side, a sixty-meter drop on the other.
The Ghosts charged out of the stairs, twenty of them if there was one, bayonets glittering.
Smythe let go of Colm’s hand. She flipped herself right way up and landed in a crouch on the cliff top, behind the combi she had set up on its fold-out tripod in readiness. Hunkering behind the sights, she shot at the Ghosts. First the grenade thrower, then the rifle, then the grenade thrower again. Her shots were perfectly placed. Ghosts blew apart in a hail of gore.
Colm knew he could add nothing to her consummate prowess. He concentrated on getting himself off the balustrade, grabbing the vines that hung down, testing their strength, deciding to risk it. Hand over hand, shoulders burning, he hauled himself up to the overhang. Why couldn’t Majriti IV have been a low-gravity world?
He collapsed beside Smythe as the last of the Ghosts fell. With the playful brutality of a cat toying with a mouse, Smythe let the wounded Ghost crawl a short distance. Then she double-tapped it.
“Now I feel better,” she said. “Except I think these vines are like poison ivy or something. My legs are itching.”
No sooner had she said it than Colm’s hands started to itch, too. He scratched them, then pushed up the cuffs of his leathers to scratch his wrists. Smythe’s eyes were a bit too bright, and Colm knew he’d better distract her from the fact that she had just massacred two dozen things that looked like people. He took the physical comedy up a notch, scratching his scalp and his arse. ”I fucking love colony worlds,” he groaned.
Smythe chortled. “This one’s a beaut, all right. Did you hear about the venomous turtles that climb trees? And the flightless birds with a bite as strong as a hippo?” She narrowed her eyes at Colm. “Actually, Collie Mack, what’s that around your neck?”
Colm had forgotten about the talking carpet. He’d got so used to its warm weight around his neck, it felt like it belonged there. But it hadn’t talked recently. Maybe it was dead. “It’s a scarf, isn’t it?”
“It’s girly. Also, you stole it.”
“I am a fucking Scot; we wear skirts. A scarf is nothing. Also, stealing is in the DNA. Be glad I didn’t take a cow.”
Away in the fields, the gunship launched, rising vertically on twin needles of blue fire.
“Speaking of stealing,” Colm said in disbelief. He clamped down on the panic he felt at watching his ship leave without him.
“There go my plans for the weekend,” Smythe said, staring in a trance at the gunship.
“All is not lost,” Colm said, over the scream of hypersonic exhaust two klicks away. “We can hike out of here.” Smythe didn’t even have shoes on. “Hide from the Ghosts. Recharge your suit when the sun comes up.” In two days’ time. “Radio for an emergency pickup ...”
He trailed off.
The gunship was swooping towards them.
As Smythe had said, they’d been losing a lot of ships. Better to ditch a few warm bodies than a seven-figure hunk of technology. That’s how the Rat would see it, so Colm could imagine that he’d procured software to enable an unmanned launch to orbit. It might have kicked in after the presumed-dead timer expired.
But low-level flying? Skimming the treetops? You couldn’t do that with automation. There had to be a pilot at the controls.
“Stage Three,” Smythe shouted. “I told you!”
Colm didn’t want to believe it.
The gunship hovered over the helipad. It descended, jockeying back and forth. Lower, lower. Colm and Smythe clamped their hands over their ears. Plasma exhaust carpeted the helipad with blue fire. The battlesuits of the dead Marines glowed dull cherry red. The dead Ghosts first caught on fire, and then evaporated into pink steam. Wind whipped the tree Colm and Smythe were sheltering beneath, showering them with leaves and twigs.
The drive cut out at last. The ship settled onto its jacks with a bang and a bounce. The starboard wing scraped the cliff. Colm winced. His esthesia was still inoperative, but that landing had hurt just to look at.
Smythe sighted along her combi at the gunship, her face bloodless, knuckles white.
The airlock opened. The steps clattered down.
Two battlesuited Marines hurtled out of the airlock. Each took a knee at the bottom the steps, facing in opposite directions. Two more troopers disembarked and knelt behind them.
Smythe scrambled to her feet. Colm grabbed for her arm, too late. She yelled and waved gladly at the Marines. Colm felt a pang of apprehension. He didn’t know exactly what, but something was very wrong here..
The Marines swivelled towards Smythe’s voice. For a second Colm was looking straight into their guns.
An older man appeared at the top of the airlock steps, wearing the spartan tunic and trousers that had been status gear for Majriti IV’s elite. “Gilliam?” he shouted. ”Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth?”
The talking carpet flexed around Colm’s neck. In a small, tired voice, it said, “Here I am.”



	
		



CHAPTER 6

IT HAD NOT BEEN Ghosts flying the gunship. It had been Captain Axel Best, the officer in command of the two lost platoons. So something was wrong here, just not what Colm had feared.
“I have only four troopers left,” Best said, grinding the words out without a hint of emotion. “It was not safe to hang out at the LZ. Hell, this ship is two gigawatts of Ghost bait.”
The remnant of Best’s company had rescued 26 civilians from Drumlin Farm. They had been waiting in the forest. Bekkelund must’ve walked straight past them in the dark, and Smythe and Colm had followed him, missing them again. A front-lines comedy of errors, with fatal consequences.
“I lost my copilot looking for you. One radio transmission could’ve saved his life,” Colm said aggressively, relieved to be safely back on board, and hating himself a bit for that.
Best said, “We had no comms.” He stared at Colm until Colm broke eye contact.
No comms, my arse. Colm knew why Best had not radioed. He’d done exactly what panicked civilians often did when Ghosts were about—switch everything off, go dark, in hopes that the Ghosts would not find them. According to what the surviving Marines had said to Smythe, Best had even made them power down their battlesuits and walk all that deadweight to the gunship, one staggering step at a time. 250-pound juicers could do that. A 130-pound woman could not. It was a pain point for Smythe and many other female soldiers.
And someone else sitting in his cockpit was a pain point for Colm.
Especially when that someone was Captain Axel Best. Best embodied everything that got on Colm’s nerves about the Marines—the swagger, the superiority complex, the disregard for the Navy that supported their missions. On top of that he was the son of Philip K. Best, the space industry mogul who owned half of the asteroid belt.
Colm had never tangled with Best one-on-one before, but he knew of him, as everyone on the Unsinkable did. He’d always felt vaguely sorry for him. The guy had joined up at O-1 level, determined to prove himself the hard way, but he could not escape the reverse stigma of his family’s wealth.
Now, Colm’s sympathy evaporated. Best had lost 80% of his men by not calling in this emergency in a timely manner. He had got Bekkelund killed by going dark. And then, insult to injury, he’d called up the Unsinkable and received an authentication override so that he could make off with Colm’s ship. His name was the ultimate password phrase, and when his toes were in the fire he had not scrupled to use it.
Now Colm wanted his ship back.
He stood in the gunmetal cave of the cockpit, drinking from his thermos of Irn Bru, yearning for the return of his 360° vision. All he could see of the ship’s surroundings was the patch of helipad on the main screen. He would not know if sparks started wriggling away from the ship’s reactor. He waited impatiently for Best to get up.
“You know, I used to fly gliders on Mars,” Best said.
“Yeah?” Colm said. “I used to fly business jets on Earth.” Mine’s bigger than yours.
Best’s jaw bunched. “Why don’t you go settle the civilians? I want them strapped in for takeoff in five.”
“In five ...” Colm had assumed Best would take his surviving men to recover the bodies of the dead soldiers, including Bekkelund.
“I’m informed that some of the civilians require medical attention. Both my platoon medics were KIA.” No emotion colored Best’s words. “You’re qualified as a medic, aren’t you?”
All company-grade officers had to get a medical qualification, meaning that Best had as much training as Colm had. “Yes,” Colm said. “Are you qualified as a pilot?”
“Sure am.”
“Got an implant?”
Best colored slightly. Colm guessed that meant no. Best must not have scored high enough on his pilot’s exams to qualify for an esthesia implant. But he said, “Of course I have an implant.”
Colm raised his eyebrows: prove it.
Best’s color deepened. “Go and assist the fucking civilians! That’s an order, Lieutenant Mackenzie.”
Colm saluted and limped out of the cockpit.
Chaos swirled in the crew cabin. Best’s rescuees—odds and sods from Drumlin Farm—sat stunned on the metal floor, or picked hopelessly through emergency rations and blankets. Kids screamed hysterically, ignored by traumatized adults. Colm picked up a crying toddler. “Where’s your mam, little lass?” He made a funny face at her. She only wept louder and wriggled like a fresh-caught salmon.
“Her mother is dead,” a voice said. It was the older man who’d taken the crazy risk of showing himself on the gunship’s steps. Lines of exhaustion marked a tanned face beneath expensive silver hair. “Come to Tio Emile, sweetheart.”
Colm handed the child over. She quieted in the man’s arms, which Colm took as a sign of trustworthiness. “I’m very sorry for your losses, sir. Can you tell them to sit down and strap in? They’ll have to place the smaller children beside them. We’re going straight into orbit, so we’ll experience up to three Gs for a short period of time.” It seemed crazy to take all these civilians up to the Unsinkable, but Best had said those were his orders, so what did Colm know?
“I understand,” the man said, holding it together admirably. Together, they coaxed the survivors into the acceleration couches. Smythe and the Marines sat together at the end of the cabin.
“All secure,” Colm said to Best on the radio, fastening his own harness. The jump couches lined both walls of the cabin, facing forward, so it was like sitting in a crowded train carriage. Colm kept getting shocks of wrongness—he shouldn’t be riding back here, he should be up front, and why couldn’t he feel anything?
Without any warning from Best, the couches swung on their gimbals and flattened out, so their occupants would be lying on their backs with respect to the ship’s thrust vector. The pumps rumbled, shoving the molten salt from the reactor core to the Peltier converter. The muffled screech of the drive scaled up to a resonant howl. Best opened the throttle.
Gravity settled on their bodies like a cement quilt. Launch to orbit in a military gunship was not a five-star flying experience at the best of times, and Best was making it even harder than it had to be, riding the throttle like a teenage stunt jockey. He probably did have an implant, but it would be a consumer model. Even high-end consumer implants—such as those made by Best Industries—lacked the responsiveness of the military version.
As the gees built, Colm bit the inside of his mouth, thinking about the children. Their crying had been bad; their sudden silence was worse. It reminded him of the silence in that red passage.
As soon as gravity lost its grip, he popped his harness and flew around the cabin, checking on them.
He needn’t have worried. Despite all the trauma they had suffered, the magic of freefall beguiled them. Within moments, they were bouncing off the walls of the cabin, giggling and chasing each other around.
“They are resilient,” said the older man sadly, floating out of his own couch. He rotated right way up to Colm with a fingertip push off the ceiling. “I am Emile Zaragoza. Thank you for rescuing us.”
The irony of being thanked for this mess bit deep. Colm let it pass without comment. “The captain said you had some people who required medical attention? We’re now in orbit, but it will be a few hours before we dock with the Unsinkable, so if it’s urgent, I can have a look at them.”
Zaragoza grimaced. “I don’t know if it’s urgent or not. And I don’t know if there is anything you can do for him. I suppose you might as well examine him, if he’ll let you.” He pointed at the gunship’s sickbay, a narrow door in the aft wall.
Jesus. The patient had been in there while they were launching to orbit? Hopefully someone had at least strapped him in. “Got it.” Colm pushed off from a seatback.
As he flew down the cabin, a globule of watery puke wobbled into his path. Freefall might be a magical experience for kids, but it had its downside, as Colm knew from the times he’d flown tourists on sub-orbital thrill rides back on Earth. He yelled, “Smythe, clean that up.”
The door of sickbay closed behind him, shutting out most of the noise.
The gurney was vacant.
Confused, Colm looked around the closet-sized space.
A ball of fox-colored fur floated in the corner of the ceiling.
“Go away,” it said faintly.
His talking carpet.
Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth.



	
		



CHAPTER 7

EMILE ZARAGOZA HAD SNATCHED the talking carpet away from Colm as soon as they boarded. If Colm had thought about the thing after that, he had concluded it was just some kind of valuable alien pet. But it seemed to be more than that.
“Mr. Zaragoza said you might need help,” he said cautiously.
“Professor Zaragoza is a clueless fantasist,” the carpet whined.
Colm hid a smile, although that wasn’t the impression he’d got of the man.
“My life’s work has been futile. Go away and let me die.”
Colm had been through a lot tonight. The words Awright; fuck yersel’ then sprang to the tip of his tongue. But compassion won. The carpet may not be a pet, but it was small and furry and needed help. It reminded him of Sprite, the long-haired Abyssinian cat he’d had as a child. “Come here.” He floated up and tentatively took hold of the creature. It quivered in his grasp, but allowed him to lay it on the gurney.
Stretched out, it no longer looked like a carpet. Or like a cat. Rather, it put Colm in mind of a five-foot caterpillar. It had feet—at least eight of them that he could see, hidden in the fur, curled up like bird’s claws—or maybe they were wee hands. A graceful black muzzle poked out of what was presumably the head end. Ferret, caterpillar, Pekingese ... none of the terrestrial comparisons quite fit.
Colm licked his lips. An honest-to-God alien.
At least sixteen intelligent alien species were known to humanity, but no one had ever met any of them except for the sentrienza, who liaised with the Human Republic. Colm had tangled with weird and wonderful alien beasties galore, but this was different.
It talked.
It was wounded.
Get on with it, Mackenzie.
He jammed his toes into the tethers on the floor. Now that they were in freefall, he didn’t have to put any weight on his bad leg. He fixed the restraints across the alien’s furry body. “I’m going to run the scanner. It’s non-invasive, you won’t feel a thing.”
“I hurt,” the alien said plaintively.
“Well, no wonder,” Colm said, watching the screen as the scanner built up a 3D image of the alien’s insides. “You’ve been shot.” He could not make head nor tail of the daisy-chained organs—three stomachs?!—but gunshot wounds unfortunately looked the same across all species. “I don’t see any catastrophic internal bleeding.” The bullet seemed to have passed through the alien’s midsection without hitting anything vital. However, blood matted the fur around the entry and exit wounds. The alien must have suffered significant blood loss.
A human would be in hypovolemic shock at this point. The alien seemed to be talking and breathing normally. Colm wouldn’t know where to begin looking for its pulse or taking its temperature, but it seemed best to be on the safe side. “I’m going to give you oxygen.” He prepped an oxygen mask.
“Have you no medication?”
“I don’t know the first thing about your physiology. Our medications might kill you.”
“I have been on Majriti IV for two years. I am familiar with the most commonly used human medications. Synthetic opiates, for instance tropodolfin, are effective for me.”
Colm’s eyes widened. Tropo was hard stuff. Even on a gunship, it had to be kept locked up, or troopers would steal it out of the medical locker. “I’m not confident of getting the dosage right,” he hedged. ”I’d rather just give you a fluid IV with something to stimulate red blood cell production. Are you OK with erythropoietin?”
“I do not know,” the alien said. “I’ve never been shot before!” Its growly, somewhat lisping voice sounded fainter. Maybe it was in shock.
The oxygen mask would not come close to fitting over its long nose. Colm improvised with an empty IV bag and surgical tape, while the alien glared at him with round, lustrous black eyes. At least with the bag over its muzzle it couldn’t complain.
In silence, he cleaned the entry and exit wounds and applied sterile bandages. Then he checked the long body for other wounds, brushing away leaf fragments and dirt as he went. Just like brushing Sprite’s fur after she’d been out in the garden ... But the likeness seemed less compelling than it had a few minutes ago. After all, this was not an animal. It was a ... a what?
“What are you?” he murmured, half to himself. “I’ve never seen anything like you, even on screen.”
The alien raised its two foremost paws—claws? hands?—and lifted the makeshift oxygen mask away from its face. “I am a queazel, of course.”
“A ... a what?”
“A queazel.”
“Are you native to Majriti IV?” Of course it wasn’t. If there were any intelligent lifeforms in the Upsilon Andromedae A system, the sentrienza wouldn’t have allowed humanity to colonize the place.
“Certainly not. Queazels are native to the fifth planet of Uzizzriat, a G-type star several thousand light years from here. However, I have never been there. I was born on Juradis, the third habitable planet orbiting a star known to humanity as—”
“Betelgeuse,” Colm finished. He gazed at the queazel in awe.
Betelgeuse lay 642 light years from Earth, a bit less from here. Colm had heard of Juradis. It was supposed to be a hub of sentrienza civilization. But few humans had ever ventured that far. The journey took two years each way and cost a fortune—serious barriers to travel, even if humanity had not been embroiled in a war.
Yet the queazel had made that prodigious journey in the other direction. On what ship? Whose ship? And why? “What were you doing on Majriti IV?”
“I am a diplomat,” the queazel said. It pulled the oxygen mask back over its muzzle and shut its eyes.
Colm folded his arms. What would a diplomat have been doing at Drumlin Farm? He felt offended that the queazel was lying to him, after he had saved its life. “Really?”
The queazel didn’t respond.
Colm floated out of the foot tethers and peeled his leathers off. His knee was badly swollen. He’d have liked to scan it to see if the ligaments were torn, but the queazel was occupying the gurney, so he’d have to wait until they reached the Unsinkable. He got a cold compress from a locker and wrapped it around the knee. Then he floated, legs dangling in the air, looking down at the queazel’s furry body.
“I’ll give you tropodolfin,” he said.
The black eyes opened.
“If you tell me the truth.”
The queazel made a soft snarling noise. Colm tensed, wondering if it might spring. The teeth crowding its muzzle looked quite sharp.
“No offense,” he said uneasily. “I’d just like to know why you travelled all that way to visit a farm.”
“The other one did not ask unseemly questions.”
The other one— “You mean Bekkelund.”
“Is that what his name was? I asked him for help, and he said yes. He did not ask why.”
Sadness flashed through Colm. Yep, that had been Bekkelund. He had died trying to help people, no questions asked. “I’m not as nice as he was.”
After a moment, the queazel said, “And yet you saved me. All right. Give me the medication.”
Colm opened the meds locker and measured out a dose of tropodolfin, based on the queazel’s bodyweight, which the gurney gave as 14 kg.
“Thank you,” the queazel said. Its head and 50 centimeters of its body rose to the vertical. It grabbed Colm’s wrist with its hard little forepaws, snatched the spoon, and swiped a long black tongue around it. The grains of tropodolfin vanished. “Uffff,” the queazel groaned. “To your question, I was visiting Professor Zaragoza. He is known as one of humanity’s greatest living metaphysicists.”
Not to Colm, he wasn’t. Then again, Colm couldn’t have named any metaphysicists, living or dead.
“I hoped to learn from him how human theorists understand the Ghosts. Then the Ghosts themselves arrived on Majriti IV ... and I learned, instead, how easy it is to die.”
“Yeah,” Colm said quietly. “I learned that lesson tonight, too.”
“Then you are answered.” The queazel snuggled back under the restraints and closed its eyes again.
No, actually, that was no kind of answer. Colm was no wiser than he had been before. However, he recognized he was not going to get anything more out of the queazel, especially not now that it had a powerful sedative coursing through its veins.
He took some corticosteroid ointment from the locker and went to give it to Smythe for her legs.



	
		



CHAPTER 8

THEY HELD BEKKELUND’S WAKE in a disused magazine on the Unsinkable’s weather deck. Of course, the Unsinkable did not have a weather deck like a carrier of old, in the sense of being open to the elements. But the terminology had stuck, in the same way as the carrier-based infantry called themselves Marines, although most of them had never set foot on a boat.
The weather deck was the furthest forward of the carrier’s 118 pressurized decks, which were stacked like square pennies around the keel. It was a poorly lit maze of poky compartments. The detonator chemicals stored in this particular compartment had been used up months ago, given to the local militia to make anti-Ghost mines, for all the good those did.
Colm procured the booze. Fleet vessels may officially have been dry, but that was taken about as seriously as the No Smoking signs. There was always a guy with connections. Colm was not that guy but he knew that guy. He had also brought Bekkelund’s own game console. It projected a roulette wheel in the middle of the floor. Bekkelund’s friends and colleagues sat on ammo crates and chairs pilfered from distant mess halls, leaning over, shuffling solid-looking chips, the backs of their hands tinted green by the projector, casting metal shadows on the deck. Cigarette smoke billowed towards a portable air purifier. Cigarettes were a vice that had come back into fashion, now that cancer was no more serious than the common cold. Other vices had never gone away. The guys who had to fly later were on coffee and stimulants. A one-time private network played Bekkelund’s favorite bands, blocking out the ever-present whirr of fans and the gurgle of plumbing.
Colm partook heavily. Just for tonight, he wanted to forget about Ghosts and queazels and sparks in the darkness. He wanted everyone to remember how Bekkelund had lived, not how he’d died, and have a great time. He was standing on his hands to entertain the younger lads when Meg nudged him, bending over to shout something into his face.
“Cannae hear you,” Colm shouted back—he had the music turned up to eleven.
“Look who’s here,” Smythe shouted, her lips twisting.
Colm craned his head around and saw Axel Best, sitting by himself on an overturned crate. He hand-walked over to him. He’d always been good at this, and the half-gravity on board the carrier made it easy to stay upside-down for long periods of time. He liked the way the world looked from down here: it restored some sanity to the madness. “Thanks for coming.” He was drunk enough to want to bury the hatchet.
“Why are you walking on your hands?” Best said.
“It’s the obvious solution when you’ve bust your knee.” Colm had had the kneecap realigned, but then fluid had built up in it and that had had to be drained. He was wearing a brace on it. “It’s no hardship. Watch this.”
He had his ‘sippie’—the squeezable thermos he used in zero-gee—hanging from his belt, bumping against his face. He had been making the guys laugh by drinking upside-down. It didn’t go as well this time. He spluttered vodka and Irn Bru onto Best’s perfectly creased BDUs, lost his balance, and toppled into Best’s lap.
Best set him upright with a crooked smile. “You could get into trouble. Drinking, smoking, gambling ...”
“Don’t forget the dress code violations,” Colm said, thumbing his own t-shirt, which sported a cartoon of a naked woman straddling a gunship. Caption: Size DOES matter. He plopped on the crate next to Best and offered him a cigarette, which Best declined. “We’re not gambling, though.”
“It sure looks like it.”
“No, it’s an auction. We all put in equal stakes. The winners will bid on Bekkelund’s personal belongings, and the proceeds will go to his family.”
“Is that ... customary?”
Best was out of his element. The Marines didn’t hold illegal parties on the weather deck. It had been brave of Best to come. “The thinking is they’d probably rather have the cash than thirty terabytes of porn, a game console, a homemade flamethrower...”
“OK, OK, I get the idea. We must protect the innocent people of Earth from finding out what war is really like.”
“That’s it exactly.”
Best was quiet for a moment. “How did he die?”
Colm dragged on his cigarette, stalling. The truth was he’d been having nightmares again. The horrible events at Drumlin Farm had given his subconscious new fodder to terrify him with. At night, unprotected by the rationality of his waking mind, he confronted the Ghost again and again. Sometimes it had wintry blue eyes, sometimes brown, but it always chilled him to the bone, and sometimes it smiled. Early this morning he’d fought awake, glued to his rack with cold sweat, another two hours to go before reveille and no chance of getting back to sleep.
He had not said anything about the TDP plant in his post-op debrief. He wasn’t crazy. And he certainly wasn’t going to mention it now.
“Vike was a fucking hero, man. That said, he had crap taste in music. Want to hear it? Progressive doom rock. That’s what we’re all listening to.”
“Progressive doom just about sums up my life,” Best quipped. “I’ll pass. I wouldn’t say no to a sippie of that vodka, though.”
With a couple of drinks inside him, Best unbent. He chatted with Smythe, and contributed a thousand bucks to the fund for Bekkelund’s family, which was twice as much as anyone else had put in. The generous gift clearly impressed Smythe. She clutched Best’s arm with a drunken lack of restraint, and blurted, “I should have said this before, but thank you, sir. If you hadn’t come back for us? I would’ve been Ghost chow. So, thanks. I’m saying it for him, too,” she added, with a mischievous glance at Colm.
Best’s mouth thinned. He brusquely shook Smythe off. “You don’t think I came back for you?”
Smythe shrank away, crushed. Best stalked out of the room.
Colm cornered him in the corridor. A single sensor-activated light shone down on them; the rest of the weather deck was dark. Raucous voices leaked out of the party. Colm folded his arms. “You didn’t need to say that to her.”
“It’s the truth,” Best said, shrugging.
“Oh, I know. You’d never have come back for us. We don’t count.”
“I had orders—”
“To come back for that queazel thing. That’s it, isn’t it?”
“Emile Zaragoza has friends in high places.”
“And so you risked a gunship and a lot of civilian lives to rescue his pet.”
“His friend.”
“Oh, right, I’m sorry. The alien diplomat.”
The queazel had come aboard the Unsinkable with them. Colm hadn’t seen it since, but he didn’t expect to. They’d have it well hidden away. You couldn’t have aliens running around a Navy carrier.
“Did Zaragoza say it was a diplomat?” Best asked.
“No, the thing itself said it.”
“Then I guess that’s what it is.”
Best knew more than he was telling, Colm thought. “In my opinion it was lying its furry arse off. It’s no diplomat. It’s a spy.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Best’s expression stayed infuriatingly remote. He was handsome, with dark hair and high cheekbones, and a sheen of privilege that the rough-and-tumble life on board a carrier could not erase. Colm figured he could take him, but he didn’t want to ruin Bekkelund’s wake by punching a senior officer, to say nothing of the disciplinary consequences that would follow.　
All the same, he couldn’t let it go. “It’s not exactly news that the sentrienza spy on us. Why shouldn’t every other gang of aliens be doing it, too?”
“The sentrienza don’t spy on us.”
“Oh, sure they do.”
“They’re helping us fight the Ghosts.”
A couple of junior officers came out of the party, locked hip to hip, so absorbed in each other they didn’t even notice Colm and Best as they went the other way. Colm sighed. He was on his second enlistment. Best was also in his mid-thirties. They were two old-timers in a war zone full of kids. Honesty ought to be possible. “The sentrienza aren’t helping us very much, are they? They’ve got all sorts of technology they could give us if they wanted to, and they haven’t.”
“How do you know that?”
“They’re the kings of the heap, right? Got a 500-planet interstellar empire. To them, this shit—” Colm’s sweeping gesture took in the whole war— “is no more than stray dogs fighting in the street.”
Best’s face twitched. Maybe he was remembering his own men who’d died down there. Wondering why it had to be this way. Colm had wondered the same thing every day since Bekkelund died.
“We’ll win in the end, of course.” Colm heard himself saying what an officer was supposed to say, stepping back from the brink of honesty, toeing the party line. He marvelled at the power of the accepted platitudes. “But we’ll have to do it on our own, without any help from the sentrienza or the queazels or whatever other bastards are out there.”
Best hesitated. Then he blurted, “We’re down to three colony systems. Three. Trappist-1, Gliese, and Upsilon Andromedae A.”
Colm stared. If true, this was shattering news. As far as he had known, humanity still held nine or ten systems.
“We lost the Kepler system last year. In twenty years, the Ghosts have destroyed fifteen of the colonies we spent two hundred years building up.”
Colm opened his mouth to say that Best was shitting him, and then closed it again. Which of them was likelier to know the truth? A first lieutenant perpetually on the verge of disgrace, or the son of an industrial titan who hobnobbed with the Human Republic’s top politicians? The Kepler system. Jesus. He remembered parasailing beneath the twin moons of Kepler 442b on a memorable weekend of surface leave. Tried to picture that lovely beach overrun by Ghosts. It was actually all too easy to imagine, after what he’d seen on Majriti IV.
“We’ve had to resettle half a billion people,” Best said. “Earth doesn’t want them, Mars can’t take them. There is no more goddamn room. Our FTL lift capacity is not up to the job. The population of Majriti IV is 41 million. We cannot lose this system! So if a few guys have to die in the line of duty, tough titty. That’s what they signed up for.”
“Aye,” Colm said bleakly. “The hard part’s living with it, isn’t it? I let Vike go off on his own. I knew it was a bad idea, and I let him do it, anyway. He was just a kid. I thought he could handle himself ... I got him killed.”
“Spilt milk,” Best said brusquely. “We just have to do the job to the best of our abilities.”
Com decided that he would punch Best, after all, and damn the consequences. Before he could act on this ill-advised decision, a klaxon resounded through the weather deck. It overrode the music playing on Colm’s comms implant. Fire-engine red text scrolled over his vision. The Rat’s voice rasped in his brain.
“All gunship crews to the flight decks.”
THIS IS NOT A DRILL
“Man your craft ASAP.”
THIS IS NOT A DRILL
“Acknowledge.”
“Warpig Ten, copy,” Colm gasped. He limped back into the party, grabbed Smythe. Then he paused. “Carry on with the auction, guys. Someone bid for me. I want his music collection.” 



	
		



CHAPTER 9

THE CAPITAL CITY OF Majriti IV, Sebraiville, was under attack.
Colm limped into the ready room halfway through the Rat’s briefing. Pilots packed the room, balls to arse, filling the air with heavy breathing and the smell of sweat and farts. Colm couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen this many pilots in one place. He was surprised the Unsinkable had this many left.
The Rat was not physically present. He spoke on the screen, from the bridge. Behind him, staff officers rushed around, giving an impression of panic that didn’t help the morale of the assembled pilots. “The Ghosts have set off bombs in the city center,” the Rat said flatly. He went on to assure the pilots that they would pulverize the motherfuckers, although he did not say precisely how this was to be accomplished. He then referred each pilot to the individual briefing in his or her inbox.
Colm read his briefing while he limped out to the flight deck. It instructed him to land at Sebraiville Spaceport, drop off reinforcements for the city’s garrison, and board 40 civilians for transfer to the Unsinkable. A glance at the passenger list suggested that they were colonial VIPs and their families.
“It’s an evacuation,” he said to Smythe, climbing into the cockpit.
“It can’t be that bad,” she said in disbelief. The comment made her sound naïve, but then again, she hadn’t just had Axel Best telling her that humanity was down to three colonies, out of eighteen as recently as 2330.
Without further comment, Colm strapped into his seat. He was glad no one had breathalyzed him. He’d have lost his license for climbing into the cockpit like this back on Earth.
“This is your pilot speaking,” he said to the Marines in the cabin. They were seated along the walls, clad in their battlesuits. “Ready to rock and roll?”
They returned a yawp of enthusiasm. Colm remembered what Best had said. We CAN’T lose this system. Well, if anyone could save Majriti IV, these guys and girls could.
The lights dipped. The launch platform flung him at the opening doors. He sprang into space.
No matter how grim the situation, he still relished the physical pleasure of flying. His skin was a titanium-steel alloy, his left side warmed by the light of Upsilon Andromedae A. Coolant, water, and air pumped smoothly through his guts. The ache in his knee no longer bothered him. Esthesia masked your actual bodily sensations; it wouldn’t have worked otherwise. Being drunk, he decided, enhanced the effect.
He dived towards the hazy blue globe of Majriti IV. Garlanded by clouds, the moon looked peaceful. Majriti floated behind it like a gemstone in the blackness of space.
“So I’m looking at the news from the surface,” his new copilot, Suleiman Tan, said. “Two bombs, one in the business district, one in a park. Happens every day, right? The problem is, they were nukes.”
“There’s no nuclear on Majriti IV,” Colm said. “It’s all wind, solar, a bit of natural gas.” And biodiesel made in TDP plants. “Where would the Ghosts get the fissile material?”
“Could be a false report,” Tan said. “Some civilians saw a mushroom cloud and thought nuke, because they’ve never seen a real one. Anyway, they’ve locked down the city. Closed the roads to inbound traffic, stopped the trains, grounded all domestic flights. Death toll in the low four figures so far.”
Tan reported this shocking news without emotion. He had flown his own gunship until recently; lost the bird, lost his crew, got tossed into the replacements bin.
Wanting to get a better sense of the closed-off man, Colm used the downtime of their descent to ask him about himself. Born on Mars. Joined up for the health benefits. Ha, ha. Wife and two kids back home. Tan’s stoic reserve softened as he showed them pictures of his daughters, ages 4 and 2.
“Jesus, they’re adorable.” Colm paused. “So how did you lose your ship?”
Tan shrugged. “I put down on Wellamay Island. It was just a routine ferry run.” Ferry runs were when gunships airlifted local troops from one hot spot to another. “I turned my back for ten minutes ...”
“Sure,” Smythe said. “Wellamay Island used to be a nice layover.”
Colm nodded. He remembered lounging on the beach, watching dugong-like beasts feed on the surf flowers, while the locals plied him and Smythe and Bekkelund with cocktails and praise. There were perks to being in the air support division. But that had been several months ago, and now Wellamay Island was seething with Ghosts.
“Heard an explosion,” Tan said, “headed back to the bird. Couldn’t get near it. Ghosts multiplied out of nowhere, surrounded the ship. My gunner died trying to get through. My copilot had stayed on board. They hacked the ship to pieces. Had to ID his bones.”
“Fucking Ghosts.” Colm laughed wryly. “This isn’t how I planned to spend the prime of my life.”
“Me neither,” Tan said. “But you can’t say no to the deployment bonuses.”
“I was hoping to get posted to Alpha Andromedae.” Colm named humanity’s furthest-away colony, 98 light years from Earth. Now lost, of course. It had fallen to the Ghosts while Colm was in basic training.
“Why Alpha Andromedae, Collie Mack?” Smythe said curiously.
“It’s far away.” Colm tossed her a smile. “What about you, Smythe? What did you want to do?”
“This,” Smythe said. “But I planned on winning.”
Silence fell.
It was very different deorbiting to Majriti IV during the day. No electrical storms. Colm dived towards a sea of cotton-candy clouds. Other gunships painted plasma contrails on the upper atmosphere.
When they got down through the clouds, they saw Sebraiville. And twin mushroom clouds sprouting from the city center.
“Nukes,” Colm acknowledged.
“Stage Three?” Smythe said.
The mushroom clouds were blurring into a greasy black pall as the wind pushed them away from the city. Colm wondered again: where did the Ghosts get the fissile material? There were no nuclear reactors on Majriti IV ...
... except for the one purring away in the boot of Colm’s ship. And a hundred others just like it.
Tan: they hacked my ship to pieces.
“Shit,” Colm said, suddenly seeing it. “You don’t need to defeat two-factor authentication if you have a power saw. Board the ship, hit the crash dump switch, cut the reactor out of the engineering space, and transfer the fuel salt into shielded containers. Or skip the shielding, if you aren’t bothered about your guys falling over dead. Then cart the whole lot off and set it up somewhere—where?”
“Thousands of islands,” Smythe said. “Could be anywhere.”
Colm nodded. The Corps had been losing ships for upwards of a year. All that time, the Ghosts must have been collecting the little thorium reactors that powered their drives. Running them in some hidden place on this under-populated world. Extracting the uranium-233 that thorium reactors produced as a byproduct. Sintering it into hemispheres.
Building nukes, in preparation for this attack on the heart of the colony.
“They don’t do that,” Tan said.
“They don’t what?” Smythe said. “Don’t plan ahead? Don’t understand the nuclear fuel cycle? Don’t learn from us?”
Colm concentrated on his final descent, retrofiring his auxiliaries to dump speed. Down in Sebraiville, it would sound like cannons firing in the sky as one gunship after another broke the sound barrier. They were long past the point of worrying about noise pollution.
Two nukes.
Was that it? Or were there more coming?
If I was a Ghost, I wouldn’t stop at two.
Sebraiville Spaceport traffic control came on the radio. Extreme congestion. Oh, and nuclear fallout. Give us time to clear the landing zone, guys.
“Who could possibly have foreseen that?” Colm muttered. He told the Marines in the cabin what was going on, then banked and pointed the gunship away from the spaceport, entering a holding pattern that took him out over Sebraiville’s suburbs. Boulevards wound through fluffy foliage. Mansions built from the toffee-colored local limestone peeked out of the trees. Every colonist an aristocrat ... but on Majriti IV, the dream had soured years ago, when the first Ghosts appeared. Now, fences topped with barbed wire and dry branches surrounded these fancy properties. As if that would keep Ghosts out.
From up here, it looked like the entire population of the city was on the move. Helicopters zipped around like wind-up toys. Traffic clogged the streets. Where did all these people think they were going? The Unsinkable couldn’t take all of them. Not even close.
Colm banked again, flew along a railway that speared down out of the snow-capped mountains in the middle of the island. Before the war, this line would have carried ores down from the mines and holiday-makers up to the ski slopes.
“Hey,” Tan said. “Didn’t they stop all the trains?”
A gunmetal slug slid along the railway, fifty klicks from the city.
“Guess someone didn’t get the memo,” Colm said.
Traffic Control interrupted, “Warpig Ten, you are cleared to land.”
“Roger,” Colm said. “Control, do you know anything about a train heading into Sebraiville?”
“There are no trains running.”
“There’s one.”
And it was going awfully fast. Racing towards the undefended suburbs of the capital.
Colm had been at this a long time. He trusted his instincts. He did a barrel roll and screamed across the railway, low enough to capture high-rez images of the bullet-shaped locomotive and all the carriages behind it.
Ore cars.
With no ore in them, but a tarp covering the one behind the locomotive, and under that tarp—this information came from his infrared and LiDAR vision, computer-merged with the visible spectrum—a dozen large crates.
Funny: those crates were warm.
Maybe there were people hiding inside them.
Or maybe ...
“Gunny, have a look at these images.”
“Nukes,” Smythe said immediately.
“What I thought. Load the dual-stage rounds.”
“Uh ... sir?” Even Smythe was taken aback.
“We are not losing this world. We are not evacuating the rich fucks and leaving everyone else to get blown up. Load the fucking rounds.”
“Yes, sir,” Smythe said.
The train had pulled ahead. Colm threw the ship into another barrel roll, flipping through 90° again. Gee-force yanked them sideways. The Marines in the back sat stoically—theirs not to question why. Tan was going nuts. Colm tuned him out, flying lower, overhauling the train.
“Aim for the locomotive, Smythe, and fire at will.”
“Yes, sir,” Smythe said joyously.
The dual-stage rounds, ironically, carried nuclear charges. The explosive first stages penetrated the housing of the locomotive’s electric engine. The nuclear second stages turned it into a fountain of shrapnel that plunged off the rails. The shockwave spanked the gunship as it howled on and up, into the toxic clouds overhanging the city.
*
ONE OF THE HOMEMADE nukes on the train detonated a few minutes later, flattening a 2-km swathe of indigenous woodland, instead of Sebraiville’s suburbs.
The others failed to go off.
Colm offloaded the Marines at the spaceport, picked up two dozen parliamentarians plus their families and luggage, and transferred them to the Unsinkable.
He was peeling off his leathers in the locker room when the military police arrested him.



	
		



CHAPTER 10

WHAT HAD HE DONE? More like, what hadn’t he done.
Dereliction of duty.
Disobeying orders.
Flying over the limit.
Reckless discharge of munitions.
Yes, you may have saved thousands of lives, but you didn’t know there were nukes on that train. Did you, Mackenzie? No. Besides, your blood alcohol levels prove you were intoxicated. So shut up. 
They even charged him with smoking on the weather deck.
For the next three days he ate and slept and worked with a bright orange electronic monitor on his wrist. You had to wear it in a visible location, for that extra dollop of humiliation.
He was not allowed to speak to Smythe or Tan. No one else spoke to him. He’d once been popular, a sort of barmy older brother figure to the younger pilots. Now they were scared to acknowledge his existence, in case his downfall might be catching.
On the fourth day, he was summoned to the Rat’s office. This was unheard-of. Almost three thousand men and women served on the Unsinkable, five hundred of those in the air support wing. Colm had hitherto had the good luck to be part of the vast majority who’d never laid eyes on their commanding officer in the flesh.
The Rat looked less human, if possible, in his swank office on the bridge. Lean and sinewy, young for the position of responsibility that he held, he could have been a recruiter’s composite image of a heroic Navy commander. He said to Colm, “So what’s all this shit about alien spies on the Unsinkable?”
Colm was momentarily dumbfounded. Then his mind flashed back to the night of Bekkelund’s wake.
He’d had that conversation with Best in the corridor. The compartments weren’t surveilled. The corridors were.
You goddamn drunken idiot, Mackenzie.
“Sir, I don’t know anything about any alien spies.” And that was God’s truth.  He didn’t know anything. He only wished he did. “Sir, I was given to understand that this was about those nukes.”
“That, too,” the Rat said. “And flying drunk. That’s a serious offense. But back to the queazel for a moment. What exactly did he say to you?”
If the Rat knew that the queazel was a he, he knew more about it than Colm did. Colm denied that the queazel had said a word to him, of course. Denied it with every scrap of persuasiveness he’d inherited from his father, whose stage patter could enthrall a room full of six-year-olds—a tougher audience than sailors. But the Rat was no mere sailor. He looked skeptical.
Colm altered tack. “I’ll be honest with you, sir, I was looking forward to retiring from active service ...” Now, he wanted nothing more than to keep on flying, and he told the Rat so with passionate sincerity. Only three colony systems left. There was no escape. The only choices ahead were winning, or losing. “Give me a second chance, sir,” he begged, all but getting down on his knees.
As he wound up his plea, he heard a faint sound of scratching. The Rat’s office had a second entrance in the far corner. The sound was coming from there. It sounded like claws on wood.
“You’re from where, Mackenzie?” the Rat said.
“Scotland, sir. Inverness.” Colm named the nearest large town to his birthplace of Drumnadrochit.
“That’s what I thought. Only country in the world where you still find natural redheads.”
Colm nodded. The recessive trait had died out almost everywhere except in the Highlands, not that it was anything to boast about. As a ginger, he’d come in for his share of playground mockery. He got the hair from his father, and the blue eyes and freckles to go with it.
“I’m from Nottingham,” the Rat added, as if making conversation, but then immediately moved on. “Anyway, this is your last chance.” He typed a note on his collector’s-item mechanical keyboard. “I’m seconding you to Ops until further notice. Fuck up again and my wrath will know no bounds.”
Colm saluted his way out of the office, walking on air. The Rat was really an all-right guy, wasn’t he? A few weeks in Ops and Colm would be back in the cockpit.
Ops joke: we break the simplest tasks down to nuclear physics, and entrust them to illiterates.
In a poorly ventilated lair in the belly of the carrier, the operations officers struggled 24/7 to dispose limited forces efficiently, coordinate supply drops, and manage ongoing missions. Every now and again, when something went sideways, they all got together to brainstorm what lies to tell the Rat. Fuck-ups begat fuck-ups in nightmarish spirals of consequences.
Colm did not thrive on the work. He had more and worse nightmares. The Ghost in the TDP plant blended into the thing in the sitting-room. Dad hitting Mam. Bekkelund’s head springing off his shoulders. Red, red, red.
Three weeks into his purgatory, the Unsinkable received orders to abandon the Upsilon Andromedae system.
The decision had been taken on faraway Earth in reaction to the nuking of Sebraiville. The orders had been loaded on an FTL comms drone that was launched from outside Sol’s ecliptic plane. The drone was all engine with a data chip in a shielded compartment. It could travel at 160 times the speed of light. Even so, it took ten days to reach Majriti IV. By that time, another nuke had gone off in the middle of the moon’s second-largest city, killing four million.
Well, that’s four million less people to evacuate, the Ops officers said.
Merchant Marine transports followed behind the comms drone, converging on the Upsilon Andromedae A system over a period of months. At this point humanity had planetary evacuation down to a routine. The operation proceeded with the twin goals of saving human life and denying assets to the Ghosts. Colm even got to fly a few bombing runs—although he was still technically suspended—on account of severe pilot attrition. He dropped conventional explosives on factories, harbors, and bridges, reducing the work of human hands to rubble.
The real heroes were the Merchant Marines, who put their dropships down on besieged mountaintops and in market squares, scooping up terrified colonists amidst heavy bombardment. The fewer humans remained on Majriti IV, the bolder the Ghosts got. The Unsinkable’s satellites observed stolen construction machinery trundling away through the forest. Napalm bombing burnt away the tree cover to reveal Ghost bases, blackened rings of fortifications.
Stage Three, everyone said. It’s happening in front of our eyes. Colm wasn’t so sure. This just looked to him like more of the same—first the farms, then the cities, then the whole planet.
A year from now, based on past experience, the satellites would see Majriti IV’s native vegetation vanishing, patch by patch, island by island, to make way for the Ghosts’ characteristic plantations. After that, the satellites would go dark.
The Unsinkable was the last ship to leave the system. Loaded with several thousand evacuees, it spun up its plasma drive and burned out of orbit. When it got far enough from Majriti’s gravity well, it powered up its zero-gravity field generators and slipped out of Einsteinian space-time.
They say mass warps space and time like a bowling ball sitting on a trampoline. It doesn’t if you have no mass. The zero-gravity field—a gift from the sentrienza in the 21st century—cancelled out the mass of the Unsinkable and everything and everyone aboard it. What’s massless? A photon. A wave or particle of light. So you’re automatically travelling at light speed as soon as you switch the field on, but the cool thing about light speed is that when you reach it, the very concept of light speed ceases to have any meaning. Hit the accelerator and you can go even faster.
Mundane ship specs came into play at this stage. Within the bubble of the zero-gravity field, the Unsinkable was still its normal self, weighed down by everything from the Rat’s antique keyboard to the lumps of Marine feces in the sewage pipes ... not to mention 5,000 evacuees and their life-support requirements. With a hideous mass-to-thrust ratio like that, the carrier could not possibly go as fast as a comms drone. It couldn’t even go as fast as a carrier.
Eight long, hungry weeks later, the Unsinkable emerged from the zero-gravity field near Gna, a rogue planet wandering in the void between Earth and Alpha Centauri.
Colm picked up local radio chatter in the ops room. Nothing in the austere exchanges reflected the mood on the Unsinkable, or the devastating truth implicit in its return. The Fleet had fought its hardest, and failed. Humanity was down to just two colony systems.



	
		



CHAPTER 11

THE RAT, HIS STAFF, and their Marine Corps counterparts stood in the Unsinkable’s airlock to see their crew off on surface leave. It was traditional. The officers were not there in person; their holos hovered, slightly larger than life, in the house-sized airlock chamber. But two-way cameras allowed them to see the dispirited men and women trudging past on their way to the landing shuttles, and to exchange a few words with this one and that one, in a grotesque parody of jollity.
Colm saluted as he came level with the holos. The Rat’s voice said, “I’m sure you’ll fly through the incident review, Lieutenant Mackenzie. Have a good leave.” Taken aback, Colm cut his eyes in the direction of his CO. The Rat was smiling blandly.
Colm mumbled an acknowledgement and carried on through the airlock.
Incident review? Did he mention that before?
As soon as he reached the spaceport terminal, military police slid up on either side of him and whisked him off to a courtroom.
It was not an incident review.
It was misdemeanor court, one step below a court martial.
The Rat had let Colm think he was getting away with a temporary suspension, while actually bringing charges against him for his actions on Majiriti IV.
That Sassenach arsehat ... Have a good leave ...
Stunned, Colm stood in front of the judge who held powers of life and death over his career. He had waived his right to an independent counsel, so they were alone in the courtroom, except for the armed guards at the door. It was a small room, hung with velour drapes that made it feel smaller. The ventilation pipe that ran along the ceiling behind the judge was dripping, spreading a dark stain down the drapes. Colm kept his eyes fixed on the stain as the judge droned on.
“Due to the severity of the defendant’s infraction, it has been recommended by his commanding officer that financial penalties also be levied ...”
Gna had gravity 6% heavier than Earth’s. Colm’s knee, although long healed, began to ache as he stood at attention.
“Finding, in addition, that the defendant has a history of minor disciplinary infractions, it is therefore the verdict of this court that the defendant shall be discharged from the Navy of the Human Republic, effective immediately, without honors.”
Colm felt dizzy. With an effort, he held his back straight, hands stiff along the seams of his dress uniform, eyes fixed on the dripping pipe.
“You have the right to appeal this verdict. Your appeal must be lodged within three days. Is this clear, Lieutenant Mackenzie?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. That concludes this hearing. Dismissed.”
Colm gave a jerky salute. He paused. “That pipe’s leaking, sir.”
“So it is.”
“Leaks like that can cause a lot of damage, can’t they?”
The judge sighed. Still focused on the screen of his computer, he intoned, “Do I need to remind you, Lieutenant Mackenzie, that you remain bound by the naval code of honor as regards operational intelligence? Any infringement of the said code could result in a criminal prosecution.”
“Aye, right,” Colm said. “The code of honor.” He had his answer. This was still all about the queazel. “I’m only saying it’s likely to be a clogged condensate pipe. You can fix that with a vacuum cleaner.”
The judge reached under his desk. Colm heard a faint click. He guessed that the judge had turned off the recording equipment. For the first time, their eyes met. “A word to the wise, Lieutenant Mackenzie,” the judge said. “You have the right to appeal this verdict. But don’t bother. Got it?”
“Got it.”
Colm saluted again, spun, and walked out of the courtroom a civilian.
*
THE WORST WAS YET TO come.
He collected his personal belongings from the barracks, trying not to cringe when the lads commiserated over his bad luck. Colm used to be the life of the party in the 207th, the voice of experience, if not the voice of wisdom. Now he was a cautionary tale. He’d probably never see any of them again.
He turned in the gear he had always thought of as his, but which actually belonged to the Navy: leathers, sidearm, rucksack.
Then it was time to go under the knife, to relinquish the rest of it.
The neurosurgeon looked as if he hadn’t yet graduated from high school. Hands buried in the control gloves of a medical robot, he removed Colm’s infocals, his comms implant, and his esthesia implant. Colm did not tell him that he had skimped on the anesthetic. It felt right that this should hurt.
Woozy, vision blurring, he staggered out of the hospital and took the train to Regnar, the largest of Gna’s roofed cities. He went into the first hotel he came to and requested a room for the night.
They wanted a deposit.
Right. When you’re a civilian, you have to pay for things.
He tried to call up his credit balance on his infocals, remembered he no longer had infocals, dug his five-year-old computer out of the laundry bag he was carrying his possessions in. Standing at a corner of the reception desk, he powered it up.
Bloody thing was broken.
Couldn’t be connecting properly to the net.
It said he only had a couple of thousand dollars in credit.
He paid the deposit and went up to his room. His vision was doubling, his head pounding. Sprawling on the crackly disposable sheets, he wrestled the truth out of the computer.
Financial penalties. That had been no mere symbolic charge, as he’d assumed.
The Navy had garnished his credit balance for the cost of that sodding train on Majriti IV.
Colm had had six figures owed to him. He’d left it in the Navy Bank, where it had been accruing interest for ten years. When he got out, he’d been going to buy the house on the Isle of Skye that once belonged to his great-grandfather. It had been up for sale for years. Needed a lot of work.
An ore train on Majriti IV, evidently, cost slightly less than a house on Skye.
So, since that hadn’t completely wiped out his savings, they’d added another penalty: compensation for the suffering of the colonists he’d dumped fallout on, who could only have suffered for a few days, if that, before they were massacred by the Ghosts. What must they have felt as they watched the Navy, which they’d trusted to rescue them, fly off and leave them behind?
Colm had an inkling, now.



	
		



CHAPTER 12

THE ONLY THING TO do in these circumstances was to get outrageously drunk, and that was what Colm set out to do, as soon as his vision cleared up and his headache dulled to a manageable throb.
He rode the train two stops to the red light district, saw that it was wall to wall with Marines, and hopped back on again. He transferred to the Vilnius Bay line and got off, arbitrarily, at Loftar 15.
Gna had first been settled 150 years ago as a waypost for the colonization effort then just getting into full swing. The rogue planet’s location—far from any star, one of many planets and failed stars drifting in the interstellar void between Sol and Alpha Centauri—guaranteed it virtually unfindable. Humanity had stumbled on it in the first place out of sheer luck. When the Ghosts came along, this made Gna the obvious place for the Human Republic to base the Fleet. In twenty years of war, the population had exploded from thousands to millions. Even since Colm first arrived here for basic training, the place had changed out of all recognition.
More recently, the Human Republic had begun to resettle evacuees on Gna, in rough-and-ready loftars—modular, box-shaped domes constructed from fiberglass and sheetrock.
This was a real sign of desperation. For Gna had no sun. Torn away, presumably, from the Alpha Centauri system billions of years ago, it retained a hydrogen sulfide atmosphere that seeped through anything and embrittled steel. You couldn’t go outside without an EVA suit. Everyone who lived here, military and civilians alike, spent their free time plotting their escape to somewhere nicer.
Hence the Waikiki, the bar and lounge where Colm ended up after wandering through the overcrowded streets of Loftar 15.
If you can’t actually move to Hawaii, you can at least pretend you did.
3D wall treatments created the illusion of an endless, moonlit beach. It was mildly entertaining to watch drunks walk into the walls while looking for the toilets. Colm ordered a blue cocktail with an umbrella in it, as an overture to the hard liquor binge he was planning, and enjoyed the soundtrack of crashing surf. He had never been to Hawaii, but it sounded the same as the waves curling on the pebble beaches back home.
Gna had its own seas, vast pools of liquid water in the calderas of extinct volcanoes like this one. The rogue planet’s moon dragged them back and forth on a predictable schedule. It was high tide outside Loftar 15 right now. Colm amused himself by exploring the town’s live external feeds on his computer. An undersea camera showed the water sluicing over the forest of vortex generators on the sea floor, producing kilowatts of energy.
Gna was not short on energy. Or volatiles. Or sheetrock.
It was just awfully short on everything else that made life worth living.
He found one nice view—looking north from Loftar 15 across Vilnius Bay. Shuttles launched from the military spaceport every couple of minutes, blue-white spikes vanishing into the fog, lighting up the mountainous piles of loftars around the bay and the fish farms floating offshore.
What held his interest, of course, was the shuttles.
Every one of them carrying other lucky sods back into orbit.
Colm could not afford to get back into orbit, let alone back to Earth.
He checked his credit balance again.
$1,746.
He waved down the waitress, who clocked his buzz-cut and offered him the active service member’s discount. “I’m a bloody civilian,” Colm said, and then felt bad for biting her head off. He ordered a double whiskey on the rocks, added an extravagant tip.
$1,722.
His computer was still on the table, propped against a pineapple-shaped salt cellar. A message blinked.
Hey Collie Mack, where are you?
Smythe.
Colm drank his whiskey. Then he responded, In Hawaii. Wish you were here! He held up the computer and panned it across the 3D walls.
Twenty minutes later, Smythe crashed through the door and plopped down at his table. Her eyes glittered. She was wearing jeans and a hoodie, which made her look like a different person—he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her out of uniform. In fact, they hadn’t spoken since the day he was arrested. He hadn’t wanted her to see him like this.
“Well,” she said, “that’s the last time I ever try to help people.”
Colm frowned. Then he put the pieces together. The civvies. Her dishevelled appearance. The heavy duffel bag she had dumped beside her chair.
“They canned you, too? I don’t believe it.”
She nodded. “For leaving the ship at Drumlin Farm. Remember that?” As if he could have forgotten it. “I just don’t understand why that’s a DD offense.” Dishonorable discharge. Oh, poor Smythe. “I’m not the first person who ever went for a walk on the surface, so why is it suddenly this huge deal?”
It was on the tip of Colm’s tongue to tell her she hadn’t been discharged for that. The real problem was she had seen the queazel, too. Then he remembered the code of honor, and instead said, “What’re you having? I recommend the blue cocktails.”
Three cocktails later, Smythe started crying. Elbows propped on the table, she hid her face in her hands. Tears dripped onto the formica. “I just don’t know what to do,” she gasped. “The Navy was my life.”
Colm picked a napkin out of the dispenser. On Gna, there were no trees to make paper from, so they used bioengineered silk grown from bacteria. It held a crease nicely. He folded it into a bunny with cute floppy ears and pushed it under the tent of Smythe’s hair. She grabbed it and wiped her eyes. Then she said, “Oh, I crumpled your bunny rabbit,” and started crying again.
“I can do more,” Colm said, fingers flying. He folded a whole family of bunnies and made them appear from behind the salt cellar, his computer, and Smythe’s ear. He’d learned tricks like this from his father. He could also do card tricks, juggling, and balloon animals. The disappearing / reappearing bunnies finally coaxed a wet-eyed giggle from Smythe. “That’s better, lass.”
The waitress had been watching, a tart smile on her face. Colm beckoned to her and found a bunny in her apron pocket. “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” she said. If kids on Gna even had birthday parties, Colm reckoned, they did not have conjurors.
“What are you going to do now?” Smythe said, nibbling a pretzel.
“I’m thinking I’ll seduce that waitress,” Colm whispered.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
“Well, I guess you could do worse. Go for it, Collie Mack. Your gunny approves.” A wry smile twisted Smythe’s lips. “Where are you staying?”
“A budget shithole in Regnar. Disposable sheets, 2D screen, perceptible smell of toilets.”
“How romantic.”
“It’s not what the sheets are made of, it’s what you do between them,” Colm said with a leer, which he turned into a wistful half-smile for the waitress as she returned to her station at the bar. “Oh yeah, wiggle that ass, baby,” he murmured under his breath.
Smythe threw a pretzel at him. “Stay classy, Mackenzie.”
“I try.” Colm ate the pretzel. It had the fishy undertaste of ‘bread’ products made from algae.
“But seriously. What are you going to do tomorrow? And for—for the rest of your life?”
“I’ve not got that far yet. But the immediate plan is to burn through all my credit.”
“Good plan.”
“No, there’s a method to my madness. If I’m dead broke, they’ll have to repatriate me.”
Smythe’s eyes widened. “They’re not doing that anymore.”
“Sure they are. They don’t want penniless ex-service members cluttering up the planet.”
“No, the policy’s changed. I just heard from Best ...”
“Best? That Best?”
“Yeah. He said they’re not doing repatriations anymore. He was bitching about it because he’ll have to get Daddy to pay for his ticket home. Cry me a fucking river, am I right?”
“Why does he need to buy a ticket home?”
“Oh, didn’t you hear? He got a DD for the Drumlin Farm thing, too. It made the news. Philip K. Best’s son.”
Colm chortled into his whiskey. “Now that’s poetic justice.” He couldn’t bring himself to feel too sorry for Best. He’d have a soft landing.
But Smythe wasn’t laughing. “I thought the Fleet was better than this. Didn’t you?”
Colm hemmed and hawed. Still reeling from the way they’d been treated, he didn’t want to confess that he’d ever fallen for the Fleet’s image of honor, justice, and so forth.
Smythe was less shy about admitting it. “That’s why I joined up. I’m not stupid, I know no organization is perfect. But I wanted to dedicate my life to defending humanity.” She banged a fist on the table, hard enough to make their glasses jump. “What am I going to do now?”
Colm caught the fist and covered it with his hand. He hated to see her tearing herself up about it like this. But he had no solutions to offer, except one. “My shout. Another blue cocktail?”
Smythe’s almond-shaped eyes brimmed with emotion. He suddenly remembered her taking off her battlesuit on Majriti IV, shivering in her undies. And you didn’t even have to buy me a drink ... He pushed away the titillating memory of her gunnng down Ghosts in a sports bra and shorts. Bad boy!
“Drinking doesn’t help, Collie Mack,” she said.
He released her hand. “No, you’re right, alcohol is for pikers. We need hard drugs.”
“Ha, ha.” She wiped her eyes. “All right, I’ll have one more of those disgusting blue concoctions. Then I’m going to go back to my hotel and watch romantic comedies.”
Colm fanned himself. “Careful with those mind-altering substances.”
“I might really go wild and eat a box of chocolates, too.” Smythe’s gaze drifted to Colm’s computer. He had a news feed scrolling. Unconfirmed Ghost sighting on Gliese 581 g. “Oh God, not another system!”
“Was anyone not expecting this?” Colm said.
Governor urges calm, promises investigation.
“Woo-hoo. An investigation,” Smythe said. “How about actually finding out where they come from, and how they appear out of thin freaking air?”
Colm remembered a huddled mass of shadow in the corner of the sitting-room. His father, three-quarters plastered, mechanically stroking the cat. He said, “Maybe we’re better off not knowing.”
Smythe frowned. “OK, but if we can’t find out how they do it, we’ll never be able to beat them.”
Colm shrugged. Harshly, he said, “It’s not our problem anymore, is it?”



	
		



CHAPTER 13

COLM WOKE UP ENTANGLED in the shreds of the disposable sheets, with a weapons-grade headache. The juicy throb of a hangover mingled with post-surgery stabs. Competing signals of nausea arose from his stomach, feeble at first and then urgent.
Eyes squeezed shut against the light, he leaned over and vomited.
Onto the smooth stomach of the waitress from the Waikiki Bar & Lounge.
He was still apologizing and waving a towel in her direction as she dragged her clothes on. “Just shut up.” She had a charming colonial accent. “I should not have come here, anyway.”
“I’m very glad you did, if that helps?” For a little while last night, he’d been at peace. Her arms had felt like a refuge from the war outside, and the war in his head. And now he’d fucked this up, too. “Let me make it up to you.”
Her eyes softened, but her tone stayed severe. “You drank far too much last night.”
“I know.” At this rate he’d be turning into his father, than which no worse fate could be imagined. “Have a shower, stay for breakfast. Please.”
“No. I am late for my shift.”
“Ah, I’m sure they’ll overlook it. You’re the best waitress in that place.”
She picked up her bag and squeezed around the foot of the bed. God, she was gorgeous, even at this hour of the morning. Hand on the door, she glared at him. “I am not a waitress. I’m a geologist. I have a doctorate. I taught at the university on Ross 458 c. Now our planet is gone, and I have to wear a stupid uniform and serve booze to idiots like you ... and be grateful that I have a job at all!”
The door was automatic. It didn’t slam. But Colm could practically hear the slam in the way it hissed shut after her.
He fell back on the wet spot on the mattress, pressed the towel over his eyes, and tried to remember her name. The headache defeated him. He remembered that he’d got her address as the first step of his seduction campaign, and reached down to the floor for his computer. Zhanna. That was it. He’d call her later, apologize again ...
He had two new messages, but his head hurt too much to read them. He went back to sleep. When he woke up again, the headache had receded. He negotiated the room service menu on the wall screen, ordered orange juice, coffee, and toast. He took the last of the pain pills he’d got from the military hospital with the orange juice. The fishy taste of the toast turned his stomach. The coffee was OK.
He checked the towel he had stuffed in the smoke detector last night. It was still securely lodged in place. He lit a cigarette, retrieved his computer from the floor, and squinted at his credit balance. $860. At this rate he’d be on the street in another 24 hours.
Time to deal with his messages.
Smythe: Remember Tan? You guessed it: he’s out, too.
Colm let his computer drop onto his chest. It seemed as if everyone he had come into contact with on Majriti IV was suffering for it.
Anyway, ping me when you’re up, you Scottish sex machine.
Sex machine? If only she knew about the vomiting episode.
We’re staying at Best’s pad in Regnar.
Huh, huh, huh? When did that happen?
It’s seriously lush. Here’s the address. Come on over.
Not likely. Colm tapped through to the other new message. So damn clunky having to do this on the computer. He missed his infocals.
Dear Mr. Mackenzie,
It has come to my attention that you were recently discharged from the Fleet. I cannot help feeling personally responsible for this, although I had no involvement with the decision. Therefore, at your convenience, I would like to discuss a potential opportunity which may provide you some compensation for your misfortune. I hope this offer does not offend your dignity. I am not confident in my understanding of human etiquette. But please be assured of my sincere desire to repay you for the service you did me on Majriti IV.
Best regards,
Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth
Colm’s jaw dropped.
The goddamn queazel.
He stubbed out his cigarette and read the message again.
Opportunity ... compensation ...
“Dodgy as hell,” he said aloud.
The formal tone of the queazel’s written English, and its purposeful vagueness, tripped Colm’s scam radar. Actually, it might be worse than that. He had suspected all along that the queazel was a spy. What if it was trying to recruit him into some shady scheme? Catch ‘em when they’re vulnerable, make ‘em an offer they can’t refuse ...
On the other hand.
$860, and no repatriation on the horizon.
This time tomorrow, he’d be applying for a job on a fish farm, just to keep body and soul together. If he didn’t get that, he’d be queuing up for emergency life support along with the Majriti IV refugees.
The very thought sent a wave of cold horror crashing over him.
Just days ago, he’d been a gunship pilot.
A commissioned officer in the Navy.
He simply could not stand the thought of humbly accepting handouts from anyone. Least of all from the self-same Human Republic that had ended his career and confiscated his hard-earned money.
If the queazel was trying to entrap him, it had chosen its moment well. He hit reply.
*
“I’M HERE TO SEE GILLIAM Tripsilion Nulth.”
The receptionist looked him over, clearly unimpressed. Glimpsing himself in the mirror behind the reception desk, Colm was unimpressed, too. He was still wearing the worn-out jeans he’d had on yesterday, as they were the only ones he’d got, and a checked button-down that had been smart ten years ago. His eyes looked like fried eggs with Tabasco. He had not been able to shave on account of the plaster on his jaw where they’d removed his comms implant. His ginger hair bristled out from his skull like a felon’s coif.
He looked completely out of place in the lobby of the Uzizzriati embassy.
Yes, there was an Uzizzriati embassy. Learn something new every day.
It was a floating village, actually, 100 klicks out from the shore of the Regnarosa Sea. That’s why no one knew about it. On Gna, your horizons ended at the walls. Colm had had to take a water taxi to get here, using up the last of his credit.
The Uzzizellans didn’t seem to be hurting for money. A chandelier in the shape of the Uzizzriat system hung above hand-woven carpets and satin-upholstered furniture. An odd mix of people hung out on the sofas: junior executives, construction worker types, and a few hard-faced vets who had to be security contractors.
“Mr. Nulth can see you now,” the receptionist said. The other people waiting looked daggers at Colm as he was led past them by a lacquered knockout of a secretary.
Bland corporate décor. Corrugated ramps instead of stairs. All the doors had cat flaps.
“Right in here, Mr. Mackenzie.” The secretary left him in a small conference room with a window—actually a screen, of course—looking out over the sea. The lights of the embassy caught black water rippling around the tops of vent trees, the sulfide-eating beasts that grew from the volcanic vents on the sea floor. They looked like knobbly, colorless lily pads.
The cat flap slid up. “I am glad to see you again,” Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth said, climbing onto the chair across from Colm.
The way the queazel climbed the chair reminded Colm of a Slinky going downstairs, in reverse. He gazed in fascination at the little creature. Today Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth did not remind him of a cat whatsoever. For one thing he was wearing clothes: a quilted vest covering most of his length, with holes for his hands / feet, fastened down the front / underside with gold toggles. A collar set with gems sparkled around his neck, making his fur stick out in a tawny ruff framing his face. Animal or person? Ally or enemy?
Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth evidently felt no such confusion regarding Colm. He coiled his hindquarters comfortably on the seat of the chair, raised his forequarters to the vertical, and rested the front pair of his wee black hands on the table. “Emily!” he barked, in his growly, lisping voice. “Coffee! Or would you prefer tea, Mr. Mackenzie?”
“Either’s fine,” Colm said distractedly.
The queazel folded his forepaws formally. “I never thanked you properly for saving my life. Thank you.”
“I’m, well, good to see you’ve made a full recovery,” Colm stumbled.
“Oh, yes. The scars still ache a little.”
The queazel stopped talking as the secretary brought coffee and a plate of petits fours. Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth took his coffee black. Colm accepted milk and sugar. The secretary departed, her trim hips swaying. Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth watched her go, running his tongue around his muzzle. Colm hid a smile. For an alien, this queazel had good taste in secretaries.
The door shut, and the queazel resumed, “I was very sorry to hear that you suffered disciplinary consequences for your heroism.”
Colm set his coffee cup precisely on the saucer. “I wonder can you shed any light on that? I was dishonorably discharged. So was my gunner. So was the Marine captain who came back for us. So was the replacement copilot assigned to me a week later, who never even laid eyes on you—”
“But you might have told him about me,” the queazel pointed out.
“I didn’t.”
“I had nothing to do with your dismissal, Mr. Mackenzie.”
“Sorry, I wasn’t implying you did. It’s just ...”
“I wish I could arrange for your reinstatement. However, I have no influence over the bureaucracy of the Fleet.”
“That’s not what I hoped to hear,” Colm admitted. “I was warned in no uncertain terms to keep my mouth shut. I hope I’m not going to get in trouble for coming here.”
The queazel lapped his coffee like a cat, tongue flickering in and out. “I don’t think you need to worry about that. What they wish to conceal is my sojourn on Majriti IV.” The bIack-tufted ears bristled. “I had to spend the entire return voyage concealed in the commander’s quarters, a prisoner in all but name! I was not permitted comms! I had nothing to do all day but read books and play games! The food was also sub-par.”
“Poor you,” Colm said sarcastically, remembering his own voyage back from Majriti IV, an ordeal of 14-hour shifts in the Ops office.
“Oh, I am aware my suffering bears no comparison to that of others,” Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth said, still bristling. “The point is that as long as you don’t say anything about Drumlin Farm, I don’t think they will care what you do.”
“That’s good to know,” Colm said, thinking: But why? What’s the big deal about Drumlin Farm? He suddenly flashed back on the Ghost at the TDP plant. His arms goosefleshed. He bit into a petit four, blocking out the memory with the sweet taste of cake.
“And besides ...” Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth paused. “Even if you were to mention it ... you are now, I’m afraid, a discredited source. You were discharged for, er ...”
“Nuking a train that might have had civilians on it,” Colm said bluntly. “Among other things.”
“Yes. So I’m very much afraid no one would believe a word you might say.”
Colm heard a threat in the words, subtler than the military judge’s, but still unmistakable. He finished his petit four. His half-drunk coffee steamed in the cold room. “Well, on that note, I ought to be on my way,” he said, pushing back his chair. “Thanks for the refreshments.”
“Wait!” The queazel rose up in his chair like a jack-in-the-box. He actually stretched out his little hands. “Please, Mr. Mackenzie! We haven’t even discussed the opportunity I mentioned!”
“So you didn’t just drag me out here to threaten me?” Colm sat down, still poised to leave. Instinct urged him to put distance between himself and the threat. It’s what he had always done, going back to the day he first got his pilot’s license.  He didn’t respond well to people who tried to manipulate him.
The queazel made an ufff noise. “I am confident in your discretion.”
“Thanks, I suppose.”
“What I am about to tell you must not leave these four walls.”
“You have my word.”
The queazel waved at the wall. The live feed of the Regnarosa Sea vanished, and was replaced by a 3D representation of a star system, planets not to scale. The third planet was blue.
“This,” the queazel said unnecessarily, “is the Sol system.” Little ships buzzed around, representing the commercial routes between Earth, Mars, the Belt, and the Jovian moons. Streams of ships arrowed out of the plane of the ecliptic, and vanished in white flashes, going FTL. Red flashes indicated ships returning to Einsteinian space-time. More flashes, red and white, clustered on the opposite side of the solar system from Jupiter. The asteroid belt could be used as a zero-gravity point, provided Jupiter and its whopping gravity well were on the far side of the sun at the time. Any closer in and the sun’s gravity made zero-gravity field generation too dear in terms of energy.
The queazel dragged the view sideways. Colm felt a pang as Earth disappeared off the side of the screen. Now they were looking at trans-Neptunian space. Ships and drones came and went, sparkling like fireflies.
Further out.
The Kuiper Belt.
More flashes, dispersed across that vast rubble field of icy bodies, thirty AUs and more from the sun.
Colm frowned. “What are all those ships doing out there?”
“Aha,” the queazel said. He sat back and folded his paws over his vest.
Colm kept staring at the inexplicable activity in the Kuiper Belt. No one ever went out there. When you could travel to Upsilon Andromedae, what was the point of going to Pluto? But of course, you couldn’t travel to Upsilon Andromedae anymore.
“Earth has only two colony systems left,” the queazel said.
“Yeah, I know,” Colm said. And the news last night had confirmed that the Ghosts were now probing the Gliese system.
“Past experience suggests that the Trappist and Gliese systems will fall to the Ghosts within a few Earth years.”
“The Fleet will defend them to the death,” Colm said automatically, and felt irritated at himself. He didn’t need to mouth the party line anymore.
“The pattern is clear. Do you see it?” The view changed to a star map 100 light years across, with Sol at one edge. It depicted all 16 of humanity’s lost colony systems and the two surviving ones. “The first colony world the Ghosts invaded was Alpha Andromedae...”
The queazel drew a line from Alpha Andromedae to the Ghosts’ next victim. Celestial dot-to-dot. The line zigged and zagged from one star to another, getting closer to Earth.
“That’s our Star Road,” Colm said. “We hopscotched from one star to the next, using each colony as a springboard to reach the next habitable planet. It took two centuries. We had to build our own infrastructure as we went, like the Romans building roads for their legions.”
“And now the Ghosts are travelling your Star Road, in the other direction. And it has only taken them two decades. We estimate that in five years or fewer they will reach Earth.”
Colm leaned back. He suddenly became aware of the room swaying gently, as the embassy floated on the cold dark sea. Willy-nilly, he remembered the ghost in the TDP plant smiling at him. He rubbed his arms through his thin button-down shirt. “Why’s it so cold in here?” he burst out.
“We have fur,” the queazel said, blinking. “I was always too hot on Majriti IV.”
“Oh. Right.”
“Do you want a coat? Our human staff always have warm clothing around; you could borrow something.”
“I’m fine, thanks.” Colm shook his head, eyes glued to the Star Road. “I’m sure our leaders are well aware of all this ...”
“Oh, they are. I wouldn’t exactly characterize their current state of mind as blithering panic ... but then again ...”
“Blithering panic probably sums it up,” Colm sighed.
The queazel nodded. “However, some worthwhile ideas for the defense of Earth have emerged from the hysteria.”
The view switched back to the Kuiper belt. All those ships busily winking in and out of real space.
“Defense in depth. A ring of military installations around the sun.”
Colm patted his pockets. “Do you mind if I smoke?”
“Be my guest,” the queazel said, to Colm’s surprise. Colm was even more surprised when the queazel took a pack of cigarettes out of his vest and lit up with him, clamping the cancer stick comfortably in his molars. “The vices of humanity are irresistible,” he said apologetically.
“What’s the point?”
“What do you mean, what’s the point?”
“Of defenses around the sun. The Ghosts don’t use spaceships, they don’t travel through space at all.”
“But it has been repeatedly observed—by me, among others—that they attack soft targets first, and move on to larger targets only when they have achieved Stage Two capabilities. Earth itself is well-defended, heavily populated, satellite-mapped to the square centimeter. The Ghosts would have little chance of establishing a foothold there. On the other hand, your colonies on the Jovian moons, your shipyards in the asteroid belt, and your fuel depots in the outer system are scarcely defended at all. Each of them is a potential beachhead for the Ghosts. It is envisaged that these new installations will act as forward operating bases, which can swiftly reinforce any outer-system settlement that comes under attack.”
Colm dragged pensively on his cigarette. That made sense. In fact, it made so much sense that he couldn’t believe the scheme had originated with the Human Republic.
He sighed. “I’m going to be very blunt, er, Mr. Nulth.”
“Gilliam. Gil. Please.”
“All right, Gil. You’ve obviously got a level of involvement with this scheme which ... needs to be explained. Forgive me, but I don’t believe in fairy godmothers. Even if they look like overgrown ferrets and smoke like a chimney.”
“Prrrr?” The purr, on a rising note, sounded like the queazel’s version of ‘Huh?’
“Are you a spy?” Colm said, point-blank.
Gil breathed out a cloud of smoke and stared at him through it. “Why do you say that?”
“The sentrienza have never done anything other than sit around saying ‘So sorry’ and sending flowers. Some say they’re giving us technological aid behind the scenes, but you couldn’t prove it by me. If they aren’t lifting a finger to help us, why would you be any different?”
“Because,” the queazel said, “we are not the sentrienza. Isn’t that obvious, Mr. Mackenzie?”
“Well, yes ...”
Gil stubbed out his cigarette in his coffee cup. He took a business card from his vest pocket and spun it across the table. Colm read it without picking it up.
Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth
Commercial Attaché
Embassy of Uzzizel on Gna
So the queazel really was a diplomat. Huh.
“The Ring Around the Sun will be hugely expensive, and will require state-of-the-art vacuum construction technology. We are bidding for construction contracts via one of the largest Uzzizellan space conglomerates, Crasibo Lovelace. I am in charge of facilitating our partnership with the Human Republic.”
Colm smiled as the pieces finally fit together. Cherchez le cash. Now he knew what all those people in the lobby were here for. Gna had a megabucks private-sector construction industry—in fact, some said construction was Gna’s only industry. With billions of dollars on the table, the local players would be fighting like piranhas for a piece of the action. Evidently, that included resident aliens.
“Enlightened self-interest, Mr. Mackenzie,” the queazel said. “Enlightened self-interest. And that is where you come in.”
“Me?”
“I understand you’re looking for a job?”



	
		



CHAPTER 14

MEG SURFACED FROM AN exhausted sleep. Her body said it was afternoon. Her infocals said nothing, because they weren’t there. She remembered that she had been dishonorably discharged from the Navy. She rolled over, burying her face in pillows as soft as marshmallows.
She’d told Collie Mack that she was going back to her hotel to watch romantic comedies, but she hadn’t. She’d messaged Tan while she was on the train, found him drinking in the red-light district of Regnar. Shortly afterwards, Axel Best had joined the party. He was already trashed and in a nihilistic frame of mind. When Meg had spoken to him earlier, he’d acted like he didn’t give a damn—after all, as the son of Philip K. Best, he had plenty of options! But now it turned out that he’d just been putting a bold face on it. He was reeling from the shock of being kicked out of the Marines. He told Meg and Tan he would rather die than go home to face his family’s scorn. From there it was a short step to actually talking about suicide.
Meg’s mother had committed suicide when Meg was a teenager. Best’s wild talk hit her right in the emotional scar tissue. She knew that he was half-joking, but he was also half-serious. In the dive bar where they were drinking on Best’s tab, he’d staggered up to the pianist and yelled at the man to play Chopin, because he wanted to listen to some decent fucking music on the last night of his life.
Tan had taken Best’s gun away. (Of course Best had his own weapon, which he had not had to turn in to the Corps.) 
Meg had told him he was being an idiot. Think about the people who love you, she said. Like who? Best had said. There must be somebody, Meg had said.
They’d dragged him up to Revoukhian Park, the public garden on the top level of Loftar 2. Garden was wishful thinking, but at least there was grass. The entry fee kept the lowlifes out. As the luminous roof panels dawned, kicking off another Gna day, Best had thrown up in the shrubbery. After that he’d turned to them and said, “You guys ... you guys. I just wrecked your night, didn’t I?”
“It wasn’t the best night of my life to begin with,” Tan had said.
“Do you have someplace to stay?”
Meg and Tan had looked at each other, shrugged.
“Come and hang at my place,” Best said. He corrected himself. “My dad’s place. We can set fire to the curtains and throw the furniture through the windows.”
So here she was, in Philip K. Best’s duplex penthouse, atop a high-rise that spiked out of the roof of downtown Regnar like a quill on the back of a balding porcupine.
They hadn’t thrown anything through the windows, which were just screens, anyway. The only damage they’d done was to Philip K. Best’s liquor cabinet, for which Meg was now paying the price. She really wasn’t much of a drinker. She blamed Collie Mack.
The bed rocked as she stirred. It hung from the ceiling, instead of standing on the floor. A gauzy canopy enclosed it, cocooning her in privacy. She could hear water trickling musically over rocks. The sound came from, get this, an actual waterfall in the atrium. She could get used to this ...
A bright red flash pierced the bed’s canopy. And another. Each flash bathed the sheets in gory crimson.
She rolled out of bed and stumbled over Tan, who was sleeping on the floor. The flashes came from the window. Some kind of warning? An emergency alert? Her fight-or-flight reflex went into overdrive. She reached for a weapon she didn’t have.
The flashing stopped. The window went back to displaying a view of the atrium.
There, among the fruit trees and sculptures, stood Collie Mack himself, laughing, pointing Best’s handgun at her, or so it felt like. He’d been aiming the sighting laser at the camera.
“Very fucking funny,” Meg said. She shook Tan conscious.
They trailed out to the atrium, wearing the same civvies they’d had on yesterday. Best and Colm were sitting at the wrought iron table near the waterfall. Colm was chowing down on steak and mashed potatoes, presumably whipped up to order by the kitchen staff, while Best palely stuck to coffee.
She pulled up a chair. “So did you score, Collie Mack?”
“Yeah, and then I puked on her,” Colm said. He re-enacted the scene with comic exaggeration. Meg guffawed, suddenly feeling a lot better. Even Best smiled. 
“If my wife finds out I’ve been hanging with you guys ...” sighed Tan, the family man. He perked up as the maid delivered his breakfast, a huge omelet and a mountain of hash browns. Meg thanked the woman for her coffee. It made her feel icky to be waited on, although she knew the economy on Gna functioned differently. The planet was awash in underemployed humans. They were cheaper than robots. If you could afford to hire them, it was considered a civic duty to do so. That’s why Philip K. Best kept a staff of ten hanging around his duplex, even though he was rarely here.
“So,” Colm said. “I got a job offer.”
“What kind of thing? Private security?” Meg said. That was the only line of work she could think of. She had never considered a career outside the Fleet.
“Construction,” Colm said.
Tan said, chewing, “Who’s hiring? I need to make some money, too. I have to get home.” A note of desperation escaped through his mouthful of hash browns. He was stranded two light years from his wife and daughters, who lived on Mars. Meg forgot her own misery as she considered how much that must suck. She was a little bit jealous of him, and at the same time, glad she didn’t have any dependents. She only had her father, back on Earth. They had a cordial but not close relationship: he’d never understood why she had joined the Fleet, when she’d won a national karate championship in her teens, and could’ve had a safe career on Earth as a pro. 
“Good news,” Colm said. “I’m hiring. I’ve accepted the job, on the condition that I can hire my own crew.”
He laid it out in the laconic tone Meg knew well, which meant he was dying with excitement inside. Massive new defence investments in the Kuiper Belt. It’ll be a feeding frenzy. This is our chance to get in on the bottom floor. We’ll be working for Crasibo Lovelace, an Uzzizellan construction company. They’ve got a contract to build 150 new manned bases on Kuiper Belt objects ...
He got no further before Tan tossed down his knife and fork. “I’m in.”
Meg frowned. “An Uzzizellan company? What’s an Uzzizellan?”
Colm’s voice went soft. “They’re aliens, Smythe.”
Best, who had been silent until this point, said, “I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.”
“That’s your business,” Colm said easily. “I assume you’ve got better opportunities. But when you’re broke, it doesn’t matter if your boss has got two legs or eight.”
“It’s a scam,” Best said.
“Sure. Every big-budget defense program is a scam. But does it matter? If the bases get built, they’ll help keep Earth safe.”
In her heart of hearts, Meg wondered if anything could keep Earth safe from the Ghosts. But this gig had to be better than working private security. It would be, as long as Collie Mack was there. “I’m in, too.”
They high-fived. For a dark instant Bekkelund’s ghost hovered beside them.
Colm read Meg’s thoughts. “Vike would approve,” he said quietly. “He’d be glad we’re still in the fight, even if we’ve traded in our guns for shovels.”
*
AS THEY WERE LEAVING, Meg stopped to talk to Best in the atrium. She was still worried about him. “Are you going to be all right?”
“Sure.”
She adopted a stern aunt’s tone. “I want you to promise you won’t do anything stupid.”
“Oh, last night? I was drunk off my ass,” he said dismissively. “I can’t even remember what I said.”
“Really? OK. Cool, I guess.” Maybe she’d overreacted.
Best pointed up into the fig tree overhead. Tame doves roosted on the branches, cooing. “These little guys come from Earth. They don’t know there’s a freezing, toxic atmosphere outside that would kill them instantly.” He met her eyes. “The conditions in the Kuiper Belt are far, far worse than here. Worse than anywhere you’ve worked. Tan thinks it’ll be like building houses on Mars; he’s wrong. It won’t be anything like that. Mackenzie? He doesn’t know shit. He just wants to fly again.”
Meg hoisted her duffel bag on her shoulder. She wasn’t going to stand here and listen to that.
Perhaps realizing he’d crossed a line by ripping on Colm, Best reached out as if to hold her back. “I respect you, Megumi Smythe.” He really was different out of uniform. The Fleet had never been able to wipe away his sheen of privilege, but getting booted from the Fleet had. Unshaven, hungover, he didn’t seem to belong in this luxurious apartment, any more than she did. He said, “I don’t want to see you blindly walking into a ... a boondoggle. That’s all.”
She hesitated. “Do you really think it’s a scam?”
“I know it’s a scam. I’ve heard a lot about this Ring Around the Sun over the last year or so.” Of course, Best’s family connections gave him access to inside information. “There’s an ongoing controversy about accepting bids from alien contractors.”
“If they’ve got the right tech for the job, why not?”
“Yeah, but the sentrienza don’t want us to get mixed up with the queazels. Regardless of what you think of the sentrienza, you have to take that seriously.”
Meg shrugged. “Well, we have to do what it takes to win this war. Whatever it takes.”
She felt bad about dismissing his reservations, but she trusted Colm. If Collie Mack had satisfied himself that this was on the level, that was good enough for her.
“Oh, I agree,” Best said. “We have to win this war, or die trying. That’s why I’m going to go home and join the family business.”
Meg grinned. It was a load off her mind to know he’d made the decision to get on with life, instead of wallowing. “Doing what? Do you know yet?”
“Not in any detail. But Best Industries is also bidding for a contract to build parts of the Ring Around the Sun.”



	
		



CHAPTER 15

COLM CALLED HOME FROM Kuiper Belt Object 11890, newly named Mezamiria.
“All right, Mam, Dad?”
It would take four hours for his message to reach their computer in Drumnadrochit, so he spoke as if he wasn’t expecting a response. In fact, he was returning their call from yesterday. He had a screen grab from it on the console beside him: his father saying, Are you keeping your hand in, Colm? and holding up a pair of wooden spoons.
“We’ve really got it down to a routine now,” he said. “It’s like a travelling circus. Dad, remember when you went on the road with that circus? We drove all over the country to see you on the weekends ...” Colm couldn’t help needling his father about how far he’d fallen from the heyday of his career: from center ring to kids’ birthday parties. All the fault of the drink, of course, and the weed he grew in the garden shed. “So the Mackenzie and Friends show’s got one more day to run here, and then it’s off to our next assignment.”
He wrenched his gaze away from the video grab and focused on the exterior feed, which showed the sun. Sol was merely the brightest star in the sky. Mezamiria took two millennia to orbit the sun. Hard to believe that it was spring in Scotland now.
Hard to believe that Colm was 39 and his father was still after him to keep his hand in.
But he did not feel as angry with the old man as he would once have. There were several reasons for that, but one big reason was the Kuiper Belt. The isolation out here was enough to make anyone feel more kindly towards Earth and the people there. Although he’d travelled much further with the Fleet, he felt as if he’d never been further from home than he was now, among these lifeless lumps of rock and ice.
Of course, what the Kuiper Belt really was, was empty. Gravitational resonances with Neptune scoured some regions clear, while crowding others with frozen, slowly tumbling planetoids and planetesimals—but crowding was relative, in a region stretching for 20 AUs.
Even time itself seemed to move more slowly out here. The war felt far away. The echoes of military defeats in the Gliese system reached the Kuiper Belt as decisions taken on Earth and Gna, simplified to: Work harder! Work faster! Get it done NOW!
Colm would have liked to bring some of the Crasibo Lovelace execs out here for a visit. See if they still thought it was possible to work harder and faster in  temperatures of -200° and below, while the lube froze in your effectors, and microgravity added a maddening tumble factor to every motion. They spent more time maintaining the construction machinery than they did operating it.
He didn’t mention any of this to his parents, of course. “Thanks for the tips, Mam.” She had answered some questions he’d asked in his last call. “I’d forgotten about sifting the flour and baking powder together. Our oven’s a bit wonky, but I’ll send a picture if it turns out. Give my love to Bridget.”
He reached out to end the recording. Then hesitated. His father stared at him from the other screen, frozen in mid-taunt: Are you keeping your hand in, Colm?
“By the way, Dad, you’ll be glad to know I’ve been practicing. I’ve not been playing the spoons, but I’ve been working on this.” He held up a 3cm diameter hex nut. It stood in for a coin. There was no money out here. He threw it up in the air, caught it on the back of his hand. Lifted his other hand away. Gone. He reached towards the camera and plucked the hex nut out of the lens. “Not bad, huh?”
He grinned into the camera, then ended the recording. Let’s see you do a coin vanish that good, Dad.
He hit send and left the cockpit. He was in the middle of baking.
Sift the flour and baking powder together, Mam had said, and don’t forget a pinch of salt. Right you are.
Colm had already beaten the eggs and added sugar, hot water, and vanilla extract. The eggs were reconstituted from powder, but they’d do the job. He was baking a cake for what had become their ritual ‘job done’ party—a bash to celebrate the completion of another KBO base.
This party would also mark the end of their second year out here. Colm wasn’t sure that was a milestone to celebrate. He was planning a strawberry filling for the cake, anyway. His mother had given him the recipe.
He hoped his parents wouldn’t be able to tell that when he called them, he’d been high on tropodolfin.
As he shook the sieve, flour drifted like snow onto the handkerchief-sized galley counter. They had 0.5 Gs of artificial gravity in the crewship, generated the same way as the AG on Navy carriers a thousand times bigger, with a compact meson generator that heterodyned an electromagnetic field to make space-time ‘think’ it was tilted towards the generator. Could space-time actually think? Of course not. But you could still trick it. Interesting ... AG gobbled power like nobody’s business. You wouldn’t normally put it on a five-person ship. But neither could you ask five people to live in freefall for months on end, and build barracks, and hangars, and power plants, and put in all the wiring and the plumbing and etceteras.
Anyway, the crewship’s reactor could handle the power requirements. Esthesia feedback reassured Colm that the molten salt was flowing sweetly, kicking out the kilowatts that stood between them and death.
Outside, the barren ice of Mezamiria stretched to the horizon. The ice glimmered reddish, heavily contaminated with irradiated hydrogen sulfide. Impact craters provided some topographical variety. More prominent was a lowslung geodesic dome, the shield of the base they had just finished building. This base, like the 123 other identical ones now scattered throughout the Kuiper Belt, lay almost entirely underground. Colm poured the batter into a silicon cake tin and panned around with his external eyes for the gearship.
Five times the size of the crewship, the gearship carried the prefabricated structures they assembled and installed. It was unmanned, a flying warehouse. Its cuboid bulk stood on the ice between the crewship and the base. Colm checked the temperature of the oven and put the cake in. At the same time, he moved through the cramped maintenance corridors of the gearship, brushing through bundles of wiring as if they weren’t there, into the engineering spaces that housed the ship’s key systems. Power, propulsion, heat rejection, zero-gravity field generation ... Initiate pre-launch checks.
25 minutes at 180°.
47 minutes to lift-off, assuming the system checks didn’t turn up any issues.
They were scheduled to pull out later today. He’d be launching the gearship first. Had to make sure it got into orbit OK. A month and a half on the ice does no favors to sensitive electronic components. The gearship had its own reactor, of course, which had been ticking over all this time, keeping the ship from freezing. But you can’t cut any corners when you’re 15 AUs from help.
Of course, they could go FTL from here and reach Triton in half an hour.
But if anything goes wrong with the ships, the zero-gravity field generators’ll be borked, too. So there’s that.
“Let’s eat,” he bellowed.
The others had already gathered in the common room, around the circular table. Colm sat down and said a brief grace. He couldn’t remember why he’d started doing this, but nowadays it felt wrong to skip it. “In the name of our Lord, Amen,” he finished, and they all dug into roast chicken, potato dumplings, cream of spinach soup, and freshly baked bread.
Zhanna had baked the bread. In fact, she’d cooked most of the meal. In addition to being a very good geologist, she was also a natural in the kitchen. Just don’t ask her to wait tables.
Colm smiled to himself, watching her tuck her dark hair behind her ears as she chatted with Tan. It could so easily have been a mistake to hire a geologist he’d picked up at a Hawaiian-themed bar on Gna. It had turned out to be one of his better decisions.
They were talking about the zoo on Gna, where Tan planned to take his kids when they got home. Tan had moved his family to Gna, so he could see them on surface leaves. Unspoken: he’d moved them out of the path of the Ghosts. Mars was considered to be the likeliest target for invasion, if and when the Ghosts came to our solar system.
That, anyway, was what Fitch said. Fitch Reynolds, two last names, no sense of humor. He was the only crew member Colm hadn’t picked himself. Fitch came from Crasibo Lovelace, billed as an expert in vacuum assembly and construction. Sure, he knew his stuff. He was also a bit of a fantasist. Listen to him now, wearing Smythe’s ear off about the Egyptian pyramids and Atlantis, tying it all in with the Ghosts through some convoluted conspiracy theory.
Smythe just listened and uh-huh’d, chewing stoically on her dumplings. Smythe ... oh Smythe. Colm’s good mood ebbed as he watched her. Of all of them she had the least to do. There just wasn’t any real call for a security expert, even though Crasibo Lovelace stipulated they had to have one. She couldn’t fight the cold, and Colm felt bad every time he saw her mending a fan or cleaning a sewage tank, just to keep busy. He felt bad for hiring her away from some theoretical alternate career path that would have been more exciting. Felt bad around her for any number of reasons, so when she tried to involve him in the ridiculous conversation about Atlantis, he excused himself, saying he had to take the cake out of the oven.
The smell of baking filled the galley. A skewer came out clean. Colm set the cake on the counter to cool. Then he leaned against the cabinets, blowing out deep breaths. The tropodolfin had worn off. The pain was back.
Bright little pains in his jackstands.
A dull ache in his starboard wing.
A rhythmic twinge in his heat exchangers.
Just little dings and breakages. Nothing serious, nothing that would keep them from getting back to Gna. Nothing that could be fixed in these temperatures, even by Smythe, who’d surely have tried if she knew what he was going through. He wasn’t going to let her risk her life out there when he could deal with it.
Anyway, even if they fixed the minor shit, there would still remain the hunger.
It gnawed at his gut, undiminished by the hearty meal he’d just eaten, because it wasn’t really in his gut, it was in the ship’s reaction mass tanks. It was telling him they were close to empty, and there was nothing he could do about that. Nor did he even need to. 50,000 liters of water would get the crewship into orbit and then down to the surface of Gna. He knew that. His esthesia implant knew only that reaction mass reserves were dangerously low. Hungry, hungry, hungry.
He’d got this implant from Crasibo Lovelace. It was a generation ahead of his old Navy-issue implant. It provided richly textured sensory feedback on every system and sub-system. It also allowed him to remotely operate the gearship and the construction waldos. It was great.
There was only one problem.
He couldn’t turn it off.
His Navy implant had had a mute function. This one did, too, but it didn’t work. Talking to other Crasibo Lovelace pilots, he’d learned that many of them had the same issue with the CL implant.
The threat from the Ghosts was so urgent that Crasibo Lovelace had sent them out with betaware.
That was the charitable interpretation. You could also hypothesize that CL had been so keen to secure the Ring Around the Sun contract, they’d cut corners in their software development, and just expected their pilots to deal with the flaws.
Well, Colm could deal.
For the kind of money he was making now? Hell yeah, he’d deal, rather than complain to management and risk getting blamed for the implant’s defects himself.
They might send him home.
He wasn’t ready for that yet. Didn’t know if he ever would be.
He opened one of the cabinets, took out the canister of baking powder he’d used for the cake. He excavated a blisterpack of tropodolfin from the white powder. Back when he was in the Corps, he used to feel sorry for the troopers who got hooked on tropo after getting a script for some minor injury. Now he understood how that happened. This stuff was amazing. By a miracle of modern chemistry, it relieved pain like an opiate, but also boosted your energy like cocaine.
Not that Colm had ever tried cocaine. He wasn’t a junkie. He just needed to not be in pain all the goddamn time.
He palmed a pill, and was about to pop it in his mouth when Zhanna came into the galley. It was cramped for two, but she came in anyway.
She raised her eyebrows at Colm. Held out her hand.
Colm extended both fists: choose one.
She tapped his left fist.
Nothing there.
Right fist.
Nothing there, either. He could make a 3cm hex nut vanish. A single pill was easy.
“You can’t fool me,” Zhanna said softly. “It’s the hunger, isn’t it?”
She was the only one he’d confided in about the implant’s broken mute function. Colm leaned against the counter, suddenly feeling exhausted. “Yeah. Just the usual.”
She nibbled her lower lip. “Well, I might have something that would help.” She squeezed past him, opened the little refrigerator. “You were baking, so that gave me an idea ...” She took out a plated object that resembled a beige paving stone. It was scored into squares. She broke one off and held it out. “Try it.”
Colm cautiously bit into the square. “Shortbread?” he hazarded. It tasted like sand glued together with fat. She must’ve used all the sugar and butter they had left in supplies.
“It’s a traditional Scottish recipe, isn’t it?” she said hopefully.
Colm swallowed, with an effort, and smiled at her. “It’s delicious.” He pulled her into his arms. She knew what he was going through, and had baked this horrible ersatz shortbread to try and help. As if she could vanquish the feedback from the empty reaction mass tanks by stuffing him with fat and calories.
The wretched fact of the matter was that nothing could vanquish the feedback except tropodolfin. He retrieved the pill from his sleeve and downed it, not trying to hide what he was doing.
Zhanna bumped her forehead against his chest. “Goddammit, Colm.”
“The shortbread’s perfect. We’ll serve it with the cake.” And everyone would eat it, for the same reason that Meg was wearing an awful Easter-themed sweater Zhanna had knitted, and even Fitch had on a pair of fingerless gloves with an extra thumb hole.
“We have to fix this,” she said, stabbing him with her forefinger. “Maybe the feedback will respond to the threat of haggis.”
Colm’s heart overflowed with tenderness. “It’s fixed,” he said. Tropo acted fast; he already felt better, or maybe that was the placebo effect of anticipation. He bent his head and kissed her.
Their relationship was a secret. Had to be. But esthesia guaranteed they’d never be walked in on. He could see the entire interior of the ship. The other three remained in the common room. Tan and Smythe were pulling the wishbone of the roast chicken.
Zhanna drew back, pink-cheeked. “Don’t we have to do the cake filling?”
Colm had made the strawberry mixture in advance. Zhanna got it out of the fridge. He spread it on the sponge cake. She dipped her finger into the filling and sucked it— “Mmm. Is this a traditional Scottish recipe?”
“Actually, we have a different tradition involving strawberries and cream.” Colm whispered into her ear, making her laugh out loud.
“You’re making that up.”
“Busted ...” Suddenly, his implant fed him an alert. “Hang on. I’ve got to launch the gearship.”
His systems checks were complete. Not a twinge from the gearship’s reactor, drive, or heat exchangers. The gearship never got as dinged up when they were out on jobs; partly because it was a tougher, field-tested design, mostly because it didn’t have people living in it.
Reactor output to 80%.
Initiate main drive.
Throttle up.
Go.
Out on the ice, the gearship’s thrusters gouted plasma. Flash-melted ice jetted up in fans of vapor. Hidden in the prismatic clouds, the gearship sprang off the surface of Mezamiria and arrowed into space. Colm rode with it. The icy planetoid shrank beneath him. He rolled up the cake around the filling, and cut the gearship’s thrust. It settled into orbit. Mezamiria was only 460 klicks in diameter. The gearship would now orbit it once every 27 minutes until the crewship joined it.
“Done,” he said. ”Could you grab me some plates?”
Zhanna reached across him, standing on tiptoe. That was when Smythe appeared at the door, carrying a stack of dirty dishes.
Colm was good at being in two places at once but three was too much even for him. He had not noticed Smythe leaving the common room.
“Everyone’s finished eating,” she said. Her eyebrows practically touched her fringe. Colm felt a blush rising. Dammit. First of all, she hadn’t seen anything. Second of all, what would it really matter if she did? They were all adults ...
Without missing a beat, Zhanna retrieved five clean plates from the cabinet. “I was just helping him with the cake. Doesn’t it smell great?”
“Yummy,” Smythe said. “Wanna stick these in the machine for me?”
Colm carried the cake into the common room, singing “Happy jobiversary to us, happy jobiversary to us!” Behind him, Zhanna sang harmonies, and Smythe carried the plate of shortbread. Fitch and Tan applauded. They poured the last of the wine they had saved for today. Colm began to slice the cake, and felt a weird twinge in his stomach.
The tropodolfin dulled the feedback, so he couldn’t tell exactly what was causing it. He kept slicing.
“This is my mother’s recipe ...”
“As you’ve only told us about twenty times,” Smythe said.
The heat exchangers in the reactor. That’s what it was. He maneuvered the thick slices of cake onto plates. The heat exchangers were losing power. He felt cold.
“One for you and one for you, and that leaves the other half for Tan.”
Everyone laughed. Tan was famous for devouring as much food as any two normal people, and staying skinny regardless. They sat down to enjoy the cake, while Colm tried to restore power to the heat exchangers. Within seconds he’d given that up. The damn things were stone cold. The molten salt had frozen in them. He’d just have to turn off the pumps before—
The reactor chamber flooded.
Between one bite of cake and the next, the lights went off.
The radiation alarms screamed.



	
		



CHAPTER 16

COLM BURST OUT OF his chair. “Prompt criticality,” he yelled over the deafening alarms. “We are taking rads.”
The alarms shut off. Colm bumped into the ceiling, and then into someone else, and then a cake plate got him in the face. The power had failed. That meant the AG had failed, too. The gravity of Mezamiria, just 2% of Earth’s, carried him slowly back down into a tangle of people and chairs. A splash of wine stung his eyes. The pain in his gut overrode the tropodolfin. It felt like he’d swallowed a bowling ball made of ice. He was going to burst.
“What the hell?” Fitch shouted.
“Heat exchangers failed,” Colm gasped. “Molten salt froze, pumps kept delivering more, reactor chamber flooded and went critical. Reactivity went up geometrically in milliseconds ...”
And the pressure was still building. He doubled over in agony.
The safety plug blew out of the chamber with a bang that shook the entire ship. Zhanna screamed.
Colm triangulated on the scream and caught hold of her in the dark. The agonizing pressure in his gut had gone ... but the icy heaviness remained. “The fuel salt’s been expelled into the safety tanks. Those are very heavily shielded. We’re not gonna die.”
Not gonna die? They were sitting on the surface of a Kuiper Belt Object with no goddamn power.
“I’m switching to batteries.”
The lights came on, weaker than before. Colm let go of Zhanna.
“Meg, get the rad pills. Everyone should take the maximum dose. Sully, with me.”
They bounded and stumbled through the wreckage of the party, unaccustomed to the almost non-existent gravity. The cockpit of the crew ship doubled as their workplace. The waldo station behind the pilot and copilot’s seats had couches for two people at a time to operate the effectors. Colm float-dropped into the pilot’s seat. “Record a Mayday broadcast. Point the UHF antenna at Triton. But don’t send it yet.”
“Why?” Tan said.
“I need to get the gearship back first.” Comms cost energy, and their battery reserves were extremely limited. Retrieving the gearship from orbit had to be his top priority. It wouldn’t do them much good if help arrived hours or days after they all died of cold.
He found the gearship coming around the curve of the planetoid and commanded its computer to calculate a reentry burn. Reentry to what? Mezamiria had no atmosphere, apart from when the methane component of its surface boiled off on the dayside and snowed down again on the nightside. That’s what they’d be dealing with in here, when the batteries died. This nice warm N2-O2 mixture would turn into snow and start to fall. He fired the gearship’s thrusters, tilted it towards the surface, and flipped it again to dump its orbital velocity.
“Hey Colm ...”
He ignored Tan, concentrating. He had to put the gearship down close to the newly built base. As close as he could get without actually landing on top of it.
“Colm!”
The gearship dropped onto its jackstands. Colm came back to himself, sitting in the dark. “What?!”
“Batteries are dead.”
“That was fast.”
“They’ve been dead. Five, ten minutes.”
“They’ve not. I’ve been using the radio.” He pulled the emergency flashlight out of the side pocket of his couch. Its beam found Tan’s face. “Did you send that Mayday?”
“No. You were using the radio.”
“Right. Fuck. Well, we can send it from the base.”
They blundered back to the crew quarters and found the other three putting on their EVA suits. In two years, none of them had ever gone out on the surface of a Kuiper Belt Object, except for one notorious occasion when Colm had thought he would repair a cracked heat rejection coil. The batteries in his power tool had frozen within minutes. After that adventure, he’d resigned himself to medicating the pain. 
No pain now. Just numbness. The crewship was a dead hunk of metal, unable to provide any feedback, for better or for worse.
Their flashlight beams crisscrossed over the wreckage of the jobiversary party. Breath clouded. The temperature had already begun to drop. Clothes fell to the floor. No one was bothered about modesty right now. Colm stripped and wriggled into his EVA suit. These suits were supposed to be even higher-spec than military leathers. The alloy sandwiched between the wicking and insulating layers conformed itself snugly to his body.
“Take your clothes,” Tan said. As a Martian, he had grown up with regular evacuation drills. He was probably less disoriented by this sudden disaster than the other three. “Take all the warm clothes. Food. Liquids. Meds. Spare oxygen tanks. All the spare oxygen tanks.“
On the pretext of packing his rucksack, Colm recovered the stashes of tropodolfin he had squirreled away in the galley, in the cockpit, and in his cabin. He hoped he wouldn’t need it, but he took it just the same.
They reassembled at the airlock. The atmosphere in the ship had already got so cold it burnt the lungs. Colm put his helmet on. It synced with his Crasibo Lovelace infocals. A suit telemetry display appeared in his HUD area. He looked around at the others’ faceplates. “Radio check. Can everyone hear me?”
“Copy,” from Smythe and Tan. Nods from Zhanna and Fitch.
“I need you all to verbally confirm.”
“Aye aye, Captain,” Zhanna said with forced lightness.
Fitch grunted, “Got it.”
“We are going to take refuge in the base. It’s got its own reactor. We will start that up using the gearship, and proceed to electrolyze O2 from water stores. This means our first destination is the gearship. We need to run cables from its reactor to the base.”
Fitch said, “Why can’t we just restart our own reactor?”
“Because it’s FUBAR. I don’t know exactly what went wrong. I’ll have to get in there with a screwdriver.”
As they bounded across the ice, Fitch said, “Why don’t we just get the fuck out of here in the gearship?”
“It’s an unmanned craft,” Colm said. “No life support. I suppose you could pressurize the drive controls compartment, but it’s not big enough for five.”
“We can live in our suits until we get to Gna. Two days. It’s completely doable.”
Colm did not answer, as they had reached the gearship itself. He connected with its computer and lowered the steps. He led the others into the warren of maintenance corridors that he had often visited in spirit. The engineering spaces felt even more cramped in real life. Colm kept bumping into things that he was used to ‘walking’ straight through. They found the power cables and hooked them up to the ship’s generator.
Fitch picked up his argument again as they retraced their steps through the gearship, unreeling the cables behind them. “There’s plenty of room in here. Let’s just fucking go.”
“I need to repair the crewship.”
“Why? Just ditch it.”
“We’re responsible for our equipment. I’m not gonna just ditch it.”
“This isn’t the fucking Navy, Mackenzie.”
Colm jumped down to the ice. It was insanity to linger out here. “Are you gonna give me shit, Fitch? Are you?”
Fitch shut up. Colm hoped he would not make any more trouble. Their lives depended on cooperation.
Mezamiria rotated as they dragged the cables across the ice to the base. The sunlight caught the top of the domed shield and then went away, plunging them into darkness. The temperature dropped from 70 Kelvin to 35. Their suits could not withstand this for long. Frantically, they plugged the power cables into the ports at the bottom of the dome. Their lives would now depend on whether they had done their jobs properly.
A door-sized section of the shield slid back.
Smythe whooped joyfully.
They tumbled into a lightless corridor. It was dark in here, and almost as cold as outside, but they had built this base themselves. What’s more, it was identical in layout to every other KBO base. They quickly found their way to the reactor, nestled in its own shielded room. Colm said, “All right, the gearship is providing bootstrap power to the reactor. We should be able to get to criticality in an hour or so. Fingers crossed.”
As they stood around watching the criticality meter, Colm started to feel nauseated. He wondered for a second if the strawberry filling of the cake could have gone off. Then he remembered the rads.
They must each have absorbed half a Gray when the crewship reactor flooded.
Rad pills for everyone, he’d said, but he had been so busy landing the gearship, he had forgotten to take his own dose.
He could not throw up in his helmet. It might block his air supply. He’d die.
Could not, could not ...
Oh, no.



	
		



CHAPTER 17

COLM UNSEALED HIS HELMET.
Pink-streaked vomit flooded over his gloves and splattered onto the carpet of the Mezamiria Base Control Center.
“Oh God,” Zhanna said. “You vomited blood!”
“No, he didn’t,” Smythe said. “That’s strawberry cake filling.”
“Where is the sympathy?” Colm said. It was a huge relief to breathe air that didn’t stink of his own puke, even if it was cold enough to numb his nose and cheeks. He looked at the inside of his helmet. Ginger strands clung to the liner. “Tan, gimme those rad pills.” He swallowed the dose he should’ve taken hours ago, hoping he was in time to avoid losing all his hair. He’d copped a heavy gamma-ray exposure in the Fleet once. He’d been bald and shitting for months. Not an experience he wanted to repeat.
They had powered up the reactor and started the electrolysis unit. After hours of trial and error with the valves and pumps, the unit had got cracking. Now it was pumping out oxygen. Colm had vomited repeatedly, provoking remarks from Smythe about ‘too stupid to live,’ while they waited for the control center to pressurize.
They sprawled at the desks provided for the future garrison, exhausted by their ordeal. Fifty people could have worked in here without bumping elbows. Displays and mechanical controls for the base’s life support infrastructure and equipment lined three walls. The fourth wall was one big window, not a screen but an actual window, overlooking the underground hangar where the garrison would park their ships. Twenty craft the size of the crewship would fit in there. At present it was empty. Emergency lighting cast sinister shadows behind the refueling tanks and hoses.
Colm felt unpleasantly exposed up here. But he’d put in the window himself with the waldo. He knew it was blastproof, rated to withstand 400 psi of atmospheric pressure. He pulled his gaze from the hangar and uncapped one of the bottles of water they’d brought with them. The water was still frozen. But hot wind roared from the vents, promising relief from the cold shortly. The air smelled of new plastic, a reminder that this base had literally just had the packaging taken off.
Tan sat at one of the desks in the middle of the room. A state-of-the-art holo display tarnished his face. “I’ve sent that Mayday to Triton.”
“Good,” Colm said. “Let’s see what they say.”
Fitch said, “They’ll just forward it to Gna.”
Unfortunately, Fitch was probably correct. The outpost at Triton was a water refinery, not an air ambulance dispatch center. A rescue craft might be launched from one of the orbital factories in the Belt. But more likely, their request would get bounced to Gna on the basis that they were not in immediate danger. Either way, they were looking at a minimum of two to three days before help could be expected to arrive.
Colm resolved that they would not wait. They would rescue themselves. He’d once been a Navy pilot. He didn’t need an Uzzizellan construction company to pull his ass out of the fire—or rather, the deep freeze.
“We should just go ahead and send our own drone to Gna,” Fitch went on, “instead of sitting here waiting—”
“Right,” Colm said. “And that’s why we’ve got to repair the crewship.”
Zhanna interjected, “Guys. Guys. We’re all exhausted. OK? We just had a really close call. I think we need to give ourselves a little while to recover.”
Colm almost overrode her, but then he remembered about preventive maintenance. He’d lapsed back into the Fleet mindset of pushing through and getting the job done. But he wasn’t fighting Ghosts now. Their enemies here were the cold, and their own physical and mental limitations. Zhanna was right.
So he sat down and surrendered to Kuiper Belt Time. Zhanna prepared some instant noodles—she’d brought a bunch of the self-heating packets where you just had to add water and pull the tab. Colm inhaled the savory steam and thought about the crewship, sitting out on the ice, rapidly cooling to the temperature of liquid nitrogen.
“You’re not eating,” Zhanna chided him.
“Still feel a bit ropey.”
But the rad pills were working. Soon he felt well enough to take Tan’s place at the comms desk. He used the base’s FM radio to connect with the gearship. They’d spent the last two days loading the construction machinery into the hold. Bulldozers, the crane, the drill ... He found what he was looking for: the cargo crawler. It was a platform mounted on treads, with an integrated handler. He reversed it down the gearship’s ramp and bumped it across the ice to the crewship.
“Need someone to operate the handler.”
Smythe plopped down at the control center’s waldo station. Like all of them, she had Crasibo Lovelace infocals that enabled her to view remote optical feeds. Manipulating the handler arms with the control gloves, she lifted the crewship onto the crawler. It was a circus trick, like balancing an airplane on a skateboard. It would not have been possible in proper gravity. It would not have been possible without their combined four years of experience in Kuiper Belt construction. Colm felt a glow of pride at their successful teamwork as he inched the crawler up to the base.
The hangar door unlidded. The crawler glided inside with its 1,500-tonne burden. Drifts of methane snow shrank and vanished off the ship’s stubby wings.
Fitch stood by the window. “Who left the engineering airlock open?” he said.



	
		



CHAPTER 18

“I DIDN’T.” COLM JOINED Fitch at the window. “No one’s even been back there.”
“Well, it’s open.”
The hatch of the crewship’s engineering airlock jutted at right angles, casting a misshapen shadow on the fuselage. “That shouldn’t be possible,” Colm said.
“Failsafes don’t work when the power’s off,” Fitch said. “Maybe it blew open when the reactor flooded.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
“You didn’t get anything?”
Fitch meant via esthesia. Colm shook his head. “No power, no feedback.”
“So this has to have happened after the batteries died. Mechanical failure, or ...” Fitch might be annoying but he was not stupid. “Let’s get out there and take a look.”
Colm hesitated. He felt reluctant to venture out to the hangar. Fitch noticed his hesitation, smiled mockingly.
“We have to fix the reactor anyway, right? So we need to do a damage assessment. What’s the point of putting it off?”
“You’re right.” Colm mustered his energy. “Let’s go.”
They both put their EVA suits on. Colm had cleaned his helmet as best he could, but it still smelled of puke.
Smythe suited up, too. Colm watched her unhook her gun from her rucksack and sling it across her back. It was her CL-issued AK, optimized to function in vacuum and low temperatures. Before he could say anything, she said, “Just in case.”
They egressed from the control center’s airlock and went down a short hall. Another airlock led out to the hangar. Colm felt a shiver of agoraphobia in the vast open cavern. Weird: he’d been fine out on the ice. But in here, he felt painfully exposed.
In the dim emergency lighting, they bounded over to the ship. Smythe put out an arm to hold the men back. “I’ll go in first.”
Fitch shrugged. Colm said nothing. He couldn’t understand why he was so reluctant to enter the ship.
Smythe climbed the steps and vanished into the airlock.
A second later, she let out a terrified, un-Smythe-like yelp.
Colm leapt up the steps. His headlamp flashed over the tangle of pipes and pumps on the forward wall of the engineering deck.
He tripped on something, stuck out his hands to break his fall.
“Stay down!” Smythe crouched by the reactor, her AK to her shoulder.
Colm landed on a corpse.
A deep-frozen corpse, wearing a khaki uniform.
Its ashy blue face stared up at him. Bloody, frozen tears frosted the eyes. A frozen river of vomit trailed from the mouth.
Colm sprang up in revulsion, kicking the corpse away. It tumbled across the engineering room and landed on another frozen dead body.
“Get down!” Smythe yelled, jerking the muzzle of her AK up so she wasn’t aiming at him.
Colm shone his headlamp around. He counted eight corpses. Half of them lay by the airlock that led to the crew quarters, in contorted fetal positions. They had died in agony. Globs of frozen projectile vomit hung from the pipes overhead. Pink, sparkling. You’ve been vomiting blood ... These lads really had vomited blood. And in the midst of their anguish, the engineering deck had depressurized. Even corpses could spew, when suddenly exposed to a freezing vacuum. Colm’s boots crunched on gravel—globules of body fluids, frozen. It would take an industrial steam hose to get this place clean.
“Colm, Meg, come in!” Tan yelled on the radio. “What’s wrong?”
Colm sought words to describe the scene, and found none. “You’d better come see.”
Smythe was begging him to leave the ship until she could secure it.
“They can’t hurt us now. They’re dead.” Colm turned over one of the corpses with his boot. “I’d say they died during the excursion. They were on the wrong side of the shield. They took a megadose of gamma rays.”
Fitch’s shadow split the light from the airlock. “Holy fucking moly. The Ghosts are heeeere.”
Colm nodded.
“It’s like magic,” Fitch said, looking around. “Bad magic.”
The words shattered Colm’s brittle composure. Had there been any gravity to speak of, his legs might have given way. He leaned against the forward airlock on the pretext of checking its integrity.
“I have a theory,” Fitch said.
Colm didn’t want to hear it. He said roughly, “Let’s start by clearing these bastards out of our engineering deck.”
*
TAN ARRIVED WHILE THEY were chucking the frozen Ghosts out of the airlock. “So that’s what happened to our reactor.”
“Yeah,” Colm said. He had somewhat recovered from his shock. What mattered, after all, was that the Ghosts were dead.
Fitch said, “They drained the power out of the heat exchangers. That caused the reactor to flood.” He pointed to the interior airlock. “That’s where we found most of them. They must have died pretty fast.”
Tan said, “But at least one of them lived long enough to open the exterior lock.” He shook his helmet in puzzlement. “Where did they think they were?”
“Someplace with air,” Smythe muttered.
“I still don’t understand how they got here,” Tan said.
“Powered equipment,” Fitch said. “A nuclear reactor? That’s the caviar of powered equipment.”
“But a spaceship? The Ghosts don’t invade spaceships.”
Colm used the butt of his power screwdriver to knock down another pink icicle. He kicked it out of the airlock. “I think what you mean is they’ve never invaded a spaceship before.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Tan said. 
Fitch seized the chance to expound. “We’ve always assumed they can’t invade spaceships. The process ... whatever it is ... only works if the power source stays in one place. Spaceships are always on the move.”
“But this one wasn’t on the move,” Tan said, nodding.
“Correct.” Fitch spread his gloves. “It had been sitting in one place, with its reactor running, for two months.”
Smythe said, “I still think they didn’t know where they’d be ending up. If they did, why bother? What’s the point of invading a freaking Kuiper Belt Object?”
“A Kuiper Belt Object with a new, unoccupied defense installation,” Fitch pointed out. “Including CO2 lasers and a railgun.”
“The Ghosts don’t even know what a CO2 laser is.”
They were all dancing around the horrific fact staring them in the face: the Ghosts had arrived in Sol system.
Yeah, barely in the system.
But still.
When they got that FTL drone off, it would carry the worst news in human history.
Colm abandoned his desultory tidying. He had no heart for it. On a more practical note, he couldn’t really do anything back here until the temperature rose above freezing. The FTL drone couldn’t be launched, either, until he restored power to the ship’s systems. He said to Tan, “We’re going to have to station someone back here when we get the reactor cranking again. Just in case they try it again.”
“Roger that,” Tan said.
Colm jumped back down the airlock steps to the hangar floor. Tan followed. Colm pointed at the far side of the hangar. “In the meantime, I’d like you to hang out in the reactor room.” The base reactor was bigger and more powerful than the ship’s reactor. And it was presently running flat out. “Take a weapon with you.”
“I want a raise in my hazard pay,” Tan sighed. “You got it.” He loped away.
Colm went forward to the crew quarters. He sat down at the circular table where they had recently enjoyed Zhanna’s home cooking. The bitter cold had cracked and warped the wood-look plastic. The moisture in the atmosphere had snowed down on all the surfaces, looking like hoarfrost. He drew patterns with a gloved finger in the white rime on the tabletop, trying to get his thoughts in some kind of order.
Smthe came in. “Oh, there you are,” she said.
“I was just going to tidy up a bit,” Colm said.
“That’s my job.” She began to pick up broken plates and deep-frozen fragments of cake. After a few moments, she said, “Fitch was telling me his theory of Ghost invasion.”
“Moving power sources versus static ones. Yeah, I heard. Makes sense.” It made more sense than Colm’s own thoughts.
“No, not that.” Smythe went into the galley for a disposal sack. While she was out of sight, she said, “About Stage Three.”
“Ah, the ever-mysterious Stage Three,” Colm said as she returned. “Has he got a theory about that, too?”
“Fitch has theories about everything. You just never listen to him. He thinks the Ghosts built the pyramids, and he also thinks the sentrienza are in league with the queazels to screw us over—”
“He thinks that?”
“—but even a stopped clock, right? Regarding Stage Three, he thinks it’s been happening all along, and we just haven’t noticed.”
“I’m no wiser.” Colm went on doodling in the frost on the table.
“You know how they all look alike?”
“The Ghosts?”
“Yeah.”
“They don’t. I’ve seen dark ones, fair ones, tall ones, short ones—”
“Yeah, but you get batches that all look alike. Did you take a proper look at the guys who invaded our engineering deck? They could be twins.”
“Octuplets.”
“What?”
“There were eight of them, so octuplets.”
“Oh, fuck you, Colm.” They called each other by their first names nowadays. Everything was free and easy and oh by the way, fuck you.
“Did Fitch say anything about magic?” Colm heard himself ask. He couldn’t look at Smythe. He gazed at his doodle. It was a grinning face topped with a forage cap.
“Magic?” Smythe said incredulously.
“Yeah. He mentioned something, when we were on the engineering deck.”
“Um. I don’t think he meant it that way. But on the other hand, that would fit in with his ideas about Atlantis and witches and fairies. You could always ask him yourself.”
Colm laughed heartily. “Witches and fairies? Give us a break.” He swiped his glove over the table, erasing his doodle. He stood up. “I do need to talk to him about our FTL drone, though. I’ll need him to prep that so we can send it as soon as I get the power back.”
Leaving Smythe tidying up, he egressed from the crew airlock. They were keeping the atmosphere in the crew quarters. Air was too precious to waste, even in the form of snow.
Back out on the hangar floor, he called, “Fitch?”
No answer.
“Fitch!”
The dead Ghosts lying outside the engineering airlock seemed to stare at him with their crystallized eyes.
“Hey, Sully. Is Fitch with you?”
“Nope,” Tan said over the radio. “I’m on my own in the reactor room. It’s boring. I’m not complaining.”
Colm smiled. Then something tripped his gaze. Something wrong, something not as it should be ... It took him several seconds—in retrospect, an unforgivably long time—to work out what it was. 
The window that overlooked the hangar was dark.
The lights in the control center had gone out.
Colm started running. “Zhanna! Zhanna?”



	
		



CHAPTER 19

COLM COVERED THE DISTANCE to the hangar airlock in about two seconds. Then he had to wait for it to cycle. Then he had to wait again for the control center airlock. He kept shouting, alerting Smythe and Tan, trying to raise Zhanna.
He burst into the control center. It was as dark as the grave. The window’s polarization must have flipped when the power went out. His headlamp illuminated a yellow-tinted cone of carpet, a chair lying on its side.
He popped his faceplate. Smelled the awful whiff of sulfur. It threw him back in time to Majriti IV, and even further. “Zhanna?” he shouted, stumbling forward into the room.
Someone crashed into him from the side. Caught unawares, Colm went reeling in the micro-gravity.
He stumbled backwards against the wall. His headlamp beam scribbled crazily over the room, and caught the gleam of eyes.
The airlock squelched shut. The LED display calmly tracked its cycle. Whoever had body-slammed him, they were getting away. Colm didn’t care at the moment. He ran, stooping, to the eyes he had glimpsed.
They were Zhanna’s.
She huddled under the comms desk in a feral ball.
“The lights went out,” she said hoarsely. “And I heard someone breathing in the dark.”
“Breathing?”
She nodded jerkily. “And then it sounded like they were taking off their suit. Or putting it on. Who was it?”
Colm held her close. At the same time, he knew he had to get the lights back on. The control center had a dedicated fuel cell—that’s what the lights and computers had been running off. Keeping Zhanna by his side, he went to the master switch. Flipped it up and down a couple of times.
Drained.
Keeping incipient panic at bay, he opened the radio channel to the others and told them what Zhanna had heard and seen—or rather not seen. “It could’ve been Fitch, I suppose. Or it could’ve been ...”
“A Ghost,” Smythe finished bleakly. “I’ll be there in two.”
“Good. I want you to stay with Zhanna. I’m going to look for Fitch.”
Tan, in the reactor room, cursed. “Where is he?”
“I’ll let you know when I find out.”
But Colm already had a fairly good idea of where Fitch had gone. Or rather, where Fitch planned to go.
*
THE ICE GLITTERED, pomegranate-colored in the light of the distant sun.
The gearship hadn’t moved.
Yet.
Colm jogged towards it, following the power cables that stretched from the ship to the base. He held his gun in one glove, pointing down. It was a Void Eagle, the space-hardened version of the legendary Desert Eagle pistol. He’d bought it with his first paycheck from Crasibo Lovelace. After his years in the military, he felt incomplete without a weapon to call his own, but he’d lost the habit of carrying, and had had to retrieve it from the crewship before he came out to look for Fitch.
He knew Fitch could fly the gearship if he wanted to. Fitch didn’t have an esthesia implant, but he’d be able to work the flight controls and zero-gravity field generator manually. He wouldn’t be able to land on Gna, but he could just broadcast a Mayday once he arrived in Gna orbit, and be confident of rescue. After all, he was Crasibo Lovelace’s blue-eyed boy.
Who was planning to fly off and leave the rest of them here on this Godforsaken rock.
“Fitch!” Colm bawled. “Come in!”
The gearship cast a jet-black shadow on the ice.
As Colm approached, Fitch shuffled out of the shadow.
“There you are.” Colm braked in approved micro-gravity fashion, dragging one foot behind him in a T-stop, pitching forward, catching himself with the hand that wasn’t holding the Void Eagle. He straightened up. It suddenly occurred to him that he should not openly accuse Fitch of desertion. It was bad enough that he had a gun in his hand. He shoved it into his thigh pocket, so as not to come off as if he were threatening Fitch. “If you’re going to get something out of the ship, you need to inform me.”
Look at that—Colm wasn’t the only one with a gun. What Fitch had was actually the nail gun from the gearship, detached from its remote effector. Maybe he thought they would need it for the crewship repairs.
“I can’t have people going off on their own like this,” Colm said uncomfortably.
Fitch continued to shuffle towards him. The light of distant Sol reflected off his faceplate, hiding his face.
“Look, I know you’ve got a lot of theories about the Ghosts. And I’m sorry I’ve never really had the time to discuss that stuff. I’d like to sit down and have a proper talk about it.”
Fitch pushed off into a leap, raising the nail gun.
Colm instinctively ducked. He threw up one arm and knocked the nail gun aside. A nail burst from its business end, narrowly missing Colm’s helmet.
“Fitch! Gonna nae do that?!?”
Fitch grasped Colm’s blocking arm. He whirled him around. Fitch was a waldo jockey. He didn’t exercise. But now he had Colm’s arm in a steely grip and he was swinging the nail gun at Colm’s helmet. It still had the nail sticking out of it. The lethal steel spike scraped across Colm’s faceplate, fell out of the gun, bounced on the ice.
If Fitch fired a nail directly into Colm’s faceplate, it’d crack it. Instant death.
Colm grabbed Fitch’s right arm with his free hand and twisted it. In the micro-gravity this lifted Fitch bodily off the ground, as if Colm had executed a judo throw. Fitch spun away head over heels. Colm toppled forward. The Void Eagle fell out of his thigh pocket and skittered across the ice. He dived to retrieve it.
Fitch still had the nail gun. He scrambled back to his feet.
Colm ran.
Halfway back to the base, he looked over his shoulder.
Fitch was chasing him. No more awkward shuffling. Now he was sprinting like a micro-gravity athlete.
Closing the gap.
Colm thumbed the Void Eagle’s safety off as he ran.
No. It’s Fitch.
Gun probably wouldn’t work out here, anyway. When they say ‘specced for low temperatures,” they don’t mean 40 Kelvin.
He pushed his weary muscles harder. Crashed into the titanium-alloy shield of the base. Slapped the entry plate. Thank God, the pressurization cycle was still disabled in this airlock. The hydraulics wheezed.
Colm stumbled in and closed the hatch in Fitch’s face.
Bursting out of the airlock’s other end, he hurtled down the service corridor toward the control center. At the first angle in the corridor, he flattened himself against the wall and raised the Void Eagle. It was warmer in here than outside. There was no air yet, but there was light. Construction dust eddied in the green glow of LED emergency signs pointing to the secure bunkers.
Fitch rounded the angle, holding the nail gun out in front of him.
Colm levelled the Void Eagle. “Drop it! God’s sake, Fitch!”
Fitch lunged, driving the nail gun at Colm’s face.
Colm squeezed the trigger.
In the instant before the bullet shattered Fitch’s faceplate, Colm saw the face inside.
It was not Fitch.
Gaunt, pale-eyebrowed, it was identical to the dead Ghosts on the crewship’s engineering deck.
*
IN THE CONTROL CENTER, Meg and Zhanna were talking.
This rarely happened. Meg tended to keep her distance from the other woman, as she distrusted Zhanna’s tendency to mother everyone. She knew the problem was her, not Zhanna ... but she still wished Zhanna could be more professional.
Now, however, she felt grateful for Zhanna’s ability to conjure normality out of chaos. The woman had endured a terrifying experience. Now she sat crosslegged on the floor, knitting by the light of the computers. They’d powered up the all-important life support and comms consoles using batteries. Meg had also manually flipped the window’s polarization back to transparent. Zhanna’s needles click-clicked in the glow of the holo displays and the weak light from the hangar.
“What are you making?” Meg prowled back and forth, cuddling her AK.
“A sweater for Crystal.” Zhanna held up the half-finished sleeve she was working on.
“Crystal ...” The sleeve was tiny.
“Sully’s older daughter.”
“Oh God yeah, of course.”
“This is her name in Chinese characters. Um ... I think.”
Meg couldn’t help smiling. Everyone on board had already been guilted into wearing one of Zhanna’s knitting disasters. “I need a hobby,” she said. She glanced out the window. Motionless crewship. Dead Ghosts. She kept pacing.
“What about karate?” Zhanna said. “You’re a black belt.”
“That’s not a hobby. It’s my job.”
“Hmm. You’re half-Japanese, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, there are loads of great Japanese crafts. Pottery ... calligraphy ... flower arranging ...”
Meg let out a belly laugh. They were sitting in the Kuiper Belt, facing a Ghost invasion, and Zhanna was trying to convince her to take up flower arranging. “I’m just not the crafty type. No offense.”
Zhanna grinned. “That’s fine. I’m not the AK-wielding type.”
Meg took a turn past the life support monitoring station. One screen showed the reactor room. There sat Tan, idly fiddling with his computer. No Ghosts. Other screens rotated views of other areas. No Ghosts. No Fitch. No Colm. Fear gnawed at her.
Zhanna clicked her tongue in annoyance. “Shit, I’m out of the blue yarn. I think I brought another ball in my rucksack, could you ...? If I put this down I’ll drop stitches.”
Meg shifted the AK into the crook of her left arm and poked through Zhanna’s rucksack. Noodles, crackers, spam, thermals, water, oxygen canisters ... Zhanna had even brought the sanitary pads. But— “No yarn, sorry.”
“Maybe I put it in Colm’s rucksack?”
Meg felt a complicated thrill of affection and resentment as she dug through Colm’s rucksack. Socks, spare batteries, tools, a pack of cards, two soup spoons ... a tin of baking powder? Meg held this last item up. “OK, our captain is officially loopy.”
Zhanna did not smile. “Oh,” she said, starting to her feet. Her knitting slid off her lap. So much for dropping stitches.
The tin rattled oddly. Meg opened it, and went cold. “Pills.” She read the back of the blister pack. “Tropodolfin. What the hell?”
“Those are mine.”
“Are you OK? You’re not sick, are you?”
“No, I’m fine,” Zhanna said, making a grab for the tin.
Meg held it out of reach. “So what’re you doing with this stuff?”
Zhanna’s lips squeezed shut for a second, and then she blurted, “All right, it’s not mine. It’s Colm’s.”
“Colm’s.”
“He’s in pain. Every day, every minute. His implant isn’t working right. He needs this stuff just to function.”
Meg blinked, completely blindsided. “Are you saying he’s hooked?”
Zhanna pressed her lips shut again, as if she were keeping in a sob. “Yeah. This stuff is evil.”
“I don’t know about evil,” Meg said. She felt numb. Disappointed. Betrayed. “I did hear that it was invented as a pep pill, not a painkiller. This would have been back in the early days of the war. No one alive had ever done any fighting. The Ghosts were just rolling over us. We needed something to make our troopers feel like warriors.”
“Warriors,” Zhanna echoed contemptuously.
“Yeah.” Meg shrugged. What hurt was not so much the revelation that Colm was hooked on tropodolfin, as the fact that he’d kept it from her. While sharing his secret with Zhanna. Getting her to cover for him.
“You guys ...” Her voice came out as a squeak. “Are you, um, involved?”
Zhanna nodded.
Meg forced a smile. “I guess I kind of knew that.”
But she hadn’t known it. She’d been completely blind to what was going on in front of her eyes. Stupid goddamn Collie Mack with his cheap conjuring tricks and his ginger hair.
She sighed. “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything.”
Her helmet radio squealed. “Meg, Sully, come in.”
Speak of the Scottish devil.
“Sully here,” Tan said from the reactor room.
“Meg here.” Meg handed the baking powder tin to Zhanna, who grabbed it like it was made of solid rhodium. Meg paced back to the life support monitoring station, where the cameras were.
“Fitch is dead,” Colm said breathlessly.
“What?”
“To be clear, I’m just guessing. But there was a Ghost wearing his spacesuit. So I’d say he’s dead.”
“Shit,” Meg whispered. She hadn’t liked Fitch much, but ... shit. “Where’s the Ghost now?”
“I shot it.”
“This is nuts,” Tan said. On the monitoring screen, he stood up and shoved his computer in his pocket, picked up his gun.
“What’s the hangar temperature?” Colm said. She finally found him on the screens, bounding along the service corridor that led to the hangar.
She checked the display. “Minus two degrees Celsius.”
“Fuck it, that’s good enough. I’m going to try restarting the crewship’s reactor. We have to get out of here.”
Meg broke in. She had just seen something on the screens that terrified her. “There’s more of them!” She flicked frantically at the display until she got it back. “I’m looking at one of the secure bunkers. It’s full of Ghosts. I can’t even count them.”
“Oh Jesus. Which secure bunker?”
“On ... on G level. It’s the one right near the reactor. Sully, you better get out of there.”
“Getting.”
Colm swore. “The secure bunkers. They’ve got an automatic priority on atmosphere. They must have pressurized even before the control center. No wonder it took so fucking long. And we stocked them with suits, and food and water, and—”
“Weapons,” Meg said. Her jaw hurt, she was gritting her teeth so hard. “What do you want me and Zhanna to do?”
Colm burst out of the hangar airlock. She turned to the window and watched him sprint to the crewship, hurdling over the frozen Ghosts. “Stay there for now,” he grunted. “If they occupy the control center, we’ll lose power to the lights and the hangar doors.”
“Got it. Out.”
She turned to Zhanna.
“Time to be warriors,” she said.



	
		



CHAPTER 20

SHIP REPAIRS IN THE middle of a Ghost invasion. Just like the good old days.
Tthe reactor’s safety plug had blown out. Colm installed the spare, working as fast as he could. He wasn’t concerned about rads anymore: the safety tanks and the xenon holding tank were shielded like bank vaults, and his suit also gave him some protection.
He was concerned about the Ghosts. How many of them were in the base now? How fast could they multiply?
Tan, standing at the top of the airlock steps, said, “Here they come.”
“How many?”
“Thirty, forty? They’ve got the suits, got the combis. They look just like Marines. Motherfucker.” Tan never cursed unless he was really shaken.
“Seal the airlock.”
Tan cranked the manual wheel. A bullet zinged past him. The hatch shut, leaving them in the dark.
On the radio, Smythe said, “They’re all around you, guys. Hope the hull is grenade-proof.”
Hollow booms shivered through the engineering deck. Colm could only pray the hull would hold. He squirmed into the snarl of pipes around the safety tanks. His headlamp cast trembling shadows ahead of him. “Any action up there, Smythe?”
“Nope. I feel ignored.”
“Let’s hope it stays that way. Sully, pass me the blowtorch.”
“It’s attached to the remote manipulator.”
“Well, un-attach it. I can’t use the remote manipulator with no power.”
Tan clanked around, swore, dropped his tools as the ship rocked under them.
Smythe said, “Guys, it looks like they’re trying to roll the ship off the cargo crawler.”
Lying on his back, with a pressure meter digging into his kidneys, Colm unscrewed one of the safety tanks and replaced it into the reactor’s fuel loop. The ship kept rocking back and forth. If the Ghosts managed to roll it over, that would be very bad. In fact, it would be fatal. “Smythe, can you think of any way to distract them?”
It was Zhanna who answered. “I could flash them,” she suggested brightly.
Colm laughed. “Worth a try. Maybe they’re just mad because they’re sex-deprived.”
“Are they always like this?”
This time Colm and Tan both laughed, hysterically. Are they always like this? Eighteen colony systems gone. Yeah, I’d say they’re always like this, except when they’re worse.
“What did I say?” Zhanna demanded.
“You make the universe a better place just by existing,” Colm told her.
Tan passed him the blowtorch. It spat out a hydrogen-oxygen flame, electric blue in the vacuum. Colm directed the flame at the bottom of the safety tank he’d just moved. The tank measured one foot square but most of that was shielding. Inside, two liters of frozen, radioactive salt resided in a container. He needed to heat that salt up to melting point. It was going to take a while. 
Smythe came back on the radio, laughter in her voice. “She is doing it! This crazy chick is dancing in front of the window with her top off.”
“Part of me is always going to regret not seeing this,” Tan sighed.
“What are the Ghosts doing?” Colm said.
“Um ... this is interesting. They’re staring at her. And ... sort of swaying back and forth. It’s really spooky.”
“At least they’re not trying to roll the ship anymore,” Colm grunted.
While he was melting the salt in one tank, Tan replaced another one into the fuel loop. Their arms and legs got in each other’s way. There wasn’t really even room for one person to work back here. Colm redirected the blowtorch flame to the second tank.
Smythe said, “It could be that our distraction is working too well.” The laughter was gone from her voice.
“What’s happening?”
“They’re leaving the hangar.”
“And?”
“Grenading the door of the control center.”
Fear stabbed through Colm’s gut. “Time for you to get out of there.”
“And let them in? I thought you said we had to hold the control center.”
“Not if it gets you killed,” Colm yelled. “There’s another exit, I saw it. Use that.”
“That’s not an airlock. It’s just an engineering hatch. I don’t even know where it goes.”
“Well, call up the schematics and find out where it goes! Then go there! Now!”
“Got it. Out.”
Terror for Zhanna and Meg assaulted him. Pushing it away with a monstrous effort, he played the flame over the bottom of the second tank. The shielding slowly reddened.
*
“SHOWTIME’S OVER,” MEG said. “We’re out of here.”
“I was having fun,” Zhanna complained.
“You took a hit of tropo, didn’t you?”
Zhanna looked down. “I wanted to find out what it feels like to be a warrior,” she said quietly.
Meg’s heart broke a bit for her. In a better universe, Zhanna could’ve cooked and knitted and analyzed rocks and that would have been enough. But in this universe, Zhanna’s drug-fueled topless dance had bought them time to repair the reactor. “This is me lecturing you about drug abuse,” Meg said, making air quotes. “Done. Now put your suit on. By the way, how do you do that thing with your hips?”
Zhanna cheered up. “It’s belly dancing. I took classes back home. I’ll show you later if you like.”
Another low-pitched boom shuddered through the control center. How many grenades could the airlock withstand? Suited up, Meg clicked through the base schematics. “It’s a crawlspace. We’ll have to leave the rucksacks. They won’t fit.”
“But—“
“Get under that desk.” When Zhanna had taken cover, Meg raised her AK and sprayed the computers. Metal and plastic fragments ricocheted around the control center. Her suit registered a couple of minor damage reports. The computers were totaled. Hopefully that would prevent the Ghosts from screwing with the base’s systems.
“Here we go.” She led Zhanna to the engineering hatch in the wall. “When I open this, the atmosphere is going to vent out of here. So hold onto something.”
She had hardly finished speaking when the airlock at the other end of the room buckled, and the atmosphere found an easier way out.
Meg grabbed the edge of the hatch. Escaping air buffetted her. Zhanna was holding onto her around the waist. She thumped the hatch’s manual release.
Out tumbled the body of Fitch Reynolds.
His neck ended in a cleanly severed stump.
His head came rolling out a moment later, half-coated in red icicles.
*
“DONE,” COLM SAID. HE wriggled out from behind the reactor. Sweat dripped down his face inside his helmet. He blinked it away and checked the readouts on the reactor control panel. He had melted enough fuel salt to fill the core. The reactor was once again reacting.
It felt like life coming back to his body, as if the molten salt were flowing through his veins, restoring deadened senses. His 360° eyes surveyed the hangar. His subsonic ears detected the rumble of the base’s pumps. The metallic taste of the vacuum prickled his palate. His nose tingled with the chemical smell of explosions. Hunger bit at his belly ...
.. and he staggered, assaulted by stabbing pains all over his flanks and sides. It felt like someone was sticking him with a sword.
The Ghosts’ grenades had not breached the hull, but they’d dented it up badly.
Tan grabbed his elbow. “OK?”
“Fine.” He needed a pill. Or two. Or three. “Where are the girls?”
Smythe answered. “The girls,” she said, “are outside. Freezing our asses off.”
“Outside!”
“That engineering hatch turned out to be a maintenance tunnel. We crawled for our lives, found an exit near the service airlock. Plugged a few Ghosts. Walked out. Are you coming anytime soon?”
Colm grinned. “If it’s all the same to you, there are a couple of things I’d like to do first.”
“Collie Mack, can you be serious for once in your life?”
“I am being serious. Sit tight for about half an hour.”
“Your girlfriend already looks like a corpsicle. But OK.”
Girlfriend? Since when did Smythe know about his relationship with Zhanna? Colm was not entirely comfortable with the girlfriend designation at the best of times. He ignored it. “Board the gearship. It’s warmer in there. And disconnect the power cables while you’re at it.”
“What if there are Ghosts in the gearship?”
“Then they’ll be dead Ghosts, because there’s no air in the gearship.”
“We found Fitch’s body. It was in the crawlspace.”
“Oh, shit.”
“So it wasn’t him that went out to the gearship. It was a Ghost.”
Colm flashed back on shooting ‘Fitch’ in the service corridor. “Right, and I killed it.”
“But what if—”
“What if nothing! Just board the bloody gearship, close the cargo hold so they can’t come in after you, and you’ll be fine.”
He cut the connection. “I get so sick of her backtalk sometimes,” he said to Tan.
“Miss the Navy?”
“Sure. Especially the gourmet dining.” He kept thinking about food, the esthesia hunger gnawing cruelly.
They crawled through the dogleg tunnel around the water shield, into the crew quarters. The ship had started to warm up again. The frost covering everything had melted into puddles. The air didn’t taste strong enough to Colm’s esthesia yet, so he told Tan to keep his helmet sealed. They hustled into the cockpit and plopped into their seats.
“I don’t miss the Navy,” Tan said. “Less chance of getting killed on the job when you’re working construction in the private sector. Right?”
Colm winced. “You’re going home to your girls,” he said, dropping the levity. “I promise.”
Tan grunted, and cued the screens with practiced gestures.
They revealed the same view that Colm had already seen with his camera eyes.
Ghosts surrounded the ship at a distance, sitting or squatting, motionless. Since they were wearing Marine Corps EVA suits, it looked as if half a hundred troopers were sitting out there.
Colm shivered. “Actually,” he said, “I do miss the Navy sometimes.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. For instance, if this was a gunship, it would have guns. And I wouldn’t have to do this.”
Confirm power supply to drive.
Ignite drive. Throttle: 2%.
Duct the plasma to starboard auxiliary, and—
The crewship spun around like a propeller, dragging the crawler with it, impelled by its own off-axis thrust.
The plasma from the auxiliary engine nacelle scythed across the hangar like a blade of blue fire.
It blew the Ghosts off the ground. Then it burned their EVA suits off.
Tan clung to the sides of his seat, yelping gleefully, “Fry ‘em! Oh yeah!” Maybe he didn’t miss the Fleet, but it had left its mark on him.
Colm killed the drive. “That looks like all of them.” He stood up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“Where are you going?”
On an impulse, Colm crossed himself. “I’ve the Lord’s work to be about, young man.” He shifted back to his normal voice. “Have a go at opening the hangar doors. If the controls are fried, you might have to disembark and do it manually. In that case do it quick, before any more of them show up.”
He left the ship, taking his Void Eagle. On his way across the hangar, he also scavenged a combi. The weapon still functioned. Tougher than an EVA suit, and much tougher than flesh and bone.



	
		



CHAPTER 21

MEG AND ZHANNA SAT in the cargo hold of the gearship, in the giant bulldozer’s scoop. It was like a deep metal sofa. Their legs fit in between the scoop’s teeth.
“Why do you think they’re all men?” Zhanna said.
“Who?”
“The Ghosts.”
The question took Meg by surprise. She had never thought about it before. Zhanna, new to the conflict, had noticed something so elementary that no one ever remarked on it. “Why is the sky blue?” Meg said.
Zhanna put on a droning expert’s voice. “Air molecules scatter shorter wavelengths ...”
Meg laughed. “No, I mean the Ghosts ... just are. I mean, they’re not human. They aren’t men.”
“They sure paid attention when I took my top off.”
Meg smiled. “Anyone would.” She was now determined to accept Zhanna’s relationship with Colm. If she could survive this clusterfuck, she could damn well be a grownup about other people’s love affairs.
“Where do you think they come from?” Zhanna was still talking about the Ghosts. If she had served, she’d have known better. You do not talk about the Ghosts. Kill them, yeah. Don’t talk about them. The unwritten, powerful taboo had partly to do with superstition and a lot to do with humanity’s collective shame: it was embarrassing that these ruthless, genocidal things looked so much like people.
“I have no idea,” Meg said shortly. “No one has any idea.”
“They just look so ... human.”
“I know. But that doesn’t mean anything. The sentrienza look human, too.”
“Kind of.”
“There could be other species out there that look even more like us. Convergent evolution. It’s a thing. I’ve heard that non-humanoids like the queazels are the exceptions.”
“Has anyone ever done a DNA analysis of Ghost remains?”
“If so, they haven’t told me about it.” Meg’s patience was fraying. “Listen, I shouldn’t even have to say this, but the fact that they look so much like us? Makes humanity look really bad. It creates the impression that hairless bipeds with five fingers and toes are innately vicious and spooky. In fact, I’ve heard that the sentrienza are protecting us from other species that consider us a potential threat to the galaxy.”
Zhanna laughed.
“It’s true! There are some species out there that want to wipe us off the face of the universe, just to be on the safe side. So the last thing we want to do is draw attention to our similarities with the Ghosts. Does that make sense?”
The bulldozer scoop moved.
Hydraulics grinding, it lifted the two women high off the deck of the cargo hold. It jerked, tossing them into the vacuum.
*
COLM REACHED THE REACTOR room without encountering any more Ghosts. Maybe he’d killed all of them with his spinning plasma jet, but he couldn’t count on it. And even if he had, there was nothing to stop more of them from ... materializing.
Coming from wherever the hell they came from.
Where do they come from?
What’s it like there?
Stop it. You don’t talk about the Ghosts, you don’t think about the Ghosts, you don’t ask questions about the Ghosts. You just stop the Ghosts.
And that meant turning off the power.
He could put the reactor into cold shutdown, but that’d just be kicking the can down the road. Leaving the problem for the Marines.
He had something more final in mind. 
He’d brought a bottle of Pepto-Bismol from the ship. He opened a valve in the reactor’s heat exchanger pipeline and carefully poured the medicine in. It mingled with the cold salt that would momentarily be returned to the reactor core.
Then he wrestled with the service hatch in the shielding. A small door swung open. He stepped into the dark gap between the shielding and the chamber. As quickly as possible, using his power screwdriver, he chipped some flakes off the outside of the chamber. The metal flaked easily. It was almost pure beryllium, a neutron reflector that protected the core from stray neutrons zipping through the cosmos.
He retreated, slammed the service hatch shut, and added the flakes of metal to the heat exchanger pipeline.
Like baking a cake.
Add your ingredients in the proper order and magic happens.
He dared not hang around too much longer, but he took the time to check the uranium reprocessing unit on the back end of the reactor’s fuel cycle, which stored the byproducts from the thorium cycle. It stood near the turbine and the generator that provided electricity for the base. It was functioning A-OK. There was enough uranium in there for this to work.
Jesus, his hull hurt. The distance between him and the crewship did not block the esthesia feedback. The stabbing pain in his sides and thighs crested. He sat down on the floor.
It’s just an illusion.
There is nothing actually wrong with you.
He rubbed his sides, pointlessly. He could hardly even feel the pressure through his suit.
I can’t go on like this.
The decision made itself. As soon as they got back to Gna, he was going to make Crasibo Lovelace take this crapware out of his head. He didn’t care anymore if they said it was his fault. Didn’t care if they made him pay for a replacement himself. He could not live like this.
He gathered his strength, preparing to stand up.
The lights dimmed.
Streamers of electricity wriggled from the turbine housing.
Fractal tendrils outlined a shimmering shadow in the vacuum.
A man-shaped pool of darkness in front of the turbine.
Forgetting the pain, Colm leapt to his feet. He grabbed his scavenged combi off the floor and levelled it at the shadow. His heart thudded. His own panicky breath filled his ears.
Second by second, a humanoid form took shape.
Colm expected yet another clone of the gaunt Ghost with the pale eyebrows.
Instead, with cold horror, he recognized his old acquaintance from the TDP plant on Majriti IV.
This face had haunted his nightmares for two years. He’d have known it anywhere.
Just like on Majriti IV, the Ghost was stark naked except for his forage cap.
He’d lost some weight. His ribs showed.
His cocky, inquisitive smile hadn’t changed a bit.
Colm squeezed the trigger.
The shells went straight through the Ghost, and gouged craters in the turbine housing behind him.
Recoil shoved Colm backwards, staggering.
The Ghost’s smile got wider. Hs lips parted.
Steam spurted out of the damaged turbine. The floor vibrated as if it were being struck by a hammer.
The Ghost stood in the steam, apparently unhurt by the scalding vapor. He raised one hand and deliberately saluted Colm.
Then he began to fade.
Colm ran for his life.
*
MEG COLLIDED WITH THE ceiling of the cargo hold, and fell all the way back to the deck.
On Earth, the fall would have killed her. Here, she only bruised her knees. She jumped up, staring wildly at the bulldozer, which had just come to life and tossed her and Zhanna into the air. 
“Zhanna!” She couldn’t see the other woman.
The bulldozer’s scoop descended again. Meg threw herself out of the way. The scoop hit the deck with a thud that jarred her bones.
“Meg?” Zhanna’s voice sounded weak.
“Where are you?”
“Over here ...”
Meg spotted Zhanna lying on the deck in front of the big crawler drill. She bounded towards her.
The drill ground forward. Its caterpillar treads ran over Zhanna’s leg.
Meg had not heard anyone scream like that since she left the Fleet.
“Colm! Sully!” she yelled over the radio. “One down, request assistance.”
The drill kept crawling, its treads hugging the deck. Zhanna kept screaming.
Meg dragged at the other woman’s upper body, then let go, realizing she was doing more harm than good. “We’re gonna get you out of here,” she promised desperately. She wasn’t sure Zhanna even heard her. Zhanna’s screams dug into her head, her heart. She detached.
Blood spread out from under the treads, along the corrugations in the metal deck, sublimating and freezing at the same time.
“Guys,” Meg said. Detached. Calm. “Need some fucking help. We’re in the gearship. The machinery in the cargo hold’s switched itself on. Zhanna is trapped, and she has a suit breach.”
Tan came on the radio. “Colm’s not back yet. Suit breach?”
“Yes.”
“Can you get out of there? I’ll pick you up.”
He didn’t understand that Zhanna was trapped. However, getting out of here sounded like a very good idea. With half a plan in mind, Meg sprinted to the door of the cargo hold.
She’d closed the door behind them, for warmth, when they came in. It had a manual release. She spun the wheel. The door began to hinge down, turning into a ramp. She got it halfway down and then ran back for Zhanna.
The drill had crawled off her at last. She lay unmoving in a puddle of black ice.
Detached, Meg knew Zhanna was dead. She had suffered a suit breach and massive blood loss.
She picked her up, anyway, and ran back to the door.
The crawler drill ground out onto the ramp. Meg ran out alongside it. The machine’s immense weight bowed the ramp the rest of the way down. Meg half-slid, half-ran out onto the ice. Behind her, the drill reared up. Its drill bit stabbed down and struck the ice behind her heels.
She kept running in big awkward hops, carrying Zhanna in her arms.
Light spilled out of the hangar bay.
The cargo crawler rolled out of the base, with the crewship balanced on top of it, headlights sparkling.
“Got you,” Tan said.
The crawler stopped.
Tan opened the crew airlock and helped Meg on board with her awful burden.
For the next fifteen minutes Tan kept the crawler circling on the ice, in a ponderous slow-motion dance of avoidance, as the drill tried to get close enough to attack the ship. Meg, still detached, understood what was happening. The Ghost that went out to the gearship in Fitch’s EVA suit must have pressurized the gearship’s control compartment. That had prepared the way for more Ghosts to materialize in the compartment. Once there, they had figured out how to operate the machinery.
And some people still thought they were mindless automatons ...
At last, at fucking last, Colm came running out of the base. He vaulted onto the crawler and boarded the ship.
Meg didn’t see his face when he found Zhanna’s body. She saw it as he dropped into his seat in the cockpit. She looked away. She was sprawled in her own seat, drinking lemonade, her mind a merciful blank.
They launched.
The crewship was 50 klicks off the surface of Mezamiria when the base blew up. The shield exploded into shrapnel, revealing a fireball that burnt brighter than the sun for a few moments, then went out.
The gearship toppled into the crater where the base used to be.
The lighter pieces of debris flew up into orbit, spreading into a ring of dust and ash around the lonely little iceball.



	
		



CHAPTER 22

THE UZZIZELLAN EMBASSY ON Gna had moved. They’d towed the whole thing close to shore and built a covered causeway connecting it to Regnar. The castle-like alien pile loomed over the loftars on shore, its radio masts level with the tallest high-rises. It said: We are here, we’ve arrived. No need for secrecy anymore.
So Colm simply walked across the causeway, into the embassy, and claimed that he had an appointment with Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth.
He didn’t really have an appointment. He figured the queazel would find time for him.
After sitting in reception for three hours, he started making trouble. He got out his computer and showed pictures of Zhanna to the other people waiting: the construction industry suits and the Fleet liaison officers and the technology joint-venture pinheads. He told them who she was and where she’d died. The way they reacted, you’d think they had never seen pictures of a dead woman before.
Or maybe it was just that Colm came off as a nutter. He was still wearing his Crasibo Lovelace leathers, and most of his hair had fallen out, rad pills notwithstanding. He was also in a lot of pain from the ship repairs currently underway at the spaceport. He’d run out of tropodolfin and didn’t have a prescription to get more.
Embassy security discreetly cut him off from the civilians and escorted him upstairs.
Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth had a ritzy office in one of the embassy’s towers. It was a big improvement over the conference room where Colm had met him last time. Pen and ink drawings decorated the walls. “My impressions of Uzzizel,” Gil purred. It was funny to think of those little clawed hands holding a pen, but why not? The sketched landscapes looked remarkably like the Highlands.
“I need a new esthesia implant,” Colm said.
“A new esthesia implant?” Gil echoed, in his lisping growl.
“That’s what I said.”
Gil was curled on top of his desk, which was the size and shape used by humans. He wore a sumptuous garment, all charcoal-gray silk points and pleated bits, with onyx buttons. He had an ashtray, a computer, and a glass of amber liquid within reach. He said, “I have been promoted. I’m now the Uzzizellan ambassador to the Human Republic. It’s rare to be promoted out of the field; these are usually political appointments.”
“Congratulations.”
“I am just explaining why I can’t help you. You should talk to Crasibo Lovelace.”
“I did. They said no. In fact, they examined me and said the implant is working fine. It isn’t.”
“Yes, they attached the scan results to your report,” Gil said, tapping a claw on the screen of his computer.
“So you’ve read it.”
“Yes.”
“So you know what happened.”
“You destroyed the base on Mezamiria, at a cost of millions to Crasibo Lovelace and the Human Republic.”
“That’s correct.”
“I’m curious. How?”
“I rigged a suicide switch on the reactor at the base.”
“How?”
“Pepto-Bismol.” Colm laughed at the puzzled twitching of the queazel’s ears. “Liquid bismuth. Irradiate it and you get polonium. Mix that with beryllium and you get a neutron generator. Neutrons plus uranium waste products equals a decent-sized boom.”
Truth be told, he had got the idea from the Ghosts. On Majriti IV, they’d exploited uranium waste products from stolen reactors to build mushy but no less lethal nukes. They learn from us. Who says we can’t learn from them?
“They can see Mezamiria glowing from Triton,” Gil said, twitching his hindquarters.
“That was the point,” Colm said. “The Ghosts won’t be paying a return visit to that rock. Once they get a fix on an energy source, they always come back. Well, I made sure there’s nothing there for them to come back to.”
“A heroic deed, but pointless,” Gil said. “They also invaded three other Kuiper Belt Objects at the same time.”
“I heard.” Gna was talking about nothing else. “But to return to the reason I’m taking up your time, I need a new esthesia implant. The mute function on this one doesn’t work. I was in so much pain that it affected my judgment. I did not sufficiently consider the safety of my crew. As a result, two of them died.”
Colm fumbled his computer out of his pocket, planning to show Gil the pictures of Zhanna’s corpse. He blamed himself for her death. Smythe had raised doubts about the safety of the gearship, and Colm had dismissed them, because the incessant pain made him short-tempered and short-sighted.
He lumbered stiffly up to the desk, holding out his computer. Gil uncoiled his forequarters and held up a wee black hand. “Please. It would not be appropriate.”
“Whit’s nae appropriate is she’s fucking deid,” Colm said, losing his temper. He was not a man to rave and roar. He’d had enough of that from his father. Colm got mad like his mother: his voice grew quieter and his accent more pronounced, and as people said of Daisy Mackenzie, you could feel the temperature drop ten degrees in the room.
Gil said, “I’m sorry.”
“I’d expect no less. In fact I expect quite a bit more.”
“Her family will be generously compensated. So will the family of Fitch Reynolds.”
“Sure, it’s all about the money,” Colm said with heavy sarcasm. “The Ghosts have reached Sol system. Earth is in the firing line. The Ring Around the Sun was meant to be our first line of defense, but it’s not finished, it’s not nearly finished, it’s been a nightmare of cost overruns and procurement scandals. And this—” he tapped his skull, over his left ear, where the implant resided— “this really tells the whole story, doesn’t it? You compromised our efficiency by sending me out there with a defective piece of junk in my head.”
Gil reached down and opened a drawer in his desk. He took out a fancy gift box of mixed chocolates and Turkish Delight. He picked a banana cream neatly out of the box with his long tongue. “Would you like a chocolate?” he said, pushing the box towards Colm.
“No thanks.”
“Not hungry?”
Colm took a step towards the desk. He’d asked the ground techs to fill the reaction mass tanks while they worked on the crewship. Of course they had refused—repairs came before refueling. He lowered his face to the queazel’s level. “I am so hungry,” he hissed, “that I could eat you alive.”
Gil recoiled.
Colm grinned.
Gil nervously crunched a second chocolate, keeping his eyes on Colm. He licked his chops and tapped fretfully on his computer. Colm waited. At last the queazel looked up. “It may be possible to update the settings of your implant.”
“That’s not what I’m asking for.”
“It’s what I am offering.” Gil had recovered his poise. He tapped on the computer some more. “By the way, it appears that the media has tracked you down. They are waiting for you outside the embassy.”
“Oh, brilliant.”
“I can show you a different way out. I use it myself sometimes.”
Gil left for a few moments and came back in a scruffy quilted vest with food stains on it. He led Colm down the embassy’s back stairs, to a service umbilical connecting the embassy to the mainland. They walked along a maintenance tunnel and came out underground, on the life-support level of Regnar. Machinery drummed and roared. Colm followed the queazel into an elevator. It reminded him of the night he’d rescued Gil from Drumlin Farm. Then, Ghosts had been chasing them. Now, he was pursued by the ghosts of the dead.
The elevator dumped them on a scuzzy level of Regnar where Colm had never been before. Shacks crowded the gaps between exposed conduits and pump housings. Music struggled through the noise of machinery. Gil whisked into a doorway. “I often come here,” he said.
It was a dive bar. Thin, unhealthy-looking people sat around boozing in the murky light.
“I don’t want a bloody drink,” Colm said, draining half the beer that was set in front of him. “I want a new implant.”
“I cannot provide that. I’ll make an appointment for you to receive a settings upgrade, free of charge.”
Colm uselessly rubbed his back. “It hurts.”
“The upgrade will restore the mute function.”
That would be a lot better than nothing. “All right.”
“I’ll tell the clinic to fit you in tomorrow morning.”
“OK.” Colm drank the rest of his beer, sagging over the sticky, dirty table.
“Have you been taking anything for the pain?”
“Tropodolfin. Left my stash on Mezamiria.”
Gil beckoned to a boy sitting on a high stool by the door. They spoke in low voices. Colm paid no attention, wallowing in his misery. A few minutes later the boy came back with a plastic container. Colm hoped to see a blister pack of tropo. Instead, Gil took out tourniquets, ampoules, sterile syringe packs.
“I’m not injecting myself.”
“It works faster.”
“How would you know?”
Gil’s lips wrinkled back from his muzzle in his dog-like laugh. “The life of an ambassador is very stressful.” He stretched out one of his bony forepaws. “Will you apply the tourniquet? It’s difficult for me to do it by myself with this human gear.”
Colm shook his head. Right out in public. Not that any of the losers around them were paying attention ... they were probably drug fiends themselves. He wrapped the smaller tourniquet around the queazel’s little foreleg and prodded until he found a vein, remembering the last time he’d tended to Gil, in the sickbay of his gunship, when he hadn’t even known if Gil was sapient. He smoothed the impossibly soft fur aside and injected Gil with the dose marked QUEAZEL. Then, because it was sitting there, he injected the dose marked HUMAN into his own arm.
The night got a lot better after that.
Gil lay on the banquette next to Colm, telling Colm about Uzzizel—where he’d never actually been. He reminded Colm of those guys in the Fleet who would bang on about their Scottish or French or German heritage, and then you found out they’d actually been born on Mars. Colm half-listened, lost in his own memories.
“Stop that,” Gil said suddenly.
Colm looked down. He’d been stroking Gil’s neck fur. It was just so nice and soft. “Does that bother you?” he said, laughing. “Can’t resist. You remind me of Sprite.”
“Sprite?”
“Had a cat when I was a kid. Sprite. She was the daintiest little thing. Tortoiseshell with a lot of orange on her. So intelligent, you’d swear she could understand what you were saying.” Colm’s smile wavered.
“Where is she now?” Gil asked.
Out of the blue, grief and anger smashed through Colm’s high. “My sodding father killed her, didn’t he?”
“Your father killed her?”
Colm nodded. He hadn’t thought about this in decades. Hadn’t allowed himself to think about it. For precisely that reason, the wound remained as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. “He took her out to the shed in the middle of the night.” He hadn’t been able to get to sleep that night on account of Bridget, who’d been poorly and kept waking up and crying. “I saw him from the window. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, apart from ‘Why is Dad going to the shed in the middle of the night?’ ... but the next day, Sprite didn’t come to get her breakfast. I looked in the shed and she wasn’t there, either. There was only a funny smell ... and some stains on the old table he kept for his work. Looking back, those were bloodstains.”
Gil said tentatively, “Perhaps you misunderstood? Perhaps—Sprite?—simply ran away?”
“She did not. I know that for a fact, because I found her head later. Just her little head, stuffed. The bastard had it stuffed and mounted. It was still in the taxidermist’s box.” Tears of grief and fury sprang to Colm’s eyes. He’d never let on to his father that he’d found that box, and its grisly contents. Never told anyone, until now. He sniffled. “Jesus. Sorry. This is ridiculous. She was only a cat ...”
“What. er, is a cat?”
“What is a ...? They’re animals. We keep them as pets. You must have seen pictures. They look sort of like you, but about a quarter the size.”
Poor little Sprite, killed by Dad, the very man she trusted to look after her. Poor Zhanna, killed by Colm’s failure to foresee the danger she was in. A cat was not a girlfriend, of course, but it was all one big muddy pool of grief. His eyes stung and his nose ran. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried like this.
Gil laid a claw on his shoulder in wordless sympathy.
Without really thinking, Colm reached over and began petting the queazel again. He blotted his eyes with the back of one hand and stroked Gil’s fur with the other. It was comforting—until Gil backed away, claws scrabbling on Colm’s leathers.
“Hey! I did not say you could do that. I am the Uzzizellan ambassador to the Human Republic. I can trace my lineage back a thousand years. I am not a pet!”
“I’m aware of that. If you were a pet, you wouldn’t be such an annoying wee cunt,” Colm snapped. The rebuff stanched his tears, at least. He reached for his glass, found it empty.
“Another drink?” Gil said, awkwardly.
“If you’re buying.”



	
		



CHAPTER 23

MEG GOT MOBBED BY the media as soon as she emerged from the security wickets at the spaceport. She had expected they would chase after Colm, but somehow a half-bald, half-ginger six-foot Scot had got past them, leaving her to take the heat.
Well, she didn’t mind. Every human being alive needed to know what had happened on Mezamiria. The media flacks crowded her, all looking weirdly the same, with their perfect hair and perfect skin and perfect teeth, high-end infocals imparting the same silvery glint to every eye, forefingers with implanted directional microphones waggling above the fray. It began to feel like an assault, and the sense of being attacked, even though it was an illusion, flipped her switch. She became detached, and told her story in strictly factual terms, as if she were getting debriefed by a superior officer. She left out Zhanna’s glorious strip-tease, and the way her blood had boiled in the 110 Kelvin vacuum of the gearship’s cargo hold. The stringers were disappointed. They prodded her for juicy details.
Meg took a secure grip on the strap of her rucksack. Swinging it in front of her, she barged through them. She stepped on sandaled toes and shoved her rucksack into poreless faces.
“This way,” said a male voice in her ear. A hand fastened on her left elbow. She spun, rotating her arm to raise the grabbing hand, already visualizing how she’d apply a joint lock and get him down on the floor.
A familiar face. Hazel eyes and high cheekbones. Dark hair that had been allowed to grow into a floppy fuck-you to the Fleet.
Axel Best.
Wow. She hadn’t even thought about him in years.
“Back through security,” he said.
Side by side, they reversed through the media mob. Best sorted the security guards with a nod and a wave. Catching her breath, letting the unwanted adrenaline leave her body, Meg followed him through the loading area to the spaceport staff exit. This must be how Colm had escaped. They wound up on a train platform, among glaze-eyed technicians and mechanics.
“Thanks,” Meg said.
“No problem. I heard you were back.”
“I guess everyone’s heard what happened.”
Best smiled wryly. “We’re having our biggest collective freak-out since first contact. Our home system’s been invaded.”
“The Kuiper Belt is only just barely in our home system.”
“Yeah, but the psychological impact is huge.”
“I hope we’re doing more than freaking out. We’ve got to hold the line. That’s what I was trying to tell those idiots.”
Best sighed. “I don’t know what happens now. There’ll definitely be a response. I heard we’re sending troops to the three KBOs that the Ghosts took.”
Meg marvelled at how easy it was to talk to him. It seemed like they’d last spoken two days ago, rather than two years ago. As they waited for the train, she eyed him curiously. He had gone home to work for his family’s company, or one of his family’s many companies. So what was he doing back on Gna?
He looked good. Business suit, shaggy haircut, designer stubble, the whole young executive package. He wasn’t carrying a weapon that she could tell.
The train came. As the crush carried them aboard, Best said, “Have you got dinner plans?”
“What?” Meg yelled, separated from him by half a dozen people.
He fought towards her. They ended up squashed face to face, with her rucksack between them. “I said, have you got plans for dinner?”
“Um. No. It’s early morning for me.”
“FTL lag,” he said with a hint of wistfulness.
“Yeah.”
“Well, then, have you got plans for breakfast?”
Meg laughed. It felt strange. She hadn’t laughed since Zhanna died. “Are you treating?”
He took her to the most expensive restaurant she’d ever eaten at in her life. Located in its own outlying loftar, it was a garden filled with palms, ferns, and terracotta frogs with scented candles in their mouths. The holographic ceiling created the illusion that they were outside, beneath Gna’s star-blotched sky. When the menus came, Best ignored the gourmet dinner offerings and ordered pancakes, sausages, eggs over easy, and coffee. Meg enjoyed her off-hours breakfast all the more for the incongruity of eating greasy-spoon food off artificial diamond plates with solid silver cutlery.
Best kept her company, carving his pancakes with knife and fork. A band started to play oldies.
“So what are you doing back on Gna?” Meg said, raising her voice over the band.
Best wiped his lips with a linen napkin that probably cost more than the food. “Still working for my father.”
“Cool. Doing what?”
A moment’s pause. “R&D. Before I say anything else, I should probably mention that Best Industries directly competes with Crasibo Lovelace in several sectors.”
“Screw Crasibo Lovelace,” Meg said. After Mezamiria, she felt zero loyalty to her employers—if indeed they still were her employers. “Their quality control is shit. They undercut everyone on cost by outsourcing most of their production to—”
“Juradis. Yeah, we have a major gripe about that. Crucial components of Earth’s security infrastructure are being manufactured by aliens, on an alien world. How is that not a problem?”
“I agree. I do have to say though, they pay well.”
“They pay you well, because you’re taking all the risk.”
Meg swallowed a mouthful of sausage that no longer tasted so great. “Yeah. Until yesterday, we thought the biggest risk we would face out there was the cold.” She flashed back on the cargo hold of the gearship. Zhanna’s blood boiling away into the vacuum. “Sorry.”
“Hey, it’s OK,” Best said. “I’ve been there.”
He hadn’t, but she knew what he meant. She nodded, pushing the remains of her breakfast around her plate.
The band segued into an upbeat number that reminded her of high school in Tokyo. She glanced up and saw diners making their way to an open space among the ferns.
“Wanna dance?” Best said.
They bobbed around awkwardly until the band downshifted to a slow tempo. Best pulled her into a light, formal embrace. Meg tensed, then made herself relax. This was how you slow-danced. It didn’t mean anything.
“I’ve never forgotten what you did for me,” he said.
“Uh ...”
“You were there for me when I hit rock bottom. You gave me a helping hand.”
“I mostly just held your coat while you puked.”
“Sometimes, that’s all it takes.”
“Sully—Suleiman Tan—was there, too.”
“Yeah, but he would have left if you hadn’t stayed. All I’m saying is I owe you one, Megumi Smythe. If there’s anything you need, you’d be doing me a favor if you let me do you a favor. If that makes any sense.”
She could smell his cologne, not too strong, foresty. She laid her cheek lightly against his chest. To her astonishment, she realized that there was something she needed, and it was right here.
“I’ll let you know,” she said.
“I’m not hitting on you,” he said.
She laughed. It felt strange and good. “Yes, you are. But I don’t mind.”
His lips tasted of maple syrup. Later, he asked her to call him Axel.



	
		



CHAPTER 24

SPRAWLED ON A CHAISE longue in the dark atrium of the Bests’ duplex, swimming in a borrowed bathrobe, Meg phoned Tan.
“Do you know what time it is?” were his first words.
“Don’t try and tell me you were asleep,” Meg said. Her infocals said it was a little after 3 AM. The witching hour, the hour for ghosts to appear. But on a rogue planet with no sun, 3 AM was merely a social convention. And she knew Tan was just as FTL-lagged as she was. Just as haunted. No need for imaginary ghosts. They had real Ghosts lodged in their heads, gaunt-faced, dead-eyed, speaking in the language of bullets. She fidgeted with the cuff of her bathrobe. She had left Axel snoring in his emperor-size bed.
“Fine,” Tan said. “I wasn’t asleep. What’s up?”
“Have you heard from Colm?”
“No. Have you?”
“Obviously not.”
“He was going to go report to Crasibo Lovelace.”
“Yeah. Well, let me know if you hear from him.”
Tan let out a sigh. “Will do. Goodnight, Meg.”
She broke the connection. The waterfall trickled musically. She rose and tiptoed between the trees to the window.
Last time she was here, this window had displayed a soothing view of Vilnius Bay. Now, it displayed the flashing, sparkling towers of the Uzzizellan embassy, which had parked itself right in front of Regnar. What a tawdry pile. Worse than those consciously anachronistic castles people were plopping down all over Earth. The embassy was sui generis: medieval pagoda meets cruise ship, with bonus neon.
She whirled at the sound of rustling leaves.
Best—Axel, she reminded herself—stumbled between the trees. “Wondered where you were,” he said, draping his arms over her shoulders from behind.
“Just admiring the view,” she said.
“It’s outrageous. We paid good money for this elevation. Now we get to admire queazel architecture 24-7.”
“You could point the window somewhere else. It doesn’t have to be a feed of what’s actually outside.”
“It’s the principle of the thing.”
“Right. No, I agree with that.” She paused. “Do you think they’re on the level?”
“The Uzzizellans?”
“Yeah.”
“Of course they’re not on the goddamn level,” Axel said with startling intensity. “They’re screwing us, just like the sentrienza, just like every other intelligent species that’s decided Homo sapiens is the problem child of the galaxy. We just haven’t figured out the details yet.” His arms tightened around her. “It almost makes you appreciate the Ghosts,” he said with bitter sarcasm. “At least they’re honest about wanting us all dead.”
Meg, who saw herself as a person in need of tenderness and careful handling, slipped into the opposite role with surprising ease. She turned in his arms and hugged him. “You’re so tense.”
He laughed weakly. “I disabled my esthesia implant. Without it, I get a bit ... tense sometimes.”
Meg recalled that Colm’s implant was defective. If only he could just disable it. But his came from Crasibo Lovelace, whereas Axel’s presumably came from Best Industries. The tech was on a whole different level. “Why’d you disable it?” she asked.
“I don’t do much flying these days.”
“That’s a shame.”
“I’ve got a ship. I just don’t have the time. You know how it is.”
“You work too hard,” she diagnosed. “Maybe I can help you decompress.” Feeling daring and generous, she slid her hand inside his pyjama bottoms.
They staggered back into his bedroom. Meg pushed him down on the silky, forest-scented sheets and rode him.
“I love you,” he gasped, fingers digging into her hips.
That seemed a bit premature, but it was still nice to hear. She leaned down and nipped his lips with her teeth. She did not think about Colm again until morning.
*
COLM WOKE UP ON A FILTHY carpet with the smell of ash in his nostrils. The first thing he saw was a discarded syringe lying six inches from his face. He rolled onto his back and saw graffiti on the underside of a table. In Space, the Downside is the Upside. Profound.
He hauled himself up onto a banquette cushioned with memory foam that thousands of bottoms had compressed into a thin pad. Morning light—that is, artificial morning light: low-intensity, diffuse—filtered through a nearby doorway. He put together the pieces, figured out where he was.
Slapping his pockets, he found his computer, his Void Eagle, and his cigarettes. He hadn’t been robbed. That was something.
But where was Gil?
“Your friend left,” said the boy sitting by the door. A runner, the kid went to fetch the drugs people ordered. Even down here, you couldn’t keep restricted medications on the premises of a bar. “Never saw an alien drink like that. He was doping, too, wasn’t he?”
“Yeah. He left?”
“What I said. Walked out of here on his own two, uh, eight feet. Been me, I’d’ve been under the table. You were.”
Colm laughed with the kid. He’d once been a Navy pilot. How had he gone from that, to waking up on the floor of a drug den on Gna?
Agony stabbed his side. He saw the Crasibo Lovelace ground techs hammering away at a cluster of shiny new patches on the fuselage of the crewship. That’s why, of course. That’s how he’d ended up like this.
He suddenly remembered that he had an appointment. Shit. Running late!
He stumbled to the toilet and pissed, then dunked his head under the cold tap. He came up spluttering, dried his face on his t-shirt, and rushed out of the bar.
*
“PLEASE,” MEG SAID. “Axel, you’ve got to help.”
“What are you worried about?” They were having their second breakfast in twelve hours. This time it was fruit, croissants, yogurt, and espresso, on the patio, a feature of the duplex Meg had not discovered before. The paved rectangle was surrounded on three sides by remote-feed views of Regnar’s main drag, so it seemed like they were looking down at the busy street. Meg appreciated the seamless integration of technology and reality: it was neither crude nor trying too hard to be cutting-edge. She also appreciated the espresso. But she was now seriously concerned about Colm.
“He’s been out of touch for almost twenty-four hours.”
“So?” Axel peeled a dragonfruit.
“You must have access to every camera in the city. You could run a search for him.”
Axel cut the fruit into sections. “Why did you come home with me, anyway?”
“Huh?”
“Was it a pity fuck? I don’t need that crap.”
Meg flinched. The blood rose to her face. “Listen up, buddy. I’ve had pity fucks. They don’t stay for breakfast. Also, if that’s your idea of morning-after conversation, it’s no wonder you’re on your own.”
His mouth tightened. Then he forced a smile. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Damn right you shouldn’t have.” Meg sat back and sipped her espresso. The apology didn’t make her feel any better. His cynicism cheapened the moment, poisoned the tenderness she had begun to feel for him. She began to mentally extricate herself, planning her route back to the spaceport. Maybe Colm was back on board the ship, busy with the repairs.
Axel said in a conciliatory tone, “But seriously, why are you in such a hurry to find him?”
She weighed the truth against the secret Zhanna had confided in her. Her bad mood produced a kind of vengefulness, with Colm as its target. Screw keeping his secrets for him. “His esthesia implant is malfunctioning. He’s gotten hooked on tropodolfin, maybe other shit as well, I don’t know. He might be in trouble.”
Axel sat forward. It startled her how fast he went from barely interested to fully engaged. “Where’d he get his implant?”
“It’s pro ware, not some cheap consumer knockoff.”
“I know, but where’d he get it?”
“Crasibo Lovelace, of course.”
Axel pushed away his uneaten fruit and stood up. “Let’s go find him.”
*
AS MEG HAD GUESSED, Best Industries had insider access. A few minutes on the computer got Axel the information they needed. Before they set out, he had the servants bring new clothes for Meg—well, new to her, but they looked old: a ratty blue coverall and work boots. Stepping into a similar coverall, Best explained, “Where we’re going, you don’t want to look like a middle-class citizen with a good job.”
“This is the shit they give out for free to refugees,” Meg complained.
“Yeah, exactly.”
“What’s wrong with my own clothes?” Sighing, she put the coverall on.
Axel smiled. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look sexy as hell in that thing.” He held up a thin, glittering necklace. It was a chain, every link a microscopic pair of interlocking hands. “How about a finishing touch?”
“That doesn’t look like something a refugee would have.”
“I ordered it for you. Pure platinum.”
“Oh, no way. I can’t accept that ...” She shivered involuntarily as he fastened it around her neck.
The necklace and the coverall actually added up to the perfect disguise. When they got to Loftar 46, it thronged with refugees incongruously wearing their wealth in the form of jewellery. The fall of the Gliese system—Earth’s oldest and richest colony—had inundated Gna with a superior class of evacuee. They queued by the hundred at the chop shops and telework registries, trying to sell their implants, or if they were more optimistic about the future, their labor.
Loftar 46 was an industrial dome, recently pressurized to house the incoming millions. The air tasted like burnt plastic, and the noise of machinery shivered the high metal walls. The place they were heading for was on the fifth floor. The queue snaked up a smelly flight of stairs. Meg and Axel squeezed up past the refugees, earning dirty looks. They passed a pair of uniformed Marine Corps recruiters working the queue.
“That’s where most of them’ll end up,” Axel said in a low voice.
“Is that our new strategy? Throw cannon fodder at the enemy?”
“Let’s hope not.”
“The Ghosts copy us, you know. I hope we’re not going to start copying them.”
“We should be so lucky,” Axel said. “If we could copy the way they travel about, we wouldn’t be losing.”
At the top of the stairs, the queue stretched across a warehouse-sized room. Meg heard the whine of medical drills and bonesaws. Staffers moved around with computers, confirming appointments. The peculiar thing about this clinic was that the staff were all queazels. They stood vertically on their rearmost feet to put their faces on a level with the humans’. They wore cute little smocks that said Crasibo Lovelace Bioware.
Meg spotted Colm standing in line, only a couple of people from the front. She wordlessly nudged Axel, who brushed past her.
“Looks like we got here in time,” he greeted Colm.
Colm looked like shit. Leathers rolled down to his waist, joke t-shirt: If You Lived on Majriti IV, You’d Be Dead Now. He smelled like he’d showered in booze. He scowled in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
“Are you having work done?” Meg said.
“No.”
Axel cast a glance at the other people in line, moved closer to Colm, and spoke rapidly. “That queazel junk in your head. They told you it’s betaware, right? It isn’t.”
Meg stared. How did Axel know this?
“It’s doing exactly what it was designed to.”



	
		



CHAPTER 25

“YOUR IMPLANT’S NOT MALFUNCTIONING,” Best said. “I’ll prove it to you. Get them to remove it. Give it to me. I’ll have our labs analyze it.”
Colm ignored him, gazing at Meg, trying to figure out how she was involved. She must have found out somehow about his implant’s buggy feedback function, and told Axel Best, of all people. What had she been thinking? And what was she doing with Best, anyway? ... Wasn’t she standing a bit too close to him?
Oh, no way. No way could she be sleeping with this ... this handsome young billionaire, Colm acknowledged sourly to himself.
Colm’s younger sister, Bridget, was married with two kids, but when she was in uni she’d briefly dated a political princeling who drove a Porsche. Every time Colm saw the guy he’d wanted to punch him in the nose. That was how he felt now.
A queazel staffer teetered up to them. “Colm Mackenzie? Appointment at 9:45?”
“That’s me,” Colm said in relief.
“Follow me, please,” the queazel said, tapping on its computer.
“Wait,” Best said. “Hear me out.”
“Go on, then.”
“I can’t explain here!” Best glared at the queazel. “Just get them to remove the implant.”
“I need it to do my job,” Colm said. “Meg, I’ll catch up with you later.” He followed the queazel. Glanced back. Best looked exasperated. Had he actually thought Colm would change his plans on his say-so? Perhaps he had. Hundreds of Best Industries employees probably did that all the time.
The queazel showed him into a treatment room. Still smarting from Best’s unwanted intervention, Colm settled onto a couch sheathed in crackly white disposable silk. Another queazel, in a medic’s coat, bustled in. “How are you today, Mr. Mackenzie? Would you prefer general anesthetic, or local?”
“Local, please,” Colm said. The cleanliness of the clinic, and the high-end medical robot poised over the couch, put him at ease. The place might look scuzzy from the outside, but it was professionally run. They’d install the upgrade Gil had offered. It would restore the implant’s mute function. Colm would be able to live a normal life again.
“Please relax.” The queazel medic inserted an IV into his neck. Liquid cold spread from the site, through Colm’s neck and up the side of his head. “While we wait for the anesthetic to take effect, I’ll review the procedure I will be performing today.”
“Great.”
“I’ll be updating the hardware settings of your esthesia implant to support the newest version of the Crasibo Lovelace software.”
“Brilliant.”
“It’s a relatively simple operation. However, this is brain surgery, so our standard precautions and disclaimers apply.”
The queazel handed Colm a computer. He scanned a standard-looking list of terms and conditions. The best bit came at the end: Amount Due: $0.00. Gil had covered the cost of the operation, as promised. Colm signed his name and handed the computer back.
“Thank you,” the clinician said.
“Wait a minute.” Colm hesitated. “I have a question. If, hypothetically, I wanted to have the implant removed. Could you do that?”
The queazel swayed back. “That would not be an easy operation. The implant is fully integrated with your neurotransmitter receptors.”
“The Fleet removed my previous implant—”
“That would have been a rather primitive piece of technology. This one is more advanced. Removing it would carry serious health risks. The operation would have to be performed at a major hospital, and would be likely to cost a great deal.”
“I see. Well, I was just asking.”
“This operation ought to resolve any issues you have been experiencing.”
“It’s fine. Carry on.”
Clamps extruded from the couch and closed gently on Colm’s head, immobilizing it.
The medical robot descended.
There was no pain, but Colm did not care for the sensations of grinding and probing inside his skull. He distracted himself with thoughts of his great-grandfather’s house on Skye.
It was called the Free Church Manse. Great-Grandpa, also named Colm Mackenzie, had been a Lutheran pastor. Colm had first seen the place when he was in his early twenties, before he joined the Navy, when he flew a group of energy executives to Skye for some wind power conference. With the day to kill, he’d driven out from Portree to check out the ancestral dump, as his father always referred to it.
Skye’s austere scenery appealed to him. The brown winter hills looked pickled, like corpses preserved in a bog. But flowering gorse and sea-pinks enlivened the treeless coast, and the far-apart houses had cheery pastel paint jobs. The people who lived here liked living here, that was clear. They had Volvos, kayaks overturned on racks, tricycles in their driveways.
The Free Church Manse broke the pattern.
It was a ruin glowering through a windbreak of neglected pines.
The church next door had vanished, but for a few foundation stones. Bushwhacking through the bracken, Colm found traces of a drystone wall that had once ringed both buildings. The manse stood in a superb defensive position, on a rise with views down to the sea. It had clearly once been a fortress, and could be again.
There were castles going up all over Scotland, all over the British Isles and all over Europe for that matter. The Americans had started the trend but when the Old World got in on the act, there was no stopping them. This, after all, was the historical home of castle architecture, and the ancient crafts lived on, revived in the 24th century by one of those swings of the pendulum away from modern technology, back towards the past. Masonry, glaziery, thatching, cabinetry, smithing ...thousands of people in Scotland could match their medieval forebears’ expertise, and now there was a booming market for their skills. Even Colm’s father had paid a joiner to build a play castle that he hauled around to events. He had no time for the actual castle-builders—numpties, he called them. Do they think their walls will save them when the aliens invade? Jesus.
In his cynical way, Lloyd Mackenzie had put his finger on it. The Ghosts may only have been bad news from distant colonies at that time, but something already told humanity to beware, prepare, hunker down, hide their loved ones behind stout walls.
Colm didn’t make these associations at the time. But the Free Church Manse called to him. Also, buying it would be one in the eye for his father, who did not have a kind word to say about Great-Grandpa Mackenzie. It was enough to make you wonder why he’d insisted on naming Colm after him.
One day, Colm had told himself. One day I’ll buy the old place and do it up properly. Mam can live there if she likes; get away from the old bastard at last.
But one day had never come. What had come instead was conscription of private-sector pilots under the age of 30, a posting to Ross 458 c, and the dawning realization that he could get further away from home than the Isle of Skye.
Much further.
At this point, he didn’t know if he’d ever go back.
He sat up on the treatment couch. His aches and pains were gone. Gone? Gone. He reached out to the crewship, in its maintenance berth at the spaceport, ten klicks away. A perversely reassuring throb of discomfort came over the connection. He traced it to the damaged piping on the engineering deck. The mechanics had knocked off before they got around to that crucial repair job. He flagged the damage for them. Then, holding his breath, he attempted to mute the pain.
It went away.
On.
Ouch.
Off.
Ahhhh.
It was fixed, it was fixed!
Colm grinned from ear to ear. He could have hugged the queazel clinician that stood on its hind legs, watching him with liquid black eyes. He got off the couch. The queazel whisked the disposable cover away and bundled it up in its paws, hiding the blood. “How do you feel, Mr. Mackenzie?”
“Fantastic.”
The queazel nodded soberly. “Please contact us in one week to make your follow-up appointment.”
He left the clinic. Meg and Best were waiting for him on the street.
*
THEY WENT TO A FRANCHISE café near the train station. Colm was feeling so good, he didn’t mind giving Best a hearing, if only because Meg wanted him to.
Cheesy chain-store graphics frolicked over the walls. Refugees crowded the café, eking out their life-support dollars with cheap carbohydrates. Best ordered coffee all round and a plate of biscuits that tasted like plywood.
“Sorry I was so short back there,” Colm said. “You caught me by surprise. Was there something you wanted to talk about?”
Best hesitated, as if wrongfooted by the apology. “It doesn’t matter now, I guess.” He shrugged. “You’re not the only Crasibo Lovelace pilot who’s been having issues with this supposedly buggy implant.”
“I know. I’m going to get in touch with the others and tell them to request the same upgrade I got.”
“It’s already too late for some of them. Did you ever meet a guy called Lagoudakis?”
“Maybe.”
“Don’t you remember,” Meg exclaimed. “We had dinner at his place on our last leave. He made pizza. He was a great guy.”
Colm remembered Lagoudakis fine, and he also noticed that Meg was talking about him in the past tense.
“He quit a few weeks back,” Best said. “A couple of days after that, he went for a walk on the beach. His EVA suit had a faulty oxygen supply. Fortunately, we recovered the body ... before anyone else did.”
A walk on the beach? Lagoudakis had been very fond of pizza and beer, and had the corpulent frame to prove it. Colm would bet he hadn’t gone for a walk in years. It took him aback to think of loud, cheerful Lagoudakis dead.
“So we were able to retrieve his implant for analysis,” Best said. “You can’t get much from a single sample, but we did establish that the implant has an always-on remote functionality. User can’t switch it off. Wherever you are in the galaxy, it’s broadcasting your location, putting out a request for feedback.”
Colm shook his head. “I had that fixed. I’ve got it switched off now.”
“Are you sure?”
On.
Ouch.
Off.
Ahhh.
“Yeah, I’m sure.” 
“Well, that’s great,” Best said. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, then. I hope next time you’re out in the Kuiper Belt, you don’t meet the Ghosts around a blind corner.” He pushed back his chair, leaving his coffee undrunk. “Personally, I wouldn’t stake my life on it. Or the lives of my crew.”
Colm flinched at the indirect reference to Zhanna’s death. Had Meg told the bloody man everything?
“I’ve got the coffees,” Best said, standing up.
Colm reached across the table and grabbed Best’s wrist. “Hang on a minute. Sit down.”
Best tried to jerk away. Colm was stronger. One point to the Navy. They glared at each other. Meg cut into the tense silence. “Guys. Guys. Can you stop being dicks? Colm, Axel’s discovered something important. Axel, tell him.”
Colm let go of Best’s wrist. Best stumbled back. ”He doesn’t want to hear it,” he said to Meg. “He’s too fond of Uzzizellan cash.”
Colm did not rise to the bait. He glanced down at his t-shirt and stretched it out like a signboard, drawing Best’s attention to the slogan. If you lived on Majriti IV, you’d be dead now. Your men and mine, Axel. Dead now. Remember? Yes, you do, don’t you?
When he was sure Best wasn’t going to walk away, Colm said, “I think we can agree on one thing. This situation is fucked up. We’re a starfaring civilization, getting our asses kicked by an enemy that fights with 19th-century weapons. Are we going to be the generation that lost Earth to the Ghosts? I don’t want that on my gravestone. So if there’s something I need to know, don’t keep it to yourself.”
Best sat down again. “All right,” he said. “This goes no further, are we clear on that?”
“If that’s how you want it.”
“The Ghosts invaded four Kuiper Belt Objects where Crasibo Lovelace construction crews were deployed. They are still occupying three of those KBOs. The fourth was Mezamiria. The official explanation is that the Ghosts zeroed in on your power sources. But if that’s the case, why didn’t they attack any of the crews working for Best Industries, or anyone else? There are literally dozens of contractors dicking around out there at any given time, not to mention the Marines garrisoning the completed bases.”
Best moved the biscuits on the plate around, stacked them in a teetering pile.
“We believe they zeroed in on you.”
Colm began to scoff at the absurd notion. Then he remembered (as if he ever forgot) the Ghost in the forage cap. The same damn Ghost that had appeared at the TDP plant at Drumlin Farm. The same one, forty light years away.
He remembered the recognition in the Ghost’s lively brown eyes. The smile. The ironic salute.
He stared at the tower of inedible biscuits. Take separate objects, stack them together. Now they touch.
The door of the café burst open and crashed against the wall. Cops charged in, knocking over tables. “Gna Police Department,” they yelled through voice-distorting mics. “Colm Mackenzie, you are under arrest. ”



	
		



CHAPTER 26

COLM DIVED TO THE floor, taking Best with him. Seconds later, plasma glimmered through the air. A light fixture on the far side of the café shorted out. Then all the rest of the lights went out, leaving the café lit only by the sandwich case and the graphics on the walls.
The cops had electrotasers. A standard crowd control weapon. Non-lethal? Sure. Painful? Like getting an electric shock, so yeah, probably. Colm had never experienced it for himself, and he didn’t want to.
The refugees stampeded for the doors. The cops pumped electrotaser pulses into the crowd. People screamed and crashed into each other, amplifying the chaos. Colm lay entangled with Best on the floor, winded by his awkward fall, spilled coffee soaking into his t-shirt.
Meg dragged them to their feet. “Get moving!”
“Colm Mackenzie,” the cops trumpeted, spreading out in a vain attempt to corral the fleeing horde. The café had three exits as well as the kitchen. In the near-dark, Colm, Meg, and Best escaped unseen amidst the refugees.
The street outside dead-ended at the train station. Colm sprinted that way, keeping a grip on Best’s coverall.
A train arrived as they reached the platform. Colm forced his way on with Best in tow. Meg boarded at the other end of the capsule. Just as well she wasn’t close enough to overhear.
“Think you’re a clever yin?” he said into Best’s face. The weight of the crowd crushed them so close together he could smell Best’s sour coffee breath.
“No idea what you’re talking about,” Best grunted, turning his shoulder into Colm in an attempt to get out of their pseudo-clinch.
“You called the cops on me, didn’t you?”
“The hell? They almost tased me.”
Colm had seen Best blinking rhythmically, his lips twitching. “You’re talking to them right now, aren’t you?” He was probably placing an emergency call via his implant. High-end consumer ware came with a gaze interface, so he wouldn’t need to speak a word out loud. “Tell them you lost me, you’re on the train by yourself. I don’t care what you tell them. Just put them off. Do it.” His Void Eagle was in the thigh pocket of his leathers, but they were crushed in so tightly that he couldn’t reach it without attracting attention. He had his computer in his hand. He shoved the hard corner of the casing into Best’s side. It might feel like a gun.
Best flinched. “You maniac. I wasn’t calling the cops. I was calling my people. Telling them to find out what’s going on.” He twisted his head and shot a fake reassuring smile in Meg’s direction.
Meg frowned. If her eyes were daggers, both men would have been bleeding out.
“The truth,” Colm said, keeping his expression mild while he ground the computer casing into Best’s ribs.
“I am telling the truth! Why would I want you arrested? How would we analyze your implant if you’re in jail?”
Colm paused. “You’re serious about that?”
“I sure am. I disabled my own implant. I’m not even sure we can trust our own ware at this point.”
“So you weren’t really making a call?”
“I kept the comms functionality. Jesus, you’re a suspicious bastard!”
“I sit down for a chat with you, and ten minutes later the cops are trying to tase me. Yeah, I’m suspicious.”
“On my goddamn word of honor, I did not call them.”
Colm believed that honor still meant something to Best, the former Marine captain. He was telling the truth. “Then what the hell was that all about?”
Best shrugged. “Something to do with drugs?”
Colm turned his head away, stricken with shame. The suggestion made no sense—the cops didn’t come down on you like a ton of bricks for purchasing restricted drugs, not on Gna—but it goaded his sense of guilt over letting himself sink that low. He had been about to put all that behind him, get back to normal. Now the Gna Police Department was on his tail, for reasons unknown. It was only a matter of time before they tracked him down. No way to evade surveillance without taking a walk outside, and most likely meeting the same fate as poor Lagoudakis.
Best’s eyes opened wide. “Oh. Wow.”
“What?”
“My people just got back to me. Interesting information.”
“You’re getting that on your implant?”
“You get what you pay for. We’ve paid for streaming access to GPD comms.”
“So what’s it about?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“There’s no warrant for your arrest. Those weren’t cops.”
The minute Best said it, Colm knew it was the truth. Firing electrotasers into a crowd of innocent refugees? Yeah, no. The GPD were undermanned and overstretched. They weren’t thugs. “Who were they, then?”
“Could be anyone. We’re not the only major with a corporate security division. I don’t know.” Best’s floppy haircut fell into his eyes, giving him a wild appearance. He’d started the day looking like a billionaire disguised in a refugee’s coverall. Now he looked like the real thing. “Believe me now?”
Colm didn’t know what to believe. Someone was after him, but who, and why?
In a way, he wished it was the police. Then at least he’d know what he was up against.
But there was a silver lining. Regardless of who had hired the fake cops, they wouldn’t have the same surveillance resources as the GPD. He had a fighting chance to ... to what?
Gotta talk to Gil.
But wait. What if Gil himself had hired the fake cops?
The train jolted to a stop. People got off, people got on, and Meg fought her way over to them. Best looked down and saw that Colm had been threatening him with a computer. He scowled.
Meg arched her eyebrows. “Interesting discussion, guys? You look kind of ... tense.”
The damn woman noticed everything. Colm pretended he hadn’t heard her. “I need to make a call.”
He lifted his computer and dialed. Summoned up his professional voice. “Ambassador Nulth, please.”
“I’m sorry, the ambassador is not available.”
“How are you today, Emily? Can you tell him it’s Colm Mackenzie on the line?”
“Hold, please.” The screen went to a revolving image of the Uzzizel system. Fifteen seconds later, Emily came back. “Sorry, Mr. Mackenzie, he’s not available.”
“When will he be available?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
Colm smiled weakly into the screen. “Thanks.” He cut the connection. Not so much as a face-saving offer to call him back. He leaned against the door of the capsule, remembering their intense stoned conversation last night. Gil had paid for his operation this morning, dammit. Could he really have arranged for Colm’s arrest, after that?
“C’mon, Collie Mack,” Meg said uneasily. “What’s going on?”
“If I knew, I’d tell you,” Colm said.
“Axel’s right, isn’t he? That shit in your head is dangerous.” She glanced around the capsule, on full alert.
The train stopped again. Loftar 28.
“We’re getting off here,” Colm said abruptly.
Best tried to stay on the train. He reached for Meg, as if to keep her with him. Colm drew his Void Eagle from his thigh pocket, keeping it hidden beneath the top half of his leathers, which flopped down from his waist. He jammed it into the small of Best’s back. “Move.”
Best moved. Meg’s eyes widened. She reached for Colm’s gun hand. It seemed that she was more interested in protecting Best than in helping Colm to keep this situation under control. He turned his body, blocking her from reaching the gun.
Meg hissed, “On public transport? Are you trying to give the cops a real reason to arrest you?”
“Those weren’t cops.”
They got off. No one else noticed a thing. The future of humanity hung in the balance. What was a bit of pushing and shoving on the train?
Loftar 28 was one of the older residential domes, boasting some green spaces in between curio-cabinet housing structures.
Five minutes later they were ringing Suleiman Tan’s doorbell.
*
AS USUAL, THE TANS’ apartment looked like a hurricane had hit it. Disembowelled appliances littered the living-room floor, and the main ventilation unit had its cover off.
As Colm sidled into the noisy, happy chaos, his FUBAR-o-meter slid back to amber. He already regretted pulling his gun on Best on the train. He glanced at Meg to gauge whether she was still pissed. It would be understandable. But he couldn’t see her face, as she was hugging Tan’s wife, Bella. A tall, willowy Martian, Bella was much tougher than she looked, and was Meg’s only female friend that Colm knew of.
Tan held up a soldering gun. “Every single time,” he said. “I turn my back and everything breaks. Then I have to spend my whole leave fixing it.”
“He enjoys it,” Bella, said. “There was nothing wrong with that ventilation unit before he took it to pieces.”
They’d opened the octagonal curio-cabinet windows to compensate for the lack of internal air circulation. Despite that, the apartment was stuffy and hot, being high up near the roof of the loftar. Bella cleared off the sofa, muted the news channel playing on the wall screen, and served her unexpected guests iced coffee. Colm could still taste the vile coffee they’d had at the café. It already felt like weeks ago. Tan’s daughters pestered him for magic tricks. He did some sleight of hand for them: a coin vanish, the rubber pencil, a levitation effect. A sparrow perched on the sill of the open window. The little girls begged their mother for something to feed it.
“We don’t have birds on Mars,” Bella said. “The quality of life is so much better here. OK, kids, you can each take one cracker. Break off small pieces, he’s a small bird ...”
They talked real estate: Mars, Gna, the new orbitals under construction in the asteroid belt, and the Hail Mary ships leaving for the Betelgeuse system. Over the conversation hovered the unspoken threat of the Ghosts. Where’s the safest place? Where can we hide? Slumped in the corner of the familiar, ratty sofa, Colm tried to talk himself into leaving. He had come here without thinking, seeking safety and comfort. But he might be putting Tan’s family in danger.
He couldn’t stay here. But where could he go? He had an apartment at the cheap end of Vilnius Bay. He had to assume the fake cops knew about that—the information would be easy to obtain. They were probably waiting for him there now.
Tan got up. “Come have a look at this rice cooker. I think it just needs a new ASIC.” He scooped up the dismantled appliance and dumped it on a table near the window. “What is Axel Best doing in my apartment?” he whispered.
Colm grimaced. “It’s a long story.” He leant on the windowsill. Tan leant beside him so the noise from outside would mask their voices. “I have to get off Gna, Sully. I’m in trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“Wish I knew.” Outside, sparrows darted between the struts that upheld the roof. “Can I smoke in here?”
“Sorry. Bella would go apeshit.”
Meg exclaimed, “Oh, wow. Colm, Sully, quick, look at this.”
On the wall screen, a spaceship blasted off from Gna Spaceport. So what? Happened a hundred times a day ... The picture switched to a reporter standing in a VIP departure lounge. Meg cranked the volume up. “Ambassador Nulth has left Gna, claiming urgent business on Juradis. He did not say when he plans to return.” The reporter’s smirk conveyed dubiety.
Best looked around at Colm. “So that’s why he didn’t take your call. He was busy packing his bags.”
“Looks that way,” Colm said flatly.
He’d been hanging onto crumbs of doubt, preferring uncertainty to the truth. But Gil’s precipitous departure from Gna proved it. The queazel had fled because his betrayal was about to be exposed. The Crasibo Lovelace esthesia implant was a time-bomb.
The Ghosts zeroed in on YOU.
Colm stared blindly at the screen. He’d told Gil about Sprite, for fuck’s sake. And the queazel had patted his shoulder with little clawed fingers when he wept for Zhanna ...
And all the time, Gil must have known that the queazel technology in Colm’s head had killed her.
“All right, what exactly is going on here?” Tan said.
Colm rubbed the side of his head, wishing he could claw the implant out with his bare hands. “Zhanna and Fitch are dead. Because of me.” Tan and Bella both started talking: it’s not your fault, don’t blame yourself ... “Because of this crapware in my brain. Fuck it, fuck it.”
“Colm!” Bella exclaimed, covering her elder daughter’s ears.
“When I catch up with that mangy wee wankstain, I’m going to turn him into a carpet.”
Meg said, “How are you going to catch up with him? He’s gone to Juradis.”
Colm suddenly knew what to do. He smiled at Best. Not really a smile. “That’s where you come in, Axel. Call your people.”
“Oh?” Best said. “So you’ve changed your mind about shooting me?”
Everyone burst out talking at once. Bella grabbed her daughters and dragged them into the kitchen. Colm’s face burned. “I won’t shoot you if you do exactly as I say. Got it? Call your people at the spaceport. And tell them ...”



	
		



CHAPTER 27

TELL THEM YOU NEED a long-range FTL-capable ship.
That’s all Colm had said.
He’d been expecting something industrial. A cargo hauler. One of those tubs that used to ply the Star Road, which were now being refitted as Hail Mary ships. Best Industries had plenty of those; they wouldn’t miss one.
He hadn’t expected a Corvette, the Porsche of private spaceships, based on a military fighter design which the Fleet had cancelled nine zeroes into the hole. The Corvette lacked the fighter’s planned anti-radar suite, the stealth shielding, and of course the weapons platforms. It looked, however, like a futuristic space fighter, and that was the point for the rich guys who owned them. Who apparently included Axel Best.
Colm looked up from the specs Best had sent to his computer. He spoke over the noise of the spaceport’s public departure lounge. “It’s doable.”
“I know,” Best said. “I planned to take a trip out that way someday myself.”
Colm would’ve felt more comfortable with a bigger ship, which could carry more reaction mass and life-support essentials. But how much ship did one guy really need? And on the plus side, the Corvette was fast. It had near-military drive specs and a best-in-class thrust to mass ratio. Also, it looked cool.
Better yet, Best’s Shady Lady was sitting on the tarmac with full reaction mass tanks and an impressive stock of provisions. It was as if Best had expected to have to run at any minute. Well, knowing what he did about the queazels’ treachery, maybe he had expected it.
Colm re-crunched the numbers, just to be sure. The oxygen, nitrogen, H2O, and comestibles in stores would sustain one adult for five years. It would only take the Corvette 18 months to reach Juradis, with that drive.
“Request a launch slot,” he told Best.
He felt lightheaded. Couldn’t believe he was doing this. But what choice did he have? Couldn’t remove the implant. Couldn’t stay here. He had to catch up with Gil and squeeze the truth out of him.
Best called Traffic Control, speaking out loud this time. Colm listened in, to make sure he wasn’t trying anything sneaky, while keeping an eye out for the fake cops. He was hoping there was safety in numbers. You could stand a spoon up in this crowd. Marines heading home on rotation. Civilians waiting to board Hail Mary ships. What kind of welcome would they find when they reached the Betelgeuse system? Would the sentrienza take them in? Or turn them around and send them straight back? Or something worse?
Colm was soon going to find out.
“Transfer the Shady Lady’s authorization to me,” he told Best.
“Done,” Best said grudgingly.
Notifications cascaded into the HUD area of Colm’s infocals. Despite everything, he felt a rush of excitement. He walked away to record his voiceprint and a password phrase. When he returned, Meg had come back from the vending machines. She was eating a candy bar. She threw another one at Colm, quite hard. Colm raised his hands defensively. The candy bar fell to the grotty floor. “You need to eat,” Meg snapped.
Yup, she was still pissed. Colm hated that they were going to part like this. Knowing he might never see her again, he noticed details of her appearance which he was usually blind to. That coverall suited her, ambiguously recalling the Navy uniform in which she’d always seemed most comfortable. Her nails were bitten down to the quick. A silvery necklace glinted in the hollow of her throat. Huh? Meg never wore jewellery, did she? That tosser had probably given it to her ...
‘That tosser’ finished his call and picked up the candy bar which lay forgotten on the floor, as Colm and Meg stared daggers at each other.
“Oh, don’t eat that,” Meg said, noticing Best. “The vending machines are right over there.”
Best looked from one of them to the other. “OK.” He mooched off, shoulders bowed. Colm turned his head to watch him go. He couldn’t let him out of his sight. What if Best scarpered before Colm actually got his hands on the Corvette’s controls?
Meg said in a funny, choked voice, “Colm, I need to tell you something.”
“OK ...” He was about to lose sight of Best in the crowd.
“This is what I mean. You’re not even looking at me. You’re not listening. I’m trying to help, but it’s like you don’t completely trust me. Seriously, why not? I’m always here for you, aren’t I? It’s not like I expect gratitude, but ...”
Colm didn’t trust anyone 100%. He was like his father in that. Well, he’d trusted Zhanna. And she had died because of him. Had Meg forgotten about her already? Anger threaded through his mind. Nevertheless, he accepted that he had been acting like a dick. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m an ungrateful bastard. But even if I don’t say thank you, I mean it, all right? In here—” He thumped his chest. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Best disappear in the crowd. “Ah, Jesus. Meg, I’m sorry. I’ll be right back.”
He plunged after Best. For a terrifying instant he thought he’d lost him. Then he saw Best coming back, side by side with Suleiman Tan.
“Hey,” Tan said, lifting a hand. He wore his leathers, and carried his rucksack over one shoulder. “So Axel’s been telling me about this ship he’s loaning you. What gives? You weren’t even going to say goodbye?”
Colm stared at him. “I hope you don’t think you’re coming.”
“I don’t think it, I know it.”
“You’ve got a wife and family!”
“Exactly,” Tan said. “And no one knows if the Ghosts are going to turn up here next week or next month. Gna isn’t safe anymore, is it?”
Colm bit his knuckles. It was true: no fewer than 150 Crasibo Lovelace pilots had implants identical to his.
Axel said, “So Bella and the kids will be boarding a Hail Mary ship bound for Juradis next week.” He spoke as if it was no big deal. As if those tickets didn’t cost close to seven figures each. “Those girls are the cutest little things. They deserve a chance at a better life.”
“Bella and I agreed this is the right decision for us,” Tan said. The glint in his eyes dared Colm to judge him for taking Best’s money. Colm sighed. He wouldn’t have taken it. But he didn’t have children.
He tried once more. “I’ve got to do this, Sully. You don’t.”
“Yes, I do,” Tan said. “Hey, Meg. You came to see him off?”
Whatever else Meg had been going to say, Tan’s arrival changed her mind. They all set off in the direction of the ground cars.
Gna spaceport was one of the biggest in the Human Republic, with launch zones scattered across 200 square kilometers. Private spaceships were parked way out, tens of klicks around the shore of the Regnarosa Sea. The four of them transferred to a ground car—basically a self-driving taxi. Automated, it took the long way around the orbital transfer shuttle launch zones. Colm spent the time ending his relationship with the Crasibo Lovelace crewship. He’d known that ship intimately for two years, shared its pain and cared for its hurts. He couldn’t blame it for the crimes of its owners. Saying goodbye felt like leaving a beloved pet at the shelter. Steeling himself, he deleted its specs from his implant and overwrote them with the Corvette’s details.
The ground car rolled around the head of Vilnius Bay, out onto a rocky headland dotted with small spaceships.
Connect, he commanded.
His consciousness doubled in the usual way. He saw the Shady Lady on the ground car’s screen, its needle nose poking out from the row of small ships, and he saw, from the Lady’s point of view, the ground car coming. And the black sea, reflecting the lights of Regnar. And the towers of the Uzzizellan embassy. And—
—a speedboat, zooming across the bay, its spotlight spearing ahead of it.
The ground car stopped. They were still half a klick away from the Shady Lady.
Smythe thumped on the screen, which was pointless. The ground car had no user-operated controls.
“Axel,” Colm said calmly. “You’ve not gone and called your security guys, have you?”
“There’s probably something launching ahead of here,” Best said. “Car won’t move until it’s out of the way. Give it a few minutes.”
A few minutes, while that speedboat was tearing across the bay, heading straight for them.
Colm should have known better than to think Best would simply give him his ship.
While he hesitated, Meg acted. “Put on your leathers,” she snapped, digging in her rucksack. She turned her back, stripped to her underwear, and climbed into her Kuiper Belt-rated EVA suit. She’d come prepared for anything, of course. That was Meg.
Tan put on his helmet. Colm tossed away his joke t-shirt and zipped up his own leathers. Meg focused on Best. “You don’t have a suit?”
“Nope,” Best said, staring at her.
She tapped the shuttle’s emergency compartment with the side of her hand. Oxygen masks tumbled out. “Put one of those on.”
“This is fucked up,” Best said.
“Do it,” Colm said, understanding what Meg had in mind. He’d seldom felt quite this bad about himself. But Meg looked cheerful behind her faceplate. When Best had the oxygen mask on, she took Colm’s gun and shot out the electronic lock of the door.
The ground car’s atmosphere boiled out in a white cloud. The air pressure on Gna was better than half of Earth’s at sea level, but of course it wasn’t air out there. They spilled out into a balmy 15° haze of hydrogen sulfide gas and water vapor rising off the surface of the lake.
Inside the transparent hood of the oxygen mask, Best looked terrified, as well he might. He was out on the surface of Gna with nothing but a plastic bag between him and the fate of Lagoudakis. He started frantically scratching his arms through his coverall. Hydrogen sulfide, better known as stink damp, caused severe itching and burning at these concentrations. However, it absorbed poorly through the skin. You could stand out here naked without dying, as long as you had oxygen.
For a while.
“Run,” Meg snapped at them.
If there had been another ship launching, their lives would have ended then and there. But there wasn’t. They pounded out along the headland. As they neared the Shady Lady, an earsplitting voice bellowed in Colm’s helmet, “Freeze! Hands up or I shoot!”
Colm looked back. Best was stumbling, Meg dragging him. Colm doubled back. Meg shoved Best into his arms and made a dash for the Shady lady.
“This is your last warning!”
Tan and Meg reached the Shady Lady at the same time. Colm mentally reached into the ship’s controls and lowered the stairs for them.
“Stop right there, assholes!”
The speedboat fishtailed to a halt, kicking waves up the rocky shore. People in chimp suits—the unflattering nickname for the civilian version of a battlesuit—piled out of the cabin and leapt ashore. Chimp suits might not be up to Marine specs, but they made you faster and stronger, just like the real thing. These thugs had rifles, too.
They advanced in a clump, pointing their rifles at Colm and Best. They might’ve looked professional to the average person, but not to a vet. Idiots, bunching up like that. Their firing stances needed work, too. Yet Colm had only his Void Eagle, and he needed both hands to hold Best upright. He was done for—
Shrapnel gouted from the lead thug’s chest. So much for the protective rating of chimp suits.
Another report bleated out, high-pitched in the thin, toxic atmosphere.
Another thug went down.
Blood pumped from their ruined torsos.
Disbelieving, Colm glanced around wildly for the shooter.
Meg knelt at the top of the Shady Lady’s steps. Her AK’s bipod rested on the guardrail. The madwoman had been wandering around Regnar with a fucking assault rifle in her rucksack. She squeezed the trigger again. The third thug went down.
“Meg, no,” Colm cried breathlessly.
The last thug hauled ass back to the speedboat.
Meg put a burst in the boat’s engine compartment. Smoke issued forth. The boat began to list.
Colm hauled Best up the steps. “Nice shooting,” he said bitterly to Meg.
“One shot, one kill, baby. Want me to nail the last guy?”
“No.”
“OK. I’ll just neutralize his comms.” She drilled the speedboat’s cabin full of rounds.
Colm thought the airlock open, tossed Best in, grabbed Meg— “Hey, I wasn’t done—”
“Yes, you were.”
He threw her into the airlock, fell in on top of her, pulled the steps up.
Tan dragged them out of the other end of the chamber. “I heard shooting.”
“Yup,” Colm said. He was too sickened to explain. Meg had just committed murder. No matter how bad their situation had been before, she’d made it ten times worse. He watched her taking her helmet off. She didn’t look upset at all.
Best crawled out of the airlock, tearing off his oxygen mask. Profanities streamed from his mouth.
“Shit,” Tan said. “What are we going to do with him?”
“Give him a proper EVA suit and chuck him off.”
“No,” Best shouted. “You can’t do that.”
Paying no attention to him, Colm hurried forward, followed by Meg. The cockpit was absurdly high-tech, a Fabergé egg lying on its side, encrusted with instruments. Colm would have been lost without his implant. He exhaled heat from his reactor, initializing the plasma drive, and moved towards the pilot’s couch.
“Colm!”
From the cabin came the crashing and grunting of a brawl. Colm spun around as Tan bounded into the cockpit. “Look at the external feed.”
Best plunged in, bleeding from a cut lip. Meg came behind him with an EVA suit in her hands. There was scarcely room for them all in the cockpit. The smell of rotten eggs clung to Best, a reminder of the poisonous atmosphere outside. He panted, “They’re our guys.”
“I knew it,” Colm said, as he confirmed it through the ship’s eyes. Three thugs lay dead on the tarmac. When Colm zoomed all the way in, he saw the Best Security logos on the helmets of their chimp suits. “Bit sloppy, Axel; you should have told them to cover up the logos.”
“They planned for us all to be dead.” Best’s eyes were wild. “Including me.”
“And I’m the Grand Mufti of Mars,” Tan said. “Put the fucking suit on. We’ll give you time to get clear.”
Best fended him off, knocking him against Colm’s couch. “If you put me off the ship, you’ll be committing murder. I did not call them!”
Through the ship’s eyes, Colm saw more boats crossing the bay. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He had to launch before they got here. Even if he forcibly stuffed Axel into a suit and manhandled him off the ship, there wouldn’t be time for him to get clear of the blast zone.
“Fine,” he yelled. “Just go and strap in!” He ducted plasma to the auxiliaries for a vertical takeoff.
Axel blotted his bloody lip with the back of his hand. “They came for me,” he said. “Because I was getting too close to the truth.”



	
		



CHAPTER 28

HER THOUGHTS IN A whirl, Meg pushed Axel into a gel-cushioned acceleration couch and plopped down in the couch beside him. She snapped her harness on. The cabin had a blond wood floor, a cathedral ceiling, glass furniture—all of it fake, of course, made of the usual ultra-lightweight materials. Still, the high-end interior would make the next 18 months more tolerable.
She’d planned all along to accompany Colm, of course. She wasn’t letting him exile himself to Juradis alone.
But if Axel was coming, too ...? Everything had suddenly got more complicated.
“You seriously think those thugs were here for you?” said Tan, on Axel’s other side.
“It’s my ship.” Axel’s voice sounded faded, like an expensive garment that had been put through the wrong wash cycle. He no longer looked suave at all. Lesions dotted his hands and arms. Clear fluid wept from them, staining the silk cover of his couch. His bloody lip was starting to crust over. She had done that, trying to force him to put the damn EVA suit on. The detachment that had carried her through the firefight started to fade, letting dark emotions in.
“You honestly didn’t call them?” she questioned.
“How many times do I have to say it? No. The fake cops in Loftar 46? My guess is those were our guys, too.”
“But you said—”
“It’s a big fucking corporation. Left hand, right hand. I guess I just became the hand that offended, and had to be cut off.” Axel’s weak smile didn’t reach his eyes.
It’s his father’s corporation, she remembered. How must that feel?
“Damn, dude,” Tan said, shaking his head. “Good thing you had a getaway ship ready to go.”
The Shady Lady reared to the vertical, cutting short the conversation. They blasted off. Meg watched the spaceport shrink on her personal screen. Vehicles were converging on their parking space by land and sea. The launch blast forced them all to halt. She wondered if the sole surviving thug had managed to get the speedboat away in time to avoid being vaporized.
Gravity vanished. Freefall buoyed her against her straps. She waited for Colm to switch the AG on. With near-military specs, the Shady Lady had to have decent artificial gravity, despite its small size.
*
IN THE COCKPIT, COLM watched the limb of Gna come into view. Just a dark curve against the darkness of space. The cluster of lights around the Regnarosa Sea looked so tiny.
One of Gna’s great advantages was that you could go FTL almost immediately. Because the rogue planet was not near anything large, its zero-gravity point was close by. The zero-gravity point was not a specific location in space; it was more of a box to be ticked. Are you outside the gravity well of any large celestial body, such as a star or a gas giant? Yes? Then you’re good to go FTL without breaking your delta-V budget.
The muffled whine of the drive continued, pushing the Shady Lady further away from Gna. “I estimate fifteen minutes to zero-gravity field entry,” Colm told the others over the radio, and then his senses lit up. Targeting lasers skidded over his body, fastened on his sides, uncomfortably hot.
“This is the Days of Glory,” a crisp voice said. “Shady Lady, you are instructed to stabilize your orbit and await interception.”
Colm knew the Days of Glory. A Fleet frigate, it had returned to Gna after the fall of the Gliese system. It was currently assigned to orbital sentry duty. But because there was no role for orbital sentries in the war against the Ghosts, it functioned as an extension of the Gna Police Department.
“Shady Lady, do you read me?”
The guy on the radio was no fake cop. He was the real thing. With high-powered railguns.
Colm licked his lips. “This is the Shady Lady. I read you, Days of Glory. Please hold.” He switched to the internal channel. “Axel?”
“Yeah?”
“Am I right in thinking this ship is completely unarmed?”
“Well,” Axel said. “Technically, yeah.”
“Technically?”
“Check out the FTL drone launcher.”
Colm had noted the drone launch system, but skimmed over its specs. Now he dived into the operating parameters, while the Days of Glory comms officer grew irate.
“Shady Lady, you left three dead bodies on the launch pad. Wanna explain that?”
A standard drone launch system was a mini linear accelerator, for tossing drones into the zero-gravity field. This one was ... not so mini. Best must have paid for an illegal custom install.
“Have you identified the bodies?” Colm said, stalling for time.
“You barbecued them, asshole. Trying to destroy the evidence?”
That evidence might have saved them. Too late now. Colm rummaged in the drone magazine. Surprise, surprise. A couple of genuine drones ... and five heat-seeking explosive rounds. “Axel, I apologize sincerely.”
Best’s pained chuckle came over the internal comms. “For what? Wrecking my life? I’ll take full credit for that myself.”
“Nope. For forgetting you used to be in the Marines.” Colm dumped all the explosive rounds into the specially extended launch cradle.
“Thinking about shooting at somebody?” Best said.
“Shady Lady, we’re done dicking around here,” the Days of Glory said. “Quit burning and stabilize your orbit immediately, or we will disable your drive.”
Colm realized he was thinking about shooting at a Fleet warship. He froze up. He couldn’t do that. It was out of the question.
“Because if you are,” Best said, “you might want to also check out the anti-radar chaff system.”
“I don’t have to tell you,” the Days of Glory went on, “given the size of your ship, it’ll be extremely tricky to put a maser pulse through your drive cleanly. It might hit something else.” The targeting laser crawled over the Lady’s fuselage. “Such as your reactor.”
Colm could now see the Days of Glory with the ship’s composite eyes. The much larger, arrow-head shaped ship was orbiting Gna at a lower altitude, rapidly climbing to intersect the Shady Lady’s spiraling path away from the planet. It was going to reach him before he reached the zero-gravity point. And its kinetic rounds, of course, would travel even faster.
“Ask yourself,” the Days of Glory drawled, “whatever you’re running for, is it worth dying for?”
“Yeah,” Colm said. “It is. But I won’t be the one dying.”
He triggered the anti-radar chaff system.
Millions of pieces of reflective foil spurted from receptacles along the Lady’s streamlined fuselage. They would turn the Days of Glory’s radar image of the Lady into a cloud, impossible to target with pinpoint accuracy. The hot spots of targeting lasers vanished off his hull.
“Think you’re clever, asshole?” the Days of Glory snarled.
“No,” Colm said. “My mate Axel is the clever one. He knew before I did that the Fleet was going to do fuck-all to save humanity. It’s not your fault. You’re the wrong tool for the job. Go back and investigate those barbecued corpses. They had Best Industries logos on their chimp suits.”
“You’re dead in three, two ...”
Heart breaking, eyes blurring, Colm fired all five of the explosive rounds at the Days of Glory. He hoped the frigate’s point defenses would intercept them before they found their target. He couldn’t count on it. He didn’t wait to find out. He cut the throttle and re-routed the reactor’s entire electrical output to the zero-gravity field generator.
The lights momentarily dimmed, then came back on at full strength.
Colm’s vision filled with blinding snow. A roar of white noise deafened him.
The Shady Lady was now in the zero-gravity field, travelling at a significant multiple of light speed.
Hastily, he cut all exterior sensor feedback. Thank Christ his implant’s mute function worked now. He’d not have survived this otherwise.
It was even odds whether he’d survive it, regardless.
He returned slowly to his own body. Sweat had pooled inside his leathers. He jerked the seals down to his waist and rose from his couch, floating.
Meg met him at the door of the cockpit. “Hey, Collie Mack. When are we going to get some AG in here?”
“Think I’d better keep it off for a while. Save power.”
“Are you OK?”
He edged past her. “Sorry I bit your head off for being trigger-happy.”
“Huh?”
“Pot, kettle.”
The other two were floating in the cabin. Best said, “Did you hit anything?”
“I fired on a ship of the line. Dunno if I hit it.”
Tan went pale. “Guess we’re not going back to Gna.”
Meg, behind Colm, said, “We couldn’t have gone back, anyway. Not after I shot those guys.”
Colm glanced back at her. Her hair had come loose from its ponytail and floated around her head in a black halo. It was irrational, but he momentarily hated her for her unwavering supportiveness.
Axel rolled his shoulders. “So. Juradis,” he muttered.
Colm looked around at the other two, knowing he might have just killed them. As if it wasn’t enough that Zhanna and Fitch were dead because of him. “Bad news: we still have a problem.”
“You don’t say,” Tan muttered.
“The life-support supplies on board are sufficient for one adult, for five years. But we’re not talking about one adult anymore. We’re talking about four.”
“Uh oh,” Meg said.
Best said dully, “We’ll be fine. The Lady can do the journey in sixteen months.” He had said 18 months before.
“On fifteen months of supplies?” Meg said.
Colm reached down deep for his heartiest first lieutenant’s voice. “It’s still doable. We conserve power. Reduce rations to 1700, 1800 calories a day. If worse comes to worst, we eat algae. ” He believed what he was saying. Sort of.



	
		



CHAPTER 29

“SO,” COLM SAID, SIXTEEN months later, “we’re going to make a pit stop.”
Meg and Tan greeted this with silence, chewing their lunch. 200 grams of algae each, reconstituted into a dripping, greyish-pink mass. This stuff was un-ruinable, terminally unpalatable: the ship’s biscuit of the space age. The Shady Lady had been provisioned with 50 freezedried kilograms of it, for emergency situations like the one they were in now. It grew in processed wastewater—a.k.a. sewage—and provided a spectrum of nutrients along with calories. Two cheers for Fleet nutritionists. In the Navy, they had called this stuff Pink Shit, for what it tasted like as well as where it came from.
Colm shovelled another spoonful into his mouth. “Opinions? Feedback? Jokes? Insults? Ruthless criticism of my abilities and character?”
Tan shrugged. “Sounds like a plan.”
Meg said, “We’re not going to make it otherwise. So, OK. Pit stop it is.”
Her tone held no trace of blame. But Colm knew their plight was all his fault. He glumly reviewed his mistakes as he chewed his algae. They were sitting at the table in the main cabin, its glass surface etched with a chess board and a Snakes & Ladders board—each scratch the work of several days, like graffiti carved by hand in the wall of a prison cell. The air was hot and stale. A single working LED at the apex of the ceiling dulled the unappetizing color of the Pink Shit.
The big 3D screen at the front of the cabin displayed empty space, 600 lightyears from Earth.
On one side of the screen glowed the red-tinted fireball of Betelgeuse, still 60 AUs away, but far brighter than Sol at the same distance.
Juradis?
Nowhere to be seen.
The problem was that Colm had given in on the artificial gravity, when he should have known better. And the showers.
The problem was that his delta-V calculations had left zero margin for error in the first place.
The problem was that Betelgeuse was a red giant. Its surviving planetoids orbited up to 60 AUs out, and Colm was fucked if he knew why sentient beings chose to live here ... but even that wasn’t the real problem.
A wall of gas and dust—a shock front from Betelgeuse’s initial expansion—lay between the red giant and Earth. There was nothing like that in Sol’s neighborhood. A milligram of dust per cubic centimeter, all of it moving in the same direction ... away from Betelgeuse.
When Colm calculated their flight plan, he’d used the default value of one nanogram of dust per cubic centimeter, which was what you got in Sol’s neighborhood. The zero-gravity field converted mass into energy: 1ng/cm3 = 10KW added to the energy of the field. So far, so good. More dust: less power gobbled by the field generator.
But then there was inertia.
In Sol’s neighborhood, cosmic dust wandered around on a random distribution curve—some coming in your direction, some moving away. It all cancelled out to a net impact of nothing on your FTL speed. The Betelgeuse shock front was a different story. The momentum of all that dust had rung the ship like a bell. Colm relived the panic of that moment. Everyone freaking out. Esthesia telling him all’s well, all’s well ... True, as far as that went. Cocooned within the zero-gravity field, the ship had been fine. They’d gone back to their routine, a bit spooked, but blissfully unaware that the shock front had imparted enough inertia to the Shady Lady to slow it down.
Colm had finally worked it out two days ago, when they popped out of the zero-gravity field into Einsteinian space-time, and Juradis wasn’t there.
Was, in fact, 2 AUs away.
Too far to get there coasting, unless they wanted to arrive as corpses in a couple of years’ time. They couldn’t enter the zero-gravity field again this close to Betelgeuse. They needed to burn STL, and because Colm had cut it so goddamn fine, they hadn’t enough reaction mass left.
A whole series of stupid, unforgivable errors. Blame it on the computer? Yeah, but a computer is only as good as the guy who programs it. Colm blamed himself, and he knew the others did, too, even if they weren’t saying so.
Tan had mused out loud about broadcasting a Mayday, hoping against hope the sentrienza would respond.
Colm had nixed that. If they broadcast their identities, Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth would find out they were here. Would have time to cover his tracks. To hide.
And there was one other way to reach Juradis.
Make a pit stop.
He covertly studied Meg and Tan. After a year and four months in the zero-gravity field, they looked like pirates. So did he, of course. They cut each other’s hair, inexpertly. The men had given up shaving to save water. They wore filthy tank tops and shorts, because doing laundry was also a waste of water. They smelled extremely pungent, for the same reason.
He reminded himself that the three of them were in relatively good shape. None of them had developed any psychological problems, apart from boredom.
Displaying the mundane telepathy of crewmates with a limited set of concerns, Tan said, “Have you told Axel about the pit stop?”
“No,” Colm said. “I only just told you.”
“Better tell him.”
Both men looked at Meg, who rolled her eyes. “Why is this my job?” She scraped her spoon around her bowl, swallowed the last lumps of Pink Shit, and got up.
She went aft and banged on the door of the men’s cabin. Axel came out. His hair hung well past his shoulders. His baggy t-shirt and sweats concealed how gaunt he’d got. Ever since their dietary options narrowed to Pink Shit with blueberry flavoring or Pink Shit with chili flavoring, he hadn’t been eating enough. That, however, was not why he spent so much time lying in bed and staring at the wall. The causation went the other way, Colm thought.
Axel went to the head. In the quiet, they heard him pissing. He ran the bathroom tap—forgetting, or defying, the ban on non-essential water use—then came back, face and hair wet, and plopped down at the table. “Yowza! Don’t tell me ... Pink Shit for breakfast?”
“This is lunch,” Meg said with a grin.
“Same difference. Where’s mine?”
Colm relaxed. Axel was back on form. This was the guy he’d increasingly come to lean on—not the guy who stayed in bed for days on end.
While Axel fixed himself a bowl of Pink Shit, Colm balanced on the back legs of his chair, one foot hooked under the table, and explained about the pit stop. “We need reaction mass. The only way to get it is to mine it for ourselves. We’ll have to DIY the mining gear ...”
“OK. I think I can do that,” Axel said, and asked the question that neither of the others had. “Where’ll we stop?”
Colm deliberately fell over backwards, landing on his hands. He kicked his feet over, sprang into a heroic pose, and pointed at the screen. “Ta-dah!” The underwhelming vista of empty space didn’t change. Everyone laughed. “Whoops, that didn’t work ...”
He was just kidding around, of course. With the Corvette’s electronic eyes, he could see dozens of icy rocks and rocky iceballs orbiting the still-distant red giant. The best candidates were those orbiting in the same plane as the Lady. “Take your pick.” He threw the scan results up on the screen.
Meg and Tan perked up at the sight of something, anything, that wasn’t an empty void. A lively argument ensued as everyone picked their favorite iceball. Axel suggested they draw cards to choose the winner. Colm got his pack of cards out. They were dog-eared and fuzzy from the many hours he’d spent practicing his tricks, for want of any better way to pass the time.
Meg’s iceball won the draw. Colm went to the cockpit and programmed in a course which would get them there in a few hours.
He muted the esthesia hunger from the Shady Lady’s tanks, for the seventeenth time today.
Then he checked the radio.
Ever since they emerged from the zero-gravity field, they’d been eagerly scanning the radio waves for news from home. No human ship could have got here faster than the Shady Lady, but FTL comms drones could have. They might be able to learn what had been happening in the first months after the Shady Lady’s departure.
Juradis, Noom, and Brajoltan, the Big 3 inhabited worlds around Betelgeuse, broadcast a 24/7 slurry of alien transmissions. The Shady Lady’s computer had been searching this haystack around the clock for anything it could make sense of, be it words or images.
Colm squeezed his eyes shut as he clicked on the scan results. Then opened them.
He sagged.
Just a blizzard of alien hay.
Few human beings had ever come ths far from Earth. Colm had wanted to know what it would feel like.
Turned out it felt like missing home.



	
		



CHAPTER 30

MEG PUT ON HER leathers for the first time in sixteen months. “Oh jeez,” she cried, theatrically waving away the stink that arose from the long-unworn garment.
She looked around at the walls of her cabin and sighed. She was talking to herself. It often felt that way, even when the others could hear her.
There were two cabins. The men shared the larger one. They had a running joke about how lucky Meg was to have her own cabin, but she didn’t feel lucky. She felt lonely. She lay awake nights, even after doing her best to exhaust herself on the treadmill and weight-training machines, wondering if Axel would sneak in and crawl into her bunk with her. Sometimes, when he did, she’d kick him right back out again. But that just made her feel even lonelier.
Suited up, she went aft to the engineering deck. Axel himself was there, wearing a hi-viz yellow EVA suit from stores, putting the finishing touches on their homemade water mining rocket. “Ready to rock?”
“Sure thing.” She took one end of the rocket, which was basically a pipe. They exited through the engineering airlock, carrying it between them.
The Shady Lady sat on a heavily cratered plain of reddish ice. It was the Kuiper Belt all over again. Meg shivered in her leathers, remembering Mezamiria, and as swiftly pushed it out of her mind. Don’t think about the Ghosts or they might appear. Was she being superstitious? Yeah, but she had reason to worry, didn’t she? Colm’s implant. They’d been safe as long as they were on the move. Now that they’d gone static, it might be emitting its Ghost call once more.
Don’t be dumb, she told herself. The Ghosts can’t, won’t, wouldn’t dare show their faces in the Betelgeuse system.
647 light years from Earth.
The sun overhead was a pale crimson dinner-plate.
Expanding into the first phase of its afterlife as a red giant, Betelgeuse had swallowed its inner planets, while its bloated, hyper-luminous outer shell loomed close to its equivalent of the Kuiper Belt. This rock was still a lonely iceball, but nowadays it was only about as cold as Mars.
Small mercies.
Colm balanced on top of a ladder propped against the fuselage. He waved to Meg and Axel and climbed down, carrying a heavy duffel bag. He had hooked a hose up to the Corvette’s water manifold. It led to their homemade meltbox, an aeroglass cuboid which used to be the shower cubicle, now filled with ice chunks they had dug out using the heating wire from the oven. Colm bounded onto the top of the steam trap, another DIY box. To make this one, they’d demolished a couple of the interior walls and welded the alloy sheets together. “Bring on the steam gun!” Colm said, windmilling his arms for balance. This nameless rock only had a tenth of one Earth gravity.
They’d cut a hole in the top of the steam trap. In went one end of the rocket. Meg caulked the seal nice and tight. They jumped down onto the ice and stood back. “If you’d do the honors,” Colm said to Axel with a fancy bow, sticking one leg out and doffing an invisible hat.
“Three, two, one, great farts of fire!” Axel said, and triggered the rocket’s remote ignition switch. Flame roared out of both ends of the pipe.
This was the same trick they had used to dig holes in ice when they were working in the Kuiper Belt. Oxyhydrogen is a liquid rocket propellant. They’d manufactured the stuff with the onboard electrolysis unit, cracking hydrogen and oxygen out of their remaining stores of water. Burn water to get water? Yup. Everything in space is a trade-off.
But this trade-off was worth making.
Inside the water trap, the powerful flame melted trillion-year-old ice into steam, which spurted into the meltbox. There, it melted the ice chunks into water. The Lady’s pumps rumbled, sucking the water up the hose into the reaction mass tanks.
The other end of the rocket fired in the opposite direction, so that it wouldn’t simply blast off from the surface, taking their hokey little mining setup with it.
“It’s working,” Colm gloated. “Good job, people!”
They all high-fived, and Meg felt a flush of pride. When they worked together, they were a great team.
They’d made it this far, hadn’t they?
All the way to Betelgeuse.
The red disc in the sky gave her the shivers every time she looked at it. This was a sentrienza system. All humanity saw it as a last-ditch refuge. So why didn’t she feel safe?
*
TAN RADIOED DOWN FROM the cockpit, where he was monitoring the comms.
“Computer’s found something.”
Meg had been zoning out, watching the steam gun spit blue fire. Colm had been practising that stupid trick he did with a coin, seeing if he could do it in EVA gloves. Axel had been digging more ice chunks for the meltbox.
“Don’t keep us in suspense,” Colm said.
“It’s not in English.”
“OK.”
“But there are pictures.”
“And?”
“Looks like the Ghosts are on Gna.”
Meg let out a string of obscenities. Her head felt hot and swollen. This was their worst nightmare.
“How bad?” Colm said.
“This bad.” Tan flipped some stills to their infocals. A burning loftar. Stretchers loaded with wounded civilians. An admiral speaking from a podium.
A street strewn with corpses in khaki uniforms.
Meg let out a woebegone cry.
Axel groaned. “You weren’t the only one, Colm. There were others.” He meant other pilots with Crasibo Lovelace implants. They all knew that, but they’d been trying to forget it. Crossing their fingers and hoping.
So much for that.
“Too late,” Axel said emptily. “Too fucking late.” He looked around at the deserted icescape. “Fuck this.”  
“These pics are at least a year old,” Tan said leadenly. No comms drone could get here faster than that. “If it was this bad a year ago, who knows how bad it is now?”
“The Fleet won’t let Gna fall,” Meg said, momentarily forgetting that she was on the run from the Fleet. “No way. They can’t abandon HQ.”
Colm said urgently, “Listen, Sully, I’m sure they got away.” He was talking about Bella and the kids, of course, who’d been going to follow them to Betelgeuse on a Hail Mary ship. “They were scheduled to leave right after we did.”
“What if they got bumped?” Tan said. “They’re only civilians. They’re nobodies.”
Colm turned to Axel. “That couldn’t happen, aye?”
“I don’t know,” Axel said. “Anything could have happened.”
It was a simple statement of fact. But it was the wrong thing to say to Tan, who uttered a heartfelt “Motherfucker,” and went off the radio.
Axel faced Colm. “Remember what you said once? The hardest part is living with it?”
“Yeah, I remember,” Colm said uncertainly.
“Well, I can’t live with it anymore.” Axel tossed down his tools and walked away across the ice.
Colm started forward. Meg grabbed his arm. “Stop. Give him space.”
“No shortage of that around here,” Colm said bleakly, watching Axel’s bright yellow figure recede towards the serrated horizon. He was running now, flying along in micro-gravity bounds. “Jesus, he knows better than this!” Colm said. “Axel! Come back, you fucking bampot!”
Axel kept going.
“What’s his problem?” Colm said in exasperation.
Meg shook her head hopelessly at his insensitivity. Colm did not know—or had forgotten, which was worse—that after they were discharged from the Fleet, Axel had come pretty damn close to committing suicide. But Colm did know, as they all did, that Axel oscillated between being ‘on form,’ as Colm put it, and spending all day in bed, in a private dark place. What if this latest blow pushed him over the edge?
The little yellow figure was almost out of sight.
Give him space, she’d said. But the truth was, space was the worst killer of all.
“I’m going after him.”
“He’s not worth it.”
“I’ll be the judge of that. You just stay here and practise your coin tricks, ‘kay?” She shoved Colm in the chest. He staggered backwards, flailing for balance. She turned and ran after Axel.



	
		



CHAPTER 31

THE ICE ROSE INTO ridges, funnelling Meg into a valley. She’d lost sight of Axel half a klick back. And he’d turned his suit’s transponder off, damn him. He could be concealed in any one of the vacuum-black shadows that sliced across the valley. “Axel!”
She slowed to a walk. Although she had been doing 10 klicks daily on the treadmill, running in micro-gravity was tiring in a different way. You used different muscles.
“Axel! Quit fucking around!”
The red sun was setting towards the peaks behind her. There was some rotation on this rock, which meant that at some point night would fall.
“Axel!”
She pictured him removing his helmet, drinking vacuum. Would he really do that? Meg didn’t know. Her past distorted her ability to judge. All she knew was she was scared of losing him.
Scared of this ugly, barren place.
16 months on shipboard—yeah, it had got to her, atrophied her abilities.
“Axel?”
She climbed the steep, sunlit ridge in front of her. Maybe she’d be able to spot him from higher up.
From the top of the ridge, she got a dramatically different view of the terrain. The slope she’d just climbed was the outside of an ejecta ring. The ‘valley’ behind her was just a trough between the walls of two overlapping craters.
You never got craters like this on KBOs at home. When Betelgeuse expanded, the fiery deaths of its inner planets had destabilized the outer system. Various icy bodies had gone comet, or been catapulted into new orbits. It had been cosmic pinball out here for fifty thousand years. So this crater was new, relatively speaking. Stellar wind had yet to erode the razor-edge of rocky ice where she stood, holding onto a crag with one trembling glove.
The floor of the crater below her was domed.
A starry pattern covered the whole surface of the crater floor, picked out in red by the far-off sun. 
In the middle of this dome, or mound, stood several cylinders, like chimneys. Gas wisped from them.
Petrified, Meg glanced back the way she’d come. The Shady Lady sat on the ice four and a half klicks away. She could see Colm mooching around, keeping an eye on the mining setup.
She drew breath to hail him.
Then she changed her mind.
Not just one but two of his crew had gone walkabout, on an uncharted iceball in the Betelgeuse system. It was Drumlin Farm all over again. But this time, he wasn’t coming after them.
He now cared more about his mission than he did about his crew.
She descended the inside of the crater wall, skidding on the hard ice, thankful for the retractable crampons in her boots.
“Axel,” she called. “Hey, Axel, where are you?”
The last bit was steep. She arrived on the crater floor at a run, barely controlling her own momentum. She stumbled to a halt at the foot of the mound.
One of the chimney-like structures hinged open vertically, falling into petals.
Out stepped three frail-looking humanoids, slightly taller than Meg, clad in mud-colored bunny suits. Their knees bent backwards, like dogs’ legs.
Their spiky weapons jumped down to the ground and scuttled towards Meg, snouts raised.
Too late, she wished she’d brought her gun.
*
THE 5,000TH LITER OF water sloshed into the Corvette’s tanks. Colm was nowhere near satiated yet, but the griping esthesia hunger now distracted him less than before.
He radioed up to Tan, “Another three hours should do it. Have you still got Meg on the screen?”
They were tracking her via her suit transponder. Couldn’t track Axel, as the blessed idiot had turned his off.
“Yeah,” Tan said. “She’s still outward bound.”
Colm sighed. “I’m gonna inspect the hull while I’m out here. Might as well do something useful.”
“Roger,” Tan said remotely. Colm knew he was still poring over the terrible images from Gna. He wouldn’t be paying attention to anything except the radio for a while.
Leaving the rocket flaring blue, and steam boiling into the meltbox, Colm walked around to the back of the ship. The Shady Lady’s three engine bells cast long conical shadows on the ice. You could see the ship’s military derivation in its sleek fuselage and atmosphere-capable wings, but the drive looked like it had been grafted on from an FTL hauler. This was the first time he had seen the ship from outside, with his own eyes, in 15 months. It was like seeing a hookup in daylight: Christ, I tapped that? Followed by: Well, she has got a nice rear end ...
No dents or hairline cracks, of course. No damage whatsoever. Esthesia would have let him know.
He hurried around to the other side of the ship. The ladder he had used to connect the water hose lay underneath the fuselage. He picked it up, telescoped it to half-length, and propped it against the blast deflector of the light railgun Axel had illegally installed. He climbed up the ladder and unlocked the housing with a thought.
The setting sun slanted in under the Lady, shimmered on the launch rail. He reached in and manually moved the launch cradle forward. Then he pulled a three-foot rocket out of the duffel bag over his shoulder. He’d built this prototype while Axel was working on the steam gun. Dismantle a drone, take the nose cone with the radio-guidance circuitry, and the little solid rocket booster at the back, and weld them to either end of a pipe full of ... whatever you like.
Nuclear waste.
TNT.
Or just more oxyhydrogen. That’s what had been lying around, so that’s what he’d put in the prototype.
He’d used up all Axel’s explosive rounds back at Gna, and it seemed wise to have something up the spout, this far from home.
He laid the homemade rocket in the launch cradle and confirmed that it fit snugly.
“What are you doing out there?” Tan said. “I can’t see you.” Colm had disabled the belly camera before he started messing with the railgun. He didn’t want Tan to get all uptight about it. “The steam gun’s run out of gas again.”
“Bollocks. I’ll refuel it.”
Colm snapped the housing shut, leaving the prototype inside. He jumped back to the ground and crossed underneath the fuselage. He refueled the steam gun. Ignited it again.
Only 40,000 liters to go.
“Meg’s static,” Tan said. “She’s stopped walking. Her signal’s weak.”
“Still no Axel, right?”
“Nope.”
“I am so sick of this bullshit.”
“You’re just jealous,” Tan said.
“What’s to be jealous of?”
“You could’ve hooked up with Meg anytime, but you missed your chance.”
“Don’t be stupid. I see her as a sister.” And he was worried about her, too worried to admit it.
“When I met Bella, she was in the Navy, too. Did I ever tell you that story?”
“Only about a thousand times.” Colm forced a hearty tone. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.” It was a prayer, offered to whatever saint watches over dumb humans in space.



	
		



CHAPTER 32

“PLEASE,” MEG SAID. “I’M looking for my friend. Have you seen him?”
She knew that the humanoids confronting her were sentrienza. Everyone knew what they looked like. The fragile bodies, the slightly oversized heads, the four-fingered hands, those creepy backwards-bending knees. Owing to their drapey, weirdly elegant EVA suits, she couldn’t see their faceted honeybee eyes. But otherwise they could have stepped out of the pages of her second-grade history book.
Every child learned how the sentrienza had made contact with humanity in 2052, after many years of gathering intelligence about our species. They had given Homo sapiens the gift of the zero-gravity field. Goodbye to the petty squabbles of 10 billion people crammed onto one run-down planet. Hello, galaxy! By enabling us to spread across the solar system and then the stars, the sentrienza had saved Earth from various impending calamities—mass extinctions, nuclear war, all that fun stuff. Meg’s teachers had reinforced the lesson that the sentrienza were intrinsically nice and good, if too busy with their own empire to pay much heed to us. If you ever meet one—although you probably won’t—you must be polite.
No one ever said what to do when you were caught trespassing on a sentrienza outpost, as Meg now realized this rock must be.
The three sentrienza stood halfway down the slope of their mound, gazing at her. Their sentient guns danced around her like yappy dogs, although they made no sound that she could hear.
“I’m very sorry to bother you,” she said, bobbing her head apologetically, a Japanese reflex that only came out when she was trying like hell not to cause offence. “I’m looking for my friend. I think he came this way.”
A high-pitched, trilling voice spoke in her helmet. If a butterfly could talk, it might sound like this. “Are you human?”
“Yes!”
“You are not ... a Ghost?”
“No, no!” Meg said. “Look at me!” She remembered poor Zhanna’s observation that all the Ghosts seemed to be male. Her leathers clung tight enough to prove she was not. “I’m female. Ghosts don’t come in this variety. Ha ha.” She wondered if the sentrienza might have taken Axel for a Ghost, and killed him.
“You are taking our water,” the smallest of the sentrienza said.
Meg’s gut knotted. “Sorry. Um, we’ll put it back?” And then how would they ever get away?
High, buzzing laughter. “It is only water. We have more than we need.” The same sentrienza gestured languidly at the peaks of rock and ice around the mound. “Take it, take it.”
Meg stammered thanks, and then ventured: “What about my friend?”
“Oh, him. He will remain here, to pay for the water.”
“What? But ...”
The small sentrienza picked its way down the mound. It had a graceful, bobbing gait. When it got close to her, Meg saw that its bunny suit was semi-transparent. It clung like a shroud to the alien’s childlike features. Abundant pale purple hair framed the sentrienza’s face in complicated loops and twists. Huge, faceted eyes blinked at her. “I am Emnl ki-Sharongat.”
“Uh ... nice to meet you?”
“The water is ours. You may take it, but you must pay for it. This is our way.”
“We don’t have any money,” Meg said in despair.
“We do not want money. Water is life. You must pay with life.”
“That’s why you’re keeping Axel?” A disbelieving laugh escaped Meg. “Listen, you don’t want him. He can be a real asshole sometimes. He has issues. His father is one of the richest men on Earth.” Too late, Meg realized that was probably exactly why the sentrienza had decided to hang onto him.
But Emnl ki-Sharongat said, “Are you offering yourself in his place?”
“Uh ...” No. No, no, NO.
“I think I would rather have you than him, anyway. You are prettier.” The little sentrienza’s insect eyes sparkled in the light of the setting sun.
*
“AXEL’S COMING BACK,” Colm said in relief, squinting across the icy plain. “That’s definitely him ... but where’s Meg?”
“And who are those guys?” Tan said, from the cockpit.
Two unknown figures accompanied Axel’s bright yellow EVA suit. They looked like they were wearing robes.
“Three guesses,” Colm said, heart sinking.
“Well, that’s a tough one,” Tan said. “Whose star system are we in?”
“Yeah. Shit.”
Tan waited in the cockpit. Colm waited on the ice. Small black shapes raced ahead of the approaching group. Walking Guns. Colm had heard about these. They were said to be semi-sentient killing machines, highly valued by the sentrienza as pets. Rumor said that a single Walking Gun could blow up a moon. Studying the spiky little machines as they coursed towards the Shady Lady, and ran in circles around it, Colm found that hard to believe. They looked like metal sea urchins, dead black, with an indeterminate number of legs and eyeless, crudely defined muzzles. They varied in size, but none stood more than three feet high.
Then again, he’d better not underestimate them. The sentrienza had an interstellar empire stretching for thousands of light years across the Orion Arm. Their technology had to be fairly decent.
One of the Walking Guns made a dash at Colm. Without thinking, he stooped and held out his hand to it. The machine nosed his glove. It was probably scanning him at the molecular level.
Axel’s voice snapped him out of it. He was walking ahead of the sentrienza. “It’s OK to take the water,” he said.
Colm straightened up. He said cautiously to the sentrienza, “Thank you. That’s very good of you.” He hesitated. “Where’s Meg?”
“Isn’t she here?” Axel said.
“No,” Colm said. “She went to look for you.”
“She ...” Axel staggered to the meltbox and collapsed against it, swearing under his breath.
Colm faced the sentrienza. In his most business-like voice, he said, “We’re still missing one crew member. I’d like her returned as well, please.”
“You are guests here. It is not for you to give us orders,” said a high, thin, buzzing voice in his helmet.
Colm had seldom been this scared in his life. Hiding it, he said easily, “You’re right. Let me try that again. You may have noticed that we’re short of water, but we have other supplies to spare.” Bribery worked on humans, sometimes. Maybe it would work on these sentrienza. “Carbon, nitrogen, uranium, tools, electronic components ...” he suggested, smiling, not knowing if smiles meant anything to them. Or if uranium and electronic components did, either.
The sentrienza stood stock still, while their Walking Guns ran in circles around the Shady Lady.
“Wait. Negotiations are proceeding,” the buzzing voice said abruptly.
Betelgeuse set, plunging them into darkness.
*
COLM HAD EXPERIENCED few things worse than that wait, in the dark, out on the ice. He’d been out for hours already. His air supply was running low. He dared not even suggest retreating to the ship. The Walking Guns had treed him on top of the meltbox. If he even looked like he might be descending, they leapt up and butted his legs. Those spikes could breach his leathers. The message was clear: don’t fucking move, monkey.
Axel, silent, tended the steam gun. The blue flare illuminated the two sentrienza standing at a distance. Colm was beginning to loathe those frail, bunny-suited shapes. They did not seem to need to move or even breathe. What were the odds they’d want anything humans had to offer?
To take his mind off the awful uncertainty, he began practicing his coin vanish again. The ‘coin’ was a slice off the end of a welding rod. He threw it in the air, made it vanish. Tossed it from one glove to the other—where’d it go?
A Walking Gun scrabbled up the side of the meltbox and hung on by its front claws, glaring at him. Colm spread his gloves; nothing. On an impulse, he leaned over and produced the coin from the Walking Gun’s jaws. He held it up; you may applaud now, ladies, gentlemen, and aliens! Then he threw it up and made it vanish again.
The Walking Gun raced back to the sentrienza. Its shadow scudded over the ice, monstrously spined. It let out howls that rooted Colm and Axel in place.
The sentrienza shrieked, “What are you doing?”
Colm said, “Me?”
“Yes, you! What were you doing just now?”
“Er ...” He was going to die. They were all going to die, because he’d made the mistake of thinking the sentrienza were anything like humans. “You mean this? I was just making it disappear. Look—"
“Stop it immediately!” The other two Walking Guns ran back to their masters. “Go away!” One of the sentrienza made a universal gesture: it pointed to the sky. “Go away, and do not return! You have twenty Earth minutes to comply!”
Colm slid down from the meltbox. He was too frightened and confused to do anything but obey. Working as fast as they could, he and Axel dismantled the mining setup. Tan came out to help. Colm switched on the Lady’s exterior lights so they could see what they were doing. Fumbling in haste, they manhandled the kit back into the engineering airlock.
16 minutes.
“We can’t leave without Meg,” Axel said.
Colm felt the same way, but he said, “What’s the alternative? We all die, and Earth falls because we screwed up our only chance to help.”
The Walking Guns sat on their haunches, pointing at the Shady Lady. They might not be able to demolish a moon but it was a pretty good bet they could demolish a spaceship.
17 minutes.
“I’m staying,” Axel said.
“Up to you,” Colm said, throwing the steam gun into the hold.
18 minutes.
At the 18:30 mark, Meg stumbled out of the darkness, herded along by a third sentrienza. Axel yodeled for joy and wrapped his arms around her, heedless of the Walking Guns.
“Hope you didn’t think you were getting rid of me that easily,” she said in a bright, brittle voice.
Colm grinned behind his faceplate. “You’ve got some explaining to do, Gunny.”
“Let’s just get out of here.”
They piled into the ship and blasted off fifteen seconds before the sentrienza’s deadline, back into the light of Betelgeuse.



	
		



CHAPTER 33

MEG SAID, “THEY’RE HIDING from the Ghosts.”
She sat at the cabin table, elbows planted either side of a bowl of Pink Shit. She seemed tired and overwrought. But who wasn’t? Colm had put 20,000 klicks between the Shady Lady and the nameless rock before he dared to relax.
He sat down with the others. “They think the Ghosts are coming here, Meg? To the Betelgeuse system?”
“Yeah,” Meg said. That’s why they’re living on an iceball 225 million klicks from Juradis.”
“Wonder if they know what happened on Mezamiria.”
“Maybe that’s why they told you to leave.”
Ouch. Colm poured himself a mug of hot water from the urn on the table. They were all out of tea and coffee. And everything else.
“So you struck up a rapport with them,” Tan said to Meg, disapprovingly. “They invited you into their mound, you had a nice chat ...”
“That’s right,” Meg said. “That’s all.”
Colm didn’t believe a word of it. He’d known Meg a long time. She was lying.
“And then suddenly they flipped,” she said. “Went all cold and angry. Hustled me back to the ship.”
That, Colm believed. He’d seen the sentrienza ‘flip’ for himself. Thank Christ he’d managed to load enough reaction mass to reach Juradis first.
“Makes no sense,” Tan said, dissatisfied.
“They’re aliens,” Colm said. “Nothing they do makes any sense. Why aren’t they helping us fight the Ghosts? Why are they letting refugees come to Betelgeuse system? For that matter, why’d they give us the zero-gravity field in the first place? Because they’re aliens.” He sipped his hot water. He was trying very hard not to think about the way the sentrienza had reacted to his coin vanish. He didn’t think Axel had noticed the precise timing of their freak-out, and neither of the others had seen it.
Tan turned to Axel. “What about you? What were you doing while Meg was bonding with our four-fingered benefactors?”
Axel laughed shortly. He, too, had a bowl of Pink Shit in front of him, but he hadn’t touched it. “They were going to experiment on me. They put me in a cage. There was some stuff in there. A scanner. A medical robot. At least, I think that’s what it was. It had scalpel attachments.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Colm said. “Why does anyone think the sentrienza are nice?”
“Because they haven’t met them,” Meg said.
“I was scared out of my fucking mind,” Axel said. “But nothing happened. I sat in there a while. Then they took me out of the cage and brought me back to the ship.” He met Colm’s eyes. “Sorry,” he said awkwardly. “I shouldn’t have stormed off like that.”
Colm had been privately blaming Axel for the whole mess, but the apology softened him. Yes, Axel could be a self-centered arsehat. But he was one of the crew. After their long, cramped journey together, Colm knew his patterns, and knew that he was better than his oscillating moods. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” And for good measure: “All’s well that ends well.” He stood up. “I’m going to check our burn parameters.”
He went forward to the cockpit and fell sideways into the couch which had become his second home. The memory foam had conformed over the months to the shape of his body. He rested his cheek on the headrest, closed his eyes ... and gave in to the temptation, usually resisted, to spy on the others with the internal cameras.
They were still sitting at the table.
Axel began to eat his Pink Shit. Meg leant forward, tense as a cat watching a mouse. She said in a low voice, “You do not fucking walk off like that!”
“I already apologized,” Axel said.
“You apologized to Colm. Not to me. I was the one who went after you!” Meg sighed angrily. “For future reference, you do not walk off, on an unmapped rock, in a system where none of us has ever been before. Are we clear?”
Axel looked up from his bowl. “Fine. I’ll apologize again. I am a worthless human being who screws up everything I touch. Is that good enough for you?”
Tan, trying to make peace, echoed Colm’s earlier words. “All’s well that ends well.”
Axel turned on him. “What are you fucking talking about? The Ghosts are on Gna. Is that going to end well? They may have overrun Earth since that drone was sent! All’s well that— Jesus, Sully, you’re the one with a wife and children!”
That was going too far. Colm decided to go and intervene. But before he could move, Tan stiffly pushed his chair back and rose. “I’m going to get some rest.” He headed aft to the men’s cabin.
“That was a shitty thing to say,” Meg said to Axel as soon as the two of them were alone.
“Never mind what I said. What about what you said?”
“Me?”
“You had a nice friendly chat with the sentrienza? Bull, shit, Meg.”
“I did, too.”
“They told me I would have to remain there at the queen’s pleasure to pay for the water we took.”
Colm’s jaw dropped. Axel hadn’t mentioned that earlier. Also, the sentrienza had a queen?
“Maybe they were just joking. But when they let me go, they told me that you’d sorted it out, Meg. You made a deal with them in exchange for my freedom.”
This, too, was news to Colm.
“Complete and total fiction,” Meg said.
“Really? Really, Meg?”
“Yes, really.”
“So there was no deal? You didn’t negotiate with them to let me go?”
Negotiations are proceeding, the sentrienza had said. Colm’s blood ran cold. Meg had lied to him and now she was lying to Axel. What was she hiding? What was this ‘deal’ about?
“OK,” Axel said after a moment. “I guess it was all just a big sentrienza joke. Ha, ha. Had me going there.”
Meg was silent.
Axel shoved back his chair. “Just promise me one thing.”
“What?”
“Next time I walk off? Don’t come after me.”
He went aft to the men’s cabin, stripping off his sweat-soiled t-shirt as he went and hurling it into a corner.
Left alone, Meg drove her fingers through her untidy hair. “I did it for Earth,” she whispered.
This time Colm did get up from his couch. He needed to find out what she was hiding, even if it meant revealing that he’d been eavesdropping.
Then Meg started to cry. Big tears welled out of her eyes and splashed on the table. Her shoulders shook with forlorn sobs.
Colm fell back into the couch. He couldn’t walk in on that. God, what a mess.
*
THE TRAUMATIC MEMORY of their visit to the iceball receded as the Shady Lady decelerated towards Juradis. Whatever might be waiting for them down there, they were all ready for it. Every minute of their final approach felt like a year.
To the ship’s eyes, Juradis looked as if butter wouldn’t melt in its mouth. Colm threw a composite view up on the big screen for the benefit of the three in the cabin. Cloud-dotted, the small planet was about the size of Mars. An ocean covered most of its surface, liberally dotted with islands. There were small, green-blanketed continents at the north and south poles. The wakes of boats, literally big enough to be visible from space, crisscrossed the temperate latitudes. 
Anyone with the sketchiest knowledge of Betelgeuse’s violent history would wonder how a planet this far out could be so hospitable, only 100,000 or so years after its star swelled into a red supergiant. That just wasn’t long enough for anything to evolve. By rights Juradis ought to be either a sterile water world or a parched rock.
In fact, Betelgeuse’s violent past itself held the key to the riddle. During its main-sequence lifetime, the star’s inner planets had been home to a race of carbon-based, oxygen-breathing intelligent beings who looked, according to the scanty records they’d left behind, like large spider crabs. Predicting the catastrophic expansion of their star, they’d set about terraforming the system’s outer planets with massive bombardments of cyanobacteria. Alas, they hadn’t accurately predicted the extent of the orbital disruptions after Betelgeuse swallowed the inner planets. Those millennia of cosmic pinball had wiped them out, along with their painstakingly terraformed landscapes. A Chicxulub Impactor falling on your head every couple of years would do that. But the terraformed planets large enough to retain an atmosphere had also retained their water, soil, and the basic building blocks of ecosystems. Many thousands of years later, when the sentrienza came along, they had found three tropical paradises just waiting to be colonized. They’d named Juradis, Noom, and Barjoltan in homage to the extinct race that seeded them with life.
“Here’s what I don’t get,” Meg said. “If these spider crab guys had the tech to terraform planets, why didn’t they just pack their bags and leave? Why stick around to be wiped out?”
“No FTL?” Tan said with a shrug. “The zero-gravity field’s only ever been discovered once. By the sentrienza.”
“That’s what the sentrienza want us to think,” Axel said.
“There could be other ways to achieve FTL,” Meg said.
“Couldn’t,” Tan said. “You’re either in Einsteinian space-time, or you’re in the zero-gravity field.”
Colm, listening in from the cockpit, thought: Or you’re a Ghost.
His nightmares had troubled him less during their voyage. It had felt as if he’d left them behind at last, the blue-eyed Ghost and the other one, the one in the forage cap. But the shocking news from Gna had brought it all back. He wouldn’t be free of them until he understood why this was happening to humanity, and to him.
“OK, guys,” he said over the PA. “Get ready to strap in. I’ll be cutting the AG in about twenty minutes.”
He pointed the Shady Lady at Juradis. He planned to establish a low equatorial orbit—it looked like there was a lot of stuff whizzing around in the 200-300 klick zone—and then request permission to land.
A sentrienza voice stabbed his ears. High, buzzy, like a wax paper kazoo, it triggered an involuntary fear reaction. “Human ship approaching Juradis, do you read me?”
“The name’s Mackenzie, and this is the Shady Lady,” Colm said, his pulse spiking. “I’d like to request landing coordinates.”
“You will not attempt to land. You will establish a stable orbit at your present altitude and await further guidance.”
Jesus, it was the Days of Glory all over again. Had Colm’s reputation preceded him? Surely not ... Juradis filled his vision, edged with atmospheric haze. “Stabilizing.”



	
		



CHAPTER 34

A SPECK ON THE radar swelled into a sentrienza ship. Colm had never seen one in real life before. He inspected it in nervous fascination. Modular, asymmetrical, it looked like a dead bramble a kilometer long, all the twigs turning at different rates to preserve trim. And yes, those were guns bristling from the business end. Spiky, fractal-looking, like a vegetable version of the Walking Guns.
The ship eased alongside the Shady Lady. The guns swivelled in their direction, like animals seeking a scent.
“Prepare to be boarded.”
Colm took his hands off the instruments and tried to relax. He was conscious of the slight heaviness of the prototype rocket loaded into the drone launcher. He never had got around to removing it from the cradle. Maybe he should do it now. No, there wasn’t time.
Five sentrienza came aboard and drifted around the ship, poking at everything. The hoods of their drapey EVA suits cowled around their shoulders. They had masses of pale hair in light green and purple shades to match their slightly grayish complexions. It occurred to Colm that maybe everyone insisted the sentrienza were nice and friendly as a way of denying the obvious truth: they were creepy motherfuckers.
They interviewed Meg, Axel, and Tan. Name, birthplace, qualifications, expertise? It sounded like a job interview. Meg and Tan answered truthfully. Axel, with a mischievous grin dancing around his mouth, lied. He admitted to being a former Marine, but denied his relationship to Philip K. Best of Best Industries. Colm groaned inwardly, torn between approving of Axel’s presence of mind, and fearing that it was not smart to lie to the sentrienza.
However, the sentrienza didn’t question any of the answers they received. Nor did they interview Colm. They ordered him to de-orbit and land at Haravalding, one of the island spaceports near the equator.
He complied. The reentry gees were something fierce. The sentrienza did not use the couches in the cabin. They just balled themselves up on the aft wall like pillbugs. Creepy, and tough.
The Lady’s jackstands thumped down on flexible pavement splotched with salt and birdshit.
Blazing sunlight blinded Colm’s camera eyes.
He hastily dark-filtered the feed. So this was Juradis. Big haulers resembling nautilus shells dwarfed the Shady Lady. Further away, high, rickety-looking terminal buildings shimmered in the heat haze. Birds filled the sky. Roadkill baked on the tarmac. He engaged the hydraulics and lowered the ship to its horizontal position, reorienting the view.
“This ship is capable of taxiing,” the sentrienza said, landing gracefully on the floor. Though smaller than Earth, Juradis had a dense metallic core that gave it a near-terrestrial gravity field. “Slowly approach those hangars over there.”
Colm put down the wheels and taxied through the maze of large and small ships, into the shadow of a row of flat-roofed hangars.
“That one.”
Colm rolled the Shady Lady into the hangar the sentrienza indicated.
“Stop.”
Walking Guns surrounded the ship. Sentrienza in drab overalls clustered at a distance. Colm’s internal FUBAR-o-meter edged into the red zone.
“Disembark,” said the sentrienza behind him.
“Me?” he stalled.
“All of you.”
A strong mix of smells rushed in when he opened the airlocks. Sea air, rocket fuel, sun-baked seaweed. He could hear the sea, or maybe it was the roar of traffic. The sentrienza prodded all four humans down the steps. In the gloom of the hangar, the faces of the others reflected Colm’s own question: Just how screwed are we?
The leader of the sentrienza pointed to Meg, Tan, and Axel. “You are free to go.” A door shuttered up at the back of the hangar. Bright light and street noise flooded in. Engines, human voices, laughter, dogs barking. The sentrienza pointed to Colm. “You are not free to go. You are suspected of—” A string of gibberish. “We are therefore taking you into custody.”
Colm stared at the sentrienza. “I haven’t done anything.” Oh, who was he kidding? What hadn’t he done? But he was fairly sure he had not done whatever they were accusing him of, simply because he hadn’t had the chance to do anything in this star system yet.
“Yes, you have,” the sentrienza said with a hint of impatience.
“Never fear,” another sentrienza said. “The death penalty does not apply in all cases.”
Meg gasped, “Hold on! You’re going to kill him?”
Tan said, “You can’t do that. We’re citizens of the Human Republic. Doesn’t that count for anything around here?”
Axel looked at the door. Looked back at Colm. Jerked his chin imperceptibly.
Right.
If they took him into custody, he’d have no chance to escape. No chance to find the queazels and get to the bottom of their plot against humanity.
He sprinted towards the open door.
The sentrienza’s high, buzzing voices screamed at him. A Walking Gun lolloped out from under the Shady Lady and entangled his legs.
As he fell, he glimpsed Meg attacking two of the sentrienza with a flurry of punches and karate kicks. 
Jesus, the Walking Guns will take her apart!
With a thought, he powered up the light railgun.
The housing clanked open. The prototype rocket shot out of the launch cradle, trailing smoke and flame from its solid rocket booster, and smashed into the back wall of the hangar.
The nose cone fragmented, triggering the detonator Colm had wired into it.
The oxyhydrogen payload exploded in a blue fireball. It spun up the wall like a firework gone amok. Flames licked over the walls, up to the roof.
Meg, Axel, and Tan ran back out to the spaceport.
Colm picked himself up. As the Walking Gun that had tripped him bounded back to help its master, he dashed out of the open door.
He hurtled into a narrow street and into the path of a top-heavy cart drawn by a beast resembling a six-legged rhinoceros. He clipped the beast’s pebble-hided shoulder, spun past. A motorcycle with a sidecar barreled straight at him. The driver, a sentrienza in a broad-brimmed hat, gesticulated angrily and whistled. Colm shouted, “Sorry, sorry!” He lunged out of the way and kept running, along the foot of a towering pagoda whose ground floor leaned out at a 100-degree angle over the street.
The noise was an invisible wall he pushed through at every step. He collided with pedestrians three feet tall, eight feet tall. Aliens! Good Christ, aliens everywhere! And the light was so strong he had to squint. Alien light, from a sun thousands of times as luminous as Sol. Even at the bottom of this shady canyon, watery reflections from upper storeys wobbled on the ground. He smelled smoke. It was very hot.
An alley opened on his left. Banners and awnings tossed in a powerful breeze. Pedestrians thronged the narrow gap between the buildings. Colm hooked a left, squeezed between bric-a-brac stalls. His vision kept whiting out. Felt like he was going blind. It was esthesia, showing him what the Shady Lady saw: flames surrounding the ship, overloading the optics.
Spindly helicopters thudded overhead. The pagoda-like buildings swayed in their downdraft. Colm pushed on blindly.
The alley opened out into a roofed court. It reminded him for a crazy instant of Merchant Square, the covered market in Glasgow where his parents used to take him and Bridget for lunch on shopping trips. Like a recreated medieval town square, with bonus trattorias. To Colm’s astonishment, humans outnumbered the gangling or dwarfish aliens. By sheer luck, he’d stumbled into an area where he wouldn’t be so conspicuous.
At least, no more conspicuous than a redheaded six-footer in a 207th Regiment t-shirt would be anywhere.
Back at the spaceport, a section of the hangar roof fell on top of the Shady Lady. Colm staggered at the painful impact on his shoulders. “OK there?” someone said.
He had to hide. He plunged into a restaurant. Up the stairs. The universal sign for a men’s room caught his eye. He fell inside and sprawled against the sink.
A full-body spasm of pain overwhelmed him. It vanished as quickly as it had come. The Shady Lady’s sensory feed dwindled to nothing.
His connection with the ship was dead. The ship itself was either dead, or so badly damaged it came to the same thing.
Had Meg, Tan, and Axel got away? Bracing himself upright, Colm glanced out the bathroom window, which overlooked the alley.
Humans and aliens pressed back against the stalls as a Walking Gun prowled along the alley.
Colm flinched away from the window, heart hammering.
An older man came in, pissed, and washed his hands. He glanced at Colm with mild interest. Then raised his eyebrows.
“207th? The Unsinkable?”
“What?” Oh. His t-shirt. “Yeah.”
“New here?”
“How’d you guess?”
The man tapped his cheek. Like all the other humans here, he was darkly tanned. Colm had spent the last year and a half on a spaceship, getting paler, not that he could tan if he tried, anyway.
A commotion broke out downstairs. Colm started for the window, tried to get it open, couldn’t. Anyway, it was three storeys up.
“What’d you do?” the man said.
“Blew up a bit of the spaceport.”
“I was in the 105th. The Indomitable.” The man cupped his hands on his knee. “Crawlspace above the ceiling. You can thank me when they’re gone.”
Colm took the boost, parted the leafy fabric of the ceiling, pulled himself up. He lay across rafters like thick dry branches of kelp until the cracks of sunlight coming through the roof faded.



	
		



CHAPTER 35

“VETS GOTTA LOOK OUT for vets,” the man said. He was a former Navy mechanic. His name was James Lee. “You’d have done the same for me, or any of these guys.”
Colm said that of course he would. It felt like a miracle to find fellow Navy veterans here, 600 light years from Earth. He felt a bit dishonest for not telling them about his dishonorable discharge, but he suspected that Lee and his buddies also had blemishes on their records, or they wouldn’t be on Juradis.
The restaurant had closed. They were eating leftover bread—real bread, with cheese or jam or smoked fish to top it—at the counter. Colm was full but he kept nibbling. The food tasted so damn good after a monodiet of Pink Shit.
The owner, another vet, pushed draft beers across the counter to them. “So, you were in the 207th?”
“Eight years on the Unsinkable.”
“You must’ve served under the Rat,” Lee said. “He’s a great leader, isn’t he? Inspirational.”
“He couldn’t lead his way out of a paper bag with a hole in it,” Colm said bluntly. “We lost the Upsilon Andromedae system because of him.” He did not feel like mentioning what the Rat had done to him personally. But the vets guffawed, and Lee’s eyes twinkled.
“That’s what I heard, too.”
Test: passed, Colm thought. He helped himself to another piece of bread.
“So, you interested in work?” Lee said.
“I’ve got some shit to take care of.”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve got to check up on my crew.”
“They’ll be fine,” Lee said. “The sentrienza are fair. Bastards, but fair. If they didn’t do anything, they aren’t in trouble. Did they do anything?”
Colm didn’t even know what he’d done. Apart from blowing up a hangar, that is. “No.”
“Then they’ll be OK.” Moths the size of bats fluttered around the LED globes over the counter. The sea breeze rattled the shutters. Lee unwrapped a fresh pack of cigarettes, worked one out. “You, on the other hand. You’ll need to stay out of sight for a while.” He offered Colm the pack.
Colm took one, lit it and exhaled. First cigarette in a year. It made his head spin, as if it wasn’t spinning already. “This place blows my fucking mind.”
“Not what you expected?” All the vets smiled.
“Aliens.”
“Yeah. Apart from the sentrienza, there’s the shablags. Those are the little hairy guys with the purple noses. Then there’s the mara, the big green ones. And us, of course. We’re aliens here.”
“And the queazels?” Colm tried for a casual tone.
“Quee ... whats?”
Colm’s heart sank. “Eight legs. They look like ferrets crossed with caterpillars.”
“Oh, them. Yeah, we get a few of them down here from time to time. They mostly live up at the north pole.”
Colm stowed this information away. “It’s not as high-tech as I was expecting. Six-legged rhinos. Buildings made of dried seaweed.”
“It’s alive,” said one of the other vets. She rattled her knuckles on the counter, which looked like a dark green tree branch winding horizontally through the restaurant, its top surface planed flat. “Anti-seismic. When a quake hits, the weed towers shake, but they don’t fall down. However, if you’re prone to seasickness, you do not wanna rent a room on an upper floor.”
“He doesn’t want to rent anything,” Lee said. “He needs to get off Haravalding, and he needs coin. That sound right, my friend?”
“Maybe,” Colm said warily.
Lee ashed his cigarette in a six-pointed alien seashell. “So here’s the deal. These Hail Mary ships have been coming in every month, every week recently.”
“We saw the news about Gna.”
There was an odd moment of silence, as if Colm had made a faux pas. He got it. These vets had cut their ties with Gna. With the Fleet. With Earth itself. They did not want to be suckered into caring about humanity again.
“Yeah, so it’s getting to biblical levels,” Lee resumed. “The newbies land, and then what? Mostly, they’re elites that don’t know shit apart from pushing pixels around the cloud.”
Colm thought of Tan’s wife and daughters. Not elites, just a ordinary family. God, let them have made it onto that ship.
“So the sentrienza triage the new arrivals. You got useful skills? You go free.”
“That’s you,” Colm surmised. He wondered if Meg, Axel, and Tan would also fall into that category.
“Correct,” Lee said. “You don’t got useful skills? You go into a refugee camp. You may have seen the big boats out in the harbor. Those are the camps. There’s no nice way to put it: they’re floating hells.” Lee stubbed out his cigarette. “I’m in the security business. The money comes from the sentrienza. What I do with it is up to me. So I try to use it to make the lives of the refugees a little bit better.”
The restaurant owner drifted back. “I can see what you’re thinking,” he said to Colm. “But if it wasn’t us providing camp security, it would be the mara. Those fuckers are bad news. They don’t like the way you look at them, they bite your head off. Literally.”
“Yup,” Lee said. “So I’m picky about my hires. You got no resume that I’m aware of, but you were in the 207th, and the first thing you did when you got here was blow up some sentrienza infrastructure.”
“My kind of guy,” said the female vet. She had African features and a hoarse, attractive chuckle. Colm smiled back at her. Another vet offered him a fist-bump. The underlying current of resentment against the sentrienza struck him powerfully. It went counter to everything he’d been taught on Earth and in the Fleet. Then again, he’d only needed a few days in the Betelgeuse system to come around to their view.
“I’m willing to offer you a trial at full pay.” Lee grabbed a piece of bread and chewed, watching Colm. The low light caught a silvery gleam in his eyes. He probably had his infocals set to record. If Colm said no, his image would find its way onto the local net, he figured.
“I’ll have to think about it,” he said.
*
LATER THAT NIGHT, HE sat on the beach, watching alien surf crash on alien sand. The island was an extinct shield volcano, every square inch built up. Fifty-storey towers of living seaweed crowded the center of the island. Low-slung sentrienza dwellings, surrounded by walls and garlanded with fairy lights, lined the waterfront. Even at this late hour the promenade teemed with humans and aliens. No. Scratch that. Aliens, including humans.
Reflected city lights swayed on the slicks of water that drained away when the waves ran out. The wind ripped at Colm’s hair and ballooned the t-shirt that had got him into trouble. Or, out of trouble. He couldn’t decide which yet.
The beach was nearly as crowded as the promenade. Nearby, a group of the dwarfish aliens—shablags, had Lee said?—milled around a bonfire. They were singing, or maybe quarrelling. Colm couldn’t tell.
Unknown stars twinkled overhead, dimmed by light pollution from the island.
Colm felt cast adrift, cut off from everything he knew. All he had was the clothes on his back and the esthesia implant in his head—and the implant was inert. After all these months with the Shady Lady, the absence of feedback felt like an amputation. He kept pinching his arms and legs to make sure he hadn’t really gone numb.
His whirling thoughts settled on Gil. The queazel was a connection to his old life, the reason he was here. He had to find out what had happened to Meg, Axel, and Tan ... but more importantly, he had to find Gil. The Uzizzellans had betrayed Gna to the Ghosts. He had to stop them before they betrayed Earth, too.
Yeah, Mackenzie. You and whose army?
He took out another of Lee’s cigarettes. The wind defeated his cheap lighter.
A woman crunched across the beach and sat down beside him. The female vet from the restaurant. She cupped a powerful flame in her hands. Her skin was dark, her palms surprisingly pink.
“Thanks,” Colm said.
“Lee told me to watch you. I got bored. So, are you gonna take the job?”
“I’m still thinking about it.”
“What’s to think about?”
“My crew.”
“I get that. You want to know if they went free, or got put in the camps.”
“Yeah.”
She shook her head pityingly. “Dude? You need to get away from here. Two sentrienza died in that fire. They’re not gonna forget that in a hurry.”
A trawler chugged through the waves offshore, its kite-like tackle lit up with warning lights. Colm, watching it, remembered his first trip to Skye. Maybe this was just a bigger version of Portree, on an alien planet. Just a fishing town, after all.
“These boats,” he said. “These floating refugee camps. Where do they go to?”
“To? They don’t go to anywhere. They just sail around, following the shoals. You get pretty damn sick of fish, but hey, the refugees get a healthy diet.”
“They must make port calls. Fresh water. Fuel.”
“Oh, sure. They stop here, at some of the other islands. At Kevesingod, that’s at the north pole.”
The north pole. Where Lee had said the queazels lived.
“OK,” Colm said. “I’m in.” He stubbed his cigarette out, rose and extended a hand to help the woman to her feet. “Hope I get to crew with you. Would you say there’s any chance of that?”
She let out that hoarse, sexy chuckle. “And I had you pegged as a gentleman.”
*
COLM WORKED SECURITY on the Constantinople, a 40,000-person floating camp, for the next six months. He bunked with Jenny, the Sudanese merc. Yes, a merc. Lee’s contractors knew that’s what they were, and took a twisted sort of pride in it. At least they were honest. But Colm did not accept the label in his heart. He wasn’t doing this for the money ... and just as well, too, because contrary to Lee’s promises, the pay was shit.
A couple of months into their tour of Juradis’s planet-spanning ocean, Colm was able to confirm that Tan had also got a job with Lee’s organization, working on a different boat ... the one where his family had been assigned. That took a load off Colm’s mind. He didn’t attempt to contact Tan, lest it stir up trouble for him.
But what had happened to Meg and Axel? God alone knew, and the sentrienza. Shit was getting chaotic on Juradis. Hail Mary ships were arriving every couple of days. Not glitzy FTL liners anymore, either. Cargo haulers with up-engineered holds full of people. Merchant Marine ships unconvincingly repainted to look like they weren’t stolen. Year-old news flashes from home had the Ghosts on the Jovian moons, on Mars.
One fine midsummer evening, the Constantinople put into the port of Kevesingod.
Colm applied for shore leave, got it, kissed Jenny, and went ashore with a fake name, a spoofed net connection, and a black-market .38 in his rucksack.



	
		



CHAPTER 36

THE MIDNIGHT SUN BURNISHED stone buildings clinging to the steep sides of the fjord. Juradis took a quarter of a millennium to go around Betelgeuse. It had been summer at the north pole for 50 years already, and many more years would pass before winter returned. The air was brisk, stingingly clean. Bushes, heavy with chocolate-colored berries, foamed over the walls of neat gardens. Colm climbed up from the wharfs into the town, marvelling at the population.
Queazels, queazels everywhere! Whisking along the street, pruning the bushes, walking on their hind legs and carrying loads in their forepaws. Many of them wore floaty headgear. Lady queazels?
Shops lined a diminutive high street. The buildings were about 80% of normal human size, just miniature enough to be charming. There were plenty of humans about, as well, and some shablags. A queazel standing on its hind legs was not that much shorter than an adult human, so they could share buildings without discomfort. The eight-foot mara, on the other hand, were out of luck. He didn’t see any sentrienza.
Trucks laden with sacks of grain inched along the street. A queazel armed with an electrotaser threw a couple of humans out of a bar. A horde of tawny cat-sized creatures poured down the street, chittering and shrieking. They ran between Colm’s legs and past him. One of them shrilled, in English, “Funny face!”
Child queazels! On impulse, Colm whirled and grabbed the one that had squeaked at him. He held it up gently by its middle. “You think I’ve got a funny face, do you?”
“Put me down!”
“How about this, then?” Colm crossed his eyes, bared his teeth, and flared his nostrils. He wiggled his ears for good measure. The queazel child shook all over and chirruped. Shit, he’d terrified it.
“It’s all right,” he said, setting it down. “Go along.”
“Do it again!” The queazel child jumped up and down and clawed at his jeans. “Do it again!”
OK.
After doing a whole repertoire of faces, including impressions of human comedians unknown on Betelgeuse, for a circle of delighted queazel children, Colm said, “That’s enough now. Your parents will be wondering where you are. I have a question for you, though.”
“What?” piped the child that could speak a bit of English.
“Do you know where I can find Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth?”
Gil’s name had a magical effect. The entire pack of them fled like cats doused with water. Only the pint-sized English-speaker stayed behind long enough to squeal, “He lives in the castle!” It flung out a forepaw, and fled.
Colm looked the way the child had pointed.
Beyond the town, high on the cliff overlooking the fjord, a blocky cairn reared towards the sky. He had thought it was just a crag. Now he saw the squared-off corners. A flag undulated red in the low-angled sunlight.
Colm’s heart beat faster.
All right, Gil.
Here I come, ready or not.
*
COLM CIRCLED AROUND the base of the castle. Slit windows stared down from the corner towers. Insects droned in a protective ditch—too narrow to deserve the title of moat—half full of stagnant water.
Well versed in castle architecture from his days of planning renovations for the Free Church Manse, Colm identified this as a motte and bailey structure. It was not queazel-sized. Might have been built by the sentrienza. A mara could have strode through those gates, if they weren’t locked. There didn’t seem to be a soul about.
“Gil!” he roared.
He estimated he’d walked five miles to get here, most of it uphill. Sweat coated his skin and dust caked his throat. The hump of the cliff hid Kevesingod, but he could still see the big boats lying out in the fjord. There was the Constantinople. Splashes twinkled in the water on its sunlit side. The mercs would often let the ‘campers,’ as the refugees were called, swim off the lower decks when the boat lay at anchor. They sometimes went in themselves, too. You’d climb onto the rail and dive straight down into the blue-green water. The ocean had got colder as they meandered north, more like what Colm remembered from home. He half-wished he hadn’t come on this fool’s errand. He could have been out there swimming with Jenny right now.
He plodded back around to the gate in the curtain wall.
“GILLIAM TRIPSILION NULTH!!!” he yelled.
The insects droned in the ditch.
Fuck this.
Colm took his .38 out of his rucksack and fired into the sky. The report echoed off the cliffs of the nearby fjord.
Peacock-blue butterflies clouded up from the scrub.
The muzzle of a shotgun poked over the castle’s , followed by a doll-sized helmet atop a queazel face.
“Go away,” the queazel piped. It was not Gil.
Colm held his gun at his side. “I’ve travelled six hundred light years to see Ambassador Nulth. If he’s not at home, tell me where he is.”
The security guard bobbed out of sight. Colm waited, getting angrier and angrier.
A thud spun him around. A postern gate had opened in the defensive tower to his left. The guard dropped a plank across the ditch. “He’ll see you.”
*
GILLIAM TRIPSILION Nulth lay full length on a couch in the conservatory built onto the ground floor of the keep. Was he sick? The conservatory smelled like a kennel. The potted fruit trees wanted watering.
“Drink?” Gil croaked. He flapped a forepaw at a tray. Colm lifted the dark blue glass bottle of ‘muck,’ which was what the mercs called the cheapest sentrienza liquor. It was almost empty.
Not sick. Just drunk.
Eschewing the liquor, Colm poured himself some orange fizz and sat down. Queazel furniture: couches instead of chairs. Computers and hard-copy star charts littered a low table.
“I’ve been expecting you,” Gil said.
“Then why’d you make me stand outside for half an hour?”
“I did not say I wanted you to come.”
“Fair enough. Mind if I smoke?” Colm lit up without waiting for permission. Gil waved the smoke away. “Given up?”
Gil’s neck fur bristled. He pillowed his muzzle on a curve of his body, like a furry snake, and stared fretfully at Colm. Colm remembered drinking with him in that dive bar in Regnar. Doing drugs. Getting emotional as the night got older. Zhanna, Zhanna. Over the last two years, the grief had aged and softened, but not gone away. He carved the ash off his cigarette on the scrolled arm of his couch.
“Your security goon confiscated my gun, Gil.”
“Rivizolla is a creature of habit. As am I.”
“What are you afraid of?”
“One doesn’t let anyone come armed into one’s home.”
“Seems like you’re an important person around here. The laird of the manor, sort of thing?”
“I am no one. I live quietly in retirement.”
“The kids down the town are scared of you.”
“It is a small community. We are exiles. Malicious rumor is the armor of the powerless.”
“Armor against who? The sentrienza?”
Gil spilled his body off the couch, Slinky-style, and half-stood at the table to mix himself a drink. “This world belongs to the sentrienza. Not to us. We do all the work. They merely collect payments.”
“You do their dirty work, you mean?”
“All work is dirty,” Gil said with disdain. He poured the last drops from the muck bottle and added an eyedropper of something black from a different bottle.
“I could tell the sentrienza a few things about you, Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth,” Colm said quietly. “About Crasibo Lovelace. About this.” He tapped the side of his head, where his esthesia implant had sat inert for the last six months. “You buggered off home without warning, because I was getting too close to the truth—”
“I was recalled.”
“—leaving me to find out from a different source that you set me up. This implant’s a Ghost beacon, isn’t it? You used me to draw the Ghosts to Sol system. You may as well have killed Zhanna Kostikova and Fitch Reynolds with your own wee paws.” He measured out his anger word by word. “Now the Ghosts are on Gna, they’re on Mars, there are Stage Ones popping up in the asteroid belt. The Ring Around the Sun has turned into a ring of Ghost FOBs. Earth is under siege ... and that was a year ago.” The uncertainty about what might have happened in the last 12 months drove him mad with urgency to force a confession out of Gil, and then a solution.
Gil said, “Did the upgrade resolve your pain issues?”
“For fuck’s sake. Yeah, it did.” Colm was not about to say thanks. He knew the settings upgrade had just been a feeble attempt to throw him off the scent.
“I told them from the start that positive feedback would have worked better,” Gil said. “But they believe very strongly in the power of pain. Personally, I have always thought pain was something to be avoided.” He lapped from his balloon-shaped glass.
“Who believes in the power of pain?”
“The developers of the implant.”
“Who?”
“I cannot disclose that. I wish to live out my retirement in peace.”
“And what about us?” Colm felt himself turning red with fury. “There were dozens of pilots working for Crasibo Lovelace. Hundreds?”
“One hundred and fifty-six,” Gil said. “I believe you are the last.”
“What happened to the rest?”
“Dead.”
“Oh God.”
“Perhaps your God will judge you. I shall not. I, too, ran away.”
“I didn’t ...” The accusation floored him. it resonated with the part of him he didn’t like to examine. “I thought, if you could summon the Ghosts with a chunk of technology, you could make them go away.”
“No power in the universe, short of death, can make the Ghosts go away.”
Colm nodded heavily. “I’ve wasted my time, haven’t I? It was already too late when I left Gna.” He dropped his cigarette on the floor and ground it into the tiles with the toe of his boot. He was experiencing a powerful urge to throw Gil through the glass wall of the conservatory. He reminded himself that violence accomplished nothing. Anyhow, the security guard, Rivizolla, was somewhere nearby with his shotgun. There might be other minions around, too.
“It is not too late,” Gil said.
“How do you figure?”
“Because you are here.”
Colm frowned.
The queazel lifted a loop of his body and bridged the distance between them, setting his forepaws on Colm’s thigh, staring up at him with unblinking black eyes.
“You can save Earth, Colm Mackenzie.”
Colm threw Gil back onto his own couch and stood up. “Give me a fucking break. I’m an underpaid security guard on a prison ship. I’m not even a pilot anymore.” He picked up his rucksack.
“But you are a ...” The last part of the sentence broke down into gibberish. The slushy vowels and drawn-out hisses sounded like the sentrienza language. Colm hesitated, suddenly remembering his run-in with the sentrienza on that iceball where they had stopped for water. The ugly memory was the last straw. He headed for the door.
“I am sorry,” Gil said behind him.
The door opened. There stood the queazel Rivizolla, on his hind legs, pointing his shotgun at Colm’s belly. Behind him stood three more queazels, similarly armed to the teeth.
“I told you I did not want you to come here,” Gil said.
“Yeah?”
“Now that you are here, you cannot leave.”
“I fucking can.”
“Try it,” Rivizolla growled. He pumped his shotgun. Scariest sound in the universe. The finger on the trigger might be a child-sized claw. It could still kill.
Colm raised his hands in exasperated helplessness.
The queazels surrounded him, jabbing their guns into his ribs. They drove him up to a tower room with a single window six inches wide. They locked him in and left him.



	
		



CHAPTER 37

MEG TAUGHT KARATE IN a rented dojo on the south tip of Haravalding. The floor had too much flex, but there was nothing to be done about that: it was seaweed. On the other hand, the rubbery surface was easy for bare toes to grip. A long mirror covered one wall, a screen the other.
She’d never been a fan of distance learning when it came to karate. You needed to be able to engage physically. In the role of sensei, it frustrated her that she couldn’t touch her students to correct their katas.
Then again, she wouldn’t have wanted to touch sentrienza flesh, anyway.
“That’s it for today,” she said. “Seiza!”
On the screen, in fourteen different rooms scattered around Juradis and elsewhere, eighteen sentrienza in white karate gi knelt with their knees under their butts and their toes curled in front. Meg was still not used to seeing that. She knelt on her heels, facing the mirror. She had installed a little shelf above it. The shelf held a picture of the founder of the Shotokan school of karate, a Japanese flag, an American flag, and some pretty seashells, because you couldn’t get flowers here.
“Mokuso!” trilled the black belt from Gissthung, another spaceport island. She’d named him the class senpai, or senior student, although he really didn’t deserve that black belt. She suspected his last sensei had given it to him just because he’d been practising for 25 years. Yes, he could perform the katas accurately to the millimeter, but he was still a fragile alien with backwards-bending knees.
“Mokuso YAME!”
Meg sighed to herself, realizing that she had spent the brief meditation period privately judging a student for shortcomings he could not help.
“Shomen ni REI!”
She bowed to the shrine, and checked in the mirror that all eighteen students were also bowing correctly. This was as important as the practice itself.
“Sensei ni REI!”
She hitched herself around, still kneeling, to face the screen. All the students bowed to her. She returned the courtesy, then came up from her bow and gave the command to turn the screen off. The students vanished.
She went to the bathroom, swigged water, stopped to look out the window. From up here on the 11th floor, she could see all the way to the spaceport, which took up the northern half of the island. She could never look at this view without remembering the awful day she had arrived on Juradis.
The sentrienza had let her, Axel, and Tan go free because they had useful skills. As Fleet vets, they were expected to find work in the private security industry that had burgeoned along with the refugee population, helping to keep their fellow humans down. Tan had done exactly that. She didn’t hold it against him. It allowed him to be together with his wife and daughters. But Axel wouldn’t even consider it. Swayed by her own misgivings, Meg had decided to remain on Haravalding with him.
After all, she had another monetizable skill.
She could teach karate.
To her continuing amazement, a lot of sentrienza wanted to learn human martial arts. She taught one class a day, because that brought in enough money, but she could have filled several more classes, and maybe she should. It would keep her mind off other things. She rested her elbows on a windowsill speckled with dry bird poop, looked out at Haravalding, and wondered where Colm was in this overflowing megalopolis. Free, or in custody? Alive or dead?
A chime sounded. Meg groaned. That would be a student wanting a private word. Glad she hadn’t changed out of her gi yet, she went back into the dojo and enabled the connection.
“Hello, Emnl. You did very well with Heian Yondan today.” She smiled, and waited out the six-second light speed delay.
A portion of the screen lit up. Emnl ki-Sharongat, clad in gi and green belt, stood in a formal kiritsu stance in the gym under the sentrienza mound on Sakassarib, the iceball where they had stopped for water last year.
After the Shady Lady left Sakassarib, Meg had hoped she would never see Emnl ki-Sharongat again. She had wanted to forget the contract she’d signed to buy Axel’s freedom. She wanted to pretend it had never happened.
But when she first advertised her classes, and was sorting through the deluge of applications, a name had caught her eye: Emnl ki-Sharongat.
She had known she didn’t have the option of ignoring Emnl’s application. She assumed Emnl was keeping an eye on her, making sure she didn’t try to wiggle out of their deal.
What took her by surprise was that Emnl seemed keen to learn. In fact, she tried harder than any other student. Over the months, they had developed a genuine, if distant, teacher-student relationship. Their deal was never mentioned, never even alluded to, although it lurked in the background.
“Meg-sensei,” Emnl said, “I want to understand more about our stomach. You said that we should let the energy flow from our stomach. But I do not feel any energy in my stomach. Where should it come from?”
Teaching karate to sentrienza was like teaching ballet to penguins. They lacked reach and flexibility, and she’d heard a rumor that they had no fast twitch muscle fibers, which aligned with her own observation that they could not put power behind their kicks and punches. But she had a duty to teach them to the best of her ability.
“Well, Emnl, in Japanese the stomach is called the hara. It’s where the ki, um, energy, kind of sits or resides. When we give our kiai shout, we’re channeling the ki from our stomach. But I know that your center of balance is different from a human’s. It’s natural for the sentrienza to move from your chests. So although I would never advise a human student to keep their center of balance that high, it may actually work for your physiology. Just try not to move from your shoulders. That makes it very hard to put any energy behind your punches.”
“No,” Emnl said, before she even finished. “I want to understand more about ki. Energy. Where does this energy come from? How can I get more of it?”
Oh God. Not this again.
All her students were fascinated with the notion of ki. They saw karate as a means of acquiring it. Meg couldn’t decide if they completely misunderstood the concept, or if they understood it better than she did. Growing up as a bilingual Japanese speaker, she’d always used ki as an everyday word encompassing the concepts of mood, feeling, and yes, energy. Her karate practice had acquainted her with the more esoteric idea that ki came from some cosmic source, and the martial arts were just methods of channelling it. Science validated the existence of a link between mental focus and physical achievement. But so what?
“Just get your katas right and you’ll find that your kiais are more effective, too,” she said encouragingly.
But while her words were travelling to Sakassarib, Emnl transmitted another request. “Will you show me the tameshiwari again?”
Meg inwardly ground her teeth. She was not a circus performer. But she had to keep Emnl sweet.
She went to her supply closet at the other end of the dojo and took out two folding chairs and a plank. The ‘plank’ was actually a planed length of dried seaweed, as strong as flexible steel. She taped it to the chairs and stood in front of it, knees slightly bent.
Inhale. Exhale.
On the screen, Emnl had dropped into the squatting posture the sentrienza found most comfortable. She watched hungrily.
Inhale.
Exhale.
Meg dropped to one knee and simultaneously brought her right arm up. As her knee hit the floor, her arm whipcracked down. She thought of this as a soft, falling motion. Her palm slapped the board with a resonant thump, followed by a crack as the plank broke in half.
“Amazing! Superb!” Emnl exclaimed.
Rising, Meg hid a grin of satisfaction. It was nice to do something well and be admired for it, even if it was just a party trick. She’d made a video of herself breaking a stack of concrete pavers, put it on the net; that was what brought the students in.
“That was a soft break, as opposed to a power break,” Meg explained. She picked up the two halves of the plank and showed Emnl that her palm wasn’t injured, wasn’t even reddened. “It’s also called a ki break. It doesn’t have anything to do with strength, so you could definitely learn to do it.”
“How? How?”
There are limits to what can be explained. Some things just have to be learned.
“I let gravity do the work for me,” Meg fumbled.
“Did you learn this trick from the other man who came with you to Sakassarib?”
“Who?”
“The one who ...” Emnl lapsed into the sentrienza language.
“I don’t understand,” Meg said, carrying the chairs back to the supply closet. “Anyway, no, I learned it from my sensei, back on Earth, a long time ago.”
“They want me to stop studying karate,” Emnl said.
“Who does?”
“Everyone here. They think it is dangerous. They think you are dangerous.”
Meg tensed. “That’s ridiculous, Emnl. Tell them ...” That you’ll never be good enough to hurt anyone? True, but not tactful. “Tell them that it isn’t really about fighting. Or breaking planks. It’s a spiritual thing.”
“That’s it!” Emnl hissed. She bounced upright on her four-toed feet. “That’s exactly why they say it’s dangerous!”
Meg frowned. The doorbell of the dojo rang.
“Sorry, Emnl, hate to cut this short, but I have to go. It’s time for my next class.”
Of course, that wasn’t true. After bowing goodbye to Emnl, she opened the door to Axel.
He swept in on a gust of wind from the stairwell, his coat flapping. He’d taken to dressing like a Juradis lifer: ankle-length duster, filmy scarf that could be wound around the eyes against the glare of Betelgeuse. What was he doing here? He never came to the dojo. They shared two rooms in the silk district. Meg had been planning to go home for lunch, knowing he might or might not be there. Most days she didn’t see him until evening.
“Got a surprise for you.” He struck a gangster pose, gun-hands pointing at the mirror. Bang! He hung around with a bad crowd at the wharves. Mara, shablags, humans from the sketchier end of the security industry.
“I have to change.” She went into the bathroom, changed into cutoffs and a tank top, folded her gi into her gym bag. “What’s up?” she called through the open door.
“We’re going on a trip!” Axel did a clumsy karate kick at his own reflection. He was still wearing his boots.
“Axel, shoes ...”
“Oh jeez, sorry, sorry.” Clomp, clomp, he retreated to the door. “I’ll take them off.”
“Don’t bother. I’m coming now.”
She settled her sunglasses on her nose, tied her hat on with a bandanna, gave herself a grim smile in the bathroom mirror. At the door, she put her sandals on, using Axel as a support while she stood on one foot and then the other. He stood like a rock, letting her use his arm. This was the closest they came to touching each other these days.
“So what’s this about going on a trip? I can’t, anyway. I have classes.”
“Can’t you cancel them?”
“And then who’s gonna pay our rent?” Meg couldn’t help reminding Axel that she was supporting them both, literally by the sweat of her brow. It was a far cry from the days when he’d taken her for breakfast and dancing at a private restaurant.
“We’re going to Skaldaffi,” Axel said. “It’s an island. Long way from here.”
“Are you in trouble?”
“No more than usual. It’ll be fun. We’ll rent a plane.”
Meg locked the door of the dojo. Sun baked into the stairwell. The thump and whine of the shablag sweatshop on the 12th floor forced her to raise her voice. “Axel, do you have the dough to hire a plane?” She knew he didn’t. He was expecting her to pay for it, the way she paid for everything else. She tried to strike a conciliatory note. “What’s on this island that’s so great?”
“Not what. Who.”
Meg’s heart skipped a beat.
Collie Mack.
He’s found Colm.
It has to be.
Hope stole her cool. Her knuckles whitened on the strap of her gym bag. “Who is it, Axel?”
“Emile Zaragoza.”
Hope died. Meg shook her head. “I’m blanking on that name.”
“You’ve met him before. On Majriti IV.”



	
		



CHAPTER 38

THE RENTED SEAPLANE BANKED low above Skaldaffi. They had flown for nine hours straight. Meg gazed eagerly down at the island. She had not been enthusiastic about this trip, but now that she saw Skaldaffi, she liked the look of the place. It was a volcanic atoll: a donut with a bite out of one side. Forest covered it, so green it seemed to burn her retinas. A sight for sore eyes after the urban jungle of Haravalding.
The flash of solar panels drew her eye to a village amidst the trees. Children ran along a dirt track, waving at the plane.
Axel landed on the lagoon between the two ‘arms’ of the island. “Hey, you’re good at this,” Meg teased him.
He kissed his fingertips. “Thank Captain Esthesia. Implants don’t get rusty.”
A motor dinghy breasted the waves and nosed up to the seaplane for a precarious and very wet transfer. Meg ended up thoroughly soaked, salt water in her mouth, half-blinded by the glare off the waves, and feeling happier than she had in months.
As they crunched up the beach, she grinned at Axel, trying to convey an apology. This had already been worth it.
“Not much like Majriti IV, huh?” she said to the athletic young woman who’d piloted the dinghy.
“Not much,” the woman agreed. “But it’s got a lot going for it.”
“A notable absence of Ghosts.”
“That, and swimming. And kite-surfing. And snorkeling ...”
“Oh my God, I love snorkeling.”
“We can go out later if you like. The skin cancer incidence on this world is through the roof.”
“If that’s the only drawback ...”
“For real.” The woman stepped off the path. Her machete swung. She came back holding a spiny yellow fruit the size of a baby’s head. “Try this.” She broke off a spine, sucked on the stump like a straw, and passed it to Meg. “Nice and ripe.”
Meg expected something like coconut milk. She got a mouthful of sweet, thick nectar with a peppery edge. “Wow. That’s delicious.”
“Right?”
“No wonder the sentrienza kept this planet to themselves for so long.”
The woma nodded. “We feel so lucky to be able to live here, after everything that’s happened.”
Children ran down the path to meet them. Meg realized that among this tanned, rowdy gang must be some of the very same kids she, Axel, and Colm had rescued from Drumlin Farm.
“We’ve only been here a year, but now I can’t imagine raising my kids anywhere else,” the young woman said. She gave the spiny fruit to the children. “Share!”
If they’d been here a year, they must have made it onto a Hail Mary ship when the prices were still in nosebleed territory. How had ordinary refugees from a colony world managed that? And how had they wound up on a heavenly tropical island, instead of mouldering on a prison ship?
Maybe Axel’s mysterious contact, Emile Zaragoza, had the answers.
“You don’t have to come in,” Axel said to Meg, outside the house they were told was Zaragoza’s.
“Of course I’m coming in.”
The village was low-tech, welcoming. Sunlight grilled an open clearing. A generator chugged noisily. Smoke trickled from an open firepit. Six-legged pig analogs, resembling warthogs with armadillo carapaces, snuffled around the clearing. Prefab huts stood on log stilts, canopied with solar panels. Saws and nail guns clamored in the forest—the colonists were building better houses, a school, a recycling plant.
They climbed to the flat roof of Zaragoza’s house. In the shade of the solar canopy, a frail, silver-haired man reclined on a camp chair. He greeted them politely, but without warmth. Meg barely recognized him from Drumlin Farm. He’d aged a lot since then.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” Axel began.
“How could I say no?” Zaragoza said in lightly Spanish-accented English. “You saved our lives on Majriti IV.”
“We were just doing our job,” Meg said.
“How is your father?” Zaragoza said to Axel.
“He was on Gna fourteen months ago.” Axel shrugged. The void of uncertainty yawned. Meg thought about her own father, still on Earth. Or dead. Her good mood seeped away.
“You came to Juradis alone?” Zaragoza said.
“With Ms. Smythe and a couple of others.”
“But then ...”
“I’m afraid this is nothing to do with my father,” Axel said. Meg realized that they were here under false pretenses. Axel had let Zaragoza think they were emissaries from the Best family, rather than just another pair of refugees. “I found out you were living on Skaldaffi ...”
“From me,” said a high, thin shriek of a voice.
Meg whipped around. A mara climbed onto the roof, the whole house creaking beneath its weight. Meg’s skin crawled in a visceral reaction to this most repellent alien species.
The mara had short thick trunks, sinuous legs, green skin. Their upper bodies tapered to small heads with sloping foreheads. They weren’t very bright. The sentrienza employed them as laborers. But this one seemed a bit different. Its lank black ribbons of hair fringed piercing eyes. It settled into a reclining position at Zaragoza’s feet, producing another fusillade of creaks.
“It’s time to tell someone, Emile,” it said.
Emile Zaragoza raised a hand to strike the mara. Fury mottled his face.
Without thinking, Meg grabbed Zaragoza’s wrist. “Hey,” she said. “Hey.”
Zaragoza did not fight her. She let go. He hunched over his knees, staring at the red marks her fingers had left on his liver-spotted wrist.
“I apologize,” he said.
“No, I apologize,” Meg said.
“It’s just ...” He trailed off.
“You’ve been through so much,” Meg blurted, understanding. “You escaped the Ghosts by the skin of your teeth on Majriti IV. Lost everything. But you made it here, somehow or other. Now you’ve got this great set-up, and you’re afraid you’re going to lose everything all over again.”
Zaragoza sighed. He pulled himself together and turned to Axel. “Do I need to worry?”
“That depends what you’ve got to tell us,” Axel said.
“What did the mara tell you?”
The mara itself answered. “I learned from my cousins on Haravalding that a man—this one—was asking questions. Dangerous questions. And I think, Emile, that you are the best person to answer him.”
Zaragoza said, “I’m no longer involved. And my people were never involved. They’re innocent.”
Axel growled, “Bullshit.” He pointed into the trees. “I saw some very interesting things when I overflew the island. My plane’s got LiDAR, by the way. I wonder what the sentrienza would—”
He got no further. The mara rose to its knees and swept him into a choke hold, one arm clamped across his throat. Axel’s face reddened. He tore ineffectually at the green-skinned arm that was cutting off his air. Meg jumped to her feet, but she was unarmed, powerless against the brawny alien.
“Take them away,” Zaragoza said, no longer looking at Meg or Axel. “Don’t hurt them. Just take them ... somewhere safe. I’ll decide later what should be done with them.”
*
‘SOMEWHERE SAFE’ TURNED out to be a pit in the ground, about a mile from the village. Meg figured it for the future cellar of a large building. Straight-sided, it was too deep to climb out of. She tried anyway, vainly digging footholds in the volcanic soil, which crumbled the minute she put her weight on them. At last she gave up, exhausted. The afternoon sunlight shone straight into the pit, and she’d lost her sunglasses. A throbbing headache split her temples.
Axel had taken off his duster and rigged it into a canopy in one corner of the pit. She crawled into the makeshift shelter beside him. The material was not thick enough to block all the light. The shadow of the weave cross-hatched the backs of her sunburnt hands.
“You’ll get skin cancer,” Axel said, touching one knuckle.
“That’s the least of our worries.” She was too tired and headachey to start a blame game. “What did you see on the LiDAR?”
“Couple of catamarans. A small nuclear power plant. And an anti-aircraft gun, probably a large-caliber Gauss. All hidden under the trees.”
“Wonder what they need that kind of ordnance for.”
“They’re part of the Organization.”
“The what?”
“The Organization,” Axel repeated. She could hear the capital O. “It started out with some of the vets who work security on the prison ships. Just bar talk about overthrowing the sentrienza. But then they involved the mara and the shablags, and it started to get serious. Now, with more and more humans arriving on Juradis, they’re starting to think they have the numbers to actually take action.”
Meg shook her head incredulously. “The sentrienza’ll nuke them from orbit.”
“Probably.”
“And you didn’t tell me about this before, why?”
“Because you think the sentrienza are the good guys,” Axel said, and they were having that blame game after all.
“I do not think they’re the good guys,” Meg said hotly. But the truth was, she kind of did. Hadn’t the sentrienza taken in close to a million human refugees? They hadn’t had to do that. No, the prison ships weren’t luxury hotels, but at least those people were alive, not rotting on Gna or Gliese 581g or wherever. The sentrienza were humanity’s last hope of survival.
As for that contract Emnl had made Meg sign ... it was probably just some kind of sentrienza cultural metaphor. It would never apply, anyway. She and Axel hadn’t slept together for months.
The afternoon wore slowly on. Meg got thirsty, and then very, very thirsty. Her head pounded. She curled up in the makeshift shelter and dozed.
When she woke up, the sun had mercifully set. Her headache had abated some, but her thirst hadn’t. Rough fabric cushioned her cheek. Axel had folded his duster under her head for a pillow.
“Meg. You awake?” He stood in the middle of the pit, looking up at the dark forest.
She stood up. Shaky, dizzy. “I think I have heatstroke.”
“You need fluids.”
“Yeah. Shame we don’t have any.”
“I thought I heard something ...”
The insects buzzed. Waves sighed on the nearby beach.
A twig snapped.
A ladder angled over the edge of the pit.



	
		



CHAPTER 39

THE LADDER SETTLED AGAINST the side of the pit.
Axel scrambled up it at a run.
Meg, weak and shaky, took it slower. When she reached the top of the ladder, the young woman who had ferried them to the island pulled her to her feet.
“Just go,” the woman said. “Go back to your plane and get out of here. The dinghy’s on the beach. I assume you know how to operate the outboard. You never saw me, and I have no idea how you got loose.” She stooped to lift the ladder out of the pit.
Meg said, “You must be an angel in disguise. I swear, we’ll repay you someday.”
“Sorry we didn’t get to go snorkeling.”
“Maybe next time—”
Axel stepped up behind the woman and hit her on the back of the neck.
She went down without a sound.
Meg stifled a scream. She shoved Axel away. The woman was out cold. Meg rolled her over, brushed leaf mould off her face, made sure she was breathing. “You asshole,” she said furiously. “She was helping us.”
“She might’ve raised the alarm.” Axel gagged the woman with his scarf, then slung her over his shoulder like a sack. He climbed back down into the pit and left her there. When he climbed back up, he pulled up the ladder and slid it into the undergrowth.
A lumpy bag lay on the ground. The woman must have brought it with her. Axel picked it up and drew out one of those spiny fruits. “Fluids,” he said, passing it to Meg.
Meg broke off a spine and sucked down the nectar as she stumbled after Axel down the trail. Her strength returned with every mouthful. “You could have killed her.”
“She’ll be fine.”
“She was going to let us go!”
“I came here for answers.” His voice was grim. “I’m not leaving until I get them.”
Firelight glowed through the trees. They crept up to the edge of the village. Meg did not trust Axel not to hurt anyone else. She shoved him behind her and took the lead, advancing tactically between the huts, placing her heels down first to minimize the sound of her footsteps.
The huts were dark. Everyone seemed to be asleep.
The mara lay in front of the banked firepit, sprawled on the bare earth, looking like some kind of monstrous lizard.
Meg froze with one foot in the air, then backtracked, a step at a time.
The mara did not stir.
She glanced back for Axel, saw him on the steps of Zaragoza’s house. No locks here. No freaking doors. Axel vanished through the curtain that hung over the doorway.
Meg caught up with him as he was shaking Zaragoza awake. Starlight from the window gleamed on Zaragoza’s eyeballs, and on a knife in Axel’s hand.
“Not a sound,” Axel whispered. He sat back on his heels, allowing Zaragoza to sit up.
The house consisted of just two rooms. Meg tiptoed back into the kitchen. A drawer hung open. There were more knives in there. She did not touch them. She opened the generator-powered cooler and zeroed in on a carton of long-life milk. She drank half of it on her way back to the bedroom, and leaned against the wall to sip the rest.
“I can’t let you do anything that would endanger the Organization,” Zaragoza said.
“I don’t give a shit about the Organization,” Axel said. “I want to know what the Uzzizellans are up to.”
“I haven’t talked to them since we came to Juradis.”
“The Jolly Green Giant out there said it was about time you told someone what you knew.”
“I should never have trusted the mara.”
“You’ve got a bad habit of trusting aliens.”
“That’s a fair observation,” Zaragoza said, tiredly. “But how are we to survive in this galaxy if we can’t trust any other species?”
“By being smarter and stronger than they are,” Axel said.
Meg laughed. Neither man glanced at her. She sipped her milk.
“I’m a metaphysicist,” Zaragoza said. “I should have been born in a different century. A peaceful century. In our era metaphysics is a field of strategic importance. We deal with questions intimately related to certain practical issues of interest to Earth ... and unfortunately, to our enemies, as well.”
“Go on,” Axel said.
“Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth came to visit me on Majriti IV to discuss my research into Kirlian energy fields.”
To Meg’s astonishment, Axel nodded like he knew what Zaragoza was talking about. “The energy of living things can supposedly be photographed in the form of coronal discharges.”
“Photographed, and even measured, with modern equipment. These biofields are real, but they’re generally thought to be the result of stochastic electric ionization. Just a weird little phenomenon, not relevant to anything else. However, my belief—I have to say I’m more or less alone in holding it—is that biofields are actually very, very weak zero-gravity fields.”
“That’s interesting,” Axel said.
Interesting? As far as Meg knew, that was a completely nutty idea. The only way to generate a zero-gravity field was with a zero-gravity field generator. Wasn’t it?
“I believe Kirlian energy is a clue to the missing link,” Zaragoza said.
The missing link: an insight that would unify zero-gravity with the classical universe. Physics had a chronic case of split personality. In the 20th and 21st centuries, scientists had struggled to reconcile general relativity with quantum mechanics. Then the sentrienza came along, bringing zero-gravity, which folded both theories into a new grand theory of reality ... only to create a new division: zero-gravity versus everything else. If the sentrienza knew how it all fit together, they weren’t telling.
Dr. Zaragoza had just claimed that his Kirlian energy was the missing piece of the puzzle. If he was right, that would be pretty huge ... for theoretical physicists. Meg didn’t see how it would make a bit of difference to humanity’s survival.
She glanced out the window. The mara still slept before the firepit. One of those six-legged warthogs snuffled around the far side of the banked embers.
“I’m surprised the sentrienza didn’t shut down your research,” Axel said.
Zaragoza chuckled bitterly. “They funded my research! Naturally, I didn’t know at the time where the money was coming from.”
Meg watched the warthog. She was afraid it might wake the mara up.
“They went to great lengths to conceal their interest in my theory. Instead of coming to talk to me themselves, they sent Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth.”
“So he was working for the sentrienza all along.”
“Of course he was. You have to understand the position of the queazel community. Their home planet is thousands of light years away, if it still exists. They’re exiles, completely dependent on the sentrienza’s hospitality and goodwill. But I didn’t know any of this at the time. I hardly knew what a queazel was.”
Meg got the feeling that Zaragoza was protesting too much. Trying to justify his loose lips after the fact.
“So I talked him through my research. We discussed some potential applications ...”
“Best Industries was interested in the potential applications, too. But we never got to find out what they were.” Axel jabbed the knife at Zaragoza, making the old man flinch. “Tell me now. What were the applications? Specifically, what was Nulth interested in?”
“Amplification,” Zaragoza said tonelessly. “It should be possible to amplify the biofield. In fact, we already do. That’s what esthesia implants are, metaphysically speaking.”
“In English,” Axel growled.
“Biofields are as unique as fingerprints. Imagine a blurry, faint fingerprint on a window. You can hardly see it. You’d have trouble identifying who it belongs to. Now imagine the same fingerprint etched in fluorescent paint. You can see it from across the room ...”
Meg didn’t need to hear any more. “That’s how the Ghosts found us on Mezamiria.” Dark, murky emotion pulsed through her. “And the sentrienza funded your research?”
Zaragoza looked at her for the first time. “If I could take it all back, I would. I can’t. All I can do is make amends, in the hope that a remnant of humanity may yet be saved.”
Meg heard a faint sound from outside. She turned back to the window—
—just as the six-legged warthog brushed against the mara’s leg.
The mara raised itself on one fleshy elbow. It seemed to stare straight across the clearing at Meg.
She tiptoed back into the kitchen. “Meg?” Axel called after her.
“Ssssh!” A knife would do her no good against the mara, but maybe Zaragoza had a gun somewhere—
A loud cry of horror came from Axel, followed by a terrible grunting sound.
She pivoted back to the bedroom.
Blood soaked Emile Zaragoza’s shirt, his lap, the bedding. The kitchen knife lay in the pool of blood pumping from the old man’s jugular. The disgusting sweet smell of gore brought back battlefield memories. Meg detached. Calmly, she said, “That was dumb. Why’d you do it?”
“I didn’t. He snatched the knife.” Axel let out a wild, humorless laugh. “That’s what he meant by making amends, I guess.”
“He’s not dead yet. It takes several minutes for an adult human being to bleed out.” Meg bent over Zaragoza, trying to pinch the messy wound in his throat closed. Her hands immediately got too slippery to gain any purchase on the skin. It was no use. He was dying.
The kitchen floor creaked.
The mara ducked its head under the lintel of the bedroom door.
At the sight of Zaragoza in a pool of blood, apparently murdered, a thin enraged howl burst from its lips. It lunged at the two humans, covering half the room in a single stride.
Meg was already halfway to the window. She pushed Axel out and jumped out after him. Hit the ground badly, jarring her shoulder.
They ran.
The village awoke around them. People spilled out of doors, yelling.
They plunged into the forest. It was slow going through the undergrowth. Branches stabbed Meg’s outstretched hands. Thorns caught at her jeans. The mara’s howls seemed to come from every direction at once. She ignored the disorienting sound, knowing it was just a trick the mara had of throwing their voices to confuse their prey. She navigated by memory to the trail. Then they were able to run flat out.
Breathless, they burst onto the beach. The tide was high. The dinghy lay near the tree line. They jumped in and shoved it out through the surf. Axel pulled the starter cord.
Nothing.
Again.
The engine caught.
Behind them, lights bobbed on the beach. Gunshots cracked over the sound of the waves.
Axel fought with the tiller, pointing the dinghy out into the lagoon. Spray drenched them. The seaplane loomed out of the dark. They clambered onto the floats, then into the cockpit, leaving the dinghy to be carried away on the waves. Spume blew in with them, spattering the instruments. Meg flopped into the copilot’s seat. Axel wrestled the plane around into the wind.
The plane rocked and roared across the waves. The wings caught the wind. The bumping ceased.
A tiny cluster of lights shrank away into the blackness below. Down there lay a dead man who had indirectly killed hundreds of millions.
But not without help.
She felt entangled in guilt.
She got up, fetched water and food for both of them. It was important to stay focused on practical requirements. They’d brought a bag of dried fish snacks and the local equivalent of granola bars for the journey. The ‘granola’ was puffed barley, grown on the queazel farms at the poles. She handed Axel a bar and glanced at the fuel gauge. “We can’t get back to Haravalding on half a tank.”
“We aren’t going back to Haravalding.”
“What?”
“Zaragoza didn’t tell us who developed the implants. Whoever it is, they’re the real culprits.”
Meg bit into her granola bar. “Does it matter who developed them?”
His face reddened in the low light from the instrument panel. “Does it matter ...”
That had been her guilt talking. Of course it mattered. She propped her elbow on the armrest of her couch, her head on her hand. “We’re the real culprits. If we hadn’t rescued Zaragoza and the queazel from Drumlin Farm ...”
“It was my decision.”
“I saved the damn queazel from an army of Ghosts.” She was trying to stop Axel from blaming himself. She’d bear the guilt, if it would keep him from going into a downwards spiral. She was shocked to realize that this was an act of love.
Axel merely said, “I think the queazels may have developed the implants. Anyway, we’re going to find out.”
Meg’s head drooped lower. She clenched her granola bar in her teeth, like a long brown tongue, but didn’t have the energy to take another bite.
“Zaragoza told me where Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth lives,” Axel said. “Some little town on the coast of the north polar continent. That’s where we’re going.”
“Fine.” Meg dropped the granola bar on the floor of the cockpit.
“Meg? Meg.” He leaned over and shook her. “I don’t regret it.”
“Huh?”
“I lost twenty-two Marines rescuing Zaragoza. Then I went back to Drumlin Farm to rescue the fucking queazel. But I don’t regret it.”
“Yay.”
“Because of that, because they tried to silence us, we know they’re out there.”
“They?”
“The conspirators. We have a chance to find out who they are ... and stop them.”
Despite her tiredness, she understood that he was trying to rewrite history into something he could live with. But she also couldn’t help noticing that he’d written Colm out of it.



	
		



CHAPTER 40

GILLIAM TRIPSILION NULTH CAME into Colm’s cell, followed by a servant walking on its hind legs and carrying a tray. “How are you feeling?” he said.
“Don’t get too close to me,” Colm said, “or you’ll find out.”
The threat was empty. Rivizolla, the seneschal, coiled in the doorway, his shotgun propped on the arch of his hindquarters.
“I thought you might appreciate some company,” Gil said. He curled on the floor across from Colm. There was no furniture in the cell apart from a low bed, too short for a human—Colm’s feet stuck off the end when he lay down. There was also a bucket with a toilet seat balanced on it. The smell had shrivelled his sinuses after the first couple of days. Now, with a draught blowing through the cell, he smelled it afresh.
The servant put the tray on the floor and went out. Rivizolla closed the door, cutting off the breeze, and settled down in front of it.
The tray held a bottle of muck, an ice bucket, and two glasses. There was also a plastic dish of nuts and berries, and another, larger dish with a lid.
Gil poured. “I miss having company,” he said.
“Is that why you locked me up in this hole?”
“No. I’m trying to help you.”
Colm laughed humorlessly.
“I want to help you be your best self.”
This seemed like such a strange thing to say, and Gil seemed so serious, that Colm wondered if the queazel were mad. Could aliens go mad? An interesting question. Gil’s back tufts stuck up in dirty clumps. He wore a loose vest stained with God knows what. He lapped from his glass, raised his head, and caught Colm watching him.
“Aren’t you going to drink with me?”
“Looks like you’ve already had a few today.” Today was an elusive concept this far north. The sun never set, just dipped slightly closer to the horizon. For the days, maybe as long as a week, of his imprisonment, Colm had been sleeping as much as he could, staring out of the six-inch slit window the rest of the time. The bed frame was made of molded plastic. He couldn’t break it. He could think of only two ways out of here. Jump Rivizolla, which seemed like an efficient way of committing suicide ... or persuade Gil to let him go.
“All right, I’ll keep you company.” He took a long sip of muck and ate a few nuts. The queazel snack mix was an improvement over the barley porridge they’d been giving him.
“Do you remember when you were discharged from the Navy?” Gil said. “That is how I felt when I was forced into retirement.”
“As we humans say, karma’s a bitch.”
“They said I was careless with my assets,” Gil complained. He refilled his own glass. “That was hurtful to hear, and simply untrue. I like humans. I admire you.”
“You haven’t been acting like it.”
“I had no choice. The sentrienza wield the power of life and death over my own people.” Gil put his head back and gnawed at an itchy place in his neck fur.
“Why do you admire humans?”
“You have the best vices,” Gil said with his barking laugh. He extracted a pack of cigarettes from a pocket of his vest, sat halfway up and lit one. “I’m weak,” he said. “It’s a malady.” The smoke drifted in flat veils in the sunlight from the window. A butterfly landed on the windowsill and then flew away.
Colm took a cigarette. “Are you afraid someone might find out what you did?” He was curious to know whether Gil had a conscience.
“I was afraid you would find out.”
“Aye, I’m a wee bit upset that you used me to lure the Ghosts to the Kuiper Belt. You could definitely say that.”
“Do you know why we did it?”
“Because you’re rat bastards?”
“The sentrienza have ruled this part of the Orion Arm for thousands of years. They have diplomatic contacts with the ruling races in other regions of the galaxy. Since the war began, there have been top-level summits, exchanges of classified intelligence. All agree: nothing like the Ghosts has ever been seen before. Never, in recorded history.”
“So there are other guys as powerful as the sentrienza out there?”
Gil’s ears twitched impatiently. “Yes, of course.”
“And they all get along, do they?”
“Oh, they have treaties and modus vivendi agreements. Fancy language for a fact of existence. The upper limits on FTL speed are written into the laws of physics. It already takes a hundred Earth years to travel from one side of the sentrienza empire to the other. No species could ever build or hold an empire much larger. Galactic empire would be an impossibility.”
“Not for the Ghosts, it wouldn’t,” Colm said, suddenly understanding why the sentrienza were afraid of them. “They can travel from one star to another in no time at all.” He shivered. “In the twinkling of an eye.”
“Now you see it,” Gil said.
“So why not help us fight them, instead of stabbing us in the back?!?”
“It’s called backing the strong horse.”
“That’s daft. When they’ve finished us off, they’ll come for you.”
“The sentrienza believe the Ghosts have a specific war aim: the capture and occupation of Earth. Once they achieve that, an armistice can be negotiated. So the sentrienza think.”
“They’re dreaming.”
“I agree.”
“They’re a sandwich short of an alien picnic.”
“Quite.”
Colm started to laugh. After days of punitive isolation, the drink and the talk had lowered his guard. He laughed, and Gil laughed in barking yelps. Colm lay down on his back on the floor. The world looked interesting from queazel height. It looked bigger.
He reached out and idly lifted the lid off the larger dish Gil had brought. “What’s in here? I suppose it’d be too much to hope for a decent curry ... Huh?”
The dish contained a pack of cards, a few coins, five juggling balls, a polka-dotted silk handkerchief, and several plastic vials of pills. It was these last that caught Colm’s eye.
“Just a little present for you,” Gil said.
Colm’s hand went out of its own accord and picked up one of the vials. He shook it. The pills looked like the military-grade tropodolfin he used to take, but they could be anything.
“It’s good stuff,” Gil said. He took one of the other vials, unscrewed it with his clever little paws, and licked out a single pill. Crunch, crunch.
Colm felt a twitch of nostalgic desire. But he shook his head. “I’m clean now.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I haven’t touched that stuff since I was on Gna.” He scratched the greasy hair on the side of his head where his esthesia implant abided, inert and half-forgotten. “I only ever used because I was in agony from this.”
That was the truth, but it was also true that he had gone a few rounds with his inner junkie. Some of the mercs on the Constantinople did pills, blow, injectables, whatever. It had taken a lot of willpower for Colm not to fall back into using. But he hadn’t, and now he tossed the vial of tropodolfin back into the dish.
“I don’t want it.”
“The other things are for you, too.”
“Cards, coins?”
“You used to do magic tricks, didn’t you?”
“How do you know that?”
“It might help to pass the time.”
“All I want is out of here.”
Gil uncurled. He bounced peppily onto his feet. The tropodolfin was already working on his hardy queazel physiology. Rivizolla stood up on his hind legs, keeping his shotgun aimed at Colm. “I’ll come back soon,” Gil promised.
“Fuck you! Why? Why are you keeping me here?”
“I told you. I want you to become your best self.”
“What does that even mean?”
Gil laughed like a fox, tongue lolling. “Figure it out.” He slithered out into the corridor.
Colm picked up the large dish and hurled it at the closing door. “You want me to be a miserable, shut-in junkie like you?”
The dish hit the door. Its contents scattered and rolled around the cell.
The bolt outside slammed home, and the padlock snicked shut.
*
AFTER A WHILE, COLM picked everything up.
After a longer while, he took one of the tropodolfin pills.
And then another.
It was better than staring out the six-inch window at the sky, wishing it were the blue sky of Earth.



	
		



CHAPTER 41

MEG LAY ON HER stomach behind a granite outcropping, gazing through binoculars at the castle belonging to the ancient clan of Nulth.
Asking around in Kevesingod, she and Axel had learned that the Nulth clan had owned one of the generation ships that carried the queazels into exile on Juradis, after some mysterious calamity devastated their homeworld. Nulths had acted as go-betweens for the queazel community and their sentrienza hosts ever since. They owned huge tracts of the grain-producing cropland that covered the interiors of both polar continents, north and south. But the clan had declined and shrunk. Local townsfolk, queazel and human alike, spoke of its local representative, Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth, with an odd mixture of pity and fear.
The castle looked tiny from Meg’s vantage point on the mountainside. As if she could reach out and push it into the fjord with the tip of her finger. But each of the blocks making up its high curtain wall—irregularly shaped, artfully fitted together, like the drystone walls of old Japanese castles—was a ten-ton chunk of granite. The gates would be the weak points, but firing slits overlooked both the main gate and the postern. A moat increased the difficulty of approaching the wall.
She lowered her binoculars, frustrated, and chewed on a strip of dried fish. The sun warmed her back. The weather was nice this far north. The farms lay further inland, but this barren coastal strip supported more life than it appeared at first glance. She and Axel lay in a crevice between two rocks. It was a tiny sweet-smelling world of mosses, lichens, insects, and butterflies.
“We could always just walk up to the front door and knock,” she said.
“And say what?” Axel said. “Hello, we’d like to discuss the conspiracy against humanity?”
Meg chuckled. “On second thoughts, maybe not.”
Azel rolled onto his back and closed his eyes against the low-angled sun. “Helicopter? Rappel down into the keep ...”
“We don’t have a helicopter.”
“Good point.”
“And you can’t rappel faster than a bullet,” she added.
Axel opened one eye with a half-smile. “What would I do without you, Meg?”
She took a mock swipe at him. They had been getting along better since they reached the north pole. Out here in the fresh air, with a mission to focus on, she didn’t have to wonder about what she felt for him, or worry that he was blaming himself for everything. After all, nothing had gone wrong yet ...
“Place your hands on your heads,” said a thin, dangerous voice. “Slowly.”
On instinct, Meg reached for the gun she’d set beside her on the rock—a scarred old .38, purchased in Kevesingod from a shablag who sold illegal weapons under the counter of his hardware store.
A large green hand closed on her wrist and twisted it, wrenching a yelp of pain from her throat.
“Do that again and I will shoot you,” said the thin voice of a mara.
“OK, got it,” Meg gasped.
The mara let go of her wrist. It pulled itself over the rocks, staying low, out of sight from the castle. It snatched Meg’s gun and jammed it into the waistband of its flapping patchwork trousers. Meg and Axel lay on their backs, hands on their heads. The mara patted them down. When it had satisfied itself that they had no other weapons on them, it moved back, with the frightening speed and agility of a lizard. It squatted facing them. It carried an AK knockoff. Same type of weapon Meg used to carry in the Kuiper Belt. It looked like a toy in the mara’s hands. 
“You followed us,” Axel snarled.
“It’s not the same one,” Meg said. This mara was smaller than the one they had met on Skaldaffi, and it had a squarer face.
“The Organization is everywhere,” the mara said in its thin voice, like wind blowing through a crack.
“This is about Emile Zaragoza,” Meg guessed.
Axel said, “I’m going to sit up. All right?” He did, keeping his hands on his head. “I did not kill Dr. Zaragoza. I respected him immensely, as a thinker and a human being. But he made some bad choices. And I guess he knew that. He killed himself because he thought he was responsible for the fall of Earth. He wasn’t, though. For one thing, Earth hasn’t fallen yet.”
“But it will,” the mara said. “It will fall, as our homeworld fell, as the homeworlds of the shablags and queazels fell. Because that is the sentrienza way.”
“Yup,” Axel said. “They give gifts, and then they collect payment.”
“Yessss.” The mara hissed the word like a snake. “After they ruined our homeworld, they gave us refuge in their empire, and we are still paying them for their kindnesssss.”
Axel nodded. “I’ve heard what happened to your world. It was a pandemic, right?”
“Sssso. And the shablags’ world was destroyed by a rock from the sky.”
“They must have played the same trick on the queazels,” Axel said to Meg, who was thinking about her contract with Emnl ki-Sharongat, and feeling sick. “Of course, they’d have blamed it on the indiscriminate cruelty of the universe.”
“And when Earth falls,” the mara said, “they will blame it on the indiscriminate cruelty of the Ghosts. Are these Ghosts a kind of pandemic?”
Meg yelped a laugh. “Yeah, you could say that. They’re a pandemic with rifles. But I’m starting to get the impression that the sentrienza are worse.” She was still thinking about Sakassarib. Despising herself for falling for Emnl’s sweetly reasonable act. “They’re opportunists, aren’t they? The alligators of the galaxy. Anything that comes along ...”
“Yeah.” Axel faced the mara. “But we don’t have to lie down and take it anymore. Humanity is still in the fight.” Out here in the sun and the wind of Juradis, it seemed like a thin claim. But Axel’s voice carried the intensity of conviction. And the mara was no longer pointing its AK at them. “When they picked on Homo sapiens, they picked on the wrong species.” Axel pointed his chin at Castle Nulth. “And if we can get into that castle, we can start fighting back.”
“That is the home of Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth,” the mara said.
“Yep,” Axel said. Sweat circles were spreading under his arms. “Nulth picked Dr. Zaragoza’s brains, stole his research for the sentrienza ... and then abandoned him to live with the guilt. He owes us, big-time. But as you see, there are only two of us. So we could use some help kicking his furry ass back to the smouldering ruins of Uzzizel.”
The mara lowered its AK until the barrel was pointing at the ground. “We are a solitary species. But I know of four other mara living in these parts. There are also the shablags, of course, but they are useless in a fight.” 
Meg smiled joyfully. “If the other mara are anything like you, we’ll do just fine.”
*
COLM HAD MADE AN INTERESTING discovery. He was better at magic when he was high.
Left alone with a supply of pills, he’d fallen face-first into an epic binge. It was a lot like what his father had done, the time Dad and Mam had briefly separated when Colm was sixteen. Colm had gone to see his father in his bedsit in Inverness, and found him surrounded by a plastic fortress of empties. The only difference between Lloyd Mackenzie then and Colm Mackenzie now was that Colm’s fortress was built of tropodolfin vials. If his father could see him, he’d get to feel superior that Colm had plunged further down the slippery slope of substance abuse.
Colm’s new routine went like this: Binge. Crash. Sleep for fourteen, sixteen hours. Wake up. Force down some bread and fruit, so his body didn’t totally give out on him. Repeat.
Lloyd Mackenzie had escaped his solitary hell when Daisy took pity on him and went to fetch him home in the Hyundai. Colm had no one, apart from Gil, who seemed intent on encouraging him to destroy himself.
As if to incentivize him, Gil had given him some new luxuries. A clock. A mirror. An electric fan. But the queazel flatly refused to give him a computer, or even a book to read. So he had to entertain himself with conjuring tricks.
High as a satellite, he sat crosslegged in front of the mirror, practicing the old levitation effect. Dad had taught him this one in that Inverness bedsit, over the course of a boozy afternoon. Hold the deck of cards in the left hand, nudge the desired card out of the deck with the knuckle of the left thumb, while holding the right palm flat above the deck. It looks like you’re lifting the card by magic. His father had lifted the card right out of the deck and made it float around, seemingly dangling from his right palm by an invisible string. Colm had never got the hang of it to that extent. The best he’d been able to do was suspend the card from his right palm for a few seconds.
But now, on his fiftieth attempt, the card followed his right hand as he moved it away from the deck. It wobbled in the breeze from the fan, but did not fall.
A smile spread over his face. “How’s that, Dad?” he murmured. “Still think hard drugs are the devil?”
The door opened, breaking his concentration. The card fluttered to the floor. Gil slithered in and picked it up.
“Very nicely done. You’re getting better at that.”
“You’ve been watching me?”
Gil pointed a claw at the mirror. “There is a camera concealed in the frame.”
Colm gritted his jaw in annoyance. “Remind me to turn the mirror to the wall next time I jerk off.”
“I’ve seen you doing that,” Gil said.
“You sodding voyeur.”
“It is not as interesting as this.” Gil returned the card.
Colm made it vanish in his hand. He used not to be able to do this with anything bigger than a coin, but now he could fold an entire playing card into the pocket between his thumb and palm. He returned it to the deck. Gil’s eyes followed his hand, flicked to and fro, trying to see what he’d missed. Colm smiled. “My dad used to be able to vanish all kinds of shit. Hats, toys, Mars bars. It was a huge crowd pleaser.”
“So it runs in the blood,” Gil said.
“He was a great entertainer. A 24-carat bastard, but the best magician in Scotland. He wanted me to follow in his footsteps. I wonder have the Ghosts got him and my mother yet?” Colm shook his head, angry with himself for showing emotion.
“Earth is still holding out,” Gil said.
“That was a year ago.”
“You can help your parents. Your country. Your planet.”
“Yeah?”
“You are the best magician alive. Actually, you may be the only magician alive.”
Colm guffawed. “That’s fucking brilliant. We’ll entertain the Ghosts to death. That’ll show them.”
“I’m serious.”
“Up your arse wi’ it.”
Gil got to his feet. Despite his slovenly clothing, unwashed fur, and the reek of booze that came off him, he managed to give an impression of dignity. “Then you can spend the rest of your life wondering if you could have saved Earth when you had a chance.”
“How? With card tricks?”
“Think about Earth. Think about your family. The places you used to go, the places you love.”
Colm thought about the Free Church Manse. “I was going to buy a house and convert it into a castle.”
“I advise against it,” Gil said. “No good comes of hiding in castles. Just look at me.”
“You’d be a junkie wherever you were,” Colm said, suddenly moved to pity for the little creature.
“I do not think so. I indulge in my vices because I am alone.”
“Ah, you’re not alone. Rivizolla and the rest are here. I’m here, though I’d much rather not be.”
Gil snarled at him.
Colm folded his arms. Harshly, he said, “The problem is you’re weak, that’s all. I didn’t touch the stuff for two years, and it’s not like I didn’t have the opportunity.”
Gil lifted the front half of his body off the floor to push the door open. He looked back at Colm. “Think about that. You didn’t indulge for two years. What else did not happen during that time?”
He went out. Colm glimpsed Rivizolla in the passage outside. The door shut. The bolt thudded and the padlock snicked.
What else hadn’t happened in the last two years?
Colm didn’t want to think about Gil’s question, but one possible answer kept intruding into his mind. He took another pill. It was time, anyway. The rush derailed the unwanted train of thought.
Unable to sit still, he decided to practice juggling.
Gil had given him five balls, squashy and iridescent. When he came here, he’d only been able to juggle three balls, but with nothing else to do, he’d worked his way up to four and then five. Each one seemed to hang for a long moment at the apex of its trajectory, catching the sunlight from the window and scattering prisms over the walls of the tower room.



	
		



CHAPTER 42

THE MARA LIVED IN a cave in the cliff overlooking the fjord. It had summoned the other mara in the area to meet with Meg and Axel. To Meg’s dismay, about a hundred shablags had also turned up. No—she reconsidered, glancing into the depths of the cave—more like two hundred. All of them armed.
The cave ran straight back into the cliff from an opening just a short scramble above the water. Reflections from the fjord played on the bare rock ceiling. It was plenty light inside, not too cold, but the mara had a fire going in the central pit, anyway. The smoke bent towards the back of the cave. There must be a crevice, some way for it to escape.
Beyond the fire, the shablags crouched on the stone floor, hugging a wild variety of firearms—everything from revolvers to homemade Gauss guns. They were small people, three to four feet tall, their limbs covered with woolly hair in shades of purple and maroon. Their dark brown faces sported long wobbly noses, almost probosces. They murmured to each other in their clicking, squeaking language. Every deepset, amethyst eye was fixed on Meg and Axel.
Their mara acquaintance droned on to the other three mara in their own language, evidently explaining the plan they had come up with for assaulting Castle Nulth. Meg nudged Axel. “I’m worried this is going to get out of control. Do the shablags think they’re coming with us?”
“They might be useful,” Axel murmured. “If they can shoot straight.”
“And of course two hundred armed shablags won’t draw unwanted attention from the sentrienza.”
The sentrienza were rarely seen in these parts, but they did have a local presence. A fortified compound on a headland overlooking the mouth of the fjord served as a customs post for Kevesingod. There might be hundreds of sentrienza in there for all Meg knew. Even if there were only a handful, a ‘secret’ gathering this large presented a definite risk.
She leaned across the table, which was a stone slab balanced on two boulders. The mara stopped talking. She cleared her throat pointedly.
“Why are the little guys here?”
“They have been waiting a long time for this,” said their mara acquaintance, who spoke the best English.
“For what?”
“For human leadership. It is as Axel said. Only you can defeat the sentrienza.”
Meg gazed at the horde of shablags. They gazed back at her. Their long noses quivered in unison. Meg had never commanded a unit, but she knew how enlisted personnel looked at an officer they trusted, and that’s how the shablags were looking at her now.
Oh, shit, she thought. What have we gotten ourselves into?
Axel broke the silence. “We need to talk tactics. I’d like to propose that the shablags create a diversion at the front gate of the castle, while we breach the postern gate.”
Meg put aside her reservations. It was a workable plan. “For the breaching operation, we’ll need shaped charges. Can you source C4 and detonators?”
The mara knew what plastic explosive was. They said there was a large construction site outside of Kevesingod where the queazels were building an airport. Many of the shablag worked there. The discussion wandered into the logistics and risks of stealing explosives from the site. The fjord lapped at the rocks outside the cave. The oldest of the mara, a weathered giant clad in rags, showed Meg tombstone teeth. “I live alone at the head of the fjord, managing a queazel farm,” it said. “It has been years since I spoke to another being in the flesh. I came back for this.”
Meg gave it what she hoped was a confident smile. “It’s an honor.” Then she noticed a change in the sound of the lapping water.
Stones rattled outside the cave.
Meg’s training took over. She rolled under the table, as a dozen Walking Guns lolloped under the rocky lintel and started roaring.
*
COLM TOSSED HIS JUGGLING balls into the air in a steady rhythm. There was something hypnotic about the five-ball cascade. It was a simple sequence of throws and catches repeated over and over again, but it demanded much more concentration than three balls or four balls. Like telling a rosary, without words. Or baking a cake, without ingredients.
The sun had dropped a few arc-minutes lower in the sky, so it was no longer catching the balls at the tops of their trajectories.
They flew into the dusk under the ceiling, topped out, and dropped back towards his hands.
Yet even in the gloom, they glittered.
Each one turned momentarily into a sparkler, shooting out little fractal streamers.
Colm watched this interesting effect for a while. He decided he was getting a bit hot standing in the sunlight. He walked backwards, keeping the balls going.
Up and down and up and down the balls flew, trailing sparks, creating the illusion of an arch of white fire.
When they hit his hands, the sparks crawled up his wrists and arms. It felt like cold pins and needles.
The fan whirred to a stop.
His scalp tightened.
(It’s working.)
Something very strange was happening.
(You’re the best magician alive.)
I should stop.
(Yes, you should, you wee tosser. You’ll never be as good as me, said his father.)
(Stop now, Collie Mack, said Meg.)
No!
Now.
With a convulsive effort, he flung the juggling balls away. They rolled into the corners of the room—lightless, inert. Just five silver hacky-sacks.
But the sparks of cold electricity stayed on Colm. Streamers wriggled over his hands and arms. They had been coming from him all along.
He held up his hands in front of his face. The streamers stretched from his fingers, across the room, into the dark corner behind the bed.
The air tingled with static electricity. Every hair on Colm’s body stood on end. His breath fogged.
The electrical streamers thickened, shot off fractal spikes. The tendrils outlined a hunched shape, there in the dark corner, behind the bed.
A hunched mass of shadow. Wintry blue eyes. A bony finger poking Bridget’s cheek.
“Please,” Colm said. “No. I’m sorry. Don’t.”
But it was too late.
The rippling shadow condensed into a man.
Down on one knee, head hanging, hands braced on the floor.
Naked for an instant, then clad in khaki uniform.
The sparks wreathing Colm’s hands and arms died, leaving the room in dusk. Frost coated the floor. It steamed, evaporating in the shaft of sunlight from the window.
The Ghost’s shadowy extremities filled out into flesh. His face took on color. It was not the blue-eyed Ghost from the sitting-room. It was the brown-eyed Ghost in the forage cap ... minus the forage cap. His hair dripped with water. He was much thinner than he had been two years ago.
Colm took a step backwards. Without taking his eyes off the Ghost, he bent and felt around on the floor for anything that could serve as a weapon. His fingers found a mug. Ice skinned the dregs of muck in the bottom.
The Ghost heaved himself to his feet and lunged at Colm, reaching for his throat.
Colm ducked, swung the mug. It was only made of plastic. Contact with the Ghost’s skull jarred it out of Colm’s fingers. The Ghost pivoted. Back on Majriti IV, he’d been hellishly fast. On Majriti IV, he’d had a sword. Now he was unarmed, and his movements lagged, telegraphing his next punch. Colm blocked it with time to spare. He seized the Ghost’s arm and used it to twist him off balance, while pistoning his other fist into the Ghost’s solar plexus.
The Ghost fell backwards. His shoulders collided with the bed. He slid to the floor, flailing.
Colm pounced, flipped him onto his stomach, and sat on him. Heart pounding, he grabbed the Ghost’s right arm and twisted it up behind his back.
The Ghost made a small sound of pain.
“Try anything and I’ll break your fucking neck.”
“Gods, I’m knackered,” the Ghost wheezed.
His voice was a raspy tenor, his accent unplaceable. Colm barely noticed these things, astounded by the sheer fact that the Ghost could talk. “You can talk.”
“Of course I can fucking talk.”
“You never did before.”
“Never had a reason to.” The Ghost tried to raise his head. Colm jerked his arm higher up behind his back. “Fuck! Get off me, will you?”
Colm reckoned he probably could break the Ghost’s neck. Alternatively, he could bang his head on the stone floor. Knock him out. Pound on the door, make a racket. Rivizolla would come, with his shotgun—
“It’s you, isn’t it?” the Ghost rasped. “I remember that ginger hair.”
Colm hesitated. But doing nothing was not an option. Reluctantly, he said, “I’m going to let you up. If you try anything, I’ll shout for help. Then we’ll see if you can vanish faster than a queazel can pull the trigger.”
He released the Ghost’s wrist and scooted out of reach.
The Ghost sat up. “Ta,” he said. His gaze strayed to the low nightstand. On it stood a basket of fruit and bread. The Ghost reached out. Colm tensed. The Ghost snatched a bread roll and bit off half of it.
“What are you doing here?” Colm demanded.
“You called me, didn’t you?” The Ghost spoke with his mouth full. “I wasn’t sorry to come. It was getting ugly in the Kuiper Belt. I’d have had to leave soon, anyway. I was thinking about invading Ganymede. Just for provisions, you understand. They’d have crucified me for looting, so just it’s as well you got to me first.” He was devouring the bread roll so fast he seemed in danger of choking. A bruise purpled his right cheek, crusted with blood in the center. Colm hadn’t done that. It was an older injury.
“Where’s your forage cap?”
“I promoted myself, didn’t I? I think I deserved it, after capturing the entire fucking Kuiper Belt singlehandedly. Oh, I’m exaggerating. It’s not worth capturing.” The Ghost searched the basket for another bread roll. There weren’t any more. “What’s this?” he said, holding up a cime—the Juradis version of an orange.
“It’s a cime.”
“Edible?”
“Full of vitamins.”
The Ghost bit into the cime. He made a disgusted face and spat it into his hand.
“You’ve got to peel them.”
“Now you tell me.” The Ghost dug a ragged thumbnail into the cime and peeled it. Cupping the peels in one hand, he looked around in the vague, utterly familiar manner of a person seeking a rubbish bin. There was none. The Ghost’s gaze fastened on the window. He pushed himself to his feet. He clearly intended to chuck the peels out into the courtyard.
To reach the window, he would have to pass in front of the mirror.
Which had a camera in the frame.
In its current position, the camera could only see the other side of the room. Whoever was monitoring Colm, all they’d have seen so far was him juggling fireballs, then letting them drop and walking out of the picture.
Was the cell also wired for sound? Colm didn’t know. If it was, the queazels would be bursting in here at any moment, alerted by the noise of Colm fighting with someone who wasn’t there.
Was the Ghost really there?
Colm’s bruises said he was. But he had lived with esthesia too long to trust his own physical sensations unquestioningly.
What if he was going mad?
This might be some kind of vivid hallucination. Too much tropodolfin. Too little sleep.
All this went through his mind in a split second. Before the Ghost could take another step towards the window, Colm blocked his way. “Stay where you are. Don’t go over that side of the room, or they’ll see you.”
“Who will?”
“There’s a camera.”
“What’s a camera?”
Colm assumed the Ghost was joking. He went over to the mirror and said to it, as he had once or twice before, “Gonna take a little private time with my fantasies.” In the mirror, his face looked shell-shocked. He mustered a grin, and turned the mirror to the wall.
My fantasies.
My nightmares.
A living nightmare now stood before him in the flesh, with a bruise on its cheek and its khaki shirt untucked, eating a cime.
“I thought at first you were the other one,” Colm said.
“What other one?”
“It doesn’t matter.” It did. “A big fucker. Huge. Feet like boats. Eyes like ice. Too many knuckles on his fingers.”
At the last detail, recognition sparked in the Ghost’s eyes, and a sick feeling settled in the pit of Colm’s stomach. “Oh, I know who that is. You’ve met him? Gods. You were lucky to come out of that in one piece.”
“Who is he?”
“A nasty bastard.”
“Who are you?”
“What do you mean, who am I?”
“Are you real?”
“I’m as real as your fucking arse crack.” The Ghost wiped cime juice on his trousers and stuck out his right hand. Curiosity overcame caution. Colm reached out to shake the Ghost’s hand. But instead of grasping his hand, the Ghost gripped his forearm and squeezed. Colm froze for an instant, then returned the clasp.
Real, all right. Warm skin. Grip like a drill sergeant’s, despite the skin-and-bones look of him.
“Dhjerga Lizp,” the Ghost said.
“What?”
“My name. What’s yours?”
“Colm Mackenzie.”
“That’s a barbarian mouthful. But I won’t hold it against you, even though you got me into the Kuiper Belt, which is the most shite battle theater in the fucking galaxy. Anyway, you’ve got me out again. So we’re even, perhaps.” Dhjerga Lizp took another cime out of the basket and peeled it, dropping the peels on the floor this time. “What is this place?”
Colm answered with a question of his own. “Where’s your sword?”
“You didn’t bring it, did you, bright eyes? I’ll fetch it myself when I’ve got more energy.” Dhjerga Lizp stuffed half of the cime into his mouth. “Have you not got any weapons yourself?” The question sounded judgmental, as if Colm’s not being armed to the teeth reflected poorly on his character.
“It may have escaped you, but I’m not here for my health. They’re holding me prisoner.”
Dhjerga’s lively gaze travelled around the room. “I thought it might be something like that. Otherwise you wouldn’t have sent for me.”
Colm thought about saying he hadn’t done it on purpose.
But in a sense, he had.
The enormity of it hit him like a car crash. He had summoned the Ghosts.
One Ghost, anyway ...
“It’s a nice prison cell,” Dhjerga added, as if he were complimenting Colm on his taste in jails.
“Where are your men?”
“My men?”
“You guys never show up alone. Where there’s one Ghost there are five hundred.”
Dhjerga finished the cime and poked in the fruit bowl to see what else there was. “You’re a mage, too. You fetch them. As I mentioned, I’m fucking knackered. What’s this?” He held up a bunch of hawbrothers, the large chocolate-colored berries that queazels adored.
“Don’t eat those, they’re vile without sugar.” Colm licked his dry lips. “Listen. The queazels are armed with shotguns, but there are only about six of them. They can’t be everywhere at once. So here’s what we do. You summon another of your guys, but not in here. Out in the corridor. He draws the bolt ...” Colm trailed off. There was a padlock on the door, too. Which would have a key, which was probably in Rivizolla or Gil’s keeping. “Shoot the padlock ...” And bring all the guards running. No, that wouldn’t work.
“Why not just shoot these queazel characters?” Dhjerga said.
“Because ...” Despite the rage and hatred that had built up during his captivity, he still didn’t want Gil dead. He just wanted to get away. Quietly, without shooting anyone.
“I bet the corridor’s not got any power, anyway,” Dhjerga said. “What about outdoors?” He went to the window. Squinted into the sunlight. “There’s an alien on the wall,” he said, drawing back.
“That’s a queazel.”
“It’s an alien, anyway.”
Dhjerga spoke as if he himself were a human. But he was not. He might have two arms and two legs, stubble and body odor, but he was even more of an alien than the queazels were. Humans did not materialize out of thin air. They did not.
Dhjerga pressed himself against the wall and inched one eye past the side of the window.
The sentry on the curtain wall patrolled out of sight.
Dhjerga threw a piece of cime peel down into the bailey. It bounced off the top of the generator. “Is that what I think it is?”
“It’s a diesel generator.”
“How many watts?”
“Ten thousand or so?” Colm shrugged, his pulse picking up as he realized why Dhjerga was asking.
“That’s not enough to get us many reinforcements. It’s a long way they’ve got to come.”
“Does that make a difference?”
“Of course it makes a difference. What planet is this, anyway?”
Colm smiled. “It’s a nice planet,” he said. “And we’re going to fuck it up.”



	
		



CHAPTER 43

THE WALKING GUNS ROARED, and the shablags crowding the cave suffered seizures. Their weapons dropped from their hands. They twitched, spasmed, and fell.
The mara rose from the table.
One of the Walking Guns turned to them. It did not make any sound that Meg could hear. Its metal neck ruff stiffened into spikes, pointing forward, like an umbrella blown inside-out. The mara convulsed and fell, their limbs drumming randomly on the floor.
Meg crawled away on her elbows among the shaking, drooling shablags. She grabbed a homemade Gauss gun. It looked like a computer with a magazine. She wriggled around, intending to return fire. Axel slapped the gun down. “No,”he whispered. “They’re using neurally calibrated white noise. Broadcast it at the same frequency as brain waves, it scrambles the brain’s electrical impulses. They didn’t calibrate it for humans. But if they see us, they will.”
Her rage settled enough for her to understand that he was right. They crawled deeper into the cave, pulling themselves along on elbows and toes, among the suffering shablags.
“All the way to the back,” Axel panted. “There’s another way out. Got to be.”
“The smoke.”
“Yeah.”
Meg had noticed earlier that the smoke from the firepit bent towards the back of the cave. Was the vent wide enough for a human? They had no choice but to find out.
The cave narrowed to a black crack in the rock. Meg glanced back. The Walking Guns were dragging one of the mara out into the daylight. It was still convulsing. She’d heard of white noise being used for crowd control, but this was more like crowd liquidation.
Axel pushed her into the crack and squeezed in after her. “Keep going.”
Rock on either side of her. Rock above her and below her. Trapped! Then her eyes adjusted and she saw a faint hint of gray from overhead.
They frog-climbed up the chimney, backs pressed to one side, knees and hands pressed to the other. Press down and out with your feet and hands. Scoot your back up. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Meg’s kneecaps throbbed with agony. A matching pulse of pain beat in the small of her back.
The chimney got narrower.
“Oh shit, Meg,” Axel said, below her.
She looked down between her knees. His face floated in the barely-there light, pale with panic. It was her turn to say, “Keep going!”
She straightened a leg, wedged her boot into the narrower side of the crack. Pushed upwards. Her hands roamed over the rock face, seeking any tiny lump or ledge. She smeared her other foot into the narrow end, dislodged a pebble that must have been stuck there for hundreds of years. It fell past Axel, bouncing off the sides of the chimney. It was a long time until they could no longer hear the bounces.
“Keep going,” she whispered to herself. Small, patient movements. It got to the point where she was physically wedged in the chimney, pushing herself up with her toes and fingertips, because there wasn’t room to move anything else. But the light was getting brighter and brighter. She saw green moss in front of her face, the type of moss that needed sunlight, and groaned thankfully.
Below her, Axel said, “I’m stuck.”
She looked down past her shoulder at the top of his head. Commas of sweat-soaked dark hair. One grazed, soot-smudged cheek. That was all she could see of him.
“Can you take off your flak vest?” she said.
“Already did.”
“Drop your gun?”
“Already did.” Even his voice sounded squeezed.
“Exhale.”
“I’m stuck.”
“Exhale, Axel. Breathe out. Contract your ribcage.”
He did, and gained another two inches.
“Keep going,” she said, and wormed up to the top of the chimney in a burst of desperate energy. She flopped on lichen-blotched rock in the shelter of an overhanging crag. Betelgeuse poured its light over her. The mindless ecstasy of escape brought tears to her eyes. Then she sat up, ripped her belt out of her jeans, and dangled it down the chimney. “Can you reach it?”
“Little bit more.”
She lowered the top half of her body into the chimney. She was looking down into a rock sandwich with Axel jammed in the middle. She dangled the belt past his face. “Exhale,” she said. “And grab it with your teeth.”
After another half-hour of tortuous breathing exercises, Axel came out of the chimney like a stubborn radish coming out of the ground. Meg fell over backwards. He fell on top of her. Tears carved pale paths through the grime on his face. Both of them were filthy with moss and soot and rock dust. Blood rimmed his teeth. “Thank you. God. Thank you, Meg.” His head came down on her shoulder.
She lay there, feeling his weight on top of her. He was breathing into her neck, each breath hot and ragged, like after sex. She wound her arms around him. Then she lightly thumped his back. “Axel?”
“Yeah?”
“We gotta move.”
They limped over the rocks towards the cliff edge. Every muscle in Meg’s body ached. She became aware of a splitting headache. The white noise may not have been calibrated for humans, but there seemed to be some overlap in the frequency range.
They crawled to the edge of the cliff. A hundred feet below, a sentrienza barge idled by the mouth of the mara’s cave. The shapes of two sentrienza moved behind the reflections on the cabin windshield. Shablag and mara bodies heaped the bed of the barge. As Meg and Axel watched, the Walking Guns dragged out a couple more shablags and threw them on the pile, like rubbish.
“They’re all dead,” Meg breathed.
“Or if they aren’t yet, they soon will be.”
One of the Walking Guns below sat up on its haunches, pointing at the cliff top.
A sentrienza peered out of the cabin of the barge.
A burst of gunfire stammered echoes across the fjord. Meg jerked back as chips of rock flew from the cliff in front of her face.
They staggered back towards the road, while the Walking Guns’ howls echoed off the cliffs behind them. Meg remembered in despair that it was two miles back to town.
*
GHOSTS BOILED OUT OF the shimmering air around the generator. Colm, looking out of the window, counted ten, fifteen, twenty. All of them looked identical from above, down to the manta ray-shaped sweat stains on the backs of their shirts. They carried identical bolt-action rifles. As fast as they materialized, they dashed out of sight.
Some moments later, the shooting started.
Colm leaned against the wall beside the door of the cell, listening. The crack-crack of the Ghosts’ rifles brought back war zones hundreds of light years away. What am I doing? I must be off my trolley ... The reverberant boom of a shotgun answered the rifles. That had come from inside the castle.
“Sounds like the queazels are shooting back,” Dhjerga Lizp said. “They’ll be no match for my lad.”
Only one lad? Colm had seen at least twenty Ghosts. “How many did you fetch?”
“Thirty-one. You couldn’t have done that, could you?”
“No.”
“Practice, practice, practice.”
The door flew open. There stood two of Dhjerga’s identical soldiers. One dragged a dead queazel. The other was gnawing a leg of roast fowl.
A rush of excitement overtook Colm. Freedom was a headier drug than tropodolfin. He squeezed past the soldiers as Dhjerga pelted them with staccato imprecations in some unknown language. One of them mutely held out Colm’s own old .38. Colm snatched it. He barrelled down the stairs, shouting over his shoulder, “We need to question the queazels! Tell them not to kill any more of them!”
“They say they’ve already deaded the lot,” Dhjerga shouted after him.
But they had not ‘deaded’ Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth. He came out from behind the potted plants in the conservatory in response to Colm’s urgent shouts.
The smell of gore overlaid the fragrance of the Uzzizellan plants. Gil checked at the sight of Rivizolla, dead on the tiles, his little body torn almost in half.
“Oh, my friend,” he said.
He looked up at Colm, who was standing between two Ghosts. If Colm had ever wondered whether a queazel’s face could express grief and shock, he had his answer now.
Colm hardened his heart. He spun his .38 by the trigger guard, breaking every rule of firearm safety at once. “So how does it feel when it’s your planet?”
“This is not our planet.”
“Right. It’s ours now.”
“You are making a terrible mistake.”
“I’ll be the judge of that. Thanks for the tropodolfin, by the way.”
“The implant only works when certain neural pathways are activated. That was an accidental discovery, but a crucial one.”
“It’s such an honor to be a guinea pig. Well, at least I’m a live guinea pig, unlike the others.”
“I believed from the start that you were the best candidate. I wanted you to save your species.”
“At least I can avenge them.”
Gil rose on his hind legs. The guns of the Ghosts tracked him. “You are making a mistake,” he repeated desperately.
“No, you’re the one who made a mistake.” Colm turned away, looking for something to tie Gil up with. “Genocide by proxy? I hope the sentrienza paid you well.”
Dhjerga was examining Rivizolla’s body. “Are these good to eat?”
“No. And I don’t want anyone eating Gil, either,” Colm added, just in case.
“Why?”
Colm shrugged. He found some twine that had been used to tie up the potted plants, and bound Gil’s paws in four sets of two.
Dhjerga went to oversee the ransacking of the castle for food and weapons. Colm questioned Gil about the sentrienza presence in Kevesingod. He learnt that there was a fortified customs post out on the headland. Somewhere between eighty and a hundred sentrienza worked there. It served as a choke point to control shipping in and out of the continent. They had barges, speedboats, and off-road vehicles. Naturally, they also had Walking Guns.
The really bad news—or the good news, depending on how you looked at it—was that the customs post also had a landing pad and fuel depot for spacecraft. If the alarm went up, reinforcements could arrive in a matter of hours.
“What about surveillance and comms?” Colm said. “I assume there are sats tracking everything bigger than a fly.”
“Of course there are.” Gil lay full length on the couch, his bound feet sticking out in front of him. He said in a muffled whine, “They’ll obliterate you.”
“I’ll take my chances.” Colm picked Gil’s computer off the table. “Now, call your people in town.”
“What people?”
“The other queazels. Whoever you usually talk to.”
“They fear me. They do not love me.”
“Fear will do today. Order them to help us any way they can. Tell them they don’t work for the sentrienza anymore.”
“The sentrienza hold us in the palm of their hand. They will kill us all.”
“Tell them we’ll need vehicles and power sources. If you don’t do it, now, I’m taking all the pills and booze with me when we leave.”



	
		



CHAPTER 44

MEG STOOD NEXT TO a carousel display of extension cords, fingers spread to make a small gap in the venetian blinds of the hardware store.
The sentrienza’s satellite coverage, she assumed, was good enough to run facial recognition software off the product. The only reason Meg and Axel were still alive was that the sentrienza didn’t have the assets on the ground, up here in the far north, to match their space-based intelligence capabilities. Walking Guns were scary, but they couldn’t climb vertical cliffs. Meg and Axel had made it back to town on foot. On the point of collapse from sheer fatigue, they’d taken refuge in the hardware store where Meg had bought her gun.
The shablag owner had given them food and drink, but he didn’t want them here. “Please leave,” he begged, as the faint howls of the Walking Guns came nearer.
“It’ll be OK,” Meg said, not taking her eyes off the empty street.
Would it be OK? She didn’t see how. Damn their stupid Organization. If it was her organization, she’d have organized it better. She wouldn’t have involved the shablags, for a start.
The shopkeeper hid behind the counter, nothing showing but the woolly purple top of his head, his trembling nose, and his button eyes.
Axel stood by the door, holding an AK from the shopkeeper’s illicit inventory.
Meg had selected one of those homemade Gauss jobs. The electromagnetic coil launching system allowed for an impressive rate of fire, making up for a smaller projectile size. You didn’t need magnum rounds to take out robots the size of beagles, anyway. At least that was her theory.
The eerie howling came closer.
Doors slammed down the street. Glass shattered.
The Walking Guns were going door to door. Meg abandoned her faint hope that they wouldn’t come in here. She backed away from the window, late afternoon sun striping her filthy jeans and t-shirt.
Axel set his AK to his shoulder. 
The shopkeeper squealed despairingly and fled through the low door at the back of the shop.
Someone knocked on the front door.
Meg pressed her back to the counter, aiming at the small shadow outside the frosted glass.
The door rattled.
“Sorry, we’re closed,” Axel shouted.
The lock exploded. Axel stepped back as the door burst inwards.
A Walking Gun scampered into the shop—
—straight into point-blank enfilade fire.
Ricochets shattered the display window. Meg mentally apologized to the shablag for wrecking his store.
The Walking Gun froze in the hail of bullets. Incredibly, it was still in one piece. Its face began to fold apart like metal origami.
Meg yelled, “Get in the back.” She couldn’t hear herself. Couldn’t hear a fucking thing. Which meant Axel couldn’t hear her, either. She grabbed the back of his shirt, shoved him around the end of the counter. The mag of her Gauss was empty, the coil housing so hot that she had to wrap her sleeve around her hand. She dived after Axel.
The Walking Gun vomited a swarm of tiny flechettes. No bigger than wasps, they flocked above the counter.
Heatseeking flechettes.
Oh, you sneaky bastards.
Meg flung the Gauss—its barrel hot enough to give you a third-degree burn—over the counter. The flechettes changed direction to follow it.
She and Axel scrambled through the half-height hatch into the storeroom at the back of the shop. A couple of flechettes buzzed in after them, their wee electric turbines whirring.
A low rumble shook the storeroom. She glimpsed the shablag shopkeeper disappearing through a curtain. A window.
She and Axel tumbled out onto weeds smelling of cat piss, a moment before the building collapsed. Broken slates fell like missiles.
The shablag grinned weakly and thumbed his chest, taking credit for the explosion. Holy crap. He had had his own shop wired to blow. Talk about commitment. Maybe the Organization was more than just a futile fantasy, after all ...
Meg and Axel ran along a narrow strip of waste ground between the backs of houses. Behind them, dust clouded into the air from the settling husk of the hardware shop. Only the outer walls remained standing. The roof had caved in and taken everything else down with it. Hopefully the Walking Gun was buried under that mess. But it wouldn’t take long for its cohorts to arrive.
Axel body-slammed a back door, shouldered inside. Meg followed him into a warm, cozy kitchen full of queazels.
Axel had hung onto his AK. He wheeled, finger on the trigger, eyes wild. The queazels cowered.
Meg clamped her hand on Axel’s gun arm. “They’re civilians!”
“They’re the sentrienza’s useful idiots.” He shook her off and backed towards the door, covering the queazels.
Meg leaned against the wall. On a stove no higher than her knee, stew was cooking, filling the kitchen with a rich savory scent. She was done. Stick a fork in her. She couldn’t run another step.
One of the smallest queazels stood up on its hind legs. It squeaked in English, “You hide from Walking Guns?” 
Meg said gaily, “Just sightseeing.” She ran her hands through her filthy hair. Wondered if she’d meet her mother again on the other side.
The queazels chittered to each other. Then the small one said, “You stay here! Hide. We hide you.”
“You’ll call the sentrienza, turn us in,” Axel snarled.
“No! We no work for sentrienza anymore!”
A few hours later, Meg woke on the floor of the queazel family’s linen closet. Someone was shaking her. She blinked sleep out of her eyes and looked into Colm’s face.
*
“UP AND AT ‘EM, GUNNY,” Colm said. When she stood up, he pulled her into a hug. “God, it’s good to see you.”
She rubbed her face on his t-shirt. His heart thumped under her cheek. He stank, but so did she, probably. He was solid and warm and alive. She briefly remembered embracing Axel earlier—it felt like a lifetime ago. Now she knew with overwhelming certainty that that had just been a substitute for this. That was complicated, confusing, often uncomfortable; this was simply ... right.
“You’re supposed to be dead,” she said with an unaccustomed wobble in her voice.
“All this time I’ve been wondering what happened to you.”
“I was teaching karate for a while, and then we got involved in a plot to overthrow the sentrienza.”
A shadow blocked the door of the linen closet, which was only four feet high. Axel’s face looked in, sideways.
Colm stepped away from Meg.
Axel said, “Have you seen what’s in the kitchen?” He backed away.
Meg crawled out, feeling guilty, and resenting Axel for making her feel guilty. But her heart bubbled over with joy, and a grin stuck to her face.
“Where’ve you been, Collie Mack?”
“Somewhere I didn’t want to be,” Colm said, crawling out of the closet. “I got out earlier, with a little help from the guys you’re about to meet. Don’t freak out. I promise you they’re all right.”
She went downstairs behind him, stooping beneath the low lintels of the queazel home. Her grin dropped off her face when she saw who was in the kitchen.
Or rather, what.
Two Ghosts stood by the stove, eating stew straight from the pot. Axel sat on one of the foot-high benches at the two-foot kitchen table. Another Ghost stood behind him, pointing its rifle at his head. “As you see, we came too late,” Axel said to Meg.
She didn’t understand why Axel wasn’t dead yet. Why she and Colm weren’t. Why the queazel family were whisking around, chittering excitedly, instead of lying in a sea of blood on the floor.
One of the Ghosts eating stew looked different from the others. Older, more intelligent. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stared beadily at Meg. “Is she an original?”
“Huh?” Colm said. “Yeah, I would say Meg is fairly original.”
“It talks,” Meg exclaimed.
“They all talk,” Colm said. “But the others only talk in their own language. Their rules of engagement forbid talking around us. So we never knew they could.”
“What about him?” the same Ghost said, pointing at Axel. “Original?”
“Definitely.” Colm grinned at Axel, apparently oblivious to Axel’s thunderous demeanor. Colm was shifting his weight from foot to foot, picking things up and putting them down again, holding a mug of tea but not drinking from it. Meg had a sad revelation. He was high. “We don’t have time to screw around. We’re going to hit the customs post. Neutralize the sentrienza before they figure out what’s happening. Do you want to come? Or stay here?”
Meg said, “Hell yeah, I’m coming.” The world had turned upside-down. Colm alone seemed to have a handle on the weirdness. Anyway, now that she’d found him again, she wasn’t losing him a second time.
“Brilliant,” Colm said. “Axel?”
One of the queazel children bounced up and down. “Me! Me! I come with!”
Colm picked the cat-sized creature up and playfully tickled it. “Sorry. No kids.” He put the protesting child down. “What about it, Axel?”
“You’re planning an assault on the customs post?” Axel said. 
“That’s right.”
“You and whose army?”
“Mine,” said the English-speaking Ghost. His chilly smile made Meg edge closer to Colm. “Lots of juice in this town.”
“So this is how it ends?” Axel said to Colm. “In surrender?”
The Ghost said in a cold, level voice, “The Tegression never surrender.”
“That’s what they call themselves,” Colm said. “The Tegression.” He was red in the face. “This is our only chance of getting off this planet alive.”
Meg said, “They’re the enemy.” But she was remembering Emnl ki-Sharongat’s contract.
Axel said to the Ghost, “The sentrienza will wipe you out.”
“You should have seen what they did at Castle Nulth,” Colm said.
“I bet. But a sentrienza compound isn’t a medieval castle. You need to hook up with the Organization.” Axel glanced over his shoulder at the stoic Ghost who was still covering him. “Tell this chucklehead to put his gun up, so I can make a few calls.”



	
		



CHAPTER 45

COLM RECRUITED HELP FROM the queazels, wielding Gil’s name and authority. He felt somewhat bad about that, but he wasn’t asking them to fight. He just needed vehicles and power sources, so that the Ghosts could fight for them.
The Ghosts would not be fighting alone, though. Hundreds of mara and shablags were itching to join the operation.
Axel said, “They’ve had it with paying for their own subjugation. They’ve also had it with being slaughtered whenever they act ungrateful.”
They had stockpiled weapons and fuel. The whole town, perhaps the whole continent, was a bomb of radioactive resentment and pride. It only wanted detonating.
Half a day after the Ghosts’ arrival, it went off.
The sentrienza at the customs post never knew what hit them.
Their Walking Guns might be fearsome weapons, but they were no match for Ghosts who could simply drain their batteries, leaving them dead hunks of metal and circuitry.
“Now that’s a game-changer,” Colm murmured, awed by the sight of Walking Guns dying on their feet. For every Ghost who was cut down by flechettes or slugs, three more appeared from thin air. They were simply overwhelming the Walking Guns, exploiting their Achilles heel: electrical power.
“That’s my lad Janz,” Dhjerga Lizp said. “He’s very good at what he does.”
“I can see that. But is it a direct conversion of energy to mass?”
Dhjerga grinned. He had terrible teeth. “I’ve no fucking idea what you’re on about.”
Colm and Dhjerga were sitting in the cab of a dumptruck just inside the gate of the customs post. In the long shadow of an office building, Ghosts swarmed the few surviving Walking Guns. Colm drank in the sight. This was actually going well.
Dhjerga leaned forward and tapped the windshield. “What are those big boats?”
From here, high on the headland, they could see the prison ships moored in the fjord, surrounded by tenders and barges. None of them was the Constantinople, but Colm figured he would probably know some of the security personnel on board. “I’m going to contact them as soon as we’re done here. They can either join us or not, but when they see piles of scrap that used to be Walking Guns ... I think they’ll join us.”
“Who’s on board? More of the dwarves? Or the big green ones? Or the queazels?”
“Humans. Those are prison ships. There are thousands of humans on this planet, maybe a million at this point. Nearly all of them are shut up on boats like those.”
“Copies?”
“No, they’re not copies,” Colm said firmly. He was still a long way from understanding Dhjerga’s distinction between ‘originals’ and ‘copies,’ but he had grasped one important aspect of it: the Ghosts considered ‘copies’ to be disposable. Colm had had a hell of a time talking them out of gunning down every human they saw in Kevesingod. They assumed all of them were copies.
Now Dhjerga said, “We always thought we were killing copies. I mean, how would originals have got to all these worlds?” He spread his callused palms: QED.
“In spaceships, obviously,” Colm said, not seeing the difficulty.
“What are spaceships?”
It was extraordinary the things Dhjerga did not know. But he knew enough to be touchy about his own ignorance. Colm explained carefully, “Ships for travelling between worlds.” He tensed. A speck was falling out of the yellow-blue sky. “Like that one.”
*
IT WAS A SENTRIENZA short-hop shuttle. The Ghosts murdered its crew with phlegmatic brutality. The next shuttle to arrive tried something different. It hovered on its VTOL thrusters, clearly aiming to fry the whole compound with its plasma exhaust.
Colm saw this from the cockpit of the first shuttle. He’d taken it back into the air as soon as the Ghosts dealt with its crew. It lacked an esthesia interface, being built for sentrienza pilots. But he could fly it manually. He was pleased to discover he wasn’t too rusty after all these months.
Meg, examining the consoles in front of the gunner’s couch, said: “Keel-mounted railgun. Dual penetrator nuclear rounds, like the ones we used to have. Sweet.”
“You can read those displays?”
“I can read weapons schematics.”
Colm flew the shuttle on a low-altitude tour of the headland. Lumpy crags blurred past below. Whitecaps speckled the sea. A sonic boom trailed the shuttle across the barren valleys. “Fire at will,” he told Meg, as they came back within visual targeting distance of the customs post.
The other sentrienza shuttle was working the compound over, anal in its mission of total destruction. Rivers of melted glass and plastic trickled out of the charred shells of buildings. Colm hoped everyone had taken refuge in the underground warehouse complex.
“Rounds away,” Meg said calmly.
An explosion tore the other shuttle’s fuselage apart. It plunged to the ground outside the compound. As Colm flashed past, the wreckage cooked off in a fireball so dazzling that it whited out his external sensor array. He was flying blind for a moment, remembering that the sentrienza used a different type of power plant in their ships, not reactors, but field generators that did something really funky, like flipping down quarks into down antiquarks. He wondered for a panicky second what the hell he was doing, taking on a species that could toy with the fundamental building blocks of matter.
The sensors came back online. He pulled the nose up in time to avoid taking a dip in the fjord. He banked, gimbaled the auxiliaries into airbrake mode, and glided in to a calculated stall outside the compound.
Meg chuckled, “That was something, huh, Collie Mack? Just like the old days.”
“Just like the old days,” he agreed, avoiding her eyes.
The other shuttle was not there anymore. Smoke streamed from the crater where it had crashed. Their allies straggled out of the underground warehouse complex.
The VTOL thrusters lowered the shuttle gently to the hillside. Meg said, “Colm?” Her voice was different from before. Careful. “I need to ask you something.”
“Ask away.”
“How did the Ghosts get here?”
“What do you mean?”
“Was it you?”
“No,” Colm heard himself saying. Meg would have to accept his denial. She didn’t know him that well. She didn’t know what had happened in the tower room at Castle Nulth.
He rose from the wrong-shaped pilot’s couch. His back popped. “Nice shooting, Gunny.” He climbed down the stairs into the sunlight.
Acrid chemical dust blew on the wind. The shablags and mara were hot-footing it away from the slagged compound. Only the Ghosts remained, dragging supplies out of the underground warehouses.
Dhjerga Lizp sauntered around the crater, swigging from a bottle. “So that’s a spaceship, eh?”
“Yup,” Colm said. “What do you think?”
Dhjerga, of course, was too cool to express any wonderment at the technological marvel looming over them. “I’m wondering what comes next.” He cast a distrustful glance up at the sky. “More of them?”
“Either that, or rods from God.” Colm sighed, feeling his combat high drain away. An incipient tropo crash amplified his misgivings. He wondered if it had, in fact, been a good idea to effectively declare war on a powerful interstellar empire.
“Rods ...” Dhjerga frowned.
“Missiles dropped from orbit. Which is why we’d better get out of here. We’ve done what we came to do, anyway. The news’ll get out: the sentrienza got their asses handed to them at Kevesingod.”
Meg came down the steps of the shuttle. “So, what’s next?”
“Food,” Dhjerga said. “Sleep. Maybe a bath, if there is such a thing on this world.”
Meg gazed narrowly at the Ghost. “Do you enjoy this?”
“This?”
“War.”
“I love war. All except the fighting bit. I prefer resting. Hiding is good, too.”
Meg smiled thinly. She jerked her chin at the other Ghosts. “How’re we going to hide with that crowd tagging along?”
“Oh, we’ll just leave them,” Dhjerga said. “They’re only copies, after all.”
Colm squinted at the stragglers on the road. “Where’s Axel?”
They searched for him as long as they dared. He was nowhere to be found.



	
		



CHAPTER 46

THE VIENNA, LIKE ALL the prison ships of Juradis, stank. Its rich and foul perfume was a blend of toilets, rancid cooking oil, garbage fermenting in the skips in the hold, dead fish, fried fish, boiled fish, and people, people, people. On calm days, the smell travelled with the ship like an olfactory zero-gravity field.
Suleiman Tan and his family had found the best solution: sleep under the stars.
Their bivouac on the foredeck of the Vienna consisted of a canopy with one side hooked to a rusty lifeboat. It sheltered camp cots and appliances that ran off the ship’s solar array. It was a far cry from life on Gna. But the little girls, Crystal and Zainab, had adapted. They were young enough that wonders such as sea birds and real sunlight made up for the loss of two homeworlds in a row.
But when Colm and his companions slunk aboard, the little girls hid behind their mother. Colm felt like an intruder who’d crawled in through the window of their new home, bringing trouble and danger into their lives ... yet again. Bella gave him the evil eye. She obviously felt the same way.
“We’re not going to be here for long,” Colm promised, sinking down on the sun-warmed deck. “We’re only hitching a ride as far as the next port.”
“Damn right,” said James Lee. He had helicoptered out to the Vienna when he heard that Colm had resurfaced. He levelled a stare at Dhjerga Lizp. “I can’t allow you to remain on board, period. What did you say your name was?”
“I didn’t,” Dhjerga said amiably.
Dhjerga had exchanged his Ghost uniform for a t-shirt and cargo pants, at Colm’s insistence. At a glance, he could pass for human. But sit down face to face with him and you felt how alien he was. Lke sitting in front of an open fridge.
Lee jerked his chin aft, indicating the bridge blister on top of the ship’s towering superstructure. That was where the Vienna’s captain and officers—all of them sentrienza—lurked. “They don’t make a habit of coming down this way,” Lee said. “But their Walking Guns patrol the boat regularly. Right, Sully?”
“Right,” Tan said.
“What if they find out we’ve got a Ghost on board?”
“This tub is a floating power plant,” Dhjerga said. “There’s a solar array up top and a nuclear reactor on the engine deck.” Dhjerga might not know what a spaceship was, but he knew all about power sources. “You want to take over the ship? Give me fifteen minutes.”
Lee squinted through the smoke from his cigarette. “I didn’t say I wanted to take over the ship.”
“I’m just telling you how easy it’d be.”
“We’d be cutting our own throats ... unless we took over all the prison ships at the same time.”
“How many are there?”
“Two hundred and twenty-eight.”
“They can be yours by the end of the day.”
Something ignited in the depths of Lee’s eyes. “Still not enough,” he spat. “Ships are vulnerable to air strikes.”
“What about these islands I keep hearing about?” Dhjerga said. “The ones where they keep their ships for travelling between worlds. Can’t sink an island. And they’re built up to the skies, right? I don’t normally like operating in cities, but it is good cover for small units.”
Meg, sitting at the edge of the group, cleared her throat. “I was checking out the news this morning,” she said. “There was something about a gang shootout on Gissthung.”
Gissthung was one of the other equatorial spaceports, the biggest after Haravalding.
“Forty-three killed,” Meg said. “Now I’m wondering if that really was a gang fight. Or ...”
Dhjerga grinned. “Got me. It was a recce.” He looked around at them until his gaze came to rest on Lee. “Now you know I’m not joking.”
Lee lost the staring contest, something Colm never would’ve expected to see. A second later he was aiming a handgun at Dhjerga’s face. He was so fast on the draw, Colm hadn’t even seen his hand move. Bella let out a smothered yelp. Everyone else sat in paralyzed silence. Lee gritted, “I’m having a flashback. I was on Kepler 442b at the end. I personally saw the Ghosts gun down women and children. That invasion started with a single Ghost, too. You see that kind of thing, you get to wondering. What if someone had put a bullet in his brainpan before the whole shit-show kicked off?”
Dhjerga stared into the barrel of the gun a few feet from his face, apparently unmoved by the threat. “Wasn’t me.”
“Same fucking difference.”
“You know how long I’ve been trying to defect?”
“Defect?” Meg said.
“I took off my uniform, too,” Lee said. “I’m still human.”
“I wanted to make amends for the things I did on Majriti IV.” Dhjerga glanced at Colm. “But when I tried to get a word with this ginger bastard, he shot at me and ran away.”
Colm said, “What were you expecting? You chopped off my copilot’s head.” He hadn’t meant to bring this up. it was war. People died. End of story. But he’d been carrying Erik Bekkelund around with him all these years. It just popped out.
“I remember that,” Dhjerga said. “That’s when I decided to defect.”
Colm shook his head angrily. He lit a cigarette, expelled his emotions in a cloud of smoke.
An unfamiliar expression pulled Dhjerga’s broad mouth down at the corners. He said to Colm, “If someone like you could live among the humans, I could, too. That’s what I thought, anyway.”
Tan said, “Someone like Colm? A serial screw-up who’s lost more jobs than I’ve cashed paychecks?”
Lee laid his gun on his thigh, pointing at the deck. He glanced at Colm. Stony-faced, he said, “By the way, you’re fired.”
Colm blew a smoke ring. “Streak’s still going, baby.”
Laughter broke the tension. Lee cracked a minimal smile. “All right,” he said to Dhjerga. “I believe you’re on the level. If I’m wrong? God help us all.”
*
DAWN BROKE OVER THE sea in a flood of magenta and peach. The Vienna had steamed far enough south that there were dawns again. Colm had not slept for much of the short night. Thoughts of war had kept him awake, seguing into memories of the sentrienza shuttle slagging the customs post. By the time the sky grew light he had convinced himself that there was no way they could win.
Lee, however, had come to the opposite conclusion. His helicopter took off from the aft deck, scattering a flock of sea birds. He was heading back to Haravalding. There, he would discreetly spread the word, warn the humans what was coming, and liaise with the mara and shablags of the Organization.
Meg had gone with him.
Colm watched the helicopter shrink into the dawn. He sighed.
Bella came to stand next to him. “I’m worried about Meg,” she said.
It was a relief to admit, “Me, too.”
“I get the impression that losing Axel really hit her hard.”
Colm said, “I don’t think he’s dead. More likely, he just walked off to sit by the fjord and mope about the unfairness of the universe.” Or else, Colm thought, he had seen the writing on the wall after the Ghosts’ extravaganza at the customs post ... and had acted on it by making himself scarce. But that seemed unlikely. Axel had taken a leading role in organizing the operation against the sentrienza, and in fact, Colm had been counting on his advice going forward. Damn him for disappearing.
Bella was more interested in her friend’s welfare. “I feel protective of Meg. Silly, isn’t it? We’re the same age. And God knows, she can defend herself. But still ... I feel like you guys are part of the family.”
Touched, Colm said awkwardly, “I’m sorry we’re putting you through this.”
“If anything happens to Sully, I’ll never forgive you, Colm Mackenzie. Never.” She smiled, but she obviously meant it. And why wouldn’t she? Colm was dragging her husband into another war, when they had only just escaped from the last one.
Dhjerga Lizp emerged from the Tans’ bivouac. He had Crystal on one hip and Zainab on the other. Bella’s eyes flashed panic. “Girls! Come here.”
But the little girls were giggling merrily. They ran to Bella. Crystal, the elder, had something cupped in her hands. “Mommy, guess what he gave me!” She opened her hands to reveal a small brown rat. “It’s just like the ones from home!”
“Home, honey?”
“Mars!” Crystal said impatiently.
Bella looked stricken. “I didn’t know you even remembered Mars.”
“I remember our old house. And the rats. They were just like this one!”
The rat sat blinking on Crystal’s palm. As Bella bent to look at it, it sprang to the deck and absconded among the yawning security guards who were emerging from their bedrolls.
“Never mind,” Dhjerga said, as the children wailed. “I can fetch you another one.”
“You’d better not, mister,” Bella said. “The last thing this boat needs is a rat problem.” Grudgingly, she added,“Coffee?”
“That’d be brilliant,” Colm said.
“What’s coffee?” Dhjerga said. “I’m joking. I tried the instant stuff in the Kuiper Belt. It was shite. I’m sure yours is a thousand times better.”
When Bella and the girls had gone back inside the shelter, Colm said quietly, “Was that rat really from Mars?”
“No. I’ve not been there. It was from the Kuiper Belt.”
“I didn’t know there were rats in the Kuiper Belt.”
“I fetched some for food. They multiply fast.”
“I thought you were going to fetch your sword.”
“I was looking for it. Some fucker’s pinched it.”
“One of your copies?”
“My lads wouldn’t do that. More likely someone else from the Mage Corps.”
Colm decided not to ask what the Mage Corps was. That word, mage, gave him a cold, sick feeling. It was too much like magician.
“I’ve been missed,” Dhjerga said. “They’re tearing the place apart looking for me.”
“Don’t they know where you went?”
“Have you ever met anyone else from the Mage Corps?”
“I wouldn’t know if I had.”
“Yes, you would. They’d be an original, like me.”
Colm was about to say that he couldn’t tell the difference between originals and copies, but the truth was he could. Dhjerga was nothing like his ‘lads.’ It wasn’t just that he spoke English. It was the eyes, the lines around the eyes, the sheer aliveness of him.
“Nope,” Colm said. “Never met anyone quite like you.”
“So then they can’t find us. There’s none of them can get a fix on you, no matter how bright you are. They could get a fix on me, but I know how to hide my light.”
Riddles piled upon riddles. Colm went into the shelter to help Bella with breakfast. Barley porridge with dried fish grated into it, ship’s bread and hawbrother jam, cimes, and most importantly coffee. The little girls unearthed a groaning Tan from the nest of sleeping bags the family shared.
“Best meal I’ve had in years,” Dhjerga complimented Bella, spooning porridge into his mouth.
Bella gazed at him steadily. “I heard what you were saying. Convince me we’re safe here.”
Dhjerga nodded. He turned to Colm. “You can see power, right?”
“No.”
Dhjerga ignored this. “Power is bright, but there’s nothing brighter than the stars. They outshine everything. You might reckon there’s a good world near that star, or that one—but how do you know where? You have to go over every square inch of the Big Empty—” Dhjerga mimed fumbling blindly. “You’re groping through the dark, blinded by the stars, looking for a titchy little power differential. Oh, and there are false positives everywhere. Useless rocks with no air or anything, one side hotter than the other ... Once you find a world, you’re golden. It’s finding them in the first place that’s the hard part. And the further away you are, the harder it is. I only found this place because he was calling me.” He aimed his porridge spoon at Colm. “So you can rest easy, lady: no one else is coming along unless I fetch them.”
Tan said, “Now I get it.” He laughed, Bella laughed, even Colm laughed in relief. What Dhjerga said was utterly nonsensical.
Unoffended, Dhjerga said to Colm, “You’ll get the hang of it.”
Tan said, “Just to be clear, you can send reinforcements to Haravalding, even though you’ve never been there? Lee’s counting on that.”
Dhjerga sighed gustily. “Didn’t I just explain? Once you find a world, you’re laughing. There’s nothing in between here and Haravalding except sea. I can see those big power plants they’ve got on the island as well as I can see you. When Lee gives the word, I’ll start sending my lads in.”
Colm said, “Can you see Kevesingod?”
“You’re not wanting to go back there, are you?”
“Can you see Axel anywhere?”
“Ye gods. Didn’t he get killed by the flying blowtorch?”
“I’d like to know for sure.”
“It’d take me all day to look for him, and I was thinking of having a swim. Why don’t you do it yourself?”
“I can’t,” Colm said. He shrank from Tan’s concerned gaze. Finished his coffee, passed on the porridge—he wasn’t hungry. In fact, he was sweating and itching. Tropodolfin withdrawal had set in.
Later, he went for a stroll around the lower decks, fighting with himself. Like an idiot, he’d brought Gil’s stash from Castle Nulth. It was burning a hole in his pocket. He wanted nothing more than to dive into an almighty binge. But now that he knew how tropodolfin interacted with his implant, he dared not touch the stuff ever again.
His wanderings brought him to a certain stateroom Tan had told him about. “Is this where I can find the Gorilla?” The names these people gave themselves.
Stubbled, unwashed bros leapt to hide computers and some highly suspect laboratory equipment. Back home, each of them would have been rich enough to afford the price of a bug-out ticket on a Hail Mary ship. Now they were prison ship drug dealers.
“It’s all right,” Colm said, remembering that he was dressed as a security guard. “I’m not on the clock. I’m just looking for some information on this contraband I’ve found.”
The Gorilla turned out to be a hairy guy who’d once run a Martian water reclamation business. “Tropodolfin,” he said, examining a sample from Colm’s stash under a microscope. “Not ours. This is military grade. HRF stamps on the pills.”
“I’d like to trade it in for something less dangerous.”
“Everything is dangerous if you don’t know how to use it.” Any respect for authority had vanished when the Gorilla decided that Colm was one of the dirty ones.
“Ah, whatever you’ve got,” Colm said, keeping his smile nailed to his lips.
*
MEG SAT ON A JUMPSEAT across from James Lee, watching the sea whiz past below. She was grateful that it was too noisy to talk. She was thinking about Axel.
“Don’t say anything to Colm,” Axel had told her, outside the burning customs post. “I don’t want his Ghost buddies tracking me down.”
“But where’re you going?”
“It’s safer if you don’t know.” He’d looked around to make sure no one was watching, then tentatively stepped in close to her. They kissed. It was meltingly tender. Meg curled her fingers around his hand as he pulled away.
“Don’t walk off, Axel.” She had tears in her eyes. Maybe it was the toxic smoke.
He wheeled back and embraced her again, hard. He kissed her eyes, her cheeks, her forehead. “Don’t come after me,” he whispered.
“Axel!”
He moved away, duster flapping, heading down the road with the mara and shablags. She caught the last thing he said: “... not worthy of you.”
“Not worthy?” she yelled after him. “Not worthy? Does this look like a pedestal I’m standing on, Axel? These are my feet! I didn’t come six hundred light years for this!”
He was gone. She was alone in a crowd of aliens.
It had been easy to lie to Colm, since she, too, thought Axel was probably never going to come back. In hindsight, his recent stability had been too good to be true. She should have seen the downhill slide coming after their escape from the rock chimney. Now he’d gone ... gone into that dark place that had tried to claim him before. And this time she could not sign a contract with the sentrienza to get him back.
Her body as taut as a gear-chain, she stared down at the glittering water and ground her teeth.
She’d lost them both. Colm to the Ghosts, Axel to the ghosts in his head. She had only one option left.
Up and at ‘em, Gunny.
The helicopter droned over the sea, taking her back to war.



	
		



CHAPTER 47

AXEL SWEPT BROKEN GLASS into a dustpan. He dumped it into a garbage sack and went to look for a mop.
Hard physical work always helped with the depression. That had been his great revelation when he was in the Marines. The other thing he’d learned in the Marines was that even a bad job was worth doing well.
So he was tidying up the mess left by the Ghosts in Castle Nulth, and doing a damn thorough job of it. He mopped the floor of the low-ceilinged stone kitchen, scrubbed the blood off the cabinets, and tidied the pantry.
The Ghosts had devoured almost everything edible. Axel, however, found some packets of queazel slop that they had missed, or not considered food. He dumped one of them into a clean bowl. It looked and smelled like cat food. He took it through to the conservatory.
“You have to eat,” he said, putting the bowl down in front of Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth.
Gil replied with a muffled moan. His head and forequarters were buried under a cushion. Axel whipped the cushion away.
“We need to talk.”
Gil wormed around on the couch and reached out with a trembling claw for the nearest bottle. The queazel reminded Axel of himself after his dishonorable discharge from the Fleet. He had a customized, ludicrously expensive esthesia implant, which allowed him to regulate his own moods with a digital dashboard in the corner of his eye. He didn’t think there had been anything wrong with him in the first place, beyond teenage moodiness. But years of relying on the implant had messed up his brain chemistry, so that nowadays his moods fluctuated wildly.
He’d disabled it after Drumlin Farm. Switched it on only once since, for their flight in the rented seaplane. Disabled it a third time after they reached the north pole. It made it easier to leave Meg.
Bleakly, he watched Gil shake the bottles with increasing desperation. Maybe he should take up drinking instead of being harnessed to technology. But no one would be getting sloshed at Castle Nulth today. The bottles were all empty, as Axel had dumped out their contents while he was cleaning up.
“I need a drink,” Gil said piteously.
Axel poured him some water.
“For the love of God, a real drink!”
Mildly curious, Axel said, “Do you believe in God?”
“Believe in, no; fear, yes. We queazels are God-haunted. Torn between the poetic and the prosaic, the sky and the dirt. Just like you.”
Axel had minored in Romantic philosophy He rested his elbows on his knees. “We humans don’t believe in God anymore. We believe in physics.”
“Yet some of you still pray.”
That was true. Axel had caught Colm praying several times during their journey to Juradis. “Yeah; well, physics hasn’t been treating us very well lately.”
“Your understanding of physics is pitifully limited. Dr. Zaragoza was on the path to a deeper understanding. Ah, poor Emile!”
Axel regretted letting himself get sidetracked. The metaphysics were fascinating, but that wasn’t why he’d come here. “Who were your contacts in the Human Republic?”
“Contacts?”
“I can add two plus two. An alien outfit like Crasibo Lovelace doesn’t win a ten-figure government contract without inside help. Who were you working with? Or should I say, who did you bribe?”
“The Ghosts killed my seneschal and all my servants,” Gil said, shivering. “What did they do with the bodies? Did they eat them?”
“I put them in the walk-in freezer. You’re welcome.” That said, the castle generator was no longer working—the Ghosts had smashed it up, in their usual wantonly destructive way—so the freezer had no power. The corpses would begin to stink soon. “You can’t stay here,” Axel said, in case this had not sunk in yet. “The sentrienza will be looking for you. They’ll hold you responsible for the mess at the customs post.”
Gil shuddered and moaned.
“I’ll help you get away ... if you tell me who you were working with.”
“The truth?”
Axel’s heart began to pound. “Yes.”
“You would not like it.”
“That’s my problem. Go on.”
“No.”
Axel felt like hitting the queazel. He had to know who the traitors in the Human Republic were. That’s why he had come all this way, risked everything. Find out who they were ... and stop them. The information was right in front of him, hidden away in the queazel’s brain. But Axel couldn’t force him to spit it out. He refused to stoop to torture. And he didn’t know how long they would have before the sentrienza arrived.
He tried a different angle. “What were you doing with Colm Mackenzie?” His voice involuntarily deepened on Colm’s name. He remembered Meg and Colm embracing in that linen closet, among the stacks of fusty-smelling queazel sheets and blankets. She’d never really been his.
“I thought Lieutenant Mackenzie was my friend,” Gil said, sadly.
“So did I,” Axel said. “Did he bring the Ghosts here?”
“I was trying to help him.”
“Help him do what?”
Gil’s hindquarters lashed against the back of the couch. “If he dies, it has all been for nothing.”
“Why?”
“He was our last chance!”
“Last chance for what?”
“He was the last of the chemical mages.”
“The ...?”
“It is what we called the experimental subjects. That was the code name of the project. CHEMICAL MAGE.”
“And this is where we came in. Who else was involved in this project? I want their names.”
“You are not a very polite human,” Gil complained.
Axel realized the queazel was playing with him. Jerking him around, indulging some sick alien sense of fun, while Earth’s fate hung in the balance.
He pulled his gun. It was the same home-engineered pistol he’d got from the shablag, reloaded in preparation for the attack on the customs post, where he hadn’t fired a shot. Gil stared at the weapon.
“I killed Emile Zaragoza,” Axel said. It wasn’t true, but the queazel didn’t know that. Anyway, in a deeper sense, it was true. Zaragoza might have lived to a ripe old age if Axel had not come knocking on his door. Just like Axel’s Marines on Majriti IV, Zaragoza had died because of him. Why not add to the tally? “I’ll fucking kill you, too, if you don’t tell me what I need to know.”
Gil nervously ran his tongue around his muzzle.
“Am I fucking getting through to you, you filthy little fur-rag?” Axel shouted.
“I was the Uzzizellan ambassador to the Human Republic,” Gil moaned. “I can trace my lineage back for a thousand years ...”
Axel hit him with the butt of the pistol.
“Ow! No! Don’t hurt me! I’ll take you to them!”
“That’s better. Eat, and then we’ll go.”
“I need a drink ...”
Axel levelled the pistol at him again. “I said fucking eat!”
Trembling, the queazel lowered his muzzle to the bowl of slop.



	
		



CHAPTER 48

THE VIENNA WAS ONE day out from Haravalding when a chill descended on the reactor room. Seventy Ghosts materialized in a shower of sparks.
Surveillance alerted the sentrienza officers on the bridge. Their Walking Guns piled into the reactor room ... and lurched ignominiously to a halt as their power sources died. That left the bridge undefended.
The Ghosts led the assault. Within a short time, they had a ship full of dead electronics and dead sentrienza, steaming on towards Haravalding under solar power.
Colm dragged a bullet-riddled sofa out of the bridge and positioned it on a spongy green walkway overlooking the foredeck. The sea breeze blew in through jagged shards of the bubble that had formerly enclosed the walkways. The glass had supposedly been bulletproof, but maybe that had just been a lie. Anyway, it had shattered under a volley of large-caliber rounds imported from the Kuiper Belt.
He sat down on the sofa and scraped at spots of sentrienza blood on his arms. Below, on the foredeck, passengers were flinging sentrienza corpses into the sea. Colm searched the sky for planes. He hadn’t got over his jittery premonition that this was going to end badly. He felt in his pockets and found the cocaine dispenser he’d got from the Gorilla. The guy had recommended this stuff as a less dangerous replacement for tropodolfin. Colm tapped out two small heaps of powder onto the back of his hand and snorted them.
Chemically induced optimism was better than nothing.
A couple of the Vienna’s security guards came hooting and swearing out onto the walkway, dragging armloads of clothes, both human and sentrienza size. Colm joined in their scandalized glee. He wound a sparkly scarf around his head, rolled up his cargo pants to the knee, and tied another scarf around his waist as a sarong. “Jesus, what’s this?” A pair of fake breasts. He added those to his costume and sashayed back inside, fluttering his eyelashes.
None of the humans had ever visited the bridge before. They’d been shocked to see how the sentrienza officers lived. Low-ceilinged rooms shaped like caves. Fake flowers growing out of the walls. Luxurious cushions and throws in painfully clashing colors. Shag carpets soft enough to have sex on. It was a sleazy bordello, welded to the top of a floating prison.
Now the breeze tossed silk flower petals around the bridge. The security guards were puzzling over consoles, preparing to dock the Vienna in the deep-water harbor at Haravalding. Colm’s entrance drew gales of laughter.
“They used to bring passengers up here,” whispered Tan, who was the only one not laughing. “Female passengers.”
“The fucking perverts.” Colm spotted a sentrienza corpse in the corner, propped it up, and did a pretend lap-dance. The security guards doubled over with mirth, which egged Colm on to an even more outrageous performance. It’s always better to laugh than to cry, and cry they would if they thought too hard about what was happening here.
Dhjerga Lizp sauntered in. Colm raised his sarong, showing off a pasty, ginger-haired leg. Dhjerga cracked a wintry smile. “Mission complete. Two hundred and twenty-five ships in our hands. Three sank. Sorry about that.”
Colm took off his fake breasts and draped them over Dhjerga’s head in place of a laurel wreath. When the ruckus of celebration died down, they turned on the net.
Riots had broken out on Haravalding, Gissthung, and all the other equatorial islands. Sentrienza were being tossed out of upper-storey windows. Spaceports were under siege.
Meg reported from Haravalding that the leaders of the Organization were negotiating with the sentrienza, promising clemency in exchange for their withdrawal from the planet.
Everything was going their way. So why did Colm feel so damn jittery?
He pulled off his sarong and turban, dropped them on top of the corpse he had been flirting with. A purple pimple floated in the haze on the horizon. Haravalding.
*
WEED TOWERS BURNED. You had to use an accelerant to get them started, but now that the Organization had captured the Haravalding spaceport, they had plenty of spare rocket fuel. The mara had started the fires. It seemed idiotic to Colm, but he was not about to get in their way. They were avenging their lost homeworld.
Shablags scurried ahead of the mara arson squads, retrieving useful gear from the towers. The humans—comparatively few in number—had occupied the spaceport. Colm tallied and checked over the spacecraft on the ground. A nice little fleet of sub-orbital shuttles and orbital transfer vehicles ... if the sentrienza let them keep them.
“Another sentrienza ship just arrived in orbit,” Lee told him. “That makes eight. They’re bringing them in from all over the system.”
“Good thing we’ve got the hostages,” Colm said. They had a hundred or so sentrienza under guard at the spaceport. The Organization was holding another few hundred on the other islands. “They’re our insurance against rods from God.” He spoke confidently, but he remembered how the sentrienza had not hesitated to barbecue the customs post at Kevesingod, regardless of their own people trapped inside.
Lee grimaced. “I’d feel better if they didn’t have hostages, too.”
He meant the Hail Mary ships in orbit around Juradis. They were still occupied by humans who hadn’t made it down to the surface yet. And they were sitting up there in full view of the sentrienza ships’ guns.
“We have to get the negotiations moving,” Colm said.
“Where’s Meg? She’s the only one who can talk to the little gray fuckers.”
“I’ll go find her.”
But no one at the spaceport knew where Meg was. This wasn’t surprising in and of itself, given the ambient chaos. Maybe she’d gone out to rescue some more hostages. Colm tried to raise her on the net, but it was down again. He persuaded Dhjerga Lizp to come with him to look for her.
The city smelled of smoke, tinged with the odor of decomposing corpses. They crossed paths with roving bands of Ghosts. The Ghosts left the mara and shablags alone, and vice versa. They were all after different things. The mara, fire. The shablags, loot. The Ghosts, mainly food. 
The covered market where Lee used to hold court had been ransacked, restaurants looted. Colm threw a chair through the sole surviving window in the arcade. The crash and tinkle of falling glass sounded loud in the empty space. “Meg?” he shouted. “Meg?”
“This island would be useless for farming,” Dhjerga said, scraping his boot over the bare rock underfoot. “Why do you build cities in places with no resources?”
“We didn’t build this one,” Colm said.
“I mean you—you know. Spaceship people.”
“Well, you see, equatorial orbits are cheaper in terms of delta-V, because rotating planets tend to be slightly fatter around the equator, so it’s logical to choose equator-proximal launch sites ...”
Dhjerga cut him off with an impatient gesture. He never had shown any interest in the technical details of spaceflight. “She’s not here. Let’s go.”
“So what’s in this for you?” Colm said as they walked on. It was a question he’d never asked the Ghost before. Great voids of mystery surrounded Dhjerga. Colm had only recently begun to feel they knew each other well enough for personal questions.
Dhjerga, however, answered this one readily enough. “I’d like to have a little farm of my own someday.”
“Not an empire?”
Dhjerga sneered. “An empire of slaves! I’ll leave that to the Magistocracy.”
“The Magistocracy?”
“Slave-owning bastards.”
“Slaves?”
“Like that lot.” Dhjerga jerked his chin at a band of Ghosts emerging from a corner shop further down the alley, their hands full of cookies and sweets. “They come to themselves and realize they’ve been had. But by then it’s too late.”
“Come to themselves?”
“Oh, you know. They start out like this.” Dhjerga made a twiddling woo-woo gesture. “But then they come to themselves.”
“So copies don’t stay copies.”
“Of course not. If they stay alive for long enough, they start to think for themselves. That always leads to trouble. So you slap shackles on them before they get their brains in gear. It’s actually easier on everyone if they get killed first.” Dhjerga made an ugly face.
“We used to have slavery on Earth, too,” Colm said.
“So I hear. Even the sentrienza aren’t dumb enough to enslave their own kind.”
The alley ended at the seafront promenade. In contrast to the streets in the middle of the island, the seafront looked unscarred, apart from being deserted. Fancy sentrienza residences lined the promenade, behind walls molded in the shapes of stone dunes. Sea birds clustered around things hanging from the eaves of the delicate pavilions. Colm realized with a sick lurch that the things were sentrienza corpses. The mara had been this way.
Out to sea, the view was prettier. A line of prison ships waited in the haze for it to be safe enough for their passengers to go ashore. The salty breeze blowing onshore cleansed the air. Man and Ghost walked side by side towards the harbor. They passed a group of Ghosts turning over an abandoned food stall, who snapped to attention when Dhjerga hove in sight.
Colm remembered what Gil had said about the impossibility of galactic conquest. No species could build a galactic empire, given the limits on FTL speeds ... but the Ghosts could.
He turned to Dhjerga, suddenly excited. “What if we could build a better empire?”
“Famous last words.”
“I’m not joking. Us and you. We’ve got so much in common.” He pivoted in front of Dhjerga, forcing him to stop. “We even look alike ...”
Dhjerga raised his hands, as if framing Colm in a picture. They looked at each other through the imaginary frame. The picture was a mirror. To a human observer, the two of them would look nothing alike, but an alien observer would not hesitate to say that they must be the same species. Dhjerga’s face creased in a wondering  frown.
“If we joined forces, no one could stop us.” Colm slung his arm around Dhjerga’s shoulders and hauled him over to the seawall. They leaned on it, side by side, looking out to sea. “Maybe that’s exactly what they’re all afraid of. That’s why they’re playing us off against each other.” The words tumbled out. “First we save Earth, and then—”
“Yeah, that’s the hard part,” Dhjerga said.
“Oh, I’m not saying it will be easy. But if we can grab those spaceships up there, and you provide reinforcements, we’ll have a fighting chance.” He waved at the banners of smoke streaming from the city behind them. “This is our test run. In the Fleet they’d call it a proof of doctrine. If we succeed, we’ll move on to Noom, to Barjoltan, and then back to Earth! Then we’ll liberate the rest of our colony systems, free your slaves ...” The vision unfurled in his mind’s eye, bright and beautiful.
“What’s that?” Dhjerga said, pointing.
A winged speck was crossing the sky.
“An airplane?” Colm shrugged. “Or a spaceship.”
“It just dropped something.”
“It dropped ...” Colm took a second to think about that. Another second to wonder if Dhjerga’s sharp eyes could have been mistaken. He decided safe was better than sorry. “Run.”
*
THE NUKE WENT OFF AS they tumbled into the basement of a sentrienza waterfront home. The sentrienza liked to build down rather than up, and now Colm was grateful for it. His training and instincts told him to get underground, as far underground as possible. That was what saved their lives.
Survivors of the blast told him later—before they went limp, and started drooling and twitching, and died—that it had been an airburst. The sentrienza, ever practical, didn’t want to destroy their own city. So they’d exploded the nuke half a mile up. For a few seconds, it had shone brighter than Betelgeuse.



	
		



CHAPTER 49

MEG LOOKED DOWN THROUGH the blister of the sentrienza capital ship Ruddiganmaseve—which meant, in English, the Radiant Javelin of Imperial Reason. Juradis’s planet-girdling ocean, with its sprinkling of islands, no longer seemed peaceful. That was the stillness of death down there.
She leaned her forehead on the glass. Of course, it wasn’t really glass. It was a high-tech screen, with a panoramic view of Juradis projected on it. The blister was a cave deep within the Ruddiganmaseve. But the screen felt cold and hard like glass, and her tears left streaks on it.
A small, high voice behind her said, “May we talk, Meg-sensei?”
Meg blinked away her tears. She casually wiped the screen with her sleeve as she turned. Her life depended on not showing a moment’s weakness to Emnl ki-Sharongat.
Princess Emnl, she reminded herself as she bowed to the small sentrienza.
Had Meg known the first thing about the sentrienza, she’d have realized who Emnl was long ago. It was right there in the girl’s name: ki-Sharongat, the prefix denoting something like “Her Highness,” Sharongat a royal house. The sentrienza of Sakassarib were hiding from the Ghosts, as Emnl had told her when they first met. But that was because Emnl was royalty, the heir to the Betelgeuse system, so her parents saw fit to keep her wrapped in cotton wool millions of miles away.
Emnl had prevailed on them to let her come to Juradis so she could rescue her sensei.
A pack of specialized Walking Guns had snatched Meg off the wharves at Haravalding, just a couple of hours before the nukes were dropped. These Walking Guns doubled as Swimming Guns. The pack leader was the size of a rhino. They had tracked her down by satellite-based facial recognition, maybe some fancy DNA sniffing—she must have left plenty of DNA traces in the mound on Sakassarib. They’d bundled her into the pack leader’s survival compartment and boosted her into orbit. She’d blacked out from shock and launch gees. When she came around, the first thing she had heard was Emnl’s little voice: “Meg-sensei, are you all right?”
Am I all right? You rescued me but left my friends to die, so what do you think, Your Highness?
Emnl came to stand beside her. She was wearing one of her princess outfits: a floor-length gown that looked like it was stitched together from rags and dead leaves splashed with fluorescent paint. Her lavender hair hung down her back in a braid thicker than Meg’s wrist. Looking down at Haravalding, she said, “The nuclear explosions were harnessed into blast cones, tightly targeted on the rebel-held areas with laser target designators and custom fins on the bomb casings.”
No innocent fish or other native wildlife were harmed in the making of this massacre, Meg thought. “Could anyone have survived the blasts?”
“I don’t think so,” Emnl said. “These are enhanced radiation bombs. The neutron spectrum is designed to peak in the energies that allow maximum absorption by sodium-23, an isotope widely used in the nerve cells of living beings. The neutron emissions transmute sodium-23 to magnesium-24. That prevents the nerves from firing, and rapidly results in death.”
Meg studied the fragile little princess. She had an urge to administer a jugular chop which would rapidly result in death. “So there’s no chance anyone could have survived?”
“Well, of course, if they were underground, or sufficiently shielded otherwise from the neutron emissions, they could have.”
Meg seized on the sliver of hope. “If there are survivors, what will happen to them?”
“My mother will dispose of them according to their culpability.” Emnl glanced around, hunching her shoulders. In the middle of the blister stood a huge, grotesque throne. At the moment it was unoccupied. “The Ghosts, of course, will be liquidated. Any humans, queazels, mara, and shablags who remained loyal to us will be spared.”
“Thank you, your Highness.” Meg forced the words out, knowing how important it was to appear grateful. Humanity’s spontaneous gratitude to the sentrienza, more than anything else, had won them the status of a favored client species. The sentrienza Emperor, far away, had turned against Homo sapiens, but Emnl’s family still had a soft spot for humanity, as proved by the way they had let hundreds of thousands of refugees into the Betelgeuse system.
And then the refugees had turned around and bitten the hand that fed them.
For the sake of her own species, Meg had to prove that not all humans were ungrateful SOBs.
“My mother wants to know if you will help,” Emnl said, lowering her voice as if the queen might hear her.
“Help with what?”
“We must find the ssguriybat. Dead or alive.”
Meg had heard that mush of syllables before, on Sakassarib. She had not understood then what it meant. Now she did.
She translated, numbly, “The magician.”
*
COLM KNEW THAT NEUTRONS had a 15-hour half-life. He and Dhjerga spent 20 hours hiding in the basement of the sentrienza house on the waterfront, checking each other for symptoms of radiation poisoning, surviving on tepid fruit juice from a fridge that had lost power. Eventually they ventured out. Colm had a single immediate need: to find survivors. Dhjerga had a single immediate need of his own: to surround himself with reinforcements. The two things dovetailed. Colm needed to know, above all, if the Tans had made it. They’d been on the Vienna. And for Dhjerga, the prison ships meant power. Their solar arrays stored energy in high-density batteries, usable even when their reactors were down.
The two men tipped some fresh corpses out of a water tender and piloted it across the harbor. The engine made an obscene racket in the silence. Nothing moved except the waves. The bodies of sea birds bobbed up and down like rubbish.
On board the Vienna, they waded through another panorama of death. Bodies littered the decks. Some of them were still—barely—alive. Colm gave them water. Over and over he heard the story of the airburst. He figured the sentrienza had nuked all the equatorial islands at the same time. His premonitions of disaster had been correct. But he’d never imagined a slaughter on this scale.
The Vienna had served as a secondary headquarters for Lee’s people. Colm found Jenny on the bridge. Sweet Jenny from the Sudan. Near death now, fading in and out. Colm gave her water.
“Make the fuckers pay for this,” she whispered.
Colm nodded wordlessly. Just a few hours ago, he’d been fantasizing about saving Earth. He hadn’t even been able to save the humans on Juradis.
“Promise me, Colm!”
“I promise.” Empty words.
She gripped his hand feebly. “You don’t, I’ll come back and haunt you.” Those were her last words. A few minutes later she died.
Colm was closing her eyes when a phalanx of Ghosts came and urged him downstairs to the factory deck.
Like all the prison ships, the Vienna was a converted krill fishing factory vessel. The factory deck, right above the reactor room, still contained all the equipment for cooking, drying, and grinding microscopic sea beasties. The factory had continued to operate in a small way while the ship served as a refugee camp.
Here Colm found the Tans, with about fifty other survivors. He hugged Sully and Bella. Crystal and Zainab hugged Dhjerga. The other survivors were zombified with shock.
Tan said, “We were down here when it happened. I guess all the decks and equipment shielded us. People started coming down, crying, shaking ... dying.” He gestured to the closed end of the deck, which had been turned into a morgue. “Safe to go above decks?”
“I suppose,” Colm said. “I’ve been outside, and I haven’t started puking yet.”
Tan headed up to the bridge to try to make contact with the other prison ships. Colm attempted to organize the most functional survivors into work parties to dump the corpses in the sea. It was a grim task, but had to be done before the dead began to decompose in the heat.
A sudden thump ran through the ship. Colm froze. No one else even seemed to notice. They were too numb.
Dhjerga left the factory deck and came back a few minutes later at a run. “Walking Guns. Get the civilians to safety.”
What safety? They were trapped below decks. There was only one way out. Colm picked up Crystal, Bella picked up Zainab. They ran to the end of the factory deck, where the trawlers used to offload their krill catch straight onto the vast conveyor belt. Colm had already opened the loading door for his corpse-dumping operation. The light of Betelgeuse blazed in. Shots pattered above decks, no louder than firecrackers over the susurration of the waves. Colm pointed along the side of the ship to the water tender he and Dhjerga had come in. It was moored to a ladder a hundred meters away. “You’ll have to swim for it.”
“Got it,” Bella said. Colm had never seen such ferocious resolve on a human being’s face.
“I’ll pull Sully’s ass out of this. We’ll catch up with you later.”
Bella nodded, and jumped with Zainab in her arms. They hit the water with scarcely a splash. Colm held his breath until he saw them come up. “Ready?” he said to Crystal.
“Daddy,” she whispered.
“I will find him. He’ll be OK, I promise, Crystal. Hold your nose when you hit the water.”
Of all the things he’d done in his life, nothing had been as hard as throwing a child into a sea filled with corpses.
He waited until Crystal surfaced. It looked like she was doggy-paddling strongly, following her mother to the tender. Life on the Vienna had taught her at least one useful thing: how to swim. “Lord Jesus,” Colm muttered. He turned back to the factory deck, drawing his useless .38.
Gunfire sounded close. When he looked out into the corridor, a volley of small-caliber rounds forced him back inside, but not before he saw several dead Ghosts at the foot of the nearest ladderway.
The howl of a Walking Gun pealed down the corridor as he slammed the door.
“Dhjerga!” Colm yelled. He clambered up the ladder to the top of a big tank where krill oil had been separated from residual water. Dhjerga was sitting there, swinging his legs. “What the fuck? Your guys are losing!”
The door burst open. A Walking Gun loped in and sat down on its haunches, so that its forelegs formed a tripod. It started to pick off the survivors, one by one.
“We don’t win every time,” Dhjerga said.
“Fetch more reinforcements!”
“I’m starting to think there’s a good reason we never messed with the sentrienza.”
“Just overpower the Guns!”
“Our doctrine is quantity over quality. But what about when you don’t have the numbers? There are fucking dozens of Guns on board. I’m only one mage. I can’t fetch enough guys fast enough. They’re getting cut down before they can reach the Guns. Why don’t you help?”
“I can’t.”
“The fuck you say.” Dhjerga spat, and watched the phlegm fall to the distant deck. “I’m out of here. See you again sometime, maybe.”
His body began to fade. Colm grabbed his arm, got a shock of static electricity. “Dhjerga!”
It was no longer a man sitting beside him. It was a ghost. Colm could see the wall through him, the top of the tank, all blurry as if masked by a heat mirage, but the shimmering was cold. Then even that faded.
He was holding onto thin air.
Oh, the fucking bastard fucker.
Colm threw himself flat on the top of the tank. He aimed his .38 at the Walking Gun and loosed off one round after another until the magazine was empty.
He had no hope of damaging the Gun. He was just venting his feelings.
The noise tailed off. The survivors lay dead or bleeding out. Water gushed from the side of a draining vat holed by a bullet, filling the deck with the smell of fish.
Three sentrienza trundled in, wearing head-to-toe armor, like a sleeker version of Marine battlesuits. They surveyed the carnage. The Gun was pointing at Colm’s perch. They turned to look up at him.
“Colm Mackenzie,” one of them trill-buzzed. “Come down. You will not be harmed.”
He wished he hadn’t wasted all his rounds on the Gun. Should’ve kept one for himself. Too late now.



	
		



CHAPTER 50

“DO MAGIC FOR US.”
They kept making the same demand in different ways.
Once they even made it in Gaelic, which he didn’t speak, except he knew the word druidheachd.
“Do magic for us.”
They kept asking, and he kept answering in different ways.
“No.”
“Not a chance.”
“Gaun fuck off would ye, ye wee cunts.”
He wasn’t going to do so much as a coin vanish for these genocidal creeps.
The worst was when they sent Meg to talk to him. Maybe they thought the stick hadn’t worked so they’d try the carrot.
It did lift his spirits to know that she’d survived. She looked perfectly healthy, if sad and anxious.
She squatted down outside his cage. “Just do what they’re asking for.” The pitiless light in his cell found new lines cupping the corners of her mouth. “If you cooperate, they’ll let you live.”
“What’s that clabber they’ve got you wearing, Gunny?”
She plucked self-consciously at the neck of her dress. It was ankle-skimming red velvet with droopy sleeves, gold trim, and a long sash. Kind of medieval. It didn’t suit Meg, and she seemed to know it. “This is how they think human women should dress. When I complained, they gave me a couple of kimonos. Really nice ones. My mother would have loved them. But I’m not dressing up in kimono for these—” Her lips soundlessly formed the words fucking bastards.
“So then you know how I feel about doing magic for them.”
“Yeah. But you’re not getting out of here any other way.”
Colm measured his cage with his eyes, for the hundredth time. Small enough to cross in three strides, it stood in the middle of a larger cell, with a meter’s clearance around the sides for his jailers. It held a toilet, a cot, and an untouched box of conjuring props. Colm had been better off in that tower room at Castle Nulth. He said, “This is a Faraday cage, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
A Faraday cage: a mesh box that prevented electromagnetic signals from getting in or out. Faraday cages protected power sources from the Ghosts. There’d been a school of opinion that they ought to be universally used to enclose powered equipment, but that ran slap up against the logistics of everyday life. You couldn’t live your life inside a mesh cage. Or rather you could, but it would look like Colm’s life looked now. “Are they still scared of the Ghosts?” he enquired. “Tell them they can relax. Dhjerga’s gone. He’s not coming back.”
He felt fairly sure of that. Which was a pity, because he owed Dhjerga a punch in the kisser for bailing on him.
“He left his cannon fodder behind,” Meg said. “The sentrienza are still mopping them up.”
“Poor bastards.”
“Poor ...?” Her eyes widened with incredulity. Colm realized that she never had really changed her mind about the Ghosts. To her, they were still the ultimate evil. That’s probably why she could cooperate with the sentrienza without slitting her throat for shame. Colm wished he could tell her some of the stuff Dhjerga had shared with him—empire of slaves, they come to themselves but by then it’s too late. But he knew every word they said was being recorded.
“Anything else you’re allowed to tell me?”
“News from home.” Meg consulted a computer, which hung from her sash on a fine gold chain. “The latest news is ... not all bad, actually. The Ghosts still haven’t got a foothold on Earth. Seven billion human beings turn out to be a pretty great planetary defence force. We’ve lost Mars, the moon, everything, but Fortress Earth is holding out.” Pride flamed in her eyes. Gunnery Sergeant Smythe was still fighting. She was just fighting the wrong enemy.
It was good news, anyway, and Colm grinned at her through the mesh. “That’s brilliant.” A second later it occurred to her that the sentrienza could be faking the news they let Meg see. Then he remembered that even if true, this news was at least a year old, and a lot could happen in a year. But nevertheless, hope burned bright. He pictured his parents’ house still standing, after all. Life in Scotland going on. The Free Church Manse still empty, still waiting for him. He curled his fists on a surge of frustration and longing.
“The Hail Mary ships are still coming,” Meg said, continuing to read from her computer. “But they’re not being allowed to unload. The new policy is to resupply them and send them back.”
“Back?!”
“Yeah. Letting us stay didn’t work out very well for the sentrienza, did it?”
“I suppose not.” It seemed inhuman to send people back to a war zone. Then again, the sentrienza were not human. Not at all.
Meg stood, smoothing out her dress. “I have to go. I was only allowed to be here five minutes.”
“Wait. Meg, can you tell me where I am?”
“Where you are?”
“I know we’re on a spaceship.” The background hum and gurgle of life-support systems told him that much. “But I don’t know what spaceship, or where it is.”
“This is the Ruddiganmaseve. It’s the flagship of the Betelgeuse fleet, captained by King Lugli ju-Sharongat the Third. We’re in orbit around Juradis. Haven’t gone anywhere, not going anywhere until this mess is tidied up.” A strange expression flashed across Meg’s face. Fear, exasperation, and something else Colm couldn’t read. “You’re the last loose end, Collie Mack. They like to dot all their I’s and cross their T’s, and when they don’t get to do that, it makes them twitchy. So please just fucking do what they want!”
She turned away in a swirl of red velvet.
“There’d be no point even trying,” Colm shouted after her. “They took my drugs away.”
“I know,” she shouted back. “I told them to.”
The door banged. Colm let out a long breath. Did Meg know about the way tropodolfin interacted with his implant? He thought not. She just wanted him to get clean, even if it took a Faraday cage. So the sentrienza didn’t know about the interaction, either.
That seemed to present a sliver of a chance, although he couldn’t see the exact shape of it at the moment.
He lay back on the unpleasantly warm floor, and thought up new ways to say ‘no’ the next time they came with their little piping voices and tried to make him dance to their tune.



	
		



CHAPTER 51 

THE HAIL MARY SHIPS in orbit around Juradis now outnumbered the sentrienza ships watching over them. Resupply them and send them back—it sounded like a simple policy, but it was easier said than done, given the specialized nature of all the components that wore out over a two-year voyage, the life-support requirements of thousands of passengers, and the fact that Juradis hadn’t exactly been a capital of industry before the sentrienza decimated its population.
Some of the Hail Mary ships got sent on to Noom and Barjoltan, Juradis’s sister worlds. The rest remained, loaded with restless and frightened refugees. These tens of thousands, marinating in the accumulated waste of their long voyages, survived on emergency aid boosted up from the surface by the sentrienza’s loyal servants, the Uzzizellans.
“Steady as she goes,” Axel said to the queazel pilot of the Saximmion, a water tanker. He pointed to a blip on the radar plot. “That’s the one. The Unsinkable.”
The old FTL carrier had been decommissioned after the fall of Majriti IV. Now, most of its 118 decks housed refugees from Gna.
The Uzzizellan tanker descended from its looping launch trajectory, burning to catch up with the Unsinkable. It glided into the open doors of Flight Deck 2. The pilot set it down neatly on a turntable. Clamps thudded into place. “Nice flying.” Axel said.
The pilot wriggled happily at the praise. Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth said with affected weariness, “We were a spacefaring people before we ever met the sentrienza. The mara and shablags were still planet-bound primitives when they were first contacted. You yourselves had barely reached your own inner planets. We, however, have a thousand-year history of doing this sort of thing.”
The Saximmion had launched from Haravalding. The spaceport was back in operation with a skeleton staff of queazels and sentrienza. In addition to its all-important cargo of water, the tanker carried barley and dried meat from the south pole. The queazels down there had escaped the sentrienza’s punishment blitz, as they had had nothing to do with the Organization. Nevertheless they acknowledged Gil’s status in the queazel community, and had given him what he asked for.
Or rather, what Axel told him to ask for.
Axel retrieved this item from the cargo hold as the Unsinkable’s rampies unloaded the food and water. The flight deck was in freefall. Rampies flew up and down on tethers. Axel clung to handholds.
“What happened to the AG?” he asked them over the radio.
“Switched it off to save power,” one of the rampies said in a need-you-ask? tone of voice.
The flight deck showed more wear and tear than Axel remembered from his own months aboard the carrier. Deck plating and wiring, and even some of the launch catapults, had been scavenged to make repairs elsewhere. That hurt to see. But Axel zeroed in on something intriguing. Among the queazel aid ships stood several human ships, sporting the familiar needlenosed profile of Axel’s own late, lamented Shady Lady.
“What are those?” Axel said.
“Private yachts. Waste of fucking mass.”
Axel agreed. In a previous life, he might have been one of the entitled SOBs bringing his private yacht on board a Hail Mary ship. But he had changed. He left the rampies to their work. “Lead on,” he said to Gil.
The interior of the Unsinkable was scarcely recognizable. In many places, the floors had been ripped out to reduce mass, leaving only girders and symbolic sheets of plastic to protect the interdeck wiring and plumbing. Not that it mattered, when the whole ship was in freefall. Refugees stared at Axel and Gil. The queazel was still wearing his EVA suit, which made him look like a huge silver caterpillar. He might be the first alien these people had ever seen. But the sullen stares, Axel thought, had little to do with xenophobia, and everything to do with their chilly welcome at Juradis. The atmosphere was explosive. Marines patrolled with electrotasers.
“So,” Axel murmured. “Where are our traitors?”
Gil had promised to take him to meet his contacts in the Human Republic, but had so far refused to name them. Possible candidates cycled through Axel’s mind, while nostalgia competed with sadness at the Unsinkable’s decay. It seemed to symbolize the fall of humankind.
“Why are we going to the engineering decks?” He still didn’t trust the queazel, was prepared for trickery.
“That’s where he works,” Gil grunted.
Deck 16. Deck 15. Axel reluctantly crossed most of his candidates off the list. No one important worked back here. Even when the ship was not burning, these way-back decks were noisy and hot, and you got a higher-than-average load of radiation. And still Gil floated on, down one companionway after another, past ramparts of life-support machinery, past the reactor deck, all the way to the drive deck.
Unexpected activity filled the echoing space. Engineers were assembling huge steel components, purpose unknown. Most surprising of all, the artificial gravity was functioning. Axel and Gil thumped down to the deck. Marines blocked their way, fingers skimming the butts of their electrotasers.
A man strolled over. He was in civvies, but his bearing said senior officer. “What do you want?”
Axel resisted the impulse to salute. He was no longer in the Fleet. And technically, neither were any of these people. They had been demilitarized along with their ship, as a condition of seeking refuge on Juradis. That hadn’t changed now that they’d been told they had to turn around and go back. They were just pretending. Acting out familiar roles with stage props. Electrotasers, for fuck’s sake.
Gil uncoiled to his full height. He swayed back and forth, his little vulpine face sticking out of the collar of his EVA suit. “I am Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth, and I have an appointment.”
The staff officer grumpily led them across the deck. Axel tried and failed to work out the purpose of the machinery in mid-build. Engineers argued over 3D holo schematics, so intent on their work that they didn’t even notice the queazel.
“Sir,” the staff officer shouted, knocking on a nondescript door in the far wall. He showed them into an office whose lean, scarred occupant looked out of place among the masses of blueprints, computers, and prototype components covering every surface.
“Gil!” the man exclaimed, rising. He came around his cluttered desk and shook the queazel’s front paws in both hands.
Axel stared, speechless with astonishment.
This was the man who had betrayed Earth, and indirectly killed millions?
The stars and medals on his chest proclaimed his distinguished record of service. His name was Bastian Hyland. But when Axel served on the Unsinkable, Colonel Hyland had been universally known as the Rat.
“And Captain Best,” the Rat said to Axel, as if he had been expecting him, too. “Your father will be glad to see you.”
Axel reached into the pocket of his second-hand leathers. Velcro ripped. He raised the item Gil had procured for him. Its targeting laser painted a dot on the Rat’s forehead. “This is a flechette pistol. Sentrienza tech. Breathe on it and it’ll go off.”
The Rat did not move a muscle.
“Anything you want to tell me?” Axel said.
“Regarding what?”
“Nulth told me about CHEMICAL MAGE, but he’s fuzzy on some of the key details.”
At his own name, Gil whimpered and bundled himself under the Rat’s desk. Axel shifted a step sideways, out of ankle-biting distance. Queazels could move very fast when they wanted to.
“Just out of curiosity, I’d like to know what was in it for you. What makes a man betray his own species? What did the sentrienza offer you?”
The Rat smiled thinly. “The sentrienza have never offered me anything other than lies.”
Axel let the Rat see his finger tightening on the trigger. “Try again.”
“There’s someone else on board who can answer your questions better than I can. May I make a call?”
Axel deliberated a moment. “Yes.” Might as well get them all at once.
He kept his aim on the Rat as he spoke into a handheld computer attached to the desk by a cable. “Yes ... Nulth’s here ... So is Best ... All right.”
A few minutes passed. Gil whined under the desk. Axel’s arms started to get tired.
The door opened.
Axel’s father walked in. A little thinner, a little grayer, wearing jeans and an oxford.
The red targeting dot wavered over Philip K. Best’s heart.



	
		



CHAPTER 52

MEG WAS TAKING EMNL through her katas in the Ruddiganmaseve’s leisure grove when the ship shuddered from end to end.
“What was that?” Emnl said, freezing in the middle of Heian Godan.
Meg shrugged. The truth was, it had felt like something hit the ship. But that was impossible. Wasn’t it?
The AG in the grove faltered for a moment, and then went back to normal. Even that qualified as a major event in this place, where nothing ever changed. Mottled leaves rustled on twisted trees. The ‘sky’ ceiling drenched the grove in the flat gray light of a winter afternoon. Little green snakes shimmied up and down the trunks. Glistening brick-red land urchins clogged the spaces between the tree roots, oozing trails of slime as they jostled for position with all the vim of sloths. If this was what the sentrienza’s homeworld looked like, Meg was glad she’d never see it. She scrunched the bristly yellow grass between her bare toes, holding herself in, controlling her breathing.
“Come on,” she said. “Heian Godan.”
Emnl nailed the first few moves of the kata. She was improving. But she got tangled up on the tobikomi jump. As Meg corrected her footwork, she caught sight of King Lugli coming through the trees. She inwardly sighed and braced for a confrontation. She knew the king still didn’t approve of his daughter studying karate.
The king surged across the clearing where they were practising. He did not slow down. Meg started to bow out of habit. Then she saw the stubby golden scepter in the king’s hand.
A laser blade sprang out of the scepter, slicing through the air where Meg’s face had been before she dropped into a low zenkutsu stance. The blade charred into a trunk several meters behind her. Emnl shrieked. Meg used her momentum to lunge forward under the king’s guard. She swayed aside from his descending blade and pistoned a kick into his knee. Bone popped audibly. The king sprawled on the grass. The laser blade etched an arc of circuit-failure gray across the ceiling.
Emnl flung herself on her father, squealing in the sentrienza language. Meg stood up. The whole thing had taken about three seconds. She had been operating on sheer instinct. She didn’t know what had happened except that the king had tried to kill her. She stepped on his wrist and took the laser scepter out of his hand.
Emnl, kneeling beside her father, turned huge faceted eyes up to Meg. “He says we’re under attack!”
“Oh.”
“He says it’s your people!”
“My people?”
“The humans from the Unsinkable and the Indomitable! They have weaponized the drives of their ships. They were not allowed to bring any weapons into this system! They broke their word.”
Meg looked down at the king. He appeared to be a young sentrienza with a chiseled face and yellow hair, although Emnl said he was hundreds of years old. She hefted the laser scepter in her hand.
The ship juddered again. This time the shock threw Meg off balance. As she staggered, the king shoved his daughter aside, leapt up, and limped away. His Walking Gun—an unusually large and handsome model—raced up and offered him its shoulder to lean on. King and Gun vanished between the trees. A faraway door hissed.
Emnl squatted in the dog-like sentrienza pose. Yellow grass stains soiled her gi. “He was going to kill you.”
“I know.”
“You should have killed him.”
“What?”
“I hate him,” Emnl said. She stood up. Raising her head, she let out a high-pitched call. Her Walking Gun lolloped across the clearing to them. “I told him he must not kill you, because of our contract.”
That damn contract. Emnl brought it up whenever she wanted to nudge Meg back into line.
“Your father probably realizes the contract is meaningless,” Meg said.
“But it is not meaningless. It will be extremely useful to the sentrienza someday.”
Meg stared at her student and realized that she hated her. Hated her elfin face, her lavender braid, her backwards legs, everything about her.
Hiding the emotion, she said, “You said the Unsinkable and Indomitable have weaponized their drives. What exactly does that mean?”
“I’m not sure. Our hull is ... vanishing. It is being vaporized.”
“What? Fuck! The ship’ll depressurize!”
“We will be safe in here,” Emnl said complacently.
But there was someone else who wasn’t in here, and wasn’t safe. “Collie Mack.”
Meg stuck the laser scepter into the belt of her gi and sprinted for the exit.
*
COLM SAT ON HIS COT, listening to distant metallic screeches and thuds. That was either the noise of battle, or the Ruddiganmaseve’s hydraulics were suffering a spectacular malfunction. He wouldn’t mind which, if it meant his captivity was over.
The ship lurched, losing trim. The artificial gravity tried to compensate with sludgy pulses of heaviness.
A white-clad, black-haired figure burst into the outer cell. Bare feet whispered on the floor. “Get down,” Meg panted.
“What the hell’s going on?”
“I said get on the floor!”
He rolled off the cot, face down. Remembered being a kid playing hide-and-seek, small enough to lie down in the heather and just vanish. He remembered his father calling out for him: Colm, where ARE you ...
In the here and now, he smelt burning metal. He raised his head.
“I said stay down!”
An after-image of a dazzling green beam drifted across his closed eyes.
“OK, you can get up now.”
Noxious smoke tinged the air. Meg bounced on the balls of her feet, holding a golden stick. A U-shaped flap in the side of the Faraday cage lolled outward.
“Careful. It’s still hot.”
“How’d you do that?”
She brandished the golden stick. “Cuts through anything.”
Colm scrambled out through the hole. “Fill me in.”
“Later. We have to get to the suits.”
“What suits?”
“Jeez, Collie Mack, just come on!”
Colm had been unconscious when they brought him aboard, so the interior layout of the Ruddiganmaseve was a mystery to him. Meg seemed to know her way around. They jogged through gloomy, uneven-floored corridors. Red and yellow stripes meandered along the walls like stryolites in a cave. Rubbery, living stalactites hung from the ceilings. Colm wondered if the sentrienza might originally have been a cave-dwelling species. Not that it mattered. All he cared about right now was escaping.
A wind blew from a cross-tunnel.
“Ship’s depressurizing,” Meg said.  
“What happened? Accident?”
She flashed a brief grin. “Yeah, an accident called Homo sapiens.” The grin vanished. “Can you do anything to save us? Like ... magic?”
“I would if I could, Meg.”
“Oh well.”
Colm’s thoughts pinballed from escape to death and back again. The wind whipped Meg’s hair around. She dashed it out of her face and turned away, bobbling the golden stick in her hand.
Colm caught up with her in two strides, spun her around and kissed her on the mouth. The impulsive action took him by surprise as much as it did Meg. Her body stiffened for a split second, and then she threw her arms around his neck, kissing him back. He gathered her closer, squeezed her bottom through the stiff karate gi.
She pulled away, a smile glowing in the near-dark.
“I’ve been wanting to do that for years,” Colm said. “I just never realized it.” He reached for her again.
She danced back, still smiling. “Stay classy, Mackenzie.”
“Sorry.”
“I’m not sorry. That was lovely. But you have to go. Now.” She gestured down the cross-tunnel. “If there are any EVA suits, they’ll be down in the hangar. If the hangar’s still there.” Her face turned serious. “You better make it, Collie Mack.” She took off running the other way, bare feet silent on the spongy floor.
“What about you?” Colm yelled after her.
“Got something to take care of,” she shouted without looking back.
Colm hesitated, feeling like he should go with her. But he was wearing boxer shorts and a t-shirt. He had no weapon. And Meg had made it clear countless times that she could look after herself. The best thing he could do for her and for himself right now was find those EVA suits.
He ran towards the hull breach.



	
		



CHAPTER 53

MEG EDGED TOWARDS THE last bend in the corridor that led to the blister. The reflected blue light of Juradis spilled around the corner.
Colm’s kiss lingered on her lips. His words burned like a little candle in her heart.
For the first time ever, she couldn’t detach from the grisly busness before her.
A Walking Gun trotted out of the blister. It stopped in front of Meg. Its jaws yawned.
She stabbed it in the maw with the laser saber. Its electronics smoked.
It tried to scythe her legs off, anyway, as she tiptoed past it, so she cut it in half. Its metal guts spilled out, coolant gushing like blood. The whine of expiring solid-state effectors sounded like a death rattle. Meg felt a pang of pity, although she knew it would’ve murdered her on command.
“Hello, Megumi,” said a buzzing, fluting voice from within the blister. “Do come in.”
Meg gave up any pretense of stealth. She walked into the blister and stopped in front of the throne that occupied the center of the room. It was a towering pile of skulls. On top sat a sentrienza female in a ragged pale gown so long that its skirts hung halfway to the floor. Meg had been introduced to Emnl’s mother before, and had been as polite as she knew how. This time, she did not curtsey. For one thing, she was dressed wrong.
“My daughter was right about you,” said the queen of Betelgeuse. “You do have hidden talents.”
The king sat beside the queen. The leg Meg had injured stuck out straight in front of him, splinted. He scowled at her. She smirked. “Want this back?” she said, holding up the laser scepter.
“I’ll have your head for my lady’s chair,” he hissed. 
“Vengeance will not save us,” the queen chided her consort. “Megumi, instruct your people to cease and desist, ere they incur the undying wrath of the Sentrienza Emperor.”
“Cease and desist from what, exactly?” Meg said.
The queen gestured at the panoramic view of Juradis. It flashed and skipped back to the same view, an hour or so ago, judging by the position of the terminator.
Two ships inched across the dark side of Juradis.
“This is footage from an observation satellite in a higher orbit,” the queen said. “The larger ship is the Unsinkable. The other is the Azimaladruth, one of my frigates.”
The Unsinkable’s engine bells glowed dull red, then white. Meg expected it to surge away from the smaller ship. But that wasn’t what happened.
The gouts of exhaust from the Unsinkable’s engine bells separated into asymmetrical streams. These plasma ribbons bent outwards, then converged back to parallel beams. Widening slightly, they lanced across the void to the sentrienza frigate. They scribbled over its hull. Yellow-white arcs of ionized atoms leapt between the contact points. Vapor clouds bulged from the frigate’s hull.
The view skipped again. A few large pieces of wreckage drifted behind the Unsinkable.
“They have weaponized their drives,” the queen buzzed. “I suspect they installed drive magnets on the exhaust, separating the plasma into two streams: electrons in one, positive ions in the other. Even primitive drives like yours emit an exhaust plume that is very fast and tightly collimated. The magnetic field bends it into cones hundreds of klicks long. These exhaust cones are now impinging on the hull of the Ruddiganmaseve, generating arcs that vaporize the hull plates.”
Meg wanted to jump up and down cheering. Fierce pride in humanity filled her. The only problem was the Unsinkable and Indomitable’s assault seemed likely to kill her and Colm, too. The deck wobbled under her feet. She sidestepped to keep her balance, and imagined the ship literally disintegrating around them.
“We were not prepared for such ingratitude,” the queen said. “Our targeting capacity was destroyed within the first few seconds of the attack. You must talk to them, before we also lose our comms capacity.”
“But Your Majesty, what should I say?”
“Tell them that we love them.” The queen’s face brightened. A membrane slid over her eyes, hiding the facets, presenting the appearance of lustrous blue orbs. A sweet smile completed the angelic transformation. “Have we not carefully nurtured humanity for hundreds of years? Have we not risked much to raise you up from your primitive state? When our researchers dwelt in mounds on the surface of Earth, guiding your progress along the road of civilization, you called us faeries. You were properly grateful then.”
Meg’s jaw dropped. She stared in shock at the smiling sentrienza.
At the faerie queen.
It all made sense now. The mounds. The gifts. The obsession with repayment.
“So ...” she said, weakly. “Why don’t you just, like ... magic the hull back together?”
The queen’s mask of sweetness made the buzzing timbre of her voice even more grotesque. “There is no such thing as magic.”
“That’s what I thought, too,” Meg said.
“Oh, it was easy to make you believe, in your primitive state, that a nano-assembler was a magic cookpot, or that electroplated straw had turned into gold, or that a trip to another planet was a journey to faerieland. But it was not magic. It was only technology beyond your ken. When we re-introduced ourselves as aliens, you happily adopted the same technologies under different names.”
Meg said, “So why are you so scared of ... ssguriybats?”
The king said, “Scared? My forebears slew many a ssguriybat.” He smiled with nostalgic pride. “We hunted them down and wiped them out to the last man and woman.”
“Except you didn’t,” Meg said, finally understanding why the sentrienza had put Colm in a Faraday cage. “A few of them escaped, didn’t they? And their descendants are still alive today.”
The queen dipped her head. “The universe is unpredictable. No one, not even us, foresaw the Ghosts. Now, the last surviving ssguriybats represent our only hope of containing the Ghosts before they consume the galaxy.”
“So even you can’t stop them?”
“Oh, we could annihilate every world they have occupied. Including Earth. Is that how it is to be, Megumi? Is that what you humans want? It is what you will get, if you do not cease your stupid, impetuous rebellon! You have only glimpsed the little finger of the sentrienza’s power. Our empire spans a hundred thousand light years. We could turn Earth into a radioactive wasteland. Even then, I fear, the Ghosts would escape, and reappear elsewhere, like a pestilence. But humanity would not. Humanity would be a fading memory, a cautionary tale for our other client peoples. Is that what you want?”
The queen’s rage battered at Meg like a gale. And then the gale dropped to a melancholy breeze.
“That is not what we want, Megumi. We had such high hopes for you. With our help, you could have risen high in the Emperor’s favor. You are creative, cruel, spiritual, individualistic, ambitious—you already surpass the mara and shablags, and could have surpassed the queazels in another century or so. You were to be first among our protégés. The only hitch was that little matter of the ssguriybats ... but even they could have become an adornment of the Emperor’s court, once they were properly controlled. Will you throw away this future?”
Meg breathed deeply, drawing on her karate training to center herself. The queen was terribly persuasive. It wasn’t magic, of course. Just practice.
But Meg had her own practice, and now she invoked the confidence that karate gave her, the awareness that she was complete in herself, without the need to lean on any alien benefactor, or any man. She straightened her spine.
“Your Majesty,” she said, “we have a word for what you’re offering. It’s called enslavement. And I can confidently speak for my whole species when I say: Go fuck yourself.”
She thumbed the laser scepter on, and hurled herself towards the throne. She still believed in honor, justice, and all that good stuff.



	
		



CHAPTER 54

THE SHIP WAS COMING to pieces around Colm. Rubbish blew past him down the twisting corridor. He didn’t have an EVA suit, and he suspected the hangar Meg had mentioned was long gone. An evil yellow-white glare flashed in the darkness ahead.
He clung to pitted bumps on the wall. Hauled himself back the way he’d come. Tried to ignore his shortness of breath, the panicky feeling that he couldn’t fill his lungs, the increasing pressure in his ears.
His fingers found a door. A valve.
He clawed at it until it parted, spilling him onto ...
... grass?
Air roared over his back. Straining against the gale, the valve managed to close itself.
Colm lay on his face, panting like a dog. After a while the black spots cleared from his vision.
He sat up.
Yellow grass. Gray trees. Gray sky. Toadstools.
Toadstools?
Something like that. Pulsating red growths around the roots of the trees.
“Jesus,” he said aloud. “I’m loving this ship more and more every minute.”
“Really?” said a sentrienza voice. “I hate it.”
A small, grayish face peeped between the tree trunks. The body that belonged to it wore stiff white pyjamas. For a second Colm hoped the sentrienza was wearing an EVA suit. Then he saw it was just a karate outfit like Meg’s, with a green belt instead of a black one.
Long shivers rolled through the Ruddiganmaseve. Leaves and twigs fell.
“Love it or hate it, it’s falling apart under us,” Colm said. “Do you know if there are any EVA suits? Or better yet, a survival capsule, a lifeboat, that sort of thing?”
The little sentrienza’s face set in a pout. “We will be safe here.”
Colm had seen this kind of denial before, on Ghost-besieged worlds. Colonists had been told they would be safe if they stayed put, and so they stayed put until the Ghosts came for them. Colm no longer feared the Ghosts the way he used to. But he did fear space. The implacably hostile vacuum. The cold. He had always had a horror of dying in a decompression event.
The sentrienza edged closer. A Walking Gun followed at her heels. “You’re the ssguriybat, aren’t you?”
“The what?”
“The magician.”
“No,” Colm said with a sigh. The Walking Gun circled him, hackling.
“My mother says there used to be a lot of ssguriybats on Earth, but now there are very few. She thought there were none. But I knew what you were. I got frightened and sent you away. She was cross with me for that.”
“I know, I know, everything’s all my fault.”
“And in the end she caught you, anyway. I am sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry for, lass.”
The ship shook violently. The little sentrienza lost her footing. She landed on the grass beside Colm with the first stirrings of terror in her eyes.
“This room may be specially shielded, but it isn’t going to hold out forever,” Colm shouted, over the groaning of stressed metal. “Is there no emergency kit at all?”
The sentrienza girl pointed. Colm dashed that way, pinballing off the tree trunks. He reached the wall. The ship bucked, throwing him around like a rat in a bucket. He saw a promising hatch and battered on it until it gave.
A first aid kit. Jesus, that was a lot of help. Bandages, quick-clotting gel, suture packs, single-use syringes, folding splints ...
Pills.
He dumped the entire trove of vials and blister packs in front of the sentrienza girl. “Quick, tell me what this lot is. In English.”
Hesitantly, she named each drug. “... and this is tropodolfin.”
Colm ripped open a blister pack, dry-swallowed a double dose. The sentrienza girl stared at him.
What a rush. It felt like taking the stuff for the first time. He almost forgot that he was inches from death. Colors popped like an enhanced photograph. Energy fizzed through his limbs.
The Walking Gun growled.
“Easy,” Colm said. He petted its spined metal head.
Power surged into his hand, dizzying, like sticking your finger in a socket. He jerked back.
Little streamers of electricity writhed from the Walking Gun, so bright that the grove looked dark.
Terror gripped him. Worse than the first time, because now he knew what this meant.
“Our Father, who are in heaven,” he gabbled. The prayer came out as white puffs in the suddenly freezing air. “... forever and ever amen.”
The words steadied him. Irrational terror lost ground to the real danger of dying when the Ruddiganmaseve broke up.
Think.
If Dhjerga Lizp could fetch reinforcements, and weapons, and rats, from hundreds of light years away, surely Colm could fetch ....
He thought of his rack on the Unsinkable, and the gunship he’d flown in the Fleet, and then the Shady Lady. His mind filled with a queasy soup of impressions—an empty hangar, barren asphalt, the nasty feeling of stepping on a top step that isn’t there. If any of those ships still existed, they were no longer where he had left them.
Made sense, really. Spaceships were always moving around. He needed to look somewhere else. Someplace where things stayed the same from one year to the next ...
No sooner had he thought of it than he was there, in the byre at Tim Jenkins’s croft, a quarter of a mile from his parents’ house.
He smelled hay, machine oil, and dust.
Felt the warmth of the autumn sunlight slanting through the open door.
It was all so real. And there were details that couldn’t come from memory. A parked quad bike that looked new. He could hear a peculiar hissing noise in the farmyard. A marmalade cat walked into the byre and arched its back, tail fluffed out like a bottlebrush.
“It’s only me,” Colm said. He remembered this cat. Rusty, its name was. “Here, Rusty, here kitty ...”
The cat scampered out of the byre. Colm came out of his trance of amazement and remembered what he was here for.
A collection of farm tools hung on the side wall.
He scanned them, then turned and studied the other walls.
The environmental hazard suits weren’t there.
When farmers burned the heather, or worked with agricultural chemicals, they had to wear orange clown suits with their own integrated air supply. It was required by Scottish law. You got fined for failing to comply. Old Tim Jenkins was a law-abiding geezer. Colm had been counting on finding those hazard suits hanging in the same place they had hung for twenty years when not in use.
Some lumpy sacks hung on the wall next to the tools. Maybe the suits were in there. Colm drifted over to the wall. It felt as if he were floating in freefall, except that he could move with a thought. He passed through the quad bike as if it wasn’t there ... or he wasn’t there. He panicked, wondering if his hands would pass straight through the sacks.
His fingers snagged on the rough bioplastic.
He opened one sack, peered inside.
Candles. Dozens and dozens of lumpy, homemade candles.
Another sack.
Cogs, gears, flywheels.
No hazard suits.
Distantly, as if from an adjacent radio channel, he heard the sentrienza girl jabbering, really scared now. She wasn’t the only one. Colm flew out of the byre, across the farmyard. Tim Jenkins and three or four neighbors were working on a bizarre vehicle that looked like a hot water boiler mounted on tractor wheels. A jet of steam shot from a valve in the boiler. That was the hissing sound he’d heard. The men leapt back and laughed ruefully. So entranced was Colm by the vehicle (it’s a steam tractor! This is how you get along without powered equipment ...) that it took him a second to notice the denim-clad legs sticking out from under it.
They looked familiar. 
His breath caught in his chest (and he tasted stale spaceship air). Like the ghost he was, he slid under the steam tractor. Neither Tim Jenkins nor the neighbors noticed anything. But Lloyd Mackenzie, lying on his back under the tractor, tinkering with its valve gear, dropped his wrench and cursed, staring into the dripping shadow beneath the boiler.
“Dad, it’s me.”
His father whispered, “Fuck! No! Get away! I’ve done nothing this time, nothing—”
“Dad! It’s Colm!” Oil dripped from the pistons, into his eyes and through him, to the gravel.
Lloyd Mackenzie scrabbled out from underneath the tractor. Red-faced, he stood up. “Try her now, Tim,” he said casually, as if he hadn’t just been spitting rage and terror into the shadows. But as the other men clustered around the engine, Lloyd retreated across the yard and sipped, with trembling lips, from a tea mug standing on the windowsill.
Colm stood in front of him, casting no shadow. “Dad. I know you can see me. I know you can hear me.”
Lloyd’s teeth chattered on the rim of his mug.
“Where are the hazard suits?”
“Get away from me, you bastard,” Lloyd breathed.
“The environmental hazard suits! Has Tim still got them? Where’s he keeping them now?”
“Out in the bothy,” Lloyd whispered. “Haven’t you had the run of the countryside for months? Why are you asking me?”
The venom in his voice lacerated Colm. His father thought he was a Ghost, and there was nothing he could do to correct him. He fled out of the farmyard, flying over the back field and up the hill, soaring into the air like a kite.
He’d always dreamed of flying like this, with no need of wings or drive. It was utterly quiet. Too quiet. There was no traffic on the A82. Flying higher, he saw no one on the streets of Drumnadrochit, although a few people stood on the parapets of Loch Ness Castle, a former hotel that a rich guy had converted into a fortress some years back.
Looking west to the loch itself, the impression of abandonment turned upside-down. A flotilla of boats clustered in the middle of the lake. Large boats and small. Yachts, tourist cruisers, ferries, fishing boats. Oh, they’re refugees, Colm thought. My people have become refugees in their own country.
A lot can happen in a year.
The Ghosts had come to Earth.
Reeling from the shock, Colm focused with an effort on his own mission.
The bothy.
He knew the place his father meant. Up on the mountainside above the loch, there was an old shepherd’s bothy, used jointly by the few crofters who still kept sheep. It doubled as a refuge for hikers and Loch Ness Monster hunters caught in the rain.
Colm skimmed up the hill, lower and lower, trailing his toes and fingers through the purple sprays of heather. Its heady scent brought back his childhood. Memory carried him straight to the weathered breezeblock cube standing proud above the loch.
It was an ugly little building.
Defensible, though. From up here, you’d be able to see enemies coming from miles around.
No sooner had that occurred to him than he saw a rifle protruding from the curtains of the bothy’s single window.
The locals must have manned the place as a sentry post. Good thinking—
A sentry patrolled around the corner of the bothy.
It was a Ghost.
Colm recoiled, and for a moment felt yellow sentrienza grass prickling his face. Then he realized that the Ghost couldn’t see him, any more than the crofters had. It was just a copy.
He drifted to the open door and went inside.
The bothy consisted of a single room with a fireplace. Despite the bright sunlight outside, it was eerily dark in here. Only the embers smouldering in the hearth gave light. There was a foul whiff of sewer gas.
A Ghost stood by the window, his top half hidden by the curtains—the rifleman.
No one else in the room, but in the corner by the fire, the shadows clumped so thick and black they looked like a living thing.
The firelight gleamed on the uppers of two gigantic muddy boots.
As if magnetized, Colm drifted towards the hearth.
The mass of shadow quivered. Wintry blue eyes opened and fixed him.
A bony finger rose into view. It crooked into a many-knuckled C, beckoning to Colm.
He made out a mountain of supplies piled in the corner beside the shadow. Sacks and crates, and a wad of orange rubberized fabric that might very well be Tim Jenkins’s hazard suits. But he still could not properly make out the shadow itself. It was blurry at the edges and impenetrable at the center. Only the eyes shone like chips cut from the heart of a blue giant.
“Come here,” rasped a voice, eerily similar to Dhjerga Lizp’s, but deeper and fainter at the same time, as if it came from a long way away.
Terror paralyzed Colm. He was being torn in half. One foot in the present, one in the past; one foot on Earth, one in the Betelgeuse system. His consciousness doubled. His resolve frayed.
“Is that the best you can do?”
“Get off my planet,” Colm gasped.
“Not your planet, human mage. Ours.”
Sheer outrage fueled Colm’s strength. He knelt and thrust his hands into the fire. He scrabbled up two handfuls of hot embers. The heat was real. So was the pain. It sickened him, and at the same time sharpened his awareness. Rising on his knees, he smashed the red-hot chunks of wood into the wintry eyes.
A scream sawed through the bothy. The Ghost at the window whirled. The curtains billowed, tossing sunlight into the room.
Colm fell forward, into the shadow, into bone-freezing cold, and through it. The shadow shrank away like black snow in the light. Colm landed face-first on the pile of supplies.
With the last of his strength, he locked his fingers into the environmental hazard suits.
*
COLM OPENED HIS EYES in the sentrienza grove, 600 light years away. He lay on the prickly yellow grass, face down, with two SGHSC-compliant hazard suits underneath him.
The sentrienza girl was shaking him. “Wake up! Wake up!”
“Fuck,” Colm mumbled. His mind felt like a wet dishrag. Had he hurt the shadowy Ghost? Or merely startled it? He couldn’t hope that he’d killed it, but maybe he had chased it away from Drumnadrochit for a while.
“You went all blurry!”
He flexed his fingers. They still hurt, but it was a phantom pain. Esthesia pain. His hands weren’t burned or blistered. He shook himself, reorienting his mind to his surroundings.
The ceiling had gone black. Dim golden light came from hitherto-unnoticed clusters of insects on the tree branches. The air tasted bad. The hazard suits lay on the grass like floppy corpses. He thrust one of them at the girl. “Put this on.”
“It smells.”
“It’s only dusty.” Colm unzipped his own hazard suit and scrambled into it. “These things have airtight seals and integrated oxygen. Look for the mask inside the hood.” He found his own. It seemed awfully flimsy. “Jesus, I hope these have been maintained properly ...”
“No one’s coming to save us.” Paddling in the oversized suit, the sentrienza girl looked like she had had a fight with an Arctic tent and lost. “And you broke my Walking Gun.”
“Did I?” Colm glanced at the motionless machine. “Sorry.”
“It’s all right. We rely too much on them, anyway.”
The remaining atmosphere drained away through stress fractures in the internal walls of the sentrienza ship.
The AG failed.
They floated in a rapidly cooling vacuum, their lives dependent on the vigilance of faraway Scottish agricultural safety inspectors.



	
		



CHAPTER 55

“I’M GOING WITH THE Marines,” Axel said to his father. He still wanted to kill him, but he knew he wouldn’t gain anything by that. He sealed his leathers. Checked the battery and oxygen reserves. Confirmed the flechette pistol was in his thigh pocket.
“I’d actually prefer it if you didn’t go,” Philip K. Best said, “after I came all this way to find you.”
Axel faked a smile. “But you see, Dad, I don’t particularly care what you think.”
His father had told him everything. He felt like a teenager again, filled with rage and hate. The only way he could refrain from doing something stupid was to do what he had done before: join the Marines.
He soared up multiple deck levels at a bound, freefalling towards the flight deck.
All but one of the Corvettes had gone from the hangar. Axel boarded the last one. He knew the pilot from his previous stint on the Unsinkable, and had asked him to wait. Sure, no problem. Anything for Philip K. Best’s son.
Axel took a couch in the main cabin. “Prepare for launch,” the pilot bellowed over the PA system.
A platoon of Marines sat in teak-trimmed wombs on a skating rink of ebony parquet. Gel-plumped satin cushioned their asses. Safety videos played on individual screens. The high-end décor reminded Axel embarrassingly of how he’d pored over the options for the Shady Lady. The Rat had used the same tricks to disguise this Corvette as a luxury yacht. But these ships had been built on a fighter chassis ... and now they were fighters. Engineers working flat out for the last 48 hours had up-armored the fuselages and installed weapons platforms that put Axel’s light railgun to shame.
The Rat and his cronies—Axel’s father foremost among them—had planned a military takeover of the Betelgeuse system before they left Gna. They had come prepared, while keeping to the letter of the demilitarization pact.
Their surprise assault had destroyed all eight sentrienza ships in Juradis orbit. Score one for human audacity. But it didn’t feel like a victory to Axel.
The Corvette burned away from the Unsinkable, thrusting ahead of the carrier. It rose up to a higher, slower orbit, jinking through a debris field that used to be a sentrienza ship. The Marines got up and prowled around the cabin.
It felt to Axel like they’d just thrown a stone into an electrified fence. The sentrienza undoubtedly had more assets at Noom and Barjoltan. They would counter-attack as rapidly as STL transit times allowed.
These guys had boners for the action to come. They couldn’t wait to get back in the alien-stomping game.
Axel stared at the ceiling and thought about Meg.
He’d had to sit in the Rat’s office on the engineering deck and watch the Ruddiganmaseve dismantled, hull plate by hull plate.
The Corvette’s radar picked up bits of sentrienza ship debris. The gunner tried out his new charged particle cannons on them. He wasn’t just screwing around: the debris had to be cleared away, or it would turn low orbit into a minefield. The Marines cheered the explosions. Axel gritted his teeth.
“What’s that?” he said suddenly. A larger piece of debris drifted across the darkness, infrared-crimson.
“What we’re looking for, could be,” the pilot said. “Maneuvering to intercept now.”
The piece of debris was in a lower orbit, where the Ruddiganmaseve would have been. As it caught up with the Corvette, the pilot burned to dump speed and drop down on top of it.
The sentrienza constructed their FTL ships on a modular, snap-together template. When whole, they resembled the pieces of dead coral Axel used to find as a child on the beach outside his family’s vacation house in Maui. This module, torn away from the Ruddiganmaseve, looked more like a fossilized vertebra. It was twenty times the size of the Corvette. It did not react in any way as they approached.
The pilot stood off, taking an age to synchronize the Corvette’s pitch and yaw with the slowly tumbling module. Axel dug his gloved fingers into the armrests in impatience. He himself could have done this better and faster. The pilot had had his esthesia implant removed as a condition of demilitarization. Axel still had his ... no, but he wasn’t switching it on again. He wanted nothing to do with anything that came from his father.
Soft dock complete, the Marines checked each other’s seals. They disembarked in combat order. Two by two, they cannoned out of the airlock and clamped onto the gritty, greasy steel of the sentrienza module. Then began the ball-shrivelling task of crawling over the surface, looking for a way in.
In the end, they blew a pressure door. No air rushed out. The module had already depressurized. Could anyone possibly be alive in here?
No lights.
No power.
No gravity.
The Marines spread out in four-man fire teams. Their cold-gas mobility rockets pushed them along the corridors. Radio comms were curt, professional. The active night vision filter on Axel’s faceplate illuminated twisting passages in shades of green. Stalactites thorned the ceiling. They could have been underground instead of 200 klicks above Juradis.
Axel dropped back and waited for the rest of his team to vanish around a corner. They let him go—he wasn’t one of them.
Then he went the other way. He had a roughly sketched map on his infocals. If this really was a fragment of the Ruddiganmaseve, the hangar ought to be ...
Here.
But there was no hangar.
The corridor dead-ended in a ragged cliff. Beyond, nothing but empty space. The Marines needn’t have blown that pressure door. The whole end of the module had sheared off.
Axel turned and made his way back up the corridor. He had failed. He punched the wall in frustration.
It sagged open.
Huh?
Faint golden light shone out through the slit in the wall. Axel wrenched the valve wider, straining against hydraulics that were now deadweight.
He squeezed into an enchanted garden. Golden lights like candles ornamented the branches of frozen trees. Dead leaves drifted against his faceplate.
Caught in the branches of the trees, two orange humanoid forms hung motionless.
Axel’s flesh goosepimpled. He cautiously approached the smaller person. It was a sentrienza. Her lips moved, but the suit she was wearing obviously had no radio functionality. He moved on to the larger one.
“Colm.”
Behind the flimsy plastic visor of the suit, Colm looked blue with cold. Panicking, Axel shook him. That, or Axel’s helmet lamp shining in his face, made Colm blink.
Alive.
Axel turned on his helmet’s interior light, so Colm could see who was inside the Marine leathers. He started to disentangle him from the tree. Colm struggled violently.
“Careful, you’ll rip your suit,” Axel shouted, forgetting Colm couldn’t hear him. The weird fluorescent orange suit looked about as tough as a plastic shopping bag. “Stay cool, Mackenzie. You’re going back to the Unsinkable.”
In the Corvette, while the Marines fussed over the sentrienza princess, Colm said in a low voice, “Why?” He was on oxygen, so the words came out sounding hollow through the mask. “Why did you rescue me?”
Axel didn’t mention CHEMICAL MAGE. He told the truth. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Meg.”
With this self-sacrifice, he was proving himself worthy of the woman he loved ... by rescuing the man she loved better than him.



	
		



CHAPTER 56

MEG FLOATED IN DARKNESS. A pale green glow radiated from beneath her. It was the throne of skulls, glowing in the night of the dead spaceship.
A wet globule smacked her cheek. She tried to wipe it off, but with screwball dream logic, she only succeeded in smearing the wetness over her face.
Around her, bodies drifted in a slow inertial dance.
Sentrienza bodies.
She had killed them all.
The queen.
The king.
All seven of the royal guards who had come to Thteir Majesties’ aid before the automated pressure doors locked, sealing this precious bubble of air away from the dying ship.
But the seventh royal guard had got her. The cauterized stump of her right arm inflamed her body with agony.
Not that it mattered. She was going to die, anyway, when the blister cooled or the oxygen ran out, whichever happened first.
A breeze blew, chilling the wetness on her face.
She turned over tiredly in the air, and gasped at the sight of a shoal of black humanoids scudding around the throne. Voices bruised the silence: “Fucking ... skulls ... What’s that up there?”
She was too dehydrated to speak. She waved to them, forgetting her right hand wasn’t there.
But they’d seen her. They surrounded her, angels in Marine Corps leathers. She reached out to them, thinking they’d come to save her. Then they removed their helmets. Instead of heads, they had glowing skulls ...
She woke from the nightmare in darkness that smelled of overheated circuit boards and dirty air filters. It was over. The Marines had had perfectly normal heads. They’d rescued her. She was tucked up in sickbay aboard the Unsinkable, wide awake, heart thudding. The wetness on her face was not blood, but tears.
Colm Mackenzie, she’d said to the Marines. Did he make it?
Sorry, ma’am.
With that, her victory had turned sour.
A crack of light split the dark. A human shadow blocked it. Meg turned her face to the wall.
A hand tentatively touched her shoulder.
“Go away, Axel,” she muttered.
“It’s me, Gunny.”
She fought free of the blankets. The LEDs on the biometric monitors around her bunk revealed Colm’s face.
She let out a yelp of joy and tried to wrap her arms around his neck before remembering, yet again, that she only had one arm.
“They said they’re making you a prosthetic,” Colm said. He squeezed into the narrow bunk beside her. “It’ll be top of the line, the best money can buy. You’re a hero. You killed the king and queen of Betelgeuse.”
“I didn’t get my contract back. That’s what I went for in the first place.”
“Huh?”
“It doesn’t matter. Where’d you spring from, Collie Mack? They said you didn’t make it.”
“I’ve just been rescued.” He tucked her head into the crook of his shoulder. “I came straight away to see how you were.”
*
COLM HAD ONLY INTENDED to visit Meg in sickbay, not crawl into bed with her. But her delighted welcome unlocked a need for closeness that tricked him into making one mistake, then another. He kissed her hair, and then her mouth. She was wearing thin pyjamas. His hands roamed. No bra, no underpants ...
Shouldn’t do this. She’s still in recovery. She’s not yours ...
She made the decision for them both, wriggling out of her pyjama bottoms. He tried to be gentle and take it slowly, but got carried away at the end, and shunted her head and shoulders off the side of the narrow bunk as he came inside her.
“Sorry!” Sorry for nearly shoving you out of bed. Sorry for making love to you. I see you as a little sister, not a sex object. This was wrong.
But she was laughing. “Wow. That was amazing.”
He checked the dressing on her stump to make sure it hadn’t come loose. The arm had been taken off at the elbow. It broke his heart to see her mutilated. “The price of heroism,” he said.
“Oh, shut up about that.” She yawned. “I just wish I would’ve got Emnl, too.”
“The princess?”
“Yeah. She was a complete bitch. As bad as her mother, but better at faking it. At least she’s dead, but I would’ve liked to do it myself ... Ignore me, I’m just being vengeful.”
Colm started to tell her that Emnl ki-Sharongat was not dead, that she’d been rescued with him. But Meg was yawning, snuggling down in the blankets. There’d be time to talk later.
He stayed with her until her breathing slowed to an even rhythm. “Sweet dreams,” he whispered, easing out of the bunk.
When he got back to his own berth, Axel was waiting for him. “Where’ve you been?”
“Went to see Meg,” Colm said. Guilt poleaxed him. He looked down to make sure his t-shirt was tucked in and his sweatpants knotted at the waist. He wasn’t sure how things stood between Axel and Meg right now. Couldn’t be all that great, since Meg had hardly kicked Colm out of her bed. But that didn’t mean Axel would be happy if he knew what had just happened.
“You were awhile,” Axel said, but before Colm could think up an excuse, Axel moved over to one of the spare racks. A clean dress uniform lay on it. Colm had subconsciously assumed it belonged to someone else, but the Unsinkable was so undermanned, he had this eight-man berth to himself.
“Whose is that?”
“Yours. You’re wanted on the bridge.”
Colm picked up the jacket. The shoulder insignia bragged that its owner was a lieutenant commander. However, the nametag said MACKENZIE. “I’ve been promoted?”
“They offered me a promotion, too,” Axel said. “Lieutenant colonel. I haven’t decided if I’m going to take it.”
“Why?”
Axel shrugged. “Meg got second lieutenant. She accepted.”
“She didn’t say anything about that.”
Axel lifted an eyebrow. But all he said was, “Tan was up for first lieutenant, but he turned them down. Said he’s going to spend more time with his family from now on.”
“Yeah, I talked to him earlier.” Colm grinned, relieved at the change of subject and cheered by the memory of the conversation. “They’re going to convert the Vienna back into a krill fishing factory.”
“Smart move,” Axel said. “The troops will need to eat. Well, either put on those blues, or put on something else. You can’t show up on the bridge in sweatpants.”
Colm had nothing else to wear. He had no possessions in the world. “Do you have a knife?”
“Feeling murderous?”
“No, I just don’t feel like a lieutenant commander.”
Sighing, Axel handed over a bowie knife. Colm hacked the insignia off the new jacket before putting it on.
“They’re not gonna like that.”
“They can stick it where the sun don’t shine.”
Colm and Axel climbed the companionways, through once-familiar decks. The Unsinkable looked like a campsite the day after a music festival. Piles of garbage cluttered the corners. Yellow tape cordoned off missing decks. Distant noises of hammering and drilling broke the silence. Work crews were mending, painting, rewiring, and scrubbing, preparing the carrier for active service once more. Colm had no intention of sticking around for that. His one desire was to get away. He hoped he hadn’t already left it too late.
The bridge, at least, looked the same as ever. Concentric rings of desktop holo displays bathed staff officers in aquatic light. Tension bled out in curt jargon-studded exchanges.
“I’ll leave you here,” Axel said. “Admiral Hyland’s office is that way.”
Colm trudged across the bridge and knocked, full of misgivings.
“Come in!”
The office was spacious, with a coffee table and armchairs grouped on the carpet to the side of the Rat’s desk. Captain—whoops, Admiral—Hyland rose from behind his desk. His gaze snapped to the loose threads on Colm’s shoulders, and his lips tightened beneath his graying moustache. But he shook Colm’s hand. “Mackenzie. Good to have you back.”
They sat in hard armchairs, facing each other across the coffee table, and made small talk. Colm couldn’t concentrate, having noticed something very ominous: one of Tim Jenkins’s hazard suits, folded up in a spare armchair.
The Rat caught him looking at it. “Yes. I’d like to talk to you about that.”
Colm had a sudden craving for a cigarette. The other craving was there as well, a distracting tickle in his veins.
“Where did this come from?” the Rat said, poking the hazard suit with one finger.
Colm reminded himself he was not in the Navy anymore. He was not obliged to answer. “I’d rather not say.”
“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” The Rat seemed more amused than irritated. He tilted his gaze up the way people did when speaking into their comms implants. “Mind joining us, gentlemen?”
A staff colonel opened the door and announced importantly, “The governor of Juradis, sir, and the High Commissioner of the Uzzizellan government in exile.”
Colm started to stand up.
“No, you stay right where you are,” the Rat said.
A man and a queazel walked in. The man was the famous Philip K. Best—Axel’s father. The queazel was Gilliam Tripsilion Nulth.
Gil did not meet Colm’s eyes. He curled up in an armchair and listlessly refused coffee. Best took his black.
“I just wanted to stop by and offer my congratulations,” Best said to Colm, as if this wasn’t a set-up. Colm scarcely listened, preoccupied with trying to figure out what they wanted from him. “I’m leaving for the surface this afternoon. High Commissioner Nulth and myself have a lot of work to do. I’ve run an interstellar corporation, but I’m told that’s easy compared to running a planet.”
Gil whined, “The sentrienza will not let us keep it.”
“That’s what we’re here to discuss,” the Rat said. “You’re right, of course, that the sentrienza will attempt to retake the planet. The balance of their Betelgeuse fleet is on its way from Noom and Barjoltan. We’re drawing up plans to neutralize them before they reach Juradis. I’m not going to sugarcoat it: it will be a hard fight.” He turned to Colm. “We’ve been apprised of your role in the uprising. We’d like you to do that again.”
Colm stirred his coffee. He understood now what they wanted from him. A primitive instinct inherited from generations of Mackenzies told him to play dumb. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Oh yes, you do,” the Rat said with a flash of temper that betrayed the pressure he was under.
“I didn’t do anything special.”
“We know everything,” Philip K. Best said. “Hell, Mackenzie, we know more about you than your own mother does.”
“And we’ve got an eyewitness, so there’s that, too,” the Rat said, nodding at Gil.
“I’m really not interested—”
“Too fucking bad. You’re the only magician we’ve got. No is not an acceptable answer.”
“I’m not a—a magician.”
The Rat half-stood and threw Tim Jenkins’s hazard suit across the coffee table at him. “Then where did that come from?”
Colm instinctively fended the suit off. It fell on the table, knocking over cups, sending small rivers of coffee to the floor.
Philip K. Best calmly twitched his legs clear of the spill. “Your potential was identified at the very beginning of the CHEMICAL MAGE project.”
“You were involved from the beginning?”
“We assisted with research.”
“But Axel—”
Gil snickered. “They didn’t think Axel needed to know about it. A charming family!” He roused himself enough to point a claw at Philip K. Best. “He sacrificed his son’s military career to preserve the secrecy of the project, while keeping him entirely in the dark. He did not expect that Axel would come all the way to Juradis looking for answers!”
Pink tinged Philip K. Best’s smooth cheeks. “My relationship with my son is irrelevant. And I’d hope we all agree that discretion was paramount. Hell! We were looking for magicians! Public trust in the Fleet would have tanked if that got out.”
“I’ll say,” Colm muttered. He had new respect for Axel’s integrity. Now that it was too late, he wished he’d trusted him to begin with. “Just out of curiosity, why did I pop up in your search?”
“Mostly your family background,” the Rat said.
Birthday parties and school festivals flashed through Colm’s mind. That travelling circus. A gig at the Edinburgh Arts Festival. Useless to ask where his father had slipped up, what he’d done that was just a little too amazing. If only he’d stuck to balloon animals.
“So you experimented on me,” Colm said. “Turned me into a chemical mage ... and the Ghosts invaded Sol system.” It was on the tip of his tongue to tel them that the Ghosts were now on Earth. But then they’d want to know how he knew. “Heckuva job, sir.”
The Rat said shortly, “The Ghost attacks in the Kuiper Belt were an unintended consequence of the CHEMICAL MAGE project. Key word, unintended.”
Colm figured he could probably put everyone in this room in jail for life, if this ever got back to Earth. Unintended was not a defense that would impress the governing authorities of a planet fighting for its life. But who knows? Maybe the Human Republic itself had approved this mad project.
“CHEMICAL MAGE levels the playing field,” the Rat said. “The implant enables you to tap into your genetic heritage. It gives you the power to work magic. Just like the Ghosts. You summoned them to the Kuiper Belt, and you summoned them to Juradis. You can do that again! We’ll put you on a fast STL ship to Noom. You’ll summon some more of your friends and hit the sentrienza in the rear. Rinse and repeat on Barjoltan.”
“You’re making a big assumption about my ‘friends,’” Colm said.
“What’s that?”
“Well, that they are my friends.”
“Aren’t they?”
Colm wanted to head-butt the wall. “Have you forgotten that the Ghosts are attacking Earth right now?”
“But they’ve demonstrated they are equally willing to attack the sentrienza,” Philip K. Best said eagerly. “My enemy’s enemy—”
Colm interrupted, “No. I’m sorry. I won’t do it.” He glanced at Gil, hoping for support. You’re making a terrible mistake, the queazel had said, back at Castle Nulth. An assessment Colm now agreed with. Wouldn’t Gil understand his refusal to make the same mistake again?
But Gil stayed silent, and the Rat said, “Actually, you’ve got to do it. Remember the Days of Glory?”
Colm’s throat closed up.
“I think you do remember. It was a Fleet frigate. It intercepted you after you took off from Gna, leaving a trail of dead bodies behind you. Instead of cooperating, you fired on it.”
Colm remembered that as clearly as if it had been yesterday. It had killed him to fire on a Fleet ship, but he had felt he didn’t have any choice.
“Explosive rounds. Fired at close range, without provocation—”
“Did they hit the Days of Glory?”
“One did. There were no deaths, but multiple injuries. Or perhaps there were deaths,” the Rat said, his eyes glinting. “Perhaps you destroyed the ship. It’s gone now, anyway.”
Colm prayed this wasn’t the truth. But that still left the truth that he’d fired on the Days of Glory. Who’d be going to jail for life, if he didn’t cooperate? Not the Rat, not Best. Him, a rogue pilot who had broken every rule in the book.
“This is your chance to make amends,” the Rat said impatiently. “Christ, man, what’s your problem?”
Make amends, by unleashing still more death and destruction? Colm stood up abruptly. “I need to talk to Gil. Alone.”



	
		



CHAPTER 57

AND NOT ON THE bridge, where the walls had ears. Man and queazel climbed through the ship to the weather deck. Here, long ago, Colm had organized Erik Bekkelund’s wake. He picked an empty compartment at random. Refugees had left dirty rags and a broken computer behind, but they themselves had gone down to the surface. To the best of Colm’s knowledge there was no surveillance up here.
Gil nosed into the corners, whining.
“Quick,” Colm said. “Before they catch up with us.” The Rat had grudgingly agreed to this private conference, but he would have sent people to follow them. “Have you got my drugs?”
Gil sighed gustily. He wrenched a vial out of one of the many pockets of his black brocade vest and tossed it to Colm.
Colm dry-swallowed two pills. The rush hit within seconds. He knew it wouldn’t last, but he might as well enjoy it while it did. He sat down on the bare floor with his legs stretched out. Gil curled up beside him and extracted a pack of cigarettes from another pocket. “No smoking on the bridge,” he complained. “Would you like one?”
“Thanks.” Colm lit up. “So, is it all true?”
Gil said through a cloud of smoke, “Yes.”
“But?”
“But?”
“Back at Castle Nulth, you said I was making a terrible mistake.”
“Yes.”
“You said this wasn’t what I was meant to do.”
“That is correct.”
“What was I meant to do?”
“It’s cold up here,” Gil said, shivering.
“What did you want me to do?”
“Be all, as they say, you can be. Become your best self.”
Colm patted his thigh.
“I am not a pet,” the queazel said wearily.
“No. You’re a distinguished diplomat. And I feel terrible about what I did to your castle ... and your town ... and your planet. Sorry.”
Gil snarled crossly. Then, to Colm’s surprise and pleasure, he plonked his forequarters across Colm’s lap. “Apology accepted,” he growled. “Better late than never.”
Colm petted the tawny fur and scratched Gil behind the ears. The fur was just as soft and touchable as he remembered. Gil slowly relaxed and stopped shivering.
“I’m sorry, too.” It was the tiniest of whines. “I betrayed you, over and over again.”
Colm shrugged. “You were only trying to help.”
“Can you forgive me?”
“Aye, sure.” He kept on stroking the queazel’s fur. Much as he tried not to make the comparison, it was like petting a cat. Every stroke had a calming, hypnotic effect.
“Do you want to know the truth?” Gil said at length.
“Yeah, of course. Please.”
“Human DNA is 99.8% identical to Ghost DNA. The rest is chemical.”
Colm let out a long breath. “It’s obvious when you look at us side by side.”
“It always was obvious, to me.”
“There’s more to it than chemistry, though. Right?”
“Prrrr? Oh, there is the tech, of course—”
Colm gently shifted Gil off his lap. He stood up. “Tech. From the ancient Greek tekne. Art, craft, skill. Nowadays when we say tech, we mean technology. But technology is just the easy version of technique.”
He took a pair of coffee spoons out of his pocket. He’d vanished them from the Rat’s office. He began to play them, the way his father had taught him, clattering out the rhythm of a Highland reel.
Knuckles thudded on the door. “Mackenzie. Time’s up.”
“Who says?” Colm yelled.
“Admiral Hyland.”
“Tell him to go boil his head.” Colm bounced the spoons against his leg, rattled them over the spread fingers of his other hand.
“What’s that noise?” demanded the Marines outside.
Gil skittered to the door and uncurled to his full height. “I’ll keep them out as long as I can,” he said. “I was a decent fighter before my vices got the better of me.”
“It’s fucking cold out here,” came a new voice. Axel. “What’s going on?”
Colm wished he could tell Axel, too, he was sorry. But he had already gone too far to turn back or hesitate. The spoons clattered wildly. Sparks edged them, flying from Colm’s hands, crawling up his wrists.
Meg’s voice: “There’s frost on the outside of the fucking door, Collie Mack! What are you doing in there?”
Gil put his muzzle to the crack between the door and the jamb. “Lieutenant Mackenzie is casting a spell,” he hissed, his eyes bright with exhilaration. Silence fell in the corridor.
A spell.
Well, there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. Watch closely now.
Colm kept the spoons moving. The flying sparks lit up the compartment with a cold, eerie light.
He pictured Dhjerga Lizp. Knobbly chin, big nose, lively eyes.
Bareheaded in the cold.
Why cold?
Well, because it’s winter there.
Icicles hanging from branches.
Washed-out sky.
Horses stamping. Blowing out white puffs from raw nostrils. Harness jingling.
Got it.
Colm matched the rhythm of the spoons to the jingling of the harness.
Dhjerga looked up, startled.
Faster, louder, harder—
*
MEG SHIFTED HER WEIGHT and kicked the door under the handle. Her missing arm altered her center of gravity somewhat, but years of training compensated.
The door popped open. It hadn’t even been locked.
The queazel burst out, spitting and clawing. She dodged his rush, barely aware of the commotion that broke out behind her. On tiptoe, she advanced into the room.
She smelled cigarette smoke.
Cold, cold air dried out her mouth.
Axel grabbed her hand. His warm grip anchored her in a reality that seemed scarcely credible.
The storage compartment was empty.
Colm was gone.
 
THE STORY CONTINUES IN THE HYDROGEN DRUID, COMING IN DECEMBER 2017.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 
I would like to thank those who graciously contributed their time and expertise, making this book much better than it would have been without their help, including science guru Bill Patterson; literary wizard Walter Blaire; Dr. Marty “X-Ray Eyes” Miller; Jayson Lorenzen; Jerry Neuromon; Stian Dalland; Chris Andersen; Bill Carlin; and editor extraordinaire J.S. All mistakes, naturally, are mine.



	
		



DISCOVER THE ADVENTUROUS WORLDS OF FELIX R. SAVAGE

An exuberant storyteller with a demented imagination, Felix R. Savage specializes in creating worlds so exciting, you’ll never want to leave.
Join the Savage Stories newsletter to get notified of new releases and opportunities to download free books:
 
www.felixrsavage.com/subscribe



	
		



EARTH’S LAST GAMBIT

 
A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers
 
Ripped from the headlines: an alien spaceship is orbiting Europa. Relying only on existing technology, a handful of elite astronauts must confront the threat to Earth’s future, on their own, millions of miles from home.
Can the chosen few overcome technological limitations and their own weaknesses and flaws? Will Earth’s Last Gambit win survival for the human race?
 
	Freefall


Lifeboat


Shiplord


Killshot





	
		



THE SOL SYSTEM RENEGADES SERIES

Near-Future Hard Science Fiction
 
A genocidal AI is devouring our solar system. Can a few brave men and women save humanity?
In the year 2288, humanity stands at a crossroads between space colonization and extinction. Packed with excitement, heartbreak, and unforgettable characters, the Sol System Renegades series tells a sweeping tale of struggle and deliverance.
 
Keep Off The Grass (short origin story)
Crapkiller (prequel novella)
1. The Galapagos Incident
2. The Vesta Conspiracy
3. The Mercury Rebellion
A Very Merry Zero-Gravity Christmas (short story)
4. The Luna Deception
5. The Phobos Maneuver
6. The Mars Shock
7. The Callisto Gambit



	
		



THE RELUCTANT ADVENTURES OF FLETCHER CONNOLLY ON THE INTERSTELLAR RAILROAD

Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction
 
An Irishman in space. Untold hoards of alien technological relics waiting to be discovered. What could possibly go wrong?
 
Skint Idjit
Intergalactic Bogtrotter
Banjaxed Ceili
Supermassive Blackguard



Table of Contents
Copyright Page
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
CHAPTER 26
CHAPTER 27
CHAPTER 28
CHAPTER 29
CHAPTER 30
CHAPTER 31
CHAPTER 32
CHAPTER 33
CHAPTER 34
CHAPTER 35
CHAPTER 36
CHAPTER 37
CHAPTER 38
CHAPTER 39
CHAPTER 40
CHAPTER 41
CHAPTER 42
CHAPTER 43
CHAPTER 44
CHAPTER 45
CHAPTER 46
CHAPTER 47
CHAPTER 48
CHAPTER 49
CHAPTER 50
CHAPTER 51
CHAPTER 52
CHAPTER 53
CHAPTER 54
CHAPTER 55
CHAPTER 56
CHAPTER 57
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
DISCOVER THE ADVENTUROUS WORLDS OF FELIX R. SAVAGE
EARTH’S LAST GAMBIT | A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers
THE SOL SYSTEM RENEGADES SERIES | Near-Future Hard Science Fiction
THE RELUCTANT ADVENTURES OF FLETCHER CONNOLLY ON THE INTERSTELLAR RAILROAD | Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction


cover.jpeg
THE TEGRESSION TRILOGY BOOK 1

— g

YORK TIMES BESTSEL

ELIE R





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg
— N\





