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1

One moment asleep. Awake the next, to the familiar small noises of someone making tea. But it was six minutes earlier than I’d intended. Why? I reached.

Lieutenant Ekalu was on watch. Indignant about something. A little angry, even. Before her the wall displayed a view of Athoek Station, the ships surrounding it. The dome over its gardens barely visible from this angle. Athoek itself half shadowed, half shining blue and white. The background chatter of communications revealed nothing amiss.

I opened my eyes. The walls of my quarters displayed the same view of the space around us that Lieutenant Ekalu watched, in Command—Athoek Station, ships, Athoek itself. The beacons of the system’s four intersystem gates. I didn’t need the walls to display that view. It was one I could see anywhere, at any time, merely by wishing to. But I had never commanded its actual use here. Ship must have done it.

At the counter at the end of the three-by-four-meter room, Seivarden stood, making tea. With the old enamel set, only two bowls, one of them chipped, a casualty of Seivarden’s early, inept attempts to be useful, more than a year ago. It had been more than a month since she’d last acted as my servant, but her presence was so familiar that I had, on waking, accepted it without thinking much about it. “Seivarden,” I said.

“Ship, actually.” She tilted her head toward me just slightly, her attention still on the tea. Mercy of Kalr mostly communicated with its crew via auditory or visual implants, speaking directly into our ears or placing words or images in our visions. It was doing this now, I could see, Seivarden reading words that Ship was giving her. “I’m Ship just now. And two messages came in for you while you slept, but there’s nothing immediately wrong, Fleet Captain.”

I sat up, pushed the blanket away. Three days before, my shoulder had been encased in a corrective, numbing and immobilizing that arm. I was still appreciating the restored freedom of movement.

Seivarden continued, “I think Lieutenant Seivarden misses this sometimes.” The data Ship read from her—which I could see merely by reaching for it—showed some apprehension, mild embarrassment. But Ship was right—she was enjoying this small return to our old roles, even if, I found, I wasn’t. “Three hours ago, Fleet Captain Uemi messaged.” Fleet Captain Uemi was my counterpart one gate away, in Hrad System. In command over any Radchaai military ships stationed there. For whatever that was worth: Radch space was currently embroiled in a civil war, and Fleet Captain Uemi’s authority, like mine, came from the part of Anaander Mianaai that currently held Omaugh Palace. “Tstur Palace has fallen.”

“Dare I ask to whom?”

Seivarden turned from the counter, bowl of tea in one gloved hand. Came over to where I sat on my bed. After all this time she was too familiar with me to be surprised at my response, or discomfited by the fact my own hands were still bare. “The Lord of Mianaai, who else?” she replied, with a faint smile. Handed me the bowl of tea. “The one, so Fleet Captain Uemi said, that has very little love for you, Fleet Captain. Or for Fleet Captain Uemi herself.”

“Right.” To my mind there was very little difference between any of the parts of Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch, and none of her had any real reason to be pleased with me. But I knew which side Fleet Captain Uemi supported. Possibly even was. Anaander was many-bodied, used to being in dozens, if not hundreds, of places at the same time. Now she was reduced and fragmented, many of her cloned bodies lost in the struggle against herself. I strongly suspected that Captain Uemi was herself a fragment of the Lord of the Radch.

“Fleet Captain Uemi added,” continued Seivarden, “that the Anaander who has taken over Tstur has also managed to sever her connection with herself outside of Tstur System, so the rest of her doesn’t know what she intends. But if Fleet Captain Uemi were Anaander Mianaai, she says, she would devote most of her resources to securing that system, now she’s taken the palace itself. But she would also be sorely tempted to send someone after you, Fleet Captain, if she possibly could. The captain of the Hrad fleet also begs to point out that the news reached her by way of a ship from Omaugh Palace, so the information is weeks old.”

I took a drink of my tea. “If the tyrant was foolish enough to send ships here the moment she gained control of Tstur, the soonest they could possibly arrive would be…” Mercy of Kalr showed me numbers. “In about a week.”

“That part of the Lord of the Radch has reason to be extremely angry with you,” Seivarden pointed out, for Ship. “And she has a history of reacting drastically to those who anger her sufficiently. She’ll have come after us sooner, if she could manage it.” She frowned at the words that appeared in her vision next, but of course I could see them myself, and knew what they were. “The second message is from System Governor Giarod.”

I didn’t reply immediately. Governor Giarod was the appointed authority over all of Athoek System. She was also, more or less indirectly, the cause of the injuries that I had only just recovered from. I had, in fact, nearly died sustaining them. Because of who and what I was, I already knew the contents of her message to me. There was no need for Seivarden to say it aloud.

But Mercy of Kalr had once had ancillaries—human bodies slaved to its artificial intelligence, hands and feet, eyes and ears for the ship. Those ancillaries were gone, stripped away, and now Ship had an entirely human crew. I knew that the




































































extras

[image: Orbit_A_B_www.eps]

www.orbitbooks.net


if you enjoyed
ANCILLARY MERCY

look out for

ANCESTRAL MACHINES

 

by

Michael Cobley


CHAPTER ONE 

Through Brannan Pyke’s slow-waking mind, thoughts stole like foggy ghosts … 

Death came …

He felt cold, lying on something soft, something weightless.

Death came whispering …

Cold, yes, but not soft, not lying on anything.

Death came whispering orders …

Just hanging in zero-gee, he realised drowsily, hanging in the dark, with something glowing faintly red off to one side. Those words about death whispering seemed familiar somehow … then he remembered. It was poetry, something that Dervla had been singing yesterday …

Then Pyke awoke with a curse on his lips as it all came back in a black, bitter rush, the rendezvous with Khorr, the handover, the sleepgas ambush … and now here he was in some shadowed corner of the Scarabus where he spun lazily amid a cloud of angu­lar objects that caught faint red glimmers from … from a solitary emergency lamp over the hatch.

“Lights,” he said, voice hoarse in a dry throat. Nothing hap­pened. “Scar – can you hear or respond?”

Silence reigned in the gloom, which meant that the comms and/or the AI was ofﬂine.

Pyke coughed, swallowed, and realised he was in Auxiliary Hold 3, the place where they stored stuff that wasn’t pointless and wasn’t crucial but might be later. A variety of containers, plastic, card and fabric, drifted all around, some agape and surrounded by their contents, components, silver-wrapped edibles, unidentiﬁ­able disc things webbed together in tangled nets, trade goods maybe.

Well, he thought. Still most definitely alive. But why would that pusbag Khorr do that? Why leave behind witnesses that could identify him …

His imagination provided a variety of answers in shades of sadism and horror, and it was impossible not to think about the rest of the crew, Dervla especially. He had to get out of here, ﬁnd out what had happened, whatever it was.

Several unsecured storage straps hung from the ceiling, drifting like strands of plaslon kelp. He stretched out and caught one with his ﬁngertips, drew it into his hand, then hauled himself up to the ceiling and used the sling loops to get to the nearest bulk­head. Loose boxes and tubes and bags hung in his way, reminding him of the number of times he’d asked Ancil to sort through this guddle and clear out the really useless tat.

Racks lined the bulkhead. Pulling himself across them he steered towards the hatch, anchored himself with the metal handle and prodded the panel of touch controls. As expected, they were dead so he reached down and twisted the manual release. The doorseal popped and he felt a brief but deﬁnite puff of air as pressures equalised. Wedging his arm between the hatch handle and the doorframe he slowly forced the unlocked hatch open. With a sigh of relief he ﬂoated out into the ship’s starboard passageway, glanced either way and saw the same emergency lights shedding meagre red halos amid the murk. There were no sounds, just a mufﬂed quiet. He hooked one arm around a wall stanchion and paused to think back.

The trade rendezvous had been set for the environs of a snow­bound world called Nadisha II, in an unexploited system right on the border between Earthsphere and the Indroma Solidarity. The Scarabus had been in orbit for over an hour when Khorr’s vessel ﬁnally arrived. The meeting had taken place in the Scarabus’s main hold, and was Pyke’s ﬁrst face-to-face with the client. Over subspace comms Khorr had claimed to be the descendant of higrav workers but in the ﬂesh he was clearly much more, humanoid in appearance though possibly lab-coded for what headhunters referred to as non-civilian applications. Garbed in worn, leathery body armour, Khorr was easily seven feet tall, bald, and had a ﬁghter’s brawny physique, as did his two slightly less imposing henchmen. With the body armour and the heavy boots they resembled extras from the set of an exceptionally ultra­gothique glowactioner.

Pyke had taken the usual precautions: apart from Punzho and Hammadi, the rest of the crew were on hand to provide the deter­rence of an armed welcoming committee. Khorr and his men had climbed out of their squat shuttle and strode leisurely over to where Pyke stood next to a waist-high crate on which sat the merchandise, resting within its shaped padding, a state-of-the-art milgrade subspace scanner-caster. When the three stopped a few feet short and crossed their arms, Pyke had heard one of Dervla’s trademark derisive snorts from behind. Ignoring it, he had given a bright smile.

“Well, now, here we are, meeting at last. Very nice.”

Khorr, face like granite, grunted. His dark eyes had ﬂicked right and left at the rest of the crew for a moment before ﬁxing on Pyke again.

“This is the device?”

Pyke gave the scanner’s case an affectionate pat.

“You see before you Sagramore Industries’ latest and ﬁnest scanner, factory-fresh and ﬁeld-ready, conveyed to your waiting hands by my professional services. Which don’t come cheap.”

Khorr nodded, reached inside his heavy jacket and produced a small ﬂat case just the right size for holding a number of credit splines. He held them out and waited until Pyke’s ﬁngers were prying at the release button before saying, “Here is your pay­ment!”

Now, ﬂoating weightless in the half-lit passage, Pyke remem­bered how his danger-sense had quivered right at that moment but his hands had had a life of their own and were already opening the small case. A faint mist had puffed out and even though he had turned his face away from it he still caught a whiff of some­thing sweet. He had felt cold prickles scamper across his face as he turned to shout a warning, but saw Ancil and Win crumpling to the deck a second before grey nothing shut down his mind.

And yet I’m still alive, he thought. And that skagpile Khorr really doesn’t seem like the type to leave behind loose ends.

Grabbing handholds on the bulkhead, he launched himself along the passage towards Auxiliary Hold 4. He slowed and ﬂoated over to the hatch window, gazed in and swore at the sight. Hammadi’s corpse hung there, adrift amid blue and green spares boxes. Dead. The jutting tongue and noticeably bulging eyes spoke of suffocation by depressurisation, gradual not explosive, otherwise there would have been webs of burst blood vessels and more grotesque damage. Hammadi was – had been – chief engi­neer, a genius in his own way who had made the Scarabus’s drives sing like a chorus of harmonised furies.

But all Pyke could think about was Dervla. Dear god, please no!

Pyke pushed away from the hatch, turning towards a side opening, the midsection lateral corridor which led to the port-side passageway and the other auxiliary holds. He launched himself along it, driven to get it over with.

The quiet was eerie, unnerving. No mingled background murmur of onboard systems, no whisper of a/c, no low hum of micropumps, no faint sounds of crew activities, no music, no chattering news feeds. Just a numbed silence. But the air … he sniffed, breathed in deep, and realised that it was not as stale as it should be. Some backup ventilation had to be running some­where, but how and why? More unanswered questions.

It was just as gloomy over in the port-side passage. From the T-junction he glided across to Auxiliary Hold 2, grabbed the door stanchion and peered in through the hatch window. There was movement, and the surprised, bandito-moustached face of Ancil Martel glanced up from where he ﬂoated, crouched next to the manual override panel.

“Hey, chief,” came his mufﬂed voice. “It’s jammed on this side. Can you…?”

Pyke nodded, pried aside the outer panel and after several sharp tugs the hatch seal gave with a familiar pop. A moment later the hatch was slid aside enough for Ancil to squeeze through.

“Those ratbags chumped us, chief.”

“I know.”

“But why are we still alive…?”

Pyke ground his teeth and shook his head. “Hammadi’s in Hold 4, dead from air-evac. I think that’s what that gouger Khorr had in mind, for us all to be in our quarters and dead from some massive failure of the environmentals. But something must have interrupted the scum … or he just made a bollocks of it and didn’t know.” He glanced along at the next hatch. “What about Hold 1? D’ye know if there’s anyone in there?”

Ancil shrugged. “Only came around a short while ago. Banged on the wall a few times but I didn’t hear anything.”

“Better ﬁnd out, then, hadn’t we?”

So saying he pushed off along to Hold 1’s hatch, grabbed its handle and swung in close to the window and …

“Feck and dammit!” he snarled.

Inside, near the rear bulkhead, the bulky, brown-overalled form of Krefom, the Henkayan heavy weapons specialist, drifted a few feet off the deck, still as a statue, sightless eyes gazing out of that craggy impassive face. In Pyke’s mind he imagined Khorr and his men moving through the ship, dragging the unconscious crew along, imprisoning them one by one.

“That son of a bitch is going to pay!”

With the last rage-ﬁlled word he slammed one palm and upper arm against the ﬂat bulkhead, making a sudden loud bang which reverberated along the passage. Then he gasped as he saw the Henkayan’s still form jerk convulsively, eyes staring wildly around him for a moment or two. Then he spotted the disbelieving Pyke and Ancil at the window, gave a big grin and pointed.

“He was sleeping?” Pyke said. “Sleeping … with his eyes open?”

A frowning Ancil shrugged. “Maybe Henkayans can do that, chief. I’ve never seen him asleep.”

Then Krefom was at the hatch, knocking on the window with a big knuckly ﬁst.

“Can’t open this side, Captain-sir,” came his deep rough voice. “Broke the emergency handle. Sorry.”

“We can crack it from here, Kref,” Pyke said.

Moments later the lock-seal was released and Krefom pushed the hatch aside with a single push of one mighty forearm. As the big Henkayan shouldered out of the hold he gave a gravelly chuckle and slapped palms with Ancil. Pyke intervened before they started swapping stories.

“Kref, I need to know what you have stashed in that cabinet up by the crew quarters.”

“Some good stuff – shockbatons, trankers, concussion and smoke nades, some light body armour…” The Henkayan frowned for a moment. “And a tangler. You think them skaghats is still on board, Captain-sir?”

“Dunno, Kref,” he said. “But I’ll not be taking any chances. Let’s go.”

Together they ﬂoated back along the lateral corridor to the midpoint where a panel was yanked out to reveal an interdeck access shaft. Pyke went ﬁrst, hand over hand up the cold alloy ladder. Near the top, where a hatch led to an alcove near the crew quarters, he heard voices and slowed. He made a silencing gesture to Ancil and Kref below him while listening intently. One voice was female and after a moment he smiled, recognising the unﬂappably sardonic tones of Win Foskel, their tactics and close combat expert. Pyke proceeded to snap open the hatch catches without trying to mute the noise, then gripped a ladder rung and pushed the hatch upwards.

“Stop right there!” came Win Foskel’s voice. “Surrender your weapons – toss them out, no smart moves or I’ll drop something down that shaft that’ll fry you from the inside!”

“And what would that be?” Pyke said. “One of those grit-burgers from the galley?”

Ancil laughed further down as Pyke pushed himself up and into the corridor. A rueful Win tilted her tranker away and nodded, then grinned as Ancil was next to emerge. Her glittered dreads wavered as she drifted over to him. Out in the corridor proper, Pyke found Mojag, a skinny Human, Punzho the Egetsi, and Dervla who seemed oddly calm when her eyes settled upon him. He was about to ask how she was but there was something in her features, in fact something in the demeanour of them all. Then he realised what was wrong – three Humans, one Egetsi, but no portly, middle-aged reptiloid Kiskashin.

“Where’s Oleg?” he said abruptly, even as he guessed.

Dervla ﬂoated over to him, grey eyes staring intensely from her pale face, her back-tied red hair looking almost black in the red­ness of the emergency light. She leaned in close and kissed him.

“That’s for being alive,” she said. Then with disconcerting sud­denness she slapped him. “And that’s for Mojag, because he’s far too polite!”

“So you thought you’d take it upon yourself to act in his stead, is that it?”

Her gaze was full of smouldering anger but Pyke could see the hurt behind it. Oleg had been Mojag’s copartner but in the four years since they joined the crew Dervla had built up bonds of friendship with the Kiskashin.

“You led us here, Bran,” she said.

“Where is he?” Pyke said.

“And it was your idea, your deal.”

“Where?”

Before she could answer, Mojag spoke from where he ﬂoated further along the darkened passage.

“Our cabin,” he said in a quiet voice. “They must have sealed him in there then set the environmentals to evacuate. I don’t know if he knew what was going on but when the temperature and pressure fell the hibernation reﬂex must have taken over.” Mojag breathed deeply for a moment and rubbed his face. “He looks peaceful – he was probably in hibernation fugue when the air ran out.”

“But they could only do that if they got into the enviro controls ﬁrst,” said Ancil, who then paused, and snapped his ﬁngers. “The auxiliaries in the main hold.”

Pyke nodded, anger leashed. “You’re right.”

“Wouldn’t be any of them still aboard, would there?” said Ancil.

“No – once the deed was done, the ﬁlthy gougers would have left us for dead and scarpered, although we better be sure.” By now the crew were gathered round, listening. “So what we’re going to do is this – empty that armoury cabinet, make sure every­one’s got something harmful and a torch, and maybe some armour, then we split up. Two groups, one sweeping the ship from bows to stern while the other heads for Engineering to see about getting the power and the environmentals back up and running. Okay? Let’s get to it.”

The crew seemed subdued, faces masked with sombreness and … something else. Sorrow over the loss of Hammadi and Oleg, certainly, but Pyke could sense some kind of reserve. Perhaps Dervla wasn’t the only one laying blame at his door.

The armoury cabinet had only been partially looted. Unearthed from a carrycase was a solitary pulse-stunner which Kref passed to Pyke, who looked it over, checked the charge, then pulled out the extendable stock, locking it in place. It was an ugly, stubby weapon done up in a horrible mud-brown colour scheme but for shipboard skirmishing it was highly effective.

Pyke chose Kref and Win to go with him to Engineering, while the others accompanied Dervla forward to start at the bridge. The Scarabus was a small ship, yet the journey back along grav-less, low-lit passages to the aft section was tense, almost nerve-jangling. Pyke’s group checked from the main hold back to the storerooms, the little machine-shop, the lower and upper generators and the aft maintenance niches, ending up at last in the narrow, split-level chamber that served as Engineering Control. It had taken twenty-odd minutes, and Dervla’s group arrived just moments after them.

“Nothing,” she said, balancing a black-handled shockbaton on her shoulder. “Not a sign, not a sound, not a soul.”

“Just as well,” said Pyke. “Then ﬁrst order of business is get­ting the gravity back on. Ancil, you think you can manage that?”

Ancil screwed one eye half shut thoughtfully. “Eh, if Mojag lends me a hand.”

Mojag gave a wordless nod and climbed up to join Ancil at the long console where he sat, prodding boards awake.

“Time we got as close to the deck as possible,” he told the others. “Don’t want anyone copping a sprained ankle or worse.”

Lying ﬂat out with his head propped up on one hand, Pyke thought about Mojag. He was a skinny guy in his middle years, dark brown eyes and short brown hair lightened by encroaching greyness. He and the Kiskashin, Oleg, had only joined the crew a year ago but the story went that back in his twenties, before he met Oleg, he had suffered head injuries so serious that nearly half his brain was replaced with a pseudo-organic cortical pros­thesis. While the injury and subsequent operation erased great swathes of memory, the prosthesis permitted the replacement of fact and images as supplied by members of his family. Whenever the subject arose Mojag insisted that before the injury he had been something of a planet-skipping, bed-hopping playboy, a claim most of the crew found amusing since the Mojag they knew was calm and meditative and self-possessed to the point of unreadability. Even now.

Once everyone was on the deck, Ancil gave a ﬁve-second countdown before bringing the grav-system back online. The return of body weight elicited a collective oof! a moment before the sound of crashes and clatters reverberated along the corridor outside and undoubtedly throughout the ship.

“The sound of our worldly goods rediscovering which way is down,” said Dervla as she got up on shaky legs.

With a dry laugh Pyke forced himself upright. “Right, then, Ancil – can you activate some sort of comms?”

Sitting slumped in one of the bucket seats by the monitors, Ancil frowned. “Without oversight from Scar? I might be able to rig an open channel using the corridor voker network. You might have to shout, though.”

Scar was the name Pyke had conferred upon the ship’s AI.

“Aye, do it,” Pyke said. “We’ll get Scar back online, and then maybe we can ﬁnd out what’s keeping the air breathable.”

“Bet it’s another legacy system,” said Dervla. “Y’know, the stuff that Voth dealer promised that he’d wiped from the substrate nodes. Six years since you bought this heap and we’re still getting weird events like this.”

“Well, aye, but this time it’s kept us alive,” he said. “Perhaps yourself and Win could go up to the main hold and restart the enviros from up there?”

“What about Oleg and Hammadi?”

“We’ll deal with them once the Scarabus is up and running, and we have the sensors and weapons primed and ready, not before.”

Dervla regarded him. “Should we go to the bridge afterwards, relight the boards?”

“No, I’m heading there myself in a moment or two.” He offered a thin smile. “Get Scar woken up and bright-eyed.”

“You and that AI are too close for my liking,” she said, arch­ing one eyebrow. With that she headed out of the hatch, followed by Win who smiled and rolled her eyes before leaving.

Watching them go, Pyke thought, Well, if I didn’t know any better …

He turned to the others. Mojag and Ancil were still working at their elevated workstations, prodding and ﬂicking screen glyphs and webby data arrays. Krefom the Henkayan was doing stretch­ing exercises to ﬁrm up his relaxed muscles, while the Egetsi, Punzho Bex, was still slumped on the ﬂoor by the wall. At two and a half metres he was average height for an Egetsi, a lo-grav biped species whose homeworld lay in the confederal alliance of Fensahr.

Pyke squatted down beside him. “How are you doing, Punzho?”

“I have been without gravityness for some time, Captain,” the Egetsi said in his soft, double-larynxed voice. “I am with embar­rassment at my body’s incapacity. I should be aiding the recovery of our vessel.”

“Don’t you worry yourself about that – you’ll be right as rain in a short while. I just need to ask you something about when that Khorr and his goons came aboard; did ye sense anything from them at all, any kind of threat?”

The Egetsi’s narrow features were a picture of anguish. Pyke had hired him a year and a half ago on account of his voluminous knowledge of rare and valuable trade goods (especially arts and antiquities). He also possessed some low-level psi abilities that had proved useful now and then.

“Captain, I am with sorrow. I detected nothing from them, nothing at all. They were very calm—”

“Might have been shielded,” chipped in Ancil from above.

“Or mind-trained,” Pyke said, frowning. Which would make for a very interesting skillset for a bunch of supposed smugglers.

He patted Punzho on the shoulder and stood.

“Look, if they were able to shield their minds then there was nothing you could have done. Doesn’t matter how they did it. So don’t be getting bent out of shape over it, all right?”

Punzho raised one long-ﬁngered hand, reached inside his pale green overtunic and took out a small dark blue pouch. He loos­ened its ties, opened it and tipped out a number of small, intricately detailed ﬁgurines. Sorting through them he picked out one and returned the rest to the pouch.

“You are right, Captain,” he said. “I must winnow out the true guilt from the false, and in the enduring time regain my strengths. Gst will help me see the path.”

Punzho was a follower of the Weave, a religion derived from the lives of nine holy seekers who lived at a time when the Egetsi had reached a tribal level of development. Believers memorised the Three Catechisms, the Three Inspirations, and the Three Obligations, and carried on their persons a pouch containing efﬁ­gies representing the Nine Novices. The little ﬁgurines served as a focus for meditation on a wide range of topics, either on their own or in speciﬁc arrangements. Out of curiosity, Pyke had once asked Punzho if he ever employed the efﬁgies as stand-ins for the crew but the Egetsi insisted that according to orthodoxy such a use amounted to allegory and was therefore inadvisable. Pyke wasn’t sure how much of an answer that was.

“Good,” he said. “And now I’m off to the bridge to get things humming there … oh, and Kref, would you check the aft storage booths for breakages and damage? The sensors on some of the stackerbots are crocked so we may have to straighten the booths out by hand.”

“I can do that, Captain,” Kref said. “There’ll be some good lift­ing in that.”

Pyke grinned and left, following the starboard corridor to where a companionway led up to an offdeck up on a level with the high gantries that ran along either bulkhead of the main hold. A viewport gave a view down into the hold where he could see Win Foskel inspecting the innards of a tall, hinged maintenance panel. Of Dervla there was no sign. Turning, he glanced at the smaller, thicker viewport in the bulkhead which was part of the hull; there was only a dozen of them scattered around the Scarabus, and all were double-sealed by the shipwide shutdown. Getting them open again was high on his list, serving his need to see the stars. The Great Star-Forest, as his Granny Rennals used to call it, saying that there were many trails through the forest and not all of them were safe.

Well, you were right enough there, Gran. If I ever get back to Cruachan I’ll have a few stories to tell you.

A couple of weak red emergency lamps scarcely pushed back the gloom on the bridge, otherwise broken by a scattering of glowing amber pinpoints. But Pyke moved with the ease of famil­iarity from station to station, switching on the six retroﬁtted overhead holomonitors. Silver radiance lit up the vacant operator couches and patches of the deck, while brighter luminance bloomed from console lamps and readouts as he started to bring the secondary systems online.

Moving over to the command console, he sat in his battered, leathery chair with the tilt-gimballed drink holder and watched the system indicators go green on his main holoscreen and felt a measure of satisfaction. The Scarabus was a Type-38 Ombilan transport, well known for its ruggedness, but the modiﬁcations he’d put in down the years had changed it from a reliable work­horse into a tough, fast multipurpose vessel capable of giving as good as she got. Now she practically amounted to an extension of himself and this shipwide reactivation was like a part of himself reawakening.

The AI Scar had not yet reached full-run status. From a stand­ing start it was always the slowest to reach functionality, but since most of the secondary systems were now online Pyke decided to unseal the viewports, starting with the ones on the bridge. Three yard-long, foot-wide curves of lattice-toughened u-glass capable of withstanding direct hits from pulse and beam cannon. Now the outer seals retracted into their hull apertures, revealing the world they were orbiting, a large planet banded in shades of dark blue and grey and adorned with a thin and perfect, almost delicate-looking orbital ring.

That’s not Nadisha II, he thought. I should be looking at a pale blue world in the grip of an ice age, not this … whatever it is.

“Captain, where are we?” Win Foskel was standing in the entry hatch, staring in shock at the viewport. “That’s not the ice planet—”

“I know that, Win,” Pyke said calmly. “Now, if you sit yourself down at the nav-station we’ll work on ﬁnding out what the situ­ation is, okay?”

“Okay,” she said shakily, going over to one of the couches. “But that’s a gas giant, and we were orbiting a class P habitable before—”

She was interrupted by a brief, tinny fanfare.

“At last,” Pyke muttered in relief. “Win, I have a feeling that we’re still in the same system but I’m sure the expert can ﬁgure it out. Scar, y’back in the saddle yet?”

“Hello, Bran. Cognitives are at 98 per cent … now at 100 per cent.”

Pyke smiled. The AI’s voice was composed and purposefully synthetic, yet with a feminine undertone.

“Excellent, Scar. Priority request – verify astrogational location.”

“Still trying to initialise main sensors, Bran. Crash powerdown has damaged several low-level data conduits … sensors ini­tialised … scanning now.”

Pyke glanced over at Win and said, “Wait for it…”

“Astropositional anomaly!” said the AI in a more urgent tone. “Rebuilding stellar context array – gathering system compara­tors – matching with last known coordinates – Bran, I can conﬁrm that the Scarabus is still in the Nadisha star system. However, we are now 594 megaklicks from our original posi­tion, in orbit around Nadisha IV, a mid-range gas giant—”

“What’s our orbital status?”

“Ecliptical intermediate, high stability.”

“And just how long were we out?” Pyke said, thoughts racing.

“Seventeen hours and twenty-four minutes have elapsed since the crash powerdown event.”

He uttered a low whistle. “That’s quite a span of time – what­ever they were up to they’ll be long gone by now, I reckon.”

Seated in her couch, Win Foskel looked over her shoulder at him. “Chief, I don’t get it – if they wanted us dead why not just blow the drives instead of hauling us halfway across the system…”

“Look at it from their twisted, psychopathic side,” he said. “Those scum wouldn’t have known what precautions we might have taken, or who knew we were coming here … eh, Scar, was the ship ident still active through all that?”

“Yes, Bran, it was.”

Pyke nodded. “Yes, they might have looked like low-brow brutes but they had some smarts among them. So anyone who came looking for us would lock onto our ident, follow it here only to discover that we were all victims of a tragic enviro-system malf. Which would keep attention away from the planet we were originally orbiting.”

He sat back in his high-backed couch, enjoying the creak of the blue tove-leather as he thought for a moment, wondering why the ship had been moved and what might be happening back at their original location. Then he said:

“Scar, what’s our general status? Are we ﬁt to ﬂy?”

“Hull integrity is optimal, as are shields and secondary propul­sion units.”

He gave a little nod and leaned forward to prod up a comm­link on the holoscreen.

“Ancil?” In the holoscreen Ancil Martel looked round. “Ancil, I’m thinking we should set a course back to that wintry world we were orbiting before, see if we can ﬁnd out what happened to our cargo and that gang of scum-sucking jackers. How are the drives behaving?”

“Sweet as a bell, chief. Field matrices should be ready in about ten minutes. Will we by any chance be making a microjump?”

“That’s my thinking,” Pyke said, pausing when he realised that the seat next to Martel was empty. “Where’s Mojag?”

“Well, once the generators were up and running, everything was on track. Mojag knows his stuff, must have picked up a lot from, y’know, Oleg. So he says he has to take care of his quarters and I told him that’s okay ’cos I’m on top of everything.” Ancil frowned. “He seemed quieter than usual, but not himself.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I glanced over a few times I saw him shake his head slightly or make that agreeing sound he makes, but nobody was speaking to him, and once I deﬁnitely heard him mutter to him­self.” He shrugged. “Never saw him do that before.”

Pyke nodded. “Mojag has a different load to carry than you or I. Got that chunk of hardmem in his head which makes dealing with grief complicated.”

“Mojag is a very mellow fellow,” said Ancil. “He’s usually a calming inﬂuence.”

“And I am sure that in time he’ll ﬁnd a way to cope with his loss,” Pyke said. “In the meantime, how are those ﬁelds coming along?”

“A few minutes yet, chief, then we can shake the dust and be on our way.”

“Good man.” Then, sensing something he spun his chair round to see Dervla watching him from the port-side bridge hatch.

“You’re really taking us back to the ice-world?” she said. “Could be risky, going by what we’ve just been through.”

“I don’t take kindly to being trussed and chumped by a bunch of overmuscled leatherboys,” he said.

“Ah, so this is about your ego. Mmm, glad we’re clear on that.”

Smiling, Pyke poked one of the comm buttons. “Scar, set a microjump course back to Nadisha II, if you please.”

“Yes, Bran. I shall be ready to commence a shipwide thirty-second countdown in two minutes.”

“Thanks.” He met Dervla’s gaze. “And no, my ﬂower, this is not about my ego. I take on jobs for business reasons, not thrills, and I think I’m quite entitled to remedy the situation.”

“And get us into…” She shrugged. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

“Well, as we are in possession of neither the comm-scanner nor the payment we were due from that pus-stain Khorr, the idea is to return to the scene of the crime and see what clues we can ﬁnd, ion trails, any stay-behind pieces, that kind of thing.”

In the background Scar’s voice announced the imminent hyper­space microjump and started counting down.

“So we’re going after the scumbucket,” Dervla said. “While not having any idea of what force he might have at his disposal. Y’know, there is such a thing as cutting your losses.”

“And there’s such a thing as self-respect!” he came back. “In any case, we actually need the money to keep the Scarabus oper­ational…”

At that moment the ship’s hyperdrive kicked in, bending the subquantal structures of space-time in very speciﬁc ways. Pyke felt the familiar squeeze-vertigo effect as it swirled through him, but he only paused for a moment or two.

“… and … AND – it might be nice to buy some of that stuff they call ‘food’. I’m led to believe that it actually has a taste, unlike that cyclo rubbish we’ve been…”

He stopped when Dervla, wide-eyed and uneasy, pointed over at the bridge viewports.

“Is that really…?”

Even as Pyke swivelled his chair to look, the ship AI spoke.

“Planetary anomaly detected – stat conﬂicts across all main parameters – full macroscan in progress.”

Nadisha II was a pale blue world, its continents buried beneath snow and blizzards that weren’t due to start receding for another half a millennium. But what Brannan Pyke was seeing through the viewports was something completely different, a darkened world, swathed in angry cyclonic weather patterns. As he stared he felt a strange urge to laugh.

“Scar, what the devil are we looking at?”

“Scan results are incomplete but preliminary assessment is con­ﬁrmed – although this planet occupies exactly the same orbital location as Nadisha II, and possesses the same angular velocity, it is another planet altogether.”

Pyke nodded judiciously.

“Well, you don’t see that every day.”


CHAPTER TWO 

Half an hour later everyone was on the bridge, seated at the work stations, heads tilted back to regard the ceiling-mounted holodisplays, apart from Pyke who was watching the one at his own console. 

“Ready when you are, Scar,” he said.

“Very well, Bran. I shall begin.”

All the holodisplays switched from webby anims to the brighter standard planetary summary. A pale blue world spun at the centre, ﬂanked by stat tables, atmospheric analysis, biosphere data, climactic overviews, mean temperature gradients and other parameters.

“This is Nadisha II,” the ship AI said. “A habitable world cur­rently deep in the trough of an ice age that recurs every seventy thousand years – the world about which this vessel assumed orbit some twenty-point-eight hours ago.”

Abruptly the image changed to show a different world, its ashen face mottled with dull brown patches and dark grey streaks and overlaid with a violent, cyclonic weather system, angry swirls of storm surging across the seas and land masses. The stat sum­maries were dynamic and augmented by supplementary columns which moved forward every thirty seconds or so, providing addi­tional info from air, water and soil analyses.

“This, however, is the world around which we are orbiting now. It is 7.9 per cent larger by overall surface area than Nadisha II but has 21.3 per cent less oceanic surface—”

“Is that a city?”

Win Foskel was indicating a section of the planet’s surface that she’d magniﬁed, and which Scar quickly shared across the other displays. Pyke leaned forward and saw, half obscured by a bank of cloud, the unmistakeable regular shapes and grids of some kind of metropolis. Also highly evident were the clusters and lines of bomb craters.

“Yes,” said Scar. “Image analysis reveals the remains of exten­sive areas of advanced development, patterns of usage consistent with standard models of residential conurbations and built-up urban centres, as well as transport conduits and hubs. Similar habitation nodes are widespread but deserted, at least in the swathe of planetary surface I have been able to scan.”

Punzho Bex raised a long ﬁnger to point at the unfolding des­olation.

“It looks as if war has wrecked this world,” he said. “Scar, have the usual delights of battle been unleashed here?”

“If you refer to environmental degradation, that is correct. I despatched a small disposable probe as part of the macroscan, and the data recovered is undeniable. Not only is the environment highly irradiated but the air is almost a stew of lethal biological agents. Yet the long-range biosensors have picked up lifesigns of small creatures, mainly in scattered packs, probably scavengers. Most prevalent form of vegetation seems to be a type of clinging creeper. Rivers, lakes and coastal water stretches are highly pol­luted—”

“Scar, have you come up with any ideas to explain why this radioactive ball of mud is here and Nadisha II ain’t?” Pyke frowned. “Y’know, any idea backed by what you’ve discovered so far.”

“Sorry, Bran, but thus far I have insufﬁcient data with which to construct a reasoned hypothesis. Speculation would seem to be the only method open to us.”

“Fine, speculate away.”

“I would still require parameters within which to evolve such a conjecture.”

Pyke drummed his ﬁngers on the console. “Okay. So tell me, are there any signs of sentient beings still alive down there, com­munities, bases, anything?”

“Thus far I have directly scanned less than 18 per cent of the surface area. I have detected no transmissions, no subspace casts, no power generation signatures, no variations in the surface tem­perature that would indicate outlets from hidden habitats, and no lifeforms that meet sentient behaviour proﬁles.”

“So, essentially it’s a lifeless, radioactive ball of mud,” Pyke said. “Just what I needed. Scar, have you also scanned for drive traces in the immediate vicinity?”

“Several vessels have been operating here, and there is one thrust emission proﬁle that matches that of Khorr’s ship. But all drive traces in the greater gravimetric shell are fragmented or dis­persed. Any explanation would be speculative but I have detected a strange residual resonance on the subspace boundary, implying that something capable of generating immensely powerful inertial ﬁelds was manoeuvring through this system, causing a muddying of the nearby real-space locale…”

Pyke’s mood slumped on hearing this. “You’re saying there’s no way we can track down that scumbag Khorr?”

“I’m afraid that there’s no trail to ﬁnd.”

Not good, Pyke thought. Damn – are we going to have to go back to Tajnap Orbital? We might pick up some leads on Khorr and his ship, if we’re lucky, but the docking and fuelling fees would really eat into what’s left of the funds. Dear mother of god, if we come up empty-handed I could be faced with having to sell off the loaders, maybe even the shuttle …

He suddenly became aware that the others were watching him.

“So, Scar, about this planet – are you saying that it’s totally uninhabitable, not a chance of ﬁnding real, living intelligent life?”

“My sensors have now scanned 19.3 per cent of the surface without ﬁnding evidence of such, Bran. However, it cannot be ruled out.”

“You know, I can’t help thinking about how that gobshite Khorr went to a fair bit of trouble to divert attention away from here, so” – he swung his gaze across the crew – “I say we let Scar ﬁnish her survey and see what crops up.”

There were nods at this, a couple of shrugs, and Dervla giving him a thoughtful look.

“Good,” he went on. “Scar, how long will it take to complete this scan of yours?”

“Two hours and ﬁfty-ﬁve minutes, maintaining current level of detail analysis.”

“Fine, you go ahead and ﬁnish it.” Pyke got to his feet. “In the meantime, we can get on with putting the stores in order.”

“But chief,” said Ancil. “Shouldn’t we try and ﬁgure out how the original Nadisha II turned into that poisonous hell?”

Now halfway to the hatch, Pyke paused. “Thought it was obvi­ous,” he said. “Someone came along, swapped that nice, clean icy world and left a toxic, bombed-out heap of rubble in its place. Why – do you have a different notion?”

“Well … no, but aren’t you interested in who did it and why?”

“Not especially. Anyone slinging around that kind of tech is someone whose way I plan to stay out of. Khorr on the other hand tricked us and tried to kill us, and I intend to get hold of what’s rightfully ours.”

“And what if Khorr is involved with these planet thieves?” said Dervla. “What then?”

“Can’t see it myself. Why would ultra-high-tech planet-jackers hire a thug like Khorr to get hold of a gadget from a less devel­oped civilisation? No, my bet is that he’s working for a gang of ware-runners looking to stay one step ahead of the Earther-uglies. Either way, we’re all going to have to be just a bit extra-deadly!

“So while Scar is working, I suggest that we do the same and ﬁnd some useful chores to occupy ourselves for the next couple of hours. Kref, you’re with me – we really need to sort out the stor­age booths.”

Minutes later Pyke and the Henkayan were back aft, trying to get a reckoning of what needed attention. He had Kref do some restacking of the lighter crates while he worked on the stackerbot in the armoured storage where heavy-duty items like hull plates, drive couplings and weapon mountings were kept. About half an hour later Mojag appeared at the open hatch and said, “Captain, can I have a word?”

“Of course – step into my ofﬁce.”

Mojag picked his way around an angled heap of dislodged hull plates while Pyke upended a crate for him to sit on. He sat down, legs together, hands on his bony knees, his sombre gaze angled down at the deck. Pyke, tinkering with the innards of the stacker­bot, waited. After a moment Mojag cleared his throat.

“Captain, there’s something I need to tell you…”

“If it’s too upsetting to deal with Oleg’s remains, I can get Kref or Ancil to—”

“Oh no, I’ve dealt with that already,” said Moja. “Wrapped it in poly and stuffed it in a stasis drawer in sickbay. It’s something else that you need to know. About Oleg.”

About Oleg? Pyke had thought that Mojag was about to ask for severance when they next hit port, but now he was puzzled.

“Okay, I’m listening.”

Mojag smiled faintly. “Do you remember when you hired us nearly two years ago?”

“During that stopover at Darien Orbital, yes, I remember.”

“I made my hire-us pitch, and gave you a summary of our skills, and those involving my data implant.” He tapped the side of his head. “Everything I told you about the prosthesis was absolutely truthful, but I didn’t really go into detail on the full range of its functions. Sure, there is a huge amount of storage in there – I have all the high European classical music of the eigh­teenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, and it takes up a tiny fraction of the main store.”

Pyke regarded him. “I’m assuming that this omission has not been the cause of any difﬁculties in our dealings.”

Mojag’s eyes widened. “No, no, Captain, not in the least!”

“Okay, so what’s this got to do with Oleg?”

Mojag’s gaze wandered off a little and he gave a faintly sar­donic half-smile. “Remember that cargo of genadapt cow zygotes we smuggled to Floresta about a year ago?”

Pyke smiled wryly at the memory. The zygotes had been stored in waist-high stasis canisters, 400 of them, which they’d collected from a secluded biolab on a grey-law world in the 4th Modynel and ferried across the Earthsphere border to a comparatively new Human colony world called Floresta. All went smoothly after the pickup, no hitches at all until they touched down on Floresta. The agreed drop-off point was near the mouth of a wooded valley and they had ofﬂoaded about a third of the consignment when unseen hostiles opened up with small arms ﬁre. Mojag and Oleg had been driving the loaders and were forced to take cover while rounds and beam pulses ﬂew either way with the Scarabus caught in the middle. Boundary disagreements between their client and his well-armed neighbour had erupted into a full-blown range war earlier that day and it took a nerve-racking hour before the return ﬁre persuaded the neighbour’s forces to withdraw.

“Yes, that was a touch more arduous than I would have cared for,” Pyke said. “But we were still well paid for our trouble.”

“And I knew, and Oleg knew, that risk is part of the job,” Mojag said. “But not long after, Oleg sat me down and asked me for a favour, a very speciﬁc favour that only I could fulﬁl.”

“With your data implant?” Pyke said.

Mojag nodded. “After that little episode you diverted to a system on the Gerlan border…”

“Erjef-Sessax, that amalgamated habcity in the asteroid belt.”

“Yes, big maze of a place,” Mojag said. “Me and Oleg asked around and eventually found a corto-services vendor who agreed to deepscan Oleg’s brain and create a meta-fractal copy of his mind-state—”

“Wait a second—”

“—which was then transloaded into my data implant.” Mojag regarded Pyke warily. “So strictly speaking, Oleg is still alive. In a sense.”

Pyke stared at him for a moment or two then burst out laugh­ing, his thoughts caught between surprise, disbelief and a momentary dash of the absurd.

“Sorry, Mojag – not making fun or being disrespectful,” he said. “But you’re serious – you’ve been walking around all these months with a copy of Oleg in your head? Why would you – why would he do such a thing? Did he think he was going to die?”

“He wasn’t expecting death, Captain, despite the inherent risks, and he knew that you always kept our safety in mind.” Mojag gazed upwards and sighed. “He just wanted to increase the chances of ﬁnishing his Spursong.”

“And what would that be?”

“A long poem describing all the key moments of a Kiskashin’s life. The Kiskashin are an ancient race with several distinct branches and Oleg’s branch, the Idekri, are scrupulous about maintaining the Spursong tradition.”

Pyke was nonplussed. “This copy of Oleg you’ve been carrying around all this while – it’s been writing poetry?”

“Not just that,” Mojag said. “We converse on many subjects—”

“How?” Pyke said. “Are you talking with him now? Is he lis­tening to us?”

“He can observe what I observe, and we usually meet and chat in a virtual meeting place I’ve set aside in my data implant.”

Pyke smiled and nodded, despite a continuing puzzlement. “Well, I can truthfully say that I never imagined that I would ever have a conversation like this with, well, with anyone. I mean, I know about the AI companion implants they have on Earth, although I haven’t seen many lately.”

“They went severely out of fashion after the Battle of Darien and the failed AI coup in the Hegemony,” said Mojag.

“Just as well,” Pyke said. “Gives me the crawls just thinking about it.”

“This is nothing like that, Captain,” Mojag said. “Oleg was – is a friend.”

“Yes, I get that. Have you spoken to Dervla about it?”

“Not yet. I’m unsure of how to proceed.”

“Be straight with her – that usually works. And I’m glad that you came to tell me as well – although I should warn you that I won’t be paying you two shares!”

Mojag grinned. “Furthest thing from my mind, Captain.”

At which point Scar’s voice spoke from the vokers out in the corridor.

“Captain Pyke to the bridge – this is a command alert.”

Stackerbot repairs forgotten, Pyke got to his feet. “Scar,” he said loudly. “What’s new?”

“A few moments ago my sensors picked up a compressed com­munications burst from a location on the planet’s surface. Linguistic subsystem is currently analysing…”

“Right, I’m on my way.”

With Mojag hard on his heels Pyke left the storage booth and hurried along to the companionway leading for’ard. A minute or two later he was striding onto the vacant bridge.

“Any luck with that translation, yet, Scar?”

“The comm-burst is a verbal message but the syllabic groups have no match in my database. The syntactic analysis, however, strongly implies a plea for aid. The voice-stress evaluation cor­roborates.”

“So what’s happening around down there?” Pyke said as he dropped into his leather couch, which creaked in protest. “Any sentient lifeforms?”

“No Bran, but there is a group of lesser creatures gathered around a hillside structure which could be shielding occupants from being scanned. From the same location I am also detecting what could be energy-weapon discharges.”

Suddenly Pyke was back on his feet, feeling invigorated.
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