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Mack had chosen the south gate of the giant spaceport as his point of entry, and now he approached the guards behind the barrier with a dispirited limp, unkempt hair, and a patchy two-day stubble – all part of the act. The guards would normally have detained him for being in a restricted area, but the rumpled techsuit and pass clipped to his front pocket gave him an air of legitimacy. He had chosen this gate because the guards on the afternoon shift were older men, more likely to sympathise with the story he was about to tell them. 

Mack guessed that the guards were both veterans of the Tamerlane war. It had been the first conflict between Earth and its colony planets, and involved the rights to mine the Tamerlane system’s gas giants for deuterium, an essential fuel for fusion reactors. The war had taken place more than twenty years ago now, and Mack guessed that the men were quietly working their way out to retirement. It meant they wouldn’t be part of a crack team, but they wouldn’t be a pushover either. 

“Would you believe it!” said Mack abruptly, as he halted in front of the barrier, part of him noting that one of the guards had unlimbered a stun gun and was making it ready for use. It was standard practice at the gates, and he wasn’t about to let the stun gun unnerve him.

“Some dickhead didn’t check the prion cells after the Fat Chance came in from its jump to Earth, and now one of the cells is flashing a ‘no go’ signal back at the tech house.

“I mean, who cares?” he went on. “Multiple redundancy, right? But Clancy’s got a whole flagpole up his butt, and everything has to be perfect on his watch,” followed by an exaggerated sigh.

“So who does he send to fix it? Me, of course, because I’m too junior to tell him to go and jump himself,” his words degenerating into a string of complaints, mostly about the things he had planned for the evening that weren’t going to happen now.

The guards looked at each other, and one of them made a sour face. Clancy was one of those idiots that existed in every organisation. Given a bit of power he’d made life hell for everyone below him in the pecking order. The tech supervisor’s obsessive nature was known to everyone at the spaceport, and the guards felt lucky that they didn’t have a Clancy among their supervisors.

“Yeah, well, you’re still late to be doing maintenance,” said the first guard, though his tone was more understanding now. “Final lockdown is three hours away, and you’re sure you can get your work done in that time?” 

Mack nodded quickly. An hour, maybe two at the most, he assured them.

“Our shift ends in half an hour,” said the second guard, with a warning glance, and Mack knew what the man was getting at. If the next shift overlooked him for some reason, and he got stuck inside the ship, he would end up as a molecule-thin smear on one of the interior walls when the Fat Chance jumped away from the Solar System.

“No problem,” he said confidently. “You guys make sure you log me into the records, and I’ll make sure I’m back here in plenty of time. Okay?”

The guards exchanged uncertain glances, until one of them finally nodded. Mack unclipped the security pass from his pocket and handed it over to be scanned by the nearest guard, who had detached a reader from his body harness.

“You’re good to go,” said the guard moments later, handing back the pass as Mack’s name and mug shot showed up on the spaceport roster. 

Mack nodded his thanks. Then he waited patiently while the other guard thumbed open a section of the barrier, before sauntering through it with a bored look on his face. Changing direction, he lined himself up on the engine room at the back of the Fat Chance and headed off across the tarmac. It was essential that he not look around, and that he move at a leisurely pace. The guards had to believe that Mack was part of the staff at the spaceport, and did maintenance on star ships every day. 

He could hear the giant ship humming to itself as he got closer, and he recognised the low vibrations of the zerosum artificial gravity on board. It was currently at its lowest setting, not needed while the freighter was on Earth’s surface. 

Once the door to the engine room was closed behind him, Mack moved to the nearest maintenance hatch. It took him some time to sidestep the various security measures involved, but then he had a connection with the freighter’s surveillance systems. He searched for footage from the past few days that showed the vast hold as deserted, and uploaded it so it would run continuously. The endless loop would hide what he was up to – until he disabled it in a day’s time.

It took Mack a little longer to hack into the Spaceport Authority from the freighter, and find the roster system at the gates. Once he was in, though, all traces of his late maintenance visit soon disappeared. He was now a ghost to any of the systems that might be looking for electronic intruders.

It had taken him a week of monitoring comms around the spaceport to gather the information about Clancy the arrogant supervisor, but only a few days to copy a tech pass. Finding a techsuit, and the gadgets that went with it, had taken him less than a morning, but the exercise had cost him a sizeable chunk of the credits he had left. Still, his nonno Tuliano had drilled into him that success followed good preparation, and luck had little or nothing to do with it. 

He closed up the maintenance hatch and made his way into the enormous hold of the freighter. It was time to reap the rewards of his thorough preparation.

Despite the size of the hold he found that every bay was full as he walked the aisles. Transporting mass to the colony planets was an expensive business, and the freighter needed to be fully loaded to pay its way. Some of what it was hauling, thankfully, was about to help Mack survive the jump to the frontier planet Challi.

Once he’d set up a base – a nest that he rigged up behind some containers in a remote part of the hold – Mack took an inventory of the meagre belongings he had with him. Between his small tech case and the many pockets of his techsuit it wasn’t much, but then his nonno had trained him to use what was around him, not what he could carry with him. 

As he finished laying out his electronic tools ready to use, Mack admitted to himself that he missed the old man. It wasn’t, he told himself, all that surprising. He was about to leave the planet that he and his nonno had shared for Mack’s entire life, a planet on which they had always been able to reach out and communicate with each other. But emotions like missing his honorary grandfather would just slow his actions over the crucial hours ahead, and that was not acceptable. 

Mack parked his feelings firmly in the back of his mind, and concentrated on what he needed to do next. He peeled off the face he had put on for the guards’ benefit, and balled it in one hand. It was unlikely the guards would have known who Mack Bertolt was, but if his undisguised face had been logged into the Spaceport Authority then its facial recognition systems would have had a major fit. The guards would have learned that he was wanted for treason by the Global Defence Force, and it would have been much harder for him to make his way off Earth.

Mack also had to acknowledge that many of the Scythian Rebels detested him just as much. It wasn’t surprising when the tech he had augmented for the Global Defence Force had ripped apart so many of their comrades-in-arms. He thought bitterly that a good definition of a loser was when both sides of a conflict hated him. 

In his heart of hearts he knew that he had to make up for that somehow. Make up for all the rebel deaths, in particular, and right now he couldn’t see a way to do that. But living in the past wasn’t going to help, and he turned his attention back to surviving the imminent jump to Challi.

He looked at the synthetic mask he had peeled off his face, working the blob of synthetic tissue between his fingers before discarding it. The face mask was old tech, hundreds of years old in fact, and that was why the guards hadn’t been expecting it. Mack’s nonno had always said there was no point in being excellent at something when there were others just as good. It was better to have skills no one else had. That way your enemies never saw you coming.

Mack’s favourite area of study had been old tech, though he had also learned to do things with modern tech that seemed downright impossible. Trading with tinkerers and tech fixers in the back streets of the Italianate cities had taught him those skills.

His nonno had insisted that he keep abreast of alien technology, though little of that had been discovered as the Human race had spread out from the Solar System. Some ancient mining remnants on the moon of a gas giant, and a corroded mass in the tail of fire between the stars of a binary system that could have been an energy gathering station. 

It wasn’t much, and it had turned out to be mostly incomprehensible to Human minds, but Mack had carefully studied the reports his nonno had given him. They were top secret reports that the old man had somehow managed to get hold of.

But what Mack had to do now was find enough components in the hold to build a stasis field. It was the only way for him to survive when the Fat Chance jumped out of the Solar System. In an area like this – a warehouse of every useful item the colonists might need – it shouldn’t take long. 

The loading manifesto at the end of each aisle helped, and he was soon opening goods containers and lifting out what he needed from the contents. Thank heavens it all clipped apart so easily, and could be assembled just as quickly, he thought, lifting out a power supply that would drive the stasis field once he primed the tiny fusion engine inside it. 

A trolley stood ready to receive the heavy power system as he rolled it carefully down from a middle shelf. He had been careful to use the backup wheels, and not the levitation system. It would have been easier to have the trolley bobbing along behind him carrying the heavy load, but the levitation system radiated energy, and that could be picked up by the freighter’s internal sensors.

Two hours later he was looking at a jumble of parts on an improvised workbench, and thinking about assembling them. This was the hard part, because mistakes could be fatal during the jump, and he took time to clear his mind. His nonno had taught him so much about his body, and about his mind, when he was young. The old man had been preparing him for situations like this when Mack would not have been able to imagine them.

Tech skills like his were pointless unless he had a clear mind, and a steady purpose. He had finally come to understand what the old man was saying, and stopped resisting the broad education that his nonno had insisted on. Part of that education had been about Jung, with his archetypes and synchronicity, writing in the 20th century, and Mason Ludlow with his seminal work Becoming Diamond in the 21st, and Mandoligi’s work on the parietal lobes of the brain in the 23rd century. Mandoligi had shown changes of state that corresponded to a kind of universal sending and receiving, but what exactly was happening was still unclear to the scientists who studied this esoteric stuff.

Once he had the construction of the stasis field clear in his mind, Mack let his hands take over. They began to blur, as the familiar three Cs took over. Confirm the part, make a positive Coupling, and Check the result. It wasn’t long before the generator was finished, and then the stasis field. When everything was finished he ran through some last checks on its operation.

He hadn’t done work like this since his time with the Scythian Rebels, when they were fighting the world government, Unisys, and its military arm the Global Defence Force. The rebels had been fighting the harsh working conditions and ever-lower standards of living of the common man, as Earth’s resources ran out and the rich maintained their own standards of living at the expense of everyone else. But the rebel efforts hadn’t been enough, and the Global Defence Force had overwhelmed them during the last battle at their largest base in the Caucasus Mountains, when the rebels had been forced to turn and run. 

Mack couldn’t believe that he had once worked for the GDF, rising rapidly from technical specialist to technical sergeant, before the enormity of what Unisys and the Global Defence Force were doing to the average person struck home, and he joined the rebels. It was a strange feeling to have fought on both sides, and to have lost friends in both camps because of the fighting. Maybe war was like that, he thought, as images of destruction and death filled his mind, something that was impossible to forget. It left a mark on men and women they could never get rid of.

Then he felt the freighter shudder as it went into lockdown, which meant he couldn’t leave it now, even if he wanted to. A moment later he heard the gentle chime of systems in the hold as they reported that uplift had begun. During uplift the freighter would leave its cradle at the spaceport and rise majestically through the atmosphere towards the space station far overhead.

Once it had arrived at the station the freighter would go through a last set of checks before it headed for the outer reaches of the Solar System, picking up speed as it did so. Eventually it would have built up enough straight-line velocity to jump to the Teuton System, and the frontier planet Challi. 

As Mack put away his tools he checked the time. The guards had said that lockdown was three hours away, and the tiny biological shield in the corner of his eye confirmed that three hours had passed. The shield was invisible to anyone else, and to any security scan that he might encounter on Earth, or off it.  

Scans would show him to be free of modifications, placing him among the poor and the harmless of the Human population. It was exactly as his nonno had planned it. But the skills that had been developed by years of training, or the specialist tech grown out of his body’s living tissue during his teenage years, were another matter.    
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The freighter groaned as the uplift began, and the hull increased its field integrity to take the strain. Mack felt the acceleration as an increase in his weight, a heaviness that disappeared as the zerosum system took over to keep gravity at one Earth standard. Far above the spaceport in the Kenyan Highlands, right on the equator, a huge space station was slowly reeling the ship in along a gravitational dipole. 

As the freighter rose through the atmosphere the space station settled lower in its orbit, releasing its rotational energy to power the increase in the freighter’s potential energy. The space station would move higher in its orbit when it lowered the next freighter to Earth, reversing the process. The invention of the gravitational dipole had overcome one of the major problems facing any intelligent species: how to climb out of the gravity well around any planet. 

The two dipoles, like the two ends of a magnet, had been constructed under the spaceport and inside the space station, and could reverse or increase the gravity field between them as required. It took energy to generate gravity waves, but a lot less than fighting the planet’s pull by other means.

Kenya was now part of the Congo Confederacy, no more than a province really, and the spaceport on the Kenyan Highlands was one of three that were scattered around the equator. The other two were in Indonesia, and what had once been Columbia in South America. Each had a space station in orbit above it, and the spaceports were the planet’s lifelines to its colonies. With the resources of the Solar System increasingly depleted, the materials that colony planets were able to send back home were essential, and paid for the more advanced tech that the colonies needed.

It would take a few hours for the freighter to complete the uplift, and most of a day for it to reach the edges of the Solar System and jump for Mack’s destination, so he was in no hurry. Accessing the external cameras on the ship through one of his tech tools only took a moment, and Mack watched Kenya receding below him as everything grew smaller and smaller. Then the coastline came in from all directions to form the African continent, until that too had disappeared into a blue and white sphere that took up most of the screen. It was hard for him to keep his eyes on the screen as the planet he had thought would be his home forever dropped away below him.

Mack broke the connection to the outside cameras reluctantly, but there was still work to be done. The stasis field generator he had assembled on the floor of the hold was a disc about as wide as he was tall, with five spikes that rose to waist height around its edges. The fusion reactor lay off to one side, connected to the disc by a thick lead and a number of optic-enhanced cables. 

Mack ran through every step of the stasis field generator’s construction one more time, until he was satisfied that he had completed them all correctly. Then, with something of a fatalistic sigh, he reached out one hand and turned the reactor on, waiting for the machine to bring itself to a state of readiness. If the fusion reactor, or the stasis field, didn’t work, he would have to surrender to the freighter crew and in time be handed over to the GDF. The alternative was to become a red smear against one of the walls of the hold when the Fat Chance jumped out of the Solar System. Neither option appealed to him.

Thinking of the freighter’s name made him laugh. Whoever had thought that up must have possessed a sense of humour, or perhaps the ship had simply been a last, desperate effort by a company about to go broke. Whatever the reason, the name fitted his situation perfectly. If he got off Earth – well, he’d done that – and if he could get to Challi unnoticed, and if he could merge into the underbelly of the planet’s frontier society without being noticed, he might have a chance at a life. A fat chance, indeed, though Mack had beaten odds like that before. 

This time though? Who could say.

His attention snapped back to the fusion reactor as a row of lights flickered to life along its top, all showing green. He breathed a sigh of relief before he knelt beside the stasis disc and punched in a private code he had set up. Numbers and status reports flashed by on the screen in front of him, and they were all within acceptable limits. He was a ‘go’ to be shunted outside the space-time continuum while the Fat Chance flung itself across the vast distances between star systems, avoiding the lethal side effects of the jump.

A moment later there was a slight wobble in zerosum gravity, which told him that the uplift was over. Confirmation came a moment later, when more chimes sounded throughout the hold. The time while he waited for the freighter’s last checklist to be completed seemed interminable, but eventually it was done. Then the Fat Chance left Earth orbit, and began to pick up speed, giving Mack a gentle push towards the wall behind him before the zerosum gravity compensated. The ship would now accelerate at multiple gees towards the outskirts of the Solar System, until it had reached a respectable fraction of the speed of light and was able to jump for Challi.

What Mack needed now was a way of knowing when the jump was imminent, and he set up a link that allowed him to piggyback on the standard countdown that took place in the engineering systems. Once that was done he went searching for something he had noticed earlier.

Searching through the loading documents at the end of the bays he found what he was looking for, and walked down an aisle until he selected a large box on the bottom level. Rummaging through it he found what he was looking for, and pulled out a hammock, before he spread it on the floor to check if it met his needs.

Sleeping in a net might be an antiquated way of getting some rest, but Mack had learned how to use a hammock when he was in the front lines with the Global Defence Force. Hammocks were light to carry and could be put up anywhere, and he had come to rely on them for a good night’s sleep in some very difficult situations. Someone on Challi had understood the value of them as well, and Mack wondered who had ordered the hammocks in that box. An explorer? A hunter? A pioneering farmer trying to establish a home far from the only town that had been established on the planet?

Carrying his find back to his base, he was able to set up the hammock by boring holes in the aisle frameworks, and then fashioning rudimentary hooks to sling the hammock from. Once that was done he settled into his swaying bed and tried to sleep, as the Fat Chance continued to accelerate towards the outer reaches of the Solar System. 

Sleep usually came easily to him, but it refused to do so today, and that wasn’t surprising. Mack was making the move to a new world, and he had an entirely unknown future ahead of him. Many of his thoughts returned to what he had left behind, and the best he could manage was a light doze, interspersed with random trains of thought.

The GDF would expect him to hide out on a civilised planet like New Caledon, and not go to ground on a frontier planet like Challi. Of course, the GDF had to work out that he was no longer on Earth first, and that would take a while. But he was from the Italianate, a cultured people, and the Global Defence Force wouldn’t expect him to head for a planet like Challi. A planet that kept trying to overthrow and absorb the Human foothold on its surface. 

Mack was supposed to be a soft, pampered aristocrat, though his time in the army might give the analysts at the GDF pause. But no, he would be written off as a ‘civilised’ Human Being who would need his comforts, so he must be heading for New Caledon. But the analysts were wrong.

His nonno’s training, and his determination to become his own person, had made him into something quite different to the pampered aristocrat he had started out as. He had led a double life for as long as he could remember, and that was protecting him from the GDF. Then he dozed off again, until his link to engineering told him the Fat Chance had commenced a five-minute countdown to its jump. That five minutes gave Mack time to reach into the freighter’s surveillance system and remove the loop he had put there, the one that had been showing the hold as deserted.

Then he stretched out on the disc and set it to open a stasis field just before the freighter jumped, and close the field as the ship decelerated into orbit around Challi. The next few days would be an instantaneous transition for him, and the hard surface he was lying on would be no more than a momentary inconvenience. 

The technology behind the jumps had always fascinated him, and as the counter on the side of the disc ticked down to the moment it would open a stasis field, and immobilise him outside normal space-time, Mack went over the jump technology in his mind. 

Einstein had been right – mostly.

A discontinuity did occur at the speed of light, and infinite mass at infinite time dilation was quite a barrier to overcome, but it turned out that space-time returned to normal on the other side of the discontinuity. A great many scientists – and every one of the science fiction writers that Mack had read – had hoped to fold space, or drive a wormhole through it, but in the end such things had proved to be impossible. At least they were impossible until someone re-wrote the fundamental equations that governed time and space.

Instead, there had been the immense challenge of making a jump from a fraction of the speed of light on this side of the discontinuity to several times the speed of light on the other side, cutting out the area in the middle.

When that rather large problem was finally overcome, it hadn’t been a clean solution. Living matter had to be protected by stasis fields from the effects of jumping through the discontinuity, and the crew would now, like Mack, be waiting in an inner chamber of the vessel to activate their own stasis field. Inert matter, apparently, turned inside out in some strange other dimension before reconfiguring itself, and there had been no signs of damage when the specialists compared items before and after the jump.

The Fat Chance had now reached the outer edges of the Solar System, and was travelling at more than half the speed of light. Mack glanced at the countdown shown on the little screen next to him, and saw that he had scant seconds left before the jump. The last thing he thought of was Alice, and instantly regretted it.

Any thoughts of her, and their time together fighting for the Scythian Rebels, only drove him to self-pity and recrimination. He clamped down on his thoughts just as the cold shiver that came with an active stasis field passed over him. A few moments later the freighter chimed its entrance into orbit around Challi, and it meant that Mack had just lost the last few days. Then again, it was a small price to pay for surviving a jump between star systems. 

Rising from the stasis disc he loaded some tech he had chosen to take down to the planet’s surface into a backpack from one of the aisles. Some of the tech he would use, and some of it he would trade for things he needed for his new life on the planet. 

When Mack’s link to engineering downloaded a list of the shuttles that would unload the freighter, he saw that the first one was already on its way through the atmosphere, and would soon dock at one of the large service airlocks along the edge of the hold.

A shuttle made sense. Challi was too primitive a place to have a space station and a gravitational dipole, and the freighter would have to be unloaded by a fleet of shuttles. Somehow he had to make the crew of one of the shuttles give him a ride down to the planet’s surface, but he would cross that bridge when he came to it. In the meantime he accessed the freighter’s external sensors and zoomed in on the planet below him, ready for a glimpse of his new home.

Challi was a riot of a planet. Steaming Amazonic basins and snow-clad mountains fought over the available space. Rift valleys cut through deep basins and high mountains in what seemed to be a totally random fashion, and Mack was yet to see anything that could be a sea. There were small seas on the planet – his research had told him that – but they were filled with the sorts of creatures that would give any sane person nightmares. The land areas were marginally safer, though few of the colonists ever left the safety of Little Amani, the one town that had been established on the planet in seventeen years, and they only left it if they went out in numbers, and were heavily armed.

The colours on the planet weren’t quite right though, and he turned his head this way and that to try and make sense of them. The jungles were closer to blue than green, the result of more inert gases in the atmosphere than on Earth. Where there was snow on the mountains it looked harder, crisper somehow, due to the faint blue of the atmosphere as it mixed with the white.

Mack took a deep breath. He had chosen this path, and this planet. Now it was up to him to make the most of what it offered.      
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Silvio Mancini was spymaster for the Madruzzo family, and he sat at one end of a long, imposing table as other members of the family entered the conference room and took their places. He knew everything there was to know about the sprawling political and business affairs of the Italianate’s most powerful house. It was his job to stay ahead of the competition, and detect threats to the family before they became a problem.

Ten minutes later he was resisting the urge to tap his fingers impatiently on the table as Giacomo Madruzzo arrived late, which he always did. Giacomo headed the family’s financial team, and was too young for the job in Silvio’s opinion. He also got away with far too much because he was a Madruzzo nephew. 

Silvio had married into the family – his wife was Grazia Madruzzo, one of the duchess’ nieces – and that left him with a need to prove that he was good enough to sit at this table. Despite the fact that Leo Madruzzo, the previous spymaster, had personally chosen him to be the new spymaster when the old man retired.

When Giacomo was, at last, seated, Grand Duke Benito Madruzzo and the Duchess Maria were able to make an entrance. It might be the 25th century, but the Madruzzos chose to observe the chivalric codes of Italy at the height of the Renaissance. As did the rest of the Italianate, the area over which the Italy of history now held sway. France and Switzerland had managed to keep their territorial integrity, but the Italianate now controlled, for all practical purposes, a large chunk of North Africa and the east coast of the Aegean sea, from Croatia down to Greece.

Silvio grimaced as he thought about the chivalric code the Madruzzos lived by. What did the rich and powerful do as Earth’s resources slowly ran out, and recycling wasn’t achieving enough? They retreated to the past, and pretended they were living in a golden age. He looked around at the others in some distaste as a brace of trumpets announced the ducal procession, making sure he kept his face inscrutable. His wife didn’t attend meetings, at least not the ones that counted, and only the inner circle – the decision makers – would be present today.

To his left sat Leon Baux, the family lawyer, and next to him the grand duke’s brother Andrea, who managed the family’s large estates and negotiated with the families who had worked them for generations. To his immediate right there were two empty chairs where Francesco Madruzzo, the youngest of the three Madruzzo brothers, and the one daughter Jacqueline, would normally sit. Francesco had disappeared recently, which was a matter of some concern for the family, and Jaqueline had been deemed too young to contribute in a meaningful way.

But the real power sat at the far end of the table. The eldest brother Julius held the political reins for the family, especially after his successful bid for the mayoral position in Milan, and the middle brother Luciano had just finished his training to take over the business arm. In total there were six people present apart from Silvio, and they would not take kindly to what he would soon be telling them.

When the grand duke and duchess had taken their seats, the servants retired, closing the large double doors behind them. It was the cue for Grand Duke Benito to work through the items on the day’s agenda, which he did in his usual efficient manner. But when the ‘official’ items were finally behind them, he put down the electronic screen he had been working from, and all eyes turned to Silvio. The family wanted answers about an important matter, and this was not just an item on an agenda. This was about a brother, or in the case of the grand duke and the duchess, their youngest son.

“It is my belief that Francesco has left Earth,” began Silvio, speaking quietly but firmly. “Monitoring the comms of anyone he has, or might be, associated with has turned up nothing.”

He didn’t need to add that monitoring comms was, of course, illegal, and enormously expensive in a resource-poor age where advanced tech was hard to come by. Francesco’s mother, the Duchess Maria, was the most visibly affected, gasping as she brought her hand to her mouth. The fact that her son had been fighting for the GDF a long way from home had been hard enough to bear, but the thought that he might be on another planet was incomprehensible. He was, after all, her youngest son.

“Anyone can stay off comms if they put their mind to it,” protested Andrea, the grand duke’s brother, and Silvio nodded. He had been expecting this response.

“I have informants in every place where the remaining rebel forces have gone to ground,” he said levelly, “and in the past month I’ve heard nothing.” As the use of metals and tech became more costly, the old-fashioned use of informants had become more popular. The previous spymaster, Leo, had told Silvio of times in the past when spymasters had been able to monitor all comms in real time, and run cameras from sky and ground wherever and whenever they wanted, but those days were gone now.

“The idea that Francesco might have joined the rebel forces is still only a theory,” said the grand duke archly, and Silvio gritted his teeth. He had hoped the family would have accepted the truth more easily, but it seemed the situation was too embarrassing for them. Prestige was as important to the aristocracy now as it had been in Renaissance Italy, but to Silvio it was a weakness. Such blindness was very likely, one day, to lead to the downfall of the family.

“We should have chipped him a long time ago,” said Andrea, which caused an intake of breath from the others.

“We do not put tracking chips in family members!” said the Duchess Maria sharply, and silence fell. Yet the statement hinted at the gap between those in the family who might be seen as ‘expendable’, and those who considered themselves essential to the functioning of the house of Madruzzo.

None of the family would openly tell Silvio how to do his job, but the way Luciano was looking at him said the money for informants would have been better spent elsewhere. Despite this hostility, the spymaster stood his ground. Part of the reason he did so was that Francesco’s actions made perfect sense to him. Getting off the planet was exactly what Silvio would have done in the boy’s place when the rebellion failed, and the way Francesco had done so was the oddest part of his disappearance.

He couldn’t have left the planet without using skills that Silvio knew to be advanced spycraft, and the GDF hadn’t taught him that. He doubted that the Scythian Rebels possessed such skills either, and besides, Francesco had spent all his time with the rebels revolutionising their tech approach to warfare. No, something else explained the sudden emergence of Francesco’s new talents, and Silvio couldn’t quite work out what it was.

“So, what should we do about Francesco?” queried Julius, the oldest brother, which interrupted Silvio’s train of thought. He asked the question mildly, as if a lost brother wasn’t a major concern, and Silvio realised that to Julius a lost brother probably wasn’t. Julius and Luciano were set to become the new power base when Benito, Maria, and Andrea retired. 

A third son was of little value in that situation. Third sons were traditionally expected to go into the military and bring glory to the family name, or possibly join the church, where in time it might be possible to purchase a bishopric for them. If Francesco disappeared it wouldn’t change things much for the family, especially with the rumours flying around about him defecting to the rebels during the Scythian War.

“There’s a police presence that the GDF controls on each of the colony worlds,” said Silvio, which was something they all knew. Earth didn’t allow colonisation of planets without imposing a strict set of rules, and then enforcing those rules. It was one way of ensuring that each planet’s riches were traded back to a resource-poor Earth, and traded back at very favourable prices.

“Every border patrol on the colony planets will be looking for Francesco on incoming ships, and doing regular sweeps on the ground,” he continued, “and my sources in the GDF will allow me to use their informants on any of these new worlds.” 

It sounded reassuring, but Silvio knew that anyone skilled and determined enough could evade such measures. There was a moment’s silence while the grand duke considered this, and then he nodded. He would want more detail on how Silvio was going to shift the search for Francesco to the colony worlds – Benito kept a firm hand on Madruzzo affairs – but for now the meeting was over.

Back in his quarters, Silvio resumed his interrupted train of thought. Where had Francesco learned – and it must have started at a young age – the spycraft he had displayed by slipping through Silvio’s net, bypassing the GDF, breaking into a spaceport, and making it offworld? 

Once he had defined the question in this way, the spymaster went to work, considering every person the boy had known for any length of time, and every class or social event he had attended on a regular basis. It was a long list, but it didn’t take Silvio much time to discard them all as unlikely. In the end he was left with just one possibility, a possibility that didn’t make any sense. Nonno Tuliano.

Tuliano Totti was not the boy’s real grandfather. Francesco’s grandfather had been Guiseppe Madruzzo, but Guiseppe had been killed in the Tamerlane War. When the two inhabited planets in the Tamerlane system, Antigua and Asgard, had placed warships around the gas giants in their system and demanded more say in Helium-3 mining and a better royalty, Earth had stepped in to restore the status quo. Guiseppe had died when a shuttle that was part of a military force being transferred to the surface of Antigua was struck by ground fire. 

While Guiseppe had been a Colonnello in the GDF, his close friend Tuliano was a Capitano under his command. They had grown up together in and around Milan, and found themselves in the same brigade during military training. When Earth had finally forced a change of government on Antigua, and the Helium-3 mining had resumed under the old royalty system, it had been Tuliano who brought Guiseppe’s personal effects back to the Madruzzo family. 

Later there was a drive to find work for veterans as they returned from the Tamerlane War, and it had seemed an obvious thing to offer Tuliano work as a combination handyman, chauffeur, and bodyguard. Francesco had gravitated to Tuliano as a young boy, seeing in him something of the nonno he had lost. It seemed a perfect solution for everyone, but what influence had Nonno Tuliano really had on the boy? Tuliano had been a humble capitano, with limited skills, hadn’t he? Then Silvio’s blood froze as he put the pieces of the puzzle together. He had been outfoxed, and he hadn’t seen it coming.

The right amount of money could see any military rank adjusted upward, from colonello to generale for example, and the medals and certificates that went with the new position were easy enough to fake in the Italianate. It wasn’t common practice, but it was done. So it must be possible to adjust a war record downwards, a possibility that Silvio had never before considered.

Who had told the Madruzzos that Tuliano had been a humble capitano in the Tamerlane War, and who had showed them his shoulder patches and military certificates? Tuliano had, and it was all stuff that was easy to fake.

On an impulse, Silvio used one of the back doors that he maintained into all government agencies – part of his job as a spymaster – and brought up Tuliano’s records. They showed the unit he trained with, and his promotion to captain after a few months on the ground on Antigua. There was nothing mentioned about bravery, or exceptional leadership. The promotion had been due to a shortage of captains on the front line as the war progressed. It was the same information Silvio had looked at when he ran a security check on Tuliano before the Madruzzo’s employed him. 

But hadn’t there been a letter from his commanding officer? With some more searching Silvio pulled up the standard file the family kept on Tuliano as an employee. Yes, there was a letter from Maggiore Montefetto recommending Tuliano for any position requiring trustworthiness due to his diligence and reliability during the war effort. Another search showed the major’s war records, along with his training, promotions, and previous military experience. 

More certain now that Tuliano had managed to get his military records adjusted downwards, Silvio did a deep dive on the major, and found a posting for him after the Tamerlane war, and a home address in Florence. But the military base he had apparently been posted to had no record of him when Silvio broke into their personnel records, and the ‘home address’ was a steelworks, and had been for over a hundred years. 

There was no other record of the major, and he was clearly no more than a fabrication to support the idea that Tuliano was a simple capitano. Silvio sat back in his seat, a finger pushed against his lips, absorbing the fact that he was right about the boy’s nonno.

So who was Tuliano Totti? Had he been an elite soldier in one of the specialist groups that had grown out of the Italian divers and raiders brigade centuries before, Teseo Tesei? Or something else? It didn’t really matter now, with the boy gone, but it hurt that Tuliano had been such a powerful influence on Francesco right under Silvio’s nose. 

He had a certain amount of admiration for what Tuliano had taught the boy, all the same. Francesco had somehow managed to evade everyone who was looking for him, and then get off the planet, which was no mean feat.

But he could, thought Silvio firmly, still question Tuliano, and he picked up the pager that lay on his desk. It ran on a private band that connected all the Madruzzo family, no matter how remotely related to the duke and duchess, and the many people who worked for them. As he sent out a call to Tuliano he wondered idly when he had seen the man last, until he remembered that Tuliano had driven the Duchess Maria into the village about a week ago.

When a response came back from Tuliano’s pager, a note unfurled on Silvio’s screen as if it was a screwed up scrap of paper that had come to life. It was a little bit of tech wizardry that Silvio smiled at, until he read the message it contained.

Francesco deserves better than being an expendable third son, and he was always capable of more, if you had looked more closely. That is why I stepped in, if you want a reason.

I have admired your work, spymaster, and maintaining the identity of Nonno Tuliano under your sharp gaze has been a most enjoyable challenge.

Don’t bother looking for me, because you won’t find me. My work here is done, and I am needed by my own ‘family’ now.

Arrivederci,

Tuliano.

At least it confirmed Silvio’s suspicions, if he needed any further proof. But it also told the spymaster that Tuliano had been monitoring his comms for a long time, and Silvio wondered if the recent Madruzzo meeting had been bugged as well. But then, probably not. Tuliano would have left for parts unknown some time in the last week, as soon as he could see that Silvio was close to finding out about his close relationship with Francesco.

The idea that Tuliano was needed by his own ‘family’ raised some questions. Was he returning to whatever elite force had trained him, and then perfected him during its undercover operations? Or was there other work he needed to attend to, something that was more personal?

Silvio read the words, “I have admired your work, spymaster,” again, and smiled ruefully. This from a man who had beaten him at his own game for . . . how many years? Then he shrugged. Maybe there was no harm in being outfoxed by someone who was among the best in their generation, and the thought eased his wounded pride. He took a moment to lean back in his chair, thinking of the consequences of what he now knew.

Would he tell the Madruzzo family about Tuliano? No, he would not. But he would follow the boy’s adventures, wherever Francesco had gone, and he would do so with a great deal of interest.      
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Chapter 4
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“There’s a parcel that needs to find its way down to the surface. If you’re the right guys to take it, that is,” said Mack offhandedly, and the supervisor in charge of loading the shuttle gave him a guarded look. It was an unusual request, but smuggling wasn’t unheard of on the frontier planet.

Once he had identified the supervisor, Mack had clipped his tech pass back on the front of his overalls and gone over to talk to him. A freighter like the Fat Chance would have a number of tech staff, so his presence in the hold wouldn’t look out of place. The shuttles had also started clearing the freight nearest the huge commercial-grade airlocks, as Mack had thought they would.

It had given him time to monitor the comms systems as the shuttles came and went, and look for the crew he needed. This was the fifth time the airlock had opened, and the language had been a lot coarser than on previous shuttles. It was reasonable to assume it was crewed by roughnecks, a fact that suited Mack perfectly.

“No problem, if you’re in that much of a hurry to have something delivered,” said the supervisor, having finished his inspection of the stranger. “But everyone on the freighter gets shore leave in a day or two, so what’s the hurry?”

Mack smiled to himself. The supervisor had sensed that something wasn’t quite right about this, and if he could find out what is was he might be able to push up the fees he could charge. But Mack had spent time in the back streets of the Italianate cities, under Tuliano’s guiding hand, and he knew how this type of shadow boxing played out.

“That’s my business,” he said, “and it’s a parcel that I have to deliver personally. So, do we have a deal, or not?” but the supervisor’s reaction wasn’t a positive one

“That’s not going to work,” he said sharply. “If you try coming back on board, and there’s no record that you left, we’ll both be in the brig for a very long time,” and his face soured at the thought. 

“So you’ll have to bring me back to the freighter as well,” said Mack, “which means you’ll get paid twice, and I know how tight things are in the colonies.” 

It was the one thing he had over the man. A little extra money went a long way on Challi, when everything was expensive and most people hadn’t been able to bring much in the way of credits to the hard life on the planet. There was a moment’s silence, before the supervisor walked over to the airlock so he could talk to his loading crew. It wasn’t long before their heads were bent in a lively discussion, with the occasional glance in Mack’s direction.

“It is possible,” said the supervisor, “if you can pay the price we ask. But we need something we don’t have to trade on the black market at a shitty exchange rate. Do you have government credits?” and Mack shook his head.

“Something better,” he said, “GDF chits,” and the supervisor looked impressed. The chits were untraceable, and could be swapped for any currency at any time. Troops in a war zone would sometimes need food or ammunition at a moment’s notice, with no questions asked. But the look of greed on the supervisor’s face had now been replaced by a more calculating demeanour, and Mack knew what he was thinking. Why not ambush this ignorant Earth prick in a back alley, and take all his money, along with the parcel?

“Of course,” said Mack, “if I were to run into any trouble I would have to deal with it,” and he took his right hand out of the broad carry band around his waist and let it rest, including what it was holding, in the ‘at ease’ position for a lowered weapon. 

The supervisor took a step back when he saw what was in Mack’s hand, and another step back when Mack tapped a spot on his chest twice, and his outline broke up into pixelated squares. There was nothing on Challi that could get through a personal shield this powerful, and the multiphase capacitor in his hand – the two discharge rods poking out through his fingers – would rip apart anyone within several body lengths of the wearer. 

It was a geek weapon, and the stories that had grown up around it’s use were often exaggerated. Still, it would do what Mack wanted it to do, and the exaggerated stories had the right effect on the supervisor. 

“Then again, if you decide not to help me,” he said softly, “I would have to report that to my masters as well,” and the supervisor made hasty movements with his hands that suggested they calm things down. He wasn’t to know that Mack was acting alone, but the idea that this stranger fronted an organisation with this sort of firepower had put paid to any thoughts of a double-cross.

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” he said quickly, and the three members of his crew nodded in agreement. Mack waited for a few moments, making them sweat before he named a figure that was generous, but a lot less than what they had hoped for. There was a moment’s hesitation, and then the supervisor nodded. Mack was not someone he wanted to argue with over price. 

As the loading crew returned to work, Mack headed into the recesses of the hold to gather up his belongings, and dismantle the stasis field. Leaving that behind would give too many clues to his unauthorised presence on the planet. By the time he had restored the parts to their original compartments in the aisles the crew had nearly finished loading the shuttle. When the supervisor brought him through the shuttle airlock as part of the last load, he found himself looking at a space among the supplies that they had prepared for him. 

Mack gave it a moment’s examination before nodding to the supervisor. It would do. Then he reached into his carry band and paid the man half the agreed price, with the other half due when he had been safely guided to a place on the streets of Little Amani, well away from the spaceport. After that he would be a free man, and on his way to deliver his ‘parcel’ as far as the loading crew were concerned.

Mack wouldn’t be there when it was time for them to transfer him back to the freighter, and that would start the supervisor wondering who he really was. But then, the crew weren’t going to report a suspicious newcomer to Challi when they had smuggled him in, were they.

Two hours later the drop off, in a back street of the one frontier town on the planet, had gone as planned. Mack had memorised the layout of Little Amani earlier, and once he had changed out of the distinctive techsuit he was wearing, and rebalanced his backpack, he headed for the council offices. The first thing he had to do was pick up a visitor’s permit. The permit would give him the right to look around the colony and buy basic items, and he wanted something to show the authorities if he was stopped for any reason. 

Something more permanent would be needed eventually, but it was a case of one step at a time for now. It wasn’t far to the council building, and he covered the ground quickly. He had just looked up to see a sign advertising the council offices when he realised he had company.

“It took you long enough,” said a slim woman about his own age as she stepped in to walk beside him. It could have been any one of those chance encounters that happened in the town every day, and Mack admired her spycraft. 

“Freighter’s been up there for half a day, don’t tell me you’re losing your touch,” she added, and he had to stop himself from smiling.

“Still up to your devious ways, I see,” said Mack, continuing to look ahead as they walked side by side. “How did you know I’d be arriving today?”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” said the woman, clearly amused. “We have someone watching the council offices every time a freighter comes in, so we can check on who’s after visitor permits. It was just my bad luck to be posted here today.”

“So you missed me then,” he said innocently, and this time she snorted.

“I had my pick of battle-hardened men while we were fighting the GDF, so why would I be interested in a boy like you?” she said, talking out of the side of her mouth.

“I don’t know,” said Mack, “variety perhaps?” and the woman struggled to keep a straight face. As they approached the council offices she steered him towards an alley that ran along behind the building, and when they were out of sight of the main street she threw her arms around him.

“It’s so good to see you,” she said, and Mack didn’t trust himself to speak as he held her close and pressed his cheek against hers. They were too young for this, he thought bitterly. How were they supposed to cope with surviving so many battles when so many others hadn’t?

“What name do you go by on Challi?” she said, as she released him at last, and Mack took a moment to get his feelings back under control.

“Mack,” he said, “and you?”

“Bede,” she replied. “No last names, and that’s common here. A lot of people want to forget their past,” and he nodded.

“There’s a strong rebel presence in Little Amani,” continued Bede, “though the numbers coming in have dropped off lately. The GDF has started pressuring the provisional governments on the colony planets to do something about rebels fleeing Earth, and they’ve been providing the spaceports on the planets with the technology they need to check people as they come in. Facial recognition sent some of us to prison before we cottoned on to what was happening.

“Accommodation is hard to come by,” she continued, as she led him out of the alley and onto a main street, “and every apartment is so small. Any sort of life outside Little Amani is dangerous, so the colonists bottle up in town while they get survival training. It’s a good idea, but the death rate out there is still way too high. People think technology is going to keep them safe, but it doesn’t.”

“You can stay at my place if you like,” she said, changing tack, “with a few others, as long as you don’t mind sleeping on a fold-down rack, or the floor,” and Mack nodded. It was a place to start.

“Anything I should tell the council that might help me get a visitor permit?” he asked, as they approached the front door of the council offices, and Bede shook her head.

“The authorities get all sorts of people on a planet like this,” she replied, “and they don’t really want to know why people come here, or what they’re planning to do. 

“You can understand why,” she continued. “Some crazy person will come in, and one of the staff will try to talk them out of taking up some land to farm, or working in the industries outside of town. A few weeks later that person is dead, and the staff member wishes they’d tried harder it stop them. Enough deaths on your conscience and you end up going looney tunes,” and Mack got the picture. 

It would be straight in to the council offices, he decided, and straight out, and keep his answers to a minimum. His papers for one Mack Bertolt were the best forgeries that the black market back in Milan could put together, and he didn’t expect any problems. There weren’t any, and a scant half hour later he was back on the main street with Bede, a chunky plastic visitor permit feeling odd in his back pocket. 

He also had an appointment at the small medical outpost in town to get some nanomeds. They contained a kind of upgraded white blood cell that swarmed anything it didn’t recognise in its collective memory. At least,  anything it didn’t recognise as belonging to the Human body. The nanomeds had protected everyone on the planet so far, but there would be microscopic life forms out there that no one knew about yet. It was hoped that they wouldn’t turn out to be beyond the ability of the nanomeds to neutralise.

“So you’ve got a job in the council’s admin branch, and that allows you to hack the government systems occasionally,” summarised Mack, as they headed into an area of Little Amani that was more residential, and she nodded. 

He wasn’t surprised. Bede had been part of a small group of comms specialists, hackers, and engineers, including himself, that the Scythian Rebels had moved around regularly to avoid detection. They were called the brains trust on a good day, when their inventions were going right, and they had been a vital part of the rebellion. They worked on weapon systems, set up comms, and found ways of broadcasting the truth to Earth through the tight GDF censorship. That was where Mack had first got to know her.

Bede waited until an older couple, holding hands and talking animatedly, passed them going the other way, and then continued the conversation in a low voice. “I take a risk every time I hack their systems,” she warned, “but at least I can let our people know when the GDF starts naming rebel names, and wanting the local barracks to pick them up. The barracks houses a kind of Armed Offenders Squad from back on Earth, though their work is varied here. They spend much of their time taking on any predators from the forest that get too close to the outlying settlements. 

“I had no real identity on Earth before I joined the rebels, so the GDF don’t know much about me,” she continued, “and I’m careful to cover my tracks when I’m inside their systems.”

“You be careful,” said Mack, and he meant it. People sometimes sacrificed themselves thinking they were saving others, but in his mind it was better to stay alive and learn everything about each situation. A knowledgeable rebel was dangerous, and a lot more use to the rebellion than being a dead hero.

“Normally I just have Jelleebi and Christie staying with me,” she continued, “which is okay, though they have to share a room and the rooms are tiny. Jelleebi works in admin with me, and Christie works in the only cafe in Little Amani. 

“No male flatmates though,” she said, looking sideways at Mack. “They’re too messy, and not at all house-trained,” and he nodded his head in agreement. She would get no argument from him about that.

“Things are a bit complicated at the moment,” she added. “March and Evan are staying for a few days while the network finds a place for them in one of the outer settlements.”

“Because the GDF started naming them as rebels,” said Mack, quoting her own words back to her, and she nodded.

“I can’t give our people in Little Amani too much warning,” she said, looking worried, “or the GDF will realise they have a mole in the provisional government, or the council offices. I give the rebels just enough time to be ready, so they have an escape route when the Offenders Squad starts hammering on the door.

“There’s a new twist to it, though. March and Evan have a price on their heads, and that’s never happened before. Unisys back on Earth must be wanting some results,” and Mack agreed. The world government had been making noises along those lines when he left, trying to show they were taking a hard line with dissenters.

“How safe will the outer settlements be for the two boys?” asked Mack, glancing towards Bede as she directed him down a side street.

“Apart from the planet trying to kill you?” she replied, and he nodded.

“One of the safest places a rebel on the run could be,” she said, directing him towards her home tenement block. He could see that it did, as she had warned him, consist of tiny apartments. 

“The Offenders Squad are welcome in the settlements as long as they’re dealing with a major crime, or one of the planet’s nastier predators. But asking who you are in the settlements will have them surrounded by a mob in no time, and the settlers are all heavily armed. They have to be. It’s that sort of a life in the outlying settlements.

Mack nodded, his question answered, and Bede let them in through a side door.    
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Chapter 5
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“Did you pick up some lavash?” said a diminutive, dark-haired woman who looked about 35, and Mack smiled at the innocent request. He had little experience of domestic life, being raised in an aristocratic household with servants, and there had been even less normal life during his time in the GDF or with the rebels. The request that Bede pick up some flat breads on her way home was such a domestic standard. 

Even the name brought back memories. Lavash was a flat bread staple from the Caucasian Mountains and the endless steppes beyond them, and the steppes had been the birthplace of the Scythian rebellion. Mack remembered piling various stews onto lavash flat bread as he and the rest of the ‘brains trust’ took a break from their work. Bede must have introduced it to the others in her apartment, and Mack was impressed that a place as small as Little Amani actually had lavash available.

“Right here, Jelleebi,” said Bede, digging out a still warm parcel from the cloth bag she was carrying. Jelleebi glanced speculatively at Mack before taking the parcel and heading for a tiny kitchen on one side of the living area. A moment later a smiling blond woman a little older than Mack made an appearance, coming out of what must be one of the bedrooms.

“March and Evan will be back soon,” she chirped, and Bede nodded, before introducing Mack to Christie. The young woman seemed a naturally happy person, though Mack was soon to find out one of the reasons why.

“The boys went a bit stir crazy locked up here for the last couple of days,” said Bede, “and they can’t be seen in public now the authorities are looking for them. I’ve sent them to a safe house nearby where they can help with some of our light industry – making things like work clothing and basic tools for the outlying settlements,” and Mack nodded. 

Once she was sure he had met the others in the apartment, Bede hung her bag alongside similar items that were hanging from hooks alongside the door. Mack followed her example, and draped the shoulder straps from his back pack over two of the hooks with some sense of relief. The tech he had hidden in the pack made it heavy.

“You’ll have to sleep here, I’m afraid,” said Bede, pulling down a wooden rack from the wall, and folding out two legs that made the frame more likely to support his weight.

“We normally throw a sheet of wallboard over it to make a desk,” she continued, and Mack could see the screens and jacks for a number of media and comms purposes on the wall now the rack was down. It looked like every part of the room had to serve several purposes when space was so limited.

“The boys will be heading out to one of the settlements tomorrow,” she said, “which will allow Jelleebi and Christie to get their room back. You’ll still be out here though, I’m afraid,” she added, with an apologetic smile. Mack shrugged. The front line during the Scythian rebellion had been a lot worse at times, although he wouldn’t mind having a couple of points in the room to swing his newly acquired hammock from.

“Christie is still deciding if she’s going out to one of the settlements with March or not,” she continued, and Christie blushed scarlet.

“I keep telling her that most of the population of Little Amani is male, and she could take her pick of them,” she added, rolling her eyes, clearly thinking that the settlements were too dangerous for her friend. Mack had to agree. Christie didn’t have the experience she would need to stay alive in such situations. On the front line of the rebellion he and Bede had learned how to pick out who would still be with them in a month’s time, and who wouldn’t. It was an indefinable part of the mind that calculated odds and took nothing for granted.

“But I love March,” said Christie heatedly, and Mack could tell that the two women had duelled their way through this conversation a number of times before.

“You do what your heart tells you,” he said diplomatically, and Bede gave him a hard stare. “But remember that your friends in Little Amani love you as well,” he added, “and friendship often lasts when a love affair doesn’t
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