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PART 1

How I Died




Chapter 1

My name is Mawukana na-Vdnaze, and I am a very poor copy of myself.

The Major tells me that it is important that I channel my curiosity into expansive things, and goes to great lengths to keep me occupied. Regulated. To this end, I have written numerous papers on subjects such as extra-planetary botany, xeno-archaeological linguistics, inter-species sociology, the history of art, and one slightly whimsical article on juggling, which received a surprising amount of traction.

However, when my efforts are cited, it is rarely in the context of the work itself. My detailed analytics, exhaustive research – these are not of interest. Rather it is my otherness, my non-being/being, my perceived deficiencies in certain matters of sentience that seems to capture people’s imagination, regardless of how absurd these metrics are when one actually stops to think about them.

In short: I am a frustrated academic.

People get anxious when I am frustrated. They are concerned it may provoke unpredictable consequences. Thus, to keep me occupied, it has been suggested that I write down some of my experiences in a less formal manner, with an eye to “mainstream” audiences. I do not see the point – there are plenty of romantically inclined individuals with harrowing tales who will happily share their trauma in exchange for cash and an inter-planetary speaking tour, thank you very much.

However. I do appreciate that if left to my own devices, I can experience unwanted episodes. It would pain me deeply if my actions were to cause emotional or physical harm to those around me.

In telling my story, there are certain things I should perhaps lie about.

(I am a dreadful liar.)

I should make myself a hero. Pretend I knew certain things before I did, was not used by strangers and gods, did not leave people behind.

I should claim that I understand love.

This last is most important, and I am trying.

I am always trying.

Is that not enough?




Chapter 2

This is the story of the supernova event known as Lhonoja.

By the end of it, several planets will have burned, a couple of civilisations will have fallen, and I will have spoken to an entity some consider a god, and whose theological status will remain in question throughout.

Before then, I must explain how I came to be, and for that, I must take you back several centuries, to Glastya Row.

Glastya Row started as a landing strip on the planet Tu-mdo.

Most urban establishments on most colonised worlds begin this way. Tu-mdo had been a prime terraforming candidate – comfortable gravity, good magnetic shield, not too hot, not too cold, not tidally locked and already possessed of a moon which, once water was thawed out in sufficient volume, would serve to stir the great big mixing bowl of Tu-mdo’s freshly churning oceans. The first colonists didn’t even need to spend five centuries in arcologies waiting for atmospheric conditions to settle, but were out and breathing without aid within a couple of pioneering generations. Two millennia later, Glastya Row had been transformed from pioneer’s outpost to merely another borough of some few million in the great city of Heom, a middling hub of profit and endeavour within the interplanetary-spanning United Social Venture.

They say you can tell a lot about a Venture based on how its employees name their children.

In Antekeda, the Venture that ran my city, these were the most common middle names given to children at birth:

Chairman – 15 per cent

Entrepreneur – 10 per cent

Director – 9 per cent

Abundant – 5 per cent

Diligent – 4 per cent

In Theymann, a Venture specialising in deep space habitation, the distribution skewed towards Pioneers and Engineers, while in Halsect there was an almost sentimental emphasis on children called “Aspiring”.

My parents had all the ambition you might expect of residents of Glastya Row, combined with a grim realism. Thus when I was born, my name was registered as Mawukana “Respected” na-Vdnaze. I might never achieve dazzling heights or have great Shine, but dammit, my neighbours would at least know that I was respectable.

It would be fair to say that things went downhill from there.

I am told that I cried an unhallowed amount when I was born, though no one seems able to clarify what “unhallowed” means. I imagine my scream rose a little in volume as they implanted my Chint in the top of my plump left bicep, already embedded with the debts I had accrued to the Venture that ran the hospital that sheltered me – 400 Glint for a standard birth, plus another 1,873 Glint for basic costs such as bedding, vaccinations, postnatal check-ups, vitamin shots, etc. …

Thus, before I was placed upon my mother’s breast, I was marked with the overriding feature of life on Glastya Row – the debt I owed.

As befits two individuals who named their child “Respected”, my parents were not irresponsible. They had carefully saved for this moment, and were between them able to bring my initial debt down to a mere 700 Glint, and keep on top of the 1.5 per cent child-rate interest payments my existence accrued. Moreover, to welcome me into the world, Antekeda gifted me with fifty shares, my ownership marking me as a citizen of the Venture. By the time I turned fifteen and sat my assignment exams, those shares were worth nearly 600 Glint – though my educational and civic debts were well in excess of 92,000.

This system, we were taught, was about fairness. We were pioneers and our world was a place of scarcity, hardship and struggle. Everything the Venture gave us – the air we breathed, the roads we walked down, the schools we learned in – had been sweated for, bled for, and our debts were a marker of the needful labour we would give back in return.

All are born equal, and by their labours shall they rise.

This philosophy was the underlying constitution of the United Social Venture. Both it and the more anthropologically engaging qualities of social and economic status that arose from it were known as Shine.

We were not a high-Shine family. My parents ran a small restaurant that served cold-broth dumplings to hot middle Managers too tired and busy to cook. They did their best to improve their Shine, constantly cooing over difficult, well-dressed customers and putting themselves forward to run catering events in Shiny houses or at Shiny events, but nothing could really wipe the smell of Glastya Row off their grease-stained aprons and soap-scoured fingers. Every six months, an Antekeda representative would come by and offer them another course or long-distance learning diploma in business growth and radical enterprise, and sometimes my mother, always the more energetic of the two, would sign up and do her coursework and pay her fees, and talk at the table about how this was it. This was the change we needed to get out, move up. It never came to anything.

During my “cute” years, which I was told were seven to eleven years old, I worked as a waiter in the shop in the hope someone would give me that most wondrous of miracles, a “tip” for my services. By the time I was twelve, you could see the shape of the adult I was going to be. My father’s thick, straight black hair was overgrown around my mother’s sunset-through-smog face. I was always a little short, with green-grey eyes that narrowed to almost impossible lines when I squinted in confusion (as I did a lot) and pale lips that didn’t smile enough, or smiled wrong, or just didn’t quite get the smiling business right, whenever I tried to move them.

“Smile with your eyes,” my mother commanded, during one of her we-shall-advance phases. So I stood in front of the mirror in the grubby upstairs bathroom and squeezed my eyelids tight and waggled my eyebrows and tried to inventory every tiny muscle about my growing grubby dishcloth of a face, until I could at least achieve something that didn’t seem to upset people too badly.

Despite, or perhaps owing to, these efforts, I was relegated to the back of the kitchen so that my mother could stay out front, charming and occasionally bamboozling the customers. By the time I was fourteen and my schooling was getting unfeasibly expensive, it was already apparent that I would not have a Shiny life. Most of my classmates were starting to drop out into the menial labour that was the heart of every Venture, and those who remained were preparing for adulthood with an endless dance of alliances, enmities, petty acts of cruelty and theft, out-daring each other in who could game the system. Bullies thrived – so long as they were not caught. Being caught was far worse a sin than being a thief, a liar or simply cruel.

Many economists, observing the Shine, have marvelled at the low levels of educational obtainment common across its population. The circular economies of most other worlds, powered by the sunlight or atomic reactors and fed by agricultural systems whose architects can sit in their pantries dispatching drones to the harvest, consider education not merely of primary importance to the success of their systems, but as frankly the most interesting thing the population can do with their expansive time.

However education breeds curiosity. And curiosity is one of the very first qualities that the leaders of the Shine seek to eliminate from the population.

I do not believe I was an unhappy child.

Neither do I think I was happy.

I did not understand the games that the Shine required. I struggled to lie, struggled to apply the dichotomy of winner and loser to the world I saw around me. When I tried playing, people laughed at me for doing it wrong in some mysterious way that I could not fully comprehend, and in time I simply stopped trying. I made friends with the most vulnerable and afraid, because they seemed to need friends the most, but simply sharing a sense of being outcast and alone is not quite the same as the meeting of true and lingering minds. I became quieter and quieter, since it was safer to be a nonentity, a child worth neither robbing nor mocking, than to try and fail so badly at the rituals of life that my peers seemed so gifted in. I passed my exams by rote, but showed no entrepreneurial spark save in the sciences, which was an unfashionable and underfunded discipline.

There was no question of being able to pay senior school fees when I turned fifteen, and no real need for me in the restaurant while my parents were able-bodied, so I took the only job that would have me and started work at the local traffic tower. Initially I was a runner, doing whatever errands my bosses needed doing; by the time I turned eighteen, I had been promoted to junior flight-caller, directing sub-atmospheric cargo traffic in the airspace around the city. When they gave me the first two scars on my left ear to mark my entry into the world of work, I felt moderately proud. Pain sometimes has that effect – we imbue it with meaning, to try and make it seem like it has a point. Very few things sum up life in the Shine better than our scars.

The work was harmless enough – computers did most of the actual route planning and plotting, and my main duty was to be screamed at by irate customers when they weren’t given priority, and to occasionally override the bot’s default settings to let a VIP – or someone who’d paid to be treated like a VIP – through. Very occasionally we’d get a small spaceflight vessel at the high-thermal pad on the edge of the city and I’d try to chat with the captain on comms – someone who’d seen other worlds, other stars – but my understanding of the worlds beyond my own was so stagnant, so limited, that I didn’t really know what to ask.

“Maw,” sighed Ruc, the most indulgent of my colleagues in the tower, “you just don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

“All of it. Just … all of it.”

In the language of the Mdo, the peoples who are the Shine, there are two words for “us”. The first is the cohesion of necessity. In the early days of the Ventures this was the sacred “us” – the “us” of the slowship, of recycled air and recycled oxygen, of shared heat and metal and danger. It was the inviolable “us” of peoples who, if they cracked at all, would be torn apart. Then the ships settled, colonising the worlds that would become the Shine, and this first “us” became the “us” of our shared Venture, of the tight bonds of labour and the scars we bore. This second “us” is the “us-not-like-them”. It is the “us” that is the barrier against which no other can break in, and was the “us” that was always used when people explained why I could not be with them.

Then the Slow came.




Chapter 3

This is what I knew about the Slow, the day qe came to Tu-mdo:

I knew that the Slow was a machine, and it was old. Older than the Shine, older than the Accord of planets that existed outside Mdo space. No one could remember a time when the Slow hadn’t existed, and archaeologists kept on uncovering further proof of its ineffable ancientness. A perfect black sphere moving through the interstellar darkness at a maximum of 0.3 of the speed of light, despite this sedate progress between the stars the Slow had a knack of showing up in the vicinities of major galactic events just before they unfolded. This had uncomfortable implications, which the Shine largely chose to ignore.

The quans referred to the Slow as “qe”, saying that “it” was the pronoun you used for an insentient object, like a kettle or a biscuit tin, whereas qe was very obviously alive and thinking. The Shine disapproved of such nuance, rattling off the usual nonsense about souls and sacred flesh and so on. But even the Shine knew better than to ignore the Slow, when qe deigned to speak.

The Slow qimself did not come to Tu-mdo, instead sending qis messengers, black boxes tumbling through space, propelled by no-one-was-quite-sure-what but that pundits grumbled was probably “some sort” of ion drive. Six of qis messengers entered sub-light broadcast range of the planets Cha-mdo, Ber-mdo, Tu-mdo and Yu-mdo and the orbital habitats Reio-tu and Khd-tu before astronomers detected them. The military immediately wanted to shoot them down, as militaries do, but the diplomatic corps bartered them down to merely imposing total comms blackout with nuclear strikes a poised backup.

By then, other systems in the wider Accord had also discovered the black boxes entering their magnetic space. Adjumir was the first to formally announce its sighting, followed by Haima and four quan outposts scattered between Ho’aka and the Eyrie. In the end, seventeen systems admitted to having detected the messengers of the Slow.

The scale of the visitations, the varied points of origin, the time in which these boxes must have been travelling all added to consternation among observers, a sense of something significant about to happen. Pundits pundited; conspiracy theorists grew irate. There was enough time between spotting the objects to their final deceleration for everyone to get really rather stressed.

A few observers pointed out that the Slow’s messengers were descending upon points within an eighty light-year radius with a clear and obvious centre, but their observations were dismissed – not because they were implausible, but because their implications were too alarming to consider. This is a flaw I have observed many times – people will expend vast energies in ignoring the obvious terrifying thing because it terrifies them so. It is a trait that fascinates me to this day.

On Tu-mdo, of course, we had no idea that any of this was happening.

This turned out to be a mistake on the part of the Executorium, for on reaching stable orbit above the planetary surface, the Slow’s messenger proceeded to immediately, and seemingly without actually transmitting anything detectable in the electromagnetic spectrum, hijack every communication device within the system.

PEOPLE OF TU-MDO! qe proclaimed. IN ONE HUNDRED YEARS, THE BINARY STAR SYSTEM LK-08091881 WILL COLLAPSE IN UPON ITSELF. THE RESULTING SHOCK WAVE WILL TRAVEL OUT AT THE SPEED OF LIGHT AND OBLITERATE ALL LIFE WITHIN AN EIGHTY-THREE LIGHT−YEAR RADIUS. YOU HAVE UNTIL THEN TO PREPARE.

The wording was largely the same on every planet above which the Slow’s messengers came, with a few tweaks for localisation. On Adjumir, for example, the binary star system was identified as the Lovers – a sentimental bit of common colloquial that made itself immediately understood to the waiting populace. And on Haima, the radius of destruction was given in localised “qika” metrics rather than the more broadly used light year, with the phrase “obliterate all life” expanded to include the metric “of all degrees of sentience, constitutionally acknowledged and otherwise”.

Above orbital platforms and nascent moon-worlds, the Slow gave qis warning. In the darkest corners of the blackest mining belts; above the glittering capitals of triumphant civilisations, qe proclaimed the fate of billions, and those billions listened in enraptured silence and dread.

At Tu-mdo, sixteen seconds after the Slow began qis transmission, the authorities opened fire and blasted the messengers from the sky before they could squeak another word.

Regrettably, I was on the night side of the planet when the transmission went out, and thus slept through the entire thing.




Chapter 4

The first pioneer Shine children are taught about in school is Clonus um-Bagret Tererens. Hé was captain of the first Venture fleet, with its cargo of 3.2 million colonists on its four-hundred-year voyage across the stars. This was before arcspace travel, before we had learned to bend the impossible dark. Clonus um-Bagret Tererens famously chose the fleet’s final destination of Ko-mdo with a declaration of “There is no obstacle Man cannot overcome!”

This is another motto of the Shine, etched in gold above major corporate centres.

Happily for Clonus Tererens’ ambition, if not hís common sense, there was a lot about Ko-mdo to overcome. It had liquid water at the poles and enough carbon dioxide to feed habitation dome scrubbers, but the gravity was light, the magnetic shield was weak and the soil largely toxic to human life. But Clonus um-Bagret Tererens had a vision, and a belief in the inherent power of human ingenuity and strength of human labour. So long as we work, and work hard, without complaint, hé said, there is nothing we cannot achieve. And so it was, although later scholars questioned whether it ever in fact needed to be.

Clonus died before hé could see hís vision of a humanity elevated by labour come to fruition, so it was hís successor, Aemilis Nona Wells, who put down the first oxygen revolt. Her swiftness and brutality was to become something of a theme in USV policies, and in the aftermath, certain ideas were codified into law, including the principle that every individual was only worth the sum of their labour. Slackers, scroungers, those who didn’t pull their weight – the frontier of space was too hard, too cruel for the rest to carry these, and if their number included those injured or old, well, that was just a harsh reality. The duty of every individual in the Shine was to ensure that they were working at the peak of their individual capacity; if everyone did that equally, there would be a perfect society where no one would have to worry about looking after anyone else at all.

By the time Quincitus Keto led the breakout from Ko-mdo to conquer the worlds of Bi-mdo and Gera-sa, the army hé led was almost unrecognisable from the original colonists who had come to Ko-mdo nearly three centuries ago. Breeding programmes had over-filled the cramped arcologies with too many unemployed teenagers, their limbs frail and thin in the weak gravity, gene-blasting radiation and meagre rations of Ko-mdo. But the peoples of the United Social Venture were not ones to lie down and die, and so with hís ragged ships hammered together by blood and will, with hís suicide troops and desperate force of arms, Quincitus Keto led the people of the USV out into the galaxy and to fresh new worlds, seizing by indomitable strength that which weaker peoples were too frail to defend. Thus the USV proved once and for all not merely that it was a force to be reckoned with, but that it was ideologically right. That hardy survivors, willing to work themselves to the bone, could with sheer guts and strength overcome any obstacle. Even an obstacle as absurd as trying to eke out a life in the dust devils of Ko-mdo, miserably failing in the attempt and then conquering nearby, far gentler systems when you eventually realised the scale of your generational, mind-boggling mistake.

A few millennia later, the Slow came to Tu-mdo.

Half the planet saw the Slow’s message, and though the Marketing Standards Agency raced to scrub all mention of it, even they couldn’t keep down conversation about the end of the world. Venture Management initially tried to shrug off the Slow’s message, claim it was a conspiracy, an insentient AI sent by the Accord to sow chaos and so on. Alas, the binary star system LK-08091881 – more generally known as Lhonoja – was only seventy-nine light years away, a mere jaunt in galactic terms, and every astronomer in the southern hemisphere, from advanced observatories to teenagers with a telescope, could turn their gaze upon the heavens and say but oh goodness, oh my, oh yes. There are two stars spinning towards each other, exactly as the Slow said, and if we look back through the historical data it would appear that they are on a collision course and actually the maths is fairly elementary now we bother to think about it …

The Ventures wiped the historical data.

This caused further outcry – it was too late, too much, the world could see the truth of it.

So they tried a different approach. Yes, Lhonoja was going to collapse in on itself, but no, it wasn’t a problem. Not a problem at all. The nearest planet to the blast – Cha-mdo – all that needed was a magnetic shield built in high orbit, a fairly simple bit of engineering, and it would be fine. And the rest of the Shine? It was far too far from the supernova to actually experience any harm. There’d be some nice dancing lights in the sky for a few days and maybe a couple of thunderstorms, and then it would pass, and where the light of Lhonoja had shone, now it would not.

Nothing to worry about.

Nothing to worry about at all.

This time, when the astronomers protested, the astronomers disappeared.

Then the physicists objected, and they disappeared as well.

Then the philosophers, the mathematicians, the planetary biologists, the engineers, even a few political scientists – they vanished, and kept on vanishing, until no one was really left to object.

And that might have been the end of it, except that in Heom, one of the physicists they disappeared was Sarifi “Famed” im-Yyahwa, and she had Shine. A middling commnet personality, she went to the right parties, talked to the right people, hosted spectacular occasions when spectacle was required but knew also how to invite the correct manager to a quiet dinner at an appropriate place. She conformed enough to be accepted, but was mischievous enough in her opinions to stand out, and thus, one careful smile and polite “how fascinating – tell me about you” at a time, she had risen, and people envied her. There is no Shine greater than being envied.

We are the United Social Venture, she said.

We are pioneers, resilient, hardy.

So why are we so afraid of the truth?

The Marketing Standards Agency initially let her broadcast, because she wasn’t advocating any especially radical change. “Just asking questions” was her motto. But the more she talked, the more people listened, not least as there didn’t seem anyone else worthwhile to tune into, and the more people listened, the more she clearly felt she had something to say.

“But why are we pretending this isn’t an extinction-level event?” she demanded one day. “Why are we so scared?”

The first time she was arrested, she paid her way back onto the streets within three hours, marching before the cameras with the scars of her imprisonment bare across her shoulders, declaring: “This time it’s actually the end of the world!”

Her broadcasts evolved. “The Executorium isn’t willing to confront the scale of the danger facing us, because to do so means confronting the weaknesses in our Ventures! Maybe it’s time to admit that the system doesn’t work, and that to face up to what is coming, we need fundamental change!”

This time when the Shine arrested her, there was rioting outside the prison, and she was busted out before security could intervene.

Now she broadcast from underground, and her broadcasts were electric.

“Corruption! Exploitation! Inertia! Stagnation! This is what our Venture has become and they” – everyone loves a polemic “they”; it leaves so much to the imagination – “they don’t want you to know it!”

It is unclear whether Sarifi actually believed a word she said – perhaps it was just another power play, another bold move to accumulate more Shine by making herself relevant, the kind of firebrand who guaranteed views without ever actually taking anything seriously. Perhaps she understood that it was only her Shine that kept her safe, and her Shine was built on outrage, noise and attention.

It is not especially easy to attach new ideas to something as big as the very literal “end of the world” and its expected arrival in one hundred and seventy-nine years, no matter how charismatically you may express it. But people can channel big fears into more immediate concerns. They were hungry. Saw their debts grow, not diminish. Went sick rather than pay for medicine. Laboured mightily to get more Shine, and yet never seemed to rise. Had been promised hope. Saw only stagnation. Paid their profits in corruption and tasted poison in the water they fed to their children at night. Such a loose conflagration of sparks, each burning by themselves, was not quite enough to start a fire. And yet they simmered.

The last time Sarifi was arrested, there was no public announcement, no legal declaration. She simply vanished without a trace.

Usually that would have been enough, but times had been hard in Heom, and the Executorium clearly misjudged how people would interpret absence.

Petitions became protests, protests became marching through the streets, became unauthorised acts of disobedience, the downing of tools. Became night-time clashes with Venture security, hacks and hijacks of commnet airwaves, mass arrests that only made the shouting louder. By the time Special Operations were sent in, the protests were not even about the inevitable destruction of the planet; they were about working conditions and stagnant salaries, about elders left to die because they had not paid enough of their debts to live, about children as young as nine put into the debtor’s collar because they had been judged without potential and sold onto whichever Venture cared to pay a pittance for their labour. Nor were the protests confined to Glastya Row, or even to Heom. The Slow’s message had awoken something across the Shine, a sense of expectations unfulfilled, promises broken. We were supposed to look after ourselves so that no one had to look after each other; yet how did looking out for just ourselves solve this?

Perhaps this was what the Slow intended all along. After all, qe came with a message, when qe could have said nothing at all.

I did not take part in the riots.

I hid in my room, with the window shuttered and door locked.

Even though there was an airspace suspension, I was meant to go to work, and was fined when I did not. I tried to get a medical certificate to exempt me, but the doctor’s prices were higher than the penalty. Eventually I risked the two-hour walk across the city to the control tower, complete with blanket and pillow so I could sleep on the office floor, but just as I arrived, a strict stay-at-home policy was imposed, fining anyone caught outside their residence, even for medical emergencies. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. That is the Venture way.

So I crawled home in the dark, and to distract myself from the mixture of rage and silence in the streets, I read.

Here: the green-nosed biscuit shark. It is functionally deaf, blind, but its electromagnetic senses are so good it can detect the slightest flutter of a creature up to twenty kils away, and is sent into a frenzy by any boats that come too near, driven mad by the howl of its electrics. It migrates every year from pole to pole in a perfect straight line, following the magnetic currents of the world.

(Gunfire outside; someone calling for help. I put my hands over my ears, keep on reading.)

The aka-aka, many-legged and furry-backed, who build their cities deep in the dust of their home world, and whose spaceships resemble nothing so much as the great organic insect hives from which they came, and who communicate by touch and dance and are known to occasionally eat their dead when times are hard, having digestive systems that are more than capable of breaking down any questionable proteins that might be transmitted by the act, and who have no words for “peace” or “war”, merely “being” and “un-being”, the latter of which is the closest they come to expressing the grotesque violation, the unbearable insult of violence committed against another, which must be punished no matter what by un-being rendered in kind, since consequences, the aka-aka proclaim, are the only way people ever learn.

(The calls for help are silenced. Somewhere, something distant goes whomp whomp whomp. It sounds like flames. I didn’t know that flames could make that kind of sound, but it seems right, somehow, seems like a kind of burning.)

About the universal vulture, a catch-all term for the tendency of carrion birds to evolve in basically every biome of every world. Most terraforming programmes introduce vultures or creatures like them to help accelerate decomposition within the system. Where they do not, vultures soon emerge anyway, no matter the density of atmosphere through which they float, no matter the meat upon which they feed. Evolution loves a vulture.

(When people do not understand you, and you do not understand people, you must find your beauty and your joy elsewhere.)

I do not know how near the gunfire came.

I did not know if anyone was “winning” or “losing” or what that might entail.

On the second day, the commnet was completely blacked out. I ate dried food from a foil packet and did not answer the door when my neighbour, Elder Zi, started wailing, because it sounded like she needed help. In the Shine, you left the weak behind. That habit had stayed embedded in our society long after we achieved abundance, enriched with words such as “strong”, “independent” and “resilient”. So for a day and a night I listened to an old woman cry, until she cried no more.

On the third day, Special Operations bombed the city.

They gave no warning, sounded no alarms.

I woke to the end of the world, and for a moment I thought it wasn’t the end of the world, but the End of the World, the promised death by binary star, arriving one hundred and seventy-nine years ahead of schedule. My room shook and the windows shattered and the noise … It was not that it was loud, merely relentless, a shock that lingered in the mind long after the ringing outside had ceased. I felt lonely more than I felt afraid. Apart from my parents, who loved me more than they liked me, I could not think of anyone who would especially miss me. My life would come and go, and the only record of its existence would be the debt I had left upon it – 57,423 Glint, a sum that had been swelling and shrinking since the moment of my birth. Covered by the noise of the bombings, I allowed myself to howl, to shake my fists and produce all manner of implausible, strange noises from the back of my throat.

Still here, I screamed. I’m still here! I’m still here!

When the bombing stopped, there were fires.

My building was still standing, but two doors down a block was burning. I staggered out into the crimson dark and joined a chain dragging buckets from a broken pipe in the street to throw water not on the building, but on its neighbours, the people of Glastya Row briefly united in protecting what property they had. By the time the sun rose, I was a filthy shadow sitting beneath the scars of my home. I thought of my parents and their shop, but in the broken-toothed landscape it was hard to orientate, to work out which way was north, south, up or down. Familiar landmarks were gone, and as I tried to stumble through the ruins of the city, I kept spinning round and round, the bodies of strangers in the street becoming a more distinct landmark than broken buildings I had known my whole life.

In the end, I stumbled into Corporate Security Services.

Antekeda Venture had drafted in operatives from Halsect and Blue Land to assist the local forces. When I saw them, I felt relief, staggered towards them with arms open and mouth wide, thinking they were here to help, to help me, please, help!

I don’t know what they communicated with each other behind their faceless white helmets, but I imagine it was something along the lines of “here’s another one”, because they shot me without warning.




Chapter 5

This was not how I died; that will be soon enough.

Instead, Corpsec stunned me, barrelled me into the back of a truck, sent me straight to trial in an emergency court held in a tent on the edge of the city.

I will not bore you with the details of my case. I was accused of subversion and civic disobedience. The evidence was that I had lived in Glastya Row, and Glastya Row had committed subversion and civic disobedience. I could not afford representation. Every minute I spent in the court, my Chint accrued another 50 Glint of debt, for time being handled by civic authorities. I was sentenced to the debtor’s collar, along with two thousand three hundred and fifty-one other survivors who had been unlucky enough to stumble into Corpsec in the ruins of Glastya Row. My debt – and therefore my labour – was sold at discount to Halsect, to do with as they would.

Children always feel injustice keenly. The first time they are lied to; the first time they realise that words are not truths, but promises that can be broken. Now they are a little closer to being an adult, and it is a tragedy.

In the courts of Glastya Row, people who should have known better wept, begged, cried out against injustice. And because they were distraught, so was I; I have always tended to tag along with what other people feel.

They said I was being sent off-world, to a labour camp. I mumbled: “My parents . . . ”

No one listened.

I blurted: “My parents, will they be informed, will they … It’s important, my parents, they have to . . . ”

Someone hit me, which was a kind of answer.

I thought I might actually cry then, mostly because my mother and father would be worried sick, the only people who had ever hoped for me, ever dreamed for me, ever wanted me to be something more, and I had disappointed them, let them down, let them down, and there was nothing respectable about me after all.

Seventy-nine light years away, two stars are dancing around each other, spinning towards their final, thunderous end, and it is not that I do not care, rather that I have other things on my mind.




Chapter 6

It was raining when I met Theodosius Rhode, the man who would be king. The rain did not clear the smoke and dust of destruction, merely thickened it into running rivulets of filth across the blasted city.

I was sitting on the same landing strip where for so many years I had directed incoming and outgoing traffic, with five hundred other souls who had rebelled, or not rebelled, or just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. We were underdressed for the cold, arms wrapped around knees, chins tucked into chests, shoulders pressed to our neighbour in the hope that like some winter mammal we might feed on each other’s heat. There was a kind of kindness, transgressive, intimate, in our huddling.

We had not been told exactly where we were going, were not permitted to speak. Our collars, the markers of our crime and shame, pressed into our throats, pushing down, a bloody weight digging into bone.

Yet through the cold, the shock, the shame, I knew enough of the rhythms of this place to know that someone special was arriving. Vehicles cleared, blast walls raised, overhead traffic scurried out to a safe distance. Thus I was only somewhat surprised when the Shiniest yacht I had ever seen came into port.

Many outside the Mdo struggle to understand what makes an object of lesser or greater Shine. They think it is merely about displays of wealth, lavish and ostentatious flares of precious metals, and debtors kneeling at a Manager’s feet. This was far Shinier than that. The surface of the ship seemed to shimmer and change as it moved, sometimes the colour of the reflected sky, sometimes the deepest black where it passed through pools of shadow. It had neither the cheap electric whine of a standard passenger craft nor the guttural roar of your usual spacefaring vessel, but rather seemed to purr on a lilting, musical note as if the engines were on the verge of ecstasy at being deployed. There were, I felt sure, windows – real, actual windows – all along its surface, but they were so well integrated into its form that I could not tell, and when it landed, the light that emerged from its belly was not the harsh white of the loading ramp, but a soft, almost intimate glow, which seemed to promise far more fascinating secrets in its hidden depths.

The ship was not gaudy, but rather a declaration of skill, of engineering and artistic mastery that was beyond the glittering dreams of the middling Shine who thought that all diamonds were the same and therefore the best diamonds were lots of them. I knew it was a ship for Executives even before the first Corpsec team began to descend, and then I was certain. The way the bodyguards moved, the slight pop-jump of their motion as their displacement fields carried them – now a single pace, now five at a go, so that they seemed to lurch like images across a broken screen before settling, not quite of this earth, not quite on it. The damage a displacement field causes to a body that wears one for too long is always fatal, but the Shine promised great rewards for your descendants, and what other paths were there? What else was a parent to do?

When members of the Antekeda Board began to descend from the warm interior of the ship, I thought I recognised some of them from the more sycophantic talk shows – Senior Management, members perhaps of the Executorium itself. Even in the debtor’s collar, even waiting to be banished to another world and work until we died, the collective mass of condemned turned to look, to wonder, to be awed.

Then hé emerged, and though hé was then merely Junior Management, hé was hypnotic. Physically, hé was taller than any man I had ever seen, generations of genetic selection and extensive, costly postnatal enhancements woven through his strong bones, flawless, untouched-snowdrift skin. Though fashions of physicality have always fluctuated a little across the Shine, the male archetype of taller, stronger, tougher – this has been in style since the first crop grew in the dust of Ko-mdo. I do not entirely trust my own memory, but in pictures of that day hé was wearing a grey suit with a high collar and the small silver badge of hís Venture directly above the heart. The long curved scar of Management ran across hís face from left to right, chin to forehead, cutting through hís nose and denting it where it had ruptured bone. Hís left eye, as the scar passed through it, had its famous golden iris, and hís head was shaved at the top to reveal the little ridges of other career scars – scars of entrepreneurship, of leadership, of creative endeavour, of maximum profit, of advanced learning. More scars would be added down the years as hís prestige grew, burned into hís body with honour in pain.

From the back of hís head, a long tail of metallic-silver hair ran down hís spine, bound up with simple leather ties, and as hé stood on the landing pad, talking with other Executives, hís hands were clasped neatly behind hís back, slightly arcing hís spine and tilting hís chin upwards, so that hé seemed to gaze down from even loftier heights upon those hé spoke with.

Then, without warning, hé looked at us.

Seemed to note our presence.

Said a few words, then turned.

Came towards us.

We had already been beaten into silence, but at hís approach, a few of the bolder called out, raised their bound hands in entreaty. Someone cried: “I am innocent!”

Another: “I know things! I have things I can tell!”

The Shine does not invite its people to go quietly into darkness, for all that is where the vast majority of us go.

A few entreaties set off a great many more, since we were taught never to be outdone even in humiliation, and soon the whole pack of us were yapping and wheedling at hís feet, promising extraordinary lies, ridiculous impossibilities if hé would merely deign to gaze upon us with kindness – just kindness – just this once.

There is nothing Shinier than having power to change another’s world and choosing not to use it.

Hé assessed us as hé might have regarded the contours on a map of some distant land. I would like to say that I sat in bold defiance, an innocent man cruelly betrayed by the system. In truth, I tried to think of something I might do that would catch hís eye, something that would make me special, make me the one hé chose to save, but my mind was blank, everything I could say strikingly banal.

Perhaps it was this – my uncanny silence, my sealed lips – that caught hís attention. For a moment, as hé gestured hís guards to pull me up, haul me forward, I felt an impossible flutter of hope. Perhaps there was mercy, perhaps I had a chance, and I knew with absolute certainty that if they took this collar off from around my neck and told me to go free, I would not look back or think twice on my peers, kneeling in the rain.

When hé spoke, hé had the accent of Yu-mdo, or another world I had never visited, never even really thought about. I had always imagined that our leaders would sound exactly like me.

“What’s your name?” hé asked, voice soft enough to seem unthreatening, clear enough to cut through the cries of my tethered debtor-kin.

“Mawukana na-Vdnaze, sir.”

“I have a question. I want you to think carefully about your answer. What is the one thing the Venture could have done in Heom that would have prevented this? This violence, this disobedience. Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear; I have people for that. Just tell me the first thing that comes into your head. Just the truth.”

The iris of hís golden eye dilated as hé examined me, and I imagined it seeing straight through skin and bone to my racing heart. I thought longer than hé had ordered, as is always my way, and when I realised hé was growing bored with my stupidity and indecision, I blurted: “If there had been hope, sir. If people had thought it would get better. If they had really believed.”

Later – after I was dead – I would look back on these words and judge them harshly. Not because they were wrong – not at all. They simply lacked Shine.

Hé understood.

Hé nodded.

Hís fingers brushed the silver badge of hís Venture, the marker of hís state, and I didn’t know if it was a comforting thing – a reassurance for himself, a habit that had been ingrained – or something else. I found the gesture fascinating, and then it passed.

“Thank you, Mawukana na-Vdnaze, for your candour.”

A flick of hís fingers; I was pulled back towards the line, back to the debtors, back to a life of indentured labour I knew not where, my life a column in an accounting book. I struggled, called out: “Sir, I was not a rebel!” and hís fingers twitched again, and hé looked at me. There was, I thought, almost kindness in hís mismatched eyes, a thing almost like regret. Then hé reached out, touched my face, my neck, feeling perhaps for the scars of my labours – found the twin cuts on my left ear – then ran hís fingers down to the back of my left hand, where a single electrical burn was etched into the skin. It was the scar I had been given on the day of my one and only minor promotion, and I had never earned any more.

“Tell me,” hé asked, studying the thin, neat line of ridged white. “Did you love someone?”

“ … What?”

“In the city. When it burned. Was there anyone there you loved? Someone you left behind?”

Only later did I understand hís question. For if I had loved someone who had been buried in the ruins of Glastya Row, surely that love would make me a creature of vengeance, a rebel regardless of what I had been before. And if not, then most likely I was also unloved, and my life would pass without significance.

Theodosius Rhode, Chief Operations Officer of Antekeda, the man who would one day lead the Executorium into its bloodiest, most savage of days, saw my bewilderment, smiled with only a little regret, let go of my hand, turned and walked away.

Later – much later – I learned that my mother had died in the bombings. My father vanished in a security sweep, his final fate unknown. But by then I had died a couple of times, and the news didn’t have as big an impact on me as I felt it should.




Chapter 7

I spent my first ever arcspace jump huddled in a hold with five hundred people, pressed down by the collars about our necks, chained together at wrist and ankle.

Nearly every creature who goes to space has the same initial reaction. After the fear of launch, the terror of it, we look out into the dark and realise that we are tiny, insignificant, nothing. We behold the world from which we came and realise how sacred and precious it is. Many weep – such a delicate, wonderful thing, they say. The most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

I did not have that experience. There were no windows, no sense of place. The ship’s shields kept the forces of acceleration to within mere headache-inducing parameters, gravity a sluggish heaviness rather than a stomach-turning loss or a bone-cracking force. There was no sense of time passing – merely the arrival of rations, the emptying of slop buckets, the locking once more of the hull door. It was only the sudden change in gravity, the dropping-off of weight on bone that alerted me to our shift from sub-light speeds to FTL arcspace insertion.

That, and the other thing. The nameless thing that everyone shudders at when they speak of the dark. The cobweb brushing across skin, a beetle crawling down the spine, a shadow in the corner of the eye. No one quite sees the same thing as another; no one ever agrees on the notes of the lullaby they thought they heard, a tune half crooned, heard through the humming wall.

Someone cries out, they can see their lover – there, there, look, she’s right there!

We turn our faces away; there is nothing to be seen.

Another whimpers that there is a thing in the corner, if you only look just right – no, it’s gone now, but I feel it, I know it’s here. No, it’s not a monster, it’s not a man, it’s neither of these things, it’s …

… it’s something else. It defies speaking.

A man faints; a woman presses her hands to her eyes and screams, they’re moving, they’re moving, I can feel them moving!!

Xi flight protocol always advises against transporting massed groups of people through arcspace without providing separate quarters, or at the very least a cosy chair and a movie to watch. Mass hysteria, psychogenic illness – they are real, oh but they are real, sigh the psychologists, all the more so when you bunch people together in the dark.

But this breezy dismissal of a traveller’s experience has to be balanced with another truth: that even the psychologists, with their strict mental discipline and educated understanding of how these things work, are a little fearful of the dark.

They hear the scrambling too.

Something in the wires.

Something in the vents.

Something with fingers of bone, knocking
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It is here.

It is there.

It is nowhere.
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It is waiting for you when you try to sleep, smiling and waving, the face of your grandmother reflected in the cup of water, only no, that’s not it at all; it was in the mirror, an alien looking back where you should have been, it’s in the voice that whispers in the hiss of pneumatics, it’s in the computer screen, a code that has no meaning and which yet you understand.
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And yes, of course. Of course. People know this. They know it, and it’s easy to get a little anxious about the whole thing. To start seeing things that aren’t there, to set each other off. The vast majority of arcspace flights are safe, a simple trip from A to B. The capacity to go faster than light outweighs the dangers – everyone agrees. A risk worth taking for the beating of civilisation’s interplanetary heart.

But there are corners on the oldest ships where the dark settles, and not even the brightest light can burn it away. It lingers, playing tricks on the eyes, even when the ships are in port; even when the engines are silent and everyone is gone save the maintenance crews. No one who goes into that shadow comes out quite the same. This is the price that is paid to defy the laws of space and time, and jump like thought across the stars.

We were sent to Hasha-to.

There was only one habitation on the surface, just on the night side of the terminator line of the sun-blasted, dust-frozen moon. A thick acidic atmosphere raged in perpetual storms, an endless thermal gale between day and night, the air trying to eat its way inside the broken cracks of the world.

On the sunward side, miners clad in mech suits taller than the average house pulled precious metals from the planet’s crust. Inside the night-side refineries, debtors rose to the ringing of the bell and returned to our cots at the blasting of a horn, skin scourged with compounds of arsenic, cell-dissolving polymers, bone-chewing catalysts and synthetic stains.

“Be proud of the scars you make here!” roared the dormitory speakers every morning. “Your scars are the only thing you have of value!”

Factory automata could have performed our labours, but they required skilled people to manufacture and maintain them. Skilled people required education, and in the experience of the Ventures, education was a double-edged weapon. Teach someone how to come up with new ideas, new concepts in the realms of engineering, design, industry, and what if they then came up with new ideas for something else? What if they turned and said, “But isn’t there another way of looking at this . . . ?”

It had not always been this way with the Shine – there had been a time when learning was our sacred trust. That time had passed, ground down by powerful, comfortable men.

“Are you fucking dense? Move yourselves!”

Control on Hasha-to was simple enough. Every new group of inmates was reduced to nothing – no clothes, no food, no water. When on the edge of madness, starvation, desperation, they were given a little bit of each. I remember being grateful, so incredibly grateful, that my captors could be bothered to keep me alive. I remember saying thank you for the drops that were put to my lips, as though those who fed me had not already taken me to the edge of death, ripped away any lingering dignity from my soul. Thus I was quickly, efficiently and quietly broken, and didn’t notice it had happened, and said thank you for the privilege.

The scars I had been given in traffic control were badges of pride, markers of my status, and I had looked forward to acquiring the tapestry of cuts all the way around the lobe and onto the other side of my face that senior staff held. In Hasha-to, the first scar I gained was when a hopper was overloaded and fell, scattering still-blazing stone across the workfloor. Eleven people died; I got away with merely scorched lips and a messy line of fire up my left forearm, which I wrapped in proto-algae run-off from the kitchen vats after someone told me it would cool the blaze. For a few weeks I was punished for my negligence by being assigned to external hub maintenance, shoved into a survival suit with an oxygen cartridge on my back and sent through the airlocks into the endless storm of Hasha-to to patch the acid-gnawed exterior of the factory. If the atmosphere didn’t crawl through the endless micro-tears of eroded neglect that defined our survival suits and burn your skin off, fill your lungs with popping fluid, then the wind threatened to snatch you off your feet, fling you off out into the endless spinning dust. Stories abounded of people getting lost on the night side of Hasha-to just thirty or forty steps from the airlock of the base, spun round and round in the eddying dark until their air ran out or their suit melted from their bones.

I clung onto the few guide wires and handholds on the walls of the base, themselves acid-blasted frayed nothings waiting to snap. That’s what you did at Hasha-to. You clung on.

“Only three years more, and I’ll have paid my debt,” whispered my bunkmate, as the dormitory shuddered and howled with the storm outside. “I’ll start again. You’ll see. I’ve got it all mapped out.”

I didn’t say anything, and he didn’t expect me to. The words he spoke were not for my sake. A little hope – just a little hope – it was all that kept us alive. Much as people will turn away from the things they fear the most, they will cling to hope, however implausible, however impossible, because if they do not, they must surely die.

I do not know if I had hope. My mind, my body – it all seemed so distant.

Eight Normmonths into my sentence – the months of Hasha-to were meaningless things – I saw the sign of the double suns for the very first time. Debtors were constantly scratching some marker of their passage into the floors, walls, ceilings, any dark corner where they thought the guards wouldn’t look too closely. It was a way, perhaps, of saying: look, look. I’m still here. I was here. I lived. I am still alive.

I didn’t ask who made the mark, or what it meant. I felt I already knew.

Lhonoja, the Lovers, the binary star that would end us all, unstoppable, unnegotiable, the cleansing fire.

On Hasha-to, the end of the world seemed somewhat beautiful.

Three weeks later, I broke my leg. I had been in the loading bay when the outer doors sprung a leak and the atmosphere of Hasha-to began to flood into the docks. The inner doors began to seal, and I, with everyone else, sprinted for safety. Two died in the race; I was shoved by another man desperate to live, a newbie who hadn’t yet learned that living was just a habit. I fell, knew it was bad, but pulled myself hand-over-hand into the safety of the interior before the bay was sealed off entirely. Only once my body understood that I was alive, that I would live, did it allow the pain to register.

“Fucking waste,” was the foreman’s assessment, as I lay howling on the ground.

And: “We could put him in the chair,” suggested his deputy.

I had no idea what “the chair” meant, thought perhaps it might be some sort of medical device. Cheaper, surely, to fix me up and keep me working than just discard me to the dark? (In fact, no: there wasn’t much in it financially, and my death would be tax-deductible.)

In the end, they did put me in front of a medic, who rather than assess my leg asked a series of questions.

“You are in a room of butterflies; one flies into your mouth. What do you do?”

“You write your name on the side of a building. Do you use red or yellow paint?”

“Your friend asks you to pay for their medical insurance, but you don’t think they will survive the treatment and may not live to pay you back. Do you lend them the money?”

“Describe this picture. Do not use the words ‘black’ or ‘line’.”

I mumbled my way through the test, obedience embedded in me, and felt a moment of excitement when I was told that I had passed. Then they said that there was a ship going out tomorrow and the current baggage was looking the worse for wear. It was that – the mention of a ship – that finally alerted me to what was about to happen. By the time I saw what “the chair” meant, complete with straps for head, neck, chest, arms and legs and the radio-lobotomy probe, I was doing my very best to struggle and scream, which doubtless hurt me far more than it hurt anyone else.

When they lined the probe up with my frontal cortex, I begged and gibbered and offered them any service, no matter how degrading or inhuman, for their mercy. Again, with my rather limited imagination, I don’t think anything I said was especially remarkable or inspiring, so they switched on the machine designed to turn me into a semi-lucid human vegetable, said, “All right, stand back . . . ”

And the machine fizzled out.

This was entirely in keeping with the ethos of Hasha-to, where maintenance was absolutely more expensive than labour.

I wept with gratitude and relief, sobbed my gibbering heart out, thanked anyone, anything, the universe, the stars, the great blackness of arcspace itself for my salvation. This turned out to be pre-emptive, as the Manager still needed a Pilot and couldn’t be bothered to find an alternative.

“Just shoot him full of something!” he roared at the cowering med-tech. “You’ve got drugs – use them!”

“It’s not really protocol . . . ”

“Fuck your protocol!”

Sometimes being a bully can get you a long way in life. Usually the point where bullying stops being useful is the point where the bully’s entire world falls apart.

My gibbering relief turned back into gibbering terror as, in the absence of radiation, the medic started pumping me with drugs instead.

I do not remember much about what followed.

Records show that the ship they strapped me into was called the MSV Myrmida. It carried a crew of nineteen, and a cargo of 780,000 Normmils of refined metals from the surface of Hasha-to. (This figure was probably closer to 710,000 – fudging productivity outputs was one of the few truly celebrated arts of Hasha-to.) The previous Pilot had, like me, been a debtor judged incapable of paying back what they owed to society. She was discharged after only five flights as cerebral fluid had started oozing from her ears and the ground crew were reporting persistent patches of darkness in the furthest recesses of the hold that weren’t dissipating even when exposed to fibre-optic sunlight. Her death was written off as an operating expense.

I think I remember the moment the navcomm interfaced with my brain.

I think it hurt.

Then again, it is more than likely I am just imagining it, imposing my experiences upon a dream-like state. Pain is often made worse when you predict it will hurt, and I am nothing if not sensitive to the power of expectations.

Given the unreliability of my experience, let us simply go by the nav logs.

These state that at 0554 local Hasha-to time, the MSV Myrmida reached its jump-speed velocity, wound up its arcspace engines and sliced through the dark on its scheduled journey to Yu-mdo, guided through the great unknown by the fusion of mechanical and biological minds – my mind – strapped into the Pilot’s chair.

Twelve seconds prior to its departure, the same MSV Myrmida appeared on the very edge of Xihana space, some two hundred and eleven light years off course, drifting uncontrollably through the dark. Xihana authorities naturally declared an emergency and sent a full quarantine crew to isolate the stricken ship. When it failed to respond to hails, a volunteer team in military-grade survival gear was sent on board to inspect the vessel. After a few days of deeply unpleasant labour, they concluded that they had found enough matching body parts to declare the nineteen crew members officially dead, and that they had been deceased at least a Normweek. They also found blood from a twentieth crew member – most likely the Pilot, based on where the majority of the blood was – in such significant quantities that they were almost certain that said Pilot would have died of exsanguination unless immediate and urgent medical care had been given. However, without any other limbs/organs, etc. to match the blood against, they couldn’t definitively state that said crew member was dead, though it seemed incredibly unlikely that they were not.

Later DNA tests confirmed that the significant volumes of blood belonging to this last exsanguinated crew member were indeed mine, and that Mawukana na-Vdnaze had almost certainly died in the Pilot’s chair.

On the MSV Myrmida, they found me in the captain’s quarters, not a mark on me, staring out of the window at the wondrous stars.

Interlude

On Pilots

Many theories have
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