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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A diagram of a plane, with circles and labels defining particular features. A line labels Rider Access to a point beneath the plane. At the top of the circle on the right, a label points to ‘Astrodome’, then further down is the ‘Astrodome Ladder’ and where the line extends from the front of the plane, running below the plane to past the rear is a label for a ‘Swan Neck Anchor’. The bottom-left image shows the plane from a birds-eye view. The ‘Swan Neck’ is a line that extends from the front of the plane. ‘Rider’ is labelled to the wing extending out the side of the plane. A circle on the right zooms in on the interior of the plane, on a square labelled ‘Hatch to Astrodome’. Another rectangle is labelled ‘Command Chair’, the ‘Helm’ a ‘Rider Airlock’ and a small circle is labelled ‘Comms Station’. On the right is a similar diagram where on the top image is a ‘Dorsal Turret’, a ‘Power Core’ depicted by a bulging line running down the middle of the image to a ‘Ventral Turret’ at the bottom. A rectangle within the image is labelled ‘Main Airlock’. The bottom image shows a circle with numbered seats (1-7) in the middle left of the diagram and a line labelling this ‘Crew Capsules’. Other labels point out the ‘Hatch to Turrets Up/Down’, ‘Power Core’ in the middle, a ‘Kitchen’, ‘Toilet/Shower’ and ‘Main Airlock’. The circle to the middle-right of the diagram points out ‘Water Storage A’ at the top, ‘Stores’ in an area to the right, and ‘Water Storage B’ at the bottom.



prologue

There was no earthquake, no tremor. Nothing like that. I was about forty kilometers away, and I first caught the movement in the corner of my eye. I couldn’t even understand what I was seeing for several minutes. Maybe longer. The whole mountain range rising up into the sky! I collapsed to my knees at the sight, it was so incredible. In that moment, I knew I had seen the work of a true god.

—Benjamin Soloniaina, a ranger in the Marojejy National
Park, who saw the Massif liftoff. Later founder of the
Massif-worshipping sect called The True Mountain.

In 2096, a little girl went missing from a village in the foothills of the Marojejy massif in Madagascar. Four months later, on March 11, 2097, the entire mountain range lifted off into high orbit.

Within four months, the first expedition arrived at the now-orbiting Massif. Their ship lost all electronic function as they approached, and should have crashed, but was landed safely by unknown forces on a lake that had not existed when the Massif was on Earth. It was quickly discovered there was Earth-equivalent atmosphere and gravity in the valley around the lake, and the taikonauts were greeted by something which had the appearance of the missing girl, Mirinah Rakoto, but was quickly found to be something else, at the cost of one overly aggressive person’s life.

Other expeditions followed. Limited contact was established with the entity, who became known as the Massif’s avatar: MirinahRakoto. It gave gifts to some of the visitors, ships that became known as Basics, and it informed them the Massif would eventually leave for another star system, but would one day return.

Humans were invited to travel with the Massif to the stars, if they liked. There was a drawback, in that most modern technology didn’t work on or near a Massif, or a Basic craft. Anything with transistors, semiconductors, or microchips failed, but valve-based technologies usually functioned. Humans, as always, adapted.

Every major earth polity sent an expedition. Four years later, MirinahRakoto returned and its human passengers reported on a whole network of intersecting Massifs traveling the stars, each governed or represented by a different alien avatar. Furthermore, every system the Massifs visited had a planet suitable (to varying degrees) for human habitation.

Other Massifs soon visited the Sol system. More human expeditions hitched rides, establishing bases on the lake valley enclaves the Massifs provided. Earth governments claimed planets in distant systems. Colonies were established. Wars began. All depended on transportation via the Massifs, but despite intensive attempts to discover why their avatars allowed their passengers, and why some gave out Basics and others did not, their true nature and intentions remained unknown.

Among the many puzzles presented by the Massifs was their prevention of violence in the human enclaves, even while transporting troops and ships to fight in the systems they visited. Why enable the extrasolar wars, but intervene to stop a knife fight or attempted murder in an enclave?

Scientists continued to ask this, and many other questions, but it was always a lesser adjunct to the serious business of the two major solar system powers: United Earth Government (UEG) and Mars and Beyond Prosperity Sphere (MBPS). Ride the Massifs, claim systems, try to establish colonies—and fight!

By the early twenty-fourth century, the on-again, off-again war was running hot. While the established colonies were largely left uncontested, that left a lot of real estate to fight over. Forces from both sides rode the Massifs, issuing forth to fight in every system, until one side or the other managed to dominate—or they fought each other to a standstill, and could only wait for the Massif to take them to the next destination. Or for another Massif to intersect, which might bring reinforcement, resupply, or simply more enemies.

Reliant on the Massif network for communication, it might take a year or more for the higher command back in the Sol system to learn the fate of any given task force. Strategy was always a matter of catching up with what had happened: reinforcing infant colonies; trying again where neither side had prevailed; and putting a task force onto any newly discovered hospitable Massif as quickly as possible.

On just such a Massif, one nicknamed DrummerBoy after its perpetually drumming avatar—which faintly resembled an enormous, bipedal hamster—the crew of the United Earth Government Navy ship Sassafras was preparing for battle, as were the ships of the Mars and Beyond Prosperity Sphere fleet in their enclave on the other side of the Massif. The war they were fighting had gone on for eighteen years, and seemed likely to continue for many more to come, so long as the Massifs carried the combatants out to the stars.
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Safety Warning: Visually observe the position of your hand and fingers relative to the gap between command chair side cushion item FA86589 and frame item ED187544 before reclining or inclining. Do not operate the chair without visual observation.

—UEGN Operation of Basic Helm Command Chair Type XII Manual Rev 3

Ship Leader Parnell Shi-Sawahla was wondering what he could smell as they closed the Sassafras. It wasn’t the usual odor of recycled air and humans in close proximity, because that took a day or two to build up. Nor was it the irritating nasal burn of tube-based electronics gone wrong. It was something far less intrusive, a scent that came and went, and he couldn’t quite work out what it was before it was gone again.

Parnell shook his head to clear it, wondering about transient scents. Letting his mind wander was not a good way to begin a mission.

He was already in the command chair, strapped in, but not reclined back with his head in the helm. He had an intercom headphone on one ear and the headset was plugged in, his oxygen mask trailed under his chin, with the goggled hood pushed to the back of his head until it was needed.

From his sitting position, Parnell could see Deputy Ship Leader Kazlin Kim-Sawahla in front of him, at the comms station. Her vacuum suit stood in its niche next to her seat, the helmet’s visor open, so it looked a little less like some uncanny visitor. As the rider pilot, Kaz was the only member of the five naval crew who had a proper suit (though the two marine gunners had fully armored-up versions). That was because the swan neck that thrust out from the bow to carry the fighter craft wasn’t pressurized, and neither was the rider cockpit. Everyone else wore the cheaper, lighter survival suits with oxygen masks and goggled hoods.

Parnell sniffed again. He had a keen sense of smell, forcibly developed by his mother, who was a perfumier, growing her own flowers and distilling them into scents and liquor. Like most people back on Earth, this wasn’t her job as such—few had meaningful employment—but it was her primary occupation, and she had taught him a lot about scent recognition. One more sniff and then—

“Trifor!” he announced triumphantly. “That’s what I can smell. And issue soap.”

Trifor was the antibiotic, antiseptic, antifungal all-purpose ointment used primarily to treat the small circular wounds inflicted by tackers, the smallest of the ten-limbed creatures that lived in and around the enclave lakes of the Massifs. Formally, they were called Tentacled Horrors, and they ranged in size from a clenched fist to a donkey. The bigger ones were simply called Horrors, but fortunately these very rarely rose from the depths.

The tackers were a constant nuisance near the lakeshore, as they would rush aground and “taste” humans, their sharp-pointed tentacles digging in to retrieve a thumbnail-sized disc of flesh and blood about five millimeters deep. While painful, it was rarely dangerous, unless they got somewhere very sensitive like an eye.

The general consensus was that humans tasted bad to tackers, but because they didn’t communicate with each other and had no memory, they kept checking if people were food.

Like so much about the Massifs, no one knew why the Tentacled Horrors were there. There were other strange aquatic life-forms in the lakes, but they were not dangerous. Apart from the lake dwellers, humans had never encountered life-forms of any kind in an enclave, save the avatars themselves. And it was debatable if these could be described as a “life-form,” as they could change size, manifest, or disappear at will. There were those who thought the Massif avatars were energy projections of some sort.

A small but noticeable minority thought of them as gods.

Another waft of Trifor reached Parnell’s nose and he realized the distinctive odor must be emanating from Kaz. He hadn’t noticed in the general hurry to get the ship ready for launch, but she did look a bit disheveled. Her coverall was damp as if it had been washed and not dried completely, and there were reddish streaks on her elbows. She’d also attached a new ship patch on her shoulder. It was so much brighter and newer than everyone else’s. It was odd. He couldn’t remember her old patch being frayed enough to need replacing.

“You get bit by a tacker, Kaz?” he called out. She didn’t have her headset on or plugged in yet, so he didn’t use the intercom.

Kaz half turned to glance back at him. Like all the crew except the ship’s engineer, Ricka, she was short, thin, and brown-skinned, the result of a hundred and fifty years of genetic manipulation to increase the chance of developing Massif field sensitivity, inserting cloned sequences from the first couple of generations of the most successful pilots and engineers. M-field sensitives were needed to pilot Basics, and to work with Basic hull material. The clone lines with the highest probability of developing sensitives in the UEG were Sawahla and Lecht for pilots, and Balakrishnan and Zhuang for engineers, though there were dozens of others with potential as well.

“What?” asked Kaz absently.

“I can smell Trifor,” he repeated. “You get tasted by a tacker?”

“No,” replied Kaz. “I tripped on my run this morning, grazed my knees, so I put some on. I can’t believe you can smell it.”

“I can smell the Trifor too,” said a voice from above Kaz. “You must have used a whole tube.”

That was the navigator, Shille Robin-Lecht, chiming in from the astrodome. The ceiling hatch to the dome was open, the short access ladder folded down over the half-sized air-lock access to the swan neck crawlway. The astrodome was a synthetic sapphire bubble that projected about a meter above the top of the Basic hull, so the navigator could look up and back to some degree, but it didn’t get in the way of the dorsal turret’s field of fire.

Up in the astrodome, Shille had a mounted telescope, radar display, and plotting board. Tactically, Parnell didn’t need a navigator when he had his head in the helm, relying on his Massif field sense, which gave him a “view” of the local space. But for transits to and from particular points beyond the range of his M-field senses, Shille would take her star sights and plot a course. She was also the primary radar operator. As with everything electronic on the Basic, this was a tube-based set, which would not have been unfamiliar to a distant ancestor from the mid-twentieth century.

The headphone on Parnell’s right ear crackled. The crackling had been one of the things he’d found hard to get used to, on Basics and the Massif. No more perfectly clear audio of any kind. He still missed his music collection, one of the few things he missed from Earth. The base library had an extensive collection of phonograph records, but it wasn’t the same.

“All hatches closed and secure. Going to our stations now, be back on intercom in a minute.”

That was Warrant Engineer Patricka O’Sullivan, at the main hatch. A natural engineer sensitive, without cloned gene-line alteration, Ricka had enlisted as a teenage refugee from one of the remnant free cities of the former United States of America, which still wasn’t part of UEG even a century following its last civil war. She was a citizen now, earned after more than ten years of service, and the best engineer he’d ever worked with.

Ricka’s message meant that she and her offsider, Tech-Machinist Class Two Aditi Hayashi-Balakrishnan, would now be heading to their station in the engineering space which was set between the two big water tanks. Water was the only consumable a Basic used, transforming it into electrical power for the human systems fitted inside, and to break into oxygen.

Basics did not need water or any other fuel for propulsion, instead utilizing some kind of gravity manipulation drive that defied much of what physicists called “possible.” They also defied human understanding of engineering and materials. Completely solid when gifted by a Massif avatar, Basics were initially dull green blocks sixty meters long and fifteen meters high, rounded at each end, like a large pill. The hull was not made of any known metal or material.

To make it into a ship, these blocks had to be hollowed out, shaped, and altered, usually to a standard plan, sometimes with individual flourishes where they would not be officially noticed. Engineers with strong M-field senses, which differed to those of pilots, had to literally dig their way in, and only bronze tools wielded by sensitives worked on Basic hull material, requiring a proficiency with adzes and chisels like shipwrights of old working with wood. This had not been discovered but revealed to the first recipients by MirinahRakoto, initially to much skepticism and disbelief.

Nothing else made so much as a scuff mark on a Basic hull—not explosives, diamond drills, acids, or anything else humans had tried over the years. Including, rumor had it, a nuclear strike.

Basic hull material also resisted straight lines. Circles, spheres, and curves were much easier to chisel out than anything with right angles. Once the excavation was done, the Basic’s columnar tunnels and spherical voids would be fitted with prefab components: armored titanium alloy bulkheads, air-lock doors, and the big water tanks, and weaker composite and steel for decks, interior walls, internal hatches, and most furniture.

Adding to the strangeness was that the engineers had to carve their way to the power core, which sat in the middle of the Basic’s solid material and was yet made of something different, something that even a sensitive engineer couldn’t carve out, mold, or move. A spindle-shaped column, it extended the full height of the Basic, ninety-eight centimeters in diameter in the middle, thirty-two centimeters at each end. It was always exactly amidships and didn’t have any moving parts.

You fed water into one side and it produced electrical power out the other. It didn’t matter which side or where the water went in, though UEGN standard was water in stern-end, power out bow. Feed it more water, get more power, up to about 1.8 gigawatts, which was way beyond what any ship could use, particularly given the lack of modern electronics.

But power was needed for the atmosphere system, breaking out oxygen from water; for the MEA CO2 scrubbers and internal fans; the powered turrets and electromagnets of the guns; lighting; the internal intercom system; the valve-based radios and primitive radar; and for the electromagnetic catapult to launch the rider and charge its internal batteries.

In yet another inexplicable manipulation of energy by the Massifs, power wasn’t needed for cooling or heating. None was necessary. Like the Massif enclaves, operational Basics stayed at 20 degrees Celsius inside, even when they were open to space. They also maintained an almost one gravity field whose orientation didn’t change regardless of the ship’s vector or acceleration. This controlled envelope extended to a meter and a half from the hull.

Parnell had been piloting Basics for more than six years, but the innate mystery of the ships never got old to him. Every time he sat in the command chair and prepared to lean back into the helm, he thought about the fact that he was going to pilot a craft out into interplanetary space without a clue how it actually worked.

“Dorsal turret turning, guns up,” reported Subadar Murad Gupta-Gonsun, the ship’s senior marine and gunner, interrupting Parnell’s thoughts. At thirty-seven he was the oldest of the crew, beating Patricka by eleven months, and was often called “Uncle Murad” by his nine- or ten-years-younger crewmates. He and Ricka were equal on Massif tours, having done four round trips each with different task forces, fighting in more than a dozen battles. The others, including Parnell, were all on their second tours, with three or four combat encounters.

Murad also had an impressive moustache, which Parnell envied. Beards were not allowed due to helmet seal issues, but moustaches were not uncommon. Parnell felt his upper lip once again. It simply never grew hair as well as his chin. He had tried to grow a moustache once but had given up under merciless teasing about its sparseness from the rest of the crew. Except for Murad. He said nothing, but he twirled the ends of his own moustache, which in a way was worse.

“Ventral turret churning, guns up,” reported Corporal Bobb Zhao-Tapa. She was the youngest, at twenty-five, and probably the toughest, having served in some secret special unit back on Earth before going for interstellar duty on a Massif. She was certainly the least talkative, by far.

The ventral turret was indeed churning cloudy water as it rotated. The Sass was floating in the enclave lake, as were all the other ships of Task Force 174. Every Massif enclave was much the same, a long narrow valley on the slope of the central peak, with some flat land surrounding a very deep lake. It was much safer for Basics to take off and touch down on water. Basic pilots would occasionally suffer from sudden blackouts or, in extreme cases, aneurisms, and their ship would follow its last vector and acceleration instructions regardless of pilot consciousness. Water was a lot more forgiving than rock.

“Ah, shit,” said Shille. “Red flares from the flagship. Another delay.”

“How many?” asked Parnell. It was the second delay to the launch that morning, and they were already a day past the planned launch anyway.

“Three red,” said Shille. She translated, “Reestablish comms and await orders.”

While berthed at the jetties that thrust out into the lake, ships plugged into the base phone system, disconnecting before takeoff. Radio waves didn’t go anywhere on or near a Massif. Once out beyond the major M-field effect, the ships would raise several aerials, extending them out beyond the immediate M-field envelope of the Basic hull, allowing radio communication from Basic to Basic. But it was valve-based VHF and UHF with morse key, because though voice usually worked, it wasn’t nearly as dependable.

“OK,” replied Parnell. “You get that, Ricka?”

“Yeah, I heard,” said the engineer. “We’ll open her back up and plug in the external phone.”

“We just sat down and strapped in,” grumbled Aditi. “Again.”

Aditi was a good engineer, but they were sometimes a complainer with an element of self-entitlement that did not match their supposed background, or their lowly rank. When called on it, they shut up and the complaints went away for weeks or longer, until they forgot and started up again.

“Aditi, active mission,” said Parnell evenly, reminding them that while he was generally easygoing, he did not tolerate whining on active duty.

“Sorry, boss,” replied Aditi.

“Everyone stand by,” continued Parnell.

“I wish we’d just fucking launch,” said Kaz. “What’s the holdup, anyway?”

That wasn’t like her, Parnell noted, particularly after he’d just reprimanded Aditi. He sat forward to look at her again. Kaz was usually very calm. But from this position, he was only able to see her back, and he couldn’t tell anything from that. He was about to say something to her when Shille’s voice crackled in his ear.

“Uh, looks like Changsa’s forward starboard dorsal turret won’t rotate,” said Shille. “Again. Yeah, there’s crew climbing out on top. That’s going to make the Gnasher even angrier than usual.”

“The Gnasher” was the general nickname for the acting task force leader, Leon Adani-Lecht. Changsa was the flagship, a three-Basic light cruiser, two hulls joined horizontally and another on top in the middle like a ridgeback. Basics could be made to meld together by sensitive engineers to create larger ships. Theoretically, there was no limit, but after some experimenting, the largest ships fielded by UEGN or MBPSF were ten-Basic battleships and eight-Basic battlecruisers. As each Basic retained its helm and power core, any of which could be used to pilot or power the whole vessel, these bigger ships had massive redundancy. But it introduced problems too, if pilots tried to simultaneously direct the ship from different helms, the ship might be torn apart and the pilots involved would certainly suffer cerebral hemorrhages and die.

It was one of the many reasons Parnell was more than happy to stay on the Sassafras. He liked a small, friendly crew and the greater informality on a corvette. He also appreciated the lower probability of a stroke, aneurism, or other brain injury.

Brain injuries were a particular threat for pilots, but they also shared the possibility of Massif psychosis with everyone else on the enclave base. There were everyday psychological problems brought about by living in an enclosed military community in a weird place, but in addition to that, some people succumbed to the mental presence of the avatar, and would start to copy the characteristic physical motions and be unable to stop or do anything else.

That’s what had happened to the original task force leader. She had succumbed to Massif delusion, couldn’t stop drumming, and was now sedated in the hospital along with a dozen or so others. There would undoubtedly be more over the course of the deployment. There was no treatment, save sedation and eventual removal from the Massif. Most people recovered when back on Earth or a colony world.

Having taken over as task force leader, the Gnasher was not held in high esteem, mostly due to his general bullheadedness, enthusiasm for aggression, and performative teeth-grinding when he was not instantly obeyed. Hence the nickname. His style of leadership had definitely influenced his staff and some of the other ship leaders, leading to what Parnell thought was a dangerous inclination to rush in swinging, regardless of the tactical situation.

A bell clattered. Kaz put on her headset and flicked the switch for the ship to shore phone. She listened for about thirty seconds, then said, “OK. Sassafras confirms one-hour delay. Out.”

Parnell and Shille heard her, but Kaz—a bit more composed—repeated it over the ship intercom for the others.

“We might as well take a break,” said Parnell. “Kaz, set the phone to the cubby speaker, and let’s all retire to our hall of splendor for a reviving cup of tea.”

Weak black tea was something you either already liked before joining UEGN or found you had to like, due to its ubiquity and lack of any other options. Cynics claimed the tea was laced with all kinds of drugs: antidepressants, libido reducers … you name it. But as almost every crew had at some stage got a science team to analyze both the leaves and water and found them harmless, the conspiracy theorists had no effect on overall tea consumption.

It wasn’t clear if discovering any drugs would have slowed said consumption anyway.

The crew quarters, or “cubby” as the room was usually called, was a large round chamber with big storage voids under the deck and above the ceiling because it had been carved out as a sphere. There were individual crew capsules around two-thirds of the rim, each with a bunk, a cupboard, and a heavy acoustic curtain for privacy. A shower and toilet capsule occupied half of the other third, the other half was a basic kitchen cubicle that included the unauthorized but essential samovar for the tea, which was transferred between the ship and their hut on the base.

Murad and Bobb were already sitting in the sunken circular lounge around the central table in the middle of the room, steaming cups in hand. The marines started to stand up as Parnell entered, but he waved them back down. Discipline was more relaxed on the single Basic corvette, particularly since the crew had been together for almost two years, the last sixteen months on active service. The other crew members wouldn’t have even bothered to begin to get up, but Murad did everything by the book, and Bobb silently followed his lead.

He was lucky to have them, Parnell thought. Every ship had a marine complement, but they didn’t always integrate well with the rest of the crew. On the Massif base, the marines lived in barracks, most of their training time was with the marine detachment, and some found ways to avoid their shipmates as much as possible. This was not the case with Murad and Bobb.

His luck went beyond just the marines, Parnell considered, with the faint disquiet that he shouldn’t tempt fate by even thinking about it. They had all got through sixteen months together without casualties. He hoped they would get through whatever lay ahead and he would certainly do his absolute best to keep everyone safe. But “whatever lay ahead” was very much unknown, certainly anything like the end of the war.

The current conflict had been hot for eighteen years. It was the latest installment of a fifty-year-long off-and-on conflict between the United Earth Government (which did not actually govern all of Earth and was not always very united) and the Mars and Beyond Prosperity Sphere (which had very uneven notions of prosperity).

What they fought over were the habitable worlds the Massifs carried them to, UEG because they needed habitable biospheres and resources beyond the environmentally ravaged Earth; MBPS because, despite a century of terraforming, Mars was still a shithole and so were the settlements on the outer system moons. Additionally, both fought simply to deny the other side any advantage. The only point of agreement between the two polities was that the war be prosecuted outside of the Sol system.

So Task Force 174 had ridden to Rukmini IV on T45—aka DrummerBoy—and so had the MBPS fleet detachment on the other side of the Massif. By treaty and practice, whichever side got to establish a fully functioning orbital base around the fourth planet would claim it, and a colony fleet would follow in due course, depending on when they could hop a ride on a Massif passing through.

The first major battle for Rukmini IV had taken place shortly after DrummerBoy’s arrival in system and ended in a stalemate. UEGN had lost one destroyer, the Gidhad; and a corvette, the Hibiscus. But the enemy had also lost two ships, and neither side had managed to establish an orbital station. Round two was imminent, everything was still fluid, and the next battle would almost certainly be conclusive.

This was very much on everyone’s minds.
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The entrance to the deeps of any and all Massifs are absolutely forbidden without prior authorization of an officer of the rank of vice grand admiral or above. A local task force leader does not have the authority to authorize entrance to the deeps. Unauthorized access is a general court martial offense and the death penalty is applicable under the Special Purposes Extrasolar Exemption from Constitutional Rights Act of 2186.

—UEGN Standing Order 3,456

Soon Kaz and Shille made their way into the cubby. Kaz sat immediately, while Shille went over to the samovar to pour tea from the pot on top. Parnell checked the speaker for the intercom was on before stretching out on the lounge. His nose wrinkled as he smelled the soy and rice packets keeping warm in the oven. Flavored soy cakes and rice should not be appearing only eighteen months into a four-year Massif voyage, at least not in his opinion.

“Hey,” said Kaz, breaking into his thoughts. She paused, then continued, “Anyone else getting that drumming?”

The presence of DrummerBoy’s avatar was always accompanied by drumming, though it wasn’t always audible. Sensing it inside your own head was a dangerous sign, either of imminent manifestation of the avatar, or of a Massif psychosis. Neither were good.

Even worse, it was very unusual to sense the Massif avatar when inside the lesser M-field of a Basic, which pointed to it being psychosis rather than actual avatar attention.

Parnell frowned and concentrated. Could he sense drumming? He had a faint sense of déjà vu, the remembrance of waking that morning with the fading echo of a drumbeat in his head. He’d forgotten it until now, and with it came a frisson of fear. The last two times he’d sensed the avatar’s drumming, he’d felt the weird sensation that there were two rhythms: one hidden behind the main beat, with the second one having a particular message just for him. But both times had been very brief and he’d been able to ignore them. He hadn’t mentioned them in his last compulsory therapy session, though he should have. But any repeated symptoms of Massif psychosis were an automatic downcheck and he’d be beached.

Could he sense drumming now? He waited several seconds, eyes shut, not even breathing. But there was nothing in his head, nothing in his ears.

“Nope,” replied Parnell cautiously.

He glanced at the two marines, who both shook their heads. Marines had to have at least a little of the engineering M-field sense to work Basic hull material around hatches and turrets, for forced entry, or to try to prevent it.

“No drumming here,” confirmed Shille. She set the teapot carefully back on top of the samovar, and half turned toward Kaz.

“Might be my own pulse,” answered Kaz lightly. She had two fingers up against her neck, above the pale violet service tattoo that gave her name, birth date, and genetic and medical information. Like the others, she also had a far more artistic tattoo of a sassafras flower, out of sight on her right forearm. “I could be having a heart attack.”

“Don’t have one,” said Parnell. “Remember Shille failed level three medical.”

“I didn’t fail level three,” protested Shille. The navigator was also the ship’s doctor in a corvette. “I passed the test. The certification just wasn’t recorded to my file before—”

“My pulse is sixty-five and I feel OK,” interrupted Kaz. She frowned. “But I did hear, or maybe felt, a beat. DrummerBoy …”

Everyone was watching Kaz now. Teacups down, conversations halted. The prime symptom of Massif psychosis was imitating the repetitive actions of the avatar. With DrummerBoy, this was drumming. But Kaz’s feet and hands were still, and she wasn’t even twitching her fingers.

“Is the drumming still happening?” asked Parnell.

Kaz didn’t answer for a moment. She was completely motionless, her head tilted to one side, the single forelock that a lot of the rider pilots sported on otherwise shaved heads flopping from the right side to the left.

“Oh … yeah … no, it’s gone,” replied Kaz. “It was only for about twenty seconds. Weird.”

“You good to go?” asked Parnell. Apart from being concerned for her he didn’t want to swap Kaz for some last-minute replacement; she was arguably the best rider pilot in the task force. And since the rider was their primary weapon, its pilot was of supreme importance. But if she was having a Massif delusion …

“I’m good.”

Kaz’s voice sounded strong again. Normal. Parnell thought about it for a few seconds. If she was suffering a delusion, getting away from the Massif was the ideal treatment anyway.

He tried not to think about what might happen when they came back, if the delusion returned. He had already lost someone close to him to Massif psychosis. Kaz wasn’t just personally important to him as a friend and comrade, she was crew, part of what made Sassafras work so well.

“OK,” he said. “Let me know if … if it recurs.”

“Drink some tea, that’ll help,” said Shille. She took cups around to the latecomers, starting with Kaz, then went back to the samovar again as Ricka and Aditi came in. Both engineers reflexively shifted belt sheaths containing their bronze-bladed chisels so they could sit down comfortably. Ricka immediately took a small knife from another sheath, reached into a thigh pocket to pull out a finger-sized piece of dense black material—a stick broken from the extruded carbon growths that mimicked trees in the enclave—and started whittling.

“Tea?” asked Shille, but she didn’t wait for an answer, already pouring two cups for the engineers.

But before she could hand the cups over, the speaker crackled, followed by an alert tone and then the familiar nasal voice of the petty officer who ran the base telephone exchange and liked to do all the important announcements.

“All ships, all ships. Orders from Flag. Delay canceled. Return to liftoff procedure, liftoff in fifteen minutes, ships to launch in formation order on green rockets. Acknowledge before detaching base phone.”

She repeated the announcement but no one was listening, as everyone in the cubby bustled about, emptying half-drunk and untouched cups of tea into the sink before hurrying back to their stations.

“Typical—” Aditi started to say, but they caught Parnell’s eye and stopped.

“They got that turret fixed superfast,” noted Shille, quick to change the subject. She was the peacemaker among the crew, when required. Parnell was glad that was not often.

“Yeah, my old mate Liam Bailgu-Chen is a top engineer,” said Ricka. “Did I tell you about the time we were together on the Muztagh and—”

“You know you have,” said Parnell. “Let’s get moving.”

The two marines were first out, as per usual. Moving fast. Kaz and Shille were close behind. Parnell paused to speak to Ricka.

“Wait for me to give the word before unplugging the base line,” said Parnell.

“Dum dum dum dumpty dum,” hummed Ricka.

He gave her a look.

“Bass line.”

Parnell rolled his eyes and shook his head, retreating to the bridge. Within a minute or two everyone was settled back in place. This time Shille pulled up the ladder and closed the hatch to the astrodome, and Parnell settled both headphones over his ears.

“I’ve acknowledged the signal, we’re good to go,” reported Kaz.

“OK, Ricka. Disconnect base phone and secure main air lock,” said Parnell over the intercom.

He pulled the lever, without looking and without crushing his little finger. The command chair slowly reclined until Parnell lay back with his head resting in the curved section cut out of the top of the two-meter-high egg shape. He’d done this hundreds, even thousands, of times, but he still couldn’t help but think about the additional enigma of the helm, within the mystery of the Basic.

His hand automatically fell to check the hilt of the bronze chisel in its scabbard on the side of the chair, a reminder of another enormous responsibility he had as the pilot and ship leader. If they lost the battle and the ship was going to be taken, it had to be denied to the enemy. He would have to focus his mind and plunge the chisel into the helm, which would kill it and the power core, scuttling the Basic. This often killed the pilot as well, or destroyed their mind.

He confirmed the chisel was in place, let go, and tried to relax. It took a few seconds for the helm to do whatever it did once your head was in place. Parnell always shut his eyes for this part. Slowly, he became aware of the space outside the Basic. It wasn’t exactly “seeing” everything—he couldn’t describe the sensation, no one ever could. But he knew where the Sassafras was relative to everything else, and what was moving around it. He could sense out about 25,000 meters, well above average for a Basic pilot. Some could reach as far as 30,000 meters, but the minimum to qualify was 10,000 meters.

Kaz actually had a superior range to Parnell, right on the record thirty thousand meters, or maybe even a bit more, but her M-sense had been erratic in recent months, going as low as the barely qualifying ten-thousand-meter mark. Parnell had thought this was probably because she mostly flew the rider and wasn’t getting enough time in the helm. Now he had the nagging worry that it might be due to incipient Massif psychosis.

He put that thought out of his mind. He had to concentrate on the mission, keep his focus on the Basic. Now he was connected, all he had to do to make the Basic move was to think of it shifting position, a form of imagination. No longer “here” but “there,” and the ship would move, and he could finesse that by thinking faster or slower, or yaw and pitch and rotate.

Whatever he wanted the Basic to do, it would do it.

“Rockets,” reported Shille. “Three green. Murad, I can’t see Changsa, let me know when she goes.”

This was purely protocol. With his head in the helm Parnell could sense all the other ships, but he wasn’t allowed to take the ship up without visual confirmation from the astrogator that it was their turn.

“Aye, aye. Not yet.”

There was silence for a few seconds over the intercom, save for the ever-present hiss and crackle.

“Changsa is lifting off,” called out Murad. “Not super level.”

“That’ll be the Gnasher piloting himself,” said Parnell. He couldn’t help but shake his head, which was not recommended when said head was in the helm, because it increased the possibility of nausea. Piloting Basics had its risks, and they increased with use and age. Senior officers, who were always former pilots, were not supposed to take the helm except in dire emergencies.

“At least he’s managed to get it off the lake,” said Parnell, assured by his M-field sense that Changsa had successfully left the Massif. A few seconds later he added, “Shille, you see Ghaar?”

“Ghaar is going out, boss,” said Shille. A few seconds later, she added, “You are clear for liftoff. No ships above us now.”

“I confirm clear sky,” said Parnell. “Liftoff on my mark. Three … two … one … mark.”

Sassafras came free of the lake, and rose straight up, streaming water from ventral turret, swan neck, and various protuberances. Thirty seconds later, they were in vacuum, though still within DrummerBoy’s influence.

“I have visual on the flagship,” said Shille. “You OK to form up without navigation, boss?”

“Yeah, I got it,” said Parnell. Their assigned position was to take up the left flank high guard, five thousand meters to port of Changsa and five thousand meters above it, relative to their axis. He directed the ship to move there, matching the flagship’s acceleration.

A Basic’s top acceleration was somewhat variable according to the pilot’s sensitivity, from 1.5g to 3g, but could decelerate at double that, around 6g. None of this was felt by the crew inside the Basic—it always remained stable at one earth gravity, and orientated to the horizontal plane of the ship’s decks. However, if the rider pilot was in their craft, they were outside the zone of effect (which, like the constant temperature, extended for 1.5 meters from the hull) and so were subject to the shocks of major acceleration or deceleration, as was most of the swan neck, which could be snapped off by violent maneuvers. In practice most ships avoided big changes in acceleration.

At their current velocity, they were about fifteen hours out from Rukmini IV’s orbit.

“All aerials out,” said Shille. “Murad, can you see the radar mast?”

“Radar mast is fully extended,” replied Murad. “It’s turning.”

The cavity magnetron-based radar was mid-twentieth century technology, prone to problems and not superaccurate, but it could theoretically detect spacecraft much farther out than Parnell could sense them, close to two hundred kilometers.

“Tubes still warming up,” reported Shille. She had the main radar display, a CRT monster that took up a lot of space in the astrodome. “You got anything on your screen, Kaz?”

The rider pilot had a much smaller CRT display at the comms station that repeated the radar results.

“Not yet,” replied Kaz. “Nothing at all, not even amber fuzz. I think the tube’s gone again.”

“We got a spare, Ricka?” asked Parnell.

“I’ve got one, but there’s something going on with that whole unit we can’t pin down,” said Ricka. “I want to keep the spare for Shille’s primary.”

“Understood,” said Parnell. “You couldn’t steal another spare?”

“Where do you think I got this one? There’s none of those small Aiken tubes in store at all, according to the QM.”

“Fuck the QM!” came the automatic chorus, everyone joining in, including Parnell. He wouldn’t have done so on the Massif, in case a superior officer was paying attention and called him out on it, it would be “conduct unconducive to good morale” and might really lead to trouble. But here on the ship, among the crew, he could voice his displeasure at the sadly typical state of poor supply. Most of it was due to incompetence and the sheer complexity of sending supplies via the Massif network to hundreds of units spread across the galaxy. But some was also caused by corruption. In the case of TF174, everyone was pretty sure the incompetence:corruption ratio was more slanted to the latter than usual.

“OK, radar display is up,” said Shille. “I’ve got blips for our guys … a lot of static for the Massif, as per usual. Nothing else.”

Parnell didn’t say anything, but he was relieved. Ambushing ships leaving the Massif was a very risky tactic, but it was tried occasionally. Ships could use the mountain range to hide behind, to get closer undetected than anywhere else in the system. It was incredibly effective … except if you attacked while too close.

Because the Massif avatar might intervene.

It was ironic that the Massifs carried humans to systems to fight and kill one another, because they didn’t tolerate serious human-on-human violence in their enclaves or within an uncertain distance in space, thought to be a dozen kilometers or so. The way they policed this was brutally efficient: the avatar would simply inflict even more violence on the perpetrator(s), not killing them but leaving them horrifically maimed. Since they always knew everything that was happening on or near their spacefaring mountain, there was no escaping their vengeance.

As such, murders or serious assaults were extremely rare in the Massif enclaves. But that meant even ambushes in nearby space were so high-risk that the few attempted were usually doomed to failure, either from fear of the Massif avatar leading to loss of surprise, or actual avatar intervention.

Still, it was always a risk, and it was good to have cleared one hurdle at least.

Parnell could hear Kaz talking now, not on the ship intercom, her voice muffled and low outside his headphones as she did the radio check with the flagship. Like the radar, the radios in the Basics were tube-based, VHF and UHF. Finished, Kaz flicked her intercom connection back on.

“Radio check OK. Flag says proceed as per plan.”

“Such as it is,” said Parnell. “I wish Smith-Rahija was still in command.”

“Don’t we all,” said Kaz.

“Straight in, close-packed,” added Shille. “What did the Gnasher call it in the briefing? ‘MA’ for ‘Maximum Aggression.’”

There was a general snicker over the intercom.

“Maximum Asshole,” said someone in a disguised voice, though everyone knew it was Ricka. “Self-identification for the TFL.”
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If you are struck by a small Tentacled Horror of the type colloquially known as a “tacker,” do not panic. The wound caused by the cutting end of a tacker tentacle is typically superficial. Report to the nearest aid station, or if that is not possible, simply clean the wound and apply Trifor. An amount the size of your little fingernail will be sufficient.

—UEGN SM-112/4 Familiarization Manual for Massif Enclave Bases

Timing was everything in a new system battle. It took a minimum of ten weeks to build a platform and deploy a defense constellation for it: modern tech platforms equipped with Expert System–controlled, radar-directed autocannon, firing dense clouds of explosive forty-five-millimeter projectiles. But the defense sats had to be transported from the Massif on Basic swan necks, replacing the riders, and slow degradation from M-field interference even of completely unenergized, stored computer components meant roughly one in five failed on start-up.

An incomplete defense constellation—where the sats lacked overlapping fields of supporting fire—was simply a target, as it was easy to destroy the sats one by one. So the rule of thumb was that a constellation could not be deployed until all enemy ships in system were destroyed or incapacitated.

Task Force 174 was on its way to do that. Given the launch delays, the Marsies were almost certainly already in orbit around Rukmini IV. They wouldn’t have had time to do anything much, but Parnell wished they hadn’t had a head start. As far as he knew from the initial engagement, both sides were equally matched in terms of total Basics and rider craft, however they were configured. But being second to the party was less than ideal, Parnell considered, particularly taking into account the very predictable approach of the UEGN force.

“We’ll rotate through helm, radar watch, and off,” said Parnell. “Two-hour shifts. Kaz, you’re next in the helm, then Shille. Murad and Bobb, test fire, then you can stand down and join the radar and radio watch rotation. Ricka, you and Aditi have stuff to do, I presume?”

“A few odds and ends,” said Ricka. “Small maintenance, nothing too important. We’ll take a break when you do.”

“The soy and rice packets are warming up,” Aditi reminded everyone. “Yum yum.”

A distinct silence met this sally.

“We got anything else?” asked Kaz plaintively.

“Sure,” replied Aditi. “I just figured we might as well eat the worst stuff first.”

“Fair enough,” said Parnell. “Guns, how’s that test fire?”

“Dorsal turret guns OK,” reported Murad.

“Ventral OK,” added Bobb.

“All right,” said Parnell. “Onward!”

Two hours in, Kaz relieved Parnell at the helm. A Basic would continue following its last orders, keeping to the same vector and acceleration, but it was standard procedure for UEGN to always have a pilot in the helm when on operations, apart from the minute or so necessary to physically move in and out.

Usually Parnell would have left immediately, not waiting for Kaz to lie back in the helm. But this time he stuck around for a minute or two, to make sure she was OK. As the seconds ticked by, he felt a slight sense of trepidation. Was it taking longer than usual for her to establish the mental connection? But then her eyes opened, focused and clear, and she spoke.

“I’ve got the ship, boss,” she said. Her voice sounded completely normal and she looked fine. “All OK. My sense range is good, around twenty-five K.”

“Thanks, Kaz,” replied Parnell. “Proceed as planned.”

But he still lingered for a few seconds, looking down at Kaz, reclined back in the chair. She returned his gaze and lifted an eyebrow.

“What?”

“Nothing,” said Parnell, and went to the hatch. He had to stand aside as Murad entered from the corridor and then Shille came down from the astrodome, and there was some good-natured shuffling and fake elbowing until Murad got past and climbed up to the astrodome for the radar watch and Shille and Parnell went out.

Ricka and Aditi were already in the cubby and the smell of soy and rice was stronger than it had been before, the engineer’s empty containers still on the table. Ricka was whittling again. Everyone in the crew had a hobby or enthusiasm of some kind. Aditi was composing an epic poem, which they refused to share, but would occasionally recite haikus, which they were doing as Parnell walked in. Bobb was also there, but in her cubicle, with the curtain half-open to indicate she was present and listening.

Soy and rice so fine

Never will tire my taste buds

Said no one ever

“Very nice, Ad,” said Parnell, as he went past to the kitchen area. “One of your own?”

Aditi nodded.

“What are you carving, Ricka?” Parnell asked, as he took out a meal packet, glanced at it and sighed.

“Elephant,” replied Ricka. She held it up to show him. It had sharp-looking eyes and a delicately curved mouth under the trunk, which combined to give it a faintly accusing expression. A morally superior elephant. “Anyone ever see one? I mean in the real?”

“Nope,” replied Parnell, and Shille shook her head. Aditi started to say something, stopped, and then said, “They have elephants in the World Zoo.”

“You’ve been there?” asked Parnell. There was a lottery to get tickets to visit the World Zoo, which occupied the entire South Island of New Zealand. But restricted visitor numbers and the need to travel by slow, carbon-neutral sailing ships to get there meant only a small proportion of the population had ever been. The lottery was widely believed to be rigged to favor governmental officials.

Aditi nodded, and took a big gulp of tea, clearly not wanting to say any more.

“Good for you,” said Parnell mildly. “I like your elephant, Ricka. Though it looks kind of smug.”

“It’s thinking of all the sweet extra social credits we get for combat duty,” said Ricka. “On top of the Massif deployment bonuses.”

“Like my parents and siblings,” replied Shille, not happily. “I thought I recognized that elephant’s expression.”

This was a topic often discussed by UEGN crews: that serving on extrasolar duty rewarded the individual concerned and their families. Both earned additional social credits beyond the universal standard income which everyone in UEG enjoyed. Those in turn could be used for anything supplied by the government: specialist education; additional, optional healthcare such as cosmetic surgery; superior climate zone and housing choices; and so on.

“My mother’s happy to get the extra credits, but I wouldn’t say she was smug about it,” said Parnell.

“My parents raised me purely to get the extra credits,” said Shille. Her tone was light, but her expression was bitter. “Cash in the older child to get the bonuses, enough for a couple more kids they can keep at home. And they’ve moved twice since I’ve been in service, two whole climate points, upgrading their lifestyle on my back.”

“I don’t think my mother was ever as cold-blooded as that,” said Parnell, but he didn’t discount Shille’s feelings. She was probably right. Life back on Earth was generally not difficult, with basic needs catered for, including technological assistance to enable habitation in the many parts of Earth that were now too hot, too cold, too wet, or too dry. But it wasn’t much of a life, particularly with no prospect of earning extra credits planet-side, since most meaningful work was performed by shackled AIs, Expert Systems, and robots.

Moving to a more habitable zone, getting a better home or garden (a real luxury), or obtaining additional comforts or tools to pursue a vocation—like Parnell’s mother with her perfumes—took far more social credits than the universal basic income provided. It was hardly surprising people would raise a child in the hope of a big return if they could get into UEGN.

“Your mom volunteered you for the Sawahla cloneline insertion,” retorted Shille. “It must have been on her mind. Raise a potential pilot, reap the benefits.”

“Kind of automatic for most of your parents, surely?” asked Ricka, who had a completely atypical childhood compared to the others. She rarely mentioned anything from her youth in Boise, as if she had been reborn the day she walked across the border and asked to be tested for service with UEGN. “I mean everyone I know who isn’t a refugee like me has cloneline modification and a double-barreled last name.”

“In the Navy, sure,” said Aditi. “But the majority of the general population don’t go for it. They want the benefit, but don’t want to leave Earth, for all its problems. Fear of the unknown, I guess.”

“I think my mother genuinely wanted the best for me, and to her mind, that meant a chance at UEGN,” said Parnell.

“The best?” asked Ricka. “What does that mean? What did she hope for you?”

Parnell thought about it for a moment before answering.

“The chance to do something meaningful,” he said slowly. “I mean, what is there on Earth? Most people just subsist with no real purpose. It’s not exactly ‘living,’ is it? I think she wanted to go to one of the colonies herself, but since neither she nor my grandparents served, that was out, and she’s too old now.”

Only UEGN veterans and their children, not their parents, were eligible to become free colonists, though it was also possible to buy a place with an exorbitant amount of social credit. This was another incentive to enlist. Every system a Massif visited had a world (or sometimes even two) suitable for humans to colonize, another thing much speculated upon and the subject of many theories and scientific papers, none of them reaching firm conclusions.

“What is there on Earth?” mused Ricka. “Besides elephants? Are there elephant equivalents on any of the colony worlds?”

“I’d like to find out,” said Parnell.

He didn’t need to say “after the war,” though there was no sign of the conflict ending any time soon and they were all signed up for the duration. It was one of their most popular topics of conversation.

“Which colony you thinking about settling on now, boss?” asked Aditi. Like the rest of the crew, Parnell had often discussed the pros and cons of the various colonies. None of them planned to
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