
[image: The Infinite State by Richard Swan. An illustration of a mist-shrouded dystopian city. In the background, there are skyscrapers with red lights and heavy machinery. In the foreground, there is a police car parked beside a river. There are also three figures: one is reclining against the car, while the other two are standing over a dead body lying on the river’s snow-covered bank. Sunday Times Bestselling Author. Quote by Pierce Brown: ‘Prescient, dark, and ultimately hopeful’.]


THE
INFINITE STATE

RICHARD SWAN


[image: Gollancz publisher logo]

CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE

MAP


PART I PATER AETERNUS

1 BAD NEWS

2 PATER AETERNA VICTOR

3 POLITICAL ENFORCEMENT

4 THE WRONG SORT OF MURDER

5 PAVOL ISLAND SPEEDWAY

6 A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

7 A LIVER MALFORMATION

8 UNPRODUCTIVE

9 MOROZOV

10 THE MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR

11 PUBLIC RELATIONS

12 SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT

13 RAM RAID

14 RE-EDUCATION

15 TELESFORO SPEEDWAY

16 A DAY AT THE ARMS FAIR

17 THE CHANCE OF A NEW LIFE


PART II GABRIEL

18 THE MIRRORMAN

19 THE FRONTIER

20 THE SUMMER ADDRESS

21 REALPOLITIK

22 NIKANDR

23 PREPARING FOR WAR

24 LEAVING LEONIS

25 PATER DELENDUS EST

26 THE ARMY OF THE REPUBLIC OF GABRIEL

27 WAYWARD DAUGHTER

28 THE SURFACE WAR

29 INTEROPERABILITY


NO FINER PLACE FOR A GRAVE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

OTHER BOOKS BY RICHARD SWAN

COPYRIGHT


[image: Map]


[image: A map of Kada Gamar, the capital city of Leonis, the setting for The Infinite State.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
A map of Kada Gamar, the capital city of Leonis, the setting for The Infinite State. The city is divided into districts and zones and is bordered by the Azadian Ocean to the north. Rivers and waterways, including the Mariasole River, cut through the city and connect several islands, including Kaspar Timeo Island, which sits in the centre of the map, below the Industrial Zone and the Docklands. In the northwest, west of the Docklands, sits the Igor Sterling Interplanetary Spaceport. In the east, and east of Kaspar Timeo Island, lies the Residential Zone. In the south, below Kaspar Timeo Island, is Itumeleng Island. On the other side of the Mariasole River, in the west, is Central City North, as well as Central Gov, the Isolda Magro Residential District, and the South Serpentine Residential District. Dashed and dotted lines on the map indicate designated air lanes and no fly-zones. The air lanes have labels including Western Air Distributor, Eastern Air Distributor, Mariasole Air Lane, and Kaspar Timeo Air Lane. A numbered key in the upper-right corner of the map identifies key landmarks in the city from government buildings, to ministries, roads, and bridges.


PART I

PATER
AETERNUS


1

BAD NEWS

In the time-honoured tradition of bad news, the call came in the middle of the night.

She activated the comm next to the bed. An image of Dr. Moreno’s face appeared, blued out and grainy. The technology was old, redundant—secure.

“Katherine. I’m sorry to say I have some bad news.”

She rubbed her eyes. She had been in such a deep sleep. Next to her, her husband Eskil stirred. Beyond him, the comm’s blue light cast the round contours of his frame in sharp relief against the wall.

“What is it?” she asked blearily.

“It’s best if you come to the centre and I can explain.”

Katherine sat up in bed. Next to her, Eskil grumbled. “I have a conference in the morning,” he muttered.

“I’ll see you shortly,” Moreno said apologetically, and the comm went dark.

Katherine threw off the sheets and activated the lights. Warm yellow replaced electric blue.

Eskil growled his displeasure. “What are you doing? It’s the middle of the night!”

“That was Dr. Moreno,” Katherine said, struggling to keep her voice and breathing level. “He wants us down at the centre. It’s bad news.”

Now Eskil sat up. A portly, hirsute man, he was as washed out as Moreno on the comm, but without the static for an excuse. He looked as though he were one more piece of bad news away from an early grave.

“Fucking hell,” he said, and went to the wardrobe to don his Party uniform.

They declined the services of their human driver—an important piece of ostentation, but which would go unobserved on that cold, wintry morning—and took the autocruiser to the medical centre. It swept low through the remnants of the wealthy Isolda Magro residential district, and skirted over the Battle of Wolff’s Crest Commemorative Highway. Katherine’s eyes traced the lines of the Imperial Treasury through the foggy haze: a ziggurat of marble ringed with pillars the size of blackwoods. Next to the high-rises ensconced by the highway and the Potenza Road, it looked like an absurd anachronism, something that might have been constructed a thousand years before.

They said nothing to each other during the journey. Katherine knew already what the news was. She had no doubt. She had no doubt that Eskil knew too.

Their child was dead.

What could there possibly be to talk about?

They stared out of opposite windows into the gloomy predawn haze. Eskil took her hand in his.

Her stomach lurched as the autocruiser jinked left, redirected by a traffic interdict. They sped over the enormous Victory Boulevard, making straight for the Central Government District. A collection of structures, each bigger than the last, reared out of the ground like funerary monuments to dead princes of the universe. Everybody else was relegated to the Western Air Distributor, but Eskil was Party. They could fly as low as they pleased.

They skirted round the northern curve of the enormous dome of the Imperial Chancellery and on to Kaspar Timeo Island. Below, the frost-rimed buildings were dark and quiet. Kada Gamar, the city that never slept, had at least one eye closed.

The medical centre—in this case the Gerigian Natal Hospital—was ten kilometres due east. Once it was free of the heart of the city, the autocruiser accelerated smartly. Katherine watched the cruiser’s flight computer as it rendered the metropolis below into a topographic grid. She snorted quietly. Even that seemed like treason: to take the brilliance of the Fatherland’s capital and diminish it. In the gloom of the cruiser, a thousand years of architectural tradition was reduced to a screen of orange geometric shapes.

She took secret pleasure in these small, quiet heresies.

It took only several minutes to reach the hospital. It sat to the north of the Imperial Water Gardens, a great plain of rectangular lakes now glassed over with ice a hand thick. The autocruiser cheerfully overrode the centre’s suggested flight plan and deposited them on the landing pad normally reserved for ambulances.

Eskil patted the back of her hand. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

Dr. Moreno was waiting for them by the rooftop entrance. He was a member of the Party, too—most professionals were required to be—and saluted Eskil smartly. “Please, come in from the cold,” he said in a great flurry of iced breath. He gestured them inside, and then followed.

Katherine loathed the natal hospital. It was a place her friends, associates, and peers frequented as they might a trendy café in Central City North. And in an empire which prized fertility, salaried pregnancy, cherished childbirth, and rewarded large clutches of children—in a very literal way—motherhood had stratified into a strict hierarchy, one which she had quickly found herself at the bottom of. The wife of Leutwin Falco, Party Leader, had ten naturally born children, with an eleventh on the way. She had recently been awarded the Fertility Medal in a lavish ceremony in the Party Chancellery gardens. Even Jaroslav Droor, the gaunt, sallow creep who ran the Ministry of Information, had six naturally conceived and delivered boys, each more gaunt and sallow than the last—though, now that she thought about it, at least one had been killed in action.

Katherine and Eskil had one, and they were about to have none. They were incapable of natural conception, though there were no discernible medical reasons as to why. If Eskil had been anything other than Party, they would not have been allowed to marry in the first place; but given his position as head of Lamprey Corporation ITG, they had been permitted to attempt ectogenesis. The way Katherine’s friends spoke about it, one would think she was moulding a baby out of offal and animating it with witchcraft. Still, for all their undoubted gossiping, they had to be pleasant and respectful to her face. That, she supposed, was something.

Dr. Moreno led them down the warm, dimly lit corridors. They turned right, away from the hospital proper and to the ectogenetic centre. It seemed to her that this wing of the hospital looked shabby and neglected, though Eskil had told her many times she was being too sensitive. Whatever the state of the corridors, the centre itself was a place of high technology. In spite of its outward appearances, the secret spaces of the Empire tended to be.

“Please,” Dr. Moreno said, and ushered them into his office. They sat, Eskil with a groan. He was getting much too fat. “Can I get you anything? A drink, or—”

“Just get on with it,” Eskil rumbled.

Katherine felt her fingers curl into claws.

Dr. Moreno nodded. “I am afraid the foetus has become unviable. We became aware of a problem early this morning. It’s called Leiderman’s failure. It is exceptionally rare. I checked the numbers. This will be the fortieth recorded case.”

“In Kada Gamar?” Eskil asked.

“In the Empire,” Dr. Moreno said. “I am terribly sorry. I know we were all hoping for a good outcome with this one.”

“What is it?” Katherine asked. Her voice was bright, perhaps slightly brittle, but freighted with none of the sudden and crushing despair which she felt. It was a voice she had practised for many years.

Dr. Moreno clasped his hands in front of him. When he spoke, it was to Eskil. “Leiderman’s failure is a sudden and irretrievable breakdown of the nervous system. We don’t know what causes it. There is an emerging theory that it’s a reaction to the ectogenetic fluid, which only comes about at the end of the third of the four semesters. But it is a problem which arises so rarely that there has been little research into it.”

“Something which I trust you will now correct,” Eskil said.

“Indeed,” Dr. Moreno said, with a brief, nervous smile.

Katherine cleared her throat, but nothing could shift the painful lump in the back of it. “May I see him?”

“Katherine,” Eskil sighed. “You will only distress yourself.”

Dr. Moreno addressed the answer once more to her husband. “You may see him if you wish; it will not be overly upsetting. There is no visible damage to the foetus.”

Eskil pressed himself to his feet. “Come on then. Let’s be done with it.”

The ectogenetic pod was a sealed, fluid-filled box the size of a briefcase. Dr. Moreno pulled it out of its slot in the wall like a morgue drawer. At its head, a tangle of pipes and cables connected to some unseen nutrient feeds and redundancy power systems. The box itself was covered in warnings, arrows, and instructions. Dr. Moreno tapped something, and the top of the pod dissolved into a false window.

“My boy,” Katherine said, laying a hand on the top of the box. Inside was her baby boy, all but mature. They had been so close. So close. Her mask slipped. She was overwhelmed for the briefest of moments. A tear pattered onto the pod. “My Gabriel.”

“Come, now, Katherine, you embarrass yourself. Barely three-quarters of the way through the process.” Eskil turned to Dr. Moreno. “What are the chances of this ‘Leiderman’s failure’ happening a second time?”

“Astronomically low,” the doctor replied flatly.

“See?” Eskil said, nudging her. “We’ll just do it again. Come on. Let’s get home. I have a busy day.”

Katherine felt a very familiar sense of helplessness and self-loathing as she allowed herself to be moved on. Her hand squeaked against the edge of the pod where she tried to maintain as much contact with it as possible. Then she used the same hand to wipe away a second errant tear, and comported herself. It would not do to be seen crying, unless she was crying tears of joy at seeing Pater Aeternus.

“Contact me any time to arrange another appointment,” Dr. Moreno said as he led them back up to the roof.

“Yes, yes,” Eskil said. They exited into the cold dawn, and Eskil returned the doctor’s salute. Then he pressed his hand into the small of Katherine’s back, and she found herself inside the autocruiser without even realising it. Then the door was closing, and they were flying home to the Isolda Magro District. The whole thing might have been a dream.

“Take us east. Do a loop of the island. Go slowly,” Eskil said to the autocruiser’s computer. It obliged, heading for the Mariasole River air lane. It would add fifteen minutes to the journey.

It was the only thing Eskil said. He gripped Katherine’s hand in his, looked out the window, and quietly sobbed until they got home.

By the time the autocruiser reached their house in Isolda Magro, both of them had wiped their eyes and straightened themselves out. It would not do to let the staff see them weep. Plenty of them were Droor’s informers.

They lived in a palatial residence, nestled in several hectares of grounds which themselves abutted the Potenza Road. The autocruiser landed on its pad, and Katherine climbed out into the cold morning air. She spared a brief glance at the large surveillance pylon at the corner of the street, which rose up thirty metres high and filled the air with a dull electronic hum.

“I’ll see you this evening,” Eskil called from the back of the autocruiser.

“You aren’t coming in?”

Eskil shrugged. “What’s the point? I have a lot to do and I’m already dressed. Have the chef make your favourite tonight. That type of steak you like. And get a bottle of the Voridan out, the brandy. Yesper will know which one.”

“You do not want to talk about what happened?”

Eskil, his vulnerability apparently forgotten, crushed, squeezed into atoms, waved her off. The autocruiser door was already closing. “Later, later. We’ll discuss it tonight.”

Katherine clenched her hands as the autocruiser returned to the air lanes and headed for the Lamprey Corporation headquarters, back to the Central Government District, which they had already crossed over that morning.

Eskil didn’t come home to enjoy the steak and brandy which Katherine had spent the entire day having prepared.

It was a simple task, something which should have taken the—considerable—staff less than half an hour. But Katherine had been so hyper-focused on ignoring her grief until her husband returned that she had managed to stretch it out to last much of the day.

She walked around the residence slowly, moving between butlers and valets, footmen and housekeepers and cooks and scullery maids as though none of them were there at all. She extrapolated each facet of the task until it had taken on almost unachievable proportions. The steaks—not from the food printer, but from a secret, illicit farm several hundred kilometres away—had to be unpackaged and brought up to room temperature. She took on this task personally, using the kitchen terminal to monitor the air temperature and quality and then placing the steaks in a controlled, sealed cubicle. She stopped checking on it after she noticed the similarities between the cubicle and the ectogenetic pod.

She spent several hours thinking of side dishes. The Party provided a list of foodstuffs which were considered politically unacceptable, and this was updated weekly. After examining this, then cross-referencing it to previous iterations to ensure their dinner was politically correct, she took her findings to the head chef. The man listened to her patiently, doing a good job of concealing his alarm at what must have seemed like the beginnings of a manic episode.

The brandy she had to fetch from the cellar. That, Katherine managed to make last almost the entire morning. The cellar was located deep underground, in the same place as their private orbital-bombardment shelter, and was a welcome ordeal to reach. She had worried that the quiet, cool dark of the place would provide fertile ground for her mind to wander, but she focused on the old dusty labels on the many thousands of bottles there—inherited, rather than purchased, from the previous director—admiring the artwork, the calligraphy.

Yes, she managed to put off confronting her grief for the whole day. By the time the meal was prepared and the brandy unstoppered by Yesper, Katherine felt as though she were about to erupt. Eskil, for all he affected not to care—ten years as the director of Lamprey Corporation had made the costume of his Party loyalty ironclad—would listen to her. Perhaps not with the depth and empathy that she would have liked, but better than most.

And yet, he did not arrive.

In fact, his secretary informed Katherine, he had not been in the office all day.

In fact, as the inspektors would inform her several weeks later, it was unlikely he would ever be seen again.

And so her grief remained compressed. With Eskil gone, so was her release valve.

And it would not do to be seen crying in front of the staff.

Lamprey Corporation was one of five companies which sat at arm’s length from the Decurion Empire and which, collectively, were responsible for providing all of the materiel which went into the Citizens’ Entitlement. It had meant Eskil had been both extremely important within Pater Aeternus, and exorbitantly wealthy.

It also meant that Katherine’s request for a quiet, private remembrance was briskly rejected. The funeral would be a lavish state affair. Every Party Minister would be there. The Emperor would not attend, but there would be a pre-recorded message of condolence.

At no point did anybody from the Inspektorate actually sit down with her and explain what had happened to Eskil. Instead, she had pieced it together from conversations with a number of different people.

Eskil’s autocruiser had gone down in the Mariasole. That was the working assumption, anyway; the Kaspar Timeo ATC had lost contact with it as it had transited north past the orbital tether exclusion zone. The timing of the abrupt drop in communication had coincided with the launch of an old Hakasian megafreighter, whose downwash might have been enough to knock the cruiser out of the sky. Unfortunately, the Mariasole in that part of Kada Gamar, sandwiched between the spaceport and the industrial zone, was several kilometres deep. The transponders, both those of the autocruiser and those implanted in Eskil himself, were not powerful enough to broadcast through that much water.

No one seemed to be asking the obvious question as to why the autocruiser had been there in the first place, but no one seemed troubled by it either. Eventually, Katherine reasoned that, as on their journey back from the natal hospital, Eskil had simply wanted to spend some time alone, and had become an unfortunate victim of circumstance.

Tragic accidents happened, after all.

“A most tragic accident, indeed,” Ruben Morozov said to her on the balcony of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The building played no role of particular significance in the funeral ceremony; it simply had one of the largest and best-placed balconies overlooking the Gethin Vasuda Victory Boulevard.

Katherine watched as an empty coffin was towed down the length of that immense road by six black horses, themselves led by a procession of a thousand Imperial soldiers marching in lockstep. There was something amusing about watching a legion of these élite warriors honouring her husband, when he had undertaken his Imperial service in the secretly but widely derided safe posting for Party scions, the Naval Defence Reserve.

“Indeed,” she said demurely. The coffin might have been empty, but she had been instructed to pretend it wasn’t. What were people supposed to think? That the Inspektorate couldn’t dredge the Mariasole if they needed to?

Morozov was a man of late middle age. He was very tall, which he attributed to too much time in zero G—“loose bones,” he called it, though he had the frame of a bodybuilder. He was the Councillor General for the Permanent War Council, a collection of six senior Party officials who oversaw Pater Aeternus’ perennial war efforts across the galaxy. Ironically, he was rather avuncular, and now the closest person she had to a confidant.

Of course, he was not a confidant; she was not that stupid.

“And so shortly after the loss of your baby. A son, was it?”

Katherine’s breath briefly snagged in her throat. She felt as though Morozov had slapped her, though he seemed completely at ease with broaching such a personal subject.

She might have kicked herself. Of course everybody knew about it. Of fucking course. She had told nobody; Eskil certainly wouldn’t have done. She doubted even Dr. Moreno had told anyone. It was more likely that the natal hospital’s records were accessible to the Ministry of Information, and the ghastly Droor had been keeping tabs on them.

“Yes,” she said. Her voice was level. “A small boy. Eighteen months.”

“Oh, only six months to go,” Morozov said, not unsympathetically. “Ecto is, what, two years?” Then he chuckled. “I wish my children had been born at two!”

Katherine felt as though she had stepped into a parallel dimension in which it was perfectly acceptable to dredge up a stranger’s grief in public—at her husband’s funeral, no less—and make light of it.

Her hands bunched into fists. This was Pater Aeternus. The only thing that was surprising was that she was surprised.

“How many is it for you, now?” she asked. Her voice was bright and pleasant. A perfect simulation of a polite enquiry as magma pulsed through her arteries.

“Goodness, seven. No, eight! Jenna had another girl in the spring.” He chortled again, as though they weren’t at a funeral at all. “I never see them. Any of them.” There did not seem to be a hint of sadness about him. “I have been so busy. You heard about the deaths on Talishan?”

Katherine nodded, though she hadn’t. The most important thing was to move the conversation along.

“A shabby business. Very illegal, too, under the Harmonious Societies Convention. Personally, I don’t think we should have done it, though I shouldn’t say that,” he added with a brief sideways glance in her direction. “But I don’t think anything will happen.”

“What was the reason for it?” she asked absently, scanning the crowds lining the highway.

“I don’t ask too many questions. Foreigners of one stripe or another, getting too big for their boots. Building warships, starting a navy.” He turned to her, smiling conspiratorially and raising his eyebrows. “Can’t have that!” He turned back to the procession, and sighed. “I don’t know. They’re all gone now. The whole capital, or certainly a decent chunk of it.” He blew over his hand as though he were holding a dandelion.

Katherine watched the funeral procession pass in front of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was probably the only time she would be permitted to publicly grieve, and yet she felt completely plugged up. A strange sort of calm had overcome her. All she could think about was how repellent Morozov was. How much she detested all of this—these people, this absurd pageantry, the theatrical lunacy of it all.

“You are not worried about the Alliance?” she said, referring to the Free Nations’ ostensible mutual-defence pact, which apparently had done nothing to prevent the outright destruction of one of its members.

“Nah,” Morozov said. He turned and took a glass of something from a tray proffered by a waiter. The medals on his chest, a stupid, preposterous number of them, overlapping like the discs in a coat of scale armour, tinkled together. “They probably know it was us, but our fingerprints aren’t on it. Besides, the Alliance is pretty toothless. They let us get away with one every now and then in return for something or other.” He took a drink from the glass, putting half of it away in one long swallow, and winked at her. “They know when it really comes down to it, they can’t stop us.”

Katherine certainly believed that Morozov believed that. She had also arrived at the conclusion that he considered her to be utterly insignificant, someone so unimportant that he could speak freely in front of her without even the vaguest fear of repercussion. She was a woman, first and foremost, which already put her at a disadvantage. But she was also a woman who could not conceive naturally, and who had recently become untethered from the only person who had made her vicariously important. In other circumstances she’d be considered practically unproductive. A Class II citizen at best. The only thing she had on her side now was the Party’s fanatical obsession with appearances. The wife of the director of Lamprey Corporation was a senior public figure. They might relocate her to an apartment, rather than the enormous residence on the Potenza Road, and slowly relegate her to obscurity. But they would not let her embarrass herself or the Party.

Of course, they could always kill you.

No. She pushed the thought away like a piece of flotsam from the side of a lifeboat.

They killed Eskil, and now they are going to kill you.

“No,” she said out loud.

Morozov, who had not been speaking, looked at her quizzically. Then, seeming to remember that they were at the funeral of one of his senior colleagues and friends, and of course making allowances for her irrational womanly grief, he nodded patiently. “I know. This must all be so difficult to bear.”

“Yes. Indeed. My poor, dear Eskil.” She sighed. There was not a hint of a tremble in it. Her eyes were completely dry. It was not good. The Party would not want her making a scene with great wailing sobs of grief, but to be completely dry-eyed suggested disloyalty to her husband—and therefore to Pater Aeternus.

Knowing that there would be cameras on her, she pretended to dab her eyes with a handkerchief. Morozov patted her on the shoulder.

“What will happen to the people on Talishan?” she asked. It was an innocent question, one posed simply to keep the conversation going, which had faded to the point of awkwardness.

Judging by Morozov’s expression, he clearly regretted having brought it up.

“I wouldn’t trouble yourself about it. The survivors will probably set up somewhere else, like roaches. Perhaps then they will have some sense and keep their heads down.”

“You mean, set up a new nation?”

Morozov nodded absently, clearly tiring of the conversation. “Indeed. Hell, you could probably do it yourself with the amount of money Eskil will leave you.”

Katherine said nothing for a little while. She hadn’t even considered her inheritance. She kept expecting Eskil to simply turn up. She was watching a fake funeral for a man who sounded more like he was missing than dead.

“Yes, well. Nothing can replace my husband. No sum of money in the Empire,” she said dutifully.

“A few hundred billion might change your mind.”

She snorted. “You jest,” she said, turning away from the procession to make use of the bathroom before the eulogy started.

“I don’t. Where are you going? You are going to miss the Salutations. It will be noticed.”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” she said, flustered.

The balcony abutted a large, empty mezzanine. She made for the unisex facilities at the far end, and flung the door open. The attendant, a young man, had been watching the hypersled broadcast on a portable holo. Katherine caught sight of a young foreigner clad in flashy overalls at the Soma Beck circuit. It was night-time there, tens of thousands of kilometres away. She could not help but feel put out; if Eskil had been a Minister, they would have cancelled the race and made everybody watch the funeral broadcast.

The attendant cancelled the holo with a wave of his hand.

“My apologies, madam,” he said smoothly. “That was Julian Yashego. He races for Leonis now.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I wonder how he’s settling in. A new world. New politics. New culture. I suppose being paid a huge sum of money makes it easier—”

Katherine held up a hand for silence, profoundly confused as to why this man was talking to her, and with such a peculiar cadence, too. “I don’t care. Just … leave me alone for five minutes.”

The young man paused. “Is everything all right, madam?”

“Is everything—?” She looked at him in astonishment. “Get out!”

“Yes, madam, at once,” the man said, and left.

Katherine looked at herself in the mirror. Forty-five. Pale. Bags under her eyes, crow’s-feet in the corners. Her hair, long and dark, was tied up in a way that stretched her scalp unattractively, and she wore a black pants suit that made her look like a child dressing up as a Party member.

She shook her head at her reflection. How tired she was of it all. The silliness of it. The insidiousness. The malevolence. Her life was a carousel of tedium, couched in a fairground of unspeakable, subtle, quiet horror. It made her want to scream. But there were probably cameras behind the mirror, too.

She pretended to use the toilet, then checked her makeup—pausing to dab a few drops of water on her cheeks—and hurried back to the balcony, just in time to place her hands over her heart and mouth as the Salutations began.

That night, she crept up to a small study in the very top of the residence. Here, a single large window afforded her an unobstructed view of the Imperial Treasury half a kilometre away, underlit by spotlights and buzzing with a cloud of security drones like flies over a corpse.

At the corner of the Potenza Road, the surveillance pylon twinkled with monitoring lights, and hummed, and watched.

Katherine lifted up a small section of carpet, and underneath it wriggled a cut floorboard loose. Here was a palm-coded strongbox, which she opened. Inside was a bed of grey foam couching a revolver; she lifted the entire insert out and removed the pamphlet from underneath. It was a single folded piece of paper, which had as its headline:

TYRANNY IS AN ABERRATION
PATER AETERNUS IS EVIL
IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY

It had come from an explosion in Central City North six months before; some seditionist from a group calling themselves “Pater Delendus Est” had planted a canvas holdall on the side of the street and detonated an air bomb within it, sending a great plume of the leaflets in all directions. Dozens—possibly hundreds, thanks to a fortuitous prevailing wind—had been picked up by dazed citizens before the whole street had been shut down by the Ministry of Information’s Political Enforcement branch. Katherine had picked one up unthinkingly, and brought it home—and then, realising she was holding her own death warrant, had hidden it away.

Several times since she had come here to read it, palms sweating, heart pounding. Initially she had consumed the screed hatefully, with fear and revulsion and a sense of deeply ingrained self-righteous zeal. But once the intellectual seeds had been planted, there was no stopping the roots from worming their way into her credulous, receptive grey matter.

Afterwards, she had begun to notice things, things which she had not had the political vocabulary to hitherto express. Written in the pamphlet were profound heresies, brief but hard-hitting proclamations about the obscenity of the Party fertility cult, the barbarism of social stratification, the savagery with which Class II citizens and so-called unproductives were treated—what really took place in “re-education” centres. Some of the claims seemed outlandish even to Katherine, doubtless heightened and exaggerated for political effect. Other claims were the logical extensions of, and conclusions to, the things she already knew.

Slowly, she began to see how, as histrionic as the claims were, there was an element of truth to all of them. She thought of the number of friends and associates who had perished having their fourth, fifth, sixth child—young, otherwise healthy women, forced to endure labour over and over and over, to roll the dice on repeated pregnancies to either the Party’s satisfaction or medical misadventure. She thought of the large residential ghettos around Kada Gamar, rife with mould and death and disease and crime, subject to frequent Inspektorate raids, epidemics, and riots. She thought of the endless number of young men sent to perish on distant, foreign worlds for the sole sake of Imperial prestige, frightened and alone, far from their mothers and homes.

She realised how little she had thought about these things over the course of her life—how much she had been prevented and discouraged from thinking about these things—and was astonished by how prevalent it all was. These matters were not even concealed from view. They were everywhere, for those who cared to look. But a lifetime of subtle manipulation, of logical-sounding explanations issued by impressive men with polished affects in imposing uniforms, of comfortable, conforming groupthink within her privileged and wealthy social circle, had formed some sort of mental shield in which all of these things could be safely ignored.

Now she saw it everywhere, unearthed and displayed by the pamphlet and its sound bites, and it repulsed her.

Even though the pamphlet detailed nothing but a list of societal horrors and humanitarian crimes, Katherine found reading it to be a meditative exercise. With Eskil gone, and with the termination of her ectogenetic pregnancy, this leaflet was her release valve. It was no use knowing intrinsically that Pater Aeternus was evil; she needed to see it written down, and by someone else. She had to know that other people felt this way. Her thoughts needed the oxygen of external validation.

Her eyes traced the writing in the faint streetlight; her hands were shaking. All her life, she had been taught that her role, both as a woman and a mother, was to protect and serve her family with the same unthinking, self-sacrificing zeal as a wild beast. And she had failed, first with her unborn son, and then, in the space of a heartbeat, her husband.

A single sob escaped her throat as the thought calcified in her. She felt the cruel, capricious hand of grief seize the muscles of her chest and squeeze. That was the feeling. Not just the bottomless despair of bereavement, but the guilt of failure. As she sat wretchedly in the study, she realised that her whole life she had been facing in the wrong direction. Her nascent family had not required protection from enemies of the Empire; they had required protection from the Empire itself.

She paused as the study was briefly bathed in a flash of headlights, and the gardens beyond filled with the buzzing hum of autocruiser engines. Adrenaline flooded her system, fear crushing her grief to powder, and she quickly stuffed the leaflet back in the strongbox, replaced the insert and revolver, and closed, locked, and replaced it beneath the floorboards.

She had only just finished tamping the carpet down against the grip rail when the doorbell rang.

She hazarded a quick glance at the window.

“Oh, shit,” she said.

It was Political Enforcement.
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PATER AETERNA VICTOR

There was nothing quite like the track on race day.

Julian had spent years trying to define what it was. But here on the Soma Beck circuit, he thought he might finally have cracked it.

It was the smell.

The air was saturated with it. Exhaust; fuel; the oily grime on the track, the iridescent puddles in the sumps; the smell of anticipation and excitement; the livestock stink of thousands of people. Cheap race-day food, hot oil and fat and salt; beer, foamy, spilt on the seats. The brightly coloured leather of his flight suit, white and red, splashed with sponsors and impregnated with fire retardants. His helmet, plastic, alloy, foam. The air was warm and humid and had a crackling electric hum. The sky above was filled with low grey cloud and charged with static.

Julian took in a deep lungful through his nose. Yes, that was it. The smell.

But if the smell wasn’t it, then the light and colour were. The track was a riot of both. Harsh neon glare cast everything in electric-blue relief. Shadows were crisp and black. Holos blared everywhere, screens flashed advertisements, announcements, and, occasionally, stern behavioural injunctions.

On the track were the hypersleds. Much like Julian’s flight overalls, they were bright with sponsors. Given the economy was tightly controlled and regulated here, it struck Julian, a non-native Imperial citizen, as odd how such sponsorship worked. Someone had once explained to him that in the Decurion Empire there were in fact two economies, one controlled by the government which provided everybody with the necessities, and a separate ringfenced one that operated as a sort of pseudo free market, the kind he had on his homeworld. But the conversation had been a boring one, and Julian had been drunk, and he had not paid attention.

He shrugged inwardly as he reached the sled, running a hand along the ultralight alloys of its chassis. Something for someone else to care about. He was just here to race.

“Yash,” Raf, his racing director, called down to him from the cockpit. Despite Julian having been promised the opportunity to bring along his entire racing team from Trillia, only Raf had been granted the necessary visa to accompany him. The rest of the engineers were Decurions, and most of them were onworlders, from Leonis. Hell, most of them were from the capital, Kada Gamar. They didn’t seem to really like Julian or Raf. Well, they’d like winning enough.

“Raf,” Julian said, smiling up at his mentor.

Raf nodded to the control panel in front of him. It was, like in all hypersleds, deliberately mechanical and rudimentary. Sledding was supposed to be a test of skill. Couldn’t have a computer fly the thing for you. “DS-actuator is still blinky.” He tapped the yoke with a small ten-mil spanner.

“I thought you replaced it?”

“I did.”

Julian looked to where an engineer had opened one of the dorsal access points of the sled and was elbow-deep in the guts of the machine. Next to him were several other engineers, surrounded by stacks of tools and banks of computer processors. Holos scrolled with telemetry. Brows were furrowed with concentration.

“Can you fix it?” Julian asked—the perennial question.

Raf squinted at the starter board ahead, hanging from a gantry which spanned the finish line. The race clock was ticking down: seventeen minutes. Already some of the other sled teams were clearing the track.

“Guess you’ll find out the first time you try to turn right.”

Julian laughed, a deep throaty sound that his parents had always described as infectious. The thought came out of nowhere, and it cut the humour out of him. God, he missed them. He missed his home.

Raf noticed the change in his mood. He waved him over to the crew zone. “Go away for ten minutes and do your visualisations. What happens at point seventeen?”

“The new corkscrew.”

“I don’t want you splatting.”

“You think I do?”

Raf threw an oily rag at him with a power and speed which belied his old, rangy form. Julian snatched it out of the air. His smile returned, and he went to the private crew area to think about the track.

He was five minutes from the end of his visualisations when the light changed. He opened his eyes to see that all the screens had gone from their demented blaring to solid red. There was a thunder-like rumble as everyone in the crowd stood, and then a loud fanfare over the track speakers.

Julian stood, placing his left hand over his mouth, his right over his heart, just as he’d been taught to by his political handlers from the Ministry of Information. Moments later the screen was filled with a picture of Pater Aeternus, the name for both the Emperor and the Party, and more often than not a misnomer for the Empire itself. The present iteration of the Eternal Father was Davor Casale, a white, elderly man, perhaps a hundred years old. He appeared as he always did for the Salutations: in military dress uniform.

“Who gives you life?” his voice boomed over the speakers.

Julian—and the many thousands of people in the stands—said, “Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you purpose?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

“Who gives you joy?”

“Pater Aeternus.”

Then the Emperor winked, and said, “Enjoy the race!”

The crowd cheered. Julian let his hands drop. They never used the exact same video; the Emperor had probably recorded himself saying “Enjoy the race” in six or seven different ways, which they broadcast at random. It made it seem like the Salutations were not simply rote. Julian was not sure if anybody else noticed, or if anybody else cared. Only Class I citizens were permitted to attend the races in person, and they had the least reason to question the status quo.

After the Salutations came some other message flashing up on the track screens, something about a state funeral in Kada Gamar; but by that point Julian was too focused on the race to pay it attention. It seemed most in the crowd were of the same mind, and had returned to their seats.

He climbed into the cockpit of his hypersled and pulled his helmet on. The crowd noise disappeared.

“Go easy on her,” Raf said, speaking into his mic. His voice was tinny in Julian’s ears. He helped him with the seat straps. “The team is happy with the actuator but …”

“But what?”

Raf seemed as though he were going to say more, but he simply shook his head. “Don’t hold back. It’ll be fine. I’ve checked it myself.”

Julian nodded.

With the straps tight, Raf slapped him on the shoulder and pressed the cockpit lid—a canopy of transparent green alloy—down into place.

Voices filled Julian’s ears as the engineers ran through the pre-race checklists. He listened, but not keenly. If there was a problem, they would have told him about it. Instead, he performed his pre-flight rituals. He hummed an old tune from his native Trillia as he turned on the instrument panels in an order long preordained by superstition. Then, once everything was activated and working, he took in the track ahead.

He was starting in pole. He couldn’t remember the last time he had started anywhere else. The only racer in front of him was the long, sleek, angular nose of his own hypersled, glossy crimson and white. The colours of Leonis, capital planet of the Decurion Empire. He was their flagship racer. Him. Julian Yashego. He wasn’t even from the Empire. But he won. He had won on Trillia—a lot. And then he had won on Leonis. He’d put Iakob Valéria, the former Leonian race lead, out of a job, and made an enemy for life in the bargain.

But he didn’t care. He just wanted to win. Which was good, because Leonis wanted him to win too.

The race countdown began: a rack of red lights, beep, beep, booping down.
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Green

He jammed the throttle to full, and the hypersled accelerated smartly. No part of it touched the track; repulsor nodes putting out a squishy air cushion of weird physics kept it the regulation hundred centimetres above the floor. It meant hypersleds went like stink. It was rare to dip below 400 kph, and on some of the straights in Soma Beck he would top out at 1,000.

The pack, a collection of racers from the many hundreds of worlds and territories that made up the Empire, kept pace. This was an intra-Imperial race, but there were pan-galactic leagues that pulled in teams from the Free Nations. That was where the real fame, fortune, and prestige were earned.

Iakob Valéria was in the green and blue Speed Dynamics Hazal, now representing the Imperial territory of Chagatai Prime—a humiliating demotion from Leonis. It sat off Julian’s port rear stabiliser, nudging, probing, but there was no space to overtake. The sleds aligned. The first loop was fast approaching.

Julian had visualised every aspect of the track many times before. He held the yoke loosely as the nose of his Toshiko drifted smoothly to the racing line. A touch, two on the rudder, a slight roll in the left aileron, and he was nose up, up, up, kissing the apex as the circuit inverted around him, and then—

Down.

Here, coming out of the initial loop, was the first danger point. Soma Beck had an 800 kph stretch here where a skilled, daring racer might snatch a place. Already Raf was in Julian’s ear, cautioning him against overcooking the engines. But he could not ease back; Valéria was there in his mirrors. Always there.

Julian grinned. Their sleds screamed in tandem around a wide right turn, his left wing coming within a hairsbreadth of the barrier. Beyond, protected by an invisible kinetic shield, the crowd roared. Screens replayed the moment with demented jump cuts showing just how close the wing had come.

Julian’s comm was silent with admonition.

The rest of the sleds were well behind now. Already Julian was a full second ahead of everyone—

Except that green and blue Hazal.

He gritted his teeth and throttled up. Too fast; recklessly fast, especially coming into Soma Beck’s infamous switchbacks. Here sleds bled speed. He cut back-and-forth a full kilometre into the earth, barely touching 250 kph, nose down almost thirty degrees. Holding the racing line was paramount on these corners. There was no live crowd here, though it was one of the most interesting parts of the circuit. The track had already taken them several tens of kilometres out into a broad pan of temperate grass plain; now it was cutting a deep scar into the earth.

Lights blinked stroboscopically overhead as he took the Toshiko into the underground section. Bare brown rock zipped past the canopy. The downslope of a long, shallow U of track put his speed at 900 kph. The yoke began to tremble slightly. The engines whined in protest. The pack was one and a half seconds behind, and still the Hazal was there. Valéria had taken an almost perfect line. This was the best he had raced in months.

Up, now, into the big floodlights of the northernmost crescent of the circuit. Here was point seventeen, a huge new corkscrew which had been built over the course of several months to keep the track fresh and interesting for spectators. Corkscrews were often the most dangerous part of any track. The roll made them disorienting, especially at the incredible speed and G-forces involved. But point seventeen was an off-centre corkscrew, and it rolled down to starboard. It was the most difficult ranked section of any circuit in the galaxy.

Something caught his eye. He looked sharply to the right. Valéria was there. The damn Hazal was there. It was impossible. His concentration slipped. He twitched the yoke to port a tenth of a second too early to take the line, and felt his Toshiko glance off something. Three hundredths of a second before he tightened to begin his roll, Valéria snuck ahead, the paint of the Hazal’s rear port dorsal stabiliser scratching where it had clipped Julian’s wing.

Asshole.

Julian gripped the yoke too tightly as he began the turn, taking himself off the line for one hundredth of a second. Now the damned Clear Air Turbulence Saar was on him. How was that even possible?

Rattled, he took the corkscrew much too wide, much too slow. By the time he was out and hitting the 1,000 kph straight he was in fourth place—fourth place—and his mind was in disarray.

And then the actuator malfunctioned.

A typical sled race lasted several hours. For spectators, it was a whole afternoon’s entertainment, of which the race formed only a part. The crowds ate and drank and socialised, typically paying attention for the first and last handful of laps. But Julian’s early failure flying the Team Leonis Toshiko had sucked up all the attention in Soma Beck like a vacuum explosively inhaling a holdful of air.

They jury-rigged the actuator on a first-lap pit, and by the time Julian rejoined the race he was down to fourteenth. He flew to the point of recklessness, at one stage even forcing race marshals to intervene, but he never reclaimed pole, and finished in seventh place. It was an incredible feat of technical skill and racing flair to have clawed back that many places, but as he pulled into the crew zone, he knew that he might as well have come last.

His team was silent as he punched the canopy and threw his harness straps off. They watched him, this foreign ringer, stony eyed, as he removed his helmet and practically threw it at Raf.

“Easy,” Raf admonished as he caught it. The man’s face was bathed in sweat, his skin imprinted pink with goggle lines. His racing director had as much to lose as Julian did.

Julian didn’t trust himself to speak as he exited the sled. Camera drones the size of coins flitted about him, inflating, enlarging, broadcasting—with a tangible sense of schadenfreude—his failure on the trackside screens. Not just those screens, but screens across the Empire and beyond. Already sportswriters would be sharpening their knives, each looking to outdo the next with how vicious they could be.

Leonis did not lose races. The capital team? The seat of the Empire? The home of the Eternal Father himself? The occasional podium finish was permissible, but seventh? It was unthinkable.

He watched as Valéria walked up and down the home straight, fists punching the air, drunk on the adulation of the crowd—a huge part of which still adored him and saw him as Leonis’ rightful racing lead. He snatched one of the camera drones out of the air in front of him, and the screens were quick to change output to his aggressive, ecstatic delirium.

“Pater Aeterna Victor!” he shouted into the camera. “I dedicate this win to Pater Aeternus! This is for you, Eternal Father! Pater Aeterna Victor!”

Julian swatted at the drones which followed him like a cloud of mosquitoes. He was about to swear, when Raf grabbed him by the arm.

“Come on,” he said, quietly but firmly. “It’ll keep until the green room.”

Julian locked eyes with the engineers who sat in the trackside crew area. They watched him, expressionless, arms folded, chewing gum.

“What?” he demanded of them, his anger suddenly spilling over.

“Yash!” Raf snapped. He grabbed a cap and shoved it onto Julian’s head, pulling the peak so far down it practically blinded him. “Not here. Come on.”

Julian gritted his teeth as Raf pulled him into the crew area and then beyond, through a succession of doors to the green room.

The drones which tried to follow them were fried at the threshold.

They were safe in the green room for perhaps twenty-five minutes, but he would be expected to attend a junket of post-race interviews. The thought of having to go back out there chewed up his guts.

They sat in silence for a little while. Julian drank a litre of water, unzipped his flight overalls, tied his hair back, and wiped the sweat from his face.

And then he burst.

“What the fuck was that? What happened? You told me you’d checked the actuator!”

“I had,” Raf said. His voice held neither anger nor supplication. The words were just a statement of fact. Raf never shouted, never lost his cool, rarely chastised. He taught; he didn’t scold.

“Well …!” Julian shouted, the ocean of his anger crashing against the cliffs of Raf’s imperturbability. “Great job!”

Raf rubbed his chin, lost in thought. “You missed the turn before the actuator went anyway. You’d have lost a few places on the ’screw.”

“I’d have lost a lot fewer if—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Raf said, waving him off. The man’s eyes were closed.

There was a pause, in which Julian sat and drank his water and calmed down. He looked over to his racing director. “What are you even thinking about, anyway?”

“Hm?”

“Sitting there with your eyes closed. What’s the matter? What are you thinking about?”

Raf thought some more. “Answer a question for me.”

“What?”

“How did we get here?”

Julian rolled his eyes, not in the mood for more of the man’s Zen-master bullshit. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean how did we get here. Just think about it for a second.”

“Pater Aeternus,” he said tiredly. “The Empire. Leonis. They offered me a racing contract. They offered you a racing contract.”

“Why?”

Julian looked around, as though the answer were some secret floating about the room. “Because I’m the best hypersled pilot in the galaxy.”

“Right. And Leonis needs to win, right?”

“Right.”

“Why do they need to win?”

“Everybody wants to win—”

“I said need. Not want.”

Julian had no idea what to say.

Raf sighed. He shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Today. This loss.”

“I didn’t lose.”

Raf gave him a pointed look. “Didn’t exactly win though, did you?”

“What’s your point?” Julian had been ready to deliver a large, cathartic tantrum, but Raf’s obliqueness was leaving him with a lot of energy and nothing to discharge it on.

Raf took in a deep breath. “How long have we been here, now? On Leonis?”

“I don’t know? Six months?”

“What have you noticed in that time?”

“Noticed about what?”

“Doesn’t it all feel … a bit odd to you?”

“Raf, I remember you being very fucking excited to take this contract—”

“I know that. I’m not saying you dragged me here. I’m just saying now we are here, what have you noticed?”

“About the Empire?”

“Yeah.”

Julian blew out his lips. “They take themselves very seriously.”

“Right. Right. That is exactly what I’m talking about. They need to win. It’s almost pathological. It’s like a … pissing contest.”

“Racing is nothing but a pissing contest.”

“I mean beyond the usual pissing. It’s like … It’s like they have something to prove.”

Julian thought about this for a moment. “They can’t have expected me to come first in literally every single race.”

“But that’s just it, Jules. I think they might have.”

He shrugged theatrically. “What’s the matter with you? You’ve never spoken like this before.”

Raf snorted. “You’ve never lost before.”

“I didn’t lo—!”

“Okay, you’ve never not hit the podium at least. And also,” the man continued, warming to his theme, “where’s our engineering team? PA told us they would come, and they still aren’t here. Jupe would have fixed that actuator, no question. It was very fixable.”

Now Julian began to feel uneasy. “You’re not saying the Leonis team sabot—”

“I’m not saying anything about anyone,” Raf interrupted quickly. “I’m just saying, they aren’t our guys.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, and then squeezed his eyes with his index finger and thumb. “And everybody still loves that dickhead Valéria.”

“Tell me about it,” Julian muttered darkly. He had wondered about Trillian Speedways and Jupe, his old head of on-track engineering. As far as he knew, they were ensnared in some visa mix-up, though now he turned his mind to it, Raf was right; that had been months ago. He missed Jupe and her easy camaraderie. The Leonian team had never been friendly. He’d put it down to a mixture of their professionalism and the generally cool demeanour of all Imperial citizens. But they weren’t his team. They had been Valéria’s team. Mentally, they still were Valéria’s team.

“But they still want to win, right?” Julian said, not sure who he was trying to convince. “If I lose, they lose.”

“Engineers of that calibre will never want for a job. Pilots rotate. Die. Wear out, retire. Engineers last forever.”

Julian shook his head, as though doing so might straighten out his thoughts. “Raf, what is it you are trying to say?”

“I don’t know, man. These past few months I’ve just started noticing things. This place … it spooks me out. You remember what they told us on Trillia? Before we left?”

“Who?” Julian asked disingenuously. But he knew exactly what Raf was talking about. Besuited killjoys from the Trillian Foreign Department had visited them a week before they shipped out, and lectured them about “cultural differences”—the class system, political crimes, some boring bullshit about police states and internment camps.

“I know you know what I’m talking about.”

Julian laughed. “Raf, we’ve taken over the most prestigious team in the galaxy. Come on, man. We’re richer than god. Our families are taken care of. Did you see the place my parents bought in Vientore? Right next to the beach?”

“I saw it.”

“And we’ve only been at it half a season.”

Raf pursed his lips. “Just … be careful. Please. On and off the track. Just keep doing what you’re good at. Make yourself valuable to them because you’re a winner, not … Don’t let them make you into an example. They already think they’re better than us because we’re Free Nations.”

Julian tsked. “Okay old man,” he chuckled, and sat back, and closed his eyes. “What happened with that actuator, anyway?” he asked after a long pause.

Raf shook his head. “I don’t know. I did fix it.”

“Were you the last guy to look at it?”

Raf said nothing.

“I need to study Valéria’s data tomorrow,” Julian continued. “Guy was taking a perfect line.”

They both looked up as the door to the green room opened. A man stood there, motionless. He was freakishly tall, thin, slightly stooped, and had pale, grey skin.

“There will be no interviews,” he said without preamble in a clipped Gamarian accent. “The story is that you are suffering from food poisoning. Come with me.”

Julian frowned, and looked at Raf, though the latter could only shrug.

“Who are you?” Julian asked this strange newcomer.

“Now,” the man said.

“Jeez, all right,” Julian muttered, and stood.

“Not you,” the man said as Raf made to join them. He turned back to Julian. “Come. There is an exit we can take where we will not be seen.”

There was indeed an exit, at the end of a long, damp corridor of undressed concrete. Julian could hear the roar of the crowd, and the dissonant thumping of speakers as they blared out a mixture of victory music and patriotic anthems.

He was led to a black autocruiser with tinted windows. Even with Raf’s misgivings, he thought nothing of this. He was a major celebrity. Back alley exits, private security—these things were de rigueur for him.

He climbed into the back. The man who had collected him ducked low and sat in the front, next to a driver who wore a black uniform.

“Let’s go,” he said quietly.

Julian couldn’t help but feel a pang of irritation to be thought of as suffering from food poisoning. He would have preferred the truth to be known: that his actuator had malfunctioned. That was the only reason he had lost. He refused to believe that Valéria was a better racer.

The autocruiser went high, much higher than the civilian air lanes. They left Soma Beck behind, and the surrounding city. He felt a gentle pressure on his back as the cruiser accelerated for a long time, and then the equatorial desert of Leonis was lost under a huge mass of high-altitude cloud.

Nobody said anything to him, despite his efforts to engage the men in the front in conversation. Bored, he found himself thinking about idle, inconsequential things: his hotel room in Soma Beck that would now go spare; the clean-down of the Toshiko, which he had always made a point of joining in with; autographs for his fans. Eventually he was lulled to sleep by the gentle turbulence. Racing was exhausting, after all, and in the comfortable, warm darkness of the autocruiser, consciousness was impossible.

He awoke to find they were touching down on the pad atop his apartment building in Kada Gamar. As part of the enticement package, they had given him a grace-and-favour penthouse on the Battle of Wolff’s Crest Commemorative Highway, right at the eastern end where it overlooked the trendy Central City North. It was the stomping ground of Party luminaries and Imperial celebrities, and he had very much enjoyed the past six months drinking and fucking his way through this social bubble.

The man in the passenger seat looked as though he had not moved. He certainly hadn’t slept. When he spoke, it was as if they had entered the autocruiser only a few minutes ago.

“Come.”

They exited the vehicle. Another black-clad officer was standing at the entrance to the building. A bitingly cold wind cut across the roof. Although they had gained half a day travelling thousands of kilometres northwest, it was winter in the northern hemisphere, and already gloaming in the late afternoon.

A third officer stood in the corridor outside his penthouse door. Black shirt, black trousers, black boots, black cap. Julian’s eyes lingered on the pistol strapped about the guard’s waist. But the tall, spindly man breezed past him and led Julian into his own apartment. He did it with such careless briskness that Julian didn’t even think to protest. Besides, it didn’t really feel like his apartment anyway. More like a hotel room.

The front door closed behind him and the man gestured for him to sit. Julian did. He was still wearing his flight overalls, and was clothed in all of the smells of the track that had once seemed so alluring. Now they felt like failure.

The man sat opposite him. He crossed his legs with precision, and folded his hands in his lap.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

Julian shrugged.

“You should. My name is Jaroslav Droor. I am the Minister of Information. It is my responsibility to … manage the Empire’s image. The Party’s image. The image of Pater Aeternus.”

“And I am—”

“I know who you are,” Droor said, with a smile which seemed for all the world to be sincere. “I know a great deal about you, Julian Yashego. I know you were born in Antiope, on Trillia. I know that your parents are Felix and Mikki Yashego. I know that your educational imprintation was undertaken at Lindyara Academy, and I know that your uncle Jesse owns the Mauri Supersled Arena outside of Vientore. That’s how you started, is it not?”

“That’s right,” Julian said, now a little uneasy. “I remember your name. You’re the man who had me sign all those documents.”

Droor reclined. He nodded once, slowly. “I am that man.”

“Why do you know so much about me?”

“It’s my job to know these things. I have made a career out of knowing these things. Pater Aeternus trusts me to know these things. And I am exceedingly thorough.”

“What is it that—”

Droor held up a hand for silence, and got it.

“You are the best hypersled pilot in the galaxy,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Julian opened his mouth, and then closed it again. He had no idea how to answer that question.

“Because I am better than the other racers,” he said eventually.

“Why? What makes you better?”

Again, Julian thought for a little while. Droor made no move to prompt him. He seemed perfectly happy to sit in silence and wait. Julian had the feeling that he would have sat in silence until the end of time.

“I don’t know.”

Droor smiled. “Exactly. You don’t know why. You just are. There is some intrinsic quality to you which makes you better. In many ways, you are like the Empire itself, though our great Father would not be pleased to hear me make that comparison.” He paused. “The citizens of the Empire believe that there is some quality to it which makes it better than every other society in the galaxy. Whatever that quality is, it imbues the Empire with excellence. And, a bit like a racing team, we must do what we can to husband that excellence. Like you have your … racing engineers, and your director, so the Empire has men like me. We nourish it and shepherd it. We fix its internal components and we polish its exterior, and we make sure that people are able to appreciate that Pater Aeternus is the one true path to success and happiness.

“When my office heard about a young racing prodigy from Trillia, a man who had never lost a race and who looked to be on track—” He paused, briefly savouring the pun. “—to become one of the ‘greatest legends in the history of the sport,’ well. A man like me does not ignore a report like that. You see, although you and I know that Pater Aeternus is a force for good in the galaxy, there are those who disagree.” He pulled an expression which indicated that he considered this to be very unfortunate indeed. “They take every opportunity they can to discredit our way of life. They spread falsehoods about us. I’m sure you heard your fair share of these falsehoods on Trillia.”

Actually, and in spite of the efforts of the Trillian Foreign Department, Julian didn’t know much about the Decurion Empire. He didn’t know much about any of the political organisations in the galaxy. He found it all much too dull. To him, the Empire had always been an enormous, closed-off monolith, the largest single society in the galaxy and yet very much insular and inward-looking. Some of the documents he’d had to sign as part of his visa had been strange—morality clauses, prohibitions on certain sexual practices, warnings about offending and outraging Imperial citizens, badmouthing the government, and, worst of all, insulting the Emperor. But though he had been encouraged to read all carefully, even then he’d not paid much attention. His head—and Raf’s and his parents’ heads—had still been spinning from the pilot’s fees.

“Not really,” Julian said. He was tired, and didn’t know what was happening here. He had expected to be sharply rebuked for placing seventh, but Droor’s pleasant manner had confused him. It was very possible that he was being rebuked and he didn’t even know it. The Imperials were weird.

Droor nodded sympathetically, as though he appreciated how difficult it was for Julian, as a foreigner, to understand things.

“Some of my colleagues thought I was wrong to bring you to Leonis. They think some things, like where a person was born, are more important than winning. Do you agree?”

Julian shook his head emphatically. “No.” That he was certain of.

“Good. Because there isn’t anything more important than winning. Not on Leonis. Not in the Empire. It is not good enough to simply be better than everyone else. We have to demonstrate it. We have to prove it. We have to show our superiority. Racing is not simply piloting a hypersled round the track faster than everybody else; it is waving the flag of our Eternal Father in enemy-held territory. In the domestic league, Leonis must win. And in the international leagues, Pater Aeternus must win. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes.” It was a lie, but Julian wanted Droor to leave so he could go to sleep.

“Good. I am pleased to note that the first five races you have undertaken for Leonis have ended in victory. I am to conclude, therefore, that this sixth race at Soma Beck was an aberration.”

“A what?”

For the briefest of moments, no longer than an eyeblink, Droor’s features spasmed in annoyance. “A blip. A mistake. A one-off.”

“Right. Yeah. It was this actuator in—”

Again, Droor’s hand went up, and again, he achieved immediate silence.

“Do you have everything you need?”

“My team is still not here,” Julian said. “When we signed the racing contract, it was agreed that—”

“I am working on it,” Droor interrupted. “What else? Do not worry about money or inconvenience.”

“Well, a dorsal starboard actuator rod that doesn’t keep malfunctioning would be great.”

Droor smiled thinly. “I will see what I can do.” He stood. “When is your next race?”

“Two weeks. Pavol Island Speedway.”

“I look forward to your victory,” Droor said. “No need to get up. I will see myself out.”

Julian hadn’t planned on standing, and so sat, confused, as Droor left and closed the door quietly behind him.

He let out an explosive sigh and flopped backwards into the plush couch.

“What the fuck was that about?” he breathed to the empty apartment.


3

POLITICAL ENFORCEMENT

Katherine answered the door, which was itself an odd thing to do, and it flustered her. Normally the housekeeper would get it, but she shushed and shooed the anxious-looking staff, gesturing for Yesper to corral them away.

If the man at the door was surprised to be greeted by the lady of the house, he did not show it.

“Mrs. Fuller. May we come in,” he said in a flurry of breath vapour. It was not a question.

There were three PE men before her, clad from head to toe in black and wearing ankle-length trench coats. Political Enforcement was the executive arm of Droor’s Ministry of Information, the Decurion Empire’s moral centre. Whilst the Inspektorate—the executive branch of the Ministry of the Interior, led by the psychopathically evil Gerolf Morita—was responsible for investigating what Katherine considered to be “classic” crimes, Political Enforcement investigated crimes of thought, of philosophy, of belief. The Inspektorate sent you to prison; PE sent you to re-education.

“Of course,” she said, affecting brightness—though she realised that was also inappropriate. She had only returned from her husband’s funeral a few hours ago. They would have expected her to be red-eyed and grieving.

The men entered, bringing in their wake a vortex of cold air. Katherine checked the time: it was close to 11 PM. She was trying to think how to act. Had everything been fine, she would have been annoyed and standoffish, demanding to know why they had come—not even so late, but at all. Only, with Eskil and her son gone and with a headful of fresh treason, she couldn’t think. She had spent years cultivating her outward appearance, her expressions, her thoughts, curating her speech. The men had surprised her, and now she was overcompensating with lunatic buoyancy.

They all walked to the kitchen, Katherine being led through her own house. One of the men sat, whilst the others walked into the other rooms, idly examining the furnishings. Katherine’s body was rigid. Why had she kept the pamphlet? Even in the strongbox, it seemed like an insane risk. The hiding place was pathetically inadequate. They were going to find it and shoot her in the back of the head.

“What can I do for you?” Katherine asked. No, now she was being too servile. She injected some anger into her voice, trying to strike the tone of an offended, officious head of the household. “I have just this evening returned from my husband’s funeral. And it is late,” she added, her voice rising as her nerves got the better of her. Don’t overdo it. “What do you want?”

“You seem nervous, Mrs. Fuller,” the man said casually. He had not given her his name, nor had she asked for it. There was nothing remarkable about him, just another PE drone. She noticed he had a gun in a rib holster.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. She went to get herself a glass
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